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Some scholars consider the following lines, found in Exodus 15, to
be the oldest lines in the Hebrew Scriptures:

Sing to Yahweh, for he has triumphed gloriously;
horse and rider he has thrown into the ea.

This is the song of the prophet Miriam celebrating the deliverance
of the people from oppression at the hands of their God Yahweh.
From this fragment all the rest of the Exodus story is constructed.



Introduction

Our attention turns to the second book of the Bible, Exodus. These are the stories
about the formation of the people of Israel. More importantly, they are stories about the

actions of God on behalf of God’'s people.

As the stories and texts in the Book of Exodus focus our sermons and worship
services for the next two months, you might have questions about the book itself and the
history that surrounds it. This guide will introduce some of those themes. It is an
adaptation and slight expansion of a lecture | gave at the Cathedral of Hope — Dallas in
2006 as part of their series on the Old Testament for liberals.

These stories are a complicated mix of history and legend that are obscured by the
centuries that separate us from that time. Yet, these stories reflect the most significant
event in the development of our faith, apart from the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus
of Nazareth. The people of Israel imagined everything else in their religious experience
through the lens of the Exodus.

These stories speak directly to us. Together we will open up their relevance for
our own spiritual journey.
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Approaching Scripture

As illustration, let me tell you a little bit of my story of how | approach scripture.
I grew up as a small town, Oklahoma, Southern Baptist boy. Early on, I loved the Bible
and began to soak up everything | was hearing from my Sunday school teachers. | was
also a “preacher boy?” ,Bytpertimed graduated gighsclmool,go i nt o
| thought I knew quite a bit about the Bible and felt pretty confident in my beliefs.
Not to say that |1 didn’t have questions.
tons of questions. | now feel sorry for my youth ministers. The baptist youth ministers
of small town Oklahoma were generally just not prepared for my questions. 1 asked all
those that don’t have answers and puzzle eve

from?” or *“What about all those people on de
Jesus?” Ahdguesdbdohstabout hell, because my
make sense.

Anyway, as an Oklahoma Baptist preacher boy | went to school where Oklahoma
Baptist preacher boys go — Oklahoma Baptist University. Like I said, I thought | knew
quite a bit. Well, it only took the first week of Survey of the Old Testament for me to
realize that | knew very little and that much of what I thought | knew was wrong.

During my college years | learned to study the bible critically, to explore the
history and culture of the ancient world, to develop a basic understanding of some of the
ancient languages, to read the text through the lenses of tradition and experience. As |
continued my philosophical education, | got to be pretty good at raising all the critical
questions and even saw part of my role as a Sunday school teacher to get other people to
explore the critical questions and look at the text in a new way.

When | entered full time pastoral ministry, | realized that | needed to begin
approaching the text from multiple levels. Yes, it is important to raise all the critical

guestions |li ke “"Did that really happen?”, “V
influences on this writer?” or “How do | han
questions rarely meet the pastoral needs of congregants.

laskot her questions, l i ke “Regardless of wt
why was it remembered?” “What does it say a
with each otheradaut oWhahimi gkextP”gefThis enab
of Genesis, for example, and find much that

them to represent historical events.

We should approach scripture from these different levels. It is important that we
raise all the critical questions, because those open the text to speak to us about what is
really important. Fundamentalists get so caught up in defending the historical and
scientific accuracy of these stories that they usually miss the point of the stories. A
critical eye helps to clear away the dogma and open the text in new, exciting, and
adventurous ways.

Now, how does all that apply to Exodus.



Critical Questions about Exodus

Let’ s begin with some of the criti

Human beings know very little about the history of the period in which these
stories occur. It is known as the Late Bronze Age and ran from around the year 1550 to
the year1200 B. C. E.

We know with even less certainty about the history of the people who would later
form the nation of Israel. Historians and archaeologists can date most of the events of
Hebrew history with some certainty and agreement in non-Hebrew records back to about
the time of Solomon. Everything before Solomon remains obscure. There is the biblical
record, but little support in non-Hebrew sources. In fact much of the archaeological and
other evidence is contradictory. For example, evidence shows that Jericho was destroyed
in the 15™ century but that other ancient Canaanite cities were destroyed in the 13™. Yet,
the biblical Book of Joshua records that Joshua led a campaign of Israelites that
conquered all of ancient Canaan. So, the non-biblical evidence that would help us
understand the biblical stories is difficult to interpret. And it is difficult to interpret for a
period that ranges from before the Exodus all the way to the reign of David.

