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Judges 19:1-30:  Discussion on 2/23/22
Responses suggested by:  Katie

1. What is the situation in verses 1-3?  What is the relationship between these people?
This chapter describes events during the first generation of Israelites in Palestine (ch. 20:28).  This was one of the times during which the Israelites “forsook the Lord God of their fathers” (ch. 2:10-14).  The story begins with a Levite and his concubine.  This appears to have been a regular, lasting relationship, though they weren’t married.  The concubine in this relationship was unfaithful to the Levite, and went to stay with her family in her father’s house.  But despite her unfaithfulness, the Levite seems to have wished to reconcile with her.  He traveled to her father’s house, and attempted to win her back.  The concubine’s father was extremely pleased to see the Levite.  It seems he wanted his daughter and the Levite to be reconciled.  
2. Why does the man’s father-in-law press him so strongly to remain?  What is the man’s decision?  Why?
The anxious hospitality of the concubine’s father indicates that the separation between the two was probably regarded as a disgrace to the family.  He was apologetic and anxious to host the Levite despite all expense and inconvenience.  Clearly he was doing his best to reinforce their relationship.  The Levite stayed for three days, intending to leave on the fourth.  But his concubine’s father begged him to stay, and he consented.  On the fifth day, the Levite started for home once again, but was again persuaded to remain.  He stayed until afternoon, but then insisted on leaving that day, despite the concubine’s father pressing him to stay another night.  As per the commentaries, the Levite’s experience here “was that of many weak and vacillating souls, first, unnecessary delay, and then overstrained hurry.”  The Levite here shows his lack of moral courage and determination.  A man of conviction would have made a call to stay or go early in the day.  
3. Why did the small party stay over in Gibeah?  Who takes them in?  Why?
The Levite’s servant wanted to stay in a closer city (namely Jerusalem, about 5 miles or 2 hours from their starting point in Bethlehem), but it was at that time controlled by the Jebusites.  The Levite wanted to find a city controlled by Israelites in which to stay, as he felt that would be safer.  Eventually they came to Gibeah, where they decided to stay for the night.  In small towns like Gibeah, there were probably no inns and travelers were dependent upon the hospitality of the inhabitants.  Unfortunately, Gibeah turned out to be not terribly hospitable, which defies the traditions of hospitality in the Middle East.  As we see what happens later in the story, it seems that though some may have wanted to offer their homes, they may have feared that offering proper hospitality would invite trouble on themselves from their despicable neighbors.  Ultimately, the person who took them in was an old man who was only a temporary resident of Gibeah.  It seems that none of the locals were willing to offer hospitality at all.  
4. Who are the men who approach in verse 22?  What do they want?  
They are described as “sons of Belial,” which is more descriptive of what they are than who.  It literally means “sons of worthlessness,” and serves as an epithet for the evil, low-mined, lawless scoundrels of the city.  This repulsive mob surrounded the house and beat on the door.  They demanded that the old man bring out his guest (the Levite) because they wanted to abuse him.  
5. What does the master of the house offer them?  Why?   
He offers his own maiden daughter and the concubine to the brutes.  Possibly the man was familiar with a similar story from much earlier in history, that of Sodom and Gomorrah.  There Job offers his own maiden daughters to the mob, to prevent them from taking his guests, the angels, to satisfy their lust.  This man seems to have felt compelled to uphold the forms of hospitality, which dictated that once a person had been offered hospitality he was to be safe from harm.  Sadly it seems that the same courtesy did not extend to the concubine of the guest.  This suggestion is horrific, but it corresponds to that in Genesis 19.  In dark times people often fail to extend protection to those to whom it is owed.  The helpless and weak are owed protection from the vicious, but they sometimes don’t get it.  
6.  What does his guest do?
The Levite grabbed his concubine by force and thrust her into the mob.  Presumably he immediately retreated into his host’s house, so that he would be safe from the brutes outside.   
7. What happens to the concubine?  
The concubine seems to have been gang-raped and beaten all night.  With the last of her strength, she returned to the house where the Levite had gained hospitality.  She died on the threshold, hands outstreched in one last agonized appeal.  
8. What does the Levite do in response?  
When he discovers her body, the Levite does not immediately recognize that she has died.  He says to her, “Let us be going.”  When he recognized that she was dead, he loaded her corpse on to his donkey and took her home.  There he dismembered her body.  He cut her up into 12 pieces and used them as a message to call the tribes together, that they might punish the inhabitants of Gibeah.    
What have we learned with this chapter?  How can we apply it to our lives?
This is a tricky one!  It’s a terrible story filled with genuinely horrible people.  But there are still some things worth noting:  
1. The Bible is many things, but it is especially a history book!  As such, it reveals the events and people of the past.  Just like the present, the past is filled with examples of horrible people doing dreadful things.  There are also many examples of situations in which there are no innocent parties, only guilty ones.  We know that the Bible is a history book and not a work of fiction in part because of stories like this one, where none of the characters are sympathetic and our need for dramatic resolution is frustratingly unfulfilled.  
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2. As part of a history, this story is connected to many other parts of the Bible and it informs later history.  The threads of history tend to hang together like a cloth—you can’t just cut out the grisly parts without distorting the whole thing.  We’ve mentioned briefly the strong connections between this account and that of Lot in Sodom (though there are a lot more).  But there are also a number of connections with future history.  Did you know that Saul was born in Gibeah, for instance?  The Israelites did!  Saul was in the tribe of Benjamin, which was nearly wiped out due to a civil war that was incited by these graphic events.  So when (1 Samuel 11) Saul chopped up a couple of oxen and sent the pieces around Israel as a warning, everyone knew to which event he alluded, and they responded accordingly.  
3. One of the main underlying themes of Judges is the constant disobedience of the people and God’s restoration despite that.  A major purpose of the book of Judges is to display the cycle of sin and restoration in the history of Israel, with a view toward eliminating the apostasy part of that cycle.  Every time the author repeats the phrase “And the children of Israel did evil in the sight of the Lord” he’s making a statement about how disaster follows from apostasy.  But that phrase, “And the children of Israel did evil in the sight of the Lord” is fairly sanitized.  If people are using bad words, lying about their weight, and charging excessive interest on loans to their neighbors then they can be said to be doing “evil in the sight of the Lord.”  The author of Judges wants to provide a proper picture of what happens to a society that is doing “evil in the sight of the Lord.”  There are no innocents.  The strong victimize the weak.  Protectors become victimizers themselves.  Decency vanishes.  His point is that the Israelites quickly transition from actually following God’s directives to a certain amount of falling away from true faith quickly through to the utter breakdown of society to vicious mob rule.  This dreadfully graphic story displays the true meaning of that seemingly innocuous phrase.  This is what “evil in the sight of the Lord” leads to—and that all too quickly!  As humans, sin often seems, well, not too bad.  This shocking story displays the truth.  
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