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A bstract Judges 17-18 depicts the disintegration o f a basic unit o f Israel’s social life:
the household. These two chapters are part o f a frame around the Book o f Judges that
includes 1:1—2:5 and 19:1-21:25. The multiple connections between the end o f the
frame (17:1-21:25) and the beginning (1:1-2:5) indicate that the end o f Judges should
be read in conjunction with the beginning. Within the first part o f the frame comes the
story o f Achsah (1:12-15 // Josh 15:16-19), which exemplifies three aspects o f the
ideal family in the eyes o f ancient audiences: the family has a clearly defined family
structure, children respect their parents, and parents bless their children. The narrative
o f Judges 17-18 shows how Israelite households at the end o f the period o f the judges
fall far short o f these three elements o f ideal families. The line from Achsah at the
beginning o f the book to M icah at the end thus charts the trajectory o f increasing
disorder in families and society as a whole. The family theme not only serves as an
important element o f the frame o f Judges but retunes readers to the important role that
families play throughout the book.
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1See, e.g., Uwe F. W. Bauer, Warum nur iibertretet ihr sein Geheiss! Eine synchrone Exegese
der Anti-Erzahlung von Richter 17-18 (BEATAJ 45; Frankfurt am Main: Lang, 1998) 110, 139-40;
Daniel I. Block, Judges, Ruth (New American Commentary 6; Nashville: Broadman & Holman,
1999) 58; Tammi J. Schneider, Judges (Berit Olam; Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2000) esp.
xii, xiv, xvi-xix, 287-90; Gordon K. Oeste, “Butchered Brothers and Betrayed Families: Degenerat
ing Kinship Structures in the Book o f Judges,” JSOT 35 (2011) 295-316, here 296; Trent C. Butler,
Judges (WBC 8; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2014) li-lxiv, Ixxiv-Ixxxiv; Richard D. Nelson, Judges:
A Critical and Rhetorical Commentary (New York: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2017) 15.
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households. Scholars point to the stories of Abimelech, Jephthah’s daughter, and
Samson as evidence of this theme of family disruption.2 Families also appear
prominently in the well-recognized frame of Judg 1:1 —2:5 and 17:1-21:25. In
chapters 19-21, for instance, scholars interpret the tragic death of the Levite’s
concubine and the internecine conflict as illustrative of—or even climactic of—the
familial disorder in Israel.3
At the same time, the role of family in the story of Micah (Judges 17-18) has
not received as much attention as these other stories in the frame and throughout
the book. Scholars do note the household disruption in these two chapters, but
chaps. 17-18 are often treated alongside the three following chapters, with the
emphasis on chaps. 19-21,4 Moreover, the concentration on the cultic problems in
Judges 17-18, especially with regard to the foundation of Micah’s sanctuary and
then the cult at Dan, leads to the relative neglect of the family problems in these
chapters. Yet Judges 17-18 forms an essential component of the Judges frame
showing familial destabilization. So much of the action of these chapters revolves
around Micah’s household, and parental imagery runs throughout the two chapters.
Within the Book of Judges, only the story of Samson and Delilah in 16:4-21 rivals
the Micah narrative for the amount of text depicting a scene set in a household.
Even more, the refrain of individualistic fragmentation that punctuates the last five
chapters (17:6; 18:1; 19:1; 21:25) first appears in the midst of the Micah narrative
(17:6).
In this article, 1 argue that Judges 17-18 fits within the larger motif of family
disruption in the Book of Judges by using familial language to highlight the col
lapse of Israelite households toward the end of the period of the judges. The nar
rative of these two chapters shows the subversion of three elements of an ideal
household: a clear hierarchical structure, a flow of respect from children to parents,
2 E.g., Michael John Smith, “The Failure of the Family as a Theme in the Book o f Judges”
(Ph.D. diss., Dallas Theological Seminary, 2004); idem, “The Failure of the Family in Judges, Part
1: Jephthah,” BSac 162 (2005) 279-98; idem. “The Failure of the Family in Judges, Part 2: Samson,”
BSac 162 (2005) 424-36; Oeste, “Butchered Brothers,” 295-316.
3 E.g., Susan Niditch, “The ‘Sodomite’ Theme in Judges 19-20: Family, Community, and
Social Disintegration,” CBQ 44 (1982) 365-78; Smith, "Failure of the Family as a Theme,” 211-24;
Gale A. Yee, “Ideological Criticism: Judges 17-21 and the Dismembered Body,” in Judges &
Method: New Approaches in Biblical Studies (ed. Gale A. Yee; 2nd ed.; Minneapolis: Augsburg
Fortress, 2007) 138-60; Susan Niditch, Judges: A Commentary (OTL; Louisville: Westminster John
Knox, 2008) 190-91; Oeste, “Butchered Brothers,” 309-12; Butler, Judges, 416. I use the term
“concubine” for
as a matter of convenience.
4 Jacobus Marais, Representation in Old Testament Narrative Texts (Bibint 36; Leiden: Brill,
1998) 136, 138; Oeste, “Butchered Brothers,” 309-10; Smith, “Failure of the Family as a Theme,”
231-32; idem, “Failure of the Family, Part 1,” 283; Block, Judges, Ruth, 477; Yee, “Ideological
Criticism,” 149-52,157; Heidi M. Szpek, "‘Do Not Reject Your Mother’s Teaching?!’The Function
of Micah’s Mother in Judges 17,” Women in Judaism 4 (2007), http://wjudaism.library.utoronto.ca/
index.php/wjudaism/article/view/3074.

FAMILY DISINTEGRATION IN JUDGES 17-18

375

and a bestowal of blessings and inheritance from parents to children. This disrup
tion reflects instability at every level of society. The extent of this collapse becomes
especially noticeable in light of the literary and thematic connections that scholars
note between the beginning (1:1 —2:5) and the conclusion (chaps. 17-21) of Judges.
The story of Achsah in the introduction (1:12-15) represents a relatively stable and
traditional family that serves as a contrasting model to the chaotic family situation
in chaps. 17-18. The line from Achsah at the beginning of the book to Micah at
the end charts the trajectory of increasing disorder in families and society as a
whole. In the first part of the article, I summarize the evidence that scholars use to
argue that Judges 17-18 belongs to the larger frame around the Book of Judges
(1:1—2:5; 17:1-21:25). In the second part, I describe how Judges 17-18 narrates
the subversion of the three aspects of the ideal family as reflected in the story of
Achsah: family structure is clearly hierarchical, children show respect to their
parents, and parents in turn bestow blessings and inheritance on their children. In
the conclusion, I then describe how the family theme in chaps. 17-18 not only is
important in interpreting the frame of Judges but also reorients readers to find this
theme in the intervening stories of the judges.

I. The Frame of Judges
As numerous scholars note, Judg 1:1-2:5 and 17:1-21:25 currently function
as the frame of the present Book of Judges.5 Many researchers characterize Judg
1:1—2:5 and 17:1-21:25 as among the later additions to the book. Judges 1:1—2:5
breaks the connection between the Book of Joshua and Judg 2:6 and suggests a
more piecemeal conquest than that portrayed in Joshua.6 Judges 17-21 similarly

