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INTRODUCTION 

 

 The book of Exodus is, according to tradition, the “Second Book of Moses” – i.e., the 

second book of the Pentateuch. This traditional formula refers not to Mosaic authorship but to 

the foundational character of the literature in relation to the unrivaled authority of Moses. The 

book of Exodus stands at the center of Israel’s normative faith tradition. 

 

RELATIONSHIPS WITHIN THE PENTATEUCH 

 

 We may identify three relationships within the Pentateuch that are pertinent to the book 

of Exodus. 

1.  The relation between the books of Genesis and Exodus is important but uneasy.
1
 On 

critical grounds, it is clear that the community of the Exodus has no direct (historical) connection 

to the “ancestors” of Genesis. Nonetheless, the text itself gives considerable attention to that 

connection, which is theologically crucial. On the one hand, the God known in Genesis is only in 

Exodus made fully known by name. (see 3:14;6:2). On the other hand, the text is insistent that 

the old promises of Genesis are still operative in Exodus – promises made at creation (Gen 1:28; 

Exod 1:7), and promises of land to the ancestors (Gen. 12:1). Indeed, those promises are the 

driving force that causes God to be engaged on behalf of the slaves (see Exod 2:24; 3:16-17; 

6:8). Thus the connection between the two pieces of literature is promissory (i.e., theological 

rather than historical) but for that no less decisive. 

 

2. The relation of the book of Exodus to the books of Leviticus and Numbers is very 

different. Insofar as these later books are the extended proclamation of the Torah, they simply 

continue the work of Moses at Sinai. They belong completely within the orbit of Moses’ 

authorizing work and in fact constitute no new theme. 

3. The relation of Exodus to Deuteronomy is again very different. Deuteronomy consists of 

a restatement of the Ten Commandments (5:d-2 14, which then receive a full and belated 

exposition that is placed in the mouth of Moses. There is enormous interpretive freedom in 

Deuteronomy, so that what we are given is what Moses could have said in a later, very different 

circumstance. 

Thus the book of Exodus reaches in three quite different directions to gather together the 

main threads and themes of Israel’s faith. As the focal point of all this literature, it is the force of 

the book of Exodus that makes the Torah (Pentateuch) a profoundly Mosaic book, relying 

primarily upon his authority. 

                                                           
1
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THE DOCUMENTARY HYPOTHESIS 

It is not necessary to review here the complex account of recent critical scholarship, 

which for the past two centuries has been preoccupied with the complex history of the literature 

that now bears the authority of Moses. Specifically, this complexity is articulated by scholars in 

“the Documentary Hypothesis,” which identifies four major recasting (sources) of the material 

around four demanding theological crises. This hypothesis is a way of speaking in critical 

fashion (largely in nineteenth-century modes) about dynamic vitality in the ongoing development 

of the tradition. Current scholarship finds the hypothesis in its classical form less and less useful. 

This commentary makes very little use of the Documentary Hypothesis, though it is fully aware 

of the textual realities that have evoked the hypothesis. 

Specifically, it has been necessary to recognize that the “Priestly texts” are of a peculiar 

kind, easy to recognize, with very specific ideological interests. I have not found any way to 

avoid the odd juxtaposition of the liberation narrative and the “sacerdotal” accent.
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Acknowledging the juxtaposition, what has interested me is the way in which the final form of 

the text has been able to bring these very different accents into serious, sustained interaction. 

 

MAJOR THEOLOGICAL THEMES 

 

We may identify four major theological themes that order the book of Exodus and that provide 

focal points for interpretation. 

1. Liberation. The “narrative of liberation” (chaps. 1—15) is primarily concerned with the 

u-transformation of a social situation from oppression to freedom. This liberation is indeed a 

sociopolitical-economic operation that delegitimates and overthrows the throne of Egypt. The 

odd claim of this literature is that social transformation of revolutionary proportion is wrought 

through the holy intentionality of a “new God” (see Judge 5:8), whose name is known only in 

and through this wondrous happening. 

