ZIPPORAH

Did you know that Moses left Egypt two times, once out of intense fear and once out of great faith? Has it ever occurred to you that God may have used Moses’ conversations with his Midianite wife, Zipporah, to encourage him? Are you aware that Moses may have written the book of Genesis while in Midian? Did you know that the value of Zipporah’s actions, which saved Moses’ life on the way to Egypt, are lost to most Bible readers because of what she said about Moses? What part did Zipporah play in the secret drama of Moses’ restoration on the back side of the desert? Let us take a closer look at this fascinating woman.
Zipporah has been largely overlooked by scholars who study Bible characters. Even when her story is examined, she has often been misunderstood. Many feel she is either an unimportant Bible character or an example of a problematic wife. Careful observation of the Bible narrative, however, reveals that she was likely a wise, courageous, perceptive, influential, and supportive wife.

I learned of this possibility while listening to a teaching my wife, Char, gave in Jos, Nigeria, when she spoke in the main worship service in our host church, where she and I conducted an Empower Africa Christian Leadership Conference and participated in a Missions Summit. Some of the ideas in this chapter find their beginnings in that lesson.

Three Verses Are Enough
Most of our opinions about Zipporah are based on an incident that occurred as she traveled with her husband, Moses, and their two sons on the road from Midian to Egypt. Correctly interpreted, this incident provides an insight into the nobility of her character.
Not long after Moses’ experience with the burning bush, he asked his father-in-law, Jethro, for permission to return to Egypt.

Then Moses went back to Jethro his father-in-law and said to him, “Let me return to my own people in Egypt to see if any of them are still alive.” 

Jethro said, “Go, and I wish you well.”
Now the Lord had said to Moses in Midian, “Go back to Egypt, for all those who wanted to kill you are dead.” So Moses took his wife and sons, put them on a donkey and started back to Egypt. And he took the staff of God in his hand.

The Lord said to Moses, “When you return to Egypt, see that you perform before Pharaoh all the wonders I have given you the power to do. But I will harden his heart so that he will not let the people go. Then say to Pharaoh, ‘This is what the Lord says: Israel is my firstborn son, and I told you, “Let my son go, so he may worship me.” But you refused to let him go; so I will kill your firstborn son.’” (Exodus 4:18–23)

Traditionally, Bible scholars display a negative impression of Zipporah because of what she said to Moses on that trip to Egypt: “Surely you are a bridegroom of blood to me” (Exodus 4:25). But if we look at the complete story in context and what she did, we must reach another conclusion. In a time of Moses’ weak faith and disobedience to the command of God to circumcise Israel’s sons, Zipporah actually saved her husband’s life. 
At a lodging place on the way, the Lord met Moses and was about to kill him. But Zipporah took a flint knife, cut off her son’s foreskin and touched Moses’ feet with it. “Surely you are a bridegroom of blood to me,” she said. So the Lord let him alone. (At that time she said “bridegroom of blood,” referring to circumcision.) (Exodus 4:24–26)

In those three verses we see enough of Zipporah’s action to judge her character and appreciate the role she played in Moses’ life. 
The narrative continues:

The Lord said to Aaron, “Go into the wilderness to meet Moses.” So he met Moses at the mountain of God and kissed him. Then Moses told Aaron everything the Lord had sent him to say, and also about all the signs he had commanded him to perform.

Moses and Aaron brought together all the elders of the Israelites, and Aaron told them everything the Lord had said to Moses. He also performed the signs before the people, and they believed. And when they heard that the Lord was concerned about them and had seen their misery, they bowed down and worshiped. (Exodus 4:27–31) 

Aaron went to meet Moses at the same time Moses was traveling toward Egypt with his family. They met at the mountain of God. But the two brothers would never have met had Zipporah not saved Moses’ life by her brave actions. Commentators often say that Zipporah went back to her father then, but the Bible does not say that here.

Moses Fled from Egypt the First Time in Fear, not Faith

Forty years earlier, a younger, less cautious, more presumptuous Moses attempted to deliver the Israelite slaves in his own strength. At that time Moses had not yet had his own personal encounter with God. He did not attempt to rescue all the Israelites, but he saved at least one Hebrew slave being mistreated by another. 

