
Story Number 58

KADESH (ZIN) TO THE JORDAN

Israel arrived at Kadesh (Zin – remember not to confuse it with Kadesh

Barnea) in the first month (now called Nisan) of the fortieth year after

leaving Egypt. We are not told anything of their adventures or what

happened to them (apart from Korah’s rebellion) during over thirty-seven

years since they left Kadesh Barnea, where they first refused to go and

fight and then tried to do so when told not to. But we are given a lot of

details about their adventures from when they arrived at Kadesh (Zin).

Last time, we mentioned two things that happened there: Miriam died

and was buried there, and Moses struck the rock face against orders.

They were now ready to move on towards entering Canaan. It was no

longer possible to enter from the south, as the Canaanites were ready for

them and defended it well. The plan was to go round to the east into

Transjordan, cross the Jordan and enter that way.

From Kadesh Moses sent messengers to the king of Edom asking him

to allow Israel to take a short cut across Edom. They would keep to the

High Road, not turn aside into any field or vineyard, and if they needed

water they would pay full price for it. But Edom refused permission, and

sent a strong army to face Israel, who had been told by God not to fight

them. So Israel turned away from them and had to go south to Elat by the

Gulf of Akaba (Red Sea) and all the way round.

Leaving Kadesh, their first stop (southwards) was at Mount Hor. Here

on God’s instructions Moses took Aaron to the top of the mountain where

he (Aaron) died on the first of the fifth month (Av), age eighty-three,

being replaced as High Priest by his son Eleazar. By helping Moses when

he struck the rock at Kadesh Aaron had lost the right to enter Canaan.
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The people mourned Aaron for

thirty days before moving on. Then

the Canaanite king of nearby Arad,

hearing that Israel was passing along

the ‘Atarim’ Road – probably a

narrow pass suitable for setting up

an ambush – went out with an army

and fought them, taking a number of

captives. Israel made a vow to God

that if he would help them to take

their revenge they would utterly

destroy all their towns. God listened,

and they did this, taking no spoil but

destroying everything completely.

Israel continued southwards on the road to the Red Sea (Gulf of

Akaba), 1 then moved across and started to move north again, keeping

well to the east of Edom, whose territory apparently spanned both sides

of the Aravah (the area of the rift between the Dead Sea and the Gulf of

Akaba). But this desert, between Transjordan (and its continuation south)

and Mesopotamia (Irak) is one of the most terrible deserts in the world;

even the Bedouin (Arab nomads) do their best to avoid it.

The journey was very tough, and the people again complained against

both God and Moses, asking why they had been taken out of Egypt ‘to die

of hunger and thirst in the desert’. All they had was the manna which they

found ‘too light’ and not filling.

God punished them by releasing poisonous ‘seraph’ snakes among

them, and many people were bitten and died. So they went to Moses and

apologised, and asked him to pray to God to remove the snakes, which he

1. The facts from here on are taken from both Numbers and Deuteronomy.
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did. God told him to prepare a copper snake 2 and raise it on a banner,

so that whoever was bitten would look up and see it and not die, and

Moses did this. Whoever was bitten looked at the copper snake and lived.

Continuing northwards they camped at places east of Moab, crossing

the Zered Valley exactly thirty-eight years after leaving Kadesh Barnea.

Then they camped beyond the Arnon Valley (a valley a few miles wide),

between Moab and the Amorites, because the Arnon Valley iself belonged

to Moab 3 with whom they were forbidden (as with Edom) to fight. [The

reason was that God had given to Edom and Moab (and, as mentioned

later, Ammon) territory which Israel was not to interfere with.] From there

they moved on, keeping in the no-man’s land between Moab and the

Amorites, whose king Sihon had taken from the Moabites the extra land

that the Moabites had previously taken from earlier inhabitants. 4

Moses was told by God to fight against Sihon and the Amorites, but

first he sought an excuse. He sent messengers to Sihon asking permission

for Israel to pass through his territory to the Jordan, keeping to the High

Road, not turning into any field or vineyard, and not drinking water from

any well. Sihon not only refused, but set out with an army against Israel

just as the Edomites had done. Only this time Israel did not turn away,

there was a battle at Jahaz, and Israel won! They utterly defeated Sihon,

destroyed his army, and killed all the inhabitants.

2. It is not clear whether it was a model snake made of copper or a real copper-
coloured snake that was stuffed.

3. The correct translation of Numbers 21:13 which is generally misunderstood.

4. Here we must be careful reading the Hebrew. The expression %L$}2 9J< J$ ‘the
Land (or Country) of Moab’ refers to all, both where Moab remained and the part
that Sihon had taken from them. The part which Moab still retained, and which
Israel was not to interfere with, is called %L$}2 0|% Dy, ‘the Territory of Moab’.
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This was a great victory, and the news

shattered all the inhabitants of the

neighbouring countries. 5 The bards had

sung Sihon’s praises, jeering at the

Moabites who had lost that part of the

land to him, 6 he was the mighty victor

of the region, and Israel had defeated

him! They now took possession of all of

southern Transjordan, except the parts

belonging to Edom, Moab and Ammon.

Ammon did not attempt to fight Israel,

who in turn, on God’s instructions, did

not attempt to fight Ammon.

From there they turned northwards,

and Og king of Bashan, a giant who

ruled all the rest of Transjordan with a

reputation of strength and power at least

equal to that of Sihon, came out to fight

them at Edrei. Once again Israel won the

battle and wiped out Og and all his

people, being now in possession of all

Transjordan (except the forbidden bits).

They then settled down for a while in

peace, waiting until it was appropriate to

cross the Jordan. But more was to

happen before that.

5. Joshua 2:10,11.

6. Num. 21:27-29.
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