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Notes to the Reader 

To save space and for other reasons, I have chosen not to include 
the Bible text in these notes (please use your Bible to follow along). When 
I do quote a Scripture, I generally quote the New King James Version, 
unless otherwise indicated. Often – especially when I do not use 
quotations marks – I am not quoting any translation but simply 
paraphrasing the passage in my own words. Also, when I ask the reader 
to refer to a map, please consult the maps at the back of your Bible or in 
a Bible dictionary. 

 
You can find study questions to accompany these notes at 

www.gospelway.com/sales  
 

To join our mailing list to be informed of new books or 
special sales, contact the author at 

www.gospelway.com/comments  
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Introductory Thoughts about 
Commentaries 

Only the Scriptures provide an infallible, authoritatively inspired 
revelation of God’s will for man (2 Timothy 3:16,17). It follows that this 
commentary, like all commentaries, was written by an uninspired, 
fallible human. It is the author’s effort to share his insights about God’s 
word for the purpose of instructing and edifying others in the knowledge 
and wisdom found in Scripture. It is simply another form of teaching, 
like public preaching, Bible class teaching, etc., except in written form 
(like tracts, Bible class literature, etc.). Nehemiah 8:8; Ephesians 
4:15,16; Romans 15:14; 1 Thessalonians 5:11; Hebrews 3:12-14; 5:12-14; 
10:23-25; Romans 10:17; Mark 16:15,16; Acts 8:4; 2 Timothy 2:2,24-26; 
4:2-4; 1 Peter 3:15. 

It follows that the student must read any commentary with 
discernment, realizing that any fallible teacher may err, whether he is 
teaching orally or in writing. So, the student must compare all spiritual 
teaching to the truth of God’s word (Acts 17:11). It may be wise to read 
several commentaries to consider alternative views on difficult points. 
But it is especially important to consider the reasons or evidence each 
author gives for his views, then compare them to the Bible. 

For these reasons, the author urges the reader to always 
consider my comments in light of Scripture. Accept what I 
say only if you find that it harmonizes with God’s word. And 
please do not cite my writings as authority, as though people 
should accept anything I say as authoritative. Always let the 
Bible be your authority.  

 

“He who glories, let him glory in the Lord”  
– 1 Corinthians 1:31 
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Abbreviations Used in These Notes 

ASV – American Standard Version 
b/c/v - book, chapter, and verse 
ESV – English Standard Version 
f - the following verse 
ff - the following verses 
KJV – King James Version 
NASB – New American Standard Bible 
NEB – New English Bible 
NIV – New International Version 
NKJV – New King James Version 
RSV – Revised Standard Version 
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Introduction to Judges  

Author 

The book was evidently written after the death of the other judges 
yet relatively early in the period of the kings. Horne says: 

There is a considerable diversity of opinion as to the person 
by whom this book of Judges was written …. But the best founded 
opinion seems to be, that it was written by the prophet Samuel, 
the last of the Judges; and in this opinion the Jews themselves 
coincide. 

Theme 

A history of the period between the death of Joshua and the birth of 
Samuel, describing Israel’s repeated apostasies into idolatry and God’s 
deliverance when they repented. 

A list of the periods of Bible history 

We may divide Bible history into the following fifteen periods: 
1. Before the Flood (from Creation to the flood) 
2. After the Flood (from the flood to the call of Abraham) 
3. Patriarchs — the Israelite “fathers” or heads of families (from 

the call of Abraham to the death of Joseph) 
4. Egyptian Bondage (from the death of Joseph to the crossing 

of the Red Sea) 
5. Wilderness Wandering (from the crossing of the Red Sea to 

the crossing of the Jordan) 
6. Conquest of Canaan (from the crossing of the Jordan to the 

death of Joshua) 
7. Judges (from the death of Joshua to the crowning of King Saul) 
8. United Kingdom (from the crowning of King Saul to the death 

of King Solomon) 
9. Divided Kingdom (from the death of Solomon to the fall of 

Israel) 
10. Judah Alone (from the fall of Israel to the fall of Judah) 
11. Babylonian Captivity (from the fall of Judah to the first 

return from captivity) 
12. Restoration of Israel (from the first return to the completion 

of the Old Testament)  
13. Years of Silence (from the completion of the Old Testament 

to the birth of Jesus) 
14. Life of Christ (from the birth of Jesus to His ascension) 
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15. Early Church (from Jesus’ ascension to the completion of the 
New Testament)  

Summary of the history of the nation during the period of the 
Judges 

After the death of Moses, God had intended that He Himself would 
provide leaders for the Israelites as needed. The religious leadership 
would reside mainly in the priests. When the people needed a leader to 
give political or military guidance, God would provide as needed. But 
there would be no ongoing succession or dynasties of kings as national 
rulers. This book summarizes the history of the nation between the death 
of Joshua, who could be considered the first judge, and the birth of 
Samuel, the last judge. 

Note the cycle Israel repeatedly followed during this period: 
 
Faithfulness ➔ idolatry ➔ oppression ➔ repentance ➔ deliverance 

➔ faithfulness, etc.  
 
The Waldrons (p. 58) conclude that this period of history began 

between 1366-1341 BC and lasted about 300 years (see their 
observations regarding 1 Kings 6:1 and Acts 13:20). They also discuss the 
question of whether the judges had national or local influence and 
whether they followed consecutively or their work overlapped. They 
conclude that the time element indicates there was some overlap, 
although probably mainly among the later judges. 

The “judges” do not appear to be much involved in legal issues, such 
as passing judgment on the guilt or innocence of individuals, like judges 
do today. Nor do they generally appear to emphasize teaching the law to 
the people, as this was the duty of the priests. They were more like 
deliverers who led the people to throw off their oppressors. They appear 
to be “judges” only in the sense that God used them to accomplish His 
judgments on the people as a whole, punishing them for their sins and 
then delivering them when they repented. So they were leaders of God’s 
judgments on the people in general. 

List of all the judges 

Following is a list of the judges along with the oppressors that 
opposed Israel during their leadership (if known): 
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Judge Oppressor 

1. Othniel (3:7-11) 
2. Ehud (3:12-30) 
3. Shamgar (3:31) 
4. Deborah (4:1-5:31) 
5. Gideon (6:1-8:35) 
6. Abimelech (a false judge) (9:1-57) 
7. Tola (10:1,2) 
8. Jair (10:3-5) 
9. Jephthah (10:6-12:7) 
10. Ibzan (12:8-10) 
11. Elon (12:11,12) 
12. Abdon (12:13-15) 
13. Samson (13:1-16:31) 
14. Eli (1 Sam. 4:18) 
15. Samuel (1 Sam. 7:15) 

Mesopotamia (3:8) 
Moab (3:14) 
Philistines (3:31) 
Canaan (4:2) 
Midian (6:1) 
?? 
?? 
?? 
Ammon (11:4-6) 
?? 
?? 
?? 
Philistines (13:1) 
Philistines (1 Sam. 4:1) 
Philistines (1 Sam. 7:7) 

Major events in the lives of the judges 

Ehud (3:12-30) 

Oppressor: Moabites 
King: Eglon 
Ehud stabbed Eglon in the fat of his abdomen. 

Deborah & Barak (4:1-5:31) 

Oppressor: Canaanites 
King: Jabin 
Barak defeated Jabin’s army under Sisera at Mt. Tabor. Jael killed 

Sisera with a tent pin while he was hiding and sleeping in her house. 

Gideon (6:1-8:35) 

Oppressor: Midianites 
God had Gideon reduce his army to 300 men. They attacked the 

Midianite army at night with trumpets and lamps, so the enemy fought 
among themselves. 

Jephthah (10:6-12:7) 

Oppressor: Ammonites 
Jephthah promised, if he won the battle, he would sacrifice to God 

the first thing that came out from his house. It turned out to be his 
daughter. 

Samson (13:1-16:31) 

Oppressor: Philistines 
Samson was a Nazarite known for great strength. He killed thirty 

Philistines in return for having his riddle guessed. He killed one 
thousand with the jawbone of a donkey. Delilah enticed him to make 
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known the secret of his strength, so he was captured. When his strength 
returned, he killed three thousand and himself. 

Samuel (1 Sam. 1-8) 

Oppressor: Philistines 
Samuel was born in answer to a prayer of his mother Hannah and 

was dedicated to God’s service for life.  
He replaced Eli, who was rejected because he did not properly 

discipline his wicked sons. The Philistines had captured the ark of the 
covenant, but returned it because God plagued those who kept it. Samuel 
led Israel to repentance and victory over the Philistines. 

When Israel insisted on having a king, Samuel anointed both of the 
first two kings. 

