Literary Images of Women in the Hebrew Bible: 

Key Players or Tricksters?

1.  Introduction 


Feminist biblical scholarship highlights the leading roles attributed to certain women in 
certain biblical dramas. Literary presentations of female figures: they often play ‘cameo’ 
roles. 


Men are predominantly the central characters in Israelite traditions and history, but 
women often set important events in motion. Some are known for their independent 
spirit, as in the case of Hannah (I Sam. 2:1-10), or for their courage and perseverance, as 
in the case of Ruth and Naomi (for Ruth as a ‘new Tamar’, see Ruth 4:1-6).

2.  Key Players in Israel’s Salvation History 


2.1 The Women by the Nile Several women play a decisive role in Exod. 1-2, for the 
true heroines of the story are the midwives, Moses’ mother, his sister, and Pharaoh’s 
daughter. Note the resistance of the midwives, Shiphrah and Puah, to Pharaoh’s 
plan to kill all the sons of Hebrews at birth (1:15-16): ‘Because the Hebrew women are 
not like the Egyptian women, for they are vigorous and give birth before the midwife 
comes to them’ (1:19). It is unclear whether they are Egyptian or Hebrew maidservants 
(v. 15: ‘Hebrew midwives’), but they disobey Pharaoh because ‘they feared God’ (v. 
17). Drorah Setel comments: ‘From a literary viewpoint, the brief appearance of 
Shiphrah and Puah within the larger exodus story is highly suggestive. As those who aid 
birth, they are the first to assist in the birth of the Israelite nation’ (p.30). 


Unnamed women make an appearance after the birth of Moses: his mother, his sister and 
Pharaoh’s daughter. It could be a 
reference to Miriam (Exod. 15:20), named with Moses 
on several occasions (Num. 12:4; 26:59; I Chron. 6:3; Micah 6:4). Note also the role of 
Pharaoh’s daughter. She gives the child the name Moses, ‘for she said “I drew him out 
of 
the water”’ (2:10), a name that closely resembles the Hebrew verb ‘to take out’ 
(because she took Moses out of the water). The literal meaning of mosheh is ‘the one 
who takes 
out’; the girl unknowingly predicts that Moses will be the one who will take 
the Israelites out of Egypt. All these women have an important role to play in the 
survival and development of Moses; they are instruments employed by God to secure the 
deliverance of the Israelites.


2.2 Rahab The story of Rahab is about a woman who protects the Israelite spies from 
the 
king of Jericho (Joshua 2:4-7) and recognizes that God is on their side: ‘Yahweh 
your God is indeed God in heaven above and on earth below’ (2:11). Why does Rahab 
save the lives of these spies? A hint of self-interest can be detected (the protection of 
herself and her family), but primarily because of her faith. Her acts secure her own 
safety when Joshua enters Jericho (6:17, 22-25); she also enables Joshua and the 
Israelites to enter the land.

3. Women as Tricksters and Deceivers in the Hebrew Bible 


Women are often portrayed as key players in Israelite history through the theme of 
deception. But a distinction is made between a form of deception that is ultimately for 
Israel’s benefit and the more sinister and manipulative form of deception that seems to 
characterize foreign women.


3.1 Deception in a Man’s World At least six of the women in Genesis deceive their 
husbands, fathers or male family members (the daughters of Lot, Rebekah, Rachel, 
Tamar, Potiphar’s wife). They engage in acts of trickery or deception to further the 
careers of their husbands (Sarah: Gen. 12:10-20), or to secure the husband’s name 
(Tamar: Gen. 38). The daughters of Lot deceive their father: ‘Come, let us make our 
father drink wine, and we will lie with him, so that we may preserve offspring through 
our father’ (19:32). 


More well known is the case of the mother who promotes the ‘career’ of her son. Note 
the 
way in which Rebekah deceives Isaac to make sure that Jacob becomes his heir 
(Gen. 27); but she is not condemned for her act, for her deeds are in accordance with 
God’s will. Michal, moreover, aids David to escape from her father and lies to her 
father’s messengers about David’s whereabouts (I Sam. 19:11-17). 


