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In his article, “Reimagining the Israelite-Edomite Encounter,” Dr. David Glatt-Gilad explores two versions in the 
Torah of the Israelites and their attempt to pass through Edomite territory.   The seeming contradictions between 
the versions inspire interpretations throughout Jewish tradition that reflect different responses for how to engage 
with policy rooted in fear and xenophobia.  Gratitude to Dr. David Glatt-Gilad for the inspiration for this text study.     

Version 1: The Israelites Turned Back from Edom (Numbers 20:14-21) 

From Kadesh, Moses sent messengers to the king of Edom: 
“Thus says your brother Israel: You know all the hardships that 
have befallen us; 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. We cried to יה who heard our plea, 
sending a messenger or angel, that is, “[divine] messenger.” who 
freed us from Egypt. Now we are in Kadesh, the town on the 
border of your territory. 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, turning off 
neither to the right nor to the left until we have crossed your 
territory.” But Edom answered him, “You shall not pass through 
us, else we will go out against you with the sword.” “We will keep 
to the beaten track,” the Israelites said to them, “and if we or our 
cattle drink your water, we will pay for it. We ask only for passage 
on foot—it is but a small matter.” But [Edom] replied, “You shall 
not pass through!” And Edom went out against them in heavy 
force, strongly armed. So Edom would not let Israel cross their 
territory, and Israel turned away from them. 

ה אָמַר֙   לֶ˂ אֱד֑וֹם כֹּ֤ שׁ אֶל־מֶ֣ ים מִקָּדֵ֖ ה מַלְאָכִ֛ ח מֹשֶׁ֧ וַיִּשְׁלַ֨
ר  ה אֲשֶׁ֥ ת כׇּל־הַתְּלָאָ֖ עְתָּ אֵ֥ ה יָדַ֔ ל אַתָּ֣ י˃ יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ אָחִ֣

תְנוּ׃    מְצָאָֽ
ים   ים רַבִּ֑ יִם יָמִ֣ יְמָה וַנֵּשֶׁ֥ב בְּמִצְרַ֖ ינוּ֙ מִצְרַ֔ וַיֵּרְד֤וּ אֲבֹתֵ֙

ינוּ׃   יִם וְלַאֲבֹתֵֽ נוּ מִצְרַ֖ עוּ לָ֛  וַיָּרֵ֥
נוּ  ˂ וַיֹּצִאֵ֖ ח מַלְאָ֔ נוּ וַיִּשְׁלַ֣ ע קֹלֵ֔ ק אֶל־יְהֹ וַיִּשְׁמַ֣ וַנִּצְעַ֤

˃׃  ה גְבוּלֶֽ יר קְצֵ֥ שׁ עִ֖ יִם וְהִנֵּה֙ אֲנַ֣חְנוּ בְקָדֵ֔  מִמִּצְרָ֑
א  ֹ֥ רֶם וְל ה וּבְכֶ֔ א נַעֲבֹר֙ בְּשָׂדֶ֣ ֹ֤ ˃ ל נַעְבְּרָה־נָּ֣א בְאַרְצֶ֗

אול  ֹ֔ ין וּשְׂמ א נִטֶּה֙ יָמִ֣ ֹ֤ ˂ ל לֶ˂ נֵלֵ֗ רֶ˂ הַמֶּ֣ ר דֶּ֧ י בְאֵ֑ ה מֵ֣ נִשְׁתֶּ֖
˃׃  ר גְּבֻלֶֽ ר־נַעֲבֹ֖ ד אֲשֶֽׁ  עַ֥

א  רֶב אֵצֵ֥ י פֶּן־בַּחֶ֖ ר בִּ֑ א תַעֲבֹ֖ ֹ֥ אמֶר אֵלָיו֙ אֱד֔וֹם ל ֹ֤ וַיּ
˃׃    לִקְרָאתֶֽ

י˃   ה נַעֲלֶה֒ וְאִם־מֵימֶ֤ מְסִלָּ֣ י־יִשְׂרָאֵל֮ בַּֽ יו בְּנֵֽ וַיּאֹמְר֨וּ אֵלָ֥
י  ר בְּרַגְלַ֥ ק אֵין־דָּבָ֖ ם רַ֥ י מִכְרָ֑ י וְנָתַתִּ֖ י וּמִקְנַ֔ נִשְׁתֶּה֙ אֲנִ֣