One day, after Moses had grown up, he went out to where his own people were and watched them at their hard labor. He saw an Egyptian beating a Hebrew, one of his own people. Glancing this way and that and seeing no one, he killed the Egyptian and hid him in the sand. The next day he went out and saw two Hebrews fighting. He asked the one in the wrong, “Why are you hitting your fellow Hebrew?”
The man said, “Who made you ruler and judge over us? Are you thinking of killing me as you killed the Egyptian?” Then Moses was afraid and thought, “What I did must have become known.”
When Pharaoh heard of this, he tried to kill Moses, but Moses fled from Pharaoh and went to live in Midian, where he sat down by a well. (Exodus 2:11–15) 

Moses was no longer the man he used to be. He was not the self-confident deliverer he had imagined himself to be just days earlier. He had run for his life. Neither was he yet the controlled and certain man who watched God perform many mighty miracles in effecting Israel’s escape from Egypt. 
The book of Hebrews tells us that Moses left Egypt by faith. But his departure by faith was the second time he left Egypt. This first time, he was running for his life. He had been trying to save Israel by his strength, not by his faith in God. And his strength had proven inadequate. He arrived in Midian alone and despondent.
Moses had thought he was a deliverer and he eventually became one, but when he reached Midian he had no desire to be a national deliverer. He was only willing to deliver seven pretty shepherdesses from some unfair and aggressive shepherds.

One of those shepherdesses was the woman God chose to be his wife.

Now a priest of Midian had seven daughters, and they came to draw water and fill the troughs to water their father’s flock. Some shepherds came along and drove them away, but Moses got up and came to their rescue and watered their flock. 

When the girls returned to Reuel their father, he asked them, “Why have you returned so early today?” 

They answered, “An Egyptian rescued us from the shepherds. He even drew water for us and watered the flock.” 

“And where is he?” he asked his daughters. “Why did you leave him? Invite him to have something to eat.” 

Moses agreed to stay with the man, who gave his daughter Zipporah to Moses in marriage. (Exodus 2:16–21)

After he married Zipporah, the name Moses gave their first son does not suggest either hope for the future or despair because of the past. It is a neutral name, merely relaying the idea that he was living in a foreign land. “Zipporah gave birth to a son, and Moses named him Gershom, saying, ‘I have become a foreigner in a foreign land’” (Exodus 2:22). 
The Bible does not say how much time passed before the second son was born, but it does say that with Zipporah, Moses took his sons with him when he returned to Egypt (Exodus 4:20). 
Some couples compete. Some argue; others fight. Some develop even warmer and more mature relationships than the good ones with which they began. The Bible does not tell us the nature of the rapport between Moses and Zipporah. Were they friends? We don’t know, but it appears they had a good bond.
Throughout the years of shepherding, family times, and life in the desert together, Moses and Zipporah undoubtedly discussed their varying cultural backgrounds. How many nights might they have watched the stars and Moses told her of God’s promise to Abraham, his ancestor, and that Abraham’s descendants would be like the stars—innumerable? Moses would have told her about Abraham’s call, name change, and travels, and Isaac’s disputes with the residents of Canaan over the issue of the wells Isaac had dug and the local people claimed for themselves. He would have told of Jacob and Esau, Jacob’s travels to Paddan Aram, Jacob’s wives and children. About Joseph being sold as a slave and rising to the prime minister’s position, and the migration of the entire family of Jacob from Canaan to Egypt. Moses would have narrated the years of Israeli slavery, his own experiences in the court and family of Pharaoh, and his own failed attempt to deliver the Israelite slaves with his own strength. They spent four decades discussing all of this.

We only need to read Genesis to guess what they might have talked about since all of that happened before Moses left Egypt and fled to Midian. Did Moses write Genesis in the desert after leaving Egypt? He had the time, but did he have the faith? Possibly Zipporah was inspired by the stories Moses’ told of his heritage. Could that have motivated her to defend her husband as he returned to Egypt?  

