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CHAPTER 6: THE EXODUS AND CLIMATOLOGY

The Sea Crossing Debate

Few events in the Old Testament have set off more academic debate than Israel's sea crossing
in Exodus 14. Countless books and articles have centered their attention on whether,  when,1 2

where,  and how  Israel crossed the sea. A surprising amount of evidence has been gathered on3 4

all sides in the debate. If it is assumed that the Israelites did in fact cross the sea, one of the more
interesting questions becomes where such an event could have occurred. There have been three
main theories about where Israel crossed the sea. All three theories begin Israel's journey in the
northeast Nile delta near Wadi Tumilat.

The first theory about the location of Israel's sea crossing suggested that Israel traveled north
from Wadi Tumilat. They then would have traveled across a sand ridge that forms a thin arc
stretching out into the Mediterranean Sea between the Nile River and Palestine. This ridge of
sand formed the outer edge of Lake Sirbonis. After arriving at the east end this sand highway in
the sea, they would have crossed directly to Kadesh-barnea. According to this theory, the sea
crossing actually happened either in Lake Sirbonis itself or further east in Lake Menzaleh. This
theory is strengthened by the fact that a Baal shrine was present much later on the sand ridge
around Lake Sirbonis.5

There are several problems with this theory. In Exodus 13:17-18, God specifically warned
Israel not to travel north by the Way of the Philistines. By travelling north around Lake Sirbonis,
the Israelites would still have faced the Egyptians when they arrived at the east end of the lake.
The greatest problem with this theory is that there is no archaeological evidence that the sand
ridge around Lake Sirbonis existed in the Mosaic age. The earliest artifacts on the ridge were
made almost a thousand years later.  A variant form of this position suggests that Israel traveled6

along the southern shore of Lake Sirbonis. Israel would then have taken the coastal road north
into Palestine. This theory is nearly as difficult to sustain as the earlier one. The southern shore
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of Lake Sirbonis was very heavily populated. The coastal road north into Palestine was fortified
by Thutmose III. Its forts had hardly been finished at the exodus. They were strong and well
fortified. So Israel would hardly have traveled along the coastal road into Palestine.7

The second main theory about the location of Israel's sea crossing suggests that Israel left
Egypt by crossing the Bitter Lakes directly east of Wadi Tumilat. Most versions of this central
theory require the Israelites to cross the desert region of Et Tih, which would have been difficult.
The best argument for a central route may be Exodus 15:22. This verse noted that Israel traveled
from the Sea of Reeds into the wilderness of Shur. It has often been argued that the wilderness of
Shur was located northeast of the Bitter Lakes. If that location for the wilderness of Shur is
accurate, the Israelites must have crossed near the Bitter Lakes. Unfortunately, the location of
Shur is no less certain than the location of other places named in the exodus account. Genesis
25:18 seemed to locate Shur further south than this.

The third main theory for the location of Israel's sea crossing placed it further south, across
the Red Sea itself. This position is certainly more easily consistent with the New Testament
which claimed that Israel crossed the Red Sea instead of the Reed Sea. A more radical version of
this theory can be seen in the Koran. Islam teaches that Israel left Egypt twenty miles south of
the Red Sea shoreline where the sea is 600 feet deep. Islam argues that a crossing at that site
would be a far greater miracle, and would thus give God far more glory. So it must be right.

Several arguments have been raised against a southern crossing. There are no reeds there, so
how could it be a sea of reeds? It may be too far south for the Israelites to have been able to
reach in the time allowed. A southern crossing would have forced the Israelites to pass near the
Egyptian Sinai mines, and it is assumed that they would have been hesitant to do so. These are
weak arguments. Jonah 2:5 demonstrates that the word sûph in yam sûph, sea of reeds, can be
used to describe salt water plants as well as fresh water reeds. The rate of Israel's travel toward
the Red Sea can not be determined. There is no way to know how strong a force the Egyptians
had at the Sinai mines, or if they were even in use at the time. Mining activity in the Sinai was
rather sporadic.

