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Egypt Demystified

archie crandell

1. Egyptian Afterlife: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ancient_Egyptian_afterlife_beliefs.
2. Average Lifespan in Egypt: www.newcrosshealthcare.com/insights/health-news/healthcare-through- 

time-part-1-ancient-egypt.
3. Egyptian Funerary: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ancient_Egyptian_funerary_practices.

Introduction
every PaSSover we recount the Exodus from Egypt during our Passover Seder. We eat 
matzot, bitter herbs and charoset to remind us of our ancestors’ bitter servitude in Egypt 
and the fact that G-d brought us out of Egypt during the Exodus to become a free nation. But 
what do we really know about Egypt beyond the slavery that B’nai Yisrael suffered and the 
plagues that affected the Egyptians? This paper presents the archaeological, cultural and 
historical context behind events in the Torah so that we can better understand Egypt and 
how Egyptian culture influenced the patriarchs’ interaction with the ancient Egyptians.

Why Were Both Jacob and Joseph Mummified?
The ancient Egyptians were obsessed with the afterlife. 1 They did everything in their power 
during their mortal lifetime to ensure a smooth transition to the eternal afterlife. They were 
especially motivated by the fact that their average lifespan was only 30 to 45 years. 2 The 
pharaohs built great pyramids and tombs to house their mummified bodies along with their 
possessions as well as food for their use in the afterlife. They covered the inside surfaces of 
their tombs with religious spells written in hieroglyphs and artwork showing their worthy 
deeds so that they would be judged favourably by their gods and would be granted passage 
to the afterlife. They also erected obelisks and large mortuary temples near their tombs for 
the priests to enact rituals for them and help them transition to the afterlife. They even 
built sphinxes to guard the pyramids so that nothing would interfere with their afterlife. 3 
Most of the archaeological finds we have today are as a result of these endeavours.
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The wealthy had an advantage over the poor in that they had the resources to build, to 
varying degrees, elaborate burial sites and engage in these rituals. Most ordinary ancient 
Egyptians could not afford to be so ‘mahmir.’ The relatives of the poor wrapped the deceased’s 
body in a simple cloth and buried it in the desert with some everyday objects and food.

Genesis 50:2 and 50:26 tell us that both Jacob and Joseph were mummified in Egypt. 
Why were they not buried like ordinary Egyptians without intervention and their bones 
later exhumed for transport during the Exodus? At that time, it was a great honour to be 
mummified, but mummification came at great cost, and so, only the pharaohs and the 
wealthy could afford to be mummified. It may be that the Torah tells us of the mummifica-
tion of Jacob and Joseph to show us the honour accorded to them by the Egyptian pharaoh, 
a status only reserved for the highest of Egyptian society.

How Were Egyptians and Foreigners Treated in Egypt?
The social norms in ancient Egypt were very different than those we are accustomed to 
today and this should reflect our understanding of how the patriarchs interacted with the 
Egyptians.

The population of ancient Egypt was divided into social classes. There were about seven 
classes which can be listed in decreasing social status: pharaoh, government officials and 
priests, soldiers, scribes, merchants, craftsmen, peasants and slaves at the bottom. 4 Ancient 
Egypt’s class system was mostly rigid in that different classes would not socialize or eat 
together, however, people in the lower or middle classes could sometimes improve their 
status through marriage or success in their positions. 5

According to the Egyptian worldview, Egypt was the centre of the world and stood for 
order, whereas foreigners stood for chaos. Pharaoh’s job was to keep order in Egypt by 
keeping Egyptian society in their classes and keeping their gods happy. Pharaoh was the 
intermediary between the mortal world and the heavenly world. 6 When Pharoah had 
his dream (Gen. 41:1), he felt that the gods were giving him a prophecy of how to run his 
kingdom in the form of a dream. This may be why Pharaoh accepted and acted on Joseph’s 
interpretation of his dream (Gen. 41:37) without any resistance.

In Egypt, crops were very predictable and there were hardly ever any famines, let alone 
seven consecutive years of famine, since the Nile floods predictably each year irrigating 
the farmland. Since Pharaoh felt his dream was a prophecy, he disregarded the natural 
order of the Nile to follow the words of his gods. (See below for more details about the Nile.)

