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We are grateful for the good reception En­
countering the Old Testament has received 
since its publication in 1999. We appre-
ciatively acknowledge those who have 
written with comments and insights; we 
believe your constructive criticism has 
further strengthened the work.

Some readers may be interested to know 
which author wrote individual chapters. 
Dr. Arnold wrote the introductory chap-
ter on history and geography (chapter 2), 
all the chapters on the Pentateuch (chap-
ters 3–9), and the Historical Books except 
Joshua and the Books of Samuel (chapters 
10, 12, and 15–18). He also is responsible 
for the chapters on Job, Proverbs, Eccle-
siastes, Song of Songs, and the Epilogue 
(chapters 20 and 22–23). Dr. Beyer wrote 
the introductory chapter on the origin, 
inspiration, and interpretation of the Old 
Testament (chapter 1) and the chapters on 
Joshua and the Books of Samuel (chapters 
11 and 13–14). In addition to the Poetical 
Books introduction (chapter 19), he wrote 
on the Psalms (chapter 21) and all the 
chapters on the Prophets except Daniel 

(chapters 24–30 and 32–34). The chapter 
on Daniel (chapter 31) was a collaborative 
effort, although on all the other chapters 
the authors also gave each other the op-
portunity for review and comment prior 
to submission.

The people at Baker Academic have 
been most helpful as we have prepared the 
second edition. We are grateful for their 
encouragement and professionalism. 

Student assistants and secretaries as-
sisted in various ways in the preparation 
of the manuscript. For the first edition, 
Dr. Arnold’s assistants were Joel R. Soza, 
Michael K. West, and Robert W. Wilcher; 
Dr. Beyer’s were Cheryl Brannan, Chan-
dra Briggman, and Judy Peinado. Joyce 
Hack and Jason Conrad also assisted Dr. 
Beyer on the manuscript preparation for 
the second edition. Our thanks to all of 
you.

As this second edition goes to press, 
we	 both	 know	 the	 joy	 of	 over	 thirty	
years of marriage. To Susan Arnold and 
Yvonne Beyer go our continued love and 
gratitude.

Preface
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To the Professor

This book targets primarily students who 
will be taking their first course on this 
topic. Although we originally wrote the 
book with undergraduates in mind, we 
are pleased a number of graduate schools 
and seminaries have also found it useful. 
We hope this second edition will continue 
to satisfy both audiences.

We have also provided a glossary that 
clarifies difficult terms with which the 
reader may be unfamiliar. Study ques-
tions at the end of each chapter guide the 
reader and bring key points of the chapter 
into	focus.	Finally,	a	“Further	Reading”	
list at the end of each chapter provides 
suggestions for students who want more 
information on any given topic. We hope 
to stretch students’ thinking, whatever 
their backgrounds.

The underlying slant of this book 
is broadly evangelical. We believe the 
Scriptures not only spoke to their origi-
nal audience, but that they continue to 
speak to us today. At the same time, we 
recognize that people from many Chris-
tian denominations will use this book. 
Consequently, when we discuss issues 
on which evangelicals have agreed to dis-
agree, we have often chosen to survey the 
basic interpretations and let the particular 
emphasis lie with the professor.

The survey follows the canonical order 
of the English Bible. We have found 
through our research that most teachers 
prefer this. However, the chapter divi-
sions make it easy for one to follow either 
a canonical or chronological approach.

Outlines for each Old Testament book 
are taken (with some modification) from 
the Evangelical Commentary on the Bible, 
ed. Walter Elwell (Grand Rapids: Baker, 
1989). Readers seeking verse-by-verse 
commentary not provided by this sur-
vey may be referred to this volume for 
further study.

Baker Academic has worked with us 
to produce a well-illustrated survey. 

Illustrative materials such as charts, maps, 
and graphs comprise approximately 20 
percent of the volume. The color format 
makes	the	book	more	“user-friendly”	to	
a generation that has experienced much 
in the way of technological improvement. 
We want to give students the feeling that 
“they	are	there”	as	much	as	possible,	to	
help them see the images the Bible so 
carefully paints.

We have also highlighted the relevance 
of the Old Testament by placing strategic 
“sidebars”	within	the	text.	These	side-
bars apply the text directly to pertinent 
issues of today. They help the reader un-
derstand that the Bible spoke not only 
then, but still speaks today. To this end, 
we have also interwoven application 
material as appropriate in the body of 
the text.

Finally, professors will want to be 
aware of three items that supplement 
Encountering the Old Testament. The first 
item, the instructor’s manual, is available 
on a compact disc, the second is a compact 
disc attached to the back of the book, and 
the third is a paperback volume.

1. Instructor’s Resource Manual with 
Test Items. In addition to including 
objective-type	test	items,	this	resource	
 includes suggestions for using the text-
book,	chapter	outlines,	chapter	objec-
tives, chapter summaries, key terms, 
master transparencies, lecture outlines,  
and media resources.

2. Student’s Multimedia Interactive CD-
ROM. Developed by biblical scholar 
Chris Miller and educational specialist 
Phil Bassett, this product provides

•	video	clips	of	 interviews	with	the	
 authors

•	video	clips	of	biblical	lands
•	still	photos	of	biblical	lands
•	maps
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•	interactive	review	questions
•	visual	organizers

3. Readings from the Ancient Near East: 
Primary Sources for Old Testament Study 
(RANE). This is a collection of pri-
mary source readings related to the 
Old Testament. These readings are ar-
ranged in canonical order. This vol-
ume provides translations of ancient 

Near Eastern documents that are use-
ful to read hand-in-hand with the Old 
Testament.