2. Law. The meeting at Sinai (which continues through Num 10:10) is the announcement of 

God’s will for all aspects of Israel’s personal and public life. The God who liberates refuses to be 

limited with reference only to “religion.” Three aspects of this proclamation of law may be 

noted. First, the giving of the Law is situated in a frightening theophany, whereby the holy God 

intimidates and threatens Israel (19:1 & 25). The purpose of the theophany, so far as the 

canonical form of the literature is concerned, is to round law in holy authority beyond any human 

agent or construct. This Law is God’s law! Second, the Ten Commandments, and only they, 

come directly from God’s own mouth. This is an extraordinary phenomenon, an act of 

sovereignty that orders the world, and an act of graciousness whereby Israel need not guess about 

God’s intention for it or for the world. Third, the rest of the laws in Exodus (20:22-26; 21:1—

23:19; 34:11-26) are given by Moses, who is the designated and accepted mediator (20:18-21). 

That is, Israel has devised a stable human arrangement whereby God’s will and purpose continue 

to be available. 

 

George V. Pixley, On Exodus: A Liberation Perspective (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 

1987) 35 and passim, has used term sacerdotal rather than the more conventional 

Priestly, escaping a bit the pejorative usage attached to Priestly and suggesting that this 

layer of tradition is a continuing angle of interpretation, rather than a late, “degenerate” 

form of faith. 

 



3.  Covenant. The proclamation of Law has as its purpose the making of a covenant, a 

binding relation whereby Yahweh and Israel are intimately; profoundly, and non-negotiably 

committed to each other. In this act, a social novelty is introduced into the world, a community 

founded on nothing other than an act of faith and loyalty. 

 Moreover, the present form of Exodus 32—34 is now positioned as a new or renewed 

covenant, after the nullification of the covenant of 19—24. The relation between 1 9—24 and 

32—34 suggests that covenant is a once-for-all commitment. It is endlessly impinged upon by 

the contingencies of history, so that the covenant rooted in fidelity must struggle with the reality 

of infidelity. This dynamic, on the one hand, permits the savage warning of the pre-exilic 

prophets that the relation with end because Israel persists in disobedience. On the other hand, this 

same dynamic of fidelity in the face of infidelity permits the dating assertion in the Exile that the 

God who “plucks up and tears down” will also “plant and build” a new covenant people (Jer 

1:10; 31:27-28). Thus the theme of covenant permits he terrible tension of judgment and hope 

already anticipated in 34:6-7 and asserted in pre-exilic prophets (e.g., Hosea), but worked out in 

the great prophets of the Exile—Jeremiah, Isaiah 40—55, and Ezekiel.
3 

 

4.  Presence. The book of Exodus is concerned not only with an event of liberation, but with 

a structure that will ensure in some concrete institutional form the continued presence of God in 

the midst of Israel. This God, however, is not casually or easily available to Israel, and the 

emerging problem is to find a viable way in which to host the Holy. The second half of the book 

of Exodus is preoccupied with this problem and this possibility (25:1—40:38). Israel devises, 

through daring theological imagination, structure (tabernacle) that makes possible “glory” both 

as abiding presence and as traveling assurance (40:34-38). 

 

See W. Brueggemann, Hopeful Imagination: Prophetic Voices in Exile 

(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1986); Gerhard von Rad, Old Testament Theology II (London: 

Oliver and Boyd, 1965) 188-278.  

 

These four themes converge to make the poignant claim that Israel is a profound novum 

in human history. It is a community like none that had yet been—the recipient of God’s 

liberating power practitioner of God’s sovereign Law, partner in God’s ongoing covenant, and 

host of God’s awesome presence. This astonishingly odd community is, of course made possible 

only by this incomparable God who dares to impinge upon the human process in extravagant and 

unprecedented ways (see 33:16). 

The current view of scholarship is that the book of Exodus reached its present, final form 

during the sixth-century exile or soon thereafter, with the final shaping of the Priestly tradition. 

This judgment provides a chronological reference point for the literature. More important, 

however, this critical judgment also suggests a context in which to understand the pastoral 

intention and interpretive issues at work in the literature as it comes to us. 

The exilic (or post-exilic) continuity had to practice its faith in a context where the primary 

guarantees of the Jerusalem establishment (both political and religious) had been terminated, and 

where foreign powers (Babylon, Persia) governed. The book of Exodus thus is to be understood 

as a literary, pastoral, liturgical, and theological response to an acute crisis. Texts that ostensibly 

concern thirteenth-century matters in fact are heard in a sixth- to fourth-century crisis. 

