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Exodus Lesson 4 12-13-14-15 Commentary 

12:2. This month shall stand.  This event is so important that it is going 
to mark the starting point in the reckoning of time. In the history of 
Israel there are two types of calendar, both based on the moon—one 
which begins the year in the autumn, after the feast of Weeks (cf. 23:16; 
34:22), and the other beginning it in spring, between March and April. 
This second calendar probably held sway for quite a long time, for we 
know that the first month, known as Abib (spring)—cf. 13:4; 23:18; 
34:18—was called, in th 

e post-exilic period (from the 6th century bc onwards) by the Babylonian 
name of Nisan (Neh 2:1; Esther 3:7). Be that as it may, the fact that this 
month is called the first month is a way of highlighting the importance 
of the event which is going to be commemorated (the Passover). (See 
Handout – The Jewish Calendar) 

12:11. In this manner you shall eat it. The meal also a necessary part, 
and the manner in which it is held is a very appropriate way of showing 
the urgency imposed by circumstances: there is no time to season it (v. 
9); no other food is eaten with it, except for the bread and bitter herbs 
(remembering the bitter oppression); the dress and posture of those 
taking part (standing, wearing sandals and holding a staff) show that 
they are on a journey. In the later liturgical commemoration of the 
Passover, these things indicate that the Lord is passing among his 
people. 

Our Lord chose the context of the Passover Supper to institute the 
Eucharist: “By celebrating the Last Supper with his apostles in the 
course of the Passover meal, Jesus gave the Jewish Passover its 
definitive meaning. Jesus’ passing over to his Father by his death and 
Resurrection, the new Passover, is anticipated in the Supper and 
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celebrated in the Eucharist, which fulfils the Jewish Passover and 
anticipates the final Passover of the Church in the glory of the kingdom” 
(Catechism of the Catholic Church, 1340). 

12:14. This day shall be a memorial. The formal tone of these words 
gives an idea of the importance the Passover always had. If the historical 
books (Joshua, Judges, Samuel and Kings) hardly mention it, the reason 
is that they allude only to sacrifices in the temple, and the Passover was 
always celebrated in people’s homes. When the temple ceased to be (6th 
century bc), the feast acquired more prominence, as can be seen from the 
post-exilic biblical texts (cf. Ezra 6:19–22; 2 Chron 30:1–27; 35:1–19) 
and extrabiblical texts such as the famous “Passover papyrus of 
Elephantine” (Egypt) of the 5th century b.c. In Jesus’ time a solemn 
passover sacrifice was celebrated in the temple and the passover meal 
was held at home.1 

Going Deeper 

The Feast of Unleavened Bread 

The feast of the Azymes, or unleavened bread, seems to date 
back to earliest times in Canaan. It seems to have an agricultural 
background (Deut 26:9) and it marked the start of the barley 
harvest. Given that it is recorded here, it must have been 
celebrated from very early times along with the Passover. So, the 
feast of the unleavened bread, which would originally have 
simply been an offering of the first-fruits of the harvest, now 
acquires the same meaning as the Passover, that is, it 

 
1 Gavigan, J., McCarthy, B., & McGovern, T., eds. (1999). The Pentateuch (pp. 
286-289). Four Courts Press; Scepter Publishers. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/navarreotstandard01pent?ref=BibleRSVCE.Ex12.14&off=641&ctx=fice+was+celebrated+%7Ein+the+temple+and+th
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commemorates the deliverance of the people of God, the “first-
fruits”, as it were, of the nations. 

Unleavened bread was, and still is among the Bedouin, the norm 
in the desert. When the people eventually settled down in the 
promised land, the idea was kept that fermentation of any kind 
implied some impurity; which was why in the offering of 
sacrifices (cf. Lev 2:11; 6:10) and even more so in the Passover 
meal, only unleavened bread was used. Jesus availed himself of 
this notion when he advised his disciples to “beware of the 
leaven of the Pharisees” (Mk 8:15), that is, of their evil 
dispositions. In the Latin rite the Church uses unleavened bread 
in the Eucharist, to imitate Jesus, who celebrated the Last Supper 
with this type of bread. (Ibid. Gavigan p. 290)  

