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Exodus Lesson 5 16-17-18 Commentary 

16:2–3. The whole Israelite company grumbled. The complaining that 
usually precedes difficulties in the desert (cf. 14:11; 15:24; 17:3; Num 
11:1, 4; 14:2; 20:2; 21:4–5) brings into focus the chosen people’s lack of 
faith and hope, and (by contrast) the faithfulness of God, who time and 
again alleviates their needs even though they do not deserve it. At the 
same time, just as Moses and Aaron listened patiently to complaints, 
God too is always ready to dialogue with the sinner, sometimes listening 
to his complaints and sorting them out, and sometimes simply giving 
him a chance to repent: “Although God could inflict punishment on 
those whom he condemns without saying anything, he does not do so; on 
the contrary, up to the point when he does condemn, he speaks with the 
guilty person and lets him talk, so as to help him avoid condemnation” 
(Origen, Homiliae in Ieremiam, 1, 1). 

16:6–7. So Moses and Aaron told all the Israelites. The manna and the 
quails not only alleviate the people’s hunger; they are, above all, a sign 
of the triple presence of God: the Lord who brought them out of Egypt 
(v. 7) is not going to abandon them; he manifests his glory by 
dominating nature; he has not brought them out to die, but to make sure 
that they survive in spite of difficulties. 

16:16–20. So gather it that everyone has enough to eat, an omer for 
each person. The people of God are made up of members who enjoy 
equality of rights. From the very start, from the very constitution of the 
nation, there is a sense of social responsibility which imposes limits on 
the ownership of property. Greed is symptomatic of a grave mistrust in 
the Lord who “each day” provides sufficient to meet one’s needs. The 
episode of the manna confirms the need to trust in God alone; so, when 
someone tries to gather up more than he needs, it rots (vv. 20–21).  
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“Omer” means literally “sheaf”. It was an ancient Hebrew unit of dry 
measure equal to a tenth of an ephah, about 3.7 quarts. 

16:22–30. The sabbath is the day consecrated entirely to God; therefore, 
it is unlawful to do the tasks one does on other days. There are social 
reasons for rest on the seventh day: the calendar is arranged by weeks 
and work is so organized as to allow all in the household, animals 
included, to be given a day of rest each week. But it is the religious side 
of the sabbath that Holy Scripture emphasizes most, and there are two 
aspects to it—imitation of God, and commemoration of the deliverance-
salvation obtained by the Exodus. To ground the idea that sabbath 
observance is an imitation of God (cf. the Ten Commandments in 
20:11), the Priestly tradition’s account of creation spans six days in such 
a way that God rested and blessed the seventh day (Gen 2:1–3). To show 
that each sabbath commemorated deliverance from Egypt (cf. Deut 
5:15), the same tradition, when recounting the prodigy of the manna (in 
the passage we are discussing) stresses the observance of the sabbath 
rest. 

Three basic ideas underlie this narrative. The main one is that, since the 
manna is the first wonder that God works for his people now that they 
have been established as a people, so too the Sabbath is the first benefit 
and the first commandment that God gives them. Second, the precept 
specifies when the Sabbath should be celebrated, on the seventh day. 
Third, and no less important, the Sabbath’s origin goes right back to 
Moses himself, who, as God’s spokesman, explains the meaning of 
events (cf. 17:23–25, 28–29). As time goes by, the sons of Israel will 
become more aware of the sacred character of the sabbath and, 
particularly during the exile in Babylon, that day will acquire the 
importance we see reflected in the various biblical passages. 
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In New Testament times some Pharisees and adherents of other religious 
movements overburdened sabbath observance with many regulations, 
running the risk that its religious benefits would be lost sight of. Our 
Lord gives it back its true meaning when he says, “The sabbath was 
made for man, not man for the sabbath” (Mk 2:27). 

From very early on, Christians realized that the sabbath, commemorating 
as it did God’s role in creation and in delivering the Hebrew people from 
bondage, was a figure of God’s supreme intervention in the resurrection 
of Jesus. And they began to celebrate the day on which Jesus rose as dies 
dominica, the day of the Lord. So, Sunday is not a transfer of the biblical 
sabbath; it is the great day which commemorates the definitive 
Redemption brought about by Christ, taking on the religious meaning 
which the sabbath had in the Old Testament (cf. Acts 20:7; 1 Cor 16:2; 
Rev 1:10). “In Christ’s Passover, Sunday fulfils the spiritual truth of the 
Jewish sabbath and announces man’s eternal rest in God” (Catechism of 
the Catholic Church, 2175). See also John Paul II, Apostolic Letter, Dies 
Domini (31 May 1998). 