This judgment that Exodus is an exilic document does two things. On the one hand, it requires a 

rereading of the main themes of the book. Thus Liberation now concerns the freedom given in 



faith in an imperial context of a Babylonian or Persian “pharaoh.” Law concerns a counter-ethic 

in an empire that wants to preempt and commandeer all of life. Covenant is a membership 

alternative to accommodation to the empire. And presence IS a sense of energy, courage, and 

divine accompaniment in an empire that wants to “empty life of such resources. In that imperial 

context, the book of Exodus becomes a counter-document that voices and legitimates the odd 

identity of this community in the face of an empire that wants to crush such oddity. 

On the other hand, the identity of the book of Exodus as an exilic document suggests the 

interpretive vitality that belongs inherently to this text. Our own interpretive work then, is not to 

reflect on an ancient history lesson about Egypt or about cult, but to see how this text, in new, 

demanding, and dangerous circumstances, continues to offer subversive possibilities for our 

future. 

 

METHOD 

 

The older critical commentaries (of which Noth’s is a primary example) largely reflect 

and build upon nineteenth-century questions and methods.
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They are especially concerned with 

the history behind the present text, both concerning what happened as “event,” and how the text 

itself was developed and formed. This commentary is written in a context of great 

methodological ferment. It is increasingly clear that the older “critical perspective” is a product 

and example of the prevailing epistemological situation in the service of modernism. Any probe 

of these commentaries suggests how greatly our epistemological situation is changed by the 

receding of modernity. We are, however, only beginning to articulate new methods, none of 

which yet claims any consensus of scholarly support. This commentary seeks to make use of 

three emerging methods that are more congenial to the intellectual, epistemological context at the 

turn of the century, and to the context of Jewish and Christian faith communities in a postmodern 

context. 

 

Martin Noth, Exodus: A Commentary, OTL (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1962). 

 

1. Literary Criticism. The newer “literary, criticism” is no longer preoccupied with the 

history of hypothetical sources and documents, but seeks to focus on the internal, rhetorical 

workings of the text, assuming that the text itself “enacts a world” in which the reader may 

participate. Focus is not on external references, but on what is happening in the transactions of 

the text itself. This approach devotes great attention to the details, dramatic tensions, and 

rhetorical claims of the text itself. Such an approach requires great discipline to stay inside the 

world of text, and p-eat patience in noticing the subtle nuances of the text. From a theological 

perspective, it operates with a “high view” of the text suggesting that the world inside the text 

may be more real, more compelling, and more authoritative than other worlds construed behind 

or beyond the text. 

While this method is everywhere important, Exodus 32—34 provides a marvelous 

example of its fruitfulness. In these chapters the demanding, insistent role of Moses over against 

God is noteworthy. Such a role requires that God should also be considered a character who can 

be impinged upon by action in the text, and who is placed at risk by the rhetoric and transactions 

of the text. Thus the decision of 34:10 that God will want a new covenant to Israel results from 

Moses’ insistent petition in v. 9, which in turn results from God’s statement of available options 

in vv. 6-7. Moreover, in 32:10, Yahweh seems almost to be seeking Moses’ consent or 



permission to “burn hot” and consume Israel. Such a dramatic treatment of God in the text does 

not serve well the interests of either conventional historicism or conventional orthodoxy. It does, 

however, let the text become a geld of imagination in which the listening community catches a 

glimpse of an alternative world that lives in and through the text. 

 

2. Social Criticism. “Social criticism” sees the text itself as a practice of discourse that is 

loaded with ideological power and interest. Texts are never innocent or disinterested, but are 

always acts of advocacy. Most especially, textual material about God is never “mere religion,” 

but is discourse in which God is a party to social conflict and social interest. 

In Exodus are many such voices of interest and advocacy; we will comment on two. First, 

in the narrative of liberation (chaps. 1-15), the dominant voice of the text is that of revolutionary 

criticism, which mounts a vigorous assault on every (Pharaonic) establishment of abusive power. 

The work of such revolutionary discourse is to expose the power of Pharaoh as null and void, 

and to assert that other social possibilities are available, if enacted with freedom, courage, and 

faith. 

