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In recent years, this author has been repeatedly 

asked by his readers about the equation of Mount 

Horeb with Mount Jebel al-Lawz (in North Arabia) 

and about the crossing of the Red Sea at Nuweibeh, 

which has been advocated above all in popular 

scientific circles. He has therefore decided to discuss 

here, why he does not share this view. Undoubtedly, 

the topic requires a more extensive discussion. On 

the other hand, the discussion offers further evidence 

for the working hypothesis advocated by this author 

and his co-author Uwe Zerbst1, since it shows that 

the traditional arguments for the localization of Horeb 

in Sinai and of Yam Suph on the eastern border of 

the Egyptian Nile Delta are clearly compatible with 

the postulated early date of Exodus and Conquest 

(also shared by J. Bimson and D. Rohl2), even if this 

has been queried by proponents of the late date, 

such as James Hoffmeier and Kenneth Kitchen.3 

 

 

During recent decades, some authors have 

repeatedly argued that biblical Mount Horeb is 

not to be found in the southern part of the Sinai 

Peninsula, but rather much further to the east, 

on the North Arabian Peninsula, in the 

mountainous region of Jebel al-Lawz or more 

precisely so at Jebel Maqla.4 This, so they say, 

is supported not only by the biblical narrative, but 

also by the description of the miraculous 

crossing, which they believe must have been a 

deeper body of water, as Pharaoh’s cavalry 

completely drowned in it. 

 

In the following, it will be shown, however, that 

there exists solid archaeological and 

topographical evidence in favor of the traditional 

view. Thus, it indicates that immediately after 

their Exodus from Goshen, the Israelites did not 

take the long way across the Sinai Desert to 

Arabia, but desperately moved to and thru the 

desert along the fortified eastern border of Egypt 

and the Bitter Lakes before they finally reached 

the eastern shore of the Sea of Reeds on dry 

feet. Subsequently they continued south along 

the eastern coast of the Gulf of Suez towards 

southern Sinai to camp at Jebel Musa (or at 

another candidate site for Mount Horeb in that 

region), where Israel would receive the 

Decalogue.5 

 

Horeb in Arabia 

 

One of the main reasons put forth by proponents 

of the eastern Exodus route is the claim by the 

Apostle Paul that the biblical mountain was 

located in Arabia (Galatians 4:25).6 However, we 

know from several classical sources that the 

term Arabia encompassed a much wider region 

during the Hellenistic-Roman period than it does 

today, as it included areas further to the west 

(even including the Wadi Tumilat in the Egyptian 

eastern delta). Also, the pilgrim Egeria in the late 

4th century AD mentions Clysma (i.e. the 
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modern town of Suez) “in Arabia” and clearly 

locates the site on the eastern border of Egypt 

(Fig. 1). 

 

 

A similar understanding of Arabia is held by the 

classical authors Strabo, Diodorus Siculus, 

Ptolemy and Pliny.7 The close association of the 

eastern Nile delta with Arabia is not surprising, 

as Arabian tribes had settled there since the 7th 

century BC, when king Esarhaddon of Assyria 

commissioned them to accompany his military 

convoys to Egypt with camels between 676–669 

BC.8 During the reign of the Achaemenid king 

Cambyses II (525–521 BC) and afterwards, the 

whole region, including Gaza, was under Arab 

influence and was controlled by Arab rulers.9 

 

 

One of these rulers was called Geshem of 

Qedar, who is mentioned in the Book of 

Nehemiah (Nehemiah 2:19; 6:1). Silver bowls of 

this specific ruler with the Aramaic inscription 

“Geshem son of Shahar” and of his son “Qainu 

son of Geshem” were discovered at Tall al-

Mashkuta (likely the ancient site of Succoth) in 

the Wadi Tumilat near the city of Ismailia and the 

Suez Canal. The biblical scholar Edwin 

Yamauchi states that Geshem led “a powerful 

north Arabian confederacy that controlled vast 

areas from northeast Egypt to northern Arabia 

and southern Palestine.”10 It is therefore not 

surprising that biblical Goshen was called 

“Gesem Arabia” during the Hellenistic period.11 

 

 
Fig. 1. Map of the Egyptian eastern delta showing the 

localities and waters discussed in the article. (After Dr. 

