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Editorial

With this issue of Priscilla Papers, the journal begins its fortieth 
year! The cover photo shows the first issue, from the winter of 1987. 
Its opening article was, “When Will We Be Real? When Will We Be 
Free?,” by Kari Torjesen Malcolm.

I wonder if Kari and others from the early days of CBE would be 
surprised to learn that the first forty years have produced the same 
number of articles on the tragedies recorded in Judges 19–21 as 
they have on certain key passages. Priscilla Papers has published 
six articles each on 1 Corinthians 11, 1 Corinthians 14, Ephesians 
5, and yes, Judges 19–21. The immensely important Genesis 3:16 
and Galatians 3:28 have similar representation in the online Priscilla 
Papers index.

I propose that the prominence of the woman of Judges 19 in recent 
egalitarian scholarship illustrates how all-encompassing biblical 
gender equality is. Biblical exegesis is often the springboard for 
egalitarian thought and ethics, but that diving board inevitably 
propels us toward a pool, a deep and wide reservoir of topics, 
disciplines, concerns, challenges, opportunities . . . .

I became editor of Priscilla Papers in 2014 (I am now briefly 
standing in for editor Havilah Dharamraj), and I immediately 
began to grapple with the fact that egalitarian scholarship is 
interdisciplinary. I am a biblical scholar, and I rightly expected 
many exegetical articles to come across my desk. I was struck, 
however, by the large number of articles from historians. Nearly 
as many come from sociologists, 

psychologists, and counselors. Also, from scholars of literature, 
experts in ministry and missions . . . the list goes on.

Moreover, many articles are themselves interdisciplinary. Indeed, 
the perspectives on Judges 19 in this issue bring together the ancient 
and the modern in profound ways.

In the following pages, you will be blessed and challenged by:

•	 Craig Keener’s “A Negative Model of Manhood in Judges 19” 
(Spring 1995).

•	 Deirdre Harlow’s “Voices of Outrage against Rape: Textual 
Evidence from Judges 19” (Winter 2014).

•	 Chuck Pitts’s “Judges 19 as a Paradigm for Understanding 
and Responding to Human Trafficking” (Autumn 2015).

•	 Evelyn Sweerts-Vermeulen’s “He Made Her Play the Harlot: 
Judges 19 through the Lens of Domestic Abuse” (Summer 
2021).

•	 Kimberly Dickson’s “Rape, Dismemberment, and Chaos in 
Judges 19–21” (Winter 2022).

As you turn to these articles on Judges 19, I leave you with the 
narrator’s chapter-ending exhortation: “Consider it, take counsel, 
and speak out.” Or, to quote the NIV, “Just imagine! We must do 
something! So speak up!”

Jeff Miller
Interim Editor
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Reprinted from Priscilla Papers 
9/2 (Spring 1995)

Although the circles of young 
people where I minister rarely 
have a problem with women’s 
ministry, many young men and 
women are looking for more 
models of what it means to be 
a “real” man. Although some 
hold traditional and others hold 
egalitarian ideals of marriage, 
many of the young women who 
would like to someday marry 
lament the fact that there are not enough respectful Christian young 
men to go around in society as a whole.

Many young people come from homes where they have seen or 
experienced abuse. Apart from God’s grace some of the young 
men now defining their manhood could become abusive, taking 
“lordship” over a wife for granted. But most of the young men 
we minister to sincerely want to serve God. Thus they are simply 
struggling right now to define for themselves and one another what 
it means to be a “good man” growing up in a society where fathers 
are too often absent, and where the majority of manhood models 
they have seen have been abusive toward women.

With these sorts of crises in mind, I have begun preaching more 
often from texts which, despite the very different culture in which 
they were written, provide sounder models for male identity than 
the ones my younger brothers in Christ often see. I like to preach 
from the example of the young man Joseph (probably not much 
older than 20 at the time) in Matthew 1:18–25, who showed that 
he was a “righteous” man—not only by taking sin seriously, but 
by showing mercy to someone (Mary) he felt had deeply betrayed 
him. Joseph and Mary also showed incredible self-control of their 
sexuality before Jesus’ birth, although they were married some 
months before that event (Mt. 1:25).

But I find another kind of man in Judges 19:1–20:7—an account that 
has often drawn insightful comments from feminist and womanist 
theologians.1 This story occurs in a section of Judges lamenting 
how immoral Israel had become in a period with no higher moral 
standard than each person’s personal values (cf. 18:1; 19:1; 21:25). 
This account provides the longest and starkest picture of Israel’s 
depravity in this period.

The story involves various kinds of characters, some wholly evil 
and abusive, others more ambivalent. The people of Gibeah come 
across as wholly evil—a characterization that undoubtedly serves 
the narrator’s purpose well. After all, the narrator may have 

incorporated this story into Judges 
toward the beginning of David’s 
reign, when some still doubted the 
value of having a king (cf. 21:25) 
and still others remained loyal to 
the house of Saul. At this time it 
was important to show the diverse 
kinds of backgrounds from which 
David and Saul came.

Bethlehem, David’s home town, 
was the epitome of the ancient 
near eastern virtue of hospitality 
(19:2–9; cf. Ruth 1:19–2:16; 4:13–

22) whereas Gibeah, Saul’s home town, was comparable to Sodom 
in its mistreatment of visitors (Judg. 19:22–24; cf. Gen. 19:5–8). The 
only hospitable man in Gibeah, like Lot in Sodom, was actually from 
somewhere else (Judg. 19:16–21). That the Levite bypassed a possibly 
harmless Canaanite enclave expecting to find greater hospitality 
from an Israelite town like Gibeah (19:11–15) simply underlines the 
pagan character of Gibeah’s citizens.

The narrative leaves no doubt that both the individuals directly 
responsible, and the society which refused to set moral standards for 
their behavior, invited God’s wrath. As in the story of Sodom, where 
Lot’s neighbors accused him of being judgmental for objecting to 
attempted rape (Gen. 19:9), the people of Gibeah refuse to hand 
over the murderers for justice (Judg. 20:13), thus making the whole 
community corporately responsible (see Deut. 21:1–9). Therefore 
the rest of Israel considered not only the evildoers but the immoral 
society that supported them to be under the rules of herem, rules 
previously only applied to the Canaanites: They obliterated nearly 
all of them (Judg. 20:42–48). The narrative portrays this event as 
divine judgment despite the fact that the rest of Israel does not 
appear particularly virtuous in this period, either. The contrast with 
the Lot story in Genesis 19 makes the lack of divine intervention in 
this account (as well as the massive casualties suffered by Israel’s 
avenging armies in Judges 20:21, 25, in contrast to most conquest 
narratives in Joshua) significant.

The anonymous Levite is a more round, ambivalent character. The 
text provides no evidence that he was normally abusive; he actively 
seeks justice on behalf of his murdered concubine. Yet the text 
hardly presents him in an unambiguously positive light. Given how 
the story ends, we might surmise why his concubine may have left 
him, but the story itself is not clear on this point, only revealing 
that she traveled a great distance to return to the home where she 
had been raised (19:2). That a concubine’s status was considerably 
lower than a wife’s (though often higher than a slave’s) undoubtedly 
created an unpleasant situation for her, but many Israelites hearing 
the story would think the Levite compassionate for seeking out 

A Negative Model of Manhood in Judges 19
Craig S. Keener
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his concubine rather than simply demanding repayment from her 
father so he could acquire a more pliable concubine (19:3). Although 
we know that other explanations of his behavior are possible (and 
are put off by the very social setting which permitted such inequities 
as concubinage), the narrative probably suggests that the Levite 
genuinely cared for his concubine.

Many Israelite men, considering homosexual sin more disgusting 
than heterosexual sin, undoubtedly thought that sending a woman 
to be raped rather than a man constituted the lesser of two great 
evils (19:24–25; cf. Gen. 19:8). Be that as it may, the Levite who had 
apparently loved his wife in the preceding narrative seemed to love 
himself more; the wording suggests (he “took” her and “sent her 
out”) that she had little or no say in her being handed over to the 
men outside. The Levite held power over her both as a man in a 
patriarchal society and as a master over a concubine; he used that 
power to send her rather than himself out to certain suffering. The 
narrative indicates that the Levite is not proud of his behavior; the 
way he later recounts this story to the Israelite armies called to 
execute vengeance is telling in what it omits. He claims that the men 
of Gibeah wished to “kill” him (Judg. 20:5)—not have intercourse 
with him. From the Levite’s account, one would never know that he 
himself handed his concubine over for the act of torture (19:25), that 
she was alive when they finished with her but he was afraid to open 
the door before daylight (19:26), or that he had callously offered 
her a command without so much as acknowledging what she had 
been through (19:28). Instead of using his power to serve, perhaps 
to heroically lay down his own life, he had sent her to suffer instead, 
and he does not care to admit it when he retells the story (20:4–6).

The narrator of Judges presents for his readers the evil character of 
people in an evil time. While the self-interested Levite was not as 
guilty as the murderers, neither does the narrative absolve him of 
responsibility, for it tells the whole story that the Levite neglected 
to tell. This fits the rest of the Book of Judges. We should not expect 
the narrator to ignore the woman’s plight; he is well aware of heroic 
(e.g., Judg. 4:4, 21) and spiritually wise (e.g., 13:22–23) women. We 
should not assume that he would portray the Levite in a wholly 
positive light; even many of his positive heroes sometimes appear 
in a negative light. Thus whereas Deborah and Samuel (the latter in 
1 Samuel) appear spotless, Jephthah (like some people determined 
to get ahead today) sacrifices his own family (only Jephthah does 
it literally—11:30–40); Gideon created an ephod that became 
an object of idolatrous veneration in his lifetime (8:27); Samson 
preferred sleeping with idolaters—only to one of whom was he even 
married—to a marriage with a woman with whom he could share 
the same faith, a sin that ultimately did him in (chs. 14–16). The 
narrator is teaching us about heroic and cowardly character in the 
story of the Levite and his concubine.

