
Judges 1:16
Authorized King James Version (KJV)

And the children of the Kenite, Moses' father in law, went up

out of the city of palm trees with the children of Judah into the

wilderness of Judah, which lieth in the south of Arad; and they

went and dwelt among the people. 

Analysis

And the children of the Kenite, Moses' father in law, went up out of the city

of  palm trees  with  the  children of  Judah into  the  wilderness  of  Judah,

which  lieth  in  the  south  of  Arad;  and  they  went  and  dwelt  among the

people.

The Kenites were nomadic metalworkers descended from Jethro (Reuel), Moses'

father-in-law (Exodus 2:16-21, 3:1). The Hebrew Qeni (ִקֵיני) possibly derives from

qayin (קַיִן,  "smith/metalworker"),  suggesting  their  traditional  craft.  Jethro  had

visited Israel in the wilderness, offering wise counsel about leadership structure

(Exodus 18:13-27) and worshiping Yahweh (Exodus 18:10-12). Some Kenites chose

to join Israel permanently, becoming allied peoples dwelling among Israelite tribes.

Their expertise in metalworking would prove valuable to Israel, who lacked such

specialized knowledge initially.

The "city of palm trees" refers to Jericho (Deuteronomy 34:3, 2 Chronicles 28:15),

located in the Jordan Valley with abundant date palms. The Kenites'  movement

from  Jericho's  fertile  valley  to  Judah's  arid  Negev  near  Arad  seems

counterintuitive, but likely reflected their nomadic lifestyle preferring open spaces

for  herding  and  metalworking  operations  requiring  charcoal  fuel  from  desert

acacia  trees.  Their  dwelling  "among  the  people"  (et-ha'am, (אֶת־הָעָם   indicates

integration while maintaining distinct identity—living alongside Judahites without
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full tribal absorption.

Theologically,  the  Kenites  illustrate  Gentile  inclusion  in  Israel's  covenant

community. They weren't ethnically Israelite but joined through faith commitment

to Yahweh and His people. Later, Jonadab son of Rechab (a Kenite) established a

faithful  sect  maintaining  covenant  loyalty  while  other  Israelites  apostatized

(Jeremiah 35:1-19), for which God promised perpetual blessing. This foreshadows

New  Covenant  inclusion  of  all  nations  through  faith  in  Christ  (Romans  9:6-8,

Galatians 3:7-9, Ephesians 2:11-22). Ethnic or national identity doesn't determine

covenant standing—only faith in God's promises through His appointed mediator.

Historical Context

The Kenites' historical identity connects to Midianites (Moses' father-in-law was

also  called  a  Midianite,  Exodus  3:1;  Numbers  10:29)  and  possibly  Edomites,

suggesting  they  were  a  clan  or  guild  within  broader  tribal  structures.  Their

metalworking expertise made them valuable in a period when iron technology was

spreading but not yet mastered by Israelites. The Philistines' later iron monopoly

(1 Samuel 13:19-22) indicates Israel's technological disadvantage, making Kenite

metalworking knowledge beneficial.

Arad in the Negev has been extensively excavated (Tel Arad), showing Late Bronze

and Iron Age occupation. The "wilderness of Judah" (midbar Yehudah, מִדְברַּ יהְודָּה)

designates the arid zone east and south of Judah's central highlands, receiving

minimal rainfall (4-8 inches annually) and supporting primarily pastoralism. The

Kenites'  presence  here  fits  their  nomadic  lifestyle,  though  they  maintained

relationships with settled Israelites (1 Samuel 15:6, 27:10, 30:29).

The Kenites' choice to join Israel demonstrates that Yahweh worship attracted non-

Israelites even during the conquest period. Rahab (Joshua 2, 6:22-25), Ruth (Ruth

1:16-17), and later proselytes show consistent openness to Gentile inclusion based

on faith. This challenges the notion that Old Testament religion was purely ethnic

or nationalistic.  While Israel was chosen as God's covenant people with unique

status,  the  covenant  always  pointed  toward  universal  inclusion  of  all  nations

(Genesis 12:3, 22:18, Isaiah 49:6, Acts 13:47).
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Related Passages

Psalm 19:1 — Heavens declare God's glory 

Genesis 1:1 — Creation of heavens and earth 

Study Questions

How do the Kenites' integration into Israel preview the inclusion of Gentiles

into God's covenant people through faith rather than ethnic descent?

What does the Kenites' willingness to leave comfortable Jericho for harsh

wilderness out of loyalty to God's people teach about the cost of covenant

commitment?

In what ways can Christians today maintain distinct identity while dwelling

'among the people' of secular culture?

Interlinear Text

י ֵ בנְּ
And the children

H1121

קֵיניִ
of the Kenite

H7017

ן חֹתֵ
father in law

H2859

ה מֹשֶׁ
Moses
H4872

ּ ו עָל
went up

H5927

יר מֵעִ
out of the city

H5892

הַתּמְָריִם
of palm trees

H8558

אֶת
among

H854

י ֵ בנְּ
And the children

H1121

ה יהְודָּ
of Judah

H3063

ר מִדְבַּ
into the wilderness

H4057

ה יהְודָּ
of Judah

H3063

ר אֲשֶׁ
H834

גבֶ ֶ בנְּ
which lieth in the south

H5045

ד עֲרָ
of Arad
H6166

ְ לךֶ ֵּ ויַ
H1980

שֶׁב ֵּ ויַ
and dwelt

H3427

אֶת
among

H854

הָעָֽם׃
the people

H5971

Additional Cross-References

Judges 4:11 (Word): Now Heber the Kenite, which was of the children of Hobab

the father in law of Moses, had severed himself from the Kenites, and pitched his

tent unto the plain of Zaanaim, which is by Kedesh.

1. 

2. 

3. 
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1 Samuel 15:6 (Parallel theme): And Saul said unto the Kenites, Go, depart, get

you down from among the Amalekites, lest I destroy you with them: for ye shewed

kindness to all  the children of Israel,  when they came up out of Egypt. So the

Kenites departed from among the Amalekites.

Deuteronomy 34:3 (Parallel theme): And the south, and the plain of the valley of

Jericho, the city of palm trees, unto Zoar.

Numbers 21:1 (Parallel theme): And when king Arad the Canaanite, which dwelt

in the south, heard tell that Israel came by the way of the spies; then he fought

against Israel, and took some of them prisoners.

Judges 3:13 (Parallel theme):  And he gathered unto him the children of Ammon

and Amalek, and went and smote Israel, and possessed the city of palm trees.

Judges 4:17 (Parallel theme): Howbeit Sisera fled away on his feet to the tent of

Jael the wife of Heber the Kenite: for there was peace between Jabin the king of

Hazor and the house of Heber the Kenite.
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