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Dear Reader,

I first started reading the Bible when I was a kid in elementary school. I suppose in some ways I was mimicking what I saw in the women around me. I grew up in a rural area of the Midwest where, on Sunday afternoons, farm-women who had toiled from dawn to dusk on all of the other days rested, visited, and caught up on their reading of the Good Book. They'd sit on the front porch in their rockers and read the Bible, all the while keeping one eye on the kids who were often playing in the yard or a nearby field.

One of my earliest and fondest childhood memories was walking through the woods with my mom and brother to the house of an elderly farmer and his wife. My little brother and I would stretch out on the guest featherbed or, if it wa s a blazing hot day, on a quilt spread upon the floor, and listen to my mom or the farmer's wife read from the Scripture s until we fell asleep.

I believe that the ages-old ritual I experienced as a child was similar to that of the nomadic Hebrew women of Abraham's time. They likely gathered on the Sabbath in one of the tents to talk, perhaps have a honeyed sweet or fruit and a beverage, and share fellowship in their own cultural tradition.

As a child, I'd listened to their stories being read to me, and I thought those women were pretty interesting people, even though some of them were not too nice. It is my honor to offer their stories to you, my readers, with the hope that you will find them to be as fascinating as I have.
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This book is dedicated to women everywhere whose hearts and minds seek to understand the ebb and flow of life, of birth and death, of bounty and the reversal of fortune, of weakness and fortitude, and the blessed stream of Light that shines through it all.
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Top Ten Interesting Facts about the Women of the Bible


	Antiochis, the concubine of Antiochus IV Epiphanes, was given the towns of Tarsus and Mallus by her lover, leading to a revolt by those communities.


	Susanna, daughter of Hilkiah, was trapped by two local judges who lusted after her. Daniel rescued her from the men's false charges.


	The Slave Girl of Philippi made a lot of money for her masters divining the future until the Apostle Paul cast a demon out of her.


	Rahab was known as the “Harlot of Jericho.”


	Ruth, the Moabitess daughter-in-law of Naomi, married Boaz when he was eighty and she was forty, and subsequently had a child.


	Sarah, the wife of Abraham, did not have a child until she was ninety.


	The wife of the great Old Testament prophet Isaiah was also a prophet.


	The Women of Joppa were placed on pleasure boats to drown with their children.


	Junia was called “notable among the apostles” by the Apostle Paul, suggesting to some modern scholars that she (and perhaps other women) may have actually served as apostles.


	Rachel was deeply loved by Jacob, who worked for seven years to pay her bride price. He believed he was marrying her, but discovered too late that through the trickery of her father, he had just married her sister, Leah.






  
    



Introduction

[image: illustration] FOR MANY WOMEN, the Bible offers a lens through which to view ancient womanhood. There are stories of women with many different qualities and gifts, life experiences, and spiritual challenges. There are dark tales filled with despicable deeds of depravity and despair. But there are also inspiring stories of hope, healing, and dreams of a better tomorrow.

While the women of the Hebrew Scriptures (the old Testament) led lives severely restricted by a patriarchal culture, many of their situations (like that of Sarah and rachel, who were barren for a long time) resonate with modern women who are experiencing infertility. others (like the mother in the Second Book of Maccabees who lost her seven sons in one day because her beliefs differed from that of a “mad king”) deeply mourned the reversals in their lives; in a post-9/11 world, such senseless loss and the mourning that follows is something modern people can relate to. Ancient women who were marginalized because they became widows (like the women in the Book of ruth), or suffered illness (such as the New Testament woman with the issue of blood, whose only hope was to touch the hem of Jesus' garment), or were overcome by demons of mental illness (such as the Slave Girl of Philippi or Mary Magdalene) have modern counterparts who are also suffering and desperate for understanding and help.

Much has been written about the fact that the Bible was written by men, and that the portrayals of women are therefore colored by a male point of view. Some have said that in biblical narrative, women pretty much fall into certain types of roles and paradigms that male scribes assigned them, so much so that the women lose their uniqueness because they and their roles border on cliché. I disagree.

It is true that the majority of women in the Bible lived lives limited to the domestic sphere, regulated by a patriarchal society. yet, what I took away from my study of the Bible was that each woman was an individual. Although some women shared many things in common, each woman was unique, and many could not be labeled simply as a Jewish woman caring for home and family. There were women living a hard life in a nomadic tent culture, others raising families in small villages, and still others who thrived or suffered in cities. There were queens and prostitutes, warriors and judges, martyrs and deceivers, and devoted wives and mothers who sacrificed their own lives for others. Some were prophetesses. Where did the idea of female personification of wisdom come from, if not from the wise women of the Bible?

