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Unit 11 Marriage 
Gemora Considering how to conceptualize religiously the physical dimension of a marriage 

relationship.1 
 

 ב  -תלמוד בבלי מסכת מגילה דף יד עמוד א
 "נתנבאו להם לישראל... ושבע נביאותארבעים ושמונה נביאים "תנו רבנן: 

 
 
 מאן נינהו?  "שבע נביאות"

 .., חולדה, ואסתר.אביגילה, מרים, דבורה, חנה, שר
 
 

והיה היא רכבת על החמור וירדת “ )שמואל א' כה:כ( דכתיב – אביגיל
 . ”ההר בסתר

 
 
 
 מיבעי ליה!  ”ההר מן" ? ”ההר בסתר"
 

 על עסקי דם הבא מן הסתרים. "אמר רבה בר שמואל: 
  2"נטלה דם והראתה לו.

Megilla 14a-b 
Our Rabbis taught: "Forty-eight prophets and seven 

prophetesses prophesied to Israel…" 
 
"Seven prophetesses". Who were these? —  

Sara, Miriam, Devora, Chana, Avigayil, Chulda and 
Esther… 

 
 ‘Avigayil’, as it is written, (I Shmuel 25:20) “And it was so, 

as she rode on her donkey and came down by the 
covert of the mountain.” 

  
"By the covert of the mountain"? It should say "from the 

mountain"!    
Raba b. Shmuel said: "It means that she came with 

reference to blood that came from the hidden parts 

                                                 
1 The context in which R. Lichtenstein presents this Talmudic passage is striking and therefore I quote it below:  

http://www.yutorah.org/lectures/lecture.cfm/725299/Rabbi_Dr-_Aharon_Lichtenstein/Of_Marriage-
_Relationship_and_Relations# pp. 8-9 
What does appear to be very much at issue is not the institution of marriage per se, but its physical 
component. By way of example, I recall vividly a discussion with Rav Elimelech Bar-Shaul. I went to see him 
during my first stay in Israel, in the summer of 1962. In the course of my visit, a Kollel student entered and 
asked him about an Aggadic account concerning David and Avigayil, cited in the Gemora in Megilla… 
Quite apart from the Tosafot’s question as to how the conduct was becoming Avigayil, could it be possible, 
he objected, that God’s Anointed, Ne’im Zemirot LeYisrael, would have been affected by the stimulous? In 
response, R. Bar-Shaul launched into a twenty-minute disquisition, waxing almost lyrical as he explained 
that the impact was perfectly human and thoroughly honorable; that sexuality was an integral aspect of 
divinely ordered and ordained personality; and that, far from being associated with shame, it was, and was 
intended to be, a reflection of healthy vigor, fully consistent with the cardinal rule of Tzniyut. Upon the 
interlocutor’s departure, I observed to Rav Bar-Shaul that his position was an accurate expression of our 
modern sensibility, but, I questioned, was it consonant and consistent with the prevailing tone of prominent 
Rishonim. Parrying the inquiry, he contended that indeed it was; and on that assertive note, the discussion 
concluded and the matter rested.  
But does it truly rest?... 

2 David is cast by some of the Rabbis as an Halachic authority with respect to the laws of Taharat HaMishpacha: 
Berachot 4a 
(Tehillim 86:1-2) “A prayer of David … Keep my soul, for I am pious.”  
Levi and R. Yitchak:  
The one says: “Thus spoke David before the Holy One, Blessed Be He: ‘Master of the world, am I not pious? 

All the kings of the East and the West sleep to the third hour (of the day), but I, at midnight I rise to give 
thanks unto Thee (Tehillim 119:62).”   

