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For Matthew and Chelsee, Andrew and Khataya, with love





General Preface


The decision to completely revise the Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries is an indication of the important role that the series has played since its opening volumes were released in the mid 1960s. They represented at that time, and have continued to represent, commentary writing that was committed both to the importance of the text of the Bible as Scripture and to a desire to engage with as full a range of interpretative issues as possible without being lost in the minutiae of scholarly debate. The commentaries aimed to explain the biblical text to a generation of readers confronting models of critical scholarship and new discoveries from the Ancient Near East while remembering that the Old Testament is not simply another text from the ancient world. Although no uniform process of exegesis was required, all the original contributors were united in their conviction that the Old Testament remains the word of God for us today. That the original volumes fulfilled this role is evident from the way in which they continue to be used in so many parts of the world.

A crucial element of the original series was that it should offer an up-to-date reading of the text, and it is precisely for this reason that new volumes are required. The questions confronting readers in the first half of the twenty-first century are not necessarily those from the second half of the twentieth. Discoveries from the Ancient Near East continue to shed new light on the Old Testament, while emphases in exegesis have changed markedly. While remaining true to the goals of the initial volumes, the need for contemporary study of the text requires that the series as a whole be updated. This updating is not simply a matter of commissioning new volumes to replace the old. We have also taken the opportunity to update the format of the series to reflect a key emphasis from linguistics, which is that texts communicate in larger blocks rather than in shorter segments such as individual verses. Because of this, the treatment of each section of the text includes three segments. First, a short note on Context is offered, placing the passage under consideration in its literary setting within the book as well as noting any historical issues crucial to interpretation. The Comment segment then follows the traditional structure of the commentary, offering exegesis of the various components of a passage. Finally, a brief comment is made on Meaning, by which is meant the message that the passage seeks to communicate within the book, highlighting its key theological themes. This section brings together the detail of the Comment to show how the passage under consideration seeks to communicate as a whole.

Our prayer is that these new volumes will continue the rich heritage of the Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries and that they will continue to witness to the God who is made known in the text.

David G. Firth, Series Editor
Tremper Longman III, Consulting Editor









Author’s Preface


The first time I studied the book of Exodus in any depth was during the final year of my undergraduate course at the Irish Baptist College. As the only student in this class, I had to translate and exegete all the select chapters myself, which introduced me first-hand to many of the book’s exegetical challenges, as well as enriching my understanding of the book’s theological significance. However, as I look back now, I realize that I had merely scratched the surface – there was so much more to glean from a detailed examination of this seminal Old Testament book. Accordingly, I was delighted when Philip Duce gave me the opportunity to do so by writing this commentary, especially as it was for a series that had proved so helpful personally when, unlike today, relatively few evangelical commentaries on Exodus existed.

Regrettably, this project took much longer than I had initially planned, but hopefully the commentary is so much the better for it. I have certainly benefited greatly from the numerous commentaries, books and articles on Exodus that have been published since I was an undergraduate student, and especially those that appeared during the period when I was working on this commentary. While I cannot claim to have read all these secondary sources, or even every Exodus commentary, from cover to cover, I have certainly read enough to know that it’s impossible to do justice to this extraordinary book and the scholarly literature it has generated in so few words. However, I hope that there is enough to orientate readers to its key exegetical issues and biblical-theological significance, as well as to whet readers’ appetites for the more detailed comment and reflection that can be found elsewhere.

Like any research project, this could not have been undertaken without the help and generosity of others, to whom I am greatly indebted. My employer, Moore Theological College, has contributed to the completion of this commentary by the generous provision of several study leaves. Without these, I would never have got the job finished, so I want to express my sincere thanks to principals John Woodhouse and Mark Thompson, to past and present members of the college council, and to all those who have served alongside me on the faculty, for facilitating my work on this extra-curricular activity. Thanks also to Philip Duce, and more recently Thomas Creedy, for their patience and willingness to extend my contract until the project was completed. Special thanks to David Firth who (along with Philip) gently prodded me from time to time at Tyndale Fellowship, and who also provided really helpful feedback and suggestions once the manuscript finally arrived. Special thanks are also due to Pieter van der Veen, who kindly sent me a copy of his co-authored Keine Posaunen vor Jericho, and to one of my students, Steph Larkin, for sharing her expertise in the production of the line-drawn map (here), something that was way beyond my ability.

It would be remiss of me not to mention my wife, Karen, whose interest in my writing and whose loving support in so many ways made it possible to devote so many hours of my time to projects such as this.

Like ancient Israel, I truly have so much to thank the Lord for. Not only for how he has graciously delivered me from slavery and death, but also for his generous provision of everything I need for life and godliness. Moreover, despite my sinful tendency to forget and be ungrateful, to grumble and complain, indeed even to indulge in idolatry (albeit in more subtle ways than Israel’s god of gold), he mercifully forgives my sins and continually proves himself faithful time after time. Such is the God who makes himself known to Moses and Israel in Exodus, and who has supremely made himself known to us through the Lord Jesus Christ – the ultimate deliverer who ransoms and consecrates us with his own blood and makes his home among us, both now and always.

Paul R. Williamson
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  Introduction

  
    
      1. Exodus in the Pentateuch and beyond

      The title ‘Exodus’, meaning ‘departure’, derives from the ancient Greek translation of the Old Testament (LXX), which uses the genitive form of the Greek noun exodos to describe Israel’s emancipation or ‘going forth’ (19:1; Heb. lĕṣēʾt) from enslavement in Egypt. The Christian title thus encapsulates one of the book’s key concerns: the realization of God’s promise to Abram that his offspring would be emancipated from servitude and mistreatment in a foreign land (cf. Gen. 15:13–14).

      Like the rest of the Pentateuch, the book’s Jewish title (‘these are the names of’) reflects its opening words in the Masoretic Text (wĕʾēllê šĕmôt), which refer to those who migrated with Jacob to Egypt generations earlier (1:1–4; cf. Gen. 46:8–27). As thus anticipated, the ensuing narrative in Exodus presents the sequel to the final section of Genesis (cf. Gen. 37:2), picking up the plot where Genesis ended (Gen. 50:24–25) and recounting key stages in its prophetic fulfilment – a focus that is maintained in the rest of the Pentateuch and beyond.

    

    
    

      2. Composition and date

      Exodus makes no direct claims about its author; thus any conclusions about its authorship and date of composition must be inferred from its contents or extrapolated from subsequent associations with Moses. On the basis of the latter (see especially Mark 12:26; Luke 2:22), Moses has traditionally been considered the author of Exodus (along with the rest of the Pentateuch; cf. 2 Kgs 14:6; Ezra 6:18; Neh. 13:1; John 7:23). However, Moses cannot have compiled its final/canonical form, as is clear from material that reflects a later time in Israel’s history (Exod. 16:35–36; cf. Josh. 5:11–12).1 This, along with the likelihood that most Old Testament references to ‘the Book of Moses’ (2 Chr. 25:4; 35:12; Ezra 6:18; Neh. 13:1), ‘the Law of Moses’ (Josh. 8:32; 1 Kgs 2:3; 2 Kgs 23:25; 2 Chr. 23:18; 30:16; Ezra 3:2; 7:6; Dan. 9:11, 13) or ‘the Book of the Law of Moses’ (cf. Josh. 8:31; 23:6; 2 Kgs 14:6; Neh. 8:1) refer only to the legislation now preserved in Deuteronomy 5 – 26 (or 5 – 30),2 cautions against ascribing the composition of Exodus (and perhaps even a proto-Pentateuch) to Moses. Moreover, even some of the New Testament associations of the Pentateuch with Moses (Mark 12:26; Luke 2:22; 16:29, 31; 24:27, 44; Acts 13:39; 28:23) do not necessarily imply Mosaic authorship but could simply reflect his role or significance within the corpus, as when ‘Moses’ is employed as shorthand for the entire Old Testament (e.g. Rom. 10:19; 2 Cor. 3:15). Elsewhere, however, the writing of material is expressly ascribed to Moses (Mark 10:5; 12:19; Luke 20:28, 37; John 1:45; 5:46–47; Rom. 10:5). Admittedly, when this refers to specific things Moses is said to have recorded, authorship of the entire corpus cannot necessarily be inferred. Even so, according to explicit statements within Exodus itself (cf. 17:14; 24:4; 34:27–28), Moses recorded at least some material that was subsequently incorporated into this book. In addition, the fact that he was the only eyewitness to several recorded events may further suggest that he contributed, albeit indirectly, to its contents. On this basis, conservative scholars have inferred that, whatever pre-existing material or subsequent compilation its canonical form reflects, Moses made some contribution to the contents of this book.

      Critical scholars, however, typically reject any such authorial role for Moses, postulating for the Pentateuch much later oral traditions, literary sources (traditionally labelled J, E, D and P)3 and editors/redactors who were responsible for combining such material at various stages in Israel’s history. Thus understood, like the Pentateuch as a whole, the canonical book of Exodus is a composite of various traditions and written sources discernible in some cases by their discrete vocabulary or distinctive emphases, but more significantly, by the perceived disjointedness of the canonical text which may be resolved by isolating the different underlying sources. For the most easily accessible presentation of such a source-critical analysis of Exodus, see Friedman’s colour-coded analysis with explanatory notations (2003: 119–189).