This feast is the first of three festivals mentioned in the earliest 
festival prescriptions in Exod. 23:14–17; 34:18–24. It has 
generally been argued that the Pilgrimage of Unleavened Bread 
(ḥag̱ hammaṣṣôṯ) was initially an agricultural observance of the 
Canaanites associated with the barley harvest and adapted by the 
Israelites. In the early biblical texts, however, the pilgrimage is 
associated specifically with the Exodus from Egypt. The 
Israelites are to avoid eating leaven for seven days. The seven-
day festival takes place in the first month, Abib (Apr.–May) in 
the older calendars, and is observed from the 15th day through 
the 21st day (cf. Exod. 12:18; Lev. 23:6). Lev. 23:9–16 envisions 
the Feast of Unleavened Bread as the occasion for the 
presentation of the first sheaf of the harvest and dates the Feast 
of Weeks 50 days after this presentation. Unleavened Bread 
eventually became associated with Passover in such a way that 
the two originally distinct observances were viewed as one ritual 
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observance with two movements (Exod. 12–13; Deut. 16:1–8; 
Lev. 23:4–8).2 

12:37. And the people of Israel traveled. The number of 600,000 men 
implies a total of approximately 3,000,000 people total. That large a 
number of persons with their cattle and belongings could scarcely cross 
the Red Sea by a ford in a single night. Elsewhere, we are definitely 
informed that the Hebrews were too few to occupy the whole of Canaan 
and that some Canaanites would remain to prevent injury to the land 
from partial occupation until they became numerous enough to fill it 
(23:29–30). The number given is therefore doubtful and may be due to 
textual corruption or literary license.3 (See Handout – Some Facts and 
Figures) 

12:42. Night of watching. If the darkness causes any doubts, God will 
transform it into a time of salvation. Because God looks out for them, 
the Israelites will also commemorate the night of their deliverance by 
keeping watch. Christian liturgy celebrates the Lords’ resurrection with 
a solemn vigil, commemorating the deliverance of the Israelites, the 
redemption of Christians, and Christ’s victory over death—three stages 
in God’s intervention to save souls; as the Church sings: “This is the 
night when first you saved our fathers: you freed the people of Israel 
from their slavery. […] This is the night when Christians everywhere 
(are) washed clean of sin and freed from all defilement. […] This is the 

 
2 Gorman, F. H., Jr. (2000). Unleavened Bread, Feast of. In D. N. Freedman, A. C. 
Myers, & A. B. Beck (Eds.), Eerdmans dictionary of the Bible (p. 1346). W.B. 
Eerdmans. 

3 Power, E. (1953). Exodus. In B. Orchard & E. F. Sutcliffe (Eds.), A Catholic 
Commentary on Holy Scripture (p. 214). Thomas Nelson. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/edotb?ref=Page.p+1346&off=4352&ctx=ned+Bread%2c+Feast+of%0a%7EThe+first+of+three+f
https://ref.ly/logosres/cathcommorchard?ref=BibleDR.Ex12.37&off=830&ctx=+night+(14%3a22%2c+27).+%7EElsewhere+moreover+w
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night when Jesus Christ broke the chains of death and rose triumphant 
from the grave” (Roman Missal, Exultet). 

12:43–51. This is the ordinance/regulations of the Passover. Here are 
new rules for the Passover which make its meaning more explicit. Only 
members of the people may eat it, for it will be the rite which marks the 
unity of the sons of Israel and shows that they are special. It is the rite to 
be performed with maximum purity: those partaking must be 
circumcised and not a bone of the victim is to be broken (v. 46). This 
last requirement is used by St John to show that the Passover lamb is a 
figure of Christ immolated on the cross (cf. Jn 19:36; cf. also 1 Cor 5:7). 
(Ibid. Gavigan pp. 291-294) 

13:1–2. Consecrate to me every firstborn. The sacred text links to the 
events of the Exodus the ancient custom of consecrating all the first-born 
to God.  

This law, which is an acknowledgement that children are a gift from 
God and belong to him, stayed in place virtually unchanged up to the 
time of the New Testament. Jesus himself submitted to it in a profound 
act of humility (cf. Lk 2:22–24). 

