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Women of the Old Testament
Introduction

It was from the womb of a woman blessed by God that the human race descended.  It was the hand of a woman that reached up and took the forbidden fruit from the tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil.  It was her lips that first pressed against the fruit as she, in disobedience to God, tasted the fruit and from that one act, sin in all its evil, dug its angry claws into God’s greatest and most loved creation – humanity.  But, it was also the womb of woman, untouched by man, that God used to cradle and bring forth the Savior of the world. 

Woman has remained the same since Eve – we usually find ourselves in the thick of things – sometimes positively – sometimes negatively.  But always, we find women who are deeply committed to God and often ready to be the first to tell the Good News or take a risk on His behalf.

Throughout the pages of scripture we find the stories of women who have shaped human history.  We know the names of some, for others we find only a non-descript – nameless line or two.  But always we find the traces of a woman who has gone before us, making a pathway for us in our journey toward God.  Though we’ll look at the lives of several women in our study – there will be many others whose story we don’t have time to cover.

Women who with their own hands helped rebuild the walls of Jerusalem (Neh 3:12)


Women who led the nation in worship (Ps 68:25, Ex. 15:20,21)


Women who successfully lobbied for political change (Num. 27:1-11)

Women who served as prophets, judge, and Queens (Ex. 15:20; Judges 4:4)


Women who bore and raised up men and women who served God
In an age when women were not much more than a possession we find women who bravely stood against opposition be faithful to God and rescue their family. See 1Sam.25
It was a young Israelite girl being held in slavery who had compassion on her captor (Naaman) and told him about the prophet who could bring healing.

Women took the Narzarite vows alongside the men (Num 6:2) and separated themselves from the ways of the world to live a life dedicated to God.

When the new Pharaoh of Egypt, who didn’t know Joseph, ordered the death of every male Israelite male child as he was being born, the two Hebrew midwives, at the risk of their lives, refused to cooperate and the nation of Israel was once more secure (Ex. 1:16).
It’s as though we walk upon holy ground as we begin this journey in this study about the women of Old Testament times. Within every story, under every word – we find a glimpse of the heart of God.  What he loved, what He despised, His willingness to work through the lives of women devoted to His word.

Overview – Being Woman in Ancient World

In a prior seminar you had the opportunity to study in detail what it was like for a woman to live in the time of the Old and New Testaments.  Today we’ll just quickly go over some details that will help us to be better able to understand some of the circumstances we’ll be talking about as we look at the lives of some of the Old Testament women.

Creation Story

We learn in Genesis 1:26-27 that woman was created in the image of God.  While Adam was created from the dust of the ground (Gen 2:7), Eve was created from one of Adam’s ribs (Gen.2:21-22).  This was to signify the intimate relationship Adam and Eve were to have, an inseparable unity and fellowship.  Eve was to be Adam’s complement, essential to the completion of his being.  Both men and women were endowed for equality and mutual interdependence.  Adam was given headship but this did not mean superiority.  The Fall caused a distortion of all that God had intended.

Israelite Women

The Ancient world was predominantly a man’s world, but women enjoyed a status in Israel not generally experienced in the East.  So, as we consider some of the things that we would consider as very oppressive we need to keep in mind that the Israelites were not quite as bad as most of the other cultures. The Israelites held their women in higher esteem, honor and affection.  There were even a few laws designed to protect women (see Deut. 21:10-14; 22:13; 22:28).  But, an Israelite woman was basically her husband’s property and she owed him absolute fidelity and she recognized her husband as lord and master.  The decline of how the Israelite society treated women was always due to the invasion of heathen influences.

Marriage

Originally, God sanctioned monogamy (marriage of one wife or husband at a time.)  Marriage symbolized festive joy and union/communion between God and His people. Polygamy came as sin increased and man perverted the divine ordeal. Lamech (of Cain’s lineage) seemed to be the first to have violated the original ordinance.(Gen 4:23)  By the time of Moses, polygamy had become the norm but it was never Divinely approved.  The Mosaic law sought to limit and restrict such departure from God’s original plan by setting humane regulations. 

Divorce

Divorce was originally instituted to protect the sanctity of marriage by allowing divorce when the spouse was unfaithful.  (See Matthew 19:8-9)  The public dissolution of the marriage contract was, in some cases, allowed by the Law of Moses.  But this allowance was often abused and men would often try to divorce their wives for trivial things.  A man could write a statement of divorce, hand it to his wife and send her on her way.  She would usually have to return to her parents home but she was free to remarry.

