
CHAPTER 2 

POLYGAMY IN THE OLD TESTAMENT 
by Richard M. Davidson' 

Affirmations Of The Edenic Divine Design 

. 
Thi s chapter surveys the biblical evidence regarding monogamy as 

the divine creation ideal, examines the prevailing ancient near eastern 
attitudes and practice concerning polygamy and concubinage, analyzes the 
various Old Testament passages that refer (or allegedly refer) to these 
practices. and assesses the continuing relevance of the Old Testament 
witness on this ethical issue for today. 

The Edenic divine norm of heterosexual monogamy summarized in 
Genesis 2:24 is assumed throughout the rest of Scripture. This continuing 
standard is apparent in the normal configuration of the nuclear family in 
the first five books of the Bible. Witness a sample list of heterosexual 
monogamous marriage partnerships throughout this period: Adam and Eve 
(Gen 1-4), Cain and his wife (Gen 4: 17), Noah and his wife (Gen 7:7, 17), 
Noah's three sons and their respective wives (Gen 7:7, 13), Nahor and 
Milah (Gen 11 :19; 14: I 5), Abram and Sarai (Gen II :19, etc. - regarding 
Hagar, see below). Isaac and Rebekah (Gen 24. 27. 49:3 I). Hadar and 
Mehetabel (Gen 36:39). Er and Tamar (Gen 38:6), Joseph and Asenath 
(Gen 41 :45). Amram and Jochebed (Exod 6:10; lev 26:59), Aaron and 
Bisheba (Exod 6:23). Eleazar and his wife (Exod 6:25). and Moses and 
Zipporah (Exod 2:21; 18:2.5; Num 12: 1).1 

The Pentateuchallegislation mentioning husband and wife together 
and the portrayals of marriage in the prophetic and wisdom literature also 
assume heterosexual monogamy. This seems to be implied by the use of 
the singular "wife," and not the plural "wives," as the standard reference 
to the marriage relationship. For example, the tenth commandment refers 
to "your neighbor's wife [singular, not 'wives,' plural]" (Exod 20:17).) 
Again. the prophet Malachi speaks of those who "deal treacherously with 
the wife [singular, not 'wives,' plural] of his youth" (Mal 2: f 5). Similarly, the 
wise man Solomon counsels his son to "rejoice with the wife [not 'wivesl 
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of your youth" (Prov 5:18); to "enjoy Ijfe with the wife [not 'wives1 whom 
you love" (Eed 9:9),4 

As in the beginning, the monogamous standard is ultimately rooted 
in the monotheistic nature of the biblical God, and in the concept of imago 
Dei, The Lord God, who is "one" (Deut 6:4), is not involved in 
promiscuous relationships within a polytheistic pantheon, and His 
creatures are to be united in an exclusive relationship with Him alone, and 
He with them alone (Exod 20:3). In the same way as humans should 
worship only one God - a monotheistic relationship with God, so 
husbands and wives created in God's image, are to be monogamous in 
their marital relationship with each other. 

What does one do with the deviations (described in Pentateuchal 
and Prophetic narratives) and alleged exceptions (in Mosaic legislationF 
What does a careful and close reading of the text actually indicate, as it 
relates to the Edenic institution of marriage? It is now time to turn our 
attention to these deviations and alleged exceptions. 

Plural Marriages: Polygamy And Concubinage 

Ancient Near Eastern Background 

In the ancient Near East, where polytheism abounded, the practice 
of plural marriage, in particular polygyny (more than one wife), was 
acknowledged and accepted within the various law codes. According to 
the earliest known laws of the Sumerians, the law reforms of King Uru
inimgina of Lapsh (i.e., the Early Dynastic period of the $umerians, ca. 
237B·237I B.C.), women in earlier times could marry more than one 
husband (polyandry), but King Uru-inimgina forbade continuation of this 
practice and made it a capital crime.s In the Sumerian Upit Ishtar law- code 
(ca. 1850 B.C.) at least four different inheritance laws tacitly assume the 
social institution of polygyny.~ The Babylonian Code of Hammurabi (ca. 
1700 S.c.) also acknowledged the practice of polygyny, allowing for a 
husband to take a concubine jf his wife was infertile (as in the case of 
Abram), or to take a second wife if his first became diseased, or if his first 
wife tried to obtain a divorce by means of public scandal.' The Middle 
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Assyrian Law codes (ca. t 450 B.C.) seem to have taken polYg<lmy and 
concubinage for granted. placing no limit on the number of concubines 
that a man could have, regardless of his wife's fertility status,' Ancient 
Egyptian texts likewise reveal that the practice of polygamy was common 
during the second millennium B.C. among the pharaohs and the wealthy 
royal class who could afford plural wives.' Polygamy among the Hittites 
was apparently similar to the practice in Mesopotam ia,IO and the Ras 
Shamra texts reveal the widespread practice of polygamy in Ugarit.11 

Pentateuchal Narratives 

In the patriarchal period there are several examples of plural 
marriages. Though no explicit verbal condemnation of this practice is given 
in these biblical narratives, the narrator presents eac.h account in such a 
way as to underscore a theology of disapproval. The record of these 
polygamous relationships is bristling with discord, rivalry, heartache, and 
even rebellion, revealing the motivations and/or disastrous consequences 
that invariably accompanied such departures from God's Edenic ideal. 11 

Here, as elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible, narrative theology of divine 
disapproval often speaks even louder, and more eloquently, than explicit 
condemnation. ll 

The Bigamy of Lamech. In Genesis -4 the description of Adam's 
intimate sexual encounters with Eve (vss. I and 25) is interrupted with the 
account of the bigamist lamech (vss. 18-24), the first recorded polygamist. 
Verse 23 records his bigamy: "Then lamech took for himself two wives: 
the name of one was Adah, and the name of the second was Zillah." 
lamech's boasting to his wives makes dear that these were 
contemporaneous rather than successive wives (vss. 23-24): "Adah and 
Zillah, hear my voice; 0 wives of lamech, listen to my speech! For I have 
killed a man for wounding me. If Cain shall be avenged sevenfold, then 
lamech seventy-sevenfold." 

These latter verses not only reveal lamech's marital status, but give 
an indication of his reprobate moral character leading to actions filled with 
violence and even murder. vengefulness, and insolent boasting. Note that 
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12 PATHOLOGY OF POLYGAMY 

in the parallel genealogies of Genesis 4·5, Lamech appears as the seventh 
from Adam in the line of Cain, in contrast to Enoch's appearance as the 
seventh from Adam in the line of Seth. The narrator dearly pauses in each 
contrasting genealogy precisely at the seventh generation (seven 
represen ting completeness or fullness),I~ for a theological spotlight. as it 
were, on the "fullness" of the way of Cain - those who rebelled against 
God - and the "fullness" of the way of Seth - and those who called on the 
name of the lord (Gen 4:26). 

The poetic boasting of lamech, with the play on the number seven, 
gives some indication that Lamech was even conscious that his reprobate 
morality represented the "fullness" of what it means to rebel against God. 

In contrast. note the narrator's description of Enoch as one who 
"walked with God" so fuUy - especially after the birth of his son - that "he 
was not. for God took him - translated him without tasting death" (Gen 
5:21- 2-4). By means of juxtaposing these two illuminating character 
portraits and paralleling their position of "completeness" or "fullness" as 
seventh in the respective genealogical lines, the narrator succeeds in 
condemning the practices of lamech just as effectively- and perhaps even 
more so - than could have been accomplished by an explicit verbal 
denouncement. In particular. the narrato r h.ighlights lame<:h's bigamy by 
referring dJree times to this fact of his marital status (vss. 18,130, 13b). 
Thus the narrative emphatically represents the practice of plural marriage 
as a departure from the monogamous order of creation. 

Polygamy at the Time of the Flood. There has been much 
debate through the centuries as to the interpretation of Genesis 6:1-4. 
Four major theories have been propounded as to the identity of the "sons 
of God" in this passage: (I) divine beings; (1) angels; (3) rulers; and (-4) 
5ethites. This is not the place for a detailed discussion. IS Several recent 
studies have reviewed the various interpretations and provide cogent 
evidence that the "Sethite" view best fits the literary context and overall 
flow of the book of Genesis. '6 The "Sethite" interpretation sees the "sons 
of God" as the godly line of Seth (described in the genealogy of Gen 5) 
intermarrying with the women from the line of Cain who are called the 
"daughters of men." 
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Ir it is accepted that the "sons of God" are the godly line of Seth, 
then verse 1 describes a situation in which the godly line has begun to 
accept the ways of the line ofCa;n: "they [the sons of God] took wives for 
themselves of all whom they chose [wayy;qhO Idlem nafim mikkdl 'dser 
bi'Jtif01." The Hebrew of this verse, with the partitive prepOSition min 
("from") plus the noun kt/ "all" seems to imply an introduction of 
polygamy into the marital practices of Seth's descendants. I concur with 
David Clines' translation; "taking for themselves wives of as many women 
as they chose."" Emil Kraeling rightly concludes from this verse: "A 
polygamous situation is here implied in these words." " The implication of 
this translation fits the context of the Flood that follows: prevalent 
polygamy is given as one of the main ingredientS in the "corruption" (Heb. 
i6}(l~ n;p'o£) of the earth that caused the Lord to set a probationary period 
o f 120 years (Gen 6:3), and that finally prompted the divine decision to 
destroy (idJat, hip'jQ the earth by the Flood (Gen 6:5,11-13). This narrative 
in no way countenances polygamy: "It was preCisely because of man's 
autocratic and polygamous ways that God destroyed the earth with a 
flood. That could hardly be construed as tacit divine approval of polygamy 
- it is the reverse!,'I' 

Abraham's Polygamy/Concubinage. Abraham (then called 
Abram) came out of a land of idolatry polygamy. His own bro ther Nahor 
was a polygamist (Gen 22:20·24). It is not necessary to retell the familiar 
story of Abram's divine call, his traveling to Canaan, God's promise of a 
seed that would become a great multitude, Sarah's (Sarai's) infertility. and 
her suggestion that Abram have children by her servant. Genesis 16:3 
summarizes the immediate circumstances of Abram's carrying out of his 
wife's suggestion and move into polygamy ten years after his arrival in 
Canaan: "Sarai, Abram's wife. took Hagar her maid, the Egyptian, and gave 
her to her husband Abram to be his wife." Even though Hagar is called 
Abram's "wife" [,iSla]. in reality she still functioned under Sarai as a slave 
girl. This action of Sarai was a common practice in the ancient Near East 
at the time of the pauiarchs: " If the marriage proved to be infertile, the 
husband normally took matters into his own hands, but on certain 
occasions, the wife was able to present one of her slave girls, sometimes 
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specially purchased, to her husband to produce children for their own 
marriage . ... [T]he authority over the children resulting from this union 
belonged not to the slave girl who bore them but to the chief wife."lO 

Although Hagar was humanly regarded as Abram's wife, the narrator 
carefully records the contrast between human understanding and the 
divine perspective. Throughout the narrative God never refers to Hagar 
as Abram's wife. While God, in addressing Abram. emphatically speaks of 
SarailSarah "your wife" (Gen 17: I 5, 19; 18:9, 10), by contrast he refers to 
Hagar as "Sarai's maid" (Gen 16:8) or "your maid" (Gen 21: 12). Notably, 
when addressing Hagar, after she had fled from the presence of Sarah, God 
told her to "Return to your mistress, and submit yourself under her hand" 
(Gen 16:9). Nothing was said about her returning to be Abram's wife!1 

A close look at the narrative intertextuality between the polygamous 
relationship of Abram with Sarai and Hagar and the fall narrative in 
Genesis 3 is instructive. There are strong verbal parallels between Genesis 
16:2-3 and 3:6, 16. In the Garden of Eden the woman "took" the fruit and 
"gave" it to her husband (Gen 3:6); so Sarai "took" Hagar and "gave" her 
to her husband (Gen 16:2). The same Hebrew words are used in the same 
order. Again, Adam "listened to the voice of' his wife (Gen 3:17); so 
Abram "listened to the voice of' his wife Sarai (Gen 16:2). Again identical 
Hebrew expressions are employed. These verbal parallels may well 
constitute intentional intertextual echoes on the part of the narrator, to 
indicate that Abram and Sarai, in the Hagar scandal, fell even as Adam and 
Eve fell in Eden. n 