5 E.g., Brevard S. Childs, Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture (Philadelphia: For
tress, 1979) 259; A. D. H. Mayes, Judges (OTG; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1985) 13-16,33-34; Bauer,
Warum nur ubertretet ihr sein Geheiss!, 139, 141-51 (on connections with 1:1—3:6); Dennis T.
Olson, “Judges,” M S 2:721-888, here 863; Gregory T. K. Wong, Compositional Strategy o f the Book
o f Judges: An Inductive, Rhetorical Study (VTSup 111; Leiden: Brill, 2006) 27-77; Niditch, Jzrdges,
11-13, 180-81; Walter GroB, i?/c/;/er(HTKAT; Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder, 2009) 91-94, 877-85;
Mark E. Biddle, Reading Judges: A Literary and Theological Commentary (Reading the Old Testa
ment; Macon, GA: Smyth & Helwys, 2012) 11-12; Cynthia Edenburg, Dismembering the Whole:
Composition and Purpose o f Judges 19-21 (AIL 24; Atlanta: SBL Press, 2016) 301-12, 318-19,
333-34; Sarah Schulz, Die Anhange zum Richterbuch: Eine kompositionsgeschichtliche Untersuchungvon Ri 17-21 (BZAW 477; Berlin: de Gruyter, 2016) 217-26, 241-44; Nelson, Judges, 25,
345-46. o f course, these scholars take very different approaches when discussing this frame. Sara
Milstein notes that “revision through introduction” is a common scribal technique in biblical and
ancient Near Eastern literature, and that such revision often accompanies revision toward the end
of documents as well (Tracking the Master Scribe: Revision through Introduction in Biblical and
Mesopotamian Literature [New York: Oxford University Press, 2016] esp. 58-75). Milstein notes
this phenomenon in the Book of Judges (58-59, 73-74, 147-206).
6E.g., A. Graeme Auld, “Judges I and History: A Reconsideration,” VT25 (1975)261-85, here
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differs from its context in that it does not tell stories of judges, and it interrupts the
connection between the period of the judges and the last judge— Samuel.7
Chapters 17-21 serve as a unified ending to the Book of Judges as a whole.8
The references to the lack of a king in 17:6; 18:1; 19:1; and 21:25, with the clear
paralleling of 17:6 // 21:25 and 18:1 //19:1, indicate redactional attempts to unite
Judges 17-18 and 19-21 while at the same time looking forward to the rise of the
monarchy in Samuel. Both sections begin with similar openings (“and there was
a man” [ff’S YPI] in 17:1 and 19:1), feature Levites and Ephraimites prominently,
and involve significant north-south movement.9 These chapters also refer to Bethlehem(17:7, 8, 9; 19:1,2, 18), which only appears elsewhere in 12:8, 10, and they
mention Shiloh (18:31; 21:12, 19, 21)—a city absent from the rest of the book.
These five concluding chapters accentuate the chaotic state that Israel has reached
toward the end of the period of the judges.
Judges 1:1-2:5 evinces literary and thematic connections to 17:1-21:25, indi
cating that these two sections function as a frame around the book. Three sets of
observations serve as evidence for this framing role. First, the frame highlights the
trials of the Danites in capturing land.10 The tribe of Dan features prominently in
285; Martin Noth, The Deuteronomistic History (trans. Jane Doull; JSOTSup 15; Sheffield: JSOT
Press, 1981) 42; Barnabas Lindars, Judges 1—5: A New Translation and Commentary (ed. A. D. H.
Mayes; Edinburgh: Clark, 1995) 3; Thomas Romer, The So-Called Deuteronomistic History: A
Sociological, Historical and Literary Introduction (New York: T&T Clark, 2005) 118, 137-38, 182;
Reinhard G. Kratz, The Composition of the Narrative Books o f the Old Testament (trans. John
Bowden; London: T&T Clark, 2005) 196-98, 207-9; Edenburg, Dismembering the Whole, 284,
301-4. Note the Wiederaufnahme in Judg 2:6 of Josh 24:28.
7 E.g., Noth, Deuteronomistic History, 121 n. 29; Thomas Romer and Albert de Pury, “Deu
teronomistic Historiography (DH): History of Research and Debated Issues,” in Israel Constructs
Its History: Deuteronomistic Historiography in Recent Research (ed. Albert de Pury, Thomas
Romer, and Jean-Daniel Macchi; JSOTSup 306; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 2000) 24-141, here
121-23, 139 n. 506; Kratz, Composition o f the Narrative Books, 196, 208; Cynthia Edenburg,
‘“ Overwriting and Overriding,’ Or What Is Not Deuteronomistic,” in Congress Volume: Helsinki
2010 (ed. Martti Nissinen; VTSup 148; Leiden: Brill. 2012) 443-60, here 445-47; eadem, Dismem
bering the Whole, 284-85,287-90; Nelson, Judges, 284,344. For an overview of diachronic studies
of Judges 17-18 in particular, see Bauer, Warum nur iibertretet ihrsein Geheissl, 57-110. Milstein
recognizes important links between portions of Judges 20-21 and 1 Samuel 1 and 11 (Tracking the
Master Scribe, 174-206, esp. 185-89), but these connections existed at a time when 1 Samuel 1
described the birth of Saul, not Samuel. The present text, in which 1 Samuel 1 refers to Samuel,
more decisively separates the books of Judges and Samuel.
8 On the similarities between chaps. 17-18 and 19-21, see Frank Crusemann, Der Widerstandgegen das Konigtum: Die antikoniglichen Texte desAlten Testamentes und der Kampf urn den
friihen israelitischen Staat (WMANT 49; Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1978) 156-58;
Barry G. Webb, The Book o f the Judges: An Integrated Reading (JSOTSup 46; Sheffield: JSOT
Press, 1987) 182; Edenburg, Dismembering the Whole, 3, 290-99; Nelson, Judges, 344.
9 All translations are my own unless otherwise noted.
10 Childs, Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture, 259; Webb, Book o f the Judges, 197;
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1:34 at the end of a description of the individual tribal attempts to conquer Canaan.
There, the Amorites force them out of the valley into the hill country. Judges 18
shows the resolution to this narratival problem when the Danites migrate north to
find an inheritance for themselves. Samson is aDanite(13:2) so that Judges 17-18
fits with the immediately preceding context as well, but the failure of the tribe of
Dan to find land in the south is only present in the frame.
Second, the frame’s negative portrayal of Dan contrasts with the positive
portrayal of the tribe of Judah.11 This contrast parallels the larger theme of increas
ing military and religious problems as one moves northward in the Book of Judg
es.12Judah correspondingly has the fewest problems, whereas Dan, which becomes
the northernmost tribe, has the most. Judah largely meets with military success in
Judg 1:3-20 and vindicates itself as a leader in the period after the death of Joshua
in 1:1.13 Indeed, the Achsah story (Judg 1:12-15) serves as an index of the proJudah shaping of 1:1—2:5. Joshua 15:16-19 is the original context of the story, as
the narrative about Caleb’s family fits better there in connection with the other
remarks about Caleb (Josh 14:6-15; 15:13-15) than it does at the beginning of
Judges.14 The modifications visible in the Judges version accentuate Judah to a
greater extent than the Joshua version in two ways. First, Josh 15:13-14 ascribes

