
SEXUALITY AND LAW IN THE TORAH

Edited by

Hilary Lipka and Bruce Wells



T&T CLARK
Bloomsbury Publishing Plc

50 Bedford Square, London, WC1B 3DP, UK
1385 Broadway, New York, NY 10018, USA

BLOOMSBURY, T&T CLARK and the T&T Clark logo 
are trademarks of Bloomsbury Publishing Plc

First published in Great Britain 2020

© Hilary Lipka, Bruce Wells, and contributors, 2020

Hilary Lipka and Bruce Wells have asserted their right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents 
Act, 1988, to be identified as the Authors of this work.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by 
any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or any information storage 

or retrieval system, without prior permission in writing from the publishers.

Bloomsbury Publishing Plc does not have any control over, or responsibility for, any third-party 
websites referred to or in this book. All internet addresses given in this book were correct at the 

time of going to press. The author and publisher regret any inconvenience caused if addresses have 
changed or sites have ceased to exist, but can accept no responsibility for any such changes.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

A catalog record for this book is available from the Library of Congress.

ISBN: HB: 978-0-5676-8159-1
ePDF: 978-0-5676-8160-7

Series: Library of New Testament Studies, ISSN 2513-8758, volume 675
Scriptural Traces, volume 23

Typeset by: Forthcoming Publications Ltd
Printed and bound in Great Britain

To find out more about our authors and books visit www.bloomsbury.com and sign up for our 
newsletters.



 5

O   B    W : 
T  L  T   S -S  R  

R

Bruce Wells

Introduction

The Hebrew Bible has little to say about homosexuality. Scholars and 
general readers of the Bible typically identify just two verses—Lev. 18:22 
and 20:13—as containing explicit prohibitions on same-sex relations, and 
they address only the matter of male homosexual relations.1 These two 
prohibitions in Leviticus occur in what virtually all scholars describe as 
priestly literature. Substantial portions of the Pentateuch were written 
from the perspective of the priestly classes in ancient Israel and Judah, 
or some portion thereof, and highlight matters and concerns of special 
interest to them. Many scholars identify the broad pericope in which these 
texts appear, Leviticus 17–26, as the Holiness Legislation/Source (H), 
which is usually considered a subset of the larger collection of priestly 
writings in the Pentateuch.2 The statements take the form of rules or laws 

1.  Other biblical texts, such as Genesis 19, Judges 19, and Ezek. 16:48-52 lie 
outside the scope of this article.

2.  A great deal of debate exists with respect to the date of H. For a summary of 
the view that H is early or pre-exilic, see Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22: A New 
Translation with Introduction and Commentary, AB 3A (New York: Doubleday, 
2000), 1361–4. I accept a later, exilic or post-exilic date for H. On this view, see 
the arguments in Christophe Nihan, From Priestly Torah to Pentateuch: A Study 
in the Composition of the Book of Leviticus, FAT 2/25 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 
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and appear within lists of sexual prohibitions mostly, but not exclusively, 
having to do with incest. They have been interpreted by most readers as 
blanket prohibitions on sex between men. The translation of the New 
Revised Standard Version exemplifies the most common interpretation of 
these statements.3

Lev. 18:22:

ואת זכר לא תשכב משכבי אשה תועבה הוא

You shall not lie with a male as with a woman; it is an abomination. 

Lev. 20:13:

ואיש אשר ישכב את זכר משכבי אשה תועבה עשו שניהם מות יומתו דמיהם בם

If a man lies with a male as with a woman, both of them have committed an 
abomination; they shall be put to death; their blood is on them.

While many seem to assume that the meaning of these texts is perfectly 
clear, they are not without their difficulties. Most importantly, both contain 
the phrase משכבי אשה (vocalized as miškəbê ʾiššâ), a longstanding crux 
for interpreters. In fact, Jacques Berlinerblau finds this phrase so unintel-
ligible that he believes scholars should “admit defeat” in light of the 
perplexities it presents and forgo further attempts to arrive at a sensible 
interpretation of these biblical texts.4 Like the NRSV, most English trans-
lations render the phrase along the lines of “as (one lies) with a woman,” 
although justifications for such a rendering have been far from numerous. 
My intention here is to contest the standard translation of this particular 
phrase and the usual interpretation that accompanies it. I will do so on 
both philological and contextual grounds. I will argue that, in these verses, 
the phrase משכבי אשה functions as an adverbial accusative of location and 
should be translated as “on the beds of a woman,” in keeping with the 
most common denotation of משכב. I will also argue that, apart from this 

2007), 545–59; see also Eckart Otto, “Das Heiligkeitsgesetz Leviticus 17–26 in der 
Pentateuchredaktion,” in Altes Testament: Forschung und Wirkung; Festschrift für 
Henning Graf Reventlow, ed. Peter Mommer and Winfried Thiel (Frankfurt a.M.: 
Peter Lang, 1994), 65–80.

3.  For other English versions that present very similar translations, see K. 
Renato Lings, Love Lost in Translation: Homosexuality and the Bible (Bloomington: 
Trafford, 2013), 200–201.

4.  Jacques Berlinerblau, The Secular Bible: Why Nonbelievers Must Take 
Religion Seriously (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 104. See also the 
comments in Lings, Love Lost, 203–5.
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basic denotation, the connotation of “beds” in this context has to do with 
other Judean men who are married and also with younger males who are 
under the authority of a Judean woman (אשה). I begin with several philo-
logical arguments related primarily to the syntactic structure of the main 
clause in these verses and then move to a consideration of the general 
meaning of the prohibition and its context.

The Grammar of משכבי אשה

Missing Elements
Some of the most noticeable features of Lev. 18:22 and 20:13 have to do 
with what is missing. First, neither verse qualifies the term זכר (“male”) 
with the use of כל (“all, any, every”). It remains unclear to what degree 
this should affect the interpretation of these texts, but the fact is worth 
noting. In contrast, the statement in 18:23 incorporates כל in its prohi-
bition on bestiality: “with any (כל) animal you shall not have sexual 
intercourse and thereby become unclean with it” (Lev. 18:23).5 This 
suggests that the author of ch. 18 could have included כל in 18:22 but 
chose not to.

A particular strategy may have motivated the decision not to include 
it. All of the sexual prohibitions in Leviticus 18 begin by identifying 
the illicit sexual partner; the noun referencing the partner is typically 
preceded by only one other word such as ערוה (“nakedness”) or a prepo-
sition. If the prohibition on male-with-male sex in 18:22 is excluded for 
now, each of these identifications, except for the reference to בהמה  כל 
(“any animal”) in 18:23, includes a qualification that restricts the scope 
of the prohibition.6 For example, there is no law that prevents a man from 
having sex simply with an אשה (woman/wife). The word אשה is always 
qualified, and the prohibition is thereby limited to a certain woman or a 
certain situation. The list below illustrates this, with the underlined words 
indicating the qualification.7

5.  If one takes שכבת (šəkōbet) as “penis,” as some scholars do, then a literal 
translation of this prohibition would be: “into any animal you shall not put your penis 
to become unclean with it.” See Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1550; and Roy E. Gane, 
“Didactic Logic and the Authorship of Leviticus,” in Current Issues in Priestly and 
Related Literature: The Legacy of Jacob Milgrom and Beyond, ed. Roy E. Gane and 
Ada Taggar-Cohen, SBLRBS 82 (Atlanta: SBL, 2015), 206.

6.  For how the prohibition on child sacrifice fits with this, see further below at 
n. 8.

7.  The laws in ch. 20 contain identical or similar qualifications.



126 Sexuality and Law in the Torah

18:8 “the wife of your father”

18:9 “your sister”

18:10 “the daughter of your son or the daughter of your daughter” 

18:11 “the daughter of your father’s wife”

18:12 “the sister of your father” 

18:13 “the sister of your mother”

18:14 “the brother of your father … his wife” 

18:15 “your daughter-in-law”

18:16 “the wife of your brother”

18:17 “a woman and her daughter…the daughter of her son…the daughter 
of her daughter”

18:18 “a woman as a rival to her sister”

18:19 “a woman in her menstrual uncleanness” 

18:20 “the wife of your fellow”

The consistent use of limiting qualifications in this way creates the 
presumption that every illicit sexual partner in ch. 18, including the 
-in 18:22, is qualified unless the text includes a marker signi (male) זכר
fying an all-encompassing reference, as it does with the prohibition on 
bestiality. Even with the prohibition on child sacrifice in 18:21, the text 
employs a particular use of the preposition מן that often carries the same 
semantic force as 8.כל It should be noted that כל is missing from the prohi-
bition in 18:23b on copulation between a woman and an animal, but כל 
does in fact appear in ch. 20’s counterpart to this law in 20:16: ואשה אשר 
 and a woman who draws near to any animal for“) תקרב אל כל בהמה לרבעה
copulation”). It is hard to imagine that, at some point, chs. 18 and 20 were 

8.  The partitive use of מן that expresses the idea “(taken) from among” (GKC 
§119w) is well known. When this use occurs in a statement with a prohibitive sense, 
as it does here, its force is equivalent to that of the expression “any of” in English. In 
1 Sam. 30:22, for instance, men from David’s militia assert that they will “not give 
to them [other men] any of the loot that we have taken” (מהשלל אשר הצלנו). See also 
Exod. 12:9; 30:33; and Lev. 5:15. In addition, the second-person suffix on מזרעך 
(“from your offspring”) should not be taken to imply that one could sacrifice another 
person’s children. Individuals had legal control over their own children, but to do 
anything harmful with someone else’s child would have already been considered a 
violation of legal and social norms.
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not meant to be read together, given that the punishments for most of the 
prohibitions in ch. 18 come in ch. 20. One can infer, therefore, that, when 
taken together, these texts include a limiting qualifier in every prohibition 
except when it inserts כל or a similar indicator.9 This means that qualifying 
language may occur in 18:22 and 20:13 as well, and I argue that such 
language comes in the phrase משכבי אשה. Exactly how the phrase fulfills 
this limiting function will be explained in due course.

Second, the phrase אשה  .is missing a particle of comparison משכבי 
Were the phrase meant to convey the meaning “as (one lies) with a 
woman,” we would expect a construction utilizing either כ (“like, as”)10 
or כאשר (“just as”). These are the terms in Biblical Hebrew that typically 
introduce this type of comparison (“as one…”). In such constructions, 
the particle כ is prefixed to an infinitive construct. The text of Judg. 
14:6, for example, states “and he tore it [a lion] apart as one tears apart 
a kid” (וישסעהו כשסע הגדי). Here, the particle is attached to the infinitive 
construct of שסע to form the comparison.11 When the subordinator כאשר 
is used, it is followed by a finite verb. This construction is found in Jer. 
19:11: “I will break this people and this city as one breaks a potter’s 
vessel” (היוצר כלי  את  ישבר  כאשר  הזאת  העיר  ואת  הזה  העם  את   In .(אשבר 
this case, the subordinator כאשר is followed by an imperfect form of the 
root שבר (“to break”).12 Neither of these constructions occurs in the texts 
from Leviticus.

What we have instead is the phrase משכבי אשה—a plural form of the 
word משכב (“bed”) in construct to the singular form of אשה (“woman/ 

9.  A possible analogy can be found in Neh. 13:15. Alex P. Jassen argues that this 
text reformulates part of Jer. 17:21, which states: “you shall not carry a burden on 
the Sabbath day” (אל תשאו משא ביום השבת). In Neh. 13:15, according to Jassen, the 
word כל has been inserted before משה (“burden”) to ensure that the prohibition there 
clearly applies to all items; Jassen also points to two passages in Jubilees that have 
reformulated the Jeremiah text similarly (Scripture and Law in the Dead Sea Scrolls 
[Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014], 214–15). Scribes were clearly not 
averse to making such additions. Regardless of whether one takes the material in 
Leviticus 18 to be earlier than that of ch. 20 or vice versa, one of the two prohibitions 
under discussion could easily have been adjusted to include the word כל in like 
fashion to Neh. 13:15. But this is not the case.

