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1. Online Resources 
 
Selected WHGC Faculty Resources: 
 

Land of the Hebrews 
 
http://www.eckerd.edu/academics/westernheritage/facultyresources/files/Journey%20of%
20Discovery/Exodus/05%20Land%20of%20the%20Hebrews.pdf
 

--historical background & geography of the land of milk and honey. 
 

Exodus Guide-Ellis 
 
http://www.eckerd.edu/academics/westernheritage/facultyresources/files/Journey%20of%
20Discovery/Exodus/07%20Exodus%20Guide%20-%20Ellis%20.pdf
 

--lots of good fodder for discussion in Harry’s commentary. 
 

Exodus 
 
http://www.eckerd.edu/academics/westernheritage/facultyresources/files/Journey%20of%
20Discovery/Exodus/13%20Exodus.pdf

 
--critical and thematic analysis of Exodus 

 
If you have the time and the inclination, we recommend Professor Hayes’ online lectures on 
Exodus (from Open Yale Courses): 

 
http://oyc.yale.edu/religious-studies/introduction-to-the-old-testament-hebrew-bible

 
There are many other resources available on the WHGC faculty Website. 
 
 
2. Exodus:  Lesson Plans 
 
2.1 Day 1 Options 
 
1.  For homework, have each student identify 6 passages or sections from the reading that they 
think is revealing about Hebraic notions of justice.  Ask them to be prepared to explain why.  Or 
you can be a little more open-ended and ask them to identify passages they find interesting or 
important.  Use this as the basis for discussion. 

http://www.eckerd.edu/academics/westernheritage/facultyresources/files/Journey%20of%20Discovery/Exodus/05%20Land%20of%20the%20Hebrews.pdf
http://www.eckerd.edu/academics/westernheritage/facultyresources/files/Journey%20of%20Discovery/Exodus/05%20Land%20of%20the%20Hebrews.pdf
http://www.eckerd.edu/academics/westernheritage/facultyresources/files/Journey%20of%20Discovery/Exodus/07%20Exodus%20Guide%20-%20Ellis%20.pdf
http://www.eckerd.edu/academics/westernheritage/facultyresources/files/Journey%20of%20Discovery/Exodus/07%20Exodus%20Guide%20-%20Ellis%20.pdf
http://www.eckerd.edu/academics/westernheritage/facultyresources/files/Journey%20of%20Discovery/Exodus/13%20Exodus.pdf
http://www.eckerd.edu/academics/westernheritage/facultyresources/files/Journey%20of%20Discovery/Exodus/13%20Exodus.pdf
http://oyc.yale.edu/religious-studies/introduction-to-the-old-testament-hebrew-bible


 
or, instead of assigning homework, 
 
Put them into groups of 3 or 4 students and ask them to identify these passages as a group and 
then report to the class on their findings. 
 
and/or 
 
Use the suggested questions to generate discussion (see below).  Or look through the faculty 
resources posted online for discussion questions. 
 
2.  Put the students into groups and ask them to list the different categories of laws outlined in 
the text (or work on this as a class and make a list of categories on the board).  What sorts of 
behaviors or activities are being legislated (economic, social, religious)?  What might account for 
the various categories of laws?  Are there any categories missing?  Examine each category and 
discuss: How might these laws appeal to or be necessary for a people recently excised from 
slavery?  Do any of the laws seem unjust or unnecessary?  Are there any inequities in how the 
law is applied to different members of Hebrew society?  Are there any double standards?  What 
laws seem unjust?  Are the punishments equal to the crimes (eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth, 
etc.)?  How might we explain apparently unjust laws, inequities, double standards, and harsh 
punishments in terms of the historical moment in which they were established? 
 
Then ask them to consider the relationship between the 10 Commandments and the laws that 
follow.  Why are the Commandments distinguished from the others?  How are they qualitatively 
different or similar? 
 
2.2 Day 2 Options 
 
The short reading for today gives us the luxury of performing a close reading of the text.  Read 
the entire selection in class from start to finish.  Go around the room and ask each student to read 
a section.  Or break them into groups, assign each group a passage from the reading, and have 
them identify and discuss one key issue/event from their selection as relates to notions of justice 
and report to the class.  Maybe have each group read their selection aloud.  Identify other issues 
and questions as you go along and discuss them.  Be sure to discuss in detail the situation that 
gave rise to the making of the golden calf and the punishments that were met out as a result.   
 
Then move the discussion to the issues that Davina brought about in her lecture and her 
discussion of the story of the golden calf as a story of a society in a moment of crisis.  The 
Israelites are torn between following the olds laws of their enslavement that, despite their 
oppressiveness and harshness, are comforting in that they are a known quantity and the prospect 
of creating a new society for themselves and abiding by laws created by their God.  In her lecture 
Davina proposed addressing these questions as related to this crisis:  What do we do when we 
will not allow ourselves to imagine life after slavery, even as care for all could be the center of a 
new community?  What do we do when the desire to turn away from Sinai and march right back 
to Egypt is stronger than the desire to be patient and learn what we could become together, even 
if we are afraid and a little uncomfortable?  How can we account for the possibility that, after we 



think we are liberated, we still accept oppression and injustice through countless golden calf-like 
decisions we make every day?  How do we come to terms with the reality that few may be guilty 
of baking that calf, but all are responsible for the festival? 
 