Wong, Compositional Strategy, 13; see also 241; Erhard Blum, Textgestalt und IComposition: Exegetische Beitrage zu Tora und Vordere Propheten (ed. Wolfgang Oswald; FAT 69; Tubingen: Mohr
Siebeck, 2010) 274; Nelson, Judges, 16, 346.
11 E.g., Bauer, Warum nur iibertretet ihr sein Geheiss!, 141-42; Webb, Book o f the Judges,
197; YairaAmit, The Book o f Judges: The Art ofEditing (trans. Jonathan Chipman; BIS 38; Leiden:
Brill, 1999) 145-48; Schulz, Die Anhange zum Richterbuch, 164,218-21.
12 See K. Lawson Younger Jr., Judges and Ruth (NIV Application Commentary; Grand Rap
ids: Zondervan, 2002) 31. 62, 70-73; Barry G. Webb, The Book o f Judges (NICOT; Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 2012) 152-53; Butler, Judges, 14-15; Nelson, Judges, 13-14. This pattern is prominent
in 1:1-2:5 and can be glimpsed in the ordering o f the core of the book.
13 See esp. Moshe Weinfeld, “The Period of the Conquest and of the Judges as Seen by the
Earlier and the Later Sources,” V T 17 (1967) 93-113, here 94-95 n. 1; Marc Brettler, “The Book of
Judges: Literature as Politics,” JBL 108 (1989) 395-418, here 399-402; idem, The Book o f Judges
(Old Testament Readings; London: Routledge, 2002) 97-102; Serge Frolov, “Fire, Smoke, and
Judah in Judges: AResponse to Gregory Wong,” SJOT2\ (2007) 127-38, here 131-37; idem, Judges
(FOTL 6B; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2013) 43-53.
14 Amit, Book o f Judges, 129-30; Alexander Rofe, “Clan Sagas as a Source in Settlement
Traditions,” in “A Wise and Discerning Mind”: Essays in Honor o f Burke O. Long (ed. Saul M.
Olyan and Robert C. Culley; BJS 325; Providence, Rl: Brown Judaic Studies, 2000) 191-203, here
195; GroB, Richter, 109, 118, 126-27,130-31; Butler, Judges, 16-17;Jacob L. Wright, David, King
o f Israel, and Caleb in Biblical Memory (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014) 188-89,
255 n. 26; Nelson, Judges, 28. These scholars observe the pro-Judah ideology behind the changes.
See also James Flanagan, who recognizes the pro-Judah elements in Judges 1 (“History, Religion,
and Ideology: The Caleb Tradition,” Horizons 3 [1976] 175-85, here 178-80, 182-83), although he
sees the narrative there as earlier than that of Joshua 14-15.
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the conquest of Hebron (former Kiriath-arba) to Caleb, whereas Judg 1:10 credits
Judah with the victory (cf. 1:20). Second, although both versions highlight Caleb’s
role in motivating the capture of Debir (former Kiriath-sepher), Judg 1:11 connects
the attack to a campaign by Judah rather than by Caleb (cf. Josh 15:15). The editor
of the Judges Achsah story thus integrates it more closely into the pro-Judah nar
rative of 1:1-2:5. Therefore, Judg 1:1-2:5 highlights the success and leadership
role of the tribe of Judah in the period after Joshua’s death. The tribe’s preeminence
anticipates the eventual Davidic monarchy arising from Judah.
Judah also plays an important role in the last five chapters of the book. The
Levite of Judges 17-18 comes from Bethlehem in Judah and even somewhat con
fusingly hails “from the family of Judah” (m in’ nnDIZTM; 17:7). The Levite’s
origins in Judah do not explicitly come up again within the narrative, but the fact
that the Danite spies recognize the “voice” (hip) of the Levite in 18:3 likely indi
cates that they were picking up on his southern accent or had had contacts with
him in the south.15 After all, their questions in 18:3 already betray knowledge that
he is not from Ephraim: “Who brought you here? What are you doing in this
place?” The Levite’s career ultimately places him as the priest of Dan (18:30)— a
problematic position in light of the Deuteronomic centralization injunction. At the
same time, the fact that a Judean wanderer achieves such a high position both in
Ephraim and in Dan testifies to Judahite talents and leadership. Judahites could
succeed even as itinerants outside of their home territory. This promising youth’s
talents simply were corrupted by those in the north and turned to bad ends. Fur
thermore, the narrative notes that the migrating Danites encamp in a locale in
Judahite territory (18:12). Such a mention of a locale in Judah suggests a Judean
provenance for at least the tradition behind the narrative.16
The strongest literary connection between Judg 1:1-2:5 and Judg 17:1-21:25
comes in 20:18, where an oracle declares to the collected Israelite assembly that
Judah should go up first in the battle with the Benjaminites.

15 Robert G. Boling, Judges: Introduction, Translation, and Commentary (AB 6A; Garden
City, NY: Doubleday, 1975) 260, 263; James D. Martin, The Book o f Judges (CBC; Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1975) 189; Lillian R. Klein, The Triumph o f Irony in the Book o f Judges
(JSOTSup 68; Sheffield: Almond, 1988) 154; Philip E. Satterthwaite, “Narrative Artistry and the
Composition of Judges 17-21” (Ph.D. diss., University of Manchester, 1989) 97; Jason S. Bray,
Sacred Dan: Religious Tradition and Cultic Practice in Judges 17-18 (LHBOTS 449; New York:
T&T Clark, 2006) 35-36; Niditch, Judges, 182; Biddle, Reading Judges, 178; Webb, Book o f Judges,
432; Butler, Judges, 393. Regional accents figure prominently in Judg 12:1-6.
16 Hans Wilhelm Hertzberg, Die Bucher Josua, Richter, Ruth (6th ed.; ATD 9; Gottingen:
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1985) 239; Wesley I. Toews, Monarchy and Religious Institution in Israel
under Jeroboam I {SBLMS 47; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1993) 120.
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Judg 1:1-2

After the death of Joshua, the children o f Israel [btCiW1 ’33] inquired
[lbNEH] o f Y hw h [mm3]: “W ho shall go up for us again st the Canaanites first, to battle against them [13 nnbnb nbnm tnmmbN u rn b y1 ’a]?”
2A nd Y h w h said, “Jud ah shall go up [nbsr m in’ mm iaK’1]. Behold, 1
give the land into his hand.”

Judg 20:18

l8T he child ren o f Israel [btcitm ’33] went up to Bethel, and they inquired
[ibKETl] o f G od [D’nbtQ], “W ho shall go up for us first to battle against
the Benjaminites [p’tn ’33-03) nanbab nbnna ubvibsr ’a]?” A n d Y hw h
said, “Ju d ah first [nbnna m in’ mm l a s ’i].”

Judges 20:18 thus mirrors the pro-Judah oracle in 1:1-2.17 Even more, the refer
ences to the lackofakingin 17:6; 18:1; 19:l;and21:25— especially in conjunction
with the anti-Benjaminite tendency in chaps. 19-21 that undermines Saul’s author
ity— look forward to the Davidic dynasty arising from Judah.18 The emphasis on
Judah in the frame contrasts with the rest of the book, in which the Judahites appear
relatively rarely (3:9-11; 10:9; 15:9-13).
Whereas the first two observations relate to Judges 17-18, the third observa
tion relates to chaps. 19-21 specifically.19 In addition to the close connection
between 1:1-2 and 20:18 identified above, Judg 1:21 describes how Jerusalem
remains Jebusite, which is an important detail in the Levite and concubine story
(19:11-12). Bethel also appears prominently as an Israelite possession in 20:18,
26-28 and 21:2 after its capture in 1:22-25. The collective weeping (703) of all
Israel followed by sacrifice appears in Judges only in the frame (2:1-5; 20:23,26;
21:2-4).
No scholarly consensus exists regarding the formation of these chapters.20
Due to the fact that the connections to 1:1—2:5 are stronger in 19:1-21:25 than in
17:1-18:31, the prologue to Judges likely arose after 17:1-18:31* and after or in
conjunction with 19:1-21:25*.21 At the same time, this prologue anticipates chaps.
17 See, e.g., Wong, Compositional Strategy, 32-35; GroG, Richter, 91-93, 884; Schulz, Die
Anhange zum Richterbuch, 77,222; Edenburg, Dismembering the Whole, 307; Nelson, Judges, 345.
18 See esp. Brettler, “Book of Judges,” 408-15; Schneider, Judges, 234; Philippe Guillaume,
Waiting fo r Josiah: The Judges (JSOTSup 385; London: T&T Clark, 2004) 140-43; Schulz, Die
Anhange zum Richterbuch, 146-47.
19 See Childs, Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture, 259; Mayes, Judges, 15; Webb,
Book o f the Judges, 197;Bauer, Warum nur iibertretet ihr sein Geheissl, 142; Wong, Compositional
Strategy, 29-31, 40-42; Blum, Textgestalt und Komposition, 274-75; Edenburg, Dismembering the
Whole, 304-7; Nelson, Judges, 17, 345.
20 For a summary of the different proposals between 1835 and the 1990s, see Bauer, Warum
nur iibertretet ihr sein Geheissl, 57-110. The significantly different recent proposals of Sarah Schulz
(Die Anhange zum Richterbuch) and Cynthia Edenburg (Dismembering the Whole) regarding the
compositional history of these chapters testify to the continued scholarly uncertainty.
21 See Schulz, Die Anhange zum Richterbuch, 217-30, 241-44; Edenburg, Dismembering the
Whole, 299-314, 318-19, 333-34.
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17-18 as well as 19-21 by presenting Judah as a leader and the northern tribes—
especially Dan—as contributing to the progressive decline of Israel. In addition to
these national-level themes that run throughout the frame, I propose another,
related element of the frame that deserves fuller study—families.
II. Fam ily Structure
In the first part of the frame comes the story of Achsah (1:12-15// Josh 15:1619), exemplifying a relatively traditional family— at least in the eyes of the ancient
audiences of the Book of Judges.22 Caleb gives Achsah to Othniel according to
his promise after Othniel captures Kiriath-sepher (1:12-13). Unsatisfied with her
dowry, Achsah next petitions her husband to ask for additional land and then goes
directly to her father Caleb (1:14-15a).23 In response, Caleb lavishly grants this
blessing in the form of land (1:15b).
Although this story occupies relatively little space in 1:1-2:5, four features
highlight its importance. First, this memorable mini-narrative of a woman’s deal
ings with her husband and father stands out from the larger martial context of
Israel’s dealings with the Canaanites. Although other anecdotes punctuate the nar
rative of tribal conquest in 1:1-2:5 (e.g., the defeat of Adoni-bezek in 1:5-7 and
the capture of Bethel in 1:23-26), they contain Canaanite men as important char
acters. Although the Kenizzites originally had separate origins from the Israelites,
the Achsah narrative appears in a context that assumes the close association
between the Kenizzites and the Judahites (see Num 13:6; 34:19; 1 Chr 4:15).24
Second, the very fact that the story is an almost word-for-word repetition from
Joshua shows that the editor found it important enough to include, despite the fact
that the story needed to be tweaked in order to fit with the pro-Judah emphasis in
1:1-2:5. Third— and relatedly—the story’s inclusion in the introduction, despite
its size, heightens its importance. Psychological studies of the primacy effect, for

