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Dedicated to Dickson Okumu Rawago 



Reading the Bible can warp your sense of perspective, at least, that is, in terms of 

history. For example, because of the New Testament, the history of a couple of small 

provinces in the backyard of the great Roman Empire has taken on much more 

significance than most of its inhabitants at the time could ever have imagined possible. 

The time from the beginning of the common era to a date around thirty years later is 
seen under a historical magnifying glass: what was happening in the "Kingdom" of 

Galilee and the Roman Province of Judea at that time becomes more significant than any 

event happening in Imperial Rome, or the "far-flung" corners of the world, the Chinese 

Empire, the Indian Sub-Continent, pre-Columbian America - for those thirty years or so 

all these histories seem to stop, as if nothing much happened in the rest of the world . All 
becomes focused on one single lifetime. The Christian sees these things with the 

perspective of faith, and the Western historical perspective, skewed by its Christian 

inheritance, plays along with it. For non-Western historians’ things are surely  different. 

For Muslim historians the time around 570-632 CE surely takes on the same 

significance, and Arabia too is viewed under the same magnifying glass. But Western 
history, caught up with the history of the Barbarian migrations and the "Dark Ages" - 

and for a few benighted isles in the Atlantic, the last gasp of the " Age of the Saints"  - has 

barely noticed the events of Arabia. For Westerners, the Bible as no other book warps 

their sense of perspective.  

 
A commentary is a book about a book. But what is a book? The question is not  as simple 

as it appears.  

 

There are so many different kinds of books that a generic definition is hard to produce, 

and to assign a different definition to each kind of book is pointless. Nevertheless, 
generic definitions abound, and fall into four basic categories. There are material 

definitions that identify a book in terms of its design and what it is made of. For 

example, a book is a number of leaves of paper or other material, joined down one side 

and bound between a front and back cover. There are functional definitions that take its 

material features as given and define it in terms of its purpose. In English this is 
normally done by prefixing a descriptive term, for example, “exercise book” (a book for 

doing schoolwork) or “accounts book” (a book for recording commercial transactions). 

Then there are definitions that identify a book by its contents, normally by a following 

descriptive phrase, for example, a book of stamps, vouchers, or tickets. Finally, there are 

literary definitions. These identify a book in terms of the genre of writing it contains: a 
comic book, an anthology (of poetry), or a novel. In this latter kind of definition the 

material properties of the thing in question become irrelevant, and we are approaching 

the definition of a book as a literary work of some kind, regardless of its material form. 

The Hebrew and Greek terms sē er and biblos/biblion respectively, in both their biblical 

and extrabiblical usage, have a semantic range that can accommodate all these 
definitions. 

 

A literary work is a text, a piece of writing, but it is distinguished from other pieces of 

writing by a number of qualities. First, its length: a book is more than a bill of sale, a 

list, or a brief inscription. Second, its completeness: it is not a piece of text whose length 
is determined by non-literary factors such as the size of a page or scroll, for example, but 

it has a deliberately  constructed beginning and end. It is a crafted unit, or a major, 
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clearly identifiable part of such a unit. Finally, it is distinguished by its artistic, literary 

quality. It is different in this respect from, say, a manual on how to operate a piece of 

mechanical equipment. It may surprise some readers to discover that in biblical studies 

scholars have not always credited Judges with being a book in this sense. The present 

commentary does do this, and seeks to respond to it with the kind of literary sensitivity 
that this requires - serving rather than dominating it. In this sense the commentary, too, 

has been written as a literary work. 

 

Judges is undeniably a theological text, first, because God (Yahweh) is present 

throughout. This means that we cannot read Judges without encountering him and being 
forced to think about who he shows himself to be by the things he says and the way he 

acts. Second, it is theological in that it interprets what takes place from a religious, 

prophetic perspective. Israel suffers because its people forsake Yahweh for other gods. 

They are saved because Yahweh takes pity on them in their distress. It is not theological 

in a systematic, abstract way but in a dynamic, highly relational way. Judges is a 
narrative work, and its theology is narrative theology. To access its theology we have to 

read it as narrative. Its theology emerges gradually as the story progresses. 

 

At the most general level Judges contributes to Old Testament theology by  providing a 

theological interpretation of one particular period in Israel’s history. But its theology 
cannot be understood adequately without considering its connectedness with both what 

precedes it and what follows. The way it opens (“After the death of Joshua”) links it to 

what goes before; and the way it ends (“in those days there was no king in Israel . . .”) 

links it to what follows. Our task at this point is to consider how it functions 

theologically in its Old Testament narrative context. 
 

For a long time I debated with myself a rather disconcerting question: For whom was I 

writing this book? I have always operated with the idea that an author should pick an 

audience, in fact a single person exemplary of that audience and write to that person. But 

I wanted to write a book that could be of wide interest, one that would cut across 
multiple disciplines and appeal to policy makers and practitioners, to people in town 

halls and those kneeling for Friday  prayers or sitting in Sabbath or Sunday pews, to 

social theoreticians and conflict professionals. The more you try to speak to everyone, 

however, the less you speak to anyone. Since I could not find an elegant  solution, I 

suspended the question and I just started to write. About midway in the process of 
developing these three chapters; a sense of conversation emerged. I realized I was 

writing to colleagues in the professions of conflict transformation, mediation, restorative 

justice, and peacebuilding. I still entertain hopes that the ideas I wish to share and 

converse about in this commentary will have a wide appeal, but my partner in the 

conversation is clear. 
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INTRODUCTION 



Judges has been around for a very long time indeed. What we know as the book of 

Judges existed as part of the documented history of Israel from the early sixth century 

B.C., and the oldest material in it goes back, in oral or written form, almost to the time 

of the judges themselves. But attestation of it as a distinct  literary unit, a “book” in its 

own right, begins with Philo in the first century A.D., who refers to it in this way in his 
treatise “On the Confusion of Tongues”. In his treatment of the tower of Babel story of 

Genesis 11 he compares God’s scattering of the builders there to Gideon’s punishment 

of the men of Penuel in Judges 8:8-17. Both stories involve a tower, and since for Philo 

they have the same allegorical significance, he can draw on the one to fill out his 

exposition of the other. He does this particularly with reference to the vain self-
aggrandizement of the tower builders of Genesis 11: 

 
Having received from their father [Cain] self-love as their portion, his children desire to 
add to it  and raise it  heaven high, until Justice, who loves virtue and hates evil, comes to 

their aid. She razes to the ground the cities which they fortified to menace the unhappy 
soul, and the tower whose name is explained in the book of Judges. That name is in the 
Hebrew tongue Penuel, but in our own “ turning from God.” (On the Confusion of 
Tongues xxvi.128) 

 
The Hebrew title Shophtim means “judges.” The Hebrew root is from the word shaphat, 

and it has three basic meanings: first, “ to judge,” second, “to govern,” and, third, “to 

exercise leadership.” In the Book of Judges, the word Shophtim is used in a double 

sense. One usage is “to deliver,” and this refers to the judge’s leading in external affairs. 

The second usage is “to judge,” which deals with the ability to lead in internal affairs. 
The Hebrew title is based upon the type of leadership that Israel experienced between 

the times of Joshua and King Saul; during this interim period, judges were the leaders of 

the nation of Israel; their external policy was to deliver, and their internal policy was to 

judge. 

 
The office of judge was first mentioned by Moses (Deuteronomy 16:18, 17:9, and 

19:17). The shophet, the judge, was to stand by the side of the High Priest as the 

supreme judge or leader in Israel. The judge’s function included much more than just 

civil services. It also included responsibilities of leadership, in both military and 

religious affairs. The office of judge carried the judicial sense of administrating justice 
but also included assuming the role of a military leader. The shophet was imbued by the 

Holy Spirit and summoned directly for his work by  divine appointment (3:15, 4:6, and 

6:12). 

 

The nature of a judge in the Book of Judges, then, was not just  civil, but military and 
religious as well. The usual order as found in this book is as follows: A judge would first 

serve as a military leader and deliver Israel from some foreign occupation. Only after the 

military deliverance would the judge then serve as a civil leader. These judges, 

therefore, should not be confused with those appointed by Moses in Exodus 18:21‑26. 

Those were civil judges, appointed to decide issues of case law. However, the ones in 

the Book of Judges were to deliver Israel from foreign oppression, usually by war, and 

then to rule the people in the following era of peace. 
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The Greek title, as found in the Septuagint, is Kritai, meaning “judges.” The Greek 

name is simply a Greek translation of the Hebrew word. This English title, Judges, is 

based upon the Hebrew title and the meaning of the word. 

 

The book of Judges deals with the history of Israel between the death of Joshua and the 
transition to the monarchy that began with Samuel. The end of this  period can be 

established fairly securely by working backward from the reign of David (1010-970 

B.C.). Allowing thirty-two years for Saul’s reign, this brings us back to 1042 B.C. 

Samuel and (before him) Eli are both said to have died in old age, after very long 

ministries: forty years for Eli (1 Samuel 4:18), and (we presume) at least that for 
Samuel. So it would seem reasonable to allow about  eighty years for the Eli-Samuel 

period as whole. Since Samuel’s ministry  overlapped with the first part of Saul’s reign, 

however, the Eli-Samuel period proper was probably more like seventy years. This 

would give us an approximate date of 1092 B.C. for the end of the period covered by the 

book of Judges. 
 

What was the date of the composition of the Book of Judges itself? When was all of this 

finally written in the form as it now exists?  

 

The history within the book covers a period of 350 years, and so whoever wrote the 
book in its final form had to put together a history that covered three and one-half 

centuries. 

 

The first clue in dealing with the date of the book is the phrase: In those days there was 

no king in Israel, which appears four times in the last five chapters: Judges 17:6, 18:1, 
19:1, and 21:25. What this phrase shows is that the Book of Judges was written when 

there was a king in Israel. Each case contextually tends to give a different reason why a 

king was necessary. But by the time the book was written, there was a king in Israel; 

hence the contrast with those days. 

 
The second clue concerning the date of the composition is that, according to 1:29, the 

city of Gezer was still in Canaanite hands. This shows that this book was written before 

the time of Solomon, because Solomon received Gezer in I Kings 9:16. 

 

The third clue, according to Judges 1:21, is that Jerusalem was still in Jebusite hands. 
This shows that the book was written before David’s  capture of Jerusalem. 

 

The fourth clue is the statement that Sidon was the chief city of the Phoenicians. Before 

the twelfth century B.C., Sidon had priority over Tyre; after the twelfth century, Tyre 

had priority over Sidon. 
 

The fifth clue is that the Book of Judges contains a series of explanatory parenthetical 

notes showing that the final form derives from a time chronologically distant from the 

event described. In other words, several times in this book the author makes a statement, 

but then the statement has to be explained for his audience, who might  not understand 
how things were done in earlier times. These special notes show that the book in its final 
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form was written much later than when the particular statements would have been 

common knowledge (cf. Judges 1:11, 1:23, 3:1‑2, 19:10, and 20:27‑28). 

 

The sixth clue is that the book contains seven chronological notes that conclude unto 
this day, meaning until the time of the writing. It does not mean any particular statement 

was still true after the writing of the book, but at the time the Book of Judges was being 

written down, these things were still true (1:21, 1:26, 6:24, 10:4, 15:19, 18:12, and 

19:30). 

 
The last clue is that it had to have been written after the year 1051 B.C. because that was 

the year Samson died. Samson is the last person named and dealt with in the 

chronological sequence of the Book of Judges. 

 

Putting all those clues together, the Book of Judges was written approximately 1000 
B.C. It was written in the early days of David, when he was king over the Tribe of Judah 

only, before he became the king over all Israel. 

 

The history described within the Book of Judges shows the progressively chaotic state of 

the national life of Israel. Moreover, it makes a contrast between the political 
organization of Israel and its pagan neighbours. Israel was organized on the basis of 

tribes that descended from Jacob. These tribes were held together by loyalty to the 

covenant tradition of Sinai (the Mosaic Law) and the existence of a central shrine in 

Shiloh, to which each tribe could send representatives. As to the political structure, it 

was similar to that of the Greek amphictony, a loose confederation without a central 
government. 

 

Authority in Israel is seen on two levels. First, it is seen in the primitive democracy of 

the elders, secular rather than religious in nature, which had its roots in the tribal council 

of the elders first formulated in the days of Moses and Joshua. Second, a religious level 
of authority overshadowed what was a loose confederation of tribes, who, while fond of 

their freedom, were bound together in loyalty to the Mosaic Covenant - a unique 

arrangement in the ancient world. The Judges themselves exercised inspired leadership 

in the nation and combined both religious and military authority. 

 

Evidence of Canaan 
 

During the early period of the Judges, Egypt remained under the weak leadership of the 
last few kings of the eighteenth dynasty  (Akhenaton, Tutankhamun, and Ay) who were 

active during the period from 1377 to 1345 B.C. Eventually, Horenheb was able to 

consolidate some of Egypt’s forces, and the real military revival took place during the 

nineteenth dynasty (1318 to 1222 B.C.), especially during the Ramesside Period. 

 
The pharaohs of the nineteenth dynasty re-established Egyptian garrisons in Canaan that 

were lost during the latter days of the eighteenth dynasty. Three Egyptian archaeological 

findings, all three in the form of writings, relate to the Book of Judges because they are 

from the same period. The first one is from the Pharaoh Merneptah (1234 to 1222 B.C.), 

in which he describes an invasion he made in the Land of Canaan. He is the first known 
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writer outside of Scripture to mention Israel, and he states in his inscription, “ Israel is 

laid waste. His seed is not.” While not literally true, of course, the reference clearly 

shows that Israel was in the Land by 1222 B.C. 

 

The second archaeological artefact is called Papyrus Anastasia I. This satirical letter, 
which dates from the second half of the thirteenth century B.C., describes the journey of 

an Egyptian envoy through Syria and Canaan. It describes the roads of Canaan as being 

overgrown with cypresses, oaks, and cedars that were very tall and thereby made travel 

difficult. The letter mentions the fact that lions were numerous in the Land, indirectly 

confirming some of the details in the Samson account. The envoy in this letter twice 
encounters thieves, showing the likelihood of hindered travel, as described in Judges 5:5

‑7. The envoy details how thieves stole his horse and clothing one night, and stole 

sheath, knife, and quivers on another. The letter also evidences knowledge of the 

geography of the Land, and the unsettled conditions in the Land. All this reflects the 
stories in the Book of Judges, including the fact that  “every man did that which was 

right in his own eyes.” 

 

The third archaeological source from Egypt is the story of the Journey of Wen Amon. 

Wen Amon was an Egyptian official sent to Biblos in Phoenicia, or modern‑day 

Lebanon, to purchase cedar for the barge, Bark of Amon. He received orders from Heri‑

Hor, who was the priest‑king of Thebes. Upon arrival on the Canaanite coastline, Wen 

Amon was robbed before reaching his destination. He received no cooperation from the 

local kings he encountered and was even humiliated on several occasions. This shows 

that the Egyptians did not command much respect in the Land at this time. The 

document is dated from the first half of the eleventh century and reflects well the general 
political and social climate of the period of the Judges. The most  significant element is 

the mention of “the Chief of Asher,” showing that this tribe was settled in the northern 

part of the Land, further verifying the picture found in both the Book of Joshua and the 

Book of Judges. 

 
One more factor concerning Egyptian history is that the Philistines invaded during the 

reign of Ramses II and settled along the Mediterranean coast somewhere between 1190 

and 1164 B.C., the time during which Ramses ruled. Consequently, the Philistines began 

to play a major role in the latter history of the Book of Judges. 

 
There are at least three basic themes in the book: Israel’s struggle, Israel’s 

Canaanization, and God’s faithfulness through it all. The first  theme is that of the 

military and spiritual struggles of the people as they try to settle the Promised Land. 

 

The second theme is “the Canaanization of Israelite society during the period of 
settlement,” or how they became more and more like Canaanites and less and less 

Israelite. The Book of Joshua ended on a positive note, when things were going well and 

there was rest for all the families of the nation settling in their inheritance. But the Book 

of Joshua also states that not all the Land had been taken. That failure now becomes a 

full‑blown crisis, and the warnings against religious entanglements with the inhabitants 

of the Land and worshipping their gods are all ignored in the period of the Judges. The 
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high spiritual level seen in Joshua collapses. Instead, the Book of Judges begins in the 

Land with conflict with enemies that already should have been destroyed and closes 

with Israel’s apostasy and idolatry that already should have been obliterated. 

 

A third theme is the contrast between God’s covenantal faithfulness  and Israel’s 
covenantal unfaithfulness. 

 

Nevertheless, the cycles of oppression and deliverance under the Judges cover the 

section of 3:7 to 16:31. This section is built around a five‑part cycle as follows: rest, 

rebellion, retribution, repentance, and restoration. 

 

 

 

Rest Consists of a period when Israel is obedient and 

enjoying rest, usually during the rule of a judge, 

beginning with the last years of Joshua. 

Rebellion With the rise of a new generation, there is 

apostasy and disobedience to the Law, usually 

by means of idolatry. 

Retribution A divine judgment comes to Israel by means of 

subjugation to their enemies. 

Repentance Retribution is followed by Israel’s cry to the 
Lord for help. 

Restoration God raises up a judge to deliver Israel with a 

successful war. Restoration begins a new period 

of rest, and a new cycle begins. 

 

 

The book of Judges describes a total of seven cycles, each with these five parts. The first 

cycle is the oppression by the Mesopotamians under Cushan‑Rishathaim, and 

deliverance through Othniel in 3:7‑11. The second cycle is the oppression by Moab 

under Eglon, and deliverance by Ehud in 3:12‑30. The third cycle is the oppression by 

the Philistines and deliverance by Shamgar in 3:31. The fourth cycle is the oppression 

by the Canaanites under Jabin, and deliverance through Deborah and Barak in chapters 4 

to 5. The fifth cycle is the oppression of the Midianites and deliverance through Gideon, 
followed by the rule of Abimelech, with short notices of the judgeships of Tola and Jair 

in 6:1 to 10:5. The sixth cycle is the oppression of the Ammonites and deliverance 

through Jephthah, with brief notices about the judgeships of Ibzan, Elon, and Abdon in 

10:6 to 12:15. The seventh cycle is the oppression by the Philistines and deliverance 

through Samson in chapters 13 to 16. 
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PART ONE 



Military Decline (1:1-36) 

 
1And it came to pass after the death of Joshua, that the children of Israel asked of 
Jehovah, saying, Who shall go up for us first against the Canaanites, to fight against 

them? 2And Jehovah said, Judah shall go up: behold, I have delivered the land into his 
hand. 3And Judah said unto Simeon his brother, Come up with me into my lot, that we 
may fight against the Canaanites; and I likewise will go with you into your lot. So 
Simeon went with him. 4And Judah went up; and Jehovah delivered the Canaanites and 

the Perizzites into their hand: and they smote of them in Bezek ten thousand men. 
5
And 

they found Adoni‑bezek in Bezek; and they fought against him, and they smote the 

Canaanites and the Perizzites. 
6
But Adoni‑bezek fled; and they pursued after him, and 

caught him, and cut off his thumbs and his great toes. 7And Adoni‑bezek said, 

Threescore and ten kings, having their thumbs and their great toes cut off, gathered 

their food under my table: as I have done, so God has requited me. And they brought 
him to Jerusalem, and he died there. 

 

Verse 1 begins with Israel’s inquiry after the death of Joshua. This verse begins the very 

same way as Joshua 1:1, with the death of a great leader. 

 

The death of Joshua mentioned here is cited again in 2:6‑9, which may indicate that the 

events of 1:1b to 2:5 actually took place during the lifetime of Joshua, verifying what 

the Book of Joshua itself says, that the conquest and occupation of the Land was still 

incomplete. These events helped to provide the background to the rest of the Book of 
Judges that took place after Joshua’s death. Joshua began the conquest and assigned the 

tribal territories. Now each tribe had to finish the conquest of the territory assigned to 

them and settle in the Land allotted to them. The inquirers were the children of Israel. 

This was probably done through the Urim and Thummim. With the Tabernacle 

permanently erected in Shiloh, there was a place to have the inquiry. The inquiry is, 
Who shall go up for us first against the Canaanites, to fight against them? The question 

is a response to Joshua 24. It also presupposes Joshua 23:4‑5, which states the territory 

is yet to be taken. 

 
The response by God to the inquiry is given in verse 2: And Jehovah said, Judah shall 

go up. The tribal wars against the Canaanites were responses to Joshua’s last address, 

encouraging them to finish taking the Land. Judah was not merely to conquer the 

territory assigned to them, but they were to conquer the whole Land on behalf of the 

other tribes. This was why Judah took Jerusalem, a city that belonged to the Tribe of 
Benjamin, but Benjamin was unable to hang on to it. Judah was chosen to spearhead the 

attack because, in Jacob’s blessings, Judah was appointed to be the champion of his 

brothers (Genesis 49:8‑12). The promise the Lord makes is Behold, I have delivered the 

land into his hand. 

 

The first difference Israel had to confront as they went forward was one of leadership. 

After Moses there had been Joshua, but after Joshua there was no one in particular. Who 

would lead them now? There was no longer anyone who was obviously chosen by God 
as Moses and Joshua had been; certainly no one with the same commanding profile and 

character. So the question asked at the beginning of the book is a natural one in the 

circumstances: Who will lead us now that Joshua is dead? The good news is that while 
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Joshua himself was dead, the impact of his life lived on. He left behind him a united 

Israel who knew that even with Moses and Joshua gone they were not leaderless, for 

Yahweh was their supreme leader now as he had always been. It was a lesson they had 

learned from Moses and Joshua themselves, and learned well. These men had always 

pointed beyond themselves to Yahweh, and taught the Israelites that it was he, above all, 
that they must obey. So it is to him that they turn as the book of Judges opens. 

 

It is a promising start to this next chapter of Israel’s life. After Joshua’s death the 

Israelites asked Yahweh something. What a disarmingly  simple way this is of telling us 

how the Israelites understood themselves to be related to God! They could ask him 
questions and expect that he would hear and answer them. They were on speaking terms 

with him. So, of course, had Moses and Joshua been, and Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. It 

was the way it had always been from the beginning of Israel’s history, and of history 

itself. Of course it was God, not they, who had begun the conversation. It was his 

initiative that had made it possible. But it was a real conversation, based on real 
revelation and real grace. They had met and come to know the God who draws people 

into relationship with himself by speaking to them, and allowing them to speak to him. 

All parts of the conversation were not of the same importance. What God had said to 

Adam, Moses, and Abraham was foundational to everything else. 

 
Since Moses no prophet had arisen whom Yahweh knew “face to face” as he knew 

Moses (Deuteronomy 34:10). But the conversation did go on, and it remained at the very 

centre of Israel’s life with God. Judges begins with the resumption of this conversation: 

the Israelites asked Yahweh something, and he replied. As we shall see, dialogues 

(conversations) are at the core of the Judges narrative as a whole, and play a key role in 
the development of its themes - especially dialogues between the two principal 

characters, Yahweh and Israel. 

 

Judges 1:3 deals with the alliance between Judah and Simeon: And Judah said unto 

Simeon his brother. Judah and Simeon were full brothers, who were both sons of Leah. 
The request is: Come up with me into my  lot. The Tribe of Simeon was invited to join 

Judah since they shared the same territory. The Tribe of Simeon settled in the southern 

portion of the territory allotted to Judah. The purpose was: that we may fight  against the 

Canaanites; and the promise was: And I likewise will go with you into your lot. This is a 

promise of mutual assistance. The result was agreement: So Simeon went with him. 
 

3 Judah said to Simeon his brother, “Go up with me into my allotted territory and let us 
fight the Canaanites! And I likewise will go up with you into your allotted territory.” So 

Simeon went with him. 4 Judah went up, and Yahweh gave the Canaanites and Perizzites 
into their hand. They struck them down in Bezek - ten thousand men. 5 They found 
Adoni-bezek in Bezek, and fought against him, and struck down the Canaanites and 

Perizzites. 6 Adoni-bezek fled, but they pursued him and seized him, and cut off his 
thumbs and his big toes. 7 Adoni-bezek said, “Seventy kings with their thumbs and big 
toes cut off used to forage under my table. God has paid me back - he has done to me 
what I did to others”; and they brought him to Jerusalem, and he died there. 8 Then the 

men of Judah fought against Jerusalem, and took it; they struck down its inhabitants 
with the edge of the sword, and the city itself they sent up in flames.  
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Verses 4 to 7 give the description of the war. Verse 4 presents a summary statement. 

Judah’s role was: And Judah went up. God’s role was: and Jehovah delivered the 

Canaanites and the Perizzites into their hand. Judah had a role, which was to obey God 

by initiating the military  campaign, which in turn caused God to fulfil His role with the 

result that they smote of them in Bezek ten thousand men. The only other mention of 
this town is in I Samuel 11:8. Following this summary statement, verses 5 to 7 (in 

Judges chapter 1) provide the details. Verse 5 describes the attack on Adoni‑Bezek. It 

begins with the battle: And they found Adoni‑bezek in Bezek. Since Adoni‑Bezek means 

“the Lord of Bezek,” the name was probably a dynastic title for the King of Bezek. They  

fought against him with the result that they smote the Canaanites and the Perizzites. 

Next, in verse 6, the flight of the enemy was followed by the capture: But Adoni‑bezek 

fled; and they pursued after him, and caught him. The punishment was to cut off his 
thumbs and his great toes. This action would render him militarily useless; he would not 

be able to carry a weapon or to flee. Verse 7a records the response of Adoni‑Bezek: And 

Adoni‑bezek said, Threescore and ten [seventy] kings, having their thumbs and their 

great toes cut off, gathered their food under my table. This was a figurative phrase, 

representing some of the most shameful treatment  and humiliation, like the dogs of 

Matthew 15:27. Now Adoni-Bezek recognizes God’s justice: As I have done, so God 

has requited me. He recognized the principle of lex taliones: The cruelty  he suffered was 

only due to the fact that he had committed this same cruelty to seventy other city‑kings. 

Judges 1:7b concludes with Adoni-Bezek’s disposition, which came in two stages. The 

first stage was his imprisonment: And they brought him to Jerusalem. Judah’s capture of 

Jerusalem at this time will be discussed in the very next verse, but the point for now is 

this: Letting Adoni‑Bezek live out his life in Jerusalem violated God’s command as  

found in Deuteronomy 7:1‑2 and 20:16‑17. The second stage was his death, not due to 

execution but from natural causes. 
 

In verse 8 the eponymous singular, “Judah,” is replaced by the distributive, men 

(literally “sons”) of Judah, and this kind of terminology becomes the norm for the rest 

of the chapter. Even the collective term for the northern tribes is “house (ḇêṯ) of Joseph” 

rather than simply “Joseph.” In all cases, however, the underlying idea is solidarity: the 
solidarity of the present Israelites with their ancestors and/or with one another. Their 

allotted territories are various, as are their fortunes, but they are nevertheless “brothers.” 

members of the one nation referred to in verse 1 as “the Israelites” (benê yiśrāʾēl). 

 
9And afterward the children of Judah went down to fight against the Canaanites that 
dwelt in the hill‑country, and in the South, and in the lowland. 10And Judah went 

against the Canaanites that dwelt in Hebron (now the name of Hebron beforetime was 
Kiriath‑arba); and they smote Sheshai, and Ahiman, and Talmai.  

 

Verse 9 deals with the three basic regions that Judah conquered: in the hill‑country, 

meaning the Hill-Country of Judah in the north; in the south, meaning the Negev, and in 

the lowlands, meaning the Shephelah in the west. 