Anyone not Egyptian living in Egypt was regarded as a barbarian. Foreigners could be 
physically manhandled and were not allowed to enter Egyptian temples. Foreign prisoners 

4. Social classes: www.ancient-egypt-online.com/ancient-egypt-social-structure.html.
5. Egyptian Society: www.juntadeandalucia.es/averroes/centros-tic/41701109/ helvia/sitio/upload/II_EGYP-

TIAN_SOCIETY.pdf.
6. Sakkie Cornelius Scripatura, Ancient Egypt and the Other 104 (2020), 322–340.
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captured in wars became slaves. Sometimes foreigners could be accepted into Egyptian 
society if they adopted Egyptian customs and married Egyptian women.

Knowing how the Egyptians treated foreigners and the class system, we have some 
clarification about what happened between Joseph and Potiphar’s wife when she tried to 
seduce him. In Genesis 39:7 Potiphar’s wife commanded him to “sleep with me.” This was 
not a request. It is the master’s wife commanding a slave to do her bidding. Joseph was in 
no position to refuse her ‘request.’ He did the only thing that he could do by saying “How 
then can I do this great wickedness and sin against G-d?” (Gen. 39:9). What he was in effect 
saying in the language of Egypt is ‘How will the Egyptian gods look upon us if we do this 
sin and how will we be able to transition into the afterlife if we commit the sin of adultery 
against your husband, my master?’ Committing adultery was a sin in Egypt as can be 
confirmed by archaeological evidence. 7

Of course, the rules that applied between Egyptians probably did not apply to slaves 
or foreigners. When Potiphar’s wife recounted the story, she reminded her husband that 
Joseph was a “Hebrew slave” (Gen. 39:17) or, in the language of Egypt, a foreign barbarian. 
Potiphar could have executed Joseph for his crime, but instead he decided to hold onto his 
investment in this slave, so he moved him from being a slave running his home (Gen. 39:6) to 
a slave running the prison (Gen. 39:21) which Potiphar was in charge of. The verses mention 
numerous times that Potiphar was Captain of the Guard and that Joseph was placed in the 
prison belonging to the “house of the Captain of the Guard” (Gen. 40:3, 41:10). This prison 
may have been a higher class prison since Pharaoh’s servants would also end up there so 
that Joseph could interpret their dreams as part of G-d’s plan.

After Joseph was removed from prison (Gen. 41:14) and interpreted Pharaoh’s dream 
successfully, Pharaoh took a number of steps to raise Joseph’s social level. (Gen. 41:40). He 
gave him his signet ring, clothed him in fine linen garments, put a gold chain around his 
neck, and gave him an Egyptian name. Joseph was made to ride in the second chariot after 
Pharaoh and they called out before him “bow down.” Thus, he was placed over all the land 
of Egypt. Pharaoh’s final step was to give Joseph an Egyptian wife, Asenath, the daughter 
of Poti-Phera the priest of On (Gen. 41:42–45). Marrying the daughter of a priest raised his 
social level to the highest possible level just below a pharaoh.

During Joseph’s lifetime B’nai Yisrael were relatively safe due to Joseph’s protection as 
second to Pharaoh. But once he died (Gen. 50:26), that protection was gone and B’nai Yisrael 
were just foreigners to be used as slaves. This is obvious when one looks at the proximity 
of the verses. Joseph’s death was recorded in the last verse of Genesis and the declaration 
that “a new king arose who did not know Joseph” (Ex. 1:8) occurred only eight verses later. 
These eight intermediary verses list the generations that went down to Egypt and how 
B’nai Yisrael multiplied but give no other information. So, in effect these verses can be 
considered sequential.

7. Ethical Practices in Egypt: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maat.
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Another part of G-d’s plan was to raise Moses’ social level from a slave at birth, to some-
one who could easily access Pharaoh during the plagues. This was accomplished when 
Pharaoh’s daughter found him in the Nile and raised him in the royal palace (Ex. 2:10). By 
doing so, she conferred upon him a social level that permitted him to re-enter the palace 
and approach Pharaoh as he did during the plagues. A slave could never have gotten past 
the palace guards to see Pharaoh.

Why Were Shepherds an Abomination for the Egyptians?
It states in Genesis 46:34 that “we were permitted to dwell in the land of Goshen; for every 
shepherd is an abomination unto the Egyptians.” Why were B’nai Yisrael an abomination 
unto the Egyptians? The Egyptians were farmers, growing a vast acreage of wheat and 
barley in the Nile Delta. In contrast, B’nai Yisrael were shepherds, with large flocks of sheep 
and there is nothing that sheep like better for a meal than fresh young wheat. 8 This is not 
a happy prospect for a farmer who worked hard to grow his crop. Placing B’nai Yisrael in 
Goshen solved this problem. Goshen, being on the east side of the Nile Delta, 9 was most likely 
separated from the Egyptian crops by irrigation canals on the Nile Delta. This separation 
allowed crops and sheep to coexist peacefully.

