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CHAPTER ONE

SETTING THE STAGE: 

PREVIOUS SCHOLARSHIP AND CURRENT ISSUES

Critical Survey of Previous Scholarship on Judges

Within the last century, scholarship on the book of Judges has taken

some significant turns.

1. Historical-Critical Scholarship and Noth’s Deuteronomistic 
History Hypothesis

At the dawn of the 20th Century, scholarship on Judges was largely

dominated by historical criticism. Interest was mainly on discover-

ing the sources that underlie the book, and Wellhausen’s approach

to the Pentateuch so widely accepted at the time was applied also

to the study of Judges.

Under this approach, diversity of language and style and perceived

repetitions and duplications in the various narratives in Judges are

seen as indicative of distinct, underlying sources.1 In particular, words

and phrases that are thought to characterise two of the underlying

sources for the book seem to correspond respectively to the language

of J and E that supposedly underlie the Hexateuch. This suggests

that J and E did not end their histories with the conquest of Canaan,

but must have extended their respective histories to the period of

the judges and beyond. Thus, the redactor who united J and E into

one composite history for the Hexateuch is seen as likely also having

brought J and E together into a pre-Deuteronomic book of Judges.2

This non-ideological pre-Deuteronomic Judges, redacted mainly for

harmonistic purpose, is then thought to have been revised by a

Deuteronomic redactor,3 who gave the work a definite theological

1 Moore, xx, xxiv; Burney, xxxvii.
2 Moore, xxv–xxvii, xxxiii–xxxiv; Cooke, xx–xxi; Burney, xxxviii, xli, xlix.
3 Burney (xli–l) thinks that the portion usually attributed to a Deuteronomic

redactor was in fact the work of a redactor who was influenced by the later Ephraimitic
school of prophetic teachers and who did his work prior to the promulgation of
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perspective by adding framework passages to individual hero stories,

arranging the stories according to a cyclical framework, and giving

the book a programmatic introduction.4 This Deuteronomic redac-

tion then went through further revision by a post-exilic redactor,

who not only restored older material from pre-Deuteronomic Judges

that the Deuteronomic redactor had left out, but also added minor

glosses and material of his own.5 As this post-exilic redactor is said

to demonstrate traits associated with the Priestly school,6 this essen-

tially results in the presence in Judges of all four major redactional

sources, J, E, D, and P, that supposedly underlie the Hexateuch.

But a significant drawback of this type of source analysis is that

it leaves the text highly fragmented. Nowhere is this more obvious

than in Simpson’s meticulous attempt to separate the entire book

into its various strands of sources.7 However, this would soon change

with the introduction of Noth’s Deuteronomistic History hypothesis

in 1943.8

In this work, Noth argues that the division of Deuteronomy to

Kings into separate books in their current form actually represents

a secondary development. At their inception, these books originally

constituted one continuous narrative composed by an exilic historian

Noth calls the Deuteronomist (Dtr). Although Dtr also made extensive

use of older traditional materials and incorporated them into his

composition, Noth maintains that Dtr was not just another redactor

in the source-critical sense. Instead, he should be considered the

author of a history as he was the one who brought together mate-

rials from highly varied traditions and, along with summaries he

himself composed to anticipate and recapitulate events at different

points of the narrative, organised them into a coherent and connected

Deuteronomy. His work is marked as E2. To Burney, the resemblance of this work
to Deuteronomy is largely a result of this redactor’s thoughts influencing the shap-
ing of Deuteronomy rather than vice versa.

4 Moore, xxxiv–xxxv; Cooke, xxi–xxiii; Burney, xxxv–xxxvii, xli.
5 Moore, xxxv; Cooke, xxiii–xxiv; Burney, xxxvii. The material restored by the

exilic redactor is generally believed to include 1:1–2:5, 9:1–57, 16:1–31, and 17:1–21:25.
Notices of the minor judges in 10:1–5 and 12:8–15, as well as other glosses, are
seen to be this redactor’s own contribution.

6 Cooke, xxiii; Burney, l.
7 Simpson, 9–147.
8 The English translation published by JSOT in 1991 is a translation of pp.

1–110 of the third German edition of Noth’s Überlieferungsgeschichtliche Studien pub-
lished in 1967.
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account of the history of Israel from the conquest to the exile.9 To

Noth, Dtr’s main concern was to teach the true meaning of Israel’s

history. This means the recognition that YHWH was continuously

at work in Israel’s past, meeting the accelerated moral decline with

warnings and punishments, and finally, when these proved fruitless,

with total annihilation.10 This monumental piece of history writing

Noth calls Deuteronomistic History (DH).

Within this DH, Noth considers Dtr’s contribution to the history

of the period between the conquest and the monarchy especially

significant. In fact, to Noth, Dtr practically created the ‘period of

the judges’ as he combined diverse traditional materials and shaped

them into an integrated yet distinctive period within the larger his-

tory of Israel. According to Noth, the record of this period extends

from Judg. 2:6 to 1 Samuel 12, bracketed by two major speeches

found in Joshua 23 and 1 Samuel 12.11 The material Dtr utilised 

to construct the Judges portion of this period came from two basic

traditions: a series of stories about various tribal heroes and their

victories over foreign enemies, and a list of ‘judges’ with short accounts

of their birthplaces, periods of office, places of burial, and some odd

detail about their lives. The presence of Jephthah in both the hero

stories and the judges list was what facilitated the merging of the

two traditions, thus allowing the term ‘judge’ to be applied also to

the tribal heroes.12

Concerning the stories about the tribal heroes, although these may

have been collected prior to the time of Dtr, it was Dtr who gave

them thematic unity as he added to each hero story framing mate-

rial that echoes the programmatic introduction he composed for the

period in 2:6–11, 14–16, 18–19. The Othniel story (3:7–11) and the

two divine rebukes found in 6:7–10 and 10:6–16 are also consid-

ered to have been composed by Dtr,13 although the prologue (1:1–2:5),

epilogue (17:1–21:25), and 2:20–3:6 are considered post-Deuteronomistic

additions.14 The Samson narratives in 13:2–16:31 may also have been

9 Noth, 1991:24–26,120.
10 Ibid., 134.
11 Ibid., 69.
12 Ibid., 69–72.
13 Ibid., 73–76.
14 Ibid., 20–24, 77 n. 2. Here, Noth implies that the prologue and epilogue may

have been added when DH was separated into the present canonical books, whereas
2:20–3:6 probably represent secondary expansions to 2:6–19 rather than an attempt
at systematic revision.
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later additions for two main reasons: they show no sign of having

been worked on by Dtr, and Samson’s name is not included in 1

Sam. 12:9–11, which Noth thinks aims at being comprehensive.15

From the above survey, it seems clear that compared to the source

analysis that preceded Noth, Noth’s DH hypothesis offers a much

simpler and more holistic view of the compositional history behind

the text of Judges. This in turn allows for the exploration of a sub-

stantial portion of the text without the kind of fragmentation that

characterises previous attempts. For even though Noth concedes the

presence of later additions to Dtr’s work, the majority of these addi-

tions are thought to consist of larger units of texts being inserted or

appended to Dtr’s work rather than systematic attempts at rework-

ing the text at the micro-level.

2. Subsequent Modifications to Noth’s Hypothesis

Although Noth’s hypothesis was readily accepted by the scholarly

community and its influence remains to this day, it did not take long

before modifications to Noth’s original hypothesis were brought forth.

One such modification relating to Judges came from Richter.

In Noth’s hypothesis, it was Dtr who composed the framing pas-

sages around the hero stories that give thematic unity to these sto-

ries. But Richter contends that even before Dtr, these stories had

already gone through significant development as a collection and

had been given an interpretive framework. This is based on the fact

that typical Deuteronomistic language and thought, especially the

term ‘judge (fpv)’ found repeatedly in 2:6–11, 14–16, 18–19, occur

neither in the framing material around the hero stories nor in the

Othniel story in 3:7–11.16 Richter therefore concludes that the fram-

ing material as well as the Othniel story must not have been 

the work of Dtr himself, but rather, must have come from his

sources.17 He thus postulates three pre-Deuteronomistic redactions as

follows.

Around the time of King Jehu, a northern redactor first compiled

a ‘Retterbuch’ from diverse traditions.18 This book began with Ehud

15 Ibid., 84–85.
16 Richter (1964:25,61) considers 3:10, where the term fpv occurs, a later addition.
17 Ibid., 61–62.
18 Richter, 1963:339–40.
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and ended with the story of Abimelech, and was compiled as an

anti-monarchical polemic against the northern kingdom.19 A later

redactor (Rdt1) then added framing material around the hero stories

involving Ehud, Deborah/Barak, and Gideon, thus making divine

retribution a theological motivation for the periods of oppression.20

After that, another redactor (Rdt2), possibly associated with Josiah’s

reforms, added the paradigmatic Othniel account as an introduction

to this ‘Retterbuch’, thus providing some southern content and expand-

ing on the theology of Rdt1 by identifying the evil Israel did as the

worship of foreign gods.21

It is only after these redactions were completed that DtrG, which

is Richter’s designation for Noth’s Dtr, came into the picture. He

was the one who combined the hero stories with the minor judges,

adopted the term ‘judge’ for the leaders of the period, added the

Jephthah and Samson narratives, and composed the programmatic

introduction in Judg. 2:6–11, 14–16, 18–19.22

But if Richter’s theory focuses primarily on the redaction history

of Dtr’s source material, two schools represented respectively by Cross

and Smend offer further modifications to Noth’s hypothesis by iden-

tifying later attempts at systematic revision of the work of Dtr.

Although Cross basically agrees with Noth’s separation of DH

from the Tetrateuch and endorses Noth’s view of Dtr as a creative

author,23 he disagrees with Noth in that he sees two different layers

of redaction in the material Noth attributes solely to Dtr.

Exploring thematically the portion of DH found in Kings, Cross

sees the main redaction as following the twin themes of judgment

on the northern kingdom on account of apostasy, and YHWH’s 

eternal and unconditional promises to the house of David and to

Jerusalem.24 But Cross also notices that beginning with the Manasseh

pericope in 2 Kings 21, the hope that is based on YHWH’s promises

to David seems to have been presented as futile as the promises on

which that hope is based are recast as conditional promises that can

be forfeited if Judah breaks the covenant.25 From this, Cross concludes

19 Ibid., 320, 336–39.
20 Richter, 1964:113–14.
21 Ibid., 114–15.
22 Ibid., 44–49, 115–18, 127–31.
23 Cross, 274.
24 Ibid., 279–85.
25 Ibid., 285–86.
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that two different redactions must have been merged together, and

argues that the primary Deuteronomistic redaction (Dtr1) may have

been Josianic rather than exilic as Noth maintains. This Josianic

redaction was then updated by an exilic redactor (Dtr2), who over-

wrote the work of Dtr1 to make it relevant to an audience whose

hope in the Josianic era had already passed.26

To Cross, this second layer of exilic redaction is limited in scope

and is found primarily in Kings and Deuteronomy, and in six verses

in Joshua 23 and 1 Samuel 12.27 No evidence of this exilic revision

is found in Judges. Subsequent to Cross, however, some of his fol-

lowers have seen traces of Dtr2 even in Judges.

Nelson, for example, sees Judg. 2:1–5 and 6:7–10 as the work of

Dtr2 based primarily on the secondary nature of these passages, the

presence of non-Dtr1 expressions, and a more pessimistic view of

Israel.28 He also thinks that Judges 1 may have been inserted, though

not composed, by Dtr2 to provide the context for the angel’s rebuke

in 2:1–5.29 And because of their association with 1:1–2:5, Nelson sees

2:17, 20–23 as possibly also the work of Dtr2.30

Boling, also influenced by Cross, offers a somewhat different under-

standing of Judges. Like Richter, Boling also sees the cyclical frame-

work that organises the hero stories as having been established prior

to the primary Deuteronomistic redaction.31 However, he differs from

Richter with regard to the extent of what he calls a ‘pragmatic’ col-

lection, which seems to include the programmatic introduction, the

minor judges, as well as the Jephthah and much of the Samson 

stories.32 This collection was incorporated into the larger history of

DH by a Josianic historian whom he calls a ‘Deuteronomic’ redactor.33

Understanding 2:1–5 and 17:1–18:31 as a polemic against the north-

ern rivals to the Jerusalem cult, Boling sees these also as the work

of this redactor.34 Likewise 6:7–10 and 10:11–14, as they seem to

26 Ibid., 287–88.
27 Ibid., 287.
28 R. Nelson, 1981:43–53.
29 Ibid., 47.
30 Ibid., 20, 25, 49.
31 Ibid., 35–36.
32 This is inferred from Boling’s chart (1975:30).
33 Ibid., 34–35. This ‘Deuteronomic’ redactor is presumably the equivalent of

Cross’s Dtr1.
34 Ibid., 36, 66–67, 184–85, 258.
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demonstrate similarities with 2:1–5.35 This Josianic redaction then

went through subsequent updating by an exilic ‘Deuteronomistic’

redactor,36 who added Judges 1 from previously neglected traditions

to anticipate the angel’s rebuke in 2:1–5, and incorporated Judges

19–21 as a balance to Judges 1 so that the book which begins with

the disintegration of Israel would end with the nation being united

at last.37

On a somewhat parallel development with Cross, Smend also sees

the work of Noth’s Dtr as having been overlaid and reworked by a

later redactor. As he examines Josh. 1:7–9, which Noth considers a

secondary addition to the work of Dtr,38 Smend discovers that some

of its thought and language can also be found in other passages in

Joshua and Judges that Noth considers secondary. To Smend, these

passages signal the existence of a layer of redaction that focuses

specifically on Israel’s relationship with the nations and the issue of

obedience to the law.39 He therefore calls its redactor the nomistic

redactor (DtrN). In Judges, 2:17, 20–21, 23 would be the work of

DtrN,40 while 1:1–2:5 was inserted also by DtrN from a pre-existing

unit he did not himself compose.41

Subsequently, Dietrich extended Smend’s analysis to Kings, and

concludes that a further redactor known as DtrP had been respon-

sible for inserting prophetic speeches, fulfilment notices, and other

prophetic material to the work of DtrG.42 But while Dietrich does

not see any evidence of DtrP having updated the Judges portion of

DH, Roth subsequently argues that Judg. 2:13–15, 18–19 and 8:22–23

also belong to the work of DtrP.43 Thus, counting the work of DtrG,

which Dietrich thinks was composed just after the fall of Judah, and

that of DtrN, which followed DtrG, Dietrich sees three layers of

exilic redactions where Noth sees only one.

But the scope of the DtrN’s influence on Judges is to be further

expanded by Veijola, who sees the two divine rebukes in 6:7–10 and

35 Ibid., 36.
36 Boling’s ‘Deuteronomistic’ redactor is presumably the equivalent of Cross’s

Dtr2.
37 Boling, 1975:36–38.
38 Noth, 1991:62.
39 Smend, 1971:494–509.
40 Ibid., 504–06.
41 Ibid., 507–09.
42 Dietrich, 1977:133–34.
43 Roth, 545–46, 547–48.
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10:6–16, Jotham’s fable in 9:8–15 with its surrounding context, and

the evaluative statements about Abimelech in 9:24, 57 as also the

work of DtrN.44 Furthermore, in contrast to Noth, who sees the nar-

ratives in Judges’ epilogue (17–21) as a later addition that intrudes

into the original work of Dtr when DH was separated into individ-

ual books, Veijola sees Judges 17–21 as the work of DtrG. For Veijola

considered the refrain in the epilogue to be clearly Deuteronomistic,

and discerned other Deuteronomistic words and phrases within these

chapters.45 To Veijola, the narratives in the epilogue fit well into the

cyclical framework of the period because they essentially depict the

evil Israel did in the apostasy part of the final cycle.46 And because

the refrain that links these narratives together seems clearly pro-

monarchical, Veijola disputes Noth’s characterisation of Dtr as basi-

cally anti-monarchical. Instead, he attributes the anti-monarchical

strands in DH to subsequent revisions by DtrN and DtrP in gen-

eral, and to DtrN in particular for the Judges portion.47

In recent years, there seems to be some movement towards the

merging of certain features of the Cross and Smend schools. Mayes

and O’Brien, for example, accept both Cross’s view that DtrG was

basically a Josianic redactor whose work was further subjected to an

exilic revision, and Smend’s view that this exilic revision was redacted

out of an emphasis on Israel’s disobedience to the law.48 Concerning

Judges, however, Mayes and O’Brien continue to differ with regard

to the extent of the two redactions. Thus, while Mayes takes 6:7–10

and the Samson narrative in 13:2–16:31 as the work of DtrG, for

example, O’Brien considers 6:7–10 the work of DtrN49 and the

Samson narrative a later post-Deuteronomistic addition which nonethe-

less preceded the insertion of Judges’ epilogue.50

In a more recent monograph-length study of Judges that explores

the book’s layers of Deuteronomistic redactions, Becker advocates a

44 Veijola, 43–48, 100–14.
45 Ibid., 15–27. Such phrases include hc[y wyny[b rvyh vya in 17:6 and 21:25 

(cf. Deut. 12:8); μvArg awhw in 17:7 (cf. Deut. 18:6); μyrxm ≈ram larcyAynb twl[ μwyml
hzh μwyh d[ in 19:30 (cf. Deut. 9:7; 1 Sam. 8:8; 2 Sam. 7:6; 1 Kgs. 8:16; 2 Kgs.
21:15), and other minor phrases.

46 Ibid., 28–29.
47 Ibid., 115–22. Veijola, like Dietrich, does not see evidence of DtrP having

worked on Judges.
48 Mayes, 1983:58–80, 134–35, 137; 1985:12–13; O’Brien, 82–98.
49 O’Brien, 88 n. 21, 24.
50 Ibid., 94–96.
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return to Noth by rejecting Richter’s view of pre-Deuteronomistic

redactions and crediting Dtr as the one who was primarily respon-

sible for the shaping of the Judges portion of DH from diverse tra-

ditional source materials.51 But he does recognise DtrN as among

the various exilic updatings of Dtr’s work, even though he holds

significantly different views from Veijola, Mayes, and O’Brien regard-

ing the extent of each redaction. Thus, for example, while Veijola

attributes Judges 17–21 to DtrG, and Mayes and O’Brien see these

chapters as post-Deuteronomistic additions, Becker attributes 17–18

to DtrN and 19–21 to a priestly redactor from the same circle as

the priestly redactor of the Pentateuch.52 And while Mayes and

O’Brien agree with Richter in seeing Judges 9 as a part of the pre-

Deuteronomistic source material, and Veijola sees Jotham’s fable and

the evaluative statements of Abimelech as the work of DtrN, Becker

takes only the evaluative statements as the work of DtrN but sees

Jotham’s fable as the work of DtrG.53 Furthermore, Becker also dis-

agrees with Veijola regarding the nature of DtrG’s redaction. Thus,

while Veijola sees DtrG as essentially pro-monarchical, Becker sees

DtrG as fundamentally anti-monarchical. The pro-monarchical sen-

timent, to Becker, came from the final priestly redactor.54

Thus, from the above survey of developments subsequent to Noth,

three things become apparent. First, not only is there little consensus

regarding the nature, setting, and extent of the basic Deuteronomistic

composition, there is also little consensus regarding the nature, num-

ber, and extent of subsequent redactions to that basic composition.55

Second, with the various modifications to Noth’s original hypothe-

sis, the contribution of Dtr to the shaping of the Judges portion of

DH is significantly reduced. For not only is Dtr generally seen as

no longer responsible for introducing the cyclical framework that

organises the history of the period, he is also seen by some as no

longer the author of the Othniel story in 3:7–11 and the two divine

rebukes in 6:7–10 and 10:6–16. And these, ironically, are some of

51 Becker, 300–01.
52 Ibid., 302–03.
53 Ibid., 300, 302.
54 Ibid., 303–06.
55 This lack of consensus regarding the basic thematic thrust of the supposedly

Deuteronomistic editing and the number of editions involved is especially high-
lighted by Polzin (15).
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the very passages that first enabled Noth to detect the creative pres-

ence of Dtr in the Judges portion of DH.

But finally and most importantly, with the introduction of the var-

ious modifications, the simplicity of Noth’s hypothesis that is its great-

est strength has now been significantly weakened. For with three

layers of pre-Deuteronomistic redactions and another two to three

layers of Deuteronomistic redactions detected for the Judges portion

of DH, the fragmentation that characterises pre-DH scholarship has

once again returned with a vengeance.

3. The Rise of Synchronic Studies

It is perhaps in reaction to this kind of fragmentation that a num-

ber of scholars in the late 1960’s and early 1970’s began calling for

a new and more holistic approach to the study of Hebrew Scripture

in general and the historical narratives in particular. Where Judges

is concerned, one can probably consider as a turning point Lilley’s

1967 article, in which he expressly call for “a fresh appraisal of

Judges as a literary work, starting from the assumption of author-

ship rather than of redaction”.56

To be sure, Lilley recognises that the assumption of authorship

does not necessarily rule out the possibility of additions and later

redactions, or the identification of sources. But what he objects to is

an interpretive assumption that inherently supports a bias towards

fragmentation. For recognising that purpose of composition is inevitably

bound up with authorship, prior attempts at literary analysis seem

to have implicitly assumed that each author is restricted to only a

single purpose in a composition, such that when different purposes

expressed through different themes are discerned, these are auto-

matically assigned to separate hypothetical authors. But Lilley argues

that an author may conceivably be motivated by more than one

purpose in a composition, and not all such purposes are equally in

view in any one paragraph or section. Because the evaluation of a

work on the basis of purpose can often prove subjective and incon-

clusive, Lilley thus advocates a focus on language, style, and the

arrangement of material as a more objective alternative for literary

analysis.57

56 Lilley, 95.
57 Ibid., 95–96.
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To demonstrate the viability of this new approach, Lilley then

proceeds with a brief analysis of Judges in its current form, and

argues that such an analysis reveals a unity of design that points

towards the book being substantially a single piece of historical writ-

ing. In particular, Lilley disputes the popular belief that the central

section of the book was organised around a repetitive cyclical pattern,

but argues that the book was arranged according to a progressively

deteriorating structure.58 Since this deterioration seems to be elabo-

rating a theme already introduced in the prologue of the book, Lilley

sees the two sections as intricately related at the compositional level.59

As for the epilogue, the two stories are also seen as contributing to

the author’s purpose as they provide a fitting conclusion to the period

by dramatically displaying the religious and moral failures of Israel

that underlay their political misfortune.60 Thus, what Lilley tries to

demonstrate is that the meaning of the book in its current form is

actually discoverable synchronically through a careful consideration

of its structure, content, and overall thematic development. In fact,

to Lilley, this approach provides a more satisfying explanation of the

way the final redactor handled the source material than any con-

sideration of separate redactors’ schemes.61

In the years that follow, the number of studies following the

approach advocated by Lilley multiplied significantly. These studies

can roughly be divided into three types.

The first type consists of relatively short literary studies the aim

of which is to show how Judges in its current form displays a unity

of design that makes sense without first needing to separate the book

into various layers of redaction. Gros Louis, for example, explores

the selection and arrangement of the material in the prologue and

central section by showing how the narratives are woven together

by recurring motifs that are continually developed as the book pro-

gresses.62 Meanwhile, Gooding tries to argue for an overall unity in

58 Ibid., 97–99.
59 Ibid., 101.
60 Ibid., 99–100. Note, however, that Lilley did not provide any formal ties that

actually link the epilogue to the rest of the book.
61 Ibid., 99, 101–02.
62 Gros Louis, 141–62. These include unexpected choices of deliverers; the use

of treachery by Ehud, Jael, and in the conquest of Bethel; the lack of faith of Barak
and Gideon; the refusal of Israelite cities and tribes to help their judges; and the
killing of heroes such as Sisera, Abimelech, and Samson by women.
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the book’s design by showing how the book is symmetrically arranged

into a series of concentric pairs where the second member of each

pair represents deterioration from the first.63

In a somewhat lengthier study, Polzin also tries to focus on the

overall literary aspects of the text using analytical techniques rooted

in Russian structuralism. Although Polzin basically accepts DH as a

unified piece of work,64 his view of DH differs significantly from

Noth. Rather than seeing a continuous narrative whose division into

separate books represents a secondary development, he seems to see

DH as having been conceived originally as a series of distinct literary

units corresponding to the current canonical books.65 Yet to Polzin,

the entire DH corpus is united by the presence of a subtle, on-going

dialogue between two different ideological perspectives,66 which Polzin

calls authoritarian dogmatism67 and critical traditionalism.68 The for-

mer, which focuses on retributive justice, is expressed through the

voice of Moses in Deuteronomy and various prophetic speeches else-

where in DH.69 The latter, which reflects the tradition of a God

who is both merciful and just, is expressed through the narration of

God’s gracious dealing with Israel throughout her history, repeat-

edly delivering her instead of destroying her on account of her sin.70

63 Gooding, 73–77.
64 Polzin, 18.
65 Although Polzin does not state this explicitly, such a view is strongly implied

in the way he speaks of structural parallels and distinct perspectives discernible along
the lines of the current canonical set-up. For example, instead of seeing Judges as
continuing on where Joshua left off, Polzin (147) sees Judges as consciously reca-
pitulating a central position described in Joshua and applying it to the period after
Joshua’s death in much the same way that Joshua recapitulates the central position
of Deuteronomy and applies it to the period after Moses’ death. Moreover, Polzin
(160–61) also speaks of Dtr’s focus on divine justice in the book of Deuteronomy
measurably softening in the book of Joshua and taking a major turn in the book
Judges to reveal the weaknesses and limitations of all ideologies. These comments
thus seem to suggest that Polzin sees DH as comprising distinct literary units rather
than one continuous narrative.

66 Ibid., 22–23.
67 Ibid., 59, 65.
68 Ibid., 67.
69 Ibid., 19–20.
70 The dialogue between these two voices is most cogently argued for by Polzin

(36–69) in his discussion of Moses’ first two addresses in Deuteronomy. However,
Polzin (43) also makes it clear that “the interplay of the two voices involved in this
dialogue is an essential constituent of . . . the ultimate semantic authority that unifies
not only Deuteronomy, but . . . the entire Deuteronomistic History.”
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For Judges, the many ambiguities and surprises embedded within

its narratives are further seen as part of a conscious strategy by Dtr

not only to reflect the growing chaos Israel faced during the period,71

but also to undermine any certainty a reader may place on author-

itarian dogma or critical traditionalism. This weakness or limitation

of ideology is seen as a unifying factor discernible in every major

segment of the book.72

What is particularly noteworthy about Polzin’s approach is that

even though he acknowledges the existence of discordant perspec-

tives in close proximity within the text, instead of assigning them to

different redactional layers, he opens up the possibility that their jux-

taposition may well be a conscious literary strategy that serves to

bring out the author’s message.73 This suggests, therefore, that syn-

chronic solutions may well exist for problems that were previously

thought to be answerable only through diachronic considerations.74

In a parallel development with these literary studies of the whole

book, the mid 1970’s and beyond also saw the emergence of a sec-

ond type of literary analysis of Judges. These are characterised by

in-depth explorations of specific narrative units within the book, focus-

ing particularly on the narrative structure and thematic development

that allow the author to effectively accomplish his rhetorical goals.

Notable examples include Younger’s studies on the conquest narra-

tive in Judges 1,75 Murray’s study on the Deborah-Barak narrative,76

the studies of Globe and Vincent on Deborah’s song,77 Boogaart’s

study on the Abimelech narrative,78 Webb’s study on the Jephthah

narrative,79 Beem’s study on the minor judges,80 Exum’s studies on

71 Ibid., 165–66.
72 Ibid., 146–204.
73 More recently, Marais argues a similar point using Judges as a test case.

Although Marais (1–5) approaches the issue primarily from an epistemological stand-
point rather than a literary one, he nonetheless sees the juxtaposition of different
and even paradoxical perspectives as explainable apart from diachronic considera-
tions. To Marais (6, 59–167), this juxtaposition in fact constitutes a typical mode
of representation for Old Testament narratives in general, and for Judges in particular.

74 In this regard, while Polzin (23) affirms the value of the historical critical
approach, he nonetheless calls for operational priority to be given to the kind of
synchronic, literary approach he advocates.

75 Younger, 1994:207–27; 1995:75–92.
76 Murray, 158–89.
77 Globe, 1974:493–521; 1975:169–84; Vincent, 61–82.
78 Boogaart, 45–56.
79 Webb, 1986:34–43.
80 Beem, 147–72.
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the Samson narratives,81 Wilson’s study on Judges 17–18,82 and the

studies of Revell and Satterthwaite on the narrative of the Benjaminite

war in Judges 20.83

With the proliferation of the above two types of studies arguing

for the literary unity of the book as a whole and of its constituent

parts, it is perhaps a matter of time before the third and most ambi-

tious type of literary study of Judges emerges. From the mid-1980’s

to the late 1990’s, four major monograph-length studies have come

out, all of which represent attempts to apply to the whole book the

kind of in-depth literary analysis that has been used to study specific

narrative units. What distinguishes these studies from previous ones

is that, rather than focusing on the demonstration of literary unity,

these simply assume the existence of unity for the book in its final

form, and proceed from there in an attempt to discover the book’s

thematic centre.

In general, most of these studies share the assumption that the

final form of the book is redacted on the basis of specific purposes,

and that these purposes, which hold the key to understanding the

selection and arrangement of material within the book,84 are dis-

coverable from a synchronic examination of the book as attention

is paid to literary and rhetorical features such as plot, characterisa-

tion, points of view, narrative structures, wordplays, allusions, and

recurring themes and motifs.85 Interestingly, however, in spite of a

great deal of commonality with regard to approach and emphasis,

the four major studies all yield very different conclusions.

Although Webb’s main concern is not specifically to discover the

rhetorical purpose that unites the book as he focuses on the structure

of the text and what it means as a complex whole, he nonetheless

concludes that the fundamental issue the book addresses is the non-

81 Exum, 1980:43–59; 1981:3–29.
82 Wilson, 73–85.
83 Revell, 417–33; Satterthwaite, 1992:80–89.
84 Amit (1998:27), for example, states that the examination of the book “from a

viewpoint which takes into consideration the editorial line, contributes to explaining
the selection and combination of all those details that compose it.”

85 That the redactional purpose is discoverable through attention to literary and
rhetorical features is explicitly affirmed by O’Connell (10), who states that the aim
of his work is to “discern the primary rhetorical purpose of Judges from its formal
structure and poetics.” Likewise, Amit (1998:25) also speaks of the reconstruction
of editorial guidelines as attention is paid to elements of poetics such as structural
models, analogies, points of view, repetition of motifs, and so on.
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fulfilment of YHWH’s oath to give the whole land to Israel. This

in turn is related to Israel’s persistent apostasy and the freedom of

YHWH’s action over against Israel’s presumption that she can use

Him.86 In face of Israel’s persistent apostasy, Webb sees YHWH

being portrayed in the book not so much as dispensing rewards and

punishments as oscillating between punishment and mercy. This con-

trast between “the ‘knowable’ aspect of divine providence” and “the

contrariness-to-expectation, freedom, and ‘unknowability’ of YHWH’s

actions” thus directs the reader away from “a simplistic moralism or

a mechanical theory of history”.87 In this respect, Webb’s understanding

of the central issue of book is not dissimilar to that of Polzin’s, a

fact Webb himself also recognises.

With her monograph published a year after Webb’s, Klein sees

irony as the dominant literary device that gives the book unity. This

irony is expressed both through content and narrative structure, and

is developed progressively throughout the book, “touching on every

level from non-ironic to multi-layered irony”.88 Thus, from the non-

ironic base with which the book opens, the sequence of narratives

increases in instances and intensity of irony, until irony permeates

the resolution, which according to Klein, does not really resolve but

simply “devolves in disorder”.89 The book therefore moves progres-

sively towards highlighting human limitations for ethical judgment,

making it increasing clear that apart from YHWH, who is the only

judge in the book, the nation will inevitably descend into chaos.

Of the four works, O’Connell’s probably represents the most 

thorough literary/rhetorical analysis of Judges. To O’Connell, two

distinct yet related rhetorical concerns can be discerned throughout

the book. The first, which O’Connell calls the tribal-political schema,

aims at portraying Judah as the pre-eminent tribe consistently favoured

by YHWH to lead the other tribes.90 The second, which O’Connell

calls the deuteronomic schema, highlights Israel’s repeated failure to

fulfil its covenant responsibilities with regard to occupation of the

land, inter-tribal covenant loyalty, cultic order, and social justice.91

86 Webb, 1987:208.
87 Ibid., 209.
88 Klein, 1988:20. See also Klein’s subsequent article (1990:83–90), where she

further develops her ironic structure around male-female relationships.
89 Klein, 1988:190.
90 O’Connell, 12–19.
91 Ibid., 10,19–57.
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From these two concerns, O’Connell infers that the rhetorical pur-

pose of Judges is to enjoin its readers to endorse a divinely appointed

Judahite king, who, in contrast to the judges, would uphold such

deuteronomic ideals as expelling foreigners from the land and main-

taining inter-tribal loyalty to YHWH’s cult and to regulations con-

cerning social justice.92

As for Amit’s monograph, although it seems to be the most recent

of the four, in actuality, it is the earliest because the current English

version is simply an updated translation of her 1984 dissertation pub-

lished in Hebrew. Basically, Amit sees the book as being redacted

out of two complementary editorial guidelines: signs and leadership.

To Amit, the first editorial guideline having to do with signs aims

at emphasising YHWH’s intervention in history in order to heighten

the awareness that YHWH alone is the God and deliverer who is

not to be abandoned in favour of other gods.93 As for the second

editorial guideline focusing on leadership, Amit thinks that the events

of the book are arranged to instil a sense of disappointment with

the judges. This leads to a gradual recognition that a change of 

government is inevitable, thus paving the way for the acceptance of

monarchy as a necessary though not altogether desirable compro-

mise solution.94 Thus, according to Amit, the integration of the two

guidelines shows the reader that, despite the large number of signs

that confirm YHWH’s role in shaping history, the people still need

continuous human leadership.95

4. Some Critique of Synchronic Scholarship on Judges to Date

From the above survey of the four major synchronic studies, it is

clear that despite the claims of all four authors to use basically the

same synchronic, literary/rhetorical approach to uncover the rhetor-

ical purpose of Judges, they have each arrived at a very different

conclusion. For even though all four studies in some way acknowl-

edge the failure of the nation and the inadequacies of her judges,

yet they diverge markedly in the way they view the solution to this

failure that lies at the centre of the book. Thus, for Webb, the answer

92 Ibid., 1, 10, 343.
93 Amit, 1998:27–59.
94 Ibid., 59–118.
95 Ibid., 118–19.
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to Israel’s repeated apostasy is YHWH’s surprising mercy to pre-

serve an undeserving people out of His freedom. For Klein, how-

ever, the rapid disintegration of the nation exacerbated by the

leadership of flawed judges represents an implicit call to return to

YHWH and to YHWHistic values and judgments. For O’Connell,

the solution is more political in nature as the author prepares his

readers to endorse a divinely appointed Judahite king who would

uphold deuteronomic ideals. For Amit, however, while the book’s

author may see the advantage of continuous leadership, monarchy

is at best a less-than-desirable compromise solution.

But not only do the four studies disagree when it comes to the

central message of Judges, they also differ significantly when it comes

to the interpretation of certain narratives within the book. Take the

narrative of Ehud, for example. While Amit sees the narration of

the chain of events contributing to Ehud’s success as a ‘sign’ point-

ing to YHWH’s decisive intervention behind the scene,96 Webb thinks

that the author has deliberately constructed the narrative to direct

the readers towards identifying with Ehud and enjoying the sheer

virtuosity of his performance.97 Klein, however, took an almost exact

opposite view from Webb, and sees Ehud as an ironic figure who

is used by YHWH in spite of his dishonourable actions that betray

an unwillingness to rely on Him.98 As for O’Connell, his position is

somewhere between those of Webb and Klein. While he acknowl-

edges that the narrative seems to glorify Israel’s hero Ehud along

with her God YHWH, he also observes that in light of the larger

context of the book, where a growing concern surfaces with regard

to the leadership qualities of Israel’s judges, one may discern a sub-

tle attempt to characterise Ehud as a self-promoting opportunist.99

That such a significant divergence in interpretation can arise in

spite of the fact that all four studies basically share the same approach

to the text is precisely what prompted Andersson in his recent mono-

graph to question the very validity of this type of synchronic study.

To Andersson, this type of synchronic study is flawed because it

seeks to interpret individual narratives in the context of the book as

96 Ibid., 171–98.
97 Webb, 1987:128–32.
98 Klein, 1988:37–39, 46.
99 O’Connell, 84–100.
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a whole as if these narratives have already been absorbed into the

larger text and reduced into a single consistent voice. But Andersson

argues that individual narratives at the micro level are autonomous,

and thus, are resistant to being absorbed at the macro level. And

since individual narratives at the micro level do not necessarily pro-

vide points of view consistent with the overall message of the book

at the macro level, this results in there being many different voices

within the book that cannot be harmonised and reduced to one.100

What Andersson proposes instead, is to read Judges as a collection

of narratives so that each narrative is understood on its own with-

out the need to harmonise it with other narratives or to look for

significance within the larger text.101

Unfortunately, although Andersson’s approach is novel, careful

scrutiny reveals that his main thesis regarding narrative autonomy

and the resistance of narratives to reworking is fundamentally flawed

and unsustainable.102 Furthermore, in light of how Andersson repeat-

edly highlights divergences of interpretation in the synchronic stud-

ies in question to cast doubt on the validity of this approach,103 it

is somewhat ironic that in the one narrative where there seems to

be broad agreement among the synchronic scholars, it is Andersson

who proposes a dissenting interpretation of the Samson narrative

that is controversial for its rejection of the implicitly assumed moral

context.104

But perhaps Andersson is making too much of this lack of consensus

among the synchronic studies in question. After all, the narratives in

Judges are surprisingly devoid of direct evaluative statements.105 Con-

100 Andersson, 115–16, 124–25, 220–23.
101 Ibid., 124–25, 142, 221.
102 For a critical response to Andersson, see Wong, 2006b: forthcoming.
103 See, for example, Andersson, 43–49.
104 Contrary to the view of most synchronic scholars, Andersson (171–80) actually

sees Samson being portrayed essentially as a hero.
105 Other than the negative evaluation of the Israelites by the narrator for their

idolatry (2:11–13,19; 3:7,12; 4:1; 6:1; 8:33–34; 10:6; 13:1) and failure to show
covenant loyalty to Gideon and his family (8:35), there is hardly any editorial eval-
uation of individual characters in the book. The only exception is the negative eval-
uation of Abimelech and the citizens of Shechem in 9:23–24, 56–57. Considering
the plethora of protagonists that appear one after another throughout the book,
this surprising lack of direct editorial evaluation is certainly a feature that adds chal-
lenge to the task of interpretation.
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sequently, divergent interpretations are to be expected as interpreters

have to sift through each narrative looking for subtle contextual clues

to help them evaluate the events and characters involved. In fact,

this is not unlike what one finds in the study of literature in gen-

eral, where the lack of direct editorial evaluation in a novel or short

story often gives rise to rival interpretations. Thus, contrary to what

Andersson implies, the lack of consensus among existing synchronic

studies may not necessarily be indicative of any fundamental weak-

ness of the approach itself as it is of the inherent difficulty in inter-

preting the kind of subtle narrative found in Judges.

But even so, Andersson’s work does raise one issue that perhaps

deserves further attention. Although his suggestion that one reads

Judges as a loose collection of independent narratives is based pri-

marily on flawed arguments regarding narrative autonomy and the

resistance of narratives to reworking, the suggestion itself is in fact

not dependent upon those flawed arguments. For in the end, whether

a narrative is to be interpreted in the context of the larger whole

or on its own really depends on whether significant relationships can

be demonstrated between that narrative and other narratives within

the larger whole. If such relationships can be demonstrated, such

that each narrative, in association with other narratives within the

larger whole, is seen to be contributing towards an overall structure,

a continuous plot, and the progressive development of recurrent

themes, then a case can be made for each narrative to be interpreted

in the context of the larger whole. For these relationships would con-

stitute a strong argument that each individual narrative is intended

to be read as a component part of an integrated work. But absent

such relationships, and each narrative should perhaps be interpreted

on its own without its meaning being affected by narratives in the

surrounding context. In such a case, one would then be looking at

the kind of loose collection or anthology that Andersson suggests.

The question for Judges, then, is whether the narratives in the

book in fact demonstrate the kind of significant relationships with

each other that justify their being read as an integrated whole in

the first place. Unfortunately, this is a question that none of the four

major synchronic works have directly addressed.

For as much as all four major synchronic works analyse Judges

with the assumption that the book can and should be read as an

integrated whole, no direct attempt has been made to first justify

this assumption of unity on the basis of significant relationships
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between narratives.106 Thus, Klein’s decision to regard the work as

a single entity with a single author is based simply on her belief that

one hand must have given the book its present form.107 This belief,

however, was never thoroughly justified. Likewise, although O’Connell

states explicitly that the aim of his work is to present a coherent

reading of the present form of the book,108 he offers no prior jus-

tification to show that the book deserves to be read as a coherent

whole.109

As for Amit, while she concedes that the biblical text in general

is formed out of a series of redaction over time,110 she nonetheless

argues for the legitimacy of a unified, synchronic reading based on

her theory that the successive redactors who worked on the text

essentially followed the same central editorial line as their predeces-

sors. This, therefore, gives the majority of the components of a bib-

lical book the sense of combining towards the same goal.111 But the

problem with Amit’s position is that her assumption that successive

editors were guided by the same implicit editorial line as their pre-

decessors is an assumption that simply cannot be proven. In fact,

once this essentially philosophical assumption of editorial unity is

adopted, one may be predisposed to a biased reading of the text

that glosses over differences in perspective in favour of a unified

reading. Thus, rather than justifying her integrated approach to

Judges, Amit’s assumption actually does the opposite by highlighting

her inherent bias.

106 Although the distinction seems subtle, yet it cannot be emphasised enough
that procedurally, there is a world of difference between finding significant rela-
tionships between narratives in order to establish unity, and assuming unity and
then trying to show how the narratives are related within that unity. The former
represents an inductive process whereby the acceptance or rejection of literary unity
basically results from an objective consideration of the available evidence. The lat-
ter, however, allows for a certain degree of circularity in that, once unity is assumed,
one would be predisposed to look for relationships between component parts to
maintain that assumption of unity. This can result in the establishment of tenuous
literary relationships that may not be fully justified.

107 Klein, 1988:11.
108 Ibid., 1.
109 O’Connell (365–66, 368) seems to also tie his assumption of literary unity to

the existence of a final redactor, but this is only inferred from comments he made
in an excurses.

110 Amit, 1998:5.
111 Ibid., 9, 14–18.
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Of the four works, Webb’s comes closest to offering a thorough

defence of an integrated, synchronic approach to Judges as a self-

contained literary unit. Webb essentially justifies his integrated read-

ing on the basis of three lines of argument: the historical view of

the book as a distinct, meaningful literary unit,112 the apparent success

of the final redaction to redefine the period of the judges according

to the boundaries set by the book,113 and evidence of literary design.114

Of the three lines of argument, however, the first two are essentially

based on extrinsic considerations not directly derived from the text.

While these arguments do add weight to the case, how the book

has historically been understood does not in itself prove the cor-

rectness of that understanding.

To the present author, Webb’s third line of argument offers the

greatest potential because this line of argument deals more directly

with the discovery of significant relationships between narratives

within the larger text. Unfortunately, here Webb merely refers to

works of other scholars rather than presents new arguments of his

own. This weakens his argument in two ways. First, even as Webb

himself concedes, the various studies he refers to are all “modest in

scope and are not characterised by the kind of systematic attention

to detail normally expected in major studies.”115 Second, as insight-

ful as these analyses are, they have by no means provided definitive

‘proof ’ for the literary unity of the book.

Take Gros Louis’ article, for example, to which Webb refers. While

Gros Louis indeed points out a number of related themes that are

progressively developed throughout the first sixteen chapters of the

book, his article makes no mention at all of the final five chapters

of Judges. But since these final chapters are generally regarded by

historical critical scholars to be a later addition unrelated to the main

body of Judges, by not including them in his analysis, Gros Louis

comes across as having implicitly conceded the point to the histor-

ical critical scholars. Therefore, at best, the article succeeds in defend-

ing of the literary unity of the first sixteen chapters of Judges, but

falls short of defending the literary unity of the book as a whole.

112 Webb, 1987:13–19, 38.
113 Ibid., 28.
114 Ibid., 28–36.
115 Ibid., 35.
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As for the symmetrical structure Gooding posits for the whole

book, to which Webb also refers, valid questions can also be raised

about the strength of Gooding’s case. Chief among them is the fact

that some of the symmetries Gooding proposes strike one as being

somewhat forced. An example would be how Gooding manages to

boil down the lengthy narratives of Samson into a mere couple of

points to serve as counterbalance to the very brief Othniel narrative

in 3:7–11. Not only so, but the points to which Gooding refers under

the Othniel narrative are not even derived from 3:7–11, but from

related texts in 3:6 and 1:11–15!116 As for the balance Gooding sees

between the Ehud and Jephthah narratives, while the emphasis on

messages to kings and battles at the fords of Jordan seems to make

sense, this leaves the significant episode concerning the sacrifice of

Jephthah’s daughter entirely unaccounted for under the proposed

schema. In light of these weaknesses, one is perhaps justified in won-

dering whether Gooding has in fact succeeded in definitively demon-

strating the literary unity of the book as a whole.

And yet, on the basis of these somewhat flawed studies, Webb

concludes that there is strong enough evidence of overall literary

design in Judges to justify a detailed analysis of the book in its final

form.117 To the present author, however, the case for an integrated,

synchronic approach to Judges has by no means been sufficiently

established.

Goal and Method of the Present Study

Methodologically, like the works of other synchronic scholars, the

present study seeks to examine Judges through careful attention to

literary and rhetorical features such as narrative structure, recurring

themes and motifs, allusions, wordplays, points of view, plot, and

characterisation. For it is believed that these are the most common

literary tools used by an author to establish continuity and link var-

ious constituent parts together in a unified literary composition.

Yet, the present study is not intended to be another integrative

study of Judges in the same way that the four major synchronic

studies are. For while the four major synchronic studies all proceed

116 Gooding, 77–78.
117 Webb, 1987:35–36.
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from the assumption that Judges is an integrated text, the present

study makes no such assumption. Rather, the primary goal of the

present study is to answer the more fundamental question of whether

the approach taken by Amit, Webb, Klein, and O’Connell to explore

Judges as an integrated whole and to interpret individual narratives

in light of the larger context can indeed be justified.

To accomplish this goal, the present study will focus on explor-

ing whether significant rhetorical links exist between narratives from

different sections of Judges on the basis of language and plot paral-

lels. The underlying assumption is that if such links indeed exist

through which narratives from different sections of the book inter-

act to reinforce the same basic points of view and contribute towards

the unfolding of the same continuous plot and the progressive devel-

opment of the same themes and motifs, then such a display of unity

of design will constitute a strong argument that a single creative

mind stood behind the present form of the book, and that each con-

stituent narrative is to be read as an integral part of the larger whole.

But still, given the large number of individual narratives that make

up the book, how does one go about exploring possible rhetorical

links among them? In this matter, the task is actually made easier

by some of the conclusions of historical critical scholars.

As is clear from the earlier survey of historical critical scholarship

in Judges, there seems to be a general consensus that the book in

its current form is divisible into three major sections. For the cen-

tral section of the book (2:6–16:31), which is seen as a part of the

larger Deuteronomistic History, the existence of a certain degree of

compositional/redactional unity is by and large beyond dispute. This

unity is primarily seen in the recurrence of certain formulaic phrases

that frame each of the hero stories, thus transforming individual hero

stories into integral parts of a larger cyclical pattern that dominates

the entire section. As for the epilogue of the book (17:1–21:25), the

repetition of the same basic refrain that seems to act as a transi-

tional link between the various narratives within that section also

seems to point towards some kind of compositional/redactional unity

for the section as a whole. The prologue of Judges (1:1–2:5) is admit-

tedly brief, but the fact that much of the material making up this

section seems to show a significant dependence on Joshua also gives

it a certain redactional unity.

But as much as critical scholars seem to recognise that each of the

three major sections demonstrates a degree of compositional/redactional
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unity within itself, the three sections are nonetheless viewed essen-

tially as independent compositions unrelated to each other. In fact,

the general consensus is that both the prologue and the epilogue are

later additions appended separately and artificially to the central 

section.118 In light of this general consensus, it seems all the more

necessary for some sort of justification to be made for treating all

three major sections of Judges as integral parts of a unified work

before synchronic scholars can present their integrated readings of

the book in its current form.

Therefore, in the following three chapters of the present study,

attempts will be made to discover if significant rhetorical links in

fact exist that connect the narratives in the three major sections of

Judges to one another. Possible links between narratives in the pro-

logue and the epilogue will first be examined in chapter 2, followed

by a similar examination of possible links between the epilogue and

the central section in chapter 3, and finally, between the prologue

and the central section in chapter 4. The approach taken for each

of these explorations will be inductive in nature, which means that

instead of assuming a certain conclusion at the outset and trying to

prove its validity, the available evidence will first be examined before

a conclusion is allowed to emerge from that evidence. And should

the evidence point towards the existence of significant rhetorical links

that connect the narratives in one section to another, the implica-

tions of such links will also be explored from the compositional stand-

point, to see if they are further indicative of common authorship

behind the sections in question.

Furthermore, recognising that any claim of compositional unity

for Judges would inevitably have to answer questions regarding appar-

ent discrepancies in points of view within the book, a further chap-

ter is devoted to exploring one of the main issues concerning which

critical scholars have discerned divergent voices. As has already been

118 Although, as has been noted, Veijola has attempted to argue for the epilogue
being an integral part of DH, his argument has generally not been accepted by
the scholarly community. As for the prologue, even though scholars in both the
Cross and Smend schools have credited it to later deuteronomistic redactors, they
also seem to have taken pains to point out that whoever inserted Judges 1 did not
compose it himself, but that the material was taken from older traditional sources.
In fact, O’Doherty (1–2) and Mullen (1984:34–35) continue to note that there
appears to be no contextual connection between the prologue and the central sec-
tion of the book.
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noted in the earlier survey of critical scholarship, critical scholars

seem divided about whether Judges is essentially pro-monarchical or

anti-monarchical. While Noth sees Dtr as anti-monarchical, and

Richter basically agrees although he attributes this anti-monarchical

ideology to Dtr’s source rather than Dtr himself, Veijola sees DtrG

as basically pro-monarchical and attributes the anti-monarchical sen-

timents to later deuteronomistic redactors such as DtrN and DtrP.

Becker, on the other hand, supports Noth, and instead attributes the

pro-monarchical sentiments to a later priestly redactor. What this

seems to show is that regardless of which position one takes, one

still has to contend with the fact that both pro- and anti-monarchical

sentiments appear to exist within Judges. Regarding this, the solu-

tion critical scholars generally take is to attribute opposing sentiments

to different redactors. In this respect, Buber’s view that the current

book of Judges really consists of two books, one anti-monarchical,

the other pro-monarchical, each complete within itself and each being

redacted from an opposing biased viewpoint,119 is essentially predi-

cated on the assumption that the central section and the epilogue

of Judges are separate and distinct compositions. But if it can indeed

be shown that significant rhetorical links exist between the central

section and the epilogue of Judges, such that common authorship

becomes a distinct possibility, then how is one to reconcile this appar-

ent divergence of viewpoints regarding the monarchy?

In an attempt to answer this question, an examination of the

allegedly pro-monarchical refrain in the epilogue will be conducted

in chapter 5 to determine if the ‘king (˚lm)’ referred to is indeed a

reference to the monarchy as both critical and synchronic scholars

seem to think. Noting the existence of significant rhetorical links that

seem to join together several narratives relating to kingship from all

three sections of Judges, an attempt will be made to explore the pos-

sibility of an alternative interpretation of the refrain that has the

potential of eliminating the problem of divergent viewpoints within

the book with regard to monarchy.

In the final chapter of the present study, the various observations

and conclusions drawn in previous chapters will be brought together

to be synthesised into a more comprehensive theory regarding the

119 Buber, 68.
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overall compositional strategy of Judges. If a strong case can indeed

be made for compositional unity of the book in its current form,

then a further attempt will be made to discover the overall rhetor-

ical purpose of Judges based on what is implied by the rhetorical

links that join the three major sections into a unified whole.



CHAPTER TWO

THROUGH THE LENS OF JOSHUA: LINKS BETWEEN

THE PROLOGUE AND EPILOGUE OF JUDGES

In historical critical scholarship, the prologue and epilogue of Judges

are generally taken to be later additions that do not belong to the

original core of the book. Under the Deuteronomistic History hypoth-

esis, these sections are especially seen as “intrusions into a continuous

account which relates Joshua to Judges and Judges to Samuel”.1

And in a way, such a view is not unjustified. For while the cen-

tral section of Judges is seen as fitting naturally into the continuous

narrative of Deuteronomistic History,2 when it comes to the two

peripheral sections, significant linguistic, stylistic, and thematic

differences seem to set them apart from the central section.3 These

observations thus lead to the conclusion that the prologue and epi-

logue must have been derived from a different hand than the one

responsible for the central section, and that in all likelihood, they

were independent compositions that were only later appended to the

central section under different circumstances. Perhaps for this rea-

son, historical critical scholarship has generally shown little interest

in exploring any formal relationship between the prologue and epi-

logue of Judges.4

1 Mayes, 1985:13.
2 See Noth, 1991:17–26. Note, however, that in recent years, Auld has begun

questioning not only the extent to which Judges should be considered ‘Deuteronomistic’
(1998:120–26), but also whether the term is in fact an appropriate description of
the Former Prophets (1999:116–26; 2000:353–67). See also Greenspahn, 1986:285–96.

3 See Mayes (1985:13–16) for a detailed presentation of these differences.
4 One notable exception is Boling (1975:29–38), who argues for definite redac-

tional relationships between the prologue and the epilogue. But rather than taking
the prologue and epilogue each as a distinct unit, Boling sees two concentric frame-
works being supplied by different redactors at different points in time. In his view,
the inner framework was composed by a seventh century deuteronomic redactor
and includes 2:1–5 of the prologue, 17:1–18:31 of the epilogue, as well as 6:7–10;
10:6–16; 16:1–31 of the central section. This inner framework is then bracketed by
an outer framework which was composed by a sixth century deuteronomistic redac-
tor and comprises 1:1–36 of the prologue and 19:1–21:25 of the epilogue.
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With the rise of literary/rhetorical studies, however, the search for

links between the major sections of the book to justify an integrated

reading has resulted in an awareness that certain themes introduced

in the prologue actually emerge again in the epilogue. An obvious

example is the selection of Judah in 1:2 and 20:18 to take the lead

in two very different military campaigns. Unfortunately, discussions

of such links are inevitably brief, and seem to comprise little more

than observations about thematic associations at the most superficial

level.5 Thus, while some view such links as evidence that one uni-

fying mind must have been responsible for the compilation of the

book in its present form,6 little attempt has been made to further

validate this through careful consideration of the language and rhetor-

ical significance of the links to see if they are in fact indicative of

common authorship at the compositional level.

In view of such deficiencies, in the following discussion, episodes

in the prologue and epilogue that seem to be thematically related

will be closely examined to determine if there is more to these links

than superficial thematic association. If there is, an attempt will then

be made to determine whether such links point to conscious design,

since that would imply a closer relationship between the two sec-

tions than is generally recognised. After all, conscious design is often

indicative of common authorship.

In addition, another distinctive feature that seems to be shared by

the prologue and epilogue of Judges will also be explored. This con-

cerns the pervasive use of references in both sections to the book of

Joshua. While the more direct references to Joshua have long been

noted and discussed by historical critical scholars interested in the

source and ideology of Judges’ prologue,7 it is the more subtle and

frequently overlooked allusions to Joshua in both the prologue and

epilogue of Judges that seem most intriguing. These cases of subtle

allusions will thus be closely examined to determine if collectively,

they provide further indication as to whether the prologue and epi-

logue of Judges are related at a compositional level.

5 See, for example, Gooding, 75–77; Webb, 1987:197–98; Gunn and Fewell, 120.
6 See, for example, Gooding, 72.
7 See, for example, O’Doherty, 1–7; Weinfeld, 1967:93–113; 1993a:387–99; Auld,

1975:261–85; Mullen, 1984:33–54; 1993:121–30.
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Thematic Links Between the Prologue and Epilogue

When it comes to thematic unity, five episodes can be identified in

the epilogue for which thematic links with episodes in the prologue

seem to exist. In fact, as the following discussion shows, these links

to the prologue seem to bring an extra interpretive dimension to the

related episodes in the epilogue, such that in each case, the episode

in the epilogue receives clarity or added significance when viewed

in light of the corresponding episode in the prologue. These five

episodes are as follows.

1. Jebusite threat implied in the prologue actualised 
by Israelites in the epilogue

In 1:21 in the prologue, the inability of Benjamin to dislodge the

Jebusites living in Jerusalem is mentioned. This resulted in the Jebusites

continuing to live among Benjaminites there.

Placed near the beginning of a section that gives a series of quick

reports of the various tribes’ attempts to dispossess the peoples of

the land (1:19–34), this failure of Benjamin sets an ominous tone for

the whole section. In fact, as the rest of the narrative shows, this

failure was not restricted to Benjamin either, but also characterises

other tribes such as Manasseh (1:27), Ephraim (1:29), Zebulun (1:30),

Asher (1:31–32), Naphtali (1:33), and Dan (1:34). The resulting pres-

ence of the nations among the tribes thus serves to highlight the

danger of enemies living in the midst of Israel.

But this mention of Jebusites continuing to live among Benjaminites

in Jerusalem may be significant in another way. For while neither

the Jebusites nor Jerusalem comes up again through the central sec-

tion of the book, both reappear in Judges 19 as a foil to the Benjamin-

ites living in Gibeah in the story of the Levite and his concubine.

In that narrative, a Levite, his concubine, and his servant were

travelling from Bethlehem to hill country of Ephraim. Towards the

evening, they came near Jebus (that is, Jerusalem). The servant of

the Levite suggested spending the night there, but this was rejected

by the Levite because the Jebusites living there were non-Israelites.

The implication is obviously that it would be dangerous to spend

the night among people who were not part of the covenant com-

munity. So, they journeyed on until they reached Gibeah, an Israelite

town within Benjaminite territory. As it turns out, not only were the
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citizens of Gibeah slow to extend hospitality as they should, the

overnight stay of the Levite and his company also went horribly

wrong as it ended in the death of the concubine at the hands of

the wicked townsfolk.

Here, the irony is unmistakable. The Levite’s attempt to bypass

the potential danger of the Jebusites only led him and his company

into a far more lethal danger, one that is all the more unexpected

because it came from his fellow countrymen.

But what is noteworthy here is that in order for this irony to be

properly appreciated, there must be prior knowledge of the rela-

tionship between the Jebusites and the Israelites. Otherwise one can

conceivably draw wrong conclusions about the story, such as mis-

understanding the horrific death of the concubine as a harsh but

necessary lesson aimed at correcting the Levite’s xenophobic para-

noia and racial bias.8 Thus, it is only with the realisation that the

Jebusites were in fact Israel’s enemies whom Israel had previously

attempted unsuccessfully to dispossess that the Levite’s reluctance to

spend the night in Jebusite territory becomes understandable. And

it is only then that the later atrocity committed in supposedly ‘friendly’

Israelite territory becomes all the more horrifying and unthinkable.

But what is most curious here is that within the narrative of Judges

19, this background information so vital for the full appreciation of

this irony is not provided. The Levite’s reluctance to spend the night

in Jebus is simply explained in terms of its people not being Israelite.

This apparent omission of what appears to be crucial background

information can only be explained in one of three ways.

To be sure, this omission could be due to a significant oversight

on the part of the author. But this seems unlikely, seeing how care-

ful he was to note the new name of Jebus as Jerusalem. Alternatively,

the omission could be due to the author’s assumption that his read-

ers were already well-informed regarding interracial relationships

between Israelites and Jebusites. But this too seems unlikely, for had

the author considered his readers up-to-date with regard to Israelite-

Jebusite relationship, he would not have needed to explain that 

Jebus was in fact Jerusalem. The final option then, is that the author

8 Fokkelman (1992:44–45; 1999:111) in fact takes just such a view, and faults
the Levite for his prejudice! A similar stance is also taken by Jüngling (292–93),
who faults the Levi for avoiding Jerusalem.
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simply saw no need to repeat information that has already been pre-

viously given, namely, in 1:21 of the prologue.9

If this last option indeed seems the most plausible of the three,

then the implication is that certain compositional unity must exist

between the epilogue and the prologue. For if information deemed

necessary for the proper understanding of a specific episode in the

epilogue is spared repetition because it has already been given in

the prologue, then what this suggests is that the epilogue could not

have been composed independently of the prologue, but rather, as

a complement to the prologue even from its inception. And to the

extent that information conveyed about the Jebusites in 1:21 turns

out to be exactly what is needed to fill the rhetorical gap in Judges

19 in order for the irony there to be fully appreciated, one can argue

that one of the rhetorical functions of 1:21 may in fact be to antic-

ipate Judges 19. If so, this may also offer additional possibilities

towards resolving the textual issue of 1:21.

For it has long been recognised by scholars that Judg. 1:21 and

Josh. 15:63 are in some kind of dependent relationship. But while

Josh. 15:63 attributes the failure to dispossess the Jebusites in Jerusalem

to Judah, in Judg. 1:21 the same failure is blamed on Benjamin. In

light of the almost identical wording of the two verses and the gen-

eral dependence of Judg. 1:9–36 on Joshua 14–19, there seems lit-

tle doubt that Judg. 1:21 represents a revision of Josh. 15:63. Until

now, however, most arguments in support of this direction of depen-

dence are primarily theological or historical-critical.10 But to these,

it may now be possible to add another argument of a different nature,

namely, that this attribution to Benjamin of the failure to dispossess

the Jebusites in Jerusalem may have arisen partly as a rhetorical

device to link Judg. 1:21 to the narrative of the Levite and his con-

cubine in Judges 19. After all, in Judges 19, Benjaminites are por-

trayed as living in a town right next to the Jebusites in Jerusalem.

The attribution to Benjamin of the failure to dispossess the Jebusites

in 1:21 would therefore provide the crucial setting needed to under-

stand the subsequent narrative in Judges 19.

9 Notice that the information given in 19:10 about Jebus being equivalent to
Jerusalem is actually a piece of new information not previously given in 1:21.

10 See, for example, O’Doherty, 2; J. Gray, 250; Auld 1975:274–75; Van Seters,
335–42; Fishbane, 203 n. 88; Mullen, 1984:46, 1993:126; Lindars, 1995:47.
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2. Similar oracular consultations in the prologue and epilogue 
end with different results

One of the most obvious links between the prologue and the epi-

logue is probably the selection of Judah as the first among the tribes

to engage in battle in 1:2 and 20:18.11 A closer examination of the

two texts, however, reveals that there is more to link the two episodes

together than simply the selection of Judah.

First, both incidents begin with an Israelite consultation of YHWH

that employs the language of oracular inquiry. For Îb lav followed

by a noun associated with a deity or his representative12 frequently

signals an oracular inquiry. In fact, it is believed that such inquiries

made to YHWH often involve the more archaic practice of using

the Urim and Thummim.13

Moreover, while this kind of oracular inquiry has been referred

to on numerous occasions in Samuel and 1 Chronicles,14 the five

occurrences in Judges are restricted only to the prologue and epi-

logue of the book.15 Of these, the three occurrences in Judges 20

are found in essentially the same episode. Like 1:1, they also rep-

resent pre-war inquiries for specific guidance in battle.

But not only do Judg. 1:1 and 20:18 both involve pre-war orac-

ular inquiries, when it comes to how the actual inquiries were phrased,

there are also remarkable similarities. In both episodes, the main

question posed by Israel begins with the identical wnlAhl[y ym. And

in both cases, the issue of priority is also raised by the use of hljtb.

Furthermore, not only are two questions similar, the report of

YHWH’s answer in both cases is also almost identical. In response

to the inquiry in the prologue, YHWH’s answer is reported in 1:2

as hl[y hdwhy hwhy rmayw. In the epilogue, it is reported in 20:18 as

hljtb hdwhy hwhy rmayw.

11 In fact, Boling (1975:53), Webb (1987:198), O’Connell (16–17), and Block
(1999:559) all understand this as a framing device such as an inclusio.

12 Within Hebrew Scripture, Îb lav is almost always followed by hwhy or μyhla
when the following noun is associated with the deity. Notable exceptions are in 
1 Chron. 10:13, where Saul inquired of a medium, and in Hos. 4:12 and Ezek.
21:26, where inquiries are made respectively of a piece of wood presumably rep-
resenting an idol made of that material, and of the teraphim.

13 See Lindars (1995:11) and Block (1999:86).
14 1 Sam. 10:22; 14:23; 22:10,13,15; 23:2,4; 28:6; 30:8; 2 Sam. 2:1; 5:19,23; 

1 Chron. 14:10,14.
15 1:1; 18:5; 20:18,23,27.



through the lens of joshua 33

The suspicion that such similarities are not accidental but repre-

sent a conscious attempt to link the two episodes together is further

confirmed by the fact that Judah’s selection to lead the tribes in the

war against Benjamin seems wholly unmotivated by plot necessity in

its immediate context. For while the mention of Judah’s selection to

lead the campaign against the Canaanites in the prologue seems con-

textually necessary in light of the immediately following report of

the tribe’s initial successes in 1:3–19a, the mention of a similar selec-

tion of Judah to lead the campaign against Benjamin seems puz-

zling. For in the immediately ensuing account of the war against

Benjamin, Judah actually plays no distinguishable role from any of

the other tribes within the Israelite coalition. In fact, Judah was not

even mentioned again either in the battle account that follows or in

the rest of the book. Consequently, one can argue that this lack of

contextual relevance suggests that the report of Judah’s selection at

the beginning of the Benjaminite war may have been present pri-

marily as a link to the similar selection of the tribe at the beginning

of the book.

But granted that similarly phrased reports of Judah’s selection in

the two pre-war inquiries seem to suggest a conscious attempt at

establishing a thematic link, the question ‘To what end?’ remains.

From a rhetorical standpoint, that two similar questions were asked

and two similar responses were given in the two pre-war inquiries

raises the expectation that the ensuing outcomes would also be sim-

ilar. But surprisingly, this is not the case. For while the selection of

Judah at the beginning of the book is followed immediately by reports

of successes, the selection of Judah in the epilogue is followed imme-

diately by reports of failures. And as one is forced to go back to the

text to look for clues that might explain the different outcomes, one

notices that a promise of victory accompanying YHWH’s selection

of Judah in the prologue has gone missing in the similar selection

of Judah in the epilogue. With no promise of victory accompanying

Judah’s selection in 20:18, the Israelite coalition thus went on to

suffer two crushing defeats in the hands of Benjamin. Not until the

Israelites came back for a third oracular inquiry was the promise of

victory, also involving the phrase dyb . . . ˆtn as in 1:2, finally given

(20:28).

But why was there a delay in YHWH’s promise of victory? And

what accounts for this stark difference in immediate outcome if the

oracular inquiries in 1:1 and 20:18 seem so similar in so many ways?
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As it turns out, the key may be found in the one difference that sets

the two episodes apart. While the inquiry in the prologue concerns

battle with the Canaanites, a people whom Israel had already received

instructions to dispossess,16 the consultation in the epilogue concerns

battle with Benjamin, who, as Israel concedes in 20:23,28, is actu-

ally a brother. Thus, the possibility exists that not only is the ques-

tion wnlAhl[y ym in 20:18 inappropriate because the Israelites had yet

to receive instructions from YHWH to fight against Benjamin,17 the

very act of making such an inquiry may also be deemed problem-

atic because this kind of pre-battle oracular inquiry is typically reserved

for war against external enemies rather than brothers.18

In any case, what is important is that even though the oracular

inquiries in the prologue and epilogue each has its plot-driven func-

tion in the immediate context, it is only when they are examined

together that their full rhetorical significance becomes apparent. For

it is only when the remarkable similarities between the two episodes

are noticed that attention is drawn to the stark difference in out-

come, thereby forcing an alert reader to look for plausible explana-

tions to account for that difference. What this seems to indicate 

16 See, for example, Deut. 20:17–18.
17 Notice that in similar oracular inquiries such as in 1 Sam. 14:37; 23:2; 30:8;

2 Sam. 2:1; 5:19; 1 Kgs. 22:6,15; 1 Chron. 14:10, when no clear prior instructions
have been received from YHWH, the first question is often one seeking direction
as to whether one should go or not. But such a question is conspicuous by its
absence in Judges 20. This is probably what prompted Lasine (50) to assert that
Israel had asked the wrong question when she came to YHWH for advice.

18 Although an oracular inquiry could be made about a variety of issues, such
as the direction and prospects of a journey ( Judg. 18:5; 2 Sam. 2:1) or the where-
abouts of a person (1 Sam. 10:22), when it comes to pre-war inquiries, they were
mostly reserved for fighting against external enemies. This may have to do with
the fact that external enemies were generally regarded also as YHWH’s enemies
by virtue of the fact that they opposed YHWH’s people. Therefore, implicit to the
act of inquiry is the conviction that YHWH would guide His people as they fight
against His and their enemies. Thus, for example, the consultation in Judg. 1:1
concerns going up against the Canaanites, the consultations in 1 Sam. 14:37; 23:2,
4; 28:6; 2 Sam. 5:19, 23 (also recorded in 1 Chron. 14:10,14) all concern fighting
against the Philistines, and the consultation in 1 Sam. 30:8 concerns going after
the Amalekites. As it turns out, Judg. 20:18,23,27 actually represent the only instances
in Hebrew Scripture where such an inquiry was made concerning a battle against
fellow Israelites. Considering that the above-mentioned battles against external ene-
mies generally went well whenever YHWH responded to His people’s inquiries, the
fact that the battle against Benjamin did not go well even after YHWH had
responded seems to suggest that something was fundamentally wrong with this
inquiry to begin with.
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is that the series of oracular inquiries in the epilogue may have 

been designed to be read in light of the similar inquiry in the pro-

logue. If so, this again points to the likelihood that the prologue and

epilogue of Judges may not have been composed independently of

each other, since they seem to be linked to each other by conscious

design.

3. Specific military action appropriately applied in the prologue 
but inappropriately applied in the epilogue

As has already been pointed out, by seeking an oracular inquiry in

their war against Benjamin, the Israelites were essentially applying

a procedure normally reserved for war against external enemies to

a war against their brothers. This blurring of distinction by the

Israelites between external and internal war is further highlighted by

the use of specialised war terms depicting actions usually reserved

for external enemies in war. These include μrj and the related

brjAypl . . . hkh, both of which, incidentally, occur only in the pro-

logue and the epilogue but not in the central section.19

Concerning μrj, there is admittedly little consensus with regard

to the nature and origin of the concept.20 But a good case can be

made that the term has sacral connotations and may have at its core

19 The absence of these relatively common war terms in the central section is
somewhat surprising, especially considering how many wars were fought under the
leadership of various judges that resulted in the complete destruction of Israel’s for-
eign enemies (e.g. 4:16; 7:25; 8:10–12; 11:32–33).