Family

The family in Israel was the cornerstone of society. Women administered the affairs of the home by caring for the children, training their daughters in the skills needed to run a household, grinding the grain, churning the butter, preparing the meals, inviting and receiving guests, drawing water for household use as well as for the guests and camels, and they spun wool to make the family’s clothes. [Lest you wonder if the men worked: their duties included working the fields, planting and caring for the crops, maintaining stone fences and grape or olive presses, and they trained the boys for their future role as husband and father.  The wives would help with the harvest.]

THE FIERY WOMEN OF JUDGES (OH-1)
(Note to the Presenter: At the end of each story is a “Life Application” section.  Allow time for the participants to write their own impressions of each story as it impacts on their lives.)
As Israel stands on the borders of the Promised Land, it faces a daunting task.  This group of wanderers must enter the land of Palestine, conquer it, and settle it. The book of Judges tells the story of this settlement period between the Exodus and the Monarchy.  Here we find the stories of Ehud, Deborah, Gideon, Jephthah, and Samson.  These are the stories told around the campfires of early Israel, stories of heroism and conquest, stories of the time when the judges ruled.   

It was a time of war.  War stories tend to be men’s stories.  Women are not normally expected to be prominent characters in stories of warfare.  But in Judges 1, Achsah, the forthright daughter of Caleb, makes a surprise appearance on the stage of action, the first of many women to do so. In fact, understanding the prominent role that women take in this man’s world of wars and conquest has become one of the keys to understanding the book.  Here we read the stories of Achsah, Deborah, Jael, the Certain Woman of the Abimelech story, Jephthah’s daughter, the many women of Samson’s life, Micah’s mother, the Levite’s concubine, and the host of wives and daughters that populate the stories of Judges.  As we will see, the fate of these women is intricately connected to the fate of Israel.  

THE WISDOM OF ACHSAH   (Judges 1:11-15) (OH-2)
Achsah, like the other women in the book, appears where we would least expect to find her.  The first chapter of Judges is an account, or a re-account, of the division of the land described in the Book of Joshua.  It describes the cities taken and boundaries drawn and establishes the context for the hero stories to follow.  It forms an unlikely backdrop for a wedding story.  Rather, it moves us from the concerns of conquest to the concerns of settlement, from the world of war to that of peace, from the generation of Caleb to that of Othniel.

The story has the air of a fairy tale about it, with the familiar motifs of kings and challenges, daughters and heroes, battles and weddings.  One might expect it to begin with “Once upon a time there was a mighty chieftain who had a beautiful daughter” and end with “They lived happily ever after.”  In between, there simply has to be a wedding. The story presets a problem to be solved.  An aging chieftain must conquer a city and arrange for the future of his daughter in a new and unsettled land.  Can he do both at the same time?

The story begins as Caleb issues a challenge that connects these two concerns. The story of a daughter given as a reward for victory may shock a modern reader.  But this is the stuff of which good stories are made.  Who can win the hand of the beautiful daughter?  Only he who slays the dragon and saves the kingdom can have her hand.  She is not the prize of a trivial tournament or a capricious game.  She is a symbol of ultimate worth.  My kingdom.  My daughter.  The safety and continuity of the kingdom are connected with her.  Winning her hand requires feats of valor, which benefit the community.  Here the challenge is one of the great Canaanite cities.  Who is going to take the city of Debir?  Only the wisest and strongest man in the land. Who is worthy of marrying the chief’s daughter?  Only the wisest and strongest man in the land.  “You want to marry my daughter?  Bring me a city and we’ll talk.”  

Caleb’s choice of a husband for his daughter proves to be a good one.  Othniel is the first of the major judges, and a model one, at that. He does not assume leadership by any right of succession.  He is chosen by the spirit of Yahweh.  But by setting up his task and bestowing a rich dowry, Caleb ensures that worthy men are brought into positions of influence. The story could have ended at verse 12. Caleb issues the challenge; Othniel takes the city and marries the chieftain’s daughter.  The action is complete.  

But at this point, Achsah enters the story, and a new story begins.  She is not a silent woman being transferred from one male custodian to another.  She has lines.  Not only does she have a name and an inheritance, but also opinions and a speaking part on this masculine stage.

When Achsah enters, she brings with her familiar motifs of daughters, wells, donkeys, marriage, and blessings.   The story seems to take place on her wedding day.  All the marriage negotiations between the father of the bride and the potential bridegroom have taken place.  He has bestowed on his daughter a generous dowry of land.  The gift is very generous.  Usually a dowry consists of household goods or money, portable goods that can be taken to the groom’s home.  It is a gift of the father to the bride and is meant to ensure her prosperity and security if something should happen to the marriage.  Land is reserved for the sons as their inheritance.  But not in Achsah’s case. 