Bryant Wood, Associates for Biblical Research) 

 

Edom, Seir and Paran were not only situated 

to the northeast of the Gulf of Aqaba 

 

Another reason why some scholars located 

Horeb east of the Red Sea is their claim that 

Edom, Seir and Paran (regions crossed by the 

Israelites on their way to the Promised Land) are 

only located northeast of the Gulf of Aqaba. In 

the following, however, it will be shown that at 

least parts of this region were located west of the 

Arabah Valley. 

 

Although the core area of the kingdom of Edom 

with its main centers Busayra (biblical Bozrah), 

Tawilan and Umm al-Biyara in the 1st millennium 

BC was located northeast of the Gulf of Aqaba12 

(Eusebius, Onomasticon 260:150), the Edomite 

peripheral zone no doubt also encompassed 

areas as far north as the southern border of 

Judah and the northern Negeb.13 

 

For here archaeologists unearthed several 

Edomite settlements (for instance En Hazeva 
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and Horvat Qitmit) from the late 8th–6th 

centuries BC, whose objects (inscribed sherds, 

seals with Edomite divine names, painted and 

unpainted pottery and cult objects) have been 

clearly identified as Edomite in origin (Fig. 2).14 

Edomite pottery was also found at several 

Judean sites in that region (e.g. at Beersheba, 

Tel Aroer, Tel Ira, and Tel Qudeirat), suggesting 

a cultural interchange between the local 

inhabitants (Fig. 3).15 

 

In addition, Judean ostraca from the same 

period provide evidence that Edomites resided 

near Judah’s southern border and increasingly 

became a threat there.16 The area of “Teman” 

(used in the Old Testament as a synonym for 

Edom and Paran, cf. Habakkuk 3:3-4; Obadiah 

9)17 – also known as the dwelling place of 

Yahweh (as indicated by inscriptions from 

Kuntillet Adjrud [Pithos 2]18) – likely included 

parts of northern Sinai, where Kuntillet Adjrud is 

in fact located.19 Church father Jerome also 

seems to have held a similar view concerning 

this region.20 

 

 

 

 

Figs. 2–3. Botton left: Map of the Negeb-Arabah region 

showing the most important Edomite forts of the 7th–6th 

century BC and the Judean trading posts along the 

southern border of Judah where Edomite pottery has 

been found. 

Above: Fluted Edomite bowl from Tell Beersheba. 

(Photo J. Schweinsberg, courtesy of Lily Singer-Avitz, 

Institute of Archaeology, Tel Aviv University) 

 

Already during the Late Bronze Age, the region 

of Seir (the name Edom is only attested from the 

Ramesside period onwards21) included 

peripheral zones bordering the southern 

mountains of “Judah”, as appears from the 

correspondence of Abdi-Heba of Jerusalem to 

his overlord in Egypt (Amarna letter 288:26).22 

While biblical tradition associates the mountains 

of Seir and its Edomite inhabitants with Esau’s 

descendants (undoubtedly suggesting their 

geographical proximity), Š3sw-nomads from 

both Seir and Edom are listed side by side in a 

topographical list at Amarah West from the reign 

of Ramesses II, which also suggests their 

proximity.23 Inscriptions from the reigns of 

Amenhotep III (Soleb), Ramesses II (Amarah 

West) and Ramesses III (Medinet Habu) also 

mention a “Shasu district of Yahu” (t3š3sw 

yhw3).24 A relationship between this “Shasu-

district of Yahu” and “Yahweh of Teman” 

mentioned at Kuntillet Adjrud has been 

discussed.25 Consequently, Shmuel Aḥituv 

concludes that these Shasu clans were not only 
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found to the east of the Arabah Valley, but also 

in northern Sinai and the Negeb: 

 

As there is no archaeological or historical 

evidence for Egyptian penetration into the high 

mountain country of Edom-Seir, east of the 

Arabah Valley, it is most probable that the 

southern Negeb and northern Sinai are 

referred to in these inscriptions.26 

 

As a matter of fact, campaign lists from the New 

Kingdom period confirm that the Egyptian army 

encountered Shasu bedouins when it traversed 

northern Sinai and the Negeb (this is particularly 

the case as seen on the temple reliefs of Seti I27) 

before the soldiers reached the coastal plain of 

southern Canaan.28 

 