Through all this God was preserving the nation through whom 
Jesus was to be born, while teaching them the need to serve God 
faithfully. 

Information regarding Baal 

The book of Judges often refers to the false gods that the nations of 
Canaan influenced Israel to worship: the Baals and the Astoreths. Here 
is helpful reference material about them. 

Smith’s Bible dictionary says: 

Baal - The supreme male divinity of the Phoenician and 
Canaanitish nations, as Ashtoreth was their supreme female 
divinity. Some suppose Baal to correspond to the sun and 
Ashtoreth to the moon; others that Baal was Jupiter and Ashtoreth 
Venus. There can be no doubt of the very high antiquity of the 
worship of Baal. It prevailed in the time of Moses among the 
Moabites and Midianites, (Num. 22:41), and through them spread 
to the Israelites. (Num. 25:3-18; 4:3).  

In the times of the kings, it became the religion of the court 
and people of the ten tribes, (1 Kings 16:31-33; 18:19,22), and 
appears never to have been permanently abolished among them. 
… The attractiveness of this worship to the Jews undoubtedly grew 
out of its licentious character… 

International Standard Bible Encyclopedia says: 

As the Sun-god, Baal was worshipped under two aspects, 
beneficent and destructive. On the one hand he gave light and 
warmth to his worshippers; on the other hand the fierce heats of 
summer destroyed the vegetation he had himself brought into 
being. Hence, human victims were sacrificed to him in order to 
appease his anger in time of plague or other trouble, the victim 
being usually the first-born of the sacrificer and being burnt alive. 
In the Old Testament this is euphemistically termed “passing” the 
victim “through the fire” (2 Kings 16:3; 21:6). The forms under 
which Baal was worshipped were necessarily as numerous as the 
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communities which worshipped him. Each locality had its own 
Baal or divine “Lord” who frequently took his name from the city 
or place to which he belonged … All these various forms of the 
Sun-god were collectively known as the Baalim or “Baals” who 
took their place by the side of the female Ashtaroth and Ashtrim. 
… 

Information regarding Ashtoroth 

Smith’s Dictionary says: 

Ashtoreth … (a star). The principal female divinity of the 
Phoenicians, called Ishtar by the Assyrians and Astarte by the 
Greeks and Romans. She was, by some ancient writers, identified 
with the moon. But, on the other hand, the Assyrian Ishtar was not 
the moon-goddess, but the planet Venus; and Astarte was by many 
identified with the goddess Venus (or Aphrodite), as well as with 
the plant of that name. It is certain that the worship of Astarte 
became identified with that of Venus, and that this worship was 
connected with the most impure rites is apparent from the close 
connection of this goddess with Asherah. (1 Kings 11:5,33; 2 Kings 
23:13).  

International Standard Bible Encyclopedia says: 

In Babylonia and Assyria Ishtar was the goddess of love and 
war. … The other goddesses of Babylonia, who were little more 
than reflections of the god, tended to merge into Ishtar who thus 
became a type of the female divinity, a personification of the 
productive principle in nature, and more especially the mother 
and creatress of mankind. 

The chief seat of the worship of Ishtar in Babylonia was 
Erech, where prostitution was practiced in her name, and she was 
served with immoral rites by bands of men and women. In Assyria, 
where the warlike side of the goddess was predominant, no such 
rites seem to have been practiced, and, instead, prophetesses were 
attached to her temples to whom she delivered oracles… 

Archaeological notes on the book of Judges 

The religion of the Canaanites 

In Deuteronomy 7:5, while instructing Israel how to treat the 
inhabitants of Canaan, God said they should “…destroy their altars, and 
break down their sacred pillars, and cut down their wooden images, and 
burn their carved images with fire.” 

According to Hoffmeier, archaeologists have discovered remains of 
these various aspects of Canaanite worship (pages 77-80). These relics 
include remains of various altars from Canaanite worship. In Hazor 
more than thirty sacred pillars were found. Evidence has also been found 
of the Canaanite practice of infant sacrifice. 
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Documentation of places and peoples in Canaan 

Archaeology provides evidence that the book of Judges is 
historically accurate in naming various locations and nations in the land 
of Canaan. Many of the cities and other locations mentioned in the book 
have been discovered and excavated. 

Hoffmeier describes the walls in a temple in Egypt that record in 
pictures and texts an attempted invasion by tribes that surely included 
the Philistines. Likewise, the location of all five of the main cities of the 
Philistines in Canaan are known and have been excavated: Gaza, 
Ashkelon, Ashdod, Ekron, and Gath (pages 81,82). 

The Amarna Letters are stone tablets, discovered in Egypt, that 
were written around the time of Joshua and the Judges. According to 
Holden and Geisler, these letters confirm the existence, not only of the 
Philistine cities listed above, but also of Gezer, Hazor, Joppa, Lachish, 
Megiddo, and other Canaanite cities. They also refer to a number of the 
nations of people mentioned in Scripture, including the Hittites, the 
Amorites, Perizzites, Canaanites, Egyptians, Babylonians, Assyrians, 
and others. (See pages 239-241.) 

Archaeological evidence such as this confirms the historical 
accuracy of the Biblical records. This demonstrates that the accounts in 
the book of Judges are intended to be real history, not legend or myth. 
Other evidence from archaeology will be mentioned from time to time in 
these notes as appropriate. 

Outline of Judges 

Chap. 1 – Continued Conquest of the Land  
 1:1-16 - Judah’s Conquest  
 1:17-36 - Conquests of Other Tribes  
Chap. 2 - God’s Rebuke of Israel & Overview of the Judges  
 2:1-5 - Rebuke for Compromise with the Inhabitants  
 2:6-23 - A Divine Summary of the Pattern of the Period of the 

Judges  
Chap. 3 - Othniel, Ehud, and Shamgar  
 3:1-11 - Othniel  
 3:12-30 - Ehud  
 3:31 – Shamgar  
Chap. 4&5 - Deborah  
 Chap. 4 - Delivery of Israel from Jabin & Sisera  
 Chap. 5 - Song of Barak and Deborah  
Chap. 6-9 - Gideon  
 Chap. 6 - The Call of Gideon to Lead the People  
 Chap. 7,8 - Gideon Defeats the Midianites  
 Chap. 9 - Abimelech 
Chap. 10-12 - Jephthah (and Others)  
 10:1-5 - Tola and Jair 
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 10:6-18 – Israel’s Sin but Repentance 
 Chap. 11 - Victory over the Ammonites 
 12:1-7 - Defeat of Ephraim  
 12:8-15 - Other Judges Who Followed Jephthah 
  Ibzan 
  Elon 
  Abdon 
Chap. 13-16 - Samson  
 Chap. 13 - Birth of Samson  
 Chap. 14 - Samson’s Marriage and Riddle  
 Chap. 15 – Samson’s Wars with the Philistines 
 Chap. 16 – Samson’s Downfall, Capture, and Death 
Chap. 17,18 – Micah, His Idols, and the Danites 
 Chap. 17 – Micah’s Shrine for Idol Worship 
 Chap. 18 - The Danites, Micah’s Gods, and the Capture of Laish 
Chap. 19-21 – The Corruption of the Tribe of Benjamin 
 Chap. 19 – The Abuse and Murder of a Levite’s Concubine 
 Chap. 20 – The Israelites’ War against Benjamin 
 Chap. 21 – Wives Found for the Remaining Benjamites 
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Judges 1 

Chap. 1 – Continued Conquest of 
the Land  

The book begins by identifying the time period in which these 
events occurred: after the death of Joshua. During Joshua’s lifetime, the 
entire land of Canaan had been conquered and brought under the power 
of Israel. This was true in the sense that the major kings and armies of 
the land had been defeated. There remained no major nations to 
compete with Israel for control of the land as a whole. The land had also 
been subdivided into territories, and each tribe’s territory had been 
designated.  

However, the Israelites only gradually moved into the land to 
possess it. Apparently there were not yet enough Israelites to need all the 
land to dwell in. So, although the major enemies were defeated, yet the 
peoples of the land remained or returned to dwell in many areas.  

In Deuteronomy 7:20-24 God had informed Israel that they would 
take the land gradually. God never intended to give it to them all at once, 
but “little by little.” If they killed all the people at once, wild beasts would 
overrun the land, since the Israelites were not prepared to possess it all. 

In Joshua 23:1-13 Joshua clearly stated that God had given the land 
to Israel and each tribe had been designated its territory in the land. But 
still there were people living in the land who needed to be driven out. 
Joshua challenged the people to diligently continue this work till all the 
people were removed without pity on any. All were to be slain.  