Achsah now arrives on the scene and sees the result of their negotiation and determines it is not enough.  She speaks and acts with dispatch.  The first family council is a short one.  Urgent business is at hand and time is short.  They are mounted on their donkeys ready for the journey to their new home, but something more must be done before this wedding day is over.  Achsah has been given the dowry of the southern Negev-land.  It is dry, desert land.  In order to make it thrive, she needs water.  

She urges her new husband to ask her father for a field, or tillable land.  But he remains silent while she immediately asks for it herself.  Why doesn’t Othniel ask for it himself?  He is in an awkward position.  Caleb has already bestowed on the bride the land of the Negev.  How can you tell your new father-in-law that his wedding gift is not good enough?  “How can we ask for more?” I can hear him saying.  But Achsah is Caleb’s daughter, and she can ask for whatever she wants.  She does not hesitate a moment to present her need to her father.

No sooner are the words out of her mouth, but she acts on them.  In a gesture of respect, she gets off her donkey to speak with her father.  Her action is only preparatory to her request.  It gets Caleb’s attention, and he asks her what she wants.  Clearly something important is on her mind.  “What do you wish?” he asks her.  His question invites her to speak and implies a willingness to give her whatever she asks. 

Achsah makes her request in the context of gifts already given.  Caleb has given her the Negev.  Now, she says in language that evokes the request of Jacob and Esau of their father, “Give me a blessing.  Give me also springs of water.”  She links her request with his previous gift and shows him the connection.  Since you have given me dry southland, give me also springs of water.  She speaks in the imperative.  This you have done; this you need to do.  And this is the reason.  Her logic is unassailable, and without comment or argument, Caleb gives her what she asks.  

Caleb responds instantly with the generosity of a father.  “Of course.  Water.  You will need water.”  So, he grants her request in double measure.  She asks for springs; he gives her two, the upper springs and the lower springs.  “Here, take these.  And these, too.”  The bounty of the father responds to the need of the daughter.  Her request is actually outlandish.  Only chieftains own wells.  In a desert country, access to water is crucial for life.  Her request is absolutely crucial to the success of their enterprise.  Without wells, her family in all future generations will be living the nomadic life searching for water, catching rainwater in cisterns.  With wells, one has a dependable supply of water for crops and herds. The wisdom of Achsah obtains the springs necessary to cultivate the land and make it fruitful.  The generosity of the father gives them to her as her dowry, not just the upper spring, but the lower one, as well.

Life Application…(See Handout)
DEBORAH AND JAEL (Judges 4:5) (OH-3)
The next woman we meet in the book of Judges is Deborah, the wife of Lappidoth, also translated as “woman of flame.”  Deborah is the only one of the major judges who engages in what we would traditionally regard as the activity of judging.  She sat in judgment under the palm of Deborah and the people of Israel came to her to resolve disputes.  And she was also a prophet, one who had direct communication with God.  The Song calls her a “mother in Israel.”  

In this story Deborah calls Israel to war and conveys to Barak, the military leader, the strategy that God has given her to defeat the iron chariots of Sisera.  Barak is hesitant.  We don’t know why.  Barak is one of the reluctant heroes of Judges.  Maybe he is testing Deborah to see how much she believes in her own message; maybe he wants the assurance of God’s prophet with him when he faces the mighty power of the Canaanites.  Whatever his reason, the story sets us up for a surprise.  She will go with him, she says, but God will not give him the glory, but instead will deliver Sisera into the hands of a woman.  But the woman is not Deborah.  She is not even an Israelite.  The surprise deliverer of Israel is Jael, the wife of Heber the Kenite.  

Her story is told twice, once in the prose history of chapter four and once in the Song of Deborah sung on the day of victory.  Jael is one of the unlikely heroes of the Book of Judges.  Her clan was at peace with the Canaanite king Jabin from Hazor.  But now Sisera, the commander of the armies, is on the run.  He had gathered all his troops and his 900 chariots of iron at the Wadi Kishon ready to attack. Just when he had all his men and chariots arrayed for battle, Deborah rallies the Israelites for the Lord.  She says to Barak, “Up! For this is the day on which the Lord has given Sisera into your hand. The Lord is indeed going out before you.”  So, Barak and ten thousand warriors swoop down from Mount Tabor, and “The Lord threw Sisera and all his chariots and all his army into a panic before Barak.”  At the end of the day, not one of the Canaanite forces is left but Sisera.  

(OH-4) Enter Jael.  Sisera is making his way to her tent.  She comes out to meet him.  “Turn aside, my Lord,” she says, “turn aside to me; have no fear.”  So he did.  And she covered him with a rug, likely one she had woven herself, brought him a drink of milk, likely from her own goats, and listened as he ordered her to stand by the door and re-direct anyone who might be looking for him.  Then, she acts to fulfill the prophecy of Deborah:  “But Jael, wife of Heber, took a tent peg, and took a hammer in her hand, and went softly to him and drove the peg into his temple, until it went down into the ground - he was lying fast asleep from weariness - and he died.”  

