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Abstract
Many scholars have argued that the Book of the Twelve presents 
a negative, oppressive portrayal of female figures. This article 
responds to some of the major accusations against the Twelve 
by highlighting examples therein of: (a) equality in female and 
male relationships; (b) models of female leadership; (c) repre-
sentations of female power; (d) condemnation of violence that 
occurs against females as well as males; (e) interdependence be-
tween females and males; (f) the sacredness of the female; and 
(g) the counter perspective of the abused male. Through a close 
examination of the text this article demonstrates that while nega-
tive portrayals of the female figure are present in the Book of the 
Twelve these are often counterbalanced by both equally negative 
portrayals of the male, and positive portrayals of the female. A 
variety of texts are highlighted, encouraging the discussion to 
reach beyond the commonly pointed to passages in Hosea and 
Zechariah, in order to reveal the more favorable perspective of 
the female demonstrated throughout the Twelve.

Some biblical scholars have a strongly negative view of the portrayal of the fe-
male in biblical prophetic literature. Eryl Davies, a self-proclaimed non-feminist, 
provides this summary statement on the use of female imagery:

The prophets contributed to some of the most vividly misogynist 
material encountered in the Hebrew Bible. It is striking that the 
prophets, so often regarded as the great champions of justice in 
ancient Israel, did so little to challenge the sexual oppression, and 

1 This article won the Jack and Phyllis Middleton Memorial Award for Excellence in Theology, 
awarded to the best graduate student paper presented at the CETA annual regional fall conference 
held on October 18, 2014 at Wycliffe College at the University of Toronto, Toronto, ON.
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that those who seemed most concerned about the exploitation of 
the poor by the rich should have been so oblivious to the exploita-
tion of women.2

Athalya Brenner writes, “When the prophets use the marriage metaphor to de-
pict the nature of the relationship between God and his people, the husband (God) 
is always viewed in a positive light whereas the wife (Israel) is almost invariably 
viewed negatively.”3 Gale Yee discusses the impact of the prophetic portrayal of 
women as evil: “Privileging gender blinds one to the fact that sexism interlocks 
with other social forms of oppression and exploitation, which are then encoded in 
the biblical text.”4

Accordingly, critics discuss the negative impact of the prophetic literature on 
contemporary Western society. It is argued that the sexual violence against women 
and negative portrayal of women in the prophetic literature have contributed to 
the history of violence and abuses against women throughout the history of West-
ern culture. For example, Brenner states,

[B]y emphasizing how grossly illicit and unreasonable had been 
the wife’s behaviour, and how patient and long-suffering had been 
her husband, the prophets were able to justify the punishment 
which was to be inflicted upon her. Just as the husband was legally 
within his rights in retaliating against his wayward wife, so God 
was justified in retaliating against his unfaithful people.5

Some “feminists who are also Jewish or Christian scholars find themselves in 
the frustrating position of having to accept as binding and authoritative texts that 
appear to be incompatible with some of their fundamental beliefs and principles,”6 
and to read the text through a male perspective. Because of the negative portrayal 
of women in the Old Testament and literary sources, some scholars think that 
the biblical text cannot be used to reconstruct gender relationships and recover 
women’s lives in ancient Israel.7 These are serious issues, and they highlight the 

2 Eryl W. Davies, The Dissenting Reader: Feminist Approaches to the Hebrew Bible (Aldershot: 
Ashgate, 2003), 7.

3 Athalya Brenner, A Feminist Companion to the Latter Prophets (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic 
Press, 1995), 26.

4 Gale Yee, Poor Banished Children of Eve: Woman as Evil in the Hebrew Bible (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 2003), 7.

5 Eryl W. Davies, The Dissenting Reader, 6.
6 Ibid., 10.
7 Gale Yee, Poor Banished Children of Eve, 29. See also Phyllis Bird, “Women’s Religion in Ancient 

Israel,” in Women’s Earliest Records from Ancient Egypt and Western Asia, ed. Barbara S. Lesko 
(Atlanta: Scholars, 1989), 283–98; Phyllis Bird, “The Place of Women in the Israelite Culture,” in 
Ancient Israelite Religion: Essays in Honour of Frank Moore Cross, eds. Patrick D. Miller Jr., Paul 
D. Hanson, and S. Dean McBride (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987), 397-419; Carol Meyers, 
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importance of evaluating the arguments to see if there might be other conclusions 
one can legitimately draw from the text. This essay takes into account the views 
of such scholars who hold that the Twelve portray the female negatively.