10.  Also noted by Lings, Love Lost, 203–4.
11.  For similar constructions, see also 2 Sam. 6:20; Isa. 10:14; Zech. 12:10; 13:9; 

Job 2:10. Lings (ibid., 204) notes Prov. 23:34 as well, which contains כ prefixed to 
a participial form of והיית כשכב בלב ים וכשכב בראש חבל :שכב, “and you will be like 
one lying (or who lies) in the heart of the sea and like one lying at the top of a mast.”

12.  See also 2 Kgs 21:13; Amos 9:9.
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wife”). Scholars agree that the phrase functions as an accusative comple-
menting the particular form of the intransitive verb שכב (“to lie”) used 
in each verse—תשכב in Lev. 18:22 and ישכב in Lev. 20:13. We are thus 
dealing here with an adverbial accusative, and the key question then 
becomes what kind of adverbial function the phrase fulfills.13 If one were 
to accept the conventional understanding, one would say that the phrase 
describes the manner or mode of the act of lying.14 An analysis of the use 
of שכב in the Hebrew Bible, however, shows that it can be associated with 
two types of adverbial accusatives: those of manner and those of location.15 
I believe that it also shows that the adverbial function of the phrase משכבי 
.in these texts is not to indicate manner but location אשה

Adverbial Accusative of Location
Of the more than two hundred uses of the verb שכב in the Hebrew Bible, 
the vast majority occur in the qal stem and have no direct object or other 
type of accusative. Only thirteen uses of שכב occur with an adverbial 
accusative or what is more or less the equivalent thereof. A few of these 
texts (Mic. 7:5; Ps. 88:6; Ruth 3:8) present the verb שכב as a participle 
in construct to nouns that would, if the verb had a finite form, function as 
adverbial accusatives, and I analyze them below as if they are performing 
that function.16 Two of these thirteen uses come in the Leviticus texts under 
analysis here. That leaves eleven occurrences of the verb to examine. In 
eight of these occurrences, the function of the adverbial accusative is to 
indicate location.

.

13.  According to GKC §118a, adverbial accusatives specify “some more 
immediate circumstance under which an action or an event takes place. Of such 
circumstances the most common are those of place, time, measure, cause, and finally 
the manner of performing the action.”

14.  On adverbial accusatives of manner or instrumental accusatives, see GKC 
§118m.

15.  This will be demonstrated in the section directly below. On adverbial accusa-
tives of location, see GKC §118d–h. The subtype most relevant for this discussion 
contains those accusatives that provide an “answer to the question where? after 
verbs of being, dwelling, resting” (GKC §118d). For this subtype, GKC notes that, 
“as observed by Driver on 1 [Sam] 229, accusatives of this kind are almost without 
exception…connected with a noun in the genitive” (§118g). This is indeed the case 
with משכבי אשה.

16.  In these situations, participles may be analyzed as being in construct to their 
accusatives; see GKC §116g.
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2 Sam. 4:5 והוא שכב את משכב הצהרים And he (Ishbosheth) was lying 
(on) a bed at noon

2 Sam. 11:9 וישכב אוריה פתח בית המלך את
כל עבדי אדניו

And Uriah lay (at) the door of 
the house of the king with all 
the servants of his lord.

2 Sam. 12:16 ושכב ארצה And he lay (on) the ground.
2 Sam. 13:31 ושכב ארצה And he lay (on) the ground.
Mic. 7:5 משכבת חיקך שמר פתחי פיך From the female one lying (in) 

your lap guard the doors of your 
mouth.

Ps. 88:6 כמו חללים שכבי קבר like the slain, those lying (in) 
the grave

Ruth 3:8 והנה אשה שכבת מרגלתיו And, behold, a woman was 
lying (at) his feet.

Ruth 3:14 ותשכב מרגלתיו עד הבקר And she lay (at) his feet until 
morning.

Some of the accusatives in the table above signal a sexual act rather 
than merely a location. In addition to Mic. 7:5, which refers to the “female 
one lying in your lap,” the actions that Ruth takes, lying at Boaz’s feet (a 
word that can serve as a euphemism for sexual organs), are likely meant to 
be sexual in nature.17 But the meaning of these expressions at the surface 
level of the text is strictly about location. We might say, in our vernacular, 
“I found the two of them in bed together.” The surface-level or semantic 
denotation has only to do with location; it is at a deeper level where one 
finds a sexual connotation. From a syntactic point of view, therefore, 
these texts still contain adverbial accusatives of location. The deeper-level 
connotation would have to be determined on a case-by-case basis.

The other three texts are Lev. 15:18, Lev. 19:20, and Num. 5:13, and all 
come from priestly literature. In each of these, the accusative associated 
with שכב is שכבת זרע, literally “a lying of seed.” The accusative functions 
in these instances to indicate the manner or nature of the lying down.18 
The act of lying down is sexual in nature because it results in the emission 
of seed or semen. This use of שכבת זרע shows that the priestly authors—
including the authors of H, given the occurrence of זרע  .in Lev שכבת 
19:20—already had an expression at hand that they could use to convey 
the sexual nature of an act, and this expression does not occur in the two 

17.  See Jeremy Schipper, Ruth: A New Translation with Introduction and 
Commentary, AB 7D (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2016), 143–4.

18.  This is precisely how Lev. 15:18 is classified in GKC §118q.
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texts under discussion. Moreover, the surrounding context of both verses 
plainly relates to sexual pairings, and to specify this particular lying down 
as sexual in nature would have been superfluous. All of this evidence 
points to the conclusion that the adverbial accusative in Lev. 18:22 and 
20:13 is not one of manner but location.

One of the most significant challenges that could be raised against 
my claim that the phrase functions in this way comes from the work of 
Jerome T. Walsh.19 In his view, the noun משכבי is not part of a phrase with 
a locative function but is instead a cognate accusative.20 Biblical Hebrew 
frequently employs cognate accusatives: to dream a dream (e.g., Gen. 
37:5), to sacrifice sacrifices (e.g., 1 Sam. 6:15), and similar constructions.21 
For Walsh, the combination of the action of the verb שכב together with a 
noun derived from that verb indicates the performance of the act of lying 
down.22 Because משכבי is in construct to אשה, Walsh concludes that the 
main clause in these two verses refers to one who “lies…the lying down 
of a woman”—that is, one who lies down as a woman would lie down.23 
Thus, Walsh argues that these laws are addressed to the male who is the 
receiving (penetrated) partner in a male-with-male sexual relationship, 
and the prohibition seeks to prevent him from lying down in such a way 
as to be penetrated by another male. Walsh’s interpretation is creative, but 
he, like others, still takes the key phrase in question as specifying an act 
(not a place) of lying down and as performing the function of an adverbial 
accusative of manner.

As I argue throughout this study, the basic denotation of משכב, in 
all of its uses, should be understood as “bed(s)” (i.e., place[s] of lying 
down), and it is not necessary to posit the separate meaning of “act of 
lying down.”24 Walsh is certainly correct that the noun משכב derives from 
the verbal root שכב, but this does not mean that the noun has to perform 
the function of a cognate accusative when it is paired with 25.שכב First, 

19.  Jerome T. Walsh, “Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13: Who Is Doing What to Whom?” 
JBL 120 (2001): 201–9.

20.  Ibid., 205.
21.  See GKC §117p–r.
22.  Walsh, “Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13,” 205. 23.
23.  Ibid.
24.  Unlike other Biblical Hebrew lexicons, HALOT 646 does not list “act of lying 

down” as a possible meaning for משכב. The occurrences in Leviticus 18 and 20 come 
under the gloss “marriage bed.”

25.  The usual cognate accusative of שכב is שכבה; see BDB 1012. The evidence 
from other words suggests that derived nouns that take a miqtāl/maqtāl form often 
do not function as cognate accusatives if other cognate forms are available; on the 
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if Walsh’s understanding of the text’s intent is correct, there is another 
formulation that would have been expected. In the text of Lev. 15:18, a 
woman is spoken of as being lain with by a man: “(As for) a woman with 
whom a man lies” (ואשה אשר ישכב איש אתה). The author of Lev. 20:13, 
which contains a casuistic formulation like Lev. 15:18, could have worded 
the verse in a similar fashion: “(As for) a male with whom a man lies” 
אתו) איש  ישכב  אשר   This would have clearly made the penetrated .(וזכר 
partner the subject of the law. That 20:13 employs a different formulation 
from Lev. 15:18 suggests that it conveys a different meaning.

Second, Walsh compares Lev. 18:22 and 20:13 with 2 Sam. 4:5 where 
he also believes that משכב functions as a cognate accusative of שכב. His 
translation reads: “they came to Ishbosheth’s house in the heat of the day, 
while he was lying the lying down of noontime (הצהרים  This 26”.(משכב 
comparison is a key component of Walsh’s attempt to ground his claim 
concerning the use of משכב in Leviticus. It is not evident, however, that, 
when used with an indicator of time, משכב must necessarily refer to an 
act of lying down. The main Akkadian term for bed, mayyālu, occurs 
frequently in construct with mūši/mušīti (“night”) and, when it does so, 
consistently indicates a place rather than an act of lying down.27 This calls 
Walsh’s particular comparison of 2 Sam. 4:5 with the texts in Leviticus 
into question. The regular reference of mayyālu to a place or bed, when 
connected to a temporal indicator, favors taking משכב in 2 Sam. 4:5 
as identifying the place—not the act—of lying down at noontime. In 
light of these considerations, Walsh’s argument seems to be insufficient 
to establish the meaning of “act of lying down” for משכב, in either its 

connection between miqtāl and maqtāl forms, see Wolfram von Soden, “Bedeutungs-
gruppen unter den Substantiven nach der Nominalform ma/iqṭāl mit Pluralformen 
nach ma/iqtallîm/ôt im Althebräischen,” ZAH 1 (1988): 103–6 (I thank John Huehner-
gard for this reference). For example, the verbal root זבח (“to sacrifice”) yields the 
derived nouns מזבח (“altar”) and זבח (“sacrifice”). The latter is the cognate accusa-
tive, while the former always identifies a place of sacrifice. The same can be said for 
the verbal roots בטח (“to trust”), זרע (“to sow”), טבח (“to slaughter”), and ספר (“to 
count”). That is, the miqtāl/maqtāl nouns derived from these roots do not perform 
the function of a cognate accusative. If we understand the root שכב on this model, 
then שכבה is indeed the cognate accusative, and משכב refers to a location (a place 
of lying down).

26.  Walsh, “Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13,” 205.
27.  For example, the second tablet of the Epic of Gilgamesh contains a line that 

reads: “for Išḫara a bed for the night (mayyāl mušītu) is given” (col. ii, line 44). This 
plainly cannot be understood as referring to preparing for Išḫara the act of lying down 
at night. For similar examples, see CAD M/1 119–20 (s.v. majālu 1 i).
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singular or plural form. Rather, משכב should be uniformly interpreted 
as a place of lying down and its plural usage in Lev. 18:22 and 20:13 as 
indicative of location.

Interpreting משכבי אשה 

The Plural Form
That אשה  indicates location seems sensible in light of the basic משכבי 
meaning of the term משכב—“bed.” A straightforward translation of משכבי 
 would be, taking into account its adverbial function, “on the beds אשה
of a woman.” In this case, Lev. 18:22 would read, “And with a male you 
shall not lie on the beds of a woman; it is an abomination.” Scholars have 
generally avoided this interpretation without saying exactly why. One 
possible reason is that the term משכב appears with two different plural 
forms in the Hebrew Bible: one with the ending -ê in the construct state, 
which presumes an -îm ending in the absolute state, and one with the 
ending -ôt. It is the -ôt form that conveys the plural notion of the term’s 
most basic meaning, “beds” (Isa. 57:2; Hos. 7:14; Mic. 2:1; and Ps. 
149:5).28 The -îm/ê form occurs in the Leviticus texts and Gen. 49:4. If it 
is the -ôt form that carries the straightforward meaning “beds,” then the 
-îm/ê form may imply a different connotation.

