
Dating the Birth of Abraham, the Patriarchal Era, 
& the Israelite Exodus from Egypt

Introduction

Since the mid-1970’s, the so-called “minimalist” trend of OT scholarship 

has increasingly denied that the biblical depiction of the patriarchal age as well as 

the exodus-wilderness-conquest traditions contains historical referents.1  

Representing an opposing trend during this same period of time are important 

representative works which are more optimistic with regard to finding historical 

referents in these biblical narratives.2 
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1See Thomas L. Thompson, The Historicity of the Patriarchal Narratives: The Quest for 

the Historical Abraham (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1974), idem, The Mythic Past: Biblical 

Archaeology and the Myth of Israel (London: Random House, 1999) and John Van Seters, 

Abraham in History and Tradition (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1975). See also John H. 

Hayes and J. Maxwell Miller, eds. Israelite and Judaean History (Philadelphia: The Westminster 

Press, 1977) which provided the groundwork for their A History of Ancient Israel and Judah, 

1986, now in its 2nd ed. (Louisville: Westminster JKP, 2006).  Also pessimistic about the 

recovery of history from the Pentateuchal narratives is P. Kyle McCarter (revised by Ronald S. 

Hendel), “The Patriarchal Age: Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob,” in Ancient Israel: From Abraham to 

the Roman Destruction of the Temple, revised & expanded, ed. Hershel Shanks (Washington, 

D.C.: Biblical Archaeological Society, 1999), 1-31.  

2See Roland DeVaux, The Early History of Israel, trans. David Smith (Philadelphia: 

Westminster, 1978); John Bright, A History of Israel, 3rd ed. (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1981); 

and A. R. Millard and D.  J. Wiseman, eds., Essays on the Patriarchal Narratives (Leicester: 

IVP, 1980); Richard S. Hess, Gordon J. Wenham, and P. E. Satterthwaite, eds., He Swore an 

Oath: Biblical Themes from Genesis 12-50, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1994), Ronald 

S. Hendel, “Finding Historical Memories in the Patriarchal Narratives,” BAR  21.4 (July/August 

1995), Kenneth A. Kitchen, “The Patriarchal Age: Myth or History?” BAR  21.2 (March/April 

1995), idem On the Reliability of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003), 313-72; 

Iain Provan, V. Philips Long, and Tremper Longman III, A Biblical History of Israel (Louisville: 

W/JKP, 2003), 107-37; James K. Hoffmeier, Israel in Egypt: The Evidence for the Authenticity 

of the Exodus Tradition (New York: OUP, 1997), idem Ancient Israel in Sinai: The Evidence for 

the Authenticity of the Wilderness Tradition (New York: OUP, 2005), and Richard S. Hess, The 

Religions of Israel (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 2008). 

For the debate on the reality of the exodus and the nature of Israel’s first appearance in 

Canaan, see inter alia Ernest S. Frerichs and Leonard H. Lesko, eds., Exodus: The Egyptian 

Evidence (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1997) and Shmuel Ah. ituv and Eliezer D. Oren, eds. 

The Origin of Early Israel – Current Debate: Biblical,, Historical and Archaeological 



Wrestling with the Chronology

Beginning with a face-value reading of the data found at 1 Kgs 6:1 we can 

follow the chronology back to a date for the exodus and for the birth of Abram 

which marks the beginning of the Patriarchal era:

(1)  970 B.C.  (Solomon’s accession to the throne)3 

(2)  966 B.C.  (Subtract 4 years = the year Solomon began to build the temple)  

(3)  1446 B.C. (add 480 years: the foundation of the temple was laid 480 years
       after the exodus)

Apart from this calculation based on MT, we should note that the Septuagint (LXX)4 at 

Exod 12:40 reads 

η�  δὲ κατοι'κησις τωñν υι�ωñν Ισραηλ,  η�ν κατω', κησαν ε�ν γηñ,  Αι�γυ' πτω,  καὶ ε�ν γηñ,
Χανααν, ε»τη τετρακο' σια τρια' κοντα . . . . 