Meanwhile, the land belonged to Israel. There was no doubt that 
they were in control of the territory (in contrast to any other nation 
possessing it), but there were still people of other nations living in many 
areas where Israel had not driven them out.  

And some (perhaps many) of the tribes apparently had made little 
or no effort to move into their assigned territory and inhabit it. The 2½ 
tribes that settled east of Jordan had been sent to their inheritance. But 
it seems that the rest of the tribes were still largely dwelling together as 
one large congregation, rather than scattering to their assigned 
inheritances. 
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As the book of Judges begins, each tribe is still responsible to clear 
out people from their lands, move in, take complete possession, and 
begin actually inhabiting the land. We will be told their successes and 
failures in doing this and the consequences. As events are described, 
some descriptions are included that repeat things already recorded in 
Joshua.  

Archaeological note regarding Israel 

Millard describes a stone slab called the “Israel Stele.” This was a 
monument found in Thebes, Egypt, describing military victories of an 
Egyptian Pharaoh. This pharaoh ruled before 1200 BC. Included is a 
statement that Israel was devastated. Millard explains that the existence 
of the name Israel on this slab is beyond doubt and is especially 
important because it is the oldest instance of the name “Israel” found by 
archaeologists outside the Bible. (Millard, pp 100,101) 

1:1-16 - Judah’s Conquests  

1:1-3 – God instructed Judah to fight against the Canaanites, 
and Simeon agreed to go with him. 

After Joshua’s death, the Israelites inquired of the Lord as to who 
should be the first of the tribes to do battle against the Canaanites. As 
already described, the land had been taken as a whole. So, this chapter 
must refer to further battles to take (or retake) specific remaining cities 
and remove the Canaanites so Israelites could inhabit the cities. 

The Lord revealed that the tribe of Judah should be the first to 
specifically take and settle their assigned territory. God assured them 
that they could be successful. God had delivered the people into their 
hand. Joshua 15 describes the territory that had been assigned to Judah. 
Now God expected them to go in and actively inhabit that territory, 
driving out the Canaanites there. 

Judah accepted the challenge. However, we recall that the territory 
of Simeon was actually found within the territory of Judah. That is, 
towns and land within the boundaries of Judah had been designated as 
belonging to Simeon – see Joshua 19:1-9. So, Judah suggested that the 
tribe of Simeon work with them in clearing out the inhabitants from their 
assigned territory. If Simeon helped Judah retake its cities, then Judah 
would help Simeon take its cities (see verse 17). Simeon agreed. 

1:4-7 – Judah defeated Bezek. They punished its king by 
cutting off his thumbs and big toes, as he had punished 
other kings whom he had defeated. 

The first place mentioned that Judah (with Simeon) fought was at 
Bezek, a city inhabited by (or near which lived) Canaanites and 
Perizzites. There Judah killed 10,000 men. 

The Waldrons point out that Bezek was actually in the territory of 
Manasseh (it is located north of Shechem, not far west of the Jordan – 
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see map). Judah apparently passed it as they traveled, but long before 
they reached their own territory. Presumably, Adoni-Bezek, the king of 
Bezek, must have decided to attack them or otherwise provoked a battle.  

The Israelites not only defeated the people of Bezek, but they 
captured the king Adoni-Bezek and cut off his thumbs and big toes. This 
would have the effect, not only of openly humiliating a man by 
demonstrating that he had been defeated, but also of preventing him 
from fighting in the future. (Adoni-Bezek should not be confused with 
Adoni-zedek, who had been defeated in Joshua 10:1.) 

Adoni-Bezek concluded that God had repaid him as he had done to 
others, since he himself had cut off the thumbs and the toes of seventy 
other kings, then required them to eat scraps under his table. This shows 
that he deserved to be defeated. It also may give a reason why he might 
have attacked Judah: he was evidently accustomed to so act. It may also 
help demonstrate the wickedness of the people of Canaan, which is why 
God determined they should be removed from the land. 

Finally, we are told Judah brought him to Jerusalem, and he died 
there. The Israelites were commanded to kill all the people of the land, 
sparing none. Surely such a wicked king should not be spared. We are 
not told, however, how he died. If Judah obeyed God, they would have 
slain him, but the passage does not specify how he died. 

1:8-10 – Judah then defeated Jerusalem and Hebron. 

After Judah defeated Bezek, they also fought against Jerusalem (see 
map). We are told they took the city and set it on fire. In Joshua 15:63 
the people of Judah had not been able to drive out the inhabitants of 
Jerusalem. And later in Judges 1:21 we are told that the Benjamites could 
not drive out the inhabitants of Jerusalem. 2 Samuel 5:6-10 says the city 
was finally captured in the days of David. 

Jerusalem was on the border between Judah and Benjamin, but the 
people of Benjamin were responsible to take and inhabit it. Apparently 
on their way south the men of Judah fought against Jerusalem and 
burned it. But apparently many people of the city escaped. Since it was 
not to be their possession, Judah then left the city and traveled south. 
Perhaps the inhabitants then moved back into the city and became 
strong enough that the men of Benjamin could not defeat them. 

Then Judah went south to fight against the Canaanites who lived in 
the mountains, in the South (the Negev) and the lowlands (probably the 
areas between the mountains and the Mediterranean Sea). 

Judah then fought against Hebron (see map), which had formerly 
been called Kirjath Arba. There they killed Sheshai, Ahiman, and Talmai. 
Joshua had defeated Hebron in Joshua 10:36,37 and destroyed the 
Anakim there (11:21). Joshua 15:13 says that Hebron had been given to 
Caleb as his possession. 

Sheshai, Ahiman, and Talmai are listed in Joshua 15:14 as sons of 
Anak, meaning they were mighty men even as giants. The passage there 
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says Caleb had driven them out. But here we are told that the men of 
Judah killed them. As noted below, it is not clear whether the battles 
involving Caleb had occurred earlier or occurred here. 

1:11-15 –Caleb’s nephew Othniel captured Debir, so Caleb 
gave him his daughter to marry. At her request, Caleb 
gave her springs of water. 

The account told here had also been told in Joshua 15:16-19. It is 
obviously the same story, so it cannot have happened both before and 
after Joshua’s death. Perhaps the story occurred in Joshua’s day as 
recorded in Joshua 15 but is included in Judges 1 for completeness to 
explain in some detail the victories of Judah and to introduce Othniel 
who later became a judge. (Or vice-versa, it may have occurred later as 
recorded in Judges 1, but for completeness it was recorded in the book 
of Joshua by one who later wrote the story. But it would seem that would 
make Caleb a very old man here, since Joshua had already died.) 

Caleb and his family went to another nearby city named Kirjath 
Sepher. This was later renamed Debir (see map). This city too had been 
captured by Joshua (Joshua 10:38,39), so again I assume some people 
must have returned in the meanwhile. 

Caleb offered to give his daughter Achsah as wife to whoever would 
attack and capture Debir. This challenge was taken up by Othniel, 
Caleb’s nephew (son of Caleb’s brother Kenaz). He attacked and 
captured Debir, so Caleb gave him his daughter Achsah as promised. 

After the victory, Achsah and Othniel agreed to ask Caleb to also 
give them a field including springs for water. This request was made and 
Caleb agreed giving her upper and lower springs. 

This same Othniel, Caleb’s nephew, later became a judge of Israel 
as recorded in Judges 3:7-11. 

(Note that the expression “Othniel the son of Kenaz, Caleb's 
younger brother” is ambiguous. It could mean, as we have assumed 
above, that Kenaz was Caleb’s younger brother, and Othniel was the son 
of Kenaz. This would make Othniel Caleb’s nephew. Or it could mean 
that Othniel was the son of Kenaz, and Othniel was also Caleb’s younger 
brother. Caleb is called ‘the son of Jephunneh the Kenizzite’ in Numbers 
32:12. This would mean that Caleb’s father was Jephunneh, rather than 
Kenaz, which would imply that Caleb and Othniel were not brothers. 
Furthermore, if Caleb and Othniel were brothers, that would mean that 
Othniel married his niece, which was not permitted under the law. But 
if Othniel was Caleb’s nephew, that would mean that he married his 
cousin, which was permitted.) 

1:16 – The Kenites dwelt in the Wilderness of Judah. 

Also allowed to live in the territory inherited by Judah was a group 
of people called the Kenites, who apparently lived in the wilderness near 
Arad. The City of Palms may have been near Jericho (Deuteronomy 
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34:3?; Judges 3:13?), and Arad was located west and southwest of the 
southern end of the Dead Sea (see map). 