There are, in fact, a number of nouns in the Hebrew Bible that exhibit 
both plural forms. Several reasons can account for this.29 First, some 
nouns, such as the term היכל (“palace”), tend to take one form in the 
absolute state and the other form in the construct state. Second, particular 
biblical books or texts from particular time periods or even particular 
genres can prefer one plural form over the other.30 Third, some nouns 

28.  The Ugaritic term for “bed” may be rendered as mškb (as in KTU 4.195), 
and the plural form thereof may take the form mškbt; see Josef Tropper, Ugaritisch: 
Kurzgefasste Grammatik mit Übungstexten und Glossar, Elementa Linguarum 
Orientis 1 (Münster: Ugarit-Verlag, 2002), 144. In addition, mškbt should perhaps be 
understood as an alternate singular form, given its use in KTU 4.385: 10; see Robert 
R. Stieglitz, “A Physician’s Equipment List from Ugarit,” JCS 33 (1981): 52–5. In 
either case, the regular plural of the term appears to take the plural ending typically 
associated with feminine nouns. A form of Semitic mškb is used at Mari, where it 
also occurs in a feminine plural form (AHw II 626). This evidence supports the idea 
that the basic plural meaning of the term in Hebrew would have taken the -ôt ending. 

29.  See Meirav Tubul, “Nouns with Double Plural Forms in Biblical Hebrew,” 
JSS 52 (2007): 189–210.

30.  With the term בכור (“firstborn”), for example, writings from the Second 
Temple period seem to prefer the -îm/ê form, while earlier texts prefer the -ôt form.
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differ semantically in their plural forms. The term חצר, for example, 
typically denotes the outside area around a house in the -ôt form but small, 
unwalled settlements in the -îm form. It would not be unusual, therefore, 
for the -îm/ê form of משכב to have a somewhat different meaning from the 
-ôt form. My argument is that the difference between the two plural forms 
of משכב is indeed semantic but obtains at the level of connotation. The 
surface-level denotation of both forms can still be accurately captured by 
the word “beds.” The connotation of the -ôt form remains “beds,” whereas 
that of the -îm/ê form goes beyond this basic meaning.

Before explaining my own view on the difference between the -ôt and 
-îm/ê plural forms of משכב, I want to look at what I think are the two 
most substantive attempts in recent scholarship to deal with the conno- 
tation of אשה  in these texts. They come from the work of Saul משכבי 
Olyan and David Tabb Stewart. As we will see, Olyan’s interpretation 
has proved very influential since its publication over two decades ago.31 
He concurs with the generally accepted notion that משכבי indicates the 
act (as opposed to the place) of lying down, although he qualifies that 
conclusion somewhat. Stewart contests Olyan’s understanding and argues 
that משכבי serves as a figure of speech for the purpose of identifying a 
particular set of men with whom one should not have sex. Stewart’s view, 
the fullest presentation of which comes in his 2000 dissertation, has not 
been considered sufficiently by recent scholarship.32

Olyan’s Analogical Interpretation
A number of studies of Lev. 18:22 and 20:13 have taken as their starting 
point one of the main conclusions drawn by Saul Olyan in his 1994 
article.33 That conclusion is essentially this: the specific act referenced 
by the two verses is sexual intercourse that entails anal penetration by 

31.  Saul Olyan, “‘And with a Male You Shall Not Lie the Lying Down of a 
Woman’: On the Meaning and Significance of Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13,” Journal of 
the History of Sexuality 5 (1994): 179–206.

32.  David Tabb Stewart, “Ancient Sexual Laws: Text and Intertext of the Biblical 
Holiness Code and Hittite Law,” PhD diss., University of California, Berkeley, 2000. 
An abbreviated version of Stewart’s views on these texts can be found in “Leviticus,” 
in The Queer Bible Commentary, ed. Deryn Guest (London: SCM, 2006), 77–104, 
esp. 96–9. Stewart is followed in part by Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1569.

33.  Olyan, “Meaning and Significance.” Scholars who have followed Olyan’s 
lead include Martti Nissinen, Homoeroticism in the Biblical World, trans. Kirsi 
Stjerna (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1998), 44; Robert A. J. Gagnon, The Bible and 
Homosexual Practice: Texts and Hermeneutics (Nashville: Abingdon, 2001), 111–17; 
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a male Israelite of any other male Israelite. “Other sexual acts” between 
two men, says Olyan, lie outside the scope of these prohibitions.34 Olyan’s 
interpretation is analogical in that he bases his understanding of the male- 
with-male sex referred to in Leviticus on an analogy with sex between a 
man and a woman.

The focus of his analysis is the phrase in question, משכבי אשה, which 
he translates as “the lying down of a woman.” Olyan appears to assume 
a semantic differentiation in the term משכב— a difference that manifests 
itself across both the singular and plural uses of the word. In some cases, 
the term clearly refers to a bed; in others, however, Olyan believes that it 
identifies an action or an experience rather than a place. Olyan presents 
a comparison of משכבי אשה and a similar phrase— משכב זכר—found in 
Numbers 31 and in Judges 21, where virgin women are described as those 
who “have not known the זכר משכב” and other women are described as 
those who have.35

Num. 31:17: כל אשה ידעת איש למשכב זכר (“any woman who has known a 
man with respect to the משכב of a male”)36

Num. 31:18 and 35: אשר לא ידעו משכב זכר (“who have not known the משכב
of a male”)

Judg. 21:11: כל אשה ידעת משכב זכר (“any woman who has known the משכב 
of a male”)

Judg. 21:12: אשר לא ידעה איש למשכב זכר (“who has not known a man with 
respect to the משכב of a male”)

Walsh, who claims that Olyan lays out “a convincing philological analysis that the 
laws refer specifically to male–male intercourse” (“Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13,” 201); 
David M. Carr, who calls Olyan’s work “a pivotal article” and agrees that the texts 
refer “specifically to one man’s sexual penetration of another male” (The Erotic Word: 
Sexuality, Spirituality, and the Bible [New York: Oxford University Press, 2003], 52); 
and Lesleigh Cushing Stahlberg, who also cites Olyan, albeit less enthusiastically 
than others, but prefers to see these texts as “explicit prohibitions on any same-sex 
sexual behavior” (“Modern Day Moabites: The Bible and the Debate about Same-Sex 
Marriage,” BibInt 16 [2008]: 463).

34.  Olyan, “Meaning and Significance,” 204. For a brief critique of this particular 
claim, see Eve Levavi Feinstein, Sexual Pollution in the Hebrew Bible (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2014), 174–6.

35.  Olyan, “Meaning and Significance,” 184.
36.  On the translation of ל as “with respect to,” see ibid., 184 n. 12, citing GKC 

§133d.



 5. W  On the Beds of a Woman 135

Given its use in these texts concerning virginity, Olyan argues that 
the phrase זכר  refers to what the lying-down experience with a משכב 
man would ordinarily entail for a woman. Olyan terms this “vaginal 
penetration.”37

According to Olyan, the phrase in our two texts—אשה  must—משכבי 
identify the converse of vaginal penetration. In other words, it connotes 
what a man experiences during intercourse, namely, the receiving of him 
by a woman. Olyan calls this “vaginal receptivity.”38 Olyan goes on to 
argue that the phrases משכב זכר and משכבי אשה form a pair.39 The former, 
based on the texts from Numbers and Judges, is restricted to vaginal 
penetration, since any other sort of sexual experience would not affect 
a woman’s virginity. The latter, concludes Olyan, is also restricted—in 
this case, to vaginal receptivity.40 But what does vaginal receptivity look 
like when it occurs between two men? Olyan explains his reasoning as 
follows:

The male-male sex laws of the Holiness Source appear to be circumscribed 
in their meaning; they seem to refer specifically to intercourse and suggest 
that anal penetration was seen as analogous to vaginal penetration on some 
level, since “the lying down of a woman” seems to mean vaginal receptivity.41

For Olyan, then, the two texts from Leviticus are directing their 
comments primarily at the man who experiences “the lying of a woman” 
with another man—i.e., he experiences the receptivity of the other man. 
He is the addressee of the law, and it is his act that the texts primarily 
prohibit.

Stewart’s Metonymic Interpretation
Stewart’s main criticism of Olyan’s analysis has to do with Olyan’s 
apparent decision not to make any distinction between those phrases that 
use a singular form of משכב and those that use a plural form.42 In Olyan’s 

37.  Ibid., 184.
38.  Ibid., 185.
39.  Ibid., 184–5. For Olyan, the verb that occurs in the clause along with the 

expressions under discussion is not of great significance (ibid., 185).
40.  Ibid., 184–6.
41.  Ibid., 185–6.
42.  Stewart, “Ancient Sexual Laws,” 72. Previous attempts to explain the dif-

ference between the singular and plural forms of משכב include those of Daniel 
Boyarin, who says that the use of the plural form with אשה occurs because there are 
multiple ways—vaginally and anally—to penetrate a woman (“Are There Any Jews 
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understanding, the phrase in Leviticus with the plural form of משכב is 
simply the counterpart to the phrase from Numbers and Judges with 
the singular form. Stewart, however, points to a text, not mentioned by 
Olyan, that complicates the straightforward connection that Olyan makes 
between the two phrases.43 The text occurs in Gen. 49:4, where Jacob says 
to Reuben,

Reckless like water, you will not excel,
for you went up (onto) the beds of your father (משכבי אביך); then you defiled 
(them); you went up (onto) my couch.44

The reference here is to Reuben’s having been sexually involved with 
one of Jacob’s women and may specifically have in view the tradition that 
Reuben slept with Bilhah, recorded in Genesis 35. The phrase “(onto) 
the beds of your father” (אביך  is clearly an adverbial accusative (משכבי 
indicating location.45

This verse does not fit Olyan’s understanding. According to Olyan, 
what a man experiences—vaginal receptivity—is normally described in 

in the ‘History of Sexuality’?” Journal of the History of Sexuality 5 [1995]: 346–7); 
Milgrom, who, like Stewart, claims that the plural stands for illicit intercourse and the 
singular for licit (Leviticus 17–22, 1569); and Walsh, who speculates that the distinc-
tion may have to do with the multiple positions that a receptive partner can take during 
intercourse (“Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13,” 204 n. 9). In the same way as Olyan, Gagnon 
seems to assume that any distinction between the singular and the plural of משכב is 
unimportant for interpreting these particular texts in Leviticus (“A Critique of Jacob 
Milgrom’s Views on Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13,” Dr. Robert A. J. Gagnon, January 
2005, http://www.robgagnon.net/articles/homoMilgrom.pdf).

43.  Stewart, “Ancient Sexual Laws,” 72.
44.  My translation of the last two words follows the Septuagint and other versions. 

The Masoretic text has עלה  which requires an ,(”he went up onto my couch“) יצועי 
awkward shift from the second to the third person. Some scholars have suggested that 
the word עלה (at the end of the verse) relates to the Arabic root ʿlh, which can yield 
the meaning “concubine”; see Raymond de Hoop, Genesis 49 and Its Literary and 
Historical Context, Oudtestamentische Studiën 29 (Leiden: Brill, 1999), 86–91. The 
translation that de Hoop opts for is “then you defiled the concubine’s couch” (ibid., 
86); he repoints יצועי as a plural but translates it as a singular. One problem with this 
interpretation is that 1 Chron. 5:1 seems to recall this verse or something similar to 
it and gives a rendering different from de Hoop’s: “in his defiling the couches of his 
father” (ובחללו יצועי אביו). Interestingly, יצועי is pointed as a plural here, but the text 
takes the couch(es) as belonging to Jacob and not to a concubine.

