
Harry Ellis’s guide to discussing Exodus 

 

 Biblical materials are a “sensitive” topic for some students – not so much the “true 

believers,” who consider it “inspired.” Actually, most of our “fundamentalist” students (of which 

there are a relative few) are not very familiar with the bible, except for knowledge gained 

secondhand (that is, someone has TOLD THEM what “the Bible says” about some topic). One of 

my favorite comments from a freshman some years ago was that “I used to believe in the Bible 

till I read it.” Most of the “sensitive” nature of discussing Bible material is the feeling by many 

students that it is “sacred” to SOMEONE ELSE – especially the professor, and/or that the Bible 

represents authority that is not to be questioned (at least openly). Teenagers are reticent to take a 

strong stand or express a strong opinion on any topic, and especially on one that they think might 

“draw fire” from their friends.  

 So one of the first things I do in any discussion of Biblical materials is to state openly that 

whatever one believes to be the inspired nature, or the historical accuracy of the material, FOR 

US IN THIS COURSE the material is to be analyzed, discussed, questioned, and otherwise 

treated with the same respect (but also the same curiosity and analysis) as Gilgamesh, The 

Odyssey, or (later) Antigone, Plato’s Republic, the Qur’an, etc. And then I proceed to question 

some things myself, to show the way for the students. You might remind the students that Scott 

Ward referred to Homer’s Illiad and Odyssey as “scripture” for the later Greeks, and I agree: the 

Torah for the Hebrews was very similar to Homer for the Greeks.  

 Some historical background and dates. Gilgamesh, to the extent that he was a historical 

character, probably lived before 2000 BCE – perhaps, 2200 BCE, although possibly as early as 

2500 BCE, which is about when the pyramids were being built in Egypt. This was not long after 

the first cities and the first writing, which go back to perhaps about 3000 BCE.  

 The Trojan War, which was the setting for the Homeric epics, apparently WAS a real 

event, and happened somewhere around 1150 BCE (although Homer himself is dated to perhaps 

800-700 BCE). 

 Interestingly, Moses and the Exodus, to the extent he and it are historical, probably date 

to around 1250 BCE. It is interesting to think of Moses as a near-contemporary of Odysseus 

(what, after all, is 100 years or so?) The two cultures are SO DIFFERENT. The way they view 

God (the gods) are SO DIFFERENT. The way they view relationships between humans is SO 

DIFFERENT. And yet, there are similarities. Both emphasize the kind of treatment of strangers. 

Both are very male-centered. Both involve journeys (which is, after all, the theme of our current 

unit in WHGC). What I am about to write, I draw from GOD: A BIOGRAPHY ( by Jack Miles), 

WHO WROTE THE BIBLE and THE DISAPPEARANCE OF GOD (by Richard Elliott 

Friedman), ASIMOV’S GUIDE TO THE BIBLE (Isaac Asimov), the footnotes in THE 

HARPER-COLLINS STUDY BIBLE (NRSV translation), the study manual for DISCIPLE: 

BECOMING DISCIPLES THROUGH BIBLE STUDY ( a Methodist/United Churches of Christ 

publication apparently), and other sources I have probably forgotten.  

 Exodus is basically two stories. The first part (through the “Song of Miriam” in Ch. 15) is 

the story of God as “liberating” the Hebrew people from slavery in Egypt. Here we have the tale 

of Moses’ birth and miraculous rescue by the Egyptian princess, his flight after killing an 

Egyptian, his marriage to a non-Hebrew wife, his encounter with God at the burning bush, his 

return to Egypt to confront Pharoah, the ten “plagues” the God inflicts on Egypt, the final 

slaughter of the Egyptian firstborn while the Hebrews were “passed over,” the departure of the 

people from Egypt, pursuit by the Egyptian army. 



There are LOTS of discussion topics here! 

 

(1) Why does God care about the Hebrews being persecuted? (Does Zeus, or the gods of 

Gilgamesh concern themselves with humans mistreating other humans?) 

 

(2) The bit about God’s NAME in Ch 3 is interesting. The first answer (translated in the 

NRSV as “I AM WHO I AM”) is then followed by another answer (“Thus you shall say 

to the children of Israel, “Yahweh, the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham… has 

sent me to you”). Friedman says that “the Hebrew root of “I AM WHO I AM” is the 

same as the root of the name Yahweh.” Other translations of the first answer are “I WILL 

BE WHAT I WILL BE,” or “I AM WHAT I AM.” Asimov comments that God’s name is 

apparently “connected with some form of the word “to be,” either in the present or future 

tense, as though the primary nature of God is external existence.” 

 

(3) What makes Moses a hero? (Moses is CLEARLY the major character of the Torah. His 

name, which is apparently Egyptian, means simply “Son.” Thus, two pharaohs were 

named Thutmose = “son of Toth” and Rameses = “son of Ra.” Perhaps, Moses is a “son” 

of God? Moses is credited with initiating “monotheism,” the worship of only one God. 

