
Parsha Shemot 

Chapters 1-6 v.1 
 

 

 We have just concluded the book of Genesis and this parsha Shemot 

begins the book of Exodus.  And what a magnificent parsha it is, for its 6 

chapters cover the first half of our Passover service!  I want to apologize in 

advance for the length of my comments. 

 At the conclusion of Genesis, Jacob blesses his ten sons (twelve when 

you add in Ephraim and Menassheh, who were Joseph’s sons) and dies.  All 

of Egypt mourns, too.  The pharaoh lets Joseph and his brothers take Jacob 

back to be buried in the Cave of Machepelah, where Abraham and Sarah, 

Isaac and Rebecca, and Leah are also buried.  Then they return to Egypt 

where Joseph dies. 

 So Exodus begins with the names (Shemot) of the sons of Jacob and 

several generations of their families who have come to Egypt to escape the 

famine.  A fair estimate would be perhaps a thousand.  No problem, so far.  

Then let me read chapter 1, verses 7-14 where the new pharaoh envisions a 

problem and seeks a “final solution”. 

 

   The children of Israel were fruitful and swarmed and increased and 

became very very strong, and the land became filled with them.   
  

 

   A new king arose over Egypt, who did not know about Joseph.    

   He said to his people, "Behold, the people of the children of Israel are 

more numerous and stronger than we are.  Get ready, let us deal 

shrewdly with them, lest they increase, and a war befall us, and they join 

our enemies." 

  

 

   So they appointed over them tax collectors to afflict them with their 

burdens, and they built store cities for Pharaoh.  But as much as they 

would afflict them, so did they multiply and so did they gain strength. 

  

 

   So the Egyptians enslaved the children of Israel with back breaking 

labor. 
  

 

 

           But when hard bondage fails, pharaoh calls first on the Hebrew 

midwives, and then on all the Egyptians to kill all the male children born 

to the Hebrew women. 

  

 

    

 Thus in Chapter 2 we read of the birth of Moses, and how he was 

hidden in a basket in the river and discovered and raised by the pharaoh’s 

daughter as her son.  A quick aside is needed.  Did the pharaoh wonder 

  

 



who her husband was?  Didn’t he wonder why she never appeared to be 

pregnant?  Lastly, in the movie “The Ten Commandments”, as in the 

Bible, Moses is considered by Pharaoh to be his son, not his grandson.  

Alright, it’s time to get back to scripture.  His name, Moses, comes from 

the Hebrew word mashah, which means “to draw out”, and he was indeed 

drawn out of the water.  And Moses grows up in the pharaoh’s court, yet 

inwardly knows he is a Hebrew, and one day goes out into the brick fields 

and slays an Egyptian taskmaster who is beating an Israelite.  Yet before 

pharaoh can kill him, he flees to Midian, where he helps the daughters of 

the Midian priest Jethro at a well.  He is rewarded by Jethro, who gives 

Moses his daughter Zipporah to be his wife, and they have a son who is 

named Gershom, which comes from the Hebrew word “gair”, or stranger, 

for Moses is a “stranger in a strange land”.  Chapter 2 concludes with God 

hearing the cries of the Children of Israel under the burden of their 

taskmasters in Egypt, and he remembers the covenant he made with 

Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. 

  

   

 So Chapter 3 begins with the burning bush and Moses’ first face-to-

face meeting with God.  It is in this holy place that God reveals to Moses 

that he has heard the cries of his people in Egypt, and has chosen Moses to 

deliver them out of bondage.  While Moses does not believe he is capable of 

the task, partly because he has a speech impediment, God has complete faith 

in Moses, and tells him to assure the people that they must have complete 

faith in both God and Moses.  The concept of complete faith in our God 

permeates this parsha and the Old Testament.  Bimbam.com spends time 

here noting that while God could have eliminated Moses’s speech problem, 

he instead encouraged him to seek out his brother Aaron to help him with 

the task.  It is noted that this is the first time that our leaders are told to work 

with others rather than trying to do everything by themselves. 

 

In Chapter 4, God instructs Moses with 3 miracles in case the 

Hebrews do not believe him (turning a rod into a snake, making his hand 

leprous, then normal, and turning water into blood), and then reminds him 

that Aaron will be with him and God will teach them both what to say.  So 

Moses and his family return to Egypt.  And Moses meets with Aaron, and 

the elders, and all the children of Israel, and they listen to the word of the 

Lord and see his miracles, and believe. 

 



 Then in Chapter 5 Moses and Aaron meet with Pharaoh for the first 

time, and demand that he “Let My people go” for a 3 day journey into the 

wilderness to make sacrifices to God.  But Pharaoh will not listen, and 

orders the Hebrews to gather their own straw to make their daily tally of 

bricks.  And the Hebrews suffer greatly, and cry out to Moses and Aaron. 

 Thus we conclude this parsha, which leads us to the Ten Plagues, by 

reading verses 22-23 and thn the last verse, which is Chapter 6, verse 1.  

 

   So Moses returned to the Lord and said, "O Lord! Why have You harmed 

this people? Why have You sent me?   

   Since I have come to Pharaoh to speak in Your name, he has harmed this 

people, and You have not saved Your people." 

   And the Lord said to Moses, "Now you will see what I will do to Pharaoh, 

for with a mighty hand he will send them out, and with a mighty hand he will 

drive them out of his land." 

 

  The parsha again and again recalls faith in God as its major theme.  

This time it is Moses who has little faith, but enough to allow God to turn 

him into the leader the Israelites need in order to escape the clutches of the 

evil Pharaoh and leave Egypt for their journey to the Promised Land.  I 

believe it is also the first time that a multitude of people, the Children of 

Israel, rather than just individual persons, must put their collective faith in 

this unseen God. 

 Before I finish up, let’s chant the Haftarah blessings.  Today’s 

Haftarah comes from Isaiah.  It prophesizes the eventual destruction of 

Judah and Jerusalem in a manner similar to the destruction of the Northern 

Kingdom and Samaria, and the exile of the Ten Tribes.  The connection is 

that while the Israelites suffered in Egypt, God saved them and punished the 

Egyptians, the Israelites of Isaiah’s age would also suffer because of their 

lack of faith in God and the Covenant, yet their oppressors would also suffer 

greatly.  Perhaps in later times, others would see that God controls the 

destinies of men. 

***** 

 Some of you, perhaps, search for the God described in this parsha.  I 

have met folks down here who makes this a constant quest.  I don’t think I 

understand how to search for God.  I like the concept of a Master Plan 

because it helps me realize that there are unknown and unexplainable 

reasons for why bad things happen to good people, or why the innocent 

endure great suffering in many countries in Africa, why there are horrific 

wildfires in Australia, or why there are childhood diseases. 



For those like myself who aspire to God’s Master Plan, the Book of 

Exodus is another in a series of stops along the way that began when God 

told Abram and Sarai to leave Ur in preparation for the creation of a nation 

located in Canaan, a land flowing with milk and honey.  The fact that the 

People of the Covenant would have to endure harsh trials and tribulations 

before they would cross the Jordan, suffer as a nation in an attempt to 

survive in this new land only to be exiled by the Assyrians and the 

Babylonians, then conquered by the Greeks and the Romans, and continue to 

endure unspeakable horrors over the next two thousand years, is perhaps 

testimony that God still has an ultimate goal for us.  Therefore we need to 

demonstrate faith in the Almighty and continue to do the best we can do for 

ourselves and our fellow man for as long as we can.  That is both the least 

and the most we can do as Jews during our lifetime.  


