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Torah Talk for Hukkat 5782  Numbers 19:1-22:1 
 
Num. 20:14    From Kadesh, Moses sent messengers to the king of Edom: “Thus says your brother Israel: You 

know all the hardships that have befallen us; 15 that our ancestors went down to Egypt, that we dwelt in Egypt a long 
time, and that the Egyptians dealt harshly with us and our ancestors. 16 We cried to the LORD and He heard our plea, 
and He sent a messenger who freed us from Egypt. Now we are in Kadesh, the town on the border of your territory. 
17 Allow us, then, to cross your country. We will not pass through fields or vineyards, and we will not drink water 
from wells. We will follow the king’s highway [ ְךֵ֗לֵנ ְךֶלֶּ֣מַה ְךֶרֶּ֧ד ], turning off neither to the right nor to the left 
until we have crossed your territory.” 

Num. 20:18    But Edom answered him, “You shall not pass through us, else we will go out against you with 
the sword.” 19 “We will keep to the beaten track [ ֒הֶלֲעַנ הָּ֣לִסְמ   the Israelites said to them, “and if we or our ”,[ַּֽב
cattle drink your water, we will pay for it. We ask only for passage on foot—it is but a small matter.” 20 But they 
replied, “You shall not pass through!” And Edom went out against them in heavy force, strongly armed. 21 So Edom 
would not let Israel cross their territory, and Israel turned away from them. 

… 
Num. 21:21    Israel now sent messengers to Sihon king of the Amorites, saying, 22 “Let me pass through your 

country. We will not turn off into fields or vineyards, and we will not drink water from wells. We will follow the 
king’s highway [ ְךֵ֔לֵנ  until we have crossed your territory.” 23 But Sihon would not let Israel pass [ְּב ְ֙ךֶלֶּ֙מַה ְךֶרֶ֤ד
through his territory. 

 
IBN EZRA: The king’s highway. The main road, the one on which the king would travel. Or 

perhaps the meaning is that they would travel on whatever highway the king (of Edom) would 
designate. 

 
RASHBAM: The king’s highway. This was a road meant for those who were traversing the 

country, open to anyone in the world. 
 
Nili Fox, “Numbers,” Jewish Study Bible 
17: The king’s highway is an important ancient trade route leading from Damascus to the 

delta in Egypt via Elath. 
 
Jacob Milgrom, Numbers (JPS Torah Commentary) 
17.  king’s highway      Cf. 21:22. It is the main route through the length of Transjordan. Its 

function is clarified by the exact Akkadian equivalent, ḫarran šarri, which connects the royal 
residence with the outlying districts. So too the Hebrew expression means literally “the road to 
the king” since derekh, “road,” is always followed by its destination (e.g., 14:25; 21:4). 

 
David Ben-Gad HaCohen (thetorah.com to Parshat Vayishlach) 
The international road known as ךלמה ךרד , “The King’s Highway” (Num 20:17, 21:22) was the 

standard way to travel from Syria and is more or less identical with today’s Jordanian highway 
35. 

 
Baruch Levine, Numbers (Anchor Bible) 
17. the King’s Highway. Reference to derek hammelek requires comment. This designation 

recurs in Num 21:22 (and only there), in the similar request for passage through Transjordan, 
farther north in Amorite country. Clearly, Num 20:14–21 and 21:21–23 are modeled on the 
same typology. 
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A designation such as the King’s Highway might suit the Assyrian period, perhaps as early as 
735 B.C.E. It is probable, however, that this major roadway was known as derek hammelek, or 
by cognate names, before that time, because the roadway itself was very ancient. It led from 
Damascus to the delta of Egypt via Elath. 

R. de Vaux (1978: 22) calls attention to the importance of Genesis 14 in tracing the history 
of the King’s Highway. In fact, that early source may hold the key to the name derek 
hammelek. Gen 14:17: “The king of Sodom came out to greet him (= Abram) … at the valley of 
Shawe[-Kiryathaim]; that is, the royal valley (ꜥēmeq hammelek).” 

 
Gerald L. Mattingly, “The King’s Highway” ARAM 8 (1996) 
This term has an interesting history in and of itself – apart from the actual road or route.  

The translation debate hinges upon how one should understand the phrase – as a proper name 
(i.e., the name of a specific road) or as a generic noun (i.e., in the appellative sense – and used 
to refer to various roads). 

 
ְךֵ֗לֵנ ְךֶלֶּ֣מַה ְךֶרֶּ֧ד  17 

֒הֶלֲעַנ הָּ֣לִסְמַּֽב   19 
Mattingly 
Mesha’s kingdom was located on the same stretch of the Transjordanian highlands as visited 

by Moses’ followers.  In line 26 of his famous memorial stone, King Mesha boasted: “I carried out 
repairs at Aroer, and I mended the highway at the Arnon.” 

 ןנראב·תלסמה·יתשע·ךנאו·רערע·יתנב·ךנא26
 
Jacob Milgrom, Numbers (JPS Torah Commentary) 
19.  beaten track      Hebrew mesillah. Rather, “byroad,” probably equivalent to Akkadian 

ḫarran zukinim, “infantry road” (zuku = infantry), a meaning supported by the further comment 
that Israel will pass through “on foot.” In other words, Israel volunteers to leave behind its 
wagons, that is, its water provisions (hence necessitating the purchase of water from the 
Edomites), and to march as “backpacking” infantry. 

 
Baruch Levine, Numbers (Anchor Bible) 
19. Hebrew mesillāh indicates a flattened, or at least graded, road from which rocks had 

been removed (Isa 62:10). The verb naꜥaleh, literally, “we shall ascend,” indicates a northerly 
direction in some ancient Near Eastern geographical descriptions (Levine 1975). 

 
NAHMANIDES: We will keep to the beaten track. At first the Israelites had said they 

would pass through the cities, keeping away from the fields and vineyards. But they would stay 
on the king’s highway, which was a public road. Moreover, they would not drink water from the 
wells the Edomites had for their own use. Subsequentlythey sent word that they would not even 
enter the cities, but would confine themselves to the highway leading directly to the land of 
Canaan, which was essentially an international highway.  

 
SFORNO: We will keep to the beaten track. Rather, to “the highway” (OJPS), away from 

the towns, so we will not encounter anyone who might start a fight with us. 
 
 


