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Leadership Style of Moses in Exodus 15:22-18:27: A Biblical Paradigm for African Leaders 

Emmanuel O. Nwaoru 

Preamble 

The Bible is replete with leaders; some prominent, others less prominent, each according to his 

or her charismatic endowments, personal abilities, and leadership style. For instance, the 

foremost biblical leader, Abraham, has a leadership style marked by an act of faith in matters 

involving high risks (Gen 11:27-25:18), Saul, a leader of transitional period, impaired by 

insecurities and lack of facilities, David a heroic genius and paradigm of monarchical leadership, 

whose public life is tainted by incredible contradictions – moral miscalculations and 

conspirational actions. There too are Nehemiah, a leader for reconstruction and rebuilding not 

only of physical structures but also the people’s faith and confidence in the divine plan, Deborah 

a leader of the people in times of national distress (Judg 5), and Judith a heroine of the Book of 

Judith and patriotic widow who delivered Jerusalem and its people from Babylonian assault and 

personality cult. Exceedingly unparalleled is Jesus, the biblical leader par excellence, whose 

leadership is universally liberating, transforming and salvific.1 The leadership style of each of 

these and many other biblical leaders holds a great attraction for studies. But in reality, it is 

impossible to engage in such a venture within our limited space. That is why we have chosen to 

examine more closely Moses’ leadership style, which many consider to be the most impressive 

and prominent of all Old Testament leaders.  

There are three specific areas Moses proved himself a leader in the OT. He led Israel out of 

Egyptian bondage (Exod 12:37-15:21) and through the wilderness wanderings (Exod 15:22-

18:27) to the Promised Land. Moses also presided over the Sinai covenant ceremony, which 

constituted Israel as the people of God (19:1-40:30). His role in these events makes him the most 

outstanding figure in the biblical literature. And his image looms large in both the Old and New 

Testaments and even in early Jewish and Christian writings. 

This paper will focus more on Exodus 15:22-18:37, dealing with the wilderness wanderings, 

precisely covering the journey from the Reed Sea to the Sinai Peninsula.2 The section is marked 

out by Moses’ pulling/leading out (nsr) the people from the Reed Sea into the wilderness of Shur 

(15:22) and the announcement of their coming into (bȏ') the wilderness of Sinai (19:1). The 

contents of this pericope include stories of how Israel was maintained through lack of basic 

things of life – water, bread, meat- and how they overcame the dangers of attack from enemies, 

and internal rebellion.3 It is in this context that the paper will examine how the narrative presents 

Moses as the immediate and visible heroic leader who together with the people’s ultimate and 

invisible hero and leader, YHWH, guided and guarded the people throughout the wilderness 

wanderings. It will look at Moses’ leadership style and the way he handled the challenges 

coming from it to see how it would impact on African leaders and citizenry today.  

                                                           
1 For more detailed examples, see Forrest E. Harris, Sr., “The Biblical Foundations of Leadership,” at 

http:/www.vanderbilt.edu/.../Biblical%20Foundations%20of%20Leadership.doc accessed on 01/05/10. 
2 According to Brevard S. Childs, “the term ‘wilderness wanderings’ attempts to encompass the great variety of 

material in the Old Testament which covers the period from the exodus out of Egypt until the entrance into the 

promised land.” The Book of Exodus (Pennsylvania: Westminster, 1974), 254. 
3 Cf. Childs, Exodus, 255. 
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The choice of this topic is informed by the striking similarities one discovers between the 

challenges facing Moses’ leadership in the wilderness wanderings and those experienced in 

many African societies today.  

1. Making of a Biblical Leader - Moses 

“Leaders are born not made,” people say; but biblical leadership can be said to involve both. A 

biblical leader is not only born, he is also made. Naturally, he possesses some of those basic 

qualities and characteristics that enable him to play the role of leadership. But like any other 

biblical leader Moses is envisioned as an agent of God, called or elected for mission. In other 

words, biblical leadership is fundamentally a vocation, an act of election. For a biblical leader 

emerges out of divine choice and not necessarily by public acclamation, or political election or 

selection. And if it happens to be by human selection, the office must receive divine sanction or 

approval.4 Biblical leaders are often called because of situation of oppression and injustice. Their 

major goal is to liberate their people from oppressive situation in order to create a new social 

community. It is therefore the aspect of vocation that marks the difference between a biblical and 

non-biblical leader. Nevertheless, a divinely approved political or religious leader becomes 

automatically God’s vicegerent, especially in the style of leadership (cf. Rom 13:1-3a; 1 Tim 

2:1-2).  

