
Parsha Yitro 

Exodus Chapters 18-20 

 While this week’s parsha is definitely a great one, we need to recall the events in the chapters of 

Exodus that have passed since our January service, which included the growth in size of the Israelites 

and their resulting enslavement by the new Pharaoh, Moses’ birth, his rise to fame in Egypt and his 

exile, his call by God and his return to Egypt, the Ten Plagues, the freeing of the Children of Israel, and 

the awesome spectacle of their passage thru the Sea of Reeds / Red Sea and the death of the Egyptian 

charioteers. 

 This week we have another exciting group of chapters in the Book of Exodus.  It’s Parsha Yitro, 

or Jethro.  The Children of Israel are now encamped at Mount Sinai.  Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law, 

returns with Zipporah, Moses’ wife, and their 2 children, Gershom and Eliezer. 

 A little aside on Jethro: He was a chief of the Tribe of Midian.  Although it is said that he was not 

an idolater, he was not a monotheist either, as he believed that the God of the Hebrews was first among 

many gods.  This would imply that Zipporah was not Jewish, yet the writers of the Torah chose not to 

dwell upon this fact.  One verse after their marriage, their son Gershom (a stranger in a strange land) is 

born, and there is no mention of his circumcision. 

 Let’s continue with the parsha.  Jethro notices that Moses is extremely busy and asks him what 

he is doing.  Moses tells him he is mediating all complaints that the Children of Israel have with one 

another.  Instead of telling him what he is doing is wrong, Jethro wisely tells him that this level of micro-

management is going to burn him out in no time, and suggests that Moses delegate his authority to 

judges of thousands, hundreds, fifties and tens.  Moses wisely follows Jethro’s advice.  Bimbam.com says 

that this is an important lesson for all of us.  Rather than complain about a situation, make a 

constructive suggestion that will result in a win-win for all involved. 

 Another source points out that by freeing himself of having to deal with the "lesser" matters of 

the people, Moses would be enabled to pursue the "greater" things of God. Jethro's words imply that 

the very giving of the Torah at Sinai depends on this occurring, and that event is about to follow. 

 Now back to Mount Sinai. Of interest is that God drew a line above which only a few select 

people can go.  This warning in chapter 19 has both a physical and a spiritual meaning. Moses not only 

ascended a physical mountain, he was also "elevated" spiritually.  Thus the limitations on how high the 

Children of Israel, or any person, can ascend were not only physical, but more importantly, spiritual. To 

go beyond what you are prepared for in the spiritual realm can have adverse consequences. 

 So on the sixth day of the third month (Sivan), seven weeks after the Exodus, the entire nation 

of Israel assembles at the foot of Mount Sinai. God descends on the mountain amidst thunder, lightning, 

billows of smoke and the blast of the shofar, and summons Moses to ascend.  And then in Chapter 20, 

God proclaims the Ten Commandments.  The first 5 describe Duties towards God, while the latter 5 

describe Duties towards our Fellow Man.  You also need to realize that Moses does NOT receive the 

stone tablets at this time.  That comes later along with the episode of the Golden Calf.  Today the 

Children of Israel have encamped around Mount Sinai and heard the word of God from his servant 

Moses. 



My parsha source adds these comments:  The First Commandment is the most important.  We must 

recognize the existence of God and put our trust ("faith") in Him. All the other commandments are 

based on this one. There is also something unusual about the Fourth Commandment regarding the 

Sabbath.  In Exodus we "remember" the Sabbath, while in Deuteronomy 5:12, when the Ten 

Commandments are repeated, we "observe" the Sabbath.  "Remembering" is a "positive" 

commandment, reminding us to recall the importance and meaning of the Sabbath, whereas 

"observing" is a "negative" one, advising us to refrain from certain activities on this day.  Both aspects, 

however, are inseparable. 

 The Haftorah portion that accompanies the Torah portion is also very special.  In it, Isaiah is 

chosen by God in 740 BCE for his mission, and like Moses, feels quite unworthy.  A famous Hebrew 

prayer, the Kedusha, which begins with Kadosh, Kadosh, Kadosh, Adonai tz’va-ot, m’lo call ha-aretz 

k’vodo (Holy, Holy, Holy is the Lord of Hosts; The whole Earth is filled with his glory) is presented here to 

describe the scene witnessed by Isaiah.   If you recall, we sang it about 20 minutes ago. The Revelation 

at Sinai can be compared to Isaiah’s Revelation, and hence the link between the Torah and Haftorah 

portions. 

 Today’s reading from Chapter 9 also talks about the birth of a person.  While the English 

translation of the passage is the same in the King James Bible and my Hertz Chumash, the Christian 

translations refers to this event in the future, while our Chumash indicates Isaiah is talking about a birth 

that occurred in the past, i.e., a child has been born to us.  In fact, Isaiah seems to be referring to 

Hezekiah, the son of the current King Ahaz.  History records that after the fall of the Northern Kingdom 

in 722 BCE to the Assyrians while King Ahaz was in power, Hezekiah eventually comes to rule on the 

throne of David in the Southern Kingdom, i.e., “and the government is upon his shoulders”, thereby 

reestablishing national unity.  Isaiah also uses similar terminology to describe the remnant of the People 

who will return, but not necessarily under Hezekiah’s reign.  The Jews who did return did so in 530 BCE 

after the destruction of the Souterh Kingdom and the Temple.  In a similar vein, Isaiah is telling King 

Ahaz in Chapter 7 that a young maiden is about to conceive a person who will unite them. The King 

James Bible states the mother to be a virgin, while the Chumash indicates the mother is young, may or 

may not be married, and is not necessarily a virgin.  Again, the Christian translation talks of the future 

while the Chumash talks of events in the past.     

 Though I find it fascinating to see how subtle differences in translation can result in significantly 

different points of view, this should not be used by Jews to say that Christianity is based on some 

incorrect notions.  Rather, Jews should remember that we respect everyone’s right to their own beliefs, 

and that we need to continue to have faith in God.  Judaism will always be a civilization in its own right, 

unique in that our religion also includes its own culture and, for the last 72 years, its own country.   I am 

not aware of any other religion that can equal those claims.  And that concludes my commentary for 

today. 

 