Based on these observations, it is apparent that 

Seir and Edom encompassed undefined 

stretches of land throughout an extensive 

grazing area, where non-sedentary clans 

resided seasonally.29 The fact that there existed 

also smaller settlements (perhaps even small 

principalities) in their nomadic hinterland and 

copper mines where smelting was carried out, as 

archaeological evidence shows, does not 

contradict this view. Similarly, also Paran 

included tracts of land to the west of the Arabah 

Valley, i.e. along the so-called Nahal Paran. As 

the author has argued elsewhere, El-Paran 

mentioned in Genesis 14:6 may well be located 

near Har Karkom in the central Negeb, and 

therefore it too was located west of the Arabah.30 

Given the vastness of the grazing terrain, Paran 

even included tracts of land as far west as 

southeastern Sinai in the so-called Wadi Feiran 

area, where many Nabataean inscriptions 

referring to this region as p’rn were discovered.31 

 

Moreover, it cannot be ruled out that these 

names “migrated” with the bedouins during their 

search for better pasture lands. In addition, the 

toponyms of this area have such common 

names that they easily apply to other steppe 

regions on the edge of the desert as well. 

Teman, for example, simply means “South 

Land” while Seir means “scrub” or “wooded 

area”.32 Paran likely means “splendid” (from p’r 

I), “rich in caves” or "shrubs" (from p’r II). For this 

reason alone, a too narrow definition of these 

localities appears unwarranted. 

 

Was Sinai part of the Egyptian heartland at 

the time of the Exodus? 

 

Another argument often brought to the fore by 

adherents of the Arabian Horeb relates to the 

biblical tradition that the mountain of God lay 

outside Egypt at the time of the Exodus. Indeed, 

the biblical narrative appears to convey that both 

Midian and Mount Horeb were outside Egypt’s 

direct sphere of influence. Thus, Moses refers to 

himself as a “stranger” in the land of his father-

in-law Jethro (Exodus 2:22). Pharaoh also 

understands the place where Moses wants to 

lead his people as a country that was not under 

his influence (Exodus 7:16; 8:21). 

Chronologically, however, Sinai (including the 

military “Way of Horus” leading to Gaza and the 

turquoise and copper mines) were Egyptian 

terrain during the New Kingdom period, when 

according to the conventional chronology 

Exodus occurred. Only when the Egyptian army 

reached Gaza (called Pa-Canaan – “the gate to 

Canaan”) did it enter foreign territory. Even so, 

the northern provinces were still under 

pharaonic sovereignty.33 

 

The situation, however, is quite different during 

the Middle Kingdom and Second Intermediate 

Period, when according to this author’s view the 

Israelites sojourned in Egypt and when they 

finally returned to the Promised Land. At that 

time, the Egyptians did not (yet) understand 

Sinai as one of their northern provinces (as 
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would be the case later), but clearly as foreign 

territory.34 Egypt’s eastern border lay directly 

east of the Nile Delta, in the Wadi Tumilat and 

near the Bitter Lakes. Exactly this understanding 

of the eastern border is also conveyed in the 

story of Sinuhe from the early 12th Dynasty, 

when the so-called “Walls of the Ruler” (Egyptian 

’Inb.w ḥq3) served as an unbroken line of 

fortifications dotted by castles, canals and lakes 

to prevent unwanted intruders from entering the 

Nile Valley (ANET 446).35 As soon as Sinuhe 

had crossed the frontier, he found himself in 

foreign territory, where he had to rely on the 

hospitality of its local princes. This imposing line 

of fortifications is probably also alluded to in the 

Hebrew Bible when it refers to the “Desert of 

Shur” (literally, the “Wilderness of the Wall”, see 

Genesis 16:7; Exodus 15:22; 1 Samuel 15:7; 

27:8). 

 

During his expeditions to the copper and 

turquoise mines of Sinai, king Amenemhat III 

(late 12th Dynasty) sent military convoys to 

protect his miners, as many dangers lurked in 

that foreign land (Fig. 4). 

