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Passover and Exodus (Exod. 12:1–13:16) 

We have now arrived at what arguably is the decisive event in Exodus, the moment after 

which the book has been named. As our text is of manageable length, we will once again 

look at how the story develops, step by step. 

Story and Liturgy 

Having said that, however, there is not much to report in terms of story developments, 

because there is very little story in our text. And so, it would seem best to begin with some 

general thoughts about the passage, what kind of text it is and how it has been arranged. 

Terence Fretheim’s outline (1991, p. 134) can help us with this. 
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The first thing to note is that this outline, ending with 15:21, spans a wider section of text 

than we are going to look at today. My second observation concerns the fact that there 

are two main types of material, stories, indicated in blue, and ritual or liturgy, to use a 

term that we are perhaps more familiar with, shown in red. In addition to these, there are 

some brief summaries and transitions, here displayed in orange. 

Two features stand out. The first is that there is more liturgy than story, and that’s 

despite the fact that the second story section in 13:17–14:29 is fairly long. Secondly, both 

story sections in 12:29-39 and 13:17–14:29 are framed by texts that deal with liturgy and 

worship. Indeed, the same is true for our section as a whole, which opens with the Pass-

over ritual in 12:1-27a and concludes with songs of praise in 15:1-21. Another observa-

tion to be made, one that is not immediately apparent by looking at the outline, is that the 
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whole section reflects later Jewish practices of worship. Our author is not simply telling 

a story but is doing this very much with liturgical issues in mind. And so there are three 

sections where Moses talks to the people about the future observance of the Passover, the 

feast of unleavened bread and the consecration of the firstborn. 

The Passover (Exod. 12:1-13) 

Exodus is a fascinating book. It features many great stories with sometimes surprising 

twists and turns. Just think about the story of the Hebrew midwives or the call of Moses. 

But it is also a strange book, not least because there are so many things that seem to de-

tract from the story rather than to support it. In Exodus 12, we have arrived at one such 

moment. Here we are at the end of the long story of the Egyptian plagues, waiting for 

God’s decisive miracle. Everything had been building up to this moment. Now the big 

event has finally arrived, and what do we get? Lengthy and perhaps rather tedious in-

structions for the Passover. But they must be there for a reason. So let’s take a look at 

them. 

Passover, we read, is to be celebrated in the first month of the year (v. 2). So important 

was the remembrance of what God was about to do in the exodus that it introduced a new 

way of marking time, similar to the way in which Sunday, the day of Christ’s resurrection, 

became a special day for the early Christians. Then, in vv. 3-6, we are told about the kind 

of animal that would be a suitable Passover sacrifice. English translations tend to speak 

of a ‘lamb’ (v. 4), but the Hebrew term (ה  seh) can refer to sheep and goats, as is also שֶׂ

clear from v. 5 where we are explicitly informed that the animal may be taken ‘from the 

sheep or the goats’. We also learn that there had to be enough people to be able to near 

enough consume the animal (vv. 3-4), which had to be without any defect (v. 5). This was 

a common requirement in the ancient Near East, where meat offerings were considered 

food for the gods and thus had to come from perfect animals (Meyers, 2005, p. 96). 

The lamb was to be chosen on the tenth day of the month (v. 3), but it was to be cared 

for until the fourteenth day when it was to be slaughtered (v. 6). What does that mean? 

Whatever the reason, in practice it means that the people would have lived with the lamb 

for four whole days. The Franciscan priest Richard Rohr offers some interesting com-

ments on this (2008, p. 190), suggesting that ‘if any of you have children, you would know 

what’s happened in four days’ time with a cute little lamb in the house. Your children have 

fallen in love with it, and probably have even named it. This little lamb becomes part of 

the family’. Rohr uses this to illustrate the fact that we, too, may sometimes have to let go 

of something good and beautiful, something we have become attached to, something we 

love. 