22 Several scholars point to Achsah’s role as model in the book: Block, Judges, Ruth, 96-97;
Schneider, Judges, 17; Smith, “Failure of the Family as a Theme,” 97,233; Biddle, Reading Judges,
26-28.
23 This reading follows the MT in making Achsah the subject o f the petitioning (inn’Dni) as
opposed to Othniel. Othniel is the subject in LXXA, LXXB, and the Vulgate. The MT and LXX align
to make Achsah the subject in Josh 15:18, the source of the story in Judges. See BHQ, 42*; Lindars,
Judges 1-5, 28-29; Joseph Fleishman, “A Daughter’s Demand and a Father’s Compliance: The
Legal Background to Achsah’s Claim and Caleb’s Agreement (Joshua 15,16-19; Judges 1,12-15),”
ZAW 118 (2006) 354-73, here 369-70; Butler, Judges, 6. Paul Mosca even suggests removing
“Othniel” from the verse entirely (“Who Seduced Whom? A Note on Joshua 15:18//Judges 1:14,”
CBQ 46 [ 1984] 18-22), which at the very least highlights Othniel’s secondary role in Judg 1:14-15;
the focus is on Achsah.
24 This relationship took different forms at different periods of Israel’s history. See Wright,
David, King o f Israel, 167-220.
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instance, indicate that initial material serves as a significant lens through which to
interpret subsequent information.25 Fourth, the three characters in 1:12-15 in their
own way serve as representative figures who prepare readers for the rest of the
book. Caleb serves as an exemplary warrior who facilitates Israel’s victories (1:12;
see also 1:20).26 Not only does he represent the elders who outlived Joshua (2:7),
but his martial success in some ways prefigures the role of the judges. Othniel in
turn becomes the paradigmatic judge in the book, as becomes clear from the cor
respondences between his narrative in 3:7-11 and the programmatic pattern in
2:11-17.27 Judges 1:12-15 thus illuminates the origins of this important judge. With
regard to Achsah, various scholars observe that she anticipates the crucial role that
women play as they take initiative throughout the book.28 Such women include
Deborah, Jael, the woman at Thebez who drops an upper millstone on Abimelech,
and even Delilah. As I argue in the rest of the article, not only are the individual
characters in 1:12-15 paradigmatic, but the familial relationship between Achsah
and Caleb also serves as a model that becomes subverted at the end of Judges.
Three characteristics of Achsah’s family stand out as exemplifying the ideal
family in the eyes of ancient audiences of Judges: a clearly defined family struc
ture, respect for parents, and parental blessing for children. Although views of the
audiences of Judges changed over time as the book developed, these three charac
teristics of the ideal family would find agreement among a range of ancient readers.
The first element of ideal families that the Achsah story illustrates is that the fam
ily structure is clear and hierarchical. Achsah’s father Caleb stands as the authority
figure in his family, as he is able to bestow his daughter upon whomever he wishes
and can distribute his property according to his desire. Achsah falls under her
father’s authority in an unambiguous way.
Whereas Achsah’s family evinces a hierarchical structure with clearly defined
roles, the families in Judges 17—18 epitomize disorder by employing parental lan
guage in ambiguous ways. In 17:10, Micah invites the Levite to become his “father

25 See, e.g., Alice F. Healy, David A. Havas, and James T. Parker, “Comparing Serial Position
Effects in Semantic and Episodic Memory Using Reconstruction of Order Tasks,” Journal o f Mem
ory and Language 42 (2000) 147-67; PerB. Sederberg et al., “Oscillatory Correlates of the Primacy
Effect in Episodic Memory,” Neuroimage 32 (2006) 1422-31. For the application of this principle
to literary texts, see Menakhem Perry, “Literary Dynamics: How the Order of a Text Creates Its
Meanings [With an Analysis of Faulkner’s ‘A Rose for Emily’],” Poetics Today 1 (1979) 35-64,
311-61; Milstein, Tracking the Master Scribe, 3-4, 40, 208.
26 See Biddle, Reading Judges, 26-28; Block, Judges, Ruth, 97.
27 See, e.g., Brettler, “Book of Judges,” 404-7; Block, Judges, Ruth, 97, 145-56; Schneider,
Judges, xvii, 35-43; Brettler, Book o f Judges, 25-28; Victor Harold Matthews, Judges and Ruth
(NCBC; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004) 55; Niditch, Judges, 56-57; Webb, Book
o f Judges, 34; Frolov, Judges, 102-3.
28 Block, Judges, Ruth, 85; Younger, Judges and Ruth, 68; Webb, Book o f Judges, 153; Nelson,
Judges, 22.
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and priest” Cinobl DXb ’bvvn). Alongside 18:19, this is the only biblical text that
refers to a priest as a “father,” although the designation father appears as a sign of
respect in some places.29 The term can denote an older individual (1 Sam 24:12
[Eng. 24:11]), a prophet (2 Kgs 2:12; 6:21; 8:9; 13:14), a husband, or an advisor
(Gen 45:8)—all people of some authority. Because “father” never refers to priest
elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible, Micah’s usage here is striking.
At the same time, as Judges 17-18 progresses, the reader grasps the emptiness
of the lofty designation of “father” in these chapters. Rather than the Levite hold
ing something analogous to parental authority over Micah, Micah retains the
power in the relationship. He consecrates the Levite in 17:12 and provides for him
(17:10).30 Indeed, the narrative never again calls the Levite the “father” of Micah
(see 17:12, 13; 18:4-6, 17-18, 20, 24, 27, 30). Instead, when the Levite describes
his relationship to Micah in 18:4, he states that Micah hired ("Dti>) him, casting the
relationship in simple economic terms.31
Additionally, the Levite repeatedly appears under the designation of “young
man” (“IStf) in the narrative (17:7, 11, 12; 18:3, 15), even after his appointment as
priest in 17:12. Such a term ironically contrasts with the Levite’s ostensive role as
respected father by highlighting the Levite’s youthfulness.32 Moreover, immedi
ately after the Levite’s agreement to be Micah’s priest and father, the text states
that “he became like one of [Micah’s] sons” (17:11; VIM 7HXD lb vyjn YI’l). The
fact that Micah’s supposed “father” becomes like a son to him shows the vacuous
nature of the parental imagery in 17:10.33 Gale Yee thus notes, “The freelancing
Levite agrees to Micah’s offer, but, ironically he does not become a ‘father’ to
Micah. Instead, he becomes like one of Micah’s sons in his house. The father-son
relationship becomes empty because it is reversible.”34 In this way, 17:10-11 pro
vides an ironic twist on the paradigmatic Israelite household, with its clear line of
authority. Judges 1:12-15 plainly indicates the dividing line between Achsah, the
daughter, and Caleb, the father. By contrast, Micah, the ostensible “son” of the