13:3–16. Moses said to the people, remember this day. Just as more 
precise rules were given for the celebration of the Passover (12:44–51), 
the same is now done for the feast of the unleavened bread (vv. 3–10) 
and the consecration of the first-born (vv. 11–16). These are the three 
rites which the Israelites used to commemorate their deliverance from 
bondage. 

The main feature of this new set of rules is its liturgical-catechetical 
character, involving the obligation to explain the rite to one’s son 
(12:26; 13:8, 14), thereby keeping alive the memory of God’s 
intervention. “In the sense of Sacred Scripture the memorial is not 
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merely the recollection of past events but the proclamation of the mighty 
works wrought by God for men (cf. Ex 13:3). In the liturgical 
celebration of these events, they become in a certain way present and 
real. This is how Israel understands its liberation from Egypt: every time 
Passover is celebrated the Exodus events are made present to the 
memory of believers so that they may conform their lives to them” 
(Catechism of the Catholic Church, 1363). 

13:17–18. God led the people round the way.  The geographical 
information given in the book of Exodus is insufficient to enable us to 
say exactly what route the Israelites took through the Sinai peninsula. 
The sacred author probably did not intend to give a detailed chronicle, 
but to describe the places and events which help to show God’s constant 
presence among his people.  

13:19. Moses took the bones of Joseph with him. This piece of 
information is important because it serves to identify the Israelites who 
left Egypt with their forefathers of the patriarchal period. 

Joseph made his brothers swear that they would not leave his bones in 
Egypt (cf. Gen 50:25). When they are leaving the country, the sons of 
Israel bring his remains with them and, according to the book of Joshua 
(24:32), those who settled in the land promised to the patriarchs buried 
them in Shechem. In this way, the memory of Joseph is a further link 
between the patriarchal traditions, those of the Exodus and those to do 
with taking possession of the Land. 

14:10–14. When Pharaoh drew near.  The Egyptians get so close that 
the Israelites are terrified; this produces their first crisis of faith: the 
liberty they seek means they will be giving up a quiet life in Egypt. 
Moses begins to reveal himself not just as a charismatic leader but as a 
mediator between the people and God. The words of v. 13 underlie the 
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theological virtue of hope: God is the one who acts, man has to stand 
firm in faith; he has no reason to fear. As the Letter to the Hebrews 
teaches, Jesus is the model of faithfulness and hope: “Therefore […] let 
us run with perseverance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus 
the pioneer and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set before 
him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is seated at the right 
hand of the throne of God” (Heb 12:12). 

14:19–22. Then the angel of God. At the wonderful moment of the 
crossing of the sea, God, man and the forces of nature play the leading 
role. In the person of the angel of the Lord, God becomes more visible; 
he directs operations; he plays a direct part. Moses’ part consists in 
doing as the Lord commands; he is his vicar. The sons of Israel have no 
active part; they benefit from what happens. Even the forces of nature 
come into play: the pillar of cloud which marked the route by day now 
blocks the Egyptians’ way; night, the symbol of evil, has become, as in 
the Passover, the time of God’s visitation; the warm west wind, always 
feared for its harmful effects, now proves a great help; and the waters of 
the sea, so often the symbol of the abyss and of evil, allow the victorious 
passage of the sons of Israel. 

The prophets see this event as an instance of the creative power of God 
(cf. Is 43:1–3), and Christian writers comment along the same lines. 
Thus, Origen will say: “See the goodness of God the Creator: if you 
submit to his will and follow his Law, he will see to it that created things 
cooperate with you, against their own nature if necessary” (Homiliae in 
Exodum, 5, 5). 

The book of Wisdom turns the account of the crossing of the sea into a 
hymn of praise to the Lord who delivered Israel (cf. Wis 19:6–9), and St 
Paul sees the waters as a figure of baptismal water: “All were baptized 
into Moses in the cloud and in the sea” (1 Cor 10:2). 
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14:23-30. The Egyptians pursued and went into the midst of the sea. 
In this dramatic salvation event the initiative lies with God: he planned 
it, he gives the orders, he makes the Egyptians turn tail (v. 25) and see 
“the great work of the Lord” (v. 31). All these wondrous events have a 
theological purpose—to make known not only to the Israelites but even 
to the Gentiles, the Egyptians, the basic message: He is the Lord (14:14–
18). 

