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Probably one of the most controversial
and hotly debated subjects pertaining to
biblical chronology is the dating of the
Exodus. Basically, most biblical historians are divided between what are called
the late date1 and the early date2 of the
Exodus. Most proponents of the late date
believe the biblical and archaeological
data discovered so far indicate the Exodus happened in the thirteenth century
B.C. sometime around 1267 B.C. in the
nineteenth dynasty, twenty years into the
reign of Pharaoh Ramesses II (1279-1213
B.C.).3 Most proponents of the early date
of the Exodus argue it happened during
the eighteenth dynasty in the fifteenth
century B.C. about 1447/46 B.C. The following is an overview of major arguments
pertaining to both sides of the debate.

The Debated Texts
Exodus 1:11

Exodus 1:11 is a key passage in the
debate. It states, “Therefore they set taskmasters over them to afflict them with
heavy burdens. They built for Pharaoh
store cities, Pithom and Rameses.” Many
have equated the city of Rameses with the
city of Pi-Ramesses. According to Kitchen,
Seti I initially built a summer palace at its
location, then Ramesses II built the vast
store-city of Exodus 1:11.4 Pi-Ramesses
was located at modern-day Qantir near
Faqus and is called Tell el-Dabva. Hoffmeier suggests Ramesses II probably commenced work on Pi-Ramesses about 1270
B.C., but he recognizes that construction
on this sight predates Ramesses II at least
to the time of Horemheb (1323-1295 B.C.),
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meaning the oppression of the Hebrews
may have begun a number of decades
before Ramesses II came to the throne.5
Ramesses II finished the construction
of the city naming it after himself. It is
inconceivable that the city could have
been named after a pharaoh who did
not even exist. Therefore, it is impossible
for the Exodus to have happened before
a pharaoh named Ramesses was on the
throne. Furthermore, the majority of
archaeological discoveries along with
inscriptional references to geographical
locations from this sight appear to come
from the thirteenth and twelfth centuries
B.C. and not the fifteenth century B.C.6
Much debate has risen over this understanding of the store city of Raameses
by those who advocate the early date of
the Exodus. First, archaeologists have
discovered an eighteenth dynasty citadel
at the location of Tell el-Dabva. West of
the citadel they located what might have
been a temple. About 150 meters south
of the location excavators found a large
storage building containing pottery dating to the Late Bronze I period. North of
the citadel they discovered a number of
Minoan frescoes from the same period.7
Shea says those who have argued against
the early date of the Exodus because there
has been no evidence of an eighteenth
dynasty presence at Tell el-Dabva must
lay that argument to rest.8
Second, Robert I. Vasholz questions
the notion that a pharaoh would indeed
name cities which “were basically depots
for the storage of supplies and taxes paid
in terms of foodstuffs” after himself.9 He

argues that Egyptian records of cities
from the old, middle, and new kingdoms
reveal that pharaohs did not name cities
they built or rebuilt after themselves.
Instead, they tended to name cities after
their gods. For instance, during the new
kingdom period, Menfe (also known
as Memphis) was renamed to Hitpuah,
which means “spirit of [the god] Ptah.”10
Furthermore, a number of pharaohs had
names that came from their gods. Rameses means “begotten by Ra.” Ra was a
sun god and was also a primary god in
Egypt. Vasholz concedes the possibility
that Ramesses II could be that one exception of a pharaoh who named a city after
himself.11 However, if he is indeed correct,

then it would suggest the possibility that
Ramesses II of the nineteenth dynasty
got his name in much the same way the
city of Rameses got its name some two
centuries earlier; both were named after
Ra at different times.
Third, convinced of the early date,
Wood believes the name Rameses in Exod
1:11 is an editorial updating of an earlier
name that went out of use.12 Kitchen
allows for editorial updating with the
term Rameses in Gen 47:11 but not in Exod
1:11.13 Hoffmeier argues against such an
updating because it fails to fit the normal
pattern of editorial glossing of names in
the Old Testament. Typically, both the
earlier name and the later name occur
together with a formula connecting the
old name with the new name, or the new
name is accompanied by an explanatory
clause.14 Nevertheless, Wood demonstrates there are number of occurrences
where a name that has been changed
appears without any formula or explanation in the Old Testament.15
Dyer says that those who hold to the
late date of the Exodus have failed to

