
שׁפטים

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

JUDGES (Jdg 1-5)

The book of Judges (שׁוֹפְטִים) is the second book of the Former Prophets (Nebiim Rishonim), reminding us that we are here again dealing with a record of prophetical history.

The title comes from the Hebrew שָׁפַט  (to judge) or שֹׁפֵת  (a judge). The word itself not only means to “pass judgment,” as a judge does in court when deciding a case, but also to “execute judgment,” as a leader or ruler does when carrying out acts of deliverance or vindication in order that justice might prevail. (See use of שָׁפַט  in Ps 26:1; 43:1 etc.)

Thus the judges of Israel whose record is found in this book were special leaders, often military heroes, chosen by God to deliver his people from oppression. Sometimes after carrying out their act of deliverance they continued to rule over Israel many years (Othniel, Gideon et al.). Sometimes they served only to drive away Israel’s enemies or relieve its oppression in a time of crisis (Shamgar, Samson. Some were great national heroes (Samson), while of others we have no record of great warlike deeds, but simply the fact that they judged Israel a certain number of years (Tola, Jair). In one case, at least, a judge happened to have been a prophetess (Deborah).

This was God’s way of ruling when Israel was a true theocracy, not confined by any system of hereditary rule but with rulers chosen directly by God. In some cases two or more judges ruled contemporaneously – one east of Jordan while the other served west of Jordan – each acting in a restricted tribal area rather than over all of Israel.  The further Israel gets from the more ordered time of Joshua, the more chaotic the situation becomes, with more judges ruling contemporaneously. 

PURPOSE

The book of Judges shows us how God preserved his covenant people in the promised land from the time of Joshua to the time of Samuel (ca. 350 years).

GENERAL CONTENT

The book of Judges does not give us a connected history of Israel as a whole, but rather presents a series of individual historical sketches in order to show the religious and moral degeneration, social defects, and national peril affecting the people of Israel on the one hand – as well as the repeated interventions of God for the purpose of preserving his people during the period of settling the promised land on the other.

The book names twelve individuals who are judges in the full sense of the word. Six of them are called major judges because a whole episode is devoted to them (Othniel, Ehud, Deborah, Gideon, Jephthah, and Samson).  The other six are referred to as minor judges because little or nothing is said about them in the book (Shamgar, Tola, Jair, Ibzan, Elon, and Abdon).  Eli and Samuel, who may overlap the last judges, may be classified as judges, but they are not treated until the book of Samuel. Barak, Deborah’s military leader, and Abimelech, Gideon’s son, are included in some listings, but in a strict sense are not to be considered as judges.

TIME OF JUDGES

It is impossible to establish a consecutive chronology of the period of the Judges.  To add together the years of the twelve judges consecutively results in a total of years between the Exodus and the building of the Temple about 70-100 years longer than the 480 years mentioned in 1 Kings 6:1 (Wilderness = 40 years; Conquest = 10 to 20 years; the twelve Judges = 410 years; Eli = 40 years; Samuel = 20 years; Saul = 20-40 years; David = 40 years; Solomon = 4 years.). Some of the judges, as mentioned previously, ruled simultaneously in different areas. 

Luther reckons the time “from the death of Moses to Samuel” as 350 years, stating that Acts 13:20 contains “a textual error” when it gives 450 years instead of 350. Luther’s understanding of this passage is based upon a faulty division of the text between v. 20 and v. 21 of Acts 13, leading to his misunderstanding of the era to which the 450 years refer. The NIV interprets the 450 years as a round number referring to the years in Egypt and the Wilderness.   Unger places the time of Othniel, the first judge, at 1361 BC and the time of Saul at 1020 BC, indicating a span of 341 years during which judges ruled over Israel. This agrees closely with the estimate of Luther. Unger adds, however, that “these dates cannot be established with certainty” (Archaeology and the OT, p. 179-187).

It should be noted that even a telescoped chronology of the judges does not allow a 13th century Exodus.

We recognize these time difficulties, aware that the Scriptures themselves never intended to give us a precise chronological table of judges in consecutive order, since the judges did not rule in chronological order (Jephthah, east of Jordan, overlappped Eli, Samson, Ibzan, Elon, Abdon, and Samuel west of Jordan – Jdg 10:7; 1 Sm 4:18). It is more important to appreciate the overall picture of this time element, a span covering several hundred years at least. This exceeds the historical time span of the United States of America, a fact which is often not fully realized or appreciated when considering the time span of the judges. And during this period of adjustment in a new land God took care of his own, in spite of their repeated perversity.

AUTHORSHIP

Again, as with Joshua, we don’t know who wrote the book. Some say Samuel. Since the book covers a period of hundreds of years, there was a need for the writer to make use of sources. The internal makeup of the book testifies, however, to a single historian/author.

An oft-repeated refrain in the book: “In those days Israel had no king; everyone did as he saw fit” (17:6; 18:1; 19:1; 21:25) indicates by implication that the book was written at a time when there was a king in Israel.

According to Judges 1:21 the book (or the source the historian used here) was written while Jebusites were still occupying Jerusalem. Since the Jebusites were not finally driven out of Jerusalem until David’s time (2 Sm 5:6ff), it is possible that the book was written before David’s conquest, no doubt some time in the early days of the monarchy.

OUTLINE

Theme:
  GOD PRESERVES HIS PEOPLE (HIS KINGDOM) DURING THE TIME OF THE JUDGES
The book of Judges is organized around repeated cycles of idolatry, oppression, deliverance, and repentance.


INTRO – Possession of land not complete, apostasy growing (Ch 1-2)



A.  Failure to purge the land.



B.  Religious apostasy.


BODY – Israel’s sin and God’s grace (7 cycles) (12 judges) (Ch 3-16) 



Cycle One: 
Othniel defeats Aram.



Cycle Two: 
Ehud defeats Moab / Shamgar



Cycle Three: 
Deborah (with Barak) defeats Canaan 



Cycle Four: 
Gideon defeats Midian (Abimelech the anti-judge) / Tola, Jair 



Cycle Five: 
Jephthah defeats Ammon / Ibzan, Elon, Abdon.



Cycle Six: 
Samson versus the Philistines


Appendix – Breakdown in family, tribe, nation, and clergy (Ch 17-21)



A.  Micah and the Danites’ religious corruption



B.  The Benjamites’ moral corruption

(Treating Abimelech / Tola / Jair as a cycle would produce seven cycles.)