You will draw something unique from each of these women's stories, depending upon how you view the Bible. Some people believe the Bible to be literally the Word of God, while others believe it to be inspired, and still others hold a more critical view. But there is something universal in the experience of womanhood. I have attempted to reveal the information about each woman's story without editorializing or inserting my own interpretations and feelings. It is my hope that if there is something specific you are seeking, a secret or a key to unlock meaning in your own life, you will find it here.

May the richly diverse stories of these ancient women echo through time to bless and enrich your life in myriad ways.
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Women Who Were First

The biblical narrative spans thousands of years, focusing on the all-important, and often turbulent, relationship between God and His children. While the text of the Bible features stories of notable men, equally compelling are the tales of women. Some were deeply spiritual; others served as military leaders, prophetesses, and queens. A small number committed crimes, including murder. There were even a few who were first to perform a particular feat or to experience life-altering events. But among them all, Eve stands out as the woman who could claim the most significant “firsts.”


Eve: First Woman, Wife, and Mother

Eve was the first earthly woman. She was not born of the flesh, but created by God. She had no mother to teach her the things that mothers impart to their daughters. There was no one to model for Eve how to be a wife and mother. No one told her about pregnancy, coached her on how to stay healthy while pregnant, or nourished her emotionally and spiritually through the pregnancy process. She endured the pain of childbirth without an understanding of what was happening within her own body. She reared her children without any knowledge of how to do such things and without another woman on earth to guide or support her. She suffered the murder of one of her children by her other child. Eve, who was placed in paradise, had a life filled with beauty and pleasure and wonderment, but also one weighted by sadness and suffering.


[image: illustration]

The version of the Adam and Eve story in midrashi writings (an ancient interpretive system in Jewish literature to reconcile contradictions in biblical text) states that before creating Eve, God made Lilith, an evil and licentious woman who rebelled against Adam (refusing to take a submissive position to him in sex). Lilith abandoned Adam. Eve, according to midrashic writings, was Liliths' replacement.



In the Judeo-Christian tradition, the image of God is portrayed as masculine. Adam could have looked to God for cues about all things male, but Eve must have had difficulty relating to her femaleness, with no image of a divine feminine counterpart to Adam's God. Eve shoulders the blame associated with the first sinful act. rightly or wrongly, humankind's fall from grace has long been blamed on the “original Sin” committed by Eve, when she was tempted by the serpent to defy Gods' rule not to eat the fruit of the tree of knowledge.

Adam and Eve recognized God through the Divine presence and voice, but no description is given in Genesis of God as seen through their eyes. However, perhaps what is meant by “our likeness” is that a divine spark entered Adam and Eve at their creation, and the spark mirrored, in some way, an image (or images) of God.

After the story of the creation of male and female in Genesis 1:27, a second version of the creation of the first couple appears in Genesis 2:7–25. According to that version, God created Adam first and then Eve, and he used a different process for each. Adam was created from the dust of the ground. God breathed the breath of life into Adam's nostrils, making Adam a living soul. God placed Adam in the Garden of Eden. After warning him not to eat from the tree of knowledge of good and evil (with death as the threatened punishment), God caused Adam to fall into a deep sleep. While Adam slept, God created Eve (Genesis 2:21–22). Instead of making Eve from dust as he had made Adam, God fashioned her from one of Adam's ribs.

Adam chose Eve's name. In old Testament times, naming a thing equaled having authority over it. Her name derives from the Hebrew word Hava, and means “the Mother of All Living” (Genesis 3:20). In both the Judeo-Christian tradition and the Islamic faith, Eve is the mother of the human species and Adam is the father.

Inferior or Equal

Some who believe in a literal interpretation of the Bible might argue that because Eve was created after Adam and from his rib, her position as woman was inferior to that of man. This idea was one espoused in the New Testament by the Apostle Paul in Timothy 2:13–15. However, another interpretation suggests that from unity or wholeness, God created two halves, male and female. Without his female counterpart, Adam could never be complete; he could not generate offspring and continue the human species. God created Eve not just as a helper or companion for Adam, but as an equal to complete him.

Longing for Knowledge

The newly created Eve and her husband, though naked, had no sense of self-consciousness. All they knew and all they could see was the perfection of God's creation and themselves as part of it. They hid nothing from each other or from God. Darkness, negativity, deception, and imperfection had not yet entered into their consciousness. Eve had been created differently from Adam, and yet was profoundly part of him. Perhaps separate from each other they both felt a deep inner longing to be united. Whatever the reason, Eve began to desire knowledge. Perhaps it was carnal knowledge. The Hebrew word for knowledge, da'at, means sexual knowledge.

