
Story Number 40

ENTER MOSES

Eighty-five years after he arrived in Egypt, Jacob’s third son, Levi, at

the age of at least one hundred and twenty-eight 1 (he lived to a hundred

and thirty-seven) produced a daughter, Jochebed. She later married her

older brother Kohath’s son Amram, who, though her nephew, was

probably much older than her.

Jochebed gave birth to a daughter, named Miriam, then to a son they

named Aaron, after which came Pharaoh’s edict to throw new-born

Israelite boys into the Nile. So when three years later she had another son,

she was afraid. The Egyptians saw when a woman was pregnant and

waited for the birth, to come and check, and if it was a boy to take it. It

seems that on this occasion the birth was premature and the baby was

born three months early, so she was able to hide it for three months, but

not longer. What then to do before the Egyptians came round?

She had an idea of how to perhaps save the baby. First she made a

cradle, a sort of basket made of reeds, probably papyrus, and coated it

with pitch and asphalt to make it water-proof. She put the baby inside it,

covered it, and then put it among the rushes at the edge of the Nile,

hoping that something would happen. Perhaps someone might see the baby

and take pity on it. Miriam, the baby’s older sister, went and stood nearby

to see what happened.

After a while, Pharaoh’s daughter came along with her maidservants,

to bathe in the Nile. In those days they did not have bathing costumes like

1. Abraham was 137 when Sarah died, and later married Keturah who bore him
a few sons. The full calculation of Levi’s age when Jochebed was born is given
at the end of this story.

1



we have today, but bathed naked, so when the princess took off all her

clothes and went into the water, her women servants would walk up and

down along the shore to keep away any men who might otherwise see the

princess without her clothes on. But they did not worry about Miriam, a

little girl standing around there.

When in the water, the princess saw the cradle hidden among the reeds,

but could not reach it, so she asked one of the women to fetch it for her.

She took it, opened the cover, and saw a little baby crying inside. From

the appearance of the baby, and perhaps also from the circumcision, she

realised that the baby was a Hebrew, and understood why it had been

abandoned. She took pity on it, held it in her arms, and decided to adopt

it, but there was a problem.

Miriam, who was watching, saw the problem. A baby needs to be

nursed with its mother’s milk to survive, and the princess had not had a

baby so she had no milk with which to nurse this one. So Miriam stepped

up to the princess and said ‘If you want, I will fetch a Hebrew mother to

nurse the baby for you.’ The princess understood – many Israelite mothers

had given birth, had milk, but their babies had been taken away from them

and thrown into the Nile, so they would be glad to have at least another

baby to nurse. She agreed to Miriam’s idea, and said ‘Go and fetch me a

mother who can nurse this baby for me.’ Without saying or explaining

anything, Miriam went and fetched Jochebed, the baby’s real mother,

although the princess did not know who she was.

The princess asked Jochebed to take the baby and nurse it for her, in

return for payment, and she called him ‘Moses’ which is from an Egyptian

word meaning ‘drawn’, ‘because I have drawn him from the water.’

Jochebed nursed the baby, and when the nursing period was over she took

him to the princess, who adopted him as a son. So Moses grew up in

Pharaoh’s palace and had a full Egyptian education, learning to read and

write and all sorts of other things, which very few people were taught in

those days.
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Somehow Moses knew that he was a Hebrew, an Israelite, and that the

Israelites were really his brothers, though he did not mix with them.

Probably when he began to grow up Jochebed visited him bringing along

his brother Aaron and told him the truth, but that he should keep it to

himself. He was simply an adopted son of the princess.

He grew up to become a man, and one day went out to take a look at

how the Israelites were living. He saw them working as slaves, and then

noticed an Egyptian beating one of them to death. He looked around, saw

that nobody was looking, and killed the Egyptian, then buried him in the

sand so that nobody would know what happened.

But the man he had saved, the only living person who had seen and

knew what happened, instead of being grateful and keeping quiet, spread

the story around.

On a later day, he happened to see two Hebrews fighting, and asked

one of them ‘Why are you beating your fellow man?’ Moses was a lover

of justice, and felt that if he heard the grievance he might be able to find

a solution that would not involve violence.

The man turned on him. ‘You are an interfering busybody’ or words to

that effect. ‘Who set you up as a judge or ruler over us?’. So far

extremely insulting, but harmless. Then he added something far worse.

‘Do you intend to kill me as you killed the Egyptian?’

This gave Moses a terrible shock. It was known that he had killed the

Egyptian! The next thing that happened was that Pharaoh heard about it,

and wanted to kill Moses. So Moses had to run away and escape.
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The calculation

Here is the full calculation of Levi’s minimum age at Jochebed’s birth.

Jacob had eleven sons in seven years, Joseph being the last.

Levi was the third, so four years older than Joseph.

Joseph was 30 when he met Pharaoh just before the 7 years of plenty,

which were followed immediately by the years of famine.

In the second year of famine, that is 9 years later, Jacob went down to

Egypt with his family, so Joseph was 39 and Levi was 43.

Jacob, born when Isaac was 60, arrived in Egypt aged 130.

The Exodus was 400 years after Isaac’s birth, hence 210 years later,

(400 - 130 - 60 = 210) when Moses was 80,

so when Moses was born, they had been in Egypt 130 years (210 - 80).

Jochebed could not have been more than 45 when Moses was born

(three years after Aaron), so when she was born, they had been in Egypt

for 85 years (130 - 45 = 85). Levi’s age was 43+85=128.

[If she was less than 45 when Moses was born, then Levi was more

than 128 when she was born. Levi lived 137 years.]

Of course, these calculations do not take into account overlaps, so they

are not precise but are approximately correct.

The Midrash claims that she was born as Levi entered Egypt, which would make her 127

when Aaron was born and 130 when Moses arrived in the world. Sarah’s giving birth at ninety

would be nothing in comparison! It is not unusual for a Midrash to be unrealistic and in conflict

with the Torah.

Aaron was born three years earlier than Moses, with no problems, so

the edict to throw the children into the Nile was issued after that, and so

not long before Moses was born..
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