The Kenites are here described as children of Moses’ father-in-law. 
Numbers 10:29-32 says that Moses had pled with Hobab, who was a son 
of Moses’ father-in-law Reuel, to go with Israel to the land of Canaan. 
Hobab had objected but Moses continued persuading him. Apparently, 
this passage in Judges indicates that some of Reuel’s descendants did go 
to Canaan with Israel. Other passages referring to the Kenites are 1 
Samuel 15:6; 1 Chronicles 2:55. (Cundall and Morris note that the terms 
for the relationships involved here can have different possible meanings. 
So Hobab may also refer to Moses’ father-in-law Jethro, rather than to 
Moses’ brother-in-law. And Reuel may also refer to Jethro or maybe an 
ancestor of Jethro.) 

1:17-36 - Conquests of Other Tribes  

1:17,18 – Judah helped Simeon defeat Canaanite cities. 

In verse 3 Judah had promised to help Simeon capture its territory, 
if Simeon would help Judah. Now verse 17 tells us that Judah kept this 
promise. The territory inherited by Simeon was described in Joshua 
19:1-9. 

Together Judah and Simeon attacked the Canaanites in a city called 
Zephath and destroyed the city. This city was later called Hormah, 
located just east from Beersheeba (see map). (See Joshua 19:4; note also 
Numbers 21:3, which appears to me to refer to a different Hormah east 
of Jordan). 

Then Judah attacked and captured Gaza, Ashkelon, and Ekron, 
cities near the Mediterranean in the territory later identified with the 
Philistines. (See map. Note Joshua 11:22.) 

1:19,20 – Judah failed to drive out the inhabitants of the 
lowland because they had chariots. Caleb received 
Hebron and drove out the three sons of Anak. 

We are told that Judah was enabled to drive out the inhabitants of 
the mountainous areas of Judah’s inheritance (toward the Dead Sea), 
because the Lord was with them – i.e., He worked with them and enabled 
them to be victorious.  

However, they could not drive out the people living in the lowlands 
(toward the Mediterranean), because they had chariots of iron. The 
chariots may have been the apparent reason or the excuse given for 
Judah’s failure, but the real reason must have been a failure to trust in 
God. God had promised to help the people defeat the people of the land, 
if they would trust Him (verse 2).  

In Deuteronomy 20:1 God had warned Israel not to fear numerous 
enemies who had chariots, because God would be with them. In Joshua 
11 Joshua had led the people to defeat the northern alliance of kings who 
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numbered like the seashore and had many horses and chariots (verses 
4,6,9).  

In Joshua 17:16,18 the descendants of Joseph had complained that 
they could not drive people from the land because of their chariots. But 
Joshua essentially rebuked them, saying they could do so if they would. 
In Judges 4:3,13, the people under Barak and Deborah defeated Sisera 
who had many chariots of iron. Chapter 2 records God’s rebuke of Israel 
for failing to drive out the people of the land. 

Also, Judah gave Hebron to Caleb, and he expelled the three sons of 
Anak from there. This was earlier recorded in Joshua 14:9-15; 15:13-19, 
so the account here appears to me to be a flashback describing what had 
happened earlier but recorded here for the sake of completing the story 
of Judah’s conquest of the land (see notes on verses 10-15).  

1:21 – Benjamin failed to expel the Jebusites from Jerusalem. 

Verse 21 then moves to another tribe besides Judah and Simeon. 
We are told that the children of Benjamin did not drive out the Jebusites 
who inhabited Jerusalem; so the Jebusites dwell with the children of 
Benjamin in Jerusalem to this day. See earlier notes on verse 8.  

Again this appears to be a failure on the part of a tribe in Israel to 
trust the Lord. As chapter 1 proceeds, we will be told of repeated failures 
of Israel to defeat people of the land. In chapter 2 we will read of God’s 
stern rebuke of the people for this failure. 

1:22-26 – Joseph captured Bethel with the help of a man who 
showed them the entrance to the city. So they let the man 
go and he built the city of Luz. 

The house of Joseph attacked the city of Bethel with the blessing 
and help of God. Presumably, “Joseph” here refers to Ephraim and the 
half-tribe of Manasseh that would inherit west of Jordan. Apparently 
they worked together in taking their territories, like Judah and Simeon 
had done. Bethel had been named Luz, but was renamed to Bethel (see 
map). 

The city of Bethel was actually to belong to Benjamin (Joshua 
18:22). Again, it must have stood in the way of the tribes of Joseph as 
they journeyed to their inheritance. Rather than risk being attacked by 
Bethel after they had passed it, they apparently determined to defeat the 
city as they went by.  

Note that Joshua had captured the city of Bethel at the defeat of Ai. 
Once again I assume that the people of the land must have reoccupied 
the city and rebuilt it, so it had to be conquered again later. 

They sent spies to view the city, as Joshua had done at Jericho. The 
spies found a man coming out of the city and promised to spare his life 
if he would show them a way into the city. He did so, so they kept their 
promise to let him and his family go. The descendants of Joseph then 
entered the city and defeated it with the sword. 
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The man whom they had let go then went to the land of the Hittites 
and founded a new city, which he named Luz (as the city of Bethel had 
formerly been called). Hittites lived in many areas, so it is not clear 
exactly where this city was located.  

1:27,28 – Manasseh failed to drive out inhabitants of several 
cities, but instead put them under tribute. 

Despite the success at Bethel, Manasseh failed to drive out the 
inhabitants of several cities in their inheritance: Beth Shean, Taanach, 
Dor, Ibleam, and Megiddo (see map). We are told that the Canaanites 
were determined to remain in those territories. When Israel was strong 
enough, they made the Canaanites pay tribute, but did not completely 
drive them out. This fact was also described in Joshua 17:11-13, which 
again shows that these sections must have been written later on but were 
included in both books for completeness. 

The reason given to explain why Manasseh could not drive out the 
inhabitants is that the Canaanites were so determined to stay in those 
areas. But the fact remains that God had commanded Israel to drive out 
all the people of the land, and had promised that He would be with them 
so they could accomplish this. Failure to do so was disobedience and lack 
of faith in God.  

Doubtless many of the people who had been driven out were also 
determined. The real issue was not the strength of the Canaanites but 
the failure of Israel. See the notes on verses 19,21 for more discussion of 
this problem. In chapter two God will rebuke the people for this failure. 

1:29-33 – Ephraim, Zebulun, Asher, and Naphtali also failed 
to expel Canaanites. 

These verses then list other tribes who failed to drive people out of 
their assigned territories (see map).  

Ephraim did not drive out the people of Gezer, so those people lived 
among the Ephraimites. 

Zebulun did not drive out the people of Kitron or Nahalol. They 
allowed these people to dwell among Israel, but did make them pay 
tribute. 

Nor did Asher drive out the inhabitants of Acco, Sidon, Ahlab, 
Achzib, Helbah, Aphik, or Rehob. We are told that Asher dwelt among 
the Canaanites. This almost sounds like the Canaanites were more 
dominant than the people of Asher! 

Finally, Naphtali did not drive out the inhabitants of Beth Shemesh 
or Beth Anath. Again, they dwelt among the Canaanites, but did make 
the people of those cities pay tribute.  

All these failures were complete violations of God’s commands and 
demonstrated lack of faith in God. See notes on verses 19,21 and on 
chapter 2. 
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1:34-36 – Dan completely failed to capture its territory but 
was compelled to dwell in the mountains. 

Whereas some of the other tribes only partly captured their 
inheritances, Dan was so defeated that they were driven out of their 
territory. The Amorites drove them into the mountains and would not 
allow them down into the valley.  

The Amorites also were determined to dwell in Mt. Heres, Aijalon, 
and Shaalbim (see map). At times Israel increased in strength and made 
them pay tribute. So the boundary of the Amorites is described. They 
continued to hold territory that should have gone to the Israelites. 

Joshua 19:47 had related (again overlapping the stories) that 
instead Dan took the city of Leshem and dwelt there renaming it Dan. 
More about this will be discussed in Judges 18. 

In chapter 2 we will see how God viewed these failures of the people 
to take their territories. 

Joseph Free offers the following archaeological confirmation of the 
account of Judges regarding the capture of the various cities of Canaan: 

We find the indication in Judges 1:21 that at the time of the 
conquest of Canaan by the children of Israel, the Israelites did not 
drive out the inhabitants of Jerusalem. The fact that Israel did not 
take Jerusalem is confirmed by the Amarna Tablets, which show 
that the king of Jerusalem remained loyal to the Pharaoh of Egypt. 