The book of Judges has been characterized as “so earthy, so puzzling, so primitive, so violent, so strange” (Davis).  The immorality of many of the leading characters shows that the real hero of the book is the Lord.


Judges 21: 25    In those days Israel had no king; everyone did as he saw fit.
As prophetical history the book is a masterpiece. The introductory chapters set the tone: Israel’s laxity in finishing the task of possessing the promised land as God’s covenant people, and God’s urgent warnings concerning the laxity. The six episodes demonstrate the repeated periods of oppression and deliverance which characterized this period. The appendices by means of two incidents told in detail illustrate the extent of Israel’s moral decay during the time of the judges.

The historical-critical approach to Judges is naturally very negative. The opening first chapters, for example, are described as “a late collection of old traditions” which are “historically inaccurate” and which “conflict with the report of Joshua itself.”

Approaching these chapters, however, on the basis of information from Joshua (i.e., many pockets of Canaan were still occupied by Canaanites; complete occupation by Israel on a tribal basis was still necessary; Israel’s failure to meet this duty led to endless trouble), we find that Judges fits in remarkably well where Joshua left off. These same chapters thus serve the author’s purpose of presenting the rationale of the entire book in a most descriptive way.

+ + + + + + + +

JUDGES 1

This chapter describes the political/military failure of Israel. Seven times the Israelites “did not drive out” the Canaanites.  They operated like a surgeon that only removes part of the cancer

v. 1-7   “After the death of Joshua …” The first phase of conquest is ended. The individual occupation by tribes is to follow. Judah and Simeon, following the Lord’s directions (Urim and Thummim?) resolve to take up the challenge and meet with initial success. Adoni-Bezek in Bezek (Hebron?) is not only captured, but mutilated. Though this act may seem like unnecessary cruelty, the mutilation probably made him ineligible to reclaim his throne, thus making him no threat to Israel’s domination.

v. 8   Even Jerusalem is taken in this first vigorous effort! According to v. 21 of this same chapter, however, this initial success was short-lived. The cities were taken (לָכַד) but not possessed(יָרַשׁ) .

v. 9-15
  This flashback is a parallel passage with Joshua 15:13-20, connecting the two accounts, and shows how Caleb occupied his heritage at Hebron.

v. 16   The Kenites, related to Moses through Zipporah, who accompanied the Israelites, settle for the time being in the Negev. The “City of Palms” is Jericho (or perhaps En Gedi/Tamar) (Dt 34:3, 2 Chr 28:15).

v. 19-21   A turning point. The men of Judah are unable to drive out the people from the plains because of their “iron chariots.” The Benjamites fail to dislodge the Jebusites from Jerusalem.

v. 27-35  The situation deteriorates even more. Ephraim, Zebulun, Asher, and Naphtali do not drive the Canaanites out, rather forcing them to become tributary. Dan is unable to cope with the Amorites.

Judges 1 gives us the background for the entire period: Israel fails to carry out the Lord’s directives to drive the Canaanites out. This failure in military matters leads to the moral decay described in the next chapter. The infection of Canaanite idolatry, which the Lord wishes to have eradicated, is left to spread.

JUDGES 2

This chapter describes the religious failure of Israel.

 v. 1-5   The Angel of the Lord, the same who appeared to Joshua at Gilgal (v. 1), appears to the Israelites at Bokim בֹּכִים) – “the weepers”) and gives a stern warning concerning their failure to break down heathen altars. First: tolerance; next: syncretism; finally: gross idolatry. Because Israel fails to drive the Canaanites out, the heathen nations will be “thorns” in their sides. From Israel’s “weeping” repentance the place derives its name. Unfortunately the spirit of repentance doesn’t last. Repentance is more than tears.

v. 6-23
  Following a brief recapitulation of Joshua’s death and burial – again connecting Joshua with Judges – the pattern is unfolded concerning “another generation” (v. 10) which does not know the Lord … “They did evil … forsook the Lord … provoked the Lord to anger … served Baal and the Ashteroths.”


Therefore “the Lord handed them over to raiders, who plundered them” (v. 14).


“Then the Lord raised up judges, who saved them out of the hands of these raiders” (v. 16).


“Yet they would not listen …” (v. 17).


The Lord therefore declares that he will use the Canaanite nations “to test Israel and see whether 
they will keep the way of the Lord” (v. 22).

This concludes the introductory section of Judges, which sets the pattern for the series of six episodes which follows.

JUDGES 3

v. 1-6   The background information is recapitulated. The enemy nations are mentioned by name. Instead of extermination – cohabitation.

EPISODE 1  OTHNIEL

v. 7-11   This episode is typical. The oppressor is Cushan-Rishathaim (Rishathaim means “the doubly wicked one” probably not his real name, but an uncomplimentary nickname he received from the Israelites in general or from one of their prophets), king of Aram (North Syria, Mesopotamia). The time of oppression is 8 years. The judge-deliverer is OTHNIEL of the tribe of Judah, Caleb’s nephew. Moved by the Spirit of the Lord Othniel rescues Israel, leading them successfully in battle. “So the land had peace for forty years.”

Othniel has been called the “boring judge” since we know of no misconduct on his part, and we know little about the oppressor, Cushan Rishathaim.  In contrast, the story of Ehud is one of the most colorful.

EPISODE 2 EHUD

v. 12-21   The oppressor is Eglon, king of Moab (joined by the Ammonites and Amalekites), who conquers the City of Palms (the Jericho oasis, perhaps so-called to distinguish it from the vacant tell) and oppresses Israel 18 years. The judge-deliverer is EHUD, a left-handed man of the tribe of Benjamin.  By means of a trick, making use of his left-handed facility, Ehud kills Eglon in his summer palace, escapes, rallies Israel’s forces, cuts off the Moabites at the Jordan and kills about 10,000 of them.  “And the land had peace for 80 years.”

The story is quite graphic.  Two questions that arise are where the sword exited Eglon’s body and how Ehud exited the palace.  Did Ehud jump off the porch or exit through the toilet pit?  Note on the life-styles of the rich and famous: the palace had an indoor toilet on the second floor. 

v. 31   After Ehud came SHAMGAR, son of Anath.  He has a foreign name.  Perhaps he was not an Israelite.  He struck down 600 Philistines with an oxgoad. “He too saved Israel.” This is all we know about the third of the judges, whom we include in Episode 2. This incident is the first recorded military skirmish of the Israelites with the Philistines.  It comes about the time that Egyptian records tell us that an influx of Philistines came from the somewhere out in the Mediterranean and occupied southwest Canaan.  This confrontation begins a long series of battles between these two enemies lasting until the coming of the Assyrians.  

