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When did the mei Meriva incident take place, and what it matters 

 
Source sheet for shiur by Menachem Leibtag, 

INTRODUCTION  

 After the ‘sin of spies’, was Moshe Rabeinu supposed to remain the leader of the next generation 

as well, and bring them into the Land? 

 If not, when and why was that decision made that someone else would lead them in? 

 In this week’s shiur, we discuss this question from the perspectives of both Sefer Bamidbar & 

Devarim, as we take into consideration: chronology, geography, climate, and maybe even a little logic. 

 

I.  Chronology of the events in Sefer Bamidbar 

 Explicit dates : 

  The cloud rises, and travel begins on 20th of Iyar – year II  [see 10:11] 

  The death of Aharon  - 1st of Av  Year 40  [in chapter 33 – Masei…] 

 Events in between 

  Chapters 11 thru 14  - logically in the summer of Year II 

  The Korach rebellion  - no date/ no location  - conclusion based on logic 

  Miriam’s death [see 20:1]  - first month – but no mention of the Year 

  The Mei Meriva incident- note the textual & thematic connection to Korach 

  Aharon’s death – followed by the war against the King of Arad   

  The travel thru Transjordan and the battle against Sichon [chapter 21] 
   Note the ‘name change’ to ISRAEL beginning in chapter 21 

 

II.  Geography – where is KADESH 

 How many places are named Kadesh 

• Kadesh Barnea  - where they send the Meraglim from 

•  Note Devarim 1:1-2  /  1:18-21  / 2:13-14  compare with Bamid 13:26 & 10:12 

•  Pay attention to the general area  MIDBAR PARAAN  [in contrast to MIDBAR TZIN] 

• KADESH in Sefer Breishit  - 14:7 =Ein Mishpat / 16:14  / 20:1 not far from Grar 

• KADESH MIDBAR TZIN  see Bamid 20:1, 14-22  / 33-36-37 !!  / 34:1-3 / 

•  Discuss how it’s south of the Dead sea on eastern border – CANNOT be Kadesh Barnea 

 Let’s see end of Devarim chapter 1-  

  When did we arrive in Kadesh Midbar Tzin?  
הֵמָה, יָבֹאוּ  --יָדְעוּ הַיּוֹם טוֹב וָרָע-וְטַפְכֶם אֲשֶר אֲמַרְתֶם לָבַז יִהְיֶה, וּבְנֵיכֶם אֲשֶר לאֹ לט

ךְ יַם מ.  שָמָה; וְלָהֶם אֶתְנֶנָה, וְהֵם יִירָשוּהָ  רֶּ דְבָרָה, דֶּ ם; וּסְעוּ הַמִּ ם, פְנוּ לָכֶּ  .סוּף-וְאַתֶּ

- צִוָּנוּ יְהוָה אֱלֹהֵינוּ; וַתַחְגְרוּ, אִיש אֶת-אֲנַחְנוּ נַעֲלֶה וְנִלְחַמְנוּ, כְכֹל אֲשֶר--וַתַעֲנוּ וַתאֹמְרוּ אֵלַי, חָטָאנוּ לַיהוָה מא   

כִי אֵינֶנִי, בְקִרְבְכֶם;  --תִלָחֲמוּ- וַיּאֹמֶר יְהוָה אֵלַי, אֱמֹר לָהֶם לאֹ תַעֲלוּ וְלאֹ מב   .לֵי מִלְחַמְתוֹ, וַתָהִינוּ, לַעֲלֹת הָהָרָה כְ 

פִי יְהוָה, וַתָזִדוּ וַתַעֲלוּ  -וָאֲדַבֵר אֲלֵיכֶם, וְלאֹ שְמַעְתֶם; וַתַמְרוּ אֶת מג  .וְלאֹ, תִנָגְפוּ, לִפְנֵי, אֹיְבֵיכֶם

