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Torah discussion on Shemot 
 
 

The righteous women of the Exodus 
 
 

Shemot abounds with righteous women working behind the scenes to foil 
evil male plans. Talmud: 

Rabbi Avira [some say Rabbi Akiva] expounded:  
The Israelites were delivered from Egypt as a reward for the righteous 
women who lived in that generation.  
[Sotah 11b; Ex. R. 1:12] 

 
Who are these women?  Shifrah and Puah, the midwives; Yocheved, 
Moses’ mother; Miriam, Moses’ sister; Bitya, Pharaoh’s daughter; Jethro’s 
seven daughters; Tzipporah, Moses’ wife; Elisheva, Aaron’s wife; and all 
Israelite women as a group. 
 
-The Israelite women.  They give birth to a lot of babies: 

Torah: 
And the children of Israel were fruitful, and proliferated, and multiplied, and grew 
very, very strong [Ex. 1:7] 

Midrash: 
They would give birth to six [children] (fruitful=1, proliferated=2, multiplied=3, 
grew strong=4, very=5, very=6). [Midrash Tanchuma; Rashi] 

 
The Midrash tells of more plotting by Pharaoh: 

Pharaoh [made the Israelites build bricks without straw] and commanded that 
they should not be allowed to sleep in their homes… He reasoned: If they are not 
allowed to sleep in their homes [with their wives], they will not be able to give 
birth to children. [Exodus R. 1:12] 

 
Talmud:  The women devised a strategy to thwart Pharaoh’s plan: 

When [the Israelite women] went to draw water, the Holy One, blessed be He, 
arranged that small fishes should enter their pitchers, which they drew up half full 
of water and half full of fishes. They then set two pots on the fire, one for hot 
water and the other for the fish, which they carried to their husbands in the field.  
They washed [their husbands], anointed them, fed them, gave them to drink. 
After eating and drinking, the women took bronze mirrors and looked at them 
with their husbands. The wives said “I’m prettier than you,” and the husbands 
replied, “I’m more beautiful than you.” In this manner they aroused themselves to 
desire, had intercourse and were “fruitful and multiplied”... After the women had 
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conceived they returned to their homes, and when the time of childbirth arrived, 
they went and were delivered in the field beneath the apple-tree... The Holy One, 
blessed be He, sent down someone from the high heavens who washed and 
straightened the limbs [of the babies] as a midwife would... When the Egyptians 
noticed [the babies], they went to kill them; but a miracle occurred so that [the 
babies and their mothers] were swallowed in the ground, and [the Egyptians] 
brought oxen and ploughed over them... After they had departed, [the Israelite 
women with their babies] broke through [the earth] and came forth like the grass 
of the field... and when [the babies] had grown up, they came in flocks to their 
homes... At the time the Holy One, blessed be He, revealed Himself by the Sea 
of Reeds, they recognized Him first, as it is said [in the Torah]: “This is my God 
and I will praise Him.” [Ex. 15:2]  

[Sotah 11b; Midrash Tanchuma, Pikudei 9] 

 

The Midrash adds: 
When God told Moses to make the Tabernacle, the whole people stood up and 
offered whatever they had -- silver, gold, copper, etc.  Everyone eagerly offered 
their treasures. The women... brought [their]... mirrors... Moses... was furious… 
What do I need mirrors for? Then God said to Moses, “Moses, these you 
despise! These mirrors raised up all these babies in Egypt! Take them, and make 
of them a copper basin with a copper stand for the priests to sanctify 
themselves.”   And it is said [in the Torah]: 

And he made the basin of bronze, and its pedestal of bronze, from the 
mirrors of the women... from the mirrors of the women. [Ex. 38:8] 

[Midrash Tanchuma, Pikudei 9] 
 

-Shifrah and Puah, the midwives. 
Pharaoh directs them to kill all Jewish male babies.  They don’t, saying: 

The Hebrew women are not like the Egyptian women.  They are lively, and 
deliver before we midwives arrive!  
Therefore God dealt well with the midwives; and the people multiplied, and 
became very mighty. And it came to pass, because the midwives feared God, 
that He made them houses [i.e., distinguished descendance]. [Ex. 1:19-21] 

They knew what was morally right and had the courage to act on it. 
 
So Pharaoh adopts Plan B: 

And Pharaoh charged all his people, saying, Every son who is born you shall 
throw into the river, and every daughter you shall let live. [Ex. 1:22] 

Talmud: Moses’ father, Amram, reacts by saying “Then we will all divorce 
our wives and stop having children altogether!”   
 
-Miriam, Moses’ sister, argues with him: 

Amram, Moses’ father, said that it was useless for the Israelites to beget children.  
So he stopped having intercourse with his wife Yocheved, and even divorced 
her, even though she was already three months pregnant. Then, all the Israelites 
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arose and divorced their wives. Then his daughter Miriam said to him: Your 
decree is more severe than Pharaoh’s decree: Pharaoh’s decree affects only the 
male children, but your decree affects males and females alike. [Pharaoh’s 
decree affects only this world, but yours also affects the World to Come, because 
babies born and killed will enjoy the afterlife, but unborn babies will not.] Besides, 
since Pharaoh is wicked, there is some doubt whether his decree will be fulfilled, 
but you are righteous and your decree will definitely be fulfilled.  So he took his 
wife back and was followed by all the Israelites, who also took their wives back. 
[Ex. R. 1:13; Sotah 12a] 

 
-Yocheved, Moses’ mother 
She gives birth to Moses, and three months later puts him in a basket on 
the river, hoping someone finds him and saves him. 
 
