
Story Number 46

THE RED SEA

[IMPORTANT NOTE: The Red Sea splits into the Gulf of Suez and the

Gulf of Akaba. Wherever mentioned in the Bible ( 7)5 1-) it generally,

and probably always, refers to the Gulf of Akaba, not the Gulf of Suez.]

We saw how the Israelites were living in the district of Rameses, in

Goshen. This was in the part of Egypt known as the Nile Delta. After the

tenth plague they were driven out, and a lot of other slaves took the

opportunity to go out with them.

They left Rameses and travelled across to Succot, which is probably the

same as, or very near to, the modern Port Suez at the northern end of the

Gulf of Suez. Here they set up camp, but next day they crossed over,

either north of the Gulf or over a bridge used by the Egyptian army, into

what is now called the ‘Sinai Peninsula’ (because people once thought that

Sinai was there, but they now know better). Take a look at the map.

Facing them was a desert road which cuts across the peninsula, leading

to a wide canyon or ravine (a valley between high mountains) today called

‘Wadi Watir’. This ends up at the Gulf of Akaba at a point over 110 miles

(about 180 km.) from Suez ‘as the crow flies’. However, as the route

(especially the canyon) does not go dead straight but winds, the length of

the journey is much longer. As they travelled, God supplied a pillar of

cloud to lead the way by day and a pillar of fire to lead the way by night,

so that they were able to travel by both day and night, to get as far away

from Egypt and the Egyptians as possible, as quickly as possible. Before

reaching the canyon they turned into a route branching off to the left,

leading to Canaan, and camped at Etham.
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Then God told Moses that they were to go back, and continue on the

old road, through the canyon to the end, by the Sea (The Gulf of Akaba).

We need to describe this a bit. The canyon does not actually reach the

sea, but suddenly comes out into a very large beach, which stretches for

about seventeen miles along the shore. (Somewhere along there is today

an Arab village called Nuweiba.) Looking back from the beach into the

entrance to the canyon, the entrance looks like a mouth and was called Pi

Hahirot ‘the Mouth of the Cliffs’. 1 This is the entrance to the beach

from the west. To the east is the sea. Otherwise the beach is surrounded

1. It is not absolutely certain that hirot means cliffs, but probable.
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by very high cliffs, there is no other way out except to the north, where

the Egyptians had a fortress, called Migdol. At the south the cliffs came

as far as the sea and there is no way out. Facing them, probably on the

other side of the sea, was an image of an idol, Baal Zephon.

They were told to enter the beach at Pi Hahirot, facing Baal Zephon,

between Migdol and the sea, and to camp there, which they did. They

were then trapped, there was no way out except to turn back, but this was

done deliberately to fool Pharaoh.

By the time they got there, Pharaoh and the Egyptians had second

thoughts. They saw that the Israelites had all left and showed no signs of

coming back. ‘Why did we let them go?’ they asked themselves, ‘We have

lost thousands and thousands of slaves!’ Messages were sent in those days

by reflecting the sun with mirrors and at night by fire signals, so Pharaoh

soon learnt that they had camped at Pi Hahirot. He assumed that they had

lost their way and were trapped in the desert. So he decided that he would

go after them with his army and fetch them back.

He took six hundred gold-plated chariots, and all the other chariots he

could find, put three men on each (a driver, one to fight in the front and

one to fight in the rear) and chased after them. When he got near, he

waited all night, and the Israelites were terrified seeing his army. But

Moses told them not to worry, God would look after them.

God told Moses to strike the sea with his rod, as if to split it. Then he

sent a powerful wind all night which ‘split’ the sea and dried up a wide

passage across it. The Israelites then crossed over the sea on the dry bed

in the middle to the other side, a distance of about ten miles, and waited.

Pharaoh saw this, and the Egyptians tried to follow, but the dried up

sea bed in the middle of the crossing was not strong enough for the

chariots, which got bogged down, and as the horses pulled them, the

wheels came off! There was chaos and pandemonium, because as the front

chariots got stuck so those behind could not pass. The Egyptians started

to panic, they said ‘God is fighting on behalf of Israel’, and decided that

the only escape was to get off the chariots, leave them, and run back.
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However, as they started to do this, the wind stopped and the water that

had been blown away all came back. It covered the Egyptians before they

could reach the shore, and they all got drowned with the chariots, 2 all

of them! Meanwhile all the Israelites had got safely to the other shore, and

later on they saw the dead bodies of the Egyptians washed up on the

shore. God had saved Israel, and they sang a song of thanks praising him;

they had also learnt to appreciate his servant Moses.

They were now on the east side of the sea, in Arabia (today part of

Saudi Arabia). Turning round from the sea they found another canyon

(opposite the one they had come out of on the other side) and Moses led

them into it, but that is already part of the next story.

2. Divers have found some human bones and parts of gold-plated chariots at the
crossing. Saudi Arabia has not encouraged further investigations.

4