It is our hope and prayer that Encoun­
tering the Old Testament will help students 
gain a deeper love and appreciation for 
the message that impacts every one of 
us—the message of the Bible.
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Ethical and 
 theological issues

To the Student

Encountering the Old Testament in a sys-
tematic way for the first time is an exciting 
experience. It can also be overwhelming 
because there is so much to learn. You 
need to learn not only the content of the 
Old Testament but also a good deal about 
the Near Eastern world.

The purpose of this textbook is to make 
that encounter a little less daunting. To 
accomplish this a number of learning aids 
have been incorporated into the text. We 
suggest you familiarize yourself with this 
textbook by reading the following intro-
ductory material, which explains what 
learning aids have been provided.

Sidebars
Material in yellow-colored boxes isolates 
contemporary issues of concern and 
shows how the Old Testament speaks to 
these pressing ethical and theological is-
sues. Some of these boxes contain quotes 
from various authors, whether ancient 
or modern, whose thoughts shed light 
on the Old Testament material under 
discussion.

Focus Boxes
These boxes add interest and relevance 
to the text by providing practical applica-
tions or devotional thoughts.

Chapter Outlines
At the beginning of each chapter is a brief 
outline of the chapter’s contents. Study 
Suggestion: Before reading the chapter, 
take a few minutes to read the outline. 
Think of it as a road map, and remember 
that it is easier to reach your destination 
if you know where you are going.

Chapter Objectives
A	brief	list	of	objectives	is	placed	at	the	
outset of each chapter. These present 
the tasks you should be able to perform 
after reading the chapter. Study Sugges­
tion:	Read	the	objectives	carefully	before	
beginning to read the text. As you read 

the	text,	keep	these	objectives	in	mind	and	
take notes to help you remember what 
you have read. After reading the chapter, 
return	to	the	objectives	and	see	if	you	can	
perform the tasks.

Summary
A list of statements summarizing the con-
tent of each chapter can be found at the 
end of each chapter. Study Suggestion: Use 
this summary list to conduct an immedi-
ate	review	of	what	you	have	just	read.

Key Terms and Glossary
Key terms have been identified through-
out the text by the use of boldface type. 
This will alert you to important words or 
phrases you may not be familiar with. A 
definition of these words will be found in 
the glossary at the end of the book and 
on the interactive CD-ROM. Study Sug­
gestion: When you encounter a key term 
in the text, stop and read the definition 
before continuing through the chapter.

Key People and Places
While studying the Old Testament you 
will be introduced to many names and 
places. Those that are particularly signifi-
cant have been set in small caps. Study 
Suggestion: Pay careful attention to the 
people and places as you read the text. 
When studying for a test, skim the text 
and stop at each small capped term to see 
if you know its importance to the Old 
Testament.

Study Questions
A few discussion questions have been 
provided at the end of each chapter, and 
these can be used to review for exami-
nations. Study Suggestion: Write suitable 
answers to the study questions in prepa-
ration for tests.

Further reading
A short bibliography for supplementary 
reading is presented at each chapter’s 

Primary source 
material

Focus box: key 
issues and relevant 
applications

Key terms, people, 
and places

Study questions

Further reading 
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conclusion. Study Suggestion: Use the 
suggested reading list to explore areas 
of special interest.

Visual Aids
A host of illustrations in the form of 
photographs, maps, and charts have been 
included in this textbook. Each illustra-
tion has been carefully selected, and each 
is intended not only to make the text more 
aesthetically pleasing but also more easily 
mastered.

At the back of this text is a multimedia 
interactive program on compact disc. De-
signed to be informative and fun to use, 
this CD-ROM contains video clips of the 
biblical lands, photos of the Old Testa-
ment world, maps, interactive review 
questions, and more.

May your encounter of the Old Testa-
ment be an exciting adventure!
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6Exodus  
A Miraculous Escape

Outline
•	Contents	of	the	Book	of	Exodus

Outline
The Events of the Exodus

•	Historical	Problems	of	the	Exodus
Historicity of the Exodus
Date of the Exodus
Route of the Exodus

•	Theological	Significance	 
of the Exodus
Deliverance
Covenant
Presence of God

Objectives
After reading this chapter, 
you should be able to
•	Contrast	the	emphasis	on	beginnings	in	

Exodus with those in Genesis
•	Outline	the	basic	content	of	Exodus
•	Give	examples	of	how	God	saved	Israel
•	Define	casuistic	law	as	found	in	Exodus
•	Explain	the	purpose	of	the	covenant
•	Identify	the	three	major	historical	

problems of the exodus
•	Discuss	the	theological	significance	 

of the exodus
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The Book of Exodus is about a daring 
escape. Even the meaning of the word 
“exodus”	implies	a	quick	exit.1 By God’s 
grace and mercy, he rescued Israel from 
a life of slavery in Egypt. But the book is 
also about Israel’s relationship with God 
after the nation’s departure from Egypt. 
Exodus describes these two main events: 
Israel’s departure from Egypt (rescue) 
and Israel’s newly established alliance 
with God (relationship).

