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From the Nile to the Sea of Reeds: 

Egyptian Water Symbolism and the Biblical Drama of Identity 
 

Abstract  

For three millennia, the Nile shaped how Egypt understood cosmic order, divine presence, 
and royal legitimacy. The primeval waters of Nun, the cult of Hapi, and the royal ideology 
of inundation formed a coherent theological system in which Pharaoh stood as 
cosmological guarantor of water-order and, through it, of human identity itself. Previous 
scholarship has examined Egyptian parallels to Genesis and Exodus in fragments, treating 
creation texts, plague narratives, and Sea crossing traditions as discrete objects of study. 
 
This paper argues that the movement from the Nile to the Sea of Reeds constitutes a 
theologically unified drama in which Egyptian water cosmology serves as the contrast 
structure for YHWH's reclamation of the imago Dei. Genesis 1 establishes the theological 
grammar; sovereign waters are ordered by divine speech, with no royal intermediary. The 
plague sequence systematically deconstructs the Egyptian system from the Nile outward. 
At the Sea of Reeds, creation vocabulary (yabbashah, ruach, baqa) signals that what occurs 
is not rescue but new creation; it is the reconstitution of a people whose identity rests on 
divine presence rather than imperial mediation. The reading contributes a unified account 
connecting Exodus water events to Genesis 1 imago Dei theology through shared creation 
vocabulary and theological anthropology, recovering a canonical arc that previous 
treatments have left fragmented. 
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Introduction & Thesis 

The Nile does not ask permission. It rises, and Egypt lives. It withdraws, and the land remembers 

death. For three millennia before the biblical writers set their liberation drama on Egyptian soil, this single 

river shaped how an entire civilization understood cosmic order and divine presence, the place of the king 

and the meaning of human labor. Inundation was theophany; it was the visible evidence that the gods 

sustained life through water and that Pharaoh stood as guarantor of this ordered world. When the biblical 

narrative opens its account of Israel’s deliverance, then, it enters a symbolic universe in which water is 

never incidental scenery. Water carries the weight of competing claims about God, creation, and human 

identity.12 

This paper argues that the movement from the Nile to the Sea of Reeds constitutes a theologically 

unified drama in which Egyptian water cosmology serves as the contrast structure for divine reclamation 

of the imago Dei. The biblical narrative does not borrow Egyptian symbols casually; it engages them with 

 
1This paper extends arguments developed in Dawn Lewis Sutherland, "God's Narrative of Redemption: Creation, 

Imago Dei, and Water Imagery" (PhD diss., Liberty University, 2024), which traces water imagery as the universal symbol 
through which Scripture communicates the reclamation of human identity across the full canon. The present study narrows that 
framework to the specific Egyptian context. 

2 Water's capacity to carry competing theological claims extends beyond symbolic convention. In the ANE, water 
functioned as the primary medium through which civilizations articulated convictions about cosmic order, divine power, and 
the place of human beings within both. See Terje Oestigaard, Water, Culture and Identity: Comparing Past and Present 
Traditions in the Nile Basin Region (Bergen: BRIC Press, 2009), 11; Othmar Keel and Silvia Schroer, Creation: Biblical 
Theologies in the Context of the Ancient Near East, trans. Peter T. Daniels (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2015), 1–30. More 
recently, some researchers have explored the physical properties of water itself as relevant to its symbolic function. Gerald 
Pollack's laboratory work at the University of Washington has identified a "fourth phase" of water (exclusion zone water) that 
responds to radiant energy in structurally ordered ways, raising questions about water's capacity for information storage; 
Gerald H. Pollack, The Fourth Phase of Water: Beyond Solid, Liquid, and Vapor (Seattle: Ebner and Sons, 2013). Alexander 
Lauterwasser has documented water's capacity to generate visible geometric patterns in response to sound frequencies 
(cymatics), extending the earlier experimental work of Ernst Chladni and Hans Jenny; Alexander Lauterwasser, Water Sound 
Images: The Creative Music of the Universe (Newmarket, NH: MACROmedia, 2006); Hans Jenny, Cymatics: A Study of Wave 
Phenomena and Vibration (Newmarket, NH: MACROmedia, 2001). These findings remain scientifically contested, but the 
physical responsiveness of water to external forces resonates with the ancient conviction that water is never inert material but a 
medium capable of bearing meaning. 
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surgical precision.3 The Nile’s life-giving authority becomes an arena of judgment. The chaotic sea 

becomes the threshold of new creation.4 What emerges on the far side is a people whose identity rests on 

the sovereign creative presence of God, not on the cosmological architecture of empire.56 

 
3 The relationship between biblical and ANE texts has been contested since the pan-Babylonian debates of the early 

twentieth century. The present argument follows the position developed in Dawn Lewis Sutherland, "God's Narrative of 
Redemption: Creation, Imago Dei, and Water Imagery" (PhD diss., Liberty University, 2024), 35, which argues against a 
borrowing paradigm and instead proposes a shared theological structure of ideas across the ANE, one that finds its most 
complete and true form in the biblical canon. The shared motifs, linguistic parallels, and cosmological frameworks reflect a 
common ancient milieu rather than literary dependence. John N. Oswalt draws the same distinction, arguing that surface 
similarities between biblical and Mesopotamian literature obscure fundamental differences in worldview; John N. Oswalt, The 
Bible among the Myths: Unique Revelation or Just Ancient Literature? (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2009), 13–28. Kenneth 
Kitchen corroborates from the archaeological record that ancient texts show "linguistic, chronological, and cultural points of 
strong comparison" without entailing direct literary dependency; Kenneth A. Kitchen, On the Reliability of the Old Testament, 
electronic ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2006), ch. 9. 

4 The language of chaotic sea as threshold to new creation invokes the primordial waters of Gen 1:2. The Hebrew 
tehom (תְּהוֹם), rendered "the deep" in most English translations, signifies the primeval ocean that covered the earth. The term 
shares a common Semitic root with Tiamat, the primordial goddess of the Babylonian Enuma Elish who personifies the salt sea 
and whose divided body, in Marduk's victory, becomes heaven and earth; Thorkild Jacobsen, "The Battle between Marduk and 
Tiamat," Journal of the American Oriental Society 88, no. 1 (1968): 104–108. Genesis demythologizes this tradition: tehom is 
not a rival deity to be conquered but created material under God's sovereign command. As Sutherland demonstrates, the 
Hebrew God exercises "autonomous control over the deep, while other gods and goddesses of the ANE are bound by the forces 
of chaos"; Sutherland, "God's Narrative of Redemption," 76. David Tsumura argues that tehom is a common Semitic noun 
carrying no necessary mythological freight, though its resonance with ANE chaos traditions would have been audible to 
ancient readers; David Toshio Tsumura, Creation and Destruction: A Reappraisal of the Chaoskampf Theory in the Old 
Testament (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2005), 36–66. The canonical effect is that the waters representing autonomous 
chaotic power in Egypt and Babylon are, in the biblical account, instruments of the Creator's ordering will, and they remain so 
at the Sea of Reeds, where the same divine authority parts the waters to reconstitute a people. 

5On the methodological legitimacy of reading Exodus in sustained conversation with Egyptian cosmological and 
mythological material, see Sanghwan Lee, "Moses, the Lifter of the Sky: A Novel Reading of Exodus 17:8-16 in Light of the 
Heliopolitan Cosmogony," Journal for the Study of the Old Testament 47, no. 1 (2022): 56-81; and more broadly, John D. 
Currid, Against the Gods: The Polemical Theology of the Old Testament (Wheaton: Crossway, 2013), 23-40. 