20 For example, while Stern (217–26) sees the concept as rooted in the mythic
battle against chaos and thus represents an attempt to bring moral and physical
order to an ethnic group, R. Nelson (1997:39–54) sees the concept as a historical
reflection of Israel’s system of cultural classification. Here, Nelson’s view is not dis-
similar to Malul’s (824–27), who thinks the concept was rooted in the idea of sep-
aration and transferral to an outside sphere. Weinfeld (1993b:154–60), however,
sees the μrj laws in Deuteronomy as utopian laws originating during the time of
Saul. As such, he thinks they were never actually carried out against the Canaanites
in history. In contrast, Brekelmans (476) seems to see μrj as having been actually
applied in its earliest historical phase, and that Saul’s failure to fully execute it
against Amelek represents a transition to a phase where the war ban was no longer
applied from the royal period on. Like Weinfeld, Hoffman (196–210) also considers
the μrj passages in Deuteronomy and Joshua late insertions. But unlike Weinfeld,
he sees their insertion as primarily Deuteronomistic and arising out of an ideolog-
ically motivated attempt to combat separatist-nationalistic politics during the post-
exilic era. For other views, see also Lohfink, 1986:180–99; 1989:104–12; Niditch,
1993:28–77; Schäfer-Lichtenberger, 270–75.
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the idea of devotion to YHWH.21 This idea of devotion is mani-

fested in two distinct but related nuances. On the one hand, Lev.

27:28 speaks of a positive kind of devotion where an object of value

is irrevocably devoted to YHWH for His use. On the other hand,

μrj can also be associated with a different kind of devotion where

objects deemed offensive to YHWH and injurious to His cause are

devoted for destruction. Both acts are, however, equally regarded as

proof of devotion.

For objects devoted to destruction, these specifically include idol-

atrous cultic objects (Deut. 7:26), as well as persons embracing such

idolatry, be they Israelites (Exod. 22:19; Deut. 13:13–19) or the sur-

rounding nations that Israel was to fight against in their attempt to

take possession of the land (Deut. 7:1–4; 20:16–18).

In particular, it is likely on account of the explicit commands of

Deut. 7:1–4 and 20:16–18 that the utter destruction of Israel’s for-

eign enemies under the μrj came to be presented almost as stan-

dard military practice as Israel began taking possession of the land.22

That such a practice is essentially religiously motivated is seen in

that the justification given in Deut. 7:1–4 and 20:16–18 has to do

explicitly with the prevention of idolatry-related apostasy. That its

execution is looked upon as an expression of devotion to YHWH is

seen in that the utter destruction of the nations is offered up as a

vow in Num. 21:2.23

But what is noteworthy is that even though utter destruction under

the μrj can be applied to Israelites in cases of idolatry24 or illegal

appropriation of objects devoted to YHWH,25 in the context of war,

μrj seems to have been reserved mainly for Israel’s non-YHWHist

foreign enemies.26 And it is in precisely this context that μrj appears

21 For arguments for sacral connotations, see Kaminsky, 329–36.
22 Lohfink (1986:183) notes the regular appearance of μrj in wars of conquest

against enemy cities. These include Deut. 2:34; 3:6; Josh. 6:17,21; 8:26; 10:28–40;
11:11–12,21; Judg. 1:17.

23 Incidentally, the use of μrj in the extra-biblical Mesha Inscription to describe
the total destruction of Nebo as an act of devotion to the God Ashtar-Kemosh
seems to show that this religiously motivated practice was not unique to Israel.

24 See Exod. 22:19; Deut. 13:13–19. In later prophetic writings such as Isa. 43:28;
Jer. 25:9; Mal. 3:24, YHWH also warned about Himself applying the μrj to Israel
for her idolatry and waywardness.

25 Deut. 7:26; Josh. 6:18; 7:11–12.
26 Of course, one can argue that since civil wars are never a normal, anticipated

development, naturally, no rules exists to govern military conduct under such cir-
cumstances. However, if the application of the μrj is indeed religiously motivated,
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in Judg. 1:17, where the word is used in connection with Israel’s

destruction of Zephath and the subsequent renaming of the city as

Hormah.

Interestingly, however, μrj shows up again in Judg. 21:11 in the

epilogue, where it is applied by the Israelites to every male and non-

virgin female in Jabesh Gilead for the town’s non-participation in

the war against Benjamin.27 And reminiscent of Num. 21:2, this

application of the μrj was also connected to a vow (21:5).28 But as

Jabesh Gilead is clearly presented as an Israelite settlement in 21:5,8,

and its offence is clearly unrelated to idolatry or the illegal posses-

sion of devoted objects, it raises the question of whether such an

application of μrj is really justified.

As for brjAypl . . . hkh, evidence seems to suggest that the phrase

is used practically synonymously with μrj.29 In seventeen of its twenty-

six occurrences in Hebrew Scripture, the phrase is used in the con-

text of Israel’s war against the nations.30 Of these, the phrase is used

interchangeably with or in close proximity to μrj thirteen times.31

In the remaining nine occurrences where the phrase is not specifically

used in the context of war with the nations,32 most of them nonethe-

less hint at actions associated with the μrj.33

then it goes to reason that unless it is to deal with systemic apostasy of the kind
mentioned in Deut. 13:13–19, there is little basis for it to be applied to fellow-
worshippers of YHWH. This may be why nearly all the war-related applications
of the μrj by Israel recorded in Hebrew Scripture are against foreign, non-YHWHist
enemies.

27 This is actually the only instance in Hebrew Scripture where μrj is explicitly
said to be directed against fellow Israelites.

28 As Lohfink (1986:184) points out, the solemn oath (hlwdgh h[wbvh) in 21:5 is
tantamount to a vow. After all, h[wbv is used synonymously and in parallel with
rdn in Num. 30:3.

29 Greenfield (5) in his discussion of the Aramaic idiom nkh tkwh bhrb in the Sefire
Treaty Inscriptions compares it to the Hebrew equivalent of brjAypl . . . hkh and
recognises that the latter is used for the total annihilation of a city. This perhaps
represent some kind of intuitive recognition that μrj and brjAypl . . . hkh may be
semantically closer than most realise. Likewise, Niditch (1993:63) also speaks of the
phrase as formulaic banning language, but offers no formal attempt to link the two.

30 Num. 21:24; Deut. 13:16; 20:13; Josh. 8:24; 10:28,30,32,35,37,39; 11:11,12,14;
19:47; Judg. 1:8,25; 18:27.

31 The clearest examples are in Deut. 13:16 and the nine occurrences in Josh.
10:28–39 and 11:11–14. In these instances, μrj and brjAypl . . . hkh are often used
together in the same verse almost as synonyms.

32 Judg. 20:37,48; 21:10; 1 Sam. 22:19; 2 Sam. 15:14; 2 Kgs. 10:25; Job 1:15,17;
Jer. 21:7.

33 For example, Jehu’s slaying of the priests of Baal in 2 Kgs. 10:25 certainly
seems to fall within the mandate of the μrj in relation to idolatrous influences.
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But if brjAypl . . . hkh is indeed synonymous with μrj, then one

can argue that while brjAypl . . . hkh is reasonable and indeed expected

in the context of Israel’s war against her foreign enemies in Jerusalem

and Luz in Judg. 1:8 and 1:25, the same action taken against the

Benjaminites in 20:37,48 and the citizens of Jabesh Gilead in 21:10

raises the question of propriety. After all, the Benjaminites and the

citizens of Jabesh Gilead were both clearly Israelite, and the condi-

tions under which the μrj can be applied to Israelites, namely, idol-

atry and the illegal appropriation of devoted objects, are simply not

present.

Besides, the only other incidents in Hebrew Scripture where

brjAypl . . . hkh is described as being applied by Israelites to their

fellow countrymen are in 1 Sam. 22:19 and 2 Sam. 15:14, where

Saul’s μrj-style slaughter at Nob and the possibility of Absalom

applying the same kind of destruction to Jerusalem serve respectively

to highlight the extent of Saul’s spiritual/moral decline and Absalom’s

ruthlessness. Thus in both instances, the one who would brjAypl . . . hkh
fellow Israelites is presented in extremely negative light.

In view of this, one can argue that even though in the epilogue

of Judges, the author has not overtly portrayed Israel’s actions against

the Benjaminites and the citizens of Jabesh Gilead as inappropriate,

yet his subtle disapproval may have been conveyed through refer-

ences to military action that appears to have been misapplied.

Incidentally, a similar disapproval related to the use of brjAypl . . . hkh
may also be found in a different episode within the epilogue of

Judges. In this case, however, the problem has to do not so much

with the recipients of destruction being Israelite as with the legiti-

macy of applying such destruction to a non-Israelite population.

In 18:27, the Danites are reported as having struck with the sword

(brhAypl . . . hkh) the people of Laish as they took possession of the

town.34 While Laish was clearly a non-Israelite settlement, and no

Likewise, YHWH’s determination to hand Zedekiah and the people of Judah over
to Nebuchadnezzar to be struck with the sword in Jer. 21:7 may also represent
YHWH’s attempt to apply the μrj to His apostate people. In fact, in a similar
statement in Jer. 25:8, μrj is explicitly used. In Judg. 21:10–11, brjAypl . . . hkh
and μrj also occur in close proximity, both referring to the same action. As for
the destruction of Nob in 1 Sam. 22:19, although μrj is not explicitly used, the
description of the destruction in that verse is certain reminiscent of descriptions of
other destructions under the μrj such as in Josh. 6:21 and 1 Sam. 15:3.

34 Boling (1974:43) also thinks that μrj is hinted at in Judg. 18:27–28. Note the
typographic error in Boling’s text where 8:22–28 should probably read 18:27–28.
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overt value judgement has been provided regarding the incident, one

can nonetheless detect a subtle disapproval of the Danites’ actions.

For twice within the narrative in 18:7,27, the people of Laish are

described as at rest and unsuspecting (jfbw fqv).35 This is significant

because the four other times fqv is used in Judges are to refer to the

‘rest’ for the land secured by the judges after Israel’s foreign enemies

have been defeated.36 That they were ‘unsuspecting (jfb)’ is also

mentioned a third time in 18:10, coming from no less than the

mouths of the Danites spies themselves. Furthermore, that the Laishians

seems to be living in contentment with their relative isolation is twice

emphasised by their description in 18:7,28 as living at a distance (qwjr)

from the Sidonians and having no relationship with anyone else.

But one suspects that these facts about the Laishians were not

emphasised simply to arouse sympathy. Rather, they seem to be

included specifically with the rule of military conduct given in Deut.

20:10–15 in mind. For Deut. 20:15 specifically dictates that in 

dealing with cities that are “at a great distance from you (tqjrh
dam ˚mm)”, the Israelites are to first make an offer of peace (20:10).

If such an offer is accepted, then there is to be no taking of life

(20:11). But even if the offer is rejected and battle ensues which leads

to the defeat of that city, it is still only the men who are to be struck

with the sword (brjAypl . . . hkh); the women, children, livestock, and

everything else are to be spared (20:12–14).

Given that the Laishians are described asliving at a distance (μyqjr)

not just from the main Israelite settlement but also from the Sidonians

who themselves lived far from Israel’s territories, and given that these

Laishians have repeated been described as ‘at rest and unsuspecting

(jfbw fqv)’, one gets the impression that had they been offered peace

as Deut. 20:10–15 dictates, they would probably have accepted the

offer. What this suggests then, is that the Danites really had no basis

upon which to struck with the sword (brjAypl . . . hkh) the whole

population of Laish had YHWH’s explicit instructions in Deut.

20:10–15 been followed.

Therefore, the two specialised war terms, μrj and brjAypl . . . hkh,

each found only in the prologue and epilogue in Judges, appear to

35 In fact, according to Ezek. 38:10–11, attacking a people described with exactly
the same two roots as ‘at rest’ and ‘unsuspecting’ (jfbl ybvy μyfqvh) is charac-
terised as an evil scheme (h[r tbvjm)!

36 Judg. 3:11,30; 5:30; 8:28.
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have been set up to create an intentional contrast in the way cer-

tain military actions have been applied by Israel in the two sections.

While actions associated with both terms seem to have been appro-

priately applied to Israel’s enemies in the prologue, in the epilogue,

the same actions are consistently presented as having been applied

under questionable circumstances. What this implies is that in con-

trast to the very beginning of the book where the μrj-laws are appro-

priately applied, Israel seems subsequently to have lost her ability to

apply these laws with understanding and discernment. If so, what

this again suggests is that the prologue and epilogue of Judges must

have been integral parts of the same composition rather than two

separate and independent compositions. For the contrast between

appropriate applications of a specific military strategy in the pro-

logue and questionable applications of the same strategy in the epi-

logue seems too neat to be accidental.

4. Diminishing national fortune twice wept over at Bethel

A fourth link between the prologue and epilogue of Judges involves

the weeping of Israel at Bokim in the prologue and at Bethel in the

epilogue.

Although openly weeping is a fairly common occurrence in bib-

lical narrative with the verb hkb having occurred over a hundred

times in Hebrew Scripture, on certain occasions, the verb occurs in

conjunction with other words or phrases to convey an increased

intensity in mourning. One such example involves the use of lwq . . . acn
immediately before hkb.

Now the combination of hkbw lwq . . . acn is not uncommon in

Hebrew Scripture.37 However, in Judges, it occurs only twice: towards

the end of the prologue in 2:4, and towards the end of the epilogue

in 21:2.38

A closer examination of the two instances reveals further similar-

ities. For example, both instances involve the entire Israelite com-

munity having gathered together to weep over the prospect of a

37 The combination is found in Gen. 21:16; 27:38; 29:11; Num. 14:1; Judg. 2:4;
21:2; Ruth 1:9,14; 1 Sam. 11:4; 24:17; 30:4; 2 Sam. 3:32; 13:32; Job 2:12.

38 Mullen (1993:131–32) speaks of the two ‘weeping’ in 2:1–5 and 21:2 as form-
ing some kind of inclusio, although he also includes 20:23,26 as a part of this inclu-
sio. But in 20:23,26, only hkb is used. Unlike 2:4 and 21:2, it is not further qualified
with lwq . . . acn.
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bleak future. The immediate cause for weeping at Bokim in 2:4 was

the oracle given by the angel of YHWH, rebuking the Israelites for

their disobedience in not having dealt with the foreign occupants of

the land as they were instructed. The immediate cause for weeping

at Bethel in 21:2, on the other hand, was the realisation that the

Israelites were on the verge of eliminating one of their own tribes

as a result of their own actions and decisions.

While the immediate cause for the two ‘weeping’ seems at first

glance to be very different, as one takes a deeper look, interesting

correlations appear. For if one traces the chain of events that finally

led to the two ‘weeping’, they are ultimately traceable to the two

oracular inquiries in 1:1 and 20:18.

At the beginning of the prologue in 1:1, the Israelites sought guid-

ance from YHWH as they readied themselves to fight against the

nations to take possession of the land. The question they asked and

the subsequent actions they took to dispossess the nations were essen-

tially appropriate, although unfortunately, they were unable to com-

plete the task. In the end, it was precisely this failure that resulted

in the rebuke by the angel of YHWH, and hence, the subsequent

weeping.

In 20:18 in the epilogue, the Israelites also sought guidance from

YHWH as they readied themselves to fight against Benjamin, their

errant brother. However, as has already been noted, the question

they asked was the wrong one, as were the actions they were plan-

ning to take.39 But ironically, they almost succeeded in accomplish-

ing what they had set out to do, and that success was what eventually

also resulted in their weeping before YHWH.

In other words, one can argue that the events described in the

prologue and in the latter half of the epilogue are practically two

sides of the same coin. While one records Israel’s failure to do what

was right, the other records Israel’s success in doing what was wrong,

and both resulted in a diminishing of national fortune that justifiably

deserved to be loudly wept over and mourned.

39 From the oath they took at Mizpah before the battle, reported retrospectively
in 21:1, it seems clear that the Israelites were prepared to excommunicate the entire
tribe of Benjamin. The action they took during battle also makes it clear that the
Israelites were prepared to utterly destroy their brothers through an application of
the μrj.
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Moreover, if Bokim is indeed to be identified as Bethel as many

seem to think,40 then what we have at the beginning and the end

of Judges are two oracular inquiries which set into motion a chain

of events that ultimately resulted in the whole nation weeping loudly

over diminished national fortune at Bethel. And that, perhaps more

so than simply the oracular inquiries that resulted in the selection

of Judah, seems to provide an extended inclusio which neatly ties

the whole book together, giving it closure from a rhetorical stand-

point.41 This, of course, would point towards unity of design between

the prologue and epilogue at a structural level, thus again suggest-

ing common authorship.

5. An appropriately arranged marriage in the prologue contrasted with 
inappropriately arranged marriages in the epilogue42

In Judges, the giving of daughters to others as wives is mentioned

six times.43 Each time, the key words ˆtn, tb, and hva occur in close

proximity. Apart from 3:6 where intermarriage with Israel’s foreign

neighbours is in focus, the other five all concern marriages within

the Israelite community. Incidentally, these five instances are dis-

tributed between two narratives located respectively in the prologue

and epilogue of Judges. The two are the narrative about Caleb’s

giving of his daughter in marriage in 1:11–15, and the attempt of

the Israelite elders to find wives for the Benjaminites in 21:1–23.

40 See Cundall, 1968:63; Boling, 1974:37–38; Auld, 1984:140; Talmon, 46–47;
Lindars, 1995:76; Block, 1999:112; Amit, 2000:121–31.

41 The selection of Judah as well as the weeping at Bethel, albeit in 20:18,26
rather than in 21:2, are among the factors that prompt Webb (1987:197–98) to
speak of the epilogue as providing “literary bracketing or closure” as elements 
from the prologue are picked up and repeated. This, according to Webb, signals
the completion of the literary unit and invites the readers to compare and contrast
the circumstances the characters find themselves in at the close of the unit with the
circumstances they were in at the beginning.

42 Because Judg. 1:11–15 is substantially the same as Josh. 15:15–19, the following
discussion can conceivably be placed in the next section of the chapter entitled
‘Literary/Rhetorical Dependence on Joshua’ as a case of allusion to unrelated events
in Joshua. But the fact that the author of the prologue saw fit to repeat Josh.
15:15–19 almost word for word in Judg. 1:11–15 seems to suggest that he had in
mind a definite rhetorical function for the episode. This episode is therefore treated
here as an integral part of Judges’ prologue rather than simply an episode in Joshua
that is alluded to in Judges.

43 Judg. 1:12,13; 3:6; 21:1,7,18.
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Other than the presence of the three key words and the fact that

both narratives involve marriages within Israelite community, there

are also other features that hint at a conscious attempt to link the

two narratives.

First, it is worth noting that in both narratives, talk about the giv-

ing or not giving of daughters in marriage is immediately brought

on by war. While Caleb promised to give his daughter in marriage

essentially as a prize incentive to whomever would succeed in tak-

ing Kiriath Sepher in battle (1:12), the Israelites, ready to fight against

the Benjaminites their brother, swore in advance of the battle not

to give their daughters to any Benjaminite in marriage (21:1,7). Thus,

in both cases, the pre-war pledge to give or not to give daughters

in marriage plays a not-insignificant role in the politics of war.

Second, in both instances, after the respective wars have been

fought and won, the narratives also report on follow-up actions

specifically related to the pre-war pledges. But while Caleb is reported

as fulfilling his pre-war pledge in 1:13 by giving his daughter Achsah

to Othniel as wife, the Israelite assembly and its elders are portrayed

in 21:10–22 as trying to come up with schemes that would allow

them to circumvent their pre-war pledge.

This leads to a third link between the two episodes that may hinge

upon a subtle but significant contrast involving the association of the

two narratives with the opposing concepts of blessing (˚rb) and curs-

ing (rra).

That blessing and cursing represent a significant pair of binary

opposites in Hebrew Scripture can be seen from the frequency with

which the two are juxtaposed to provide direct contrast. In this

regard, although the contrast is commonly expressed through the

juxtaposition of the nouns hkrb and hllq,44 on certain occasions,

this contrast is also expressed through the juxtaposition of the roots

˚rb and rra.45 Interestingly, in the two narratives in question, it just

44 Gen. 27:12; Deut. 11:26–29; 23:6; 28:2,15; 30:1,19; Josh. 8:34; Ps. 109:17;
Zech. 8:13.

45 See, for example, Gen. 12:3; 27:29; Num. 22:6,12; 24:9; Jer. 20:14; Mal. 2:2.
In addition, areas in which Israel is said to be blessed (˚wrb) in Deut. 28:3–8 if she
obeys YHWH are repeated almost precisely in 28:16–19 as the very areas that will
be cursed (rwra) if she disobeys Him. This seems to suggest that even though Deut.
28:3–8 and 28:16–19, both written in verse, are separated by intervening material
in prose form, they were composed as complementary parts and are meant to be
read as such.
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so happens that the root ˚rb is associated with one while the root

rra is associated with the other.

In the narrative about Caleb and his daughter, the fulfilling of

Caleb’s pre-war pledge to give Achsah in marriage to Othniel is fol-

lowed immediately by an account involving the asking and granting

of a blessing (hkrb). The fact that Achsah asked for a blessing in

the form of springs of water and Caleb immediately granted it to

her seems to cast the entire narrative in a very positive light. Caleb’s

readiness to bless his daughter can thus be seen as characterising his

relationship with her throughout the narrative, thus retroactively cast-

ing his giving her in marriage to Othniel and the giving of land to

her in the Negev also as benevolent acts intended as blessings.46

In contrast, the pre-war oath of the Israelites not to give their

daughters in marriage to any Benjaminite is an oath that, accord-

ing to 21:18, came in the form of a curse (rwra). Because of the

excessive zeal with which the oath was first uttered, the Israelites

came to regret it in the aftermath of war. Therefore, in an attempt

to circumvent this curse without violating the letter of the oath, in

one of their schemes, the elders decided to allow Benjaminites to

abduct daughters of Shiloh and take them away as wives even as

they were dancing in celebration at a festival of YHWH.

Here, it is interesting to note that the two verbs used to describe

this act of sanctioned abduction, πfj in 21:21 and lzg in 21:23, both

carry very negative connotations. πfj, used only three times in

Hebrew Scripture, is twice used in Ps. 10:9 to describe the violent

seizing of the helpless as a lion would. lzg, on the other hand, is

regularly used to speak of robbery and oppression,47 and even the

flaying of people’s skin and flesh from their bodies (Mic. 3:2). In

fact, lzg is even used twice in Deut. 28:29,31 in the context of

covenant curses.

What the use of these two verbs seems to indicate, therefore, is

that even though the elders thought they had found a way to cir-

46 While some might object to Caleb using his daughter as a prize of war, the
fact remains that by offering her to the one who succeeds in taking Kiriath Sepher,
Caleb was guaranteeing that she would be married to a valiant warrior who is able
to fulfil YHWH’s command to dispossess the enemy.

47 Gen. 21:25; Lev. 5:21,23; Deut. 28:29,31; Judg. 9:25; Job 20:19; 24:9; Pss.
35:10; 62:11; Prov. 22:22; Eccl. 5:7; Isa. 10:2; Jer. 21:12; 22:3; Ezek. 18:7,12,16,18;
22:2; Mic. 2:2.
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cumvent the curse that came with their oath, in reality, the curse

remained. For inasmuch as the oath not to give their daughters in

marriage to any Benjaminite eventually forced the elders to adopt a

solution that resulted in the violent abduction of the daughters of

Israel, one can indeed say that the oath itself had become a curse

to the community.

But still, if the association of the two pre-war pledges respectively

with ˚rb and rra is meant to offer a subtle contrast between the

two, what is the point of this contrast? To answer this question, per-

haps a final parallel between the two narratives needs to be noted.

In both narratives, the ones who exercised control over the fate

of their daughters’ marriages happen to be those in leadership posi-

tions in Israel. While the elders in 21:16 clearly function as leaders

of the assembly in their generation, Caleb, as one of only two adult

males of his generation allowed to enter the land,48 was effectively

the only Israelite leader of his generation left after the death of

Joshua. In view of the distinction made in Judg. 2:6–10 between

Joshua’s generation and the generation of those who came after him,

it may not be insignificant that Caleb and the elders of Judges 21

happen to represent precisely those two generations.

If so, then while Caleb’s pre-war promise to give his daughter in

marriage to the one who succeeds in taking Kiriath Sepher seems

to represent a wise move that merged concern for the fulfilment of

YHWH’s promise with concern for his daughter’s welfare, the pre-

war oath of Israel’s leadership not to give their daughters in mar-

riage to any Benjaminite seems to represent a rash and foolish decision

made out of muddled thinking and excessive vindictiveness. And to

the extent that the former opened up further blessings to Caleb’s

daughter, while the latter ended up cursing both the community and

the daughters of Israel, the contrast between the leadership qualities

of the two generations could not have been starker.

And as one shall see in the next section of this chapter, this con-

trast between the generations is not an isolated incident either, but

seems to constitute a rhetorical theme that repeatedly emerges in

the prologue and epilogue through allusions to events found in the

book of Joshua. But before moving on to this, there is still one final

observation worth noting.

48 Num. 14:26–35; 26:63–65; 32:10–13; Deut. 1:34–40.



46 chapter two

While the episode in the epilogue concerning the pre-war oath

not to give the daughters of Israel in marriage to any Benjaminite

seems integral to the overall narrative about the Benjaminite war,49

the inclusion in the prologue of the story concerning Caleb’s daugh-

ter is somewhat curious. After all, the focus of the prologue seems

to be on the effort and accomplishments of the various tribes in tak-

ing possession of the land. The story of Caleb’s domestic affairs

involving his daughter’s marriage therefore seems out of place in the

immediate context. This leads to two significant implications.

First, the lack of contextual motivation for the inclusion of this

episode about Caleb and his daughter in the prologue makes it more

likely that Judg. 1:11–15 was borrowed directly from Josh. 15:15–19

than vice versa. After all, in the context of boundary information

for Judah’s allotment in Joshua 15, this episode fits in relatively well

as it concerns not only Caleb’s portion in Hebron and Debir, but

also the granting of land in the Negev along with the upper and

lower springs to Caleb’s daughter.

Second, in light of the many parallels and contrasts this episode

has with the episode concerning the elders’ decision not to give the

daughters of Israel in marriage to the Benjaminites in the epilogue,

one can argue that not only was this episode borrowed directly from

Joshua, it was also inserted into the prologue specifically to foster a

rhetorical link with the related episode in the epilogue.

If so, this again argues strongly for a direct relationship between

the prologue and epilogue at the compositional level. For not only

has the episode in the epilogue gained additional interpretive signi-

ficance through links with the corresponding episode in the prologue,

the decision regarding what material to include in the prologue also

seems to be influenced by the possibility of thematic links with the

epilogue. What this suggests is that, if the prologue and epilogue are

indeed directly related at a compositional level, that relationship is

not simply unidirectional but bi-directional, with the prologue and

the epilogue each contributing to the shaping of the other. This,

therefore, argues strongly for the prologue and epilogue being the

work of a single author, who crafted each section with the other in

mind.

49 It is integral because it provides a much-needed explanation of how Benjamin
continued to survive as a tribe in spite of the fact that all its women and children
were killed off and only 600 men survived.
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Shared Dependence on the Book of Joshua

In addition to thematic links cited above, the use of another significant

albeit not immediately obvious literary device in both the prologue

and the epilogue also suggests the possibility of compositional unity

between the two sections. This involves the pervasive use of refer-

ences in both sections to the book of Joshua,50 both directly and

more subtly through allusions. In fact, in certain cases, one can even

argue that the full rhetorical significance of certain episodes in the

prologue and epilogue can simply not be grasped apart from an

awareness of their dependence on Joshua.51

In trying to delineate these instances of dependence, it seems use-

ful to divide them into three main categories: significant word for

word correspondences referring to the same events in Joshua, casual

references to related events in Joshua, and allusions to apparently

unrelated events in Joshua.

The first and most direct category involves significant word-for-

word correspondences as the same events are referred to in Joshua

and the prologue or epilogue of Judges. These include the conquest

of Hebron and Debir and the giving of Acsah in marriage to Othniel

in Josh. 15:13–19 and Judg. 1:20,10–15, the failure to dispossess the

Jebusites in Josh. 15:63 and Judg. 1:21 but attributed to a different

tribe, the failure of Manasseh to dispossess the Canaanites in Josh.

17:11–13 and Judg. 1:27–28, the failure of Ephraim to dispossess

the Canaanites in Josh. 16:10 and Judg. 1:29, and the naming of

50 Incidentally, references to the book of Joshua are by and large absent from
the central section of Judges except at the beginning of the introductory framework
in 2:6–9. As the boundary between the prologue and the central section is still con-
troversial, some actually suggest, partly on the basis of this reference to Joshua, that
the prologue extends to 2:9.

51 I am aware that even within scholarly circles, no unanimity as yet exists con-
cerning the direction of dependence between Joshua and Judges 1. The problem
seems complex. Lindars (1995:42–43), for example, sees Judg. 1:18–21 as basically
dependent on various passages in Joshua. But he also sees both Judg. 1:27–28 and
Josh. 17:1–3 as dependent on an older source (1995:56), and Josh. 16:10 and 19:47
as dependent respectively on Judg. 1:29 and Judg. 1:34–35; 18:29 (1995:60,69). Auld
(1975:277–78), however, argues for the dependence of Judg. 1:34–35 on Josh. 19:47.
Because the critical issues involved would demand the kind of attention not feasible
within the scope of the present study, for the remainder of this chapter, it will simply
be assumed that overall, Judges is dependent on Joshua. A more concrete literary/
rhetorical argument for this direction of dependence will be presented subsequently
within this chapter after the relevant passages have been examined.
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Dan in Josh. 19:47b and Judg. 18:28b–29. Notice, however, that in

spite of the presence of significant word-for-word correspondences,

the same events are never described in the two books in exactly the

same way.52

Second, there are also a number of verses in the prologue of

Judges that seem to make casual references to related passages in

Joshua. Unlike the previous category, however, the related passages

here do not refer to the same events. Nonetheless, it is still possible

to argue for some kind of definite link between them because most

of these references seem to be of a similar type: where allotment of

specific cities to specific tribes is recorded in Joshua, the related pas-

sages in Judges follow up on the matter by describing the ability or

inability of these tribes to take possession of their allotted cities.53 A

comparison between these sets of passages shows, however, that apart

from Judah, the other tribes basically failed to take possession of the

cities allotted to them. Thus, on the whole, perhaps except for Judah,

these casual references to Joshua seem to paint an unfavourable pic-

ture of the generation of the judges.

Apart from this group, however, there appears to be one other

reference to a related event in Joshua that operates on a slightly

different set of dynamics. Instead of being linked by city names and

tribe names, this reference is linked by the phrase ‘iron chariots (bkr
lzrb)’, which appears in Josh. 17:16,18 and again in Judg. 1:19.

Here, although the ‘iron chariots’ appear in relation to the Joseph

tribes in Joshua, whereas in Judges they are related to Judah, what

is noteworthy is that the only occurrences of this phrase54 in Hebrew

Scripture are in Joshua and Judges.55 Furthermore, the specific asso-

ciation of iron chariots with the Canaanites living in the plains (qm[h)

in both Josh. 17:16 and Judg. 1:19 also makes it virtually certain

that the same basic group is being referred to in both cases. It is

52 For more in-depth discussion, see Auld (1975), Lindars (1995), Mullen (1984),
and Weinfeld (1967).

53 These include Josh. 15:20,45–47 and Judg. 1:18; Josh. 18:21,28 and Judg.
1:21; Josh. 19:10,15 and Judg. 1:30; Josh. 19:24,28–30 and Judg. 1:31; Josh. 19:32,38
and Judg. 1:33; and Josh. 19:40,42 and Judg. 1:34–35.

54 Although the noun bkr on its own is fairly common within Hebrew Scripture,
what is at issue here appears to be specifically lzrb bkr since this is the type of
chariot that apparently gave Israel trouble. Besides, lzrb has only been used three
times in Judges, all of which occur in the phrase lzrb bkr (1:19, 4:3,13). This
seems to justify taking the entire phrase as an integrated unit.

55 The phrase is found only in Josh. 17:16,18; Judg. 1:19; 4:3,13.
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therefore likely that the references in the two books are related by

design. But still, what is the point to this link?

In Josh. 17:14–18, the Joseph tribes complain to Joshua about the

insufficiency of their allotment. In response to Joshua’s suggestion

that they clear the forests in the hill country, the Joseph tribes reiterated

that even then, it would still not be enough as they were unable to

move into the plains because the Canaanites there had ‘iron chariots’.

Joshua, however, disputed their perception of reality. Pointing to

their great number and strength, Joshua expressed confidence in

them even as he challenged them to take on the Canaanites and

dispossess them in spite of their ‘iron chariots’.

But if Joshua’s last word on the matter in Josh. 17:18 suggests

quite clearly that iron chariots should not be an issue for the Joseph

tribes in their effort to take possession of the land, in Judg. 1:19,

the same ‘iron chariots’ apparently re-emerge as an issue for Judah.

The fact that Judah’s inability to dispossess the Canaanites from the

plains is attributed primarily to the Canaanites’ iron chariots thus

creates a direct contrast between Joshua’s earlier confidence and

Judah’s present failure.56 Thus, rather than it being an indictment

of Joshua’s excessive optimism, what this link seems to highlight is

Judah’s failure to live up to its full potential.57 If so, what this seems

to suggest is that its initial successes not withstanding, Judah may

not to be doing significantly better than the other tribes after all

when it comes to carrying out its full mandate to dispossess the

Canaanites and occupy the land.58

While the previous two types of dependence are relatively obvious,

there is yet a third type of dependence that is much more subtle,

and hence has not received the kind of attention it deserves. This

type of dependence makes reference to Joshua primarily by means

56 Granted, Joshua’s earlier confidence is directed at the Joseph tribes. Yet given
the repeated incidents of unlikely successes recorded in Joshua, there is little rea-
son to think that Joshua’s confidence in victory over the enemy’s iron chariots would
in any way be diminished had a different tribe been involved.

57 O’Connell (64) notes that the subsequent triumph of Barak over similar ‘iron
chariots’ Sisera possessed (4:3,13) “retroactively nullifies the legitimacy of Judah’s
excuse for failing to occupy its allotment”.

58 This point is also noted by Niditch (1999:200), and puts a dent in the asser-
tions of Brettler (1989a:401–02, 2002:97–102), Mullen (1984:43–54, 1993:126–29),
O’Connell (12–19), Sweeney (527), and Weinfeld (1993a:398) that a strong pro-
Judah polemic is found in the prologue. For further evidence against an alleged
pro-Judah polemic, see Wong, 2005:84–110.
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of allusion, as apparently unrelated events are artificially drawn to-

gether for comparison and contrast.

As defined in Abrams’ A Glossary of Literary Terms, “allusion in a

work of literature is a brief reference, explicit or indirect, to a per-

son, place, or event, or to another literary work or passage.”59 As

the phrase ‘explicit or indirect’ implies, an allusion can be made

with different levels of directness.

On the most indirect level, an allusion can be made without explicit

reference to the subject alluded to or without any repetition of key

words and phrases that usually serve to provide a direct link. Instead,

the allusion is only broadly hinted at through plot parallels or sim-

ilar contextual circumstances. In such cases, caution needs to be

exercised in determining whether an allusion is indeed intended or

whether resemblances are only coincidental. As a rule, however, the

more points of correspondence there are between two accounts, the

greater the likelihood that an allusion is indeed intended.60

On the other hand, there are also allusions that are quite explicit.

These either refer directly to the subject alluded to, or use linguis-

tic correspondences such as parallel syntax or repetition of key words

and phrases to create direct links between two accounts. In the pre-

sent situation, it appears that both direct and indirect allusions to

Joshua are found in the prologue and epilogue of Judges.

After an allusion is identified, the next step is to discover the point

of the allusion. As Abrams also notes, the point of an allusion is

usually to enlarge upon or enhance a particular subject, although it

can also be used ironically to undercut a subject through discrep-

ancies between the subject and the allusion.61

As will be evident from the following discussion, allusions to Joshua

in the prologue and epilogue of Judges seem to fall primarily into

the category of ironic use. For where allusions are made to Joshua,

the events alluded to all seem to have successful outcomes and are

generally portrayed in a positive light in their original contexts. These

include the spying and taking of Jericho in Joshua 2 and 6, the cam-

paign against Ai in Joshua 8, and the resolution of potential inter-

nal conflict at Shiloh in Joshua 22.

59 Abrams, 8.
60 A similar point is also made by Amit (1988:388–89) concerning the discern-

ment of analogies.
61 Abrams, 8.
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But in contrast, episodes in the prologue and epilogue of Judges

where allusions to Joshua are discernible all seem to fall short of

having satisfactory results. In fact, even when there seems to be suc-

cess in these episodes, that success is portrayed as short-term and

superficial at best, as they lead invariably to further complications

that ultimately result in failure. These episodes include the taking of

Luz in Judg. 1:22–26, the sending of Danite spies in Judges 18, the

attempt to deal with internal problems in Judg. 20:1–14, and the

subsequent war against Benjamin in Judg. 20:15–48. These allusions

and their significance will now be examined one by one in greater

detail.

1. Allusion to the successful taking of Jericho in the account 
of the taking of Luz

The incident concerning the spying and subsequent taking of Jericho

in Joshua 2 and 6 is briefly alluded to in the account of the taking

of Luz in Judg. 1:22–26.

In the Judges account, spies sent by the house of Joseph made an

offer to a man coming out of Luz in exchange for a way into the

city. The offer made to treat the man with kindness (dsj ˚m[ wnyc[w)
is almost a word for word repetition of the promise “we will treat

you with kindness and faithfulness (tmaw dsj ˚m[ wnyc[w)” made to

Rahab by the two Israelite spies in Josh. 2:14.62

Furthermore, after Israel had struck Luz with the sword (hkh
brjAypl . . .), the sending away of the man and his family (vyahAtaw
wjlv wtjpvmAlkAtaw) in Judg. 1:25 also echoes the bringing out of

Rahab and her family in Josh. 6:23 (hytwjpvmAlk taw . . . bjrAta wayxyw
wayxwh) after the Israelites had similarly struck Jericho with the sword

(brjAypl . . . hkh).

Finally, as both narratives come to a close and one last piece of

information is given about each of the two survivors, the building

of a new Luz by the man from the old Luz and the integration of

Rahab into Israelite community are both qualified by ‘until this day

62 The combination of hc[ plus μ[, with dsj as direct object, is found only four
times in Joshua and Judges: in Josh. 2:12(x2),14 and Judg. 1:24. Since all three
occurrences in Joshua are in the context of Rahab’s dialogue with the spies, this
seems to support the contention that the unique occurrence of the clause in Judg.
1:24 represents a conscious attempt to allude to the Rahab episode in Joshua 2.
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(hzh μwyh d[)’, a phrase often used to stress the enduring significance

of specific acts or states.63 This seems to suggest that what happened

to Rahab and the man from Luz after each was spared is regarded

by the authors of Joshua and Judges as at least having long-term

significance.

But if the linguistic correspondences cited above indeed suggest

an allusion to Jericho in the account of the taking of Luz, what then

is the point of the allusion?

First, in the Jericho account, after Rahab and her family were

brought out of Jericho and spared, they lived among the Israelites.

Rahab presumably lived among them until her death.64 Thus, the

Jericho account not only records a military victory in which ene-

mies who stood in the way of Israel’s possession of the land were

destroyed, it also records an incident in which a non-Israelite woman

who had shown faith in YHWH ( Josh. 2:8–13) was eventually allowed

a place within the covenant community.

But in contrast, this is not the case regarding the man from Luz.

Although like Rahab, he and his family were spared when his city

was destroyed, unlike Rahab, he did not attach himself to the covenant

community. Instead, he went away and built a new city, which he

promptly named after the city just destroyed. The inclusion of this

piece of information in the narrative is surely intended to highlight

the incompleteness of Israel’s triumph. For although the house of

Joseph appeared to have won a military victory when Luz was

63 The phrase is frequently used in the Former Prophets in connection with nam-
ing or the establishment of customs and monuments ( Josh. 4:9; 5:9; 7:26; 8:28–29;
Judg. 1:26; 6:24; 10:4; 15:19; 18:12; 1 Sam. 5:5; 6:18; 30:25; 2 Sam. 6:8; 18:8; 1
Kgs. 9:13; 2 Kgs. 2:22; 14:17), and the status of places and peoples over an extended
period of time ( Josh. 6:25; 9:27; 13:13; 14:14; 15:63; 16:10; Judg. 1:21; 1 Sam.
27:6; 2 Sam. 4:3; 1 Kgs. 8:8; 9:21; 12:19; 2 Kgs. 8:22; 16:6; 17:23).

64 Although Rahab was not mentioned again in Hebrew Scripture, yet accord-
ing to Matt. 1:5 in the New Testament, she eventually married an Israelite named
Salmon and became the mother of Boaz, who was a direct ancestor of King David.
Since Matthew’s Gospel is generally regarded as having been written for a Jewish
audience, one can only assume that the record of Jesus’ genealogy must at least
reflect accepted traditions concerning the more prominent individuals. Moreover,
in the New Testament books of Hebrews and James, both of which also display
strong Hebraist features, Rahab is again mentioned in a positive light and placed
alongside men of faith like Abraham, Moses, Samuel, and David (Heb. 11:31, Jas.
2:25). In fact, Talmudic literature has her marrying Joshua and becoming the ances-
tress of eight priests who were also prophets. Thus, according to Jewish tradition,
not only was Rahab’s integration into Israelite community relatively successful, she
also came to be highly regarded by subsequent generations.
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destroyed,65 yet the spirit of Luz lived on through its survivor and

his family. And that spirit immediately manifested itself in a different

context, as the re-emergence of a new Luz is recounted in the very

next verse. Thus, if Rahab’s living in the midst of the Israelites ‘until

this day’ is meant to be an enduring testimony to Israel’s total suc-

cess at Jericho, then the existence of a new Luz ‘until this day’ seems

to serve as an enduring reminder of the failure of the house of Joseph

at Luz.

But if this is true, what accounts for the difference? This is prob-

ably another significant point the allusion tries to address. For in the

Jericho account, the spies promised Rahab to deal with her with

kindness (dsj) and faithfulness. In the Luz account, an almost iden-

tical promise to show dsj was also made to the man from Luz. In

view of the divergent outcome of the two promises, an alert reader

is thus forced to consider whether the promise of dsj to the man

from Luz was appropriate in the first place. For despite superficial

similarities, a closer examination reveals that circumstances sur-

rounding the promises are actually quite different.

First, in the case of Rahab, the promise of dsj was made in

response to her request to be shown dsj. And that request in turn

was made only after she had made an unambiguous profession of

faith in YHWH’s invincibility and supremacy ( Josh. 2:9–11), backed

by concrete action as she sheltered the spies sent by YHWH’s peo-

ple. Thus, the promise of dsj here may simply be an appropriate

response to one who has already declared her allegiance to YHWH

by word, and shown dsj to His people by deed. Therefore as such,

it should not be construed as part of a bargain or deal.66

65 It is actually debatable whether the taking of Luz was indeed a military suc-
cess. For as Gunn and Fewell (160) point out, Jericho was taken by walking around
its walls and blowing trumpets. Thus, no direct human contribution was needed,
either from Rahab or from anyone else. The taking of Luz, on the other hand,
seems to depend to a large extent on the help of its eventual survivor. Thus, the
deal with the man from Luz seems to imply an inability of the house of Joseph to
enter the city without his help. This makes it doubtful that the apparent military
victory is in fact really a victory at all.

66 Although the conditions set by the spies in Josh. 2:14,17–20 make it seem as
if a deal is being struck, the requirement for Rahab not to tell what they were
doing may simply be a test to make sure her profession of faith was genuine and
not just a ploy to gain immunity. As for the scarlet chord, since that was solely for
the benefit of Rahab and not the spies, it is probably best interpreted as a practi-
cal arrangement rather than a condition for showing dsj.
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But unlike Rahab, there was no prior profession of faith on the

part of the man from Luz. In fact, the offer of dsj was probably

made at the spies’ first encounter with the man as a one-time busi-

ness transaction solely on condition that he would show the Israelites

the way into town. This explains why, after the man has fulfilled

his part of the bargain, he promptly went away and built a new

Luz, thus re-creating what he had helped destroy in the first place.

What this seems to show then, is that unlike the case of Rahab,

the offer of dsj to the man from Luz was never based on any pre-

existent relationship between the man and YHWH or YHWH’s peo-

ple. As his subsequent actions make abundantly clear, his receiving

of dsj also did nothing to change the fundamental relationship

between the two parties involved. If so, the offer and subsequent

demonstration of dsj may indeed be inappropriate because the very

essence of dsj was actually violated.

For although dsj is generally considered a covenant term when

used of YHWH’s dealing with His people, when applied to dealings

between fellow human beings, the predominant idea seems to be the

demonstration of benevolence appropriate to specific underlying rela-

tionships.67

If so, then the offer of dsj to the man from Luz may have vio-

lated of the very essence of dsj because in spite of what appears to

be a covenant-like setting when the deal was struck, there was no

underlying prior relationship between the man and YHWH or

YHWH’s people to allow for a meaningful offer of dsj. Without

such a relationship, dsj is thus reduced from relational benevolence

to a mere bargaining chip in a business transaction.

Moreover, a survey of the use of dsj between individuals also

seems to indicate that reciprocity is a significant if not indispensable

67 HALOT actually defines dsj as joint obligation between relatives, friends, host
and guest, master and servant. It notes that dsj results from a close relationship
between two people, with obligations being largely the same. Granted, as pointed
out in TWOT (305–6), whether dsj is obligatory or freely given is still debated.
But while ‘obligation’ may seem too strong, dsj is nonetheless regarded as the
appropriate, and at times, even expected, response to the demands of specific rela-
tionships. These include relationships between a son and his dying father (Gen.
47:29), a wife and her husband (Gen. 20:13), relatives (Ruth 2:20), friends (2 Sam.
9:1), and people who have bestowed and received past favours (Gen. 40:14; 2 Sam.
2:5; 1 Kgs. 2:7). Thus, a specific underlying relationship between two people seems
to be the key in the request or demonstration of dsj.
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feature. Therefore, just as a request or demonstration of dsj often

recalls past acts of benevolence in a relationship,68 so any demon-

stration of dsj also makes it almost incumbent upon its recipient to

remain faithful to the relationship and to reciprocate dsj in due

course. This is why past demonstrations of dsj not reciprocated are

inevitably regarded almost as an act of betrayal.69

But in the present case, the sparing of the man from Luz, pre-

sumably an act of dsj, did not result in a continuation of faithful

relationship. Unlike Rahab, whose decision to live among the Israelites

may be understood as a reciprocation of dsj received, the man from

Luz simply did his part of the bargain, accepted dsj as rightful pay-

ment, and moved on to a new life without any desire or attempt to

foster further relationship with the Israelites or with their God. This

would certainly constitute an aberration of the unspoken rules of dsj.

In other words, the conditions may have never been present to

begin with for a real and meaningful offer of dsj to the man from

Luz. This probably accounts for the inability of the Israelites to enjoy

the same kind of success in Luz that their predecessors enjoyed in

Jericho. For by trying superficially to copy a past strategy of success

without paying attention to the circumstances that made the appli-

cation of that strategy successful, the Israelites were destined to fail

from the beginning. And that is very likely the point of the allusion

to Jericho.

2. Allusion to Joshua’s sending out of spies in the account of 
Danite migration

The account of the sending out of spies in Joshua 2 is also alluded

to in the account of Danite migration in the epilogue of Judges.70

68 Examples include Abimelech’s appeal for dsj on the basis of his past dsj to
Abraham (Gen. 21:23), Rahab’s appeal for dsj on the basis of her dsj to the spies
( Josh. 2:12), and Saul’s sparing of the Kenites on the basis of their past dsj to the
Israelites (1 Sam. 15:6).

69 Examples include Israel’s failure to show dsj to Gideon’s family for the good
he did for them ( Judg. 8:35), and Joash’s failure to remember the dsj of Jehoiada
by having his son killed (2 Chron. 24:22). Abner’s anger at Ish-Bosheth in 2 Sam.
3:8 was also due to Ish-Bosheth’s accusation in spite of Abner having shown dsj
to the house of Saul his father in the past.

70 In fact, Bauer (2000:37–40) notes that parallels exist between the story of
Danite migration and other spy stories in general, and calls Judges 18 an ‘anti-spy
story’. For further discussion on parallels between Judges 18 and other conquest
traditions, see Malamat, 1970:1–16; Pennant, 262–63.
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This is seen especially through parallels in the way the two accounts

are introduced.

First, the place of commission is specified in each case: Zorah and

Eshtaol71 in Judges, and Shittim in Joshua.

Second, the number of men sent out is also specified, and in each

case, further description of the men is given by means of an appo-

sition. In Judg. 18:2, the five men (μyvna hvmj) are further described

as “men of valour (lyjAynb μyvna)”, whereas Josh. 2:1 literally reads,

“two men, spies (μylgrm μyvnaAμynv)”.

Third, in both cases, the specific commission is quoted directly,

and in both cases, it involves a double imperative with wkl being

the first and ≈rahAta being the direct object of the second. Thus,

in Judg. 18:2, the Danite spies were told, “Go, explore the land

(≈rahAta wrqj wkl)” while in Josh. 2:1, the spies were told, “Go,

look over the land (≈rahAta war wkl)”.

Finally, in both cases, the spies’ follow-up action is immediately

reported after the commission, with the main action being described

with wabyw. Not only so, in each case the spies’ journey came to a

temporary halt at a house whose owner is named: “the house of

Micah (hkym tyb)” in Judg. 18:2, and “the house of a prostitute

named Rahab (bjr hmvw hnwz hvaAtyb)” in Josh. 2:1. And in each

case, the spies decided to make a stopover there, thus, “they spent

the night there (μv wnylyw)” in Judg. 18:2, and “they lay down there

(hmvAwbkvyw)” in Josh. 2:1.

From the above parallels, it seems clear that some kind of allu-

sion is at work. The point of the allusion seems to be as follows. If

the sending of spies to Jericho represents the first step of what turned

out to be a successful campaign, then by adopting similar language,

the author of the epilogue may be portraying the sending of Danite

spies as an attempt to reduplicate that same success. But as the nar-

rative unfolds, the attempt falls flat. For while the spies of Jericho

found shelter in the house of an alien woman who decided to put

her trust in YHWH, the Danite spies ended up spending the night

in the house of an Israelite man who practised idolatry. And so,

71 While the language of the verse makes it possible to take Zorah and Eshtaol
as places of origin for the spies rather than places of their commissioning, a com-
parison with Judg. 18:8 seems to show that the two cities were in fact where the
commissioning took place. For it was to the two cities that the spies returned to
report their findings.
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even as Rahab the prostitute became the most unlikely heroine, who,

by aiding the spies, secured her own deliverance, Micah and Jonathan,

the grandson of Moses, became the most unexpected villains whose

idolatry ended up ensnaring the entire tribe of Dan.

As for the spies from Dan, unlike their counterparts in Joshua

who dealt with their former hostess with dsj, they instead led a

group of armed men back to their former host to steal from him,

even threatening violence when discovered. Thereafter, they went up

and attacked a peaceful and unsuspecting people living a distance

from anyone else, effectively annihilating the entire population. In

so doing, these ‘men of valour (lyjAynb)’ showed themselves ironically

to be anything but that.

Thus, by alluding to the Jericho account right at the beginning

of the account of Danite migration, and by showing the main char-

acters in both narratives as essentially doing the same things at that

initial stage, the author of the epilogue may in fact be inviting his

audience to continue comparing the actions of the two sets of main

characters. And the starker the contrast is between the faithfulness

of one set of spies and the lack of principle of the other, the more

one sees the validity of the author’s evaluation of the period through

the oft-repeated refrain. For the Danites, it seems, can certainly be

counted among those who ‘did what was right in their own eyes’.72

3. Allusion to the successful Ai campaign in the campaign against Benjamin

That the account of Israel’s campaign against Benjamin in Judg.

20:29–48 bears much resemblance to the account of her campaign

against Ai in Josh. 8:3–29 is readily apparent even from a cursory

reading of the two texts.73 After all, both describe military campaigns

in which ambush is featured prominently. Precisely for this reason,

one may initially be tempted to dismiss the resemblance as arising

purely out of similarity in subject matter.

However, a survey of the use of bra and the related bram reveals

that other accounts of military ambush have been recorded in Hebrew

72 As Amit (1990:6), Wilson (74), McMillion (232, 237), and Mayes (2001:242)
have noted, although the second part of the refrain is not explicitly repeated in
18:1 and 19:1, the closeness between the full and partial refrain makes it likely that
the ellipsis would have been automatically supplied and understood.

73 This has been variously noted by Cundall (1968:204), Boling (1975:287), Auld
(1984:248), Satterthwaite (1993:84), and Block (1999:568).
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Scripture. These include Saul’s ambush against the Amalekites in 1

Sam. 15:4–6, Jeroboam’s ambush against Asa’s army in 2 Chron.

13:13–16, YHWH’s divine ambush against the invading Ammonite-

Moabite-Edomite coalition in 2 Chron. 20:22, and Abimelech’s am-

bush against Gaal and the Shechemites in Judg. 9:30–45.74 Granted,

some of these accounts are exceedingly brief, but nonetheless, it is

worth noting that other than the two accounts on which we are cur-

rently focusing, these others accounts are variously described and

share little resemblance with each other. Thus, one cannot attribute

the resemblance between Judges 20 and Joshua 8 to mere similar-

ity of subject matter.

Besides, of all the allusions to Joshua being considered in the pro-

logue and epilogue of Judges, perhaps none is as involved and as

comprehensive as this. For parallels between the two accounts can

actually be found at three different levels: plot, vocabulary, and

rhetorical technique.

First, at the plot level, the accounts of the two military campaigns

basically share an identical plot. In both cases, an initial failure (or

failures) leads to a further attempt at re-engaging the enemy. In both

re-engagements, a false retreat during a frontal attack is used to draw

a complacent enemy away from the target city, thus allowing an

ambushing battalion to successfully take the largely undefended city.

In both cases, the undefended city, once taken, is set on fire so that

the rising smoke would serve as a signal for those pretending to flee

to turn around and start attacking their pursuers. The ambushing

battalion then joins the battle from behind, thus trapping the enemy

in the middle. In both cases, once the enemy is totally annihilated,

the combined forces then return to the city to execute whoever

remains and set the city (and even surrounding towns) on fire.

As one can see, when it comes to the main plot, the two accounts

match each other almost point for point. If both indeed represent

accurate descriptions of what actually happened, then one has to

conclude that the Israelites in the campaign against Benjamin were

consciously borrowing a successful military strategy their predeces-

sors had previously used against Ai. And by recording the campaign

74 There are also accounts of ambushes against individuals recorded in Judg.
16:2,9,12; Pss. 10:8–9; 59:4; Prov. 1:11; 24:15; Mic. 7:2; Lam. 4:19. However, as
these fall outside our present focus on military ambushes, they will not be further
considered in the present discussion.
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against Benjamin with minimal plot variation from the account of

the campaign against Ai, the author of the epilogue seemed to be

intentionally preserving this connection between the two accounts,

so that the campaign against Benjamin is viewed as some kind of

re-enactment of the campaign against Ai.

But not only do the two accounts share the same basic plot, the

language used to describe the campaigns is also remarkably similar.

While some similarity in vocabulary is to be expected on account

of the similarity in plot,75 the two accounts also share a number of

highly marked words and phrases.

For example, although arql . . . axy is a common expression used

frequently in Numbers and Deuteronomy to describe opposing troops

marching to engage each other in battle,76 the phrase is used in this

specific sense in Joshua and Judges only in Josh. 8:5,14,22 and Judg.

20:25,31.77 Considering how many battles are recorded in the two

books, the absence of arql . . . axy in other battle accounts seems to

indicate that the military use of this phrase is highly marked in these

two books. If so, the use of the expression in Judg. 20:25,31 may

represent a conscious attempt to draw a connection with the only

account in Joshua where this expression is used.

Then there is also qtn, a verb that does not appear elsewhere in

the Former Prophets except in Joshua and Judges. Used in the sense

of ‘drawing away’, qtn appears in this portion of Hebrew Scripture

only in Josh. 4:18, 8:6,16, and Judg. 20:31,32.78 Here, the verb

appears less marked in Joshua as its use in the same sense in Josh.

4:18 is unrelated to the campaign against Ai. But since qtn is not

used in this sense elsewhere in Judges,79 it may point to another 

75 These would include terms such as ‘ambush (bra)’, ‘flee (swn)’, ‘in the previous
time (ˆwvarb)’, ‘smoke (ˆv[)’, ‘strike (hkh)’, and ‘strike with the sword (brjAypl . . . hkh)’.

76 Num. 20:18,20; 21:23,30; Deut. 1:44; 2:32; 3:1; 29:6. It is also used in this
sense in 1 Sam. 4:1; 2 Sam. 18:1; and 2 Chron. 35:20.

77 The expression is used in the more general sense of meeting someone in Judg.
4:18,22 and 11:31,34.

78 It is also used in Judg. 16:9,12, but in the sense of ‘break’ or ‘tear to pieces’.
79 As a point of interest, it is worth noting that the verb ˚vm is used in Judg.

4:7 to describe a very similar drawing away of Sisera’s troops to a specific location
by YHWH. Another synonym is htp, used in Judg. 14:15; 16:5; 1 Kgs. 22:20–22
to denote ‘entice’. As such, this seems to put htp in close semantic range with qtn
in Judg. 20:31,32. Of course, if the authors of the epilogue and the central section
of Judges are distinct individuals, then the presence of these synonyms in the cen-
tral section would be of little significance. But if the author of the epilogue also
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conscious attempt at establishing a direct link between the two

accounts.

The climaxes of the two battles are also characterised by a simi-

lar combination of words. The moment of truth for Benjamin is

described in Judg. 20:40 as “The Benjaminites turned behind them,

and behold, the whole city had gone up into the sky (ˆmynb ˆpyw
hmymvh ry[hAlylk hl[ hnhw wyrja)”. This is almost a word for word

parallel with the description in Josh. 8:20: “The men of Ai turned

behind them and looked, and behold, the smoke of the city had

gone up into the sky (ˆv[ hl[ hnhw waryw μhyrja y[h yvna wnpyw
hmymvh ry[h)”

Somewhat related to this is also the use of ˚ph, one meaning of

which is broadly synonymous with hnp and bwv. While all three verbs

are used in Joshua 8 to denote some kind of turning around,80 the

preferred verb in Judges 20 appears to be hnp.81 Yet within the cli-

mactic section of the Judges account, a sudden switch of verb occurs

such that the anticipated and actual turning around of the Israelite

troops pretending to flee are twice described with ˚ph in 20:39,41.

This is significant in that first, ˚ph is otherwise hardly used at all

in Judges.82 Second, the use of this verb in Judg. 20:41 also occurs

at almost exactly the same point in the narrative as its use in Josh.

8:20: to mark the sudden turning around of the Israelite troops just

as the enemies had become aware of their precarious position. Thus,

one can argue that the sudden switch of verb in 20:41 from the oth-

erwise preferred hnp to the more highly marked ˚ph may reflect a

desire to preserve the same vocabulary as is found in the climactic

section of Joshua 8. As for 20:39, the use of ˚ph there may be a

case of backward-harmonisation so that the same verb is used to

describe both the actual event and the earlier anticipation of it.

Finally, there is also the use of hlbn (folly) in Josh. 7:15 and Judg.

19:23,24; 20:6,10. Granted, these five occurrences of hlbn all fall

had a hand in the composition or redaction of the central section, then his deci-
sion to use the rare qtn in spite of the availability of alternative synonyms would
argue more strongly for an attempt at conscious allusion to Joshua 8.

80 hnp is used in 8:20, bwv in 8:21, and ˚ph in 8:20.
81 hnp is used quite consistently in 20:40,42,45,47. Even in the rest of the epi-

logue, hnp appears to be the verb of choice to convey the idea of turning or turn-
ing around (cf. 18:21,26; 19:26).

82 The only other occurrences of ˚ph in Judges is in 7:13 in the central section,
where it appears once in the Hithpael as ‘tumble’, and once in the Qal to mean
‘overturn’.
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outside the account proper of the two military campaigns. But what

is noteworthy is that all these occurrences of hlbn refer to events

that directly or indirectly led to the launch of both campaigns. In

Josh. 7:15, hlbn refers to Achan’s looting of the devoted things. This

act indirectly resulted in Israel’s initial defeat at Ai, and hence, the

necessity of a second attempt to take the city in Joshua 8. In Judg.

19:23,24 and 20:6,10, hlbn refers to the sexual perversity of the cit-

izens of Gibeah and the ensuing crime that eventually forced the

rest of Israel to fight against Benjamin. As these are the only instances

where hlbn is used in either book, what this seems to suggest is that

the author of the epilogue of Judges may have intended to create a

link with Joshua also through the use of this marked term, so that

both the campaign against Ai and the one against Benjamin are seen

as directly or indirectly caused by the commitment of a hlbn.
But other than a shared plot and shared vocabulary, the two

accounts also share the use of a special rhetorical technique, namely,

that of alternating perspectives to heighten dramatic tension at the

climax.

In recent years, much has been written about the literary unity

of the account of the campaign against Benjamin in Judges 20.

Contrary to a popular belief that repetitions and dislocations found

in the account betray a crude combining of two distinct accounts of

the same events,83 Revell and Satterthwaite have argued that the

overall textual integrity of the Judges account can actually be main-

tained if one views apparent repetitions and dislocations as a spe-

cial rhetorical device aimed at presenting the same events from two

or more perspectives.84 But while the more elaborate use of this tech-

nique in Judges 20 has drawn the attention of scholars, it has gone

relatively unnoticed that a briefer use of the same technique is also

found in Joshua 8.85

83 Burney, 447; Soggin, 1987:293–94; Schneider, 277. Amit (1998:350 n. 45) even
calls it “faulty editorial work”!

84 Revell, 417–33; Satterthwaite, 1992:80–89.
85 This lack of awareness may be due partly to the brevity of the interchange,

and also to the fact that some English translations such as the NIV and the NJB
give the Hebrew disjunctive at the beginning of Josh. 8:21 a direct causal nuance
with the addition of ‘for’. This gives the impression that 8:21 follows directly from
8:20. But while the Hebrew disjunctive can indeed provide parenthetical informa-
tion to explain the action in a previous clause (cf. 1 Sam. 9:15; 2 Sam. 18:18, and
indeed, the final clause in Josh. 8:20, which explains the inability of the men of Ai
to flee in any direction), it generally does not convey direct causality in the way
these two English translations render it.
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Upon closer examination, it seems clear that Josh. 8:20 and 8:21

are records of the same chain of events from two different perspec-

tives. Both verses begin with the sighting of the smoke going up

from the city (ry[h ˆv[ hl[ . . . har), and both end with the turn-

ing around of the Israelite contingent against their pursuers. But

while 8:20 records the events from the perspective of the men of 

Ai (the hnh clause highlighting their surprise, followed by a state-

ment of their inability to flee in any direction), 8:21 records the 

same events from the perspective of Joshua and his men (their imme-

diate understanding of the significance of the smoke, and hence, the

description of the ambush’s capture of the city as if it were actually

witnessed even though that could not have happened in reality).

Furthermore, the two perspectives are given in immediate succession,

and the transition from one to the other is marked by a disjunctive

clause at the beginning of 8:21 introducing the subject of the new

perspective: “Now Joshua and the Israelites . . . (larcyAlkw [vwhyw)”.
Perhaps because this alternating of perspective in Josh. 8:20–21 is

very brief, with only one verse dedicated to each perspective, its

effect is not as noticeable as the more elaborate version found in

Judges 20. But nonetheless, it shares the same rhetorical technique

as Judg. 20:36b–41.

For like Josh. 8:20 and 8:21, Judg. 20:36b-39a and 20:39b–41

also share the same beginning and end: the false defeat of the Israelite

troops marks the beginning of both perspectives, while the turning

around (˚ph) of the men of Israel (larcy vya) upon their enemy

marks their respective ends. But whereas 20:36b–39a record the

events from Israel’s perspective (stating the rationale behind their

retreat, the action of the ambushing party, the prior arrangement

for the ambushing party to send up smoke once the city is taken,

and the anticipated response of the Israelite troops to turn around

once the smoke is seen), 20:39b–41 records basically the same events

from Benjamin’s perspective (their interpretation of the Israelite retreat,

the hnh clause highlighting their surprise to see the smoke, and their

sense of terror and doom at the actual turning around of the Israelite

troops). Again, the two perspectives are given in immediate succes-

sion, and the transition from one to the other is also marked by a

disjunctive clause in 20:39b introducing the subject of the new per-

spective: “Now Benjamin . . . (ˆmynbw)”.86

86 Notice that although another disjunctive is also found towards the end of the



through the lens of joshua 63

It should also be pointed out that in both cases, this description

of the same events successively from two perspectives heightens the

dramatic tension, thus marking the climax of both narratives.

Thus, with the two accounts sharing the same plot, using the same

highly marked vocabulary at roughly the same point in the narra-

tive, and employing the same rhetorical technique to heighten dra-

matic tension at their respective climaxes, there is little doubt that

the author of the epilogue of Judges was intentionally alluding to

the campaign against Ai.

But while the two accounts indeed share many features in terms

of the way they are presented, there are also clearly discernible

differences. The first of these concerns the different outcomes of the

respective campaigns.

Within the larger context of the book, it seems clear that the cam-

paign against Ai in Joshua 8 is considered a significant success. For

not only does it represent an important step in the fulfilment of

YHWH’s promise to give Israel land west of the Jordan ( Josh.

1:1–5),87 the success of this campaign and the campaign against

Jericho also became the reference point for the nations as they began

to take Israel seriously as a threat to their own security.88 This too,

seems to represent fulfilment of YHWH’s promise in Deut. 2:25 that

reports of Israel’s victories would instil fear and anguish in the nations.

If so, it is hard to view the outcome of the campaign against Ai as

anything but positive: Israel’s success in destroying the city and its

inhabitants is exactly as events should unfold.

second perspective in 20:41 with larcy vyaw, that disjunctive does not, however,
indicate a shift of perspective back to the men of Israel. This is seen in that the
narrative sequence resumes after the disjunctive with the men of Benjamin still
being the subject of the following consecutive clause. On the other hand, when the
perspective shifts, a new narrative sequence begins with the subject of the follow-
ing clauses usually aligned with the subject of the new perspective. Thus, the vyaw
larcy clause of 20:41 merely serves to highlights the action of the men of Israel
from the perspective of Benjamin in a vivid way. They took their eyes off the bat-
tle for a brief moment to look at the smoke, and when they looked back, the men
of Israel had already turned in battle.

87 Jericho and Ai represent the first two victories west of the Jordan as Israel
sought to take possession of the land YHWH promised their forefathers.

88 According to Josh. 9:3, it is Israel’s successes at Jericho and Ai that motivated
the Gibeonites to seek a treaty. And according to Josh. 10:1–2, it is the destruc-
tion of Ai plus the Gibeonite surrender that led directly to the united campaign of
the five kings against Israel.



64 chapter two

But the same can hardly be said with regard to the outcome of the

campaign against Benjamin. For whereas the victory over Ai is imme-

diately followed by the gathering together of the victors before YHWH

for covenant renewal ( Josh. 8:30–35), the victory over Benjamin is

also followed by a gathering together of the victors before YHWH,

albeit to mourn and complain about the demise of one of their tribes

( Judges 21). Thus, even though the two campaigns, using the same

military strategy, basically delivered similar results, one led to an

affirmation of faith, while the other, to soul-searching and regret.

What then, accounts for this significant disparity in outcome?

In the process of answering this question, one is led to yet a second

difference between the two accounts, namely, the degree of YHWH’s

involvement in the respective campaigns. For while YHWH’s direct

involvement in the campaign against Ai is unmistakable at every

level, the same cannot be said about the campaign against Benjamin.

In the campaign against Ai, YHWH is presented as the one who

devised the ambush strategy. In Josh. 8:8, after Joshua had given

preliminary instructions to the Israelites, his added command for

them to act according to the words of YHWH (hwhy rbdk) seems to

indicate that it was not Joshua himself but YHWH who initiated

the ambush strategy.

Furthermore, as the strategy was being carried out during the bat-

tle, and the men of Ai took the bait and started pursuing the fleeing

Israelites, at the critical juncture in 8:18, the narrative reports YHWH’s

direct instructions to Joshua to hold out his javelin as a signal for

the fleeing troops to turn around. What this seems to show is that

not only was YHWH responsible for initiating the strategy, He was

also responsible for dictating the precise timing in the execution of

that strategy.

And that is not all. At the end of the narrative when plunder was

taken, there is yet another explicit reference in 8:27 to YHWH’s

instructions regarding the disposition of livestock and plunder.

The cumulative effect therefore, is that YHWH is seen as directly

involved at every stage of the campaign: at the planning stage, dur-

ing its execution, and in its aftermath.

In contrast, in the narrative of Israel’s campaign against Benjamin,

the report of YHWH’s involvement is much more muted. As Boling

points out, the fact that Israel employed the ambush strategy only

on their third attempt to engage the enemy suggests that the strategy
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may have been prompted tardily only by the memory of Joshua 8.89

As such, the strategy probably did not directly originate from YHWH.

As for the battle itself, although YHWH was undeniably credited

with striking the Benjaminites before Israel in Judg. 20:35, yet that

is the only mention of YHWH throughout the entire battle account.

As that statement seems to be an anticipatory summary of the whole

battle and not a part of the on-going narrative of the battle itself,

one suspects it may have been provided more as an overall theo-

logical statement in response to YHWH’s promise in 20:28 rather

than an actual description of the specific involvement of YHWH

during the battle.90 If so, one can argue that, unlike the account of

the Ai campaign, no specific act within the account of the campaign

against Benjamin is actually attributed explicitly to YHWH’s direct

guidance or involvement.91

Of course, that is not to say that YHWH was entirely uninvolved

in the campaign against Benjamin. After all, one cannot overlook

the fact that YHWH did promise to give the Benjaminite into the

hands of Israel in 20:28. But even there, the promise of victory did

not come until Israel inquired of YHWH for the third time. And

the fact that Israel had to suffer two crushing defeats even after fol-

lowing YHWH’s instructions from the first two inquiries is without

parallel in Hebrew Scripture. In light of this, it is not unreasonable

to suggest that the key to understanding the whole episode may actu-

ally lie in one’s ability to make sense of what happened at the three

oracular inquiries. And here, a case can be made that the issue pri-

marily concerns the identity of Israel’s opponent at war.

For in contrast to the Ai campaign, where the citizens of Ai can

properly be looked upon as an enemy because they stood in the way

89 Boling, 1982:237.
90 Admittedly, the distinction is a fine one, and deserves further exploration. But

the point is that in certain narratives, YHWH’s actions form part of the narrative
and YHWH is treated as a character playing a crucial role in advancing the plot
(e.g. Josh. 10:11; Judg. 4:15; 7:22; 1 Sam. 7:10; 14:15). In such cases, the focus is
on specific acts of YHWH as a part of His direct involvement. In contrast, there
are times when YHWH’s action on behalf of His people is reported in a summary
statement that is not a part of the narrative proper, and hence, does not advance
the plot (e.g. Josh. 10:42; Judg. 4:23; 9:56–57; 1 Sam. 7:13; 14:23). In such cases,
the focus is more on the fact of YHWH’s involvement and the statement is often
more a theological summary rather than a description of any specific act.

91 Hudson (49,65) in fact speaks of God as ‘absent’ in Judges 20.
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of Israel inheriting the promised land, in the campaign against Ben-

jamin, Israel’s opponent was actually a tribe of Israel, and hence, a

‘brother’, even if this brother had just committed a hlbn. And such

a distinction is not insignificant.

