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everal months ago my local library sponsored a book give-away. I stopped by hoping to find a nice, 

used hardcover Bible reference book to add to my own collection. At the table behind me, I 

overheard a lively conversation between two elderly couples about the number of Israelites Moses led 

out of Egypt. I didn't really mean to eavesdrop - forgive me, but I was intrigued. I pretended to flip 

through the pages of the book I was holding as I listened in. 

One of the gentlemen said, "See? It says right here in Exodus 12:37 that there were six hundred 

thousand men. If you add in the wives and the kids plus estimate the number of people in the mixed 

multitude, you can see it could easily be between two and two and a half million people." 

I smiled to myself. I’ve heard the same thing since I was in my teens. In fact, I remember this being 

mentioned in a sermon on the Exodus just this past spring. And quite honestly, I've never really had 

occasion to think about it all that much. That's what the Bible says after all. 

Then the other couple began pointing out all the logistical problems with moving such a large number of 

people. They mentioned that if you looked at the Exodus similar to the movement of the early settlers to 

our own American west, two million people would be like a single wagon train stretching from Tampa, 

Florida to Los Angeles, California. They went on to talk about the tons of food they world have needed 

daily plus water and even the latrine problems with an encampment of that many people. I had to admit, 

they made some good points. The tone of the conversation began to deteriorate so I made my way to the 

door. But now my own curiosity was piqued. Were there really over two million Israelites in the 

wilderness? 

One of the first things I did of course was to Google the subject. I was genuinely surprised to see that 

this was really a significant point of contention with arguments on both sides of the issue. The one 

common thread appeared to be the interpretation of the Hebrew word, "eleph". In Exodus 12:37 did the 

word mean "thousand" or as many argued, did it mean "chieftain"? 
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I'm no expert, by any means, in the Hebrew language - but I know others who are. I asked a dear friend 

of mine, a Rabbi at a local synagogue, for a clarification of the word "eleph". He seemed to know the 

exact passage in Exodus that I was talking about and just smiled. 

He asked, "Was the Exodus written in modern Hebrew? Or was it written in paleo-Hebrew? Did Moses 

write the book much earlier during Israel’s wilderness wanderings? It was obviously written during 

Israel's sojourn so, since Moses was educated in Egypt, did he write the Exodus in ancient Egypt’s 

hieratic script or perhaps even a style of cuneiform?" 

He went on to explain, “We don’t have any of Moses’ original writings. We don’t know what language 

the original book was written in. But we do know that by comparing other writings, on occasion, word 

meanings or the cultural context or understanding varied as the Hebrew language continued to develop. 

So yes, in answer to your question, the word eleph does mean thousand in modern Hebrew but we can 

be certain the Exodus was written in a much earlier form of Hebrew. The more archaic meaning of eleph 

does refer, in one sense, to a chief or elder. But in other ancient renderings it carries the meaning of 

being bound together, to be yoked together as you would couple oxen. Have you ever been to a marriage 

ceremony and heard the phrase, this man and woman, now yoked together in the bonds of holy 

matrimony? Historically, marriage has been described as a joining, a yoking together like oxen. As far 

back as 1655, Richard Meggot said the yoking together of husband and wife secured a reciprocal and 

relative interest in each other’s actions. This is the same context as the archaic meaning for the 

word eleph. It is referring to, in this context, a yoked patriarchal and matriarchal (husband/wife) head of 

household or, as seen during the earlier days of Jacob, a family unit living or bound together under the 

same tent. In a spiritual context, it’s referencing the marriage relationship between God and Israel." 

I thanked my friend and after some other discussion returned home to begin my quest. I decided (as the 

Rabbi suggested) to look at this through the eyes of Moses. One of the first questions that came to mind 

was that if this was a yoking together, how many people back then occupied the same tent or household? 