The Yam Sûph, and the Red Sea

 Exodus 15:4, 22 claimed that Israel crossed the yam sûph. In theory, if this yam sûph could
be identified, then the site of Israel's sea crossing would be known. Unfortunately, the
identification of the yam sûph has been anything but simple. The yam sûph discussion has
necessarily been bound up with the broader debate over the sea crossing location, but the debate
has not produced a universally accepted understanding of this term.

The yam sûph debate has been complicated by the fact that the noun sûph is rather rare in
Hebrew. Other than the twenty- three instances of the name yam sûph in Scripture, the noun only
appears three times.  Each time, it clearly refers to reeds, rushes, swamp plants, or marshlands.8
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The academic discussion has drawn heavily on two possibly related Hebrew words, the hollow
verb sûph and the noun soph. The verb describes bringing things to a complete end.  The noun9

appears rather often, and describes the end of a great many things.10

While these words look much like the sûph of Exodus, their meaning is quite different.
Various suggestions have been proposed for bridging this gap. Maurice Copisarow suggested
that a patriarchal age root sûph, end, evolved forms of meaning marsh, end, tempest, and Red
Sea.  He then suggested that the name yam sûph was misunderstood by the Massoretic tradition11

and vocalized incorrectly as Sea of Reeds rather than End Sea. William A. Ward disagreed,
suggesting that the original root was the Semitic biconsonantal word sph, bowl. He suggested
that the idea bowl gave rise to marsh, a very large bowl. He then suggested that marsh gave rise
to the meaning end or border because journeys normally ended at one marshland or another.12

Both of these suggestions are rather speculative.  Interpreting yam sûph as an End Sea has led to13
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the suggestion that the Exodus account may be an example of a Near Eastern creation myth.14

Positions similar to this have been defended recently be Batto, Hyatt, and others.15

The yam sûph debate has drawn heavily on a late Egyptian word cwfy which is usually
understood to be a hieroglyphic spelling of sûph.  This word became rather common in16

Egyptian texts after the Eighteenth Dynasty flooded Egypt with Semitic captives.  Since cwfy17

did not appear in Egyptian texts before this time, it appears to be a foreign word brought into
Egypt rather than an Egyptian noun which spread into the Semitic world.18

The Egyptian word cwfy was used in contexts where the word "marsh" would be expected to
appear. Sometimes cwfy appeared with the article, indicating that a specific area was in view. In
these cases, the noun would mean something like "the marshlands near _____," with the blank
filled in by any of several locations bordering on swamp areas.  The most famous example of19

cwfy in the texts comes from Papyrus Anastasi III, 2:11-12, which described the delta city of Pi-
Rameses. This papyrus claimed that the cwfy came to the city with papyrus reeds, and the waters
of Horus with rushes.  A variety of other texts have been cited by Gardiner and others. One text20

described Egyptian workers who cut marsh plants in the cwfy. In another, Horus hid from Seth in
the cwfy.  Still another visualized the Nile valley as an ox standing with its tail resting on cwfy.21 22

Another listed cwfy as a festival offering given to the gods.23
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How did an Egyptian area come to be called a yam sûph? While no definite answer can be
given, the parallel with the Fayum is quite instructive. The Fayum is a large depression west of
the Nile and south of the delta. In the Biblical period, this depression contained an enormous
reed filled lake which was fed by a branch of the Nile. It also contained some of the best farm
land in Egypt. The Egyptian names for this region included ta-she, Lake Land and sha-t Asar,
the Lake of Osiris.  During the empire age, the Fayum was filled with Asiatic slaves, including24

captives from Syria and Palestine. At this time, a new name came into use for the region. It came
to be called pa-ym, The Sea.  There can be no doubt that yam was a Semitic loanword imported25

into Egyptian. The name of the Canaanite sea god Yam appeared ten times in the Astarte
Papyrus alone. The Astarte Papyrus seems to be a hieroglyphic version of the Canaanite Baal
Yam myth. So this papyrus illustrates Yam being brought into the Egyptian language.  So the26

name pa-ym, The Sea, probably was a name given to the region by its Semitic inhabitants. This
name was handed down among Semitic speaking peoples, and was preserved down to the
present time as Fayum. However, along side of this Semitic name, the traditional Egyptian
names for the region also continued in use. For example, the Ptolemaic era shrine of El-'Arish
still called the Fayum by the traditional name of ta she.27