prove the case concerning Rameses in at
least one of two ways. First, though they
are convinced of it, they have failed to
demonstrate that the Rameses of Exod
1:11 was indeed the city Pi-Ramesses
built by Ramesses II. They have made an
assumption based on the similarity of
the names. Second, even if they are the
same cities, advocates of the late date have
failed to show that the events of Exod 1:11
happened during the time of Ramesses
II. Dyer believes basing the date of the
Exodus on the similarity of names fails
to be a compelling argument.16
Merrill argues,
it is by no means certain that the
city of Rameses was named after
the Pharaoh of that name. In fact,
Genesis 47:11 states that Jacob and
his family settled in the land of
Rameses when the entered Egypt
in the nineteenth century; unless
we postulate an anachronism, for
which there is not the slightest
proof, we must conclude that there
was an area by that name before
there was ever a Pharaoh Rameses.
It could well be that there had been
an ancient Ramesside dynasty long
ages before and the Ramessides
of the Nineteenth Dynasty were
named for them, the city also having
taken this name. In any case, there is
no need to assume that the mention
of the city of Rameses proves that
the Exodus must have taken place
during the reign of Rameses II.17

1 Kings 6:1

First Kings 6:1 is another important
text concerning the date of the Exodus. It
says, “In the four hundred and eightieth
year after the people of Israel came out
of the land of Egypt, in the fourth year of
Solomon’s reign over Israel, in the month
of Ziv, which is the second month, he
began to build the house of the LORD.”
Solomon reigned from 971/970 – 931/930
B.C.18 Therefore, according to this passage, Solomon began building the temple
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in 967/966 B.C. Taking the number four
hundred and eighty literally would then
point to 1447/1446 B.C. as the date of the
Exodus. Obviously, 1 Kgs 6:1 is a major
text for proponents of the early date to
argue their case. In fact, on the surface it
seems to be an open and closed case.
However, advocates of the late date
emphasize the importance of understanding how the biblical writers used
numbers. Hoffmeier addresses the issue:
the culture and conventions of the
penman’s milieu must be borne in
mind when addressing the question
of how to interpret numbers. Such
a view of Scripture encourages the
researcher to investigate seriously
how large numbers were used and
understood among Israel’s neighbors. A literal understanding of certain large numbers may not always
be correct if the authorial intent was
not literal. Such a misplaced literalism would be a “misinterpretation”
of Scripture’s meaning.19
Proponents of the late date believe the
number 480 should be understood to
represent twelve generations made up
of periods of forty years each.20 Actually,
these generations are best understood to
have lasted twenty-five years each. Therefore, 12 x 25, or 300 years, is a more reasonable actual number for the time elapsed
between the building of the temple and
the Exodus. This calculation means the
Exodus happened about 1267 B.C. during
the reign of Ramesses II.21
Most supporters of the late date contend that the number forty should be
taken symbolically in 1 Kgs 6:1. They
observe that numbers in the Bible were
used for purposes other than just precise counting. In fact, several numbers
in Scripture “are used symbolically, are
stylized for other purposes than simple
counting, or are approximate numbers
based on different cultural ways of reck-
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oning time than just counting years.”22
Bratcher says that there are several groups
of numbers that perform certain roles in
Scripture. For instance, the number three
often denotes a short period of time or
extent without intending to be specific
(Jonah 1:17; 3:3). The number seven often
symbolizes completion (Gen 2:2; 29; Matt
15:35). The number twelve symbolizes
community and wholeness (Gen 35:22; Jud
19:29). And the number forty is a “schematized number used for a generation
or simply an unspecified long period of
time” (Gen 7:4; Exod 16:35). Furthermore,
Bratcher points out how multiples of these
numbers appear in the Scripture, such as
seventy or seventy-seven (Gen 4:24; Matt
18:22), one hundred twenty (Gen 6:3), one
hundred forty-four (Deut 34:7), one hundred and forty-four thousand (Rev 14:1),
four hundred (Gen 15:3), four thousand
(1 Sam 4:2), forty thousand (Josh 4:13; 1
Kgs 4:26), and four hundred thousand
(Josh 20:2).23 Understanding this use of