Anat is the name of a goddess, but may also be a place name.

JUDGES 4

EPISODE 3  DEBORAH

v. 1-16
Jabin, king of Hazor, a Canaanite king (not the Jabin of Jos 11, who lived 100 years prior to this!), and his army-commander Sisera, with 900 iron chariots under his command, cruelly oppressed Israel for 20 years …  The dynastic name Jabin has been found in a text from Hazor.

DEBORAH, a prophetess(אִשָּׁה נְבִיאָה) , was also a judge who decided Israel’s disputes under a palm tree. She called for BARAK, a Naphtalite, to lead Israel’s forces against the Canaanites, but because Barak insisted that Deborah go along to battle prophesied the victory would come at the hand of a “woman”. (The “woman,” however, was not Deborah, but Jael, as we learn later.) Barak with 10,000 men routed Sisera at the stream Kishon, which flows from the Valley of Jezreel into the Great Sea. According to Deborah’s song in Judges 5:20-22, the Lord caused a flash flood to sweep away Sisera’s forces.

v. 17-24   Here we have the woman who will share the honors of victory: Jael, wife of Heber the Kenite (introduced in v. 11). When Sisera seeks refuge in Jael’s tent, she kills him with a tent-peg.  Sisera may have trusted Jael because her husband had allied himself with Jabin, perhaps as a weapon maker.  The Kenites possibly were metal smiths.

Ethically Jael’s act has been variously evaluated, although the general consensus seems to go in the direction of a heroic act, inspired by human zeal. It is deceptively implemented, yet used by God to accomplish his purposes. Sisera was not exactly Mr. Clean (see 5:31)

Verse 23 relates the important fact: “On that day God subdued Jabin.”

JUDGES 5

Of Deborah’s prophetic activity we know only that she foretold Jael’s deed and celebrated it in this song.

Deborah’s Song of Victory is divided into: an introductory summons to praise the Lord (v. 2-3); section 1 describing Israel’s rise and fall as a nation (v. 4-11); section 2 giving the call to battle, with varying tribal reactions (v. 12-18); section 3 portraying the details of the battle (v. 19-27), section 4 describing the sad aftermath for Sisera’s mother who awaits the return of a victorious army (v. 28-30); and the final expression of hope for continued victory for God’s people.

The song is full of vivid contrasts and striking pictures, revealing details of the conflict not told in the previous chapter (the heroism of some tribes and the cowardice of others; the part played by the elements in Sisera’s defeat, etc.).

Psalm 68 has affinities to this psalm.

“Then the land had peace forty years.”

QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW (Intro. / Jdg 1-5)

1. Which basic twofold meaning lies in the Hebrew word “judge”? What service did the judges of Israel primarily carry out? Under whose direction? Under what form of government?

2. How did the judges differ in the manner in which their services are described for us in the book of Judges?

3. What approximate time-span is covered during Israel’s history under the judges? How do we arrive at this time estimate?

4. How many judges are presented to us in the book of Judges? Give their names according to the six episodes into which their service is divided.

5. Why is it impossible to establish a consecutive chronology of the rule of the judges?

6. What do we know about the authorship of Judges and the approximate time when the book was written?

7. Give a basic outline of the book of Judges, with a brief explanation of the general contents of each part.

8. What kind of background information is contained in the first chapter of Judges? Which statement occurs a number of times to summarize the chapter’s prophetic message?

9. What kind of background information is contained in chapter two? What warning did the Lord himself give? Where? Which fourfold succession of events summarizes the subject matter of each episode of Israel’s history during the time of the judges?

10. Who was the first judge? From whom did he rescue Israel? How long had Israel been oppressed? How long did he rule?

11. Who was the second judge? Whom did he oppose? By what clever ruse did he kill the oppressor? How long did he rule?

12. Describe the act of deliverance of the judge briefly included in this second episode.

13. Which judge was a prophetess? Who served as her captain? Describe the remarkable victory of Israel over the enemy in this episode.

14. Describe the way in which the prophecy of Deborah was fulfilled when she said to Barak: “The honor will not be yours, for the Lord will hand Sisera over to a woman” (4:9).

15. Give some of the details of battle portrayed by Deborah in her Song of Victory (ch. 5).

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

JUDGES, EPISODES FOUR AND FIVE (Jdg 6-12)

JUDGES 6

EPISODE 4 GIDEON

v. 1-7   The situation: The Midianites (descendants of Keturah, Gn 25:2; 26:1-6) and also Amalekites (descendants of Esau) oppressed Israel from the east by periodically invading and destroying crops.  The Israelites are forced to seek refuge in the hills. The Midianites are described as “like swarms of locusts.”

v. 7-10
  A prophet is sent by the Lord to reprove the people for their idolatry.

v. 11-24   The angel of the Lord (a theophany, v. 16) appears to GIDEON who is  threshing wheat in a winepress (i.e., secretly in a hole in the ground). He commissions him as a “mighty warrior” to deliver Israel. Gideon is reluctant: “My clan is the weakest in Manasseh … I am the least in my family.” (According to Jos 17:2 the family of Abiezer is of Manasseh West). He asks for a sign. The Lord complies by miraculously consuming Gideon’s offering in a flash of fire.

Gideon receives a call somewhat reminiscent of the call of Moses, but Gideon is no Moses.

v. 25-32   The Lord now tests Gideon, asking Gideon to offer “the second bull” from his father’s herd and to tear down his father’s altar to Baal and Asherah pole. Gideon does so.  The variant reading in the NIV does not materially affect the meaning of the event.

Joash, Gideon’s father, although himself an idolater, refuses to give Gideon into the hands of the superstitious hostile crowd, saying, “If Baal is God, let him fight for himself!” Hence, Gideon’s name Jerub-Baal. (“Let Baal fight!” – (יְרֻבַּעַל. 

v. 33-35  Gideon calls together an army of the tribes of Asher, Zebulun, Naphtali, and from his own Abiezrite family of Manasseh. The enemy is camped in the Valley of Jezreel, the famous battleground.

v. 36-40  Gideon requests and receives two additional signs (fleece wet, fleece dry).  The text makes no comment on the propriety or impropriety of requesting these signs. The request does seem to be evidence of a wavering faith.