The name yam sûph probably arose in a similar way. The Semitic peoples living in the
eastern delta and in Wadi Tumilat needed a name to describe the vast marshy areas around them.
They chose a Semitic name which accurately described those regions, and which probably
approximated Egyptian names in use at the time. So instead of calling the swamps an Egyptian
name like sh.t 'i3rw, Field of Reeds, sh.t htp, Field of Offerings, or mr nh3, Winding Waterway,
they chose the Semitic name yam sûph, Sea of Reeds. If so, then John Towers is quite justified in
claiming that sh.t 'i3rw and yam sûph are identical in meaning. Towers may also be correct in
suggesting that the name yam sûph could have carried overtones drawn from Egyptian
theology.  When Yahweh destroyed Pharaoh's army in the yam sûph, that event would have28

turned those Egyptian overtones into an effective polemic against Egyptian theology.
The name Red Sea is also an important part of the debate about the location of Israel's sea

crossing. The earliest known appearance of the name Red Sea can be found in the writings of
Herodotus.  He was a Greek historian who was a contemporary of Esther in the Old Testament.29

For Herodotus, the body of water now called the Red Sea was only a gulf of the real Red Sea.
Herodotus used the name eruthra thalassa, or Red Sea, to describe a much larger region
including the current Red Sea, the Persian Gulf, and the Indian Ocean.  The name Red Sea
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referred to the southern sea which surrounded Africa and India.  This southern sea was part of30

the sea which surrounded the whole earth in classical cosmologies.
The Red Sea was also mentioned by the Roman historian Titus Livy, a contemporary of

Christ.  Livy used the name Red Sea to describe the Indian Ocean.  He called the Red Sea the31 32

Ocean which held the earth in its embrace,  and claimed that it reached the farthest shores of33

India (de ult imis Indiae oris), and the uttermost ends of the earth (terrarum ultimos).  In the34

earliest texts, the name Red Sea described quite a large area of water without dividing it up into
specific seas.  It also clearly was associated with the ends of the earth and with at least the
southern part of the primal sea that surrounded the earth.  It may be significant that the name35

Red Sea described the primal deep instead of a smaller region, especially since the color red was
associated with so many Egyptian marshland and underworld motifs. 

Both the Septuagint Greek text and the New Testament Greek text claim that Israel crossed
the eruthra thalassa which means Red Sea.  This has led many scholars to defend a southern36

location for Israel's sea crossing across the Red Sea itself. Many other authors have defended a
variety of northern routes for the exodus that are all based on the Hebrew text's claim that Israel
crossed the yam sûph, which means the Sea of Reeds.  This creates quite a problem if both the37

New Testament and the Old Testament are assumed to be inspired and inerrant. Some way must
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be found for Israel's sea crossing to have occurred over both the Red Sea and the Sea of Reeds at
the same time.

A Proposed Location for the Exodus

One location deserves more attention than it has received of late. That location is the vast dry
basin stretching south from the Shalûf (a ridge of Tertiary limestone south of the Bitter Lakes) to
the current Red Sea shoreline. A century ago, it was common for authors to locate Israel's sea
crossing in this basin because they assumed that Red Sea waters had filled it in the Mosaic age.38

The nature of this basin suggests that this was not an unreasonable assumption. Since the Suez
Canal has changed the whole character of this region,  its geology can best be appreciated by39

reading descriptions of it written before the Suez Canal was dug. One of the most interesting
accounts of this region was written by Edward Robinson. In 1838, he traveled north of the
current Red Sea shoreline and described it in detail. He noted that the ground gave every sign of
being occasionally flooded. The sand was packed hard by water action, and was covered in
places by the kind of saline efflorescence produced by sea water. He noted that this kind of flood
packed sand extended a great distance to the northeast. Above the narrows at Suez, he noted that
this flood packed floor opened out into a very large bay stretching far north of the present water
line. Observing this, he concluded that the gulf originally stretched much further north than its
current shoreline.40

