
Torah Portion: Yitro (Exodus 18:1-20:26)

[The focus of this Torah portion series is family structure and function as revealed in Scripture. I.e., 

headship, patriarchy, marriage, etc, graduating to understanding community and Israel as a whole. If 

you have not read other portions up to this point, you may want to as parts build on previous lessons in 

Torah, available at: https://natsab.com/torah-portion-series/ ]

Israel is nearing Mt. Sinai, still less than 50 days into their redemption from Egypt.  Our portion opens 

with Jethro, or Yitro, Moses’ father-in-law, coming to meet Moses and bringing Zipporah and her two 

sons, Gershom and Eliezer.  News must have travelled quickly throughout the region for Yitro to hear, 

on the backside of Midian, of the escape of Israel and the destruction of Egypt. But, anytime a tyrant 

nation collapses, or in this case, is utterly destroyed, it is good news for all surrounding nations and 

peoples.

Exodus 18 Now Jethro, the priest of Midian, Moses’ father-in-law, heard of 

all that God had done for Moses and for Israel His people, how the LORD had 

brought Israel out of Egypt. 2 Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law, took Moses’ wife

Zipporah, after he had sent her away, 3 and her two sons, of whom one 

was named Gershom, for Moses said, “I have been a sojourner in a foreign 

land.” 4 The other was named Eliezer, for he said, “The God of my father 

was my help, and delivered me from the sword of Pharaoh.”

Scripture is not clear, but somewhere between coming to Egypt (Exodus 4) and this point, Moses sent (

ים לוחי  Zipporah back to her father in Midian. There is some dispute as to whether Moses divorced ( שי

her and Yitro rejected the divorce, bringing her back, or, Moses sent her to safety while he dealt with 

Pharaoh and Egypt.

I lean heavily toward the latter.  Moses seems glad to see Yitro and accept his counsel. Divorce does 

not seem to be in the picture here at all.  Two passages to consider as we look at this are,
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Malachi 2:16 For I hate divorce,” says the LORD, the God of Israel, “and 

him who covers his garment with wrong,” says the LORD of hosts. “So take 

heed to your spirit, that you do not deal treacherously.”

Matthew 19:7 They *said to Him, “Why then did Moses command to GIVE 

HER A CERTIFICATE OF DIVORCE AND SEND her AWAY?” 8 He *said to them, “Because 

of your hardness of heart Moses permitted you to divorce your wives; but 

from the beginning it has not been this way.

These two passages point to several reasons why Moses’ sending away of Zipporah can not have been 

divorce.  First, God hates divorce, but we see no mention of Him chastising Moses for sending 

Zipporah away. Second, Yeshua tells us that divorce is allowed under certain circumstances, however it

exposes ‘hardness of heart’ something that again, is never exhibited or mentioned regarding Moses. 

Third, the Deuteronomy 24 passage cited by Yeshua seems to have a two part process for divorce and 

Moses clearly did not do both. According to Deuteronomy 24:1 the woman is to a) receive a certificate 

of divorce, releasing her from the marriage so that she can legally remarry, and b) she must be sent 

away. Therefore, based on the information here, I seriously doubt Moses divorced Zipporah.

A further, circumstantial argument against divorce is Numbers 12.  Miriam and Aaron are very angry at

Moses for marrying the Cushite woman.  Christendom and Judaism try to make this about other issues, 

but God defends Moses and the only really logical reason for the ire against Moses is that he took 

another wife.  We’ll deal with this in greater detail when we get to that parashah, but it is a point to 

consider when trying to understand what Moses did or did not do with Zipporah.

My personal speculation is that Moses had his hands FULL while dealing with Pharaoh and preparing 

to leave Egypt. An honest assessment will come to the firm conclusion that he had every reason to want

his family in a safe place while he was conducting the business of facing down the most powerful man 

on the planet. Yes, Moses did have Divine protection, but he also had human emotion and 

responsibilities. And, it is safe to assume that Pharaoh was likely seeking his life and that of any 

attached to him… I would have sent my wife away, too!