“Now the length of time the Israelites dwelt in the land of Egypt and in the land of 
Canaan was 430 years . . . .”  

Thus, LXX’s reading of 430 years at Exod 12:40 includes both the time the Patriarchs 
lived in Canaan as well as the time Israel lived in Egypt. 

Significantly, the Samaritan Pentateuch ( � ) reflects this reading as well. Combined 

with the Septuagintal reading, this comprises important textual weight that must be 

considered seriously. If this alternate reading is followed, the dates for the migration of 

Jacob and family to Egypt as well as the birth of Abraham are lowered by 215 years to 

1661 B.C. and to 1951 B.C., respectively. Gal 3:17 seems to follow the Septuagint and 

the Samaritan Pentateuch (430 years from Abram to Sinai). On the other hand, Acts 13:20 

goes its own way (450 years from conquest of Canaan to Samuel).

(4)  1446 B.C. (so-called “early date” for the exodus)
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Perspectives, Beer-Sheva XII (Jerusalem: Ben-Gurion University of the Negev Press, 1998).

3Among alternative dates for the reign of Solomon is that of 961-922 B.C.    (cf. John 

Bright, A History of Israel, 195-211 and  notes 25 & 61 there).  More recently, after considering 

all relevant and sometimes ambiguous data, Provan, Long, and Longman (A Biblical History, 

246) conclude that the most that can be said is that the division of the kingdom (Israel from 

Judah) occurred sometime between 940-930 B.C.

4The Septuagint (LXX), is the OT in Greek. It represents the earliest written translation of 

the OT into another language. It was produced in Alexandria, Egypt during the years 250-100 

B.C. 



The problems with this date historically and archaeologically outweigh the

data which speak in its favor. For a thorough review of the relevant evidence, see 

Kitchen, On the Reliability, 307-12.

(5)  1876 B.C. (add 430 years of Israel’s sojourn and servitude in Egypt, cf. Exod

       12:40)

(6)  1876 B.C. (the date of Jacob’s migration from Canaan to Egypt because of

       famine; cf. Gen 46) 

(7)  2091 B.C. (add 215 years for the time that Abraham, Isaac, & Jacob lived in

       Canaan prior to Jacob’s migration to Egypt)  

(8)  2091 B.C.  = the date that Abram arrived in Canaan from H
˘
aran

Note the following data from the book of Genesis which enables us to calculate a period 

of 215 years during which the Patriarchs (Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob) lived in Canaan 

before Jacob’s migration with his eleven sons to Egypt:

 Abram arrived in Canaan at the age of 75 .......................................................... 12:4

 Abram dies at the age of  175 ............................................................................ 25:7

 Isaac is born  when Abraham was 100 ............................................................... 21:5

 Isaac dies at the age of 180 .............................................................................. 35:28

 Jacob is born when Isaac is 60 ......................................................................... 25:26

 Jacob dies at the age of 147 ............................................................................. 47:28

 Jacob lived in Egypt 17 years before he died ................................................... 47:28

Abraham lived in Canaan 25 years before Isaac was born; Isaac lived in Canaan 60 years 

before Jacob was born; and Jacob lived in Canaan 130 years before migrating to Egypt 

(thus, 25 + 60 + 130 = 215 years).

Note the strong connection in the Patriarchal narratives between the Patriarchs and the 

Arameans of Paddan-Aram / Aram-Naharayim (near H
˘
aran).