 
Verse 10 focuses on the war for Hebron, a key city in the hill country of Judah: And 

Judah went against the Canaanites that dwelt in Hebron (now the name of Hebron 
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beforetime was Kiriath‑arba). Hebron was actually taken by means of Caleb according 

to Joshua 15:13‑14; but Caleb was part of the Tribe of Judah; and so the author credits 

the conquest of Hebron to the Tribe of Judah. The result was: and they smote Sheshai, 
and Ahiman, and Talmai, three prominent members of the Anakim. 

 
11

And from thence he went against the inhabitants of Debir. (Now the name of Debir 
beforetime was Kiriath‑sepher.) 

12
And Caleb said, He that smites Kiriath‑sepher, and 

takes it , to him will I give Achsah my daughter to wife. 
13

And Othniel the son of Kenaz, 
Caleb’s younger brother, took it: and he gave him Achsah his daughter to wife. 

14
And it  

came to pass, when she came unto him, that she moved him to ask of her father a field: 
and she alighted from off her ass; and Caleb said unto her, What would you? 

15
And she 

said unto him, Give me a blessing; for that you have set me in the land of the South, 
give me also springs of water. And Caleb gave her the upper springs and the nether 

springs. 

 

Verse 11 gives the goal of the war, which was Debir: And from thence he went against 

the inhabitants of Debir, a city that was previously  known as Kiriath‑sepher. While 

Caleb took the City of Hebron directly, he chose not to do so with Debir, but in verse 12, 

he made an offer: And Caleb said, He that smites Kiriath‑sepher, and takes it, the 

reward will be: to him will I give Achsah my daughter to wife. In verse 13, a member of 

Caleb’s own family responded: And Othniel the son of Kenaz, Caleb’s younger brother, 

took it: and he gave him Achsah his daughter to wife. 

 

Verses 14 to 15 record the request of Achsah after the marriage, a request that came in 
two stages. First, Achsah approached her new husband, Othniel. The timing is given: 

And it came to pass, when she came unto him , meaning at the time of the marriage. The 

content was: that she moved him to ask of her father a field. Apparently Othniel for one 

reason or another did not follow through; and so she made the request directly  to Caleb. 

When she went to see her father, Caleb initiated the inquiry: and Caleb said unto her, 
What would you? Her request was: she said unto him, Give me a blessing; meaning, give 

me a material gift. The problem was: for that you have set me in the land of the South, or 

the Negev. She does not mean that the City of Debir was in the Negev, for it was in the 

Hill-Country of Judah, directly south of Hebron. What she meant  was that the land had 

Negev‑type qualities in that the soil was good, but it lacked water. She was not asking 

for more fertile land - the land itself could be fertile - but the water necessary to make it 

fertile. And so she said: give me also springs of water. He granted the request and gave 

Achsah two springs, the upper springs and the nether [lower] springs. 

 
Verses 18-21 continue the account of Judah’s fortunes. But they stand outside the frame 

formed by the references to the Judah-Simeon alliance in verses 3 and 17. They also fall 

beyond the threefold schema for Judah’s “downward” progression in v. 9. At the same 

time, however, they occur before the movement  that begins in verse 22: “The house of 

Joseph went up. . . .” So formally they are a kind of appendix to the preceding passage. 
In keeping with its function as an appendix, its content is rather untidy. It consists of a 

number of things that need to be said for completeness, but which come (on the whole) 

by way of qualifications of the positive picture of Judah’s progress in the preceding 

passage 
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22

And the house of Joseph, they also went up against Beth‑el; and Jehovah was with 

them. 
23

And the house of Joseph sent to spy out Beth‑el. (Now the name of the city 

before time was Luz.) 
24

And the watchers saw a man come forth out of the city, and they 
said unto him, Show us, we pray you, the entrance into the city, and we will deal kindly 
with you. 

25
And he showed them the entrance into the city; and they smote the city with 

the edge of the sword; but they let the man go and all his family. 
26

And the man went 
into the land of the Hittites, and built  a city, and called the name thereof Luz, which is 
the name thereof unto this day. 

 
Verse 22 provides a summary statement of the conquest. It begins with the human role: 

And the house of Joseph, they also went up against Beth-el. The house of Joseph could 

refer to both the Tribes of Ephraim and Manasseh, Joseph’s two sons, or to one son 

specifically. Since Beth‑el was on the southern border with Ephraim, it could mean that 

only Ephraim is meant. Beth-el was actually given to Benjamin, according to Joshua 

18:22, but since Beth-el was situated on the southern border of Ephraim, Ephraim could 

not tolerate the Canaanites in this border town, especially considering that Ephraim was 

to defend its own territory against the Canaanites. So, just as Judah took Jerusalem for 
Benjamin, Ephraim took Beth-el for Benjamin. Thus, the author again shows 

Benjamin’s failure to do what other tribes succeeded in doing. Then comes the statement 

of the divine role: and Jehovah was with them [Ephraim]. 

 

Verses 23 to 26 proceed to give the details of the deliverance following the summary 
statement in verse 22. Verse 23 begins with the sending of the spies: And the house of 

Joseph sent to spy out Beth-el (Now the name of the city before time was Luz). Verses 

24 to 25 record the account of the betrayal of the city. Verse 24 describes the 

circumstance and the spies’ offer. The circumstance was: And the watchers saw a man 

come forth out of the city, apparently from a secret entry, which the spies could not see. 
The spies then made this man who was exiting the city an offer. The condition is: Show 

us, we pray you, the entrance into the city. The reward is: and we will deal kindly with 

you. In return for the information, the man is going to be allowed to live in much the 

same way that Rahab was. 

 
As a result of the spies gaining information from recruiting this man, in verse 25 the 

capture of Beth-el comes in three stages. The first stage: And he showed them the 

entrance into the city. The second stage: and they smote the city with the edge of the 

sword. The third stage: but they let the man go and all his family. Verse 26 goes on to 

give the rest of the story  of the man: And the man went into the land of the Hittites. The 

Hittites were a people of Indo‑European origin based in what is now Turkey. They 

established a great empire that ruled from the period of 1800 until 1200 B.C. But even 

after it declined as an empire, many remnants of Hittites persisted throughout the Middle 

East, including in the Land of Canaan. So Abraham, for example, bought the cave in 
which to bury Sarah from a Hittite. There the man built a city, and called the name 

thereof Luz, which is the name thereof unto this day. So, once again, a Canaanite escapes 

the sword by helping the Jews. The difference is that Rahab had already become a 

believer in the God of Israel. There is no indication that this man became a believer. He 

betrayed his city  only to survive, and there is nothing spiritual about that. 
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After the account of the united assault on Bethel there now follows a series of reports on 

the successes and failures of the northern tribes taken individually: first the two Joseph 

tribes proper, Manasseh (vv. 27-28) and Ephraim (v. 29), then the Galilean tribes, 

Zebulun, Asher, and Naphtali (vv. 30-33), 83 and finally Dan (vv. 34-35). 

 
27

 Manasseh did not drive out the people of Beth-shean and its villages, nor Taanach and 

its villages, nor the inhabitants of Dor and its villages, nor the inhabitants of Ibleam and 
its villages, nor the inhabitants of Megiddo and its villages, for the Canaan ites were 
determined to remain in this area. 

28 
When Israel became strong, it set the Canaanites to 

work as forced labor, but certainly did not drive them out. 
29

 Ephraim did not drive out 
the Canaanites who were living in Gezer, so the Canaanites lived in  their midst in Gezer. 
30

 Zebulun did not drive out the inhabitants of Kitron, nor the inhabitants of Nahalol, so 
the Canaanites lived in their midst and became forced labour. 

31
 Asher did not drive out 

the inhabitants of Acco, nor the inhabitants of Sidon , nor those of Ahlab, Achzib, 
Helbah, Aphik, or Rehob. 

32
 The Asherites lived among the Canaanites, the inhabitants 

of the land, because they had not driven them out. 
33

 Naphtali did not drive out the 
inhabitants of Beth-shemesh, nor the inhabitants of Beth Anath; they lived among the 

Canaanites, the inhabitants of the land, who became forced labour for them. 
34

 The 
Amorites pressed the people of Dan back into the hill country, for they did not allow 
them to come down to the plain. 

35
 The Amorites were determined to live in Har-heres, 

Aijalon, and Shaalbim, but the hand of the house of Joseph was heavy on them, and they 

became forced labour for them. 

 

The momentum that was regained in verses 22-26 is immediately lost again. No further 

taking of cities or killing or expulsion of Canaanites is reported; only  arrangements by 
which Israelites and Canaanites come to coexist. The note about Manasseh in verses 27-

28 begins and ends with the same statement: Manasseh did not drive out (lōʾ-hôrîš) the 

Canaanites in the cities listed. In verse 28b this is reinforced by the infinitive: certainly 

did not drive them out (hôrêš lō hôrîšô). The explanation, in verse 27b, is cast in the 

most general terms: for the Canaanites were determined (wayyôʾel) to remain in this 
area. What appears to be envisaged is a stalemate in which the Canaanites make a 

determined stand and their assailants lack either the ability or the will (or both) to 

dislodge them (cf. v. 35, where the same verb is used). A compromise arrangement 

eventually emerges: the Canaanites remain in possession of their cities but have to 

provide forced (servant or slave) labour (mas) for Israel. 
 

Sin of Idolatry (2: 11 -13) 
 
11And the children of Israel did that which was evil in the sight of Jehovah, and served 

the Baalim; 12and they forsook Jehovah, the God of their fathers, who brought them out 

of the land of Egypt, and followed other gods, of the gods of the peoples that were round 

about them, and bowed themselves down unto them: and they provoked Jehovah to 
anger. 13And they forsook Jehovah, and served Baal and the Ashtaroth. 

 

In verse 11, Baalim, a plural form, is used because it is a general term to denote all the 

Canaanite deities. It is synonymous with the expression other gods. The term Baal in its 

basic secular sense means “lord,” “master,” or “owner.” It has a derived meaning of 
“husband.” But, when it is applied to a god, it functions as a title meaning, “divine lord” 

or “master.” Baal appears as a divine title more than seventy times in the Old Testament. 
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It refers to the storm weather god who, in the Canaanite mythology, goes by the name of 

Hadad and several other titles, such as the Victor Baal, the Rider of the Clouds, the Son 

of Dagon, the Prince, and the Lord of the Earth. In Canaanite mythology, he was one of 

the seventy children of El and Asherah along with his (Baal’s) opposites, including Mot, 

the god of death and the netherworld, and Yam, the god of the sea. For the Canaanites, 
Baal was the sun god and the fertility god, who rode upon the clouds and was 

responsible for the rains, which brought  life. In Ugaritic mythology, Baal was the son of 

Dagon. Hence, when the plural Baalim is used, it does not necessarily refer to a 

multiplicity of gods but, sometimes, to numerous manifestations of the one weather god, 

upon whose blessing the fertility of the land depends. So, sometimes it is equivalent to 
“other gods,” but sometimes it is used of the various  expressions of the one god, Baal. 

Here, Baalim takes the former meaning of “other gods.” 

 

Verse 12 records the Israelites’ forsaking God and following after other gods. The 

expression following other gods is derived from the context of cultic processions, in 
which the devotees of a divinity would follow the image of the deity, carried by priests 

to a place of religious celebration. Here it is used more generally as any expression of 

spiritual commitment: They followed other gods, of the gods of the peoples that were 

round about them, and bowed themselves down unto them . The verse refers to the 

physical gesture of prostration before a superior and thus expresses the posture of the 
Israelites bowing down before foreign gods, expressing subjection to them. They ceased 

to be servants of the God of Israel as Joshua had been. They became servants of these 

other gods and: they provoked Jehovah to anger. 

 

Verse 13 specifies their sin: And they forsook Jehovah by serving other gods . Whereas 
earlier they served Jehovah, they now directed the same activity towards these other 

gods: Baal and the Ashtaroth. The name of the latter appears in both the singular and 

plural forms. The singular is Ashtoreth; the plural is Ashtaroth. She was the Athtart of 

Ugaritic mythology, and the Sidonian Astharte, the female deity of Baal and the moon 

goddess. She entered Greek mythology by way of Cypress and became known as 
Astarte. She was the Ishtar of Assyrian and Babylonian mythologies. She was the 

Canaanite goddess of generation and fertility and war. She resembles the Aphrodite of 

classical mythology. The worship of both Baal and Ashtaroth would have included 

temple prostitution but did not require the rejection of Jehovah. It was an addition of 

Canaanite nature worship to the worship of Jehovah. It was a syncretism that would 
naturally lead to idolatry. In Canaanite fertility  cults, Baal was represented by an upright 

stone, the Matzeibah, and Ashtaroth was represented by carved female figurines with 

exaggerated female breasts and prominent genitals. The two appear together in four 

passages: Judges 2:13 and 10:6, and I Samuel 7:4 and 12:10. 

 
We first met the damning statement, “The Israelites did what was evil (hāraʿ) in the 

eyes of Yahweh,” in 2:11, where it introduced the overview of the judges  period as a 

whole in 2:11-19, and we discussed its meaning in our treatment of that important 

passage. Within 3:7–16:31 it introduces the career of Othniel as the first savior-judge at 

3:7, and that of Gideon at 6:1. In a slightly modified form, “The Israelites continued to 
do what was evil . . .” (my emphasis), it introduces the careers of Ehud, Barak, Jephthah, 

and Samson at 3:12, 4:1, 10:6, and 13:1 respectively. The Abimelech narrative of 
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chapter 9 is not introduced in this way, although circumstances that would justify its use 

(the worship of other gods) are clearly present (8:33-34). Instead, a lengthy transitional 

piece (8:29 - 9:5) firmly joins the stories of Gideon and his son Abimelech together: the 

latter doesn’t simply follow the former, but develops out of it. The statement that Israel 

did what was evil does not occur at all in chapters 17 - 21. Its main structural function is 
to divide the main body of the book, 3:7 - 16:31, into six major narrative episodes 

featuring Othniel, Ehud, Barak, Gideon, Jephthah, and Samson respectively. 

 
7
 The Israelites did what was evil in the eyes of Yahweh; they forgot Yahweh their God, 

and served the Baals and the Asheroths.
8
 So Yahweh became angry with Israel, and sold 

them into the hand of Cushan-rishathaim, king of Aram-naharaim, and the Israelites 

servedCushan-rishathaim for eight years. 
9
 Then the Israelites cried out to Yahweh, and 

Yahweh raised up a saviour for the Israelites and saved them - Othniel, son of Kenaz, 
Caleb’s younger brother. 

10
 The Spirit of Yahweh came upon him, and he judged Israel 

and went out to battle, and Yahweh gave Cushan-rishathaim, king of Aram-naharaim, 

into his hand, and his hand prevailed over Cushan-rishathaim. 
11

 Then the land had 
peace for forty years, t ill Othniel son of Kenaz died.  

 

After the sweeping survey of the entire judges period in 2:6–3:6, we are returned in 3:7 

to the same time and circumstance as in 2:11: Israel’s first lapse into  outright apostasy. 

We also find here the same kind of unmarked flashback as we met at 2:6. There is 
nothing in the syntax to indicate that a time shift has occurred, but the content leaves us 

in no doubt that it has: verse 7 recapitulates 2:11-13, and verse 8 repeats the opening 

words of 2:14 exactly. But now, as we begin the story yet again, so to speak, we have a 

particular judge, a particular enemy, and a certain amount of chronological data. But the 

narrative data is minimal. A victory is reported, but not one concrete detail of the 
struggle is given. There is no dialogue, no reported speech of any kind, no dramatization 

of events, no scenic description. 

 

Earlier, seven cycles were mentioned, but actually, a total of twelve judges are dealt 

with in this book. Seven are detailed, while five are mentioned only in passing. With a 
total of twelve judges, there were actually twelve cycles, but the author does not detail 

all twelve cycles; he details only seven cycles. 
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First Cycle: Othniel  3:7‑11 
 

1.    Sin ‑ 3:7 

 
And the children of Israel did that which was evil in the sight of Jehovah, and forgot 
Jehovah their God, and served the Baalim and the Asheroth.  

 

The first cycle begins with the negative fact: And the children of Israel did that which 

was evil in the sight of Jehovah, and forgot Jehovah their God. The means of Israel’s 

abandonment follows: and [they] served the Baalim and the Asheroth. The Asheroth is 
the plural of Asherah and is equivalent to the Ashtaroth mentioned earlier. There is more 

than one way that this particular name is spelled or referred to (cf. Judges 10:6; I Samuel 

7:4 and 12:10). These Asherah groves (Deuteronomy 16:21; Judges 6:26; II Kings. 13:6, 

17:10, 23:6, and 23:15) were probably regarded as a dwelling place of the deity. The 

name was transferred to the deity itself from the idols of this goddess, which consisted 
of wooden columns called the Asherim, hence Asherah or the Asherah Poles or the 

Asherah Groves - wooden poles, or tree trunks - which were set up beside the pagan 

altar, and used as an object of worship. 

 

2.     Oppression: Cushan‑Rishathaim of Mesopotamia ‑ 3:8 

 
Therefore the anger of Jehovah was kindled against Israel, and he sold them into the 
hand of Cushan‑rishathaim king of Mesopotamia: and the children of Israel served 

Cushan‑rishathaim eight years. 

 

The author begins with the cause of Israel’s oppression, the divine attitude: Therefore 
the anger of Jehovah was kindled against Israel. Then came the result: and he sold them 

into the hand of Cushan‑rishathaim king of Mesopotamia: The name, Cushan‑

rishathaim, means “doubly‑wicked Cushan.” This title was probably given to him by 

Israel on account of their experience with him. The name Cushan itself implies that he 

was a Cushite, a Mesopotamian one. 

 

As for the identity of Cushan, there were two groups of Cushites: Mesopotamian and 

Ethiopian. The name Cushan corresponds to the ancient Kassites, mentioned in ancient 
documents, who overran Babylon and ruled for four centuries, until the twelfth century 

B.C. Two of the Kassite kings had the name of Kashtiliash, a name that very closely  

corresponds to the name here in the Hebrew text. 

 

As for Cushan’s king’s domain, the Hebrew name for Mesopotamia is Aram Naharayim, 
literally, “Syria of the Two Rivers,” and it refers to the very fertile land that lies between 

the Orontes River and the Euphrates River. More specifically, it refers to the fertile land 

east of the Orontes River, covering the upper and middle Euphrates, and lands watered 

by the Habur and the Tigris Rivers. Only after the fourth century B.C. was the name 

Aram Naharayim used for the whole Tigris‑Euphrates River or valley. Before that, it 

was limited to that portion just described. The duration of the oppression under Cushan 

was: and the children of Israel served Cushan‑rishathaim eight years. 
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3.    Israel’s Cry ‑ 3:9a 

 
And when the children of Israel cried unto Jehovah,…  

 

It took eight years before Israel realized that continuing to worship  Baal and Asherah 

was of no benefit to them and would not free them from the oppression. 
 

4.     Deliverance ‑ 3:9b‑10 

 
9b

Jehovah raised up a savior to the children of Israel, who saved them, even Othniel the 
son of Kenaz, Caleb’s younger brother. 10And the Spirit of Jehovah came upon him, and 
he judged Israel; and he went out to war, and Jehovah delivered  Cushan‑rishathaim 

king of Mesopotamia into his hand: and his hand prevailed against Cushan‑rishathaim. 

 

The Hebrew word for saviour is moshia, a word used in three different ways. In the 
Book of Judges, it is used of heroic men who save the nation in time of war. They were 

saviours, because they saved the nation in times of war. Second, moshia is used of God 

(Isaiah. 43:11; 45:15 and 45:21). And finally, it was also used by Isaiah of the Messiah 

in Isaiah 19:20. The name of the saviour-judge here was: Othniel the son of Kenaz, 

Caleb’s younger brother. 
 

Othniel’s ability to be a saviour was the result of the Spirit of Jehovah, which came upon 

him. This phrase is used several times in this book (6:34, 11:29, 13:25, 14:6, 14:19, and 

15:14). It is always used in the context of being empowered to accomplish a specific 

task or mission. The result of Othniel’s empowerment and mission was twofold. First,  

he judged Israel; and second, and he went out to war, and Jehovah delivered Cushan‑

rishathaim king of Mesopotamia into his hand: and his hand prevailed against Cushan‑
rishathaim. 
 

5.     Rest ‑ 3:11 

 
And the land had rest forty years. And Othniel the son of Kenaz died.  

 

The rest lasted just about a generation. What is obvious is that the repentance of the 
generation failed to transmit to the next generation. Only once did peace last for eighty 

years, and in that instance, the peace extended for two generations. Otherwise, peace 

lasted for either forty  years or even less: in 3:11, forty years; 3:30, eighty years; 5:31, 

forty years; 8:28, forty  years; 10:2‑3, forty‑five years; 12:7‑14, thirty‑one years; and 

16:31, twenty years 

 

The cycle ends with death: And Othniel the son of Kenaz died. 
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Second Cycle: Ehud  3:12‑30 
 

1.     Sin ‑ 3:12a 

 
And the children of Israel again did that which was evil in the sight o f Jehovah: … 

 

2.     Oppression: Eglon of Moab ‑ 3:12b‑14 

 
. . . 12band Jehovah strengthened Eglon the king of Moab against Israel, because they 
had done that which was evil in the sight of Jehovah. 13And he gathered unto him the 

children of Ammon and Amalek; and he went and smote Israel, and they possessed the 
city of palm‑trees. 

14
And the children of Israel served Eglon the king of Moab eighteen 

years. 

 

Verse 12b introduces Israel’s new oppressor: And Jehovah strengthened Eglon the king 

of Moab against Israel. It was God who energized Eglon to be the oppressor against 
Israel even though they were His people. The reason was: because they had done that 

which was evil in the sight of Jehovah. Verse 13a lists the allies of the oppressor: he 

[Eglon] gathered unto him the children of Ammon and Amalek. Verse 13b records the 

conquest: and he went and smote Israel, and they possessed the city of palm‑trees, a 

reference to Jericho (1:16). Jericho had been destroyed by Joshua about sixty years 

earlier, and had been rebuilt, but not as a fortified city, and therefore it did not violate 

the curse of Joshua (Joshua 6:26). Verse 14 states the duration of the oppression: And 

the children of Israel served Eglon the king of Moab eighteen years. 

 

3.        Israel’s Cry ‑ 3:15a   

 

But when the children of Israel cried unto Jehovah,…  
 

4.       Deliverance ‑ 3:15b‑29 

 

Israel’s deliverance comes in the two stages. 
 

a.       Assassination of Eglon ‑ 3:15b‑26 

 
. . . 15bJehovah raised them up a savior, Ehud the son of Gera, the Benjamite, a man left‑
handed. And the children of Israel sent tribute by him unto Eglon the king of Moab. 
16And Ehud made him a sword which had two edges, a cubit in length; and he girded it 
under his raiment upon his right thigh. 17And he offered the tribute unto Eglon king of 
Moab: now Eglon was a very fat man. 

18
And when he had made an end of offering the 

tribute, he sent away the people that bore the tribute. 19But he himself turned back from 

the quarries that were by Gilgal, and said, I have a secret errand unto you, O king. And 
he said, Keep silence. And all that stood by him went out from him. 20And Ehud came 
unto him; and he was sitting by himself alone in the cool upper room. And Ehud said, I 

have a message from God unto you. And he arose out of h is seat. 21And Ehud put forth 
his left hand, and took the sword from his right thigh, and thrust it into his body: 

22
and 

the haft also went in after the blade; and the fat closed upon the blade, for he drew not 
the sword out of his body; and it came out behind. 23Then Ehud went forth into the 
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porch, and shut the doors of the upper room upon him, and locked them. 
24

Now when he 

was gone out, his servants came; and they saw, and, behold, the doors of the upper 
room were locked; and they said, Surely he is covering his feet in the upper chamber. 
25And they tarried till they were ashamed; and, behold, he opened not the doors of the 

upper room: therefore they took the key, and opened them; and, behold, their lord was 
fallen down dead on the earth. 26And Ehud escaped while they tarried, and passed 
beyond the quarries, and escaped unto Seirah.  

 

Verse 15b introduces the savior: Jehovah raised them up a savior, Ehud the son of Gera, 

the Benjamite. He is described as a man left‑handed. The Hebrew literally reads, “a man 

bound in his right hand,” because he was only able to freely use his left hand. This 

idiom is used only here and in Judges 20:16, which makes the same point about the 

Benjamites being left‑handed and notes left‑handedness seemed to be rather common 

among the Benjamites, which is rather ironic, since the name itself means “the son of my 
right hand.” According to I Chronicles 12:2, the Benjamites were also known to be 

ambidextrous. So, they tended to be left‑handed and often ambidextrous as well, good 

in both hands. The advantage to Ehud is that he would bind his dagger on the opposite 

side to that on which it was usually carried, therefore concealing the weapon. They 
would have searched the left side rather than the right  side, which is where they would 

have expected the sword or knife to be. The verse concludes by providing the occasion 

for deliverance: and the children of Israel sent tribute by him unto Eglon the king of 

Moab. 

 

Judges 3:16 describes the dagger‑sword: And Ehud made him a sword which had two 

edges, a cubit in length. If cubit is correct, it would be about eighteen inches long. The 

Hebrew word is gomed, which is a hapax‑legomenon, meaning it is a term used only 

here and nowhere else in the Hebrew Bible. A gomed would be about a foot long. This 

dagger was without a cross‑shaft, which is why it would disappear into the fat  of the 

body. Then the text describes Ehud’s concealment of the weapon: and he girded it under 
his raiment upon his right thigh. 

 

Verses 17 to 18 describe Ehud’s occasion for deliverance: And he offered the tribute 

unto Eglon king of Moab. Three things should be noted here. First, the occasion of 

paying tribute provided the timing. In such circumstances, seeing strangers in the palace 
would not be abnormal. Second, the text notes that now Eglon was a very fat man, 

which provides the explanation for the account that follows. Third, the text states, And 

when he had made an end of offering the tribute, he sent away the people that bore the 

tribute. All the other tribute‑bearers were sent back to their homes, leaving Ehud alone 

to carry out his plan.  

 

Verses 19 to 22 give the details of the assassination. Verse 19 deals  with the return of 

Ehud: But he himself turned back from the quarries that were by Gilgal. The Hebrew 

word for quarries is psillim, which means, “sculptured statues.” In this case, they were 
sculptured statues of Canaanite gods, which illustrates the spiritual problem that Israel 

had, and why the servitude came in the first  place. These sculptured statues of Canaanite 

gods were in Gilgal, which means they were erected in the very same place where 

Joshua erected the memorial stones in honour of what the true God had done for Israel. 
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They were also erected in the place from whence the Angel of Jehovah had already 

departed, and may have been the cause of His departure from Gilgal. Ehud, after leaving 

Jericho, went as far as Gilgal, and then returned. Then comes the trap: and [he] said, I 

have a secret errand unto you, O king. The king responded: And he said, Keep silence. 

Obviously believing Ehud, the king dismisses his attendants: And all that stood by him 
went out from him. By so doing, the king set the trap for himself. Verse 20 describes the 

circumstance further: and he [Eglon] was sitting by himself alone in the cool upper 

room. The Hebrew is aliyah, and literally reads “the upper chamber of cooling.” This 

was the higher room that would allow the cool afternoon breezes to come through. This 

would have been a one‑room apartment built on the corner of a flat roof, fitted on all 

sides with latticed windows, which shut out the sun in the heat of the day, but allowed 

for free ventilation during the cool breezes of the afternoon. So it allowed for some 

privacy. In the heat of the summer, it would be the coolest part  of the house. This kind 

of upper room also tended to serve as a guest  room of a private house (I Kings. 17:19 

and 17:23; II Kings. 4:10‑11) or as a guest room of a palace (II Kings. 1:2). Often it was 

a very large room (Jeremiah 22:13‑14). When Ehud said, I have a message from God, 

he used the generic term Elohim, and so it is not known what exactly the king 
understood. However, according to rabbinic tradition, the Moabite king understood 

Ehud to be speaking of the God of Israel, and so he stood up as a mark of respect. As 

reward for this action, God gave him a daughter, Ruth, who became a mother of Jewish 

kings. But because of his wickedness, he also had another daughter, Orpah, who became 

the mother of Goliath. This is rather imaginary rabbinic exegesis, and there is no real 
foundation for these teachings. 