The Presence of Equality in Relationships in the Twelve
The argument that the Twelve present a solely negative portrayal of females is 
often grounded in the perception of how the power structure between the husband 
and wife is portrayed in the Twelve. Were such relationships demonstrative of 
inequality, as is commonly assumed? Renita Weems states:

The husband’s love was fueled by some very definite notions about 
the rights and privileges of the husband. Having as he did the power 
to divorce his wife, the authority to haul her before the cult on 
charges of infidelity, and the right to his wife’s exclusive sexuality, 
the husband clearly had the upper hand in the relationship.8

The Twelve does not often address marriage, but there are three key passages 
to consider. A line from Zechariah states, “If anyone again prophesies, his father 
and mother who bore him will say to him, ‘You shall not live . . . .’ And his father 
and mother who bore him shall pierce him through when he prophesies” (13:3).9 
This verse demonstrates a level of equality between husband and wife—both mu-
tually decide to take action and carry out punishment against a wayward son. 
Malachi 2:13-16 commands the husband not to divorce his wife. It says nothing 
to the wife; however, the husband is bound to be faithful to the marriage regard-
less of the wife’s actions. This is demonstrated by Hosea, who is mistreated by his 
wife but must remain in the marital relationship and show unconditional love and 
compassion to this wife. God commands Hosea to be faithful to his adulterous 
wife (3:1).

Equality between male and female is present throughout the Twelve. For ex-
ample, they are both sinful; a son dishonors his father and a daughter dishonors 
her mother (Mic 7:6). Both the young men and young women faint because of 
thirst (Amos 8:13). Bridegroom and bride are to assemble before YHWH (Joel 
2:16). One day “old men and old women . . . . Boys and girls” will be blessed 
(Zech 8:4-5), and God’s goodness will be extended to young men and young 
women alike (Zech 9:17). God’s Spirit will be poured out on men and women, 
and sons and daughters will prophesy (Joel 2:28).

Thus, although the Twelve does not discuss marriage often, there is an example 

Discovering Eve: Ancient Israelite Women in Context (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), 
11-23.

8 Renita Weems, Battered Love: Marriage, Sex and Violence in the Hebrew Prophets (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 1995), 31-32.

9 English Standard Version used throughout.
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of equality between husband and wife in Zechariah 13:3, and both Malachi 2:14–
16 and Hosea suggest a lack of freedom for the husband even in the face of spous-
al mistreatment.

Models of Female Leadership in the Twelve
Athalya Brenner discusses the lack of female leadership roles. First, “women are 
neither acknowledged public leaders nor prophets,” and this stands in contrast 
to numerous male characters that have leadership and prophetic roles.10 Brenner 
further notes: “professional women, women of vocation, do not feature largely.”11 
Another claim is that “women are described as active in the cult, albeit not in 
YHWH’s cult.”12 Indeed, “their membership in the ‘prophetic,’ Yahwistic world 
is largely denied.”13 It is thought that the women are condemned for leading men 
astray by their seduction, but there is not a balanced view whereby they are praised 
for their good influence or initiative. 

Though females do not feature largely in the Twelve, we may note that the 
Twelve promotes the status of the female figure to one of leadership in several 
places. Joel makes it clear that in the rule of the Spirit, women have a place of 
authority and leadership: “Your sons and your daughters shall prophesy . . . . on 
the male and female servants in those days I will pour out my Spirit” (2:28-29). 
The people who are to assemble before YHWH include the women (Joel 2:16). 
An unspecified female will usher in the reign of the promised ruler from Bethle-
hem when she gives birth (Mic 5:3). Miriam is acknowledged as a leader of Israel 
(Mic 6:4). Gomer has a son and a daughter, and they both represent YHWH’s 
prophetic message to Israel (Hos 1:4-6). In teaching that mourning is a fundament 
aspect of repentance and returning to YHWH Joel calls the people’s attention to 
the example of a female: “Lament like a virgin wearing sackcloth” (1:8). This 
image of a mourning virgin establishes the model of repentance that the leader-
ship are to follow. 

Furthermore, Zion is presented as a powerful female figure. It will be out of 
Zion, often personified in female terms, that the law of YHWH will go forth, and 
out of the city Jerusalem that the word of YHWH will be sent (Mic 4). Following 
an oracle against male leaders, Micah says, “And you, O tower of the flock, hill 
of the daughter of Zion, to you shall it come, the former dominion shall come, 
kingship for the daughter of Jerusalem . . . . Arise and thresh, O daughter of Zion, 
for I will make your horn iron, and I will make your hoofs bronze” (Mic 4:8, 13). 
Zion will be a place of fellowship and without fear. She will be established as a 

10 Athalya Brenner, A Feminist Companion to the Latter Prophets, 21.
11 Ibid., 26.
12 Ibid., 27.
13 Ibid., 28.
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place for the lame, the afflicted, and those cast off. The people will run to her for 
safety. In these passages, the female figure of Zion in the Twelve has a public 
leadership role in the kingdom of God, and the females, young and old, will 
prophesy along with the males.