This practical dislike for shepherds is also seen in Egypt’s religious beliefs since wool, a 
product of sheep farming, was considered unclean and not permitted to touch the skin of an 
Egyptian, and was not allowed in any of their temples. 10 Shepherds like B’nai Yisrael would 
have worn wool garments made from the wool of their sheep. Maybe this is why Joseph, at 
the end of this encounter with his brothers, gave each of them a change of clothing (Gen. 
45:22). He may have given them Egyptian-friendly linen garments to replace their wool 
garments which were an abomination to the Egyptians. Wearing their new linen garments 
would have made them more acceptable to the Egyptians.

Now we can also understand Genesis 43:32 why Joseph, his brothers and the Egyptians 
all ate separately and the “Hebrews were an abomination to the Egyptians.” There are a 
number of social norms coming into play here: Joseph, although a foreigner, was at the 
highest social level being next to Pharaoh (Gen. 41:43). The Egyptians were at a lower social 
level. The brothers, who were shepherds as well as foreigners and did not accept any Egyp-
tian customs, were below the lowest level. The only way to satisfy their class rules and their 
dislike for foreigners and shepherds was to keep all these groups separate during the meal.

Why Did the Patriarchs Always End Up in Egypt During a Famine?
The climatic conditions required for agriculture are very different in Israel and Egypt. Israel 
is very dependent on rain and because of this we say prayers for rain and dew on Sukkot 

8. Farming: www.quora.com/Why-did-the-Egyptians-view-shepherds-as-detestable-and-why-did-they-refuse-
to-eat-with-the-Hebrews.

9. Goshen: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Land_of_Goshen.
10. Clothing: https://historylink101.com/n/egypt_1/a-clothing.htm.
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and Pesach and throughout the year. Most of the yearly rainfall in Israel falls in the winter; 
summers are mostly rainless. In ancient times, absent irrigation, if there was not enough 
rain there were no crops and the result was famine. 11

In contrast to Israel, Egypt is a desert which relies on the world’s longest river, the Nile 
River, 12 and the world’s largest river delta, the Nile Delta, 13 for its existence. Ancient Egyp-
tians prayed to the god of the Nile for the yearly flooding 14 to provide Egypt with fertile silt 
and water for irrigation of their crops along its length and on the Nile Delta. The flooding 
of the Nile is the result of the yearly monsoons 6,650 km. away on the Ethiopian Highlands. 
The Nile starts to rise in June, reaches its peak in October and falls again until the next 
June. Near Cairo the Nile could typically rise 7.5 m. 15 Because of the yearly flooding of the 
Nile, the Nile Delta was able to grow lush crops on its 20,000 sq. km. of arable farmland.

As a result, Egypt usually had food when there may have been famine in the surround-
ing areas. This is why Avram and Sarai went down to Egypt (Gen. 12:10) and Jacob sent his 
sons down to Egypt to find food during the famines (Gen. 42:1). There was always food in 
Egypt because of the predictability of the Nile which was not dependent on local rainfall.

Did B’nai Yisrael Build the Pyramids?
Josephus in his book Antiquities of the Jews (Book II 9:1) states that B’nai Yisrael built the 
pyramids. The pyramids that are most likely being referred to are the Great Pyramids in 
Giza 16 which are located about 5 km southwest of modern Cairo. The Torah, on the other 
hand, does not talk about building pyramids but, clearly says in Exodus 1:11 that B’nai Yisrael 
built the storage cities of Pithom and Ramesses. (See below for more details about these 
cities.) Could B’nai Yisrael also have built the pyramids in addition to Pithom and Ramesses?

The Torah in Exodus 1:14 and Exodus 5:7 says that B’nai Yisrael made mortar and bricks 
and that the Egyptian taskmaster would no longer provide the straw for making the bricks. 
However, the Great Pyramids were made of quarried limestone covered in marble, 17 not 
mud bricks made by B’nai Yisrael. Mud bricks were used for everyday construction, not for 
pyramids, tombs and mortuary temples that were built to last an eternity.