Contents of the 
Book of Exodus
Exodus is a book of beginnings, as was 
Genesis. The first book of the Bible related 
the beginning of everything. Genesis in-
cluded the beginning of faith in the form 
of the patriarchal line. Exodus now con-
tinues that line, relating the beginning of 
the nation Israel.

Outline
 I. Oppression and Deliverance 

(1:1–15:21)
 A. Introduction (1:1–7)
 B. Oppression (1:8–22)
 C. The Birth of a Deliverer 

(2:1–10)
 D. Moses as Refugee (2:11–25)
 E. Moses’ Call (3:1–4:17)
 F. Moses Returns to Egypt 

(4:18–31)
 G. Increased Oppression (5:1–23)
 H. God Encourages Moses 

(6:1–13)
 I. Moses’ Genealogy (6:14–30)
 J. Moses and Aaron Warn  

Pharaoh (7:1–13)
 K. The Nine Plagues (7:14–10:29)
 L. The Tenth Plague Announced 

(11:1–10)
 M. The Passover (12:1–27)
 N. The Exodus (12:28–51)
 O. Consecration of the Firstborn 

(13:1–16)
 P. The Crossing of the Red Sea 

(13:17–14:31)
	 Q.	 Celebration	of	Salvation	

(15:1–21)

 II. The Journey to Mount Sinai 
(15:22–19:2)

 A. From the Sea to Elim 
(15:22–27)

 B. From Elim to the Wilderness 
of Sin (16:1–36)

 C. From Sin to Rephidim 
(17:1–16)

 D. Moses’ Family (18:1–27)
 E. From Rephidim to Sinai 

(19:1–2)

 III. The Sinaitic Covenant 
(19:3–24:18)

 A. Preparations (19:3–25)
 B. The Covenant (20:1–23:33)
 C. The Covenant Ceremony 

(24:1–18)

 IV. Instructions for Israel’s  
Sanctuary (25:1–31:18)

 A. Preparations (25:1–9)
 B. The Ark (25:10–22)
 C. The Table (25:23–30)
 D. The Lampstand (25:31–40)
 E. The Tabernacle (26:1–37)
 F. The Altar (27:1–8)
 G. The Courtyard (27:9–19)
 H. The Oil (27:20–21)
 I. The Priestly Garments 

(28:1–43)
 J. Consecration of the Priests 

(29:1–46)
 K. The Altar of Incense (30:1–10)
 L. The Offering (30:11–16)
 M. The Laver (30:17–21)
 N. The Anointing Oil and  

Incense (30:22–38)
 O. Bezalel and Oholiab (31:1–11)
 P. Sabbath Instructions 

(31:12–18)

 V. Apostasy and Intercession 
(32:1–33:23)

 A. The Golden Calf (32:1–33:6)
 B. The Tent of Meeting (33:7–23)

 VI. The New Tablets (34:1–35)

 VII. Execution of Sanctuary Instruc-
tions (35:1–40:38)

The Events of the Exodus
The Book of Exodus describes Israel’s trav-
els under the direction of God, from Egypt 
through the desert to the foot of mount 
sinai. So the book has a geographical ar-
rangement: Israel in Egypt (1:1–12:36), Is-
rael in the desert (12:37–18:27), and Israel 
at Mount Sinai (19–40).

Bill T. Arnold and Bryan E. Beyer, Encountering the Old Testament, 2nd edition: A Christian Survey,
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2008. Used by permission.



105

Exodus

Hebrews

Egyptian wall 
painting  
showing a scribe 
conducting a 
count of geese  
on an Egyptian 
official’s estate.

As the book opens, the patriarchal 
covenant	promises	are	in	jeopardy.	The	
descendants of Abraham are living in 
Egypt, where we left them at the conclu-
sion of Genesis. But it is now hundreds 
of years later. The people have grown in 
significant numbers, enough to become a 
threat to the Egyptian population (1:10). In 
order to control this threat, the Egyptians 
enslaved the Hebrews and attempted to 
control their birth rate (chapter 1).

The birth of Moses is God’s answer to 
this terrible predicament. Exodus 2 relates 
how the baby was spared and raised in the 
Egyptian court, providing him with the 
best education possible (Acts 7:22). As an 
adult, Moses tried to take matters into his 
own hands in a pathetic attempt to fulfill 
his calling (Ex 2:11–15a). As a result, he 
had to flee Egypt. Moses found his way to 
Midian, where he started life over again. 
He tried to forget about the terrible plight 
of the Hebrews by settling into a new oc-
cupation, a new family, a new home (vv. 
15b–22).

But God did not forget or forsake his 
people. In an important paragraph at the 
conclusion of chapter 2 (vv. 23–25), we are 
told that God knew their plight. He heard, 

remembered, saw, and knew of the groan-
ing of the Israelites. God was committed 
to taking action to redeem his people from 
Egypt because of his covenant with the 
patriarchs (v. 24). Because of Abraham, the 
Israelites must be redeemed from Egypt. 
Moses may have forgotten, but God had 
not!

Moses and God were on a collision 
course. The Lord was determined to save 
the Israelites; Moses was determined to 
forget about them. The famous call of 
Moses at the burning bush (Ex 3–4) is 
where the two collide. The resulting de-
bate is classic and powerful. God called 
Moses to go back to Egypt and lead the Is-
raelites out of their slavery. Moses raised 
four	 objections,	 all	 of	 which	 God	 an-
swered. Finally Moses simply refused to 
go:	“please	send	someone	else”	(4:13).