Furthermore, this distinction was apparently not lost on the Israelites

either. In his article, Satterthwaite notes that the Israelites, having

commenced their campaign against Benjamin with firm resolve at

the outset, almost lost that resolve after two initial defeats.92 This

loss of resolve is most clearly seen in the progression of the three

questions Israel addressed to YHWH at the beginning of each attempt

to engage Benjamin in battle.

Here, Satterthwaite is no doubt correct in noting the increasing

poignancy of the questions, evident in the use of “my brother (yja)”

on the second and third day plus the raising of the possibility of

ending the campaign on the third. But through this progression, one

can also sense that the Israelites were becoming increasingly aware

that their opponent’s identity might have been a major issue.

On the first day when the Israelites inquired of YHWH, all they

were concerned about was who should go first in battle. Here, the

opponents are referred to in 20:18 only as “sons of Benjamin (ynb
ˆmynb)”, and the fact that the Israelites should fight them was not

even questioned in the least.

But in the second inquiry after their first defeat, the Israelites now

refer to their opponents as “sons of Benjamin, my brother (ˆmynb ynb
yja)” in 20:23. It is as if their initial defeat had brought a new

awareness that going up against their brother with malignant intent

might have been the very thing that had brought defeat. After all,

as one discovers later in 21:1,5,7, the Israelites had apparently taken

a solemn oath to commit every town in every tribe to this battle.

Furthermore, from a second oath not to give Israelite daughters in

marriage to any Benjaminite, it seems that Israel had every inten-

tion of disowning Benjamin from the very beginning.93 For the lan-

92 Satterthwaite, 1992:82.
93 Although Judges 21 did not make clear when exactly these oaths were made,

it is reasonable to think that they were made before the first battle. For the oaths
seem to display a confidence and determination that fits well with Israel’s initial
frame of mind, before that confidence began to wane with each successive defeat.
Besides, if they were indeed thinking about putting an end to the whole enterprise
by the time they made their third inquiry, it would be unlikely for such an oath
to have been made then or any time after that.
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guage of the oath in 21:1, “No man among us will give his daugh-

ter to Benjamin as wife (hval ˆmynbl wtb ˆtyAal wnmm vya)”, echoes

YHWH’s command in Deut. 7:3 regarding the Canaanites that “You

shall not give your daughter to his son (wnbl ˆttAal ˚tb)”. Thus,

one can argue that the Israelites were in fact prepared to treat

Benjamin as if they were one of the non-Israelite nations.

Of course, with their initial defeat, the Israelites probably started

having second thoughts about this strategy. That probably explains

why in the second inquiry, instead of asking who should be the first

to go, they now emphasised the brotherhood of Benjamin,94 and

even began asking if they should go at all.

But YHWH answered in the affirmative, so out they went again.

But surprisingly, this resulted in another crushing defeat. By then,

the Israelites were probably beginning to worry that YHWH’s com-

mand for them to go represented not so much His approval of their

campaign, but rather, His attempt to punish them for harbouring

malignant intent against their brother. Thus, they made a third

inquiry before YHWH, this time with the addition of “or shall I

cease (ldja μa)” after similarly referring to the Benjaminites as “my

brother” in 20:28.95 It is almost as if they were desperately drawing

YHWH’s attention to the real possibility of putting an end to the

campaign altogether.

This may also explain why this time, they preceded their inquiry

with fasting, burnt offerings, and peace offerings. This is presumably

to convey an urgent desire to be restored to YHWH’s favour, if

indeed that favour had already been lost.96

94 This belated emphasis on Benjamin as a brother has, of course, been already
pre-empted by the narrator’s use of the same term in 20:13.

95 Other noticeable differences between the way Israel approached YHWH the
second and the third time also convey an increasing desperation. These include the
use of ‘all’ to modify ‘sons of Israel’, plus the additional ‘all the people’ for greater
emphasis on pan-community involvement. And instead of “they cried before YHWH
until the evening (br[hAd[ hwhyAynpl wkbyw)” in 20:23, the description in 20:26 is
now more involved: “they went to Bethel and cried and remained there before
YHWH and fasted that day until evening (wmwxyw hwhy ynpl μv wbvyw wkbyw laAtyb wabyw
br[hAd[ awhhAμwyb)”.

96 Taken separately, ‘to fast (μwx)’, ‘burnt offering (hl[)’, and ‘peace offering (μlv)
do not necessarily offer definitive insight into the motives of the Israelites. For while
the present context clearly precludes hl[ from being a celebratory offering (cf. 1
Sam. 6:14), hl[ can, however, be offered either as an accompaniment to a peti-
tion for divine intervention in a time of need (cf. Judg. 11:31; Jer. 14:12), or as an
atonement for sin (cf. Lev. 1:4; 16:24). And although μlv is usually offered as an
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Therefore as one can see, the progression of the three questions

seems to suggest a growing awareness on the part of Israel of who

their opponents were, and that their identity as a brother might

necessitate a re-evaluation of their original plan of action. In fact,

by the third inquiry, Israel was sounding distinctly as though they

were begging to be relieved of their prior commitment to war.

But if the Israelites were beginning to waver in their commitment

to fight against the Benjaminites, YHWH was not. Hence, as the

Israelites brought the matter before Him for a third time, YHWH

finally granted His long-delayed promise of victory as He told them

once again to go.

But why is this promise of victory granted at this point? Unfor-

tunately, the text offers no clear explanation. While the need to pun-

ish Gibeah for committing a hlbn and the rest of Benjamin for

supporting them seem obvious, how much Israel’s fasting and weep-

ing also became a factor remains unclear. Lest one is tempted to

conclude that the granting of victory reflects YHWH’s satisfaction

with Israel’s response, the lack of direct involvement on the part of

YHWH in the subsequent battle account as noted earlier should give

pause to such a conclusion.97 For if anything, the lack of specific

involvement attributed to YHWH in the lengthy battle account seems

expression of thanks (Lev. 7:12), the fulfilment of a vow (Lev. 7:16; 22:21), or dur-
ing the Feast of Weeks (Lev. 23:19), it can also be understood simply as a general
concluding sacrifice (based on the Piel of the root) or a symbol of forgiveness and
peace with God when offered after the hl[ (see discussion in HALOT and TWOT ).
As for μwx, while it is generally practised in times of grief and mourning (1 Sam.
31:13; 2 Sam. 12:21–23), it can also signal repentance (1 Sam. 7:6; 1 Kgs. 21:27).
But although numerous possibilities exist in interpreting each of the three items,
taken together in the present context, it seems to signal steps taken to restore dam-
aged relationship with YHWH (see Cundall, 1968:203; Boling, 1975:286; Block,
1999:560). After all, as Wenham (68) points out, divine displeasure is certainly
implied in the first two defeats of the Israelites under the hands of the Benjaminites.

97 If this is true, then Begg’s assertion (329–30) that similarities between Joshua
8 and Judges 20 are meant “to further inculcate one of the Deuteronomist’s key
lesson, i.e. at any and all moments of Israel’s history, defeat can be reversed when
Israel turns to YHWH and YHWH renews His support” may not necessarily reflect
the intention of the author of the epilogue. Incidentally, Boling (1982:236) also holds
a similar view that the didactic value of the two accounts is to “let the point be
made that there is no defeat of Israel that cannot be at last turned around if YHWH
is truly allowed to take command”. But as is being argued in the present chapter,
the allusions to Joshua in the prologue and epilogue of Judges are consistently ironic.
Therefore it is highly unlikely that the present allusion to Joshua 8 in fact serves
to reinforce positive Deuteronomistic themes.
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to reduce the role of YHWH almost to that of a spectator not unlike

the reader. It is almost as if, having promised victory, YHWH took

a step back to see what Israel would do with it, and to find out

whether insights gained from the two prior defeats would cause them

to act differently towards their brother than what they had origi-

nally planned.98

Unfortunately, they did not. Possibly dismissing their earlier fears

as mere paranoia once they received YHWH’s promise of victory,

the Israelites ended up following their original plan of action.

That Israel did not moderate their dealings with Benjamin in spite

of their earlier reference to Benjamin as yja can be seen in several

ways. First, the use of brjAypl . . . hkh in Judg. 20:37,48 is significant.

As has already been pointed out, the phrase, which is also used in

Josh. 8:24, seems closely related with the concept of the μrj as it

is often used interchangeably with μrj itself.

But while the application of μrj may indeed be appropriate with

respect to Ai since it was mandated for cities belonging to the for-

eign nations occupying the land (Deut. 7:1–4; 20:16–18), there is no

basis for its application to fellow Israelites other than for idolatry

(Exod. 22:19; Deut. 13:13–19) or illegal appropriation of devoted

objects (Deut. 7:26; Josh. 6:18). Since Benjamin’s crime, heinous

though it may be, was neither, that makes Israel’s μrj-style actions

against Benjamin excessive and inappropriate.

Thus, consistent with their vow not to give their daughters in mar-

riage to any Benjaminite, the Israelites had continued in war to treat

Benjamin as if they were one of the non-Israelite nations.

But not only was Benjamin treated as a non-Israelite nation, it

was treated even more harshly than the non-Israelite enemies at Ai.

For while in the Ai campaign, 12,000 men and women from Ai

were slaughtered, in the campaign against Benjamin, 25,000 armed

warriors alone were killed, not including additional civilian casual-

ties from the various Benjaminite towns. That makes the Benjaminite

casualty at least more than double the casualties of Ai.99

98 Although some might object to the idea of an omniscient God having to test
His people to find out what is in their heart, such a concept is, however, not for-
eign to Old Testament narrative tradition. Gen. 22:1–14; Exod. 16:4; Deut. 8:2,16;
Judg. 2:22; 3:4 all speak of YHWH testing His people to find out where their alle-
giance lies.

99 Whether or not the biblical numbers in both accounts represent the actual
number of casualty is as yet unclear. Boling (1975:285) suggests interpreting each
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Furthermore, while at Ai, the city alone was burnt and made into

a permanent heap of ruin, in the battle against Benjamin, the Israelites

did not just set fire to Gibeah, the offending city, but also to all the

Benjaminite towns they came across (20:48). And while livestock and

other plunder were spared at Ai, in Benjamin, all the animals and

everything else were struck with the sword under μrj-style slaughter

(20:48).100

Thus, not only had Israel not treated Benjamin with the com-

passion of brothers, they even dealt with them more harshly than

they did to the non-Israelite enemies at Ai. No wonder then, that

while the Israelites at Ai had reason to celebrate with covenant

renewal after they disposed of an enemy according to YHWH’s

instructions, the Israelites who fought against Benjamin were left to

mourn the consequence of their own action as they gave in to exces-

sive vindictiveness in dealing with a brother.101 And by alluding exten-

sively to the Ai campaign and showing the exact same actions leading

to celebration at Ai but mourning in Benjamin, the author of the

epilogue has in fact highlighted once more the lack of discernment

of a generation who knew only to superficially copy past strategies

of success without understanding how to appropriately apply them

in their own context.

number in the text as two sets of numbers that have been fused together: one rep-
resenting the number of military unit and the other, the total number of men
involved. These numbers, according to Boling, have been fused together by the
Masoretes who misunderstood them, thus giving exceptionally large numbers that
may not correspond to the actual number of people involved. But regardless of
whether Boling’s interpretation is correct, the point is that the casualty for Benjamin
is still significantly greater than that of Ai.

100 While no passage directly suggests that what is included in the μrj is in pro-
portion to the degree of wickedness or the extent of danger posed, this can nonethe-
less be inferred from a passage like Deut. 20:10–18, where the women, children,
and livestock in distant cities are spared, but everything in nearby cities are required
to be completely destroyed. Thus, one can argue that the complete destruction of
everything in Benjamin suggests that to Israel, Benjamin was looked upon as a most
serious threat or the worst type of enemy.

101 The irony is that in 21:3, the Israelites actually tried to pin the blame for
their own disastrous course of action onto YHWH, who, as has been argued, has
not been portrayed as being directly involved in the battle.
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4. Allusion to Israel’s successful attempt at dealing with 
potential transgressors in the account of her unsuccessful attempt 

to deal with Benjamin

Another allusion to Joshua is also found in Judges 20. Here, how-

ever, the allusion rests more on similarity of plot and attendant cir-

cumstances than on direct linguistic correspondences,102 even though

such correspondences do exist.

In Joshua 22, Joshua sent the two and a half tribes back to their

inheritance east of the Jordan. As the tribes reached Geliloth near

the Jordan, they built an altar on the border of Canaan on the

Israelite side (22:9–10). When the rest of Israel heard about it, the

whole assembly (td[Alk) gathered (lhq) at Shiloh ready to go to war

against the two and a half tribes for their illegitimate cultic practice

(22:11–12). But they decided to first send a delegation to the eastern

tribes to clarify matters. The delegation consists of Phinehas, son of

Eleazar the priest, as well as ten leaders, each the head of a family

division from the respective tribes (22:13–14). They went with words

of firm rebuke (22:15–20), but also a conciliatory offer to share the

land with the tribes if they were dissatisfied with their own land

(22:19). The conflict was defused when the eastern tribes clarified

what turned out to be a misunderstanding (22:21–29). A potential

civil war was thus avoided.

In Judg. 19:29–20:17, a similar sequence of events also took place

but with a very different outcome. The Levite whose concubine was

raped and murdered in Gibeah cut her up into twelve parts and

sent them to the various tribes (19:29–30). Upon seeing the grisly

sight, an assembly (hd[h) of Israelites gathered (lhq) at Mizpah armed

and ready to go up against Gibeah (20:1–2). Having heard the story

from the Levite in person (20:3–7), the Israelites were convinced of

Gibeah’s guilt (20:8–11). They then sent a delegation of unspecified

men throughout Benjamin to relate their demand for the wicked

men of Gibeah to be turned over for execution (20:12–13). But

Benjamin refused, and thus, a civil war began (20:13–17).

Several parallels between the two accounts can be found. To begin,

in both narratives, a gathering (lhq) of an assembly (hd[) of Israelites

102 Niditch (1982:374) describes Judges 19–20 as “a thematic companion piece”
to Josh. 22:10–34.
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(larcy ynb) is reported. What is noteworthy here is that the verb lhq,

which often occurs in the Hiphil in a causative sense, is found only

three times in Joshua (18:1; 22:12) and Judges (20:1), all of which

are in the Niphal.103 As for hd[, while it is more extensively used in

Joshua in the sense of an assembly or a congregation,104 the word is

found only four times in Judges in reference to the gathering together

of Israel as a nation.105 Incidentally, all four instances occur in the

epilogue of the book (20:1, 21:10,13,16) and all refer to the same

assembly of Israelites that gathered together to deal with the prob-

lem of Gibeah and Benjamin. In other words, while hd[ and lhq
seem more widely used in Joshua, in Judges, they seem highly marked

and are restricted only to Judges 20 and 21. In particular, since the

only times the two words are used in tandem in Joshua and Judges

are in Josh. 18:1; 22:12, and Judg. 20:1, a case can be made that

this unique combination in Judg. 20:1 may represent a deliberate

attempt to allude to a similar gathering described in Joshua 22.

This appears even more likely when one considers the similar con-

textual circumstances under which the assemblies of Israelites were

gathered. In both cases, the gathering was in response to what was

considered blatant sinning within the community. In fact, while it is

explicitly stated in Josh. 22:12 that the whole assembly of Israel had

gathered to go to war against the perceived offenders, the same is

also implied in Judg. 20:1–2, where those gathered are said to be

armed with swords.

Furthermore, in both cases, a delegation was sent to the offending

party, and in each case, the question posed is similarly phrased using

the formula: hm + definite noun + adjectival use of hz + rva + 

verb + b + personal noun/pronoun. Thus, while the question in

Josh. 22:16 is “What is this trespass that you committed against the

God of Israel? (larcy yhlab μtl[m rva hzh l[mhAhm)”, in Judg. 20:12,

the question is “What is this evil that has been tolerated among you?

(μkb htytn rva tazh h[rh hm)”.

But in spite of the above parallels, discernible differences can also

be detected. First, while the delegation sent in Joshua 22 from Shiloh

consisted of representatives from Israel’s leadership seeking a mutually

103 lhq as a noun is also found in Josh. 8:36 and Judg. 20:2; 21:5,8.
104 Josh. 9:15,18,19,21,27; 18:1; 20:6,9; 22:12,16,17,18,20,30.
105 The word is also used once in Judg. 14:8 to refer to a swarm of bees.
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satisfactory resolution to the problem, the men sent in Judges 20

from Mizpah, who went with a message of uncompromising demand,

were not identified. Thus, while the former at least reflects a will-

ingness of Israel’s leadership to consider the other side’s grievance,

the message of the latter reflects a verdict already reached on the

basis of a one-sided testimony. This means that the Gibeathites have

effectively been denied a fair chance to present their version of events.

Could this lack of fairness and tact be at least partially responsible

for Benjamin’s decision to side with the indefensible Gibeathites? If

so, what this allusion to Joshua 22 seems to draw attention to is

that, the sin of Gibeah notwithstanding, the rest of Israel must also

bear part of the responsibility for plunging the nation into civil war.

But other than subtly drawing attention to Israel’s responsibility

in the civil war, the allusion, once established, also serves to bring

out other important contrasts.

In the Joshua account, the gathering of Israelites at Shiloh to deal

with the potential cultic violation of the eastern tribes seems to estab-

lish Shiloh as the place where cultic purity of the nation is jealously

guarded. Granted, in Judges, the crime of Gibeah did not involve

a cultic violation, nor did the gathering of Israelites take place at

Shiloh. But what is of interest here is that the other episode also

found in the epilogue of Judges does involve a cultic violation. In

fact, in 18:31, Shiloh is explicitly mentioned when the idols of Micah

at Dan are contrasted with the house of God in Shiloh.

This seems to raise the following question. If the gathering of the

tribes at Mizpah to deal with the crime against the Levite and his

concubine is indeed warranted, then why was there no similar gath-

ering to deal with the idolatry of Micah and Dan?106 After all, in

Joshua 22, the gathering at Shiloh was to safeguard Israel’s cultic

purity. But now, the very issue that incited collective action in the

previous generation no longer seems to elicit the same kind of response

in the new generation. Instead, what excited national outrage was

106 In fact, as Wadsworth (15) points out, Pseudo-Philo’s midrashic account seems
to question how it can be that Israel started a war on account of the outrage done
to the Levite’s concubine, but was apparently unmoved by a greater outrage: Micah’s
apostasy. In the eyes of Pseudo-Philo, this apparently explains the lack of success
Israel had against the Benjaminites at the initial stage of the civil war. Similarly,
Amit (1998:352) also expresses puzzlement that the united assembly of Israel had
not dealt with the idolatry of Micah and the Danites.
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now a sensationalised report of a crime against individuals. This is

not to say, of course, that the heinous crime against the Levite and

his concubine did not warrant some kind of collective intervention

by the tribes. But in contrast, the complete lack of any intervention

on the part of Israel to deal with the idolatry at Dan shows a clear

shift of priorities in the collective psyche of the new generation. Thus,

if Shiloh had indeed stood for the safeguarding of cultic purity in

the generation of Joshua, in Judg. 18:31, it is portrayed almost as

helplessly looking on as idolatry took hold at Dan.

But that is not all. At the end of Judges after the war against

Benjamin had been fought and won, Shiloh again came into play.

In their attempt to find wives for the remnants of Benjamin, the

leadership of Israel ordered the killing of all at Jabesh Gilead except

for its virgins, who were then brought to the camp at Shiloh. Then

they also sanctioned the forcible abduction of more young women,

this time, even young women who were celebrating a feast of YHWH

(hwhyAgj)107 at Shiloh. Thus, instead of being the place where cultic

purity was defended, Shiloh now became the place where sexual

purity was taken away from innocent young women against their

will. And what is most ironic is that this leadership-sanctioned vio-

lation of Israelite women actually began as an attempt to avenge the

sexual violation of the Levite’s concubine by the Gibeathites. In this

way, the leaders of Israel are actually portrayed as endorsing the

perpetration of the very same crime that outraged them in the first

place. The absurdity of the situation, coupled with the inability of

Shiloh to defend even the sexual purity of its own virgins, let alone

the cultic purity of the whole nation, therefore highlights the depth

of decline not only of Shiloh, but also of the entire generation dur-

ing the period of the judges.

Concluding Observations and Implications

From the above discussion, it can be seen that a strong case indeed

exists for some kind of compositional unity between the prologue

107 This is probably a reference to the Feast of Tabernacles as this feast is most
often referred to as hwhyAgj (Lev. 23:39) or hwhyl gj (Lev. 23:41; Num. 29:12). The
dancing mentioned in Judg. 21:21,23 also seems to fit the atmosphere of rejoicing
at this feast (Lev. 23:40; Deut. 16:14). Note, however, that both the Passover and
Feast of Unleavened Bread are also described as hwhyl gj in Exod. 12:14; 13:6.
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and epilogue of Judges. With respect to thematic unity, the discovery

of unifying structural and bi-directional influences between the pro-

logue and the epilogue seems to point strongly to the likelihood that

the same author may have been responsible for the composition of

both sections. But it is in the area of shared literary/rhetorical depen-

dence on Joshua that the argument for compositional unity seems

the strongest on account of the way events in Joshua are alluded to

in the prologue and epilogue of Judges.

As has already been noted, all four instances where events in

Joshua are alluded to in the prologue and epilogue of Judges seem

to be ironic in that they seem to undercut the subject through dis-

crepancies between the subject and the allusion. Thus, while the

events alluded to in Joshua all seem to be examples of success or

victory that are presented in a very positive light, the same can

hardly be said of the alluding events in the prologue and epilogue

of Judges. In fact, if victories are to be found at all in these events

in Judges, they are superficial and temporary at best, often giving

rise to further complications that ultimately end in dismal failure.

But what is most ironic here is that these alluding events that ulti-

mately end in failure all have beginnings that echo the episodes of

success they allude to in Joshua. In fact, one can say that these allu-

sions to Joshua are almost designed to give an initial impression that

a past moment of glory is about to be re-enacted. It is only as the

narrative progresses that one realises that glory is not to be had after

all. The net effect therefore, is that Israel is portrayed in the pro-

logue and epilogue almost as desperately trying to recapture the past

successes of their predecessors, only to fall miserably short because

they knew only how to emulate the outward form of those successes

without truly understanding the substance behind them.

Thus, possibly with Rahab and Jericho in mind, the house of

Joseph sent spies to make a deal with an inhabitant of an enemy

city, not realising that the conditions for offering dsj were not even

present in the first place. Or hoping to find new territory to occupy

for themselves, the Danites followed the tradition of commissioning

spies to seek out new opportunities just as their predecessors had

done. But the spies turned out to be of questionable character, and

ended up leading their tribe not only into a new territory through

the questionable use of force, but also into an unforeseen opportu-

nity for idolatry. Or in dealing with errant brothers, the Israelites

remembered how the threat of war by the whole assembly, conveyed
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to the erring party through a delegation, managed to bring about a

satisfactory resolution in the past. But their lack of diplomatic skill

in executing a similar attempt instead ended up bringing about a

civil war. Then as they looked for a military victory, they meticu-

lously copied a strategy successfully used in the past against Ai, all

the while oblivious to the fact that strategies appropriately used

against foreign enemies may not be equally appropriate when used

against one’s brothers. Thus, in all these, Israel is presented as hav-

ing looked to and indeed even having emulated the outward forms

of their predecessors’ past successes. But for all that, they still failed,

largely because they had not truly understood the substance behind

previous successes, and therefore, could not appropriately apply them

in the new context.

Incidentally, this highlighting of how far Israel had fallen when

compared to her predecessors is not restricted only to the four

instances where unrelated events in Joshua are alluded to in the pro-

logue and epilogue of Judges. In at least two other episodes also

referred to earlier in this chapter, the same theme is also discernible.

First, the link in Judg. 1:19 to Joshua’s assessment of the obstacle

posed by the enemy’s lzrb bkr in Josh. 17:18 also seems to bring

out Judah’s failure to live up to the expectations of the previous gen-

eration. Second, the contrast of the two pre-war pledges involving the

giving or not giving of daughters in marriage in Judg. 1:11–15 and

21:1–23 also serves to bring out the lack of wisdom and discern-

ment of the new generation of leaders as compared to the older gen-

eration represented by Caleb. In fact, one can also say that references

in the prologue to the initial allotment of specific cities to specific

tribes in Joshua 15–19 also highlight the failures of those tribes to

fulfil what was originally considered an accomplishable mandate.

But if this interpretation is correct, it has significant implications

in two important areas.

First, from the way Joshua is used in these two sections, one can

advance a powerful argument for the dependence of Judges on Joshua

rather than vice versa. For while there is every reason why the author

of the prologue and epilogue of Judges would want to allude to

episodes of success in Joshua as he wrote about Israel’s subsequent

failures, rhetorically speaking, there is simply no reason why the

author of Joshua would want to allude to episodes of failure in Judges

when he wrote about Israel’s initial success in taking possession of

the land. For by alluding to Israel’s past successes, the author of the
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prologue and epilogue of Judges would essentially be placing two

generations side by side for comparison. And in so doing, the

deficiencies of the second generation would become all the more

obvious as they are seen making blunders where their predecessors

had succeeded under similar circumstances.

Second, the way Joshua is used in the prologue and epilogue also

has significant implications for the compositional unity of the two

sections. For not only is the extent of Joshua’s influence on these

two sections nothing short of remarkable,108 there also seems to be

a general unity of purpose behind the way Joshua is alluded to in

the prologue and epilogue of Judges. In fact, one can say that the

majority of references to Joshua appear to convey essentially the

same overall message, and not once has that message been contra-

dicted. This, therefore, argues so strongly for compositional unity

between the two sections that one would not be overreaching to

conclude that the same hand must have been responsible for the

creation of both the prologue and epilogue of Judges.

108 One would be hard pressed to find any other portion of significant length in
Hebrew Scripture that is as predominantly influenced by another as what is being
witnessed here. As the above discussion shows, references to Joshua in the two sec-
tions of Judges are absolutely pervasive. There is hardly an episode in the prologue
and epilogue that is not in some way linked to Joshua!





CHAPTER THREE

ECHOES OF THE MAJOR JUDGES: LINKS BETWEEN 

THE EPILOGUE AND CENTRAL SECTION OF JUDGES

To write about links between the epilogue and central section of

Judges presents no small challenge. For even a cursory survey of

available literature will reveal that significantly more attention has

been paid to the lack of continuity between the two sections than

to links that tie them together, if such links indeed exist. Obvious

disconnections between the two sections include the fact that in the

epilogue, no mention is made at all of the judges who seem to dom-

inate the central section. In their place, we find two stories involv-

ing Levites who heretofore have not been mentioned at all in the

book. The cyclical framework of apostasy, oppression, crying out for

deliverance, and the raising up of a deliverer that essentially organises

the central section also no longer organises the epilogue. Instead, it

is a new refrain: ‘In those days, Israel had no king’ that serves to

bind the epilogue together into a unit.1 Furthermore, if the central

section is primarily concerned with deliverance from various exter-

nal oppressions, the focus of the epilogue seems instead to be on

spiritual, social and political chaos that were generated entirely from

within. Taking also into consideration the fact that the two stories

in the epilogue seem to disrupt the narrative flow of what is known

as Deuteronomistic History,2 and many are convinced that the epilogue

1 Amit (1998:337–41), Becker (257–99), and Mayes (2001:253–54) do not even
see the epilogue as one unit, but argue that Judges 19–21 (or Judges 20–21 for
Mayes) actually represents a later redactional supplement to Judges 17–18. This
seems to represent a further development of Noth’s suggestion (1962:79) that the
repetition of the refrain in 19–21 is redactional from 17–18 and thus not original
to 19–21. In addition, Jüngling (245–84) argues that Judges 20 and 21 represent
two later additions to Judges 19 in order to correct what was perceived to be unsat-
isfactory endings to the original story.

2 Mayes (1985:14–15) for example, sees the chronological statement of Judg. 13:1
as covering also the period of the Samuel stories. The epilogue is thus seen as dis-
rupting the continuity of Deuteronomistic History.
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should be viewed as a redactional appendix3 composed independently

of the central section4 and tacked on to it at a later date.

Obviously, not all scholars are in agreement with such an assess-

ment. Veijola, for example, thinks that the epilogue in its current

form is fully compatible with the literary structure and theological

concerns of Deuteronomistic History, and is therefore more closely

integrated into the central section than is generally recognised. He

argues that Judges 17–21 represents part of a final cycle that com-

mences after Samson, in which the evil Israel did (described in Judges

17–21) led to oppression in the hands of the Philistines (1 Samuel

4) and the subsequent rise of Samuel as the final judge.5 But while

Veijola’s suggestion is indeed novel, it does not fit easily or natu-

rally into the pattern through which the cycles are presented in the

central section of Judges.6 Besides, Veijola’s argument does not pro-

ceed from the structure of the book in its current form, but rather,

from the overall structure of Deuteronomistic History. Therefore as

such, it presupposes full acceptance of Noth’s hypothesis concerning

the relevant books.

Others have taken a different approach to argue for a closer rela-

tionship between the major sections of Judges. Gooding, for exam-

3 So referred to by J. Gray (239, 243). Moore (365) calls them “Two additional
stories of the times of the Judges”. Soggin labels them “Appendix on Various Themes”
(1987:261), and thinks they have been put at the end of the book because they are
concerned with the period before the monarchy (1987:163). Tollington (196) also
agrees that the stories were later “appended as the conclusion of the book”.

4 Burney (xxxvii) and Moore (xxix–xxxii) date the stories back to very old sources
resembling the most ancient parts of the Hexateuch. J. Gray (243) and Tollington
(196) seem to agree, and think that these stories have been united and reinterpreted
as they were appended by a post-exilic editor as a conclusion to the book. But
Noth (1962:81–82) sees the polemics of Judges 17–18 as arising out of the royal
Israelite sanctuary of Dan established by Jeroboam I, while Yee (152–55) sees Judges
17–18 as part of the propaganda to justify the reforms of Josiah. In any case, all
these scholars seem to see a Sitz im Leben for all or part of the epilogue that
differs significantly from that which gave rise to the central section of the book.

5 Veijola, 24–29. A similar view is apparently held by Jobling (47–51), who also
sees Judges 17–21 as representing one of the many gaps that are found between
judges.

6 In the cyclical pattern found in the central section, the evil committed by the
people is usually reported briefly (3:7,12, 4:1, 6:1, 10:6, 13:1) rather than described
in detail. Furthermore, this brief report is usually followed immediately by an unam-
biguous statement attributing the rise of the foreign oppressors directly to YHWH
(3:8,12, 4:2, 6:1, 10:6–7, 13:1). But such a statement is lacking in Veijola’s con-
ception of the last cycle. These are but two of the problems Veijola’s proposal faces.

7 Gooding, 75–78. Granted, one of the ‘double introduction’ is found in 2:6–3:6,
which technically, is counted as belonging to the central section of the book.
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ple, attempts to establish connections between the major sections

through a rhetorical analysis of the book’s overall structure. But while

the overall symmetry highlighted seems to support a unified com-

position of the book, that symmetry only links the ‘double epilogue’

to the ‘double introduction’, but not to the bulk of the central section.7

Likewise, Gunn and Fewell also try to argue from a literary stand-

point that the narratives often labelled as later supplements in Judges

17–21 are in fact intimately connected with the preceding plot.8 Yet

again, all the examples cited merely connect events in the epilogue

with those in the prologue of the book. Not a single example is cited

that links the epilogue to the immediately preceding central section.

This, therefore, begs the question: if literary and thematic links can

only be found between the epilogue and the prologue of Judges

(which, incidentally, is also considered a late addition) but not between

the epilogue and the central section of the book, then what justification
is there for the recent approach taken by so many to analyse the

book as an integrated whole?

To be sure, literary and thematic links between the epilogue and

the central section do exist, even though they may not be immedi-

ately obvious. Webb, in his groundbreaking study of Judges as an

integrated work, has in fact noted a few such links in passing,9 even

though he calls them “reminiscences of events that have been nar-

rated earlier in the book” and dismisses most of them as being “of

only marginal significance thematically”.10 But are they indeed as

insignificant as Webb thinks? This will be the subject of more detailed

exploration in the present chapter.

In order to justify the following exploration so that it is not per-

ceived as a biased and meaningless exercise undertaken solely to

prove a point, it is perhaps first necessary to present a few prelim-

inary observations that point towards the necessity of this explo-

ration. And these observations begin with some unique features that

characterise the narratives found in the epilogue.

8 Gunn and Fewell, 120.
9 So has Gunn (1987:106), who argues that the ‘coda’ does have strong the-

matic links with the rest of the book. Unfortunately, however, other than the link
between Gideon’s handling of the kingship offer and the refrain in the epilogue
(1987:114–15), the other two cited by Gunn, namely, the link between the intro-
ductory formula in 17:1 and the outset of the Samson story in 13:2 (1987:107),
and the link between story of Levite’s concubine and Jephthah’s daughter (1987:119),
are only mentioned very briefly and not discussed in any detail.

10 Webb, 1987:198–99.
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That the narratives in the epilogue exhibit some unusual features

that set them apart from the rest of the book has been noted by

many. Indeed, Brettler speaks of “strange things” happening in “odd

stories”, and repeatedly characterises episodes in the epilogue as

“bizarre”, “absurd”, and stretching notions of “historical probability”.11

Similarly, Boling also characterises Judges 19–21 as “an account that

swarms with incongruities”.12 But just what exactly is it that makes

these narratives in the epilogue so ‘bizarre’ and full of ‘incongruities’?

To be sure, the incongruities Boling had in mind are probably

redactional in nature,13 while Brettler’s concern seems restricted to

the historical plausibility of the events.14 But even from a literary

standpoint in relation to plot and characterisation, the narratives seem

full of inconsistencies, such that nearly all the main characters act in

inexplicable ways and make decisions that appear self-contradictory

and ‘bizarre’.

Consider the following examples. In Judges 17, Micah and his

mother appear to show a high regard for YHWH through their

speeches. Yet, they seem entirely oblivious to the incompatibility of

the idolatrous cult they set up with the central demands of YHWHism.

Likewise, the Levite Micah ended up employing was supposed to

draw his identity as a servant of the YHWH cult, and yet he seems

to see no problem serving in a syncretistic cultic shrine that repre-

sents a significant compromise to YHWHism. The Levite in Judges

19 had apparently gone to great lengths to woo back the concubine

who left him, but at the first sign of danger, seems to think noth-

ing of sacrificing her to save his own hide. Why, then, did he bother

to woo her back if she was so casually dispensable? And then there

are the Benjaminites. Confronted with hard evidence of Gibeah’s

crime, the Benjaminites nonetheless inexplicably chose to side with

the offenders, thus igniting a civil war that almost doomed the entire

11 Brettler, 1989a:410, 412, 397.
12 Boling, 1975:38.
13 Boling, 1975:288. Soggin (1987:300–01) and Mayes (2001:253–55) have also

commented on apparent redactional incongruities within these chapters, especially
with regard to the incongruity between the implication of chaos in the refrain and
the seemingly orderly process that led to the Benjaminite war.

14 Brettler (1989a:397) asks, “Are we really to believe that Danite worship orig-
inated from a kidnapped cult image made from stolen silver, or that a concubine
was dismembered and her parts were ‘mailed’ to all tribes of Israel, ultimately pro-
voking civil war?”
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tribe. Also not to be left out are the Israelites. Set against the con-

text of their collective inability to dispossess the surrounding nations

(1:19–35), the Israelites’ united determination and unqualified suc-

cess in almost annihilating one of their own is certainly most dis-

quieting. From whence came this zeal that made them vow to do

to their brother (21:1,7,18) what they were apparently unwilling to

do to their supposed enemies (3:6)? And how does one justify a deci-

sion that seems to multiply six-hundredfold a crime the civil war

was meant to rectify? Thus, even from a literary standpoint, these

seemingly inexplicable behaviours and decisions repeatedly challenge

our sense of ‘what ought and ought not to be’, and they are indeed

nothing if not ‘bizarre’ and full of ‘incongruities’.

And yet, what is most interesting is that tucked away inconspic-

uously within almost every single one of these bizarre episodes is an

echo of a specific event that took place in the life of a major judge

in the central section of the book. True, some of these echoes are

connected by no more than a specific word or phrase, while others

seem to depend exclusively on plot parallels to make the connec-

tion. But tenuous as they may initially seem, the connections are

nonetheless there. And until each of them has been carefully exam-

ined and their collective significance duly considered, they should

not be dismissed too quickly as being only of marginal value.

Therefore, in the following section, events in the epilogue and the

echoes that link them to their counterparts in the central section will

be carefully examined. Only after all cases have been examined will

conclusions be drawn as to whether or not these links collectively

provide further insight towards an overall understanding of the book

and the strategies used for its composition.

Links between ‘Bizarre’ Episodes in the Epilogue and the
Major Judges

1. The idolatry of Micah echoes the idolatry of Gideon

The epilogue of Judges begins with the episode of Micah, whose

theft of his mother’s eleven hundred shekels of silver eventually led

to the crafting of an idol,15 which was then placed in a household

15 The terms hksmw lsp are probably best interpreted as a hendiadys, which, as
Block (1999:480 n. 19) suggests, refers to “a carved image overlaid with molten
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shrine already containing dpa and μyprt. But what seems at first

glance to be an account of one family’s fall into idolatry gradually

takes on greater significance as Danite spies on a mission to seek an

inheritance for their tribe came upon Micah’s house. This chance

encounter eventually resulted in the Danites robbing Micah of his

cultic objects as they migrated northwards, so that the very idol that

ensnared Micah and his family ended up ensnaring the entire tribe

of Dan.

In light of the overall plot, it seems clear that the focus of the

narrative in Judges 17–18 is on the spread of idolatry and cultic

anarchy in Israel. That this is so is further supported by the fact

that the unifying elements that link the different episodes of the nar-

rative together are the various idolatrous cultic objects: lsp (17:3,4;

18:14,17,18,20,30,31), hksm (17:3,4; 18:14,17,18), dpa (17:5;

18:14,17,18,20), and μyprt (17:5; 18:14,17,18,20). Furthermore, the

two characters whose presence is found almost throughout the nar-

rative also turn out to be Micah, the one responsible for the craft-

ing of the cultic objects, and the Levite, his idolatrous priest. But

what is most curious here is that in these initial episodes, the char-

acters who were primarily responsible for commissioning the idols

are actually portrayed as YHWHists, albeit YHWHists who seem

totally oblivious to the glaring incongruity between their professions

of faith and their actions.16

Take Micah’s mother, for example. Upon discovering that the

thief of her eleven hundred shekels of silver was her son, she imme-

diately invoked a blessing in the name of YHWH (17:2). She then

decided to consecrate the returned silver to YHWH in an act of

apparent piety (17:3), and yet totally failed to see the glaring incon-

gruity of consecrating that money for the making of a carved image

overlaid with molten metal (hksmw lsp).17

metal”. This, according to Boling (1975:256), would explain the singular form of
the following main verb in 17:4. Their appearances in 18:17,18 as two distinct
objects are explained by Soggin (1987:275), Noth (1962:72 n. 12), and Boling
(1975:256,264) as a misunderstanding by later scribes, thus resulting in the separa-
tion of the two terms as they are repeated from 17:3,4.

16 Although in Judges 17, the focus is mainly on Micah and his mother, yet the
same incongruity also applies to the Levite. For he too, proclaims with confidence
YHWH’s blessing in 18:6, while all the time, he was serving as the illegitimate per-
sonal priest of Micah’s idolatrous cult.

17 Incidentally, prohibition against the crafting of lsp is explicitly stated in the
second commandment of the Decalogue (Exod. 20:4; Deut. 5:8), while the making
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The same is also true of Micah. Having met the sojourning Levite

and discovered his identity, Micah immediately employed him as 

his priest (17:10). His declaration of confidence that YHWH will

hence be good to him (17:13) was apparently based on a not-entirely-

incorrect recognition of the propriety of Levitical priesthood. But

still, he completely failed to see the impropriety of setting up an

idolatrous cult at his own home.

Such incongruities in the characterisation of Micah and his mother

in these initial episodes thus cry out for some sort of explanation.

And yet none is provided within the narrative to account for such

bizarre actions.

Interestingly, such inexplicable incongruities seem to echo a sim-

ilar episode in the central section of the book. Admittedly, the links

between the two episodes are subtle, yet a credible case can be made

for the presence of conscious allusion in the epilogue to the earlier

episode.

As has been noted above, some of the most prominent elements

that seem to unify the narrative in Judges 17–18 include the four

terms for idolatrous cultic objects repeated throughout the narrative.

Of the four, lsp and hksm are clearly used in a pejorative sense

throughout Hebrew Scripture, and the term μyprt is also linked to

idolatry or non-YHWHistic practices in 1 Sam. 15:23, 2 Kgs. 23:24,

Ezek. 21:26, Hos. 3:4, and Zech. 10:2.18 dpa, on the other hand,

does have a positive function within the YHWH cult. In fact, all

references to dpa in the Pentateuch are to a special priestly garment,19

and in 1 Sam. 2:28, 14:3, 21:10, and 22:18, the term also refers to

a piece of garment worn by those in priestly offices.20 Interestingly,

of hksm, first associated with the golden calf in Exod. 32:4,8 and Deut. 9:12,16, is
also clearly forbidden in Exod. 34:17 and Lev. 19:4. In fact, the crafting of either,
said to be detestable to YHWH, heads the list of curses announced on Mount Ebal
in Deut. 27:15.

18 It is not entirely clear what exactly μyprt refers to in Genesis 31 and 1 Samuel
19, and what function these objects serve in the context of those narratives. Dan
(102–05), referring to a Hasidic folktale from Pe’er Mi-Qedoshim about the MaHaRaL
of Prague, thinks the folktale provides parallels to Rachel’s theft of the μyprt in
Genesis 31. He thus argues that the μyprt in question may be a magical object
that would enable pursuers to find the pursued. The connection, however, seems
speculative.

19 Exod. 25:7; 28:4,6,12,15,25–28,31; 29:5; 35:9,27; 39:2,7,8,18–22; Lev. 8:7.
20 In 1 Sam. 20:10, the dpa was apparently not being worn by Ahimelech the

priest when he was speaking to David. But this may only be due to the unexpected
arrival of David at a time when the priest was not on active duty.
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the young Samuel under the apprenticeship of Eli (1 Sam. 2:18),

and David, as he was bringing the ark back to Jerusalem (2 Sam.

6:14; 1 Chron. 15:27), are also said to have worn a linen ephod 

(db dwpa), even though neither was serving in a priestly capacity. Yet

the texts seem to offer no condemnation of either in the matter.

Other than being a special priestly garment, the dpa is apparently

also used as a cultic object that aids in the making of oracular

inquiries. David repeatedly used it when making inquiries of YHWH

in 1 Sam. 23:6,9 and 30:7, but this practice is again not condemned

in the relevant texts.21

In light of all this, one can say that the use of dpa in a pejora-

tive sense as an idolatrous cultic object is actually quite uncommon.

In the seven possible cases where the word is so used in Hebrew

Scripture, other than Hos. 3:4,22 the remaining are all found in

Judges. Furthermore, of the six instances in Judges, five occur in the

narrative involving Micah and the Danites in Judges 17–18. That

21 In fact, commenting on 1 Sam. 23:6–13, Hertzberg (1964:191) points out that
the Lord’s will is clearly brought into the centre of the picture through these acts
of inquiry, and that in this episode, David, as the instrument of the Lord’s will, is
actually presented in a particularly attractive light.

22 Even here, it is debatable whether the word is in fact used in a pejorative
sense as an idolatrous cultic object. True, in Hos. 3:4, it is used in conjunction
with μyprt, as is the case in Judg. 17:5; 18:14,17,18,20. But it is by no means sure
that the three pairs in Hos. 3:4, consisting of six items Israel is said to do without
(ˆya) for many days, are all meant to be seen as undesirable. While the second item
in the second and third pair, sacred stone (hbxm) and teraphim (μyprt), are undoubt-
edly pejorative, the first item in these two pairs, sacrifice (jbz) and ephod (dwpa),
are both words that can take on either a positive or negative connotation. Adding
to the complication is the fact that both items in the first pair, king (˚lm) and ruler
(rc) seem inherently neutral. Therefore it is possible to argue that what the three
pairs of six items represent in Hos. 3:4 is the loss of political autonomy (no ˚lm
or rc) and the cessation of any religious life, be it a form of worship that is approved
(jbz and dwpa) or disapproved (hbxm and μyprt). This, incidentally, seems to be
supported by Wolff (62), who notes that with the three pairs of negation, legitimate
as well as illegitimate contact is prevented. If so, the second and third pair in the
list should be understood as essentially synonymous, each conveying the idea of
total religious quarantine through the pairing together of opposites by means of
merism. This seems to find further support in that Hos. 3:3, which is the symbol
for which 3:4 serves as the interpretation, also speaks of the necessity of many days
of sexual quarantine before normal relationship can be restored. Here, Andersen
and Freedman (306) note that the woman’s abstinence from sex is both with regard
to her lovers (the Baals) and her husband (YHWH). This again seems to suggest
the pairing together of opposites in a case of merism. If this interpretation of Hos.
3:3–4 is indeed correct, it would leave the six instances in Judges as the only ones
where dwpa is used negatively to refer to an idolatrous cultic object, a point also
noted by Auld (1989:258).
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leaves Judg. 8:27 regarding Gideon’s dpa as the only other time in

the book where dpa is found and used in the same negative sense

to refer to an idolatrous cultic object. Since none of the other three

terms for idolatrous cultic objects occur anywhere else in Judges out-

side of Judges 17–18,23 one cannot help but suspect that a conscious

attempt is being made to link the Micah episode to the Gideon

episode through this unusually negative use of dpa.24

This suspicion is further confirmed in several ways. First, while

the episode involving Gideon’s dpa conveys vital information that

adds to the overall portrayal of Gideon, the mention of Micah’s dpa
seems redundant and non-essential from the standpoint of the over-

all plot. For although McMillion may well be right in noting that

the mention of the μyprtw dwpa serves ironically to ridicule the sense-

less multiplying of cultic objects,25 his subsequent observation that

the four terms were narrowed down to three in 18:20, and eventually

23 It is debatable whether the same term lsp is found in Judg. 3:19,26, where
Ehud is said to have first turned back at μylysph and later passed through them
again as he escaped homewards. Medieval Jewish commentators like Rashi and
Kimhi, as well as Targum Jonathan, all render the term ‘quarries’ instead of ‘idols’
(Rosenberg, 22), but this is dismissed by Lindars (1995:143) as a likely attempt to
avoid the impression that the Israelite company had gone to an idolatrous shrine.
Soggin (1987:51) and Cundall (1968:77) think that the term may be referring to
the stones set up by Joshua at Gilgal as recorded in Josh. 4:19–24, but Block
(1999:165) thinks it would be highly unusual for the author to be referring to the
commemorating stones for such a sacred moment in the nation’s history with a
term as pejorative as μylysph. Block himself thinks that the term should probably
be taken in its normal sense as idols, with the two references in 3:19,26 meaning
to show how Israel had come to accept such pagan symbols as a part of their own
religious landscape. But such an interpretation does not explain why the text appar-
ently gives the impression that μylysph serve as some kind of boundary marker
beyond which Ehud felt he had left the danger zone of enemy territory. For the
same reason, the suggestion of J. Gray (263) that μylysph are inscribed stones record-
ing a vassal treaty also seems unconvincing. Burney (71) thus takes μylysph as some
kind of sculpted boundary stones analogous to the Babylonian kudurru stones, mark-
ing the limit of Moabite territory. Another possible interpretation is also offered by
Lindars (1995:143), who agrees with Ehrlich that μylysph may well be a place name,
the definite article not withstanding. Lindars thinks this may be why the narrator
felt no need to elucidate it, since this place near Gilgal may be well known to his
audience. In spite of the profusion of possible solutions, many agree that a definitive
answer to the problem may not be possible (Amit, 1998:186; Lindars, 1995:143).
In light of this uncertainty, and the fact that most proposed solutions do not take
the term in 3:19,26 in its normal sense of ‘idol’, one should perhaps refrain from
linking the term with lsp.

24 This is also hinted at by Amit (1990:8 n. 9).
25 McMillion, 233–34.
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to only the lsp in 18:30–31 underscores the fact that the central

issue is really about the corruption of worship in general and not

about the individual cultic items.26 In fact, within the narrative, the

mention of μyprtw dwpa adds no extra significance that is not already

conveyed by the mention of hksmw lsp. Thus, the hypothetical removal

of μyprtw dwpa from the narrative altogether would not have detracted

from the overall plot by one bit. On the contrary, their introduc-

tion into the narrative in 17:5 seems somewhat forced and entirely

unmotivated by plot necessity, and one cannot help but suspect that

dpa was probably introduced into the narrative solely as a link to

the Gideon episode, while μyprt was consciously paired with dpa to

ensure that the latter is understood negatively.

But second, a deliberate attempt to link the narratives concern-

ing Micah and Gideon is also most likely in that plotwise, the sto-

ries seem to share certain bizarre elements. If, as mentioned before,

the glaring incongruity between the actions and professions of Micah

and his mother seems bizarre and inexplicable, then interestingly,

the same incongruity between action and profession is also found in

Gideon.

In Judg. 8:22, Gideon is offered some kind of kingship by the

Israelites. He promptly declines in 8:23, claiming that neither he nor

his sons will rule over the people because YHWH is the one who

rules over them.

But just as in the case of Micah and his mother, no sooner had

Gideon made a profession of faith that seems to confirm his iden-

tity as a YHWHist, he immediately acted in the way of a pagan

idolater. In the very next breath, Gideon asked the people each to

donate a gold earring, which he then made into an dpa, a cultic

object that became a snare not only to himself and his family (8:27),

but also to ‘all Israel’, just as Micah’s idols not only became a snare

to himself and his family, but also to the tribe of Dan.

But if the episode concerning the creation of Micah’s idols is

indeed consciously linked to the episode of Gideon’s idolatry through

shared incongruities and the use of dpa in the same unusually neg-

ative sense, then what is the purpose of such a connection? Curiously

enough, while the parallel between the two episodes seems sufficiently

apparent, the allusion to Gideon ultimately offers no more insight

26 Ibid., 234.
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into the psychology of Micah and his mother than their incongruities

manage to shed light on Gideon. The actions of the protagonists in

both cases are equally bizarre and inexplicable. Thus, in the end,

all the parallel shows is that although bizarre, the incongruity between

action and profession demonstrated by Micah and his mother is not

unique after all, since the exact same tendency has also been dis-

played by one of Israel’s judges.

2. The Levite’s violation of practically every Levitical regulation echoes
Samson’s violation of practically every Nazirite regulation

If the actions of Micah and his mother seem puzzling in light of the

YHWHistic sentiments they openly expressed, then so is the behav-

iour of the Levite. For to a reader familiar with regulations con-

cerning Levites, what this Levite did comes across as a violation of

all that a Levite should stand for.27

First of all, Levites, as a special class within Israel, were given

exclusive responsibility of taking care of objects associated with the

YHWH cult (Num. 1:50–53). At the initial stage of the nation’s his-

tory, this would include the Tabernacle as well as all portable fur-

nishings that were associated with it. They were also entrusted with

the responsibility of assisting the priests in carrying out their cultic

duties (Num. 3:5–10), and were possibly also responsible for teach-

ing the Law (Deut. 33:10).28 Because of their cultic responsibilities,

they were not given an inheritance of land in the same way other

Israelites were, but would receive as their inheritance the tithes pre-

sented to YHWH by the rest of Israel (Num. 18:21–24; Deut. 18:1–2).

In addition, the tribes were also constantly reminded not to neglect

the material needs of the Levites living among them, but to include

them when they show charity towards the aliens, fatherless and wid-

ows (Deut. 12:12,18,19; 14:27–29; 16:11,14; 26:11–13).

27 Admittedly, the portrayal of Levites in Hebrew Scripture is fragmentary. Hence,
many questions remain regarding how exactly they function within the YHWH cult.
In fact, there is even debate about whether according Deuteronomy, all Levites are
priests (See Emerton, 129–38) or whether only a minority of them was given priestly
rights (Wright, 1954:325–30; Abba, 257–267; Duke, 193–201). But although many
aspects about the Levites seem to lack clarity, there does seem to be enough infor-
mation to provide a rough picture of what is expected of them, as the following
discussion shows.

28 The function of Levites as teachers of the Law is argued by Wright (1954:329),
who also cites 2 Chron. 17:7–9; 35:3; Neh. 8:7–9 as support.
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As for a place to live, Levites were given special towns from within

the inheritance of the other tribes (Num. 35:1–5; Josh. 21:1–42). If

they chose to move from one of these towns, they were guaranteed

employment and a means of livelihood at the main sanctuary, where

they would serve in the name of YHWH (Deut. 18:6–8).

In light of these Levitical stipulations, the situation of the Levite

in Judges 17 becomes somewhat curious. To begin, he was described

as living within the clan of Judah in Bethlehem (17:7,9), yet Bethlehem

was not one of the Levitical towns ( Josh. 21:9–16). So why had he

been living there? In addition, he was in search of a place to stay

where he would be able to find employment and a means of liveli-

hood (17:8,9; 18:4). But why did he not go to the main sanctuary

and serve there with his fellow Levites in the name of YHWH, since

employment and livelihood were guaranteed there?

But perhaps most damning of all is the Levite’s consent to serve

as a priest in Micah’s household shrine. For first of all, a Levite’s

cultic responsibility is supposed to be in connection with the main

sanctuary.29 Besides, the explicit prohibition in Deuteronomy 12

against worshipping anywhere else apart from the place of YHWH’s

own choosing30 renders Micah’s household shrine illegitimate. Being

someone whose very identity implies intimate associated with the

cult, the Levite should have known this. And yet, he seems content

to serve in this illegitimate shrine.

Second, the Levite should also have known that in the YHWH

cult, only descendants of Aaron could assume the priesthood (Num.

3:10; 18:1–7). But as the author eventually disclosed ( Judg. 18:30),

this particular Levite was not a descendant of Aaron, but of Moses.31

Therefore as such, he had taken upon himself a position he had no

right to take in the first place.

But worst of all, Micah’s household shrine was one that housed

a hksm (17:3,4; 18:14,17,18). This, in itself, is a great irony because

29 The items they were entrusted to care for were all sacred items connected
with the Tabernacle (Num. 1:50–53; 3:7–8,21–37; 4:1–33; 18:6).

30 Wilson (83–84) argues that the entire epilogue is in fact an explication of the
final refrain, the second part of which (everyone did what was right in his own
eyes) is drawn directly from Deut. 12:8 to focus on cultic impropriety (75–76).

31 Although a suspended n in the MT may turn the name from Moses to Manasseh,
the original reading as Moses seems supported by the versions. Weitzman (449–60)
thinks that the n was probably added not only to shield Moses from the taint of
idolatry, but also to discredit Manasseh, the first high priest of a Samaritan tem-
ple, by fusing his figure with that of the corrupt Jonathan.
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according to Exod. 32:25–29, the Levites had at one point demon-

strated such zeal for YHWH that they were willing to kill their 

brothers, friends, and neighbours for worshipping a hksm (cf. Exod.

32:4,8). But by consenting to serve Micah’s hksm, this Levite had in

fact turned his back on an honour that had once distinguished his

people from the rest of Israel.32

In light of all these, the question, therefore, is, “Why did he do

it?” Why did this Levite violate almost every regulation and tradi-

tion that defined him as a Levite, even though as grandson of Moses,

he, of all people, should have known better? Unfortunately, the text

seems to provide no clue.

And yet, the recklessness with which this Levite violated all the

Levitical regulations seems to find a parallel in the life of a major

judge, Samson.

To be sure, Samson was not a Levite. Yet, the narrative made it

quite clear that he was consecrated as a Nazirite from birth (13:5,7).33

Samson himself admitted as much in 16:17. In this respect, both

Samson and the Levite were among those who had been set apart

for YHWH.

But if Samson had indeed been set apart as a Nazirite, he cer-

tainly never acted like one. In fact, one can even say that, much

like the Levite in Judges 17–18, Samson had violated almost every

stipulation that defined his special status.34

32 Could the Levites’ act of loyalty at Sinai form the basis upon which the tribe
was set apart for YHWH? Hebrew Scripture never made any explicit connection
between the two, but this is nonetheless a tantalising conjecture, given the fact that
a similar zeal of Phinehas for YHWH’s honour became the basis upon which he
and his descendants were rewarded with a covenant of lasting priesthood (cf. Num.
25:10–13). If the Levites’ zeal in Exodus 32 indeed forms the basis of their conse-
cration for YHWH, then the decision of the Levite in Judges 17–18 to serve Micah’s
hksm would represent an even greater violation of his Levitical calling, for that
would mean a turning back on the very thing that gave him his identity as a Levite
in the first place.

33 Admittedly, Wharton (57–60) and others have argued that mentions of the
Nazirite vow in 13:5,7 represent later additions to the narrative. Yet what Wharton
is really questioning is not so much whether Samson was in fact a Nazirite, but
merely whether references to the Nazirite vow in 13:5,7 are original to the birth
narrative. For Wharton seems to think that references in 13:5,7 were added later
to harmonise with 16:4ff, and in particular, with 16:17. The authenticity of Samson’s
self-identification as a Nazirite in 16:17 is, however, never in dispute.

34 Bal (25) and Marais (127) also see Samson as repeatedly transgressing his
Nazirite status. Exum (1983:31) and Andersson (179), however, dispute the sugges-
tion that Nazirite rules play a significant role within the narrative: Exum, because
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For according to Nazirite regulations in Numbers 6,35 there are

three main stipulations that a Nazirite must observe during his entire

period of separation unto YHWH. Two of these are directly men-

tioned in Samson’s birth narrative. The first, which the angel of

YHWH communicated explicitly to Samson’s mother in Judg. 13:4,

is abstinence from ˆyy and rkv (Num. 6:3–4).36 The second, also men-

tioned by the angel in Judg. 13:5, is against the cutting of hair by

a razor (Num. 6:5). Finally, there is the prohibition against contact

with dead bodies, since that would render one ceremonially unclean

(Num. 6:6–8). This last stipulation, however, is not explicitly referred

to in Judges 13.37 Yet in the course of the narrative, Samson is

shown to have violated all three stipulations related to his Nazirite

status.

The most explicit violation, which also happens to be the one

most significant to the plot of the narrative, is the shaving off of his

hair. Granted, the shaving was not portrayed as a voluntary act

Samson himself undertook, but was imposed upon him unawares by

Delilah while he was asleep on her knees (16:19). Yet, it was Samson

himself who disclosed to Delilah the secret concerning the source of

his strength,38 and this, in spite of every indication that Delilah would

there was no explicit censure of Samson for any of his actions, and Andersson,
because the supposed rules of cleanliness were never mentioned within the narra-
tive. For critiques of Exum’s and Andersson’s views, see n. 48 below and Wong,
2006b: forthcoming.

35 Blenkinsopp (1963:66) seems to imply that Judges 13 is dependent on Numbers
6 when he speaks of changes to the formulation of the Nazirite vow in Judges 13
from what is found in Numbers 6.

36 Exum (1983:44 n. 30) argues that in the Samson narrative, the prohibition
against drinking wine and other strong drink, as well as against eating any unclean
food, is directed only at the mother and not specifically at the child. But the imme-
diate context makes it clear that the reason she needed to observe these regula-
tions was because of her pregnancy (13:5). For the child she would carry was to
be a Nazirite to YHWH from the womb (ˆfbhAˆm) and not just from birth, as some
English translations have it. Thus, if the mother needed to observe these regula-
tions for the sake of the child inside her, the implication is that these regulations
would be of paramount importance for the child as well since they had to be safe-
guarded for his sake even before he was born.

37 One wonders, however, whether this stipulation has not been recast into the
present prohibition against unclean food in 13:4. See n. 49 below for more dis-
cussion of the matter.

38 How Samson’s words in 16:17 are to be interpreted is admittedly controver-
sial. Crenshaw (1974:498) seems to think that it implies Samson’s awareness that
“his great strength resides within him, rather than upon the sudden stirring of God’s
spirit”. Margalith (229) also sees in Samson’s words evidence that his supernatural
powers reside inherently in his locks. But by explicitly linking his hair with his iden-
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use such information against him.39 In this respect, Samson was ulti-

mately responsible for his hair being cut off.

Samson’s other two violations of his Nazirite vow are less obvious,40

and thus one is left with the impression that this theme of vow vio-

lation has been largely ignored between the opening and final episodes

of the narrative.41 However, hints of such violations are actually pre-

sent even in the central chapters of the narrative.42

tity as a Nazirite, Samson may in fact be demonstrating a real understanding of
the essential connection between the uncut hair and his identity of being a Nazirite.
For according to Num. 6:18–20, the shaving off of a Nazirite’s hair is considered
an indication that the period of separation is over, and hence, the end of one’s sta-
tus as a Nazirite. If so, what Samson was saying could be that his strength is con-
nected with his special status as a Nazirite set apart to YHWH, and this status is
inextricably connected to the state of his hair. Therefore, the shaving off of his hair
would signal an end to this special status, and with it, also an end to his super-
natural strength. Thus, even Wharton (61), who disputes the originality of the ref-
erence to the Nazirite vow in 13:5,7, concedes that in the text as it currently stands,
fidelity to Samson’s calling, as signified by the keeping of Nazirite obligations, “is
the true key to Samson’s God-given strength”.

39 It is somewhat of a mystery why Samson would disclose such vital informa-
tion to Delilah when three time already, she has shown her intention to subdue
him using information he had given to her about himself (see Ackerman, 35). This
prompted numerous attempts by scholars to psychoanalyse Samson. Crenshaw
(1974:498) for example, speaks of Samson interpreting Delilah’s desire to gain power
over him as a desire to keep him for herself. Vickery (71) sees Samson as some-
one hurt by past betrayals and thus “profoundly in need of someone to trust”. Alter
(1990:53) thinks that Samson is inherently excited by and drawn to the threat of
danger. Webb (1987:169) and Greene (72) speculate that behind Samson’s self-
betrayal was a desire to “be done with fighting the Philistines and settle down with
the woman he loves”: in other words, a desire to be “like any other man”. Intriguing
as these suggestions may be, the text actually gives no support whatsoever to any
of these conjectures.

40 Niditch (1990:613) claims that the other aspects of the Nazirite vow, apart
from the hair, are not the interest of the Samson writer.

41 See, for example, Eissfeldt, 81–87; Exum, 1981:25 n. 1; 1983:33.
42 See, for example, Blenkinsopp, 1963:66; Crenshaw, 1979:129; Greenstein,

1981b:251; Greene, 60,64–65; Gunn, 1992:232–33. Gunn (1987:118) claims that
“the Nazirite vow permeates the narrative”, and Freeman (147) also speaks of
Samson violating various Nazirite taboos on the basis of the expectations set up in
Judges 13. Here, it should be noted that the prohibitions against strong drink and
unclean food actually receive more prominence in the birth narrative than the pro-
hibition against the cutting of hair, since the former two are each repeated at least
three times (13:4,7,14) by the various characters within the narrative, while the pro-
hibition against the cutting of hair is only mentioned once in 13:5. Thus, one can-
not help but wonder why these prohibition against wine and unclean food would
be given such prominence at all in the birth narrative, if their violations are indeed
not referred to anymore in the rest of the narrative as some seem to think. For
that would render a significant part of the birth narrative irrelevant to the story as
a whole.
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With regard to the violation of the prohibition against ˆyy and rkv
(Num. 6:3–4), it is perhaps not insignificant that Samson is reported

in 14:10 to have prepared a htvm.43 While a wedding celebration is

perhaps to be expected under the circumstances, the fact remains,

however, that a htvm is very often associated with wine and drink-

ing.44 In fact, the word is explicitly used at least six time with ˆyy45

and twice in 1 Sam. 25:36 and Jer. 51:39 with rkv.46 It is also used

with other words related to fermented drink and its consumption,

such as with rmv twice in Isa. 25:6 and with htv in Gen. 26:30,

Job 1:4, and Jer. 16:8.

In the particular case of Samson, Greene further observes that the

mention of the htvm in Judg. 14:10 is followed immediately by

μyrwjbh wc[y ˆk yk. This suggests to Greene that Samson’s behaviour

in this matter was likely the same as any other man’s, thus making

it most probable that Samson himself would have been involved in

the drinking.47 Thus, the language of 14:10 suggests that Samson

had indeed violated the abstinence component of his Nazirite vow.48

43 The word also appears in 14:12,17.
44 While Greene (64) is right to point out that the word emphasises through its

root htv the drinking component of a feast, his suggestion that the word choice is
deliberate is perhaps overstating the case. For it seems that other than the rare
hrk, which only occurs twice in 2 Kgs. 6:23, htvm is the only word used in Hebrew
Scripture to indicate a non-religious feast or banquet. For a religious feast, the word
commonly used is gj. This predominant use of htvm for non-religious feasts prob-
ably reflects the fact that in days before a wide variety of beverage choices were
available, celebratory feasts were mainly characterised by the copious consumption
of wine and fermented drink. That such drinks can induce feelings of euphoria
probably makes them especially suitable for such occasions. In fact, one may even
say that to have a celebratory feast without wine and related beverages would be
an inconceivable notion to an ancient Israelite. Thus, since few other words have
been used in Hebrew Scripture to designate such feasts, Burney’s translation (342)
of htvm as “a drinking bout” in Judg. 14:10 is probably unwarranted. But that
wine and fermented drink were involved is almost certain.

45 Esth. 5:6; 7:2,7,8; Isa. 5:12; Dan. 1:16. The reference to htvm in Esth. 1:5 is
obviously also associated with ˆyy in view of 1:7,10, and the same can be said of
Esth. 5:4,5 in view of 5:6, and Esth. 5:8,12,14; 6:14 in view of 7:2,7,8.

46 Although it is the adjective rkv that appears in 1 Sam. 25:36 and the Hiphil
verb form that appears in Jer. 51:39 rather than the noun rkv as in Judg. 13:4,7,14,
the words are nonetheless from the same root and are related to intoxicating drink
and being drunk.

47 Greene, 65.
48 Incidentally, some have questioned whether violations of Samson’s Nazirite

vow are implied in the mention of the feast and the incident involving the lion’s
carcass in Judges 14. In particular, Exum (1983:31–32) rejects Blenkinsopp’s sug-
gestion (1963:66) that these two incidents speaks of “an implicit repudiation of the
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As for violation of the prohibition against defilement from con-

tact with dead bodies, this original stipulation in Numbers 6 seems

to have been recast into a new prohibition previously not associated

with the Nazirite vow. This concerns the prohibition against eating

anything unclean ( Judg. 13:4,7,14).49 But in the end, whether it is

vow”, arguing instead that it cannot be demonstrated that these anecdotes have the
Nazirite vow in mind since Judges 14 neither identifies Samson as a Nazirite nor
provides any indication that it regards his actions as infractions of the vow. But a
prominent stylistic feature of Judges is that the book seldom offers explicit and direct
appraisals of its characters’ actions anyway. After all, Exum herself has elsewhere
negatively evaluated Gideon’s hesitation (1990:416–17) and his treatment of the
uncooperative towns (1990:418), Jephthah’s human sacrifice (1990:422–23) and his
dealing with the Ephraimites (1990:422–23), Micah’s idolatry (1990:426), the Danites’
ruthlessness (1990:426), the Levite’s opportunism (1990:426), the baseness of the sec-
ond Levite and his host (1990:428), and the decision of the elders of Israel (1990:431).
And in none of these is any explicit condemnation to be found directly in the text
either. This does not mean that Exum is wrong in evaluating these incidents neg-
atively. On the contrary, she may well have been right on target. But what this
does mean is that in a book that has consistently displayed remarkable subtlety and
restraint in its evaluation of the actions of its characters, it is not necessarily ille-
gitimate to read between the lines, provided that there are good contextual reasons
to do so. To insist on explicit confirmation from the text in every single case before
an interpretation is accepted would render a book like Judges almost impossible to
interpret. See also n. 177 below for further comments on subtlety as one of Judges’
main stylistic features.

49 Admittedly, the suggestion that the prohibition against eating anything unclean
may be a recasting of the original prohibition against contact with dead bodies is
largely conjectural. It is based primarily on the following observations. First, since
Samson’s killing of the lion with his bare hands is directly attributed to the Spirit
of YHWH coming upon him (14:6), it may prove challenging for the author to
harmonise it with YHWH’s requirement in Numbers 6 against coming into con-
tact with dead bodies. Second, if the primary issue in the prohibition against con-
tact with dead bodies is one of ritual defilement (Num. 6:7), then the new prohibition
against eating unclean food would in some way preserve the essence of the origi-
nal prohibition. Third, the phrasing of the prohibition against eating anything from
the grapevine mentioned in Judg. 13:14 (lkat al ˆyyh ˆpgm axyArva lkm) echoes
very strongly the language used in Num. 6:4 (lkay al . . . ˆyyh ˆpgm hc[y rva lkm).
This seems to suggest that the author was indeed familiar with the original Nazirite
requirements in Numbers 6. Fourth, by reporting how Samson ate the honey taken
from the lion’s carcass, the author did present Samson as having violated the explicit
prohibition of 13:4,7,14, a prohibition relevant to the immediate context of the nar-
rative. But the fact that the very same act can also be viewed as a violation of the
original prohibition against contact with dead bodies in Num. 6:7 seems to suggest
once again that the author was very much aware of the original prohibition not
mentioned in the narrative. Indeed, it almost seems as if this convergence of both
violations in one single act was designed to cover both possibilities, so that regard-
less of whether it is the prohibition specifically mentioned in Judg. 13 that is in
view, or the original prohibition some would come to expect but is not specifically
mentioned in the narrative, the sequence of events would still yield the same result.
In light of the above observations, one has reason to suspect that the prohibition
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the Numbers 6 stipulation against contact with dead bodies or the

Judges 13 stipulation against eating unclean food that is in view

seems unimportant. For in recounting how Samson scooped out with

his hands honey he found in a lion’s carcass and ate it, the author

of the story had effectively made sure that either way, Samson is

presented as having violated a key injunction associated with his call-

ing as a Nazirite.50

Thus, much like the Levite in Judges 17–18 who managed to vio-

late almost every regulation that defined his special status as a Levite,

Samson also managed to violate almost every regulation that defined

his special status as a Nazirite. Unfortunately, other than this out-

ward parallel, neither episode makes any attempt to shed further

light on the other. But by portraying the Levite as someone who,

like Samson, has also violated nearly every essential stipulation of

his special calling, the author of the epilogue has shown that the

bizarre and shocking behaviour of the Levite was not unprecedented.

3. The Danites doing what was right in their own eyes echoes Samson 
going after what was right in his own eyes

In Judges 18:1, the Danites are brought into the narrative about

Micah and his idols as their search for a permanent inheritance led

them to cross paths with Micah.

Admittedly, what the Danites did to secure for themselves an inher-

itance does not immediately strike one as being as bizarre and incom-

prehensible as some of the other actions portrayed in the epilogue.

Yet, that they applied the ban51 to a peaceful and unsuspecting 

people living far away from anyone else is nonetheless disturbing

behaviour that requires some kind of explanation.52 But again, while

against eating unclean food may indeed represent a deliberate recasting of the orig-
inal prohibition in order to circumvent a theological problem inherent in the text.

50 Andersson (165) disputes this by suggesting that maybe the narrator’s purpose
in mentioning the eating of the honey without telling his parents is to clarify that
no one but Samson’s wife knew the answer to his riddle. But in light of Soggin’s
comment (1987:240–41) that “even for someone who was not a Nazirite, the honey
would have been impure, since it came from a corpse (Lev. 11:24–40)”, it is hard
to imagine that a Jewish audience would focus only on the secrecy issue when it
comes to Judg. 14:5–9 but entirely overlook the more obvious issue of defilement.