45.  See also Isa. 57:8: “you have uncovered, you have gone up (onto), you have 
made wide your bed.” As in Gen. 49:4, the word משכב functions here as an adverbial 
accusative for the verb עלה (“to go up”).
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terms of the משכבים* of a woman.46 In Gen. 49:4, however, what Reuben 
experiences is described in terms of the משכבים* of a man, namely, 
Reuben’s father. This appears to weaken Olyan’s fundamental claim. It is 
also, in part, what leads Stewart to the conclusion that the singular–plural 
distinction between the different forms of משכב is an important part of 
a larger distinction between “licit and illicit sexual relations,” with the 
plural identifying illicit relations.47 These expressions with משכבי, for 
Stewart, are about a particular kind of illicit sex, namely, incest. Reuben 
committed incest with a female relative, and it was described in terms of 
the משכבים* of a male. Thus, Stewart infers, incest with a male would 
likely be described in terms of the משכבים* of a female. In other words, if 
the Genesis text is about incest, then the Leviticus texts are as well—but, 
more specifically, homosexual incest between men. Stewart explains his 
conclusion:

Just as the plural construct משכבי אביך (mīškebê ʾābîkā) speaks of incest, so 
also משכבי אשה (mīškebê ʾīššâ) speaks of incest. The former speaks of incest 
with a female relative in terms of a male relative; the latter speaks of incest 
with male kin in terms of female kin. What female kin? Kin of all the same 
degrees of relation already spoken of in Lev. 18:7-18.48

Stewart’s interpretation of the key phrase in Lev. 18:22 and 20:13, 
then, is not analogical but metonymic. Just as he believes that the term 
 in Gen. 49:4 serves as a specific metonym for Bilhah, so he believes אב
that the term אשה functions as a generic metonym for male relatives 
with whom the male addressee of the laws is not allowed to have sex. 
The plural form of משכב signals the illicit nature of the sex act, and the 
gender switch—from Bilhah to אב in Genesis and from male relative to 
 in Leviticus—provides the connotation of incest. Hence, Stewart’s אשה
metonymic interpretation identifies homosexual incest as the prohibited 
sex act in Lev. 18:22 and 20:13.

Critique of Olyan and Stewart
Regarding Olyan’s interpretation, it seems to me that he eliminates a 
priori the possibility that משכב in the texts from Numbers and Judges can 
denote “bed.” There is little doubt, though, that the word can represent a 
location and still refer to sexual activity. In Isa. 57:8, the bed represents 

46.  The asterisk (*) indicates that the specific form, משכבים, does not actually 
occur in the Hebrew Bible or the Dead Sea Scrolls and is, thus, a hypothetical form.

47.  Stewart, “Ancient Sexual Laws,” 73. 48.
48.  Ibid., 74.



138 Sexuality and Law in the Torah

a place for having sex in an allegory where illicit sexual activity stands 
in for religious apostasy. A sexual association comes through strongly 
as well in Prov. 7:17, where the wayward wife tells the target of her 
seduction that she has perfumed her bed with myrrh. It seems unnecessary 
for Olyan to insist on understanding משכב in Numbers and Judges as an 
act as opposed to a place of lying down. To know the bed of a male would 
seem to be a rather intelligible euphemism for sex and in keeping with the 
already euphemistic employment of the verb ידע (“to know”). Akkadian 
mayyālu functions similarly. A handful of references reveal that it, too, 
can convey the sense of a place for sex.49 Furthermore, it always refers to 
a location, and I see no reason why Hebrew משכב should not be taken in 
the same way. 

More importantly, however, a disadvantage of the views of both Olyan 
and Stewart is that each scholar omits discussion of a relevant text that the 
other addresses.50 For his part, Olyan omits any reference to Gen. 49:4, 
and Stewart’s criticism of Olyan in this regard carries weight. Stewart, on 
the other hand, overlooks a Qumran text (1QSa) that Olyan references. 
Although this sectarian text is considerably later than the biblical texts, 
it may manifest the continued use of biblical language and idiom as a 
variety of Qumran texts tend to do. The following section occurs in 1QSa 
I, 8-11 (1Q28a; also known as “The Rule of the Congregation”):

בעד[ת] ליחד  משפ[ח]תו  בתוך  בגורל  לבוא  הפקודים  על]  יעבר  שנ[ה  עשרים   וב[ן] 
 קודש ולוא י[קרב] אל אשה לדעתה למשכבי זכר כיאם לפי מילואת לו עש[רי]ם שנה

בדעתו [טוב] ורע

At the age of twenty yea[rs, he will be transferred to] those appointed to 
enter the lot among his clan and join the holy congregation. He will not 
[approach] a woman to know her with respect to the משכבי of a male until 
he is fully twenty years old and knows [good] and evil.51

A young man, who intends to follow “the rule for all the armies of the 
congregation, for all native Israelites” (1QSa I, 6), is not to approach a 

49.  See the texts cited in CAD M/1 119 (s.v. majālu 1 f).
50.  To be fair, I should say that, without the analysis that Stewart provides in his 

work, I never would have considered the line of thinking that I am pursuing.
51.  See Florentino García Martínez, The Dead Sea Scrolls Translated: The 

Qumran Texts in English, trans. Wilfred G. E. Watson (Leiden: Brill, 1994), 126. 
Geza Vermes entitles the document “The Messianic Rule” and translates the relevant 
section thus: “He shall not [approach] a woman to know her by lying with her before 
he is fully twenty years old, when he shall know [good] and evil” (The Dead Sea 
Scrolls in English, 4th ed. [New York: Penguin Books, 1995], 119–20).



 5. W  On the Beds of a Woman 139

woman before he is twenty years old. The prohibition literally says that 
he may not “approach a woman to know her with respect to (ל) the beds 
of a male (משכבי זכר).”

This text would have been difficult for Stewart to reconcile with his 
interpretation of the phrase אשה  in Leviticus, since the act it משכבי 
prohibits is not restricted to incest. According to the pattern that Stewart 
lays out, the use of the plural of משכב with a male noun should signal 
incest with a female relative. The text presents a broader scope than 
incest. Olyan also cannot fit the text into his interpretation. Within Olyan’s 
scheme, it would refer to a young man, who sleeps with a woman, as 
experiencing the זכר  or vaginal penetration—the very thing that משכבי 
a woman is supposed to experience when she sleeps with a man. Olyan 
recognizes this and concludes, “A solution is elusive.”52

If we focus on those texts that employ the -îm/ê form of משכב, we find 
only four, all of which present the form in a construct state. They are:

Gen. 49:4: משכבי אביך “the beds of your father” (when Reuben has sex with 
a woman)

Lev. 18:22: משכבי אשה “the beds of a woman” (when a man has sex with 
a man)

Lev. 20:13: משכבי אשה “the beds of a woman” (when a man has sex with 
a man)

1QSa I, 10: זכר  the beds of a male” (when a man has sex with a“ משכבי 
woman)

Two features of this collection of texts stand out. First, each instance 
happens to refer to a sexual act that is illicit.53 Second, in each case, the 
plural form is in construct to a noun that represents the opposite gender of 
the sexual partner. In contrast to this, the occurrences of singular construct 

52.  Olyan, “Meaning and Significance,” 185 n. 14.
53.  As noted above, some scholars do not see any significant distinction between 

the meaning of the singular and plural uses of משכב. I am not arguing that any use of 
the -îm/ê plural form of משכב would necessarily have indicated illicit sexual activity, 
but the four uses we do have clearly refer to such. Whether or not the -îm/ê plural 
form of משכב was intended to mark illicit activity is unclear, but making use of a 
plural form in this way would not be unprecedented. Another example of using a 
plural form, in certain situations, to signal unlawfulness comes with the word אלהים. 
Several biblical texts employ “plural forms [of אלהים] for a singular deity in the 
context of heterodox worship, including both wrong worship practice and worship of 
the wrong deity” (Michael B. Hundley, “What Is the Golden Calf?” CBQ 79 [2017]: 
577).
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forms of משכב that are used in the context of sexual activity (i.e., those in 
Numbers 31 and Judges 21) are in construct to a noun that has the same 
gender as the sexual partner. This makes the use of the -îm/ê plural form 
distinct from that of the singular; therefore, readers should not assume that 
the two uses carry the same connotation.54

as an Abstract Plural משכבי
What does the -îm form of משכב connote? Let us start with the only 
biblical occurrence of this form outside Leviticus—the reference in Gen. 
49:4 to Reuben’s actions with respect to his father. There, Jacob says of 
Reuben that “you went up (onto) the משכבים* of your father; then you 
defiled (them); you went up (onto) my couch.” What seems quite clear 
is that, regardless of the term’s meaning, the משכבים* at issue belong to 
Jacob, and, by going up onto Jacob’s משכבים* Reuben has wronged his 
father. Does the author want us to imagine that Reuben lay directly on 
Jacob’s personal bed when he committed this transgression? Although 
the surface level of the text recounts that Reuben went up onto Jacob’s 
beds, the deeper meaning is that he “went up onto” one of the women 
who belonged to Jacob. It is the woman herself who functions as Jacob’s 
 is being *משכבים or, at least, falls within that category. The term *משכבים
used here to identify women that belong to Jacob such that other men are 
not allowed to sleep with them. They are Jacob’s “beds,” as it were. In 
short, Reuben accessed משכבים* that were not his to access.55

Further, the word משכבי is plural, of course, but the word in parallel 
with it is singular—יצוע (yāṣûaʿ; “couch”). It seems much more likely 
that משכבי is meant to convey a singular idea than that יצוע is intended to 
convey plurality.56 We can now combine these two aspects of how משכבי 
is used: a) that it represents women who belong, sexually speaking, to 
Jacob and b) that it conveys a singular as opposed to a plural concept. In 
this way, I arrive at my proposal that משכבי/משכבים* is an abstract plural 
that communicates the notion of someone’s lying-down area or zone. We 
might even say that it stands for an individual’s sexual domain. Reuben’s 

54.  To be sure, the difference between the singular and plural is one letter, since 
the -îm/ê plural form of משכב only occurs in the construct state. Nevertheless, the 
data presented above should caution against casually dismissing the use of the plural 
as unimportant and as indistinguishable in meaning from the use of the singular form. 

55.  Lings takes the right approach when he says that “Jacob’s ‘sleeping places,’ 
plural, were his private territory invaded by a rebellious son” (Love Lost, 211–12).

56.  The word יצוע is a term that can convey a similar connotation in the sense that 
what it identifies—“bed of wedlock” (BDB 426–7)—belongs only to Jacob.
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transgression, therefore, lay in the act of crossing over into his father’s 
sexual domain and lying with a woman who belonged to that domain.57

The expression of abstract concepts in Biblical Hebrew can take various 
forms. Words such as גאון (“pride”) and חמון (“noise”) retain the ending 
-ān, which was originally associated in Proto-Semitic with abstracts 
and collectives and eventually began to function as a plural marker in 
some Semitic languages.58 Other words use the feminine singular form 
to express abstracts—e.g., נקמה (“vengeance”) and גדולה (“greatness”).59 
Others, still, employ feminine plural forms to convey abstract concepts: 
 סליחות and ,(”measurement“) מדות ,(”bitterness“) מררת ,(”love“) ידידת
(“forgiveness”). Less common abstract endings include -ūt (e.g., ילדות 
[“youth”]) and -īt (e.g., שארית [“remainder”]).60 Abstracts can also take 
the form of a masculine plural—for example, זקנים (“old age”) and נעורים 
(“youth”).61 But I am positing an abstract plural that derives from a miqtāl 
singular (משכב) and would take the form miqtālîm in the absolute state 
and miqtəlê (משכבי) in the construct. I am also assuming that an abstract 
concept can be derived from a noun that ordinarily refers to a concrete 
location. Are there philological grounds for these claims?

