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A CASE STUDY IN CONTEMPORARY BIBLICAL INTERPRJTATION 

THE EXODUS ACCOUNT 

I. THE HISTORICAL CRITICAL APPROACH 

The use of the historical critical method is basic for much of contemporary Biblical interpretation. 
Basic io this method is the presupposition which excludes the divine revelatory aspect in the Biblical 
sense. 

Applied to the Old Testament, the historical critical method posits multiple strands of tradition 
which are identified and sorted out (Literary Criticism). On the basis of literary form and style it 
seeks to get at the original units of what happened (Form Criticism) and to explain why and how various 
assumed traditions originated and developed into the present canonical text (Tradition and Redaction 
Criticism). See Appendix I for further definitions. 

As he looks at a given Old Testament text, the practitioner of the historical ~ritical method makes 
it his task "to discern the inner units and unities that elude the average reader." He seeks to estab
lish the social context of the text and also pays close attention to the sp,ecial thrust of the kind 
of literary form that it is, In so doing1 he tries "to distinguish the context out of which the litera
ture comes from that to which it speaks." 

The basic concern of the historical critical method is to establish the function of the text. Ite l 
overriding concern is to establish why a text was included in the record and what it was to accomplish 
in the lives of people at the time. The practitioner of the historical critical method is not overly 
concerned with the facticity of the event as such, since he normally looks upon the text as interpreted 
his~ory. 

In the Exodus account, for example, God allegedly did not want to give us an account of what happened, 
accurate to the final detail. Rather He wished to indicate that what He did there should be meaningful 
for our faith today. 

The historical critical method assumes that the books of the Old Testament as we have them today repre
sent the final edition of a long period of creative, literary activity. Accordingly the books fro~ Genesis 
to Malachi reflect for the most part the post-exilic interpretation, inherited from past generations. t 

The various traditions of pre-exilic times in turn are considered to be the result of creative inter
pretations and reinterpretations as these traditions were molded and passed on in oral and written form. 
Each generation of Israelites e.g. is said to have received more from the past than the bare facts of 
the crossing of the Red Sea. In addition, they fell heir to various interpretations of the event. 

4
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view of this process, it is extremely difficult to ascertain with certainty what actually happened. 

A, Various Histories in the Old Testament 

On the basis of literary analysis, historical criticism holds that at least three histories of major 
proportions underlie the Old Testament: The Priestly History (Genesis through Numbers), The Deuteronomic 
History (Deuteronomy through 2 Kings), and The Chronicler's History (1 - 2 Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah). 
Each of these is thought to be based on a variety of sources, presumably both oral and written. 

The dates assigned to these traditions vary among the practitioners of the historical critical 
method. Opinions differ especially with resRect to a firm date for the priestly tradition. 

The Priestly History 

The.Priestly History is said to comprise the books of Genesis through Numbers. It is thought to be 
a combination of the Yahwist tradition (J, ca 950 B.C.). the Elohist tradition (E, ca 850-750 B.C.), and 
the priestly tradition (P, not before the exile in the sixth century but perhaps in the fifth or even 
the fourth century B.C.). These traditions are broken down into smaller units in the attempt to establish 
their original form and content. 

The Deuteronomic History 

The Deuteronomic History (D) is conjectured .to form the theological base for a history extending from 
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The Yahwist tradition is conjectured to begin with Genesis 2:4b: "In the day that the Lord (Yahweh) 
God made the heaven and the earth." It is found in Genesis, Exodus, and Numbers. 

The Yahwist is thought to have made three grea~ contributions: 1. history writing is a confession 
of faith, e.g., his stress in Genesis 12:1-3 is on ~lessing and promise; 2. his use of theological 
criteria to evaluate the world in which he lives; e.g., the tower of Babel story in Genesis 11; 3. in 
Genesis 2-3 he provides an interpf5tative insight into history in stressing that conflict and evil re
sulted from man's break with God. 

The Elohist (E) Tradition 

The second layer, the Elohist (E), is considered more difficult to trace because, as noted above, 
a later editor (JE) is said to have cgJBbirted the Elohist with the Yahwist tradition. He used the 
Elohist tradition merely to compleme6't and supplement the Yahwist mate'rial. As a result, some prac
titioners of the higher critical method work mainly with what is assumed to be the end result of these 
two traditf~ns in the combined form of JE, although both are seen to depend on the same basic oral 
trad:1:tion. 

1
pie term Elohist comes from the assumption that this tradition used the Hebrew name "Elohim" for, 

God, beginning at Genesis 1:1 and continuing until the name Yahweh is said to have been revealed to 
Moses at Mount Sinai (Ex. 3• 14-15)- Thereafter the Elohist used both names Elohim and Yahweh for God-

As for the time of the Elohist, some feel that he wrote under the influence of Elijah and Elisha 
in the ninth century B. C. Others suggest that the silver era of Jeroboam II in the eighth century 
would be a better date, 1. e., around 750 B. C. 

It is assumed that the Elohist stressed the significance of Jacob and Joseph. The latter's sons 
Ephraim and Manasseh were adopted by Jacob (Gen. 48) and their descendants later received most of the 
land north of Jerusalem stretching up to the Esdraelon Plain, the heartland of the Northern Kingdom of 
Israel (Josh. 16 - 17). 

The Elohist is said to stress sanctuaries in this area associated especially with Jacob, such as 
Bethel (Gen. 28; 35) and Shechem (Gen. 33: 18-20; 50:22-26). He is thought to emphasize also the im-f 
portance of Hoses in contradistinction to the Yahwist's stress on David. In view of these features, 
it is surmised that the Elohist lived in the Northern Kingdom of Israel. 

The Elohist allegedly centered his message on Israel's covenant election by God and her obligation/ 
to live in obedience within this relationship. The climax of his narrative is reached in the words 
of Exodus 19:5-6: "If you will obey Hy voice and keep Hy covenant, you shall be Hy own possession 
among all peoples • • • and you shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation." The Elohiet' s 
two key words are "faith" and "obedience". 13 His basic thrust is that Israel must be the church. 14 

The Elohist is said to stress also the distance separating God from man. He shuns anthropomorphisms,I 
preferring to let God speak more indirectly through dreams, visions, and angels rather than directly 
with man. 

The Priestly (P) Tradition 

The priestly (P) layer presupposes the combined traditions of the Yahwist and the Elohist, of JE, 
and of the Deuteronomist. Presumably based on a long oral tradition, it is thought to have been recorded 
during Judah's exile in Babylonia, perhaps after 550 B. C. Some feel that it may have been written after 
some of the people had returned to Judah in 538 B. C. Others suggest a much later date. 

An alleged feature of the priestly writer is his tendency to interpret the tradition of God's cove
nant people in such a way as to speak encouragingly to them. He did so because after 538 B. C. some 
of them returned to the homeland, but most of them lived in Mesopotamia and spread out from there, Life 
in Judah was difficult and frustrating. And this continued during the years of the Persian overlord, 
followed by Alexander and his successors. 

The priestly writer can be identified also, it is claimed, by his stress on the structure and organi
zation of God's plan, as manifested in creation, salvation, and the provisions for living out the cove- I 
nant faith. Thus geneaologies and their importance for Israel are emphasized in his record, written in 
characteristically formal language. 

The priestly tradition is said to begin with the creation account as found in Genesis 1:1-2:4a. It 
includes the flood and God's covenant with Noah. After highlighting the primeval history, the writer 
concentrates on Israel's prehistory and leads up to Moses. Another distinguishable feature is found 
in his stress on God's eternal covenant with Abraham and his descendants and on the covenant land as 
an eternal possession (Gen. 15:17). Since God made this promise out of grace, it is unconditional. 
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For God's covenant people of his day in the exilic and the post-exilic period, the priestly writer 
had this message: "God will keep His covenant promise. You will need to live as a worshiping community 
with God as your center. Your whole life is to be lived as a service to Him according 1g directives 
received through divine revelation by Moses and Aaron. This is God's program for you." 

The practitioner of the historical critical method needs to keep in mind these assumed layers of 
traditions of the Priestly History especially as he works with the first four books of the Pentateuch. 
As he reads a given passage, he will need to note the supposed characteristics and purposes of each of 
these layers of tradition to gain the distinctive insights presumably to be derived from the passage. 

Questions From the Viewpoint of Literary, Form, and Tradition Criticism 

What happens to a text when it is studied in the light of the historical critical method? What 
does the practitioner of this method need to ask himself? What new insights are to be gained in using 
this method and what are the results? 