      The speculative and subjective nature of such enquiry is highlighted by the lack of consensus among source critics over the number of such hypothetical sources, as well as their relative dating or content. For instance, while some (e.g. Propp 1999, 2006) still consider it possible to distinguish E from J in Exodus, most contemporary critics reject the independent existence of E altogether and allow for a much greater influence of the Deuteronomist in Exodus. Accordingly, Dozeman (2009: 48–51) distinguishes between two major sources in Exodus: the P History and the Non-P History. While the classical Documentary Hypothesis dominated such discussion for almost a century, since the 1970s there has been a significant shift away from the traditional source-critical analysis, with a variety of fresh attempts to explain how Exodus and the rest of the Pentateuch took shape. Rather than a gradual development over several centuries, some contemporary scholars (e.g. Mullen 1997; Van Seters 2003) posit a post-exilic composition for the book of Exodus, primarily addressed to Jewish exiles or diaspora whose situation was somewhat analogous to the literary scenario depicted in Exodus.

      Such a theory, however, fails to account for the ubiquity of the Exodus traditions throughout the Old Testament (see section 4a below), which strongly suggests their antiquity unless all such material is similarly labelled post-exilic. Given its central significance for Israel’s faith and worship, it is rather difficult to imagine pre-exilic Israelite Yahwism without an exodus at the core of its foundational beliefs.

      A more fundamental criticism, however, relates to the dubious value of such source-critical discussion, including its revitalization by neo-documentarians. Not only has it failed to establish indisputable, objective criteria for discerning its putative sources, but it has arguably obstructed biblical interpretation by focusing on the prehistory of the text rather than on its final form. Diachronic approaches such as source criticism primarily focus on the process or stages through which a book was created, and thus tend to atomize the text rather than examine its canonical form as a work of literature. As wryly noted by Polzin (1975: 82–83):

      
        Traditional biblical scholarship has spent most of its efforts in disassembling the works of a complicated watch before our amazed eyes without apparently realizing that similar efforts by and large have not succeeded in putting the parts back together again in a significant or meaningful way.

      

      In contrast, synchronic or discourse-orientated approaches focus on Exodus as a coherent work of literature, focusing on the parts in the light of the whole and vice versa. While it is sometimes assumed that diachronic investigation will complement such synchronic analysis, this seems seldom, if ever, true in practice. Rather, as Garrett (2014: 19) suggests:

      
        A distressing and inevitable outcome . . . is that it leads to commentaries that have more to say about the supposed sources of Exodus than they do about the canonical text. That is, we come away with little in the way of an interpretation of the one document that we know to be real, the book of Exodus.

      

      Where source critics have often assumed literary disunity and rejected the theological integrity of the canonical text, more recent studies have sought to demonstrate a high degree of literary and theological coherence.4 Though such studies may not necessarily dismiss source-critical analysis entirely, their more integrated reading of Exodus provides compelling evidence for the cohesion of its various parts, as well as unlocking important theological nuances that might otherwise be missed. Indeed, as Rendsburg (2016: 132) masterfully demonstrates in relation to Exodus 1 – 14: ‘The partition of this material into its hypothesized J, E, and P components strips the narrative of its literary structure, belletristic artistry, textual interconnections, and at times its theological messages.’

      Accordingly, this commentary will concentrate not on disparate (and hypothetical) underlying sources – whether oral or literary – but rather on the canonical text and the theological message it communicates to its ancient and modern readers.

    

    
    
      3. Structure and thematic cohesion

      In terms of the book’s overall structure, numerous suggestions have been proposed. For some, the geographical location or movement is key. Accordingly, some suggest a twofold division such as: (1) Israel’s Departure from Egypt (1 – 18); (2) Israel’s Encampment at Sinai (19 – 40). However, there is no consensus over where the exodus account ends (12:50; 14:31; 15:21 or 18:27?) and the second main part of the book begins. The book may also be divided into three main geographical sections, again understood in various ways: for example, (1) Israel in Egypt (1:1 – 13:16); (2) Israel’s Journey from Sukkot to Sinai (13:17 – 18:27); Israel at Sinai (19:1 – 40:38). Alternatively, (1) Exodus from Egypt (1:1 – 15:21); (2) Testing in the Wilderness (15:22 – 18:27); Worship at Sinai (19:1 – 40:38). As these examples illustrate, discerning the book’s structure on the basis of geography is not quite so straightforward as it may at first appear. Moreover, it generally overlooks the fact that some of the early material (2:16 – 4:28) is not actually set in Egypt at all, but in Midian and the Sinai region. Accordingly, a bipartite or tripartite division based on geography alone does not exactly match the book’s contents.

      Others have utilized more thematic analyses as the basis for a tripartite division. Thus Cassuto (1967) suggests: (1) Bondage and Liberation (1 – 17); The Torah and Its Precepts (18 – 24); The Tabernacle and Its Service (25 – 40); whereas Kaiser (2008) proposes: (1) Divine Redemption (1:1 – 18:27); (2) Divine Morality (19:1 – 24:18); Divine Worship (25:1 – 40:38); similarly, Davis (2006): (1) The God Who Delivers (1 – 18); (2) The God Who Demands (19 – 24); (3) The God Who Dwells (25 – 40). The obvious advantage of these more thematic approaches is that they draw out the major theological emphases of the book. The problem, however, is that they are too reductionistic, making the literary structure and theological focus more compact than it actually is.

      Not surprisingly, therefore, still others provide more detailed outlines. For example, a sixfold division is suggested by Bruckner (2008: 2):5
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1 – 14


                	
Exit from Egypt


              

              
                	
II.


                	
15 – 18


                	
Journey to Sinai


              

              
                	
III.


                	
19 – 24


                	
Ten Commandments and the Book of the Covenant


              

              
                	
IV.


                	
25 – 31


                	
Tabernacle Instructions


              

              
                	
V.


                	
32 – 34


                	
Golden Calf Crisis and God’s Forgiveness


              

              
                	
VI.


                	
35 – 40


                	
Tabernacle Built and God’s Dwelling Presence


              

            
          

        

      

      In a similar vein Fretheim (1991a: ix–xii) proposes a ninefold division:

      
        	
          1Growth and Bondage in Egypt (1 – 2)

        

        	
          2Moses and God: Call and Dialogue (3:1 – 7:7)

        

        	
          3The Plagues (7:8 – 11:10)

        

        	
          4From Passover to Praise (12:1 – 15:21)

        

        	
          5The Wilderness Wanderings (15:22 – 18:27)

        

        	
          6Law and Covenant (19:1 – 24:18)

        

        	
          7The Plan of the Tabernacle (25:1 – 31:18)

        

        	
          8The Fall and Restoration of Israel (32:1 – 34:35)

        

        	
          9God Fills the Tabernacle (35:1 – 40:38)

        

      

      Though these are certainly more complete outlines of the book’s contents, they are arguably less helpful in expressing its theological cohesion (i.e. the thematic links or connections between the various parts) and could unfortunately give the impression that the book is somewhat disjointed. To address this problem, it is perhaps best to employ a combination of primary and secondary headings, which together articulate both the narrative progression and the primary theological foci that unfold within the book. For instance:

      
        I: Enslavement and Exodus (1:1 – 13:16)

        1. Oppression and the promise of deliverance (1:1 – 4:31)

        2. Pharaoh’s recalcitrance in the face of Yahweh’s mighty acts of judgment (5:1 – 11:10)

        3. Redemption and consecration of Israel’s firstborn (12:1 – 13:16)

        II: Deliverance and protection (13:17 – 18:27)

        4. Rescue and triumph at the Sea (13:17 – 15:21)

        5. Yahweh’s provision and instruction in the wilderness (15:22 – 17:7)

        6. Victory over the Amalekites (17:8–16)

        7. Response and advice of Jethro (18:1–27)

        III: Covenant and worship (19:1 – 40:38)

        8. Theophany at Sinai (19:1–25)

        9. Israel’s covenant obligations disclosed (20:1 – 23:33)

        10. The sealing of the covenant (24:1–18)

        11. Yahweh’s instructions for worship (25:1 – 31:18)

        12. The covenant broken and re-established (32:1 – 34:35)

        13. Construction and consecration of Yahweh’s tabernacle (35:1 – 40:38)

      

    

    
    
      4. Historical and archaeological issues

      
        a. The historicity of the narrative

        In a post-Enlightenment world, the idea of a God who intervenes directly in human affairs might well be dismissed as intellectually naïve. A series of natural disasters may be less difficult to imagine in the twenty-first century, although the scale, timing, discriminating effects and their manipulation by a shepherd’s rod must seem more at home in the world of fiction. As for water being transformed into blood, wooden sticks becoming living reptiles, fresh water gushing from a dry rock or seas piling up into walls – all this may suggest the realm of fantasy rather than the world as we know it. On account of these and other extraordinary features in the biblical account,6 the historical veracity of Exodus is often dismissed, especially by those of an anti-supernaturalist mindset. However, it is not just the miracles of Exodus that have come under such sceptical scrutiny. So too has the major event it recounts (Israel’s deliverance from oppression in Egypt) and related details.

