
Dismembering the Whole

 

SBL P
res

s



ancient israel anD its literature

Thomas c. römer, general editor

Editorial Board:
mark g. brett
marc brettler

corrine l. carvalho
cynthia edenburg

Konrad schmid
gale a. Yee

number 24

SBL P
res

s



Dismembering the Whole 
 

composition and Purpose of Judges 19–21

cynthia edenburg

SBL P
res

s



copyright © 2016 by sbl Press

all rights reserved. no part of this work may be reproduced or transmitted in any form 
or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or by 
means of any information storage or retrieval system, except as may be expressly permit-
ted by the 1976 copyright act or in writing from the publisher. requests for permission 
should be addressed in writing to the rights and Permissions office, sbl Press, 825 hous-
ton mill road, atlanta, ga 30329 usa.

library of congress cataloging-in-Publication Data

edenburg, cynthia, author.
Dismembering the whole : composition and purpose of Judges 19–21 / by cynthia 
edenburg.

p. cm. —  (ancient israel and its literature ; number 24) 
includes bibliographical references and index.

isbn 978-1-62837-124-6 (pbk. : alk. paper) – isbn 978-1-62837-126-0 (hardcover : 
alk. paper) – isbn 978-1-62837-125-3 (ebook)
1. bible. Judges, XiX–XXi—criticism, interpretation, etc.  i. title.
bs1305.52 .e345
222'.3206—dc23                                                                                                     2015048970

Printed on acid-free paper.

Atlanta

SBL P
res

s



contents

Preface ...............................................................................................................vii
abbreviations ....................................................................................................ix
introduction .......................................................................................................1

1. textual artifact and literary stratification in Judges 19–21 ................9
1.1. Delineation of the narrative and its main Parts 12
1.2. The story of the concubine (19:1–30) 14
1.3. The battle at gibeah (20:1–48) 20
1.4. The aftermath of the War (21:1–24) 58
1.5. conclusions 75

2. Virtual space and real geography ........................................................79
2.1. spatial Passage in the narrative 80
2.2. gibeah in historical reality and biblical tradition 84
2.3. mizpah in historical reality and biblical tradition 96
2.4. bethel in historical reality and biblical tradition 100
2.5. bethlehem 102
2.6. The rock of rimmon 104
2.7. Jabesh-gilead 105
2.8. shiloh 107
2.9. summary and conclusions 109

3. language and style: Diachronic and synchronic aspects ................115
3.1. morphology 123
3.2. syntax 126
3.3. lexica 134
3.4. conclusions 155

4. text, subtext, and intertextual mosaic ................................................161
4.1. Theory and method in analyzing intertextual relations 161SBL P

res
s



4.2. abraham and lot (gen 18–19) 174
4.3. The battle at ai (Josh 7–8) 195
4.4. The saul narratives 221
4.5. The laws of Deuteronomy 230
4.6. The rape of tamar (2 sam 13:11–17) 248
4.7. The War against midian (num 31) 255
4.8. The transjordan altar (Josh 22:9–34) 263
4.9. isolated Parallels 274
4.10. The Prologue and appendix of Judges 284
4.11. summary and conclusions 312

5. context and Purpose of the story of the outrage at gibeah ............321

bibliography ...................................................................................................335
index of ancient sources..............................................................................377
index of modern authors.............................................................................419

vi contents

SBL P
res

s



Preface

my work on the bizarre story of the outrage at gibeah began long ago 
and produced its firstfruits in the form of the doctoral dissertation i sub-
mitted to the university of tel aviv in the spring of 2003. That seminal 
study provided the springboard for my understanding of the central role 
the scroll played as the scribal medium and its impact upon book compo-
sition and the forms of revisions that were available to biblical scribes. The 
present book is more than an updated, translated, and edited version of my 
hebrew dissertation. i have incorporated my understanding of the growth 
of the Judges scroll, its place in the Deuteronomistic history, and the role 
of the outrage of gibeah as an overriding revision of the Deuteronomistic 
account of the role benjamin and gibeah played in the early history of the 
monarchy. Parts of this study have informed papers that i published before 
this book came to fruition, particularly my work on intertextuality and the 
nature of Deuteronomism and what is not Deuteronomistic. readers who 
are adept at redaction criticism undoubtedly will uncover telltale signs of 
the lengthy textual history of this book, despite my efforts to impart uni-
formity while revising and updating the discussion.

