Israelites Fight the Benjamites
The quote “Blood is thicker than water” is most often considered an indication that familial relationships are the strongest we have.  Some writers say that the original quote is actually “The blood of the covenant is thicker than the water of the womb” which would indicate the opposite.  As we continue our study of Judges, chapter 20 takes the events of chapter 19 that occurred on a micro level and expands them to the macro as the entire nation of Israel becomes embroiled in a civil war when tribal loyalty trumps national loyalty.  Chapter 19 ended with the Levite cutting up his wife and sending the parts to the 12 tribes asking for justice.  The tribes gathered at Mizpah which was located near Shiloh to hear the complaint of the Levite.  Verse 1 says they came from Dan to Beersheba and from Gilead.  This would represent all regions throughout Israel from the southernmost city of Beersheba to Dan which was the northernmost.  It also included the Trans Jordanian tribes (the land of Gilead) east of the Jordan River.  They had assembled an army of 400,000 men but they rightly wanted to hear the facts of the matter before they rushed into war.  The Levite admitted no personal responsibility in the rape and death of his wife.  He left out the part of the story that he and his host were willing to send out the concubine and the daughter to the men outside the house and when that failed, he pushed his concubine out into the crowd.
The Israelites responded with outrage and vowed to go up against Gibeah.  They sent 10 percent of their men back to their homes to gather food and supplies to equip their army for battle.  The assembled tribes did act with some restraint by sending envoys throughout Benjamin asking them to surrender the men of Gibeah who were guilty.  The Benjamites’ answer was to assemble their own army consisting of 26,700 men to oppose the much larger army of the other 11 tribes.  The Israelites went to Bethel to inquire of God which tribe should go first against Benjamin.  While the tabernacle was at Shiloh when the Israelites first inhabited Canaan, the ark was located at Bethel where Phineas ministered before it (see v. 27).  This verse sets the time of these events as occurring shortly after the death of Joshua and tells us that the tabernacle may have been located at Bethel at this time or that the ark may have been at a separate location.
God told the Israelites that Judah would be the first tribe to be sent into combat.  They went and were soundly defeated by Benjamin, losing 22,000 men in the battle which was a significant loss to a tribe that had an army of about 76,000 men (see Num.  26:22).  They wept before the Lord and again inquired, this time asking should they go up against Benjamin at all.  God responded that they should go.  They went out again and were again defeated by Benjamin as they lost another 18,000 men.  The Israelites again went to Bethel but this time they fasted and presented burnt offerings and fellowship offerings to God before once again asking whether or not they should go against Benjamin.  This time God responded that they should go and that He would give Benjamin into their hands.  
Employing a strategy similar to the one Joshua used against Ai (see chapter 8), Israel set up an ambush to lure the over confident army of Banjamin into a trap.  They killed 25,100 Benjamite soldiers and put all the inhabitants in Gibeah to the sword.  Only 600 Benjamites escaped and they fled into the hills where they remained for 4 months.  The Israelites continued their assault on Benjamin as they put all the towns to the sword, killing even the animals and burning the towns.  
While the death of the concubine was tragic, I don’t believe that it would incited the war that followed without the shock value of the parts of her body being sent to the tribes.  Some writers pointed out that the verdict was reached on the testimony of one man only.  Had the owner of the house and the servant of the Levite been questioned, it might have put the story in a different light.  Still, the town of Gibeah was wicked and God clearly sanctioned the war against Benjamin.  The Israelites may have been over zealous in their punishment of Benjamin by burning all the cities in the region.
I find it significant that Judah was the first tribe to be sent by God (also ironic since Benjamin was the only tribe to remain loyal to Judah after the split of the tribes).  Judah was the most prolific and their defeat at the hand of a smaller force was discouraging.  It could be that the Israelites first question of God asking not should they go but who should they send was an indication their minds were made up regarding war.  Notice that God did not tell them that He would deliver Benjamin until the people fasted and offered sacrifices (see Matt. 7:3-5).  God could also have used the 2 defeats to see if Israel would persevere and to show them that victory can come at a cost.
Finally, the men of Gibeah were wicked but they were under the protection of the tribe of Benjamin who believed that blood was indeed thicker than water.  The original quote that refers to the blood covenant reminds us that our love for Jesus who sacrificed his life for us should be stronger than even the love for our families (see Luke 14:26). 