 

Judges 3:21‑22 describes the Moabite king’s execution. Verse 21 details the stabbing, 

spelled out in three specific stages: first, And Ehud put forth his left hand; second, and 

took the sword from his right thigh; and third, and thrust it into his body. Then verse 22 

describes what happened with the sword, also in three stages. First: and the haft also 

went in after the blade; since there was no cross‑shaft to stop it, the whole dagger went 

into his body. Second: and the fat closed upon the blade; since the king was so very fat, 

it took in the whole sword, including the handle. 

 

Third: and it came out behind. The Hebrew word is parshedona, another hapax‑
legomenon (word used only once in the Hebrew Bible). In other cognate, Semitic 

languages, it is used of the cavity or the opening of the anus. So the downward motion 

of the dagger was with such force that it passed completely through the abdomen and 

projected from the anus. The very one whom God had earlier strengthened against 

Israel now became reduced to a pile of fat and excrement. 
 

Verse 23 describes Ehud’s escape: Then Ehud went forth into the porch. The Hebrew 

word for porch is misderonah, another hapax‑legomenon (word used only once in the 

Hebrew Bible), and it is not really clear what it means, but it was the way by which 
Ehud escaped from the palace. Before leaving, Ehud shut the doors of the upper room 

upon him, and locked them. The doors could be locked from the inside without a key, 

but not from the outside without a key. This would cause a delay  in discovering the 

body. 
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Then in verses 24 to 25, the assassination is discovered. The timing was: Now when he 

was gone out, his servants came; and they saw, and, behold, the doors of the upper 

room were locked; and they said, Surely he is covering his feet in the upper chamber . To 

cover your feet was a euphemism for responding to the call of nature. In essence, they 

were saying, “He must be sitting on the toilet, and that is why everything is closed.” 
Thus, they tarried until they were ashamed; and behold, he opened not the doors of the 

upper room: therefore, they took the key. The key was a flat piece of wood that was 

fitted with pins corresponding to the holes in a hollow bolt. The hole in the door gave 

access to the bolt, which was on the inside. The insertion of the key into the bolt pushed 

out the pins of the lock and enabled the bolt to be withdrawn from its sockets in the 
doorpost. The door could be locked without a key, but it could not be unlocked without 

a key. Having done all this, the servants opened them; and then came the discovery, and 

behold, their lord was fallen down dead on the earth. 

 

Verse 26 further details Ehud’s escape: And Ehud escaped while they tarried, and 
passed beyond the quarries, and escaped unto Seirah. This was the same route he took 

earlier but this time he went beyond the quarries. 

 

 

b.        Defeat of Moab ‑ 3:27‑29 

 
27And it came to pass, when he was come, that he blew a trumpet in the hill‑country of 

Ephraim; and the children of Israel went down with him from the hill‑country, and he 

before them. 28And he said unto them, Follow after me; for Jehovah has delivered your 
enemies the Moabites into your hand. And they went down after him, and took the fords 
of the Jordan against the Moabites, and suffered not a man to pass over. 29And they 
smote of Moab at that time about ten thousand men, every lusty man, and every man of 

valor; and there escaped not a man. 
 

In verses 27 to 28a, there is the call to arms, with verse 27 being the call of the trumpet: 

he blew a trumpet in the hill‑country of Ephraim. The Hebrew word for trumpet is 

shofar, often referring to the horn of an animal, particularly a ram’s horn. The geography 

is the hill-country of Ephraim, which included the tribal territory of Benjamin. The 

people of Israel recognized that it was the time to rebel against the Moabites. 

 
In verse 28b, the Israelites also recognized Ehud’s leadership. Under Ehud’s leadership, 

they captured the fords of the Jordan which accomplished two strategic things: It 

prevented the enemy from escaping into their own territory on the east side of the Jordan 

to find sanctuary or to regroup; and it also created a wedge within the Moabite army so 

that no reinforcements could come from Moab to help the army now trapped on the west 
bank of the Jordan. 

 

Verse 29 summarizes the slaughter of the Moabites: And they smote of Moab at that time 

about ten thousand men, every lusty man, and every man of valour; and there escaped 

not a man. 
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5.        Rest ‑ 3:30 

 
So Moab was subdued that day under the hand of Israel. And the land had rest eighty 

years. 

 

This was the longest period of rest found in the entire Book of Judges. 

 

  



Third Cycle: Shamgar  3:31 
 

And after him was Shamgar the son of Anath, who smote of the Philistines six hundred 

men with an ox‑goad: and he also saved Israel. 

 

This is one of the five cycles that is not detailed, but spells out three basic facts. The first 

concerns the person: And after him was Shamgar the son of Anath. Shamgar is a Hurrian 

name, used of a people known in the Bible as the Horites. The name shows Canaanite 

influence on the Jews. Furthermore, Shamgar was a Jew who was the son of Anath, a 
name dedicated to the goddess Anath. Among the Canaanite deities, Anath was the 

Canaanite goddess of sex and war. 

 

The second fact is Shamgar’s action: who smote of the Philistines six hundred men with 

an ox‑goad. The six hundred may be Shamgar’s lifetime total, and not the result of a 

one‑time battle. The Hebrew for ox‑goad is malmad, another hapax‑legomenon (word 

used only once in the Hebrew Bible), used to urge oxen to move forward, and was as 

much as eight feet long. It was pointed at one end with a metal tip, and had a chisel‑
shaped blade on the other end for scrapping a ploughshare, and so it could effectively be 

used in place of a spear. 

 

The third fact concerns Shamgar’s judgeship: he also saved Israel. The word also 
connects Shamgar with Ehud. He is referred to as a moshia and not as a shophet: a 

saviour, not a judge. His judgeship may  have transpired after Ehud’s deliverance, but 

before Ehud’s death, which is why the historical notation in Judges 4:1 continues after 

the death of Ehud, not Shamgar. So it might very well be that Shamgar’s  actions 

occurred within the period of Ehud’s judgeship. The next section shows that he was a 
contemporary of Barak and Deborah and so may have appeared about the same time that 

the Philistines were beginning to settle in the coastal plain. Thus, Deborah and Barak are 

viewed as following Ehud, not Shamgar. 
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Fourth Cycle: Barak and Deborah  4:1 ‑  5:31 
 

1.         Sin ‑ 4:1 

 
And the children of Israel again did that which was evil in the sight of Jehovah, when 

Ehud was dead. 

 

Not when Shamgar was dead, but when Ehud was dead, again implying that the 
Shamgar “saviourhood” was within the period of Ehud. This circumstantial clause 

means that it was Ehud who kept them from idolatry, but now that he was dead, all 

restraints were gone. 

 

2.          Oppression: Jabin the King of Hazor ‑ 4:2 

 
And Jehovah sold them into the hand of Jabin king of Canaan, that reigned in Hazor; 
the captain of whose host was Sisera, who dwelt in Harosheth of the Gentiles.  

 

Jabin was a dynastic name for the king of Hazor; and, for that reason, the same name 

appears in the Book of Joshua. Hazor was located north of the Sea of Galilee at the 

south end of the Hulah Valley, a strategic city along the Via Maris, which was the most 

important trade route of ancient times. Hazor was the leader of the northern alliance 

against Joshua (Joshua 11:1‑15). Joshua had destroyed the city, but Israel did not  

occupy it. Consequently, the Canaanites had come back and rebuilt this very strategic 

city. 

 

While Jabin was the king, the Commander‑in‑Chief was Sisera, the captain of his host. 

Sisera is not a Canaanite name, but a Hurrian or a Hittite name. Either he was a 

Canaanite with a Hurrian or a Hittite name, or he was a mercenary of that nationality in 

the service of Hazor. His palatial residence was in Harosheth of the Gentiles, located in 
the Galilee. 

 

3.             Israel’s Cry ‑ 4:3 

 

And the children of Israel cried unto Jehovah: for he had nine hundred chariots 

of iron; and twenty years he mightily  oppressed the children of Israel. 

 

Eventually, the children of Israel cried unto Jehovah, and the reason was due to the 
strength of the Canaanites: for he [Sisera] had nine hundred chariots of iron. The 

mention of nine hundred chariots is not  out of character for, in the inscriptions of 

Thutmose III, he states that he captured nine hundred twenty‑four chariots from the 

Canaanites in the Battle of Megiddo, and Megiddo plays a role in the battle of Judges as 
recorded in chapters 4 and 5. The duration of the oppression is recorded: twenty years he 

mightily oppressed the children of Israel. On the human side, the Canaanite ability to 

oppress Israel for so long was due to their chariot strength. On the divine side, it was 

God’s discipline due to Israel’s apostasy. 
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4.            Deliverance  4:4‑24 

 

a.       Calling of Deborah and Barak  4:4‑10 

 
4Now Deborah, a prophetess, the wife of Lappidoth, she judged Israel at that time. 5And 
she dwelt under the palm‑tree of Deborah between Ramah and Beth‑el in the hill‑
country of Ephraim: and the children of Israel came up to her for judgment. 6And she 

sent and called Barak the son of Abinoam out of Kedesh‑naphtali, and said unto him, 

Has not Jehovah, the God of Israel, commanded, saying, Go and draw unto mount 

Tabor, and take with you ten thousand men of the children of Naphtali and of the 
children of Zebulun? 7And I will draw unto you, to the river Kishon, Sisera, the captain 
of Jabin’s army, with his chariots and his multitude; and I will deliver him into your 
hand. 8And Barak said unto her, If you will go with me, then I will go; but if you will not 

go with me, I will not go. 9And she said, I will surely go with you: notwithstanding, the 
journey that you take shall not be for your honor; for Jehovah will sell Sisera into the 
hand of a woman. And Deborah arose, and went with Barak to Kedesh. 10And Barak 

called Zebulun and Naphtali together to Kedesh; and there went up ten thousand men at 
his feet: and Deborah went up with him. 

 

Verse 4 introduces the key person: Now Deborah, a prophetess. The Hebrew ishah 

neviah literally means “a woman of prophecy.” It is used of two other women: Miriam, 
the sister of Moses (Exodus 15:20) and Huldah the prophetess (II Kings 22:14). Deborah 

was the wife of Lappidoth, meaning “lamps.” In rabbinic tradition, she was the wife of 

Barak, which means “lightning,” and is analogous to Lappidoth. She was so called 

because of her inflammatory speeches and war‑like spirit. Her degree of divine 

inspiration was so intense as to create sparks and flames during the moments of its 

reception, and she earned this designation by preparing wicks for the lamps of the 

Tabernacle. Again, it is purely  rabbinic tradition, and not actually found in history or in 

the text of Scripture. Her role was: she judged Israel at that time, but this raises the 

question: Who was the one who delivered Israel? Was she a judge in that sense? Is the 
word judge here being used in the sense of being the one who delivered Israel? 

 

There are five possible arguments in favour of Deborah (rather than Barak) being the 

one who delivered Israel. First, the text says that she judged Israel, and that should be 

taken as Deborah having led Israel, or delivered Israel, or saved Israel. Second, in 

Judges 5:6‑8, she is connected with the security of Israel. Third, she is involved in 

marshalling the troops. Fourth, in 5:1, her name appears before Barak’s, which suggests 

the primary credit for victory goes to her. Fifth, the parallels with Sisera, who sits or 

rules, (in Hebrew, yashav), with Deborah who sits and rules, (again yashav), under a 
palm tree suggests that she is the counterpart to Sisera. These five arguments may 

support the fact that she was actually  delivering Israel; and, in that sense, she was the 

judge. 

 

But there are some arguments against the view that Deborah was Israel’s deliverer. First, 
the word shophet, as noted in the introduction, allows for a variety of meanings and even 

within the Book of Judges, it is used more than one way. Second, Deborah is not 

introduced as the one “whom God raised up.” Third, there is no reference to her being 

empowered by the Holy Spirit. Fourth, she needed Barak to accomplish the deliverance. 
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Fifth, the verb yashav is never really applied to her in the sense of ruling. Sixth, she 

states that God will deliver Sisera into the hand of a woman, but she does not say “into 

my hands.” Seventh, the text states that she went up with Barak, but does not state that 

she was the head of the troops. Eighth, she states that this day God has delivered Sisera 

into your hands (meaning Barak’s), not into “my” hands (meaning Deborah’s). Ninth, 
she is totally absent from the description of the actual battle, and she never meets up 

with Jabin or Sisera. Tenth, she is referred to as the mother in Israel, never as the 

“saviour” of Israel. Eleventh, the author does not use the term kum (to raise up) or state 

that God is the cause of the subject when it talks about Deborah’s  rise. Twelfth, in later 

lists of deliverers of Israel, it is Barak’s name that  appears, not Deborah’s name (I 

Samuel 12:9‑11; Hebrews 11:32). Finally, in this passage, she functions in the 

traditional role of a judge in settling disputes, not in the sense of delivering Israel. The 

word is lamishpat, which was not a role assigned to the other judges where the role is  

defined as “deliverers.” For them, the word carries the meaning of to govern. She does 
not function in the same role as the other judges, and so no duration of her judgeship is 

given. It does not say she judged Israel for so many years as it does with all the other 

judges. The forty  years in Judges 5:31 is attributed to God and Israel’s collective power 

in Judges 4:23‑24, not to Deborah. So, Deborah is a judge in its traditional role of 

helping to settle disputes. She was a prophetess, and so received direct revelation from 

God, but she was not the moshia; she was not the saviour of Israel, as was the case with 

the other judges. The saviour, in this case, was actually Barak. 

 

Judges 4:5 reveals Deborah’s location and role. As to her home: she dwelt under the 

palm‑tree of Deborah between Ramah and Beth‑el in the hill‑country of Ephraim. As 

to her role: the children of Israel came up to her for judgment. Here the Israelites come 

to her for judgment, hamishpat. They were not coming to her asking her to save Israel 

from the enemy; they were coming to her asking her to solve their legal disputes. They  
were asking for divine answers to their cries, which are described in the following 

verses. They came to her because she was a prophetess, not  because she was a judge. 

This shows that people had lost confidence in the priesthood to provide spiritual 

direction and answers. So while she was in the role of a judge in the traditional sense of 

settling disputes, in their specific case they did not come to her merely to settle their 
legal disputes between fellow Israelites, but they also came asking for divine answers, 

because they recognized her to be a prophetess. Again, this shows that instead of going 

to the priesthood to receive a divine answer, they went to her. 

 

Verses 6 to 7 present the call to arms. The call is in verse 6a: And she sent and called 
Barak the son of Abinoam. The focus now shifts away  from Deborah, the medium 

through whom the divine response to the Israelites’ distress was sought and received, to 

Barak to solve the crisis. Barak is both commissioned to attack and is promised success. 

He came out of Kedesh‑naphtali, and there are two possible options as to where this 

was. One option is that this is Kedesh‑Naphtali in Upper Galilee, which was in close 

geographical proximity to Hazor, the Canaanite capital of Jabin. However, he could 

have been from Khirbet‑quedish, which is one mile west of the southern end of the Sea 

of Galilee and which has a close geographical proximity to Mount Tabor. Among 
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historical geographers, there is a debate as to which one of these two localities is meant. 

Either location has arguments both pro and con. 

 

Verses 6b to 7 go on to give the content of Barak’s calling: Has not Jehovah, the God of 

Israel, commanded, saying, Go and draw unto mount Tabor, and take with you ten 
thousand men of the children of Naphtali….Naphtali was Barak’s tribe and was the tribe 

in whose tribal territory the City of Hazor was located. Then Deborah adds: and of the 

children of Zebulun. The Valley of Jezreel is located in the tribal territory of Zebulun, 

and it was the key valley they were fighting for in this battle. When Barak fulfills the 

human condition of responding to the call to arms, then God’s role will be: And I will 
draw unto you, to the river Kishon, Sisera, the captain of Jabin’s army, with his chariots 

and his multitude; and I will deliver him into your hand. This is God’s sovereignty in 

action without eliminating human responsibility. 

 

Verse 8 records Barak’s response: If you will go with me, then I will go; but if you will 
not go with me, I will not go. The plea of Barak is not due to cowardice, for he was not a 

coward as the context proves. The plea of Barak is due to his desire to be assured of the 

presence of God in the war; Barak also recognizes Deborah’s prophetic status. 

 

Verse 9 gives Deborah’s twofold response. First, her verbal response is given, which 
contains both a promise and a prophecy. The promise was: I will surely go with you. But 

then comes the prophecy: notwithstanding, the journey that you take shall not be for 

your honor; for Jehovah will sell Sisera into the hand of a woman. The assumption may 

have been that Deborah was that woman, but it will turn out to be another woman 

altogether. Second, we see Deborah’s physical response: And Deborah arose, and went 
with Barak to Kedesh. 

 

Verse 10 describes the gathering of the army. Barak’s role is mentioned first: And Barak 

called Zebulun and Naphtali together to Kedesh, and there went up ten thousand men at 

his feet. Then Deborah’s role is described: and Deborah went up with him. She will be 
present as promised though she does not take part in the battle nor lead the troops. 

 

b.            Movement of Heber the Kenite ‑ 4:11 

 
Now Heber the Kenite had separated himself from the Kenites, even from the children of 

Hobab the brother‑in‑law of Moses, and had pitched his tent as far as the oak in 

Zaanannim, which is by Kedesh. 

 

The Kenites were a branch of the Midianites that had sided with the Israelites. From that 

tribe came Moses’ wife, brother‑in‑law, and father‑in‑law; and this was the clan that 

had settled in Arad in the Negev in Judges 1:16. The Kenites (Kenyanites) were 

normally pro‑Israel, but Heber, himself, had become pro‑Canaanite. Therefore, he 

separated himself from the rest of the Kenites. He moved to the oak in Zaanannim, 

which the author states is by Kedesh, and this will put him in close proximity  with 

Hazor. The purpose of this verse is to set the stage for the death of Sisera. But the point 

is that Heber had separated himself from the rest of the Kenites. He moved far north, and 

while the others were pro‑Israel, he became pro‑Canaanite. His position would allow 
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him to both observe the troop movements of Barak and report them to Jabin and Sisera 

of Hazor. Heber would have assumed he was doing the Canaanites a favour; whereas, in 

reality, he was, by God’s working, to bring about the Canaanites’ defeat. 

 

c.           Defeat of the Canaanites  4:12‑16 

 
12And they told Sisera that Barak the son of Abinoam was gone up to mount Tabor. 
13And Sisera gathered together all his chariots, even nine hundred chariots of iron, and 

all the people that were with him, from Harosheth of the Gentiles, unto the river Kishon. 
14And Deborah said unto Barak, Up; for this is the day in which Jehovah has delivered 
Sisera into your hand; is not Jehovah gone out before you? So Barak went down from 
mount Tabor, and ten thousand men after him. 15And Jehovah discomfited Sisera, and 

all his chariots, and all his host, with the edge of the sword before Barak; and Sisera 
alighted from his chariot, and fled away on his feet. 16But Barak pursued after the 
chariots, and after the host, unto Harosheth of the Gentiles: and all the host of Sisera 
fell by the edge of the sword; there was not a man left.  

 
Verse 12 records the report that came to Sisera concerning Israel’s  troop movement. The 

connection with verse 11 indicates that the report  came from Heber, since his tent was 

near enough to Kedesh to know the movement of Barak’s army. 

 

Verse 13 describes the gathering of the Canaanite army and the armoury of nine hundred 
chariots of iron. They proceeded: from Harosheth of the Gentiles, the exact location 

unknown, and arrived at the destination: unto the river Kishon. The movement was from 

north to south. Sisera was totally unconscious of the fact that it was God who was 

bringing him to the River Kishon. 

 
Verse 14a records Deborah’s admonition: Up; for this is the day in which Jehovah has 

delivered Sisera into your hand. The rhetorical prophetic declaration was intended to 

give Barak the encouragement: is not Jehovah gone out before you? The answer 

obviously was “Yes.” 

 
Verses 14b to 16 describe the battle. Sisera and the Canaanites were by the River 

Kishon, located at the western end of the Valley of Jezreel. Mount Tabor, where Barak 

and Israel mustered, was at the eastern end of the same valley. God’s role is then spelled 

out: And Jehovah discomfited Sisera, and all his chariots, and his entire host; and the 

means God employed was the edge of the sword before Barak . What else God did and 
what other means He used will be revealed in chapter 5. The effect  on Sisera was that he 

alighted from his chariot, and fled away on his feet. The result for the Canaanite Army 

was: But Barak pursued after the chariots, and after the host, unto Harosheth of the 

Gentiles. They were pursued to the very place from whence the army came to fight 

Israel. The victory was total: and all the host of Sisera fell by the edge of the sword; 
there was not a man left. Chapter 5, however, will point out a couple of minor 

exceptions. 
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d.             Flight and Death of Sisera  4:17‑22 

 
17Howbeit Sisera fled away on his feet to the tent of Jael the wife of Heber the Kenite; 
for there was peace between Jabin the king of Hazor and the house of Heber the Kenite. 
18And Jael went out to meet Sisera, and said unto him, Turn in, my lord, turn in to me; 

fear not. And he turned in unto her into the tent, and she covered him with a rug. 19And 
he said unto her, Give me, I pray you, a little water to drink; for I am thirsty. And she 
opened a bottle of milk, and gave him drink, and covered h im. 20And he said unto her, 
Stand in the door of the tent, and it shall be, when any man does come and inquire of 

you, and say, Is there any man here? that you shall say, No. 21Then Jael Heber’s wife 
took a tent‑pin, and took a hammer in her hand, and went softly unto him, and smote the 

pin into his temples, and it pierced through into the ground; for he was in a deep sleep; 
so he swooned and died. 

22
And, behold, as Barak pursued Sisera, Jael came out to meet 

him, and said unto him, Come, and I will show you the man whom you seek. And he 

came unto her; and, behold, Sisera lay dead, and the tent‑pin was in his temples. 

 

Verse 17 picks up from where verse 15 left off: Howbeit Sisera fled away  on his feet. He 

was obviously on his way back to Hazor, and on the way would pass by the place where 

Heber had pitched his tent: the tent of Jael the wife of Heber the Kenite. The Kenites 

were nomadic, and the nomadic tradition was that whenever a stranger was admitted into 
the tent as a guest, his claim to be defended or concealed from his pursuers was 

established. This would be one reason why Sisera would seek access into her tent 

specifically. Another reason Sisera felt safe in her tent was that there was peace between 

Jabin the king of Hazor, and the house of Heber the Kenite (4:18). There was apparently 

a covenant of peace between Jabin and Heber. These statements reinforced that  Heber 
actually posed a double threat to Israel: First, he separated himself from the main body 

of the Kenite clan that was pro‑Israel; and second, he had bound himself by treaty to 

Jabin. 

 
Verse 18 records Jael’s actions. She took the initiative: And Jael went out to meet Sisera, 

and then issued an invitation: and said unto him, Turn in, my lord, turn in to me; fear 

not. Sisera’s response was: And he turned in unto her into the tent. Then came her 

action: and she covered him with a rug. The Hebrew word for rug is smichah, a hapax‑
legomenon (word used only once in the Hebrew Bible). 

 

Verse 19 records Sisera’s request: And he said unto her, Give me, I pray you, a little 

water to drink; for I am thirsty. Another point concerning nomadic tradition is that, 

whoever has eaten or drunk anything in the tent is received into the peace of the tent; 
therefore, he is secure in the tent. Sisera may have asked for just a little water in order to 

establish this bond. Jael’s response was twofold. First, she opened a bottle of milk, and 

gave him drink. Second, she covered him. According to rabbinic tradition, she seduced 

him seven times, and after seven seductions, he finally fell into a very deep sleep. This 

is, again, purely rabbinic imagination. 
 

In verse 20, Sisera made a further request: And he said unto her, Stand in the door of the 

tent, and it shall be, when any man does come and inquire of you, and say, Is there any 

man here? that you shall say, No. With all the nomadic customary rituals in place and 

this added request, Sisera felt secure enough to fall asleep. 

29 



Verse 21 records the death of Sisera: Then Jael Heber’s wife took a tent‑pin, and took a 

hammer in her hand, and went softly unto him, and smote the pin into his temples, and it 

pierced through into the ground. Her ability to do this deed corresponds with the fact 

that, among the nomads, the erection of tents was work done by the tribal women. So 

she was well‑trained in the use of the hammer and the tent peg. Thus Deborah’s  

prophecy about Sisera’s falling at the hands of a woman was fulfilled. Because Sisera 

was in a deep sleep, he therefore never realized what was happening until the very last 

minute. First, he swooned; there was initial consciousness, which was followed by his 
death. 

 

Verse 22 records Barak’s discovery. The circumstance was as Barak pursued Sisera. 

Barak’s pursuit ended with Jael’s invitation: Jael came out to meet him, and said unto 

him, Come, and I will show you the man whom you seek . What Barak saw is described: 

behold, Sisera lay dead, and the tent‑pin was in his temples. 

 

e.        Defeat of Jabin  4:23‑24 

 
23So God subdued on that day Jabin the king of Canaan before the children of Israel. 
24And the hand of the children of Israel prevailed more and more against Jabin the king 

of Canaan, until they had destroyed Jabin king of Canaan. 

 

Verse 23 presents God’s role: So God subdued on that day Jabin the king of Canaan 
before the children of Israel. Verse 24 gives Israel’s role: And the hand of the children 

of Israel prevailed more and more against Jabin the king of Canaan. The defeat of 

Sisera in the Valley of Jezreel did not  mean the immediate defeat of Hazor or the other 

cities still held by the Canaanites. There were several smaller victories. Israel grew 

stronger and stronger, the Canaanites grew weaker and weaker, and finally the Israelites 
accomplished the whole conquest: until they had destroyed Jabin king of Canaan. 

 

5.        Deborah’s Song of Deliverance (5:1‑31a) 

 
a.            Singers  5:1 

 
Then sang Deborah and Barak the son of Abinoam on that day, saying,… 

 
This phrase does not mean that they composed the song together; it  means only that they 

sang it together. The song they sang was composed by  Deborah, as verses 3, 7, and 12 in 

chapter 5 clearly show. The phrase on that day links the song chronologically with the 

defeat of Sisera and suggests that it was composed as a spontaneous and instantaneous 
response to the victory. The word saying in 5:1 is an historical introduction that takes 

the place of the song’s heading. Basically, this verse is the song’s preamble. The song 

itself has nine specific stanzas. 
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b.      First Stanza: The Praising of God  5:2‑3 

 
2For that the leaders took the lead in Israel, For that the people offered themselves 
willingly, Bless ye Jehovah. 3Hear, O ye kings; give ear, O ye princes; I, even I, will 
sing unto Jehovah; I will sing praise to Jehovah, the God of Israel.  

 
Verse 2 focuses on the role of the leaders and the people: the leaders took the lead in 

Israel: and the people offered themselves willingly. When leaders were willing to lead, 

and people were willing to follow their lead, then there was victory along with the 

resultant opportunity to praise God: Bless ye Jehovah. This verse is a summons to praise 

God for the willingness and the joyful rise of His people. Hence, God is to be praised 
because both the leaders and the common people took up  weapons to fight this war, and 

the call to praise God is expressed in the plural imperative. 