i owe much to my teachers and mentors. Professor Yairah amit and 
Professor sara Japhet provided me with role models to emulate as uncom-
promising scholars who are equally devoted to family and to their careers. 
The late Professor moshe greenberg taught me how to read a biblical text 
and, possibly more importantly, that no text cannot be improved by short-
ening. Professor nadav na’aman raised my standards of reasoning in ways 
that are transparent in my methods and conclusions and led me to realize 
that all our work, theses, and conclusions are provisional and subject to 
change. Professor ehud ben Zvi, Professor marc brettler, and Professor 
Thomas römer have played a significant role in encouraging me to per-
sist in my research despite the crisis in biblical studies at israeli academic 
institutions. i am also indebted to the open university research authority 
for support that facilitated the preparation of this book. special thanks are 
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viii Preface

due to ms. anat shapiro and mr. matan norani for their diligent work in 
proofing the myriad biblical references throughout the work. any errors 
that remain are solely my responsibility.

The initial research for this book was carried out during the child-
hood and adolescence of asaf, Daphna, and avishai, who grew up with 
a mother who always had a sheaf of papers to edit while waiting to meet 
with the teachers at parents’ night. more valuable than all is the support i 
have received from my beloved husband, shlomo, who has encouraged me 
to achieve all my aspirations.
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introduction

The story known as “the outrage at gibeah” (Judg 19–21) provokes widely 
differing responses from its readers, ranging between shock, bewilder-
ment, and comic reaction. The graphic violence that runs throughout the 
narrative produces a visceral effect in readers who find that it tells a tale of 
terror. others point to the many incongruities in the story and the ludi-
crous behavior of its characters and find it a tale of the absurd.1 regardless 
of the differences in response to the story, critical readers do agree that 
many elements in the story do not adhere to a consistent narrative logic.

Thus it is surprising that the concubine’s husband should wait four 
months before undertaking to retrieve his recalcitrant wife and then 
bother to journey as far as bethlehem to win her back, only to precipi-
tously dispose of her when faced with danger. We might also wonder why 
he thought that his concubine’s body could provide the means to divert the 
hostile crowd at gibeah from their original intention to sexually assault 
him, when they already had refused his host’s offer to provide them with 
women.

surprising developments also abound when the tribes decide to attack 
gibeah in order to avenge the brutal death of the concubine. although the 
israelites’ force is fifteen times greater than the benjaminites’, they suffer 
two disastrous defeats with casualties greater than the entire size of the 
benjaminite troops. it is true that this is not inconceivable in terms of 
biblical thought, since YhWh was thought to be capable of delivering the 
mighty into the hands of the few (e.g., Judg 7:2; 1 sam 14:6). however, 
defeat was generally understood as a sign of divine anger, but in this case 
the israelites go to war in order to serve justice and enforce the divine 
stricture to expunge evil from israel (Judg 20:13). furthermore, the israel-
ites diligently consult the oracle prior to each battle, and each time YhWh 

1. feminist interpretation tends to view the story as a tale of terror; see, e.g., trible 
1984; bal 1988; and bach 1999; though lasine 1984 views it as a tale of the absurd.
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2 Dismembering the Whole

instructs them to take to the field. notwithstanding, YhWh delivers the 
israelites twice into the hands of the benjaminites, even though they—
the benjaminites—defend the offenders at gibeah, who are to be eradi-
cated from the community. ancient interpreters who attempted to make 
sense of this perplexing state of affairs concluded that YhWh deliberately 
misled the israelites by means of the oracle so they would take to the field 
and there suffer disastrous setbacks.2

The conclusion to the story is no less bewildering. in their zealousness 
to eradicate the evil exemplified by the benjaminites’ behavior, the israel-
ites wipe out all benjaminite men, women, and children with the exception 
of six hundred fighting men who fled from the battle. only afterward do 
the israelites realize that the near extermination of benjamin ruptures the 
integrity of the pantribal structure. however, the restoration of benjamin 
is hampered by a precipitous oath that the israelites swore before the battle 
to refrain from connubium with the benjaminites. in the end, the future 
procreation of the benjaminites is ensured only through an additional 
cycle of warfare, abduction, and rape. Thus, ironically, the very actions that 
provided the justification for the war against benjamin are now condoned 
in the name of ensuring the future integrity of the pantribal ideal.

