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REMOTE AND EXCEEDINGLY MYSTERIOUS. WHO CAN DISCOVER IT?
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(Ecclesiastes 7:24)
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The Route of the Exodus, Part IX:
The Location of the Wilderness of
Sin Encampment (and the Mean-
ing of “Sin”)

Numbers 33 gives an exhaustive list of Israelite
Exodus encampments from Egypt to the east side
of the Jordan river where the Eviction/Conquest
would begin. The list is compact and to the point,
with few details. From this list we learn that the
wilderness of Sin encampment was the seventh af-
ter leaving Egypt. The encampment is not given
any name. It is referenced rather, in verses 11 and
12, merely by its location, “in the wilderness of
Sin.”

The objective, this issue, is to pinpoint, as much
as possible, the location of the Israelites’ wilder-
ness of Sin encampment.

Biblical Investigation

In contrast to the brevity of Numbers 33, the bib-
lical book of Exodus majors on details.

The “wilderness of Sin” is explicitly mentioned
in connection with the arrival of the Israelites
there, in Exodus 16:1, and again on their depar-
ture, in Exodus 17:1.

From Exodus 16:1, we learn that the Israelites
arrived in the wilderness of Sin two and a half
months after leaving Egypt. This yields an av-
erage stay of about 12 days per encampment up to
that point in their journey.

The wilderness of Sin encampment has some
special historical significance associated with it,
because it was at this site that manna first ap-
peared. Indeed, Exodus 16 is pretty much all
about manna. Unfortunately, for the present pur-
pose, it is difficult to see how one might pinpoint
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the encampment site working from the Exodus 16
record of the advent of manna.

Beyond this, no details of the stay at the en-
campment in the wilderness of Sin are provided by
any other portion of the biblical historical record
of the Exodus.

Thus, the best hope of locating this encampment
appears to be via properly locating the wilderness
of Sin itself.

The Location of the Wilderness of Sin

The wilderness of Sin is the third wilderness to
be mentioned in connection with the route of the
Exodus (Table 1).

Table 1: The wildernesses of the Exodus.

Wilderness Bible
of References
1 Shur Ex 15:22
2  Etham Nu 33:8
3 Sin Ex 16:1, 17:1, Nu 33:11,12
4 Sinai Ex 19:1, Nu 1:1, 3:4, 3:14,
9:1, 9:5, 10:12, 26:64, 33:15
5 Paran Nu 10:12, 12:16, 13:3, 13:26
6 Zin Nu 13:21, 27:14, 33:36, 34:3,
De 32:51
7 Moab Nu 21:11; De 2:8
8 Amorites Nu 21:13

Last issue, we looked at the first two wilder-
nesses in this table: the wilderness of Shur and
the wilderness of Etham.! These were both seen
to be rather large wildernesses. Either of them
might easily swallow up over a hundred encamp-
ment sites. This may make the effort to pinpoint

!Gerald E. Aardsma, “The Locations of the Wilderness
of Shur, the City of Shur, and the Wilderness of Etham,”
The Biblical Chronologist 14.2 (January 30, 2024): 1-6.
www.Biblical Chronologist.org.
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the wilderness of Sin encampment by locating the
wilderness of Sin seem a bit futile, but any such
pessimism fails to give due credit to the biblical
historical record.

The text explicitly tells us that the exhaustive

list of sites in Numbers 11 was made at the com-
mand of God.

These are the journeys of the sons of Is-
rael, by which they came out from the
land of Egypt by their armies, under the
leadership of Moses and Aaron. And
Moses recorded their starting places ac-
cording to their journeys by the com-
mand of the LORD, and these are
their journeys according to their starting
places. (Numbers 33:1-2)

Moses could not faithfully fulfill this command
by writing, “then we camped in the wilderness of
Etham” or “then we camped in the Negev desert.”
These designations would obviously fail to fulfill
the command because they are not specific enough.

Inverting this logic, we may evidently conclude
that the wilderness of Sin was small enough that
locating it would automatically make the encamp-
ment site obvious. The easiest way for this to hap-
pen would be if the wilderness of Sin were only
large enough to fit a single encampment site. Thus,
we seem, in this instance, to be looking for a rela-
tively small wilderness.

