Everyday Life in Ancient Israel: Women as Wives and Daughters

1. Women as Daughters and Wives


The focal point of the lives of the ancient Israelites was the family or tribe, which followed a 
patrilineal structure (cf. Genesis 12-50).


1.1 Early Years and Marriage 

The fate of a woman from ‘the cradle to her grave’ was to be under male domination. Transference of authority from father to husband took place on the occasion of marriage. The unmarried woman was the object of shame (cf. Isa. 4:1: ‘Seven women shall take hold of one man in that day, saying, ‘We will eat our own bread and wear our own clothes; just let us be called by your name, take away our disgrace’). The girl would leave her own family to reside with her husband’s family (cf. Psalm 45:10: ‘Hear, O daughter, consider and incline your ear; forget your people and your father’s house’). The wedding feast was held in her home (cf. Gen. 29:21-28; Judges 14:10-20), where the married couple spent some time before setting up home with the family of the bridegroom (cf. Gen. 2:24: ‘man leaves his father and his mother and clings to his wife’).

Monogamy was widespread (cf. Deut. 21:15ff.), but there are numerous references to polygamous marriages (Gen. 12-50; Judges 8:30). Note the case of Leah and 
Rachel, and their statement about their father: ‘Are we not regarded by him as foreigners? 
For he has sold us, and he has been using up the money given for us’ (Gen. 31:15).  Reference is made here to the custom of the bridegroom’s family offering a gift to the bride’s father on the occasion of the wedding (Hebrew: môhar; cf. Gen. 34:12; Exod. 22:17; I Sam. 18:25).  The gift could also be made to the bride’s brother (cf. Gen. 12:16).


1.2 Domestic Roles of Women  


Cf. Ps. 128:3: ‘Your wife will be like a fruitful vine within your house; your children 
will be like olive shoots around your table’.  But the woman was also expected to labour on the land (cf. Gen. 3:16).  


Description of the activity of the capable woman in Prov. 30:10-31: a woman with royal 
connections who is praised for her diligence and is ‘more precious than jewels’ (v. 10). 

2.  Women in Biblical Laws


Laws do not necessarily offer a faithful representation of life in Israel. References to 
women are rare, for only male members were addressed directly by the Torah (e.g. Exod. 
20:3-17; Deut. 16:4). Cf. law concerning work on the sabbath: ‘Six days you shall labour, 
and do all your work.  But the seventh day is a sabbath to the Lord your God; you shall not 
do any work’ (Exod. 20:9-10). Note use of the second person singular (‘you’) in the 
masculine form. See also: ‘You shall not covet your neighbour’s house; you shall not covet 
your neighbour’s wife’ (v.17). The husband alone, the head of the family, is addressed in the 
Ten Commandments; he bears responsibility for his wife, his children and animals.  

Both men and women are prohibited from worshipping idols (Deut. 17:2-5; 29:18) and they may all eat from the produce of tithing (Deut. 12:17-18). All people, 
including men and women, are called upon to be obedient to the Law (Deut. 31:12). The only kind of women who gained independent status in the eyes of the Jewish law were widows, divorcees (Num. 30:9) and prostitutes (Josh. 6:22).


2.1 Marriage Laws  


Women possessed very few legal rights. For example, the Torah declares that the man who 
rapes a virgin must marry her and give a bride-price to her father; he is not allowed to 
divorce the girl (Exod. 22:15-16; Deut. 22:28-29).


2.2 Adultery 


According to legal traditions the guilty pair was to be condemned to death (Lev. 18:20; 
20:10; Deut. 22:22). But more emphasis is placed on the honour of the 
wronged husband 
than the crime of extra-marital relationship. See J.C. Exum, Fragmented Women, 185: 
‘Adultery is always a matter of the woman’s status: a married woman who has sex with a 
man other than her husband commits adultery; a married man who has sex with a woman 
other than his wife commits adultery only if that woman is another man’s wife’.  


See especially Num. 5:11-31 concerning the woman suspected of adultery by her 
husband and put on trial whether she is guilty or not (v. 14). She was shamed publicly, 
but no suggestion that this procedure was followed if a woman suspected her husband of 
adultery.


2.3 Divorce 


A woman did not have the right to divorce her husband, although he could instigate divorce 
proceedings if ‘he finds something objectionable about her’ (Deut. 24:1).  The divorce 
ceremony usually took place in the home (Hos. 2:4f) and she normally 
returnedto her family.


2.4 Inheritance Laws 


Property was passed down through the male line. One of the few exceptions was when a 
father died without leaving a male heir (cf. the case of the daughters of Zelophehad in 
Num. 27; 36:6-7).  


Protection of a father’s inheritance partly explains the custom of levirate marriage (i.e. 
between a man and his brother’s widow; cf. Deut. 25:5-10; Gen. 38:8). 


Note the fate of a widow without children (’almanah), placed in the same category as 
orphans and foreigners (e.g. Psalm 94:6; 146:9) for she had no husband, no father-in-law 
or son to care for her. No financial provisions; prophetic traditions often plead her case 
(Isa. 1:17; Jer. 7:6). 
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