Interestingly, an Egyptian Pharaoh of about 1500 BCE had tried to institute monotheism 

in Egypt, focusing worship on the SUN. His religious revolution lasted only so long as 

his reign, and after his death, Egypt reverted to polytheism. One wonders if Moses – 

raised in Egypt – knew of this.) Anyway, Moses is the third “hero” whose journeys we 

read about (following Gilgamesh and Odysseus), His journey is quite different. Why did 

he go back to Egypt to rescue his people? (Can you see Odysseus doing this? 

Gilgamesh?) 

 

(4) Monotheism is the dominant religious view in the West today, and most people would 

say it involves “belief in only one god.” But it is NOT AT ALL CLEAR that the Hebrews 

of Exodus believed only in one god in the sense that we do. The form of worship that 

Moses instituted was more likely HENOTHEISM = the worship of one god without 

denying the existence of other gods. In other words, Yahweh’s demand (in exchange for 

his act of freeing the Hebrews) was that they worship ONLY HIM, but there was no 

claim that other gods did not exist. In fact, the ten plagues are depicted as a series of 

“pitched battles” between Yahweh (for the Hebrews) and various Egyptian gods (of the 

Nile, of agriculture, heavenly bodies, etc.) Not surprisingly - since the Hebrews are 

writing the tale – Yahweh wins every time! For discussion: how would a student – or 

anyone – today defend “radical monotheism” = the belief that THERE IS ONLY ONE 

God? Clearly, neither the Sumerians depicted in Gilgamesh, nor the Greeks in the 

Odyssey thought that. Other than the fact that someone might have TOLD you, what 

clues do you have? This brings up what is meant by the word “GOD.” My favorite 

definition is that GOD is the answer to the “ultimate philosophical question” posed by 

Liebniz: “Why is there SOMETHING rather than NOTHING?” Is this connected with the 

“Name” of God in (1) above? I think so. 

 

(5) Of course, later Jews did in fact deny the existence of other gods. (Isaiah makes fun of 

idols in Ch 44.) This brings up the interesting fact that RELIGIOUS VIEW EVOLVE – 



even within the same tradition. What we (those of us who are “religious”) believe about 

“ultimate reality” today is different from what our ancestors (even within our Jewish-

Christian-Islamic tradition) believed. And, clearly, it is different from what Odysseus and 

Gilgamesh believed. Implied by this (and perhaps more threatening) is that religious 

beliefs (including the matters of “right” and “wrong”) will likely continue to evolve, and 

will be different in the future! This will support some discussion in class, I believe. 

 

(6) The second part of Exodus (beginning with verse 22 in Ch 15) depicts God (through 

Moses) as the LAWGIVER. The Hebrew people, meanwhile, are mostly shown as 

“whiners,” while Moses is the stalwart and stern father-figure, pleading with God to spare 

the people when God is ready to destroy them and start over with a new line from Moses 

(as he did earlier with Noah, as reported in Genesis). Students are likely to feel that 

reading all this legal stuff is tedious (and I would mostly agree), but there are some 

interesting “tidbits” that might spur discussion. I pick out just a few that interest ME. 

 

1. The Ten Commandments are the “core” of law (though by no means the entirety!). They 

appear in Ch 20 of Exodus, and again in Ch 5 of Deuteronomy. There are small 

differences in the wording – especially in the one about observing the Sabbath. All of 

your students have probably heard of “The Ten Commandments.” Ask how many can 

name all ten. See how many the class can name! 

 

2. Note the emphasis on respect for parents. One of the Ten Commandments is on this, and 

then verses 15 and 17 of Ch 21 prescribe the death penalty for striking or cursing a 

parent. Mencius, the Chinese philosopher of about 300 BCE that we will read later, will 

also write about honoring parents. Were parents mentioned in Gilgamesh? Odysseus’ 

father was Laertes, his son was Telemachus – what were the relationships like in THAT 

story? Is “respect for parents” a universal virtue in every culture? What if your parent is 

an abuser (and it is not impossible that one or more of your students will have 

experienced an abusive parent). By the way, in Genesis we will see some less attractive 

relationships between parents and children. Abraham sends away his some by his 

concubine and then is willing to sacrifice his sons by his wife. Isaac (the son that was 

almost sacrificed) later has two sons – Jacob and Esau. He clearly favors Esau, while his 

wife Rebekah favors Jacob. Rebekah assists Jacob in deceiving his elderly and feeble 

father; thereby cheating Esau out of his inheritance. Jacob, later named Israel, becomes 

father to 12 sons, and shows clear favoritism among them, inspiring 10 of them to “seek” 

their brother Joseph into slavery in Egypt. (This is, in fact, how the Hebrews, who are 

simply the “children of Israel” get to Egypt, where Moses later comes to rescue them!) 

