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Torah Talk for Yitro 5781    Exodus 18-20 
 
Ex. 18:1     Jethro priest of Midian, Moses’ father-in-law, heard all that God had done for 
Moses and for Israel His people, how the LORD had brought Israel out from Egypt. 2 So Jethro, 
Moses’ father-in-law, took Zipporah, Moses’ wife, after she had been sent home, 3 and her two 
sons—of whom one was named Gershom, that is to say, “I have been a stranger in a foreign 
land”; 4 and the other was named Eliezer, meaning, “The God of my father was my help, and He 
delivered me from the sword of Pharaoh.” 5 Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law, brought Moses’ sons 
and wife to him in the wilderness, where he was encamped at the mountain of God. 
 
Ex. 3:1     Now Moses, tending the flock of his father-in-law Jethro, the priest of Midian, 
drove the flock into the wilderness, and came to Horeb, the mountain of God. 
 
Ex. 19:1     On the third new moon after the Israelites had gone forth from the land of Egypt, 
on that very day, they entered the wilderness of Sinai. 2 Having journeyed from Rephidim, they 
entered the wilderness of Sinai and encamped in the wilderness. Israel encamped there in front of 
the mountain, 3 and Moses went up to God. The LORD called to him from the mountain … 
 
Jeffrey Tigay, “Exodus,” Jewish Study Bible 
5: At the mountain of God, Sinai/Horeb (3.1). Since Israel does not reach Sinai until 19.2, this 
episode evidently took place afterwards. This is also implied by the context in Deut. 1.6–17 and 
by the presumption in Exod. 24.14b that the pre-Jethro judicial system is still in place, with 
Aaron and Hur substituting for Moses. Thus, this passage is not where it belongs 
chronologically. Talmudic sages recognized that the Torah sometimes narrates events out of 
their chronological sequence for literary or rhetorical purposes (“there is no earlier or later in the 
Torah;” see introductory comment to 25.1–31.17). Radak suggested that the Torah’s aim was 
to juxtapose Jethro’s visit with the attack of the Amalekites (17.8–16) so as to contrast the 
Midianites’ friendliness with the Amalekites’ enmity as a guide for future dealings with these two 
nations (Radak at Judg. 1.16; see 1 Sam. 15.5–7). 
 
Deut. 1:6     The LORD our God spoke to us at Horeb, saying: You have stayed long enough at 
this mountain. 7 Start out and make your way … 9 Thereupon I said to you … 13 “Pick from each 
of your tribes men who are wise, discerning, and experienced, and I will appoint them as your 
heads.” 14 You answered me and said, “What you propose to do is good.” 15 So I took your tribal 
leaders, wise and experienced men, and appointed them heads over you: chiefs of thousands, 
chiefs of hundreds, chiefs of fifties, and chiefs of tens, and officials for your tribes. 
 
Nahum Sarna, Exodus (JPS Torah Commentary) 
As early as the second century C.E., it was recognized that this chapter is not in its proper 
chronological sequence and that the episode took place after the revelation at Sinai. The 
internal evidence for this judgment is set forth in Zevahim 116a and in the Mekhilta (Yitro 1:1).  
 
Zevahim 116a - The Gemara notes: This works out well according to the one who says that the episode with 
Yitro was after the giving of the Torah. But according to the one who says that the episode with Yitro was before 
the giving of the Torah, what can be said?  
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IBN EZRA to 18:1 Jethro...heard. Saadia thinks Jethro came to Sinai before the giving of the 
Torah, but in my opinion, he came only in the second year, after the building of the Tabernacle. 
There are a number of proofs for this. For v. 12 says, “Aaron came with all the elders of Israel 
to partake of the meal before God with Moses’ father-in-law,” which implies God’s Presence in 
the Tabernacle. In Deuteronomy, Moses dates the appointment of these subsidiary judges to a 
time just after God tells them, “You have stayed long enough at this mountain” (Deut. 1:6). 
Jethro could not have stayed with them for months and only then given this advice, for v. 13 
here tells us that he gave it the very next day after his arrival. The fact that in Num. 10:29 
Moses tells Hobab—who in my opinion is Jethro, as I will explain in my comment to that verse—
that they are about to set out “for the place of which the LORD has said, ‘I will give it to you’” 
also points to the fact that Jethro’s visit occurred much later. Moreover, Moses could not have 
said “I make known the laws and teachings of God” (v. 16) before the giving of the Torah. In 
any case, as ch. 19 shows, the Israelites arrived at the mountain on the 1st of Sivan, and there 
was no time for the events of ch. 18 to take place before the giving of the Torah on the 6th of 
Sivan. The Jethro chapter was juxtaposed, out of chronological order, to the end of ch. 17 
(which should have continued immediately with “on the third new moon” of 19:1) to contrast 
the wickedness of Amalek with the goodness of Jethro, whose descendants, the Kenites, lived 
among the Amalekites in Saul’s time. It needed to be made clear that the Kenites were not 
involved in God’s war “throughout the ages” (17:16) with Amalek. 
 
William H. C. Propp, Exodus (Anchor Bible) to 28:42 
18:5. the Deity’s mountain. I.e., Sinai/Horeb. The reference is surprising in light of the 
Redactor’s statement that Israel reached Sinai after the meeting with Jethro (19:2). But, within 
E, the Massah-Meribah incident has already brought the leaders to Horeb (17:6) (see 
REDACTION ANALYSIS) …  

There are two opinions on the original placement of the Jethro encounter. One, which I 
uphold, accepts Exodus 18 in its current location. The other maintains that the events of chap. 
18 really transpire immediately before Israel’s departure from Sinai-Horeb. This latter view is 
first voiced by R. Eleazar of Modiim (Mek. ꜥămalēq 3; b. Zebaḥ. 116a) and is followed by Rashi, 
ibn Ezra and Rashbam. Similarly, many modern critics argue that an editor literally transferred 
the story from Numbers to Exodus. 