As a related matter, it might be interesting to consider how the Israelites viewed the relationship 
between the law and its origin (i.e. God) as a root cause of this crisis.  Of particular importance is 
the way in which knowledge of God is established in the minds of Israelites and how that 
knowledge relates to their perception of God as a law-giver and an authority.  Ask the students to 
go through the text and identify the various ways in which Moses and the Israelites learn about 
God and his nature.  What patterns emerge?  Is God simply an idea, an abstraction?  Is his nature 
revealed by his actions?  Is he known by name?  One thing they should notice is that God refuses 
to reveal His true image.  He always appears in disguise (a burning bush, a column of fire or a 
cloud, etc.) and even refuses to show Moses his face.  Why does God refuse to reveal His true 
image?  What does it mean to know something by name, by decree or by action but not by sight? 
 Why might God be wary of revealing His true image and how is this related to His authority in 
establishing law and the willingness of the Israelites to follow His laws?  If the Bible reflects 
how the Jews saw themselves and wanted to perceive their God, then why might the Israelites 
prefer to not to know the true likeness of God and how might this relate to their perception of his 
authority as law-giver?  How is this different from what they understood of Pharaoh as the law-
giver in Egypt?  It might be interesting to discuss this knowing that for the Egyptians Pharaoh 
was both king and a god.  How might this complicate the Israelites’ perception of Moses and his 
relationship to the law-giver? 
 
The representation of God is a complex theological issue and one that has a problematic history 
in Judaism and Christianity.  Many theologians have written about this issue, especially during 
the medieval period in times of iconoclasm.  You might want to direct your students to the 
writings of John of Damascus from the 8th century CE as an example of a scholarly approach to 
dealing with this issue.  St. John’s ideas about the role of imagery as it relates to worship give us 
important insights into the nature of art in western Christendom. 
 
Iconoclasm in Byzantium: 
 
http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/icon/hd_icon.htm
 
Primary source material on Iconoclasm: 
 
http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/sbook1old.html#byz-icon
 

see especially the writings of St. John of Damascus 
 
Jewish Art in Late Antiquity and Early Byzantium: 
 
http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/jewa/hd_jewa.htm
 
Since we’re covering Islam as well, it might be instructive to consider religious art in Islam. 
 

http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/icon/hd_icon.htm
http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/sbook1old.html#byz-icon
http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/jewa/hd_jewa.htm


The Nature of Islamic Art: 
 
http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/orna/hd_orna.htm
 
see also the links embedded at the end of the article on the use of calligraphy, vegetal patterns, 
geometric patterns and figural representation in Islamic art. 
 
 
3. Activities and Discussion Questions 
 
3.1 Power Issues 

• Why are the Egyptians afraid of the Israelites? 
• Why does God go through all the effort of sending the plagues?  If he has omnipotent 

power why does he not just liberate his people in an instant? 
• Why does God harden Pharaoh’s heart so many times?  Does this behavior strike you as 

cruel? 
 
3.2 God vs. Human curiosity and creativity 

• Exodus 3 deals with the assignment of a suitable name to God; on the other hand it is 
forbidden to depict God by an image.  Why do you think that is? 

• What role does free will play in Hebrew society? 
o God seems to get angry when his people get creative (Golden calf) 
o Sense that God needs to spell out every detail, as if there was no natural goodness 

in humans 
 
3.3 Detailed Study of God’s laws 

• Case study exercises (make one student lawyer for party A, another one for party B, poll 
the remainder of the class to be the judge) 

o Mr. A and Mr. B are getting into an argument over a sheep.  A takes a swing at B, 
but misses, instead hitting B’s pregnant wife.  Because of this B’s wife has a 
miscarriage. (Ex. 21:22, A pays B a fine. Potential follow-up discussion: Did the 
Hebrews regard fetus as a “life”?  Abortion debate...) 

o Mr. A, a highly respected Hebrew, purchases Mr. B, also a Hebrew, to serve him 
as a slave.  Eight years later, A discovers that B has been sleeping with one of A’s 
sheep for the past 2 months, so A repeatedly strikes B with a rod.  B suffers 
serious injuries and dies three days later.  (Ex 21:2-6 slave serving for 6 years or 
for life? Ex 22:19 sex with animal.  Ex 21:21 temporary survival exception.  
Potential follow-up discussions: What is your reaction to the prescribed treatment 
of slaves?  Does the apparent sanctioning of slavery make it difficult for the 
reader to view the Hebrew God in a positive light?) 