 

 

Fig. 4. Head of a colossal statue of pharaoh Amenemhat 

III from Bubastis, Egypt. (Photo P. van der Veen, 

courtesy of the British Museum Trustees in London) 

 

At the mines of Serabit el-Khadim and Maghara, 

rock inscriptions report that the Egyptians 

invoked the mother goddess Hathor (“Lady of 

Turqouise”) and Sopdu (the Egyptian god of the 

Asiatic foreigners) and that they cooperated 

there with the locals, including the “sand-

crossers” and the princes of Retenu and their 

brothers.36 One inscription recounts how 

Amenemhat wandered “to the borders of the 

foreigners by foot”, crossing “mysterious valleys” 

before he reached “the borders of the 

unknown”.37 Even though the Egyptians 

repeatedly sought to extend their rule over Sinai, 

the area remained “foreign territory.”38 

 

Thus, if the Exodus took place sometime during 

the Second Intermediate Period, as we believe it 

did, Sinai was still considered to be foreign 

territory. Hence Horeb was too. 

 

The Toponyms of Exodus: from Ramesses to 

Yam Suph 

 

That the Israelites crossed the Sea of Reeds 

near the eastern border of the Nile Delta and not 

further east at the Red Sea or the Gulf of Aqaba, 

becomes evident when we take a closer look at 

the Egyptian place names of the Exodus route 

between Ramesses and Yam Suph. While no 

Egyptian border posts are known near the Gulf 

of Aqaba (for no such posts are ever referred to 

in any Middle and New Kingdom inscriptions), 

New Kingdom inscriptions mention precisely 

these names in the eastern delta. Almost all of 

them also fit the earlier Exodus date (see Fig. 1). 

 

Succoth (Greek Σoκχωθ) = Tjeku = Tall al-

Mashkuta. 

 

After the Israelites left Goshen, they first came 

to a place called Succoth (Hebrew for “tents”, 

“booths”) in biblical tradition (Exodus 12:37). It is 
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generally assumed that biblical Succoth is to be 

identified with the Egyptian site of Tjeku.39 While 

the name Tjeku was used both for an entire 

region (Wadi Tumilat) and for a specific town, the 

remains of that place are likely to be found at Tall 

al-Mashkuta, located in the western part of the 

Wadi Tumilat. Even if not all scholars share this 

equation, there are good reasons to accept it. 

Both the name (Tall al-Mashkuta) and the 

archaeological finds substantiate this view.40 

Although Tjeku is mentioned by name only 

during the 18th Dynasty (under Thutmosis IV) in 

an inscription of the troop commander 

Amenemhat in Sinai41, archaeological finds 

testify that the place was already inhabited 

during the late Middle Kingdom period.42 Like at 

Avaris, many Western Asiatics lived in Tall al-

Mashkuta at that time.43 Although it cannot be 

ruled out that the name Succoth had been 

derived from Egyptian Tjeku, the derivation of 

Egyptian Tjeku from West Semitic Succoth is all 

the more likely, because the term Tjeku lacks a 

firm connotation in ancient Egyptian.44 Hoffmeier 

also suggests that the name was connected with 

the Asiatics who dwelt there during the Second 

Intermediate Period.45 

 

Etham (Greek Ὀθωμ, Βουθὰν) = *ἰ[w]-[ἰ]tm, 

“Island of Atum”?46 

 

When the Israelites departed from Succoth, they 

camped at Etham (Numbers 33:6), which was 

apparently situated on the edge of the desert 

(Exodus 13:20), perhaps near Lake Timsah. 

Could Etham have served as a meeting place 

from where all fleeing Western Asiatics (a mixed 

multitude including the Israelites, see Exodus 

12:38) set out on their way to freedom?47 

 

Several scholars suspect that the Egyptian word 

ḫtm, “castle”48 lies behind the Hebrew name, a 

suggestion that was made long ago by German 

Egyptologist Georg Ebers.49 If so, then Etham 

could have been one of the many border 

fortresses associated with the “Walls of the 

Ruler.”50 Linguistically, however, the equation is 

doubtful, since Hebrew aleph “cannot transcribe 

Egyptian kh”.51 Therefore, Kenneth Kitchen’s 

proposition is more likely, when he suggests that 

Etham derives its name from the god Atum, 

while Etham would have had its own Atum 

temple. For Atum was venerated as the “Lord of 

An/Tjeku” in the Wadi Tumilat.52 Inscriptions 

from the Egyptian Late Period substantiate that 

Tall al-Mashkuta was indeed dedicated to Atum 

of Tjeku, which is why some scholars have 

identified the site with biblical Pithom.53 

 

