From Egypt to Sinai, or From Passover to Pentecost, or From the Red Sea to Sinai/Pentecost
By Peter Nathan
As people of God, we know that it was during the Days of Unleavened Breasd that the Exodus took place. After keeping the Passover and departing from Egypt, the children of Israel crossed the Red Sea and not too long afterward arrived at Mount Sinai where God— traditionally on the Day of Pentecost—gave them His law. But where, exactly, did those historic events take place? There is little agreement among various groups and scholars as to the point in the Red Sea at which Israel crossed. Even the Egyptian government, though Muslim, would love to know that locale, as it would become a lucrative tourist attraction. And at least 13 different sites in the Sinai Peninsula have been put forward as the location of Mount Sinai. From time to time, brethren are captivated by a television documentary or one of several books purporting to supply the answers Yet after careful evaluation none of these appear to conform to the Biblical account. In light of the confusion surrounding the location of these Biblical events, shouldn’t God’s Church and we as students of the Bible be able to shed light on the subject, and provide definitive answers? Isn’t it important for us to know the precise locations of those milestone events? Or does it even matter? Most importantly, what spiritual lessons can we take away from a study of the initial part of Israel’s journey to the promised land?

To the writers of the Bible, the locations of the above events were known. The apostle Paul undoubtedly knew the location of Mount Sinai,  as he wrote of it to the Galatians. And Elijah certainly was able to find it when he fled from Jezebel. Following the apostolic age, however, that knowledge was lost. The well known association of Mount Sinai with St. Catherine’s monastery and Jebel Musa in the south of the Sinai Peninsula was, apparently, first recorded in history by Eusebius in the 4th century C.E. But we don’t know his sources, and Eusebius is known for getting many things wrong! For centuries, people had made pilgrimages to St. Catherine’s, but beginning in the 19th century, following Napoleon’s adventures in the Middle East, Europeans took an active interest in the region. And when Jerusalem became a focal point, Protestant groups got involved, followed by the Sinai becoming a destination for explorers on into the 20th century. Traditional sites were no longer simply taken for granted without some evidence being presented.
Of course, the Bible is our source of authority, not archaeology, history or tradition—although those can be helpful in expanding our knowledge. We know from Numbers 33:3 that Israel began their trek by departing from Rameses on the 15th of the first month (Abib), in the evening (Deuteronomy 16:1). For the purposes of this article, the approximate end point is found in Exodus 19:1 where it says,
“In the third month after the children of Israel had gone out of the land of Egypt, on the same day, they came to the Wilderness of Sinai” (NKJV throughout). 
Verse 2 says they “camped there before the mountain”. But which day of the third month is meant by “the same day”? The Tanakh, published by the Jewish Publication Society’s, says it was on the third new moon—i.e., the first of the month. That would have put them near Mount Sinai at least several days before the Day of Pentecost, which would have fallen between the 5th and 8th of Sivan (the third month), depending on which day of the week the Passover had occurred. If it was on a Tuesday night as we have considered for many years, then Pentecost would have been on the 8th of Sivan. This would have put the Israelites near Mount Sinai a week before Pentecost, which squares with the fact that the people were told to prepare themselves before approaching the mountain.
One challenge in nailing down the location of this first Pentecost arises from Paul’s comment in Galatians 4:25: “for this Hagar is Mount Sinai in Arabia…” It is easy to assume that this Arabia corresponds with today’s kingdom of Saudi Arabia, but the Sinai Peninsula is not in that nation. How can this apparent discrepancy be explained? Arabia is referred to as early as Genesis 45:10 in the Septuagint, a Greek translation that dates to three centuries before Christ. It reads, “Goshen, Arabia” as the place that Israel settled in Egypt. Goshen in Arabia? The early Greek historian Herodotus, writing in the 5th century B.C.E., mentioned Arabia. Philo and Josephus also both wrote about Arabia and its location in the first century C.E. And they affirm that Arabia then encompassed a geographical area extending all the way from Goshen, in Egypt, to ancient Babylon—a huge area in which Mount Sinai theoretically could be situated. So the use of the term Arabia, does not mean that the current kingdom of Saudi Arabia was the location of the mountain.
But the Sinai peninsular was considered to be part of Egypt and hence Mount Sinai could not be in Egyptian territory.  The Sinai Peninsular was a desert in those days similar to that of the present day.  Egypt exercised hegemony over all the surrounding areas including the land of Canaan at the time of the Exodus.  But archaeology provides one important piece of understanding for us.  The border forts to protect Egypt from invasion were on the route described in Exodus as the way of the coast or the Philistines (Exodus 13:17-18), and were very close to the current city of Port Said at the northern end of the Suez Canal.  The substantial border defences at Tel el-Borg for instance protect the entry into Egypt by using forts, canals and the existing lakes of that time.  So Egyptian fortifications did not include the Sinai Peninsular.
But one factor drastically reduces the possibilities of Sinai being in present day Saudi Arabia: you have a maximum of 50 days to get the Israelites to Mount Sinai. In fact, based on a 1st of Sivan arrival, you have a lot less than 42 days. Then if you deduct the Sabbaths as non-travel days, you’re left with only 33 or 34 days for the journey. How far the Israelites could have travelled in that amount of time is dealt with below.
Another aspect that must be considered in terms of the location of Mount Sinai is that of Midian. Why is Midian a factor?
Now Moses kept the flock of Jethro his father-in-law, the priest of Midian. And he led the flock to the back of the desert, and came to Horeb, the mountain of God (Horeb is another name for Mount Sinai, (Exodus 3:1).
From this, some have assumed that Mount Sinai must be in the same area generally known as Midian, which was in what we call north-western Saudi Arabia today—near Elait and Aqaba in present day Israel and Jordan. But that verse doesn’t say that Moses kept the flock in Midian. Shepherds in those days were known to travel considerable distances from their base camps, covering vast tracts of territory, grazing animals, seeking water for their flocks. So Mount Sinai could have been far from Midian.
That Midian and Mount Sinai are in fact two different places, geographically, becomes more obvious in Exodus 18 (in which Moses provides details that fit, chronologically, in the time frame of Exodus 19:1-2). Jethro visits Moses and offers his sage advice at the mountain (Ch.18:5), and afterward departs “to his own land” (v. 27)—distinct from Mount Sinai. This is also confirmed in Numbers 10, when in the second year of their journey the Israelites are about to depart from Mount Sinai (Verses 11-12). Moses invites Hobab, his brother-in-law, to become part of the Israelite family. But Hobab declines, saying “I will depart to my own land and to my kinsmen” (vv.29-30). So the consensus of God’s Word is that Mount Sinai and Midian are not synonymous.
The Red Sea poses some additional problems for anyone trying to track the Israelites’ flight from Egypt and on toward Sinai. If Pharaoh were resurrected today, he might say, “What’s this about being drowned in the Red Sea? I’ve never heard of it!” That’s because in Hebrew it was called Yam Suph, or Sea of Reeds. We know from 1 Kings 9:26 that the Gulf of Elath [Gulf of Aqaba?] is part of Yam Suph. The New King James Version reads:

King Solomon also built a fleet of ships at Ezion Geber, which is near Elath on the shore of the Red Sea (Yam Suph), in the land of Edom.
The translators didn’t want to change Red Sea to anything else because that is what is familiar to most people. However, the Tanakh renders the Hebrew Yam Suph as “Sea of Reeds” (The NIV indicates the same in a footnote.) So people look at this and conclude that this is what they crossed. But again, it’s not that simple.

Interestingly, in Exodus 10:19, we find that:

 the LORD turned a very strong west wind, which took the locusts away and blew them into the Red Sea [Yam Suph]. There remained not one locust in all the territory of Egypt.
Where did the locusts end up? You may be surprised to know that the Persian Gulf was also known as Yam Suph—as was the upper part of the Indian Ocean. Travelling distances alone would rule those out of the realm of possibility. In reality, God did not cause all those locusts to be blown even to the Gulf of Elath, but rather into the Gulf of Suez, which was also part of Yam Suph! And to that point, we understand from some sources that the lakes you can see on a map between the Gulf of Suez and the Mediterranean Sea were actually part of Suez in centuries past. So the Gulf of Suez could have reached much closer to the Mediterranean than it does today. Which arm, then, of Yam Suph did Israel pass through? Most likely, it would have been in the upper reaches of the Gulf of Suez—at a place which they could cross in one night. But we can’t be certain. If, however, we use that as the starting point, then to limit the possible locations of Mount Sinai we must once again consider the distance that 3 million people plus livestock could have travelled within the time frame outlined in the Scriptures (refer to the side bar for details on this factor).
As indicated in the sidebar, the maximum distance the Israelites could have travelled would have been about 250 miles. But they didn’t travel as the crow flies. We know that they took a circuitous route to the Promised Land—Exodus 13 and 14 tell us that they took several twists in the road even before arriving at the Red Sea. So we probably need to trim the 250 miles back to about 200. And if we draw a 200 mile arc on a map, we find that even the traditional site, Jebel Musa, would have been beyond their range. What’s more, the topography we look at today may have been dramatically different 3½ millennia ago due to earthquakes—recent effects of which can be seen elsewhere in the world. So that further complicates our quest.
Consider this element as well. The crossing of the Red Sea was early in the Exodus.  Numbers 33 lists what we understand as the Sabbath camps between Egypt and Sinai. They crossed the Red Sea early, went into the wilderness for three days and then returned back to the Sea again before entering the Wilderness of Sin.  Those who see the true location of Mount Sinai being in Saudi Arabia, have a timing problem for the crossing of the Red Sea.  That would have required a march of over 200 miles in seven days.  The Bible account doesn’t support that idea.
No doubt you’re coming to the conclusion that we cannot know for sure where the Israelites crossed the Red Sea (Sea of Reeds), much less the location of Mount Sinai, or Horeb. And you would be absolutely correct! We do not know. But why would God, at least as yet, not have revealed to us the location of those monumental historical events? There are several vital reasons for us to ponder.
If we found, say, Mount Sinai, what would it do for us? What did it do for Israel? What has it done for those who dogmatically claim to have found it? Has it changed them for the better? It didn’t make them believers—followers of God’s way. On the contrary, various religious groups have invoked their “exclusive” knowledge as a claim to credibility, even to beat others over the head with in an attitude of superiority. Simple knowledge of the location of ancient events—even Biblical ones—will not change anyone’s heart. There is something more that God requires of us, as Paul explains in quoting from Psalm 95:

Therefore, as the Holy Spirit says: “Today, if you will hear His voice, Do not harden your hearts as in the rebellion, In the day of trial in the wilderness, Where your fathers tested Me, proved Me, And saw My works forty years (Hebrews 3:7-9). 
It wasn’t just for 50 days, from Passover season to Pentecost, that the trying went on. It was for 40 years! Paul continues, and cautions us:
Therefore I was angry with that generation, And said, ‘They always go astray in their heart, And they have not known My ways.’ So I swore in My wrath, ‘They shall not enter My rest.’” Beware, brethren, lest there be in any of you an evil heart of unbelief in departing from the living God (Verses 10-12).

Israel’s problem was that they saw everything in terms of hindsight rather than where they should have been going. Once at Mount Sinai, they looked at its barrenness and lack of water. As a place to get out of—but in the wrong direction. They said, let us create gods, or take us back. They didn’t grasp what God was doing at all. We can read in Exodus 15, 16 and 17 how they complained about water. Instead of asking God to intervene for them just as He did at the Red Sea, they turned on Moses and almost lynched him, so to speak. So Paul counsels us:
but exhort one another daily, while it is called “Today,” lest any of you be hardened through the deceitfulness of sin. For we have become partakers of Christ if we hold the beginning of our confidence steadfast to the end (Verses 13-14).

In speaking to the Corinthians, Paul explained that the Israelites, in being under the cloud and passing through the sea, were all baptized into Moses (1 Corinthians 10:1-2). Where they passed through, we don’t know—and trying to find out would be a waste of time in many ways. What is important is that we’ve been baptized, and what impact that has had on us in comparison to Israel. What have we learned? Do we look forward to Pentecost as an end in itself, or do we see it as the huge part of God’s plan that it is? Do we take from the Spring and Summer Holy Day seasons that God is on our side and prepared to fight our battles for us? Do we deeply appreciate that through baptism our past is removed from us, and that we must not hanker or lust after it? And that our baptism implies and requires a dependency on God? Do we believe God, who through Solomon told us that there are no “good old days”, but that the only true good days will be in God’s kingdom?
Knowing the locations of the Red Sea crossing and Mount Sinai are not central to our faith. But it is instructive for us to bear in mind that Israel was asked to pick up and move on both the first and last days of Unleavened Bread. We, too, must be on the move—spiritually. The work of God is continually moving forward. Our relationship with God—where we are now and where we are going—is what God wants us to focus upon and keep uppermost in our minds. That is what this season, and all seasons, is about.
SIDEBAR

How Far Could the Israelites Have Travelled Between the Exodus and Pentecost?
Exodus 12:37-38 tells us that that when the children of Israel left Egypt and travelled from Rameses to Succoth, they numbered about 600,000 men, plus children and a mixed multitude—probably at least three million people all told—and “a great deal of livestock.” When taking into account the breaking down and setting up of camp each day, and the fact that there would have been many expectant and nursing mothers, and small children, they may have done well to cover around 7 miles (11+ kilometres).  If they always walked 24 hours a day, they would have only  been able to cover 14 miles (23 kilometers). This figure is extrapolated from the following comparative examples: 
In 1910, Dallas Texas, Church member Pete King travelled with his parents from New Mexico to the Texas panhandle in the south western United States in a horse drawn covered wagon. They were able to average about 20 miles (32 kilometres) per day on unpaved roads (part of which later became the famous Route 66). Children were able to ride on the wagon, while the men and older boys herded the cattle.
In the last century, groups of Bedouin were recorded as travelling 7 miles (9.7 kilometres) a day with their livestock. No roads or transport were used to aid the travels so this probably equates to the distances the Israelites were able to attain.
Tutmose III, who was one of the immediate predecessors of the pharaohs of the Exodus, records an account of taking his army into Canaan (as it then was). They averaged 15 miles (24 kilometres) a day from Egypt to Gaza. Of course, they would have been burdened with much military paraphernalia, but that was on a well formed road or trade route.
There is a record of an Assyrian army moving 39 miles (62.75 kilometres) in one night, but that was only done to mount a surprise attack early the next morning, so it was a forced march with little equipment.

Caravans, by camel (with everyone riding), have been recorded as being able to travel 20 to 23 miles (32 to 37 kilometres) per day.

Closer to the circumstances of the Exodus, is the account of Ezra. It took Ezra four months to travel from Babylon to Jerusalem (Ezra 7:9). That works out to about 9 miles per day (14.5 kilometres), after allowing for Sabbaths. But his entourage was voluntary, so it probably only consisted of those who were able to travel more easily and would not have included the pregnant women, nursing mothers and the elderly that had to be accommodated in the Exodus.
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