So, now that the report has reached Yitro that Israel has escaped, Egypt is destroyed and Pharaoh is 

dead, it makes perfect sense that he is bringing Moses’ bride and family back to him. 

What is interesting to see is the honor protocols exchanged and how the two men meet and handle the 



‘niceties.’ Western culture has some protocols, but very little understanding of honor and how it all 

relates to headship, leadership and eldership.

Dr. Iglahliq Suuqiina’s Warfare by Honor, is an excellent book explaining the significance of honor and

the restoration of protocol that build the Kingdom.  He makes the clear point that the entire Bible is a 

book of protocol, how man is to approach God and how man is to approach and deal with each other.

Notice the steps of protocol and respect here that flow both ways between Yitro and Moses!

Exodus 18:5 Then Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law, came with his sons and his

wife to Moses in the wilderness where he was camped, at the mount of 

God. 6 He sent word to Moses, “I, your father-in-law Jethro, am coming to 

you with your wife and her two sons with her.” 7 Then Moses went out to 

meet his father-in-law, and he bowed down and kissed him; and they asked

each other of their welfare and went into the tent. 8 Moses told his father-

in-law all that the LORD had done to Pharaoh and to the Egyptians for 

Israel’s sake, all the hardship that had befallen them on the journey, and 

how the LORD had delivered them. 9 Jethro rejoiced over all the goodness 

which the LORD had done to Israel, in delivering them from the hand of the 

Egyptians. 10 So Jethro said, “Blessed be the LORD who delivered you from 

the hand of the Egyptians and from the hand of Pharaoh, and who delivered

the people from under the hand of the Egyptians. 11 Now I know that the 

LORD is greater than all the gods; indeed, it was proven when they dealt 

proudly against the people.” 12 Then Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law, took a 

burnt offering and sacrifices for God, and Aaron came with all the elders of 

Israel to eat a meal with Moses’ father-in-law before God.

• Yitro sends word to Moses that he is coming. Shows respect. No surprises.

• Moses goes out to meet him. Reciprocal respect.

• Moses bows down and kisses him. High honor.

• Asked each other about their welfare. Interest in each other’s well being. Honor.

• Moses gives complete story and report. Yitro rejoices. Honors YHVH!!

• Yitro pays high honor to YHVH.

• Yitro brings a burnt offering, thus protocolling YHVH.

http://www.indigenousmessengers.com/QSstore.htm


We now come to an interesting and maybe slightly sticky wicket.  1 Corinthians 11:3 is pretty clear that

there is no one between Messiah and man.  The order of authority is God => Messiah => man => 

woman. Once leadership, elders and structure come up, a debate often ensues about the correct role of 

leadership and how it functions within this picture. The terms in 1 Corinthians 11:3 are all singular, 

therefore there is definitely an argument to be made for a direct relationship between Messiah and man 

with no one in between, yet leadership demands a certain level of submission to levels of authority.

Clearly. Moses is a picture of Messiah between the men of Israel and God, yet Yitro advises having 

judges that bring some level of authority and judgment between Moses and the men of Israel.  

Consider,

Exodus 18:13 It came about the next day that Moses sat to judge the 

people, and the people stood about Moses from the morning until the 

evening. 14 Now when Moses’ father-in-law saw all that he was doing for 

the people, he said, “What is this thing that you are doing for the people? 

Why do you alone sit as judge and all the people stand about you from 

morning until evening?” 15 Moses said to his father-in-law, “Because the 

people come to me to inquire of God. 16 When they have a dispute, it 

comes to me, and I judge between a man and his neighbor and make 

known the statutes of God and His laws.”

