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Exodus 14 

Exodus and the Sea of Reeds Historically 
	 We have not discussed the historical questions and problems regarding when the 
Exodus occurred. It is a very complicated topic with no easy solutions because the 
evidence in the Bible and outside of it is minimal. The primary issues are related to the 
conquest of Canaan by Joshua. In recent decades many scholars have concluded the 
Exodus did not happen and that Israel rose up from within Canaan. But questions can 
be asked of what their criteria for expected evidence is and whether there are other 
plausible explanations and interpretations of the Biblical account that are viable.

	 It seems impossible for Israel to event such a grand narrative if it had no basis in 
actual history. If Israel did not flee Egypt, why would they invent such critical stories to 
their national identity, especially stories that highlight their slavery and lack of faith? All 
ancient people recorded their successes and almost never their failures. It could be 
Egypt did not record the stories to save face and there are periods where clearly 
Canaan was conquered. As difficult as sifting through the data may be, plausible 
explanations have been given and a lack of evidence is not same as evidence 
confirming the no such event occurred.

	 If you are interested, attached to this a one page summary of the two main options 
for dating the Exodus taken from the NIV Study Bible.


The Sea of Reeds Theologically 

	 The parting of the Red Sea is a significant theme in the Bible (more properly the Sea 
of Reeds, since red was a mistranslation in the Septuagint for a word borrowed from 
Egyptian meaning Reeds). The first place we see this is Joshua’s crossing of the 
Jordan. It is clearly thematically connected with Moses parting of the Sea of Reeds. In 
Joshua 3:1-17 the Lord’s presence is represented by the ark of the covenant instead of 
a pillar of clouds and fire. The water is held back as they cross the Jordan to enter the 
promised land just as it was for Moses. Crossing the Jordan to the Promised Land and 
deliverance from slavery in Egypt become synonymous with salvation. There are many 
more connections with God saving his people through water in the OT that is carried 
over into the NT.

	 Matthew connects Jesus’ life to Israel leaving Egypt (Mt. 2:15; Hos. 11:1) and 
Hebrews 3 depicts Jesus as a true and better Moses. His baptism in the Jordan 
connects being saved by the waters of baptism with Noah’s Ark and crossing the 
Jordan (Rom. 6:3-4; 1 Cor. 10:1-13; 1 Pet. 3:18-22). The significance for us is not found 
directly in Israel’s story but how Israel’s story fits in the narrative of redemption. That 
God has done the ultimate parting of the seas in coming to secure salvation through 
Christ. In Jesus, we have “crossed over” from death to life (John 5:24).
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Questions 
1. How important is it to you that the Exodus story is historically true?

2. Share one definitive moment in your life that was crucial to shaping who you are.

3. What is the significance of the Exodus and the parting of the Reed Sea for Israel’s 

identity as a distinct people? How is that similar and different to how the Bible tells 
us what it means to be a Christian?


4. Crossing the Red Sea, and the Jordan, becomes synonymous with crossing over 
from death to life. How has knowing Jesus changed the way you understand a 
definitive moment in your life? (In other words, how should we reinterpret our stories 
of our lives as Christians?) 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  p 114  DATES IN EXODUS

 D. A. Carson, ed., NIV Zondervan Study Bible: Built on the Truth of Scripture and Centered on the 
Gospel Message (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2015), 114.

EARLY OR FIFTEENTH-CENTURY BC DATE 
(ca. 1446 BC)

LATE OR THIRTEENTH-CENTURY BC DATE 
(ca. 1260 BC)

1 Kgs 6:1 states that the construction of Solomon’s 
temple began in Solomon’s fourth year (ca. 966 BC), 
which is identified as the 480th year after the exodus. 
This places the exodus at 1446 BC.

The figure of 480 years mentioned in 1 Kgs 6:1 is not 
intended to be taken literally. Rather, it is symbolic (a 
multiple of 12), perhaps meaning 12 “idealized 
generations” of 40 years each. Generations were in 
reality much shorter (about 25 years), suggesting a date 
of ca. 1266 BC for the exodus.

In Judg 11:26 Jephthah asserts in a message to the 
Ammonite king (ca. 1100 BC) that Israel had already 
lived in Canaan for 300 years, which is consistent with 
the figures in the rest of Judges and dates the conquest 
to 1400 BC, some 40 years after the exodus.

Jephthah’s claim may be mistaken or inflated. In any 
case, if (as is likely) he made this claim about 1070 
BC, it would date the exodus around 1410, much later 
than a literal reading of 1 Kgs 6:1 suggests. The figures 
in Judges should not simply be added up, since there is 
significant overlap.

The fifteenth-century BC Amarna Letters (letters from 
Canaanite kings to Pharaoh) ask for assistance against 
‘apiru (landless nomads) who were “taking over” parts 
of Canaan. This is consistent with a conquest beginning 
around 1406 BC.

The ‘apiru mentioned in the Amarna correspondence 
probably refer to other, non-Israelite, Semitic invaders, 
such as the Hyksos, Semitic invaders who had been 
expelled from Egypt centuries before the exodus.

Some of the archaeological data (e.g., Hazor) suggests 
a fifteenth-century BC destruction. This is consistent 
with a 1446 BC exodus and a conquest beginning in 
1406 BC.

Archaeological discoveries in Canaan reflect the 
complete destruction of certain cities (e.g., Hazor) in 
the late thirteenth century. This accords with an exodus 
taking place ca. 1260 BC.

Exod 1:11 uses the name Rameses by which this store 
city built by the Israelites was later known (cf. Gen 
47:11). It was originally known by another name, such 
as Rowaty or Avaris. Moreover, identifying Rameses II 
(1279–1213 BC) as both the pharaoh of the oppression 
and the pharaoh of the exodus conflicts with the 
biblical text (Exod 2:23; 4:19).

The city of Rameses (Exod 1:11), known also as Pi-
Rameses, was built by Rameses II (1279–1213 BC) in 
1270 BC. This city is not mentioned in any earlier 
Egyptian records; therefore, the Israelites who built it 
must have still been in Egypt in the first part of the 
thirteenth century BC.

The lack of fifteenth-century BC textual evidence 
supporting the existence of place-names mentioned in 
Exodus should not be overstressed. Possibly some had 
different names (such as Rameses), and others (such as 
the Red Sea) obviously existed.

In addition to Rameses, several other geographic sites 
mentioned in Exodus (e.g., Pithom, Migdol, and the 
Red Sea [Yam Suf]) are all attested in thirteenth-century 
(but not fifteenth-century) BC Egyptian texts.

If the exodus were dated 80 years (Exod 7:7) after the 
construction of Rameses (Exod 1:11), this would be 
1190 BC, which is too late to explain an Egyptian 
military triumph over Israel in Canaan two decades 
earlier and recorded in an inscription of the Egyptian 
pharaoh Merneptah (ca. 1207 BC).

The Bible mentions almost no conflict with Egypt in 
either Joshua or Judges despite the fact that Egypt 
controlled Canaan in 1406 BC. However, such conflict 
is noted in the Merneptah stele (ca. 1207 BC), and 
Egyptian influence in Canaan diminished after 1200 
BC.

Suggested parallels between biblical texts and ancient 
Near East treaty documents are at best suggestive; 
biblical texts do not conform exactly to any such treaty 
forms.

The structural arrangement of covenant material in 
Exodus and Deuteronomy shows significant 
correspondence with the typical ancient Near East 
treaty forms of the thirteenth century BC.
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