
Story Number 79

THE CIVIL WAR

It all started on a very gruesome note, some time not very long after

the death of Joshua. A Levite was taking his wife from Bethlehem in

Judah to his home in Mount Ephraim, accompanied by a servant and two

donkeys to ride on. It was a long journey, and on the way they stopped

overnight at the town of Gibeah, belonging to the tribe of Benjamin.

During the night, a gang of wicked men living in Gibeah, in a very

cruel and horrible way – a story in itself – tortured and murdered his wife,

who he found in the morning lying dead on the doorstep.

He picked her up and carried her home on the donkey. In those days

there was no king and no central government, but each tribe somehow

managed its own affairs through its elders. So he took a knife, cut up her

body into twelve pieces, and sent one piece, with the whole story of what

had happened, to the heads of each of the twelve tribes of Israel to shock

them. It was the only way he could think of to get anything done.

It had the desired effect, nothing like that had ever happened in Israel

before, and four hundred thosand armed men from all the tribes – from

Dan in the North to Beersheba in the South and all Transjordan –

assembled at Mizpah (the one in Benjamin, not the one in Gilead). They

asked what had happened, and the Levite told them what had occured

when he had stopped overnight in Gibeah. He had then done what he did

since this was a terrible abomination in Israel, and now that they were all

there they should decide what to do about it.

It was unanimously agreed that nobody should go home but instead

should march on Gibeah, ten per cent ready to fight and to supply food for

them all.
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Then they sent messages to all the parts of Benjamin, asking how such

a terrible thing could occur in Israel, and demanding that they should hand

over the culprits so that they could be put to death.

The Benjamites refused, and instead assembled twenty six thousand

armed men from various towns, plus seven hundred from Gibeah itself,

(including seven hundred left-handed crack marksmen who could send a

stone from a sling at a hair and not miss), at Gibeah to do battle against

four hundred thousand armed men from the rest of Israel.

The Israelites went to Bethel and asked of God ‘Who should be the

first to attack the men of Benjamin?’ God replied ‘Judah first’.

In the morning, they attacked, but the Benjamites came out of Gibeah

and killed twenty two thousand men! Still the Israelites stood firm and

continued the battle, but in the evening went crying to God. This time

they changed the style of the question: ‘Shall I continue to wage war

against the men of Benjamin my brother?’ The answer came ‘Yes’.

The next day they again attacked, and the men of Benjamin came out

and killed a further eighteen thousand armed men. All the people then

went to Bethel crying, and fasting all day till evening. At that time the

Holy Ark was there, administered by Phinehas son of Eleazar son of

Aaron 1, and they asked ‘Should I continue to wage war against the men

of Benjamin my brother, or shoud I stop?’ The reply was ‘Continue,

because tomorrow I will deliver them into your hands.’

The next, the third day, the Israelites again attacked as before, but first

set an ambush around the town. The Benjamites came out as before, killed

about thirty men, said ‘they are running away from us as before’ and their

soldiers left the town of Gibeah. The Israelites gave way somewhat, and

the fighting was bitter. Then the ambush entered the town, killed everyone

there, and set fire to it all, just as Joshua had done to The Ai.

1. Unlikely that this was the same one from the time of Moses, probably a
grandson. Names were often repeated in alternate generations (as in many cases
in the first chapters of Chronicles)
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The smoke from

the fire was the

signal to the rest,

who turned round

a n d f a c e d t h e

Benjamites, then

k i l l e d e i g h t e e n

thousand of them!

The Benjamites fled

into the desert, losing

another five thousand

then a further two

thousand, losing in all twenty-five thousand men that day! Only six

hundred escaped and hid by the Rock of Rimon for four months!

Meanwhile the Israelites ‘cleaned up’, they killed all the rest, entered all

the towns of Benjamin, killed everyone there and burned down the towns.

However, they returned to Bethel and again cried before God, asking

‘Why, God of Israel, has this happened, that an entire tribe of Israel

ceases to exist?’ Next morning they offered sacrifices. Now they regretted

what they had done to their brothers in Benjamin, cutting out a whole

tribe from Israel, and asked how they could find wives for the few that

remained, so that the tribe would carry on. The problem was that they had

sworn an oath that no-one in Israel would allow his daughter to marry a

Benjamite, and they had killed all the Benjamite women in the towns.

Now they had sworn an oath at Mizpah that whoever failed to turn up

at Mizpah should be put to death. So they set up an inquiry to find if any

group had failed to turn up, and found that nobody had come from the

town of Jabesh-Gilead in Transjordan. Twelve thousand soldiers were then

sent with instructions to massacre the entire town of Jabesh-Gilead, men,

women and children, except the virgin girls. Four hundred virgin girls

were found and brought back to Shiloh, where the camp had moved to.
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The Israelites then called an amnesty to the Benjamites in the Rock of

Rimon, that they could come out safely, and they gave them the four

hundred girls to take as wives, 2 but these were not enough for six

hundred men. They did not want the tribe of Benjamin to disappear, they

wanted the other two hundred to have wives, 3 but had sworn not to give

their daughters to Benjamites in marriage.

They learned that there was an annual festival in Shiloh, 4 when the

local girls went out to dance. They told the men to hide in the

vineyards, 5 and when the girls came out to dance, the men should jump

out and each seize a girl for his wife and go back to the region of

Benjamin. 6 ‘If the fathers or brothers come out complaining, we have

a good excuse to give them and there should be no trouble.’

The Benjamites did so, and seized two hundred girls, returned to the

region of Benjamin, rebuilt the towns and settled there, while the rest of

the people returned to their homes. 7

In those days there was no king or government in Israel, and everyone

did whatever he could persuade himself was the right thing.

2. This established a connection between (the remainder of) the tribe if Benjamin
and the town of Jabesh-Gilead, with repercussions later in the time of Saul; by
then the tribe of Benjamin had apparently revived.

3. If they left two hundred without women, the whole trouble might start again.

4. A description of the exact location is given, but this presents difficulties. It
hsa been suggested that what took place was in the region of Shiloh, probably
between modern Eli and the Arab village of Luban.

5. It must have been summer, when the vines are in leaf.

6. Further south. The northern border of Benjamin was roughly where Ophrah
and Bethel are today.

7. The story is referred to in Hosea 10:9.
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