God assured Moses of his presence in 
Egypt and of his ultimate victory. Together 
with the help of his brother, Aaron, Moses 
would become the deliverer of his people. 
He returned to Egypt and warned Pha-
raoh of impending disaster if the Egyp-
tian ruler failed to obey God’s command 
to let the people go. The ten plagues were 
intended not only to force the Egyptians 
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casuistic law into compliance, but also to teach both 
the Egyptians and the Israelites about the 
sovereign character of the God of Israel. 
The Egyptians believed their god-king, 
the Pharaoh, was responsible for main-
taining the life-giving Nile River and for 
the sun’s daily rising. But the plagues 
demonstrated that Israel’s God, Yahweh, 
was in control of the cosmic order.2

On the night of the release of the Israel-
ites, God established a permanent memo-
rial to commemorate the event, the Pass-
over (chapter 12). Future generations must 
never forget God’s great and mighty acts 
of salvation. Exodus 14:30–31 serves as a 
theological summary of the entire exodus 
event that became so central in future Isra-
elite thought. The Lord saved Israel in that 
day and they saw the Egyptians dead on 
the seashore. This sight became the con-
crete sign that God had accomplished sal-
vation and brought a new life for Israel.3

The second main unit of the book traces 
Israel’s strange odyssey through the des-
ert. How could Israel question God and 
complain about their circumstances? 
Had	they	not	just	witnessed	the	greatest	
miracle of history? Did they not yet un-
derstand what God had done for them? 
Yet sin and rebellion often fly in the face 

of facts. If we would only remember who 
God is and what he has done for us, we 
would quickly obey his Word.

In chapter 19, the Israelites arrived at 
Mount Sinai. The rest of the book de-
scribes the events that took place there. 
In dramatic fashion, God met with the 
nation (vv. 16–25). Now he began to trans-
form this ragtag group of former slaves 
into	a	nation	devoted	only	to	him,	a	“trea-
sured	possession”	(v.	5).	Just	as	he	had	
used a covenant to establish his relation-
ship with the patriarchs, so now he used 
a covenant with Israel.

The Sinai covenant was anchored in the 
Ten Commandments (20:1–17). The Bible 
actually	calls	these	“words”	instead	of	
commandments (Dt 10:4), because they 
are more like ten principles for living 
than laws. The rest of the law is based 
on them. Chapters 21–23 are called the 
“Book	of	the	Covenant”	(Ex	24:7).	These	
chapters list specific cases in which the 
principles of covenant law are applied to 
life. This type of law (known as casuistic 
law) was widely used in the ancient Near 
East. Several parallels from Mesopota-
mia illustrate how the Bible often used 
the writing styles and customs of the day 
to express God’s revelation.

1. If a man accuses another man and charges 
him with homicide but cannot bring proof 
against him, his accuser shall be killed. 
(Compare Ex 23:1–3) 
2. If a man should kidnap the young child of 
another man, he shall be killed. (Compare Ex 
21:16) 
3. If an obligation is outstanding against a 
man and he sells or gives into debt service his 
wife, his son, or his daughter, they shall 
perform service in the house of their buyer or 
of the one who holds them in debt service for 
three years; their release shall be secured in 
the fourth year. (Compare Ex 21:2–11) 
4. If a child should strike his father, they shall 
cut off his hand. (Compare Ex 21:15) 

5. If he should break the bone of a citizen of 
his own rank, they shall break his bone. 
(Compare Ex 21:23–25) 
6. If an ox gores to death a man while it is 
passing through the streets, that case has no 
basis for a claim. If a man’s ox is a known 
gorer, and the authorities of his city quarter 
notify him that it is a known gorer, but he 
does not pad its horns or control his ox, and 
that ox gores to death a member of the 
aristocracy, he (the owner) shall give 30 shekels 
of silver. (Compare Ex 21:28–36) 

Selected from the Law Code of Hammurapi,  
Laws 1, 14, 117, 195, 197, and 250–51, Martha T. Roth, 

Law Collections from Mesopotamia and Asia Minor,  
2nd ed., Society of Biblical Literature Writings from  

the Ancient World 6 (Atlanta, Ga.: Scholars Press, 1997), 
81, 84, 103, 120, 121, 128 (adapted).

Laws from Ancient Mesopotamia
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After God gave the law to Israel, Moses 
led the nation in a solemn and sacred cov-
enant ceremony, binding God and nation 
together (24:3–8). Moses sprinkled sacrifi-
cial blood on the altar, which represented 
God (v. 6). Then he read the Book of the 
Covenant to the people and sprinkled 
blood on them as well (vv. 7–8). Moses 
called	this	blood	“the	blood	of	the	cov-
enant”	because	the	ceremony	was	sym-
bolic of the kind of covenant God made 

with Abraham in Genesis 15, using di-
vided animals. Just as God bound himself 
to Abraham, he was now binding himself 
to Israel. This must surely be behind the 
words	of	Jesus:	“This	is	my	blood	of	the	
covenant, which is poured out for many 
for	the	forgiveness	of	sins”	(Mt	26:28).

The purpose for the desert tabernacle 
was clear from the beginning (25:8). It was 
not like our churches, stadiums, or arenas, 
where large groups gather for various 
purposes. It was God’s way of living in 
the midst of his people. Prior to this, God 
had demonstrated his presence with them 
in the form of pillars of fire and smoke 
during their desert travels (13:21–22). 
This large tent, however, would now be 
God’s dwelling place. The glory of his 
presence, which had provided both pro-
tection and comfort, would now reside 
in the center of the Israelite camp. The 
word	“tabernacle”	itself	(mis˙ka mn) means 
“dwelling	place.”