Another potentially helpful hint from the study
last issue was the observation that wildernesses do
not seem to have been given a name of their own
back at the time of the Exodus, but rather were
referenced by some named object to which they
were adjacent. The wilderness of Shur was the
wilderness which lay to the east and south of the
city of Shur. Etham seems to have been the name
of the estuary, active back at the time of the Ex-
odus but no longer active today, of what today is
called the Nitzana River. The bed of the Nitzana
River runs back up into the highlands southeast
of Etham, making the wilderness of Etham to be
the wilderness which lay to the west, to the south,
and especially to the southeast of Etham. Thus
it seems that, if we could identify Sin itself on a
map, then the location of the wilderness of Sin
would easily follow.
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The Proper Noun “Sin”

Unfortunately, it is not at all obvious from the
Bible what the object named “Sin” was. The
biblical narrative of the Exodus sheds no light at
all on this question. At a very much later time
in history—the better part of two thousand years
later—FEzekiel mentions a city of Sin existing in
Egypt during his time.? But this city is far re-
moved both in time and in space from the context
of the Israelite encampment in the wilderness of
Sin. Note that, at the point when the wilderness
of Sin is mentioned in the historical narrative of
the Exodus, the Israelites are located in the Negev
Desert, not back in Egypt.

That the word “Sin” is also present in “Sinai”
leads to the speculation that both names may have
some common source, especially as the wilderness
of Sin is not far removed from Mount Sinai, as we
will see below. But Strong’s Concordance informs
us that both “Sin” and “Sinai” are of uncertain
derivation, bringing this speculation to an appar-
ent dead end as far as linguistic investigation is
concerned.

Fortunately, the biblical text, while providing no
help with the meaning of the proper noun “Sin,”
does offer assistance—essential to cracking this
particular mystery—with the wilderness of Sin it-
self. Tt tells us where this wilderness is located.

Then they set out from Elim, and all the
congregation of the sons of Israel came to
the wilderness of Sin, which is between
Elim and Sinai, ... (Exodus 16: 1a)

This opens the door to a modern topographical
line of inquiry.

Topographical Investigation

We know where Elim is located.? The ancient Elim
is today called Ein Ziq. It can be located on Google
Maps via coordinates (30.796, 34.851).

The fact that Ein Ziq/Elim is located in the
Zin Valley may seem immediately encouraging,
there being a clear phonetic similarity between
“Zin” and “Sin.” But this similarity appears to
be purely coincidental. Zin appears to be a mod-

*Ezekiel 30:15-16.

3Gerald E. Aardsma, “The Route of the Exodus, Part
IIT: The Location of Elim,” The Biblical Chronologist 13.2
(February 16, 2023): 1-4. www.BiblicalChronologist.org.
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Figure 1: Google Maps view showing modern Ein Ziq and
Yeruham. The south end of the Dead Sea is shown in the
upper right portion of the figure for ease of visual orienta-
tion. (The red lettering is added by me.)

ern name assignment for the region. This as-
signment seems likely to have been inspired by
the misidentification of this region as the actual
biblical wilderness of Zin—mentioned later in the
FExodus narrative—which it most certainly is not.
The biblical wilderness of Zin is associated with
Kadesh-barnea, which we now know is far removed
from Ein Ziq/Elim, away to the southeast, at
Tabuk, Saudi Arabia.’

We also know where Mount Sinai is located.5 It
corresponds to the modern mountain at Yeroham,
with Google Maps coordinates for the present sum-
mit of the mountain of (30.956, 34.866).

Now Ein Ziq/Elim and the summit of the Yero-
ham/Sinai mountain are not too far apart—just 13
miles. Meanwhile, we learned from the encamp-
ment at Etham that encampments were normally
about 25 square miles, which is a square 5 miles
on a side. Thus, the knowledge of these two loca-
tions, Ein Ziq/Elim and Yeroham/Sinai, immedi-
ately allows the rough location of the wilderness of
Sin to be identified. In Figure 1, I simply placed
the wilderness of Sin midway between Ein Ziq and

“en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zin_desert (accessed January 24,
2024).

5Gerald E. Aardsma, “The Route of the Exodus, Part V:
The Location of Kadesh-barnea,” The Biblical Chronologist
13.4 (March 28, 2023): 1-6. www.BiblicalChronologist.org.

