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Judges		

Objectives	of	this	lesson	
1. Explain the promise/fulfillment relationship between the Abrahamic Covenant and the 

book of Judges and of the book of Ruth. 
2. Trace the treatment of women in the books of Judges and Ruth relate it to the theme of 

the books. 
3. Recognize the structure of Judges and explain how this contributes to the main idea of the 

book. 
4. Explain the connection between spirituality and society 

Some	key	terms	
Cycles of judgment, Othniel, Achsah, Ehud, Jael, Gideon, Jephthah, Samson, Micah 

Introduction	to	Judges	

The	nature	of	the	book	
 I’m really sorry to welcome you to the book of Judges! Although people frequently attempt to 
sanitize the book of Judges by glorifying various heroes of the faith (Gideon and his faithful 300, 
and Samson’s victories with nothing more than a donkey’s jawbone!) the horrors of sin and the 
corruption of a culture are stubborn stains that can’t be hidden. To be honest, this is like reading 
R-rated material and in the end (especially the last 5 chapters) there is nothing redeeming about 
it, but it has a critical place in the Bible. In fact, if we don’t face the book of Judges honestly, 
we’ll never be ready for the rest of the stories of David and Jesus. It is one of my very favorite 
books of the Old Testament because of what it will ultimately teach us about God and ourselves. 
Like all the other books we’ve studied so far, this book depends on the ones that have come 
before and actually continues the big story without skipping a beat. Specifically, at the end of the 
last chapter of the book of Joshua we learn that after all the land had been conquered and settled 
Israel did one final and faithful thing: buried Joseph’s bones at Shechem (Joshua 24:32).  

32 And Joseph’s bones, which the Israelites had brought up from Egypt, were buried at 
Shechem in the tract of land that Jacob bought for a hundred pieces of silver. 

To some people this might seem like an obscure historical 
footnote to the book; to others, this is an ingenious 
introduction to the next book. As we have seen in this 
study Joseph isn’t just one of the twelve sons of Jacob, he 
is, in the book of Genesis, the ultimate picture of Messiah. 
When Joshua 24 concludes with the fulfillment of the 2nd 
of the 3 promises to Abraham the reader naturally focuses 
on the one, remaining unfulfilled promise. With the mention of the burial of Joseph’s bones the 
lack of fulfillment becomes painfully apparent! “We’ve got the land and nation, but the best hope 
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of a leader is now only a sack of bones! What we really need now is a new incarnation of 
Joseph—we need a Joseph with skin and a heartbeat!”  
Will he come in this book?  

The	structure	of	the	book	
Judges is a well-structured book that easily divides into three important sections.  

• 1–3, a scary preview of the rest of the book 
• 3–16, the downward spiral of the main judges 
• 17–21, two perfect stories 

The first introduces the book and explains why things are going to proceed downhill very 
quickly. When you read the first three chapters you should have the same feeling of terror you 
get the moment your roller coaster just makes it to the peak of the first hill. The second section is 
the only place where the actual Judges really show up and their stories are told from Othniel to 
Samson. The final section tells two perfect stories. They’re not perfect in a good sense, but in the 
perfect storm sense. They perfectly carry the theme of the book and they are as ugly a picture of 
Israelite culture as you’ll find anywhere in the Bible. By the time you’re finished reading you’ll 
be drained. 
One more note we should make about the structure of the book (and especially the middle 
section) is this: the judges are neither chronologically consecutive nor geographically 
comprehensive. That is, the stories are arranged in way that shows a progressive theme rather 
than a consecutive timeline. This is actually encouraging that the author is not recording simply 
history but arranging his material to make a stronger literary point. Additionally, none of the 
judges actually ruled all of Israel. Some of them ruled over small areas for a given time and 
rarely was Israel unified under a central command. 