This passage reveals the hideousness of abusing power, not only 
the way the men of Gibeah did, but also the way the Levite did. 
Those who teach male headship should recall how Paul defined the 
husband’s role of “headship” in Ephesians 5:23, 25–31: one who lays 
down his life for his wife. Yet in a time of testing, perhaps even some 
of us egalitarians would prefer our own life to someone else’s.

This narrative summons all self-centered human beings (whatever 
our beliefs on paper) to reconsider our values. By its essentially 

negative model of manhood, the story of the Levite and his 
concubine suggests that young men seeking to become truly mature 
men cultivate values of self-sacrifice, not pursuit of power.

In a society where men still hold most of the social power and 
where the average husband possesses more physical power than the 
average wife, we desperately need models of manhood that stress 
responsibility rather than exploitation, service rather than abuse of 
power. A “real” man, in contrast to an immature child, must not 
cling to self-satisfaction, but must consider first the needs of his 
wife, children and others. If traditionalists and egalitarians can 
find consensus on this issue, perhaps we can join forces at least 
in addressing the rampant abuse of power in many patriarchal 
marriages today. My heart aches for many of the hurting women 
and men my age I know, and I pray that the women and men in our 
campus ministry may find the greater joy that God intended.

Notes

1.	 It was Koala Jones-Warsaw in a paper at SBL two years ago who 
first drew my attention to this passage. After teaching on Judges 19 
and preparing this manuscript, I compared my conclusions with 
the more detailed analysis of Phyllis Trible, which gives special 
attention to the Hebrew literary constructions, finding many 
points of similarity. Readers interested in a more detailed and 
nuanced discussion of the passage should pursue Phyllis Trible, 
Texts of Terror: Literary-Feminist Readings of Biblical Narratives 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), pp. 65–91; viewing not only 
the concubine’s suffering as a woman but other dimensions 
of injustice in the story, see Koala Jones-Warsaw, “Toward a 
Womanist Hermeneutic: A Reading of Judges 19–21,” The 
Journal of the Interdenominational Theological Center 22 (1, Fall 
1994): 18–35.

Craig S. Keener holds a PhD in NT and Christian Origins from Duke 
University as well as MA and MDiv degrees from Assemblies of God 
Theological Seminary. He teaches biblical studies at Asbury Theological 
Seminary near Lexington, Kentucky. Well over a million of his thirty-plus 
books are in circulation. Craig is married to Médine Moussounga Keener, 
who holds a PhD from University of Paris 7. Craig and Médine work for 
ethnic reconciliation in the U.S. and Africa. Their story together is told 
in their book, Impossible Love: The True Story of an African Civil War, 
Miracles, and Hope Against All Odds (Chosen Books, 2016).
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rather than exploitation, service rather 
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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 

Voices of Outrage against Rape: Textual Evidence in 
Judges 19

Deirdre Harlow
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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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Judges 19 as a Paradigm for Understanding and Responding 
to Human Trafficking
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Judges 19 contains a seldom read, 
let alone studied or discussed, 
story of misogyny, subjugation, 
rape, murder, and dismemberment. 
Determining how to handle such 
atrocities in the Bible makes texts 
such as these difficult to address. 
More than thirty years ago, Phyllis 
Trible labeled Judges 19 as one of 
the “texts of terror” in the Hebrew 
Bible (along with the stories of Hagar, Tamar, and the daughter of 
Jephthah).1 Texts of terror tend to be avoided unless the reader can 
clearly separate the perpetrators of evil in the text from themselves. 
David Garber and Daniel Stallings have argued that the church must 
stop ignoring sexually explicit texts “because the story of the Levite’s 
concubine and the brutality contained therein speak vividly to issues 
of sexual violence that persist to this day. The silencing of sexually 
explicit biblical texts in American churches mirrors the silencing of 
issues of sexual violence in contemporary society.”2 This article will 
begin with a look at various approaches to exegesis of this text and 
then seek to show that we cannot exempt ourselves from this text of 
terror in light of its application to the twenty-first century problem 
of human trafficking, especially sex trafficking.

The Biblical Story

First, here is the story. A Levite (hence, an apparently important 
man) from the hill country of Ephraim took a concubine from 
Bethlehem. A concubine was a woman used for a man’s pleasure 
without the legal protection of a primary wife;3 indeed, some would 
argue that the concubine in Judges 19 is not a “wife” at all, but 
is part of a “mistress-type relationship.”4 The primary wife is not 
mentioned in this narrative, which lends a bit of irony to the story. 
The concubine left the Levite and returned to her father’s house 
in Bethlehem, either because she committed adultery or because 
of some type of mistreatment of or by the Levite. The Hebrew text 
uses the verb zanah, which is normally translated “prostitute” or 
“fornicate,” to describe her behavior. However, the Septuagint Greek 
version uses the verb orgizō, meaning “to be angry” (followed by RSV 
and NRSV). This could suggest that she became angry or disgruntled 
and left him. The reason for the Masoretic Text’s reference to sexual 
infidelity is unknown, although suggestions have been made. 
Several interpreters have suggested a metaphorical meaning for 
“prostitution” or “sexual sin,” much like Jeremiah and Hosea use 
the concept of sexual infidelity as a metaphor for Israel and Judah’s 
relationship with God. Thus, the act of leaving her husband was 
an act of unfaithfulness.5 Since neither the Levite, the woman’s 
father, nor the narrator ever mentions any act of unfaithfulness, 

the metaphorical reading seems 
justified, perhaps as an act of 
autonomy, as Ackerman suggests.6 
However, the reader soon learns 
that the woman had no autonomy.

Four months after she left him, the 
Levite went after his concubine. 
He took with him two donkeys 
and a male attendant. After several 
days of hospitality and negotiation 
between the Levite and her father—
with no input from the woman 

herself—the Levite left to return to Ephraim with his concubine. 
The journey began late in the day, so night was approaching 
before they reached their final destination. The male servant 
suggested that they stop in non-Israelite Jebus (later to become 
Jerusalem), but the Levite refused, preferring instead to proceed 
into the familiar territory of the tribe of Benjamin. One was better 
off with “brothers” than “strangers,” after all. A bit farther up 
the road, they entered the Benjaminite town of Gibeah. After no 
local resident offered hospitality, an Ephraimite who was living in 
Gibeah offered them the safety of his home (relative safety, as it 
turned out). After they had settled in for the evening, some men 
of Gibeah came to the door demanding sexual pleasures from the 
stranger who had entered the house. The Ephraimite defended the 
rights of his guest, the Levite, by offering the men his own virgin 
daughter and the Levite’s concubine for their pleasure, since it was 
an “outrageous thing” to abuse a visitor (a male visitor, that is). 
Cheryl Exum points out that male rape by another male would 
have been a “de-gendering” of the man.7 The Levite threw his 
concubine to the men, who ravaged her. After being gang raped 
throughout the night, the woman dragged herself to the threshold 
of the house, and there the Levite found her the next morning. He 
could not rouse her from her unconscious state, so he placed her 
on the donkey and made the trip home.

After he arrived home, the Levite took a knife and dismembered 
her body. Interestingly, the Hebrew text gives no clue whether 
the concubine was already dead when he cut up her body.8 The 
Septuagint apparently assumes her death, and the Levite claims 
that she was dead in his explanation in the next chapter, to which 
we will soon turn. The Levite cut his concubine into twelve pieces 
to broadcast the sin of the Gibeahites to his own tribal relations. 
All the people who saw it (apparently those receiving the body 
parts) said, “Such a thing has never been seen or done, not since 
the day the Israelites came up out of Egypt” (Judg. 19:30 NIV). We 
will return to this statement later in this article; however, a brief 
summary of the events of Judges 20–21 is first necessary, since as 
Jan Fokkelmann has pointed out, Judges 19 cannot be read apart 
from Judges 20–21.9

Phyllis Trible labeled Judges 19 as 
one of the “texts of terror” in the 

Hebrew Bible. Texts of terror tend 
to be avoided unless the reader can 
clearly separate the perpetrators of 
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In Judges 20, the Levite meets with the representatives of the 
recipients of the body parts for an explanation. The people of Israel 
gather at Mizpah to hear from the Levite, asking him “How did this 
evil thing happen?” The Levite’s answer is important and is thus 
quoted here in its entirety:

To Gibeah of Benjamin I came, I and my concubine, to spend 
the night. And the leaders [lit. “lords”] of Gibeah surrounded 
the house at night because of me. They intended to kill me, and 
my concubine they humiliated and she died. So I grabbed my 
concubine. I cut her into pieces, and I sent her to all the land of 
the inheritance of Israel. For they committed a shameful act—a 
foolish act—in Israel. Look here, you children of Israel, give your 
word—give counsel here. (Judg. 19:24–27, author’s translation)

This brief account given by the Levite warrants comment. First, 
the Levite leaves out several events found in the earlier narrative. 
He neglects to say that the men of Gibeah first tried to “humiliate” 
him and only took the concubine as a last resort. In fact, the same 
Hebrew word that the Levite uses—nĕbalah, translated “foolish act” 
here—was used by the host in Judges 19 concerning the planned act 
against the Levite. Gale Yee comments,

The Levite manipulates the real outrage against his wife (which 
he himself caused) to exact retribution for the attempted outrage 
against himself. He could not reveal to the tribes that he was 
almost raped by dissolute men. He would have incurred dishonor 
and loss of prestige. Instead, he manipulates his relationship with 
a woman in order to maneuver his male relations to accomplish 
his personal vendetta against Gibeah.10

More importantly, he neglects to tell his fellow Israelites that he 
himself had sent the concubine out to the men of Gibeah, choosing 
to have her humiliated rather than himself.