According to the Bible, Bethel was destroyed during the early 
period of the judges (1:23-25), and excavations there in 1924 
showed that the town was completely destroyed during that 
period … The Bible indicates, on the other hand, that during this 
same period Bethshan, Megiddo, and Gezer were thriving towns 
(1:27,29), but not subject to the Israelites. The excavations at these 
latter sites show the correctness of this indication that they were 
not held by Israel at the time of the judges… 
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Judges 2 

Chap. 2 - God’s Rebuke of Israel; 
Overview of the Judges  

2:1-5 – Rebuke for Compromise with the Inhabitants  

2:1 – God reminded Israel that He had brought them out of 
Egypt and promised never to break His covenant. 

An angel of the Lord came from Gilgal to speak to Israel when they 
had gathered at a place which they soon came to name Bochim (see verse 
5). There the angel briefly reviewed God’s goodness and blessings to the 
nation. 

He reminded them how God had led them out of slavery in Egypt 
and brought them to the land of Canaan, which He had promised to the 
fathers to give to their descendants. God had made these promises, and 
He had kept His word. 

This was part of a covenant made first with Abraham then fulfilled 
in his descendants. God had promised that He would never break His 
covenant with Abraham’s descendants. See Genesis 17:7,8; Leviticus 
26:42,44; Deuteronomy 7:9; Psalms 89:34. But even in these and other 
contexts, God required that the people had to keep their part of the 
covenant. They had to obey Him. If they failed to do so, then He would 
not be bound to continue to bless them. Note Genesis 17:9; Leviticus 
26:14-45; Deuteronomy 7:9-11. 

So God would not break the covenant. But the covenant was 
conditional in that the blessings He would give would depend on the 
people’s conduct. This has always been His way of dealing with people. 
He never does wrong or violates His promises. But what blessings the 
people do or do not receive depends on their response to God’s offered 
blessings.  

This is likewise the case under the New Testament. When people 
teach that God will bless those who do not obey (faith only) or those who 
do not continue to serve faithfully (once saved, always saved), they 
demonstrate that they simply do not understand God’s covenants. 
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Note how this section defines and illustrates the nature of God’s 
covenants. Covenants are fundamental in God’s dealings with men. 
Usually people want the blessings God offers. But like the Israelites, we 
often fail to meet the requirements to receive those blessings. 

2:2 – God had commanded Israel to make no covenant with 
the inhabitants, but they had not obeyed Him. 

Having restated His commitment to the covenant, God immediately 
convicted Israel of having failed to keep their responsibilities under the 
covenant. Specifically, in order to keep their covenant with God, the 
people were required to make no covenant with the inhabitants of the 
land.  

They should have torn down the altars of idols, cast out the people, 
and destroyed them. There should have been no compromise, no 
toleration of the people or of their false religion. God had made this 
abundantly clear. Joshua had repeatedly reminded the people of this, 
and even the people of the land knew it (see Joshua 9:24). 

The reason for this command was that the inhabitants were 
exceedingly corrupt, not just morally, but also religiously in worshiping 
false gods. If they remained in the land and Israel associated with them, 
the people of the land would corrupt the Israelites and lead them to 
idolatry. See Exodus 23:29-33; 34:11-17; Deuteronomy 7:1-5; 12:1-4. 

God then immediately charged Israel with having disobeyed this 
command and asked them why they had done so. Their disobedience had 
been described repeatedly in chapter 1 (verses 19,21,27-35). In case after 
case, tribes had not driven people out of the land as God had 
commanded.  

They had been content to allow people to remain in the land and 
simply make covenants with them. Instead of destroying them, they 
allowed them to live among the Israelites and simply pay tribute. 
Obviously, these people were continuing their idolatrous worship, which 
Israel was commanded to remove from the land. This defeated God’s 
purpose by allowing the people of the land to continue to be a source of 
temptation to Israel. 

God charged Israel with disobedience to His covenant with them. 
Therefore, He would not give them the blessings He had offered. 

2:3-5 – God refused to bless Israel by driving the people out. 
He would leave them to be a hindrance to the Israelites. 

Israel had been willing to compromise with the people of the land 
and had not kept the covenant, so God responded by not blessing them 
as He had promised. He said He would not drive the people out of the 
land. He would leave the people there, but they would be thorns in the 
side of the Israelites, and their gods would be snares. See Numbers 
33:52-56; Joshua 23:11-13; Judges 3:1-6; Exodus 23:32,33; 
Deuteronomy 7:16-26; Psalms 106:34-36. 
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The purpose of removing the people was, not just so the Israelites 
could enjoy the land but, as described above, so the inhabitants would 
not be a snare and temptation to Israel with their evil and idolatry. Since 
Israel had repeatedly chosen not to cast out the people, God then 
withdrew His promise to completely cast them out. If Israel failed, God 
would punish them by bringing on them the consequences He predicted 
would come if the people were allowed to remain.  

We will see how this becomes exactly the history of the people 
throughout the book of Judges and into the period of the kings. 
Eventually it led the nation to be divided and carried into captivity. 

The course of nations, families, and individuals often is completely 
changed as a result of decisions made at a specific point in time. Israel 
had chosen here to disobey God. The result was a total change in their 
subsequent history compared to what it would have been had they 
obeyed. We need to take a lesson for our own choices in serving God. 

The people of Israel wept and offered sacrifice to God in response 
to His rebuke. They sorrowed for the punishment He had said He would 
bring on them. However, we will see that they still proceeded to disobey 
Him, exactly as He had predicted they would as a result of temptations 
by the people of the land.  

They apparently sorrowed, not so much because they grieved for 
having done wrong, but because God had said that He would withdraw 
His blessings from them. Far too often, people in sin will sorrow, not so 
much because they really wish they had not committed the sin, but 
because they are sorry they got caught and punished. 

The people assigned the name Bochim to the place where the angel 
had revealed God’s rebuke to them. Bochim means “weeping.” 

2:6-23 - A Divine Summary of the Pattern of the Period of 
the Judges  

The rest of chapter 2 gives an overview of the pattern of the conduct 
of the people and God’s conduct toward them throughout the period of 
the Judges. It begins by backtracking to the end of the book of Joshua. 
It describes the pattern of the people’s conduct during and shortly after 
Joshua’s death, then it shows that pattern after the death of the people 
who had witnessed events in his day. 

(Note that paragraph divisions in my NKJV – and perhaps others – 
associates verse 6 with verses 1-5. This would imply that the rebuke of 
the angel of the Lord occurred before Joshua dismissed the people to 
their inheritances. This is a human judgment regarding how the verses 
are associated, and I disagree. I believe verse 6 associates with verse 7. 
That verse shows that the people had been generally faithful under 
Joshua’s leadership. This seems to me to conflict with the rebuke of 
verses 1-5.  

Note also that verse 6 says Joshua “had dismissed” the people, 
which may mean that this had occurred before the events that had just 
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been recorded. The parallel in Joshua 24:28-31, as noted below, also 
implies that verse 6 goes with verses 7ff. So I conclude verse 6 goes with 
verses 7ff and begins a review of the history of Israel leading up to the 
book of Judges.) 

2:6,7 – Israel in general was faithful during the lifetime of 
Joshua and those who had worked with Joshua. 

After the general conquest of the land under Joshua’s leadership, he 
had dismissed the people to go to their own inheritances. The nation had 
stayed together as a congregation in order to fight as a body against the 
enemies in the land. When those enemies had largely been defeated and 
the land was under their control, Joshua had allowed the individual 
tribes to separate and go to their inheritances. This still required them 
to remove remaining people from their inheritances and settle in the 
land, as described in chapter 1. But Joshua’s work of leading them to 
capture the land was done. See Joshua 22:6; 24:28-31. 

This section is especially parallel to Joshua 24:28ff and shows that 
this happened essentially at the end of Joshua’s life. The parallel almost 
certainly implies that these verses in Judges are a flashback that reviews 
the end of the book of Joshua. 

Verse 7 repeats Joshua 24:31. Israel had served the Lord all the days 
of Joshua and of the leaders (elders) who outlived him but had been alive 
to see all that the Lord had done for Israel in bringing them into the land.  

Note that the passage says the people served the Lord throughout 
the lifetime of the “elders” who had worked with Joshua (seeing God’s 
great works under his leadership). The elders were the leaders of the 
people, but they were not real contemporaries of Joshua in age. 
Remember that God had punished Joshua’s generation by causing them 
to die in the wilderness; but Joshua and Caleb, because of their 
faithfulness, were spared to lead the people into the land. So, these 
elders were men who had been under age twenty when Israel refused to 
enter the land, but they had grown up and had been appointed leaders 
during the wilderness wandering. It is reasonable that they would outlive 
Joshua. 

