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Heroes and Heroines:  Moses  Ex. 18:1-27  7/2/17 

 When I was in the 7th and 8th grade, I really looked up to a kid named 

Danny Schneider, who was a year ahead of me in school.  He was self-

assured, good in sports, played the same instrument I played (trumpet), 

and had a very easy-going way around girls (which I didn’t have)!  I found 

myself imitating him- holding my trumpet like he did, and talking like he 

talked!  I wanted to be like Danny! 

Those who study character development tell us that one of the ways 

we develop our own character is by emulating the character of our heroes.  

Unfortunately, we don’t have a lot of living heroes around today.  There is 

widespread skepticism about politicians and other government leaders, 

about church leaders, about reporters, about sports figures, and even 

about our military leaders.  That’s not new, because even some biblical 

heroes had detractors during their lives.  And most of them had flaws to go 

along with their obvious virtues.  This morning we begin a summer 

preaching series on heroes and heroines of the Bible, with the hope that 

we’ll want to be like them! 

 We begin with Moses, who is widely viewed as one of the most 

important leaders in the Old Testament.  We’re going to do a brief overview 

of his life and accomplishments, and then focus on a lesser-known story 

about his life from Exodus 18.  Moses was born around 1300 B.C. when his 
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Hebrew people were enslaved and oppressed by the Egyptians.  At the 

time of his birth, Pharaoh, concerned about the rapidly growing population 

of the Hebrews, had ordered that all male Hebrew babies be put to death.  

So his mother, trying to save his life, placed Moses in a little basket boat, 

and floated him down the Nile.  The daughter of the Pharaoh found him and 

raised him in the court of Pharaoh as her own son.  He became a prince of 

Egypt, receiving a world-class education! 

 When he was a young man, he witnessed an Egyptian overseer 

brutally beating a Hebrew slave.  Now Moses had a problem with anger 

that continued throughout his life, and on this occasion he was overcome 

with rage and killed the overseer!  When Pharaoh found out, he sought to 

put Moses to death, but Moses hightailed it out of Egypt to the land of 

Midian, present-day Jordan.  There he met a pagan priest named Jethro 

and his seven daughters.  Moses married the oldest one, Zipporah, and 

they had two children together.  Meanwhile, the Pharaoh who sought his 

life, died. 

 Forty years later, God called Moses to lead his people out of Egyptian 

bondage.  Such a thought terrified Moses, as it should have, for Pharaohs 

tolerated no resistance and could be brutal.  But after first declining God’s 

offer, he reluctantly agreed.  He approached the new Pharaoh and 

demanded that he free the people so the Hebrews could worship God in 
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the wilderness.  Pharaoh refused and thus began a series of plagues that 

God sent on Egypt, as Pharaoh vacillated between saying he would let the 

Hebrews go and then refusing to do so.  After the 10th plague, Pharaoh told 

Moses he would let the people go, and they fled toward the wilderness.  

But Pharaoh changed his mind and sent his army after them.  God had to 

provide a passage through the Red Sea so his people could escape to 

safety on the other side, using the sea as a barrier between them and 

Egypt, and wiping out Pharaoh’s army. 

 Thus began a 40-year journey in the wilderness on the way to the 

Promised Land of Canaan under Moses’ leadership.  During this time, God 

provided his people with manna (a heavenly food), water, and guidance as 

to where to go.  He also provided guidance as to how they were to live as 

his people, through the Ten Commandments that he gave to Moses.  

Unfortunately, the people were very difficult to lead, frequently rising up 

against God and Moses.  It took everything Moses had and more to bring 

them safely to the land of Canaan.  It’s a wonderful story, and in it Moses 

shows great faith, courage, and patience.  You can read it for yourself 

beginning in Exodus 1. 

 But in the story about Moses that I want to focus on in Exodus 18, 

we’ll see another important character trait.  The story is not very well-
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known, and takes place not too long after the people were delivered by 

God from Egyptian slavery under Moses’ leadership.   

 As you might imagine, tales of the escape of the Hebrew people from 

the most powerful empire in the world and their defeat of Pharaoh’s army, 

circulated all around the region.  And Moses’ father-in-law, having heard 

this good news, came to Moses to check it out.  Moses gives God all the 

credit as he tells him the story of the Hebrews’ escape from Pharaoh. And 

Jethro, a pagan high priest, converts, and commits himself to follow the 

God of Israel on the spot!  Here’s what happened next.  See if you can 

identify the additional character trait! 