JUDGES 7

v. 1-7   The original forces aligned against each other are 135,000 Midianites (8:10) vs. 32,000 Israelites. The Lord says, “You are too many …” The fearful ones, 22,000, were sent home, leaving 10,000.

The Lord says, “There are still too many …” Only those who “lapped with their hands” while drinking water, 300, are kept. Those who get down on their knees to drink were sent home. Commentators have speculated much about the significance of the criteria for choosing the 300 (lapping a sign of vigilance? kneeling a habit of idolaters?). There does not seem to be any specific point of virtue in the 300.  The test is simply reported as a way of whittling down the army to a relative handful. 

Thus the odds are now 135,000 v. 300! How the sifting was done is immaterial. The Lord wanted to show: “This is my battle!”  The 300 do not do much more than blow their own horns (Davis).

v. 9-14  Gideon in the Midianite camp, hears a Midianite soldier tell a dream: “A loaf of barley bread (symbolic of poor Israel) falls on a Midianite tent and destroys it.” This dream conveys the fear of the Midianites.

v. 15-25   The battle-plan is well known. Edersheim tells the story dramatically (Old Testament Bible History, p. 141). When pursuing the distraught enemy, Gideon asks the assistance of the Ephraimites. Gideon pursues one body of men under Zebah and Zalmunna on the east of Jordan. Ephraim overtakes another group led by Oreb und Zeeb.

JUDGES 8

v. 1-3  The Ephraimites complain because they were not asked to fight sooner. Gideon diplomatically replies, “Are not the gleanings of Ephraim better than the full grape harvest of Abiezer?” In other words, “Didn’t your efforts at the end of the battle accomplish more than mine, who with my tribe fought the entire battle?” The resentment of the petulant Ephraimites subsides.

v. 4-21   Gideon’s 300 troops, pursuing the fleeing Midianites under Zebah and Zalmunna east of Jordan, request food from the people of Succoth and the people of Peniel, only to be refused.

After defeating the remaining 15,000 Midianites in a surprise attack at Karkor, Gideon severely punishes the people of Succoth and Peniel. The flesh of the people of Succoth was torn “with desert thorns and briers.” The tower of Peniel was torn down and the men of the town killed. Midianite kings Zebah and Zalmunna are brought back, and when his oldest son Jether refuses to enact vengeance upon them, Gideon himself kills them with his sword.

The battles of Gideon were something of an Antietam or Gettysburg moment for Israel (the defeat of Sihon and Og were Lexington and Concord). These battles were remembered as pivotal by the psalmist and the prophets (Ps 83:9-11, Is 9:4, Is 10:26).

v. 22-25   Gideon is offered the kingship of Israel. He refuses. But strangely, he requests Ishmaelite plunder (gold earrings) to make an ephod, a shoulder-dress worn by high priests, woven through with golden thread. He uses this in Ophrah, his town, in order “to obtain revelations from the Lord” (according to Keil), not as an image to worship (according to Gesenius). In either case it is a form of unauthorized worship.

v. 28-31   Gideon ruled 40 years, had many wives (70), one of whom was a concubine who bore him a son, Abimelech, who became claimant to Gideon’s rulership after he died.

v. 33-35   After Gideon’s death Baal worship soon takes over!

The idolatry of Gideon’s family, his personal weaknesses, the cowardice of the eastern tribes, and the arrogance of Ephraim all reinforce the truth that God’s strength is made perfect in weakness. 

Gideon presents an interesting, heroic, and yet tragic figure. Gideon faced four battles: against Baal, against the Midianites, against uncooperative Israelites, and against himself.  He was least successful in the last.

He destroyed the shrine of Baal but later made his own illegitimate shrine.

Coming out of a humble background, hesitant to accept the Lord’s call to lead his people out of the oppressive domination of foreigners, Gideon does accomplish great things in the face of tremendous opposition, trusting in the Lord’s power to deliver.

His act of placating the Ephraimites shows abilities of leadership and diplomacy. Wisely he also refuses to be made ruler over Israel. Yet at the same time he acts much like a king. Why was his son named, Abimelech, “my father is king.” He sets up a spurious kind of worship in his home city, arrogating to himself high-priestly functions, apparently out of vanity, reluctant to give up a leadership role entirely, and motivated by a weak spiritual understanding.

Gideon’s latter days are not especially commendable. Although Israel enjoyed outward peace for his remaining 40 years, an inner deterioration set in. His many wives and concubines are indications of something less than a life of moderation. His ephod became an object of idolatry. His surviving 70 sons came to a tragic end.

Gideon’s family, Gideon, and the people of Israel are all very disappointing.  God’s people are often a disappointment in critical moments, but God’s strength prevails.  If you don’t understand that, you won’t last long in the ministry.

Judges 8:28 is the last rest in the book of Judges.  

JUDGES 9

In the aftermath of Gideon’s rule as judge we have an unfortunate story of gross treachery amidst chaotic conditions following “Jerubaal’s” death. Its cast of characters reminds us of the dramatis personae of modern thrillers and horror stories. They are:

Abimelech, Jerubaal’s son by a Shechemite concubine, who aspires to be king, and after murdering his 70 brothers “upon one stone” (possibly some kind of sacrificial aaltar), is declared king by the Shechemites at the monument set up by Joshua as a witness to the covenant between God and Israel (v. 1-6).

Jotham is the one brother of Abimelech who escapes. From the top of Mount Gerizim he shouts a parable: The trees wish to anoint a king. Three deserving trees (olive, fig, grapevine) demur. The bramble, which gives neither fruit nor shade, which wounds those who touch it and is fit only for burning, accepts. With bitter scorn Jotham closes his parable, prophesying fire out of Abimelech which will destroy Shechem (v. 7-21).

Gaal leads the opposition to Abimelech. After 3 years of rule Abimelech’s “honeymoon” is over. His lording it over the people creates hostility. Chaos results. At a sacrificial feast to an idol Gaal’s tongue is loosed and he threatens to overthrow Abimelech (v. 22-29).