One leader who endeavoured to achieve this in spite of all frustrations coming from barriers 

created by both individuals and the community at large was Moses. Before his call, some biblical 

texts depicted Moses as a “born” leader because of certain qualities he exhibited. From his early 

adult age Moses was depicted as having eyes to see the oppressive situation and unjust 

aggression against the powerless Hebrews in Egypt (Exod 2:11-12). He is someone who goes out 

to act, to liberate the oppressed, where no one else is prepared to take action on their behalf. 

Some of the key verbs - yṣ’ (to go out), r’h (to see), nkh (to strike) – clearly define the actions 

and characteristics of Moses (Exod 2:11a; cf. v. 13). He is one who looks with (be) compassion 

upon the burden of others (Exod 2:11b) as soon as he sees (perceives) unjust aggression (Exod 

2:11c). Rather than turn his eyes from all this, Moses courageously strikes back to redress an act 

of aggression (Exod 2:12).5 In all his unflinching courage to get justice done, Moses is not 

foolhardy. He knows when to act; he also knows when to flee, not out of cowardice, but for 

safety (Exod 2:14-15) in order to accomplish his mission.6 

Moses’ drive in defence of justice and the oppressed is non-parochial. He mediates in matters 

concerning his kinsfolk as well as others. He apportions blame “to the one [his kinsman] who 

was in the wrong” (Exod 2:13) as much as he engages himself in defence of the seven daughters 

of the priest of Midian against the oppressive shepherds (Exod 3:17). The three verbs employed 

in v. 17b describe further the character of Moses. “He arose (qûm) and saved (yšc) them and 

watered (šqh) their flock.”  

However, it must be admitted that Moses’ leadership consciousness arises from his Horeb 

experience, an experience which authenticates his archetypical qualities and distinguishes him 

                                                           
4 Cf. Deut 31:7-8, 14, 23; 34:9; also Num 27:22-23; 1 Kgs 19:16, 19-21. 
5 It is not within the scope of this paper to discuss the morality of Moses’ action of striking down the Egyptian and 

hiding him in the sand. Much has already been written on it. Cf. Childs, Exodus, 40-46. 
6 Other similar flights are narrated in the flight of David from Saul (1 Sam 21:11-16), Hadad from David/Joab (1 

Kgs 11:17-25), Uriah the prophet from Jehoiakim (Jer 26:20-24), etc. See also the story of Sinuhe, an Egyptian 

official of the Middle Kingdom (ANET, 19). 
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from any other leader. Part of this experience is narrated vividly in the story of the Burning Bush 

(Exod 3:1-4). Here Moses is presented as one who is courageous, curious and eager to discover 

something new. “When Moses looked, and the bush was burning, yet it was not consumed, he 

said, ‘I must turn aside and look at this great sight, and see why the bush is not burned up’” (vv. 

2b-3). It is in his determined attempt to see (r’h) that YHWH saw (r’h) him and called (qr’) him 

(v.4). Thus, Moses’ peripheral and rugged life of a pauper and marginal refugee among the 

Midianites for many years, notwithstanding his royal status, prepared him for leadership mission. 

One can see that before his call Moses was tested, as Zivotofsky rightly observed, on his 

“willingness to confront wrongdoers for the sake of justice and peace.”7 He was found to be a person 

who is uniquely sensitive to human needs. He is “an individual who is incapable of standing idly by 

while an injustice is being perpetrated by one person or group on another person or group.”8 

Therefore, one finds all that it takes to make a heroic leader in Moses. He has the military prowess; 

he is a skilful mediator, a man not only acquainted with the conditions and situations of his people, 

but very eager to defend and liberate the weak and oppressed wherever he finds them.9  

2. Context of Moses’ Leadership 

As we have earlier stated the setting of our pericope is the wilderness with all its hazards 

resulting from wanderings. Childs gives a picturesque description of the traditions of the 

wanderings. They are varied in content and have been interpreted in variant and contrasting 

images10 – positive, negative or even mixed – depending on how YHWH’s relationship with 

Israel is perceived. For instance, Hosea is one of the foremost prophets who had a positive 

interpretation of the wilderness period. It was for him a period of “honey moon” as it were – “I 

will allure her [Israel], and bring her into the wilderness, and speak tenderly to her” (Hos 2:16-

18[Eng 14-16]). Jeremiah 2:2 goes even further to say “Thus says the Lord, I remember the 

devotion of your youth, your love as a bride, how you followed me in the wilderness, in a land 

not sown.” In other words, these prophets perceived the wilderness period as when the people 

were loyal to YHWH but only became unfaithful in Canaan after they had followed other gods 

(cf. Hos 13:4-6; Deut 32:10-12).  

