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Bible 101:  Judges 
February 23, 2022 

 
  

Mantra for Bible study at Redeemer:  Bible is a book of truth (about God), not a book of facts! 
 
The book of Judges addresses the time period (1200-1020 BCE) between the invasion of the 
land described in Joshua and the eventual establishment of a kingdom in I and II Samuel.   
 
But, first some clarifications: 

• A “judge” was not a judge as we use the English term today but was a charismatic leader 
initially raised up by God (not elected by the people) who was filled with the Spirit of 
God and fought for the Israelites against their oppressors. 

  The Hebrew word shofet translated as judge can also mean ruler. 

• A judge did not rule over all the Israelites because Israel was not unified; instead, a 
judge was responsible for only a single tribe or perhaps a few tribes.  Because the time 
period of any one judge could be overlapping that of another judge, the number of 
years of each judge cannot be added together (see table at end of handout). 

• The stories are not necessarily presented in chronological order but the order fits the 
overall theme of the book. 

• The stories were recorded/edited much later than the time period covered, probably 
during the Babylonian exile (587-539 BCE). However, some of the content -- especially 
the song of Deborah in chapter 5 -- is among the oldest in the Bible. 

• The stories represent how the people explain what happened to them. 
 
Structure of the book: 

• Ch. 1:1-3:6:  introduction tells what happened after the death of Joshua:  the Israelites 
couldn’t conquer the peoples in the Promised Land either militarily or religiously – or 
perhaps it was due to a lack of desire; instead, they lived among the non-Israelites and 
began to accept Baal and other gods of those peoples 

• Ch. 3:7-16:31:  stories of the major judges (with mention of the minor judges) 

• Ch. 17-21:  appendix that illustrates both the continuing moral decline and the political 
dissolution among the Israelites; serves as a transition to time of the monarchy; God is 
absent in chapters 17-19 and then reappears in chapter 20. 

 
Recurring pattern in the stories of the major judges: 

• Sin:  “then Israel did evil in the sight of the Lord.” 

• Suffering:  As punishment for their sin, God allows them to be delivered into the hands 
of their enemies (see Deuteronomy chapter 28). 

• Supplication:  Israelites call out to God to be saved from their oppression. 

• Salvation:  God raises up a person (sometimes a rather imperfect person) to rescue the 
Israelites, filling that person with His Spirit.  So, God is the Savior! 

  The involvement by God will decrease beginning with Gideon. 
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Another way to see that recurring pattern: 
 

    
 
 
Major judges: 

• Othniel (3:7-11):  first judge; the recurring pattern of sin-suffering-supplication-salvation 
begins here 

 

• Ehud (3:12-30):  already an imperfect hero because he saved the people via 
assassination rather than in battle (because he was left-handed, he could hide his sword 
on his right side and so stab the king Eglon – some grim humor about fat Eglon’s body) 

 

• Deborah (ch. 4 [prose version]-ch. 5 [poetic version]; the only judge who took judicial 
actions (4:5: “held court”); called on the military general Barak to fight for her against 
their enemy Sisera but he said he’d go only if she also went; she agreed but then 
prophesied that they’d be saved by a woman:  it was the non-Israelite woman Jael who 
offered Sisera refuge in her tent and then drove a tent peg through his temple as he 
slept 

 
➔  Note decreasing involvement by God with subsequent judges: 
 

• Gideon (also called Jerubbaal) (ch. 6-8) 
o Called initially by an angel rather than by God; Gideon responds, as did Moses, 

that he doesn’t think he can do what is asked of him, but God replies that He 
would be with Gideon 

o With horns and torches, he and his troops frighten the Midianites (similarities 
with the capture of Jericho in the book of Joshua) 
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o The Israelites want to make him their king, but he refuses; his refusal was 
consistent with the foundation of the Israelites’ faith at that time that the Lord 
alone was to be Israel’s king 

o Despite Gideon’s zeal for the Lord (even fought against members of his own 
family who were worshipping Baal) and his refusal to be king, Gideon was an 
imperfect leader:  he took some of the spoils of war to build an ephod (either a 
priestly vestment or a ritual object); this is the first time that the Israelites 
abandoned a religious principle during the lifetime of a judge 

 

