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The Location of the Ascent of

Akrabbim

In the Old Testament, an ascent is a road with
an upward grade. The poetic parallelism of Isaiah
15:5b provides a defining example:

For they go up the ascent of Luhith weep-
ing;

Surely on the road to Horonaim they
raise a cry of distress over their ruin.

Knowledge of the location of the ascent of
Akrabbim, mentioned by Moses in relation to the

southern border of Israel (Numbers 34:4), appears
to have been lost to history thousands of years ago,

making it another unsolved mystery of the Exodus.
Unfortunately, the prevalence of hilly topogra-

phy and cliffs in and around Israel supplies a large
number of potential candidates for the ascent of

Akrabbim. One may spend a lot of time guessing
which ascent corresponds to Akrabbim and still
not get it right.

The knowledge that Kadesh-barnea is to be
identified with Tabuk, Saudi Arabia,1 (Figure 1)

allows this longstanding mystery now to be solved.
Conversely, the solution of this longstanding mys-

tery corroborates the identification of the biblical
Kadesh-barnea with modern Tabuk.

Borders of Ancient Israel

Very near the end of Moses’ long life, having re-
cently defeated the Transjordan Amorites and hav-

ing apportioned their land to the tribes of Gad,
Reuben, and the half-tribe of Manasseh, God spec-

ified, through Moses, the land remaining to be ap-
portioned to the Israelites:

1Gerald E. Aardsma, “The Route of the Exodus, Part V:
The Location of Kadesh-barnea,” The Biblical Chronologist

13.4 (March 28, 2023): 1–6. www.BiblicalChronologist.org.

Figure 1: Google Maps view showing the traditional site
(red balloon by Google) and the correct location (red circle
by me) of Kadesh-barnea.

Then the Lord spoke to Moses saying,

“Command the sons of Israel and say
to them, ‘When you enter the land of

Canaan, this is the land that shall fall
to you as an inheritance, even the land of

Canaan according to its borders. Your
southern sector shall extend from the

wilderness of Zin along the side of Edom,
and your southern border shall extend

from the end of the Salt Sea eastward.
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Then your border shall turn direction

from the south to the ascent of Akrab-
bim, and continue to Zin, and its termi-

nation shall be to the south of Kadesh-
barnea . . . ’ ” (Numbers 34:1–4a)

To understand where in the world the geography
referred to in these verses is located, it is essential

to know that Kadesh-barnea is not located in the
Negev, where it has traditionally been situated,

but very much farther south at the modern Tabuk
in Saudi Arabia (Figure 1). Not knowing this gets

most translations of these verses into more or less
immediate trouble. The “Salt Sea” is then neces-
sarily seen as the Dead Sea (Figure 2), there being

no other nearby salt water body having an “end”
from which to begin to draw a border line. The

Amplified Bible, for example, makes this explicit:
“from the end of the Salt (Dead) Sea eastward.”

According to the verses from Numbers quoted
above, this makes Israel’s southern border to in-

clude a line stretching eastward from either the
north end or the south end of the Dead Sea: “your

southern border shall extend from the end of the
[Dead] Sea eastward.”

Where Israel’s Southern Border Was Not

But God cannot be placing Israel’s southern bor-
der at the south end of the Dead Sea because this

would run the southern border of Israel through
Edom, the land of Esau, whose land God had spec-

ified the Israelites of the Exodus were not to take.

You have circled this mountain long

enough. Now turn north, and command
the people saying, “You will pass through

the territory of your brothers the sons of
Esau who live in Seir; and they will be

afraid of you. So be very careful; do not
provoke them, for I will not give you any

of their land, even as little as a footstep
because I have given Mount Seir to Esau

as a possession.” (Deuteronomy 2:3–5)

This leaves only the north end of the Dead Sea,

but it fares no better. The “plains of Moab” are
specified as being opposite Jericho, and Jericho is

situated several miles farther north than the north
end of the Dead Sea. So this runs the southern

border of Israel through Moab, and, once again,

Figure 2: Google Maps view of the Dead Sea. The general
locations of the kingdoms of Moab and Edom in the moun-
tain ranges running north and south east of the Dead Sea
are shown in red letters, added by me.

this land was forbidden to the Israelites of the Ex-

odus.

“Then the Lord said to me, ‘Do not ha-

rass Moab, nor provoke them to war, for
I will not give you any of their land as a

possession, because I have given Ar to the
sons of Lot as a possession.’ ” (Deuteron-

omy 2:9)

Even if one divorces the plains of Moab from

the rest of Moab and assumes that Moab proper
extends only as far north as the north end of the

Dead Sea, one still winds up with a contextual
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problem. Specifically, God is here delineating the

boundaries of the land yet to be apportioned. The
context explicitly excludes the Transjordan.

So Moses commanded the sons of Israel

saying, “This is the land that you are to
apportion by lot among you as a posses-
sion, which the Lord has commanded to

give to the nine and a half tribes. For the
tribe of the sons of Reuben have received

theirs according to their fathers’ house-
holds, and the tribe of the sons of Gad

according to their fathers’ households,
and the half-tribe of Manasseh have re-

ceived their possession. The two and a
half tribes have received their possession

across the Jordan opposite Jericho, east-
ward toward the sunrising.” (Numbers
34:13–15)

The Transjordan boundaries of Israel have been ex-

cluded from the Numbers 34:1–12 listing of bound-
aries because this listing is only about the land re-

maining to be apportioned, and the Transjordan
land had already been apportioned. Thus, in con-

text, God cannot be talking about any supposed
boundary running eastward from the north end of

the Dead Sea because that places the supposed
boundary in the Transjordan.

