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Reprinted from Priscilla Papers 28/1 (Winter 2014)

Rape is a timeless and worldwide1 epidemic that violates the divine 
image and personhood of a human being and renders its victims 
voiceless, powerless,2 and fragmented from self, others, and God. 
Rape causes a desolate and disordered reality psychologically, 
relationally, and spiritually, often resulting in theological and 
“existential crisis.”3 Although this crisis impacts millions each year,4 
rape has a history of silence, denial, and serious misperceptions.5 
These misperceptions include blaming the victim and minimizing 
the multidimensional impact and trauma of rape. Healing requires 
breaking the silence, which many voices are doing today, including 
one particular community more than two thousand years old. 
Rather than silencing, denying, or minimizing rape, this community 
speaks relevantly and powerfully by voicing outrage against rape.

The voices of this community are represented by the writers and 
narrators of the Hebrew Bible, otherwise known as the Old Testament 
(OT). The OT has often been misinterpreted and misperceived as 
oppressive toward women and silent about abuse. However, evidence 
within the OT reveals that the biblical writers and narrators highly 
value women and speak adamantly against rape, including the rape 
of a woman from Bethlehem recorded in Judges 19. By demonstrating 
how the biblical writers view women and rape, and how the narrator 
of Judges 19 speaks outrage against rape, I hope to prove how these 
voices within the OT, which represent the divine perspective,6 speak 
relevantly and redemptively today. We will begin by establishing how 
the biblical writers view women and rape.

Background and Terminology

Examples of how the biblical writers view women are found in the 
creation account and the wisdom and prophetic literature. As one 
who is able to conceive, bear, and sustain life, the first woman is 
named “Life”7 and is called “the mother of all living” (Gen 3:20).8 
According to the creation account, woman is created in God’s image 
(Gen 1:27)9 and shares the same substance and nature as man (Gen 
2:23). She is “corresponding to” man (Gen 2:18), his equal and 
yet distinct from him. The wisdom literature describes women as 
valiant, strong, intelligent, and wise,10 and also personifies wisdom 
as a woman who speaks truth and brings life.11

The prophetic literature metaphorically12 portrays Jerusalem as 
a woman13 who defends, nurtures, and sustains those within her 
walls.14 This evidence from the creation account and the wisdom and 
prophetic literature reveals that the biblical writers highly viewed 
women15 as representatives of life, wisdom, sustenance, and strength.

Examples of how the biblical writers view rape are found in the legal, 
prophetic, and narrative texts of the OT. The legal texts16 reveal 
that rape was viewed as equivalent to murder (Deut 22:26) and as 

pressuring a woman physically (Deut 22:25–27) or psychologically 
(Deut 22:28–29)17 into sexual intercourse. The legal texts value 
the consent and voice of the woman (Deut 22:27) and assume her 
innocence (Deut 22:27, 28). They also perceive rape as a threat to 
the social and economic survival of the woman (Deut 22:29; Exod 
22:16–17) and as a serious violation not only against the woman, 
but also against her family (Deut 22:29; Exod 22:16–17).18 The 
prophetic texts reveal that rape was understood as physically and 
psychologically traumatic. The book of Ezekiel employs rape as a 
metaphor in order to convey the horror, trauma, and desolation of 
foreign invasion and warfare (Ezek 16; 23).19

According to the narrative texts, rape is viewed as an “outrage”20 
(nebalah), which also means godlessness21 and abomination.22 
“Outrage” occurs only thirteen times in the OT23 and is reserved for 
extreme acts of violation against God and human beings,24 including 
the rapes of Dinah, Tamar, and the woman of Bethlehem.25 Based on 
its usage, an “outrage” was considered a serious threat to the life and 
wellbeing of an individual, community,26 and nation27 that resulted in 
a dangerous breakdown28 of social, communal, and cosmic norms.29 
The biblical writers record Tamar’s outcry and grief (2 Sam 13:19) 
which testifies that rape was understood as physically, socially, and 
psychologically devastating, resulting in desolation (2 Sam 13:20).30