I contend that there are, but the evidence in this regard is more suggestive 
than decisive. A few other words that generally follow the same pattern as 
 מאמצי ,do indeed appear to express abstract concepts. For example משכב

57.  An omen text seems to make use of Akkadian mayyālu (“bed”) in a similar 
fashion, albeit in its singular form. One of the so-called Venus omens reads, “If Ištar 
shows (herself) at the beginning of the year and disappears: slaves will ascend to their 
masters’ bed and marry the women who hired them” (translation from Erica Reiner, in 
collaboration with David Pingree, Babylonian Planetary Omens: Part Three, CM 11 
[Groningen: Styx, 1998], 183). A commentary on the text equates “the women who 
hired them” with the masters’ wives (see Eckart Frahm, Babylonian and Assyrian Text 
Commentaries: Origins of Interpretation, GMTR 5 [Münster: Ugarit-Verlag, 2011], 
61–2). The thrust of the apodosis is that the slaves will take (aḫāzu, probably meaning 
“to marry” here but with a plainly sexual connotation) the wives of their masters and 
have sex with them. Whether the act occurs on a particular bed is beside the point. 
The slaves will be occupying their masters’ sexual domain.

58.  Rebecca Hasselbach, “External Plural Markers in Semitic: A New Assessment,” 
in Studies in Semitic and Afroasiatic Linguistics Presented to Gene B. Gragg, ed. 
Cynthia L. Miller, SAOC 60 (Chicago: The Oriental Institute of the University of 
Chicago, 2007), 125–8.

59.  GKC §122q. See also Hasselbach, “External Plural Markers,” 130.
60.  GKC §86k. See also Hasselbach, “External Plural Markers,” 130 n. 40.
61.  Other examples include בחרים (“youth”), גלואים (“redemption”), כפרים 

(“atonement”); and עשוקים (“oppression”).
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is a hapax legomenon that occurs in Job 36:19 and conveys the concept 
of “force.” מהלכים is found in Zech. 3:7 and may express the notion of 
“access.” A better example comes from מבטחים, which occurs in Isa. 
32:18 as an abstract plural for “security.”62 The best example, though, may 
be מישרים (mêšārîm). This term appears exclusively in the Hebrew Bible 
as a plural and conveys the abstract concept of justice. Its hypothetical 
singular form would be מישר* (*mêšār), which seems to fit the miqtāl/ 
maqtāl pattern and add support to the idea that the -îm/ê form of a miqtāl/
maqtāl noun can indeed function as an abstract noun.

The noun מחנה (maḥənê, “encampment”) is also relevant to this 
discussion. According to Meirav Tubul, the absolute plural form of this 
word with the ending -îm refers to “a place to camp,” whereas the plural 
form with the ending -ôt denotes “a large group of people or soldiers.”63 
She also claims that the -îm/ê form, when connected to a pronominal suffix, 
carries the same meaning as the absolute form with -ôt. Tubul appears to 
be partially correct, but a few references do not coincide directly with her 
assessment. The -îm/ê forms with pronominal suffixes in Deuteronomy 
(23:15; 29:10) and in 1 Sam. 17:53 could be interpreted as identifying a 
single encampment (the meaning that Tubul ascribes to the -îm form in 
the absolute state); and the usages of the -ôt form in the absolute state in 
1 and 2 Chronicles (1 Chron. 9:18; 2 Chron. 31:2) also appear to refer 
to an encampment rather than groups of people or soldiers. What is 
important to note is that, like משכב,  typically refers to a concrete מחנה 
location and occurs in both plural forms. Moreover, the -îm/ê form can be 
used to designate a singularity—that is, an encampment area—while the 
-ôt form typically conveys true plurality, although the distinction is not as 
consistent as what I am positing for the different plural forms of משכב. In 
any case, the evidence set forth above provides plausibility to the inter-
pretation of משכבי in Lev. 18:22 and 20:13 as an abstract plural, even if it 
does not establish that interpretation in a conclusive fashion.64

62.  Bruce K. Waltke and Michael O’Connor, An Introduction to Biblical Hebrew 
Syntax (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1990), 121.

63.  Tubul, “Nouns with Double Plural Forms,” 198.
64.  Waltke and O’Connor put this form of the word into the category of “complex 

inanimate nouns” as opposed to that of abstract plurals (ibid., 120). GKC also does 
not see it as an abstract plural but instead classifies it with “plurals of local extension” 
(§124b), a category under the collective use of the plural form. I think that both 
assessments show the difficulty of determining the precise function of the -îm/ê form 
of משכב.
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I wish to proceed, then, on the assumption that the word משכבי 
expresses, at the connotative level, an abstract concept that should be 
understood as sexual domain. This sexual domain, it seems, can be one 
of two types. The first type may be called an ownership domain. It is one 
where the person who owns the domain possesses exclusively the right to 
have sex with the individuals who fall within that domain, This is the type 
of domain referred to in Gen. 49:4. I call the second type a guardianship 
domain. This occurs, for example, in a father–daughter relationship. The 
father does not possess the right to have sex with his daughter. But her 
sexual activity is under his control, and he is the one to decide who is 
allowed into the sexual domain that she inhabits. Other texts in Leviticus 
(e.g., Lev. 19:29) show that the authors of H took seriously the responsi-
bility of fathers, in particular, to supervise the sexuality of their daughters.65 
Moreover, any illegitimate trespass in the domain supervised by a father 
is not a violation of the daughter but a violation of the rights of the father. 

I base this understanding of the second type of sexual domain on how 
the term משכבי is used in 1QSa. The text forbids a young man from 
approaching (קרב) a woman “to know her” (לדעתה) “with respect to the 
 mentioned in Genesis 49 did *משכבים of a male.”66 Just as the *משכבים
not belong to Reuben or to the woman but to Jacob, so the משכבים* here 
in 1QSa belong neither to the young man nor to the woman with whom he 
might sleep but to another male. For the young man to have sex with the 
woman, whether forced or consensual, would not be a violation of her as 
much as it would be of whichever male figure in her life had the authority 
to say with whom she could and could not have sex.67 The young man 
would thus be trespassing in someone else’s sexual domain. The woman 
in question is restricted territory, and access to this territory is governed 
by a male. This male could be her husband, but, in this context, it seems 
more likely that the male would be her father or, perhaps, even her brother 
or another male relative, should her father be deceased. Thus, the use of 
the term משכבי does not necessarily mean that this male to whom the 

65.  See Hilary Lipka, “The Offense, Its Consequences, and the Meaning of זנה in 
Leviticus 19:29,” Chapter 6 in this volume.

66.  For a survey of the scholarly literature on this text, see William Loader, The 
Dead Sea Scrolls on Sexuality: Attitudes towards Sexuality in Sectarian and Related 
Literature at Qumran (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 201–11. Loader takes the 
phrase למשכבי זכר as simply clarifying the nature of the act of approaching (קרב) a 
woman.

67.  See the discussion in M. L. Case, “The Inheritance Injunction of Numbers 36: 
Zelophehad’s Daughters and the Intersection of Ancestral Land and Sex Regulation,” 
Chapter 8 in this volume, especially the material at nn. 28–32.
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 ,belong has the right to lie down with the woman himself; rather משכבי
it communicates that this woman is in a sexual domain under his control. 
Only when the young man has reached the age of twenty may he approach 
a woman under the supervision of another male, and only by the process 
of marriage will she be transferred to his sexual domain, at which point 
he may have sexual relations with her.

In the Leviticus texts under examination, the prohibition has to do with 
the משכבים* of a woman or wife. If we apply the understanding of משכבי 
just described to these texts, the command that they set forth is not to lie 
down with a male in the sexual domain of a woman. Is this domain one 
of ownership or guardianship? I maintain that both types of domain are 
involved here and function similarly to those at issue when the sexual 
domain of a man is in view.

The Notion of Sexual Domain in Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 

Women in Leviticus 18 and 20
Using the concept of sexual domain in a discussion of Lev. 18:22 and 
20:13 could encounter a significant problem. The difficulty emerges from 
the fact that the construct chain in both texts ends with אשה. According 
to my reasoning, the person whose rights are violated by the male-with-
male sex envisioned by the verses is a woman. In what sort of situation 
would a woman be violated, should two men sleep together? Throughout 
the ancient Near East, including the societies of Israel and Judah, it is not 
at all clear that women—whether married or unmarried—were viewed in 
this way.68 Generally speaking, women did not possess rights to or over a 
man’s, even their own husband’s, sexuality.

Nevertheless, I wish to highlight three considerations pointing to the 
idea that women were taken into consideration by H’s authors more 
than one might have assumed for an ancient patriarchal society. First, 
Leviticus 20 contains unusual indications of sexual agency on the part 
of some women. In other words, the rhetoric of the text accords to these 
women the ability to choose sexual activity in ways that other biblical 
texts tend not to do. For example, In Lev. 20:17, where a man is said to 
take or marry (לקח is the customary word for “to marry”) his sister, the 
text says that “he sees her nakedness and she sees his nakedness.” The text 
includes the pronoun היא (“she”), most likely to emphasize the woman’s 

68.  See Raymond Westbrook, “Adultery in Ancient Near Eastern Law,” RB 97 
(1990): 542–80.



 5. W  On the Beds of a Woman 145

involvement in the action described.69 Nowhere else in the Hebrew Bible 
does one find reference to a woman seeing the nakedness of a man.70 In 
the very next verse (Lev. 20:18), when a man lies with a woman during 
her menstrual period, the text states that “he has laid bare her flow and she 
has uncovered the flow of her blood”; again, the pronoun היא is included. 
The woman here, as well, is described as having agency in the execution 
of the act in question.71 The ascription of proactive participation to these 
particular women runs counter to how biblical texts typically speak of 
women’s engagement in sexual activity. This allowance of agency reflects 
an unusual strategy on the part of H’s authors vis-à-vis other biblical 
authors, for taking women into account as they construct their rules.

Second, in both Leviticus 18 and 20, it is the relationship that some 
individuals have with a woman rather than a man that renders them 
unavailable sexually. In Lev. 18:13, the sister of one’s mother is a 
prohibited sexual partner, because she is the blood relative (שאר) of one’s 
mother. Leviticus 20:19 contains a similar prohibition. In Lev. 18:17, one 
is not to have sex with the daughter of one’s wife (presumably, one’s step- 
daughter) nor with the daughter of her son or daughter, and in Lev. 20:14, 
it is the mother of one’s wife who is off limits. Both prohibitions occur 
due to the relationships that these women have with one’s wife. The same 
is true for the prohibition in Lev. 18:18, where the sister of one’s wife is 
forbidden. It is not only certain relationships with men, therefore, that 
play a role in the reasoning presented in Leviticus 18 and 20; particular 
relationships with women are also highly significant.72

69.  For similar interpretations of this text, see Deborah L. Ellens, Women in 
the Sex Texts of Leviticus and Deuteronomy: A Comparative Conceptual Analysis, 
LHBOTS 458 (London: T&T Clark, 2008), 122, and the literature cited there.

70.  Other biblical texts refer only to men seeing someone else’s nakedness. In 
addition to the references in Leviticus, Ham is said to see the nakedness of his father 
in Genesis 9, and it is men who see the nakedness of personified Jerusalem in Ezek. 
16:37 and Lam. 1:8.

71.  Ellens argues that Leviticus 20 treats women generally as having agency: 
“The woman is focalized, in the chapter as a whole, as agent. She is responsible to 
the laws” (Women in the Sex Texts, 147).

72.  In fact, in commenting on Lev. 18:17, Madeline Gay McClenney-Sadler 
claims that “the focus of this verse in on the rights of the wife in relation to her 
daughters and granddaughters” (Recovering the Daughter’s Nakedness: A Formal 
Analysis of Israelite Kinship Terminology and the Internal Logic of Leviticus 18, 
LBHOTS 476 [London: T&T Clark, 2007], 86). Whether or not “rights” is the proper 
term to capture the thrust of the text is unclear, but it helps to underline the importance 
of some individuals’ relationships to certain women within this set of prohibitions.
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Third, evidence external to the Bible suggests that women were able to 
control some aspects of their husband’s sexual activity through contract 
if not through established law. A Neo-Assyrian marriage contract, for 
instance, includes a clause preventing the husband from marrying a 
second wife, implying that, should he ever wish to, he would have to 
obtain the permission of his first wife.73 In addition, several marriage 
contracts from the Neo-Babylonian and Persian periods include clauses 
making it prohibitively expensive for the husband to take a second wife 
without, presumably, having received permission from the first.74 These 
documents signal greater influence for some wives in these periods over 
their husband’s sexual pursuits.