6 The claim that identity derives from the sovereign creative presence of God constitutes a direct polemic against ANE 
royal anthropology. In Egyptian and Mesopotamian frameworks, human identity was mediated through imperial structures: the 
king bore the divine image, and ordinary persons derived significance from the royal order. Gen 1:26–28 subverts this 
arrangement by extending the divine image, tselem ( צֶלֶם), to all humanity without royal intermediary. If every human being 
bears the Creator's image by sovereign fiat, then dignity and rights inhere in the creative act itself, not in any social or political 
structure. This logic resonates with, and arguably provides the theological substructure for, the later philosophical articulation 
of "unalienable rights" endowed by the Creator, though the Genesis text grounds the claim in creational ontology rather than 
Enlightenment natural rights theory. See J. Richard Middleton, The Liberating Image: The Imago Dei in Genesis 1 (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Brazos, 2005), 93–145; Richard Lints, Identity and Idolatry: The Image of God and Its Inversion, ed. D.A. Carson, 
New Studies in Biblical Theology 36 (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2015), 31–60; Sutherland, "God's Narrative of 
Redemption," 64–80. 
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Egypt's Water World: Cosmology, Kingship, and the Architecture of Order 

Before the Nile was a river, it was a god.7 More precisely, it participated in a divine economy in 

which the boundary between the physical and the metaphysical was never drawn. Egyptian cosmological 

thought understood all reality as emerging from Nun (nwn), the primeval waters that existed before 

creation and persisted beneath and beyond the ordered cosmos.8 Nun carried no moral valence; it was 

sheer potentiality, the undifferentiated expanse from which the creator-god drew forth the world. The 

identity of this creator-god varied by tradition: Atum at Heliopolis, Ptah at Memphis, Amun at Thebes. 

 
7 The deification of the Nile is attested across Egyptian textual and material sources from the earliest periods. The 

Hymn to Hapi (c. 1950 BCE), preserved on multiple papyri including Papyrus Sallier II (British Museum EA 10182) and 
Papyrus Anastasi VII, addresses the inundation as a deity upon whom cosmic order depends; Miriam Lichtheim, Ancient 
Egyptian Literature, vol. 1, The Old and Middle Kingdoms (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973), 204–210. The 
Pyramid Texts (c. 2400–2300 BCE) invoke Nun as the primeval water from which creation emerged (PT 1040, 1551); James P. 
Allen, The Ancient Egyptian Pyramid Texts, 2nd ed. (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2015). The notion of a river or natural force 
participating in a divine economy finds a structural counterpoint in the bene elohim ( בְּנֵי הָאֱ�הִים) traditions of Scripture. In Job 
1:6, 2:1, and 38:7, the "sons of God" appear as members of the divine council, created beings serving divine purposes within a 
heavenly economy. The parallel is structural: as the Nile participates in Egyptian divine economy as a created entity assigned 
divine function, so the bene elohim participate in the Israelite conception of a divine council under the sovereign authority of 
Yahweh. The critical distinction is that in the biblical framework, no created entity, whether river or celestial being, possesses 
independent divine authority. See Michael S. Heiser, The Unseen Realm: Recovering the Supernatural Worldview of the Bible 
(Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2015), 23–38. 

8 On Nun as the foundational concept in Egyptian cosmology, see Erik Hornung, Conceptions of God in Ancient 
Egypt: The One and the Many, trans. John Baines (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1982), 172–185; James P. Allen, 
Genesis in Egypt: The Philosophy of Ancient Egyptian Creation Accounts, Yale Egyptological Studies 2 (New Haven: Yale 
Egyptological Seminar, 1988), 13–28. Allen's reconstruction of the Heliopolitan cosmogony demonstrates that Nun was 
conceived as the pre-existent state from which Atum emerged, self-generated, upon the primeval mound. The Hermopolitan 
tradition (Ogdoad) understood Nun as one of four paired qualities of the pre-creation state: boundlessness, hiddenness, 
darkness, and formlessness. See also Jan Assmann, The Search for God in Ancient Egypt, trans. David Lorton (Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 2001), 118–126. 
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Creation, however, consistently entailed the imposition of maat upon this watery formlessness, imposing 

order on what had none and inscribing truth where there had been only depth.910 

However, Nun was never confined to the past. Egyptian cosmology understood the primeval 

waters as surrounding the created world on every side: above the sky, below the earth, at the edges of the 

known world. The cosmos floated within Nun like an air bubble in an infinite ocean. This meant that 

creation was structurally fragile. The ordered world could, at any moment, dissolve back into the 

formlessness from which it emerged. The daily solar cycle dramatized this fragility; each night Re 

descended into the Duat, the underworld saturated with Nun's waters, and battled the chaos serpent 

Apophis to ensure that morning would come. Creation was not a completed event in Egyptian theology. It 

was a continuous achievement, won each day against the threat of dissolution. The annual inundation 

carried the same theological charge; when the Nile rose, Nun's primeval waters surged up from beneath 

the earth, temporarily dissolving the boundary between the ordered world and the abyss. That these waters 

brought life rather than destruction was understood as evidence that the gods, mediated through Pharaoh, 

maintained maat against isfet. The implication for the biblical argument should be clear. Genesis presents 

 
9James P. Allen, Genesis in Egypt: The Philosophy of Ancient Egyptian Creation Accounts, Yale Egyptological 

Studies 2 (New Haven: Yale Egyptological Seminar, 1988), 4-7, 13-28. Allen's treatment remains foundational for 
understanding the multiple Egyptian creation traditions and the role of Nun as the primordial substrate common to all of them. 
See also Erik Hornung, Conceptions of God in Ancient Egypt: The One and the Many, trans. John Baines (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1982), 172-85. 

10 The concept of maat as the ordering principle of creation deserves further elaboration. In Egyptian thought, the 
cosmos was not self-sustaining; it required continuous maintenance against the encroachment of isfet (chaos, falsehood, 
injustice). The daily solar cycle, in which Re traversed the sky and battled Apophis in the underworld, was itself an act of 
maat-maintenance. Creation was therefore not a completed event but an ongoing process of imposing and sustaining order 
upon the ever-present threat of formlessness. See Jan Assmann, Maat: Gerechtigkeit und Unsterblichkeit im alten Agypten 
(Munich: C.H. Beck, 1990); Emily Teeter, The Presentation of Maat: Ritual and Legitimacy in Ancient Egypt (Chicago: 
Oriental Institute, 1997), 1–18. This understanding illuminates why the Genesis account, which presents creation as a 
completed act of divine speech requiring no maintenance or cosmic struggle, constitutes such a thoroughgoing polemic against 
Egyptian cosmological assumptions. 
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creation as a completed divine act. God speaks, the waters obey, and the ordered world stands firm. No 

daily battle sustains it. No annual ritual renews it. The theological distance between these two 

cosmologies is not incidental to the Exodus narrative; it is the foundation on which the entire 

confrontation between YHWH and Pharaoh rests.11 

The Nile was Nun made visible; it served as the annual evidence that the primeval waters still 

sustained life.12 Every year the river rose, depositing fertile silt across the floodplain, and every year 

Egypt celebrated this flooding as a divine gift. The Hymn to Hapi, attested from at least the Middle 

Kingdom and copied well into the New Kingdom, addresses the inundation itself as a god, the one who 

fattens the land and fills the granaries. Fredrik Hagen’s analysis of the Ashmolean writing board 

(1948.91) confirms that this hymn circulated as a scribal training text, which means inundation theology 

 
11 On the fragility of creation in Egyptian thought and Nun's continuing cosmic presence, see Erik Hornung, 

Conceptions of God in Ancient Egypt: The One and the Many, trans. John Baines (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1982), 
172-185. On the daily solar cycle as an ongoing act of creation maintenance and the battle against Apophis, see Jan Assmann, 
The Search for God in Ancient Egypt, trans. David Lorton (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2001), 118-126, 195-208. The 
identification of Nun's waters as surrounding the cosmos (above, below, and at the horizons) is discussed in James P. Allen, 
Genesis in Egypt, Yale Egyptological Studies 2 (New Haven: Yale Egyptological Seminar, 1988), 13-28. The contrast with 
Genesis, where creation is presented as a completed act of sovereign speech requiring no ongoing maintenance, is discussed in 
John H. Walton, Genesis 1 as Ancient Cosmology (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2011), 45-68. 

