THE WARP READER: BoOK ONE

CHAPTER 1 | THE CURTAIN RISES ON EGYPT

INTRODUCTION

We’ll begin our study of the history of the world in Egypt. Almost everybody knows something about
Egypt—think of sand and camels, pyramids and mummies, with the Nile River flowing through it. We all
know a little about Egypt, but the more you learn about it, the more amazing it is. Civilization emerged in
Egypt about 5,000 years ago, around 3,000 B.C., and thrived for over 2500 years: easily one of the longest
lasting civilizations in history.

Egypt can seem a little dry because centuries roll past without too many changes. The Egyptians liked

it that way; they were conservative and traditional folk. However, Egypt is a great place to start learning
about subjects like geography, government, economics, literature, mythology, and religion, because we
know just enough about Ancient Egypt to begin to understand how a civilization works, but not so much
as to make our heads spin!

The word “civilization” comes from the Roman word for city: civitas. When you think of a city, you can
imagine people doing different jobs in buildings and streets instead of in a lonely wilderness. When a
group of people knows how to build many cities and they all live together in the same way, we usually call
that a civilization. Such people usually speak the same language, share the same ideas and beliefs, eat

the same sorts of food, and celebrate the same holidays. In the Penguin Historical Atlas of Ancient Civi-
lizations, author John Haywood gives four classification lists to categorize the levels of complexity (and
advancement) of any given society. '

1. Bands: These small societies are typical among hunter-gatherers. They often number under one hun-
dred members and are organized in extended families. Bands have no formal leadership and migrate
from place to place. From an outsider’s perspective, members of the band would seem to share the
same level of wealth and social status.

2. Segmented Societies or Tribes: These are larger than bands—they might number a few thousand peo-
ple. This is a society of smaller groups connected to one another as a greater whole, usually by kinship
ties. Tribes are most often associated with settled farming peoples. Though their leadership is more
formal than bands, leaders lack force or power outside of their own small group.

3. Chiefdoms: Chiefdoms are bigger than bands or tribes, usually falling between 5,000 and 20,000
members. In chiefdoms, we begin to see social status as a marker that tells where a person falls in rela-
tion to a superior family line. Chiefs have real force and power even outside their immediate commu-
nity, and they use it to control food surpluses. They also have enough power to decide who does what
jobs in the chiefdom (and thus can accomplish building projects), and they can use the extra food
resources that they control to support their followers and craftsmen, who often live with chiefs.

4. States or Civilizations: These are the most complex (and advanced) forms of society, and are typically
larger than chiefdoms. In states or civilizations, we see much specialization of roles and settlement of
members in cities. Social status is not defined by family lineage, but it is defined by what jobs people
do—in other words, it is defined by social classes. Leaders have full and forceful powers, either based
on an army or their people’s worldview beliefs, and leaders can issue laws. Subjects pay taxes to sup-
port the leader’s armies, craftsmen, and administrators who are needed to run this social system.

1. Information or quotes attributed to Haywood are taken from pages 8-10 of The Penguin Historical Atlas of Ancient Civiliza-
tions, by John Haywood (Penguin Group, 2005).
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Interestingly, Haywood also writes that it is important to avoid using our own value judgments when
assessing a society’s level of advancement because value judgments vary according to the standards one
applies, and can lead to unhelpful (or damaging) assessments of the merits of societies. For instance,
suppose you decide that a “band” is less important or less meaningful than a “chiefdom” because a band is
less likely to leave behind objects showing beautiful craftsmanship?

Secular historians do not necessarily describe or evaluate human communities as God does, but Hey-
wood’s approach gives us a taste of the methods these historians use to make sense of social history, and
they do prove some valuable or interesting ways of thinking about ancient civilizations.

4 N

In addition to his comments about different levels of advancement in a society, Haywood also
makes interesting observations about what has and has not affected the development of human
civilizations. For instance, he writes that “Mentally fully modern humans probably evolved
between 50,000 and 40,000 years ago, when art, body ornaments and other material evidence
of symbolic thought begin to appear in the archaeological record” (10). This view that humans
evolved mentally (and physically) is, of course, is widely accepted by secular scholars, though
many Christians believe it contradict biblical accounts of man’s beginnings.

Haywood believes that “technological innovation does not seem to have been a critical factor in
the emergence of civilization” (10). To demonstrate this, he notes the construction of stone pyr-
amids in ancient Egypt, which many believe were erected without the benefit of wheels, pulleys,
cranes, or hard metal tools. Haywood believes, in fact, that “The immense scientific and techno-
logical accomplishments of the present day are not . . . evidence that human mental capacities
have gone on evolving” (10).

Haywood is noting here two factors that he can’t explain without admitting the “divine spark”
of God-breathed revelation. There is no plausible reason (especially since he rejects the possibil-
ity that it was caused by technological innovation) why mankind should have existed for tens of
thousands of years without mental development such that they could begin to form a civilization,
and then, in well under 7,000 years (of recorded history) advanced to present-day status with no
appreciable difference in mental capacities!

Aside from Haywood, most modern scholars talk of human beings existing for tens of thousands
of years on the earth before some kind of “spark” resulted in rapid improvement and, following
relatively quickly, civilization. For instance, on page 24 of The Pharaohs of Ancient Egypt, author
Elizabeth Payne suggests that the Nile forced men to think (as if they had not necessarily been
thinking along the lines of civilization before).

Scriptures such as Exodus 31:1-11 and Ephesians 3:17 provide examples of the idea that the
“spark” of advancement (in the physical and spiritual realms) was in some instances a specific
and purposeful gift of direction from God. God even embedded several advanced farming and
animal husbandry methods in the law that He gave to the Israelites. These would have helped
them to prosper and grow rapidly. It is an interesting question to ponder one way and another:
“If you do not (or do) allow the existence of the Creator God of the Bible, what different explana-

Q)ns might you give for rapid advances in civilization?” j
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THE GEOGRAPHY OF EGYPT

Egypt is a place full of geographical contrasts that affected her entire history, so geography matters more
than usual in understanding Ancient Egypt! It isn’t hard to find Egypt, even on a globe—all you have to
do is look for the big continents (Africa and Asia), and then find the place where the seas almost come
together. The Mediterranean Sea comes within just a few miles of Red Sea at the Suez Canal. If you can
find that spot on a globe and then look for the big river, you've found the Nile. Find the Nile and you’ve
found Egypt!

There’s more to geography than just finding places on a map, though. Geography deals with how people
respond to the lands that they live in or wander through. You can see that for yourself as you trace the
green ribbon of the Nile through the African desert. Remember to trace it upwards with your finger,
though, because the Nile flows north or “up” on a map instead of south or “down” as most rivers do. The
Nile is also unusual in another way: at over 4,000 miles, it is one of the longest rivers in the world.

That steady supply of river water made it possible for people to live on a long narrow strip of land sur-
rounded by deserts, and the Nile’s yearly floods provided rich soil that didn’t become exhausted by con-
tinuous farming. Nowadays, we have fertilizer and understand the need for crop rotation. The Egyptians
didn’t, but that didn’t matter. They just waited for their river to rise. This week we will concentrate on the
relationship between the river and humans—especially for life in the villages and cities.

Egypt has been called “the gift of the Nile” because the river was so important to how people lived. Re-
member we mentioned that Egypt is full of geographical contrasts? One of the most importance of these
is the difference between the desert surrounding Egypt and the land along the Nile River in Egypt. You
see, the Nile didn’t only give Egyptians drinking water in the midst of a burning desert! It also gave them
something just as important in the long run—mud. Mud made Egypt great.

Each year in summer, heavy rains soaked the high mountains of Ethiopia, far to the south. You've prob-
ably seen water rushing downhill during a rainstorm. The water is brown and rushes quickly, sometimes
making big puddles when it gets trapped. In the same way, muddy water from Ethiopia flooded into the
Blue Nile, which carried the silt all the way downstream.

Eventually, most of this Ethiopian dirt landed in the great Nile Delta that bulges out into the Mediterra-
nean Sea. Every year, the flood left hundreds of miles of mud all along the way. That mud was fantastic
fertilizer that caused the crops—and the population—to grow. Thus, in one sense, the mighty civilization
of Egypt started with mud. For this reason, the Egyptians spoke of “Red Land,” which was desert land,
and “Black Land,” which was fertile soil watered by the Nile’s annual flood.

As arule, the floods came annually. Though, ancient Egyptians could not predict for certain whether

or not it would flood every year, they could predict what time of the year the Nile would flood (if it did).
Egypt’s civil calendar was divided according to the flooding season (Akhet), the growing season after the
floodwaters receded (Peret), and the harvest season (Shemu).

Akhet, Egypt’s springtime flood season, began in July and reaching its height in mid-September (or even
in October at the extreme end of the river). During flood season, a clever irrigation system (invented, they
say, by Menes, the first king who united Egypt) directed some water to fields and stored other parts of it

in man-made lakes. Once irrigation efforts were organized and people regularly coordinated their efforts,
Egypt’s stable civilization grew and grew.
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Once farmers added Nile water to black soil under a hot African sun, they could grow plenty of food. The
growing season of Peret lasted from mid-November to mid-March. In March and April, the harvest was
gathered during the season of Shemu. Egyptians and Israelites alike grew wheat and barley for grain.
Fruits included dates, grapes, figs, and melons. They had plenty of vegetables like lettuce, beans, onions,
and cucumbers. They also raised dairy and beef cattle, goats, ducks, geese, donkeys, and some people kept
bees for honey. They also had fish and fowl to supplement their diets.

¢

ere is a point worth noting: when the Israelites left Egypt, they wouldn’t have been prepared for
the challenge of farming a land that wasn’t re-fertilized every rainy season. In fact, a steady food
supply was one important thing that the Israelites gave up when they left Egypt. The children

of Abraham may have been slaves in the land of the pyramids, but they could grow their own
gardens, and those gardens were rich! By contrast, the crops in Canaan would have worn out the
soil after a few years of farming. If farmers let the land rest and don’t try to grow anything on it
for a year, it regains strength and can grow better plants with more food. Allowing the land to
rest is called crop rotation.

Instead of flooding the promised land and covering it with mud every year, God gave His people
His perfect law. In Leviticus 25:4, God commanded His people to let the land rest every seventh
year. This biblical crop rotation provided wisdom the Israelites never would have learned along

kthe fertile banks of the Nile. j

Between the growing and flooding seasons, farmers prepared new irrigation ditches. During this “be-
tween” season, and also during flood season, farmers without employment would also work for the pha-
raoh on building projects to fulfill labor taxes. Annual forced labor was necessary because the flooding
Nile ruined buildings, irrigation ditches, and roads each year. On larger projects, criminals and prisoners
of war were used as well.

Where there is plenty of food, there will be plenty of people, and plenty of people can cause plenty of trou-
ble! If you look around the world at ancient cities, what you’ll find are city walls—because one village was
often the village next door’s worst enemy. Fortunately, Egypt had something better than walls—it had a
desert—and not just any desert, but the Sahara Desert.

The Sahara is big, and it’s still growing: today it is bigger than the United States, and it stretches all the way
across Africa, from the Atlantic Ocean to the Red Sea. It wasn’t as large 5,000 years ago, but it was big
enough to keep out invaders from the east and west. Egypt also had mountains, which not only helped

to keep the country relatively isolated and protected, but also provided stone for building and mines of
precious minerals. Conscripted citizens also mined ore as part of their tax burden, so gems and metals
poured from them into the hands of Egypt’s great artisans. Thanks to their geographical protections, An-
cient Egyptians also had enough safety to make money by trading the work of their craftsman with each
other and also with other countries. At the same time, thanks to the Nile River, Egyptians had enough
raw materials of their own to be self-sufficient and independent of other nations when they chose.
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Egypt thus developed into one strong, unified state with its own distinctive culture. With a stable food
supply from the river and protection from most enemies because of its mountains and deserts, the early
Egyptians grew fat and happy and had many children. Along the river, villages grew into cities, and cities
became kingdoms. When one kingdom finally became strong enough to rule the entire valley, the Egyp-
tians had a safe, stable, rich country in which to build their civilization.

Throughout history, we will see civilization after civilization rise—or fall—and we will keep pointing out
three reasons for the existence of a given strong culture or a strong civilization: a stable food supply, a
strong central government, and safety from outside enemies. Where these three are present, civilizations
tend to rise. When they aren't, civilizations fall.

SPECIALIZATION

We will be learning more about the government of Egypt next week. For now, it is worth noting how
many special skills the royal family needed. The book of Genesis tells how Joseph met Pharaoh’s chief
baker and butler while he was in jail. There were countless other experts working for the royal family.
They had architects, scribes, accountants, and musicians—not to mention their own embalmers, whose job
it was to make dead people into mummies. We take jobs like butlers and bakers for granted, but when your
country can have some people doing special jobs, instead of farming or hunting, that is called specializa-
tion.

Egypt’s rich food supply and stable government resulted in free time and more and more special jobs.
After farmers harvested their food, they worked on other specialized projects because people who are well-
fed have enough time to develop special skills in different areas. When people barely make enough to live
on, they don’t have many chances to specialize. Everybody is just trying to survive!

When people can specialize, though, they often make new tools and skills that make it easier to grow more
food and keep their enemies at bay. This leads to more people, more trade, and more specialization. In
Ancient Egypt, there were potters, jewelers, weavers, perfumers, miners, sailors, shoemakers, butchers,
scribes, priests, architects, and kings—although, in Egypt, kings were called pharaohs. Because they had
time to specialize and perfect their work, many of the Egyptians’ lasting monuments are built in stone,
and Egypt’s surviving jewelry is so stylish that we are still copying it thousands of years later!

Egypt also developed scientifically. With so much of their lives depending on the annual flooding of the
Nile, they paid attention to the passing of the year. They realized there are just over 365 days in a year, al-
though they had their own way of counting them. Their calendar had twelve months that were each thirty
days long. At the end of the year, they tacked on five extra days.

Their enormous building projects—like the pyramids—required ways of measuring areas, volumes,
distances, weights, and so on. They had to invent much of what youre probably learning in math from
scratch—adding, subtracting, multiplying, dividing, fractions, and angles. There was no one to teach
them these ideas, they just had to use trial and error until they figured out the right answers.

Imagine trying to build a house when you think that 2 + 2 = 5, or if you thought that 15—5 = 12. All your

measurements would be wrong, and your house would keep falling down on top of your head! Would you
rather keep % or % of the food that you grow? Knowing fractions makes a big difference at harvest time!
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Egyptian doctors understood a great deal about the human body in general, and their experts usually
devoted themselves to one medical specialty or another. The Egyptians doctors kept records—something
that was unheard of in any other culture at the time. Some of their medical practices were mistaken—for
instance, they thought it was a good idea to spread dung on wounds to help them heal!—but for their time,
they were medically advanced.

TRANSPORTATION, COMMUNICATION, TRADE

The Nile River was not only a source of food and water, but also a home to useful animals or plants, a play-
and-work space for children and adults, and a highway for transportation. For example, papyrus is a tall
reedy plant that grew abundantly in the Nile. Egyptians used it for many things: paper, mats, shoes, boats,
and even rude huts. To sail on the Nile, the Egyptian built themselves boats out of bundles of papyrus
reeds.

Imagine yourself paddling downstream in such a boat, past riverbanks crawling with crocodiles, as hippo-
potomuses snort in the shallows and an ibis stands on the shore. Flocks of ducks and geese explode out of
the marshes as lions roar in the reeds by the river. Hungry hyenas follow the lions, hoping for scraps. Not
only animals, but fishermen, herdsmen, farmers, washerwomen, and plenty of children, would all have
spent their days in, on, or around the water. The Nile was full of so much life, and yet all of it was sur-
rounded on either side by hundreds of miles of near-lifeless desert. No wonder the Egyptians loved their
great river!

Among its many other contributions to the Ancient Egyptian civilization, the Nile provided relatively easy
transportation to a relatively low-technology society. The winds that usually blew from north to south
filled sails to push boats down on the map, and the current that flowed down the river (which is up on the
map) made the Nile an ideal highway. Rowers and steersmen were still be needed, of course, but in each
direction there was either a wind or a current to help out.

This ease of transportation was important in many ways. For example, trade goods and taxes could move
freely, and troops could move quickly by boat if one part of the kingdom fell under attack. Heavy stone
blocks, workers, artisans and precious metals could move more easily to pyramid building sites by wa-
ter than by land (you will learn more about this next week), and architects could travel to inspect blocks
before they come downstream.

The Nile also transported swift communication—messages to and from pharaoh to administrate the long
skinny kingdom, but also direct the Egyptian army’s movements from afar, making it easier to keep Egypt
unified under the pharaoh’s central authority. Finally, speedy passages on the Nile helped Egyptians to
trade more easily and often with peoples of the Eastern Mediterranean (e.g. Greeks), the African interior
(e.g. Nubians), and the Sinai Peninsula (e.g. Jews), which added to Egypt’s wealth and grandeur.

DAILY LIFE

If you could hop in a time machine and visit Egypt today, you’d know you were in a hot country because
of the Egyptians houses and clothing. Their houses were made of mud bricks baked hard in the hot sun,
and were generally slung low, not tall. Small windows set high in the walls helped heat to escape. Thick
walls provided insulation and a bit of coolness. A poor home might consist of a single dark room with

a flat roof above for work and sleep in the cool breezes. Wealthier homes were larger and prettier, built
around courtyards with garden pools, and often located near the Nile for water access and cool breezes.
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Wood in Egypt was a relatively rare and precious commodity, but the Egyptians did use it for furniture.
Again, the poor had relatively little: a few stools, boxes for storage, and woven mats for beds. The wealthy
would add low tables, beds of carved and decorated wood, chairs, and chests. Rich Egyptians had private
bathrooms, but did not use pillows in the desert heat. Instead, a wooden headrest kept their heads in posi-
tion and allowed cooler air to circulate around their necks.

Also to help combat the heat, Egyptians wore thin, form-fitting, light-colored clothing made of linen.
Linen is cool, breathable, and comfortable, and it grew well in Egypt. Men wore short kilts called shentis;
women wore narrow sheath dresses called kalasiris. There were head coverings to protect from heat, and
Egyptians could use shawls, capes, and robes in various styles (often pleated) for fashion or to protect
against the desert chill at night. Slaves and children (especially children under the age of six) wore little to
nothing!

The Egyptians also used heavy cosmetics such as kohl (a kind of black eye paint) to protect their eyes from
the glare of the sun. Their hair might be worn long or short, kept in elaborate braids or dreadlocks, or
removed entirely to keep cool and clean. Shaved hair might be made into elaborate wigs for parties.

Many wealthy Egyptians had pleasure barges for parties or cruising. Hunting hippopotamuses and croc-
odiles were major sports. Men in the upper classes might hunt lions in the desert as well. Fishing was a
popular pastime, and Egyptians famously kept cats in their households.

MoOSES

As you learn about Egypt, remember that God called Israel out of Egypt. We’ll be moving out of this
fertile valley to a wilderness, where the only food is manna and the water miraculously springs out of the
rocks. Moses is the perfect person to help you imagine day-to-life in ancient Egypt, whether you're learn-
ing about slaves or royalty—because he was both!

Try to look at Egypt through Moses’s eyes. What did he see when he looked out his window? What did he
eat or do for fun? Although he was a prince who grew up in Pharaoh’s house, the Bible says of Moses that

“He considered the reproach of Christ greater wealth than the treasures of Egypt, for he was looking to the
reward” (Hebrews 11:26 ESV). “Reproach” means blame or criticism. Although the Egyptians had food
and gold and power, they did not worship God, and Moses chose God instead of everything that Egypt
had to offer. He chose the blame and criticism attached to being counted among God’s people as actually
greater wealth than that of Egypt because he knew that the reward of Heaven is much greater than the
reward of even the greatest Egyptian pharaoh.

CONCLUSION

The more you learn, the more you’ll see how it all goes together. The rains in Ethiopia fertilize the fields
in Egypt where the Israelites groaned as slaves for centuries until God called Moses away from the palace
to eventually lead them to freedom. We will follow threads like government and slavery and sacrifice and
freedom from the start of human history to its end—for a purpose. In the end, it all comes back to the
glory of God. Jesus left the glories of Heaven to be born in a stable here on Earth. He paid a higher price
than Moses did to deliver us from a slavery worse than anything the Egyptians had to offer.

©2024 Christina Somerville, et al. All rights reserved.
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CHAPTER 2 | PHARAOHS AND PYRAMIDS

INTRODUCTION

This chapter is devoted to the history of Egypt’s rulers and their united nation. We will also discuss the
role of pharaohs (“pharaoh” is the title of an Egyptian king—it means “great house”), history’s first bu-
reaucracy, and Egypt’s barter system of economics. Finally, we will consider Egypt’s largest achievements,
which are also the largest man-made buildings on Earth: the pyramids.

First, however, let’s remember the peculiar climate and geography of this long narrow nation, and the ef-
fects produced on Egypt as it developed into a united nation. Recall, for instance, that it was hot and sun-
ny in Egypt, and that the country was flatland bordered by deserts on both sides, with Ethiopia’s highlands
to the south and the Mediterranean Sea (beyond the marshy Delta region) to the north.

Thanks to the annual flooding of the Nile, there was abundance and great variety in the Egyptian diet.
(See for example Numbers 11:5.) Fish and water-loving animals flourished in the Nile; farmers grew staple
cereals and vegetables in rich Nile mud; animals grew fat on Nile-fed grass. The Nile also offered other
useful plants—especially papyrus—that grew on its banks. Egyptians used papyrus in a number of cre-
ative ways that included making paper, thatching roofs, and weaving sleeping mats or even small boats.

Rich mud and heat were available to grow crops in plenty, but there were no forests, and the lack of timber
as a natural resource led Egyptians from least to greatest to build houses from sun-hardened mud bricks.
Also because of these arid conditions, Egyptian clothing was lightweight and white. Men primarily wore
kilts; women wore simple, semi-sheer shifts. Both sexes wore wigs, which may have been designed as
protection from the hot sun.