The divine disapproval of Abraham's polygamy is underscored by the 
narrator's detailed description of the strife and disharmony that polygamy 
brought to Abraham's household: the rupture in the relationship between 
Sarai and Hagar (Gen 16:4-6), the strife between the children of the two 
wives (Gen 21 :9-1 0), and the deep distress on the part of Abraham (Gen 
21: I 1-12). It is possible that the divine plan for monogamy also may be 
upheld in the narrative by closely juxtaposing the account of Abraham's 
return to a monogamous status (Gen 21) followed immediately by the 
account of Abraham's supreme test of faith on Mt. Moriah (Gen 22). Does 
this juxtapositioning perhaps suggest that it was after returning to 
faithfulness in his marital status that Abraham was prepared to pass the 
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test of loyalty to God and to worship him at the site of the future temple~ 
This interpretation seems implied by the indusion of the clause "Now it 
came to pass after these things" (Gen 22: 1) fol1owinf Abraham's return to 
monogamy and just before the test on Mt. Moriah. l 

Abraham is a prime example of an Old Testament figure who 
remarried after the death of his first wife. According to Genesis 23 Sarah 
died at the age of 127 and was given an honorable burial. Later. according 
to Genesis 25:1. "Abraham again took a wife, and her name was Keturah." 
In the narrative of Abraham's second marriage after his first wife died, 
there is no hint given by the narrator that this marriage was out of the 
ordinary or contrary to the divine will. Remarriage after the death of the 
first spouse seems to be a normal accepted practice in Old Testament 
times. 

later, Keturah is referred to as Abraham's "concubine" [Pilegef) in 
I Chronicles 1:32. The Hebrew term for "concubine" is probably not of 
Semitic origin,H and seems most frequently to refer to a secondary or 
inferior wife, or to a slave girl of a Hebrew family that bore children. The 
term is sometimes used in the Hebrew Bible in clear contradistinction to 
a wife. lli Based upon the biblical and ancient near eastern evidence, in 
these cases it appears that the concubine probably was caken without a 
legal ceremony or any formalization by means of the dowry, and may not 
have had the same legal status as the wife or wives?· In other biblical 
passages, however, the term piJegel appears to be used virtually 
synonymously with 'iUa "wife. ,,)7 The only difference in these cases is that 
the term "concubine" is never used to describe a man's original, first wife. 
In the case of Abraham, the context makes clear that Keturah was his full 
and legitimate wife, whom Abraham married after the death of Sarah, but 
since she was not his original wife, she could also be termed his p'ilegrl 
"concubine." 

Jacob's Polygamy/Concubinage. Perhaps the most extended 
biblical narrative dealing with polygamous relationships is that of Jacob. 
Several studies on polygamy in the Bible have claimed that this narrative 
not only provides valuable insight into life in a polygamous marriage, but 
also reveals that polygamy was fully acceptable to God.2

' 
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16 PATHOLOGY OF POLYGAMY 

However, a close reading of the Jacob cycle of narratives leads to a 
clearly different conclusion.29 It is dear that Jacob's original intention was 
to follow his father's counsel given before he left home (Gen 28:2). and 
marry only one wife, taken from his relatives at Padan-aram. This original 
choice was Rachel, the beautiful daughter of Laban, with whom he had 
fallen in love (Gen 29: 18-25). It is also clear that after being tricked by 
laban into marrying his elder daughter Leah instead of Rachel, Jacob 
agreed to enter into a polygamous relationship, taking both leah and 
Rachel as wives, in harmony with the local marriage customs (Gen 29:26-
28). Later, since both of his wives were infertile, he was persuaded by 
them to cohabit with the wives' maidservants, BHhah and Zilpah, in order 
to bring them children. Bilhah (and also presumably Zilpah) is called both 
Jacob's "concubine" (Gen 35:22) and one of his "wives" (Gen 37:2); she 
(along with Zilpah) seem to have been given the same rights in the 
household as the legitimate wives, and both Bilhah and Zilpah's children 
were given the same status as legal heirs as were the children of the 
legitimate wives.1G From Jacob's polygamous sexual relationships with his 
four wives, twelve sons and at least one daughter were born. 

The Jacob narratives bristle with details of the disastrous 
consequences of polygamy in Jacob's family. The strife and discord 
between Rachel and Leah are meticulously documented (Gen 30; 1-16). 
The dispositions of jealousy, revenge, short temper, and lack of self
control on the part of Jacob's children seems to mirror the dysfunctional 
nature of the polygamous home life (Gen 34; 13-31; 37:2-H).Jacob himself 
also experienced the negative effects of the polygamous relationship. The 
record simply states that Jacob "loved Rachel more than Leah" (Gen 
29:30); even stronger, "Leah was unloved [literally, 'hated' linG'a]" (Gen 
29,3 I). 

That the narrator is not presenting polygamy in a favorable light is 
apparent from the depiction of the tensions within the family just 
mentioned. God's disapproval is shouting at us, as it were, from every 
detail of the disastrous results of the polygamous union. But the narrator 
goes further than this. Careful attention to the radical shift in terminology 
and characterization fol!owingJacob's life-changing divine encounter at the 
River Jabbok yields some surprising results. After wrestling all night with 
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the divine being (Gen 32:30). Jacob (meaning "supplanter") had his name 
changed to Israel ("one who prevails with God"), signifying a change of 
moral character (Gen 32:26_29),31 

What is remarkable about the Jacob narrative is the abrupt shift in 
crucial terminology and characterization describing Jacob's relationship 
with Rachel, Leah, 8ilhah, and Zilpah after the River Jabbok experience. 
Before the Jabbok River wrestling, there is repeated mention of Jacob's 
sexual relationship with all four wives, but after this event the only 
conjugal relations mentioned are with his wife Rachel (Gen 35:16-19). 
During the next decade of Jacob's life in Canaan, only Rachel gives birth to 
a child (Gen 35:18). Whereas before Jacob's name (character) change at 
the Jabbok, he had called both Rachel and Leah "my wives" (Gen 30:26; 
31 ;50), after the Jabbok experience he called only Rachel "my wife" (Gen 
44:27). Jacob's use of terminology at the end of his life may point in this 
same direction. In d iscussing with his own sons his future burial in the cave 
of Machpelah, he uses the term "wife" for both Sarah and Rebekah who 
were buried there, but simply adds "and there I buried Leah" without 
using the term "wife" with reference to her (Gen 49:31). Most telling of 
all, in the genealogy of Genesis 46, the narrator mentions leah, Zilpah, and 
Bilhah as women who "bore to Jacob" children. but only Rachel is 
classified as his "wife" - "Jacob's wife Rachel" (Gen 46:15. 18, 19,25). 

Just one or two of these clues might be merely circumstantial, but 
their cumulative effect seems to point toward the possibility that after 
Jacob's conversion experience at the Jabbok, he continued to care for 
leah, Zilpah, and Bilhah, but no longer considered them his wives, and 
returned to a monogamous relationship with the wife of his original 
intention, Rachel.12 Such hints, if indeed indicating Jacob's forsaking of 
polygamous relationships after Jabbok, make significant the timing of the 
divine call for Jacob to return to Bethel to build an altar. God's renewal of 
the covenant with Jacob (Gen 35: I I, 12) came after he had repented from 
his former lifestyle of deceit and polygamy. 

But even if Jacob did not return to monogamy, the narrator's 
negative depiction of the polygamous relatio nship, and his genealogical 
indicator which identifies only Rachel as Jacob's wife, eloquently express 
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18 PATHOLOGY OF POLYGAMY 

the divine disapproval and rejecfion of polygamy as a distortion of God's 
creation ordinance for marriage. 

Esau's Polygamy and His Son's Concubinage. Of Esau, Jacob's 
brother, the record states; "When Esau was forty years old, he took as 
wives Judith the daughter of Berri the Hittite, and Basemath the daughter 
of Elan the Hittite" (Gen 26:34; also apparently called Adah, Gen 36:2). 
The narrator then adds: "They were a grief of mind to Isaac and Rebekah" 
(vs. 35). Rebekah's own words are reported: "I am weary of my life 
because of the daughters of Heth" (Gen 27:46). No doubt this anguish was 
in large part because of their pagan (Hittite) ways - Le., because of Esau's 
inter-faith marriagell 

- but possibly also involved a concern for the 
polygamous situation. 

When Esau saw that "the daughters of Canaan did not please his 
father Isaac" he proceeded to marry still another wife, this time from the 
line of Abraham and Ishmael (Gen 28:8-9). From a comparison with the 
genealogical record in Gen 36:2, 3, it appears that Esau had a total of four 
wives. Significantly, each of the wives mentioned in the genealogy is 
specifically stated to be "Esau's wife," in stark contrast to the genealogy of 
Jacob in which only Rachel is called his wife. This seems to indicate that 
Esau, unlike what has been tentatively suggested with regard to Jacob, 
remained a polygamist all his life. From the overall Old Testament record 
of Esau's life story, coupled with the New Testament confirmation of his 
"profane" or "irreligious" (Greek bebe/os) ways (Heb 12: I 6), Esau's 
polygamy is not surprising, and certainly provides no hint of divine 
approval for the practice. Following in his father's footsteps, Esau's son 
Eliphaz took a concubine (Timna) in addition to his wife (Gen 36: 12). The 
baleful results of disregarding the divine ideal are recorded by the narrator 
in the lives of the descendants. 

Moses, a Bigamist? Some commentators suggest that Moses' 
Midianite wife Zipporah (Exod 2:21; 4:25; 18:2) and the "Cushite woman 
whom he had married" (Num 12:1) are two different women, with the 
implication that Moses was a bigamist.14 Alternatively, it is suggested that ' 
the "Cushite woman" was a wife taken by Moses after Zipporah died!S 
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However, there is no biblical mention of the death of Zipporah prior to 
the incident recorded in Numbers 12: I, and there does not seem to be 
sufficient evidence to substantiate the claim that Zipporah and the 
"Cushite woman" were two different individuals. 

It is not unlikely that "Midianite" and "Cushite" are synonymous 
geographical designations. The Pentateuch contains other examples of a 
geographical location being given two names (see. e.g., Mt. Horeb and Mt. 
Sinai) . Several commentators point out that geographical evidence is not 
an obstacle to identifying Zipporah with the Cushite woman of Numbers 
12: I. John Rea notes: "It is possible that Zipporah, a Midianite, was also 
designated a Cushite, for Midian included part of NW Arabia where some 
Cushite tribes lived. Furthermore, she may have been called a Cushite 
because her complexion may have been darker than that of most 
Israe l ites . l~ Identification of Midian with Cushan also has biblical support. 
R. K. Harrison elaborates: "Favoring the [Cushite] woman's identification 
with Zipporah is the use in Hab. 3;7 of Cushan and Midian in synonymous 
parallelism. If the color of skin and shape of facial features was a factor, the 
term 'Cushite' could also have been appl ied equally well to the Midianites, 
who were tanned nomads from northwest Arabia:oJ1 James Hoffmeier also 
points to the synonymous parallelism between "Cushan" and "Midian" in 
Habakkuk 3:7, and suggests that "the 'Cushite' woman of Nu. [21: If. could 
well have been the Midianite Zipporah."l8 Gerhard Jasper aptly concludes 
that the view identifying Cush and Midian (and thus Zipporah and the 
Cushite woman) "is geographically the more probable interpretation."l9 
Thus, we concur with the conclusion of the many ancient Jewish and 
Christian commentators (including Augustine, the Talmud, Targum 
Neophyti, and Ibn Ezra), as well as noted recent Old Testament scholars 
who equate Cush with Midian, and thus Zipporah with the Cushite 
woman.ofO 

Reference to Moses' wife under two different appellations (Zipporah 
and "the Cushite woman") is also not unusual for the Pentateuchal 
narratives, nor for extra-biblica[ ancient near eastern literature of the 
time.~1 In fact, Zipporah's own father is referred to by two different names 
in the Pentateuch: Jethro (Exod 3: [; 4; 18; 18: 1, 2, 5, 6, 9, 10, 12) and Reuel 
(Exod 2:[8; 2: 14; 10:29). 
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Following the narrative dues with regard to Zipporah, it seems 
apparent that although she started out with Moses to return to Egypt 
(Exod 4:20), after the "bridegroom of blood" incident (4:24-26), she did 
not continue to Egypt with Moses but returned to her father Jethro's 
house (Exod 4:27-31; 18:2). and rejoined her husband when Jethro came 
to visit Moses at Mt. Sinai (Exod 18:1-6). Here Miriam became acquainted 
with Zipporah, was uirred to jealousy against her (perhaps because of 
Zipporah's influence on her husband that left Miriam out of Moses' counsel 
more than before; ct. Num 12:2), and began to treat her with contempt, 
employing a racial slur to punctuate her dissatisfaction (Num 12: I ),n The 
reference to Moses' wife here as "the Cushite woman" provides a 
narrative due which pinpoints the tactic utilized by Miriam to demean and 
depersonalize Zipporah, and bring accusation upon Moses for marrying 
someone outside the Hebrew nation. 