12 The identification of the Nile with the primeval waters Nun is explicit in Egyptian texts. Coffin Text spell 317 
states: "I am Nun, the sole one, and there is no second." The connection between the inundation and the primordial waters is 
made directly in the Pyramid Texts, where the rising waters are identified with the emergence of creation itself. The Famine 
Stela at Sehel Island (Ptolemaic period but purporting to record a Djoser-era decree) describes the Nile's source as emerging 
from a cavern beneath Elephantine where Nun resides; see Miriam Lichtheim, Ancient Egyptian Literature, vol. 3, The Late 
Period (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980), 94–100. See also Raymond O. Faulkner, The Ancient Egyptian Coffin 
Texts, 3 vols. (Warminster: Aris and Phillips, 1973–1978), spell 317. The theological implication is that every inundation was 
understood as a recurrence of the first creation: Nun's waters rising again to renew the land, making the Nile the visible, annual 
enactment of cosmogony. 
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was embedded in the educational formation of the administrative class, not quarantined in priestly 

speculation.13 

The cult of Hapi deserves closer attention than it typically receives in biblical scholarship. Hapi 

was not the Nile itself but the personification of the inundation; he represented the rising waters that 

annually transformed the Nile Valley from desiccated earth to fertile alluvium. Egyptian artists depicted 

Hapi as an androgynous figure, bearing pendulous breasts and a swollen belly yet retaining a male frame, 

typically colored blue or green, crowned with papyrus or lotus, and bearing trays of food, fish, and 

offerings. The iconography communicated a precise theological claim. Hapi was simultaneously father 

and mother of Egypt; he was the source of fertility that required no sexual reproduction, a divine auto-

generative principle operating through the physical medium of water. The cult-maintained shrines at key 

points along the Nile, and festivals marking the inundation's arrival involved offerings thrown directly 

into the river, petitions for a 'good Nile' (that is, neither too high nor too low), and public celebrations 

linking agricultural prosperity to divine beneficence. The theological function of this cult was to embed in 

Egyptian consciousness the conviction that the Nile's life-giving power was itself divine, not derivative. 

The water did not simply carry divine blessing; it was divine blessing. When the biblical plague narrative 

turns the Nile to blood, it targets not an abstract symbol but a living cult, an active worship practice, and a 

population-wide theological conviction about the sacred character of the river.14 

 
13Fredrik Hagen, "An Eighteenth Dynasty Writing Board (Ashmolean 1948.91) and the Hymn to the Nile," Journal of 

the American Research Center in Egypt 49 (2013): 73-91. That the Hymn to Hapi served as a scribal exercise text is 
significant: it means inundation theology was not confined to priestly circles but was woven into the formation of the 
administrative class. 

14 On the iconography and theological function of Hapi, see Dimitri Meeks and Christine Favard-Meeks, Daily Life of 
the Egyptian Gods, trans. G. M. Goshgarian (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1996), 32-38. The androgynous depiction 
of Hapi and its theological significance is analyzed in Richard H. Wilkinson, The Complete Gods and Goddesses of Ancient 
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Pharaoh occupied a critical position within this water theology. As son of the gods and maintainer 

of maat16, the king’s legitimacy was bound to the reliable functioning of cosmic order. If the sun rose and 

the Nile flooded on schedule, Pharaoh’s rule was vindicated. Royal inscriptions present the king not as 

one who controls the inundation directly but as the one whose righteousness guarantees its arrival. He 

mediates between the divine realm and the created world. His presence ensures that the waters bring life. 

Egyptian royal ideology thus staked a comprehensive claim; the cosmos is ordered through water, and that 

water-order flows through the person of the king.17 

The mechanics of this royal mediation were not abstract. Egyptian engineers constructed 

Nilometers at strategic points along the river, most notably at Elephantine, Philae, and Memphis, and 

these instruments served a dual function, both economic and theological. Practically, the Nilometer 

readings determined tax rates for the coming agricultural season. Theologically, they measured divine 

favor. A low Nile meant that maat had faltered, that the king's sacral performance was insufficient, that 

 
Egypt (London: Thames and Hudson, 2003), 106-107. On the festivals and rituals associated with the inundation, including 
offerings thrown into the river, see Terence DuQuesne, "The Raw and the Half-Baked: Approaches to Egyptian Religion," 
Discussions in Egyptology 30 (1994): 35-50. On Hapi cult sites and their relationship to the broader temple economy, see 
Barry J. Kemp, Ancient Egypt: Anatomy of a Civilization, 3rd ed. (London: Routledge, 2018), 220-245. 

15Terje Oestigaard, The Religious Nile: Water, Ritual and Society Since Ancient Egypt (London: I.B. Tauris, 2018), 
27-52, provides the most comprehensive recent treatment of the Nile as a religious axis in Egyptian civilization, tracing the 
connection between physical hydrology and theological symbolism from the Pharaonic period into late antiquity. 

16 Maat is the Egyptian concept encompassing truth, justice, cosmic order, and right proportion. It is simultaneously a 
principle, a goddess, and the standard against which all royal and divine action is measured. Pharaoh’s primary sacral 
obligation was to uphold maat and to prevent its opposite, isfet (chaos, falsehood, injustice), from overtaking the created order. 
On maat as theological-political concept, see Jan Assmann, Maat: Gerechtigkeit und Unsterblichkeit im alten Ägypten 
(Munich: C. H. Beck, 1990); and Emily Teeter, The Presentation of Maat: Ritual and Legitimacy in Ancient Egypt (Chicago: 
Oriental Institute, 1997). 

17Jan Assmann, The Search for God in Ancient Egypt, trans. David Lorton (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2001), 3-
8, 198-212. On the king's role as guarantor of maat and thus of cosmic stability, see also Jan Assmann, Egyptian Solar Religion 
in the New Kingdom: Re, Amun and the Crisis of Polytheism (London: Kegan Paul International, 1995), 1-29. Nili Shupak has 
documented this royal self-conception in the wisdom literature tradition specifically; see her Where Can Wisdom Be Found? 
The Sage's Language in the Bible and in Ancient Egyptian Literature (Fribourg: University Press, 1993). 
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the boundary between cosmic order and chaos had weakened. The Palermo Stone, among the oldest 

surviving royal annals, records Nile flood heights alongside regnal years, treating the inundation as the 

primary index of a ruler's cosmic effectiveness. At Thebes, the annual Opet Festival processed the cult 

image of Amun from Karnak to Luxor Temple during the inundation season, ritually renewing Pharaoh's 

divine sonship at precisely the moment when the Nile's waters demonstrated the gods' continued favor. 

The Famine Stela at Sehel Island, though Ptolemaic in its present form, preserves a tradition attributing a 

seven-year famine to the failure of the inundation under the Third Dynasty king Djoser, and records the 

restoration of order through Pharaoh's intervention at the Nile's source. The pattern is consistent; when the 

waters rise, Pharaoh's legitimacy is confirmed; when the waters fail, the king must act to restore what has 

been disrupted. The entire system rested on the premise that Pharaoh possessed the cosmological standing 

to mediate between the divine source of water and the human world that depended on it.18 

Into this world the biblical narrative steps. The point to grasp is that Egypt’s water cosmology was 

never a free-floating set of myths. It was a theological-political system in which primordial waters, 

agricultural life, and royal authority cohered as a single working claim about who sustains the world and 

on what terms. 

 
18 On the Nilometers and their dual economic-theological function, see William Popper, The Cairo Nilometer: Studies 

in Ibn Taghri Birdi's Chronicles of Egypt (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1951), 1-30. The Palermo Stone is 
analyzed in Toby A. H. Wilkinson, Royal Annals of Ancient Egypt: The Palermo Stone and Its Associated Fragments (London: 
Kegan Paul, 2000), 58-75. On the Opet Festival and its connection to Pharaoh's renewal during the inundation, see Lanny Bell, 
"The New Kingdom 'Divine' Temple: The Example of Luxor," in Temples of Ancient Egypt, ed. Byron E. Shafer (Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 1997), 127-184. The Famine Stela is translated and analyzed in Miriam Lichtheim, Ancient Egyptian 
Literature, vol. 3, The Late Period (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980), 94-100. 