רָה׃   עֱבֹֽ  אֶֽ
ד וּבְיָ֥ד   ם כָּבֵ֖ א אֱדוֹם֙ לִקְרָאת֔וֹ בְּעַ֥ ר וַיֵּצֵ֤ א תַעֲבֹ֑ ֹ֣ אמֶר ל ֹ֖ וַיּ

ה׃   חֲזָקָֽ
ן  וַיְמָאֵ֣ ר בִּגְבֻל֑וֹ וַיֵּט֥   ׀ ל עֲבֹ֖ אֱד֗וֹם נְתֹן֙ אֶת־יִשְׂרָאֵ֔

יו׃  ל מֵעָלָֽ  יִשְׂרָאֵ֖

Version 2: The Israelites Went Forward in the Seir Region of Edom (Deuteronomy 2:2-8, 29) 

Then יה said to me: You have been skirting this hill country long 
enough; now turn north. And charge the people as follows: You will 
be passing through the territory of your kin, the descendants of 
Esau, who live in Seir. Though they will be afraid of you, be very 
careful not to provoke them. For I will not give you of their land so 
much as a foot can tread on; I have given the hill country of Seir as a 
possession to Esau. “You may obtain food from them to eat for 
money; and you may also procure water from them to drink for 
money.” What food you eat you shall obtain from them for money; 
even the water you drink you shall procure from them for money. 
Indeed, your God יה  has blessed you in all your undertakings. [God] 
has watched over your wanderings through this great wilderness; 
your God יה  has been with you these past forty years: you have 
lacked nothing. We then moved on, away from our kin, the 
descendants of Esau, who live in Seir, away from the road of the 
Arabah, away from Elath and Ezion-geber; and we marched on in the 
direction of the wilderness of Moab… As the descendants of Esau 
who dwell in Seir did for me, and the Moabites who dwell in Ar—that 
I may cross the Jordan into the land that our God  יה is giving us.” 

ר׃ י לֵאמֹֽ אמֶר יְהֹ  אֵלַ֥ ֹ֥  וַיּ
נָה׃  ר הַזֶּ֑ה פְּנ֥וּ לָכֶ֖ם צָפֹֽ ב אֶת־הָהָ֣ ם סֹ֖  רַב־לָכֶ֕

ים בִּגְבוּל֙ אֲחֵיכֶ֣ם   בְרִ֗ ם עֹֽ ו לֵאמֹר֒ אַתֶּ֣ וְאֶת־הָעָם֮ צַ֣
ו הַיֹּ  ם  בְּנֵי־עֵשָׂ֔ ם וְנִשְׁמַרְתֶּ֖ ירְא֣וּ מִכֶּ֔ יר וְיִֽ ים בְּשֵׂעִ֑ שְׁבִ֖

ד׃   מְאֹֽ
י  ם כִּ֠ ˂  אַל־תִּתְגָּר֣וּ בָ֔ ד מִדְרַ֣ ם עַ֖ אַרְצָ֔ ן לָכֶם֙ מֵֽ א־אֶתֵּ֤ ֹֽ ל

יר׃  ר שֵׂעִֽ תִּי אֶת־הַ֥ ו נָתַ֖ ה לְעֵשָׂ֔ י־יְרֻשָּׁ֣ גֶל כִּֽ  כַּף־רָ֑
יִם   ם וְגַם־מַ֜ סֶף וַאֲכַלְתֶּ֑ ם בַּכֶּ֖ אִתָּ֛ כֶל תִּשְׁבְּר֧וּ מֵֽ אֹ֣

ם׃  סֶף וּשְׁתִיתֶֽ ם בַּכֶּ֖  תִּכְר֧וּ מֵאִתָּ֛
˃֔  כִּי֩ יְהֹ   ע לֶכְתְּ ˃ יָדַ֣ ה יָדֶ֔ ˃֗ בְּכֹל֙ מַעֲשֵׂ֣ רַכְ י˃ בֵּֽ אֱ˄הֶ֜