Add to this the fact that even the biblical stories are written down and collected in
the period of Solomon and after. Scholars have long discussed four different traditions
which are tied together to create the Torah or the Pentateuch, the first five books of the

bi bl e. The first of these traditions

during the reign of Solomon. The book as a whole did not come together until during or
after the exile in Babylon in the sixth century.

These narratives were recorded far later than the incidents they speak about. Sure
they contain elements of oral history passed down, but these also get mixed together with
legends, cultural politics, and later theological themes and pastoral issues.

We should also consider the motives of the writers. In the reign of Solomon the
ancient nation of Israel was at the apex of its power. The Jews were generally a minor
people in the political, economic, and military battles of the Ancient Near East. As the
scri bes dur i ng S onltoaenvad thé history aediorggin of thie pgoale,
surely they were motivated to play it up and make it sound better than it might have been.
And admit it, we do the same. Ever get those Christmas letters from people who go on

and on about their kids and grandkids

probably are about to find the cure for cancer or the secret to world peace? Just a little
embellishing here or there, no problem.

The ancient writers and editors were not writing history as we currently
understand it. They were, in fact, writing about God — God was the subject of their story.
During the time of exile and a crisis in their faith, the stories of deliverance met their
current needs.
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The Historical Context

What history can we reconstruct of Late Bronze Age?

The great power in the Ancient Near East was Egypt. During the 17" dynasty,
Egypt had been ruled by foreigners known as the Hyksos. These Hyksos were a Semitic
people that had been part of a mass migration of Asian peoples. Their migration into
Egypt paralleled the arrival of new groups of people into India, Persia, and the area of the
Fertile Crescent. These new groups came with chariots, the great new weapon of the
period.

The 18" Dynasty in Egypt began when the Hyksos were driven out of power.
Some of these expelled peoples fled into western Asia. Egypt was at the apex of her
power in a period known as the New Kingdom, which was composed of the 18", 19",
and 20" dynasties.

During the 18" Dynasty, Egypt extended its power all the way to the Euphrates
River in what is current day Iraq. They spread so far east in order to prevent another
invasion from that direction.

The other powers in the region, who Egypt either battled or allied themselves
with, were the Hittites (in the area of current Turkey), the Mitanni (in the region of
current Syria), and the Assyrians (in the area of northern Iraq).

Near the end of the 18" Dynasty, Amenhotep IV ruled Egypt. He took the name
Akhenaten. Akhenaten is the first person in recorded history to worship a single god, so
he is credited with developing monotheism. His rejection of the traditional Egyptian
polytheism generated quite an opposition, and after his death his reforms failed. His son,
the famous Tutankhamen, reinstated the old religion. During this period, Egyptian power
weakened and its hold on western Asia was less strong.

It is during this time that we receive our first mention of a group of people known
as the “Habiru.” When scholars first discovered this term, they took it as evidence of the
Hebrews, especially since it is recorded that the Habiru attacked cities in Canaan.
Though scholars still feel that there is some connection, they are less convinced that
every reference to the Habiru in ancient sources should identify the Hebrews, because
references to the Habiru have been found in almost all the Ancient Near Eastern nations
spread out over a wide geographic area from Egypt to Iran. The Habiru are described as
nomadic or semi-nomadic, rebellious, outlaws, raiders, mercenaries, servants or slaves,
and migrant | aborers. [-all phrasp deserigimga classbfat “ habi
people. As Wikipedia explains:

[They] had no common ethnic affiliations, . . .they spoke no common language,
and . .. they normally led a marginal and sometimes lawless existence on the
fringes of settled society. . . . Scholars characterized the various Habiru/Apiru as a
loosely defined, inferior social class composed of shifting population elements
without secure ties to settled communities, who were frequently encountered in
texts as outlaws, mercenaries, and slaves. In that vein, some modern scholars
consider Habiru and related words to be more of a political designation than an
ethnic or tribal one.