Nevertheless, even though these examples of female leadership are present in 
the Twelve, leadership in the Twelve is predominantly fulfilled by male charac-
ters. It may be noted that male leaders are harshly condemned and held respon-
sible for their shortcomings. Haggai’s oracle criticizes the governor Zerubbabel 
and the high priest Joshua. They suffer the consequences of their failure (Hag 1:1-
11). Numerous other passages pronounce condemnation or indicate punishment 
for corrupt male leaders (Zech 10:3; Zech 13:4-7; Mal 1:6). The prideful notable 
men who lord over others will be the first to go into exile (Amos 6:1-7). In Hosea 
10:15, the punishment for the king of Israel’s bad leadership is complete destruc-
tion. Micah 3 is an oracle against the rulers, priests and prophets who “detest 
justice . . . build Zion with blood and Jerusalem with iniquity . . . . Give judgment 
for a bribe . . . teach for a price . . . practice divination for money” (vv. 9-11). Evil 
prophets and diviners face grave punishment (Mal 3:5). The destruction that will 
come to Zion is blamed on their corruption. Because they exhibited poor leader-
ship, the people will turn to YHWH instead. Indeed, it is because of this failure to 
fulfill their role that males, like females, are in need of deliverance.

Thus, there are numerous examples of female leadership in the Twelve. While 
male leadership is dominant, the failures of the male leaders are severely con-
demned. The audience of the Twelve is encouraged to look toward a day when 
both male and female will prophesy and be filled with the Spirit, and when the 
daughter of Zion is an ideal leader among all nations.

Condemnation of Violence, which Occurs Against 
Both Female and Male in the Twelve
Scholars are understandably troubled by the presence of violence in the Twelve. 
Oracles of violence against the female or female personification raise moral 
questions. Most alarming is the problem that arises in Hosea with the perceived 
condoning of violent actions against the female.14 The assumption is that Hosea 
suggests that a husband may legitimately act violently and sexually abusively to 
his wife. To further complicate this, the husband is representative of God, and this 
can lead scholars to suggest that the text affirms God’s violence against women. 
No matter how we approach the Twelve, “one can perhaps mitigate the damage for 

14 Hosea states: “Lest I strip her naked and make her as in the day she was born . . . and kill her with 
thirst . . . . I will hedge up her way with thorns, and I will build a wall against her, so that she 
cannot find her paths . . . . I will take away my wool and flax, which were to cover her nakedness” 
(2:3, 6, 9).
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women by pointing to the presumed motivations underlying the text . . . however, 
the textual anger and verbal violence are undeniable.”15 It is worth noting that 
although YHWH threatens to bring punishment to Hosea’s wife, YHWH does 
not instruct Hosea to act abusively to his wife, nor do we see YHWH’s threats 
materializing. Rather, he is to go and love his wife, despite her actions (Hos 3:1). 
The presence of violence, though, demands consideration.

Another troublesome passage often used to support the view that the Twelve 
condone violence against the female is in Zechariah. YHWH declares: “For I will 
gather all the nations against Jerusalem to battle, and the city shall be taken and 
the houses plundered and the women raped” (Zech 14:2). It should be noted that 
this passage foretells of violence against males as well (Zech 14:12-25), and that 
YHWH’s response is to go out and fight against the nations that will commit this 
violence against the women (Zech 14:3). Thus, a violent future is prophesied for 
both male and female, and YHWH does not condone the violence, but attacks the 
guilty nations in retribution.16

In terms of equality in the Twelve, sexual violence is also associated with 
males. Forced stripping occurs against the high priest in Zechariah: “The angel 
said to those who were standing before him, ‘Remove the filthy garments from 
him’” (3:4). Similar to passages of sexual violence against women, YHWH con-
demns the man who makes his neighbors drunk “in order to gaze at their naked-
ness” for they will be exposed and filled with shame (Hab 2:15-16). YHWH 

“crushed the head of the house of the wicked, laying him bare from thigh to neck” 
(Hab 3:13). These passages counterbalance the stripping of the female figure in 
Hosea 2.

