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"Blessed are those whose way of life is blameless; who live by the Torah of Adonai. 

Blessed are those who observe His instruction; who seek Him with all their heart."  Psalm 119 
  

Yitro -- Jethro  --  Exodus 18 - 20   

 
Va-yish'ma  Yitro cohen Midyan         choten Moshe     et kol-asher 
And heard Jethro   priest of Midian  father-in-law of Moses  all that 

 
asah Elohim l'Moshe ul'Yisra'el  amo  ki-hotsi  Adonai  et-Yisra'el   mi-Mitsrayim. 

did God  for Moses and for Israel people-His that brought out the Lord -- Israel   from Egypt 
And Jethro, the priest of Midian, Moses' father-in-law, heard of all that God had done for Moses 

and for Israel; how the Lord had brought Israel out of Egypt. 
  

The Return of Jethro 
    You will remember that "Jethro" was probably the title of the priest/ruler of the idolatrous Midianites 

(Num.25:17-18), living in the Southern Sinai region. His given name was Ruel (Ex.2:18, 
Num.10:29).  Exodus, Chapter 4, related how Zipporah had refused to allow Moses to circumcise 

their second son, Eliezer, causing Moses, who was still responsible to God for the disobedience, to 
become mortally sick.  Even after Zipporah had circumcised Eliezer, her attitude was not one of 

obedience.  Therefore she was sent back to live with her father in Midian, while Moses went on to 
Egypt.  She did not get to experience God's power over the Egyptians, nor His deliverance of His 

redeemed people out of Egypt and across the Red Sea on dry ground.  Evidently the story of God's 
defeat of the Egyptian army had quickly spread, even to the nomadic tribes of the desert.  Jethro 

returned to bring the wife of Moses, Zipporah, and their two sons Gershom ("stranger" or "sojourner"), 
and Eliezer ("God is my help"), who had been staying with him, while Moses was in Egypt.   



 
  Moses showed proper respect in greeting his father-in-law and recapitulated his time in Egypt and 
their journey toward Mt. Sinai.  Jethro is thankful that the Lord delivered Moses and the people from 
Pharaoh.  He even made sacrifices to the Lord.  Some think that Jethro always was a believer in the 
Lord; some think that he just now became a believer in the Lord, after hearing how God had provided 
for Moses.  Others think that Jethro never became a believer in the Lord.  In verse 11, Jethro stated, 
"Now I know that the Lord is greater than all the gods..."  The Midians like the Egyptians believed in a 
whole pantheon of gods.  Perhaps Jethro was acknowledging that he has now made the Hebrew God 

the chief of his gods.  Just as we saw with Pharaoh, words do not always convey the meaning we 
might attach to them.  Actions speak louder than words!  If Jethro, the ruler and priest of the 

Midianites, had decided to embrace God, and the Midianites had decided rid themseves of all their 
other false gods, would God have issued the edict of Numbers 25:17-18, instructing Moses to be 

hostile to the Midianites for trying to seduce the men of Israel? 
  

Counsel from the Father-in-Law 
    Chapter 18 is one of the few times in the Torah that we find counsel given by someone other than 

God.  The usual protocol was that God announced His counsel to Moses.  Then Moses 
communicated God's wishes to the people.  Should counsel be taken from one, who is not 

necessarily a Godly person?  In this case, God did not intervene to stop Moses from implementing 
the suggestion of Jethro to divide his authority among others.  This division of authority involved 

judicial administration, rather than authority over God's law or worship.  Up until this time, Moses had 
been deciding disputes by himself....inquiring of God for his decisions.  Jethro's counsel was for 

Moses to share the load by appointing honest, God-fearing men to settle the minor disputes, leaving 
Moses to take to God the major disputes.  After receiving the law, Moses put these measures into 

effect (Deut.1:13-19).   

 
Moses chose able men out of all Israel.... 

