Deep Dive #2: How historically accurate is the Biblical account of the Exodus?

Problem

Rabbi David Wolpe of Sinai Temple in Westwood said this during a Passover sermon:


The truth is that virtually every archaeologist who has investigated the story of 


the Exodus, with very few exceptions, agrees that the way the Bible describes the 


Exodus is not the way it happened, if it happened at all.

The problem today is, “How historically accurate is the Biblical account of the Exodus?”


For Jewish people, the historical accuracy of the Exodus is of high importance primarily because it is seen as the landmark event in their history that formed the beginning of their cultural identity (it'd be the Jewish equivalent of the Declaration of Independence), hence why Passover is one of the most significant holidays on the Jewish calendar.  

· How important is the historical accuracy of the Biblical account of Exodus to you?

· Why is it or isn't it important to you?

The Biblical Record


Most anybody who's been to church/synagogue or watched the movie, “The Prince of Egypt” knows that the Bible clearly states that the Israelites were slaves in Egypt, were freed, wandered in the desert, and conquered the land of Canaan.  


As for when this all happened, the Bible dates the Exodus to the middle of the 15th century B.C., though not directly.  Solomon died in 930 B.C. (1 Kings 14:25).  Solomon reigned for 40 years (1 Kings 11:42) so, he ascended the throne in 970 B.C..  The work on the Jerusalem Temple started in the fourth year of Solomon's reign in 966 B.C., which also happened to be 480 years after the Exodus (1 Kings 6:1), dating the Exodus to 1446 B.C..

Archaeological Findings


Archaeologists, however, have found evidence that possibly indicates a history remarkably different from the Biblical record:

1. There is no Egyptian writing that records a single reference to Hebrews or Israelites in Egypt.

2. Israelite housing architecture appears suddenly in the area of Canaan in the late 13th/early 12th century B.C..

3. Archaeological surveys of the reported Israelite settlements reveal a significant population explosion in those cities in the 12th century B.C..  

4. Ceramics found in these Israelite settlements are virtually identical to the ceramics found in the surrounding Canaanite settlements.

5. All iron tools found in these sites, dating to that time period, were farm tools.  Not one was a weapon of any type.

6. There is little to no archaeological evidence that the conquered cities recorded in the book Joshua were destroyed any time between the 15th and 12th century B.C..


Based on this evidence, some archaeologists believe that the Israelites were not former slaves from Egypt who came in and conquered the land of Canaan in the 15th century B.C., but Canaanite peasant farmers who peacefully created a new national identity in the 12th century B.C..

· In your worldview, how reliable is the Biblical record?  Why?

· How reliable are archaeological findings?  Why?

· How do you reconcile the discrepancy between the Biblical record and archaeological findings?

The Wider Scope of the Problem: The Inerrancy of Scripture


For the last couple of centuries, Evangelical churches have embraced and declared the doctrine of biblical inerrancy.  The Evangelical Free Church of America (our own denominational affiliation) has in its Statement of Faith regarding the Bible:


We believe that God has spoken in the Scriptures, both Old and New Testaments, 


through the words of human authors. As the verbally inspired Word of God, the 


Bible is without error in the original writings, the complete revelation of His 


will for salvation, and the ultimate authority by which every realm of human 


knowledge and endeavor should be judged.


A word of clarification may be helpful in understanding the EFCA's Statement of Faith.  The EFCA qualifies its inerrant position with “in the original writings” primarily to make room for scribal transmission errors.  That is, the EFCA believes that the Bible in its original form, is without error.  Nobody today, however, has the Bible in its original form.  What we have instead is a patchwork of manuscripts that are copies of copies of copies.  Scribes over the millenia, made these copies and from time to time, they made errors as they copied their copy of the Bible.  The EFCA attributes errors in the Bible as we have it, as errors due to scribes.  


As an analogy, in the game of telephone, the first person says, “I know the sky is blue.”  As the message gets passed down the line, the final person says, “I'd go for a side of goo.”  Clearly, there is an error in the final version of the message.  But that error is due to the transmission of the message, not the original message itself.  “I know the sky is blue”, the original statement, is true.  

· Do your thoughts so far, on the historical accuracy of the Exodus clash with the doctrine of Biblical inerrancy?  Why or why not?

· Does the authority of Scripture rest on its inerrancy for you?  Why or why not?

· How do you understand the role of the Holy Spirit when you read the Bible?

One Additional Thought to Further Complicate Matters: Genre


When reading a book, it is important to consider its genre.  The book's genre informs the reader how to read it and understand its content.  The controversy surrounding the book, “The DaVinci Code” was basically centered around questions about its genre.  Are people to understand it as a pure fictional novel?  Is it based on historical fact?  What parts are historical?  Answers to these questions would help readers understand how seriously to take its assertions about the history of the church.  It's interesting to note that the book of Exodus, in a similar way, does not reveal its genre.  

· Under what genre do you categorize Exodus?

· How does that genre inform you how to read Exodus?

· Does a look at Exodus' genre relieve some of the tension between the Biblical record and archaeological findings?

