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I The one who follows after righteousness and loving kindness 
finds life, righteousness and honor. (Proverbs 21:21) 

• • • • • 
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CHAPTER l:INTRODUCTION -

A Different Approach to Biblical' Text 

Until recently, most biblical study dealing with people 

in the Bible has focused on the men. Through biblical 

the 

Prophets and the Kings are key players in the text. Women 

assume on y a minor ro e an 

the text, many of them remain nameless. Edith Deen mentions 

34 unnamed daughters, 24 unnamed wives, and 18 unnamed 

mothers in the·Bible.' Biblical scholars tell us that who 

these women are is unimportant. What they do and to whom 

• 

Biblical society was a patriarchal one and the stories 

in the Bible seem to be written from that perspective. This 

e 

canonized text. Much of the Pentateuch was derived from 

Priest y activity, an a 

virtually all of the historical writings, from Joshua to 

II Kings were probably based on court documents from royal 

es Adela Collins feels that 

because of this, biblical women are presented and behave in 

'The use of the word 'Bible' in this paper refers to the Hebrew Scriptures which includes Torah, 
Prophets and Writings. • • 

Press, 1985), p. 5. 
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und them. The 

women's role was to be wives and mothers and were thus 

usually seen • 

When the women are discussed, it is from within the context 

of a patriarchal society. The full picture of these women -

'r emotions their thou hts, their motivations, and their 

activities outside of childbearing and childrearing - is 

Because of the patriarchal bent to the Bible, and 

because men are the ones who have customarily commented on 

have understood the 

Bible from this perspective. From Rabbinic times, until the 

very en , 

who commented on the Bible were male. This has greatly 

influenced the general populace's knowledge and impression of 

text. Peo le who read the Bible are often well versed in 

the Patriarchs and Prophets, and their personalities and 

• 
Bible, other than in the way the women are involved in the 

lives of these men. 

he earliest to 

comment on the Bible, have a strong male-oriented approach to 

the text. 

heroines, the Rabbis could not help viewing some of them just 

as they viewed the women of their own day - according to 

the limitations of the female 
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On the whole men were discussed in much greater detail 

than the women. Medieval commentators seem to be even less 

J. 

Rabbis. very little is said about the biblical verses which 

contain female narrative or conversation. commen 

glosses over the women characters as if their presence in the 

text is insignificant. 

most biblical discussion was written by men about men. The 

Encyclopedia Judaica has a three page discussion of the 

Patriarchs' but has no entry under "Matriarchs". Although 

there is an individual entry for each woman, the emphasis is 

in relation to their husbands or children. Most modern books 

containing commentary on 

narratives about women), talk about these stories as stories 

of the Patriarchs. The Anghor Bible on Genesis, a joint 

d Jewish scholars, calls 

part II, "The Story of the Patriarchs."' Von Rad, an often 

quoted German I 

commentary on Genesis, "The Biblical Patriarchal History."' 

He describes the theme of the Bible as God, the Creator of 

d callin the Patriarchs and promising them the land 

of Canaan.• A look at the Table of Contents in Nahum Sarna's 

•Leila Leah Bronner, From Eye to Eat!Jer (Louisville: W1;1stmlnster John Knox Press, 1994), 

'EncyclgpedjaJudajca. Vol. 13 (Jerusalem: Keter Publishing, 1972), pp. 181·183. 
1 E.A. Speiser, The Arn:;hor Bible· Genesis (Garden City: Doubleday, 1964). . . . 1972. 

' Ibid., p. 14. 
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Understanding Genesis" gives us a good understanding of the 

male-oriented approach to biblical study. Each chapter 

has subto ics. The cha ter on Creation lists 'Man 

the pinnacle of Creation', and 'Cain and Abel,' but does not 

not listed. Hagar is mentioned only by her role as it relates 

to Abraham - 'Hagar the concubine.' The chapter heading, 'Te 

Birth of Isaac and the Akedah' does not mention Sarah. In 

the chapter 'Winding up Affairs,' Rebekah is not listed by 

·a not 

listed at all under the chapter heading 'Jacob and Esau' even 

thoug l.S • 

majority of commentary in these types of books concentrates 

on the men in the biblical stories and their relationship 

with God their families and the Israelite people. 

When women entered the field of biblical scholarship 

they began to read the text through different eyes. They 

started to bring their own personal experiences as women to 

their understanding and explanation of the biblical texts. 

" rsons 

who live in and through a female body, have some distinctive 

experiences o 

have.a unique perspective created by the social and cultural 

differences brought on by living in a male dominated society. 

understanding to the biblical stories. Even though the Bible 

"Nahum Sama Under§!andjng Genesjs. (New York: Sohocken, 1970), pp. ix-xii. 
"L M. Russell, femjnj§! lnternreta!jon pl the Bible (Philadelphia: Westminster Press. 1985), 
p. 113. 
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not mention women as often as men, there is a tremendous 

amount of information about them in the text. The stories 

deserve. By carefully reading the texts that mention women, 

we can learn a tremendous amount about t em as in ivi 

and the important roles that they played in biblical society. 

We can see that biblical women are intelligent and caring, 

The are 

able to analyze situations and establish a sense of priority, 

weig 

There are other reasons for bringing a feminist 

interpretation of the Bible to light. It can give readers a 

applied to Modern society. The Bible is often used to 

improperly perpetuate stereotypes o 

For example, the classic image of Eve being created not only 

second to Adam but also from Adam's rib has been used to 

'nferiorit to men. Eve is 

also considered a temptress and a woman of evil, traits that 

are o ten extrapo o 1 

points out that the majority of women in the Bible are 

portrayed as deceptive women." Because of this, the text has 

n been used to create suspicion and distrust of women in 

general. By creating a new approach to biblical studies, the 

and devaluing a woman's position in society. 

ntrism In Adela . 
Collins, Eemlnj§\ Parspect!yes on Bjblje@I .$Qholar§bjp p. 137. 
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As feminist scholarship has developed, new scholars have 

to anal ze the women in the Bible. A careful re-

" reading o 
are not totally true. Emmerson notes that the negative 

attitude towards women that many readers perceive is not 

necessaril inherent ex 

points out that "the meaning of the story depends precisely 

on the assumptions that readers make while reading it."" 

about women have an essential place throughout the text. 

Carol Meyers notes that "[t]he women we glimpse in the Hebrew 

Bible are, almost to a woman, exceptional."" Bonner claims 

a 

possible to uncover deeper levels of the text never before 

noticed or interpreted." 16 Phyllis Trible says that the 

stories about women 

signs of female strength. They are "hints of a women's 

tradition that redactors could not entirely squelch."" 

e biblical 

text from a woman's point of view is to create role 

for women. Savina Teubal explains this in her book, Sarah the 

Priestess: 

Many generations have e ve in o 
records in an effort to understand what men have 

"Grace Emmerson, Women in Ancient Israel in R.E. Clemens, The World QI Angjant Israel. 
. . . 

Persceclives on Jewjsh Studjes. (New Haven, Yale University Press, 1994) p. 25. 

" Meyers. p. 5. 
" Bronner, p. xi. 
"Phyllis Trible, /fthe Blbleis so PatriarCha/, How Come I Love It? Bible Bl!!lflew a. (act 1992): 55. 
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e ast who men are and what the can 

become. It is against this historical perspective 
that men can measure themselves and their dreams in 
the resent and in so doin validate their 
aspirations and achievements. No sue perspective 
is granted to women. Women are denied the ancient 
illars of wisdom on which to structure their own 

aspirations an u ure ac evemen s. , 
so to speak, for want of ancient pillars. The 
pillars are there, waiting to be unearthed from the 

us 0 

biblical text is to examine the society in which the women 

lived. This way we can gain more accurate insights into t e 

role they played in the biblical world. We can get a better 

sense of why the women did what they did. was what they did 

ore 

carefully at the situations the women are placed in by the 

narrative, an ey 

effect change, women's actions take on new meaning. we see 

that these women played a very important and influential role 

societ their actions, even though their 

actions may not have been looked upon favorably. While their 

important. Their stories show that these strong female 

figures undermine patriarchal assumptions and temper 

patriarchal biases." 

Robert Alter sees the biblical writer as a member of a 

patriarchal society in which women have more limited legal 

• 

"Savina Teubal, Sarab the prjesless (Athens, OH: Ohio Universlty Press, 1984), p. xi. 
' . . . . 

' Carol Meyers, p. 25. 
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this he says the Bible "includes a remarkable gallery of 

amar Deborah Ruth - who • when 

thwarted by the 

moral insight or practical initiative, do not hesitate to 

take their destiny, or the nation's, into their own hands."" 

nn also ints out the uni e role of many women in 

biblical patriarchal society. "It is characteristic of the 

patriarchal stories, that revolt against established social 

· · stice is initiated b 

women only. "21 

This paper·will attempt to look more closely at certain 

women of the Bible who have often been looked upon 

un avor 

they take. The situations in which these women found 

themselves made it necessary to take actions that are 

considered to be outside t e socie a norm. 

often criticize these women for being wrong, immoral or 

foolish without regard to the motivation and reasoning behind 

Sometimes it is not until generations 

later that what these women o is seen 

Often times, later generations view these women as very 

unrighteous and sinful. Through an understanding of the 

ocietal rules which women were expecte to 

follow, we can begin to see that what has been described as 

wrong or immoral actions were really attempts to correct 

th of 

"'Robert Al1er, The Art of Bib!iqal Narrative (Basic Books: Harper Collins Publishers, 1981), 

p. 146. 
"Claus Westermann. Geoesis3Z-5Q· A Commantarv (Minneapolis. Augsberg Press, 1986), 

p. 56. 
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sonalit or character, they were able to rise to a 

situation that called for an unusual response." 

This thesis, 'Risk-takers or eou 

explore some of those women who had to take risks to do what 

was righteous. It will look at various interpretations 

are how the explain the motives 

behind the actions of these extraordinary women. 

" Bronner, p. 1. 
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CBAP~BR 2: WOHBN IN BIBLICAL SOCI£~r 

In order to gain a better understan 

the Bible it is important to get a general sense of the role 

of women and their status in biblical society. Based upon 

that the 

society in which the biblical stories took place is 

Patriarchs, and the time in which their stories take place is 

called the Patriarchal Period. Patriarchy can be defined as 

that form of social organization in which "the father is 

first place.'"' The father is the controlling force, not only 

context, the eldest son was the next in line to inherit 

authority as well as possessions rom 

· us narratives in Genesis we get a 

sense of what patriarchal society is like. The men have 

occupa ions - usua 

significance. Abel was a shepherd and Cain was a farmer. 

Cain's descendants founded cities, were musicians and forged 

tools from metal Gen. 4:17, 21, 22). Noah's descendants were 

hunters (Gen. 10;9), as was Esau (Gen. 25:27). 

The women in Genesis and t mos o 

did not have occupations. They were the wives, the mothers 

and the daughters of the men. Rarely did they have a specific 

en were res nsible for 

"Alice L. Laffey, An !ntrodyctjon to the Old TeS)ament (Philaclelphla: Fortress Press, 198 , p. . 
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child bearing and child rearing, and other household 

responsibilities such as food preparation and clothing. For 

rovide Abraham with an 

heir when she could not (Gen. 16:2). Abraham instructed 

Sara to prepare oo 

by his tent in Mamre (Gen. 18:6). Rebekah kept Esau's clothes 

in her home (Gen. 27:15). 

it 

coame to decision making. Throughout her life a woman was 

regarded first as the daughter o 

wife of her husband. women were seen as property transferred 

from one man to another and therefore were always under a 

• 

can also mean owner. 

Leah and Rachel are classic examples of how daughters 

had to follow their a ers ru 

married, this control was transferred to their husbands. 

Laban arranged for Leah to marry Jacob before Rachel could 

29:23 • Jacob decided when it was time for 

Rachel and Leah to leave their father and their homeland and 

o JOUrney 

However, if one examines the text more carefully, it can 

be seen that these generalizations about stereotypical, 

true. women were 

sometimes involved in occupations such as tending the flocks, 

(Rachel in Gen. 29:6), an men were s 

food preparation, (Jacob in Gen.25:29 and Esau in Gen. 27:7). 
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,_ 
'~- .. --'--- ..i~cisions needed to be 

made and their instructions were carried out. God told 
- . . . -

Abraham to ro11ow :::.aran s aavice ··-·-·· .... , .. 'lg ... ··~ . -- ----- -
his two sons, Isaac and Ishmael, became a problem (Gen. 

21:12). 

- . - - . • ~- - T'I • ·- -! _, __ ·--_ ... , --- - -· . . 
on all the inconsistencies in the text regarding women who 

supposedly live in a patriarchal society.·· :;ne exp.uu.ns -.:cue 

'Patriarchal Period' differently. She feels that it is the 

commentators themselves, not the text, that place the stories 

~- - - - , . '"·- ~;+--s the storv of Isaac and - . 
Rebekah as an example. "If the narration of events following 

the death and .t>uria.1. or oaran """ ..... -- _:.~ t:'"~"' - .. 
' ... ~ 

would deal with the life and exploits of the male heir, 

Isaac. Instead, the accent is on the role of the woman: 

0 ebekah. "" 

According to Teubal, the stories of Genesis represent 

the struggle between the women, who were trying to noia on .:;o 

their traditions, (which were based upon the non-patriarchal 

society in which they came from), and their husbands, who had 

. 
_-'I '-'--- --· ---~ 

. ,., ·--...3.!..t....l of Canaan • Bv utilizina . 
data from ancient Mesopotamian inscriptions Teubal explains 

- ' . ' .. 
that many or the ac.:;ions o;i: --- -·· ·-- -- -·- ' 

women retained some of the customs from that religio-cultural 

- tradition, which had a matrilineal social structure. For 

" - ,.. __ ....... ,s banishment of Hagar and Ishmael can be 

. ' - • - •..I\ - .. 
•" 58v1naJ. 1 eu ..... , ~.nu 1g{l::i, .... . -·· t"· 

" Ibid., p. xv . 

. . ' 
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ovn1~;--~ on the basis of Mesonntamian law codes. Paragraph 

--
146 in the Hammurabi code reads, "If a man had married a 

. - - . ···-\..·--·-· -• -• --~ priesv._dmo .......... _ liii>.li&- ---- '::!.:.,, .• .. g - - -
she bears sons, if that slave girl goes about making herself 

equal to her mistress, because she has borne sons, her 

mistress may not sell her, she may put the mark of a slave on 

her and count her with the slave girls. "2Ci By bringing this 

. - • .: - -- .L - ......... -- . ··-- ,..:2..;"" 'l"lo.m1'd insiaht into - -

Sarah's actions and it helps to explain why she acted as she 

did. 

Carol Mevers also disagrees with the typical 

patriarchical explanations of the Bible. She does not feel 

. - - - - - .. .:- . .___ ··-·•1!:11, -·-............... ~ .... I:'- -- -~ 

of the word. Patriarchal society is often understood as one 

that is limiting, harsh and oppressive to women. Meyers sees 

this as a misuse of the term patriarchy because it becomes a 

synonym for male dominance or a system in which male traits 

. - . - ,, - ---- 27 -L- ~~0a not feel that this is . - - -
an accurate description of the relationships between men and 

women in the BioJ.e. Meyers appro~ l!'- ... -----··i .1.. ... -~ .... Q 

different point of view. Although patriarchy is related to 

ideas of male dominance, it does not have to be equated with 

$ __ .,,o ----'-·itv or lack of autonomy. "Women may exert their 

wills and prevail over male members of society in ways that 

- -- - ,_ . "" are or con ~ 
......... .. ...... ,g -- ~ -

"G.R. Driver and J_ C. Miles, The Bapytpojan L f!Ws (London: Q)(ford University Press, 1955), 
P- 57 in Teubal, P- 36. -- - - _,_i .,., ..,. --· 
"Ibid., p. 30. 

- . ' 

.. 
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There are many instances of this in the Bible 

narrations. Eve takes the initiative to seek out the fruit 

""·- ·-· - •'- - m-,..,,. -.t: 
_,,, __ , 

~ 

C'tll.'? l'rn"l-i"T!~.r:l ':;:l) '?~~.~'? fi!tl :ii~ ":;:l i"T,~,!;'1 ~}r:ll 

n~y nvt·~7-c~ 1.nm ?;i~ri1 ''")~7.1 np.n1 ?•:;:iwi'.17 fllv i~r:i~l 
. 
: ~ ,"!!!"..... .! 

And the woman understood that the tree was good for 
eating and that it was pleasant to the eyes, and 
. • .., ___ ---,~ ...:J--.j'--Ll- •4-- 1----.!-- .Qt°l ~I"!,- t~ 

its fruit and ate it and also gave it to her 
husband who was with her, and he ate it."(Gen. 3:6) 

In Genesis Chapter 27, Rebekah takes action to obtain the 

blessing for her younger son, uacoo. AllU l.n ' -~ 
...... , 

Tamar cleverly acts to ensure that her dead husband has an 

heir. So too, did Sarah act to ensure her husband had an 

,.._, - . ""·· -' ··' -- Haaar to Abraham I Gen. 16:2). 

According to Meyers, in order to understand the people 

in the Bible and the significance of their actions, it is 

important to understand Israelite society. Although many 

Biblical stories, such as those in Genesis, are written about 

- ·- .. .I' • -· ' - . - - . . - - - - ... -.:,,,_._.....,.,. A--- -"'---.!- 1-'ho 
r -~ • • . 
Israelite period and are therefore reflective of Israelite 

society. In her book, , "'"aro.l I"1cy._,,,. ~ _..: .. -- ........ 

a new view of Biblical life by redefining ancient Israelite 

' 
society in light Of family structure and economic realities. 

. . . ... . ' . -
Meyer lp.l.LC.'L.o Y.D- '":I .,..,.,_ •---· r--- -

" All English 1ranslations of Hebrew text in this paper are by the author unless otherwise noted . 

. 
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- iotive of Israelite society than the term 'patriarchal'. 

In patrilineal societies, group lineage plays a key role, and 

- - - - ~-
. -• ·~ ~m A.;.., - "-"'~" a 

is , . 
patriarchal society in which the male controls everything. 

The numerous genealogies in the Bible, listea oy ma.J.e 

parentage, strongly support the notion of a patrilineal 

society. Lineage genealogies identify a person with a 

· . .;~-.1-- ~-~..!, •• m,.. .. ""-~n .... .,~t. or household, was the 
• 

central core of the Israelite society. Households were 
- - - - -menwers OI a CJ.an or " • wuv 

..... ___ ........ ___ --
tribe. Membership in a tribe was key to Israelite existence. 

It was through membership in a tribe that the Israelite 

·- - - -• -~ "-'-- --""'.: --- .... """.; -""' ..... ~s called ?Kilt'' 'l:J, . • • 

the 'Children of Israel'. It is important to note that the 

term describing their national identity reflects back on the 

..&..""- .; ~" familv • The Israelites are "children" of 
-

Israel, and children are the part of the family unit that 

- - .. 
continues -.;uo:o r - Vol. •1.n:J.W ~ - • 

Mevers explains that the Israelite household had many 

different functions. It was the central institution for most 

·- . - . •, .:~.; - .... 1 __ .,.11 -.,, .......... o!!!I, '!I ·~ of biblical - , ., -
life." Because of this Israelite women had more power and 

- . - . . -
influence than women in a patriarcuaJ. S.....---....:i...y .... _ ... _ ,. ......... 
Meyers notes that "When the household occupies the preeminent 

II 
place in a society, women have a strong role in decision 

~~· ~ --- __ _, ---- - -··· "' •• --ercise considerable oower in the -. -

'°Myers. p. 139. 
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household."" The household was responsible for almost all of 

its needs and acted largely as an independent unit. 

ore each f amil member la ed a very important role in 

meeting the needs of the entire family unit. 