Conversely, in chaps 25—37, 35—40, and more specifically in 28—29 and 39, the 

centrality of the Aaronide priesthood is established.
 
There can be no doubt that these texts are 

ideologically interested and that they work hard to establish the preeminence and monopoly of 

the Aaronide prIesthood.
 
Thus even a text about presence is a form of political discourse about 

power. Theological terms arid social forces are always and everywhere intimately connected and 

cannot be rent asunder. Indeed, to imagine that they can be separated is a maneuver that keeps 

real power masked in benign God-talk. 

In the book of Exodus, the ideological force of the liberation narrative (1—15) and the 

monopolizing program of the Aaronides (25—40) are in profound tension with each other, one 

being revolutionary and the other consolidating if not reactionary.
 
It may be that Exodus leaves 

us with that tension. However, it is also possible that in its final form, the book intends to show 

the victory of the “liberation narrative” over the 
“
pattern of presence.” This may be subtly 

suggested in the fact that in 25—31 and 35—40, Aaron does nothing, but passively depends on 

Moses, who takes all the initiatives. Thus the priest of presence is derivative from the authority 

of the great liberator. More directly, Exodus 32—34 constitutes a massive critique of the 

Aaronides and establishes Moses’ Levites as the faithful priests. 

 

Ellis Rivkin, “The Revolution of the Aaronides,” in The Shapers of Jewish 

History (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1971) 21-41. 

See Frank M. Cross, Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic: Essays in the History of 

the Religion of Israel (Cambridge Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1973) 195-215; Paul 

Hanson, The Dawn of Apocalyptic (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1975); O. Ploger, Theocracy 

and Eschatology (Richmond: John Knox, 1968); and Morton Smith, Palestinian Parties 

and Politics That Shaped the Old Testament (New York: Columbia University Press, 

1971). 

See the statement on this ongoing tension between “the constitutive” and the 

“prophetic” by James A. Sanders, “Hermeneutics,” JDBSup, ed. Keith Crim (Nashville: 

Abingdon, 1976) 402-7. 

 

3. Canonical Criticism. “Canonical criticism” is based on the insistence that one gains very little 

by probing the complexity of the pre-history of the text. One must seek to read the text in its 



final, canonical form, taking the joints and seams in the text as clues to the intention of the text. 

The final form of the book of Exodus follows a definite sequence from liberation to covenantal 

law to abiding presence. That is, the purpose of liberation is to live in covenantal obedience, in 

communion with God’s glory. As Yahweh “gets glory” over Pharaoh (14:4, 17), the book of 

Exodus intends to wean Israel away from the glory of Pharaoh to an alternative glory 

encountered on the mountain of covenantal law. For Christians, that “alternative glory,” a 

“greater glory,” is found in Jesus (see 2 Cor 3:10-11). For the book of Exodus, the culmination of 

glory in 40:34-38 is already in view in Exodus 1. In bondage, as the story begins, Israel has no 

glory and has no access to glory. By this sequence from liberation through covenantal encounter 

to assured presence, it is clear that the distinct political and religious themes of liberation, 

covenant, and presence cannot be kept separated. 

 In reading from liberation to glory, one may attend to the deep ideological tension present 

in Exodus. Thus the Mosaic accent on emancipation wrought through the destabilization and 

overthrow of Pharaoh is uneasy with the stable “presence” linked to Aaron. I suggest that 29:43-

46 shows that traditionists are aware of the tension and deliberately establish the juxtaposition of 

the two. A canonical reading must take seriously a sociocritical reading. The canonical reading 

does not nullify the sociocritical dimension of the text, but makes a second-level, intentional use 

of them. Only in this way is the final form genuinely “post-critical.” 

 

Norman K. Gottwald, Socia1 Matrix and Canonical Shape,” TToday42 (1985) 307-21 

 

 

INTERPRETIVE ISSUES 

 

The fact that the old memory can serve a later (exilic) community in a pastoral, liturgical way 

suggests that questions of the recurring contemporaneity of the text are not inappropriate, even 

concerning our own context as “contemporary” from the very beginning, Israel’s authorizing text 

must always be reread and reinterpreted. 