[image: illustration]


Rebelling Against God

In a roundabout way, the serpent asked Eve if God had denied her the right to eat from the trees in the garden. Eve explained that there was only one tree she and Adam could not eat from, and it was in the middle of the garden. Eating from that tree meant suffering the penalty of death. This would have been based upon her understanding of Adam's instruction, since God had not told her about the tree (at least nothing is recorded in Genesis about a conversation between God and Eve in which God forbade Eve to eat from the tree). When God forbade Adam to partake of the fruit of that tree, he had not yet even created Eve. The serpent told Eve that God knew that on the day that she and Adam ate from that tree, they would be divine beings, their eyes would be opened, and they would not die, but would know good and evil.

Loss of Innocence

The possibility that she could possess divine knowledge must have roused a deep desire within Eve. But she did not act in haste; instead, she took time to consider that the tree of knowledge “was good for food, and that it was pleasant to the eyes, and a tree to be desired to make one wise” (Genesis 3:6). Then, not only did she eat from the tree, but she also shared the fruit with her husband. Neither of them died in the literal sense; however, the act brought the death of their innocence. Their eyes were opened, and their minds and hearts grasped the knowledge of good and evil. They must have also experienced a sickening, sinking feeling at having disobeyed God. Their feelings of bliss and perfection shifted to guilt, remorse, and shame. They now saw their own nakedness and covered their bodies with aprons fashioned out of fig leaves.

Sexual Allegory

The tasting of the forbidden fruit works well as an allegory for the sexual awakening of Adam and Eve. God gave them free will. Instead of using self-discipline to stay away from the tree, they chose to indulge themselves in arousal and pleasure. Their eyes became open as they came “to know” each other as sexual beings. They were evolving as humans. God's punishment enabled them to develop moral responsibility as they learned that there are consequences to every choice and course of action.


[image: illustration]

Some say that the serpent symbolized Eve's sexual yearning. Scholars are aware of a long tradition linking fertility symbolism with ancient snake motifs. In ancient societies in the Middle East, snakes played a role in the efforts of some fertility cults to acquire divine knowledge. The Adam and Eve story could have been a warning to ancient Hebrews against being seduced by certain rival cults with such practices.



God's Punishment

God punished the serpent first. Formerly able to move upright, the snake would ever after slither upon its belly and eat dust. As for Adam, God told him that he would have to labor upon the earth to produce food for survival. God punished Eve by making her, and all generations of women, suffer the pains of childbirth, desire their husbands, and have their husbands rule over them (Genesis 3:16). Adam and Eve were banished from the Garden of Eden. The Book of Genesis does not establish a timeline for their departure; however, some sources assert that the couple remained in the garden less than a day. After leaving paradise, Eve conceived.

Eve's sons brought offerings to the Lord. Cain's was the first fruit born of the ground, and Abel's was a newborn from his flock of sheep. Abel's offering pleased the Lord more than Cain's, causing enmity between brothers that turned to violence — Cain murdered his brother. Genesis does not say how the murder of one of her sons by the other affected Eve, but it must have been devastating. To make matters worse for the first mother, her son Cain left to dwell in the land of Nod, east of Eden. Eve's story ends there, only to pick up much later when she gives birth to Seth. Adam was 130 years old when Seth was born. Eve must have been the same age, if we are to believe that she and Adam were created on the same day, as suggested in Genesis. Eve's later life and death are not mentioned in Genesis. But her story, intertwined as it is with Adam's, some say, points less to being about sin than it does to becoming the perfect human who, through wisdom will, mirrors the Creator.


[image: illustration]

And Adam knew Eve his wife; and she conceived, and bare Cain, and said, I have gotten a man from the Lord. And she again bare his brother Abel. And Abel was a keeper of sheep, but Cain was a tiller of the ground. (Genesis 4:1–2)




Hassophereth

Hassophereth (also referred to as Sophereth) is the first woman writer whose name is mentioned in the Old Testament. The Hebrew meaning of the name Sophereth is “the female scribe,” and she may have been either one of a family of scribes, or the head of a guild of scribes. The name first appears in Ezra, one of the last four books of the Hebrew canon (the canon includes Ezra, Nehemiah, and 1 and 2 Chronicles). The Persian king Cyrus desired to have the Hebrews build a temple in Jerusalem. His desire paved the way for their departure from Babylonian exile, along with their families and slaves. The following E-Quote shows how Ezra chronicled the names in an ancient list.


