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17–18 Micah, Dan, and the Whimsical Levite
These chapters flesh out examples of the Israelites’ covenantal disobedience referred to and throughout earlier
chapters in Judges. That wayward Levite figure in this account and in the book’s concluding section (chs. 19–21)
demonstrates the moral decline of Israel’s religious leadership in addition to that of the nation at large.

While the Mosaic Law expressly prohibited divination and the making of graven images (Deut. 18:10; Exod. 20:4), the
self-confessed Ephraimite thief, Micah engages in just such activities—with the blessing of his unreproaching
mother—and does so in the name of the Lord (17:5, 13; on Micah’s ephod, see 8:27). Micah even assumes divine
authority in setting up his own shrine. In consecrating a private, non-Aaronic priest (cf. Num. 8:5–26), who himself
ignores God’s provision for his dwelling-place in one of Israel’s 48 Levitical cities (Joshua 21), Micah disregards the Law
God ordained him to teach and enforce. In addition, he accepts wages for his services rather than relying on tithes as
a means of support (17:10; cf. Numbers 18; Leviticus 27). Micah’s skewed understanding of how to please God seems
to have pervaded the nation’s religious thought during this premonarchical, judicially decentralized period in Israel’s
history (17:6).

The Danites’ migration from their landed inheritance near Jerusalem, which later became Israel’s religious center, to
Canaan’s northern extremity (25 mi. north of the Sea of Galilee) symbolizes the extent to which they stray from
religious orthodoxy. Not only do they abandon their divinely allotted territory after failing to wrest it from the
Philistines (cf. 1:34), but they also appropriate Micah’s unorthodox, whimsical priest and forbidden ritual objects and
employ them in the unacceptable religious shrine they established as a rival to the sanctuary at Shiloh (ch. 18). King
Jeroboam I will later choose this Danite center of idolatry as one of two northern shrines to rival orthodox worship in
Jerusalem (1 Kgs. 12:25–30). Judges 18:30 foreshadows the ultimate result of Israel’s disobedience: the “captivity of
the land,” which came in the form of Assyrian subjection of the northern kingdom in the late 8th century.

19–21 Outrage and Response

Unlike the relatively innocuous Levite of chs. 17–18, the one who figures prominently in Judges’ final episode appears
insincere, hardhearted, and ruthless. Unfortunately, it is just such a character that the entire nation—from Dan in the
far north to Beersheba in the far south—is willing to rally around in the kind of unity that not even the most influential
of the judges appears to have engendered among them (20:1).

Though at first the Levite appears victimized by his unfaithful Judahite concubine (a lower-ranking wife recognized
by Israelite law), whom he determines to woo back tenderly, the account turns this picture upside down by the end of
ch. 19.

In the meantime, the overly generous hospitality of the Levite’s father-in-law in Bethlehem sets up a foil for the near
total lack of hospitality shown to him by his Benjamite countrymen in Gibeah on his journey back to Ephraim—
hospitality he so took for granted that he passed up the earlier opportunity to lodge in Jebus.



Rabble-rousers in Gibeah approach the Levite’s elderly host with the same request that the men of Sodom made to
Lot (19:22; Gen. 19:5), and they receive a similar response—one that honors the current code of hospitality: sexually
abuse these women but leave my male guest alone. That later in the account the entire Benjamite tribe demonstrates
solidarity with Gibeah’s “worthless fellows” who rape the Levite’s concubine strengthens the tie with the Genesis
event, wherein all the men of Sodom join in the atrocious demand to engage in sexually abusive behavior (20:13–14).

The Levite’s concubine becomes the only victim, and she pays for her husband’s callousness with her life, whether the
all-night abuse caused her death or the Levite himself dealt the final blow on their return home (19:29). The Levite’s
self-interest over his now obviously feigned affection for his wife (cf. 19:3) comes to the fore in several ways. First,
19:25 suggests that the Levite himself may have handed over his wife to her abusers to avoid personal harm. Second,
the text records no attempt by the Levite to rescue his wife from her night-long ordeal. Neither does he show an
ounce of concern for her well-being when in the morning he discovers her prostrate body lying at their host’s doorway
(19:27–28). Finally, rather than grieving over his wife’s brutalization, the Levite further debases her by chopping up her
body, the severed members of which serve as a summons to the tribes to find an appropriate means to retaliate
against the Benjamites—ostensibly for their murder of the concubine but more likely in the Levite’s mind for
disgracing him by abusing his wife (cf. Saul’s summoning Israel’s troops in 1 Sam. 11:6–7).

Except for Benjamin, in whose territory Gibeah lies, the tribes unite in their determination to punish the inhabitants of
Gibeah, and each tribe commits 10 percent of its men to the task (20:10). The Israelite forces plan their battle strategy
by consulting God at Bethel, sister shrine to the Danites’ sanctuary and current home of the ark of the covenant
(20:27). But though they rally to mete out punishment as a group, they also suffer a limited amount of divinely
allowed corporate punishment for the sins of their Benjamite countrymen and do so at the Benjamites’ own hands
(20:21–25; cf. the punitive results of Achan’s sin in Joshua 7).

The portrayal of the battle against Gibeah appears similar to Joshua’s military victory against Ai. Gibeah’s warriors
pursue their assailants outside the city because of their false confidence in the inevitability of another victory.
Thus, they leave Gibeah vulnerable to Israelite ambushers, and the coalition slays the Benjamites on the open
battlefield (20:36ff.; cf. Joshua 8). Benjamin’s siding with its wayward tribesmen ultimately results in the near
extinction of the entire tribe when its punishers enforce the ban (cf. Joshua 6) and pledge not to intermarry with the
defiant tribe (21:1–3).

But in contrast to their behavior in the civil war between Gilead and Ephraim under Jephthah (12:1–6), the aggressors
here lament their victims’ fate, and they go to morally objectionable lengths to reverse the consequences of the
punishment. Not only do the Israelites shed more of their brothers’ blood to provide virgin brides for 400 of the
surviving Benjamite bachelors (21:10–12; cf. Num. 31:17–18), but they also approve the Benjamites’ kidnapping of
Israelite women at Shiloh to make up the difference (21:19–21). By creating a legal loophole through the kidnapping
provision (21:22), the Israelites turn a blind eye to their purposeful disobedience of their own vow and display
complete disregard for the spirit in which they uttered it. The episode spanning chs. 19–21 pictures a morally clueless
Israel attempting to enact covenantal law—an attempt doomed to go awry for lack of spiritual leadership and the
resulting individualism created by this vacuum (21:25). The book may imply that crowning a king might not be such a
bad idea (cf. Deut. 17:14–20).