Because the Nile Valley had natural barriers (deserts and the ocean) that protected society from enemies,
Egyptians developed as a peace-loving society that existed for thousands of years without needing to keep
a standing army. Because the Nile was used for transportation, Egyptians developed boats of varying,
specific types. Many Egyptians enjoyed the river as a source of recreation.

This, then, was the land of Egypt. What sort of government might be expected to develop in such a land?

LoRrRD OF THE Two LANDS

Kings have kingdoms, and in ancient times there were two kingdoms known as Upper Egypt and Lower
Egypt. The Nile Valley is the long green strip of land on either side of the river running through the desert,
starting from the south (bottom of the map) and winding north (top of the map). This region was known
as Upper Egypt. Before it reached the Mediterranean Sea, the Nile River split into seven smaller rivers
spreading out like a fan, and this region is called the Nile Delta Region. It is also called Lower Egypt.

If it seems strange to you that the higher part of Egypt (on a map) should be called Lower Egypt,
and vice versa, just remember that the Ancient Egyptians would have no such trouble because
the waters of the Nile that they lived beside were flowing down from the Ethiopian Highlands to
the Mediterranean Sea (which happened to be north of Egypt), and they couldn’t help it that, on a
modern map, north is “up”!

©2024 Christina Somerville, et al. All rights reserved.
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The first villages that archaeologists have located—found in both Upper and Lower Egypt—are more than
5,000 years old. Over time, the villages grouped together to form two separate kingdoms:, also called Low-
er Egypt and Upper Egypt. We don’t know a great deal about these early days, but we do know the king of
Upper Egypt had a crown that was a white headpiece shaped like a cone or bowling pin. The king of Lower
Egypt had a different crown: a red cylinder shaped like a hollow basket with no bottom.

The two Egypts were different not only in geography, goddesses, and crown fashions, but also in language,
occupations (and thus in the basis of their two economies), and worship. It’s hard to see how they ever
became one country!

4 N

Upper Egypt Lower Egypt
O Upper Egyptians lived in the highlands, O Lower Egyptians lived in the delta region, where
relatively isolated from foreigners. Thus, they there was much trading with peoples who ringed the
distrusted outsiders and revered traditions. Mediterranean. These Egyptians encountered new
O Upper Egyptians were rich in stones and ideas, customs, and inventions, and were thus more
minerals of various kinds, which came to be progressive.
important in building projects and pottery O Lower Egyptians had level, fertile grasslands for exten-
production. sive farming and ranching. They produced plenty of
O Upper Egypt worshiped the vulture goddess vegetables and grazed cattle.

kNekhbet. O Lower Egyptians worshiped the cobra goddess szdj)

Because of the cultural differences between Upper Egypt and the more cosmopolitan Lower Egypt, those
from Lower Egypt generally sneered at their more isolated and conservative southern neighbors as “pro-
vincial and closed-minded ‘country bumpkins.” ' What must their surprise have been when one of those
“country bumpkins” made himself their lord and master!

No one knows the precise date, but sometime between 3,200 and 3,000 B.C., according to Egyptian tra-
dition, Menes,> King of Upper Egypt (the Nile Valley nearer the Ethiopian Highlands), conquered Lower
Egypt (the area around the Nile Delta). He united the two kingdoms and formed the first centralized
Egyptian government with a new capital city named Memphis (near modern Cairo). Legend says that he
also set up the first Egyptian irrigation system of canals, dams, and a man-made reservoir, to re-purpose
the Nile’s floodwaters for farming.

Menes, they say, came from the city of Thebes in the more conservative Upper Egypt highlands. As con-
querer, he could have been harsh to his new Southern Egyptian subjects. He could have enslaved them or
belittled them (as, after all, they had belittled his people), while exalting Upper Egyptian culture. Wisely,
Menes did none of those things. Instead, he chose to extend dignity to Lower Egypt, and he worked for
real national unity. For instance, the crown that Menes adopted preserved distinctive elements of both of
the two kingdoms while it showed their new unity. Menes established his new capital city (Memphis) at
the junction of the two former kingdoms, rather than demanding that Lower Egyptians seek him in the
traditional capital of Upper Egypt.

1. Early Times: The Story of Ancient Egypt Early Times: The Story of Ancient Egypt, 4th ed., by Suzanne Strauss Art (Wayside
Publishing, 2013), p. 20.
2. Some say that the first king who united Egypt was called Narmer, and others say that Narmer and Menes were the same man.

©2024 Christina Somerville, et al. All rights reserved.
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Egyptians never forgot that their country had originated as two distinct lands, and there still existed, even
when united, a sort of confederacy between those lands. In the Old Kingdom, the pharaohs were called
“King of Upper and Lower Egypt,” which kept the dignity and distinctive qualities of the two kingdoms
constantly in view. He even adopted a “double crown” of Egypt: a white cone inside a red cylinder, deco-
rated with both cobra and vulture heads. It meant that the pharaoh was “Lord of the Two Lands” or “King
of Upper and Lower Egypt.”

After Menes died, his son and then his grandson took over. “Dynasty” is the word for a group of rulers
from the same family, and Menes’ family ruled over Egypt for a long time as the first Egyptian dynasty.
All told, there would be more than 30 dynasties because, like its long and wiggly Nile River, Egypt had a
long and wiggly history.

EGYPT’s GOVERNMENT

The Role of Pharaoh

That is an interesting theory, and worth considering. The Egyptians believed that Pharaoh was the earthly
incarnation (“incarnation” means “putting into flesh”) of one of their gods: Ra. When the pharaoh died,
they believed that he mounted back up to heaven to rejoin Ra on the rays of the sun.

Being regarded as a god on earth came with many responsibilies, but also some privileges:
Pharaoh’s Responsibilities Pharaoh’s Privileges

O “He was the high priest of the land, and hismain [0 Pharaoh had many honorable titles given to him.
duty was to appeal through religious rites to the [0 Pharaoh’s commands were never questioned.
deities responsible for such natural events asthe [0 Everyone viewed it an honor to serve the pha-
shining of the sun, the flooding of the Nile and raoh, and he would have eaten only the finest of
the coming of spring” (Art 23). foods, and had the best of all possible medical

O Pharaoh must maintain order throughout the treatments.
land. O He was supposed to be an interpreter of the will

O He was responsible for the general welfare of all. of the other gods who ruled Egypt.

O “He regulated the labor of farmers, oversaw the O Received an education that included reading and
building and maintenance of irrigation projects, writing.
and coordinated the collection of taxes” (Art 24). [0 Everyone bowed before him and kissed the dust

O Pharaoh kept the peace through the administra- at his feet or (a rare privilege) his feet themselves.
tion of justice (this word in Egyptian = “what the [ No one turned their backs on Pharaoh. They
Pharaoh loves”). backed away with their faces towards him and

O He married a princess from within Egypt’s royal eyes downcast.
khousehold. /

Because the Egyptians believed the pharaohs were an incarnation of a god—or else part-god and part-
man— sent in human form specially to help and protect them. Asa god-man, pharaohs were commonly
believed to have the ability to intercede with other Egyptian deities (nature gods to whom they were
believed to be divinely related) and thus to keep Egyptian cycles of farming and trading stable and pros-
perous. This was the basis of a pharaoh’s power.
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/Itmight surprise you to know that the Lord of the Two Lands had not one or two but six crowns!\

Hedjet (White Crown): The Hedjet was a tall, white, conical crown ending in a knob. A min-
iature vulture head attached at the front symbolized the goddess Nekhbet, often depicted as a
vulture, and was sometimes worn with decorative feathers on each side to symbolize Ma’at, the
goddess of truth. The Hedjet symbolized sovereignty and rule over the southern territories of
Upper Egypt. Pharaohs often wore this crown during important rituals and ceremonies.

Deshret (Red Crown): The Deshret was a flat, cylindrical crown with a raised back edge that rep-
resented Lower Egypt. It symbolized the northern regions of Egypt and was associated with the
goddess Wadjet, often depicted as a cobra. The Deshret signified the pharaoh’s dominion over
the northern territories.

Pschent (Double Crown): The Pschent, also known as the Double Crown, was a combination of
the Hedjet and Deshret. Menes adopted it to so that the white crown of Upper Egypt was united
with the red one of Lower Egypt in a show of both unity and co-equal diversity under the rule of
a single pharaoh. The Pschent signified the pharaoh’s complete authority over the entire land.

Khepresh (Blue Crown): The Khepresh was a blue, helmet-like crown adorned with the royal
cobra and often associated with warfare. It represented the pharaoh as a warrior king and was
worn during military campaigns and battles. The Khepresh symbolized the pharaoh’s role as a
protector of Egypt and its people.

Atef Crown: The Atef Crown was a white crown with ostrich feathers and two ram horns. It
was associated with the god Osiris and symbolized the pharaoh’s connection to the afterlife and
resurrection. The Atef Crown emphasized the pharaoh’s role as a divine ruler with the power to
ensure life after death.

Hemhem Crown: The Hemhem Crown was a distinctive crown characterized by three sets of
vertical lines that represented jubilation or excitement. It was associated with the god Horus and
symbolized the pharaoh’s rule over both Upper and Lower Egypt. The Hemhem Crown also had
an association with the creation and renewal of the cosmos.

Nemes Crown: The Nemes Crown was not a traditional crown, but rather a striped royal head-
cloth made of fine linen. It covered the pharaoh’s head and shoulders and was often associated
with the god Amun. This crown is famously depicted in the iconic image of the golden mask of

Qtankhamun. j

Naturally, Egyptians also believed that the pharaoh’s leadership and wisdom were more than mortal!
Egyptians early on believed that a pharaohs’ wisdom and leadership in all areas—building, war, justice—
were to be followed absolutely, since as demi-gods or even agents of the gods, pharaohs were greater than
other, merely mortal, men. Pharaoh was the ultimate authority, the man who could make no mistakes,
and his word was absolute. Obedience and service to the pharaoh were even seen as requirements for a
good life after death.
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Of course, nothing lasts forever, and neither did the Egyptians’ belief in their pharaohs’ power. Over time,
as nobles, civil servants, and priests gained sophistication and power (at different times over Egypt’s long
history) there were palace intrigues that undermined beliefs in the pharaoh’s powers. The people found
their pharaohs could make mistakes or be defeated, and the Egyptians’ belief in their pharaohs’ power was
to become more and more tempered.

However, despite the diminishing aspect of pharaohs’ authority over time, Egyptians generally held to
the beliefs that the gods would be displeased if pharaohs were disobeyed, attacked, or overthrown. Such
displeasure would then mean the ruin of Egyptian prosperity. It was this basic belief that perhaps helped
to keep Egypt as traditional and unchanging as it was for millennia.

In general, pharaohs tended to rule responsibly and well, with an eye to the good of the country. Their
centralized rule as divine god-kings also seems to have given the society a strong degree of stability.

Bureaucracy

Every major civilization—and most of the minor ones—developed some form of bureaucracy to govern its
citizens. Egypt was no exception, and it is credited (or blamed) by many for being one of the originators
of the institution. When the Upper Kingdom and Lower Kingdom of Egypt became united, the pharaohs
started by doing all management tasks needed—and that is where the pharaohs ran into a big problem.

In theory, the pharaoh was a god on earth and absolute ruler of the whole of Egypt. He was the supreme
military commander, chief religious figure, and responsible for keeping order along the whole length of
Egypt from the shores of the Mediterranean Sea to the rapids of the First Cataract. In reality, he was one
finite man who couldn’t be everywhere, doing everything necessary, all at the same the time. As Egypt
grew and prospered, so did the pharaoh’s responsibilities, until they were far too many for any one man.
No one could adequately answer all questions and make all decisions for all the villages and towns and
cities scattered along 4,000 miles of Nile River!

Thus, Egyptians invented what the French later described as a bureaucracy—an organization of officials
in a government which enables and oversees its finances, works, enforcement, etc. Such officials are called
“bureaucrats.”

.The word “bureaucracy,” by the way, is a blending of French and Greek root words. Bureau

means ‘desk’ in French, while -cracy comes from the Greek word kratos meaning “rule”—political

power. Literally, the word means “desk ruler.” It was invented in the middling 1700’s, by a French
economist, Jacques Claude Marie Vincent de Gournay, who was frustrated by the administration
of the French government at the time.

Egyptian farming villages had early developed loose local and regional hierarchies (organizations of
authority), so perhaps it seemed natural to the Egyptians to form history’s first large-scale bureaucracy to
take some off the responsibilities off the pharaoh’s shoulders, and to enforce the pharaoh’s decrees. With-
out such a management system, civilizations must remain small; with one, as we shall see, Egypt became
larger and even more prosperous.
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The pharaohs divided Egypt into forty-two administrative states, called “nomes.” Each was governed by
a “nomarch.” The borders of nomes came from the days when ancient Egyptians lived in independent
villages and cities along the Nile before Menes united Lower and Upper Egypt into a single nation. There
were twenty-two nomes in Lower Egypt and twenty nomes in Upper Egypt. These functioned much like
the states of the United States, each being more or less independent from their neighbors. They owed an
overarching loyalty to the pharaoh. Those who held positions in the civil government (from pharaoh’s
second-in-command, the vizier down through the nomarchs, nobles, generals, soldiers, auditors, and
inspectors) were responsible for administering bureaucratic duties within the nomes.

In addition to basic government work that we might be familiar with today, the pharaoh owned a great
deal of land and many means of production—such as workshops—where finished goods were created by
artisans of all kinds. The grain that he collected in taxes went to pay the wages of his officials, soldiers,
artisans, and farmers. Some dynasties fell when they failed to meet their obligations, especially if the Nile
flooded too much or too little and caused a famine, inciting rebellion among their hungry subjects.

The other major bureaucratic element of ancient Egypt was religious: the priests, scribes, and temples. The
priests and temples served as centers of worship for the thousands of Egyptian gods, so of course they had
a great deal of administration to do. The pharaoh was the most important religious leader and figure in
Egypt, the chief priest. But each god or goddess had their own following. Not every deity had a temple,
but the major ones might have several, as well as a whole priesthood devoted to worshipping them.

Scribes learned their trade in temple schools established and run by the priests. They kept the multitude
of records necessary for all the administrative duties: crops sown and gathered, court proceedings, land
ownership, legal and marriage contracts, and the daily activities of government officials. They recorded
and preserved the history of their nation, and they recorded spells or prayers or hymns of praise to the
gods and their rulers.

The scribes were the backbone of the ancient Egyptian bureaucracy. Since they already had records
concerning the land, it was an easy step from there to keep track of how high the Nile flooded, how many
sacks of grain were sown or harvested, and a wealth of other administrative details.

The annual flooding of the Nile must have provided plenty of work for scribes because it erased
most of the border markers for the ancient Egyptians’ fields. To keep things straight, the Egyp-
tians developed a solid understanding of geometry and surveying as they remarked the bound-
aries of their land and fields each year. Keeping an accurate account of who owned what was

essential for this task, which, fortunately, they could do since they had papyrus and hieroglyphs

Qrecord those details.

From a practical perspective, the temples also had significant responsibility for storing grain and other
goods collected from the surrounding region in granaries and treasuries. These were under the ultimate
authority of the pharaoh and were distributed according to his command. Many temples also acquired
land as donations from pious Egyptians and ran profitable farms or workshops. The temples often raised
herds of cattle, goats, sheep, and fowl. They rented or farmed their lands for crops. They employed crafts-
men, much like the king to produce valuable goods for sale. Some even raised animals specifically for the
purpose of turning them into pet mummies to be buried with ancient Egyptians.
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Undertaking major projects, such as constructing pyramids, building cities, storing and distributing grain,
or creating irrigation infrastructure required centralized planning and proper allocation of labor and sup-
plies. The vizier (second-in-command to the pharaoh) was the chief bureaucratic official, responsible for
overseeing most of the details of daily governance. In addition to building projects, he oversaw the courts,
treasury, archives, military matters, granaries, expeditions for acquiring far off resources, and trade. He
had assistants to help him with all these works, of course, but his responsibilities demonstrate the scope
and complexity of the ancient Egyptian bureaucracy.

/The position of vizier was likely to be given to trusted relatives of the pharaoh, so you can imag-\
ine what a shock it must have been when Joseph, the young foreigner, was given that role! He
certainly performed it well. Not only did he store up the seven years of good harvest so that the
Egyptians survived the great famine, but he also administrated the transference of the Egyptians’
livestock, land, and even themselves to pharaoh in return for grain (Genesis 47:13-26). By the end

of the famine, the pharaoh was the uncontested owner of all Egypt. You can see why it required a
pharaoh who did not know Joseph to enslave and oppress the Hebrews—a basic sense of gratitude
should have been sufficient to keep Joseph’s descendants from forced enslavement.

Think also about the glory of Egypt and the power available even to adopted relatives of Pharaoh
through an institution like a bureaucracy—and then consider Joseph’s four-hundred-years-re-
moved relative, Moses. Moses might never have been the pharaoh, but as a prince he probably
would have had important jobs, lots of money, and a big house to live in. He gave it all up to try
and protect the oppressed Israelites. He killed an Egyptian slavedriver and fled to the desert,

Qhere he wound up a poor shepherd in Midian. j

The Diary of Merer illustrates, in part, how bureaucrats kept track of everything. Merer kept a detailed
log that he filled in twice a day, which accounted for the activities of himself and the forty boatmen under
his command. He recorded their progress, their departures, the type of labor that they accomplished in a
systematic format that was likely standard throughout Egypt. Although he only played one small part, the
cumulative efforts of ancient Egyptian bureaucrats resulted in dozens of pyramids, hundreds of temples,
and thousands of miles of irrigation that created the most powerful civilization of its time. Certainly, it
can lay claim to being one of the longest lasting civilizations in human history.

Ultimately, the pharaoh was believed to be responsible for creating and maintaining order through-

out Egypt. His officials and priests more or less did his bidding, but if they failed then the fault was his.
Strong pharaohs were usually successful at increasing the prosperity and territory of Egypt, while weak
ones failed to thrive and the land often fell into chaos, sometime enough so that a new dynasty arose to
replace the old, ineffective one. At the end of the day, the bureaucracy always survived in some form, serv-
ing whichever pharaoh next rose to power.

The Role of the Nile
Egypt ‘s bureaucracy and general administration were aided by the Nile River. As we saw in Chapter 1, the

river flowed from southern highlands to the northern delta, but the prevailing winds blew from north to
south. To take goods north, one simply had to drift with the current, or (to go faster) row. To go back to
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the south, one hoisted a simple sail for propulsion. This ease of navigation must have been a great help to
Egypt’s bureaucracy, for it ensured fast and reliable movement of inspectors, taxes, goods, messages, and
all the little moving parts on which a bureaucracy depends for success.

Economics

The Egyptian economy was a barter economy. This means that if a farmer wanted to pay taxes, he would
offer game, or oil, or crops instead of using money. ' Such produce was stored in central warehouses, and
then the pharaoh’s officials would pay for labor with them. Unfortunately, barter is a clumsy means of
exchange that does not work well at a national level. Money is far more convenient.

You see, in a modern economy, we use money to represent value. For example, everyone understands and
agrees that one dollar is one dollar. Whether dealing with taxes or bananas or donkeys or broccoli or
shoes or games or goldfish, everything can be valued against the common standard of the dollar, which
makes it very easy to understand how much anything is worth.

In a barter system, however, buying is much more complicated. For example, if I have an extra donkey
and want a goldfish, which you have, then I have to hope that you want a donkey. If you want a game
instead, then I'm out of luck unless I find someone with a game to sell. But if the game maker wants ba-
nanas and shoes, then I have to find two more people, one who's selling shoes and another selling bananas.
Fortunately for me, the king this year wants me to pay my taxes in shoes, since his soldiers need new ones.
Meanwhile, my neighbor, a farmer, really wants my extra donkey, but all he has to offer in trade is 500
pounds of broccoli. T happen to know that the teacher in the school believes that broccoli is exactly what
children must eat or they won’t learn. The shoemaker has seven children going to the school, so he always
needs more broccoli. But the banana merchant hates broccoli and won’t touch it!

So, to get a goldfish, I have to trade my donkey for broccoli from the farmer. I then trade 200 pounds of
broccoli for shoes, so that the cobbler can send his kids to school. I pay my taxes with half of the shoes. I
then trade some of the shoes to the banana merchant since he also has to pay his taxes in shoes. Taking
the bananas and my last few pairs of shoes, I visit the game maker. Once I've traded for the game, I can at
last pick up my beloved goldfish. Now I just have to figure out how to eat 300 pounds of broccoli before it
goes bad!

As can be seen from this example, it would be much simpler to sell my donkey for $900 and buy a goldfish
for $0.31; then I can pocket the change, $899.69, to be used for buying anything else I need or want. I don’t
have to figure out how to trade, swap, bargain, or eat 500 pounds of broccoli.

Ancient Egyptians didn’t have money, so they got good at bartering instead. Over the centuries, the
ancient Egyptians were able to figure out what kinds of things pretty much everyone wanted most of the
time. “Commodity” is the word we use for things that people want to trade. In ancient Egypt, commod-
ities included oil, copper, linen or cotton cloth, and grains such as wheat, emmer, and barley. Most of the
time, most people were willing to trade whatever they had for sale for one or more of these goods.

After experimenting, the ancient Egyptians found that grain was the most commonly desired commodity.
Grain was easily stored and measured. The pharaohs usually required that taxes be paid in grain. They
built grain silos and store cities—whole towns devoted to collecting, storing, and distributing supplies—

1. Early Times: The Story of Ancient Egypt Early Times: The Story of Ancient Egypt, 4th ed., by Suzanne Strauss Art (Wayside
Publishing, 2013), p. 16.

©2024 Christina Somerville, et al. All rights reserved.

18



THE WARP READER: BoOK ONE

throughout Egypt. Other commodities were useful and exchangeable, but grain was likely the most com-

mon point of reference for ancient Egyptians.
/. )

he following quote is a translation from set of ancient Egyptian papyrus scrolls that were
discovered in the rubble of a tomb for a servant named Meseh. He served the Vizier Ipi, who
lived during the early part of the Middle Kingdom. We think that the scrolls must have been
accidentally dropped and lost by their owner while building a ramp. Remember that ancient
Egyptian hieroglyphs didn’t use vowels, so we are forced to guess at how their words were pro-
nounced. When you see letters in parentheses (nnk-sw or Hw.t-hA A, for example) those are the
exact literal translation of the hieroglyphs. Egyptologists add in vowels as best they can to make
it pronounceable!