וַיֵּצֵא הָאֱמֹרִי הַיֹּשֵב בָהָר הַהוּא, לִקְרַאתְכֶם, וַיִּרְדְפוּ אֶתְכֶם, כַאֲשֶר תַעֲשֶינָה   מד   .הָהָרָה

פְנֵי יְהוָה; וְלאֹ מה  .חָרְמָה-הַדְבֹרִים; וַיַּכְתוּ אֶתְכֶם בְשֵעִיר, עַד בְכּוּ, לִּ בוּ וַתִּ שָמַע  -וַתָשֻׁ

ם ין אֲלֵיכֶּ אֱזִּ ם, וְלאֹ הֶּ ים,   מו.  יְהוָה בְקֹלְכֶּ ים רַבִּ וַתֵשְבוּ בְקָדֵש, יָמִּ

ם ר יְשַבְתֶּ ים, אֲשֶּ  .כַּיָמִּ
 סוּף, כַאֲשֶר דִבֶר יְהוָה, אֵלָי;  -וַנֵפֶן וַנִסַע הַמִדְבָרָה, דֶרֶךְ יַם א

ת ים-הַר-וַנָסָב אֶּ ים רַבִּ יר, יָמִּ  }ס{    .שֵעִּ

ת-רַב ג.  וַיּאֹמֶר יְהוָה, אֵלַי לֵאמֹר ב ם, סֹב אֶּ ה; -לָכֶּ ם, צָפֹנָההָהָר הַזֶּ  .פְנוּ לָכֶּ



 

ם בְנֵיהָעָם, צַו לֵאמֹר,  -וְאֶת ד   גְבוּל אֲחֵיכֶּ ים בִּ ם עֹבְרִּ יר-אַתֶּ ים בְשֵעִּ ; וְיִירְאוּ  עֵשָו, הַיֹשְבִּ

-אֶתֵן לָכֶם מֵאַרְצָם, עַד מִדְרַךְ כַף-כִי לאֹ--תִתְגָרוּ בָם-אַל ה   .מִכֶם, וְנִשְמַרְתֶם מְאֹד

- אֹכֶל תִשְבְרוּ מֵאִתָם בַכֶסֶף, וַאֲכַלְתֶם; וְגַם  ו   .הַר שֵעִיר-יְרֻשָה לְעֵשָו, נָתַתִי אֶת-כִי  גֶל:רָ 

יָדַע לֶכְתְךָ, --כִי יְהוָה אֱלֹהֶיךָ בֵרַכְךָ, בְכֹל מַעֲשֵה יָדֶךָ ז  .וּשְתִיתֶם--יִם תִכְרוּ מֵאִתָם, בַכֶסֶףמַ 

מָךְ  :הַמִדְבָר הַגָדֹל הַזֶה-אֶת יךָ עִּ ים שָנָה, יְהוָה אֱלֹהֶּ ה אַרְבָעִּ וַנַעֲבֹר   ח  .לאֹ חָסַרְתָ, דָבָר--זֶּ

ן,    }ס{   עֵשָו, הַיֹּשְבִים בְשֵעִיר, מִדֶרֶךְ הָעֲרָבָה, מֵאֵילַת וּמֵעֶצְיֹן גָבֶר;-מֵאֵת אַחֵינוּ בְנֵי  וַנֵפֶּ
דְבַר מוֹאָב ךְ, מִּ רֶּ - מוֹאָב, וְאַל- תָצַר אֶת-וַיּאֹמֶר יְהוָה אֵלַי, אַל ט.  וַנַעֲבֹר, דֶּ

 .עָר יְרֻשָה- לוֹט, נָתַתִי אֶת-כִי לִבְנֵי--אֶתֵן לְךָ מֵאַרְצוֹ, יְרֻשָה-כִי לאֹ  תְגָר בָם, מִלְחָמָה: תִ 

 

 
 

 

 Most all commentators assume that the Mei Meriva incident (as described in Bamidbar 20:1-14) took 

place in the fortieth year.  Hence, it is also assumed that Bnei Yisrael spent most of the 38 years wandering 

from place to place in the desert.   