        Some contemporary scholars question whether such an exodus happened at all, pointing to its absence in extant Egyptian records and the complete lack of archaeological corroboration. However, neither objection is compelling: (1) Official Egyptian records, like most ancient texts, emphasize military success rather than humiliating defeat. Thus, Egypt’s official annals or royal inscriptions would not typically record an event like the exodus, or else would depict it very differently (in terms of an Egyptian triumph rather than an embarrassing defeat). (2) The climate in the eastern Nile Delta and the Sinai wilderness is not conducive to the long-term survival of material remains, including non-inscriptional records on parchment or clay tablets. It is thus unreasonable to expect archaeological evidence for a particular contingent of Semitic slaves who, after their hasty departure, dwelt only in perishable tents until they settled in Canaan. Admittedly, a large-scale military conquest would undoubtedly leave some evidence behind (e.g. a stratigraphical layer of destruction). However, according to the biblical record only three Canaanite cities were actually destroyed (Jericho [Josh. 6:24], Ai [Josh. 8:28] and Hazor [Josh. 11:11]).7 Moreover, the initial Israelite settlement in Canaan was a somewhat limited and protracted affair (cf. Josh. 13 – 19). Consequently, large swathes of the land (e.g. the coastal plain and the Jordan valley) remained occupied by Canaanites and in some measure under the control of Egypt for some considerable time. All these factors have a significant bearing on the nature and amount of corroborating evidence we should expect for the biblical accounts of Israel’s exodus and settlement.

        Moreover, there are also good reasons for concluding that the biblical account is reliable: (1) It is most unlikely that any people would invent such a story of their national origins: as slaves oppressed by a powerful neighbour. (2) The Egyptians employed large numbers of Semitic slaves in the second millennium BC to make bricks for their building projects. (3) Authentic place names (e.g. Ram[e]ses) are unlikely to have been remembered centuries later. (4) Tent-shrines such as the tabernacle are attested in Egypt and Canaan from the second millennium BC.

        While none of these observations prove that the biblical account is true, they certainly suggest that the level of scepticism reflected in some circles today is unwarranted. This is especially so in the case of those who contend that Israel’s origin story is nothing more than ‘a brilliant product of the human imagination’,8 but it also applies to those who view it as a ‘cultural memory’,9 that is, a mixture of history and fiction which ‘distorts, omits, and fictionalizes aspects of the past’.10

        Not all of today’s sceptics, however, deny the exodus account entirely. Some discern a historical basis of some kind, but radically downplay its significance – either turning it into a trivial event that was grossly inflated by Israel’s later myth-makers, or claiming that the escape/expulsion motif was borrowed or appropriated from other people groups such as the Hyksos, Semitic foreigners who ruled over Lower Egypt from Avaris from c.1650 BC until they were successfully expelled by Ahmose I (1550–1525 BC), who established the New Kingdom. Thus understood, some kind of Semitic departure(s) from Egypt did actually take place, but certainly not on the scale or significance that the biblical narrative implies, and not incorporating all, if indeed any, of Israel’s tribal predecessors.

        Along such lines Friedman (2017) argues that a historical exodus involved just Levites, who (he claims) alone attest Egyptian personal names (Moses, Hophni, Phinehas, Hur) and only subsequently became part of Israel;11 by reciting and celebrating this exodus tradition (cf. Deut. 6:21) every Israelite came to accept it as their own. Though a critical scholar’s defence of a historical exodus is welcome, and Friedman’s ‘historical exodus’ may address some of the usual objections, his proposal leans heavily on a number of exegetical inferences and source-critical assumptions that are open to debate. Perhaps most glaring is the fact that Hur does not appear to have been a Levite (Exod. 31:2; 35:30; 38:22) or – if this is a different Hur from the one associated with Moses and Aaron back in chapters 17 and 24 – was clearly not an exclusively Levite name.

        However, the major problem for all such theories is the ubiquitous biblical attestation of Israel’s exodus tradition: ‘it is the most frequently mentioned event in the OT’, mentioned outside Exodus itself some 120 times, and across almost every literary genre.12 As Hoffmeier (in Janzen 2021: 81) observes, the answer to the prophet’s rhetorical question ‘Did I not bring Israel up from Egypt?’ (Amos 9:7) is obvious, and evidently something his audience did not dispute. This is hardly surprising in view of the prominence and significance of this ‘out of Egypt’ motif throughout the Old Testament. Excluding within Exodus itself, this or a closely parallel expression is used 114 times with respect to Israel’s exodus. On top of this there are numerous allusions (cf. Lev. 18:3; Deut. 5:15; 11:2–4; 24:18; Josh. 9:9; 1 Sam. 2:27; Neh. 9:9–12; Pss 66:6; 78:11–54).13 The exodus is thus the defining event in Israel’s national identity and lies at the heart of Mosaic Yahwism. It underpins Israel’s theological exclusivity (Exod. 20:2–3; Hos. 13:4), as well as God’s covenantal demands (Deut. 24:18, 22; Jer. 31:32) and Israel’s obligations (Exod. 22:21; 23:9; 23:15). Simply put, little if any of the Old Testament makes much sense without Israel’s exodus from Egypt.

        A second major obstacle to discounting the exodus account as gross fabrication is the number of authentic features it reflects. For example, archaeological excavation in the north-eastern Nile Delta has uncovered artefacts and burial customs attesting to a preponderance of Asiatics (Semitic-speaking foreigners of Syro-Canaanite ethnicity) during the second millennium BC. After the expulsion of the Hyksos from this area,14 Egyptian rulers re-established themselves in the delta and several pharaohs undertook major mudbrick building projects. Many POWs were forced into hard labour in the manufacture and hauling of such bricks, as well as into other manual labour such as ploughing fields and harvesting crops.15 Such minority groups adapted and assimilated to their culture over time – as was the case with the earlier Hyksos, who had adopted Egyptian names and titles. This would explain the Egyptian names borne by some prominent members of the exodus generation (including Moses, Aaron, Miriam, Phinehas and Hur), as well as the multiple Egyptian terms used to describe the tabernacle’s furnishings and utensils, and the priestly regalia.16 The volume of these and other Egyptian terms used in the exodus and wilderness traditions (i.e. 1.172% of lexemes, not including proper nouns) strongly points to an Egyptian provenance. Given the comparative figure for Persian-period biblical compositions (1.445% of distinct lexemes), Noonan (2016: 56) pointedly concludes:

        
          If we acknowledge Old Iranian linguistic influence on the books of Esther and Ezra-Nehemiah and the implications it has for these books’ dates and composition, we should similarly acknowledge Egyptian linguistic influence on the exodus and wilderness traditions and implications it has for their date and composition.

        

        The plethora of authentic topographical and geographical data may further support such a conclusion.17 Thus Hoffmeier (2021: 103) opines:

        
          Many of the details . . . would not and possibly could not have been known to the Hebrew author(s) had the biblical texts been composed in the seventh through fifth centuries BC. And if they were somehow known, these seemingly trivial Egyptian minutiae would have been meaningless to a Jewish audience in the Babylonian-Persian period. All of this is relevant as we seek to date the writing of the text and the date of the exodus itself.

        

      

      
        b. The date of the exodus

        Even those who embrace the veracity of the biblical account differ significantly over the timing of the event it describes: some date this event in the fifteenth century BC, whereas others prefer a much later date, in the thirteenth or even the twelfth century BC. The issue is quite complex and not easily resolved, as each position draws on relevant biblical and extra-biblical data to validate its case, with several key issues subject to different interpretation. This includes not only extant archaeological evidence for occupation and/or destruction of sites associated with Israel’s settlement in Canaan (such as Jericho and Ai), but also germane Old Testament texts (e.g. Exod. 1:11; 1 Kgs 6:1) and Egyptian inscriptions (e.g. the Merneptah Stele), the relevance of the Hyksos in Egypt and the Habiru in Canaan, and even the historical chronology of the New Kingdom (i.e. Egypt’s Eighteenth to Twentieth Dynasties; see Table 1).