 

Verse 3 issues a call to the Gentile rulers, both kings and princes. The content of what 

the men heard was: I, even I, will sing unto Jehovah; I will sing praise to Jehovah, the 
God of Israel. Four things should be noted here. First, this is a call to kings and princes 

of the earth to hear what Deborah has to proclaim to the praise of the true God. Second, 

these kings and princes would be Gentiles, since Israel had neither kings nor princes at 

this point of her history. Third, this verse is the response of the lyricist (Deborah), and 

thus it is expressed in the first person. Fourth, this is a praise to God, and not a praise of 
any particular human hero. 

 

c.       Second Stanza: Jehovah “Commander-in-Chief”   5:4‑5 

 
4Jehovah, when you went forth out of Seir, When you marched out of the field of Edom, 

The earth trembled, the heavens also dropped, Yea, the clouds dropped water. 
5
The 

mountains quaked at the presence of Jehovah, Even yon Sinai at the presence of 
Jehovah, the God of Israel. 

 

Verse 4a portrays God as a divine warrior, marching forth from Mount Seir in Edom to 

the aid of His people. Then verses 4b to 5 picture the results of the presence of God 

among His people: the result on the earth: The earth trembled; the results in the heavens: 

the heavens also dropped; and the result in the weather: Yea, the clouds dropped water. 
Keeping in mind that Baal was viewed as the storm god, here the God of Israel was 

using what should have been Baal’s strongest weapons. 

 

The storm imagery emphasizes that it is Jehovah who is God, not Baal. The following 

mention of Sinai and Edom recalls the beginning and the end of the Wilderness 
Wanderings, both portrayed as witnesses to the mighty acts of God: The mountains 

quaked at the presence of Jehovah, Even yon Sinai at the presence of Jehovah, the God 

of Israel. 

 

d.    Third Stanza: Emergence of Deborah  5:6‑8 

 
6
In the days of Shamgar the son of Anath, In the days of Jael, the highways were 

unoccupied, And the travelers walked through byways. 7The rulers ceased in Israel, they 

ceased, Until that I Deborah arose, That I arose a mother in Israel. 
8
They chose new 

31 



gods; Then was war in the gates: Was there a shield or spear seen Among forty 

thousand in Israel? 

 

Verse 6 describes the situation in the Land prior to the battle. The timing was: In the 

days of Shamgar the son of Anath, In the days of Jael. Shamgar and Jael are viewed as 
contemporaries, which further demonstrates that Shamgar’s judgeship came within the 

period of Ehud. From this verse, the rabbis conclude that Jael also judged Israel, but 

being a non‑Jewish Kenite, that is hardly likely. The situation was that of a total 

destruction of communication and trade: the highways were unoccupied, And the 
travelers walked through byways. 

 

Verse 7 then describes the total lack of leadership in Israel: The rulers ceased in Israel, 

they ceased. But a change came with the rise of Deborah: Until that I Deborah arose, 

That I arose a mother in Israel. The use of the singular shows that Deborah was the 
composer of the song.  

 

Verse 8a describes the religious situation: They chose new gods. In violation of the Law 

of Moses, Israel again degenerated into idolatry. 

 
Verse 8b describes the military situation: Then was war in the gates; implying that Israel 

had lost control of the countryside and, therefore, that agricultural production was 

disrupted. The question: Was there a shield or spear seen among forty thousand in 

Israel? shows that there was a total lack of weaponry among the Jewish people. Three 

observations can be made concerning this particular stanza on Israel’s status before 
Deborah’s judgeship. First, as Deborah describes the context of her own rise as God’s  

agent, she reveals the prevailing state of Israel at the time in six statements: 

 
1. The roads were deserted, and the caravan routes that crisscrossed the country, especially 

across the Jezreel Valley, linking the Jews of the north with the Jews of the south, were 
disrupted so that the Jewish caravaners ceased to travel on their normal trade routes for 

fear of attack by Canaanites or to avoid the heavy tolls that they would have to pay to 
the Canaanites. 

2. Instead of taking direct routes to their destinations, they had to take evasive side roads 
that were much harder to travel. 

3. The villagers in Israel held back because they were afraid of attack by the enemy; and 
therefore they would not go out to the fields, with the result that trade among the tribes 
of Israel came to a complete standstill. 

4. With the arrival of Deborah there was a break in the crisis, for she was a mother in 

Israel; if this was a technical term, it refers to her status as a prophetess; if this was a non
‑technical term, it means that she was a Jewish mother, in contrast to the Canaanite 

mother of Sisera, who plays a role in this song. 
5. With the rise of new leaders, it  was time to go on the offensive.  
6. Finally, Israel lacked all the necessary weapons of war; and this lack of arms was 

another sign of their depressed state. 

 

 
Second, this third stanza of Deborah’s song reminds that as greatly as Israel had been 

exalted at Mount Sinai by God, nevertheless, Israel just  as deeply fell into bondage 

because of sin until she, Deborah, rose up. 
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Third, by way of summary, the third stanza of Deborah’s song shows  that Israel had 

forsaken the true God and chosen new gods, and the results were war, weakness, and 

servitude. 

 

e.       Fourth Stanza: Praise of God  5:9‑11 

 
9My heart is toward the governors of Israel, That offered themselves willingly among the 
people: Bless ye Jehovah. 10Tell of it, ye that ride on white asses, Ye that sit on rich 

carpets, And ye that walk by the way. 11Far from the noise of archers, in the places of 
drawing water, There shall they rehearse the righteous acts of Jehovah, Even the 
righteous acts of his rule in Israel. Then the people of Jehovah went down to the gates.  

 

Verse 9 extols the response of the new leaders: My heart is toward the governors of 

Israel, that offered themselves willingly among the people. The result was: Bless ye 

Jehovah. The focus now is on the glorious change that took place in the situation in 

Israel just after Deborah appeared. As in verse 2, she praises the leaders and the people 
for their response despite all the disadvantages. 

 

Verse 10 issues the call to all classes of Israelite society: the wealthy  class - ye that ride 

on white asses, ye that sit on rich carpets; and the poor classes - ye that walk by the way. 

In 5:3, she had called upon the Canaanite kings to hear, but now she calls upon the 
whole of Jewish society to hear as well. 

 

In verse 11, Deborah looks forward to recounting the righteous acts  of God. The 

location for such a recounting is Far from the noise of archers, meaning away from the 

battlefield, at a time when the war was over. It  is in the places of drawing water, 
meaning at the watering places, where travelers gather for news and information. Then 

will come the act of recounting: There shall they rehearse the righteous acts of Jehovah, 

even the righteous acts of his rule in Israel. The introduction to the act of recounting is: 

Then the people of Jehovah went down to the gates. This was the first step  in actions 

taken by the people that showed the change. Initially they were afraid to go out to the 
gates, but now they go down to the gates. This serves as introduction to the more 

detailed account in the following verses. Only  here in Judges is Israel called the people 

of Jehovah. 

 

f.      Fifth Stanza: Response of the Tribes  5:12‑18 

 
12Awake, awake, Deborah; Awake, awake, utter a song: Arise, Barak, and lead away 
your captives, you son of Abinoam. 13Then came down a remnant of the nobles and the 
people; Jehovah came down for me against the mighty. 14Out of Ephraim came down 

they whose root is in Amalek; After you, Benjamin, among your peoples; Out of Machir 
came down governors, And out of Zebulun they that handle the marshal’s staff. 15And 
the princes of Issachar were with Deborah; As was Issachar, so was Barak; Into the 
valley they rushed forth at his feet. By the watercourses of Reuben There were great 

resolves of heart. 
16

Why sat you among the sheepfolds, To hear the pipings for the 
flocks? At the watercourses of Reuben There were great searching of heart. 17Gilead 
abode beyond the Jordan: And Dan, why did he remain in ships? Asher sat still at the 

haven of the sea, And abode by his creeks. 18Zebulun was a people that jeoparded their 
lives unto the death, And Naphtali, upon the high places of the field.  
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Verse 12 introduces the two leaders: Deborah, Awake, awake, Deborah; Awake, awake, 

utter a song; and Barak, Arise, Barak, and lead away your captives, you son of Abinoam . 

This verse serves as an introduction to the second part of the song. Deborah calls upon 

herself to strike up a song and calls upon Barak to lead away his prisoners of war. It is 
Barak who is called to arise because he is the deliverer. But Deborah plays the most 

important role, not as the deliverer, but as the prophetess; for as  the prophetess, she 

represents the presence of the voice of God. 

 

Verse 13 records the response of Israel and of God to the call to war. Concerning Israel: 
Then came down a remnant of the nobles and the people. Concerning God: Jehovah 

came down for me against the mighty. God is viewed here as summoning the enemies of 

Israel for this war. This marks the turning point in the struggle with the oppressor. 

 

In verses 14 to 18, Deborah describes the specific tribal responses both positively and 
negatively. She begins with Ephraim: Out of Ephraim came down they whose root is in 

Amalek. The Masoretic Hebrew Text literally reads, “From Ephraim their root in 

Amalek,” and as such would carry the meaning, “From Ephraim came those whose root 

was in Amalek.” This does not coincide with the rest of Scripture. This may have been a 

scribal error. Perhaps Amalek should read Emek, meaning “valley,” which would make 
the most sense in this context. The intent of the Hebrew, then, would be that from 

Ephraim they sprang forth into the valley. It is a reference to the brave descent of the 

Ephraimites into the Valley of Jezreel to engage the forces of Sisera. Ephraim was 

Deborah’s own tribe. 

 
The recounting of the tribes continues in verses 14 to 18. Benjamin is mentioned next: 

After you, Benjamin, among your peoples; followed by Manasseh: Out of Machir came 

down governors. Machir here does not just stand for the family of Machir, but for the 

Tribe of Manasseh, because Machir was Manasseh’s only son. More specifically, 

Machir stands for that part of the Tribe of Manasseh located on the west side of the 
Jordan. Zebulun: And out of Zebulun they that handle the marshal’s staff. This tribe 

contributed the military leaders and was assigned territory in the Jezreel Valley where 

the battle took place. Then Issachar is mentioned: And the princes of Issachar were with 

Deborah. The leaders of this tribe were a protective escort for Deborah. As was 

Issachar, so was Barak : Into the valley they rushed forth at his feet. The soldiers of this 
tribe stayed close to Barak in the attack. The Tribe of Issachar had also been given 

territory in the Jezreel Valley. Deborah then comments on Reuben: By the watercourses 

of Reuben There were great resolves of heart. Why did you sit among the sheepfolds, to 

hear the piping for the flocks? At the watercourses of Reuben There were great 

searching of heart. Reuben was resolute, but resolute in his refusal to participate. He is 
pictured as sitting around the campfire entertained by musicians, indifferent to the plight 

of his brethren. Toward the end, Reuben’s tribe had second thoughts but still ended up 

doing nothing. Similarly: Gilead abode beyond the Jordan; they did not participate 

either. This might be a reference to Eastern Manasseh, or it might be a reference to the 

Tribe of Gad, or both. Regarding Dan, the text asks, And Dan, why did he remain in 
ships? This may imply that the migration of Dan took place before Deborah, and the 

Danites had amalgamated somewhat with the sea‑faring Phoenicians. But more likely 
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Dan was still in the south, too entrenched in the shipping industry with the Phoenicians, 

as their clients, to participate in an anti‑Canaanite war, since the Phoenicians were 

Canaanites. Of Asher it is recorded: Asher sat still at the haven of the sea, and abode by 

his creeks. Asher preferred the beaches and harbours to the battlefields. Regarding 
Zebulun, Zebulun was a people that jeoparded their lives unto the death. This tribe is 

now mentioned for the second time in Deborah’s song and is given a special place of 

honour for their bravery. Zebulun had the most to gain since their territory was in the 

Jezreel Valley. Naphtali concludes Deborah’s roll call: And Naphtali, upon the high 

places of the field. This was Barak’s tribe, and they did participate in the battle. 
 

The Tribes of Judah and Simeon are not mentioned as participants in the war or 

chastised for staying away. This might imply that they were busy fighting the Philistines 

and therefore could not send a fighting force for Barak. If so, since they were already 

fighting the enemies of Israel, they would not be chastised for not sending a force. 
 

g.      Sixth Stanza: Defeat of the Canaanites  5:19‑23 

 
19The kings came and fought; Then fought the kings of Canaan. In Taanach by the 
waters of Megiddo: They took no gain of money. 20From heaven fought the stars, From 
their courses they fought against Sisera. 21The river Kishon swept them away, That 
ancient river, the river Kishon. O my soul, march on with strength. 22Then did the 

horsehoofs stamp By reason of the prancings, the prancings of their strong ones. 
23Curse ye Meroz, said the angel of Jehovah. Curse ye bitterly the inhabitants thereof, 
Because they came not to the help of Jehovah, To the help of Jehovah against the 
mighty. 

 
Verse 19 describes the Canaanite forces: The kings came and fought; Then fought the 

kings of Canaan. In Taanach by the waters of Megiddo: They took no gain of money. 

The text means that these were not mercenary  troops, but ethnic Canaanite armies. The 

cities of Taanach and Megiddo were at the western end of the Jezreel Valley. This 

shows that Barak’s forces crossed the whole valley from the eastern side. Also at the 
western end flowed the Kishon River, which would prove to be an enemy to the 

Canaanites. 

 

Verse 20 describes the role of the stars: From heaven fought the stars, From their 

courses they fought against Sisera. If this refers literally to the heavens and to literal 
stars, it would mean that the weather was in Israel’s favour. But, if the “heaven” and 

“stars” are being used symbolically, it would refer to angels engaged in a war on behalf 

of Israel in the heavenly realms. In context, both statements could be true. 

 

Deborah’s song continues (v. 21) by describing the role of the River Kishon: The river 
Kishon swept them away, That ancient river, the river Kishon. The likely meaning is that 

Kishon overflowed its banks, causing the field of battle to become muddy, and rendering 

the Canaanites’ chariots useless. This flood neutralized the chariot force, which was the 

principle main military advantage the Canaanites had over Israel. The occurrence of a 

flood also would explain why Sisera fled on foot, since normally he could escape faster 
if he had a chariot but not if his chariot were stuck in the mud. Hence the refrain: O my 

soul, march on with strength. 
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Verse 22 describes the flight of the Canaanite cavalry: Then did the horsehoofs stamp By 

reason of the prancings, the prancings of their strong ones. 

 

Verse 23 records the failure of Meroz, beginning with the curse: Curse ye Meroz, said 

the angel of Jehovah, Curse ye bitterly the inhabitants thereof. The reason given is: 
Because they came not to the help of Jehovah, To the help of Jehovah against the 

mighty. This is the only mention of the town of Meroz in Scripture. It was an Israelite 

city that failed to do its duty. They sided with the Canaanites and let those fleeing 

through Meroz escape when they should have blocked their p ath and put them to death. 

As mentioned earlier, they were all killed with a few exceptions, as detailed below. 
 

h.      Seventh Stanza: Praise of Jael  5:24‑27 

 
24Blessed above women shall Jael be, The wife of Heber the Kenite; Blessed shall she be 
above women in the tent. 25He asked water, and she gave him milk; She brought him 
butter in a lordly dish. 26

She put her hand to the tent‑pin, And her right hand to the 

workmen’s hammer; And with the hammer she smote Sisera, she smote through his 
head; Yea, she pierced and struck through his temples. 

27
At her feet he bowed, he fell, he 

lay; At her feet he bowed, he fell; Where he bowed, there he fell down dead.  
 

Verse 24 pronounces the blessing of Jael: Blessed above women shall Jael be, The wife 
of Heber the Kenite; Blessed shall she be above women in the tent. While the Israelite 

city Meroz failed to do its duty, the Gentile Jael did not fail. While the Israelite city 

Meroz took the side of the Canaanites, the Gentile Jael took the side of Israel, going 

against even her husband. It should be observed that there is no condemnation of Jael’s 

actions whatsoever, only praise. There are many commentaries that condemn her for her 
actions of deception; totally ignoring that at  wartime, deception of the enemy is part of 

the rules of war. However, there are no words of condemnation of her actions in the text. 

The text praises her, and one should not let his or her own subjective misjudgement 

colour their thinking about certain biblical characters. 

 
In verse 25, Deborah describes the entrapment of Sisera: He asked water, and she gave 

him milk. The milk may have been yogurt or curds, but  the word can refer to any milk 

product: She brought him butter in a lordly dish, a magnificent bowl, showing that she 

was treating him as royalty. 

 

Verse 26 describes the slaying of Sisera: She put her hand to the tent‑pin, And her right 

hand to the workmen’s hammer; And with the hammer she smote Sisera, she smote 

through his head; Yea, she pierced and struck through his temples. The Hebrew text uses 

four different, but similar‑sounding words for striking. In Hebrew they sound as 

follows: chalmah, machakah, (a hapax-legomenona, or word used only once in the 

Hebrew Bible), machatzah, and chalphah. The English reads “smote, smote, pierced, 

and struck.” 
 

Deborah proclaims the death of Sisera in verse 27: At her feet he bowed, he fell, he lay; 

At her feet he bowed, he fell: Where he bowed, there he fell down dead. 
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i.      Eighth Stanza: Mother of Sisera  5:28‑30 

 
28Through the window she looked forth, and cried, The mother of Sisera cried through 
the lattice, Why is his chariot so long in coming? Why tarry the wheels of his chariots? 
29Her wise ladies answered her, Yea, she returned answer to herself, 30Have they not 

found, have they not divided the spoil? A damsel, two damsels to every man; To Sisera a 
spoil of dyed garments, A spoil of dyed garments embroidered, Of dyed garments 
embroidered on both sides, on the necks of the spoil?  

 

Verse 28 describes the concern of Sisera’s mother. Sisera was the Canaanites’ 

Commander-in-Chief. His mother’s sense of anxiety is pictured as follows: Through the 

window she looked forth, and cried, The mother of Sisera cried through the lattice. What 

follows is the content of her cry: Why is his chariot so long in coming? Why tarry the 
wheels of his chariots? 

 

Verses 29 to 30 record the response of the ladies of the Canaanite court: Her wise ladies 

answered her (v. 29). The phrase: Yea, she returned answer to herself, means she 

convinced herself that what they said was true. The reason they gave her is expressed in 
the very next verse (v. 30): Have they not found, have they not divided the spoil? A 

damsel, two damsels to every man. The Hebrew literally reads: “A womb, a pair of 

wombs for each man.” These are sexual expressions. They reflect the realities of war for 

the victorious soldiers. The women of vanquished foes were used primarily for sexual 

gratification -for rape or to become sex slaves. This woman’s loyalty to her son and her 
people overshadowed her loyalty to her gender as a group. And then: To Sisera a spoil 

of dyed garments, A spoil of dyed garments embroidered, Of dyed garments 

embroidered on both sides, on the necks of the spoil? The Hebrew text has two different 

expressions for garments: first, a colourful garment as plunder, and second, a garment, 

double‑embroidered, for the neck of the spoiler. The reason given to the mother as to 

why her son had not yet returned is that they are gathering the spoils, and they are 

gathering the women. She will eventually realize that the real reason is that her son is 

dead. 

 
j. Ninth Stanza: Conclusion  5:31a 

 

So let all your enemies perish, O Jehovah: But let them that love him be as the sun when 

he goes forth in his might. Deborah’s song concludes with two petitions addressed to 

God. First: So let all your enemies perish, O Jehovah. This assumes that those who fight 
against Israel also fight against God and is in keeping with the cursing aspect of the 

Abrahamic Covenant, “I will curse them that curse you.” Second: But let them that love 

him be as the sun when he goes forth in his might. Deborah prays for vindication and 

victory for those who love God; that is, for those who are covenantally committed to 

God in keeping with Exodus 20:5‑6 and who express their commitment by  obedience. 

May they be like the sun when it rises in its full force. 

 

6.       Rest ‑ 5:31b 

 
And the land had rest forty years. 

37 



Fifth Cycle: Gideon  6:1 ‑ 9:57 

 

1.       Sin ‑ 6:1a 

 

And the children of Israel did that which was evil in the sight of Jehovah: … 

 

2.      Oppression: The Midianites  6:1b‑6 

 
. . . 1band Jehovah delivered them into the hand of Midian seven years. 2And the hand of 
Midian prevailed against Israel; and because of Midian the children of Israe l made 
them the dens which are in the mountains, and the caves, and the strongholds. 3And so it 

was, when Israel had sown, that the Midianites came up, and the Amalekites, and the 
children of the east; they came up against them; 4and they encamped against them, and 
destroyed the increase of the earth, till you come unto Gaza, and left no sustenance in 
Israel, neither sheep, nor ox, nor ass. 5For they came up with their cattle and their tents; 

they came in as locusts for multitude; both they and their camels were without number: 
and they came into the land to destroy it. 6And Israel was brought very low because of 
Midian; and the children of Israel cried unto Jehovah.  

 

Verse 1b spells out the divine judgment against Israel and the means: and Jehovah 

delivered them into the hand of Midian. The Midianites were descendants of Abraham 

and Keturah (Genesis 25:2), and they were involved in the sale of Joseph to Egypt 

(Genesis 37:25‑36). They were defeated by Israel in Numbers 25:6‑18. But now, two 

centuries later, they had renewed their strength. One branch of the Midianites  was the 

Kenites; Moses found shelter with them and married one of them; and the Kenites 

journeyed with Israel into the Promised Land. But the other clans of Midian were not 

pro‑Israel. The duration of the oppression by Midian was seven years. 

 

Judges 6:2 describes the severity of the oppression. The Hebrew word used is minharot, 

a hapax‑legomenon (word used only once in the Hebrew Bible), of mountainous 

ravines, hollowed out by wadis, which Israelites would use to hide themselves or their 

possessions and necessary  supplies. The Midianites were more interested in plundering 

rather than exterminating the residents. Because the Midianites were nomadic, or 

Bedouin by nature, they had no desire for permanent settlement in the Land. They came 

after the produce of the land, not after the land itself or the inhabitants. In the face of 
these raids, the Israelites hid their produce in the caves and the strongholds. 

 

Verses 3 to 5 detail the Midianites’ method of oppression. Verse 3 gives the timing: And 

so it was, when Israel had sown, that the Midianites came up, and the Amalekites, and 

the children of the east. With the Midianites came the Amalekites, who had already been 
a problem in 3:13, where they were also described as allied with Eglon. Another allied 

group is listed: the children of the east. These were Bedouin raiders whose use of camels 

enabled them to take waterless journeys of several days, which early nomads on 

donkeys simply could not do. Verse 4 describes their strategy: and they encamped 

against them, and destroyed the increase of the earth, till you come unto Gaza. Gaza 
marked the southern end of the Land. What they could not take with them as plunder, 
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they destroyed: and [they] left no sustenance in Israel, neither sheep, nor ox, nor ass . 

Their method, according to verse 5, was to swarm the land: For they came up  with their 

cattle and their tents; they came in as locusts for multitude; both they and their camels 

were without number. The purpose of the Midianite migration was clear: they came into 

the land to destroy it, by sheer force of numbers. 
 

Verse 6 concludes with two results: Israel was brought very low because of Midian; 

and, the children of Israel cried unto Jehovah. 

 

3. Israel’s Cry and the Prophetic Response ‑ 6:7‑10 

 
7
And it came to pass, when the children of Israel cried unto Jehovah because of Midian, 

8that Jehovah sent a prophet unto the children of Israel: and he said unto them, Thus 

says Jehovah, the God of Israel, I brought you up from Egypt, and brough t you forth out 
of the house of bondage; 9and I delivered you out of the hand of the Egyptians, and out 
of the hand of all that oppressed you, and drove them out from before you, and gave you 
their land; 10and I said unto you, I am Jehovah your God; ye shall not fear the gods of 

the Amorites, in whose land ye dwell. But you have not hearkened unto my voice.  
 

Following the cry of verse 7 came a prophetic response in verses 8 to 10. In rabbinic 
tradition, this prophet was Phinehas the High Priest, which, if true, would mean that he 

would have lived a very long time! The message of the unnamed prophet was a 

reminder of what God did for Israel in the Exodus and the Conquest. Israel’s obligation 

was faith, loyalty, and obedience, but the prophet concluded by pointing out Israel’s 

failure: But you have not hearkened unto my voice. The point of the prophet’s message 
was this: In light of all that God did for Israel, it was simply not too much to ask for 

exclusive allegiance to this God. All this set the stage for the call of Gideon. 

 

4.      Deliverance  6:11 ‑ 8:21 

 

a.      Call of Gideon  6:11‑24 

 
11

And the angel of Jehovah came, and sat under the oak which was in Ophrah, that 
pertained unto Joash the Abiezrite: and his son Gideon was beating out wheat in the 
winepress, to hide it from the Midianites. 

12
And the angel of Jehovah appeared unto him, 

and said unto him, Jehovah is with you, you mighty man of valour. 13And Gideon said 

unto him, Oh, my lord, if Jehovah is with us, why then is all this befallen us? and wh ere 
are all his wondrous works which our fathers told us of, saying, Did not Jehovah bring 
us up from Egypt? but now Jehovah has cast us off, and delivered us into the hand of 
Midian. 14And Jehovah looked upon him, and said, Go in this your might, and save  

Israel from the hand of Midian: have not I sent you? 15And he said unto him, Oh, Lord, 
wherewith shall I save Israel? behold, my family is the poorest in Manasseh, and I am 
the least in my father’s house. 16And Jehovah said unto him, Surely I will be with you, 

and you shall smite the Midianites as one man. 17And he said unto him, If now I have 
found favour in your sight, then show me a sign that it is you that speaks with me. 
18Depart not hence, I pray you, until I come unto you, and bring forth my present, and 
lay it before you. And he said, I will tarry until you come again. 19And Gideon went in, 

and made ready a kid, and unleavened cakes of an ephah of meal: the flesh he put in a 
basket, and he put the broth in a pot, and brought it out unto him under th e oak, and 
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presented it. 
20

And the angel of God said unto him, Take the flesh and the unleavened 

cakes, and lay them upon this rock, and pour out the broth. And he did so. 21Then the 
angel of Jehovah put forth the end of the staff that was in his hand, and touched the flesh 
and the unleavened cakes; and there went up fire out of the rock, and consumed the 

flesh and the unleavened cakes; and the angel of Jehovah departed out of his sight. 
22And Gideon saw that he was the angel of Jehovah; and Gideon said, Alas, O Lord 
Jehovah! For as much as I have seen the angel of Jehovah face to face. 

23
And Jehovah 

said unto him, Peace be unto you; fear not: you shall not die. 24Then Gideon built an 

altar there unto Jehovah, and called it Jehovah‑shalom: unto this day it is yet in 

Ophrah of the Abiezrites. 

 
Verse 11 gives the circumstance: the appearance of the Angel of Jehovah: And the angel 

of Jehovah came, and sat under the oak, which was in Ophrah, that pertained unto 

Joash the Abiezrite. It was Ophrah, and not the oak, which pertained unto Joash. Abiezer 

was a small family of the Tribe of Manasseh (Josh. 17:2; Judg. 6:15; I Chron. 7:18). 

Joash was the head of the family at that time, and as such was the lord or the owner of 
Ophrah (Judges 6:24), called Ophrah of the Abiezrites to distinguish it from the Ophrah 

of Benjamin located further south (Josh. 18:25). After introducing the father and the 

clan, the text introduces the son, Gideon: and his son Gideon was beating out wheat in 

the winepress. The name Gideon means “hacker” or “hewer.” The purpose of his 

threshing in the winepress was: to hide it from the Midianites. Normally, wheat is  
threshed on a slightly elevated flat area, so that the wind can blow the chaff away. The 

fact that Gideon’s threshing took place in a wine press illustrated two aspects of the 

context of Judges 6:2. First, threshing in a wine press would keep it out of view from the 

Midianites. Second, a wine press would provide very little room for a lot of wheat to be 

threshed, which shows the scarcity of the crop. Gideon also had a second name, which is 
revealed later. 

