Egypt

Before the
Exodus

By David L. Jenkins

B

efore making his final approach
to the Cairo International Airport, our pilot
made a slow, sweeping circle over the famous
pyramids of Giza. Those breath-taking, massive structures have long been the signature identification of
that ancient kingdom. The Great Pyramid of Giza is
recognized as one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient
World. It was built to be the tomb of Pharaoh Khufu
(or “Cheops”) of Egypt’s Fourth Dynasty, which dated
about 2600–2500 b.c. Although ruins of more than 70
pyramids can be counted in Egypt, others may still be
buried beneath the sand.1 To understand something of
the true antiquity of these structures, we must realize
that Moses saw them from his childhood and probably
marveled, along with people of every generation since,
at the mystery of their construction. They represented
just one example of the ingenuity of an amazing race
of people that produced the first known nation-state,
which “served as the framework of a culture of
extraordinary strength, assurance and durability
which lasted for 3,000 years.”2
A Brief Egyptian History
At the time of the exodus of
God’s people from Egypt,
we find historically that
Egypt was enjoying
a period of great
wealth and
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military strength. Although the Bible does not provide
a precise date for the exodus, most conservative scholars place the event at approximately 1446 b.c. Foremost
among the pharaohs who reigned during this time
was Thutmose III (1479-1425 b.c.). History indicates
that this pharaoh won a decisive military victory at
Megiddo, a strategic Canaanite city that guarded the
main pass through the Carmel Mountain Range.3 This
pharaoh reluctantly allowed Moses to lead the Israelites
out of Egypt, though he later tried unsuccessfully to
rescind the order and recapture the people (Ex. 14:5-31).
Known as the New Kingdom (about 1570–1070 b.c.),
this period was one in which the ruling pharaohs initiated extensive building projects, taking advantage of
the Hebrews’ years of enslavement (1:11). This period
included the 18th, 19th, and 20th dynasties. Some historians believe that the first king of the 18th Dynasty,
Ahmose I, might have been the “new king, who had
not known Joseph” (v. 8).4 While these years
marked the beginning of the Hebrews’ bondage, they also appeared to have been “the
golden age of ancient Egypt.”5
The Old and Middle Egyptian
Kingdoms made different but significant contributions to the
development of a powerful
nation. The Old Kingdom,
which lasted only about
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ETB: The Book of Exodus

Left: Limestone
scarab inscribed
with the name
of Pharaoh
Men-kheper-Re
(Thutmose III) dating from the New
Kingdom period.
Below: Shown left
to right are the
Great Pyramid

of Khufu, the
Pyramid of Khafre,
the Pyramid of
Menkaure, and
the three Queens’
Pyramids. Giza,
which was the
most important
royal city in the
Fourth Dynasty
(2600–2500 B.C.),
is home to these,

the most famous
of the pyramids
in Egypt. Khufu,
Khafre, and
Menkaure each
ruled in the Fourth
Dynasty.
Lower right:
Bust of Pharaoh
Thutmose III,
who ruled Egypt

1479-1425 B.C.
He is shown wearing the white
crown of Upper
Egypt. As a young
child, Thutmose
III inherited the
throne from his
father, Thutmose
II. However, his
father’s sister,
Queen Hatshepsut,