Like many of the heroes of Judges, she used household implements as weapons. For instance, Shamgar (3:31) kills 600 Philistines with an oxgoad. Jael knew how to wield a hammer and a tent peg.  She would know how to pitch the tent and keep it sturdy.  We will see other household implements become weapons of war, as well.  Women don’t go marching off to war, but when the battle comes to their doorsteps, they fight with wit and wisdom, and with whatever tools are at hand.  Then instruments of peace become instruments of war.  And God works through them: “So on that day God subdued King Jabin of Canaan before the Israelites.” 

The prose account of Judges 4 reads like a history, while the Song of chapter 5 is a victory celebration.  Deborah and Barak sing it on the day of battle, celebrating the victory of God over his enemies “In the days of Shamgar . . . in the days of Jael”. (5:6) This is God’s battle.  He comes marching out of the high rocky steeps of Edom, and “The mountains quaked before the Lord, the One of Sinai” (5:5).  Remember Wadi Kishon where Sisera assembles his 900 chariots? Imagine Sisera’s surprise as the dry riverbed at the base of Mt Tabor begins to swell with rainwater.  What happens to chariots of iron when the ground gets muddy and soggy?  Imagine the Israelite’s relish as they sing of God’s victory: “The stars fought from heaven, from their courses they fought against Sisera.  The torrent Kishon swept them away, the onrushing torrent, the torrent Kishon.  March on, my soul, with might!” (5:20-21)  

But God works through human agencies, and the people of Israel are lavish in their praise of their neighbor woman, Jael: “Most blessed of women be Jael, the wife of Heber the Kenite, of tent-dwelling women most blessed.” (5:24) With relish they tell the story of her conquest of the enemy warrior.  The details of the history are sung and enhanced: “He asked water and she gave him milk, she brought him curds in a lordly bowl.”  The action is drawn out, and we watch her every move, as “she struck Sisera a blow.”  And listen to the exuberance as they sing of the fall of Sisera: 
He sank, he fell,

He lay still at her feet;

At her feet he sank, he fell;

Where he sank, there he fell

Dead.    


(5:27)

Life Application…(See Handout)
SISERA’S MOTHER (Judges 5:28-30) (OH-5)
One more woman makes an appearance in the Song of Deborah.  A frequent motif in ancient Near Eastern art is the picture of a woman’s face looking out a window.  I wonder if the singers of Israel were thinking of this when they sang of Sisera’s mother.  

Out of the window, she peered,

The mother of Sisera gazed

Through the lattice

(5:28)

One might feel a tug of sympathy for a mother waiting for her son to come home from war.  Whatever the differences in nationalities or politics, mothers are universal and mothers everywhere love their children.  And like any mother who waits anxiously for an overdue child to come home, she wonders, “Why is his chariot so long in coming?  Why tarry the hoof beats of his horses?”  Any mother would sympathize, but what would the Israelite mother think when she hears what Sisera’s mother is thinking?  Her wise ladies of the court answer her question; they affirm what she is thinking herself.  Sisera is busy.  What is he busy doing?  He is dividing the spoil.  In fact, he is picking out some particularly beautiful goods for her, embroidered clothes, carefully embroidered by Israelite women, something extra nice for her.  

But that is not all.  What else does she imagine her son dividing up?  The Israelite women themselves -”a girl or two for every man.” She knows the customs of the times.  The laws of Moses attempted to eradicate this custom by decreeing that the women of a defeated people be treated with respect (Deut 21:10-14), but Sisera’s mother knows of no such law.  She doesn’t even have the natural sympathy of one woman for another.   So, the Israelites have no sympathy for her.  In fact, they know something that she doesn’t.  She is in for a surprise.  The wise ladies of the Canaanite court are wrong.  Israelite women are not lying at the feet of Sisera.  No, indeed.  Sisera is lying dead at the feet of a woman.  And once again the heroine of the hour is praised.  God is praised.  His is the victory.  But his instrument is the woman Jael.  

Life Appliation…(See Handout)

THE FAMILY OF GIDEON (Judges 6-8) (OH-6)
Women play a very private role in the story of Gideon.  One could read through the whole story and miss it entirely.  We know about the call of Gideon, the test of the fleece, the test of the soldiers drinking from the brook, and the victory with torches and jars.  It is a great story.  But even this story tells us something about the women of early Israel.  After the death of Gideon, the book tells us “Gideon had seventy sons, his own offspring, for he had many wives.  His concubine who was in Shechem also bore him a son, and he named him Abimelech” (8:30-31).