Thus the marital form of Moses evidently does not indude a 
situation of bigamy, but does constitute an example of exogamy or mixed 
marriage.~l 

Pentateuchal Legislation 

Moving from the narratives of the Pentateuch, we encounter several 
specimens of legislation that according to some scholars assume, allow for, 
and even approve the practice of polygamy. To these alleged affirmations 
of polygamy in Mosaic legislation we now turn our attention. 

Legislation Concerning the Female Slave: Exodus 21 :7-11. 
One of the case laws in the "judgments" (mifplftj'm) of the "Book of the 
Covenant" (Exod 19-24) concerns treatment of a female slave. The law 
reads (as commonly translated): 

(Exod 21;7) And if a man sells his daughter to be a female slave, she 
shall not go out as the male slaves do. (8) If she does not please her 
master, who has betrothed her to himself, then he shall let her be 
redeemed. he shall have no right to sell her to a foreign people, 
since he has dealt deceitfully with her. (9) And if he has betrothed 
her to his 50n, he shall deal with her according to the custom of 
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daughters. (10) If he takes another wife, he shall not diminish her 
food. her clothing. and her marriage rights. (I I) And if he docs not 
do these three for her, then she shall go out free. without paying 
money. 

Does this law support the practice of polygamy, as is often claimed! 
A fundamental point to be recognized is that this is a case law, describing 
what should follow if a certain action is taken. Case laws do not legitimize 
the activity of the case described, but only prescribe what should be done 
in such cases. Thus this case law no more legitimates polygamy than the 
case law in Exodus 22: I ("If a man steals an ox or a sheep .. ,") legitimizes 
theft. The existence of such casuistic legislation does acknowledge the 
possibility of such circumstances occurring, but does not necessarily 
express approval of those circumstances. 

Furthermore. there are several textual, linguistic, and translational 
problems in this passage that call for special attention. First, most English 
versions follow the Greek Septuagint translation of verse 8, which calls for 
substituting the prepositional phrase 16 "for himself' for the Hebrew 
negative particle I'd "not." Actual textual evidence for such substitution is 
not strong;H and thus we concur with Walter Kaiser and others that the 
reading of the original Hebrew text should be retained.~i If the Hebrew 
text is followed. then the man does not take the slave girl as his wife in 
verse 8. 

Verses 9-10 then describe two other possible circumstances that 
might follow with regard to the slave girl. One is that the man gives her to 
his son (vs. 9). This contingency is straightforward and its meaning not 
controverted. The other possibility is that the man "takes to himself 
another ['aheret] wife." Translators have commonly assumed that this 
refers to another wife in addition to the slave girl mentioned in verse 8. But 
since the actual Hebrew text of verse 8 explicitly states that he does not 
take the slave girl as his wife, then the "another" 'aheret in verse 10 has 
the meaning "another instead of, different" rather than "another in 
addition to," a meaning well attested for this word in the massoretic text 
of the Hebrew Bible." The contingency clause of verse 10 thus details the 
treatment that should be given to the slave girl if her master takes another 
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wife instead of (not in addition 'to) her. In other words, since verse 8 
makes clear that the man does not marry the slave girl. verse to can not 
refer to her (sexual) marital rights. 

What is that treatment that she deserves! Most modern versions, 
building on the assumption that verse 8 indicates a marriage between 
master and slave girl and verse 10 indicates polygamy, translate the three 
things"7 that he is to continue to provide thus: "her food, her dothing, and 
her conjugal rights [we'«l.'ita'J]." The Hebrew noun 'iX1G is understood by 
the ancient versions to mean "conjugal rights,""S but this meaning has 
questionable linguistic support, and is regarded in some important recent 
studies "to be the least probable of the various alternative suggestions" for 
translating the occurrence of this unique word, this hapax legomenon.~'7 The 
most likely meaning of this term - accepted by a number of ancient and 
modern scholars - is "habitation, dwelling," based upon the Hebrew root 
'wn, and etymologically related to the Hebrew nouns ma'on, me'Bna 
"habitation, dwelling."so The basic necessities to be supplied the slave girl 
are then "normal food, clothing, and quarters [lodging, shelter]."51 

Therefore, we conclude that this law does not even deal with 
polygamy, let alone support or legitimize it. It deals with three contingency 
situations that might arise with a slave girl: (I) if the master rejects her as 
a wife, she is to be freed by being redeemed (bought back); (2) if the 
master's son marries her, she is to be treated as the master's daughter; 
and (3) jf the master married a different woman than her, she is to be 
assured of her basic necessities: food, clothes, and 10dging.51 

Legislation Against Marrying "a woman to her sister:" 
Leviticus 18:18. Leviticus 18:18 reads literally: "You shall not take a 
woman to her sister [we'ina 'el-'ahorsJ] as a rival [Ii~ra-], to uncover her 
nakedness, while the other is alive." Many modern versions translate this 
verse with explicit reference to polygamy. For example, the New 
International Version: "Do not take your wife's sister as a rival wife and 
have sexual relations with her while your wife is living." The implication of 
this translation is that although a certain (incestuous) polygamous 
relationship is forbidden - to two consangUine sisters while both are living, 
technically called sororal polygyny - polygamy in general is acceptable 
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within the law. Thus this law is'seen to be in harmony with other ancient 
near eastern law codes, where sororate marriage aher death of one of the 
sisters is deemed acceptable, but forbidden when both sisters are alive.n 

A dose reading of Leviticus 18: I S, in its larger context, however, 
places this translation of the passage in serious doubt. The crucial phrase 
is "a woman to her sister ('iUa 'el-'6IJtl6J]." Does the word "sister" in this 
passage refer to blood relatives, and thus in this context forbid a specific 
kind of incestuous polygamous relationship, or does "siSler" have a 
broader reference to a female citizen in general, any additional wife, and 
thus in this context foroid any kind of polygamy~ The follOwing eight 
considerations - involving semantic, syntactical, literary, contextual, and 
theological evidence -lead to the conclusion that the latter interpretation 
is to be preferred,H 

First, the phrase "a woman to her sister" ('ina 'el-'dh/l6J) in its eight 
occurrences elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible always is used idiomatically in 
the distributive sense of "one in addition to another," and nowhere else 
refers to li teral s i sters,~~ The masculine equivalent of this phrase, is 'eJ-'iJ;w 
"3 man to his brother," appears 12 times in the Hebrew 8ible. and is 
always used in a similar idiomatic manner with a distributive meaning of 
"one to another" or "to one another,"S. It would thus not be appropriate 
to translate this idiomatic expression literally unless the context demands 
such a departure from the consistent and invariable idiomatic usage 
elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible,57 

Second, if the intention of Leviticus 18: 18 was to describe two 
women who were literal (consanguine) sisters, this could have easily been 
done in such a way as to avoid any ambiguity by the use of the conjunction 
"and" (Wi) rather than the preposition " to" (Ii), thus reading "a woman and 
her sister," This expression would have been preCisely analogous to the 
phrase "a woman and her daughter" used in the immediately preceding 
verse (and also Lev 20: 14), where a literal (consanguine) mother.daughter 
relationship is described, The fact that this available expression for literal 
relationship within the nudear family was not employed, lends further 
contextual support for retaining the distributive sense of the expression 
'iffe 'el-'aI,{t61 as is found everywhere else in the Hebrew Bible. 
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Third. it has been argued that the word '~ot "sister" in Leviticus 
18: 18 must refer to a literal sister. because elsewhere in leviticus 18 it has 
this meaning {see, e.g., vss. 12, 13).s, However, such argument overlooks 
the fact that, as T osato states, "Elsewhere in Leviticus 18 we find 'd}O(, and 
not as in v. 18 'issG " . .'6f]Of.N!. A simple equation between these two 
philologically different expressions seems to be false."St One cannot 
responsibly confuse the specific idiomatic expression with straightforward 
references to literal sisters in earlier verses of leviticus 18. 

Fourth. a number of scholars have suggested th<!t the immediate 
context of Leviticus 18 demands a literal translation referring to female 
siblings; it is proposed that the context is literal kinship ties, and 
prohibition of cases of incest (vss. 6-17). However, this suggestion fails to 
take seriously the implications from the literary structure of leviticus lB. 
The literary analysis of Angelo T osato demonstrates that there is a major 
literary break between verse 17 and verse 18. leviticus 18; 18 is not to be 
included with the anti-incest laws of verses 6-17, but is part of the general 
prohibitions against various kinds of illicit sexual relationships in verses IB-
23.60 T osato shows how this is evident from the consistent sentence 
structure and content of the laws in the two sections. In verses 7- 17, 
every verse begins with the identical noun 'erwat "nakedness of," and 
culminates in the negative particle plus the imperfect 1'6 tigoll6h "you shall 
not uncover." By contrast verses IB-23 each consistently begins with the 
wow conjunctive and some other word besides 'erwat "nakedness of," and 
concludes with a negative particle r 6 plus the imperfect of some other 
verb than t~galleh "uncover:' In other words, the first series of laws (vss. 
6-17) are clearly a unit, composed of laws forbidding relationships on the 
basis of bonds of kinship, while the second series of laws (vss. IB-23), are 
another distinct unit, covering a broad range of forbidden sexual 
relationships not based on bonds of kinship. 

fifth, additional evidence that verse IB belongs to a separate 
structural unit than verses 6-17 comes from the fact that all but one of the 
anti-incest laws of verses 6-\7 conclude with a nominal clause providing 
justification for the prohibition based upon the identity of the forbidden 
individual (V$s. 7, B, 10. 12. 13. 14. IS, 17; the exception is vs. 9) . Verse IB 
(along with the succeeding vss. 19-23) does not have this explanatory 
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clause, which one would exp'ecl if it were to be classified with the ocher 
laws prohibiting incest. 

Sixth. that verse 18 is not part of the laws dealing with incest ('Iss. 
6-17) is also app;uent from the fact that this law contains a time limitation. 
unlike the permanent nature of the laws in verses 6-17. The prohibition 
against taking ma 'el-'"h(l(d! applies only while the first one is alive. This is 
in stark contrast to the laws dealing with nearness of kin. which have no 
such temporary limitation," 

Seventh. the laws of leviticus 18 dealing with kinship relationships 
have specific defining delimitations of the literal "sister": "the daughter of 
your father, or the daughter of your mother" ('Is. 9), ''your father's wife's 
daughter" ('Is. I I). "your father's sister" (vs. 12), and "your mother's 
sister" (vs. 13l. In stark contrast. the law of verse 18 has no such qualifying 
delimitation.' 