numbers has led many scholars to believe
the 480 years of 1 Kgs 6:1 should be taken
symbolically.
Hoffmeier has suggested that perhaps
prevalent use of the number forty in
the Old Testament originated with the
Israelite wandering in the wilderness;
from there it possibly took on symbolic
meaning throughout the rest of the Old
Testament. Hoffmeier continues,
There are obvious cases where the
number 40 is extremely difficult
to interpret literally. For example,
Moses is said to have been on Mt.
Sinai to receive the law 40 days and
40 nights and during the period “he
neither ate bread nor drank water”
(Exod 34:28; cf. Deut 9:9,18,25). No
human could last 40 days without
water. Consequently, this verse
forces us to accept either the 40 days
or the complete fasting literally,
but not both. Outside of the Bible,

the number 40 also has symbolic
meaning. Consider the statement
by the king Mesha in his famous
stele. He declared that “Omri had
taken possession of the whole la[n]
d of Medeba, and lived there (in) his
days half the days of his son, forty
years.” According to 1 Kgs 16:23,
Omri reigned 12 years, and to Ahab
22 years are credited (1 Kgs 16:29).
Mesha claims to have liberated his
land from Israelite dominance halfway through Ahab’s 22 years, meaning that the 40 year period actually
was no more than 23 years.
Passages like these, and the use of
the number 40 with such regularity, suggests that the number may
symbolize an undisclosed period
of time--an approximate number.
Consequently, trying to reconstruct history and to establish dates
involving the number 40 is indeed
challenging. Then, too, it is undeniable that 480 does correspond to “12
times 40,” and therefore one should
not lightly dismiss the possible symbolic nature of the number.24
Alternative understandings of these passages where one understands the number forty literally might be discussed at
another time, but for the sake of this discussion, Hoffmeier clearly demonstrates
the line of reasoning pertaining to 1 Kgs
1:6 given by many who contend for the
late date of the Exodus.
There are a couple of issues concerning
the notion that the number 480 is derived
from the number of generations between
the time of Solomon and the Exodus. First,
nowhere in the Bible does it communicate
that forty years is the ideal or full generation. Second, 1 Chron 6:33-37 indicates
there were eighteen generations from the
time of Korah, the instigator who raised
a rebellion against Moses (Numbers 16),
to the time of Heman, a musician from
the time of David. If one adds one more
generation to get to Solomon’s time, then
there were nineteen generations from the

time of the Exodus to the time of Solomon.
Following the logic of Hoffmeier and
Kitchen who say twenty-five years is a
reasonable span for an actual generation, nineteen generations multiplied by
twenty-five years yields the number 475
years, a number that coincides well with
the 480 years of 1 Kgs 1:6.25 Other genealogies giving the generations from the time
of Moses to the time of Solomon appear to
be “truncated.” The genealogy of 1 Chron
6:3-10 showing the generations of the high
priests from Aaron to Azariah indicates
there were fourteen high priests from the
time of Moses to the time of Solomon.26

Furthermore, what appears in 1 Kgs 1:6
is the number, four hundred and eighty,
not twelve and forty. Applying the numbers twelve and forty as stock numbers
found in this verse may be reading into
the text something that is not really there.27
Also, this number is couched in a verse
that gives very specific information about
the date of the building of the temple.
Given its context, it seems reasonable to
read all of the information literally. When
the context and genre of a text should be
taken literally, then it is logical to take all
of its constituent parts literally.
Umberto Cassuto’s lectures, The Documentary Hypothesis and the Composition of
the Pentateuch, raise another interesting
point for one trying to understand 1 Kgs
1:6. Cassuto’s study gave attention to the
biblical writers’ use of numbers in the
Old Testament. He determined that the
order in which numbers are given in the
Old Testament are an indication of how
the biblical authors intended the numbers
to be understood. Cassuto observed that
compound numbers appear in two different ways: sometimes the ones precede
the tens, the tens precede the hundreds,
and the hundreds precede the thousands;
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in other instances the thousands precede
the hundreds, the hundreds precede the
tens, and the tens precede the ones. For
example, one may find eighty and four
hundred or one may find four hundred and
eighty. Cassuto writes,
This is the principal rule: when the
Bible gives us technical or statistical data and the like, it frequently
prefers the ascending order, since
the tendency to exactness in these
instances causes the smaller numbers to be given precedence and
prominence. On the other hand,
when a solitary number occurs in
a narrative passage or in a poem
or in a speech and so forth, the
numbers are invariably arranged,
save in a few cases where special
circumstances operate, according
to the more natural and spontaneous order, to wit, the descending
order. This is a fundamental rule
governing the use of the numerals
in Hebrew.28
While one often finds “In the four hundred
and eightieth year” in English translations
of 1 Kgs 6:1, the number appears “in the
eightieth year and four hundredth year”
in the Masoretic Text. According to Cassuto, this ascending order would indicate
a “technical or statistical” number in order
to show “the tendency to exactness.” Up
to this point, no proponent of the late date
of the Exodus has provided a response to
Cassuto’s study as applied to 1 Kgs 1:6.