The family life of Gideon with his 70 sons and many wives is very different than the marriage God designed in Eden.  It is more like the marriages of Solomon, building up a kingdom with many wives.  It is not like the carefully planned marriage that Caleb made for his daughter, matching her up with a hero and the first major judge. And there is another wife on the scene, a concubine from Shechem.  The son of this wife will bring down the house of Gideon and bring widespread destruction in Israel.
STONE FOR STONE: THE CERTAIN WOMAN OF THEBEZ (Judges 9:50-50) (OH-7)
After Gideon’s death, Abimelech, the son of the secondary wife, rises up against all the 70 sons of Gideon.  Conspiring with his kinsfolk in Shechem, he kills all of his brothers “on one stone.”  Then he goes on a rampage, destroying cities, burning fields.  The Israelites have fought against many foreign kings, but this enemy is one of their own.  He even burns down his own hometown of Shechem, killing about a thousand men and women.  

When he approaches the neighboring town of Thebez, he intends to destroy it as he has the other towns.  He approaches people as they are working peacefully in their fields, destroying people, crops, and cities.  But this story is different.  The people, “all the men and women and all the lords of the city” flee to a tower.  When Abimelech comes to set fire to the tower, just as he did in Shechem, “a certain woman threw an upper millstone on Abimelech’s head, and crushed his skull.”   An unexpected heroine again shows up on the scene.  We don’t know her name.  She is only known as “a certain woman,” but her action delivered Israel from a reign of terror. It did more than that.  It punished Abimelech for the murder of his 70 brothers(on one stone.  It was God’s punishment(stone for stone. The text says, “Thus God repaid Abimelech for the crime he committed against his father in killing his seventy brothers.” And he did so by the courage and resourcefulness of “a certain woman” who used an ordinary household implement in rescuing her city.  Abimelech is a villain. He is a destroyer of home, family, fields, and cities, and even women take up arms against him. With Abimelech dead, the people of Thebez can return to their homes and peacetime work.  “When the Israelites saw that Abimelech was dead, they all went home.”  

The certain woman of Thebez(unlike Achsah, Deborah, and Jael, we don’t know her name.  But Israel remembers her well.  She is another of the unlikely heroes of the Book of Judges.  And Israel remembers Abimelech, much to his dismay.  He was conscious of his place in history, and before his death he called to his armor bearer and said, “Draw your sword and kill me, so people will not say about me, ‘A woman killed him.’” His attempt at image building didn’t do him any good.  That is the main thing people remembered about him (See 2 Samuel 11:21).  
Life Application…(See Handout)

JEPHTHAH’S DAUGHTER (Judges 11) (OH-8)
From here, the stories of women in the Book of Judges become more perplexing.  Jephthah’s daughter is another example of the father-daughter relationships. Both Caleb and Jephthah utter powerful words that affect the future of their daughters, but what a difference in the results.  Jephthah returns home victorious from war with the Ammonites.  His return should be a great cause for celebration.  Typically, as we see in the story of David and Saul, the women of Israel will come out to greet the warriors coming home with timbrels and songs (1 Samuel 18:5-7).  But the home Jephthah returns to is isolated, far up north in Gilead.  He is the son of a prostitute and has been exiled by his father’s legitimate sons.  Now, when he returns home, the only woman who comes out to greet him with timbrels and dancing is his daughter, his only child.  What should be a joyous reunion is a tragedy.  He has made a vow that “whoever comes out of the doors of my house to meet me, when I return victorious from the Ammonites, shall be the Lord’s to be offered up by me as a burnt offering (11:30-31). A vow is a bargain made with God.  It is irrevocable.  Once the words are out of his mouth, they cannot be changed.

The daughter knows that.  Standing before her father and hearing his condemnation that she is the cause of his trouble, she replies, “My father, if you have opened your mouth to the Lord, do to me according to what has gone out of your mouth.”  But she asks for time.  A reprieve for two months, time to be with her women friends, time to grieve her lost life.  Her name is forgotten.  But the daughters of Israel remembered it, and for four days every year, they remembered their friend.  So important was this remembrance that it became a custom in Israel.  
Life Application…(See Handout)

IBZAN THE MATCHMAKER (OH-9)
Surrounding Jephthah’s story is a group of very short narratives called the minor judges.  Instead of telling stories of heroic deeds as we see in the major judges, they are written more like a ledger or log of rulers who live a life of peace and prosperity.  Typically, these stories tell where a person lived, how long he ruled, that he died, and where he was buried.  These are the ordinary events of a peaceful life.  They hint at fruitful, prosperous lives building cities and families.  Often, in the midst of these accounts, are details of family life.

