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More Background to Judges 

Turbulent scenes in the Book of Judges show that life for the Israelites was a constant struggle. 

Having won a foothold in the land of Canaan, Israel faced two problems – 

Adjustment to the agricultural ways of the land 

How to take its place among the surrounding nations 

 

In the days of the judges the people strained with internal and external conflicts. 

In part the external struggle was for the sake of its physical survival. 

Contest for Canaan went on relentlessly for many centuries. 

Wars and treaties led to the gradual absorption of the Canaanites into the Israelite alliance.  

At a deeper level conflicts were being fought with regard to religious loyalties. 

An ideological struggle was being waged and not just a military one. 

 

Archaeological excavations in Palestine show that life in Israel was crude. 

In contrast the culture of Canaan was highly sophisticated. 

Coming out of a desert background, Israel reacted against the culture of the Fertile Crescent.   

Negative attitude toward Canaanite culture was offset by the opposite extreme. 

There was a great temptation to adopt all of the Canaanite ways. 

Contrary to what is written in Joshua the Canaanites were not exterminated. 

Population may have been diminished a bit, but the Israelites still had to settle in their land. 

Confederacy formed at Shechem which was in the heart of Canaanite culture. 

New converts would have been worshiping the gods of the pre-Mosaic period. 

 

Warnings of Moses found in the Book of Deuteronomy were written many years later. 

But they emphasized the current reality of the great dangers and temptations of life in Canaan. 

Previously the Lord had been the God of the wanderers. 

Now Israel was attached to the soil which had to be tilled. 

In the past the Lord’s strong hand and outstretched arm were effective in their fighting. 

New question was whether the Lord could win out in the rivalry with the gods. 

Gods of the Canaanites controlled the cycles of nature upon which farmers depended. 

 

Deuteronomistic History 

Major source of studying the transitional 12th and 11th Centuries BC is in the Book of Judges. 

It is the second book in the Deuteronomistic History (Book of Joshua was the first). 

Not all of the chapters in Judges belong to the same earlier editions. 

Preface (Judges 1:1-2:5) and the appendix (Judges 17-21) contain valuable information.  

However both sections stand outside the Deuteronomistic framework. 

 

What is known as the theology of history is found in the section found in Judges 2:6-3:6. 

In Judges 1 the writer recounted what was in the conclusion of the Book of Joshua. 

In Judges 2:6 and following the narrative described a new situation. 



During the lifetime of Joshua the people remained faithful to the Lord. 

But there arose another generation after them who did not know the Lord. 

Generation did not know the work which the Lord had down for Israel.   

In Hebrew to know the Lord meant to acknowledge the Lord personally. 

It meant to be in a covenant relationship with the Lord. 

Faith of parents did not necessarily become the faith of their children, 

Each generation had to renew or repudiate the covenant in its own way. 

 

Q:  Does the current generation of people know God and the works of God? 

 

According to the Deuteronomistic historian the history of the period followed a neat pattern. 

Ups and downs of Israel illustrated this basic theological conviction. 

Obedience to the Lord led to welfare and peace. 

Disobedience to the Lord resulted in hardship and defeat. 

This is the repeated pattern found in Judges. 

Stories were drawn from ancient tribal traditions. 

Incorporated loosely into this framework (like putting an old picture into a new frame). 

Editors wanted to emphasize the rhythm of rebellion and return. 

 

But it is too neat and schematic to do this book of the Bible justice. 

History seems to show that the downfall of people starts internally and spiritually. 

Editors wanted to emphasize this central truth in a dramatic way. 

Vitality of Israel was found in a united, exclusive loyalty to the Lord. 

When their faith was strong Israel was in a better position to cope with the foreign nations. 

But when their faith was weakened by others, Israel was an easy prey to its enemies. 

Most divisive and destructive threat that Israel faced was the religion of the Canaanites. 
 

 

     Some Israelite leaders sensed the fundamental  

     opposition between the stern demands of the Lord  

     and the erotic religion of Canaan.   

 

     First phase of the conflict was waged during the  

     period of the judges.   

 

     Initial response of Israel to the new environment of 

     Canaan was to turn to the Baal cult for agricultural  

     success.   

 

     Once more the stories in the Book of Judges that  

     picture the local conflicts and tribal jealousies of the  

     period were unquestionably derived from very old  

     sources. 

