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Overview of Judges 4-5 

Chapters 4 and 5 conclude the first of three phases in the gradual decline of Israel. 

Phases move from . . .  

1) victorious and faithful judges (3:17-5:31)  

2) to a transitional stage that starts a decline into idolatry and social disunity (6:1-10:5)  

3) to an increasing deterioration of Israel as a social and religious community (10:6-16:31) 

 

Chapters follow the pattern in that the Israelites do evil and the Lord puts them in enemy hands.   

Israel cries out to the Lord and the Lord raises up a judge who delivers them for a period of time. 

One of the unique parts here is that we are not clear who the actual judge is in this account. 

 

Last week we learned about Othniel, Ehud, and Shamgar (a minor judge). 

 

Now we will read about three major characters – 

Deborah is a woman prophet.  

She acts like a judge in the sense of arbitrating disputes but does not lead military attacks. 

She brings words from God to fight the Canaanites and accompanies Israelites into battle. 

She offers words of guidance and encouragement. 

Barak is a military general but is never called a judge. 

He leads the victory over the Canaanites but fails to kill the general Sisera. 

Jael is a non-Israelite woman (Kenite) who kills Sisera. 

 

All three contribute to saving Israel but none can lay sole claim to the title of judge. 

Ambivalence about the real judge or hero will play a role in its theological interpretation. 

 

Another distinct feature is that the same account is conveyed to us in two different versions. 

In Judges 4 we are given a prose narrative. 

In Judges 5 we are given a poetic song that combines a hymn of victory and a ballad. 

Closest Biblical analogy is the account of Moses leading the Israelites across the Red Sea.  

 

As we move through Judges we need to note the desire for signs before one goes into battle. 

Increasingly the leaders will be less trusting and will require more divine guarantees. 

We will also start to see the disunity within the tribal confederation of Israel. 

 

Judges 4 

Cycle of events in this chapter starts in the same way as the previous ones.  

The Israelites again did what was evil in the sight of the Lord, after Ehud died. 

Death of the previous judge leaves a vacuum into which Israel slips into disobedience. 

God allowed them to be put in the hands of an enemy, King Jabin of Canaan.   

Canaanites were the fourth set of enemies Israel faced in the first phase of this period. 

 



 

With Othniel the enemy came from some distance in the far north and east in Mesopotamia. 

With Ehud the enemy was a closer neighbor to the east, Moab. 

Shamgar fought against the Philistines. 

Now for the first time Israel faced a more internal enemy. 

 

In vs. 3 a note is added that the Canaanite commander had 900 chariots of iron. 

It is a later edition to provide a major cultural shift from the Bronze Age to the Iron Age.  

Canaanites had access to the most recent military technology which they used to maintain power. 

Characterization is meant to emphasize the fearsome power of the chariots. 

But in their era the chariots were really wooden, with at most iron reinforcing elements. 

 

In the previous judge stories the cry for help had immediately caused God to raise up a judge. 

We are introduced to Deborah and then a second possible candidate is offered (Barak). 

Deborah delivers an oracle from the Lord to Barak commanding him to fight the Canaanites.  

Based on the previous stories we expect Barak to bravely lead Israel against Sisera. 

But Barak seeks reassurance and wants Deborah to be present with him as he goes into battle. 

What was his motivation?  We are not sure! 

Response of Deborah to Barak is ambiguous because we do not know her tone of speech.   

 

Narrative is intentionally drawing us in so we can reflect on different possibilities. 

It builds the suspense as we try to determine who the real judge might be. 

Plus the writer inserts vs. 11 (information that becomes important later in the story). 

Kenites had a special relationship with the Israelites. 

Father-in-law of Moses (Hobab) was a Kenite. 

Verse is inserted between Israel preparing for battle and Canaan preparing for battle. 

Placement of this verse makes us wonder what the role of this character and his clan will be. 

 

After the battle takes place the writer interrupts the flow of the story once more in vs. 17. 

We are told that the fleeing Sisera escaped to the tent of Jael (wife of Heber the Kenite). 

He fled there because there was peace between Heber and his clan and the Canaanite king. 

Now we know that Heber separated from the other Kenites to become allies with Canaanites. 

Meant to be an ah-ha moment! 

 

Story resumes in vs. 18. 

On the surface Sisera seems safe and secure in the tent of Jael. 

Story takes a dramatic and totally unexpected turn (poetic version found in 5:26-27). 

Motives of Jael remain a mystery. 

Barak shows up after the murder, but we are left to guess his reaction. 

And we are left to decide who is the true judge or hero. 

 

All of the unanswered questions and assumptions are summed up in 4:23-24. 

In the final analysis God subdued King Jabin of Canaan. 

Purpose of God was achieved through a coalition of actors. 

None of them could take ultimate credit for the victory.   

 



 
 

 
 

Judges 5 

Scholars believe this chapter is one of the oldest pieces of literature in the Old Testament. 

It could date back as early as the 12th Century BC. 

Poetic song provides an alternative version of the story of God’s victory in Judges 4. 

It assumes that the reader is familiar with the events as narrated above. 

Overriding theme in vs. 1-11 is the overwhelming power of God. 

It is contrasted with the weakness of Israel in the face of the oppression by the Canaanites. 

In this holy war conflict, the one truly relevant factor will be that God will fight for Israel. 

 

In vs. 12-22 there is a contrast between those that valiantly joined the battle (or not). 

