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Background: When Joshua died, the conquest of The Promised Land was only 
partially completed. In large part, Israel had followed the instructions of YHWH 
regarding the taking of the land and the destruction of the indigenous population 
who lived there, but Israel had not followed God completely. Large sections of the 
indigenous population remained and were not under Israeli control.  
 
From the time of the occupation (around 1380 BC) until the beginning of the 
Monarchs (1050 BC) Israel was a THEOCRACY, a nation whose king was God. Israel 
was supposed to listen to and follow the word of the Lord, but as we have already 
seen, Israel was not good at following the instructions of YHWH. Her failure to do 
so left her in trouble time and again. Partial obedience to the word of the Lord is 
disobedience to the word of the Lord and always leads to disaster. “Judges 
provides many examples of the principle that OBEDIENCE TO THE LAW BRINGS 
PEACE, WHEREAS DISOBEDIENCE MEANS OPPRESSION AND DEATH” (Charles 
Ryrie).  This is the constantly repeated lesson of the Book of Judges. Judges is the 
story of the time in Israel’s early history when “Every man did what was right in 
his own eyes” (17:6 and 21:25). This always results in chaos and disaster. 
 
In the Book of Judges a recurrent theme emerges: Step one - The people are 
following the will of YHWH; Step two - The people stop obeying the word of the 
Lord; Step three - An enemy arises that oppresses the people of God; Step four - 
The people cry out to God for help; Step five - God answers Israel’s prayer by 
sending them a deliverer (a judge to lead her, a Messiah); Step six - The people 
repent and return to the Lord. Then, the process begins again. Judges simply 
repeats this pattern over and over again.  God’s people are “stiff necked and 
disobedient.” God is forever faithful. If God’s people would follow God’s word, 
they could save themselves hardship, worry, pain, etc. But they choose to do 
what seems right in their own eyes. 
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Judges 20:1-21:25 
 
Verses 20:1-3 
Then all Israel from Dan to Beersheba and from the land of Gilead came 
together as one and assembled before the LORD in Mizpah. 2 The leaders of all 
the people of the tribes of Israel took their places in the assembly of God’s 
people, four hundred thousand men armed with swords. 3 (The Benjamites heard 
that the Israelites had gone up to Mizpah.) Then the Israelites said, “Tell us how 
this awful thing happened.” 

• For background, see exegetical notes prepared for Judges 19:1-30. 
• By sending the body parts of his concubine to the tribes of Israel, the priest 

had issued a call for action. The tribes, excluding the tribe of Benjamin, 
assembled at Mizpah. There were 400,000 of them. The tribe of Benjamin 
knew about the meeting but did not attend. 

• The gathered Israelites demanded to know why the priest had divided the 
concubine’s corpse and sent each of them a part of it. 

 
Verses 4-7 
4 So the Levite, the husband of the murdered woman, said, “I and my concubine 
came to Gibeah in Benjamin to spend the night. 5 During the night the men of 
Gibeah came after me and surrounded the house, intending to kill me. They 
raped my concubine, and she died. 6 I took my concubine, cut her into pieces and 
sent one piece to each region of Israel’s inheritance, because they committed 
this lewd and outrageous act in Israel. 7 Now, all you Israelites, speak up and tell 
me what you have decided to do.” 

• The priest told them the story of what had happened in Gibeah and 
demanded to know what action Israel would take in the matter. 

 
Verses 8-17 
8 All the men rose up together as one, saying, “None of us will go home. No, not 
one of us will return to his house. 9 But now this is what we’ll do to Gibeah: We’ll 
go up against it in the order decided by casting lots. 10 We’ll take ten men out of 
every hundred from all the tribes of Israel, and a hundred from a thousand, and 
a thousand from ten thousand, to get provisions for the army. Then, when the 
army arrives at Gibeah in Benjamin, it can give them what they deserve for this 
outrageous act done in Israel.” 11 So all the Israelites got together and united as 
one against the city. 
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12 The tribes of Israel sent messengers throughout the tribe of Benjamin, saying, 
“What about this awful crime that was committed among you? 13 Now turn 
those wicked men of Gibeah over to us so that we may put them to death and 
purge the evil from Israel.” 
But the Benjamites would not listen to their fellow Israelites. 14 From their towns 
they came together at Gibeah to fight against the Israelites. 15 At once the 
Benjamites mobilized twenty-six thousand swordsmen from their towns, in 
addition to seven hundred able young men from those living in 
Gibeah. 16 Among all these soldiers there were seven hundred select troops who 
were left-handed, each of whom could sling a stone at a hair and not miss. 
17 Israel, apart from Benjamin, mustered four hundred thousand swordsmen, all 
of them fit for battle. 