Also, the Great Pyramids at Giza were built during the Old Kingdom about 2,700–2,200 
BCE by peasants who were conscripted during the flooding of the Nile when they could not 
farm while their land was flooded. 18 The Exodus from Egypt occurred between 1446 and 
1290 BCE 19 during the new kingdom. This is over 1000 years after the Great Pyramids were 

11. Climate Israel: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Geography_of_Israel.
12. Nile: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nile.
13. Nile Delta: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nile_Delta.
14. Flooding of the Nile: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Flooding_of_the_Nile.
15. Ibid.
16. Giza Pyramid Complex: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Giza_pyramid_complex.
17. Ibid.
18. Slavery In Egypt: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Slavery_in_ancient_Egypt.
19. Date of Exodus: https://biblemesh.com/blog/the-date-of-the-exodus.
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built. There were other smaller pyramids built after the Old Kingdom but the last one built 
was still hundreds of years before B’nai Yisrael arrived in Egypt. 20 B’nai Yisrael, therefore, 
could not have built the pyramids. Additionally, in Genesis 12:10 we are told that Avram 
and Sarai went down to Egypt because there was a famine in the land of Israel. The year of 
their arrival would be about 2080 BCE which is about 400 years after the Great Pyramids 
were built. (Avram was born about 2150 BCE 21 and he was at least 75 years old (Gen. 12:4) 
when he arrived in Egypt.) Thus, the pyramids at Giza were already built when Avram and 
Sarai arrived in Egypt.

What Happened to Pithom and Ramesses?
From archaeological evidence and ancient documentation, the land of Goshen is located 
on the eastern side of the Nile Delta. 22 Both Pithom 23 and Ramesses 24 did exist in Goshen 
since there are references in the Torah and ancient Greek and Roman literature. 25 However, 
the exact location of these large cities remains somewhat elusive. Evidence provided states 
that Ramesses must have contained many temples, palaces, government offices and other 
administrative buildings, as well as state granaries, storage buildings, markets, and squares 
for troops to assemble. 26 There is less information about Pithom but it was also a large city. 
All these many structures were composed of an infinite number of mud bricks manufactured 
by B’nai Yisrael in the slime pits of Egyptian slavery.

Where are these cities today? The mud bricks used in the construction of these cities were 
repurposed by subsequent pharaohs when these cities fell out of use. 27 It is much easier 
to repurpose materials than to manufacture them from scratch. Even today mud bricks 
from archaeological sites are scavenged for their organic materials and then employed as 
agricultural fertilizer. 28 There were also stone obelisks and statues in Pithom and Ramesses 
which had their city of origin engraved on them. They were also scavenged and dispersed 
to other locations making it difficult to know their original location.

Although the cities of Pithom and Ramesses have not survived the millennia, knowing 
that they were large cities, built from an infinite number of mud bricks manufactured by 
our ancestors should help us to understand the hard labour that they endured in Egypt.

20. Egyptian Pyramids: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Egyptian_pyramids.
21. Birth of Abraham: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abraham.
22. Goshen: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Land_of_Goshen.
23. Pithom: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pithom.
24. Pi-Ramesses: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pi-Ramesses.
25. Pithom and Raamses: Their Location and Significance, E. P. Uphill, Journal of Near Eastern Studies, Volume 28,  

April, 1969.
26. Ibid.
27. Ibid.
28. Fertilizer: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sebakh.
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Who Was the Pharaoh of The Exodus?
It is not possible to determine who the pharaoh of the Exodus actually was since the phar-
aoh’s personal name is not given in the Torah and there is no archaeological evidence of 
who he was. 29 Because of this lack of information, historians dispute the date of the Exodus 
which occurred somewhere between 1446 and 1290 BCE. 30

Wikipedia lists as many as twelve possible pharaohs. 31 None of them can definitively 
be proven to be the pharaoh of the Exodus. But the most widely accepted possibility is 
Ramesses II (1279–1213 BC). 32 He was one of the most long-standing rulers (66 years) at the 
height of Egyptian power and the name Rameses is mentioned five times in the Torah (Gen. 
47:11, Ex. 1:11 and 12:37, Nu. 33:3 and 33:5). As such, he is the leading contender for Pharaoh 
of the Exodus.

Conclusions
Hopefully, you have enjoyed this little ‘sojourn’ into ancient Egyptian culture, history and 
archaeology. I also hope that you gained a bit more insight into how ancient Egyptian soci-
ety functioned and how our patriarchs interacted with it as detailed in the Torah. I would 
like to leave the reader with one question to think about. Now that we know, the Great 
Pyramids at Giza, were built before Avram’s lifetime, is it possible the Patriarchs saw the 
Great Pyramids when they went down to Egypt?

29. Exodus: https://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/daily/biblical-topics/exodus/exodus-fact-or-fiction/.
30. Date of Exodus: https://biblemesh.com/blog/the-date-of-the-exodus/.
31. Pharaohs in the Bible: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pharaohs_in_the_Bible.
32. Ramesses II: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ramesses_II.