[image: illustration]

The children of Bazluth, the children of Mehida, the children of Harsha, the children of Barkos, the children of Sisera, the children of Thamah, the children of Neziah, the children of Hatipha. The children of Solomon's servants: the children of Sotai, the children of Sophereth, the children of Peruda. (Ezra 2:52–55)



A parallel passage that includes the name Sophereth appears in Nehemiah 7:57. Not much is known about the authorship of the old Testament, but some scholars assert that women contributed to the final shaping of the writings of at least some of the old Testament. This theory is based on the numerous instances of direct quotes by women and the fact that there were women writers in Babylon.


Rebekah

Rebekah married Isaac, son of the great patriarch Abraham. When Abraham's servant Eliezer saw Rebekah, he believed that God had guided him to her. He spoke to Rebekah gently and gave her gifts, and Rebekah's family agreed to the marriage. Rebekah accompanied Eliezer back to Isaac's village.

Rebekah remained childless for twenty years before becoming the first woman to give birth to twins. Hers was not an easy pregnancy. It seemed to Rebekah that a fierce battle was being waged inside her body. She asked the Lord why this was happening, to which He replied, “Two nations are in thy womb, and two manner of people shall be separated from thy bowels; and the one people shall be stronger than the other people; and the elder shall serve the younger” (Genesis 25:23). Rebekah named her twin boys Esau and Jacob. The Bible says that Esau appeared red and covered with hair, but does not describe Jacob except to say that he grabbed Esau's heel soon after birth.

As if guided by the hands of angels, the marriage between rebekah and Isaac turned out to be a heavenly match. But rebekah and Isaac did not love their sons in an equal manner. rebekah favored Jacob because of his fine temperament, as opposed to his brother's wild and forceful nature. Isaac, however, loved Esau. No good could come of such preferential feelings toward one child.

Rebekah's sons grew to manhood. Jacob was a plain and gentle man who lived in tents, while Esau became a man of the fields, a skillful hunter who brought home the venison his father loved to eat. Esau, as first-born son, occupied an important position in the family that included the line of succession of patriarchal authority and inheritance, but Esau thought so little of his birthright that he sold it to Jacob for a meal of lentils and bread. He further disappointed rebekah and Isaac by his choice of wives.


[image: illustration]

Why was it significant that Jacob's fingers grabbed the heel of Esau at birth?

It might be seen as a prophetic sign that the second-born would struggle to usurp the position of the first-born. That is exactly what took place after the boys grew into manhood, fulfilling God's words that “the elder shall serve the younger.”



one day rebekah overheard Isaac, then old and nearly blind, tell Esau that death was near and that he wanted a meal of venison before pronouncing the blessing of the first-born. rebekah knew that the blessing ensured Esau would inherit his father's property, something she wanted for Jacob. She devised a scheme to secure the blessing for her favorite son. Jacob feared that such deception would bring a curse instead, but followed his mother's wishes and put on Esau's clothes, covering his hands and neck with goatskins before taking the venison to his father.

Through rebekah's clever scheme, Jacob acquired the blessing of his father, but the curse of his brother. Esau vowed to murder Jacob as soon as the days of mourning were over. rebekah advised Jacob to flee to her brother Laban's place in Haran. rebekah then spoke to her husband Isaac and said she was weary and worried that Jacob might take a wife from among the daughters of Heth. Her concerns must have had resonance in Isaac's heart as well, for he called Jacob and charged him “not to take a wife of the daughters of Canaan” (Genesis 28:1).

Twenty years passed before Jacob returned to mend the relationship with his brother and see his father. Though she must have longed through the years to see her beloved son again, rebekah would not live to see him return.


[image: illustration]

And Esau was forty years old when he took to wife Judith the daughter of Beeri the Hittite, and Bashemath the daughter of Elon the Hittite: Which were a grief of mind unto Isaac and to Rebekah. (Genesis 26:34–35)




Rachel

rachel was the first woman in the Bible to die while giving birth to a child. Her story reveals how deception can spawn tragedy. In rachel's family, the deception was between father and daughter, but in the family of Jacob (rachel's husband), the deception occurred between mother and son.

Rachel's name, which means “ewe,” was given to her by her father Laban, who owned sheep. She fell in love with Jacob, the youngest son of Isaac and Rebekah, when she saw him approaching the well where she often drew water for the sheep.

Jacob had fled his parents' home after he and his mother had deceived the aging and nearly blind Isaac, when he approached the well. Isaac had told Jacob not to take a wife from the Canaanite women, but rather to choose from among Laban's daughters (Laban was rebekah's brother, and Rachel and Leah were Jacob's cousins). The chance meeting at the well between Jacob and rachel seemed to be divinely ordained. The two experienced an instant attraction and soon Jacob sought Laban's permission to marry rachel. Laban saw how the love between his daughter and Jacob could work out well for him. He forced Jacob to labor for him for seven years in exchange for agreeing to the marriage.