“Furthermore behold, 15 sacks of emmer are in the possession of Nenek-su (nnk-sw) at Hut-haa
(Hw.t-hAA) and 13 (sacks ?) and 5 (bushels ?) of Lower Egyptian barley are in the possession of
Ipi the Younger (jpj-Xrd) at Yusebek (jw-sbk). That which is in the possession of Neher’s (nHr)
son Ipi (jpj) at Sepat-mat (spA.t-mA.t) (amounts to) 20 (sacks of) emmer and (in the possession
of) his brother Desher (dSr) 3 (sacks). The total is 38 (sacks of emmer and) 13 (sacks) and 5 (bush-
el ?) (of Lower Egyptian barley). Concerning anyone who will give me oil in payment—he shall
give me 1 hbn.t-jar for 2 (sacks) of Lower Egyptian barley or for 3 (sacks) of emmer.”

From the last sentence of the quote, you can see how Heqanakht, the author, was willing to trade
one jar of oil for two sacks of Lower Egyptian barley or else three sacks of emmer. In other sec-
tions of these scrolls, he discusses renting farmland in return for cloth as well as having given a
specific amount of copper to rent another field.

Even though they didn’t have money, the ancient Egyptians were able to trade, rent fields, col-
lect or pay taxes, pay servants their wages, and support their families. Unlike money, however,
grain had a limited shelf life. In one passage, Heqanakht complains about getting old barley and
blames his trading partner for keeping the new—better—barley for himself. By contrast, money

Qn be passed around thousands of times without losing any value. j

Technology and Art

Egyptian civilization is best known for the technological and architectural wonder of its pyramids, which
you shall read about in this chapter. However, the first bureaucracy and the pyramids are not the only
remarkable Egyptian achievements. They also invented the water clock and the shaduf (a simple kind of
crane that worked on a level with a counterweight). They designed several types of boats made of papyrus
or wood, invented a kind of paper (papyrus) and developed distinctive metalworking, pottery, and weav-
ing. They took astronomical observations, developed the medical art of embalming (more on that later),
and created a base-ten number system long before Napoleon thought of the “decimal system.”
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Egyptians were also skilled in language and the arts. They invented a kind of picture-language generally
called Egyptian hieroglyphics. In this language, they wrote poetry, histories, wisdom literature, spells,
prayers, and hymns. They even buried important members of Egyptian society with a copy of a book

that we now know as the Egyptian Book of the Dead (their title for it was a bit more hopeful—The Book of
Coming Forth By Day”). This book contained prayers, spells, and instructions to help guide the souls of
the dead through the ordeal of enemy spirits and divine judgment and into a favorable afterlife. Spells and
histories and hopes for the afterlife were also written, carved, or painted onto tomb walls.

Hieroglyphs could be simple or ornate depending on the space, purpose, and artistry of the creator. For
example, among tomb writings, you might often see a squared oval with a horizontal or vertical line of
writing inside. These were called “cartouches.” The cartouche developed from another symbol, the shen
ring, which used a rope with horizontal ends forming a line to represent eternal protection. Hieroglyphics
could be written vertically or horizontally, and in either case the line would indicate the “bottom” of the
cartouche. Only pharaohs used the cartouche symbol (their names were too sacred for ordinary writing),
which was meant to separate and protect both of their names—the ruling name and the personal name.

/The word cartouche is French for a paper powder cartridge (bullet), but the ancient Egyptians \
would have called that hieroglyph a shenu. In 1798, Napoleon took a French army to Egypt on a
three-year campaign to protect French interests in the region. While in Egypt, the soldiers saw
various hieroglyphs on monuments and ruins. They saw a symbol consistently appearing, which
they called cartouche since it resembled the paper cartridges that their bullets were wrapped in.

Qe term stuck, and to this day Egyptologists use it to describe this particular hieroglyph.. j

The Egyptian art that has survived is mostly found in tombs and temples, so it reflects the most “grand”
and “serious” of Egyptian artistry in painting, sculpture, relief carvings, jewelry, pottery, and architecture.

Egyptian art aimed to capture the essence of eternal truths in a “timeless” manner. For that reason,
scholars believe, Egyptian figures are stylized as “static” (motionless) with frontal or profile views that
show their essential features. A hierarchical scale was commonly used so that pharaohs and gods and the
socially important were shown as larger than other figures of lesser rank.

Painted scenes, being found in tombs, unsurprisingly show the deceased’s life (including leisure activities
such as feasts, games, or relaxation in a garden), accomplishments (including wars or famous hunts), and
the journey to the afterlife. Egyptian art is also full of symmetry and color symbolism. Symmetry repre-
sented balance and stability. Colors represented a variety of things:

U Red: Red was associated with life, vitality, and rebirth. It was also linked to the sun god Ra and the
life-giving properties of blood. Red was used in depictions of the skin and clothing of gods, pharaohs,
and important individuals.

U Green: Green represented fertility, growth, and regeneration, often associated with the fertile lands
along the Nile River. It was linked to Osiris, the god of agriculture and the afterlife, as well as to the
concept of rebirth.
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U Blue: Blue symbolized the heavens, eternity, and the divine. It was connected to the sky, the primeval
waters, and the protective qualities of the goddess Hathor. Blue was often used for jewelry and amu-
lets, signifying protection and spiritual significance.

U White: White was associated with purity, clarity, and divine light. It represented cleanliness and the
spiritual realm. White was used for clothing, mummy wrappings, and sacred objects, symbolizing the
connection between life and the afterlife.

U Black: Black was linked to death, the underworld, and the fertile silt left by the Nile’s annual flooding.
It was also associated with the goddess Isis and her protective and magical qualities.

O Gold and Yellow: Gold and yellow symbolized the sun, divinity, and eternal life. They were often used
to represent the skin, jewelry, and attributes of gods and pharaohs. The use of gold leaf and gold paint
emphasized the radiant qualities of the divine.

U Brown: Brown represented the earth and the natural world. It was often used for depictions of ani-
mals, plants, and the landscape.

Common Egyptian symbols included the ankh (resembling a cross with a loop at the top, often interpreted
as the key of life or the symbol of eternal life), the scarab beetle (symbol of transformation, rebirth, and
protection) the Eye of Horus (a protective symbol associated with healing, restoration, and divine power)
the djed pillar (a tall column with top crossbars, symbol of stability, endurance, and resurrection), the
lotus and Papyrus Plants (decorative motifs symbolizing the papyrus as growth and vitality while the lotus
represented rebirth, purity, and creation) the shen ring (a circular symbol with a loop at the top, often used
to encircle the name of a pharaoh or a deity, representing protection, eternity, and the unbreakable cycle
of time), the tjet knot (resembling a looped knot, symbolizing life, security, and protection), and the Ma’at
feather (symbolizing the principle of truth, justice, balance, and order in the universe).

Egyptian art is very beautiful, and it has inspired at least two major “revivals” of Egyptian-styled furniture,
decorations, clothing, cosmetics, and jewelry.

OLD, MIDDLE, AND NEwW KINGDOMS

Egyptologists—people who study Egypt—identify three Egyptian kingdoms that span 1500 years: the Old
Kingdom, the Middle Kingdom, and the New Kingdom. To put things into a bit of perspective, the “New”
Kingdom ended before David (in the Bible) fought Goliath or took the throne of Israel. Egypt finished off
fifteen centuries of monarchy before Israel even got started! There was a civilization of sorts in Egypt well
before the Old Kingdom, and stormy “intermediate periods” of a century or more between each of the
three kingdoms. For thousands of years, Egypt was the mightiest power in the known world: so much so
that Egypt became the Old Testament symbol for worldly pride and human achievement.

The Old Kingdom (c. 2686—2181 B.C.)
The Short Version

Each of the kingdom periods of the Egyptians had their own achievements. The Old Kingdom saw the
building of massive pyramids at Giza and the development of centralized bureaucratic government. Their
prosperity encouraged trade, and the Old Kingdom Egyptians sent out many expeditions. They also made
advances in architecture, engineering, and science. Technologically, the Old Kingdom was part of the
Copper Age, so they knew how to make and use copper tools.
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The Egyptians of the Old Kingdom also began to develop a unique system of picture-writing called hiero-
glyphics. They used this system to cover the insides of tombs and pyramids with symbols and to write
hundreds of spells that were supposed to help the deceased to access a blessed afterlife.

Building and maintaining immense pyramids progressively drained the pharaohs’ treasuries. At the same
time, fewer and fewer taxes were actually being collected for those treasuries because upper class people
found loopholes in the tax system that allowed them to avoid paying! Finally, the prosperity of the king-
dom meant that it grew numerically. Ruling over a large and widespread population, pharaohs had to
depend more and more on bureaucrats.

Positions in the government began to pass from father to son, rather than by the pharaoh’s appointment,
and, therefore, men in power grew less dependent on pharaohs. Once they had power, the bureaucrats
were often more interested in using it to benefit themselves than the state. Government officials grew jeal-
ous of their own positions and independence, and arrogant towards their pharaohs, which undermined
the pharaohs’ power. Eventually, the pharaohs’ authority weakened during Dynasties V and VL.

Towards the very end of the Old Kingdom, natural disaster in repeated famines gave rise to questioning
by even common people of why they should follow a pharaoh who was not doing his job—safeguarding
the general prosperity by pleasing the gods! After several years of inadequate Nile flooding, food became
scarcer. Things fell apart as the nobles (aided by priests) rose up in civil war against the authority of the
pharaohs. The centralized government of the Old Kingdom had fallen.

The Longer Version

Dynasties I and II ruled before the Old Kingdom. The Old Kingdom (Dynasties III-VI), also known as
the Pyramid Age, saw the building of massive pyramids and the development of centralized bureaucratic
government which the pharaohs ruled from their seat in the city of Memphis. The pharaohs were treated
as gods (or at least partial gods) on earth, so they had great power. Dynasty III, beginning in 2686 B.C.,
lasted for the next five centuries years.

The Great Pyramid and its little brothers were built by Dynasty IV pharaohs as tombs for themselves and
their high-ranking followers. The Egyptians of the Old Kingdom also built many other works: other pyr-
amids, harbors, canals, temples, and monuments. Their prosperity encouraged trade, and the Old King-
dom Egyptians sent out many expeditions. Some were mining parties that looked for resources in the
Sinai Peninsula, while others made the journey to the mysterious Kingdom of Punt. (To this day, the exact
location of Punt remains an unsolved puzzle).

Khufu (Cheops) was a notable pharaoh of the Old Kingdom (c. 2589—2566 B.C.). We remember
him for building the Great Pyramid of Giza, the largest pyramid in the Giza complex.

In terms of the development of civilizations, specialization occurs when there is enough food, housing,
and safety for most people within the culture to comfortably survive. When such a stable state is reached,
it becomes possible for some to specialize on just farming and others on just arts, or architecture, or min-
ing. Each of the specialists can exchange his produce for what he needs from other specialists. Thus, a
civilization can collectively move beyond mere subsistence living and accomplish great things.
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The Old Kingdom reached this level of prosperity, and, with specialization, it made advances in architec-
ture, engineering, and science. They knew, for example, based on the flood level of the Nile in a given year,
approximately how much grain they could expect to grow as a result. By storing the leftovers, they had
reserves against famine or a surplus to trade for goods and services that they needed.

Technologically, the Old Kingdom was part of the Copper Age. The ancient Egyptians knew how to make
and use copper tools. However, copper isn’t a particularly strong metal (it bends or dulls easily) so making
large weapons like swords is impractical. Large copper weapons and tools must be thick, which makes
them heavy, so tools and weapons made on a smaller scale were generally more effective. Copper swords
were basically long, heavy knives. Copper armor was impractical, it didn’t offer enough protection for the
weight to justify it. Nevertheless, copper tools such as knives, hooks, mirrors, needles, and pots were craft-
ed by artisans. Stone tools would have remained in common use throughout this time, since copper was a
resource obtained with difficulty and expense.

Limestone is soft enough to be worked by copper tools if they are constantly resharpened or even reforged.
Despite this limitation, the Old Kingdom Egyptians were able to cut, shape, transport, and position the
millions of stone blocks needed to build the dozens of pyramids found throughout Egypt. Thousands of
additional workers were needed to support those located at the building sites. Quarries produced stone
blocks and monuments like the obelisks, miners dug for copper and gold and other minerals, sailors trans-
ported supplies and materials up and down the Nile, and farmers grew the food to feed them all.

The Egyptians of the Old Kingdom also began to develop a unique system of picture-writing called hiero-
glyphics. They used this system to cover the insides of tombs and pyramids with symbols and to write
hundreds of spells that were supposed to help the deceased to access a blessed afterlife.

The invention of papyrus (a kind of paper made from the pulp of a river plant also called papyrus) and
hieroglyphics allowed the Old Kingdom bureaucracy to function. Scribes kept careful track of land own-
ership, farm production, crops, the level of the annual flood, and a host of other details. The importance
of scribes was such that pharaohs consistently gave them estates for their support. Any food or wealth
generated by these estates belonged to the scribe it was given to. In the long run, every time the pharaoh
gave away a portion of the land like this, it made him poorer.

Building and maintaining immense pyramids progressively drained the pharaohs’ treasuries. Towards
the end of the centuries that Dynasties ITI-VI ruled, the burden of supporting the administrative bureau-
cracy—the officials, priests, and scribes—also became overwhelming. At the same time, fewer and fewer
taxes were actually being collected for those treasuries because upper class people found loopholes in the
tax system that allowed them to avoid paying!

Finally, the prosperity of the kingdom meant that it grew numerically. Ruling over a large and wide-
spread population, pharaohs had to depend more and more on bureaucrats. The pharaohs allowed the
nomarchs—the governors of the administrative regions called nomes—to gain significant power and
independence. Once they had power, the bureaucrats began to act for their own gain instead of for Egypt’s
good.

This state of things could not last. During Dynasties V and VI, positions in the government began to pass
down through family lines among the bureaucrats without reference to pharaoh for political appointments.
As they grew increasingly independent, government officials also grew jealous of their positions and arro-
gant towards their pharaohs. Royal authority waned.
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Towards the very end of the Old Kingdom, natural disaster in repeated famines gave rise to questioning
by even common people of why they should follow a pharaoh who was not doing his job—safeguarding
the general prosperity by pleasing the gods! After several years of inadequate Nile flooding, food became
more scarce, the centralized government could not hold and things fell apart. The nomarchs seized the
opportunity for independence or were forced to do so when the pharaoh was unable to provide protection
or assistance. The Old Kingdom had fallen.

First Intermediate Period (2181 B.C.—c. 1550 B.C.)

The short-lived Dynasties VII and VIII initially attempted to rule from Memphis, as the previous dynas-
ties had done before them. But rival centers of power in the outlying nomes, particularly in Heracleopolis,
undercut their efforts. They were overrun and displaced by Dynasty IX, which gave way in turn to Dynas-
ty X, both of whom ruled most of Lower Egypt from the city of Heracleopolis.

The city—and nome—of Thebes was a powerful political entity throughout ancient Egyptian history. Prior
to the unification of Egypt under Menes of Dynasty I, it had been the capital of the Kingdom of Upper
Egypt. Whenever disaster and division struck Egypt, it routinely rose once more to prominence. During
the First Intermediary Period, Dynasty XI rose up from among the rulers of Thebes. They fought with

the Dynasties IX and X for control, slowly marching down the Nile River valley towards Memphis. Their
struggle was resolved when Dynasty XI overthrew Dynasty X, conquering the remainder of Lower Egypt
relatively quickly, thereby reuniting both kingdoms under a single pharaoh once more. All told, it re-
quired five dynasties and approximately 130 years to restore order and unity to ancient Egypt.

The Middle Kingdom (c. 2055—1650 B.C.)
The Short Version

During the Middle Kingdom, Egypt experienced a revival. In 1991 B.C., a new Pharaoh named Amenem-
het seized the throne. His successors restored Egypt’s wealth and power. Pharaohs of the Middle King-
dom were seen as shepherd kings, responsible for the well-being of even the common people. This era saw
the expansion of trade with Canaan and Syria to the northeast, successful military campaigns of conquest
in Nubia to the south, and the construction of public projects at home.

The Middle Kingdom was a rich and prosperous period. The middle classes, which included artisans,
merchants (tradesmen), and scribes, helped Egyptian culture to thrive. The luxury they enjoyed was equal
to the luxury of the Old Kingdom pharaohs! During this kingdom, the Egyptians controlled gold from
Nubia, which they had conquered, and their produce was so abundant that they sought and traded with
foreign peoples. To ensure stability, the Egyptians drained and cultivated the Faiyum (10,000 acres of
former marshland south of Memphis), and stored its produce.

This Middle Kingdom ran out of steam in 1786 B.C., and weak rulers led Egypt for the next 120 years.
Around 1670 B.C., Egypt was overrun by immigrants—the Hyksos—who had bronze technology. Bronze
is made by melting copper and tin together, and it is much harder and more durable than copper. Be-
cause they had bronze, the Hyksos developed powerful new war technology in the shape of two-man char-
iots drawn by swift horses. They also had better bows than the native Egyptians. These two technologies,
together with another set of famine years and aggression from the Nubians in Upper Egypt, made it easy
for the Hyksos to sweep down upon Lower Egypt and end the Middle Kingdom.
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The Longer Version

The Middle Kingdom begins during the fourteenth year of the reign of Mentuhotep II when he led Dy-
nasty XI forces to victory, finally conquering Heracleopolis. This campaign ended Dynasty X, but it took
Mentuhotep IT another twenty-five years to fully bring all Egypt under his rule. Even though he was once
more master throughout the land, the power and influence of the nomarchs continued. Needing their
support, Dynasty XI largely left them alone and they remained more or less independent within their own
territory. It was sufficient that they acknowledged the overall authority of the pharaoh once more, thus
unifying the nation.

Although the evidence is circumstantial, Egyptologists suspect that Dynasty XII began with the assassi-
nation of Mentuhotep’s grandson, Mentuhotep IV, by the royal vizier. Clear efforts were made to erase all
mention of Mentuhotep IV from all public monuments or records. A few fragments survived the purge,
which is why we know for certain that he existed. Furthermore, the historical tradition attributes seven
kingless years to this period.

Whatever the means by which they rose to power, Dynasty XII pharaohs continued to promote prosperity
and major building projects throughout the land, and Egypt experienced a revival. In 1991 B.C., a new XII
Dynasty Pharaoh named Amenembhet seized the throne. His successors restored Egypt’s wealth and pow-
er. Pharaohs of the Middle Kingdom were seen as shepherd kings, responsible for the well-being of even
the common people. This era saw the expansion of trade with Canaan and Syria to the northeast, success-
ful military campaigns of conquest in Nubia to the south, and the construction of public projects at home.

Most notably, they undertook to improve the Faiyum marsh by digging canals. These efforts helped cre-
ate a lake for holding over a portion of the Nile floodwaters, thereby turning the underused marshy area

into a vast swath of new farmland. An estimated 10,000 acres were reclaimed from marshlands by these
works, and the surplus grain grown there was sold, traded, or stored as needed.

Extra grain enabled further growth of middle-class, specialized occupations such as artisans, scribes, and
merchants. Their prosperity enabled a greater proportion of the population to enjoy luxuries that only the
nobility and pharaohs had access to during the Old Kingdom. Beginning during the Middle Kingdom,
archaeologists have found writings that were for personal enjoyment rather than strictly practical or reli-
gious purposes. A larger educated class with plenty of food provided the demand for authors to write and
scribes to copy ‘non-essential’ literature. Stories, satire, and philosophy are genres that survive from this
period.

Grain was in constant demand throughout the Mediterranean region, so far-flung trading centers and
routes were developed. Mining expeditions to the Sinai region were resumed, some of them semi-perma-
nently, as the demand for resources increased. In order to provide the boats to move trade and mineral
cargoes, shipbuilding also increased.

Dynasty XI pharaohs fought to consolidate their control over Egypt, while Dynasty XII pharaohs fought
to expand those borders. Warlike pharaohs reconquered Nubia to the south, built walls for defense along
the eastern border of the Nile Delta, and expanded their influence into Sinai. In this period the ancient
Egyptians began to maintain a standing army, well trained and equipped. It was not particularly large,
but the professional soldiers were reliable troops to which could be added peasant conscripts as needed.
Nubians from the south—especially famous as archers—were included as part of the army.
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In Nubia, Dynasty XII pharaohs built forts and established colonies of Egyptians in conquered territo-
ry. These helped establish strongly defended borders and protected trade routes. Luxury goods from
Nubia, such as ivory, gold, and spices, were always in demand throughout Egypt’s long history. Threats
from Medjay tribesmen in the south were met by strong garrisons based in the forts along the Nile. They
regularly patrolled and sent reports back to the pharaoh. The Egyptians recruited mercenaries from the
Medjay tribesmen, using them as skirmishers to fight their nomadic kinsmen. These mercenaries later
helped drive out the Hyksos invaders and eventually became the elite police and guard force for Dynasty
XVIII. They guarded palaces, cities, and tombs—some of the most important sites in ancient Egypt.

Rather than instigate a direct confrontation with the still-powerful nomarchs, Dynasty XII rulers ap-
pear to have pursued a policy of co-opting them into the resurgent bureaucracy. They offered important
positions in the priesthood to the nomarchs in exchange for dropping their hereditary political position.
Marriage alliances may have also played a part in this strategy. By the end of their reign, the nomarchs
were no longer a threat to Dynasty XII pharaohs’ power. Cunning and diplomacy achieved what the force
of arms in previous dynasties was unable to accomplish.

Dynasty XII also boasts the first female pharaoh, although her reign was not illustrious. Amenemhet III
was her father, and one of the last pharaohs of Dynasty XII. He ruled for at least forty-five years and the
Middle Kingdom reached the heights of its golden age during his rule. After his death, his son, Amene-
mbhet IV ruled for only nine years before being succeeded by Sobekneferu, the first female pharaoh. She
ruled for four years and had no heir. With her died the last ruler of Dynasty XII and the Middle Kingdom.
Egypt subsequently drifted into the Second Intermediary Period during the reign of Dynasty XIII.