was made his
regent and came
to adopt the role
of pharaoh herself.
After her death,
Thutmose III came
to the throne.
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500 years, laid a remarkable foundation for the establishment of Egyptian civilization. The concepts and
patterns that were developed, modified, and survived
during the next 2,000 years came from the brilliance
and creativity of the people of the Old Kingdom.
Egyptian culture was typified by supreme self-confidence and a sense of national majesty. Many aspects
of Egyptian culture reflected these thoughts. The most
obvious are Egypt’s monuments, art, and architecture.
Less obvious, though, was the Egyptian belief that the
world and life itself began in Egypt. They based that
concept on the annual flooding of the Nile River and
the fertility and harvest that resulted. Further, the
Egyptian word for “man” applied only to Egyptians.
Non-Egyptians were not considered to be “people.”6
Most of the Hebrew people who had languished
under Egyptian slavery probably knew little about
the true God. Even after 40 years’ absence from
them, Moses was aware of their ignorance of God’s
Being (3:13). Yet even though Moses grew up in
Pharaoh’s palace as the adopted son of Pharaoh’s
daughter, as an adult he identified strongly with his
fellow Hebrews (2:11-12). His parents, Amram and
Jochebed, undoubtedly had faith in God (Ex. 6:20;
Heb. 11:23). Surely the Hebrews were aware that
the Egyptians believed they were the only
perfect specimen of humanity, and
all others were inferior. Could
this have rekindled in the hearts
of at least some of the Hebrews
the truth that, as descendants
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of Abraham, they and not the Egyptians were God’s
chosen people? God has always kept the flame of truth
alive in the hearts of His people, even though at times
they were weak and few in number.
The Wealth of the Nile
Any country’s design and destiny is determined by
its location, the way it is formed, and its climate.
Egypt is an example of a country totally influenced
by these factors. The Nile River was, and is, Egypt’s
centerpiece. Because of its life-giving flow, the ancient
Egyptians naturally became committed farmers and
astute botanists. The emblem most often depicted on
their ancient monuments was not the eagle or the dragon, but the delicate, beautiful lotus. Looking at a map
of Egypt, you cannot miss its unmistakable design:
the fan-shaped delta looks like a flower blossom, and
the gentle, swaying course of the Nile like the flower’s
stalk. The fertile land on each side of the Nile, protected by mountains, turned the land into a fabulous oasis
in the midst of a spreading, desert wilderness.
For more than three months every year, the river
spilled its floodwaters on the land. The result of this
annual phenomenon was soil that was amazingly
fertile and so dark in color that the ancient Egyptians
called it Kemet, “the Black Land,” in contrast to the
desert around it, which they called “the Red Land.”7
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Above: The Nile
River at Luxor
Right: Cosmetic
box of ebony,
inlaid with pinktinted ivory and
faience plaques.
Dates to the 18th
Dynasty. The
Egyptians regularly used ivory
and ebony in the
construction and
decoration of furniture and elaborate containers.

This fertile Kemet yielded rich crops of wheat,
barley, and flax. The Delta region was used chiefly for
pasture land for the cattle.
The pharaoh who had elevated Joseph to second in
command in the kingdom encouraged him to bring his
family from Canaan to Egypt, assigning them to the
“land of Goshen” (Gen. 46:28), which was the name
given to the northeastern section of the Nile Delta.8
Such favorable living conditions allowed the Hebrew
people to grow and multiply in the land, which became
a troubling concern to the new pharaoh, a pharaoh
“who had not known Joseph” (Ex. 1:8).
Not only did the Nile provide agricultural potential
for Egypt, but it was also a natural channel for transport.
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Right: Scribal
palette with wells
for red and black
pigment. Likely
from Thebes,
18th Dynasty.
The hieroglyphs
record the throne
name and epithets
of Ahmose I and
suggest it was the
badge of office of
a “King’s Scribe.”
Ahmose I was
likely the “new
king, who had not
known Joseph”
(Ex. 1:8, HCSB).
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Below: Statue
depicting Horus
at the Temple of
Horus at Edfu.

Because the arable land on either side of the Nile varied
in width from only about 5 to 15 miles, farmers who
needed to transport their produce had easy access to
the river. This river transportation made other kinds
of transportation unnecessary. Consequently, carts on
wheels were late coming to Egypt. Wheeled vehicles
had been in use in Mesopotamia for 1,000 years before
chariots appeared in Egypt.