  The application for us is to understand that no one person can or should take it upon himself to 
accomplish everything in ministry.  We would become "burned out."  Being "burned out for God" does 

not accomplish His purposes, nor is it helpful for us and our witness.  It has always been God's 
method to accomplish His plans through men and women.  We facilitate this by enabling others to 

become involved....and it shares the burden!  The job description of a ministry leader is to be God's 
man, keeping his flock doctrinally correct and providing Godly vision for the congregation.  Moses 

acceded to the counsel of Jethro, choosing Godly men to help in administrative duties. 
  

On the Wings of Eagles 

 
      God paints a beautiful picture for Moses illustrating how He had borne the people "on eagle's 

wings" and brought them to Himself.  This  Hebrew idiom in scripture seems to denote a successful 
escape after being pursued (Rev.12:14).  Deuteronomy 32:11 explains how God takes care of His 



people, as an eagle cares for her young, hovering over them and teaching them to fly, while guarding 
and protecting them from harm.  Israel, as God's people, would never be alone; would never be 

assimilated; would never become extinct!  God wanted His people to live in a covenantal relationship 
with Him, obeying the laws He was about to give them, as a "kingdom of priests and a holy nation." 

 
     Three months after leaving Egypt, Moses led the people from Rephidim into the wilderness of 
Sinai.  They camped on a large, flat plain in front of Mt. Sinai, fulfilling God's promise to Moses in 

Ex.3:1,12, to bring him and the people to this very mountain. 
    As a prelude to coming before their holy God, the people had to "consecrate" themselves; to purify 
themselves physically and spiritually and forego earthly pleasures and thoughts.  There was a long 
blast of the shofar to signal the assembly of the people to approach God. The Shofar blast that calls 

us to our Shabbat celebration reflects this worldly separation as we prepare for worship.  This 
involved a process of purification, so that the focus of the people was wholly on God.  Today we 

might call this process "getting right before God."  This might involve our confession of sin and our 
promise of obedience to God.  Before they could stand before God, they must be ceremonially 

clean.  We, too, should learn this lesson of being "clean" before God.  When God approached, He 
descended on Mt. Sinai with fire and the smoke of a furnace.  The whole mountain quaked.  Thunder 
and lightning like the sound of a trumpet became louder and louder, terrifying the people.  Hebrews 

12:18-21 describes the scene as "terrible," causing Moses to fear and tremble.  Today it is popular to 
say, "God is love" and treat Him as our buddy.  That was not the experience of Moses and the people 
of Israel.  As we come into God's presence, let us be grateful for the atonement He has provided but 

also mindful that we are in the presence of a holy God!  
  

"The Law is Holy, and the Commandment is Holy, Righteous, and Good."  (Rom.7:12) 

 



   Exodus Chapter 20 is one of the most important, if not the most important chapter of the whole 
Torah!  Here God began to give us His law...."The Ten Words" or as we know them, the Ten 

Commandments.  The Ten Commandments are considered the bedrock of our faith.  When they are 
read in the synagogue, it is a tradition for the entire congregation to rise in reverence and awe.  1) I 
am the Lord your God.  2) You shall not make an idol for worship.  3) You shall not take the name of 

the Lord in vain.  4) Remember the Sabbath day to keep it holy.  5) Honor your father and your 
mother.  6) You shall not murder.  7) You shall not commit adultery.  8) You shall not steal.  9) You 

shall not bear false witness.  10) You shall not covet. 

 
Discussion:  Are God's laws Absolute? 

    God has given his people basic commandments to govern their everyday lives.  In the last several 
verses of this parsha, God amplifies on the second commandment, telling the people to not make 

other gods for themselves and to make an altar to worship Him in the place of His choosing.  In the 
next parsha, Mishpatim - Judgments, God will continue to expand on these basic 10 

commandments.  So we must ask, if God immediately expands on His commandments, as time 
marches on and society changes, should we also expand on our understanding of how to keep God's 
commandments?  Are God's commandments absolute?  The world has changed dramatically since 

they were given in Torah.  We are no longer an agrarian based society.  We no longer have the same 
sense of community as did the people to whom the commandments were given.  Our society is 

technology driven coupled with advanced communication and transportation, enabling communities to 
live in widely disbursed areas.  Therefore, does God hold that His people should obey His 