Although the Bible does not give very muc 

regarding the woman's job in the household one could assume 

that women were involved in all aspects of the family's 

r non-economic 

roles. They were involved in the socialization of the young, 

, 
behavior, cultural forms, and norms and values of their 

society." Many of these tasks were shared by both parents -

such as education. In Proverbs 118 we read: 

Listen my son to the instruction of your father, 

also Proverbs 6:20) 

Meyers feels these verses are an indication of the 

com limentary contributions of each parent to the 

socialization of the children." 

Women also played an 

ee 

practice in Israelite society. Most religious practices 

described in the Bible are those in which males led the 

ut there were im rtant as ects of 

"' A. Bridenthal and C. Koonz, Becoming yjsjble· Women jn Eurooean Hjstgrv (Beston: 
Houghton Mifflin), pg.6 in Meyers, p.145. 
33 Ibid., . 149. 
" Ibid. 
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racticed b women." For example, 

Leviticus 12:6 offers a detailed description of a religious 

ac 

And when the days of her being purified are 
o tor a dau hter, she will 

bring a one year old lamb for a burnt offering, and 
a young pigeon, or a turtle dove, tor a sin 
otterin to the door of the Tent of Meeting, to 
the priest. (Lev. 12:6) 

and women in the Bible, rather than being seen as one of 

hierarchy, can better be understood by looking at the 

function of ower and authority in a 

society. Power and authority are not the same. Authority 

can 

decisions and command obedience."" This was the role given 

to men in biblical society. Power refers to "the 

effect control despite or independent of official 

authority."" This was the role that many of the women 

It is with this understanding, and the new ways of 

looking at biblical society presented so far, that we shall 

biblical women and the motivation 

behind the actions they take. This is our task as we learn 

"Ibid., p. 161. 
,.Ibid., p. 151. 

Press, 1974), In Meyers, p. 145. 
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about the women in the Bible who are 'Risk takers for 

Righteousness.' 

' 
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---- ., . -··- -~-~ - - .. 

(GENESIS CHAPTERS 2-3) 

Introduction 

Throughout history the story of Adam and Eve in the 

Garden o:c .c.uen nas ..., ...... u .... u ag ~ .. ~ uaG.:.Q ~~ 
- . . -. --- --

wrong that has been done in the world. Eve was seen as doing 

the most unthinkable thing - disobeying God. And Adam, not 

beina much better, followed quickly behind. They receive the 

ultimate punishment for their sin - banishment from the 

- - . .. , - . - ~ .&...•· - • 

_, ___ 
~a~"~" ·- ___ ..... ··-··--,, ·-, 
not necessarily lead the reader to come to those conclusions. 

This chapter will first explore how others, l.n the pas"C, nave 

interpreted the story of Adam and Eve. Then, by carefully 

reading the text, and seeing the story in context, other 

. .! ..... , _ ___ , .... __ ....... .:--- ,,...,f:. 'C' ........ ,. actions and the motivation - -
behind them will be offered. 

Barly interpretations of Eve's actions 

Eve is associated with tne origin ot lite in <.ne 

Bible. Eve - rr1n - is called the mother of life - •n-?:> c~ -.. • 

in Genesis 3:20. In the LXX, rr1n is translated as 11z0e," .. 
meaning life. Evidence in Ugaritic and Phoenician writings 

suggest another ancient word meaning "to live" from wnich 11i1.1 

. -• - . ~ . " - ~.&..-.. .&...\....:a ,,. __ .:---- •••sll! 1ater - -
. . - -··. • ~ 1111.•-- '1-...1 •• 

I ,.,.. .... _. ... • ·-·--1 - 'f'IW'i 11 I __ ....... I ..... _, l ,_ ... jJ -- 01 - "I . - - ' 
Doubleday, 1992), p. 676 . 

. 
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distorted and she became the mother of death in many 

interpretations of the Garden of Eden story. The apocryphal 

. . ..... .: ... , ; . --~ - ---*' ---~ ... Eve in a verv - - . . -
negative light. Sen Sira, was the first to call Eve the 

author of aeatlf ana sin: 

.. 
~ iw ni'"n il~tto .,..., ~,ViI r• ~ 

- . ~ .... .,. ... '. 

m~a t--""'./ ...... .!-- of sin came from woman, and because 
of her we die together (with women). (Ben Sira 
25:24) 

In another source from that time period, Eve is also 
. . . ~ . . . r~- . -

associa"""' wi"n ·--··· ............. - - ·-
Adam and Eve, Eve blames herself for causing Adam to sin, 

which brought suffering and death into the world: 

- . - • ~- .-2 - - ~ ..3 ,, •• __ T' ---2 .. ~-- -.!-- aive me 
"-~ -

half of your illness and let me bear it, because 
this has happened to you through me, because of me 
----- ·"-- ~;,,., ..,._5 .;.,..8 • ,,l, 
• 

•..11-- - ... .:~ .... _ Pve- "WJ'lv have vou wrought destruction 
among us and brought us great wrath, w1ilcn is aea-cn 
gaining rule over all our race ""' 0 

According to The Book of the Secrets of Enoch, God created a 

wite xor AUam i:r'""'u ~~.:.. ....... .;.~ 
.. . . . . . -• - \..~--- L 

w ........ . • 

his wife"." In these interpretations, Eve's role as the 

source of humankind's sin and evil came to be understood as 

much areater and more significant than Adam's role." 

" Life of Adam and Eve 9:2. Translatjon from James Charlesworth, eel., The Old Test@ment 
• -·· • 1 - .. nne"\ 

' "Jbid.14 I 2 
" Ibid., 2 Enoch 30:17 
'2••-• --· ·--· -- ""' "'a f"'~aafion of Man and Woman in Genesis 1-3: Tiie History -and Reception of the Texts Reconsidered, In Brenner, EllllliDilil QQmllllDillD Ill ~llDUI 

- ' . ' 
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Even thou h the acts of Adam and Eve are never used 

elsewhere in biblical texts to portray sin or evil, the 
them. 

Eve was regarded as a source of sin and evil in Midrash and 

Talmud. The Midrash tells us: 

From the beginning of the Torah until here a 
•samech'(the letter) is not written to show that 

she Eve was created, Satan was created with 
her. (Gen. Rabbah XVII:6) 

The exact nature of the sin is unclear, but what is clear is 

view of Eve as their basis for 

understanding the Adam and Eve story:" 

!it'1M~ 1.M~Y'7;)1 1.M1'M' i; Ml.M'l - "1M 11LVl!it CVl C1!itM 1-tij:''1 ,, 

life) (Gen. 3:2). She was given to support him in 
~ife, but s~e advised him like a serpent. Another 

generations she had destroyed.(Gen. Rabbah XX:ll) 

In this Midrash the Rabbis use a play on the words nin -Eve's 

name - also meaning 'to give life' , and N'1M - the Aramaic 

word for snake. Although the text on y 

being a deceiver, this trait is transferred to Eve by the 

Midrash. 

" Bronner, p. 24. 
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Several other Midrashim support this viewpoint: 

And why was (the earth) punished? R. Judah b. R. 
(Simeon) Shalom said: Because she (Eve) 
transgressed on (God's) command.(Gen. Rabbah V:9) 

K1:iK C1:i1Yil l1N 'l1Ki:izi::> il":Jj:'il i7JK ritrpi K!:l'1:inn i·K 

n1:ip1:ip1 ni::iyi nin n·i~:tl i=> intti •n•ii tt1:i 111zncin citt1:i 

c i n ntt 

R. Tahlifa'of caesarea said, God said: 'When I 
created the world, I only commanded the first 

dered Eve. 

(Ex. Rabbah XXVIII:2) 

N1:iN nK~n~ ,., K';I :il'il' rr::ipil '17.)K . . . (::I' l ·i::i) ,i7JKlW 

.ciKil nK l'lKOililW 

Adam said before the Holy One, blessed be God: 
Sovereign of all worlds. When I was alone, I did 
not sin against You. But the woman that You have 

· ·1t because she seduced me away 

to Ever was it not enough for you that you sinne ? 
But that you also made Adam sin? (Pirkei de Rabbi 
Eliezer Perek 14) 

the Rabbis to discredit 

Eve and put most of the blame on her for eating the forbidden 

fruit, causing both her and Adllll1 to be banished from the 
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en of Eden. The punishment onto humankind. Eve 

becomes a convenient scapegoat, carrying the blame for all 

from the Garden. The Rabbis do this by reading into the text 

that which is not there, so they can ma e a poin • 

h it is assumed that God 

commanded Eve not to eat the forbidden fruit. But in the 

text, s no • 

is not even created until several verses after that 

conversation between God and Adam (Genesis 2:21-22). And God 

does not s ak to Eve until after both she and Adam have 

already eaten the fruit. The Midrash also says that Eve 

, 
seduction in the text. Gen. 3:6 simply says that Eve 

'gave' (ll'il) Adam the fruit and he ate it. 

Eve and her actions are also used by the Rabbis to 

ex lain some of the Jewish customs of their time that are 

specific to women. This Midrash explains why women 

hallah and 

candles on Shabbat. Again, it it linked to the evil of 

Eve's actions: 

111x~ rr 1n'l rr~ 'l!:l~1 ·' 

?w i11?n i~l rr•rrw iwNirr ciN l'IN rr?i'?i'W •i• ?v .rr?n 
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in•J n~ 'lEl~ in?n nil~ n? lli'l c?iy 1:rc? 

'Why do they (women) walk in front of the dea (at 
a funeral)?' Because they caused death in the world 

· o Eve •• , And wh was the mi tzvah of 
menstruation given to her? ' Because s e s e 
blood of the first man, Adam, therefore was the 
mitzvah of menstruation given to her. ' 'And why was 
the mitzvah of " challah" given o er 
she corrupted the first man, Adam, who was the 
"challah" of the world, therefore was the mi tzvah 
of doug given o er. 
the Shabbat lights given to her? He said to them, 
'Because she extinguished the ~oul of the first 
man, am, 
lights given to her.' (Gen. Rabbah XVII:8) 

This Midrash uses Eve's actions as the basis for explaining 

women. 

The New Testament also has a negative view of Eve. 

These writings were based upon early Jewish~Hellenistic 

retations which were negative towards women." In 

II Timothy 2:12-14 it says, "For Adam was formed first, then 

Eve; and Adam was not deceived, e woman 

and became a transgressor."" The concept of the Eve, the 

sinner, is used as the basis for a harsh attitude toward sin, 

th in man Christian sources.•• 

Later Jewish commentators also see Eve's actions as 

negative. Rashi explains Eve's motivation for including A am 

• 

•• Schungel·Strauman, pp. 56-60. 
•S , . 

"Bronner, pg. 34. 
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,, bi:i :"l,l'l,, b,:"1 l"J,,,l"J b~Ci M~Y n~N, Cl lnni 

AND SHE GAVE ALSO TO HER HUSBAND WITH HER (Gen. 
would not die and he would live 

and marry another wife.•• 

At least Rashi does not hold Eve responsi e or 

source of all Evil. 

A Different Approach to the Text 

standin of 

the story within the context of the rest of the Bible, shows 

a different perspective on Eve 

mention of the word "sin" or any similar word in the Adam and 

Eve story. Sin (nN~O) is not mentioned in the Bible until 

Cain and Abel (Gen. 4:7). If we therefore ignore 

misused concept of Eve's actions and just read the text as it 

is presented, we see the story in a new light. 

The story o 

Knowledge of Good and Bad." This may be a clue to Eve's 

motivation for eating the fruit that was forbidden to Adam. 

revalent ideas in the Bible is the concept 

of human knowledge. We learn from other biblical texts how 

" All Rashl Hebrew in this thesis is from CD-Rom JUdaic aasssics Library 
"Rashi, Gen. 3:6 

which is not necessarily 'evil'. the word most translations use. The entire Hebrew phrase, 

Y.?l ::11~ - 'Good and Bad", can also be understood as a merism to mean "knowledge of 

everything". 
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important it is for human beings to have knowledge. In 

Hos.4:6 God chastises the people for ~ having knowledge 

. -

because you have rejected knowledge, I 
reject you. 

e· 
also 

In Exodus 31:3 God chooses Bezalel to work on the holy Ark 

because one of his qualities, ins i , 

. - .. - ...., .... . ' 
And I have filled him with the spirit of God, as 
wisdom, and as un ers an ing, 
as all kinds of workmanship. 

, 

In Isaiah 28:9, Isaiah tells the people that the quest for 

one make understand doctrine? Those who are weaned 
from the milk, and removed from the breasts. 

In Jeremiah 11:18 we see that God wants human beings to have 

knowledge. The text tells us that God gives 

Jeremiah: 
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nin•1 

me knowled e, and I know • • • 

Proverbs 11:9b tells us that having knowledge will save the 

•• • and through knowledge will the just be saved. 

Proverbs l8:l5 tells us that knowledge is 

understanding and of wisdom: 

The heart of the understanding acquires knowledge; 
'se seeks knowledge. 

now 

it is important to kllS2!!t what is ~: 

Let us choose what is just; let us know among 
ourselves what is good. 

Thus, in the context of these biblical verses, Eve's pursuit 

of knowledge is not only justified but praiseworthy. 

Let us take a c oser o • 

not to eat from the Tree of Knowledge. It seems that Eve has 

a different story. In her conversation with the snake, Eve 
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explains that God said not to eat from the fruit of the tree 

in the middle of the garden. The text is ambiguous as to 

about the trees that God has put in the Garden of Eden: 

The Lord God caused to grow from the ground every 
tree, that is pleasant to the sight and good for 
food and the Tree of Life in the midst of the 

According to this verse, God plants trees in the Garden that 

are beautiful and rovide food. In addition, there are two 

specific trees mentioned - the Tree of Life in the middle of 

, 
note that the Tree of Knowledge is not the tree that is in 

"the midst of the garden," According to the ta'amim, the 

phrase - "in the midst of the garden," is joined to the words 

-"the Tree of Life," and is separated from the words - "the 

" 

Tree of Knowledge is NOT in the middle· of the garden: 

The Lord God caused to grow from the ground [ every 
tree, that is pleasant to the sight and good for food 
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and the Tree of Life in the midst of the garden 

and The Tree I of Knowledge of Good and Bad." 

Based upon this understanding of the punctuation of the 

verses, we see that the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Bad is 

not in the midst of the garden. Only the Tree of Life is in 

the midst of the garden. 

The next relevant verses in the Adam and Eve story are 

from Gen. 2:16-17: 

,Z,,;;>l(.n ?:i~ 1~rr-rY i;:;i~ i'r.ll'C7. c:r~.;:i-z,y c•;:r'?~ n1n7 11~1 

~l~~ ':'17:;i~ ci•¥ •:;i ~l~~ Z,;;iK·n 1'C7 7JJ :ii~ ny:rrr TYi;)~ 

,nV:lfl n10 

And the Lord God commanded the man, saying, From 
every tree of the garden you may surely eat; 
But of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Bad, 
you shall not eat from it; because on the day that 
you eat from it you will surely die. 

Here God tells Adam not to eat from the "Tree of Knowledge." 

There is no mention made of the tree "in the midst of the 

garden." 

Finally, we look at Eve's understanding of God's command 

to Adam, Gen. 3:2-3: 

.. I have rewritt81'1 the text showing where the breaks and pauses are In the text, based upon the 
trope markings. Vertical lines denote where the longer stops or separations in the text are 

indicated { Cl':::l'7:l and c•ic•p) . 
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And the woman said to the serpent, we may eat from 
the fruit of the trees of the garden; 

But from the fruit 

from it, nor shall 

of the tree which is in the 
God said ou shall not eat 

you touch it, lest you die. 

that God gave to Adam. (The text never tells us how Eve 

learns of God's conversation with Adam.) God tells Adam not 

Eve thinks she is not 

to eat from, nor touch, the "tree in the midst of the 

shrewd snake comes to lure Eve into action by taking 

advantage of her different understanding of God's command. 

calls her attention to the Tree of Knowledge of Good and 

Bad and tells her that this is the tree whose fruit God does 

that eating from this tree - "the Tree of Knowledge" - is 

against God's wishes. Yet her original understan ing is t a 

this tree is not forbidden. (Hizkuni explains that Eve knew 

that she had not personally been commanded by God not to eat 

" 

n ir.inli - "desirable for making one wise" (Gen. 3; 6) , 

she makes a conscious and well thought out decision. She 

"Torat Cbavim. Htzkuni, Gen. 3:6 .,::11~ni and nll1'K" Ill µ1111 
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decides to take the risk. Even though the snake implies that 

God will not approve, Eve takes action to obtain what is so 

important for humankind - knowledge. 

If the acquiring of knowledge by humankind is one of the 

purposes of the Garden of Eden story, why then, does God 

command Adam NOT to eat from the Tree of Knowledge in Gen. 

2:17? 

il~~ -:i7;itt c1•:;i •:.i ill'.;1~ ''~n K? Y)l ::i1~ nv;m rY.r.>i 

: nir.in n1r.i 
' . 

But you shall not eat from the tree of Knowledge of 
Good and Bad; for on the day that you eat from it 
you shall surely die. 

The simple meaning of this verse is that God does not want 

Adam, (and humankind), to have knowledge of good and bad. Yet 

this does not make sense within the context of the rest of 

the Bible. With all the verses praising knowledge, we must 

assume that there is a different meaning behind God's 

warning. God's use of the words - n1,7.l.t'I n17.l - "you will 

surely die" - in the command to Adam may be a clue. This 

grammatical form is also used in another biblical story. God 

speaks these words at Mt. Sinai in Exodus 19:12: 

Yl~~ iry:;.i n11:iY. c~? ,,l?.Vr1i'.'l i'r.iK7 ::i•:;i9 C'1ti-ntt rt?il~i'.T) 

' .n.~~., ,n,~ ittil Y;Jij-1;1~ 1M¥ii':;.t 

And you shall set bounds to the people around, 
saying, Take heed to yourselves, that you go not up 
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into the mount, or touch its border; whoever 

I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

to this •warning." God warns the Israelite people not to go 

up the mountain or touch its border. But Moses is a to 

- is supposed to - go up the mountain. God is saying that 

Moses is needed as an intermediary between the people and the 

:i.s going 

capable of receiving the information directly. A parallel 

can be drawn between this and the Eve story. God warns Adam 

not to eat from the Tree of Good and Evil. Immediately 

following that verse, God says that Adam needs a companion. 

for him, (and therefore all human beings), to obtain the 

knowledge that the tree provides. 

d Eve if it was meant 

for them to obtain knowledge? According to Speiser, "The 

poin o e narr 

punishment."" Carol Meyers does not see Gen. 3:16-19 as a 

punishment. According to Meyers, the translations that are 

available to us fail to accurately communicate the meaning of 

the text in its original language." She retranslates these 

during biblical times." These verses are just a statement of 

".11 is interesting to note that in Gen. 3:3, Eve says she is prohibited from ~ouching' the tree or she 

"Speiser, p. 17 . 
.. Meyers, p. 97. 
11 F r ·1 
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what life was like for the Israelites, not a description of a 

punishment from God. Mary Korsak also sees the decree by God 

Gen. 3:16-19 as describin " ood" and positive aspects of 

human life, and not words of punishment." Bledstein sees 

in her capacity to procreate - goddesses had painless 

childbirth." In contrast to these pagan l.lllages o 

Eve and all woman are human beings. Eve, although she ate 

from the Tree of Knowledge and became god-like, was not a 

These verses can also be explained as the way to ensure 

that humans will obey God's commandment to be fruitful and 

multi 1 • Hizkuni takes Rashi's Commentary on Gen. 3:6 which 

makes Eve appear selfish and shows that she had righteous 

fruitful and multiply". She invites Adam to eat the fruit so 

that he too, can fulfill the mitzvah. This can 

from Ibn Ezra's comment about the Tree of Knowledge." 