 

Judges 6:12 reveals the angel’s message: Jehovah is with you. In light  of the context, 

how can the Theophany11 claim that God is with him? The Theophany at this point is 

speaking prophetically, for He describes Gideon as: you mighty man of valour. Calling 
Gideon a mighty warrior is paradoxical, since he is trying to hide his activity of 

threshing the grain. But, again, the Theophany here is speaking prophetically of what 

will be true of Gideon. He will prove to be a mighty man of valour, and thus it will be 

shown that God was with him. In the Book of Judges, this term mighty man of valour is 

used only of two people: Gideon, here, and Jephthah in 11:1. 
 

Verse 13 reveals Gideon’s response, which began with a denial: Oh, my lord, if Jehovah 

is with us, why then is all this befallen us? and where are all his wondrous works which 

our fathers told us of, saying, Did not Jehovah bring us up from Egypt? Gideon’s 

perspective of the truth follows: but now Jehovah has cast us off, and delivered us into 
the hand of Midian. What Gideon said was true. God did deliver Israel into the 

Midianite hands; but he blames God for it, not Israel, to whom the blame belongs. 

 

Verse 14 presents God’s response and commission: And Jehovah looked upon him. This 

same Person, earlier, called the angel of Jehovah, is now called Jehovah, showing that 
this is a Theophany. The rabbis have had to deal with this, and the way they get around 

this obvious problem, for them, of this angel of Jehovah speaking as if he is indeed God, 
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is as that the moment the angel uttered these words, the Spirit of God entered him. That 

is what is meant by the words, “God turned to him.” Even though Gideon still did not  

realize that it was an angel standing in front of him, he knew the words he was hearing 

came from God.  

 
Gideon’s response to God’s commission is given in verse 15 and begins with a rejection: 

Oh, Lord, wherewith shall I save Israel? Only at this point did Gideon begin to perceive 

that the Speaker was really God, for he changed the way he addressed the Speaker. In 

verse 13, he called Him Adoni, which does not by itself imply deity. But, now in verse 

15, Gideon called Him Adonai, which clearly does mean deity. 
 

Gideon went on to give two reasons why he was not qualified to fulfil the commission. 

First, he states, behold, my family is the poorest in Manasseh; and, second, he notes, I 

am the least in my father’s house. How then, he asks, could he be Israel’s saviour? It is 

bad enough that his family  is the poorest family in the whole Tribe of Manasseh. But, to 
make it even worse, Gideon himself happens to be the least in his father’s house. 

 

Verse 16 presents God’s answer to him. God’s role is to be with  Gideon: And Jehovah 

said unto him, Surely I will be with you. Gideon’s role follows: and you shall smite the 

Midianites as one man; that is, as if he were facing an enemy of one, rather than a 
swarm of enemies. 

 

Verses 17 to 18a record Gideon’s request, which ends up being a request for a sign, the 

first of several such requests: then show me a sign that it is you that speaks with me. 

Gideon’s request for a sign is driven by two things. The first is his desire to confirm 
God’s favour on him, as expressed in the opening conditional clause. This request for 

confirmation reflects Gideon’s uncertainty about his own relationship with the One 

speaking to him, the One Who is doing the commissioning. Second: Gideon wants to 

confirm God’s presence with him in this venture. This relates to his commission, as he 

seeks confirmation that God will be with him and that he will receive the strength to 
defeat Midian as if they were one single man. The lack of confidence that Gideon 

displays here will continue until verses 36 to 40. 

 

Verse 18b presents the speaker’s agreement: And he said, I will tarry until you come 

again. 
 

Verse 19 describes the offering: a kid, and unleavened cakes of an ephah of meal, which 

would make the weight of it somewhere between 34 and 45 pounds, depending on which 

ephah measure Gideon used. Either way, it is a rather large offering, more so since the 

context is a time of great scarcity. All this was presented to the Person: and brought it 
out unto him under the oak, and presented it. 

 

In verse 20, the Angel of Jehovah instructed Gideon what to do with the offering: And 

the angel of God said unto him, Take the flesh and the unleavened cakes, and lay them 

upon this rock, and pour out the broth. Gideon obeyed this command: And he did so. 
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In verse 21, the angel of Jehovah fulfils the request for the sign: Then the angel of 

Jehovah put forth the end of the staff that was in his hand, and touched the flesh and the 

unleavened cakes, and there went up fire out of the rock, and consumed the flesh and the 

unleavened cakes. That God consumed the meal that the worshipper brought shows that 

Gideon did find favour in the sight of the Lord, thus addressing his personal concern. At 
that point, the angel of Jehovah departed out of his sight. 

 

Verse 22 records that these confirming events led to Gideon’s fear. The basis of the fear 

was: And Gideon saw that he was the angel of Jehovah. He now realized that he had 

been talking to God. Consequently, Gideon said, Alas, O Lord Jehovah! forasmuch as I 
have seen the angel of Jehovah face to face. All this shows that Gideon recognized that 

Jehovah and the angel of Jehovah were the same Person, since merely seeing an angel 

would not cause this kind of response on the part of a Jew. 

 

In verse 23, Gideon received God’s assurance: positively, Peace be unto you; and 
negatively , fear not. This was followed by a promise: you shall not die. In other words, 

Gideon had a commission to fulfil, and he was immortal until that commission was 

fulfilled. 

 

This section concludes in verse 24, with the memorial altar: Then Gideon built an altar 

there unto Jehovah, and called it Jehovah‑shalom. (Adonai Shalom, meaning “Jehovah 

is Peace”): unto this day it is yet in Ophrah of the Abiezrites. This means that it was still 

visible at the time the Book of Judges was written. 

 

b. Destruction of the Altar of Baal  6:25‑32 

 

(1)          Destruction  6:25‑27 

 
25And it came to pass the same night, that Jehovah said unto him, Take your father’s 
bullock, even the second bullock seven years old, and throw down the altar of Baal that 

your father has, and cut down the Asherah that is by it; 26and build an altar unto 
Jehovah your God upon the top of this stronghold, in the orderly manner, and take the 
second bullock, and offer a burnt‑offering with the wood of the Asherah which you shall 

cut down. 27Then Gideon took ten men of his servants, and did as Jehovah had spoken 
unto him: and it came to pass, because he feared his father’s household and the men of 

the city, so that he could not do it by day, that he did it by night . 
 

In verses 25 to 26, Gideon was given a further command, which came to pass the same 

night, meaning, the first night after the call of Gideon. The divine command was to 

destroy the false altar. He was told: Take your father’s bullock, even the second bullock 

seven years old. The question here is: Is this referring to a second animal, or the second‑
oldest animal in his father’s possession, to account for the seven years of the subject? 

The Hebrew reads, “The bull of the bullocks,” and this is an unusual construction in 

Hebrew, which may intend to express a superlative, and therefore the prime bullock. The 

phrase, the second bullock, comes from the root shanah, which has a secondary root, 
meaning “to be exalted” or “to be of high rank.” So, it is not that t here are two animals 

here, but one animal, which is a very superior animal. The fact that it is seven years old 
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means that it is a very mature bull, again showing that only one animal is involved. 

Gideon was to use the bull to tear down the altar, which means it would have to be a 

mature and strong bull. The mission stated in Judges 6:23, that the animal was to be 

sacrificed, meant the animal had to be of the highest quality, the prize bull. The fact that 

it was seven years old connects it with the seven years of oppression, since, normally for 
sacrificial purposes, no animal was more than three years old. Thus, he was told to take 

a bull whose age was the same length of time as the oppression. He was to use the bull 

to destroy two things: first , to throw down the altar of Baal that your father has, 

showing that his own family had become idolatrous; second, and [to] cut down the 

Asherah that is by it. If God was going to use Gideon to deliver Israel, he must first 
remove from his own house the very element that brought on the divine judgment to 

begin with, which was idolatry. Then after destroying the false altar, Gideon was to 

build an altar to the true God: and build an altar unto Jehovah your God upon the top of 

this stronghold, in the orderly manner, and take the second bullock, and offer a burnt‑
offering with the wood of the Asherah which you shall cut down. All together there were 

four indignities against Baal here: first, his altar was to be thrown down; second, an altar 

to the true God was to be built over the destroyed altar; third, a prime bull, the sacred 

animal in Baalism, was to be offered on this altar, being sacrificed, not to Baal, but to 

the God of Israel; and, fourth, the Asherah poles, which represent Baal’s consort, were 
to be used as the firewood for the sacrifice. 

 

Verse 27 records Gideon’s obedience, which came in two stages: Then Gideon took ten 

men of his servants, and, did as Jehovah had spoken unto him . He thus fulfilled all the 

requirements of verses 25 to 26. He chose to do the deed by night: because he feared his 
own family, his father’s household, and his own society, and the men of the city. For that 

reason, so that he could not do it by day, that he did it by night. He is still not the mighty 

man of valour predicted of him by the Angel of Jehovah. But that is coming. 

 

(2) Response  6:28‑32 

 
28And when the men of the city arose early in the morning, behold, the altar of Baal was 
broken down, and the Asherah was cut down that was by it, and the second bullock was 
offered upon the altar that was built. 29And they said one to another, Who has done this 

thing? And when they inquired and asked, they said, Gideon the son of Joash has done 
this thing. 30Then the men of the city said unto Joash, Bring out your son, that he may 
die, because he has broken down the altar of Baal, and because he has cut down the 

Asherah that was by it. 31And Joash said unto all that stood against him, Will ye contend 
for Baal? Or will ye save him? he that will contend for him, let him be put to death 
while it is yet morning: if he be a god, let him contend for himself,  because one has 
broken down his altar. 32Therefore on that day he called him Jerubbaal, saying, Let 

Baal contend against him, because he had broken down his altar.  
 

Verse 28 records the discovery of Gideon’s actions. The men of the city arose early in 
the morning, and discovered three things: first, the altar of Baal was broken down; 

second, and the Asherah was cut down that was by it; third, and the second bullock was 

offered upon the altar that was built. 
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In verse 29, this was followed by the discovery of the person responsible for the act. 

First came the investigation: And they said one to another, Who has done this thing? 

And then came the discovery: And when they inquired and asked, they said, Gideon the 

son of Joash had done this thing. Note that Gideon had taken ten of his servants to help 

him in the act. But a secret known to ten men does not stay a secret very long. 
 

But a secret known to ten men does not stay a secret very long. Verse 30 records the 

demand of the townsmen for Gideon to be put to death on two counts: first , because he 

has broken down the altar of Baal, and second, and because he has cut down the 

Asherah that was by it. The fact that it was Jews who wanted to execute Gideon for 
tearing down the altar of Baal shows how far the Canaanization process of the people 

had progressed. 

 

Verse 31 presents Joash’s refusal in two rhetorical questions he asks  to show them the 

illogicality of their demand. First, he asked, Will you contend for Baal? That is, are you 
going to plead (riv) Baal’s cause? Does Baal need a defence attorney? Second, Joash 

continues, or will you save him? Will you save (hoshia) or shield Baal? Joash used the 

very same word that is used in the Book of Judges of the judges who saved Israel. Men 

could save Israel, but this god could not even save his own altar. Instead of the people 

needing deliverance from a hostile god, this god (Baal) requires deliverance by the 
people. Joash’s conclusion was: he that will contend for him, let him be put to death 

while it is yet morning. In other words, if Baal is truly a god, then he needs no human 

defence; but for one to defend a false god is to bring the death penalty upon himself: If 

he be a god, let him contend for himself, because one has broken down his  altar. Joash 

seems to have been won over by his son’s actions. 
 

In verse 32, Gideon’s new reputation led to Gideon’s new name: Therefore on that day 

he called him Jerubbaal. The new name was a combination of two Hebrew words, yariv 

and Baal, meaning “Let Baal fight” or “Let Baal argue.” It carried the meaning of “The 

Baal Fighter,” since he fought against Baal. From this point on in the narrative, the 
narrator will refer to Gideon by both names. In II Samuel 11:21 he is  called 

Jerubbesheth, since later, Bosheth, meaning “shame,” became a nickname for Baal. 

Another example is how Eshbaal in I Chronicles 8:33 and 9:39 became Ishbosheth in II 

Samuel 2:8. The reason Joash gave his son this name, Jerubbaal, is to reinforce his 

defence of his son against the men of the city. Basically Joash is saying, Let Baal 
contend against him, because he has broken down his altar . 

 

c. Call to Arms  6:33‑35 

 
33

Then all the Midianites and the Amalekites and the children of the east assembled 

themselves together; and they passed over, and encamped in the valley of Jezreel. 34But 
the Spirit of Jehovah came upon Gideon; and he blew a trumpet; and Abiezer was 
gathered together after him. 35And he sent messengers throughout all Manasseh; and 
they also were gathered together after him: and he sent messengers unto Ash er, and 

unto Zebulun, and unto Naphtali; and they came up to meet them.  
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Verse 33 reveals the occasion, which is the next Midianite raid: Then all the Midianites 

and the Amalekites and the children of the east assembled themselves together . By 

stating that they passed over, the text means that  they had crossed over the Jordan and 

encamped in the valley of Jezreel. This was the largest and the most fertile valley in 

Israel. Ophrah, the home of Gideon, was at the very edge of this valley. 
 

Verse 34a describes the divine empowerment: But the Spirit of Jehovah came upon 

Gideon. The Hebrew word is lavash, which means “to clothe.” So literally, Gideon was 

“clothed” with the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit descended upon him and laid Himself 

around Gideon as if He were a coat of mail or armour, so that Gideon became 
invulnerable and invincible in his might (cf. I Chronicles 12:18; II Chronicles 24:20; 

Luke 24:49). 

 

Verses 34b to 35 present Gideon’s call to Israel, which came in two stages. The first 

stage was the sounding of the trumpet in verse 34b: and he blew a trumpet. In Hebrew, 
the trumpet is the shofar, the ram’s horn. The result was that Abiezer was gathered 

together after him. Abiezer was Gideon’s own clan. The second stage, in verse 35, was 

the sending of the messengers, of which he sent out two groups. The first group went  to 

Gideon’s own tribe: And he sent messengers throughout all Manasseh. The result was 

that they also were gathered together after him. The second group of messengers went to 
three more tribes of Israel: unto Asher, and unto Zebulun, and unto Naphtali. The result, 

again, was that they came up to meet them. 

 

d. Sign of the Fleece  6:36‑40 

 
36And Gideon said unto God, If you will save Israel by my hand, as you have spoken, 
37

behold, I will put a fleece of wool on the threshing‑floor; if there be dew on the fleece 

only, and it be dry upon all the ground, then shall I know that you will save Israel by my 

hand, as you have spoken. 
38

And it was so; for he rose up early on the morrow, and 
pressed the fleece together, and wrung the dew out of the fleece, a bowlful of water. 
39

And Gideon said unto God, Let not your anger be kindled against me, and I will speak 
but this once: let me make trial, I pray you, but this once with the fleece; let it now be 

dry only upon the fleece, and upon all the ground let there be dew. 
40

And God did so 
that night: for it was dry upon the fleece only, and there was dew on all the ground. 

 

Gideon actually requested two separate signs, with the first sign recorded in verses 36 to 

38. The basis for the request for these signs was Gideon’s need for assurance: If you will 

save Israel by my hand, as you have spoken. He was still not the mighty man of valour 
he had been prophesied to be. The first sign was to be as following: behold, I will put a 

fleece of wool on the threshing‑floor; if there be dew on the fleece only, and it be dry 

upon all the ground. The result would then be: then shall I know that you will save 

Israel by my hand, as you have spoken. The miraculous nature of the sign lay in the fact 
that, normally, the moisture in the fleece would be absorbed into the ground beneath it. 

The presence of dew shows that the rain season had ended and the dew season had 

begun, with April being the month of change. The fact that Gideon was threshing wheat 

would put the event in the month of June. Gideon’s request was fulfilled: And it was so. 

In fact, the evidence was abundant: for he rose up early on the morrow, and pressed the 
fleece together, and wrung the dew out of the fleece, a bowlful of water. 
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The second sign is recorded in verses 39 to 40. After promising I will speak but this 

once, Gideon asked God for only one more sign of confirmation: let me make trial, I 

pray you, but this once with the fleece. Gideon was seeking further assurance from God 

in a moment of grave crisis. It may have occurred to him that since the threshing‑floor 

was made up of bedrock, it therefore would not have absorbed the dew. 

 

Instead, he will now ask for a more striking sign: let it now be dry only upon the fleece, 

and upon all the ground let there be dew. The miracle here was that, under ordinary 

circumstances, the ground would dry up more quickly than the saturated wool. This 
request was also fulfilled: And God did so that night, for it was dry upon the fleece only, 

and there was dew on all the ground. 

 

Although often used for that purpose, this passage is not an encouragement to use tests 

to find out the will of God. Believers often say that they had “put out a fleece” for the 

purpose of determining what the will of God is in their decision‑making, but that is a 

faulty conclusion from this passage. Gideon did not put the fleece out to determine 

God’s will, since he already knew it; God had already told him what He wanted him to 

do. Gideon’s use of the fleece was not a sign of his spirituality, but a sign of his very 
weak faith. It was not the sign of a mature believer, but a mark of an immature believer 

who had trouble believing what God had already told him. 

 

e. Division of the Armies ‑ 7:1 

 
Then Jerubbaal, who is Gideon, and all the people that were with him, rose up early, 
and encamped beside the spring of Harod: and the camp of Midian was on the north 

side of them, by the hill of Moreh, in the valley.  

 

This verse shows the arrangement of the opposing armies. The army  of Israel was to the 

south of a long pass, and the Midianites were located due north, by the Hill of Moreh. 
The army of Israel was located beside the spring of Harod, which bubbles out at the foot 

of Mount Gilboa. The Beth Shean Pass runs between the Hill of Moreh on the north and 

Mount Gilboa on the south, connecting the Jezreel Valley to the Jordan Valley. The 

phrase in the valley refers to the Valley of Jezreel that had been won for Israel by Barak. 

 

f. Reduction of Gideon’s Army  7:2‑8 

 

(1) First Reduction  7:2‑3 

 
2And Jehovah said unto Gideon, The people that are with you are too many for me to 
give the Midianites into their hand, lest Israel vaunt themselves against me, saying, 

Mine own hand has saved me. 3Now therefore proclaim in the ears of the people, saying, 
Whosoever is fearful and trembling, let him return and depart from mount Gilead. And 
there returned of the people twenty and two thousand; and there remained ten thousand. 

 

With the fleece, Gideon twice tested God; now God will test Gideon twice. The problem 

God identified was that: The people that are with you are too many for me to give the 

Midianites into their hand. The reason was: lest Israel vaunt themselves against me, 

46 



saying, My own hand has saved me. As I Samuel 14:6 teaches, it is no problem for God 

to save by the many or by the few. So, in keeping with the law of Deuteronomy 20:8, 

Gideon was to make the following declaration: Whosoever is fearful and trembling, let 

him return and depart. The Hebrew word for depart is tzaphar, a hapax‑legomenon 

(word used only once in the Hebrew Bible), and they were to depart from mount Gilead. 

This is probably a scribal error for Mount Gilboa, because that is actually where they 

were. Ein Harod is at the foot of Mount Gilboa. The result was that twenty and two 

thousand left and there remained ten thousand. 

 

(2) Second Reduction  7:4‑6 

 
4And Jehovah said unto Gideon, The people are yet too many; bring them down unto the 
water, and I will try them for you there: and it shall be, that of whom I say unto  you, 
This shall go with you, the same shall go with you; and of whomsoever I say unto you, 

This shall not go with you, the same shall not go. 5So he brought down the people unto 
the water: and Jehovah said unto Gideon, Every one that laps of the water with his 
tongue, as a dog laps, him shall you set by himself; likewise every one that bows down 
upon his knees to drink. 

6
And the number of them that lapped, putting their hand to their 

mouth, was three hundred men: but all the rest of the people bowed down u pon their 
knees to drink water. 

 

According to verse 4, the remaining large numbers of men were still a problem. This led 

to the second test at the waters of Ein Harod, where God brought a separation between 

those who would stay to fight and those who would leave. 
 

The test in verses 5 to 6 is not always understood correctly. The text  does not assume 

two conditions that represent two different groups of men, those who lap water like a 

dog and those who kneel to drink. The second clause is epexegetical of the first 

(explains the first clause). When He says, Every one that laps of the water with his 
tongue, as a dog laps, him shall you set by himself; likewise every one that bows down 

on his knees to drink, He is speaking of the same group of people. When these men go 

down to the stream to drink, they will have to get down on their knees, since it is not 

possible to drink any other way. The issue is not who kneels and who stands, but who 

will cup his hands and bring water to his mouth, and who will not. Those who bowed 
down on their knees to drink, but did not cup their hands to bring the water into their 

mouth, but put their faces into the water, were sent home. Those who lapped with their 

tongues as a dog laps, stayed. Thus, Gideon was given instruction on how to select men 

for his special cutting-edge forces. Those who were kept appeared to be the ones who 

bowed on their knees, but cupped their hands to bring up and drink the water from their 
hands, showing they were ready for any sudden attack. So Gideon was to divide the 

people by putting all those who lick the water with their tongues, as a dog licks, into one 

class, and all those who faced down to drink into another class. Those who knelt down 

and lifted the water to their mouths with their hands numbered three hundred. The rest 

put their faces down to drink. Those who lifted the water to their mouths  with their 
hands represented the good soldiers who, upon reaching a brook before the battle, did 

not allow themselves time to fall down and satisfy their thirst in the most convenient 

manner. These good soldiers simply knelt, took up some water with their hands as they 

remained upright in their military armour to strengthen themselves for the battle, and 
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then proceeded without delay against the foe. They remained watchful and prepared for 

any emergency. In conclusion, everybody  knelt at Ein Harod. The difference was, upon 

kneeling, three hundred of them scooped up water with their hands. The rest put their 

faces in the water, and the latter were sent home. The first test (of voluntary  release) 

eliminated the fearful. The second test (of readiness at the stream) eliminated the 
careless. 

 

(3) The Three Hundred ‑ 7:7‑8 

 
7
And Jehovah said unto Gideon, By the three hundred men that lapped will I save you, 

and deliver the Midianites into your hand; and let all the people go every man unto his 
place. 

8
So the people took victuals in their hand, and their trumpets; and he sent all the 

men of Israel every man unto his tent, but retained the three hundred men: and the camp 
of Midian was beneath him in the valley. 

 

God now declared: By the three hundred men that lapped will I save you, and deliver the 
Midianites into your hand. The rest were sent away: let all the people go every man unto 

his place. However, they were not sent  home, but unto his tent, meaning back to their 

base camp. They will be called in later to participate in the fighting, even though they 

will not participate in the initial attack. This passage ends with the statement  concerning 

the enemy: and the camp of Midian was beneath him in the valley. This is a transitional 
statement setting the stage for what was about to happen next. 

 

g. Spying Out of the Midianite Camp  7:9‑14 

 
9And it came to pass the same night, that Jehovah said unto him, Arise, get you down 

into the camp; for I have delivered it into your hand. 10But if you fear to go down, go 
you with Purah your servant down to the camp: 11and you shall hear what they say; and 
afterward shall your hands be strengthened to go down into the camp. Then went he 
down with Purah his servant unto the outermost part of the armed men that were in the 

camp. 12And the Midianites and the Amalekites and all the children of the east lay along 
in the valley like locusts for multitude; and their camels were without number, as the 
sand which is upon the sea‑shore for multitude. 13And when Gideon was come, behold, 

there was a man telling a dream unto his fellow; and he said, Behold, I dreamed a 
dream; and, lo, a cake of barley bread tumbled into the camp of Midian, and came unto 

the tent, and smote it so that it fell, and turned it upside down, so that the tent lay flat. 
14And his fellow answered and said, This is nothing else save the sword of Gideon the 
son of Joash, a man of Israel: into his hand God has delivered Midian, and all the host.  

 

Verses 9 to 11 record the sign to Gideon that finally convinces him that he will defeat 

the Midianites. Here in verse 9, God gave him both a command and a promise. The 

command was: Arise, get you down into the camp. The promise was: for I have 

delivered it into your hand. Verses 10 to 11 provide for a circumstance: But if you fear 
to go down, go you with Purah your servant down to the camp. The reason for this visit 

was: and you shall hear what they say. The result of the spying would be: and afterward 

shall your hands be strengthened to go down into the camp. The fact that Gideon was 

fearful again shows that he was still not a mighty  man of valour. He is told to take his 

servant into the Midianite camp, and what he will hear will finally encourage him. Since 
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he was afraid, this was exactly what Gideon did: Then went he down with Purah his 

servant unto the outermost part of the armed men that were in the camp. 

 

Verse 12 records two reasons why Gideon might feel discouraged. The first was the 

sheer number of his enemy: And the Midianites and the Amalekites and all the children 
of the east lay along in the valley like locusts for multitude. The second was the 

resources and provisions of his enemy: and their camels were without number, as the 

sand which is upon the sea‑shore for multitude. 

 
Verses 13 to 14 record the account of the dream. Generally speaking, when God 

communicated with or through pagans, He would do so by  means of a dream. Only with 

Balaam did He use direct speech. But for people like Pharaoh, Nebuchadnezzar, and 

Abimelech, He used dreams. The basic content of this dream was: lo, a cake of barley 

bread tumbled into the camp of Midian. The Hebrew word for cake is tzilil, another 

hapax‑legomenon. Barley was the poor man’s bread, and it represented Israel made poor 

by famine and the Midianites. More specifically, it  represented Gideon and his three 

hundred men. The cakes of barley  came unto the tent, which is the nomadic home of the 

Midianites, and smote it so that it fell, and turned it upside down, so that the tent lay 
flat. This symbolized the defeat of the Midianites by Gideon. Then came the 

interpretation: This is nothing else save the sword of Gideon the son of Joash, a man of 

Israel: into his hand God has delivered Midian, and all the host. The host would also 

include the Amalekites and the Children of the East. 

 

h. Preparation for War  7:15‑18 

 
15And it was so, when Gideon heard the telling of the dream, and the interpretation 
thereof, that he worshipped; and he returned into the camp of Israel, and sa id, Arise; 
for Jehovah has delivered into your hand the host of Midian. 16And he divided the three 

hundred men into three companies, and he put into the hands of all of them trumpets, 
and empty pitchers, with torches within the pitchers. 17And he said unto them, Look on 
me, and do likewise: and, behold, when I come to the outermost part of the camp, it 
shall be that, as I do, so shall ye do. 18When I blow the trumpet, I and all that are with 

me, then blow ye the trumpets also on every side of all the camp, and say, For Jehovah 
and for Gideon. 

 

Verse 15 describes the change in Gideon brought about by hearing the dream of the 

Midianite: And it was so, when Gideon heard the telling of the dream, and the 

interpretation thereof, that he worshipped. He was now fully convinced that he would 
have victory over the Midianites. Only now does he finally become the mighty man of 

valour. So, after he returned into the camp of Israel, he issued the command: Arise; for 

Jehovah has delivered into your hand the host of Midian. 

 

Verse 16 records the preparation for the attack. First came the division: And he divided 
the three hundred men into three companies. Second came the military supplies. The 

Jewish Army had to face the swarm of Midianites with just three things: trumpets, and 

empty pitchers, and torches. The trumpets were made of animal horns, which could be 

worn on the body, while the pitchers and torches had to be carried. At  the time the 

trumpets were blown, the pitcher and the torch could be held temporarily in one hand. 
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The empty pitchers would be used to hide the light of the torches. And finally, the men 

were to go with torches within the pitchers. The strategy was this: The sleeping enemy 

was to be surrounded on three sides, and the sudden exposure of light out of the 

darkness of the night, in conjunction with the loud sounds of three hundred trumpets, 

would spread consternation and panic in the camp . 
 