Judges	1—2:	A	preview	of	(bad)	things	to	come	
The book begins briefly on a cheerful note. The elders ask God (which is a good thing) who 
should take the lead, and God understandably responds with Judah, which makes sense since this 
is the tribe where the leaders will come from (1:1–2). We see the victory by Caleb at Hebron 
(1:9-15) that was detailed in the book of Joshua, chapter 14. The reason for its duplication here is 
that it represents the possibility of victory in an otherwise defeated section. Caleb’s success 
simply puts the lie to anyone else’s sorry excuses and makes them all the more responsible for 
their actions. If an eighty-five-year-old man can take the best city from the most notorious enemy 
then younger, supposedly stronger men have no excuse. For example, the men of Judah have 
some success in verses 17 to 18, but in 19 we see a refrain that unfortunately repeats to the end 
of the chapter, “The men of Judah took control of X, but they were unable to drive the people 
from the plains.” In verse 21 we read, “The Benjamites, however failed to dislodge the Jebusites” 
and in 27 and 30 and so throughout the rest of the chapter!  
One might wonder whether it was a lack of ability or will on the part of the Israelites but two 
things point to the latter. First is the testimony of Caleb who succeeded by faith as foil for these 
and second is the divine evaluation given in 2:1-5 where God says that their failure was actually 
disobedience (2:2), so it wasn’t a lack of ability, but their own choices. Interestingly, one excuse 
given in verse 19 is, “. . . they were unable to drive the people from the plains, because they had 
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iron chariots.” What the writer is doing is not actually giving the divine reason, but, rather the 
human rationalization. He cleverly tells the first part of the story (chapter 1) from the Israelite 
perspective: “It was those evil chariots and the Philistine’s advantage in technology (iron) that 
kept us from winning.” In reality, as chapter 2 shows, it was their lack of faith.  
This then leads to what will become 
dysfunctional patterns of corporate 
behavior found in the latter half of 
chapter 2. This cycle, first described in 
chapter 2, happens seven times in the 
book of Judges. The pattern is 
identified here (2:11-19). 1) Sin on the 
part of the people is followed by 2) 
God’s oppression of them, which leads, 
in turn to 3) in distress they cry for 
help, followed by 4) God’s deliverance by raising up a judge. The following table connects the 
text with the cycles we’ve described.  
 
Sin 2:11 “Then the Israelites did evil in the eyes of the Lord and served the Baals” 
Oppression 2:14“In his anger against Israel the Lord handed them over” 
Distress 2:15 “They were in great distress” 
Deliverance 2:16 “Then the Lord raised up judges, who saved them out of the hands of these 

raiders.” 
 
As bad as this cycle is, there is another factor, which makes it even worse. The author informs us 
that (2:19): 

when the judge died, the people returned to ways even more corrupt than those of their 
fathers, following other gods and serving and worshiping them.   

Thus, a simple two-dimensional cycle doesn’t clearly convey the 
concept. We’ll have to somehow picture the idea that things are getting 
worse and worse and worse. Perhaps the best way to capture the 
concept in a static picture is a downward spiral. With each successive 
story of the judges in chapters 3—16 the spiritual and moral level of the 
society sinks lower and lower, until we come to the climactic ending of 
the final two stories.  
The message of this book can only be fully understood when all of the 
stories are taken as a whole. What the careful reader must do is to read 
and understand each story, compare it to all the others and then read and understand each story in 
light of the whole! Only as the differences are understood and appreciated can the reader follow 
the subtle trace of the author’s hand. To do this I want to relay each story to you, filling in 
necessary historical and cultural issues as you the reader / listener keep any eye out for three 
things. 
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1)  Progress from one story to the next, i.e., what changes take place? 
2)  Your own affective response: how does it make you feel and what is your 

visceral reaction? 
3)  How does the role of women relate to the main theme?  

Judges	3—16:	The	downward	spiral	of	the	judges	

Judges	3:	Othniel,	Mr.	short	&	sweet	
The first judge, Othniel, is the one who gets the pattern started (3:7–11): 

7 The Israelites did evil in the eyes of the LORD; they forgot the LORD their God and 
served the Baals and the Asherahs. 8 The anger of the LORD burned against Israel so that 
he sold them into the hands of Cushan-Rishathaim king of Aram Naharaim, to whom the 
Israelites were subject for eight years. 9 But when they cried out to the LORD, he raised 
up for them a deliverer, Othniel son of Kenaz, Caleb’s younger brother, who saved them. 
10 The Spirit of the LORD came on him, so that he became Israel’s judge and went to war. 
The LORD gave Cushan-Rishathaim king of Aram into the hands of Othniel, who 
overpowered him. 11 So the land had peace for forty years, until Othniel son of Kenaz 
died. 

His entire judgeship is covered in five short verses, although we have been introduced to him in 
the book of Joshua and in the first chapter of this book. He is partly famous because he was a 
great leader who became Caleb’s son-in-law. He was a faithful warrior who simply trusted in 
God, won great victories, married within the Israelite family, and enjoyed abundant life in the 
land (1:11-15). There is very little extra “drama” such as illicit Philistine love interests, kingly 
ambitions, or idolatry. He’s just a faithful hero who leads a simple life and this—ultimately (and 
sadly)—is what makes him unique from the others! 