When Adam ate from the Tree of Knowledge, he 'knew' 
sexual relations with his wife. 

needed to obtain knowledge for humankind. She is not 

,. Mary Phil Korsak. Genesis: A New Look, in Brenner. A Femjnist Compan;on to Geoesjs . 
pp. 50-52. 
" Adrien Janis Bledstein, Are Woman Cursed in Genesis 3:16?, in Brenner. A Eemjnjst 
Companjon to Genesjs pp. 142 .. 3, 

Gen. 3:6. ill!IKil icizi 
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disobeying God when she eats from the Tree of Knowledge 

I because God did not tell her not to eat the fruit. In fact, 

'ntermedia to obtain knowledge for 

I all humanity. She pursues knowledge because she knows the 

tremen ous 

I snake, Eve knows that the knowledge the fruit provides is 

something that humankind must have. She therefore takes the 

as the cause of evil by generations to come, for the pursuit 

of knowledge. 
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CHAP'l'ER 4: REBEKAH - i'li?:;i".1 

(GENESIS 24:1-67, 25:19-28:5) 

The Biblical S~ory 

we first meet Rebekah as a young woman of 'marriageable 

age 

Abraham's servant approaches her. He asks politely for just a 

little bit of water - c;~-~V~. Rebekah responds with kindness 

and generosity. She not only ful 1 is reques 

but also offers· to draw water for all of his camels. We thus 

see that Rebekah is a woman of action. Even though she finds 

a stran er she has never 

met before, she assesses the situation and then quickly does 

is written in such a way as to emphasize her activities and 

the speed at which she carries them out. According to Robert 

Alter a series of verbs in the text indicate purposeful or 

brisk action." Genesis 24:16,18,20 offers ten action verbs 

And the girl was very pretty and a virgin, and no 
man had known her; and she went dqwn to the well, 

· water ·ar and • 

611 Alter, The Art of Bib!igal Narrative p. . 
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;.ii 

J21Lt. ~ her water 
a drink. 

upon her hand, and ~ him 

And she hurried, and ernptied he~ water jar into the 
, 

and dr@w water for all his camels. 

Rebekah's actions show that she is an independent thinker -

capable of making decisions on er own. e was no 

anyone how to treat the stranger that she saw at the well. 

This can be seen later in the text when she and Abraham's 

to Rebekah's famil : 

And before I had finished speaking in my heart, 
behold, Rebekah came out with her water jar on her 
shoulder; and she went own to t e we , an 
water; and I said to her, Please let me drink. 

her shoulder, and said, Drink, and I will give your 
camels a drink also; so I drank, and she let the 

. -46 
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If there had been an accepted custom of treating strangers at 

the well which everyone knew, Rebekah and the servant would 

story. 

we find that it is not unusual in the community in which 

women to be decision makers. This can be 

seen later on in the story. Rebekah's father and brother 

acknowledge that the marriage was "decreed by the Lord" (Gen. 

24:50). Although the father and brother begin the 

conversation with Abraham's servant, Rebekah's mother is also 

involved. Her mother and brother say that it is up to Rebekah 

Isaac (Gen. 24:57-58) .•• Rebekah and her mother are integrally 

involved in the final decis on t at er 

future. 

When Rebekah agrees to go with the servant, she not only 

adjust to the new society in which Isaac lives. The story of 

Rebekah and Isaac in Gerar shows that her new life requires a 

chan e in how she reacts to the situations in which she finds 

herself. In Genesis chapter 26, Isaac and Rebekah journey to 

Rebekah is his sister. He does this to protect himself: 

Torah· A Modern Commentarv (New York: UAHC, 1981) pg. 165. 
NuZi was an ancient oily in N.E. Iraq during the 15th-14th centuries BCE. Tablets that were . . . 
Encyclopedja Judajca Vol 12, p. 1288-69.) 
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,-l.OKa, Ki' ':;) K1M • rinK il.OK"J i.nVJl:'l7 C1 l.Oi'.I '~ll;C ~a,!<VJ~,i 

And the m~n of th~ place asked him about his w~fe; 

say, She is my wife; lest, the men of the place 
would kill me for Rebekah; because she was pretty. 

· ent throu hout this sto • This seems 

uncharacteristic of her, based upon how she had reacted to 

Her silence is parallel to Sarah's silence in two earlier 

stories when Abraham requests Sarah to also say that she is 

his sister. (See Gen.12:10-16 and Gen. 2011-13) One can 

assume that this was the expected behavior of wives who were 

By remaining silent, and obeying her husband, Rebekah 

puts herself at great risk. If the men of Gerar assume she is 

ld take advanta e of her sexuall and 

cause her to commit adultery: 

And Abl.ll!elech sai , 
us? one of the people almost lay with your wife, 
and you would have brought guilt upon us. (Gen. 

her husband's safety. Since Isaac fears for his life, she 

aqrees to qo alonq with his plan. She feels that this is the 
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right thing to do as she tries to adjust to her new society. 

Abimelech's reaction, when he learns of the truth, makes 

it obvious that Isaac's idea is not carefully thought 

through. It also shows that Isaac is not able to learn from 

his father's mistakes. In the two similar stories about 

Abraham and Sarah, Pharaoh expels Abraham and Sarah from 

Egypt and God finds it necessary to interfere to prevent 

Abimelech from coll'llllitting adultery with Sarah. 

According to Sharon Jeansonne, Rebekah, not Isaac, gains 

sympathy in this story by her lack of action. "Her silence 

is an indication of her powerless status in this story. In 

fact, the impression of Rebekah given in this scene differs 

from that of the strong and independent woman we saw earlier 

- a woman who would speak to a male stranger and make her 

will known to her family."" Perhaps this story is told to 

illustrate the detrimental way women are expected to behave 

in Canaanite society. This story sets the stage for 

Rebekah's return to her old ways and customs when confronted 

with the issue of her son's blessing. 

In the story of Rebekah and Jacob's blessing, Gen. 27:1-

28:5, Rebekah again becomes a risk-taker for righteousness. 

This time though, she realizes that she must be the one to 

determine the outcome of the situation, and not leave it in 

Isaac's hands as she had done in Gerar. 

The story actually begins earlier in chapter 25. 

Rebekah is pregnant and inquires of God why she feels such 

" Sharon Pace Jeansonne, The Women o! Genesjs (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1990), 
pp. 63-64. 
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struggle within her womb. God explains: 

1:Y1ii7.l c·r;i~? ·~'1 1)~:;i:;i [c·t~l c;'l ·~' n? njn~ i~K"J 

i·.¥~ i':l'Y,,~ :lj' T~t$.: CK1[1',l c'K'?~ 1i1~: 

• • • Two nations are in your womb, and two peoples 
will be separated from your bowels; and the one 
people will be stronger than the other people; and 
the older will serve the younger. (Gen. 25:23) 

This poses a problem for Rebekah because God's prophecy 

contradicts the socially accepted way that family leadership 

is passed on. In Isaac's society, it is assumed that the 

first born becomes the leader of the family and receives the 

father's blessing. Rebekah knows that she must do whatever 

is necessary to ensure God's prophecy. However, she also 

realizes that she cannot accomplish this through the usual 

socially accepted ways. She develops a plan to circumvent the 

traditional way of passing on paternal authority. This 

situation calls for Rebekah's true personality to come forth. 

Again, Rebekah shows, that she is a woman of action, as 

she was in Nahor. This can be understood by looking closely 

at the way the text is written. In the four verses of Gen. 

27:14-17 we come across a quick succession of 5 action verbs: 

And he went, and fetched, and brought them to his 
mother; and his mother ~ savory food, that his 
father loved. 
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i'l{1~ ,~~ ziir,lO,.i'.f ,,~ti n~:;i iV'¥ '1f.:;1-.n~ i'li?:;i".1 np,r-11 

,lµi?tr n;:;i ::ip~.~-.n.~ ~~?til .n:;i:;i 

And Rebekah j;,Qgk the best clothes of her oldest son 
Esau, which were with her in the house, and ctressed 
Jacob her younger son; 

And she J2lJ.t. the skins of the kids of the goats on 
his hands, and on his smooth neck; 

And she ~ the savory food and the bread, which 
she had made, to her son Jacob, in his hand. 

This series of verbs in such a short section of text, 

accentuates the quickness and deliberateness of Rebekah's 

actions. 

To accomplish her task, Rebekah takes great risks - the 

risk of alienating her husband and incurring the wrath of her 

oldest son Esau. But she does what is necessary to fulfill 

God's prophecy. The text itself, reminds us of God's 

involvement. When the time comes for Esau to receive his 

father's blessing, Rebekah calls her son Jacob to her and 

says: 

i'~N7. n;:;i ::ii'Y,.~-1;1~ n,~,\'t i1i?;'l".1J 

,-,:~N7. ':!'I}~ iV1¥-':i~ i~'J~ ':!'~~-.n~ 'J;ll{Q'P n~;:i 
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rr;i~1.;i~J rr?;ill(J C'7;lYl:'~ •7-rrwY.J i·~ •? rr~·:;:i;:r 

,• ni~ 'l~' nin~ ~lc; 
• • ,. • · T I •• 1 • 

Behold, I heard your father speak to Esau your 
brother, saying, 'Bring me venison, and make me 
savory food, and I will eat it, and I will bless 
you before the Lord before my death.' (Gen. 27:6-7) 

This is slightly different from what Isaac actually said. In 

her retelling of the story to Jacob, Rebekah adds sOJne 

additional words to what Isaac actually says to Esau. Isaac 

says: 

'.r-i;tijt' ,,~,;i C'7;lYl:'~ •?-n'WY,.J 

.n~.~~ Cjt'~ 'VI~~ 1~1.;i1;1 i~:iY,,:;) rr?;iNJ •? n~·:i;:r1 

Make me savory food that I love, and bring it to me 
and I will eat it so that my soul may bless you, 
before I die. (Gen. 27:4). 

Rebekah adds the words, "before God." She reminds herself, 

Jacob, and the reader that she is in partnership with God as 

she carries out her plan. 

That she is taking a risk, is underscored by Jacob's 

response to her plan: 

n??i? '7V 'J;lN:;:t,ij) YJ::IVJ'.l~;l i'tY;t 'J:l'~tll ':;:t~ ·~~~~ ·?~N 
rr:::ii:i N~i '"''I'. ! 

Perhaps my father will touch me, and I will seem 
like a deceiver in his eyes; and I will bring a 
curse upon me, and not a blessing.(Gen. 27:12) 
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Rebekah assures Jacob that she will bear the responsibility 

of taking such a risk: 

' ' my son; however obey my voice, and go take (them) 
for me.(Gen. 27:13) 

Rebekah understands that is so important for Jacob to receive 

Isaac's blessing, she is willing to risk her husband's anger 

and alienation, in order to see God's prophecy fulfilled. 

The ultimate consequence of taking this risk is not the 

curse of her husband, oss o er son, • 

Because of Esau's unfathomed anger toward his brother, 

Rebekah must send Jacob away to protect him: 

And it was told to Rebekah what Esau her oldest son 
said. She sent and calle Jae er younger son, 
and said to him, Behold, your brother Esau comforts 
himself by planning to kill you. 
Now, my son, obey my voice; and get up, flee to 
Laban my brother to Haran; 
And awell w.ith htm a t:ew days, uut;il youz bzother's 
fury turns away; 
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Until your brother's ~nger t~rns away fr~m you, and 

and take you from there; why should I grieve for 
both of you in one day? (Gen. 27:42-45) 

Rebekah hopes that this will last only a few days but the 

story ends differently. Jacob remains in Paddan-aram for 

d that Jacob never sees Rebekah 

again. 

Because God's prophecy to Rebekah is written directly in 

the biblical text, the view of her in early attempts to 

actions is usuall sitive, (unlike other 

biblical women such as Eve or Lot's daughters). Even though 

generations, Rebekah has been looked upon with great favor by 

most Rabbinic literature. When she comes to Isaac to marry 

him, she is brought to Sarah's tent (Gen. 24:67). Mi~ash 

tells us that Rebekah is brought to Sarah's tent because God 

AND ISAAC BROUGHT HER TO HIS MOTHER SARAH'S TENT -
As long ~s Sarah lived, a cloud was.connected to 

, 
disappeared; but when Rebekah came, the same cloud 
returned. (Gen. Rabbah LX:l6) 
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Rebekah is highlighted in the Mid.rash for making her own 

decisions. She is shown as a strong-willed woman who acts on 

what she believes. The Mid.rash points out that the decision 

for Rebekah to go with Abraham's servant is hers, regardless 

AND THEY CALLED TO Rl'!BEKAH, ~ SAID TO HER: WILL 

YOU {ACTUALLY] GO? AND SHE SAID: I WILL GO: I go in 
spite of you, whether you wish it or not. (Gen. 

deceiver. She comes from a community of deceivers. 

Therefore, in order to stress that Rebekah was not like the 

from her town the bring this Mid.rash. In the eyes 

of the Rabbis, Rebekah is a righteous woman. The Rabbis 

credit for overcoming them: 

ir.i t:IN . . . i'U~ t:l'Y:::li 

' iNn :::i':i ,,,nN ;· ri nr.i ciN 11:11':1 N'Mll1 
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As a lily among the thorns, so is my lov~ among the 

this verse as speaking about Rebekah. As it says, 
And Isaac was forty years old when he took Rebekah 

the sister of Laban the Aramean (Gen. 25:20). N<»1 
if the text intends to teach us that she came from 

am wh does the text sa 'The sister of 
Laban the Aramean'? Only to inform us that her 
father was a deceiver (rammai) and the men of her 
lace were deceivers ramma'im) yet this righteous 

woman came out from among them. To what can s e 
likened? To 'A lily among the thorns'. (Lev. 
Rabbah 23:1, also Song of Songs Rabbah 2:4) 

The Rabbis do not see Rebekah as deceiving Isaac. Instead, 

they praise Rebekah for taking action to prevent Isaac from 

, 
the righteous, even both of them are an abomination 
to.the Lord (Prov. XVII, 15). R. Joshua b. Levi 

than Esau that she did this thing, but because she 
said: ' Let him not ~o in and mislead that old 

'Even they both are an abomination to the Lord.'" 
(Genesis Rabbah LXV:6) 

They consider Isaac "justifying the wicked" by asking for 

00 ram Esau in exc ange or essing. 

have given his blessing freely without making his son cook a 
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meal for him. By accepting food in exchange for giving his 

blessing, it is as if Isaac is asking Esau for a bribe to 

assure his receivin the blessing. According to the Rabbis, 

Rebekah's plan prevented Isaac from accepting this bribe from 

righteousness. 

Rashi follows in the footsteps of the Midrash by 

of the 

Rabbinic comments on Rebekah to his own commentary and then 

righteous among her wicked family: 

THE DAUGHTER OF BETUEL - It doesn't have to be 
written that she is the daughter of Betuel and the 

· an from Padan A.ram but it is written 
to sing her praise, that she was the daughter of a 
wicked man and the sister of a wicked man and the 

eo le from her conununi t were wicked, but she 

Even though he 

fault her to a certain extent, for her family background. 

When he cOl!IJl\ents on Isaac's prayer to God on behalf of 

Re enness Rashi ex lains that God res onds to 

Isaac's prayer and not Rebekah's because: 
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I>ti., ll P''75 ii)t>r' :"!,,,, l'Dti ,:i> n>i i> .i? in~", 

• 
because there is no comparison between the prayer 
of a ri~hteous person, (Rebekah), who is the child 

' righteous person, (Isaac), who is the child of a 
righteous person, (Abraham). (Rashi, Gen. 25:21) 

discussin Rebekah's lan to deceive Isaac, Rashi 

reminds us that she seeks God's permission to act. That is 

" 

Isaac's intent to bless Esau, to Jacob. 

BEFORE THE LORD - With God's permission, so God 

will agree with what I am doing. (Rashi, Gen. : ) 

Rashi also confirms that God is part of Rebekah's plan in his 

And these words of Esau her older son were to1d to 

son, and said to him, Behold, your brother Esau 
comforts himself by planning to kill you. 

Rashi says that the Holy Spirit was the one who told Rebekah 

what Esau was thinking to himself: 
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,1:i1:i:i ininr.i ieiyw nr.i "' ilin wiij:'n nii:i .nj:':iil; il~i 

And it was told to Rebekah. By the holy spirit was 
she told what Esau felt in his heart. 

Other commentators also acknowledge God's role in 

Rebekah's plan. Rashbam and Hizkuni agree that Rebekah 

willingly accepts the responsibility of Isaac's curse if he 

finds out their plan, because "she was sure about what God 

told her, that the older son would serve the younger son."" 

Modern Interpretation 

Gerhard Von Rad, a German Bible scholar, is relatively 

neutral in his description of the Blessings Story, showing 

both the positive and negative attributes of Rebekah's 

actions. He first praises Rebekah by calling Genesis 27:1-45, 

"The Cunning Acquisition of the Blessing".•• He describes 

Rebekah as having thought of everything. She was even willing 

to take on the expected curse should their plans be 

discovered. But he also discusses the seriousness of the 

story. There were so many moral difficulties raised by 

carrying out the plan. Von Rad feels that Jacob lied in 

verse 20. When Isaac asked him, "How is it that you have 

found it so quickly, my son?," Jacob said, "Because the Lord 

Your God granted me success.,,., Jacob and Rebekah also 

03 Tora! Cbavim Gen. 27:13 11'1??i' ":>y 
" Von Rael, , p. 273. 
"Translation by Von Rad 
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exploited Isaac's blindness, something prohibited in the 

Bible. [ 7!11~1;1 i.r:i.n i<? i~y ·~~'' - Don't put a stumbling block 

before the blind.(Lev. 19:14) and 17'~ i~y n~I!"~ i~i~ - Cursed 

is the one who causes the blind to wander out of the way. 

(Deut. 27:18)] 

Von Rad concludes by raising the issues behind Rebekah's 

motivation. He asks, "Did Rebekah really intend to further 

the divine plans which Isaac had culpably neglected? ••• What 

if the motives of the actors were much more human and 

obvious?"" According to Von Rad, motivation is not the issue 

in this story. The narrator of the text is more concerned 

with God's sovereignty, than the questions of personal guilt 

and subjective motives of individual people. The narrator's 

goal is to "awaken in the reader a feeling of sympathetic 

suffering for those who are caught up mysteriously in such a 

monstrous act of Goel and are almost destroyed by it."" 

Adin Steinsaltz takes a favorable approach toward 

Rebekah.•• He praises her for her conun.itment to whatever she 

believes is right. Steinsaltz compares her personality to 

Isaac's. Isaac is fundamentally not a person who makes 

decisions, but a person to whom things happen. While Isaac is 

hesitant and unsure, Rebekah is decisive and takes action. 