Nonetheless, the Torah never provides us with a precise date for the Mei Meriva incident.  In fact, we are 

only informed of the month, but not the year (see Bamidbar 20:1).  Furthermore, from a careful reading of 

how Moshe Rabeinu describes those events in Parshat Devarim, one could arrive at a very different 

conclusion concerning what transpired during those forty years!  

 

   There's a very simple reason why everyone takes for granted that the Mei Meriva incident takes 

place in the 40th year.  Later on, in that very same chapter in Sefer Bamidbar, we are told of Aharon's death 

(see 20:22-29), an event which definitely took place on the fifth month of the fortieth year (according to 

Bamidbar 33:38). 

Therefore, it is only logical to assume that all the events in chapter 20 took place in the fortieth year.  

Hence, upon reading its opening pasuk:  

"And Bnei Yisrael [the entire congregation] arrived at MIDBAR TZIN on the first month, and the people 

settled down in Kadesh, there Miriam died and was buried."  (20:1) 

 

- most all commentators conclude that Miriam died if the first month of that very same year (i.e. four 

months before Aharon).  For example, let's note Rashbam's commentary: 

"And Miriam died there: On the first month at the end of the FORTY years - for Aharon died on the fifth 

month of the fortieth year, as it states [explicitly] in Parshat Masei." 

See also Ramban. 

 Ibn Ezra (to Bamidbar 20:1),  

"In the first month: In the FORTIETH YEAR. And (thus) there is neither a story nor a prophecy in the 

Torah other than in the FIRST year and in the FORTIETH year." 

 

 Ibn Ezra is making a very bold statement, as he claims that from the moment that God decreed the 

punishment of forty years (after chet ha'meraglim) Chumash goes into a 'coma' for 38 years, no stories, no 

mitzvoth.  Hence, Ibn Ezra must explain that all of the mitzvot and narratives recorded in Chumash between 

chapters 15 and 20 (i.e. between the story of the spies and the death of Miriam) took place at an earlier time, 

i.e. before Bnei Yisrael left Har Sinai.  [See Ibn Ezra on Bamidbar 16:1.] 

  

  

THE 18 STOP JOURNEY IN PARSHAT MASEI 

 Parshat Masei provides with a detailed list of Bnei Yisrael's journey through the desert (see 33:1-49).  

Even though that account mentions many locations that are not mentioned elsewhere in Chumash (and skips 

many locations that are mentioned - such as Kadesh Barnea itself!) - it will still be helpful for our 

discussion. 

 Let's pick up Parshat Masei as it records Bnei Yisrael's journey from Har Sinai (see 33:16).  



From Sinai they travel to Kivrot ha'taava, and then to Chatzerot, and then to Ritma.  

Now Kivrot ha'taava and Chatzerot have already been mentioned in Parshat Bha'alotcha (see 11:34-35), 

 but Ritma is not. 

 However, Parshat Bha'alotcha tells us that they camped next in Midbar Paraan (see 12:16), and from there 

Moshe sent the meraglim (see 13:3) from an area known as KADESH BARNEA in Midbar Paraan.  

 

 Therefore, Chazal identify Ritma with Kadesh Barnea, and its 'new name' reflects the events which 

took place there (see Rashi 33:18). Then Parshat Masei mentions an additional 18 stops from Ritma until 

Bnei Yisrael arrive in Midbar Tzin (see 33:18-36), which were not mentioned anywhere else earlier in Sefer 

Bamidbar. 

  

 Now among the 18 locations we find Yotvata and Etzion Gaver, sites which almost for sure are 

somewhere in the SOUTHERN Negev, not far from the Red Sea (i.e. near Eilat). Most likely, this journey 

SOUTHWARD was a fulfillment of God's command to leave Kadesh Barnea towards the Red Sea (see 

again 14:25). 