51 Here, the word μrj is not actually used in the narrative about the Danites.
However, as has already been noted (see pp. 43–46), the language nonetheless sug-
gests an application of the μrj.

52 The illegitimacy of the Danites’ annihilation of Laish has been argued by
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it seems that no explicit explanation can be found within the con-

text of the narrative itself, a subtle link can nonetheless be detected

which hints at some kind of parallel with an earlier episode con-

cerning Samson.

This allusion to Samson can be detected through the following

clues. First, both episodes share a few prominent place-names. In

the Samson narrative, the exploits of Samson are introduced by a

reference to YHWH’s Spirit stirring in Samson ˆybw h[rx ˆyb ˆdAhnjmb
latva (13:25). Interestingly, the Danites’ exploits also seem to be

intricately tied to latvaw h[rx as these are the cities from which

the spies were sent, to which they returned to report their findings,

and from which the tribe’s warriors set off again to claim their inher-

itance (18:2,8,11). In fact, other than two references in Joshua (15:33,

19:41), and a further reference associated with Samson’s burial place

in Judg. 16:31, these are the only times in Hebrew Scripture that

the two cities are mentioned together.53 As for ˆdAhnjm, other than

in 13:25, it is also mentioned in 18:12 as the place where the Danite

warriors first set up camp as they proceeded northwards towards

Laish. Incidentally, these also happen to be the only two times ˆdAhnjm
is mentioned in Hebrew Scripture.54 Thus, it seems that all three

place-names are found together in close proximity only in the Samson

narrative and in the narrative of Danite migration in the epilogue

of Judges. This, therefore, argues strongly that these place-names are

use as a rhetorical devise linking the episodes together.55

McMillion (239–40), while Satterthwaite (1993:80) also characterises the “sacking
of Laish” as “an atrocity not sanctioned by God”.

53 h[rx is mentioned by itself in Judg. 13:2 as the place where Samson’s father
was from, as well as in 2 Chron. 11:10 and Neh. 11:29. But latva is not men-
tioned anywhere else on its own in Hebrew Scripture. Note also that yt[rxh
ylatvahw is also found in 1 Chron. 2:53, while yt[rxh is mentioned on its own in
1 Chron. 4:2.

54 The debate about whether the two ˆdAhnjm represent the same place is suc-
cinctly summarised by O’Connell (215). Indeed, it is possible that the term hnjm is
being used differently in 13:25 and 18:12, with the former as part of a proper name
and the latter simply as a common noun. But if this is the case, it would only
strengthen the argument that ˆdAhnjm is being used deliberately as a rhetorical link
between the two episodes, since it is highly unusual for two places that do not share
the same proper name to be referred to in exactly the same way.

55 This is also suggested by Bauer (2001:5.4), although Bauer’s conclusion is debat-
able that Judg. 18:12 is prior and that Judg. 13:25 was added later as a polemic
against the Danites to highlight the fact that the Spirit of YHWH did not come
upon them in ˆdAhnjm as He did on Samson.



98 chapter three

But other than significant place-names, the two episodes also share

certain plot parallels. For example, in the Samson episode, the men-

tion of latvaw h[rx is immediately followed by the report of Samson

seeing a Philistine woman in Timnah and wanting to take her as

wife. This somewhat parallels the situation in which the Danites

found themselves. For while Samson’s seeking of a wife can, in a

sense, be seen as a matter concerning future progeny, the same is

true of the Danites’ attempt to seek a land inheritance, since the

future survival and continuation of the tribe would be at stake if

there was no land to sustain them.

But the similarities between the two episodes go even further. In

Samson’s case, his decision to take the Philistine woman is based

primarily on what he saw. This is made amply clear not only in

that his attraction is first introduced by the verb har (14:1), but also

by the fact that in asking his parents to get her for him, he again

based his request on his ‘having seen’ (ytyar) the Philistine woman

(14:2).

Incidentally, this same theme of acting on the basis of seeing is

also found in the Danite episode. Having made a short stop at

Micah’s house on the way to find land inheritance, the five spies

finally arrived at Laish, where the same verb har is used to describe

their initial discovery of a people who were living peaceful and unsus-

pecting lives (18:7). Shortly thereafter, as the spies returned to their

people to report their finding, their urging of their brothers to take

immediate action is again based on their ‘having seen’ (wnyar) the

good land and the unsuspecting people (18:9). Thus, both in the

Samson and in the Danite episodes, what the protagonists saw is

quickly followed by attempts to persuade others to act on the basis

of their earlier sightings.

But that is not all. In Samson’s case, his being guided by what

he saw is further emphasised when his choice of woman was ques-

tioned by his parents. In response, Samson answered, yny[b hrvy ayh
(14:3), an assertion repeated again by the narrator in 14:7.

But the phrase ‘right in one’s eyes’ (Ayny[b rvy) is also echoed

repeatedly in the refrain found in the epilogue of the book: vya
hc[y wyny[b rvyh (17:6; 21:25). Admittedly, this part of the refrain

actually does not appear explicitly in the episode concerning the

Danites. However, it must not be overlooked that the short form of

the refrain, larcyb ˚lm ˆya μhh μymyb, in fact brackets the episode
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of Danite migration in 18:1 and 19:1.56 And even though the short

form of the refrain lacks the second half of the full formula vya
hc[y wyny[b rvyh, the repeated occurrences of the full and short refrain

in relatively close proximity makes it likely that readers would auto-

matically supply the ellipsis whenever they encounter the short refrain.57

If so, one can indeed argue that just as Samson’s desire to marry

the Philistine woman he saw (har) expresses his being ruled by what

is ‘right in his own eyes (yny[b rvy)’,58 so the Danites’ decision to

annihilate the peaceful and unsuspecting citizens of Laish on the

basis of what their spies saw (har) is equally a concrete example of

how the tribe as a whole did what was right in its own eyes (rvyh
hc[y wyny[b).59

But there may yet be one more parallel between the two episodes.

In the Samson story, Samson’s choice of the Philistine woman whom

he has just seen (har) was questioned in 14:3 by his parents, whose

words seem to imply that taking a woman from among their own

people as wife would have been preferable to taking a foreign woman.60

56 To be sure, the majority of scholars such as Dumbrell (23–24), Amit (1990:5),
Exum (1990:427), O’Connell (239), and McMillion (237) are in agreement that the
refrain serves primarily as a transitional device that concludes the previous episode
and introduces the next. Thus, strictly speaking, the presence of the shortened refrain
in 18:1 and 19:1 is not primarily to serve as a ‘bracket’ for the Danite episode.
But it is nonetheless noteworthy that the episode is transitioned from the preced-
ing episode and joined to the next by this particular refrain.

57 Writing about the short refrain in 18:1, Amit (1990:6) argues that “the device
of repetition and the contiguity of the two statements (i.e. the long and short refrain)
cause the reader to assign to the partial repetition the significance of the entire
statement, and the reader thinks of the days without a king as that period in which
‘every man did what seemed right in his own eyes.’” Noth (1962:80 n. 30), Wilson
(74), McMillion (232,237), and Mayes (2001:242) also argue that the audience would
naturally remember the full refrain even though its second half is not repeated in
18:1 and 19:1.

58 Incidentally, Judg. 14:3,7 and the full refrain (17:6; 21:25) are the only times
the phrase ˆy[b rvy occurs within the book.

59 An interesting suggestion by Fokkelman (1992:43–44) is that the ellipsis of the
refrain in 19:1 may actually be deliberate so that what is left out in the short refrain
is explored in the following story of the rape of the concubine. The permission
given by the host to the Gibeathites in 19:24 to do to her what is good in their
eyes (μkyny[b bwfh) thus serves as a concrete illustration that fills out the ellipsis.
But if such a possibility can indeed be entertained concerning the ellipsis in 19:1,
then cannot a similar possibility also be entertained for 18:1, whereby the story of
the Danites taking what looked good to them actually serves as a concrete illus-
tration that fills out a similar ellipsis?

60 Thus, Bal (76) characterises Samson’s desire as “illegitimate” because the woman
was a foreigner.
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Of course, how the parents’ words are to be evaluated precisely in

this context is a matter of some debate, especially in light of the

narrator’s immediate comment in 14:4 that Samson’s parents had

been ignorant of YHWH’s involvement behind Samson’s choice.

Therefore it is not immediately clear whether Samson was justified

in making that choice or whether his parents’ evaluation of the mat-

ter was correct.

In considering this matter, however, the following factor must be

borne in mind. While the narrator’s comment can indeed be con-

strued as a defence of Samson’s choice, the fact remains that had

that choice been readily recognisable as appropriate and the par-

ents’ reaction as misguided, the comment would not have been nec-

essary in the first place. Therefore, the very fact that the narrator

needed to insert a special comment at this point suggests that the

parents’ perspective would have constituted the normal and expected

viewpoint.

This is further substantiated by the following facts. First, the char-

acterisation of Samson’s parents is generally very positive in the pre-

ceding episode of his birth. Granted, many have noted that Manoah

is portrayed as somewhat of an obtuse, comic character who takes

a secondary role to his wife in the birth narrative.61 But even so,

both parents are presented as essentially devout YHWHists. In fact,

as Soggin points out, “the Israelite family portrayed here is some-

what idealised, the home of ancient virtue in sharp contrast with the

general sexual and ethical disorder of the protagonist”.62 For this

reason, Soggin further suggests that the objection of “Samson’s pious

parents” in 14:3 to their son’s desire to take a Philistine wife is to

be understood as taking place under an “ideal framework of a believ-

ing and practising family”.63

Second, in the introduction of the central section in Judges 3:5–6,

intermarriage with the surrounding non-Israelite nations is spoken of

61 Exum, 1980:58; Alter, 1983:124; Block, 1999:397.
62 Soggin, 1987:236.
63 Ibid., 237. Incidentally, this seems to represent a far better understanding of

the parents’ objection than that of Block (1999:425), who argues from silence that
because the parents did not explicitly mention anything about YHWH’s command
or Samson’s Nazirite status, their objection was purely cultural and ethnic and had
nothing to do with covenantal issues. Block even suggests that the parents might
find acceptable a wife from the surrounding Canaanites as long as she was not
Philistine!
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negatively in connection with idolatry. And although the Philistines

are not explicitly listed in 3:5, their being mentioned in 3:3 as one

the nations left to test Israel suggests that intermarriage with the

Philistines is to be regarded as no different from intermarriage with

the sons and daughters of any of the other foreign nations.

Third, the majority of scholars seem to be in agreement that

Samson’s repeated involvement with undesirable women, of which

the Philistine woman is one, is generally to be evaluated negatively

in the context of the book. In fact, there is a view not unpopular

among scholars that Samson is to be looked upon as symbolic of

Israel as his lust for foreign and inappropriate women is seen as

analogous to Israel’s love for idols.64

Thus, taken together, the above facts suggest that the readers are

expected to identify with the parents’ objection. In fact, this could

well be why the narrator felt it necessary to supply an editorial com-

ment in 14:4 to explain the situation further.

But still, what is the point of this editorial comment? If it is indeed

not meant to be an endorsement of Samson’s choice and an inval-

idation of his parents’ objection, another possibility is to see it as an

attempt to exonerate Samson by clearing him of ultimate responsi-

bility. But such an interpretation is also not without difficulties. For

in the process of absolving Samson, the responsibility for his sin will

have rested squarely on YHWH instead. And as Greene points out,

the notion of YHWH leading Samson into sin in order to save the

nation would present a significant theological problem not only for

the modern reader but also for the ancient audience.65

But perhaps there is a third way to look at this. As Chisholm

points out, although 14:4 may suggest YHWH having directly caused

Samson to make the choice he did, the language used does not

restrict one to such an interpretation. In fact, it is possible to under-

stand the verse as asserting that YHWH had allowed Samson to fol-

low his desires because He could still use the situation to accomplish

His goals.66 A possible parallel would be Joseph’s interpretation of

his brothers’ actions in Gen. 45:5–8; 50:19–20. For in the context

64 Gros Louis, 161; Greenstein, 1981b:247–53; Webb, 1987:200–01; Wilson, 78–79;
O’Connell, 223–24.

65 Greene, 64.
66 Chisholm, 107–08.
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of Genesis, God is certainly not presented as approving of the broth-

ers’ wicked deeds. Yet He allowed those deeds to happen, and even

used them to accomplish deliverance for Jacob’s family.

But if Joseph’s interpretation of his brothers’ action can indeed

serve as an analogy for interpreting the editorial comment in Judg.

14:4, then the point of the comment is not so much to justify Samson’s

choice as it is to explain how such an apparently undesirable choice

could still lead to a relatively positive outcome as some of Israel’s

enemies were struck down in the process.67 In this case, the objec-

tion of Samson’s parents would remain valid, and Samson’s choice

of marriage partner on the basis of what he saw would be regarded

as an inferior choice in light of the available alternative of choosing

from among his own people.

But if Samson’s choice on the basis of what he saw is indeed pre-

sented as an inferior choice, then in a way, the same can also be

said of the Danites’ choice. For while the city Laish which the spies

saw indeed represented an easy target, the fact remains that this was

not the inheritance originally assigned to the tribe by lot in the pres-

ence of YHWH ( Josh. 19:40–46,48). And not only is this fact sub-

tly referred to in 18:1, it is also implied in 1:34–35 of the prologue,

which in turn alludes to Josh. 19:40–48. In fact, in Josh. 19:47,

Dan’s northern conquest is presented as the tribe’s own ‘Plan B’ in

light of their failure to claim the inheritance originally allotted to

them under ‘Plan A’. Therefore, for both Samson and the Danites,

one can say that their respective search for mate and land to guar-

antee the perpetuity of their future has gone beyond the choices

originally prescribed by YHWH in favour of what they saw (har)

that looked ‘right in their eyes’.

But if the above parallels between the two episodes can indeed

be sustained, what then is the point of such a link? Does one episode

serve to throw additional light on the other by further illuminating

the possible motives of the protagonists? Unfortunately, it does not

seem so. For parallels notwithstanding, each episode seems to offer

little additional insight into the other with regard to why the pro-

67 Note also that throughout the narrative, Samson is repeatedly portrayed as
wanting to form marriage/sexual alliances with the Philistines. In view of this, the
editorial comment may actually be drawing attention to the fact that it was really
YHWH and not Samson who was actively seeking to deliver Israel from her Philistine
oppressors.
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tagonists chose to act the way they did. Therefore, if the Danites’

decision to attack an isolated and peaceful settlement on the basis

of what they saw (har) seems to demand some kind of explanation,

the only quasi-explanation available here is that such things are not

unprecedented. For one of Israel’s judges also had a history of allow-

ing what he saw (har) govern his choices, and as a result, an infe-

rior choice was made.

4. The Levite’s wooing and abandoning of the concubine echoes Samson’s
wooing and abandoning of his wife

The second of two major narratives comprising the epilogue of Judges

opens in Judges 19 with an episode concerning another Levite. This

Levite was from the hill country of Ephraim, and had travelled to

Bethlehem of Judah in order to woo back68 a concubine who had

acted unfaithfully by leaving him and returning to her father’s house.69

Having succeeded in wooing her back, he then set off for home with

her and his servant, making it as far as around Jebus by nightfall.

Not willing to spend the night in a non-Israelite city, the Levite and

his company journeyed on to Gibeah in Benjamin, where they finally

received hospitality from an old Ephraimite after a significant wait

at the city square. But as they were enjoying their evening meal,

68 blAl[ rbd, found eight times in Hebrew Scripture, can certainly connote ‘to
woo’, as Gen. 34:3 and Hos. 2:16 seem to suggest. Otherwise, as used in Gen.
50:21; Ruth 2:13; 2 Sam. 19:18; Isa. 40:2, it simply means ‘to speak kindly or with
encouraging words’.

69 Here, some uncertainty exists regarding how hnz is to be understood in 19:2.
While the normal sense of the verb is ‘to play the harlot’, and hence, to act unfaith-
fully, some, on the basis of the LXX translation with Ùrg¤zomai in Codex Alexandrinus,
have suggested a different root underlying hnz meaning ‘to be angry’. This will be
dealt with in greater detail in the following discussion. But for now, to those who
object to taking hnz in the normal sense because the penalty against the adulteress
would have been death (Lev. 20:10), it should be noted that the word may have
been used figuratively rather than literally. Indeed, as Boling (1975:274), Bal (81–82),
and Tsang (449) point out, since Israelite law did not allow for divorce by a woman,
the very act of the concubine walking out on her husband may have been sufficient
for her to be regarded as having acted unfaithfully, and hence, having committed
adultery. The Hebrew text is therefore interpretive in that the second clause of 19:2
beginning with wtam ˚ltw may be explicative of the preceding clause wyl[ hnztw
wvglyp. Such a use of the consecutive verb form is not uncommon, and according
to Waltke and O’Connor (551–52), it is found also in Ruth 2:3 and Exod. 2:10,
where both examples also involve a series of two or more consecutive clauses in
which the last in the series is explicative of the immediately preceding one.
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wicked men of the city came pounding on the old man’s door

demanding that the Levite be handed over so that they could have

sex with him. The host tried to reason with the men, offering instead

to sacrifice his own daughter as well as the Levite’s concubine. When

the offer was rejected, however, the Levite took matters into his own

hands and shoved his concubine out of the door, whereupon she

was raped all night until dawn. When the Levite woke up the fol-

lowing morning, he found his concubine lying at the doorway uncon-

scious, presumably dead. He then put her on his donkey and went

home. After he got home, he cut her into twelve pieces and sent

them to the tribes of Israel. This resulted in a collective outcry,

which eventually led to a civil war between Benjamin and the rest

of Israel in which the tribe of Benjamin was almost annihilated.

This is undoubtedly a bizarre story, not only because of the incred-

ible wickedness of the citizens of Gibeah, calculated to remind one

of Sodom and Gomorrah,70 but also because of some inexplicable

behaviour of certain central characters of the story. Among these is

the puzzling behaviour of the Levite towards his concubine.

When, at the beginning of the story, one sees the Levite making

the journey from the hill country of Ephraim to Bethlehem in Judah

just to woo back his concubine, one naturally assumes that, for what-

ever reason, her presence is desired. This is especially so in light of

the explicit suggestion that her departure to her father’s house was

the wrong thing to do: an act of unfaithfulness.71 Thus, the Levite’s

willingness to make the journey for the sole purpose of wooing her

back in spite of her error hints at how important she must have

been to him.

And yet, as the story progresses, especially to the point when the

Levite’s welfare was threatened by the wicked men of Gibeah, the

Levite’s treatment of the concubine suddenly turns appallingly cal-

lous. Indeed, Niditch notes that as the Levite prepares to sacrifice

his concubine to a violent mob to save himself,

. . . the language conveys the unconsidered swiftness with which he
gives her up and the harshness, ‘The man seized his concubine, and
made her go out to them outside.’ She is cast from that safe world

70 The similarities between the two narratives have been noted by Culley (1976:
56–59), Lasine (38–41), Niditch (1982:375–78), Block (1990:326–41), Matthews
(1992:3–11), and Penchansky (77–88).

71 This again assumes that the normal sense of hnz is accepted. See n. 69 above.
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to the hostile outside by force. He has not discussed the matter with
her; he does not relate to her. There is no communication between
them. His only attempt to speak with her comes the next morning
when she lies dead at the door.72

Lasine comments further on the Levite’s reaction after he found her

dead the following morning:

He opens the doors and comes out ‘to go on his way’ (19:27). Considering
the circumstances, the fact that he came outside for the purpose of
‘going on his way’ is bizarre. The dry, factual tone of the narrative
shows that the Levite is acting as though nothing at all had happened
the night before, when in reality he had thrown his concubine out to
a rabid mob in order to save himself, and perhaps, his host’s daughter.
The reader must immediately wonder: ‘What was he doing all night,
while she was being raped and abused? He’s acting as though he had
a good night’s sleep and is cheerfully looking forward to their contin-
ued journey.’ . . . The Levite’s insensitivity reaches absurd proportions
when the narrator turns his attention back to him, after describing the
woman’s posture. The Levite says to her, ‘Up, let’s get going’ (19:28).
For him to talk to her as though she were not only alive but ready
to continue their journey is totally absurd. He acts as though he were
in a hurry to get on the road to beat the morning traffic.73

But all this callousness from one who has just travelled all the way

from the hill country of Ephraim to Bethlehem to woo back this

very concubine? Why bother in the first place if indeed he intends

to treat her as an object of so little worth? Surely, here is an incon-

gruity in the characterisation of the Levite that cries out for some

kind of explanation. Yet none is forthcoming from the text.

Interestingly, the puzzling behaviour of the Levite seems once

again to echo a similar episode in the central section of the book,

that of Samson’s attempt to woo back his wife74 in Judg. 15:1–8.

While admittedly, the two episodes share very little in terms of vocab-

ulary, there are, however, several plot parallels that immediately

strike one as analogous.

First, both narratives begin with the protagonist going to the house

of his in-law with the expressed purpose of winning back an estranged

72 Niditch, 1982:370.
73 Lasine, 44–45.
74 Although Samson may not have consummated the marriage with the name-

less Philistine woman, who was subsequently given to another, she is nonetheless
referred to as wtva in 15:1.
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spouse.75 Thus, while in 19:2–3, the Levite went to his concubine at

her father’s house in order to ‘speak to her heart (hblAl[ rbd)’, in

15:1, Samson went to his wife, presumably still living at her father’s

house, with a gift of a young goat.

Second, both narratives end with the woman in question having

come to a violent death. While the Levite’s concubine was raped to

death (19:25–28), Samson’s wife was burned to death along with her

father (15:6).

Third, in both narratives, the protagonist then uses the death of

the spouse as justification to call for (19:29–20:7) or exact (15:7–8)

revenge, even though in reality, it was the action of the protagonist

himself that had directly or indirectly caused that death. In the case

of the Levite, he was directly responsible for his concubine’s death

because it was he who threw her to the rabid mob outside (19:25).76

As for Samson, although his role in his wife’s death was not direct,

it was nonetheless his burning of the Philistines’ grain fields, vine-

yards, and olive groves that drove them to seek revenge by burning

to death his wife and her father (15:4–6). Thus, both protagonists

were demanding revenge for horrific deaths that they themselves

were partially responsible for.

But while the above three points provide the clearest parallel

between the two narratives, there are also a couple of significant

albeit not exact correspondences in plot that are worth highlighting.

First, in both narratives, the death of the woman can be traced ulti-

mately to a demand for sex. In the case of the concubine, trouble

first came when the wicked men of Gibeah came and demanded in

19:22 that the Levite be brought out so that they may ‘know him

(wn[dn)’. As for Samson, his explicitly stated intention of going into

his wife’s chamber (hrdjh ytvaAla haba) in 15:1 also suggests that

he had sexual activity in mind.77 This demand for sex thus becomes

75 This parallel between the two episodes is also noted by Matthews (1989:250).
76 Incidentally, this fact is conveniently left out by the Levite when he reported

to the tribes about what happened in 20:4–7.
77 Admittedly, the expression la awb followed by a person does not in itself 

necessarily suggest sexual activity, although it can (Gen. 16:4; 29:21,23; 30:3,4;
38:2,8,9,16,18; Judg. 16:1; Prov. 6:29). Nor does rdj necessarily suggest the bridal
chamber or bedroom, although again, it can (Exod. 7:28; 2 Sam. 4:7; 13:10; Song
1:4; Joel 2:6). But taken together in the current context, it seems clear that Samson’s
desire to enter into his wife’s chamber is to consummate the marriage by having
sex. Why else would her father refuse and offer instead to give him the younger
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the catalyst in each case that sets into motion a chain of events that

finally results in death for both women.

Second, the initial demand for sex in each case was refused by a

father figure, who not only justified his refusal, but also offered a

substitute that was subsequently rejected. In the case of the Levite,

as soon as the wicked men of Gibeah made their demand, the host

went out to the men and urged them not to do such a vile and dis-

graceful thing because the Levite was his guest (19:23). Instead, he

offered to bring out his own daughter and the Levite’s concubine,

and gave them permission to mistreat the women in whatever way

they desired (19:24). But the offer was rejected by the men, who

were unwilling to listen (19:25). In Samson’s case, his demand to go

to his wife was also denied by the father, who explained to Samson

that the daughter in question had already been given to another

because he thought Samson hated her (15:2). Instead, he offered

Samson the younger and supposedly more attractive daughter (15:2).

But this was rejected by Samson, who then used the incident as a

justification for getting even with the Philistines (15:3).

Granted, for the last two points, the plot correspondences are not

perfect since in the Levite’s case, the ones demanding sex are a third

party, while in Samson’s case, it is the protagonist himself. But this

discrepancy notwithstanding, the occurrence of all five parallels in

both narratives in the exact same order points to some kind of con-

scious literary dependence.

That this is so can further be seen in that while all the afore-

mentioned plot features seem integral to the Samson narrative, some

of the same features seem superfluous in the narrative concerning

the Levite and his concubine. For example, within the larger nar-

rative of Judges 19–21, the episode concerning the Levite and his

concubine seems to serve primarily to provide the cause that explains

Israel’s civil war with Benjamin.78 If so, then within the episode found

in Judges 19, it is really the atrocity of the Gibeathites causing the

death of the concubine that is the central focus of the story. This

means that what took place before the commencement of the Levite’s

return journey to the hill country of Ephraim is really of minor

daughter, if all Samson wanted was to talk, or visit, or conduct business of a non-
sexual nature with her?

78 Indeed, Fokkelman (1999:87) understands the function of Judges 19 mainly as
fuse for Judges 20–21.
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significance. Therefore, for all intents and purposes, the episode could

have started with something like: “There was a Levite who travelled

with his concubine and his servant from Bethlehem in Judah to the

hill country of Ephraim. When they came near Jebus, the day was

almost gone. . . .”, and nothing of significance to the overall plot of

larger narrative would have been lost. As the narrative stands in its

current form, however, the detail about the Levite’s previous rela-

tionship with his concubine and the lavish description of the time

he spend at his in-law’s house seem curiously irrelevant to the over-

all plot. In fact, the father-in-law is not even mentioned again. Not

only so, as the narrative stands, the impression given that the Levite

cared greatly about the concubine also introduces a sense of incon-

gruity in light of the way he later treated her.

Granted, one may argue that the lavish hospitality scenes at the

in-law’s home are relevant in that the showing of hospitality or the

lack thereof does constitute a minor theme that serves to further

highlight the chaos and lawlessness of the period.79 But even so, this

still does not explain why the information explaining the separation

between the Levite and his concubine has to be given. After all, a

man visiting his in-law with his wife or concubine does not require

special justification. Thus, the information given in 19:2–3 really

seems altogether superfluous, so much so that one suspects its pres-

ence in the narrative is solely for the purpose of providing a more

complete plot parallel with the Samson episode in 15:1–7. After all,

with the Levite presented as making the journey to Bethlehem to

woo back the estranged concubine at her father’s home, the two

narratives would have been presented as effectively sharing plot-wise

a similar beginning, middle, and end.

But if this is indeed the case, then it might also help solve an

interpretive problem in 19:2. As has been noted earlier, there has

been some debate as to how hnz is to be understood in 19:2. Most

commentators seem to favour taking the word to mean ‘to be angry’

over ‘to play the harlot’,80 despite the fact that such a meaning for

79 Lasine, 37–39. Jüngling (294) even sees the hospitality theme as the main theme
in the Judges 19 narrative. But this is based on Jüngling’s belief that Judges 20 and
21 actually represent later additions that originally did not follow from Judges 19.

80 Cundall (1968:193); Boling (1975:273–74); Soggin (1987:284); Niditch (1982:366);
Block (1999:523).
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hnz is otherwise unattested elsewhere in Hebrew Scripture.81 The rea-

sons for such a preference are as follows.

First, hnz meaning ‘to be unfaithful’ or ‘to play the harlot’ is else-

where never followed by the preposition l[, as is the case in Judg.

19:2. Second, two ancient versions seem to support an alternative

meaning. For the MT wyl[ hnzt in 19:2, LXXA has »rg¤syh aÈtv
(she was angry with him), while Targum Jonathan has yhwyl[ trsbw
(she despised him).82

While the use of l[ with hnz is admittedly a difficulty that has no

easy solution, the evidence from the versions is not straightforward.

Concerning the LXXA translation, even Boling acknowledges that

the Hebrew behind it is not entirely clear.83 This is because Ùrg¤zomai
is normally and consistently used to render the Hebrew phrase πaAhrj
( Judg. 2:14,20; 3:8; 6:39; 9:30; 10:7; 14:19), and it is hard to see

how this can be confused with hnz. Boling and Block both suggests

a possible scribal error in the Hebrew as jnz is wrongly transcribed

as hnz in the MT,84 even though Block promptly dismisses this as

less likely than the alternative of retaining the Hebrew and recog-

nising a second root for hnz as ‘to be angry’.

What is most curious here, however, is the fact that scholars are

so ready to support the LXXA and possibly the Targum readings in

spite of the paucity of other manuscript support for them. One sus-

pects that the real reason behind this is really not so much because

of textual evidence but because the MT reading presents certain

difficulties regarding logic and plausibility.85 Cundall and Matthews,

for example, both state that ‘she was angry with him’ is more plau-

sible than ‘she played the harlot against him’ because the penalty

81 HALOT, probably after Driver, lists ‘to be angry’ as the meaning of a homony-
mous root for hnz. This is based primarily on the Akkadian root zenù, which can
mean ‘to be angry’ or ‘to hate’. It is believed that ‘to hate’ has eventually devel-
oped into the meaning ‘to be apostate’, and hence, the meaning ‘to be unfaithful’
in Hebrew for hnz. But the meaning ‘to be angry’ is preserved in a homonymous
root which shows up in Judg. 19:2 as ‘to feel repugnance against’. But not only is
this doubtful because the questionable case in Judg. 19:2 represents the only instant
where such a root is allegedly found, as Erlandsson (99) and Ringgren (105) respec-
tively point out, the Akkadian root zenù may not even be related to hnz, but instead,
to jnz in Hebrew, which means ‘to reject, exclude’.

82 Smelik, 607.
83 Boling, 1975:274.
84 Ibid.; Block, 1999:523.
85 This point is also emphasised by Bal (82–83).
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for adultery was death (Lev. 20:10).86 Boling too, finds it strange that

the woman would become a prostitute and then run home.87 Bohmbach

further adds that under such circumstances, the father would surely

not welcome her back and provide a place for her for some four

months because of the supposed shame she would bring.88 Similarly,

Soggin’s preference for ‘she was angry at him’ is probably also based

on logical considerations. After all, he notes that the Levite’s behav-

iour seems to suggest that the responsibility of the matrimonial cri-

sis lay with the husband, and that in view of how glad the concubine

and father-in-law were to be reconciled, the quarrel could not have

been very serious.89 All of these considerations seem to go against

the possibility that the concubine has in fact been unfaithful.

But what if the author’s point is precisely to present her as unfaith-

ful?90 For if, as has been argued, 19:2–3 was penned solely for the

sake of providing a parallel to the Samson episode in 15:1–7, then

the concubine’s unfaithfulness would in fact provide a perfect par-

allel to Samson’s wife, who was estranged from Samson precisely

because she had, in a sense, been unfaithful to him by betraying his

secret to her people. In fact, Samson’s words in 14:18, “Had you

not ploughed with my heifer, you would not have solved my riddle”

makes it clear that he sees himself as having been betrayed, and

that accounts for his angry departure from her. Thus, by taking hnz
in the normal sense of the word as ‘to be unfaithful’ in 19:2, the

parallel with 15:1–7 is actually strengthened.91 There is therefore no

need to go out of one’s way to find justification for supporting the

LXXA reading.92

86 Cundall, 1968:193; Matthews, 1992:7.
87 Boling, 1975:273.
88 Bohmbach, 90.
89 Soggin, 1987:284.
90 Note again that this unfaithfulness does not have to be in the literal sense of

having committed adultery. If the unfaithfulness merely refers to her having run
away for an undisclosed reason, then much of the logical objections raised above
by the various scholars would no longer be an issue.

91 Such an understanding would thus constitute an argument against Bal’s posi-
tion (83–88) that the ‘unfaithfulness’ is in fact an offence against the concubine’s
father rather than against the Levite.

92 That reading, as well as the Targum reading, can in fact be accounted for by
suggesting that the translator had misread hnz for jnz. To smooth out the sense of
the verse, the translator of the Targum thus interpreted ‘to reject him’ as ‘to despise
him’ (well within the semantic range of jnz), while the translator of the LXXA

explained it as ‘to be angry with him’. Incidentally, the translation of LXXB as
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But assuming that a plausible case has been made for the con-

scious allusion of Judges 19 to the Samson episode in Judges 15,

what then is accomplished by such an allusion? Unfortunately, as in

the previous incidents, the allusion to Samson in this case again con-

tributes little in terms of providing additional insight into the bizarre

and inconsistent behaviour of the Levite towards his concubine. The

only message the parallels seem to convey is that the Levite’s behav-

iour, though bizarre, was perhaps not unprecedented after all. For

one of the judges of Israel has likewise acted in a very similar manner.

5. Benjamin’s surprisingly incongruent decision to support the guilty
Gibeathites echoes Ehud’s surprisingly incongruent use of deception

In the aftermath of the rape and subsequent death of the concu-

bine, the Levite took the concubine home and cut her up into twelve

parts, sending them presumably to each of the twelve tribes of Israel

in an attempt to rally support to avenge the injustice done. Judges

20 then opens with a gathering of all the tribes of Israel, with the

exception of Benjamin, at Mizpah, where a quick investigation was

made into the circumstances leading to the horrific crime. The Levite

was then called upon to give an eyewitness account of what happened.

Admittedly, the Levite’s testimony was not exactly an accurate

reflection of the events as they happened. As many have pointed

out, the testimony the Levite gave in 20:4–7 consists of clear dis-

crepancies when compared with the actual account of the events in

19:22–28.93 These discrepancies in the testimony were undoubtedly

self-serving, intending to cast the Levite in a more favourable light

as the danger he faced was exaggerated and the role he played in

sending the concubine out to her death was left out. But that notwith-

standing, the overall guilt of the Gibeathites in the rape and subse-

quent death of the concubine was not in dispute.

Upon hearing the Levite’s testimony, the Israelites ‘rose as one

man’ and decided to go up against Gibeah to exact justice for the

crime committed. But this was not before the tribes decided to first

send representatives to Benjamin demanding that the guilty party be

§poreÊyh épÉ aÈtoË (she went away from him) may also be based either on an
interpretive misreading of hnz as jnz or on an attempt to explain the precise sense
of hnz.

93 J. Gray, 382; Polzin, 201; Niditch, 1982:371; Lasine, 48–49; Tsang, 466–67;
Block, 1999:554; Schneider, 267.
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handed over. In so doing, the Israelites appear to have at least shown

proper deference to tribal-political protocol. Moreover, the explicit

reason given in 20:13 for demanding that the guilty party be handed

over, namely, for them to be put to death so that the evil can be

purged from Israel (larcym h[r hr[bn), is a legitimate one, not to

mention that Benjamin, being a part of Israel, would also stand to

benefit from such a purging.

Yet in a most bizarre turn of events, not only did Benjamin refuse

to turn over the guilty party, they did the opposite by rallying to

the defence of the Gibeathites,94 gathering their troops at Gibeah in

order to fight against the rest of Israel. In fact, this show of soli-

darity by the Benjaminites towards the Gibeathites is further high-

lighted by the fact that seven hundred95 chosen Gibeathites ended

up joining the Benjaminite contingent as active participants.

But in light of the obvious guilt of the Gibeathites, why did the

Benjaminites decide to side with Gibeah against the rest of Israel?96

Unfortunately, no explanation appears to have been given in the

text. Yet a subtle allusion to one of the judges may actually shed

some light on the matter.

In reporting the Benjaminites’ solidarity with the Gibeathites as

they prepared for war, it is specifically mentioned in 20:16 that seven

hundred Benjaminites within their contingent are ‘restricted in the

right hand (wnymyAdy rfa)’. Furthermore, these left-handers were also

said to be able to sling a stone at a hair and not miss.

Here, several things should be noted. First, in the larger context

of the account of the civil war that immediately follows, there is no

further mention of stone-slingers in the ensuing battle. This, of course,

does not necessarily mean that the stone-slingers did not play a role

94 This, according to Amit (1998:338–39, 343–44), portrays Benjamin as acting
in an exceptional way and in opposition to biblical norms, thus reflecting their dis-
torted values.

95 There is a textual problem in 20:15–16 that makes it unclear as to whether
the number 700 actually occurs only once (the versions), referring either to the
number of Gibeathites or the number of left-handed slingers, or whether it occurs
twice (MT) referring respectively to both groups. As this textual problem is extremely
complicated and does not appear to alter the facts that some Gibeathites did join
the Benjaminite contingent and part of the Benjaminite contingent consisted of left-
handed slingers, I will simply note the problem at this juncture without pursuing
it any further.

96 Indeed, Soggin (1987:282) remarks that the Benjaminites could have just handed
over the guilty ones and justice would have taken its course.
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at all, for there seems to be evidence elsewhere to suggest that stone-

slinging can be an important part of Israelite warfare.97 In spite of

this, however, in the description of the battle that follows, the empha-

sis seems to be on the sword as the principle weapon, as brj appears

seven times within the battle narrative.98 In fact, the entire Benjaminite

and Israelite contingent are characterised specifically in 20:15,17 as

brj πlv vya. What this suggests, therefore, is that from a rhetori-

cal perspective, the mention of the stone-slinging ability of the seven

hundred left-handed Benjaminites is actually superfluous in relation

to the following battle narrative. The superb marksmanship of these

stone-slinging left-handers is therefore most likely brought up pri-

marily to clarify that their left-handedness is not to be construed as

a liability but as an asset. To that end, they may even be presented

as somewhat of an elite force even though this does not appear to

have any direct plot relevance in the context of the battle narrative.

But even so, the question still remains as to why the left-hand-

edness of these seven hundred warriors needs to be brought up in

the first place. For like the detail about their stone-slinging ability,

the left-handedness of these Benjaminite warriors appears to have

no particular relevance in the context of the battle narrative. For no

further mention was made of them in the rest of the narrative, such

that for all intents and purposes, the entire reference to the seven

hundred left-handed, stone-slinging Benjaminites in 20:16 can be left

out altogether and the plot would not have suffered in the slightest.

Why then, was this seemingly pointless piece of information included

at this point in the narrative?

To answer this question, a second thing one needs to note is that

the specific language used to describe the left-handedness of these

Benjaminite warriors is highly unusual. Normally, one would expect

some form of lamc to be used to indicate left-handedness, as that

would seem the most direct way. Indeed, such a form is used in 1

Chron. 12:2 as well as in Judg. 3:21, where Ehud’s left-handed activ-

ity is described with: wlamc dyAta dwha jlvyw.
But in Judges 20:16, these Benjaminites are described as rfa

wnymyAdy, an obscure expression that, incidentally, has only been used

one other time in Hebrew Scripture: to describe another Benjaminite,

97 Cf. 2 Kgs. 3:25; 2 Chron. 26:14; Zech. 9:15.
98 Judg. 20:15,17,25,35,37,48.
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Ehud, in Judges 3:15. In fact rfa is such a rare word that its pre-

cise meaning is still uncertain, as it is found as an adjective only in

Judg. 3:15 and 20:16 and as a verb only in Ps. 69:16. Taking into

consideration the immediate context, the verb in Ps. 69:16 is gen-

erally understood to mean ‘to close’ by comparison with the Arabic

cognate "atara (meaning ‘to fence around’). The adjective is then gen-

erally taken to mean ‘bound’ or ‘restricted’.99 But even if this mean-

ing is accepted, there is still a great deal of debate with regard to

what exactly the phrase wnymyAdy rfa refers to. Here, commentators

seem almost equally divided into those who take the phrase to refer

to a physical handicap,100 ambidexterity,101 or left-handedness.102

But regardless of what this highly unusual phrase refers to exactly,

the fact that it is used only twice in Hebrew Scripture, both in the

same book and both referring to people from Benjamin, seems to

argue strongly for a case of conscious allusion. That the use of the

phrase in 3:15 is original and is being alluded to in 20:16 also seems

a reasonable inference, since the phrase in 20:16, and indeed, that

whole verse, seems unmotivated by plot necessity and is inexplica-

ble within its immediate context. Thus, if it can be shown that the

use of the phrase in 3:15 is in fact rhetorically significant, then a

case can be made that 20:16 depends on 3:15.

So, is the use of wnymyAdy rfa in 3:15 rhetorically significant in its

immediate context? The answer appears to be in the affirmative,

since in the immediately preceding epithet, Ehud is identified as a

Benjaminite (ynymyhAˆb), thus allowing ˆymy in the two consecutive epi-

thets to form a significant wordplay.

To be sure, the suggestion of wordplay is dismissed by Lindars as

an example of over-interpretation.103 Nonetheless, it should not be

99 Not all subscribe to such an interpretation. Kornfeld (105–07) argues that rfa
is derived from the Akkadian étîru ‘deliver’, thus taking the phrase in Judg. 3:15 to
mean that Ehud is capable of saving with the right hand. But as Lindars (1995:141)
rightly points out, this does not make sense in the context of the Ehud story, and
should therefore be rejected as a viable interpretive option.

100 Alonso-Schökel, 148–49; Soggin, 1987:50; 1989:96–97; Webb, 1987:131;
Chalcraft, 183; Handy, 236; Tsang, 116.

101 Rösel, 1977:270; Halpern, 40–43; Block, 1999:161.
102 Boling, 1975:86; Dexinger, 268–69; Marais, 92; Jugel and Neef, 46–47. This

position is apparently also supported by medieval Jewish commentators such as
Rashi and Kimchi, as translated by Rosenberg (21,162) and reported by Dexinger
(269) and Lindars (1995:141).

103 Lindars, 1995:141. Here Lindars specifically cites Soggin (1987:50, 1989:97)
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overlooked that the use of the gentilic form here is somewhat unusual.

For in Hebrew Scripture, the normal way to refer to Benjaminites

is through the collective ˆymynb or the epithet ˆmynb ynb. In fact, out

of over seventy cases where someone from the tribe is referred to,

in only about ten or so is the gentilic form used.104

Furthermore, it is also noteworthy that it is apparently in the gen-

tilic form of the tribe name that the original composite nature of

the name Benjamin is preserved. For in Gen. 35:18, when the name

ˆymynb is first coined by Jacob, it was in response to a name origi-

nally given by Rachel to her son at her deathbed. To reflect an

awareness that she would die giving birth to her son, Rachel named

the boy ynwaAˆb (son of my trouble). But his father Jacob renamed

him ˆymynb (son of the right hand),105 presumably to reflect this son’s

favoured position in his eyes.106 But this act of renaming, which

essentially left intact the first element of the original name but changed

only the second, testifies to the composite nature of the name as it

was first given. Of course, over time, as the etiology of the original

name faded in significance, the composite form gradually came to

be regarded as an indivisible unit. This is most clearly seen in the

frequently-occurring ˆmynb ynb, where the initial Aˆb of the original

composite form is no longer open to inflection, thus making it nec-

essary to introduce a separate ˆb in construct relationship with the

name to express ‘sons of Benjamin’ or ‘Benjaminites’.

and Boling (1975:86), but others who also see an intentional wordplay between the
two epithets include Auld (1984:148), Ogden (1991:410–11), Handy (236), Amit
(1998:179), and Marais (92).

104 In the book of Judges, ˆymynb is used 17 times ( Judg. 5:14; 20:17,20,25,35(x2),
36,39,40,43,44,46; 21:1,6,14,17,18) and ˆmynb ynb 19 times ( Judg. 1:21(x2);
20:3,13(Qere),14,15,18,21,23,24,28,30,31,32,36,48; 21:13,20,23) to refer to someone
from the tribe of Benjamin. Only twice (3:15; 19:16) is the gentilic form used.

105 Auld (1984:148) sees the etiology of the name as a reference to Benjamin
being located south of their relatives in Ephraim. But Boling (1975:86) sees this
southerly connection as a later tradition, thus favouring a reference to the right
hand as a more accurate reflection the original etiology. It should also be noted
that although the tribe name is outwardly identical to a group of semi-nomadic
southerners known as the Yaminites attested in Mari, Malamat (1989:34–35) sees
no connection between the two.

106 The idea of the right hand being related to favour can be seen in Gen.
48:12–20, where both Jacob and Joseph were apparently aware of the significance
attached to being blessed with the right hand versus the left. In Hebrew hymnic
literature too, it is well established that the right hand of YHWH is often a refer-
ence to His strength and salvation (Exod. 15:6,12; Pss. 20:7; 21:9; 60:7; 63:9; 89:14;
98:1; 118:16).
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But for some reason, the composite nature of the original name

Benjamin seems to have been preserved in the gentilic form of the

tribe name. This is seen primarily in that in gentilic forms, the first

element of the name is open to regular inflection as if it were a reg-

ular construct chain.107 Thus, while the gentilic singular appears as

ynymy ˆb,108 the plural appears as ynymy ynb.109 Furthermore, in the four

instances where the gentilic form appears with the definite article as

ynymyhAˆb,110 the placement of the article is also consistent with the

way articles are normally placed in composite construct-chain names.111

Moreover, the composite nature of the tribe name as preserved in

the gentilic appears to be so fluid that in 1 Sam. 9:1, it even allows

for the replacement of the first elements of the composite name Aˆb
with the semantically similar idiomatic expression vyaAˆb,112 thus result-

ing in the form ynymy vyaAˆb.113

In any case, considering how two relatively rare epithets, namely,

the gentilic ynymyhAˆb that seems to preserve the etiological root of the

name Benjamin as ‘son of the right handers’114 and the obscure

wnymyAry rfa that expresses left-handedness in a round-about way as

restriction of the right hand, are used in succession to characterise

Ehud, a case can certainly be made that a wordplay is fully intended,

the objections of Lindars notwithstanding. But if so, then the use of

107 Normally, one would not expect etiological components of a proper name to
display variable internal inflection, as the whole name is generally taken as a fixed
unit.

108 1 Sam. 9:21; Ps. 7:1; 1 Chron. 27:12 (Qere).
109 Judg. 19:16; 1 Sam. 22:7.
110 Judg. 3:15; 2 Sam. 16:11; 19:17; 1 Kgs. 2:8.
111 See Waltke and O’Connor, 245, and Joüon, 518. Other such examples include

yrz[h yba in Judg. 6:11,24; ymjlh tyb in 1 Sam. 16:1,18; 17:58; 2 Sam. 21:19; tyb
ylah in 1Kgs. 16:43.

112 The expression vyaAˆb is also similarly used in Lev. 24:14 and 1Sam. 17:12,
where it is immediately followed by gentilic forms, and in 2 Sam. 1:13; 20:23; 1
Chron. 11:22.

113 In 2 Sam. 20:1 and Esth. 2:5, the form ynymy vya also appears, reflecting either
the replacement of the Aˆb with another word in roughly the same semantic range,
or a form similar to ynymy vyaAˆb in 1 Sam. 9:1, but with the semantically redun-
dant Aˆb having dropped off. Another somewhat unusual occurrence is also found
in 1 Sam. 9:4, but there, McCarter (174–75) argues that ynymyA≈ra in the MT actu-
ally represents a toponymic corruption.

114 One wonders if this may indeed be an example of what Bar Efrat (270) refers
to as a conscious reviving of fossilised expressions through the restoration of full
stylistic value so as to hint at an original meaning.
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wnymyAdy rfa in 3:15 is in fact rhetorically significant in its immedi-

ately context. This, therefore, makes it all the more likely that the

otherwise unmotivated use of the same phrase in 20:16 is an attempt

at a conscious allusion to 3:15.

But still, what is the point of the allusion? To answer this ques-

tion, one must go back to the Ehud narrative to discover what exactly

the rhetorical significance is of the wordplay involving ynymyhAˆb and

wnymyAdy rfa.

In this regard, most commentators seem to agree that the main

point of the wordplay is to show Ehud, the left-handed ‘son of the

right-handers’, to be an unlikely choice for a hero.115 But while Ehud

being an unexpected choice for a hero is undoubtedly conveyed by

the punning epithets, one wonders if such an explanation is sufficiently

precise to capture the full force of the wordplay. After all, that Ehud

was an unlikely choice for a hero is precisely because a ‘son of the

right-handers’ is expected to excel in his right hand. Yet this ynymyhAˆb
is wnymyAdy rfa!

Here, the extremely rare rfa, often translated as ‘bound’ or

‘restricted’, seems to connote some sort of deficiency.116 Thus if Ehud

was an unlikely choice for a hero, it is precisely because he seems

to have fallen short in the very area that is supposed to define his

core identity as a ‘son of the right-handers’.

But if the point of the wordplay is indeed to highlight a ‘falling

short’ in a core area of one’s identity, then assuming, as Bar-Efrat

does, that “in general, no information is included in the exposition

which does not have a definite function in the development of the

action”,117 can one not further extend this sense of ‘falling short’ and

see it as subtly foreshadowing certain of Ehud’s actions in the ensu-

ing narrative? In this, one is reminded particularly of Ehud’s use of

deception to facilitate his assassination of Eglon, King of Moab.

115 Sternberg (332), for example, writes that given the cultural associations of right
vs. left, the normative circumlocution “radicalizes . . . our wonder at God’s choice
of such an ill-omened deliverer.” Auld (1984:148–49), commenting on the pun, also
highlights what an “improbable assailant” Ehud was for the Lord to use. Klein
(1988:37) writes that Ehud as “an unlikely choice is immediately suggested”. And
Andersson (36) remarks that “God’s using remarkable and unexpected heroes when
saving Israel is a common motif in OT that appears over and over again in the
book of Judges”.

116 Hence some actually argue that Ehud was handicapped in the right hand.
117 Bar Efrat, 114.
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That deception was used repeatedly by Ehud118 is a fact com-

mentators generally do not dispute.119 In fact, Culley even uses the

Ehud narrative as a typical illustration of a sub-genre known as

‘deception story’,120 while Webb points to deception as having played

an “absolutely central role” within the narrative.121 What is contro-

versial, however, is how this use of deception is to be evaluated.

On the one hand, Webb, among others, argues that the “grotesquely

comic character of the story makes moral judgements irrelevant”.122

He also asserts that Ehud being YHWH’s chosen saviour who has

been raised up makes his deceptions “providentially directed and

guaranteed”.123 A similar position is also held by Amit, who sees

YHWH as essentially behind Ehud’s actions.124 Chalcraft likewise

argues that Ehud’s deception is only ‘potentially deviant’ and does

not reflect negatively on his character because its target is the ‘out-

group’ who is “a deserving victim of maltreatment”.125 These com-

mentators therefore see little cause for concern with respect to the

use of deception, and generally maintain that Ehud should legiti-

mately be viewed as the hero of the story.126

On the other hand, however, there are also others who, on moral

grounds, are far less comfortable with Ehud’s tactics. Among these,

Klein is especially vehement in her criticism of Ehud, attributing his

deception and trickery to an apparent unwillingness to rely on

YHWH.127 She also asserts that YHWH was absent from Ehud’s

118 These include taking advantage of his left-handedness to hide his dagger on
the right thigh, attempting to gain Eglon’s trust through his role as a tribute-bearer,
deliberately cultivating a sense of mystery by first leaving and then turning back
after having crossed the border, consciously misleading Eglon with his ambiguous
word choice, falsely invoking God’s name to arouse Eglon’s curiosity, and turning
Eglon’s trust into an opportunity for assassination.

119 Boling (1975:88) calls Ehud’s actions a “single piece of diplomatic treachery”.
Block (1999:160) calls Ehud a “master of deceit”. O’Connell (85,91–92) and Tsang
(116) also commented on Ehud’s use of deceptive tactics.

120 Culley, 1974:177–78; 1975:5,7–9.
121 Webb, 1987:130–31.
122 Ibid., 131.
123 Ibid., 132.
124 Amit, 1989:98–99,120–21; 1998:172–73,178,181.
125 Chalcraft, 183–84.
126 In fact, Miller (116) comments that “the story clearly portrays the setting in

which Ehud acts as false or inverted, such that killing the host was not only appro-
priate, but honourable”.

127 Klein, 1988:46. Polzin (160) also thinks that Ehud is not portrayed as par-
ticularly likeable, coming across in the narrative as “repugnant, deceitful, and cruel”.
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actions because he elevated ends over means.128 O’Connell, com-

menting not so much on Ehud’s use of deception but on his invok-

ing of YHWH’s name in the subsequent battle, likewise leaves open

the possibility that Ehud’s actions may not have been viewed entirely

positively. For O’Connell, however, such an evaluation is not imme-

diately obvious from the text. Rather, it is only “the subsequent

growing concern of the Judges compiler/redactor with the leader-

ship qualities of Israel’s deliverers” that leads him “in retrospect, to

inquire whether Ehud’s characterisation as a self-promoting saviour

is an intended nuance”.129

Such negative evaluation of Ehud is categorically rejected by

Andersson as ‘disturbing’ as he considers them clearly going against

the ‘norm of the story’ had the story been properly read as an

autonomous literary unit rather than as an extract from a larger

text.130 In particular, Andersson’s objection focussed on the fact that

alleged support for negative readings of the text are often drawn

from themes imported into the narrative from the larger context.

But what if an argument can be made from within the Ehud nar-

rative to support a less-than-positive reading?

Consider again the wordplay between ynymyhAˆb and wnymyAdy rfa.

Understood in its narrowest sense, the wordplay undoubtedly high-

lights the surprising choice of a ‘son of the right-handers’ who 

turns out to be ‘restricted in the right hand’. But if the element of

surprise rests on the fundamental incongruity between Ehud’s 

restriction in the right hand and his core identity as a ‘son of the

right-handers’, then is it not possible to see this incongruities as being

applied at a deeper level to hint at another set of incongruity equally

significant with respect to the plot, namely, the incongruity between

Ehud’s use of deceptive tactics to assassinate, and his core identity

as a deliverer raised up by YHWH?

What is being suggested here is that rhetorically, the wordplay

that introduces Ehud in the exposition may actually have a more

significant role to play with regard to his characterisation than is

generally recognised. Instead of simply highlighting Ehud’s left-hand-

edness, the incongruity revealed by the wordplay may carry deeper

128 Klein, 38.
129 O’Connell, 97–98.
130 Andersson, 48–49.
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symbolic significance in portraying Ehud as someone whose actions

and choices are liable to fall short of the standard expected of him

on the basis of who he is.131 Thus, if the choice of Ehud is surprising,

it is surprising not only because his restriction in the right hand obvi-

ously fell short of the norm expected of a ‘son of the right-handers’,

but also because the tactics he used likewise fell short of the stan-

dard expected of a deliverer raised up by YHWH.

In relation to this, one can perhaps point to two further obser-

vations that may provide some support to such an interpretation.132

The first is the general observation that in ancient Near-Eastern cul-

tures, left-handedness was often considered peculiar and unnatural.133

In fact, in his discussion of the Sumerian-Akkadian text “Enlil and

Ninlil: The Marriage of Sud”, Civil refers to a polarisation com-

monly found in Mesopotamian didactic and ritual texts where oppos-

ing ethical implications are associated with the respective sides of

the two hands: the right is regarded as pure, and the left, impure.134

To be sure, this observation on its own may not be significant enough

to bear upon the interpretation of Ehud’s left-handedness. But given

that the rare rfa, which seems to be intentionally chosen to describe

Ehud’s left-handedness, also conveys a sense of deficiency, one won-

ders if the negative connotation usually associated with left-handed-

ness may not have been deliberately preserved and subtly worked

into the ensuing plot of the narrative.135

131 That the wordplay may carry a deeper symbolic significance should not be
immediately dismissed. After all, even at the most superficial level, the surface incon-
gruity is largely symbolic rather than real. For surely in reality, no one would expect
all Benjaminites to be right-handed simply because they are descendants of Benjamin,
‘son of the right hand’. Thus, that this ‘son of the right-handers’ should be restricted
in the right hand is surprising only because the incongruity is readily understood
as operating on a symbolic level. In other words, the issue here is not so much
whether the wordplay should be understood symbolically, but how far that sym-
bolism extends.

132 There is actually a third argument that seems to lend further support to this
somewhat negative interpretation of Ehud’s use of deception, and it has to do with
possible inter-biblical allusions made to Ehud in the negative portrayal of Joab in 2
Sam. 3:27 and 20:8–10. For detail of this argument, see Wong, 2006a: forthcoming.

133 Boling, 1975:86. Feldman (184) even sees this as a possible explanation for
Josephus’ omission of all mentions of Ehud using his left hand in his retelling of
the story.

134 Civil, 46–47.
135 In this respect, although Miller’s interpretation (114) of Ehud’s ‘restriction in

the right hand’ as a physical defect may be disputed, his observation that “a dys-



echoes of the major judges 121

The second observation is more directly related to the text, and

has to do with the interpretation of another phrase found in the

immediately context. Here, one notices that in the exposition sec-

tion of the Ehud narrative, two disjunctive clauses in 3:16–17 inter-

rupts the overall flow of the narrative. The first disjunctive gives a

detailed description of the brj Ehud made for himself, while the

second focuses on the physical build of Eglon King of Moab.

Commentators are generally in agreement that the two clauses pro-

vide vital information relevant to the ensuing plot of the narrative.

But while it gradually becomes clear as the plot unfolds why infor-

mation about the length of the weapon and the size of its intended

victim is previewed,136 the significance of the double-edged blade

remains less obvious. And although numerous plausible explanations

have been advanced,137 the text itself offers no clarification.

Taking a different approach, however, Good understands the rel-

evance of the double-edged blade primarily in terms of its symbolic

value. Noting that the usual term for the business edge of a sword

is literally ‘mouth (hp)’, he sees irony in the way the word is used in

conjunction with Ehud’s ‘message’: Ehud’s cryptic words are double-

edged like his sword.138

In the same vein, Handy also notes that 3:15–16 seem to play

upon the deception both with the hand and with the double-mouthed

blade. In fact, he even wonders whether an idiom exists in Hebrew

for ‘double-talk’ that is related to ‘double-mouthed’.139

While neither Good nor Handy went any further to explore this

link between Ehud’s sword and his words, such a link, however, is

worth pursuing for the following reasons. First, there has always been

a close connection between brj and the group of words that are

functional right hand in those days was almost certainly taken as a mark of other
defects” is something worth bearing in mind.

136 The relative shortness of the sword coupled with the enormity of its intended
victim is apparently what allowed the sword to be sunk completely into the king’s
belly, such that it did not need to be removed in the aftermath of the assassina-
tion (3:21).

137 These include Lindars’ suggestion (1995:142) that a double-edge is particu-
larly suitable for a straight plunge rather than a hacking stroke, Amit’s suggestion
(1989:108, 1998:182) that a double-edge is effective for quick action, and Alter’s
suggestion (1981:39) that a double-edge is lethal through a quick thrust.

138 Good, 33–34.
139 Handy, 240.
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associated with mouth and speech. For not only is brj often described

as having a mouth (hp)140 or mouths141 that can be opened (jtp)142

to devour (lka)143 or be satiated (hwr),144 words and speech are also

often characterised as being like the brj.145

But second, and more importantly, in the narrative itself, Ehud

did in fact rely on the deceptive use of words with double meaning

to accomplish his mission. While Eglon was probably led to lower

his guard because he understood the rtsArbd from μyhla to be a

secret oracle from some god he recognised,146 Ehud knew, however,

that the rtsArbd from μyhla he was about to deliver was none other

than the secret weapon he had brought on behalf of YHWH. In

this respect, the rbd Ehud was referring to may have been the brj
he brought, the equation of one with the other made even more

obvious in that while the secret rbd had two meanings, the hidden

brj had two mouths (twyp ynv)!

But if the rtsArbd capable of double meaning was indeed, for

Ehud, none other than the hidden weapon with two mouths, and

the hidden weapon with two mouths indeed needed the rtsArbd
with a double meaning to create an opportunity for its deployment,

then is it not possible to understand the reference to the brj with

twyp ynv in 3:16 as a subtle anticipation of Ehud’s use of deceptive

words to accomplish his goal?147 And if, as Alter believes, every detail

in the exposition of the narrative in 3:15–16 contributes to a clear

understanding of just how Ehud’s mission was accomplished,148 then

140 The idiomatic phrase for ‘edge of the sword’ is brjAypl. See Gen. 32:26;
Exod. 17:13; Deut. 13:16; Josh. 6:21; Judg. 1:8; 1 Sam. 22:19; 2 Kgs. 10:25.

141 Judg. 3:16; Ps. 149:6; Prov. 5:4.
142 Ps. 37:14; Ezek. 21:33.
143 Deut. 32:42; 2 Sam. 2:26; 11:25; 18:8; Prov. 30:14; Isa. 1:20; 31:8; Jer. 2:30;

12:12; 46:10,14; Hos. 11:6; Nah. 2:14.
144 Isa. 34:5; Jer. 46:10.
145 Speech-related words that are compared to or described as brj include ˆ/vl

(Pss. 57:5; 64:4), hp (Isa. 49:2), ˆv (Prov. 30:14), ˚j (Prov. 5:3–4), hpc (Prov. 5:3–4),
and hfb (Prov. 12:18). Furthermore, in Ps. 59:8 and Job 5:15, the brj is also said
to come forth from the hp.

146 While most commentators are aware of the double meaning in Ehud’s use of
rbd in 3:19–20, it is Handy (236–37) who points out that even the use of μyhla
may be a case of double meaning. For while Ehud may have had YHWH in mind
as he thought about the deployment of his secret weapon, his deliberate avoidance
of the divine name may be intended to fool Eglon into thinking that the divine
oracle was from some other god.

147 This is also briefly suggested by McCann (44).
148 Alter, 1981:38.
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would it not be far more satisfying to take the reference to the double-

edged blade as foreshadowing the tactics Ehud would use, rather

than to come up with possible explanations for that detail that have

little overt support from the text?

But if the description of Ehud’s weapon in the exposition indeed

turns out to have symbolic significance in foreshadowing his verbal

duplicity in the ensuing narrative, then it is likely that the descrip-

tion of Ehud’s physical attributes through the wordplay involving ˆymy
also functions similarly in hinting at the surprising tactics he would

use. Taken together therefore, the unexpected left-handed ‘son of

the right-handers’ wielding a double mouthed weapon would con-

stitute a fitting symbolic introduction to an incongruously deceptive

deliverer who would attempt an assassination with the help of ver-

bal double entendres.149

But even if it is true that the point of the wordplay between rfa
wnymyAdy and ynymyhAˆb in 3:15 is to hint at the incongruity between Ehud’s

tactics and his core identity as a deliverer from YHWH, how would

this be relevant in the context of 20:16, where the same ynymyAdy rfa
appears again? Especially since the significance of the phrase in 3:15

is derived primarily from a wordplay that is not repeated in the con-

text of Judges 20, to what extent can one argue that the use of the

phrase in 20:16 might carry similar rhetorical implications as in 3:15?

Admittedly, a comparable wordplay to the one found in 3:15 does

not appear in 20:16. But significantly, those described as wnymyAdy rfa
in 20:16 are also Benjaminites. And although it is true that in the

immediate context of Judges 20, the more conventional ˆmynb ynb is

used rather than the rarer gentilic form as is in 3:15, in 19:16, the

rarer gentilic form ynymy ynb is in fact used to describe the Gibeathites,

who, according to 20:14–15, joined the Benjaminite contingent as

active participants.

But the important thing is, simply because no overt wordplay is

found in the immediate context of 20:16 does not mean that a sim-

ilar rhetorical function as that found in 3:15 must automatically be

ruled out. For if the rhetorical significance of the wordplay involv-

ing wnymyAdy rfa in 3:15 is understood primarily in relation to some-

one of Benjaminite origin, then when this phrase is applied subsequently

149 Incidentally, Marais (93) thinks that this kind of foreshadowing adds suspense
to the story, as information is often given at a stage in the narrative where it seems
unnecessary, only for their full implications to become relevant at a later stage.
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also to others of Benjaminite origin, one can conceivably dispense

with the wordplay and the same rhetorical force could still be under-

stood by a reader who has already grasped the significance of the

phrase in the earlier context. Thus, when Benjaminite warriors are

described in 20:16 as wnymyAdy rfa, a reader who already understands

that phrase as hinting at some kind of deviation from or falling short

of an expected norm when applied to Ehud the Benjaminite would

probably understand the phrase as implying the same thing in 20:16.

If so, the characterisation of an elite force within the Benjaminite

contingent as wnymyAdy rfa150 may indeed be a subtle hint that the

Benjaminites’ decision to go to war against the rest of Israel in

defence of their obviously guilty fellow-tribesmen is in fact something

that falls short of the expected norm and is therefore incongruous

with their core identity as Israelites.

But even assuming that the use of wnymyAdy rfa in association with

Benjaminites in 20:16 indeed hints at incongruous behaviour that

falls short of an expected norm, no explanation is offered to account

for such behaviour. For the only thing the allusion to Ehud shows

is that the Benjaminites in Judges 20 were displaying the same propen-

sity as Ehud of acting incongruously with respect to their core iden-

tity. But just as no clear explanation has been offered to account

for Ehud’s surprising choice of tactics, so no clear explanation has

been offered to account for the Benjaminites’ surprising choice of

alliance. What the allusion does point to, however, is that the bizarre

behaviour of these Benjaminites in Judges 20 is no isolated incident

when it comes to Benjaminites. For another Benjaminite, a judge of

Israel, no less, has also displayed the same propensity to act in a

way that falls short of the expected norm.

150 That wnymyAdy rfa is not applied to the entire Benjaminite contingent is prob-
ably out of logical necessity, as it would seem unrealistic if not downright unbe-
lievable to suggest that the entire Benjaminite contingent of 26,000 are left-handers.
Thus, an elite force of stone slingers, which does not figure at all in the ensuing
narrative, is introduced specifically to serve a representative role. By presenting them
as the best of the Benjaminites, they are thus qualified to represent the whole tribe.
The deviance associated with them as implied in their description as wnymyAdy rfa
is therefore associated with the whole tribe by extension.
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6. The harshness with which Israel dealt with Benjamin in war 
echoes the same harshness with which Gideon and Jephthah dealt 

with their fellow Israelites

With the Benjaminites refusing to hand over the guilty party but

instead, gathering warriors in preparation for war, the rest of Israel

also mustered their troops in response. Battle soon ensued, and per-

haps not surprisingly, the rest of Israel won decisively. What is sur-

prising, however, is the level of united determination and degree of

harshness with which the Israelites dealt with their brother Benjamin

in the course of battle. This comes across especially clearly when

this determined harshness against a brother is viewed in the context

of Israel’s consistent failure to deal similarly with their foreign ene-

mies throughout the book.151

In the prologue, for example, after some initial successes in which

the μrj was applied to Canaanites in Zephath (1:17) and possibly

Jerusalem (1:8),152 the rest of the prologue is followed by a series of

vyrwhAal’s which characterises almost every tribe of Israel.153 As a

result of their collective failure to dispossess and destroy154 the nations,

YHWH indicated through His messenger in 2:3 that He would no

longer dispossess them before the Israelites.

With the nations now cohabiting with the Israelites, the Israelites

soon started developing more intimate relationships with them. Thus,

according to 3:6, the Israelites “took their daughters for themselves

as wives, and gave their daughters to their sons (μhytwnbAta wjqy
μhynbl wntn μhytwnbAtaw μyvnl μhl)”, a description that certainly seems

to echo the prohibition in Deut. 7:3: “You shall not give your

151 Webb (1987:192) actually notes that part of the horror of the Benjaminite
war account is that “the war is prosecuted with a determination and a thorough-
ness surpassing anything evidenced in Israel’s war with the Canaanites anywhere
in Judges”.

152 For Jerusalem, the use of brjApl . . . hkh is possibly intended as synonymous
with μrj. For a brief discussion of the relationship between the two terms, see 
p. 37.

153 Tribes specifically mentioned include Judah (1:19), Benjamin (1:21), Manasseh
(1:27), Ephraim (1:29), Zebulun (1:30), Asher (1:31–32), and Naphtali (1:33). But in
1:28, this failure is applied to Israel as a whole, thus probably including tribes not
specifically mentioned in the immediate context.

154 Although vyrwh is often translated as ‘to drive out’, Lohfink (1983:14–33)
argues that the verb actually connotes ‘to destroy’. Thus, what is at issue is not the
expulsion of the nations but the destruction of them, which Israel had failed to
accomplish.
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daughter to their son and you shall not take their daughter for your

son (˚nbl jqtAal wtbw wnbl ˆttAal ˚tb)”. As this prohibition against

inter-marriage is immediately explained in Deut. 7:4 as a necessary

precaution against apostasy, it perhaps comes as no surprise that the

report of Israel’s violation of this prohibition in Judges 3:6 is fol-

lowed immediately by a report of the resulting apostasy: “and they

served their gods”.

This apostasy in turn sets into motion the ensuing cycles in the

central section of the book, where in anger, YHWH handed Israel

over to the surrounding nations to be oppressed. In her distress,

Israel cried out to YHWH, who then raised up judges to deliver

them from their enemies. But once a particular enemy was gone

and the land enjoyed rest for a period, the cycle would start again

with another round of apostasy, followed by another oppressor,

another judge, another deliverance, and yet another round of apos-

tasy once peace has been restored.

But what is noteworthy here is that even as YHWH raised up

judges to deliver His people, a tension persisted between the judges

and the people in that the judges’ efforts to rid the nation of oppres-

sors did not always receive full support from the people. This is seen

over and again in the accounts of the various judges. In the song

of Deborah, for example, it is revealed that at least four of Israel’s

tribes did not participate in the war against Jabin and Sisera (5:15b–17).

And when Gideon pursued Zebah and Zalmunna, the kings of

Midian, the towns of Succoth and Peniel also refused to give aid

(8:4–9). According to Jephthah in 12:2–3, the Ephraimites refused

to lend a hand even when he called upon them to help fight the

Ammonites. And when Samson slaughtered some Philistines, the men

of Judah actually took the side of the Philistines and came looking

for Samson in order to tie him up and hand him over to the enemy

(15:11–12). What all these seem to show, therefore, is a picture of

the Israelites not entirely acting in unity with their judges even as

the judges tried to deliver them from their oppressors.

But surprisingly, the unity and determination that seem lacking in

Israel’s struggle against foreign oppressors now appeared in full dis-

play as the Israelites prepared to take on one of their own. Indeed

in the narrative surrounding the battle against Benjamin, Israel’s

unity is repeatedly highlighted with descriptions such as larcy ynbAlk
in 20:1,7,26, larcy yfbv lk in 20:2,10; 21:5, and dja vyak in
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20:1,8,11.155 Of the three phrases, the first two have hitherto not

been used anywhere else in the book in relation to any action taken

by Israel,156 while the third has only been used once in 6:16 in the

context of a promise of YHWH. This portrayal of unity is further

conveyed by the use of lhq (20:1,2; 21:5,8) and hd[ (20:1; 21:10,15,16)

to describe the assembling together of the entire congregation of

Israel in the events leading up to and in the aftermath of the conflict

with Benjamin. Although both these terms appear frequently in the

Pentateuch and Joshua in connection with the gathering together of

all Israel in unity, neither is used in Judges except in these last two

chapters. Taken together, therefore, the picture painted in Judges

20–21 is one where Israel, albeit minus Benjamin, was displaying a

unity hitherto unseen in the book as they tried to deal with their

erring brothers.