Zebul is the “middle man.” He, as mayor of Shechem, provokes a fight between Abimelech and Gaal. The initial victory belongs to Abimelech, and Shechem is destroyed in the battle. Abimelech also attacks the city of Thebez. While storming the tower, a woman drops a millstone on Abimelech’s head, cracking his skull. Abimelech then asks his armor-bearer to kill him with a sword, and thus ends the gory tale of the bramble king (v. 30-35).

Thus Israel’s chaotic condition at this time in its history is vividly portrayed. Seducers are seduced. Rebels overthrow rebels. God enacts his just retribution upon those who try to thwart the accomplishment of his purposes. In his economy of judgment God often uses one pack of sinners to destroy another.

JUDGES 10

v. 1-2   TOLA, of the tribe of Issachar ( Gn 46:13; Nu 26:23), dwelling in Mount Ephraim, led Israel 23 years. We know little about him. Was he a warrior or administrator?  Perhaps he was the kind of quiet, colorless functionary Israel needed after the likes of Abimelech.

v. 3-5   JAIR, a Gileadite, of Manasseh East, judged 22 years (confer Nu 32:41). His 30 sons ride on 30 donkeys indicating their high rank, but also giving evidence of the prevalence of polygamy among the ruling class.

We have no more information concerning these two judges. It is possible that their rules overlapped, one west and the other east of Jordan.

EPISODE 5   JEPHTHAH

v. 6-17   The introduction to the next episode emphasizes the depths of Israel’s condition. Idolatry is rampant. Seven false deities are named (v. 6). Oppression is great. Seven vexed tribes are listed (v. 11). Both east and west are affected by double oppression under Ammonite and Philistine invasions.

Israel confesses its sin (v. 10). The Lord continues to test them with sharp words (v. 11-14). Israel confesses again. This time verbal confession is followed by corresponding action, as Israel also gets rid of its idols.  The emphasis, however, is on God’s compassion, not Israel’s tears.

The Israelites assemble at Mizpah to organize resistance, which introduces the Jephthah account. Mizpah (Lookout Mountain) was a well-known meeting place near Jerusalem.  This Mizpah, however may be in the Transjordan (see the NIV Study Bible note).

JUDGES 11

v. 1-3   JEPHTHAH’S background: Jephthah is the illegitimate son of Gilead, of the tribe of Manasseh (Nu 26:29). He runs away and leads a band of adventurous brigands in the land of Tob on the Aramean border.

v. 4-11   The elders of Gilead (the country east of Jordan, not the man) appeal to Jephthah to serve as leader against the Ammonites.

v. 12-28   Jephthah sends a delegation to warn the Ammonites. The gist of his historical resume is this: The Lord of Israel wants the Ammonites, descendants of Lot, spared. The land in question, however, is land which Israel rightfully gained from Sihon, king of the Amorites. “For 300 years Israel occupied Heshbon!” (v. 26). The Ammonites reject this warning.

The reference to Chemosh is puzzling, since Chemosh is usually associated with Moab, and Milcom with Ammon.  They may have been essentially the same god, a form of Baal.

Note: the 300 years mentioned support the early Exodus date.

v. 29-40   Jephthah’s vow and defeat of the Ammonites.

As the Spirit of the Lord comes upon Jephthah, he advances against the Ammonites. Before going into battle, he vows that if the Lord gives him the victory, “whatever/whoever comes out of the door of my house to meet me will be the Lord’s, and I will sacrifice it as a burnt offering.”

וְהָיָה הַיּוֹצֵא אֲשֶׁר יֵצֵא מִדַּלְתֵי בֵיתִי ... וְהָיָה לַיהוָה וְהַעֲלִיתִהוּ עוֹלָה׃
Jephthah smashes the Ammonites (v. 33). As he returns home, Jephthah’s daughter, an only child, comes to meet him (v. 34). Jephthah tells the daughter his vow (v. 35). She requests to go into the hills for two months to mourn her virginity (“because she would never marry” v. 38). She returns and “he did to her as he had vowed. And she was a virgin” (v. 39). Jephthah’s single daughter is a contrast to the many sons of the polygamous judges. This heightens the sense of tragedy.

Question:  “In what sense did Jephthah keep his vow?”

Luther:
“The text is clear enough.” He interprets Jephthah’s action as actually offering his daughter as a human sacrifice. The following arguments are presented in support of this view:

· The most natural reading of verses 30, 31, and 39 are that Jephthah offered up his daughter as a burnt offering.
· Language of the vow seems inappropriate for animals.
· “Coming forth to meet” someone would seem to be more naturally associated with a human agent.

· Jephthah made this vow fully aware of the Israelite custom of maidens coming out to greet a victor after battle.
· Context shows that Jephthah intended to vow something special.

· The normal usage of the Hebrew word עוֹלָה  is for a burnt offering (See 2 Kings 3).

· Jephthah expressed grief when his daughter met him; the text suggests he was about to lose his only child.
· The text indicates that he fulfilled his vow.

· Nothing in the Old Testament mentions celibacy and cloister-like withdrawal from the world in consequence of a vow.

· The daughter has two months to lament, not a lifetime of celibacy.

· It is not inconceivable that a God-fearing man such as Jephthah would ever perform such an act.  “Everyone did what was right in his own eyes.”  Gideon, Jephthah, and Samson all inflict self-made tragedies on their families.

· This was the unanimous view of the early commentators, Jewish and Christian.

More recently, many commentators have favored the view of a “spiritual sacrifice” of his daughter. The following arguments are presented in favor of this view.

· The type of sacrifice specified here is OLAH (עוֹלָה – Lv 1), which required a male victim.

· The Mosaic Law strongly forbids human sacrifice (Lv 18:21; 20:2-5; Dt 12:31; 18:10).

· Olah involves the idea of complete surrender, a whole-offering, in distinction to offerings where only a part is given to the Lord.

· This can be interpreted in a spiritual sense: surrender to a life of virginity in dedication to the Lord (Keil).

· The text and context support the idea of a spiritual offering, i.e., dedication to the Lord in a life of virginity.

· Otherwise:  Why go away two months to “bewail virginity”? Also, why, according to the text, does it say that Jephthah kept his vow, followed by the words: “And she was a virgin”?

· In those days women did dedicate their service to the Lord in special ministrations in the tabernacle (Ex 38:8; 1 Sa 2:22), contrary to the arguments of those who claim that this was not practiced.