Judges	3:	Ehud,	the	lone	deliverer	
Next let’s look at the longer story of Ehud, the Lone 
Deliverer in the remainder of chapter 3. I call him the 
left-handed lone ranger. He works by himself and his 
left-handedness is a key to his success. Ehud went to 
Eglon, the king of Moab, to deliver the nation’s taxes, as 
it were, to her oppressor. Eglon’s name means “fatted 
calf” and the text makes much of the fact that he was 
fairly fat. Although this might seem insulting or even a 
little derogatory to us, ancient Israelites would have been 
deeply sobered if not offended by the fact, because the 
way he became so fat was at the expense of the Israelites. 
Because of the high demands of his tribute, Israelite 
children, no doubt went to bed hungry and some barely 
existed.  
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When Ehud arrived at the palace, he whispered to Eglon that he had a special message to deliver 
to him. After Eglon ordered his servants out of the room and the two were alone, Ehud drew the 
sword from his right thigh (a place where the not-too-bright palace security guards wouldn’t 
have thought to check) and murdered the king. Now at this point I want to resort to the words of 
the text so that we get it just right. The text says that Ehud (3:21-22): 
 

drew the sword from his right thigh and plunged it into the king’s belly. Even the handle 
sank in after the blade, which came out his back. Ehud did not pull the sword out, and the 
fat closed in over it  

 Yikes, do you feel like you’ve just had too much information? Isn’t it enough to know that he 
stabbed him without all the detail? But then the story gets worse because the attendants say to 
themselves as they wait for their king to emerge (24–25): 
 

He must be relieving himself in the inner room. They waited to the point of 
embarrassment 

They probably talked about putting more fiber in the old man’s diet because the king was taking 
so long at his “task.” Ehud, of course gets away, and in the confusion at Moab of what to do with 
a dead monarch the Israelites win the day.  
 
Now let’s think about this story. What kind of move rating would this story deserve: at least a 
PG-13 if not R for graphic violence? Let’s also ask ourselves the three questions described 
earlier. 

1) What kind of change or progression is there? Well it’s only the second story so there’s 
not much here, but it’s a lot more earthy and messy than Othniel. 

2)  How does it make you feel? Going back to the movie theme just for a moment, if we 
were to make a movie out of this story and we were trying to market it to the correct 
audience, what demographic would we shoot for? Or, what demographic would be 
naturally drawn to a story that was true to the biblical script? Probably 7th grade boys! 
“Hah, the handle sank in after the sword. Ooh the fat closed in over the blade! They 
thought he was on the pot!” I can just hear it. Really, this is kind of an earthy, vulgar 
story, and most people would not relate all the details in “polite” company.  

3) How are women treated? None appear so nothing to report here, but just wait! Let’s go 
on to the next story! 
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Judges	4—5:	Deborah,	or	Jael	and	her	deadly	nails	
The third story is about the next major 
judge, Deborah. We’ll subtitle this story 
after the true heroine, Jael and her 
deadly nails! The story begins with a 
how shall we describe him… a male but 
not a man? When Deborah asks him to 
lead the army into battle he says, “if 
you go with me I will go, but if you 
don’t go then I won’t go.” Her response 
is that because of his request the Lord 
will hand the enemy general over to a 
woman.  
 
Now at this point we would assume that the woman is Deborah, but in fact it turns out to be Jael. 
The enemy general, Sisera, is routed from the battle field and we meet him when he flees to the 
tent of Jael. He asks for water and then to be safely hidden where no one would look for him, 
under the covers in her tent. She seems to comply with his first request, by giving him milk, but 
as the story will later reveal, she has ulterior motives. Why does she give him milk? Well, she’s a 
mom who knows that when the little tykes have been playing hard all day and you give them 
milk and put them under the covers, they fall fast asleep. With Sisera, this is a necessary step 
toward his demise. As the text says Jael picked up a tent peg and hammer and was able to kill the 
general because “he lay fast asleep, exhausted.” (v. 21). Again, so you’ll know I’m not making 
this up, I’ll quote the text, “She drove the peg through his temple into the ground, and he died.” 
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We’ve come to the end of chapter 4, but not the end 
of the story because the same events are told over 
again in chapter 5, but this time from a poetic 
perspective, which gives the author an opportunity to 
add an interpretive twist giving us even more insight 
than just the bare facts of the story that we saw in 
chapter 4. We can see from the actual layout of the 
text that chapter 4 is poetic, but also because of the 
figurative and exaggerated language in verse 20 for 
example that speaks of the stars fighting against 
Sisera.  
 
The part that concerns us begins in verse 24 that 
praises Jael for refusing Sisera’s request for water 
and instead giving him milk. It even notes that she does so in a bowl fit for nobles, as though she 
is honoring his exalted status, just before she betrays him by taking his life. Why would she want 
him to feel honored or welcomed or perhaps even safe? 
 

24 “Most blessed of women be Jael, 
    the wife of Heber the Kenite, 
    of tent-dwelling women most blessed. 
25 He asked for water and she gave him milk; 
    she brought him curds in a noble's bowl. 

The next two verses poetically describe Sisera as falling at her feet, in contrast to the literal story, 
which requires that was already lying at her feet, rather than falling.  