This does not mean that the people remained faithful throughout 
the lifetime of all who were alive when Joshua lived. Rather, they were 
faithful only while the leaders who served under Joshua remained 
alive. Likely these were among the older men among the people. Also, I 
doubt this means the people were sinless in general. On the contrary, no 
one is sinless, let alone would a nation be sinless.  

Rather, note the contrast between verse 7 and verse 11. The people 
served God while these leaders were alive (verse 7), in contrast to serving 
idols as they did in later generations (verse 11).  
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2:8-10 –Joshua died, as did the older generation of leaders. 
But the next generation did not know God nor the 
blessings He had given Israel. 

As in Joshua 24:29,30, we are again told of Joshua’s death. Joshua 
died at the age of 110 years old. He was buried at the edge (border) of his 
inheritance at Timnath Serah or Timnath Heres (depending on 
translation) in Ephraim on the north side of Mt. Gaash (see map). This 
inheritance had been given him as recorded in Joshua 19:50. 

Then the generation that had served with him also died and were 
gathered to their fathers. As noted on verse 7, this refers primarily to the 
generation of leaders who led the people (though no doubt the 
progression away from God was gradual). The sins of the people began 
even during the lifetime of Caleb’s nephew Othniel, who became the first 
judge. 

The next generation that grew up did not know the Lord or the work 
He had done for Israel. That is, they were less familiar with the great 
work done during Joshua’s lifetime and even Moses’ lifetime. They 
either had not witnessed it at all or had been too young or uninvolved. 
They did not have fresh in their mind the great evidence of God’s power 
and blessings. Compare Exodus 1:8; 5:2; 1 Samuel 2:12; Galatians 4:8. 

See the danger here when parents do not teach their children as we 
ought. Parents have a God-given duty to see that our children grow up 
knowing the will of God. If we fail, the knowledge of God’s greatness and 
of His teaching can pass from His people in just one generation. 
Proverbs 22:6; Ephesians 6:4; Titus 2:4. 

For all the goodness of the older generation in some ways as 
described in verse 7, they had yet failed to teach their children. The result 
was a generation that grew up not knowing God’s blessings to them or 
their duty to Him. This contributed to the tragedies that follow as 
described in the book of Judges. We are immediately told in verse 11 that 
they served the Baals. 

2:11-13 – Israel followed other gods including Baal and the 
Ashtoreths. 

The cyclical pattern of Israel’s conduct is described in the following 
verses. This may be illustrated as follows: 

 
Faithfulness  

 
 

deliverance                         idolatry  
 
 

repentance                             oppression 
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Israel did evil by committing idolatry and serving the Baals and the 
Astoreths. In this they forsook the Lord God, who had brought them out 
of the land of Egypt. They followed the gods of the people around them 
and bowed to them, provoking God to anger. (Exodus 20:5; 
Deuteronomy 6:14) 

This appears to me to contrast to verse 7, which said the people 
served the Lord during the lifetime of Joshua, etc. But now, after those 
men had died (verse 10), a generation arose that served the Baals 
instead. This became a pattern as shown in 3:7,12; 4:1; 6:11; 8:33. 

Note that God viewed their idolatry as forsaking Him. Compare 
Deuteronomy 31:16; Judges 10:6. Other passages compare this to 
adultery, as a man or woman who has an affair with someone other than 
the lawful spouse.  

Note that this did not always mean that they completely ceased 
efforts to serve God. Idolatry involved worshiping many gods. So they 
might serve God among the various gods they served. Yet God viewed 
this as forsaking Him, even if they did attempt to still serve Him at times. 
They were breaking His covenant, just as a man violates his marriage 
covenant when he has an affair with another woman.  

The covenant required the people to keep themselves from other 
gods to worship God only. So any service of other gods constituted 
forsaking God and violating their covenant with Him, no matter how 
long or brief the sin might continue. 

See introductory notes on Judges 1 for information about the Baals 
and the Astoreths. 

2:14,15 – When Israel worshiped idols, God would allow 
enemies to bring calamity upon them. 

When Israel committed idolatry, God would become angry and 
punish them by delivering them into the power of an enemy, who would 
oppress them. The hand of the Lord would be against them. Instead of 
protecting them and giving them victory over their enemies, He would 
give their enemies victory over them. The enemies would plunder and 
spoil them. 

All this fulfilled God’s promise to them, resulting in their great 
distress.  

See Deuteronomy 31:16,17; 28:15-68; Judges 3:8; Psalms 106:40-
42; 2 Kings 17:20; Isaiah 50:1; Leviticus 26:14-26,37; Joshua 7:12,13. 

2:16-18 – When the Israelites suffered because of their 
enemies who oppressed them, God would send judges to 
deliver them. But the people would soon return to 
idolatry. 

When the people were oppressed, they would cry out to God for 
deliverance. He would then send a judge to deliver them from the hands 
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of their enemies. This shows, not only the unfaithfulness of the people, 
but also the great mercy and patience of God. 

But even so, the people would not listen to the warnings given by 
the judges. They would again play the harlot by returning to the worship 
of idols. They would quickly turn away from the obedience to God that 
had been practiced by their fathers (Abraham and Isaac, etc.). They did 
not obey God as their fathers had. 

When God sent a judge, He would be with the judge, so the people 
were delivered from the oppression of their enemies. This would 
continue while the judge was alive. This deliverance was not because the 
people were so good, but because God was merciful. He would hear their 
cries for deliverance and would show pity by delivering them. 

See Judges 3:9,10,15; Psalms 106:43-45. 

2:19-23 – When the judge died, the people would return to 
idolatry and the cycle would be repeated.  

Despite God’s goodness and deliverance of Israel, however, as soon 
as the judge died, the people would revert to their idolatry. They would 
be even more corrupt than their ancestors. They would serve and bow to 
idols, and would not cease their evil ways but would stubbornly cling to 
them.  

This shows how quickly people tend to forget God’s blessings. But 
how different are people in our society today? When the nation faces war 
or other severe tragedy, people turn to God in prayer and seek His 
blessings. Rulers and businesses openly profess faith in God and 
encourage songs and prayers of praise and devotion. Yet when the crisis 
is over, within months or even weeks that supposed devotion gradually 
disappears. And eventually it may reach the point where people resent 
and even bitterly criticize political or business leaders for mentioning 
God or professing devotion to Him in any form. God and religion become 
tools the people use for their own convenience, but not because they 
really care about God. 

The sins of the people angered God, because they continued to 
violate His covenant. They would not heed His voice, so He refused to 
drive out the nations that Joshua had left in the land (see Joshua 23:4-
13). Instead, God would leave these nations in the land as a test to Israel 
to see whether or not they would walk in His ways. He did not 
immediately drive out those nations nor deliver them into the hands of 
Joshua. See Judges 3:1,4 (compare Deuteronomy 8:2,16; 13:3). 

We will see that Israel miserably and repeatedly fails this “test.” 
They could have obeyed God, as could any of us, if they had determined 
to be faithful and committed themselves to obeying the covenant. But 
they repeatedly failed.  

This then summarizes the pattern that is repeated throughout the 
book of Judges. The people would become idolatrous, so God would 
allow an enemy to oppress them. They would call to Him, so He would 
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set up a judge to deliver them. But soon they would return to idolatry, 
etc. We will see this pattern again and again throughout the book. This 
section introduces the book by summarizing this pattern. We will see the 
pattern begin immediately in chapter 3. 

Why is Joshua mentioned in verse 23? Apparently, this pattern had 
become obvious even while Joshua was alive. He had surely warned the 
people about it, as shown in the reference to Joshua 23 above. It appears 
that God had left these people in the land even during Joshua’s day as 
the beginning of this testing of Israel.  
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Judges 3 

Chap. 3 - Othniel, Ehud, and 
Shamgar  

3:1-11 - Othniel  

3:1-4 – Summary of the nations left in the land to test whether 
Israel would obey the commands of the Lord and so the 
people might be taught to know war 

God had said that He would not completely cast out the inhabitants 
of the land, because Israel had not obeyed Him. They had not completely 
destroyed the inhabitants and broken down their altars. Instead, they 
had made covenants with them (2:1-4,21-23; compare 3:4). So He 
allowed some of the people of the land to remain as a test of the 
faithfulness of Israel. 

These verses summarize the peoples and nations that He allowed to 
stay in the land (see map). These were five Philistine lords plus the 
Canaanites, Sidonians, and Hivites who lived in Mt. Lebanon, from Mt. 
Baal Hermon to Hamath. The Philistines lived in the western and 
southern plains area of Canaan along the Sea. Mt. Lebanon was the 
range of mountains north and west of the Sea of Galilee in the area still 
known as Lebanon today. It would have been east from Tyre and Sidon 
and the land of the Phoenicians along the Sea. Also included was the area 
of Mt. Hermon (north of Galilee) and Hamath was considerably further 
north from there. 