29 Block, Judges, Ruth, 488; E. Aydeet Mueller, The Micah Story: A Morality Tale in the Book
o f Judges (Studies in Biblical Literature 34; New York: Lang, 2001) 63; Bray, Sacred Dan, 24, 90;
Butler, Judges, 388; David Z. Moster, “The Levite of Judges 17-18,” JBL 133 (2014) 729-37, here
733; Schulz, Die Anhange zum Richterbuch, 592 n. 157; Nelson, Judges, 283.
30 See Moster, “Levite of Judges 17-18,” 734.
31 Webb, Book o f the Judges, 185; Bauer, Warum nur iibertretet ihr sein Geheissl, 276-77;
Amit, Book o f Judges, 329; Moster, “Levite of Judges 17-18,” 735.
32 Manfred Gorg, Richter (NEchtB 31; Wurzburg: Echter, 1993) 93; Marais, Representation
in Old Testament Narrative Texts, 136-37; Block, Judges, Ruth, 488; Oeste, “Butchered Brothers,”
310; Butler, Judges, 38; see also Schneider, Judges, 236.
33 Block, Judges, Ruth, 489; Amit, Book o f Judges, 328; Butler, Judges, 388; Schneider,
Judges, 236; see also Mieke Bal, Death & Dissymmetry: The Politics o f Coherence in the Book o f
Judges (CSHJ; Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988) 204; Nelson, Judges, 283.
34 Yee, “Ideological Criticism,” 150.
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priestly “father,” holds authority over the youthful “father” and provides for him,
while the Levite “father” becomes like one of Micah’s “sons.”
When the Danites offer the Levite the chance to become “a father and priest”
to them in 18:19, their words and actions further undermine the significance of
family language in Judges 17-18. As in the case with Micah, the Levite’s supposed
status as “father” of the Danites never again appears. Indeed, the Danites pitch
their proposition to become their priest and father largely in terms of the Levite’s
personal benefit (18:19).35 The mercenary Levite then leaves one “family” and
joins another. As in the situation with Micah, the fatherly status of the Levite rings
hollow. The Levite has no authority analogous to that of a father vis-a-vis the
Danites. They are an armed war band (18:16-17) that forcibly appropriates the
materials of the shrine that the Levite staffs. When the Levite questions the Danites,
they command him to “Shut up! Put your hand over your mouth!” ("IT^D1© ©"inn
"I’D"1?!!; 18:19). Such an abrasive command contrasts with the putative authorita
tive position they are offering him.36 If he stays with Micah, he may lose his
livelihood, so he is obliged to accept the Danites’ offer. His livelihood with Micah
is just as precarious after the plundering of the shrine as it was during his time of
wandering through Ephraim (see 17:8-9). He becomes the Danites’ “father,” then,
not out of any inherent authority that he has but out of desperation. Given the true
power dynamics, the designation of priestly father is thus just as meaningless in
the mouth of the Danites as it is in the mouth of Micah.
In addition to the ironic subversion of parental language in Judges 17-18, the
absence of Micah’s biological father indicates that something is amiss in Micah’s
family from the very beginning.37All of Micah’s dealings are with his mother, who
seems to be able to dispose of her money at her own discretion (17:3-4). That the
Judges narrative sometimes does not provide the father of certain individuals, such
as the Levite in Judges 19-20, is understandable, but the domestic setting of so
much of chaps. 17-18 means that the omission of any reference to Micah’s father
is quite conspicuous. The central role that the mother plays at the beginning of the
story highlights even more the fact that the father does not appear. The narrator
gives the name of the father of the Danites (18:29) and two generations of the
Levite (18:30).
In the Achsah story, her father finds a husband for his daughter and disposes
of his property as he wishes, while Achsah’s mother does not appear. The status of

~’5 Bauer, Warum nur iibertretet ihr sein Geheiss!, 360.
36 Ibid., 277, 361.
37 Many scholars note this absence, e.g., Renate Jost, “Der Fluch der Mutter,” in Gott an den
Randern: Sozialgeschichtliche Perspektiven a u f die Bibel (ed. Ulrike Bail and Renate Jost;
Giitersloh: Kaiser, 1996) 17-23, here 21; Block, Judges, Ruth, 482, 488; Schneider, Judges, 236;
Mueller, Micah Story, 63; Benjamin D. Cox and Susan Ackerman, “Micah’s Teraphim,” Journal o f
Hebrew Scriptures 12(2012) 1-37, here 11.

384

THE CATHOLIC BIBLICAL QUARTERLY | 80,2018

mother holds respect in Judges (5:7; 13:2-23), but mothers generally have a less
important role in the book than fathers, or they at least act in conjunction with
men.38 Gideon’s father saves his son’s life through his speech (6:30-32). The iden
tity of Abimelech as Gideon’s son plays a significant part in the narrative of Abimelech (8:31; 9:17-18). Jephthah’s relationship to his father, and his father’s sons,
appears at the very beginning of the Jephthah narrative (11:1-3). The story then
highlights his status as the father of an only daughter (11:34-40). Both Samson’s
father and his mother feature conspicuously in the Samson cycle (13:1-24; 14:2-6,
9,16; see also 14:19; 16:31). The father ofSam son’s love interest at Timnah gives
his daughter to one of Samson’s friends and ultimately pays for his actions with
his life alongside his daughter (15:1-6). The father of the Levite’s concubine takes
his daughter back and plays conspicuously generous host to the Levite (19:2-9).
These other families in the Book of Judges are far from perfect, but they show the
central role of the father in the family. The absence of Micah’s father would thus
indicate to ancient audiences of the book that his family deviates from the ideal
structure. In this way, the families in Judges 17-18 reverse the ideal family struc
ture represented in the Achsah narrative.
III. Respect for Parents
The second aspect of ideal families that the Achsah narrative illustrates and
that becomes reversed in Judges 17-18 is respect for parents. Achsah shows respect
to her father Caleb both by marrying Othniel in accordance with Caleb’s wishes
and by eventually going to Caleb as a source of blessing. Scholars debate the
meaning of CIK, which the text employs to describe Achsah’s actions upon encoun
tering Caleb (TIOnn byQ raxm; 1:14 // Josh 15:18), but the verb appears to describe
a respectful dismounting of her donkey.39 Three reasons support the idea that nB