• The tribes of Israel gathered at Mizpah decided to avenge the crime 
committed against the priest and his concubine immediately. The mustered 
an army of 400,000 men. They sent messages throughout the territory of 
Benjamin informing the Benjamites of what had happened in Gibeah and of 
their intention to handle the matter by attacking Gibeah. 

• The Benjamites assembled an army of 26,000, plus 700 specially trained 
forces to defend Gibeah. 

 
Verses 18-28 
18 The Israelites went up to Bethel and inquired of God. They said, “Who of us is 
to go up first to fight against the Benjamites?” 
The LORD replied, “Judah shall go first.” 
19 The next morning the Israelites got up and pitched camp near Gibeah. 20 The 
Israelites went out to fight the Benjamites and took up battle positions against 
them at Gibeah. 21 The Benjamites came out of Gibeah and cut down twenty-two 
thousand Israelites on the battlefield that day. 22 But the Israelites encouraged 
one another and again took up their positions where they had stationed 
themselves the first day. 23 The Israelites went up and wept before the LORD until 
evening, and they inquired of the LORD. They said, “Shall we go up again to 
fight against the Benjamites, our fellow Israelites?” 
The LORD answered, “Go up against them.” 
24 Then the Israelites drew near to Benjamin the second day. 25 This time, when 
the Benjamites came out from Gibeah to oppose them, they cut down another 
eighteen thousand Israelites, all of them armed with swords. 
26 Then all the Israelites, the whole army, went up to Bethel, and there they sat 
weeping before the LORD. They fasted that day until evening and presented 
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burnt offerings and fellowship offerings to the LORD. 27 And the Israelites 
inquired of the LORD. (In those days the ark of the covenant of God was 
there, 28 with Phinehas son of Eleazar, the son of Aaron, ministering before 
it.) They asked, “Shall we go up again to fight against the Benjamites, our fellow 
Israelites, or not?” 
The LORD responded, “Go, for tomorrow I will give them into your hands.” 

• Before setting out for Gibeah, the Israelites inquired of God (vs. 18). But the 
inquiry was limited. It only concerned the order of march. Israel assumed 
that YHWH would bless the encounter with the Benjamites because of the 
great evil which had been done in Gibeah. 

• In the first battle, Israel lost badly to Benjamin. After their defeat, they 
inquired of God about the venture. God told them to attack Benjamin 
which they did for a second time. Again, Israel was soundly defeated. 

• Again, they inquired of God about the venture. This time they went to 
Bethel where the Tabernacle and the Ark of the Covenant were kept. They 
wept before God and fasted, seeking to know if God would bless them in 
their action against Benjamin. God said that they should attack and 
promised them victory. 

• This appears to have been a great test of Israel’s faith in God. Their army 
greatly outnumbered that of Benjamin. Right was on their side for 
Benjamin had committed a horrible crime. They had inquired of God three 
times and even though he seemed to respond that they should attack, they 
had been soundly defeated twice before. Would they trust God and attack 
a third time or would they not trust God and go home? 