Second Intermediate Period (1782 B.C.—1570 B.C.)

The early pharaohs from Dynasty XIII were not related to each other. Little is known about this oddball
collection of rulers or their accomplishments. Neferhotep I was the strongest pharaoh from this dynasty,
ruling from Nubia to the Nile Delta at least in name. However, rival dynasties rose up, breaking away and
declaring their independence as time marched on. No major accomplishments are attributed to Dynasty
XIII pharaohs except that they let Egypt slip from their grasp and into the clutches of foreigners.

In the Nile Delta, two rival dynasties (XIV and XV) rose up to challenge the power of Dynasty XIII
pharaohs. Dynasty XIV was a minor power, centered on the ancient city of Xois. Most likely, they were
swallowed up by the Hyksos of Dynasty XV that overran Egypt in 1670 B.C. Meanwhile, centered on the
city of Avaris, in the Nile Delta region, the Hyksos (“foreigners”) who ruled Dynasty XV were regarded as
hated alien invaders by later Egyptian dynasties.

We know that Hyksos names, some of their customs, and their dress were similar to those of Canaanite
peoples. They did adopt many Egyptian customs during their time in Egypt, creating a blended society
with influences from both cultures. At the height of their power, the Hyksos were dominant throughout
Egypt, even where they didn’t rule directly. Most of the artifacts and evidence we have for them were
found in the Nile Delta region—consequently, we believe that is where the bulk of their population lived.

How much actual animosity there was between native Egyptians and the foreign Hyksos when they first
arrived—or how brutal their rise to dominion actually was—remains a mystery. Many Egyptologists
believe that—initially—the Hyksos peacefully immigrated to the Nile Delta from Canaan over the course
of decades. They only rose to power after the collapse of Dynasty XII left a power vacuum. The ancient
Egyptian version of events, on the other hand, is that they came burning and pillaging, slaying the men
and carrying off the women and children as slaves.
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The Hyksos were certainly able to conquer Egypt because they possessed the secret of bronze technology.
Bronze is an alloy (blending) of roughly 88% copper combined with 12% tin. Weapons and tools made
from bronze were harder, stronger, more durable, and lighter than copper, which meant they could be larg-
er. A copper sword blade needed to be thick to keep it from bending, but a bronze sword blade of the same
weight was stronger so it could be made thinner and longer. Bronze armor was practical in that it offered
sufficient protection to justify the weight, unlike copper.

Prior to this point in their history, ancient Egyptians had been limited to copper tools and weapons.
Therefore, until they learned the secrets of making bronze from the Hyksos, the Egyptians were easily
defeated. Because they had bronze, the Hyksos developed powerful new war technology in the shape of
two-man chariots drawn by swift horses. They also had better bows than the native Egyptians. These two
technologies, together with another set of famine years and aggression from the Nubians in Upper Egypt,
made it easy for the Hyksos to sweep down upon Lower Egypt and end the Middle Kingdom.

Horses were either unknown or uncommon in Egypt prior to the arrival of the Hyksos. War chariots—
constructed from bronze and drawn by horses—were a weapon that inspired terror in ancient times. In
addition to a driver, one or two archers or spearmen typically rode in a chariot. On flat land—such as the
desert sands of the Red Land of Egypt or the plains of Canaan—chariots were very effective fighting plat-
forms. Thundering towards untrained peasant soldiers with trained archers aboard, they inflicted death
and caused panic. When ancient writers described an army from this era, the number of chariots was of-
ten included as an indicator of its strength (such as the account of Sisera’s army and chariots in the Bible).

The chariots of Egypt became a famous part of their military power and might. Prior to fighting with the
Hyksos, however, chariots were not a part of the Egyptian army. Remember that the Egyptians only had
copper prior to their struggle with the Hyksos. Copper wasn't strong enough, as a metal, to permit them
to build working chariots. Bronze was light and strong enough. Eventually, even better chariots were built
from iron once ancient civilizations learned how to work that metal.

In response to foreign rulers, a native Egyptian family from the rulers of Thebes claimed royal status,
forming Dynasty XVI. Once again, this Upper Egyptian city was the seat of royal power. Dynasty XVI
fought a series of wars with the Hyksos who were pushing south along the Nile River valley. Unsur-
prisingly, the better equipped Hyksos armies routinely defeated Egyptian soldiers loyal to Dynasty XVI.
Eventually, they were able to conquer Thebes itself.

The Hyksos did not occupy or even exercise particularly tight control over Thebes and Upper Egypt. Con-
sequently, Dynasty XVII rose up to oppose them soon after. Dynasty XVII, like Dynasty X VI before it,
was a native Egyptian dynasty that ruled from Thebes as the center of its territory. Initially, there appears
to have been peace between the native Egyptians of Dynasty XVII and the foreign Hyksos of Dynasty XV.
Trade seems to have occurred fairly regularly. Dynasty XVII was likely a tributary—meaning that they
gave tribute, i.e., gold, goods, and loyalty—of the Hyksos during the early portion of their reign.

Further south, the Nubians had seized the opportunity to regain their independence and had formed the
Kingdom of Kush. They took advantage of the weaknesses of the Dynasty XVI and XVII to reclaim their
territory. Once that was secure, they advanced north towards Thebes, never truly threatening the city
itself, but contending for territory along the Nile River valley. We're not sure if there was a formal alliance
between Hyksos and Kush, but it is clear that having enemies to the north and south put Dynasty XVII in
a tricky strategic situation.
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War between Dynasty XVII and the Hyksos and Kushites did eventually break out. The last two pharaohs
of Dynasty XVII—Seqenenre Tao and Khamose—were particularly successful in their efforts to fend oft
Nubian forces and drive out the Hyksos. They steadily advanced, winning battles and territory in the
north, but ultimately at the cost of their own lives. Seqenenre Tao’s mummy was found by archaeologists,
and his head shows evidence of axe and knife wounds. Some think that he died valiantly in battle, while
others believe that he was executed for rebellion by vengeful Hyksos warriors. His older son, Khamose,
also won important victories—he is credited with using the first Egyptian chariots in battle against the
Hyksos—but died after only three years as pharaoh, before he could bring the war to completion. It would
fall to Ahmose I, Seqenenre Tao’s younger son to finally exile the hated Hyksos.

All told, at least five dynasties ruled for approximately 175 years during the second period of division in
ancient Egypt. Small, independent regions also rose and fell during this period. A minor ‘dynasty’ ruled
the city of Abydos, for example, for roughly fifty years.

Did Joseph come to Egypt during the Hyksos period? Was the New Kingdom the “new Pharaoh
that knew not Joseph” that we read about in Exodus 1 and Acts 7? We don’t know! Old Testa-
ment scholars and archaeologists have spent generations trying to nail down the details. What
we do know is that these ancient kings connect to things we read about in our daily devotions.

New Kingdom (c. 1550—1070 B.C.)

The Short Version

Hyksos kings ruled Egypt for almost a century, but they were displaced when the New Kingdom began.
The New Kingdom marked a five-century period of Egyptian history known for its military conquests,
wealth, and grandeur—a time when Egypt was perhaps the strongest power in the world.

The Hyksos had taught Egyptians bronze technologies, new weaponry, and chariot making and driving.
Egypt also developed a permanent army with horse-drawn chariots that conquered territory as far north
as modern Iraq and as far south as Ethiopia. Pharaohs of this period tended to be military leaders who
wanted to build an empire, and successful pharaohs commanded tributes from conquered nearby cultures.
Depending on the ruling pharaoh, the kingdom expanded or lost control of new territories. For example,
Thutmose III and Ramses I, expanded Egypt’s territory through military campaigns and established a
vast empire during this era.

With returned prosperity, the middle and upper classes enjoyed a highly elevated lifestyle for ancient times.
The New Kingdom is famous for its art, including elaborate tombs, temples, and monuments. The capital
city shifted to Thebes, and powerful queens, such as Hatshepsut, left their mark on history.

However, Egypt’s power began to wane about the time Israel appeared on the map. The authority of the
pharaohs waned again as they weakened, sustaining military defeats and invasions from the outside,
encroaching priests from the inside, and poor leadership from their own royal ranks. Military generals
became more powerful than the pharaohs, and the New Kingdom crumbled.
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The Longer Version

Dynasty XVIII marks the displacement of the Hyksos rulers and the beginning of the New Kingdom peri-
od. Egypt’s power was at its greatest and its influence reached furthest during this era. Many of the most
famous pharaohs ruled during the New Kingdom, and the fortunes of the nation rose and fell according to
the character of the ruling pharaoh.

Under strong, warlike pharaohs ancient Egyptian power expanded. They pushed their borders north of
the Promised Land into what is now modern Syria and south into Nubia (modern Sudan). Conquering
pharaohs brought home the spoils of foreign lands and required annual tribute from the peoples they had
defeated. This wealth increased the prosperity of all Egypt and allowed trade to flourish. At home, the
will of the pharaohs ruled supreme and their building programs gave work for many artisans. Generally
pious, they also enriched the temples and priestly class with lavish gifts.

However, when weak pharaohs ruled during the New Kingdom, the enemies of Egypt took advantage

of the opportunity to seize territories along the border. Some vassal states rebelled when their Egyptian
overlords no longer kept a sharp eye and a strong show of force ready. The Hittite Empire, in particular,
worked to expand their influence southwards from their home territory in modern day Turkey. East of
them, the Assyrians and Babylonians also worked to extend their power and influence the Canaanite king-
doms to abandon Egypt. At home, infighting among political factions occasionally led to outright civil
war. Twice, at the end of Dynasty XVIII and again at the end of Dynasty XIX, Egypt was rescued from
descending into another intermediate period of chaos by the rise of strong new leaders who formed their
own dynasties.

Ancient Egyptians largely prospered during the New Kingdom. Many of the pharaohs commissioned
ambitious building projects such as temples, monuments, and statues. These enriched the cultural heri-
tage of Egypt and remain as witnesses to its wealth and power during this period. The middle classes also
continued to enjoy the benefits of a strong and stable society with leisure activities: literature, arts, and en-
tertainment. Festivals and parties with dancers and music were something that ancient Egyptians enjoyed.
Even workmen who were responsible for building the tombs of the pharaohs were able to afford their own
tombs, which they carved out or built on their own time.

After his brother’s death, Ahmose I, a younger son of Seqenenre Tao, took the throne. He was still a young
boy when his father and brother died, so his mother acted as his regent while he grew up. She was beloved
by the people and may have even rallied soldiers of Dynasty XVII to defend Thebes from an attack. Once
Ahmose I reached manhood, he launched the final campaign to drive out the Hyksos. They were victo-
rious, and by some ancient accounts a large number of Hyksos citizens were exiled from Egypt. Other
archaeological evidence shows that at least some Hyksos descendants remained in Egypt even after their
defeat. Ahmose Is victory marks the beginning of Dynasty XVIII—not because he was of a different rul-
ing family but because of the major shift in power and dominion throughout Egypt.

This demonstrates an important point to remember about Egyptian dynasties. Unlike dynasties
in other cultures that are predominately recorded on the basis of family ties, the Egyptian dy-
nasties are predominantly reckoned on the basis of power and the ruling city (capital). This can
easily lead to confusion, so be mindful.
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The fortunes of Dynasty XVIII rose and fell over the course of the next two hundred and fifty years. This
dynasty boasted several powerful warrior pharaohs, two female pharaohs, and the most famous pharaoh
of modern times, King Tutankhamum. Like every dynasty before and after, however, it too came to an
end. Following Tutankhamum’s death, two of his officials—his vizier and general—became pharaohs
after him since he had no living children to inherit the throne. They ruled for twenty or thirty years and
managed to bring a measure of order and stability back to ancient Egypt.

The last pharaoh of Dynasty XVIII, Horemheb, had no children to inherit the throne, so he appointed his
vizier—a man named Ramesses I—to rule Egypt after him. This proved to be a wise choice, for although
Ramesses I only ruled for a year or two, his son, Seti I, and grandson, Ramesses II, led Dynasty XIX and
Egypt to the greatest heights of national power and prestige in the ancient world. At home, they built
monuments and temples to ensure that generations to come would remember them. Between them, these
two pharaohs ruled Egypt for seventy-five prosperous years.

Dynasty XX rose up from the ashes of Dynasty XIX as the children and descendants of Ramesses 11
squabbled for twenty-five years over the throne of Egypt, eventually plunging the land into civil war.
Setnakhte was the first pharaoh of Dynasty XX. He restored order by crushing and defeating the various
factions fighting in the civil war. Although it is not certain whether Setnakhte was descended from Ra-
messes II, the remaining rulers of Dynasty XX were named Ramesses—these were Ramesses III through
Ramesses XI. Only Ramesses III proved to be a valiant warrior and capable pharaoh, like his father and
his namesake. Overall, Egypt slowly declined during the course of Dynasty XX’s reign, steadily losing
power and territory.

It should be noted, however, that Egypt was not alone in its decline. As the Bronze Age came to an end,
there was a mighty upheaval throughout the ancient Near East. A strong and mysterious race, known as
the Sea People, began to raid and burn cities all along the Mediterranean coastlines. There also seems to
have been widespread weather events that brought about droughts and famines during this period. New
iron weapons were being invented—stronger and lighter by far than bronze—which shifted the balance
of military power. By the time that the region had fully transitioned to the Iron Age, many cities were
destroyed and abandoned, and once powerful nations had been overthrown.
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U Hatshepsut reigned during the 18th Dynasty of the New Kingdom (c. 1478—1458 B.C.).
Ruling for approximately twenty years, Queen Hatshepsut of Dynasty XVIII was the longest
reigning and most successful female pharaoh in Egyptian history. The daughter, wife, and
stepmother of kings, she expanded Egypt’s trade routes throughout the Mediterranean Sea
and built many monuments at home. Egyptologists have different theories about her rela-
tionship with Thutmose III, her stepson and successor. Some believe that they were coop-
erative partners. There is other evidence—such as the fact that most of her cartouches on
temples and monuments were defaced and removed during Thutmose III’s reign—to suggest
that they were at odds with each other.

e New Kingdom included quite a list of notable rulers!

O Thutmose III reigned during the 18th Dynasty of the New Kingdom (c. 1479—1425 BCE).
Often referred to as the “Napoleon of Egypt” due to his military conquests, he expanded
Egypt’s territory through campaigns in Syria, Nubia, and the Levant, making Egypt a domi-
nant regional power.

U Akhenaten reigned during the 18th Dynasty of the New Kingdom (c. 1353—1336 BCE). He
introduced the religious revolution of Atenism, claiming the sun god Aten as the one true
god of the Egyptians, and trying to make his people monotheists (worshippers of one god)
instead of polytheists (worshippers of many gods). Akhenaten also shifted the capital to the
city of Akhetaten and supported a new art style characterized by elongated features.

O Tutankhamun reigned during the 18th Dynasty of the New Kingdom (c. 1332—1323 BCE).
He ascended the throne at a young age and is perhaps best known for his intact tomb discov-
ered in the Valley of the Kings (a remote valley in which tombs for Egypt’s New Kingdom
rulers were cut into cliffs so that they might be hidden from robbers). His tomb provided a
wealth of information about royal burials and ancient Egyptian material culture.

U Ramses II reigned during the 19th Dynasty of the New Kingdom (c. 1279—1213 BCE).
Known as Ramses the Great, he was one of the most powerful and prolific pharaohs. He
constructed grand monuments, including the temples of Abu Simbel, the Ramesseum, and
numerous statues. He also fought the famous Battle of Kadesh against the Hittites and
signed a peace treaty with them.

U Ramses III reigned during the 20th Dynasty of the New Kingdom (c. 1186—1155 B.C.). He
fought against the Sea Peoples, a group of invaders, in the Battle of the Delta. He is known
for his temple construction, military achievements, and efforts to maintain stability and

k security in Egypt. j

Ramesses I1I, second pharaoh of Dynasty XX, deserves full credit for saving his people and Egypt from
the ravages of the Sea People. Unlike many other nations, who fell before their attacks, the Egyptians
managed to decisively defeat them in two major battles. Although the Egyptians never developed a strong
tradition as sailors, Ramesses III came up with a plan that took advantage of the strengths of his army.
When the Sea People ships sailed up the Nile, he had archers lined along the banks. His soldiers used
grappling hooks to stop the ships and haul them to the riverbanks, where archers relentlessly fired arrows
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into the warriors of the Sea People until they were slain. The captured remnants of the Sea People were
likely settled in Canaan by Ramesses III and are believed by many to be the ancestors of the Philistines.

By winning wars against Libya, the Sea Peoples, Nubians, and Canaanite rebels, Ramesses III preserved
Egypt from the fate of so many other nations. Egypt survived; but her economy was wrecked by the cost
of warfare. Ramesses III’s battles protected Egypt, but they did not bring home the wealth and plunder
of conquered nations as under previous warrior pharaohs. His successors were unable to revive Egyptian
power or prestige—as with the descendants of Ramesses II—his sons wasted their strength squabbling
with each other for the throne. The power of the priesthood grew during this period, until by the reign of
the last Dynasty XX pharaoh, Ramesses XI, they were openly ruling all of Upper Egypt from their capital
in Thebes. The unity, power, and prestige of the New Kingdom ended with Ramesses XI.

In retrospect, the authority of the New Kingdom pharaohs seems to have been overthrown by a combi-
nation of factors: an increasingly powerful priesthood, inept leadership, military defeats in Levant cam-
paigns (especially against the Hittites), and also a sustained barrage of attacks by Sea Peoples. A power
vacuum formed, and army generals stepped in, putting the military in a position of great power. Egypt
then had a succession of weak pharaohs, which did not help Egypt since it had depended on the personal
skills of pharaohs who led the army in battle during this period. After 1070 B.C., Egypt was a “broken
reed, which will pierce the hand of any man that leans on it.” That’s what the Assyrians said, in II Kings
18—shortly before they conquered Egypt.

The Late Period

After the intermediate period that followed the New Kingdom, Egypt went through what is called its “Late
Period.” During this time, Egypt was conquered or ruled in turn by the Nubians, Assyrians, the Babylo-
nians, the Persians, the Greeks, and the Romans:

O Nubian or Kushite Dynasty (747 B.C. to 656 B.C.): The Nubians conquered Egypt during the 25th
Dynasty, which is often referred to as the “Ethiopian Dynasty” in ancient sources. The Nubian kings
of this dynasty originated from the Kingdom of Kush, located in what is now modern-day Sudan. The
dynasty’s most prominent rulers were based in the city of Napata and later at Meroe. Nubian rulers
of the 25th Dynasty managed to reunify Egypt and establish their authority, effectively becoming
pharaohs. They ruled from their Nubian heartland while adopting Egyptian cultural and religious
practices. The 25th Dynasty came to an end around 656 B.C., when the Assyrians, led by King Ashur-
banipal, conquered Egypt.

U Assyrian and Persian Dominance (664—525 B.C.): The Late Period began with Egypt falling under
the control of the Assyrian Empire, starting with the conquest of Ashurbanipal in 664 B.C. Assyrian
influence waned, and Egypt regained independence briefly, only to be conquered by the Persian Em-
pire under Cambyses II around 525 B.C. The Persians ruled Egypt for much of the Late Period, with a
few unsuccessful revolts and periods of Egyptian autonomy.

U Alexander the Great’s Conquest (332 B.C.): In 332 B.C., Alexander the Great invaded Egypt and was
welcomed as a liberator from Persian rule. The city of Alexandria was founded by Alexander, becom-
ing a center of culture, trade, and learning.

U Ptolemaic Dynasty (305—30 B.C.): Following Alexander’s death, his general Ptolemy established the
Ptolemaic dynasty, which ruled Egypt for nearly three centuries. The Ptolemies maintained Greek
traditions while adopting Egyptian customs, leading to a blend of cultures known as Hellenistic Egypt.
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Cleopatra VII reigned during the Ptolemaic (or Late) period (c. 51—30 B.C.). She was the last
ruler of the Ptolemaic dynasty and the last pharaoh of Egypt. We remember her mostly for that,
and for the fact that she had relationships with Julius Caesar and Mark Antony, which influenced
Roman-Egyptian relations.

U Roman Annexation (30 B.C.): Cleopatra VII's alliance with Mark Antony led to defeat by Octavian
(Augustus) in 31 B.C. Egypt became a Roman province in 30 B.C. after the suicides of Cleopatra and
Antony, officially marking the end of the independent Egyptian state. Despite this Roman annexation,
Egyptian culture, religion, and architecture continued to influence the wider Roman world.

Temples and monuments were built during the Late Period, reflecting both traditional Egyptian styles and
Greco-Roman architectural elements. Hieroglyphic writing persisted, particularly in religious contexts,
and the last known hieroglyphic inscription dates to the 4th century A.D.

Thus, although there were changes of dynasty and periods of disorder, Egypt’s civilization remained re-
markably stable and unchanged right up until the time of Christ—a period of approximately three thou-
sand of years. It is, of course, fascinating to speculate about why this was the case. For example, Author
Suzanne Art theorizes that the Egyptians’ general, daily, and yearly experiences of the blessings and pros-
perity that arose from the regularity of their climate and seasons (especially the predictable yearly inunda-
tion of the Nile) led them to feel that traditional ways were best. She thinks they were uninterested in new
innovations or departures from established traditions, methods, and ideas. Rather, she says, “Following
tradition, which meant doing everything the way it had always been done, was of critical importance. This
Egyptian penchant [preference] for routine and the familiar helps to explain why the civilization changed
so little over a period of nearly three thousand years.” !

Was Strauss right, or was the secret of Egypt’s relative stability to be found in some other factor or com-
bination of factors? Was Egypt traditional because their natural barriers kept them relatively isolated in
their early history? Were they stable because they believed it would be eternal damnation to oppose the
will of their god-king’s wisdom? Was it something else entirely? Could we even call them “opposed to
innovation” when we consider their advances in art, science, mathematics, technology, and of course the
incredible feat of the pyramids? Only God knows for certain, but historians (and students of history) have
endless fun speculating about these points!

