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Land Travel in the Biblical Period
A voice is calling, 

"Clear the way for the LORD in the wilderness; 
Make smooth in the desert a highway for our God. 

"Let every valley be lifted up, 
And every mountain and hill be made low; 
And let the rough ground become a plain, 

And the rugged terrain a broad valley; 
Then the glory of the LORD will be revealed, 

And all flesh will see it together; 
For the mouth of the LORD has spoken." (Is 40:3-5)
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Land TravelOT Times
• Travel conditions
• Mode of travel
• Travel distances
• Road building
• International highways
• Via Maris
• The International Coastal Highway
• The Way of the Land of the Philistines
• The King’s Highway
• Jezreel Valley
• ‘Aruna Pass
• Secondary roads in Israel
• Beth-horon Road
• Caravanserai

NT Times
• Trade routes in Asia Minor
• Roman roads
• Roman roads in Israel
• The Appian Way
• Via Egnatia
• Paul’s Travels
• Cicilian Gates
• How long were land journeys?
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Introduction
• Not only the trade but the migrations of races from the most ancient times 

prove that journeys of great extent were made in early antiquity. Commerce 
and military expeditions necessitated the making of roads and paths, of 
which the earliest trace is perhaps to be found in the King's Highway (Nu 
20:17; 21:22). 

• At first roads were mere tracks formed by caravans passing from one point 
to another; afterward regular paths were made by laying earth and stones. 
These roads were required by law, especially for the approaches to the 
cities of refuge (Dt 19:3). 

• In earlier times the roads between different cities were in a miserable 
condition, hardly passable in winter or in the rainy season, though the hard, 
rocky ground in the mountainous parts of Israel made it easy to construct 
good roads. 

• The King's Highway was the public road, probably constructed at the royal 
cost and kept up for the king and his armies to travel upon. Perhaps toll was 
taken for the king from the trading caravans. Regular military roads provided 
with milestones were first constructed in Israel by the Romans. 

• Jacob and his family travelled a well-known road from Beersheba to Egypt-
the middle, or Shur road, portions of which have been found. 

• The Hebrews probably became acquainted with road making in Egypt, 
where, in the Delta especially, the nature of the country would require roads 
and highways to be thrown up and maintained. (New Unger’s)



Land Travel in the Biblical Period 4

Introduction
• 6 roads in Israel are worth noting, 3 connecting areas outside of 

Jerusalem, and 3 leading from Jerusalem (New Unger's):
(1) The road from Ptolemais, on the Mediterranean coast, to Damascus, 

which remains to this day. 
(2) The road passing along the Mediterranean coast S to Egypt, from 

Ptolemais, to Caesarea, thence to Disopolis, then through Ascalon and 
Gaza down into Egypt, with a branch through Disopolis to Jerusalem. 
Paul followed this on his way to Felix (Ac 23:23). 

(3) The road connecting Galilee with Judea, running through the intervening 
Samaria (Lk 17:11; Jn 4:4). The journey from Galilee to Judea took 3 
days. 

• The 3 chief roads running from Jerusalem: 
(a) NE over the Mount of Olives, by Bethany, through openings in hills and 

winding ways on to Jericho (Mt 20:29; 21:1; Lk 10:30; 19:1,28-29,37), 
crossing the Jordan into Perea. This was used by Galilean Jews going to 
and fro from Jerusalem to avoid the Samaritans. It was the one over which 
the Israelites came into Canaan, and by which the Syrian and Assyrian 
armies advanced on Israel (2 Ki 8:28; 9:14; 10:32-33; 1 Ch 5:26).

(b)  S to Hebron, between mountains and through valleys, whence travelers 
went through the wilderness of Judea to Aila, as the remains of a Roman 
road still show; or took a W direction on to Gaza, a way still pursued, which 
is of 2 days' duration. 

(c) W to the Mediterranean at Joppa, in use since the time of the Crusades, by 
pilgrims to Jerusalem. 
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Old Testament Land Travel
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Land Travel in OT Times
• Land travel was relatively restricted, caravans and military forces 

being the main groups on the move. Although individuals tended to 
remain in their home areas so as not to lose their status as citizens, 
there is evidence of group migrations during MBA. 

