
Story Number 54

KADESH BARNEA

Kadesh Barnea, not to be confused with a different Kadesh that we will

come to later, is a small place in the desert of Paran at the extreme south

of Canaan. On arrival there, the people were told to get ready to go into

Canaan and fight to conquer it.

In those days there were no maps, so they asked Moses if he would

first send in what we call a reconnaissance patrol, a group of people who

understood something of war and tactics, who would explore the land,

come back and describe it, and suggest the best approach to do battle.

Moses liked the idea and asked God for permission, which he was given.

God told him to send one person from each tribe. Among them,

representing the tribe of Ephraim, was Joshua, who had already had

experience of battle with the Amalekites. The tribe of Judah was

represented by a man named Caleb, and the names of the other ten need

not concern us here.

They were told to start at the Negev, go up into the hill country, travel

throughout the land and report on everything they saw – the quality of the

land, how fertile it was, if there were trees, and to bring back some fruit;

also the people that lived there, were they many or few, strong or weak,

living in open camps or in fortified towns, and so on, information which

would help in planning the campaign of the war of conquest. They were

not really spies, as they did not need to disguise themselves.

They went and explored the land from extreme south to extreme north.

Arriving at Hebron they found giants living there. It was the beginning of

the grape harvest, so they took a bunch of grapes, which was so big that

they had to tie it to a pole carried by two people. With it they brought

back figs and pomegranates, to show the people what fruit grew there.
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Altogether they were away for forty days, at the end of which they

returned to Moses and the Israelite camp at Kadesh Barnea. However they

brought back a very discouraging report. They showed the fruit, told how

it was a wonderful land, but described the inhabitants as powerful giants

living in strong fortified towns, against whom the Israelites could not

possibly win a war. There was no point in starting one, even though God

had told them to do so. The people were completely discouraged. But two

of the party, Joshua and Caleb, disagreed with the other ten. Yes, they

admitted the truth of the facts, including powerful giants, but with God’s

help they would defeat even the giants. All that was needed was a little

faith that God would help, they should get ready and go up and fight. The

people took no notice, started crying and moaning ‘Why did we leave

Egypt?’ and some even suggested appointing a chief and going back there!

When Joshua and Caleb tried to persuade them to have faith, the people

threatened to stone them. Moses and Aaron were shocked and ‘fell on

their faces’.

God was furious at the lack of faith, and told Moses that he would

destroy the people and make Moses instead a great nation. But Moses

argued and pleaded with him, and eventually God agreed to forgive them

– to the extent of not destroying them – but would punish them severely.

In return for the forty days that the men had spent exploring the land, the

people would stay in the desert for forty years – a year for a day – during

which they would all (except Joshua and Caleb) die out, and only their

children would enter the Land!

Hearing this, the people realised their sin and said ‘Alright, we will go

and fight, we will go now.’ But Moses told them ‘No, it is too late, if you

go now God will not go with you and you will be defeated.’ They ignored

his advice and next day took their arms and charged up the hill to attack,

but the locals hit back, and the Israelites, who had disobeyed God’s

instructions, were heavily defeated,and returned with heavy casualties.

Of course they were stupid anyway. They were never told to charge

into the country and attack like a mad bull in a china shop. They were to
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plan their campaigns (as Joshua did later) which was the whole point of

sending in the twelve men to explore.

After this heavy defeat the people had to accept their punishment and

began years and years of simply wandering around the desert.
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