Other traditions, especially those reflecting the murmuring motif are highly critical of the 

wilderness period as a period of Israel’s early disobedience and repeated rebellion against 

YHWH (Ezek 20:8, 13; Exod 16:28; Num 11:1a, 4-6; 14:1-4; Ps 106:13-33; cf. Ezek 20:35-36; 

Neh 9:16-18; Acts 7:39-41). But the interpretation of a few others remained mixed (cf. Ps 78:52-

53; 105:41-43). From these images one can sketch what the life-situation of the people of Israel 

looked like between their departure from Egypt and their arrival at the Sinai Peninsula.  

2.1 Life-Situation in the Wilderness 

For all time, life in the wilderness is not a bed of roses, definitely not for Israel. The comment of 

the narrator made this clear, when he observed that “They went three days in the wilderness and 

found no water” (Exod 15:22b). This indicates that although the people have been delivered from 

Egyptian bondage, they were intermittently faced with series of problems. Firstly, they were 

                                                           
7 A.Z. Zivotofsky, “The Leadership Qualities of Moses,” Judaism (Summer, 1994) in 

http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_m0411/is_n3_v43/ai_16348284/pg_4/?tag=content;col1 accessed on 01/05/10. 
8 Zivotofsky, “Leadership” 
9 Cf. E.O. Nwaoru, The Man of God in Biblical and Extra-Biblical Traditions (Nsukka: Afro-Orbis, 2007), 62. 
10 Cf. Childs, Exodus, 256-257; also S. J. De Vries, “The Origin of the Murmuring Tradition,” JBL 87 (1968) 51-58; 

51-52. 
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exposed to environmental hazards. As Gottwald remarked, they had to move from oasis to oasis 

in search of water and greener pasture to keep alive their flock and there from sustain their own 

lives.11 Second, there was lack of basic human needs such as water (Exod 15:23-24; 17:1-3), 

food and meat (Exod 16:1-3). Third, the people were also exposed to the danger of attacks of the 

enemy (Exod 17:8). In fact, Moses gives an indication of what the situation was in his 

conversation with his father-in-law, Jethro, when he narrated “all that the Lord had done to 

Pharaoh and to the Egyptians for Israel’s sake, all the hardship that had come upon them in the 

way [italics mine], and how the Lord had delivered them” (Exod 18:8). Nevertheless, YHWH did 

not allow the problems to prevail against Israel. He intervened through Moses and Aaron to 

provide answers to lack of water (Exod 15:25; 17:4-6), food and meat (Exod 16:12-17) and, 

especially give them victory over the enemy (Exod 17:8-16).  

Moses on his own part was also not free from problems. He was confronted with the agitations 

and complaints of a desperate people and, above all, saddled with the work of administering 

justice as a judge among the people, discerning the will of YHWH as an intercessor and mediator 

between YHWH and the people (Exod 18:13-16). The full weight of Moses’ engagement in the 

wilderness was clearly pointed out by Jethro thus: “‘What you are doing is not good. You 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’” (Exod 18:17b-18). The result of this timely sensitisation is witnessed in 

the full implementation of Jethro’s recommendations (cf. Exod 18:19-23, 24-26).  

All said, we consider it important at this point to look more closely at the group or community in 

which Moses exercised his leadership role in order to appreciate his leadership style. 

2.2 Composition of Moses’ Group 

The proto-Exodus Israelite community, which Moses led out from Egypt into the wilderness, 

numbered 600,000 men of military age, if Exodus 12:37 were to be interpreted literally. This 

could have brought the total population under the leadership of Moses in the wilderness to about 

2,500,000 people.12 Two biblical texts, Exodus 12:38 and Numbers 11:4, specially help us to 

understand the nature of the group. They described the population as heterogeneous, for not all 

were strictly speaking “sons of Jacob”. Exodus 12:38 defined this motley collection of people 

that accompanied the “sons of Jacob” as cereḇ raḇ, a “mixed multitude, crowd” (cf. Neh 13:3); 

while Numbers 11:4 named them ’asaphsuph, a mixed (group) or rabble, characteristically 

unruly, lawless and ready to join or rather behave like a mob (cf. Acts 17:5). The LXX considers 

the two expressions as synonyms and renders them as epimiktos (cf. Judith 2:20). The motley 

nature of this group highly suggests that they were not only people of different roots but also of 

diverse interests.  

