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Period of the Judges  

Invasion of Canaan was made possible by the lack of interference from Egypt or Mesopotamia. 

At around 1200 BC Egypt lost control of its Asiatic empire. 

It lapsed into confusion and political ineffectiveness.  

Hittites soon disappeared as a world power at the start of the twelfth century BC. 

In Mesopotamia, Assyria was starting to rise to power but at this time posed no threat to Canaan. 

Political rivals for Israel were confined to Canaan and those in the immediate area – 

New nations in the Transjordan 

Raiders from the Arabian desert 

Canaanite city-states 

Philistines 

 

Stories in the Book of Judges picture local conflicts and tribal jealousies of that period. 

Deuteronomistic writers touched up some of the narratives from very old sources. 

When we read these stories we get the impression that the Israelite tribes were loosely organized. 

 
 

 
 

Book of Judges recounts the narratives of twelve judges over a span of 410 years. 

Sometimes the leaders were able to appeal to other tribes for support. 

Mostly their leadership was local in character and was confined to emergency situations. 

Despite their loose organization there was a sense of community that held them together.  

 

Twelve-tribe confederacy provided a common basis of worship and social responsibility. 

Tribes would gather at the common confederate sanctuary of Shiloh for religious festivities. 

In times of emergency they summoned each other into action in the name of the Lord. 

Within this framework of the Tribal Confederacy we discover the role of the judges. 



Role of leadership involved gaining the rights of the people by military or legal action. 

Hebrew word shofet is not an exact equivalent of our word judge. 

Word is closer in meaning to ruler so we need to understand their role in a wider sense. 

Although primarily a military champion the judge also participated in internal arbitration. 

We will see that in the case of Deborah. 

 

Office of the judge was non-hereditary. 

Office was given by a special endowment of the Spirit of the Lord.   

For this reason the judges are often referred to as charismatic leaders. 

Most vivid example is found in the story of Samson. 

We read that the Spirit of the Lord came upon him mightily. 

He was empowered to accomplish superhuman feats. 

Deborah was also a charismatic leader who summoned the tribes of Israel to military action. 

Such charismatic success in battle encouraged people from other tribes to consult them. 
 

 

 
 
 

Judges 4 and 5  

At the end of Judges 5 we have the conclusion of the first of three phases of the decline of Israel. 

First phase is filled with stories of victorious and faithful judges that include Deborah.   

In the other phases we remember the cycle of sin found in this book of the Bible.    

Israelites do evil, the Lord sells them into the hand of the enemy, and Israel cries out. 

In response the Lord raises up a judge who delivers them for a period of time.  

One of the wrinkles in Judges 4-5 is that it is not altogether clear who is the actual judge. 

For our purposes we will center our attention on Deborah. 

 

Deborah was a woman prophet and acted as a judge in the sense of arbitrating disputes. 

In these two chapters we see her exemplary moral character. 

People gave her great love and respect. 

She was thought to be an Ephraimite because she resided in Ephraim (Judges 4:5). 

She judged and led Israel for sixty years. 

Her oversight covered about twenty years of national hardship before the war on Canaan. 

After that there was a peaceful aftermath of about forty years. 

She judged under a palm tree. 

In rabbinic tradition it was a setting that validated her fairness and openness. 

Deborah is introduced (like the other eleven judges) without fanfare. 

Her tenure started with the judgment of the Lord against Israel. 

Because the Israelites did evil in the eyes of the Lord, the Lord sold them to Jabin of Canaan. 



Under Jabin the people were confined to the hilltops and denied commercial access to highways. 

Israelites suffered economic hardship under the Canaanites. 

 

*  From the Hebrew Commentary:  

    There was no single king of Canaan although that designation was given to Jabin. 

    However Hazor was an important city. 

    Its king would have exercised considerable power among the city-states of Canaan. 

    In vs. 17 Jabin is called the king of Hazor. 

 

*  From the Hebrew Commentary: 

    In the Deuteronomistic History the Lord is the warrior-god who defeats the enemy. 

    There is little representation of human acts or strategic cunning. 

    So in vs. 14 it is the Lord who panics the enemy and thus causes his defeat. 

 

Bible records no dissent or rebellion against Deborah.  

Her leadership was based on her character and spiritual gifts. 

Example was when Deborah summoned Barak from Kadesh in Naphtali. 