 

 Then, Parshat Masei tells us that Bnei Yisrael travel from Etzion Gaver and arrive at Kadesh Midbar 

Tzin (see 33:36-38/ compare with 20:1), but does not tell us on what year they arrived.  

 [However, it is quite clear that they LEAVE Kadesh Midbar Tzin in the fortieth year, for from 

Kadesh they travel to Hor Ha'Har to bury Aharon - and that event for sure took place in year 40 as the pasuk 

itself testifies (33:38).] 

 

 So was Kadesh Midbar Tzin the LAST stop after a long 38 year journey wandering through 

the desert, OR was Kadesh Midbar Tzin the LONG stopover where Bnei Yisrael may have spent 

MOST of the years while waiting for the first generation to die? 

 Enter Parshat Devarim! 

 

 Recall that in Moshe Rabeinu's first speech in Sefer Devarim (chapters 1->4), he explains why forty 

years had elapsed since Bnei Yisrael SHOULD have entered. Therefore, the first part of that speech includes 

the story of chet ha'meraglim, for that was the primary reason for the forty year delay. 

 

 That story states specifically that the meraglim were sent from KADESH BARNEA (see 1:19), and 

also includes God's commandment that Bnei Yisrael must immediately leave and travel back into the desert 

toward the Red Sea (see 1:40). But after the story of the "ma'apilim" (see 1:41-45) there is one small, but 

very important pasuk:  

 "va'teshvu ba'KADESH yamim rabim, kayamim asher ya'shavtem." 

  

.] 

 So what KADESH is this pasuk referring to? There are two 'candidates': 

 1) KADESH BARNEA - where the meraglim were sent from 

 2) KADESH MIDBAR TZIN - where the Mei Meriva story took place 

 

 But based on our analysis above, it CANNOT be Kadesh Barnea! After all, God commanded them to 

LEAVE Kadesh Barnea - "machar" -the NEXT DAY. Why then would they stay there for a long time? 

 

 

III. Climate 

 Recall, it doesn’t rain in the summer, but the winter rains fill up the aquifer 

  Which can be tapped, even in the Negev in the summer via digging wells/ [beerot] 

 

 Let’s study the story of Mei Meriva, noting is similarity to the Korach incident 

  



Bamidbar Chapter 20 

דְבַר-כָל  יִשְרָאֵל -וַיָּבֹאוּ בְנֵי  א ש  - הָעֵדָה מִּ ן, בַחֹדֶּ צִּ
ב הָעָם, בְקָדֵש אשוֹן, וַיֵשֶּ וַתָמָת שָם מִרְיָם,   ;הָרִּ

  וַתִקָבֵר שָם.

1 And the children of Israel, even the whole congregation, 
came into the wilderness of Zin in the first month; and the 

people abode in Kadesh; and Miriam died there, and was 

buried there.  

-מֹשֶה וְעַל -ל עַ   הָיָה מַיִם, לָעֵדָה; וַיִּקָהֲלוּ,-וְלאֹ  ב
   אַהֲרֹן.

2 And there was no water for the congregation; and they 

assembled themselves together against Moses and against 
Aaron.  

םו  ג ב הָעָם, עִּ ה;- ַיָרֶּ    :לֵאמֹר  וַיּאֹמְרוּ   מֹשֶּ
פְנֵי ה,     גְוַע אַחֵינוּ לִּ   .’וְלוּ גָוַעְנוּ בִּ

3 And the people strove with Moses, and spoke, saying: 

'Would that we had perished when our brethren perished 

before the LORD!  

הַמִדְבָר הַזֶה,  -אֶל  ,’קְהַל ה-וְלָמָה הֲבֵאתֶם אֶת  ד
ירֵנוּ   .לָמוּת שָם, אֲנַחְנוּ וּבְעִּ

4 And why have ye brought the assembly of the LORD into 

this wilderness, to die there, we and our cattle?  