Perhaps Jethro was also inspired. We don’t know what god Jethro originally represented. Perhaps he maintained his career as priest and changed his god. Did Jethro’s daughter, Moses’ wife, have anything to do with her father’s change in faith if there was a change? We know that Jethro eventually believed in the real God. Or did Jethro know God even before Moses arrived? Was he like Abimelek? Melchizedek? Job? Was he, like them, a non-Jewish believer in the true God?

While these questions go unanswered we do know that with Moses’ faith at low ebb at the burning bush, still, during the forty years spent together something from Moses evidently gave birth to faith in Zipporah.
Moses Resisted God’s Plan for His Return to Egypt to Deliver Israel 

After forty years of shepherding in the wilderness of Midian, Moses encountered the voice of God in a bush that burned but was not consumed. The burning of the bush was a miracle. God told Moses His name: “I am who I am.” (Exodus 3:14) He promised Moses favor. He gave him the miraculous sign of the staff turning into a snake and back into a staff. God gave him the amazing sign of a hand becoming leprous and then clean again. The conversation between God and Moses was long and detailed. Yet all the while Moses resisted God. Then he complained about his inability to speak:

Moses said to the Lord, “Pardon your servant, Lord. I have never been eloquent, neither in the past nor since you have spoken to your servant. I am slow of speech and tongue.”
The Lord said to him, “Who gave human beings their mouths? Who makes them deaf or mute? Who gives them sight or makes them blind? Is it not I, the Lord? Now go; I will help you speak and will teach you what to say.” 

But Moses said, “Pardon your servant, Lord. Please send someone else.” (Exodus 4:10–13)

The narrative makes it clear that Moses was not eager to return to Egypt. He felt incapable. Yet centuries later, Stephen testified before the Sanhedrin:

At that time Moses was born, and he was no ordinary child. For three months he was cared for in his parents’ home. When he was placed outside, Pharaoh’s daughter took him and brought him up as her own son. Moses was educated in all the wisdom of the Egyptians and was powerful in speech and action. (Acts 7:20–22) 

According to Stephen, Moses was “powerful in speech and action,” yet at the burning bush Moses claimed he was slow of speech. What made the difference between the fearful, hesitant Moses and the confident, brave man who eventually challenged Pharaoh and demanded that he let Israel go? What brought this uncertain, cautious man out of his pit into faith and trust in God again? Moses had arrived in Midian apprehensive and discouraged, and forty years later he was still negative. What changed?

It would be an exaggeration to say that Zipporah, the faith-filled wife of Moses, made all the difference—that because of her support, this frightened, timid shepherd morphed into a mighty man of courage. But the role Zipporah filled, the support she demonstrated, the courage she displayed, the knowledge she had of Israeli tradition, and the faith she placed in Moses and Moses’ God certainly would have been a positive contribution to the restoration of his confidence and therefore a major factor in the success of Moses’ public life. She stepped in at a crucial juncture and God used her.
What Really Happened on the Road to Egypt

We do not know how long Moses was in Midian before he married Zipporah or how long they were married before they had children. It appears that Zipporah circumcised at least one of their sons on the way to Egypt, because when God had Moses pinned down on the point of circumcision she put the foreskin of one son at Moses’ feet. The image of Zipporah, as a supportive wife comes into focus when we view Zipporah’s action, not just her words. 
But Zipporah took a flint knife, cut off her son’s foreskin and touched Moses’ feet with it. “Surely you are a bridegroom of blood to me,” she said. (Exodus 4:25)

With her husband pinned down and his life threatened, Zipporah had the perception, discernment, wisdom, and courage to pull out a knife, require at least one of her possibly grown sons to expose his genitals, and cut off his foreskin. This would have been a bloody and painful experience for both mother and son, whatever their ages. She saw the death threat to Moses, and because she believed in the value and validity of his mission, she acted out her faith. 
They had not casually decided to visit Egypt for a pleasant vacation. Zipporah was drawn by the history of Moses’ people, by Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph’s confidence in a miracle-working God, the true God. This assignment to Egypt was to be another in a series of great moves of God among His people. God had spoken to her husband in a burning bush and he had signs to prove God was with him. Together they were on an important and godly undertaking. Off went the clothes. Out came the knife. Off went the foreskin. Onward went the travelers.

