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Jordan, formerly Transjordan can trace its founding to a biblical ancestor, Moab.  It is no surprise, then, that the early Moabites had contact with the ancient Hebrews.  In this 4,000-word essay, the author highlights these interactions, taking a succinct look at Jordanian biblical history.
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Introduction

When one desires a vacation in a locale rich with biblical history, it’s natural to book a trip to Jerusalem, the Holy Land.  But come with me to Jordan—yes, Jordan. To a plain near the Jordan River. Never mind the hot thick air; take a walk along the banks of the Wadi Kharrar, and you’d find a hill.  The very rise where the prophet Elisha watched the LORD sweep away his master, Elijah, in a chariot and horses of fire. The rise is called Elijah’s Hill – Tell Mar Elyas.

Near Elijah’s hill is where John the Baptist is rumored to have lived.  Can you see him calling out to the approaching Pharisees and Sadducees, “O generation of vipers, who hath warned you to flee from the wrath to come?”  Or see John baptizing the One whose sandal laces he was not worthy to tie?

In the Bible, the name Moab is mentioned numerous times. A casual reading of the Old Testament would tell you it’s a land near the Jordan River; and another country the children of Israel contended with. “And the children of Israel set forward and pitched in the plains of Moab on this side Jordan by Jericho” (Num 22:1). When King Saul took rulership of Israel, he fought against all his enemies, including Moab and the children of Ammon.

The land across the Jordan River, Transjordan, was assigned to British protection in April 1921. The Emirate became an independent state in 1923 under the rule of Emir Abdullah ibn al-Hussayn.  But Transjordan was not some obscure place that fell under British Mandate.  Now known as Jordan, the kingdom has its origins recorded in the Bible.  The scriptures detail its formation and illustrates its various dealings with the children of Israel, with whom they usually have been at odds. 

The author would like to take a succinct look at Jordan –biblical Moab.

In the Beginning

“Now these are the generations of the sons of Noah, Shem, Ham, and Japheth; and unto them were sons born after the flood.” Genesis 10:6 

All the peoples of the world came from one blood (Acts 17:26).  We descend from Noah’s three sons: Shem, Ham and Japheth. Shem, Noah’s eldest son, had five boys listed in the bible.  Elam (Persia), Asshur (Assyria), Arphaxad (Babylonia), Lud (Lydia), and Aram (Syria). 

Two years after the flood, Shem turned one hundred years old, and his son Arphaxad was born. Arphaxad’s grandson Eber was the progenitor of the Hebrews, from whom the patriarch Abram descends. On God’s command, Abram left his home in southern Mesopotamia and traveled to the land of Canaan.   

Sarai, Abram’s wife, had no children, but she had a handmaid, an Egyptian whose name was Hagar. It was Sarai’s idea to use Hagar as a surrogate, thereby giving Abram a son, an heir.

“And Hagar bare Abram a son; and Abram called his son’s name, which Hagar bare, Ishmael” (Gen. 16:15).  Ishmael means “God will hear.”  Ishmael became the father of the Arab peoples, who would later settle western Asia.

Now pregnant, Hagar began to think very highly of herself.  Faced with Hagar’s arrogance, Sarai had a change of heart about using her so and dealt harshly, browbeating her handmaid.  Hagar fled from Sarai’s persecution.  The angel of the LORD found her by a fountain of water near Shur, on the eastern border of Egypt.  The angel of the LORD told Hagar to return to her mistress, Sarai, and submit to her.  

“I will multiply they seed exceedingly, that it shall not be numbered for multitude (Gen 16:10). 

“And the angel of the LORD said unto her, behold, thou art with child, and shalt bear a son and shalt call his name Ishmael; because the LORD hath heard thy affliction.  And he will be a wild man; his hand will be against every man, and every man’s hand against him; and he shall dwell in the presence of all his brethren” (Gen 16:11-12 italics mine).

As God promised, Hagar’s seed was multiplied. Her son Ishmael would have twelve sons, and a daughter named Bashemath (Gen 36:3).  Bashemath would marry Esau, twin brother of the patriarch Jacob. Today, the Ishmaelites dwell in the presence of their brethren in the Arabian Peninsula: Saudi Arabia, Yemen, Oman, United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Bahrain, Kuwait, Iraq and Jordan.

Jordan, biblical Moab, continues with Lot.

Abram’s brother Haran had died in Ur before the family left for Canaan.  When Abram departed, he took Haran’s son Lot with him. Abram and Lot made camp on land that wasn’t large enough for their combined families.  Each man was now rich with flocks and herds.  When a quarrel broke out between their respective herdsmen, uncle and nephew agreed to split.  Lot headed east, toward the plain of the Jordan River.  The area would become known as the plain of Moab.

Lot and his family set up house in the city of Sodom, near the Salt Sea and Jordan River.    Sodom and its sister-city, Gomorrah, were Canaanite cities—cities that were so evil, they were slated by God for destruction.  “And the LORD said, because the cry of Sodom and Gomorrah is great, and because their sin is very grievous; I will go down now and see whether they have done altogether according to the cry of it, which is come unto me; and if not, I will know” (Genesis 18:20-21).

One evening, two angels entered Sodom.  Lot, who sat at the city’s gate, rose to meet them and offered them hospitality—to come home with him, wash their feet, and stay the night.  They could rise early the following morning then go their way.