The other one says: “Thus spoke David before the Holy One, Blessed Be He: ‘Master of the world, am I not 
pious? All the kings of the East and the West sit with all their pomp among their company, whereas my 
hands are soiled with the blood (of menstruation), with the fetus and the placenta, in order to declare a 
woman ritually clean for her husband. And what is more, in all that I do I consult my teacher, 

http://www.yutorah.org/lectures/lecture.cfm/725299/Rabbi_Dr-_Aharon_Lichtenstein/Of_Marriage-_Relationship_and_Relations
http://www.yutorah.org/lectures/lecture.cfm/725299/Rabbi_Dr-_Aharon_Lichtenstein/Of_Marriage-_Relationship_and_Relations
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 3 "?וכי מראין דם בלילה"אמר לה: 
 

 5 4"וכי דנין דיני נפשות בלילה?"אמרה לו:  -
 

 אמר לה: מורד במלכות הוא, ולא צריך למידייניה.  -
 
 

 אמרה לו: עדיין שאול קיים, ולא יצא טבעך בעולם.  -
 
 
 

וברוך טעמך וברוכה את אשר כלתני היום הזה )שם לג( "“אמר לה:  -
  ”.דמיםמבוא ב

 
 
 תרתי משמע!  ”יםדמ"
 
 
 
 
 

 6.שגילתה את שוקה, והלך לאורה שלש פרסאותד אלא מלמ

(Setarim; hidden parts of one’s body). She brought 
some blood and showed it to him. 

He said to her: "Is blood to be shown by night?"  
 

She replied: "Are capital cases tried at night?" 
 
He said to her: He (Naval) is a rebel against the king and no 

trial is necessary for him.” 
 
She replied: “Shaul is still alive, and your fame is not yet 

spread abroad in the world.”  
 
Then he said to her: (Ibid. 33) “Blessed be thy discretion 

and blessed be thou, that hast kept me this day from 
‘Damim’ (bloodguiltiness).” 

 
The word “Damim” is plural, (to indicate two kinds of 

“blood”.) 
 
 

The passage teaches that she bared her thigh and he went 
three parasangs by the light of it. 

                                                 
Mepiboshet, and I say to him: ‘My teacher Mepiboshet, is my decision right? Did I correctly convict, 
correctly acquit, correctly declare clean, correctly declare unclean?’ And I am not ashamed [to ask].” 

3 When looking at stains under different types of light, the color may appear to vary. Hence the preference for 
sunlight.  
            Nidda 20b 

Rebbi once examined some blood at night and declared it unclean but when he examined it in the day time 
he declared it clean. Then he waited a while and again declared it unclean. “Woe to me”, he said, “I may 
have made a mistake”…  Rebbi examined blood in the light of a lamp. R. Yishmael son of R. Yosef examined 
it even on a cloudy day between the pillars. R. Ammi b. Shmuel ruled: “All kinds of blood must be examined 
only between the sunlight and the shade.” R. Nachman citing Rabba b. Avuha ruled: “The examination may 
be performed in the sunlight under the shadow of one's hand.”  

4 Sanhedrin 34 
"BUT CAPITAL CHARGES MUST BE TRIED BY DAY (AND CONCLUDED BY DAY)."  
Whence is this deduced? — R. Shimi b. Chiya said: “Scripture states: (BaMidbar 25:4) ‘And hang them up 
unto the Lord in face of the sun.’”  

5 It appears that rather than being interested in David’s decision concerning the status of the blood stains that she 
showed him, Avigayil was using one Halachic area, i.e., making decisions regarding whether a woman is Tehora or 
Temeia, in order to highlight another, i.e., making decisions regarding whether an individual deserves to be 
executed. The intent was to indirectly rebuke David for his intended actions. See II Shmuel 12 where Natan does 
the same to David, as well as Ibid 14 where Yoav orchestrates another such lesson for David. 
6 The implication is that Avigayil did something that conveyed the possibility of intimacy with her in David’s mind. 
The Talmud employs a very graphic description that would appear to violate the rules of personal modesty. 
Tosafot (cited below) posits that this describes the course of what took place within David’s imagination rather 
than something that Avigayil actually did. Yet the analogy with Batsheva (see below) could lead to the conclusion 
that just as Batsheva attracted David physically (granted that he should not have been spying upon her, but why 
was she bathing on a rooftop? See Ibid. 11:2) that a parallel is to be posited about Avigayil’s behavior. What is 
apparent is that some type of physical attraction took place, and while what eventually transpired with Batsheva 
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 7 ”השמיעי לי!“אמר לה: 
 
 , ”לך לפוקה זאתלא תהיה “ )שם לא( אמרה לו: -
 
 
 
 מעשה דבת שבע,  -ומאי ניהו  8מכלל דאיכא אחריתי, - ”זאת"

 
 

  9..ומסקנא הכי הואי.
 