After leaving Etham, the Israelites apparently 

changed the direction of their march. In any 

case, they subsequently camped at Pi Hahiroth 

between Migdol and Yam Suph, opposite Baal 

Zephon (Exodus 14:2). Hoffmeier suspects that 

the Israelites changed their direction as they 

were halted by a canal that ran between Lake 

Timsah and the Ballah Lakes to the north, the 

topography of which can still be seen in aerial 

photographs and on satellite images.54 Sneh 

and Weissbrod suggest that this ca. 70 m wide 

canal already existed during the 12th Dynasty.55 

The canal also seems to have been an important 

part of the so-called “Walls of the Ruler” 

fortification system.56 Parts of it have also been 

found further to the north. These fortifications 

appear to have sealed off the entire region all the 

way up north to the Mediterranean coast. The 

entire eastern frontier was thus secured by 

castles, canals, and lakes with only a very few 

passages57, which made an escape virtually 

impossible. Both Hoffmeier and Rohl assume 

that the Israelites, instead of continuing south, 

would have swerved north along the western 

shore of the Ballah lakes and into the area of 

Khatana-Qantir.58 The following toponyms (see 

Fig. 1) support this view.59 
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Pi Hahiroth (Greek ἐπαύλεως) = p3-ḥrw 

 

According to Numbers 33:7, the Israelites 

literally “returned” (Heb. yšb‘l) to Pi Hahiroth, 

which can hardly mean other than that Pi 

Hahiroth was only a few kilometers (east) of 

Ramesses (Tell el-Daba/Avaris), from where 

many Israelites had originally set out (v. 5).60 

While the Septuagint mentions only a small 

nameless village (ἐπαύλεως) between Migdol 

and the sea, the Hebrew text uses a word that 

appears to be of Semitic origin and can be 

translated as “mouth of the canal”.61 Thus, for 

example, in Akkadian, canal is ḫarru(m).62 An 

Egyptian “canal” called p3-ḥrw in the eastern 

delta is mentioned in Papyrus Anastasi III 2.9 

and 3.3ff from the Ramesside period.63 It thus 

seems plausible that the Israelites camped at 

the “mouth” of p3-ḥrw. Moreover, Hoffmeier 

suspects that p3-ḥrw was part of the so-called 

“Eastern Frontier Canal” that ran past Tell el-

Borg, some 5 km southeast of Tell Hebua and T-

78 (Migdol?).64 In addition, building remains 

(shelters for soldiers and bedouins) and pottery 

from the Second Intermediate Period at Tell el-

Borg (Field VI.1) suggest that these features 

date back at least to before the New Kingdom.65 

 

Migdol (Greek Μαγδώλου) = Magdalu (EA 

234) = T-78 or even Tjaru (Sile)? 

 

Exodus 14:2 and 9 names two places that were 

near the Israelite camp, namely Migdol and Baal 

Zephon. A place called Magdalu in Egypt is 

known from the Amarna letters (EA 234). New 

Kingdom inscriptions also mention a Migdol of 

pharaoh Menmaatre (Seti I), and although the 

word “Migdol” only means “watchtower” and 

could therefore refer to any similar site in the 

region, Hoffmeier considers Migdol Menmaatre 

to be biblical Migdol.66 It remains unclear, 

however, whether Migdol Menmaatre is located 

at the ruined mound T-78 (immediately south of 

the “Eastern Frontier Canal”) or perhaps at T-

116 (Tell Ebedah), on the east side of the 

lagoon.67 These sites are near Tell Hebua I and 

II, which is now almost certainly believed to be 

Egyptian Tjaru, the very “Gate to Egypt”. Middle 

Kingdom and Second Intermediate Period 

traces have been found here too.68 However, it 

cannot be excluded that Tjaru itself was biblical 

Migdol, Egypt’s most significant border town. For 

the Israelites, this fortress would undoubtedly 

have been another obstacle to overcome.69 

 

Baal Zephon (Greek Βεελσεπφων) = Temple 

of Seth-Baal in R3-3ḥw (“the mouth of the 

fertile land”)? 