• The relatively widespread trade empire of Ebla in the latter 3rd mill, 
from the Mediterranean to the Persian Gulf, indicates reasonable 
communications and the possibility of travel in the ANE well before 
the patriarchal age.

• Of the Heb words used for roads or paths, derek, that which is 
trodden underfoot, and m’sillah, suggest best the nature of ancient 
roads. Although the evidence is not final, it appears that properly 
constructed roads were unknown before the Roman road system.

• Prior to this, roads were paths followed regularly by men and 
animals. Some tracks were better maintained, such as to provincial 
centres or the cities of refuge (Dt 19:3), but this meant essentially 
the clearing of stones and limited leveling (cf. Is 40:3, 62:10).
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Travel conditions
• The Assyrians found international travel fraught with peril. Rulers like Tiglath-

Pileser I (1115-1077) tell of having to hack through difficult paths with copper 
pickaxes in order to make passable a road for chariots and troops, of riding in 
chariots when the way was smooth but of going on foot when the way was 
rough, and of using a corps of engineers (ummanu) to level tracks and clear 
roadways for carts and siege-engines and to lay bridges. 

• An Egyptian writer, a century earlier, described Israel’s roads as “filled with 
boulders and pebbles…overgrown with reeds, thorns and brambles” (ANET, p 
478a). Such references indicate unpaved roads but tracks which could be 
maintained. Even the royal roads of the Persians, including the 2,600km link 
between Sardis and Susa, were probably formed but not paved except perhaps 
in the immediate city areas. Paved roads seem to have been limited to some 
towns (e.g. Nineveh, Babylon). 

• In the Persian and Greek periods (6th to 3rd c) the situation did not improve 
much: Diodorus of Sicily refers to stretches of the Persian Royal Road in mod. 
Iran and Turkey that were difficult to negotiate because of steep slopes; 
Xenophon’s description of the “March of the 10,000,” includes a number of 
stories about chariots stuck in the mud and the need to clear and repair roads.

• As late as the Roman period, when larger and heavier military machinery had to 
be moved and roads were sometimes paved, the same sort of personnel were 
needed. Jos. (JW 5:2:1) says road workers preceded most of Vespasian’s army, 
to cut down trees that hindered a march, to remove stones from the road and to 
build it up and make it even and straight; a similar procedure was followed by 
Titus.
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Mode of travel

• Most international travel was undertaken by caravans; travelers, caravans, 
official messengers and armies would use these tracks, travelers normally 
going with caravans (cf Jg 5:6) as there was some protection against bandits 
in numbers. 

• Considerable evidence from Mesopotamia and Asia Minor indicates that 
caravans were generally quite large and were almost always escorted by 
security guards. Caravans often included 100 to 200 donkeys. One ARM text 
refers to a caravan of 3,000 donkeys.

• Usually travellers would walk, although the ass was used for both riding and 
as a pack animal from early times. Chariots and horses were used for 
military purposes. The ox wagon carried heavy loads and probably people 
(Gn 46:5). Later, the camel was also used.

• Throughout river and coastal traffic remained very important modes of travel. 

This detail of an evocative painting by Edward Lear shows 
a desert caravan stopping by Mt Sinai.  It gives a good idea 
of what long-distance caravan traffic must have been like in 
ancient times. 
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Travel distances
• Go through, go through the gates, Clear the way for the people; 

Build up, build up the highway, Remove the stones, lift up a 
standard over the peoples. (Is 62:10)

• The distance a traveler could go each day was quite limited. He was 
affected by the nature of the terrain, the different purposes of travel 
and seasonal variations. 

• Examples of exceptional distances traveled in one day: messengers 
who carried news of Nero’s death to the W limits of the empire 
averaged almost 16 km/h; Tiberias rode some 1000km in 72 hours 
to be at the bedside of his dying brother; and couriers in the Roman 
postal service averaged about 150km a day.

• The overwhelming evidence from archival texts, itineraries and 
military annals from all parts of ANE,  give us a good estimate of 
daily mileage. 