The story of the crossing of the Red Sea at the time of the Exodus may be used as a case in point. 
In approaching this text, the practitioner of the historical critical method will need to ask himself 
questions such as those given bfGow. Since three kinds of "criticisms" are involved, they will be listed 
under the appropriate headings. 

a. Literary Criticism 

1. What is the literary plan or structure of this passage? 

2. Is this passage a literary whole? 

3. Can certain literary units be isolated? 

4. Do these have a major focus from different perspectives? 

5. Would this suggest several stages in literary composition, i.e., different layers of tradition? 

6. Are they independent traditions or do they complement and supplement each other? 

7. Are they parts of larger literary works? 

b, Form Criticism 

1. Did the text or a part of it, once exist in oral form? 

2. Can the form be identified as a common mode of oral communication in the ancient world? 

3. Does the text contain a hymn or a legend that may have been transmitted orally for a period of time? 

4. What human situation gave rise to the form in question? Was it a worship context? a victory cele
bration hymn? a court setting? 

c, Tradition Criticism 

1. Are there signs that later interpreters modified original units, be they oral or written? Why? In 
what way? 

2. How did the various units come to be arranged as they are in the text as it has come down to us? 

3, Is this due to the Priestly writer and his school of thought? 

To gain a better understanding of the crossing of the Red Sea pericope, it is essential to look at 
the setting. In considering its various aspects, some of the questions listed above will come into play. 
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II. THE HISTORICAL CRITICAL APPROACH TO EXODUS 13:17-15:21 

A, Setting of the Exodus Event 

Historicity of the Event 

One of the most fundamental and oft repeated statements of faith in the Old Testament is that 
Yahweh "led Israel out of Egypt." In Israel's short historical cf'do, this phrase appears as the major 
act of God in her ely§tion (Deut. 6:21-23; 26:8; Josh. 24:6-7). It stands at the very center of her 
confession of faith. 

From the viewpoint of the historical critical method, the Exodus account with special
1
§mphasis on 

the crossing of the Red Sea as found in the Book of Exodus is not a "photographic report." C011DBenting 
on this, Von Rad says: 

The final point at which all such expansio?s were exhausted is the Hexateuch's picture in Ex. 
lff., for there, through the conscription of every available tradition, the simple theme has 
been theologically worked up into a sublime chorale. In the deliverance from Egypt Israel saw 
the guarantee for all the future, the absolute surety for Jahweh's will to save, something like 
a warrant to which faith could appeal in times of trial (Ps. LXXIV. 2). In its oldest form this 
confession glorifies an act of Jahweh's u~ccompanied by any divine utterance. And Israel too, 
the object of this event, is silent. But when the tellers of the story come to describe it, they 
introduce a plethora of words, some allegedly spoken by Jahweh and some by Israel. Important 
as these are, the event which took place ~0111 remains the basic thing that happened. This 
datum ancient Israel never spiritualised. 

Practitioners of the higher critical method believe that underlying the account of the Yahwist, and 
many would also say behind that of the Elohist, is the original tradition of what actually happened, 
However what it was remains shrouded in mystery because the various traditions have added interpretations 
and re-interpretations of the event, 

"Many practitioners of this method consider it very important to penetrate through these assumed 
interpretations in order to establish which facets of the biblical narrative of the Exodus never happened. 
Then resorting to tradition and redaction criticism, they seek to establish why and how layer upon layer 
of interpretations were added to fit the needs of each generation. The basic purpose is th2~ght to 
be to teach that God liberates His people. Th~s, then, is also God's message for us today. 

Historicity of Moses 

Before analyzing the Exodus account from the viewpoint of the historical critical method, it is 
essential to look at the key aspects of the setting, such as, the historicity of Moses, of Israel, the 
Passover, the meaning of the term commonly translated as "Red Sea," and the miraculous features of the 
crossing of the Sea, 

What role did Moses play in the Exodus event? Has his role as recorded come about as the result 
of creative interpretations of Israel's basic tradition? 

Noth, in A History of Pentateuchal Traditions, asks "in which of the various Pentateuchal themes 
was the figure of Moses actually at home, from which only subsequently, int~! process of the merging of 
the Pentateuchal themes he came to dominate such a wide narrative sphere?" 

Von Rad notes that the interest is in Moses' sacral.office rather than in his person, 23 but concludes: 
"Critical historical scholarship • • • holds the picture of Moses and his leadership drawn in the tra
ditions of the Book of Exodus to 2l as unhistorical as the function which the Deuteronomistic book of 
Judges ascribes to the 'judges, '" 

In his r!gently revised A History of Israel, John Bright finds attempts such as Noth's to be extremely 
unconvincing, Rowley concludes in his Faith of Israel, "In any event it was through the work of Moses 
that God's choice of Israel was renewed ~g confirmed, and through the deliverance of the Exodus that 
his claim upon her was established •• ," Davidson note! that the interpretation of the Exodus event 
is "rooted in a personal encounter between Moses and God." 7 Although he attributes some parts of Moses' 
life as depicted to popular legend, Harrelson regards much of the biblical account to be more or less 
historical. 28 

This survey of critical literature reveals that those who use the historical critical method do not 
agree on how much of what the Scriptures tell us about Moses is historical fact. 
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Historicity of the Term "Israel 11 

The sacred narrative portrays Moses as the leader of the people of Israel. Are these the 
descendants of the twelve sons of Jacob who entered Egypt at the time of Joseph to live in the land 
of Goshen (Gen. 46-47)? Were only some of the tribes of Israel represented? Was Israel only a small 
group au&mented by other elements or tribes already in the land of Canaan? Is "Israel" act ual)y a 
much later term projected back into the time of the Exodus? 

The historical critical method yields no certain answer. Sidney H. Hooke holds that '"Israel a~
9 this point of its history is an ideal in the minds of the editors of the sagas, not a real entity." 

Von Rad states categorically that "historical investigation has made it clear that 'Israel' was the 
name given to the sacral alliance of the tribes which was only constituted in Palestine, after the Settle
ment ••• the ~dea of a 'people of Israel' already in existence in Egypt, at Sinai, and in the wilder
ness, is due to an understandable anachronism of a later age--when it had passed out of mind that at 
that time there was as yet no such thing as Israel, but only tribes and tribal groups which afterwards 
entered the Israel that was to be and lost their independent identity in it. 1130 

Bright suggests the group could not have been large. Its composition is hard to establish but it 
was a mixed aggregation of Hebrews and non-Hebrews. As rime went on it grew in numbers. Thus Israel 
came into being through an exceedingly complex process, 3 

Harrelson suggests that at the time of the Exodus Israel consisted pri1Darily of the tribe~ of 
Ephraim and Manasseh in addition 59 some Levites and a sprinkling from other Israelite tribes. 2 Rowley 
~s more or less of the same mind. May holds out two alternatives: Israel was primarily composed 
of the tribes of Joseph (Phraim and

3
fanasseh) and Benjamin plus some Levites, or the tribes of Judah, 

Simeon and Reuben and some Lev~tes. Glock s S!aks of the people present at Mount Sinai as "some Hebrews, 
••• originally a disinheri~ed social gro1,1p,tt 

While opin~ons differ on the composition of Israel at the time of the Exodus, there is agreement 
that it was a comparatively small group.

36
Figures such as those given in Exodus 38:26; Number 1:46; 

26:51 are considered grossly inaccurate. 

The Passover and Its Origins 

Exodus 12 and 13 record God's instructions on the Passover and the observance of the Passover meal, 
This episode is said to be the product of the priestly tradition and that of the Deuteronomic Historian 
(D).37 

Behind the Passover is sa~d to be a very ancient, springtime 
herds in part to assure fertil~ty and prosper1ty in their flocks, 
of customs pr act iced by nomads and semi-nomads before the time of 

fertility festival, practiced by shep- 1 
It is also ihought to have elements 

the Exodus • 3 

Presumably this festival was incorporated in §~e Yahwist tradition and later embellished by both 
the priestly layer and the Deuteronomic historian. , 

The Red Sea 

The climactic event of the Exodus took pl ace at the Red Sea, in Hebrew "yam suf". "Yam" means sea 
and "suf" may mean reedy, "Yam suf" may then also refer to a body of water in which reeds abound. 

The Old Testament uses the term "yam suf" in several ways. 1 Kings 9:26-27 and 10:11, 22 tell 
us that Solomon sailed his fleet from Ezion-geber to Ophir on the "yam suf" • the Red Sea. In the ancient 
period, the term Red Sea included the Gulfs of Suez and Aqaba, the ·Indian Ocean and the Persian Gulf, O 

The term 11Y/illll suf" occurs frequently in the account of the Exodus. The historical critical point 
of view assumes that it originally-meant Reed Sea. The reference to the Red Sea in connect~n with 
Solomon's marit~me activities ~s said to be a much later meaning. Hence when Israel crossed th~ Reed 
Sea, a basically shallow body of water was involved, it is claimed. Some deny even that the escaped 
slaves passed through water, s~nce the conjectured account of the Yahwist, presumably the oldest, does 
not explicitly say so. Later embellishments are thought to have been added to heighten the miraculous 
aspects of the event. 