The tabernacle section of the book uses 
repetition. Seven chapters (25–31) give 
detailed instructions in how to build the 
tabernacle with all of its furnishings. Then 
four chapters (35–39) relate how Moses 
and the Israelites obeyed in every detail. 
While this may be unlike the modern lit-
erature we are used to reading, the point 
should be clear. The people were obedient 
to God, down to every detail of the taber-
nacle’s curtains, rings, and hooks.

What comes between the two sections 
on the tabernacle, however, is an example 
of stark disobedience (chapters 32–34). 
While Moses was on Mount Sinai receiv-
ing the law of God, the children of Israel 
blatantly and quickly turned from the 
very	God	who	had	just	delivered	them	
from their life of slavery and misery in 
Egypt. Apparently they wanted God to 
look like the familiar gods of Egypt and 
Canaan. So, while Yahweh was creating 
a nation that would reflect his moral like-
ness, the Israelites were trying to create 
God in their image.

Chapter 40 is a triumphant climax to 
the Book of Exodus. The recurring phrase 
makes the point: Moses and the Israelites 
performed the tasks of building God’s 
tabernacle	just	“as	the	Lord had com-
manded	Moses.”	When	all	was	completed	
as required, God’s wonderful glory filled 
the tabernacle (v. 34). The presence of God 
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that led the Israelites in pillars of cloud 
and fire and that met them so dramati-
cally on Mount Sinai would now rest on 
the movable tabernacle. They must leave 
Mount Sinai behind, but God’s presence 
would go with them.

Historical Problems 
of the Exodus
Like the ancestral narratives of Genesis, 
the Book of Exodus gives few historical 
references to other times and places in the 
ancient Near East. Consequently, we are 
faced with several unanswered questions 
about the exodus event.

Historicity of the Exodus
The first of these is the question of its his-
toricity. The lack of firm extrabiblical evi-
dence leads some to deny the event actu-
ally occurred. But the exodus is so central 
to later Israelite thought and theology, it 
is inconceivable the events could have no 
basis in the national history. Furthermore, 
it seems unlikely Israel would have been 
so uncomplimentary about its past as to 
include suffering and servitude if it were 
not true. Those who question the historic-
ity of the exodus ignore too many other 
pertinent questions.4

Date of the Exodus
The second problem has to do with the 
precise date of the exodus. Basically there 
are two options, though there are many 
variations of these. The exodus may be 
dated to around 1446 b.c. or 1275 b.c.

First Kings 6:1 dates the exodus 480 
years before Solomon built the temple in 
966 b.c. By simple addition, we derive the 
fifteenth-century b.c. date, 1446, for the 
exodus. Judges 11:26 gives three hundred 
years between Jephthah’s day (around 
1100 b.c.) and the conquest, which would 
also seem to suggest the earlier date.

An Egyptian inscription, known vari-
ously	as	the	“Israel	Stela”	or	the	“Mernep-
tah	Stela,”	records	the	victory	hymn	of	
Pharaoh Merneptah in 1209 b.c. This in-
scription reports the Pharaoh’s victory 
over several peoples in Palestine, includ-
ing	“the	people	of	Israel”	(RANE 160). 
Some would argue the Israelites must 

have been in the land for a considerable 
length of time in order to be recognized 
by an Egyptian Pharaoh. This would also 
support the early date.

However, others have contended the 
archaeological evidence from Palestine 
contradicts the earlier date and suggests 
instead a thirteenth-century b.c. date. The 
480 years of 1 Kings 6:1 must, in this case, 
be an ideal figure. For example, the num-
ber might be the sum total of the 12 tribes 
of Israel multiplied by an ideal generation 
of 40. The real time between the exodus 
and the temple would be approximately 
300 years instead of 480.

Exodus 1:11 states the Israelites worked 
on the construction of the city of Ramesses, 
which is believed to have been built by 
Pharaoh Ramesses II (1279–1213 b.c.). 
Thus the exodus could not have taken 
place prior to 1279 b.c., when Ramesses 
began to rule. Also, recently published re-
liefs	from	Karnak	combine	with	the	“Israel	
Stela”	inscription	to	support	the	later	date.	
Since the inscription designates Israel as 
a	“people”	instead	of	a	land	or	country,	it	
may be assumed Israel had only recently 
arrived in the area and not yet completely 
settled. Thus the exodus and conquest 
were thirteenth-century b.c. events.

Reevaluation of the archaeological evi-
dence shows that archaeology cannot an-
swer this question. Archaeology can, in 
fact, be used to argue for the earlier date.5 
Singling out a definitive date for the exo-
dus is currently impossible because of a 
lack of more complete information. Of 
course, we can still affirm the reality of 
the event, even if we do not know exactly 
when it occurred.

route of the Exodus
The third problem facing those who study 
Exodus is identifying the route the Isra-
elites took after leaving Egypt and then 
traveling through the desert from Egypt 
to the promised land. Ramesses and Suc-
coth (Ex 12:37) may be identified with 
some degree of confidence. But the other 
Egyptian place-names mentioned in the 
narrative are not clearly identifiable.6

The sea that has been known as the 
“Red	Sea”	since	the	days	of	the	Septua-
gint	 is	 actually	 the	 “Sea	 of	 Reeds”	 in	
Hebrew. Presumably the body of water 
Israel miraculously crossed is one of the 
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theophany freshwater lakes east of the Nile Delta 
where such reeds were found: Menzaleh, 
Ballah, Timsah, or the Bitter Lakes (some 
would add Lake Sirbonis to this list).7 The 
Red Sea’s Gulf of Suez probably should 
be ruled out, as may the gulf of aQaba, 
since these larger salt water bodies lack 
the reedy vegetation necessary to qualify 
them	as	the	“Sea	of	Reeds.”8

Once across the sea and out of Egypt, 
there were three basic options for the 
Israelite trek across the Sinai Peninsula: 
northern, central, or southern routes.