Robinson's observation is plausible. The area south of the Shalûf is a very low clay basin
with sand dunes blown in from the east.  The average height of this basin's clay floor is only41

about four feet above the current Red Sea high tide level. Since the basin is this close to sea
level, the whole region is occasionally flooded by storm surges from the Red Sea.  Menashe42
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Harel notes that in stormy weather, sea water sometimes spreads north five or six miles and
reaches a depth of six feet.  About once every twenty years, a storm sweeps north enough water43

to flood the whole plain south of the Shalûf. S. C. Bartlett observed such a storm in 1879. He
traveled five miles north of Suez several days after the storm. He found that pools of water six
and a half feet deep had stood behind the canal station even at that distance from Suez, and great
stretches of water still stretched far north of his position.44

If this basin was flooded in the Mosaic age, it certainly could not have been crossed. The
basin had such a deep clay floor that when the Suez Canal was dug through the region, earth
moving machines could not budge it. The clay had to be broken up with pick axes and removed
with baskets.  Sea water covering this clay floor would have turned it into a quagmire. An4 5

interesting parallel can be drawn here to Egyptian Field of Reeds theology. The Egyptian
Pyramid Texts stressed repeatedly that Pharaoh could only cross the Field of Reeds when the
marshes were flooded. Then he could float across the marsh on a reed float.  Egyptian Coffin46

Spell 622 noted that those who tried to cross the Field of Reeds when it was not flooded sank
into the quagmire and died.47

This mythological motif describes Nile delta marshland soil quite accurately. Marsh muck is
very dangerous. It can not be crossed on foot because it is too waterlogged to support a man's
weight. Those who step into it sink in the muck.  It can, however, be crossed when it is dried.48

An interesting historical example of this can be seen in a pre-Mosaic Egyptian work called The
Admonition of an Egyptian Sage. This text records that the Egyptian priests were appalled to find
that a drought had so dried the marsh that commoners could cross it on foot. The priests were
appalled by this because all of the secret Egyptian marshland shrines were open to public
inspection.  If the region south of the Shalûf was a tidal basin in the Mosaic age, its marshland49

could have been blown dry in a similar way allowing Israel to cross.  A Red Sea storm surge50



However, if Is rael's  sea cross ing mimicked Field of Reeds  theology, the marshes  crossed would have been associated
with Nun, the abyss , and the underworld Field of Reeds  locations . So drowning in the Field of Reeds  was  also drowning

in the great primal abyss . Faulkner's  trans lation of Coffin Spell 279 is  quite interes ting here. This  spell promised that

Pharaoh will "bathe in the bas in of the Abyss ." If the Abyss  here is  the Nun, the Great Deep, it contains  a shallow bas in
for bathing in the Field of Reeds .

51

     This  interpretation may be supported by Ex. 15:12. Moses  claimed that the earth had swallowed Pharaoh's  army. This
claim would be quite accurate is  Pharaoh's  forces  sank into the marsh s lime and drowned. 

52
     Davis , Moses and the Gods of Egypt, 170, 171.

53

     Albright, "Exploring the Sinai with the Univers ity of California African Expedition," 14, 15.
54

     Davies , The Way of the Wilderness, 73, 74.

37

could then have drowned the Egyptians. Contemporary examples suggest that waves of sea water
between six and ten feet high could have roared north from the Red Sea. Such a storm surge
would also have restored the marsh muck's natural viscosity and made the trap inescapable.51

The really critical question is whether this long basin was actually covered with water in the
Mosaic age. Was the sea level high enough in that region to flood the basin? It has become
fashionable among Old Testament scholars to answer that question in the negative and to justify
this answer by citing one of William F. Albright's articles. For example, John J. Davis claimed
that the Bitter Lakes region could not have been connected to the Gulf of Suez in the 15th
century BC. Davis' evidence for this claim was Albright's conclusion that the sea level in the
Gulf could not have been very much higher in the 15th century BC, if it was higher at all.52

Davis then went on to quote the relevant paragraph from Albright's article. The problem with
this is in Albright's article itself.