• Jephthah (10:6-12:7):  elders in Gilead appoint him due to his military skills and he is 
later confirmed by God; after he is victorious over the Ammonites, he vows to sacrifice 
as a burnt offering to God whomever meets him on his return from battle; unexpectedly 
that person is his daughter (his only child) who accepts her fate but asks for two months 
before she is to die; no condemnation from God despite general condemnation of 
human sacrifice in the Hebrew Bible (as we remember God supplying a ram as a 
substitute for the sacrifice of Isaac by Abraham); this story of Jephthah’s daughter might 
be the explanation for a pagan practice of the sacrifice of a virgin 

 

• Samson (ch. 13-16):  very different from other judges: 
o Called by God as a Nazarite (no alcohol, no cutting of hair, no touching a corpse) 

before his birth; God now acting in a dramatic way to save Israel 
o No cry from the people for a deliverer 
o Engages in wild escapades and sexual liaisons; violates the Nazarite vows against 

alcohol and corpses 
o Receives superhuman strength from God 
o Doesn’t lead any Israelite troops into battle but instead engages in personal 

vendettas against the Philistines 
o Is betrayed by his lover Delilah who has his hair cut which robs him of his 

strength; the Philistines gouge out his eyes and force him to grind grain in prison; 
after time passes, they display him in their temple; but he, because his hair has 
started to grow, calls on the name of the Lord and pulls down the temple to kill 
3,000 Philistines and himself 

o Doesn’t deliver Israelites from their oppressors 
 

o The exaggerations in the story could cause us to think that this is a folk tale. Each 
culture, both ancient and modern, has tales about its leaders (e.g., George 
Washington throwing a silver dollar across the mile-wide Potomac River).  
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Conclusion of the book: 

• Focus changes from the heroism of the first judges to immorality of the times. 
 

• Threat is now internal, rather than external:  “In those days there was no king in Israel; 
all the people did what was right in their own eyes” (17:6, etc., including the last verse 
in the book: 21:25). 

 
Question for us:  Do we also decide what is right for ourselves? 
 
 
The messages from these stories in Judges were to reassure the people in exile in Babylon.   
 
What do they tell us about God then and also now? 

• God is the Savior.  He hears the cries of His people and acts.  He continues to redeem His 
people even as they repeatedly sin against Him.   

  Judges 2:1:  “I brought you up out of Egypt and led you into the land I swore to 
  give to your ancestors. I said, ‘I will never break my covenant with you’” 
 

• People dedicated to God, even “imperfect” people, can be used by God. 
 

• Although God loves His people, sin brings punishment; but, repentance brings 
deliverance and peace. 
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Judges of Israel 

 

Judge Length of rule Verses 

   

1.  Othniel 40 years Judg. 3:9-11 

2.  Ehud 80 years Judg. 3:15-30 

3.  Shamgar Unknown Judg. 3:31; Judg. 5:6 

4.  Deborah/Barak 40 years Judg. 4:4-5:31 

5.  Gideon 40 years Judg. 6:11-8:32 

6.  * Abimelech 3 years Judg. 9:1-57; 2 Sam. 11:21 

7.  Tola 23 years Judg. 10:1-2 

8.  Jair 22 years Judg. 10:3-5 

9.  Jephthah 6 years Judg. 11:1-12:7 

10.  Ibzan 7 years Judg. 12:8-10 

11.  Elon 10 years Judg. 12:11-12 

12.  Abdon 8 years Judg. 12:13-15 

13.  Samson 20 years Judg. 13:1-16:31 

14.  Eli 40 years 1 Sam. 1:1-4:18 

15.  Samuel Approximately 12 years 
until Saul became king 

1 Sam. 2:18-4:1; 1 Sam. 7:2-
8:1 

 
* It is questionable whether Abimelech should count as a judge; he thought of himself as a king. 
 
     “We find in 1 Samuel 8:1-2 that Samuel made his two sons (Joel and Abijah) judges when he 
became old, but this appears to have been very short-lived as they were corrupt. The Israelites 
demanded that Samuel appoint them a king instead (1 Samuel 8:3-22), which God told Samuel 
to do. Samuel anointed Saul to be the first king, and from that point forward, kings ruled Israel 
in place of judges. All of these judges are found in the book of Judges except for Eli and Samuel, 
who are found in 1st Samuel. Barak, Gideon, Jephthah, Samson, and Samuel are mentioned in 
Hebrews 11:32 as ‘Heroes Of The Faith.’” 
 
 
[Information on this page from http://jesusalive.cc/ques349.htm viewed on 12 February 2022; 
bold added for judges included in this handout] 
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