Violence is not specifically directed against women, either. Both male and fe-
male face violence in Nahum: Thebes “became an exile; she went into captivity; 
her infants were dashed in pieces … for her honored men lots were cast, and all 
her great men were bound in chains” (3:10; see also Hos 13:16). In Amos, “the 
lovely virgins and the young men shall faint for thirst” (8:13).

Further, violence is directed specifically toward males. Habakkuk 2 contains 
an oracle against a male figure. Because of his corruption, violence, and drunken-
ness, he will be plundered, scorned, and exposed. Amos declares that the day of 
YHWH will be “as if a man fled from a lion, and a bear met him, or went into the 
house and leaned his hand against the wall, and a serpent bit him” (Amos 5:19). 
YHWH declares that Jeroboam will die by the sword and Israel will be exiled 
(Amos 7:11). Violence against males is also noted in Obadiah 8-9, Malachi 2:12; 
Zechariah 5:3-4, 13:3, 7; Zephaniah 1:3, 4, 8; Amos 7:17.

15 Athalya Brenner, A Feminist Companion to the Latter Prophets, 34.
16 This passage is similar to Nahum 3:5 where YHWH declares to Nineveh, “I . . . will lift up your 

skirts over your face; and I will make nations look at your nakedness and kingdoms at your shame.”
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In cases where violence against a female character is suggested, it is set in 
terms of consequences. This is made explicit several times. Micah states, “All her 
carved images shall be beaten to pieces, all her wages shall be burned with fire, 
and all her idols I will lay waste, for from the fee of a prostitute she gathered them, 
and to the fee of a prostitute they shall return” (1:7). Later, the enemy is personi-
fied as female, and the violence against her is a result of her mocking: “Then my 
enemy will see, and shame will cover her who said to me, ‘Where is the LORD 
your God?’ My eyes will look upon her; now she will be trampled down like the 
mire of the streets” (Mic 7:10). In Zephaniah, it is the arrogance of the female-per-
sonified city that leads to her desolation (but it is not from YHWH) and the refusal 
to accept correction and corruption (2:15, 3:7). This is the case even in Hosea, 
where the female figure has rejected provision and has acted shamefully. As a re-
sult, her provisions are removed and she is shamed (Hos 2).17

Importantly, throughout the Book of the Twelve, those who act violently are 
condemned. For example, in Obadiah, “because of the violence done to your 
brother Jacob, shame shall cover you, and you shall be cut off forever” (v. 10). 
People are condemned for driving women from their homes (Mic 2:9). Habakkuk 
complains about and condemns general violence (1:3). YHWH also condemns 
violence and warns that the violent will be punished (Hab 2:8; note also Zeph 
1:9).18 In the fullness of time, those who bring violence to Judah will also be vio-
lently punished. After violence is used as punishment for great evil, a time of 
peace will be established. Sexual abuse is also condemned. Amos declares that 
sexual abuse (when a father and son use the same girl) profanes God’s holy name 
(2:7), and he condemns and announces punishment on Ammon for ripping open 
the pregnant women of Gilead (1:13). Joel announces judgment for those who 
sold girls for wine (3:3). Zechariah gives specific instructions against oppressing 
widows (7:10).

The Twelve condemn violence against the female specifically through lament. 
Amos takes up the lament: “Fallen, no more to rise, is the virgin Israel; forsaken 
on her land, with none to raise her up” (5:1-2). Micah laments and wails, “stripped 
and naked . . . . For her wound is incurable” (1:8-9). In Zephaniah 3, there is an 
oracle of lament for the sad state of the city that ends with a great declaration of 
gladness, for the violence against her by her enemies will be ended. In addition to 
lamenting violence against the daughter of Zion, Micah announces her redemp-
tion by YHWH (4:10). These laments provide a response of compassion toward 
victims of violence. 

17 Herbert Danby, The Mishnah: Translated from the Hebrew with Introduction and Brief Explanatory 
Notes, trans. Herbert Danby (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 294, states, “She laid herself 
bare for transgression—the Almighty likewise laid her bare.” Other verses more generally address 
this theme of violence as a consequence of sin, such as Zech 7:13.

18 Note also Zephaniah 1:9.
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Thus, the Book of the Twelve does not single out women for abuse; females 
and males are presented as victims of general and sexual violence. Although the 
Twelve threatens violence, the Twelve does not condone violence toward women; 
violence and violent oppressors are condemned. The condemnation of violence is 
also given voice through lament for the victims of violence. 