Let’s take the story of Ibzan of Bethlehem as an example (12:8-10). His story immediately follows that of Jephthah. The basic information is that he lived in Bethlehem, judged Israel seven years, died, and was buried at Bethlehem.  In between these events are 60 weddings.  He is the grand matchmaker.  He brings in 30 young women from outside his clan to marry his sons; and he arranges marriages outside the clan for his 30 daughters.

All of these marriages strengthen his family.  Each marriage contract is designed with someone outside the clan to enlarge the clan’s alliances.  Like Caleb, he thinks carefully about the marriages of the next generation.  Like Gideon, he has many wives to establish this family; unlike Gideon, he does not compromise the unity and coherence of the family with outside influences.

Marriage is an integral concern in the stories of the Judges.  At the beginning of the book, the seeds of discord were attributable to poorly chosen marriages outside the tribes of Israel.  “They took their daughters as wives for themselves, and their own daughters they gave to their sons; and they worshiped their gods” (3:5-6).  

Jephthah also fits this pattern.  His story ends with the minor judge pattern: 

“Jephthah judged Israel six years.  Then, Jephthah the Gileadite 
died, and was buried in his town in Gilead” (12:7).

But there is no story of his rich progeny, like the 60 sons and daughters of Ibzan.  He had only one daughter, and he squandered her life by his foolish vow.
Life Application...(See Handout)

SAMSON AND HIS MOTHER (Judges 13-16) (OH-10)
The life of Samson revolves around the women in his life.  Now, instead of a father-daughter relationship, we have a mother-son relationship.  The first and most important woman in Samson’s life is his mother, the unnamed wife of Manoah.  Like many of the famous matriarchs of Israel, she was barren, but that is never a problem for God.  In fact, it seems almost like a prelude to a wonderful birth of a great leader.  Samson’s story glows with great hope.  

An angel appears to his mother, announcing his birth and instructing her on how to raise him in the Nazirite life, as one dedicated to God, not for just a period of time, as were most Nazirites, but for his entire life. 

When she tells her husband of the wondrous visitation, he entreats the Lord to let an angel come and teach them what to do.  But, that is just what has happened. An angel has come and has told the mother how to raise the child.  So, what is his question?  Is it possible he does not believe her?  Is he not able to hear a woman’s testimony?  Whatever the reason for his prayer, God answers it and sends the angel to come, but again he comes to the woman and waits while she goes and gets her husband. In reply to his question of what they should do for the child, he only says, “Let the woman give heed to all that I said to her.”  He adds a few partial examples of his instruction, but he does not repeat his entire communication.  The instructions are to her.  She is responsible for teaching the laws of God to her son.  And she accepts God’s instructions without question.  She knows him to be a messenger from God and pointedly does not ask his name.  But Manoah probes into his identity and asks his name and invites him to dinner, as if he were an ordinary messenger rather than a divine emissary.  When the angel disappears in a flame of fire, Manoah finally realizes who he has been talking to and is convinced that they will die.  But his wife reasons it through.  If the Lord were going to kill them, he would not have accepted their offering or announced a birth.  The woman has received the word from the Lord and knows the Lord who has sent it.  No wonder she was chosen as the mother of a leader in Israel.

But Samson is not the leader of armies that we have seen before in the heroes of Judges.  He is a rogue, and when he does deliver Israel, it seems almost accidental, and always connected with his own desire for personal revenge. (OH-11) The stories of Samson, told around the firesides of ancient Israel, are stories of his relationships with Philistine women. He does not provide a model of the good marriage we have seen before.  He asks his parents to arrange a marriage with a Timnite woman, “but his father and mother said to him, ‘Is there not a woman among your kin, or among all our people, that you must go to take a wife from the uncircumcised Philistines?’” But that marriage results in tragedy for the bride and her family and the entire city.  The bride seems to be an innocent pawn in rivalry between men.  

Delilah is different.  Not an innocent pawn, she is the Philistine Jael.  Though Samson is the hero, Delilah takes center stage.  Her relationship with Samson has a purpose.  She is to discover the source of his superhuman strength, so the Philistines can deal with this one-man army in their midst.  She makes her own deal with the Philistine lords(there is no mention of her father. She speaks for herself.  Her purpose is clear, even to Samson.  She makes no attempt to deceive.  She is utterly forthright in her purpose to discover his strength so he may be bound.  It is a game. He plays her game for a while and then he seems to lose sight of his own purpose.  He actually tells her his thoughts about it.  But the game is deadly serious.  This time Samson loses.  Instead of throwing off the bonds as before, he is trapped and helpless, his great strength gone.  Delilah has accomplished her purpose.  But God will still accomplish his purpose through Samson, and though Samson’s own purpose is simply to avenge the loss of his sight, the result is the deliverance of Israel. 
Life Application…(See Handout)