PYRAMIDS AND THE AFTERLIFE

Perhaps you have been wondering whether I would ever get around to more than a cursory mention of the
pyramids and mummies of Egypt? Do not despair. We will now discuss these things, beginning from the
outside (the construction of the pyramids) and working inward to the sarcophagi (coffins), mummified
bodies, and even the innermost chamber of mystery: the Egyptians’ beliefs about the afterlife.

1. Early Times: The Story of Ancient Egypt Early Times: The Story of Ancient Egypt, 4th ed., by Suzanne Strauss Art (Wayside
Publishing, 2013), p. 21.
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Pyramids From the Outside

In the Early Period, before the Old Kingdom, ancient Egyptians buried their pharaohs in simple rectan-
gular tombs build of mud bricks and called mastabas. As Egyptian culture grew more prosperous, presti-
gious pharaohs and noblemen were buried in more elaborate stone tombs that kept bodies above the desert
sands.

Over time, these burial buildings evolved into step pyramids (think of a giant three-sided flight of stairs)
and finally straight-sided pyramids. Egyptologists have suggested that pyramids were constructed in the
form that they were to provide a staircase for the deceased pharaoh, now a full-fledged god, to mount to
heaven and join the pantheon of Egyptian gods.

A straight-sided pyramid looks triangular, but it is built with a square foundation whose sides slope up to
a single point. At any time, from the ground, you can only see two sides. This is true, even if you were to
stand at the top of a tall mountain. Unless you were able to fly almost directly overhead, the angle of the
sloping sides hides the rest of the pyramid from view. The straight-sided Great Pyramid of Giza, as you
have already learned, was built during the reign of King Khufu, of Dynasty IV. Khufu’s grandson, Khafre,
and great-grandson, Menkaure, also built smaller pyramids near the Great Pyramid on the Giza Plateau.

Some scholars speculate that pyramids were perhaps meant to help the dead pharaohs climb back up to
the heavens to rejoin the gods. The richer or more important a person, the more supplies and comforts he
took with him.
/The Great Pyramid of Giza is the oldest, largest, and longest surviving Wonder (sights famous \
for their size, beauty, and uniqueness) of the ancient world. The remaining six Wonders were
built between 600-280 BC, whereas the Great Pyramid was built 2,000 years earlier in 2584 BC.

Listed in order of construction, the Seven Wonders of the ancient world were: the pyramids of
Giza (Egypt 2584 BC), the Hanging Gardens of Babylon (Iran c. 600 BC), the Temple of Artemis
at Ephesus (Turkey c. 550 BC), the statue of Zeus at Olympia (Greece 435 BC), the Mausoleum at
Halicarnassus (Turkey 351 BC), the Colossus of Rhodes (island in the Aegean Sea 292 BC), the
Lighthouse of Alexandria (Egypt 280 BC). Other sights were listed by the Greeks but through the

(enturies these seven have won out as the most famous works built by ancient civilizations. j

Those magnificent tombs were engineering marvels. The Great Pyramid was originally 481 feet tall, and
its base was 756 feet wide on each side—the tallest man-made building in the world until the 1800’s. It
held that record for 43 centuries! To build it, the ancient Egyptians had to cut, transport, and position 2.3
million blocks of stone.

The engineering of pyramids is incredibly precise: each side is perfectly lined up with the compass: north,
south, east, and west. The sides are almost exactly equal in length, with less than three inches difference.
The pyramid was built with more than two million blocks of stone, each weighing more than two tons, by
subjects paying their share of a labor tax to the pharaoh, rather than slaves as might be expected. They say
there are enough blocks in the three pyramids at Giza to build a stone wall ten feet high and one foot thick
all the way around France.
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/The methods that the ancient Egyptians used to build the pyramids are now a mystery. Schol- \
ars and engineers argue over different ways that they think would work but no one really knows
anymore! We do know that they only had copper tools to work with. Copper is a metal, but it

isn’t very hard or strong. It can be used to cut softer stone—like limestone—but harder types of

stone required different methods for cutting. They didn’t have wheel technology until Dynasty

V, so they couldn’t build wagons or pulleys—and cranes need a pulley to work. Therefore, the
Egyptians likely couldn’t have used those to help them move or position the giant stones.

Most textbooks on Egypt will tell you that they must have built some sort of ramp system, which
would have been used to drag the stones on big wooden sleds up the side of the pyramid. It is
also possible that they used levers to lift the blocks of stone into their final position. The Greek
historian, Herodotus, records that the Egyptians he asked claimed that levers were used as part
of their method. Most likely, they would lift one side by levers and put a log or block under it

to hold it up. Then they would lift the other side and put a block there. Repeating the process
would lift the stone bit by bit until it could be safely dragged or pushed into place on the next level
up. Another method that has been demonstrated to work involved levering the whole block in a
single motion, effectively rotating it up to the next level on its edge like a box being rolled up a set
of stairs.

New theories arise, however, even in the last few years, and old conspiracies always remain pop-
ular. For example, in 2001, researchers from Caltech successfully performed an experiment that
validated parts of a new theory proposed by a businesswoman named Maureen Clemmons in
1999. She wondered whether a system of kites and pulleys could have been used to raise obelisks
or even the stone blocks that built the pyramids. The scientists from Caltech were able to hoist

a 6,900 pound, 15-foot obelisk into a vertical position in only 25 seconds using the kite method.
They actually generated enough lift from their kite that the whole obelisk was suspended in mid-
air for a moment. Admittedly, there is virtually no evidence for her theory in the archeological
record, apart from a few cryptic hieroglyphs that could maybe be interpreted as depicting kites
and ropes. But her idea did work! Certainly, enough to make it a possibility however strange.

Another new theory comes from a British builder, Chris Massey, which he developed after a trip
to Egypt. In 2012, he proposed that the ancient Egyptians used water shafts, locks, and floats to
move the two million stone blocks to the correct position. He has also conducted experiments
and built models that demonstrate how his theory could actually work. Many challenge the scal-
ability of his theory, claiming that the water pressure would surpass the structural strength of the
available materials. But we know that the ancient Egyptians weren’t afraid of thinking big, and
they were familiar with using water from the Nile to assist them in their work whenever practical.
So, again, it’s a possibility, and we don’t have a conclusive answer one way or another.

Even if these theories are wrong, the methods themselves work and rely on technology and
materials that were available to the ancient Egyptians, and so historians enjoy trying each theory
on for size. History is humbling in this way, and that’s a good thing! When humans realize that
they don’t and can’t know everything, that can drive them to seek God, who can and does. “How

Ql the Egyptians build the pyramids?” would be a great question to ask Him in Heaven! j
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Modern folk still can’t figure out how exactly the pyramids were built, but any option would require, at
the least, tens of thousands of workers. In 450 BC, when the ancient Greek historian Herodotus asked
the Egyptians how they built the pyramids, he was told that: “the Great Pyramid had taken 400,000 men
twenty years to build, working in three-month shifts 100,000 men at a time.”

Keep in mind that it had been 2,000 years since the pyramids were built. So, it is very possible that the
answer given by the Egyptians was exaggerated. Over time, the stories telling how many men worked and
how long it took to build might have been ‘improved’. Today, archaeologists who have examined the evi-
dence from the ruins of villages for the workers and other clues estimate that there were only about 10,000
men at the site at any one time. They probably worked three month shifts and it took them approximately
thirty years to finish building the pyramid.

The Great Pyramid was initially encased in an outer layer of polished limestone, which brilliantly reflect-
ed the sun’s light, causing the pyramid to glitter and shine like a pristine, sharp edged, blindingly white
jewel the size of a mountain. Nearly 4,000 years passed until a major earthquake damaged the casing in
1303 AD. In the decades that followed, the Egyptians carried away most of the exterior stone for their own
building projects.

Now, only a few blocks remain at the base, but those that do remain demonstrate the skill and precision of
ancient Egyptian stonemasons. The spacing between stones—remember that these were cut using only ba-
sic (to modern folk) mathematics and copper-age tools—was only 0.5 mm (1/50th of an inch) wide. Look
around your house to see if your parents have a ‘fine point’ pen. If it is 0.7mm or larger, then the tip of that
pen wouldn’t fit into the crack between the casing stones! You would need an extra fine point pen—0.5
mm—to be successful.

The Purpose of Pyramids

Pyramids are the enormous tombs of kings. They were built first to provide for the pharaohs’ safe jour-
ney to the afterlife with their earthly bodies and goods intact (about which more in a moment). To that
end, they were not only stuffed with food and furniture and games and weapons and jewelry and treasure
and mummified pets (don’t worry—TI’ll come back to that), but also they were elaborately booby-trapped
against thieves. None of that did any good in the end, of course, but the first few dozen (or hundred)
thieves must have gotten nasty surprises.

Secondarily, the pyramids were to preserve the pharaohs’ names for posterity. As great kings with the
blood of the gods in them, Egyptians (especially perhaps of the Old Kingdom) believed that the pharaohs
deserved to be remembered. Pyramids were designed to stand for millennia as enduring reminders of the
great kings and Egypt’s great civilization. To that end, they were decorated with lavish artistic depictions
of the pharaohs’ exploits and daily life. Obelisks and other stone monuments also proclaimed the great
deeds of prominent pharaohs, but none more magnificently than the pyramids! Thus, the pyramid was a
kind of glorified tomb-storage closet-shrine-vault, and a national monument to Egypt’s greatness.

Development of Embalming and Mummification

If you were to enter the Great Pyramid of Giza (which would today be a relatively easy and well-lighted
experience), you would wind your way through various passages to the heart of the structure, and there
you would find a large stone coffin that once contained the pharaoh’s mummified remains. Well and
Good. Have you ever wondered, however, why the Egyptians chose to disembowel their (most important)
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dead bodies, dry them out as if preserving meat for winter, then wrap them in strips of linen like a present?
Where, you might wonder, did they ever get the notion to develop the processes of embalming (that’s the
disemboweling and drying out part) and mummification (that’s the wrapping up like a present part)?

Historians think it came about in this way. The earliest dead Egyptians (and many later ones also) seem to
have been buried in the plentiful and otherwise-useless desert sand. There, a lack of moisture combined
with heat preserved bodies for a much longer period of time than burial in moist, cool ground would.
When shifting winds or sands unearthed a corpse, living Egyptians would have observed the body still in
a high state of preservation with skin and hair intact.

Historians such as Suzanne Strauss Art theorize that the Egyptians reasoned (or hoped) their way from
the preserved bodies they found to an entire theology of an afterlife. She thinks that “The Egyptians came
to believe that everyone had a ba (soul) and a ka (an invisible twin of himself). At the moment of death,
the ka and the ba were released from a person’s body. The corpse had to be preserved so that after burial
the ka could once again reside in it. Otherwise, there would be no chance for an Afterlife.” !

You may feel that it is a bit of a stretch to imagine that an Egyptian would find a well-preserved dead body
and arrive at the Conclusion that dead people could or would live on in that body, but remember that
historians have a difficult job to do—explaining history and drawing useful lessons for our lives from the
facts of the past—so it is only fair that they should have some fun now and then by speculating about how
ancient peoples got to believe the things they did. If you wish to suppose a different reason for Egyptian
theology of an afterlife, you are welcome to join them!

However, it happened, the Egyptians did believe in the ba and the ka and the necessity of preserving
corpses. In fact, when Egyptians began to create fancier tombs for their rulers, they must have been horri-
fied to discover that the bodies disintegrated in the cooler, damper stone tombs. Embalming and mum-
mification were developed as a way to preserve the bodies for the afterlife and thus keep the spirit of the
pharaoh alive forever (perhaps to arise and defend his nation in the future, as many another culture would
believe after them—just think of the legends about King Arthur or Constantine XI, both of whose spirits
were supposed to be preserved alive somewhere to help England and Byzantium in a future hour of need).
This sort of physical preservation was also a good way to honor the pharaoh, even in death.

I will try to be brief in my description of embalming and mummification—after all, you can always look
up the gory details elsewhere! The embalmers first took out squishy organs like the lungs, heart, brains,
and stomach. They didn’t cut the body open any more than they had to because, remember, they believed
it would be wanted by the dead person later, and large scars are inconvenient as well as unsightly. There-
fore, they would hook the brains out through a small hole near the dead body’s nose cavity instead (trying
very hard not to disfigure the face in the process), and they took out all the major organs (stomach, liver,
intestines, etc.) through a small slit in the torso.

The organs they placed in special “canopic” jars with lids in the form of human and animal heads (it’s dis-
appointing to relate this, but “canopic” has no special meaning—it was simply the name of the town where
these funeral jars were manufactured, as if one were to say “Taiwanese toys”). They left the heart because
they believed it was the seat of the dead person’s being, intelligence, and personality.

1. Early Times: The Story of Ancient Egypt Early Times: The Story of Ancient Egypt, 4th ed., by Suzanne Strauss Art (Wayside
Publishing, 2013), p. 76.

©2024 Christina Somerville, et al. All rights reserved.

37



THE HisTORY OF REDEMPTION

Then, the embalmers used a special kind of salt called “natron” to dry out the body. They would bury the
body in natron as one buries a body in sand at the beach. When the body was dry (a process that took for-
ty days and was accompanied by many rituals, prayers, spells, etc.), they would stuff sawdust back in where
the organs had been so that the body was the right shape.

The body was now ready for mummification (being made into a mummy). The word “mummy” comes
from the Arabic mumiyah (“embalmed body”) and that comes from the Persian word mum (“wax”), which
was in fact used to glue together the long strips of linen cloth in which the Egyptians wrapped the body.
Again, you must imagine endless rituals and prayers as part of this process, as well as many spells being
chanted or written and tucked in among the strips of linen. When everything was finished, the body was
ready to be buried in a special painted and decorated coffin called a sarcophagus.

Incidentally, many mummified animals have also been found in Egypt, but relatively few are buried with
their owners. Many are buried in places of ceremony or in pet cemeteries. That’s right—the Egyptians
also invented pet cemeteries!

Tomb Goods

In addition to their bodies, Egyptians also believed that a dead pharaoh would eventually be able to enjoy
the things that were buried with him—but nothing else. Imagine packing up everything needed for an
eternal afterlife! Thus, while pyramids were designed to house the pharaoh’s mummies safely, they also
had to provide space (and, remember, defenses against thieves) for all the royal treasures of a ruler. A pha-
raoh needed a whole pyramid to supply himself for the next world as befitted his rank.

Unsurprisingly, the tomb of a dead pharaoh was an irresistible attraction to generation upon generation of
thieves—and all the priests’ defensive skills didn’t do a bit of good against them. By the time of the New
Kingdom, Egyptians were wise enough to hide their dead pharaohs’ tombs and treasures away in a distant
valley, cut under cliff faces behind hidden underground entrances, instead of parading them in a structure
that can be seen from space. (One worries about the fates of those who built these tombs—after all, even
in Egyptian theology, dead men tell no tales.) Thus, we have the Valley of Kings, and thus a few tombs
survived unmolested to be discovered in modern times by archaeologists.

Therefore, when a British nobleman named Lord Canarvon found the unmolested New Kingdom tomb of
a young pharaoh named Tutankhamum in 1922 A.D., he was able to catalogue the wealth of the pharaohs
(and incidentally begin a revival of Egyptian-styled clothes, hair, cosmetics, jewelry, furniture, and deco-
rations that reached all the way down to the American Flappers and influenced the Art Deco movement).
They found clothes, food, furniture, games, model boats, jewelry, weapons, tools, musical instruments,
cosmetics, charms, amulets, and shoes. They found little clay images of servants (who were, perhaps, sup-
posed to come to life and serve the pharaoh).

What Happened After Burial

Early on, it was believed that direct service to a pharaoh was essential if one was to have any chance at
eternal life, since the divine pharaoh would need to be served after his death and would thus grant eternal
life to the servants he valued. In Middle Kingdom times, this belief changed in the aftermath of the fail-
ure of pharaohs to ensure prosperity. Afterwards, it was believed more and more that anyone who proper-
ly worshipped Osiris (the god of the dead) could attain eternal life apart from serving the pharaoh well.
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Whether a pharaoh or a humble workman, Egyptians came to expect a judgment in which their honesty,
truthfulness, and good works were weighed on a scale against their bad works. They believed that Osiris
had a judgment hall where each person’s heart was weighed against the Feather of Truth. The soul coming
to be judged must plead innocent to forty-two mortal sins before Osiris, and then came the judgment. If
the heart balanced reasonably well against the Feather of Truth—the person would be sent to the happy
Kingdom of the West. If not, the person would be fed to a monster.

/As I mentioned previously, Egyptians were buried not with Bibles but with copies of the Book Ofx
Coming Forth by Day (we who know that they never rose from their tombs now call it The Book

of the Dead). This collection of prayers and spells and instructions was written on papyrus rolls

and even painted on tomb walls as a kind of guide to navigating the complex journey through the
afterlife, avoiding dangers, and ultimately achieving eternal life.

The soul’s success in the afterlife depended on their knowledge of spells and their ability to recite
them accurately. The book included spells and instructions for protection against hostile spirits
and demons, and guidance through the trials of the underworld (ordeals which a soul must pass
successfully to experience rewards rather than punishments in the afterlife). As such, the text of-
ten emphasized the importance of aligning one’s actions with the principles of Ma’at, the concept
of balance, harmony, and truth. The deceased were often identified with Osiris, the god of the
afterlife, in their journey toward resurrection.

The Book of the Dead was not a single standardized text; instead, it varied in content and ar-
rangement depending on the individual’s social status, beliefs, and personal preferences. Wealth-
ier individuals could afford longer and more elaborate versions with additional spells and illus-
trations. Many versions of the Book of the Dead included detailed illustrations depicting scenes
from the afterlife, such as the weighing of the heart against the feather of Maat.

How sad it is to think that all this care prepared not a single Egyptian soul to face death and find

(ternal life. j

CONCLUSION

The pyramids were wonders, sure enough—but in the end, they’re still tombs. That tells us a great deal
about the Egyptian view of life—and death.

Does that seem strange to you? Is our civilization really more advanced? In Coming Home, Timeless Wis-
dom for Families, Dr. James Dobson told a story about how he learned something important about life—
and death. His teenaged daughter came home one day and said, “Hey, Dad! There’s a great new game out.
I think you'll like it. It’s called Monopoly.” Dobson just smiled. Here’s what he says:

We gathered the family together and set up the board. It didn’t take the kids long to figure out that old Dad
had played this game before. I soon owned all the best properties, including Boardwalk and Park Place. I
even had Baltic and Mediterranean. My kids were squirming, and I was loving every minute of it.
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About midnight I foreclosed on the last property and did a little victory dance. My family wasn’t impressed.
They went to bed and made me put the game away. As I began putting all of my money back in the box, a
very empty feeling came over me. Everything that I had accumulated was gone. The excitement over riches
was just an illusion. And then it occurred to me, “Hey, this isn’t just the game of Monopoly that has caught
my attention; this is the game of life. You sweat and strain to get ahead, but then one day, after a little chest

pain or a wrong change of lanes on the freeway, the game ends. It all goes back in the box. You leave this
world just as naked as the day you came into it.”

The Egyptians thought hard about that “box” we call death. They spent their whole lives thinking about
how to beat it. In our culture, we spend a lifetime ignoring death—but it doesn’t ignore us. Everything
this world has to offer all goes back in the box one day. Maybe this can help you see life and death more

clearly. Let’s set our eyes on things above, in Heaven, not on this world’s Monopoly money. Let’s think
outside the box!
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CHAPTER 3 | EGYPTIAN POLYTHEISM AND THE JUDGMENT OF GOD

INTRODUCTION

We’ll be dealing with important ideas in this chapter: the gods of Egypt and the judgment of God. Egypt
was a proud and powerful nation that feared no other country on earth. The people of God in their midst
were despised as slaves and feared as outsiders. That all changed when Moses came to town. The pagans
(an old-fashioned word for people who do not worship the God of the Bible) were impressed! God showed
His power over all the gods of Egypt, began the first feast of the Passover, and freed the Israelites for Him-
self, all in one amazing event! The history of these Israelite slaves is especially important to us because we
are like them in many ways. As Christians in a fallen world, we too are strangers in a strange land.

WORLDVIEW TERMINOLOGY

When talking about a person’s worldview beliefs, it is helpful to define some terms first:

QO Deity: A “deity” is a gender-neutral word for a divine being, just as “human” is a gender-neutral word
for a man or a woman. The word “deity” can refer to either a god or goddess.

U Religion: “belief in, worship of, or obedience to a supernatural power or powers considered to be di-
vine or to have control of human destiny.” !

Q  Superstition: “irrational belief usually founded on ignorance or fear and characterized by obsessive
reverence for omens, charms, etc.” 2

U Pantheism: “Pan” is “all” and “theo” is “god,” so “pantheism” is the word for belief that all things are
gods. The divine spirit is in rocks, trees, mountains, sky—indeed, in all things.

Q Polytheism: “Poly” is “many” and “theo” is “god,” so “polytheism” is the word for belief in many gods.
The Egyptian gods came from (and were believed to rule) nature, but because those gods were ulti-
mately distinct from nature, the Egyptians are called polytheists rather than pantheists.

U Monotheism: “Mono” is “one” and “theo” is “god,” so “monotheism” is the word for belief in one god.

U “Truth” has been defined several ways, but its basic meaning is a statement that matches reality. False-
hood, of course, is that which does not correspond to reality.

The difference between religion and superstition is interesting to consider because the two concepts both
deal with the world of the supernatural, and of course one is supposed to fear one’s gods as well as love
them, so what difference is there, really, between reverent fear of one’s god and superstitious fear? The dif-
ference is that the word “superstition” has a greater connotation of irrationality and fear whereas “religion”
emphasizes faith, submission, and worship.

To most modern people, both superstition and religion are equally subjective and personal. It is hard
for many non-Christian modern people to believe that supernatural powers present objective realities or
truths, so the distinction between superstition and religion might not be very clear to them. Indeed, you
will likely encounter many people who believe that all religions are just so much superstition—irrational
beliefs founded on fear. Therefore, notice that the dictionary describes religion as an act of worship and
submission, not primarily a response born of irrational fear or ignorance.