        
          
            Table 1: Comparison of high and low Egyptian chronologies (with suggested exodus pharaohs italicized)18

          

          
            
              
              
              
              
              
              
              
                
                  	
Dynasties & pharaohs


                  	
Period


                  	
High chronology (CAH)


                  	
Low chronology (ABD)


                

                
                  	
Eighteenth Dynasty


                  	
Middle Bronze II 2000–1550


                  	
 


                

                
                  	
Ahmose I


                  	
1570–1546


                  	
1550–1525


                

                
                  	
Amenhotep I


                  	
Late Bronze I

                    1550–1400


                  	
1546–1526


                  	
1525–1504


                

                
                  	
Thuthmose I


                  	
1525–1512


                  	
1504–1492


                

                
                  	
Thuthmose II


                  	
c.1512–1504


                  	
1492–1479


                

                
                  	
Queen Hatshepsut


                  	
1503–1482


                  	
1479–1457


                

                
                  	
Thuthmose III19


                  	
1504–1450


                  	
1479–1425


                

                
                  	
Amenhotep II


                  	
1450–1425


                  	
1427–1400


                

                
                  	
Thuthmose IV


                  	
1425–1417


                  	
1400–1390


                

                
                  	
Amenhotep III


                  	
Late Bronze IIA

                    1400–1300


                  	
1417–1379


                  	
1390–1352


                

                
                  	
Amenhotep IV (Akhenaten)


                  	
1379–1362


                  	
1352–1336


                

                
                  	
Neferneferuaten


                  	
1364–1361


                  	
1338–1336


                

                
                  	
Tutankhamun


                  	
1361–1352


                  	
1336–1327


                

                
                  	
Ay


                  	
1352–1348


                  	
1327–1323


                

                
                  	
Horemheb


                  	
1348–1320


                  	
1323–1295


                

                
                  	
Nineteenth Dynasty


                  	
 


                

                
                  	
Ramesses I


                  	
1320–1318


                  	
1295–1294


                

                
                  	
Seti I


                  	
Late Bronze IIB

                    1300 –1200


                  	
1318–1304


                  	
1294–1279


                

                
                  	
Ramesses II


                  	
1304–1237


                  	
1279–1213


                

                
                  	
Merneptah


                  	
1236–1223


                  	
1213–1203


                

                
                  	
Amenmesse (usurper)


                  	
1222–1217 (?)


                  	
1203–1200 (?)


                

                
                  	
Seti II


                  	
1216–1210 (?)


                  	
1200–1194


                

                
                  	
Siptah


                  	
Iron I

                    1200–1000


                  	
1209–1200 (?)


                  	
1194–1188


                

                
                  	
Queen Tausret


                  	
1209–1200 (?)


                  	
1188–1186


                

                
                  	
Twentieth Dynasty


                  	
 


                

                
                  	
Setnakht


                  	
1200–1198


                  	
1186–1184


                

                
                  	
Ramesses III20


                  	
1198–1166


                  	
1184–1153


                

              
            

          

        

        The historical conundrum could well have been avoided had the Egyptian kings depicted in the exodus narrative been named – but this is something the author deliberately avoids doing for theological reasons.21 Even the royal title (pharaoh) applied to these kings reflects later usage, and so offers no help in resolving this ongoing scholarly debate. The case for each position will therefore be summarized below, along with some critical appraisal.

        
          i. The case for a fifteenth-century exodus

          Generally referred to as the ‘early date’, Israel’s exodus is located by many conservative scholars in the fifteenth century, usually c.1446 BC.22 Such a date is inferred from a number of biblical texts, but primarily from 1 Kings 6:1. Here the construction of the Jerusalem temple commences in ‘the second month [of] the fourth year of Solomon’s reign over Israel’ (c.967 BC; AT), and this is correlated with the ‘four hundred and eightieth year after the Israelites came out of Egypt’.23 Taking these ordinal numbers at face value, as would be expected, and thus adding 479 years to 967 BC, locates the exodus in 1446 BC.

          Further corroboration of a mid fifteenth-century exodus is often adduced from Jephthah’s claim that Israelites had occupied the Transjordan for three hundred years (Judg. 11:26) – again suggesting that the exodus took place in the fifteenth century, some 340 years prior to Jephthah’s leadership (most commonly dated c.1100 BC).24

          An early exodus has also been extrapolated from the genealogy of temple musicians presented in 1 Chronicles 6:33–37, a sequence of eighteen generations from Heman (a contemporary of David) back to Korah (a contemporary of Moses). Adding a nineteenth generation for Solomon’s generation, and assuming that each biblical generation was around twenty-five years, suggests a period of 475 years between Korah and the reign of Solomon, tying in approximately with 1 Kings 6:1.

          In terms of extra-biblical corroboration, the most significant objection to a fifteenth-century exodus relates to the Israelite invasion and occupation of Canaan. Not only were some key sites (e.g. Jericho) unoccupied between c.1550 BC and the Iron Age, but Israel’s presence in Palestine during the fourteenth century is unattested. However, this depends on Kenyon’s revised dating of Jericho being correct,25 and how one interprets other relevant material.

          In recent decades Kenyon’s widely accepted chronology for Jericho has been challenged. Somewhat analogous to Bimson’s (1981) proposed redating of the Middle Bronze Age to 1400, Bietak (1991) and Dever (1992) have argued that the transition from the Middle to the Late Bronze Age was much longer than generally understood, and that some degree of overlap exists between transitional phases. As Alexander (2017: 29) tentatively suggests, this might possibly accommodate the destruction of Jericho towards the end of the fifteenth century, as the early date requires.

          Insofar as attestation of Israel’s presence in fourteenth-century Canaan is concerned, much is made of the Habiru described in the Amarna Letters (dated c.1370 BC), and the reference to Israel in the Merneptah Stele (dated c.1200 BC). The former, discovered in 1887 at Tell el-Amarna in Egypt, contain pleas from Canaanite rulers to their Egyptian overlords, Amenhotep III and Akhenaten, to stem the tide of the ‘Habiru’ by whom their city-states were being overrun. Some of these Habiru could well have been the Israelites and others who left Egypt with them (Exod. 12:38).26 Thus understood, the Amarna Letters may provide indirect support for an Israelite occupation of Canaan by the early fourteenth century.

          Such early occupation is arguably confirmed by the Merneptah Stele, a 2-metre-tall granite monument commemorating the Egyptian king’s victory over an encroaching Lybian army during the fifth year of his reign (c.1208 BC), which also claims that Merneptah’s triumphs included three city-states (Ashkelon, Gezer and Yenoam), plus Israel: ‘Israel is laid waste, his seed is not.’ Significantly, a determinative marker used in this inscription arguably designates Israel ‘not as a territory that corresponds to Canaan . . . [but] as a socioethnic entity within the region Canaan/Hurru in the same way that the three city-states are sociopolitical entities in the same geographical region’ (Hasel 2004: 80–81). Thus understood, Israel must have been already resident in Canaan for some time before this, which, as Alexander (2017: 21) points out, would place the exodus no later than c.1248 BC and Moses’ birth (cf. Exod. 7:7; cf. Acts 7:23) around 1328 BC – a date which places the king ‘to whom Joseph meant nothing’ (i.e. the pharaoh of the oppression; Exod. 1:8–9) and the construction of the store cities (Exod. 1:11) well before the reigns of either Seti I or Ramesses II. Moreover, at least one of these cities (i.e. Pi-Ramesse) was expanded by Ramesses II to incorporate the location of a much older city, known originally as Rowaty, and subsequently Avaris and possibly Peru-nefer; the entire complex was then renamed Pi-Ramesse after its development by Ramesses II. Therefore, the name ‘Rameses’ in Exodus 1:11 (and also 12:37; Num. 33:3, 5) should probably be understood as an anachronism (cf. Gen. 47:11), applied by the biblical author, which cannot be used as evidence to date either the oppression or the exodus.

        

        
          ii. The case for a thirteenth-century exodus

          An exodus occurring during Egypt’s Nineteenth Dynasty was the consensus view of mainstream scholarship until the historicity of the exodus came under sharp critique in recent decades, with radically different explanations for Israel’s historical origins and settlement.27 Nevertheless, a thirteenth-century exodus is still upheld by a significant number of conservative scholars, including Egyptologists such as Kitchen and Hoffmeier.

          Unsurprisingly, the allusion to Egypt’s most prolific royal architect in Exodus 1:11 is considered of key significance. Rather than a biblical anachronism, the reference to ‘Rameses’ should be interpreted literally, indicating that the Israelites were still enslaved in Egypt in the thirteenth century. The city of Pi-Ramesse (now identified as Tell el-Dabʿa) was established as a vast city complex in Egypt’s northern frontier, principally constructed by Ramesses II (1279–1213) but later expanded by Ramesses III (1184–1153).28 Ramesses II relocated his royal residence and government from Thebes in Egypt’s south to this newly constructed city in the Nile Delta, and it remained the east Delta’s centre of pharaonic rule for almost a century. This huge ancient city was clearly named after its primary architect, Ramesses II. While there is evidence for some earlier construction (i.e. a citadel and military compound) during the Eighteenth Dynasty, back then there would have been no Delta capital from which fleeing Israelites could make their hasty exit (Exod. 12:37).