What the priestly authors have done is to allow the consideration of 
women’s relationships and agency to influence their laws.75 They do so 
by taking women into consideration in new ways. In essence, the priestly 
authors are looking at the relationships that some women have with other 
individuals and including those relationships among the important factors 
that determine their list of sexual prohibitions.

In light of these considerations, a more precise way to understand 
the import of the phrase אשה  is to say that it conveys the idea משכבי 
that certain males are, sexually speaking, off limits because of their 
relationship to a woman. As we have seen, Bilhah was off limits to 
Reuben by virtue of her relationship to Jacob, and the woman imagined in 
the Qumran text is off limits to the young man by virtue of her relationship 
to the male who controls access to her sexual activity. Importantly, it was 
a משכבי-phrase that marked their status as such. By the same token, the 
male-with-male relationships mentioned in Leviticus are also qualified by 
means of a משכבי-phrase; the males referenced by these texts, therefore, 
are considered forbidden territory by virtue of their relationship to a 
woman.

73.  The text is CTN 2 247—that is, no. 247 in J. N. Postgate, The Governor’s 
Palace Archive, Cuneiform Texts from Nimrud 2 (London: British School of 
Archaeology in Iraq, 1973). See the discussion of the document in Karen Radner, Die 
neuassyrischen Privatrechtsurkunden als Quelle für Mensch und Umwelt, SAAS 6 
(Helsinki: The Neo-Assyrian Text Corpus Project, 1997), 160.

74.  See the documents with penalties of 5 minas or 6 minas of silver cited in 
Bruce Wells, “First Wives Club: Divorce, Demotion, and the Fate of Leah in Genesis 
29,” Maarav 18 (2011): 126–8.

75.  This approach on the part of the priestly authors does not reflect an egalitarian 
move on their part but rather a concern about the effects of women on purity; see 
Sarah Shectman, Women in the Pentateuch: A Feminist and Source-critical Analysis, 
Hebrew Bible Monographs 23 (Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix, 2009), 48–9.
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The Forbidden Relationships
What sorts of women and what sorts of relationships might be envisioned? 
Initial clues to answer this question come in the sexual taboos that precede 
the prohibition in Lev. 18:22 and in those that surround the prohibition in 
Lev. 20:13. Many of the women in these chapters are off limits due to the 
relationship that they have to a particular man. To begin with, then, the 
men with whom one is prevented from having sex in Lev. 18:22 are likely 
to include the very men who are in these relationships. They are off limits 
due to the relationship that they have with the women identified in the 
prohibitions. One’s neighbor is off limits due to the fact that he is married 
and falls into the category of the משכבים* of his wife. One’s father, uncle, 
and brother are off limits for the same basic reason: they are married 
men.76 Such a line of reasoning might suggest that the prohibitions on 
male-with-male sex are intended to forbid sex simply with married men. 
The domain in these cases would essentially be that of ownership. The 
fact that the prohibitions use the term זכר, however, points to the idea 
that other males, unmarried males to be specific, are also included. Such 
males could include, for example, one’s stepson, the son of one’s wife 
who was born to her in a different marriage. This stepson would be the 
male counterpart to the stepdaughter mentioned in Lev. 18:17. He has a 
particular relationship to a particular woman, namely, one’s own wife, and 
he is off limits sexually due to this relationship.77 The domain into which 
these males fall would be that of guardianship. In short, the prohibitions 
forbid sex with other married men and with any unmarried males who fall 
under the guardianship of a Judean woman.

The Structure of Leviticus 20
If the prohibitions in Lev. 18:22 and 20:13 are understood in this way, 
many of the men within the community of a Judean man would be removed 
from being possible sexual partners for him. What would mostly be left 

76.  To some degree, I am following Stewart’s reasoning, when he argues that the 
men who are off limits are those husbands who correspond to “all the same degrees 
of relation” mentioned elsewhere in the lists in Leviticus 18 and 20. But I do not think 
that Stewart went far enough in terms of the males included in the prohibition.

77.  I would argue that the oversight of this stepson’s sexual activity is the 
responsibility of his mother and not that of his stepfather. He probably does not stand 
to inherit from the stepfather and so would not be under the latter’s supervision in the 
same way as a legitimate heir. For example, §§12–15 in the Neo-Babylonian Laws 
strongly imply that a stepson in this situation will receive an inheritance only out of 
his mother’s property or dowry.
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would include male slaves, foreign travelers (not resident foreigners, like 
the גר), and possibly male prostitutes. This focus on regulating sexual 
relations within the community seems to be in keeping with the majority 
of the other prohibitions in Leviticus 18 and 20. Most of the individuals 
who are declared sexually off limits for the laws’ addressees are such 
because of their relationship to another person within the community.

This is especially clear in ch. 20, where the prohibitions are grouped 
together quite differently from what one finds in ch. 18.78 The latter 
arranges the laws according to the relationship that the forbidden person 
(e.g., father’s wife, sister, granddaughter) has with the addressee of the 
laws.79 The laws in ch. 20, by contrast, begin with infractions that require 
the death penalty and then move to those with a penalty that stops short 
of execution. After the prohibition in v. 9 that appears to head the entire 
list of laws, two sections stand out: vv. 10-14 and vv. 17-21. Between the 
sections come the prohibitions on bestiality; those within the sections just 
identified refer to sexual violations committed with other persons. Each 
section begins with a prohibition that sets the tone for the laws following 
it. The death penalty section begins with a prohibition on adultery: “A 
man who commits adultery (נאף) with the wife of a man, who commits 
adultery with the wife of his fellow (רעה), shall be put to death—the 
adulterer and the adulteress.”80 This section appears to deal with sexual 
transgressions that violate accepted social hierarchies. Sex with another 
man’s wife violates the hierarchy in which this other man has exclusive 
rights to and control over his wife and her sexuality.81 The laws that follow 

78.  Several scholars maintain that the provisions of ch. 20 were written after 
those of ch. 18 and reformulated the latter for a variety of reasons. See, e.g., Olyan, 
“Meaning and Significance,” 186–8; Nissinen, Homoeroticism, 37; and Phyllis Bird, 
“The Bible in Christian Ethical Deliberation concerning Homosexuality: Old Testa-
ment Contributions,” in Homosexuality, Science, and the “Plain Sense” of Scripture, 
ed. David L. Balch (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 152, 155.

79.  Ellens, Women in the Sex Texts, 96–9.
80.  On the possible text-critical issues in Lev. 20:10, see Milgrom, Leviticus 

17–22, 1747. Milgrom himself does not believe that the MT of this text is corrupt.
81.  One might surmise that, in cases where incest takes place with the wife of a 

relative, the prohibition against adultery (Lev. 20:10) would be sufficient to cover and 
ban such acts. As I see it, however, the list in Leviticus 20 evidently assumes that it 
does not. There are at least two explanations for this. First, Westbrook argues that, by 
including separate laws on incest, the authors are seeking to prevent collusion on the 
part of a married couple (e.g., one’s aunt and uncle), whereby the husband gives his 
wife permission to sleep with the law’s addressee (Westbrook, “Adultery,” 568 n. 97).
Second, the repetition in the protasis of Lev. 20:10 (“A man who commits adultery 
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also involve hierarchical relationships—with one’s father in v. 11 (his 
wife is forbidden), with one’s son in v. 12 (his wife is also forbidden), and 
with the mother of one’s wife in v. 14 (she is forbidden). The next section 
(laws without the death penalty) begins with a prohibition on sex/marriage 
with one’s sister.82 The subsequent laws all relate to sibling relationships: 
the sister of a parent in v. 19 (she is forbidden), the brother of a parent in 
v. 20 (his wife is forbidden), and one’s own brother in v. 21 (his wife is 
also forbidden). This second section focuses on lateral rather than hierar-
chical relationships.83

Further, each section manifests a similar literary structure. After the 
opening law in each (v. 10 and v. 17), one finds three laws that begin 
with ואיש אשר ישכב (vv. 11-13 and vv. 18-20),84 followed by one law that 
begins with ואיש אשר יקח (v. 14 and v. 21). The prohibition on male-with-
male sex in Lev. 20:13 is part of the first set of three laws that begin with 
 Each one contains the same basic elements along with a .ואיש אשר ישכב
similar formulation. One can identify five elements in each verse: (1) the 
initial ישכב אשר   the identity of the (2) ;(”…and a man who lies“) ואיש 
individual being lain with, preceded by the preposition (3) ;את a word or 
phrase that captures the wrongfulness of the act; (4) the death sentence; 

with the wife of a man, who commits adultery with the wife of his fellow [רעהו]…”) 
may be meant to indicate that this prohibition applies only to sex with the wife of a 
 who would then be a man outside the circle of one’s close male relatives. If that ,רע
is the case, then the prohibitions on incest would be necessary. On the repetition 
in 20:10, cf. the comments of Michael Fishbane (Biblical Interpretation in Ancient 
Israel [Oxford: Clarendon, 1985], 169–70).

82.  The text says not to “take” (לקח) one’s sister and, thus, most likely has 
marriage in view. Most of the prohibitions in Leviticus 20 use other verbs to denote 
sexual intercourse: נאף in 20:10; שכב in 20:11, 12, 13, 18, and 20; נתן (with שכבת) in 
20:15; and רבע in 20:16. See Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1750.

83.  The one law that stands out as a likely exception is v. 18, which forbids sex 
with a menstruating wife. The possible connection here to sibling relationships is that, 
during the menstrual period of one’s wife, she is to be treated as a sister: a woman 
within one’s family who is off limits to one sexually.

84.  Verse 19, in the surviving manuscripts, clearly does not begin this way. I 
maintain, though, that it did originally and that a copyist was affected by the formu-
lation of the corresponding commandments from ch. 18 (vv. 12-13) and introduced 
an unintended emendation. Milgrom believes that the altering—he admits that 
something has indeed been altered—of the beginning of Lev. 20:19 was intentional 
on the part of the “H redactor” in order to “distinguish this prohibition from all the 
others” (Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1756). Milgrom does not, however, say exactly 
why the redactor wanted this provision to stand out.
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and (5) the statement that “their blood is on them” (דמיהם בם).85 I present 
the verses below with each element identified. Verse 12 switches the order 
of elements 3 and 4 when compared with vv. 11 and 13.

5 4 3 2 1
דמיהם בם  מות יומתו

שניהם
 ערות אביו

גלה
 את אשת

אביו
11) ואיש אשר ישכב

דמיהם בם  מות יומתו
שניהם

תבל עשו את כלתו 12) ואיש אשר ישכב

דמיהם בם  שניהם מות
יומתו

תועבה עשו  משכבי
אשה

את זכר 13) ואיש אשר ישכב

I have not included the phrase משכבי אשה in any of the elements in v. 13 
because it may not be immediately apparent to which element it belongs. 
A consideration of element 2 in each of the other two verses, however, 
reveals that something is missing from v. 13’s element 2 as it is currently 
demarcated, and this harks back to the discussion earlier in this study 
regarding how illicit sexual partners are qualified in the text. In both of 
the other verses, the identity of the person being lain with is limited or 
qualified in some way. It is not just any wife with whom one may not 
lie in v. 11 but the wife of one’s father. It not just any daughter-in-law 
with whom one may not lie in v. 12 but one’s own daughter-in-law. If 
these verses are as carefully structured as they appear to be, then it stands 
to reason that the identity of the person being lain with in v. 13 is also 
qualified. This qualification can only be found in the phrase משכבי אשה, 
and, thus, it seems evident that this phrase does indeed belong in element 
2 of v. 13. It is not just any male with whom one may not lie, but it is a 
male who is qualified as the lying-down territory or sexual domain of a 
woman. The formulation of the prohibition and its placement within the 
list of laws in ch. 20 highlight this qualification.86

85.  This is similar to what Hartley does in his analysis (John E. Hartley, Leviticus, 
WBC 4 [Dallas: Word, 1992], 360).