13The next day Moses sat as judge for the people, while the people stood 

around him from morning until evening. 14When Moses’ father-in-law saw 

all that he was doing for the people, he said, “What is this that you are 

doing for the people? Why do you sit alone, while all the people stand 

around you from morning until evening?” 15Moses said to his father-in-law, 

“Because the people come to me to inquire of God. 16When they have a 

dispute, they come to me and I decide between one person and another, 

and I make known to them the statutes and instructions of God.”17Moses’ 

father-in-law said to him, “What you are doing is not good.18You will surely 

wear yourself out, both you and these people with you. For the task is too 

heavy for you; you cannot do it alone. 19Now listen to me. I will give you 
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counsel, and God be with you! You should represent the people before 

God, and you should bring their cases before God;20teach them the 

statutes and instructions and make known to them the way they are to go 

and the things they are to do. 21You should also look for able men among 

all the people, men who fear God, are trustworthy, and hate dishonest gain; 

set such men over them as officers over thousands, hundreds, fifties and 

tens. 22Let them sit as judges for the people at all times; let them bring 

every important case to you, but decide every minor case themselves. So it 

will be easier for you, and they will bear the burden with you. 23If you do 

this, and God so commands you, then you will be able to endure, and all 

these people will go to their home in peace.” 24So Moses listened to his 

father-in-law and did all that he had said.  27Then Moses let his father-in-

law depart, and he went off to his own country. (Ex. 18:13-24,27) 

 In Egypt, there must have been some kind of court system where 

disputes, even between slaves, could be settled.  But not in the wilderness!  

One of Moses’ duties was to settle such disputes.  But there were untold 

thousands of people, and Jethro observed that the workload was wearing 

out Moses and the people, presumably because they were having to wait 

so long for justice.  So Jethro proposes that Moses make a change in the 

way he is operating.  I want to pause here to note that there were reasons 

for Moses not to listen to Jethro! 
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First, this was his father-in-law!  Many of you know from personal 

experience that it can be difficult to take advice from your family, especially 

when there is even a hint of criticism implied in it.  It’s just hard to hear such 

things from family- some would say impossible!  Second, Jethro was a 

newcomer to this group.  He hadn’t seen and experienced all that Moses 

and the people had experienced.  He couldn’t possibly appreciate their 

situation!  And third, until very recently, Jethro didn’t even follow the Lord.  

He was a pagan high priest serving other gods!  There were lots of reasons 

for Moses to not listen to Jethro. 

But Moses shows something of his character here.  He demonstrates 

some humility and listens to Jethro’s observations about their current 

situation and to his proposal for a different way of doing things.  And Moses 

decides to adapt when he sees that Jethro’s suggestions make sense!  He 

delegates the responsibility for adjudicating disputes among the people, 

allowing others to use the gifts God has given them, lightening his own 

load, and presumably, the people are able to “go home in peace,” as Jethro 

said they would.  Moses was then able to focus on the hard cases, and do 

the essential work of teaching the people the statutes and ways of the Lord. 

Often, when people think about traits in good leaders, they think of 

charisma, intelligence, and a capacity for vision.  But interestingly, a 

number of recent studies have included a different quality, including a study 
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in the Harvard Business Review by Lazlo Bock, an executive with Google, 

cite humility as one of the critical qualities of an effective leader.  Like 

Moses, such leaders are willing to listen and collaborate with others to find 

solutions.  They are willing to admit their own flaws and give credit to 

others.  Moses apparently figured this out 2300 years ago!  And, while he 

also exhibited qualities like courage, persistence, and whole-hearted 

obedience to God, he showed us what humility and good listening looks 

like in a good leader. 

And we Americans could use a good dose of humility, according to 

writer, David Brooks.  He believes we are suffering from a glut of 

overconfidence that is making it hard for us to make necessary changes in 

the way we do things.  When pollsters ask people from around the world to 

rate themselves on different traits, Americans usually supply the most 

positive self-ratings.  For example, although American students do not 

perform well on global math tests, they are among the world leaders in 

having self-confidence in their math abilities!  The number of high school 

students who believe that are a “very important person,” has risen from 

12% in the 1950’s to 80% now!  And 94% of our college professors believe 

they have above-average teaching skills!  If we cannot see our 

weaknesses, flaws, and moral failures, we are very unlikely to take the 

necessary steps to improve ourselves. 
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So, whether you consider yourself to be a leader like Moses or not, 

God wants to use you to carry out his purposes for our world.  And you are 

for more likely to be effective in that work if you can learn to be humble and 

to listen carefully to the observations and ideas of others.  Keep in mind 

that being humble doesn’t mean that you put yourself down all the time.  It 

means that you see things as they really are, including the fact that you are 

a fallible human being like the rest of us.  As Presbyterian Pastor Tim Keller 

said, “Humility doesn’t mean thinking less of yourself. It means thinking of 

yourself less.” 

So, use the next few days to pay attention to your H-quotient- your 

humility quotient, as well as your L-quotient, your listening quotient, and 

see if there are ways you could be more like the great leader and hero, 

Moses.  And remember, you are not alone.  God wants to help you to grow 

in these areas! 