19J. Richard Middleton, The Liberating Image: The Imago Dei in Genesis 1 (Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2005), 93-145, 
demonstrates that in Egyptian and broader ANE ideology, the king alone bears the divine image and functions as the god's 
representative on earth. This is the precise claim that Genesis 1 democratizes and that the Exodus narrative contests at the 
political level. 
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Genesis 1: The Theological Grammar of Sovereign Waters 

Genesis 1 opens with water. Before light, before land, before anything breathes, the spirit of God 

hovers over the face of the deep (tehom, Hebrew:  תְּהוֹם). The primordial waters are present, 

acknowledged, and ordered by divine speech. God does not battle these waters. God separates them (Gen 

1:6-7), names the boundaries (1:9-10), fills the ordered spaces with life. The theological grammar is 

precise; the waters are real and primordial, and they yield entirely to the creative word.20 

What this grammar means for the Egyptian context is specific and consequential. Egyptian 

cosmology posits intermediaries and royal agents through whom the ordered world is maintained. Genesis 

1 posits none. God speaks; the waters obey. No Pharaoh stands between Creator and cosmos. No river-

god ensures that life emerges from the primordial deep. The claim radiates outward; the God of Israel 

orders the waters by sovereign word alone, and the human beings created in that ordered world bear the 

divine image (tselem, Hebrew:  צֶלֶם) without royal restriction.2223 

 
20The relationship between Hebrew tehom and cognate terms has generated extensive scholarly discussion. The older 

thesis linking tehom etymologically to Akkadian Tiamat (via Hermann Gunkel) is now widely rejected as a direct derivation, 
though thematic resonances persist. See David Toshio Tsumura, Creation and Destruction: A Reappraisal of the Chaoskampf 
Theory in the Old Testament (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2005), 36-57. The Egyptian parallel, less commonly argued, is that 
tehom resonates with Nun as the undifferentiated primeval waters. This connection is explored by James K. Hoffmeier, "Some 
Thoughts on Genesis 1 and 2 and Egyptian Cosmology," Journal of the Ancient Near Eastern Society 15 (1983): 39-49. 

21John H. Walton, Genesis 1 as Ancient Cosmology (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2011), 126-58, argues that Genesis 1 
should be read within the ANE cosmological tradition broadly, with the ordering of waters as a central creative act. Walton's 
functional ontology framework, in which creation is primarily about assigning function and order rather than manufacturing 
material substance, is useful here, though the present argument does not depend on his full ontological claim. 

22Ellen J. van Wolde, "Separation and Creation in Genesis 1 and Psalm 104: A Continuation of the Discussion of the 
Verb br'," Vetus Testamentum 67, no. 4 (2017): 611-47, demonstrates that separation and differentiation are central to the 
creative act in Genesis 1. The waters are ordered by being bounded, not by being destroyed or subdued. Cory Crawford, "Light 
and Space in Genesis 1," Vetus Testamentum 68, no. 4 (2018): 556-80, complements this by showing how the spatial 
structuring of creation works against reductive mythological readings. 

23 The absence of intermediary figures in the Genesis creation account is theologically calculated. In Egyptian 
cosmology, maat required continuous royal maintenance: Pharaoh performed daily rituals, offered to the gods, and oversaw the 
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Here the thesis finds its footing. The imago Dei in Genesis 1 is created within a world ordered by 

divine mastery of water. No intermediaries. No imperial authorization. By the time the narrative turns to 

Egypt, this grammar is already in place, and the audience—canonically formed—already knows how 

waters should be ordered and who truly bears the divine image.24 

A methodological note is necessary here, because the relationship between biblical and ANE texts 

has been contested since the pan-Babylonian debates of the early twentieth century. The argument of this 

paper does not rest on a borrowing paradigm. The biblical writers did not copy Egyptian myths and refile 

them under Israelite headings. What the evidence supports is a shared theological milieu, a common 

ancient environment in which water, creation, kingship, and divine order were the operative categories 

through which civilizations articulated their deepest commitments. The biblical narrative engages this 

shared milieu with intentionality, operating within the same symbolic vocabulary while deploying it 

toward fundamentally different theological ends. The similarities between the Genesis creation account 

and Egyptian cosmological traditions reflect a shared cultural inheritance, not literary dependence; and it 

 
cult that sustained cosmic order. The Memphite Theology (Shabaka Stone, British Museum EA 498) presents Ptah as creating 
through divine speech, but even this creative word is mediated through subsequent divine agents and royal representatives. 
Genesis 1 strips away every intermediary. God speaks directly; creation responds directly. No priestly caste manages the 
boundary between divine word and material reality. No king guarantees the continuation of order. The consequence for the 
Exodus narrative is profound: if creation itself required no Pharaoh, then Pharaoh’s claim to sustain the created order through 
his person is exposed as theological usurpation. The imago Dei of Gen 1:26–28 distributes the divine image across all 
humanity, not concentrating it in a single royal figure. Pharaoh’s theological legitimacy, built on the premise that he alone 
mediates between the divine and human realms, collapses under the weight of a cosmology that never needed him. See James 
P. Allen, Genesis in Egypt: The Philosophy of Ancient Egyptian Creation Accounts, Yale Egyptological Studies 2 (New Haven: 
Yale Egyptological Seminar, 1988), 38–44; J. Richard Middleton, The Liberating Image: The Imago Dei in Genesis 1 (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Brazos, 2005), 93–145. 

24Middleton, Liberating Image, 185-231, argues that the democratization of the image of God in Gen 1:26-28 
constitutes a deliberate contrast with ANE royal ideology. Every human being, not only the king, bears the divine image and 
exercises the dominion mandate. The Exodus narrative tests this claim under the most extreme conditions: a population 
enslaved by a king who claims exclusive divine-image status. See further Sutherland, "God's Narrative of Redemption," chs. 1, 
4. 
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is precisely this shared vocabulary that gives the biblical polemic its force. A polemic that spoke in terms 

utterly foreign to its audience would carry no weight. A polemic that adopts the audience's own categories 

and subverts them from within is devastating.25 

The theological subversion begins with the first word of the creation account that touches water. 

The Hebrew tehom ( תְּהוֹם), translated 'the deep' in Gen 1:2, carries resonances that an ancient audience 

would have recognized. The term shares a common Semitic root with Tiamat, the primordial goddess of 

the Babylonian Enuma Elish who personifies the salt sea and whose body, divided by Marduk in combat, 

becomes the raw material of heaven and earth. In the Mesopotamian tradition, creation requires a battle; 

the chaos waters must be defeated, the goddess slain, before order can emerge. Genesis refuses this 

framework entirely. Tehom is present in Gen 1:2, acknowledged, and real, but it is not a rival deity. It is 

not battled. It is not slain. God speaks, and the deep yields. The demythologization is thorough; what 

Babylon understood as a goddess requiring divine combat, Genesis presents as created material under 

sovereign command. The theological claim radiates outward from this single lexical choice. If the 

primordial waters are not autonomous, if they possess no will of their own and no divine status, then 

every cosmological system built on the premise of water's independent power is undermined at its root. 

 
25 The methodological position articulated here follows Sutherland, "God's Narrative of Redemption," 35, which 

proposes a "shared theological structure of ideas in the ANE, a structure that finds its most complete and true form in the 
Bible." See also John N. Oswalt, The Bible among the Myths: Unique Revelation or Just Ancient Literature? (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Zondervan, 2009), 13-28; Kenneth A. Kitchen, On the Reliability of the Old Testament, electronic ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 2006), ch. 9; John H. Walton, Ancient Near Eastern Thought and the Old Testament: Introducing the Conceptual 
World of the Hebrew Bible, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2018), 1-29. 
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Egyptian Nun is not named, but the logic applies; the waters that Egypt understood as the self-existing 

source of all reality are, in the Genesis account, obedient instruments of a Creator who precedes them.26 

Exodus 1-15: Judgment, Reversal, and the Birth of a People 

Exodus opens with a crisis of identity driven through the machinery of production. The 

descendants of Jacob have become a labor force. Pharaoh does not know Joseph (Exod 1:8), and the new 

regime recategorizes an entire population; guests become threats, threats become raw material. The 

Hebrew midwives are ordered to kill newborn sons; when they refuse, Pharaoh commands that every male 

child be thrown into the Nile (1:22). Note where the river appears for the first time in the exodus drama. 

Its function is annihilation. The river that sustains Egypt’s cosmic order has become a disposal 

mechanism for the children of a subjugated people.27 

The irony is exquisite and precise. Moses is saved by the very water that was meant to destroy 

him. His mother places him in a tebah (Hebrew: תֵּבָה), the same word used for Noah's ark in Genesis 6-9, 

a vessel of preservation floating on waters of judgment. Pharaoh's own daughter draws him from the 

 
26 On the relationship between tehom and Tiamat, the fullest critical treatment remains David Toshio Tsumura, 

Creation and Destruction: A Reappraisal of the Chaoskampf Theory in the Old Testament (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 
2005), 36-66, who argues that tehom is a common Semitic noun carrying no necessary mythological freight. For the opposing 
view, that Genesis deliberately demythologizes an extant combat tradition, see Hermann Gunkel, Creation and Chaos in the 
Primeval Era and the Eschaton, trans. K. William Whitney Jr. (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2006), 1-111; Bernard F. Batto, 
Slaying the Dragon: Mythmaking in the Biblical Tradition (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1992), 73-101. The position of 
this paper is that the demythologization is real and intentional, grounded in a shared milieu rather than direct literary 
borrowing. See Sutherland, "God's Narrative of Redemption," 75-77; Thorkild Jacobsen, "The Battle between Marduk and 
Tiamat," Journal of the American Oriental Society 88, no. 1 (1968): 104-108. 