As her wedding day approached, rachel did not know the devious scheme that her father and older sister Leah had worked out. Leah disguised herself in rachel's wedding garments, married Jacob, and spent the wedding night with the new groom. only when the sun rose the next day did Jacob discover he had been tricked; it was too late to undo the marriage. After about a week, Laban offered rachel to Jacob if Jacob would agree to work for Laban for an additional seven years. It was a harsh pact, but Jacob's desire for rachel was so great, he agreed to it.

Rachel stood by as her sister Leah conceived and bore six sons and a daughter by Jacob. Eventually, Rachel also married Jacob, but unlike her sister, she could not conceive. She cried out in anguish, “Give me children, or else I die” (Genesis 30:1). In desperation, she gave her maid Bilhah to Jacob to bear children for her. Bilhah bore two sons — Dan and Napthali. Rachel eventually conceived and bore a son that she named Joseph, and another son named Benjamin.

[image: illustration]

Rachel at the well


[image: illustration]

The family was the keystone of ancient Hebrew society, and the tribe was simply an extension of the family on a larger scale. Family size quickly increased in many cases due to polygamy, the practice of men taking multiple wives, as Jacob did when he married Leah and Rachel and had children by their handmaidens.



After serving out the allotted time to Laban as a laborer, Jacob, who had increased his and Laban's wealth, asked for release. Having received inspiration from God, Jacob wished to return to the land of his family, and to rebuild his relationship with his brother Esau. rachel desired that they would continue to prosper in their new life. Without telling Jacob, she stole some small religious idols from her father's house. outraged at finding the idols gone, Laban believed Jacob was the thief. He set out to find him.

Rachel, upon seeing her father approaching their camp along the road, hid the idols in a saddle bag on a horse, and then climbed onto the saddle. On the pretext of having her monthly period, Rachel refused to dismount.


[image: illustration]

And Laban said, It is better that I give her to thee, than I should give her to another man: abide with me. And Jacob served seven years for Rachel; and they seemed unto him but a few days, for the love he had for her. (Genesis 29:19'20)



Jacob, unaware that rachel had taken the idols, asked Laban what he had done to cause Laban to pursue him. Jacob went on to remind Laban of all that he had done during two decades, “Thus have I been twenty years in thy house; I served thee fourteen years for thy two daughters, and six years for thy cattle: and thou hast changed my wages ten times” (Genesis 31:41). Jacob's quiet reasoning cooled Laban's rage. Jacob offered a sacrifice and invited Laban and those with him to eat. The next day, Laban and his companions left.

Eventually, rachel became pregnant again. The labor was extremely difficult. She gave birth to a son, calling him Ben-oni (Son of My Sorrow), just before dying. rachel, the woman who had cried out “give me children or else I die” perished in childbirth. Her husband changed the newborn's name to Benjamin (Son of Happy omen), and buried rachel on the way to Ephrath in Bethlehem. He built a monument on the road at the place where he buried her, with eleven stones put there by rachel's sons. The largest stone was set into place by Jacob.


Zipporah

Zipporah had the distinction of being the Bible's first woman to circumcise her child. She was given in marriage to Moses by her father Jethro, a Midian priest, after Moses rescued her and six of her sisters from shepherds harassing them while they attempted to water their sheep at a desert well. Moses came upon the women after fleeing from Egypt, where he had taken a man's life for maltreatment of a Hebrew slave. Although their religious beliefs were different, Zipporah and Moses had a good marriage and produced two boys, Gershom and Eliezer.
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And it came to pass by the way in the inn, that the Lord met him, and sought to kill him. Then Zipporah took a sharp stone, and cut off the foreskin of her son, and cast it at his feet and said, “Surely a bloody husband art thou to me” … she said, “a bloody husband thou art, because of the circumcision.” (Exodus 4:24–26)



Zipporah proved herself to be decisive and determined when faced with God's seeming displeasure toward her and Moses. God spoke through a burning bush to Moses, telling him to return to Egypt to free his brethren from the pharaoh's bondage. He told Moses to take the rod that the Lord had given him (which Moses would use to “make signs” or miracles), and that the men who wanted to kill him were themselves all dead. While on the return journey, Zipporah, Moses, and the boys stopped at an inn. There God met Moses and “sought to kill him” (Exodus 4:24). Zipporah, perhaps fearing that God was angry because their son was not circumcised, took matters into her own hands…literally.