1. “religion.” Collins English Dictionary—Complete & Unabridged 10th Edition. HarperCollins Publishers. 23 Jun. 2011.
<http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/religion>.

2. “superstition.” Collins English Dictionary—Complete & Unabridged 10th Edition. HarperCollins Publishers. 23 Jun.
2011. <http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/superstition>.
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The Egyptians, with their polytheistic belief system, worshiped co-equal (and often competing) deities.
This type of religion easily gives rise to frightened, superstitious people because there is no limit to the
number of gods, known or unknown, making conflicting demands on their followers. Most scholars find
it easy to believe that the Egyptians developed their myths from ignorance as non-scientific means of both
calming fears and explaining life. However, Ancient Egyptians hymns and prayers reveal that at least
some of them sincerely revered, worshipped, and loved their gods in a religious way rather than merely in
a superstitious way.

Of course, there were still plenty of superstitious Egyptians. Their written spells bear testimony to this.
For example, because the Egyptians feared the powerful malignity of an evil god such as Seth, they wor-
shipped him so as to keep him from doing evil to them. This would have been a kind of reverence that
had fear, loathing, and hypocrisy (for humans also are evil) at its core. By contrast, although some people
might initially come to Yahweh (the God of the Bible) because of a fear of Hell, the proper attitude towards
a God of love is worship and adoration, not fear. The One True God is good, and all loving. Once we
understand that, we come to Him in love and adoration as well as reverent fear.

SUPERNATURAL STORIES

Folktales, legends, and myths were used in the ancient world to help both adults and children understand
their culture’s worldview beliefs. Such stories could be religious, superstitious, or both, or neither! How-
ever, they do generally point us towards the worldview beliefs of the culture that produced them and are
worth studying for that reason. Before we read them, however, it is helpful to understand where they fall
on the scale of falsehood or fiction versus history or truth.

Folktales (also called “tall tales”) are easy to place because, in the community that tells them, “everybody
knows” that they aren’t really true. Oh, there may be a kernel of truth in them originally—for instance,
Paul Bunyan and Johnny Appleseed from America’s folktales might be characters based on real people.
However, Paul Bunyan was supposed to have owned a giant blue ox named “Babe.” While he may have
owned a large ox named Babe, both the color and the size are almost certainly false. Or consider Aesop’s
Fables, in which animals talk and plan and manipulate just as people do. These stories are obviously fic-
tional. Thus, although folktales can often teach us something, they are mostly “just for fun,” and everyone
knows it.

Legends are usually stories about important events or people. Some of the details might be different than
what actually happened, but the important part is remembered as we tell the story. George Washington
cutting down the cherry tree is a famous example, or the legend of Menes uniting Upper and Lower Egypt.
Both could have happened, and perhaps did happen, but might just as easily have been false. For instance,
historians are still arguing about whether the man named “Menes” was really “Menes” or actually named

“Narmer,” and whether he lived at all, or whether he was made up to simplify a long, slow unification pro-
cess. Legends like these might teach us to always tell the truth (like Washington) or work to serve a united
Egypt (like Menes), but again, their perfect truthfulness is questionable. They are often more truthful

Myths can be the trickiest to place on the scale between falsehood and truth. Myths are the stories that
people tell about gods and goddesses, about magic, or about something supernatural. Creation myths,
for example, tell about the beginning of the world, how it was made and why. Often, there are multiple
versions of a given myth.
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From a biblical perspective, it is not surprising that the Egyptians had at least three or four conflicting ac-

counts of creation because none of them come from God or match reality. Men made up these stories, so it

is not surprising that several versions exist. Of course, an Egyptian might just as easily say to a Christian,
“how do you know your account of creation isn’t the made-up one, and that your god isn’t the false one?”

It was just this kind of question that we see set up between the gods of Egypt and Yahweh in the book of

Exodus.

Those who believe in the supernatural beings or magic represented in myths generally believe them to be
at least partly true. To them, these are the stories of reality and of history. Meanwhile, those who don’t
believe in those gods or magic represented in the story usually think of them as “only myths.”

Today, “myth” has come to mean a story about gods or magic that isn’t real, but some people believe in it.
The Ancient Egyptians had many such stories that we regard today as myths. Mythology is often valuable
to study and understand, but it does raise interesting questions. Christians believe that only the Bible is
true and that every other story about a god, goddess, power, or magical event is ultimately false. However,
those who aren’t Christians believe that the Bible is no different than any other myth. Christians then
begin to wonder, “Why do we believe the stories in the Bible but not these mythological stories?”

Over time, you will see the differences for yourself, by really looking at the Bible and the myths. My
youngest sister said this about reading myths: “The myths tell stories about gods who act like people. They
get jealous, angry, or selfish. The Bible tells about a holy and perfect God who loved the world so much He
sent His only son to save them from their sins. That’s a story unlike anything anybody would have made
up. The gods of mythology are made in man’s image. The God of the Bible made us in His image!”

In Romans 1:23, Paul explains how ungrateful humans exchanged the glory of the immortal God for

“images resembling mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles.” He may have had the Egyptian idols
specifically in mind! The Egyptians may have often painted or carved images of idols with animal heads,
but the stories they told show how entirely they modeled their gods’ hearts after human hearts. Nowhere
in their stories is there any such perfect integrity, total majesty, fullness of justice, or vastness of love for
mankind as we see displayed in the God of the Bible.

EGYPTIAN THEOLOGY '

Men tend to fight, conquer, and rule with despotism, not mercy. They are limited by and subject to human
passions and frustrations. Egyptian gods mirror human characteristics. In the Egyptian worldview, gods
are made in the image of man, and not vice verse. Therefore, they are often selfish, fallible, capable of be-
ing tricked, and may lose their own self-control or enter conflict with one another. Egyptian gods marry
and give birth to other gods as humans do. They feel jealous, fight wars, and even get old or get killed. For
example, Set envies Osiris’s throne, so Set kills Osiris and cuts him up into little pieces, which his wife Isis
has to reassemble. Again, Isis tricks Hathor, getting her drunk to divert her from her divinely-appointed
mission because Hathor has gotten out of control in her execution of the mission. They are neither moral-
ly pure nor, for deities, mightily purposeful and powerful.

The Egyptian gods’ relationship to humans also mirrors human attitudes towards inferiors. First, Egypt’s
gods are tribal gods. They may be generally benevolent to Egyptians, but not to foreigners or humanity in
general. Also, even with respect to Egyptians, the gods pay attention to their inferiors mostly to demand

1. Some background historical information and all quotes in this section are taken from pages xvi-xvii of Ancient Egyptian
Literature: An Anthology, translated by John L. Foster.
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things from them. Egyptians exist to serve the gods, building their temples, feeding and clothing their
idols, and providing glory and obedience. The gods’ specific tenderness is generally reserved for Pharaoh.
Men, for their part, attempt to placate the gods in order to get (or get away with) as much as they can. Sal-
vation, in this scheme of things, comes by works. If an Egyptian does enough good works, he has a right
to expect his gods’ favors (unless they are in “one of their moods” or simply not paying attention). We call
this kind of transactional relationship a “works-based” religion; it is extremely common among humans.

/Yahweh (the personal name of God in the Bible), by contrast, displays truly divine character, \
actions, and priorities that no man would have invented. He is one person in three (the Trinity),

not three separate gods. He is infallible and consistent, never turning from His plans. He is holy

(a word that means “other”), righteous, just, merciful, omniscient, and omnipotent. He is never
capricious or impetuous. He creates the world intentionally and beautifully, giving humans a

special place of honor beecause of His great and particular love for each of them, and for all of

them (not only for the people of one ethnicity).

Yahweh is God of all peoples and nations (see for instance Isaiah 19:21-25. Yahweh chooses to
judge justly, but also to show free mercy in redeeming a people for His own, at great personal cost
to Himself. God’s relationship to man is one of a divinity whose character is vastly different from
humankind’s. Yet, God cares about people, and seeks to restore them from the sinfulness that

Qmes so naturally to them, and that is often directed at Him! j

Egyptian Beliefs about Reality

The Egyptian worldview is basically a polytheistic (“many gods”) religion, which means that Egyptians
believed their multiple gods were the ultimate reality. Like most other ancient polytheists, they practiced
animism (meaning they believed that many of the natural elements we see around us, such as rivers, wind,
the sky, etc., are actually divine personalities: gods and goddesses).

In personality, the Egyptian gods and goddesses were believed to be like “human beings writ large,” with
human personalities and human-style relationships mostly made up of family groups. Egyptians thought
their gods and goddesses were immortal and had great powers, ruling over different parts of nature and
humanity according to their different natures (i.e. the god of the Nile rules over the Nile and perhaps over
fishermen). However, the gods were also believed to need housing, clothing, and feeding by humans. They
were also capable of making mistakes and losing control over their creation: there is a story, for instance,
that Ra lost control of a great lioness that he made to punish mankind (Sekhmet), and had to appease her
by making her the goddess of love and beauty, so that she could cause still greater pain in human hearts.

Like people, the Egyptians gods were believed to have qualities of wisdom, mercy, love, and benevolence at
times, but that they could also (again, like humans) be vindictive, arbitrary, and cruel. In the stories, most
Egyptian gods have both good and bad traits. Most Egyptian gods were also thought to have pet cities
(often called “cult” cities) that each one cared for especially. The Egyptians believed that their gods were
willing to bestow care and rewards on certain select human beings (mostly the Pharaohs), and through
them bless the nation of Egypt.
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Egyptians had at least two other important beliefs about what is real that concern the gods. First, they
believed that magic (the ability to make things happen in the natural world that are outside of its usual
operations) is real. They also believed firmly that magic was used by the gods (as well as mortals). Second,
Egyptians believed that there exists separate from the gods’ (though sometimes personified as a goddess)
the idea of ma’at (a concept that combines truth, justice, goodness, and harmony). Mat is the opposite
of chaos (isfet). It is also the standard that human beings must meet, with the gods (especially Osiris) as
judges of how well they have measured up to it.

Egyptians believe that the natural universe is a creation of the gods, though there are at least five different
accounts about how this happened. Usually, water figures in these stories as an element of both chaos and
the beginning of life, and some sort of a sun god is often involved:

1. The world was created through eight couples of gods and goddesses out of a watery chaotic nothing.
One account says that he created his own human form by gathering together the waters of chaos.

2. The sun god (called by different names) created lesser gods and goddesses first because he was lonely,
and then he created the earth. Human beings resulted from his tears of joy striking the earth.

3. Earth was created through the craftsmanship of the god Ptah by the spoken word of a god named
Atum or Amun (who is self-created and hidden—all the other gods are incarnations of him).

4. A divine couple named Shu and Tefnut gave birth to Geb (earth) and Nut (sky). The other gods came
later.

5. A god named Atum created the world through a process like evolution as Ra rose out of the primordial
waters and then spoke the world into being. (However, another story says that Ra was born from a
great goose’s egg or lotus flower.)

6. The pharaoh Akhenaten taught that the Aten (the one god of the sun whom he insisted should alone
be worshipped) had created all things.

One Egyptian story says that human beings were invented as part of the general creation process of the
gods. Another story says that they were shaped out of Nile mud by the potter-god Khnum, but not as a
loving, purposeful act of grace filled with the promise of bliss. There is some evidence Egyptians believed
that Earth was created by the gods for mankind, but the gods have not given humans a specific purpose
other than to serve the gods by feeding, clothing, and glorifying them.

To the Egyptians, humans were sometimes seen as beloved children of a god who shaped a land of safe-
ty and plenty specifically for them, but at other times they were seen as simply by-products of a general
creative process, and of course the possibilities multiplied as more gods and more different accounts of
creation were incorporated into the Egyptian worldview. The one consistency seems to be that the Pha-
raoh, who was believed to be a descendent of the god Horus, was supposedly dear to the gods.

According to Egyptian belief, humans have a soul and a physical body. The soul lodges in the body, but

it is a separate and immortal spirit. Body and soul will be united in death. They also believe that man is
currently as he has always been—there was no fall from an original perfect state, though man is flawed:
his heart is set against maat. This was recognized by Egyptians as the main source of trouble in the world,
but it was not seen as an impossible obstacle to salvation.

Egyptians buried dead human bodies with many grave goods to sustain them in the next life. They
believed that, after death, each soul will be judged by Osiris, god of the dead. A soul’s past life and deeds
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are weighed against the Feather of Truth and judged according to ma’t. The soul is either found guilty
and sentenced (to be swallowed by a monstrous goddess or possibly also cast into the Duat), or else judged
righteous and allowed to become a part of the god Osiris. So, essentially, they believe that the reality of
salvation is only to be achieved by human works.

Egyptian Beliefs about Morality

Ma'at provides a standard of justice, goodness, truth, and harmony by which people know what is right
and wrong. Thus, justice, goodness, truth, and harmony are right, while injustice, wickedness, falsehood,
disharmony, and chaos are wrong. Part of upright living means honoring the gods with devotion, prayer,
and sacrifices of animals. Ancient Egyptians also believed that it is right and good to reverence the Pha-
raoh as a god on earth.

Egyptian Beliefs about Values

The gods (including Pharaoh) were valuable to ancient Egyptians because they were believed to provide ev-
erything and have at least some benevolence towards mankind. Serving the gods was a valuable thing for
an ancient Egyptian to do, because that is how they believed they could persuade the gods to bless them.

To the ancient Egyptian, the soul was valuable, and so was its life in the world after this one, and so was
resurrection. All Egyptians hoped and longed that their souls would be resurrected after death like those
of the god Osiris. Towards that end, it was thought valuable to live one’s life in harmony with mauat, so
that one would be judged righteous when his heart was weighed against the Feather of Truth. Similarly,
a proper funeral (and proper religious behavior in general) was seen as valuable, so that one’s soul might
enter a blissful afterlife. Also, to the Egyptian, a person’s name was valuable as the seat of his personality
(it can be invoked in spells or curses) and reputation (i.e. his “good name”).

Egypt as a country and as a homeland was greatly valued by its people. Egyptians also valued themselves:
they considered themselves blessed by their gods, superior to other nations in war and in culture. One of
their poets spoke of Egyptians as the “sunfolk”—people of the sun god—and that is a good way to describe
their value for the idea of being Egyptian.

Good relationships between Egyptians were valuable to them, especially between master (or lord), and
servant. Faithfulness from subordinates to their superiors was valuable. Foreigners and relationships with
them, however, were not seen as valuable; in fact, they were viewed as disgusting, and relationships with
them were based only on trade or politics.

THE POLYTHEISTIC EGYPTIAN PANTHEON

A “pantheon” includes all the gods that a particular culture worships. Egyptians worshipped the sun, the
Nile, cats, cobras, and a host of other idols, but that wasn’t all. Pharaoh was one of the “gods” of Egypt,
too—each living Pharaoh was supposed to be an earthly incarnation of Horus, the son of Isis and Osiris,
and when he died, he supposedly turned into Osiris. He was considered a “god on earth.”

Some scholars estimate that the Ancient Egyptians may have had over two thousand gods and goddesses
in all, but it is difficult to be specific about the total number because the ancient Egyptians themselves
were not specific. In the mythology and theology of ancient Egypt, the gods and goddesses were not static,
but dynamic. They had changing roles, identities, stories, and places within the overall hierarchy of their
pantheon.
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Scholars love to speculate about Egyptian gods and goddesses. For example, some think that the
Egyptian pantheon is so large partly because the conservative, tradition-loving Egyptians were
afraid to give up older gods even when newer deities were introduced. Does that explanation
make sense to you? How would you try to explain the multiplying of gods in a worldview?

Adding to the complexity is the fact that it appears that minor spirits (for example, demons) and even the
dead relatives of ancient Egyptians may have also been considered to be gods or goddesses. It seems the
ancient Egyptians were fairly fluid about assigning divine status. There are many examples of gods and
goddesses who overlapped with each other in terms of their roles or power or relationships. Two gods or
goddesses were often combined to create a third deity, who embodied aspects of both. Yet the original two
still remained as distinct persons and might combine with still other gods or goddesses. In such cases,
male gods would be combined, or female goddesses—rarely if ever were male and female deities combined.

With a handful of exceptions, all ancient Egyptian deities were clearly either male or female, and each
one had to have a spouse, even if that meant inventing a new god or goddess as a spouse for a lone dei-
ty. Certain gods, such as Ra or Osiris, had associated female goddesses who were considered to be a part
of them—a feminine manifestation of their power—but this was relatively rare. Even in such cases, they
were a feminine side that did not detract from the essential masculinity of the god.

As you study the centuries of ancient Egyptian theology, it is important to remember that the Egyptians
were comfortable with a good deal of apparent contradiction. For example, they had at least four major
creation accounts, each of which was considered to be as truthful, or not, as the others. Likewise, their
gods and goddesses could play a variety of roles within a given myth. Ra, for example, was combined at
various times with three major gods—Amun, Atum, and Horus—and two minor gods (Khepri and Kh-
num), who were the morning and evening manifestations of Ra, respectively. Hathor was believed to be
Ra’s mother, wife, and daughter at various points in the day. She gave birth to him in the morning, mar-
ried him at noon, and was born to him in the evening, so that she could give birth to him again the next
morning. The Egyptian pantheon was incredibly complex!

Now it’s time to learn about some of the important gods and goddesses in the Egyptian pantheon. As you
read, note that the strongest gods were those associated with the strongest forces of nature in the Egyptians’
environment: sun, water, sky, etc. There were not, for instance, any mighty gods associated with moun-
tains or snow. The Egyptians did not believe that a spirit was resident in all things equally (pantheism), but
rather that various different deities controlled different aspects of their world and lives. Scholars often re-
fer to such nature-ruling deities of ancient cultures as “nature gods.” Below are ten of the most important:

O Re (Ra), god of the sun Q Isis, goddess of magic and healing

O Hathor, goddess of women and motherhood, Osiris, god of crops

a
represented by the cow Q Hapi, god of the Nile
a

QO Ptah, creator-god represented by the Apis bull Khnum, creator-god of the Nile, represented by

O Horus, first divine Pharaoh the ram

U Thoth, god of magic

(M

Heqet, goddess of fertility, represented by the
frog
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ou will notice, as you begin to read about the gods and goddesses of Egypt, that some of them
have animal heads. Suzanne Strauss Art theorizes that perhaps “..the priests wore masks of the
animal gods to whom they were appealing when they performed religious ceremonies. Paintings
were made of the masked priests, and these images became identified with the gods themselves”.!
Was that the way it happened, or not? We don’t know!

What we do know is that Egyptian art was intended to be clear and informative. This was im-
portant enough that the ancient Egyptians routinely labeled much of their artwork so that those
who could read would have no doubt about what was being represented. Thus, gods and god-
desses that were “human”—such as Isis or Hathor—were often depicted with symbols upon their
heads that identified them and their roles. Hathor was a sky goddess associated with cattle, and
as such she often had cow horns with a golden sun disc between them as her headdress. When
Isis and Hathor began to be combined in later Egyptian history, Isis too wore the same sort of
headdress, since she shared Hathor’s powers and roles.

When gods or goddesses were associated with animals, such as Anubis, Horus, or Taweret, their
associated animal quality was indicated by their head. Thus, the jackal god, Anubis, was a pro-
tector of graves, who kept off the real-life jackals that dug for corpses buried in the sand. Horus,
a sky god, had the head of a falcon when this role was being emphasized. Otherwise, he had the
form of a human child when his relationship with Osiris and Isis as their son was the focus. The
fiercely maternal protector goddess, Taweret, was part hippo, crocodile, lion, and woman, all
creatures who cared for and protected their young.

All this being said, it is important to remember that the Egyptian hieroglyphic language used
pictures as symbols to communicate meaning. Additionally, the fluid nature of the gods and
goddesses themselves meant that they were not confined to any one form or even identity. Some
ancient Egyptians may have believed that their deities literally had animal heads, but it is just as
likely that they understood quite well that these were symbolic or iconographic representations.
Christians have a similar concept when we refer to Jesus as the Lamb of God and the Lion of
Judah—we don’t believe that he is either a lion or lamb, literally.

1. Early Times: The Story of Ancient Egypt Early Times: The Story of Ancient Egypt, 4th ed., by Suzanne Strauss
Art (Wayside Publishing, 2013), p. 62.

Ogdoad

This group of deities were eight in number, four matching pairs of gods and goddesses. The males had
heads of frogs, and the females had heads of snakes. Each pair—god and goddess—had similar names,
only the endings changed. They were the male and female sides of the attribute of chaos that they embod-
ied. The ancient Egyptians themselves, even the priests of the Ogdoad, were not clear as to the true nature
of this group of deities. As best we can tell, Nu and Naunet represented the primordial waters. Hehu and
Hehut likely represented the void or space over the waters. Kekui and Kekuit represented darkness. Qerh
and Qerhet, who were later known as Amun and Amunet, represented either invisibility or the unknown.
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According to this creation myth, the eight gods and goddesses created the first mound of something—
earth—when they swam together into a clump of bodies. From out of their midst, the sun rose over the
mound. That was the beginning of Ra, who then began to create the rest of the world, humans, and even
some of the gods and goddesses. At this point, the Ogdoad myth merges with the typical Ra myths con-
cerning the general creation of the world.

This was the oldest of the ancient Egyptian creation myths. The Ogdoad was being displaced by other
myths or else forgotten by most Egyptians during the Old Kingdom era. Worship of the Ogdoad was cen-
tered in the city of Hermopolis, which was located in the fifteenth nome of Upper Egypt, near the border
between Lower and Upper Egypt. This was also the holy city of Thoth, where his major temple was built.
During the Middle Kingdom, there were mentions of the Ogdoad deities among the spells that people

had written on their coffins. Eventually, during the New Kingdom, the priests of Hermopolis revived the
Ogdoad as a creation account—probably in an attempt to increase the importance of their city. Other
creation myths were more popular overall throughout most of ancient Egypt’s long history.