-Bitya, Pharaoh’s daughter, saves the baby, defying her father. 
Midrash: Her maidens objects, and God strikes them dead. 

They said to her: Your Highness, it is the general rule that when a king makes a 
decree, his own family will obey that decree even if everyone else transgresses 
it; but you are flagrantly disobeying your father’s command.  Whereupon [the 
angel] Gabriel came and smote all of them [but one] to the ground.  [Ex. R. 1:23] 

Why did Pharaoh allow her to raise a Hebrew child in his own house? 
Midrash: Pharaoh liked Moses: 

Pharaoh also used to kiss and hug [Moses]. [Ex. R. 1:26] 

and maybe expected him to grow up hating his own people, adding insult to 
injury. 
 
-Miriam, Moses’ sister, watches the scene, offers to get a Hebrew wet 
nurse for Baby Moses -- his own mother Yocheved!  
 
-Jethro’s 7 daughters, rescued by Moses at the well, introduce him to 
Jethro, who helps him: 

And the priest of Midian [Jethro] had seven daughters.  They came and drew 
water, and filled the troughs to water their father’s flock. And the shepherds came 
and drove them away.  But Moses stood up and helped them, and watered their 
flock.   
And when they came to... their father, he said, ‘How is it that you have come so 
soon today?’  
And they said, ‘An Egyptian delivered us from the hand of the shepherds, and 
also drew enough water for us, and watered the flock.’  
And he said to his daughters, ‘And where is he? Why is it that you have left the 
man? Call him, that he may eat bread.’ 
And Moses was content to dwell with the man; and [Jethro] gave him his 
daughter Tzipporah. [Ex. 2:16-21] 
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-Tzipporah, Moses’ wife, saves Moses’ life when he fails to circumcize 
their son on time: 

The Lord met [Moses] and sought to kill him. Then [Moses’ wife] Tzipporah took 
a sharp stone, and cut off the foreskin of her [newborn] son... So [God] let 
[Moses] go... [Ex. 4:24-26] 

 
-Elisheva, Aaron’s wife, suffers and bears high highs and low lows on the 
same day.  Torah: 

And Aaron took Elisheva... to wife; and she bore him Nadav, and Abihu, Eleazar, 
and Ithamar. [Ex. 6:23] 

Midrash: 
Elisheva did not enjoy happiness in the world. True, she experienced five joys in 
one day: Her brother-in-law [Moses] was [like] a king, her brother [Nachshon] 
was a prince, her husband [Aaron] was High Priest, her two sons [Nadav and 
Abihu] were Deputy High Priests, and her grandson Pinchas [was Deputy High] 
Priest to lead in battle... But her sons entered to offer incense and were burnt [to 
death], and her joy was changed to mourning. [Lev. R. 19:2, Song of Songs R. 3:13, 

Eccl. R. 2:3, Zev. 102a] 

Women never “get over” the loss of a child. 
 
 

Beyond Parshat Shemot 
 
Women not party to sin of spies 

The Lord spoke to Moses and to Eleazar the son of Aaron the priest, saying, 
Take a census of all the congregation, from twenty years old and upward... who 
are able to go to war in Israel... In this [census] no man survived from the original 
census of Moses and Aaron, For the Lord had said of them, “They shall surely 
die in the wilderness.” And there was not a single man them left. [Num 26:64-5] 

Census mentions men only.  Why were the women not counted? Because 
they were not subject to the decree against the spies, as they loved the 
Holy Land. In the Torah, only the men said: 

Why has the Lord brought us to this land, to fall by the sword, that our wives and 
our children should be a prey? And said to one another, let us appoint a leader to 
return to Egypt. [Num. 14:3-4] 

 
Women not party to sin of Golden Calf 

Midrash: 
In that generation, women would repair what men tore down. When Aaron said, 
“Take off your golden earrings [to make the Golden Calf],” the women refused 
and protested. [Ex 32:2-3].  They did not participate in making the Golden Calf. 
[Midrash Tanchuma, Pinchas 7] 
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Women celebrate the Exodus 
Miriam the prophetess, the sister of Aaron, took a tambourine in her hand, and all 
the women went out after her with tambourines, dancing. And Miriam answered 
them, “Sing to the Lord, for he has triumphed gloriously...” [Ex. 15:20-21] 

 
 

Discussion 
 
Are women truly more righteous than men, or are the rabbis building them 
up to defend themselves against charges of misogyny in a patriarchal 
society? 
 
Common thread: All these women liked babies! 
 
All four matriarchs came from families of dubious ethical standards, yet 
were not corrupted by them.  [Of the 3 patriarchs, only Abraham did.] 
 
Collective judgments on women in the Talmud are a mixed bag: 

-On the positive side, it mentions their superior compassion [Megillah 

14b], their charity [Taanit 23b], their faithfulness [Eruvin 21b], their piety [Sotah 

11b], their understanding [Niddah 45b], and their primary role in educating 
their children and keeping their husbands from transgressing the 
Torah [Yevamot 63a].   

-On the negative side, it mentions their idle curiosity [Taharot 7:9], their 
excessive talk [Berachot 48b], their belief in superstitions [Sanhedrin 67a], and 
their weak will [Shabbat 33b]. 

 
Reverse sexism: If the world were run by women, would it be a better 
place?  (Women are not prone to violence.) 
 
The Arizal (Isaac Luria, top Jewish mystic of 16th-century Israel): 

The future redemption will follow the pattern of the Exodus, and 
so will also come as a result of the merit of the righteous women 
of that generation.  

 
Shabbat shalom. 
 