 
Verses 29-48 
29 Then Israel set an ambush around Gibeah. 30 They went up against the 
Benjamites on the third day and took up positions against Gibeah as they had 
done before. 31 The Benjamites came out to meet them and were drawn 
away from the city. They began to inflict casualties on the Israelites as before, 
so that about thirty men fell in the open field and on the roads—the one leading 
to Bethel and the other to Gibeah. 32 While the Benjamites were saying, “We are 
defeating them as before,” the Israelites were saying, “Let’s retreat and draw 
them away from the city to the roads.” 
33 All the men of Israel moved from their places and took up positions at Baal 
Tamar, and the Israelite ambush charged out of its place on the west of 
Gibeah. 34 Then ten thousand of Israel’s able young men made a frontal attack 
on Gibeah. The fighting was so heavy that the Benjamites did not realize how 
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near disaster was. 35 The LORD defeated Benjamin before Israel, and on that day 
the Israelites struck down 25,100 Benjamites, all armed with swords. 36 Then the 
Benjamites saw that they were beaten. 
Now the men of Israel had given way before Benjamin, because they relied on 
the ambush they had set near Gibeah. 37 Those who had been in ambush made a 
sudden dash into Gibeah, spread out and put the whole city to the sword. 38 The 
Israelites had arranged with the ambush that they should send up a great cloud 
of smoke from the city, 39 and then the Israelites would counterattack. 
The Benjamites had begun to inflict casualties on the Israelites (about thirty), 
and they said, “We are defeating them as in the first battle.” 40 But when the 
column of smoke began to rise from the city, the Benjamites turned and saw the 
whole city going up in smoke. 41 Then the Israelites counterattacked, and the 
Benjamites were terrified, because they realized that disaster had come on 
them. 42 So they fled before the Israelites in the direction of the wilderness, but 
they could not escape the battle. And the Israelites who came out of the towns 
cut them down there. 43 They surrounded the Benjamites, chased them and 
easily overran them in the vicinity of Gibeah on the east. 44 Eighteen thousand 
Benjamites fell, all of them valiant fighters. 45 As they turned and fled toward 
the wilderness to the rock of Rimmon, the Israelites cut down five thousand men 
along the roads. They kept pressing after the Benjamites as far as Gidom and 
struck down two thousand more. 
46 On that day twenty-five thousand Benjamite swordsmen fell, all of them 
valiant fighters. 47 But six hundred of them turned and fled into the wilderness to 
the rock of Rimmon, where they stayed four months. 48 The men of Israel went 
back to Benjamin and put all the towns to the sword, including the animals and 
everything else they found. All the towns they came across they set on fire. 

• Israel did attack Gibeah a third time as God had instructed. The battle plan 
was involved and is explained above. It involved attacks and counter- 
attacks, and ambush. It resulted in the defeat of Benjamin. Only 600 men 
from the army of Benjamin escaped. After the battle, Israel returned and 
torched all of the cities in the territory of Benjamin. They killed all of the 
surviving members of the tribe of Benjamin except the 600 soldiers who 
were still hiding in the desert. 

 
Verses 21:1-9 
21 The men of Israel had taken an oath at Mizpah: “Not one of us will give his 
daughter in marriage to a Benjamite.” 
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2 The people went to Bethel, where they sat before God until evening, raising 
their voices and weeping bitterly. 3 “LORD, God of Israel,” they cried, “why has 
this happened to Israel? Why should one tribe be missing from Israel today?” 
4 Early the next day the people built an altar and presented burnt offerings and 
fellowship offerings. 
5 Then the Israelites asked, “Who from all the tribes of Israel has failed to 
assemble before the LORD?” For they had taken a solemn oath that anyone who 
failed to assemble before the LORD at Mizpah was to be put to death. 
6 Now the Israelites grieved for the tribe of Benjamin, their fellow Israelites. 
“Today one tribe is cut off from Israel,” they said. 7 “How can we provide wives 
for those who are left, since we have taken an oath by the LORD not to give them 
any of our daughters in marriage?” 8 Then they asked, “Which one of the tribes 
of Israel failed to assemble before the LORD at Mizpah?” They discovered that no 
one from Jabesh Gilead had come to the camp for the assembly. 9 For when they 
counted the people, they found that none of the people of Jabesh Gilead were 
there. 

• In their zeal to punish Benjamin, the tribes of Israel had been harsh. Not 
only had they killed all but 600 men from Benjamin but they had vowed 
that they would not allow their daughters to marry into the tribe of 
Benjamin. The result of their actions would result in the annihilation of the 
tribe of Benjamin. 