Finally, the theological justification for the legislation given in verse 
18 - "to be a rival to her" - does not emphasize the intrinsic 
wrongfulness, but describes a general situation applicable to any bigamous 
marriage. Tosato states insightfully: ''The harm which the law wants 
avoided is such (rivalry, enmity) that any woman (and not necessarily a 
sister of the first Wife) is capable of causing it. once taken as a second wife . 
. :06J This latter point seems confirmed by comparing the use of the 
Hebrew root Sff " to be a rival" found here in leviticus 18: 18 with the only 
other Old Testament passage utilizing this Hebrew root to describe an 
additional wife. This passage is J Samuel I :6, which depicts Peninnah as the 
"rival" wife of Hannah; there is no evidence to suggest that these wives of 
Elkanah were consanguine sisters. Gordon Hugenberger apdy comments: 
"Accordingly, if the motive for this prohibition was to avoid vexation to 
one's wife, there is little reason for limiting its prohibition to a literal 
sister; both the Bible and anthropology provide ample testimony to the 
unpleasant reality of contention among co·wives, whether sisters or 
not.'ofoo! 

All of these considerations lead one to the conclusion that the 
phrase 'iffo 'eJ..'dI)4Jlt appears in a context of laws dealing with general 
non-kinship relationships. This non-kinship context strongly favors the 
translation of this phrase which retains the consistent general idiomatic 
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meaning found in the rest of Scripture: "one (woman/wife) in addition to 
another," This phrase refers to any two women, not just two consanguine 
sisters. The law of Leviticus 18;18 is thus not prohibiting only saronl 
polygyny (polygamy involving two consanguine sisters), but also the taking 
of "two women [fellow citizens] in generaL"6S In other words, this 
legislation prohibits all polygamy. 

This law prohibits a man from taking another woman in addition to 
his first wife, to be a rival wife (Jj~r«, literally "vexor") as long as the first 
wife is alive. By implication. this law allows for remarriage after the death 
of the first wife. Thus the monogamous norm of Genesis is upheld in this 
Mosaic legislation. 

Paul Hugenberger pointS out that one should not reject this 
interpretation of leviticus 18: 18 because of its "impossible idealism," i.e., 
its lack of criminal sanctions (there is no mention of any punishment for 
transgressing this law in the list of lev 20 or elsewhere in the Torah). 
There are many other such cases of "idealistic" stipulations in the so-called 
Holiness Code (e.g., the prohibition against hatred, Lev 19: 17-18), and the 
very lack of criminal sanction may emphasize the nature of these laws as 
ethical and not just legal norms. Hugenberger suggests that leviticus 18: 18 
is an example of a lex imperfecta: "a law which prohibits something without 
thereby rendering it invalid (reflecting a society which would have lacked 
the requisite means of enforcement in any case).'064 The fact that there is 
no punishment mentioned in Leviticus 20 corresponding to this prOhibition 
of Leviticus 18:18 may be regarded as another indicator that leviticus 
18: 18 is prOhibiting polygamy and not another form of incest." 

It is interesting to note that the Qumran community interpreted 
Leviticus 18: 18 as a law prohibiting polygamy in general.~ As Tosato aptly 
concludes, this Qumran interpretation is "more faithful to the original 
sense than the interpretation commonly given today."69 Moreover, the 
prohibitions in Leviticus 18 (including the proscription of polygamy) are set 
forth as universal law, applicable for all time and for all nations.10 The 
legislation prohibiting plural marriages, like the other prohibitions of 
l eviticus 18, is ultimately rooted in creation, as it upholds the divine order 
of monogamous marriage (Gen 2:2-4). 
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Legislation Regarding the Marital Status of the King: 
Deuteronomy 17: 17. In the section of Deuteronomic laws amplifying 
the fifth commandment (regarding authority, Deut 16: 18 - 18:22V' there 
is legislation go .... erning the activities of a king in Israel, should such an 
institution arise by popular demand to be like the other nations. Amidst 
these laws is a prohibition that has often been interpreted as condoning 
a moderate amount of polygamy on the part of the king. Deuteronomy 
17: 17 reads: "Neither shall he [the king] multiply [yarbeh, hip'ij of rDbo] 
wives for himself. lest his heart (urn away." It has been argued that the 
verb ribd "increase, multiply" implies acquiring an excessive number of 
wives, thus abusing the practice of polygamy, but not prohibiting it 
altogether.7l Others suggest that the law is specifically directed against the 
king marrying many foreign, idol-worshiping wives, so that they not tum his 
heart away from worshiping the true God, and not against royal polygamy 
per se.1l 

Does this law allow for at least limited royal polygamy~ The key 
tenn is the Hebrew verb ribii in the causative hip'if, "to multiply." This 
verb is found also in the two laws that surround this legislation. In 
Deuteronomy 17: 16 Moses specifies that the king "shall not multiply 
[yarbeh, hip'il of rliXi] horses for himself, nor cause the people to return to 
Egypt to multiply [harbOr, hip'iI of rabo] horses, for the Lord has said to 
you, 'You shall not return that way again.'" In verse 17b, the prohibition 
concerns the accumulation of wealth: "neither shall he greatly multiply to 
himself [yarbeJHO ml6d] silver and gold." The verb rbj in the hip'illiterally 
means "to cause to increase," with the context detennining the extent of 
this increase.H 

Hugenberger insightfully points out that although the expression "he 
[the king] shall not increase wives for himself' appears to be "less than 
precise," this expression "was chosen not to facilitate some more modest 
level of polygyny. but to achieve an artful parallelism between the three 
characteristic sins of Canaanite (and Israelite) kingship." Hugenberger 
diagrams this parallelism of the three expressions in verses '6_17:7s 

... J'oyarbeh 15 ... (vs. 16) 
... /'0 yarbeh 10 ... (vs. 17) 
... 1'6 yarbeh 15 ... (vs. 17) 



An important due to the meaning of rl1:JO in the context of 
Deuteronomy 17: 16-17 is the contrast between the first two laws on one 
hand - which use ,abo by itself with no adverbial modifier - and the third 
law on the other hand, which modifies rabO with the intensifying adverb 
mMd, meaning "greatly multiply." By juxtaposing these three laws, the first 
two with the unqualified prohibition to "increase," and the third with a 
qualification against excessive "increase," it is reasonable to conclude that 
there is to be no increase of horses or wives, in contrast to no excessive 
increase of wealth.n In other words, the divine will is that the king have 
no multiplication of horses (i.e., no charlotry), no multiplication of wives 
(i.e., no harem), and no amassing of excessive wealth. n 

The instruction prohibiting multiplication of horses comportS well 
with other biblical statements warning Israel not to trust in horses. So 
Isaiah 31: I: "Woe to those who go down to Egypt for help, and rely on 
horses, who trust in chariou because they are many, and in horsemen 
because they are very strOng. but who do not look to the Holy One of 
Israel, nor seek the Lord!" 

Again, Psalm 33: 17: "A horse is a vain hope for safety; Neither shall 
it deliver any by its great strength." God wished Israel to put their full 
confidence in him to bring supernatural deliverance in batde. not in the 
false security that horses could bring. It seems that the use of the royal 
mule - not the horse - for the coronation ceremonies of the kings, was 
at least implicit recognition of this regulation (see 2 Sam 18:29; 18:9; I Kgs 
1:33. 38, 44), and the multitude of imported Egyptian horses and chariots 
amassed by King Solomon was in Hagrant violation of this command (I Kgs 
4,26; 10,26-29). 

Ukewise, the regulation prohibiting multiplication of wives 
comported with the Edenic divine plan of monogamy and with the 
legislation prohibiting polygamy that has been just examined (Lev 18: 18). 
Hugenberger points out that "the prohibition against 'increasing' wives is 
not so much concerned with the legality of polygyny in the abstract, but 
with the inevitable result of royal polygyny in apostasy and accommodation 
to the gods of one's wives: as the text explicidy states, 'lest his heart turn 
away (d. I Kgs. II : Iff.; 16:31-33) .... [Tlhls danger can attend diplomatic 
polygyny practiced to any degree.,,7. Solomon's polygamy was in flagrant 
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violation of this command (I Kgs I I: I· I 3), with the predicted result of 
turning away his heart from God. The narrator of Solomon's reign also 
clearly indicates that Solomon flagrantly violated the command forbidding 
the excessive amassing of wealth by the king (I Kgs 10: 14-25). 

It must be acknowledged that from the "less than precise" language 
of Deuteronomy 17:17 taken in isolation, there is not strong enough 
evidence to say categorically that the law prohibits all royal polygamy. 
However, in the very next verses (Deut 17:18·20) the king is instructed to 
write for himself a copy of the book of the Torah, so that "he may be 
careful to do observe all the words of this law and these statutes" (vs. 19) 
just as his fellow citizens. The king is not above the law! This would mean 
that he was also not above the law of Leviticus 18: 18 that was analyzed 
above. If Leviticus 18: 18 forb ids all polygamy, this would also apply to the 
king. who is also subject to the commands and prohibitions of Torah. 

Recent studies dealing with the instruction regarding the future kin~ 
of Israel show how the king's behavior was to be a model for all of Israel.1 

The same responsibility placed upon the king to study Torah that he may 
fear the Lord and obey his law (Oeut 17: 19) is also placed upon every 
individual Israelite (Deut 6:7; 8: I ; II : I). The same warning given to the 
king "that his heart may not be IIhed up" (Deut 17:20) is given to all Israel 
(Oeut 8: 14); the same caution against turning aside from the 
commandment is given to both the king and corporate Israel (Deut 17:20; 
d. 5;32; 11;28; 28;14). 

Based upon the immediate context of Leviticus IB: IB (especially vss. 
18-20) and the inter-textual connections, it becomes clear that the king in 
all his behavior ~ including his monogamous marital status - was to be an 
example for his subjects to follow. Thus the law prohibiting royal polygamy 
here in Deuteronomy 17:17 serves to uphold and further emphaSize the 
similar prohibition given to all Israel in Leviticus 18: lB. The Zadokites and 
the Qumran community were not misguided when they interpreted this 
passage as requiring monogamy on the part of the king.so 

Other Legislation Purportedly Presupposing Polygamy. 
Several other passages in the Pentateuchallegislation have been viewed as 
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giving tacit support to the practice of polygamy. Deuteronomy 21:15-17 
deals with the rights of the firstborn son. It rcads: 

If a man has two wives, one loved and the other unloved, and they 
have borne him children, both the loved and the unloved, and jf the 
firstborn son is of her who is unloved, thcn it shall be. on the day he 
bequeaths his possessions to his sons, that he must not bestow 
firstborn status on the son of the loved wife in preference to the 
son 01 the unloved, the true firstborn. But he shall acknowledge the 
son of the unloved wife as the firstborn by giving him a double 
portion of all that he has, for he is the beginning of his strength; the 
right of the firstborn is his. 

Interpreters who argue that this law tacitly assumes polygamy must 
posit that the man has tWO wives simullOneously. But such is nowhere 
stated in the legislation. The phrase " if a man has two wives" ki-tihyen4Ie'iS 
f«e nafim does not at all necessitate an implication of polygamy. Walter 
Kaiser rightly points out: "It definitely is wrong to insist that both wives 
are living, for that would be asking the imperfect verb form (future or 
continuous action of the verb) to bear a load it was not meant to carry."81 
It has already been shown that the Mosaic legislation recognizes a situation 
in which a man might lawfully marry two wives: he may marry again aher 
the death of the first wife (lev 18: 18). This legislation might have in view 
a situation in which one of these wives (either the one now dead or the 
one a man married after the death of the first) was more highly regarded 
than the other, and thus the man is tempted to give preferential treatment 
to the offspring of that more-highly-favored wife. 