This evidence from the legal, prophetic, and narrative texts reveals 
that the biblical writers understood the multidimensional trauma 
and devastation of rape and viewed rape as life-threatening and a 
serious violation of God-ordained, life-sustaining order.31

A Closer Look at the Woman from Bethlehem

We now proceed to Judges 19 in order to determine how the narrator 
of this text voices outrage against the rape of the woman from 
Bethlehem. The narrator’s voice is conveyed through his portrayal 
of the characters and his choice of words and themes throughout 
the narrative.32 Before approaching Judges 19,33 let us begin by 
situating this narrative within its cultural context and by getting to 
know the woman from Bethlehem. The narrator does not name her 
or the characters within this narrative in order to signify a nation 
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that had dehumanized those within its community. So, for the sake 
of simplicity and in order to restore personhood and identity to the 
woman of Bethlehem, I will refer to her as Beth.

Beth was a woman from the tribe of Judah.34 As a woman, she 
represents life, wisdom, sustenance, and strength. She was born in 
Bethlehem soon after the death of Joshua (Judg 1:1), and shortly 
after the exodus account, the wilderness wanderings, and the fall 
of Jericho. Her family was one of the first to settle the promised 
land, and the men in her family led the Israelites in battles against 
their Canaanite enemies (Josh 15:14–18; Judg 1:1–20). Beth’s family 
included Caleb35 and Caleb’s daughter Acsah, who is the first 
woman mentioned in the book of Judges—a woman with name, 
voice, land, and power (Judg 1:14–15).

Beth grew up in an agrarian, pre-industrial society under the harsh 
conditions of pioneer settlement. Her family had to cultivate and 
farm a dry and difficult land in order to survive. She lived in a group-
oriented culture in which the survival of the society depended on 
the family, the resources of the land, and the equal contribution of 
both men and women.36

Beth eventually married a Levite from the hill country of Ephraim 
and became part of the tribe of Moses and Aaron (Exod 6:13–27). 
Rather than having the status of a wife, she is described as a young 
concubine (pilegesh) and was therefore expected to provide progeny 
for her husband.37 As a Levite, her husband had been set apart to 
“stand and serve in the name of the Lord” (Deut 18:5; Judg 17:13).38

Beth and the Levite lived in the hill country of Ephraim (Judg 19:1).39 
“The hill country of Ephraim” are the last words of the book of Joshua 
(Josh 24:33) and therefore connect the concluding events in Joshua 
with the events recorded in Judges 19. The book of Joshua ends after 
the Israelites recount the Passover and exodus (Josh 24:5–13, 16–18). 
The Israelites profess their loyalty to God by renewing their covenant 
with him and denouncing other gods (Josh 24:14–27). In contrast, the 
events recorded in Judges 19 reveal a generation that did not know God 
or what he had done for Israel (Judg 2:10), a generation that had broken 
covenant with him and had turned to other gods. This is the period in 
which Beth lived, a period of political and spiritual chaos, which was 
reflected through the idolatry of the nation40 and through corrupt 
political and spiritual leaders.41 This was a time when there was no king 
in Israel42 and when all of them did what was good in their eyes (Judg 
17:6; 21:25), but evil in God’s eyes.43 This is where Beth’s story begins 
and where we tune in to the narrator’s voice, which is conveyed through 
his portrayal of the characters, choice of words, and integration of 
themes from the creation, exodus, and Sodom and Gomorrah accounts.

The Narrative of Judges 19 Unfolds

The narrator begins by portraying Beth as a young woman44 who 
boldly left her husband and returned to her father’s house in 
Bethlehem. According to the narrator, Beth left the Levite because 
she was angry, described by a word that comes from the Hebrew 
root zanah. Zanah is a verb that can mean to prostitute,45 to 
be unfaithful,46 or to be angry.47 Based on the fact that Beth was 
welcomed back into her father’s household and that her husband 
eventually pursued her to reconcile with him, it seems most probable 
that Beth left the Levite because she was angry with him.48