Second, the Levite adds elements to the earlier narrative account. 
He calls the men of Gibeah “lords” or “leaders” (Hebrew ba’ale). 
This could have the effect of making the attack an official act of the 
city, rather than of a rabble as suggested by the original narrative 
account. He also states that the men “planned to kill” him, while the 
narrative states that they wanted sexual relations with him. Also, 
he adds in this report that his concubine “died” as a result of the 
attack. However, the previous narrative does not include her death 
(except in the LXX translation, probably a later addition to remove 

the possibility that the Levite actually killed the ravaged woman 
himself). The results of the Levite’s report were both immediate and 
severe. The Israelites immediately began plans to punish the men of 
Gibeah. However, when the tribe of Benjamin refused to surrender 
the guilty men to the other Israelites, a civil war erupted and virtually 
all the men of Benjamin were killed in the ensuing battles.

If the story ended with the rape of the concubine and subsequent 
destruction of the men of Benjamin, the results would be tragic. 
However, the actual end of the story is even worse. The Israelites 
were remorseful that an entire tribe was destroyed and decided 
they needed women to repopulate Benjamin. Their solution to 
the loss of Benjamin’s men was to conquer the town of Jabesh-
Gilead—killing everyone except four hundred young virgins—
and taking their virgins to repopulate Benjamin. Unfortunately, 
there were not enough virgins in Jabesh-Gilead for all the men 
of Benjamin, so virgins participating in a ritual celebration at 
Shiloh were kidnapped and given to the men of Benjamin. Thus, 
the punishment of Gibeah for the rape of the Levite’s concubine 
was more rape! As Alice Keefe concludes, “there is an element 
of dark absurdity in both the horror of the woman’s fate at the 
hands of the Levite and the horror of a war among the tribes which 
is to no purpose except mass death and more rape.”11 The tragic 
irony of this reality is an appropriate point of departure to discuss 
interpretive approaches to Judges 19–21.

Connections with Sex Trafficking

Because sex trafficking is a relatively new addition to social justice 
discussions, no monograph on Judges makes a connection between 
human trafficking and the events of Judges 19. Several current 
studies have focused on the topic of rape in the Hebrew Bible. Alice 
Keefe’s study, “Rapes of Women/Wars of Men,” leads the way. She 
points out that the Hebrew word translated above as “foolish act” 
is also found in the narratives of the rapes of Dinah in Gen 34 and 
Tamar in 2 Sam 13.12 Other emphases for interpretation include 
homosexuality, hospitality, and gender inequality. Although some 
recent interpreters continue to emphasize a condemnation of 
homosexuality in Judges 19, this does not seem to be the point of 
the text, but a side issue.13 In fact, Michael Carden argues that a 
man penetrated by another man demasculinizes the man, causing 
the man to lose his position as a male in the male-dominated 
society.14 Thus, while gender inequality is certainly a significant 
interpretive matter in the text, homosexuality is tangential. The 
role of hospitality is important to the text, since the Ephraimite host 
in Gibeah offers his virgin daughter and the Levite’s concubine to 
maintain the honor of his guest; we will return to this topic later in 
the study. The studies of Trible, Exum, and Ackerman argue that 
the primary interpretive issue in Judges 19 (interestingly with little 
interest in Judges 20–21) is the subjugation of women in ancient 
Israelite culture. In fact, Ackerman states that the “entire plot 
concerns the concubine’s inability to exert any control over her own 
fate.”15 That the inequality of gender is important in reading this 
text—and exegeting the ancient culture—is without debate, but 
these authors probably do overstate the “entire plot” of the story. 
The events represent the downfall of a society, the lack of shalom 
in a community, or a “Canaanization”16 of Israel, where “there is no 
king and everyone does as he sees fit” (Judg. 21:25). One might argue 
that “everyone does as he sees fit” is an appropriate description of 
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modern western culture, with human trafficking as an example of 
this characteristic.

How do these events mirror modern human trafficking, and more 
explicitly, sex trafficking? First, as Mitzi Smith wrote in one of the 
few studies that connects Judg. 19 with human trafficking, “travel 
or journey provides a . . . framework for . . . the story.”17 Much 
of modern trafficking is predicated on the ability of traffickers to 
transport victims across borders or even across town, normally in 
circumstances where the victim’s travel rights are limited. Typically, 
this travel begins with “dreams of a better and different life.”18 The 
concubine fled from her husband to her father, presumably for a 
better life. Smith compares the plight of the runaway wife to the 
one million to three million runaways on America’s streets—the 
country’s most vulnerable population. Not to mention the much 
larger global number! In the end, however, her travel was restricted 
by both her father and the Levite. Her father negotiated her back 
to her husband, and she again travelled. This travel, unfortunately, 
was completely in the control of her husband. Even as she lay at 
the threshold, the Levite continued her journey. As Smith has 
commented, “The young woman’s terror in the night will not 
interfere with the Levite’s business in the day.”19 Carried even 
further, her final travel incited a retributory war—even after she was 
dead and dismembered.

A second similarity between the Judges 19 concubine and sex 
trafficking victims is anonymity. Actually, all of the characters in the 
story are anonymous, but the concubine is anonymous, hidden, and 
silent. She is the only character in the story who never speaks. Keefe 
states, “Her narrative silence points to the eclipse of any speaking of 
truth in the midst of this black and bloody comedy.”20 In her silence, 
the concubine seems to be the only person in the narrative with no 
identity of her own. In comparison, a modern sex trafficking victim 
from Cambodia testified that:

I want you to remember we are not “problems,” we are not 
animals, we are not viruses, we are not garbage. We are flesh, skin 
and bones; we have a heart, and we have feelings. We are a sister 
to someone, a daughter, a granddaughter. We are people, we are 
women, and we want to be treat [sic] with respect, dignity. And 
we want rights like the rest of you enjoy.21

The term “invisible” is often used to describe victims of human 
trafficking.22 In fact, a recent documentary on sex trafficking was 
entitled, “In Plain Sight,” because these victims are invisible, even in 
plain sight.23 The concubine—like modern sex-trafficking victims—
was invisible, except when the men wanted her seen.

This brings into view the third similarity in our story to modern 
human trafficking—patriarchalism. As Smith points out, the 
concubine’s “victimization is concealed behind ideas of patriarchal 
normalcy.”24 In the ancient Near East, as in most of the world 
today, men had authority, power, and often authorization to abuse 
and even traffic women.25 In Judg. 19, “hospitality occurs among 
men.”26 Andrew Ng has suggested, in fact, that “the rape and murder 
of the concubine is meant . . . to indict the patriarchal system and to 
expose the entrenched sinfulness of the men—fathers and husbands 
who are supposed to function as guardians,” but have “renounced 
this vital role for cowardly self-preservation.”27 Men need not be 

bothered with women or servants. When the “brothers” in Gibeah 
come for the Levite, two women are offered by the host in his place. 
As Smith stated, “an acceptable substitute for sexually ravishing one 
man is the offering up of two women.”28 The Levite subjugated and 
oppressed the concubine and clearly had no problem with other men 
doing the same—and worse. As Trible stated, the male who could 
have been protector becomes the procurer.29 Stone has pointed out 
that the honor of the man was at least partially dependent upon his 
ability to control the women in his care—and under his control.30 
In the same way, modern human traffickers control and subjugate 
victims in this system of patriarchal normalcy. Furthermore, in 
many family systems (especially, though not exclusively, non-
western) fathers and brothers in authority over women in the family 
will sell or trade women into sex-trafficking.31

Finally, and not unrelated to the patriarchal issue, in both Judges 
19 and modern human trafficking, the myth of familiarity and 
homogeneity hides the realities of pain, rape, abuse, and treachery. 
The concubine’s father would not protect her. The host in Gibeah 
would not protect her. The Levite would not protect her. At the 
end of the night, she is left lying sprawled before the door of safety, 
behind which all the men slept, prompting one writer to state, “the 
Knights in Shining Armor inside the house were snoring.”32 In 
modern trafficking, familiarity often hides trafficking. Modern-day 
sex traffickers place themselves in relationships with victims, and 
potential victims, that appear to be caring, loving relationships. They 
pretend to love the victims in order to place the victims in positions 
of vulnerability.33 Children are pimped by their parents. Women are 
sold by brothers and husbands. Behind the façade of familiarity lies 
a web of deceit and destruction.