At the same time one cannot rule out the possibility that this case 
law mentions (or includes as possibilities) situations that are not in 
harmony with God's will (such as polygamy, or divorce [as in Deut 24: 1-
4]),'1 indicating the rights of the first-born in such cases, without 
sanctioning the practice of polygamy or divorce. As support for this 
interpretation, one may observe possible allusions in this case law to the 
Jacob narrative, where the first wife (leah) is unloved and the second wife 
(Rachel) is loved; and where the birthright is ultimately withheld from 
Reuben (the first-born son of leah) and given to Joseph (the first-born son 
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of Rachel). This case law would then be seen as a tacit criticism of Jacob's 
behavior.'l Even if such is the interpretation, however, this case law, 
dealing with the rights of the fi rst-born, cannot be used to legitimize 
polygamy, any more than can, for example, Deuteronomy 32:18 be used 
to legitimize prostitution because it prohibits the use of prostitute wages 
for the payment of vows. 

The Pentateuch has two laws dealing with sexual relationships with 
an unbetrothed woman (Exod 22:16-17: Deut 22:28-29).84 Some have 
alleged that this legisla tion allows for. and even forces, polygamy in certain 
situations. However. both of these laws are referring to a case of sexual 
seduction and not forcible rape (although one may emphasize more the 
psychological and the other more the physical pressure); thus the 
Deuteronomy passage is a repetition o r extension of the Exodus 
legislation. The Exodus passage clearly indicates that the father had the 
right to refuse to let his daughter who had been seduced marry the man 
who seduced her, and this seems to be assumed also in the Deuteronomy 
passage. The Exodus passage indicates that in such cases the dowry must 
still be paid, and the complementary Deuteronomic legislation indicates 
the exact amount of that dowry (fifty shekels of silver). Thus this 
legislation leaves a way out of the situation where the seducer is already 
married, in that he would be required to pay the dowry of fifty shekels of 
silver, but would not be required to marry the woman. The point is that 
the father has the fint right of refusal, regardless of the marital status of 
the seducer (whether married or single). The monogamous pattern set in 
Eden is not broken by these laws. 

A final piece of Mosaic legislation purportedly presupposing 
polygamy is the levirate marriage law (Deut 25:5_10).15 Unfortunately, 
often overlooked in the discussion of the levirate marriage regulations, is 
the opening dependent clause: "When brothers live together" (ki yBS"bti 
'a/Jim yahdaw). This introductory statement specifies that it was only when 
two brothers lived together that the levirate law described in this verse 
was to be in operation. Commenting on this dependent clause, Anthony 
Phillips notes: "Until a younger brother married and had ch ildren of his 
own, he would have remained in his father's or elder brother's house.'>M 
Herbert Leupold draws the implication of this legislation with regard to 
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polygamy: "The brother of the deceased, if unmarried, would take the 
widow to wife."87 Detailed analysis of this passage leads one to concur 
with these and other scholars that the brother-in-law who would carry 
out the levirate marriage law is presumed to be unmarried.sa Extra-biblical 
support for this interpretation also comes by analogy from ancient near 
eastern comparative evidence and explicit reference in the T argurn to 
Ruth. The levirate law also has a broader application to other near-of-kin 
if there is no qualified (unmarried, mature) brother to perform the duty 
of the levir. as in the case of Ruth. 

Polygamy in the Rest of the Old Testament 

Beyond the Pentateuch there are several accounts of polygamy and 
concubinage. Judges 8:30 records the case of Gideon, who "had many 
wives." The context of this passage makes clear that Gideon's polygamy 
came in the setting of his apostasy later in life, in which he not only 
became polygamous, but idolatrous (vss. 24-28). Thus there is no divine 
approval for his polygamous relationships. Several other of the judges may 
have been polygamous, due to their numerous offspring: Jair (ludg 10:3,4), 
Ibun (ludg 12:8,9), and Abdon (ludg 12:13). 

The concluding narrative of Judges (chaps. 19-21) is a " text of 
terror'''' that all too vividly portrays the explosive nature and destructive 
capacity of decadent sexuality. The story features a Levite and his 
concubine. As with the Gideon narrative, this account is clearly not 
written to express approval for concubinage. To the contrary, the account 
appears to be deliberately placed at the end of the book of Judges to 
reveal the depths of degradation to which the people went when without 
the acknowledged kingship of God "everyone did what was right in his 
own eyes" (ludg 21 :25). The perspective of the author/editor of Judges 
was one which condemned the sexual decay of the times; the portrayal of 
the gruesome details and the disastrous results of unlawful sexual activities 
leads the reader to reject such departures from the divine ideal. 

The writers/editors of Samuel-Kings and Chronicles also reveal a 
society that has strayed far from God's ideal. Those who fall prey to the 
prevailing customs of bigamy, polygamy or concubinage include even the 
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pious ones, such as Elkanah'lO ( I Sam 1-2), and the political leaders of the 
united monarchy, Saul (I Sam r 4:50; 2 Sam 3:7), David (I Sam 21 :4; 2 Sam 
5: 13; I Chr 3: 1-9; 14:3). and Solomon (I Kgs 3: 1; 7:8; 11: 1-7). Six of the 
twenty Judean kings of the divided monarchy are mentioned as having 
more than one wife: Rehoboam (2 Chr I I: 18.21); Abijah (2 Chr 13:4. 21); 
Jehoram (2 Chr 21; 14-17); Joash (2 Chr 24:3); Jehoiachin (2 Kgs 24: 15); 
and Zedekiah (Jer 38:23). In the northern kingdom only the polygamy of 
Ahab is recorded (I Kgs 20J-7), although others may have followed this 
practice. The record of Chronicles also mentions other polygamists: 
Jerahmeel (I Chr 2:25-28); Caleb (I Chr 2:46-48); Ashhur (I Chr 4:5); 
Izrahiah. and his sons, Michael, Obadiah, Joel. and Isshiah (r Chr 7:3, 4); 
and Manasseh (I Chr 7: 14). The biblical narrators faithfully record the 
anguish and disharmony involved in having a "rival wife" ( I Sam 1:6 and the 
rest of Hannah's story) in disregard of the leviticus 18: I 8 legisl.nion'l and 
the disastrous personal and national results of kings "multiplying wives" to 
themselves in blatant disobedience to the divine prohibition in 
Deuteronomy 17: 17.'1 

All of these incidences of plural marriage are placed in a context of 
disobedience and unfaithfulness to God, with two alleged exceptions. Two 
historical references during the time of the monarchy are frequently cited 
as giving tacit approval of polygamy. First is the experience o f David; it is 
suggested that God approved of David's polygamy and even called him "a 
man after His own heart" ( I Sam 13:14) while he was in the polygamous 
state. However, R.on du Preez makes a strong biblical case for the 
conclusions that (I) th1s statement of divine approval did not apply to 
David while a polygamist; (2) the narrator reveals the negative divine 
assessment of David's polygamous relationships; (3) Nathan's message to 
David in 2 Samuel 12:7-8 does not indicate that God sanctioned and 
supported David's practice of polygamy; and (4) toward the end of his life 
David returned to a monogamous state (with Bathsheba).'] 

A brief look at the biblical evidence adduced for du Preez' 
concfusions may be helpful. First, it seems clear that it was while David 
was not yet a polygamist that God called David "a man after His own 
heart" (I Sam 13: 14); the context of this statement (Saul's presumptuous 



34 PATHOLOGY OF POLYGAMY 

offering of sacrifice) points to a time when David was probably still 
unmarried.'" 

Further, du Preez points out the cyclical pattern of David's life, 
involving several repetitions of a cycle of five successive steps in the 
narrative: servitude (I Sam 17; 22:21-23:1; 30:1-5), supplication (I Sam 
J 7:46; 23:2-4; 30:6-8), salvation ( I Sam 17:50·54; 23: 14; 30: 16:25). silence 
<in his relationship with God, I Sam 19: 12-20:42; 25:2 t -22; 2 Sam 2:8-3:1). 
and sin (I Sam 20:1-21:15; 25:39-43; 2 Sam 3:2-16). The references to 
David's polygamy are consistently recorded by the narrator after a period 
of silence, in the final step of the cycle, i.e., sin, and each of these 
references is a statement in the context of some calamity, threat, or 
judgment (I Sam 30: 1·5; 2 Sam 3:22·37; 5: 17; 12: 1.14).9~ Thus the narrator 
gives a negative assessment of David's polygamous relationships." John 
Kessler's close reading o f the David narratives in the books of Samuel. 
comes to a similar conclusion as du Preez that in these accounts the 
narrator intends to disclose with disapproval the "progressive descenc" of 
David into polygamy, and here. as in Deuteronomy, polygamy is viewed as 
"inherently inimical to Yahweh's ultimate will fo r life and detrimental to 
those involved."97 

Again. Nathan's judgment parable in 2 Samuel 12 does not support 
the contention that God sanctions polygamy. The divine statement 
delivered by Nathan to David in verses 7·8, at first glance, may give the 
appearance of such divine approval: 

Thus says the lord God of Israel: "I anointed you king over Israel, 
and I delivered you from the hand of Saul. And I gave [ws'ecnal you 
your master's house and your master's wives into your keeping 
[b.fJeqeka], and gave you the house of Israel and Judah. And if that 
had been too little. I also would have given you much more!" 

But notice that only three verses later (vs. I I) God indicates that he 
will take David's wives and give (naton) them to one close to him (which 
turned out to be his son Absalom), who would lie with them. Absalom's 
defiling of David's wives and concubines. involved not only adultery, but 
also incest (called an abomination in leviticus 18:8). and certainly God's 
"giving" (nllan) of David's wives to Absalom does not imply divine 
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approval of Absalom's abominable acts. This is clearly a case of divine 
accommodation in use of language, to describe God's permissive will. in 
which God is said to do what he allows.98 

Furthermore, in 2 Samuel 12:7-8 it is not at all clear that God's 
"giving" of Saul's wives to David implies that he married them. If the 
biblical record is complete regarding the marriage status of Saul. he had 
one wife (Ahinoam. daughter of Ahimaaz and the mother of Michal; I Sam 
14:50). along with one concubine (Rizpah; 2 Sam 3:7; 21 :8). Walter Kaiser 
insightfully points out that if "gave" meant that David took Ahinoam as 
wife, then "David was authorized, on this supposition, to marry his wife's 
mother - a form of incest already condemned in the Levitical law, carrying 
the sanction of being burnt alive (Lev. IS: 17) ."9'1 It is more likely that the 
phrase "into your keeping" (bd)eqeka, literally, 'into your bosom'), which 
applies to Saul's "house" as well as his women/wives, does not speak of 
marriage, but simply indicates that all of Saul's estate/possessions came 
under David's care and keeping. loo 

Within Nathan's judgment parable itself may be an implicit indication 
that monogamy was God's divine plan: the poor man in the parable had 
only "one little ewe lamb," not many (2 Sam 12:3), obviously alluding to 
the monogamous relatlonship of Uriah with Bathsheba. As G. N. 
VoJlebregt puts it: "In his parable of the rich man with the flocks and herds 
and the poor man with the one ewe lamb Nathan dearly indicated his 
approval of monogamous marriage and at the same time implicitly 
criticized David's harem."'o, 

Finally, du Preez analyzes the episode involving the rebellion of 
Absalom, when David fled the palace, leaving behind his ten n~im pilogSfm 
"wives-concubines" (2 Sam 15:16).102 In light of the earlier divine 
prediction in 2 Samuel 12: I I that David's wives (not just his concubines) 
would be violated, and in light of my previous discussion of the word 
pilegd "concubine" in connection with the Abraham narrative, where it 
was noted that the term can refer to both concubines and wives (other 
than the original first wife), it is probable that this expression refers to 
both David's wives and concubines, and not just his concubines. 