Ennead

The Great Ennead—ennead meaning nine—was a group of gods and goddesses that created and person-
ified the world, according to their myth. Atum was the original creator god who brought forth Shu and
Tefnut. They in turn produced Geb and Nut. These were the parents of Osiris, Isis, Set, and Nephthys.
From these rose the Osiris myth, which played a central role in upholding the divine inspiration and legit-
imacy of the pharaohs. The priesthood of Heliopolis, capital city of the thirteenth nome of Lower Egypt,
were the chief promoters of the myth and worship of the Great Ennead. (Heliopolis was located north of
ancient Memphis, in the north-eastern part of modern Cairo.)

Aten

Aten was represented by the solar disc. Originally an aspect of Ra, the Pharaoh Akhenaten proclaimed
him the sole god to be worshipped throughout the land of Egypt, forbidding all other gods and goddesses.
Moreover, Aten could only actually be worshipped by Akhenaten and his queen, Nefertiti. The ancient
Egyptians had to worship and pray to Akhenaten and then he would pray to Aten on their behalf. After
Akhenaten’s death, regular worship of the Egyptian pantheon was resumed, and Aten worship was system-
atically eradicated as a heresy by subsequent pharaohs.

Aten made all things and loved all things and sustained all things, according to Akhenaten’s theology. The
night was a time to be feared since the light of Aten was no longer present. Temples built to honor Aten
were made without ceilings, so that worshippers could bask in Aten’s rays. Having made all things there
was nothing that could accurately represent Aten, so there were no statues made of him. As the sole god,
Aten had no family, no goddess-wife, and Akhenaten was his only child. Aten was responsible for order—
he held the roles and powers of Ma’at.

Amun

Amun was represented as a man, crowned with the Red Crown of Lower Egypt, topped with two plumes;
in later eras, he had blue skin; he was also known as Amon.

The worship of Amun as a distinct god began in Thebes. The capital of Upper Egypt’s fourth nome,
Thebes was also the seat of power for Dynasty XI, which contended with Dynasties IX and X of Lower
Egypt during the last years of the First Intermediate Period. When Dynasty XI overthrew Dynasties X,

©2024 Christina Somerville, et al. All rights reserved.

49



THE HisTORY OF REDEMPTION

beginning the Middle Kingdom era, their chief god—Amun—became a national god over the whole land
of Egypt. This position was reinforced and strengthened at the beginning of the New Kingdom era when
Thebes based Dynasty XVIII reunited Egypt once more. Amun, as their patron god, was credited by Dy-
nasty XVIII pharaohs with giving them strength and victory over the hated Hyksos invaders.

Originally, Amun was one of the eight gods and goddesses of the Ogdoad, representing mystery. Over
time, his priests at Thebes developed an ever more comprehensive and complex theology for him. He was
said to be creator of all other gods, the mysterious beginning of everything. At the height of his power and
prestige, Amun was essentially believed to be the only god—for all other gods and goddesses were said to
be extensions of his self and nature. As Amun rose in popularity and power, he was merged with other
gods. As Amun-Ra (or Amon-Re) he was merged with Ra to become a sun god. Later he was also merged
with Min, a fertility god, and these three aspects—Amun, Ra, and Min—made him the creator, sustainer,
and giver of life.

When worship of Amun was brought south to Nubia, they merged him with their sun god, who had the
form of a ram. This also played into his fertility god persona since rams were considered masculine and
fertile. Sometimes he was worshipped as a bull, another symbol of strength, fertility, and power. The Nu-
bians adopted Amun as a national god and continued to worship him throughout their history.

Egypt fell once more into division and strife at the beginning of the Third Intermediate Period. The end of
Dynasty XX allowed the powerful high priests of Amun in Thebes to rule most of Upper Egypt. However,
the national worship of Amun began to decline during this era. The rulers of Lower Egypt were foreigners
and other gods rose to prominence. When Dynasty XXV, which was Nubian in origin, reunited Egypt,
they revived the worship of Amun for a time. With their downfall, he once more fell back into relative

obscurity.

/The Great Honker was a male Nilegoose who swam on the waters of chaos. He suddenly honked
loudly, which was the beginning of time. He then laid an egg from which hatched the sun. From
there, Ra apparently took over and started creating everything else, with the help of various sub-
sequent gods and goddesses. Some variations of this story give credit to Thoth in the form of ibis,
rather than the Great Honker. The ancient Egyptians took this myth seriously enough that they
merged Amun with the Nilegoose on occasion. It wasn’t his primary form, but Amun doesn’t

Qm to have objected to the idea—or at least his priests didn’t do so. j

Ra

Ra (or Re) was the god of the sun. He was definitely one of the oldest and most important gods in ancient
Egypt. There were several other gods and goddesses who helped Ra move and protect the sun. His animal
forms included a scarab beetle, a falcon, and a ram. As a man, he is shown with falcon head crowned with
a sun disc.

Ra was often considered to be the creator of life and the world, rising from the sea of chaos (personified
as Nun). Ra’s importance was so central that he was commonly combined with other important gods
from time to time. In addition, he was joined with minor gods who helped differentiate his being in the
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morning, at noon, in the evening, and through the night. The Eye of Ra was such an aspect, envisioned

as daughters of Ra, and commonly included three or more goddesses: Hathor, Sekhmet, and Bastet. The
Eye of Ra was his fierce and protective or vengeful power made manifest. Sometimes, as in one story when
he sent out Hathor, that power was destructive—so much so that Ra had to intervene lest all mankind be
destroyed by her wrath.

Ra carried the sun on a barge—a boat—across the sky, and he was assisted by several other gods and god-
desses on this daily journey. At night, he was believed to descend into the underworld, where he met with
Osiris, the god of death and the afterlife. Osiris restored and renewed Ra, who was reborn through his
mother-wife-daughter Hathor. This cycle repeated daily and was crucial for the survival of all life since
the sun is needed for plants to grow. The ancient Egyptians worshipped multiple gods and goddesses who
were responsible for the sun in some way, but Ra was the chief among them.

Ra was also credited with defeating Apep (a giant snake of chaos) and for being the father of Ma’at, the
goddess of order, harmony, justice, and truth. He and his companions battled Apep and other chaos
monsters each night as the barge that carried the sun descended into the underworld. According to some
legends, this battle occurred in the west, as he first entered Duat, and by other accounts he fought Apep
near dawn in order to be reborn each morning. Each sunrise, for the ancient Egyptians, was a manifesta-
tion of the triumph of life and order over death and chaos.

Hapi

Next in importance was the Nile itself, which was also worshipped as a god. This isn’t surprising, given

its importance to Egypt. Portrayed as a man with a large belly and drooping chest, who wore a fake beard,
he was associated particularly with the flooding of the Nile River. Frogs were associated with him as well
since they flourished during the flood season. He often had blue or green skin, which was symbolic of
water. Most of his worshippers were at Elephantine, which was the city at the First Cataract, where the
floodwaters first entered Egypt. The floodwaters brought fertile soil, so he was also associated with fertility.
Sometimes he was depicted as binding the papyrus and lotus plants together, which was symbolic of unit-
ing Lower and Upper Egypt.

Atum

Atum, represented as a man wearing either a royal headdress or else the double crown of Egypt, was as-
sociated with the setting of the sun. He was the first god of the Ennead, a self-created god who made the
world and eventually people also. He was linked closely to Ra, in some variations he was Ra, the sun god,
and it was believed that he and Ra combined as the sun set each evening. This was part of the daily cycle
of rebirth, and each morning, as the sun rose, it replayed the mythical emergence of Atum from the sea of
darkness. Eventually Atum created two children, by some accounts because he was lonely. The first, Shu,
he sneezed into being. The second, Tefnut, he spat into existence. These names were apparently (in part) a
pun on the ancient Egyptian words for sneezing and spitting.

Osiris (Younger)

Osiris was originally the god of fertility, plants, and farming. As the son of Geb, Osiris inherited the role
of king. Isis was his queen. However, his brother Set desired the throne, so Set conspired to murder Osiris.
There are several versions of the murder. Then, Isis recovered the body of her husband, Osiris, and tried to
hide it from Set.
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Many gods and goddesses were brought into the storyline at this point. They tried to defend the body of
Osiris from Set, but Set found the corpse and hacked it into pieces, which he scattered and hid throughout
Egypt. Isis searched for the parts of her husband, finding them and uniting them together. With the mag-
ical aid of Thoth and Anubis, she managed to briefly bring Osiris back to life. She also preserved his body
once he dies again (thus creating the first mummy). While Osiris was resurrected and briefly reunited
alove with his wife, Isis also conceived Horus. She was then forced to flee from Set while Osiris died again
and took up his place in the underworld as its ruler.

Politically, Osiris was associated with the deceased pharaoh. Even though a pharaoh had died, he still
lived on in the afterlife. The transition of lawful kingship from Osiris to Horus in the myth supported the
new pharaoh’s reign. When the new pharaoh buried the dead pharaoh, he was symbolically identifying
with the Osiris myth—strengthening his claim to the throne. Those who might resist the new pharaoh
were thus associated with Set, the god of storms, deserts, foreigners, and chaos. Only the pharaohs of
Dynasty XIX ever embraced Set and went against this pattern.

As a vegetation god, Osiris was linked to the natural cycle of life, death, and rebirth. Plants grow, die, and
are ‘reborn’ through their seeds to grow again. Ancient Egyptians hoped to live on in the afterlife, so the
death, resurrection, and preservation of Osiris gave them hope that they could do the same. Starting with
the pharaohs, then extending to the nobles, and finally including the common people, Osiris was wor-
shipped by everyone who hoped to find peace in the afterlife. After they died, the dead were sometimes
given new names that merged their personal name with that of Osiris, in the hope that they could share
his power over death.

Osiris was usually represented in Egyptian pictures as a man crowned with the White Crown of Upper
Egypt, which was flanked by two ostrich feathers. His skin was usually green or black—signifying rebirth
or fertility, respectively—and his body was wrapped in bandages like a mummy. In keeping with the myth
of his murder by Set and brief resurrection by Isis, Osiris became the chief god of the dead, resurrection,
and afterlife. In doing so, he displaced Anubis from that role.

Isis

Isis was married to Osiris, and the two of them reigned as the first King and Queen of Egypt. Horus was
their son. As a wife, mother, and queen, Isis was very popular—especially with women, who often prayed
to her. Not only was she worshipped in ancient Egypt, but eventually she was worshipped all across the
Roman Empire. Originally, she was portrayed as a woman with the hieroglyph for a throne on her head.

Isis was a goddess of magic, healing, and fertility; as the wife of Osiris and mother of Horus, she became
strongly associated with queens—the wives and mothers of pharaohs. Over the centuries, as she took over
elements of Hathor’s persona, she also was given the aspect of a woman with the solar disc between two
cow horns, identical to Hathor. She was believed to have the strongest magic of all the gods and a great
deal of cunning as well—she even tricked both Ra and Set.

The role of Isis in the Osiris myth was first that of the faithful wife and grieving widow. Together with her
sister Nephthys, she searched the land for the body of her husband Osiris, which Set had cut into pieces
and hidden throughout the land. In part, this portion of the myth connected all the nomes of Egypt
together as hiding places for the body of Osiris, bringing them into the story. By her persistence, with the
aid of various gods and goddesses and her magic power, Isis was able to restore her husband to life for a
little while. With the help of Anubis, she then preserved his body as the first mummy.
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Osiris lived on in the Duat from then on, which gave Isis—and Nephthys—significant roles in the funer-
al rites of ancient Egyptians who prayed to them to invoke their aid in seeking an immortal afterlife for
themselves.

During the short time that Osiris returned to life, Isis became pregnant with their son, Horus the young-
er. This portion of the myth focused on her role as a mother, healer, and protector. She was forced to hide
from a wrathful Set and gave birth to Horus in a papyrus thicket in the Nile Delta region of Lower Egypt.
While Horus was growing up, Isis had to protect him from dangers such as sickness, snakes, and Set—who
was the god of chaos. Ancient Egyptians often worshipped Isis and prayed to her for healing and protec-
tion in keeping with these stories from the myth.

As the Osiris myth grew and developed, Isis played an increasingly prominent role in the Egyptian panthe-
on. As the mother of Horus, who was identified with the living pharaoh, she then began to be more and
more identified with the royal queens, who were wives of the deceased pharaohs (like Osiris) and mothers
of the living pharaohs or their heirs. Hathor had originally held this place of honor, so as the popularity
of Isis increased, she began to take on many of Hathor’s roles and attributes. This trend of taking other
goddesses’ roles and powers continued throughout the rest of ancient Egyptian history, down through the
Greek and Roman periods, until Christianity replaced the ancient Egyptian religion entirely.

Particularly during the Greek period, Isis was viewed as one of the most important goddesses, almost in-
dependent of male gods. She was linked with many of them as a wife or mother, but her popularity made
her the more beloved partner. Worship of her spread beyond Egypt and throughout the Greek-speaking
world in a way that never occurred for Osiris or even Horus.

Horus the Elder

Horus, son of Isis and Osiris, took the shape of a falcon or hawk with the sun and moon as his eyes. He
was god of the sky and the ruler of the day. After defeating Set, Horus reigned as the king of Egypt. The
pharaohs believed that they were the successors of Horus once he left earth. He is represented as a man
with falcon head crowned with the double-crown of Egypt

Like Ra, Horus was a sky god, and in some myths the sun and moon were thought to be his eyes that
moved as he flew. As he grew in power and reputation, Horus absorbed many local hawk or falcon or sun
gods into his identity. By the time of the Old Kingdom, Horus had become that patron god of the pha-
raohs and kingship—and by extension the ruling god of all Egypt. Unlike Zeus of the Greeks or Odin of
the Vikings, Horus didn’t rule Egypt because he was the most powerful of the gods. Rather, he had inher-
ited—and fought against Set for—his position from either Ra or Osiris. And in turn, he had given earthly
rule over Egypt to the pharaohs who were human heirs of his divine position as king.

As the national god of Egypt, patron of the pharaohs, it is important to remember that, while Horus played
several roles, most of these were tied to the Egypt’s relationship with the pharaohs. As a sky god, united
with Ra, he ruled over everything. As a son of Osiris, Horus embodied the living pharaoh, while Osiris
embodied the deceased pharaoh—who was typically the current pharaoh’s father. His child-form and
association with the currently living pharaoh were intended to theologically link the human pharaoh with
the gods—as being descended from them and their direct heirs.
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As the enemy of Set—who was the god of deserts, storms, violence, and foreigners—Horus defended Egypt
from the dangers that surrounded her. As an avenger of his murdered father and as the rightful king,
Horus upheld Ma’at, maintaining order throughout the land. As the son or husband of Hathor, he was the
son or husband of the queen of goddesses, and similarly as a son of Isis he was again the son of a preemi-
nent goddess.

Horus was not only strong but also cunning. Many of his victories over Set came from outwitting his
enemy rather than simply overcoming him physically. In one story, after eighty years of conflict, Set and
Horus agreed to a boat race to resolve the struggle for kingship. They agreed that their boats would be
made of stone. Horus then built a boat of wood and painted it to look like stone. Set’s boat, which was
actually stone, naturally sank, while Horus easily sailed to victory—thereby becoming the king of Egypt.

Many scholars have tried to discover a connection between the battles of Set and Horus for kingship.
These stories come from the earliest eras of ancient Egyptian history when the kingdoms of Upper and
Lower Egypt were being united. While there is some evidence for Horus and Set being the representative
gods of major cities involved in the struggle for unification, we don’t have irrefutable proof that this was
the origin of their story. What is certain is that the myths surrounding Horus as the son of Osiris and Isis
arose at a later date, and these were clearly intended to bolster the power and prestige of the pharaohs as
human successors of the divine rulers, Osiris and his heir, Horus.

Horus the Younger

As the child of Osiris, the dead pharaoh, Horus embodied the living pharaoh. He was protected and
nurtured by Isis and Hathor and Nephthys in his childhood. The pharaohs often had themselves painted
or carved in statues with Isis or Nephthys or Hathor as their mothers or nurses in imitation of this myth.
Their milk was a divine sign royalty—only the heir of the pharaoh could drink it. Like Horus the Elder,
Horus the Younger would be depicted wearing the Red and White Crowns. He might also be represented
by a naked child with a sidelock of hair.

Pharaoh

Pharaoh was believed to be a “god on earth.” He was the god-like human descendant of Horus (and
therefore of Ra as well) a substitute for Horus in life, and a substitute for Osiris (the father of Horus) when
he died. That’s important because it means that, from the Egyptian’s perspective, Moses’s quarrel with
Pharaoh wasn’t just a personality clash. When Moses went head-to-head with Pharaoh, his battle was not
just against flesh and blood. To use Paul’s words in Ephesians 6:12, Moses wrestled against the rulers, the
authorities, the cosmic powers over this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heaven-
ly places. Moses and Pharaoh were the visible faces of an invisible war.

Wadjet and Nekhbet

Wadjet is represented by a woman with a snake head or a uraeus—a rearing cobra with tail circled around
a sun disc. Beginning as a local goddess of the Nile Delta region city of Dep, Wadjet was a cobra goddess
of protection. Her popularity grew over time until she became all of Lower Egypt’s matron—meaning
mother—and protector. Eventually, with the rise of the Osiris myth, it was told that she cared for Horus
the Younger while he was a baby in hiding from Set. As mother, she protected Egyptian mothers during
childbirth, which was a dangerous and difficult experience.
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Wadjet’s importance grew to the point that the kings of Lower Egypt included her symbol—the uraeus—as
a part of their crowns. Originally, the uraeus was a sun disc with a cobra coiled around it, her head up-
right to defend the sun from danger. When Upper and Lower Egypt were united, the uraeus was expand-
ed to include Nekhbet—a vulture goddess who played a similar role for Upper Egypt. While Hathor and
Isis were national goddesses, Wadjet remained closely associated with Lower Egypt.

Wadjet—as the eye of a cobra—was incorporated into the mythic powers of several other gods and god-
desses. The Eye of Ra is her most famous manifestation, but she was also believed to be the Eye of the
Moon, Hathor, and Horus at various times. Even Isis was associated with Wadjet as the Eye. In one story,
she created the Eye for Ra. Common Egyptians wore amulets shaped like the Eye of Ra or the Eye of
Horus for protection in their daily lives.

It seems that the Upper Egyptians were determined not to be outdone by the Lower Egyptians. As the
Lower Egyptians had Wadjet, so the Upper Egyptians had Nekhbet, though much less is known about the
roles and mythology of Nekhbet than Wadjet. She was, however, strongly identified with Upper Egypt and
personified that region’s identity. Nekhbet was represented as a white vulture crowned with White Crown
of Upper Egypt.

Throughout ancient Egyptian history, Nekhbet and Wadjet remained equal but separate goddesses, each
caring for their portion of the nation. This is significant, politically and culturally, since it was common
for the ancient Egyptians to merge gods or goddesses with common attributes. In other cases, such as Ra
or Horus, local sun and falcon gods were usually absorbed or merged.

Together, Nekhbet and Wadjet were called the Two Ladies. They represented the two halves of Egypt

to the extent that one of the pharaohs’ five major titles was his Nebty—meaning Two Ladies—name. A
vulture’s head was often placed alongside the rearing cobra on the uraeus, symbolizing protection from
the goddesses of both Upper and Lower Egypt. One of the crowns worn by Egyptian queens—the wives of
pharaohs—was in the form of a vulture. The wings came down on either side, covering the ears, while the
head and neck rose up above the brow.

Thoth

Thoth was an ibis—a kind of stork (also a baboon), the god of sacred writings and wisdom. He and Isis
were the gods of magicians. Thoth was the scribe of the gods and believed to be the inventor of writing
and hieroglyphs. As such he was the patron god of scribes throughout ancient Egyptian history. Knowl-
edge, magic, religion, law, science, and history were all credited in large measure to Thoth.

Originally associated with the moon in the earliest eras of ancient Egypt, Thoth was generally a counselor
or advisor, rather than a primary actor, in the various mythologies. He was also the husband of Maat and
was sometimes pictured as recording the results of her ‘weighing of the heart’ judgements. Together with

her, he rode the solar barge and assisted Ra each day.

Although he may not have been a mighty hero in the myths and theology of ancient Egypt, the influence
of Thoth was extensive. For example, as the husband of Ma’at, he was supposed to be able to rightly han-
dle her powers. Scribes, of whom he was the universally acknowledge patron god, were the backbone of
ancient Egyptian society. They were present everywhere in the civil administration and in the religious
temple infrastructure. Not only did scribes record the daily affairs of Egyptian society, but they also were
able to write the many spells and prayers that people depended upon to access the power of the gods.
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One myth illustrates Thoth’s subtle influence. Originally, there were only 360 days in the year. Nut, the
sky goddess, was forbidden by Ra to have children during any of the days of the year. Thoth then gambled
with the moon for some of her light, winning enough to add five extra days. Since those days were not
part of the original year, Nut could bear children: Osiris, Isis, Set, and Nephthys.

Hathor

Hathor was the goddess of love, dance, and alcohol. She was a represented by a cow or by a woman
crowned with cow horns and holding a sun disc. One of the earliest major goddesses, Hathor was widely
worshipped throughout the entirety of ancient Egyptian history—all the way through until Christianity
finally displaced the last remnants of the religion. She had more temples built for her than any other deity
in the pantheon, and by some accounts there were more than 350 lesser or local goddesses identified as
manifestations of Hathor. Her prestige and power were shared by later goddesses, such as Isis, but Hathor
remained an important figure in her own right.

As noted previously, she was the mother, wife, and daughter of Ra in some myths. She was also sometimes
portrayed as the mother or wife of Horus. Osiris and Isis were invented during the Old Kingdom era, so
Horus as their child was a new development. Hathor was originally his mother, and since Horus was the
patron of the pharaohs she was identified with ancient Egyptian queens. Children were eagerly desired by
the Egyptian people, but motherhood—especially pregnancy—was a dangerous undertaking. Asa mater-
nal goddess, Hathor held a place of high honor among the common people. Many of her lesser identities
were portrayed as wives and mothers to other local gods and goddesses.