Reluctance of some tribes reveals a lack of trust in God. 

It also showed a lack of commitment to the unity of Israel as the people of God. 

Nevertheless, the war against Canaan started with Israel at half strength but still with God. 

God used the forces of nature to defeat the Canaanite general and his army of chariots. 

 

In vs. 23-31 we start with a curse and a blessing. 

Curse is aimed at a presumably Israelite clan, Meroz, for its unwillingness to help the Lord. 

Blessing is announced upon Jael who is remembered as the most blessed of women. 

Sexual overtones of the death scene are noted by rabbinic interpreters. 

It has become a metaphor for the Israelites and Canaanites. 

Weaker Israel had been repeatedly oppressed and pillaged by the arrogant Canaanites. 

Now with the help of Jael the mighty Canaan has fallen into defeat and death. 

Poem ends with a final prayer that contrasts the enemies and friends of the Lord. 

The battle ends quietly with the words – And the land had rest forty years. 

 

Judges 6 

Story of Gideon is a tale of a leader who changes from being timid to ultimately unfaithful. 

Militarily, Gideon ends up relying on his own skill and direction rather than from God. 

Religiously, he ends up crafting an idol with his own hands.   

But for now we are introduced to a faithful Gideon who works in the ways of Moses. 

 

In vs. 1 we hear the familiar refrain – The Israelites did what was evil in the sight of the Lord. 

God predictably handed Israel over to an enemy (the Midianites and Amalekites).   

Desert nations were traditional enemies of Israel dating back to the period of Moses. 

Israel is forced to hide and live in mountain caves. 

Crops are destroyed and their livestock are stolen. 

Economic devastation is immense, and Israel cries out to the Lord. 

 



In vs. 8 God raised up a prophet (like Deborah) but the mission was different this time. 

This unnamed prophet rebuked Israel. 

Cry of distress was not to be taken as an automatic guarantee of a gracious response from God. 

Single most important obligation Israel had in its relationship with God was to be loyal. 

They were not to worship any other gods. 

In vs. 10 God ends with – But you have not given heed to my voice. 

Tension between the faithfulness of God and the failure on the part of Israel is a major theme. 

 

In this pause we wonder whether God had reached the limits of divine patience. 

Will God decide at this point not to send a judge to deliver Israel? 

Answer to that question comes in the form of an angel of the Lord. 

For the first time in Judges, an angel of the Lord speaks directly to one who will become a judge. 

In 2:1-5 the angel spoke to all of Israel but here he speaks to Gideon. 

 

In the encounter with God, Gideon intended to keep the exchange theoretical and abstract. 

He asked a series of questions and God told Gideon he was the answer.   

God ordered Gideon to use his might to go and save Israel from the hand of Midian. 

Gideon strenuously objected as he was the weakest member of the smallest clan of Manasseh. 

Gideon did not believe he had the qualifications or the resources for the job. 

But his inadequacy allowed room for what was most important in this mission (presence of God). 

 

Gideon was not satisfied and tested God (further delaying the inevitable). 

Angel granted the sign and then he disappeared.  

Like the story of Jacob (Genesis 28) Gideon built an altar where he encountered God. 

In light of the promise from the God of peace, Gideon called the place – The Lord is peace. 

 

Opening portrait of Gideon connects with three other Biblical figures: 

Moses who was called to save an enslaved Israel from Egypt. 

Miraculous fire on the altar recalls the prophet Elijah. 

And as just mentioned Gideon built an altar like that of Jacob. 

Connections with Old Testament raises enormous expectations about his tenure as judge. 

 

In vs. 25-32 God starts Gideon by instructing him to use a bull to pull down his father’s altar. 

Family altar was dedicated to the worship of the Canaanite god, Baal. 

Accompanied sacred pole was for the worship of Asherah, a Canaanite goddess. 

Townspeople were outraged and sought to kill Gideon for what he had done. 

His father intervened and urged the people to let the god Baal fight his own fight. 

 

Incident becomes the occasion for a second name given to Gideon – Jerubbaal. 

Story of Abimelech, son of Jerubbaal, in Judges 9 consistently uses only this name. 

Other Old Testament references to the judges mention only Jerubbaal and not Gideon. 

But in this text his oscillation between two names will reflect his double-sided character. 

From the Hebrew Bible translation – 

Original name of Gideon was the pagan name Jerubbaal. 

It means – Baal contends for his loyal worshippers. 

It is not what is indicated in vs. 32 – Let Baal contend for himself. 



 
 

 

Judges 6:33-40 

The spirit of the Lord comes upon Gideon in preparation for the battle. 

Spirit of God came earlier for the judge Othniel. 

At that time the spirit gave Othniel the power and courage to unite Israel and defeat the enemy. 

In the case of Gideon the spirit of the Lord seemed to have little effect in changing Gideon. 

Before receiving the spirit Gideon had been timid, fearful, and needed signs of reassurance. 

After receiving the spirit Gideon was tentative, doubtful, and needed signs of reassurance. 

Already with Gideon the era of the judges has taken a negative turn. 

 

Gideon wanted a sign that God would deliver Israel by his hand. 

Sign was a moist dew on the fleece alone and the ground would remain dry. 

Then Gideon requested the opposite to be done with respect to the dew and fleece. 

Patiently God complied with the second request.  

Only then is Gideon ready to go off to battle. 
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