Albright's expedition toured the Sinai for a month. The expedition stopped briefly at a coastal
site near Merkhah. Albright identified this site as a small temporary settlement formed in the
15th century BC as a landing and embarkation point for mining expeditions. Albright noted that
the edge of this settlement was only five meters above the mean Red Sea level and only two
meters above the high tide line. Albright concluded from this that the Red Sea level could not
have been more than two meters higher than present in the past 3500 years.  Albright's article is53

all well and good as far as it goes. However it does not address the question of whether the
region south of the Shalûf was a tidal basin in the Mosaic age. It is not surprising that a
temporary settlement intended as an embarkation point would have built its lowest structures
close to the high tide line. An additional meter or two of sea water in the Mosaic age would have
turned the whole basin into either a tidal or salt marsh.

This point has not been missed completely by recent Old Testament scholarship. For
example, G. I. Davies wrote in his book The Way of the Wilderness that several authors have
used the evidence from Tell el-Kheleifeh and Abu Zenima to argue that the sea level could not
have been higher than present norms in the Mosaic Age. Tell el-Kheleifeh and Abu Zenima were
the sites that Albright visited on the Red Sea shore. Davies argued that the evidence from these
sites was compatible with a sea level two meters higher than present norms, and that was all that
proponents of a northern extension of the Red Sea actually envisaged.54

Beyond Albright's article, there is also a large body of evidence bearing on this question that
is often overlooked in Old Testament academic discussions. That body of evidence comes from
the fields of Climatology and Marine Archaeology. The last three decades have seen the growth
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of quite a large literature on the topic of global climate change.  A significant part of this55

discussion has centered on sea level change. There are dozens of books and articles in print that
deal with sea level change either directly or indirectly. Unfortunately, none of this new data
gives a clear and certain picture of Red Sea levels in the Mosaic age. While this data can not
now pin down the site of Israel's sea crossing, it does provide one arena in which future
discussions of the Exodus must take place.

Climatological studies analyze sea level changes by looking for fossil shorelines and then
using a variety of dating techniques to date the shoreline. Fossil shorelines point to a long period
of stable sea level at that point. Almost every sea shore in the world contains a series of such
fossil shorelines both above the sea surface and below it. Tracing and dating these fossil
shorelines can reveal much about the history of the site. Unfortunately, there are at least four
factors which influence where these shorelines are cut. The interplay of these factors limit how
firmly conclusions can be drawn from any site despite the high degree of confidence which
many authors display when reporting their findings.

The first factor effecting the location of fossil shorelines is the global sea level itself. The
earth's oceans do not have a fixed sea level, but their level changes as land ice is formed and
melted. It tends to remain rather constant for long periods then change rather rapidly. At the
height of the last glacial period at 16,000 BC, the world ocean level was somewhere between 65
and 130 meters below its current stand. Nearly 10% of the earth's surface was covered by ice,
and the glaciers held somewhere between 84,000 and 98,000 cubic kilometers of ice.  This ice56

melted especially rapidly in two periods. It melted at an amazing rate between 14,000 and
11,000 BC producing a very rapid rise in sea level. This melting was interrupted by a thousand
years of full glacial cold in the Younger Dryas with stable sea levels. Then very rapid melting
returned between 8000 and 5000 BC. By 4000 BC, the last of the Glacial Age continental ice
had melted away. Fossil shorelines were created in periods when the sea level was fairly stable.