17 Moses’ father-in-law said to him, “The thing that you are doing is not 

good. 18 You will surely wear out, both yourself and these people who are 

with you, for the task is too heavy for you; you cannot do it alone. 19 Now 

listen to me: I will give you counsel, and God be with you. You be the 

people’s representative before God, and you bring the disputes to God, 20 

then teach them the statutes and the laws, and make known to them the 

way in which they are to walk and the work they are to do. 21 

Furthermore, you shall select out of all the people able men who fear God, 

men of truth, those who hate dishonest gain; and you shall place these over

them as leaders of thousands, of hundreds, of fifties and of tens. 22 Let 

them judge the people at all times; and let it be that every major dispute 

they will bring to you, but every minor dispute they themselves will judge. 

So it will be easier for you, and they will bear the burden with you. 23 If 



you do this thing and God so commands you, then you will be able to 

endure, and all [y]these people also will go to their place in peace.”

Moses is being overwhelmed with requests to settle issues of Law between men and their neighbors.  A 

quick side note that jumps out at me, the Torah hasn’t been given yet… or, has it?  In fact, we often 

think the Torah was given at Mt. Sinai, but the statutes and ordinances of the Torah were in place at the 

time of Adam and were carried out by Noah, Abraham and others. Moses is simply reminding the 

people and we have the details recorded for us in the Five books of the Law.  Notice verse 16,

15 Moses said to his father-in-law, “Because the people come to me to 

inquire of God. 16 When they have a dispute, it comes to me, and I judge 

between a man and his neighbor and make known the statutes of God and 

His laws.”

When God gives the Ten Words, later in this portion, He says, ‘Remember the Shabbat…’  Last 

portion, Moses is the first one to use the term indicating they already knew what the Shabbat was. They

just needed reminding.  Simply, Moses needed to coach the leaders of families, clans and tribes in the 

Torah and have them implement it in their respective areas of responsibility.  We will see, over the next 

months of Torah portions, that God, through Moses, clearly retreaches and clarifies His Torah that had 

been given to Adam in the Garden and passed down through the patriarchs.

The men Moses selects to help teach and judge Israel at the lower, middle, and upper levels, much like 

a court system, come from their own family groups.  He does not select leaders from one tribe and 

place them over another. Further, they are,

Exodus 18:21b...men who fear God, men of truth, those who hate 

dishonest gain; and you shall place these over them as leaders of 

thousands, of hundreds, of fifties and of tens. 22 Let them judge the 

people at all times; and let it be that every major dispute they will bring to 

you, but every minor dispute they themselves will judge. So it will be easier

for you, and they will bear the burden with you.

The first part of that passage should immediately bring to mind several passages by Paul regarding the 
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selection of Elders and Deacons.  Paul was not instituting a new idea, rather, he was functioning as 

Moses and placing judges who could lead the returning families of the house of Israel.  I tend to think 

Paul wasn’t codifying some new office, but using names a very militant Roman culture would 

understand as leaders and overseers. Consider the parallels,

Titus 1:5 For this reason I left you in Crete, that you would set in order 

what remains and appoint elders in every city as I directed you, 6 namely, if

any man is above reproach, the husband of one wife, having children who 

believe, not accused of dissipation or rebellion. 7 For the overseer must be 

above reproach as God’s steward, not self-willed, not quick-tempered, not 

addicted to wine, not pugnacious, not fond of sordid gain, 8 but hospitable, 

loving what is good, sensible, just, devout, self-controlled, 9 holding fast 

the faithful word which is in accordance with the teaching, so that he will be

able both to exhort in sound doctrine and to refute those who contradict.

1 Timothy 3 It is a trustworthy statement: if any man aspires to the office 

of overseer, it is a fine work he desires to do. 2 An overseer, then, must be 

above reproach, the husband of one wife, temperate, prudent, respectable, 

hospitable, able to teach, 3 not addicted to wine or pugnacious, but gentle, 

peaceable, free from the love of money. 4 He must be one who manages his

own household well, keeping his children under control with all dignity 5 

(but if a man does not know how to manage his own household, how will he

take care of the church of God?)...