The instructions in vv. 7-10 are interesting in that only some, like the smearing of the 

blood upon the door-frame (v. 7), are directly linked to what was about to happen. The 
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bitter herbs (v. 8) are regarded by Jews today as a reminder of the suffering of bondage, 

but that point is not made in the text, and the tradition only developed in post-biblical 

times. Some instructions, like the burning of the animal’s remains (v. 10), have no obvious 

connection with our story at all. It is often assumed, therefore, that the Passover is based 

on an ancient nomadic festival that has been given a new meaning and is now celebrated 

in gratitude for God’s deliverance of the Israelites. Fretheim intriguingly suggests that 

this nomadic festival may have been what Moses was referring to when he repeatedly 

demanded that Pharaoh allow the people to go and offer sacrifices in the wilderness 

(1991, p. 137). Ironically, the festival is now celebrated in Egypt. 

Then we learn that the animal was to be consumed in clothes suitable for travel and 

in haste because of the events that were to unfold that night (vv. 11-12). Hang on a minute 

though. This is a little odd, especially coming after the instruction that they were to burn 

any of the lamb’s remains in the morning (v. 10). If they were still around the next day, 

then why put on travelling gear the previous evening? As it turns out, Moses and Aaron 

are summoned by Pharaoh shortly after midnight (vv. 29-30). Presumably not long after, 

the Egyptians urge the people to leave (v. 33). The Israelites, for their part, having appar-

ently slept with their cloaks tucked into their belts, their sandals on their feet and their 

staffs in their hands, were ready to make a hasty retreat very early the next morning. No, 

that makes no sense. Perhaps they had not been to bed at all. Still, why were they to eat 

in haste the previous evening (v. 11)? 

And then there’s the unleavened bread in v. 8. This, too, is explained with reference 

to the people’s hasty retreat later on in the story (see vv. 34, 39). But it makes less sense 

at this point. After all, roasting a whole lamb takes time. And anyway they’d just had four 

whole days to prepare the feast while the lamb enjoyed being cuddled by the children. 

Plenty of time to make bread. Let’s just note these issues for now. We’ll come back to them 

soon though. 

We are also told that the blood smeared on the door-frame was to be a protective sign 

(v. 13): wherever God sees the blood, he will ‘pass over’ that house and spare its Israelite 

inhabitants. This, of course, is why the festival is called Passover. But there’s something 

interesting going on here, too. We would expect the blood to be a sign for God, wouldn’t 

we? causing him to ‘pass over’ that house, but that’s not what the text says. ‘The blood 

will be a sign for you’, we read instead. It is ‘a sign of the divine promise’ that ‘God commits 

himself to pass over the blood-marked houses’ (Fretheim, 1991, p. 138). 

Unleavened Bread (Exod. 12:14-20) 

And then we’re into the next, equally gripping section, which is about the festival of un-

leavened bread. The opening words ‘this day’ link it with both the Passover and the killing 

of the Egyptian firstborn. We may not be too thrilled with all these instructions, but they 
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were clearly important to the writer. So much so, in fact, that the seven days of remem-

brance (vv. 15, 18-19) are to be celebrated as a lasting ordinance for all time (vv. 14, 17). 

So, the bread is to be made without yeast (v. 15). Indeed, no yeast must be found in 

the house (v. 19). Why? We are not told; at least not in these verses. It is only when we 

get to the killing of the firstborn that we begin to understand: 

The Egyptians urged the people to hurry and leave the country. ‘For otherwise,’ they said, ‘we 
will all die!’ So the people took their dough before the yeast was added, and carried it on their 
shoulders in kneading troughs wrapped in clothing. … With the dough they had brought from 
Egypt, they baked cakes of unleavened bread. The dough was without yeast because they had 
been driven out of Egypt and did not have time to prepare food for themselves. (vv. 33-34, 39) 

The logic of the story would seem to imply that they didn’t have enough time to make 

fresh bread the morning after the Passover. It’s not clear, however, why they couldn’t 

have proper bread with the Passover. And then there’s the issue of the festival of unleav-

ened bread lasting for seven days. Once again, plenty of time for bread to rise. Come to 

think of it, isn’t it odd to have a feast that’s all about leaving in haste – and then it takes 

seven days to celebrate? 