The Female as Powerful in the Twelve
The biblical text is viewed by some scholars as reinforcing patriarchal dominance 
and “women’s inferiority and submissiveness.”19 The assumption that women were 
powerless—legally or socially or both—has a dominant influence on how some 
scholars view the portrayal of the female in the Twelve. Several feminists are 
combating this view and recognize the power of the female in the biblical text. 
In a section titled “Weapons of the Weak: Women’s Informal Power,” Gail Yee 
acknowledges that even though a woman in ancient Israel may lack legalized 
authority, she has power in the society.20 Carol Meyers argues that in the ancient 
Israelite society, where family structure is foundational, “female power will be as 
significant as male power and perhaps even greater.”21 Despite the lack of author-
ity in her society, she nevertheless exerts influence and control over events. For 
Yee, this is a “strategy of resistance/power to male authority and control.”22 These 
perspectives challenge the assumption that females did not have power.

I would like to highlight examples of powerful female characterizations in the 
Twelve. First, the seductress woman is not a follower. She goes after her lovers 
and exerts her seductive powers over them (Hos 3). She is successful. Hosea must 
go to great lengths to return his wife and redeem the marriage relationship. Indeed, 
because he does not have power over his wife, he must coerce her through love.23 
Nahum states that the Ninevites have gone to great lengths for the charms of the 
prostitute (3:1-4), indicating the power of the prostitutes over the Ninevites. In 
Micah 7:5, the female is a threat because she has power: “guard the doors of your 
mouth from her who lies in your arms.” Importantly, the display of power and the 
female’s exertion of power over the male are not condemned. An exception is 
Amos 4:1, where women are judged for the abuse of their power. The women 
oppress the poor and crush the needy. Rather than being powerless, these women 
are powerful, and Amos condemns them for using their power to oppress the dis-

19 Eryl W. Davies, The Dissenting Reader, 4.
20 Gale Yee, Poor Banished Children of Eve, 48ff.
21 Carol Meyers, Discovering Eve, 176.
22 Gale Yee, Poor Banished Children of Eve, 49. Yee notes, “They can exploit their men sexually, by 

refusing sexual intercourse with them or by threatening and actually pursuing sexually unaccept-
able behaviour with other men,” 50.

23 A. A. MacIntosh, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Hosea, ICC (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 
1997), 69.
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advantaged. When punishment is declared, as stated earlier, it is a direct conse-
quence of sin and not intended to strip the woman of her power.

While the above examples are generally negative, the female characterization 
of Zion exhibits elements of power in a positive sense.24 Micah 4:8, for example, 
declares dominion and leadership for her: “And you, O tower of the flock, hill of 
the daughter of Zion, to you shall it come, the former dominion shall come, king-
ship for the daughter of Jerusalem.” Micah depicts the daughter of Zion as strong: 

“Arise and thresh, O daughter of Zion, for I will make your horn iron, and I will 
make your hoofs bronze; you shall beat in pieces many peoples; and shall devote 
their gain to the LORD, their wealth to the Lord of the whole earth” (4:13). And 
again, in language of power and strength, Micah calls the daughter to rise up mil-
itarily: “Now muster your troops, O daughter of troops; siege is laid against us; 
with a rod they strike the judge of Israel on the cheek” (5:1). “The LORD roars 
from Zion” (Joel 3:16; Amos 1:2). Because Zion will give refuge to all, it is a 
place of strength (Joel 3:16). In Hosea 13:8, YHWH is presented by strong and 
protective female imagery, “like a bear robbed of her cubs” who attacks. Through-
out the Twelve, there is a close association between the presence and work of 
YHWH and the female personification of Zion, depicted in positive imagery and 
often idealized.

Moreover, the type of power that is physical and military and that is associated 
with male figures is condemned. Nahum condemns Nineveh for its rumbling 
wheels, galloping horses, bounding chariots, charging cavalry, flashing swords 
and glittering spears (Nah 3:2-3). Joel teaches that the one who executes YH-
WH’s word is powerful (2:11). This type of power is not gender-specific. YHWH 
models a power that is “gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in 
steadfast love” (Joel 2:13). Indeed, God’s work is accomplished not by power, but 
by the Spirit, who is poured out on male and female alike (Zech 4:5 and Joel 2:28). 
In this sense, females who act in accordance with YHWH’s word and by the Spirit 
are powerful.

The Female and Male as Mutually Dependent in the Twelve
According to Athalya Brenner, the latter prophets confine the roles of women to 
specific functions, and females are seldom imaged as independent, self-supporting 
figures.25 Davies argues that the prophets affirm the traditional gender stereotyping 
of women as dependent on men for protection and support.26

24 Even, Tyre, personified as a woman, is assumed to have power such that “the Lord will strip her 
of her possessions and strike down her power” (Zech 9:4).