What accounts for this ‘deceptiveness’? Many act in ways that are of benefit to the 
family (Tamar and Ruth) and God’s salvation history (Rebekah and Rahab). But more 
recent feminist studies note that it also points to their social inferiority and vulnerability 
in a patriarchal society; as marginalized figures, they must resort to trickery and 
deception in order to achieve their goals. 


Note the distinction between power and 
authority: biblical women possessed no 
authority (i.e. the kind of power recognized in social terms), but they could at times 
possess power (in the sense that they succeeded in fulfilling their own wishes). 
Their acts of trickery normally take place behind the scenes; their power is confined to 
the 
private rather than the public domain.


3.2 Dangerous Seductresses and Temptresses In other narratives deceptiveness 
becomes a malign condition with negative effects, associated in particular with foreign 
women. 


At the root of the deception of Potiphar’s wife is her sexual desire for Joseph. The only 
weapon of this scorned woman is deceit and lies. Ironically, this deception also enables 
Joseph’s misfortune to be transformed into a blessing.


Note also the case of the two women (other than his mother) mentioned in connection 
with Samson. His 
wife, a Philistine woman from Timnah, does not deceive in an active 
sense, but weeps in order to cajole him into explaining his riddle (Judges 14:15-18). 
Delilah carries out a deadly form of deceit in order to discover the source of Samson’s 
physical strength (Judges 
16:4ff). She is swayed by the promise of financial gain. Note 
her words: ‘How can you say “I love you”, when your heart is not with me? You have 
mocked me three times now and have not told me what makes your strength so great”. 
Finally after she had nagged him with her words day after day, and pestered him, he was 
tired to death. So he told her his whole secret’ (16:15-17). Here she uses her sexuality 
and rhetorical skills to trap Samson and, as noted by D.N. Fewell, “disappears from the 
story, financially secure for life” (p. 74). 


In stark contrast to the altruistic concerns of the women discussed in §3.1, these 
foreign women are guided by lust, self-interest and promises of wealth. Such sentiment 
is reflected in Eccles. 7:26: ‘I found more bitter than death the woman who is a trap, 
whose heart is snares and nets, whose hands are fetters’.


3.3 Why ‘Foreign Women’? Jezebel was of Phoenician descent (I Kings 16:13), a 
queen who also used deceptive means to capture the vineyard of Naboth (21:8-11). The 
equation of malign deceptiveness and foreign women also seems to be confirmed by 
symbolic images of ‘the foreign woman’ in Proverbs (personification of Folly, the 
negative counterpart of Wisdom) from which men should keep their distance (2:16-19; 
5:3-14, 20; 6:24-25; 7:5-27). Here is an image of a dangerous and immoral seductress, a 
married but unfaithful wife (as in the case of Potiphar’s wife) and her deadly weapons 
are her cunningness, her sexuality and her charms. She possesses ‘smooth words’ and 
seductive language (2:16; 5:3; 6:24; 7:5) but ‘her way (or house) leads down to death’ 
(2:18).


There is clearly a suspicion of foreign women among biblical authors. From the 
perspective of Proverbs, which probably belongs to the post-exilic community, ethnic 
purity was 
regarded as necessary for survival. It resulted from the fact that foreign 
women promoted 
idolatry among the Israelites. See, for example, I Kings 16:31-32 
where it is stated that Ahab not only took a foreign wife, but also built a house and altar 
for Baal (cf. I Kings 11:2-4; II Kings 9:22; Ezra 9:2; Neh. 13:25-27). They seduced 
Israelite men to worship other gods. Brenner (Israelite Woman, 121) thus comes to the 
conclusion: ‘Foreign women were accepted into the Judahite/Israelite community if and 
when they were prepared to forsake their previous ethnic, cultural, and religious ties and 
to adopt the systems of values and beliefs prevalent in their new environment’.
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