The clear message from this connection is that elders and deacons, overseers are to be Godly patriarchs 

who will care for their flock because it is their family. Paul, by appointing the men, was likely not 

creating a selection process so much as helping the new believers identify the ones who would grow 

into these positions naturally over time.  In other words, elders who ‘sat in the city gates’ earned that 

responsibility over a lifetime. Paul’s new believers didn’t have a lifetime of experience, so he and 

Timothy selected men that they believe had the necessary requisites to grow into the roles of judges 

like the men Moses placed at the heads of tens, fifties and hundred.

A side note that we need to pay attention to here pertains to hierarchy and authority structure.  Recall, 

God => Messiah => man => woman, not God => Messiah => authority structure => man => woman.  



Unfortunately, man often desires an intermediary and at other times the nature of the situation demands

it.  In Exodus 20 we see the people asking Moses to represent them before God because they are afraid 

to stand before Him individually, thus giving one of many examples where the people ask for 

hierarchy.  At the end of Exodus 17, Israel fought with Amalek. An army cannot function or conduct 

battle operations without clear teamwork led by a head and layers of authority.

While the point of balance can be much debated, it is clear that regarding the instruction and obedience 

of the home and family, God holds each man accountable for his own domain.  And, when walking in 

righteousness, should require very little interaction with or oversight from a hierarchical structure 

except where the nation or large bodies of people are affected.  In such cases, then appointed heads of 

clans and tribes lead and make decisions for the entire family unit.

The appointment of judges, by Moses, was for the primary purpose of settling minor disagreements and

disputes of the Torah among families.  We will later see Levites inherit the roles of scribes and scholars 

and they will function more as attorneys, or men studied in the finer points of the Torah, available to 

give clarity, advice, and understanding to men in court cases.  The judges will still be the heads of the 

families, clans, and tribes. In other words, men are the ‘responsible parties’ for their respective families 

and perview.

We move now to Exodus 19 and several very important matters regarding headship and patriarchy!  

First, we see in this chapter God’s definitive instructions on how to prepare to approach Him, they are 

given specific protocol for how they, the subordinate are to approach their King! But, they are to do so 

with a specific purpose in mind.  He is drawing them near to enter into covenant with them, a covenant 

that will make them a kingdom of priests!

Exodus 19:3 Moses went up to God, and the LORD called to him from the 

mountain, saying, “Thus you shall say to the house of Jacob and tell the 

sons of Israel: 4 ‘You yourselves have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and

how I bore you on eagles’ wings, and brought you to Myself. 5 Now then, if 

you will indeed obey My voice and keep My covenant, then you shall be My 

own possession among all the peoples, for all the earth is Mine; 6 and you 

shall be to Me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.’ These are the words 

that you shall speak to the sons of Israel.”

7 So Moses came and called the elders of the people, and set before them 



all these words which the LORD had commanded him. 8 All the people 

answered together and said, “All that the LORD has spoken we will do!” And 

Moses brought back the words of the people to the LORD.

Notice that Moses, as before, interacts with the elders of the people on behalf of Israel.  The elders are 

there representing their own families and clans and tribes. Over and over we see God operating through

Moses and His created order, the headship of the men in their family and clan positions.

While there are several other items we could talk about in this portion as it relates to headship and 

patriarchy, I want to touch on two final items very quickly (and possibly expand this parasha 

commentary at a later date).

The Ten Commandments are given in Exodus 20.  They obviously establish the ultimate Headship and 

authority of God, complete with some elements of protocol and how people are to relate to Him and to 

each other.  Two particularly jump out at me relating to headship and patriarchy.

Exodus 20:12 “Honor your father and your mother, that your days may be 

prolonged in the land which the LORD your God gives you.

And,

Exodus 20:14 “You shall not commit adultery.

In the fifth commandment, we find a basic principle of authority structure within the family. While 

other Scriptures articulate the relationship between husbands and wives, this commandment clearly 

demonstrates the honor due the places of authority that a father and mother occupy and the fact that 

God makes specific promises contingent upon obeying His authority structure.