At the end of the story in Judges 19, the concubine is literally cut 
into pieces, perhaps symbolizing the destruction that had already 
occurred in her life. As Trible points out, she has no one to mourn 
for her. “Passing her back and forth among themselves, the men 
of Israel have obliterated her totally. Captured, betrayed, raped, 
tortured, murdered, dismembered, and scattered—this woman 
is the most sinned against.”34 As Garber and Stallings write, “her 
broken body communicates far more than her words ever could 
have expressed: The nation of Israel is in chaos and something 
must be done.”35 Like the concubine’s broken body, the oppressed, 
wounded, and devastated bodies of victims of sex-trafficking in the 
twenty-first century cry out. Christine, a survivor who was born into 
sex slavery in Minnesota, writes these words:

It is no small achievement to survive sexual slavery. Survivors are 
split into pieces, fragmented, broken, filled with despair, pain, 
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rage, and sorrow. We have been hurt beyond belief. We are silent; 
we are numb. Our eyes see, our ears hear, but we do not tell. Our 
voices are nonexistent, but even if they did exist, who would 
believe what we have to say? Who would listen? Who would care? 
We are dirty, ruined, despised, the whores of the earth. The men 
who use us throw us away. We are their garbage to piss on, to pile 
up in the corner. We are their property, they own us. The rest of 
you turn your backs, avert your eyes, pretend not to see, go on 
your way. You leave us to the predators.36

How to Respond?

The above quotation from a survivor slaps us in the face with 
a question: what can we do? First, we can recognize that the 
conclusion of the Judges narrative is incorrect. The narrator said, 
“Such a thing has not happened or been seen” before (v. 30). This 
statement is simply untrue. These scenes have been repeated 
for millennia! In scripture, Dinah was raped. Tamar was raped. 
Jephthah’s daughter was sacrificed. The concubine was raped 
and murdered. The virgins of Jabesh-Gilead and Shiloh were 
kidnapped and raped, even if in culturally sanctioned marriages. 
We must stand up for the victimized.

Second, we must recognize the evil as evil. What masquerades as 
shalom is actually evil. The men of the story saw life as shalom. 
The concubine knew better, but those in power were saying with 
the false prophets of Jeremiah’s day, “Shalom, shalom,” but as 
Jeremiah retorted, “There is not shalom here” (Jer 6:14). As Garber 
and Stallings concluded, “In a society where women and children 
are becoming the victims of horrible violence at an alarming 
rate, all is not well.”37 We must speak up for the silenced, for the 
oppressed, for the victimized. Our world, like that of the Levite and 
concubine, is broken and filled with evil. We must speak the truth 
into this world.

Third, to quote Trible, “We must take counsel to say ‘Never again.’ 
Yet this counsel is itself ineffectual unless we direct our hearts to that 
most uncompromising of all biblical commands, speaking the word 
not to others but to ourselves: Repent. Repent.”38 This repentance 
must include a confrontation of the evil. No one came to the defense 
of the concubine. She could get to the threshold of safety but never 
over that threshold. Lapsley concludes:

The narrator [of Judges 19] gently encourages us to read this story 
so that we will evaluate the actions of the characters, yes, but also, 
and equally importantly, so that we will enter sympathetically 
into the experience of these characters, to sit and weep and cry 
out with the Israelites, because they are us.39

Yes, the Levite, concubine, father, Ephraimite host, and Gibeahites 
are us. And the experience of the concubine is the experience 

of millions of women in our world—even in the “enlightened 
west.”40 We must act! To remain ignorant and living in blissful—
and sinful—ignorance cannot suffice any longer. The expectations 
of the biblical Creator and the Son Jesus are clear: Care for 
the oppressed and the captive and the helpless. Repent! And 
repentance must include action!
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Reprinted from Priscilla Papers 35/3 (Summer 2021)

The story of the gang rape and murder of an unnamed woman in 
Judges 19 is one of the bleakest narratives of the OT. Although it is 
mostly avoided in churches, since it is in the Bible it is important to 
ask how it might be read as a vehicle for justice.1 Compounding the 
difficulties the text presents, certain key elements of the narrative 
are ambiguous—for example, what the woman’s status was 
and why precisely she left the Levite. A close exegetical analysis, 
brought into conversation with the domestic abuse cycle, makes 
the story internally coherent and resolves the textual difficulties. 
Furthermore, by drawing attention to this dynamic in the text, 
churches can be challenged to address these issues more openly. 
Doing so must be a priority, given the prevalence of abuse and the 
imperative of the gospel.

Seeing and Understanding Domestic Abuse

In her seminal work, Texts of Terror: Literary-Feminist Readings 
of Biblical Narratives, Phyllis Trible says about Judges 19 that “to 
hear this story is to inhabit a world of unrelenting terror that refuses 
to let us pass by on the other side.”2 This indirect call from Trible 
not only to notice but to act when confronted with abuse cannot 
be made insistently enough. In our neighborhoods and churches 
people of every age, ethnicity, and socio-economic status are being 
hurt. Domestic abuse helplines in the USA receive more than 19,000 
calls daily.3 More than twenty-three percent of women and almost 
fourteen percent of men have experienced severe physical violence 
by an intimate partner, which means a significant minority of people 
who have experienced or witnessed severe violence are present in 
most churches. Indeed, there will almost certainly be abusers lurking 
in the pews. Many more will have had exposure to (or committed) 
other types of abuse or “milder” violence (is there such a thing as 
mild physical violence, given its emotional effects?).4

Domestic abuse can take many forms. As well as physical violence, 
those victimized may be subjected to emotional, psychological, 
financial, and sexual abuse or, usually, some combination of these 
in a pattern of controlling, coercive, and threatening behaviors.5 
Even love-bombing (lavish affection), while appearing kind, in 
the context of domestic abuse is manipulative and controlling.6 
The research shows that ending the abusive relationship without 
adequate safeguards in place often leads to serious and even fatal 
violence.7 In such cases, the most dangerous time is after the escape.

Churches have been largely and shamefully silent on the issue 
of domestic abuse. A Lifeway poll found that forty-two percent 
of Protestant pastors rarely or never speak about domestic abuse, 
presumably in part because thirty percent believed it was not a 
problem in their congregations.8 The statistics above suggest that 
they are almost certainly mistaken. It is past time for the church 

to do the theological work, get educated about the facts and local 
sources of support, engage in educating others, speak out for justice, 
and offer safety to those who are hurting.

The theological work is vital, and it needs to consider not only those 
texts most often used to send victims back to their abusers (e.g., Eph 
5:22 and 1 Pet 2–3) but also those which may shape the conversation 
in unseen ways.9 For example, Renita J. Weems broke new ground 
in her study of how depictions of Yahweh as an abusive husband 
in the prophetic literature may wrongly serve to legitimate human 
abuse.10 Reading the story of the Levite and his concubine through 
the lens of domestic abuse can be a refusal to remain complicit in the 
silencing and minimizing that surrounds the issue. Furthermore, 
just as feminist readings can sensitize us to other voices that are 
marginalized or silenced, so seeing domestic abuse in this text may 
open our eyes to violence elsewhere, both in the Bible and in the lives 
of our neighbors. Abuse can be challenged, and victims supported, 
only if it is first seen.

The Domestic Violence Cycle

In 1979, psychologist Lenore Walker proposed a cyclical model 
for understanding domestic violence, which she developed from 
interviews with 1,500 battered women.11 In the first phase, tension 
builds, eventually leading to an incident of abuse. This is followed 
by reconciliation and then calm, together making a honeymoon 
phase. Gradually tensions increase again as the cycle repeats. This 
model has been critiqued for its emphasis on physical aggression, its 
neglect of the power and control aspects of domestic abuse, and its 
focus on male-on-female violence.12 While it may be an imperfect 
tool in victim support and criminal justice settings, it is nevertheless 
a helpful model for the story of the Levite and his concubine.13

Judges 19

Given its clear parallels with Gen 19, commentators have readily 
treated this story as one about hospitality. Frank M. Yamada has 
done literary analyses of the rape narratives of the OT. He argues 
that the meaning of the rape in Judges 19 “is structured through 
the two hospitality scenes.”14 His summary is typical: “Both . . . 
stories are more properly understood not as a condemnation against 
homoeroticism . . . but instead as a failure of hospitality.”15 Quite 
apart from the fact that the story can be about both hospitality 
and sexual relations, note that there is no mention of the victim in 
Yamada’s summary. The horrific gang rape of the woman readily 
becomes mere evidence in a discussion about hospitality.

The introduction to the book of Judges (1:1–3:6) tells first of social, 
then of religious fragmentation, and the epilogue (chs. 17–21) does 
the reverse, giving an A B B' A' framing to the book.16 As a result, 
the story of the Levite and his concubine can best be understood 
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in terms of social disintegration, of which both inhospitality and 
violence are aspects. The story “epitomizes the ultimate deterioration 
and betrayal of family relations—a moral bankruptcy the Bible 
chastises.”17 The story in Judges 19 may have many lessons to impart 
and possible polemics to share concerning hospitality, the relative 
merits of Benjamin and Judah (and by extension Saul and David), 
and the familial, social, and religious disintegration of Israel. But, 
just as importantly, here is also a story of a woman who was abused 
and was fatally unable to find safety.

The Setting

An overview of the context of the narrative will be helpful at this 
point. The narrator says that the story takes place when there was no 
king in Israel (Judg 19:1). This signals to the reader that moral chaos 
similar to the previous narrative can be expected, which was also 
framed by the indication of the absence of monarchy (Judg 17–18). 
Likewise, the immediate mention of Ephraim, Bethlehem, Judah, 
and a Levite, which have been shown in a negative light in the 
previous story, lets the reader know that more of the same is likely 
to follow.18 These narrative clues communicate that what follows 
serves as a terrible warning rather than a good example.