5Gerald E. Aardsma, “Yeroham: the True Mount Sinai,”
The Biblical Chronologist 6.4 (July/August 2000): 1-11.
www.Biblical Chronologist.org.
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Figure 2: Topographical map showing four Israelite en-
campments in the region of interest for the wilderness of
Sin. Beginning upper right and working clockwise these are
Yeroham/Sinai, Ein Ziq/Elim, Ein Ma’arif/Marah, and the
proposed wilderness of Sin encampment. (I used the “Is-
rael topographic map” at en-gb.topographic-map.com for
the original.)

Yeroham (spelled Yeruham on the map) in accor-
dance with Exodus 16:1.

To go beyond this rough location of the wilder-
ness of Sin, it is necessary both to zoom in and to
switch to a topographical map of the region. The
purpose in doing so is to figure out where the en-
campment would have been. The terrain is fairly
rough in this region, not a wide open plain. We
have seen, above, that the region in question is
not very large relative to the size of a typical en-
campment. Is there a large flat piece of ground
where the Israelites could set up camp in this gen-
eral region?

Figure 2 zooms in by roughly a factor of two
relative to Figure 1. The black circles are drawn
by me. They circle an area of 25 square miles,
the rough size of an Israelite encampment. An en-
campment could be smaller or larger than this—
the Israelites could obviously pitch their tents
closer together or farther apart, depending upon
available space. Also, these circles are not meant
to imply that encampments were circular. En-
campments from Sinai on seem, in fact, to have
been rectilinear. The circles are meant simply to
show the rough area needed in each of these rough
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locations. The encampment corresponding to each
circle is shown in the caption. I have not labeled
these in this figure to avoid obscuring the topog-
raphy. The main thing to notice at this point is
that there is only one location where the wilder-
ness of Sin encampment can be squeezed in, as was
previously surmised likely to be the case.

The second thing to notice (Figure 3) is that
Moses evidently did not mean that the wilderness
of Sin was geometrically between Elim and Sinai.
He meant that the wilderness of Sin is geograph-
ically between Elim and Sinai. Ein Ziq/Elim is
down in the canyon, at about 880 feet elevation.
The encampment at Yeroham/Sinai is at about
1,600 feet elevation. There is a cliff between Ein
Ziq/Elim and Yeroham/Sinai. To travel to Yero-
ham/Sinai from Ein Ziq/Elim on foot, one would
want first to travel west, to get up out of the
canyon, and then to travel northeast, to get to
Yeroham/Sinai. In the process, one would pass
through the wilderness of Sin.

The Meaning of the Proper Noun “Sin”

It is now possible to make a reasonable guess at
what “Sin” is. I suggest that, like “Sinai,” the
name “Sin” refers to a mountain peak. Specifically,
I suggest that it refers to the peak with the smaller
red circle around it (drawn by me) in Figure 3.

This peak’s summit has an elevation of about
2,080 feet. By comparison, the summit of Sinai
has an elevation of about 2,110 feet. (This is the
height of the summit of Sinai today. It may have
been higher or lower prior to the recorded histori-
cal incident in which God descended upon Mount
Sinai in fire (Exodus 19:7-20). The topographi-
cal maps of Figures 2 and 3 both reveal the large
crater, over a mile across, and its drainage channel
to the northwest, which exist on Mount Sinai today
in consequence of that theophonic impact event.”
The rims of impact craters are frequently elevated
relative to the initial landscape by an overturned
flap of earth, caused by the impact explosion.)

The proposed “Sin” peak stands alone, so it
would be conspicuous—a suitable landmark—from
the wilderness of Sin which lay at its feet. ¢

"Gerald E. Aardsma, “The Crater at Mt. Yeroham —
Part 1,” The Biblical Chronologist 9.1 (May 2008): 1-7.
www.Biblical Chronologist.org.
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Figure 3: Topographical map showing four Israelite encamp-
ments plus two mountains in the region of interest to the
wilderness of Sin. The larger red circle highlights Mount
Sinai, and the smaller red circle highlights what I propose

is Mount Sin. (I used the “Israel topographic map” at en-
gb.topographic-map.com for the original.)
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