Judges 11:26

The final Scriptural text for consideration concerning the Exodus is Judg
11:26. This verse is located in a message
Jephthah sent to the king of Ammon in
order to persuade the king to discontinue
his aggression against the Israelites living
in the Transjordan. The Ammonites were
attempting to retake some of the land that
Israel had taken when Moses had led his
people there. As Jephthah was contending
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with the Ammonites over land he said,

“For three hundred years Israel occupied
Heshbon, Aroer, the surrounding settlements and all the towns along the Arnon.
Why didn’t you retake them during that
time?” Jephthah was appealing to the idea
of “squatter’s rights,” that is, since Israel
had been in the land for three hundred
years, there was no reason to give it back
to the Ammonites now. Even though
it is impossible to know the exact date
of Jephthah, most scholars estimate his
dealings with the Ammonites happened
sometime from 1130 to 1073 B.C.29 Therefore, if the Israelites had been in the land
for 300 years that would mean they had
been there since between 1430 and 1373
B.C., a time that well fits an early date of
the Exodus. In fact, the number of years
given thus far in Judges for the cycles of
oppression and peace comes to 301 years,
not counting the Ammonite oppression
Jephthah was fighting.
Nevertheless, some scholars object to
this understanding of Judg 11:26. Bratcher
observes that the context of Jephthah’s
speech suggests that the number is not
intended to be precise but rather a general
reference to an extended span of time.
Also, the narrator of the text portrays
Jephthah as one who probably would have
had little access to historical records in
order to speak with such precision, and
if the narrator had access to the information and wanted to convey chronological
details, then it is odd that the rest of passage is void of any other historical details.
Therefore, one may assume the narrator
had something else in mind rather than
precision in dating as his main concern.
Moreover, Bratcher states the meager evidence and tenuous nature of understanding the specific chronology of the judges
makes trying to do so nearly impossible

because the conclusions are compromised by inadequate data.30
Some say that the “300 years”
is a gloss.31 R. G. Boling argues the
number of years is intended to be an
“exact figure” but that it is a secondary insertion.32 Either way, it could
still support the either date of the
Exodus. Kitchen discounts Jephthah’s
claim also. Confident of his chronology of Jephthah’s activities in 1073
B.C., concerning the number three
hundred he says,
At roughly 1070, that would
place that occupation at about
1370, which in itself makes
no sense whatsoever on any
current date of the exodus
40 years before, whether in
1447, 1260/1250, or any time in
between. Brave fellow that he
was, Jephthah was a roughneck,
an outcast, and not exactly the
kind of man who would scruple
first to take a Ph.D. in local
chronology at some ancient
university of the Yarmuk before
making strident claims to the
Ammonite ruler. What we
have is nothing more than the
report of a brave but ignorant
man’s bold bluster in favor of
his people, not a mathematical
precise chronological datum.
So it can offer us no practical
help. It is in the same class as
other statements that biblical
writers may well report accurately but which they would
not necessarily expect readers
to believe.33
Therefore, according to Kitchen,
the biblical writers were accurate in
recording what Jephthah said, but
what Jephthah said was inaccurate.
Either he was ignorant of the facts or
perhaps he intentionally lied about
them in order to make the case for
his own people, certainly not the last
time a leader would have done so.