27Thomas B. Dozeman, Exodus, Eerdmans Critical Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 56-70, analyzes the 
opening chapters of Exodus as a narrative of progressive dehumanization, tracing the rhetorical reduction of the Israelites from 
a named community to an anonymous threat. 

28The verb used in Exod 1:22, tashlikhhuhu (Hebrew: ּתַּשְׁלִיכֻהו, "you shall cast him"), employs the Hiphil of shalakh, 
conveying forcible disposal. The Nile is not a site of sacrifice; it is a disposal mechanism. This distinction bears on the 
narrative's subsequent reversal. 
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water, and his name, Mosheh (Hebrew: מֹשֶׁה), is explained by the narrative as a derivative of mashah 

(Hebrew: מָשָׁה), "to draw out" (Exod 2:10). Whether the etymology is historical or literary matters less 

than what it does in the narrative; the one drawn from waters of death will, in time, lead others through 

waters of liberation.29 

When God’s judgment finally falls on Egypt, it strikes the Nile first. The river’s waters turn to 

blood (dam, Hebrew:  דָּם; Exod 7:17-21), and the blow lands at the foundation of Egyptian theological-

political order. The river that embodied Nun’s life-giving power, that guaranteed agricultural prosperity 

and royal legitimacy, becomes an instrument of death. Fish die. The water stinks. Egyptians cannot drink 

from the river that defined their civilization. Fretheim was right to read the plagues as acts of de-creation, 

a progressive unraveling of the ordered world; the blood plague begins this unraveling at the most 

symbolically potent location available, the Nile.3132 

 
29The lexical connection between tebah in Gen 6:14 and Exod 2:3 has been widely noted. See Nahum M. Sarna, 

Exploring Exodus: The Origins of Biblical Israel (New York: Schocken, 1996), 27-31. The word tebah occurs in the Hebrew 
Bible only in these two narrative contexts, a fact that strengthens the intertextual resonance between the Flood and the Exodus 
as water events through which God preserves a remnant and constitutes a new beginning. See further Sutherland, "God's 
Narrative of Redemption," ch. 5, which develops the structural parallel between these narratives at length. 

30On the Egyptian resonances of the Moses birth narrative, including parallels with the Sargon legend and Egyptian 
practices of infant exposure and divine rescue, see James K. Hoffmeier, Israel in Egypt: The Evidence for the Authenticity of 
the Exodus Tradition (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 136-42; and William H. C. Propp, Exodus 1-18: A New 
Translation with Introduction and Commentary, Anchor Yale Bible 2 (New York: Doubleday, 1999), 152-54. 

31Terence E. Fretheim, "The Plagues as Ecological Signs of Historical Disaster," Journal of Biblical Literature 110, 
no. 3 (1991): 385-96. Fretheim's ecological reading has been influential in moving plague interpretation beyond simple power 
demonstrations toward a theology of creation and de-creation. See also Currid, Against the Gods, 108-21, for the specifically 
anti-Egyptian-religion reading. 

32 The question of why divine judgment targets the Nile first repays careful attention. The river was not one symbol 
among many in the Egyptian theological imagination; it was the foundational symbol, the visible expression of Nun in the 
temporal world. To strike the Nile was to strike the cosmological root of Egyptian civilization. Three dimensions converge in 
this single act. First, the Nile was the material basis of Egyptian life: agriculture, trade, sanitation, and civic order all depended 
on the river’s reliable behavior. Turning the waters to blood rendered the entire material infrastructure of Egyptian society 
dysfunctional at its source. Second, the Nile carried sacral weight as the earthly manifestation of the primeval waters. To 
corrupt it was to enact a symbolic reversal of creation itself, returning life-giving water to a state of death and disorder. Third, 
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The blow struck at the material foundation of Egyptian civilization: agriculture, trade, sanitation, 

and civic order all depended on the river's reliable behavior, and turning the waters to blood rendered the 

entire infrastructure dysfunctional at its source. The damage, however, ran deeper than economics. The 

Nile carried sacral weight as the earthly manifestation of Nun's primeval waters, and to corrupt it was to 

enact a symbolic reversal of creation itself, returning life-giving water to a state of death and disorder. 

Most consequential for the argument of this paper, however, is the political-theological register. The Nile 

was the locus of Pharaoh's cosmological legitimacy. If the king's fundamental claim was that he 

maintained maat and ensured the Nile's beneficent functioning, then the blood plague was not an arbitrary 

catastrophe but a targeted theological argument; the God of Israel demonstrates sovereign authority over 

the element that Pharaoh claimed to control. The judgment proceeds from the cosmological center 

outward, dismantling the Egyptian theological system from its foundation.33 

Two further moments in the plague sequence deepen the water-theological argument. The frog 

plague (Exod 8:1-15) sends creatures associated with Heqet, the Egyptian frog-goddess of childbirth and 

fertility, swarming from the Nile in grotesque overabundance. The river that was supposed to bring 

 
and most consequential for the thesis of this paper, the Nile was the locus of Pharaoh’s cosmological legitimacy. If the king’s 
fundamental claim was that he maintained maat and ensured the Nile’s beneficent functioning, then the blood plague was not 
an arbitrary catastrophe but a targeted theological argument: the God of Israel demonstrates sovereign authority over the very 
element that Pharaoh claimed to control. The judgment proceeds from the cosmological center outward, dismantling the 
Egyptian theological system from its foundation. See John D. Currid, Ancient Egypt and the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Baker, 1997), 94–109; Terence E. Fretheim, Exodus, Interpretation (Louisville: John Knox, 1991), 105–112. 

33 The reading of the plagues as targeted theological arguments against the Egyptian cosmological order is developed 
in John D. Currid, Against the Gods: The Polemical Theology of the Old Testament (Wheaton: Crossway, 2013), 102-128; 
Currid, Ancient Egypt and the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1997), 94-109. Terence Fretheim's influential reading 
of the plagues as "acts of de-creation" further supports this analysis; Fretheim, "The Plagues as Ecological Signs of Historical 
Disaster," Journal of Biblical Literature 110, no. 3 (1991): 385-396. On the specific connection between the blood plague and 
the Nile's sacral status, see Nahum M. Sarna, Exploring Exodus: The Origins of Biblical Israel (New York: Schocken, 1996), 
78-80. 
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measured, life-sustaining fertility now vomits forth its creatures without order or restraint, a parody of the 

Nile's generative theology. The ninth plague, three days of impenetrable darkness (Exod 10:21-23), 

strikes at the solar dimension of the water cosmology. In Egyptian thought, Re's nightly journey through 

the Nun-saturated underworld and his victorious emergence at dawn constituted the daily renewal of 

creation. Darkness lasting three days signaled that the solar cycle had stopped, that Re had not emerged, 

that the cosmic battle against chaos had been lost. For an audience formed by Egyptian theology, three 

days of darkness would evoke not the absence of a light source but the return of the pre-creation state, the 

world dissolving back into the formless, watery darkness of Nun. The plague sequence thus moves from 

water (the Nile) through water's creatures (the frogs) to water's cosmic counterpart (primordial darkness), 

systematically deconstructing every layer of the Egyptian water-cosmological system.34 

From the Nile, the plagues radiate outward through the created order, but for the climax the 

narrative returns to water. At the Sea of Reeds (yam suph, Hebrew: יַם־סוּף), the entire symbolic structure 

 
34 On Heqet as the frog-goddess associated with fertility and childbirth, see Richard H. Wilkinson, The Complete 

Gods and Goddesses of Ancient Egypt (London: Thames and Hudson, 2003), 228-229. The connection between the frog plague 
and the overabundance parody of Nile fertility theology is explored in Ziony Zevit, "The Priestly Redaction and Interpretation 
of the Plague Narrative in Exodus," Jewish Quarterly Review 66, no. 4 (1976): 193-211. On the ninth plague's connection to 
Egyptian solar theology and the failure of Re's nightly journey, see Sanghwan Lee, "The Journey through the Netherworld and 
the Death of the Sun God: A Novel Reading of Exodus 7-15 in Light of Egyptian Conceptions of the Netherworld," Journal for 
the Study of the Old Testament 47, no. 4 (2023): 605-624. The interpretation of three days of darkness as a symbolic return to 
the pre-creation state of Nun is consistent with the Egyptian understanding that primordial darkness and the waters of Nun were 
coextensive; see Erik Hornung, Conceptions of God in Ancient Egypt, 172-175. 