These examples of narrative dissonance in the story of the outrage at 
gibeah create the general impression of a defect in the chain of causality 
regulating the movement of the plot.3 We may well wonder whether such 
discrepancies and convoluted logic are inherent to the plot and figure in 
the story’s message or are an accidental result of composite composition 
or incomplete editing.

in addition, the story of the outrage at gibeah stands out from the 
rest of the book of Judges. The main body of the book is cast in a cyclical 
pattern in which the israelites worship other gods and YhWh counters by 
relinquishing them to foreign oppressors; only after the israelites return to 
YhWh does he deliver them from foreign servitude by means of a savior 
 or inspired leader (Judg 2:6–16:31). The cycle of savior stories is (מושיע)
supplied with a chronological framework that details the periods of servi-
tude and alternating years of peace under the leadership of the savior. all 
these characteristics are absent from the story of the outrage at gibeah 
(Judg 19–21), as well as from the preceding story of micah’s cult image 

2. see Pseudo-Philo, Bib. Ant. 46.1–47.8; b. sanh. 103b; see also 1 Kgs 22:20 and 
b. Šebu. 35b; see also hentschel and niessen 2008, 23–25.

3. see gunn 2005, 243–75.SBL P
res
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 introDuction 3

(Judg 17–18). neither of the stories mentions foreign threats or military 
leaders who deliver the people from servitude, and both stand outside the 
chronological scheme of the saviors. indeed, there is no indication that 
the events in these two narratives occur after those in the preceding savior 
stories. on the contrary, both stories mention priests belonging to the 
third generation of descendants of moses and aaron (18:30; 20:28), which 
should place the events after the notice of Joshua’s death at the beginning 
of the book of Judges.4

The stories of the outrage at gibeah and micah’s image also share 
some motifs and formulations, the most notable of which is the recurring 
phrase, “in those days there was no king in israel; each man did what he 
deemed right” (17:6; 21:25; and only the first clause in 18:1 and 19:1). both 
also have similar openings, “There was a man from (who lived in) mount 
ephraim” (17:1; 19:1b), and both tell about wayfarers on the road between 
bethlehem and mount ephraim who stop at the house of an ephraimite 
(17:7–10; 19:1, 3, 17–21). in light of these similarities, many scholars 
thought that the two stories derive either from a common source or from 
the hand of the same editor. Their placement at the end of the book of 
Judges helped explain their divergence from the structure, themes, and 
chronology uniting the savior stories, for they were widely viewed as an 
intrusive appendix, stemming from a different compositional or editorial 
layer than the body of the Deuteronomistic book of Judges.5

however, the similarities between the two stories may be more appar-
ent than real. The story of micah’s image shares several themes with the 
Deuteronomistic edition of the savior stories, such as the concern with 
cultic wrongdoing (17:3–5; 18:14–20, 30–31) and the inefficiency of the 
supposed premonarchic pantribal organization that fails to secure its 
aims (17:8–9; 18:1, 19–26). but on these points the story of the outrage at 
gibeah differs from the rest of the book of Judges. Throughout the gibeah 

4. Thus in Ant. 5.2.1.–5.3.2 §§120–181, Josephus placed the two narratives prior 
to the savior stories. see also the comment by isaiah di trani at 20:28: “This occurred 
before the judges, but the arranger first set the judges in order, and then wrote these 
two narratives.” some of the moderns also thought that the original context of these 
narratives was at the beginning of the book; see auberlen 1860, 539; budde 1897, xv; 
talmon 1986, 42–47.

5. see auberlen 1860; budde 1888; moore 1895, xxiv–xxxi; burney 1970, xxxvii, 
443–58; noth 1966, 168; 1991, 77 n. 2; gray 1967, 242; o’brien 1989, 98; becker 1990, 
295–96; römer and de Pury 2000, 122–23. SBL P
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4 Dismembering the Whole

story, there is no indication of cultic wrongdoing, and only in this story do 
we find the pantribal organization efficiently convoking and operating “as 
one man, from Dan to beer-sheba and the gilead” (20:1–2; cf., e.g., 19:29; 
20:8–11; 21:5–8). moreover, the other intertribal conflicts in the book of 
Judges (8:1–3; 12:6–7) relate to local power struggles between neighbor-
ing tribes and thus emphasize the disintegration of pantribal unity, while 
the story of the battle at gibeah presents an attempt to uphold the ideal of 
pantribal unity. The story’s conclusion also revolves around this ideal, by 
relating efforts to mend the rift in the pantribal superstructure (21:3, 6–7, 
15–17). These aspects set the story of the outrage at gibeah apart from 
the themes and interests of both the savior stories and the story of micah’s 
image, thus presenting a serious challenge to claims of editorial unity for 
Judg 17–21 and all the more so for the book of Judges as a whole.6