1. This text is understood as dynamic and under way, open to a fresh hearing. The mode of 

such a text is liturgical—i.e., it is used regularly in public worship, where texts are always and 

Inevitably heard with enormously liberated imagination. In worship one does not ask historical-

critical questions of when and where, nor does one ask scientific questions of rational possibility. 

For the moment, one agrees to a willing suspension of disbelief, giving oneself over to the voice 

of the text. 

The Exodus text itself shows Israel practicing exactly that kind of imaginative freedom. 

Thus the “report” of the Exodus eventuates in the festival of remembrance, whereby new 

generations enter into the memory and possibility of liberations (12—13). In parallel fashion, I 

imagine many generations of girls and boys upon hearing the “pattern of the tabernacle,” 

Imagine it, construct it, and at least for a moment “see” the glory that is there. 

2. There is no doubt that the core claim of the book of Exodus is covenantal liberation. The 

text, and a long Jewish history of Passover celebration, has been a voice of alternative 

possibilities in the world. The structures, policies, and agents of oppression that have seemed 

ordained to perpetuity are here delegitimated and overthrown. The text permits the entertainment 

of a world that is different, which in turn permits different kinds of behavior. What happens in 

the text thus serves to make abused, oppressed persons subject of their own history, able and 

authorized to take responsibility for their future. In liturgical celebration, one is not given 



strategies, policies, or procedures for freedom. Rather, what is given are imaginative possibilities 

in which the God who hears the cries of the abused Hebrews hears the cries of other abused 

persons as well and enacts promises that authorize and embolden. 

There are, to be sure, current objections to the notion that the Exodus text is related to 

“liberation theology”; Fretheim offers three objections to such a construal of the material.
2 

However, his objections are largely based on a caricature, infused by a kind of dualism that splits 

religious affirmation and social reality. Thus when Fretheim insists that the exodus is God’s 

doing, and riot “violent revolutionary activity,” he fails to see that Moses is in deed engaged in 

such activity in the center of the narrative, and that it is precisely Moses’ words and actions that 

delegitimate the Egyptian power structure. No one imagines that it is Moses alone who liberates. 

But if the text is taken seriously, it also is not “Yahweh alone” who liberates, for Moses, not 

Yahweh, must “go to Pharaoh.” Fretheim’s separation of religious idea from social practice ends 

with a kind of “idealism,” an approach that Gottwald has decisively critiqued.
3 

Gottwald has rightly argued that Yahweh is a “function” of the revolution, even as the 

revolution is a “function” of Yahweh. The text precludes and denies a separation between the 

powerful intentionality of Yahweh and the determined action of disobedience that brings 

freedom to the slaves. The same ill-advised split is evident in Fretheim’s second objection that 

separates “anti-God” activity from “political” activity. Such a split fails to see that God-talk is in 

intrinsically and inevitably political talk. I propose, thus, that one can resist the agenda of 

liberation in the text only by a seriously distorted reading of the text. 

3.  Conversely, Fretheim is enormously helpful in suggesting that Exodus champions the 

theme of creation. The book of Exodus is indeed concerned with God’s will for creation and with 

the destructive capacity of Pharaoh to undo creation.
4 

In a context where one might think about 

“sustainable creation,” this text is urgent. Just as Pharaoh defeats creation, so also the laws of 

Yahweh are intended as ways to honor and enhance creation. 

Because this text refuses to remain “history,” but insists on contemporary liturgical 

engagement, the contemporary interpreter is permitted considerable imaginative maneu-

verability, disciplined, of course, by the detailed specificity of the text. As hearers of the text, we 

are like youths entering into the Passover liturgy arid hearing with our own ears the wonder of 

God’s power over Pharaoh. Or we are like children in a ritual of covenant renewal, watching 

again the frightful theophany, frightened to death, hearing the law proclaimed afresh, claimed in 

innocent obedience. Or we are like children dazzled by the “pattern of presence;” free to imagine 

how the glory comes and where it dwells, in our midst. Then, upon hearing the wonder of 

liberation and the poignancy of the law proclaimed, and being dazzled by the presence, we break 

out in an innocent Te Deum, when it is all “finished” (39:32; 40:33)! 