The second factor effecting the location of fossil shorelines is subsidence. Shorelines can
sometimes sink for a variety of reasons including sediment loading, the flow of
underconsolidated sediments, and compaction. This can be seen in the Nile delta where older
sediments are often rather far below sea level.  Another example is the coastal shelf of Delaware5 7

and Maryland that has subsided due to the hydroisostatic effect of "water loading." This is a
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clear example of an ocean shoreline that has been lowered in comparison with other shorelines
of similar age.58

The third factor effecting the location of fossil shorelines in the vertical movement of crustal
plates produced by plate subduction zones. As one plate dives beneath another, it pushes the
second plate up. This process forms mountains and volcanoes along the subduction zone. While
crustal plates move quite slowly, this movement causes earthquakes which can change shore
levels greatly in a very short time. It is often difficult to tell whether the height of a fossil
shoreline should be explained by rising sea water or rising land. There has been an ongoing
debate between scholars like Neev and Ronen over the extent to which fossil shorelines off the
coast of Israel should be explained by plate tectonics.59

The fourth factor effecting the location of fossil shorelines is closely related to this.
Continental plate rock is relatively light. The continental plates more or less float on the heavier
basalt magma beneath them. When a two mile thick layer of ice forms on one part of a
continental plate, the weight of the ice pushes that part of the plate down into the magma. As the
covered sections sink, uncovered areas near the ice tend to rise above normal levels. Van Andel
suggests that crustal plates can be depressed to a depth equal to more than a quarter of the ice
thickness covering them. When the ice is removed they rebound rather rapidly at first, then much
more slowly.  This also creates fossil shorelines both above and below the current sea level.60 61

Given these complicating factors, it is not surprising that climate change studies often
disagree with each other. Sea level changes in the Holocene Era have been reconstructed in a
variety of ways.  It may be convenient to divide these studies into two groups. The first group62

claims that the world’s sea level has not been higher than present at any time since the last ice
age. One example of this approach can be seen in an article by D. J. Stanley titled "Nile Delta."
Stanley claimed that the Mediterranean Sea level rose between 5500 BC and 500 BC. Stanley
claimed that the sea level was about ten feet lower in 5500 BC than it was in 500 BC when it
arrived at its current sea level. As a general rule, climatologists working in the Americas tend to
deny that the sea level stood higher in the Mosaic age than it stands today.  If authors in this63
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group are correct, it is quite unlikely that seawater could have flooded the basin south of the
Shalûf in the Mosaic age. If so, the site of Israel's crossing probably must be sought elsewhere.

The second group consists of a large number of writers who hold that the world sea level
rose so far during the post-glacial climate optimum (roughly 7000 to 4000 BC) that it passed the
current sea level and rose to a higher sea stand.  As a general rule, climatologists working in64

Europe and the Near East tend to support this perspective. The current debate over climate
warming has brought new attention to this group since sea levels are already rising world wide.
A rise of twenty feet would be possible if the Ross Ice Shelf melted in Antarctica. The whole ice
shelf has been moving toward the sea by a few inches a year.

Climatologists who argue for a higher sea level in antiquity differ from each other on how
much higher the sea level rose. They differ on when the highest sea level was reached. They
differ especially on the rate at which this high sea level fell to current norms. These differences
result from the particular characteristics of the sites at which each author has worked.  A few of65

these writers would suggest that the sea level had already fallen to the present level, or even
below it, by the Mosaic age.  Others would affirm that there was indeed a higher sea stand in the66

second millennium BC. Several current writers in this group are worth noting.
Sirri Erinç analyzed seashore levels along the Black Sea and the Mediterranean coast of

Turkey in 1978. He concluded that the sea level along Turkey's coast stood two to three meters
higher near the post-glacial climatic optimum than it stands at present. He offered as proof of
this conclusion widespread and well developed coastal terraces, old beach-rock formations, and
coastal caves filled with marine sands and related objects. He concluded that the sea- level off the
coast of Turkey has slowly regressed until the present level was reached sometime between
3000-2000 years BP (which is 1000 to 0 BC).  Ronald Pearson surveyed the question of sea67

level change in 1978. He noted authors who argued both for and against a higher sea stand in the
post-glacial period. He noted that Buddemeier's dating of coral reefs pointed to a higher global
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sea level. Buddemeier argued from his study of coral reefs that the world sea level stood
significantly more than one meter above its present height from 3500-2000 BP (which is 1500 to
0 BC).68