Other biblical texts further corroborated the heterogeneity, for among the mixed multitude who 

set out from Egypt with Moses include the Egyptians (Lev 24:10), people of Midianite / Kenite 

blood (Num 10:29-32; cf. Judg 1:16; 4:11; 1 Sam 15:6, 11), and the Kennizites (Josh 14:6, 13-

14; 15:16-19; etc). The description of the Tell el-‘Amarna Letters of the ‘Apirû very much fits 

into the characterisation of this mixed crowd that joined the proto-Israelites to flee Egypt. The 

‘Apirû, we know, is a general term which does not strictly refer to any particular ethnic group but 

to a stratum of society that lived on the fringe of existing social structure, without known roots or 

fixed place. They were war-like raiders who had hostile tendency towards constituted authority. 

                                                           
11 Norman K. Gottwald, The Tribes Yahweh (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 1979), 454. 
12 Cf. Gottwald, The Tribes, 51. 
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No wonder the rabble was noted in our pericope for its expressed resentment, anger and 

incessant murmuring against Moses and Aaron (Exod 16:2), Moses (Exod 15:24; 17:3) or even 

God (Exod 16:7-8).13 They grumbled for practically everything – water, food, meat – and, 

consequently, accused Moses of ill-intent in leading the people into the wilderness. “Why did 

you bring us up out of Egypt, to kill us and our children and our cattle with thirst?” (Exod 17:3; 

cf. 16:3). In fact, Num 11:4 singled out these foreign elements for leading the agitation against 

Moses because of lack of food, although, generally speaking, Israel was presented as the subject 

of murmuring in each case. Josephus goes further to suppose that the group was determined in 

their attempt to stone Moses on account of their miseries in the wilderness.14 There is no wonder 

then that certain biblical traditions regard murmuring in the wilderness as rebellion against God, 

ingratitude for his providence and forgetfulness of his miraculous works.  

By looking at the characteristics and characterisation of the people Moses led through the 

wilderness wanderings one has cause to affirm that Moses’ group was far from ideal. Apart from 

murmuring, there were cases of dissension in the decimated ranks and of fierce contests for 

leadership.15 It was a mixed multitude very much prepared not only to oppose God’s leaders and 

the authority he invested in them, but also to put YHWH to a test through rebellious murmuring 

(Exod 16:4; cf. 20:20; Deut 8:2, 16). It is among such a people and in such a situation that Moses 

emerged as a paradigmatic leader. Let us now consider how Moses played the role of leadership. 

3. Moses’ Leadership Style in Wilderness Wanderings  

Looking at the incredible circumstances in which Moses served as leader one would surmise that 

leadership was a mission impossible. But Moses’ leadership among a motley group of people 

proved successful. The success depended on two basic factors - self-discipline and personal 

qualities. As we have observed above Moses acquired self-discipline while spending his early 

adult age shepherding the flock of his father-in-law, Jethro. There in the Midian desert he got 

himself acquainted with the hazards of wilderness life, toughened, as it were, by his nomadic 

pastoralling experience. Besides self-discipline, Moses was also endowed with special personal 

qualities. All through the wilderness wanderings, he was presented as a “suffering” intercessor, 

sharing in the harsh realities of wilderness life with the people and at the same time interceding 

with God on their behalf for their basic needs. He did this despite the rabble’s frequent 

murmurings and hostile opposition against him. His intercession was far from being an 

encouragement for the murmuring and opposition or even to gain cheap popularity, but to make 

the people learn and appreciate who God was – a provident and gracious sustainer of even a 

grumbling mixed crowd. For God gives his gifts in abundance (Exod 16:24, 27; cf. Ps 78), giving 

to each one according as his or her needs dictate (Exod 18:18).16  

Important too is the fact that Moses, in humility, knows whom he must consult before the needs 

of his people are met, proving that he realises his limits and limitations. Accordingly, he directs 

the people’s grumbling to God who knows how best to respond to the needs – changing bitter 

water to sweet (portable) water (Exod 15:22-25), providing manna and quails in abundance 