I (more or less) found the answer in Genesis 46. This chapter gives us Jacob's clan living together under 

the tent with his wife Zilpah. If we count all the people listed plus the wives and children implied, we 

can guesstimate there were maybe 30-32 people yoked under Jacob and Zilpah's tent. If we go with an 

average of 30 men, women and children per tent and if there were, as it says in Exodus, about 600 such 

households, that gives us 18,000 people. Add in the mixed multitude of approximately 3,000 souls and 

we have upwards of no more than about 21,000 Israelites being led out of Egypt. This number seems 

more realistic but is there another way we can figure it out? 

Anthropologists have determined that most ancient cultures (barring wars, disease, natural disasters, 

etc.) would double in population every 25-26 years. The Bible tells us that Jacob went into Egypt with a 

total of 70 people. They were in Egypt a total of 215 years until the Exodus. Jacob’s clan therefore, 

during that period, should have doubled in population just over 8 times. Again, if we do the math and 

add in the approximate mixed multitude, we come up with about the same number - 21,000. 

The Argument ... 

When dealing with the issue of doubling populations, in his book, Global Civilization, Ancient 

World, Chapter 29, titled "The Word of God", Dr. Winter writes, 

https://tinyurl.com/ycojkd9q
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"One of the obvious questions coming up in our studies is about the statement that 70 

people (plus their wives and children) came into Egypt and 2,000,000 went out a few 

years later. There are many scholars ill-equipped, in terms of mathematical skills, 

who question whether this could happen ... In fact, first of all, the 70 people were all 

married and had children. And so, you had more than 70 to begin with. And 

supposing you start with 200 people, you get millions and millions of people - more 

like 20 million people in the 430 years using the 25 year doubling rate." 

Ralph D. Winter (sadly, he passed away in 2009) was a Biblical scholar and a professor at Fuller 

Theological Seminary. He was a graduate of Princeton Theological Seminary and held a PhD in 

Linguistics, Anthropology and Mathematical Statistics from Cornell University. He was, in many 

respects, a brilliant and dedicated man. I am however, in disagreement with a couple of his points. 

The Rebuttal ... 

First, regarding the issue of doubling populations, Dr. Winter states above that, "There are many 

scholars ill-equipped in terms of mathematical skills ..." 

I'm uncertain which "scholars" Dr. Winter is referring to. Population statistics can be calculated using 

secondary school math skills and the "Rule of 70" formula, dt = 70/r (doubling time [25 yrs] = 

70 ÷ growth rate). 

 All the souls that came with Jacob into Egypt, which came out of his loins, besides 

Jacob's sons' wives, all the souls were threescore and six; and the sons of Joseph, 

which were born him in Egypt, were two souls: all the souls of the house of Jacob, 

which came into Egypt, were threescore and ten.  

Genesis 46:26-27   (KJV) 

 Dr. Winter goes on to state, "... 70 people (plus their wives and children) ... the 70 people were all 

married and had children ..." 

I don't know how to respond ... Genesis, Chapter 46 is pretty clear who went to Egypt. Dr. Winter is 

saying that 70 men, their wives and children went into Egypt. Using Genesis 30:9-13 as a comparison, 

I'm unable to find Jacob plus another sixty nine men, their wives plus a gaggle of children. It was only 

Jacob and his four wives, their sons (plus their wives), his grandchildren and great-grandchildren that 

loaded up in Pharaoh's wagons and headed off to Egypt - a total of sixty-six souls (seventy, if you count 

Joseph, his wife and two children already in Egypt). 

And the third point Dr. Winter makes is, "... in the 430 years ..." 

Jacob (Israel) was not in Egypt 430 years. In Galatians 3:17, it says that from the time Abraham received 

the promise of God until the time of the Law of Moses was 430 years. But, what was the promise? Well, 

God promised Abraham a son. He made that promise to Abraham when he was 75 years old but 

Abraham didn’t receive the promise, it wasn't confirmed, until his son, Issac, was born 25 years later or 

in what theologians refer to as, "the fullness of time." So ... if we subtract 430 years from when Issac 
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was born, that means the Law was given twenty five years after the Israelites started wandering around 

in the wilderness — or again, in the fullness of time. 