Verses 17 to 18 begin: And he said unto them, and contains Gideon’s instructions, which 

move from the general to the specific. The general instructions are in verse 17: Look on 

me, and do likewise: and, behold, when I come to the outermost part of the camp, it shall 

be that, as I do, so shall ye do. This led to the specific instructions in verse 18, of which 
there are two. The first was: When I blow the trumpet, I and all that are with me (i.e., 

the one hundred men with Gideon), then blow ye the trumpets also on every side of all 

the camp. This instruction is to the two hundred not with Gideon. The second specific 

instruction was: and say, For Jehovah and for Gideon. The basic purpose was to make 

as much noise as possible (the trumpets sounded in surprise would have continued to 
sound). The goal was to confuse the enemy and convince them that they were 

surrounded by a very large army. The basic sequence would be as follows: First, a blast 

of the trumpets; then, the crashing of the pitchers and exposing of the light in the 

darkness; followed by the battle cry; which was, in turn, followed by another blast of the 

trumpets; culminating with alternating shouts and trumpet blasts during the pursuit. 
 

 

i. Attack on Midian  7:19‑23 

 
19

So Gideon, and the hundred men that were with him, came unto the outermost part of 

the camp in the beginning of the middle watch, when they had but newly set the watch: 
and they blew the trumpets, and broke in pieces the pitchers that were in their hands. 
20And the three companies blew the trumpets, and broke the pitchers, and held the 
torches in their left hands, and the trumpets in their right hands wherewith to blow; and 

they cried, The sword of Jehovah and of Gideon. 21And they stood every man in his 
place round about the camp; and all the host ran; and they shouted, and put them to 
flight. 22And they blew the three hundred trumpets, and Jehovah set every man’s sword 

against his fellow, and against all the host; and the host fled as far as Beth‑shittah 

toward Zererah, as far as the border of Abel‑meholah, by Tabbath. 23And the men of 

Israel were gathered together out of Naphtali, and out of Asher, a nd out of all 
Manasseh, and pursued after Midian. 

 

Verse 19a describes the Israelite approach on the enemy: So Gideon, and the hundred 
men that were with him, came unto the outermost part of the camp. The timing of the 

attack was: in the beginning of the middle watch. The first watch went from 6:00 to 

10:00 p.m. The third watch extended from 2:00 to 6:00 a.m. The middle watch, or 

second watch, went from 10:00 p.m. to 2:00 a.m. They arrived at the beginning of the 

middle watch, which would mean just about 10:00 p.m., at around the darkest time of 
the night. Furthermore, the Midianites had but newly set the watch, meaning the sentries 

would have just come on duty and their eyes were not fully adapted to the darkness as 

yet. 
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Verses 19b to 20 record the attack on the enemy, with verse 19b giving the basics that 

they blew the trumpets, and broke in pieces the pitchers that were in their hands , 

followed by the five details of the attack in verse 20. First, the three companies blew the 

trumpets; second, and broke the pitchers; and third, they held the torches in their left 

hands. Up to now, these torches had been hidden by the pitchers, but the torches are now 
revealed. Fourth, they held the trumpets in their right hands wherewith to blow. And, 

fifth, they cried, The sword of Jehovah and of Gideon. Sword here was used figuratively  

for the battle because Israel, at this point, did not have swords. Only the Midianites had 

swords, which they would now use against themselves. In this manner, when Israel 

comes upon the dead, they could take the swords from those who were slain. Adding his 
own name to God’s Name: The sword of Jehovah and of Gideon, may have been the 

first step toward Gideon’s own downfall, as will be seen as the story progresses. 

 

Verses 21 to 22 describe the battle, going again from the general to the specific. Verse 

21 contains the general description: And they stood every man in his place round about 
the camp, which concerns Israel. The Jewish Army stood still and did not enter the camp 

itself. There was no need because the confusion already caused was sufficient to win the 

battle. Hence, the text continues, concerning Midian, and all the host ran. Concerning 

Gideon’s men, they shouted, and notes the resultant effect  on Midian, i.e., this put them 

to flight. 
 

Verse 22 then gives the detailed description of Israel’s action: And they blew the three 

hundred trumpets; and the result for Midian: Jehovah set every man’s sword against his 

fellow, and against all the host. The confusion and panic created by the surprise 

commotion from Gideon’s men was divinely turned to massive infighting among 

Israel’s enemies. This self‑destruction was followed by the flight: and the host fled. 

They fled toward the southeast, down the Jordan Valley through the Beth Shean Pass, 

and eventually crossed to the east side of the Jordan River, as far as Beth‑shittah toward 

Zererah, as far as the border of Abel‑meholah, by Tabbath. This incident was a biblical 

use of psychological warfare, and it resulted in bedlam. In this bedlam the Midianites 

and their allies killed each other, ran, cried out, and fled. 

 
In verse 23, the flight of the enemy led to the general call of Israel to arms: And the men 

of Israel were gathered together, which included the three tribes of the original call: out 

of Naphtali, and out of Asher, and out of all Manasseh, and pursued after Midian. There 

was now a general call to arms that may have included the thousands who had left 

Gideon originally, since now this turned into a mopping‑up operation, and so the fear 

was gone. Furthermore, the call definitely would have also included those who had 

recently been sent back to the camp - those who, while not fearful, were not watchful. 

The account of the gathering of the other reinforcements is temporarily interrupted by a 
parenthetical interlude in Judges 7:24 to 8:3 and 8:4 will pick up from where 7:23 leaves 

off. So Judges 7:23 records the general call to arms, which calls back at least the men 

who were sent away earlier for drinking improperly, and perhaps all those who were 

fearful earlier as well. Now, the fighting Jewish Army will be more than just the three 

hundred. However, what follows this call to arms will not be spelled out until 8:4, which 
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will continue the narrative. What immediately follows in 7:24 to 8:3 is a parenthetical 

interlude. 

 

j. Gideon’s Call of Ephraim  7:24‑25 

 
24And Gideon sent messengers throughout all the hill‑country of Ephraim, saying, Come 

down against Midian, and take before them the waters, as far as Beth‑barah, even the 

Jordan. So all the men of Ephraim were gathered together, and took the waters as far as 
Beth‑barah, even the Jordan. 25And they took the two princes of Midian, Oreb and 

Zeeb; and they slew Oreb at the rock of Oreb, and Zeeb they slew at the winepress of 
Zeeb, and pursued Midian: and they brought the heads of Oreb and Zeeb to Gideon 

beyond the Jordan. 

 

Verse 24 records yet another call: And Gideon sent messengers throughout all the hill‑
country of Ephraim. The Tribe of Ephraim, which was not included in the original call, 

was now asked to join the fight, to Come down against Midian, and take before them the 

waters, as far as Beth‑barah, even the Jordan, meaning the fords of the Jordan. The 

response was positive: So all the men of Ephraim were gathered together, and took the 

waters as far as Beth‑barah, even the Jordan. 

 
Verse 25 describes the slaughter of two Midianite princes. The first  one was named 

Oreb, which means “raven.” The second was Zeeb, which means “wolf.” They were 

executed in two different places: they slew Oreb at the rock of Oreb, and Zeeb they slew 

at the winepress of Zeeb. The place names were obviously given after the execution to 

commemorate the fate of the two Midianite leaders. This was still remembered many  
centuries later and mentioned in Psalm 83:11 and Isaiah 10:26. The Ephraimites then 

delivered the heads to Gideon: and pursued Midian: and they brought the heads of Oreb 

and Zeeb to Gideon beyond the Jordan. As they pursued after the Midianites, they 

caught up to Gideon in the Trans‑Jordan. 

 

k. Complaint of Ephraim  8:1‑3 

 
1And the men of Ephraim said unto him, Why have you served us thus, that you called us 
not, when you went to fight with Midian? And they did chide with him sharply. 2And he 
said unto them, What have I now done in comparison with you? Is not the gleaning of 
the grapes of Ephraim better than the vintage of Abiezer? 3God has delivered into your 

hand the princes of Midian, Oreb and Zeeb: and what was I able to do in comparison 
with you? Then their anger was abated toward him, when he had said that.  

 

According to verse 1, the Ephraimites were angry about three things: First, they were 

not summoned in the original call of 6:35; second, they were not involved in the primary 

rout of the Midianites; and third, they were called in at the last minute, when it was 
obvious that the Midianites might escape through their territory. These actions were 

interpreted as a personal snub against the Tribe of Ephraim, which is why they 

complained so vehemently. 
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In verses 2 to 3a, Gideon gave a soft answer: What have I now done in comparison with 

you? Is not the gleaning of the grapes of Ephraim better than the vintage of Abiezer? 

The contrast here is between the full grape harvest and the gleanings of Ephraim’s 

grapes. The full grape harvest was the initial victory at the Camp of Midian. The 

gleanings of Ephraim’s grapes meant the mopping‑up operations and the slaying of the 

two Midianite princes. The point was this: The best that Abiezer can produce is less than 

the scraps of Ephraim’s table. The part played by Ephraim, although less spectacular 

than the initial victory of Abiezer, was of decisive importance in the ultimate success of 

the campaign because if the fords of the Jordan had not been seized in time, the fruits  of 
the initial success would have been lost. Not only did they make sure that the campaign 

ended in success, it was they, and not Gideon, who captured the two key princes of the 

Midianites. 

 

Verse 3b records their response: Then their anger was abated toward him, when he had 
said that. This is a good example of Proverbs 15:1, which teaches: a soft answer turns 

away wrath. The irony of the Gideon account is this: Some are so fearful that they 

would rather not fight; while some are offended when they were not called to fight. 

 

The problem with Ephraim will arise again in Judges 12:1‑6, but then things will end up 

with far more tragic consequences. In the Book of Judges, the Ephraimites are presented 

as self‑centred, factious, easily  offended, and having an inflated estimation of their own 

importance within the nation itself. 
 

l. Mockery of Succoth  8:4‑7 

 
4And Gideon came to the Jordan, and passed over, he, and the three hundred men that 

were with him, faint, yet pursuing. 5And he said unto the men of Succoth, Give, I pray 
you, loaves of bread unto the people that follow me; for they are faint, and I am 
pursuing after Zebah and Zalmunna, the kings of Midian. 6And the princes of Succoth 

said, Are that we should give bread unto your army? 7And Gideon said, Therefore when 
Jehovah has delivered Zebah and Zalmunna into my hand, then I will tear your flesh 
with the thorns of the wilderness and with briers. 

 

Verse 4 picks up the narrative from Judges 7:23, where there was the general call to 

arms: And Gideon came to the Jordan, and passed over, he, and the three hundred men 

that were with him, faint, yet pursuing. They were tired from the fight and the pursuit, 

but still moving. 
 

Verse 5 records the request: And he said unto the men of Succoth, Give, I pray you, 

loaves of bread unto the people that follow me. Gideon gave two reasons. The first 

reason was, for they are faint; his men were war‑weary from the fight so far. Second, I 

am pursuing after Zebah and Zalmunna, the kings of Midian; Gideon’s troops needed 

strength for the pursuit still ahead. 

 

Verse 6, in turn, records the response of Succoth: And the princes of Succoth said, Are 

the hands of Zebah and Zalmunna now in your hand, that we should give bread unto 
your army?  In other words, they demand victory prior to providing the supplies, just in 

53 



case Gideon fails and the Midianites would take vengeance on Succoth. This verse 

shows that the cohesiveness between the Cis‑Jordanian and the Trans‑Jordanian tribes 

found in the Book of Joshua has by now broken down; they do not see themselves as 

one people anymore. 
 

In verse 7, Gideon responds to the princes of Succoth with a threat: Therefore when 

Jehovah has delivered Zebah and Zalmunna into my hand, then I will tear your flesh. 

The Hebrew word for tear means, “thresh,” “I will thresh your flesh” with the thorns of 

the wilderness and with briers. The threat may mean one of two things. One possibility 
is that he threatens 

to drag them over thorns as a threshing sledge is dragged over grain. The second 

possibility is that Gideon intended to lay them upon thorns and thresh them by drawing 

threshing sledges over them. Either way, the result would be death. 

 

m. Mockery of Penuel  8:8‑9 

 
8And he went up thence to Penuel, and spoke unto them in like manner; and the men of 
Penuel answered him as the men of Succoth had answered. 9And he spoke also unto the 
men of Penuel, saying, When I come again in peace, I will break down this tower. 

 
Verse 8 records another request by Gideon, followed by a refusal. He made the same 

request of Penuel as he did of Succoth for the same reasons, but this was followed by 

the same refusal for the same reason. As a result, there is another threat in verse 9: When 

I come again in peace, I will break down this tower . The tower was the stronghold, 

which formed a refuge in time of danger for the inhabitants of an unwalled town. 
 

n. Capture of Zebah and Zalmunna  8:10‑12 

 
10Now Zebah and Zalmunna were in Karkor, and their hosts with them, about fifteen 
thousand men, all that were left of all the host of the children of the east; for there fell a 
hundred and twenty thousand men that drew sword. 

11
And Gideon went up by the way of 

them that dwelt in tents on the east of Nobah and Jogbehah, and smote the host; for the 

host was secure. 
12

And Zebah and Zalmunna fled; and he pursued after them; and he 
took the two kings of Midian, Zebah and Zalmunna, and discomfited all the ho st. 

 

Verse 10 deals with the location and disposition of the Midianite Army. The place 

Zebah and Zalmunna had retreated to was Karkor, which is about one hundred miles 

east of the Dead Sea, very close to the Midianite homeland, and this shows just how far 
their pursuit went in spite of the lack of provisions from Succoth and Penuel. The 

number of the enemy was now about fifteen thousand men, all that were left of all the 

host of the children of the east. That there fell a hundred and twenty thousand men that 

drew the sword, shows how many were slaughtered by fighting, by Gideon’s army, or 

by the other tribes like Ephraim. This also confirms where and how (that is, at the initial 
battle with the Midianites) that the three hundred and others were able to get the swords 

they now fight with. 

 

Verse 11 records the defeat of the army by stating: And Gideon went up by the way of 

them that dwelt in tents. This means he went by  the road used by the nomads and the 
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caravans: on the east of Nobah and Jogbehah. This is followed by a statement of 

victory: and smote the host. The reason for success was, for the host was secure, 

showing that this too was a surprise attack, since the Midianites did not expect Israel’s 

pursuit to extend this far south, so close to their own home territory. 

 
Verse 12 concludes with Gideon’s capture of the kings of Midian: and he took the two 

kings of Midian, Zebah and Zalmunna, and with the victory: and discomfited all the 

host. The Hebrew for discomfited means “to terrify.” All this inspired new panic among 

the enemy. 

 

o. Punishment of Succoth  8:13‑16 

 
13And Gideon the son of Joash returned from the battle from the ascent of Heres. 14And 
he caught a young man of the men of Succoth, and inquired of him: and he described for 
him the princes of Succoth, and the elders thereof, seventy and seven men. 15And he 

came unto the men of Succoth, and said, Behold Zebah and Zalmunna, concerning 
whom ye did taunt me, saying, Are the hands of Zebah and Zalmunna now in your hand, 
that we should give bread unto your men that are weary? 

16
And he took the elders of the 

city, and thorns of the wilderness and briers, and with them he taught the men of 

Succoth. 
 

Verse 13 records the return of Gideon: And Gideon the son of Joash returned from the 

battle from the ascent of Heres or Maaleh‑Heres. 

 

Verse 14 explains how Gideon was able to get a list of all seventy‑seven names of the 

elders of Succoth, the decision-making body of the city. 

 

In verse 15, Gideon reminds the elders of their own words: concerning whom ye did 

taunt me, saying, Are the hands of Zebah and Zalmunna now in your hand, that we 

should give bread unto your men that are weary? 
 

Gideon then fulfils the threat of Judges 8:7, the punishment of verse 16: And he took the 

elders of the city, and thorns of the wilderness and briers, and with them he taught the 

men of Succoth. It was a literally painful object lesson, for this action led to their very 

painful death. 
 

p. Punishment of Penuel  8:17 

 
And he broke down the tower of Penuel, and slew the men of the city . 

 

Then Gideon fulfilled his threat to Penuel in Judges 8:9 by doing two things. First: he 

broke down the tower of Penuel, which is what he originally threatened to do. Second: 

he slew the men of the city. Gideon’s actions went beyond the original threat but would 
make it equal to what he did in Succoth. The irony is that Gideon does to a Jewish city 

what should have by now been done to all the Canaanites. 
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q. Execution of Zebah and Zalmunna  8:18‑21 

 
18Then said he unto Zebah and Zalmunna, What manner of men were they whom ye slew 
at Tabor? And they answered, As you are, so were they; each one resembled the 
children of a king. 19And he said, They were my brethren, the sons of my mother: as 

Jehovah lives, if ye had saved them alive, I would not slay you. 20And he said unto Jether 
his first‑born, Up, and slay them. But the youth drew not his sword; for he feared, 

because he was yet a youth. 21Then Zebah and Zalmunna said, Rise you, and fall upon 
us; for as the man is, so is his strength. And Gideon arose, and slew Zebah and 
Zalmunna, and took the crescents that were on their camels’ necks.  

 
Verse 18 records Gideon’s question to the kings of Midian: What manner of men were 

they whom ye slew at Tabor? What this question shows is that not only did the 

Midianites plunder Israel, they also committed murderous acts against the Jewish 

population. The kings’ answer would lead to their execution: As you are, so were they; 

each one resembled the children of a king. 
 

Gideon’s response is in verse 19, where he confirms the identity of  the Mount Tabor 

victims, saying, They were my brethren, the sons of my mother. Therefore, Gideon must 

become the avenger of the blood. In verse 20, Gideon first offered the chance of 

vengeance to his firstborn son, since it would add to their humiliation to be killed by a 
youth, inexperienced in war. However, the son did not respond: But the youth drew not 

his sword; for he feared, because he was yet a youth.  

 

In verse 21a came the request of the kings: Rise you, and fall upon us, for as the man is, 

so is his strength. This shows that the kings of Midian were not afraid to die, but also 
that they wished to avoid the agony  of a protracted death due to an inexperienced hand. 

So in verse 21b, 

 

Gideon takes the offensive in two ways. First, he himself executed them: And Gideon 
arose, and slew Zebah and Zalmunna. Second, he plundered them and took their 

crescents that were on their camels’ necks. The Hebrew word for crescents is 

saharonim, a word used only in this chapter and in Isaiah 3:18. It refers to crescent‑
shaped jewellery, which adorned the necks of the camels. Gideon now takes these 

crescent, moon‑shaped ornaments as spoils. 

 

5. Rest and the Judgeship of Gideon  8:22‑32 
 

a. Rejection of Kingship  8:22‑23 

 
22Then the men of Israel said unto Gideon, Rule you over us, both you, and your son, 
and your son’s son also; for you have saved us out of the hand of Midian. 

23
And Gideon 

said unto them, I will not rule over you, neither shall my son rule over you: Jehovah 
shall rule over you. 

 

Verse 22 records Israel’s offer of kingship to Gideon. It was  both a personal offer: Rule 

you over us, and a dynastic offer: both you, and your son, and your son’s son also. The 
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reason for the offer was you have saved us out of the hand of Midian. The people are 

now beginning to see the advantages of a king to provide a central, strong leadership to 

save them from their enemies. 

 

But in verse 23, Gideon rejected the offer: I will not rule over you, neither shall my son 
rule over you. Rather, he insisted, Jehovah shall rule over you. Nevertheless, Gideon 

will begin to act like a king, and, in fact, one of his sons will be crowned a city king. 

 

b. Gideon’s Ephod  8:24‑27 

 
24And Gideon said unto them, I would make a request of you, that ye would give me 
every man the ear‑rings of his spoil. (For they had golden ear‑rings, because they were 

Ishmaelites.) 25And they answered, We will willingly give them. And they spread a 

garment, and did cast therein every man the ear‑rings of his spoil. 
26

And the weight of 

the golden ear‑rings that he requested was a thousand and seven hundred shekels of 

gold, besides the crescents, and the pendants, and the purple raiment that was on the 

kings of Midian, and besides the chains that were about their camels’ necks. 27And 
Gideon made an ephod thereof, and put it in his city, even in Ophrah: and all Israel 
played the harlot after it there; and it became a snare unto Gideon, and to his house.  

 

Verse 24 records Gideon’s request to the men of Israel. In spite of his claims, Gideon 

increasingly took on the trappings of royalty. By  requesting that each one give him a 

gold earring from their share of the spoils of the war, he was demanding a symbolic 

gesture of submission. The passage notes that they had golden ear-rings, because they 
were Ishmaelites. The defeated foes were Ishmaelites, but not because they  were 

descendants of Ishmael, since the Midianites were descendants of Abraham and 

Keturah. They were Ishmaelites in the sense of being of the nomadic Children of the 

East, and it was characteristic of these nomads to wear gold earrings. 

 
In verses 25 to 26, the people give their agreement, and do so willingly. By gladly 

giving of their spoils to him, they acknowledged themselves to be his vassals: And they 

spread a garment, and did cast therein every man the ear‑rings of his spoil. The total 

weight was: a thousand and seven hundred shekels of gold. The amount of gold taken in 

had the character of a royal treasury. Even that was not the total, for the uncounted 

included the crescents, and the pendants, and the purple raiment that was on the kings of 

Midian, and besides the chains that were about their camels’ necks .  

 
Verse 27 deals with the ephod: And Gideon made an ephod thereof. There are three 

possibilities of what this may have been. First, it may have been a garment, after the 

pattern of the high‑priestly ephod, with an unusual degree of gold ornamentation. 

Second, it may have been a pure gold replica of the high‑priestly garment. Third, it may 

have been a free‑standing image draped with the gold ephod. Regardless of which of 

these three options it was, one thing is clear: For the first time in the Book of Judges, it 

was a judge who began to foster idolatry. Furthermore, Gideon put it in his city, even in 
Ophrah with two disastrous results. First, the text states, all Israel played the harlot after 

it there; Ophrah became the center of idolatrous worship. Second, the ephod became a 

snare unto Gideon, and to his house. It became a snare because his sin consisted of two 
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things: First, he took upon himself the role of a priest; and second, he established a 

worship center away from the Tabernacle, which was in Shiloh. His sin consisted in his 

encroaching on the prerogatives of the Aaronic Priesthood and drawing the people away 

from the one chosen sanctuary. Gideon thereby not only undermined the theocrat ic unity 

of Israel, but also provided occasion for the relapse into the worship of Baal after his  
death. Gideon may have put on the ephod and worn it as a priest when he wished to 

inquire and learn the will of God, or perhaps when he sacrificed on the altar that was 

built in Ophrah back in 6:24. The ephod became a snare unto Gideon, for the above 

reasons, and to his house, because it would ultimately result  in the slaughter of all of his 

sons, but two, with one dying in battle later. 
 

c. Rest  8:28 

 
So Midian was subdued before the children of Israel, and they lifted up their heads no 
more. And the land had rest forty years in the days of Gideon.  

 

The subduing of Midian was such that they lifted up their heads no more. This shows the 

severity of their defeat. They never again play a major role in the biblical record. The 

duration of the rest was: And the land had rest forty years in the days of Gideon. 

 

d. Judgeship of Gideon  8:29‑32 

 
29And Jerubbaal the son of Joash went and dwelt in his own house. 30And Gideon had 
threescore and ten sons of his body begotten; for he had many wives. 31And his 
concubine that was in Shechem, she also bore him a son, and he called his name 

Abimelech. 32And Gideon the son of Joash died in a good old age, and was buried in the 
sepulchre of Joash his father, in Ophrah of the Abiezrites. 33And it came to pass, as soon 
as Gideon was dead, that the children of Israel turned again, and played the harlot after 
the Baalim, and made Baal‑berith their god. 

 

Verse 29 records the return of Gideon to his own house, which now became the base of 

his judgeship. Verse 30 describes Gideon’s family: And Gideon had threescore and ten 

sons of his body begotten; for he had many wives. This also indicates that he took on the 
prerogatives of a king. 

 

Besides those many wives, verse 31 adds a concubine to the legal wives: And his 

concubine that was in Shechem, she also bore him a son, and he called his name 

Abimelech. Abimelech will play a major role in the next segment. 
 

Verse 32 records the death of Gideon: And Gideon the son of Joash died in a good old 

age, and was buried in the sepulchre of Joash his father, in Ophrah of the Abiezrites . 

Gideon died and was buried where he had been born. Gideon went from poverty, to 

prosperity, to corruption. He rejected kingship, but he lived like a wealthy king, with 
many wives, including a concubine in Shechem. He even named the son of the 

concubine Abimelech, which means, “My father is king.” 
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PART TWO 



 

  

DEVOTIONALS 



Drop in the Bucket   8:28-35 
 

Thus Midian was subdued before the Israelites and did not raise its head again. During 
Gideon’s lifetime, the land enjoyed peace forty years. Jerub -Baal son of Joash went 
back home to live. He had seventy sons of his own, for he had man y wives. His 
concubine, who lived in Shechem, also bore him a son, whom he named Abimelech. 

Gideon son of Joash died at a good old age and was buried in the tomb of his father 
Joash in Ophrah of the Abiezrites. No sooner had Gideon died than the Israelites again 
prostituted themselves to the Baals. They set up Baal-Berith as their god and did not 
remember the LORD their God, who had rescued them from the hands of all their 

enemies on every side. They also failed to show kindness to the family of Jerub -Baal 

(that is, Gideon) for all the good things he had done for them .  

 

Scholars say that although Gideon told the people he wouldn’t be their king, he acted 
like one. He took many wives, even a concubine from the Canaanites. He had seventy 

sons and even named one of them Abimelek, which means my  father is king. (It’s no 

wonder Mr. Entitled flips out in the next chapter.) What would have become of the 

people if Gideon had been more concerned with helping them walk with God instead of 

acquiring things fit for a king? What would have happened if he had taught his kids to 
love and serve the Lord? 

 

When we take our attention off the Lord and become fixed on other things, we end up 

giving ourselves over to it. It’s no wonder God tells us to guard our hearts, for it directs 

the course of our lives. After Gideon died, the people forgot  the Lord and prostituted 
themselves. It’s so sad. And it begs us to reflect: 

 

 Are you depending on a person to keep you walking with the Lord, or are you 

depending on Him? 

 How would you know if you were living as though you had forgotten the 

Lord? 

 Are you living as though your time on earth is limited, and are you investing 

in the lives of others for God’s glory? If not, what’s keeping you from doing 
so? 

 What would it look like to be intentional about reminding those around you 

about the Lord? 

 
 
Oh, Lord, we want to invest well in this life You’ve given us. We recognize we are but a drop in the 
bucket and our time is limited. Would You train us to become incredible stewards who are a 

blessing to You? And would You enable us to do what is impossible for us to do on our own 
strength? Please use us to point people to You, to be a reminder to people of You, all of our days. 
Lord, would You show us who to invest in to be a reminder to those who com e after us? Lord, it 

really is just incredible to think that You were just as real and present and involved with all the 
generations before us as You are today. Wow, God. You are a wow.  
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Grasping for Power 
 

Until this chapter, there has been a familiar sequence of events. Sin, oppression, crying 
out, a judge raised up, victory, peace. But now, we have a complete departure from the 

sequence. It is a horrendous episode in Israel’s history. 