I don’t think that we can MHabirue out t he Hebr e

. The Egyptian 19" Dynasty began at the end of the
fourteenth century and lasted through the thirteenth. The
powerful kings Seti | and Rameses Il were depicted in the
old Hollywood version of this story The Great
CommandmentsThey were of both Hyksos and Egyptian
descent and were concerned with Asia, engaging in long
and costly wars with the Hittites. A number of significant
battles in these wars occur in the parts of Canaan that we
know from various Bible stories. In fact, the Habiru figure
in those battles. When Rameses Il ended the war with the
Hittites, he engaged in a great building campaign that employed significant amounts of
slave labor.
Ramesesllwas succeeded by his son Merneptah.
new migration of people invaded the area. These folk came from the Aegean Sea and the
areasnow apartofGr eece and Tur key. These “People of
Scholars believe this migration represents the break-up of the Mycenaean confederacy,
which is recorded in European history with the legends surrounding the Trojan War. One
group of these people became the Philistines who will compete with the Israelites for
control of the land of Canaan.




When Does the Exodus Occur?

When in all of this history spanning three hundred years do we locate the person
Moses, the exodus from Egypt, the journey in the wilderness, the conquest of Canaan,
and the establishment of the kingdom of Israel? No one knows.
None of these events has a clear, established record outside of biblical sources.
There is no scholarly agreement. In fact, opinion coalesces around two different dates
which are two hundred years apart. There is evidence for and against both dates.
l nstead of picking a specific dat e, Il t hi
Bronze Age a group of enslaved people leaves Egypt and eventually settles in Canaan.
They probably join with other groups along the way and combine with some groups
already living there to form the nation of |
I think the bible itself suggests that the history is complicated. Have you ever
noticed that Jerusalem is conquered more than once in scripture and not finally until
David takes it, well after the Book of Joshua would make us think that the Israelites
controlled the country?
It is safe to say that an exodus of an oppressed people did occur at some point in
this period.
Hopefully as | was relating all these facts, you heard some key words: migrations
of people, conquests of Canaan, the rise and fall of great powers, the use of slaves in
building, the formation of slaves and outcasts into people groups who threatened cities
and kingdoms. All of these features of the Late Bronze Age suggest that something like
what is recorded in the Bible happened, it was just probably more spread out and more
complex than how it was recorded centuries later by scribes who were trying to explain
the origin of their people. As one comment a
conclude that whatever happened, though of immeasurable significance for the future,
was on a very small scale.”



The Beginning of the Exodus Story

The Book of Exodus opens with a description of a tribe all descended from Jacob.
The people group which emerged from the exodus was probably composed of those who
found common cause in their oppression and enslavement and this group included those
who identified as the descendants of the nomadic ancestors Abraham and Sarah, Isaac
and Rebekah, Jacob, Leah, and Rachel whose stories had been passed down from
generation to generation.

We are told that a new Pharaoh employed the people as slaves in building
projects. This fits with what we know about ancient Egypt from other sources. It also
fits with the fear that the Egyptians had concerning foreign tribes from Asia, as is
reflected in their history with the Hyksos who conquered and ruled them for a time.

Pharaoh engages in ethnic cleansing by trying to eliminate the male offspring of
the slaves. This is a wonderful story because it tells us about two courageous women,
Shiphrah and Puah. It is not clear from the story whether these midwives are Egyptians
who serviced the slaves or whether they are Hebrews themselves. Either way, they are
cunning in their thinking, crafty in their discourse, and extremely bold in their opposition
t o Phar ao h’adboldlyaadwith great iftelgrégyywithin this violently
oppressive system.

The second chapter of the Book of Exodus records the origin of the figure Moses.
Only the most skeptical of scholars would dispute the existence of an historical Moses.
There is no solid record of such a figure outside of the Hebrew bible. Yet, his importance
within the Hebrew tradition cannot be overstated. He is the liberator, the founder of a
new people, the lawgiver and first judge, and is the source of the prophetic tradition
within Judaism.
Some scholars think that a more accurate picture is that the leadership of the early
group of people was shared by Moses, Aaron,
was elevated above the other two, particularly Miriam. Feminist scholars have worked to
revive the importance of Miriam, whose role as prophet, worship leader, and political
leader has survived in minor fragments here and there, including the fragment in Exodus
15.
The scribes who wrote the book wanted to present a powerful narrative to explain
the origin of their great national leader. So, they borrowed a story from another ancient
nation, the Akkadians. The Akkadians had risen to prominence almost one thousand
years before in Mesopotamia. The founder of their empire was Sargon the Great who had
built one of the earliest empires in recorded history. Legends were written about Sargon
including one where:
Sargon’s mot her gave birth to a chil
of rushes; with bitumen Bbadketinasrieea Aed t
person named AkKi saw the baby in the river, rescued him, and raised him as his
own son. Eventually the baby became a leader and king of the people of Akkad.