38 Women played a much more powerful and authoritative role in Israelite households than
often recognized. See Carol L. Meyers, Discovering Eve: Ancient Israelite Women in Context (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1991). At the same time, as Israelite society became more complex
over time, males played a more influential role in the external relations o f the family (ibid., 189-96;
Yee, “Ideological Criticism,” 145).
39 This verb appears nowhere else than in Josh 15: 18 // Judg 1:14; 4:21. The etymology
remains uncertain. On the different proposals, see, e.g., BHQ 42*; HALOT, s.v. lUX; Moshe H.
Goshen-Gottstein, “Note on lUX,” VT 6 (1956) 99-100; Arthur Gibson, “snh in Judges I 14: NEB
and AV Translations,” PT26 (1976) 275-83; Ernest W. Nicholson, “The Problem of mx,” ZAW 89
(1977) 259-65; Wolf Leslau, Comparative Dictionary o f Ge'ez (Classical Ethiopic) (Wiesbaden:
Harrassowitz, 1987) 387; Baruch A. Levine, “Religion in the Heroic Spirit: Themes in the Book of
Judges,” in Thus Says the Lord: Essays on the Former and Latter Prophets in Honor o f Robert R.
Wilson (ed. John J. Ahn and Stephen L. Cook; LHBOTS 502; New York: T&T Clark, 2009) 27-42,
here 36. On Achsah’s actions as respectful, see Lindars, Judges 1-5, 29-31; Block, Judges, Ruth,
96-97; GroB, Richter, 133; Webb, Book o f Judges, 101 n. 23; Nelson, Judges, 22.
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means alighting trom a mount. First, the Syriac and targumic renderings of the
verb (rkn) are consistent with the idea of downward movement.40 Second, this
downward movement seems to be in the background of the same verb’s appearance
in Judg 4:21, referring to Jael’s driving a tent peg into the ground.41 Third, alight
ing from a mount was a sign of deference. Rebekah “dismounted from the camel”
(70X1 75/0 73171) before Isaac (Gen 24:64; see also 31:35). Rachel is expected to
come down from her camel before her father Laban (Gen 31:34-35). Similarly,
Abigail “descended from the donkey” (Tiann bya Tim) before David in 1 Sam
25:23. In the cases of Achsah, Rebekah, and Abigail, a female on an animal
approaches a male.4- A verb then appears followed by the prepositional complex
7ya and then the animal with a definite article. The clear meaning of descent from
on top of the mount in the cases of Rebekah and Abigail strongly suggests that the
verb my—appearing in a context similar to the other two examples— also means
to dismount. Although Achsah certainly does take initiative in seeking the blessing
from her father, bypassing her husband in the process, her actions throughout the
story are consistently respectful.
Achsah’s respect aligns with traditional expectations of children’s actions.
The ancient Israelites expected children to show deference toward their parents
(e.g., Exod 20:12; 21:17; Lev 19:3; Deut 5:16; 27:16; Prov 1:8; 23:22). Failure to
render such respect could have major consequences (Exod 20:12; Deut 21:18-21;
Prov 30:17). Such respect for parents can be glimpsed in other narratives in Judges.
Jotham speaks out for the legacy of his father (9:16-19), and Jephthah’s daughter
is obedient to her father even to the point of death (11:36,39). Samson ignores his
parents’ pleas to avoid marriage with a Philistine woman (14:3), and the marriage
eventually has deadly consequences.
In Judges 17-18, children do not respect but rather reverse this norm by steal
ing from and betraying their parents. Micah takes money from his mother without
her knowledge (17:2). His confession appears at the beginning of Judges 17, a very
prominent place that accentuates his action. His theft would be odious in the eyes
of ancient Israelites (see Prov 28:24) and represents a mockery of the deference
due to parents. One might steal from an enemy or from someone outside one’s
family (as do the Danites in Judges 18), but Micah’s theft affects his very own
mother. Indeed, the mother’s kindness toward Micah in blessing him (17:2) and
granting the money to him (17:3-4) even after his confession throws into relief

40 BHQ 42*; HALOT, s.v. TOX.
41 The verb is immediately followed by pX 3. See HALOT, s.v. mX; Gibson, “snh in Judges I
14,’ 283; Nicholson, “Problem o f TOX,” 265, while acknowledging the continued difficulties in
interpretation.
42 On this structural argument, see esp. Gibson, “snh in Judges I 14,” 283.
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Micah’s base behavior toward her and removes any possible justification for his
actions.43
Micah’s lack of respect for his mother ironically contrasts with his putative
respect for his ancestors in the following verses. Immediately after receiving the
image from his mother in 17:4, Micah creates an ephod (73N) and teraphim (□1D7n).
Although many aspects of the teraphim’s significance in ancient Israel remain
unknown, several passages closely associate them with household worship (Gen
31:19, 34,35; 1 Sam 19:13, 16).44 In this domestic context, the teraphim seem to
be connected to ancestor worship. In 2 Kgs 23:24, for instance, the teraphim appear
alongside “mediums” (ITQN) and “wizards” (iTIlyT)— religious functionaries asso
ciated in Deut 18:11 with consulting the dead. Consequently, the evidence suggests
that the teraphim were implements used in ancestor devotion, perhaps even images
of ancestors 45 Micah’s construction of the teraphim indicates his desire to honor
his ancestors.46 By the time of the composition of Judges 17-18 and the addition
of these chapters to the Book of Judges, teraphim had fallen under condemnation
(2 Kgs 23:24). Micah thus honors his dead ancestors in an illicit way by using
money that he ultimately disrespectfully stole from his living mother.
In addition to Micah’s disrespect of his mother, the Levite’s betrayal of Micah
is analogous to disrespecting a parent. The Levite is like one of Micah’s sons
(17:11). Yet, when the Danites plunder the shrine, the Levite abandons Micah, his
putative father (and son), and becomes the priest of the Danites (18:20). The Lev
ite even assists in the despoliation of the shrine by carrying the cultic implements.
By assisting in the theft from Micah, the Levite mirrors Micah’s theft from his
parent. Indeed, the betrayal may have begun even earlier, as the Levite does noth
ing about the plundering of the shrine besides questioning the Danites (18:18). He
of course could not have stopped them, but he could have at least informed Micah
of the Danites’ actions. Instead, Micah apparently does not learn about his loss
until the Danites are some way away (18:22).47 Both Micah and the Levite, then,

43 On Micah’s actions as disrespectful, see esp. Szpek, “Do Not Reject Your Mother’s Teach
ing?!”
44 Karel van der Toorn, “The Nature of the Biblical Teraphim in the Light of the Cuneiform
Evidence,” CBQ 52 (1990) 203-22, here 208-10; Jost, “Der Fluch der Mutter,” 20; GroB, Richter,
756-57.
45 Van der Toorn, “Nature of the Biblical Teraphim,” 215, 222; Rainer Albertz, A History o f
Israelite Religion in the Old Testament Period I: From the Beginnings to the End o f the Monarchy
(trans. John Bowden; OTL; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1994)37-38; Patrick D. Miller, The
Religion o f Ancient Israel (Library of Ancient Israel; London: SPCK, 2000) 56; Cox and Ackerman,
“Micah’s Teraphim,” 1-37.
46 Indeed, Cox and Ackerman argue that Micah specifically honors his recently deceased
father (“Micah’s Teraphim,” 1-28).
47 See Martin Noth, “The Background of Judges 17-18,” in Israel’s Prophetic Heritage:
Essays in Honor o f James Muilenburg (ed. Bernhard W. Anderson and Walter J. Harrelson; New
York: Harper & Brothers, 1962) 68-85, here 75.
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show disrespect toward parents or parental figures in stark contrast to Achsah’s
respect for her father.
IV. Parental Blessing and Inheritance
The third aspect of the ideal family that is prominent in the Achsah story but
becomes reversed in Judges 17-18 is that parents bless their children. One par
ticularly powerful blessing was the blessing that parents could pronounce at the
end of their lives (e.g., Genesis 27; 48; 49; see also Deuteronomy 33).48 Parents
could concretize this blessing by distributing the inheritance to their children at
the end of their lives as well.49Achsah’s request for a supplementary dowry in Judg
1:12-15 parallels the passing down of inheritance found in parental blessing pas
sages in three ways.50 First, Achsah goes to her father (1:14-15), who is the typical
distributor of inheritance in ancient Israel. Second, the terminology of blessing
(ns-Q) in 1:15 corresponds to the blessing (rD~Q) that parents bestow on their
children at the end of their lives (see Gen 27:12,35,36,38,41; 49:25,26,28; Deut
33:1; see also Gen 48:9,15,16,20).51 Third, the land that Achsah receives becomes

