
Story Number 62

CROSSING THE JORDAN

Moses had died and the Israelites spent the traditional thirty days

mourning for him. He had not been allowed to enter the Promised Land,

but now the rest were ready to do so. They were camped at The Shittim

near the Jordan, roughly facing Jericho. The tribes of Reuben and Gad,

with half of the tribe of Manasseh, had spread all over Transjordan,

building or rebuilding towns for the women and children and pens for the

animals, but the men had returned to the main camp ready to move with

the others and fight in Canaan. The next step was to cross the Jordan.

On the one hand, this was easy. At the part of the Jordan near Jericho

there were fords, that is to say places where it was relatively easy to

cross. You had to walk through the water, but it was not too deep. There

were other fords much further up, at Adam facing Shechem, but elsewhere

it was not possible to cross. The Jordan, except at the fords, is – or at

least was before the modern Israelis spoilt it by closing Lake Kinneret –

a fierce torrential river, wide and deep, flowing very strongly so that even

ferry boats could not be used as they would be swept down.

On the other hand it was spring time, and following the winter rains the

Jordan was full on its banks. During the summer it would dry up a bit and

the level would be lower, but now in the spring, even at the fords, it was

not possible for two million people with all their animals and possessions

to cross. Still, as we will see, God made arrangements.

Joshua was given instructions which he passed on to the people. First

they moved from The Shittim to the banks of the Jordan and prepared to

cross in a few days. The Ark, normally carried by the Kohathites, was to

be carried by the Priests, who were given separate instructions. The people
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were to watch and when the Ark was moved to follow it, but at a distance

of about a kilometre (over half a mile) so as not to get too near it.

The Priests were then told to carry the Ark up to the water’s edge, and

to stand in the water, which they did. As soon as they stood in the water,

something happened – probably an earthquake 1 – and the water stopped

flowing. The Jordan flows from north to south, and from the north the

water stopped and formed a kind of wall, while to the south the water

flowed away as usual, leaving no water in the middle. The ground dried

up for Joshua just as the Red Sea had dried up for Moses, except that the

‘wall’ here was only on one side, on the other it was not needed. (The

Red Sea did not flow, so there the water had to stand up on both sides.)

This allowed all the people to cross over with their animals on dry land.

The date was the tenth of Nisan, a time when the Jordan was full and its

level high after the winter rains! Meanwhile the Priests carrying the Ark

still stood where they had entered the water, only that it was now dry

under their feet, and the people passed them and quickly crossed.

Next Joshua told the people to choose one man from each tribe, and he

gave them special instructions. Each was to take a large stone, a small

rock, from the dry river bed where the Priests were standing, and carry it

on his back to the place where they were to stay overnight. Then the

stones were replaced by others from the Canaan side.

Finally the priests were told to come out of the river bed. As soon as

they left it and arrived in Canaan the river returned to its normal flowing

and covered the part where they had all crossed.

Later, when he set up his camp at nearby Gilgal, Joshua set up the

stones taken from the river bed as a monument, 2 for future generations

to remember how God dried up the Jordan for the people to cross.

1. The earthquake is not mentioned, but in the year 5687 (1927), following an
earthquake, the Jordan stopped flowing in exactly the same way, and for twenty-
two hours it was possible to cross on dry land. The miracle was in the timing.

2. One for each tribe, as a reminder that all twelve tribes had crossed.
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Postscript

The people camped at Gilgal, where there was mass circumcision, since

when travelling in the desert circumcision was not practised. This was

necessary before they could celebrate the Pesach, which they did on the

fourteenth of Nisan, just four days after crossing the Jordan.

It was spring, harvest time, the corn in the fields was ready to reap, but

the nearest town, Jericho, was closed securely against the Israelites, no-

one being allowed to enter or leave the town. So nobody went out into the

fields, the Israelites were able to take and use the corn there, and the next

day they ate matsahs and toasted corn (barley) made from local produce.

The manna, after forty years, then immediately stopped. It was no longer

needed, there was plenty of local food available.
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