She told him what the Lord commanded him to do and promised deliverance and victory. 

Israelites recognized her abilities and prospered under her tenure.  

Her leadership style favored a team approach. 

She willingly recognized those who joined and served. 

She not only praised others but encouraged them to on-going service and their own development.   

 

Considered one of the oldest pieces of Hebrew poetry, Deborah’s song is a victory song. 

Its archaic Hebrew vocabulary has caused significant debates on how best to translate.  

Examples from Judges 5: 

 

1) Verse 2a  

NIV When the princes in Israel take the lead 

NRSV When locks are long in Israel 

KJV  Praise ye the Lord for the avenging of Israel  

Hebrew When bonds are loosed in Israel 

  Hebrew verb can mean undoing hair or casting off restraints 

 

2) Verse 7a  

NIV  Village life in Israel ceased 

NRSV  The peasantry prospered in Israel; they grew fat on plunder  

KJV The inhabitants of the villages ceased 

Hebrew Unwalled cities ceased 

  Translation links are to its verbal stem to breach 

  Understood to indicate a town without walls 

 

3) Verse 14a   

NIV Some came from Ephraim whose roots were in Amalek 

NRSV From Ephraim they set out into the valley 

KJV Out of Ephraim was there a root of them against Amalek 



Hebrew  Then the remnant of the mighty came down 

  Verb is an archaic variant of yarad which means came down 

  Battle was joined at a wadi and the Israelite were forced to assemble in the hills 

  Came down would then be an appropriate translation 

 

4) Verse 16a   

NIV Why did you stay among the campfires to hear the whistling for the flocks? 

NRSV Why did you tarry among the sheepfolds to hear the piping for the flocks? 

KJV Why abodest thou among the sheepfolds to hear the bleatings of the flocks? 

Hebrew  Why did you stay among the sheepfolds listening to the piping for the flocks? 

 

Deborah sang about the Lord but to the Israelites. 

She called herself a mother in Israel which was the highest designation to indicate authority. 

In the concluding verses she validated the actions of Jael by naming her most blessed of women. 

Similar designations will go to Mary, the mother of Jesus. 

 

With great force Deborah prayed that all the enemies of the Lord would share the fate of Sisera. 

Battle effectively took the Canaanites off the world stage.   

Gideon built on her military foundation and led other tribes against Midianites and Amalekites. 

According to rabbinic tradition, Deborah wrote Psalm 68. 

Judgeship of Deborah started with the sins of the Israelites. 

Over time its legacy included God’s work of redemption in the lives of the descendants.  
 

 

 
 

 

Judges 13-16 

Samson stories are more legendary than any other material preserved in the Book of Judges. 

Although regarded as a judge he was unlike the other judges in that he was not a military leader. 

Stories were not meant to record history. 

Viewed theologically his tragic demise portrays what happens when one disregards the Lord. 

Stories do give us a valuable picture of the relations between Israelites and Philistines.   

 

Philistines had consolidated their position on the coast. 

They were strong enough to worry the Israelites up in the hill country. 

Israelites told stories that poked fun at their uncircumcised neighbors.   

But there were not battles and no expressions of despair over the ascendancy of the Philistines. 

Stories reflected border incidents that were not grievous enough to disrupt commercial relations. 



By the end of the eleventh century BC all of that was to change. 

Philistines would soon be in control of the arteries leading into the Israelite country. 

First stage in an all-out Philistine offensive that had only one objective – 

Total destruction of the Israelite Confederacy. 

 

But we get ahead of ourselves . . . back to Samson. 

Importance of the Samson story is shown by the way earlier narratives were incorporated here. 

List of sixteen allusions to other parts of Judges!  Here we see just a few! 

 

1) In the first chapter of Judges, the role of the tribe of Judah was positive, bold and courageous.   

They were strong in leading the fight against the enemies of Israel. 

In the Samson story, the people of Judah simply acquiesce to the Philistines. 

People even betray Samson in Judges 15:12-13. 

 

2) Judges 3:6 condemned the Israelites for intermarrying with other nations. 

Samson loved and married a foreign woman. 

 

3) Samson is the reverse image of the first model judge, Othniel. 

 

4) In all the previous judge stories it was always Israel who cried in distress. 

In the Samson story it was Samson who replaced Israel as the one who cried out to God. 

God responded to Samson just as God had responded to the cries of the Israelites. 