  :אמרה ליה ,כי הוות מיפטרא מיניה
  10."וזכרת את אמתך ...והטיב ה' לאדנילא( "-)שם ל

 
 

  'איתתא בהדי שותא פילכא.'היינו דאמרי אינשי: "אמר רב נחמן: 
 
 

 'שפיל ואזיל בר אווזא ועינוהי מיטייפי.'איכא דאמרי: 
 

 תוספות מסכת מגילה דף יד עמוד ב
  –שגלתה שוקה והלך דוד לאורה ג' פרסאות 

 
 

  ?היאך אותה צדיקת גלתה שוקה לפני דוד !קשה
 

  !דמחזי כגוזמא לומר שהלך לאור שוקה ג' פרסאות ,ועוד קשה
 
 

  ,כלומר לאור שלה ",לאורה"וי"ל דנמצא בספרים מדויקים שנקוד בהן 
 

 
 
He said: “Listen to me.”  
 
She replied: )Ibid. 31) “Let not this be a stumbling-block to 

thee.” 
 
The word “this” implies that something else would be,  

and what was that? The incident of Batsheva;  
 
and so it was eventually. 

 
When she left him she said to him,  

(Ibid. 30-1) “And when the Lord shall have Done good 
to my lord . . . then remember thy handmaid.” 
 
R. Nachman said: “This bears out the popular saying, 

While a woman talks she spins.” 
Some adduce the saying: “The goose stoops as it goes 

along, but its eyes peer afar.” 
 
Tosafot  

s.v. SheGilta Shoka VeHalach David LeOra Shalosh 
Parsaot 

A difficulty! How could this righteous woman reveal her 
thigh in front of David?  

And furthermore, it appears as a gross exaggeration to say 
that he walked by the light of her thigh three Parsaot! 

 
And it could be said that there has been found in texts that 

are precise that the word “LeOra” is vocalized (with a 

                                                 
was considered by all accounts deeply sinful, similar criticism is not directed at Avigayil for what the Gemora 
implies took place at this point. Even the Yerushalmi (cited below) critiques her suggestion to David that they could 
eventually marry, rather than her in some way acting physically immodestly. 
7 A euphemism for a request to engage in sexual intimacy. See for example Beraishit 39:10. 
8 The word “Zot” is understood as an exclusionary word. “This” should not be allowed to be a problem; however, 
something similar to “this” will eventually constitute a serious difficulty. 
9 Her prediction concerning David’s eventual indiscretion constitutes for the Gemora the proof that Avigayil was a 
prophetess. 
10 Particularly in light of the aforementioned David’s desires, this comment might demonstrate that the attraction 
was mutual. Although it could be contended that Avigayil was simply considering raising her social status, the fact 
that she is considered a wonderfully virtuous individual would suggest that this was not her motivation: 

Sanhedrin 21a 
Mishna.  
(Devarim 17:17) “Neither shall he (the Jewish king) multiply wives to himself.”—only eighteen.  
R. Yehuda said: “He may have more, provided they do not turn away his heart.”  
R. Shimon said: “He must not marry even one who may turn away his heart. Why then is it written, 
“Neither shall he multiply wives to himself”? Even though they be women like Avigayil.   
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 פירוש נתאוה לה דוד והלך באור חמימות שלש פרסאות.
 
 

 תלמוד ירושלמי )וילנא( מסכת סנהדרין פרק ב 
 
 פיקפוקי דברים היה שם. -- ”לפוקה" (לא:כה 'אשמואל )
 

  .תךכד תיפוק פקפוק“ :א"ל
 

  "'שופך דמים את‘ :יהו אומרים עליך
 
  ."ולמכשול עון" (שם)

  .אתה עומד להכשל באשת איש"
  11מוטב אחת ולא שתים

 . "לא תהא דא בדא 12;עתידה רובה מן הדא מייתי
 

 
 . "ולשפוך דם" (שם)

 עומד אתה למלוך על ישראל והן אומרים עליך שופך דמים היה. 
 