 

 

 

 



Editors touched up some of the narratives by adding introductory and concluding formulas. 

For some reason, the story of Abimelech and those of the minor judges were not altered. 

Chapters 17-21 also do not show traces of Deuteronomistic editing. 

When the framework is removed we have left ancient and reliable traditions from 1200 BC. 

Stories give us a clear impression of how loosely organized the Israelite tribes were. 

 

Judges 10-11:11   

Narrative of Jephthah starts the third and final phase of the individual judge stories. 

First phase (Judges 3:7-5:31) featured consistently faithful and victorious judges – 

Othniel, Ehud, Deborah / Barak 

Second transitional phase (6:1-10:5) included the judge Gideon and his son Abimelech. 

Last two represented the beginning of the downfall of the judges. 

To his credit Gideon was successful in defeating the enemies of Israel. 

He gave Israel rest for forty years. 

Abimelech showed degeneration through religious idolatry and selfish acts of violence. 

Violence was aimed not only at external enemies but also at other Israelites. 

 

Last phase of the judges will showcase Jephthah and Samson. 

Key theme in the Jephthah narrative is the entrapment of human language that will lead to death. 

His vow will force him to kill or sacrifice his one child who represents his only link to future life. 

Jephthah in Hebrew means he opens, and the climax of his story is when he opens his mouth. 

His words were the terrible vow that he could not take back. 

Use of human words and dialogue are important themes throughout his story. 

 

Comparing the different stories – 

Early judge stories spoke of the sins of Israel in brief and general terms. 

Current stories will concentrate more extensively on their sin as they worship other gods. 

Oppression of the enemy was noted briefly in earlier accounts. 

It will now occupy much more space. 

Cry of distress led to immediate divine deliverance in the earlier stories. 

Now their cry will lead to a harsh rebuke from God and his initial refusal to deliver Israel. 

Previous judges had united several Israelite tribes in battle against the enemy. 

Jephthah is unable to unite even one tribe but only the clan of Gilead. 

 

Jephthah cycle opens with the usual introductory description of Israel doing what is evil. 

Nature of the evil has worsened to include a whole line of foreign gods. 

While in the hands of foreign nations the Israelites cry out to the Lord for help. 

But this time the Israelites add something to their typical cry for aid. 

They speak words of repentance and remorse for their sinful ways. 

Israel had never confessed its sin in this way before in the stories of the judges. 

Lord received their words as a shallow ploy to manipulate him. 

Israelites were persistent and begged a second time with words of repentance. 

 

In vs. 16 the response of the Lord is not because he believes the Israelites are sincere. 

Lord knows that their cries of repentance are temporary and shallow. 

In the Hebrew it is with total exasperation and anger that he cannot bear to see Israel suffer. 



It is their suffering (not their repentance) that motivates the Lord to change his plans. 

Text does not say that the Lord immediately raised up a deliverer. 

 

In vs. 17 the Ammonites were getting ready to fight Israel. 

Meanwhile the Israelites were scrambling to find a military leader. 

Writer interrupts the flow of the story to introduce Jephthah, an Israelite from Gilead. 

He was the son of a prostitute and a leader of outlaws. 

 

In 11:4 the writer returns to the story about the impending war. 

It is Jephthah who accepts the offer to fight the Ammonites with one condition – 

If the Lord gives them over to him. 

 

Judges 11:12-40 

We would expect that the climax of the Jephthah story would be his military defeat. 

He did defeat them, but the battle was described in only two verses (32-33). 

What replaced the military victory was the vow Jephthah made to the Lord. 

Vow was made in 11:30-31 and was fulfilled in 11:34-40. 
 

 

     From my Hebrew commentary –  

     Long-standing scholarly hypothesis is that this is a tale to  

     explain an annual ritual.   

 

     Pagan practice in which young women go off to mourn the  

     descent into the underworld of a vegetation goddess (a virgin  

     like themselves) analogous to the Greek Persephone and to the  

     Mesopotamian male vegetation god, Tammuz. 

 

     Handel’s oratorio entitled Jephthah. 

     First performed in 1752. 

      

     In his retelling of the Biblical story, an angel intervenes just  

     when Jephthah is about to kill his daughter and sings these  

     words: 

 

 

Rise, Jephthah!  And ye reverend priests, withhold the slaughterous hand.  No vow can disannul 

the law of God, nor such was its intent, when rightly scanned, yet still shall be fulfilled.  Thy 

daughter, Jephthah, thou must dedicate to God, in pure and virgin state forever. 