Where Israel’s Southern Border Was

Once one knows that Kadesh-barnea is located
at Tabuk, the Dead Sea no longer has any rele-
vance to the translation of these verses. The Dead

Sea is situated far to the north of Tabuk (Fig-
ure 1). Since it is the southern border of Israel

which God is specifying, and since Israel included
Tabuk/Kadesh-barnea, the Dead Sea is clearly not

the sea being referenced.

Once the geographical context of these verses

has shifted from the Negev to Tabuk, the “Salt
Sea” mentioned in these verses shifts from the

Dead Sea to the Gulf of Aqaba (Figure 3). I sug-
gest that “the end of the Salt Sea” may not be the

correct translation in this instance. The original
literal Hebrew reads “the salt of sea to the end.”

I suggest that the proper translation may be “the
End Salt Sea” and that the End Salt Sea was what

we today call the Gulf of Aqaba.

Figure 3: Google Maps view of the Gulf of Aqaba. The
southern end of the Gulf of Aqaba is indicated by the red
dot and Tabuk/Kadesh-barnea is circled in red.

The Septuagint endorses this translation. In
1 Kings 9:26, in connection with Solomon’s port at

Ezion-geber, the Septuagint designates the Gulf of
Aqaba as “the last sea.” David Ben-Gad HaCohen

of Hebrew University comments on this as follows:2

This name fits with one set of names

the Bible uses for certain other seas: the
Mediterranean Sea is called . . . “The Sea

in the Back (or West)” and the Dead Sea
. . . “The Sea in the Front (or East)” (see,

e.g., Joel 2:20, Zech 14:8). The Gulf of
Aqaba would have been a faraway sea for

the writers of Kings, hence the name “Sea
at the End” or “Furthermost Sea.”

With the Gulf of Aqaba as the sea being refer-
enced, natural geography then presents its south-
ern extremity as the proper starting point for the

delineation of Israel’s southern border given by
God through Moses in these verses.

Where the Ascent of Akrabbim Is

The coastline of the Red Sea runs nearly due east

from the south end of the Gulf of Aqaba (Fig-
ure 3). God, evidently, is placing the southern bor-

der along this coastline when He says, “your south-
ern border shall extend from the [Gulf of Aqaba]

eastward.”

2www.thetorah.com/article/the-yam-suph-in-the-
transjordan (accessed April 30, 2024).
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Figure 4: Google Maps view showing the location of the ascent of Akrabbim (red line drawn by me). See Figure 3 for
a zoomed-out view of this same region. I have indicated the southern end of the Gulf of Aqaba by the red dot and
circled Tabuk/Kadesh-barnea in red. Google’s red balloon marks the highest point on the Route 8784 highway connecting
Sharma and Tabuk/Kadesh-barnea. The ascent of Akrabbim would end at this point.

Figure 5: Google Maps close-up view of the northern coast of the Red Sea showing the bay mentioned in Judges 15. The
large red dot indicates the south end of the Gulf of Aqaba as in the previous figures, the bay of interest is indicated in
red letters, and the beginning of the ascent of Akrabbim is indicated by the red arrow. All items in red have been added
by me.

Figure 6: Google Maps view of the portion of the southern border of Israel under discussion (red line). The red dot, red
line, and red circle have all been added to the original Google Maps image by me.
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Eventually this coastline begins to bend toward

the south. This is as it should be, because God
next says, just before mentioning the ascent of

Akrabbim, “Then your border shall turn direction
from the south . . . ,” not from the east.

At this point, rather than continuing southward,
one should look for a road turning inland, going
up over the mountains toward Tabuk: “Then your

border shall turn direction from the south to the
ascent of Akrabbim.” This road is identified as the

modern Route 8784 on Google Maps (Figure 4). It
runs between Sharma on the coast of the Red Sea

up over the mountains to Tabuk. This identifies
the ascent of Akrabbim as the ascent of this road

up into the mountains.

Further Evidences

This identification of the ascent of Akrabbim is fur-
ther affirmed by an additional geographical detail

relevant to this boundary given in Joshua 15:1–3:

Now the lot for the tribe of the sons of

Judah according to their families reached
the border of Edom, southward to the

wilderness of Zin at the extreme south.
And their south border was from the

[Gulf of Aqaba], from the bay that turns
to the south. Then it proceeded south-

ward to the ascent of Akrabbim and con-
tinued to Zin, then went up by the south

of Kadesh-barnea . . .

This description of the southern boundary specifies

that it included a “bay that turns to the south.”
Google Maps reveals a properly situated bay (Fig-

ure 5). Notice how the road turns due south as
one rounds the east end of this bay. This precisely

fits the primary directive found in Numbers,“Then
your border shall turn direction from the south to
the ascent of Akrabbim . . . ”

In addition, this “ascent of Akrabbim”
road—Route 8784—takes one naturally to

Tabuk/Kadesh-barnea. This naturally suits the
biblical description of this portion of the southern

boundary (Figure 6): “your southern border
shall extend from the end of the [Gulf of Aqaba]

eastward. Then your border shall turn direction
from the south to the ascent of Akrabbim, and

continue to Zin [the local wilderness in which

Kadesh-barnea was situated], and its termination

shall be to the south of Kadesh-barnea . . . ”

Conclusion

Though identifying the site of ancient Kadesh-

barnea with modern Tabuk departs radically from
the traditional site of Kadesh-barnea (Figure 1),

this identification has now been found to allow the
mystery of the location of the ascent of Akrabbim

to be solved, affirming its correctness. �
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