Why is it so impossible for the number
to be accurate unless one needs it to fit
an already established historical reconstruction of events? Would it have even
been necessary for Jephthah to have a
“Ph.D. in chronology at some ancient
university” to have knowledge of the
span of time his people had been in the
land? Granted, Jephthah probably had
little concern for providing the Ammonite king with a “mathematical precise
chronological datum.” However, is it
reasonable to consider his use of “300
years” to be something like the way most
typical Americans would have responded

ten to twenty years ago if they had been
asked “How old is the United States of
America?” Most would have answered
“200 years old,” and when they did most
people would have understood it to be a
reasonable estimation of the span of time
in question. There are those Americans
who would still give that answer today.
Moreover, most Americans, sad to say,
have little knowledge of a detailed chronology of American history, but they do
have an idea of the length of time the
United States has been a nation. Therefore,
it is reasonable to conceive that while
Jephthah was not trying to give a definitive time of their occupation of the land,
he was giving a very close approximation
of it. It would not have taken a Ph.D. to
have that knowledge. In fact, it would be
odd if both the Israelites and Ammonites
were ignorant of such information. That is
Jephthah’s point. It is reasonable to expect
it to have been common knowledge.34 As
Davis observes,
It is scarcely possible, however,
that Jephthah should make such a
blunder in the midst of important
international negotiations. His
knowledge of the Torah is evident
from the context of Chapter 11 of
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Judges. It is doubtful that Jephthah
could have exaggerated this number
as it was used in the argument to
the king and have gotten away with
it. The King of Ammon had some
knowledge of the historical precedence involved in Israel’s occupation of the territory of Transjordan
(cf. Judg 11:13). Again it would be
well to point out that numerical
information given in the passage
under question does not appear in
a poetic section and therefore probably reflects sober fact.35

Archaeological Interests

Having given a look at many of the
issues concerning the date of the Exodus
in Scripture, now attention should be
given to the way scholars use archaeological discoveries to pinpoint the date of
the Exodus realizing that archaeological
finds provide no more “hard/objective”
evidence than does Scripture. Just like
any text in the Bible, ancient inscriptions, artifacts, and structures must be
interpreted. Interpretations of the same
data may sometimes vary quite a bit.
One reason for this variance is because
of the intricate nature of archaeology.
Archaeologists must take into account
several issues including the following:
(1) topography – the study of the surface
features of a region, (2) hydrology – the
study of water, its properties, sources, and
distribution, (3) stratigraphy – the study
of the deposition and relationships of the
occupational layers of an archeological
site, (4) regional archaeology – the study
of the material remains of a geographical
area that covers numerous sites, and (5)
the tell – a mound consisting of debris
from cities built on top of one another on
the same site.36 Archaeologists encounter
numerous challenges when addressing
each of these issues. Another reason
for such variance is because it is human
nature to look for what one expects to
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find. Archaeologists must be careful to
avoid allowing presuppositions to influence their interpretations, but doing
so is nearly impossible. Therefore, it is
important for those of us who study the
Scriptures and are interested in archaeology to have an understanding of the role
archaeology may play. Archaeology certainly provides an important piece to the
puzzle of our attempting to put together
all of the events we see in the Bible, but it
cannot stand alone.
One may find numerous volumes pertaining to the various discoveries that may
have some impact on one’s understanding
of the date of the Exodus. Therefore, the
following is just an overview of some of
the major concerns archaeologists have
brought to the discussion.

Destruction Layers

Besides the reference to the city of
Rameses in Exod 1:11, probably the strongest argument for the late date of the
Exodus comes from a number of cities
that were in ancient Palestine that indicate
their destruction and rebuilding during
the thirteenth century B.C. Kitchen and
Mitchell observe, “Various Palestinian
city-sites show evidence of clear destruction in the second half of the 13th century
B.C., which would agree with the onset
of the Israelites placed roughly 1240 B.C.
onward. Such sites are Tell Beit Mirsim
(possibly biblical Debir/Kiriath-sepher),
Lachish, Bethel, and Hazor.”37 The two
biblical cities that have received the most
attention are Jericho and Hazor. The Bible
describes the complete destruction of both
of these cities (Josh 2:1-21; 6:1-27; 11:1-11).
The first city the Israelites defeated as
they came into the Promised Land was
Jericho. A British archaeologist from the
1930s, John Garstang, concluded that Jer-