,. Involved in id~fying the place of the crossing is the question of the route taken by the Israel-
~tes as detailed especially in Exodus 13:17-14:9. The lack of specific information as to the exact loca
tion of each place and o the meaning; of every term creates the difficulties which, in turn, produce 
--- ___ .. _ .._ _i. __ --- - ------ -



9 

Three areas are suggested for the site of the crossing. The first is Lake Manzala and/or Lake 
Bardawil, shallow bodies of water lying to the west and east of the present Suez Canal and separated 

~ from the Mediterranean by narrow stripf
2
of land. Anderson and Finegan find this suggested location 

hard to square with the Biblical data. 

The second site is the area between the south end of Lake Timsah and the north end of the large 
~Bitter Lake. The third is between the lower end of the smaller Bitter Lake and the head of the Gulf 

of Suez. 

Some years ago a marine officer connected with the Suez Canal organization made an extensive study 
of the area and found that seemingly the ancient levels of the Bitter Lakes and the Gulf of Suez were 
not much different. Marine shells were found along the banks of both areas. 

Accordingly it is thought that the Bitter Lakes and the Gulf of Suez were connected by a shallow 
body of water. At one point the water is said to have been narrow and more shallow, permitting it to be 
used as a ford under favorable conditions. A strong northeast wind together with a strong outgoing 
tide is suggested to have made the crossing possible. A turn of the wind or lack of it pl~~ a strong 
incoming tide would then constitute the phenomena of nature which destroyed the Egyptians. 

The Miraculous Aspects of the Exodus Event 

Miracles are an important feature of the Exodus account. God did many signs and wonders in behalf 
of His covenant people such as the ten plagues, crossing the Red Sea, sweet water at Marah, manna, and 
the like. Did these actually happen or are they to be accounted for by a tendency to heighten the 
miraculous elements as the tradition was told and retold; i~terpreted and reinterpreted, through the 
generations in order to glorify Yahweh for His mighty acts? 44 

Regarding miracles in general, Rowley says in The Faith of Israel: "If a miracle be defined as 
divine ai§ivity within the world, a belief in its possibility would seem to be fundamental to a belief 
in God." He goes on to point out that some of the miracles in the Old Testament are examples of 
divine activity in what we call nature while others are manifestations of divine activity through events 
contrary to nature. He concludes: "The miracle stories can neither be uncritically accept_ed as histori
cal, nor uncritically rejected as fancy. Each example must be examined for itself, in the light of the 
character of the narrative in which it stands and the purpose for which it appears to have been written. 
But that there is a truly miraculous element in the story I am fully persuaded. 1146 

In Understanding the Old Testament, Bernhard Anderson defines a miracle in the Biblical sense as 
"an indication of God's purposive activity, but never a final proof. God givi, evidence of his presence 
and redemptive purpose, but in an ambiguous way that demands faith and trust." 

In applying this definition to the Exodus event, he goes on to say: "Every reader of the Bible 
has to make up his mind about the historical nucleus which lies at the heart of the tradition that has 
been elaborated and colored by Israel's faith over a period of generations. Some miracles are more 
central to the Exodus story, more native to the Mosaic period, than others. Other aspects of the 
story are an artistic and imaginative expression of the conviction that Yahweh was active in history, 
delivering his people from servitude and calling them to serve his purpose. Since the whole account 

tis interpretative, it is very difficult to separate sharply the central elements of the tradition from 
later accretions. Nevertheless, Israel's ancient faith undoubtedly was based on the expierience of 
actual events which facilitated the escape of slaves from Egypt, events in which they pe;ceived in moments 
of faith the word of God. The clearest historical evidence for this is {~und in the account of the cross
ing of the Red Sea. No event was fixed more firmly in Israel's memory." 

These examples illustrate the results of the historical critical method as it is applied to the mirac
ulous aspects of the Exodus event. Essentially the truthfulness of the historical narrative is questioned 
and the exact nature of what actually happened becomes exceedingly difficult to establish. 

B, Selected Parallel Passages 

Many references to the crossing of the Red Sea in the Old as well as in the New Testament assume 
that the Exodus event happened precisely in the way the Scriptures say it happened, 

The practitioners of the historical critical method see these passages as part of the ongoing process 
of interpretation and reinterpretation extending into the New Testament era, In the references to the sea 
some also detect a conneijion with the mythological role which the sea played, for example, in the Meso
potamian Gilgamesh Epic, 

1. The Exodus event as God's central act of tedemption in the Old Testament 

a, Texts referring to the Exodus event as a whole 
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Deut. 4:20, 32-40; 5:6; 6:7-10, 13, 20-25; 26:5-9; Judg. 2:12; Ps. 81:5, 10; 
105.:26-38; 135:8-12; Amos 2:10; 3:1-2; 9:7; Jer. 31:31-32; 32:20-22; 34:13; 
Hos. 11:1-2; Mic. 6:4; 7:15 

b. Texts emphasizing the crossing of the Red Sea 

Ps. 78:11-13, 53; 106:7-12; 136:10-22; Is. 10:24-27; 11:15-16; 43:14-21; 1 Cor. 
10:1-11; Heb. 11:29 

c. Theological emphases 

Ex. 6:6; Ps, 77:15; Is. 43:14; Luke 21:28; Rom. 8:23; Col. 1:13-14; Titus 2:13-14 

2. The crossing of the Red Sea portray~d in various ways 

a. Creation and symbols for it 

Gen, 1:6-10; Job 26:11-13; Ps. 74:12-17; 77:16; 89:8-12; 104:5-9; 106:9;. Is. 50:2-3, 
51:9-11 

b. Parallel events in Israel's history 

Joshue 3-5; Judges 4-5 

c. Phenomena in nature 

Judg. 5:20-21; Ps. 77:15-20; 114:4-7 

C. Allocation of Sources According to the-Historical Critical Approach 

As stated above, the text of the crossing of the Red Sea is thought to be composed of three layers 
of tradition, comprising the Priestly History. However practitioners of the historical critical method 
do not agree on all details in assigning verses or parts of a verse to each tradition. North, for 
example, considers Exodus 14:9a "The Egyptians pursued them" to come from the earlier Elohist (E) tra
dition rather than from the priestly (P) tradition. Some follow S, R. Driver in considering Exodus 
13:20 part of the P tradition. Some prefer not to make a distinction between the Yahwist (J) and the 
Elohist (E) traditions but work simply with a combined JE tradition. 

In Appendix II the text is arranged in three columns, indicating the three conjectured strands of 
tradition. This analysis draws directly or indirectly on the views of George N. Anderson, Bernhard W. 
Anderson, Umberto Casuto, Samuel R. Driver, Otto Eissfeldt, Peter F, Ellis, Jack Finegan, Georg Fohrer, 
Terrence E. Fretheim, Albert E. Glock, Walter Harrelson, Gerald A, Larue, Herbert G. May, A.H. McNeile, 
Martin Noth, Harold H. Rowley, J. Coert Rylaarsdam, D. M. G, Stalker, and Gerhard Von Rad.SO 

A glance at the J verses and those of P suggest that these accounts are considered to be separate 
narratives. The E tradition at best presents a fragmentary report. 

The Yahwist (J) Account 

The Yahwist account resumes the narrative interrupted at Exodus 12:39. Verse 37 of that chapter 
informs us that "the sons of Israel left Rameses for Succoth." Exodus 13:29-22 sketches the journey 
to Etham. God shows His protecting presence through a pillar of cloud, which led and gave them light 
on the way. Note that throughout the account, the Yahwist uses "Yahweh", the Lord, as God's name. 

Exodus 14:5-6 tells of Pharaoh's change of heart and Israel's terrified reaction to the Egyptian 
military might (vv. 10, 13-14). Moses tells them to "fear not, stand firm, and see the salvation of 
the Lord." One of the Yahwist's characteristics is said to be his consistent stress on God's personal, J 
saving action in behalf of Israel. Some point out that he merely records what the Israelites see and 
how they react to it. Their role throughout is passive, as Yahweh, their covenant God, personally de
livers them from the Egyptians. 

The Yahwist also stresses God's making the sea "dry land" (v. 21b), His disruptive and destructive 
actions against the Egyptians (vv. 24-25, 27), and repeated time references: "all night" (v. 20, 21b), 
"in the morning watch" (v. 24), "when morning appeared" (v. 27). 

Verse 31 emphasizes Israel's reaction to all they say that God had done for them, "They believed 
in the Lord and in His servant Moses," 
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These characteristics of the Yahwist account are said to be found also in other parts of Genesis, 
Exodus, and Numbers which have their origin in the J tradition,51 

The Priestly (P} Tradition 

In chapter 12, the P tradition records how Israel was to c.arry out Moses' instructions for the 
observance of the Passover (12:28). The reaction of the Egyptians to the tenth plague and the journey 
to Succoth (12:29-39) are omitted, •but the length of Israel's stay in Egypt (vv. 40-42) is included in 
keeping with P's conjectured chronological interest, The ordinance of the Passover festival as given ~ 
by Moses and Aaron is carefully recorded, betraying P's stress on worship and on the transcendance of 
God (vv. 43-51). 

