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The Locations of Mount Paran

and the Wilderness of Paran

The wilderness of Paran appears in several places

in the biblical historical narrative of the Exodus.
Unfortunately, its first mention as it appears in

the NASB may cause some confusion regarding its
location.

Now it came about in the second year,
in the second month, on the twentieth of

the month, that the cloud was lifted from
over the tabernacle of the testimony; and

the sons of Israel set out on their journeys
from the wilderness of Sinai. Then the

cloud settled down in the wilderness of
Paran. (Numbers 10:11–12)

This is easily misunderstood to be saying that the
pillar of cloud lifted from the wilderness of Sinai
encampment and moved directly to the wilderness

of Paran and settled there. This interpretation
makes the wilderness of Paran to be the Israelites’

next stop along the way to Canaan, which would
imply that the wilderness of Paran must be located

within roughly a day’s journey (30 miles) of the
wilderness of Sinai.

The subsequent narrative clarifies that this is
not what is intended by these verses. The actual

sequence of events is: 1) the cloud lifted from the
Sinai encampment, where the Israelites had been

camped in front of Mount Sinai for nearly a year1

and 2) hopped in fairly rapid succession from en-

campment to encampment, 19 encampments in all,

1The Israelites came to the wilderness of Sinai in the
third month of their first year after their Exodus from Egypt
(Numbers 19:1) and left near the end of the second month
of the second year after leaving Egypt (Numbers 10:11).

before 3) arriving at the wilderness of Paran, where

it settled down to stay for nearly 38 years.2

The Numbers 10:11–12 passage quoted previ-

ously encompasses all of this. It summarizes, show-
ing where the narrative is going. It is not intended

to provide information about the location of the
wilderness of Paran. The NIV makes this meaning

explicit.

On the twentieth day of the second month
of the second year, the cloud lifted from

above the tabernacle of the covenant
law. Then the Israelites set out from the
Desert of Sinai and traveled from place

to place until the cloud came to rest in
the Desert of Paran. (Numbers 10:11–12,

NIV)

The key to solving the mystery of the location of
the wilderness of Paran is knowledge of the correct

location of Kadesh-barnea, for the biblical histor-
ical narrative is explicit that Kadesh-barnea was

located in the wilderness of Paran.

When they returned from spying out the
land, at the end of forty days, they

proceeded to come to Moses and Aaron
and to all the congregation of the sons
of Israel in the wilderness of Paran, at

Kadesh. . . (Numbers 13:25–26a)

2The Israelites journeyed from Kadesh to Mount Hor,
one day’s travel, on their way to the plains of Moab to
launch the Eviction/Conquest of Canaan. Aaron died on
Mount Hor in the fortieth year, fifth month, first day (Num-
bers 33:38). Thus, the interval of time between leaving
Sinai and leaving Kadesh was 38 years, 3 (lunar) months,
20 days. Meanwhile, Deuteronomy 2:14 informs us that
38 years transpired between the Israelites entering Kadesh-
barnea and their crossing of the brook Zered on their way
to the plains of Moab. So their stay at Kadesh-barnea, in
the wilderness of Paran, must have lasted nearly 38 years.
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The true location of Kadesh-barnea, at modern

Tabuk, Saudi Arabia (Figure 1), has been known
for over a year.3 This location is far from the gen-

erally accepted one in the northern Sinai desert.4

But the Tabuk location for Kadesh-barnea has al-

ready successfully played a pivotal role in solving
the mysteries of: 1) the location of Mount Hor,5

2) the location of Ezion-geber,6 and 3) the loca-

tion of the ascent of Akrabbim,7 substantiating it.
This same location now solves the mystery of the

location of the wilderness of Paran, further corrob-
orating it.

Figure 2 shows my proposed solution, drawn on

the map of the major political entities of the Ex-
odus published last issue. This solution is derived
as follows.

First, we know that Tabuk/Kadesh-barnea is in

the wilderness of Paran. This anchors the wilder-
ness to the southeast corner of Midian.

Next, we must determine how far the wilderness
of Paran extends in all directions.

In modern times, it is customary to think in to-

pographical terms. This would make the wilder-
ness of Paran to be the entire orange plain of which

Tabuk/Kadesh-barnea is a part. But we have seen
previously that wildernesses of the Exodus tended

to be named by landmarks such as cities or moun-
tains to which they were adjacent.8 Thinking in
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Figure 1: Google Maps view showing the traditional site
(red balloon by Google) and the correct location (red circle
by me) of Kadesh-barnea.

this ancient way, it seems more likely that the

wilderness of Paran was just that portion of the
orange plain which was associated with the Paran

landmark. This leads to the question, “What was
the Paran landmark?”

I suggest that the Paran landmark was Mount
Paran, mentioned by Moses while blessing the na-
tion of Israel just prior to his death (Deuteronomy

33:2a).

And he said,

“The Lord came from Sinai,
And dawned on them from Seir;

He shone forth from Mount Paran,
. . .

I suggest that Mount Paran would not be a sin-

gular mountain but rather would refer to the con-
glomeration of mountains making up the mountain

range in Midian. This is analogous to Seir, which
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Figure 2: Mount Paran appears to have been the name of the mountain range in Midian. This makes the wilderness of
Paran to be the wilderness within the borders of Midian extending to the east from the foot of the Paran mountain range.
The original topographic map is from en-us.topographic-map.com/map-62dnh/Israel/. All writing and drawing in black
and red are by me.
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is the mountain range in Edom. It is variously re-

ferred to simply as “Seir” (as in the verse quoted
above) or as “Mount Seir” (Deuteronomy 1:2, for

example). The same custom would be expected
to apply to “Paran” and “Mount Paran.” Far-

ther north, in Moab, the mountain range is called
Ar. The northern extremity of Ar was taken from
Moab by Sihon (Numbers 21:26–28). Thus, there

seems to be both fixed topographical names (Ar,
Seir, and Paran) and corresponding but potentially

changing political/ethnic names of people groups
inhabiting these mountain ranges (Moab, Edom,

Midian) in the biblical historical Exodus narrative.
This gives rise to the possibility of referring to a

wilderness by the political/ethnic name related to
its topographical landmark. We find a “wilderness

of Moab” (Deuteronomy 2:8), for example. This
would have had the advantage of being more spe-
cific in this instance than “wilderness of Ar” since

it would have excluded any portion of the wilder-
ness of Ar falling within the territorial boundaries

of Sihon.
This way of thinking then limits the wilderness

of Paran to just that portion of the orange plain
which lies at the eastern feet of the Paran moun-

tain range within the boundaries of Midian. Since
Edom lay on the other side of this boundary, the

orange plain there would likely have been called
the wilderness of Edom, and its northeastern part
especially might also have been called the wilder-

ness of Seir. �
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