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In the Biblical Period

The idea of what constituted a prohibited degree of kinship for sexual relations seems to have
broadened during the biblical period. Among the ancestors of Israel there occurred an unusual
number of marriages that are incestuous by later standards; evidently this was not merely
condoned, but favored, as ensuring good stock (cf. Gen. 24:3-4; 38ff.; 28:1ff.). Thus Abraham
married his paternal sister (Gen. 20:12 against Lev. 18:9), Jacob married two sisters (Gen.
29:21ff. against Lev. 18:18), and Amram, Moses' father, married his aunt (Ex. 6:20, against Lev.
20:19). As late as the time of David, marriage to a half sister was condoned (Il Sam. 13:13).
The standard of the laws thus reflects a tendency (that reached its culmination in post-biblical
legislation) to broaden the scope of incest with the passage of time. Rabbinic theory
recognized this, justifying the patriarchs' disregard of the Torah prohibitions on the ground that
they were subject only to the *Noachide law of incest, which was far less comprehensive than
that of the Torah (Sanh. 58a—b; Maim. Yad, Melakhim, 9:5).
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