(1) Rebekah, Isaac’s wife, was ‘daughter of Bethuel the Aramean,

      and sister of Laban the Aramean’ (Gen 25:20, cf. also 31:20); 

(2) Jacob married his cousins, Leah and Rachel, daughters of

      Laban the Aramean (Gen 28:5, 16-28); 

(3) note the apparent credo of Deut 26:5 which opens: “My father

     was a wandering Aramean,” (referring to Jacob).
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(9) 2166 B.C.  (add 75 years to arrive at the age of Abram upon arriving in Canaan 

      from H
˘
aran)

(10) 2166 B.C. = the year of Abram’s birth based on Hebrew text of 1 Kgs

        6:1

 Genesis 12-25 tells the story of how Abra(ha)m  worshipped God at a number of sites:

The Great Tree of Moreh at Shechem (YHWH appears) ....... Abram builds an altar (12:6) 

The hills east of Bethel, west of Ai ......... Abram built an altar and called on YHWH (12:8)

The Great Trees of Mamre at Hebron ..................... Abram built an altar to YHWH (13:18)

Beersheba ..... ..Abraham planted a Tamarisk tree & called on the name of YHWH (21:33)

However, the placement of the birth of Abram at 2166 B.C. in the latter part of the 

Early Bronze Age (EB IV) is almost certainly too early to work cogently with the 

overall historical, cultural, and archaeological picture that is presently known.  

Since the chronological calculations given at 1 Kgs 6:1 are a crux for arriving at a 

date for both the exodus and the date of the Patriarchs, it is fitting to examine how 

this number may be interpreted other than literally.

Fitting it All Together

 According to Kenneth A. Kitchen,5  the number 480 in 1 Kgs 6:1 may 

rightly be viewed as either a conventional means of marking the passing of an era 

(that is, taking the number as a representational number) or as a yet to be fully 

understood theological symbol. Clearly, the symbolical significance of the factors 

of 480 (12 X 40) in Scripture is well-known. Thus, in our view, the number 480 is 

a numerical approximation which functions as a symbolic theological reality. That 

theological reality would be analogous to Paul’s phrase “the fullness of time” 

through which he refers to God’s grand eschatological scheme that brought  Jesus 

into the world (cf. Gal 4:4-5).
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5See “Exodus, The,” in The Anchor Bible Dictionary, ed. David Noel Freedman (New 

York: Doubleday, 1992), 2:702-08 and now On the Reliability, 307-12.



    Thus, by means of the theological symbolism of the number 480, Yahweh’s 

providential work in Israel’s history is highlighted. Within “the fullness of time”, 

as it were, Yahweh has brought Israel out of Egypt, cared for her through the 

wilderness, patiently endured Israel’s adolescent difficulties in settling the land of 

Canaan, and promised David an eternal dynasty. Now in the person of David’s son 

Solomon, the temple represents Yahweh’s making good on the land promises to 

the Patriarchs and to the generation which he brought up out of Egypt.  Thus, if we 

interpret “480” as a theological symbolical, we find there is room to reconsider 

both the dating of the era of the Patriarchs and the date of the exodus by 

considering additional historical, cultural, and archaeological data. 

On historical, cultural, and archaeological grounds, the chronological range 

for dating the patriarchal or ancestral era (i.e. Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, & Joseph) is 

more defensible if dated from the end of the 20th century B.C. to the end of the 

early 17th century B.C. (ca.1900-1685 B.C. = MB II [Middle Bronze II]).6 This 

places the lives of the patriarchs within the Old Babylonian Era of Mesopotamian 

chronology (1900-1595 B.C.).   Again on these same grounds, a more defensible 

date for the Israelite exodus from Egypt is ca. 1255 B.C. in the middle of the reign 

of Rameses II (1279-1213 B.C.).  

If we begin with this date for the exodus, we are able to construct a 

chronology which leads to a more appropriate date for the birth of Abram:

(1) 1255 B.C. (date of the exodus)

(2) 1685 B.C. (add the 430 years the Israelites were in Egypt

(3) 1685 B.C.  = the date of Jacob’s migration to Egypt from Canaan

(4) 1900 B.C.  (add the 215 years the Patriarchs lived in Canaan before Jacob’s migration

      to Egypt)
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6I acknowledge the tendency to lower the dates of MB II to 1800-1650 B.C.



(5) 1900 B.C. = the date Abram arrived in Canaan at the age of 75

(6) 1975 B.C. (add 75 years to arrive at Abram’s year of birth)

(7) 1975 B.C.  = the approximate date for the birth of Abram
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