
Story Number 78

THE PILEGESH

[Chapter not suitable for younger children]

This took place some time, not very long, after the death of Joshua.

In those days a man could have more than one wife – in fact as many

as he wished as long as he could cope with them! A wife was his,

officially, had certain rights, privileges and obligations, and in particular

had to be faithful to him.

Any woman that he happened to take and live with unofficially without

marrying her 1 had no rights or privileges.

Somewhere in between was what was called in Hebrew a pilegesh. She

was married to him, officially, was his and was expected to be faithful,

but did not have the same status as or all the rights of a full wife. 2 The

pilagshim (plural of pilegesh) are mentioned often in the Bible, but it is

not too clear in what way they differed from full wives. Something similar

was known in English as a ‘morganatic wife’ but the pilegesh and her

children were all legitimate and her sons would inherit.

Usually we find pilagshim mentioned in addition to regular wives, but

in this story a man had a pilegesh with no mention of any other wife.

The story is not a pleasant one, but had a tremendous impact on the

people of Israel with repercussions centuries later.

1. A mistress, once called a concubine.

2. The usual translation ‘concubine’ is completely wrong, and in many Biblical
stories makes no sense.
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A Levite living in Mount Ephraim, roughly somewhere between Bethel

and Shechem, took a pilegesh from Bethlehem (in Judah, near Jerusalem).

She was unfaithful to him, and then left him and went home to her

parents. After a year and four months, he decided to go to Bethlehem

taking with him a servant and a pair of donkeys, and try to persuade her

to come back. [It was very unusual, and probably dangerous, in those days

for a man to travel alone without a servant – Jacob when he left home was

an exception.] In this story names of places are given but no names of

people, they are only described.

When he arrived at Bethlehem he found her somehow, and she took

him home. Her father was delighted to meet him, made him very

welcome, and persuaded him to stay a few days, but eventually he said ‘I

must go’, and finally one afternoon he left to go home, with the woman,

his servant, and the donkeys.

As it was afternoon when they left, it was not long before they noticed

the sun going down. It would soon be dark, and it was necessary to find

somewhere to spend the night. They were passing the Old City of

Jerusalem, then called Jebus, and the servant suggested that they should

go in there, but the man refused. It was inhabited by Jebusites, long before

Israel had conquered it, and he did not want to stay in a foreign town.

‘Let us carry on a bit’ he said, ‘until we get to Gibeah which is an

Israelite town.’ This was roughly where Shuafat and Pisgat Zeev are today

in North Jerusalem, but the area between them and the Old City was not

then built up. So they carried on and the sun set as they reached Gibeah.

All the area north of Jerusalem up to but excluding Bethel (including

Gibeah) belonged in those days to the tribe of Benjamin.

They entered the town and tried to find someone who would put them

up for the night. However, the local Benjamites, unlike his neighbours in

Mount Ephraim, were very inhospitable people, and he was ready to sleep

in the street. Then an old man who also came from Mount Ephraim but

was living in Gibeah came in from his work in the fields, saw them and
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asked where they came from and where they were going. He told him,

adding that nobody was willing to take them in although the donkeys were

loaded with food and wine and everything they might need. ‘No’, said the

old man, ‘all your needs are on me, come to my house, do not sleep in the

street.’ They accepted, and he made them very welcome.

While they were eating and drinking, a gang of wicked men from the

town banged on the door and demanded that he should send out the man

that had come that evening so that they might rape him! Exactly as had

happened at Sodom!

The old man refused. ‘Do not do this wicked thing, the man is my

guest and you are not to harm him. I have a virgin daughter and there is

the man’s pilegesh, I will send them out and you can do what you want

to them, but do not touch my guest!’ But they persisted.
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The man 3 then seized the pilegesh and threw her out to them.

They treated her to a ‘gang bang’, that is each one raped her in turn

one after the other, all through the night, and when it began to get light

they left her. She managed to struggle to the doorstep, and collapsed.

In the morning, the man got up and got ready to leave with his servant.

As he opened the door, he found her lying on the doorstep. ‘Get up and

let us go’ he said, but there was no answer. She was dead.

What he did next led to a Civil War.

3. It is not clear which man, the husband or the old man.
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