Intertwined accounts of the crossing of the Jordan
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In the fourth chapter of the Book of Joshua we read:
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“And those twelve stones, which they took out of the Jordan, did Joshua set up in Gilgal.
And he spoke to the children of Israel, saying: When your children shall ask their fathers
in time to come, saying: What mean these stones?
Then you shall let your children know, saying: Israel came over this Jordan on dry land.
For YHWH your God dried up the waters of Jordan from before you, until you passed
over, as YHWH your God did to the Sea of Suph, which He dried up from before us, until
we were passed over;
That all the peoples of the earth may know the hand of YHWH, that it is mighty; that you
will fear YHWH your God forever” (Jos 4:20-24).

Yet sixteen verses earlier we find:
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“And Joshua called the twelve men, whom he had prepared of the children of Israel, out of
every tribe a man;
And Joshua said to them: Pass on before the ark of YHWH your God into the midst of the
Jordan, and take you up every man of you a stone upon his shoulder, according to the
number of the tribes of the children of Israel;
That this may be a sign among you, that when your children ask in time to come, saying:
What mean you these stones to you?
Then you shall say to them: Because the waters of the Jordan were cut off before the ark of
the covenant of YHWH; when it passed over the Jordan, the waters of the Jordan were cut
off; and these stones shall be for a memorial to the children of Israel forever” (Jos 4:4-7).

The differences between the reasoning for the stones’ memorial are beyond the trivial. Therefore,
we should consider the possibility that they represent two (or more) different traditions or textual
sources, which the editor of the Book of Joshua felt compelled to include in this book.
Furthermore, the use of different textual sources by the editor of the book of Joshua, may explain
why there are in this narrative several verses that contain almost the same information (3:12 and
4:2; 3:17 and 4:1and 4:11; 4:6-7 and 4:21-24). It may also explain why the flow of the narrative
about the crossing of the Jordan is exceptionally flawed.

As will be shown below, disregarding duplicated information and rearranging the order of the
verses, does result in a coherent account about the crossing of the Jordan by the Israelites that
were led by Joshua according to the instructions that he received from the Devine.

We are told that Joshua sent out of Shittim secretly two spies, saying: “Go view the land, and
Jericho” (Jos 2:1). We are also told about the spies, that after completing their mission in
Jericho, and prior to returning to Joshua, “they went, and came to the mountain, and abode
there three days.” Yet, in the previous chapter we are told that Joshua informed the people:
“within three days you shall pass over this Jordan” (Jos 1:11). We may therefore conclude
that the content of chapter two of the Book of Joshua was mis-located, and that it should appear
prior to verse Jos 1:10.

Now we read:
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“And Joshua commanded the officers of the people, saying:
Pass through the camp, and command the people, saying: Prepare you victuals; for within
three days you are to pass over this Jordan, to go in to possess the land, which YHWH your
God giveth you to possess it” (Jos 1:10-11).

It is not unlikely that now Joshua also spoke with the Reubenites, the Gadites, and to the half-
tribe of Manasseh (Jos 1:12-18).



The natural continuation of this narrative appears at the beginning of chapter three:
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“And Joshua rose up early in the morning, and they traveled from Shittim, and came to the
Jordan, he and all the children of Israel, and they lodged there before they passed over.
And it came to pass after three days, that the officers went through the camp” (Jos 3:1-2).

It is not unlikely that now Joshua spoke to the people:
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“And Joshua said to the people: Sanctify yourselves; for to-morrow YHWH will do wonders
among you” (Jos 3:5).
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“And Joshua said to the children of Israel: Come hither, and hear the words of YHWH
your God.
And Joshua said: Hereby you shall know that the living God is among you, and that He will
drive out from before you the Canaanite, and the Hittite, and the Hivite, and the Perizzite,
and the Girgashite, and the Amorite, and the Jebusite.
Behold, the ark of the covenant [of] the Lord of all the land passes on before you over the
Jordan” (Jos 3:9-11).

These words of Joshua are followed by some practical instructions:
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“And they commanded the people, saying: When you will see the ark of the covenant of
YHWH your God, and the priests the Levites bearing it, then you shall move from your
place, and go after it.
Yet it shall be far; Between you and it, about two thousand cubits by measure; do not come
close to it, that you may know the way by which you will go; for you have not passed this
way heretofore” (Jos 3:3-4).
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“And Joshua spoke to the priests, saying: Take up the ark of the covenant, and pass on
before the people. And they took up the ark of the covenant, and went before the people”
(Jos 3:6).