 

It is important to remember that Abimelech is the illegitimate son of Gideon - born of 

his concubine that lived in Shechem. As the story unfolds, we see a man who feels that 
whatever he will get out of life, he will have to get for himself - and who is utterly 

determined to get whatever he can. 

 
Abimelek son of Jerub-Baal went to his mother’s brothers in Shechem and said to them 
and to all his mother’s clan, “Ask all the citizens of Shechem, ‘Which is better for you: 
to have all seventy of Jerub-Baal’s sons rule over you, or just one man?’ Remember, I 

am your flesh and blood .’" When the brothers repeated all this to the citizens of 
Shechem, they were inclined to follow Abimelek, for they said, “He is related to us.” 
They gave him seventy shekels of silver from the temple of Baal-Berith, and Abimelek 
used it to hire reckless scoundrels, who became his followers. He went to his father’s 

home in Ophrah and on one stone murdered his seventy brothers, the sons of Jerub -
Baal. But Jotham, the youngest son of Jerub-Baal, escaped by hiding. Then all the 
citizens of Shechem and Beth Millo gathered beside the great tree at the pillar in 
Shechem to crown Abimelek king. (Judges 9:1-6) 

 

 He asked his family members on his mother’s side to spread around the idea in 
Shechem that he would be a better leader than Gideon’s legitimate sons. (1-2) 

 At the end of verse, he reminded them: Don’t forget… we’re family! He was 

using their loyalty to the family for his own personal gain. His mother’s 
relatives persuaded the people of Shechem to support Abimelech. And 

apparently, his plan worked perfectly. (2-3)  

 After gaining their support, the people of Shechem gave Abimelech 70 pieces 

of silver from the temple dedicated to Baal-berith. (4-5)  “His rise to power is 
facilitated not by obedience to the Lord, but by a false god’s funds”. 

 

 He used this money to hire a small mercenary army of 70 men to kill 

the 70 legitimate sons of Gideon. 

 This took place at his father’s house at Ophrah. The brothers were 
executed onone stone - all except the youngest brother, Jotham, who 

escaped and hid. 

 

What lessons do we learn from this passage? 

 
1. If we’re not careful, we can be swayed by arguments that seem logical without 

considering the moral or spiritual implications.  

2. Too often, we are impressed by qualities that do not matter to God. 

3. Our common list of leadership traits (such as outgoing, intelligent, popular, 

well-spoken and funny) is not how God calculates the value of a leader. 
4. He seeks men who hold to his truth, seek to lead their family rightly, are 

patient and self-controlled (1 Timothy 3:1-7; Titus 1:6-9). 
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The Thornbush King (Judges 9:7-21) 
 

Only one half-brother escapes - Jotham. While Abimelech means My father is king, 
Jotham means Yahweh (i.e.: the Lord) is perfect and blameless. So as Jotham call out to 

the men of Shechem, there is a battle for hearts and minds between human self-reliant 

power (Abimelech) and reliance on and worship of the Lord (Jotham.) 

 
7
 When Jotham heard about this, he climbed to the top of Mount Gerizim and shouted, 

Listen to me, citizens of Shechem! Listen to me if you want God to listen to you! 8 Once 
upon a time the trees decided to choose a king. First they said to the olive tree, Be our 
king!9 But the olive tree refused, saying, Should I quit producing the olive oil that 

blesses both God and people, just to wave back and forth over the trees? 10 Then they 
said to the fig tree, You be our king! 11 But the fig tree also refused, saying, Should I quit 
producing my sweet fruit just to wave back and forth over the trees? 12 Then they said to 
the grapevine, You be our king!13 But the grapevine also refused, saying, Should I quit 

producing the wine that cheers both God and people, just to wave back and forth over 
the trees?14 Then all the trees finally turned to the thornbush and said, Come, you be our 
king!15 And the thornbush replied to the trees, If you truly want to make me your king, 

come and take shelter in my shade. If not, let fire come out from me and devour th e 
cedars of Lebanon. 

 

Why is it so ridiculous to consider thornbush the King of all the trees? 

 
 Thornbushes were not at all valuable plants. They were too short and scraggy 

to provide any shade from the heat, and often caught fire, which spread to 

surrounding foliage and destroyed more valuable trees. 

 The thornbush points this out in agreeing to become king (v 15), and makes 

the remarkable claim (given it only grows a foot or two off the ground) that 
other trees can come and take refuge in my shade. 

 

What were Jothams warnings to the people of Israel? 

 

 Verse 16 – … if you acted in good faith and integrity…by making Abimelech 
the king, then rejoice! 

 Verse 18 –  …and if you have dealt well…with Gideon and his family by 

allowing them to be slaughtered by Abimelech and his mercenaries because 

he’s your relative, then rejoice!  

 Verse 20 – But if not, let fire come out from Abimelech and devour the 

leaders of Shechem and Beth-millo; and let fire come out from the leaders of 

Shechem and from Beth-millo and devour Abimelech.  

 The sarcasm is thick here!  

 After saying these things, Jotham went away to hide from the wrath of 

Abimelech. 

 

Oh, Lord, we can get such tunnel vision sometimes. You tell us Your “invisible 
attributes, eternal power, and divine nature” are right in front of us. Please help  us see 

and understand. Give us a glimpse of Your glory, not only through Your incredible 

Word, but also as we go about our day. Show us Your glory, Lord. 
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The Fire of the Thornbush (Judges 9:22-57) 
 

Abimelech ruled Israel for three years. Then God sent an evil spirit to cause problems 
between Abimelech and citizens of Shechem. So citizens of Shechem turned against 
Abimelech. God did this in order that the crime against Jerub-Baal’s seventy sons, the 
shedding of their blood, might be avenged on their brother Abimelech and on the 

citizens of Shechem, who had helped him murder his brothers. Now Gaal son of Ebed 
moved with his brothers into Shechem, and its citizens put their confidence in him. After 
they had gone out into the fields and gathered the grapes and trodden them, they held a 
festival in the temple of their god. While they were eating and drinking, they cursed 

Abimelech. Then Gaal son of Ebed said, “Who is Abimelech, and who is Shechem, that 
we should be subject to him? Isn’t he Jerub-Baal’s son, and isn’t Zebul his deputy? 
Serve the men of Hamor, Shechem’s father! Why should we serve Abimelech? If only 

this people were under my command! Then I would get rid of him. I would say to 
Abimelech, ‘Call out your whole army!’” When Zebul the governor of the city heard 
what Gaal son of Ebed said, he was very angry. Under cover he sent messengers to 
Abimelech, saying, “Gaal son of Ebed and his brothers have come to Shechem and are 

stirring up the city against you. Now then, during the night you and your men should 
come and lie in wait in the fields. In the morning at sunrise, advance against the city. 
When Gaal and his men come out against you, do whatever your hand finds to do.”  In 
the morning, as soon as the sun is up, “you shall rise early and rush upon the city; and 

behold, when he and the people who are with him come out against you, you shall do to 
them whatever you can.” So Abimelech and all the people who were with him arose by 
night and lay in wait against Shechem in four companies. Now Gaal the son of Ebed 
went out and stood in the entrance of the city gate; and Abimelech and the people who 

were with him arose from the ambush. When Gaal saw the people, he said to Zebul, 
“Look, people are coming down from the tops of the mountains.” But Zebul said to him, 
“You are seeing the shadow of the mountains as if they were men.” Gaal spoke again 

and said, “Behold, people are coming down from the highest part of the land, and one 
company comes by the way of the diviners’ oak.” Then Zebul said to him, “Where is 
your boasting now with which you said, ‘Who is Abimelech that we should serve him?’ 
Is this not the people whom you despised? Go out now and fight with them!” So Gaal 

went out before the leaders of Shechem and fought with Abimelech. Abimelech chased 
him, and he fled before him; and many fell wounded up to the entrance of the gate. Then 
Abimelech remained at Arumah, but Zebul drove out Gaal and his relatives so that they 
could not remain in Shechem. Now it came about the next day, that the people went out 

to the field, and it was told to Abimelech. So he took his people and divided them into 
three companies, and lay in wait in the field; when he looked and saw the people coming 
out from the city, he arose against them and slew them. Then Abimelech and the 
company who was with him dashed forward and stood in the entrance of the city gate; 

the other two companies then dashed against all who were in the field and slew them. 
Abimelech fought against the city all that day, and he captured the city and killed the 
people who were in it; then he razed the city and sowed it with salt. When all the leaders 
of the tower of Shechem heard of it, they entered the inner chamber of the temple of El-

berith. It was told to Abimelech that all the leaders of the tower of Shechem were 
gathered together. So Abimelech went up to Mount Zalmon, he and all the people who 
were with him; and Abimelech took an axe in his hand and cut down a branch from the 

trees, and lifted it and laid it on his shoulder. Then he said to the people who were with 
him, “What you have seen me do, hurry and do likewise.” All the people also cut down 
each one his branch and followed Abimelech, and put them on the inner chamber and 
set the inner chamber on fire over those inside, so that all the men of the tower of 

Shechem also died, about a thousand men and women. Then Abimelech went to Thebez, 
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and he camped against Thebez and captured it. But there was a strong tower in the 

center of the city, and all the men and women with all the leaders of the city fled there 
and shut themselves in; and they went up on the roof of the tower. So Abimelech came to 
the tower and fought against it, and approached the entrance of the tower to burn it with 

fire. But a certain woman threw an upper millstone on Abimelech’s head, crushing his 
skull. Then he called quickly to the young man, his armor bearer, and said to him, 
“Draw your sword and kill me, so that it will not be said of me, ‘A woman slew him.’" 
So the young man pierced him through, and he died. When the men of Israel saw that 

Abimelech was dead, each departed to his home. Thus God repaid the wickedness of 
Abimelech, which he had done to his father in killing his seventy brothers. Also God 
returned all the wickedness of the men of Shechem on their heads, and the curse of 
Jotham the son of Jerub-Baal came upon them. 

 
How could Abimelech’s reign be characterised (Judges 9:22-25) 

 

 He ruled over Israel for 3 years before an evil spirit was sent by God to cause 

hostility between him and the leaders of Shechem.  

 The leaders of Shechem set traps for him on the mountaintops, but Abimelech 
found out about them before they could ambush him.  

 The citizens of Shechem have already shown themselves prone to switch t heir 

loyalty, and when Gaal son of Ebed moves into Shechem, they put their 

confidence in him v26. 

 
In verses 27 – 29 what is ironic about Gaal’s rise to power? 

 

 Gaal worships at the temple of the idol from which Abimelech received the 70 

pieces of silver.  

  Gaal also uses the same arguments for his rise to power that Abimelech used 
to convince the leaders of Shechem in verse 2. 

 

What are some evidences that Abimelech’s reign fulfil the characterization portrayed of 

him in Jotham’s parable? 

 
 Abimelech becomes driven by vengeance. 

 Verses 30-41  he fights Gaal. 

 Verses 42-44  he conquers Shechem. 

 Verse 45  he captured and killed the people of Shechem, and destroyed 

the city. 
 

 Abimelech’s vengeance cannot be satisfied. 

 Verses 46-49  he burned alive more than 1,000 men and women who had 

taken up refuge in the stronghold of the tower of Shechem. 

 Verses 50-52 he went to the town of Thebez to do the same thing to it. 
 Verse 53 – as he was approaching the tower of Thebez, a woman threw a 

millstone on Abimelech’s head and crushed his skull. 

 Verse 54 – not wanting to die at the hand of a woman, he commanded his 

armour bearer to kill him with his sword. 
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Between 8:34 and 10:6 God is not mentioned at all by his personal covenant name, the 

LORD. This is a picture of a society  and ruler who desire to push God out of the picture 

completely - unworshiped, and unconsidered… But in verses 23-24 and 56-57, the 

narrator lifts the curtain of human affairs to show us a glimpse of what God was doing. 

 
What were God’s purposes in the events of Judges 9:22-55? 

 

 God may have been silent, but he was not absent. In what seemed like the 

natural course of events, he was acting in judgment. 

 Romans 1:18says, “For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all 
ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness 

suppress the truth”.  

 God is judging the people of Shechem by using Abimelech as His instrument 

of judgment, and He judges Abimelech through a simple act of an innocent 

woman. 
 

What can we learn from this situation concerning God’s present judgment? 

 

 God’s judgment comes unseen. 

 
 The people could not have known that God sent an evil spirit into 

the hearts of the Shechemites, and we don’t have a divine narrator 

letting us know when and how God is judging people. 

 We cannot point to one event and say, “God is judging you for this 

particular sin that you committed”. 
 

 God’s judgment is not immediate. 

 

 Three years have passed since Jotham warned that God’s judgment 
would come against Abimelech and the Shechemites. 

 Abimelech probably thought that he had gotten away with it because 

it had been so long since everything happened. 

 

 God’s judgment is accomplished by using the tools of human rebellion against 
those who rebel. 

 

 Shechem was destroyed because of its disloyalty. Its greatest sin was 

its downfall. 
 Abimelech was destroyed because of his desire to maintain his 

position at any human cost. He had no need to attack Thebez. His 

greatest sin was also his downfall. 
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The Governorships of Tola and Jair (Judges 10:1-5) 
 

After the time of Abimelech a man of Issachar, Tola son of Puah, the son of Dodo, rose 
to save Israel. He lived in Shamir, in the hill country of Ephraim. He led Israel twenty-
three years; then he died, and was buried in Shamir. He was followed by Jair of Gilead, 
who led Israel twenty-two years. He had thirty sons, who rode thirty donkeys. They 

controlled thirty towns in Gilead, which to this day are called Havvoth Jair. When Jair 
died, he was buried in Kamon. 

 

The reign of Abimelech ended in Judges 9. During his reign, the Israelites had fallen to 

new lows in spirituality and morality. 

 
As we have said repeatedly throughout this study, the book of Judges is constructed 

under a recurring cycle of rebellion, oppression, crying out, deliverance and rest. In 

Judges 10 - 12, we are introduced to six different judges - each with his own story and 

circumstance - but only one with any substance in the Scripture narrative. 

 
There are a total of 12 judges identified in this book. Six of those have at least a 

somewhat detailed account of their story; whereas, the other six are brief interruptions in 

the narrative to record the names of those who exercised leadership in Israel during their 

settlement in the Promised Land. We were introduced to the first of these judges in 3:31 

- Shamgar. The other five judges of this group serve as bookends for the story of 
Jephthah. These five judges include: Tola, Jair, Ibzan, Elon and Abdon. Daniel Block 

noted: “…this does not mean that these governors played a less important role than the 

rest or that they should be dismissed as ‘minor judges”. 

 
Who arose to deliver Israel following the rule of Abimelech? How long did each govern 

Israel? 

 

 Verse 1 – Tola, the son of Puah and grandson of Dodo, and a man of Issachar. 
 

 Verse 2 – Tola judged Israel for 23 years. 

 The combination of “to arise” and “to save” suggests a role similar 

to Othniel, Ehud, Barak, and Gideon; but unlike the earlier accounts, 

there is no reference to Yahweh having raised the deliverer, and the 
enemy whom he apparently defeated is not named. 

 

 Verse 3 – Jair, the Gileadite, who judged Israel for 22 years.  

 
 A little more information about Jair is divulged in verse 4. 

 It is likely that Jair lived a life similar to that of a king since he had 

30 sons (most likely from more than one wife), and those sons were 

positioned in 30 different cities as the local rulers. 

 The most likely interpretation is that the image of thirty sons riding 
on thirty donkeys conveys a picture of peace and prosperity, in 

contrast to the insecurity  and danger that characterized the days of 

Shamgar and Jael (5:6-10)”. 
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PART THREE 



SIXTH CYCLE: Ammonite and Jephthah   10:6 - 12:7 
 

With the Ammonite and Jephthah cycle, we once again resume the cycle of sin and 
apostasy. In Judges 10:6, the Bible says, “The people of Israel again did what was evil 

in the sight of the Lord and served the Baals and the Ashtaroth, the gods of Syria, the 

gods of Sidon, the gods of Moab, the gods of the Ammonites, and the gods of the 

Philistines. And they forsook the Lord and did not serve him.”  It seems that this list is 

growing! 
 

Sold Into Slavery Judges 10:6-7 

 

Where did all these “gods” in verse come from? 

 
 Baals and Ashtaroths – the gods of the native Canaanites;  

 The gods of Aram (Syria) – area to the north-west; 

 The gods of Sidon – area to the north; 

 The gods of Moab and the Ammonites – area to the east; 

 The gods of the Philistines – area to the south; 
 

We must remember that Othniel helped Israel against the king of Aram (3:10), Ehud 

against the Moabites and Ammonites (3:12-13), Shamgar against the Philistines (3:31), 

and Deborah against the Canaanites (5:19). In other words, every time Israel worshiped 

the idols of a nation, that nation ended up oppressing them. This time, Israel has added 
the gods of the Ammonites and Philistines - and in consequence, they are given over to 

being oppressed by the Ammonites and Philistines (10:7). Idolatry leads to enslavement. 

 

If idolatry led to slavery, why did the Israelites continue in idolatry? 

 
 It is easy to see the futility of this in Israel, from our vantage point of a 

different era and culture. But human hearts have not changed. They still assure 

us that, when an idol leads to slavery, what we need is more of that idol. 

 Consider these examples: 

 
ᴥ If we sacrifice everything to a marriage that fails, we think we need 

a new relationship and a better spouse. 

ᴥ If we sacrifice everything for our job to make money, we think we 

need a better, higher paying job to provide us with fulfilment. 

ᴥ If we sacrifice intimacy with our spouse for intimacy through affairs 
or pornography, we think more affairs and more pornography will 

bring happiness. 

ᴥ For whatever reason, we do not see the real problem! We see our 

problem not as worshiping idols, but not worshiping them enough! 

This is the nature of sin in us! 
 

What was the result of the Israelites’ vulnerability to idolatry? 

 

 The anger of the Lord was kindled against them (7a). 
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 God sold them into the hands of the Philistines and Ammonites (7b). 

 

 This is the same terminology used in Judges 2:14; 3:8 and 4:2. 

 When we look back at how God ‘sold’ the Israelites before, we 

know this does not mean that he abandoned them or nullified his 
promises to them. It does mean, however, that he stopped protecting 

them in some way. He let the things they had been serving actually 

begin to dominate and ‘own’ them. 

 

 There is a parallel passage found in Paul’s letter to the Romans. 
 Romans 1:18, 22-23 says,  “For the wrath of God is revealed from 

heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who by 

their unrighteousness suppress the truth… 22 Claiming to be wise, 

they became fools, 23 and exchanged the glory of the immortal God 

for images resembling mortal man and birds and animals and 
creeping things”. 

 

What happens to these people who exchange the glory of God for idols? 

 

 Romans 1:24-35 says, “24 Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their 
hearts to impurity, to the dishonouring of their bodies among themselves, 25 

because they exchanged the truth about God for a lie and worshiped and 

served the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed forever! Amen”. 

 The word ‘lusts’ is a word that means “an overwhelming drive, and enslaving, 

uncontrollable desire”. In other words, God has allowed our ‘lusts’ to enslave 
us. 

 

“Idolatry and slavery go hand in hand. Idolatry leads to slavery and slavery to idolatry. So God 

says to the person who worships money: If you want to live for money instead of for me, then money 
will rule your life. It will control your heart and emotions. If you want to live for popularity instead 
of for me, then popular acclaim will rule and control you. If you want another god besides me - go 

ahead. Let’s see how merciful it is to you, how effective it is in saving and guiding and enlightening 

you”. 

 
I Will No Longer Save You (Judges 10:8-16) 

 

How could the oppression by the Ammonites and Philistines be described? 

 

 This is the worst oppression that they have experienced yet! They were 
‘crushed’ and ‘shattered’ (8a). 

 The oppression was also lengthy - it went on for 18 years (8b). 

 The oppression was widespread - it was on both sides of the Jordan River (8c-

9). 

 
Did the Israelites’ repentance seem sincere - especially when compared to other times 

when they cried out to God for deliverance? 
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 As we have discussed before, each time the Israelites cried out to God for a 

deliverer, there is debate as to whether this implies true repentance. 

 Here in verse 10, the Israelites acknowledge their sin - and name it 

specifically. 

 
 This does seem to be somewhat sincere; however, what is true 

repentance? 

 Repentance is turning to God and away from sin. 

 The problem with the Israelites - and with most people today - is 

that the repentance is short-lived. It will not take very long for the 
Israelites to turn back to idolatry. 

 

How did God respond to their cries for deliverance? 

 

 God does not immediately forgive them and begin to answer their prayer… 
God’s response is… surprisingly harsh. He has saved them time and time 

again 10:11-12); and time and time again they have “forsaken [him] and 

served other gods”—and so, in a crushing line, God tells his people: “I will no 

longer save you (13). He will not answer them - they should cry to the gods 
they have been worshiping (14). 

 

 This response struck the Israelites! When they respond in verse 15, there 

seems to be evidence of a change of heart. 

 
 Before, they were focused completely on their condition and 

comfort… now they are willing to admit that God is under no 

obligation to fix them and take away their trouble. This means they 

are saying: We want you, even if it means we are going to keep 

suffering (though we’d rather not) 
 There is further evidence of true repentance in verse 16. They rid 

themselves of the foreign idols and served the Lord. 

 

Why is Jephthah a surprising choice as God’s deliverer? (Judges 11:1-11) 

 
Jephthah the Gileadite was a mighty warrior. His father was Gilead; his mother was a 

prostitute. Gilead’s wife also bore him sons, and when they  were grown up, they drove 

Jephthah away. “You are not going to get any  inheritance in our family,” they said, 

“because you are the son of another woman.” So Jephthah fled from his brothers and 

settled in the land of Tob, where a group of adventurers gathered around him and 
followed him.” Sometime later, when the Ammonites made war on Israel, the elders of 

Gilead went to get Jephthah from the land of Tob. “Come,” they said, “be our 

commander, so we can fight the Ammonites.” Jephthah said to them,  “Didn’t you hate 

me and drive me from my father’s house? Why do you come to me now, when you’re in 

trouble?" The elders of Gilead said to him, “Nevertheless, we are turning to you now; 
come with us to fight the Ammonites, and you will be our head over all who live in 

Gilead.” Jephthah answered, “Suppose you take me back to fight the Ammonites and the 

LORD gives them to me – will I really be your head?" The elders of Gilead replied, 
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“The LORD is our witness; we will certainly do as you say.” So Jephthah went with the 

elders of Gilead, and the people made him head and commander over them. And he 

repeated all his words before the LORD in Mizpah. 

 

 Verse 1 – Jephthah is a Gileadite; a mighty warrior; the son of a prostitute; 
 Verse 2 – driven away from his home by his half-brothers;  

 He is definitely from a dysfunctional family and had a rough childhood. 

 Verse 3 – he lived in the wilderness where he attracted a group of outlaws; 

 Verses 4-6 – he was brought forth to lead Israel in the war against the 

Ammonites; 
 Verse 7 – he questions their motivation for seeking him out; 

 Verse 8 – the Gileadites tell him that they need him to go to war; 

 Verse 9 – he promised to lead the army, but would also rule over them 

afterward; 

 Verses 10-11 – the Mizpah promise; 
 

Failed Diplomacy (Judges 11:12 – 12:7) 

 

We must remember that Jephthah “was the illegitimate son of a prostitute who was 

driven out of his home, probably as a very young person, by his half-brothers (v 2). So 
he came from (to say the least) a deeply dysfunctional family. Then, in the wilderness, 

he attracted a band of ‘outlaws, men who lived robbery (v 3). Jephthah was in organized 

crime; a kind of underworld boss, or (more romantically) a pirate. He was a complete 

outcast and criminal from a broken home”. 

 
What did Jephthah do when the Ammonites threatened with war? (11:12-13) 

 

 “Jephthah does not go to war immediately. First, he seeks a peaceful 

resolution… [but the] king of Ammon justifies his attack by claiming that part 

of the land Israel now lives in formerly belonged to the Ammonites (v13) 
 “…although Jephthah’s intentions in seeking a diplomatic solution were 

honourable, his tone was far from conciliatory [or “peace-seeking”]…   

 Have you ever felt that sinking feeling when you open your mail to find a very 

official letter telling you all the reasons why you were wrong? His methods - 

while diplomatic - were not effective for peace-making. 
 

What were the three arguments used to refute the Ammonite claims? 

 

Historical Argument   11:15-22 

 
 Jephthah clarifies the historical facts of the exodus from Egypt to the 

Promised Land.  

 The Edomites and the Moabites would not allow the Israelites to pass through 

their land in order to get to the Promised Land (16-18), so they wandered 

through the wilderness. 
 They went to the other side of the land of Moab and tried to gain passage 

through the land of the Amorites to get to the Promised Land - Sihon, king of 
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the Amorites, refused. And because of Sihon’s distrust of Israel, he attacked 

them and was defeated; thus Israel took possession of their land (19-22). 

 

Theological Argument   11:23-24 

 
 Jephthah uses an assumption held in common by all the peoples of that time 

and place. The LORD, the God of Israel, obviously gave Israel the land of the 

Amorites, by enabling them to defeat Sihon (v 23). Surely, the Ammonites 

would do the same if their god, Chemosh, gave them a victory (v 24). By 

using their own religious premises, Jephthah argues that the LORD, the God 
of Israel, gave them the land. 

 

 There is some debate concerning the mindset of Jephthah in this argument. 

 

 View #1 – Jephthah is trying to make this argument from an 
Ammonites worldview - that each nation’s god  ‘gives’ that nation a 

portion of land  - even though he knows that this is not true because 

there is only one God and He is the LORD. 

 View #2 – Jephthah is agreeing with and adopting this world-view 

for himself. That would mean that he agree with the idea that 
Chemosh and the others gods of other nations actually exist and 

have power to control circumstances on the earth.  

 The optimist in me believes the former and not the latter; but based 

on what we see next, the realist sees that Jephthah has adopted at 

least some pagan points of view. 
 

Legal Precedent   11:25-27 

 

 Jephthah decides to close his diplomatic proposal by reminding the Amorite 

king that the Moabite king, Balak so of Zippor, acknowledged the Israelites� 
right to that land (v 25) - nor did the ancestors of the Amorites (v 26). 

 If that is true, then why should they be questioning their right to be there now? 

Why were they ready to go to war? Why now? Jephthah entrusts his fate and 

that of Israel to the LORD to “decide this day between the people of Israel and 

the people of Ammon (27b). 
 

 

How effective were Jephthah’s attempts at diplomacy? In your opinion, why? 

 

 In verse 28, the Bible says that the king of the Ammonites did not even listen 
to the messages that Jephthah sent to him. They did not reply. They did not 

retreat.  

 Why do you think the Amorite king would not even listen? 

a.   

b.   

c.   
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 They maintained the false accusation that the Israelites should not inhabit that 

land. 

 

How does the Bible say we should handle false accusations? 

 
 1 Peter 2:19-23  The example of Jesus. 

 1 Peter 3:16  Your life is your defence - not words. 

 Matthew 5:11-12  The teaching of Jesus. 

 James 1:2-5  Respond with joy and ask for wisdom. 

 
With diplomacy exhausted, war is inevitable. “Then the Spirit of the LORD came upon 

Jephthah (Judges 11:29). From this point , the outcome is certain. But as Jephthah 

advances to meet the enemy (v29), he made a vow to the LORD”. 

 

What was the vow that Jephthah made? What can we learn from this? 
 

 Verses 30-31 

 This type of vow was very similar to the type of worship and negotiation that 

was common among the pagan idolatry that surrounded the Israelites - 

whether that be the Amorites and their god, Chemosh, or the Canaanites and 
the Baals and Ashteroths. 

 This demonstrated a lack of trust in Jephthah. 

ᴥ The Spirit of the Lord had already come upon him. 