35Hoffmeier, Israel in Egypt, 144-55, situates the Nile plague within the broader Egyptian veneration of the river and 
its association with Hapi. While scholarly debate continues about the extent to which each plague targets a specific Egyptian 
deity, the symbolic targeting of the Nile is among the strongest cases for deliberate polemical engagement with Egyptian 
religion. 

36Sanghwan Lee, "The Journey through the Netherworld and the Death of the Sun God: A Novel Reading of Exodus 
7-15 in Light of the Book of Gates," Religions 14, no. 3 (2023): 343, reads the entire plague-to-Sea sequence as an inversion of 
the Egyptian Netherworld journey, transforming the waters of protection and renewal (through which the sun-god/Pharaoh 
passes nightly) into waters of judgment and royal destruction. Lee's reading provides one of the closest recent parallels to the 
argument developed here. 
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reaches its crisis. Pharaoh, the self-proclaimed guarantor of cosmic water-order, pursues the people he has 

dehumanized into the very element he claims to control. God drives back the sea with a strong east wind 

(ruach qadim, Hebrew:  רוּחַ קָדִים), and the waters divide. The vocabulary of Exodus 14:21 is creation 

vocabulary; the dry land (yabbashah, Hebrew: יַבָּשָׁה) that appears echoes the dry land of Genesis 1:9-10. 

The waters are "divided" (baqa, Hebrew: בָּקַע), a verb of violent separation that recalls the cosmic 

ordering of primordial chaos.37 

The creation vocabulary at the Sea repays lexical attention. The Hebrew yabbashah (יַבָּשָׁה), 

rendered 'dry ground,' appears at three pivotal moments in the canon: at creation, when God gathers the 

waters to reveal habitable land (Gen 1:9-10); at the Sea of Reeds, where Israel crosses on dry ground 

(Exod 14:16, 22, 29; 15:19); and at the Jordan crossing into the promised land (Josh 4:22). The recurrence 

is not coincidental. Each instance of yabbashah marks a moment of divine provision through the 

sovereign ordering of water: creation's first habitable space, redemption's passage from slavery, and the 

fulfillment of covenantal promise. The dry ground at the Sea is thus creation vocabulary repurposed for 

redemption. God does at the Sea what he did at the beginning; he separates the waters and provides 

ground for his people to stand on. The wind, too, carries creation overtones. The ruach qadim ( רוּחַ קָדִים), 

the strong east wind that drives back the sea (Exod 14:21), echoes the ruach elohim ( רוּחַ אֱ�הִים) that 

hovered over the face of the deep in Gen 1:2. Both are divine breath acting upon primordial water. Both 

 
37The verbal parallels between Exod 14:21-22 and Gen 1:9-10 have been widely observed. The appearance of 

yabbashah ("dry land") in both texts is particularly striking. Bernard F. Batto, Slaying the Dragon: Mythmaking in the Biblical 
Tradition (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1992), 102-27, treats the Sea crossing as a mythic reenactment of creation. Jon 
D. Levenson, Creation and the Persistence of Evil: The Jewish Drama of Divine Omnipotence (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1988), 66-77, situates this within the broader theology of God's ongoing mastery over chaotic waters. Frank Moore 
Cross, Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic: Essays in the History of the Religion of Israel (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1973), 112-44, established the foundational framework for reading the Sea event through the lens of the Divine Warrior 
hymn tradition. 
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precede the emergence of ordered, habitable space. The linguistic and theological parallels are too precise 

to be incidental; the narrator is telling the reader that what is happening at the Sea is a new creation, 

enacted through the same divine power and expressed through the same vocabulary as the first.38 

Israel passes through on dry ground.40 Pharaoh and his army follow them in and are destroyed. 

Consider the symmetry. The king who threw Israelite children into the Nile is himself swallowed by the 

waters. The cosmological mediator drowns in the element he claimed to govern. Lee’s language of 

damnatio memoriae is apt here; the narrative withholds even Pharaoh’s name. The king who tried to erase 

a people has his own identity erased by the text.41 

 
38 The canonical recurrence of yabbashah at Gen 1:9, Exod 14:16, 22, 29; 15:19, and Josh 4:22 is noted in Nahum M. 

Sarna, Exodus, JPS Torah Commentary (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1991), 71-73; William H. C. Propp, Exodus 
1-18, Anchor Bible 2 (New York: Doubleday, 1999), 490-495. On the relationship between ruach qadim (Exod 14:21) and 
ruach elohim (Gen 1:2) as deliberate literary echoes, see Brevard S. Childs, The Book of Exodus: A Critical, Theological 
Commentary, Old Testament Library (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1974), 218-221. The reading of the Sea crossing as a "new 
creation" event is further supported by Jon D. Levenson, Creation and the Persistence of Evil: The Jewish Drama of Divine 
Omnipotence (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1988), 66-77. 

39The role of ruach in Exod 14:21 carries double resonance: it is both "wind" (the physical force that parts the waters) 
and "spirit" (the divine breath that hovered over the waters in Gen 1:2). The ambiguity is theologically productive rather than 
exegetically problematic. See Brevard S. Childs, "A Traditio-Historical Study of the Reed Sea Tradition," Vetus Testamentum 
20, no. 4 (1970): 406-18. 

40 The Hebrew yabbashah (יַבָּשָׁה), rendered “dry ground” or “dry land,” carries theological weight that English 
translations obscure. The term appears at three pivotal moments in the canon: at creation, when God gathers the waters to 
reveal yabbashah (Gen 1:9–10); at the Sea of Reeds, where Israel crosses on yabbashah (Exod 14:16, 22, 29; 15:19); and at the 
Jordan crossing into the promised land (Josh 4:22). The lexical recurrence is not coincidental. Each appearance of yabbashah 
marks a moment of divine provision through the sovereign ordering of water: creation’s first habitable space, redemption’s 
passage from slavery, and the fulfillment of covenantal promise. The dry ground at the Sea is thus creation vocabulary 
repurposed for redemption. God does at the Sea what he did at the beginning: he separates the waters and provides ground for 
his people to stand on. The resonance with Gen 1:9 would have been unmistakable to an audience formed by the Torah’s 
literary architecture. See Nahum M. Sarna, Exodus, JPS Torah Commentary (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1991), 
71–73; William H.C. Propp, Exodus 1–18, Anchor Bible 2 (New York: Doubleday, 1999), 490–495. 

41Sanghwan Lee, "Killing Pharaohs in Exodus: The Anonymity of the Egyptian Kings, the Deconstruction of Their 
Individuality, and the Egyptian Practice of Damnatio Memoriae," Religions 14, no. 2 (2023): 165. The anonymity of the 
Exodus Pharaoh, when set against the Egyptian practice of erasing names as a form of post-mortem punishment, becomes itself 
a theological statement: the king who attempted to erase Israel's identity has his own identity withheld by the narrative. 
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The Sea of Reeds: Liminal Waters and the Reclamation of the Imago Dei 

The Sea crossing completes something larger than an escape. It is the threshold of a new creation, 

and the narrative knows it. The creation vocabulary, the divine wind, the emergence of dry land from 

watery chaos, the destruction of the old order when the waters close; all of it recapitulates Genesis 1 at the 

level of national constitution. What walks out on the far shore did not exist before. A people, formed by 

divine act, bearing an identity that no longer belongs to Egypt.42 

The Song of the Sea (Exod 15:1-21) confirms this constitutive reading. Its archaic Hebrew forms 

suggest an early compositional layer, and its content moves from military triumph to sanctuary building. 