 

5) One of the early minor judges, Shamgar, killed six hundred Philistines with an ox-goad.  

Samson killed one thousand Philistines with the jawbone of an ass. 

 

6) Gideon started his career by pulling down the altar of the Canaanite god, Baal. 

Samson ends his career by pushing down the pillars of the temple of the Philistine god.  

 

How to interpret these many allusions to other parts of the Book of Judges. 

Literary echoes suggest that story was shaped and edited at a later stage of composition. 

Much of the other material in Judges had already been written and set in place.  

Samson was also an embodiment of all that was wrong with the judges who preceded him. 

Samson represented the implosion of the whole judge system. 

Judges gradually deteriorated in effectiveness as religious and military leaders.  

Samson was the end of the line in that deterioration. 

He was the judge who no longer led Israel or obeyed God.  

In Judges 13 he only started to deliver Israel from the Philistines. 

He did not gain any years of rest for his people. 

 

Samson was the embodiment not only of the judges but also of the nation of Israel. 

He broke all of his covenant vows as a Nazirite in the same way that Israel broke its obligations. 

He also embodied one other important feature of the Book of Judges. 

Samson loved even when the loved one repeatedly betrayed that love and loyalty. 

Delilah betrayed Samson four different times and yet he continued to return to her and love her. 

Samson was betrayed not only by the women he loved but even by his fellow Israelites. 



His character seems to reveal something deeper and more direct about the character of God. 

His tenacious and often irrational love provided a metaphor for the unfailing love of God.  

Samson was the most disobedient and ineffective of all the judges of Israel. 

Ironically he became the best window into the heart and soul of God.   

With Samson we come to the core of the meaning of the Book of Judges. 

It opens the door for us to understand the judges, Israel, but most importantly God.  

 

From the Christian Courier, October 8, 2020  

Article states the weaknesses and strengths (no pun intended) of Samson. 

Weaknesses include his lust for women. 

He did not live up to his training and dedication as a Nazirite. 

He was often motivated by his personal inclinations of revenge. 

 

By way of contrast Samson appeared to have accepted his role as one who was set apart. 

He knew he was to be a deliverer of the Lord’s people from their pagan enemies. 

No evidence that he repudiated the divine appointment. 

When marred by weakness he did not hesitate to engage the enemy alone. 

He never led an army and his victories were achieved with only the Lord as a partner. 

 

Glimpses of a trusting faith occur when he called on the Lord for strength. 

In his final prayer he used three names for God (Yahweh, Adonai, Elohim) 

He was also willing to die in a final act of courage (however jaded it might have been). 

Concluding victory was the precursor to that devasting defeat of the Philistines that comes later. 

 

Archaeological Note 

Several Philistine temples have been discovered in recent years. 

At Tell Qasile (just north of Tel Aviv) the first remnants of Philistine temples were discovered. 

Amidst the ruins were two circular stone pedestals about a yard apart. 

Massive cedar pillars supported the roof.  

Description is very reminiscent of the temple at Gaza. 
 

 

 



Samson in Jewish Tradition 

The Talmud debates the true character of Samson. 

One Mishnah paints him in a negative light. 

It states that the eyes of Samson were gouged out as punishment for following his desires. 

In other discussions the Talmud questions how Samson could be punished. 

Was not God behind all his actions in the first place? 

In the end the Talmud tries to find a middle ground – 

Samson may have followed his own inclinations but the master plan was God’s. 

Motivation may have been questionable but Samson was still an important hero. 

 

Interesting that in Hebrews 11 (Hall of Faith) some of these Old Testament names appear. 

Abraham, Joseph, and Moses are names that we would assume would be included. 

However names like Rahab, Jephthah, and Samson are also recorded. 

Even flawed people warrant this tribute. 

 

Quote from Hebrews 11:32-34 

And what more should I say?  For time would fail me to tell of Gideon, Barak, Samson, 

Jephthah, of David and Samuel and the prophets – who through faith conquered kingdoms, 

administered justice, obtained promises, shut the mouths of lions, quenched raging fire, escaped 

the edge of the sword, won strength out of weakness, became mighty in war, put foreign armies 

to flight.   

 

Assignment for October 21 

The Monarchy 

Story of Saul and Abigail and David  

1 Samuel 9-15 and 1 Samuel 25 and 2 Samuel 2-23  

 

          