The evidence that Exodus 18 is out of place is superficially very strong. Israel’s presence 
at “the Deity’s mountain” (v 5), the references to Yahweh’s laws (vv 16, 20) and a sacrifice 
without altar-building (v 12) cumulatively suggest the prior establishment of cult and Covenant. 
And, more important, in Deut 1:9–18 Moses appoints judges just before Israel leaves Horeb. 
 Naturally, this begs the question: why was the story moved? Many suggest that the 
author wished to balance the hostile Amalekites (17:8–16) against the friendly Midianite/Kenite 
Jethro (ibn Ezra; Cassuto 1967: 212; Sarna 1986: 128–29; see also COMMENT; on the 
relationship between Amalekites and Kenites, see Num 24:20–21; Judg 7:12; 1 Sam 15:6). And 
a more urgent motive might have been to minimize the scandal of Jethro sacrificing in front of 
Aaron by placing the episode before Aaron’s consecration. Still, if the final Redactor shifted 
chap. 18 to its current location, one wonders why he purposely created confusion as to when 
Israel reaches Yahweh’s mountain. R’s itinerary insertion in 19:2, “and they set forth from 
Rephidim and arrived at the Sinai Wilderness,” is hard enough to explain (see REDACTION 
ANALYSIS to chap. 19). Why would the Redactor have doubled the confusion by shifting chap. 
18? 
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 Internal evidence also tells against the theory. Why do vv 1, 8–10 refer to the liberation 
from Egypt and journey through the desert, but not the Covenant (Ramban)? Would not Jethro 
fetch Moses’ family as soon as possible, rather than await Israel’s departure (Jacob 1992: 
494)? In fact, our story appears not to presuppose the Covenant stipulations, but rather 
describes the development of case law ad hoc (Luzzatto), highlighting the need for a law code. 
As for the contradiction with Deuteronomy, Jacob (p. 502) observes that Deuteronomy often 
presents events out of order (e.g., 5:22b [cf. 9:9–10]; 9:22; 10:6–7), and, overall, the 
sequence of wilderness episodes seems to be fluid in biblical tradition (note Ps 78:14–31; Neh 
9:12–15). Moreover, Deuteronomy does not mention Jethro’s visit at all, but only the 
establishment of the judiciary; it may have quite a different conception of what went on. (To 
harmonize the two versions, Jacob infers that Exod 18:24–27 is prospective. That is, the 
implementation of Jethro’s plan required considerable time, and was completed shortly before 
Israel left Horeb.) 
 
NAHMANIDES Our Sages disagree about this section. Some say that Jethro came before the giving of 
the Torah, in the order given by the text, and others that he came after the giving of the Torah. The latter 
position is definitely aided by v. 5; “where he was encamped” refers to the year-long encampment there. 
The “laws and teachings of God” (v. 15) were those given at Mount Sinai. V. 27 tells about Jethro’s 
departure, which did not take place until the second year of the desert wandering (Num. 10:11,29–30). 
Others point out that, according to Deuteronomy 1, Jethro’s advice to set up a system of judges was 
followed just before they left Horeb. If all this is true, then we must seek the reason why this episode is 
described here, out of its chronological order. According to Ibn Ezra, it was juxtaposed with the story of 
Amalek to remind us, when we go to wipe out Amalek, not to include the Kenites who are allied with them, 
because they are Jethro’s descendants. That is why Saul warned them to withdraw before he attacked the 
Amalekites. But though the text says that Jethro had heard about the exodus from Egypt, it does not say 
that he had heard about the giving of the Torah, one of the greatest marvels that was ever done for them 
(see Deut. 4:32–33). Moses, too, tells Jethro all about the journey from Egypt, to which Jethro replies, 
“Now I know that the LORD is greater than all gods” (v. 11). Why doesn’t Moses tell him about the 
revelation at Sinai, so that he will know that God is true, and His Torah is true, and there is no one but He? 
Perhaps Jethro set out immediately after hearing about the exodus, and arrived after the giving of the 
Torah, but so soon afterward that it was obvious he would be told, and it did not need to be recorded. But 
to me it is more plausible to accept the order in which the Torah is written, and to say that Jethro came 
while they were at Rephidim, before the giving of the Torah, as the Mekilta has it. We know from Moses’ 
bringing the sheep there (3:1) and from Aaron’s meeting him there (4:27) that the mountain of God was 
on the way to Midian and not far from it. Jethro got as far as the mountain and “sent word to Moses” (v. 
6), and Moses came from Rephidim to meet him. So there is no need to make the action of v. 6 precede 
that of v. 5. The explanation I have given is the correct one. It appears to me that Jethro’s departure in v. 
27 took place in the first year, and that he returned later. He may have gone back to Midian to convert his 
family and then returned to Moses while the latter was still at the mountain of God, which, as I have 
explained, was not far from Midian. If you read the passage in Numbers 10 carefully, you will note that 
Moses implores him to stay, and that it does not actually say that he left. It would appear that he listened 
to Moses and did not leave after all. This is certainly the opinion of our Sages, who say that the pasture 
land of Jericho was given to him and his descendants, the Rechabites, as a reward for accompanying them; 
Rashi says so himself in his comment to Num. 10:32. So he must have returned to Moses. 