• In concern for the future of Benjamin, Israel ordered that all the tribes 
assemble at Mizpah to bring this matter to YHWH’s attention and seek his 
plan for fixing it. They asked God how to provide for Benjamin so that the 
tribe would not become extinct. 

• When they took attendance, they discovered that the only city which had 
not come to the meeting was Jabesh Gilead.   

 
Verses 10-12 
10 So the assembly sent twelve thousand fighting men with instructions to go to 
Jabesh Gilead and put to the sword those living there, including the women and 
children. 11 “This is what you are to do,” they said. “Kill every male and every 
woman who is not a virgin.” 12 They found among the people living in Jabesh 
Gilead four hundred young women who had never slept with a man, and they 
took them to the camp at Shiloh in Canaan. 

• Since the people had agreed to attend the meeting on pain of death (vs 5), 
Israel sent out 12,000 fighting men to destroy the city. The instructions 
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given to the army were to destroy the city and kill all of its inhabitants, 
except women who were virgins.  

• In Jabesh Gilead there were 400 virgins who were taken captive. 
 
Verses 13-14 
13 Then the whole assembly sent an offer of peace to the Benjamites at the rock 
of Rimmon. 14 So the Benjamites returned at that time and were given the 
women of Jabesh Gilead who had been spared. But there were not enough for 
all of them. 

• Israel offered peace to the 600 men of Benjamin who were in the desert. 
They gave a wife to each of the Benjamites, but since there were 600 men 
and only 400 virgins, they were short 200 women.  

 
Verses 15-25 
15 The people grieved for Benjamin, because the LORD had made a gap in the 
tribes of Israel. 16 And the elders of the assembly said, “With the women of 
Benjamin destroyed, how shall we provide wives for the men who are 
left? 17 The Benjamite survivors must have heirs,” they said, “so that a tribe of 
Israel will not be wiped out. 18 We can’t give them our daughters as wives, since 
we Israelites have taken this oath: ‘Cursed be anyone who gives a wife to a 
Benjamite.’ 19 But look, there is the annual festival of the LORD in Shiloh, which 
lies north of Bethel, east of the road that goes from Bethel to Shechem, and 
south of Lebonah.” 
20 So they instructed the Benjamites, saying, “Go and hide in the vineyards 21 and 
watch. When the young women of Shiloh come out to join in the dancing, rush 
from the vineyards and each of you seize one of them to be your wife. Then 
return to the land of Benjamin. 22 When their fathers or brothers complain to us, 
we will say to them, ‘Do us the favor of helping them, because we did not get 
wives for them during the war. You will not be guilty of breaking your oath 
because you did not give your daughters to them.’” 
23 So that is what the Benjamites did. While the young women were 
dancing, each man caught one and carried her off to be his wife. Then they 
returned to their inheritance and rebuilt the towns and settled in them. 
24 At that time the Israelites left that place and went home to their tribes and 
clans, each to his own inheritance. 
25 In those days Israel had no king; everyone did as they saw fit. 

• The people of Israel said, “The Lord has made a gap” (vs. 15). If the Lord 
made the gap, is it up to them to fill it? The people of Israel tied their own 
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hands by pledging that they would not allow their daughters to marry a 
man from the tribe of Benjamin (vs 17). Did the Lord tell them to make this 
pledge? Did anyone think to ask God in these matters? No! The elders of 
Israel devised a plan to fill the gap as seemed best to them even though 
they were not asked to fill the gap, nor to take a pledge regarding their 
daughters, and they did not consult YHWH about their plan. 

• Their plan was for the 200 Benjamite men who did not have wives to go to 
the festival at Shiloh where a festival to YHWH was being held. The men 
were to hide there and when the young women of Shiloh came out to 
dance, the men were to snatch one of the girls. That girl would become 
that man’s wife without her father’s consent. Thus, the men of Benjamin 
would get wives and the men of Israel would not have to break their word 
about giving their daughters to the men of Benjamin.  

• That is what the men of Benjamin did with the approval of all Israel. So the 
tribe of Benjamin was saved from extinction. The passage ends with the 
words, “in those days Israel had no king; everyone did as they saw fit.” The 
story of how the Israelites got wives for the men of Benjamin shows exactly 
what that phrase means. 
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