          Since such a thirteenth-century exodus does not correlate with a literal interpretation of 1 Kings 6:1, the 480-year period suggested there should be understood as a schematic figure – perhaps representing twelve generations (conventionally or symbolically set at forty years each).29 Given that the time from the birth of one generation to the next would in reality have been twenty-five years or less, the actual period envisaged by this symbolic 12x40 figure is less than three hundred years; hence the exodus took place c.1270. Such a date may be further corroborated by the genealogy in 1 Chronicles 6:3–8, in which the high priest Zadok (a contemporary of David) is only ten generations from Aaron.30

          Even though it is not a multiple of 40, Jephthah’s three hundred years (Judg. 11:26) could likewise represent some seven or eight generations. However, it may simply be a grossly exaggerated figure or an inaccurate guess by Jephthah,31 who may have neither known nor cared exactly how long Israel had been resident in Canaan. Thus understood, Judges 11:26, like 1 Kings 6:1, should not be used to establish the actual timeline of Israel’s migration from Egypt.

          Extra-biblical data appears to validate such a conclusion. During the Eighteenth Dynasty the Egyptian capital was in the city of Thebes (in Upper Egypt), a considerable distance (c.800 km [500 miles]) and travelling time (c.2–3 weeks) from Goshen (in the north-eastern Delta). This makes difficult the frequent interaction between Moses and Pharaoh in Exodus, unless one speculates that the royal residence Moses frequented was either in Memphis (just south of the Delta) or somewhere much closer to Goshen. However, no such speculation is necessary in the thirteenth century, when Ramesses II’s residence was near Goshen, at Pi-Ramesse in Egypt’s northern frontier.

          There is also the archaeological evidence relating to destruction and settlement in Canaan. At least some of the destructive layers c.1200 in Palestine (e.g. attesting to the complete destruction of Hazor) correlate well with the biblical record of Israelite invasion, in marked contrast to the lack of such support c.1400 on conventional dating. Moreover, the sudden appearance of settlements in the Ephraimite hill country around the same time (at the beginning of Iron Age I) similarly stands out, again in sharp contrast to the lack of such evidence for an Israelite presence at the earlier time.32 As well as corroborating a late-date exodus and conquest, this also underlines one of the most serious objections to an earlier exodus: how did the Israelites remain archaeologically invisible for some two hundred years?33

          A further issue concerns the city of Shechem: according to the Amarna Letters and archaeological excavations, this was a strong city around 1400 BC, yet there is no hint of it being a major stronghold that was destroyed or conquered by the Israelites; rather, the impression given in Joshua is that the location was militarily inconsequential (cf. Josh. 8:30–35; 24:1–32). The latter scenario best fits Shechem in Late Bronze IIB, after the city had lost all its former importance, having been destroyed and become a location of no great significance.

          For these and other reasons,34 a thirteenth-century exodus certainly warrants consideration, and should not be discounted simply because it rejects the most straightforward interpretation of 1 Kings 6:1. As Garrett (2014: 91–92) illustrates from the rabbinic (and Pauline, Gal. 3:16–17; cf. Acts 13:17–20) interpretation of the 430 years in Exodus 12:40:

          
            there is an ancient tradition of interpretation that reconstructs the chronology of biblical history in a way that would never occur to modern, western readers. We are not required to choose between the apparently literal meaning of Exod. 12:40 and the apparently literal meaning of Gal. 3:16–17. Rather, we should be careful about assuming that we know exactly how biblical numbers have been computed and are meant to be used. Either Exodus, or Galatians, or both may compute the 430 years in a way we do not understand.

          

        

        
          iii. The case for a twelfth-century exodus

          Working on the assumption of a ‘combination theory’ of settlement in Canaan (i.e. Israel pursued a twin-track approach of military conquest and peaceful infiltration), Rendsburg (2021) accepts only the essential historicity of the biblical account (i.e. there was a historical exodus, but the biblical narrative is replete with ‘epic qualities’). However, he dates the exodus a century later than most scholars, during the reign of Ramesses III. While similarly discounting the relevance of 1 Kings 6:1, he rejects its symbolic interpretation (i.e. 480 = ‘twelve generations’) on the grounds that, however each generation should actually be counted, twelve is still too many. Rather than reconstructing the date of the exodus using such exaggerated biblical figures,35 he maintains that (some) biblical genealogies offer a more reliable basis for calculation. Key for Rendsburg is the lineage appearing in Ruth 4:18–22,36 which bridges the exodus and the tenth century by tracing David’s genealogy five generations back to Nahshon, a member of the exodus generation according to Exodus 6:23 and Numbers 1:7. Assuming that the average generation should be counted as thirty to thirty-five years (rather than the lower figure of twenty to twenty-five suggested by most scholars), Rendsburg estimates Nahshon lived between 150 and 175 years before David, placing the exodus somewhere between 1175 and 1150 BC, during the twelfth-century reign of Ramesses III.

          Such a date may also explain an otherwise anomalous fact: that the grandsons of both Moses and Aaron are still alive and active at the end of Judges (18:30; 20:28), not long before the time of Samuel. Although the timeline of the Judges ‘appendix’ (chs. 18–21) may not necessarily follow the same chronological sequence as the rest of the book, it is nevertheless possible to infer from the events recorded in Judges 18 (Danite migration) and 20 (civil war with Benjaminites) that the period between the exodus and the beginning of the monarchy was much shorter than generally assumed.

          Other biblical texts, along with extra-biblical data, may provide further corroboration. If Exodus 13:17 suggests that some sort of military conflict, involving the Philistines, was currently taking place along the coastal route north of Egypt, this correlates well with the invasion of the Sea Peoples around 1180 BC. Unlike earlier, less significant invasions back in the thirteenth century, during the reign of Merneptah, the Philistines were now involved, if not actually leading this coalition of Sea Peoples that threatened Egypt’s sovereignty.37 A Philistine presence in the Levant at the time of the exodus (cf. Josh. 13:2–3) may also be inferred from their mention alongside Edom, Moab and Canaan in Exodus 15:14–15, although this could simply be an anachronism.38 Somewhat more speculatively, Amos 9:7 might possibly imply that the Israelite exodus from Egypt, the Philistine migration from Caphtor and the Aramean migration from Qir39 were contemporaneous events, again throwing significant light on the problem envisaged in Exodus 13:17.

          Corroborating archaeological data for a twelfth-century exodus includes evidence of extensive new settlement in the central hill country in the early Iron Age (1175–1000 BC), compared with relatively few such settlements in the Late Bronze Age (1500–1175 BC). As well as this marked numerical increase, Rendsburg considers even the layout of these new settlements significant: resembling modern Bedouin encampments, the layout is eminently suited to Israelites, who are biblically portrayed as nomadic pastoralists.

          An obvious archaeological problem for such a late-date exodus is the reference to Israel on the Merneptah Stele (see above). While Rendsburg does not doubt the historicity of Merneptah’s claim (cf. Me-Neptoah in Josh. 15:9; 18:15), he offers a radically different interpretation. Rather than signalling Israel as a foreign location (as the other entities are so marked), the use of the people-determinative most likely identifies Israel as a people group presently living in Egypt but associated with these other entities because of their Canaanite origin. Alternatively, it may simply refer to semi-nomadic pastoralists encountered in Canaan ‘who never experienced the eisodus, slavery, and exodus’ (Janzen 2021: 193). In any case, the main point for Rendsburg is the apparent absence of Israelites in Canaan at a time when there certainly were Egyptians present: how can one envisage the Israelites being there

          
            without ever encountering the Egyptian presence in the land? . . . It is far better to assume that the Israelites left Egypt during the reign of Ramesses III, during the turmoil generated by the Sea Peoples invasion (ca. 1190 BCE), thereby bringing them to the land of Canaan about twenty-five years later, at the very point when there was no longer a strong Egyptian presence in the land. This would explain why the Bible never mentions the Egyptians beyond Exod 14 – 15 . . . people of all sorts are encountered – Amalekites, Edomites, Moabites, Ammonites, and Canaanites – but not Egyptians.

            (2021: 195–196)

          

        

        
          iv. Appraisal

          The various dates suggested above for the biblical exodus are partly supported by a literal interpretation of at least some of the relevant biblical texts: the number in 1 Kings 6:1 (as well as the genealogy of 1 Chr. 6:33–37) computes to c.1446 BC; Exod. 1:11 (along with 1 Chr. 6:3–8) suggests the era of Ramesses II; the genealogy in Ruth 4:18–22 (along with Judg. 18:30; 20:28) implies the following century, during the reign of Ramesses III.40 Clearly it is impossible to interpret all these texts at face value, and therefore some of these texts must be otherwise understood. In most cases an alternative reading is feasible, especially if the chronologies in the book of Judges are overlapping or some of the relevant genealogies (e.g. Ruth 4:18–22) are incomplete. However, given that the number in 1 Kings 6:1 is syntactically an ordinal (the 480th year) rather than a cardinal (480 years),41 and is used in conjunction with another ordinal number (Solomon’s fourth year), anything other than a literal meaning seems counter-intuitive. Nevertheless, in the light of how Paul interprets the 430 years figure in Exodus 12:40–41 (Gal. 3:17; cf. Acts 13:20), some caution is arguably warranted.

