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Background on Judges 

It is one of the most exciting, colorful and disturbing books of the Bible! 

It portrays a major transition in the Biblical story of Israel. 

Before Judges Israel was under the leadership of Moses in the wilderness. 

Then Joshua led them in the initial conquest of the land of Canaan as outlined in Joshua. 

After the book of Judges Israel was ruled by kings (starting with Saul, David, and Solomon). 

Turbulent transition between Moses (and Joshua) and the kings of Israel is portrayed in Judges. 

Book presents the varied tales of twelve warrior rulers (judges) who led military campaigns. 

 

Judges bring to our minds images of wise people who arbitrate legal cases in court. 

Deborah will function in this way as a mediator of disputes in Chapter 4. 

However in Hebrew the word judge (shofet) can also mean ruler. 

In this case they were warrior rulers who led Israel in fighting oppressive enemies.   

Judges were also involved in maintaining their religious life and institutions.   

 

Some scholars assume that many of the events and people recount actual historical situations. 

Even if factual, the stories have been reshaped and edited. 

In Judges the span of time of enemy oppression and rule of judges totals 480 years. 

Too long of a period to fit the approximate 300 years between the Exodus and rise of kings. 

Some of the stories were originally tales of local heroes and chieftains of small clans. 

Tales were later rewritten so that they became stories of leaders of larger Israelite coalitions. 

 

Seem to be two or three definitive periods of editorial shaping – 

Time of King Hezekiah (8th Century BC) 

King Josiah (7th Century BC) 

Sometime after the Exile of Judah to Babylon (6th-5th Centuries BC) 

Audience for the final form of Judges more than likely included the people of Judah. 

 

Repetitive pattern found in Judges – 

Israel does evil and God sends an enemy 

Israel cries in distress and God sends a judge or deliverer 

Israel again does evil and the cycle repeats 

 

Cyclical pattern defined an earlier editorial layer. 

Editors of the final form made important changes and additions and redefined the basic plot. 

Changes reflect a move away from repeated cycle to downward slide. 

Also indicates an increasingly severe disintegration of their social and religious life. 

Stories of individual judges also have been edited to show a decline in leaders. 

Starts with initial success and faithfulness to eventual ineffectiveness and unfaithfulness. 

In the final chapters of Judges Israel is portrayed as having no king or ruler. 

Israel disintegrates into religious and social chaos.   



Yet in the midst of their unraveling glimpses of hope still emerge. 
 

 

 
 
 

Judges 1:1-21 

Later editor wrote this introductory material. 

He selected, rearranged, and reinterpreted select Biblical accounts of the conquest of Canaan. 

He drew from Joshua 14-19. 

Interpretive rewriting has given the material a moderately pro-Judah slant. 

Judah is highlighted as the first tribe chosen by God to lead the next phase of the conquest. 

Judah leads several other southern groups in military engagements.  

But the seeds of some failure and signs of Judah’s weakness remain. 

 

It marks the beginning of an entirely new era – after the death of Joshua. 

Generation of Israelites under Joshua had not completely routed all the Caananites from the land. 

Now a second phase of military engagements was required. 

Tribes inquired of the Lord through an oracle and the answer was that Judah shall take the lead. 

Judah invited its fellow southern tribe of Simeon to join its forces.   

Like Joshua, Judah defeated a Canaanite king, Adoni-bezek. 

Judah went even a step further than Joshua. 

Joshua defeated the king of Jerusalem but did not actually capture the city. 

Judah was able to do what Joshua could not! 

 

Cutting off thumbs and toes was a sign of humiliation and revenge. 

It was a practice known among the cultures of the ancient Near East.  

Noteworthy is that this foreign king acknowledged God’s victory and his moral judgment. 

King was reaping what he had sown and knew it. 

He was receiving the same punishment he had arrogantly exacted against other rulers. 

Text affirms the ability of those outside the faith community to discern the ways of God. 

 

According to Judges the capture of the city of Jerusalem was temporary. 

City would be entrusted to the tribe of Benjamin since the city lay within its boundaries. 

Benjamin would not be able to hold on to the city. 

Benjamin would not be able to drive out the Jebusites. 

Note that in Joshua 15:63 it was Judah (not Benjamin) who was unable to drive out the Jebusites. 

 

 

 



After Jerusalem, Judah moved to the Negev and other areas of southern Canaan. 

Once more the writer of Chapter 1 revised the narrative of Joshua to exalt Judah. 

In Joshua 15:13-14 Caleb was named as the one who captured Hebron. 

In Judges 1:10 it was Judah. 

 

Next story in Judges 1:11-15 is almost a replica of the one told in Joshua 15:15-19. 

All the characters will assume greater significant in the larger narrative. 

Othniel will reappear as the first judge and will be portrayed as a model judge. 

Caleb will apppear as a representative of the elders who outlived Joshua. 

Practical shrewdness and resourcefulness of Achsah will recur at crucial points. 

 

Judges 1:22-36 

Account starts with the northern tribes’ successful military campaign against Bethel. 

Presence of God and clever human ingenuity combine to bring a victory. 

But the capture by the house of Joseph disobeyed the holy war laws (Deuteronomy 20). 

Husband and wife named were allowed to live because of their sage advice. 

Seeds of disobedience and disintegration were already being sown. 

 

First stage of decline – 

Tribes of Manasseh, Ephraim, and Zebulun did not drive out all the Canannite inhabitants. 

They also put the Canaanites into forced labor. 

 

Second stage of decline – 

Tribes of Asher and Naphtali did not drive out all the Canaanites. 

Unlike the tribes listed in the first stage, the Canaanites did not live among the Israelites. 

Instead Asher and Naphtali reversed the pattern and lived among the Canaanites. 