 והדא דתימר כל המקלל מלכות בית דוד חייב מיתה. 
 
 
 

 כסא את.  אדיין מחוסר
 
 
  "וזכרת את אמתך" (שם)

  ,מלמד שפקרה עצמה
 
 
 
 

 וכיון שפקרה עצמה פגמה הכתוב. 
 

 בכל קרייא את קרי אביגיל 
 
 

 בר מהדין פסוקא 
   "ויאמר דוד לאביגל ברוך השם וגו'."]שם לב[ 

Mapik Heh), i.e., her (Avigayil’s  overall) light (rather 
than that of her thigh).  

 
In other words, David desired her and walked by the light 

of the sexual attraction three Parsaot. 
 
Talmud Yerushalmi Sanhedrin 2:3 
(I Shmuel 25:31) “A stumbling block”—cause a shaking of 

confidence. 
She said to him: “When it becomes known what you intend 

to do (to Naval), 
they will say concerning you: ‘You are a murderer.” 

 

(Ibid.) “And an offense of the heart”.  
"You are going to stumble with respect to adultery.  
It is better to do so once rather than twice. 
In the future, there a greater sin than this one will be 
brought against you. Do not have this intertwined with 
that.” 

(Ibid.) “And to spill blood”. 
“You are poised to rule over Israel, and they are going 

to say about you that he was a murderer. 
And regarding what you say, i.e., whomever curses the 

monarchy of the house of David is susceptible to 
execution,  

At this point, you are not sitting on the throne.” 

 

 
(Ibid.) “And you will remember your handmaiden”. 

This teaches that she made herself “ownerless” (by 
offering to marry David as soon as she is no 
longer married to Naval, she is declaring her 
availability, despite her presently being still off-
limits.) 

And when she made herself ownerless, the text 
attributes to her imperfection. 

In all of the verses (where she is referenced) she is 
called “אביגיל” (with a second “Yud” between 
the “Gimel” and “Lamed”.) 

Except for this verse: 
(Ibid. 32) “And David said to “ יגלאב ” (with the 
second “Yud” omitted.)  

 

                                                 
11 The Gemora proposes that David wished to be intimate immediately with Avigayil despite her still being married 
to Naval. Once again, this parallels what David eventually does to remove Uria in order to make Batsheva available 
to him. See I Shmuel 11:14-5. 
12 A reference to David’s sin with Batsheva. 
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Questions for thought and discussion: 

1.    What is the fundamental difference between how Megilla and Yerushalmi Sanhedrin 
present this interaction between David and Avigayil? 

2.    As presented in fn. 1, do you agree with R. Bar-Shaul’s evaluation of the Talmudic passage in 
Megilla? Why or why not? At the very least, in light of the last words of the quotation, R. 
Lichtenstein is not sanguine with R. Bar-Shaul’s interpretation. Why do you think that this 
might be the case?  

3.    Accepting the premise of the Gemora that David dealt with questions of Taharat 
HaMishpacha, should he have recused himself from such matters in light of his powerful 
attraction to not only Avigayil and Batsheva, but also to the innumerable war captives that 
he married over the course of his kingship? 

4.   The Yerushalmi treats Avigayil’s assurance to David about eventually marrying him as highly 
problematic. Do you agree? Why or why not?  

 
Practical applications of the source:  

1.    What strategies should be used to, on the one hand, maintain the values of modesty and 
privacy with respect to marital intimacy, and on the other, assure that a sense of physical 
attraction remains strong between marriage partners?  

2.   Another factor that is raised by these Talmudic discussions is the problem of the “wandering 
eye”, in this case how David felt about Avigayil, and possibly vice versa. Some Jewish groups, 
attempt all sorts of forms of separation between the genders to discourage the potential for 
such behavior. Discuss whether such a policy is effective as well as if there might be other 
ways to try to control this potentially destructive social phenomenon. 