Scholarly niceties are not unimportant, but must, in the end, be mobilized for our own 

work of contemporary interpretation. The book of Exodus is now, for us in our reading, set down 

                                                           
2
 See Terence E. Fretheim, Exodus, Interpretation (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 1991)18-

20. See also Lyle Eslinger, “Freedom or Knowledge? Perspective and Purpose in the Exodus 

Narrative (Exodus 1—15) JSOT52 (1991• 43-60; Jon D. Levenson, “Exodus and Liberation, 

HBT 13(1991) 134-74; and in response, Walter Brueggemann. Pharaoh as Vassal: A Study of a 

Political Metaphor,” forthcoming in CBO. 
3
 Norman K. Gottwald, The Tribes of Yahweh: A Sociology of the Religion of Liberated Israel 

1250—1050 BCE (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1979) 592-607. 
4
 Terence E. Fretheim, “The Plagues as Ecological Signs of Historical Disaster,” JBL 110 (1991) 

385-90 Fretheim has elaborated this suggestive theme in his commentary, Exodus. 



in a context of profane, self-indulgent consumer culture, in which technological capacity is 

matched and mobilized by self-serving ideology. In such a culture (either in market-driven 

licentiousness or in state-practiced brutality), human beings, human community, and human 

possibility are increasingly neglected and muted, if not nullified. In such a culture, the voice of 

Exodus sounds where it has courageous interpreters, who simply and uncompromisingly voice 

the alternative intention the Holy One has for creation. 

The dramatic rendition of liberation takes place in a society where the question of 

liberation is little honored. Ours is increasingly a shut-down culture in which “freedom” is 

reduced to a range of “product choices,” but in which the soaring of the human spirit, the dignity 

of the human body, and the health of the body politic are little cared for, honored, or financed. 

The question posed by the Exodus tradition is whether liberation is possible Lu such a shut-down 

world. The answer given by this Jewish voice of God is that God’s own will to end the bondage 

status of the mar4nated is relentless and cannot finally be resisted. 

The revolutionary possibility of covenant is resisted when power is closed, settled, and 

monopolized. Covenant, the text claims, is a revolution possibility. Against both authoritarianism 

and individual autonomy, the Sinai text enacts a covenant rooted in a holy authority that 

deabsolutizes every other authority. Moreover, in law and command the God of Sinai grounds 

human dignity and mobilizes the strong for the sake of the weak. Since those awesome days at 

Sinai, Jews and Christians have believed that a community of mutuality, rooted in the command 

of God, is indeed a social possibility and a social mandate. 

The pattern for presence imagines God’s awesome magisterial, life-giving glory being 

present concretely in the world. That “pattern” given us in the text makes its statement now in an 

utterly profane cultural context in which sacrament is reduced to technique and magisterial 

“signs” are driven out by mindless slogans and manipulative ideology. The text continues to ask 

whether sacramental power and presence are possible in an “emptied”
 
culture.

5
 This text asserts 

that God is willing and yearning to be present, but that presence requires a community of 

generous faith, which gives its best skills, disciplines, and goods for the housing of the holy. 

When we depart the text of Exodus, our world is not miraculously transformed by our reading 

and interpretation. What is effected by our reading and interpretation is only the Slow, unnoticed 

work of transformed imagination. The book of Exodus invites the reader to Passover imagination 

(i.e, counter-imagination), rooted in the sufferings of our ancestors who cried out. It is powered 

by our ancestors of the Exile who treasured the alternative. 

Now our reading, amid the suffering of the world, in the presence of exiles and of exile-

producing institutions and policies, invites us to leave off the paralyzing fantasy of Pharaoh for 

the One who will be gracious. 

 

THE NEW TESTAMENT EXTRAPOLATIONS 

 

 Richard Hays has shown with reference to Paul that the Christian use of the Old 

Testament (OT) is done in rich and varied modes, but always with respect for and a careful 

reading of the OT.
6 

This is clearly true of the New Testament (NT) use of the book of Exodus. 

                                                           
5
 See George Steiner, Real Presences (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989). Concerning 

an “emptied, shut-down” culture, see Herbert Marcuse, One-Dimensional Man (Boston: Beacon, 

1964). 
6
 Richard B. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letter of Paul (New Haven: Yale Universir~ Press. 

19891. 