The song ends with YHWH enthroned, having "acquired" (qanah, Hebrew: קָנָה) a people (15:16) and 

established a dwelling place (15:17). The verb qanah carries creation overtones; its semantic range 

includes to create, to acquire, to bring into being. Applied to Israel at the far side of the Sea, it signals that 

what has occurred is something more than rescue. It is an act of divine creation; it is the bringing into 

existence of a community bearing a new identity.43 

 
42George W. Coats, "The Traditio-Historical Character of the Reed Sea Motif," Vetus Testamentum 17, no. 3 (1967): 

253-65, established that the Sea motif carries constitutive force within Israelite tradition, functioning as a founding narrative of 
communal identity rather than a military victory report. Paul K. K. Cho, Myth, History, and Metaphor in the Hebrew Bible 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), 114-48, advances this reading by demonstrating the mythic dimensions of the 
Sea event as a chaos-to-order transition. 

43Cross, Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic, 121-44, argues for the antiquity of the Song of the Sea on linguistic and 
typological grounds. The combination of qanah with the language of sanctuary establishment (mikdash, "holy place," 15:17) 
connects the Sea event to the later temple theology of divine presence, creating a narrative arc from liberation through waters to 
dwelling with God. 

44The use of qanah in Exod 15:16 resonates with its appearance in Gen 14:19, 22 (El Elyon as qoneh shamayim 
wa'arets, "creator of heaven and earth") and Prov 8:22 (where Wisdom is the first thing YHWH "created" or "acquired"). The 
semantic range of qanah thus bridges creation, acquisition, and constitution. Its application to Israel at the Sea confirms the 
crossing as a creative act. 
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Now the thesis can be stated in its full exegetical form. The imago Dei of Genesis 1, created 

within a cosmos ordered by divine mastery of water and without royal intermediary, is reclaimed at the 

Sea of Reeds from an empire that had systematically distorted it. Egypt’s water theology placed human 

identity under the administration of Pharaoh. He mediates divine order. He guarantees the inundation. He 

decides, by the river, who lives and who dies. The Exodus reverses every one of these terms. God orders 

the waters directly. The king is destroyed. A people created in the image of God, ground down to raw 

material by imperial production, walks out of the water as a liberated community whose identity is 

grounded in divine presence.45 

The movement from Nile to Sea is thus no geographical accident of the exodus route but a 

theologically structured arc; it moves from the waters that sustained false order to the waters that 

constitute true identity. Water functions throughout as both stage and instrument of God’s reclamation of 

the human person from the powers that degrade it.47 

 
45G. K. Beale, We Become What We Worship: A Biblical Theology of Idolatry (Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 

2008), 81-128, argues that idolatrous worship distorts the worshiper's identity, degrading the imago Dei by conforming the 
human person to the lifeless image of a false god. Applied to Egypt, this means that a people forced to live under and serve 
Pharaoh's divine claims suffer a distortion of their God-given identity. The Sea crossing breaks this conformity. 

46Sutherland, "God's Narrative of Redemption," chs. 4-5, develops this argument across the full Genesis-Exodus arc, 
demonstrating that the literary tropes of Creation-Rescue-Re-Creation and Identity-Inversion-Reclamation structure the 
movement from cosmic origins through the Flood to the Sea crossing. The present paper applies that framework to the specific 
Egyptian contrast, supplying the ANE foil that the dissertation treats in broader Mesopotamian and canonical terms. 

47Peter W. Goodman, "Waters that Witness: How the Bible's Rivers Help Convey Its Message," Biblical Theology 
Bulletin 53, no. 1 (2023): 42-56, supports the broader claim that rivers and bodies of water in biblical narrative carry 
theological freight rather than serving as incidental geographical markers. Ronald A. Simkins, "The Embodied World: Creation 
Metaphors in the Ancient Near East," Biblical Theology Bulletin 44, no. 1 (2014): 40-53, reinforces this by demonstrating that 
cosmological imagery in the ANE is culturally dense metaphor. 
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Conclusion 

Egypt built a world on water. The Nile sustained the fields, legitimated the king, bore the weight 

of a cosmological system in which divine order flowed through royal mediation. The biblical narrative 

enters this world knowing its symbols and inverts them with care. The Nile becomes an arena of 

judgment. Pharaoh’s control over water collapses. At the Sea of Reeds, the God who ordered the 

primordial waters in Genesis 1 does something the Egyptian theological imagination could not 

accommodate; he creates a people whose identity derives from divine presence rather than from empire. 

What this reading contributes is a unified account of what previous scholarship has treated in 

fragments. The Egyptian water-cosmological background (the Nun tradition, the Hapi cult, the royal 

ideology of inundation) forms a coherent theological system, and the biblical narrative engages it as such, 

not piecemeal. The reading also connects the Exodus water events to theimago Dei theology of Genesis 1 

through creation vocabulary and theological anthropology, showing that what the Sea crossing 

accomplishes is the reconstitution of human identity within God’s sovereign creative order. The Nile and 

the Sea stand in theological tension. One represents the order of empire. The other, the order of 

redemption. Between them, the drama of divine reclamation.48 

.  

 
48This reading draws on and extends the work of several scholars who have treated aspects of this argument in isolation: 
Hoffmeier on the Egyptian context, Middleton on the democratized imago Dei, Lee on the Netherworld polemic, Cho on the 
sea myth, and Fretheim on de-creation theology. The present paper brings these strands into a single argumentative framework 
organized around water cosmology as the specific medium through which the Exodus narrative reclaims human identity from 
Egyptian theological-political claims. 



 

 
 

ETS – East Regional Meeting 
Lancaster Bible College | Lancaster, PA 

Author, Presenter: Dawn Lewis Sutherland, PhD 
April 10-12, 2026 

 

© 2026 Dawn Lewis Sutherland. All rights reserved. 
23 of 27 

Bibliography  

Allen, James P. Genesis in Egypt: The Philosophy of Ancient Egyptian Creation Accounts. Yale 
Egyptological Studies 2. New Haven: Yale Egyptological Seminar, 1988. 

Assmann, Jan. Egyptian Solar Religion in the New Kingdom: Re, Amun and the Crisis of Polytheism. 
London: Kegan Paul International, 1995. 

Assmann, Jan. The Search for God in Ancient Egypt. Translated by David Lorton. Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 2001. 

Batto, Bernard F. Slaying the Dragon: Mythmaking in the Biblical Tradition. Louisville: Westminster 
John Knox, 1992. 

Beale, G. K. We Become What We Worship: A Biblical Theology of Idolatry. Downers Grove: IVP 
Academic, 2008. 

Bell, Lanny. "The New Kingdom 'Divine' Temple: The Example of Luxor." In Temples of Ancient Egypt, 
edited by Byron E. Shafer, 127-184. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1997. 

Childs, Brevard S. "A Traditio-Historical Study of the Reed Sea Tradition." Vetus Testamentum 20, no. 4 
(1970): 406-418. 

Cho, Paul K. K. Myth, History, and Metaphor in the Hebrew Bible. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2019. 

Coats, George W. "The Traditio-Historical Character of the Reed Sea Motif." Vetus Testamentum 17, no. 
3 (1967): 253-265. 

Crawford, Cory. "Light and Space in Genesis 1." Vetus Testamentum 68, no. 4 (2018): 556-580. 

Cross, Frank Moore. Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic: Essays in the History of the Religion of Israel. 
Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1973. 

Currid, John D. Against the Gods: The Polemical Theology of the Old Testament. Wheaton: Crossway, 
2013. 



 

 
 

ETS – East Regional Meeting 
Lancaster Bible College | Lancaster, PA 

Author, Presenter: Dawn Lewis Sutherland, PhD 
April 10-12, 2026 

 

© 2026 Dawn Lewis Sutherland. All rights reserved. 
24 of 27 

Day, John. God's Conflict with the Dragon and the Sea: Echoes of a Canaanite Myth in the Old 
Testament. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985. 

Dozeman, Thomas B. Exodus. Eerdmans Critical Commentary. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009. 

DuQuesne, Terence. "The Raw and the Half-Baked: Approaches to Egyptian Religion." Discussions in 
Egyptology 30 (1994): 35-50. 

Faulkner, Raymond O. The Ancient Egyptian Coffin Texts. 3 vols. Warminster: Aris and Phillips, 1973-
1978. 