In 1985, A. Raban and E. Galili wrote an article on recent marine archaeological finds off the
coast of Israel. They described a retaining wall at Tel Dor 2.5 meters above the current sea stand
that had layers of wave deposited sea shells behind it. They concluded that the sea level must
have stood higher than it presently does for the first half of the second millennium BCE.  C. E.69

Larsen and G. Evans surveyed sea level changes in the Persian Gulf in 1978. They noted
evidence for a post-glacial sea level in the Persian Gulf approximately a meter higher than
present levels, though the date of that higher level is unclear. This is interesting because the
Persian Gulf and Red Sea water levels may have been comparable.  T. Al-Asfour described70

fossil shorelines along the coast of Kuwait. He noted that material from the most recent fossil
shoreline above the current sea level was carbon dated roughly between 4570 and 3250 BP. He
did not mention the height of this fossil shoreline above sea level.71

A key part of the sea level discussion is the rate at which glaciers formed after the post-
glacial climate optimum.  Glacial ice can be dated with some confidence. Its formation lowers72

the world sea level. So the age of glacial ice gives strong evidence for the rate at which the sea
level fell to its current stand. A number of authors have commented on the age of glacial ice, and
there is among them general agreement to the position which H. H. Lamb presented in his book
Climate: Present, Past and Future.  Lamb noted that after the last ice age, the course of73

deglaciation necessarily lagged behind the warming trend in global temperature. He noted that
the highest sea level was actually reached 4000 years ago at the end of the period of highest
global temperature. He noted also that the glaciers and ice sheets were at their post-glacial
minimum between 2000 and 1500 B.C. After that time, there was a major re-advance of glacial
ice. In 1982, H. H. Lamb published another book surveying the history of global climate change
entitled Climate, History and the Modern World. In this volume, he tied the higher post-glacial
Red Sea level to Israel's exodus from Egypt. He claimed that the sea level should have been
close to its highest level during the Mosaic age. He claimed that Israel's exodus from Egypt
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could be explained by a short term fluctuation in the Red Sea level caused by a storm surge or a
tidal wave in conjunction with the higher sea levels of that age 74

This position is not without its problems. The first is that it depends heavily on
Climatological evidence. Climatology is still in many ways an infant science, and there is a great
deal of skepticism in exegetical circles about the validity of its conclusions. For example, David
Hopkins argued in his book The Highlands of Canaan that the correlation of various kinds of
data only multiplies probable error.  It can only be hoped that as evidence continues to mount,7 5

climatologist will be able to draw a more consistent picture of past events.
The second problem with this position has rather more substance. If this region was a tidal

basin in the Mosaic age, it is not completely clear what kind of vegetation would have grown in
it. This fact raises a problem pointed out by Maurice Copisarow. He noted that the field of reeds
could resemble the marshes of Egypt. However, the Red Sea shore is a very different kind of
place. It is arid and saline, and no reeds grow there. So any attempt to link the Red Sea and the
Bitter Lakes is unwarranted and unnecessary.  This is a strong argument. Reeds grow in fresh76

water, not in salt water. There are no reeds on the Red Sea coast. If the region south of the Shalûf
was covered with sea water in the Mosaic age, the salt in this water may well have prevented the
growth of reeds. If there were no reeds south of the Shalûf, how could this area have been the
Yam Sûph, whatever its water level?

Three points can be raised in response to this argument. First, authors like Copisarow assume
that reeds were not present south of the Shalûf in the Mosaic age because they are not present in
the region today. This assumption is not at all safe. In marginal areas, even slight changes in
precipitation can cause great changes in ecosystems. It is not at all clear whether fresh water
plants were present south of the Shalûf when Israel left Egypt.