The interrelations between the book of Exodus and the NT take many forms, arid one cannot 

reduce that usage to any single interpretive principle of method. Each such usage attends 

carefully to the claim of Exodus, and each usage focuses on the decisiveness and finality of 

Jesus. Here I will mention characteristic interactions that refer to each of the three great themes 

of the book of Exodus. 

1. Exodus Deliverance and Liberation. The entire Moses recital of deliverance becomes 

the center piece and primary material of Stephen’s great sermon (Acts 7:1 7-44). One is 

especially impressed with the detailed way in which the Moses narrative is followed all the way 

from the birth of Moses in the midst of a death-dealing Egyptian regime (V. 19) to the “tent of 

testimony” (v. 44). The story of Moses is for Stephen the primary model for the work of the Holy 

Spirit and for the persecution of the prophets. (See a different casting of the same recital in Heb 

11:23-29.) 

 2. The Covenant at Sinai. The Covenant at Sinai is clearly definitional for Christians. 

Paul, however, in relating Moses and Sinai to his own generation of Jews and the continuing 

community of Judaism, which did not accept Jesus as Messiah, speaks of a “new covenant” (1 

Cor 11:25; 2 Cor 3:6; and the subtle argument of Romans 9—11). Yet for all his brave language 

of “new covenant,” Paul can never cleanly and unambiguously declare that the old covenant is 

null and void.
7
 

3. The Presence. The argument of Hebrews 7—10 depends completely on the Levitical-

Aaronide theory of priesthood and presence in Exod 25—40. Again, a complete contrast is made 

between the once-for-all priestly work of Jesus and the priesthood of Aaron, which is said to be 

unreliable and insufficient. 

In these ‘several uses the New Testament writers are passionately focused on the 

distinctiveness and finality of Jesus. In our ecumenical and reconciling context, this 

supersessionism is awkward, but nonetheless evident in the text. It is equally clear. However, 

that for all such bold claims, the New Testament can never freely and fully escape the claims and 

categories of the Old Testament and the faith of Moses. Even when the claim of Christian 

displacement is most powerful, the truth of the Mosaic witness persists in the New Testament- 

Thus, for example, the thematic use of Exodus in the Gospel of Mark argues for a sense of 

continuity between the narrative of the God of Exodus and the story of Jesus. 

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY: 

The following books will be helpful reading: 

 

Commentaries: 

 

Calvin, John. Commentaries on the Last Four Books of Moses (Arranged in the Form of a 

Harmony). Vols. II, III Grand Rapids: Baker, 1979. A magisterial evangelical commentary, 

informed by the best criticism of his time, but undistracted from a theolocal focus. 

Childs, Brevard. The Book of Exodus. OIL Philadelphia: Westminster, 1974. An erudite, 

comprehensive commentary, the most important of this generation, which summarizes the 

critical tradition of scholarship and moves boldly to theological (canonical) issues. 

Fretheim, Ierence. Exodus. Interpretation. Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 1991. An 
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 See the carefully nuanced discussion by Paul M. van Buren, A Theology of the Jewish-Christian 

Reality (San Francisco: Haroer & Row, 1981); and Norbert LoI-ifink, The Covenant Never 

Revoked (New York: Paulist, 1991). 



excellent commentary, reflecting newer methods of reading, offering rich suggestion for 

pastoral interpretation, committed to an accent on creation theology.  

Greenberg, Moshe. Understanding Exodus. New York: Behrman House, 1969. A discerning 

statement that makes lull use of Jewish interpretive voices, sensitive to the powerful 

theolocal voice of the text. 

Noth, Martin. Exodus. OTL Philadelphia: Westminster, 1962. The standard critical German 

commentary, the most influential of the last generation, largely concerned with the prehistory 

of the text. 

Pixley, George V. On Exodus, a Liberation Perspective. Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1987. A brief, 

but important, reading with a liberation hermeneutic alive to the sociocritical issues in the 

text. 

Sarria, Nahum. The JPS Torah Commentary: Exodus. Philadelphia: JPS, 1991. A discerning, 

balanced. interpretation, critically informed, but paying primary attention to the religious 

claims of the text. 

 

 

Other suggestive studies: 

Bloom, Harold, ed. Exodus: Modern Critical Interpretations. New York: Chelsea House, 1987. 