Despite her actions, Steinsaltz sees Rebekah as being 

respectful and admiring of her husband. "With all her 

" Von Rad, p. 280. 
"Ibid. 
"Adin Steinsaltz, Biblical lmagea. (Norttwale:Jason Aronson Inc:., 1994), Chapters. 
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resolution of will, Rebekah makes no attempt to dominate her 

partner, to trample on his personality."" Even though she 

admires her husband, she acknowledges his limitations, and 

therefore must act. 

According to Steinsaltz, Rebekah manipulates Isaac into 

blessing Jacob out of her love for him. It is an attempt by 

Rebekah to shield and protect Isaac from the emotional shock 

of realizing his own error of judgment of his sons. ' 0 

J. H. Hertz also justifies Rebekah's actions. He 

explains that she acts out of necessity because of the 

prophecy she received from God earlier. "This prophecy 

appeared on the point of being falsified by Isaac's 

intention to bestow his chief blessing upon Esau. Knowing 

how attached Isaac was to the elder son, she must have felt 

it would be useless to try and dissuade her husband from his 

intention. She therefore, in desperation, decided to 

circumvent him."" 

Not all modern commentators are so favorable toward 

Rebekah. The Interpreter's Bible ignores God's role in 

Rebekah's actions and uses the Rebekah story instead as an 

example of how a woman's emotions and selfishness can ruin a 

marriage. Simpson compares Rebekah and Isaac's marriage to a 

marriage that has become bitter "because one or both was 

selfishly obsessed to have his or her own way. "'2 Rebekah is 

blamed for favoring Jacob much more aggressively than Isaac 

" Ibid. p. 46. 
"Ibid. p. 51. 
" Dr. J. H. Hertz, The Pentateygh and the Hattorah (London, Soncino Press, 1967), pp. 97·98. 
"C. Simpson, !Qlemrele(s Bjb!e yo1 l Genesjs (New York:Abingdon Press, 1951), p. 668. 
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favored Esau, therefore creating a rift in their marriage. 

According to the Interpreter's Bible, "She wanted Jacob to 

have the best of everything, no matter how he got it; and to 

that end she would not scruple at trickery and unfairness 

both toward her husband and her son Esau"." The author 

compares Rebekah's actions to a mother who encourages her 

son's self-indulgence or one who schemes to do whatever is 

necessary to ensure her daughter's social success. 

The Interpreter's Bible ignores God's role as the 

motivation behind Rebekah's plan to get the blessing for 

Jacob. In fact,· Rebekah is accused of being disloyal to 

truth, to honor and "to the relationship of life to God."" 

Simpson claims Rebekah's actions go against God. He asserts 

that Rebekah's "use of God's prophesy" is an excuse to help 

her favored son succeed, and is "a strange example of the way 

in which lofty ideas may be made a motive for low acts."" 

Simpson concludes by using the end of the story to prove 

that Rebekah's deeds were evil. Esau and Isaac are angry and 

Jacob is sent away, never to be seen by Rebekah again. "But 

the consequences of evil may be longer and graver than the 

one who has instigated the evil can foresee ••• she carried to 

her grave the frustration of her own life which had grown out 

of the false act by which she had tried to lift her preferred 

child into favor."" 

Even some earlier women writers do not look favorably 

"Ibid. 
"Ibid. 
"Ibid., p. 681. 
" Ibid., p. 686. 
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upon Rebekah's actions. Edith Deen sees Rebekah's actions as 

the act of a desperate mother. She sees no connection between 

God's oracle to Rebekah and Rebekah's actions. "She plots an 

act that is deep, dark and disconcerting ••• She took quick 

action guided by her will, not God's will ••• It was her fears 

that overwhelmed her and she forgot God's part in the affairs 

of men.'"' Deen describes Rebekah as deceiving her blind 

husband and influencing her son to do what is wrong. She 

sees Jacob's leaving home as punishment for Rebekah's 

wrongdoing. 

Most modern. feminist writers see the story differently. 

The portrayal of Rebekah and other women as deceivers is 

considered by these biblical critics to be representative of 

the status that women had in biblical society. Esther Fuchs 

feels that women needed to carry out deceptive acts because 

of their "inferior social position and political 

powerlessness in patriarchal society.'"' She asserts that· 

Rebekah deceived Isaac not because she was a devious wife, 

but because legally she was inferior and subordinate to him. 

Savina Teubal adds a new dimension to the patriarchy 

theme which is used as the basis for explaining women's need 

to deal with problems differently. She theorizes that the 

society that Rebekah came from was a matriarchal or 

matrilineal society. It had different customs and practices 

than the patriarchal society to which Rebekah was brought. 

The conflicts for Rebekah began then, when she tried to 

" Deen, pp. 25-26. 
" Esther Fuchs. Who is Hiding the Truth? In Feminist Perspecljyes on Biblical ScholarshiP- p. 
137. 
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maintain her matriarchal upbringing in her new patriarchal 

country of Canaan. This theory can be used to explain 

Rebekah's sudden change in personality in Gerar, from a woman 

who takes charge and makes decisions, to a woman who quietly 

goes along with her husband's poorly thought-out request. 

When she first goes with Isaac to Gerar, her quiet manner can 

be explained as an attempt to adopt to the ways of Isaac's 

patriarchal society. When she realizes that this behavior is 

not constructive and causes her to do things that are not 

right, she returns to her matriarchal background to guide her 

as she acts. Thus, when challenged with God's oracle to have 

the younger son rule the older son, Rebekah's matriarchal 

personality resurfaces to deal with the issue. 

According to Teubal, Rebekah's matriarchal upbringing 

explains why she works so hard to get Jacob his father's 

blessing. God's prophecy made logical sense to Rebekah and 

seemed right. Teubal explains that Rebekah's matriarchal 

society followed the custom of ultimogeniture - succession of 

the youngest." Her problem was that Isaac's patriarchal 

society followed the practice of primogeniture - succession 

of the eldest. Resolving these two approaches to inheritance 

was a source of conflict within the couple's marriage. 

According to Teubal, even though God's oracle to Rebekah 

confirmed her society's approach to inheritance, Isaac "did 

not accept the fate decreed by the oracle.•" He intended to 

give Esau the blessing without Rebekah's knowledge. Rebekah's 

"'Lord Raglan, Kinship and Inheritance. in Savina Teubal, Sarah !be prjestess p. 44. 
00 Teubal, p. 44. 
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actions to obtain the blessing for Jacob, was not only based 

upon God's oracle but also upon her understanding of the role 

of inheritance that was followed in her homeland. 
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CHAPTER 5: TAMAR - ii;if-1 

(GENESIS CHAPTER 38) 

The Bihlioal Story 

We first learn of Tamar when she is chosen to be the 

wife of Er, Judah's eldest son. Because Er (iY) is bad (Yi), 

God kills him. 01 This leaves Tamar a childless widow. Judah 

then follows the laws of levirate marriage as described in 

Deuteronomy, and arranges for his second son, Onan, to 

produce offspring through Tamar, in his brother's name: 

n:;:i.ti·~'? 1?·1·~ l~, cry~ ii:rtt riQi ,,\!; Cl'J'.llt ,:11'.:··~ 

i'TCJi?'i', i;i·?~ tt":i: i'll~~: ir vr~'? n,inu n~;:T-nit.~ 

1'1'.!l< c~r?y c,v: i7..1.:1 i;t~ i1:l:;Ii'.I n;tr) '"·,,:;i'J n1'~'i' 1? 

:?.~,.,.r,l 17.llV i1\,l~~-~.7'J J'l7i)ij 

If brothers live together, and one of them die~, 
and he has no child, the wife of the dead shall not 
go outside to a stranger; her husband's brother 
shall come in to her, and take her to him for a 
wife, and fulfill the duty of a husband's brother 
to her. 
And it will be, that the firstborn which she gives 
birth to will rise to the name of his dead brother, 
so that his name not be erased from Israel.( neut. 
25:5-6)" 

" Notice the play on words • E~ s name and the word for 'bad' are the same two letters in reverse 
order. 
,. There is a difference between the Tamar story and the laws of levirate marriage in Deuteronomy. 
Deut. 25:7 ·10 continues by describing ways that a man can be released from the obligation of 
levirate marriage. In the Tamar story. tt appears that Judah has no legal way to get out of his 
obligation. Sarna, suggests an early da~ng of the Tamar story saying that the Tamar story took 
place before the laws of Deuteronomy were written, which is why the story does not 1ollow these 
laws. Levirate laws in general pre-date Biblical law. Documents from the Middle Assyrian Empire, 
Hittite Laws and laws of Nuzi all have variations on levirate marriage !JPS Torab Commentarv on 
Geoesjs pp. 264, 266). 
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Onan does not cooperate and is also killed by God which 

leaves Judah's youngest son, Shelah. Tamar is told by Judah 

to live at her father's home as a widow until Shelah grows 

--- ----- ... , .. •~ •-~1•-rl_ .Tnrh•h never nromises marriaae -
or a sexual union to Tamar because he fears that his youngest 

. - . - - . -- .. ·--son wm C£ISO ........... ....... - ... -!I:v•c: u- ._ .... ~- ... -• ................. r- ·-
' 
' to Tamar. 

After many years of waiting, Tamar is told that Judah is 

~· 
... t-.!- .. • ...:i/.c-.11--- .,..: ... .:--- ,,1'tV-.\ 

~ 
. .,, ... 

Hira. She realizes that Judah will never fulfill his 

obligation to her. The text implies that by going with his 

Adullamite friend. Judah becomes a 'citizen' of his friend's 

community. The more he remains in the company of non-
- . . - -. . . -~ . --- .;-.! , _....__ --...:1 .....__ . , .,, -

his own people's laws and customs. This is hinted at early 

in the story. 13~) is the verb used to describe Judah in the 

•- -- __ , ·----...: - -- - ~ .... h- _ ........ ___ 
__ ... __ ... _ 

t.&.. •• --.e Al!il~A.iis.t ...... §.T't. - . .,, .. 
Adullamite man, Hira: 

'7,l ?'.J~ ~-~-iy t:l~l i·i:i~ l1~7,l ni~n· 
,,., ~1i)ij .ny~ 't17J • ' ·.···-

........ 111'1!!1i .. ' 

-- -·. . ··- . .I...: -- - • "--- - • T,,,J-""- ----.a.. .J-.- J:--·- -
his brothers and turned aside to the Adullamite 
man, whose name was Hira.(Gen. 38:1) 

The verb often means a physical turning aside but also 

implies a moral turning aside. This understanding of t:l~l can 

I 

... 
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be seen more clearly by looking at the use of this verb in 

the book of Kings: 

i1'l1K •inK 
,. '' -1 ••• , , • 

Then news came to Joab; for Joab had be led astray 
by Adonijah.(I Kings 2:28) 

Hira leads Judah astray, away from his Israelite heritage 

causing Ju a to 

creating a levirate marriage for Tamar." 

Judah continues to be seen in a negative light as the 

• 

for his wife, then he seems to eagerly set off for the sheep 

shearing festival:" 

i111i1' • • 

' . . ... ~. , ,,. 

wife died; and Judah was comforted, and went up to 
T~ah to his she'7f' shearers, he and his friend 

e use o ' 

cene when Jacob is told of his son Joseph's 

supposed death: 

"Jeansonne, p, 102. 
"According to Robert Alter CGenesjs· nansl@ljon and Commeot.arv p. 219), sheep shearing was 
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Clj~.l'.1i'.'17 11\'ll'.'1 17.:lCT,.~7 i·ri1;i-?;>) i·~;i-':i;> i~p:J 
And all his sons and all his daughters rose up to 
comfort him; but he refused to be comforted; (Gen. 
37:35) 

In contrast to Judah's quick recovery from mourning, Jacob 

refuses to be comforted. 

Reading the text carefully, one realizes that when Judah 

goes to meet Hira at this festival, things are about to 

change - something important is about to happen. The verb 

used to describe Judah going to Timna to meet Hira is n?y -., 

"go up" (Gen.38:13). This is in contrast to the verb used to 

describe Judah at the beginning of the chapter, when he first 

goes to meet Hira, 1'J~J - "go down" • In the Bible, o?Y and ii• 

often have meanings other than a physical change of 

elevation. When Judah first leaves his brothers and marries 

Shua at the beginning of the chapter, his "going down" 

ascribes a negative sense to his actions. He has wronged his 

family, and leaves them (1'J~J - go down) in disgrace. When he 

"goes up" to Tirona, he is now heading toward something 

positive - a union with Tamar which will create the heir to 

King David. 

Tamar quickly takes action to right a wrong. Even 

though she is not a Hebrew,"' she understands the critical 

importance in the Hebrew culture of creating an heir for her 

family. She realizes that Judah is the only one left to 

"Tamar's ancestry is not mentioned but is assumed to be Canaanite by many interpreters. 
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provide the seed for her child. Knowing how easy it is to 

lead Judah astray, Tamar devises a strategy. She disguises 

herself as a harlot and sits where she knows Judah will pass. 

Judah falls for the trap: 

Y".r: N1:l ':;l "1:7~ Ni":l~ N~ il~tl i7;1N"l "11'.1tl-':itt ti'7,~ 'O~j 

Ni;:t in".;'~ ':;l 

So he turned aside to her by the road and said: 
Come now, please let me come in to you - tor he did 
not know that she was his daughter-in-law (bride)." 
(Gen. 38:16) 

The verb (iTDl) is used here as it was in 38:1 to show how 

easily Judah is led astray. Tamar knows that it will be easy 

to deceive Judah into creating an heir for the family. 

The text hints to us that what Tamar is about to do is 

righteous even though it appears on the surface to be 

immoral: 

And she took oft her widow's gannents, and covered 
herself with a yeil. (Gen. 38114) 

This .is reminiscent of Rebekah who covers herself with a veil 

when she meets Jacob: 

,. Notice the dual meaning of the word in7~. Tamar simultaneously is his daughter-in-law and in 
effect becomes his bride by her actions. 
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1lf!N':1i?7 iljV/~ 17il.tl i1!1J'tl ~'NiJ-'.Q i;lV,iJ.,l:t i1;JNl1l 

She said to the servant, Who is this man walking 
in the field to meet us? And the servant said, He 
is my master; so she tqgk the yeil, and coye,red 
herself.(Gen. 24:65) 

Rebekah is considered a Matriarch and highly praised by later 

generations for her actions. Like Tamar, she too had to 

resort to deceit to right a wrong. The parallel between the 

two women goes even further because both women have twins. 

Tamar is not haphazard as she carries out her plans, but 

gives them a great deal of thought. Even though she is 

justified in what she does, Tamar proceeds at great risk to 

herself. If her plan succeeds and she becomes pregnant, she 

will not be able to keep it secret from the community. The 

penalty for adultery, (Tamar is considered betrothed to 

Shelah), is death for the woman." She tries to protect 

herself by getting proof in advance from Judah, in case she 

is questioned later on: 

"There are many laws In the Bible that refer to the punishment tor adunery_ These laws are 
somewhat different than the law applied to Tamar by Judah. The biblical laws call for the death of 
BOTH the adulterer and the adultere$$. 

And the man who commits adultery with another man's wife, he who commits adultery with 
his neighbor's wife, the adulterer and the adulteress shall surely be put to dealh. (Lev. 
20:10) 
And if a man lies with his daughter-in-law, both of them shall surely be put to death; they 
have committed unnatural sin; their blood shall be upon them. (Lev. 20:12) 
If a gi~ who Is a virgin Is betrothed to a husband, and a man finds her in the city. and lias 

with her; Then you shall bring them both out to the gate of that city, and you shall stone 
them with stones that they die; (Deut. 22:23-24) 

In the Genesis story, only Tamar Is to be killed. It is not clear whether this is so because the laws 
from Leviticus and Deuteronomy were not In existence atttle time of the Tamar story, or if Judah 
had some special status that exempted him from such a sentence. 
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And she said, What will you give me, that you may 
come in to me? (Gen. 38:16) 

1ip7,l1 1?· n~1 1~.!in i9l<·r-i1 -:i?-1t1~ i!;11:t 11~,.Yti i'T~ i~K'l 

.1.? ir:u:n i:r·?~ !<·~:1 M?-1-ti.•1 i'J~ ,,~ 

And he said, What pledge shall I give you? 
And she said, Your signet, and your bracelets, and 
your sta:f:f t:hat is in your hand. And he gave (them) 
to her, and came in to her, and she became pregnant 
by him. (Gen. 38:18) 

Judah does find out that Tamar is pregnant and is 

accused of being a harlot. He immediately calls for her to 

be burned:" 

c,_, 1rir;i ,~fl nfl~.! i'r.il<7 n,1i'T".'7 ,~~1 c•VJ't1 ei?1117.l;i ri'T~J 

='l.''.!V'.t:'l1 ry1!<":1t1,n i'T'J1n~ i7;1l<.9 J c·~ur'7 n1i;i n~n 

And it was about three months later, that it was 
told Judah, saying, Tamar your daughter-in-law has 
played the harlot; and also, behold, she is 
pregnant by her harlotry. And Judah said, Bring her 
out, and let her be burned. (Gen. 38:24) 

Judah does not seem to give this much thought. In two quick 

words, '1.'J'7.!1) l;l1l<"lt1,i'T, he sentences Tamar to death. 

" Although she is called a harlot, her punishment is similar that of an adulterer. (See preceeding 
footnote.) 
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Tamar has every right at this point to reveal in public, 

what Judah has done, but she chooses to remains silent. She 

continues to risk her life by her silence, because she feels 

that this is the proper thing to do. She leaves it up to 

Judah to say that she has been wronged, but she does not 

leave it totally up to him. Her careful planning enables her 

to remind Judah indirectly, of his involvement. Tamar sends 

Judah a message showing him the proof that he is the father, 

and placing the burden on him to reveal the true story of 

what occurred. 

past: 

The words she uses quickly reminds Judah of his sordid 

Recognize. please, whose are these, the signet, and 
the cords, and the staff.(Gen.38:25) 

These are the same words that Judah himself uses when he 

shows his father Jacob, the bloodied and torn coat of his 

brother Joseph. 

Recognize, please, is this your son's coat or 
not.(Gen. 37:32) 

In the end, perhaps because he is reminded of the wrong 

that he has done to his brother, in addition to the wrong 
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that he has done to Tamar, Judah acknowledges Tamar's 

righteousness. She was not a harlot nor an adulterer because 

she was justified in her actions: 

trril'.'ltN:.' 1:p-;y-•.:P -~~~ ili?7~ i~N··1 n:rni~ i:;;i~1 

'l::l n1ttti1t 
'I ,. •• 1 

And Judah acknowledged them, and said, She has been 
more riqhtaoys than I; because I did not give her 
to Shelah my son.(Gen. 38:26) 

Tamar receives the ultimate reward for her deed. Her son, 

Perez, continues 'the family line through to King Oavid.(See 

Ruth 4:18-22) 

It is interesting to note that the story of Tamar is 

situated right in the middle of the Joseph story. In chapter 

37, we learn about Joseph and the rivalry he has with his 

brothers. The chapter ends with Joseph being sold by his 

brothers to the Midianites, who are on their way to Egypt. 

Chapter 39 continues the story of Joseph as he arrives in 

Egypt. He quickly rises in status as the personal attendant 

of Potiphar, the Pharaoh's chief steward. 

While in his master's home, we read about another story 

which seems, on the surface, to parallel Tamar's story. 