Don’t get me wrong. I’m not trying to discredit either the text or these Jewish tradi-

tions. I’m trying to help you see what’s going on here. The author of Exodus is trying to 

do two things at the same time. He’s keen to tell us the story of the Israelites’ escape, a 

story that is all about speed and leaving in haste. You can’t escape from anyone if you 

don’t hurry up! But we’re also told about the significance of these events, which had such 

a profound impact on the Israelites and on Judaism that they were to be celebrated for-

ever, as they still are. Indeed, this is so important that the community is told to take some 

proper time out, no less than seven full days. As we saw earlier, what we get here is story 

and liturgy, and the two have been interwoven such that a story about a hasty retreat is 

celebrated in a rather leisurely way. 

Like the Passover, the festival of unleavened bread probably had ancient roots. There 

are obvious agricultural links. The prohibition against leaven, for instance, is thought to 

reflect ancient purity rules; and John Durham (1987, p. 159) has argued that the ancient 

purity background may explain the severity of the penalty for not observing these stipu-

lations, which was nothing less than exclusion from the community (vv. 15, 19). Like the 

Passover, however, the festival of unleavened bread came to be reinterpreted in the light 

of the exodus. 

Israel’s Protection: Passover Again (Exod. 12:21-28) 

The destruction of the Egyptian firstborn, which had been predicted in Exodus 11, is now 

about to happen. Steps must therefore be taken to protect the Israelites from the impend-

ing devastation. And so Moses passes the Passover instructions on to Israel’s elders (v. 

21). 
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Once again, we are told that the blood that is smeared on the doorframe will cause 

God to pass over that door (v. 23). Nor, the text adds, will he ‘allow the destroyer to enter’. 

It’s not spelled out who this destroyer is, but some commentators have thought of a death 

angel acting on God’s behalf (see 2 Sam. 24:15-17; 2 Kgs 19:35). The meaning of the bunch 

of hyssop (v. 22) is not explained either, but texts such as Numbers 19:1-10 and Psalm 

51:7 (‘purge me with hyssop’) show that hyssop played a role in cleansing ceremonies. 

In line with our author’s interest in future liturgical practice, Moses’ instructions are 

interrupted by an interpretation of the blood ritual for coming generations (vv. 24-27a): 

‘when you enter the land … and when your children ask … tell them …’. All of this clearly 

lies in the future; and we are told again that the instructions are to be ‘a lasting ordinance’ 

(v. 24). And then, believe it or not, the author does something very exciting: he talks about 

a ceremony, as NIV puts it (twice in vv. 25-26). That does not seem very exciting to you? 

Trust me, it is! 

It’s the Hebrew word for ‘ceremony’ that excites me, because it would have made the 

book’s original readers take notice, too. It’s a word we’ve already come across before, but 

in a completely different context. The word is ֲעֹבָדה (abodah), which earlier on in Exodus 

was used to refer to the slave labour that the Israelites had been forced to do (see 1:14; 

2:23; 5:9, 11; 6:6, 9 etc.). Now the same term describes something that the people would 

do willingly and gladly. They would remember and celebrate what God had done for them 

in an annual ceremony. That was to be their ֲעֹבָדה (abodah) now. Indeed, the correspond-

ing verb עבד is also used to refer to Israel’s worship of God more generally. Worship as 

 This is one of Exodus’s key themes: the book essentially tells the story of .(abodah) ֲעֹבָדה

how God liberated the Israelites from their bondage to the Egyptians, their ֲעֹבָדה (abodah), 

leading them to serve and worship him instead, their new ֲעֹבָדה (abodah). We usually tend 

to think of the main movement in Exodus as one from slavery to freedom. For the book’s 

author, however, it was one from slavery to worship, both expressed with the same He-

brew term. 