The story of the outrage at gibeah is also at odds with the representa-
tions of benjamin, gibeah, and Jabesh-gilead in the account of the estab-
lishment of the monarchy in 1 sam 8–12. according to Judg 19–21, the 
towns of gibeah and Jabesh-gilead were wiped out and the tribe of benja-
min was nearly annihilated in a premonarchic civil war, but shortly after-
ward these towns play a central role in the account of the establishment of 
the monarchy, and there benjamin’s standing is strong enough to produce 
the first king.

Despite these divergences in theme, outlook, chronology, and detail 
from the main body of the Deuteronomistic history, several scholars 
hold that the story of the outrage at gibeah was composed and set into 
its context by one or more Deuteronomistic scribes.7 although stylistic 
and structural markers provide the surest means for identifying Deuter-
onomistic composition, several recent scholars have questioned whether 
the scribes of the Deuteronomistic school necessarily adhered to a partic-
ular idiom and style. as a result, criteria for identifying Deuteronomistic 
composition have become more relaxed, with a greater emphasis placed 
on themes and ideologies attributed to different groups of Deuteronomis-
tic scribes.8

6. contra Wong 2006, who argues for the compositional unity of the entire book 
of Judges, which he thinks derives from the hand of a single author. Wong seems to 
confuse possible synchronic reading with literary-historical analysis.

7. see, e.g., schunck 1963, 60–68; Veijola 1977, 15–29; 1982, 186–200; boling 
1975, 36–37; Peckham 1985, 35–38; mayes 2001, 256–58.

8. for discussion of these issues, see Wilson 1999; lohfink 1999. SBL P
res
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 introDuction 5

for the most part, this approach has produced limited agreement 
regarding the extent of Deuteronomistic composition and editing in the 
story of the outrage at gibeah. This debate has focused on the judgment 
refrain, “in those days there was no king in israel; every man did as he 
saw fit” (17:6; 21:25; cf. 18:1; 19:1). This refrain is presumed to state the 
purpose of the story, namely, to illustrate the deplorable state of anarchy 
that held sway in premonarchic israel, thereby justifying the establishment 
of central rule through the agency of a king.9 according to this approach, 
the story derives from the early preexilic and promonarchic edition of the 
Deuteronomistic history. however, while this refrain employs the familiar 
Deuteronomistic idiom “to do as x saw fit” (עשה הישר בעיניו), it needs 
yet to be demonstrated that this refrain also bears affinities with Deutero-
nomic thought and usage. in addition, the relation between the refrain 
and the story is questionable. if it can be shown that the refrain is a sec-
ondary accretion rather than an integral part of the composition, then its 
contribution to the purpose of the narrative may be negligible. in this case, 
the refrain would be irrelevant to the question of Deuteronomistic editing 
in Judg 19–21.

The approach represented by scholars such as K.-D. schunck, timo 
Veijola, brian Peckham, and others also raises a methodological issue: can 
we classify a composition as Deuteronomistic solely on the basis of theme 
and ideology? Where does this lead us when we find Deuteronomistic 
themes and ideologies in patently late works? Would this not indicate 
that Deuteronomism continued to influence Judean literary production, 
long after the composition of the Deuteronomistic history?10 in short, the 
marked shift in consensus regarding the place of the story of the outrage 
at gibeah in relation to the Deuteronomistic history requires reevalua-
tion. This matter is of crucial importance, since it influences how we define 
the structure and purpose of the Deuteronomistic history and how we 

9. see, e.g., buber 1967, 77–84; Veijola 1977, 15–16; crüsemann 1978, 162. 
10. The long-lasting influence of Deuteronomism is indeed evident in the library 

of Qumran, as can be seen in works such as Dibrei moshe (1Q22) and the temple 
scroll (11Q19), as well as in the remains of twenty-seven different copies of Deuter-
onomy, which is surpassed only by the number of Psalms manuscripts. however, one 
of the hallmarks of such late works is the juxtaposition of Dtr themes and expressions 
alongside Priestly idiom and ideology; this tendency is already apparent in biblical 
books such as ezekiel and chronicles.SBL P
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6 Dismembering the Whole

characterize the compositional techniques of the Deuteronomistic circle 
of scribes.