• The conclusion is that a normal day’s journey in the biblical world 
covered between 27-37km, with slightly higher daily averages when 
traveling downstream by boat 
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Road building

• The first constructed roads in Israel go back to the Persian and 
Hellenistic periods, when heavier machinery was used in warfare.

• The highway (Heb. mesilla, "an embanked highway, a 
thoroughfare") was frequently prepared for temporary purposes, 
such as the visit of royalty (Is 45; 62:10), and also for permanent 
use (Nu 20:19; Jg 20:31; 1 Sa 6:12; etc.).

• But the great age of road-building began in the Roman period. Long 
sections of nicely paved road, protected by curbstones and marked 
by inscribed milestones, have been discovered throughout Israel. 
The inscriptions specify the name of the emperor by whose order 
the road was constructed, the official in charge of the work and the 
distance in Roman miles from the capital of the district concerned.
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International Highways
• From earliest times Israel was at the crossroads of the main arteries 

connecting the large ANE empires, such as those between Egypt in the S 
and Syria, Assyria, Babylon and Asia Minor in the N and NE. Most of these 
roads converged on Aleppo, where the Euphrates flows closest to the 
Mediterranean. 

• One of these highways ran from the coast of the Aegean to Aleppo, and 
from there along the Euphrates to Nineveh and Babylon. A journey from 
Israel to Mesp in early times necessitated travelling as far N as Aleppo, and 
thence on the road to the E. Only after the domestication of the camel was it 
possible to take a shortcut from Damascus straight through the Syrian 
desert to Mesp, thus avoiding a very long detour. 

• The ARM (19th c) mention a caravan coming from Qatna in Syria to Mari on 
the middle Euphrates, possibly through Tadmor, a very important halt for 
caravans before the desert crossing. At Tadmor this road joined another 
one, between Damascus and the Euphrates. This route was in use as early 
as the 2nd millennium. 

• Another major international thoroughfare ran from S Babylonia to Edom, the 
Gulf of Elath, and thence along the W coast of Arabia down to the Yemen. 
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International trade routes in ANE
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From Avraham Negev and Shimon 
Gibson, ed., Archaeological 
Encyclopaedia of the Holy Land

International 
routes in ANE
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Via Maris
• The Bible mentions roads of international importance. Barry J Beitzel (n) 

believes that the ICH and the Via Maris have always been separate entities, 
contrary to the popular opinion that “Via Maris” is the name for the 
Canaanite sector of the major international transportation artery that 
extended from Egypt to Syria.

• The way of the sea (Is 9:1) (translated into Lat. Via Maris by Jerome), 
connected Egypt with Babylon. This international route began at Memphis 
near the S end of the Nile Delta and coursed N through W Sinai, then 
followed the coast of the land of the Philistines all the way to Damascus. 
Along the way, it skirted sand dunes and volcanic badlands, followed the 
flanks of mountains an veered through valleys and strategic passes. 

• A branch that passed close to the coast was known as the way of the land 
of the Philistines (Ex 13:17); it ran from Gaza to Ashdod and Jaffa. To avoid 
the marshland of the Sharon it then turned E from Jaffa to reach Aphek, and 
from there followed the foothills to the pass of Wadi Ara, Iron, Aruborh and 
Megiddo.

• When Joseph and Mary fled to Egypt with Jesus, they most likely took the 
Via Maris along the Mediterranean coast. On the well-repaired Via Maris, 
wheeled vehicles and camel caravans could pass abreast. Joseph and Mary 
probably averaged only 8-24km. 
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The International Coastal Highway
• The International Coastal Highway (ICH) was the major 

transportation artery running > 1,600km from Egypt to Megiddo, and 
from there branching N to Asia Minor and Mesopotamia. 

• Beginning at Memphis, it passed Ra‘amses (T. ed Dab‘a) and Sile 
before arriving at Gaza, an important fortified Egy provincial capital 
on the edge of Canaan. Gaza was sometimes a launching pad for 
Egy campaigns into Canaan and Syria.

• The SW sector of the road (Memphis to Gaza) was known as 
The Way to the Land of the Philistines (Ex 13:17).