 

Handel’s version mirrors the story of Abraham and Isaac in Genesis 22. 

 

Judges 12:1-17 

Final episode in the Jephthah cycle involved his conflict with another Israelite tribe, Ephraim. 

Ephraim was a dominant and important northern tribe throughout much of Israel’s history. 

Book of Judges used this tribe as a barometer of the cohesion and social unity of Israel. 

During its positive phase, the individual judges called on Ephraim to join in the conflict. 



Recall that at the time of Gideon the tribe of Ephraim was called into conflict at a later stage. 

In this third and final phase of the judges the Ephraimites were disappointed they were left out. 

Although a skillful negotiator in the past Jephthah did not deal with them diplomatically. 

Instead he fought against them and killed 42,000 of them. 

Civil war with Ephraim uncovered a growing rift within Israel itself. 

It was a further sign of the dissolution of the nation of Israel. 

In the end Jephthah was a judge for a mere six years. 

In contrast to the previous judges the writer does not report that Israel had any period of rest.  

 

Judges 12:8-15 

We now encounter three minor judges – Ibzan, Elon, and Abdon 

Each reflected the same progressive decline in effectiveness as noted with Jephthah. 

Each were ineffectual leaders in comparison to the other two minor judges. 

First minor judge was Shamgar who defeated the Philistines and delivered Israel. 

Tola successfully delivered Israel and reigned for twenty-three years. 

Tenure of Jair was less positive in that he did not deliver Israel. 

His reign focused less on Israel as a whole and more on the welfare of his own family. 

However his reign lasted for twenty-two years. 

 

No minor judge in this third group is said to have delivered Israel. 

Their rule brought benefit only to themselves and not to the nation of Israel as a whole. 

Details about these judges involved only their own families and their deaths and burials. 

Lengths of their reigns were relatively short in comparison to the other minor judges. 

 

Interlude of these accounts are like the idea of treading water and going nowhere. 

Almost as if God needed this time to consider options of what to do next with Israel. 

It offers us time to reflect on the implications of the disturbing events of the past. 

 

Judges 13 

Samson narrative opens with the usual introductory formula. 

In this case the Israelites do not know enough even to cry out to God. 

Instead God must take the initiative in sending an angel to announce the birth of a son. 

This son would begin to deliver Israel from the hand of the Philistines. 

Deliverance would be partial suggesting that the judges were increasingly losing effectiveness. 

Philistines would return as oppressors later in 1 Samuel under King Saul and David. 

 

Birth of this deliverer is announced to the childless wife of a man named Manoah. 

Manoah was from the tribe of Dan. 

Mother-to-be was not to drink wine or alcohol and not to eat unclean food. 

Same prohibitions would apply to the son about to be born. 

In addition no razor was to come to his head. 

Reason for the prohibitions was that this son would be a Nazarite. 

Nazarite means separated one or consecrated one (dedicated for service to God). 

Laws of the Nazirite are found in Numbers 6:1-21. 

 

 



In those laws there are three obligations – 

No wine 

No cutting of hair 

No touching of a corpse 

 

Laws in Numbers 6 assumed that the vow was taken on voluntarily by an adult. 

It was also for a limited period of time rather than given at birth for a lifetime. 

Special dedication of a Nazarite from the womb suggests an extraordinary act of consecration. 

Special character of this son was underscored by the fact that the mother was childless. 

 

Wife of Manoah told her husband that a man of God came to her with news of a son. 

She simply accepted his words as true. 

She told her husband that the boy would be a Nazarite dedicated to God from birth. 

She added that his mission would extend from his birth to the day of his death. 

 

Understandably, the husband is not satisfied (reminds me of the commercial from State Farm). 

He prayed to God to send the man of God to him so as to confirm the news. 

He also wanted to know what they were to do with the boy once he was born. 

God granted Manoah his wish. 

Conversation reminds us of invitation by Abraham to the three men who visited him (Gen 18). 

Other exchange reminds us of the wrestling match between Jacob and the angel (Gen 32). 

 

In this narrative God pulled out all the stops. 

God was investing enormous divine power and hope in this one son about to be born. 

After the Jephthah story and the brief respite God was intervening in a dramatic way. 

God was acting in an unprecedented way to save Israel. 
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