Potiphar's wife tries to seduce Joseph into laying with her, 

just as Tamar seduced Judah into laying with her. The Hebrew 

hints at the parallelism between the two stories. The story 

of Tamar begins: 
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And it came to pass at that time, that Judah Ji§Ul.t 
s;lJa,aJ. from his brothers. (Gen. 38:1) 

Chapter 39 begins with the same verb 1ii•i in verse one: 

n~7':ic~ 1"J~i1 11'1i1"1 
And Joseph was brought down to Egypt. (Gen. 39:1) 

This parallel use of verbs suggest the parallel between the 

stories in these two chapters." While both stories are 

about women who seduce men, there is a stark contrast between 

the motives of the two women. The story of Tamar is placed 

before the story of Potiphar's wife to emphasize the 

difference between the two women. If one is critical of 

Tamar for her seemingly immoral actions, the reader is 

quickly reminded in the next chapter of the actions of 

Potiphar's wife. Her seduction has no apparent motive other 

than a selfish one. By placing these two stories in 

juxtaposition to each other, one can see that motive plays an 

important part in understanding the actions of personalities 

in the Bible. 

Classical Interpretations of the Tezt 
Although Tamar's actions can be harshly criticized, her 

relationship with Judah produces a child which begins the 

.. There are also many parallels that can be seen between chapter 37 and 38 with regard to Judah. 
For more informaton, see Robert Alter, The Act pt Bjbllcal N11rretive. pp. 3-7, 9-11. 
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lineage of King David. Therefore it is important that she be 

seen in a positive light by the Rabbis. Tamar is depicted as 

praiseworthy and righteousin the Talmud and Midrash. She is 

often used by the Rabbis as the role model to show how people 

should behave. 

The Talmud describes Tamar's act of covering herself 

with a veil as a sign of modesty - an admirable trait for a 

woman according to the Rabbis: 

nlcc 1'Nl1'1 n:m n•cn .rr:i:i nyu1 N'n!li' n'?:J ?::> 

rri1n• nNi•i ,:i•n::>i icnc 1'?lc C'N':ili c•::i?c 

"'l!l nno::ii c10c "'l!l nno:J •:J nl1T';i n:i0n1 

n•cn n•:i.::i "'l!l nno::>i c1wc N?N nln'? n::i0n•i 

C'N':ll1 c•:J?r.3 nlcc 1N::t•i rrn::ir n? yi• rrin N;, 

Eve:ry bride that is modest in her father-in-law's 
house merits having kings and prophets as her 
descendants." Where do we learn this? From Tamar. 
As it is written: When Judah saw her, he thought 
her to be a harlot1 because she had covered her 
face (Gen. 38:25). It is not because she covered 
her face that he thought that she was a harlot, 
rather, because she always covered her face in her 
father-in-law's home, so he didn't recognize her. 
This is why she mez~ted having kings and prophets 
as descendants. (Meg. lOb) 

The 'Rabbis change Tamar's act of covering herself with a veil 

so that Judah will not recognize her, from an action related 

to deceit, to an action related to modesty. Because she was 

00 All TalmUd Hebrew Is from the Sonc!no Talmyd (London: Sonc!no Press, 1984). 
" King David is described as a descendant of Perez, Tamar's son, in Ruth 4:18. The prophet 
Isaiah is called the son of Amoz in Isaiah 1 :1 and other places. According to Soncino commentary 
on this Talmud passage, Amoz is the brother of David. 
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modest, it was appropriate that she became the ancestor of 

King David and Isaiah. 

Despite their praise of her, though, the Rabbis do 

accuse Tamar of being a harlot. Then, in the same breath, 

they justify her actions: 

... c•tc•:lli c•:::l?r.i nlr.ir.i tciii:• nnrr ir.in 

niii:r.ir.i nr.iw? ni•::iy n1nil ,pnii:• i::i ri ir.iK 

nr.iw? tc?w 

Tamar acted as a harlot but gave birth to kings and 
prophets ••• R. Nahman ben Isaac said: A 
transgression performed with good intention is 
better than a mitzvah performed with evil 
intention. (Naz. 23b) 

According to the Talmud, Tamar was justified in her actions 

because she had good reason for doing what she did. Her 

"transgression" of being a harlot was appropriate because she 

had good intentions - to produce an heir for Judah's family. 

Tamar is also praised for her behavior and restraint 

when her pregnancy is found out and she is ordered, by Judah, 

to be burned: 

?K1 WKil lW::l:::l 1111? 1l.:lli:Y ?•!l"W cite? t<? M1l 

tc•n ,ir.itclw ir.inr.i 1?lr.i c•:ii:i ii:in 'l!l r:i?• 

'1l1 11Kl1?J 

It is better for a person to throw himself into a 
fiery furnace than to shame his friend in public. 
Where do we learn this from? From Tamar, as it is 
written: When she was brought out, she sent to her 
father-in-law, saying, By the man, whose these are, 
am I with childJ and she said, Discern, I beg you, 
whose are these, the signet, and bracelets, and 
staff.(Gen. 38:25) (Ber. 43b) 
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Even at the risk of dying, Tamar did not enounce 

Judah for his role in her pregnancy. She left it up to him to 

decide if he would acknowledge his responsibility for her 

condition. The Rabbis considered such action truly 

praisewo use 

people of the importance of not embarrassing others in 

public. 

e of 

the place where Tamar sits and waits for Judah. They see it 

as being more than a physical description of location: 

••• and she sat in an open place," which is by 
the· way to Timnah, (Gen. 38:14) 

1:1':~'1" nl'.'I~, literally means 'opening of the eyes. "' The Talmud 

plays on the literal meaning of the words and uses them to 

• 

?w innEi:::i n? n:::iw•i n:::i?nw irJ?T.) iilo:::i':iK i·K 

U'11Ki':i l11El1! Cl'l'Y ':i:::iw ciprJ u•.:::ii< CM1::lK 

R. Alexander says: It teaches that Tamar went and 
sat at the entrance of our father Abraham, at the 
place from which all eyes observe. (Sota lOa) 

"Other translations ol c;~'Y n~ are: 1he entrance to Enaim' or 'at the crossroad'. (JPS Tanakh) 
"' Rashi translates It to mean: at the place where the E!'JeS become opened. People open their 
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Tamar in thus ascribin the 

righteousness of Abraham also to her. 

The Midrash suggests that Tamar was praying there: 

C'J'Yil ?:>tu nriti::i il'l'Y nri?ritu i1.l?1.l 1't?1't C'l'Y nriti::i 

AND SHE COVERED HERSELF WITH HER VEIL, AND WRAPPED 
I • • • 

Rabbi Ami said: We have gone through the whole o:f 
Scripture ~nd :found no plaae called Petah Enaim. 

that she lifted up her eyes to the gate (petah) to 
which all eyes (enaim) are directed and she said: 
' . . 
this house empty.' (Gen. Rabbah LXXXV:7) 

The Rabbis used midrash to further depict Tamar as a 

ri hteous woman. The did this by expanding upon the Tamar 

story, and showing that she prayed to God so that she may 

supports what she is about to do. 

The Midrash also shows Tamar's righteousness by drawing 

- a woman the have alread 

praised for her righteousness: 
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AND SHE PUT OFF FROM HER THE 
WI , • 
38:14). There are two that covered themselves with 
a veil, Rebekah and Tamar, and the two of them gave 
birth to twins. Rebekah: And she took her veil, and 
covered h~rself (Ge~.24:65); Tamar: And she covered 

The Midrash takes this parallel one step further and suggests 

that Tamar is more righteous than Rebekah, by comparing 

different way the Hebrew word for twins, t'omi.Jn, is spelled 

in the two different stories: 

BEHOLD, TWINS WERE IN HER WOMB (Gen. 38: 27) • Here 

g eou ; 

whereas in the earlier case written 
defectively (Gen.25:24), because one was righteous 
and the other wicked. (Gen. Rabbah LXXXV:l3) 

Looking at later reactions, Rashi also finds praise for 

Tamar and her actions. In agreeing with the Rabbis, Rashi 

in her pregnancy even t 

comment to the Midrash: 

at Tamar does not ex ose Judah's role 

i e is a J.S 
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from you that I 

Rashi tries to give us a sense of what Tamar is thinking as 

Judah's thin s to him. 

Rashi also acknowledges God's role in the union of Judah 

and Tamar. He brings in Rabbinic commentary and COlllll\ents on 

that: 

,::i.,,,b, ,i' "'' :if.JS,c ,,C.,, "r.,, ·"'"'',D" ,:i .'l?J?J 

,:i,,,n r>,,, :i1,,)5 ::iri,:ic ,,~ ,o,.,,,:i ,f.JS, ,r>fl,,, ,,,,,, 

,f.>5, '"'"r ~ 

FROM ME is she pregnant. And the Sages said: A Bat 
d said 'From Me and b Me these 

thin s occurred'. Gen. Rabbah LXXXV:l2) Because 
she was modest in her father-in-law's house I have 
decreed that kings will come forth from her and 
from the Tribe of Judah I have decreed that kings 
will be established in Israel, (Sota lOb). 
[Therefore I have brought it about that t~ese two 

" Rashi, Gen. 38:25 
" A.M. Sllbermann. 
1934, .189. 

· Jerusalem: Sllbermann Family, 
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Other Medieval commentators have very little to say 

about Tamar and the motivation for her actions. S'forno is 

the onl other commentator in Torat ChQ¥im to remark about 

Tamar and what she was like. He adds his own comments about 

writings to pay her further tribute: 

ill'lltCI ill'l'il!ll 'D ?y l'JK .i? i!?K 1!/lK !ll'K? .'1Kil :i?~ 
. ?·r iir.iK~ i'lD •:i?n? ;r.nxi K' ill~O 

She did not despair from trying to obtain a 
favorable judgment even though they were taking her 

ned because she had the heart of a 
lion. 

TO THE MAN WHO THESE BELONG TO. Even though s e was 
in danger she did not want to embarrass Judah 
pu • • • 

S'forno also expands on Judah's comment, "She is more 

n. 38:26 
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... •ii:::i:::i? i:::i nJi:::in nri•nw .'l1J1~M ci-p:::i 'JM •ripixw 

SHE IS MORE RIGHTEOUS THAN ME. Even though she came 
to me deceitfully, and I didn't find her at all 
when I sent the kid, in every place she is 
righteous in her deceitfulness because her purpose 
was good and God desired to bless this. She 
established a child not for her own pleasure 
because she immediately returned to her state of 
widowhood. (What she did was) more righteous than 
what I did by admitting to the truth. She had the 
intention of honoring me • •• " 

Modern Commentary 

According to Edith Deen, Gen. 38:26 confirms Tamar's 

righteousness with additional proof: 

U'.\-ll'.'1tM.7 1:;;i-i:iy-•,;:> -~~l';l Mi?':r.~ i~M .. J n:nn7 i:;;i~J 

:i'l.f:llf'.!7 11Y 'J!;>;-M,7) ·~:;i n?W'7 

And Judah recognized them, and said, She has been 
more righteous than I; because I did not give her 
to Shelah my son. And he did not continue to be 
intimate with her (to know her) any more. 

Deen sees this as "evidence that Tamar was not a promiscuous 

woman. She had merely acted according to the laws and rather 

heroically at that."" Tamar did what was necessary to procure 

an heir for Judah's family and then no longer had any sexual 

relations with Judah. As S'forno said, Her sexual 

relationship with Judah was strictly for reproductive 

purposes and not for her own pleasure. When that task was 

"Ibid. 'lr.lr.l npn 
.. Deen, p. 44. 
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done, she no longer pursued any sexual liaisons with him. 

Of course there are those conunentators that see the 

story rom a very un avor 

the Interpreter's Bible, Simpson has nothing but negative 

things to say about the entire story of Judah and Tamar. He 

eems unsure as to wh this stor is even art of the Old 

Testament canon. "It is like an alien element, suddenly and 

disturb."" Some of the adjectives he uses to describe the 

story are: crude and unedifying, and an unlovely narrative. 

It contains the cloudy medium of human ignorance and passion. 

Tamar is seen as wistful, having a pathetic yearning for 

e -

both Judah's and Tamar's actions are seen as inconsistent and 

inappropriate. 1!1lpson sees i 

story this way: "Tamar, through her pitiful desire for a 

child, was used by God's mercy to play a part in history~""0 

• 

Tamar's bravery in the context of her actions, or restraint 

of action when Judah sentences her to death. He uses the 

legal approach to discuss Judah's sentencing of Tamar when he 

finds out she is pregnant. This helps us gain a better 

in which they lived, and why she remained quiet despite her 

un air sentence. Ju a ami y, as 

role of judge and was able to pass judgment on Tamar as part 

.. 
''° Ibid., p. 761. 
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t was the custom in the ancient world for 

the family head to make decisions with no appeal possible. 

At first Von Rad praises Tamar as a courageous woman, 

waiting until the last minute to "play her trump ••• Tamar, 

in spite of her action which borders on a crime, is the one 

quite unusual and even repulsive for the ideas of her 

into serious guilt. Nevertheless, this path of hers through 

profound shame and guilt has something splendid about it. "101 

ad is able to find worthiness in Tamar's 

actions, he does not hesitate to also add his negative 

Most modern commentators though, are quick to see 

Tamar's strengths and to focus on them. E.A. Speiser 

Genesis, but what he does say is highly complimentary. She 

eroic measures. n reso u 

following the intent of the law, by unorthodox and hazardous 

means, Tamar thus takes her place alongside Rachel. She has 

t to be the mother of a virile clan, 

which is clearly the main theme of the story.""' Claus 

• 

her among other woman in patriarchal stories such as Hagar, 

Rebekah, Leah and Rachel, and Lot's daughters, who when 

disadvantaged, seizes the initiative herself, even 

,,. Speiser, p. 300. 
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ished custom and order. "1

" 

Robert Alter discusses the Judah and Tamar story in 

great detail in Chapter One in The Art of Bibligal Narrative 

usin literary analysis. After the death of Judah's second 

son, Judah speaks to Tamar and tells her to go to her 

grows up. Alter points out that Tamar is silent in the text. 

He explains that the sty sugges 

submission, or a lack of any legal options to do differently. 

The text also hints that what Judah is doing is wrong by 

"his dau hter-in-law." Alter considers this a 

superfluous addition to her name, and suggests a reason for 

husband from among his sons. "1
" 

During this time, the text shows Tamar's passivity by 

retreat - to describe what Tamar does: 

en sai o , 
Remain a widow at your father's house, till Shelah 
my son be ~rown; for he.said, Lest perhaps he die 

, . 
in her father's house. (Gen. 38:11) 

"'Claus Westermann. Genesis 37.50· A Commentarv (Minneapolis: Augsberg Press. 1986), 

,°' Alter, The Art m Biblical NIDJltjye p. 7 
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But after years of patient waiting, when Tamar finally 

realizes she has been wronged, she quickly goes into action. 

This is shown, textually, by a flurry of active verbs: 

And she took qff her widow's gannents, and cqyered 
herself with a veil, and wrapped herself, and .iJl:t, 
in an open place. (Gen.38:14) 

She also actively and quickly reverts to her former role as a 

widow when the task is done: 

And she arqse, and went away, and t;ook qU her 
veil, and put; qn the gannents of her 
widowhood.(Gen. 38:19) 

Alter shows Tamar to be a woman who initially feels she has 

no control over her situation, explained by the lack of 

action on her part, during the first part of the story. 

Alter helps us to see how Tamar becomes transformed into a 

woman of action, when she realizes that she can no longer 

allow her life to remain in Judah's hands. Tamar realizes 

that she is faced with a situation that is morally wrong. She 

does what is necessary, to do what is right, at the risk of 

herself appearing to be morally wrong. 
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L01' 'S DAUGH1'BRS - ~11:1-riU:p 

(Gen. 19:8, 15-16, 30-38) 
Let's dau hters are iven onl a few verses in the 

Bible, but their actions have an impact on biblical history. 

They become the mothers of two nations, the Ammonites and the 

hat are continuall in contact 

with the Israelites. Un er norma circums ances, 

did would be considered very immoral and extremely improper. 

They get their father intoxicated, and then lie with him so 

as to become nant. Edith Deen says they are gui ty o 

incest, but does not stop there. She sees the entire family 

as being corrupt. "The evil influence in Lot's family came 

because he had selfish! chosen the more fertile valleys from 

am. n 

character, who set a bad example for the family. Lot's wife 

was a native of this area and her evil influence carried on 

into their daughters." 

Even the Bible does not look favorably on their union 

with their father. Unlike Tamar, whose offspring becomes 

head nations that oppose Israel. The older daughter's son, 

from this sexual encounter, is the father of the Moabites, 

and the younger daughter's son, is the father of the 

The relationship between the Moabites and Ammonites, and 

the Israelites throughout the Bible, is not a good one. In 
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Numbers Chapter 22-24 the King of Moab, Balak, fearful of the 

Israelites, plots to have them cursed: 

and Moab was fearful because of the people of 
Israel.(Num. 22:3) 

, 

He sent messengers to Balaam, the son of Beor, to 
Pethor, which is by the river of the land of the 
sons o is pe , · , · , , 
there is a people that come out from Egypt; behold, 
they cover the face of the earth, and they are . . 
So now, go please, 
the are too mi ht 
defeat them, and I 
of the land; (Num. 

, 

In Chapter 25, the Moabite women are described as luring 

I 

directed against them: 
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And Isr~el stayed in Shittim, and the people began 

And they called the people to the sacrifices of 
their ods; and the people ate, and bowed down to 
their gods. 
And Israel attached itself to Baal-Peor; and the 

tween the two nations and the Israelites 

are described throughout the Bible. The Ammonites in 

par 

And the Ammonites passe 
against Judah, Benjamin, 
also; so that Israel was 

And it came to pass, that the Ammonites fought a 
war with Israel. (Judges 11:4) 

I. ' • 

Sometimes the Ammonites and the Moabites join together to 

24:2 and II Chronicles 20:1,10,23) 

The Prophets also reflect hostile feelings towards the 

Son face against the Ammonites, 
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• • 

"'I' ' • •- Yi 'I' I 

n?~-nj~r,i1 ,,,i:t i'W~r.i rr:i~Y,.:i 11~y ·~:;i1 n;\I.~ cii;i:;i 

,c1.'i:r~· •t1 itt;1 01r;i7 ·~y n·".l~Vf c1(i'lriy n~~Vf1 

Therefore as I l ve, says the Lord of hosts, the 
Go o Israe , ecause Moa wi i e o om, an 
the Ammonites like Gomorrah, possessing nettle, and 
salt pits, and a desolation for ever; the remnant 
of my people shall plunder them, and the survivors 
of my people shall possess them.(Zephaniah 2:9) 

Here we are reminded of the connection between these two 

nations and Sodom and Gomorrah. 

poor that Mo Ammonites were rom 

becoming part of the Israelite nation: 

An Ammonite or Moabite shall not come into the 
congregation of the Lord; Even to the tenth 
generation shall they not come into the 
congregation of the Lord forever; 

on the way, when you came out of Egypt; and because 
they hired against you Balaam the son of Beor of 
Pethor of Mesopotamia, to curse you. (Deut. 23:4-5, 
see also Nehemiah 13:1-2) 

wilderness experience and not because of the origin of their 

ancestors.'" 

1oeSarna, '139. 
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Even though there are numerous problems between the 

nations, this decree is not upheld. Ultimately there are 

im ortant marriages that occur between Moabites and 

Israelites and they are welcomed into Israelite society. 

marries Boaz, and gives birth to Obed, King David's 

grandfather (Ruth 4:13,16-17). Also, Naama 

King Rehoboam, was an Ammonitess(I Kings 14:31). 