If you are married to a Christian leader, support your spouse. If your spouse is a spiritual leader, lend the support he or she needs from time to time. If you and your spouse are both Christian leaders, each of you can be supportive of the other, and your partnership will prove both strong and fruitful. Cast your vision so your spouse catches it, believes in what you are doing, and supports you. Take time to inspire your spouse with your dreams. Even the great Moses needed a Zipporah. Encouragement is valuable. Earn it. And give it liberally.

Zipporah’s Role as Informant to Jethro

Moses’ second son’s name was Eliezer, which means “God is my helper.” Moses stated, “My father’s God was my helper; he saved me from the sword of Pharaoh” (Exodus 18:3–4). Eliezer’s name gives glory to God. He was born later perhaps after Moses, though still in Midian, had regained some of his optimism
The Bible does not clearly state how many years passed during the time of the ten plagues or when or from where Zipporah left with her two sons to return to Jethro. But at some point Moses sent her away and she later came back to Moses and the recently delivered Israelites in the wilderness, along with her father, Jethro, and her sons, Gershom and Eliezer. 
Most Bible commentators claim that Zipporah returned to Midian during the chaos of the plagues in Egypt. It is more likely that she returned to her father in Midian after the exodus from Egypt. During the narrative of the plagues, there is no mention that Zipporah left. Zipporah’s departure from Moses is recorded after the exodus occurred. 

Now Jethro, the priest of Midian and father-in-law of Moses, heard of everything God had done for Moses and for his people Israel, and how the Lord had brought Israel out of Egypt.

After Moses had sent away his wife Zipporah, his father-in-law Jethro received her and her two sons. One son was named Gershom, for Moses said, “I have become a foreigner in a foreign land”; and the other was named Eliezer, for he said, “My father's God was my helper; he saved me from the sword of Pharaoh.” (Exodus 18:1–4)

Zipporah would be the most likely person to have been the informant for her father. “Jethro, the priest of Midian and father-in-law of Moses, heard of everything God had done for Moses and for his people Israel, and how the Lord had brought Israel out of Egypt” (Exodus 18:1). How did he hear these wonderful words? Zipporah could only relate this to her father as a firsthand eyewitness if she had gone to and remained in Egypt with her husband throughout the months of the plagues. 
Jethro heard of all that God had done. I can think of no more likely newscaster than the woman whom Jethro had given to Moses, the woman who heard the stories of the patriarchs, who believed in Moses’ God, and who believed in Moses. Zipporah supported her man by relaying to her father the multiple mighty miracles God worked through him. 

Wives, support your husbands. All men have feet of clay, and we all have times of weakness and discouragement. Your man may now be more like the defeated and terrified Moses who just arrived at Midian, or the hesitant Moses who moved cautiously toward Egypt, than the brave Moses who left Egypt walking through the Red Sea on dry ground. In any case, you have an opportunity to further the work of the Lord by partnering with your husband, believing in him, supporting him, praying for him, and encouraging him.

Husbands, share your ministry dreams with your helpmate in such a way that she will believe in your God and in the validity of your ministry. If your wife is a minister, support her in her role as a spiritual leader. Protect her and provide for her the leadership God gives you in His Word as she cooperates with your leadership in the family. Support the man or woman of God in your family—that is the lesson we learn from Zipporah.

Moses wrote, “For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and they will become one flesh” (Genesis 2:24). The way Zipporah responded to Moses makes it apparent that Moses believed what he wrote. Enough of human history had occurred by Moses’ time that he could assess the disadvantages of emotionally bonding with other family members, neighbors, business associates, or friends more than with one’s wife. He knew the value of “leaving” father and mother and uniting with one’s wife.

Whether geographically or just emotionally, the husband and wife who recognize this principle and unite with each other experience many enormous personal benefits. Zipporah was blessed with a husband who understood and practiced this. By her supportive behavior, Zipporah indicates that she did too. God’s Word upholds the primacy of the marital relationship over all others. Sociologists call it the husband/wife social dyad. Scripture clarifies its great worth. If we appreciate, defend, and prize it, we will enjoy it immensely.