The Hebrews used circumcision as the symbol of their covenant with God as his chosen people. Exodus does not reveal which son Zipporah circumcised. It does reveal that she threw the piece of bloody foreskin at his feet, but that raises another question: To whom does “his” refer? Did she throw the skin at God, Moses, or the child? Still, her swift action saved the life of her husband and restored Moses' favor in the sight of God.

The narrative about Zipporah may have been instrumental in warning ancient Hebrews about the importance of circumcision, and that neglecting it could have dire consequences, even death. The story may also support the idea that marriages of Hebrews to nonHebrews can be good matches and work out well. Finally, Zipporah perhaps served as a powerful example for women's faith and abilities to conduct religious ritual.



  
    
2


Adulteresses, Harlots, and Deceivers

The Bible is full of stories of virtuous women, but within the ancient narrative are also tales showing the darker side of womanhood. Unrestrained desire ultimately led to entrapment of one kind or another; lust was often at the heart of marital deception, infidelity, and betrayal. Women featured in the old Testament stories had little power to thwart men intent on being with them. However, in some instances, the women themselves were the agents of deceit, manipulating a situation for personal gain, sometimes with dire consequences.


The Adulterous Woman Brought Before Jesus

To be caught in an adulterous act in ancient times was to know that your time on earth would soon end in a terrible death by stoning. That was the punishment faced by the woman brought to Jesus by the scribes and Pharisees. Biblical scholars say that the woman was a convenient ploy in the plan of those men to trap Jesus into somehow breaking the Law of Moses. The scribes and Pharisees reminded Jesus that Mosaic Law required that she be stoned, but they asked Jesus, “what sayest thou?” (John 8:5). Even Jesus recognized that it was a question with enormous implications for both himself and the woman.

The poor woman stood there, her fate being decided by a group of men, yet there is no mention of the whereabouts of her lover. Jesus can't very well tell the men to release her, because he would essentially be saying to disobey the Mosaic Law. But Jesus knew that the group of men was no less guilty of sin than the woman. He doesn't judge her, but instead stoops down and writes on the ground with his finger. Some have suggested that he wrote the names of the men in the group who were themselves adulterers. The Gospel of John, in which this story is found, does not reveal exactly what Jesus wrote. But pressured by the men to give his opinion, Jesus takes his time to give a measured response.
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The adulterous woman brought before Jesus

One by one the men began to leave. The woman apparently stands before Jesus in silence, waiting for her fate to be decided by a group of men rapidly shrinking in size. Finally, only she and Jesus remain. The woman must have felt relief and bewilderment. In her world, men held great power over the means of life and death of a woman. She might have just as easily fled after the men had left, but she didn't. Jesus stood up to face her and asked, “…where are those, thine accusers? Hath no man condemned thee?” (John 8:10). The woman replied no man [remained]. Jesus told her that neither did he condemn her. He counseled her to go and sin no more.


[image: illustration]

So when they continued asking him, he lifted up himself, and said unto them, He that is without sin among you, let him first cast a stone at her. And again he stooped down, and wrote on the ground. (John 8:7–8)



The Gospel of John says no more about the woman. She may have decided to follow Jesus' advice to live more virtuously after coming so close to death in her quest for sensual pleasure. The story is both a morality lesson and also an example of how Jesus viewed women differently than the way other men saw them in first-century Palestine. He showed a more egalitarian, loving, and respectful way of treating them than they were generally treated with in their society. Not surprisingly, all types of women chose to follow him, among them the outcasts of society, widows, the lame and sick, and others who were displaced or disenfranchised.


Bathsheba

From among the many ancient women who exploited the flaws in the character of rich and powerful men, no one stands out quite like Bathsheba. She was a wife, an illicit lover, a mother, and a queen. Her intriguing story starts with a serene bath she took on a rooftop before sunset. It is not known whether she was an exhibitionist and knew she was being watched, or if she was simply cleansing herself as part of a purity ritual, in which case the bathing would have been somewhat explicit. Whichever the case, she was bathing in view of the palace of King David, and he was watching.

Bathsheba may have come across as a self-assured, confident, and articulate young woman. But biblical scholars assert that such characterization of her involves pure speculation. She certainly must have appeared beguiling to have captured the interest of David, who already had many wives and concubines. Whether or not she sought the interest of the king, Bathsheba was married to Uriah the Hittite, a professional soldier in the king's army. Uriah served on the battlefield, leaving Bathsheba alone for long periods of time. He was away on the afternoon of her infamous bath, engaged in the war the Israelites were fighting against the Ammonites.

