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doctrine fell into disrepute, through the influence 
especially of Origen”.9

Returning to the events of A.D. 312–3, it can 
be seen from the writings of Eusebius that it was 
a time of great rejoicing in the Roman heavens 
and earth by the Christians, who benefited from 
Constantine’s favour:

“Above all for us who had fixed our hopes 
on the Christ of God there was unspeakable 
happiness and a divine joy blossomed in all 
hearts”;
“And together, the people of every age, male 
and female alike, with all their powers of mind, 
rejoicing in heart and soul, gave glory through 

prayers and thanksgiving to the Author of 
their happiness, God Himself”.10

Another Latin Church Father, Lactantius (d. 320), 
commented on the peace that had come to the 
Christians after “ten years of persecution”, and 
called upon the people to “celebrate the triumph 
of God with gladness”.

(To be concluded)

8. See the author’s series, “The mark and number of the 
beast” (Jun. 2003, p. 244; Jul. 2003, p. 278).

9. Mosheim’s Ecclesiastical History, ch. 3, p. 103, Ward Lock 
& Co., London.

10. Op. cit., pp. 382-3.

Travel in the Bible
Roads

Tony Benson

THE WORD ‘ROAD’, surprisingly, occurs 
only once in the AV, and then as a transla-
tion of a verb (1 Sam. 27:10). However, the 

Hebrew word derek, the normal word in Israel for 
‘road’ today, occurs frequently in the Bible, usu-
ally translated ‘way’. But is there anything in the 
Bible to indicate a prepared road, as opposed to 
a convenient route which people followed? The 
word mesillah, usually translated ‘highway’, does 
seem to carry this meaning.

Making and maintaining roads
There are two passages in Isaiah which use the 
word and which seem clearly to speak of roads 
actually being made. Both are figurative passages 
but clearly based on what actually happened in 
the preparation of roads:

“Prepare ye the way of the LORD, make 
straight in the desert a highway for our God. 
Every valley shall be exalted, and every 
mountain and hill shall be made low: and the 
crooked shall be made straight, and the rough 
places plain” (40:3,4);
“Go through, go through the gates; prepare 
ye the way of the people; cast up, cast up the 
highway; gather out the stones” (62:10).

In addition, a passage which uses derek rather 
than mesillah also seems to speak figuratively of 
the same process: “Cast ye up, cast ye up, prepare 
the way, take up the stumblingblock out of the 
way of my people” (57:14).

Three basic procedures are involved here:
• gathering out stones to make a good surface, 

free of obstructions
• smoothing out ups and downs to make a level 

track
• straightening out bends.
All three elements are involved in road construc-
tion today. There is no indication in Scripture that 
these roads that ran through open country were 
surfaced in any way and little evidence from non-
Scriptural sources either. Streets in towns were 
paved, however; archaeological excavations have 
discovered the remains of paved and cobbled 
streets within cities.

Roads would have required regular mainte-
nance, especially after the winter rains, which 
would wash stones onto the road surface, wash 
away the beaten earth making up the road surface 
and wash soil from banks onto the road. In addi-
tion, roads would have needed to be kept clear of 
plants such as brambles growing onto them.
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Roads were only suitable for travel in good 
weather; travelling in the wet season of winter 
would result in getting bogged down in mud, 
especially if a wheeled vehicle was used. Thus, 
when Elijah saw a distant cloud developing over 
the sea, and knew that the drought was to end 
in much rain, he immediately advised Ahab, 
“Prepare thy chariot, and get thee down, that 
the rain stop thee not” (1 Kgs. 18:44). For this 
reason armies remained in their quarters for the 
winter and went off to battle when the rains had 
finished in spring, termed in 2 Samuel 11:1, “the 
time when kings go forth to battle”.

Literal roads
Besides figurative references to roads and road 
building, the word mesillah is sometimes used of 
literal highways, usually important roads, which 
one would expect to have been constructed and 
maintained as above:
• When Israel wanted to pass through Edom on 

the way to the borders of Canaan, they said 
to the king of Edom, “We will go by the high 
way” (Num. 20:19). The reference is to the 
important road called “the king’s high way” 
(v. 17), which ran east of Jordan and the Dead 
Sea, although here “high” is in italics and the 
word derek is used.

• Judges 21:19 refers to an annual feast at Shiloh, 
which took place “on the north side of Beth-
el, on the east side of the highway that goeth 
up from Beth-el to Shechem”. This highway 
would be the main road running along the 
central spine of hills in Israel.

• The cows that drew the cart containing the ark 
when it was sent back by the Philistines “went 
along the highway, lowing as they went, and 
turned not aside to the right hand or to the 
left” (1 Sam. 6:12) and arrived at Beth-shemesh. 
This would be the main road leading from the 
coastal plain into the Judean hills through the 
Sorek valley.

• After Joab treacherously stabbed him, “Amasa 
wallowed in blood in the midst of the high-
way”, causing Joab’s men to stop and watch 
rather than following Joab, whereupon one of 
Joab’s men “removed Amasa out of the high-
way into the field” (2 Sam. 20:12). This gives 
the idea of a road that was readily distinguish-
able from the adjacent fields, and in context 
clearly a main road running northwards from 
Jerusalem to Galilee.

Research has shown that a typical wheeled 
vehicle would have been about five foot wide, 
and roads wide enough to allow two such vehicles 
comfortably to pass.
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