However, this passage says that God left these people in the land so 
that the Israelites, who had not experienced war, might learn to know it. 
This may seem to be a different reason from stated in verse 4 and in 
chapter 2. But perhaps it is meant as just a different way of expressing 
that idea. The people of the land, who had not been driven out, would be 
a test of Israel’s faithfulness and obedience to the commands God had 
given (compare 3:1,4 to 2:21,22). When Israel would sin, they would 
learn war as a means of suffering that would bring them back to God 
when they went astray. When they had conquered the land, they had 
peace from their enemies.  
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Perhaps the point is that they would have continued in peace if they 
had obeyed God’s commands. But since they did not, He left the 
Canaanites in the land to bring war on Israel whenever they sinned. If 
this is the sense in which they would be taught to know war (instead of 
enjoying peace), this may harmonize the statements.  

An alternative view is that this is an additional reason, besides that 
given in chapter 2, for leaving the nations in the land. Throughout their 
history, Israel would be faced by war with enemies surrounding them. 
So they would need to be practiced in war. Dealing with these nations in 
the land would make them accustomed to the problems involved in 
wartime. Nevertheless, the main lesson for Israel to learn was to trust in 
God to help them with their needs. 

3:5-8 – Because Israel intermarried with the people of the 
land and worshiped their idols, they were oppressed by 
Cushan-Rishathaim king of Mesopotamia. 

So Israel dwelt among people of the land, and sure enough, they 
began to intermarry with the inhabitants and worship their idols, exactly 
as God had repeatedly warned them would happen if they did not 
completely destroy the people. See 2:2,11-13,20-23; compare Joshua 
23:12,13; Psalms 106:34-36; Ex 34:10-17; Deuteronomy 7:1-5, etc. 

The result was that Israel did evil, forgot God, and served the Baals 
and Asherahs (see introductory notes regarding these gods). Compare 
Deuteronomy 32:18. 

As described in chapter 2, God then brought a foreign nation to 
oppress them. This time His anger against Israel led Him to sell them 
into the hand of Cushan-Rishathaim, king of Mesopotamia. They served 
him for eight years. (See Habakkuk 3:7?) Mesopotamia means “between 
the rivers.” It describes the area between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers 
(see map). 

That God “sold” Israel does not mean there was a literal price 
involved. It simply describes the fact that they were His people, but He 
gave them up to others to control and punish for their disobedience to 
Him. See Deuteronomy 32:30; Judges 2:14.  

3:9-11 – When Israel cried out to the Lord, He raised up 
Othniel, Caleb’s nephew, to deliver them. Then the land 
had rest forty years. 

In their oppression Israel cried out to the Lord (compare 3:15), so 
He raised up a deliverer for them (as described in chapter 2 – see 2:16). 
This deliverer was Othniel, who was the nephew of Caleb – the son of 
Caleb’s younger brother Kenaz (compare notes on 1:13). He was the one 
who had captured Debir for Caleb and was rewarded by being given 
Caleb’s daughter to marry. 

We are told that the Spirit of the Lord came upon him (compare 
Numbers 27:18; 1 Samuel 11:6; 2 Chronicles 15:1). As a result he judged 
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Israel and went to war against Cushan-Rishathaim. We are given no 
details of the war, but Othniel and Israel prevailed. So Israel was 
delivered from their oppressor, as described in the pattern of chapter 2.  

Sometimes the coming of the Spirit upon someone meant they were 
enabled to speak as a prophet. This could have been the case here. But 
other times it seems to me that it simply refers to the fact that God’s 
Spirit moves and empowers or perhaps even directly guides them to act 
in a certain way. In this case it enabled Othniel to act as judge and 
deliverer for Israel. 

After Israel’s victory, the land had rest for forty years till Othniel 
died. Note that the land did not always have oppression or war. There 
were apparently rather lengthy times of peace and rest. This is what 
would presumably have been the prevalent situation had the people been 
obedient to God.  

In my view, some so-called scholars illustrate on this section of 
Judges the kind of silly reasoning sometimes found in commentaries. 
Some have claimed that the oppressor in this case could not really have 
been from Mesopotamia, because Othniel was from Judah in the south 
and Mesopotamia is to the north. They think that God would not call a 
man from the south to lead the people in fighting an enemy from the 
north. So they try to change or explain the text in a way that makes sense 
to them. But why cannot God choose whomever He wishes to achieve 
whatever purpose He wishes? 

3:12-30 - Ehud  

3:12-14 – When Israel again did evil, they were oppressed by 
Eglon, king of Moab, accompanied by people from 
Ammon and Amalek. 

Again as in the cyclical pattern of this period, Israel did evil in God’s 
sight. This appears to have come after the death of Othniel. So again God 
brought oppression on them. This time the oppressor was Eglon, king of 
Moab.  

The territory of Moab was generally east of the southern half of the 
Dead Sea, between the Arnon and Zered rivers (see map). This would 
have put them generally to the south of the territory Israel had captured 
east of Jordan. The Moabites were descendants of Moab, one of the sons 
of Lot by a relationship with his own daughter (Genesis 19).  

They apparently made an alliance with the Ammonites and the 
Amalekites in their opposition to Israel. The Ammonites lived along the 
desert to the far east of Israel’s territory east of Jordan. The Ammonites 
were also descendants of Lot through another of his daughters (Genesis 
19).  

The Amalekites had attacked Israel when they left Egypt and were 
traveling to Mt. Sinai (Exodus 17:8-16). They were apparently a highly 
nomadic people or at least widespread, since they were here in an 
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alliance far from where they had then attacked Israel. (Compare Judges 
5:14.) 

These peoples, under Eglon’s leadership, attacked Israel and 
captured the City of Palms (see Judges 1:16; Deuteronomy 34:3; 2 
Chronicles 28:15). This was an area apparently near Jericho, so these 
nations had moved significantly into Israel’s territory in their success at 
attacking and oppressing them.  

Eglon’s dominance over Israel lasted eighteen years. 

3:15-17 – Ehud, who was left-handed, hid a dagger under his 
clothes when he brought tribute to the king of Moab. 

Again Israel cried out to God for deliverance (compare verse 9; 
Psalms 78:34). And again, as in the pattern of chapter 2, He raised up a 
deliverer. This time the deliverer was a man named Ehud, son of Gera of 
the tribe of Benjamin. We are told that he was left-handed, which 
becomes a part of the story later. 

Ehud served as a messenger by whom Israel carried tribute money 
to Eglon. We are told of one such specific occasion, though it appears 
that Ehud served in this capacity regularly. Perhaps this is why Eglon 
appeared to know him. The payment of tribute demonstrates the clear 
subjugation of Israel to Eglon. 

In his plan to deliver Israel, Ehud made a double-edged dagger 
about a cubit long (1 ½ feet). He put it on his right thigh under his 
clothing. This would be significant in that, a right-handed man would 
normally put his sword on his left thigh and reach across his body to 
draw it out. But being left-handed, Ehud put the sword on his right side. 
He also put it under his clothing to conceal it. All this made it less likely 
Eglon’s men would discover the weapon or suspect Ehud. 

So on a particular occasion, Ehud brought tribute to Eglon. We are 
told that Eglon was a very fat man, which also plays into the story as it 
proceeds. 

3:18-22 – Ehud told Eglon that he had a message from God, 
and stabbed him with the dagger that he had hidden. 

On this occasion Ehud and others brought the tribute and presented 
it to Eglon, then Ehud sent away the other messengers. But he himself 
returned to Eglon from the stone images at Gilgal (perhaps the memorial 
stones from Joshua 4:20?) and told Eglon he had a secret message for 
him alone. Since the message was supposedly a secret, Eglon foolishly 
sent all of his servants out of the room. 

Eglon was sitting in his private chamber, so Ehud approached and 
said he had a message from God to Eglon. He then took his left hand, 
pulled out the dagger from his right thigh, and ran Eglon through with 
it. Eglon was so fat that the whole dagger, hilt and blade and all, went 
into Eglon’s body. Then his entrails came out. Ehud left the dagger there 
and fled. 
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3:23-25 – Ehud locked the doors and escaped before Eglon’s 
servants discovered what had happened. 

Ehud escaped by leaving by way of a porch, shutting and locking the 
doors of the upper room before he left. When Eglon’s servants came, 
they saw the doors of the upper room were locked. This surprised them, 
but they assumed he was taking care of personal needs (probably using 
the washroom). So they waited for him to open the doors when he was 
ready.  