Despite the constant battles between these two nations 

abandon their own God to worship Kemosh -the god of the 

Moabites, and Milcom - the god of the Ammonites (Judges 

12:3), we see that the God of Israel protects these two 

nations to a certain extent: 

ni;>r:i7~ c~ i~.r:u:,,-'~' :l~ir.rri~ i¥f:1- ~ • _ ~ n1n7 i~K"J 
n111i• tiiK7.l • a, .nK-~? •:;, 

Moabites, and don't engage them in battle; because 
I will not give ~ou from their land to inherit; 

to the sons of Lot as an 
inheritance.(Deut. 2:9) 

Don't harass them, nor engage them; for I will not 
give you from the land of the sons of Ammon to 

e sons o 
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Despite their origins, Lot's grandchildren are still 

I part of Abraham's family and deserve to inherit land. And 
___ ,_ ____ 

the actions of Lot's dauahters were not as terribly . -
shocking and horrible as they appear. If we read the text 

carefully, we can find an explanation - even a noble and 

•- ' - .... . . __ .... .: ~-~ 'T' _ _.___. - ~--- -- ~ 

obviously reali2e that what they are planning is wrong 

because they feel it necessary to get their father 

intoxicated in order to proceed. Yet the text does hint at a 
. - , - ' - ~· ·- . c ~ • 

~ ~ 

rl'.t 111'~' li?! ~r;~ n:i·~¥t:r-?tc ni•:::i:in i~tot'.nJ 
T - . - ., 

:'l"iKrr-??J iii;:, ~l'';IY toti::i? 'l")K:l 

And the firstborn said to the younger, our father 
is old, and there is not a man on earth to come in 
to us as the way of all the earth; (Gen. 19:31) 

After witnessing the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, Lot 

and his daughters first go to Zoar, and then leave Zoar in 
I fear. Lot's daughters have not only witnessed the 

~ .~ ' - - - ~--L 
. 

~, -- _.___,__ 

I 
.~ . - -

destruction of the city they fled to. (Later Jewish sources 

I explain that Zoar was one of five cities that were 
- - - . - - - - - . - . ----·""'i--· ) Ul"' -~ ·---a ..,.,,~..., "'""&•'li:NiJ' -.1..n.• 

I are the only human beings left on earth. They fear that if 

they do not bear children through their father, then human 

I - . . -- .. ~. - - - . - . -..,. ___ -· 
~ -. -- . 

I Early commentary on this biblical story also see it from 

I 
'" Ibid. 

~- -- .. 
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int of view. The Midrash says: 

AND THE OLDER SAID TO THE YOUNGER OUR FATHER IS OLD 
(Gen. 19:31) T~ey thought that the whole world was 

I 

Rabbah LI:8) 

Rashi brings in this Midrash in his explanation of the 

explanation for the urgency of the task. The older daughter 

mentions that "our :father is old" in her talk to t e younger 

daughter. According to Rashi, the older daughter is also 

thinking: 

If not now, when? Perhaps he will die or will stop 
being able to father children."' 

The text gives us further proof that the daughters were 

justified in their actions. The dialogue hints at the need 

for the dau hters to act as they did, by linking this text 

with the story of Noah and the flood. Lot's daughters felt 

with the flood. The oldest daughter says: 

"' Rash!, Gen. 38:31 
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Come, let us make our father drink wine, and we 
will lie with him, that we may keep pur lather's 

Gen. 19132 

In the sto of Noah God tells Noah to take on the ark: 

Of birds also of the air by seven pairs, the male 
and the female; tp lcaep seed aliye upon the face of 

th. Gen. 7:3 

Both verses use t e same expressio 

Just as the people in Sodom and Gomorrah were corrupt and 

needed to be destroyed, so too were the people living in 

oah's time. Just as God made arran ements to keep 

perpetuating life after the destruction of the flood, so too 

destruction of Sodom and Gemorrah. 

Sometimes the Midrash had differing opinions as to how 

' ' 

R. Hanina b. Pa a said: From 
conception of Moab was not 
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the Heavens) ••• ; 
R. Simon said: If the first of Moab was 
because of immora ity ar o ry , a so 
actions too were for the same reason ••• 

tion of Moab was 
because of inunorality (harlotry), also the last 
actions too were for the same reason. But if his 

tion was from a ure motive, so too 
were his last acts ••• (Gen. Rabbah LI:lO) 

They argue whether or not Lot's daughters acted "in the name 

ens" or out of immoralit • That argument is then 

used to understand the merits of Moab. 

The Rabbis of the Talmud recognize the sanctity wit in 

the daughters' deed of incest: 

•nwi ni?? ;wo ... c:::i 1:;)?• o•p•ixi ·n •:;)ii criw• 
iT ,, J'11l:::J. 

Rabbah b. Bar Hana said in the name of R. Johanan: 

the Lord are right, and the just walk in them; but 
the transgressors shall stumble in them.(Hos. 

• · and his 
daughters. For them (the daughters), who intended 
to perform a mitzvah, this applies: and the just 

· ot who intended to cornmi t a 
sin, this applies: the transgressors shall stumble 
in them. (Hor. lOb) 

Even though what the daughters did was not proper, the Rabbis 

feel that the ends justified the means. 
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acknowledging the story as one that should "be read and 

translated in public" (Meg. 251-b). Even though you might 

think that what the daughters did was unacceptable, and 

should not be read, the Rabbis acknowledge the righteousness 

- . -• . . - .. - . -· .... ·--" ----- -··- --- .., ---- - ~.6 --T- .... -- .6 ~ 

translated so that everyone understands it. 

Ironically, the Rabbis don't give as much credit to the 

,..., +-Joo.-.:.,.. -·""" ... ~""-! 

l(lr.lliin N'YW1M ., cwr.i N"n •:ii i::i l'toinln ., 

(n• •?wo) n•r.iyi,, 'KO n::i riip l'l'tW n::iwi n::iw ?:i J'l't 
- . . . -

I'" "' ,~•• '""'" I,.,. 'II r"'" II wljl r.J• IJll rVI 111., , .. 

,i::iipnl Cl'Wli71 ipninl Cl'WlKM Y?ll1' N?N lK::l ::l"n:> 

R. Tanhum b. R. Hiyya said in the name of R. 
nosnaya, nis int:erpret:er: lVOt: a wu passes 
without this chapter on Lot being read. What is the 
reason? Because it is written, At every - . .... - . ... . . - -. 
L !" - -· J •• ,... -- -

___ , 
repelled (Prov. 18:1). R. Aha commented: It is not 
written, • They are repelled,' but •He is repelled . ... ... - _"'! • - • - -

• .......... ~·--co .a. -· "-.r -··-Iii ... .. JI --'-' u 

were attracted. (Gen. Rabbah LI:9) 

The Rabbis show their hesitancy in supporting its reading, 
. . . . ..... ,_ - .. -· . ~ . ~ 

- ., 
~ - ~ 

people understand it. This Talmudic passage implies that the 

men in the community are more righteous because they distance 

themselves from such a lustful story, even though they are 

allowed to hear it. The women, on the other hand, are 
~----;,,,. .... lllh1•• A ........... _ ....... .a..-. .t..1...-.. ...1 ... .a... .... .;1..,., -...& ..;11.;-:,._ ----. 

I Rashi also expressed mixed opinions about Lot's 

I 
I 
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daughter's. He began by being sympathetic to their situation, 

but also offered harsh criticism of the older sister: 

AND SHE LAY WITH HER FATHER - For the younger 
daughter it is written, "And she lay ":'ith him" . . ' 
father"). (Gen. 19:33 says, "and the firstborn went 
in, and lay with her father".) 
This is because the younger daughter did not begin 
the harlotry, her (older) sister taught it to her. 
Therefore the text does not expound on her 
isgrace. But t e aug ter t at i gin t e 

harlotry, the text explains it in detail."' 

Rashi continued by praising the younger daughter over the 

children in verses 37-38: 

And the firstborn bore a son, and called his name 
Moab· the same is the ather of the Moabites to 
this day. 

And the younger, she also bore a son, and called 



93 
his name Benamm~; the same is the father of the 

In his cOllUl\entary, Rashi called on the Midrash to 

antiate his ar ent: 

The one who wasn't modest said that her son was 
father". The Hebrew for Moab - ~Hl~, 

is a play on the word 'from my father'- ·~x~.) But 
the younger daughter called her son with clean 
(innocent anguage so s e receive ' 
time of Moses. As it is written: And when you come 
near opposite the sons of Ammon, harass them not'" , 
~r I ' 

the land of the sons of Ammon any possession; 
because I have given it to the sons of Lot for a 

• • 
And the Lord said to me, Distress not the Moabites, 
neither contend with them in battlei for I will not 
give you of their lan or a possession; ecause 
have given Ar to the sons of Lot for a 
possession. (Deut. 2:9 )111 

Radak disa reed with Rashi and other c0111111entators who 

justified why Lot's daughters felt they needed to produce 

• 
According to his commentary, the daughters were acting 

110 'Harass them nor is added to God's directions regarding tile Ammonites, the younger 
daughter's off ri , but Is not mentioned for the Moablte, the older daughter's offspring. 
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strictly for selfish reasons: 

1::1WM '::> [ 1Wi'D tl'Wi£>7Jil :ni] .u•';iy K1:l':i fiK::i l'K W'K1 

i'ITl .i'IW"K1 W'K il<Wl K':iW Mi17Jl11 z::nic::> ri1<rr ':i::> '::> 

"::> :::nwn':i cn':i w• 1=>1 rr::>Dnl 1<':iw iy11rJ cn i1<1"ir1w 1'1ni 

C110 '::> 1il':lK7J 1Y7JW Cl .i!::>Di!l K':i l=> Cl fit<il it<W 

CIW::I 'l1Y7JWW il7J Kli'T ::!1~1 .il::>Dill i'T'::!W1' l1Yi7J il'l11J::!1 

nnp':i n1i•w ri1<:::i NJrJl N':i ni•::::in nirJt< •::> 1<ip 'JCi• ., 

i::1nnn':i •11<i l'K ,1';11( il::l!:lilil 'WlK7J iirJtt• '::> Cl'Wl':i Ul11K 

.1if7JY 

THERE IS NO MAN IN THE LAND TO COME TO US: (Many 
say), 'because they thought that the entire land 
was like Sodom and Gomorrah and that no man or 
woman remained'. 'l'his is far (from the truth) 
because they went out from Zoar which was not 
destroyed so they had to know that a place remained 
that was not destroyed. 'l'hey also heard from their 
father that Sodom and the daughters of the evil 
inhabitants were destroyed. I also heard something 
good in the name of R. Yosef Kara, that the older 
daughter said, 'We will not find anyone in the land 
who will want to marry us because they will say 
that we are from the people who were destroyed', so 
they would not desire to join with them. 112 

Hertz agrees with Radak and is not willing to make up 

excuses for Lot's daughters. However, he does not agree with 

the commentators who state that Lot's daughters believed that 

the destruction had been universal, and therefore felt it was 

their responsibility to repopulate the world. According to 

Hertz, "This explanation is untenable, seeing they had just 

left Zohar. (The text does not say that Zohar was destroyed 

"' Torat Chayim. Radal<. Gen. 19:31 
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even though this is an interpretation that has been passed 

down.) Hertz says their conduct does not admit of any 

uation: thev were true children of Sodom. 11113 

Speiser does not agree. He def ends Lot's daughters by 

saying they had every reason to believe that they were the 

last people on earth. "From the recesses of their cave 

somewhere up the side of a canyon formed by the earths 
_, ~ ... ........ -. .. ____ ., _.. fi!to-- ........ .ii!' -- +h~ ~--..a..-----~- 11llt 

- . - - -
Speiser feels that Lot's daughters deserve praise, rather 

t:nan 0.1.ame, .,.,cause .... ey were reso.1.u.:e enougn .:o aaop.: .... e 

only means they knew to perpetuate the future of the race. 

In addition, they made sure that their father was not a 

conscious -oartv to their deeds. 

Savina Teubal also justifies the actions of Lot's 

daughters, but from a very different point of view. Teubal 

explains that many women in the Bible are misunderstood by 

later generations because of a lack of understanding of the 
---.;.-.I..•• ~- ..._ms...! ... k • e - , .:----...:11 - -.:-- .&...- - , 

- ~ 

Genesis is the story of a society that was slowly changing 

rrom a mat:ri.arcnaJ. to a patri.arcnaJ. society. "'·i·r1e ma=iarcns 

symbolize the pre-history of the Hebrews, and the patriarchs, 

the beginnings of Israelite history • D 11!1 

- . .. ...... -· . . . . . - 1t.l .. - . . - - -
describe this story. Today, some modern readers consider the 

relationship between Lot and his daughters to be incestuous. "' 

"' Hertz, p. 69. 
11

' Speiser, p. 145. 
"'Teubal, p. 3 . 

•• e .. iermann, p. 314. 
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But, in ancient societies, incest was defined differently 

than it is today. In addition to many biblical stories in 

which marriages between close relatives are considered 

acceptable, ancient Egyptian and Mesopotamian history also 
. . - . . - .. - . 

' .... -.......... ______ ..,.. -- ----- -·--- - • ----~ -- .. I --.l 

early biblical society was based on a matriarchal system. 

Therefore "kinship was acknowledged only when group members 

could claim to belong to the same mother's bloodline. ii 11' If 

two people were not of the same maternal bloodline, they were 

"n+- ' ' .. _,, .t:-.-.: 1_v. .=.n.r4 T". - ....... ,,, d v .. 11e IC!.-... ~,a1 

relations betwe_en such people was not considered incestuous. 

( iue .1.aws OI ~•vuJ.gJ.i::l.uu <>\j<>l.UD'- J. _____ ,~ in J..oev •. 11:1:0-io 

occurred much later, when the matriarchal society was no 

longer in effect and patriarchal norms took over.) In this 

matriarchal system, Lot was a member of his mother's line, 

and his daughters were members of their mother's line (Lot's 
. ~ . - '' . . . . . ', ··- , . I • --

described by Teubal, no incest occurred. 

Another hint that the remnants of matriarchy were still 
_ .. ____ "~ ....... !!I. .. T ...... I c: - ..... .--..,.. ....... _ .... "-.elr.e! +-- '"A"'~ ..&..1...-! 'P" 

- -
children - signs of a matriarchal society, according to 

. - . . • ~ ..... er examp.<es o:i: mo ... .,ers wno name ......... eir cni .......... en 

are: .Eve who named Cain - Gen. 4:1, and Leah and Rachel who 

name all their sons and their maidservants sons. In a 

patriarchal societv. the fathers name the children. Some 

biblical fathers who name their children are: Abraham who 

1 eubal, p. 59. 
"'The classic eKll!T1ple of this is Sarah and Abraliam. TWice Abraliam tells Sarali to reveal that she 
is his sister. They had the same father but probably had different mothers. According to a 
'"a" oarCn81 sy.,,em 111en, melr marriage WOUIO not De CO - 1 mce .. -.uous. 

'• .. 
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named Isaac according to God's instructions - Gen. 21:3, 

Isaac who named Jacob - Gen. 25:26 and Judah who named Perez 

and zerah. It is interesting to note that both Isaac and 

Rebekah named Esau - Gen. 25:25, and Benjamin was renamed by 

his father after Rachel died- Gen. 35:18. 

It is obvious that naming was a source of power in 

ancient societies - only those with power named the new 

child. As in the case of Leah and Rachel, the maidservants 

were not allowed to name their children. In Egypt, when the 

Israelites were slaves, Moses was not named by his parents, 

but by Pharoah"s daughter. In instances where women are 

involved in naming their children, we can assume that there 

is at least some vestige of matriarchy remaining which allows 

them that privilege. 

Lot's daughters can be seen as risk-takers for 

righteousness. Knowing that what they were about to do was 

illlproper, they felt that the illlportance of preserving human 

kind outweighed the risk of getting their father drunk and 

getting pregnant from hill\. They paid the consequence - their 

sons were always at war with the Israelite people, and in 

later generations, Lot's daughters were harshly criticized 

for their actions. 
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DAUGB'rERS OF ZBLOPBBBAD - ii:i~?~ nu;i 

n.Ji.t'11 n;i?r,i n?~ti nv"l1 n?i:i"1 
(Numl::>ers 26:33, 27:1-8, 36:1-12, Joshua 17:3-6) 

It was not only the women of Genesis who had to take 

risks to aohieve righteous goals. Mahlah, Noah, Hoglah, 

Miloah and Tirzah - the daughters of Zelophehad - were women 

who took great risk to do what was right. They are from the 

book of Numl::>ers, and a different part of biblical history. 

Joseph had brought the descendants of the ~atriarohs and 

Matriarchs down_ to Egypt. Moses had brought them out to 

wander in the wilderness for 40 years before coming to the 

promised land. The daughters of Zelophehad are part of the 

story of the Israelites as they wandered in the wilderness 

after the exodus from Egypt. 

We know that Zelophehad's daughters were very important 

beoause they were given names in the text. (Many biblical 

women remain unn!IIllEld - 11uch as Lot's daughters"' ). Ml'lhlah, 

Noah, Hoglah, Miloah and Tirzah played a cruoial role in the 

development of inheritanoe laws for women"' , whioh still has 

implioations in Jewish law to this day. 

In Numbers Chapter 26, Moses was told by God to 

apportion shares of the promised land to the Israelites, 

aocording to ancestral tribes and population. The land was to 

be apportioned among those able to go to war: 

"' Many of these unnamed women play very significant roles in the biblical stories. By choosing to 
leave them unnamed, however, the biblical text differentlales them from named people. 
"'Several TalmLJdic passages use the story of the daughters of Zelophehad as the basis for 
inheritance laws for women. See Baba Batra 11 oa, 11 Sb, 11 Ba, 11 Bb, 119a, 12oa. 122b. 
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n?lf "11 n~~ c•·:itFV. i.;ir,i ?~,iv·-·.~:;i 11,Y,-?~ I ~Ki·11~ ,K~ 

:?!<,-It''::! !<:J:t N:t··-?:;) Cl'1.:J!< 11':!.? 
I•• 'I' : • I ,. 'I' '' T 'I' •1 •• I 

Take a head count of the entire community of 
Israel, from the age 20 and older, according to 
their father's house, each person that can be part 
of the army of Israel.(Num. 26:2) 

Zelophehad's daughters realized that there were no eligible 

men in their family who fell into this category, they would 

not be given any land in accordance with Moses' rules. They 

joined together.and approached Moses and Elazar and the 

entire community to explain their predicament: 

c•.,.vi.ltr n,Y..1' 1111:;i n:tr·t<.7 Nin~ ,~,l;l~ 117,;I u·:;i~ 

.i.? i•tr·t<? c·~;ii 117,;1 1t<l;'r:;t:;i·•.:;i n"J·p· 11,Y,.~ nJn~·?y 

ilji·n~r;i 1~ i? 1·~ •:;i 1l'IJ'.Tlil1!1i'!l 11rir,i il':;i\(·c~ Y"J~· ni;o? 