26 She sent her hand to the tent peg 
    and her right hand to the workmen's mallet; 
she struck Sisera; 
    she crushed his head; 
    she shattered and pierced his temple. 
27 Between her feet 
    he sank, he fell, he lay still; 
between her feet 
    he sank, he fell; 
where he sank, 
    there he fell—dead. 

The poetic description of falling before one’s feet means that Sisera has met Jael as opposing 
warriors and he has gone down in defeat before her. In addition, the poem goes on to 
sarcastically describe events which the Israelites actually knew nothing about—the inner 
thoughts of Sisera’s mother. Talk about adding insult to injury, they start making fun of the dead 
guy’s mom (5:28)!  
 

Through the window peered Sisera’s mother, ‘Why is his chariot so long in coming?’  

In a biting sarcastic reply, Judges 5:29 says,  
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The wisest of her ladies answer her; indeed, she keeps saying to herself, ‘Are they not 
finding and dividing the spoils a girl or two for each man.’  

In reality the English translation is very euphemistic, because the original word for “girl” is 
really a reference to a particular female body part and given the context of the quote we know 
exactly what was intended. In the vernacular of the day Sisera’s mother would be saying, “Boys 
will be boys, and after such a great victory they’re just plundering the Israelites and having their 
way with the women. Indeed, he’s probably under the covers in some woman’s tent.” As we 
know the story this is exactly true, but in a very morbid and dramatically, ironic way. 
 
Let’s compare this story with that of Ehud.  
 

1) Is their progress in the story? Well, the earthy story of Ehud seems to be eclipsed by 
this one. This one is a little more grisly.  
 
2) How does it make you feel? The first story made us laugh a bit even if it was in an 
awkward way, but this story is much more sobering. One can see the darkness of the 
irony, but it would be hard to call it humor. 
 
3) Finally, how are women treated? This is part of the most complex part of the story 
because at first blush we may think of Jael as the hero of the story and that she receives 
the glory for her role. All this is true, but it comes at a steep if not hidden price. Just 
ponder a moment where Jael will sleep on this night? On the blood-soaked covers of her 
tent bedroom? In the same way that this picture portrays Barak happening by and being 
invited in by Jael, do you suppose that any of Sisera’s men might just “happen by” to 
avenge his death? If they decide to, do you think the tent walls will provide much 
security? How would you sleep? Not to put too fine a point on this incident, but do you 
think that when Jael was little girl and her daddy bounced her on his knee he ever wished, 
“I sure hope my baby girl can grow up to smash a man’s brains out in her bedroom?”  
 
She has been courageous, but she was placed into the role of a warrior that she should 
never have been asked to fill. And why? We’re told in the very beginning that a woman 
must become the hero because the man refused his calling. Barak may not have done it to 
her directly, but he certainly cursed her life. 

Judges	6—9:	Gideon	and	“my	daddy	is	king”	
Gideon’s story is the longest one of the book so far and it gets fairly complex. Although he is a 
hero in some ways, he has some serious flaws as well. We’re all familiar with his hesitance to be 
a leader and the extended assurances from the fleece. In this regard he’s not exactly an Othniel 
who just sees the job and does it. At least, 
though, he’s not an arrogant, self-confident 
leader and if you have to err on one side or the 
other, I guess I’d take the humbler approach. In 
addition, he understands at least two things that 
others do not. He knows that Yahweh, not Baal, 
is the God of Israel and he also knows that 
Yahweh, not himself, is the true king of Israel. 

What they 
had

What they 
wanted

What they 
eventually got
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Gideon refuses to be king because he knows that the people didn’t simply want a human 
representative of Yahweh—they actually wanted a human replacement of Yahweh and he would 
have none of it. The problem with Gideon (like most of us) is that he did better on the “written 
exams” than he did in real life. Even though he knew that Yahweh was the God of Israel, 
towards the end of his life he created an idol with the help of his people that became a snare to 
Gideon and his family (8:27). And, although he knew that he shouldn’t be a king, he began to act 
like one anyway. He had over 70 sons (as a result of his harem) and he named one of his sons 
“Abimelech,” which is translated “my father is king!”  
 

Judges	10—11:	Jepthah,	a	boy	named	Sue		
The next major judge (signaled by the sin, oppression, distress, deliverance cycle) is Jephthah, a 
despised deliverer. The old Johnny cash song “A Boy named Sue” has some instructive parallels 
to poor Jephthah. In the country music song, an absent father gives his son a girl’s name so that 
he’ll be picked on and learn to fight and defend himself. In our story in Judges 11 Jephthah’s 
mother was a prostitute and his stepbrothers drove him away from the family inheritance. Later 
when they were in trouble and needed a tough guy for a leader they called upon the services of 
Jephthah. He responded and came back to lead the Israelites to battle, but in so doing offered a 
rash vow. He offered to sacrifice as a burnt offering whatever came out of his house if the Lord 
would give him victory (11:30).  
 