The narrator initially portrays the Levite as questionable. Although 
the Levite pursues Beth in order to speak to her heart (Judg 19:3), 
he never speaks to Beth or to her heart. Instead, he spends five days 
sustaining his own heart (Judg 19:5, 6, 8, 9) through the generous, 
life-giving hospitality of Beth’s father.49 While it seems as though 
the Levite has forgotten Beth, the narrator remembers her by 
purposefully and redundantly mentioning her nine times in the first 
nine verses of Judges 19.50

The Levite’s decision to leave Bethlehem and return home to Ephraim 
becomes the turning point of the narrative. The Levite, who decides to 
begin his journey when darkness was approaching (Judg 19:9, 11, 15, 
16), appears unwise. By leaving Bethlehem at the end of the day and 
by choosing to lodge in the city of Gibeah rather than Jerusalem, the 
Levite unknowingly places himself and Beth in grave danger.

The narrator next introduces a second hospitality scene as Beth and 
the Levite are confronted with unexpected neglect in the city square 
of Gibeah. Such neglect contrasts with the generous welcome and 
hospitality previously portrayed in Bethlehem. Suddenly, a fellow 
sojourner from the hill country of Ephraim approaches Beth and 
the Levite and generously offers to care for their needs. While in the 
home of the Ephraimite host, the Levite again sustains his heart. 
The narrator’s continued repetition of heart highlights the Levite’s 
neglect of Beth’s heart.

While the Levite sustains his heart, men of Gibeah surround the 
house. The men of Gibeah are “sons of Israel” (Judg 19:12) from the 
tribe of Benjamin. However, the narrator explicitly calls these men 
“sons of Belial” (Judg 19:22), which means sons of worthlessness, 
wickedness, destruction,51 and death (2 Sam 22:5–6).52 At this point in 
the narrative, the narrator begins to make deliberate parallels between 
Judges 19 and the narrative of Sodom and Gomorrah (Gen 19).

Like the men of Sodom, the men of Gibeah beat violently53 on the 
door of the house (cf. Gen 19:9) and demand to know the Levite 
sexually (cf. Gen 19:5). Knowing another sexually refers to the 
creation mandate to be fruitful and multiply (Gen 1:28), just as Adam 
knew Eve (Gen 4:1). However, the men of Gibeah seek to reverse 
the creation mandate into fruitlessness and death. The narrator 
highlights the Ephraimite host’s condemnation of their intention to 
rape as “evil”54 and an “outrage.”55 These words reveal the narrator’s 
view of rape as an abominable, godless, and life-threatening act that 
violates God-ordained, life-sustaining order.

The text compares the Ephraimite host to Lot when the host gives the 
men of Gibeah permission to “rape” Beth and his daughter and to 
do “what is good in their eyes.”56 By equating “rape” with doing the 
“good in their eyes,” the text makes a powerful rhetorical statement 
by connecting a key theme throughout Judges with the rape of Beth: 
Everyone was doing what was good in their eyes, but evil in God’s eyes.

The Levite, who had initially pursued Beth in order to speak to her 
heart, seizes (chazaq)57 her and forces her through the doorway of 
the house to be brutally raped by men of death and destruction. By 
forcing her outside, the Levite sacrifices her in order to save himself 
and to prevent death from entering the house.58 The Levite remains 
safe inside the house while Beth is violently and repeatedly59 
known all night long, and then ruthlessly discarded (Judg 19:25). 
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The combination of the words “violent abuse” and “know” conveys 
rape (Judg 20:5) and the exact opposite of the life, goodness, and 
fruitfulness of the creation account.

At this point in the narrative, the parallels cease between Judges 
19 and the Sodom and Gomorrah narrative, which enables the 
narrator to depict the rape of Beth as exceeding the evil of Sodom 
and Gomorrah.60

By presenting the Levite’s neglect and betrayal,61 the horror of 
the gang-rape by men of death and destruction, and the intensity 
of Beth’s pain and suffering, the narrator evokes revulsion for the 
Levite and the men of Gibeah, and deep compassion for Beth. The 
narrator is the one person in the narrative who does not abandon 
Beth and who is ardently attentive to her critical condition. She is 
bleeding, dying, and desperate. With nowhere else to go, she returns 
to the Levite and collapses at the doorway of the house with her 
hands on the threshold.