The	northern	route	was	along	the	“Way	
of	the	Sea,”	an	international	highway	that	
stretched from Egypt to Canaan along 
the Mediterranean coastline. The Bible 
refers	to	this	highway	as	the	“way	of	the	
land	of	the	Philistines”	(Ex	13:17).	This	
would have been the most direct route, 
though not the easiest. Archaeology has 
confirmed certain Egyptian inscriptions 

that speak of a heavy Egyptian military 
presence along the highway, reaching 
from the Nile Delta all the way to Gaza. 
The Israelites, with God’s guidance, by-
passed this dangerous northern route and 
took	“the	roundabout	way	of	the	wilder-
ness	toward	the	Reed	Sea”	(Ex	13:18).	We	
may assume this was a more southerly 
direction, taken to avoid military con-
flict with the Egyptians. Unfortunately, 
we	are	unable	to	discern	just	what	that	
roundabout way was. The locations of 
important places mentioned in the desert 
narratives are still uncertain—even the 
location of Mount Sinai.

The central route hypothesis locates 
Mount Sinai somewhere in northwest 
Saudi Arabia, beyond the Gulf of Aqaba. 
Some who hold this position believe the 
Bible’s references to the theophany at 
Sinai describe an active volcano (Ex 19:18; 
24:17, etc.). Geological evidence points to 

Evidence
Fifteenth-Century 
Approach

Thirteenth-Century 
Approach

1) 1 Kings 6:1  
480 years from exodus to 
the temple of Solomon

The numbers are taken 
seriously, and are literal.

The 480 years are ideal 
numbers and figurative.

2) Exodus 1:11  
Israelites built the city of 
Ramesses, named for 
Pharaoh Ramesses of the 
thirteenth century.

The name “Ramesses” was 
also used prior to the thir-
teenth century.

Since Ramesses came to 
power in 1279 B.c., the 
exodus could not have 
occurred prior to this time.

3) Judges 11:26  
Jephthah refers to 300 years 
between his day (around 
1100 B.c.) and the conquest 
of the promised land.

Jephthah was approxi-
mately correct, placing the 
Transjordanian conquest 
around 1400 B.c.

Jephthah had no historical 
records, and was making a 
broad generalization.

4) Merneptah’s Stela  
The thirteenth-century pha-
raoh mentioned “the people 
of Israel” as inhabitants of 
Palestine.

Since the pharaoh men-
tioned them by name, the 
Israelites must have been 
there for an extended 
period of time. The thir-
teenth-century approach 
does not provide enough 
time for Israel to become 
recognized by Egypt.

Other groups in the inscrip-
tion are designated as terri-
torial city-states. Only Israel 
is referred to as a people. 
Israel must have been a rela-
tive newcomer to the area. 
The fifteenth-century date 
leaves too much time.

Dating the Exodus

Of the abundance of evidence cited in the debate, we include here 
only a selective list, along with the interpretation of each approach.
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The view from  
Jebel Musa 
(Mount of 
Moses), often 
identified as 
Mount Sinai.

volcanically active areas in Arabia at that 
time, while the mountains of the Sinai 
Peninsula were not. Also, the land of Mid-
ian was located east of the Gulf of Aqaba. 
So when Moses fled Egypt, settled in Mid-
ian, and eventually met God at Mount 
Sinai (Ex 3:1), a region in northwestern 
Arabia was intended.

However, the Bible’s description of 
God’s appearance at Sinai does not require 
an active volcano. Many theophanies of 
the Old Testament describe extraordinary 
phenomena, and Exodus 19:18 has other 
more plausible explanations. Moreover, 
Moses’ connection with the Midianites 
is inconclusive. The Bible relates him to 
a Midianite subtribe, the Kenites. This 
Midianite clan was not settled in a single 
area, but was nomadic, sometimes ap-
pearing in the Sinai Peninsula.9 Few today 
would insist on the central route as the 
way taken by the Israelites.

Advocates of the southern route usually 
accept the identification of Mount Sinai 
with Jebel Musa (Mount of Moses), where 
today there is a monastery and a basilica 

of St. Catherine. The identification of Jebel 
Musa with Mount Sinai dates to a Chris-
tian tradition from the fourth century a.d. 
However, the rugged granite mountains 
of the Sinai Peninsula offer several other 
possibilities for the mountain of God: 
Ras Safsaf, Jebel Serbal, Jebel Katarina, 
or Jebel Sin Bisher.