MICAH AND HIS MOTHER (Judges 17:1-4) (OH-12)
Right after the story of Samson is another story of a mother and son.  The story introduces the chaos and barbarity of the final section.  No longer are we talking about judges and deliverance.  Now, all the people do what is right in their own eyes.  Micah steals a fortune in silver from his mother; his mother curses whoever stole it, and Micah, hearing the curse, quickly returns the money and confesses his theft.  The mother, in return, blesses him and consecrates a portion of it to be made into an idol and gave it to Micah for his household shrine.  Thus it was in Israel.  Sons steal from their mothers.  Mothers, instead of teaching their children the ways of God, lead them into idolatry.  Instead of speaking the laws of God, they speak blessings and cursings.  God seems very distant.  The story of the breakdown in family, the breakdown in community, and the breakdown in religion is an apt introduction to the tragic last story in the Book of Judges.
Life Application…(See Handout)

THE LEVITE AND HIS CONCUBINE (Judges 19) (OH-13)
The story of the Levite and his wife is almost too painful to read.  It is unrelentingly horrific.  Every relationship is destroyed(father and daughter, husband and wife, host and guest, tribe and tribe.  Israel has hit rock bottom.  No one is given a name.  Each person is known only by what should be an honored relationship with another.  The main character is a Levite, someone who seems to know nothing of God.  He takes a concubine, who is a secondary wife, but nonetheless, a wife. The marriage does not go well, and she returns to her father. After four months her husband goes to his father-in-law’s home to woo her and “speak tenderly” to her.  But the only words spoken are between men.  Throughout the story, she never speaks, and is spoken to only once. 

The hospitality of the father-in-law is relentless.  After a three-day stay, they prepare to go, but her father pleads, ‘Fortify yourself with a bit of food, and after that you may go.’ So the two men sat and ate and drank together.”  Where is the woman he had come to woo?  She is nowhere in sight.  This is an exercise in male bonding.  It delays their departure for five days, until late on the fifth day; they begin their journey home, too late to find lodging.  

Upon arriving in Gibeah they stay in the city square until an old man invites them home, to another scene of hospitality. The obligation of the host to provide safety and protection for his guests extends only to the men. In a scene reminiscent of the story of Lot and his daughters, the host pleads with the gang that has surrounded the house demanding access to the Levite.  He says, “No, my brothers, do not act so wickedly.  Since this man is my guest, do not do this vile thing.  Here are my virgin daughter and his concubine; let me bring them out now.  Ravish them and do whatever you want to them; but against this man do not do such a vile thing.”  It is not the host who throws the Levite’s wife out the door.  It is the Levite himself: “So the man seized his concubine, and put her out to them.  They wantonly raped her, and abused her all through the night until the morning.”  

(OH-14) The vignette of the concubine crawling back to the man’s house and falling across the doorway typifies the depravity of the story.  In that scene every sacred relationship is violated.  The Levite, now called her master rather than her husband, gets up the next morning, opens the door of the house, goes out the door, and sees her “lying at the door of the house, with her hands on the threshold,” says, “Get up.  We are going.”  These are the only words he speaks to the woman.  

The next vignette not only captures the horror of the story, but it also invites comparison to the first woman we have met in the Book of Judges.  When there is no answer to his command, he puts her on the donkey and sets out for home.  Remember Achsah seated on a donkey, accompanied by her husband, on her way to her new home.  What a difference.  Achsah speaks freely with her husband and her father and is heard. The concubine is silent, never speaking, spoken to only once, though we can’t be sure if she could hear.  We are not even sure as she rides on the donkey if she is alive.  Her husband cuts her into 12 pieces, but the story never tells us when she died.  But now her dead and dismembered body speaks volumes.  It calls Israel to war, not against enemy invaders but against the tribe of Benjamin.    

It is civil war(tribe against tribe in Israel.  And they nearly wipe out the tribe of Benjamin.  Only 600 men remain alive.  (OH-15) All others are dead, including the women and children.  Now, there is a problem.  The Israelites realize that one of the tribes of Israel is on the verge of extinction.  They come up with a plan to prevent it from happening. Since the city of Jabesh-Gilead did not respond to the assembly, they will wipe out that town, all the men and women and children, and kidnap the young virgins as wives for the remaining men of Benjamin.  It almost worked, but only 400 young virgins survived, so they needed another 200.  There is an additional problem. All the men of Israel had vowed to never give their daughters as wives to the men of Benjamin.  