ᴥ It seems that he felt as if this was a desperate situation that called for 

desperate measures. Either that or he was just a fool! 
 

What was the result of his vow to God? 

 

 It seems that Jephthah’s concept of God is as a capricious ruler, not a God of 

grace. 
 Throughout this story, Jephthah has demonstrated a lack of trust in God. He 

feared the repercussions of breaking his vow. He is trapped in his mistrust of 

God. 

 

What can we learn from this terrible episode in Israel’s history? 
 

 Our culture affects us far more than we realize. In many cases, it influences us 

far more than our Bible does. Where are our blind spots when it comes to the 

world’s influence in our day -to-day lives? 

 People have a hard time seeing God as a God of grace.  “Since [the Garden], 
we have always felt we have to control God, to pay God and deserve God; that 

we cannot simply trust God to love and bless us”. How would my life be 

transformed if I saw who God truly is? 

 

What was different between Jephthah’s interaction with the Ammonites and his 
interaction with the Ephraimites? 

 

71 



 Jephthah was careful to be diplomatic and peaceful when his own position was 

at stake (11:4-11), and when facing the enemies of God’s people (v 12-28).  

 “But here, he does not hesitate to strike out at those within God’s people who 

oppose him. He treats God’s people far worse than he does himself or the 

world”. 
  It’s been said that Christians are the only ‘army’ in the world that shoots its 

wounded! 

 

The Governorships of Ibzan, Elon, Abdon (12:8-15) 
 

Here in Judges 12:8-15, we find the last three of the ‘non-cyclical’ judges - so called 

because the Scripture does not record the details of the “Cycle of Sin” from which each 

of these judges delivered the Israelites. In fact, the author does not even say who the 
oppressors were or how long the Israelites were oppressed - only how long each judge 

ruled. 

 

JUDGE PERIO D O F REST BIBLICAL REFERENCE 

Ibzan 7 years Judges 12:8-10 

Elon 10 years Judges 12:11-12 

Abdon 8 years Judges 12:13-15 

 

 
What can we learn about each of these three judges from the text? 

 

 Ibzan  

 Originally from Bethlehem 

 Judged Israel for 7 years 
 He had 30 sons and 30 daughters and “uses his position to create a 

familial power base through marriage alliances”. 

 Buried in Bethlehem 

 

 Elon Judged Israel for 10 years and buried in the land of Zebulun 
 

 Abdon  

 He had 40 sons and 30 grandsons - all “rode on seventy donkeys. 

 The donkey was considered the mount of royalty, so it seems that 

Abdon was attempting to set himself (and his family) up as royalty. 
 Buried in the land of Ephraim after judging Israel for 8 years. 

 

  

72 



  

PART FOUR 



SEVENTH CYCLE: Philistine and Samson  13:1 – 16:31 
 

Samson is the last of the God-appointed leaders in Judges. He is famous for the incident  

which proved both his downfall and paved the way for his greatest act; the cutting of his 
hair by his wife, Delilah. But his story is much richer than that. In Samson, we see the 

flaws of God’s people between the time of Joshua and the God-given monarchy (and, 

indeed, every other age between Eden and the New Jerusalem); and yet also in Samson, 

we see wonderful hints of the perfect Judge and Saviour to come. Those hints begin 

even before he is born. 
 

Who’s Eyes Matter? 

 

This is the seventh time in the Book of Judges that we are told the Israelites “did what 

was evil in the sight of the LORD” (Judges 2:11; 3:7, 12;4:1: 6:1, 10:6; 13:1). Twice in 
the last section of the book (Judges 17:6; 21:25) the author proclaims that “Everyone did 

what was right in his own eyes”. So in God’s eyes - anthropomorphically speaking - 

they did what was evil. In their own eyes, they did was right. Who’s eyes matter - God’s 

or our own? 

 
The writer is making the point that many of the things the Israelites did were not evil “in 

their eyes”. In other words, by their perception, most or all of their behaviour was 

perfectly acceptable… 

 

This teaches us two truths about sin. First, the definition of sin. This term  “the eyes of 
the LORD”, in contrast with out  ‘own eyes’, teaches us that sin does not ultimately  

consist of violating our conscience or violating our personal standards or violating 

community standards, but rather consists of violating God’s will for us. 

 

This flies in the face of modern thinking, of course. It is continually asserted in 
innumerable forums and venues that “only you can define what’s right and wrong for 

you”. In other words, “my own eyes” - my heart’s feelings and my mind’s perceptions - 

are the only way to determine right and wrong. 

 

Common sense contradicts this; even if we didn’t have the Bible… the Bible’s answer is 
the right one. Sin is defined as violating our relationship with God, as violating the will 

of God for us. What God sees as sin is sin, regardless of what we feel or the experts say  

or the culture agrees on. 

 

Second, these phrases show us the deception of sin. They remind us how easily self-
deceived we are… In [Israel’s] own ‘eyes’ or perception, there was nothing wrong with 

what they were doing. There was a deep, suppressed knowledge that they were out of  

touch with God, rejecting his will (Romans 1:18); but at the conscious level, they had no 

overt guilt and they had lots of explanations for their lifestyles. 

 
How will your life this week reflect the truth that God’s eyes matter more than yours? 
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Why are self-defined standards so dangerous? 

 

 It is rooted in idolatry! The things that we set up as idols in our lives are not 

always bad – they are just badly out of proportion. There is a thin line between 

being a hard-worker and making work an idol - between loving your family 
and making an idol of it. 

 

 We even use the Scripture as a basis for our idolatry. 

  2 Thessalonians 3:10  “If anyone is not willing to work, 

let him not eat”. 
 1 Timothy 3:4-5  4 He must manage his own household 

well, with all dignity keeping his children submissive, 5 for 

if someone does not know how to manage his own 

household, how will he care for God's church? 

 
 The Scripture admonishes us to maintain personal and spiritual balance in life. 

 

 Philippians 4:4-5, 8: 4Rejoice in the Lord always: and again I say, 

Rejoice. 5Let your moderation be known unto all men. The Lord is 

at hand…8Finally, brethren, whatsoever things are 
true…honest…just… pure… lovely… of good report; if there be 

any virtue, and… praise, think on these things. 

 Idolatry - at its basic level - is selfish and self-centered. When we 

think on the things mentioned in verse 8, we are less likely to be 

given to idolatry. 
 

 It is perpetuated by rationalization! 

 

 This should lead us to be very careful constantly to evaluate 

ourselves, through reflection on the Bible and through personal 
accountability to others. 

 We are always finding ways to rationalize sins such as materialism 

or worry or bitterness or pride. They don’t look bad in “our eyes”. 

 

 
You Will Have a Son 13:2-5 

 

What was unique about the circumstances of Samson’s birth? 

 

 He was born to a woman who is referred to as “barren and had no children”. 
ᴥ “The woman’s barrenness should not be interpreted in light of 

modern day views of childbearing and family but against ancient 

Israelite values. In the ancient world barrenness was reckoned as 

punishment for an offense against the gods whose special domain 

was that of reproduction. In Israel, children were a mark of the 
blessing of God, and barrenness was the sign of divine reproach…” 
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ᴥ When the angel appeared to her to inform her that she was going to 

conceive and give birth to a son, we realize that “God has begun to 

act to save his people. Samson is the only judge chosen before he is 

born, or even conceived”. 

 
 His conception and birth was announced to his mother by an angel. 

 

ᴥ This is reminiscent of other miraculous births in Scripture. 

ᴥ Examples: Isaac, Samuel, John the Baptist and Jesus 

 
 He was to be dedicated as a Nazirite to God from the womb to the grave. 

Samson’s mother was required to live according to the Nazirite vow during 

her pregnancy. 

 

What is a Nazirite vow? What is its purpose? 
 

 “The Nazirite vow to which the angel refers is found in Numbers 6:1-21, and 

contained the three basic stipulations. A Nazirite was not to cut his hair during 

the period of the vow; was not to drink any produce from vines, alcoholic or 

non-alcoholic; and was not to have contact with any dead body. 
 “The purpose of the Nazirite vow was to ask for God’s special help during a 

crucial time. It was a sign that you were looking to God with great  intensity 

and focus… 

 “…the Nazirite vow was made voluntarily and for a definite period of time. 

But Samson was being born into the Nazirite state involuntarily… and he was 
to stay a Nazirite all his life”. 

 

How did Samson’s mother react when she was told what would happen? 

 

 She accepted the message of the angel. She responded with faith and 
obedience. 

 She went to tell her husband all that had happened, but we are never told 

anything about her laughing in disbelief (like Sarah with Isaac) or her 

questioning the possibility of this happening (like Zechariah with John the 

Baptist). 
 She trusted that what the angel had said to her would come to fruition. 

 

What difference does it make to our obedience when we act out of faith in God’s 

promises, rather than an unwillingness to obey? 

 
1.   

2.   

3.   

 

How did Samson’s father, Manoah, react to this news? 
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 He immediately prayed to God asking the messenger to return “and teach us 

what we are to do with the child who will be born.” 

  This is not necessarily a lack of faith, but more likely an old man that has 

been alarmed by the prospect of caring for a new born child.   

 “The LORD graciously sends the angel back (v. 9). Again, he appears to the 
wife; this time, she fetches her husband (v. 10-11), so that he can repeat his 

request for more specific information on how God wants this child to be 

reared (v.12). 

 “But the angel will not give them any more specifics. Their son will be set 

apart, and Manoah’s wife “must do all that I have told her (v. 13) but he will 
give them no more rules”. 

 God answered Manoah’s inquiry like this… Life is not about a bunch of rules 

and regulations to be followed; rather, it is a process of establishing 

relationships with God and others. 

 
Are there ways in which you are not enjoying your relationship with God because you 

would rather have some regulations to follow? 

 

1.   

2.   
3.   

 

Vindictive, Self-Absorbed, Emotionally-Immature, Sexually-Addicted Man  
 

Many of us are at least aware of some of the details in the Samson narrative - if for no 

other reason because of its scandalous subject matter. If we read the account of his life 

as part of the whole narrative of the book of Judges, we will find it to be at least 

perplexing and probably  disturbing. As Israel’s spiritual condition grows worse and 
worse, the scene seems to be set for a great judge/leader, perhaps the greatest of all… 

Instead, we find by far the most flawed character in the book: a violent, impulsive, 

sexually addicted, emotionally immature and selfish man. 

 

Philistine Woman   14:1-3 
 

Where was Samson going and why? 
 

 Samson was traveling down to Timnah, a Philistine city in Canaan. 

 It is unclear as to why he was traveling down to Timnah, but it can be 

surmised that he was up to nothing good’, why else would a Nazirite from 

Israel be going into the land of the Philistines. 
 

What did he see along the way? How did he react to this sight? 

 

 While in Timnah, Samson saw and ‘fell in love with’ a Philistine woman. 

 He returned home to his family to tell them the good news, but they did not 
see it as good news. Samson proclaimed, “…get her for me, for she is right in 

my eyes” (a.k.a. good looking). 
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 Samson’s reaction was completely impulsive and completely sensual. He is 

being controlled by his sensual desires. He saw a good looking woman and 

determined that he had to have her. 

 

What were the cultural customs for parent-child relationships? What concern should we 
have here about how he speaks to his parents? 

 

 Samson was unwilling to listen and rudely insists upon getting his way - like a 

spoiled child throwing a temper tantrum. 

 The book of Proverbs extensively explains how proud and foolish it is to be 
unwilling to listen to the advice of others. Put in its cultural context, Samson’s 

pride here is even more extreme. In our day it would be more normal for a son 

to talk back to his parents, but that was not the case in ancient Israel. 

 Proverbs 12:15 - “The way of a fool is right in his own eyes, but a wise man 

listens to advice”. 
 

For what reasons were Samson’s parents against him marrying a Philistine? Was this an 

issue of racial prejudice? 

 

 In verse 3, Samson’s parents pleaded with him saying, “Is there not a woman 
among the daughters of your relatives, or among all our people, that you must 

go to take a wife from the uncircumcised Philistines?” 

 The word ‘uncircumcised’ is the key word for understanding their reasoning. 

 Circumcision was a sign that a family was in a personal covenant or 

relationship with God, as part of his people. 
 This is not a racial issue! The prohibition to marry a Philistine 

woman is not against inter-racial marriage, but rather against inter-

faith marriage. 

 Inter-faith marriages are still foolish decisions even today! It really doesn’t 

work to try to cohabitate in a marital or extra-marital relationship with 
someone of a different faith or who does not have any religious affiliation. We 

can’t just coexist…too much diversity  

 

 

 
 

 

 

What does God do when his people are losing their identity  in the world because they 

look so much like the world? 
 

 God will use our weaknesses to bring about His purposes. 

 It is vital that we realize that Samson’s parents were unaware that this desire 

to marry a Philistine woman was from the Lord. 

 This teaches us that “God will use the very weaknesses of Samson - his 
‘fraternization’ with the Philistines, his sexual appetite, his vindictiveness and 

temper … to bring about confrontation between the two nations. Samson’s 
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weaknesses result in a “blood feud” that leads to more and more conflict, and 

finally the division between the two nations that is so desperately needed”. 

 “So, strange though it seems, God in his mercy is using his people’s 

weaknesses to make sure there is not peace between them and the surrounding 

cultures. God’s people (today as then) need to not be at peace with the world - 
because ‘friendship with the world is hatred toward God’ (James 4:4). Why? 

Because if we are like the world, we will love idols and forsake God; we will, 

as James puts it, be ‘adulterous people’. It is the mercy of God that he does not 

allow the world to love the church for very long. It forces his people to 

recognize that we are not part of the world - that we have a different Lord and 
Saviour - and finally cry out to him to rescue us from ourselves and rule us 

despite ourselves.” 

 Samson is impulsive and unteachable. Israel is impossible to tell apart from 

the nations around them. And God is going to use who they are to spark the 

necessary conflict. 
 

 

What happened on Samson’s return trip to Timnah (Judges 14: 5- 6)?  Why did he not 

tell his mother and father what happened? 

 
 Samson was attacked by a young lion, but he killed the lion with his bare 

hands. 

 He did not want his parents to know about this because of his Nazirite vow 

which included a prohibition against touching anything that is dead. 

 According to verses 8-9, when he was returning from his trip to Timnah, he 
found honey bees inside the carcass of the dead lion. Once again, he touched 

the dead animal when he chose to reach inside to get some of the honey that 

the bees had made. By doing this, he once again made himself unclean. By 

giving some of the honey to his parents, he also made them ceremonially 

unclean. 
 

Read Judges 14:10-20. What happens at the wedding celebration for Samson and the 

Philistine woman? How does this reveal his true nature? 

 

 Verses 10-11 – Samson prepared for the wedding feast. 
 Verses 12-14 – Samson wagers that the guests will be unable to solve his 

riddle. The bet is for 30 linen garments and 30 changes of clothes - one for 

each man. 

 Verses 15-18 – Not being able to solve the riddle, the 30 men extort Samson’s 

wife to find out the solution to the riddle. Finally, he relented and told her the 
answer.  

 Verses 19-20 – Samson’s actions in this verse reveal his vindictive and violent 

nature. He was so angry that he returned to his father’s house and left his wife 

there to be given to another man - his best man. 

 
What did Samson discover when he returned to fetch his wife? 
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 Verse 1 – He found out that his wife had been given to his friend to marry. 

 Verses 2-3 – The father tried to appease Samson by offering him the younger 

sister, but he became very angry and promised to get even! 

 Verses 4-5 – He retaliated against the Philistines by burning their fields in a 

very cruel and unusual way - tying foxes together with a torch burning 
between them. 

 Verses 6-8 – In retaliation for burning the fields, the Philistines put Samson’s 

wife and father to death by burning them. As per his usual custom, Samson 

retaliated by killing a great number of them. 

 This did not end well for any of the involved parties! 
 

 

How is Samson able to do all these mighty things? (14:6, 19) 

 

 The Spirit of the Lord came upon him in power. 
 God provided Samson with superhuman strength. 

 The amazing truth is that God works through sinners, and through sinful 

situations. He keeps his promises to bless his people in the dark and disastrous 

periods of our lives, as well as through the times when things are going ‘right’. 

Not even our own sin will stop him saving us, or using us. God wants to use 
us! 

 

What did Samson do in verse 18 that the Bible had never recorded him doing before? 

 

 Verse 18 - Samson spoke to God - he prayed. 
 His prayer is neither humble nor faithful; but rather, it is demanding and full 

of complaint. 

 Verse 19 - Even though Samson spoke to God with a terrible attitude and 

complaining spirit, God answered his prayer by providing the water that he 

needed. 
 Verse 20 - Samson led Israel for 20 years. 

 

The Weak, Defeated Victor (16:1-31) 

 

In our previous study about Samson from Judges 14 and 15, we determined that Samson 
was a vindictive, self-absorbed, emotionally-immature, and sexually-addicted man. Up 

to this point, he has slaughtered over 1,000 Philistines, but has not yet completely 

delivered Israel from the oppression of the Philistines. “All his actions against the 

Philistines have been self-serving, to get him out of the trouble that followed his 

decision to go to the Philistine town of Timnah”1 where he fell in love with a Philistine 
woman. By the end of Judges 15, the author informs us that Samson “judged Israel in 

the days of the Philistines twenty years (Judges 15:20). 

 

Finally, at this point, Samson is serving as the judge/leader/deliverer of Israel; so what 

does he do? According to Judges 16:1-3, Samson not only went to the land of the 
Philistines - he went to the capital city of Gaza; he not only went looking for a woman - 
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he went to spend time there with a prostitute! Nothing has changed! Samson is still a 

vindictive, self-absorbed, emotionally  immature, and sexually-addicted man. 

 

In verse 4, the Scripture explains that Samson fell in love with a woman named Delilah. 

Realizing Samson’s weaknesses with women, the leaders of the Philistine nation 
coerced/bribed her to betray the source of Samson’s strength. “For Delilah, it means that 

if she could turn him over to them, she would be a national heroine. So the potential 

wealth, power, and influence being held out to her is very great. She would be set up for 

the rest of her life. 

 
What did she do to try to discover the source of his strength? How many failed attempts 

did she have before he relented? 

 

 Surprisingly, Delilah is very straightforward with Samson. She simply asked 

him to reveal the source of his incredible strength. 
 

 First Failed Attempt (Judges 16:6-9) 

ᴥ He lied to Delilah telling her that he could be subdued but that his 

attackers would need to use seven fresh bowstrings to tie him down. 

This would cause him to be as weak as any other man. 
ᴥ Delilah tied him up and invited the men into her bedroom to ambush 

Samson; however, the bowstrings were easily snapped.  

ᴥ There were men lying in wait in the inner chamber, but they dared 

not move when Samson freed himself from the bowstrings. 

 
 Second & Third Failed Attempt (Judges 16:10-14) 

ᴥ Amazingly, Samson is still here with Delilah - even after she tied 

him up. What kept him from leaving? 

  Overconfidence in his ability to escape danger. 

 Addiction to dangerous situations. 
 Emotionally and physically needy of what Delilah had to 

offer. 

 Denial of Delilah’s true motivation. 

 

 After chastising Samson for not telling her the truth, she asked him once 
again.  

 For a second time, Samson lied to her. She did as he said but the 

‘new ropes’ were unable to hold him. This angered Delilah for once 

again there were men lying in wait to capture Samson. 

 When asked a third time, Samson lied to her again, but this time the 
lie was coming closer to the truth - he included his hair in this lie. 

 

Final & Effective Attempt   16:15-17 

 

 Delilah pulled out the ultimate in relational blackmail when she said, “How 
can you say, ‘I love you’, when your heart is not with me? You have mocked 

me these three times…” 
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 This alone was not enough for Samson to give in, but she continued to 

torment him with this day after day. 
 The Contemporary English Version says this in verse 16: “Delilah started 

nagging and pestering him day after day, until he couldn ’t  stand it  any 
longer”. 

 Samson finally gave in and told her the truth (17).  

 

From where did the Philistines believe that Samson obtained his power? What was the 
source of Samson’s strength? 

 

 The Philistines thought Samson’s strength was magical (so they believed his 

lies about fresh thongs, new ropes and braided hair). Magic power depends on 

external conditions and their exact manipulation… Magic is a matter of 
following the steps to the letter, which pushes a supernatural ‘button’, and the 

power comes automatically… The Philistines thought: He must do something 

to keep himself strong. Samson thought: I don’t have to do anything to keep 

myself strong. 

 God’s power is not dependent upon anything a person does or does not do. 
God’s power is evidenced in through man’s personal relationship with Him. 

God is able to accomplish His will no matter whether we obey Him or not. 

 We cannot know why God chose to leave Samson to his own strength (i.e. 

weakness) at this point, when he had not when Samson began to forget his  

covenant, his relationship, with him. Perhaps a line was crossed when 
Delilah’s love mattered more to Samson than God’s. Perhaps it was simply 

time to reclaim Samson spiritually, by giving him weakness in adversity, 

rather than strength and power. Whichever, God’s strength - which Samson 

had come to presume upon - is taken away. 

 God was the source of Samson’s strength and His power flows through us 
whenever he sees fit. 

 

 

Why were the Philistines unconcerned about Samson’s hair growing back? 

 
 The Philistines understood that once Samson’s head was shaved, his Nazirite 

vow had been broken; and as a result, they were no longer concerned with his 

strength.  

 The Philistines knew only ‘conditional’ gods, gods who were subject to magic 

manipulation. The God of the Bible, however, is a God of grace, who is 
faithful to us even when we are unfaithful to him. He is not bound or limited 

by the terms of the Nazirite vow. 

 

The Final Showdown: Yahweh vs. Dagon   16:23-30 
 

Throughout the life and ministry of Samson, God has been using all of the sin-filled 

behaviour of Samson to bring about confrontation with the Philistines (e.g. desire to 

marry a Philistine woman, burning the fields with the foxes, killing the1000 with a 
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donkey’s jawbone, etc.). Here in the last moments of Samson’s life, he is once again put 

in a situation of confrontation with the Philistines - only this time, Samson is the one 

who is being shamed and ridiculed. However, God uses Samson through this situation in 

a greater way than he had throughout the rest of his time serving as the judge/leader of 

Israel. 
 

After reading Judges 16:23-25, what was the purpose for this Philistine feast? 

 

 The Philistines had gathered together, in the temple dedicated to the worship 

of Dagon, to rejoice in their victory over Samson and the God of Israel and to 
offer a sacrifice to their god. 

 This feast turned into a drunken celebration and the people called for Samson 

to be brought before them as a form of entertainment. They wanted to ridicule 

him. 

 

Who was gathered together in this place for this celebration? 
 

 According to verse 27, the place was full of men and women. 
 

 All of the ‘lords’ or leaders of the Philistines were there. 

 The place was large enough that 3,000 people were up on the roof of 

the building. 

 
 In essence, everyone who was anyone in the nation of the Philistines had 

gathered together that day for this celebration! 

 

When Samson was brought out to entertain the crowds, he asked to be able to “feel the 

pillars on which the house rests” so he could lean against them. Here was Samson - 
standing before this raucous mob - blind and being ridiculed. The scene is set; and, for 

only the second recorded time in his life, Samson prays. Always before, he has assumed 

that he will be strong, and has used his strength to save himself (14:5-6, 19; 15:3-5, 13-

17, 16:3, 8, 12, 14). Now, for the first time, blind and weak, he simply asks. ‘O 

Sovereign LORD, remember me. O God, please strengthen me just once more, and let 
me with one blow get revenge on the Philistines for my two eyes (v 28). After this 

humble request, Samson’s strength returns for one last time. 

 

Why do you think God returned Samson’s strength to him? 

 
 It seems that Samson has had a change of attitude - there is a new attitude of 

humility demonstrated here - and for the first time, he is exercising faith in 

God to give him the ability to accomplish this great feat.   

 

 Hebrews 11:32-34 must also be considered in this situation for the New 
Testament often functions as a commentary for the Old Testament. The writer 

of Hebrews says: 32And what more shall I say? For time would fail me to tell 

of Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, of David and Samuel and the prophets33 

who through faith conquered kingdoms, enforced justice, obtained promises, 
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stopped the mouths of lions, 34 quenched the power of fire, escaped the edge 

of the sword, were made strong out of weakness, became mighty in war, put 

foreign armies to flight (emphasis added). 

 

Throughout his life, Samson’s real temptation had been to believe that we are blessed by 
God because of something great and deserving in us - complacently to see what he had 

been given by grace as rightfully his, to use as he wished. That, rather than Delilah, was 

his real sin. It is so hard to remember that we do what we do only because of God’s 

grace, and that God’s grace is given so that we might do what is pleasing to him and in 

the service of his people. 
 

 

What was the result of Samson regaining his strength? 

 

 Samson sacrificed himself by demolishing the temple to Dagon. When he 
pushed over the support pillars in the middle of the building, the roof - which 

had over 3,000 people on it - collapsed and all the people on top and inside the 

building were killed.  

 In one act, Samson obliterated the nation of the Philistines by eradicating 

every one of its leaders. In fact, the Scripture tells us that the dead whom he 
killed at his death were more than those whom he had killed during his life 

(v30). 

 

 

 

Samson: A Picture of Christ ( ) Judges 16:23-30
 

From his miraculous birth to his sacrificial death, Samson is a type (picture or model) of 

Christ. The most important moment of Samson’s life is his death. The most faithful 

event of his life is the manner of his death. And the most triumphant episode of his life 
is his death, as he at last, and at the last, performs the role of beginning to rescue God’s 

people that God had explained to his mother when his angel announced Samson’s 

miraculous birth. 

 

We have already analysed the similarities and differences between Samson’s birth and 
the birth of Christ, so now we will compare and contrast their deaths as well. 
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Compare/Contrast Samson the Judge Christ the Messiah 

What was the reason for his 

imprisonment and death?  

His disobedience was his 

downfall. He was unable to 
live for God and for His glory. 

He lived completely for God. 

His obedience enabled Him to 
be the perfect sacrifice for sin. 

What did his death 

accomplish?  

His death achieved a portion 

of the deliverance of the 
Israelites. Judges 13:5 says, 

“ he shall begin to save 

Israel…” 

His death accomplished the 

complete deliverance of all 
God’s children - ‘once for all’  

(1 Peter 3:18; Hebrews 10:10) 

What happened when he was 

arrested and imprisoned?  

He was betrayed by someone 

very close to him - Delilah. 

He was betrayed by someone 

very close to him - Judas. 

In what way was he treated 

when he was arrested?  

He was tortured, bound and 

put on display for public 

mockery. 

He was tortured, bound and 

put on display for public 

mockery. 

In what way did he die?  He died with outstretched 

arms as the building 

collapsed. He became weak to 
be strong. 

He died with outstretched 

arms as he was crucified on 

the cross. He became weak to 
be strong. 

What did his death 
accomplish?  

He crushed his enemy – 
Dagon and the Philistines. 

He crushed his enemy - Satan, 
the ultimate enemy. 

 

 
Jesus became weak to become strong. But there is, of course, one last, crucial difference 

between Samson and Christ. With Samson’s burial, his rule was over (16:31). His story 

was finished. But with Jesus’ burial, in many ways the story had only just begun. He 

rules beyond his grave, not just before it. The One who became weak to save will rule in 

strength and power eternally. 
 

Becoming and continuing as a Christian is about the same pattern - becoming weak to 

become strong. Only those who admit they are unrighteous receive the righteousness of 

Christ. Only those who know their life and strength are theirs purely because of grace 

are not living in the grip of fear, boredom, and despondency. Only those who know their 
own weakness are able to know God-given inner strength; the strength which enables us 

to avoid the pitfalls of Samson’s life: pride, lust, anger, vengefulness and complacency . 
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