The Israelites often gave names to places 
in the desert as they passed through the 
area. But without a continuous population 
in the region to carry on the traditional 
names, we are unable to identify locations 
precisely. Furthermore, the Israelites lived 
a nomadic lifestyle during these years in 
the desert. Their tents, animal-skin cloth-
ing, and containers would leave behind 
few artifacts for modern archaeologists to 
discover. As a result, we have no specific 
information on the route, and are unlikely 
to acquire any soon. However, the tra-
ditional, southern route answers more 
questions than the others. This is our 
best estimate of the direction the newly 
freed Israelite people took on their way 
to God’s promised land.
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Theological 
Significance  
of the Exodus
The Book of Exodus and the events it de-
scribes are of paramount importance in 
Christian theology. God sovereignly re-
deemed his people from a life of bondage 
and bound himself to them in covenant 
relationship. This role of God became 
central for the rest of the Old Testament. 

The exodus as salvation event was the 
formative beginning of the nation Israel, 
historically and theologically. Similarly, 
the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ was a parallel event of salvation, 
which was the formative beginning for 
the	church.	Jesus	spoke	of	his	“departure”	
(Greek exodos) that he would accomplish 
on the cross (Lk 9:31).

Deliverance
The theme of the first section of the book 
is deliverance (chapters 1–18). The people 

Bill T. Arnold and Bryan E. Beyer, Encountering the Old Testament, 2nd edition: A Christian Survey,
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2008. Used by permission.



112

Encountering the Pentateuch 

covenant

Torah

of God were languishing under the heavy 
bondage of the Egyptians. They had no 
leadership and no hope of escape. But 
God was moved by his grace and his ear-
lier commitment to the patriarchs (2:24–25). 
He delivered his people by providing the 
necessary human leader, Moses. Through 
dramatic plagues, God demonstrated his 
sovereign control of nature and broke the 
Egyptian hold on Israel, freeing the nation 
to escape. The spectacular miracle at the 
Sea of Reeds was the ultimate act of de-
liverance (chapters 14–15). The helpless 
Israelites were now free through no merit 
of their own; the Lord had become their 
salvation (15:2).

Covenant
The theme of the second section of Exodus 
is covenant (chapters 19–40). As we have 
seen, the patriarchal covenant provides 
the foundation for the covenant at Sinai. 
The Abrahamic covenant (Gn 15:7–21) an-
ticipated the covenant of blood between 
Yahweh and Israel (Ex 24:3–8). Just as the 
Abrahamic covenant involved promises 

of land and descendants, the Sinai cov-
enant fulfills those promises partially and 
continues them (19:4–5).

However, the Sinai agreement added a 
new element to the covenant. Although 
God had demanded ethical behavior from 
Abraham (Gn 17:1), the details of living in 
relationship to God were not available to 
the Hebrew people in written form. The 
Sinai covenant was a public and specific 
statement of the demands of having a 
relationship with God, establishing clear 
and uplifting instruction (chapters 20–23). 
Though the covenantal promises are in a 
sense permanent and unconditional, the 
covenant itself requires faithful obedi-
ence	to	God:	“You	have	seen	what	I	did	
to the Egyptians. . . . Now therefore, if you 
obey	my	voice	and	keep	my	covenant	.	.	.”	
(19:4–5). The Sinai covenant placed God’s 
Torah	(“law”),	his	divine	instruction,	at	
the very center of his relationship with 
Israel.

The Ten Commandments and the other 
commands of chapters 21–23 were a natu-
ral part of the relationship between God 

 1. The Book of Exodus describes how  
God led Israel from Egypt through  
the desert to Mount Sinai.

 2. The Passover was God’s method of 
commemorating the release of the Is-
raelites from Egyptian bondage.

 3. The Ten Commandments were the 
foundation of the Sinai covenant.

 4. The tabernacle was the place where 
God dwelt in the midst of his people.

 5. Scholars find three major historical 
problems with the Book of Exodus:  
the historicity of the exodus, the date 
of the exodus, and the route of the 
 exodus.

 6. The date of the exodus is placed by 
some scholars in the thirteenth cen-
tury B.c. and by others in the fifteenth 
century B.c.

 7. There are three possible routes for the 
exodus—the northern, central, and 
southern routes.

 8. The life, death, and resurrection of 
Christ is a parallel event of salvation  
to the exodus of Israel.

 9. The Book of Exodus is important theo-
logically in terms of the way deliver-
ance, covenant, and God’s presence 
are presented.

Summary
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St. Catherine’s 
Monastery, Sinai, 
situated close 
to Jebel Musa, 
Mount of Moses.

and the Israelites. The terms of the cov-
enant were a result of God’s grace and 
love for his people. He issued his laws 
for the nation after he had redeemed them 
and established his bond of intimate rela-
tionship with them. The law served as a 
seal on that relationship. Throughout the 
Old Testament, law is a positive expres-
sion of God’s will for his people.

Laws are a part of life, whether they 
are natural laws of the universe or divine 
laws prescribed by God. We should not 
break any of God’s laws any more than 
we would attempt to break the laws of na-
ture. Trying to break the law of gravity, for 
example,	by	jumping	off	a	high	cliff	only	
proves the law to be true and breaks in-
stead	the	person	who	jumps!	So	it	is	with	
God’s laws. Breaking them only hurts us 

and	proves	that	God’s	laws	are	just	and	
true (Ps 19:7–10). On the other hand, 
obeying his law is the right response to 
God’s grace, not as a means of salvation, 
but as the response to salvation.