 14:31. And Israel saw the great work. The main effect the miraculous 
crossing of the sea had on the Israelites was the faith it gave them in the 
power of God and in the authority of Moses. This section of the account 
of the escape from Egypt ends as it began—that is, showing that the 
people’s faith (4:31) is now strengthened. So, too, Christian faith is 
strengthened when we do what God desires: “Following Jesus on his 
way. You have understood what our Lord was asking from you and you 
have decided to accompany him on his way. You are trying to walk in 
his footsteps, to clothe yourself in Christ’s clothing, to be Christ himself: 
well, your faith, your faith in the light our Lord is giving you, must be 
both operative and full of sacrifice” (St Josemaría Escrivá, Friends of 
God, 198). 

15:1–3. I will sing to the Lord. Victory over the Egyptians has revealed 
the glory and might of God. Strength, power, salvation can be taken as 
meaning the same thing, for the sacred author does not regard the divine 
attributes as abstract qualities but as particular actions: only God could 
truly save the people. 

15:3. The Lord is a man of war.  This daring description indicates that 
this is a very ancient poem. Some translations, possibly because they 
thought it might be misunderstood, toned it down a little: the Samaritan 
Pentateuch has “powerful in combat” and the Septuagint “he who breaks 
through battles”. The Spanish version coincides with the RSV and the 
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New Vulgate, retaining the blunt military imagery, which is very 
descriptive of the almighty power of God: “He is the Lord of the 
Universe […]. He is master of history, governing hearts and events in 
keeping with his will” (Catechism of the Catholic Church, 269). 

15:6. Your right hand Lord has shattered the enemy. Faith in God, 
according to the Bible, is not something theoretical or based on 
philosophical reasoning; it is something practical and based on 
experience: one believes in God because one has experienced his 
powerful protection, one knows that he alone saves in a loving way. 

15:8. The deeps congealed in the heart of the sea. That is, the bottom 
of the sea was filled with the dead bodies of the enemy. 

15:19–21. And she lead them in a refrain.  It was customary among 
the Israelites for women to celebrate victory in song and dance (cf. 
Judges 11:34; 1 Sam 18:6–7). This passage recalls the epic crossing of 
the Red Sea, the festive dancing and the refrain of the canticle. 

Miriam (Miryam in Hebrew) is described as a prophetess (v. 20) 
because, together with Aaron, she is portrayed as being a spokesperson 
of God (cf. Num 12:2) and, as we see here, the composer of this hymn. 
Deborah is also described as a prophetess (cf. Judges 4:4) and to her is 
attributed another of the most ancient canticles (cf. Judges 5:1–31). The 
prophets say that it will be a sign of the messianic age that “your sons 
and daughters shall prophesy” (Joel 2:28). 

15:22–27. After traveling for three days. Once they start to travel 
through the desert the first difficulty they meet is a shortage of water; 
this is going to happen more than once (cf. 17:5–6; Num 20:7–11).  

This episode contains a number of things which are reminiscent of 
important events or truths—the discovery that the water is undrinkable 
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(the popular meaning of Marah is “bitter” or “bitterness”), which recalls 
the first plague of Egypt (v. 26); the people’s complaints, so often 
repeated (cf. 16:2; 17:3; Num 14:2; 20:3; etc.); Moses’ intercession; the 
first mention of a divine ordinance or law; the promise of divine 
protection and the description of God as “healer”; and the arrival at 
Elim, a place where there were trees and plenty of water. All this 
combines to convey an essential teaching: because of the special love 
God has shown his people, he will look after their welfare, as long as 
they obey him. 

The first Christian commentators saw in this account symbols of things 
to do with the New Covenant: in the tree that Moses threw into the 
waters to purify them, they see a prefigurement of the cross by which we 
are all healed (St Justin, Origen, St Cyril of Alexandria); in the twelve 
springs and seventy palm trees, the seventy disciples sent out by our 
Lord, and the twelve Apostles (Origen, St Gregory of Nyssa). (Ibid. 
Gavigan pp 298-307) 

 