· Jephthah’s grief is understandable, and can be interpreted either way. 

· Jephthah was a man led by the Spirit. See He 11:32 - Jephthah’s inclusion among the “heroes of faith.”

Argument about this is not likely to end anytime soon.  It seems best to stick with a literal understanding.  The “spiritual sacrifice” view seems to be motivated largely by the horror of a literal understanding, rather than anything in the text.
JUDGES 12

v. 1-4   Characteristically (Jdg 8:1) the Ephraimites complain that Jephthah did not include them in his war against the Ammonites, and threaten to “burn his house.” They insult the Gileadites as not real Israelites.  Jephthah who had never been to charm school or learned the importance to bolstering people’s self-esteem gives Ephraim the war they wanted.  

v. 4-6   Jephthah’s forces defeat the Ephraimites. As they try to escape back to their homeland across the Jordan, Jephthah’s men control the fords. To ascertain whether or not people crossing the Jordan are Ephraimites, they are required to speak the wordשִׁבֹּלֶת , “shibboleth/sibboleth.” The Ephraimites pronounce this word with an “S” sound instead of “SH” (סִבֹּלֶת). The word itself can mean “ear of corn” (Keil) or “stream” (Edersheim), “floods” (NIV note).

42,000 Ephraimites are killed in this needless war!

v. 7   Jephthah continues to lead Israel six more years, until his death.

v. 8-15

IBZAN of Bethlehem (not the “Bethlehem” in Judea, but the “Bethlehem” in Zebulun – 


Jos 19:15) led Israel 7 years.



ELON of Zebulun led Israel 10 years.



ABDON, an Ephraimite, led Israel 8 years.

Nothing else besides a few details concerning family and burial is mentioned concerning these three judges.  There is no mention of peace in this era.

The view is generally held that these men served as contemporaries of Samson, ruling farther to the east and north of his territory.

QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW (Jdg 6-12)

1. How long did the Midianites oppress Israel? In what manner?

2. Why was Gideon reluctant to accept the Lord’s call? What initial sign did the Lord give him to assure him of his presence and power?

3. How did the Lord then test Gideon? Tell how Gideon received the name Jerub-Baal.

4. What additional signs did Gideon receive? What attribute does the Lord demonstrate in all this?

5. To which tribes did Gideon’s call to arms go out? Describe how Gideon’s army was sifted from 32,000 to 300. What did the Lord want to demonstrate with this strange procedure?

6. How was Gideon encouraged through his secret visit to the enemy camp? Outline his battle plan and its execution.

7. Which tribe was unhappy after the victory? What was Gideon’s diplomatic reply?

8. How did Gideon show himself to be at first prudent, and then later unwise after his military successes?

9. Who are the following and what role do they play in the sad aftermath of Gideon’s rule?  


Abimelech – Jotham – Gaal – Zebul

10. How does Abimelech meet his end? What truth does this story emphasize?

11. Which two judges bring Episode 4 to a close?

12. In which general area does Episode 5 take place? What was Jephthah’s background? How did he come to be accepted to serve as judge?

13. What argument does Jephthah use to try to persuade the Ammonites to desist from oppressing Israel? Explain how Judges 11:26 supports the early date of the Exodus.

14. What vow did Jephthah make before his battle with the Ammonites? How do you interpret the statement: And Jephthah did to his daughter as he had vowed (11:39)?

15. What tribe again displayed a jealous and complaining spirit? Describe the “shibboleth” episode.

16. Which three judges conclude Episode 5? What view is generally held concerning their approximate time and place of judgeship?

FOR FURTHER STUDY

See how many of the following proper names of places and people you can identify:

1. Bokim

2. Eglon

3. Adoni-Bezek

4. Peniel

5. Karkor

6. Chemosh

7. Kishon

8. Jabin

9. Heber

10. Makir

11. Jael

12. Oreb

13. Zebah

14. Jether

15. Ophrah

16. Jotham

17. Thebez

18. Gaal

19. Tola

20. Zebul

21. Jair

22. Mizpah

23. Zeeb

24. Heshbon

25. Succoth

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

SAMSON

TWO APPENDICES

(Jdg 13-21)

JUDGES 13

EPISODE 6  SAMSON

v. 1   The final episode of Judges begins in the usual way: “Again the Israelites did evil in the eyes of the Lord.” This time the Lord delivers them into the hands of the Philistines for 40 years.  There is no appeal from Israel, but God announces a savior.

v. 2-7
SAMSON’S birth is foretold by the Angel of the Lord to a woman of the tribe of Dan. The child is to be a Nazirite for life (Nu 6:1-8): to eat nothing unclean; to drink no strong drink; no razor to touch his head.

v. 8-23
The Angel of the Lord also appears to Manoah, Samson’s father, renewing the promise of a son.

When asked for his name, the angel says: “Truly it is WONDERFUL” (פֶּלִאי). Compare the name of the Savior in Isaiah 9 (פֶּלֶא).   The NIV “beyond understanding” doesn’t quite catch the meaning.  

The Lord does a “wondrous thing” to show his supreme, amazing power, consuming the offering and ascending to heaven in a flame. Note Manoah’s words: “We have seen God” (v. 22). The words in v. 18 and 22 indicate this clearly is another theophany.

v. 24   “The woman gave birth to a boy and named him Samson.” A wondrous birth, a wondrous child.

v. 25   “And the Spirit of the Lord began to stir him …” The Spirit gave Samson power to perform amazing deeds of heroic strength. We shall evaluate these later. Unfortunately Samson in times of weakness of faith did not always submit to this influence of the Spirit and used his gift for selfish purposes.

JUDGES 14

v. 1-4   Samson’s desire to marry a Philistine woman causes problems for his parents, who know that it is contrary to the law of God to marry a Canaanite (Ex 34:16; Dt 7:3-4; Jos 23:12).  What a disappointment this must have been to parents who knew his mission.

“His parents did not know that this was from the Lord, who was seeking an occasion to confront the Philistines.”

In this case, we are told that Samson sought this alliance as part of a plan in which God would use evil for good. God is not the author of evil (Ja 1:14), but he can use even sinful acts to accomplish his purpose. Roehrs comments: “The impulse to contract a forbidden marriage came from Samson’s disobedient heart. Nevertheless ‘it was the Lord’s doing’ to let this act of human self-will serve his good and gracious will” (OT Commentary).

v. 9   “Which … he ate.” This act of Samson, eating honey out of the carcass of the lion, was also a violation of the Nazirite code – yet a part of accomplishing a purpose for which the Lord sent him: the destruction of the Philistines.