icho showed evidence of destruction at the
end of the fifteenth century.38 He based
his conclusion on a detailed study of the
pottery he discovered at the destruction
level.39 In the 1950s, Kathleen Kenyon,
another renowned British archaeologist,
excavated the site and came to a very different understanding of ancient Jericho.
Based on her extensive work, she concluded that Jericho actually was destroyed
in the middle of the sixteenth century B.C.,
not at the end of the fifteenth century B.C.
Furthermore, after that, she concluded
there was no occupation of the site during
the fifteenth century.40 Most scholars have
adopted Kenyon’s conclusions. Nonetheless, Wood argues that Kenyon failed to
thoroughly study the pottery of the site,
yet what she did discover corroborates
the biblical account of Jericho and its
destruction. In other words, Garstang’s
study of the pottery was correct after
all. According to Wood, the fortification
system and evidence of its collapse did
not happen in the sixteenth century as
Kenyon espoused, but it happened at the
end of the fifteenth century B.C., supporting the early date of the Exodus.41

Hazor is another city at the center of the
debate.42 It is the largest excavated site in
Israel. Hazor was strategically located ten
miles north of the Sea of Galilee. According to the biblical writers, it is the only
one of three cities captured and destroyed
by Joshua and the Israelites (Josh 11:1-11).
The other two are Jericho and Ai. Excavations at Hazor have revealed the fifteenth
century B.C. city of Hazor (Stratum XV
in the upper city and Stratum 2 in the
lower city) was destroyed by fire. In the
upper city the temple/palace in area A
was destroyed and never rebuilt.43 In fact,
the heat was so intense, probably fueled
by the blustery winds that move across

the area each day, that excavators have
discovered where much of the mud brick
of the structure melted and then resolidified into the charred bricks that may
still be seen today in its reconstruction.
Wood argues that Joshua and the Israelites
caused this destruction, thus supporting
an early date of the Exodus.44
Furthermore, excavators have uncovered a destruction layer that dates to the
thirteenth century B.C. in Stratum 1a and
Stratum XIII. Wood maintains that this
destruction level is the result of Deborah and Barak’s war over King Jabin of
Hazor and his general, Sisera.45 However,
the Israeli archaeologist overseeing the
excavations of Hazor, Amnon Ben-Tor,
contends that Joshua is responsible for the
destruction levels dating to the thirteenth
century B.C. The destruction was so severe
that the city was not reinhabited until the
time of Solomon in the tenth century B.C.46
Yigael Yadin, the Israeli archaeologist who
first excavated these stratums attributed
the destruction to the Israelites.47 Also,
Ben-Tor is convinced Israelites were
responsible for this destruction because
of the mutilated statues of Egyptian and
Canaanite gods and kings many of which
were decapitated.48 Hoffmeier maintains
Deborah and Barak could not be responsible for this destruction because the battle
they fought with King Jabin and Sisera
happened about thirty-five miles south
of Hazor (Judg 4:6, 12-13). While the text
indicates God “subdued” Jabin and that
the Israelites “cut off” or “exterminated”
Jabin (Judg 4:23-24), Hoffmeier observes
that the text is silent regarding any kind
of military action against the city of Hazor
itself. He says,
It is hard to believe that the city that
was the “head” of all kingdoms of
northern Canaan would so thoroughly be devastated by Joshua in
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1400 BC and then rise from the ashes
to be rebuilt to its peak of prosperity
only to be demolished by a much
smaller force from the tribes of
Naphtali and Zebulon (Judg 4:6, 10)
under Deborah and Barak.49
In his response to Hoffmeier, Wood says,
Judg 5:14-18 indicates that Ephraim,
Benja m i n, Ma k i r (Ma nasseh),
Zebulon, Issachar, and Naphtali,
six northern hill country tribes,
participated in the war against
Jabin king of Hazor. Furthermore,
Hoffmeier denies that there was
any military action against Hazor
itself by Deborah and Barak, as the
battle described in Judges 4 took
place at the Kishon River resulted
in Jabin being “subdued” (Judg
4:23). Following this, the “Israelites
grew stronger and stronger against
Jabin” until they “destroyed him”
(Judg 4:24). The destruction of Jabin
implies the destruction of his capital
city Hazor.
These are minor points, however,
compared to the major issues facing
the 13th–century model which Hoffmeier does not address. That is, if
the 1320 BC destruction at Hazor is
assigned to Joshua, where is the city
that Jabin of Judges 4 ruled, since
Hazor was not rebuilt until the time
of Solomon.50
As already indicated, the advocates
of the late date say the destruction levels
of numerous cities in the thirteenth century B.C. are evidence of the conquest of
the promised land. The Bible only mentions three cities that were destroyed by
Joshua, but advocates of the late date say
that these cities are representative of the
mass destruction wielded by the Israelites
throughout the land. Nevertheless, could
it be that Jericho, Ai, and Hazor were the
only cities destroyed in the conquest?
Deut 6:10-12 says,
And when the LORD your God
brings you into the land that he
swore to your fathers, to Abraham,
to Isaac, and to Jacob, to give you--
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with great and good cities that you
did not build, and houses full of all
good things that you did not fill,
and cisterns that you did not dig,
and vineyards and olive trees that
you did not plant—and when you
eat and are full, then take care lest
you forget the LORD, who brought
you out of the land of Egypt, out of
the house of slavery.
Is it logical for people who are conquering
a land with the intention of settling in it
to destroy the cities they are intending
on inhabiting themselves? Moses gives
the impression that the Israelites were
going to live in the Canaanite cities and
houses that the Canaanites had built, not
that the Israelites would have to rebuild.
The destruction of the three cities mentioned in Joshua each seem to have happened under special circumstances, yet
it is reasonable that the Israelite military
strategy was to eliminate the inhabitants
of the land without destroying their cities, homes, or crops. Moreover, the book
of Judges seems to indicate that there was
a great deal of conflict happening during
that period in ancient Palestine. Could it
be that the numerous destruction levels
of the thirteenth century B.C. are the
remains of those conflicts along with the
destruction of Hazor?