Beginning wt.th Exodus 14:1, this tradition is arranged so as to give a glowing account of God's 
action in half of His people through Moses who 1eads them safely through the Reed Sea and destroys 
Pharaoh's military might. The heavy stress on the role of Mos es is said to be a characteristic of f 
this tradition, 

Another distinctive feature of the P tradition in this account is said to be the three imperatives 
or commands of God: 1. "Tell the people , •1 (v, 2); 2. "Tell the people of Israel to go forward, 
Lift up your rod, and stretch out your hand over the sea and divide it , •• " (vv, 15-16); 3, "Stretch 
out your hand over the sea , " (v, 26). 

A further trait of P is said to be the manner in which he states that God• s command is fu Hilled 
and His purpose i.s realized, The resulting act1on is reported in terms of what God wanted done. As 
1n Genesis 1: 3, part of the conjectured P creat1on account, the text reads, "Let there be li2h t. and 
there was light," so in our pericope also the e:1tecution of God's order is told in the same expressions 
as the command itself, Compare, for example, the third and the simplest of the three commands, found 
i.n v, 26 with its execution as found in vv. 27a and 28, The command is: "Stretch out your hand" and 
the execution reads: ''Moses stretched forth his hand." Note too that the effect of this acti.on is 
anticipated in God's command! "that the waters may come back upon the Egyptians, upon their chariots, 
and upon their horsemen." Compare this statement with the result: "The waters returned and covered 
the chariots and the horsemen and all the host of Pharaoh that had followed them into the sea; not so 
much as one of them remained." (v, 28) 

Similarly God declares His intention in verse 4: "And I will make Pharaoh's heart obstinate and 
he will pursue them, and I will get glory over Pharaoh and over all his forces, and the Egyptians shall 
know that I am the Lord." Verses 8-9 report the initial phase of' the realization of God's purpose: 
"And the Lord hardened the heart of Pharaoh kins of Egypt and he pursued the people of Israel as they 
went forth defiantly. The Egyptians pursued them, all Pharaoh I s horses and cha riots and his horsemen 
and his army • • " In verses 17-18 God repeats His design and verse 23 records the second phase of 
I.ts fulfillment, The final realization of His purpose is given in verse 28. 

The J and E Tradi.tions Compared 

As noted above, some practi.tioners of the historical critical method prefer to work with a combined 
JE account rather than with two separate strands because the Elohist tradition in this instance seems to 
be fragmentary. 

The opening words of verse 17 "When Pharaoh let the people go" is seen as an editorial clause 
i.nserted by a later editor to connect the following with the preceding narrative, 

Eis thought to be concerned to explain why Israel did not take the direct route to Canaan. In so 
doing, he is said to make an anachronistic reference to "the land of the Philistines" who, it is said, 
did not settle in southern Canaan until the twe1fth century B. C. 52 

In keeping with an assumed characteristic, E uses the term "Elohim" for God (13:17-18), whereas J and P 
consistently refer to Him as Yahweh, His covenant name, usually translated as the Lord, 

J emphasizes the saving action of Yahweh in behalf of His covenant people by describing the protecting ' 
and reassuring presence of God through the pillar of cloud. He Himself is guiding the journey and takes 
an active part in the events along the way, Thus the theme of blessing and promise comes into full play 
(see for example Gen. 12:6-7; 13:14-17; 15:18-21), 

E, on the other hand, exhibits a more formal and distant relationship of God with men. Hence he I 
speaks of the "pi.llar of cloud" as "the angel o:f God" (Ex. 14:19), 

Some regard this symbol of Ggi's presence as an adaptation from an ancient custom of carrying a 
54 brazier before a caravan or army. Others associate it with aspects of the ff.re and smoke at Mt. Sinai. 
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E records that "the angel of the Lord" moved behind Israel to protect her (Ex, 14:19). The J 
accounts speaks of God's saving action in a more personal way. In the form of "the pillar of cloud" He 
moves between Israel and the Egyptians to assure the former's safety (Ex. 14:19b-20). 

Noth points out that the Elohist stresses three ,~emes: the exodus from Egypt, the journey into 
the wilderness, and the entry into the Promi,sed Land. The last of these is implied in Ex. 13:19, which 
records that Israel took along Joseph's body in order to bury it in Canaan (see Gen. 50:24-26, considered 
an E account), Note also that presumably one of E's emphases, that of Joseph and his descendants, comes 
into play here. 

Exodus 14:5a states "When the king of Egypt was told that the people had fled". Noth sees the 
use of the

5
ierm "fled" as part of E's traditional theme of flight (see Jacob fleei'llg from Laban, Gen. 

31:20ff.). 

The J, E, and P Traditions Compared 

The J and P traditions are said to refer to Egypt's ruler as "Pharaoh", while the E account calls 
him ''king of Egypt" (Ex, 14:5a). 

The practitioners of the historical critical method look upon Exodus 14:6-7 as a doublet. Verse 
7 is thought not only to repeat verse 6 but also to amplify the account. Hence verse 6 is assigned 
to J and verse 7 to the later E account, It should be noted that verse 9 further expands and embellishes 
the account, betraying a characteristic of P, 

In verse 10b, J records the Israelite reaction to the coming of the Egyptian army, amplified in the 
P account (vv. 8-10). The Israelites reproach their leader Moses, an assumed emphasis of E. Their 
reproach echoes the journey-into-the-wilderness theme, which is thought to be a major concern of E (vv. 
11-12). 

Next Israel's great fear is contrasted with the calm reply of Moses who has learned to trust in 
Yahweh (vv. 13-14, J) and reassures the people that Yahweh "will work for you" and "will fight for you." 
This stress on the personal, saving action of Yahweh in behalf of His elect people and on the close re
lationship between God and man is a suggested emphasis of the J tradition, 

According to the Yahwist, Yahweh saves His people by using forces of nature (v, 21b). He sends 
a strong easterly wind to blow all night and push the water westward. The result of this natural phenome
non is "dry land." The priestly tradition heightens the event into a miracle. Moses is ordered to 
raise his rod and stretch it over the sea, As a result, the sea is divided at once so that Israel may 
walk through this ford on "dry ground" (vv. 21-22). Other differences are observed. J uses the term 
"dry land" in v. 21b; P says "dry ground" in vv. 22 and 29. In keeping with P's supposed emphasis, God 
uses Moses to perform this miracle. In the J account the water is pushed back; the P account has the 
water dividing and standing as a wall on each side (v, 21b, J; vs. 21a, 21c, 22, P). 

According to the J account (vv, 24-25, 27) Yahweh throws the Egyptian forces into confusion as they 
follow Israel on the "dry land," He clogs their chariot wheels so that they move heavily, or, according 
to the Hebrew, removes their wheels. The effect of this experience forces the Egyptians to try to re
treat. The P account (vv, 22-23), however, knows nothing of difficulties encountered by the Egyptians 
as they hurry after Israel in swift pursuit "on dry ground." 

When Israel safely reached the eastern shore, the J account implies that the easterly wind stopped 
blowing and the waters covered the Egyptians (v. 27b), Not so in the P account (vv. 26-29), The walls 
of water break and cascade over the Egyptians when ''Moses stretched his hand over the sea." Thus the 
P tradition again heightens a natural event into an astounding miracle and emphasizes the role of Moses , 
as God's chosen leader of His people, 

From the yiewpoint of J (vv, 30-31), the rout of the Egyptians results in a firmer faith and a greater 
trust of Israel in their covenant God and in Moses, His spokesman (vv, 13-14, 31), In the P tradition, 
however, the purpose is to demonstrate that Yahweh is the Lord of the universe (vv. 17-18). For Israel 
at P's time endured hardship and oppression after 550 B, C, and needed to be assured of God's power to 
keep His promise in spite of the difficult and frustrating conditions under which they lived, Hence 
P's reinterpretation of the event was designed to meet the specific needs of the covenant people of his 
day. 

The Song of Moses and the Song of Miriam - Exodus 15:1-21 

From the viewpoint of the historical critical method, Exodus 15:1-18 is usually referred to as the 
Song of Moses and Exodus 15:20-21 as the Song of Miriam. Verse 19 is seen as an editorial introduction 
to the latter. 
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The Song of Miriam is considered to represent the most ancient and reliable tradition of the crossing 
of the Reed Sea, Verse 21 is thought to suggest an eyewitness account and to offer evidence of what 
actually happened in the Exodus event. Some would grant that verse 21 may actually have been sung at 
that time.57 

Exodus 15:1-18 is variously dated. Wright sug~§ts that it is an old poem, in its original form 
dating to a time not long after the events described. On the basis of his study of Ugaritic literary 
materials, Albright feels that this song developed not later than right after the thirteenth century B. C. 
The usual date suggested by the proponents of the historical critical method is 1290 B. c. 59 

Sonelabel this section as being part of the Yahwist tradition. Others feel it may have come into 
being as part of the Deuteronomist History in the seventh century B. C. since it seems to stress Yahweh's 
universal role in Jerusalem, Still others suggest that it was part of the P tradition, Some proponents 
of the hypothesis of an annugl enthronement festival in Israel feel that this song was used as part of 
the ritual on that occasion. 0 

What Actually Happened? 