The story starts with an unnamed adult male Levite who lives in 
a remote part of Ephraim and takes a concubine from Bethlehem 
in Judah (19:1). No one in this story is given a name: protagonists 
are marked by their origins and locations, their relationships to one 
another, and by their explicit or implicit status. This lack of naming 
“illustrates the disintegration and dehumanization of society while 
it universalizes the characters in this sordid story.”19 Although this 
man is a Levite (of the tribe set aside by God to provide priests for 
the nation) nothing that follows relates to his status as a Levite. 
Set alongside the story before, perhaps it simply serves to illustrate 
how far the religious life of Israel had crumbled. The Levites were 
not given land but were allocated towns to live in and allotted 
pastureland (Josh 18:7, Josh 21). The fact that this Levite lives in 
a tent (Judg 19:9) in the far reaches of Ephraim (v. 1) and not in 
a Levite town may also signal cause for concern. Here is a male 
protagonist about whom the reader is invited to have doubts.

Furthermore, the writer raises questions in the mind of the reader 
that are never answered: Why did the Levite take a pilegesh (usually 
translated “concubine”) and what is that exactly? Whatever 
translation is chosen for pilegesh (e.g., “concubine,” “second wife”), 
current scholarship on the word has not conclusively answered the 
questions about her status, rights, or inheritance procedures.20 None 
of the references in the Bible define the status of a pilegesh, and their 
rights and those of their children vary from text to text.21 Based in 

part on family experience and her cultural context as a Zimbabwean-
American, Christine Mafana offers the intriguing suggestion that 
the pilegesh was a wife of lower status for whom the bride price 
had not been paid.22 Why not marry the girl properly? Why did her 
father accept this lesser status for his daughter? Why did the Levite 
take a woman from so far away, or why did he move to be far away 
afterwards? What is clear is that this is not a desirable situation for her, 
as she was unlikely to have “the legal protection of a primary wife.”23 
Although it is impossible to know the backstory, it seems the author 
intends to sow doubts in the minds of the readers. Right from the 
beginning the set-up is strange. The girl is in a dubious relationship 
with a questionable man, rendering her doubly vulnerable.

The Domestic Violence Cycle: Escalating Tension and Abuse

The setting, then, includes a man about whom there is ambiguity 
and a female of uncertain status who is nevertheless in his power. 
In the cycle of abuse the first two phases of escalating tensions 
and an incident of abuse are folded into v. 2a: “But his concubine 
became angry with him” (NRSV) or “But she was unfaithful to 
him” (NIV).24 These radically different translations reflect the two 
existing manuscript traditions. The Hebrew Masoretic Text uses 
zanah (“fornicate,” “play the harlot”) whereas the Greek Septuagint 
opts for “became angry.”25 Translation is interpretation, so the task 
in the face of significantly differing options is “to reconstruct what 
the text must mean.”26 The translation choice has a sharp edge here 
because it affects how the rest of the story is likely to be understood. 
To be sure, no one deserves to be gang raped, and rape is always sin, 
but the reader, or at least the reader imagined by the author, will 
hear the story differently if the concubine was sleeping with others 
before leaving the Levite. In his commentary on the book of Judges, 
Barry Webb rightly rejects any reading of “grim irony” where the 
woman who “played the harlot” winds up the “common property” 
of the men of Gibeah.27

There are good reasons for reading the story with the assumption of 
the woman’s innocence. First, the fact that she goes straight to her 
father’s house suggests no wrongdoing on her part, but rather simple 
escape from the Levite. It cannot have been easy, nor particularly 
safe, for a woman to travel on her own from the far side of Ephraim 
to Bethlehem, so there probably was some desperation driving her to 
undertake the journey. This hints at the presence of domestic abuse, 
or at the very least a situation sufficiently intolerable that the risk 
of traveling alone was worth taking. The second reason to believe 
her innocence is revealed through an analysis of the grammar of 
vv. 2–3. Pamela Tamarkind Reis has done a lexical and grammatical 
examination of Judges 19, which leads her to offer a plausible new 
reading for vv. 2–3, namely that the concubine had been prostituted 
for the Levite (i.e., he was her pimp), so she ran away, and he 
then tried to persuade her to take him back.28 To be pimped out 
is a horrifying form of abuse—domestic or otherwise—and, if this 
reading is right, the story is not only about one (gang) rape but also 
about many individual rapes. In this reading a man has charmed or 
otherwise won for himself a young woman, whom he then proceeds 
to abuse by selling her body to other men. In contemporary parlance 
this is sex trafficking. She has effectively been recruited, transported 
to the far reaches of Ephraim, and is now living as a sex slave. In 
response to this abuse, the woman makes her escape back to “her 
father’s house at Bethlehem in Judah” (v. 2).

Furthermore, the writer raises questions 
in the mind of the reader that are never 

answered: Why did the Levite take a 
pilegesh (usually translated “concubine”) 

and what is that exactly?
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The Domestic Violence Cycle: Reconciliation and Calm

In the domestic violence cycle, the next step is reconciliation, and 
this is precisely what happens next in the narrative. The Levite 
eventually sets out after her with the intention to “speak tenderly 
to her” (v. 3, literally “speak to her heart”) and bring her back. This 
suggests she was the injured party.29 “To speak tenderly” is exactly 
the kind of charm offensive that is to be expected in this phase of the 
cycle of abuse, when the abuser typically uses kindness, gifts, and 
loving gestures to win back the trust of the victim. The Levite’s delay 
was likely due to initially waiting for her to come back and then 
setting out after her when it was clear she was not going to return.30 
As Reis says, “there is no illogic in supposing that a father would 
receive a wronged daughter and a husband would want to recover 
his meal ticket.”31

The next part of the story takes place in the father’s house. The 
woman is pushed to the very edge of the narrative with all the 
described interaction taking place between the two men. The girl’s 
father offers aggressive hospitality. It is he who welcomes the Levite 
“with joy” (v. 3) and who makes him stay (v. 4). The reader is told 
neither what has passed between the father and daughter in the 
previous months nor what, if anything, passes between her and the 
Levite. The repetition of the “heart” language in vv. 5, 7, 8 and 9 
(which is usually obscured in translation) echoes the Levite’s desire 
to “speak to her heart” and highlights that, as far as the reader can 
discern, he has not done so successfully. There is nothing in the text 
to suggest that “genuine reconciliation has taken place.”32

The text here demands an act of imagination on the part of the 
reader. If she did not tell her story, or was not believed, the father’s 
hospitality may be seen as compensation for the wrong he believes 
his daughter has done to the Levite. He is embarrassed and trying 
to make up for his daughter’s shortcomings. This may explain 
the hospitality, but not the pleading to stay because, in that case, 
he would presumably be delighted that the Levite was once again 
willing to take his daughter and urge them on their way. Note also 
that he does not take his daughter back to the Levite, although he 
had four months in which to do so. On the other hand, if the woman 
told her father what had happened, and if he believed his daughter, 
it may be that he wants to do what he can to protect her, but his 
hands are tied to some extent. In that case, the abundant hospitality 
and attempts to keep the Levite in his house may be read as both the 
desire to appease the Levite into better behavior and the only avenue 
for keeping his daughter with him in safety. It is thus fair to draw 
a tentative conclusion that the father recognized something was 
profoundly wrong but considered himself powerless to do anything 
meaningful or permanent about it.

The text supports this reading through the repetition of the word 
“father,” and particularly “girl’s father,” in this section (vv. 3–6, 
8–9).33 The particular phrase used (“the father of the na’arah”) 
occurs only here and in Deut 22:15–16, 19, where it concerns the 
father of a married daughter whose virginity has been cast into 
doubt by her new husband, to whom responsibility for her had been 
transferred upon marriage. If it is slander, the father can present the 
evidence, thus defending his daughter. Recall Mafana’s suggestion 
that this pilegesh may be one for whom the bride price had not been 
paid. If that is correct, all parties would find themselves without 

legal clarity in a lawless land. Thus, the repeated use of the phrase 
shows the father’s powerlessness in a situation where responsibility 
for her has been transferred to the Levite. He is the girl’s father, but 
unlike the father in Deuteronomy he has no legal way to defend his 
daughter. Thus, it serves to emphasize his incapacity rather than his 
indifference.

The way the nomenclature changes also speaks volumes. At no 
point in her father’s house is the woman called a pilegesh. Her 
father is referred to as the father-in-law and the Levite as the son-
in-law. She is a na’arah, a “maiden” or “girl.”34 These changes are 
likely deliberate decisions highlighting the woman’s greater status 
and therefore relative safety in her father’s house. The use of “son-
in-law” also reminds the reader of the obligations the Levite has 
towards her.

It is only in v. 9, the liminal moment between staying and leaving, 
that the text reverts to “the man with his concubine” followed 
immediately by “his father-in-law, the girl’s father.” The language 
signals a change is coming. Where the “servant” is consistently a 
na’ar (“boy,” “lad,” “youth”), the woman is no longer a na’arah (“girl,” 
“maiden”). It appears as if the male protagonist with the upper hand 
in the story also regains control of the way the story is told. As the 
Levite wrests agency back from the father, the language reflects the 
Levite’s perspective on the relationships. The final attempt of the 
father to get them to stay reverts to his use of language but is to 
no avail. As the light fails and evening approaches, the language of 
security fades and that of vulnerability reappears.

The Domestic Violence Cycle: Escalating Tension

The party leaves and manages to get as far as Gibeah by nightfall 
(v. 14). The next sequence has strong echoes of Lot and the angelic 
visitors of Gen 19, with the crucial and fatal difference that there 
the divine visitors save everyone from the mob. The absence of 
the divine in Gibeah results in the sacrifice of the woman. Social 
breakdown both causes and follows Israel’s unfaithfulness to the 
covenant with God, when “all the people did what was right in their 
own eyes”: This is the narrator’s final denunciation (Judg 21:25b).