d in
he |

So, this legend about a great king from a thousand years before is reworked to become
the story of origin for the founder of the Hebrew people.



Moses grows up and becomes enraged at the injustice of the oppressed people.
He initially takes matters into his own hands and kills an Egyptian. When this is
discovered, he flees before Pharaoh can kill him.

Moses now goes through his wilderness experience. It seems that every great
religious figure in human history has gone through such an experience — Elijah, Jesus,
and Paul in the Bible, Muhammed, the Buddha Siddhartha Gautama, and others. The
wilderness experience as an archetype is essential for the prophet to overcome obstacles
and receive a vision that compels her to return to civilization and enlighten people to the
new way revealed in her vision.

Moses encounters the Midianites. Though it is unclear which people group are
identified by this biblical name, they may be representative of the Hyksos who had ruled
Egypt and been expelled. Various sources indicate that they practiced a religion which
combined elements of Egyptian and Canaanite mythology. Earlier scholars felt the
worship of Yahweh originated with the Midianites before it was picked up by the
Hebrews. Though this is not accepted as the dominant theory today, there are elements
of the Midianite religion, including circumcision, which became elements of Hebrew
religion.

While living with the Midianites, Moses has his experience of the burning bush in
which the voice reveals its name as
the people.

“Yahweh?”



God Revealed in the Story

Mt. Sinai

Exodus 2 concludes with this passage:

After a long time the king of Egypt died. The Israelites groaned under their
slavery, and cried out. Out of the slavery their cry for help rose up to God. God
heard their groaning, and God remembered his covenant with Abraham, Isaac,
and Jacob. God looked upon the Israelites, and God took notice of them.

Why were the scribes who recorded this story motivated to embellish it by
borrowing legends from other cultures and creating a coherent narrative of a grand event
out of what might have been a minor event spread out over time? Why would they view
the exodus in such high regard?

Because it was the central event in their religious consciousness. And it remains
the second most important event in our faith heritage, outside of the life of Jesus. Why?

Because the revelation of who God is in rela
No matter what critical questions we bring to text, there is one inescapable fact that is
contained in the final verse of Exodus <chapt

God took notice of them.”

Why do we know that something historical happened here? Because no people
who are intent on embellishing their past would claim to be oppressed slaves unless they
really were. Most nations want to tell stories of great kings and warriors, but the



| sraelites don’t . So, we can believe with g
who had been enslaved by the powers-that-be found liberation and deliverance and
experienced that as the gift and blessing of God.
God as Savior and Liberator became the central motif of the Hebrew religion. All
the rest of their faith is interpreted through the lens of the Exodus. Prophets constantly
refer back to it. Psalms sing of it. The rituals of the Temple and the Feasts relate to
moments of the Exodus. Even today when Jews celebrate the Seder Meal they talk about
“When we were sl aves i n Eggrgtidnshdsbeenbhvitedr y Jew t
to see themselves as one of those liberated by God.
This emphasis on the exodus remained in the Christian tradition. Just look at the
opening chapter of the Gospel of Mark, where there are numerous references to the
Exodus. Preparing a way in the wilderness. John the Baptist, in the wilderness. The
people of Judea are said to be “going out” t
connects with the Children of Israel entering the Promised Land by crossing the Jordan
River. Jesus goes into the wilderness. Jesus comes with a new word of prophecy, like

he’'s the new Moses. Al | of t h easksothate f er enc e s
we wi | | Vife a8 am evénteoBsalvation and liberation in the same vein as the
Exodus.

What can we get out of this text? That God hears our cry, that God takes notice
of us, that we can find our liberation in the same God who liberated the Hebrews and then
liberated all humanityi n Jesus Chri st. Aewgwe ¢arhheat. * s t he gr