From the viewpoint of the historical critical method, the actual event of the Exodus lies behind the 
three interpretative traditions: the Yahwist, the Elohist, and the priestly writer. S~f see the J 
and E accounts reflecting this original tradition to a greater degree than the P account. Bernhard 

, Anderson points out: "Since the whole account is interpretative, it is very difficult to separate 
sharply the central events of the tradition from later accretions. 1162 

In Israel's short historical credo, the phrase Yahweh "led Israel out of Egypt" appears as the 
major act of God in her election (Deut. 6:21-23; 26:8; Joshua 24:6-7) . 63 "The clearest historical 
evidence for this is found in the account of the crossing of the Red Sea. No event was fixed more firmly 
in Israel's history. n64 

But what exactly happened cannot be established because of the mass of interpretations, accretions, 
and embellishments which, according to the practitioners of the historical critical method, have been 
added to the original account. Perhaps all that ~an be said is that somehow, in some way, God liberated 
"Israel" from the slavery of Egypt. Whether this included the actual crossing of the Red Sea may be 

,doubtful since, as some point out, J, the oldest of the three traditions, does not explicitly say that 
Israel walked through the sea. Miriam's song also only states: "Sing to the Lord, for he has triumphed 
aloriously; the horse and his rider he has thrown into the sea." 

D. Alleged Purposes of the Three Traditions 

The Yahwist's Purpose 

As noted above, the Yahwist is said to have written during the golden age of the Israelite empire, 
established by God through David and Solomon. For this writer ''blessing and promise" are crucial. These 
were first given to Abraham (Genesis 12:1-3). His "name" was to be "great and his descendants were to be 
a "great" nation. Later God expanded the covenant to include the land of Canaan. 

Writing arvund 950 B. C., the Yahwist shows that God kept His word. In the golden age of the United 
Kingdom, Israel could see that Yahweh, the covenant God, had worked out the fulfillment of His promise. 
The Exodus event is a shining example of His faithfulness and saving activity. 

However as recipients of God's blessing, Israel had a most sacred obligation, namely to mediate this 
blessing to others. Of special significance at this time was Israel's relationship with nations outside 
the promise. Some of these had caused her much suffering and hardship in the past. How would Israel 
respond to the painful memories of yesteryear? The Yahwist has the answer. He reminds Israel at the 
height of her temporal power and glory: "through you shall all the families of the earth be blessed" 
(Gen, 12:3b),65 

The Elohist's Purpose 

As pointed out above, the Elohist tradition of the Exodus account is said to be rather brief and 
somewhat fragmentary. In fact, some practitioners of the higher critical method prefer to work with a 
combined JE account. 

The Elohist is thought to have recorded the E tradition sometime between 850-750 B. C. This was a 
time of great apostasy in the Northern Kingdom where this tradition is thought to have been developed. 



To God's people largely failing to live her faith in and her obedience to the covenant God, the Elohist 
brings this message in the Exodus 13-15 pericope: 

1. The words of the dying Joseph reminded Israel of the great faith of one of its illustrious 
ancestors in God's promise expressed in Genesis 15:13-16 which He kept in the Exodus event 
(Gen, 59:22-26; Ex. 13:19). 

2. Israel's lack of faith and trust in God at the time of the Exodug
6
in a way mirrors the dis

obedience and unfaithfulness of the Israel of the Elohist's day, 

The Priestly Writer's Purpose 

As noted above, there is no agreement on the exact time when the priestly tradition was first re
corded, Whether it was around 550 B, C. or some years thereafter, the purpose is thought to be clear. 
For a downtrodden people, the priestly tradition stressed that God still had a future for His people, 
His purpose included a return to their covenant land. For long ago God had made an "everlasting" 
covenant which included the gift of Canaan as an everlasting possession (Gen. 17:1-21). 

For a people living in the shadow of an unfilled promise and under distressing circumstances, the I 
P tradition of the Exodus account had a tremendous message. As God had mightily brought deliverance 
to Israel through Moses in carrying out His promise, its full dimension would be realized67n the Israel 
of P's time. God had not forgotten them but would faithfully keep His covenant promises. 

III. THE TRADITIONAL HISTORICAL-GRAMMATICAL METHOD OF INTERPRETATION 

The traditional method of Biblical interpretation approaches the Scriptures as God's inspired Word 
(2 Pet. 1:19-21; 2 Tim. 3:16; Heb. 1:1-2) in the usual Biblical understanding of the full dimension 
of the term "inspiration," An interpreter using this method approaches the Scripture with the very 
basic assumption that what it records is historically true in every sense as God's divine Word for 
man (2 Tim. 3:15-17). To distinguish it from the historical-critical method it can be described as the 
historical-grammatical method. It seeks, on the basis of a very careful examination of the text of 
Scripture, to expound its full meaning. This, as Dr. Franzmann

6
gut it in a series of essays on hermen

eutics, involves the circles of language, history, and theology. 

The interpreter using this method of interpretation is concerned with the circle of language: the 
meaning of the words used in the original, the nuances of grannnar and their implications for interpreta
tion, and also their literary form. The circle of history requires a careful study of the historical 
setting and the total context of a given passage. The circle of theology is concerned with the theologi
cal meaning of a passage and its relationship to the various doctrines of Scripture, paying particular 
attention to Law and Gospel. 

These concerns are shared to a greater or lesser degree with the historical-critical method, de
pending on the particular predilections of its individual practitioner. But the historical-critical 
method adds other presuppositions and dimensions as spelled out in Part I a~~ve, Its basic approach 
is that Biblical criticism has replaced the doctrine of verbal inspiration. 

IV, THE HISTORICAL-GRAMMATICAL APPROACH TO EXODUS 13:17-15:21 

A. The Setting 

The Historicity of the Exodus Event 

The historical-grammatical method approaches this pericope with the basic assumption that it records 
the account of Moses, an eyewitness of the event and God's chosen leader of the Children of Israel. It 
also assumes in accordance with the witness of Scripture that God through His Holy Spirit moved and 
inspired Moses to record this event. 

Since the historical-gramnatical method assumes it to be an actual occurrence in history and avoids 
speculative theories as to its setting and content, this part of the case study need not be as lengthy 
and extensive as Part I. 

A perusal of the selected parallel passages in both the Old and the New Testaments as given above, 
not to mention other references in the Scriptures, stress that the Exodus and especially the crossing 
of the Red Sea was a very crucial event in the history of Israel. God's saving action at the Red Sea in 
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behalf of His covenant people is as it were "the hinge of the Old Testament." Imagery recalling this 
event is also reflected in the New Testament (see especially 1 Cor. 10:1-5). , 01aarsdam says, "The 
event is for the Old Testament what Jesus as Christ is for the New Testament." 

Historicity of Moses 

The sacred record, beginning with Exodus 2 and continuing through Deuteronomy into Joshua 1, gives 
much information on the person and role of Moses as the leader of God's covenant people. Other references 
in Scripture shed light on his life and significance in the history of Israel. The Scriptures explicitly 
and repeatedly speak of Moses as the one whom God used as His instrument to work out His purposes in 
Israel's history. 

Numbers 12:6-8 and Deuteronomy 18:15-18 describe Moses as the prophet without a peer in the Old 
Testament and as a type of that prophet greater than Moses, who would come in the future. Acts 3:22-26 
and 7:37 declare that in Jesus Christ this prophecy was fulfilled. 

Historicity of Israel at This Time 

The use of the historical-critical method as pointed out above results in grave uncertainty as to 
the nature of Israel at this time. Some practitioners of this method even question whether historically 
the term "Israel" may be used to describe the people delivered by God in the Exodus event. 71 What results 
when the traditional-grammatical method is used in seeking to define "Israel"? 

In Genesis 15:13 God told Abraham, "Your descendants will be exiles in a land not their own, where 
they will be slaves and oppressed for four hundred years." But He also promised that He would bring them 
back to the land of Canaan and give them this land to be their own possession (vv. 13-21). Years later 
God repeated His covenant and promised that He would give Canaan to Abraham's descendants as "an ever
lasting possession" (Gen. 17:7-8) 

At Beersheba God promised Jacob that in Egypt "I will make you a great nation" (Gen. 46:3). Exodus 
1:7 indicates that through the centuries Jacob's descendants increased greatly in numbers. They continued 
to multiply despite the Egyptian attempts at genocide. 