And then we get what Fretheim calls ‘a remarkably inclusive aspect of Israel’s wor-

ship (1991, p. 138). It’s the inclusion of the children that he has in mind, which I’ve al-

ready alluded to: ‘and when your children ask you’. We find this here, in vv. 26-27, but 

also in 13:8, 14. This inclusion of the children, who need to be told about the tradition, 

about all that God has done for Israel, is a feature that has survived in Jewish communities 

throughout the world to this day. It has even been strengthened in post-biblical times in 

the so-called Passover Seder, the liturgy for the celebration of Passover. This liturgy 

stresses that Jews of every generation are actual participants in God’s saving deed. Wor-

shippers accordingly confess that ‘God brought us out of Egypt’. 
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Killing of the Firstborn and Preparations to Leave (Exod. 12:29-36) 

Then the big moment comes – and goes – and we have almost missed it. Whereas God’s 

previous signs and wonders have been described in vivid detail, the final, decisive act, the 

killing of the Egyptian firstborn, is told in a single verse (v. 29), only to be followed by 

another verse describing Egypt’s wailing (v. 30). The Passover preparations and the in-

structions for the feast of unleavened bread take up far more space, as we have seen. 

Durham even complains that ‘amidst the complexity of all the liturgical material that has 

been added to the narrative of this climactic and determinative mighty act, the account 

itself seems almost too brief’ (1987, p. 165). But, of course, that’s just the point, as 

Fretheim recognises, pointing out that ‘the story is told in spare, straightforward lan-

guage; there is no literary embellishment, no stopping to savor what happened to the 

Egyptians. Even with the joy associated with newfound freedom, Israel, like its God, 

voices no pleasure in the deaths of these persons’ (1991, p. 140). 

The same attitude is found in the modern Passover liturgy, in which, during the re-

counting of the plagues, Jews dip their little finger in their glass of wine, removing a drop 

of wine for every plague. The reason is that they don’t want their own cups to be full when 

they think about other people’s pain. And so they remove a little wine, a little of their own 

happiness, which could never be complete if it is achieved at someone else’s expense. In 

the biblical text there is no room for gloating either. What is stressed, however, is the 

comprehensiveness of God’s punishment, which encompasses the entire social scale, all 

the way from Pharaoh’s offspring to that of the prisoners – including even the animals. 

And with that, we could move on, which is what many commentators do. But I find it 

disturbing when there is no comment on the story’s ethical implications, especially since 

many of the victims would have been children. Fretheim does tackle the issue, suggesting 

that ‘perhaps carefully drawn analogies between Pharaoh and Hitler might be helpful, 

including the fact that American bombs killed many German children, while asleep and 

while awake, and in strange and unpredictable patterns of locale’ (1991, pp. 140-141). 

Whatever we make of the Hitler analogy, Fretheim’s comments are helpful in pointing out 

that innocent lives are always affected by the decisions of those in power. 

But that still leaves us with the question of God’s involvement in all this. It is one thing 

to talk about American bombs killing those who were innocent of the Nazi crimes; it is 

something else entirely to say that ‘the LORD struck down all the firstborn’ (v. 29). Of 

course, this does not mean, as again Fretheim rightly notes, ‘that God killed each of the 

firstborn directly, one by one’ (1991, p. 141). The biblical text lists various agents used 

by God, including the plague mentioned in 11:1 and 12:13, the pestilence in 9:15 and the 

‘destroyer’ in 12:23. Psalm 78:49, which looks back on this event, says: 
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He [God] unleashed against them his hot anger, 
his wrath, indignation and hostility 
– a band of destroying angels. 

But the use of agents doesn’t get God off the hook, does it? So what else might we say? We 

have already observed the subdued way in which the story is told and also that the sto-

ryteller is more concerned about liturgy than the incident itself. All this says a lot about 

the biblical writer’s attitude to the event. We also saw, in our last session, that God’s 

judgement of the Egyptians is presented as an act of poetic justice. Pharaoh’s genocidal 

decision to kill all Hebrew baby boys (1:16, 22) here meets with a punishment that might 

be said to fit the crime. In fact, it could be argued that God’s response is less severe, be-

cause, as a one-off event restricted to the firstborn, it would not have led to genocide in 

the way that the ongoing murder of Hebrew boys envisaged by Pharaoh would have done 

(see Fretheim, 1991, p. 141). 