48 Josef Scharbert, “I'D ,” TDOT 2:279-308, here 304; Claus Westermann, Genesis 12-36: A
Commentary (trans. John J. Scullion; CC; Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1995) 437.
49 See Gen 25:5-6; 48:22; Deut 21:15-16; 1 Kgs 21:3; 2 Chr 21:3; Job 42:15; Ezek 46:16-18;
Sir 33:24. See also Edward Lipinski, “bru,” TDOT 9:319-35, here 322; Gunther Wanke, “nbm,”
TLOT 2:731-34, here 731.
50 On the gift of land as a supplemental dowry, see T. M. Lemos, Marriage Gifts and Social
Change in Ancient Palestine, 1200 BCE to 200 CE (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010)
54-56; Fleishman, “Daughter’s Demand”; Nelson, Judges, 21. The granting o f land as a dowry is
otherwise unattested in the Hebrew Bible, but inscriptional evidence attests to the practice. The late
seventh-century b .c .e . Phoenician inscription from Cebel Ires Dagi records a man named Mutas
transferring (*ytn) land to Kulas in the context of giving (*ytn) his daughter MSD to Kulas as well.
See Paul G. Mosca and James Russell, “A Phoenician Inscription from Cebel Ires Dagi in Rough
Cilicia,” Epigraphica Anatolica 9 (1987) 1-27. K. Lawson Younger Jr. understands that there was
a connection between the giving of Mutas’s land and daughter, and he compares the inscription to
the Achsah episode (“Cebel Ires Dagi [3.55],” in The Context o f Scripture, vol. 3, Archival Docu
ments from the Biblical World [ed. W. W. Hallo; Leiden: Brill, 2000] 137-39, here 139 n. 31). See
also William W. Hallo, “New Light on the Story of Achsah,” in Inspired Speech: Prophecy in the
Ancient Near East. Essays in Honor o f Herbert B. Huffmon (ed. John Kaltner and Louis Stulman;
JSOTSup 378; Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2004) 330-35, here 334. Even more explicitly, a dowry in a
marriage contract from the vicinity o f Emar includes a plot of land, a building, a well, and a pit. See
Gary Beckman, Texts from the Vicinity o f Emar in the Collection o f Jonathan Rosen (History of the
Ancient Near East Monographs 2; Padua: S.A.R.G.O.N., 1996) 9-11, RE 6. My thanks to the anon
ymous reviewer for these examples.
51 In some contexts— including here—the term TID'D has the meaning of “gift” or “grant,
estate” (Gen 33:11; Josh 15:19; I Sam 25:27; 30:26; 2 Kgs 5:15; see also Gen 27:36). See HALOT,
s.v. HJT? I; Baruch A. Levine, In the Presence o f the Lord: A Study o f Cult and Some Cultic Terms
in Ancient Israel (SJLA 5; Leiden: Brill, 1974) 17 n. 39; Paul Kalluveettil, Declaration and Cove
nant: A Comprehensive Review o f Covenant Formulaefrom the Old Testament and the Ancient Near
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an inheritance that Achsah can pass along to her offspring.52 Caleb thus fulfills his
familial role of blessing his child. Even though Achsah believes that Caleb’s initial
grant is insufficient for her family’s needs, Caleb quickly rectifies the situation with
a generous gift.
Whereas the Achsah narrative exemplifies the flow of blessing from parent to
child, Micah’s household upends this process. A parent in an ideal household
blesses his/her children— as Caleb provides a “blessing” (rD"l3) to Achsah in
1:15—but Micah’s mother blesses (113) her son only after unknowingly cursing
(nbk) him. The situation is reminiscent of Gen 27:12-13, where Jacob seeks a
“blessing” (rD“Q) from his aging father Isaac and strongly wants to avoid the
opposite— a “curse” (nbbp).53 Jacob’s fear of receiving a curse from his parent
becomes a reality for Micah.54
Ultimately, typical Israelite parents would concretize their blessings on their
children by preserving the inheritance and passing it down to them. Micah’s house
hold, however, is a parody of the normal inheritance situation. Micah steals the
money that he would otherwise inherit. He does eventually receive back all or part
of the money that he stole (17:4), but only after it changes hands several times
between him and his mother (17:3-4). In contrast to the typical inheritance situa
tion, in which the inheritance passes from parent to child in a direct, one-time,
legally sanctioned way, Micah’s inheritance passes back and forth between him
and his mother in such a confusing manner that scholars propose literary-critical
seams or textual problems in 17:3-4.55 Nevertheless, the MT makes sense as it

East (AnBib 88; Rome: Biblical Institute Press, 1983) 28-29; Hayim Tawil, An Akkadian Lexical
Companion fo r Biblical Hebrew: Etymological-Semantic and Idiomatic Equivalents with Supple
ment on Biblical Aramaic (Jersey City, NJ: Ktav, 2009) 59-60. See also the Ethiopic barakat and
Arabic baraka (Leslau, Comparative Dictionary o f Ge 'ez, 105); Yochanan Muffs, Love & Joy: Law,
Language, and Religion in Ancient Israel (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary of America,
1992) 188 n. 1. This differentiation between the distinct meanings of n3"n is helpful in an English
translation, but the fact that the same word appears in both contexts is telling. One can also note the
potential play on words between 7073 (“blessing”) and 7073 (“springs”)—which parallel the riVj
(“pools”) that Caleb gives to Achsah. See Hallo, “New Light on the Story of Achsah,” 333.
52 On the dowry’s inheritance by the mother’s children, see Fleishman, “Daughter’s Demand,"
362-72.
53 The different words translated “curse” may admit of differences of nuance, with nbtt tend
ing to appear in judicial settings in contrast to Tlbbp or T1K. At the same time, Tlbbp and nYx are
similar enough to appear as parallel temis (e.g., Jer42:l 8; 44:12). See Josef Scharbert, “Tlbtt,” TDOT
1:261-66, here 265.
54 Indeed, Micah’s dread of the curse could in fact be his motive for returning the silver in the
first place, rather than any sense of loyalty to his mother or guilt at his deed. See Amit, Book o f
Judges, 324,326; Block, Judges, Ruth, 479-80; Younger, Judges and Ruth, 336; Matthews, Judges
and Ruth, 169; Frolov, Judges, 284.
55 For literary-critical solutions, see, e.g., Uwe Becker, Richterzeit und Kdnigtum: Redaktionsgeschichtliche Studien zum Richterbuch (BZAW 192; Berlin: de Gruyter, 1990) 226-56;
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stands: Micah returns the money to his mother (17:3a), who then dedicates it to
Yhwh and returns it to Micah (17:3b).56 He refuses to take the money and hands
it back (17:4a). His mother gives it to a smith and finally returns it to Micah in a
finished form (17:4b). Rather than taking the inheritance from a parent in the tra
ditional way, then, Micah steals part of his inheritance from his mother, and then
the money shifts back and forth between them. The full ironic reversal of the
typical household inheritance situation in Micah’s household is clear. In an ideal
household, a parent pronounces a blessing and concretizes this blessing by passing
down the inheritance to children. In Micah’s household, Micah steals from his
parent, is cursed and then blessed, and next passes the inheritance back to his
mother.
Not only is the flawed family situation in Judges 17-18 clear from the ironic
reversal of blessing in the Micah-mother relationship, but it also continues in
Micah’s relationship to his sons. Immediately after making the ephod and teraphim, Micah installs one of his sons as priest (17:5). Such a deed at first appears
to signal his care for his children and establishment of stability in his household
in a way that contrasts with his earlier ill-treatment of his mother. Shortly after the
consecration, however, Micah installs the Levite as priest (17:10-12). The text does
not specify what happened to Micah’s son once the Levite took over his job.57 Yet
the language of the ordination of the Levite matches that used of the ordination of
the son.
English Translation