Several references in Exodus and Numbers give an indication as to the number of Israelites and 
those who accompanied them out of Egypt at the time of the Exodus (Ex. 12:37; 38:26; Num. 1:46; 2:32; 
11:21; 26:51). That all of the twelve tribes of Israel were involved in the Exodus event is a fact 
that the sacred writers never forgot. 

The Passover and Its Origins 

Before sending the tenth plague, the killing of the Egyptian firstborn, God gave detailed instructions 
for the Passover. This sacred, covenant meal was to remind His people Israel through the years of His 
mighty act in delivering them from the slavery of Egypt (Hosea 2:15). 

Exodus 12 and 13 record God's instructions for the Passover and for its observance in the future. 
He ordained that it was to inaugurate the beginning of the religious year (Ex. 12:2, 18; Lev. 23:5). 
The symbolism of this festival was to remind them of its deep significance in terms of the past and 
of the future. 

The lambs slaughtered at the first Passover substituted for the lives of the firstborn. Jesus 
Christ as the perfect Passover lamb shed His blood for the salvation of mankind (Heb. 7:25-27). The 
Passover was the covenant meal of the Old Testament. Jesus used its elements to institute the Lord's 
Supper, the covenant meal of the New Testament (1 Cor. 11:24-26). 

Whether the festival had a parallel in ancient customs is basically unimportant. As Cassuto points 
out, God here attached a ver¥

2
specific form and meaning to this meal and to the festival which was to 

be observed in future years. 

The Red Sea 

As pointed out above, the Hebrew term is "yam suf". It is used in the Old Testament to re7,r to the 
Red Sea, e.g. Num. 33:10-11. The Greek term used in the Septuagint also reflects this usage. Thus 
Solomon sailed his fleet from Ezion-geber on the Red Sea to Ophir (1 Kings 9:26-28; 10:11, 22). In 
antiquity both the Indian Ocean and the Persian Gulf as well as the Gulfs of Suez and Aqaba were included 
in the term Red Sea. 
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Another meaning of "suf" is "reedy." Hence a "yam suf." may within a given context refer to a body 
of water with reeds. In Jonah 2:5 "suf" mean,

4
11sea weed," Ancient writers such as Diodorus and Artemi

dorus speak of the weeds of the Arabian Gulf, 

The accounts of Exodus 14-15 presuppose that the crossing of the Red Sea was a tremendous miracle, 
The narrative, in both prose and poetic form, preclude a shallow, reedy area but presuppose deep water, 
This is true also of parallel passages. 

A cursory reading of some resources may suggest that each place mentioned in Exodus 13-14 has been 
identified with certainty. However, a careful examination of evidence currently available indicates 
that, with the exception of Succoth (Tell el-Maakhuta), the identity and location of the sites mentioned 
are far from certain. 

A careful study of the sacred narrative indicates that Israel under Moses' leadership moved southward 
from Succoth. There is evidence to warrant the conclusion that the crossing of the Red Sea may have 
taken place som,!here at the north end of the Gulf of Suez although the Scriptures themselves do not ex
pressly say so. 

B. A Brief Exegetical Study of the Pericope 

Exodus 13:17-22 

The opening words of verse 17 briefly connect this episode with Exodus 12:37-42. Israel left 
Egypt not as fleeing slaves but in "or_derly array" with dignity. 

Some have found the mention of "the Way of the Land of the Philistines" to be anachronistic, claiming 
that the Philistines did not settle in Canaan until ca 1175 B, C. after the defeat by Rameses Ill of the 
"Sea People" of whom they were a part. Recent information indicates that references to the Philistines 
here and in Genesis 12:32, 34 and Genesis 26 reflect true history. The final wave of these people vas 
settled in Canaan in the early twelfth century, but some had settled there many centuries earlier. 76 

The text stresses why the Israelites were to avoid the land of the Philistines. In view of their 
many years as state slaves, Israel was not yet ready to take Canaan by force and needed time to mature 
into nationhood as a free people and above all as God's covenant people (Ex. 13:17-18; 14:10-14). 

Although Moses was God's spokesman and the chosen leader of Israel, it was psychologically very 
important that the covenant God assure them of His continued presence. He did this through the pillar 
of cloud; also called "the angel of the Lord" in Ex. 14: 19. This pillar of 'cloud later was part of 
His saving action when Israel was threatened by the Egyptian military might. God continued to show 
His presence with His people in .this way in the years that followed (Num. 10:11, 34-36; Deut. 1:33). 

It should be noted that the historical grammatical method regards the pillar of cloud as an actual 
occurrence, whereas the historical critical method considers it to be merely symbolic. 

Exodus 14:1-14 

Pharaoh earlier had hardened his heart.against God's demand that he let Israel go (Ex. 8-12 passim). 
From the Egyp~~an point of view the Israelites were state slaves, creatures like animals without souls 
and emotions. The fact that they were forced to carry out Pharaoh's wishes indicated to him that his 
gods were greater and more powerful than the God of these state slaves (Ex. 5:2). 

Through the plagues God had demonstrated to Pharaoh that He was more powerful than the Egyptian
78 gods, who were baaically personified forces of nature. But God, the Creator, is the Lord of nature, 

When Pharaoh recovered from the shock of losing his firstborn and heard that Israel had gone, he 
ordered his war chariots to pursue after them and return them. God ordered Moses to have the Israelites 
appear to turn back. This ruse resulted ultimately in the destruction of Pharaoh's military might, In 
his blindness Pharaoh failed to see that God was his real antagonist (see especially Ex, 14:3-4). 

In the meantime Israel arrived at the Red Sea. They seemed to be hemmed in by the sea and other 
natural barriers as Pharaoh's forces rushed at them from one side. Israel's frenzied reaction to this 
threat demonstrates their lack of preparation to face danger and their need for trust in God and in His 
spokesman Moses (Ex. 5:20-21; 14:10-12). 

Moses' calm confidence stands in sharp contrast to their terror. He assured them that Yahweh, their 
covenant God, would win the victory for them, Note the antithetic parallel between the Egyptian threat 
and God's saving action. 79 
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Exodus 14:15-31 

In response to Hoses' appeal for help, God informed him that the time for divine action had come. 
He would provide an avenue of escape for Israel and bring about the destruction of the Egyptians. 

When Hoses stretched his rod over the sea, God caused an east wind to blow all night. The Hebrew 
term can refer to any wind coming from an easterly direction, be it directly east, northeast, or south
east. The result was a broad avenue of dry land with walls of water standing up on both sides. Some 
conjecture that the ebb of a tide may also have been a factor. 

The pillar of cloud moved between the Israelites and the Egyptians. It was light on the Israelite 
side and dark and threatening on the Egyptian side. Israel walked through on dry land (Heb. 11:29). The 
pursuers unknowingly followed into certain destruction. 

During the morning watch (2-6 a.m,), God brought confusion and consternation to the Egyptians. The I 
Hebrew verb indicates that God caused the wheels to come off the axles, Terror filled the Egyptians. 
They recognized Israel's God was destroying them and tried to flee. Again Hoses raised his staff. The 
waters of the sea cascaded down upon the Egyptians from both sides, destroying them. 

Verses 30-31 emphasize two results of this tremendous, miraculous event: 1. Israel recognized 
Yahweh's mighty act of deliverance 8fl8 believed in Him; 2. Their faith and trust in Him and in Hoses, 
His chosen leader, was strengthened. 

Exodus 15:1-21 

The form and contents of this song bespeak its Mosaic authorship, Hoses and Israel praised God for 
His judgment: destruction for the Egyptians and salvation for Israel (v, lb). 

The song consists of three strophes, Each of these is echoed in parallel passages of the Scriptures. 
Some thine,;that the women under Miriam's leadership sang verse 21 as a happy refrain. 

Verses 2-5 form the first strophe and stress God's omnipotence, manifested in His judgment of the 
Egyptians. Verse 5 expresses Israel's ardent praise of God. 

The second strophe (vv. 6-10) echoes basically the same thoughts, 
ll!iracle. 

Verse 10 stresses God's mighty 

The third strophe (vv. 11-18) prophetically describes the consequences of God's mighty miracle, His 
covenant promise will be realized; Canaan will become Israel's heritage. Verse 17 proclaims the signifi
cance of the covenant people, They will worship the covenant God at His temple, where He will reign as 
the Etemal King. 

Note that in verses 20-21 Miriam is ranked as subordinate to Hoses. 
matically demonstrated in the sad events recorded in Numbers 12. 

This fact would later be dra-

The role played by Miriam and the
8
yomen is echoed in other events recorded in the Scriptures (Judg. 

11:34; 1 Sam. 18:6-7; 21:12; 29:5). 

C, The Place of the Exodus in God's Promise to Abraham 

In Genesis 15:13-21 God told Abraham that his descendants would be strangers in a strange land for 
400 years. In the latter part of that period, they would be enslaved, but after some years, God would 
bring them to the land of Canaan and make of them a mighty nation (v. 18). 