The narrator’s earnest awareness to the placement of Beth’s hands 
(Judg 19:27) is paradoxical to the Levite’s oblivious indifference to 
her. Surely, now the Levite will speak to Beth’s heart as she hangs 
onto the threshold between life and death. However, the Levite’s 
first and only words to her are, “Get up, let’s go.”62 Such callousness 
evokes even more compassion for Beth and revulsion for the Levite.

Beth, who had initially left Ephraim to return to her father, now 
returns to Ephraim lifeless.63 Once again, the Levite seizes (chazaq)64 
her in order to sacrifice her. According to the narrator, the Levite 
gruesomely cuts (natach) Beth apart limb by limb65 into twelve pieces 
in order to send her to the twelve tribes of Israel.66 As the narrator 
describes the dismemberment, he uses sacrificial language67 that 
appears elsewhere only in reference to sacrificial animals68 and burnt 
offerings.69 By dismembering Beth, the Levite offers an anti-sacrifice. 
Her broken and divided body is the antithesis of the creation mandate 
to “be fruitful and multiply” (Gen 1:28). She is multiplied in order to 
bring about war and divided in order to unite the Israelites as “one 
man” (Judg 20:1, 4–8, 11). However, the Israelites unite in order to 
dismember the nation by nearly annihilating the tribe of Benjamin, 
reflecting a society in chaos and disorder (Judg 20–21).

The narrator concludes by stating, “Nothing like this had happened 
since the days the Israelites came out of Egypt.” Nothing like this had 
happened since the eve of the exodus, when a lamb was sacrificed 
and its blood smeared on the doorway of a house in order to prevent 
death from entering the house (Exod 12:21–23). By referring to the 
exodus from Egypt and by highlighting Beth, fallen at the doorway 
with her hands on the threshold, the narrator portrays the rape, 
death, and dismemberment of Beth as an antithesis of the Passover 
sacrifice.70 The narrator concludes Judges 19 with the exhortation 
to set your heart71 upon Beth, counsel wisely on her behalf,72 and 
speak out (Judg 19:30; cf. 20:7).73

Through his compassion toward Beth, negative portrayal of the 
Levite, condemnation of the rapists, indictment of rape as an 
outrage, depiction of Beth’s rape as exceeding the evil of Sodom 
and Gomorrah, and portrayal of Beth’s rape as an antithesis of the 
creation mandate and the Passover sacrifice, the narrator of Judges 
19 voices outrage against rape.

Conclusion

My hope has been to demonstrate that the voices of the biblical writers 
and narrators within the OT speak outrage against rape in ways that 
are relevant and redemptive for us today. Evidence throughout the 
OT shows that the biblical writers highly value women and view 
rape as physically, socially, and psychologically devastating and 
as a serious violation of God-ordained, life-sustaining order. The 
evidence within Judges 19 reveals that the narrator voices outrage 
against the rape of Beth by sharing her suffering, siding with her 
compassionately, and conveying the evil and horror of rape and its 
ravaging effects.

The biblical writers and narrators validate the pain and trauma of 
rape and its multidimensional impact and devastation at individual, 
communal, and national levels. Through their voices, which represent 
the divine perspective, we hear God’s own voice of outrage against rape.

These voices have ensured that Beth’s story is not silenced or forgotten. 
They have set their hearts upon her and have spoken out on her 
behalf. She has been remembered in light of God’s historical act of 
redemption (Judg 19:30; cf. Exod 13:17–14:31) and God’s redemptive 
work through desolation (Ruth 1–4). The tragedy of Beth’s rape 
and death is followed by hope through the story of another desolate 
woman of Bethlehem, who has a name and a voice, and a daughter-
in-law named Ruth.74 From a desolate woman of Bethlehem comes 
the messianic line of David (Ruth 4:9–22). Out of Bethlehem emerge 
the greatest atrocity and the greatest hope (Mic 5:2).
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