• From Gaza the beltway stretched to Aphek/Antipatris, loc at the 
springs of the Yarqon River; the springs obstructed movement, 
forcing traffic to its inland (E) side. The road continued N, skirting 
the menacing sand dunes and seasonal marshes of the Sharon 
plain, and eventually confronting the barrier of Mt. Carmel.

• Several passes through Mt. Carmel gave access to the Jezreel
 Valley from the Sharon plain. The shortest of these passes, the 
Aruna pass was the one most frequently used, and one of the most 
militarily strategic points.
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The International Coastal Highway
• At Megiddo, the ICH broke into several branches: 

(1) A N branch to the Mediterranean coast at Acre, and then ran along the Sea as far as 
Antioch, in mod. Syria. This roadway, linking Antioch with Alexandria, was later paved 
by the Romans. 

(2) The E branches inland toward the Sea of Galilee.
• 2 options existed at Megiddo: 

(a) Probably the principal one, this route followed the N flanks of Mt Carmel and Mt Gilboa. It arrived 
at the fortified city of Beth-Shean, across from the mouth of the Yarmuk river. During the dry 
season, this section most likely ran along the edge of the Jezreel Valley; during the winter months 
to avoid the marshiness of the lowlands, it took to the higher ground. At Beth-Shean, the roadway 
veered N and proceeded up the Jordan Valley for about 24km, before it came to the S end of the 
Sea of Galilee. The road then ran N along the W perimeter of the Sea as far as 
Chinnereth/Gennesaret, near Capernaum. On occasion, however, travellers crossed the Jordan 
River N of Beth-Shean, S of the Sea, and made their way to Damascus via the Yarmuk Valley and 
the Golan plateau.

(b) The second stretched diagonally NW across the Jezreel Valley on a line created by a volcanic 
causeway. It passed between Mt Moreh and the hills of Nazareth and skirted around Mt Tabor’s 
SE perimeter, before beginning its N trek as far as the Horns of Hattin. From there the roadway 
veered E, traversing the Arbel pass with its sheer cliffs, and finally entered the plain along the NW 
shore of the Sea. There it joined the main roadway from Beth-Shean.

• At Chinnereth, the ICH proceeded up the W flank of the Rosh Pinna dam, a 
volcanic formation responsible for creating the Hula swampland. The roadway 
then arrived at Hazor, which guarded Israel’s Nmost sectors. Hazor appears to 
have served as a provincial capital during the LBA; the city figures prominently in 
Egy literature of the period, in the EA tablets, and in the Bible (Js 11:10). From 
Hazor, the roadway turned NE in the direction of Damascus, hugging the foothills 
of the Anti-Lebanon range and attempting to avoid the basaltic land surface of 
the upper Golan and the Hauran.
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The International Coastal Highway

• Critical though it was to life, commerce and war, the ICH was merely 
a narrow, winding path, clogged by mud after winter rains, dusty and 
rutted during the many months of dry, searing heat. Travel along it 
was both primitive and perilous, especially in the hilly and 
mountainous terrain of Canaan.

• Pharaoh Thutmosis III (1490–1436) found part of this road was so 
narrow that his horses had to proceed single file, in a line several 
miles long. As a result, his vanguard and rear guard were separated 
and were especially vulnerable.

• In the late 13th c, an Egyptian official traveling through Syro-Israel 
reported that at one place “the sky is darkened by day [because the 
road] is overgrown with cypresses and oaks and cedars which reach 
the heavens. Lions are more numerous than leopards or bears, [and 
it is] surrounded by Bedouin on [every] side of it.”
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The International Coastal Highway Map
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The Way of the Land of the Philistines
• The way of the land of the Philistines is the ancient 

road along the N coast of Sinai, traversed by 
almost every invading army passing between Israel 
and Egypt throughout history. 

• (bt R) Detailed drawing of the relief of Seti I 
showing how the highway was a formidable military 
obstacle. The scene is divided into two unequal 
parts by a canal filled with crocodiles and fish. This 
canal separated Egypt on the R from the Sinai 
desert. Fortresses identified by letters G, E, D, B, C 
appear along the road on both sides of the canal. 
Below G, E and D, the well or pool of the fortress is 
also depicted.