When the travelers meet their eventual host in the town square—
also an outsider from Ephraim—the Levite calls the woman ’amah 
(“maidservant”). Sarah uses the same word to describe Hagar 
when she wants her expelled, and it is also consistently used in the 
legal texts for female slaves (Gen 21:10; Exod 21:7, 20, 26–27). This 
appears to be demeaning, and it could be seen as a return to phase 
one of the cycle, escalating tension. It seems that her status has sunk 
even lower than before and any rights she may have enjoyed as a 
pilegesh have been lost. She is entirely at the mercy of this Levite and 
how he presents her.

The Domestic Violence Cycle: Abuse

As in Gen 19, men of the city surround the house, pound on the door 
and demand to have sex with the male guest. There is no ambiguity 
in the text about this; it is utterly condemned. The men are “a 
depraved lot” (Judg 19:22). The host begs the mob not to do this 
“scurrilous thing” (v. 23).35 The host offers these worthless men the 
two women in his house, his own virgin daughter and the Levite’s 
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concubine. He says the men can ’anah (“afflict,” “violate,” “rape”) 
the girls and “do what is good in their own eyes” (v. 24). The use of 
this refrain from Judges advertises the narrator’s condemnation.36 
People doing what seems good in their own eyes, instead of what is 
right in God’s eyes, is a core problem in Israel at the time of Judges. 
There is a catastrophic failure of Torah obedience.

Realizing his host is not able to resolve the situation by reasoning 
with the men, the Levite takes charge by seizing his concubine and 
“putting her out to them” (v. 25). The Levite here fails utterly in 
his duties as a master (as he is called in v. 26 and as is implied by 
calling her ’amah), let alone as a husband (as he is considered in 
the girl’s father’s house). As indicated above, the most dangerous 
time for certain women who are subject to domestic abuse is right 
after they leave. That sad fact is reflected in this story. The unnamed 
woman left her abuser at risk to herself, tried to find shelter in her 
father’s house, but was returned to her abuser, who now exacts his 
revenge in a cruel move that demonstrates his utter disregard for her 
personhood. He sacrifices her to save himself.

The narrator does not mince words: they rape and abuse her all 
night and then send her away (Webb offers an evocative, “discarded 
her”37). The third-person plurals indicate gang rape.38 The repetition 
of the temporal phrases (v. 25c) emphasizes the length of time of 
the abuse.39 On the basis of the brevity of the description in v. 25b, 
Trible says the narrator is indifferent to the woman’s suffering.40 
This seems unfair; as well as the wider context of the narrative, 
which consistently suggests sympathy for the woman, the brevity 
of the description suggests the brutality of the act (as Trible in fact 
argues in relation to v. 25a).41

Having been released, one imagines she drags her bruised, bleeding, 
and battered body to the house where she should have been able to 
sleep in safety—the house, as the narrator says, “where her master 
was” (v. 26). The language in this verse is revealing. First, the man has 
become “her master,” a clear highlighting of the inequality of power 
in their relationship. Second, it is the first time she is called ’ishah 
(“woman”) rather than “concubine,” “servant,” or “girl.” However 
fragile, as a concubine or servant she was tied into a relationship 
with the Levite; as a girl she was her father’s daughter. Now she is 
an isolated woman: utterly abandoned and disconnected from all 
protective social bonds, physically and metaphorically outside the 
security of a home. Her hands on the threshold are a chilling sign 
that haunts the reader. After hours of abuse, she seeks the only safe 
place she can think of and almost makes it.

In the morning, the Levite gets up (v. 27). In contrast to the 
emphasis on getting up early at the father’s house (vv. 5, 8), the 
different phrasing suggests he may have had a more relaxing start 
to the day. The succession of verbs conveys the sense that he was 
merely getting on with things.42 It is not clear from the text whether 
he planned to look for the woman.43 His callous indifference is 
confirmed both by the sense of surprise in the text when he opens 
the doors to go and finds her on the doorstep (hinneh, “behold!”) 
and his pitiless command to her to get up because they are going. 
When she does not answer he puts her on a donkey and brings her 
home (v. 28). Once there, he gets a knife, cuts her down to the bone 
into twelve pieces, and sends the body parts around Israel with a 
call to respond (vv. 29–30). There is double horror here. Instead of 

a proper burial, he desecrates her body. But more dreadful still, the 
text never states when she dies, leaving open the possibility that he 
cut her up when she was still alive (did she die on the long journey 
or start to recover from her ordeal?). It says, after all, that he put her 
on a donkey, not that he put her body on a donkey. This ambiguity is 
deliberate and designed to add to the horror. The Levite is shown to 
be a man capable of personal physical violence by this act, whether 
violence to a corpse or a living person. In the following scene the 
reader learns he is also a manipulative liar, telling a twisted version 
of events designed to make him appear an innocent victim (Judg 
20:4–5). These are traits typically seen in abusers, so a context of 
abuse is coherent with the facts as presented by the narrator.44

Beyond the Text

Seeing the dynamics of domestic abuse in this text can helpfully put 
a range of related issues on the table for discussion. I offer here some 
ideas for further exploration. First, while the narrative most closely 
follows Walker’s domestic violence cycle, linking domestic violence 
with this ancient story opens the door to a much wider conversation 
about all forms of domestic abuse and the church’s role in supporting 
and protecting victims, while holding justice and mercy in tension 
in relation to perpetrators. Second, although the precise status and 
power of this Levite is unclear, in general Levites enjoyed the special 
status that came with the responsibility for Israel’s corporate worship. 
In the current context of the #metoo movement and its challenge 
to sexual assault perpetrated by powerful men, the text can become 
a jumping off point for necessary conversations about power and 
authority, about its abuse in churches by (male) leaders, and what 
safeguards need to be put in place to prevent the power vested in 
religious leaders being abused in any way. Third, as indicated, the first 
part of the story of the Levite and the concubine echoes the dynamics 
of sex trafficking in recruitment and transportation. Whether these 
contemporary understandings can be read back into the text with 
integrity is an open question, but to allow these hints in the text to 
stimulate discussion in the present can only be helpful. Finally, the 
sexual violence in this story can and should stimulate conversation 
about pornography, and whether the sexual violence there reflects 
inherent violence and misogyny, functioning in a permission-giving 
way, or whether it generates a violence that was not previously present. 
Perhaps the deepest questions of the human condition lie there, in 
what comes first: action or representation, whether evil is inherent, 
or merely imitated.45 Indeed, the book of Judges as a whole might be 
read as an extended meditation on the root of evil in disobedience to 
God, and humankind’s responsibility for choosing to “do justice, and 
to love kindness, and to walk humbly with . . . God” (Mic 6:8).

Conclusion

Reading the story of the Levite’s concubine through a lens of the 
cycle of domestic abuse makes sense of some of the superficially 
puzzling aspects of the narrative. It becomes clear why she left him, 
why he chased after her, why her father behaved the way he did, 
and adds depth to why he threw her to the mob. In key narrative 
moments the escalating tension, abuse, and reconciliation of the 
domestic violence cycle can be discerned. The value, however, of 
reading the story in this light is not only for its internal narratival 
coherence, but also because it becomes an avenue for bringing these 
issues out into the open in churches.
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The Bible aims to move its readers towards justice and mercy.46 
When this story is read as an example of domestic abuse, there is 
hope that even a tale this unrelentingly horrific might move the 
church towards justice and mercy. The suffering can be redeemed, 
the woman’s life not given in vain, if it leads to a better response 
from churches to the issue of domestic abuse (and indeed human 
trafficking). Churches need to be, and be seen as, safe spaces for 
people being abused. The church cannot be trusted by those who 
are suffering to listen well until it has shown that it can speak well, 
addressing the issues in preaching and in the community.

After her one moment of agency, when she leaves the Levite, the 
concubine’s personhood is gradually deconstructed, from concubine 
to servant to isolated woman, until she is literally deconstructed 
with a knife. Remembering her can be a way of bearing witness and 
thus a positive resource in the face of domestic and other forms of 
violence.47 To read the story of the Levite’s concubine through a lens 
of domestic abuse can help us to see, to remember, and to give a 
voice to all those who have been so victimized.
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Reprinted from Priscilla Papers 36/1 (Winter 2022)

The unifying theme of Judges 19–21 is the dismal failure of 
Israel to care for their most vulnerable, ultimately contributing 
to the demise of the nation. This theme is the culmination of two 
different agendas within the story. The first and more obvious 
is the backstory of a devastating civil war due to the collapse of 
hospitality, a value central to Israel’s national identity. The second 
is an illustration of Israel’s moral degeneracy that could only be 
reversed (or so they thought) through a new form of government, 
a monarchy. Like concern for the “least of these” shrouded in 
Israel’s hospitality rules, Israel’s moral collapse is symbolized in its 
degenerate treatment of women, both through an individual and 
the broader group she represents.1

Structure and Placement

Structure and Themes

The overarching structure divides this tale into three parts. Chapter 
19 provides the backstory with what could be termed a “human 
interest story” that culminates in a Levite calling the tribes together 
to incite civil war. Chapter 20 describes the tribes’ rationale for civil 
war and the battles that lead to its military outcome. Chapter 21 
wrestles with the future of the tribe of Benjamin, as Israel seeks 
to provide wives for the tribe’s remaining warriors. Embedded 
within this structure are recurring ideas that drive the theme of the 
story. These four ideas are: “the heart”; hospitality manipulated, 
denied, and abused; sexual abuse and outrage; and the destruction 
of women.