Jephthah made a vow to the LORD, ‘If you give me the Ammonites into my hands, 
whatever comes out of the door of my house to meet me when I return . . . will be the 
LORD’S and I will sacrifice it as a burnt offering.’ 

Given the fact that only humans come out of our houses we might understand this as a deliberate 
human sacrifice, but it’s difficult to know exactly what he was thinking. Even if he thought an 
animal might walk out, he was leaving open the possibility of human sacrifice, which is 
obviously a very pagan idea. My personal opinion is that he was flirting with paganism. He 
perhaps was “giving God the choice.” “I know your word says not to, but just in case my pagan 
neighbors are right, and you really do want human sacrifice then I’ll let you decide by 
determining what comes out of my house.” It is always a poor idea to put the Lord your God to 
the test. Much to his chagrin his only daughter came out of the house. Not only was she precious 
to him because she was the only one, but also, she represented the only hope he had to carry on 
his line. If he kills her then his own line dies with her. She is an obedient child and understands 
the full implications for her and her father: she will die and she will obviously not marry, 
bringing an end to her father’s line. Some folks, hoping to sanitize the story, theorize that he only 
sacrificed her figuratively, that is he sent her away to a life of singleness, but a clear reading of 
the text forces us to admit that he actually killed her. It says in verse 39 that  
 

he did to her what he had vowed 

 and he vowed to sacrifice her as a burnt offering.  
 

1) What about the progress? I think things are getting worse. 
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2) How do you feel? Now it’s not just the enemy who is being killed in a grisly way, but 
even our own, and at the hands of one who was her last hope of protection. 
 

3) How are women treated? Although she has a smaller role than Jael, Jephthah’s daughter 
is just as innocent, and she surely pays the ultimate price for a man’s indiscretion. Now, 
Israelite women not only have to fear the enemy but even their own fathers. 

Judges	13—16:	Samson,	the	epitome	of	disappointment	
The final judge we’ll look at is one of the most poignant stories and symbols of Israel in all the 
Old Testament. But rather than a story of strength and resourcefulness as we find in popular 
preaching it is a sad story of lost potential. The prediction of Samson’s birth to a barren couple in 
chapter 13 immediately raises expectations that he will do great things, since this places him in 
very selective category shared only by men like Isaac, John the Baptizer, and Jesus. All his life is 
lived out in supposed special dedication to God as a Nazirite (Num 6). The distinctives of a 
Nazirite symbolize spiritual truths.  
 

1) He won’t touch anything to do with a grape or wine because he will allegedly always 
be in control. In Samson’s case, he’s hardly ever in control! He’s always driven by 
hormones or vengeance.  
 
2) His hair won’t be cut so that his dedication would be outwardly obvious to all who see. 
He would be unashamed of his vow and dedication, except that he seemed to feel more 
comfortable in the company of immoral Philistine women than Israelites.  
 
3) Finally, he wouldn’t touch anything dead because death has no place for those in 
God’s presence. Of course, he’s always cozying up to sin and toying with danger and 
death. Thus, the story of his life is one where his calling conflicts with his actual lifestyle. 

 
In chapter 14 we read about his marriage to a philistine girl. The text is very terse but clear when 
it says that Samson went down to Timnah and saw a young philistine woman (14:1). Timnah is 
deep into Philistine territory and one wonders in the first place why an Israelite judge is going to 
such a place. Additionally, it says that his primary attraction was that he saw, not that he spoke 
with her and found out that their personal spiritual goals and life missions were parallel and 
dedicated to the glory of God! This introduces an important part of the storyline about what 
Samson sees with his eyes. When he urges his parents to arrange a marriage his father responds 
that she is a philistine, but notice Samson’s justification and you’ll see another subtle hint by the 
author, 
 

“Is there not a woman among the daughters of your relatives, or among all our people, 
that you must go to take a wife from the uncircumcised Philistines?” But Samson said to 
his father, “Get her for me, for she is right in my eyes.” 

 
This gives the reader some insight into how Samson evaluates life and his view of women. They 
have value because of their appearance—not their posture toward Yahweh, their integrity or even 
their intellect or personality. We’re given more insight into his views when we read the famous 



 [OT LIT: JUDGES]                                      Page 11 of 16 
 
riddle story at the end of chapter 14. The most telling part is his response to his wife when he 
says,  

“I haven’t even explained it to my father or mother,” he replied, so why should I explain 
it to you!  