• The scene on the L shows Seti I traveling toward 
Egypt with prisoners tied together by their necks. 
On the other side of the canal, Egyptians pay 
homage to their victorious Pharaoh. Seti I had this 
relief carved on the exterior N wall of the great 
Hypostyle Hall in the Temple of Amun at Karnak 
during his brief reign (1306 to 1290).

• The Israelites did not attempt to escape Egypt via 
this well fortified highway, although it was the 
shortest route to Canaan. Instead, God directed 
that they make a wide swing into Transjordan.

Brian Brake, Photo Researchers, Inc.

Courtesy the Library of Congress and the 
Egyptian Exploration Society
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The King’s Highway

• Two highways run N-S through S Transjordan. The Way of the Wilderness 
(of Moab and Edom) runs on the seam between the Arabian desert and the 
arable Transjordan Plateau. 

• The second major route was the King's Highway (Nu 20:17), running parallel 
to and W of the way of the wilderness of Edom from Arabia up to the head of 
the Gulf of Elath and thence NE to Edom (2 Ki 3:8), and on to Rabbath-
Ammon and Damascus, where it merged with the way of the sea (Via Maris).

• The King’s Highway runs through the important cities of Heshbon, Medeba, 
Dibon, Kerak, Bozrah and Petra. It connected Borza in Edom to Damascus, 
linking both Arabia and Egypt with the N. 

The King’s Highway in Moab. The advantage of the Highway 
was the accessibility of water and food, but its disadvantage 
was difficult crossings of deep canyons.  The Israelites wanted 
to pass through Transjordan on the King’s Highway, but the 
Edomites would not allow them to do so (Nu 20:17-18). Instead, 
the Israelites were forced to go around Edom’s S and E sides, 
utilizing the Way of the Wilderness (Dt 2:1-8). (BP)
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Jezreel Valley

• Although the Jezreel Valley is only 30km long by 11km wide, it runs across the 
breadth of Israel, connecting the Mediterranean Sea near Acco (Acre) W with the 
Jordan River and the lands beyond E. To its S rise the Carmel Mountains and the 
Gilboa Ridge. 

• It is the juncture of several major N-S trade and military routes, including the Via 
Maris. One route proceeded to the NW along the Mediterranean coast and the other 
NE to Hazor and on to Damascus. Thus whoever controlled the Jezreel Valley also 
controlled, by default, the trade and traffic through the area, be it of merchants or 
warriors, nomads or kings. And control of Megiddo equalled control of the Jezreel, for 
it is in the centre of the valley, overlooking the key pass through the Carmel 
Mountains, the Musmus Pass (Aruna Pass) (n). 

• Numerous armies fought their way both N and S through the Musmus Pass. Some of 
the greatest battles involving Egyptians, Babylonians, Israelites, Canaanites, and 
others - including some of the famous battles described in the Bible - were fought in 
and around Megiddo.
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‘Aruna Pass

• ‘Aruna Pass (Wadi Ara, Musmus Pass, Nahal ‘Iron) Several passes through Mt Carmel 
gave access to the Jezreel Valley from the Sharon plain. The Aruna Pass was the 
shortest and the most frequently used. 

• The Pass as it runs through the Carmel Mountain range is described as rather 
straightforward and without any significant geographical features, but through it passes a 
road to Megiddo coming from Egypt through Philistia that is still the main road from the 
coast to Megiddo and the N today. 

• To its N to NW where it opens into the Jezreel, is Megiddo which dominates it; to its E is 
Taanach. The Pass had a critical role in every historical period; in all the SW Fertile 
Crescent, this pass was one of the most militarily strategic points. Many kings and 
generals have used it on their way from Egypt to Syria, from Pharaohs Thutmose III and 
Sheshonk I to General Allenby.

• 'Aruna is the name which appears in the Egyptian sources, such as the annals of 
Thutmose III (n) and Sheshonk I, and is preserved in the name of mod. Tel 'Ara, located 
ca. 6 km into the valley.