Judges 19–21 is a grim ironic narrative.2 Intentionally contrasting 
with Lot’s guests in Sodom in Gen 19, Judges 19 uses the same plot 
but reshapes it so the reader recognizes the irony.3 Features common 
to the two stories include sojourners seeking hospitality, being taken 
in by another foreigner, a mob seeking to sexually assault the guests, 
a host seeking to protect his guests using the same words to the 
townsfolk, and girls offered in the place of the men. The differences 
between the stories are where the gruesome irony becomes 
apparent.4 One set of God’s representatives arrive immersed in 

prayer to protect while the other comes as a pimp; one protects the 
weakest while the other thrusts the weakest out to protect himself; 
one physically grabs the family to take them to safety while the other 
grabs the devastated to take her to dismember.5

The irony continues beyond the Genesis/Sodom and Judges/
Gibeah parallel. The story revolves around terminology of “the 
heart.” The Levite intends to persuade the girl to return by 
“speaking to her heart.” Instead, he makes his own “heart merry” 
with his father-in-law and with the host in Gibeah. Likewise, 
the tribes of Israel advise one another to “set their heart” on the 
dismembered girl as they consider their actions. Instead, by the 
close of Judges 21, the women of Israel have been “dismembered” 
like the concubine.6

The lament that surrounds the story solidifies the grim irony: “In 
those days there was no king in Israel; all the people did what was 
right in their own eyes” (NRSV). What was right in their own eyes 
was evil in the eyes of God and all others.

The book of Judges begins with the accounts of morally upright and 
good leaders, only to progressively descend until it reaches its most 
ignoble conclusion with the final two stories at the close of the book, 
Judges 17–18 and Judges 19–21.7 Together they demonstrate the 
revolting depravity into which the nation had fallen without a king, 
as the stories are uniquely surrounded by and even interrupted by 
the saying, “In those days there was no king in Israel; all the people 
did what was right in their own eyes” (NRSV).

Each of these two stories is centered on the actions of a Levite 
who is meant to serve as an intermediary with God but, instead, is 
wholly inept and unqualified to lead the people. In Judges 17–18, 
not only is the Levite tainted by idol worship, but he also lacks the 
leadership clout to stop the Danite tribe from annihilating a “quiet 
and trusting people” (18:27). At sword point his courage fails him 
and he acquiesces to their genocide. The final Levite ups the ante, 
actually instigating civil war. Again, irony seeps through these 
stories as Levites, who were never meant to be a warrior tribe, are 
central to these unholy wars.8

Canon Position and Its Significance

The Jewish and Christian canons position Judges differently, 
revealing emphases in their traditions. The Jewish canon juxtaposes 
Israel’s abysmal leadership and abuse of women in Judges with the 
book of Samuel. Directly following the demise of women in Judges, 
Eli summarizes how great a sin YHWH considered sexual abuse 
against women in his warning against his own sons. He states 
that their sexual use of women serving at the tent of meeting is 
worse than sinning against men (1 Sam 2:22–25). Instead, this type 
of abuse incites the judgment of YHWH (1 Sam 2:27–36). True to 
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Eli’s word, YHWH removes leadership from Eli’s descendants and 
through Samuel transfers the leadership to a monarchy.

Alternatively, the Christian canon reacts to the violated hospitality, 
which destroyed rather than protected the weakest of society, by 
placing the story of Ruth and Naomi directly after Judges.9 This 
canonical placement highlights that both the concubine and also 
Naomi and Ruth return to Bethlehem in distress. But instead of 
Bethlehem failing to protect a vulnerable girl, the defeated widow 
and powerless foreign daughter-in-law are honored and protected, 
and they flourish. Hospitality fulfills its role of protecting the 
weakest of society.

Judges 19–21: Section by Section

Judges 19:1–10, Something Is Not Right

The concubine and the Levite are introduced in the midst of 
conflict. The concubine has no voice throughout the narrative, yet 
her one action launches the entire story. She has fled a day’s journey 
to her father’s house in Bethlehem. The term used to describe her, 
na’ara, refers to a girl just married, likely between twelve and 
fourteen years old, right after puberty begins.10 Yet her marriage 
is not one that gives her the legal rights of a wife. Rather, she is a 
concubine with the status of a slave.11 The Hebrew word indicating 
why she ran away has to do with prostitution or harlotry. However, 
the ancient Greek translation omits any reference to prostitution, 
saying she left angry or repulsed by the Levite. Pamela Tamarkin 
Reis bridges this difference by arguing that the Hebrew text is most 
naturally translated to say that the Levite was prostituting her.12 
This understanding is consistent with the biblical documentation 
of ancient leadership and priestly involvement with temple 
prostitution. Examples can be found in the story of Judah, who 
assumed he had slept with a temple prostitute rather than his 
daughter-in-law Tamar (Gen 38), as well as in the story of Eli’s 
priestly sons’ sexual use of women who served at the tent of meeting 
(1 Sam 2:22–25).13 The Greek translation “repulsion” would be 
sympathetic to a young girl with the status of a slave rather than a 
wife; taken to be prostituted, she runs away in anger or disgust to 
her father’s house.14 True even of some pimps today, to get her back 
the Levite knows he must “speak to her heart.”

When the Levite journeys to persuade her to return, her father’s 
behavior further alerts the reader that something is not right. 
Daughters are not expendable in Israel, and her father thus provided 
a safe place for his daughter to flee for the past four months.15 When 
the Levite arrives, the father protects his daughter by manipulating 
the rules of hospitality. He offers the Levite a joyous welcome, 
thereby performing the host’s duty of keeping his son-in-law from 
losing face. This action maintains his power to stall his son-in-law’s 
(and by extension his daughter’s) departure. Through inebriating 
his son-in-law (making his heart merry) daily, he makes it nearly 
impossible for the Levite to depart on his own terms.16 Phyllis Trible 
confirms this power-play by noting that the father-in-law insults 
the Levite’s “tent,” as compared to his own “house” where he has 
been able to extend grand hospitality.17 Mieke Bal also recognizes 
the power competition around who keeps the girl.18 Ultimately the 
father-in-law’s efforts fail. Defeated, he shares his foreboding about 
them leaving at a time unsafe to travel—the evening of the fifth day.19

Judges 19:11–21, Vulnerable Travelers

While the section before introduced hospitality manipulated, this 
section reveals hospitality denied, and then only granted through an 
immigrant. Irony is introduced as the Levite discriminates against 
foreigners in Jebus, only to be denied hospitality by fellow Israelites 
in Gibeah. However, a fellow sojourner from the hills of Ephraim 
finds them sitting in the city square as evening descends. He listens 
to their story and likely recognizes the representation of God, as 
the Levite makes his case that they are heading to the House of 
YHWH. Following the hospitality rules of his Israelite identity, he 
offers his own home, warning them against spending the night in 
the square.20 His warning likely alerts the reader that he is aware of 
an unsafe undercurrent against foreigners.21

Judges 19:22–30, The Levite’s Character Revealed

While the old man, the host, entertains and makes their “hearts 
merry,” the city “scoundrels” come to the house and demand “to 
know” the Levite. In a desperate effort to protect his guest, he 
seeks to minimize his own foreignness by addressing the mob as 
“brothers,” which indicates legal equality.22 He then rebukes the 
mob for such a vile proposal using the word nebalah, meaning 
“vile” or “outrage.” It hearkens to the sexual prohibitions of Lev 
18, where homosexual acts are described as an abomination. 
Instead, the host offers what he considers the lesser of two evils, 
his own virgin daughter and the concubine.23 In contrast to Lot, he 
specifically tells the mob to rape and abuse these girls and do what 
is good in their eyes, equating rape to that which is good.24

The mob rejects both him and his proposal. But when the Levite 
“seizes” and thrusts out his concubine to them, they rape the girl all 
night, releasing her early in the morning. She crawls to where the 
Levite, now called her “master,” is housed and collapses.25

The Levite gets up in the morning, ready for an early start home 
alone, as all the verbs for departure are expressed in the third 
masculine singular.26 He had already disposed of his concubine. 
Thus, the Hebrew expresses surprise, “behold,” when he finds 
the girl collapsed at the door, touchingly with “her hand upon the 
threshold” as if reaching for him and safety. When she does not 
respond to his order that she get up and go with him, he loads her 
on his donkey. Upon reaching home, he “seizes” her to dismember 
her, in the same way that he “seized her” to thrust her out the door 
to be raped and abused all night. As he had sacrificed her for his 
safety in Gibeah, he now cuts her up like an animal sacrifice.27 
He then sends the parts to the twelve tribes of Israel. When the 
Israelites see the dismembered body parts, they counsel themselves 
to direct their hearts towards this girl as they decide what to do.
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Judges 20:1–19, The Israelites Gather, Seek Reconciliation, and 
Prepare for War

The Israelite men gather to hear the details of what happened, 
whereupon the Levite lies. Instead of describing the Gibeahites’ 
intent to rape him, he reports that they meant to kill him, but 
instead abused his wife and she died.28 Just as the text is ambiguous 
regarding who killed her, he fails to say that he threw his wife 
out to protect himself. He does, however, readily admit that he 
dismembered her. His point of view reduces the story to his loss of 
property through Benjamin’s violation of hospitality.