ל הַזֶּ֑ה זֶ֣ה ר הַגָּדֹ֖ ה יְהֹ   ׀ אֶת־הַמִּדְבָּ֥ ים שָׁנָ֗ אַרְבָּעִ֣
ינוּ   ת אַחֵ֣ ר מֵאֵ֧ נַּעֲבֹ֞ ר׃ וַֽ רְתָּ דָּבָֽ א חָסַ֖ ֹ֥ ˂ ל ˃֙ עִמָּ֔ י אֱ˄הֶ֙
ת ה מֵאֵילַ֖ עֲרָבָ֔ ˂֙ הָֽ רֶ יר מִדֶּ֙ שְׁבִים֙ בְּשֵׂעִ֔ ו הַיֹּֽ     בְנֵי־עֵשָׂ֗
ן גָּ֑בֶר    ר וּמֵעֶצְיֹ֣ רֶ˂ מִדְבַּ֥ ר דֶּ֖ נַּעֲבֹ֔ פֶן֙ וַֽ וַנֵּ֙

ב׃   מוֹאָֽ
יר   שְׁבִים֙ בְּשֵׂעִ֔ ו הַיֹּֽ י בְּנֵ֣י עֵשָׂ֗ שׂוּ־לִ֜ ר עָֽ כַּאֲשֶׁ֨
עֱבֹר֙  ר־אֶֽ ד אֲשֶֽׁ ר עַ֤ ים בְּעָ֑ ים הַיֹּשְׁבִ֖ אֶת־ וְהַמּ֣וֹאָבִ֔

נוּ׃ ן לָֽ ינוּ נֹתֵ֥ רֶץ אֲשֶׁר־יְהֹ אֱ˄הֵ֖ ן אֶל־הָאָ֕  הַיַּרְדֵּ֔
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Reconciling the Accounts: Did Edom Let Them Pass Or Not?   

 
Rashi on Deuteronomy 2:29- Aid in the Absence of Humane Policy 

 ,for Edom refused this (רק אעברה ברגלי) This does not refer to passing through their land —כאשר עשו לי בגי עשו
(Numbers 20:18) but to the matter of selling food and water. 

Rashbam on Deuteronomy 2:4- Difference in Regional Response 

These were not the same Edomites who had come out with drawn swords when the Israelites had wanted to 
traverse their territory (Numbers 20). The Edomites mentioned in Deuteronomy 2:29 had at least sold food and 
drink to the Israelites. 

Ibn Ezra on Deuteronomy 2:29- Civil Disobedience Against the Administration’s Policy 

I believe that Israel’s request refers to, I will go along by the highway, Israel asked Sihon to permit them to go on the 
highway. As the children of Esau did, for Israel went around Mount Seir by the highway. Indeed, Scripture reads, Ye 
are to pass through the border of your brethren the children of Esau, that dwell in Seir (v. 4). However, the king, that 
is, the king of Edom, did not allow them to pass through his country, which was near Canaan. Israel therefore 
passed by Ar, as Scripture records (v. 18). [The king refused but the people allowed passage] 

Dr. David Glatt-Gilad “Refashioning the Edomite-Israelite Encounter”- Policy Change After 38 Years  

Thus, Deuteronomy 2’s own upbeat presentation of the Edomite-Israelite encounter in an unmistakably fortieth 
year context serves as a kind of tikkun (corrective) of the negative experience of Num 20:14–21. The author of 
Deuteronomy assumes that Moses did make the failed request in the second year, but he chooses to skip over this 
event—to bury it as it were—and continue with the second request with its positive outcome.  Only once the 40th 
year had arrived could Moses redo what had gone awry long before, albeit from a different location, and this time 
receive permission from the Edomites to cross their territory. Thus, after thirty-eight years of punishment, skirting 
the border of Edom, the people were finally able… to resume the direct march toward the Promised Land 
unimpeded. (torah.com) 

 

 When governmental policy fails to uphold the dignity of the most vulnerable, these different interpretations 
offer different possible responses.  Which appeal to you? Do any provide inspiration or hope?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Compiled by Rabbi Sarah Bassin 