 

At this site the Canaanite deity Baal Zephon 

(Baal of the North) was venerated.70 A locally 

manufactured 13th Dynasty cylinder seal from 

Tell el-Daba depicts Baal “of the North” striding 

across the mountains. He was worshipped as 

the patron of shipmen by the Asiatics of Avaris 

during the 13th Dynasty (Fig. 5).71 

 

 

 

Fig. 5. Cylinder seal from Tell el-Daba depicting the deity 

Seth-Baal. (Drawing by Maria Antonia Negrete-Martinez 

© ÖAI, with kind permission of Prof. Manfred Bietak and 

Dr. Ernst Czerny) 
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Fig. 6. Inscription of pharaoh Nehesi (14th Dynasty) with 

a reference to the temple of Seth-Baal in R3-3ḥw, 

possibly biblical Baal Zephon. (After W.M. Flinders 

Petrie, 1885. Tanis, Part I, 1883-1884, London, Plate III). 

 

Inscriptions from Tell el-Daba also show that 

pharaoh Nehesi of the 14th Dynasty had a 

temple built for Seth (the Egyptian version of 

Baal). The so-called 400-year stele from the 

reign of Ramesses II likely also refers to this 

temple.72 Inscriptions of Nehesi have also been 

found at other eastern delta sites, including Tjaru 

(Tell Hebua). A statue of the same ruler from 

Tanis (see Fig. 6) mentions that Seth-Baal was 

also worshipped at R3-3ḥw (“mouth of the fertile 

land”), whose exact location remains disputed.73 

 

Manfred Bietak suggests that the site lay 

northeast of Avaris on the edge of the desert, 

roughly in the area of Tanis between the 

“Pelusian arm of the Nile and the Bahr el-Baqar, 

near Tell el-Ahmar.”74 Places such as Tell Abu 

Seifah, Tell Qedua (which lies about 1 km north 

of Tell el-Herr75) and Tell Defenneh (biblical 

Tahpanhes) where according to a 6th century 

BC papyrus Baal-Zephon was worshipped76, 

have been considered as possible candidates 

for this site. However, none of these settlements 

is older than the Saitic period (7–6th century 

BC).77 Thus, R3-3ḥw is currently the only serious 

candidate for biblical Baal Zephon whose 

approximate location fits the date of Exodus 

advocated by this author.78 Also Bietak relates 

the site to the book of Exodus: “It would be 

conceivable that R3-3ḥw lived on meaningfully 

in the biblical toponym Baal Zephon in the Book 

of Exodus 14.2 u. 9 ...”.79 Papyrus Anastasi III 

from the Ramesside period mentions a village 

called Baal in the same region. Could this name 

be just the younger name of Second 

Intermediate Period R3-3ḥw? 

 

Yam, Yam Suph (Greek θαλάσσης, ἐρυθρὰν 

θαλάσσαν) = p3-tjwfi 

 

According to Exodus 14:2ff, the Israelites stayed 

on the shore of “Yam”, specifically called “Yam 

Suph” (“Sea of Reeds”) in Exodus 10:19 and 

13:18. Whether the translation as “sea” is 

correct, cannot be stated with certainty, since the 

Hebrew word has several meanings, including 

“lake” (Numbers 34:11), “[great] river” (Nahum 

3:8; Jeremiah 51:36), “[artificial] body of water”, 

in the sense of a water basin (in the temple), 

pond or canal (2 Kings 25:13).80 While Hebrew 

“suph” means an indefinite “water plant”, 

Egyptian tjwfi translates “reed” or “papyrus”. It is 

therefore probable that the Hebrew term had 

derived from the Egyptian word.81 The 

Septuagint, however, translates “Yam Suph” 

with “Red Sea”.  
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Fig. 7. The now largely silted region of the biblical Sea of 

Reeds on the northeastern border of the Nile delta. 

(Photo and courtesy of David Rohl) 

 

Why this is so, can only be conjectured. Perhaps 

the Greek translators meant that the crossing of 

the Sea of Reeds took place somewhere near 

the northern shore of the Gulf of Suez or at one 

of the nearer lakes to the north, since the 

memory of the precise location was lost (likely 

due to the silting up of the region). Since the 

Hebrew Bible also refers to the eastern arm of 

the Red Sea (i.e. the Gulf of Aqaba) as the Sea 

of Reeds (Numbers 21:4; 1 Kings 9:26), the 

proponents of the Arabian location of Horeb 

have repeatedly argued that “Yam Suph” of the 

Exodus narrative too must be located at the Gulf 

of Aqaba. But as we have shown, the toponyms 

discussed above, clearly show that Yam Suph of 

the Exodus was not at the Gulf of Aqaba. On the 

contrary, the ancient Egyptian inscriptions locate 

a certain p3-tjufi near Tjaru. The name literally 

means “place of reeds”. James Hoffmeier has 

convincingly argued that this was a body of 

water in the eastern delta and that according to 

the Onomasticon of Amenemope it was near the 

aforementioned Tjaru and therefore near biblical 

Migdol, Pi Hahiroth and Baal-Zephon (Fig. 7).82 

 