To be sure, we are still left with open questions, and it seems to me important to rec-

ognise and acknowledge this. Perhaps it explains why we, today, may be more hesitant to 

invoke God when we think about natural disasters or other catastrophes. The ancient Is-

raelites, indeed people in the ancient Near East generally, always saw God, or the gods, as 

directly involved in everything that happened. As Amos once said, ‘when disaster comes 

to a city, has not the LORD caused it?’ (Amos 3:6). Most of us would probably wish to use 

a variety of expressions when we reflect on God’s involvement with our world, expres-

sions that might include the possibility that God allows things to happen rather than to 

cause them directly. The issue is how we think and speak about God, how we understand 

and present God to others. And with that we must get back to our story, even though some 

of our questions may not have been answered. They have been acknowledged though, 

and that’s sometimes all we can do: to live with our questions and not deny them. 

Anyway, Pharaoh has now had enough. Verses 31-32 stress the urgency with which 

he wishes to be rid of the Israelites. Indeed, he wants everything Israelite gone: the flocks, 

the herds, the lot. And so he blurts out a series of imperatives, using several verbs for ‘go’, 

together with the repeated use of the emphatic Hebrew particle ַגם, which I have trans-

lated as ‘also’. The text literally reads: 

Get up, get out from among my people, also you, also the people of Israel, 
and go, serve the Lord as you said! 
Also your flocks, also your herds, take (them) as you said and go, 
and may you bring a blessing also upon me. 

In 6:1, God had said that Pharaoh would finally drive the Israelites out, and that time had 

now come. Intriguingly, he asks Moses and Aaron for God’s blessing. What are we to make 

of that? Perhaps this is best explained in connection with the issue of the Egyptians’ 

knowledge of Yahweh, which, as we saw last time, God’s signs and wonders were in-

tended to promote. When Pharaoh now asks for a blessing from Yahweh, which may 

simply mean the lifting of the curse, he has come quite a long way, given that he did not 
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know Yahweh at all when he was first approached by Moses and Aaron (5:2). Interest-

ingly, in Israel’s law, the freeing of slaves brings a blessing to the master (Deut. 15:18): 

Do not consider it a hardship to set your servant free, because his service to you these six 
years has been worth twice as much as that of a hired hand. And the LORD your God will bless 
you in everything you do. 

And so the Israelites do not just leave; hurried along by their former oppressors, they 

gather up their half-prepared bread dough and rush off (vv. 33-34). That said, in line with 

God’s earlier prediction (3:22), there’s just enough time to collect some articles of jewel-

lery and clothing before they go (vv. 35-36). But we must rush on, too. 

The Exodus and Passover (Exod. 12:37-51)  

The Israelites are on their way at last, travelling from Rameses to Succoth (v. 37). That’s 

all very interesting, of course, but it doesn’t tell us much since we don’t know where these 

places were. What we do know is that there are about 600,000 of them – men, that is, 

which suggests a total of about two to three million people, women and children included. 

Then again, we can’t be sure about that either. Those figures are problematic for several 

reasons. Let me give you three. First, it would have taken a truly phenomenal population 

growth for seventy people (1:5) to turn into such vast numbers over a period of 430 years 

(12:40). Secondly, it is thought to be impossible for that many people to survive in the 

Sinai Peninsula for any length of time. According to modern census figures, there are only 

about 40,000 Bedouin in the whole Sinai Peninsula today (see Johnstone, 1990, pp. 27-

28). Thirdly, having been deprived of water for thirty days (15:22), the Israelites eventu-

ally camped at Elim for half a month because of the refreshment provided by its twelve 

springs and seventy palm trees. It is clear that such a comment assumes a much smaller 

community (see Moberly, 2007, p. 214). 

What then are we to make of the 600,000 men? Various solutions have been pro-

posed, but I would like to leave you with just two. According to the first one, the Hebrew 

word for thousand, ף לֶׂ  should be understood as referring to a subsection of a ,(eleph) אֶׂ

tribe (Mendenhall, 1958, pp. 60-66). If correct, the text would be saying that there were 

about 600 of those sections. Nahum Sarna accordingly speaks of 600 family units (1986, 

pp. 94-102). This reading perhaps also sits well with v. 41, which talks about ‘the LORD’S 

divisions’, a term that reflects the people’s organisation into a travelling (and perhaps 

fighting) formation (see Durham, 1987, p. 173). 