-אֹתָנוּ, אֶל  וְלָמָה הֶעֱלִיתֻנוּ, מִמִצְרַיִם, לְהָבִיא  ה
וְרִמוֹן,    לאֹ מְקוֹם זֶרַע, וּתְאֵנָה וְגֶפֶן  :הַמָקוֹם הָרָע הַזֶה

   וּמַיִם אַיִן, לִשְתוֹת.

5 And wherefore have ye made us to come up out of Egypt, 
to bring us in unto this evil place? it is no place of seed, or 

of figs, or of vines, or of pomegranates; neither is there any 

water to drink.'  

פְנֵי הַקָהָל וַיָּבאֹ מֹשֶה וְאַהֲרֹן   ו פְלוּ,  וַ פֶתַח אֹהֶל מוֹעֵד, -אֶל ,מִּ יִּ
ם-עַל    .אֲלֵיהֶם , ’ה-; וַיֵּרָא כְבוֹדפְנֵיהֶּ

6 And Moses and Aaron went from the presence of the 
assembly unto the door of the tent of meeting, and fell upon 

their faces; and the glory of the LORD appeared unto them.  

ר ה’, אֶל  ז אמֹר. -וַיְדַבֵּ  :And the LORD spoke unto Moses, saying 7 משֶֹה לֵּ

ל אֶת - קַח אֶת   ח  דָה אַתָה וְאַהֲרןֹ אָחִיךָ,  - הַמַטֶה, וְהַקְהֵּ הָעֵּ

אתָ לָהֶם מַיִם  - וְדִבַרְתֶם אֶל  ימָיו; וְהוֹצֵּ יהֶם, וְנָתַן מֵּ ינֵּ הַסֶלַע לְעֵּ

דָה וְאֶת - הַסֶלַע, וְהִשְקִיתָ אֶת - מִן   . ירָםבְעִ - הָעֵּ

8 'Take the rod, and assemble the congregation, 
thou, and Aaron thy brother, and speak ye unto 
the rock before their eyes, that it give forth its 
water; and thou shalt bring forth to them water 
out of the rock; so thou shalt give the 
congregation and their cattle drink.' 

י ה’, כַאֲשֶר, צִוָהו. -וַיִקַח משֶֹה אֶת  ט  And Moses took the rod from before the 9 הַמַטֶה, מִלִפְנֵּ

LORD, as He commanded him. 

י הַסָלַע; וַיאֹמֶר  -אֶל--הַקָהָל-וַיַקְהִלו משֶֹה וְאַהֲרןֹ, אֶת  י פְנֵּ

 . הַסֶלַע הַזֶה, נוֹצִיא לָכֶם מָיִם - הֲמִן-- נָא הַמֹרִים - שִמְעו לָהֶם, 

10 And Moses and Aaron gathered the assembly 
together before the rock, and he said unto them: 
'Hear now, ye rebels; are we to bring you forth 
water out of this rock?' 

הו-, וַיַךְ אֶתיָדוֹ - וַיָרֶם מֹשֶה אֶת   יא ;  פַעֲמָיִם--הַסֶלַע בְמַטֵּ

צְאו  דָה ובְעִירָם.  וַיֵּ שְתְ הָעֵּ     מַיִם רַבִים, וַתֵּ

11 And Moses lifted up his hand, and smote the 
rock with his rod twice; and water came forth 

abundantly, and the congregation drank, and 
their cattle.  

 

Compare with the complaints in the Korach story – see Bamidbar chapter 16 

Especially re: leadership [Datan & Aviram] 

ה יב  רוּ, לאֹ נַעֲלֶׁ יאָב; וַיאֹמְׁ נֵי אֱלִּ ירָם בְׁ לַאֲבִּ דָתָן וְׁ ראֹ לְׁ קְׁ ה, לִּ לַח מֹשֶׁ שְׁ עַט יג.  וַיִּ י  הַמְׁ , כִּ

דְבָר: יתֵנוּ, בַמִּ יתָנוּ מֵאֶרֶץ זָבַת חָלָב וּדְבַשׁ, לַהֲמִּ י  הֶעֱלִּ תָרֵר עָלֵינוּ, גַם-כִּ שְׁ - תִּ