But Hathor had a violent and dangerous side as well. She was a daughter of Ra and as the Eye of Ra she
once transformed into Sekhmet—a lioness goddess of war and wrath. She began to slaughter all the peo-
ple in the world, so Ra was forced to dye a river of beer red and get her drunk. When she woke, she was
once more the calm and gentle Hathor. Drinking beer, dancing, and playing a musical instrument called
the sistrum—a sort of rattle—were common features of festivals in Hathor’s honor, which were meant to
keep her wrath appeased and invoke her favor.

Some scholars believe that Hathor best embodied the essentials and ideals of ancient Egyptian feminini-
ty. From her hair, which was praised for its great beauty, to her many roles as daughter, queen, wife, and
mother, to her fierce and protective power as the Eye of Ra—she personified a broad range of female quali-
ties. Only Isis could truly claim to be her rival in importance, yet Hathor was more often worshipped than
her by ancient Egyptians from lofty pharaohs down to common housewives.

Heqet

Heqet, goddess of childbirth, was a frog. She was usually depicted in the form of a frog, which was a
longstanding symbol of fertility. As Hapi was the god of the flood of the Nile, so Heqet was the goddess of
the final stages of the flood cycle. This was the point in the year when the corn began to sprout. Eventu-
ally, the ancient Egyptians came to associate her with the last stages of childbirth—combining the fertility
of newly growing corn and the final stage of the flood. She was also part of the Osiris myth where she
breathed life into Horus at the time of his birth. Midwives were sometimes referred to as the servants of
Heqet since they helped a child to be born into the world. It was common for expecting mothers to wear
amulets that had a frog sitting on a lotus to invoke her aid and protection during childbirth.
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Anubis

Anubis, often described as the jackal-headed god of the dead, was represented as a man with a wolf head.
In early ancient Egyptian history, Anubis was the primary god of the dead, and the African golden wolf
was known for digging up shallow desert graves and feeding on corpses. The ancient Egyptians began
to invoke Anubis as a protector against his own kind, giving him the power of wolves to fight wolves and
jackals.

In reading books or articles about Anubis, you will commonly find that he is said to have a jack-
al’s head. This is because, until as recently as 2015 A.D, the African golden wolf was believed to
be a local sub-species of the golden jackal, which typically lives in Europe and Asia. DNA testing
has confirmed that gray wolves and coyotes are actually its closer relatives, although the golden
wolf can crossbreed with golden jackals.

Regardless of whether he had the head of a jackal or a wolf, Anubis remained one of the most popular
ancient Egyptian gods. Part of this is due to the fact that much of our knowledge of ancient Egypt comes
from the discoveries made in tombs and pyramids. As a god of the dead, most tombs included him in
some way. Although his roles changed over the centuries, his presence was constant. However, he was
almost never an active character in ancient Egyptian mythology—he rarely had a role their stories.

Anubis was believed to rule the underworld until he was displaced from this role by Osiris. This shift
seems to have started towards the end of the Old Kingdom, during Dynasty V, where hieroglyphs in-
scribed on the pyramid walls mention the deceased pharaoh sitting on Osiris’ throne. Eventually, Anubis
became the god of embalming, and was believed to guide souls through the underworld to the ‘weighing
of the heart’ ceremony. In that ritual, he was the god who held the scales, weighing the heart of each
Egyptian against the feather of Ma’at.

As the Osiris myth developed and grew in popularity, Anubis’ part in the story became that of protector
and preserver. Anubis helped to mummify Osiris’ body and was gifted with his organs afterwards. In this
way, he became the patron god of embalming. Another part of the Osiris myth tells how Anubis fought
with Set to protect the body of Osiris from being taken. In order to fight, Set transformed himself into a
leopard, but Anubis overcame him with a red-hot iron branding rod. After defeating Set, Anubis skinned
him and wore his pelt as a warning against tomb-robbers. This account explains why leopards have spots;
they are the burn marks from Anubis’ branding rod. Priests who ministered to the dead would tradition-
ally wear leopard skins in honor of Anubis’ victory.

Ma’at

Ma’at, goddess of law and justice, was represented as a woman crowned with a feather. She represented
order, harmony, law, justice, truth, and right living. Ma’at was a goal to be strived towards, an action to
be done, and a standard to be judged by. As goal, she represented that which was good and proper in the
world: balance among nature, man, and the gods. As an action, someone who behaved rightly was said
to be a ‘doer of Maat’. As a standard, Ma'at judged the heart of an Egyptian after death. If the weight of
their heart was lighter than a feather, they were allowed to enter the afterlife. However, if they had sinned
according to the standards of Ma’at, their hearts would be too heavy and they would remain trapped in
the underworld, Duat. The symbol of Ma’at was a feather because of this “weighing of the heart.”
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There were typically forty-two ‘confessions’—along the lines of ‘T have not stolen grain’ or ‘T have made
none to weep —that an ancient Egyptian soul was supposed to make in the presence of Ma’at. This
number corresponds to the forty-two nomes—administrative states—of Egypt and represent the whole
country. There were supposedly a jury of gods and goddesses, the patrons of each nome, who heard these
confessions along with Ma’at. From this, you can see how the ancient Egyptians believed that their actions
throughout their lives mattered to the whole society and were judged by the deities that represented Egypt
as a whole. This stands in contrast to Western cultures where the individual is commonly held responsible
to either God or him/her-self, not to society, for their life choices.

The whole Egyptian cosmos depended on maintaining and strengthening Maat. She rode the solar barge
with Ra and supported him on his daily journey. Surrounding the cosmos was a sea of chaos, which the
gods held back by their power. Worship of the gods and goddesses by humans gave them the strength to
prevail in this great struggle. The role of the pharaoh as the chief priest overseeing religion, the worship
of gods by men—and the human primarily responsible for maintaining Ma’at—was therefore a critically
essential position. Without pharaoh to guide them the world could be overwhelmed by chaos, and all
would be lost. Therefore, Ma’at may be said, in some senses, to be the foundation or purpose for the entire
ancient Egyptian civilization and religion.

Nut

Nut, goddess of the sky, was pictured as a woman with a rounded water-pot atop her head. She was orig-
inally the goddess of the nighttime sky, so the stars also belonged to her. She was often shown as a naked
woman, sometimes covered with stars, arched over the earth on her fingertips and tiptoes. Her hands and
feet touched the earth at the major compass points: north, south, east, and west. Ra’s solar barge sailed
across her back each day and she swallowed him at night. He then passed through her belly before being
born the next day at dawn.

Many ancient Egyptians believed that Nut was a friend and helper for dead souls. She played a role in the
Osiris myth that associated her with protecting the dead. It was common for the roof of tombs or inner
surface of coffin lids to be painted with pictures of her, or else deep blue with stars, imagery that was
linked to her role. These invoked her aid and protection for the soul of the deceased.

Together, Nut and Geb formed the boundaries of the world, separating everything that existed from the
surrounding forces of chaos. The sky above and earth below were the parents of Osiris, Isis, Set, and
Nephthys. The pharaohs traced their descent and kingship from Osiris and his son Horus. As they main-
tained and upheld Ma’at, they sustained the earth and sky and the good order of all things. Each of these
elements served to reinforce the power of the pharaohs and their centrality as chief priests of the nation’s
worship of the gods.

Geb

Represented as a man with a goose atop his head, Geb was the god of earth, and his laughter was believed
to cause earthquakes. He fathered or created snakes, which slither upon the earth and into holes in the
ground. Crops needed his blessing in order to grow. When pictured with his wife, Nut, he was usually
shown as lying down, while she arched over him on her tiptoes and fingertips.

The links between kingship and the gods begin to be clearly seen through the myths associated with Geb.
He personifies the earth, receiving his being and authority from his father, Shu, and grandfather, Atum.
In turn, he then later grants kingship and authority over the land to Osiris and Horus, his son and grand-
son. They then give the throne to human pharaohs, who are descended from them.
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As near as we can tell, the goose on Geb’s head was simply there to communicate the G sound in his name.
This type of goose, a Whitefronted Goose, was apparently known for walking like a drunk. There is no
known record of Geb having the appearance or aspect of a goose. Later in ancient Egyptian history, the
god Amun was associated with a different breed of goose, the Nilegoose. This was because the Egyptians
had a creation myth involving a Nilegoose.

Shu

Represented as a man wearing an ostrich feather in a simple headband, Shu was the god of the air, of the
space between the sky and earth, and of winds. By separating the sky and earth—Nut and Geb—he made
a space for material things to exist, including people. If he ever failed to hold Nut up, then everything
would be crushed out of existence. One myth says that Ra ordered Shu to keep Nut separated from Geb,
since she had defied his order to not bear children with the help of Thoth, who gambled with the moon.

Set

Set (also sometimes called Seth) was the god of the desert and the enemy. Most famously, he killed his
brother Osiris out of envy for Osiris’s throne. As a god of storms, deserts, violence, and foreigners, Set
played a prominent role in various myths of ancient Egypt.

In earlier eras, Set was believed to be a violent but generally benevolent god. He supported Ra, riding with
him on the solar barge and fighting Apep—the chaos serpent. Many Egyptians looked to him as a strong
protector and patron, including pharaohs from Dynasties II, XVI, and XIX. His attributes served to pro-
vide a sense of balance—the desert Red Land with the fertile Black Land, Upper Egypt with Lower Egypt,
order with chaos, and peace with violence.

Civilized people may not always long to live in the wilderness, but they can accept and appreciate that
there are positive aspects of the wild. Similarly, many ancient Egyptians saw Set as representative of the
untamed, yet important, parts of the whole cosmos—especially his strength.

The mysterious nature of Set extends to his aspect—what is known to scholars as the “set animal.” Thus
far, no known living creature corresponds to the set animal. It appears to have the snout of an aardvark,
the ears or horns of a giraffe, the body of a canine—perhaps a fox or jackal—and a stiff, straight, forked
tail. Many of the gods and goddesses carried a scepter, called a was-scepter, which symbolized their power
over the forces of chaos. The scepter had a forked bottom, like the tail of a set animal, and a curved head
that resembled the snout and ears of a set animal.

As the villain who murdered Osiris, and also the god of foreigners, the positive traits of Set were eventually
eclipsed by his association with violence and chaos. Particularly after periods of foreign domination—
such as the Third Intermediate Period—the national mood against foreigners fostered hostility towards
Set. He remained popular in outflung regions and in oasis settlements where, as god of the desert, he held
more power over the environment. But overall, he became the true villain in myths, the bringer of chaos,
and was therefore reviled. He served as a foil to the glory and triumph of Horus, thereby representing in
part how Egypt overcame her foreign conquerors.
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Nepthys

Nephthys was represented by a woman with the combined hieroglyphs for house and basket on her head.
She was a goddess of darkness, mourning, healing, and nursing. As the sister of Osiris, she helped Isis

to find and mourn Osiris after Set murdered him. In this capacity, she was closely associated with death
and mourning. Like Isis and Nut, she was believed to have special powers to help the dead souls on their
journey to the afterlife. The mysteries and darkness associated with death were commonly linked to her,
so that she remained a shadowy figure—a mourning priestess—unlike Isis.

In later portions of the Osiris myth, she was the nurse and protector of Horus the younger during his
childhood. As such she was associated with healing and protection and seen as an approachable goddess
by many of the common people of ancient Egypt.

Even her marriage to Set did not detract from her popularity. Set had been originally a powerful protector
of Ra and one who governed the storms, deserts, and chaos. In those myths, he was a hero, and she was
his honored wife. It wasn’t until successive waves of foreigners conquered Egypt that he truly became the
reviled villain of the Osiris myth. And to her further credit, in the Osiris myths, Nephthys helps Isis and
safeguards Horus, clearly choosing them over her own husband, Set.

Ptah

This god was represented by a man with green skin, wrapped like a mummy, bearded, wearing a blue hat,
and holding a staff with both hands.

The primary temple of Ptah was located in Mempbhis, which is on the southern side of modern-day Cairo,
in the first nome of Lower Egypt. In the Old Kingdom, Memphis was sometimes used as the capital city,
and the priests of Ptah played an important role in the major building projects, such as the pyramids, of
that era. The creation myths involving Ptah were considered to be complimentary rather than contradic-
tory to those of the Great Ennead. No records of theological conflicts between the two priesthoods exist.
This example illustrates again how the ancient Egyptians were flexible when thinking about religion—both
versions could be true—to whatever degree suited the worshipper.

Ptah was the patron god of craftsmen. A skilled craftsman can see the finished product in his mind before
beginning to work with the raw materials. Similarly, the priesthood taught that Ptah created the world
with his mind—he pictured everything and then spoke it into being with magic words. Magical power
and intelligence were the primary forces behind creation in this myth. The pharaohs of the Old Kingdom
dynasties were crowned at Ptah’s temple in Memphis, which signifies his importance during that era.

Anyone who has tried to make something and found that doing so is much harder than it appears can
appreciate how the act of creating something seems magical. This myth undoubtedly appealed to many
of the ancient Egyptian artisans who labored to create beautiful and useful objects. Ptah was particularly
honored by the craftsmen who worked to build the tombs, judging by the shrine they built for him at one
of their worksites.

Ptah was also one of the approachable gods, one that the common people often prayed to for help. In fact,
large ears were carved or painted on the walls of some of his temples to represent this belief. One of Ptah’s
titles was: Ptah who listens to prayers. He was also combined with numerous other gods, which reflected
his popularity throughout the centuries.
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Tefnut

Tefnut is represented as a woman with a lion’s head. She was the goddess of moisture, rain, and dew. Tef-
nut and Shu married, and she later gave birth to Geb and Nut. Her aspect reflected an ancient Egyptian
perception of women that they could be kind and gentle, or fierce and wrathful. For example, one story
tells how Tefnut abandoned Egypt after an argument with Shu (some say she was furious because her
grandchildren received more worship than she herself did). In this tale, Tefnut went to Nubia and trans-
formed herself into a fierce lioness so that none of the other gods could bring her back to Egypt. Neverthe-
less, clever Thoth persuaded Tefnut to return by appeasing and flattering her with the title of “honorable.”

Khnum

Khnum was represented by a man with a ram’s head. As the god who guarded the source of the Nile River,
Khnum was held in high esteem. With the flooding of the Nile came deposits of clay and silt. The mythol-
ogy of Khnum held that he was a potter, who formed the bodies of children before placing them in their
mother’s wombs. Certain mythological traditions held that he was the father of Ra. Heqet was sometimes
believed to be his consort.

Serapis

Serapis was represented by a Greek (not Egyptian) man, bearded and long haired, with a modius (bas-
ket-shaped hat) on his head.

Arriving late on the scene of the ancient Egyptian pantheon, Serapis was introduced by the first Greek
ruler of Egypt, Ptolemy I. After the death of Alexander the Great, his general, Ptolemy I, took his forces
to the wealthy province of Egypt to establish his own kingdom. Along the way, he stole a statue of a god
from a temple in the city of Sinope in northern Turkey. When he arrived in Egypt, it was examined by
priests and declared to be the god Serapis. From that point forward, he was worshipped as the patron god
of the Greek dynasty that ruled Egypt until the Romans conquered. And after their conquest, as was their
custom with Greek gods, the Romans adopted Serapis into their own pantheon.

In the context of the Egyptian pantheon, Serapis combined the personas of Osiris and Apis—the bull god
of Memphis, who was believed to be connected with Ptah or Osiris depending on the myth. Apis had
been identified as a son of Hathor since the earliest eras of ancient Egyptian history. As a manifestation of
Osiris, he was the husband of Isis. Therefore, Serapis combined in himself the roles of son and husband to
two of the most important goddesses—Hathor and Isis. For the Greek citizens living in Egypt, the modius
was a symbol of death and the underworld, which helped link Serapis to Osiris in their minds.

Essentially, Serapis was a god created or worshipped for political reasons—to expand and legitimize the
power of the Greeks as they ruled over Egypt. The ancient Egyptians’ longstanding belief that gods could
have many forms or aspects allowed the Greeks to promote Serapis to national prominence. As the pop-
ularity of Serapis among the Greeks rose, Isis became the most important deity of Egyptian origin during
this period. Her original role as wife of Osiris was reprised as the wife of Serapis. She had both Egyptian
and Greek worshippers, and as Greek culture dominated the Mediterranean cultures for the next few cen-
turies, her worship spread far and wide.
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Minor Deities

U Tawaret, the hippopotamus goddess, was another goddess of childbirth.
Wepwawet was the jackal god of war and funerals.

Selket, the scorpion-goddess, was the helper of women in childbirth.
Bast was the cat goddess of the home.

Chons was the moon god who lost his light while gambling with Thoth.

Sobek was a crocodile who was worshipped as an ancient creator god.
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Apis was a real live bull that was supposed be an incarnation of the creator-god Ptah, just as the Pha-
raoh was supposed to be an incarnation of Ra. There were dozens of Apis bulls over the centuries.

(M

Sekmet, associated with war, destruction, healing, and protection, was represented by a lioness-headed
woman.

JUDGMENT OF GOD

The story of Exodus pits a bunch of helpless slaves against the mighty Egyptian Empire. Moses, the son
of a slave woman, goes up against the god-king of the greatest nation on Earth. Pharaoh had an army
of chariots at his command. Moses had a shepherd’s staff. Moses defied Pharaoh and all the other gods
of Egypt. Moses said that a God that the Egyptians had never heard of had demanded the release of His
people. You know the rest of the story, but here’s a quick review!

The first plague struck the Nile, turning it to blood, and it judged Hapi and Khnum, god of floodwaters
(also perhaps Sopdet—also called Sothis by the Greeks—god of the dog star that we now call Sirius). Since
it provided both water and fertile soil, the Nile formed the life blood of Egyptian civilization and was
usurprisingly worshipped by Eguptians it as a god. For Yahweh to turn the Nile into blood was to jeopar-
dize all of Egyptian society as their main source of life became defiled and deadly. To save the river, they
would have had to pray to its waters to heal themselves, but obviously the Nile was helpless to do so. This
demonstrated the power of Moses’ God right from the beginning.

The second plague drove all the frogs out of the river. The Egyptians might have considered praying to
Hegqet, frog goddess of childbirth. It didn’t do any good, though. Pharaoh had to ask Moses to get rid of
them all. Moses spoke, and the frogs all died. The Egyptians piled them up in heaps where they rotted.
When the frogs died, the Egyptians had to burn whole piles of these sacred animals. Heqet was shown to
have no power even over her own sacred symbol.

The third plague filled the land with gnats, and it (along with the plagues of flies, livestock, boils, hail, and
locusts) judged Thoth and Isis, god and goddess and god of magic. The magicians of Egypt were able to
duplicate the first two plagues, somehow, but they could not conjure up gnats or any of the later plagues.
They probably prayed to Thoth, god of magicians. It didn’t do much good. Even the magicians had to
admit that this was the finger of God.

The fourth plague filled the land with swarms of flies. This was the first plague where only the Egyptians
were troubled. The land of Goshen was protected by God—no flies! The Egyptian gods couldn’t protect
Egyptians, while God clearly protected the Israelites. The Bible says that “the land was laid waste” by un-
known insects harmful to vegetation and humans. Probably little normal work could go on; perhaps they
brought diseases. The idols of health (principally Isis) and crops (Osiris) were made to look foolish.
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The fifth plague struck all the livestock of Egypt with disease, and it judged Ptah (represented by the Apis
bull), Hathor (represented by the cow), or Khnum (represented by the ram). Hathor’s and Khnum’s sacred
symbols, cows and rams, died in large numbers, reflecting dishonor on the these deities and proving their
helplessness. This was a severe blow to the wealth and prestige of Egyptian culture as well, for animals
were very valuable. The priests may have cried out to Hathor or Apis or Khnum, the bull god, but it did no
good.

When the sixth plague brought boils on all the Egyptians, Pharaoh’s magicians could not even stand up
because of their painful sores. It judged Isis, goddess of healing.

The seventh plague devastated the land with hail. Together with the plague of locusts, it judged Osiris,
god of crops. The people may also have begged for protection from Horus, god of the sky, or from his evil
uncle Set, who was supposed to be responsible for stormy weather. Nothing worked. Again, this is a blow
to the wealth of Egypt: valuable crops are destroyed.

The eighth plague, locusts, again demonstrated how powerless Osiris was. He could not save their farms,
not even the important crops of wheat and spelt.

Ra, the sun god, and all his helper gods and goddesses could not overcome the three days of darkness
when God sent the ninth plague. Amon-Re, the sun god, was one of their chief deities, and the pharaoh
himself was supposed to be the sun god incarnate. By inflicting darkness on the Egyptians, God proved
that neither Amon-Re nor the pharaoh had any power over the sun. The sun-god was no god at all. Also
affected would be Mut (eye of the sun) and Nut (sky goddess). Also, in a land where the sun shone so
brightly day after week after month after season after year after decade after century, this must have been
truly terrifying plague for the ancient Egyptians!

Even Pharaoh could not save his firstborn child from the power of the angel of death, which devastated
Egypt in the final (tenth) plague. The plague resulted in the deaths of both firstborn sons and cattle. In
the Ancient World, the firstborn male child represented the first strength of the father. Oldest sons inher-
ited all of their father’s estate and were the leaders of their clans. To kill a man’s firstborn was to kill his
best hope for the future.

This was a huge blow to human pride, and also to family emotions and relationships. It judged Horus, first
divine Pharaoh, and the son and heir of Osiris. Likewise, the son of Pharaoh, who would have become the
next pharaoh and so the next “Horus incarnate,” was killed. The first sign of Pharaoh’s strength and the
pride of his house was torn from him.

All these plagues demonstrate God’s power. The gods of Egypt were helpless before the God of Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob. Pharaoh—though they called him divine—could not protect his first-born son from

the wrath of the Almighty. The last plague led to the Passover meal, which points ahead to a power even
greater: God’s triumph over our sin on the Cross. When God delivered His people out of bondage, He
put every power of Egypt to shame. Not only did His people go free; they took the treasures of Egypt with
them.
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CONCLUSION

All these things took place as examples for us. We live in a different world today, but the human craving
for idols hasn’t changed. We don’t worship statues anymore, but our hearts are still longing for something
bigger than we are that we can turn to for meaning and control. The Egyptians bowed themselves down
to frogs and dung beetles. What is it that you are tempted to worship? Video games? Popularity? Money?
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