The biblical record mentions exactly ten wives and concubines of 
David (besides Michal. who apparently was already set aside by this time 
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[2 Sam 6:20-23], and Bathsheba (who appears later in the narrator 
apparently sti ll as his wife1VO l It is likely that these were the ten women 
violated by Absalom (2 Sam 16:21 -22). The narrator records that David, 
upon his return to Jerusalem after the death of Absalom, took his ten 
wiveslconcubines "and put them in seclusion and supported them, but did 
not go in to them" (2 Sam 20:3) . In other words, it appears probable that 
David, as part of his attitude of repentance toward God during Absalom's 
rebellion (see 2 Sam 15:30). apparently recognizi ng the fulfi Ument of God's 
judgment upon him announced by Nathan. now returns to a monogamous 
state (wilh Bathsheba. the mother of Solomon) l04 for the rest of his Ijfe. 
As Walter Brueggemann remarks. "David moves visibly away from the 
royal ideology [of polygamy] in the direction of the old requirements of 
covenant [as located in Deut 17: 14.20]."105 

later in the narrative. the narrator seems to go out of his way to 

underscore David's monogamous status during these later years, by 
emphasizing that he did not have sexual relations with Abishag the 
Shunammite, who took care of him in his old age (I Kgs 1:1·4). Thus, 
according to du Preez' analysis, in the account of David's life the practice 
of polygamy is in no way given divine sanction; to the contrary. the 
narrative is replete with dues that this practice was not according to the 
divine will.l06. 

A second alleged exception to the general negative assessment of 
polygamy during the time of the monarchy is the case of the bigamy of 
Joash (2 Chr 24:2·3), where many English translations make it appear that 
the bigamy was induded in the divine approval: "Joash did what was right 
in the sight of the Lord all the days of Jehoida the priest. And Jehoida took 
for him two wives, and he had sons and daughters" (N KJV; ct. NASB. NIV, 
etc.). However, several commentators have recognized that these verses 
from Chronicles, which give a summary introduction to the kingship of 
Joash,101 are interpreting the parallel account in 2 Kings 11:21 - 12:3, and 
actually follow the same basic structure as the Kings narrative. lot No'te the 
following comparison: 
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2 Kings 11:21 - 12:3 
Jehoash (= Joash] was seven 

years old when he became king. 
In the seventh year of Jehu. 

Jehoash became king. and he 
reigned forty years in Jerusalem. 
His mother's name wou Zibiah of 
Beersheba. 

Jehoash did what was right 
in the sight of the Lord all the days 
In which Jehoiada the priest 
instructed him. 

Sut [raq] the high places 
were not taken away; the people 
stilt sacrificed and burned incense 
on the high places. 

2 Chronicles 24:1-3 
Joash [= Jehoash] was seven 

years old when he became king. 
and he reigned forty years in 
Jerusalem. His mother's nameWilS 
Ziblah of Beersheba. 

Joash did what was right in 
the sight of the Lord all the days 
of Jehoiada the priest. 

And (vav consecutive] 
Jeholada took for him two wives, 
and he had sons and daughters. 

The Chronicles account dosely parallels that of Kings, except that 
where Kings explicitly indicates the negative aspect of Jehoash's (= Joash's) 
reign in not removing the high places (by use of the term roq "only, 
except"), the Chronicles account states in the same parallel location that 
Jehoiada took for him two wives. It seems likely from this comparison that 
one should understand the co-ordinating conjunction va ... as having the 
force of "but" or "except" rather than "and" in 2 Chronicles 24:3 -
implying divine disapproval for the arranged polygamy: "Joash did what was 
right in the sight of the Lord all the days of Jehoiada the priest. But [or 
except] Jehoiada took for him two wives."I09 

Some interpreters have suggested that the allegory of Ezekiel 23 
implies divine approval of polygamy, inasmuch as in the allegory God 
Himself is represented as having two wives {Ezek 23:1_4).'10 However, it 
must be recognized that this is an allegory, adapted to the historical 
situation of the divided kingdom of Judah and Israel, and one must 
concentrate on the point of the allegory - emphasizing Israel's failure and 
infidelity - and not try to make the allegory "stand on all fours ." Robert 
Hitchens rightly points out that this image of Yahweh's marriage to two 
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sisters in fact "only applies the symbolism of the marriage relationship 
which was begun before the division of the kingdom. All Jews [Israelites] 
were still God's chosen and regarded as one people. though divided into 
two kingdoms."ll l The same Ezekiel who recorded the allegory of two 
sisters in Ezekiel 23, documented the command of the Lord in Ezekiel 37 
to reunite the two "sticks" of Israel and Judah into one stick: "and they 
will be one in My hand .... they shall no longer be two nations, nor shall 
they ever be divided into two kingdoms again" (vss. 19,22). God's relation 
with Israel is a "monogamous" one, according to His consistent plan. even 
though their apostasy temporarily separated the nation into two parts and 
called forth an allegorical message to fit the situation. There is no suppOrt 
for bigamous or polygamous marriage in the message of God through 
Ezekiel. 

During and after the Babylonian captivity, the problem of polygamy 
does not appear to be 'an issue among God's people,1Il although two of 
the heathen kings under whose captivity they lived are mentioned as 
polygamous in Scripture: Belshazzar the Babylonian (Dan 5:2,3) and 
Ahasuerus the Persian (Esth 2). It seems the people of Judah recognized 
that the Babylonian exile had come upon them because of their sins, in 
particular their idolatry (cf. Daniel's prayer in Dan 9), and a return to 
vigorous monotheism (faithfulness to only one true God) was 
accompanied by a general return to monogamy (faithfulness to only one 
wife). 

In the wisdom/hymnic literature of the Writings human sexuality in 
marriage is assumed to be monogamous, a duality of husband and wife. 
The importance of this point is strikingly revealed in Proverbs by the 
deafening silence concerning polygamous situations: "In Proverbs the union 
of one man with one woman is clearly shown to be the norm, both by the 
absence of any allusion to the discords of polygamy (though we meet 
other domestic troubles from unfaithfulness to nagging) and by the fully 
personal bond taken to exist between husband and wife." I') The wise man 
in Proverbs calls for faithfulness between a husband and his one wife (not 
wives): 

Drink water from your own cistern, 
flowing water from your own well . . . 
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Let your founu.in be blessed, 
and rejoice in the wife of your youth. (Prov 5: I S, 18) 

In the book of Ecclesiastes. Solomon in his old age, after turning 
from the following of it dissolute and profligate life, records for later 
generations the account of his wasted years and the lessons he has 
learned,I14 He reveals his own vain attempt at finding happiness and 
meaning in life through hedonistic pursuits (2:1): "I said to myself. 'Come 
now, I will make a test of pleasure, enjoy yourself.' But behold. this also 
was vanity." This experiment apparently included the amassing of a harem 
of concubines (2:8) although the Hebrew here is not certain.1IS A 
comparison with I Kings confirms the reality of the "experiment" with 
polygamous licentiousness: 

Now King Solomon loved many foreign women. Solomon dung to 
these in love. He had 700 wives, princesses, and 300 concubines; and 
his wives turned away his heart. For when Solomon was old his 
wives turned away his heart after other gods; and his heart was not 
wholly true to the Lord his God. (I Kgs J I: 1-4) 

No doubt Solomon tasted the bitter and deadly results of a life of 
immorality he himself had warned against in the book of Proverbs. His 
own d isappointing and devastating sexual encounters with his 1000 wives 
and concubines seem be at least part of what lies behind his personal 
confession: 

And I found more bitter than death the woman whose heart is 
snares and nets, and whose hands are fetters; he who pleases God 
escapes here, but the sinner is taken by her. Behold, this is what I 
found, says the Preacher, adding one thing to another to find the 
sum, which my mind has sought repeatedly, but I have not found. 
One man among a thousand I found, but a woman among all of 
these I have not found . (Eccl 7:26-28) 

But despite this bitter personal experience with the way of sexu<ll 
folly in licentiousness, Solomon was not disillusioned with sexuality per se. 
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Rather, Ecclesiastes has a high view of sexuality and women (even here in 
these verses!). 

Summary 

In the Old Testament there are some thirty-three reasonably clear 
historical cases of polygamy out of approximately 3000 men mentioned in 
the scriptural record. Most of these examples involved the wealthy 
patriarchs or Israel's monarchs (the only clear case 01 a "commoner" 
having more than one wife is Elkanah. and this likely from a motive of 
Hannah's inferti li ty). In the narratives involving the actual practice of 
polygamy or concubinage, invariably the divinely-inspired narrators place 
their tacit condemnation of these practices. Contrary to other ancient 
near eastern legislation, Mosaic legislation condemns all polygamy, both for 
the people and (at least implicitly for) the king. Unlike in the other ancient 
near eastern law codes and practice, there is no exception for cases of 
infertility or illness on the part of the wife, nor exception for royal 
diplomatic alliances. None of the Pentateuchallegislation involving marital 
forms commands or condones polygamous relationships, although 
remarriage after a man's first wife died is allowed. 

The prohibit ions in leviticus 18 - including polygamy - are 
presented as universal law, applicable to all humanity (transcultural) for all 
time (trans-temporal). upholding the order of creation. Thus the Old 
Testament shows, on one hand. the depa~ure from the Edenic model of 
sexuality in actual practice; while. o n the other hand this departure is not 
approved by God. with both narrative and legislation condemning practices 
that violate the monogamous Edenic norm. 116 
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the Context o f the 'Primeval History' (GeneSis I- I I )," }SOT 13 (1979): 36. See also David 
Atkinson, The Messore of Genesis I-II : The Dawn of Creolion (Lekester, England: Inter· 
Vars ity, 1990), 131: "Here the 'rons of God' tlke ilS many u they choose." 

18. Emil Kner.ng, ' 'The SignffiCllnce and the Origin of Genesb 6: t -"I," JNES 6 ( 1947): 197. 

19. Walter C. Kaiser,Jr ~ Toword Old T~"S!oment fIhics (Gnnd Rapids: ZondernA, 1983). 
183. Of course, as Genl!:sb 6:3-13 makes cieJ.r, there were many other aspects clthe 
antediluvQn wkkl!:dnns belides poIypmy that Ollie<:! for divine judgment at the time clthe 
Rood. 
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20. M. J. Selrn<l.n, "Comparative CUSlomS ind the Patriarchal Age," in Essoys 011 lIle 
P(lltiorchol NOmJ/W(os, A R. Mill.ard and D.l. Wiseman, ed. (Wioona Lake. IN: Ejscnb~uns. 
1980), 137. Selman refers to simibr siwuions in the Code of Hammurabi (§§ 144, 163) and 
texu from NUli and N imrud. 

21. It also becomes apparent lilac God never recognized Abraham's divorce, as being 
a "divorce" - bectuse in the divine perspective he had never been married to her. Cf. Reis, 
Reading the Lines, 28, 57: "In the nory of »rai. Abram, .. nd Hagar, the words 'husband' lnd 
'wife' are emphasized, highlighting the muital relatiomhips and establishing thn, though 
Hagar becomes Abram's wife, Abram is truly husband only to Sarai .... [CJontrary to 
prevailing analysis, Hagar does not become a true wife of Abraham," 

22. This intertextuallinkage was fi~st suggested to me by Ray MtAliister, one of my 
Ph.D. studenu at Andrews University, who, despite a handiup ofblindness, hu memorized 
the entire book 01 Genesis in Hebrew, and thus is particularly sensitive to intertextual 
echoes. For scholarly treatmem o f the intertextual relationships becween Genesis 16 and 
Genesis 2-3, see esp. Andre Wenin, ··San .... Hlgar et Abnm: Une Approche Narrative et 
Contextuelle de Gn 16,1·6," Reroe tMoSogique de loul'Oin 32 (200 1): 24 ·54. 

2]. Note that the only other place where this clause occurs in the Abraham cycle of 
Genesis is in Genesis 22:20, immediately after the Mt. Moriah test. and it inuoduces the 
divine menage to Abraham dealing with his brother's polygamous sexual activity (Gen 
22:20-2-4). This narrati¥e frame of polygamous relationships surrounding the Mt. Moriah 
test seems to high light the connettion. For further distuss ion of these narrative clues, see 
)0 Ann Davidson, "Abraham, Akedah, lnd Atonem(!nt." in Creatian, Ufe, and Hape: Essays 
in Honor of Jacques 8. Dou/(han. )iH Moskall, ed. (Berrien Springs, MI: Old Testament 
Department. Seventh-day Adv(!ntist Theological Seminary, Andrews Universi ty, 2000), 49-
12. 
2<1. See esp. Chaim Rabin, "The Origin of the Hebrew WordPile,eJ."JjS 2S (1974): 353· 
364. 