The second possibility, which has been suggested by Fretheim, requires you to accept 

that the biblical writer may have had a different way of handling figures and historical 

information from what we are used to today. Let me give you the proposed solution first, 

before I try to explain it. Fretheim calls the 600,000 a liturgical number, which represents 
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the population at the time of David and Solomon rather than that of the exodus. It is litur-

gical in the sense that the writer means to profess that all Israel from this later time had 

been led out of Egypt (Fretheim, 1991, p. 144). 

Now let me try to explain. Fretheim points out that ‘the building of the Solomonic 

temple was considered the end of an era that began with the exodus’ (1991, p. 144). The 

biblical text explicitly links these two events, for 1 Kings 6:1 says, ‘In the four hundred 

and eightieth year after the Israelites had come out of Egypt, in the fourth year of Solo-

mon’s reign over Israel, in the month of Ziv, the second month, he began to build the tem-

ple of the LORD’. Interestingly, the same link is already established in the book of Exodus 

itself, for the song that celebrates God’s triumph over the Egyptians culminates in these 

words (Exod. 15:17 NRSV): 

You brought them in and planted them on the mountain of your own possession, 
the place, O LORD, that you made your abode, 
the sanctuary, O LORD, that your hands have established. 

This is a reference to the Jerusalem Temple, which stood on Mt Zion. Both texts thus in-

dicate that the exodus and the building of the temple are regarded as the boundaries of 

an era, and so Fretheim suggests that by talking about 600,000 men the author wishes to 

make the point ‘that all Israelites from the time of David and Solomon had [as it were] 

experienced the exodus’ (1991, p. 145). 

We are also told that some other people were travelling with the Israelites, and that 

there were lots of animals (v. 38). Then there’s another reference to the bread (v. 39); 

and we learn that the Israelites had been in Egypt for 430 years (vv. 40-41). And then, 

believe it or not, we’re back to the Passover again. First, God talked to Moses and Aaron 

about the Passover (vv. 1-13). Then, Moses spoke to Israel’s elders about it (vv. 21-27). 

Now, God is going on about it again (vv. 43-49). That the people have just left Egypt after 

years and years of slavery gets no more than a passing reference, but the Passover comes 

up time and again. What more could possibly be said about it? Well, for instance, that you 

have to be circumcised in order to take part in the celebrations (vv. 43-45, 48-49). Hence 

foreigners and people who live with the Israelites only temporarily are to be excluded. 

It’s a community celebration, celebrated by the community that experienced God’s salva-

tion, and the whole community is to take part in it (v. 47). 

The Passover celebration is described as a vigil (v. 42), using a Hebrew term (ים רִׁ מֻּ  שִׁ

shimmurim) that appears nowhere else in the Old Testament. It is derived from the verb 

 .to keep, watch over’. Durham appropriately speaks of a ‘keepings night’ (1987, p‘ ,שמר

173). Just as God had kept his promises of release, protection and freedom and, indeed, 

had kept the Israelites, so they in turn are required to make the Passover ‘a keepings night 

for Yahweh’, a night when they would keep their promises of remembrance from gener-

ation to generation. The people, we are told, did just what God had said (v. 50), which, to 

put it mildly, is not always the case, and God brought them out of Egypt (v. 51). 
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Unleavened Bread and Consecration of Firstborn (Exod. 13:1-16) 

Then there’s still more liturgy. I should perhaps point out that I’ve selected today’s text 

deliberately, even though that means that we can’t look at fascinating stories like the 

crossing of the sea in ch. 14. It’s tempting to go for all the gripping stories, but the writer 

of Exodus clearly didn’t just wish to tell stories. Liturgy was important to him, as was 

Israel’s law, which we shall look at in some weeks’ time. First though, let’s get back to 

liturgy and, in particular, the feast of unleavened bread (yes, again) and the consecration 

of the firstborn, which we haven’t come across before. 