16:32. This is what the Lord has commanded. Later generations need 
to remember the importance of this event, by being able to see alongside 
the tablets of the Decalogue (the Testimony v. 34) an urn containing 
manna (and probably made of gold: cf. Heb 9:4). The tradition about the 
manna being kept inside the ark may have been a later one, because 
when the ark was solemnly enthroned in the temple of Solomon (cf. 1 
Kings 8:9) it contained only the tables of the Law. Be that as it may, the 
religious meaning of the manna was something never forgotten—this 
food which God gave Israel in the desert for forty years (cf. Josh 5:10–
11; Ps 78:24–25; Wis 16:20–21). 

16:35. The Israelites ate this manna for 40 years. The manna from 
heaven comprises not one, but four miracles: 1st. Manna from heaven 
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appears on the ground each dawn. 2nd. Twice as much manna appears 
on Friday as on the other days. 3rd. No manna appears on the Sabbath. 
4th. The Friday portion of manna lasts for days without spoiling. 
Whereas, those who gathered more manna than they needed on other 
days and left part of it overnight found that it became foul and infested 
with worms  

Three of these four miracles occur to protect the sabbath rest—in fact, to 
institute the sabbath, for the people have not yet received the Third 
Commandment! Now for the first time in the pages of Scripture the idea 
of sabbath duty takes shape before their eyes. The Book of Genesis 
asserted the sanctity of the seventh day, on which God rested (Genesis 
2:3), but now in the context of the manna the human obligation of 
sabbath rest comes into focus. The curse of Adam was to earn his bread 
by the sweat of his brow (Genesis 3:19). With the gift of manna, God 
lifts Adam’s curse, in part. The People of God will still have to earn 
their daily bread, once they enter the land flowing with milk and honey, 
but during the sojourn in the desert they receive gratis a bread for which 
they do no work except for gathering it. On the sabbath, they refrain 
even from gathering, to show that this bread is outside Adam’s curse. 
Note that the manna predates the giving of the law. God nourishes the 
people before giving them the obligations of the covenant. In this way, 
manna constitutes pure gift, not a reward for services rendered. Never 
was God outdone in generosity, nor was His kindness ever limited to our 
merits. 

17:1–7. The severity of desert life (notably hunger and thirst) leads God 
to help the Israelites in various ways, all of them full of theological 
implications. The miracle of the manna, which was preceded by that of 
the water which Moses made drinkable (15:22–25), is followed by a new 
work of wonder to do with water: Moses causes water to flow from a 
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rock. This happened at Rephidim, probably what is now Wadi Refayid, 
some 13 km (8 miles) from Djébel Mûsa. 

Going Deeper - Getting Water From A Rock 

The sons of Israel’s faith in God and Moses has been 
strengthening little by little; but they often doubt whether God is 
there at all (v. 7). They begin to murmur and to seek proofs of 
his presence: have they been brought out of Egypt to die, or to 
attain salvation? The water which Moses causes to come out of 
the rock is a further sign to bolster their faith. 

This episode names two places—Meribah, which in popular 
etymology means “contention”, “dispute”, “lawsuit”, and 
Massah, which is “proof”, “test”, “temptation”. Many biblical 
passages recall this sin (cf. Deut 6:16; 9:22–24; 33:8; Ps 95:8–9), 
even adding that Moses himself lacked faith and struck the rock 
twice (cf. Num 20:1–13; Deut 32:51; Ps 106:32). Lack of trust in 
the goodness and power of God means tempting God and it is a 
grave sin against faith—even more so in the case of Moses, who 
had experienced God’s special love and who ought to have given 
good example. When man meets some contradiction or some 
difficulty he cannot immediately solve, his faith may waver but 
he should never doubt, because “if deliberately cultivated, doubt 
can lead to spiritual blindness” (Catechism of the Catholic 
Church, 2008). 