.~l·.:;i~ 'IJ~ 1111:;i ntt:r~, 

Our father died in the wilderness and he was not 
among the community who joined together against 
God, the community of Korah. He died from his own 
sin and he had no sons. Why should our father's 
name be removed from among his family just because 
he didn't have a son. Give us property among our 
father's brothers. (Num. 27:3-4) 

Approaching Moses was done with great risk. It may not 

be readily apparent, to today's reader, that what these women 

did was extremely brave and potentially dangerous. In 

today's modern world, their actions would seem very logical 

and understandable. Yet, what they did made them vulnerable 

on two levels. The first is obvious - in Patriarchal biblical 

society, women did not have a say in these matters. Women 
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just accepted the laws that men decreed. Would Moses take 

their request seriously? Would the cOl!UTlunity ostracize them 

for speaking out? 

The second is not so obvious. It can only be 

appreciated by seeing the story in perspective. The 

Israelites had a difficult time as they wandered in the 

desert. They frequently complained to Moses about their 

situation. At first, God was understanding. When the 

Israelites complained about not having enough food, God sent 

them quail and bread (Ex. 16:12). And when they complained to 

Moses about not having enough water to drink, God sent them 

water (Ex. 17:5-6). God eventually lost patience though, with 

the building of the Golden Calf. God's mercy had run out. 

God said to Moses: 

And now, leave me alone, that my anger will burn 
against them, and I will consume them. (Ex. 32:10) 

God was not happy when people complained about God and/or 

Moses and often punished those who challenged their 

authority: 

And God sent a plague on the people because of what 
they did with the calf.(Ex. 32:35) 

God continually reminded the Israelites that they must 
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follow the laws that God had set down for them, or else: 

'i:ii't?:;i-ci:t) :i1'?.l:ttl rii~~i'.'l-;~ Z'1l'.t ~ll'1Y,,l'.1 N?) '7 ,Y1;l~"1 N?-c~) 

•riix~-;::i-riN riill'1Y 'l'l':;l' C::lWElJ ;y,ui 't3!:l'ei~-riN CNi 10N~l'l 
T I - .. -,. I " I C '/ I I • ; • - 'I" ; " ".f' ' J .. l 0 

c;-i•7Y. • '1'.Ti?\:ll'.ll c;-i'? ril'tr-riw¥..~ ·~~-.,~ ="."1"".l:;i-ri~ c;i1~1'.'17 

W';;>~ ri:::i"".11;11 c:~'1" rii?:;ir;i til'.'!'Jii'i:i-ri~) ri;;ii:;i~l'.'l-ri~ n?;:i.;i 

,c,;i•;i7)( in?.;>~.l D;'>Y,!J P'".'1'? D!;l¥1f, 

And if you don't listen to me and don't do all 
these commandments, and if you reject my laws and 
if you cast away my judgments without doing all my 
commandments to break my covenant, then this is 
what I will do to you. I will bring upon you 
disease, consumption and fever that destroys the 
eyes and causes the breath to pine. Your seed will 
be empty, your enemies will eat it.(Lev. 26:14-16) 

The God of the Israelites was a God who was constantly trying 

to persuade the people to obey the commandments and rules 

that God had laid out for them. If they did not obey, 

punishment often followed. 

Sometimes though, the reasons for God's punishment were 

not completely clear and seemed undeserving: 

,~;w:1 11'1'~ m:;i iJr;i•1 1ririr;t1;1 W''i:t Nin·::i~.l :::i:r~ ;i;::r.~-·.~:;i ,np~1 

:C,{iN il)lt N? ,,ti: n:it Wl'.t i'Tji'T7 '~\:17 1::1'".li?~l 11j°vi? v'?V 
:il1il' 'JC? 1Z'1?:)", Cl"l1N ;::i?(rn i'T1i"I' 'l!l?~ !1'1'N Nitrii 

,,. ; •• I • ,._'I'• T - • ,. l •• I ' ' '" •• '" • 

And the sons of Aaron, Nadav and Avihu, each took 
his fire pan, and they put fire in them, and put 
incense on it and offered a foreign fire before God 
which God had not commanded them to do. And fire 
co11111e out from before God and conaumed them and they 
died before God. (Lev. 10:1-2) 



102 
It seems that Nadav and Avihu were killed because what they 

did was not among the commandments that God had commanded. It 

was clear though, that God did punish when God felt the need 

to, and God's punishments were often very harsh. 

Close relationships to important people did not seem to 

protect protesters and complainers. Nadav and Avihu were 

Aaron's sons. Even Miriam, Moses sister, faced God's wrath 

just for speaking poorly about Moses and his wife: 

n17? ir~ n'~?i'.1 M!Pl!C.v n1,-l'(_,li MWO;I iitJ.~I c;"'.1~ 1~jf;1J 

l'(t;iq MlM7. i;i:i MWr.l;I-1~ j:'jtJ ~1~lC.") :M.i?? n'~;l ilfl!C-'.:P 

. :il1M' Y~ll1"1 i:ii 'l:i-cl 
•T I • I • • " ' '9' • 

Miriam and Aaron spoke about Moses concerning the 
cushite woman that he married. They said, Does God 
only speak with Moses, doesn't God also speak with 
us? And God heard. (Num. 12:1-2) 

Again, God became angry at those who challenged Moses' 

authority and sent punishment. Miriam was stricken with 

leprosy because she felt that both she and Aaron were just as 

worthy as Moses to be God's prophets: 

t:1;"'.1~ il~IJI 'iil'(v .,li~ 19 HV.ttl : 17~J c:;i illi17 ri~-,1J.~J 

l '(f :> ny·jt~ 

God 's anger burned with them and God left. And the 
cloud went :from the tent and there was Miriam with 
leprosy like snow. (Num. 12:9-10) 

Aaron escaped punishment this time. Perhaps, because he had 

already suffered greatly when his sons were killed. Perhaps, 

the death of his sons was punishment enough for Aaron's part 
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in slandering Moses. 

Korah and his followers were the greatest challengers 

and threat to Moses authority. Korah felt that Moses had too 

much control over the people and roused 250 Israelites to 

rebel with him against Moses and Aaron's leadership: 

i77¥.v·?;i ':;> c:;i'{-:ij cry?,~ 1i'-?~.•j iir;.~-'t.Y) nw~-?y 1?£1.i?."l 

.n.jn; ?tr[.'-?Y ,N,+i:i . .r-i y1i~1 njn: c:;iin:;i1 CJ'~i? c'?~ 

They gathered against Moses and Aaron and said to 
them, You are too powerful, because the entire 
community i.s holy and God is among them too. Why 
do you raise yourselves up above God's community? 
(Num. 16:3) 

This was a tremendous and significant threat to Moses• 

authority. To deal with this threat, Moses created a contest 

to prove to the people who had the greater authority. Both 

groups were to prepare offerings to God and God would show 

who was more powerful by accepting that group's offering. As 

Korah gathered his community against Hoses and Aaron to 

prepare their offerings, God became furious: 

"i.~N7. iir;.~-?.tti iTW~-?!:'t i'Tjn; i;j";j 

,y~·'? CtiK n?:;i~J l1K,lij n:r¥.i:t 1ir-if,l ,,,~" 

God spoke to Moses and Aaron saying, Separate 
yourselves from amongst this community so that I 
can destroy them in an instant. (Num. 16120-21) 

Moses pleaded with God not to destroy everyone. God agreed 

but took extremely harsh action against Korah and his people: 
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c7t-t.;;i-?;i 11~) c;::r•.n.:;i-11~) c(iM Y'?:;i.n1 ry•;i-11~ T)t'tv nJ:1~.n1 

C"l'.I cry? iip~·?;i1 CiJ ,,".1~1 ,llfi.~".1.ti-?;> 11~) n·:ip? ,~~ 
,?,;;ij?r:i itn~ ii:;11{•1 T)t'ttl o;::r•?.Y. o;ir;i1 n?M' 

The ground opened its mouth and swallowed them and 
their households and all their property, all the 
people who were with Korab. They, and all they 
had, went down alive to Sheol. The earth covered 
over them and they were lost from among the 
community. (Num. 32-33) 

This did not stop the people from complaining. They 

continued to criticize Moses, and God continued to punish 

them. God sent·a plague to them because they protested God's 

punishment of Korah and Korah's peop1e. Fourteen thousand 

and seven hundred additional people died because of that 

plague.(Num. Chapter 17). 

Now, with all this history behind them, it was the 

daughters of Zelophehad's turn to approach Moses. They knew 

that God had just commanded Moses regarding the law 

concerning the division of land among the sons of the clans. 

And they knew that God became very angry at people who did 

not follow God's laws. They were very aware of the recent 

Korah rebellion and its disastrous results. We are reminded 

of Korah twice in this passage - first, in the census that 

Moses took, and secondly, when the daughters of Zelophehad 

approach Moses. 

Korah's descendants are included among all those listed 

in the census, and the story of Korah and the rebellion is 

retold: 
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[·~·".li?l ·~i".lp c:i·:;i~.J nr;r-N,.i"I c:i·:;i~.J l~'l ,~,~~ :::i~·7~ ·~:;ii 

,M,li17-i,y C(iXl'.l:;J njp-l1)i/'.:I )itr.l'.<-i,Y) nw~-i,y ,X;:t iw~ l'T7Ytl 

''tt.:;t rT7Y.1' n1~:;i njp-11~1 c~·N Y?;I.\-11 ;,-~-11~ f'j~;:r MJ;i,P.\'ll 

,c.~'? ,.\l."l vri:c c• J:iN~, c·~~O 11~ lZl'~tt 

And the sons of Eliav; Nemuel, and Datan, and 
Aviram. They are the Datan and Aviram, who were 
called to the congregation, who strove against 
Moses and against Aaron along with Korab, when they 
strove against the Lord; 
And the earth opened her mouth, and swallowed them 
and Korab, when that group died, when the fire 
devoured two hundred and fifty men; and they became 
a sign. (N~. 26:9-10) 

This story of the rebels became a reminder to the people of 

what happens when someone challenges Moses', and therefore 

God's, authority. 

Knowing these risks, the daughters still felt they 

should approach Moses about their family's right to the land 

that God promised their people, because based upon Moses• 

explanation of how the land was to be divided up, they 

realized that their family would be deprived of the land. 

They knew that the risks they were taking by approaching 

Moses could invoke the wrath of Moses and of God, yet they 

knew they had to do what was right. 

The daughters of Zelophehad approached Moses cautiously 

and carefully. Here the reader and Moses are again reminded 

of the Korah rebellion. This time, the daughters used the 

story of Korah to emphasize that their situation was 

different from that of Korab. They explained to Moses that 
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their father had not been involved in the rebellion by Korah 

and his followers, and asked Moses to change God's rules 

regarding the inheritance of land: 

tl'".lfi.lQ M'J~.IJ ·:pri:p n:ti•t(? 1:<1M) i;l''.1~:2 1'1~ U' :;It< 

,i,? 1'ry·t<; c·~;i1 ri~ it<t?tt:;i·•.:;i n"jp-ri'JY,.:i n)n;·?y 

l~ i? l'~ •:;i i.ni:t~l!1~ 11.nQ 1l':;itc·c1;1 Y1~· n~? 

,u•.:;itc 'lj~ liri:p i1!!'.'I~ u7·n~r;i 

Our father died in the wilderness and he was not 
among the group that joined together against God, 
with Kor ah 's group. He died from his own sin. And 
he had no ~ons. Why should our father's name be 
removed from among the families just because he 
didn • t have any sons. Give us part of land from 
our father's brothers. (Nwn. 27:3-4) 

Instead of becoming angry and feeling threatened, Moses 

realized that the daughters' request was deserving of 

consideration. They and their descendants were worthy of the 

land that God promised to the people. Moses brought their 

case before God. God, also, did not get angry. Instead, God 

recognized their righteousness: 

l;"-lt-1 in~ rii~.i ii,.p7~ 1'1il:p l~ , "i,7JN ~ Mf7J·?~ MjiT:' i~tot"j 

VJ':;lt,{ n?n,,rritt ("i'i:;lY,,ll) crr:;i~ ·r::r~ 11.n:p n?n.,, rirn~ 1:1ry7 

,lv7 

And God spoke to Moses saying, The daughters of 
Zelophehad speak correctly. You should surely give 
them part of the inheritance from among their 
father's brothers. Pass on the inheritance of 
their father to them. (Nwn. 27:6-7) 
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The daughters were not only preserving their father's name. 

They were also establishing property rights for their 

father's generations to come. In the end, they not only 

survived the risk, but were acknowledged and rewarded for 

their righteousness. 

Classical Interpretations of the Text 

Mahlah, Noah, Hoglah, Milcah and Tirzah are looked upon 

rather favorabl~ in Rabbinic tradition. The Rabbis praised 

the daughters of Zelophehad by finding opportunities to link 

other biblical texts to them in a positive way: 

fiN::i p;n i?UlC' i'IWltl U::IW?J C'C'l 'i1 ill::l 'i1 ?w i•n i'lr.!? 

.nii::iii in!>;x .nu::i 1::i (r::i i::ii?J::i) i·r.i::i wr.in in!>;x .nu::i i;N 

n;N1 ( cw) 'Nltt? w?Jn i•n 1::11 .,,,, n;n:i .nnnN en; 1.n.n 11.n:i 

1i•::irn ::ipy• 1::11 nxi.ni n::i;?Ji n;lni i'IYl n;n?J i•ni:i::i nir.itt? 

ni:i::i i?N iiw •?y iliYi 111l!l (Utl .n•wNi::i) 'Nltu rioi• .n::ii::i::i 

riN::i p?n ,,UlC' iM!)':f 

AND FOR HIS PEACE OFFERING: TWO OXEN, FIVE RAMS, 
FIVE HE-GOATS, AND FIVE YEARLING LAMBS (NUM. 7:17) 
Why were there five of each type? In reference to 
the five women from the tribe of Manasseh who 
received a share in the land. They were the five 
daughters of Zelophehad; as you read, And God spoke 
to Moses saying, The daughters of Zelophehad speak 
correctly. You should surely give them part of the 
inheritance from among their father's 
brothers.(Num. 27:7). And there were five of them; 
as it says, And these are the names of his 
daughters: Mahlah, Noah and Hoglah, and Milcah, and 
Tirzah (ibid). Jacob also reminded us of them in 
Joseph's blessing; as it says, Daughters have 
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stepped forward by the wall (Gen. 49:, 22) and this 
refers to the daughters of Zelophehad who received 
a share in the land. (Num. Rabbah XIV:7) 

To explain the significance of why five animals were needed 

for offerings to God, the Rabbis suggest that this number was 

used in honor of the five daughters of Zelophehad. The Rabbis 

also remind us that these daughters are important enough to 

be forementioned in Jacob's blessing to Joseph before he 

dies. The 'daughters who have stepped to the wall'(Gen. 

49:22), are the daughters of Zelophehad, who are from the 

tribe of Menasseh, one of Jacob's sons. 

Through the story of the daughters of Zelophehad, the 

Rabbis take the opportunity to praise other Israelite women 

in the Bible. The Rabbis acknowledge that women were often 

there to do what was right before God, even when the men were 

not: 

1'7/'J riiiiu c•w2n i•n iiin iriiK .inc?t riil:::i n2:iiprii 

(:i? riil'Jlli') 1inK 1n? ir.iKlZi' Kii7.l l'lK 1::iw c•iiiD Cl"lZi'lKlZi' 

in•l'Ji Cl'lZi'lM iii K?i Cl:::J'lli'l 'TlK:::I iwK ::1i7Til '7.)Tl ipiD 

Cl'lli'll"ll ·ui :lilTil 'l'Jll l'lK CIYil ?:::i ipit1rr1 ir.iKllZi' in•?y:i:i 

n:ii 1K'iinw Cl'?lil':l:i 1::11 ?lYil Mlli'Yl'J:J li'Tl'JY 1!'.ll'll'll!i'J K? 

niTll cn•?y1 niyn ?:::i riK i•?y 11•?•1 i:iiw•i (i• ·il'J:i) 

niy:i Clill'JY i•n K? C'WlM ?:iK ri1?y? ?:::iu K? 1ir.iKl!i ni•Tl 

il'l1/'J' l'l1/'J en? 'il ir.iK •:::i (i:::i Clli') i'Tl!iiDn 1/'J iT?Yr.i? :11l'l:::Jl11 

lli''K Ml1£)" 1::1 :i?::> CK "::> l11'K cnr.i iriu K?i i:til:l:l 

?:iK riK? Cll::>'? iii K?lli' nr.i ?y Mlli'K "]17.:10 iT K?1 
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nwi£> n:ui:il i:i? riN:i n?nl wp:i? i:iip o•wln 

,Cl'Wll"I ,,,l, Cl'WlNl"I ixic CIW?JW .,:iir.in ,,, nn•1J? 

THEN DREW NEAR THE DAUGHTERS OF ZELOPHEHAD (Num. 
27:1). In that same generation the women built the 
fenc:es"' whic:h the men broke down. so you .find 
that Aaron said to them: Break off the golden 
rings, which are in the ears of your wives (Ex. 
32:2), but the women did not want to and opposed 
their husbands; as it is said, And all the people 
broke off the golden rings which were in their ears 
(Ex, 32:3), the women did not partic:ipate with them 
in making the Cal.f. It was the same with the spies, 
who brought out an evil report: And the men ••• when 
they returned, made all the congregation to murmur 
against him (Num. 14:36), and against this 
c:ongrega~ion the dec:ree was issued, because they 
had said: We are not able to go up (Num. 13:31). 
But the women were not with them in their counsel, 
as it is written in an earlier section, For the 
Lord had said of them: They shall surely die in the 
wilderness. And there was not left a man of them, 
except for Caleb the son of Jephunneh (ibid. 
26:65). The text says 'a man' but not 'a woman'. 
This was because the men did not want to enter the 
Land. The women, however, drew near to ask for an 
inheritance in the Land. Consequently the present 
section was written down next to that dealing with 
the death of the generation of the wilderness, for 
it was there that the men broke down the fences and 
the women built them up. (Midrash Rabbah -
Nwnb.XXI:lO) 

Just as the women at Sinai refused to follow the men into 

doing what was wrong, the women in the wilderness stood their 

ground to maintain righteousness. 

The Midrash continues, extolling the virtues of the 

daughters of Zelophehad: 

ii:ii l'TYW •£1?W 1nr.i:m iTr.l n1•Jpi11 nir.i:in tl'Wl 1lr.lr.l 1Ni' 

,.., iir.iN riKn p?nn n?N7 ni7nl nwi£>:i poiy nwr.i n•nw 

"' Sonclno says this is In the moral sense. (Judaic Classtc Library. Mlddrash Rabbah.) 
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iTWO :::iip•i i•o 1lr.lN c:::i· riri 1N? CN1 1:::i:i wi•l 1lN 1:::1=> CN 

CiT? 11:1n? N?N 1NW'l N?w 1'iT l'11'lj'1lt 'iT 'ltl? lt3£ll11r.l l'1N 

wise and righteous women came frOllJ him. How were 
they wise? They spoke at the right moment, tor 
Moses was busy with the subject of portioning the 
inheritances, saying: Unto these the land shall be 
divided (Num. 26:53). They said to him: 'If we have 
the status of a son let us inherit like a son; if 
not, let our mother perform the levirate marriage 
immediately. ' MOSES BROUGHT THEIR CAUSE BEFORE THE 
LORD (27:5). They were righteous inasmuch as they 
married none but such as were worthy of them. 