                                                           
13 R. Laird Harris, Gleason L. Archer, Jr., Bruce K. Waltke, eds. Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament 

(TWOT) (Chicago: Moody, 1980), 1097. 
14 Flavius Josephus, The Antiquities of the Jews (Ant) 2. 15 in William Whiston, trans., The Works of Josephus 

(Hendrickson, 1987), 75. 
15 Cf. Gottwald, The Tribes, 455. 
16  Cf. E.O. Nwaoru, “Biblical Principles and Politics of Resource Control: Hermeneutical Issues in Nigerian 

Context,” (CIWA Theology Week Proceedings; Port Harcourt: CIWA Publications, 2006), 79-98; 86-89. 
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(Exod 16:1-36) and water from the rock (Exod 17:1-7), and granting victory in battle (Exod 

17:6-8). Over and above his being a visionary leader, privy to YHWH’s plan to feed the people 

(cf. Exod 16:11-12), Moses never presumes to exceed the boundaries of his role or assume roles 

proper to YHWH himself.  

Moses was depicted not just as a leader but an action leader who boosts the morale of his people 

in the face of hardships and attacks. “His uplifted hands,” according to Childs, “encouraged the 

Israelites to exert themselves fully, whereas without encouragement they slacked in battle.”17 

Moreover, his was a leadership that knows to be grateful for every success achieved. Thus he 

erected an altar after the victory over the Amalekites and called its name “YHWH is my banner” 

(Exod 17:15-16; cf. Ps 115:1). Moses’ leadership is one that takes delight in the needs of the 

people; for he is a leader for others, a leader who does not take advantage of the people’s 

miserable conditions to build up alternative image for himself. Simply put, Moses’ leadership 

style is one that leaves the leader contented with his position and mission.  

Moses’ leadership in the long wilderness wanderings has every potential to be dictatorial, and 

oppressive, and the regulations draconian, given the harsh conditions and many privations. But 

on the contrary, Moses chooses to combine firmness with compassion, adopt persuasion rather 

than confrontation in his style of leadership. Josephus depicts the situation thus: “Moses, though 

the multitude looked fiercely at him, did not, however, give over the care of them, but despised 

all dangers, out of his trust in God, who, as he had afforded them the several steps already taken 

for the recovery of their liberty ….”18  

Moses’ leadership style is characterised by its openness to new ideas. It admits of criticisms and 

shared/ collaborative responsibility. While accepting humbly the critique of his father-in-law 

over his leadership style which can be branded a “do it all” approach (Exod 18:13, 15-18), Moses 

takes steps to correct the shortcomings of his administration to guarantee maximum peace and 

harmony in the community (Exod 18:24-26).19 In fighting the Amalekites he has to engage 

Joshua, Aaron and Hur in order to achieve collective victory. As Joseph Hall rightly remarks in 

his contemplations, “In vain shall Moses be upon the hill, if Joshua be not in the valley.”20  

The overall interest of Moses’ leadership style is the welfare of the people and good relationship 

with God which he pursues in spite of all natural and human adversities. The fact that his 

leadership style could bring about a new social community notwithstanding all threats of 

disintegration, marks it out as revolutionary. 

4. Leadership and Its Challenges: Moses’ Experience 

The challenges confronting Moses’ leadership can be said to have arisen from different fronts. 

They include primarily the problems of the harsh environment and conditions under which he 

operated and, above all, the motley nature of the group he led. The hardships gave cause for 

strong criticism and hostile opposition against Moses and the entire enterprise. Such a challenge 

could have been handled in different ways by different leaders. Some leaders would have chosen 

a militant or even military option. Some could have been selective, fishing out the rebels, most 

likely, according to their ethnic origins. But Moses refuses to adopt any aggressive policies. He 

                                                           
17 Childs, Exodus, 315. 
18 Ant, 2. 15 in The Works, 75. 
19 It has to be recalled that Moses alone gave oracles, decided disputes, proclaimed and taught divine will, and 

mediated between God and the people.  
20 Cited by Childs, Exodus, 317. 
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remains focused in the face of provocations, even when the persistent murmurings were 

tantamount to rebellion and unfaithfulness to God. Definitely the people’s total apathy to 

leadership was a great challenge in itself. Such apathy was met by Moses’ empathy and positive 

actions. No wonder Moses was constantly portrayed as a true empathetic leader, ready to care 

and show concern for everyone to the bewilderment of his father-in-law, Jethro (Exod 18:13-16; 

cf. 2:11-12, 15-19). This explains why Moses was able to hold the motley group together all 

through the wilderness journey. 