He clearly does not understand the principle of the intimacy 
and unity of husband and wife. As Adam said, “for this cause 
shall a man leave his father and mother and cleave unto his 
wife and the two shall become one.” Samson doesn’t 
understand this in the midst of his honeymoon week! Samson 
evidently leaves in anger and his wife is then given to his best 
man. When he returns he finds that his wife has now become 
another’s so he sets the fields on fire and the philistines set her 
and her father’s house on fire. In response he kills 1000 
philistines with the jawbone of a donkey. Modern westerners 
might think this reflects on his resourcefulness and bravery, 
but the author has already given the lens through which this 
should be understood—he is a Nazirite, and this is a horrific 
violation of his vow. Even in his apparent successes there is a 
strong dose of spiritual carelessness if not callousness. Very 
little redemption occurs in this man’s life.  
 
The final story of his life begins in chapter 16. The text almost 
nonchalantly states (16:1):  
 

“One day Samson went to Gaza where he saw a prostitute”  

The impression given by the text is not one of surprise or shock, but of normalcy. It was a 
common occurrence for Samson’s chosen lifestyle. Notice again that he “saw a prostitute.” I’m 
not sure what’s more astounding: the geographical or the moral note! The fact that he is in Gaza 
as far west as one can go into Philistine territory seems just as far out of bounds as his spending 
the night with a prostitute! During the night Samson begins to leave but runs into a locked city 
gate. Now in ancient times the walls were the only protection for the city, so even the weakest 
points of the walls (the gates) were very, very 
sturdy. When the text says that Samson “took 
hold of the doors of the city gate, together 
with the two posts and tore them loose, bar 
and all” it is nothing less than a miracle of 
supernatural physical strength, only 
paralleled by the fact that he then carried it on 
his back almost 40 miles east and 3,300 feet 
up, leaving the gate at Hebron! If you take the 
details of the story seriously (and I do) you 
must admit that this is far beyond the abilities 
of any human, no matter how strong. The 
only possible explanation for this feat is the 
supernatural power supplied by God’s Spirit. And at this point then the thoughtful reader will 

22

2C His marriage & vengeance on the 
Philistines, 14-15
Notice his view of women

3C His humiliation and vengeance on the 
Philistines, 16

Mediterranean

Dead Sea
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begin to wonder, “If the Spirit of God was available to empower him to carry the gate then was 
he available to empower him to resist the prostitute?” The answer can only be yes, the Spirit was 
available but Samson used the gifts God gave him for selfish purposes, not spiritual ones. Before 
you think that God would not allow that then look in the mirror and imagine how many of the 
gifts that God has given you that you have dedicated to selfish purposes instead of his service. 
How often have you used your resources, cleverness, personality, abilities, position, looks, 
strength for your own ends. Every day, Samson and we, have choices before us: to use the life 
that God has given us and all that goes with it for his glory or our own.  
 
All this (16:1–4) is mere introduction to the story with Delilah (16:5–22). After he is captured, 
thanks to Delilah, he is taken to the city, which he humiliated, Gaza, and is forced to do the work 
of a woman by grinding grain. He then dies the death of a suicide bomber and kills more 
philistines out of personal vengeance for his eyes (16:28) than he did the rest of his life. If you 
had hoped for a moment of redemption, a moment of repentance and self-awareness, you’ll be 
deeply disappointed. We might think—perhaps being brought low has brought him to the point 
where he said, “I’m sorry God. I’ve failed you and your people. I’ve lived a life of selfishness 
and I have broken all your rules. I have not fulfilled my calling and instead of showing your 
holiness to a pagan world I’ve jumped in with two feet and acted like one of them. Please give 
me one more chance to live for your glory.” But, no, his final act of desperation does not come 
from a repentant spirit but a vengeful one, for his eyes: 
 

28 Then Samson called to the Lord and said, “O Lord God, please remember me and 
please strengthen me only this once, O God, that I may be avenged on the Philistines for 
my two eyes.”  

 
1) So, what is the progress? Now even the Israelite heroes have almost become anti-

heroes… their lives are a major cause for disappointment 
2) How do you feel? I think I feel sad and empty at the wasted life. All of his supernaturally 

empowered exploits (killing lions, catching 300 foxes, overpowering philistines, 
backpacking hikes carrying gates) were really testimonies to what could have been. 
Perhaps we could compare it to a 15-year-old boy driving a jet-fighter: way too much 
power in the hands of an immature person and destined to crash. Think of what could 
have happened if this energy had been used for the good of Israel and glory of God: so 
incredibly sad. 

3) How are women treated? In Samson’s life, women are only used for their sexual potential 
and never treasured or sacrificed for. Samson’s concept of marriage is one of a very 
competitive relationship with rivals, not a cooperative (not even to mention, 
“covenantal”) relationship with peers. To have been a woman in any kind of relationship 
with Samson would have been very tenuous and dangerous. Notice also that none of the 
women were Israelites. 
 