25 Athalya Brenner, Feminist Companion to the Latter Prophets 28.
26 Eryl W. Davies, The Dissenting Reader, 6. Ibn Ezra and Kimchi state, “the girl, being the weaker 

sex, signifies and represents the weakness of the kings and the kingdom” (A. A. MacIntosh, Hosea, 
23).
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One response is to accept the vulnerability of the female and find value in this 
portrayal. For example, Christl Maier seeks to redeem the imagery of the fe-
male-personified Zion as vulnerable and in need of male protection. In the Zion 
passages, Maier observes how the metaphor of the female in need of protection 
positively emphasizes the caring fatherly role of YHWH in defending the vulner-
able city space of Zion.27 

If a lack of independence is perceived as negative, it applies to both female and 
male. Females depended on males for protection in the same way that males de-
pended on females to provide certain contributions to family and society. Both 
roles had risks, and no doubt the role of protector was at times fatal.

Though males are generally portrayed in the role of protector, it should be 
noted that the concomitant military roles often assumed for males in the OT is not 
presented as superior in the Twelve. Throughout the Twelve, YHWH condemns 
the men who used violence. In fact, a rule of peace is the ideal. The day of YHWH 
is marked by peace (Mic 4:3-4), as is the rule of YHWH (Zech 8:4), and peace 
marks the return of the glory of YHWH (Hag 2:9). Peace will accompany the 
coming of the King of Zion (Zech 9:8). Indeed, it is “not by might, nor by power” 
but by the Spirit of YHWH that the plan of YHWH is fulfilled (Zech 4:6). The 
desired future reign of peace is specifically associated with the female figure in 
Zech 9:9: “Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion! Shout aloud, O daughter of Jeru-
salem! Behold, your king is coming to you; righteous and having salvation is he, 
humble and mounted on a donkey.”

Once again we find that though the portrayal of the female as dependent in the 
Twelve may be perceived as negative, there is mutual dependency between fe-
male and male. The role of the male as a militant protector is condemned whereas 
the reign of peace associated with the female ideal and superior.

The Female as Sacred in the Twelve
Gale Yee comments on the biblical depiction of woman as evil, drawing attention 
to this theme in the prophetic literature. She argues the prophets portray women’s 
sexuality as dominantly “deviant, evil, and dangerous.”28 For example, a list of 
atrocities in the city of Nineveh includes “the countless whorings of the prosti-
tute, graceful and of deadly charms, who betrays nations with her whorings, and 
peoples with her charms” (Nah 3:4).29 Additionally, Gomer is negatively portrayed 
in Hosea.

27 Christl Maier, Daughter Zion, Mother Zion: Gender, Space, and the Sacred in Ancient Israel 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2008), 213.

28 Renita Weems, Battered Love, 5. She refers predominantly to Gomer.
29 Also, Zechariah has a vision of a woman about whom some argue the angel says, “This is 

Wickedness” (5:7-8). This vision is understood variously. Carol Meyers and Eric Meyers, Zechariah 
1–8, AB 25 (Garden City: Doubleday, 1987), 313, states, “The woman . . . is a complicated figure 
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One must ask if these portrayals are intended to portray normative female be-
havior or exceptional situations. Weems argues that the prophets hoped to arouse 
disgust, contempt, terror and shame by portraying the women as the sexually 
promiscuous wife, the brazen whore, and the mutilated paramour.30 If indeed such 
metaphors evoke disgust, contempt, terror, and shame, it is not because of their 
normalcy but because they were not accepted behavior. The element of shock is 
caused because such things were not acceptable in society. Hosea chose to use a 
situation that was not normal and acceptable in society to shame and horrify his 
audience. This perspective sets the message in a more positive light—such a thing 
should not happen in Israel.

Though the female is portrayed as a prostitute in Hosea, God’s response is not 
always to punish or condemn. Hosea 4:14 states, “I will not punish your daugh-
ters when they [turn to prostitution], nor your brides when they commit adultery; 
for the men themselves go aside with prostitutes and sacrifice with cult prosti-
tutes.” YHWH declares that the priests have led the people astray and casts blame 
solely on them. Though the daughters have also committed sexual sins of prosti-
tution, YHWH shows them compassion, understanding and grace to the point of 
not holding them responsible or punishing them.31