 

Third stage of decline – 

Whole tribe of Dan is unable to continue to live in its own designated territory. 

Amorites (another name for Canaanites) drove them out. 

Dan became a refugee tribe in search of a home territory. 

 

Once more the editor made some adjustments to the story in Joshua 14-19. 

Joshua account makes the failure to drive out the Canaanites a matter of power and ability. 

They wanted to (but were not able to) which makes the failure somewhat excusable. 

Judges 1 suggests less excusable reasons for the failure. 

It was less a lack of ability and more a lack of desire. 

Another change made was the addition of failure reports for the three tribes. 

Writer wanted to underscore the absolute failure of the northern tribes. 

 

Judges 2:1-5 

Climatic conclusion to the first introductory section features the sudden appearance of the angel. 

Angelic prosecutor started a case against Israel. 

God met all the divine obligations under the covenant made at Mt. Sinai (Exodus 19-24). 

God brought Israel up from Egypt and has now brought them into the Promised Land. 

Israel was obligated for its part to maintain an exclusive relationhip with the Lord.  



Israel did not keep their side of the covenant. 

Covenant clearly stated they were to drive out the inhabitants of the land of Canaan. 

They were not to make covenants with them or their idols. 

 

Angelic prosecutor suddenly shifted roles and became a divine judge. 

Verdict from God was to not drive out the Canaanites but to allow them to remain with Israelites. 

Canaanites would become constant adversaries. 

Based on their theology, God let Canaanites stay as a snare to test their faith and loyalty. 

No tribe was exempt from this blanket condemnation. 

All have sinned and fallen short. 

 

In response the people lifted up their voices and wept. 

Canaan would no longer be a paradise of milk and honey without temptations or worries. 

By the end of the book the weeping and lamenting will be like a triple chorus. 

This series of weeping and lament brackets the book. 

Judges is a book that takes seriously the reality of human suffering and anguish. 

It does not matter if brought on by their own sinfulness or by external forces. 

 

Judges 2:6-23 

Judges 2:6-9 marks a brief flashback to a time before the death of Joshua. 

Storyline underscores the faithful worship by the people during his leadership. 

Joshua and the elders effectively taught and led the people in the ways of the Lord. 

Moses and Joshua represented unique leaders in a special time of Israel’s history. 

 

In vs. 10 there is a shift to a new generation who did not know the Lord or his works. 

In comparison, the book of Numbers ends on a hopeful note. 

There was a rise of a new faithful generation of promise. 

In the book of Judges the writer starts on a pessimistic note. 

What follows in Judges 2:11-23 is a description of God’s unique angle of interpretation. 

Text functions as an expanded commentary on the brief indictment by the angel. 

Reaction by God will focus on the underlying problem. 

Root problem was not military strategy or idealogical differences among tribes. 

Core problem was Israel’s abandonment of the Lord and their propensity to worship other gods. 

Real problem was a religious and theological problem that applied to all the Israelites. 

 

Judges 3:1-6 

Two-part introduction to Judges (1:1-2:5) (2:6-3:6) concludes with a brief summary. 

Summary includes the list of nations that God allowed to remain in the Promised Land. 

 

Why did the Lord allow these nations to remain in Canaan? 

Two contradictory reasons are given – 

Vs. 1-2 argue that the other nations were left to help succeeding generations of Israelites. 

It would teach them how to fight in a war and gain military experience.  

Text says this was the only reason. 

 

 



Vs. 4 offers a second and different reason. 

God allowed the nations to remain to test Israel (to know if they could obey the commandments). 

Scholars dismiss the first reason as a later insertion by an inept editor. 

 

Case can be made for them to be read complementary. 

Commandments do include rules on how to conduct holy wars. 

So a good part of knowing whether Israel would obey God includes testing how Israel will fight. 

Also following the commandments inevitably draws the faithful into conflict with other forces. 

Such battles do not need to be fought with weapons of violence. 

Future visions of nations moved away from military violence to visions of peace. 
 

 

 
 

 

Judges 3:7-11 

Othniel is a relative of the honored ancestor Caleb and member of southern tribe of Judah. 

In this episode we are given the standard against which all the judge stories will be compared. 

We need to note the phrases and elements that are used to evaluate future judges: 

Nature of the evil done by Israel 

Description of the oppression by the enemy 

Reaction of God to the cry of distress from the Israelites 

Success of judge in uniting and delivering Israel 

A focus on the victory of God or the personal life of the judge and desire for vengeance 

Proportion of the # of years the judge ruled in peace and # of years the enemy oppressed Isreal 

 

Othniel episode contains largely positive dimensions of these six elements. 

 

Judges 3:12-31 

First judge who appears after Othniel is a crafty and deceptive assassin named Ehud. 

Narrative contains elements of satire, suspense, and humor. 

It appears to be a good sample of storytelling as the tale was passed from one generation to next.   

 

 

 

 



Two central theological issues emerge in this story: 

1) Hidden and unexpected ways in which God acts to save his people 

God chooses an unlikely king and allies who unknowingly carry out his punishment. 

In response to the cry of the people, God reverses course. 

God chooses another unlikely agent named Ehud. 

Ehud leads the Israelites to a temporary time of rest. 

 

2) Interaction between God and humans 

High # of coincidences in Elud’s plan suggests the hand of God working behind scenes. 

Good opportunity for us to reconsider chance encounters that have happened in our lives. 

 

At the end of the Ehud narrative we see the first of six so-called minor judges. 

First minor judge is Shamgar, son of Anath. 

Most of the other judges have clan designations but Shamgar does not. 

Anath is the name of a Canannite goddess and companion to the god Baal. 

 

 

 
 

 

Assignment for April 22 

Judges 4-6 

 