Sadly, this is the last judge that the book offers us, so that we’re deliberately left with a bad taste 
in our mouths.  “How could things get any worse,” you ask? Let me show you two ways.  
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Judges	17—21:	Conclusion,	the	perfect	storm		
 
The last two perfect stories revolve around the famous saying (17:6; 21:25): 
 

In those days there was no king in Israel,  
but every man did that which was right in his own eyes. 

 
The verse easily breaks down into two parts (corresponding to the two lines above) that I think 
can be seen as cause and effect. It’s important to know the difference because when it comes to 
curing a patient the doctor must know the difference between cause and symptoms. Are there any 
clues in the text itself about which is more important? Below are the four times that the phrase or 
parts of it occur in Judges. Notice the differences:  
 

In those days there was no king in Israel,  
but every man did that which was right in his own eyes (17:6) 

In those days there was no king in Israel: and in those days the tribe of the Danites 
sought them and . . . (18:1). 

And it came to pass in those days, when there was no king in Israel, that there was a 
certain Levite sojourning . . . (19:1). 

In those days there was no king in Israel. Everyone did what was right in his own eyes 
(21:25). 

In the first and last quotation we see both parts together, while in the middle two we see only the 
first part without the second. If the repetition is any clue (and of course it is) it would seem that 
the key to it all (i.e., the cause) is there was no king in Israel. Because there is no king, then the 
people do whatever they want. The simple lesson: if you want to solve the problem you don’t 
suppress the chaos, you look for a leader to lead. Let’s see how the following stories illustrate 
this caption. 

Judges	17—18:	Corruption	in	worship	of	God 	
The first story pictures an example of corruption in Israel’s worship. The major players are 
Micah, a Levite from Bethlehem, and the tribe of Dan. As the chapter opens (17:1) we’re 
introduced to a story already in process. A low-life son named Micah has stolen money from his 
mother. Upon hearing the curse that she wishes upon the thief, he repents and returns the money. 
She’s so pleased upon having the crime solved that she takes the stolen money and fashions an 
idol for her dear boy. He’s so excited about getting a nice idol that he makes a shrine for it and 
installs one of his sons as priest. By the end of only the first five verses the reader who has 
Deuteronomy in one hand and Judges in the other is aghast. Everything that happens in this short 
story is prohibited by Deuteronomy so that the only reasonable response is to throw one’s hands 
up and lament, “In those days Israel had no king; everyone did as he saw fit” (17:6)!  
 
In the remainder of chapter 17 Micah “upgrades” his priest to an actual, but wandering, Levite. 
Although this is closer to the Deuteronomic law, one still cannot have a personal priest and even 
if that were allowed, to be a legitimate priest a person must not only be a Levite but also from the 
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family of Aaron. In this trail of follies, the final one is found in Micah’s attitude at the end of the 
chapter when he thinks: 
  

“Now I know that the Lord will be good to me since this Levite has become my priest.”  

He feels that he has pushed the right buttons and pulled the right levers and now he is in 
complete control of Yahweh who can obviously be manipulated by man. Recognize that the 
author is not affirming his foolish belief. He simply allows us, the readers, first-person insight 
into the hopeless level of spirituality and knowledge of God these people really have. 
 
In chapter 18 the tribe of Dan is no longer content with the land, which God assigned them, so 
they’ve sent a scouting party to the northern part of Israel. When this group sees the choice idol 
that belongs to Micah, they say to one another in verse 14, “Now you know what to do” and then 
they steal the idol by force. This is a telling window into their lifestyle, which isn’t governed by 
ethical obedience to Yahweh but only selfish obedience to their own lusts. In fact, it has become 
such a standard of practice that the leaders don’t even have to spell out the actions to take beyond 
“you know what to do.” 
 
The Levite first objects to this “moral outrage,” but when the men from Dan offer him a chance 
to upgrade his own fortunes and become the priest of an entire tribe, rather than just one family, 
he jumps at the chance and conveniently dismisses his previous moral concerns. When Micah 
catches up with the traveling band he complains with a very empty and sad cry, “You took the 
gods I made, and my priest, and went away. What else do I have?” At this point the reader wants 
to scream out, “how about Yahweh, the Creator God of the universe,” but it is clear that in his 
spiritually bankrupt state, poor Micah wouldn’t have ears to hear. 

Judges	19—21:	Corruption	in	human	relationships		
The second and climactic story of the book begins in chapter 19, again with the haunting refrain, 
“In those days Israel had no king.” This time we’ll see corruption in the horizontal relationships 
between humans. As the scene opens, we’re introduced again to a nameless Levite. This is a 
strategic choice on the part of the author, because Levites were teachers of the law and would 
understandably be held to higher standards. His equally nameless concubine is unfaithful to him, 
so he goes to her father’s house to retrieve her. On their journey back home they approach the 
city of Jebus, which still belongs to Canaanites, near nightfall. Although the servant would like 
to turn in for lodging the man ironically notes that it might be unsafe to stay at a pagan city so 
they pressed on to find a safe place, an Israelite city, named Gibeah.  
 