This is where the text begins, in vv. 1-2, only to move on to the festival of unleavened 

bread in vv. 3-10, before coming back to the consecration of the firstborn in vv. 11-16. 

Why does our author jump about in that way? I don’t know. What I do know, because 

Brevard Childs has very helpfully flagged this up in his commentary, is that the two sec-

tions dealing with the feast of unleavened bread (vv. 3-10) and the consecration of the 

firstborn (vv. 11-16) are constructed in strikingly parallel ways (see Childs, 1974, p. 203): 

 Unleavened Bread (vv. 3-10) Consecration of Firstborn (vv. 11-16) 

1.  when the LORD brings you into the land …  

(v. 5) 

after the LORD brings you into the land …  

(v. 11) 

2.  tell your son (v. 8) in days to come when your son asks you …, 

say to him (v. 14) 

3.  it will be for you like a sign on your hand and 

a reminder on your forehead (v. 9) 

it will be like a sign on your hand and a sym-

bol on your forehead (v. 16) 

4.  for the LORD brought you out of Egypt with 

his mighty hand (v. 9) 

that the LORD brought us out of Egypt with 

his mighty hand (v. 16) 

The similarities highlight that, when the promise has been fulfilled and the Israelites find 

themselves in the land of Canaan (1.), they are to pass the memory of the exodus experi-

ence (4.) on to their children (2.), keeping it alive by means of some signs (3.). Time and 

again in these sixteen verses, the text celebrates what God has done for Israel (see vv. 3, 

8, 9, 14-15, 16), but, as Fretheim rightly points out, ‘the concern is not that God be 

properly thanked but that the redemptive experience be a living reality for each Israelite 

in every age’ (1991, p. 147). The issue is remembrance; and that’s why liturgy is so im-

portant to our writer. By means of these liturgical acts, Israel’s experiences with God were 

to be kept alive in order for them to be a ‘living reality’ for every generation, as Fretheim 

so perceptively puts it. 

We don’t have the time to go through these verses in any detail, but some comments 

on the signs that are mentioned in connection with both liturgical acts, the feast of un-
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leavened bread (v. 9) and the consecration of the firstborn (v. 16), may be helpful. Juda-

ism has taken the instructions literally, which has led to the use of phylacteries,1 known 

in Hebrew as Tefillin, small cubic leather boxes containing parchment scrolls inscribed 

with Torah verses.2 The author of Exodus probably didn’t have physical symbols in mind, 

however. What precisely ‘it’ in vv. 9 and 16 (‘it will be like a sign’) refers to is not entirely 

clear, but it’s probably best to see the liturgical instruction regarding the unleavened 

bread and the firstborn as the ‘sign’ and ‘reminder’ (see Durham, 1987, p. 178) that was 

to guide the people’s behaviour, symbolised by the hand, as well as their thinking, repre-

sented by the forehead. 

All the firstborn, we are told, are to be consecrated to God (vv. 1-2, 11-16) because 

the exodus had been made possible only by God’s killing of the Egyptian firstborn (v. 15). 

The consecration of the firstborn therefore is, as again Fretheim aptly notes, ‘an everlast-

ing reminder in Israel at what cost Israel’s firstborn were redeemed. The death of the 

firstborn of the Egyptians is thus not forgotten; it is seared on Israel’s memory forever’ 

(1991, p. 149). The only firstborn that could be redeemed and thus did not have to be 

sacrificed were humans and donkeys (v. 13). The latter were probably exempt because of 

their importance as carriers of heavy burdens (see Durham, 1987, p. 179). 

Next time, we’ll meet up with the Israelites in the wilderness. It’s all about food again, 

but there are no lambs involved. If you wish to read ahead, then do look at Exodus 16. 
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1Greek φυλακτήριον is derived from φυλάσσειν, a verb meaning ‘to guard, protect’. 
2These are taken from Exodus 13:1-10; 13:11-16; Deuteronomy 6:4-9; and 11:13-21. 