There is a rabbinical tradition which says that the rock stayed 
with the Israelites throughout their sojourn in the desert; St Paul 
refers to this legend when he says “the Rock was Christ” (1 Cor 
10:4). On the basis of biblical references to the wondrous nature 
of waters (cf. Ps 78:15–16; 105:4; Wis 11:4–14) the Fathers said 
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this episode prefigures the wonderful effects of Baptism: “See 
the mystery: ‘Moses’ is the Prophet; the rod is the word of God; 
the priest touches the rock with the word of God, and water 
flows, and the people of God drink” (St Ambrose, De 
sacramentis, 8, 5, 1, 3). 

17:8–16 In addition to shortages of food and water the Israelites also had 
to cope with attacks from other groups in the desert over rights to wells 
and pastures. Their confrontation with the Amalekites shows that the 
same God as alleviated their more pressing needs (hunger and thirst) will 
protect them from enemy attack. 

The Amalekites were an ancient people (cf. Num 24:20; Gen 14:7; 
36:12, 16; Judg 1:16) who were spread all over the north of the Sinai 
peninsula, the Negeb, Seir and the south of Canaan; they controlled the 
caravan routes between Arabia and Egypt. In the Bible they appear as a 
perennial enemy of Israel (cf. Deut 25:17–18; 1 Sam 15:3; 27:8; 30) 
until in the time of Hezekiah (1 Chron 4:41–43) the oracle about blotting 
out their memory finds fulfilment (v. 14). The mention of Joshua leading 
the battle and of Aaron and Hur helping Moses to pray point to the fact 
that after Moses political-military and religious authority will be split, 
with the priests taking over the latter. 

With the rod in his hand, Moses directs the battle from a distance, but 
his main involvement is by interceding for his people, asking God to 
give them victory. The Fathers read this episode as a figure of the action 
of Christ who, on the cross (symbolized by the rod), won victory over 
the devil and death (cf. Tertullian, Adversus Marcionem, 3, 18; St 
Cyprian, Testimonia, 2, 21). 

17:14. Write this as a memorial in a book. This command given by 
Moses to record the battle in a book is one of the reasons for the 
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traditional attribution of the Pentateuch to him.. Moses comes across in 
Exodus as a man who could write, who received the command to write, 
and who did, in fact, write. The literacy of Moses makes sense in light of 
the fact that he received the best education in the land of Egypt. Scribes 
did the work of official writing, and only skilled craftsmen carved the 
monumental hieroglyphic characters on stone. Nonetheless, there was a 
cursive kind of writing called hieratic, and an even more popular kind 
called demotic. Of the three kinds of writing, the adopted grandson of 
Pharaoh would be most likely to have a command of hieratic. 

18:1–27. Moses’ meeting with his father-in-law Jethro and the 
institution of the Judges are the last two events in the desert prior to the 
appearance of God on Sinai (chaps. 19–24), One a feast with liturgical 
overtones, the second a practical tip on management technique. 

In the first, Jethro and the Midianites, who here stand for the Gentiles, 
celebrate with Israel its deliverance and share in a communion sacrifice. 
In the second, Moses, acting in the name of God, institutes the legal 
system. The book of Deuteronomy recounts this event after the Israelites 
leave Sinai (Deut 1:9–18). By situating it here, the sacred writer wants to 
show that God himself willed that the Israelites should have the structure 
of a people before the revelation on Sinai took place. The fact that the 
Israelites who came out of Egypt should form a people (with all that that 
meant in terms of authority, laws, common good etc.) is very important 
for seeing the way God chose to bring about mankind’s salvation. “He 
has, however, willed to make people holy and save them, not as 
individuals without any bond or link between them, but rather to make 
them into a people who might acknowledge him and serve him in 
holiness. He therefore chose the Israelite race to be his own people and 
established a covenant with it. He gradually instructed this people—in 
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its history manifesting both himself and the decree of his will—and 
made it holy unto himself” (Vatican II, Lumen gentium, 9). 