King David was not on the battlefield with his soldiers. Instead, he “tarried still at Jerusalem” (II Samuel 11:1). As he observed the beautiful woman bathing on the distant rooftop, David was overcome with feelings of lust. Instead of averting his eyes or resisting the temptation to give into his sexual desire, David sent for her.
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God gave many laws to Moses and Aaron for the children of Israel concerning uncleanness (especially Leviticus 15:1–33). One such rule was that a woman who had her monthly period was required after seven days to take a ritual bath known as a mikveh. Perhaps this was the bath that Bathsheba was engaged in when she was spied by David.



If Bathsheba had intended to seduce the king, then she would likely have been elated to go meet him. But if that were not her purpose, she would have felt fear and dread upon discovering his carnal desire for her, because death by stoning was the punishment for committing adultery.

When Bathsheba told David that she was with child, the ruler had to figure out how to hide what he had done to the wife of one of his soldiers. He sent word to Uriah to come from the battlefield, hoping that Uriah would spend the night with Bathsheba and thus create the appearance that Uriah was the father of the unborn child. Uriah returned at the behest of the king, but he did not sleep with his wife. He slept with the servants of the king at the door of the palace. When David learned that Uriah had not gone home to Bathsheba, he asked him why. Uriah replied that since the soldiers were staying in tents and the king's servants camped in an open field, Uriah didn't feel right about going to his house to enjoy a good meal, having something to drink, and lying with his wife.

Murder as a Cover Up

Out of options, David ordered Uriah to the battle's front line. There was little question that Uriah would be killed. And indeed he was. David received word that his faithful soldier had fallen in battle. The ruler replied matter-of-factly that, “the sword devoureth one as well as another.”


[image: illustration]

Bathsheba's story inspired many images of her through the ages. Artists, including among others Rembrandt and Jan Metsys, have depicted her as a partially clad or nude woman, often with a full figure, reaching for water, sitting quietly absorbed in thought, boldly speaking to David, or simply washing her feet.



Their Act Offends God

Bathsheba mourned the loss of her husband for the required period before marrying David. Perhaps she felt remorse over the death of Uriah, but there was little question that her station in life suddenly shifted upward. The steamy, sexual bond between her and David may not have been love, but it was a strong bond nevertheless. The Scriptures do not mention love between the king and the soldier's wife, nor do they suggest that Uriah was necessarily an attentive and devoted husband. The adultery between Bathsheba and David, and the subsequent murder of Uriah to cover it up, displeased the Lord, who sent the prophet Nathan to David with a message: “…the sword shall never depart from thine house…” (II Samuel 12:10).

Wages of Sin

Nathan told David that he and Bathsheba would not lose their lives in punishment for the sin, but that the child Bathsheba carried in her womb would die. Soon Bathsheba gave birth to a sickly infant. on the seventh day, the infant died; the wages for the sin of the father and mother fell upon the innocent infant. The sexual attraction between Bathsheba and David, however, must have remained strong, for he comforted Bathsheba and lay with her again to conceive another child. In time, she gave birth to Solomon, a baby that the Lord loved. In all, Bathsheba would have three children by David.

Bathsheba's Power Grows as Queen Mother

As the years went by, Bathsheba's power increased, even as David's waned. The Lord forgave the couple for their adulterous act, and Bathsheba proved to be an insightful wife and an intelligent and powerful queen. She raised Solomon to honor God and adhere to his laws with diligence. When it appeared that David's son Adonijah would claim the throne while David lay upon his deathbed, Bathsheba convinced her husband to proclaim Solomon his successor. According to some sources, Bathsheba wrote Proverbs 31 in honor of Solomon's marriage to the pharaoh's daughter. In her recitation of that text on Solomon's wedding day, she issued warnings against giving his strength to women or doing things that destroy kings.

As a bathing beauty, she may have been a masterful manipulator, or simply a beautiful young woman performing a mikveh. In any case, Bathsheba would be remembered as a politically perceptive queen, beautiful wife to David, diligent mother of Solomon, and a woman who would be included in the genealogy of Jesus (Matthew 1:6).


Delilah

Delilah was another biblical beauty who showed how a pretty woman could bring down a man, even if he was a powerhouse of strength. She lived in the valley of Sorek, and may have been a widow, for she had means to live without a husband. The Bible does not reveal her lineage, whether Israelite, Philistine, or something else, and does not say Delilah loved Samson, hero of the Israelites. It does say that she became the object of Samson's desire after he had been betrayed by his Philistine wife. His enemies must have thought that they could exploit Samson's weakness for her. The lords of the Philistines approached Delilah with an extraordinary offer of 1,100 pieces of silver per man if she would discover for them the source of Samson's strength, and how he could be bound so as not to break free. Was Delilah coerced into betraying Samson? Was she loyal to the Philistines? Did she desire the money? The Scripture does not reveal Delilah's motivation, but does recount the steps in her betrayal. Three times she asked Samson about what could bind him that he could not break, and three times he told her a lie. Delilah pressed him daily for the answer to that question, but Samson resisted.