2 5. See, e.g., references to Nahor's wife (Mik~) and his concubine (Reumah) in Genesis 
22:24: Gideoo's wives (ludg 8:30) ind a concubine (ludg 8:] I): David's "'toncubines and 
wives"' (2 Sam 5:13); Solomon's 700 wives and 300 concubines ( I Kgs II :3): and his son 
Rehoboam's wives lnd concubines (2 Chr 11:21). 

26. For the literature on ancient near eastern practice, S(!(! Hug(!nberger, Marriage as 
a Covenant, 107, n. 96. 

27. Sec, e.g., besid(!! th(! example under discussion of Abraham's relationship with Hagar 
and Keturah (Ge n 16:3: 25: 1,6; I ehr 1:32), Bilhah, who is called both Jacob's "'concubin(!" 
(Gen 35:22) and one of his "'wives" (Gen ]7:2). Again, the prediction that someone would 
lie with David's "wives'" in broad daylight (2 Sam 12:11) is fulfilled with Absalom going in to 
his lather's "concubines" (2 Sam 16:22). 

28. See, e.g., John S. Mbiti, l ol'l! and MOfriate in Africa (Essex. England; Longman. 1971), 
190: Clifton R. Maberly. wThe Polygamous V.uQn1: The Policy and Practice 01 a Church" 
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(unpublished paper; Center for Adventist Research, James ·White library, Andrews 
Univenity. Berrien Springs, MI, 1975). 12. 

29. See esp. the detailed narrative analysis in du Preez, Polygamy in Ihe Bible, 164-172. 

30. See Genesis 46, 49; Exodus I; Deuteronomy 33. 

31. The divine being also "struck" [wo)'Yiggal the "socket of his hip," literally, "the hand 
of his thigh" [kap..ytr~O]. In light of the usage of ykll< elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible to 
refer to the genital an~a (e.g., and Gen 46:26: Exod 1:5; Num 5:21-29), it has been 
suggested that the "hand of the thigh" is a euphemism for Jacob's penis. and that God 
struck his organ 01 regeneration as an implicit rebUke to his polygamous relationships, (See 
Stanley GevirU. "Of Patriarchs and Puns: Joseph at the Fountain, Jacob at the Ford,"HUO\ 
46 (1975]: 52, 53; S. H. Smith, "'Heel' and 'Thigh'; The Concept of Sexuality in the Jacob
Esau Narratives," vr 40 (1990): 463-473). However, in light of Genesis 32:32 ~ which 
correlate$ the anatomical part of animals subsequently not eaten by the people 01 Israel 
with the part of Jacob's body touched by the divine being ~ it seems more likely that the 
kop h<l)Yllr..1< relers to the "broad part of the thigh" or perhaps the general area of [he 
"groin" on both the animal and Jacob. The narrator also indicates that Jacob's encounter 
at the Jabbok leaves him "limping upon his thigh "$';00' 'ol-y<rllko, which seems to be a clear 
reference to an anatomiu! part other than the genitals. Even if the term does not 
specifICally reler to Jacob's genitals, the intentional ambiguity in use of terminology seems 
to indicate at least a possible intended play on words with this sexual euphemism, and the 
disabling blow to Jacob's thigh may possibly allude to a divine disapproval of Jacob's 
polygamous relationship. 

32. Zvi Jagendorl insightfully points out why Jacob would retain Rachel as his original 
wife and not Leah: "In the dark Jacob knows Leah sexually, but he knows her as Rochel, for 
the image in his mind prevails over the pre$ence of the woman at his side;" ('''In the 
Morning, Behold. It was Leah': Genesis and the Reversal of Sexual Knowledge," in Biblical 
Patterns in Modem Uterow~ [ed. David H. Hirsch and Nehama Aschkenasy; BJS 77; Chico, 
CA: Scholars Press, 198-41,53; repro Irom Proo(4 [1984]). 

33. Inter_faith marriages in the Old Testament are discussed in chapter 7 of Davidson's 
Flame o(Yahweh. 

34. So. e.g.,Jacqueline Williams, '''And She Became "Snow White"': Numbers 12: 1-16," 
OTE 15 (2002): 259-26R 

35. So, e.g., Ronald S. Allen. "Numbers," in The Expasitor's Bible CommentOlY, 12 vols. 
(Grand Rapids: Zondcrvan, 1976-1992),2:797_798. 

36. John Rea, "Zipporah," WBE 2:1848·1849. 

37. R. K. Harrison, Numbe~ (WEC; Chicago: Moody, 1990), 194. 

38. James K. Hoffmeier, "Zipporah."ISBE 4: 120 I. See also John Joseph Owens. Numbe~ 
(BSC I: Nashville: Sroadman, 1970), 118: N. H. Snaith, levitials and Numbe~ (NCB: 
london: Nelson, 1967), 234. Even though the parallel between "Cush" and "Midian" in 
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Habakkuk is later than the time of the Exodus purported by the canonical text of Nllmbers 
12, Habakkuk may well reflect a usage already apparent some ,encuries eadier. 

39. Gerhard Jasper, "Polygyny in the Old Testament," Africa Theologkol Journal 2 
(February 1969): 36. Cf. Frank M. Cross, From Epic to Conan: History and Literature in Ancient 
Israel (Baltimore: JohllS Hopkins University Press, 1998). 45, 46, 51; and Stefl Hidal, "The 
Land of Cush in the Old Testament," sEA" 1·42 (1976-1977): 102. 

40. For major proponenu of this view. see the listings in Edwin M. Yamauchi, Africa and 
rhe Bibk (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2004), 36-37; James L Kugel, Traditions o(llie Sible: A Guide 
to me Bible As It Was ot the SlOft of !he Common Era (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1998), 5 12-5 J 3; and the scholars dted above. 

<41. See Harrison, Numbers, 177. For Ugaritic and Egyptian examples of paired names, 
see esp., C. H. Gordon, Before the Bible: The Common Background of Greek and Hebrew 
O\lilisalions (New York: Harper and Row, 1962),236-238; and Kenneth A. Kitchen, Ancient 
Orient and Old Testament (Downers Grove, IL: Inte rVarsity Press, 1966), 121 -125. 

42. Note that the grammar of Numbers 12:1 mentions Miriam arld Aaron as subjects 
of the complaint against Moses' marriage to the Cushite woman, but the verb 'arnar "to 
speak" is in the feminine singular. Thus one should read; "Then Miriam and Aaron, she 
spoke against Moses ... !., Miriam was the ringleader of the dissatisfaction, and Aaron 
passively went along. 

43. The matter of mixed marriages is e~mined in chapter 7 of Davidson's Flame of 
Yahweh. 

44. It appears in the Septuagint (LXX), Targum, Vulgate, and the Qere, but such seem 
to be based upon tn.nslational considerations and not actual manuscript evidence. 

'IS. Kaiser, Toward Old Testament Ethia, 184; d. du Preez, Polygamy in the Bible, 66. 

46. Forthemeaningof"different" or ··distinctfrom," see Numbers I 4:14; Deuteronomy 
29:28; Judges I J :2; Isaiah 28: I J; Jeremiah 22:26; 36:28, 32. See also BDB. 29. 

47. Verse 10 does contain a list of three things; hcmce J refer to the "three things." But 
actually, recent studies of the literary structure of this passage have indicated that the 
"these three things" of verse ! I do not refer back to this list of three in ver5e 10, but 
rather refer to the three preceding apodoses in verses 8b, 9b, and lOb. The structure of 
Exodus 21 :2-11 describes two main cases (vss. 2 and 7), each with three subsidiary cases 
(v$s. 30, 3b, 'I; and vss. 8, 9, 10) and a concluding exception case (vss. S-6 and vs. I I). See 
Hugenberger, Marriage as a Covenon~ 320-321, who points out that this is also the view of 
Rashi, Ibn Ezra. and Rashbam. Cf. the foufldationalliterary afla lysis by Yair Zakovitch, "For 
Three . .. and for Four"; The Paaem for lhe Numerical Sequence Thrt"1! - four in the 6{ble 
(Hebrew; 2 vols.: Jerusalem: Makor, 1979), 2:452; summarized in Gregory C. Chirichlgno, 
"Debt Slavery in the Ancient Near East and Israel: An ExaminatiOfl of the Biblical 
Manumission laws in Exod 21 :6, 7-1 I; Deut 15: 12-18; Lev 25:39-54" (Ph.D. diss., Council 
for National Academic Awards, 1989), 226-227. 
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-48. See LXX. Syriac, ~nd Targuml. For a mo~rn ddtns!! of this view, sce esp. Robert 
North, "Flesh, Covering. a Response, Ex. xxi 10," IT S (1955): 204-206. This tr.uuluion 
suppose$ a connection WIth the Hebrew root 'nh III "to ravish, oppreu, do violence to, 
humiliate" (although Ibn Ezra relates the term to 'I/. "time," presuming ... reference to 
"times of sexual relatioos") . Such (onnections are quenionable, and have not met with as 
widespread acceptance by phonologisu ;n recent sturlies. 

49. Hugenberger, Mo"joee os (I CovetK/lll. 320, summarizing the view of other re<:ent 
studies (see the "ext footnote). Shalom Paul ('hod. 21 :10: A Threefold Maintenance 
Clause," JNES 28 [1969]: 48.53) suUtSU that the term 'bid should be tn.R$lated "oil," 
bued upon Sumerian and Akkadian texts that spnk of "food, clothing and oil" as the ba~k 
necClssities of life, but this view also does not appear to have strong linguistic support, ~ince 
the meaning "oil" for '61e Is Clisewhere unatte5ted in Hebrew, and there I~ no linguistic 
relationship between the Akkadian and Sumerian terms for "oil" and the one used in 
Exodus 21 :10. Thu~ the etymology of 'wa is left unexplained. 

50. ~ Umberto Cassuto, A Commentary on the 800k o( Exodus Oerusalern: Magnes, 
1967),269, who translates as ~cOfldition$ of her abode:' and adds: ~This appears to be the 
real meaning 01 the word '''''.&'1. and not as later tradition interpreted it: times 01 
cohabitation:' Nahum H. Sarna, Exodus (The Jps Torah CommeflUry: Philadelphia: Jewish 
Publication Society, (969). 121, poinu to medieval Jewish e:o:egetes (such as Rashblm and 
BClkhor Shor) who came to this same condusion. Hugenberger, Marrioge as 0 Covenont, 321, 
also favors this view. Cf. Wolfram von Soden, "Zum hebralschen Worterbuch," UF 13 
(1981): 159-160. 

51 . Cassuto, &odm, 269. 

52 . For alternative interpretations 01 the meaning of this paulge that also do not involve 
the assumption of a polygamist relatiOflship, see Hugenberger, MOflloge os 0 Covenont. 320-
322. 
53. MAL A §31 (COS 2.1 32:356·357: d. ANET, 182): "If 3 man presents the bridal gift to 
his father-irl-Iaw's house, and although his wife is dead there are other daughters of his 
father.irl,law, if he so pleases, he shall marry a daughter of hi~ father-in-law in lieu of his 
deceased wife." HL §192 (COS 2.19: I 18; d. ANET, 196): "If a man's wife dies, [he may take 
her) siner (as his wife.] It Is not an offence." These laws reveal the approval of scron.te 
marriage (Ifter death) among the A$s)'1"ians and Hittites. Hl § 194 (COS 2.19:118; d . ANET, 
196: translated lbove undet" Incient near eastern background soction) implies thu this type 
01 marriage is forbidden while both sisters ire alive. 

54. For a dcuilcd examination of this pungc, see esp. Angelo T osato, "'The law of 
leviticus 16: 18: A Reexamination," C6Q 46 (1964); 199·214; d. Hugenbergcr, Morriage as 
o Covenant, I 15-1 18; and John MLlrray, Principles o(CondlKt (Gn.nd Rapids: Eerdmans, 1957), 
250-256. 