Note:  Samson is a unique character, serving a unique purpose. His acts of physical strength and courage, acts which must have been told and retold by the Israelites during those bleak days of servitude, offered much encouragement and kept Israel’s hopes alive.

We shall evaluate these deeds in the light of Samson’s entire life as we conclude his story.

v. 20   Samson’s marriage was not consummated, since it seems that according to custom this would not happen until the seventh day of the wedding feast. Samson, in anger because of his bride’s betrayal of the riddle, kills thirty men, gives their garments to those who “plowed with his heifer” (in order to guess the answer to the riddle), and departs for home before the feast is over. His wife is given to the “best man.”

This leads us into Samson’s next mighty act, described in Chapter 15.

JUDGES 15

v. 1-5   Samson, provoked because his bride has been given to another, uses the tails of 300 foxes (some translate שׁוּעָלִים  – “jackals”) as firebrands to destroy the Philistines’ harvest.

v. 6   The Philistines respond by destroying the Philistine family involved.  The irony is that thefamily betrayed Samson to escape being burned, but they are burned anyway.

v. 7-8   Samson retaliates with a vicious slaughter of many Philistines.

v. 9-13   3,000 men of Judah, with Samson’s compliance, tie Samson and hand him over to the Philistines. The Israelites are cowards and quitters.  Samson is not.

v. 14-17   Breaking the cords at Lehi (לְהִי – jaw), Samson kills 1000 Philistines with the jawbone of a donkey.

v. 18-19   By a miracle water comes from “a hollow place in Lehi” (not as in the KJV: “an hollow place that was in the jaw”) to revive Samson.

Note:
With this chapter Samson’s heroic acts come to a climax, to be followed by a period of decline, when his acts occur out of self-indulgence and lead to his downfall.

The six acts enumerated in this first period:


1.  Kills a lion


2.  Kills 30 men at Ashkelon (a small beginning of his life’s work).


3.  Destroys the Philistines’ harvest with jackals.


4.  Smites many at Etam.


5.  Burst new cords.


6.  Kills 1000 with the jawbone of a donkey.

JUDGES 16

v. 1-3   Samson prostitutes his body as well as God’s gift at Gaza. His amazing feat of strength with the city gate accomplishes no purpose versus the Philistines. The Spirit is not mentioned.

v. 4-19 
  It is not specified whether Delilah was a Philistine or an Israelite collaborator. The latter seems most likely.  

Delilah’s attempts to entice from Samson the secret of his strength and gets these answers:


1.  Seven fresh thongs, or bowstrings (failure).


2.  New ropes (failure).


3.  Seven braids of hair woven into fabric on the loom, tightened with a pin (failure).


4.  Shave off seven braids of hair (success).

v. 21   Samson is captured and his eyes are gouged out.

v. 23-31   At a service of praise to Dagon for the victory over Samson, Samson gives his life in a final heroic act, killing “more when he died than when he lived.” He destroys the central pillars which supported the roof and brings down the house on the Philistines.

“He had led Israel 20 years.” Here the word שָׁפַט  – “judge” means “obtain security for” or “vindicate by an act of deliverance” (cf. Introduction to Judges).

SAMSON:  The life of Samson has been variously interpreted. Much of it remains a mystery. Certain points stand out clearly:

1. Samson was a “judge” in the sense that he was a heroic vindicator, not a jurist or ruler. His judgeship came at the end of this period in Israel’s history, when under Eli there was an almost complete disorganization, disintegration, and decay at the sanctuary. Through Samson’s heroic deeds God kept Israel’s hopes alive!

2. Samson was a mirror in which Israel could see itself. He was a Nazirite, set apart, dedicated to the Lord. As long as he remained faithful to this vow, the strength of the Lord was with Samson. When he gave in to his carnal lusts and committed acts of unfaithfulness to this covenant, he experienced his downfall. How like Israel, God’s covenant people!

3. Samson’s purpose under God was “to begin the deliverance of Israel from the hands of the Philistines” (13:5), not to achieve Israel’s complete liberation. He provided relief at a bad time, but not final deliverance.

4. Samson’s carnal inclinations were not God-caused. They were “used” by God “who was seeking an occasion to confront the Philistines” (14:4). This may seem like a fine distinction. But we have to remember the truth of passages like James 1:14. We remember that God repeatedly used the sinful acts of men in the carrying out of his saving acts (e.g., Jews & Judas vs. Christ). We also need to remember that the ways of God are often past finding out (Isa 55:8-9; Ro 11:33-36), and that our attempts to “explain” God’s acts and purposes are often imperfect, indeed!

5. Though there are obviously many parallels between the life of Samson and the life of Christ, the New Testament does not establish any clear type relationship. One may rather, by contrast, see in his self-willed headstrong use of his God-given power a counter-foil which shows the humble and perfect obedience of Chris in strongest relief (Php 2:5-8).

JUDGES 17-18

These chapters give the first of two appendices attached to Judges. They relate to situations which obviously occurred during this period of history (Israel without a king, etc.), most likely during the earlier part of this time. They offer “valuable materials for forming a correct idea of the actual character of this portion of the Israelite history”. They portray instances of extreme religious apostasy, moral degeneracy, and political chaos.

In Chapter 17 we have the background material for the next chapter, introducing the characters involved in the later incidents. We have:

Micah, a man who has stolen his mother’s money. Out of superstitious fear of her curse he returns the money.

Micah’s mother, who wants the money for a silver image and a sanctuary.

Both collaborate to set up a shrine, complete with ephod and household gods – a syncretistic type of worship.

A wandering priest from Bethlehem, looking for a place to stay. Was he like Dan unable to obtain his inheritance or dissatisfied with it?  Micah installs him as house priest.

The focus of this episode shifts to the Danites in Chapter 18, whose allotted inheritance on the borders of Philistine territory was difficult to occupy. Looking for another place to settle, they send out five warriors to “explore the land.” These warrior-scouts come to the house of Micah and ask this counterfeit priest for advice. He gives them an ambiguous answer (v. 6). They travel on to Laish, far to the north of Canaan in the upper Jordan Valley, where they find a place which seems easy to occupy. This is the report they bring back (v. 9).