additional issues that need to be examined include the historical con-
text of the narrative, its relation to the literature of the priestly circles, and 
its ultimate purpose. Throughout most of the twentieth century, scholars 
thought it possible to isolate a historical kernel in the narrative, which 
could be of value relating to the history of the premonarchic period. for 
the most part, such reconstructions built upon the idea of a premonarchic 
tribal league. today most hold that such a view of prestate society is unten-
able, and the question of historical background is ignored or addressed 
with severe reservations. however, it is possible that later historical events 
or circumstances may have been retrojected into a fictional or idealized 
narrative about the distant past. This line of investigation might uncover 
traces of an event that engendered the kernel of the narrative and may shed 
light on the historical circumstances in which the text was composed and 
edited. in a similar vein, questions arise regarding the historical context of 
the tendentious representation of benjamin in the story, particularly since 
this region ultimately became a province of the kingdom of Judah.

Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, most scholars 
held that the bulk of the composition in Judg 19–21 is of preexilic origin. 
to be sure, some Priestly idioms are found in limited passages of the story, 
but these passages were considered to reflect light reworking at the latest 
editorial stage.11 This view was challenged by uwe becker, who proposes 
that the postexilic Priestly editor did not just revise the story but was 
responsible for the composition of the present narrative.12 Thus, before 
we can consider the purpose of this unusual composition, it is necessary 
to determine whether the Priestly scribe did in fact compose the story or 
whether he only added easily identifiable material that reflects his particu-
lar style and interests.

much of the recent discussion of the purpose of the story of the out-
rage at gibeah has been dependent upon a priori assumptions regarding 
its place and role in the final form of the former Prophets. in other cases, 
the purpose of the narrative is postulated and its relevance to a particular 
historical context is used to date the composition. This frequently results 

11. for example, see budde 1897, 126–27; burney 1970, 453–58; gray 1986, 227. 
The argument for an early date is most recently revived by stipp 2006, who proposes 
that composition stems from the time of the united monarchy.

12. becker 1990, 298–303.SBL P
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in circular reasoning in which purpose helps to date the composition, 
while at the same time the author’s historical circumstances help to clarify 
the composition’s purpose. however, purpose is a very tenuous indication 
of date, since a particular message or Tendenz may be relevant to different 
audiences in different times.

in the following chapters i shall examine indications in the narrative 
that are independent of purpose and that point to the period of composi-
tion. in chapter 1 i undertake an analysis of the structure and composi-
tional history of Judg 19–21, since these provide a necessary basis for the 
subsequent discussion of the narrative’s date and purpose. in chapter 2 i 
examine the geographical background of the story in order to determine 
its relation to known historical reality as well as to biblical tradition. by 
considering the material evidence uncovered from archaeological excava-
tions and surveys, one can evaluate the historical setting of the story’s geo-
graphical background and how it might reflect the times of the its author. 
The biblical tradition history of the story’s various locales can also shed 
light on the concerns that shaped the narrative’s setting. chapter 3 exam-
ines the language of Judg 19–21 in order to see whether there is sufficient 
evidence of late biblical hebrew (lbh) to warrant a postexilic date of 
composition. even though scholars are divided on the question whether 
classical or standard biblical hebrew (sbh) necessarily indicates preex-
ilic composition, all agree that the usage characteristic of lbh provides 
significant evidence for late dating. in chapter 4 i discuss the intertextual 
relations between Judg 19–21 and other biblical texts. The story of the 
outrage at gibeah engages a number of other biblical texts, and the nature 
of such literary echoes and their purpose need to be understood. Do these 
echoes result from free association between texts and common motifs, or 
do they derive from literary borrowing? if the last possibility should prove 
true, then the intertexts might give an indication of the extent of the body 
of literature that attained authoritative standing by the author’s time. fur-
thermore, the ways the author employed the intertexts could shed light on 
his purpose and concerns. chapter 5 presents my conclusions regarding 
the composition and purpose of the story of the outrage at gibeah and 
investigates implications of this study for understanding the growth of the 
book of Judges and its place within a Deuteronomistic history. finally, 
although the story of the outrage at gibeah is patently a literary composi-
tion dealing with a distant, fictive past, i propose that it reflects geopoliti-
cal concerns that were current during the times of its authors.SBL P

res
s



SBL P
res

s