The Egyptian’s ingenuity in developing river transportation was outstanding. The only tree that was prolific in the area was the sycamore, which, actually was
not ideal for shipbuilding. Nonetheless boats were built
that could be steered with stern-oars, propelled by the
river’s current. Rafts and barges also were constructed to
deliver massive loads of stone, which explains Egypt’s
extensive stone projects. Then, boat traffic upstream was
aided by the prevailing winds that blew from the north.
Periods of calm were infrequent, and only then were oars
needed. The ingenious Egyptians developed the triangular sails, still in use today, which could catch and utilize
the slightest northern breezes. Egyptian hieroglyphics
reflected the extent to which the culture was tied to the
river. The hieroglyphic script “ ‘go north’ is a simple
boat, and ‘go south’ a boat with a sail.”9
The Government of Egypt
The king (pharaoh) of Egypt was the land’s absolute
ruler. Egyptians considered other nations’ kings as mere
mortals who were chosen by their national gods to rule
as the gods’ representatives on the earth. Egyptians
thought their rulers were different—each pharaoh was
himself a god—in fact, he was many gods. In time,
they came to believe that the pharaoh was Ra (the sun
god); Ra’s son, Horus; Osiris (the Lord of the Dead);
and Osiris’s son (also named “Horus”)—all at the
same time! Complicated? Yes. Pharaoh was practically
smothered by divinity that was imposed upon him.
Thus the pharaoh was unquestionably the social and
spiritual authority for all of Egypt.10
An Egyptian crown prince lived a relatively carefree
life. Playing with other children (carefully selected, no
doubt), he did what other boys his age did: swam, rode
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horses, and shot bows and arrows. In time, he entered
the military along with the sons of both Egyptian and
foreign-born nobility. The military provided the crown
prince what he needed for his education, leadership
skills, and training. The process worked. Through its
history, Egypt produced some outstanding kings, rulers,
and administrators.11
Even with all of their power, though, the pharaohs
came to depend on local civil servants as the empire
grew. These servants provided information and worked
to strengthen diplomatic relations with surrounding
nations. The pharaoh became increasingly dependent
on the information he received from those who served
as his advisors and ambassadors. For, while Egypt was
growing in strength, often so was the threat from other
emerging nations and peoples.12
This would explain the anxiety of the reigning
pharaoh during the oppression of the Hebrew people.
He was fearful that the Hebrews who were physically
strong and great in number could be enticed to join
forces with some surrounding enemy nation, a situation that could result in a disastrous war. Thus, the
Hebrew people felt the relentless and brutal effect of
a totalitarian ruler. Even Moses, a prince in Egypt,
discovered that no one dared cross the pharaoh’s intentions. For when he dared to defend an innocent Hebrew
slave against the attack of a cruel Egyptian taskmaster,
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Right: Gold edged
glass cosmetic
vase with lid;
dated to the
18th Dynasty
(1550–1295 B.C.)
Egyptians applied

kohl and
colored powder to their
eyelids, dyed
their hair, and
painted their
lips and nails.

he tried to hide his act of murder.
When he learned that others had
seen what he had done and realized
they could report him, he knew his
fate was sealed. He had no recourse
but to flee Egypt and the wrath of
the ruling pharaoh (Ex. 2:11-15).

Left: Nileometer
on Elephantine
Island; indicates
the level of the
Nile River at flood
stage.
Lower left:
Egyptian figurine
dated to about
2000 B.C. depicts
a man plowing.

Right: Painting of
a nobleman hunting in the marshes.
Dated to the
18th Dynasty, the
painting shows
the scribe and
counter of grain
Nebamun fowling
with throwsticks in
the company of his
wife and daughter, aboard a light
papyrus-skiff.
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Below: At the
Karnak temple,
this red-granite
pillar, which features a lotus plant,
is from the sanctuary of Thutmose
III. As the lotus
flower, which was
actually a water
lily, closed and

sank under the
water’s surface
at night and rose
and reopened in
the morning, the
lotus became a
symbol of creation
and rebirth for the
Egyptians.
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worship of one God, were continually exposed to these
Egyptian gods, from the lowly scarab (a beetle god), to
Ra, the mighty god of the sun. Many of the violent judgment plagues that fell upon Egypt at the hand of Moses
were confrontations with Egyptian gods. Repeatedly the
Hebrews saw evidence of the superior power of the God
of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob over the pagan gods of
Egypt. In spite of the anointed leadership of Moses and
the many demonstrations of God’s power through him
on behalf of the people, they were slow learners. The
purging experiences of 40 years in that “great and terrible wilderness” (Deut. 1:19) were largely a result of the
infectious exposure of a pagan Egyptian culture.
i

For more than four centuries, the Hebrew people,
descendants of Abraham, were exposed to the development of this ancient, Egyptian civilization. The Egyptians
were an intensely religious people, although their religion
was totally pagan and embraced a multitude of gods. The
Hebrew people, who were nurtured in the monotheistic
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