תָרֵר שְׁ יאֹתָנוּ-אַף לאֹ אֶל יד.  הִּ ןאֶרֶץ זָבַת חָלָב וּדְבַשׁ, הֲבִּ תֶׁ ם;  -, וַתִּ ה וָכָרֶׁ לָנוּ, נַחֲלַת שָדֶׁ

נַקֵר ים הָהֵם, תְׁ ה --הַעֵינֵי הָאֲנָשִּ  .…לאֹ נַעֲלֶׁ

דוּ,  יח ת; וַיַעַמְׁ טֹרֶׁ ם, קְׁ ימוּ עֲלֵיהֶׁ ם אֵש, וַיָשִּ נוּ עֲלֵיהֶׁ תְׁ תָתוֹ, וַיִּ יש מַחְׁ חוּ אִּ קְׁ פֶתַח אֹהֶל  וַיִּ

אַהֲרֹן--מוֹעֵד ה וְׁ  ; פֶתַח אֹהֶל מוֹעֵד-הָעֵדָה, אֶל-כָל-וַיַקְהֵל עֲלֵיהֶם קֹרַח אֶת יט.  וּמֹשֶׁ

בוֹד  ל-וַיֵרָא כְׁ הוָה, אֶׁ  .הָעֵדָה-כָל-יְׁ

יבֵי, הַקְטֹרֶת לה ישׁ, מַקְרִּ ם אִּ ים וּמָאתַיִּ שִּ  . וְאֵשׁ יָצְאָה, מֵאֵת יְהוָה; וַתאֹכַל, אֵת הַחֲמִּ



Sefer Bamidbar – What 'belongs' & what doesn't! 

Chapter Ongoing Narrative Mitzvot l'dorot  (Commandments) 

** Preparing to leave Har Sinai  

1->4 Organizing the camp, army etc.  
5  Laws of "asham" * "sotah" 

6  Laws of "nazir" & birkat kohanim 

7 Dedication of Mishkan by the Nsiim  

8 Ceremony for Leviim, replacing bchorim   

9 Pesach in the desert; instructions on how 
to travel following the 'anan' 

[Pesach sheni/ reason for delay?]] 

10 Using the "chatzrotot" for travel signals;  
Travel begins on 20 Iyar; "va'yhi b'nsoa" 

 

** Failure of first generation  

11 Sin of the "mitavim"; 70 elders appointed  

12 Sin of Miriam, talking against Moshe  

13-14 Sin of the spies; & the "maapilim"  

15  Laws re: korbanot, taking challa, 
Sanhedrin, shabbat, & tzizit 

16-17 Korach's rebellion; test of the 12 staffs  

18  Laws re:Compensation for shevet Levi 

19  Laws re: 'para aduma' / "tumat meyt" 

20 Moshe & Aharon's sin at Mei Meriva; 

Fortieth year/  journey around Har Seir 

 

21 War with Arad; sin of "nachash nchoshet" 

War with Sichon/ Conquer of Transjordan 

 

22-24 Story of Bilam & Balak  

25 Sin of Bnei Yisrael with 'bnot Moav';  
revenge taken by Pinchas etc. 

 

** Preparing to Enter Canaan  

26 Census, who will inherit the land  

27 Daughters of Tzlofchad request 'nachala'; 

Moshe is told to die, Yehoshua appointed 

 

28-29  Laws of Tmidim u'Musafim (holidays) 

30  Laws re: annulling vows 

31 War against Midyan  

32 Inheritance taken by Reuven, Gad & 

Menashe; & their promise to fight.... 

 

33 Summary of Travel thru the desert [Commandment to conquer the land?] 

34 Borders of Eretz Cannan (to conquer)  

35  Cities of Levites & Cities of Refuge  

36 Bnot Tzlofchad - protecting inheritance  
 

 

 