          In terms of the extra-biblical evidence, each position can likewise lay claim to at least some corroboration: the Habiru crisis of the Amarna Letters and the mention of Israel in Merneptah’s Stele (early date); the location of Pi-Ramesse and the destruction of Hazor (late date); central hill country population explosion (very late date). But each also faces significant objections: the archaeology of Jericho, Hazor and Shechem on conventional dating, plus lack of any clear evidence for an Israelite presence in Canaan during the fourteenth century (early date); except for Hazor, lack of evidence for an Israelite conquest at the end of the Late Bronze Age (late date); the mention of Israel in Merneptah’s Stele as a people group in Canaan by 1200 BC, plus the non-occupation of Jericho (very late date). Moreover, like the relevant biblical texts, some of the extra-biblical evidence is open to different interpretations.

          Clearly some involved in this debate lean more heavily on biblical texts than others, but with the exception of Rendsburg’s caveats, all affirm the historical veracity of the canonical account. Nevertheless, it is clear that the present evidence, arguably including 1 Kings 6:1, remains inconclusive, so this perennial debate over the date of Israel’s exodus from Egypt will most likely continue unless (or until) evidence is uncovered that finally resolves it beyond all reasonable doubt.

        

      

      
        c. The route of the exodus

        Another bone of scholarly contention, especially among those who understand the narrative to be factual, is where, precisely, the geographical place markers reported in Exodus should be located on a regional map; the exact location of several of these places is somewhat uncertain and thus debatable. Indeed, this is especially so for the two most significant places mentioned in Israel’s itinerary (see Fig. 1): the body of water described as the yam sûf (traditionally, ‘the Red Sea’, but arguably, ‘Lake of Reeds’);42 and the mountain referred to as Sinai (traditionally situated somewhere on the peninsula that lies between northern Egypt and the southern Levant), where God manifested himself in a theophany and communicated his instructions through Moses.43

        [image: Map of the exodus starts at Rameses in lower Egypt, goes south southeast along the Gulf of Suez, ending at Jebel Musa.]

Figure 1: The route of the exodus




A map of the exodus beginning at Rameses in lower Egypt, traveling south southeast through Goshen to the western sides of Lake Timsah, the Great Bitter Lake, Little Bitter Lake, and half of the Gulf of Suez, then heading southeast into the Sinai Peninsula, and ending at Jebel Musa.



        
          
i. The location of the yam sûf


          While some suggest a northern location, either Lake Manzaleh or Lake Sirbonis, both skirting the Mediterranean, most scholars locate the yam sûf further south. Either the Ballah or Timsah lake,44 or one of the many reedy marshes further south, is thus widely believed to have been the ‘Sea/Lake of Reeds’ which Israel traversed safely but which engulfed the pursuing Egyptians. Such an identification is supported by the standard interpretation of the Hebrew term sûf as papyrus reeds (cf. Exod. 2:3 and the cognate Egyptian word for marsh plant, twf). Since such papyrus does not grow along the banks of the Red Sea, most scholars conclude that the yam sûf was one of the freshwater marshy lakes in the eastern Delta region north of Suez.

          Older English versions followed the LXX in translating ‘Red Sea’, suggesting a crossing far to the south, at the Gulf of Suez – one of the Red Sea’s northern extensions. While the terminology is apparently used in the Old Testament to refer to Suez (e.g. Num. 33:10), this is possibly distinguished from the body of water through which the Israelites had miraculously passed (Num. 33:8).45 To complicate matters further, yam sûf is also used in the Old Testament to refer to the Gulf of Aqaba (1 Kgs 9:26; and probably Num. 21:4 and Deut. 2:1), the other northern arm of the Red Sea. It can be inferred from this that, when used in combination with yam, sûf may not necessarily carry its normal connotation of papyrus reeds. Indeed, some (e.g. Batto 1983, 1984) have even challenged the consensus on the meaning of the term sûf, suggesting that the parallel between the Egyptian and Hebrew words is inexact – the former (twf) referring to an area of papyrus but never to a body of water. Moreover, they also maintain that the Hebrew term is related to a Semitic root meaning ‘end’ (cf. Heb. sōf), thus suggesting the translation ‘the sea of the end’ (i.e. the waters to the far south at the end of the land; viz. the Gulf of Suez). Without evidence suggesting that another body of water in the Delta region was ever known as the yam sûf, the Red Sea or one of its northern arms might thus seem feasible. However, Hoffmeier (2005: 85) insists that New Kingdom Egyptian texts do attest to a body of water or swampy region known as pʒ twfy (sea of reeds), suggesting that the yam sûf of the exodus narrative lay further north than the Gulf of Suez.

        

        
          ii. The location of Mount Sinai

          After crossing the yam sûf, the Israelites entered the Wilderness of Shur (Exod. 15:22; Num. 33:8) in the north-west Sinai Peninsula (1 Sam. 15:7; 27:8), from which they proceeded to Sinai. Despite the apparent clarity of many Bible atlases, the precise location of the latter is again uncertain. At least three different possibilities have been suggested: Jebel Helal in the north of the peninsula, Jebel Sin Bishar in the middle, and Jebel Musa (the traditional site) in the far south.

          As a result of the above possibilities, at least three different routes for the exodus have been proposed:

          
            	
              1A northern route, taking the Israelites by the Way of the Sea, across Lake Manzaleh or Lake Sirbonis, and south to Jebel Helal;

            

            	
              2A central route, taking them through the Ballah or Timsah lakes and on to somewhere in north-west Saudi Arabia, beyond the Gulf of Aqaba;

            

            	
              3A southern route, taking them through/past the Bitter Lakes or across the northern point of the Gulf of Suez and then south to Jebel Sin Bishar or even further south to one of the other mountains near the bottom of the peninsula (e.g. Jebel Musa, the traditional site).46

            

          

          As Durham (1987: 187) concludes:

          
            the best clue we have to the route of Israel’s exodus from Egypt has to do . . . not with its location but with its purpose . . . Yahweh guided his people away from the shortest and most logical route and into an eccentric series of turns designed to depict confusion, first of all because of an intention to trick and then to defeat Pharaoh, and second, because he was not ready in any case to take his people on to the land he had promised them.

          

          For the first and subsequent readers of this book, what matters most was not when the exodus took place, nor how we should trace Israel’s journey immediately afterwards, but rather why these events took place and what God teaches us through them (i.e. the theological significance of the events related in this book). Accordingly, to this more important matter we now turn our attention.

        

      

    

    
    
      5. Theological themes in Exodus

      While a major topic of the book is Israel’s ‘exodus’ or departure from Egypt, this is really only the beginning of the story, covered in the first third of the book (Exod. 1:1 – 15:21); the larger part of the book (15:22 – 40:38) concentrates on what happens next: Israel’s journey to Sinai and what transpires there afterwards. But what unites all the material is its overarching focus on the divine–human relationship between the LORD/Yahweh (see notes on ch. 3) and Israel, Abraham’s offspring and heirs to God’s promises. This unique relationship with Israel’s ancestors motivates the LORD’s gracious response to Israel’s plight (cf. 2:24–25; 6:5–8; 32:13–14), and his special relationship with Israel explains both his treatment of Pharaoh (4:22–23; 9:17) and the goal of the exodus (29:46). But this relationship is not an end in itself; it is a means to the LORD’s greater objective to make himself known. Thus, his actions are not simply for the benefit of Egypt (7:5, 17; 8:10, 22; 9:14, 29; 11:7; 14:4, 18) and Israel (6:7; 10:2; 16:6, 8, 12; 29:46; 31:13), but also for the rest of the nations (cf. 9:16; 15:14; 33:16; 34:10), who will be blessed through Abraham and his seed (Gen. 12:1–3; cf. Exod. 19:6).

      Chapters 1–2, in which God seems largely absent, highlight his faithfulness to the covenant promises he made to Israel’s ancestors (cf. Gen. 15:13). Chapters 3–15 emphasize this still further by the measures the LORD takes to punish the oppressive Egyptian regime and emancipate Abraham’s descendants (cf. Gen. 15:14). Through word and action, the LORD makes himself known as the holy and incomparable God, sovereign over history and creation, far superior to the deities that others worship (12:12; 15:11). The following section (15:22 – 18:27) further underlines this: the LORD demonstrates his incredible ability to sustain and protect the people he has rescued, and this culminates in Jethro, Moses’ non-Israelite father-in-law, recognizing the LORD’s might and supremacy over all other gods (18:10–11).

      The first eighteen chapters of the book show Israel why the LORD, as saviour, deserves their service and worship; the remaining chapters reveal how the Israelites should serve and worship him exclusively as their divine king. The strict preparations necessary before God’s appearance on Mount Sinai again underscore his holiness (ch. 19; cf. 3:5). Direct access to God is highly restricted: Israel must initially approach the LORD through a designated mediator. In the first instance, this mediator is Moses, through whom the LORD makes known Israel’s covenant obligations and how to apply them (chs. 20–23). These covenant obligations are primarily Israel’s grateful response to the LORD’s saving work (19:4; 20:2). However, they are also a means by which Israel’s unique status as the LORD’s special people would become evident (19:5–6). The LORD’s presence among the Israelites also reflects Israel’s extraordinary status (cf. 29:45–46; 33:15–16), so they need an appropriate structure to accommodate such close proximity between a holy God and his imperfect people. In contrast to Aaron’s golden calf and the idolatry which jeopardized the LORD’s plans for dwelling with Israel (chs. 32–34), the divinely decreed means of worship involves a special, consecrated tent (the tabernacle) with consecrated personnel (Aaron and his priestly descendants). This enables Israel to live with the LORD among them and expresses their unique relationship with him as a holy nation.