Moses leadership was also faced with the challenge of acting not only positively but also timely 

and properly. The challenge was evident when the Amalekites attacked the people unprovoked. 

Moses has to take some vital decisions on how to prosecute the battle even without YHWH’s 

outright direction (Exod 17:9-13). He assigned duties to Joshua and devised the act of stretching 

hands, supported by Aaron and Hur. Moses was also confronted with the hard decision to accept 

the counsel of a foreigner, Jethro, to modify his leadership/ administrative style without 

reference to YHWH (Exod 18:24-26). All this indicates that Moses was a stable and strong 

personality and leader, capable of taking independent decisions that would foster the welfare of 

the people under his charge and not mere executor of YHWH’s direction in obtaining water 

(Exod 15:22-25; 17:5-6), and in providing manna and quails (Exod 16:12). 

Highly attractive to leadership is the temptation to use public power to solve personal issues, a 

tendency very visible in Saul (cf. 1 Sam 13:8-14), but more pronounced in David, in spite of all 

his glories (cf. 2 Sam 11). But our text portrays Moses, as in other texts, as exceptional. 

Although he was equipped with the miraculous staff of God, the symbol of his power and 

authority, Moses never employed it in the wilderness to meet personal needs. Instead, he 

employed it only at the command of YHWH and for the good of the people (Exod 17:5-6).21 

Totalitarianism is another feature very often noticed among leaders. The circumstances under 

which Moses led the people were enough to cause a rupture and anarchy in a mixed multitude. 

But Moses realised the challenge of combining exercise of power / authority with humaneness 

and, in this way, held the motley group together throughout the period of wanderings. More still, 

he avoided adding more burden to the existing ones, and engaged in pleading for YHWH’s 

mercy on the erring members of the group. In this way he corrected their corrupt view of God’s 

plan for them. Josephus broadly described Moses’ persuasive approach and act thus:  

But as for Moses himself, while the multitude were irritated and bitterly set against him, 

he cheerfully relied upon God, and upon his consciousness of the care he had taken of 

these his own people; and he came into the midst of them, even while they clamoured 

against him, and had stones in their hands in order to despatch him. Now he was of an 

agreeable presence, and very able to persuade the people by his speeches; accordingly he 

began to mitigate their anger, and exhorted them not to be over-mindful of their present 

adversities, lest they should thereby suffer the benefits that had formerly been bestowed 

on them to slip out of their memories.... 22 

Common among many political leaders is the act of creating ministers without portfolio, a 

practice most often perceived as a way of compensating political allies, thus serving the leader’s 

                                                           
21 See E.O. Nwaoru, “Magic in the Ancient World and African Culture”, A Kind of Magic, Understanding Magic in 

the New Testament and its Religious Environment ed. Michael Labahn and Bert Jan Lietaert Peerbolte (LNTS 306; 

London: T &T Clark, 2007), 20-40; 22-24. 
22 Ant, 3. 1 in The Works, 79. 
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interest. Such “ministers” have no place in Moses’ leadership scheme. He appoints people into 

office when it is absolutely necessary to do so, and gives the appointees the free hand to 

discharge their duties. For instance, Joshua was allowed to choose those who would fight with 

him against the Amalekites (Exod 17:9-10). Also Moses gave the people he appointed as 

overseers of different groups a free hand to exercise the power invested in them (Exod 18:25-26). 

Unlike many leaders Moses is one of those leaders who realise the shortness of time in office, 

and that they are not absolute monarchs. This motivated him to choose and groom a successor 

under divine guidance in order to finally accomplish his mission. Joshua, as it were, was 

assigned serious duties to perform under the fatherly supervision of Moses, for Moses’ 

broadmindedness prevailed over the challenge of power monopoly. 

5. Moses: A Model for African Leaders 

Having tried to understand Moses through his leadership style in the wilderness wanderings and 

the way he coped with the challenges therein, we shall now focus on the relevance of our 

findings for the leaders in Africa in general and Nigeria in particular. A good leader does not lose 

anything if he or she is open to ideas and (constructive) criticisms, even if they were coming 

from unexpected or/and unfriendly quarters. Our pericope shows that pondering over and 

digesting such ideas meant much for Moses, for he never treated with levity any dissident voice. 