Hebrew

Ordination o f Son
(17:5)

“And he filled the hand o f one
o f his sons, and he became his
priest.”

pD7 ft-’m v n a 7nx T -n s xban

Ordination o f Levite
(17:12)

“And Micah filled the hand o f
the Levite, and the young man
became his priest.”

is m ft-’rm ’lbn

r-m rtra

xba’i
175b

The Levite goes through the same process as Micah’s son (idiomatically described
as “filling the hand”) and receives the same designation— “priest”—rendering
Micah’s son’s position redundant.
The text further emphasizes the biological son’s superfluous status by stating
that the Levite became “like one o f his sons” (V n » *7nXD). Once again, the

Hermann Michael Niemann, Die Daniten: Studien zur Geschichte eines altisraelilischen Stammes
(FRLANT 135; Gottingen: Vandenhoeck& Ruprecht, 1985) 129-37. See also the overview of such
solutions and arguments for the MT in Bauer, Warum nur iibertretet ihr sein Geheiss!, 193-97.
56 Amit, Book o f Judges, 324 n. 18; Mueller, Micah Story, 55; Butler, Judges, 366 n. 2b; see
also BHQ 100*.
57 GroB. Richter, 779; Webb. Book o f Judges, 428.
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language the text uses of the Levite mirrors its description in 17:5 of the biological
son: “one of his sons” (ViQQ 7nN). Micah’s biological son goes from being “one
of his sons” to ordination. The Levite proceeds from ordination to being “like one
of his sons.” With the Levite, Micah no longer needs the services of his biological
son. As a result, it is probable that this son lost his position to the Levite.58 After
all, the priestly son never appears in the text again, and the only priest of Micah’s
cult in the encounter with the Danites appears to be the Levite (18:3-6, 15-30).
Indeed, Micah’s household cult probably was not large enough to accommodate
two priests.
Micah’s neglect of his son evinces the same self-serving attitude and disre
gard for his family that was on display in his original thievery. Indeed, after he has
firmly established the Levite in his new position, Micah exclaims, “Now I know
that Yhwh will be good to me, for the Levite has become my priest” (’P in 1 nny
17:13; pDb ’ibn ’bTIYI ’D ’b mn1 3’01,- ’D). The first-person language in Micah’s
mouth indicates that his concern is for his own prosperity. It is thus no surprise that
the refrain “all the people did what was right in their own eyes” (1T5n Ptt’M tP’K
ruyy1) that also concludes the Book of Judges first appears in the midst of the Micah
narrative (17:6; see also 21:25). The refrain finds fitting illustration with Micah.
In this way, Micah’s self-serving action of preferring a wandering outsider over
his own biological son contrasts with the paradigmatic family situation in which
parents provide greater stability to their children by bestowing blessings upon
them.
Although family structure is supposed to preserve inheritance and pass it
down from parents to children, Micah’s household fails in this responsibility.
Micah’s shrine, which stands in his household, is part of the inheritance of his sons,
who appear in 17:5, 11. Yet the Danites plunder this shrine, taking even the teraphim— connected as they are to the household and to Micah’s ancestors (18:15,
18, 20). They also induce the Levite, who functions as both a father (17:10) and a
son (17:11) to Micah— and thus is like a member of Micah’s household—to aban
don Micah and join them. Even though Micah, his household, and the households
near him (18:22) chase and confront the Danites, they are not strong enough to
take back the stolen items and the priest (18:26). Indeed, the Danites even threaten
Micah and his household in 18:25. Although Micah is not responsible for the
Danites’ actions, their taking of Micah’s movable inheritance is yet one more blow
to the proper functioning of Micah’s household. In summary, Judges 17-18 depicts
Micah’s household as not providing a stable inheritance to his offspring. By con
trast, in 1:11-13 Caleb assists in the expansion of tribal inheritance, and he then
passes down land to his daughter (1:15) that becomes part of her inheritance.

58 Schneider, Judges, 236.
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V. Summary and Conclusions
In this article, I argue that the frame around the Book of Judges (1:1-2:5;
17:1-21:25) juxtaposes the figures of Achsah and Micah in a way that highlights
the descent into chaos at the end of the book. The family of Achsah (1:12-15)
approximates the ideal for the ancient audiences of Judges. Achsah’s household is
a clearly defined hierarchy consisting of a series of relationships with correspond
ing expectations. The children render respect to their parents, and parents in turn
bless their children, which ultimately involves passing down an inheritance to
them.
In stark contrast to the paradigm of Achsah’s family, in Judges 17-18 no
familial or family like relationship operates in an ideal way. The story in Judges
17-18 functions as a commentary on premonarchic Israelite society as a whole in
two ways. First, the anonymity pervading the narrative invites the audience to view
the characters as representative figures.59 Micah is one of the few named characters
in Judges 17-21. Nevertheless, Micah’s mother and sons lack names, and the nar
rative even withholds the Levite’s name—Jonathan— until the very end (18:30).
Second, the general statements about Israel in 17:6; 18:1a; and 19:1a (see also
21:25) suggest that the chaotic story in Judges 17-18 reflects chaos throughout
Israel; the events of the two chapters are not simple anomalies. In this way, the
familial disarray serves as but one part of the larger national disintegration that
becomes prominent in the frame of Judges.
Indeed, these narratives accentuate the interconnectedness of the household
and national spheres of disorder. In contrast to Judg 1:12-15, in which marriage to
Achsah motivates further territorial conquest and then Achsah relies on her rela
tionship to her father to expand her family’s territory, in Judges 17-18 Micah’s
actions ultimately serve only to aid the Danites in their retreat from the south to
conquer new territory in the north. The connection between the deterioration of
family relationships and national chaos becomes even more pronounced in Judges
19-21, as the Levite’s abusive relationship of his concubine spirals into a civil war
involving all Israel.60 These chapters warn of the dangerous corrosion of mores
and traditional institutions from the lowest level (i.e., the household) to the level
of national leadership.
59 See Marais, Representation in Old Testament Narrative Texts, 133; Block, Judges, Ruth,
474, 482-84; Matthews, Judges and Ruth, 170; Smith, “Failure o f the Family as a Theme,” 207,
210; Bray, Sacred Dan, 34; see also Mueller, Micah Story, 54; Webb, Book o f Judges, 426. The
names of two other important female characters—Jephthah’s daughter and the Levite’s concubine—
also never appear. Their stories similarly throw light on the tragic family failures in Israel.
60Niditch, “‘Sodomite’ Theme,” 371-72, 376-78; eadem, Judges, 190-91. See also Younger,
Judges and Ruth, 347; Butler, Judges, 416.
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By constructing this frame as one of the final components in the development
of Judges, the editors highlight key themes that attune readers to these elements in
the rest of the judges stories. For instance, by beginning with the conquest of
Canaan (1:1-2:5) and ending with the Danites’ despoliation of Micah’s shrine
(18:1-31) and ultimately the Israelite conquest of Benjamin (19:1-48), the frame
draws attention to the rise of violence between Israelites in the core (e.g., 9:1-57;
12:1-6). In the same way, the family disintegration in the frame of Judges not only
characterizes Israel as chaotic on the eve of the monarchy that dominates the fol
lowing books of the Former Prophets, but it also retunes a reader to see the splin
tered family relations throughout the core of Judges: the deadly strife between
Gideon’s sons (9:1-21), Jephthah’s sacrifice of his daughter (11:34-40), and Sam
son’s fateful rejection of his parents’ marital advice (14:1-16:31). These tragic
episodes show how far Israel has fallen from the ideal of Achsah’s family and
become signposts that anticipate the familial and national disorder to come— a
period in which “all the people did what was right in their own eyes” (17:6; 21:25).
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