commandments as they were originally given in Torah? 
    Although within Judaism this is a controversial area, my opinion is that we do need to keep the 
spirit of God's commandments as they were originally given.  This week I was challenged, "Do we 

really understand what God considers steeling?  If someone owes me money, can I not take 
something of value of his without it being considered steeling?"  "Do we really understand what God 

considers work on the Sabbath?"  So much has been written by ancient and modern Rabbinical 
scholars to define these terms, how can a simple individual understand and be held accountable for 
keeping these commandments?  My answer is that the everyday individual does not need Rabbinic 



textbooks to interpret Jewish in order to obey God's commandments. Because the Torah is written on 
our hearts (Jer.31:30-34; Heb.8:9-12), we intuitively know what constitutes steeling or work on the 
Sabbath that should be avoided.  Although we might try to get our own way by seeking religious 

loopholes, we are only obfuscating what we intuitively know to be God's commandments.  The only 
question is whether we can sublimate our will to God's will and obey the spirit of His commandments, 
as He would want us to do.  If our motivation is to please God, the Ruach Hakodesh - the Holy Spirit 

will make God's will clear to us and convict us when we go astray.  Messianic Jews and Gentiles, who 
listen to God's spirit, can intuitively understand what God wants!  "Listening to God's Spirit" involves 

reading His scripture and quietly listening to His still, small voice within us. 
    Non-messianic Jews look to the written and oral interpretations of the law.  Because there is so 

much Rabbinic and scholarly discussion about what constitutes keeping God's law, they can never be 
sure that they are keeping God's law.  They can never have the assurance that they have pleased our 

Holy God and can therefore approach Him in worship.  They will never feel completely worthy to 
come before Him.  Because they work to achieve God's favor, they can never do enough.  To soothe 

their consciences, they change the spirit of God's law to suit themselves.  "If someone owes me 
money, and I take something of value from him, it is really not stealing."  "If my neighborhood strings 
a cable between telephone-like poles around the neighborhood, that creates an aruv, a special area, 
where some work can be done on Shabbat without violating God's Sabbath laws." "Although I'm not 
allowed to turn on a light switch, I can light a candle before the Sabbath and use its light throughout 
Shabbat."  " I cannot drive to services, but I can drive to within several blocks and walk from there." 

    I would separate tradition from legalism.  It is all right to keep traditions, but don't expect to 
substitute Rabbinic tradition for keeping the spirit of God's law, as He would want.  Tradition can 

never produce justification before God!  Only Messiah, Yeshua, can accomplish that, allowing us to 
approach God, with perfect assurance that we have pleased Him by keeping His commandments and 

walking by His Spirit. 
  

Is It Possible to Keep All of God's Laws? 
    As we continue through the Torah, we will find that God gave His people a total of 613 laws to 

obey.  However, these 10 commandments are the basis for all of God's laws and mark the spiritual 
birth of Israel, as they enter into a covenantal relationship with God and agree to abide by His 

laws.  They are the basis of the "law of Messiah."  We are to keep the Torah the way Messiah kept 
the Torah.  (See Stern's Messianic Jewish Manifesto pp. 125-187). 

    The purpose of God's law is not the means by which God  declares us "righteous."  God declares 
us "righteous" because of our faith apart from His law (Romans 3:20,28).  However, God's 

commandments found throughout the Torah reveal His standard of holiness; His idea of how His 
people were to live their lives.  God's commandments provide God's standard for  how God defines 
sin:  breaking God's laws.  Interestingly, by knowing the commandments and therefore what God 
says sin is, our human nature makes us sin more.  When we hear, "Thou shalt not...," our human 

nature (the evil inclination - the "yitzer ha-ra") says, "Oh yes I will!"  And as we realize the utter futility 
of our trying in vain to keep all of God's law, we are driven to God in our own helplessness 

(Rom.7:15-24).  We are not capable of becoming righteous before God by keeping all the "mitzvot" 
(commandments) - Galatians 3:21-25.  But thanks be to God for..."God sent forth His Son, born of a 
woman, born under the Law, in order that He might redeem those who were under the Law, that we 

might receive the adoption as sons" (Galatians 4:4-5). 
  

    SHABBAT   SHALOM 

 