So they ask themselves, “What shall we do for wives for those who are left, since there are no women left in Benjamin?”  And they said, “There must be heirs for the survivors of Benjamin, in order that a tribe may not be blotted out from Israel. Yet we cannot give any of our daughters to them as wives.”  
(OH-16) The problem is solved at Shiloh.  A yearly festival of the Lord is celebrated there.  The plan is simple.  When the “young women of Shiloh come out to dance in the dances, then come out of the vineyard and each of you carry off a wife for himself from the young women of Shiloh, and go to the land of Benjamin.” If their fathers or brothers should complain to us, we will say “Be generous and allow us to have them; because we did not capture in battle a wife for each man.  But neither did you incur guilt by giving your daughters to them.” The rape of one woman has turned into the rape of 600. Israel is at its lowest point.  The refrain of the last few chapters is “In those days there was no king in Israel; all the people did what was right in their own eyes.” 
Life Application…(See Handout)

FROM ACHSAH TO THE CONCUBINE (OH-17)
The spirit of Achsah is often noted in the rest of the book of Judges.  Just as the story of Othniel is seen as a pattern for the rest of the major judges, so the story of Achsah is seen as a model for women in the book.  The model she provides is often turned upside down. The story of Achsah, the Israelite bride who brings her husband wealth, is set against the story of Samson whose foreign wives bring him disaster.  The marriage of Achsah to a hero of the tribe is set against the marriage of Gideon to a concubine, which produces the villain Abimelech who destroys the family and nearly destroys Israel.

The story of the concubine seems the ultimate contradiction of the story of Achsah.  The contrasting images of two women riding on a donkey, one a bride, the other a concubine; one talking to her husband and father, the other silent; one establishing a new home in a fertile land; the other dead and cut into twelve pieces to incite a civil war.

The spirit of Achsah is inverted in these stories, with their images of violence and themes of betrayal.  Yet, the spirit of Achsah lives on in the book, as well.  She lives on in the anonymous “certain woman” who drops a millstone on the head of Abimelech.  His attack is specifically against their crops.  He strikes against the people of the city as they go out to work in their fields.  Women may be an unnatural presence in battle, yet, when an attack comes against their homes and fields, they will defend them with whatever weapon they can lay their hands on.  The “certain woman” is a logical extension of Achsah.  Achsah has planted her crops and will drop millstones on anyone who threatens them.  

And her spirit lives, too, in the peaceful stories of the minor judges.  These narratives recall images of brides, daughters, sons, and weddings.  More particularly, Abdon marries off his thirty daughters and brings in thirty daughters for his thirty sons.  Sixty marriages all arranged to build the clan.  And the stories bring with them images of donkeys and travel to newly acquired cities.  The freedom to go about one’s business on the public roads is crucial to peace and prosperity.  The Song of Deborah draws the distinction between days of oppression when “the roads were abandoned,” and days of peace when those who “ride on white donkeys” and those who “walk along the road” are invited to sing the “righteous acts of the Lord.”  There are days of peace in the Book of Judges.  In the midst of the hair-raising stories of deliverance, stories of peace work their way into the Book of Judges, emerging and re-emerging throughout the text.  These stories are in the spirit of Achsah.  They remind us of how it should be in Israel.  

That may be why Achsah stands out so distinctly.  Her story is a story of how things should be, but are not.  The cooperation of father and daughter vanishes in the story of Jephthah.  The peace of husband and wife disappears in the story of Samson and the story of the concubine.  The support of brother and brother vanishes in the story of Abimelech.  And Israel is constantly defending itself against aggression. Other tribes do not conquer the land as definitively as Caleb and Othniel did so that the Achsahs may thrive.  

The rest of the book replays the constant rhythm as Israel loses and re-establishes its hold on the land.  The other women we encounter will not be riding on donkeys to their new husbands and their new homes.  They will be defending their homes against foreign aggression or falling as casualties of war, not at the hands of their enemies but at the hands of their countrymen and relatives, victims of friendly fire.  

But Achsah is not in these stories.  Don’t look for her in the dead and dismembered body of the concubine.  She is not there.  She survives further on, in the story of Ruth, a story set “in the days when the judges ruled” and a drought had destroyed the land. There, too, we have a story of peace.  Men and women live in peace with each other and with the land.  The older generation looks out for the younger. Parents and children, husbands and wives, and even the in-laws, all live in harmony with each other.  The land is fertile, yielding an abundant harvest.  The city is at peace, its men conducting their business in the city gate.  Here, too, a young woman asks a blessing of the family patriarch and is given more than she requested.  

If we are to seek a framework for the book of Judges, it is here.  The men of Benjamin do not have the last word.  Though treachery and violence pervade the stories of the judges, the concerns of peace work their way into and around the major stories, reminding us why the land was promised in the first place. When they do, we see again the wisdom of Achsah who knows what she needs to settle the land and make it fruitful and the strategy of Caleb who looks ahead to the security of the next generation.  
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