 

3. Another tidbit for discussion: Note verse 12 of Ch. 21: the penalty for intentional killing 

is death, while that for accidental killing is banishment (the killer can flee to a safe place). 

Now look at verse 22: the penalty for causing a pregnant woman to have a miscarriage is 

simply to pay a fine. Does this have relevance for the abortion debate? It is pretty clear 

that the ancient Hebrews did not regard a fetus as a “human.” In fact, a baby’s first breath 

“the breath of life” was the beginning of life, and the male was not named until the eight 

day, when it was circumcised. The words for “breath,” “wind,” and “spirit” are similar – 



thus in Genesis Ch. 1, verse 2, it is the “spirit of God,” or the “breath” of God, or a “wind 

from God” that is mentioned. 

 

Immediately after the instructions about accidental miscarriage comes the famous “eye 

for eye, tooth for tooth.” Jesus later directly refutes this (see Matthew Ch 5, verse 38). 

Again, religious views evolve. (Although, does anyone actually follow Jesus’ teachings? 

As I write this, George W. Bush, who, during his presidential campaign said that Jesus 

was the “most influential” figure in his life, is talking about striking back at the Mideast 

terrorists. Does any student think that we should “turn the other cheek” to Osama ben-

Laden?) Actually, the “eye-for-eye, tooth-for-tooth” command was probably an ethical 

ADVANCE over what had gone before – families taking revenge for misdeeds that led to 

feuds and tribal warfare through generations. Moses (and God) is saying that the evil-

doer should pay a measured price, sanctioned by society, after which there should be no 

further revenge by the aggrieved party. 

 

4. Yet another tidbit: Note verse 25 of Ch 22. It forbids the lending of money at interest to 

the poor. This was interpreted by the church for centuries (through the middle ages) as 

forbidding the loaning of money at interest to ANYONE (it was “usury” to do so). Thus, 

Christians could not charge interest on loans. But, of course, NO ONE WOULD LEND 

MONEY if they could not charge interest. So the church decided that the JEWS (who, 

after all, were damned to hell anyway) could lend money at interest. This is the 

mechanism by which the Jewish community in Europe (which was called simply 

“Christendom”) became the “moneylenders,” and, as a consequence, some of them 

became very wealthy! 

 

A connected point. There is great debate in our present culture about SOME behaviors 

outlawed in the Torah – especially those connected with SEX, and especially 

HOMOSEXUALITY. One has to look fairly long and hard to find it, but, indeed, in 

Leviticus one can find (among pages and pages of laws regarding skin diseases, clean and 

unclean animals, instructions for sacrifices and the ordination of priests) a single verse 

(23 in Ch 18) that says: “You shall not lie with a male as with a woman; it is an 

abomination.” There is NO DOUBT that the ancient Hebrews considered homosexuality 

a sin. The Greeks, on the other hand (as we shall see when we read Plato) did not 

consider it unusual or remarkable. Since most teenagers are very concerned with their 

own sexuality, and most have heard the fundamentalist Christians speak loudly that “the 

Bible says” homosexuality is a sin, it might be interesting to discuss why THIS 

PARTICULAR SIN is singled out by the fundamentalists. Lending money at interest is 

also denounced by “the Bible,” as is failing to observe the Sabbath.  

 

5. The episode of the “Golden Calf” in Chapter 32 is remarkable for many reasons. YOU 

MIGHT THINK that a people who had, a short time before, witnessed plagues on Egypt 

from which they were miraculously spared, seen the waters parted, the Egyptian army 

drowned, had been led by pillars of cloud and fire, and were now camped beneath a 

thundering mountain would BELIEVE in the God who was doing all these things. But, of 

course, “belief” in some god or gods was not really in question in the ancient world. 

Friedman, in THE DISAPPEARANCE OF GOD, points out that “there is no word for “to 



believe” in biblical Hebrew. The word that is frequently translated as “to believe” means, 

in the original, something more like “to trust.” The Hebrew people camped beneath the 

mountain did not doubt God’s EXISTENCE, but were not sure they could TRUST him, 

and as a result demanded a god (the golden calf) that they could SEE. (For us, it is a stock 

portfolio, or maybe a professional title.) 

 

6. and finally: Do you know God’s TEAM COLORS? The answer is: BLUE, PURPLE and 

CRIMSON (together with the traditional gold, silver, and bronze of the metals). For 

evidence, see verses 6, 23, 25, and 35 of Ch 35; verses 8, 35, and 37 of Ch. 36; verses 18 

and 23 of Ch. 38; verses 1,2,3,5,8,24, and 29 of CH. 39. So, the Crips and the Bloods, not 

to mention Harvard and Yale, have (in Picasso’s words) “invented nothing.” 

 

 

 

 