86.  As noted, the literary structure of Leviticus 18 differs from that of chapter It 
is worth asking whether its structure should affect the interpretation of אשה  משכבי 
in 18:22 in ways that are similar to how I think ch. 20’s structure should influence 
our understanding of the phrase in 20:13. In my view, the nature of the influence 
in each chapter is different. In Leviticus 18, all of the laws having to do with 
uncovering nakedness come first. These incest laws are then followed by other types 
of infractions: marrying two sisters, sex with a menstruating woman, adultery, child 
sacrifice, male-with-male sex, and bestiality. It seems evident that the last three deal 
with partners other than women and do so in a descending hierarchical order: gods, 
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The Purpose of Leviticus 18 and 20

The laws of Leviticus 18 and 20 are addressed principally to men, 
especially given the second-person masculine forms of address in ch. 18 
and the reference to a woman in the third person in 18:23.87 According to 
my reading of Lev. 18:22 and 20:13, these texts were intended to prevent 
men in the authors’ community from sleeping with another male (זכר) 
who had a particular relationship to a woman (אשה) within the commu-
nity.88 Any married male was forbidden, as well as younger males who 
were under the guardianship of such a woman. Should a man have sex, 
for example, with a male slave, he would not violate these prohibitions 
because the slave is neither married nor under a woman’s guardianship.89 
Furthermore, one should not necessarily assume that the man who slept 
with the slave has violated the rights of his own wife. Just as a husband 
who sleeps with a female slave or a female prostitute did not, according 
to ancient Near Eastern standards, commit adultery and violate the rights 
of his wife in any way, so a man who sleeps with a male slave would not 
be deemed to have transgressed against his wife. Moreover, the slave 

men, animals. Since the law in 18:22 is not, in terms of its language and syntax, as 
closely connected with the prohibitions surrounding it as is the case with 20:13, I do 
not think that the elements of 18:22 should be expected to match closely with the 
elements of the laws next to it.

87.  See Feinstein, Sexual Pollution, 122–4.
88.  There may be a parallel in the Middle Assyrian Laws (§§19–20). The first 

provision, §19, has to do with false accusations of male-with-male sex. The second, 
§20, states: “If a man sodomizes his comrade (tappāʾu) and they prove the charges 
against him and find him guilty, they shall sodomize him and they shall turn him into 
a eunuch” (translation from Martha T. Roth, Law Collections from Mesopotamia and 
Asia Minor, ed. Piotr Michalowski, SBLWAW 6 [Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1997], 160). 
Nissinen makes the argument that ancient societies did not consider “homosexual acts 
nor heterosexual acts…as being done by two equals” (Homoeroticism, 26). Thus, in 
his view, even consensual sex between a man (ẚīlu) and his social equal (tappāʾu) 
would have been forbidden by this provision. If Nissinen is right about this, then §20 
would be similar, though not identical, in import to Lev. 18:22 and 20:13 as I have 
interpreted them. That is, all three rules seek to prevent sex between men of equal 
status in a given community; the main difference is that the texts in Leviticus prohibit 
sex with additional males.

89.  Compare how Lev. 19:20-22 handles sex with a female debt slave. The usual 
rules do not apply when a person with slave status is involved and, I would venture 
to say, anyone who does not belong to someone else’s sexual domain or is not one of 
the laws’ addressees.
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would not be considered a violator because the laws were not addressed 
to slaves, and any such slave would be subject to whatever punishment 
his master deemed suitable.

What is especially noteworthy about the rhetoric of Leviticus 18 is that 
it attributes impurity or uncleanness (see the forms of טמא in v. 24) to the 
men who transgress the sexual taboos listed there. Eve Levavi Feinstein 
has shown that, apart from Leviticus 18, biblical texts typically speak of 
illicit sexual relations as causing women to be unclean, not men.90 Men do 
the polluting, and women are the passive recipients thereof.91 “Leviticus 
18,” writes Feinstein, “represents a turning point in the development of 
the concept of sexual pollution.”92 It also appears to reflect a shift, in 
some quarters, in the conception of women’s relationship to men. Rather 
than assuming the ownership of women’s sexuality by men, the authors 
of Leviticus 18 express it in different terms. A married woman’s sexuality 
is, in some cases, the “nakedness” (ערוה) of her husband. This may still 
convey a notion of ownership, but the authors feel compelled to make this 
explicit.93 The term “nakedness,” however, communicates a somewhat 
different concept in Lev. 18:10 where sexual relations with one’s grand- 
daughters are forbidden because “they are your nakedness” (ערותך הנה). 
This cannot refer to ownership in the same sense as other uses of ערוה 
in Leviticus 18, but it may identify the kind of guardianship that I have 
described above—the guardianship that a man would have over the 
women and girls in his household. In any event, every illicit uncovering 
of nakedness in Leviticus 18 is now presented as a purity concern.

For Feinstein, this emphasis on the purity of men fits well with H’s 
notion of Israel as a nation of holy men: holiness is applied to lay males as 
well as priests, and it is elevated to the status of a mandate for these men.94 
Their avoidance of uncleanness or impurity was critical in marking their 
community as distinct (“holy”) from those of other groups. It remains to 

90.  Feinstein, Sexual Pollution, 42–99, 123.
91.  In Leviticus 18, not only do the men become unclean, but they then impart 

that uncleanness to the land (ibid., 124–6).
92.  Ibid., 160. The change represented by Leviticus 18 did not succeed in all 

quarters, since some older ideas continued to persist.
93.  I am speaking of how the notion of revealing nakedness is used in the form of 

Leviticus as we have it today. On possible changes in what this meant to authors in 
ancient Israel and Judah, see Idan Dershowitz, “Revealing Nakedness and Concealing 
Homosexual Intercourse: Legal and Lexical Evolution in Leviticus 18,” HBAI 6 
(2017): 510–26.

94.  Feinstein, Sexual Pollution, 123.
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be asked, though, why the particular prohibitions set forth in Leviticus 18 
and 20 were deemed so crucial that they predominate within H’s rules for 
behavior by non-priests.

Scholars have offered a variety of answers to this question with little 
consensus. That is, they have tried to identify one overarching rationale 
that can explain the motivation for including all of the rules set forth in 
Leviticus 18 and 20. The proposals for what these rules were meant to 
achieve have ranged from presenting an expanded commentary on the 
Ten Commandments95 to limiting individual defilement96 to preventing the 
misuse of semen97 to maintaining familial and social stability.98 One idea 
with several proponents is that these provisions sought to reinforce the 
gender boundaries and functions that H’s authors believed were right and 
proper and that would meet with favor from YHWH. This has led to the 
argument that “sexual contact between two men was prohibited because 
the passive party assumed the role of a woman and his manly honor was 
thus disgraced.”99 This may be accurate, but one does not find a great deal 
of evidence in Leviticus 18 and 20 to support the notion that H’s authors 
were concerned with manly honor.

It may well be that no one single rationale underlies all of the rules as 
we have them in these two chapters. As an alternative to seeking such a 
rationale, I wish to highlight one particular aspect of the prohibitions in 
Leviticus 18 and 20 that may be helpful at this point. It is widely acknowl-
edged that some of the prohibitions appear to be in conflict with traditions 
known from elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible. For example, Lev. 18:9 and 

95.  Gagnon, Bible and Homosexual Practice, 121.
96.  Olyan, “Meaning and Significance,” 205.
97.  Martin Samuel Cohen, “The Biblical Prohibition of Homosexual Intercourse,” 

in Biblical Studies Alternatively: An Introductory Reader, ed. Suzanne Scholz (Upper 
Saddle River: Prentice Hall, 2002), 153–64; see also Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1567. 

98.  Adrian Schenker, “What Connects the Incest Prohibitions with the Other 
Prohibitions Listed in Leviticus 18 and 20?” in The Book of Leviticus: Composition 
and Reception, ed. Rolf Rendtorff and Robert A. Kugler (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 
162–85.

99.  Nissinen, Homoeroticism, 44. See also the arguments in Ronald Hendel, 
Chana Kronfeld, and Ilana Pardes, “Gender and Sexuality,” in Reading Genesis: Ten 
Methods, ed. Ronald Hendel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 71–91. 
Gagnon takes a similar view but rejects the identification of gender stratification and 
male dominance as one of the main concerns of the authors behind the Leviticus texts. 
For him, it is strictly gender differentiation that is the driving force behind the prohi-
bition: male-with-male sex is “wrongly putting a person gendered by God as a male 
in the category of female so far as sexual interaction is concerned” (“Critique,” 4).
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20:17 forbid sexual relations and marriage, respectively, with one’s sister. 
This conflicts with the narrative in Genesis 20, which speaks of Sarah 
as the half-sister of Abraham and condones their marital relationship. 
The text of Lev. 18:16 and 20:21 prohibit relations with the wife of 
one’s brother, a stipulation that challenges the law of levirate marriage 
in Deuteronomy 25.100 Another point of tension lies between Lev. 18:18, 
which forbids marriage to two sisters, and Jacob’s marriages to Leah and 
Rachel. I infer from this evidence that the authors of Leviticus 18 and 20 
may have been interested in distinguishing their community not only from 
non-Judean groups around them (a clear point of emphasis in the rhetoric 
of these texts) but also from Judean groups who did not fully accept the 
same traditions and rules advocated by these authors. Thus, a handful of 
the prohibitions in Leviticus 18 and 20, such as the ones just cited, may 
have been new relative to the traditions and customs that other Judeans 
were generally familiar with.

It is not unreasonable to consider the prohibition on male-with-male 
sex (whether qualified according to my arguments above or not) to be 
part of the set of comparatively new regulations added by the authors of 
these texts.101 The only legal material elsewhere in the Pentateuch that 
comes close to speaking to the issue of homosexual activity occurs in 
Deuteronomy, where the text appears to prohibit very specific kinds (such 
as sex with male prostitutes) and to leave open the distinct possibility 
that other types were permitted.102 What one finds in Deuteronomy, then, 
may have been one of the perspectives or traditions that H’s authors were 
interested in countering. They may have, therefore, included the prohibi-
tions in Lev. 18:22 and 20:13 as one of the rules that would make their 
community distinctive and, in their view, more acceptable to YHWH.

The theology of H’s authors, if one may call it that, was certainly 
centered around the rubric of purity at the level of rhetoric. If we could 
discern the historical circumstances in which the authors were composing 

100.  See the argument in Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1758.
101.  For the claim that this prohibition was indeed added later, see Dershowitz, 

“Revealing Nakedness.” In addition, no clear evidence of a widespread ban on 
male-with-male sex has survived from other parts of the ancient Near East. The best 
evidence for any sort of ban comes in §20 of the Middle Assyrian Laws, discussed 
above (see n. 88 above). On the general lack of evidence in this regard, see Olyan, 
“Meaning and Significance,” 192–4; and Donald J. Wold, Out of Order: Homo-
sexuality in the Bible and the Ancient Near East (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1998), 44.