Before Samson was born, an angel appeared to his mother and foretold his birth. The angel warned her not to drink wine or strong drink, and not to eat anything unclean, “for the child shall be a Nazarite to God from the womb to the day of his death” (Judges 13:7). In other words, the child would be consecrated to God. Samson grew up blessed with extraordinary powers, including strength, but only if his hair was never cut. Before he met Delilah, he had a fondness for Philistine women, one in particular. She was a woman from Timnath, and Samson demanded his parents get her for him.
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Then his father and his mother said unto him, Is there never a woman among the daughters of thy brethren, or among all my people, that thou goest to take a wife of the uncircumcised Philistines? And Samson said unto his father, Get her for me; for she pleaseth me well. (Judges 14:3)



Samson's father made the arrangements for Samson to marry the woman (unnamed in the Bible). During the engagement feast, Samson made a wager with some young Philistine men, telling them a riddle that they would have to solve within seven days in order to get thirty sheets and thirty changes of garments. Upset that they could not solve the riddle, the men went to the young bride-to-be and asked her to get Samson to reveal the riddle. They threatened to burn her and her father's house if she didn't get it for them. She wept and asked Samson to reveal it. He held off for most of the week, but on the seventh day gave in, broke his Nazarite vow, and shared it with her. She, in turn, gave it to the Philistines. Enraged, Samson murdered thirty Philistine men and his wife was given to his companion.
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Tradition paints Delilah as a fallen woman and a deceiver, but some scholars say that the image is not supported by the Scriptures. She didn't lie to Samson or trick him with her words. On the contrary, she asked quite directly: “Tell me, I pray thee, wherein thy great strength lieth, and wherewith thou mightest be bound to afflict thee” (Judges 16:6). It was Samson who repeatedly lied.



Samson then met Deliliah and loved her. He told Delilah that if he were tied with seven green withes or new ropes or seven locks of his hair woven with the web, that he would not be able to break free. Delilah put him to the test, and each time Samson broke the restraints. She protested and asked him how he could possibly love her when he continued to mock her with lies. Samson finally poured out his heart to Delilah. He confessed that a razor had never touched his head. If his hair were cut, he would lose his strength. Delilah wasted no time summoning the Philistines.

Delilah placed Samson's head in her lap and lulled him to sleep. She then summoned a man to cut Samson's hair. With his locks shorn, Samson's vow to God was broken. The Philistines bound him and gouged out his eyes. In the ultimate humiliation, Samson was put to work in prison pounding grain, the task of a woman.
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Delilah holding Samson's hair

After betraying Samson, Delilah disappeared from the story, although some scholars suggest that she may have been present during the Philistine agricultural festival at the Temple of Dagon where Samson was brought out so all could see the vanquished hero of the Israelites. In that version of the story, what no one seemed to have noticed was that Samson's hair had started growing again. After calling upon the Lord to strengthen him, Samson put his hands upon the pillars of the temple and pulled the structure down, killing himself and 3,000 Philistines, and Delilah, too, if she were present that day to see the culmination of her deed. To see Flemish painter Peter Paul Ruben's masterwork of Samson and Delilah, visit:  www.vincent.nl/?/gallery/oilreproduction.asp?vagnr=a1046&ref 


Drusilla

Drusilla, a gorgeous Jewess who belonged to a powerful family of officials working for the Roman Empire, became known as an immoral woman and an adulterer who was unrepentant to the end of her life. Her father was Herod Agrippa I, and her uncle was Herod Antipas, the man who ordered the beheading of John the Baptist. Drusilla was the loveliest and the youngest of her three sisters. At the age of fifteen, she married King Aziz after his conversion to Judaism. She soon became an unfaithful wife, turning her attention to the Roman governor Felix, who abducted her. She married him; however, the marriage was not legal, since Drusilla was neither divorced nor widowed. Drusilla took Felix as a husband, although he was a heathen and not inclined to convert to Judaism. In fact, he was a former slave whose savagery and brutality helped him move up the ladder of power to provincial ruler. The marriage cemented Drusilla's reputation as an immoral woman.
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Numbers 5:11'31 explains the test for adultery. A woman suspected of infidelity was forced to drink a concoction made of sweeping debris from the temple floor mixed with holy water over which the priest pronounced ritual words. She was deemed innocent if she felt nothing, and guilty if she suffered a painful discharge from her womb, dropping of her uterus, abdominal swelling, or shrinking thighs.
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