But not only does this emphasis on unity contrast sharply with

the apparent lack thereof elsewhere in the book in relation to deal-

ing with foreign oppressors, the actual strategies used by the Israelites

to deal with Benjamin also seem to be ones that should have been

applied to the surrounding nations but were not. Consider the oath

against inter-marriage with any Benjaminite, for example. While Judg.

3:6 suggests that Israel had apparently failed to observe the prohi-

bition of Deut. 7:3 against inter-marriage with the nations, accord-

ing to Judges 21, they actually took a similar oath prohibiting

themselves from giving their daughters in marriage to any Benjaminite.

The actual language of the oath, hval ˆmynbl wtb ˆtyAal wnmm vya
(21:1), with variations in 21:7,18, echoes both the prohibition in

Deut. 7:3 against giving Israel’s daughters to the sons of the surrounding

nations (wnbl ˆttAal ˚tb) and the report of Israelite non-compliance

in Judg. 3:6 (μhynbl wntn μhytwnbAtaw). Thus, the tough stance origi-

nally commanded by YHWH against the nations is now applied by

the Israelites to their brothers. The irony is that while the Israelites

did not observe YHWH’s prohibition regarding inter-marriage with

155 W. Nelson (59 n.22) also notes that the triple reference to the unity of the
nation in Judg. 20:1,8,11 represents the first time all Israel has acted in unison
since Judges 2.

156 Yarcy ynbAlk does appear twice in the book, but only in connection with the
message of YHWH being spoken to ‘all the sons of Israel’ in 2:4, and with ‘all the
sons of Israel’ being oppressed by the Philistines and Ammonites in 10:8.
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the nations, they now did all they could to avoid violating their own

oath not to inter-marry with Benjamin.

Then consider also what is practically the application of the μrj
on the Benjaminites. Although the word μrj never actually appears

in the battle narrative of 20:29–48, there are, however, sufficient

hints to suggest that the μrh was in fact intentionally applied.157

First, the description of the war employs language usually associ-

ated with the application of the μrj.158 Second, it also records the

systematic annihilation of all living things including animals (20:48),

and the burning of cities (20:48), both of which are commonly asso-

ciated with the application of the μrj.159

Finally, as has been pointed out earlier, the whole narrative of

the Benjaminite war makes strong allusion to the campaign against

Ai in Joshua 8. But in 8:26, the Ai campaign is explicitly said to

represent an application of the μrj.160 The strong analogy between

157 Boling (1974:41–42) speaks of the conflict as an “intra-Israelite application of
the herem”. Exum (1990:430) also categorises the war as amounting to ‘a holy war’,
thereby probably suggesting that an application of the μrj is implied.

158 See p. 37 for a brief discussion of brjAypl . . . hkh as a possible synonym for
μrj.

159 For the systemic annihilation of living things including animals in a μrj sit-
uation, see Deut. 13:16; Josh. 6:21; 1 Sam. 15:3. For the burning of cities in a
similar situation, see Deut. 13:17; Josh. 6:24.

160 Admittedly, Josh. 8:26, which is the only instance where μrj is mentioned in
the narrative of the Ai campaign, is missing in the LXX. But that does not auto-
matically mean that the verse is a MT plus. First, although the LXX of Joshua 8
is consistently shorter than what is found in the MT, some of the shorter readings
may in fact be LXX minuses rather than MT pluses. Indeed, Butler (78) argues
that the significant omission of whole clauses in 8:11–12 and the entire 8:13 from
the LXX is a result of attempts at harmonisation. A contradiction in number with
8:3 may have lead to the deliberate omission of parts of 8:12, while a desire to
portray the encampment as positioned opposite to the ambush to the east of the
city (cf. 8:11 LXX) may have led to the intentional omitting of references to the
encampment being set to the north in 8:11,13. Second, where MT-pluses seem
obvious in Joshua 8, the pluses often represent either logical or theological amplifications
(e.g. 8:7, where a traditional formula promising victory from YHWH may have
been added), or attempts at harmonising with information presented elsewhere in
the text (e.g. 8:2, where hklmlw may have been added to harmonise with the men-
tion of the king of Jericho in the same verse, and 8:8, where the entire clause about
burning the city with fire may have been inserted to harmonise with 8:19). But
8:26 does not fit the above categories. Rather, 8:26 introduces an additional func-
tion for the holding out of the javelin that has hitherto not been hinted at else-
where in the narrative. In fact, it is precisely because this new information is so
unexpected and so far removed from the last mention of the javelin in 8:18 that
the verse seems awkward in its present location. Besides, the verse also presents a
logical difficulty as it implies that Joshua’s hand was held out with the javelin the
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the two campaigns therefore suggests that the same may also have

been intended as Israel took on their brother Benjamin.

But if this is true, then the situation is ironic in that while the

Israelites were unsuccessful in applying the μrj to the nations around

them as they should,161 they enjoyed great success applying the μrj
to their own brothers.

All in all, therefore, the impression conveyed is that not only were

the Israelites displaying more unity and determination against their

brothers than they ever did against their enemies and oppressors,

they were also much more ready and willing to deal harshly with

their brothers in a way they never did towards the nations around

them. This raises the question, “Why?”

Unfortunately, once again the text appears to be silent when it

comes to offering an explanation for the Israelites’ harsh treatment

of their own as compared to their apparent inability or unwilling-

ness to deal similarly with their foreign oppressors. Upon closer

reflection, however, one realises that this is actually not the first or

the only time this has happened. In fact, on two separate occasions

in the central section, two of Israel’s judges have also conducted

themselves similarly, treating their fellow countrymen more harshly

than they did their foreign oppressors.

The first involves Gideon. As Gideon and his men were in pur-

suit of the two Midianite kings, Zebah and Zalmunna, they requested

material support from two Israelite towns, Succoth and Peniel. Upon

their refusal to help, Gideon threatened to deal with them harshly

when he returned in victory. So, after Gideon eventually captured

the two Midianite kings, he returned to settle score with the two

uncooperative towns. He first punished the elders of Succoth with

desert thorns and briars as he had previously promised in 8:7. Then

whole time he was actively leading the counter-attack and the subsequent slaugh-
ter (cf. 8:21,24b in the LXX, where Joshua is the subject of the main verb). The
omission of 8:26, then, actually makes for a much smoother reading and bypasses
a logical difficulty. If that is true, one can argue on the basis of lectio difficilior
that the omission of 8:26 in the LXX represents an attempt at smoothing out the
narrative by leaving out a difficult verse that is not essential to the overall plot.
Alternatively, a much simpler solution is to see the LXX omission as nothing more
than a case of homoioteleuton, where 8:26 has been accidentally left out as the
ending of 8:25 is confused with the identical ending of 8:26. Either way, there does
not seem to be sufficient justification to dismiss 8:26 as a late redactional supple-
ment added by the MT.

161 Cf. Deut. 7:1–5; 20:16–18.
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he also tore down the tower of Peniel as he said he would in 8:8.

But in addition, 8:17 also notes that Gideon killed the men of Peniel,

an act that went beyond what he had earlier threatened to do.

Significantly, this killing of the men of Peniel is followed imme-

diately by a report on Gideon’s interrogation and execution of the

two Midianite kings. In the course of the interrogation, Gideon

learned that the two kings had killed his blood brothers at Tabor.

Gideon’s response, however, is revealing. He told the two kings that

had they spared his brothers at Tabor, he would have spared them

in return (8:19). That Gideon actually entertained the possibility of

not killing the two kings right after he had just killed a townful of

Israelite men for not supporting him in his pursuit of the kings cer-

tainly reflects poorly on Gideon. For it shows a willingness on the

part of Gideon to treat his own people much more harshly than he

was prepared to treat the leaders of Israel’s foreign oppressors.

The second incident involves Jephthah. In the account of Jephthah’s

dealing with the Ammonites who were oppressing Israel at the time,

there is a lengthy section in which the back-and-forth diplomatic

wrangling between Jephthah and the Ammonite king is reported in

detail (11:12–28). This detailed reporting of diplomatic wrangling is

somewhat curious, since it neither advances the plot nor results in

diplomatic success. As Gunn astutely observes, Jephthah’s “elaborate

exercise in diplomatic rhetoric” merely “ends with the narrator’s

laconic observation that ‘the king of the Ammonites did not listen

to Jephthah’s words’”.162 Given that the dialogue with the Ammonite

king had accomplished practically nothing, the narrator could have

omitted all that detail and simply given a summary report of the

attempt, and narrative would not have suffered at all. Why, then,

did the narrator go to all that trouble preserving the entire exchange,

especially since nothing of significance to the plot appears to have

been conveyed through the dialogue?

To be sure, those who see words or ‘opening of the mouth’ as a

special theme of the Jephthah narrative may well regard the preser-

vation of the dialogue between Jephthah and the Ammonite king as

thematically significant.163 Yet from a slightly different perspective, it

is also possible to view this detailed reporting of the exchange as an

162 Gunn, 1987:116.
163 See Webb, 1987:73–75; Exum, 1993:131–36; Marais, 119.
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attempt to offer an explicit contrast with the way Jephthah handled

his dispute with the Ephraimites in 12:1–6. For in contrast to the

patient and elaborate effort he took to present his case before the

Ammonite king,164 when dispute arose between him and the Ephraimites

who felt slighted in not being invited to join in the war, Jephthah’s

response was terse and uncompromising. At least the Ammonite king

was given opportunities to reply to Jephthah’s charges, and military

campaign was launched only after the king had put an end to diplo-

matic discourse. In the case of the Ephraimites, however, Jephthah

apparently did not give his fellow Israelites a chance to answer his

rebuttal. Instead, the impression given by the text is that Jephthah

called his men together and launched an attack against the Ephraimites

almost as soon as he rebutted their initial charge (12:4).165 And as a

result, 42,000 Ephraimites were killed in the ensuing battle (12:6).

What this seems to show is a stark contrast between how Jephthah

dealt with Israel’s foreign oppressors and how he dealt with his fel-

low Israelites. However one may evaluation the complaints of the

Ephraimites and their motives, the fact remains that the Ephraimites

were a part of Israel who desired to take part in a military cam-

paign against a foreign oppressor. But Jephthah, who had previously

displayed a capacity for patient diplomacy when he so desired, chose

instead not to extend to his fellow countrymen the same patient

diplomacy he had extended to their foreign oppressors. And in so

doing, he too, like Gideon before him, dealt with his brothers with

more harshness than he did with his enemies.

In the end, do the actions taken by Gideon and Jephthah shed

any more light on the action taken by the Israelites against Benjamin

in the final chapters of the book? Unfortunately, no. Yet what they

do show is that this bizarre harshness displayed by the Israelites

against their brothers was not unprecedented, for their judges have

also displayed the same tendency on different occasions.

164 Webb (1987:55) argues that the words of Jephthah to the king are uncom-
promising and are thus not words of a man desperate for peace. In fact, Webb
thinks those words may even contain veiled threats. But even if this is true, the
fact remains that at least Jephthah did engage in extended diplomatic dialogue with
the Ammonite king before taking up military action against him.

165 Exum (1990:423) also noted that in marked contrast to Gideon before him
and to his own lengthy negotiation with the Ammonites, Jephthah did nothing to
prevent fighting with the Ephraimites.
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7. Israel’s rash oath that doomed some of their virgin daughters echoes
Jephthah’s rash vow that doomed his virgin daughter

After the war with Benjamin had been fought and won, the elders

of Israel suddenly found themselves facing an unexpected problem.

They had been so successful in annihilating the Benjaminites that

they suddenly realised they were in danger of wiping out the tribe

altogether. Apparently, the entire Benjaminite population had been

killed off in the aftermath of the war (20:48), such that the six hun-

dred Benjaminite warriors who had escaped were the only ones left

of the tribe. And to compound the problem, the oath the Israelites

had taken at the beginning of the war not to give any of their daugh-

ters to Benjaminites as wives now came back to haunt them, as there

were no more Benjaminite women left for the survivors to take as

wives. Thus, unless some kind of solution is found, even the remain-

ing Benjaminite survivors would be destined to die without being

able to produce another generation of Benjaminites.

In order to prevent the extinction of one of the tribes of Israel,

the elders then searched for a way to provide wives for the Benjaminite

survivors without breaking their oath. They discovered that the town

of Jabesh Gilead had not sent warriors to fight in the Benjaminite

war. As they had previously sworn an oath to put to death any who

refuses to participate in the war, they decided to send men to anni-

hilate the town of Jabesh Gilead. All the virgins, however, they would

spare, so that these could be given to the Benjaminites as wives. But

that still left them two hundred women short. So, the elders came

up with another idea to meet the challenge. Noting that an annual

festival would be taking place shortly in Shiloh where girls would

come out dancing by the vineyards in celebration, the elders thus

authorised the remaining Benjaminites not yet provided with wives

to go and each carry off for himself one of the dancing girls. This

way, they would be able to circumvent their oath because techni-

cally, the girls would not have been ‘given’ to the Benjaminites in

marriage.

Now considering what started the war in the first place, the deci-

sions of the elders of Israel were certainly most bizarre. For while

the war was initially started to avenge the rape and subsequent death

of one Israelite woman, the Levite’s concubine, the two acts autho-

rised by the elders to provide wives for the Benjaminites basically

amounted to the rape of six hundred virgins of Israel. For the two
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hundred virgins at Shiloh were certainly abducted against their will,

and the same can also be said of the four hundred from Jabesh

Gilead, whose lives were spared only so that they could be handed

over to the Benjaminites as wives. Thus, in the process of avenging

one rape, the avengers actually ended up authorising two acts that

led to a further six hundred rapes just to compensate for their over-

zealousness in seeking what was supposed to be just retribution!166 How

does one even begin to account for such bizarre and incomprehen-

sible decisions? Unfortunately, the text provides no overt explanation.

But here again, like the other episodes in the epilogue already dis-

cussed, there appears to be a subtle link back to one of the judges

in the central section of the book. This time, the allusion is to

Jephthah and the vow he made that eventually resulted in the sacrifice
of his daughter.

The fact that the narrative of the elders’ decision in Judges 21

alludes to Jephthah and his vow can be seen in several ways. To

begin, both involve a rash vow or oath made prior to a war, with

the devastating effects of the vow/oath felt only after the respective

wars have been won.

Admittedly, in the Jephthah narrative, what Jephthah did in 11:30,

referred to again in 11:39, is that ‘he vowed a vow (rdn rdyw)’, whereas

in the narrative involving the Israelite elders, it is [bvn ‘to take an

oath’ that is repeatedly used in 21:1,7,18. Yet, the two words are

by and large synonymous. In Ps. 132:2, for example, [bvn and rdn
are used as a synonymous pair in a parallel bicolon, both appar-

ently referring to the same vow/oath David took before YHWH.

Furthermore, in Num. 30:3, the two words are also used synony-

mously in a law that seems to have specific relevance to the two

narratives in question. For Num. 30:3 dictates that regardless of

whether a man has vowed a vow to YHWH or taken an oath (rdy
h[bv [bvhAwa hwhyl rdn), the word he has given must not be broken,

but that he must do ‘according to all that came out of his mouth

(wypm axyhAlkk)’. This, incidentally, seems to be the precise situation

166 Bal (71) observes that the victim of Gibeah is ‘avenged’ by the extension of
the category of virgin victims. In addition, that the retribution the Israelites sought
was far from ‘just’ in the first place is also hinted at by Soggin (1987:281), who
notes that the utter disproportion between the crime and the punishment is not
without irony.
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in both narratives, with the phrase ‘according to that which came

out of your mouth (˚ypm axy rvak)’ even found explicitly in 11:36.

In any case, not only is the unbreakable pre-war vow/oath with

post-war significance common to both narratives, there are also sim-

ilarities with regard to how the victims of the vow/oath are described.

Here, it should be noted that the unintended victim of Jephthah’s

vow, namely, his daughter, is characterised primarily in two ways.

First she is repeatedly referred to as tb both by Jephthah (11:35)

and by the narrator (11:34,40). Then she is further presented as a

virgin, as her μylwtb is referred to both by herself and the narrator

in 11:37,38. In fact, in 11:39, she is also described as ‘not having

known a man (vya h[dyAal)’.

What is significant here is that in the narrative concerning the

elders’ decision, the same two main characterisations are also used

respectively of the two groups of virgins who fell victim to a rash

oath. First, the virgins of Shiloh are twice referred to in 21:21 as

wlyvAtwnb, a description that certainly connects them with Jephthah’s

daughter.167 Not only so, but the fact that they were actually involved

in dancing (twljm) when they met their fate, innocently oblivious to

the oath that would soon doom them, is almost an exact echo of

Jephthah’s daughter (tb), who also came out dancing (twljm) to meet

her father, innocently oblivious of the vow that would soon doom

her. As twljm is only used twice in the book of Judges and on these

very occasions, a case can certainly be made that some kind of con-

scious allusion is intended.168

But if the virgins of Shiloh mirror Jephthah’s daughter in that

both were portrayed as innocent, dancing daughters when they met

their fate, the girls of Jabesh Gilead also mirror Jephthah’s daugh-

ter with regard to their virginity. For not only are they referred to

in 21:12 as hlwtb hr[n, a phrase that reminds one of the μylwtb of

Jephthah’s daughter, they are also described with the same h[dyAal
vya that characterises Jephthah’s daughter in 11:39. In fact, like the

167 Note that such a description of the virgins of Shiloh coming from the mouths
of the Israelite elders also renders the elders father figures. This, therefore, strengthens
the parallel with Jephthah, whose role is primarily that of a father in the episode
concerning his daughter. Thus, in both cases, daughters are doomed by their fathers’
words.

168 In addition, the closely related polel fs participle twlljmh is also found in
21:23. Since this is the only time this form occurs in Judges and it is also used of
the daughters of Shiloh, it further strengthens the case for conscious allusion.
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use of twljm, the clause vya h[dyAal also occurs only twice in the

book of Judges and on precisely these two occasions.

What all this seems to point to is conscious artistic design in the

way the narrative of the elder’s decision in Judges 21 is linked to

the earlier Jephthah narrative. For four significant descriptions used

to characterise the victim of Jephthah’s rash pre-war vow seem neatly

divided into two pairs, with each pair being applied exclusively to

one of the two groups of women who also fell victim to a similar

rash pre-war oath. Thus, even if Soggin and Boling are right in sug-

gesting that the two episodes concerning the women of Jabesh Gilead

and Shiloh were originally independent episodes that have now been

united by the common theme of “bringing women in to reconstitute

the tribe of Benjamin”,169 one can still argue that the bringing together

of these two episodes in its present form is far from a random deci-

sion, but involves conscious literary design so that the episodes are

reworked to echo the incident about Jephthah’s daughter.170

Unfortunately however, even if the narrative of the elders’ decision

in Judges 21 is carefully reworked to echo the incident about Jephthah’s

daughter, the allusion seems not to have shed any light on why the

elders ever allowed what they did to happen. All it seems to points

to is that if the elders’ decision was indeed bizarre, it is at least not

unprecedented because a similarly bizarre conclusion involving rash

vows has happened before in the life of one of Israel’s judges.

Significance and Implications of Links

Having examined the above seven cases where allusions to narra-

tives about the judges are identified, some concluding observations

are now in order.

169 Soggin, 1987:300, Boling, 1975:294.
170 The alternative, of course, is to claim that it is in fact the Jephthah narra-

tive that is the later composition and that it represents an amalgamation of the two
narratives in Judges 21. But this is unlikely, as the four descriptions in question all
seem integral to the Jephthah narrative, whereas the metaphorical use of tb in
Judg. 21:21, as well as the somewhat superfluous mention of hlwtb hr[n in 21:12
seem non-essential in their respective contexts. Therefore it is far more likely that
these terms were deliberately incorporated in the Judges 21 narrative to mirror the
Jephthah story rather than the other way around. This is not to mention that crit-
ical scholars are generally in agreement that the epilogue of Judges is significantly
later than the material in the central section of the book.
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While each of the above allusions may indeed be of little more

than marginal value when taken individually, collectively, they seem

to offer significant new insights into how the book was put together

and how it should be read. But to justify a collective approach to

these allusions, one must first highlight again some of the distinctive

features shared by all seven allusions.

First, all these allusions seem to occur at particular points in the

epilogue where the characterisation of the various protagonists appears

most bizarre. Taken together, it almost seems as if these allusions

were placed deliberately at strategic points in the narratives to pro-

vide some sort of bearing for the readers as they navigate strange

and turbulent waters.

Second, in terms of the way these allusions function, they seem

to display a surprising uniformity. For all of them seem to draw the

readers back to parallel episodes in the lives of the major judges,

such that the judges are shown to have acted in a similarly bizarre

manner as the protagonists encountered in the epilogue.

Finally, while all these allusions seem to establish definite links

with specific episodes in the lives of the major judges, whoever scat-

tered these links throughout the epilogue never drew directly upon

them to provide overt explanations for similar happenings in the epi-

logue. In fact, he seems utterly content merely to establish various

parallels without further comments or explanations, thus displaying

much faith in the ability of his readers171 to understand the point

he was making once they pick up the key connections and notice

the pattern that emerges.

With all seven allusions sharing the above distinctive features, one

is thus amply justified in taking these allusions together as a collec-

tive whole. Moreover, although some of these allusions could con-

ceivably be added to the original composition at a later date, since

they only involve words or phrases that appear somewhat superfluous

to the overall plot of their respective narratives,172 the rest seem too

deeply integrated into the narrative structure to be secondary.173

171 This is especially so in light of Sternberg’s observation (270) that this essen-
tially opaque presentation of a paradigm through an inductive approach carries
significant risk of being missed either in whole or in part.

172 The reference to the ‘left-handed’ Benjaminite contingent in Judg. 20:16, for
example, or the mention of the ‘ephod’ in 17:5; 18:14,17,18.

173 These include the ‘seeing’ of the Danites, the various plot parallels that link
the death of the concubine with that of Samson’s wife, and the oath of the Israelite
leaders.
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Thus, unless one is prepared to argue that allusions with such uni-

formity of purpose actually arise independently from different hands

during different stages of redaction, it makes far better sense to see

all the allusions as originating from a single source that was respon-

sible for crafting and placing them at strategic points during the

compositional phase of the epilogue.174 This source should therefore

be properly referred to as the ‘author’ of the epilogue.

But there are a few important ramifications of such an under-

standing. To begin with, if all these allusions are indeed integral to

the original composition of the epilogue, such that together, they

form a significant part of the rhetorical strategy of its author, then

to the extent that they make frequent references to the major judges

in the central section, they point to a more intimate relationship

between these two sections at a compositional level than has gener-

ally been assumed. For as has already been noted at the beginning

of this chapter, the general consensus is that there is no literary rela-

tionship between the epilogue and the central section of Judges at

the compositional level, that the epilogue is a totally independent lit-

erary unit that has been artificially tagged on to the central section

by some late redactor, and that as such, it represents an intrusion

into a continuous narrative known as ‘Deuteronomistic History’. But

174 As for the argument of Amit (1998:337–41) and Mayes (2001:253–54) against
compositional unity of the epilogue, it should be noted that it is based primarily
on a positive interpretation of the actions of Israel’s leaders in Judges 20–21. They
argue that the leaders’ actions demonstrated a strong, centralised rule, something
that is incompatible with the apparently negative view of Israelite leadership expressed
in the refrain. But as has already been pointed out, the actions taken by Israel’s
leadership in Judges 20–21 are anything but positive, as their overzealous attempt
to remedy a personal injustice actually precipitated a national crisis and led to even
greater injustices. If so, then no contradiction actually exists between the narrative
in Judges 20–21 and the refrain, for the leaders of Israel would also have been
counted among those who did ‘what was right in their eyes’. As for Jüngling (275–80),
although he recognises that the actions sanctioned by the leaders can be construed
negatively, yet he argues that these decisions were nonetheless made unanimously.
Therefore as such, they do not fit the description ‘every man did what was right
in his eyes’. But perhaps here, Jüngling is taking the idea of individualism implied
in ‘every man’ too literally. For if the decision of the Benjaminites to fight against
the Israelites and the decision of Jabesh Gilead not to join the war are also con-
sidered contrary to the refrain because they were made with a certain degree of
consensus by those involved (276), then one can potentially argue that even the
actions of the wicked Gibeathites in Judges 19 do not fit this refrain, since the
wicked townsfolk apparently also acted in one accord. This would leave the elderly
host and the Levite as the only ones whose actions fall under the criticism of the
refrain in 21:25. And that is a reading I doubt even Jüngling would endorse. Thus,
the various arguments against the compositional unity of the epilogue do not hold up.
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if these allusions to the major judges are in fact integral to the orig-

inal composition of the epilogue, then if nothing else, one would at

least have to concede that the epilogue as it now stands was not

composed entirely independently of the central section, but may in

fact have been composed with the narratives of the central section

in mind as the author of the epilogue creatively tried to establish

links between the two sections through the use of the various allusions.

But if this is indeed the case, then the current placement of the

epilogue immediately after the central section may not have been

the act of unjustified appending as it is so often assumed to be. For

even if one grants it for the sake of argument that the central sec-

tion had at one point circulated independently without the epilogue,

whoever gave the book its current form must have done so intelli-

gently on the basis of the links that connect two sections together,

and not just clumsily by artificially binding together two unrelated

documents on the basis of a common historical timeframe.

But one can go even further. For not only does the current place-

ment of the epilogue after the central section make sense in light of

the pattern of allusions that connects the two sections together, one

can even argue that from its very inception, the epilogue was never

meant to be read as an independent work, but as a commentary on

the judges that serves as a conclusion to the central section. Consider

the following.

As has already been pointed out, each of the allusions in the epi-

logue seems to refer back to a parallel episode in the life of a major

judge. As a result, the major judges are shown to have acted in an

equally bizarre manner as the protagonists encountered in the epi-

logue. But still, what is the point of this literary strategy?

To be sure, through the allusions, the bizarre episodes in the epi-

logue are shown to be not quite as unprecedented as one might ini-

tially think. But in creating them, the author of the epilogue has

actually managed in one brilliant stroke to redirect the focus of the

reader back to the lives of the major judges. For each of the nar-

ratives in the epilogue is so bizarre that collectively, they almost seem

calculated to shock. But imagine that, in the process of being thus

shocked, the reader suddenly realises that each example of shocking

behaviour actually has a precedent somewhere else earlier in the

book. This would force the reader to go back and re-evaluate the

earlier narratives, such that if the bizarre nature of the earlier acts

has somehow been overlooked in a relatively straightforward reading
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of the stories, such acts would now be processed again and be seen

for what they really are.

In other words, the allusions to the major judges scattered through-

out the epilogue are not really there to shed further light on the

events found in the epilogue; they are there primarily to shed light

on the prior acts of the judges. What this means is that, severed

from the central section, the allusions in the epilogue would have

lost the primary significance of their existence and ended up as

curiosities that further compound the incomprehensibility of the

bizarre narratives. This suggests, therefore, that the epilogue was

actually composed as a continuation of the central section, and was

never meant to be read independently of it.

In fact, one wonders if the failure to recognise this may not have

been the very reason why events in the epilogue have so often con-

founded so many. For acceptance of the critical position that the

epilogue of Judges is generally unrelated to the central section has

pre-disposed scholars to seek meaning for the epilogue by and large

from within the epilogue itself. This has perhaps blinded them from

seeing that the events of the epilogue are actually most meaningful

only when understood in relationship to the narratives in the cen-

tral section.

But still, what messages do these narratives intend to convey?

Certainly, by showing that the bizarre acts in the epilogue have all

found precedents in the lives of the judges, the author has managed

to cast the judges in a very uncomplimentary light. For by showing

them to have engaged in the same sort of unprincipled behaviour

that characterises the various protagonists in the epilogue, the judges

are essentially portrayed as being no better than characters that are

consistently derided in the epilogue.175

But that would still be somewhat of an understatement. For while

the various protagonists in the epilogue are mostly nameless, thus

perhaps signalling that they could potentially be anyone within the

175 That a derisive tone is used to describe many of the characters and events
in the epilogue has been noted by many. Gunn (1987:119), for example, comments
on the sardonic way the narrator describes the opportunistic Levite in Judges 18.
McMillion (234) has also commented on the narrator’s ironic ridiculing of Micah’s
senseless multiplying of cultic objects. As for the Levite in Judges 19–20, Lasine
(44–46) has pointed out how his reaction to his concubine’s death is depicted as
ludicrous.
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general population,176 the judges, however, were leaders specially

raised up by YHWH. As such, the judges were expected to lead the

nation by setting the right examples. And yet, if their actions were

indeed examples, they have been atrocious examples. Is it any won-

der, then, that chaos seems to rule in almost every episode in the

epilogue?

In fact, one can even argue that without the author of the epi-

logue actually coming out and stating it as such, it is nonetheless

possible to see the entire epilogue as no less than an indictment of

the judges. For if the allusions to the judges scattered throughout

are indeed meant to link each of the bizarre episodes back to a

major judge, then perhaps the primary purpose of the links is col-

lectively to suggest some kind of cause-effect relationship between

the judges’ actions and the cultic, moral, and social breakdown wit-

nessed in the epilogue. For if indeed the actions of the judges serve

as precedents for all that happens in the epilogue, then in a way,

the events narrated in the epilogue really represent nothing more

than the worst of the judges served up in one concentrated dose.

And to the extent that anyone should be horrified at what he reads

about in the epilogue, that someone should eventually come to the

realisation that these are exactly the sort of things that Israel’s lead-

ers have been allowing to happen in their own lives all along. Thus,

if society is shown to have broken down completely by the time one

reaches the epilogue, the allusions imply that the breach actually

originated all the way from the top.

What one is witnessing here, in other words, is a master story-

teller at work, one so skilful in his art that he managed to find a

way to convey his assessment of the events he was narrating with-

out actually having to resort to a single direct evaluative comment.177

176 Hudson (59–60) argues that anonymity in the epilogue of Judges is used pri-
marily to ‘universalise’ the characters and to show loss of identity and personhood.
While some sort of universalisation may indeed be implied by the anonymity,
Hudson’s statement that this is meant to portray “every Levite, every father-in-law,
every host, every single man within that society” as committing “such barbaric
atrocities ‘from Dan to Beersheba’ (20:1)” is surely overstating the case. A more
reasonable position would be to understand the anonymity as indicating that sim-
ilar acts could potentially be committed by anyone anywhere in a society where
‘every man does what is right in his own eyes’.

177 Incidentally, if one has to pick one aspect of style that characterises Judges,
this would probably be it. For the book as a whole is surprisingly devoid of direct
evaluative comments. In a way, this may be precisely what opens up the various
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Instead, through the use of subtle allusions by means of key-word

associations, puns, and plot parallels, he has left hints here, there,

and everywhere, so that those who read the text with careful atten-

tion will be rewarded with his unique perspective regarding the events

he has taken such care to narrate.

From all this, therefore, one has to conclude that the epilogue of

Judges is not a later appendage to a book it does not originally

belong. On the contrary, it must have been conceived as a contin-

uation of the central section of Judges even at its very inception,

and may indeed hold the interpretive key to understanding the unspo-

ken assessment of the judges and of the era. But if this is indeed

the case, then not only does this understanding hold potentially signi-

ficant implications with regard to the validity of the Deuteronomistic

History hypothesis, it also has the potential of providing full justification
to an integrative reading of the book. For such a reading would no

longer constitute an ‘artificial’ reading,178 but would in fact reflect

the underlying intention of the book’s ‘author’ in putting the book

together in its current form.179

narratives to such a wide variety of possible interpretations, thus making the book
so controversial.

178 This, in fact, seems to be one of Andersson’s (58–60) implicit criticisms of
Amit’s method, since she concedes that the book was formed in an almost bound-
less redactional process, and yet claims that the book has a coherence that allows
it to function as a meaningful literary text in its current form.

179 These issues will be explored in greater detail in the final chapter of this study.





CHAPTER FOUR

PROLOGUE AS PARADIGM: LINKS BETWEEN 

THE PROLOGUE AND CENTRAL SECTION OF JUDGES

Although consisting only of 41 verses, the prologue of Judges (1:1–2:5)

has generated much debate from a historical-critical perspective. Such

debate revolves around two main areas. On the historical front, it

concerns whether the conquest account in Judges 1 presents a more

reliable picture than the somewhat idealised account in Joshua 10–12.1

On the literary front, there are also a couple of problems for which

no consensus has been reached. One concerns the source behind the

conquest accounts in Joshua 13–19 and Judges 1, whether dependency

exists, and if so, the direction of dependence.2 The other involves

the redactional history of the prologue, whether it has internal unity,

and how it is connected to what precedes in Joshua and what imme-

diately follows in the introductory framework to Judges’ central section

in 2:6–3:6.3

Although it does not fall within the mandate of the present chap-

ter to examine these critical issues, a simple observation can nonethe-

less be made. Even from a cursory survey of the issues cited, it is

obvious that when it comes to the prologue of Judges, there is far

more interest in its relationship with Joshua than there is in its rela-

tionship with the central section of the book. In fact, Auld once

commented that discussion of Judges 1 has become “something of

an appendix to discussion of the book of Joshua”,4 as the critical

position generally assumes no immediate or contextual connection

between the prologue and the central section of Judges.5 Yet is this

perceived disconnection between the two sections accurate? This will

be the focus of the present chapter.

1 Moore, 7–8; Wright, 1946:105–14; Rösel, 1988:121–35; Callaway, 53–84;
Younger, 1994:207–27.

2 Auld, 1975:261–85; Mullen, 1984:33–54; Lindars, 1995:42–73; Younger,
1995:75–92.

3 O’Doherty, 1–7; Brettler, 1989b:433–35; Rösel, 1980:342–50, 1999:49–58.
4 Auld, 1975:262.
5 This is noted by O’Doherty (1–2) and Mullen (1984:34–35).
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Under critical scholarship, the prologue of Judges is generally viewed

not as a unified document but as a “collection of miscellaneous frag-

ments of varying dates and varying reliability”.6 Such a conclusion is

reached by and large on the basis of perceived historical and liter-

ary inconsistencies within the section, as well as contradictions with

material that is considered part of Deuteronomistic History.7

Yet by focusing almost exclusively on the redactional process

through which the prologue arrives at its current form, perhaps not

enough attention has been paid to the rhetorical concerns of the

section as a whole and to its relationship with the rest of the book.

Thus, a different approach may be needed.

Assuming that whoever was responsible for the final form of the

prologue and its placement at the beginning of the canonical text

did not put the section together unthinkingly but purposefully, it is

perhaps worthwhile to examine the section not from the perspective

of its redactional history, but from the perspective of its overall rhetor-

ical structure, in order to discover the section’s main rhetorical con-

cerns. Once these concerns are discovered, they should then be

compared to the rhetorical concerns of the central section, to see if

any correspondence exists. If significant correspondence in fact exists,

then it is possible that the two sections are more closely related than

has hitherto been assumed.

Rhetorical Structure of the Prologue

As it currently stands, the prologue of Judges is by and large struc-

tured as one continuous narrative. This is seen in that the narrative

is basically presented through a continuous series of consecutive verb

forms from 1:1 to 1:268 with only minor interruptions.9 Be that as

6 Wright, 1946:109. This is also echoed by Auld (1975:275–76) and Mullen
(1984:34).

7 This position is best exemplified by Auld (1975:261–85) and Lindars (1995:3–73),
and is also reflected in Weinfeld (1993a:388–400), although the primary concern of
the latter is to demonstrate the pro-Judah stance of the final redactor.

8 The verbal consecution is halted in 1:27–33 because these verses consist pre-
dominantly of negated clauses which cannot continue the verbal consecution by
virtue of the presence of the negative particle al.

9 Of the interruptions, four disjunctive clauses in 1:10,11,23,26 are intrusive epex-
egetical notes. As for the disjunction in 1:21, even had the fronting of the direct
object to clause initial position not taken place, the verbal consecution would still
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it may, from a rhetorical standpoint, it is nonetheless possible to dis-

cern at least two major types of narration intertwined within this

continuous narrative.

As scholars of poetics have pointed out, it is possible to distinguish

between narratives that serve primarily to report and summarise,

and those that are descriptive and ‘scenic’.10 Bar-Efrat distinguishes

the two primarily by whether narration time is significantly shorter

than (report narrative) or roughly corresponds to (scenic narrative)

narrated time.11 Both Alter and Bar-Efrat further consider the use

of dialogue and direct speech as a characteristic of scenic narratives.12

On this basis, the prologue of Judges seems to consist of a straight

report-type narrative punctuated by mini scenic narratives.13 Webb,

Block, Klein, and Niditch14 have all identified three such mini-

narratives in the episodes concerning Adoni-Bezek (1:5–7), Achsah

(1:12–15), and Luz (1:23–26).15 However, if the use of direct speech

not have continued since the negative particle al would inevitably break any ver-
bal consecution. As for the remaining disjunctives, the clauses in 1:16,22 seem to
be supplying supplementary information, while the one in 1:8 seems to be cir-
cumstantial or synchronic. The disjunctive in 1:25 seems to be primarily for con-
trastive emphasis. But other than 1:8, none of the above has produced a significant
break in the narrative, as the verbal consecution simply continues after these minor
interruptions. The only real break in the narration comes after 1:8, where the open-
ing disjunctive of 1:9 seems to introduce the beginning of a new narrative sequence.

10 Licht (29–30) actually identifies four modes of narration, of which straight
(reporting) and scenic narratives are the first two. The other two Licht calls ‘descrip-
tion’ and ‘comments’, and they correspond respectively to the two categories Bar-
Efrat (146–47) calls ‘depictions’ and ‘interpretations, explanations, and evaluations’.
According to Bar-Efrat, these are characterised by the stopping of narrative time
flow. Incidentally, Licht’s ‘comments’ are also found in the prologue of Judges in
the form of epexegetical notes and supplemental remarks introduced by disjunctive
clauses.

11 Bar-Efrat, 150–51.
12 Alter, 1981:63–87, Bar-Efrat, 149–50.
13 This has also been noted by Block (1999:78), who calls these two types of

material in Judges 1 “annalistic chronicles focusing on military achievements”, and
“anecdotal reports of personal affairs”.

14 Webb, 1987:119; Block, 1999:78; Klein 1989:12–13; Niditch, 1999:196. Note
that although Klein speaks of the Adoni-Bezek episode as one of the expositional
narratives along with the Achsah episode, she somehow fails to include it with the
Achsah and Luz episodes as she classifies the latter two as dramatised expositional
narratives.

15 Webb (1987:119) includes 1:4 also as part of the Adoni-Bezek narrative, 1:11
as part of the Achsah narrative, and 1:22 as part of the Luz narrative. Block
(1999:78) likewise includes 1:11 as part of the Achsah narrative. I, however, see
1:4,11,22 as part of the report narrative that lead into the corresponding mini scenic
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does serve as a marker for scenic narratives, then one would have

to include the opening episode concerning Israel’s inquiry and Judah’s

invitation of Simeon (1:1–3) as well as the final episode concerning

the angel of YHWH (2:1–5) also as scenic narratives. There would

thus be a total of five such mini scenic narratives within the prologue.

In most cases, the mingling of report and scenic narratives rep-

resents nothing out of the ordinary. In fact, the use of both modes

of narration to tell a story would probably constitute the biblical

norm.16 However, given the relative shortness of the prologue, the

presence of five distinct mini scenic narratives dealing with appar-

ently unrelated subject matters raises questions regarding their rhetor-

ical function within the prologue.

This is especially so in light of the fact that, perhaps with the ex-

ception of the opening and final episodes, the other mini-narratives

seem neither necessary nor helpful with regard to the construction

of a unified argument for the prologue. One is in fact at a loss to

explain why these and not other episodes are singled out to receive

the scenic treatment. For example, why provide scenic details only

about Adoni-Bezek and not leaders of other conquered cities? Why

include a domestic scene featuring Achsah in the midst of a con-

quest report? And why tell only the story behind the conquest of

Bethel and not stories behind the conquest of other cities?17 Viewed

from the perspective of the prologue’s internal logic, the choice of

these episodes for scenic treatment seems random and puzzling. In

fact, instead of enhancing the flow of the overall narrative and bring-

ing the central concern of the prologue to the fore, the presence of

these mini-narratives actually disrupts the narrative flow and renders

narratives. There is admittedly no hard and fast rule for determining where a scenic
narrative begins when it grows out of surrounding report narratives. In this par-
ticular case, however, the fact that 1:4,11,22 seem to constitute an integral part of
the report on Israelite military action seems to tilt the balance in favour of them
being part of the report narrative that launches the respective scenic narratives.

16 Bar-Efrat (150) actually considers it impossible to tell a story over an extended
period of time by the scenic technique alone. Report narratives are necessary to
convey continuity and communicate information about developments over a longer
period of time. Licht (30) also maintains that the various modes of narratives are
practically always combined.

17 Block (1999:102) speculates that the reason for the insertion of the anecdote
is “surely to be found in Bethel’s special place in Israelite tradition and history.”
But surely, Jerusalem occupies at least an equally significant place if not more so
in Israelite tradition and history. Why then is the report of its conquest in 1:8 not
likewise elaborated on?
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the overall argument of the prologue opaque. As this seems to evince

poor skill on the part of the narrator according to Licht’s two essential

qualities of a narrative, namely, aesthetics and the conveyance of

information,18 is it any wonder then, that the prologue is frequently

regarded as having been clumsily cobbled from unrelated fragments?19

But perhaps a better explanation exists for the presence of these

mini-narratives than simply the incompetence of the final redactor.

Perhaps these mini-narratives do in fact serve a definite rhetorical

function.

In seeking to understand what this possible rhetorical function may

be, it is of interest to note that each of the five mini-narratives seems

to contain scenic details that link them to other narratives and sec-

tions within the book.20 A few of these have already been discussed

in some detail in an earlier chapter. Of these, the linking of the two

military campaigns at the beginning and end of Judges through sim-

ilarly worded oracular inquiries and the identical selection of Judah,

as well as the contrast between the giving of Caleb’s daughter in

marriage and the not giving of Israel’s daughters in marriage to any

Benjaminite, represent direct links between specific episodes in the

prologue and epilogue of the book. As for the account of the conquest

of Luz/Bethel, although it is not directly linked to any other specific

episode within the book, its allusion to the conquest of Jericho in

Joshua 2 and 6 nonetheless shares the same rhetorical strategy employed

elsewhere in the epilogue to highlight the failures of the generation

of the judges as compared to successes of the previous generation.

As for the mini-narrative concerning the angel of YHWH in 2:1–5,

it has also been pointed out earlier that this episode is rhetorically

linked to the final episode in Judges 21 in that both concern weep-

ing at Bethel/Bokim over diminishing national fortunes.21 Admittedly,

such a link does not really require the full scenic treatment as found

18 Licht, 12.
19 Wright, 1946:109; O’Doherty, 2; Auld, 1975:275–76; Mullen, 1984:34.
20 The fact that these mini-narratives contain motifs which recur at significant

points in the rest of the book has been noticed both by Webb (1987:119) and
Younger (1994:217 n. 39). However, when it comes to the exact episodes being
linked and the rhetorical significance of such links, my understanding is slightly
different from theirs especially regarding the Achsah episode and the conquest of
Luz/Bethel. For details of my understanding of these episodes, refer to my earlier
discussion on pp. 42–46; 51–55.

21 See pp. 40–42.
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in Judg. 2:1–5, since the actual speech of the angel does not play a

role in forging a link between the two episodes. However, YHWH’s

words spoken through the angel do represent one of the two occa-

sions in the prologue where YHWH’s speech is directly reported.

The other occasion is in the opening episode where YHWH’s reply

to Israel is quoted in 1:2. That being the case, one can argue that

the direct speeches of YHWH in the opening and closing episodes

of the prologue in fact form a kind of inclusio. This is further

confirmed by the fact that in the opening episode of the prologue,

it is YHWH’s words that set into motion the series of military actions

that follow, whereas in the closing episode, YHWH’s words repre-

sent an evaluation of the series of military actions just reported.

Moreover, the direct reference to YHWH’s covenant (ytyrb) in

2:1, the rebuke directed against Israel for not obeying Him (μt[mvAalw
ylqb) in 2:2, and YHWH’s decision not to rid the nations from

before them in 2:3, are all themes that are picked up and reiterated

in the introductory framework for the central section in 2:20–21.22

In this respect, one can say that the specific words of YHWH reported

directly in the scenic narrative of 2:1–5 are in fact thematically linked

to the introductory framework of the central section and anticipate

events that are to come.

Finally, with regard to the mini-narrative concerning Adoni-Bezek,

it will simply be noted for now that Adoni-Bezek’s confession also

provides significant links to the narrative concerning Abimelech in

Judges 9. Further discussion of these links as well as their rhetorical

function within the book will be presented in the next chapter.

But what is significant here is that while the presence of the five

mini-narratives seems inexplicable purely from the perspective of the

internal logic of the prologue, when viewed in light of the thematic

links they forge with the rest of the book, their presence does seem

to serve a definite rhetorical function. In fact, given their somewhat

intrusive presence within the prologue, one may even argue that

their presence in the prologue is solely for the purpose of establish-

ing rhetorical links with subsequent sections and episodes within the

22 Granted, the word for ridding the nations in 2:3 is the Piel of vrg, while it
is vyrwh in 2:21. But the two verbs seem largely synonymous as they both imply
the same action when applied to the nations in relation to the conquest. Compare,
for example, Exod. 33:2 and Josh. 3:10; Josh. 24:18 and Judg. 11:23; and Pss. 80:9
and 44:3.
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book, and not for elucidating the internal argument of the prologue

itself. If this is indeed the case, then the presence of these mini-

narratives actually argues for the current form of the prologue being

composed specifically as an introduction to Judges rather than it hav-

ing had a prior existence and a different function before it assumed

its current role.23

But still, is there an underlying argument to the prologue? If so,

what is it? In trying to answer these questions, it seems reasonable

to assume that if the mini-narratives were indeed included for the

sole purpose of establishing thematic links with other narratives and

sections of the book, then the underlying argument of the prologue,

if it exists, should be sought from the remaining material outside of

the mini-narratives. And sure enough, once the prologue is stripped

of the mini-narratives, what emerges is a surprisingly lucid and rel-

atively coherent conquest report as follows:24

1:4 And Judah went up and YHWH gave the Canaanites and Perizzites
into their hands. So they struck down ten thousand men at Bezek. 1:8
Then the men of Judah did battle in Jerusalem and captured it. They
struck it with the sword while they set the city on fire. 1:9 Afterwards,
the men of Judah went down to fight against the Canaanites living in
hill country, the Negev, and the lowland. Judah went against the
Canaanites living in Hebron (formerly called Kiriath Arba) and struck
down Sheshai, Ahiman, and Talmai. 1:11 They then went from there
against those living in Debir (formerly called Kiriath Sepher).25 1:17
Then Judah went with Simeon their brother and struck down the
Canaanites living in Zephath, destroying it and renaming the city
Hormah. 1:18 But Judah did not capture Gaza, Ashkelon, and Ekron
with their surrounding areas.26 1:19 As YHWH was with Judah, they
took possession of the hill country. But they did not dispossess those
living on the plains because they had iron chariots. 1:20 When Hebron

23 This view of Judges’ prologue as having a prior existence and a different func-
tion is most recently advocated by Brettler (2002:94–97), who sees Judg. 1:1–2:10
as originally an appendix-like conclusion to the book of Joshua that has been inad-
vertently associated with Judges. However, Brettler does allow for certain modifications
to have taken place before the block of material was re-cast as an introduction for
Judges.

24 Translation my own.
25 Although 1:16 is not one of the mini-narratives, it is nonetheless also left out

of this rendition of the conquest report as it very likely represents supplemental
information that is included solely in anticipation of the introduction of Heber the
Kenite in the Deborah-Barak episode in Judges 4.

26 For arguments for the adoption of the LXX reading here over the MT, see
Wong, 2005:95–98.
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was given to Caleb in accordance with the words of Moses, he dis-
possessed the three sons of Anak from there. 1:21 But the men of
Benjamin did not dispossess the Jebusites living in Jerusalem, so that
the Jebusites lived with the men of Benjamin in Jerusalem until this
day. 1:22 Now the house of Joseph also went up against Bethel. YHWH
was with them. 1:27 But Mannaseh did not take possession of Beth-
Shan or Taanach or Dor or Ibleam or Megiddo along with their sur-
rounding area, as the Canaanites were determined to live in that land.
1:28 When Israel was strong, they put the Canaanites into forced
labour, but they did not utterly dispossess them. 1:29 Nor did Ephraim
dispossess the Canaanites living in Gezer, so that the Canaanites lived
in their midst in Gezer. . . .27

A careful examination of this narrative at the “core” of the prologue

reveals that structurally, the narrative is organised along two distinct

trajectories. First, there is a geographic trajectory that moves roughly

from south to north according to the location of the tribes as their

military exploits are reported. The account thus begins with Judah

and Simeon, the two southernmost tribes, and proceeds northwards

to Benjamin. This is followed by a report concerning the two Joseph

tribes north of Benjamin, with their collective accomplishments

reported first, followed by the individual exploits of each of the two

tribes. The narrative then resumes its northward move through

Zebulun, Asher, and Naphtali, and finally concludes with the relo-

cated tribe of Dan at the northern tip of the land.

Along with this south-to-north geographic trajectory is also a cor-

responding downward trajectory that represents the decreasing abil-

ity of the tribes to take full possession of their land. As Younger has

showed, this deteriorating trend is mainly communicated in four-

stages focusing on the cohabitation arrangements of the Canaanites

in relation to the Israelites.28

In the initial stage where Judah and Simeon belong, there is no

explicit mention of Canaanites living among these two tribes. Instead,

the two tribes are presented as being somewhat successful in dis-

possessing the surrounding nations to take possession of their land.

But in the second stage from Benjamin to Zebulun, it is repeatedly

stated in 1:21,27,29,30 that Canaanites were living (bvy) with (ta)

or among (brqb) the tribes.

27 The rest of the chapter from 1:30 to 1:36 basically follows unchanged from
the current canonical text.

28 Younger, 1994:219–20. A similar progression is also mentioned by Webb
(1987:99).
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The situation worsens in the third stage as Asher and Naphtali

are described in 1:32,33 as living among the Canaanites (brqb bvyw
≈rah ybvy yn[nkh) instead of the Canaanites living among them. This

gives the impression that the Canaanites have now become the dom-

inant power over Asher and Naphtali.

In the final stage, nothing is explicitly said about cohabitation

between Dan and the Canaanites. It is stated, however, that the

Amorites had confined (≈jl) Dan to the hill country and not allowed

them to come into the plains. This seems to suggest that Dan could

not even take a foothold in Amorite territory, let alone being able

to settle among the Amorites. Indeed, as Webb notes, Dan is here

presented as being allowed to live only at a distance from its allot-

ted land.29

Regarding these two trajectories, a few more observations can be

made. First, it seems that these two trajectories are meant to be

viewed not independently, but as an integrated whole. This is seen

in that both trajectories have the exact same beginning and end

points ( Judah and Dan), with the exact same intervening data being

used in the same order to construct them. This, in fact, is what

allows Younger to present both trajectories together in a single dia-

gram to highlight their relationship with one another.30 The follow-

ing is a modified version of Younger’s diagram, with the labels

changed to reflect my characterisation of the trajectories.

Given that this sophisticated structural arrangement encompasses

practically the entire conquest report, from a rhetorical standpoint,

29 Webb, 1987:99.
30 Younger, 1994:217.

South to North Geographic Movement

Judah Dan

Decreasing Ability to Take Possesion of Land
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one can claim that the main argument of the prologue is therefore

reflected in this very arrangement. Thus, if one is to give a one-

sentence summary of this structural arrangement, it is: “The ability

of Israel’s tribes to take possession of their land decreases as one

moves from south to north.”

But this leads to a second observation, which is that the above

statement most likely represents only a literary reality and not an

actual political-historical reality. In other words, the adoption of this

particular arrangement of material in the conquest report in Judges

1 may have been motivated more by a specific rhetorical purpose

than by historical accuracy.

Two pieces of evidence can be cited to support such an under-

standing. First, the entire schema summarised as “The ability of

Israel’s tribes to take possession of their land decreases as one moves

from south to north” immediate strikes one as being too neat to be

an accurate reflection of actual historical reality. For historical reality

is almost inevitably messy, and therefore does not readily lend itself

to orderly schematisation. This is why Younger characterises Judges

1 variously as “a highly stylised account”, “a deliberate geographically-

arranged narration”, and a figurative account utilising “an artificial

geographic arrangement”.31 Mullen likewise calls it a “literary sum-

mary”, suggesting further that the artificial organisation of the nar-

rative indicates that “historical concerns were at best secondary to

the narrative”.32

Second, a careful examination of the schematised arrangement in

Judges 1 also reveals a minor discrepancy when compared with infor-

mation presented elsewhere within and outside the book. This dis-

crepancy involves the placement of Dan at the end of the integrated

trajectories.

Admittedly, for Dan to be placed at the end of the geographic

trajectory is, at first glance, not inappropriate since its northward

migration is already anticipated in Josh. 19:47, and would subse-

quently be recounted in much greater detail in Judges 18. Once hav-

ing thus migrated, Dan did in fact become the northernmost tribe.

31 See Younger, 1995:76 and 1994:227.
32 Mullen, 1984:53,43. Note, however, that the artificial organisation Mullen

speaks of is not the same arrangement as the one suggested here. For Mullen refers
to a much simpler threefold division of the prologue into concerns about the south-
ern tribes (1:1–21), the northern tribes (1:22–36), and the messenger at Bokim
(2:1–5). But the point being made is essentially the same, that a schematised pre-
sentation of events reflects more of a literary concern than a historical one.
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Similarly, for Dan to be placed at the end of the trajectory depict-

ing the tribes’ decreasing ability to take possession of their land is

also not inappropriate. After all, from the allotment narratives in

Joshua 15–19 and the comment in Judges 18:1, one can reasonably

infer that Dan was the only tribe that needed to seek an inheritance

outside its original allotment because of its inability to take posses-

sion of its land portion.

But while Dan’s position along each trajectory is not misplaced

when the trajectories are considered separately, taken together, it

gives an impression that is somewhat at variance with reality pre-

sented elsewhere. For while Dan seems to fare the worst among the

tribes when it comes to its ability to dispossess the nations and take

possession of their land, that lack of success only applies to its mil-

itary exploits before its northward migration when it was still a south-

ern tribe.33 As Judges 18 shows, however, Dan’s military exploits in

the north in connection with its migration was in fact a resounding

success, testified to by its ability to completely annihilate the citizens

of Laish. This means that while Dan being the northernmost tribe

and Dan being the least successful of the tribes are both technically

true at different stages of its history, they are not true at the same

time. Yet this placement of the tribe within the integrated schema

gives the impression that diachronic realities have somehow been

merged into a single synchronic event.

From these two observations, a case can be made that the schema

in question is primarily literary in nature. This does not mean that

any possibility of historicity is thereby automatically excluded. After

all, as Younger has shown, Assyrian summary inscriptions, which

seem to display genre parallels with the conquest report in Judges

1, are often also arranged according to artificially schematised geo-

graphic orientation. In the second annalistic section, for example,

Assyrian campaigns that were conducted through a span of four to

five years have also been telescoped into a single-year presentation

in deference to the author’s literary purpose.34 Yet certainly, no one

would consider these inscriptions fanciful or unhistorical. What char-

acterises both the Assyrian summary inscriptions and the conquest

33 The territory originally allotted to Dan in Josh. 19:40–46 clearly consists of
southern cities surrounded by the territories of Ephraim, Benjamin, Judah, and the
Philistines. See Aharoni et al., map 107.

34 Younger, 1994:208–12.
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report in Judges 1 is simply that a specific literary purpose has been

given the highest priority in the composition and arrangement of the

accounts.35

But still, the following questions beg asking. Why did the author/

redactor of Judges 1 choose to shape his conquest report through

this particular literary schema? And what is so significant about this

particular arrangement? Interestingly, the answer to these questions

may well be found in the observation that this schema depicting a

deteriorating trend as one moves geographically from south to north

actually mirrors the arrangement of material in the central section

of the book.

That the narratives in the central section of Judges are basically

arranged according to the same south to north geographical trajec-

tory has not gone unnoticed. In fact, numerous scholars have com-

mented on the fact that the south-to-north arrangement of the

narratives in the central section according to the judges’ tribal affiliation

more or less mirrors the order of the tribes found in Judges 1.36

Younger even sees the south-to-north arrangement in Judges 1 as a

literary device to foreshadow the geographic orientation of the judges

in 3:7–16:31.37 Brettler also sees the geographic correspondence

between the two sections as proof that some sort of redactional unity

exists for the book as a whole.38

Similarly, that the narratives in the central section of Judges gen-

erally follow a downward trajectory reflecting some sort of deterioration

35 To demonstrate that the literary purpose is given a high priority in the com-
position not only of Judges 1 but also of the whole book, Malamat (1976:154) notes
that, with the exception of the Philistines in the Shamgar and Samson narratives,
there is no duplication of the enemy or tribal affinity of the judges within the book.
Malamat thinks that this absence of duplication raises the possibility that, in select-
ing the stories in the book, the compiler “wittingly restricted his choices so as to
obtain a paradigmatic scheme of Israel’s wars in the pre-monarchical period.”

36 Dumbrell, 25; Gunn, 1987:105; Globe, 1990:239; Younger, 1994:216; 1995:80;
Block, 1999:59; Brettler, 2002:110. Furthermore, although never explicitly affirming
a connection between the geographical arrangement of Judges 1 and the central
section of the book, Webb (1987:132) nonetheless seems to acknowledge some for-
mal interdependence with regard to the geographic arrangements of the two sec-
tions. This comes across most clearly when he speaks of Ehud appropriately coming
after Othniel solely on the basis of his tribe Benjamin having come after Judah as
in Judges 1.

37 Younger, 1994:216, 1995:80.
38 Brettler, 2002:110.
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has also not gone unnoticed.39 Lilley, for example, notes the steady

deterioration throughout the central section and considers the theme

of the book as one of increasing failure and depression.40 Hudson,

Wenham, and Dietrich see the book as chronicling a national decline

that spirals downwards to reflect a rapidly disintegrating society.41

O’Connell, Exum, and Gunn believe that the central section high-

lights progressive decline in the character of the judges, which in

turn illustrates the chaos and hopelessness of the time.42 In fact,

Exum even connects the deterioration in the central section with

that in the prologue by noting that the book as a whole mirrors the

increasingly negative pattern found in Judges 1.43

But as widely as it is accepted that the central section basically

follows a downward trajectory, this downward trajectory has sur-

prisingly not been demonstrated in a systematic and comprehensive

way. Granted, Exum did attempt to back up her assertion about the

increasingly problematic character of the book’s protagonists by

embarking on a survey of the very protagonists in question.44 But

while she by and large succeeds in showing how most of the major

protagonists do display questionable character traits, she has not

addressed how such questionable character traits represent some kind

of deterioration from one protagonist to another. To be sure, she

speaks of Barak’s hesitation being magnified in Gideon,45 but other

than this, it is unclear how Samson represents a step-down from

Jephthah, or how Jephthah represents a step-down from Gideon in

the process of deterioration. In other words, the comparative aspect

that would justify her characterisation of the book’s protagonists as

“increasingly” problematic is simply lacking.

The same can be said of several similar discussions of the book.

Like Exum, Wenham and Gunn have also pointed out a few isolated

39 Admittedly, many of the following comments refer to this deterioration as
something that characterises the book as a whole rather than just the central sec-
tion. But since the central section constitutes almost three quarters of the book, any
comment that applies to the book as a whole can reasonably be understood as also
characterising the central section of the book.

40 Lilley, 98–99,102.
41 Hudson, 50; Wenham, 52; Dietrich, 2000:316–17.
42 O’Connell, 266, Exum, 1990:411, Gunn, 1987:104.
43 Exum, 1990:413.
44 Ibid., 413–31.
45 Ibid., 416.
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examples of sequential deterioration,46 but fail to provide more com-

prehensive proof to substantiate their claims that a downward trajectory

exists for the book as a whole. For many others, that the book depicts

a trend of progressive deterioration is simply considered self-evident,

such that hardly any attempt is even made to show how it is so.47

In light of this deficiency, it seems both worthwhile and necessary

at this juncture first to set forth systematically and in detail the evi-

dence for progressive deterioration in the central section of the book.

This will ensure that before any conclusion is drawn concerning the

relationship between the prologue and central section, it will have

been sufficiently well established that it is indeed appropriate to speak

of the central section as being arranged according to some kind of

downward trajectory.

Progressive Deterioration in the Central Section

Admittedly, it is no simple task to demonstrate that the narratives

in the central section follow some kind of downward trajectory. This

is primarily because the material in question consists by and large

of narratives of the exploits of different individuals. Since each of

these narratives has its own unique plot line, as a whole, they do

not immediately lend themselves to easy comparisons.

Fortunately, as Gros Louis points out, there appears to be sufficient

coherence to these narratives such that incidents and elements in

one narrative are often echoed in the others.48 Likewise, Gunn also

notices that the narratives throughout the book share common themes

and are linked to each other through associative connectors such as

46 For example, Wenham (61) draws attention to the fact that Gideon’s treat-
ment of his uncooperative countrymen represents a more violent response than
Deborah and Barak’s rebuke. He also notes (62) how the cyclical framework has
spiralled downwards, such that by the time of Jephthah, the nation’s graver sin had
resulted in God becoming more reluctant to help. Gunn (1987:113–14) also com-
ments on how for the Samson cycle, the people no longer address God out of
oppression like they did in previous cycles, thus making the Samson story climatic
within the cyclical framework.

47 A notable exception is Schneider (xii, 287), who made it one of her main tasks
to demonstrate progressive deterioration throughout the book. Although she does
offer more substantial treatment of the matter than most, the fact that her book is
a commentary means that her evidence for deterioration is inevitably scattered
throughout the book, thus making it difficult to see the big picture at a glance.
The impact of her argument is hence significantly reduced.

48 Gros Louis, 157.
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motifs and wordplay.49 In fact, to Gunn, such motif parallels not

only serve a formal cohesive function, but also invite comparative

evaluation by drawing attention to similarities and contrasts in situ-

ations and characters.50 If this is true, then it is only natural that

one should look for evidence of progressive deterioration in the cen-

tral section by focusing on recurring motifs that are found in the

narratives of two or more judges. This means that much of the fol-

lowing exploration will essentially be thematic in nature.

Before embarking on this thematic exploration, it is necessary first

to point out that the very idea of progressive deterioration running

through the central section is one that is actually rooted in an explicit

statement in the text. In delineating the cyclical pattern that char-

acterises Israel during this period in the introduction to the section,

the narrator explicitly affirms in 2:19 that with the death of each

judge, the people returned to behaviour even more corrupt51 than

their fathers. Here, the use of the comparative ˆm in wtyjvhw wbvy
μtwbam makes it quite clear that the cyclical pattern described in

2:10–19 is not simply a series of stagnant recurrences, but follow a

downward spiral.52 Each generation is thus portrayed as compara-

tively more corrupt than the generation before it. In fact, one sus-

pects that it is primarily on the basis of this very statement that

scholars feel justified in speaking of the narratives in the book as

depicting some sort of downward spiral,53 even though few have actu-

ally attempted to show how this deterioration systematically mani-

fests itself in the narratives that follow.

But is the deterioration implied in 2:19 in fact traceable through

the narratives in the central section of the book? The answer appears

to be in the affirmative as this deterioration can be seen manifest-

ing itself thematically in the following five areas.54

49 Gunn, 1978:104,105.
50 Ibid., 106.
51 HALOT, citing Müller (259), classifies the use of the Hiphil of tjv as “internally

factitive”, thus meaning “to behave corruptly”. Note the typographic error in HALOT.
The proper page number for the citation of Müller should be p. 259 and not p. 295.

52 The same use involving tjv and ˆm to indicate worsening degrees of corrup-
tion is also found in Ezek. 16:47; 23:11.

53 Gooding (72), Webb (1987:158), and Marais (88) all speak of the cycles as
degenerative primarily on the basis of 2:16–19.

54 In this respect, the following discussion would constitute a rebuttal to the asser-
tion of Rofé (31) that the editing of the stories in the central section is unaware of
the degeneration mentioned in 2:19.
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1. Deterioration traced through the judges’ decreasing faith in YHWH

The first area where some sort of deterioration is discernible involves

the decreasing faith of the judges in YHWH. This theme first comes

up in the Barak narrative in Judges 4 as Barak is considered the

first of the hesitant judges.55

In 4:6–7, YHWH issues a command to Barak through Deborah,

telling him to gather together ten thousand men from Naphtali and

Zebulun to go up against Sisera in battle. Barak was specifically pro-

mised victory as YHWH would give Sisera into his hands (whyttnw
˚dyb). Barak, however, answered that he would only go if Deborah

would go with him.

While the author has chosen not to disclose what motivated Barak

to answer thus, it is nonetheless clear that Barak’s answer had not

met with YHWH’s approval. For the honour that would have gone

to him had he obeyed unconditionally would now go instead to a

woman as YHWH sells Sisera into her hands.

Admittedly, the text has not made clear what exactly it is about

Barak’s answer that displeased YHWH. However, a couple of obser-

vations may provide some insight. First, the message of YHWH came

through Deborah, who was introduced in 4:4 as a prophetess (haybn).
This seems clearly to establish both the messenger’s credentials and

the authenticity of the message. Second, the fact that YHWH had

promised to give the enemy into Barak’s hands (˚dyb whyttnw) should

also engender faith. After all, in the preceding narrative, the very

idea that YHWH has given the enemy into Israel’s hands (ˆtnAyk
μkdyb . . . μkybyaAta hwhy) was used by Ehud as a war-cry to rally the

troops (3:28). But here, in spite of YHWH’s explicit promise, which

incidentally, was absent in the Ehud narrative, Barak acted with hes-

itation. This seems to suggest a lack of faith in YHWH.

But if Barak’s faith in YHWH was indeed wanting, this weakness

seems even more pronounced in the portrayal of the next judge,

Gideon. In the first half of the Gideon narrative, one is reminded

of this weakness in almost every scene.

When Gideon was first introduced, he was addressed by the angel

of YHWH as a mighty warrior (lyjh rwbg) and commissioned to go

“in this strength of his (hz ˚jkb)” to deliver Israel (6:12,14). As Gros

55 Marais, 101.
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Louis comments, “To such an announcement, and from an angel,

we would expect an awed response. But Gideon, like Barak, is not

convinced.”56 Instead, he responded by emphasising how lowly (ld)

and insignificant (ry[x) he and his clan were. When YHWH then

reassured Gideon of His own presence and of Gideon’s ability to

strike down the Midianites, Gideon then asked for a sign. Only when

fire flared from a bare rock was he convinced. But even so, his sub-

sequent actions continued to betray a faith insufficient to overcome

his fears.

The first task entrusted to Gideon was the demolition of his father’s

altar to Baal and the Asherah pole beside it. However, because he

feared (ary)57 his family and the men of the town (6:27), he only

carried out the task at night.58 When the townsfolk discovered what

happened the next morning and demanded his death, Gideon was

spared only when his father came to his defence. Gideon himself,

however, was strangely absent even though the scene does end with

him being renamed Jerub-Baal.

We next witness in 6:34 that the Spirit of YHWH had come upon

Gideon (ˆw[dgAta hvbl hwhy jwrw), and in response, he blew a trum-

pet and summoned his troops. But this is followed immediately by

another display of doubt as Gideon asked for further signs to confirm

his commission.59 And this time, even one miraculous sign was

insufficient to give him the assurance he needed, as he had to request

a follow-up sign to confirm the first one.

Then on the night of the decisive victory, YHWH appeared to

Gideon, telling him to launch an attack on the Midianites. But before

Gideon was to do so, YHWH, well aware of Gideon’s habitual lack

of faith, actually took the initiative to offer him one final assurance.

Interestingly, this assurance is presented in 7:10 as an option, to be

56 Gros Louis, 152.
57 It should be noted that in Hebrew Scripture, and especially in the Psalms,

fear (ary) is very often contrasted with trust (jfb), and in particular, trust in YHWH.
See, for example, Pss. 27:3; 56:4,5,12; 91:2,5; 112:7.

58 O’Connell (155) sees this unwillingness to confront the foreign cult openly as
a sign of Gideon’s lack of confidence in YHWH. For more insight into the rhetor-
ical significance of this episode, see Wong, 2006c:540–44.

59 Note that although Amit (1998:227) finds Gideon’s lack of confidence surpris-
ing after his possession by the Spirit and the mustering of the army, she does not
consider it a weakness or a lack of faith. In this regard, Amit departs from Block
(1999:272–73), Exum (1990:417–18), Tanner (158,159), and O’Connell (150,163),
all of whom see Gideon’s doubt as a weakness or a lack of faith.
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exercised only if Gideon is afraid (hta aryAμaw). Therefore, had

Gideon trusted in the promise YHWH made to deliver Israel when

He reduced Gideon’s troops from 22,000 to three hundred (7:7),

that extra trip down to the enemy camp would not have been nec-

essary. That Gideon did make the trip in the end thus reveals his

apprehension regarding the impending battle.

From these various instances, one gets the impression that the lack

of faith that first surfaces in Barak seems to have intensified in

Gideon. For while the hesitation Barak displayed in response to

YHWH’s calling seems to be an isolated incident, with Gideon, he

seems to have shown a pattern of uncertainty about YHWH’s call-

ing and promises in spite of repeated reassurances from YHWH.

This theme of lacking of faith in YHWH continues to show up

in the next major judge, Jephthah. In his case, this lack of faith

manifests itself most clearly in the vow he made immediately prior

to the battle against the Ammonites.60

Now an interesting observation about Jephthah’s vow is that, like

Gideon’s requests for signs, the vow was also made after an explicit

statement (11:29) that the Spirit of YHWH had come upon him

(hwhy jwr jtpyAl[ yhtw).
Concerning this, Exum writes, “Since the spirit comes upon Jephthah

just before he vows a sacrifice to YHWH in return for victory, it

might be argued that he utters his ill-fated vow while under its

influence. . . . If not a tacit acceptance of the vow, this act never-

theless implicates the deity in the terrible events that follow.”61 Such

an interpretation, however, is somewhat curious, especially in light

of the close parallel between this incident and the tests of the fleece

in the Gideon narrative.

Structurally, the two incidents are presented almost as exact par-

allels of each other. Both begin with a statement of YHWH’s spirit

coming upon the judge (6:34a, 11:29a), followed immediately by a

report of the judge making a significant move towards a showdown

with the enemy. In Gideon’s case, he blew his trumpet and suc-

60 I am indebted to Professor Nicolas Wyatt for drawing my attention to an
Ugaritic parallel in KTU1.14, where King Keret made a vow (ydr, cf. rdyw in Judg.
11:30) to the goddess Athirat on his way to war, and eventually suffered for it. But
unlike Jephthah, who suffered for making the inappropriate vow, Keret was pun-
ished for failing to keep his.

61 Exum, 1990:422. The same point is also made by Exum elsewhere (1989:66).
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cessfully summoned his troops from the various tribes (6:34b–35),

while in Jephthah’s case, he advanced against the Ammonites (11:29b).62

These acts, following immediately after statements about YHWH’s

Spirit and being described using consecutive verb forms, should nat-

urally be understood as representing the direct consequences of the

coming of YHWH’s Spirit. These are then followed by reports of

the judges’ direct speeches to YHWH, each introduced with rmayw
and opened with a conditional clause beginning with μa (6:36, 11:30).

The critical issue here is how these speeches are to be interpreted.