Moreover, representatives of the Arabian Horeb 

theory have also argued that biblical Yam Suph 

must have been a deep body of water since 

Pharaoh and his chariots drowned in the Sea. 

But how compelling is their criticism? The 

description of the deep sea does not stem from 

the narrative in the book of Exodus (chapter 14), 

but from the Song of Moses in chapter 15, where 

in a psalm-like poem the cosmic intervention of 

Yahweh is hailed as a victory over the powers of 

darkness. It is further mentioned that Yahweh 

will eternally reside as king in his sanctuary, and 

how he will plant Israel on the mountain of his 

inheritance, which no doubt is Mount Zion (v. 

17).83 Similar to David in Psalm 18, the author 

uses literary metaphors that echo the victory of 

Yahweh as cosmic warrior over the stormy 

primeval flood (Hebrew tehom: vv. 4, 7).84 It is 

striking that the narrative in Exodus (14:21–31 

and 15:19–21) more naturally recounts how a 

strong east wind exposed the seabed all night 

long and how the Israelites reached the other 

shore dry-footed. When the water flowed back, 

Pharaoh’s army was surprised by the waves and 

finally drowned. The height of the waves forming 

a dam is not actually mentioned in the text. 

However, the book of Joshua reports a similar 

event when it recounts how the Jordan River 

was likewise drained, not far from Jericho, so 

that the Israelites could enter the Promised Land 

dry footed. Again, it mentions a water dam 

(Joshua 3:13 and 4:23–24; emphasis by the 

author): 

 

And as soon as the priests who carry the ark of 

the Lord—the Lord of all the earth—set foot in 

the Jordan, its waters flowing downstream 

will be cut off and stand up in a heap. … For 

the Lord your God dried up the Jordan before 

you until you had crossed over. The Lord your 

God did to the Jordan what he had done to the 

Red Sea when he dried it up before us until we 

had crossed over. He did this so that all the 

peoples of the earth might know that the hand 

of the Lord is powerful and so that you might 

always fear the Lord your God. 

 

Here, too, the water heaped up or stood up as a 

wall, as it was presumably held back by fallen 
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debris further to the north.85 Since the Jordan 

River is not deep, the dam does not imply deep 

water, but only that the water was “held back” or 

“dammed up”. 

 

Secondly, the drowning of the Egyptian soldiers 

is not so much related the depth of water than to 

the force with which the water flowed back and 

swept the victims into the waves. Carl Drews and 

Weiqin Han of the University of Colorado were 

able to prove experimentally that a much less 

spectacular hydrodynamic event in Egypt’s 

north-east delta would have been clearly 

sufficient to dry out a lagoon of a mere depth of 

2 m, by lowering the water by wind. Their 

experiment showed how, at Tell Hebua and Tell 

el-Borg on the Pelusian arm of the Nile, a land 

bridge 5 km wide would have persisted for over 

four hours at a wind speed of 28 m/s, while the 

same phenomenon would have lasted as long 

as seven and a half hours at a wind speed of 33 

m/s.86 They also refer to a similar event that 

occurred in 1882, when the water of nearby Lake 

Menzaleh was driven back 11 km to the 

northwest by a strong easterly wind, so that the 

seabed was exposed, and the fishermen could 

walk through the mudflats.87 

 

Finally, it can be said that no conclusive 

arguments exist in favor of the Arabian location 

of Mount Horeb. On the contrary, the 

topographical considerations show clearly that 

the Israelites left the Egyptian delta near Tjaru 

and crossed a lagoon nearby. It is therefore not 

surprising that in the Papyrus Anastasi III 2.8–

12, like in Exodus 14:2, three toponyms Baal, 

p3-ḥr and p3-ṯwfi are closely related to each 

other, which clearly confirms the north-eastern 

delta as the place where Israel traversed Yam 

Suph. 
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