The Israelites lose focus on the girl as the Levite touches upon the 
core of their identity in the care of sojourners. They must always 
provide hospitality in remembrance that their early ancestors were 
sojourners. Furthermore, the law required special care to be given 
to Levite sojourners.29 Israel’s anger did not correspond to the 
host’s revulsion at the threat of same-sex rape because they had 
not been told the whole story. Likewise, their anger was not about 
the girl’s treatment, as evidenced by the Levite feeling free to reveal 
that he had dismembered the girl, and the Israelites’ later actions 
of murdering, abducting, and offering hundreds of innocent girls to 
trafficking, forced marriage, and resulting rape. Rather, Israel was 
horrified that hospitality to a fellow Israelite, a Levite no less, was so 
violated that it resulted in the loss of his property, his concubine.30 
In essence the Benjamites had denied their heritage, which could 
not be tolerated.

Israel vowed not to go home until justice was complete. To their 
credit, they first confronted the tribe of Benjamin to demand 
they offer up the scoundrels, giving Benjamin an opportunity 
to demonstrate solidarity with Israel and evade war. The highly 
skilled warrior tribe of Benjamin refused, in effect pronouncing 
a declaration of secession. Civil war ensued. In seeking YHWH’s 
support for what they had already decided, Israel asked who 
should first attack Benjamin, rather than if they should attack. 
Tellingly, the girl’s tribe of Judah was selected—the tribe most 
likely to desire revenge.31

Judges 20:20–28, The Humbling of the Israelite Tribes and the 
Annihilation of Benjamin

To the surprise of the Israelite forces, they were routed by 
Benjamin—twice. The first twenty-five thousand deaths brought 
the Israelites before YHWH in tears. Then they gathered themselves 
to fight again and in one day lost eighteen thousand. This defeat 
humbled the Israelites who, for the first time, asked YHWH whether 
they should be at war at all. YHWH answered that Benjamin would 
be delivered into their hands. Israel did rout Benjamin, but the 
killings were abominable. Rather than remembering the killing 
of an innocent girl and vowing not to do the same, Israel killed 
essentially all the inhabitants of Benjamin, as well as their livestock 
and any innocent bystander they came upon.

Judges 21:1–14, Murder of Jabesh-Gilead, Save the Virgins

The Israelite warriors then made oaths denying their daughters 
marriage to surviving Benjamites, reminding the reader that, like 
the concubine, women had no voice. They doomed the existence 

of the tribe of Benjamin by murdering their wives and children 
and withholding their own daughters. But in further irony, they 
blamed YHWH instead of recognizing that it was their own doing. 
Again, after their reckless actions, they brought offerings before 
YHWH. But YHWH remained silent. Thus, they devised their own 
plan that accomplished two of their goals. In retaliation against 
the city of Jabesh-Gilead for its restraint in not joining the civil 
war, they abducted the city’s virgins and annihilated its remaining 
inhabitants.32 Israel then delivered the 400 traumatized girls to the 
surviving Benjamites to be raped as “wives.”

Judges 21:15–25, The Final Act of Israelite “Justice”: Abduction and 
Rape of Worshipping Girls

Still in need of 200 more girls, the next plot did not include the 
consent of all the Israelite men to anticipate the complaints of 
fathers and brothers. This plan gave Benjamin permission to abduct 
the young girls who came to dance before YHWH at an annual 
festival in Shiloh. The group deciding these girls’ fates preyed on 
guilt of their fathers and brothers to give their abducted girls as 
gifts.33 Thus the story ends, with Benjamin given full blessings to 
abduct and rape girls celebrating before God. Israel, satisfied that 
justice was complete, went home. In deep irony the narrator dryly 
remarks, “In those days there was no king in Israel, everyone did 
what was right in his own eyes.”

Theological Significance for the Church

This story is so troubling that commentators throughout history 
have tended to avoid it.34 Then as now, they struggled with how to 
demonstrate any hope that could speak to the Jewish and Christian 
faiths. In truth, it is a story that does not intend to show hope, but 
to serve as a warning through illustrating the moral depths to which 
humanity can fall.

•	 The Levite demonstrates corrupt leadership, where those 
who are meant to protect instead abuse, use, and sacrifice 
the most vulnerable for their own pleasures, financial gain, 
protection, and political means.

•	 The host in Gibeah demonstrates the vulnerability of 
immigrants in a host culture, where they are not seen as 
equals and are targeted for abuse.

•	 The deeply entrenched value of hospitality for vulnerable 
outsiders demonstrates how a positive value can be 
marshalled as a war cry and thus eclipse its primary value 
and commit in gross degrees the same crime that incited 
the war.
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•	 Israel’s devastation at the hands of Benjamin demonstrates 
how damaging war can be when God’s intentions are not 
humbly consulted before such action is taken.

•	 These events demonstrate that those who seek to resist the 
hysteria of national sin are often targeted for destruction.

•	 Israel’s vows to withhold their daughters from a Benjamite 
marriage demonstrate how promises and actions made 
in the heat of a great injustice can cause even more harm. 
This further demonstrates how easy it is to blame others, 
especially YHWH, rather than accept responsibility.

•	 And finally, the slow demise of women over the course 
of Judges, concluding with this horrific rape and 
dismemberment, demonstrates how easy it is for a people to 
target and sacrifice a distinct population group whom they 
once valued as equals, whose wit, skill, and intelligence had 
previously saved and enriched them as a people.

This demise parallels the Israelites’ history. Like Joseph who was 
Egypt’s second in command and saved his people, Deborah’s 
leadership among men saved Israel. But like Israel, who was 
eventually enslaved by Egypt, the Levite’s concubine and the 
women of Israel were enslaved and devastated by men. As the 
Israelite slaves called out for salvation, so too did the women of 
Judges 19–21.

The editor of Judges lamented the depravity into which the people 
of Israel had fallen. Doing what was good in their own eyes, they 
lost sight of all that was good. The narrator sought salvation and 
displayed, through the final two stories of the corrupt Levites, that 
religious leadership sat at the pinnacle of corruption. Therefore, 
the nation needed a king who could at least impose laws to rein 
in the excesses of a sinful people.35 However, as the canon reveals, 
the kings and their laws become just as corrupt and abusive as the 
religious leaders.

Ultimately this yearned-for salvation can only come through one 
who can love others more than oneself. It must come from one 
willing to be sacrificed when the “scoundrels” demand abuse, rather 
than to thrust others out to be sacrificed in one’s place. Salvation 
must come from one whose heart is focused on the salvation needed 
for all, the weak and vulnerable as well as the mighty and corrupt. 
The good news is this salvation came through the Jewish story, 
through Jesus.

Judges 19–21 is a warning to those of faith, that when hearts have 
lost focus, and people do what is good in their own eyes, all that is 
good and precious will be lost. The warning must work to direct 
hearts and eyes back to the servant King who saves the weak and 

the mighty and restores a world where women and men serve 
together as respected equals.
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• We believe that women and men are equally created in God’s image
and given equal authority and stewardship of God’s creation.

• We believe that women and men are equally responsible for and
distorted by sin, resulting in shattered relationships with God,
self, and others.

• Therefore, we lament that the sins of sexism and racism have
been used to historically oppress and silence women throughout
the life of the church.

• We resolve to value and listen to the voices and lived experiences
of women throughout the world who have been impacted by the
sins of sexism and racism.

CORE VALUES 
• Scripture is our authoritative guide for faith, life, and practice.
• Patriarchy (male dominance) is not a biblical ideal but a result of

sin that manifests itself personally, relationally,   and structurally.
• Patriarchy is an abuse of power, taking from women and girls

what God has given them: their dignity, freedom, and leadership,
and often their very lives.

• While the Bible reflects a patriarchal culture, the Bible does not
teach patriarchy as God’s standard for human relationships.

• Christ’s redemptive work frees all people from patriarchy, calling 
women and men to share authority equally in service and leadership.

• God’s design for relationships includes faithful marriage between
a woman and a man, celibate singleness, and mutual submission
in Christian community.

• The unrestricted use of women’s gifts is integral to the work of the 
Holy Spirit and essential for the advancement of the gospel worldwide. 

• Followers of Christ are to advance human flourishing by
opposing injustice and patriarchal teachings and practices that
demean, diminish, marginalize, dominate, abuse, enslave, or
exploit women, or restrict women’s access to leadership in the
home, church, and world.

ENVISIONED FUTURE
CBE envisions a future where all believers are freed to exercise 
their gifts for God’s glory and purposes, with the full support of 
their Christian communities. 
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JOIN
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Lady Eclecte: The Lost Woman of the New Testament

Lincoln H. Blumell 
 
While scholars have long noted that the opening address of 2 John is ambiguous, the 
received reading that is printed in all Greek editions of the New Testament for the last 
150 years is typically translated as "to an elect lady." The nearly universal view in modern 
scholarship is to take "elect lady" as a metonym for a church that is metaphorically 
personified as a woman.

Drawing upon a wide range of evidence that includes Greek papyri, New Testament 
manuscripts, and a host of other sources, this study shows that the received address printed 
in all editions of the Greek New Testament is not correct. Rather, the address should be 
translated "to the lady Eclecte" so that the principal recipient of the letter is a named woman.

Confronting Sacred Inequalities: Creating Christian Organizations Where Women 
Thrive

Leanne M. Dzubinski 
 
Why do women often struggle to thrive in Christian workplaces? Is it because of a few bad 
actors or is something systemically amiss in Christian organizations?

In Confronting Sacred Inequalities, Leanne Dzubinski shows how secular inequalities 
have been imported into Christian spaces and treated as sacred. Dzubinski explains how 
organizational dysfunction is often caused by systems that prioritize men over women in 
ways that are detrimental to the organization as well as to the people in them--men and 
women alike. Each chapter offers scriptural perspectives and practical suggestions to help 
leaders create organizational cultures where everyone can flourish and work together as 
siblings in Christ.