Rather the criticisms enabled him to know the feelings of the people under his leadership so that 

he could act fast to spare the community from anarchy and total collapse. Moreover, such 

moments offered him the opportunity to go for help where he would receive it, namely to 

YHWH. This raises the question whether or not our political and perhaps religious leaders take 

kindly to heart the honest ideas and outcry of the people they lead.  

While Moses was accommodating to all and sundry he also had a way of dealing with the 

numerous issues challenging his leadership. That way is succinctly summarised by Taylor and 

Harvey thus: “He [Moses] recognises his problems, acknowledges his feelings, takes his 

problems and his complaints to God, finds courage and strength in God’s promises to try again, 

and obediently follows God’s directions.”23 This approach of Moses to challenges of leadership 

could also be a source of inspiration for leaders today. Each must have his or her own stronghold 

in the face of leadership crises. Moses’ support was his God; what do many of our leaders have 

today as their mainstay? 

Self-discipline is one of the most crucial elements in leadership. Lack of it has tarnished the 

image of many leaders, secular and religious, or completely brought down their regime. Its 

problems could take the form of moral and religious decadence, or corruption in its various 

shades. Whichever, Moses’ self-discipline helped him in no small way to emerge out of the long 

wilderness journey a paradigmatic leader who has the courage to take positive action at proper 

time in defence of the weak and oppressed against acts of injustice and unjust aggression. In fact, 

such a quality marks Moses out right from his early adult age as a man who stands out to stick 

out his neck when all others would hide their heads in sand (cf. Exod 2:15-19). Such is the mark 

of good leadership Africa needs today more than ever. 

A paradigmatic leader is very often a sign of contradiction. He does not settle with the status 

quo. Rather he provides “leadership which seems nonsensical, illogical and unreasonable but 

                                                           
23 Marion Ann Taylor & John E. Harvey, “Moses,” in Willem A. Van Gemeren, et al., eds., New International 

Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis (NIDOTTE) 4 (Carlisle: Paternoster, 1997), 956. 
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nonetheless is possible, reasonable and understandable as God’s will.”24 Moses’ leadership under 

harsh conditions and circumstances would qualify for this description because Moses like every 

good leader is seen to be visionary and revolutionary. Unfortunately, one can say that lack of 

visionary and revolutionary mind is the bane of the leadership style of many African/Nigerian 

leaders today. Perhaps borrowing a leaf from Moses’ leadership style in this regard may mark the 

beginning of the revolution. 

Conclusion 

Judging from Moses’ leadership style and his numerous qualities, which lightened the burden of 

the wilderness wanderings, one cannot but agree with the picture Joshua, the disciple of Moses, 

created of his master in the Testament of Moses, when he referred to him as “that sacred spirit, 

worthy of the Lord, manifold and incomprehensible, master of leaders, faithful in all things, the 

divine prophet for the whole earth, the perfect teacher in the world .…”25 This corroborates the 

findings of this paper about  Moses and his leadership style in the wilderness wanderings. They all 

portray him as an ideal and paradigmatic leader of all times whose influence cuts across all nations. 

But as underscored here Moses did not emerge as leader from an ideal society. Instead the people 

were regarded as mixed crowd with all its ugly connotations. Yet God raises a leader from and for 

such a society to emphasise that good leadership is not entirely a human or societal affair. In fact, 

biblical evidence shows, to the contrary, that emergence of good leadership does not often 

depend on good citizenship. It is the chosen leader who in spite of all odds, endeavours to make 

the people / community good or at least bear with them to change their life conditions. This is 

why every leadership is a mission. Like every mission, it originates from acute degeneration of 

human society that calls for selfless service. Moses is one of those biblical leaders presented to 

aspiring leaders, especially in African societies, for emulation. He emerges as leader among a 

faceless motley group to liberate the people from bondage and to lead them to freedom. It is in 

this way that good leadership begets good citizenship. 

                                                           
24 Harris, Sr., The Biblical Foundations of Leadership.  
25 Cf. J. Priest, trans., “Testament of Moses,” in James H. Charlesworth, ed., The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha Vol. 1 

(London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1983), 11:16. 