Aerial view of the Aruna Pass, looking 
W, in the direction of the Jezreel Valley.  
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‘Aruna Pass (Wadi Ara)

Wadi Ara (Lessing)

Wadi 'Ara, with the village of 'Ara in the background looking E 
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‘Aruna Pass

• The Via Maris from Hadera, N of Tel 
Aviv turned inland through the Aruna 
Pass in the Wadi Arah to Megiddo. 

• Whoever controlled Megiddo could 
deploy mobile forces, including chariots, 
to block the passes or intercept armies 
approaching from the N or E. 

• Megiddo's importance in antiquity is 
attested in modern times. In September 
1918, General Edmund Allenby 
defeated the Turkish armies in a 
decisive battle at Megiddo in his drive N 
from Egypt. He then was able to 
liberate all of Israel and march on 
Damascus. Routes taken by Gen 

Allenby’s forces (BAR)
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Arbel Pass

• The sharp cleavage of the `Arbel Pass‘, through which ran one 
branch of the ICH en route to Hazor and Damascus, is the only 
break in the line of mountains W of the Sea of Galilee.  

Arbel Pass. Viewed from the NE, near the W 
shore of the Sea of Galilee, the Arbel displays 
the cleft through which one branch of the ICH 
passed in biblical times. (BR/Richard Nowitz)
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Secondary Roads in Israel
• The international thoroughfares were connected by a network of secondary roads. From 

Memphis, for instance, at the base of the Nile Delta, a road crossed the Sinai desert to touch 
the heads of the Gulfs of Suez and Elath. Another secondary road passed through northern 
Sinai to Kadesh Barnea and the Negev to join the King's Highway.

• Many local roads are mentioned by name in the Bible, the names generally referring to their 
destinations. Some of the more important, from S to N, were: 

• the way of the mountain of the Amorites (Dt 1:19), which traversed the central part of the 
Negev; 

• the way of the Red Sea (Nu14:25), leading along the Arabah, from Elath to Tamar;
• the way of the spies (Ex 21:1), leading from Arad to Hormah and thence S: 
• the way of Shur (Gn 16:7, etc.), possibly a section of the road going along the N part of 

central Negev; 
• the way through the wilderness of Edom (2 Ki 3:8), leading from Arad to the Dead Sea and S; 
• the way of Ephrath (Gn 35:16) from Hebron to Bethlehem, Jerusalem and N to Samaria; 
• the way of Beth Shemesh (1 Sa 6:9), a road connecting the Via Maris with the way of Ephrath; 
• the way of the plain of Meonenim (Jg 9:37), the continuation N of the way of Ephrath; 
• the way of the Jordan (Js 2:7) and the way of the plain (2 Sa 18:23), one following the W bank 

of the Jordan while the other ran parallel to it on the E; 
• the way up to Beth Horon (Js. 10:10; 1 Sa 13:18) from Jabneel (Jabneh) to Gittaim, Gezer 

and Michmash through the ascent of Lower and Upper Beth Horon;
• the way of Beth Hagan (2 Ki 9:27, AV the way of the garden house), along the N part of the 

hills of Samaria.
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Israel roads in biblical 
times

From Avraham Negev and 
Shimon Gibson, ed., 
Archaeological Encyclopaedia of 
the Holy Land
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Beth-horon Road
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Caravanserai
• (R) Near Ein Saharonim are the remains of a 

Nabatean caravanserai, indicating that this 
was one of their stops on the Spice Route. 
Military camps and forts like this one served 
as a stopping point on their journey and as 
protection from highway robbers along the 
way. 

• They had many camps like this one, in 
addition to various cities, the most important 
of which were Avdat (Oboda), Nessana 
(Nitzana), and Elusa (Halutzah). Others 
included Soubaita (Shivta), Mampsis 
(Mamshit), and Rehovot-in-the-Negev. 