We do not quickly associate learning about romance and teamwork in marriage with the story of Moses the law-giver. But these reflections on Zipporah enable us to reconsider the romances Moses recorded in Genesis: Adam and Eve, Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebecca, Jacob and Rachel, and, after escape from seductive temptations, Joseph’s eventual marriage at age 30 to Asenath, the daughter of Potiphera the priest of On. Moses and Zipporah were a successful ministry team, bonded emotionally, and they maintained a friendly relationship. We have reason to believe Mo and Zip got on well together.

Was Zipporah Moses’ Cushite Wife?

Years after the exodus and many adventures in the wilderness, an incident occurred between Moses and his siblings, Miriam and Aaron, over his Cushite wife. Was this wife Zipporah or another woman? The Bible does not say. Here is what the Bible does say:

Miriam and Aaron began to talk against Moses because of his Cushite wife, for he had married a Cushite. “Has the Lord spoken only through Moses?” they asked. “Hasn’t he also spoken through us?” (Numbers 12:1–3)

At least three possibilities exist:

1. Zipporah died and Moses remarried, this time to a Cushite (an African of Ethiopia).

2. Moses married a second wife in addition to Zipporah.

3. Zipporah had all along been a Cushite who lived in Midian.

Let’s briefly explore these possibilities.

1. Zipporah died and Moses remarried, this time to a Cushite.

If this were the case, Miriam and Aaron would have exhibited small character to oppose Moses on the basis of his wife. That smallness in their character could, however, explain why God so quickly and decisively defended Moses and, in doing so, indirectly defended the Cushite wife as well. This part of the story would then uphold the idealism of predominance of the marriage relationship.

2. Moses married a second wife in addition to Zipporah.

Miriam and Aaron may have been opposed to Moses having a second wife who, incidentally, was a Cushite. The Scripture does not say whether they opposed Moses because his Cushite wife was a Cushite or because she was a second wife. Many godly people in Israel, both before and after Moses, had more than one wife. It is therefore doubtful that Moses’ siblings opposed him because the Cushite was a second wife. The skin of a Cushite was black. Is it possible that Miriam and Aaron were opposed to Moses because he married a second wife and because she was black woman? In either case, God defended Moses—and the wife. In either case the moral to be learned would be solidarity in marriage.

3. Zipporah was a Cushite who lived in Midian.

I was born in Indiana and I went to school in Iowa. So I am both a Hoosier and a Hawkeye—nicknames for people from those two states. In the same way, it is possible that Jethro and his family were Cushites who lived in Midian. Then the Cushite wife God defended when He defended Moses would be Zipporah from Midian, the daughter of Jethro, the priest of Midian. 

When Zipporah rejoined Moses at the Israeli camp in the wilderness, her successful role as wife, confidant, supporter, and helper to Moses may have aroused jealousy in Aaron and Miriam. Once Moses had his wife with him again, he no longer leaned emotionally on his sister and brother. 
Zipporah was a thinking person who had ideas of her own, which she shared with her husband. Resuming her constructive involvement in his career, she no doubt made suggestions and gave advice, based on her experience as a desert shepherdess, that proved to be a greater help than Moses’ sister and brother could provide. 

God defended Moses’ wife against the verbal attacks of Moses’ siblings, and Moses remained on the side of his spouse. Your spouse needs your unconditional support too. You are one with your spouse, not your siblings. How many painful family arguments could be avoided if we understood this biblical principle?

For Further Thought

· Even after Moses’ experience at the burning bush, Moses was still reluctant to help his people when they were slaves in Egypt. Do you see similarities to this within yourself?
· Have you experienced times when you were “pinned down” by God and your spouse came to your rescue with encouragement, counsel, correction, or practical help? How did that affect your relationship with God and your mate?
· Do you share your ministry vision with your spouse so that he or she can partner in that work with you? How can you improve in this area?
· In what way(s) could you be more supportive of your spouse?
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