Children, pay attention! Adults with living parents, pay attention. Regardless of differences of 

understanding in Scripture or differences in lifestyle, etc, we each still have a responsibility to honor 

our parents. God demands that we take care to give them the honor they are due! Again, protocol comes

into play. This is a subject we need to develop more in the future.

The seventh command, ‘you shall not commit adultery,’ also directly affects headship and patriarchy.  

While we will have opportunity in the coming portions to discuss in detail what adultery is, we need to 

understand that the Christian definition, as well as modern western culture’s understanding of adultery 



do not accurately reflect how the Word of God defines adultery.

Modern thinking believes that adultery is when a married person has sexual relations with a person 

with whom they are not married.  Scripture however, demonstrates that this is not exactly true.

Adultery, according to Scripture, is always defined by the marital status of the woman.

Several years ago, I wrote a lengthy article titled, Marriage, Adultery and Christian Error. Here is an 

extensive quote from that article that explains more.

All of that led me to a very interesting adjustment in understanding ‘adultery.’

Modern Christendom, Western culture and American Jurisprudence seem to agree that

adultery is a married person being involved with a person with whom they are not 

married.  I.e., a married man involved with any woman other than his wife would, in 

the eyes of Christianity, culture and American law, be committing adultery.

Scripture, however, tells a decidedly different story.  If you look back at the clues 

already laid out, you may have arrived at the correct answer.  An unmarried woman, 

and the married man involved with her, cannot, by definition, commit adultery!

 Rather, if they are involved sexually, according to Scripture, she has become his wife.  

He may owe a dowry, but he has not committed adultery.

Scripture defines adultery as a married woman breaking her marriage covenant (one 

flesh) by being involved with a man who is not her husband.  Both she and the man she 

is involved with are adulterous. Some verses:

Leviticus 20:10 ‘If there is a man who commits adultery with another man’s 

wife, one who commits adultery with his friend’s wife, the adulterer and the 

adulteress shall surely be put to death. 11 If there is a man who lies with his 

father’s wife, he has uncovered his father’s nakedness; both of them shall 

surely be put to death, their bloodguiltiness is upon them. 12 If there is a man 

who lies with his daughter-in-law, both of them shall surely be put to death; 

they have committed incest, their bloodguiltiness is upon them.

Some older theological dictionaries do define adultery in these terms, however a simple
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search of modern thought reveals the wrong understanding that any married person 

having relations with any person they are not married to is adultery.

Moorish Bible Dictionary:

This was forbidden in the ten commandments; but neither there nor anywhere 

else is the sin defined. It seems clear, that as far as the man was 

concerned, if he had intercourse with a woman unless it was with a 

married woman, he would not be charged with adultery, though he 

himself might be married; indeed how could he be when he was 

allowed more wives than one, as well as concubines and slaves? If he 

committed adultery with a married woman or with one betrothed, both were 

to be put to death. Deuteronomy 22:22-24 . With the woman it was stricter, 

she must have no intercourse with any man but her husband. If a man was 

jealous of his wife there was the ordeal of the bitter waters provided to test her 

innocence. Numbers 5:11-31 ….

Fausset’s Bible Dictionary:

A married woman cohabiting with a man not her husband. The 

prevalent polygamy in patriarchal times rendered it impossible to 

stigmatize as adultery the cohabitation of a married man with 

another besides his wife. But as Jesus saith, “from the beginning it was not

so,” for “He which made male and female said, They twain shall be one flesh.” 

….  (I’ll deal with the errant understanding of Matthew 19: in a minute)

The 1901 Jewish Encyclopedia:

Sexual intercourse of a married woman with any man other than 

her husband. The crime can be committed only by and with a 

married woman for the unlawful intercourse of a married man 

with an unmarried woman is not technically Adultery in the Jewish

law….