      As Exodus 3:14–15 might lead us to expect, within this narrative theology of the book a number of significant truths about God are disclosed, some – such as his holiness – for the first time in the Pentateuch. While God’s sanctifying of the seventh day has already been noted in Genesis (Gen. 2:3), Exodus not only further elaborates on this (16:23; 20:8–11; 31:13–15; 35:2–3), but also places considerable emphasis on God’s intrinsic holiness (15:13) and its ‘transferability’ to places (3:5; 19:23; 26:33; 28:35; 40:9–10), objects (29:37; 30:10; 30:29a, 36–37) and people (19:6; 22:31; 28:36; 30:29b; 31:13; 39:30).

      Another divine attribute mentioned for the first time in Exodus is God’s jealousy (20:5; 34:14). Unlike human jealousy, which so often is tainted by the sin of envy (e.g. Gen. 26:14; 30:1; 37:11), divine jealousy – like that of a husband/wife with respect to an unfaithful spouse – is evoked purely by God’s right to exclusivity in his relationship with his covenant partner. Accordingly, in such a context, any form of polytheism or idolatry is proscribed (20:3–6; 23:13, 24) and constitutes a very serious transgression (22:20; 32:7–10, 21, 30–35).

      The most concentrated focus on God’s nature comes in Exodus 34:6–7, where – as anticipated in 33:19 – God causes all his goodness to pass before Moses and proclaims his name, the LORD, in his presence. Here a fuller account of God’s mercy, compassion and grace is disclosed – namely, that he is slow to anger, abounds in love and faithfulness, maintains love to thousands, and forgives every kind of sin. In the immediate and wider context, this is very good news for Israel, whose ‘great sin’ with the golden calf has evoked a significant problem for both themselves and God. Nevertheless, as the caveat in 34:7 underlines, despite God’s assurances to forgive sin, his mercy and compassion must not simply be assumed nor taken for granted. Though God will show such to whomever he pleases (cf. 33:19), this does not mean that he will leave the guilty unpunished; rather, justice will indeed be carried out, as the cross-generational consequences of sin make very clear. Accordingly, Israel should not repeat the folly of Pharaoh and the Egyptians in the earlier part of the book, but rather glean from such the need to take God at his word (of both promise and warning) and respond accordingly.

      In addition to these divine attributes, Exodus also introduces other key Old Testament motifs, such as Yahweh being a warrior (Exod. 15:3). While this is especially highlighted by the victory song of Exodus 15, it is also implicit in the arsenal of weapons (divine ‘strikes’) unleashed by God’s mighty hand (3:19–20; 6:1, 6; 13:14, 16) against Egypt in the earlier Yahweh–Pharaoh contest narrative (cf. 9:14–15), culminating in judgment on all the gods of Egypt (12:12; cf. 12:29–30), the plundering of the Egyptians after the death of their firstborn (3:21–22; 11:1–3; 12:33–36) and Israel’s military-like departure from Egypt (6:26; 7:4; 12:41, 51). Such imagery is clearly evident in chapter 14, when Yahweh employs military tactics to lure Pharaoh into a trap, and victory is credited solely to the fact that Yahweh fights for Israel (14:14, 30–31), something even the trapped Egyptians acknowledge (14:25). Egypt is not the only object of such divine wrath in Exodus, with the Amalekites (17:8–16) serving as a precursor for the divine warfare to which the inhabitants of Canaan were later exposed. Significantly, however, Exodus makes clear that even Israel was not immune from such divine attack, should circumstances demand it (5:3; 32:10, 34–35; 34:7b). Thus, in Exodus we have the beginning of a theological theme that not only permeates the Old Testament, but culminates in that great Day when God will execute his righteous judgment on all who dare to stand against him.

    

    
    

      6. Biblical-theological trajectories in Exodus

      As noted above, Exodus is part of the unfolding theological account that began in Genesis and continues in the books that follow. In terms of the promise–fulfilment theme that pervades the Bible, Exodus is therefore of key importance. Not only does the LORD begin to fulfil his promises to Abraham, but the book is foundational for several theological trajectories that run through the rest of Scripture. Three examples will suffice.

      
        a. Israel’s emancipation as the paradigm of salvation

        Israel’s deliverance from Egypt becomes the major paradigm of salvation in the Old Testament. So it is not surprising that later Old Testament books anticipate a new exodus after Israel ends up in exile – this time because they harden their hearts and rebel against the LORD (cf. Isa. 11:10–16; Jer. 23:1–8). Consequently, the LORD’s temporal emancipation of Israel from Pharaoh’s oppressive regime foreshadows God’s eternal emancipation of his people in the New Testament: Jesus is the ultimate Passover lamb (John 1:29; 19:36; 1 Cor. 5:7) through whom God’s people are redeemed (1 Pet. 1:18–19) from the sin that enslaves them (John 8:34; Rom. 6:6, 17, 20).

      

      
        b. Covenant as the framework of divine–human relationship

        The Sinai covenant establishes the framework for the divine–human relationship reflected in the rest of the Old Testament. Despite their initial enthusiasm and avowed commitment (Exod. 19:8; 24:3, 7), the Israelites fail to keep this covenant – not just as the LORD officially hands over the tablets of the Ten Commandments (cf. Exod. 32), but throughout Israel’s subsequent history. Such perennial failure and its tragic consequences lead to the hope of a new covenant, in which people internalize the LORD’s covenant requirements (Jer. 31:33) by the work of his Spirit (Ezek. 36:27). Jesus inaugurates this new covenant; the echo of Exodus 24:8 in the Last Supper accounts implicitly reflects this, and various epistles explicitly underline it (e.g. 2 Cor. 3; Heb. 8 – 10). Consequently, God’s people are no longer required to keep the obligations of the Sinai covenant, but the obligations of the new covenant.

      

      

        c. Immanuel as a present reality and future hope

        The goal of the exodus – the LORD’s dwelling among his people in the tabernacle – is subsequently expressed through Solomon’s temple but is likewise jeopardized when the nation’s rebellion and idolatry eventually force the LORD to abandon this earthly dwelling and destroy it. Nevertheless, the Old Testament never abandons the prospect of the LORD’s dwelling among his people; its prophetic hope is an even more glorious temple to come. Once again, Jesus fulfils this hope (cf. John 1:14), and God’s people constitute his dwelling place (2 Cor. 6:16), a reality that will ultimately be experienced in the new heaven and new earth (Rev. 21:3).

        When read in its literary and theological context, therefore, Exodus is much more than a story of miraculous intervention or divine concern for an oppressed people. Rather, it recounts a very significant stage in the fulfilment of God’s promises to Israel’s ancestors – promises through which God would eventually realize his purpose for all creation. Both Exodus as a whole and its opening chapters in particular are primarily concerned with these promises and the outworking of their fulfilment.

      

    

    



OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml

    
      Sommaire


      
        		
          Cover
        


        		
          Title Page
        


        		
          Dedication
        


        		
          Contents
        


        		
          General Preface
        


        		
          Author’s Preface
        


        		
          Abbreviations
        


        		
          Select Bibliography
        


        		
          Introduction
          
            		
              1. Exodus in the Pentateuch and beyond
            


            		
              2. Composition and date
            


            		
              3. Structure and thematic cohesion
            


            		
              4. Historical and archaeological issues
            


            		
              5. Theological themes in Exodus
            


            		
              6. Biblical-theological trajectories in Exodus
            


          


        


        		
          Analysis
        


        		
          Commentary
        


        		
          Additional Notes
          
            		
              The revelation and meaning of the divine name
            


            		
              The hardening of Pharaoh’s heart
            


            		
              The plagues as supernatural or natural phenomena
            


            		
              The origin(s) of Passover and Unleavened Bread
            


            		
              The size of the Israelite population at the time of the exodus
            


            		
              The chronological sequence of Exodus 19 – 24
            


            		
              Paul’s interpretation of Moses’ veil
            


          


        


        		
          Notes
        


        		
          About the Author
        


        		
          Like this book?
        