As part of God's plan for Abraham's descendants, Joseph was taken·to Egypt to be sold as a slave 
and later to become the Grand Vizier of Egypt. Because of the drought, he urged his father, brothers, 
and their families to move to Egypt. On the way God assured Jacob that in Egypt his descendants would 
become a great nation, Shortly before his death, Joseph recalled God's promise to bring His people back 
to Canaan, which would then become their covenant land (Gen. 37-50). 

When God called Hoses at Mount Sinai, He stated His firm intent to make him the leader of Israel in 
bringing His people out of Egypt with a mighty hand (Ex. 3-4). He repeated this divine intention a number 
of times. Through the plagues and the events of the Exodus, He manifested His power· as the Lord of the 
Universe to Pharaoh and the Egyptians, 

Through these mighty acts, God revealed in a most dramatic manner the meaning of His covenant name 
Yahweh as one who lives savingly with His people (see Ex, 6:1-8). He continued to demonstrate His providing 
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and protecting care for His chosen people through their experiences on the journey to Mount Sinai (Ex. 
16-18) and during the years of the wanderings to the land of Canaan. 

The Exodus culminating in the crossing of the Red Sea was part of the fulfillment of God's promise 
to Abraham. As detailed above, Exodus 13:17-15:21 gives us the inspired eyewitness account of Moses, 
the chosen leader of God's covenant people. The factual details of this historical event underline the 
greatness of the covenant God and the certainty of His promises. This is also stressed by the many 
references to this event in other passages of Scripture. 

The use of the historical grammatical method, delving carefully into the total context of the peri
cope, results in seeing in a fuller dimension the "happenedness" of the event and the certainty and rele
vancy of its message also for us today. 

V, A COMPARATIVE RESUME OF THE TWO METHODS AND OF THEIR EFFECT 

ON THE CONTENT AND MESSAGE OF EXODUS 13:17-15:21 

Historical Grammatical Historical· Critical 

A, Assumptions 

The historical grammatical method accepts on the 
basis of Biblical witness 

The historical critical method on the basis of 
literary analysis operates with the following 
assumptions: 

1, 

2. 

1, 

That this account is God's true Word to us as 
part of His inspired Scriptures; 

That through the Holy Spirit, Moses was moved 
and inspired to record this eyewitness account 
of the crossing of the Red Sea as part of 
God's mighty act of the Exodus. 

1, 

2. 

B. Conclusions 

The historical grammatical method accepts 
that the record in Exodus 13:17-15:21 as a 
true account of what happened at the cross
ing of the Red Sea, 

1, 

That the crossing of the Red Sea account as we 
have it today in Exodus 13:17-15:21 reflects 
for the most part the post-exilic interpreta
tion of the event, inherited from past genera
tions; 

That Biblical criticism has replaced verbal 
inspi~!tion as the basic approach to Scrip
ture, 

The historical critical account concludes 

a, That the account reflects three different 
layers of tradition which need to be iden
tified and sorted out, not only to estab
lish the original tradition (what actually 
happened), but also to understand why the 
tradition was meaningful in interpreted 
and reinterpreted form for succeeding 
generations; 

b. That each layer of tradition is based on 
an oral tradition passed on from one gener
ation to the next, interpreted and re
interpreted in the process, and eventually 
recorded and given an interpretation to 
fit the needs of the people for which it 
was written; 

1) That the Yahwist (J) tradition was 
recorded for Israel during the time 
of the United Kingdom (around 950 B. 
C,) to remind Israel of the implica
tions of God's covenant with Abraham 
for them and their need in response 
to mediate the blessing to other 
nations; 

2) That the Elohist (E) tradition was 
written for the Northern Kingdom of 
Israel sometime around 850-750 B. C. 
to remind Israel in a time of exten
sive idolatry of her covenant election 



2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

Historical Grammatical (cont'd) 

The historical grammatical method accepts as 
true what the Pentateuch and the rest of 
Scripture tell us about Hoses and his role as 
the leader of God's covenant people. 

The historical grammatical method accepts 
the witness of Scriptures that by the term 
"Israel" is meant the descendants of Jacob, 
the twelve tribes of Israel, and that these 
were delivered by God from state slavery in 
Egypt through the Exodus event. 

The historical graD1Datical method accepts 
the Scriptural account of the origin and 
nature of the Passover meal as the covenant 
meal. 

The historical grammatical method accepts 
that the crossing of the Red Sea involved a 
great miracle of God. 

The historical grammatical method accepts 
what the Exodus account states and what par
allel passages say, namely that through this 
mighty miracle God led His people safely 
through the Red Sea into the Wilderness of 
Sinai as part of the larger Exodus event and 
demonstrated to both Israel and Pharaoh that 
He is the Lord of the Universe and the Cove
nant God of Israel. 

The careful use of the historical grammatical 
method results in a better understanding of a 
factually and historically true Word of God 
and of its meaning not only for people of that 
time but also for us today, 
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2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

1. 

Historical Critical (cont'd) 

and her need to live in faith and 
obedience within this relationship; 

3) That the priestly (P) tradition was 
recorded sometime after 550 B.C, in 
a time of deep trouble and frustra
tion in order to speak encouragingly 
to God's covenant people and to 
remind them of His unconditional 
promise to their great ancestor 
Abraham to give them the land of 
Canaan as an eternal possession; 

c. That after the various layers of the J, E, 
and P traditions are identified and sorted 
out, it is possible to say only that in 
some way God delivered His people from the 
Egyptians. 

The historical critical method results in un
certainty as to the true role of Moses, At 
least part of what the Scriptures tell about 
him is considered to be in the realm of folk
lore. Some even consider him a Paul Bunyon
like legendary character. 

The historical critical method results in 
great uncertainty as to the identity and num
ber of people involved in the Exodus event. 
There is common agreement among its practition
ers that only a comparatively small group was 
involved and that historically the term "Israel" 
for this group is hardly applicable at this 
time, 

The historical critical method results in the 
view that the Passover was an adaptation by 
the Yahwist tradition of a nomadic fertility 
rite, greatly embellished by the Deuteronomist 
Historian and the priestly tradition. 

The historical critical method results in the 
view that at best only a crossing of a shallow 
body of water took place. Because the Yahwist 
(J} tradition does not explicitly say that 
Israel walked through the "yam suf" (Reed Sea), 
the people may merely have stood quietly by 
while the Egyptian military force was destroyed 
in the Reed Sea. 

The historical critical method can only deter
mine that in some unknown way God delivered 
His people from the Egyptians. Nothing more 
certain can be established, 

Mainly concerned to establish the function of 
this text and in the process to show what did 
not take place, the historical critical method 
results at best in an uncertain message, namely 
that God in some way delivered some people in 
the Exodus event and that in some way this is 
to be meaningful to people today. 
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APPENDIX I: DEFINITIONS 

Form Criticism 

"Form criticism strives to isolate the primitive oral traditions which underline the written text, 
classify them acco§1ing to their typical forms, and reconstruct the life situations (Sitzert-im-Leben) in 
which they arose." 

"Form criticism is an attempt to make precise observations about the kinds of literature out of 
which the various units of the Bible are composed. It pressed biblical literary criticism well beyond 
earlier questions of authorship and composition into prior questions about the smaller literary units 
which the earliest authors used, and by which the early believercommunities (early Israel and early 
church) passed on the traditions about themselves, and about what they considered important to their 
identity as believing communities. Form criticism has enabled biblical scholarship to press back 
behind early Israel and early church to some of the myths, sagas, aphorisms, proverbs, and legends which 
thoee communities adapted from their surroundings for their own peculiar cul tic traditions and needs. 1184 

Traditions and Redaction Criticism 

"Tradition criticism--in the New Testament studies the preferred term is 'redaction criticism'-
responds to a new urge to tell the whole story. Its intentions are synthetic and presuppose the analytic 
work of both literary and form criticism. Since it follows in the wake of both, it asstn11es that both 
oral and written continuities play a role in the shaping of the traditions that finally culminated in 
Scripture. Indiviggal historians of tradition will vary with respect to the emphasis they place upon 
one or the other." 