Offers a rich collection of classic articles, with special emphasis on Jewish contributions, 

valuable for theological sensitivity and artistic discernment. 

van Iersel, Bas, and Anton Weller, eds. Exodus: A Lasting Paradigm. Concilium. Edinburgh: T 

& T Clark, 1987. A collection of studies, suggesting the varied modes and contexts of a 

contemporary Exodus hermeneutic. – 

Waizer, Michael. Exodus and Revolution. New York: Basic Books, 1985. A judicious study by a 

political theorist of the ways in which Exodus has provided impetus for revolution in many 

parts of the modem world. 

 

 

OUTLINE OF EXODUS 

 

1:1—13:21, The Narrative of Liberation 

 

A. 1:1—4:31, Preparation for Deliverance 1:1-22, A New King Comes to Power 

2:1-10, The Birth of Moses - 

 

2:1 1-22, Moses Flees from Pharaoh 

2:23-25, God Hears Their Groaning 

3:1—4:31, Moses Is Sent to Pharaoh  

 

B. 5:1—11:10, “Let My People Go” 

5:1—6:1, Bricks Without Straw 

6:2-30, “I Am Yahweh” 

7:1-13, Aaron’s Staff 

7:14-25, The Plague of Blood 

8:1-15, The Plague of Frogs 

8:16-19, The Plague of Gnats 



8:20-32, The Plague of Flies 

9:1-12, The Plague on Livestock and 

9:13-35, The Plague of Hail 

10:1-20, The Plague of Locusts 

l0:21-29,The Plague of Darkness 

11:1-10, Warning of the Final Plague  

 

C. 12:1—13:21, The Lord Will Reign 

1.2:1 -28, The Passover Instituted 

12:29-39, Death of the Firstborn 

12:40-51, Directions for the Passover 

13:1-16, Special Observances 

13:17-22, Pillars of Cloud and Fire 

14:1-31, Crossing the Sea 

15:1-21, Songs of Moses and Miriam 

the Plague of Boils 

 

II. 15:22—18:27, “Is the Lord Among Us or Not?” 

 

A. 15:22-27, Bitter Water Made Sweet 

B. 16:1-36,MannaandQuail 

C. 17:J-7, Water from the Rock 

D.   17:8-16, Amalek Is Defeated 

E.  18:1-12, Jethro Comes to Moses 

F. 18:13-27, Jethro’s Advice 

 

III. 19:1—24:18, The Charter of a Holy Nation 

 

A. 19:1-25, At Mount Sinai  

 

B. 20:1-17, The Ten Commandments 

20:1-7, “No Other Gods Before Me” 

20:8-1 1, “You Shall Not Do Any Work” 

20:12-17, Neighbor Relations  

 

C. 20:18-2 1, Moses as Mediator 

 

D. 20:22—23:19, The Covenant Code 

 

E. 23:20-33, Conquest of Canaan Promised 

 

F. 24:1-18, The Covenant Ceremony 

 

IV. 25:1—31:18, The Pattern of the Tabernacle 

 

A. 25:1-40, Tabernacle Furnishings 



B. 26:1-37, Tabernacle Curtains and Frame 

C. 27:1-21, Altar, Court, Lamp 

D. 28:1-43, Priestly Vestments 

E. 29:1-46, Ordination of Priests 

F. 30:1-10, The Incense Altar 

G. 30:11—31:11, Other Priestly Matters 

30:11-16, The Atonement Money 

30:17-21, Basin for Washing 

30:22-3 8, Anointing Oil and Incense 

31:1-il, Two Skilled Artisans H. 31: 12-18, The Sabbath 

 

V. 32:1—34:35, Sin and Restoration 

 

A. 32:1-35, The Golden Calf 

B. 33:1-23, Moses Seeks Assurance 

C. 34:1-28, Renewal of the Covenant 

D. 34:29-35, Moses’ Shining Face 

 

VI. 35:1—40:38, Israel’s Obedient Work 

 

A. 35:1—36:7, Materials for the Tabernacle 

B. 36:8—39:43, The Work of Construction 

C. 40:1-33, Moses Finishes the Work 

D. 40:34-38, The Glory of the Lord 

 