Amarna Letters

Excavators have uncovered 382 tablets at Tell el Amarna, which is located
about 180 miles south of Cairo. 51 This
site was the location of the capital during the reign of the ninth pharaoh in the
eighteenth dynasty named Amenhotep
IV or Akhenaton, named for the sun god
Aten or Aton. The Amarna tablets are
significant because they are a collection of
diplomatic correspondences. Out of this
collection, 106 of the letters were requests
from various vassals of Egypt in Canaan

for military aid from the pharaoh in the
face of attacks by a group of people called
Hapiru.52 These attacks happened in the
early to mid-fourteenth century B.C. The
term, Hapiru, appears in texts dating from
1750 to 1150 B.C. and was a designation
for semi-nomadic peoples who “were in
the process of sedentarization, who came
from the semi-desert zone and entered
civilized regions as strangers . . . they
were members of tightly knit tribal units
whose allegiance was determined by
kinship and who had their own system
of law.”53 Astour says the Amarna tablets
indicate the Hapiru “acted in large armed
units which were not only engaged in
plundering raids but were also seizing for
themselves towns and parts of the lands
under Egyptian rule.”54 He continues,

“History shows that whenever one finds
independent armed bands, these were
always ethnically homogeneous.”55 While
not all Hapiru attacking cities in Palestine
were Hebrews, some proponents of the
early date believe that some of the Hapiru
mentioned in the letters were references
to Hebrews.56 From the perspective of the
Canaanites the Hebrews would have fit
the description of Hapiru.
Probably the best argument against
equating the Israelites with the any of
the Hapiru comes from Hoffmeier. He
points out that one of the Amarna tablets
indicates that the king of Hazor was an
ally of the Hapiru as they attacked Tyre.57
This observation raises two issues for an
early date of the Exodus. First, the books
of Joshua and Judges indicate that the
Israelites and the inhabitants of Hazor
were anything but allies. Second, if the
Israelites had come into the land in ca.
1400 B.C., then how could the king of
Hazor be waging war on other city-states
in northern Palestine if Joshua and the

Israelites had just destroyed the city? In
response to the first issue, the Hapiru who
were allies with Hazor obviously were
not Israelites. Once again, “Hapiru” is a
generic as well as derogatory term that
was given to these semi-nomadic peoples
causing unrest in settled areas. Not all
Hapiru were Israelites, but some may have
been called this by the Canaanites who
certainly would not have been concerned
with making any distinction between
these groups as they were conquering
Canaanite settlements. The second issue
assumes it was impossible for Hazor to
rebuild within forty to fifty years. However, the books of Joshua and Judges suggest it did regardless of which date of the
Exodus one takes. Another possibility is
that the Hapiru appeared after the initial
conquest led by Joshua. They would have
been among those who oppressed Israel
during the time of the judges.58