18:1–12. In the first part of this book Moses’ father-in-law was 
mentioned (under the name of Reuel: 2:18), as was his wife Zipporah 
(4:20, 24–26). The sacred writer seems to see in this episode many very 
significant details: the names of his two sons sum up the two last stages 
in Moses’ life, first as a stranger among the Midianites (Gershom means 
“guest”: v. 3) and then later when he experiences God’s protection in his 
leadership of the people (Eliezer means “God is my protection”: v. 4). In 
this formal meeting (vv. 5–7) it is Jethro who is the visitor (thus 
acknowledging the superior status of Moses). At the center of their 
conversation is the deliverance brought about by the Lord: this gives joy 
to all who hear it (vv. 8–11). The Midianites and in them all the Gentile 
nations will come to acknowledge the Lord as the true God and will 
share in his worship through appreciating the wonders that the Lord has 
worked (v. 12). Finally, the fact that the leaders of Israel partake of 
Jethro’s sacrificial meal indicates that all the sacrifices and rites which 
are celebrated will have clear reference to the events of the Exodus. 

18:12. Moses’ father-in-law offered a burnt offering. Jethro appeared 
earlier in Exodus, but only now does he take on strong personal 
characteristics. Recall that it took a number of chapters to discover that 
Moses’ parents were called Amram and Jochebed (Exodus 2:1; 6:20), 
that his sister was Miriam (Exodus 2:4; 15:20), and that his second son 
was named Eliezer (Exodus 4:20; 18:4). The Exodus narrative seems to 
postpone the naming of minor characters, for the purpose of keeping 
them in the background. Only now does the narrative reveal that the wife 
and sons of Moses returned to Jethro at some point, perhaps when the 
mission to Pharaoh kept taking one turn after another for the worse. 
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Jethro, as a priest of the line of Midian, has inherited the religion of 
Abraham, and as father-in-law of Moses has received the revelation of 
God’s true name at the burning bush. Jethro is a true priest, though not a 
Levite. So Aaron and all the elders of Israel partake in a ritual meal with 
him. While the people survive from day to day on manna, a miraculous 
bread from heaven, “Aaron came with all the elders of Israel to eat bread 
with Moses’ father-in-law before God” (Exodus 18:12). Both of these 
events, the manna in the camp and the bread at the sacrificial banquet, 
foreshadow the miraculous gift of the Eucharist. 

18:13–27. What sort of thing is this that you are doing. Now, Jethro 
steps into the forefront, to help his son-in-law delegate responsibilities to 
others in governance of the large band of people under his care. “So 
Moses gave heed to the voice of his father-in-law and did all that he had 
said” (Exodus 18:24). Jethro, as a priest of the line of Midian, has 
inherited the religion of Abraham, and as father-in-law of Moses has 
received the revelation of God’s true name at the burning bush. Jethro is 
a true priest, though not a Levite. So Aaron and all the elders of Israel 
partake in a ritual meal with him. While the people survive from day to 
day on manna, a miraculous bread from heaven, “Aaron came with all 
the elders of Israel to eat bread with Moses’ father-in-law before God” 
(Exodus 18:12). Both of these events, the manna in the camp and the 
bread at the sacrificial banquet, foreshadow the miraculous gift of the 
Eucharist.1 

Going Deeper - Political Structure for the Israelites. 

As the people’s leader Moses personally held all authority, 
religious, legislative and legal and he sets up a logical system 

 
1 Ponessa, J., & Manhardt, L. W. (2007). Moses and the Torah (p. 55-59). Emmaus 
Road Publishing. 
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governance and problem solving. But the history of the 
Israelites shows that, although all authority had a sacred 
character, a separation gradually developed between strictly 
religious matters and political affairs. In various places in the 
Bible there are indications that the judicial arrangements of 
Israel were almost always copied from the neighboring peoples. 
According to the present text, the institution of the judges was 
taken from the Midianites, who were governed along the lines 
of the people of Tyre, Carthage and many other places. 
Samuel’s time saw the birth of the monarchy, with the Israelites 
themselves asking for “a king to govern us like all the nations” 
(1 Sam 8:5). The people of Israel were no different from the rest 
as far as their political structure was concerned; its originality 
lay in their religious mission and in the fact that they were the 
chosen people; they would always have someone to “teach them 
the statutes and the decisions” and “make them know the way in 
which they must walk and what they must do” (v. 20). 

This account sheds light on the human and at the same time 
transcendent extent of political authority: “It is clear that the 
political community and public authority are based on human 
nature, and therefore that they need belong to an order 
established by God; nevertheless, the choice of political régime 
and the appointment of rulers are left to the free decision of the 
citizens (cf. Rom 13:1–5)” (Vatican II, Gaudium et spes, 74). 
(Ibid. Gavigan pp. 313-319) 