• The Nabateans were a group of Arab 
commercial nomads from the Arabian 
Peninsula. First mentioned in Ashurbanipal’s 
list of enemies in 647 BC, they appeared in 
the Negev in the 4th c BC and pushed the 
Edomites (Idumeans) N into S Judah. 
Originally they were a pastoralist people, but 
as traders they grew wealthy, holding a 
monopoly of the market because they knew 
the secrets of the desert. 
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New Testament Land Travel
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Trade Routes (Asia Minor)

FTR
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Roman Roads

• Begun in 312 BC, the Appian Way was the first great Roman highway built. These roads, 
well planned and constructed, running as much as possible on a straight course, 
provided ready travel unequalled until the coming of the railway. 

• Major roads were paved over a width of 6-8m; minor roads surfaced with sand or gravel 
were cambered to ditches 6m or 3m apart. 

• Due to their strategic importance, roads were often built by the army. Milestones set at 
1,000 paces (1,480m) recorded the distance from the road-head or nearest city. 

• Maps of roads, and certainly lists of resting places and distances both by land and sea 
were available for travellers to plan their journeys. 

• Normal distances travelled would be 16 Rm a day by foot, and about 25 by horse or 
carriage. On some occasions couriers or officials covered 160km a day. Winter months 
hampered or stopped travel, especially in the mountainous regions or plateaux. 

• Travel on land would have been similar to that in OT times. Most would go on foot. 
Officials with permits could use the facilities of the courier system, both horses and 
carriages. The horse, with a cloth but no saddle, was used by messengers, troops (with 
Paul, Ac 23;23f, 32) and some travellers; the ass continued its burden-carrying task. 

Road to Rome at Appius
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Roman Roads in Israel
• Few basic changes were introduced into the road system of Israel in the 

Rom/Byz periods. In the Early Roman period two major highways crossed 
Israel from S to N:

(1) From Alexandria in Egypt running N to Gaza, Ascalon (Ashkelon), Lydda (Lod), 
with a branch to Jaffa, and on to Antipatris, Caesarea, Dora (Dor), Acre and Tyre, 
and further N to Antioch-on-the-Orontes, thus coinciding with the Via Maris. 

(2) From Aila (Elath) to Philadelphia (RabbathAmmon), Bostra (Bozrah) and 
Damascus. This route was fully paved and had bridges over the rivers; it 
coincides with the original King's Highway. It was constructed in the years AD 
111-14 and renamed the Via Nova Traiana, after the emperor who ordered its 
construction. 

• There was also a very intricate network of inland roads, the more important 
being the one that connected Hebron, Jerusalem, Gophnah, Neapolis 
(Shechem), Legio and Akko, and the one from Neapolis to Scythopolis 
(Beth Shean), and thence to Damascus. Another road went from Akko to 
Tiberias. 

• The Negev was intersected by a network of roads constructed by the 
Nabateans. One ran from Petra to Gaza, via Oboda and Elusa, and another 
from Elath through the Arabah, Mampsis and Beer Sheba to Gaza, with a 
branch from Mampsis to Hebron and Jerusalem. 

• Many of the Rom/Byz roads were wide (4.5-9m), paved, marked with 
milestones and even provided with road stations.
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Roman Roads in Israel
• There was also a very intricate network of inland roads, the more 

important being:
• (a) The road that connected Hebron, Jerusalem, Gophnah, Neapolis 

(Shechem), Legio and Akko.
• (b) The road running from Neapolis to Scythopolis (Beth Shean), 

and thence to Damascus. This inland route ran N-S through the 
central hill country of Samaria, connecting Beersheba, Hebron, 
Bethlehem, Jerusalem, Bethel, Sychar, and Scythopolis. 

• (c) The road that went from Akko to Tiberias. 
• The Negev was intersected by a network of roads constructed by 

the Nabateans: (a) From Petra to Gaza, via Oboda and Elusa; (b)  
From Elath through the Arabah, Mampsis and Beer Sheba to Gaza, 
with a branch from Mampsis to Hebron and Jerusalem. 

• Many of the Rom/Byz roads were wide (4.5-9m), paved, marked 
with milestones and even provided with road stations.
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The Appian Way

• Countless travellers have worn 
smooth the paving stones of the 
Appian Way (Via Appia). The 
Roman censor Appius Claudius 
Caecus began construction of this 
famous road in 312 BC, originally 
for the purpose of connecting 
Rome to Capua, more than 
1160km to the SE. 