Now we hear God instructing Joshua:
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“And YHWH said to Joshua: This day will I begin to magnify you in the sight of all Israel,
that they may know that, as | was with Moses, so | will be with you.
And you shall command the priests that bear the ark of the covenant, saying: When you
will come to the edge of the waters of the Jordan, you shall stand still in the Jordan” (Jos
3:7-8).
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“And it shall come to pass, when the soles of the feet of the priests that bear the ark of
YHWH, the Lord of all the land, shall rest in the waters of the Jordan, that the waters of
the Jordan shall be cut off, even the waters that come down from above; and they shall
stand in one heap” (Jos 3:13).
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“And now you should take twelve men out of the tribes of Israel, for every tribe a man” (Jos
3:12).
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“And command them, saying: you shall carry out of the Jordan, from the place where the
priests’ feet stood, twelve stones made ready, and transfer them with you, and lay them
down in the lodging-place, where you shall lodge this night” (Jos 4:3).

After God finished instructing Joshua, we read:
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“And it came to pass, when the people traveled from their tents, to pass over the Jordan,
the priests that bore the ark of the covenant [were] before the people;

And when those that bore the ark came to the Jordan, and the feet of the priests that bore
the ark were dipped in the edge of the water-for the Jordan was full to its rims all the time
of harvest.

And the waters which came down from above stood, and rose up in one heap, very far
away from Adam, the city that is beside Zarethan; and those that went down toward the
sea of the Arabah, the Salt Sea, were wholly cut off; and the people passed over against
Jericho.

And the priests that bore the ark of the covenant of YHWH stood firm on dry ground in the
Jordan, while all Israel passed over on dry ground, until all the nation finished to passed
over the Jordan” (Jos 3:14-17).
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“And the children of Reuben, and the children of Gad, and the half-tribe of Manasseh,
passed on equipped before the children of Israel, as Moses spoke to them;
About forty thousand men girded for war, passed before YHWH for war, to the plains of
Jericho” (Jos 4:12-13).
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“Then Joshua called the twelve men, whom he had prepared of the children of Israel, out of
every tribe a man;
And Joshua said to them: Pass on before the ark of YHWH your God into the Jordan, and
every man will lift one stone upon his shoulder, according to the number of the tribes of the
children of Israel” 9Jos 4:4-5).
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“And the children of Israel did so as Joshua commanded, and they carried twelve stones
from of the Jordan, as YHWH spoke to Joshua, according to the number of the tribes of the
children of Israel; and they transferred them with them to the place where they lodged, and
laid them down there” (Jos 4:8).
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“And the priests that carried the ark stood in the Jordan, until everything that YHWH
commanded Joshua was completed” (Jos 4:10).

Now we hear God again:
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“And YHWH spoke to Joshua, saying:
Command the priests that carry the ark of the testimony, that to come up of the Jordan”
(Jos 4:15-16).
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“And Joshua commanded the priests, saying: Come up out of the Jordan.
And as the priests that carried the ark of the covenant of YHWH came up out of the
Jordan, [as soon as] the soles of the priests' feet were detached toward dry land, that the
waters of the Jordan returned to their place, to all its rims as aforetime” (Jos 4:17-18).
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“On that day YHWH magnified Joshua in the sight of all Israel; and they feared him, as
they feared Moses, all the days of his life” (Jos 4:14).
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“And those twelve stones, which they took out of the Jordan, did Joshua set up in Gilgal.
And he spoke to the children of Israel, saying: When your children shall ask their fathers
in time to come, saying: What mean these stones?
Then you shall let your children know, saying: Israel came over this Jordan on dry land.
For YHWH your God dried up the waters of Jordan from before you, until you passed
over, as YHWH your God did to the Sea of Suph, which He dried up from before us, until
we were passed over;
That all the peoples of the earth may know the hand of YHWH, that it is mighty; that you
will fear YHWH your God forever” (Jos 4:20-24).
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“And it came to pass, when all the kings of the Amorites, that were beyond the Jordan
westward, and all the kings of the Canaanites, that were by the sea, heard that YHWH had
dried up the waters of the Jordan from before the children of Israel, until they passed over,
that their heart melted, neither spirit was left in them anymore, because of the children of
Israel” (Jos 5:1).
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“And the people came up out of the Jordan on the tenth day of the first month, and
encamped in Gilgal, at the eastern edge of Jericho” (Jos 4:19).



Crossing of the Jordan, by Julius Schnorr von Carolsfeld (1851-1860)
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