Admittedly, Exum’s stipulation of some kind of causal relationship

between the coming of the Spirit of YHWH and Jephthah’s vow is

not impossible, as the consecutive forms introducing the vow can

certainly be understood as consequential. But it is also possible to

understand rmayw and rdyw in both the Gideon and the Jephthah

incidents as logically contrastive or adversative63 to what precedes,

since the direct consequence of the coming of YHWH’s Spirit has

already been reported in the judges’ military actions. If so, both the

requests of Gideon and the vow of Jephthah can in fact be viewed

as having been uttered in spite of the coming of YHWH’s Spirit

rather than as a result of it. A possible translation for the two verses

would then be “And yet, Gideon said to God . . .” for 6:36, and

“And yet, Jephthah vowed a vow to YHWH, saying . . .” for 11:30.

As a matter of fact, Exum actually seems to understand Gideon’s

requests along this line. In her discussion of Gideon’s fearful, hesi-

tant nature, she comments, “YHWH’s spirit comes upon Gideon

and afterwards he wants assurance”.64 This seems to suggest that

Exum indeed sees Gideon’s requests as another example of his appre-

hensive fear. But Exum is apparently also aware of the parallel

62 Webb (1987:61) thinks that Jephthah’s passing from Gilead to Manasseh and
back to Gilead again in fact parallels Gideon call-up of volunteers. If so, one can
say that in both cases, the presence of the Spirit of YHWH was responsible for
motivating the judges to make concrete preparation for war.

63 See GKC, 327, sect. 111e, Joüon, 641, sect. 171f, and Waltke and O’Connor,
550, sect. 33.2.1d. The best example of this use of the consecutive form is Gen
32:31, where Jacob declared that he saw God face to face “and yet” his life was
spared (yvpn lxntw). Incidentally, the consecutive form dbktw in Judg. 1:35 may also
fit this category, since the report of the hand of the house of Joseph being heavy
upon the Amorites clearly contrasts with the immediately preceding statement of
the Amorites’ ability to limit the Danites to the hill country. Judg. 1:35 therefore
gives precedent to this particular use of the consecutive form within the book.

64 Exum, 1990:417.
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between this and the Jephthah incident, which she would interpret

differently in the same article. In an attempt to harmonise her treat-

ment of the two incidents, Exum asks what the connection might

be, if any, between animation by the Spirit and the subsequent rev-

elation of Gideon weakness of character.65 But to this question, Exum

provides no answer, perhaps because it is inherently problematic to

claim as she did with Jephthah that Gideon’s tests were requested

under the influence of the Spirit. For that would make the Spirit

the instigator of doubt about YHWH Himself. So, to justify the

different approaches she took in interpreting two similarly structured

incidents, Exum writes, “To be sure, Gideon’s test and Jephthah’s

vow are different matters and serve different functions.”66 But is that

really true? For the two incidents may not be that different after all

if both indeed function primarily to highlight the judges’ common

lack of faith in spite of the special presence of YHWH’s Spirit.67

But even so, does Jephthah’s vow represent some sort of deterio-

ration from Gideon’s requests? A case can perhaps be made.68 For

while Jephthah is certainly not presented as being habitually fearful

the way Gideon was, his vow nonetheless seems to betray a des-

peration that exceeded that of Gideon. After all, Gideon’s need for

assurance, even though coming in the form of narrowly specified

tests (6:36–40), merely involved a piece of wool fleece. But with

Jephthah, the stakes are considerably higher because his vow poten-

tially involved a human life. And as it turns out, a human life was

in fact the price he eventually had to pay.

To be sure, much has been written about whether the language

of Jephthah’s vow refers only to an animal or also includes the pos-

sibility of a human sacrifice.69 Concerning this, Exum is certainly

65 Ibid., 418.
66 Ibid., 417.
67 Trible (1981:61–62; 1984:93–116), Gunn and Fewell (115) and Römer

(1998:29–30) also see Jephthah’s vow, uttered after YHWH’s Spirit came upon him,
as signalling a lack of faith. Webb (1987:63–64) further points out that the use of
the emphatic infinitive ˆwtn with the imperfect in the vow (thus, “if you will indeed
give the Ammonites into my hands”) in fact expresses Jephthah’s insecurity regard-
ing whether or not YHWH will reject him.

68 For a different reason than that argued below, Bal (107) also hints at some
kind of deterioration from Gideon to Jephthah. To Bal, whereas Gideon acted and
came out with an offering before he demanded anything, Jephthah only made a
verbal promise and showed no evidence of good faith before the vow was actually
carried out.

69 See, for example, Marcus, 1986:13–18; Webb, 1987:64, Robinson, 334–38.
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correct in pointing out that the question is in fact moot because the

one who came out to meet him in the end and who was subsequently

sacrificed turned out to be human.70 Furthermore, that Jephthah

must have been aware of the potential implications of his vow can

be seen in that, had he never considered the possibility of a human

sacrifice, he would not have responded the way he did when he saw

his daughter coming out to meet him. He would instead have greeted

her gladly and simply looked around for the first animal. Thus, even

though Jephthah most certainly did not make the vow expecting it

to be his own daughter that would be sacrificed, he nevertheless

must have been fully aware of the possibility that the sacrifice could

be human. And to make such a high-staked vow on the brink of

battle certainly betrayed the fear gripping him even as he advanced

against the enemy. In this respect, one can argue that Jephthah’s

lack of faith in fact represents a form of deterioration from Gideon:

if not in frequency, then at least in the intensity of his fear.

As for Samson, the final judge, a case can also be made that he

too, displayed a lack of faith in YHWH. And the incident involved

also happens to display certain parallels with the Gideon and Jephthah

incidents just mentioned.

In 15:14b, a similar statement of the Spirit of YHWH coming

upon the judge is again reported (hwhy jwr wyl[ jlxtw). This is also

followed by a report of the judge’s engagement with the enemy. In

this case, the ropes on Samson’s arm becoming like burnt flax and

Samson being able to strike down a thousand Philistines with the

jaw bone of an ass (15:14c–15) are surely to be seen as direct con-

sequences of the Spirit’s presence. This is then followed by a direct

quote of Samson’s boast, which leads to an etiological note (15:16–17).

But in 15:18, a second speech of Samson is reported, and this time,

it is addressed directly to YHWH. And in a development that par-

allels Gideon and Jephthah, it is again through the judge’s first direct

speech to YHWH after the coming of His Spirit that the judge’s

lack of faith becomes most evident.

In the case of Samson, it is the onset of a great thirst after his

engagement with the enemy that prompted him to address YHWH

directly and for the first time since the beginning of the narrative

70 Exum, 1989:67; 1990:422.
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about him. And the brief speech basically represents a complaint

against YHWH. To be sure, Samson began by acknowledging that

it was YHWH who had given a great deliverance into his hands.

But the words that follow almost amount to an accusation that

YHWH is not beyond negating the great deliverance He just gave.

How is this so?

As Exum points out, Samson’s words in 15:18 begin and end with

the motif of giving into the hand.71 In the first half of his speech,

Samson acknowledged that it was a great deliverance (hldgh h[wvthAta)
that YHWH had given into his hand (˚db[Adyb ttn). As Samson was

the only person in danger in the immediate context, the deliverance

he spoke of was obviously his own, and from the hands of the

Philistines. But by asserting in the second half of his speech that he

would die of thirst and hence fall into the hands of the uncircum-

cised (μylr[h dyb ytlpnw), Samson was essentially implying that he

would fall back into the hands of the very people from whom he

had just been delivered. If that indeed came to pass, then the “great

deliverance” spoken of in the first half of his speech would effectively

have been negated completely.

To be sure, Samson’s clever reference to his falling back into the

hands of the Philistines may indeed have been a blatant attempt to

“bait” the deity, as Exum puts it.72 After all, whether or not he

would fall back into the hands of the Philistines is in reality a moot

point if, by then, he had already died of thirst as he claimed he

would. Thus, for Samson to phrase his request to YHWH for deliv-

erance from thirst in such a manipulative way after he just experienced

“a great deliverance” from the Philistines certainly says something

about his lack of faith in the God who has just delivered him.73 And

to the extent that Samson’s lack of faith was displayed right after

he had experienced YHWH’s great deliverance, whereas Gideon’s

and Jephthah’s lack of faith came before they experienced any vic-

tory, one can argue that the faith of Samson compares unfavourably

71 Exum, 1981:23.
72 Ibid. Also see Exum, 1983:41.
73 This view of Samson’s prayer is in marked contrast to Greene’s (69). For

Greene sees Samson’s prayer as an expression of faith that contrasts with the mur-
muring of the wilderness generation in similar circumstances. But Greene’s view of
Samson as a new Israel, faithful precisely where old Israel was not, does not fit
with the overall portrait of Samson in the rest of the narrative.
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with that of Gideon and Jephthah. In this respect, Samson’s lack of

faith may indeed be seen as a form of deterioration from Gideon

and Jephthah.

2. Deterioration traced through the increasing prominence of the judges’ 
self-interest as motivation behind their actions

A second area where progressive deterioration is discernible is in the

increasing prominence of the judges’ self-interest as motivation for

their action. This self-interest first becomes noticeable in the narra-

tive about Gideon.

In 7:18, where Gideon gives instructions to his men prior to their

attack on the Midianite camp, the battle cry specifically given was,

“For YHWH and for Gideon (ˆw[dglw hwhyl)”. The inclusion of Gideon’s

name in this battle cry is somewhat unexpected. After all, in 3:28,

when Ehud rallied his troops to take on the Moabites, his battle cry

only focused on the fact that YHWH has given their enemies into

their hands (μkdyb bawmAta μkybyaAta hwhy ˆtnAyk).74 Similarly, in 4:14,

Deborah’s battle cry75 also focused on YHWH giving Sisera into

Barak’s hands as He goes ahead of Barak (hwhy ˆtn rva μwyh hz yk
˚dyb arsysAta).

Moreover, in the context of the Gideon narratives, the inclusion

of Gideon’s name in the battle cry may also be significant in that

in the immediately preceding episode, YHWH had just made Gideon

reduce the size of his troops “in order that Israel may not boast

against me saying, ‘my own hand has delivered me (7:2).’” In the

end, however, after the battle was fought and won, the credit for

victory would still be misplaced as the Israelites then offered Gideon

kingship because “you have delivered us from the hands of Midian

(8:22)”. In light of these developments, one has to wonder if Gideon’s

inclusion of his own name in the battle cry was indeed appropriate,76

74 Schneider (51) likewise sees Gideon’s sharing of the victory with God in 7:20
as deterioration from Ehud’s explicit affirmation that it was God who was respon-
sible for victory.

75 Although according to the text, Deborah’s words were spoken specifically to
Barak, yet in the context of ten thousand men being present with them ready for
war (4:10), Deborah’s public proclamation to one who is their commander-in-chief
can certainly be viewed as a battle cry that functions to rally the troops for battle.

76 Marais (112) sees Gideon’s inclusion of his own name as turning on YHWH.
Wenham (126) also notes that the addition of “for Gideon” in the battle cry is out
of kilter with God’s expressed wish that only He should be glorified in the victory.
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and whether or not this act was at least partially responsible for the

subsequent misguided offer of kingship to him.77 Thus, the way

Gideon shaped the battle cry may indeed betray a subtle promotion

of self-interest even as he appears to be fighting for YHWH.

But if the matter still seems somewhat ambiguous regarding whether

or not self-interest had come into play in Gideon’s battle cry, the

picture seems much clearer in the episode concerning Gideon’s pur-

suit of the two Midianite kings.

After reporting the death of two Midianite leaders Zeeb and Oreb,

the narrator next recounts Gideon’s pursuit of two fugitive Midianite

kings in 8:4–12. During this pursuit, Gideon twice sought help 

from two Israelite towns, Succoth and Penuel, and on both occa-

sions, he was refused. So, after the two kings were captured, Gideon

returned to Succoth and Penuel to punish the two towns for their

refusal to help.

Up to the point where Gideon punished the elders of Succoth

with thorns and briers in 8:16, the reader’s sympathies may well

have lain with Gideon since the towns’ refusal to help their leader

who was in pursuit of the nation’s enemies seems inexcusable. But

subsequent revelation calls for re-evaluation. If the report in 8:17

that Gideon killed the men of Penuel raises suspicion that something

was amiss, the immediately following dialogue between Gideon and

the two kings in 8:18–21 seems to confirm that Gideon’s self-interest

may indeed have been the true motivation behind his pursuit of the

two kings.

In 8:18, Gideon inquired about the men the kings killed at Tabor.

And when he received confirmation that those killed were indeed

his blood brothers, he decided not to spare the kings. But the pos-

sibility Gideon raised of sparing the two kings is in itself problematic

in several ways. First, notwithstanding Block’s speculation that Gideon

Although Block (1999:282) thinks that Gideon’s addition of his own name to the
battle cry seems innocent enough, he also comments that “in light of what follows
in chap. 8, one wonders if the narrator does not intend some ambiguity here.”

77 Exum (1990:419) hints at a connection between Gideon’s battle cry and Israel’s
subsequent kingship offer. Webb (1987:152) further makes the interesting observa-
tion that the offer of kingship to Gideon may have been his own making because
he had been acting more and more like a king from the moment he crossed the
Jordan. If true, this means that Gideon may have been harbouring kingly ambi-
tions even far in advance of the official offering of kingship to him. The question,
then, is whether including his name in the battle cry might have represented the
first sign of such ambitions.



prologue as paradigm 167

may not have meant what he said,78 the narrator seems to present

Gideon as being serious when he raised the possibility of sparing

them had they spared his brothers earlier. After all, Gideon’s state-

ment is preceded by an oath formula involving the personal name

of YHWH (hwhyAyj).79 But if Gideon’s statement is taken at face value,

this raises a second problem, which is that there seems to be no

precedent for sparing foreign enemy leaders in war.

Already within the book of Judges, one can find examples of enemy

leaders being executed when captured in war. Adoni-Bezek in 1:7

is one example, and Sisera could potentially be another, even though

strictly speaking, he was not executed by an Israelite judge. But the

fact that Barak pursued Sisera after the destruction of Sisera’s forces,

coupled with Deborah’s prophecy that the honour would not be

Barak’s because Sisera would be handed over to a woman, suggests

that had Barak caught up with Sisera before Jael killed him, Barak

would have executed Sisera himself.

But the tradition of not sparing enemy leaders, and particularly

kings, goes back even further. In Numbers 21, Sihon and Og were

both struck down and killed. In the conquest accounts in Joshua, it

has also been repeatedly mentioned that various enemy kings were

put to the sword and killed. In particular, the language of Joshua

11:17 seems to suggest that many of these kings were first captured

and then executed. This is confirmed by the accounts of how the

king of Ai ( Josh. 8:23,29) and the five Amorite kings ( Josh. 10:16–18,

22–27) met their deaths. Moreover, if ‘putting to the sword (. . . hkh
brjAypl)’ indeed suggests a μrj-styled execution as was argued 

earlier,80 then the deaths of the kings of Makkedah ( Josh. 10:28),

Libnah ( Josh. 8:29), Hebron ( Josh. 10:36), Debir ( Josh. 10:39), Hazor

( Josh. 11:10), and the royal cities ( Josh. 11:12) may also fit this 

pattern. In fact, not a single case can be found in the conquest nar-

ratives where a captured enemy king is spared.81

78 Block (1999:294–95).
79 Block (1999:295) actually considers the oath “an empty exploitation of the

divine name in violation of the Third Commandment” for the sake of impressing
his captives. But this is pure speculation as there is absolutely nothing in the text
or in the surrounding context that would support such an understanding. On the
contrary, an oath taken on God’s life employs the strongest and most binding lan-
guage available, thus reflecting the seriousness with which the oath was taken.

80 See the brief discussion on p. 37.
81 Not only so, but later in the period of the monarchy, Saul’s sparing of the
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All this seems to suggest that Gideon had no basis to even con-

sider sparing the two Midianite kings. And the fact that he ended

up not sparing them does not make the point moot, because it reveals

an underlying error in Gideon’s reasoning.

This leads to the third problem with Gideon’s statement. Even

though Gideon eventually did kill the two Midianite kings, his words

nevertheless reveal that the action he took was motivated primarily

by personal vengeance rather than a concern to rid the nation of

foreign oppression. And this realisation is especially troubling when

viewed in the context of his heavy-handed punishment of the two

cities that refused to help. For in light of his statement to the two

kings, one suddenly realises in retrospect that his punishment of the

elders of Succoth and his killing of the men of Penuel may well be

motivated also by personal vendetta rather than a sense of righteous

indignation for their refusal to help YHWH’s cause. Thus, as it turns

out, all the time one thought Gideon was pursuing the two kings in

the interest of national welfare, he may actually have been pursu-

ing a personal agenda.82

But there may still be one other incident where Gideon’s actions

appear to be motivated by self-interest, and it is related to Israel’s

offer of kingship.

Strictly speaking, Israel’s offer of kingship to Gideon is not pre-

sented as something engineered by Gideon. However, as has already

been mentioned, the inclusion of his own name in the battle cry

may have been a calculated move to raise his own personal profile,

thereby making himself a natural candidate should the people ever

consider having a king. What is worth further consideration though,

is Gideon’s response to the people’s offer.

On the surface, Gideon gave a theologically sound reason for

rejecting the people’s offer of kingship, declaring that it is not he or

his sons but YHWH who rules over them. Indeed, many take Gideon’s

answer at face value and interpret it as a recoiling from the impiety

Amalekite king Agag in 1 Samuel 15 also became the immediate cause of his
rejection as king. And later still, Ahab’s sparing of the Aramean king Ben-Hadad
in 1 Kgs. 20:29–43 also resulted in severe judgement from YHWH.

82 Webb (1987:151) thinks it is a personal vendetta which Gideon has been pros-
ecuting with such ruthless determination in the Transjordan. Wenham (321) also
notes that Gideon’s pursuit of the two kings is not presented as a normal follow-
up victory in the field but a campaign of revenge.
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of the offer.83 However, Gideon’s subsequent behaviour raises suspi-

cion and suggests that a different interpretation is possible.

To be sure, many have pointed out that subsequent to his refusal

of the kingship offer, Gideon actually acted every bit like a king.84

To begin with, there is the accumulation of wealth reported in

8:24–26. Significantly, the list of items he acquired through the col-

lection from the people includes pendants and purple garments worn

by the Midian kings, as well as the chains that were on their camel’s

necks, something already mentioned earlier in 8:21. Even if some of

the trinkets were melted along with the other gold rings and orna-

ments to make the golden ephod, the kingly garments would cer-

tainly have been preserved. In fact, Fokkelman argues that the exact

inventory of spoils listed after the weight of gold reflects Gideon’s

point of view, thus underlining Gideon’s greediness and his obses-

sion with royalty.85 Commenting especially on the earlier report of

Gideon taking the ornaments off the camels of the Midian kings

after he had executed them, Fokkelman writes,

Our first reaction to this paratactic sentence structure is mystification:
what is the point of the weird detail about the ornaments when Gideon
is bagging the biggest prize of all? Is the writer justified in mention-
ing the taking of the crescents on the same level as the execution? My
answer would be that he is: these baubles represent Gideon’s fascina-
tion with royalty, and form the first indication that he will be mesmerized
by their material glamour. The narrator has promoted them to a posi-
tion equal to that of the execution, because they represent the field of
vision of the grasping Gideon and are the objects of his obsession.86

But other than the accumulation of wealth, there is also the multi-

plying of wives and concubines reported in 8:30–31, which, together

with the accumulation of wealth, are specifically prohibited in the

kingship regulations set out in Deut. 17:17.

Finally, it is also reported in 8:31 that Gideon named his son

Abimelech, which means “My father is king”.87

83 Webb, 1987:152. See also Lindars, 1965:322; Wilson, 80; Gros Louis, 155;
Mullen, 1993:149; Amit, 1998:97.

84 See, for example, Jobling, 67; Gunn, 1987:114; Wenham, 121; Fokkelman,
1999:129.

85 Fokkelman, 1999:147–48.
86 Ibid., 148.
87 Admittedly, the name can be taken to mean “The (Divine) King is my father”,
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Concerning this, it is perhaps noteworthy that in the majority of

cases in Hebrew Scripture, the naming of a son is by the mother

and not the father.88 In fact, there are less than ten cases where a

father is explicitly said to have named his son, and in most of these,

a reasonable explanation can be deduced from the text. Jacob, for

example, is said to have given Benjamin his name in Gen. 35:18,

but this is only a case of renaming after Rachel already gave the

boy a name before her death. Moses is also said to have named his

son Gershom in Exod. 2:22, but the name is immediately explained

in the text as reflecting the particular circumstances of Moses and

not of his wife. In Gen. 5:3, Adam is said to have named Seth, but

this represents only a summary statement. In the actual account of

Seth’s birth in Gen. 4:25, it is Adam’s wife who is specifically said

to have given Seth his name. In Gen. 16:15 and 21:3, Abraham is

said to have named Ishmael and Isaac respectively, but in reality,

the two names were already pre-ordained by YHWH in 16:15 and

17:19 before the boys’ respective births. As for the naming of Esau

and Jacob, it is actually not entirely clear who named the boys since

the MT of Gen. 25:25–26 seems to vacillate between 3ms and 3mp

verb forms, while the versions are split.89 That leaves Seth’s naming

of Enosh in Gen. 4:26 and Lamech’s naming of Noah in Gen. 5:29

as the only remaining cases where the father named the child instead

of the mother. But in both these cases, the mother is not mentioned

at all in the immediate context.

which would then be an expression of piety. But as Block (1997:362; 1999:304)
argues, in view of Gideon’s self-serving behavior, the name seems rather more likely
to reflect Gideon’s egotism than faith in YHWH. Besides, in Ancient Near-Eastern
culture, divine fatherhood often constitutes part of kingly legitimation (cf. Ps. 2:7).

88 Seth is named by Eve in Gen. 4:25, Moab and Ammon by their mothers in
Gen. 19:37–38, the twelve sons and one daughter of Jacob named by Leah and
Rachel in Gen. 29:29:32–35; 30:6,8,11,13,18,20,21,24; 35:18 (though the verb in
29:34 is 3ms in the MT and 3fs in the versions), Er, Onan, and Shelah by Shua
in Gen. 38:3–5 (though the verb in 38:3 is 3ms in the MT and 3fs in the ver-
sions), Perez and Zerah by Tamar in Gen. 38:29–30 according to the versions,
Moses by the Pharaoh’s daughter in Exod. 2:10, Samson by his mother in Judg.
13:24, Samuel by Hannah in 1 Sam. 1:20, Solomon by Bethsheba in 2 Sam. 12:24
according to the Qere reading, Jabez by his mother in 1 Chron. 4:9, Peresh by
Maacah in 1 Chron. 7:16, Beriah by his mother in 1 Chron. 7:23 according to
the versions, and Emmanuel by his mother in Isa. 7:14.

89 The LXX, Vulgate, and Peshitta have 3ms forms throughout, while the Targum
and Samaritan Pentateuch have 3mp forms throughout. Incidentally, there is one
case in Ruth 4:17 where community naming is apparently involved, so the 3mp
verb forms in Gen. 25:25–26 should not be dismissed outright.
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In light of all this, it is significant that Judg. 8:31 clearly states

that it was Gideon who gave Abimelech his name even though the

mother, Gideon’s concubine, is also mentioned within the verse. Can

it be then, that the narrator is specifically using this incident to hint

at Gideon’s personal ambition?90 If so, then Gideon’s rejection of

the kingship offer may not be all it appears. No wonder then, that

Block titles the section on 8:22–27 in his commentary “Gideon’s

Sham Rejection of Kingship”.91 Davies even argues that Gideon’s

words should be understood as an acceptance couched in the form

of a pious refusal.92 But regardless of whether Davies is right or not,

the point is that, in spite of Gideon’s verbal rejection of the king-

ship offer, his actions betray the fact that he may well be pursuing

a personal agenda even as he judged Israel until his death.

But if Gideon’s self-interest indeed seems to have been a moti-

vating force behind much of what he did in the second half of the

narrative about him, Jephthah’s blatant self-interest is discernible

right from the start.

At the opening of the narrative, the reader is told that the

Ammonites came to make war on Israel. The elders of Israel then

came to Jephthah, inviting him to be their commander (ˆyxq) at war.

Jephthah, however, brushed off their initial offer, and it was not

until they revised the offer, agreeing to make him head (var) over

all Gilead if he would fight the Ammonites, that Jephthah appeared

interested.

In discussing Jephthah’s negotiation with the elders, scholars gen-

erally agree that the main area of contention between the two par-

ties concerns the leadership position being offered to Jephthah.93

Although according to 10:18, Israel’s leaders had already agreed to

make whoever would lead them into battle against the Ammonites

90 Indeed, Fokkelman (1992:33–34; 1999:130) and Marais (114) think the name
Abimelech reflects Gideon’s underlying kingly ambition. Ogden (1995:302), on the
other hand, thinks that Abimelech was clearly misnamed in light of Gideon’s rejec-
tion of the kingship offer because Abimelech was not in any sense the “son of the
king”. But Ogden may have missed the point of the irony here.

91 Block, 1999:296.
92 Davies, 154–57. This possibility is also raised by Gunn (1987:114).
93 Webb, 1987:52–53; Exum, 1989: 73–74; Craig, 78–81; Wenham, 63. Marcus

(1989:96–100; 1990:105–13), however, argues that the bargaining was not primar-
ily about leadership position but about Jephthah’s legal right to be reinstated as a
legitimate adopted son. Willis (34–35) also suggests that what Jephthah was after
was reinstatement into the clan, as he had earlier been disinherited.
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head (var) over all Gilead, the elders’ initial offer to Jephthah in

11:6 was only the position of military commander (ˆyxq). It was only

after Jephthah rebuffed this initial offer that they revised it and made

it head over all Gilead. In this respect, the elders were clearly por-

trayed as opportunistic as they were apparently hoping to get away

with offering Jephthah less than what had already been agreed upon

among Israel’s leaders.

But if the elders were opportunistic, so was Jephthah, who man-

aged to take advantage of their desperation to exact what he wanted

out of the negotiations. From this, one can see that Jephthah’s action

was dictated primarily by self-interest. For the nation, after all, was

facing a crisis, and unlike Gideon, Jephthah did not seem to be har-

bouring any doubt at this stage about his ability to bring about some

kind of deliverance. In fact, Jephthah’s confidence in his own abil-

ity can be seen in that while the elders’ revised offer in 11:8 never

made victory a condition for making him head over all Gilead,

Jephthah actually imposed that condition on himself voluntarily in

11:9. But in spite of his realisation that the nation was in dire straits

and that he could be the one to deliver them, the impression one

gets from his dialogue with the elders is that he was interested in

playing the role of deliverer only if he could be made head over

the people. In this respect, Jephthah’s political ambition is not unlike

Gideon’s, except that while Gideon still couched his personal ambi-

tion in a pious rejection of an offer of kingship, Jephthah did not

even bother to hide his personal agenda. Rather, he made it front

and centre in his negotiations with the elders. Unlike Gideon, who

at least showed some concern for the welfare of the nation in his

dialogue with the angel of YHWH, Jephthah never once expressed

any such concern.

Interestingly, Jephthah’s political ambition may also have played

a role in the vow he made. Although I admit to generally viewing

any attempt to psychoanalyse biblical characters with scepticism, a

reasonable case has nonetheless been made by Webb that Jephthah’s

vow may have been prompted by concerns for his personal stake in

the war.94 Webb points out that the opening words of the vow, “If

you will indeed give the Ammonites into my hand (ynbAta ˆtt ˆwtnAμa
ydyb ˆwm[)” echo the key condition in his bargaining with the elders,

“If . . . YHWH gives them before me (ynpl μtwa hwhy ˆtnw . . . μa)”, and

94 Webb, 1987:63–64.
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in so doing, brings Jephthah’s personal stake in the outcome of the

war directly into focus again. Webb speculates that while Jephthah

spoke only of the interest of Israel publicly and officially in his nego-

tiation with the Ammonite king, privately, his mind works on his

own interest. He writes,

Jephthah has everything to lose if the battle goes against him, not least
his life (see 12:3), but also his position in his clan and tribe, and that
clearly means a great deal to him. Formerly an outcast, he is now
‘head and commander of all the inhabitants of Gilead.’ But if he loses
the war, the whole cycle of rejection will begin again. If Yahweh rejects
Jephthah now, so too will Jephthah’s people—again.95

If Webb is right, then even in the matter of his fateful vow, the fear

that drove Jephthah into making the vow essentially has to do with

self-interest.96

As for Jephthah’s battle with the Ephraimites, it can be also argued

that, like Gideon’s treatment of the two uncooperative towns and

his execution of the Midianite kings, Jephthah’s slaughter of 42,000

Ephraimites basically represents an act of personal vendetta. Indeed,

Jephthah’s reply to the Ephraimites’ accusation hints at this, for not

only does the preponderance of first person singular references sug-

gest that he has taken a very personal view of things,97 his counter

accusation is also essentially a personal one. The Ephraimites were

accused in 12:2–3 of not saving him personally (ytwa μt[vwhAalw)
from the hands of the Ammonites so that he had to take his life

into his own hands (ypkb yvpn hmycaw) as he crossed over to fight them.

But if Jephthah had indeed taken a personal view of things, then

contrary to what Exum thinks,98 it is actually not surprising at all

that he did not try reasoning with the Ephraimites the way he did

with the Ammonite king. And to the extent that the battle with the

Ephraimites represents an act of personal vendetta, his slaughtering

of 42,000 Ephraimites certainly marks a significant deterioration from

Gideon’s killing of a mere townful of men in Penuel.

95 Ibid., 64.
96 Incidentally, Gunn (1987:117) also makes a similar point, arguing that it is

perhaps the insecurity of the rejected “son of Gilead” that goads Jephthah to play
hostage to fortune in order to secure the victory and headship over his rejectors.

97 Within the two verses, one can find one occurrence of the independent first
person singular pronoun yna, seven occurrences of the 1cs suffix (four times attached
to nouns, twice to prepositions, and once to a direct object marker), and five 1cs
verb forms.

98 See Exum, 1989:75.
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But it is not until one gets to Samson that the deterioration hits

bottom. For even though with Jephthah, one can argue that almost

every single action he took was privately motivated by self-interest,

at least publicly, his negotiation with the Ammonite king and the

subsequent war against the Ammonites appear to be in the interests

of Israel. But when it comes to Samson, there is not even one single

incident where he appears to be acting consciously for the interest

of YHWH or Israel. For throughout these narratives, Samson is

shown to have struck down Philistines on four separate occasions.

Yet in every single one of them, he is presented as acting only out

of his own personal vendetta. That Israel’s oppressors, the Philistines,

ended up suffering is something that came about only as an unin-

tended by-product of Samson’s revenge. In fact, if anything, Samson

is presented as being only too eager to be associated with the Philistines

via his interest in their women.99 If it were not for the fact that

things had turned out wrongly on a number of occasions, Samson

would not even have been acting against the Philistines at all.

In the first incident where Samson struck down thirty Philistine

men in Ashkelon, the reason for doing so can be traced back to his

losing a bet with his Philistine wedding companions at the wedding

feast (14:19). On that occasion, Samson teased his wedding com-

panions with a riddle, setting as the price for the bet thirty linen

garments and thirty sets of clothes. His wedding companions, unable

to solve the riddle, threatened his wife with death, so that in order

to save herself and her household, she coaxed the riddle’s answer

out of Samson. Perhaps partly out of anger that he had lost unfairly,

and partly out of the need to obtain thirty sets of clothes, Samson,

prompted by YHWH’s spirit, went down to Ashkelon and struck

down thirty Philistines, taking their clothes to pay for the lost bet.

But what is noteworthy here is that had Samson not lost the bet,

he would not have thought about striking down the Philistines.

Some time later, Samson again attacked and slaughtered many

Philistines (15:8), but this time, it is in response to their burning his

wife and father-in-law to death. But even this chain of events started

innocently enough. Some time after he went away in a huff after

his disastrous wedding, Samson returned to his father-in-law’s place

wanting essentially to consummate the marriage.100 Upon being turned

99 Wilson (78) also notes that Samson seeks not to oppose but to establish the
most intimate of relationships with the enemy.

100 See discussion on p. 106 n. 77 regarding Samson’s intentions.
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down by the father-in-law, who told him that the wife had already

been given to one of his Philistine wedding companions, Samson

then considered himself justified to act against the Philistines. So he

burned their grain and vineyards and olive groves. When the Philistines

found out it was Samson who had destroyed their entire harvest,

they took revenge by burning to death his wife and father-in-law.

And that was when Samson reciprocated by slaughtering the Philistines.

In this matter, what is important to note is that Samson’s moti-

vation in slaughtering the Philistines was essentially personal vendetta

and had nothing to do with the Philistines’ oppression of Israel. In

15:7, Samson stated that it was because the Philistines had acted

thus (tazk ˆwc[t) in killing his wife and father-in-law that he would

take revenge against them (μkb ytmqn). In other words, this slaugh-

ter of the Philistines would also not have taken place had the Philistines

not burned Samson’s wife and father-in-law to death. Thus, like the

previous occasion, Samson’s action against the Philistines largely rep-

resents a reaction against the turn of events on a personal level rather

than a principled resistance against a national foe.

The third instance where Samson struck down a thousand Philistines

with the jawbone of a donkey (15:15) follows more or less the same

pattern. As a result of his previous slaughter, more Philistines came

to Judah to capture Samson so as to exact revenge. The men of

Judah, eager to avoid conflict with their overlord, then went to appre-

hend Samson themselves and turned him over to the Philistines. It

was thus basically in self-defence that Samson struck down the thou-

sand Philistines with the jawbone of a donkey, an act probably hav-

ing more to do with self-preservation than national deliverance.

Finally, in Samson’s last act which saw him destroying the tem-

ple of Dagon together with all who were in it including himself

(16:29–30), again his motivation mainly has to do with personal

vendetta. In his last prayer to YHWH in 16:28, Samson made it

clear that the strength he asked for was so as to exact revenge upon

the Philistines for his two eyes (μytvlpm yny[ ytvm tjaAμqn hmqnaw).
Thus once again, Samson is shown to have acted out of self-interest

rather than national interest.

From these four instances, one can see that from beginning to end,

notwithstanding the fact that he did end up killing a significant num-

ber of Philistines, not even once did Samson act out of concern for

the welfare of the nation. As Wilson notes, even when he defeated

the enemies of God’s people decisively, it was always because he has

a score to settle or for self-defence, but never with clear intent to
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save his people.101 As someone who was supposed to have judged

Israel (15:20, 16:31), Samson is thus the most self-focused of all the

judges.

3. Deterioration traced through decreasing participation of the tribes 
in successive military campaigns

A third and more obvious area where a progressive deterioration

can be traced is the decreasing participation of the tribes in their

judges’ military campaigns. While some have wondered if the judges’

sphere of leadership may have been more local than national,102 the

fact remains that many of the military campaigns within the book

are presented as involving numerous tribes. But as the narratives

move along from judge to judge, there is a discernible decrease in

tribal participation.

In the Ehud narrative, although individual tribes are not named,

3:27 nonetheless gives the impression that all the tribes participated

in the war against the Moabites. This is seen in that those who fol-

lowed Ehud into war are described as ‘Israelites (larcyAynb)’.103

In the Deborah-Barak narratives, Zebulun and Naphtali were

specifically mentioned in 4:10. But from Deborah’s song in Judges

5, it seems that other tribes also participated. Specifically, Ephraim

(5:14a), Benjamin (5:14b), the western half of Manasseh (5:14c),104

101 Wilson, 78. Globe (1990:244) and Wenham (64–65) also make similar 
observations.

102 See, for example, Burney, xxxiv; Moore, xxxix; Soggin 1976:175.
103 Despite doubts expressed by Mayes (1969:355–56) and others as to whether

the tribes of Israel took concerted military action together as a nation during the
period of the judges, Block (1988:41–42) points out that the frequency of the name
Israel is actually higher in Judges than in any other book in Hebrew Scripture,
including Exodus to Joshua, where the nation is purportedly operating as a unit.
Thus, if nothing else, the Israel of this period is at least presented as one nation.

104 The text actually cites the clan of Makir rather than the tribe of Manasseh.
However, according to Gen. 50:23 and Num. 26:29, Makir is a son of Manasseh,
and the clan is counted as belonging to the tribe. But the land inheritance of
Manasseh consisted of two separate portions: one east of the Jordan, and the other,
west. Cundall (1968:98) and Boling (1975:112) both understand the reference to
Makir as representing the clans of Manasseh west of the Jordan. For although Josh.
17:1–6 seems to suggest that all Makirites received land east of the Jordan, Josh.
13:31 suggests that only half the sons of Makir actually received land in the east.
For the rest of the Makirites, their inheritance probably lay west of the Jordan.
Since the mention of Gilead in 5:17a (see following footnote) likely includes the
Manassites who have settled east of the Jordan, the reference to Makir in 5:14c
probably refers to those who have settled in the west. The use of Makir rather
than Manasseh may be because the two halves of the tribe took different stances
with regard to participation in the war.



prologue as paradigm 177

and Issachar (5:15a–b) are said to have joined the other two tribes,

while Reuben (5:15c–16), the eastern half of Manasseh and Gad

(5:17),105 Dan (5:17b), and Asher (5:17c) are criticised for their non-

participation. The city of Meroz is also singled out in 5:23 to be

cursed for its refusal to help in the war. Thus, out of the ten tribes

mentioned,106 five and a half tribes appear to have participated while

four and a half had not.

In the following narrative concerning Gideon, Manasseh, Asher,

Zebulun, and Naphtali are clearly identified in 6:35 as tribes par-

ticipating in the war against the Midianites. Ephraim was called out

subsequently in 7:24 and the tribe also ended up playing a significant

role. In contrast, two cities, Succoth (8:4–7) and Penuel (8:8–9) refused

to help when Gideon was in pursuit of the two Midianite kings. As

a result, both cities were severely punished for their lack of cooperation.

Thus, one can count five tribes that participated in Gideon’s military

campaign, half a tribe fewer than those who joined Deborah and

Barak. The number of cities specifically singled out for refusing to

help also increased from one in Deborah’s song to two in Gideon’s case.

In the narrative of Jephthah’s war against the Ammonites, tribal

participation is further reduced. The impression given in the narra-

tive is that Jephthah’s campaign by and large involved only the

105 There is some uncertainty as to how one is to understand the reference to
Gilead. Technically, Gilead is a geographic designation covering the mountainous
area east of the Jordan. In relation to the tribes of Israel, it would have constituted
the area allotted to the half tribe of Manasseh and the tribe of Gad. Because of
this, Burney (142), Moore (155), Auld (1984:159) and Block (1999:233) all see the
reference to Gilead as a substitution for Gad since otherwise, Gad would have been
the only non-southern tribe not represented in the roll-call in 5:14–18. This under-
standing is also supported by readings in the Peshitta and in some LXX manu-
scripts. On the other hand, Num. 26:29 and Josh. 17:1 indicate that Gilead is also
the name for an eponymous clan belonging to Manasseh that received land east of
the Jordan. In light of the fact that another clan of Manasseh is already mentioned
in 5:14c (see previous footnote), one can argue that Gilead in 5:17 must therefore
be a clan designation that serves to balance Makir by presenting the different stance
of the two halves of Manasseh east and west of the Jordan. But perhaps the above
two options need not be mutually exclusive. By referring to Gilead, the author of
the song may have had in mind both the tribe of Gad as well as the half-tribe of
Manasseh east of the Jordan. After all, both were primary occupants of the geo-
graphic area known as Gilead. If both had taken the same stance with regard to
participation in the war against Sisera, then it is perhaps easier to simply group
the two together under a shared geographic designation.

106 The other two tribes not mentioned in the roll call are Judah and Simeon.
Given that the battle with Sisera was fought in the northern location at Taanach
by the Waters of Megiddo (5:19), the two southernmost tribes were probably not
expected to actively participate.
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Gileadites and possibly those from Manasseh west of the Jordan.

Depending on whether Gilead is taken to be a reference to Gad, or

to the half tribe of Manasseh east of the Jordan, or to both, and

whether the reference to Manasseh in 11:29 is to the half tribe west

of the Jordan, one can count at most two tribes being involved in

the campaign against the Ammonites. And whether the Ephraimites

were indeed not called as they claim in 12:1, or refused to go to

Jephthah’s rescue as he claims in 12:2, the fact remains that they

were not involved in the war. In fact, if Jephthah’s version of events

is closer to the truth, it would mean that whereas it was only indi-

vidual cities that had refused to help in the campaigns of previous

judges, it is now an entire tribe that openly refused to help.

But if Jephthah’s war against the Ammonites indeed involved only

one or two tribes, Samson’s exploits against the Philistines was basi-

cally only a one-man affair. In fact, after Samson slaughtered the

Philistines who had burned his wife and father-in-law to death, three

thousand men from Judah came to apprehend him so that they could

hand him over to the Philistines. Thus, from the military campaign

of Ehud in which all Israel participated, a point has now been

reached where not only did the tribes not participate in support of

their leader, one of them actually sided with the enemy against him.

4. Deterioration traced through the judges’ increasing harshness in dealing
with internal dissent

As the tribes became increasingly unwilling to participate in their

leaders’ campaigns and internal dissent became more frequent, the

judges’ responses to such dissent also became increasingly harsh.

When Barak and Deborah fought against Sisera, four and half

tribes refused to participate. Although this refusal is not mentioned

in the narrative portion of the account, it is highlighted in Deborah’s

song. In fact, a case can be made that the main purpose of the song

is not so much to celebrate a victory as many have assumed,107 but

to serve as a polemic against the various tribes and cities for their

non-participation.108

107 Moore (127), J. Gray (221), Hauser (1987:265,279–80), Stager (224,232), and
Block (1999:184,212–13) are among many who classify the song as a celebration
of Israelite victory in battle.

108 Vincent (81) has already noted that the song of Deborah appears not merely
to be a war or victory ballad, but also a text that pays tribute to those who did
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In any case, while the refusal of these tribes and cities to partic-

ipate merely resulted in a verbal rebuke in Deborah’s song, even

though it is a strong rebuke that involves the calling down of curses,

as the narrative of the judges continues, the response to internal dis-

sent would gradually increase in harshness.

In his attempt to fight against the Midianites, Gideon also faced

internal dissent. The Ephraimites’ complaint that he had not called

them earlier to join the battle was handled graciously by Gideon,

who pacified them by emphasising the honour they received for

killing the two Midianite leaders. But the towns of Succoth and

Penuel were not quite so fortunate.

To be sure, a marked difference exists between the situation con-

cerning the Ephraimites and that concerning Succoth and Penuel.

The complaint of the former was merely that they were not given

the opportunity to get involved earlier, whereas the problem with

the latter two was that they refused to get involved. That being the

case, perhaps the difference in approach Gideon used to deal with

the two situations is justified.

Nonetheless, while Deborah and Barak merely rebuked the tribes

and cities for their non-participation, Gideon exacted physical pun-

ishment.109 And while punishing the elders of Succoth with thorns

and briar seems to be a fair punishment since it was probably they

who made the decision not to help, the killing of the men of Penuel

comes across as excessively harsh. This is especially in light of the

fact that 8:8 presents Penuel as having answered Gideon in exactly

the same way the men at Succoth did (rvak lawnp yvna wtwa wn[yw
twks yvna wn[).

But if Gideon’s treatment of the men at Penuel seems excessively

harsh, then Jephthah’s treatment of the dissenting Ephraimites is

even more so. At least with Succoth and Penuel, it is clear that they

had refused to provide help when requested. With the Ephraimites,

however, one is not even sure what exactly the offence was. For

one, the Ephraimites’ complaint against Jephthah is presented as

essentially no different from an earlier complaint they made against

Gideon. In 12:1, they asked why they were not called (tarq al wnlw)

what they should and warns those who did not. But for further argument of this
understanding of the song, see Wong 2007: forthcoming.

109 Wenham (61) calls this the first occasion of civil war in Judges. Given the
fact that the two towns are not specifically reported as having fought back, it may
be a slight overstatement to call it a civil war. That distinction should perhaps be
reserved for Jephthah’s war with the Ephraimites.
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to join Jephthah (˚m[ tkll) to fight against the Ammonites (μjlhl
ˆwm[Aynbb), whereas in 8:1, they questioned why they were not called

(wnl twarq ytlbl) when Gideon went to fight against the Midianites

(ˆydmb μjlhl tklh). Since the vocabulary used in the two questions

is substantially the same, the questions are therefore presented as

arising from essentially the same concern.

Granted, the degree of agitation on the part of the Ephraimites

seems to have upped a notch against Jephthah, for their complaint

was accompanied by a threat to burn down his house over his head.

And to be sure, their complaint was disputed by Jephthah, who

countered with an entirely different picture of what happened.

According to Jephthah, he did call to them, but it was they who

did not come to his rescue (μt[vwhAalw in 12:2 and [yvwm ˚nya in 12:3).

Admittedly, the narrator has left things somewhat ambiguous.

Having presented both the Ephraimites’ and Jephthah’s version of

events, he seems to have made no effort to clarify for the reader

which of the conflicting versions more closely approximate the truth.

Thus, it is not at altogether clear whether the Ephraimites were

indeed not called to join, or whether they were called but refused

to go to Jephthah’s rescue.

But regardless of which version of events is true, what is impor-

tant here is that the similarity in phrasing of the two complaints

launched by the Ephraimites against Gideon and Jephthah invites

comparison between them. And while Gideon at least took a con-

ciliatory tone with the Ephraimites, Jephthah’s response was harsh

and uncompromising.

The fact of the matter is, even had the Ephraimites failed to go

to Jephthah’s rescue as Jephthah claimed, the subsequent slaughter

of 42,000 Ephraimites would still be an excessive and unwarranted

punishment for failure to cooperate. But if the Ephraimites were

indeed never called to participate as they claimed, then Jephthah’s

slaughter of 42,000 simply because they complained and issued a

personal threat might constitute an abuse of the military power at

his disposal. And to the extent that one may be horrified by Gideon’s

killing of the men of Penuel, Jephthah’s much larger scale slaugh-

ter of his fellow countrymen for an offence similar to Penuel’s cer-

tainly highlights a progressive deterioration when it comes to excessive

harshness with which the judges dealt with internal dissent.
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5. Deterioration traced through YHWH’s increasing frustration with 
His people as the cyclical pattern breaks down

The final and perhaps most significant theme through which pro-

gressive deterioration can be traced is the breakdown of the cycli-

cal framework that structures the narratives of the major judges.

It is generally recognised that the narratives of the major judges

follow a cyclical pattern first introduced in a framework passage in

2:10–19. Although minor differences in interpretation exist regard-

ing the number of stages that make up each cycle,110 as well as how

the stages are characterised precisely,111 for the purpose of the pre-

sent study, each cycle is seen to consist of five distinct stages.112 They

are: 1) Israel did evil in the eyes of YHWH, 2) YHWH, in anger,

sold Israel into the hands of her enemies, 3) Israel cried out to

YHWH113 in distress, 4) YHWH raised up deliverers to defeat the

enemies, and 5) the land had rest.114

110 Boling (1975:74), Mullen (1984:35), Soggin (1987:43), Exum (1990:411–12)
and Schneider (32) basically see a four-stage cycle characterised roughly as apos-
tasy-oppression-distress-deliverance. Gros Louis (1974:143), Fokkelman (1999:137),
and Gunn (1987:104–05), on the other hand, see the cycle as comprising six stages.
These scholars all include the land having rest as the final stage, but while Gros
Louis and Fokkelman distinguish between God’s anger and His raising up of oppres-
sors, Gunn sees the raising up of deliverers and defeat of the oppressors as distinct
stages. Although Lindars (1995:100) identifies nine elements in the framework that
are repeated subsequently in one form or another in the judges narratives, these
are basically linguistic correspondences that are not to be construed as distinct stages
of a cyclical history.

111 For example, while Gros Louis (1974:143), Jobling (137–38 n. 7), and Schneider
(32) see Israel as repenting in the third stage, Mullen (1982:191), Exum (1990:411–12),
and Block (1999:153,159,253) are emphatic that Israel is merely presented as cry-
ing out for help, and not as repenting. This understanding seems to be supported
also by Greenspahn (1986:392–94) and Brueggemann (108–09). Incidentally, if this
second understanding is correct, then the arguments of Beyerlin (1963:2–5) and
Guillaume (21–22) that the schema in 2:11–19 represents a critique of the frame-
work introducing each of the judges cycles is not sustainable because there would
be no material difference in the theology of the two: both would be testifying to
YHWH’s deliverance on the basis of pity and not repentance.

112 This fives-stage cycle is also held by Amit (1998:36).
113 Israel’s crying out to YHWH is not specifically mentioned in the introductory

framework. In 2:15, the Israelites were merely said to be in great distress (μhl rxyw
dam). However, since the crying out (q[z/q[x) that recurs in the various judges
narratives (3:9,15; 4:3; 6:6,7; 10:10) is presented in 10:9–10 as a direct response to
their great distress (dam larcyl rxtw), that crying out can perhaps be understood
as implied in the introductory framework.

114 The land having rest (≈rah fqvtw) is also not specifically mentioned in the
introductory framework, even though it is repeated at the end of many of the judges
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Although these five stages seem to recur with some regularity in

the narratives of the major judges, these recurrences are not pre-

sented as static repetitions.115 First, it has already been made clear

in the framework in 2:19 that after the death of each judge, the

people returned to ways even more corrupt than their fathers. This

suggests that some kind of deterioration is in play with every recur-

rence of the cycle.116 Second, as the narratives move from one major

judge to another, the cyclical framework actually breaks down, thus

confirming the statement of 2:19 that the cycles represent downward

spirals. But how exactly does this breakdown of the cyclical frame-

work manifest itself ?

To be sure, the first two stages of the cycle seem quite stable and

are found in each of the judges narratives. Each begins with a note

that Israel did evil in the eyes of YHWH (3:7,12; 4:1; 6:1; 10:6;

13:1),117 followed by a report of YHWH giving them into the hands

of different enemies (3:8,12; 4:2; 6:1; 10:7; 13:1). For the next two

stages, however, subtle variations appear that hint at a progressive

deterioration.

In the Othniel and Ehud narratives, Israel’s cry to YHWH is

immediately followed by a report of YHWH raising up a deliverer

to save them (3:9,15). In the Barak narrative, the same pattern is

also implied, as Israel’s cry is immediately followed by the intro-

duction of Deborah, through whom YHWH commissioned Barak to

deliver Israel from the hands of Sisera (4:3–7).

But this pattern is disrupted at the beginning of the Gideon cycle.

When Israel cried out to YHWH because of the oppression of the

Midianites, instead of immediately reporting the raising up of a deliv-

erer, the text reports YHWH sending a prophet to rebuke the people

narratives (3:11,30; 5:31; 8:28). But the introductory framework does refer to the
deliverance of the judges as lasting as long as the judges lived (2:18), and it is
significant that the rest the land enjoyed is also explicitly linked to the lifetime of
the judges in 3:11 and 8:28. Thus, one can perhaps look upon the land having
rest as the continued manifestation of the judges’ deliverance.

115 Lilley, 97–99.
116 Schneider (xii) points out that the Israelites do not begin each cycle at the

same place each time, but that each cycle shows a generation beginning yet lower
on the scale of legitimate behaviour than the previous generation had.

117 Mullen (1993:154), however, argues that even the apostasy deteriorates as the
narratives continue. He notes that whereas in 2:13, the people were worshipping
the “baals” and “ashtaroth”, by 10:6, they were also worshipping the gods of Aram,
Sidon, Moab, Ammon, and Philistia.
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for their disobedience (6:7–10).118 The impression here is that 

having responded readily to the people’s cry on the previous three

occasions only to see them lapsing back into apostasy after each

deliverance, YHWH is no longer content to come to their rescue so

readily. The raising up of a deliverer is thus preceded by an open

rebuke, thereby showing YHWH’s displeasure with His people’s cycli-

cal lapses.

But the rebuke did little to halt the people’s sinful pattern. Thus,

after yet another lapse into apostasy following the deliverance through

Gideon, YHWH’s frustration with His people became even more

evident at the beginning of the Jephthah cycle.

This time, when Israel cried out under the oppression of the

Ammonites and made a show of repentance, rather than sending

118 In light of the absence of Judg. 6:7–10 in the Qumran scroll 4QJudga, per-
haps a brief defence of the integrity of the text at this point is in order. Although
Auld (1989:263; 1998:123), Trebolle Barrera (1989:238; 1995:162), Tov (344–45)
and Ulrich (6) consider the absence of 6:7–10 in 4QJudga proof enough that the
passage in question must have been a late addition to Judges as critical scholars
have long suspected, further consideration of the matter reveals that things are not
as simple as they seem. To begin, the exact stage during which Judg. 6:7–10 became
part of the existing Gideon narrative is still debatable. If the passage is indeed part
of the primary Deuteronomistic composition as Noth (1991:73–76), Boling (1975:34–36),
and others maintain, then when Tov (344) speaks of 4QJudga as possibly reflecting
an earlier edition of the book before the passage in question had been added, that
earlier edition can only be a pre-Deuteronomistic edition. But this is unlikely, as
no other manuscript evidence of a pre-Deuteronomistic text is extant. Rather, what
fits better with the scenario presented by Tov is the position of Veijola (43–48;
100–14), O’Brien (88 n. 21,24), and R. Nelson (1981:43–53) that sees Judg. 6:7–10
as part of a later updating of the primary Deuteronomistic composition. But while
it is possible that what is reflected in 4QJudga is indeed an earlier or even the orig-
inal version of the Deuteronomistic composition, the absence of other corroborat-
ing evidence makes this only one possible option. Had other fragments of the same
scroll been found that show passages similarly considered late also missing from
their immediate contexts, such as a fragment of Judges 10 in which 10:6–16 are
missing, then the case for 4QJudga reflecting an earlier edition of Judges would
have been much stronger. But as it is, the point made by Hess (124–25) is a valid
one that in view of the limited size of the fragment that makes it impossible to see
the larger context from which 4QJudga is derived, reservation is called for regard-
ing any hypothesis about the fragment. In fact, Hess (125–27) has presented what
seems to be a credible option by suggesting that the omission may have to do with
scribes inserting, omitting, or moving sections corresponding to the later Masoretic
parashoth divisions for their own purposes, be it liturgical or otherwise. Besides,
what, if any, relationship exists between 4QJudga and 4QJudgb may also have some
bearing on the issue, as the latter contains passages ( Judg. 19:5–7; 21:12–25) that
most critical scholars regard as belonging to the latest stage of the book’s redac-
tion. Thus, until further evidence can be found to clarify the matter, Judg. 6:7–10,
which, after all, does seem to have direct literary connection and relevance to its
immediate context (Schneider, 102), will be treated as an integral part of the text.
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another prophet, YHWH Himself rebuked His people directly.

Reminding them of the numerous times He had saved them in the

past, YHWH basically called the people’s bluff, accusing them of

forsaking Him (ytwa μtbz[ μtaw)119 and telling them that He would

no longer save them. They were told instead to go and cry out to

the gods they now worshipped (10:10–14). It was only after the peo-

ple grovelled further and took concrete action to rid themselves of

their idols that YHWH, exasperated120 by their misery,121 finally gave

in (10:15–16). But the exchange between YHWH and Israel shows

that the relationship between them had significantly deteriorated, so

much so that YHWH’s deliverance, even though it eventually came,

is presented as being granted only with reluctance. Is it any won-

der then, that by the time one arrives at the Samson narratives,

Israel did not even bother to cry out to YHWH anymore,122 but

instead acted as though they were content to serve their oppressors

(15:11)?

But Israel’s crying out to YHWH is not the only stage of the cycle

to have eventually gone missing. The rest the land is said to have

enjoyed at the end of earlier cycles is also no longer found in the

Jephthah and Samson cycles. And while Israel at least still managed

to subdue the Ammonites under Jephthah (11:34), with Samson, the

Philistines were not fully subdued. This is seen not only in that the

prophecy concerning Samson at the beginning of the cycle merely

speaks of him as “beginning” to deliver Israel from the hands of the

Philistines (13:5), but also in that the Philistines continued to oppress

Israel well after Samson’s death. In fact, it was not until David’s

reign that the Philistines were decisively subdued (2 Sam 8:1).

119 Since YHWH’s rebukes in 2:2, 6:10 only mentioned Israel’s refusal to obey
(ylwqb μt[mv alw), can this accusation of forsaking (bz[) also be understood as sig-
nalling further deterioration in the relationship between YHWH and His people?

120 Webb (1987:46–48) argues for an understanding of lxq as exasperation mainly
on the basis of 16:6, where the word refers to Samson’s reaction to Delilah’s nagging.

121 Polzin (177) interprets the misery (lm[) as referring specifically to Israel’s “trou-
bled effort” in attempting to secure YHWH’s help. Webb (1987:47) thinks that
Israel’s importunity can indeed be included, but the word is probably used mainly
to sum up Israel’s condition as described in 10:8–9.

122 Although it has been observed that 10:6–8 seems to serve as an introduction
to both the Jephthah and Samson narratives, yet the crying out to YHWH reported
in 10:10 seems to represent a response specifically to the Ammonite oppression
mentioned in 10:9.
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From these observations, one can see that the progressive deteri-

oration so evident throughout the central section also applies to the

cyclical framework. For not only were the people becoming more

and more corrupt with each passing generation, YHWH’s increas-

ing reluctance to respond to their cries also suggests that their cries

were becoming increasingly perfunctory and manipulative, until finally,

they did not even bother to cry out anymore for deliverance. In

addition, even the deliverers, whose deteriorating personal quality is

evident in the accounts of their exploits, are presented as being less

and less able to bring about lasting deliverance. Thus, at the end of

the Samson narratives, not only were the enemies not dealt any

crushing blow, the land was also deprived of rest.

Prologue as Paradigm for the Central Section

From the above discussion, one can see that the material in the cen-

tral section has also been arranged to highlight some sort of pro-

gressive deterioration. In fact, Block presents the major judges cycles

graphically as follows:123

123 Block, 1999:132.

Othniel Ehud Barak Gideon Jephthah Samson
Cycle Cycle Cycle Cycle Cycle Cycle
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But if this view of the central section is indeed valid, then a case

can be made that the prologue of Judges in fact functions as a para-

digm for the central section.

First, both the prologue and the central section are arranged

roughly along a south-to-north geographic trajectory beginning with

Judah and ending with Dan. Second, in both sections, this south-

to-north geographic trajectory also seems to coincide with a simul-

taneous downward movement signifying deterioration. Thus, while

the prologue moves from Judah, the most successful tribe, to Dan

the least successful tribe with respect to their ability to take posses-

sion of the land, correspondingly, the central section moves from

Othniel, the judge from Judah who is presented as nearly perfect,

to Samson, the judge from Dan who is a “caricature of all that was

expected of a judge”.124 In this respect, the structure of the prologue

anticipates a similar arrangement in the central section.125

If this is the case, then for all intents and purposes, the diagram

presented earlier126 depicting the twin trajectories in the prologue

may in fact work equally well as a graphic summary of the central

section once the captions are appropriately modified. Thus, if the

main argument of the prologue can be summarised as “The ability

of Israel’s tribes to take possession of their land decreases as one

moves from south to north”, then the main argument of the cen-

tral section can similarly be summarised as “The spiritual state of

Israel’s people and leaders decreases as one moves from south to

north.”

But not only does the rhetorical structure of the prologue mirror

the overall arrangement of the central section, even its idiosyncratic

peculiarity finds parallel in the latter. As has been pointed out 

124 Wenham, 119. Brettler (1989a:405) also acknowledges that the geographic pat-
tern in the central section needs to be joined with observations concerning the
behaviour of the major judges as they move from south to north. Brettler (2002:111)
notes further that as the narratives in the central section moves north, the judges’
behaviour becomes more and more questionable.

125 Exum (1990:413) and Younger (1994:223, 1995:80) both commented on how
an increasingly negative pattern found in Judges 1 is mirrored in the book as a
whole. Likewise, Block (1999:83) points out that the author has deliberately arranged
and shaped the conquest report in Judges 1 to reflect the moral and spiritual decline
evident in the rest of the book. Wenham (55–56) also makes a similar point that
the organising principle seen in the prologue anticipates the arrangement of the
core of the book.

126 See p. 151.
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earlier,127 the placement of Dan along the trajectories in the pro-

logue is somewhat problematic in that diachronic realities seem to

have been merged into a single synchronic event. What this means

is that if the downward trajectory depicting progressive deterioration

is in fact primary, then Dan’s position as the last tribe along the

geographic trajectory is out of place. For it was the Dan before its

northward migration that was the least successful with regard to its

ability to dispossess the nation and take possession of their land. The

Dan that emerged as the northernmost tribe, on the other hand, is

a tribe that finally succeeded in dispossessing Laish and taking it as

its own.

Interestingly, a similar geographical displacement involving Dan is

also found in the central section where pre-migration events taking

place in the south occupy a schematic position that implies a north-

ern association. By this, one is referring to the exploits of Samson,

the Danite judge, at the end of the judges cycles.

Even a cursory survey of the geography of the Samson narratives

reveals that the exploits of Samson basically took place in the south.

For the beginning and end of Samson’s life are associated with Zorah

and Eshtaol (13:1,24, 16:31), the very cities in the south from which

the tribe Dan is said to have migrated later in 18:2,11 of the epi-

logue. Thus, the people Samson had to deal with, be it foreign power

(the Philistines) or fellow Israelites (the Judahites), were all essentially

southerners. This therefore places the events in the Samson narratives

at a time before the tribe collectively moved northwards to occupy

Laish.

But if the judges cycles are indeed arranged to highlight progres-

sive deterioration as the tribal affiliation of the judges moves from

south to north, then the same sort of geographic displacement has

also taken place with regard to the Samson narratives as it has with

regard to the placement of Dan in the conquest report in the pro-

logue. For in both cases, events associated with Dan that took place

in the south are actually placed within a specific rhetorical schema

that anticipates the tribe’s eventual settlement in the north, even

though the actual settlement has yet to be reported in the book.

Surely, this almost exact parallel between the prologue and the

central section not only with respect to overall structure, but also to

127 See pp. 152–153.
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peculiar details, cannot be simply coincidental. Rather, it lends sup-

port to Younger’s claim that the geographic arrangement of the tribal

episodes in Judges 1 actually foreshadows the geographic orientation

of the judges cycles in Judges 3–16.128 In fact, Globe even uses this

structural foreshadowing as one of the main arguments for Judges 1

being an integral part of the final version of the book.129

But if Judges 1, and by extension, the prologue itself, indeed fore-

shadows the cycles by previewing a key structure of the central sec-

tion, then can one legitimately speak of it as a paradigm for the

central section?

To answer this, one must first consider the rhetorical relationship

between the prologue and the passage often looked upon as the

introductory framework to the judges cycles in 2:11–23. After all, it

is this introductory framework that is most often looked upon as the

paradigm that sets the pattern for the rest of the central section.130

But as has already been pointed out, the cyclical pattern described

in the introductory framework actually breaks down. This is why

Gunn speaks of the framework as establishing a norm that can then

be undermined,131 while Hudson speaks of the narrator as “slowly

and methodically disintegrating his own patterns, stories, and char-

acters.”132 Concerning this, Exum comments,

Although we are led to expect a consistent and regular pattern, what
happens is that the framework itself breaks down. . . . I take it as a
sign of further dissolution. The political and moral instability depicted
in Judges is reflected in the textual instability. The framework decon-
structs itself, so to speak, and the cycle of apostasy and deliverance
becomes increasingly murky.133

But if the cyclical pattern introduced in the framework is indeed

unstable and deconstructs itself, can that pattern still be legitimately

considered a paradigm?134 Furthermore, to the extent that the cyclical

128 Younger, 1994:216, 1995:80.
129 Globe, 1990:237–38.
130 See Gros Louis, 1974:142–44; Boling, 1975:74; Soggin, 1987:43–44; Mullen,

1993:132–33; Lindars, 1995:98,100; O’Connell, 58–59; Amit, 1998:154–55.
131 Gunn, 1987:105.
132 Hudson, 53.
133 Exum, 1990:412.
134 This is actually one of the issues that persuaded Marais (90–91) against tak-

ing 2:6–3:6 as a paradigm for the rest of the book. To Marais, a paradigm should
provide a constant pattern that repeats itself. But in the case of 2:6–3:6, not all
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pattern is itself subjected to the forces of progressive deterioration

introduced earlier, does that not make the pattern of deterioration

the overriding paradigm?135 Thus, it is actually the pattern of pro-

gressive deterioration that reigns as the prime organisation principle

that structures both the prologue and the central section, including

its introductory framework. And while the cyclical pattern introduced

in the framework indeed provides paradigmatic structure to a significant

part of the central section, it is at best only a secondary paradigm,

one that is itself subjected to the overriding paradigm of progressive

deterioration.

If this view of the deterioration pattern as paradigm for the both

sections is indeed valid, then it carries significant implications regard-

ing the redactional relationship between the prologue and the central

section. For one, the use of the same deterioration paradigm to struc-

ture both the prologue and the central section makes it extremely

unlikely that the prologue could be a literary composition indepen-

dently conceived and totally unrelated to the central section.136 Rather,

it is far more likely that the conquest report that makes up the core

of the prologue was composed expressly as an introduction to the

central section, offering important structural clues that would guide

the interpretation of the latter.

As for the mini-narratives in the prologue, it has already been

argued that their presence is primarily to establish rhetorical links

with subsequent sections and episodes in the book. If so, this fur-

ther strengthens the case that the prologue as it currently stands

probably never had an independent existence apart from the rest of

the book, but was most likely composed specifically for the central

section as its introduction.

Incidentally, the conclusion reached here about the relationship

between the prologue and the central section is actually not dissimilar

elements of the paradigm are repeated in each of the judges cycles. Instead, his-
tory in the central section is presented as following a degenerative pattern.

135 Thus, Lilley (101) argues that the literary structure of the book as a whole
and the central section in particular is actually progressive and not cyclical.

136 Moore (4) asserts that Judg 1:1–2:5 was not composed for the place it now
occupies within the book, but is an extract from an older history of the Israelite
occupation of Canaan which the editor abridged and adapted to his purpose. Mayes
(1985:15–16) also speaks of the prologue and epilogue as independent of the cen-
tral section, implying that their association with the central section happened some-
what by chance as a late editor saw in them useful illustrations of the moral and
spiritual state of Israel in the period.
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to the conclusion reached independently in the last chapter about

the relationship between the epilogue and the central section. In

both cases, evidence seems to argue strongly against the likelihood

of the prologue or the epilogue of Judges ever having an indepen-

dent existence apart from the central section. Instead, what is sug-

gested is that the two peripheral sections were composed specifically

to introduce and conclude the present form of the central section.

Taking into consideration an earlier conclusion that the prologue

and epilogue may in fact originate from the same hand, and a con-

sistent position begins to emerge regarding the way the book may

have been put together as a whole. But before this ‘consistent posi-

tion’ is examined in greater detail in chapter six of the present work,

one final thematic thread that seems to link all three sections of

Judges together must first be explored.



CHAPTER FIVE

NO KING IN ISRAEL: 

UNDERSTANDING THE EPILOGUE’S REFRAIN

In the previous chapters, a case is slowly being built that the three

major sections of Judges may in fact show a significantly greater

degree of compositional unity that has heretofore been recognised.

But in order for the case to be convincing, one must address the

issue of alleged contrasting viewpoints within the book. After all,

according to historical critical scholarship, internal inconsistency is

one of the sure signs of multiple redactions since a unified piece of

literary composition is expected to be internally consistent with regard

to its viewpoints and perspectives.

When it comes to Judges, a major area of alleged inconsistency

has to do with the book’s implied attitude towards the monarchy

that would eventually succeed the rule of the judges. In this matter,

while there seems to be broad agreement especially among critical

scholars that an anti-monarchical bias is present in the Deuteronomistic

central section of the book,1 when it comes to the epilogue, many

are convinced that it actually reflects a positive view of the monarchy.2

How then does one explain the coexistence of these seemingly opposite

viewpoints if the book is indeed a unified piece of literary composition?

To answer this question, two things need to be noted. First, while

the argument for an alleged anti-monarchical sentiment in the cen-

tral section comes from a number of different episodes,3 the alleged

pro-monarchical sentiment in the epilogue seems to be based pri-

marily on a plain reading of the refrain that repeatedly punctuates

1 See, for example, Noth, 1991:77; Richter, 1963:320,336–39; Buber, 1967:69–76;
Becker, 303–06. A notable exception is Veijola (115–22), who argues for a pro-
monarchical stance in the basic Deuteronomistic redaction and attributes the anti-
monarachic sentiments to the later DtrN.

2 See, for example, Noth, 1962:80; Lilley, 100; Cundall, 1968:178–81; Webb,
1987:202–03; Tollington, 192,194–95; Mayes, 2001:242,255.

3 Such as the negative portrayal of foreign kings throughout the section, Gideon’s
rejection of the kingship offer in 8:22–23, and the narrative about Abimelech’s dis-
astrous rule as king in 9:1–57, including the allegedly most anti-monarchical fable
told by Jotham in 9:7–15.
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the narratives in that section. The full formula of this refrain, which

brackets the epilogue towards its beginning (17:6) and at its end

(21:25), informs the readers that “In those days there was no king

in Israel; every man did what was right in his own eyes (μhh μymyb
hc[y wyny[b rvyh vya larcyb ˚lm ˆya).” The reduced formula, which

is found in 18:1 and 19:1, consists only of the first half of the full

formula.

Second, although at first glance, the meaning of this refrain seems

clear, yet a number of diverse interpretations have surfaced, thus

betraying an underlying complexity to any attempt at understand-

ing its true meaning.

In light of these observations, it seems that one possible route to

exploring whether contrasting viewpoints are indeed present within

the current form of Judges is to begin with an attempt at under-

standing what exactly the refrain is meant to convey. For if it turns

out that the refrain is in fact not pro-monarchical as many seem to

think, then the alleged inconsistency within the book will no longer

pose a problem that stands in the way of understanding Judges as

a unified piece of literary composition.

Does the Refrain Constitute Positive or Negative Comment?

In order to understand the meaning of the refrain, one of the first

questions that need to be asked is how the refrain functions within

the epilogue. In particular, one must determine at the outset whether

the refrain is meant to be taken as a positive comment about the

narratives in the epilogue or a negative one, whether it is intended

to bring comfort or express lament.

In this regard, one of the few scholars to argue for a positive read-

ing of the refrain is Boling. Taking the repeated statement of “no

king in Israel” to mean that YWHW was still king,4 Boling essen-

4 Boling, 1974:41; 1975:273. Although Boling considers the refrain in 17:6 and
18:1 to have been penned by a Deutronomic redactor, while the refrain in 19:1
and 21:25 was penned by a later Deuteronomistic redactor, he apparently under-
stands both redactors as using the “no king in Israel” formula to indicate that
YHWH was still king. But in this, Boling seems less than consistent. For while he
affirms in his 1974 article that 18:1a is intended to show how YHWH was in fact
still king, in his commentary (1975:258), he reads the same statement as a lamen-
tation of the lack of acknowledgement of YHWH’s kingship in Israel. Now although
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tially sees 21:25 as a call to affirm the high kingship of YHWH and

for every man to do what is right as he discerns it.5 Thus, with the

exception of 17:6,6 Boling generally understands the refrain in a posi-

tive sense.