Fretheim, Terence E. "The Plagues as Ecological Signs of Historical Disaster." Journal of Biblical 
Literature 110, no. 3 (1991): 385-396. 

Goodman, Peter W. "Waters that Witness: How the Bible's Rivers Help Convey Its Message." Biblical 
Theology Bulletin 53, no. 1 (2023): 42-56. 

Gunkel, Hermann. Creation and Chaos in the Primeval Era and the Eschaton. Translated by K. William 
Whitney Jr. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006. 

Hagen, Fredrik. "An Eighteenth Dynasty Writing Board (Ashmolean 1948.91) and the Hymn to the Nile." 
Journal of the American Research Center in Egypt 49 (2013): 73-91. 

Hays, Christopher B. Hidden Riches: A Sourcebook for the Comparative Study of the Hebrew Bible and 
Ancient Near East. Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2014. 

Heiser, Michael S. The Unseen Realm: Recovering the Supernatural Worldview of the Bible. Bellingham: 
Lexham Press, 2015. 

Hoffmeier, James K. Israel in Egypt: The Evidence for the Authenticity of the Exodus Tradition. New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1997. 

Hoffmeier, James K. "Some Thoughts on Genesis 1 and 2 and Egyptian Cosmology." Journal of the 
Ancient Near Eastern Society 15 (1983): 39-49. 

Hornung, Erik. Conceptions of God in Ancient Egypt: The One and the Many. Translated by John Baines. 
Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1982. 



 

 
 

ETS – East Regional Meeting 
Lancaster Bible College | Lancaster, PA 

Author, Presenter: Dawn Lewis Sutherland, PhD 
April 10-12, 2026 

 

© 2026 Dawn Lewis Sutherland. All rights reserved. 
25 of 27 

Janssen, Jac. J. "The Day the Inundation Began." Journal of Near Eastern Studies 46, no. 2 (1987): 129-
136. 

Jenny, Hans. Cymatics: A Study of Wave Phenomena and Vibration. Newmarket, NH: MACROmedia, 
2001. 

Keel, Othmar. The Symbolism of the Biblical World: Ancient Near Eastern Iconography and the Book of 
Psalms. Translated by Timothy J. Hallett. New York: Seabury, 1978. 

Keel, Othmar, and Silvia Schroer. Creation: Biblical Theologies in the Context of the Ancient Near East. 
Translated by Peter T. Daniels. Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2015. 

Kemp, Barry J. Ancient Egypt: Anatomy of a Civilization. 3rd ed. London: Routledge, 2018. 

Kitchen, Kenneth A. On the Reliability of the Old Testament. Electronic ed. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2006. 

Lauterwasser, Alexander. Water Sound Images: The Creative Music of the Universe. Newmarket, NH: 
MACROmedia, 2006. 

Lee, Sanghwan. "The Journey through the Netherworld and the Death of the Sun God: A Novel Reading 
of Exodus 7-15 in Light of the Book of Gates." Religions 14, no. 3 (2023): 343. 

Lee, Sanghwan. "Killing Pharaohs in Exodus: The Anonymity of the Egyptian Kings, the Deconstruction 
of Their Individuality, and the Egyptian Practice of Damnatio Memoriae." Religions 14, no. 2 
(2023): 165. 

Lee, Sanghwan. "Moses, the Lifter of the Sky: A Novel Reading of Exodus 17:8-16 in Light of the 
Heliopolitan Cosmogony." Journal for the Study of the Old Testament 47, no. 1 (2022): 56-81. 

Levenson, Jon D. Creation and the Persistence of Evil: The Jewish Drama of Divine Omnipotence. 
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1988. 

Lichtheim, Miriam. Ancient Egyptian Literature. Vol. 1, The Old and Middle Kingdoms. Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1973. 

Lichtheim, Miriam. Ancient Egyptian Literature. Vol. 3, The Late Period. Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1980. 



 

 
 

ETS – East Regional Meeting 
Lancaster Bible College | Lancaster, PA 

Author, Presenter: Dawn Lewis Sutherland, PhD 
April 10-12, 2026 

 

© 2026 Dawn Lewis Sutherland. All rights reserved. 
26 of 27 

Lints, Richard. Identity and Idolatry: The Image of God and Its Inversion. Edited by D.A. Carson. New 
Studies in Biblical Theology 36. Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2015. 

Meeks, Dimitri, and Christine Favard-Meeks. Daily Life of the Egyptian Gods. Translated by G. M. 
Goshgarian. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1996. 

Middleton, J. Richard. The Liberating Image: The Imago Dei in Genesis 1. Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2005. 

Oestigaard, Terje. The Religious Nile: Water, Ritual and Society Since Ancient Egypt. London: I.B. 
Tauris, 2018. 

Oestigaard, Terje. Water, Culture and Identity: Comparing Past and Present Traditions in the Nile Basin 
Region. Bergen: BRIC Press, 2009. 

Oswalt, John N. The Bible among the Myths: Unique Revelation or Just Ancient Literature? Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 2009. 

Peterson, Brian Neil. "The Egyptian Influence on Exodus 17:8-16." Bulletin for Biblical Research 31, no. 
2 (2021): 135-153. 

Pollack, Gerald H. The Fourth Phase of Water: Beyond Solid, Liquid, and Vapor. Seattle: Ebner and 
Sons, 2013. 

Popper, William. The Cairo Nilometer: Studies in Ibn Taghri Birdi's Chronicles of Egypt. Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1951. 

Propp, William H. C. Exodus 1-18: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary. Anchor Yale 
Bible 2. New York: Doubleday, 1999. 

Sarna, Nahum M. Exploring Exodus: The Origins of Biblical Israel. New York: Schocken, 1996. 

Shupak, Nili. Where Can Wisdom Be Found? The Sage's Language in the Bible and in Ancient Egyptian 
Literature. Fribourg: University Press, 1993. 

Simkins, Ronald A. "The Embodied World: Creation Metaphors in the Ancient Near East." Biblical 
Theology Bulletin 44, no. 1 (2014): 40-53. 



 

 
 

ETS – East Regional Meeting 
Lancaster Bible College | Lancaster, PA 

Author, Presenter: Dawn Lewis Sutherland, PhD 
April 10-12, 2026 

 

© 2026 Dawn Lewis Sutherland. All rights reserved. 
27 of 27 

Smith, Monica L. "Linear Statecraft along the Nile: Landscapes and the Political Phenomenology of 
Ancient Egypt." Journal of Egyptian History 13, nos. 1-2 (2021): 101-130. 

Sutherland, Dawn Lewis. "God's Narrative of Redemption: Creation, Imago Dei, and Water Imagery." 
PhD diss., Liberty University, 2024. 

Teeter, Emily. Religion and Ritual in Ancient Egypt. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011. 

Tsumura, David Toshio. Creation and Destruction: A Reappraisal of the Chaoskampf Theory in the Old 
Testament. Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2005. 

Walton, John H. Genesis 1 as Ancient Cosmology. Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2011. 

Wilkinson, Richard H. The Complete Gods and Goddesses of Ancient Egypt. London: Thames and 
Hudson, 2003. 

Wilkinson, Toby A. H. Royal Annals of Ancient Egypt: The Palermo Stone and Its Associated Fragments. 
London: Kegan Paul, 2000. 

van Wolde, Ellen J. "Separation and Creation in Genesis 1 and Psalm 104: A Continuation of the 
Discussion of the Verb br'." Vetus Testamentum 67, no. 4 (2017): 611-647. 

Zago, Silvia. "The Otherworld (with)in This World: Imhet as a (Super)natural Conduit between 
Dimensions in Egyptian Sources." Journal of Near Eastern Studies 81, no. 2 (2022): 283-304. 

Zevit, Ziony. "The Priestly Redaction and Interpretation of the Plague Narrative in Exodus." Jewish 
Quarterly Review 66, no. 4 (1976): 193-211. 

 


	Abstract
	Introduction & Thesis
	Egypt's Water World: Cosmology, Kingship, and the Architecture of Order
	Genesis 1: The Theological Grammar of Sovereign Waters
	Exodus 1-15: Judgment, Reversal, and the Birth of a People
	The Sea of Reeds: Liminal Waters and the Reclamation of the Imago Dei
	Conclusion
	Bibliography