" ••• the whole community, in all expressions of its existence, participated in giving shape to 
the tradition and in handing it on, generation after generation. 1186 

"Redaction criticism, as distinct from tradition history, deals with the very last stages 
editing that present Scripture in its fixed or final form. Tradition criticism is interested 
the stages that lie in between form and redajtion criticism, the history of a tradition which, 
Old Testament, spans more than a millenium." 7 

of the 
in all 
in the 

"Following form criticism, which is by no means waning in importance came redaction criticism--
the effort to recover the leading ideas, theological and otherwise, of those later men who pulled to
gether and gave shape to the earlier materials. Redaction criticism followed on the crucial observation 
that the editors who had composed the larger literary units out of the smaller ones themselves had some
thing to say; their editing had pm:pose and direction. 1188 

"One of the results of form critcisms was a special type of investigation of the appearance of cer
tain crucial traditions in the works of more than one early biblical author, editor, prophet, or psalmist. 
The name given such exercises is tradition criticism. It compares and relates the several interpretations 
or understandings of thet tradition. By taking the crossing of the Reed Sea tradition and tracing its 
formulations and functions at several junctures of biblical letters, for example, one might sketch a his
tory of the interpretations or understandings given to that early episode of the epic story of ancient 
Israel. How did the Old Testament source we call J use and understand it? Why did the one we call P 
apparently enjoin it with the exodus event rather than with the wilderness tradition? At what point in 
Israel's theological, political, and cultic history did the tradition of crossing the Reed Sea out of 
Egypt become typologically related to the tradition of crossing the Jordan into Canaan? How do the 
several early poems and psalms which mention the Reed Sea crossing use it? What function does such a 
tradition have in the Prophets? Tradition criticism traces the life or history of an early idea or con
cept in the hands of more than one editor, com~oser, or writer, or in more than one segment of period of 
the ongoing life of the believing community. 118 
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APPENDIX II: EXODUS 13:17 - 14:31 ACCORDING TO THE HISTORICAL CRITICAL METHOD 

J 

XIII 

20 And they moved on from Succoth, 
and encamped at Etham, on the 
edge of the wilderness. 

21 And the Lord went before them 
by day in a pillar of cloud to 
lead them along the way, and by 
night in a pillar of fire to 
give them light, that they might 
travel by day and by night; 

22 the pillar of cloud by day and 
the pillar of fire by night 
did not depart from before 
the people. 

XIV 

E 

XIII 

17 When Pharaoh let the people 
go, God did not lead them 
by way of the land of the 
Philistines, although that 
was near; for God said, 
"Lest the people repent 
when they see war, and re
turn to Egypt." 

18 So God made the people go 
around by the route of the 
wilderness toward the Red 
Sea. And the people of 
Israel went up out of the 
land of Egypt equipped for 
battle. 

19 And Moses took the bones 
of Joseph with him; for 
Joseph had solemnly sworn 
the people of Israel, say
ing, "God will visit you; 
then you must carry my 
bones with you from here." 

XIV 

p 

XIII 

XIV 

1 Then the Lord said to Moses, 

2 "Tell the people of Israel to 
turn back and encamp in front 
of Phiahiroth between Migdal 
and the sea, in front of Baal
zephon; you shall encamp over 
against it, by the sea. 

3 For Pharaoh will say of the 
people of Israel. 'They are 
entangled in the land; the 
wilderness has shut them in. 

4 And I will make Pharaoh's heart 
obstinate and he will pursue 
them, and I will get glory 
over Pharaoh and over all his 
forces, and the Egyptians shall 
know that I am the Lord.' And 
they did so. 
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XIV 

5 the mind of Pharaoh and his 
servants was changed toward 
the people, and they said, 
"What is this we have done, 
that we have let Israel go 
from serving us?" 

6 So he made ready his chariot 
and took his army with him, 

10 the people of Israel lifted 
up their eyes, and behold, 
the Egyptians were marching 
after them; and they were 
in great fear. 

13 And Moses said to the people, 
"Fear not, stand firm, and see 
the salvation of the Lord, 
which he will work for you to
day; for the Egyptians whom 
you see today, you shall never 
see again. 

22 

E 

XIV 

5 When the king of Egypt was 
told that the people had 
fled, 

7 and took six hundred picked 
chariots and all the other 
chariots of Egypt with offi
cers over all of them. 

11 and they said to Moses, 
"Is it because there are 
no graves in Egypt that 
you have taken us away to 
die in the wilderness? 
What have you done to us, 
in bringing us out of 
Egypt? 

12 Is not this what we said 
to you in Egypt, 'Let us 
alone and let us serve the 
Egyptians'? For it would 
have been better for us to 
serve the Egyptians than 
to die in the wilderness." 

p 

XIV 

8 And the Lord hardened the heart 
of Pharaoh king of Egypt and 
he pursued the people of Israel 
as they went forth defiantly. 

9 The Egyptians pursued them, all 
Pharaoh's horses and chariots 
and his horsemen and his army, 
and overtook them encamped at 
the sea, by Pi-ha-hiroth, in 
front of Baal-zephon. 

10 When Pharaoh drew near, 

10 And the people of Israel cried 
out to the Lord; 
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XIV 

14 The Lord will fight for you, 
and you have only to be 
still," 

19 and the pillar of cloud moved 
from before them and stood 
behind them, 

20 coming between the host of 
Egypt and the host of Israel. 
And there was the cloud and 
the darkness; and it lit up 
the night (GK: and the night 
passed) without one coming 
near the other all night. 

21 and the Lord drove the sea 
back by a strong east wind 
all night, and made the sea 
dry land, 

24 And in the morning watch the 
Lord in the pillar of fire 
and of cloud looked down upon 
the host of the Egyptians, 
and discomfited the host of 
the Egyptians, 

XIV 

23 

E 

19 Then the angel of God who went 
before the host of Israel 
moved and moved behind them; 

p 

XIV 

15 The Lord said to Moses, "Why 
do you cry to me? Tell the 
people of Israel to go forward. 

16 Lift up your rod, and stretch 
out your hand over the sea and 
divide it, that the people of 
Israel may go on dry ground 
through the sea. 

17 And I will harden the hearts 
of the Egyptians so that they 
shall go in after them, and 
I will get glory over Pharaoh 
and all his host, his chariots, 
and his horsemen, 

18 And the Egyptians shall know 
that I am the Lord, when I 
have gotten glory over Pharaoh, 
his chariots, and ·his horsemen." 

21 Then Moses stretched out his 
hand over the sea; 

21 and the waters were divided. 

22 And the people ·of Israel went 
into the midst of the sea on 
dry ground, the waters being 
a wall to them on their right 
hand and on their left. 

23 The Egyptian~ pursued, and went 
in after them into the midst 
of the sea, all Pharaon's horses, 
his chariots, and his horsemen, 
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XIV 

25 removing (Gk Syr: clogging) 
their chariot wheels so that 
they drove heavily; and the 
Egyptians said, "Let us flee 
from before Israel; for the 
Lord fights for them against 
the Egyptians." 

27 and the sea returned to its 
wonted flow when the morning 
appeared; and the Egyptians 
fled into it, and the Lord 
routed the Egyptians in the 
midst of the sea. 

30 Thus the Lord saved Israel that 
day from the hand of the 
Egyptians; and Israel saw the 
Egyptians dead upon the sea
shore. 

31 And Israel saw the great work 
which the Lord did against the 
Egyptians, and the people 
feared the Lord; and they 
believed in the Lord and in 
his servant Moses. 

XIV 

24 

E p 

XIV 

26 Then the Lord said to Moses, 
"Stretch out your hand over 
the sea, that the water may 
come back upon the Egyptians, 
upon their chariots, and upon 
their horsemen." 

27 So Moses stretched forth his 
hand over the sea 

28 The waters returned and covered 
the chariots and the horsemen 
and all the host (Hb: to all 
the host) of Pharaoh that had 
followed them into the sea; 
not so much as one of them 
remained. 

29 But the people of Israel 
walked on dry ground through 
the sea, the waters being a 
wall to them on their right 
hand and on their left. 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

1. On the basis of your study of the Exodus account, identify the assumptions underlying the historical 
critical method which harmonize with the Biblical view of inspiration. 

2. On the basis of your study of the Exodus account, what similarities in approach and assumptions do 
you find inherent in both the historical critical and the historical grammatical methods? the 
dissimilarities? 

3. What view of history is inherent in the historical critical method and how does this affect, for 
example, the outcome of the study of the Exodus account? 

4. What view of history is inherent in the historical grammatical method and how does this, for exampl 
affect the outcome of the study of the Exodus account? 

5. Can the historical critical method be used with "Lutheran presuppositions" in the study of the 
Exodus account? Identify such "Lutheran presuppositions" and describe how their use within the 
framework of the historical critical method affect the outcome of a careful study of the Exodus 
account. 

6. What effect does the use of the historical critical method have on the identity and function of 
Moses as detailed in the Exodus account? of Israel? 

7. In looking at the Exodus account, why does the historical critical method lay so much stress . on 
translating yam suf as the "Reed Sea"? 

8. Is the proposal of the historical critical method that the priestly (P) tradition heightens the 
miraculous in the crossing of the Red Sea in harmony with the view of Scripture? 

9. Contrast what happened in the Exodus account from the viewpoint of the historical critical and the 
historical gra1ID11atical methods. 

10. Does the use of the historical critical method in the study of the Exodus account result in a more 
certain and relevant message? 

11. Is it fair to evaluate a method of Biblical interpretation in terms of the results it yields, for 
example, through a study of the Exodus account? 

12. What light do the selected parallel passages shed on the Exodus event from the viewpoint of the 
historical critical method? the historical grammatical method? 