Extra-biblical References to Israel

The Merenptah Stele is a monument
heralding military campaigns carried
out by Pharaoh Merenptah (1237-1227
B.C.). The close of this “Hymn of Victory”
contains a passage concerning a campaign
that happened early in his reign saying,
Carried off is Ashkelon; seized upon
is Gezer;
Yanoam is made as that which does
not exist;
Israel is laid waste, his seed is not.59
This inscription is the oldest extrabiblical inscription where scholars agree
on the mention of Israel. Most attention
has been given to the determinatives
(signs in the text that indicate the nature
of the accompanying word) that follow
the names of the cities and Israel. The
determinatives accompanying the cities
indicate that they were city-states. The
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determinative accompanying Israel indicates that it was a less settled people indicating they were a tribal people without
any fixed territorial boundaries, a picture
in keeping with the time of the judges.60
Since, no other mention of Israel appears
prior to ca. 1220 B.C. and Merenptah
recognized Israel as only a tribal people
instead of a nation, some argue the stele
supports a late date.61 On the other hand,
supporters of the early date contend that
Merenptah’s mention of Israel indicates
the Israelites were established enough
for Merenptah to boast about having
fought Israel, meaning Israel was wellestablished in Canaan by this time.62

Manfred Görg’s publication concerning a column base fragment located in the
Egyptian Museum in Berlin has peaked
some interest in the debate. Görg has
discovered that it preserves three place
names that were part of a longer list. The
first two names are clearly Ashkelon and
Canaan. Görg contends that the third
is Israel. The orthography 63 suggests
this inscription dates to the eighteenth
dynasty.64 If so, then it would lend support
to an early date of the Exodus. Hoffmeier
says Görg’s reading of “Israel” is “plagued
by serious linguistic and orthographic
problems which preclude it from being
Israel,” then he proceeds by addressing
“four of the most glaring objections.”65
In Görg’s formal response to Hoffmeier,
Görg puts forth his reasons for maintaining the inscription should be read “Israel.”
What is just as interesting is that Görg
says, “My commentary has no relationship to questions about the date of the
so-called exodus.”66 Apparently, Görg
has no interest in the debate concerning
the Exodus, indicating his objectivity in
the matter.
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Conclusion

Several more issues surround the
debate concerning the date of the Exodus.
Was there an Egyptian capital near Goshen during the eighteenth dynasty in the
mid-fifteenth century B.C.?67 Did Pharaoh
actually perish in the Red Sea?68 Can one
trust the Jubilee’s data from the Talmud
that seems to indicate the beginning of
the conquest happened in 1406 B.C.?69 Did
the populations in Moab and Edom during the fifteenth century B.C. correspond
to biblical descriptions during Israel’s
trek to Canaan?70 The list goes on as does
the debate.
So why is it important for evangelicals
to concern themselves with what seems to
be insignificant compared to other matters concerning Scriptures? It is important
because a great many people are abandoning the notion that the Exodus ever really
happened.71 No doubt, the message of the
text is preeminent over any chronological
issues, but chronological issues naturally
arise if we acknowledge the historicity of
the text. While evangelicals have no need
for extra-biblical evidence to uphold our
conviction pertaining to the message,
inspiration, and authority of Scripture,
we should be committed to upholding the
truth before a skeptical and unbelieving
world. Evangelicals do not need to prove
the veracity of the bible, yet apologetics is
an important aspect of contending for the
faith. Our chronological understanding
of events before the Exodus and after the
Exodus until Israel’s monarchy is largely
dependant upon our understanding of the
date of the Exodus. As Wood states, “If
we are looking in the wrong century for
evidence to support the biblical account
of the exodus, clearly we will not find any
evidence!”72
Both sides of the debate raise serious

questions concerning the date of the
Exodus. If Moses had recorded the name
of the pharaoh there would be no debate.
However, during that time it was customary for people to call the Egyptian monarch “Pharaoh.” Until stronger evidence
points to the contrary, the mid-fifteenth
century B.C. appears to be the most probable date for the Exodus.
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