55, ExodU$ 26;3 ('h ), 5, 6, 17; Ezekiel 1:9,23; 3:13, This is tnle whether OI' !\Ot persom 
are in view. Tlle references in Exodus 26 reler to the couplin, of cumins ;and clasps ;and 
b<w'ds (all feminine words) "one [in addition) to the other," ~tenJly .... woman to her 
sistet'." The pOlSAges in Ezekiel refer to the wings (feminine) of the cherubim touch ing "one 
[in addition) to the other," litenlly "a worn .. n to her $i$ler." A similar eKpression, 'iSUi 
r#iJrtlt litenlly, "a woman with her friendineighlxK," is used to desuibe the guhering of 
birds, "each with h(!r mile" (Iu 34: I 5.16), ;and of women teaching "one [toJ another" Ocr 
9:20), 

56. Gen(!sis 37:19: ~2:21, 28; Exodus 16:15; 25:20; 37:9; Numbers I~:~: 2 Kings 7:6; 
J(!rerniah 13:H; 25:26; Ezekiel 24:23; 33:)0. 

57. Milgrom (temicus 17-12, 15~8) claims that taking this expreuion 0lS referring to two 
titenl (consanguine) sisters is "the plain meaning of the wo rds.- but does following the 
"plain meJ.ning" ignore I consistent idiomatic distributive use of I Jiven expression 
throughout the rest of the Hebrew 8ibke! NrtherJ1lOl'e, thk expt'ession "a worN.nlwife to 
her lister," even taken "Iiteraly" (~e .. not idiomuia.11y in the distributive seMel is far from 
"plain": it is a very awkward way to describe twO consanguine sis\erl, esp. when another 
dire<t WIly to desuibe a close blood reluionship is used by the: writer in the previous verse 
(see the next point below). 

58. So, e.g., Milgrom, Levirkus /7-22, I S~9. 

59. Tosato, "Leviticus 18:18." 202, n. 8, 

60. Ibid" 202-208. Cf, Doug C. Mohrmann, "Making Sense of Sex: A Study of Leviticus 
18," jSOT 29 (2004): 71, who recogniICs "a clear shift in the redaction of the sc)(ual laws 
u v. 18," i nd argues thu the laws mentioned in verse 18 and following "hive moved 
beyond the unit of the fifllily into the l:ir,et' society" (although unfortun .. tely, he does not 
lee the irnp~ution for :lpplying this verse to polygyny in ,ener.ll ind not only sorond 
polygyny). 

61 . Davidson further !\Otes: "At the Arne time, I do not find convincing the arrument 
~ed by some thit ve rse 18 is pl~ced in literary affinity with the verses 19-20 only 
bec.ause these verses. unlike verses 6-17, deil with conditions that can end. It is diffICult to 
... odentand how the incelWOtls rel~tion$hips of verses 6·17 are .. ny more 01' len 
perminent thall the adulterous rel .. tionship 0/ .. man with another min's wife (Vi , 20). Thus 
verse 18 does not appear to be in a Janus relationship looking backward to the permanent 
incest la~s and forward to the time·limited legislation that follows, as has been argued. 

62, The alleged parallel between LeYiticus 18: 18-19 and Leviticus 20: 17- 18 - the latter 
pasACe 01 which cootains;an unambiguous prohibition of m .. rrqge to a literal sister (20: 17) 
followed by reference to sex with a mensuuating wonun(20: 18, like 18: 19) - does not hold 
any weight in indicating that Leviticus 18:18 refers [0 i ~tenl siner, since in Leviticus 20:17 
the ~ter.ll sister that is mentioned hOlS the specifIC deflflin, limi tations aWlcl'led (Mhis father's 
d:;t.ughter" 01' - his mothe1"s daughter! and refers back to Leviticus 18:9, not to Leviticus 
18:18, which has no defonin, imitation. ~ can be seen in detail in ~ter 10 of O"yidson·s 
FIorM o(Yohweh, the principle of orpniution fOl' the prohibitions in Leviticus 18 is entirely 
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different from that of Leviticu~ 20: Leviticus 18 is ordered by family relationships from the 
closen to the farthest. while Leviticus 20 is uranged a<;cording to punishmenu bued on 
the crime's severity. from the mon severe to the least - thus alleged parallels of placement 
between the two chapters are not helpful in determining the referent of the term "sister" 
in Leviticus 18: 18. 

6). Ibid~ 207. 

M . Hugenberger. Momoge as a Covenant, 117. It appears to me like special pleading to 
argue. as some have done, that the general reference to "rivar is worded in this W1t.y.K> 
that the ~w can be expanded by logical extension to refer to any other woman. It does IlOt 

make sense that the "rival" in this law is allowed to be extended to refer to any other 
woman. while thO) term "sister"ls not allowed such extension, esp. whcn it is a part of the 
idiomatic phrase "a woman to hcr sister" whleh evcrywhere else in the Hebrew Bible is 
extended to indudc all other women. 

65. Ibid .• 203. 

66. Ibld~ 118. 
67. I atknOWledge that there is one case 01 incest mentioned in Leviticus I B - sex with 
a gnndc!aughter, verse 17a - which also does not find a tOrresponding punishment 
mentioned in Leviticus 20, and so Leviticus 18: 18 could theoretically be another example 
of such omission for incest. But In light of all the other lines of evidcnce cited above, it 
scems preferable to concludc that Leviticus 18: 18 is not referred to In the list of 
punishmenu of Leviticus 20 because indeed it does not deal with intest at all, but nther 
with polygamy. which is condemned by God as immoral althoogh it goes unpunished within 
the Isnelite legal system. 

68. See Domoscus Documem (-4QDj 4:20-21, and the discussion in T Ogto, "leviticus 
18:18." 202·204, 208-21-4; Temple SeroR ( I IQTj 57:17-1 9, and the discussion In Ylpel 
Yadln, The Temple xroR: The Hidden law o(the Dead Seo Sea (New York; Random House, 
1985),200; Yigad Yadin, ed., The Temple Scroll (3 vols; Jerusalem: Isnel Exploration Society, 
1983), 2;258; and David In$tone-Brewer, "Nomological Exegesis in Qumran 'Divorce' 
Texu," AevQ 18 (1998): 561 -579. 

69. Tosato. "Leviticus 18:18." 208. 

70. Thh point is il"gtled In the discussion 01 homosexual pnctice and bestiality fill 
chapter 4). and in subsequent chapters (7, 8, and 10) ofcnvidsOfl'S Rome o(Y~h. where 
he deab with other sexuany-relued p<"ohibitions. 

71 . See analysis 01 Steven A. Kaufman. "The Structure 01 the Deuteronomic law," 
Mocrov 1·2 (1978-1979): 105- 158, distussed in chapter J of Davidson's Fk1me o(Yohweh .. 
Kaufman discusscs the Deuteronomi<: summary of laws amplifying the fifth commandmerlt 
on pp. 125, 133- 13-4. Cf. Dennis T. Olson. Deutercnomyerni me Deem o(Meses: A The<lIerkel 
Reodinr (OBT; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1994), 78-87. 
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12. See. e.t., Je3Il·Jacque$ Bouit, wA Christian Considemion 01 PoIypmy" (D.Min. 
project report. Andrews University, 1981 ), 79-80. 

13. So, e., .• Eugene Hillman, Po;-,omy Reoconsidered: Afiican PJurai Mamo,e and the 
amslian COOrch (Maryknoll NY: Orb.s BooIu. 1975), 1-45. 
H. BOB 916; d . HALOT. 1177. See the NIV translation of "incrUSt" 01" "add" for 
sever~1 pa$s~es of rAbii in the hjp'~; e.g .• Deut I: I 0 ("increued YOtlr numbers''); Le\l 26:9 
("increase your numbers [of people)"; Jer 30: 19 ("add to their numbers"). 

7S. Hugenberger, Martiege as a Covenant, I 19. 

76. I acknowled,e the ponibility that coe could also interpret this IUlO:tapositioning as 
a contnn between "" lot or' (hones and wives) aM ..... very lot of' (wealth). The 
immecflue context must be the rlnal determiner. see discunion below for such context. 

71. One might uk why, if the intent of the fN"ohibition ~ to forbid d polyany, did not 
the rwntOl" $mpfy »y repe--ding ~ kin" HHe slWl not take ffiOI"e thVl one wife" or some 
such statement. But.;u Hugen.berzer notes. such suuement would not ulc:e into account 
··the undeniable right to mmy following divorce or the death of a spouse;H (Marriafe 0$ (J 

CoYeflOllf, 110, n. 1 )1). FYnhermore. such statement would break the ~ten.ry flow of the 
pa.n.l!elism .vnong the three prohibitions. as noted above. 

78. Ibid., 120. 

79. See esp. Patrick D. Miller, Dellle ronomy (lac; LO llisville, KY: J o~n Knox Press, 1990), 
lia-li9: "'Deuteronomy's primary COrlcern was !hilt t~e king be the model Israelite" 
(emp~asis original). 

SO. See Temple ScraJI <I' QT') S7:17- 19: "And he [the king] shill! not take in ~ddition to 
her <If\Other wile, lo r $he aJone shall be with him aU days 01 her life; bot if she dies, then he 
an uke to hinuelhoother . .. . ~; d . " Fnogments oh udoklte Sect. H 7:i . in The Apoaypho 
aod PseodepifraphG or che Old Testament in Enrhh. R. H. Ch;r.rles, ed~ 1 vols. (Oxford: 
Cbrendon, 1913),1:810; Hugenberger, Marriore 0$ 0 Cownont. 120; OIIld Innone-Brewer, 
MNomoIogiaI Exegesis.M 560-568. 

81. Kaiser. Toward Old Testament E!hies, 187. 

82. See chaptet' 9 of Davidsoo's Aome or Yahweh for more on this issue. 

a). See, e.g., Calum M. Carmkhael, Women, low, and the Genesis Traditions <Edinburg~: 

Edinburgh University Press, 1979), ) 1-32. 

ai. This is dealt with in <leuil in ,hapter 8 of Davidson's Flame or Yahweh. 

85. Davidson examines this law in more detail in connection with the issue of 
Pl"ocreation in chapter 11 01 his FIome or Yohweh. 

86. Anthony Phil~p~ Oeuwnnamy (CBC; Umbt"idge, Engbod: COIIllbridge University 
Preu, 1973). 168. 

87. Leupold,~, 980 [JU.lic.s ild4ed). 

88. This is contn. Raymond Westbrook's b.scimtillg. but misguided thesis. 
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89. See Phyllis Trible's literary feminist study of the narrative in Te>:u o(Terror: Uteraty-
Feminist Readings of Biblkol Narratives (OBT; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984), 65-92. 

90. The motivation for Elkanah's bigamy may well have been Hannah's infertility, as in 
the case of Abram an$l Hagar. and as attened in ancient ncar eastern law and practice in 
Mesopotamia. 

91. Sec esp. I Samuel I :7, when) the incident of the previous verse (in which the rival 
wife "provoked her severely") happened "year by year," Every year "she provoked her" 
and this called forth from Hannah severe anguish: "she wept and did not eat." She was "in 
bitterness of soul ... and wept in anguish" (vs. 10): she was "a woman of sorrowful spi rit" 
(VI. IS) who experienced "affliction" (vs. II). Note that the word for "rival wife·· used in 
the story of Elkanah, come~ from the verbal root srr, echoing the usage of the same root 
in leviticus 18:18, where God prohibits taking a second wife "to rival" the first. This 
intertextual echo employed by the narrator implicitly condemns Elkanah's practice. 

92. The refusal to obey the Pentateuchal command against royal polygamy appear.; to 
have been largely responsible for the general apostasy of Israel. See, esp. I Kings It : 1-7, 
where the wording echoes Deuteronomy 17:17. signaling the narrator's lnte,.,t to 
emphasize that Solomon's aaions were in violation of the Mmaic law. 
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