        		
          Copyright
        


      


    
    
      Pagination de l’édition papier


      
        		
          1
        


        		
          2
        


        		
          vii
        


        		
          viii
        


        		
          ix
        


        		
          x
        


        		
          xi
        


        		
          xii
        


        		
          xiii
        


        		
          xiv
        


        		
          xv
        


        		
          xvi
        


        		
          xvii
        


        		
          xviii
        


        		
          xix
        


        		
          xx
        


        		
          xxi
        


        		
          xxii
        


        		
          xxiii
        


        		
          xxiv
        


        		
          xxv
        


        		
          xxvi
        


        		
          xxvii
        


        		
          xxviii
        


        		
          xxix
        


        		
          1
        


        		
          2
        


        		
          3
        


        		
          4
        


        		
          5
        


        		
          6
        


        		
          7
        


        		
          8
        


        		
          9
        


        		
          10
        


        		
          11
        


        		
          12
        


        		
          13
        


        		
          14
        


        		
          15
        


        		
          16
        


        		
          17
        


        		
          18
        


        		
          19
        


        		
          20
        


        		
          21
        


        		
          22
        


        		
          23
        


        		
          24
        


        		
          25
        


        		
          26
        


        		
          28
        


        		
          29
        


        		
          30
        


        		
          31
        


        		
          32
        


        		
          33
        


        		
          34
        


        		
          35
        


        		
          37
        


        		
          38
        


        		
          39
        


        		
          40
        


        		
          41
        


        		
          42
        


        		
          43
        


        		
          44
        


        		
          45
        


        		
          46
        


        		
          47
        


        		
          48
        


        		
          49
        


        		
          50
        


        		
          51
        


        		
          52
        


        		
          53
        


        		
          54
        


        		
          55
        


        		
          56
        


        		
          57
        


        		
          58
        


        		
          59
        


        		
          60
        


        		
          61
        


        		
          62
        


        		
          63
        


        		
          64
        


        		
          65
        


        		
          66
        


        		
          67
        


        		
          68
        


        		
          69
        


        		
          70
        


        		
          71
        


        		
          72
        


        		
          73
        


        		
          74
        


        		
          75
        


        		
          76
        


        		
          77
        


        		
          78
        


        		
          79
        


        		
          80
        


        		
          81
        


        		
          82
        


        		
          83
        


        		
          84
        


        		
          85
        


        		
          86
        


        		
          87
        


        		
          88
        


        		
          89
        


        		
          90
        


        		
          91
        


        		
          92
        


        		
          93
        


        		
          94
        


        		
          95
        


        		
          96
        


        		
          97
        


        		
          98
        


        		
          99
        


        		
          100
        


        		
          101
        


        		
          102
        


        		
          103
        


        		
          104
        


        		
          105
        


        		
          106
        


        		
          107
        


        		
          108
        


        		
          109
        


        		
          110
        


        		
          111
        


        		
          112
        


        		
          113
        


        		
          114
        


        		
          115
        


        		
          116
        


        		
          117
        


        		
          118
        


        		
          119
        


        		
          120
        


        		
          121
        


        		
          122
        


        		
          123
        


        		
          124
        


        		
          125
        


        		
          126
        


        		
          127
        


        		
          128
        


        		
          129
        


        		
          130
        


        		
          131
        


        		
          132
        


        		
          133
        


        		
          134
        


        		
          135
        


        		
          136
        


        		
          137
        


        		
          138
        


        		
          139
        


        		
          140
        


        		
          141
        


        		
          142
        


        		
          143
        


        		
          144
        


        		
          145
        


        		
          146
        


        		
          147
        


        		
          148
        


        		
          149
        


        		
          150
        


        		
          151
        


        		
          152
        


        		
          153
        


        		
          154
        


        		
          155
        


        		
          156
        


        		
          157
        


        		
          158
        


        		
          159
        


        		
          160
        


        		
          161
        


        		
          162
        


        		
          163
        


        		
          164
        


        		
          165
        


        		
          166
        


        		
          167
        


        		
          168
        


        		
          169
        


        		
          170
        


        		
          171
        


        		
          172
        


        		
          173
        


        		
          174
        


        		
          175
        


        		
          176
        


        		
          177
        


        		
          178
        


        		
          179
        


        		
          180
        


        		
          181
        


        		
          182
        


        		
          183
        


        		
          184
        


        		
          185
        


        		
          186
        


        		
          187
        


        		
          188
        


        		
          189
        


        		
          190
        


        		
          191
        


        		
          192
        


        		
          193
        


        		
          194
        


        		
          195
        


        		
          196
        


        		
          197
        


        		
          198
        


        		
          199
        


        		
          200
        


        		
          201
        


        		
          202
        


        		
          203
        


        		
          204
        


        		
          205
        


        		
          206
        


        		
          207
        


        		
          208
        


        		
          209
        


        		
          210
        


        		
          211
        


        		
          212
        


        		
          213
        


        		
          214
        


        		
          215
        


        		
          216
        


        		
          217
        


        		
          218
        


        		
          219
        


        		
          220
        


        		
          221
        


        		
          222
        


        		
          223
        


        		
          224
        


        		
          225
        


        		
          226
        


        		
          227
        


        		
          228
        


        		
          229
        


        		
          230
        


        		
          231
        


        		
          232
        


        		
          233
        


        		
          234
        


        		
          235
        


        		
          236
        


        		
          237
        


        		
          238
        


        		
          239
        


        		
          240
        


        		
          241
        


        		
          242
        


        		
          243
        


        		
          244
        


        		
          245
        


        		
          246
        


        		
          247
        


        		
          248
        


        		
          249
        


        		
          250
        


        		
          251
        


        		
          252
        


        		
          253
        


        		
          254
        


        		
          255
        


        		
          256
        


        		
          257
        


        		
          258
        


        		
          259
        


        		
          260
        


        		
          261
        


        		
          262
        


        		
          263
        


        		
          264
        


        		
          265
        


        		
          266
        


        		
          267
        


        		
          268
        


        		
          269
        


        		
          270
        


        		
          271
        


        		
          272
        


        		
          273
        


        		
          274
        


        		
          275
        


        		
          276
        


        		
          277
        


        		
          278
        


        		
          279
        


        		
          280
        


        		
          281
        


        		
          282
        


        		
          283
        


        		
          284
        


        		
          285
        


        		
          286
        


        		
          287
        


        		
          288
        


        		
          289
        


        		
          290
        


        		
          291
        


        		
          292
        


        		
          293
        


        		
          294
        


        		
          295
        


        		
          296
        


        		
          297
        


        		
          298
        


        		
          299
        


        		
          300
        


        		
          301
        


        		
          302
        


        		
          303
        


        		
          304
        


        		
          305
        


        		
          306
        


        		
          307
        


        		
          308
        


        		
          309
        


        		
          310
        


        		
          311
        


        		
          312
        


        		
          313
        


        		
          314
        


        		
          315
        


        		
          316
        


        		
          317
        


        		
          318
        


        		
          319
        


        		
          320
        


        		
          321
        


        		
          322
        


        		
          323
        


        		
          324
        


        		
          325
        


        		
          326
        


        		
          327
        


        		
          328
        


        		
          329
        


        		
          330
        


        		
          331
        


        		
          332
        


        		
          333
        


        		
          334
        


        		
          335
        


        		
          336
        


        		
          337
        


        		
          338
        


        		
          339
        


        		
          340
        


        		
          341
        


        		
          342
        


        		
          343
        


        		
          344
        


        		
          345
        


        		
          346
        


        		
          347
        


        		
          348
        


        		
          349
        


        		
          350
        


        		
          351
        


        		
          352
        


        		
          353
        


        		
          354
        


        		
          355
        


        		
          356
        


        		
          357
        


        		
          358
        


        		
          359
        


        		
          360
        


        		
          361
        


        		
          362
        


        		
          363
        


        		
          364
        


        		
          365
        


        		
          366
        


        		
          367
        


        		
          368
        


        		
          369
        


        		
          370
        


        		
          371
        


        		
          372
        


        		
          373
        


        		
          374
        


        		
          375
        


        		
          376
        


        		
          377
        


        		
          378
        


        		
          379
        


        		
          380
        


        		
          381
        


        		
          382
        


        		
          383
        


        		
          384
        


        		
          385
        


        		
          386
        


        		
          387
        


        		
          388
        


        		
          389
        


        		
          390
        


      


    
    
      Guide


      
        		
          Cover
        


        		
          Exodus
        


        		
          Start of content
        


        		
          Bibliographie
        


        		
          Contents
        


      


    


OEBPS/Images/TOTCExodusFigure1.jpg
MEDITERRANEAN
SEA

LOWER
EGYPT TANIS ® 98
RAMESES o, s?@ L saLLw

Jebel Helal

og = 6‘\»&5 TIvsa

O e
BITTER \J
LAKE b2
.

h
urme V)
BITTER
LAKE

SINAI
PENINSULA





OEBPS/Images/pagetitre.jpg
TYNDALE OLD TESTAMENT
COMMENTARIES

VOLUME 2

SERIES EDITOR: DAVID G. FIRTH
CONSULTING EDITOR: TREMPER LONGMAN 111

ExobDus

AN INTRODUCTION AND COMMENTARY

PAUL R. WILLIAMSON

—_—
Academic
An imprint of InterVarsity Press
Downers Grove, lllinois





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
TYNDALE OLD TESTAMENT
COMMENTARIES

EXODUS

PAUL R.
WILLIAMSON