The Rabbis also explain that God knows that the daughters of 

Zelophehad were wise - even wiser than Moses: 

1<•?!ln1 int>?it riil:i i1tt:i ·i:ii c:ir.i nwp• iwN i:iin ir.iN nwr.l 

111i:::i11 incit riu:::i 1:i ·n 'lD? 1t3t>wr.i 11N rrwr.i :::iip•i 1lr.l7.l 

c:io nwp• iwK i:::iin riir.iN t<?i n·:ipn ?·K 1•in Nin i:i 

1l'11N l'l1 C'WliT yi1• iTl'1K l'KW l'1iT 'ill 

Moses said, That which is too difficult for you, 
bring it to me, and I will hear it.(Deut. 1:17) The 
daughters of Zelophehad came and astounded Moses, 
so Moses brought their case before God who said, 
Yes, the daughters of Zelophehad speak correctly 
(Num. 27:7). This is the judgment by God. Didn't 
you (Moses) say, that which is too difficult, bring 
before me? The judgment that you do not know, the 
women will judge it. (Num. Rabbah XXI:l2) 

Another Midrash explains that Moses brought the case of 

the daughters of Zelophehad before God, to await the 

revelation of the Divine Will. This is what the daughters 

had wanted. By responding to their request, God was showing 

God's love for them as people. The Midrash explains that 
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while human beings may see a difference between men and 

women, in God's eye, they are equal. "God's love is not like 

the love of a mortal father; The latter prefers his sons to 

daughters, but He that created the world extends His love to 

all His children. His tender mercies are over all his 

works. 11122 

Rashi has a different take on love. He sees the love 

that the daughters of Zelophehad have for the land and 

compares it with their ancestor, Joseph. He links Joseph's 

love for the land with this and compares his righteousness 

with theirs. This explains why the genealogy of the 

daughters is traced back to Joseph in Num.27:1. 

l' inb) .,,, "'::ii ,inb:> ::in' . .,oi• i:::i nwJl'.l rin£iwl'.l1i 

Cl".l''1'::ii inb)ti T"b::i l".lb ''n qci, .,,,,, ,,, "'" ,:;ir;,,, 
inb)ti ,Tib::i l".lf.l ,,," ,,l".l,)li .<n::i J ·i:i> 'Ui 'l".linS1' l".lb 

,,Ci:Dnti ,,, ''ti ,C'i''iS c,,, ,,:;it; 1;n;,, ,::irir.ib :"1)1".l ,), 

,cr.i,, o:i" inb:s :sil".l:i:i ,, ~i~, ,o,nil".lc ,,l".l,,f.l ::iw1'ni 

i''iS 1' i''iS ::ir ,.,::i ,l'llC' 

THE FAMILY OF MENASSEH THE SON OF JOSEPH.(Num. 
27:1) Why is this said? Didn't it already say, Son 
of Menasheh? It says this to tell you that Joseph 
loved the land. Joseph made his sons of Israel 

· swear, saying, "When God has noticed you, carry my 
bones up from here (to the promised land)"• (Gen. 
50:24) And his daughters loved the land. As it is 
written, Give us a share ••• (Num. 27:4). This is to 
teach you that all of them were righteous. 
Everyone whose deeds and the deeds of their fathers 
is just mentioned (without explanation), and the 
text details for you one of them (in another place) 

'" Midrash (source unknown) as quoted in Hertz, p. 691 . 
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to sing their praise, then this is a righteous 
person, the child of a righteous person. 

- ---------

According to Rashi, Joseph loved the promised land so much, 

that he made his sons promise to bring his bones up from 

Egypt when they were allowed to return to Canaan. The 

daughters of Zelophehad maintained that love of the land from 

their ancestor, Joseph. 

Rashi also credits the daughters for being wise. In 

their wisdom they challenge Moses with their knowledge of 

other laws of inheritance as well: 

.ni:::i.i'lM l'N cNi .rni~iy 1:::i. cip~:::i. ilN .u•:nc cw Yil• "~' 

,(,u•p Ni.n:::i. K:::i.:::i.) c:::i.•a, ~l~~ c;,~.nri .YiT rii:Jiein 

.i•n ri1·l~::in0 i·l~ ... 

WHY SHOULD OUR FATHER'S NAME BE DONE AWAY WITH 
(Num.27:4). We are standing in a place of a son, 
and if females are not as important as male seed 
(with regard to inheritance}, then let our mother 
marry her deceased husband's brother ••• It tells us 
that they were women of wisdom. 

Rashi is talking about the laws of levirate marriage. The 

daughters know that this law would not apply here because it 

is only allowed when there are no children at all, sons or 

daughters. Rashi goes on to praise the daughters intelligence 

which enabled them to knoeledgeably argue the law with Moses. 

Rashi points out that this story is written from the 

daughters• point of view, rather than from Moses' point of 

view, which is unusual. This is done in view of the fact that 

they merited such recognition because of their righteousness 
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,~ti" ,'7, '1' lr":>~~ ir ~ti.,, ~?",~ ~,,b., 

,('n i•iinlo) ti' >1' ~lr>:>)i '71'£)>5 r>i)::J i:iri:. b>b 

AND MOSES BROUGHT THEIR CAUSE (NUM. 27:5) This 
portion was worthy of being written by Moses but 
because the daughters of zelophehad merited it, it 
was written by them.(San. Ba/BB 119a) 

Co111111enting on Rashi, Silbermann adds, "Like most laws in the 

Torah, it should have been spoken to the people by Moses 

without his having waited until sOll\e incident made its 

" 

through the daughters of Zelophehad because it was their 

complaint which gave occasion for stating it."' 

Modern commentary 

from the stories about the other women mentioned in earlier 

chapters, The actions of the other women could be viewed as 

which focuses on that aspect of their deeds. This is not the 

case with Mahlah, Noah, Hoglah, Milcah and Tirzah. Their 

actions are easily understood and their motivation is agreed 

on b most c 

as wise, insistent and eloquent. He says that they were 

acting not merely for their own personal interest, but in the 

rmann, p. 132. 
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best interest of their entire clan."' 

Many of the modern commentators see this story as a 

They bring in a later addition to the story, Num. 36:1-9, to 

explain their reasoning. Members of the Menasseh tribe came 

to Moses to com lain about the transfer to 

Zelophehad's daughters. They reminded Moses that if the 

property, which is part of the land appropriated to the tribe 

of Menasseh, would be lost to the tribe into which the 

daughters marrj. Moses, with God's intercession, amends the 

law: 

This is the word that God commanded to the 
daughters of Zelophehad, saying, Become wives to 
whoever is ood in our e es but u sho ld mar 
only to the family of your father's tribe. 
Inherited property of the children of Israel will 
not pass around from tribe to tribe because each 
person o the children of Israel and his property 
must remain bound as part of their ancestors 

·tribe.(Num. 36:6-7) 

This modification to the new laws of inheritance ensured that 

property rights remained within the domain of the tribe, 

re ardless of 

, . 
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the daughters of Zelophehad was all about property rights and 

inheritance. swindler explains the biblical laws of women's 

inheritance, which developed from this story. Normally, a 

woman could not inherit property in Israel. If her father 

married within the clan. Swindler does not see this as an 

en simp y 

served as blood links to pass property from male to male 

within the family line.'"" 

issue. 126 He f.eels that the reason the daughters mention the 

story to Moses, is to assure him that their father did 

indeed have rights to property - the assumption being that 

those who followed Korah did not have property rights because 

of their actions. 

Snaith sees the story from a very different angle. He 

feels that the story had nothing to do with the general rules 

and laws of inheritance. According to snaith, the theory of 

property in the Bible is that all land belongs to God, and 

"' 
primarily a story told to account for the fact that the tribe 

west of the Jordan. Settlement east of 

the Jordan is explained in Numbers 32:33 but there is no 

explanation for the settlements west of the Jordan. Snaith 

feels that the western 1 

"'Leonard Swindler, Biblical Amrmauonaol Woman (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1979), 

"' J. Weingreen, The Case of the Daughters of Ze/ophehad. yetys Testamen111s 16 (1966): 
p. 515. 
'" 
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daughters of Zelophehad. 

Sterring takes a feminist approach to the story. She 

Bible. According to Sterring, the daughters' motive is not 

o preserve er s name an 

to cherish his memory."'" In discussing the reason why the 

daughters mention Korah's rebellion, Sterring disagrees that 

it is related to "Nowhere in this 

or elsewhere are we told that the explicit result of the 

land.""' Instead, she sees the motive behind the women's story 

as one of protection. They disassociate themselves and their 

father from Korah's people so that they will not be looked 

upon as challenging Moses divinely established order, as 

Korah did. 

female strategy. They try to protect themselves from the fate 

Sterring praises the dau hters of Zelo hehad for their 

unselfishness. Women who were single in a patriarchal 

resources and protection. That is why widows and orphans 

were so o ten mentioned in the Bible as groups of people in 

need of care. Despite this, Sterring notes that the daughters 

did not ask for charity. They asked, instead, for their 

father's lawf 

the daughters get more than they ask for. Not only do they 

"' Ankie Sterring, The Will of the Daughters, in Athayla Brenner A Feminist Companjon 1p Ex00us 
to Deyteronomy (Sheffield England: Sheffield Academic Press, 1994), p. 89 . ... . .. . 
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get their father's land, but their case sets legal precedent 

for other women in the same predicament. And this law was 

Sterring brings the narration in Nlll!lbers 36 to show that 

despite the societal changes and advances brought about by 

subject to the authority of patriarchy. The men of the clan 

proteste aws o in eritance set down by God. They 

complained to Moses that if the daughters would marry outside 

the tribe, the land originally designated for their tribe 

would be lost. The law was therefore amended to 

from marrying non-tribesmen if they wanted to inherit their 

society. "Whenever menfolk feel threatened and fear that 

their safety is undermined one way or the other, they try to 

minimize the damage as much as they can by way of instituting 

countermeasures.""0 Despite the daughters success in achieving 

of patriarchy. 

Sterring traces the story of the daughters of Zelophehad 

further, into the book of J 

that while advances were made by these women, they had to 

• 

sons of the tribes are listed first, as recipients of their 

inheritance: 

' . ' -

., p. 94. 
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, IZ":li'.'IJ i ?~i'.7 1?-'i'.'l'J nr.in?~ IZ"'~ n•n K~n ':l i ?li'.7 ·:;i~ 

Then came the lot for the tribe of Manasseh; for he 
"" s he f rst born of Jos ' 
firstborn of Manasseh, the father of Gilead; 
because he was a man of war, therefore he had 
Gilead and Bashan. 
There was also a lot for the rest of the sons of 
Manasseh f-or their families; for the children of . . 
children of Asriel, and for the children of 
Shechem, and for the children of Hepher, and for 
he · 

children of Manasseh the son of Joseph by their 
families.(Joshua 17:1-2) 

Then the daughters received their inheritance: 

B~t Zelophehad, the son.of Hepher, the son of 
, , , 

didn't have any sons, but daughters; and these are 
the names of his daughters, Mahlah, and Noah, 

And they came before Eleazar the priest, and before 
·Joshua the son of Nun, and before the princes, 
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inheritance from among our brothers. So he gave . . 
father, according to God's word. 

Sterring points out that while the sons automatically 

received their inheritance the dau hters had to as 

before it was granted to them. They had to approach Eleazar, 

granted them earlier. 

Some women commentators see the story of the daughters 

says it shows t.hat societal norms which seem rigid and 

nge e, can proper t and 

wisdom. By having confidence that making the change is the 

r~ght thing to do, and approaching it properly, change can be 

made. Antonelli feels that Mahlah Noah H lah Milcah and 

Tirzah are important role models for women. Their wisdom, 

, 
women. They were very knowledgeable in law and were able to 

argue on legal terms. Antonelli bases this on Rashi's 

addition to the conversation between Moses and the daughters. 

When Moses first told them they could not inherit, they 

showed t 

levirate marriage. Antonelli also says that the women are a 

success y persuasive. "By 

couching their demands for equal rights in a concern that 

their 'father's name not be diminished', they spoke in a 

language clever! uaranteed to ev 

than male defensiveness.""' Sha concludes by saying that the 
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daughters of Zelophehad should be used as a role model for 

Jewish women today who are trying to change Halakhic rules 

that are unfair to women. "If Jewish women today emulate the 

wisdom and the strategies of the daughters of Zelophehad, 

taking women's protests seriously and 'running to God' for 

some answers 

'" 
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSIONS 

Changes Through Time 

The Bible has been in existence since the end of the 

second millenni\1111, B.C.E."' Yet, despite its antiquity, it 

still remains a viable and relevant text to millions of 

for its longevity is the style in which the Bible is written. 

T e text is wr t n a way s open to mu tip e 

interpretations. The sages tell us: 

There are 70 faces to the Torah."' 

Each person who reads the Bible can find his or her own 

I 

text can find a way to enable the writings to guide its life. 

By looking at the various individuals and groups that 

have c 

faceted nature of the Bible becomes very apparent. This is 

women in e 

Bible. The differences in attitudes towards women among 

various societies and cultures, becomes evident. Each group 

projects its own biases and back round onto its understandin 

of the biblical text as they interpret the women's stories. 

nterestingly, the Rabbis of the Midrash and Talmud seem 

to separate their feelings towards women living in their own 

133 Encvclgpedia Jydajca vol.4, p. 833. 
'" . . ' 
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time from their perception of the women in the Bible. 

According to Talmudic law, which governed the lives of Jews 

during that period, women were considered to be in a 

different category from men. For example, women were 

generally grouped with children and slaves when it came to 

issues of Jewish observance. Different obligations regarding 

mitzvot were placed upon men than were placed upon women. 

Women were exempt from many time bound commandments - which 

men considered to be the most holiest of practices. Rachel 

Adler describes these male rituals as "positive symbols 

which, for the male Jew, hallow time, (and) hallow his 

physical being.""' Women were not given the opportunity to 

experience the special religious feelings that these symbols 

evoked. Neither were women counted a part of the minyan - the 

ten men required to hold a prayer service (San. 17b). 

Additionally, women were not obligated to study Torah, and 

some Rabbis specifically prohibited them from doing so (Sota 

20a)."' Women were also not allowed to be witnesses or to 

testify in a Jewish court (Shavuot 30a, Rosh Hashana 22a) •1
" 

Despite the Rabbinic attitude toward women in their own 

time, the Rabbis were very favorable toward the women in the 

Bible. Their praise and appreciation of biblical women 

probably came about for two reasons. First, the Bible was 

seen as the word of God - the God of the Israelites, the 

ancestors of the Jewish people. All Israelites and nJews", 

"'Rachel Adler. The Jew Who Wasn~ There: Halakhah and the Jewish Women, in Susannah 
Hesohel, ed .. On Bejpg A Jewish Femjnlsl (New York: Schocken Books, 1983), p. 13. 
'" "R. ellezer says, Whoever teaches his daughter Torah teaches her obscenity." {Sota 20a) 
,,, This Mishnah groups women with gamblers, usurers, pigeon flyers (for wages), those who 
traffic in produce al the Sabbatical year and slaves as those who cannot testify. 
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including the Israelite/Jewish women and the women associated 

with Israelite/Jewish men, were part of the text by God's 

choosing. Therefore they were holy. Secondly, the women in 

the Bible were important. Sarah, Rebekah, Leah and Rachel 

was important for the Rabbis that these, and other important 

women, 

role in Jewish history."' 

As history moved forward, the view of women in the Bible 

interest in the.women and their actions. Other than Rashi, 

very few medieval commentators had much to say about what the 

women did. As we approached modern times, commentary on 

women in the Bible became more prominent again. In the early 

modern iod ima 

evil, more immoral and more deceptive than previously 

ey were y 

previous generations. This was probably due to the 

increasingly misogynistic world that developed during that 

period. This attitude towards women in the eneral societ 

greatly influenced the way people approached women in the 

As attitudes towards women changed, and as women 

scholars entered the field of Bible study during the past 

twent ears a new 

Women approached the text from a different perspective. In 

"'This is part of my own motivation for wrttlng this paper. I too leH H was important to find ways to 
praise the women of the Bible. For me though, it wa~ also important to elevate women in the Bible 



124 
some instances, feminist scholars pointed out that many of 

the stereotypical, negative suppositions about women that 

came from biblical interpretations, were really not in the 

biblical text itself. A careful reading of the text showed 

that these ideas originated from outside the text. Biases 

were projected into the text by interpreters who either used 

the text for their own agendas, or who couldn't help but be 

influenced by their own society and cultural norms. We also 

find that there is a great deal more information about the 

various women in the Bible, given by the text, than the 

general population has been aware of. 

Reading the text from the point of view of the women in 

the narratives enables us to see a different side of the 

women and to better understand their actions: Eve took the 

fruit from the tree to gain knowledge; Rebekah helped Isaac 

obtain his father's blessing to fulfill God's prophecy; Tamar 

disguised herself as a harlot to ensure the continuation of 

Judah's family line; Lot's daughters lay with their father to 

ensure the continuation of humanity; and the daughters of 

Zelophehad approached Moses to obtain the inheritance that 

was rightly theirs. Understanding that their motivations 

were just and righteous, these women can now become role 

models just as the men of the Bible have been. 

A Personal Approach to the Tezt 

One of the goals of gathering various commentaries from 

different sources into one collection, is to show the diverse 

ways that people have approached specific biblical texts. 
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With this as background, it enables us to add our own 

commentary to the vast ocean of biblical interpretations on 

these texts. It is very easy to read the Bible from a 

personal perspective. That is what makes Bible study so 

exciting and interesting. But, while there is beauty in being 

able to reinterpret the text in various ways so we can find 

meaning in it for ourselves, there is also danger. When we 

read the Bible through present day eyes, we are susceptible 

to being horrified by some of the actions of the biblical 

characters. It is easy to ask in disbelief: How could Lot's 

daughters have sexual relations with their father? How could 

Rebekah deceive her husband as she did? 

For the Bible to remain meaningful, it is important not 

only to see ourselves in the text, but to also take a step 

back and see the Bible in context. Sometimes, there is no 

place for our 20th century values and morals in the 

interpretation of Biblical text. Many of these stories that 

upset us or make no sense to us, can be better understood by 

ignoring our own personal biases. By learning about what the 

surrounding cultures were like at the time these stories took 

place, we are given a new awareness of the text. Putting the 

story in context gives us more perceptive insights as to the 

lessons that the Bible is trying to teach. This is where the 

importance of Bible scholarship and Bible research becomes 

apparent. Understanding subjects such as Patriarchy and 

Mesopotamian society, enables us to make more sense of the 

biblical text. By combining personal and scholarly 

approaches to the Bible, we can continue to make this sacred 
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book meaningful and important in our lives. 

Other Women in the Bible 

The women mentioned in this paper are just a few of the 

many women in the Bible who can be called 'Risk-takers for 

Righteousness.' In the first two chapters of Exodus alone, 

there are five women who risk their own safety to do what is 

right1 The midwives, Shiphrah and Puah, ignored Pharaoh's 

command to kill all boy babies born to Hebrew women (Ex. 

1:15-22); Moses' mother, Yocheved, hid her new born son from 

the Egyptians for three months (Ex.2:1-2); Moses' sister, 

Miriam, hid at a distance to ensure her brother's safety, and 

then risked exposure to talk to Pharaoh's daughter about the 

baby that was found in the reeds (Ex. 2:4, 7-10); Pharaoh's 

daughter saved Moses knowing that he was a Hebrew child {Ex. 

2:5-10). In the book of Joshua, Rahab, a Canaanite harlot 

living in Jericho, risked her life in order to protect 

Israelite spies - enemies of her people. The list goes on 

and on. I encourage you, as you read the Bible, to study the 

stories of the other women in the Bible, and to reexamine how 

they are portrayed from a different perspective - as Risk­

takers for Righteousness, 
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