When they finally arrive the author composes the rest of the story so that only the sleepiest 
reader could miss the parallels with the story of Sodom and Gomorrah. Some wicked men of the 
city ask, “Bring out the man who came to your house so we can have sex with him” (19:22). 
Instead of sending out the Levite, they send out the woman who is abused and raped all night just 
short of the point of death. She crawls back to the door of the steps and actually dies on the 
threshold. Verse 27 says,  
 

“When her master got up in the morning and opened the door of the house and stepped 
out to continue on his way there lay his concubine, fallen in the doorway of the house 
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with her hands on the threshold. He said to her, ‘Get up; let’s go,’ but there was no 
answer.”  

The text is very clear that the man had to literally step over her to get out of the house. In this 
otherwise completely descriptive scene, there is no mention of compassion, or care, or regret. No 
words such as, “Dear, are you alright? Are you OK? I’m so sorry that you had to endure a whole 
night of abuse in my place. You took the suffering that should have been mine. How can I ever 
repay you for what you did for me in actually giving your life for me?” Nothing of the kind is 
ever stated, only an emotionally detached order: “Get up; let’s go.” To be clear, to him she is not 
a person; only property. He’s upset that the men have treated his property so poorly, but any kind 
of human compassion for a wife is completely absent. Indeed, if any had been present in the first 
place, he never would have sacrificed her the night before when he shoved her out the door. He 
dismembers the body and sends a piece off to each of the twelve tribes of Israel.  
 
In chapter 20 the whole tribe of Benjamin (which defends the men from the village of Gibeah) is 
destroyed by the rest of the nation with the exception of 600 men. Since there were no women or 
children left of the tribe this ensured its eventual extinction. When the rest of the tribes realize 
after the bloodshed that this is a serious problem, they try to find a solution. At this point the 
reader still has reason to hope. Granted, horrible mistakes have been made, but perhaps, just 
perhaps Israel will find the wherewithal to somehow rectify the situation! Sadly, things get even 
worse. First, they must find a way to provide wives for these remaining 600 men, but they’ve all 
taken a previous oath not to allow one of their own to marry a Benjamite. Their “work-around” is 
found with the village of Jabesh-Gilead.  
 
It turns out that none of the men of the village responded to the call to fight Benjamin so in 
return the nation decides (in an act of convenient justice) to slaughter all the men, women and 
children and leave just 400 young girls from the town of Jabesh-Gilead. These girls then become 
brides for 400 of the 600 Benjamite bachelors. I’m sure you can imagine what a storybook 
wedding this must have been for these new orphans! Obviously, though, they still need another 
200. They scheme that if these men lay in wait during the annual festival at Shiloh (a gathering 
for young women evidently) that they can literally kidnap 200 young girls for wives and then the 
tribe of Benjamin, over time, will be able to regain its previous numbers. As the story ends it is 
simply one sad and foolish judgment and action after another. The reader is left exhausted 
thinking, “what else could possibly go wrong? What other foolish decision could be made?” 
There is only one fitting way to conclude such a section and book, “In those days Israel had no 
king; everyone did as he saw fit. 
 
Let’s conclude this book by asking the same questions we did before: 
 

1. What progress is there? It’s been one downward spiral the entire way. Things are 
getting worse and worse and worse with no hope of redemption (at least in this book). 
 

2. Your own affective response? Sick and empty. How low can the nation sink any lower? 
With a lack of godly leadership there is no faithfulness toward God or love toward 
neighbors. 
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3. How does the role of women relate? Women suffer the effects of sin when the 
culture decays.  In fact, the treatment of women can be seen as a barometer of the 
nation’s relationship with God.  
 

But finally, what does this whole book mean? When we started the book, we said that the only 
promise left to be fulfilled was the leader of Gen 12:3. So what progress have we made toward 
the fulfillment of this? Absolutely none, and in fact it feels as though we’ve gone backwards! 
What this book shows us that the fulfillment of the first two promises (land and nation) without 
the third (leader) is laughable. If you have land and nation but not the leader you really have 
nothing at all. Although 
these three promises may 
be distinct, they’re not 
equal. This book clarifies 
that the Leader is the 
fundamental promise! 
What the book of Judges 
leaves us with is the 
emptiness of our final 
checkbox! When will he 
ever come? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Judges 21:25 In 
those days there was 
no king in Israel: 
every man did that 
which was right in 
his own eyes.