• When Emperor Claudius expelled 
some Jews from Rome, about 41 
AD, Prisca and Aquila probably 
walked the Appian Way to Brindisi, 
580km away, the most likely port 
from which they could take a ship 
to Corinth. F.H.C. Birch/Sonia Halliday Photographs 
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Via Egnatia
• The Via Egnatia, named after the person who ordered its 

construction, Consul Gaius Ignatius, was built beginning 
in 145 BC and at its greatest extent connected Byzantium 
with the Adriatic ports. 

• The Egnatian Way was Rome's primary artery to the E 
making it easier to move troops throughout the empire. It 
was the extension of the Via Appia into Greece.

• It ran 535 Rm (790km) from Dyrrhachium and Apollonia 
on the Adriatic coast (in mod. Albania)  E along N Greece 
(Epirus, Macedonia, Thrace) ending in Kypsela (mod. 
Maritza in Turkey) loc E of the Hebrus River on the 
Aegean coast. 

• Paul used it to travel from Neapolis to Philippi, 
Amphipolis, Apollonia and Thessalonica. 

• It was a via silice strata, paved with hard igneous rock 
and bordered with raised stones outside of which was an 
unpaved track for pack animals and pedestrians. Most of 
the other roads in the E were paved only near towns. 

• Philippi was an important outpost along the road. 
• Thessalonica was at milestone 260, or midway on the 

road. 

Via Egnatia, Philippi 

Via Egnatian going from Kavala toward Philippi
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Paul’s Travels
• Paul certainly travelled on foot, due to the expense of 

hiring wheeled vehicles. How far could Paul expect to 
go in a day? In some travel narratives the number of 
days needed to cover a known distance is recorded; 
the average daily distance is about 30km. 

• The Bordeaux pilgrim, who visited Israel in 333 AD, 
from Faustinopolis to Tarsus followed the Roman road 
laid down in Pompey’s time through the Cilician Gates
. Paul took this road in reverse when he travelled from 
Tarsus to Galatia. According to the pilgrim’s data, the 
distances were as follows:

– City of Tarsusto Inn at Mascurinaer: 12 Rm
– Inn at Mascurinaeto Post at Pilas: 14 Rm
– Post at Pilasto Inn at Podans: 12 Rm
– Inn at Podanosto Post at Caena: 13 Rm
– Post at Caenato City at Faustinopolis: 12 Rm

• From Tarsus to Faustinopolis, then, was 62 Rm, but in 
between, as the chart shows, were several inns and 
posts. A traveller would normally spend the night at an 
inn (mansio). A post (mutatio) was simply a staging-
point where animals could be changed.

• Thus, a normal day’s journey for those travelling by 
carriage was from inn, roughly 25 Rm (37km). 

• Those who walked, as Paul did, would have had to 
extend themselves to cover this distance. It is unlikely 
that Paul could have maintained such an average for 
long periods, particularly when the road was hilly.  
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Cicilian Gates
• (R) When Paul travelled from Tarsus on the 

Cilician plain to Iconium on the Anatolian plateau, 
he had to climb through a steep and narrow pass 
in the Taurus mountains called the Cilician Gates.

• This gorge, only about 18m wide at its most 
constricted point, is cut by the Cakit River, which 
flows through it. 

• As early as the 8th c BC, travellers followed the 
river on a rock-cut path. Darius I of Persia and 
Alexander the Great both brought their armies 
through the narrow pass. Paul, however, walked 
along the Roman road laid down when Pompey 
moved his legions E in 63 BC. Today, cars easily 
negotiate the pass on a modern roadway, R.

• The rocky terrain, which may have been partially 
covered by snow from an unseasonal blizzard, was 
only a fraction of rugged nearly 3200km walked by 
Paul on his 2nd missionary journey. 

• In an average day Paul may have covered 40km. 
However, it is unlikely that he maintained that pace 
during his arduous climb through the 2100m-high 
Taurus mountains.
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How long were land journeys?

The location of some of the sites is uncertain. But assuming the commonly accepted 
locations of some sites, all of the times for these journeys fall within the range of daily 
average travel known from other sources at other times.
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