But the angels declined; they would spend the night in the street.

Lot insisted; knowing full well the wickedness of city he resided in, he probably wanted to protect them. He presented the men with a feast, even baking unleavened bread; but when the angels lay down to retire, the men of the city, both old and young, came and surrounded Lot’s house.

The angels told Lot to get his family out of the city.  “For we will destroy this place, because the cry of them is waxen great before the face of the LORD and the LORD hath sent us to destroy it” (Genesis 19:13).

But when Lot told his sons-in-law, they mocked him, laughing outright at the instructions to get up and leave Sodom.  “And when the morning arose, then the angels hastened Lot saying, arise, take thy wife and thy two daughters which are here lest thou be consumed in the iniquity of the city” (Gen 19:15).

As they fled, the LORD rained fire and brimstone down on Sodom and Gomorrah.  The angel had instructed them not to look back; but Lot’s wife did and was turned into a pillar of salt.  Lot and his daughters made it to a safety, to a tiny city later named Zoar.  At the southeast end of the Dead Sea, this locale was also to be destroyed; but Lot pleaded with the LORD to save it.   

Now a family of three, Lot and his two daughters moved to a mountain where they dwelt in a cave, which to this day is called Lot’s Cave. 

Lot’s eldest daughter had an idea.  Since their mother and husbands were gone, they should continue their father’s lineage.

“And the firstborn said unto the younger, our father is old, and there is not a man in the earth to come in unto us after the manner of all the earth.  Come, let us make our father drink wine and we will lie with him, that we may preserve seed of our father” (Gen 19:31-32).

In his dotage, Lot would become a father again.  His daughters bore him two sons:  Moab and Ammon.

And Jordan, biblical Moab, began.

Biblical Moab

“And the firstborn bare a son and called his name Moab; the SAe is the father of the Moabites unto this day.”  Genesis 19:37

The Jordan River runs two hundred miles from Lebanon to the Dead (formerly Salt) Sea.  On the river’s east bank lies the country of Jordan, ancient Moab.  Modern Jordan includes three ancient nations: Moab, Gilead and Edom.  Moab was Lot’s first-born son.  Gilead is a mountainous area between the Jordan River and Bashan.  In the Bible, this region is known as Mount Gilead or the land of Gilead.

Edom (Idumea) is southeast of Palestine. Edom was founded by Esau, Jacob’s twin brother. “Thus dwelt Esau in mount Seir: Esau is Edom” (Gen 36:8).  Edom is modern Turkey. In April 1921, The Emirate of Transjordan was carved out of what used to be Turkish territory.  

Moab was Lot’s son by his eldest daughter, and the nation that descended from him.  Its landmark became Ar, a city south of the Arnon river that the LORD had sanctioned for the Moabites.

The second biblical mention of Moab is in reference to a murder.  An Edomite chief, Hadad, killed Midian in the field of Moab.  There is no mention as to why Midian, father of the Midianites, was slain; but he was one of the sons Abraham had with Keturah (Gen 25:1).

Circa 1445-1440 BC, the Hebrews, children of Israel, left Egypt after four hundred years of slavery. They would wander in the wilderness for forty years.  During the fortieth year, they journeyed into the wilderness by the way of the Red Sea, surrounding Mount Seir in Edom—home of their brethren Esau.  Remember Jacob (Abraham’s grandson) and Esau were the twin sons of Isaac.

When the children of Israel passed by the way of the wilderness of Moab, the LORD told them not to confine or cramp the Moabites, for He would not give them Moab for a possession.  “And the LORD said unto me, Distress not the Moabites, neither contend with them in battle: for I will not give thee of their land for a possession; because I have given Ar unto the children of Lot for a possession” (Deu 2:9, Num 21:13).

The children of Israel kept moving toward the Promised Land.  They entered Moab, reaching a town named Bamoth on the river Arnon. The Arnon was the border between Moab and the Amorites. A Canaanite people, the Amorites lived north of the Arnon River, and Israel needed to pass through their territory.  So Israel sent messengers to Sihon, king of the Amorites:

“Let me pass through thy land: we will not turn into the fields, or into the vineyards; we will not drink of the waters of the well but we will go along by the king’s highway, until we be past thy borders” (Num 21:22).

Sihon said no.  Not only did he refuse Israel, but he gathered his people and went out to make war with the children of Israel.  

The king may have seen how numerous the children of Israel were and decided there was no way that many people could pass through his land and not cause harm. Or... his reaction could have come from his defeat of Moab.  King Sihon had fought against the former king of Moab and taken all his land from him even unto Arnon.  “Woe to thee, Moab!  Thou art undone, O people of Chemosh: he hath given his sons that escaped, and his daughters, into captivity unto Sihon king of the Amorites” (Num 21:29).

Whatever his reason was, Sihon was defeated.  Israel killed him with a sword, then took his land from the river Arnon unto Jabbok where the Ammonites had a strong border. “Thus Israel dwelt in the land of the Amorites” (Num 21:31).

The Moabites were sick with fear.  Their king, Balak, became alarmed as he watched the children of Israel pitch their tents on the plain of Moab.  Remembering what they had done to the Amorites, Balak was afraid because there were just so many of them.  He struck an alliance with Midian, telling their elders
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