Despite these hopefully more positive perspectives, one cannot deny that the 
negative portrayals of female characters in the Twelve. To be fair, the prophets 
exhibit balance in the portrayal of female and male in that there are many equally 
negative depictions of male characters. Male figures, like female figures, are 
faithless and abandon their relationship with God. In Malachi, an accusation is 
made against male characters and personifications: “Judah has been faithless, and 
abomination has been committed in Israel and in Jerusalem. For Judah has pro-
faned the sanctuary of the LORD, which he loves, and has married the daughter 
of a foreign god” (2:11). In Zephaniah, males profane what is holy (3:4), which is 
contrasted to Jerusalem. Violent punishment comes equally to both males and 
females in an oracle against the nations (Joel 3:8). Zechariah uses worthless shep-
herds as symbols in a negative metaphor (v. 11). Jonah can be perceived as a 
parallel to Gomer. Initially, he failed at his mission from God, just as Gomer 
failed at her divinely commanded marriage relationship (see Jon 1:3). Like Gom-
er, who ran away from Hosea, her provider and protector, Jonah ran away from 
YHWH. Both were rescued by the very one from whom each ran away. Neither 

representing both idolatry and . . . wickedness.” With others, Meyers argues that the female “fan-
ciful winged creatures who transport the idolatrous symbol from Yehud to Babylon must also 
be agents of YHWH rather than attendants of the woman/goddess” (Zechariah 1–8, 313). Many 
scholars agree that it is not the woman that represents wickedness, but the basket.

30 Renita Weems, Battered Love, 2.
31 This is a powerful statement that can speak to contemporary prostitution issues and the push to 

punish buyers, not prostitutes.
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one was discerning enough to recognize the gracious act of rescue. And, just like 
Gomer, Jonah did not show appreciation for being rescued. Thus, one may argue 
that the negative images of female figures are balanced by the negative images of 
male figures in the Twelve.

Finally, in contrast to negative images of the female as evil, many passages in 
the Twelve depict positive portrayals of the female figure as one who is sacred—
devoted to YHWH, regarded with reverence and secured against violation. Zion 
is to be the holy place where YHWH dwells and will receive the protection of 
God. Through a rule of peace God will secure it. Maier comments that the proph-
etic literature tries “to counterbalance the image of the battered consort with Zion 
as the beloved wife and queen.”32 Zion is also represented as a mother-city. The 
function of the city “to provide food, shelter, and secure habitations, overlap most 
expansively with common assumptions of motherhood.”33 Here, Zion is “a sym-
bol of peace and salvation and marks the starting point for the idea of a purified 
or heavenly Jerusalem as the ultimate sacred space.”34 The Twelve also states that 
God is very jealous for Zion (Zech 1:14, 8:2). Throughout, there are beautiful, 
eloquent passages of Zion’s restored state. Indeed, some of the most positive lan-
guage in the Twelve describes the daughter of Zion. One of the most beautiful is 
this declaration of the daughter of Zion, who is characterized as exonerated, vic-
torious, fearless and adored by YHWH:

Sing aloud, O daughter of Zion; 
shout, O Israel!

Rejoice and exult with all your heart, 
O daughter of Jerusalem!

The LORD has taken away the judgments against you; 
he has cleared away your enemies.

The King of Israel, the Lord, is in your midst; 
you shall never again fear evil ….

The LORD your God is in your midst, 
a mighty one who will save;

he will rejoice over you with gladness; 
he will quiet you by his love;

he will exult over you with loud singing.
I will gather those of you who mourn for the festival, 

so that you will no longer suffer reproach. (Zeph 3:14-18)
The daughter of Zion will be renowned and praised (Zeph 3:20). She can sing and 
rejoice for YHWH will dwell in her midst. Gomer will be betrothed in righteous-

32 Christl Maier, Daughter Zion, Mother Zion, 215.
33 Ibid.
34 Ibid.
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ness, justice, steadfast love and mercy (Hos 2:19).35 Such positive passages bring 
balance to the negative portrayals of female figures in the Twelve by using positive 
language to present the female as sacred and highly valued.

The Counter Perspective of the Abused Male
The Twelve is read by some feminists from the perspective of the battered wife. 
A fair and legitimate response to those who perceive abuse against the female in 
prophetic literature is to examine the perspective of abuse against the male. The 
threat of violence against male characters as a form of divine punishment is dis-
cussed above. Here let us consider the characters of Israel (represented by Gomer) 
and YHWH (represented by Hosea) with the purpose of observing the treatment 
of YHWH as a male character.