According to this interpretation, the story of the migration of Dan,

whose tribal name means ‘judgement’, illustrates how YHWH uses

the tribe to judge Micah for his idolatry.7 The migration itself is

thus presented as “the providential solution to the problem of Micah’s

establishment”.8

As for the narrative concerning the Benjaminite war, Boling sees

the two initial drubbings of Israel in Judges 20 as YHWH’s way to

teach the people to get their questions in the right order and at the

proper place of enquiry, so that old-style Israelite unity can be

restored.9 But the campaign itself is meant to represent Israel as

doing everything right, even though they may have overdone it.10

Even the attempt to find wives for the Benjaminites is viewed posi-

tively as the elders are portrayed as finally using their heads to come

up with an ingenious plan to preserve Israel.11 For Boling believes

these two views are not necessarily mutually exclusive, it is doubtful that both could
have been intended by the refrain’s author at the same time, since the former gives
an inherently optimistic evaluation of the situation, while the latter, a decidedly pes-
simistic one.

5 Boling, 1974:37. Boling (1975:293) acknowledges that in earlier editions, the
formula might have been used negatively to depict Israel as having repudiated
YHWH’s kingship. But convinced that the formula in 21:25 was added as late as
the Babylonian exile, Boling takes 21:25 to mean that the time has arrived once
again for every man to do what was right without any sacral political apparatus to
get in the way. In this respect, Boling’s view is not dissimilar to that of Mendenhall
(1973:27), who understands “what was right in his own eyes” as a description of
self-determination and freedom from interference and harassment by the king’s
bureaucrats or military aristocracy.

6 Boling, 1974:44; 1975:256. However, Boling never clarifies how his positive
view of 18:1 (1974:41) is reconciled with what is an apparently negative use of the
refrain in 17:6.

7 Ibid., 1974:41; 1975:259.
8 Ibid., 1975:258.
9 Ibid., 1974:43.

10 Ibid., 1974:47 n. 19.
11 Incidentally, such a positive understanding of the final story is not unique to

Boling. Amit (1998:337–41) and Mayes (2001:254) likewise understand the story as
illustrating unity and the effective functioning of the tribal assembly to exercise con-
trol and deal with crime in a balanced and responsible way. The major difference
between Boling, on the one hand, and Amit and Mayes, on the other, is that the
latter two still hold to a negative understanding of the refrain in 21:25. The latter
two therefore acknowledge a tension between the story and the refrain, and Mayes’
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that, by then, Shiloh had reverted to old Canaanite traditions after

the venerable amphictyonic centre was abandoned by YHWHists.12

Thus, the abduction of desirable maidens at Shiloh represents the

providential turning of an evil into an ingenious solution to save 

the nation. In fact, Boling thinks that it is only here at the end of

the book that things are presented as at last being done for the right

reason.13

But perhaps Boling is overly optimistic in his understanding of the

final stories in Judges. After all, Boling’s interpretation of Judges 21

depends a great deal on a negative evaluation of Shiloh. Yet evi-

dence to support that evaluation is slim. Pointing to the fact that

Shiloh’s location is described in 21:19, Boling suggests that this

specification of location must have been because the cultic centre

had fallen out of use by then and was no longer visited by YHWHists.14

It follows therefore that the celebration spoken of in 21:19 must be

Canaanite.

But this negative interpretation of Shiloh is curious, especially since

Boling himself concedes that the virgins of Jabesh Gilead were brought

to Shiloh in 21:12 precisely because of Shiloh’s “amphictyonic legit-

imacy”.15 Besides, Boling also concedes that yearly YHWHistic feasts

were in fact still celebrated in Shiloh during the time of Elkanah in

1 Samuel 1.16 Thus, if contrary to Boling’s suggestion, the celebra-

tion at Shiloh in 21:19 was in fact YHWHistic and not Canaanite,

solution is to suggest that Judges 20–21 represent a secondary addition to the epi-
logue, while the refrain serves originally to summarise only the more negative sto-
ries of 17–19. It seems to me, however, that Amit and Mayes have entirely overlooked
the fact that the elders’ supposedly ‘balanced and responsible’ decision in fact resulted
in the rape of six hundred innocent virgins. At least Boling tries to deal with this
by casting doubt on the innocence of the virgins of Shiloh, as the following dis-
cussion shows.

12 Boling, 1974:43.
13 Ibid., 1975:293–94; 1974:47 n. 19.
14 Ibid., 1974:43; 1975:293.
15 Boling 1975:292. To be fair, Boling (1975:294) also thinks that the episodes

concerning the virgins of Jabesh Gilead and the virgins of Shiloh were from different
sources and were artificially brought together on account of thematic similarities.
But even so, it would be strange for Boling’s Deuteronomistic redactor to simply
be throwing together two stories that presuppose vastly different settings for Shiloh
without attempting to clarify the situation. This is especially since a clear grasp of
Shiloh’s situation in the second story is essential for that story to be understood as
Boling does.

16 Ibid., 293.
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then the elders’ decision to allow its virgins to be abducted can in

no way be viewed positively.

Moreover, even had Boling succeeded in defending the abduction

of the virgins of Shiloh, there still remains the incident involving the

four hundred virgins of Jabesh Gilead. Since Boling has explicitly

affirmed that the narrative in 21:6–12 elicits sympathy for Jabesh

Gilead, and considers the city the only segment of Israel not guilty

of overreacting,17 it is hard to see how this incident could possibly

cast the elder’s decision in a positive light.

As for the story of Danite migration, even if YHWH did use the

tribe to judge Micah for his idolatry, the fact that the tribe took

Micah’s idols with them and ended up perpetrating the same idol-

atry in their new found land certainly does not speak well of the

Danites. To the extent that the scope of that idolatry has now

expanded from an individual/family level to a tribal level, it is hard

to see how this sorry episode can possibly be “the providential solu-

tion to the problem of Micah’s establishment” that Boling makes it

out to be.

What one finds, in other words, is that the stories punctuated by

the refrain in the epilogue all turn out to be much more negative

than Boling thought. If so, then Boling’s interpretation of the refrain

as some kind of rallying call for every man to do as the characters

in the epilogue did, namely, what is right as he discerns it, is very

much in doubt.

Besides, the second half of the full refrain may actually be for-

mulated to evoke negative sentiments. After all, the clause “every

man did what was right in his own eyes (hc[y wyny[b rvyh vya)” 

is certainly evocative of Deut. 12:8,18 where the similarly phrased

“you shall not do . . . every man all that is right in his own eyes

(wyny[b rvyhAlk vya . . . ˆwc[t al)” is found. In that context, every man

doing what is right in his own eyes is specifically prohibited as an

inappropriate way for Israel to conduct her worship when she suc-

ceeds in taking possession of her land.19 That the first occurrence of

17 Ibid., 292.
18 This, in fact, is pointed out by Veijola (15–17) to argue that Judges’ epilogue

must also be Deuteronomistic.
19 Boling (1974:44; 1975:294), however, thinks Moses presented the mode of deci-

sion making where every man does what is right in his own eyes as appropriate
prior to the conquest. But nowhere in Hebrew Scripture has Moses ever prescribed
or defended such a mode of decision making. On the contrary, it seems that what
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the full refrain in Judg. 17:6 comes immediately after the mention

of Micah’s private family shrine and between two reports of Micah’s

installation of illegitimate priests at that shrine seems to suggest that

the author of the epilogue did in fact have Deut. 12:8 in mind when

he penned the refrain. For what Micah was doing is precisely what

Deut. 12:8 warns against.

Furthermore, it is worth noting that, in contrast to the prohibi-

tion against every man doing what is right in his own eyes in Deut.

12:8, the propriety of doing what is right in the eyes of YHWH

(hwhy yny[b rvyh hc[) is actually repeatedly emphasised not only within

Deuteronomy 12 but also throughout the entire book.20 A case can

therefore be made that, just like “doing what is evil in the eyes of

YHWH (hwhy yny[b [rh . . . hc[)”,21 “every man doing what is right

in his own eyes (hc[y wyny[b rvyh vya)” may also be formulated

specifically to contrast “doing what is right in the eyes of YHWH”.

If so, this would effectively make “doing what is evil in the eyes of

YHWH” and “every man doing what is right in his own eyes” com-

plementary statements.

As it happens, just as “every man did what was right in his own

eyes” is found in the full refrain that brackets the epilogue in 17:6

and 21:25, “the Israelites did what was evil in the eyes of YHWH”

is also repeatedly found in the central section of Judges in 2:11;

3:7,12; 4:1; 6:1; 10:6; 13:1. If, as has been argued earlier in chap-

ter three, the epilogue was indeed composed specifically as a con-

tinuation of the central section in order to provide commentary on

the major judges, then the fact that the two seemingly complemen-

tary statements both happen to function as structural markers in

their respectively sections may very well reflect artful design rather

than mere coincidence. This would further vindicate the view that

“every man did what was right in own his eyes” is simply a varia-

tion of “the Israelites did what was evil in the eyes of YHWH”.22

is emphasised in Deut. 12:8 is merely that, in view of the centralisation of worship
soon to take place, the people should no longer conduct their worship any place
they see fit. To read anything more into the statement as Boling did would be
reading too much into the text.

20 Deut. 6:18; 12:25,28; 13:19; 21:9.
21 Deut. 4:25; 9:18; 17:2; 31:29.
22 See Wilson, 74–76; Lasine, 55 n. 19; Deryn Guest, 1997:255; McMillion, 235;

Block, 1999:475–76; Wenham, 66. This interpretation of the second half of the
refrain is further confirmed by Greenspahn (1982:129–30), who cites an almost
identical Egyptian parallel also used negatively to denote anarchy.
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If this is true, the implication is again that the refrain must have

been intended as a negative comment rather than a positive one as

Boling suggests. Thus, instead of it being a rallying call for every

man to do what is right as he discerns it, it is far more likely that

the refrain is meant to be a lament against pervasive anarchy in

Israel in the absence of a higher authority.

Interestingly though, the fact that negative stories in the epilogue

are negatively evaluated by the refrain has not stopped Dumbrell

from assigning an overall positive function to the refrain. The approach

Dumbrell takes, however, is drastically different from that of Boling.

Unlike Boling, Dumbrell clearly recognises that the refrain expresses

negative evaluation of the events narrated in the epilogue.23 But

Dumbrell also disagrees with others who see in the refrain a not-

too-subtle endorsement of the ˚lm as a solution to the anarchy

depicted in the epilogue. Dating the redaction of the book to the

exilic period on the basis of 18:30–31, Dumbrell argues that the

refrain could hardly be read as a recommendation of human king-

ship since it was the failures and excesses of that very office that

served as background for the continuous narration of Israel’s che-

quered history in the Deuteronomistic corpus.24

Instead, Dumbrell sees the refrain simply as a descriptive sum-

mary of a period that is characterised by religious and social upheavals

in the absence of a centralised political institution. But in spite of

such upheavals and the lack of a strong authoritarian administra-

tion, Israel survived, preserved by the willing interventions of her

God. As a result, the reality of a united Israel with which the book

had commenced was left intact at its end. Thus, according to Dumbrell,

what the refrain offered to the exilic community for whom the book

was put together is the hope that, just as God had preserved Israel

in the days of the judges when she had no king and every man was

doing what was right in his own eyes, so too God would preserve

the exilic community at a time when the nation surrendered to apos-

tasy and had run out of political alternatives.25

There is, however, one major weakness to Dumbrell’s interpreta-

tion, and it is that his whole argument basically rests on an exilic

23 Concerning Judg 21:25, Dumbrell (31) writes that “there is no denial by the
writer of the disordered political condition of the period and the blatant individu-
alism which characterised it.”

24 Ibid., 29–30.
25 Ibid., 31–32.
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setting for the composition of the book’s epilogue. Thus, if this alleged

exilic setting is in doubt, so would Dumbrell’s interpretation be.

To be sure, at first glance, “the captivity of the land (≈rah twlg)”
in 18:30 does seem to be referring to the exile. But even this is not

entirely without dispute. First, the phrase ≈rah twlg is unusual. As

Van Der Hart and O’Connell have pointed out, while place and

national names such as Judah, Israel, Jerusalem, and Gilgal have

been spoken of metonymously as being exiled,26 the application of

hlg simply to ≈rah without further specification is unusual.27 This,

in fact, is what prompted both scholars to agree with those who sug-

gest emending the text to read “the exile of the ark (ˆwrah twlg)”.28

But if the ark was really meant, then the event referred to in

18:30 can conceivably be the capture of the ark by the Philistines

as reported in 1 Samuel 4–6. If so, Dumbrell’s case for an exilic

dating of the epilogue would be put in jeopardy.

But even if the reading ≈rah twlg is accepted, there still remains

a possibility that 18:30–31 could represent an editorial gloss added

by a redactor at a substantially later date.29 And even if 18:30–31

is seen as original and rhetorically integral to the text, it is still by

no means sure that the captivity referred to is the exile of the south-

ern kingdom in 586 BCE. As a matter of fact, most commentators

actually see the captivity mentioned in 18:30 as referring to the exile

of Dan by Tiglath Pileser III to Assyria in 734 BCE or the final

deportation of the northern kingdom under Sargon in 722 BCE.30

While Dumbrell also acknowledges this possibility, he states, how-

ever, that even if the comment does refer to the exile of the north-

ern kingdom around 722 BCE, it would still undoubtedly be made

at a much later date, quite possibly after the fall of Jerusalem.31 But

this is pure speculation. For the comment could have been made

26 See, for example, 2 Kgs. 17:23; 25:21; Jer. 1:3; 52:27; Amos 5:5.
27 Van Der Hart, 722 n. 7; O’Connell, 481.
28 See Burney, 415; Blenkinsopp, 1972:77; Van Der Hart, 722–23 n. 7; O’Connell,

481–83. According to O’Connell (337 n. 61), the medieval rabbi Kimhi also sees
the capture of the land as referring to the capture of the ark and its sequel.

29 Moore (xxxii) and Noth (1962:83) seem to hold such a view. O’Connell (28)
also considers 18:30b a possible scribal gloss.

30 See, for example, Moore, 400; Burney, 415; J. Gray, 237, 371; Cundall, 1968:192;
Boling, 1975:266; Soggin, 1987:278; Block, 1999:513; Schneider, 242. Such a view
is apparently also supported by the medieval rabbi Rashi (see Rosenberg, 150).

31 Dumbrell, 29.
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any time after the fact, which means that if 18:30 indeed refers to

the exile of Dan and the northern kingdom, it could conceivably be

penned within the 130 years or so between the event itself and the

fall of the southern kingdom.32

The fact of the matter is, a wide variety of opinions actually exist

regarding the compositional/redactional setting for Judges as a whole,

such that an exilic redaction is simply one of many options. Taking

into consideration evidence found in the epilogue, scholars have

argued for an implied setting of the book in the early Davidic era

when David was still ruling from Hebron,33 at the height of the

Davidic/Solomonic reign,34 during the reign of Josiah,35 and in the

post-exilic period when a post-exilic community was seeking the res-

toration of the monarchy.36 That such widely diverse alternatives

have been proposed by equally competent scholars reveals how

immensely difficult it is to specify a redactional setting for the book

with any degree of certainty. Thus, for Dumbrell to argue for his

interpretation of the refrain primarily on the basis of a very specific

view of the book’s setting has effectively undermined the credibility

of that interpretation. The likelihood that the refrain is meant to

function as a positive encouragement for the book’s target audience

is therefore very slim at best.

To Whom Does the ˚lm in the Refrain Refer?

If the refrain, and especially the second half of the full formula,

indeed represents a negative comment on some very negative sto-

ries in the epilogue, then what the first half seems to suggest is that

things would not have been as bad had there been a ˚lm in Israel.

32 The position of Yee (152–67), who favours a Sitz im Leben for the epilogue
in the Josianic era, would be one such example.

33 O’Connell, 305–42.
34 Cundall, 1970:180. Note also that although they make no direct statements

with regard to the redactional setting of the book as a whole, both Jüngling
(245,278,291,294) and Mayes (1985:15–16) also see the setting of the epilogue’s
refrain as originating from the beginning of the monarchy and possibly during the
reigns of David and Solomon. Mayes notes, however, that the final incorporation
of the material in the prologue and epilogue into the book may have taken place
much later.

35 Yee, 152–67.
36 Burney, 410–11; Tollington, 195.
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This therefore raises the important issue concerning the identity of

this ˚lm who could have prevented the nation from falling into chaos.

Three alternatives have been suggested.

1. A Judge

The first is suggested by Talmon, who, noting the absence of any

mention of the judges in the epilogue of the book, sees ˚lm as refer-

ring to none other than the judges so prominently featured in the

central section. Arguing that judges in this period were essentially

responsible for the same functions as those of subsequent Israelite

kings, and citing 1 Sam. 8:5–6, where Israel’s demand for a king

(˚lm) is specifically for the purpose of judging them (wnfpvl), Talmon

asserts that the ˚lm spoken of in the refrain actually refers to the

judges themselves rather than to the monarchical rulers who would

eventually succeed them.37

Pointing to the mention of priests from the house of Moses and

Aaron who were from the third generation after the Exodus,38 Talmon

sees the events being described in the epilogue as having occurred

early in the period before any of the judges came onto the scene.

Thus, the refrain is looked upon as a comment pertaining to the

period after Joshua but before the emergence of the judges, when

political and religio-cultic anarchy was widespread. But as the sub-

sequent raising up of judges remedied that situation, the refrain thus

amounts to an indirect praise for the rule of the judges.

The problem with Talmon’s interpretation, however, is that his

equating of ˚lm with fpwv remains unconvincing. For even if ˚lm
can indeed refer to a non-dynastic ruler, the plainest meaning of the

word in Hebrew Scripture and in the book of Judges is that of a

king. In fact, Abimelech, who is the only named Israelite to be called

˚lm in Judges (9:6), was certainly not cast in the role of one of

Israel’s judges. Besides, had the author of the epilogue intended to

refer to the judges in the refrain, why not simply use fpwv? Why

use instead a term that would be sure to cause confusion?

Furthermore, if the narratives are indeed meant to laud the rais-

ing up of judges by showing how bad things were before they came

along, then from a rhetorical standpoint, it makes far better sense

37 Talmon, 44,47–52.
38 Ibid., 47,52.
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for these narratives to be placed at the beginning of the book lead-

ing up to the introduction of the judges rather at the end of the

book. For these stories of anarchy effectively ends the book on a

down note, and thus, would be a curious way to extol the rule of

the judges.39

For the above reasons, Talmon’s interpretation is thus not persuasive.

2. A Human King

The second alternative, supported by the majority of scholars, under-

stands ˚lm as referring to the human kings who would eventually

succeed the judges in ruling over Israel. And at first glance, there

seem to be good reasons for such an understanding.

First, this understanding takes ˚lm at face value and interprets it

in accordance with the most common use of the word in Hebrew

Scripture: as a human king. Second, such an interpretation makes

good sense if the refrain in 21:25 is seen as a transitional statement

that both sums up the period of the judges and anticipates a period

in Israel’s history characterised by the rule of kings.

If so, then in view of the fact that the refrain seems to be lament-

ing the religious, social, and political chaos that prevailed during this

period where every man did what was right in his own eyes, what

the statement “In those days there was no king in Israel” seems to

imply is that such chaos would not have occurred had Israel already

embraced some form of monarchical rule. Seen as an apology for

kingship,40 the refrain is thus understood as an implicitly pro-monar-

chical statement.

But this understanding of the refrain is not without problems, one

of which is that what is directly affirmed and indirectly implied by

this interpretation jars with reality depicted elsewhere in the book.

The narrative about Abimelech is a case in point.

39 To be fair, Talmon (44–46) also agrees that the material in the refrain fits
better at the beginning of the book with Judges 1 rather than at the end. In fact,
he even surmises that that material was originally a continuation of the prologue,
but was later moved to the end of the book due to the disproportional length of
the narratives compared to the relatively short notes in Judges 1. But it is highly
doubtful that a competent redactor would opt for such a transposition purely on
the basis of narrative length, especially since, from a rhetorical standpoint, such a
transposition would obviously undermine the alleged intention of the book’s author
to glorify the rule of the judges.

40 See, for example, Buber, 78; Noth, 1962:80; Cundall, 1968:180; Jüngling,
292–93; Gerbrandt, 134.
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To begin, if ˚lm in the refrain indeed refers to a human king,

then the assertion that there was no king in Israel during this period

is contradicted by the narratives in the central section of the book.41

For there was in fact a ˚lm in Israel during the period of the judges,

and his name was Abimelech.

That Abimelech is portrayed as ˚lm in Judges seems clear. For

not only does the narrator use the denominative verb ˚lm in 9:6 to

speak of his installation as king, within the story itself, Jotham also

uses the same verb in 9:16,18 when he refers to that same event.

In fact, regardless of whether Jotham’s fable was directed against

kingship in general42 or just the specific way in which Abimelech

became ˚lm,43 the fable about the trees looking for a ˚lm to rule

over them would have been contextually fitting only if Abimelech,

like the bramble in the fable, had indeed been offered kingship by

the Shechemites. Otherwise the only point of connection between

fable and real-life situation would have been lost.

Furthermore, even though some regard Abimelech’s kingship as

merely local in scope, extending only over a city-state,44 Maly notes

that the unduly full account of the details of this incident is a strong

indication of the importance with which this incident was regarded

41 Admittedly, “those days” in the refrain may simply be referring to the period
during which the events in the epilogue took place, rather than the entire period
of the judges. But if the argument presented earlier in chapter three stands that
the epilogue was composed specifically as a conclusion to the narratives in the cen-
tral section, then “those days” would very likely be referring to the entire period
rather than just the time frame bound by the events of the epilogue.

42 According to Buber (75), Jotham’s fable is the strongest anti-monarchical poem
of world literature. Richter (1963:285), Dumbrell (28), Townsend (26), Jobling (72),
Ebach and Rüterswörden (11–18), Soggin (1987:177–78) and Schöpflin (15–16,20–21)
also see the fable as intrinsically anti-monarchical. In fact, Soggin thinks that in its
original context, the fable represents a rejection of the whole institution of monar-
chy and not just some of its worst aspects.

43 Moore (245), J. Gray (320), Maly (299–305), Cundall (1968:128), Boling (1975:174),
Webb (1987:159), O’Connell (164), Amit (1998:106–07), Block (1999:321), and
McCann (72–73), are among those who see Jotham’s speech as a whole as directed
more against the Shechemites and Abimelech than against monarchy as a form of
government. In fact, Maly (304) observes, “. . . just as in the original fable there
was no general condemnation of kingship itself, so, too, in the biblical adaptation
there can be found no criticism, on principle, of the rule of a king. It is a criti-
cism, rather, that is directed primarily against those who were foolish enough to
anoint a worthless man as king, and secondarily, against the worthless king himself.”

44 Lindars (1965:318), Boling (1975:183), Fritz (129), Soggin (1987:180–81), and
Mullen (1993:150) all deny that Abimelech ever ruled over Israel as a whole, but
see him basically as a city-state king.
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in Israelite tradition.45 Considering also that Abimelech is specifically

said to have governed Israel46 for three years in 9:22,47 and his fol-

lowers are described as Israelites48 in 9:55, a strong case can be made

that his rule is intentionally depicted as more extensive than just a

local rule.49 If so, the Abimelech incident may have been intended

to depict the first time the institute of kingship is experimented within

an Israelite context.50

But not only does Abimelech’s kingly rule contradict the refrain’s

assertion that there was no king in Israel during this period, the way

Abimelech is portrayed also disputes the refrain’s implication that

chaos and anarchy would have been avoided had there been a king

in Israel. For Abimelech is perhaps the most negatively portrayed

character among named Israelites in Judges. In fact, he is the only

named individual in the book of whom it is explicitly said that God

took an initiative to cause his downfall (9:23–24,56).51

But what is of significance here is not just that Abimelech was

wicked, but that the narrative about him seems calculated to resonate

45 Maly, 305.
46 Cundall (1968:127), seeing the extent of Abimelech’s kingdom as limited, thinks

larcy should be understood in the same limited sense. But this argument is circu-
lar, and thus, unconvincing. Boling (1975:175), on the other hand, concedes that
Abimelech did serve as governor (rc) of Israel for a while, but sees that as different
from ruling as king. Admittedly, the verb rrc (9:22), which occurs only four times
in the Qal in Hebrew Scripture, is not used explicitly with ˚lm as its subject. But
its occurrence in a synonymously parallel colon with ˚lm in Isa. 32:1 suggests that
the concept of governing does fall within the same semantic range as kingly rule.
Considering that nowhere else in the Abimelech narrative is a separate office of rc
mentioned, it is perhaps reasonable to understand rrc in 9:22 as some kind of a
stylistic variant of ˚lm (9:8,10,12,14) or lvm (9:2), thus speaking also of Abimelech’s
kingly rule.

47 Fritz (129) and Soggin (1987:180) consider 9:22 a later interpolation. But even
if this is true, there is still no denying that whoever added this statement wishes to
present Abimelech’s reign as being over all Israel and not just Shechem.

48 Cundall (1968:136), Webb (1987:156) and Amit (1998:112) all see the larcyAvya
as referring to those who had supported Abimelech.

49 Amit (1998:104) points out that Abimelech’s anointment, following the mur-
der of the other potential heirs, clearly indicates his intention to rule over all areas
formerly under Gideon’s influence. Likewise, Dietrich (2000:318) also sees Abimelech’s
power base as being over “large parts of central Palestine”.

50 Maly, 299; Webb, 1987:159. Even Soggin (1987:194) concedes that DtrN had
portrayed the Abimelech incident as a first attempt to institute the monarchy in Israel.

51 While in Samson’s case, YHWH merely left him after he had his hair cut off
(16:19–20), in Abimelech’s case, God actually sent an evil spirit to stir up trouble
between him and the Shechemites (9:23). It was even twice stated that this was in
order to repay both parties for the wickedness they did in killing Gideon’s seventy
sons (9:24,56).
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with a specific event in the epilogue. To show how this is so, one

must first explore a prior link between the narrative about Abimelech

and the one about Adoni-Bezek in the prologue.

Although superficial parallels between the Abimelech narrative and

the Adoni-Bezek narrative are often noted,52 such parallels have thus

far not been fully explored. The most obvious parallel between the

two is that, in both narratives, seventy victims are specified. But this

in itself may not be all that significant as the number seventy, which

appears in a number of different contexts throughout Hebrew Scripture,

may simply be an idiomatic way of indicating ‘a great many’.53

What is noteworthy, however, is that in both cases, the victims

belong to the ruling class. In the case of Adoni-Bezek, his victims

were seventy kings (μyklm), whereas in the case of Abimelech, his

victims were his seventy half-brothers, who according to 9:2, are pre-

sented as having the right to rule over (lvm) the people of Shechem.

Not only so, but in both cases, the perpetrators themselves also

belong to this same class. For although Adoni-Bezek is never explic-

itly called ˚lm, his title nonetheless suggests that he was ruler of

Bezek. As for Abimelech, that he was son of Gideon, Israel’s judge,

and that his seventy half-brothers had the right to rule over Shechem

also place him within the ruling class by virtue of family connec-

tion. The fact that he eventually managed to get all the nobles of

Shechem to make him king only further underscores the importance

of this family connection.54 Thus, while in Adoni-Bezek, we have a

Canaanite ruler brutally mutilating seventy Canaanite kings, in Abi-

melech, we have an Israelite king brutally murdering seventy of his

brothers who stood in the way of his kingly ambition.

But there is a further point of significant parallel. In both narra-

tives, divine retribution appears to be a key focus. In the case of

Abimelech, that retribution is a primary theme of the narrative has

been noticed by Boogaart, Janzen, and Webb.55 Not only is divine

52 Hamlin, 150–51; Webb, 1987:232 n. 14; Deryn Guest, 1997:257.
53 Boling, 1975:55; Lindars, 1995:18. Fensham (1977:135) also sees the number

as symbolic.
54 It is important to recognise that the nobles of Shechem did not make Abimelech

king simply because he was one of them, but also because he happened to be one
of Gideon’s sons. Thus, Abimelech’s attraction as a candidate to rule over the
Shechemites was both because he had political legitimacy and because he was one
of their own.

55 Boogaart, 49; Janzen, 33–37; Webb, 1987:156,158–59.
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retribution twice specified by the narrator as the primary explana-

tion for what happens within the narrative (9:24,56–57), but the

unfolding of the plot also emphasises an exact correspondence between

the wickedness of the protagonists and the retribution they eventu-

ally received.56

But the same two features are also found in the Adoni-Bezek nar-

rative. For in 1:7, Adoni-Bezek himself offered an explanation for

the misfortune that had befallen him, and just as in 9:24,56–57, the

retribution of God (μyhla) is affirmed as the primary cause. Granted,

the verb μlv in the Piel, used by Adoni-Bezek to speak of retribu-

tion, does not correspond exactly to bwv used in 9:56–57. But that

the two verbs fall within the same semantic range when used of ret-

ribution is seen in that in four other times in Hebrew Scripture, the

verbs are used synonymously in parallel cola.57

Moreover, not only did Adoni-Bezek affirm the fact of divine re-

tribution, but the manner of that retribution, namely, the cutting off
of his thumbs and big toes, also corresponds exactly to his prior cut-

ting off of the thumbs and big toes of seventy kings. Thus the man-

ner of retribution for Adoni-Bezek also parallels the manner of

retribution for Abimelech in that the punishment is shown to per-

fectly fit the crime.

From these observations, one can argue that, rather than the par-

allels occurring by sheer coincidence, the two narratives may in fact

be interdependent. Since the retribution theme in the Adoni-Bezek

episode seems abruptly introduced and entirely unconnected with

what goes on in the rest of the prologue, one can further argue that

the Adoni-Bezek narrative may have been composed specifically to

foreshadow the Abimelech narrative. In fact, given the geographic

proximity between Bezek and Shechem,58 one wonders if Adoni-

Bezek may not have been chosen as the main protagonist just to

accentuate the close connection between the two narratives, notwith-

standing speculations about whether Adoni-Bezek is to be identified

with Adoni-Zedek mentioned in Josh. 10:1–5.59

56 See Boogaart, 48–53 for detailed discussion.
57 Exod. 21:34; Deut. 32:41; Ezek. 33:15; Joel 4:4.
58 See Aharoni et al., maps 57 and 87. Na"aman (45) even speculates whether

Adoni-Bezek might not in fact be the king of Shechem!
59 Auld, 1975:268–69; Soggin, 1987:21; Weinfeld, 1993a:391. However, both

Mullen (1984:45 n. 47) and Na"aman (45) think that the Adoni-Bezek narrative rep-
resents a tradition distinct from that of Adoni-Zedek.
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But still, what is the purpose behind this conscious link between

the two narratives? Clearly, one function is to heighten the already

negative evaluation of Abimelech. For by showing him to be in the

same league as a Canaanite king, pursuing the same kind of action

and inviting upon himself the same kind of retribution from μyhla,

the author was in effect drawing attention to the Canaanisation of

this Israelite ruler.

But further reflection reveals that Abimelech was not merely act-

ing like a Canaanite king; he may in fact have outdone him. For

while Adoni-Bezek’s brutality was directed only at other kings unre-

lated to him, Abimelech’s victims were his own half-brothers. And

while Adoni-Bezek merely maimed his victims, Abimelech murdered

his in cold blood. Thus, one cannot help but wonder if it is rhetor-

ically significant that divine retribution is mentioned only once in

the narrative about Adoni-Bezek (1:7), but twice in the narrative

about Abimelech (9:24,56). Can this be one way of highlighting the

gravity of Abimelech’s offence? But regardless, this Canaanisation of

Abimelech, and the fact that he may have even out-Canaanised the

Canaanites, is what turns out to be the link that ties these two nar-

ratives to another narrative in the epilogue of the book.

Earlier in chapter three, it was noted that within the epilogue of

Judges, there are numerous bizarre episodes featuring incompre-

hensible action with unspecified motives. It was also pointed out that

many of these bizarre episodes actually echo specific events found

in narratives of the major judges in the central section of the book.

As it turns out, other than the seven instances highlighted, there

is an eighth instance where similar echoing may be found. But instead

of alluding to a major judge, the allusion this time is to a different

kind of Israelite leader: King Abimelech.

In Judges 19, a Levite journeys from the hill country of Ephraim

to Bethlehem to woo back a concubine who had left him and returned

to her father’s house. Having succeeded in his mission, the Levite

then set off for home with his concubine and servant, making it as

far as the vicinity of Jebus by nightfall. Not willing to spend the

night in a non-Israelite city, they journeyed on to Gibeah in Benjamin,

where they finally received hospitality from an old Ephraimite resid-

ing in the city. But as they were enjoying their evening meal, wicked

men of the city arrived, demanding that the Levite be handed over

so that they could have sex with him. The host tried to reason with

the men, but to no avail. Then the Levite took matters into his own
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hands and shoved his concubine out the door, whereupon she was

raped all night and eventual died.

That this is a shocking story is beyond dispute. But one of the

most shocking things is that the perpetrators of this heinous crime

were actually Israelites. And it is precisely in this matter that the

Canaanisation theme emerges again.

That the Gibeathites were consciously being compared to non-

Israelites in Judges 19 can be seen in two ways. The first is that a

Canaanite group, the Jebusites, is explicitly used as foil to highlight

the wickedness of the Gibeathites. In the narrative, when the Levite

and his party came near to Jebus at nightfall, the Levite’s servant

actually suggested spending the night there. But the suggestion was

rejected by the Levite precisely because the Jebusites there were non-

Israelites. The implication is that it would be dangerous to spend

the night among people who are not part of the covenant commu-

nity. Yet as it turns out, what awaited them at the Israelite town of

Gibeah was actually far worse than what they ever imagined hap-

pening to them at the hands of the Jebusites.60 And to the extent

that dangers that are assumed to be associated with non-Israelites

have not only been actualised but probably even exceeded by Israelites,

the narrative seems to be drawing attention to the Canaanisation

and even hyper-Canaanisation of Israel.

But there is a second way through which the text draws atten-

tion to this Canaanisation of Israel, and it is through an allusion to

the narrative in Genesis 19 about Lot and the angels in Sodom.

That a striking similarity exists between the narratives found in

Genesis 19 and Judges 19 has long been noticed by scholars.61 There

is, however, little consensus when it comes to the nature of that 

relationship or the direction of dependence between the two. While

Niditch has put forward a case for the priority of the Judges nar-

rative over the Genesis narrative,62 Lasine’s argument for the oppo-

site seems more convincing.63 Lasine’s position is further bolstered

by Block, who not only offers a thorough analysis of the two narratives

60 Had the kind of danger they eventually encountered been even remotely con-
sidered possible at the hands of the Jebusites, the servant probably wouldn’t have
suggested staying at Jebus to begin with, nor would the Levite’s answer be as mild.

61 Von Rad (218); Culley (1976:58–59); Tollington (194).
62 Niditch, 1982:375–77.
63 Lasine, 1984:38–41.
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in question, but also argues from rhetorical considerations that Genesis

19 is unlikely to be patterned after Judges 19 as it is difficult to see

why the small Israelite settlement of Gibeah should have been afforded

archetypal status such that Sodom would be depicted as an ancient

day Gibeah.64 Rather, Block points to the Canaanisation of Israel as

a theme that could plausibly explain why the narrative in Judges 19

so unambiguously draws upon a well-known story from patriarchal

traditions.65 In the words of Block,

By patterning the . . . climactic scene after Genesis 19, the narrator
serves notice that, whereas the travellers had thought they had come
home to the safety of their countrymen, they have actually arrived in
Sodom. The nation has come full circle. The Canaanisation of Israelite
society is complete. When the Israelites look in a mirror, what they
see is a nation which, even if ethnically distinct from the natives, is
indistinguishable from them with regard to morality, ethics, and social
values. They have sunk to the level of those nations whom they were
to destroy and on whom the judgment of God hangs.66

But if patterning the behaviour of the Gibeathites after the Sodomites

and using the Jebusites as foil are indeed aimed at depicting Israel

as having been thoroughly Canaanised and more, then it is impor-

tant to recognise that this Canaanisation was in fact not unprece-

dented. For according to the narrative sequencing of the current

form of the book, long before nameless Gibeathites acted out what

may have been the worst of Canaanite depravity,67 an Israelite king

by the name of Abimelech had already shown that not only was he

capable of behaving like a Canaanite king, he could even outdo

them in brutality.

And this has special relevance with respect to the interpretation

of Judges’ refrain. For as mentioned before, those who take ˚lm in

the refrain as referring to a human king implicitly understand the

64 Block, 1990:326–341.
65 Others who also argue for the dependence of Judg 19 on Gen 19 include

Jüngling (291), Gage (371), and Matthews (1992:3–11).
66 Block, 1990:336.
67 The fact that in Israelite tradition, Sodom has come to represent the epitome

of non-Israelite depravity can be seen in the following ways. First, in rebukes directed
against Israel through the prophets, sinful Israel is often compared to Sodom to
highlight her utter depravity (Isa. 1:10; 3:9; Jer. 23:14; Ezek. 16:48). Second, the
destruction that befell Sodom as judgment for her sin is also spoken of frequently
as the epitome of judgment that could befall a people (Deut. 29:22; Isa. 1:9; 13:19;
Jer. 49:18; 50:40; Lam. 4:16; Amos 4:11; Zeph. 2:9).
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refrain to be implying that the chaos and anarchy described in the

epilogue would not have occurred had Israel had a king. But given

that the only Israelite king found in the book is one whose embrace

of Canaanised values and behaviour is exactly the problem that gave

rise to the kind of depravity found in Gibeah, it is hard to see how

the refrain can possibly be viewed as a recommendation of human

kingship in Israel.68

Admittedly, that the Abimelech narrative seems to argue strongly

against human kingship is no new revelation. In fact, the narrative

has long been regarded as anti-monarchical.69 But even so, many

critical scholars continue to see little difficulty with taking an essen-

tially pro-monarchical view of the refrain because they view the epi-

logue and the central section of Judges as independent works. In

particular, many believe that the epilogue was appended to the book

only after the central section had already been redacted as part of

Deuteronomistic History. Thus, Buber, for example, sees the current

form of Judges as basically consisting of two books, each complete

within itself and each being edited from an opposing biased view-

point: the first anti-monarchical, and the second pro-monarchical.70

But in light of the preceding discussion about the complex rhetor-

ical links that seem designed to connect the Abimelech narrative

with parallel narratives in both the prologue and the epilogue, the

standard critical position such as the one expressed by Buber may

no longer be tenable. For what these complex links show is that the

prologue and the epilogue must have been composed with the

Abimelech story in mind rather than having been composed inde-

pendently of it. In this respect, this confirms the evidence already

presented in earlier parts of the present study. Thus, if the prologue

in general, including the Adoni-Bezek narrative, was indeed com-

posed specifically to foreshadow events found in the central section

of the book, and the bizarre episodes in the epilogue, including the

Sodomite behaviour of the Gibeathites, were also composed with the

narratives of the central section in mind to serve as an evaluative

68 In fact, Maly (304–05) suggests that, if anything, the disastrous reign of
Abimelech would influence people away from kingship. Marais (134–35), likewise,
sees the Abimelech story as shattering the hopes for a monarchy.

69 See, for example, Buber, 73–75; Peter, 10; Townsend, 25–26; Crüsemann,
32–42; Niditch, 1999:205.

70 Buber, 68.
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conclusion, then it would make little sense for the author of the epi-

logue to pen a refrain that expresses a sentiment directly opposed

to the very material he was trying to conclude.

Besides, even if, for the sake of argument, one is to lay aside for

the moment the negative portrayal of King Abimelech, a pro-monar-

chicical interpretation of the refrain would still be problematic when

viewed in the larger context of Israel’s historical traditions as found

in the Former Prophets. For even the earliest redactional setting pro-

posed for Judges places it no earlier than during the early reign of

David.71 This means unless one is prepared to push the redactional

setting even further back to an even earlier date, one would have

to at least take into consideration the reign of Saul when one attempts

at interpreting the refrain.

Interestingly, there are a number of instances where the portrayal

of Saul in 1 Samuel actually seems to parallel the portrayal of

Abimelech in Judges. First, both are presented as being willing to

resort to murder to eliminate leadership rivals. While Abimelech

killed his seventy half-brothers on one stone ( Judg. 9:5), Saul sought

repeatedly to kill David (1 Sam. 18:11,17,21; 19:1,10,15; 20:31,33;

23:15; 24:12), and even massacred the priests and inhabitants of Nob

(1 Sam. 22:17–19) for helping David. Second, Abimelech and Saul

are the only two characters in Hebrew Scripture upon whom it is

specifically said in Judg. 9:23 and 1 Sam. 16:14–16; 18:10; 19:9 that

God sent an evil spirit (h[r jwr). Finally, the circumstances of their

deaths also bear certain resemblances. Both Abimelech and Saul

were severely injured in battle, and each asked his armour-bearer

(wylk acn) to kill them in order to avoid a greater humiliation ( Judg.

9:54; 1 Sam. 31:4).

From these parallels, it seems possible to argue for some kind of

dependent relationship between the two narratives. While it is never

easy to determine the direction of dependence, from a rhetorical

perspective, it seems more likely that the narrative about Saul is

dependent on the one about Abimelech rather than vice versa. For

by depicting Saul as a latter-day Abimelech, the author of Samuel

would have immediately conveyed his negative evaluation of Saul to

the readers even as they are led to view his ultimate downfall as a

just retribution from YHWH, much like Abimelech’s downfall was.

71 O’Connell, 305–42.
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Otherwise, it is hard to see what could possibly be achieved by

depicting Abimelech as a forerunner of Saul. After all, the negative

evaluation of Abimelech is already so explicit in the text that making

him Saul-like adds almost nothing to the narrative other than perhaps

giving him further legitimacy as a forerunner of the Israelite king.

But regardless of which direction the dependence goes, the link

between Abimelech and Saul is decidedly uncomplimentary to either.

And that makes it problematic for a pro-monarchical interpretation

of Judges’ refrain. For even if Judges was redacted within the golden

age of Israelite monarchy when the monarchy could be viewed

favourably, the only way the refrain could suggest kingship in gen-

eral as a means of preventing the kind of atrocities found in the epi-

logue would be for the author completely to overlook the reigns of

both Saul, Israel’s first official king, and Abimelech, the first Israelite

given the title ‘king’. But given that the latter featured so promi-

nently within the book as the only non-judge who ruled among the

judges in Israel, such a scenario is highly unlikely.

And positing a late date for the epilogue or the final redaction of

the book is no help either. For even if the epilogue is composed as

late as the exilic or post-exilic era, as Dumbrell points out, given

that it is the failures and excesses of the Israelites kings that were

partly responsible for the exile, it is highly unlikely that any exilic

author would actually be recommending kingship as a solution to

Israel’s problems.72

In other words, the main problem with a pro-monarchical under-

standing of the refrain is that give the history of monarchical rule in

Israel, one is hard pressed to come up with a Sitz im Leben in which

an unqualified endorsement of the institution would make sense.

And that may have been what prompted some scholars to sug-

gest that the ˚lm referred to in the refrain is not a general refer-

ence to just any king, but a reference to an ideal73 or Davidic74 king.

72 Dumbrell, 29–30. Likewise, Marais (135) also points out that if the book has
a post-exilic setting, then any hope in the monarchy would have been deconstructed
by Israel’s history. This in fact is what led Block (1999:483) to endorse an anti-
monarchical interpretation of the refrain, understanding it to mean “Israel did not
need kings to lead them into idolatry since the people did it on their own.”

73 Hamlin, 151. The same is also implied by Davis (158,62) and Brettler (1989a:409).
74 Buber (79), conscious of the anti-Saulite polemic in the immediate context,

thinks that when it comes to the king referred to in the refrain, only the Davidic
is to be understood throughout. Jüngling (295) also holds a similar position.
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But if this is so, then why did the author not simply qualify the

term explicitly? Given that ˚lm is already used prominently in the

Abimelech narrative to which the epilogue alludes, one would have

thought that the author of the epilogue would at least try to avoid

confusion by qualifying the refrain along the line of tma ˚lm ˆya
larcyb, if he indeed intended the ˚lm to be referring to an ideal or

Davidic king.75 But as it is, no such attempt is made to provide the

necessary clarity. This therefore raises the possibility that the author

of the epilogue may never have intended ˚lm in the refrain to be

understood as a human king in the first place.

3. YHWH, the divine King

This leaves a final alternative with regard to whom ˚lm in the refrain

may be referring, and it is to YHWH, the divine King.

Admittedly, to understand ˚lm in the refrain as referring to YHWH

is not an alternative that has been widely considered. Nonetheless,

such an interpretation has much to recommend itself.

First, in the wider context, YHWH’s kingship over Israel seems

to be a tradition that was established relatively early.76 In fact, three

poetic texts in the Pentateuch generally considered early all speak

of YHWH as Israel’s king.

At the end of Moses’ song in Exod. 15:18,77 the eternal reign of

YHWH is acclaimed (d[w μl[l ˚lmy hwhy). Here, although it has

been argued from Ugaritic parallels and parallels with certain psalms

that this kingship spoken of is YHWH’s universal kingship,78 the

75 Compare this to 2 Chron. 15:3, where the prophet Azariah, speaking of a
period in Israel’s history generally identified as the period of the judges, qualifies
his statement by saying that there was no “true” God (tma yhla al).

76 Townsend (21) argues that the idea of God as King has existed in other Near
Eastern cultures even before Israel came into existence, and therefore, would not
have been new to Israel. To Townsend, the kingship of God motif may even be
Canaanite in origin.

77 The dating of Exodus 15 is admittedly highly controversial and, according to
Zenger (456–58), ranges from the 13th Century to the 5th Century BCE. However,
the linguistic evidence presented by Robertson (147–55) seems to point towards
Exodus 15 being the oldest among biblical Hebrew poetry. Robertson (155) thus
suggests a 12th Century date for Moses’ song.

78 Cassuto, 177–81; Propp, 545–46. But even though water imagery abounds in
the first half of the song, it should be noted that in the current context, the focus
is not on YHWH’s triumph over the rebellious sea, but on YHWH’s deliverance
of Israel using the sea as an agent.
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immediate context seems to suggest that this kingship has particular

relevance with regard to Israel. After all, in 15:16, Israel is specifically

referred to as YHWH’s people (˚m[), a people whom He is said in

15:13,16 to have redeemed (tlag wzAμ[) and purchased/begotten (wzAμ[
tynq). And the fact that YHWH is presented in 15:13 as leading and

guiding Israel to His own holy abode, and in 15:17 as bringing them

in and planting them in the mountain of His inheritance, the sanc-

tuary He established for His own dwelling, further establishes the

special relationship between YHWH and Israel. In the context of

this special relationship, YHWH’s kingship in 15:18 should therefore

be understood as having particular relevance for Israel instead of

simply as a general statement of YHWH’s universal kingship.79

In Num. 23:21,80 YHWH is also presented as Israel’s king, even

though in the context of Balaam’s second oracle, this assertion may

only represent Balaam’s perspective. In 23:21, after observing that

no trouble is seen in Israel, Balaam states that YHWH was with His

people, and was being greeted by them as their king. That ˚lm here

is understood to be referring back to YHWH in the preceding colon

is accepted by most commentators.81

In Deut. 33:5,82 a reference is also made of YHWH becoming

king in Jeshurun (˚lm ˆwrvyb yhyw). Here, although YHWH is not

explicitly stated as the subject of the verse, that He is the intended

subject is recognised by the majority of commentators.83 In fact,

attributing the original setting of the poem to the public acclama-

tion of YHWH’s kingship over Israel at a tribal assembly, Seeligmann

argues that ˚lm in 33:5 cannot refer to a human king because that

79 Compare this also with Exod. 19:4–6, where, although YHWH’s rule over all
the earth is affirmed, it is His special election of Israel as His people that is in
focus.

80 Although the dating of Balaam’s oracles is also much debated, on the basis of
what is believed to be the same character Baalam being mentioned in the 8th
Century BCE Deir 'Alla Inscription, Milgrom (473–76) argues that the Balaam tra-
dition may have preceded the 8th Century.

81 G.B. Gray, 353; Milgrom, 321 n. 62.
82 Again, the dating of the chapter as a whole is complicated, as parts of it seem

to reflect sayings dating back to as early as the period of the judges, while other
parts seem to reflect linguistic usage characteristic of a later date. On balance, how-
ever, Tigay (523–24) thinks that the poem as a whole was composed possibly dur-
ing the time of Solomon or earlier in the united monarchy, or conceivably in the
pre-monarchical period.

83 Craigie, 1976:393–94; Mayes, 1979:400; Tigay, 322.
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would be foreign to the subject matter of the poem.84 Thus, to

Seeligmann, the poem bears evidence to a theocracy in Israel before

any human king ruled over the nation.85

But not only is the kingship of YHWH over Israel a tradition that

in general seems to have been established relatively early in Israel,

it can also be shown that the concept of YHWH as Israel’s king is

presented by the biblical authors as a concept very much alive dur-

ing the period of the judges.

First, in the book of Ruth, which is set in the days when the

judges rule (μyfpvh fpv ymyb yhyw), the first character to be intro-

duced is named Elimelech (Ruth 1:2). Although the precise mean-

ing of the name is debated, Campbell thinks that for an Israelite,

the name very likely means “The King (YHWH) is my god”.86

Alternatively, Block thinks the name could mean “My God (YHWH)

is king”.87 Either way, the name would testify to an implicit acknowl-

edgment of YHWH’s kingship over Israel.

But this implicit acknowledgement of YHWH’s kingship is also

found within Judges itself. In Judg. 8:22–23, Gideon is offered king-

ship over Israel. Although it is true that ˚lm is never directly used

either in the offer or the response, yet the use of lvm in 9:2 that

leads to Abimelech’s eventually becoming ˚lm in 9:6, and the use

of the same word in connection with David and Solomon’s reigns

in 2 Sam. 23:3 and 1 Kgs. 5:1 show that what is being offered is

undoubtedly some form of kingship.

Gideon, however, rejected this offer. Regardless of whether his

rejection is sincere or not, what is significant is that his response,

which pitches the offer made to him against YHWH’s right to rule

over Israel, represents an implicit acknowledgement of YHWH’s

rightful kingship over Israel. This, incidentally, is also consistent with

the perspective found later in 1 Sam. 8:7 and 12:12, where the peo-

ple’s request for a human king is interpreted by both YHWH and

84 Seeligmann, 79,89.
85 Ibid., 90.
86 Campbell (52) sees the name as an authentic and typical name in Canaan

prior to the time of the Israelite monarchy. See also Greenstein (1981a:203–04),
who sees the name as a literary invention. But while Greenstein is right in point-
ing to the literary significance given to a number of names in Ruth, Campbell notes
that the name Elimelech may be the only one in the story not having a symbolic
meaning pertinent to the narrative.

87 Block, 1999:625.
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Samuel as a rejection of YHWH as king. What these incidents seem

to show therefore, is that YHWH’s kingship over Israel is at least

presented as a reality well understood by Israel’s leaders in the period

immediately preceding the establishment of monarchy.

But even if this is true, all it does is to establish the possibility

that the ˚lm in Judges’ refrain can indeed refer to YHWH. Whether

or not it actually does still needs to be determined from the imme-

diate context and the larger context of the book. In the process of

doing so, however, one question needs to be raised.

Supposing that ˚lm in the refrain is indeed to be understood as

referring to YHWH, in light of what has just been said about

YHWH’s kingship being a concept that seems to be very much alive

within Israelite tradition during the period of the judges, in what

sense, then, can it be said that there was no ˚lm in Israel?

One possibility is to understand larcyb ˚lm ˆya as highlighting the

fact that even though YHWH was the rightful king over Israel, He

was not being honoured as such by His people.

In his commentary, Boling suggests that the use of the short refrain

in 18:1 is meant to lament “the lack of acknowledgment of YHWH’s

kingship in Israel”.88 Similarly, Block understands larcyb ˚lm ˆya as

a comment on Israel’s rejection of theocracy.89 After arguing that

YHWH’s kingship is assumed throughout Deuteronomy by virtue of

it being structured after ancient Near Eastern suzerainty treaties,90

Block sees the fourfold repetition of larcyb ˚lm ˆya in the epilogue

as indicating that the nation no longer recognised anyone, not even

YHWH, as king. The ensuing episodes in the epilogue thus provide

the evidence of Israel’s complete repudiation of YHWH’s claim on

their lives. Gunn and Fewell, citing YHWH’s later comment to

Samuel in 1 Sam. 8:7, likewise think that one can look back at the

refrain in Judges in retrospect and see that there was indeed no king

in Israel. For judging by the behaviour of the people, YHWH might

as well have not existed.91

But this interpretation has more to recommend it. First, such an

understanding of larcyb ˚lm ˆya seems to fit remarkably well with

88 Boling, 1975:258.
89 Block, 1999:59,476.
90 See also Mendenhall (1955:24–50) for discussion of parallels between Israelite

covenant tradition and Hittite suzerain-vassal treaties.
91 Gunn and Fewell, 121.



216 chapter five

the second half of the full refrain to offer up a coherent evaluation

of the period of the judges. For as has already been pointed out

earlier, the second half of the full refrain, ‘every man did what was

right in his own eyes (hc[y wyny[b rvyh vya)’, seems to echo a simi-

lar phrase in Deut. 12:8 that may have been designed to serve as

a contrast to the Deuteronomic concept of doing what is right in

YHWH’s eyes (hwhy yny[b rvyh hc[). If so, this would make ‘doing

what is right in one’s own eyes (hc[y wyny[b rvyh vya)’ a virtual com-

plement to the oft-repeated ‘doing what is evil in the eyes of YHWH

(hwhy yny[b [rh . . . hc[)’ in the central section of the book, both essen-

tially pointing to Israel’s failure to do what was right in the eyes of

YHWH.

But Israel’ persistence in doing what was right in their own eyes

but evil in YHWH’s may only be a surface manifestation of a deeper,

underlying problem, one that is expressed by the author of the epi-

logue as larcyb ˚lm ˆya. For if the manifestation of that problem is

such that the people were choosing what was right in their own eyes

over against what was right in YHWH’s, then it seems only rea-

sonable that the problem itself must have had something to do with

Israel’s fundamental relationship with YHWH. Thus, it would make

perfect sense to understand the refrain larcyb ˚lm ˆya as referring

to Israel’s non-honouring of YHWH’s kingship. After all, it is only

when YHWH was no longer honoured as king and His will ignored

that the people began living according to the standards they set for

themselves. And the result was the chaos and anarchy so evident in

the narratives in the epilogue.

But there is a second way in which this interpretation of ˚lm ˆya
larcyb seems to fit well in context, and it has to do with the way

YHWH is portrayed in the epilogue. For it has not gone unnoticed

that in the epilogue, YHWH’s role and involvement within the nar-

ratives has diminished significantly. Commenting on the story of

Micah’s idols and their subsequent fall into the hands of the Danites,

Exum writes, “YHWH does not participate in the events of this

story. The divine absence is especially noteworthy after an account

(i.e. the Samson account) where YHWH had controlled everything

from offstage.”92

92 Exum, 1990:426. The same point is also made by McMillion (237), who cosiders
the absence of YHWH in Judg 17–18 all the more striking since He was an active
participant in earlier parts of the book.
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And YHWH’s involvement has not increased substantially either

in the second narrative about the Levite, her concubine, and the

subsequent civil war. True, YHWH did speak to Israel on three

occasions (20:18,23,28), but in none of them did He take the ini-

tiative. Rather, in all three, He spoke only in response to Israel’s

inquiry. In fact, in two of the three occasions, His simple two-word

instruction for the Israelites to go up against Benjamin resulted in

significant defeats for the Israelites rather than the expected victo-

ries. It is almost as if YHWH was simply telling the Israelites what

they wanted to hear in order to keep them from bothering Him 

further.93 It is only on the third occasion, after the Israelites had

grovelled before Him with weeping and fasting and offering of

sacrifices, that He finally gave them the promiseed victory they sought.

Overall, therefore, the three exchanges give the impression that

YHWH’s involvement in Israel’s affairs at this point was grudging

at best.

As for specific actions which YHWH undertook on behalf of Israel

in this portion of the epilogue, as has already been noted earlier,

the attribution of victory to YHWH in the war against Benjamin in

20:35 is brief.94 Considering how detailed the actual battle account

is, that a one-sentence summary is the only mention of YHWH

within the entire battle account makes the statement seem almost

perfunctory. And other than 20:35, the only other statement about

YHWH’s action given by the narrator is 21:15, where YHWH is

said to have made a gap among the tribes of Israel. But given that

the Israelites had earlier tried to put the blame for the imminent

demise of Benjamin on YHWH in 21:3, and that 21:15 actually

begins with a resumptive statement recapitulating Israel’s grief in

21:2,6, it is entirely possible that 21:15b in fact reflects Israel’s per-

spective rather than the narrator’s. If so, then the summary state-

ment in 20:35 may have been the only statement the narrator made

within the entire epilogue that remotely speaks of YHWH taking

any action at all.

Regarding this absence of YHWH in the epilogue, Exum, who

understands ˚lm in the refrain as referring to a human king, writes,

“The concluding stories illustrate the depravity and anarchy of the

93 Note Israel’s incessant grovelling that so exasperated YHWH in Judg. 10:11–16.
94 See pp. 64–65.
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times, a time when there is no king but YHWH (8:23), whose

beneficial guidance, it seems, cannot be assumed.”95 She further

writes, “Judg. 21:25 suggests that this anarchy results from the lack

of a king. But Israel has a king; YHWH rules over Israel. In Judges

17–21, YHWH’s rule is ineffectual, either because YHWH does not

intervene in events or because YHWH intervenes in ways that result

in destruction rather than benefit.”96

But if this supposedly ineffectual rule of YHWH, mainly on account

of His absence, is indeed such a significant factor contributing to

the chaos and anarchy found in the narratives in the epilogue, then

the question that begs asking is: Why has YHWH so abruptly with-

drawn Himself from Israel’s affairs?

As it turns out, YHWH’s withdrawal from Israel’s affairs may not

be as abrupt as initially thought. For even back in the central sec-

tion, there already exists an episode where YHWH is portrayed as

being on the verge of forsaking His people.

In Judges 10:9–10, one finds the Israelites crying out to YHWH

in distress when they were oppressed by the Ammonites. But accord-

ing to 10:11–14, YHWH was initially unwilling to deliver them. And

the reason given in 10:13 for this unwillingness is that the Israelites

had forsaken Him (ytwa μtbz[ μtaw) to serve other gods. In response

therefore, YHWH too would forsake them.

What is interesting here is that other than in the introductory

framework in 2:12,13, Judg. 10:6,10,13 are the only times bz[ is

used in the book to describe Israel’s relationship with YHWH.

Significantly, these three verses in Judges 10 also happen to repre-

sent respectively the narrator’s evaluation of Israel, Israel’s own admis-

sion of guilt, and YHWH’s accusation against the people. The

cumulative effect, therefore, is that Israel’s forsaking of YHWH as

her God is a fact beyond dispute.

Not surprisingly, it is also here, where Israel’s forsaking of YHWH

is no longer in doubt, that for the first time in the book, YHWH

indicates that He was no longer willing to deliver them.97 Even

95 Exum, 1990:425.
96 Ibid., 431.
97 Note that according to 2:1–5,20–22, in response to Israel’s disobedience ([mvAal

ylqb), YHWH merely refused to dispossess Israel’s enemies before them. And while
2:14–15 indeed speak of YHWH handing Israel over to her enemies, 2:16–18 imme-
diately speak of YHWH’s provision of deliverance through the judges.
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though 10:16 implies that YHWH ultimately relented on account 

of Israel’s pathetic grovelling, the seed has already been sown for

the kind of alienation between Israel and YHWH witnessed in the

epilogue.

But if, in Judges 10, YHWH’s unwillingness to intervene on Israel’s

behalf to deliver her is indeed brought on by Israel’s prior forsaking

of Him as her God, then it goes to reason that His non-involvement

in the affairs of Israel in the epilogue may very well have been

brought on by a similar rejection. This thus lends support to the inter-

pretation that the oft-repeated first part of the full refrain, ˚lm ˆya
larcyb, may indeed be speaking of the non-honouring of YHWH

as king in Israel. For not only would such an understanding reveal

the underlying problem behind the people’s choice to do what was

right in their own eyes, it would also go a long way towards explain-

ing YHWH’s absence from the narratives in the epilogue.

Interestingly, this understanding of larcyb ˚lm ˆya as referring to

the non-honouring of YHWH as king in Israel actually finds sup-

port from an unexpected source: a message delivered by the prophet

Azariah recorded in 2 Chron. 15:1–7.

In 2 Chron. 15:1, Azariah goes out to meet King Asa upon his

return from a victorious campaign against the Cushites. The theme

of his message, expressed in 15:2, is that YHWH would be with His

people when they are with Him. To clarify what this means, Azariah

then breaks down this theme into two complementary principles: If

the Israelites seek Him, He will be found by them, but if they for-

sake Him, He will also forsake them. To demonstrate how the two

principles work, Azariah then looks back to the nation’s history in

15:3–6,98 before finally closing his message with a word of exhorta-

tion for his contemporary audience in 15:7.

To establish the relevance of this passage to our understanding of

the refrain in Judges, the first questions that need asking concern

whether the historical illustration in 15:3–6 refers to an identifiable

period in Israel’s history, and if so, which period it is. Admittedly,

the period referred to is not clearly defined. Instead, it was merely

introduced with the ambiguous “for a long time (μybr μymyw)”. Even

98 Admittedly, there is some uncertainty as to whether 15:3 refers to the past or
to the future, especially since the verse in question has no finite verb. Although the
LXX and the Vulgate suggest a future reference, most commentators see the verse
as referring to the past. See Williamson, 267; Dillard, 120; Japhet, 719.
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so, it seems possible to argue from clues within the text that a specific

period of Israel’s history was referred to.

First, that 15:3–6 most likely refers to one specific period in Israel’s

history rather than a number of diverse eras can be seen in that the

remote demonstrative μhh in the second chronological marker of the

section in 15:5 seems to point back to the μybr μymy mentioned in

15:3. This suggests that the events mentioned in 15:3–4 and 15:5–6

are by and large presented as having occurred within the same period

in the nation’s history. If so, then in spite of the somewhat cryptic

description in 15:3, one may still be able to identify the period from

clues found in 15:4–6.

In 15:6, Azariah speaks of God troubling Israel with every kind

of distress (hrx), and this distress seems related to the crushing of

nation upon nation and city upon city. In fact, according to 15:4,

it may well be on account of this very distress (rrx) that Israel turned

to YHWH and sought Him.99 The situation presented here thus

seems to parallel events in the period of the judges. For in Judges,

Israel is also described in 2:15 and 10:9 as being in distress (rrx)

as a result of YHWH allowing nations round about to oppress her.

In fact, the accounts of the various judges testify to the fact that

numerous nations and cities were involved in warfare with Israel. As

a result of this distress, Israel also turned to YHWH and cried out

for deliverance.100

Moreover, in connection with the turmoil with which God trou-

bled Israel, 2 Chron. 15:5 also speaks of there being no safety in

going out and coming in. Interestingly, this is also reminiscent of

Judg. 5:6, where Deborah speaks of roadways ceasing to be fit for

travel101 in the days immediately before YHWH raised her up to

deliver Israel.

99 That the distress in 15:4 is recognised as the same distress spoken of in 15:6
is what caused some scholars to view 15:4 as misplaced and to suggest transposing
the verse to a position following 15:6. However, both Williamson (268) and Japhet
(720) argue against emendation in favour of preserving the original structure of the
passage.

100 In fact, when YHWH refused to deliver His people in 10:14 and asked them
to go and cry out to their other gods for deliverance, the noun hrx is also used.

101 Here, although ldj is most often used to refer to the cessation of a certain
course of action (Gen. 11:8; Exod. 23:5; Ruth 1:18; 1 Sam. 12:23, 23:13; 2 Chron.
16:5) or a specific object ceasing to exist (Exod. 9:29; Ps. 49:8; Prov. 19:9; Isa.
24:8), the verb can also be used to refer to an object losing certain critical quali-
ties. Thus in Job 19:14, for example, the use of the verb to describe Job’s near-
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Thus, although there was no significant verbal correspondence

between the description of the period referred to in 2 Chron. 15:3–6

and the description of the era of the judges in the book of Judges,

there seems to be sufficient parallels between the two to warrant

identifying the period referred to in 2 Chron. 15:3–6 as the period

of the judges.102

But if this is indeed the case, then what exactly does 2 Chron.

15:3 mean when the period is described as one when there is neither

true God nor instructing priest nor the law? Interestingly, the answer

may actually be found in the rhetorical structure of the passage.

While it seems clear that the citing of Israel’s history in 2 Chron.

15:3–6 is meant to illustrate and validate Azariah’s message, it still

bears asking what exactly the illustration was illustrating. A close

examination of the entire speech and the response it elicited seems

to indicate that, rather than illustrating the overriding theme of

YHWH being with His people when they are with Him (15:2a), the

citing of past history was actually aimed at illustrating the two accom-

panying principles that say, “If you seek Him, He will be found by

you, but if you forsake Him, He will forsake you (15:2b–c).”

That the whole episode comprising Azariah’s speech and the peo-

ple’s response focuses on the seeking and finding of YHWH is clear

in that this motif repeatedly crops up within the episode. For not

only is this motif stated as a principle in 15:2 and emerges again in

the historical illustration in 15:4, the actual seeking and the subse-

quent finding of YHWH as a part of the people’s response is also

recorded in 15:12,13,15.103

kinsmen does not mean in context that they died, but only that they have ceased
to be near-kinsmen by no longer going near him. Thus, ldj in the context of Judg.
5:6 may also be taken to mean that roadways have ceased to be fit for travel rather
than their having ceased to exist altogether. Furthermore, although the reason for
this condition was not specifically stated in the text, one can surmise from the
immediate context that it was because of the advance of enemy troops (5:8) that
rendered the major roadways unsafe for travel.

102 Myers (88), Williamson (267), Dillard (120), and Japhet (719) are among many
who see the historical period referred to in 2 Chron. 15:3–6 as referring to the
period of the judges.

103 Here, the fact that vrd is used in the statement of the principle in 15:2 while
vqb is used in the historical illustration in 15:4 should not be too much of an issue.
After all, the two verbs are often used together synonymously in parallel cola in
Hebrew Scripture. See, for example, Deut. 4:29; Judg. 6:29; 1 Chron. 16:11; Job
10:6; Pss. 24:6, 38:13, 105:4; Jer. 29:13; Ezek. 34:6; and Zeph. 1:6. Besides, both
verbs are used interchangeably within the response section of 2 Chronicles 15, with
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But if the seeking and finding of YHWH in past history as recounted

in 15:4 is indeed meant to illustrate the actual outworking of the

principle “If you seek him, He will be found by you”, then what is

the function of the rest of the historical illustration?

Granted, the verb bz[ which dominates the complementary prin-

ciple that says “If you forsake (bz[) Him, He will forsake (bz[) you”

is not used in the historical illustration in 15:3–6. Nonetheless, it

seems clear that the events recounted in 15:5–6 are meant to illus-

trate the “He will forsake you” part of this principle. For not only

is the distress spoken of in 15:6 clearly attributed to God, the use

of hmwhm in 15:5 also implies a divine origin of Israel’s turmoil. For

of the twelve times hmwhm is used in Hebrew Scripture, in ten of

them, the turmoil spoken of is either explicitly said to be caused by

YHWH or implied to be such from the context.104 And while in half

of those instances, this hmwhm has to do with YHWH’s judgment on

the nations, in the other half, it speaks of YHWH’s judgment on

Israel. In fact, Deut. 28:20 even specifies that this hmwhm would come

as a consequence of Israel’s forsaking (bz[) of YHWH. Thus, it seems

beyond dispute that 2 Chron. 15:5–6 must aim at illustrating the

part of the principle that speaks of YHWH forsaking His people as

a result of their forsaking Him.

But if 15:4 is indeed meant to illustrate the seeking and finding

of YHWH, while 15:5–6 is meant to illustrate YHWH’s forsaking

of His people, then where within the historical illustration is the part

that illustrates Israel’s forsaking of YHWH? After all, the principle

given in 15:2c is “If you forsake Him, He will forsake you.” That

being the case, surely Azariah would not have detailed YHWH’s

forsaking of His people in history without at least making clear that

it was only on account of Israel having first forsaken YHWH that

YHWH decided to forsake them. If so, then one can reasonably

conclude that what is left of the historical illustration, namely, the

cryptically worded 15:3, must have been the part that speaks of

Israel’s prior forsaking of YHWH.

Hence, what is most likely meant by there being neither true God

nor instructing priest nor the law for Israel is that, rather than speak-

vrd being used in 15:12,13 and vqb being used in 15:15 to speak of essentially
the same act.

104 The ten instances comprise Deut. 7:23; 28:20; 1 Sam. 5:9,11; 14:20; 2 Chron.
15:5; Isa. 22:5; Ezek. 7:7; 22:5; Zech. 14:13.
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ing of the mere absence of these three things at some particular

point in the history of Israel, 15:3 must be referring to the non-hon-

ouring of YHWH and instructing priest and the law in Israel dur-

ing the period of the judges. After all, if 15:3–6 is indeed referring

to the period of the judges as it is generally believed, then this may

be the only way the verse would make sense. For in an era when

YHWH was already known to Israel and both the priesthood and

the law were well established, the only way YHWH and the law

could meaningfully be absent from Israelite society would be for

them to be absent from the perspective of a society that has cho-

sen to ignore them. Besides, as indicated in 15:4, the fact that YHWH

could still be sought and found when His people needed Him shows

that the true God was not really absent in the absolute sense, but

merely from those who did not honour Him. Thus, as Israel for-

sook YHWH during this period by honouring neither Him as the

true God nor the law nor the priest who taught the law, in response,

YHWH also forsook Israel and brought upon her all kinds of tur-

moil and distress, until she decided once more to seek Him.

If this is indeed how 2 Chron. 15:3–6 is to be understood, then

it has a significant bearing upon the interpretation of the refrain in

the epilogue of Judges: 2 Chron. 15:3 confirms an understanding of

Judges’ refrain that takes ˚lm as referring to YHWH rather than a

human king. For by characterising the period as one when ˚lm ˆya
lkarcyb, the author of Judges’ refrain may in fact be saying the exact

same thing the author of Chronicles (or Azariah) was saying when

he characterised the period as one when tma yhla all larcyl.105

˚lm in Judges’s refrain, then, would simply be a divine epithet that

is referentially equivalent to tma yhla in 2 Chron. 15:3.

105 Note too, that this convergence of perspective does not even need to pre-
suppose literary dependence. In fact, that there is very little linguistic correspon-
dence between 2 Chron. 15:3–6 and Judges seems to point to two essentially
independent compositions. But it is possible that a consensus evaluation of the period
of the judges had already been well established within Israelite tradition, such that
independently of each other, the author of Chronicles and Judges were both draw-
ing from the same tradition as each spoke about the period in his own way.





CHAPTER SIX

COMPOSITIONAL STRATEGY AND RHETORICAL 

PURPOSE OF JUDGES

In the preceding chapters, rhetorical links that connect the major

sections of Judges have been explored. It is therefore time to bring

the results of these explorations together so that a comprehensive

picture can emerge regarding the overall compositional strategy of

the book.

Furthermore, in the process of doing so, one expects also to gain

significant insight about the rhetorical purpose that guides the book’s

composition. This purpose, which allows one not only to grasp the

central message of Judges, but also to see with greater clarity how

the component parts interact to advance that message, will also be

discussed in the present chapter.

Compositional Strategy of Judges

Before any attempt is made to uncover the overall compositional

strategy of Judges, it is perhaps desirable to first review briefly some

of the conclusions drawn in preceding chapters about the relation-

ships between the major sections of Judges.

In chapter two, it has been argued that not only do specific episodes

in the prologue and epilogue demonstrate significant thematic unity

and progression, but the pervasive use of ironic allusions to Joshua

in both sections to highlight the failures of the generation after Joshua

also suggests that the same hand may have been responsible for the

composition of both sections.