102.  See the arguments outlined in Isaac S. D. Sassoon, “What Does Deuteronomy 
Say about Homosexuality?” TheTorah.com, 30 August 2017, http://thetorah.com/ 
what-does-deuteronomy-say-about-homosexuality.
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and compiling their texts, however, we might discover other motivations 
at work. I suspect we would find the authors and their community in a 
struggle to preserve their identity and the traditions that they believed 
formed a critical ingredient thereof. This may be why the rules in 
Leviticus 18 and 20 seem to deemphasize the understanding of women 
as the sexual property of men in favor of an emphasis on the preservation 
of particular sexual boundaries within the community.103 Some social- 
scientific evidence suggests that, when small groups feel that their identity 
is under threat from external forces, they tend not only to reinforce and 
harden the boundaries separating them from external groups but also 
to increase the number and rigidity of internal boundaries among their 
own members.104 It is, admittedly, difficult to discern if this is the precise 
dynamic at work with respect to H’s laws governing sexual relations. 
What is fairly evident, though, is that these texts stress the importance of 
sexual boundaries among community members and concentrate less on 
ensuring male control of women’s sexuality. Thus, the authors’ efforts to 
ground their theology in matters of purity may ultimately be motivated 
by concerns related to group identity and distinctiveness. The rhetoric 
itself speaks of distinguishing the community from the Egyptians and the 
Canaanites—a combination that, at this point in the overall story, repre-
sents the archetypal “other” from Israel’s past and in Israel’s future.105

Conclusion

Throughout this discussion, I have attempted to demonstrate that the 
phrase משכבי אשה refers to the sexual domain of a woman and to compile 
a set of arguments that build toward this conclusion. First, the phrase 
occurs in Lev. 18:22 and 20:13 as an adverbial accusative with a locative 
function and thus indicates the place where or the space in which the law’s 
addressee may not lie down with another male. Second, because the -îm/ê 
plural form is used, the term likely connotes something other than simply 
beds. I have argued that there is no compelling evidence to attribute the 
meaning “act of lying down” to the word משכב and that its fundamental 

103.  See Ellens, Women in the Sex Texts, 121, 132, 135–6.
104.  See, e.g., Christie Davies, “Sexual Taboos and Social Boundaries,” American 

Journal of Sociology 87 (1982): 1032–63. The concern in H (in Leviticus 21) 
regarding the kind of woman that a priest should be allowed to marry may also be a 
symptom of this intense interest in group distinctiveness and the concomitant desire 
to clarify and stabilize internal boundaries and distinctions. See the discussion of that 
issue in Sarah Shectman, “Priestly Marriage Restrictions,” Chapter 7 in this volume.

105.  See Lev. 18:3, 24-28, and 20:22-24.
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denotation remains “place of lying down” on a consistent basis, even if 
its connotation may extend beyond that. Third, it seems reasonable to 
propose that the -îm/ê plural form of משכב conveys an abstract meaning in 
the sense of sexual zone or domain. This meaning comes in part from how 
the form is used in Gen. 49:4 and 1QSa I, 10. Fourth, these latter two texts 
show that a person can belong to another’s sexual domain in one of two 
senses. Either the person can be slept with only by the other individual, or 
the person’s sexual activity is guarded and managed by the other, who has 
the right to say who may and may not sleep with that person. Fifth, when 
this notion is applied to the Leviticus texts, it means that the men with 
whom the law’s addressees may not have sex are qualified as males who 
are off limits by virtue of a relationship that they have with a particular 
woman. Sex with married men, therefore, would be forbidden as well as 
sex with any males who are under the guardianship of a woman within 
the community.

Whether or not this reasoning is congruent with the rationale(s) behind 
the other sexual taboos in chs. 18 and 20 remains to be answered. I have 
suggested that the emphasis in H on sexual boundaries may stem from 
concerns about group solidarity and distinctiveness. The rhetoric of the 
text emphasizes purity concerns, but the language regarding the need to 
behave differently from particular groups of foreigners may signal that 
additional considerations are motivating the authors to connect these 
rules with purity requirements. In any event, H seeks to establish strict 
boundaries around the sexual activity of its community’s members and is 
specific about the individuals with whom a man may not engage sexually. 
Every person who is considered off limits is qualified in some way by the 
text, and, for male individuals who are taboo, that qualification comes 
with the phrase משכבי אשה.

Bibliography

Berlinerblau, Jacques. The Secular Bible: Why Nonbelievers Must Take Religion Seriously. 
New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005.

Bird, Phyllis. “The Bible in Christian Ethical Deliberation concerning Homosexuality: 
Old Testament Contributions.” In Homosexuality, Science, and the “Plain Sense” of 
Scripture, edited by David L. Balch, 142–76. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000.

Boyarin, Daniel. “Are There Any Jews in the ‘History of Sexuality’?” Journal of the 
History of Sexuality 5 (1995): 333–55.

Carr, David M. The Erotic Word: Sexuality, Spirituality, and the Bible. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2003.

Cohen, Martin Samuel. “The Biblical Prohibition of Homosexual Intercourse.” In Biblical 
Studies Alternatively: An Introductory Reader, edited by Suzanne Scholz, 153–64. 
Upper Saddle River: Prentice Hall, 2002.



 5. W  On the Beds of a Woman 157

Cushing (Stahlberg), Lesleigh. “Modern Day Moabites: The Bible and the Debate about 
Same-Sex Marriage.” BibInt 16 (2008): 442–75.

Davies, Christie. “Sexual Taboos and Social Boundaries.” American Journal of Sociology 
87 (1982): 1032–63.

Dershowitz, Idan. “Revealing Nakedness and Concealing Homosexual Intercourse: Legal 
and Lexical Evolution in Leviticus 18.” HBAI 6 (2017): 510–26.

Ellens, Deborah L. Women in the Sex Texts of Leviticus and Deuteronomy: A Comparative 
Conceptual Analysis. LHBOTS 458. London: T&T Clark, 2008.

Feinstein, Eve Levavi. Sexual Pollution in the Hebrew Bible. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2014.

Fishbane, Michael. Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel. Oxford: Clarendon, 1985.
Frahm, Eckart. Babylonian and Assyrian Text Commentaries: Origins of Interpretation. 

GMTR 5. Münster: Ugarit-Verlag, 2011.
Gagnon, Robert A. J. The Bible and Homosexual Practice: Texts and Hermeneutics. 

Nashville: Abingdon, 2001.
Gagnon, Robert A. J. “A Critique of Jacob Milgrom’s Views on Leviticus 18:22 and 

20:13.” Dr. Robert A. J. Gagnon, January 2005, http://www.robgagnon.net/articles/ 
homoMilgrom.pdf.

Gane, Roy E. “Didactic Logic and the Authorship of Leviticus.” In Current Issues in 
Priestly and Related Literature: The Legacy of Jacob Milgrom and Beyond, edited 
by Roy E. Gane and Ada Taggar-Cohen, 197–221. SBLRBS 82. Atlanta: SBL, 2015.

García Martínez, Florentino. The Dead Sea Scrolls Translated: The Qumran Texts in 
English. Translated by Wilfred G. E. Watson. Leiden: Brill, 1994.

Hartley, John E. Leviticus. WBC 4. Dallas: Word, 1992.
Hasselbach, Rebecca. “External Plural Markers in Semitic: A New Assessment.” In 

Studies in Semitic and Afroasiatic Linguistics Presented to Gene B. Gragg, edited by 
Cynthia L. Miller, 123–38. SAOC 60. Chicago: The Oriental Institute of the University 
of Chicago, 2007.

Hendel, Ronald, Chana Kronfeld, and Ilana Pardes. “Gender and Sexuality.” In Reading 
Genesis: Ten Methods, edited by Ronald Hendel, 71–91. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2010.

Hoop, Raymond de. Genesis 49 and Its Literary and Historical Context. Oudtestamentische 
Studiën 29. Leiden: Brill, 1999.

Hundley, Michael B. “What Is the Golden Calf?” CBQ 79 (2017): 559–79.
Jassen, Alex P. Scripture and Law in the Dead Sea Scrolls. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2014.
Lings, K. Renato. Love Lost in Translation: Homosexuality and the Bible. Bloomington: 

Trafford, 2013.
Loader, William. The Dead Sea Scrolls on Sexuality: Attitudes towards Sexuality in 

Sectarian and Related Literature at Qumran. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009.
McClenney-Sadler, Madeline Gay. Recovering the Daughter’s Nakedness: A Formal 

Analysis of Israelite Kinship Terminology and the Internal Logic of Leviticus 18. 
LBHOTS 476. London: T&T Clark, 2007.

Milgrom, Jacob. Leviticus 17–22: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary. 
AB 3A. New York: Doubleday, 2000.

Nihan, Christophe, From Priestly Torah to Pentateuch: A Study in the Composition of the 
Book of Leviticus. FAT 2/25. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2007.

Nissinen, Martti. Homoeroticism in the Biblical World. Translated by Kirsi Stjerna. 
Minneapolis: Fortress, 1998.



158 Sexuality and Law in the Torah

Olyan, Saul. “‘And with a Male You Shall Not Lie the Lying Down of a Woman’: On the 
Meaning and Significance of Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13.” Journal of the History of 
Sexuality 5 (1994): 179–206.

Otto, Eckart. “Das Heiligkeitsgesetz Leviticus 17–26 in der Pentateuchredaktion.” In Altes 
Testament - Forschung und Wirkung: Festschrift für Henning Graf Reventlow, edited 
by Peter Mommer and Winfried Thiel, 65–80. Frankfurt a.M.: Peter Lang, 1994.

Postgate, J. N. The Governor’s Palace Archive. Cuneiform Texts from Nimrud 2. London: 
British School of Archaeology in Iraq, 1973.

Radner, Karen. Die neuassyrischen Privatrechtsurkunden als Quelle für Mensch und 
Umwelt. SAAS 6. Helsinki: The Neo-Assyrian Text Corpus Project, 1997.

Reiner, Erica, in collaboration with David Pingree. Babylonian Planetary Omens: Part 
Three. CM 11. Groningen: Styx, 1998.

Roth, Martha T. Law Collections from Mesopotamia and Asia Minor. Edited by Piotr 
Michalowski. 2nd ed. SBLWAW 6. Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1997.

Sassoon, Isaac S. D. “What Does Deuteronomy Say about Homosexuality?” TheTorah.com, 
30August 2017, http://thetorah.com/what-does-deuteronomy-say-about-homosexuality.

Schenker, Adrian. “What Connects the Incest Prohibitions with the Other Prohibitions 
Listed in Leviticus 18 and 20?” In The Book of Leviticus: Composition and Reception, 
edited by Rolf Rendtorff and Robert A. Kugler, 162–85. Leiden: Brill, 2003.

Schipper, Jeremy. Ruth: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary. AB 7D. 
New Haven: Yale University Press, 2016.

Shectman. Sarah. Women in the Pentateuch: A Feminist and Source-critical Analysis. 
Hebrew Bible Monographs 23. Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix, 2009.

Soden, Wolfram von. “Bedeutungsgruppen unter den Substantiven nach der Nominalform 
ma/iqṭāl mit Pluralformen nach ma/iqtallîm/ôt im Althebräischen.” ZAH 1 (1988): 
103–6.

Stewart, David Tabb. “Ancient Sexual Laws: Text and Intertext of the Biblical Holiness 
Code and Hittite Law.” PhD diss., University of California, Berkeley, 2000.

Stewart, David Tabb. “Leviticus.” In The Queer Bible Commentary, edited by Deryn 
Guest, 77–104. London: SCM, 2006.

Stieglitz, Robert R. “A Physician’s Equipment List from Ugarit.” JCS 33 (1981): 52–5.
Tropper, Josef. Ugaritisch: Kurzgefasste Grammatik mit Übungstexten und Glossar. 

Elementa Linguarum Orientis. Münster: Ugarit-Verlag, 2002.
Tubul, Meirav. “Nouns with Double Plural Forms in Biblical Hebrew.” JSS 52 (2007): 

189–210.
Vermes, Geza. The Dead Sea Scrolls in English. 4th ed. New York: Penguin, 1995.
Walsh, Jerome T. “Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13: Who Is Doing What to Whom?” JBL 120 

(2001): 201–9.
Waltke, Bruce K., and Michael O’Connor. An Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax. 

Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1990.
Wells, Bruce. “First Wives Club: Divorce, Demotion, and the Fate of Leah in Genesis 29.” 

Maarav 18 (2011): 101–29.
Westbrook, Raymond. “Adultery in Ancient Near Eastern Law.” RB 97 (1990): 542–80.
Wold, Donald J. Out of Order: Homosexuality in the Bible and the Ancient Near East. 

Grand Rapids: Baker, 1998.