The chronology from Abraham to the Exodus is pretty exact — very specific. From the time Jacob went 

into Egypt (at age 130) until the Exodus was 215 years. During that time, Israel's population would have 

doubled (based on our earlier dt=25/r) approximately 8 times. 

Another thought came to mind as I was figuring all this out. There were only about 10 or maybe 12 

wives or women of child-bearing age that went into Egypt with Jacob. In order for there to be two or 

two and a half million people that left Egypt 215 years later, each woman, and each daughter born 

during that period would have to give birth to a child every 21 weeks without a break throughout her 

entire child-bearing years. Perhaps this is where Dr. Winter questions my math skills but assuming my 

math is even close to being accurate even I know that’s biologically impossible. 

One final consideration involves the two census counts taken in the Book of Numbers, Chapter 1 (upon 

entering the Wilderness) and again, in Chapter 26 taken when entering Canaan. Setting the math aside 

for a moment, it’s apparent that there were three thousand fewer Israelites (18,000) entering Canaan than 

those who left Egypt forty years earlier. If populations doubled every 25 years, how can that be 

possible? 

Because of Israel’s disobedience (Numbers 32:11), only those under twenty years of age at the 

beginning of the Exodus were allowed to enter the Promised Land. Using a “reverse doubling” 

approach, there were 6,000 Hebrews and 560 of the mixed multitude that were under twenty years of 

age at the start of the Exodus — and their numbers increased to 21,000 over the forty years in the 

wilderness. 

It had been almost a week before I was able to get back over to the synagogue. I told the rabbi my 

answer – 21,000. He looked at me, smiled and touched the end of his nose with his finger. That made me 

feel good. I did ask him though, who the mixed multitude were. He explained that even though the 

practice wasn’t widespread, it was not uncommon to give a Hebrew daughter in marriage to a foreigner. 

When Moses was commanded to bring all of God’s people out of Egypt, this included the mixed 

marriages of those Hebrew daughters. So, in conclusion ... 

Keeping an open mind on the numbers ... 

In consideration of the lively conversation between two elderly couples earlier and given the current 

state of our knowledge, it might be best to say that we simply do not know with any exact degree of 

certainty how many Israelites were involved in the Exodus. By dogmatically insisting on the traditional 

view, we might be needlessly “losing” a generation of people who are not really sure that they can 

confidently trust the Bible. 

A smaller population creates less of an obstacle for the interested skeptic or doubter. A smaller 

population would not leave behind the kind of archaeological record that archaeologists in decades past 

have been looking for, based on the traditional view. For the sake of presenting the Bible as truth to our 

unbelieving neighbors, leaving the door open to these alternative views might help an unbeliever or 

wavering believer in their journey towards faith. 

https://cdanielmadison.com/assets/downloads/timeline2.pdf
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But it does more than just remove a potential obstacle. It also might point towards a more accurate 

understanding of Scripture. Traditional interpretations of the Bible can be difficult to break, despite the 

contrary evidence, which is partly why most English Bible translators tend to stick with the more 

common translation of “1000” for the word eleph. Nevertheless, a careful reading of Scripture that 

identifies this and other instances where this problem manifests itself makes the consideration of these 

alternative proposals a worthy endeavor to take on in order that we might have a better and more faithful 

understanding of what God’s Word teaches. 

 

 

 

 

While you’re here … 

… I do have a small favor to ask. These articles I’ve written are my own educational outreach ministry 

and while they are yours to enjoy without any obligation, they are not without cost. If you’ve found 

them enjoyable, helpful or thought-provoking, I would ask that you consider sending along a couple 

dollars to help cover some of these added expenses. It only takes a minute and everything is handled 

securely through PayPal. 

Click below to help. Your support makes a big difference. 
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