In chapter three, it has been shown that contrary to accepted wis-

dom, the epilogue may actually be intimately related to the central

section as the bizarre behaviour of each of the epilogue’s protagonist

seems to mirror similarly bizarre behaviour displayed by one of the

major judges in the central section. This suggests that rather than it

being an unrelated appendage artificially attached to the central sec-

tion, the epilogue may have been composed with the central section

in mind to serve as an evaluative conclusion to the judges narratives.
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In chapter four, it has been shown that the prologue introduces

a progressive deterioration theme that also dominates the central sec-

tion. Since this theme is developed in both sections along a similar

south-to-north geographic trajectory, it is likely that the prologue is

designed to be a paradigm for the central section so as to provide

structural clues for the interpretation of the latter. This means that,

rather than the two sections being independent compositions, the

prologue may have been composed expressly as an introduction for

the central section.

Incidentally, the above conclusions from the three chapters actu-

ally dovetail quite nicely into each other. For if the prologue and

the epilogue are not composed independently of the central section,

but specifically to serve as paradigmatic introduction and evaluative

conclusion for the central section, then the idea that they may have

originated from the same hand becomes all the more feasible.

Moreover, this compositional unity between the prologue and epi-

logue is further substantiated by a complex link discovered while

considering the book’s stance on kingship. This link, which connects

all three sections of Judges, is constructed by first connecting the

narrative of Abimelech with that of Adoni-Bezek through the com-

mon themes of brutality against seventy rivals and the eventual receipt

of divine retribution. In so doing, Abimelech is effectively portrayed

as being thoroughly Canaanised and more. This extreme Canaanisation

theme then shows up again in the epilogue as the perversity of the

Gibeathites is presented as a re-enactment of Sodom. Since this

Sodom-like behaviour of the Gibeathites is bizarre and inexplicable

in the same way that the behaviour of the other protagonists in the

epilogue is bizarre and inexplicable, and since subtle allusions to

Israelite leaders in the central section are almost inevitably found

when the protagonists in the epilogue behave bizarrely and inex-

plicably, one can argue that the bizarre display of extreme Canaanised

behaviour by the Gibeathites very likely alludes to a similar display

of extreme Canaanised behaviour by Abimelech in the central sec-

tion. If so, the Canaanisation of Abimelech may in fact be subtly

presented as a precedent for the Gibeathites, just as the actions of

the major judges are also subtly presented as precedents for the

actions of the various protagonists in the book’s epilogue.

What is especially interesting about this complex link, however, is

that in order to present both Abimelech and the Gibeathites as thor-

oughly Canaanised and more, their respective behaviour needs to
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be set against that of Canaanite foils. While an obvious parallel is

readily available for the Gibeathites in the account of the Sodomite

incident in Genesis 19, for Abimelech, however, no comparable par-

allel exists outside Judges. This being the case, it may well be that

the Adoni-Bezek account was included in the prologue solely to estab-

lish Abimelech’s Canaanisation. This seems especially likely in view

of two facts. First, the Adoni-Bezek account does not seem to fit

naturally into the overall argument of the prologue,1 and second, in

spite of its extreme brevity, the account actually contains two significant

parallels with the Abimelech narrative.

But if the inclusion of the Adoni-Bezek account in the prologue

is primarily to establish the Canaanisation of Abimelech so as to cre-

ate a precedent for the Canaanisation of the Gibeathites in the epi-

logue, and if this strategy of pointing back to the central section for

precedent whenever a character in the epilogue acts bizarrely and

inexplicably is a characteristic feature of the epilogue, then it follows

that the same hand that composed the epilogue must have also

played a significant role in shaping the prologue. Taken together

with the other evidence already presented, it therefore seems indis-

putable that the same hand must have been responsible for the craft-

ing of both the prologue and epilogue of Judges.

Here, it should be noted that although the above conclusions may

have provided new insight into how the current form of Judges came

into being, thus far, they are not incompatible with the essentials of

Noth’s theory regarding the Judges portion of DH. For even if the

prologue and epilogue of Judges were composed by the same author

to serve respectively as paradigmatic introduction and evaluative con-

clusion to the central section, there is still nothing to suggest that

they cannot be post-Deuteronomistic compositions that were added

to the central section when DH was divided into canonical books.2

In fact, given all that has been said, one might even argue that the

author of the prologue and epilogue was none other the one who

divided DH into canonical books, and that out of his special inter-

est in the period of the judges, he composed an introduction and a

conclusion for the material he isolated out of DH in order to pre-

sent his unique interpretation and evaluation of the period.

1 Noth (1991:23 n. 2) actually calls the introduction of the Adoni-Bezek account
“strangely abrupt”.

2 Ibid., 24.
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But as intriguing as this scenario may be, another alternative exists

that may provide even more satisfactory answers to questions concern-

ing the compositional strategy of Judges. Consider the following.

When it comes to the material within the central section of Judges,

one of the questions often raised but seldom satisfactorily answered

is “Why these stories?” Gros Louis, for example, seeing parallels

between Judges and the Odyssey, where the Homeric poet had a

number of stories to draw on but judiciously selected those that went

together to transform a travel tale into an epic, asks regarding Judges,

“Why these heroes? Why these particular stories? Why in this par-

ticular order?”3 Similarly, Brettler wonders whether there is any plau-

sible historical or ideological background that would help explain

why the author/redactor of the central section chose these particu-

lar stories and arranged them in this order.4 For indeed, although

one can see how some of the narratives seem to work well in con-

junction with others to provide pattern and continuity, there are also

narratives the inclusion of which seems perplexing.

Take the Abimelech narrative, for example.5 In a section domi-

nated by narratives of judges who were raised up by YHWH to

deliver His people from foreign oppressors, why was the story of

Abimelech included, since he was neither a judge nor did he deliver

Israel from foreign oppressors?6 Or consider the narrative about

3 Gros Louis, 141–42. Although Gros Louis does try to answer these questions
by exploring patterns and links between the narratives, he has only succeeded in
showing how various narratives in the central section can be connected without
explaining why these episodes are included in the first place.

4 Brettler, 1989a:403–04. Here, Brettler (1989a:404–08) tries to answer the ques-
tion by pointing to a polemic against the northern kingdom. But while this may
explain why most of the judges are anti-heroes, it still does not explain why these
particular stories were chosen.

5 Note that according to Noth (1991:37), the Abimelech narrative is considered
the work of Dtr and not a post-Deuteronomistic addition. In fact, Richter (1963:320)
includes the Abimelech narrative as part of his Retterbuch that served as a source
for Dtr.

6 In Bluedorn’s (30–49) survey, he shows that most attempts to explain the inclu-
sion of the Abimelech narrative in Judges have failed to provide a satisfactory
answer. Unfortunately, the answer Bluedorn himself provides proves equally unsat-
isfactory for two reasons. First, in spite of his attempt (273–80) to argue that the
theological theme “YHWH versus Baalism” also pervades the rest of Judges, a nat-
ural reading of the text simply does not support his contention that this theme is
a main concern in the book. Therefore, even if one grants it that the Gideon-
Abimelech narrative is a polemic against Baalism, Bluedorn’s interpretation would
still fall under the same criticism he directs against others for not being able to
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Jephthah’s daughter. In a section where every episode about a major

judge seems related directly or indirectly to Israel’s foreign enemies

and their idolatrous cultic influences, why was this personal and

largely domestic episode included?7 In fact, if one takes Judges 2:6–3:6

at the beginning of the central section as an encapsulation of the

most salient features of the period and a preview of the narratives

to follow, then the narratives about Abimelech and Jephthah’s daugh-

ter seem almost like unnecessary digressions that could just as easily

have been left out without detracting from one’s overall understanding

of the period. Thus, solely from the perspective of the internal logic

of the central section, the inclusion of these narratives seems inex-

plicable and perplexing.

But what is most interesting here is that a different picture emerges

if the material in the central section is viewed in light of what the

author of the prologue and epilogue was trying to accomplish. For

if the epilogue of Judges is indeed meant to serve as a subtle eval-

uation of Israel’s leaders in this period as episodes in the lives of

these leaders are echoed in the bizarre happenings of the epilogue,

and if the prologue of Judges is likewise meant to introduce a dete-

rioration paradigm that is progressively played out in the lives of the

major judges, then between these two very specific purposes, one

suddenly discovers that the inclusion of nearly every single episode

in the central section can readily be accounted for, with the excep-

tion perhaps of the minor judges and the brief episode of Samson’s

exploits in Gaza in Judg. 16:1–3.

explain how the Abimelech narrative integrates with the rest of the book. But sec-
ond, even Bluedorn’s argument that the Abimelech episode is a polemic against
Baalism fails to convince. For by insisting that the narrative is not about retribu-
tion for the crime and wrong-doing of Abimelech and the Shechemites but about
Baal not being God (224,264) and punishment for idolatry (184–87,249), Bluedorn
is actually imposing his theological reading over the narrator’s explicit assertion in
9:23–24,56–57 that the main concern of the narrative is in fact focused on retri-
bution for the murder, and not idolatry, committed by the protagonists.

7 This may have been why Mayes (1977:317) considers the story of Jephthah’s
daughter an appendix to the original collection of traditions about Jephthah. For
an intriguing explanation for the inclusion of this story from an unconventional
reading of the text, see Bal’s suggestion (21–28; 257, ns. 19–20) that Jephthah’s
daughter, together with Samson’s wife and the Levite’s concubine, represent three
unnamed women who were killed by men. This, balanced by three other stories in
the book of men killed by women for social reasons, is understood by Bal as an
indication that the author of the book is sensitive to issues of power dissymmetry
between men and women.
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This therefore raises an interesting possibility. What if, instead of

the author of the prologue and epilogue having composed those two

sections to introduce and conclude an already substantially fixed col-

lection of hero stories, it is actually the author of the prologue and

epilogue who was responsible for choosing which of the hero stories

to include in the central section in order to illustrate his specific pur-

poses? After all, to have to compose an introduction and a conclu-

sion to a substantial body of fixed text that already has its own

purpose, and still be able to shape that introduction and conclusion

such that rhetorical links are established with almost every single

episode of that fixed text, is a challenge that even the most skilled

of authors would find daunting. But if, on the other hand, an author

with a clear and specific purpose is asked to select from a large pool

of traditions only those that best illustrate his purpose, then that task

becomes much easier and more manageable, and the end result

would be an economical collection of narratives consisting only of

those narratives that are relevant to his purpose and nothing else.

In such a case, one would then expect each of the selected narra-

tives to serve a definite function within the larger whole, much as

what one finds here in Judges when the narratives of the central

section are seen in light of the specific purposes of the prologue and

the epilogue.

Under this theory, for example, the inclusion of the narrative of

Jephthah’s daughter can easily be explained. For not only would the

uttering of Jephthah’s vow contribute to the progressive deteriora-

tion theme already introduced in the prologue and is now being

played out in the accounts of the successive judges, what eventually

happened to Jephthah’s daughter also constitutes a significant par-

allel with what happened to the virgins of Jabesh Gilead and Shiloh

in the epilogue, thus providing precedent for the rash oath taken by

Israel and its elders.

As for the Abimelech narrative, not only would its inclusion be

justified by the link with the Adoni-Bezek narrative in the prologue

to create precedent for the Canaanisation of the Gibeathites in the

epilogue, but its presence would also help guide the interpretation

of the refrain in the epilogue, so as to reduce the likelihood of it

being misinterpreted as an implicit endorsement of human kingship.

But even so, how does one explain the inclusion of the minor

judges and of Samson’s exploit in Gaza in the central section, since



compositional strategy and rhetorical purpose 231

these appear to have no direct rhetorical connection with the mate-

rial in the prologue and the epilogue? Would the inclusion of these

narratives not raise doubts about the validity of the present hypothesis?

Surprisingly, it would not. In fact, on the contrary, what appears

to undermine this hypothesis actually turns out to provide further

substantiation for it.

First, consider the brief narrative of Samson’s exploit in Gaza

recorded in Judg. 16:1–3. While the episode itself seems entirely

unrelated to the purposes that have been identified for the prologue

and the epilogue, in the context of the Samson narratives, it does

seem to play a significant role. This is especially so if one embraces

the popular interpretation of Samson as a microcosmic reflection of

the nation itself. For as has been frequently pointed out, strong par-

allels do exist between Samson and Israel.8

To begin with, both Samson and Israel were set apart by YHWH.

As Wilson further notes, in both cases, this special calling took place

before ‘birth’.9 Greenstein thus sees Samson’s Naziriteship as typify-

ing Israel’s covenant with YHWH.10

But in spite of this special calling, Samson could not resist the

lure of foreign women,11 much as Israel failed to resist the lure of

foreign cults.12 In fact, Samson’s pursuit of the first of his many

Philistine women is presented in 14:3,7 as going after ‘what was right

in his eyes’, just as every Israelite is said in the epilogue to be doing

‘what was right in his own eyes (17:6; 21:25)’.13 Yet when Samson

8 In fact, Greenstein (1981b:247–54) sees Samson as essentially an allegory that
epitomises Israel, and considers the parallel between Samson and Israel as the cen-
tral interpretive principle that allows one to understand the various aspects of the
Samson saga.

9 Wilson, 78.
10 Greenstein, 1981b:247.
11 Although the nationality of both the prostitute in Gaza and Delilah is never

specified, it is reasonable to infer that they were Philistine. After all, as Gaza was
Philistine territory, one would not expect to find an Israelite prostitute there. As
for Delilah, her residence in what was most likely Philistine territory and her ready
cooperation with the rulers of the Philistines seem also to suggest a Philistine identity.

12 This parallel between foreign women and foreign cults becomes even more
compelling when one takes into consideration that relationships with foreign women
have often been linked in Hebrew Scripture to the adoption of foreign cults. See,
for example, Num. 25:1–3; Deut. 7:1–4; Judg. 3:5–6; 1 Kgs. 11:1–6.

13 Incidentally, 14:3,7 and the full refrain (17:6; 21:25) are the only times rvy
ˆy[b occurs in Judges.
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cried out to YHWH in distress in 15:18, YHWH delivered him, just

as He repeatedly delivered His people when they cried out to Him

in distress.14

But in the end, when Samson, like Israel, has been enticed once

too often, His source of strength left him, just as YHWH, the source

of Israel’s strength, eventually also withdrew Himself from interven-

ing to deliver His people.15 As a result, both Samson and Israel were

eventually overcome and subdued by their enemies. In fact, accord-

ing to Gros-Louis, even the blinding of Samson “seems to symbolise

and crystallise the blindness of Israel. . . . Samson suffers literally the

darkness which the Israelites suffer figuratively”.16

But if Samson is indeed meant to serve as a figure for the nation

Israel, then what seems like an insignificant episode in Judg. 16:1–3

suddenly takes on greater significance. For a key parallel between

Samson and Israel is the repeated and almost compulsive involve-

ment of each with things foreign and forbidden: whereas for Samson,

it was foreign women, for Israel, it was foreign gods. But in trying

to bring out Samson’s compulsive involvement with foreign women,

the Gaza episode becomes critically important. Not only is this

because it would otherwise be difficulty to establish a pattern of

repeated behaviour with only two examples, but also because out of

the three episodes that chronicles Samson’s involvement with foreign

women, it is his dalliance with the prostitute at Gaza that most

clearly reveals the true nature of his compulsion. After all, when

Samson first pursued the Philistine woman in Timnah, his desire

was to marry her. With Delilah, it is also explicitly stated in 16:4

that he loved (bha) her. Thus, without the Gaza episode, one might

easily have read the two narratives as merely chronicling Samson’s

misfortune in love.

14 Admittedly, the verb used to describe Samson’s crying out in 15:18 is arq
rather than q[z or q[x that is used repeatedly of Israel’s crying out in 3:9,15; 4:3;
6:6,7; 10:10,12,14. But within Judges, especially in 4:6,10 and 12:1–2, the three
verbs seem to be used interchangeable in the context of calling to arms. Besides,
the use of arq in 15:18 is surely related to the etiological note in 15:19, as the
name arwqh ˆy[ would only make sense contextually if arq is used to describe
Samson’s crying out in 15:18.

15 Although this withdrawal of YHWH from delivering His people is not fully
played out until substantially later in Israel’s history, as has been noted earlier on
pp. 182–84; 216–19, even within Judges, the increasing absence of YHWH from
Israel’s affairs is already noticeable.

16 Gros Louis, 161.
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But with the inclusion of the Gaza episode, the nature of Samson’s

compulsion becomes much clearer. As it turns out, it was not only

love Samson was after, it was also quick sex with foreign prosti-

tutes.17 In fact, coming right before the narrative about Delilah, the

Gaza episode actually deconstructs Samson’s ‘love’ for Delilah by

causing one to wonder what exactly the nature of that ‘love’ is. And

in hindsight, the anger and frustration that drove Samson to burn

the Philistines’ harvest after he was denied access to his former wife’s

chamber (hrdjh) also suddenly begins to make more sense.

But not only is this Gaza episode significant in terms of clarify-

ing the true nature of Samson’s compulsion, it is also significant from

the perspective of the epilogue’s purpose. For if the inclusion of this

episode is indeed primarily to help establish the parallel between

Samson and Israel, then this inclusion may actually reflect the same

underlying rhetorical strategy as that used in the epilogue. For as

has already been pointed out, one of the main rhetorical features of

the epilogue is that almost all bizarre and inexplicable behaviour

associated with its protagonists are subtly linked to analogous actions

of one of Israel’s leaders in the central section. Other than the fact

that this particular link between Samson and Israel occurs wholly

within the central section, it actually shares many of the same fea-

tures found in links between narratives in the epilogue and the cen-

tral section.

First of all, like the other links, the link between Samson and

Israel is essentially one that connects the behaviour of Israelites in

the general population with the behaviour of a prominent Israelite

leader. Second, given that all Israel ever got out of her involvement

with foreign gods was the wrath of YHWH and the resulting oppres-

sion by those whose gods she went after, her compulsive persistence

in this matter is nothing if not bizarre and inexplicable. In this

respect, her behaviour is not unlike the similarly bizarre and inex-

plicable behaviour of the protagonists in the epilogue. Third, like

the protagonists in the epilogue, Israel’s bizarre and inexplicable

behaviour is also mirrored by a prominent Israelite leader. In fact,

given that all Samson ever got out of his involvement with Philistine

women was also trouble from the very people whose women he went

17 Note also how Israel’s dalliance with foreign gods is also described in Judg.
2:17 and 8:33 as a form of prostitution (hnz).
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after, it is a wonder that he would persist in pursuing them.18 Finally,

in spite of the fact that the behaviour of both Samson and Israel

were bizarre and inexplicable in a similar way, in the end, neither

is able to throw any additional light on the other that might help

to explain such behaviour. Incidentally, this contentment with sim-

ply creating close parallels without using such parallels to provide

overt explanations for unusual behaviours is also characteristic of the

rhetorical approach used in the epilogue. From these observations,

it is not hard to see that almost the exact same rhetorical strategy

is used to craft the link between Samson and Israel as that which

was used to craft the other links between the epilogue and the cen-

tral section.

To be sure, differences do exist between the link involving Samson

and Israel and the links involving the protagonists in the epilogue

and the leaders in the central section. One such difference is that

whereas in the latter, the actions of Israel’s leaders seem to function

within the literary chronology of the book as precedents for the

behaviour of the protagonists in the epilogue,19 in the case involv-

ing Samson and the Israel, it is the repeated involvement of Israel

with foreign cults that is first presented before one encounters Samson’s

repeated involvement with foreign women. Strictly speaking, there-

fore, this would eliminate the possibility of seeing Samson’s com-

pulsive involvement with foreign women as a precedent for Israel’s

compulsive involvement with foreign cults.

18 This is probably what prompted Exum and Whedbee (153) and Josipovici (123)
to note that the character of Samson does not change or develop, that he was just
the same at the end of his life as he was at the beginning. But if this is true of
Samson, the same may also be true of the Israel portrayed in Judges. This would
thus constitute one more parallel that strengthens the analogy between Samson and
Israel.

19 It should be noted here that in real historical chronological terms, the events
narrated in the epilogue probably occurred well before the exploits of the various
Israelite leaders narrated in the central section. After all, Jonathan, Micah’s priest,
is said to be a grandson of Moses in Judg. 18:30, while the war with Benjamin
was apparently fought when Phinehas, grandson of Aaron, was still officiating as
priest ( Judg. 20:28). This means that the events narrated in the epilogue most likely
occurred relatively early in the period shortly after the passing away of Joshua. Be
that as it may, in the present arrangement of the text, the author/redactor has
chosen to place the hero stories before the events narrated in the epilogue, so that
as his readers proceed according to the literary chronological schema he constructs,
Israel’s leaders in this period would have been seen as having set bizarre prece-
dents for the general population once the various links joining the epilogue and the
central section become apparent.
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But while this difference can potentially be significant, one can

also argue that such a difference may be more out of necessity than

by design. After all, Israel’s repeated apostasy is the triggering action

that sets into motion chains of events leading directly to the rise of

the various judges. Therefore, both plot-wise and logic-wise, it would

be almost impossible to first present Samson’s exploits before the

very apostasy that gave rise to his judgeship is presented.

But in the end, perhaps a total correspondence between the link

involving Samson and Israel and links involving the protagonists in

the epilogue and Israel’s leaders in the central section may not be

absolutely necessary. In view of the fact that the link involving Samson

and Israel is wholly contained within the central section, it is entirely

possible that this link is designed to serve a slightly different func-

tion from the others that connect the epilogue with the central sec-

tion. But what is this function? And how does it related to the other

links it parallels?

To begin, it should be noted that within the literary chronology

of the book, the link involving Samson and Israel is the first to sug-

gest a mirroring of behaviour between leader and people. Compared

to other such links that are to follow, it also happens to be the most

obvious.20 Given the abrupt change of focus in the epilogue from

the exploits of the judges to those of the general populace, can it

be that this parallel in behaviour involving Samson and Israel was

in fact designed as a bridge that connects two seemingly unrelated

sections? Thus, through this parallel, not only is the mirroring of

behaviours between leader and people previewed, that preview would

also serve to heighten the reader’s awareness of this significant rhetor-

ical thrust of the epilogue. After all, since this parallel in behaviour

between Samson and Israel only comes to light at the end of the

central section, readers who manage to grasp its significance would

essentially begin their reading of the epilogue with the idea of behav-

ioural parallels between leader and people still fresh in their mind.

Thus, when they next encounter in the epilogue strategically placed

allusions that seem to link the bizarre and inexplicable behaviours

of its protagonists to those of the various leaders featured in the cen-

tral section, memory of behavioural parallels between Samson and

20 This is evident in that while the parallel between Samson and Israel has been
noted by numerous scholars, most of the other links between the protagonists in
the epilogue and Israel’s leaders in the central section have rarely been noticed.
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Israel should lead them to consider the possibility that other similar

behavioural parallels may also exist between leader and people. This

would therefore help increase the likelihood that this subtle yet

significant rhetorical thrust of the epilogue is not missed.

But if this is indeed the main function of the link between Samson

and Israel, then all it has to do is to introduce the underlying idea

of behaviour parallels between leader and people. Granted, because

of the literary chronological arrangement of the text, one may even-

tually conclude that the leaders are in fact presented as having set

precedents for the people. But this is a secondary conclusion that is

arrived at only as one tries to make further sense of the pattern

emerging from the numerous links between the protagonists in the

epilogue and Israel’s leaders in the central section. For the link

between Samson and Israel, however, the issue of precedent may

not be relevant.

In any case, the point is that even though the brief episode of

Samson’s exploits in Gaza in Judg. 16:1–3 does not seem at first

glance to have any direct rhetorical connection with the material in

the prologue or the epilogue, yet in an indirect way, it too contributes

to the heightening of awareness of the rhetorical purpose of the epi-

logue. What this means is that if the bulk of the material in the cen-

tral section was indeed included on the basis of its relevance to the

rhetorical purpose of the prologue and the epilogue, then the same

may also be true of the brief episode of Samson’s exploits in Gaza.

What then about the minor judges? Admittedly, in the context of

the central section as well as of the book as a whole, the rhetorical

function of the narratives of the minor judges in Judg. 3:31,21 10:1–5,

and 12:8–15 is still somewhat mystifying. In an attempt to under-

stand why they may have been included, a few issues will have to

be considered.

21 Whether Shamgar should be considered a minor judge or not is still subject
to debate. On the one hand, the narrative lacks the other features of the minor
judge framework such as length of rule, death notice, and place of burial. The
description of Shamgar’s exploit also seems to be closer to the deliverances brought
about by the ‘major’ judges. On the other hand, the narrative does share the same
introductory phrase “after him” with the minor judges. If, as Ishida (517), Martin
(75–76), Hauser (1975:200), and Mullen (1982:201) assert, there is no real func-
tional difference between the so called ‘major’ and ‘minor’ judges, such that the
categorisation is only a matter of length and style of narrative, then on account of
its brevity, the narrative should probably be categorised together with the minor
judges.
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First, do the judges mentioned in the book represent a compre-

hensive list of all the judges known to the book’s author/redactor?

If so, then there would be no further need to look for a reason for

their inclusion other than the desire of the author/redactor to be

comprehensive in his record of the period.

Unfortunately, this is something that no one can know for cer-

tain. To be sure, Lilley argues that had other judges been known

to the book’s author/redactor, it would be curious for the non-

Israelite Shamgar to be given a place in preference over them.22 But

then again, given the fact that most of the other judges such as Ehud

the left-hander, Jephthah the social outcast, Samson the lover of

Philistine women, and so on, are all unexpected choices, perhaps

Shamgar was chosen precisely because he fits into this theme of

unlikely heroes. Thus, Shamgar’s presence among the judges should

not be taken to mean that no more traditions about other judges

are available.

In fact, against the suggestion that the author/redactor of Judges

aimed at being comprehensive in his inclusion of material is the fact

that for at least one of the minor judges, other traditions apparent

exist that have not been included in the book. For while the descrip-

tion of Jair in Judg. 10:3–5 focuses mainly on his thirty sons who

rode thirty donkeys and controlled thirty towns, in Num. 32:40–41,

Deut. 3:14, and Josh. 13:30, other traditions about Jair, such as his

tribal and clan affiliation, the role he played in the military cam-

paign against Og and the Rephaites, and the etiological origin of

the name of his towns, are preserved. That at least some of these

traditions are available to the author/redactor of Judges seems clear,

since it has already been argued earlier that Judges shows significant

literary dependence on Joshua. Furthermore, if there is any validity

to the Deuteronomistic History hypothesis, then traditions found in

Deuteronomy must obviously also be available to the book’s author/

redactor.

Of course, that is not to say that the author/redactor of Judges

is obliged to include every scrap of material available to him. But

what this demonstrates is precisely that the principle of selectivity is

at work even in the accounts of the minor judges. And if the book’s

author/redactor had not seen fit to include all the information he

22 Lilley, 98.
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had about Jair, then there is reason to believe that further details

may also have been available about Shamgar and his oxgoad, or

the military deliverance of Tola,23 or the exploits of the other minor

judges, that the author/redactor had not seen fit to include within

the book. Otherwise, one has to wonder why the traditions about

these shadowy figures were preserved at all if all they contained are

the mundane details recorded in Judges.24

But if the inclusion of not only these minor judges, but also the

material about them, is by design, then one is confronted with the

questions: Why these judges? And why these mundane details about

them rather than their more colourful exploits, if these indeed exist

and were available to the author/redactor of Judges?

To be sure, for some of these minor judges, a case can be made

that their placement within the book and what is said about them

may be contextually significant. The fact that Shamgar ben Anath

is also mentioned in Deborah’s song may indeed explain why Shamgar’s

brief exploit is placed right before the Deborah-Barak narrative: to

provide background information in anticipation of his abrupt men-

tion in Judg. 5:6. As for the mention of the numerous offspring of

Jair, Ibzan, and Abdon, that such notices are found amidst the

accounts of Gideon’s loss of nearly all his children, Jephthah’s sacrifice

of his only daughter, and Samson’s childless death, is likely also not

accidental. Perhaps the contrast is meant to highlight the tragic fate

of these surrounding ‘major’ judges.25

But even if these reasons are valid, they still do not completely

account for all the minor judges. What about the inclusion of Tola

and Elon, about whom hardly any information is given other than

their tribal origin, length of rule, and place of burial? Hence, some

other reason must be sought that can account for the inclusion of

all the current slate of minor judges and not just some of them.

23 Although Boling (1975:187) and Beem (149) argue that the “deliverance” Tola
effected was none other than the restoration of peace and stability after the ram-
page of Abimelech, yet within Judges, [yvwh is consistently used with human sub-
jects to denote military deliverance. See, for example, 2:16,18; 3:9,15,31; 6:15; 7:2;
8:22; 12:2,3; 13:5.

24 Indeed, Boling (1975:189) notes that even in antiquity, such information that
is concerned with the number of a man’s sons, daughters, grandsons, donkeys, and
weddings would represent an extremely odd antiquarian or administrative interest.

25 Claassens (206) thinks the contrast is meant to serve as a subtle criticism of
Jephthah.
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In this regard, the once popular theory about the author/redac-

tor of the book aiming to include twelve judges to represent all the

tribes of Israel may be worth another look.26 After all, the minor

judges do include judges from tribes such as Issachar and Zebulun

that would otherwise not be represented by a judge.

Granted, this still does not result in every single tribe being rep-

resented by a judge, for judges from Reuben, Simeon, Gad, and

Asher are still missing. But as Jair and Jephthah are both said to

hail from Gilead (10:3, 11:1) without further specification of tribal

affiliation, these two judges may have been intended to jointly rep-

resent Reuben, Gad, and the half tribe of Manasseh east of the

Jordan.

As for Asher, while it is true that no judge is specifically said to

be from that tribe, a case can be made that the author/redactor

may have intended Ibzan to function as a surrogate Asherite. After

all, Ibzan is said to be a Bethlehemite, and while that could refer

to the better-known Bethlehem of Judah, scholars are generally of

the opinion that it is referring to a northern city of the same name,

located close to the border between Zebulun and Asher.27 This is

partly based on the observation that in Judges, the Judean Bethlehem

is almost always referred to as “Bethlehem in Judah (17:7,8,9;

19:1,2,18)”, whereas in 12:8, the specification ‘in Judah’ is not pre-

sent. Since the Judean city is not mentioned at all in Joshua, but

Bethlehem in Zebulun is in Josh. 19:15, given the apparent literary

dependence of Judges on Joshua, it is reasonable to argue that the

unmarked Bethlehem likely refers to the one previously mentioned

in Joshua.

26 As Smend (1963:46) points out, the twelve judges proposal had long existed
even before Wellhausen. But it has subsequently been associated frequently with
Noth’s amphictyony hypothesis (see for example, Hertzberg, 1954:286–90; Schunck,
255–56; 1991:364; Soggin, 1980:245–46). Admittedly, Noth’s hypothesis has since
been discredited (see Orlinsky, 375–87; Mayes, 1973:151–70; 1977:299–308; Lindars
1979:95–112; Whitelam, 166–67), but the twelve judges proposal is not in itself
necessarily tied to Noth’s hypothesis. Rather, as the following discussion will show,
the current attempt to reconsider the twelve judges proposal is based primarily on
literary/rhetorical arguments and does not represent an attempt to revive the amph-
ictyony hypothesis. Note too that the make up of the twelve judges in the current
proposal is also somewhat different from those put forth earlier. For comparison,
see Hertzberg, 1954:288; Schunck, 255.

27 Moore, 310; Burney, 334; Boling, 1975:215–16; Lemche, 53; Soggin, 1987:223;
Globe, 1990:239; Williams, 80. See also editor’s note for Judg. 12:8 in the JPS
Hebrew-English Tanakh.
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But even if this is true, this northern Bethlehem is still located in

Zebulun and not in Asher. On what basis then, can one consider

Ibzan to be a surrogate Asherite? For one, the next judge, Elon, is

specifically said to be a Zebulunite, and this, unlike Bethlehem, is a

tribal rather than geographical designation. Thus, if Ibzan is also

meant to represent Zebulun, this would result in two judges repre-

senting the same tribe, something unique within the list of judges.28

But since Bethlehem in Zebulun is located very close to the border

with Asher, if no tradition of a judge from Asher is available in the

source material, the author/redactor might well have included Ibzan

to serve as a surrogate Asherite. By deliberately linking Ibzan to a

town rather than specifying his tribal affiliation, he might be bank-

ing on the willingness of the reader to accept the ambiguity that

someone living in a border town could easily hail from the other

side of the border.29

That would leave Simeon as the only tribe not represented by

any judge. But this again poses no insurmountable problem. After

all, at the beginning of the book, Simeon is already shown to be in

an alliance with Judah in Judg. 1:3. That the territory of Simeon

specified in Josh. 19:2–8 consists of many towns already assigned to

Judah in Josh. 15:21–32, and that the tribe’s inheritance is explic-

itly said to be taken from Judah and located within the territory of

Judah in Josh. 19:1,9 allow for the possibility that Simeon, the small-

est of the tribes according to the census in Numbers 26, may have

historically been seen as semi-dependent on Judah.30 This, and the

possibility that no judge from Simeon can be found in the source

material, may well have explained why the author/redactor of Judges

did not deem it necessary to have a separate judge to represent

Simeon as long as Judah is represented. In fact, the void created by

the absence of a judge from Simeon may have been why Shamgar,

28 One can of course point out that both Deborah and Abdon are from Ephraim.
But whether Deborah is to be considered one of the judges is actually debatable,
as the following discussion will show.

29 Note that Tola, who is explicitly said to be from Issachar in 10:1, apparently
lived in the territory of Ephraim. Samson, who is a Danite, was also active within
the neighbouring territory of Judah before the Danite migration.

30 It is also noteworthy that Simeon is not included in Moses’ blessing of the
tribes in Deuteronomy 33. Nor is it mentioned in Deborah’s song in Judges 5,
which incidentally, also did not mention Judah.
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the non-Israelite judge,31 was included, so that there would still be

twelve judges without any tribe having more than one judge.

In light of the above discussion, the theory that the author/redactor

aimed at presenting twelve judges in order to represent all the tribes

of Israel seems indeed to be a viable explanation for the inclusion

of the six minor judges. In fact, this hypothesis becomes even more

compelling when one considers how the arrangement of the twelve

judges seems to reflect the same south-to-north geographic trajectory

introduced in the prologue of the book in Judges 1.

As has already been pointed out, that the judges in the central

section are arranged along a roughly south-to-north geographic tra-

jectory according to their tribal affiliation has not gone unnoticed by

scholars.32 But while most are content to note the rough approxi-

mation of this arrangement to the south-to-north trajectory introduced

in Judges 1, few have taken the trouble to explain the few apparent

irregularities. But a careful examination of the data seems to indicate

that even the irregularities are by design and are therefore readily

explicable.

First, consider the sequence of the present arrangement. Assuming

that the preceding discussion relating to representation for Reuben,

Simeon, Gad, and Asher is accepted, the order of judges then begins

with Othniel representing Judah and Simeon in the far south, and

moves on to Ehud representing Benjamin immediately to the north

of Judah. As Shamgar was likely not an Israelite, he therefore does

not represent any Israelite tribe. Next, one finds Deborah and Barak,

and this presents somewhat of a problem because each of them was

affiliated with a different tribe located geographically at a distant

from each other. But of the two, since Deborah is explicitly said in

4:5 to be holding court in the hill countries of Ephraim, it appears

on the surface that the south-to-north trajectory is at least main-

tained as Ephraim was located immediately north of Benjamin.

31 Although Williams (80) sees Shamgar as plausibly identified with Simeon because
of his activities in the southwest, the general consensus seems to be that Shamgar
is a non-Israelite name. See, for example, Fensham, 1961:197–98; Danelius, 191;
Van Selms, 301; Craigie, 1972:239–40; Shupak, 517–25. As for the origin of this
name, there is, however, much less consensus, with Hurrian/Hanean and Syrian/
Canaanite being the most common suggestions.

32 See p. 154.
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Then comes Gideon, representing the half tribe of Manasseh

located immediately to the north of Ephraim. As his son Abimelech

is not presented as a judge in the book, the next judge is therefore

Tola, affiliated with Issachar immediately north of Manasseh.

Then a slight detour is taken to include the two and a half tribes

east of the Jordan as Tola is followed by Jair and Jephthah, both

of whom are said to hail from the region of Gilead. The northward

progression then resumes with Ibzan and Elon, both technically asso-

ciated with Zebulun to the north of Issachar, but with Ibzan possi-

bly intending to also represent Asher to the west and northwest of

Zebulun.

At this point, one expects the next judge to be from Naphtali,

but instead, one finds Abdon the Ephraimite. Why is this northward

progression suddenly disrupted? And why is Abdon found at this

particular slot, if indeed he was affiliated with a tribe further south?

Interestingly, the key to solving this mystery may actually lie with

Deborah and Barak.

Earlier, it has been pointed out that as the sequence of judges

progress northwards, the simultaneous involvement of Deborah and

Barak in the war against Sisera poses somewhat of a dilemma. But

since, according to the geographic progression, one would expect a

judge from Ephraim, and since Deborah is explicitly said in 4:5 to

be holding court in the hill countries of Ephraim, the natural ten-

dency is to immediately see Deborah as the next judge who repre-

sents Ephraim. But such an understanding may be problematic on

several counts.

To begin, if one carefully analyses the Deborah-Barak narrative,

one cannot help but to suspect that the one called to deliver Israel

as a military judge was Barak and not Deborah. For from the verbs

associated with the two characters in Judges 4, it seems that Deborah’s

role has to do primarily with her prophetic function. In 4:6, she is

associated with two summoning verbs jlv and arq, and in 4:6,9,14,

she is associated three times with the speaking verb rma. True, three

verbs of movement μwq, ˚lh, and hl[ are also associated with Deborah

in 4:9–10, but these are used once each only to report her accom-

panying Barak. It is worth noting also that with only one exception,

all six verbs used of Deborah are found in the pre-battle narrative of

4:6–10. The only action associated with her in the battle portion of

the narrative is basically her repetition in 4:14 of YHWH’s promise

of victory already given in 4:7 when Barak was first called. Otherwise,
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Deborah almost played no role in the battle narrative and indeed

was not even mentioned again after her repetition of YHWH’s

promise in 4:14. In contrast, Barak seems to be portrayed as actively

involved in battle as verbs associated with him include q[z in 4:10,

dry in 4:14, πdr in 4:16,22, and awb in 4:22. And most of these

occur within the battle narrative in 4:12–16.

In other words, while Barak is seen as actively involving in the

military deliverance of Israel from her enemy, the role of Deborah

within the narrative seems to be more in line with one of her role

as prophetess (4:4) than as military judge. In fact, within the narra-

tive, Deborah functions more like an agent than a full-fledged char-

acter, and her role seems to be restricted mainly to the conveying

of YHWH’s will and not much else.33 Considering that it was Barak

and not Deborah who was called by YHWH to fight Sisera in 4:6–7,

and that it was Barak and not Deborah who was referred to in 1

Sam. 12:1134 as one of the deliverers sent by YHWH,35 a case can

certainly be made that it was Barak and not Deborah who should

be considered the primary military/deliverer judge in the narrative.36

As for the explicit mention of Deborah’s ‘judging’ Israel in 4:4,

while on the surface, this seems indistinguishable from summary state-

ments found with Othniel (3:10), Tola (10:2), Jair (10:3), Jephthah

(12:7), Ibzan (12:8,9), Elon (12:11), Abdon (12:13,14), and Samson

(15:20, 16:31),37 it should be noted that it is only with Deborah that

33 Can this account for the sparseness of rabbinic account about Deborah as
noted by Bronner (79)?

34 Granted, the MT reads ˆdb rather than ˚rb, but given the context and the
closeness in orthography between the two names, the LXX is surely right in trans-
lating the name Barak instead of positing an hitherto unknown deliverer with an
orthographically similar name.

35 Note too that this understanding of Barak as judge also seems to be reflected
in later tradition as Heb. 11:32 in the New Testament also lists Barak along with
the other judges among the heroes of faith. To be sure, the absence of Deborah’s
name both in 1 Samuel 12 and in Hebrews 11 does not necessarily mean that she
is not counted as one of the deliverer judges. But prominence given to Barak in
both lists seems to suggest that even if Deborah were considered a deliverer judge,
she would still be occupying a position subordinate to Barak.

36 Note the series of questions Block (1994:235; 1999:193–94) raises that seem to
cast doubt on whether Deborah was ever meant to be portrayed as a deliverer
judge.

37 As for the absence of this formula in the narratives of Ehud, Shamgar, and
Gideon, Ishida (521–22) suggests that its omission in the Ehud narrative is only an
accident of transmission since the equivalent is found in the LXX. For Shamgar,
he argues that his non-Israelite identity may be why he is not said to have “judged”



244 chapter six

the precise nature of her judging is specified. According to 4:4–5,

she held court to decide the people’s disputes. Thus, of all the human

characters that are considered judges within the book, Deborah is

the only one whose judgeship is explicitly said to fulfil a judicial

function.38 In this respect, the role of Deborah as ‘judge’ is actually

similar to the role of Moses in Exod. 18:13–16 and to the role of

Israel’s appointed judges mentioned in Exod. 18:21–26; Deut. 1:16–17;

16:18–20; 17:8–13; 19:16–21; 25:1–3. A case can therefore be made

that the kind of judgeship exercised by Deborah is actually funda-

mentally distinct from and much more narrowly defined than the

kind of judgeship exercised by the other military/deliverer judges

mentioned in Judges.39

But if that is the case, then why did the author/redactor of the

book allow for this confusion by using similar language when speak-

ing of two different kinds of judges with apparently distinct func-

tions? Given what has been said about the geographic progression

of the judges, one can argue that this confusion may in fact be by

design. For if the author/redactor of the book was interested in pre-

serving the impression that the judges are presented according to

roughly the same south-to-north geographic trajectory introduced in

the prologue, but at the same time, realised that thematically, the

progressive deterioration theme is better served with Barak the

Naphtalite being placed between Ehud the Benjaminite and Gideon

the Manassite, then what better way is there to get around the prob-

lem than to create an ambiguity which allows for both schemas to

be maintained? The fact that the judge from Naphtali so happened

Israel since the term implies rulership. As for Gideon, Ishida argues that the omis-
sion of the formula is to avoid contradicting Gideon’s own assertion in 8:23 that
neither he nor his sons will rule over Israel.

38 As Martin (69) points out, there are only two places within the book where a
judicial sense of ‘judging’ is clearly demanded. One is the description of Deborah’s
judging in 4:5, and the other is the description of YHWH’s judging in 11:27. This
judicial understanding of Deborah’s judgeship is, however, disputed by Block
(1994:237–40). But some of Block’s objections will be answered in the following 
discussion.

39 Although the kind of judgeship exercised by the other military/deliverer judges
have not really been clearly defined in Judges, yet scholars have generally accepted
on the basis of the cognate “àpitum being used in the Mari texts to refer to a high
official that the office in Judges may similarly signify rulership. Of particular rele-
vance is the fact that this “àpitum in the Mari texts is apparently one who not only
was in charge of administrative duties, but also exercised military leadership. See
Marzal, 189–205; Safren, 1–4; Martin, 69–70; Ishida, 519–21. Rozenburg (77–86)
also argues from biblical usage that basic meaning of fpv is to rule or govern.
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to be associated with an Ephraimite who served as a judge, albeit

a different kind of judge, made it possible for the narrative to be

placed exactly where the author/redactor wanted it, as long as it is

not immediately apparent that the deliverer judge is actually the one

from Naphtali and not the one from Ephraim. So, to create this

ambiguity, the author/redactor capitalised on the fact that although

the functions of Barak and Deborah within the book are different,

they were both “judges” in their own right because the same term

can legitimately be used to describe both functions. Thus, by describ-

ing Deborah, the judicial judge, in language reminiscent of the

description of the other military/deliverer judges, and by giving her

a role with some prominence within the narrative, the impression is

given that the narrative is placed exactly where it is supposed to,

even though in reality, it is out of place with respect to the south-

to-north geographic trajectory. In fact, one can even argue that,

unlike the other judges such as Othniel (3:9), Ehud (3:15), Shamgar

(3:31), Gideon (6:14, 8:22), Tola (10:1) and Samson (13:5), the fact

that neither Deborah nor Barak is explicitly said within the narra-

tive to have delivered Israel may well be another way to maintain

that ambiguity,40 so that it is not immediately clear which of the two

is supposed to be the military/deliverer judge.41

But while this ambiguity is necessary mainly for literary reasons,

it seems that, for other reasons, the author/redactor of the book also

had no wish to leave the matter in a state of permanent ambiguity.

Thus, he had left at least two clues that would enable the discern-

ing reader to figure out what he was doing. The first is the clear

description of Deborah’s role as judge in 4:5. By specifying her role

to be judicial, the author/redactor seems to be making sure that the

reader will be aware that she is a different kind of judge from the

others described within the book. As for the second clue, this is

where Abdon comes in.

The fact that Abdon, the Ephraimite judge, appears in the exact

spot where one would expect Barak, the Naphtalite judge, to appear

is surely no accident. And because this displacement is so obvious,

40 In this regard, one would have to disagree with Boling (1975:7), who, despite
acknowledging the lack of direct evidence, nonetheless asserts that the narrator has
“clearly conveyed” that Deborah has “saved” Israel.

41 Also see Amit (1987:92–94) on the ambiguity regarding whether Deborah or
Barak is to be the deliverer.
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it almost forces those who are aware of the south-to-north geographic

progression to go back and recheck who actually occupies the posi-

tion where Abdon should have. This, of course, would lead them

back to Deborah, and by extension, Barak. The realisation that there

may have been a transposition between Barak and Abdon accord-

ing to the south-to-north geographic progression would thus prompt

a discerning reader to re-evaluate his earlier understanding of who

the military/deliverer judge really is. This would therefore result in

the proper recognition that it is actually Barak and not Deborah

who is meant to serve in that role.

In any case, with the placement of Abdon accounted for, the pro-

gression of judges then moves on to the final judge, Samson, whose

tribe, Dan, eventually ended up being the northernmost tribe after

its northward migration.42

What seems clear from the above discussion is that, if the argu-

ments presented above are indeed valid, then one cannot help but

conclude that the current selection and arrangement of all the judges

within the book is a result of careful and thoughtful design. And

that includes the selection and arrangement of the minor judges.

Thus, while there is no denying that the narratives of the minor

judges in their present form may have been rooted in a source

different from the narratives of the major judges, that they are clus-

tered together in their current arrangement in Judg. 10:1–12:15 may

actually have to do with the fact that these narratives happen to fall

together under the geographic schema adopted by the book’s

author/redactor. In other words, rather than the author/redactor

having taken the list of minor judges over directly from his source

and incorporating it into Judges without substantial modification as

Soggin claims,43 it is entirely possible that the order of the minor

judges is in fact rearranged to conform to the south-to-north geo-

graphic trajectory that forms one of the two main trajectories that

provide structure for the book. If this is true, then one can say that

even the inclusion and arrangement of the minor judges is intimately

related with one of the main structural schemas introduced in the

prologue.

42 See discussion on p. 187 regarding the placement of Dan as the northernmost
tribe even though the exploits of Samson apparently took place before the tribe’s
northward migration.

43 Soggin, 1987:198.
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As for the extreme brevity of these narratives, one suspects that

the omission of any detailed exploits of these judges may well be

accounted for by the fact that the available traditions must not have

contained any material that would further contribute to the deteri-

oration theme being developed by the book’s author/redactor. While

admittedly, such a suspicion is somewhat speculative because it is

essentially an argument from silence, the advantage of the present

hypothesis is that by relating the narratives of the minor judges to

the overall rhetorical purpose introduced in the prologue, one can

simultaneously explain not only the presence of these narratives within

the book, but also their perplexing brevity that seems to always hint

at more but ends up providing preciously little about possible fur-

ther exploits of these judges.

But what is important here is that, based on the above discus-

sions, it appears that even the few narratives in the central section

that initially seem wholly unrelated to rhetorical purposes of the pro-

logue and epilogue are shown to constitute an integral part of these

purposes. What this means therefore is that every single narrative

included in the central section can now be shown to be related in

one way or another to the rhetorical purposes of the prologue and

epilogue of the book. Thus, inasmuch as it has been argued that

the prologue and epilogue of Judges were composed specifically to

provide a paradigmatic introduction and an evaluative conclusion to

the central section, it can equally be argued that the central section

of Judges was in fact redacted specifically to support and illustrate

the rhetorical purposes found in the prologue and the epilogue. And

while these two positions may seem paradoxical at first glance, it is

only so if one insists on a linear model of composition. In reality,

however, the compositional/redactional process for the book may

have been one where the three sections were shaped out of contin-

uous interaction with each other.

To show how this is so, imagine a situation where an author

intends to compose an account of Israel’s history between the con-

quest and the monarchy. As he reads through and digests the source

material before him, he decides that, rather than presenting a com-

prehensive and purely factual account, he would instead present a

representative and ideological account of the period, reflecting not

only the period’s major trends, but also his unique understanding

and evaluation of it. As ideas begin to formulate in his mind about

why events in this period unfolded as they did and how these events
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relate to the continued development of Israel’s history, the selection

of material for his work becomes guided by these ideas, so that only

material conducive to his unique understanding and evaluation of

the period would be included to illustrate that understanding.

But as he continues to digest and work with his source material,

initial ideas will receive modifications and expansions as new insights

are gained. This will therefore necessitate re-evaluations of his ini-

tial selection of material, so that material initially deemed irrelevant

but has now taken on new significance will also be included. And

this process will go back and forth, until the author is sufficiently

satisfied that all relevant materials from his sources are included and

are arranged in the right order. This will thus make up the main

body of his work.

But although this selection and arrangement of material in the

main body of his work is based on some very specific rhetorical/

ideological purposes, the fact that the materials themselves come from

pre-existing sources means that even when they have been judiciously

selected and arranged, the purposes that underlie their selection and

arrangement may not be immediately apparent. Therefore, to ensure

that the main purposes of his work are not altogether missed, as

well as to give unity to the whole, the author decides to compose

an introduction and a conclusion to complement the main body.

Furthermore, because this author apparently values subtlety over

overt declarations, and may even have a penchant for riddles and

puzzles, he has so designed these two sections so that it is only when

the rhetorical links he plants between these sections and the main

body are noticed and understood that his rhetorical/ideological pur-

poses can be discovered.

But in any case, what should be noted here is that although the

actual writing of the introduction and conclusion may have come

only after the material in the main body has been selected and

arranged, the rhetorical/ideological purposes inherent in the intro-

duction and conclusion were actually present right from the very begin-

ning, guiding the selection and arrangement of the material in the

main body all along. Therefore, although in terms of the actual com-

position, one can say that the introduction and conclusion were com-

posed expressly for the main body of the work, it is also true at the

same time that main body was in fact redacted expressly to support

and illustrate the purposes inherent in the introduction and conclusion.
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But if this hypothetical scenario indeed reflects how Judges may

have been composed, then the implication is that the key to under-

standing the book actually lies in the book’s prologue and epilogue

instead of in its central section. For despite the fact that the central

section contains the bulk of traditional material that records the dom-

inant personalities and events of the period, in the end, this mater-

ial only functions as illustration for a specific interpretation of the

period’s history. The full extent of that interpretation, however, can

come to light only when the central section is read in conjunction

with the prologue and epilogue and not when it is read on its own.

And that, incidentally, may be why the book has confounded so

many for so long. For the fact that the book has come to be known

historically as Judges may have predisposed scholars wishing to under-

stand the book to focus primarily on the very section where the

exploits of the judges are recorded. In fact, since neither the pro-

logue nor the epilogue even mentions the judges after whom the

book is titled, and especially since the epilogue does contain exten-

sive narratives but features none of the judges, the most natural

assumption is that these sections must represent wholly unrelated

compositions artificially appended to the central section at a later

date. But such an assumption has resulted in a lack of effort to seek

continuity between the prologue-epilogue and the central section of

book, and that, in turn, has prevented readers from truly under-

standing not only the individual sections, but also what the book as

a whole is really all about.

Rhetorical Purpose of Judges

So what is Judges all about? If one is to sum up the author’s por-

trayal of this period of Israel’s history with a single phrase, it would

be ‘progressive deterioration’. After all, this is a book that opens with

a report of tribal cooperation and success but ends with a picture

of Israel almost wiping out one of its own tribes in a civil war. How

the nation went from the former to the latter is thus never far from

the concern of the book’s author.

This theme of progressive deterioration is conveyed both through

the book’s structure as well as its content. Structurally, the theme is

first previewed in the prologue through a succinct progress report of

the tribes’ attempts at dispossessing their foreign enemies as they
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tried to take possession of the land. The report follows a progres-

sively deteriorating trend as the accomplishments of the tribes or

lacks thereof are traced along a roughly south-to-north geographic

trajectory. A similar south-to-north trajectory also happens to order

the way in which the judges in the central section are arranged

according to their tribal affiliation. As it turns out, the same deteri-

orating trend can also be discerned in the portrayal of the major

judges through common themes that link their narratives to each

other. In this regard, the primary structure of the prologue is mir-

rored almost exactly in the central section, and at the heart of both

is the idea of progressive deterioration.

As for content, this progressive deterioration is conveyed in a num-

ber of ways. First, although the deterioration portrayed within the

book primarily concerns those living during the days of the judges,

the stage is first set by portraying the generation of the judges as

collectively falling short of the accomplishments of their predeces-

sors. This is seen especially in the prologue and the epilogue, where

pervasive references are made to events recorded in Joshua through

ironic allusions. Through these allusions, the message that emerges

is that despite attempts of the generation of the judges to recapture

the successes of their predecessors, they inevitably fall short because

they only emulated the outward form of those successes without truly

understanding the substance behind them. This subtle but consistent

message is in fact corroborated by Judg. 2:7–10, which states that

the emerging generation no longer knew YHWH and what He had

done for the nation the same way the previous generation did. What

this highlights therefore is that for the generation of the judges, dete-

rioration has already set in even at the dawn of their generation.

And unfortunately, this deterioration did not abate as the history

of the period continues to unfold. In 2:19 one is told that with the

passing away of each judge who ruled during this period, the fol-

lowing generation became even more corrupt than the one before

it. This therefore alerts the readers to further signs of deterioration

as they approach the narratives that follow.

Even as the book opens, this progressive deterioration at the tribal

level is already introduced as the conquest report in Judges 1 shows

a decreasing ability of the tribes to dispossess their enemies and take

possession of the land. In the following narratives that dominate the

central section, this deterioration is further applied to the nation as

a whole as well as to the various judges who successively led the

nation.
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At the national level, this deterioration is conveyed primarily

through the introduction of a cyclical framework that eventually

breaks down. What is noteworthy here is that of the five elements

that make up the cycle, the ones most affected by this breakdown

are precisely the ones that seem most closely linked to the prospect

of a turn-around for Israel from her troubles. For in cycles that 

begin with Israel’s apostasy, leading to YHWH’s giving of Israel into

the hands of foreign oppressors, it is Israel’s crying out to YHWH

that essentially precipitates YHWH’s raising up of a deliverer to

deliver the nation from her oppressors. But it is precisely here that

significant breakdowns occur. For not only is YHWH portrayed as

becoming increasing impatient with Israel’s repeated transgressions,

evidenced first by the intervention of a prophet’s rebuke in the

Gideon cycle and then by YHWH’s direct rebuke in the Jephthah

cycle before deliverance is eventually granted, but in response, Israel

also stopped crying out to YHWH altogether in the Samson cycle,

being content apparently to live under foreign domination (15:11).

Therefore quite fittingly, Samson also happens to be the only judge

who only began to but did not completely deliver the nation from

her foreign oppressors.

And this ties in with another element of the cycle that also breaks

down, namely the report of a period of rest after each deliverance.

Here, one notices that although in earlier cycles, a period of rest is

reported after each deliverance, from the Jephthah cycle on, this

report is longer found.

But not only is this progressive deterioration at the national level

conveyed through the breakdown of the cyclical framework, it is also

conveyed by the portrayal of a nation increasing divided. As the

narratives progress, one notices that the involvement of the tribes in

support of their judges’ military campaigns against foreign enemies

gradually decreases. Thus, although Ehud’s campaign against Moab

is still portrayed as enjoying national participation in 3:27, each 

successive judge after him seems to receive less participation from

fewer tribes than the one before. In fact, by the time one reaches

the narrative of Samson, not only is he depicted as not receiving

any support from any of the tribes, but Judah even sided with the

foreign enemies against him. This decreasing participation, mirrored

by an increasing refusal of cities and tribes to cooperate with their

judges, also led directly to an escalation of internal conflict.

But if the nation as a whole is portrayed as progressively deteri-

orating throughout the book, her leaders are also not spared from
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this trend. In fact, the same progressive deterioration that charac-

terises the nation can also be discerned when it comes to the qual-

ity of her leaders. For not only do the actions and words of the

judges reflect an increasing lack of faith in YHWH, they also betray

an increasing tendency to be motivated by self interest. In light of

this, it is perhaps not surprising that the tribes become increasingly

unwilling to support and cooperate with their leaders. Unfortunately,

this unwillingness to support and cooperate is met by a corresponding

increase in harshness on the part of the judges to deal with this

internal dissent. Given that Jephthah eventually slaughtered forty-

two thousand Ephraimites in what sounds like a somewhat personal

dispute with the tribe, is it any wonder then that the book eventu-

ally ends with the account of a civil war that sees Israel almost wip-

ing out the entire tribe of Benjamin?

But if this progressive deterioration is indeed something that has

affected the nation as a whole as well as her leaders, then the ques-

tions that beg answering are, “What is the root of this deteriora-

tion? What had caused it in the first place?” Having portrayed this

deterioration in the prologue and the central section, the author then

attempts to offer a subtle diagnosis of the problem in the conclud-

ing section of the book.

Contrary to the understanding of many scholars, the problem that

plagued the period, and therefore, its possible solution, is not pri-

marily a political one, but a spiritual one. If the oft-repeated refrain

in the epilogue is indeed meant to pinpoint the main problem and

thereby hint at a solution, then the problem it pinpoints is not the

absence of central political authority, nor is the solution the embrac-

ing of a human king. Rather, understood in the context of the book

as a whole, what the refrain seems to be pinpointing as the central

problem is Israel’s refusal to recognise YHWH’s ultimate kingly

authority. The implied solution, therefore, is that the nation must

return to YHWH and begin honouring His kingly authority before

the deterioration can be halted and reversed.

That such is the evaluation of the book’s author should come as

no surprise. After all, the foreign oppression that turns out to be

Israel’s main source of trouble during this period has more than

once been directly linked to Israel’s disobedience and rejection of

YHWH even in the early parts of the book. In 2:1–3 in the pro-

logue, the fact that the nations would remain as thorns in Israel’s

side is presented as a direct consequence of Israel’s disobedience.
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That these nations could oppress Israel is further presented in 2:11–13

as punishment from YHWH for Israel’s forsaking Him and seeking

instead to serve the Baals. Moreover, the reason for this readiness

to forsake YHWH also seems to be hinted at in 2:10 as a lack of

knowledge of YHWH and what He has done for the nation. Thus,

right from the beginning, Israel’s problem is already presented as a

spiritual one, the centre of which lies in Israel’s relationship with

YHWH. In fact, to make sure the reader does not forget this, inter-

mittent reminders of this root problem is provided in the central

section through two divine rebukes, the first communicated through

a prophet in 6:7–10, and the second directly by YHWH in 10:11–14.

And in both, the focus is on Israel’s disobedience and rejection of

YHWH.

Not only so, but in the epilogue where an evaluative refrain is

repeatedly found, this refrain also seems to punctuate narratives that

highlight non-YHWH-honouring behaviour on the part of Israel’s

populace. Such behaviour includes the setting up of a private idol-

atrous cultic shrine by Micah and his mother, the violation of prac-

tically every Levitical regulation by Jonathan, the abandoning of their

original tribal allotment by the Danites in favour of an easier target,

their slaughtering of the people at Laish in apparent violation of the

rules of engagement of Deut. 20:10–15, the embracing of the worst

form of Canaanite perversity by the people of Gibeah, the pre-

sumption by the Israelites of a course of action against their brother

without first seeking YHWH’s approval, the willingness to deal with

their brother with the kind of harshness that should have been

reserved for Israel’s foreigner enemies but was never applied to them,

and so on. As all these actions seem in some way to reflect a rejec-

tion of YHWH’s authority, mostly through violations of His explicit

commands, these narratives being framed by the refrain seems to

confirm the interpretation that the refrain is indeed pinpointing the

non-honouring of YHWH’s kingly authority as the root cause of the

problem in this period.

But if the author sees the root cause of Israel’s problem as a spir-

itual one, he also sees the responsibility for this spiritual problem as

lying with Israel’s leaders. This seems clear from the way most of

the non-YHWH-honouring behaviour associated with the general

populace in the epilogue actually echoes similar types of behaviour

witnessed among Israel’s leaders in the central section. Thus, if Israel’s

leaders were themselves acting in ways incompatible with their core
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identity, contributing to idolatrous cult, embracing Canaanised behav-

iour, treating fellow-Israelites more harshly than their foreign ene-

mies, making rash and inappropriate vows, violating stipulations

associated with their special calling, going after what was right in

their own eyes, and so on, is it any wonder then, that the general

populace was doing the very same things? Thus, if the evaluative

refrain in the epilogue explicitly identifies Israel’s problem in the

period as one relating to the non-honouring of YHWH by His peo-

ple, then in a more subtle way, the shaping of the narratives in the

epilogue to highlight similar behaviours between leader and people

hints at the need for godly leaders who can set proper examples so

as to lead the nation back to a YHWH-honouring path. And this

seems to be the central message towards which Judges as a whole

and each of its constituent parts consciously point.

Two Closing Comments

As this study draws to a close, there remain two issues that need to

be briefly commented on. The first has to do with the implications

of the present study for the Deuteronomistic History hypothesis.

In recent years, questions about the validity of the Deuteronomistic

History hypothesis have been raised by various scholars.44 In par-

ticular, relating to Judges, Auld has asked concerning the suppos-

edly incontestable key Deuteronomistic passages within the book that

if Judg. 2:6–3:6; 6:7–10; 10:6–16, and possibly 3:7–11 can all be

shown to be late additions to the book, then in what sense can the

book still be properly called Deuteronomistic?45

Coming from a very different perspective, the conclusions reached

in the present study also raise important questions about the validity

of Noth’s Deuteronomistic History hypothesis. For if, as has just been

argued, the central section of Judges is in fact redacted expressly to

provide support and illustration for the ideological/rhetorical pur-

poses inherent in the prologue and epilogue, then it means this cen-

tral section cannot possibly be excerpted directly from or form an

integral part of a larger Deuteronomistic History. For not only would

the merging of the Eli-Samuel narratives with the narratives in the

44 For a brief survey of these, see Auld, 1999:116–23.
45 Auld, 1998:123–26.
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central section of Judges as suggested by Noth destroy the progres-

sive deterioration theme that is so critical to the understanding of

those narratives,46 the forced detachment of the narratives in the

central section from the prologue and epilogue would also render it

almost impossible to discern any logic behind the selection and

arrangement of material in that section. Instead, the evidence pre-

sented in this study seems to lend support to a theory of composi-

tion for Judges that differs fundamentally from the scholarly consensus

in that Judges in its current form is seen to be an artful creation of

a single author who, in spite of making use of diverse source mate-

rials, was nonetheless the one primarily responsible for shaping the

entire book into its current form to reflect his unique ideological

understanding of this period of the nation’s history. Thus, the book

as it stands displays remarkable unity and progression, with every

single part of the composition making a unique contribution towards

the realisation of an overall rhetorical goal.

What this implies, then, is that if one insists on viewing Judges as

Deuteronomistic, then it is Deuteronomistic in a way significantly

different from what was envisioned by Noth. Instead of the central

section of the book being originally a part of a larger continuous

work that has unfortunately been artificially severed from the rest of

this work by the later addition and intrusion of the book’s prologue

and epilogue, one should perhaps speak of a series of self-contained

‘Deuteronomistic’ compositions of which the current form of Judges

in its entirety is but one in the series. In this respect, we may have

46 Admittedly, Eli is portrayed somewhat negatively in 1 Samuel 1–4. Thus, one
can conceivably argue that the narrative about him is not incompatible with the
deterioration pattern found in Judges. But as negatively as Eli is portrayed, he is
nevertheless portrayed especially in 1 Samuel 4 as someone who does care about
YHWH’s glory and His ark. That is a marked improvement from Samson, who
only seems to care about his own interests. In addition, the attempt of Eli to dis-
suade his sons from sinning against YHWH in 1 Sam. 2:23–25, and the resigna-
tion he expresses in 1 Sam. 3:18 that YHWH should do “what is good in His
eyes” also seem to offer positive contrasts to Samson, who seems to be interested
only in going after what is right in his own eyes. As for Samuel, although his inabil-
ity to control and discipline his wicked sons does mar his record, yet he is other-
wise portrayed in a positive light throughout 1 Samuel. In fact, if one is to slot
him in among the “deliverer” judges along the deterioration continuum presented
in Judges, his position would probably be much closer to Othniel than to Samson.
For these reasons, the inclusion of the Eli and Samuel narratives with those found
in Judges would effectively destroy the progressive deterioration theme the author
of Judges has so painstakingly constructed.
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arrived in the end at a position not dissimilar to that of Polzin’s,

who essentially seeks to equate DH with Deuteronomy plus the

Former Prophets.47

This leads to a second issue that needs to be addressed. If, indeed,

as has been argued, Judges in its current form was essentially the

artful creation of a single author, then is it still appropriate to speak

of the book as consisting of three distinct sections? After all, the

labels “prologue”, “central section”, and “epilogue” primarily origi-

nated with the assumption of diverse authorships for the three sec-

tions of the book under the Deuteronomistic History hypothesis.

To answer this question, one should recognise that even though

the book in its current form may be the artful creation of a single

author, yet subtle differences in style and interest are discernible. For

example, while the major cultic centres such as Jerusalem, Bethel,

and Shiloh are almost unmentioned in the central section,48 these

cities are mentioned at least sixteen times in the prologue and the

epilogue.49 Also, while common μrj-related war terminologies are

repeatedly found in the prologue and epilogue, these are surprisingly

absent in the central section in spite of numerous reports of wars

against foreign enemies.50 The most likely explanation for such

differences is that the process of composition for the central section

is slightly different from that of the prologue and epilogue. Specifically,
it seems that after their selection, many of the narratives in the cen-

tral section were probably incorporated with minimal revision from

their sources except for minor changes and the addition of frame-

work material that casts the narratives into cycles. Although the pro-

logue and epilogue may also have made use of sources, such as the

47 See pp. 12–13 for a brief discussion of Polzin’s conception of DH.
48 The only exception is the mention of Bethel in 4:5 as Deborah’s place of 

ministry.
49 These include reference to Jerusalem in 1:7,8,21; 19:10; Shiloh in 18:31;

21:12,19,21; and Bethel in 1:22,23; 20:18,26,31; 21:2,19. 2:1 may also be counted
if Bokim is identified as Bethel.

50 Such discernible differences in style is perhaps what holds me back from
embracing the far more radical proposal made by Deryn Guest (1998:43–61) that
Judges may have been composed entirely without sources. Furthermore, although
Deryn Guest (59) makes a very good point about how the interlocking network of
motifs in the central section may have been indicative of a single hand behind the
narratives, the fact that these themes and motifs are connected more on a con-
ceptual level rather than being readily discernible through concrete and obvious lin-
guistic correspondences (see earlier discussion of deterioration themes in the central
section in chapter four) seems to argue against their having been ‘composed’ by a
single author.
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use of Joshua in the prologue, yet a greater degree of flexibility and

creativity seems to have been at work as different words, phrases,

and even structures from elsewhere are incorporated to establish the

various rhetorical links. Thus, while the prologue and epilogue can

perhaps justifiably be called original compositions by their author,

the role of the same author when it comes to the central section is

perhaps mainly that of a creative redactor.

But while this difference may indeed justify the continued use of

the designations ‘prologue’, ‘central section’, and ‘epilogue’ to describe

the three sections of the book, the boundary especially between the

prologue and the central section may have to be reconsidered. Under

the Deuteronomistic History hypothesis, 2:6–3:11 is often considered

part of the central section because the cyclical framework organis-

ing the rest of the central section (2:6–3:6) and the paradigmatic

figure Othniel (3:7–11) are considered essential parts of the Judges

portion of DH.

But if, as has been argued in the present study, both the cyclical

framework and the arrangement of the judges fall under the umbrella

of the progressive deterioration paradigm introduced in the prologue,

then 2:6–3:11 is conceivably as much the original work of the book’s

author as the prologue and the epilogue. Thus, what was previously

considered the contribution of the Deuteronomistic redactor of the

Judges portion of DH may in fact turn out to be the contribution

of the author of the prologue and epilogue. Consequently, what was

previously considered the central section of the book should perhaps

be redefined to include only the primarily redacted portion of Judges

found in 3:12–16:31.

Conclusion

Thus, we have come to the end of our study, and have arrived at

a substantially different understanding of Judges than when we first

began. By paying attention to synchronically discerned rhetorical

links that subtly connect narratives in the various sections of the

book, we have arrived at a new understanding of how the book may

have been put together in its current form. And this new under-

standing has significant diachronic implications. For while the stan-

dard critical position is to see the book in its current form as a

composite work consisting of three independently composed sections

that have been artificially stitched together, such a position essentially
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grows out of a perception that a significant disconnection exists

between the three sections at the structural, theological, and plot

level. But as significant albeit heretofore little-noticed rhetorical links

connecting all three sections of the book are discovered through a

close reading of the text, it has become increasing apparent that sec-

tions previously thought unrelated are in fact intricately related in

terms of structure, theology, and plot. As such intricate relationships

are generally considered a sign of literary unity and common author-

ship, their discovery therefore necessitates a re-evaluation of the exist-

ing standard position that two of the three sections of the book are

unrelated fragments only artificially appended to the core text at a

much later date. And if the three sections that have been thought

of until now as unrelated in fact originated from the same hand,

then the synchronic approach that reads the entire book as a unified

composition would be amply justified and can no longer be accused

of being an ‘artificial’ reading that does not do justice to the points

of view of the supposedly multiple authors of the book.

In the end, I suppose what this study has demonstrated is the

validity of an interpretive process not too different from that cham-

pioned by Polzin in his study of the ‘Deuteronomistic’ corpus.

Admittedly, Polzin has approached his subject matter from an essen-

tially structuralist point of view while I have chosen to employ mainly

literary/rhetorical tools. Yet both approaches seem to have in com-

mon the belief that in the study of biblical material, procedural pri-

ority must be given to synchronic literary analysis over diachronic

historical analysis.51 After all, if diachronic analysis is indeed espe-

cially geared towards finding solutions to perceived disconnections

and inconsistencies, then it goes to reason that before such discon-

nections and inconsistencies can be identified, synchronic analysis

must take priority in order that all facets of a text is first thoroughly

explored. Otherwise, one runs the risk of subjecting a text to a frag-

mentary bias where in fact, what is called for is an integrative

approach to a unified text.

51 Polzin, 5–7. Note that Polzin does not reject wholesale the validity of the
diachronic approach. What he emphasises is merely that literary analysis must have
operational priority over historical studies. In fact, Polzin thinks that scholarly under-
standing of biblical material must “result from a circular movement that begins with
literary analysis, then turns to historical problems, whose attempted solution then
furnishes further refinements and adaptations of one’s literary critical conclusions”.
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