 
• Can you identify any apparent contradiction in God’s/Moses’ actions and God’s law? 

o Moses killing the Egypt (Ex 2:12) vs. ``You shall not murder’’. 
 If we attempt to resolve contradiction via Ex 21:12 (act of God exception), 

what does this tell us about God? 
 Does the punishment in the law of violence match Moses’ punishment? 

http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/orna/hd_orna.htm


o God killing the pursuing Egyptian army 
• What might explain these contradictions? 
• What is the relationship between the 10 commandments and the subsequent laws 

concerning the altar, slaves, violence, property, restitution? 
o Refinement, spells out punishment 

• What might be the reason for separating 10 commandments from the other laws? 
• [maybe better as an exam question?] Find a way to organize and group the Ten 

Commandments.  Why did you choose your particular organization? 
o e.g. first 4 deal with God, as opposed to other 6 
o development of ceremonial, moral, and civil law 

• Is it just to punish children (and later generations) for the sins of their parents? (Ex 20,5) 
• Is the lex talionis (Ex 21:23-24 “eye for eye”) fair? Is it just? Is it still visible in today’s 

laws?  Do you see any problems arising from its application? 
 
3.4 Contemporary Connections 

• Today’s conflict between Israel and its neighbors.  Can you find roots in the text? 
o e.g. Ex 33:2 (“…I will drive out the Canaanites, the Amorites, ….”) and also Ex 

34:11 (outside of the assigned reading) 
o Hebrew god promised the land to his people 
o Egyptian fear of growing population of Israelites vs. Israel’s policies toward the 

settlements in the West Bank and the Golan Heights, and the abandoned 
settlements in the Gaza Strip and Sinai 

• How are some of the freedoms we enjoy today in conflict with God’s laws? 
o Freedom of expression vs. Ex 20:7 (or Lev 24:16). 
o Example: After seeing MTV’s “Popetown” Edmund Stoiber (narrowly defeated in 

German general election in 2002) recently (2007) demanded stricter (!) federal 
laws against blasphemy. 

 Current Section 166 German Criminal Code (StGB):  
Whoever publicly or through dissemination of writings insults the content 
of others' religious faith or faith related to a philosophy of life in a manner 
that is capable of disturbing the public peace, shall be punished with 
imprisonment for not more than three years or a fine. 

 Stoiber wants to erase the passage in italics and replace “insults” with 
“disparages or mocks” 

o Example: pop star Madonna’s crucifixion during her Confessions Tour (2006) 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QrJLCzMQmmw 

o Example: Danish Muhammad cartoons from newspaper Jyllands-Posten (2005) 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Muhammad_cartoons 
 

• Do you think there are countries that have legal restrictions against Sunday work (or 
other religious holidays)? 

• If God were writing 10 Commandments for today’s world, how would they be different? 
 
3.5 Connections to other texts 

• Compare the characteristics of Greek and Hebrew society (similarities and differences).  
In which society would you prefer to live and why? 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QrJLCzMQmmw
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Muhammad_cartoons


• Find additional patterns for the theme of the firstborn, as was already discussed in 
Genesis. 

• Compare codes for interpersonal and sexual relationships in Genesis, Exodus, Ramayana, 
Odyssey, Antigone 

o Purification in the Ramayana (Sita by fire) and in Ex.19:15 “…do not go near a 
woman.” 

o Gen.38:8-10: Onan’s story. [Any brother-in-law connection somewhere else?] 
o Incest. Gen.19:30 (Lot and his daughters); Oedipus; gods in Odyssey 

• Compare Moses and Rama. 
• Compare Odysseus and Moses as leaders. 
• What are the parallels between the journeys portrayed in the Odyssey and Exodus? 
• Characterize the God of Moses.  Does this divine figure have anything in common with 

the gods of Gilgamesh? Any differences? 
 
 
4. Reading Quiz for Day 1 
 
(They should be able to answer these if they did the reading and took notes on what they read; I 
often let them use their notes but not their books to take quizzes). 
 
1.  What did Pharaoh instruct the Hebrew midwives to do to the newborn Hebrew males? 
 
2.  What crime did Moses commit that led him to flee to Midian? 
 
3.  Describe one of the two signs that God empowered Moses to display in order to convince the 
Hebrews that he had spoken to God who had ordered him to free them from bondage? 
 
4.  Who did God assign as Moses’ spokesperson?  Why? 
 
5.  What did Pharaoh deny the Hebrew slaves to make their brick making more arduous? 
 
6.  Name three of the ten plagues that God brought to bear upon the Egyptians. 
 
7.  What sign did God order the Hebrews display in order to prevent the death of their firstborn 
during the First Passover? 
 
8.  What did God do to Pharaoh to prevent him from freeing the Israelites until God was ready 
for them to be freed? 
 
9.  Name five of the 10 Commandments. 
 
10.  Name one of the forms God takes when appearing before Moses and the Israelites. 