There are several possible ways that enough fresh water could have been present in this
region to grow reeds. 1) Rainfall levels may have been higher at that time since Moses lived so
much closer to the post-glacial climate maximum. 2) If Sesostris III did dig a Red Sea canal
down to the basin, a substantial amount of fresh Nile water could have flowed into the north end
of the basin. After the ancient fresh water canal was reopened in the last century, over 70,000
acres of land were irrigated with its water.  So such a canal could have created quite a large area77

of fresh water marsh plants. Karl Butzer noted that Egypt saw a period of unusually high Nile
floods between 1800 and 1150 B.C.  So if a canal did exist down to the north end of this basin,78

it could have created an unusually great amount of water. The higher sea levels covering the
south end of this region would have limited fresh water drainage from the north end. 3) While
the amount of fresh ground water in the Mosaic age is very difficult to estimate, a dozen fresh
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water wells can still be found near this basin.  This suggests that more water may have been79

present at an earlier time. 4) The thick clay floor of this basin points to abundant vegetation
which must have grown in periods of increased moisture in the region.  5) The crocodile and80

hippopotami bones found in the Shalûf sands suggest marsh conditions at some point in the
past,  though there is no clear evidence that either the clay or the bones date to the Mosaic age.81

So it is not impossible that there may have been enough fresh water in the region to support salt
tolerant varieties of reeds, especially if Sesostris III actually did dig a Red Sea canal in the 12th
Dynasty. 

The second response to Copisarow's position is that it may not matter whether or not there
were reeds south of the Shalûf. It makes little difference whether Israel crossed a fresh or salt
water marsh. The conditions of Israel's sea crossing would have been quite similar either way.
Either kind of marsh would have created an impassible quagmire preventing Israel's passage and
drowning anyone attempting to cross.  Either kind of marsh could have been blown dry by82

God's wind, and could have been flooded by a returning storm tide. The only questions are
whether a salt marsh could have been called a yam sûph, and whether such a quagmire would
have met the event's polemical purpose.83

The final response to Copisarow's position is that the name yam sûph itself had a wider range
of meaning than his position suggests. Several scholars have pointed out that the name yam sûph
was clearly applied to the Red Sea in Numbers 33:10 and to the Gulf of Aqabah in 1 Kings
9:26.  It is possible that these references could either describe wadis where the influx of fresh84

water made small marshes possible, or shallow seashore areas where salt tolerant plants once
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lived. However it is much more likely that they point to a use of the term to describe salt water
plants. Several authors have noted that Jonah 2:5 clearly used the word sûph to describe salt
water sea weed.  G. I. Davies noted that some Nineteenth Century authors identified the yam85

sûph in terms of the great quantities of vegetation observed in the Gulfs of Suez and Aqabah.86

Several kinds of water plants have been suggested as sûph, and the shallow marsh north of Suez
may well have been a sea of such sûph in the Mosaic age.

It is fair to say that H. H. Lamb's observation in Climate, History and the Modern World is
well taken. It can not be proven that the Gulf of Suez saw a higher sea level in the Mosaic age
than it sees today. However, there is ample evidence that such a higher sea level might have
existed. If sea level in the gulf was a meter or two higher in the Mosaic age, the Red Sea would
have flooded the great basin south of the Shalûf. This basin would have been a clay quagmire
which could not have been crossed on foot. It may have been a Sea of Reeds, though the basin's
actual vegetation is difficult to determine. It could have been blown dry by a strong east wind,
enabling Israel to cross. Then a Red Sea storm surge could easily have drowned Pharaoh's
forces.

While this sea crossing location can not be proven to be correct, there is much to commend
it. It is consistent with the Old Testament's description of the region as a Sea of Reeds. It is also
consistent with claims by both the LXX and the New Testament that Israel crossed the Red Sea.
This explanation also requires only a limited appeal to the miraculous. While God can do very
unusual things, He does seem to work through natural means more often then not. It is therefore
appealing to see this event as a miracle of timing rather than a gross violation of the natural
physical laws which God has written into His creation.