The Danites then proceed to go to Laish, 600 strong. On the way they stop at Micah’s house, take his idols, and persuade the priest to come along with them. The priest readily acquiesces. (Some “priest”!) Micah returns, finds his precious idol and his hired priest gone. He pursues. The Danites bully Micah into silence. He has what he deserves (v. 22-26).

Laish is then occupied by the Danites (v. 27). The city is renamed Dan (v. 29). They set up idolatrous worship under the wandering priest. No doubt it is a syncretistic type of worship – a combination of idolatrous practices and beliefs under the trappings of the worship that the people had been accustomed to.

Now comes the shocker.  The author has held the name of the priest till the end to maximize the impact:  Jonathan son of Gershom, the son of Moses, and his sons were priests for the tribe of Dan until the time of the captivity of the land. They continued to use the idols Micah had made, all the time the house of God was in Shiloh.”  Some scribes altered “the son of Moses” (בֶּן־מֹשֶׁה) to “the son of Manasseh”         (בֶּן־מְנַשֶּׁה) by the addition of one letter, so that Moses should not have an ignominious descendant. The NIV follows the correct original “Moses,” while the KJV has “Manasseh.”

Commentators are also disagreed as to which “captivity” is meant here. Some interpret this to be that of the 10 northern tribes by Tiglath Pileser in 2 Kings 15:29. This can hardly have been the case, since these people certainly would not have continued to worship here under David and Solomon. The captivity referred to here undoubtedly refers to the taking of the ark by the Philistines (1 Sm 4:21-22). The exchange of a letter would yield the translation “captivity of the ark” הָאָרֹן)  instead of (הָאָרֶץ. The book of Judges, incidentally, has more textual problems than many other Old Testament manuscripts.

The best commentary on these two chapters if found in the text itself:


“In those days Israel had no king; everyone did as he saw fit” (17:6).


“In those days Israel had no king” (18:1).

As if to say: “If Israel had had a king in those days, such extreme cases of idolatry and political disorder could not have occurred!”

JUDGES 19-21

Episode 2 of the appendix to the book of Judges portrays even more disgusting conditions at the time of the judges. Since the High Priest Phinehas, the son of Eleazar, a contemporary of Joshua, is mentioned in this episode (20:28), it must have happened shortly after Joshua’s death.

In Judges 19 the story begins on a familiar, but ominous note: “In those days Israel had no king” (v. 1).

As the plot unfolds, we find that a Levite’s unfaithful concubine has deserted him. (What a start!)  The Levite goes to Bethlehem to win her back. There he is well-received by the girl’s father, much entertained, and returns with his concubine via Gibeah, a Benjamite town, where he seeks lodging for the night.

Gibeah is a New Sodom.  The men of Gibeah act like the Sodomites in Genesis. To pacify their lust the concubine is given into their hands, while the Levite and his host heartlessly continue their visit (v 23-28).

The Levite takes the body home, cuts it up in 12 pieces, and sends a piece to each tribe. By this symbolical act the crime is placed upon the conscience of the entire nation. There is general agreement that the people of Gibeah must be punished (v. 29-30).

As the story continues in Judges 20, we find that 400,000 Israelites “from Dan to Beersheba” (from Maine to Florida) respond and assemble at Mizpah, a city of Benjamin near Gibeah (v. 1-3). The Levite tells his story. The Benjamites refuse to surrender the evildoers. The battle lines are drawn: 400,000 Israelites vs. 26,000 Benjamites and 700 left-handed slingers (v. 4-17).

At first, Israel sustains heavy losses, perhaps because of overconfidence. They inquire of the Lord at Bethel (where the ark for the time being has been brought), and are told “Go.” After fierce fighting the Benjamites are defeated, losing 25,000 men. The rest flee into the wilderness (v. 18-48).

This prepares the background for what is reported in the final chapter, Judges 21. The Benjamites are in danger of extinction because of the great loss of people. The other tribes have vowed not to give their daughters to the Benjamites. What to do? (v. 1-7).

Since Jabesh-Gilead failed to send representatives to Mizpah to help the cause of Israel, Israel now marches against this city, destroys it, and carries away 400 virgins for the 600 Benjamites who had fled to the hills (v. 8-15).

Moreover, additional virgins are seized at Shiloh, while the girls are dancing there at a religious festival. The argument is that since the women are “taken,” not “given,” the oath is not broken. Keeping the letter of an oath trumps morality! Besides, it’s all for a good cause! Thus the tribe of Benjamin was rebuilt (v. 16-23).  

Significantly, Judges closes with the oft-repeated refrain: “In those days Israel had no king; everyone did as he saw fit” (21:25).

Thus the situation is vividly portrayed:

Bounds of justice are broken. Brotherly love is denied. Rape, murder, devastation are upheld so that the form of an oath might be preserved. The people are loyal to outward form. Inner moral rectitude is gone.

Surely under a king such things can’t possibly happen! Or can they?

QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW (Jdg 13-21)

1. What “wonderful” circumstances accompanied the announcement of Samson’s birth?

2. Interpret the verse: “And the Spirit of the Lord began to stir him (Samson).”

3. What kind of woman did Samson want to marry? What problem is raised by the words “this was from the Lord” (14:4)?  How would you answer this?

4. Enumerate the 6 heroic acts which happened during the first period of Samson’s life. In what positive way did these acts serve Israel?

5. Why was Samson’s loss of strength connected with his loss of hair? Was Samson’s suicidal death a heroic act? Explain.

6. Summarize the significance of Samson for Israel. What other accounts and passages in Scripture help clarify how his rash and destructive acts could still serve God’s saving purposes?

7. What word best characterizes the worship of Micah and his mother in Appendix I (Jdg 17)? Apply this to similar situations of the present day.

8. How did the Danites become involved in the Micah story? What is the purpose of this appendix (Jdg 18)?

9. Describe some of the despicable characters and sorry conditions depicted in Appendix 2 (Jdg 19-21). Which entire tribe nearly became extinct?

10. How is Israel’s sense of moral rectitude reflected in the steps taken to supply the Benjamites with marriageable daughters?

11. With which sentence does Judges close? What thoughts of the holy writer are expressed in this brief way?

12. How would you compare the situation described in the book of Judges to the situation in so-called “Christian” America today?
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