Now, here is something that is fascinating.  It would appear that even in some ancient 

secular cultures the law was in agreement with the Torah definition.

http://www.studylight.org/encyclopedias/tje/view.cgi?n=865
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1911 Encyclopedia Brittanica:

ADULTERY (from Lat. adulterium ), the sexual intercourse of a married 

person with another, other than the offender’s husband or wife. Among the 

Greeks, and in the earlier period of Roman law, it was not adultery 

unless a married woman was the offender. The foundation of the later 

Roman law with regard to adultery was the lex Julia de adulteriis coercendis 

passed by Augustus about 17 B.C. (See Dig. 48. 5; Paull. Rec. Sent. ii. 26; 

Brisson, Ad Leg. Jul. de Adult. )…..

So, to recap,

• An UNmarried man commits adultery only if he is involved with a married 

woman.

• A married man commits adultery only if he is involved with a married woman.

• An UNmarried woman cannot, by definition commit adultery, though relations 

equal marriage and she immediately switches categories.

• A married woman commits adultery if she is involved with anyone other than 

her husband.

Some are asking, ‘but what about the New Testament?’  And, indeed there are a few 

verses that need to be addressed, but first we have to again be reminded of the ground 

rules.

• The Bible is One Book, not two.

• The Word of God, like the Giver, is unchanging and everlasting.

• Yeshua and Rav Sha’ul (Paul) only taught Torah and in no way overturned 

anything.

 

γυνή v. παρθενος  (gunē v parthenos)

Yeshua said,

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=matthew+5%3A28&version=NASB
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Matthew 5:28 but I say to you that everyone who looks at a woman with lust 

for her has already committed adultery with her in his heart.

Growing up, I was taught that looking at any woman with lust was tantamount to 

committing adultery.  This was the proof-text verse. Only, with our new understanding 

of the definition of adultery from the Torah (married woman…) we need to go back and

consider if Yeshua is changing His Instructions, or if we have misunderstood His 

teaching.

Greek has multiple words to describe a female at various stages of her life.

• κορασιον (korasion) : girl, damsel, maiden (Matt. 9:24)

• θυγατηρ (thugatēr) : daughter, female descendant or figuratively, daughter of 

God (Matt. 9:18 & 22)

• γυνή (gunē) : woman, wife, betrothed  (Matt. 9:20)

• παρθενος (parthenos) : virgin, marriageable maiden who is pure (Matt. 1:23, 

25:1)

In our above quoted verse, Yeshua specifically uses the word γυνή (gunē : woman, wife,

betrothed) instead of other cited options.  Strong’s Concordance is specific that this 

word means ‘married woman, wife,’ while Thayers Greek Lexicon broadens the 

meaning considerably to be ‘a woman of any age, whether a virgin, or married, or a 

widow.’  Their considerable hurdle in this particular use is that Exodus 22:16      in the 

LXX specifically uses παρθενος (parthenos) and a penalty that is markedly less than 

the stoning that adultery demanded.  Yeshua cannot overturn the Law without 

violating the Deuteronomy 13 test.  Essentially, Yeshua, who we see in the Matthew 9 

passage understanding and using the various Greek words for daughter/maid/woman, 

was being specific to lusting after married women when He warned against look(ing) 

at a woman (γυνή / gunē) with lust.  He said, ‘γυνή (gunē)’ and meant, as the Torah 

teaches, ‘married woman.’

This is a lot to chew on, but we need to understand this as we move forward in the Torah. Relationships

between men and women are of paramount importance. Hebrew culture already understood the above 

distinctions when they were reminded of the commandments at Mt. Sinai.  When they heard, ‘Thou 

shalt not commit adultery,’ they already understood that a married man could not commit adultery with 

an unmarried woman.  He simply had to provide for her as a second wife, as we’ll see in next week’s 
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portion (Ex. 21:10-11).

We have been taught a definition of adultery that is faulty and we must therefore be careful that wrong 

definitions do not give us a bias against the text or domino into other areas of faulty interpretation 

because the simple foundational pieces are not proper.  Be aware, as we move forward, we will 

evaluate many such fallacies that force us to adjust our perspective and come into alignment with God’s

Word.

Blessing and Shabbat Shalom!!