Deuteronomy provides a foundation for this perspective of the Twelve in that 
it establishes the most fundamental principle that the biblical writers emphasize 
repeatedly: YHWH demands exclusive worship and complete obedience. In ex-
change, YHWH will bless, protect and prosper the people of Israel. From the 
opening chapters, Joshua reveals the stubborn waywardness of the people, who 
immediately disobey YHWH’s commands. In Judges, the people continue the 
downward spiral of disobedience. By 2 Kings, the people are consumed by idol-
atry and completely forsake YHWH. Time and again, YHWH shows mercy and 
forgiveness to Israel, rescuing Israel repeatedly. If anything, YHWH relents on his 
threat to punish Israel for disobedience. Though Deuteronomy states the promises 
of YHWH to bring hardship and captivity to disobedient Israel, the actions of 
YHWH consistently lean toward undeserved mercy and protection.

There are a number of metaphors that could be used to describe the relation-
ship between YHWH and Israel, but it is clear that in the relationship, one partner 
is perpetually unfaithful. Despite the many kindnesses of YHWH, Israel refuses 
to return the loving kindness she receives. YHWH is continually taken advantage 
of, betrayed, rejected. Yet, YHWH shows mercy to Israel to the point where we 
might say YHWH acts like an abused victim who perpetually tries to restore the 
relationship. Israel gets in trouble with her enemies to whose gods it flocks, yet 
YHWH eventually rescues Israel every time. Though Israel seeks little relation-
ship with God, YHWH speaks to her often through the mouth of prophets. Israel’s 
affections are given to many, but YHWH remains committed to Israel.

What example does this set for how a man or husband should treat a woman? 
Some scholars attack the Twelve for setting a terrible example of abuse of women 
for men to follow. However, a closer look at the Twelve demonstrates the call to 

35 Indeed, Hosea 2:16-25 “transforms the message of doom in 2:4-15 into the message of salvation” 
(Francis I. Andersen and David Noel Freedman, Hosea: A New Translation with Introduction and 
Commentary, AB 24 [Garden City: Doubleday, 1980], 220). 
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men to be faithful and forgiving no matter what offense a woman/wife commits. 
No such command is given to the woman. Most feminists would likely say that a 
husband should leave a wife who acts like Gomer. Yet YHWH remains commit-
ted. Similarly, throughout the Twelve, God works to redeem the female-personi-
fied Zion. It is clear that men and women have failed, but passages that use the 
most powerful language to describe the redemption of Israel/Judah are those that 
describe the daughter of Zion. Indeed, no passages speak to the redemption of the 
people as those addressed to the daughter of Zion. 

Summary
This article set out to address the negative perspectives of the characterization of 
the female figure in the Twelve by highlighting the positive elements in the text 
that counterbalance the negative portrayals. There are passages that indicate equal-
ity between male and female in the Twelve, and when inequality is present, it is 
not always the female who suffers in the balance. While male leadership is more 
prominently displayed in the Twelve than female leadership, there are examples 
of female leadership. Further, male leadership is often harshly condemned. The 
Twelve is accused of promoting violence, even sexual violence, against the female. 
In the Twelve, however, general violence and sexual violence in particular are 
declared against both male and female. Importantly, violence is set in the context 
of a consequence for a corresponding sin for people who seem determined to dis-
obey. Even so, violence is condemned. The prophets respond compassionately to 
violence against females through lament.

It is stated that the Twelve reinforces the depiction of females as powerless. 
Examples of powerful female characterizations in the Twelve are highlighted 
here, including the female personification of Zion, which exhibits positive ele-
ments of power. Some feminist scholars perceive gender stereotyping in the 
Twelve; the female is supposedly depicted as weak and dependent on the male for 
protection and support. While there is truth in these statements, dependence is 
mutual. Further, the concomitant military role that males in the text assume is not 
presented as superior It is the rule of peace associated with female-personified 
Zion and the day of YHWH that is esteemed.

Some feminists note the portrayal of the female as evil in the Twelve. Male 
figures are also negatively portrayed and accused of unfaithfulness. The presenta-
tion of the female figure as sacred in the Twelve serves as a contrast to the por-
trayal of the female as evil.

In a statement of irony, this article ends on the note of the counter-perspective 
of the male. Using the approach of some feminists to project a particular set of 
assumptions upon the text, this article has made clear that just as one may per-
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ceive the abused female in the Twelve, so one may perceive the abused male in 
the text.

This article defends the point that the female in the Twelve is not characterized 
as purely negative. When examined as a whole, one may conclude that there are 
negative portrayals of both male and female. Further, and more importantly, there 
are many positive portrayals of the female in the Twelve—portrayals that present 
the strength and power of the female. At her most shameful moment, the female 
character is a wayward seductress worthy of redemption and unconditional love; 
at her most glorified moment, she is a rejoicing, redeemed daughter of Zion—a 
place of refuge, a provider and a sacred dwelling of YHWH.