Presence of God
Deliverance and covenant—these are 
the themes of the two main sections of 
Exodus (chapters 1–18 and 19–40). But 
an emphasis on the presence of God runs 
throughout the whole book. The purpose 
of the exodus from Egypt and the cov-
enant at Sinai, with its Law and taber-
nacle, can be summarized in this way: 
God was preparing Israel for his arrival 
in their midst.

The patriarchal covenant had contained 
the promise of descendants and a land. 
An element of that Genesis land-promise 
was living in the presence of Yahweh. 
When the promise was confirmed to 
Abraham’s children, God assured them 
“I	am	[or	will	be]	with	you”	(Gn	26:3	for	
Isaac; Gn 28:15 for Jacob). Joseph’s life 
illustrated the principle of living in God’s 
presence (Gn 39:2).

But at the beginning of Exodus, the land 
was not yet a reality and the descendants 
of Jacob were in danger of extinction. 
Even worse, the people were incapable 
of inheriting God’s land-promise because 

Key Places
Mount Sinai
Gulf of Aqaba

Key Terms
Hebrews

casuistic law
theophany

covenant
Torah
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they were unprepared to live in the land. 
Life in the promised land also meant life 
in God’s presence.

The Israelites were not ready for life 
in God’s presence because they had not 
yet learned of his great character. This 
was one of the lessons of the plagues. 
They were unprepared to live under his 
lordship, as Exodus 32 demonstrates and 
as we shall see in the Book of Numbers. 
Consequently, they were also unprepared 
to inherit the promised land.

The book’s emphasis on the presence of 
God is related to the important reference 
in Exodus 3:14, where God gives Moses 
the	name	“I	am Who I am,”	and	explains	
further that Moses should tell the Isra-
elites	“I	am	has	sent	me	to	you.”	This	is	
followed immediately by the assurance 
that	“the	Lord	[Yahweh],	the	God	of	your	
ancestors,	.	.	.	has	sent	me	to	you”	(3:15).	
The significance of God’s personal name 
of intimacy, Yahweh, is that he is the God 
who is there for Moses and the Israelites. 
Moses has asked God what to say if the 
reluctant Israelites want to know who 
sent him to Egypt to deliver them. Their 
request for a name is their way of asking, 
“Exactly	what kind of God is the God of 
our	ancestors?”	(v.	13).	In	response,	God	
said	to	tell	them,	“I	am	(the	God	who	is	

there	for	you).”	It	would	be	a	long	jour-
ney. But Moses and the Israelites learned 
through the plagues and the exodus what 
kind of God Yahweh was (and is). He was 
a God who was present with them in their 
time of need and suffering. He was with 
them to deliver them mightily.

The exodus, in fact, marked Yahweh 
forever as the God who was present with 
Israel to deliver them. The statement that 
the patriarchs did not know God as Yah-
weh (Ex 6:3) does not mean they were 
completely unfamiliar with the name (see 
Gn	22:14,	where	Abraham	used	“Yah-
weh”).	But	after	Moses	and	the	Israelites,	
the name is associated with the exodus 
and the Sinai covenant. He is the One who 
was with his people to redeem them and 
to mark them with his holy presence.

God’s	desire	was	for	a	“priestly	king-
dom	and	a	holy	nation”	that	he	could	in-
dwell (Ex 19:6). The purpose for the exo-
dus from Egypt was so God could dwell 
in the midst of his people. The coming of 
God’s glorious presence into the newly 
constructed tabernacle forms the climax 
of the Book of Exodus (40:34). Thus the 
tabernacle was the partial fulfillment of 
the patriarchal promise that God would 
be with the descendants of Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob. Eventually the temple 

 1. What are the two main events in the 
Book of Exodus? What “beginning”  
is established in the book? What is the 
arrangement of the book?

 2. What was the point of collision be-
tween God and Moses?

 3. What was the permanent commemo-
ration of the Israelites’ release from 
captivity?

 4. What were the two intended purposes 
of the plagues?

 5. What was the anchor of the new Sinai 
covenant?

 6. What was the purpose of the desert 
tabernacle?

 7. What are the possible dates of the ex-
odus? What is the evidence for each 
date?

 8. What is the best estimate of the route 
followed by the Israelites after leaving 
Egypt?

 9. What are the theological themes of 
the Book of Exodus? What other em-
phasis runs throughout the book?

Study Questions
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in Jerusalem would replace the tabernacle 
as the habitation of God’s glory. Likewise, 
Christ	came	to	“tabernacle”	among	us	(Jn	
1:14; Heb 8:1–9:15). Now the Holy Spirit 
dwells within the church and has there-
fore fulfilled the ultimate purpose for 
both tabernacle and temple.

At the conclusion of Exodus, God’s pa-
triarchal promises are partially fulfilled. 
The descendants of Abraham are free and 
in covenant relationship with God. They 
are not yet living in the promised land. 
But they still have the promise, and at 
the end of the book they receive God’s 
presence. Exodus is about the salvation 

and preparation of the Israelites for life 
in the land. The gift of God’s presence is 
a prefulfillment reality.

The miracle at the Sea of Reeds became 
the primary symbol of salvation in the 
Old Testament. Likewise, the Sinai cov-
enant became the principal symbol of an 
enduring relationship with God. Together, 
the exodus and Sinai covenant constitute 
the central act of redemption in the Old 
Testament. Here, the promises of God and 
the acts of God met to save his people 
from their bondage. The exodus and Sinai 
events are thus as central for the Old Tes-
tament as the cross is for the New.
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