Of course, he never did come out. So, after they had waited so long 
that they knew something was wrong and they were embarrassed to wait 
longer, they took a key and opened the doors. Then they found Eglon on 
the floor dead. 

3:26-30 – Ehud led Israel to hold the fords of the Jordan and 
there defeat the men of Moab. The land had rest for eighty 
years. 

Eglon’s servants had delayed so long before discovering his body, 
however, that Ehud had time to complete his escape. He passed the stone 
images and went to Seirah (located unknown to me). He then blew a 
trumpet in the mountains of Ephraim. This was a way of summoning the 
Israelites to him (compare Judges 6:32; 1 Samuel 13:3 – I suspect the 
trumpet blower traveled around the land blowing the trumpet to reach 
people throughout the area).  

He called upon Israel to follow him, saying the Lord had delivered 
the Moabites into their hand. (The statement is made as though it had 
already happened. I suspect the point is that it was so sure to happen 
that they could consider it as good as done, though there was still much 
to do. Compare Judges 7:9,15.)  

So, they followed him and took control of the fords of the Jordan 
that led toward Moab (compare Joshua 2:7; Judges 12:5). They refused 
to allow anyone to cross over, and so slew ten thousand Moabite men of 
war; none escaped.  

This appears to imply that Moabite soldiers attempted to cross over 
into Israel to subdue the revolt. But Israel now controlled their route at 
a critical point where they had to cross the Jordan. Presumably, the 
Moabites were disorganized and discouraged by the death of their king, 
so they were unable to mount an effective attack. As a result, Israel 
defeated and slew them. (Another possible explanation is that these 
soldiers were already in Israel, and they tried to return home to Moab 
when they heard of Eglon’s death. But Israel controlled their escape 
route and so defeated them.) 

So Israel defeated Moab and threw off their domination. Israel then 
had rest from its enemies for eighty years. Again we see that there were 
lengthy times without war and without foreign domination. So far those 
periods have lasted longer than the periods of oppression. Compare 3:11. 
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3:31 – Shamgar  

3:31 – Shamgar killed six hundred Philistines with an ox 
goad. 

The next judge was Shamgar. His story is told very briefly (see also 
5:6). Shamgar was the son of Anath. He killed six hundred Philistines 
with an ox goad and so delivered Israel.  

The oppressors in this case were the Philistines, who lived along the 
sea to the south and west of Israel. This is the first we hear of their 
oppressions against Israel, but it will not be the last. The Waldrons state 
that the Philistines came from the island of Crete and invaded the 
territory, perhaps around this time. 

I assume the six hundred men were not killed in one battle, but in 
several (or even many) battles. The ox goad was a sharp pointed stick 
used to urge oxen to move ahead faster to pull a load. As such it would 
make a useful weapon against human enemies, and Shamgar apparently 
used one effectively as his favorite weapon. 
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Judges 4 

Chap. 4&5 - Deborah  

Chap. 4 - Delivery of Israel from Jabin & Sisera  

4:1-3 – Israel again did evil and was oppressed by Jabin, king 
of Canaan. His commander was Sisera who had nine 
hundred chariots of iron. 

After the death of Ehud, the pattern of Israel continued. Once again 
they did evil, so once again the Lord allowed an enemy to oppress them. 
This time the oppressor was Jabin, king of Canaan, who lived in Hazor. 
Hazor was located north of the Sea of Galilee, just southwest from Lake 
Huleh (see map). 

Joshua 11:1,10 states that Jabin, king of Hazor, led one of the 
coalitions that fought against Joshua, when Israel came into the land to 
conquer it. Israel at that time had conquered Jabin and had destroyed 
the people of the land. The fact another Jabin from that city here ruled 
over Israel demonstrates the fact, as mentioned before, that people had 
returned to these cities to rebuild and re-inhabit them. This Jabin was 
clearly a different man from the one who ruled in Joshua’s day, since 
that one had been slain and many years had passed. This illustrates how 
cities commonly used the same name for their kings. 

The leader of Jabin’s army was a man named Sisera, who lived in 
Harosheth Hagoyim. In 1 Samuel 12:9 Samuel later reminded Israel of 
the oppression of Sisera. And Psalm 83:9 mentions his defeat. 
Harosheth is thought to be on the border between Asher and Zebulun, 
west from the southern tip of the Sea of Galilee, but closer to the 
Mediterranean Sea. However, the Waldrons say this location is 
uncertain.  

The location and subsequent record would indicate that apparently 
this oppression was directed primarily at the northern tribes. Although 
the Canaanites here oppressed Israel, this is the last time we read of 
them being a military threat to Israel.  

This oppression against Israel lasted twenty years and was notably 
harsh. (Note that the oppressions to this point had become increasingly 
longer.) It was also especially difficult to overcome, because Jabin had 
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nine hundred chariots of iron in his army. We have earlier read of armies 
that had chariots – see Deuteronomy 20:1; Judges 1:19; Psalms 106:42. 
Although chariots were a military advantage, Israel could defeat them if 
they were faithful to God so that He would help them (see notes on 
Judges 1:19).  

As a result of this oppression, Israel once again called upon the Lord 
for deliverance. And we will see that once again He came to their aid. 

4:4,5 – Deborah, the prophetess and wife of Lapidoth, judged 
Israel sitting under a palm tree between Ramah and 
Bethel. 

Here we are introduced to the judge that God used to help deliver 
Israel from this oppression. This was the only woman judge. Her name 
was Deborah, the wife of Lapidoth. To judge Israel she sat under a palm 
tree in the mountains of Ephraim between Ramah and Bethel (compare 
Genesis 35:8). These cities were quite a distance south from where Jabin 
and Sisera lived. Bethel was on the southern border of Ephraim, and 
Ramah was even further south, not far north of Jerusalem (see map). 

We are told that Deborah was a prophetess who was judging Israel. 
The people would come to her at her palm tree for judgment. This leads 
to several observations. 

Observations about Deborah as a woman judge 

* Deborah is the only woman said to have judged Israel. 
* The Bible records other examples of women who had the gift of 

prophecy. See Exodus 15:20,21; Acts 2:17; 21:9; Luke 2:36-39.  
* As a prophetess, Deborah evidently imparted revelations to other 

people, including men. In the subsequent story here she specifically 
states divine revelations to Barak.  

This illustrates that women do have a God-given role in teaching 
God’s word to others, instructing even men in God’s word. For other 
examples see 1 Samuel 25:14-35; Luke 2:36-39; John 4:28-30,39,42; 
Matthew 28:1-8; Luke 24:9,10; John 20:16-18; Acts 18:26; 21:8,9. 
However, the manner and circumstances in which women do so are 
limited, because of the Divine requirement that they be in subjection to 
men.  

* Note that in none of these examples did women speak out to 
address an assembled congregation of the church or of the Israelites. In 
the New Testament, such acts are expressly forbidden in 1 Corinthians 
14:34,35. Rather, we are expressly told that people came to Deborah at 
her palm tree to be judged. This implies they came individually or in 
small groups to receive inspired judgments. Nothing says that she spoke 
out in congregational assemblies.  

And nothing says that she exercised personal authority over men. 
That is, at no point are we told that she exercised her personal judgment 
to reach decisions which men were then required or expected to obey. In 
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the New Testament, such would be a violation of 1 Timothy 2:11-14. 
Rather, she simply spoke to them the message God had revealed to her 
(compare verses 6-9).  

This would be the equivalent today of a woman reading a passage of 
Scripture to a man and perhaps commenting to help explain the 
meaning. This is permitted in private or small group meetings with men, 
but even this would be forbidden today in the congregation of the whole 
church (1 Corinthians 14:34,35). The authority in the message was the 
authority of God who revealed it. The woman herself exercised no 
personal authority. The Bible clearly states that all roles in the church 
that involved leadership over men were assigned to men: Jesus, the 
apostles, elders, and public preachers are all required by Scripture to be 
men. 

* Note further that God did not appoint Deborah to lead the army 
against the enemy. That duty was assigned to Barak. This confirms that 
it is not a woman’s role to lead men among God’s people, and confirms 
that God does not intend for women to lead armies or to participate in 
physical combat. And note that, when Barak expressed his judgment in 
matters, Deborah submitted even then to his leadership. Her role was 
simply to speak to him the message God had given her by inspiration. 

4:6-9 – Deborah revealed that God would use Barak to 
deliver Israel. He said he would go if Deborah would go 
with him. She agreed to go, but said Sisera would be 
defeated at the hand of a woman. 

Deborah sent for Barak the son of Abinoam from Kedesh in 
Naphtali that she might reveal God’s message to him. Naphtali is the 
tribe where Hazor was located, and some maps show Kedesh even 
further north than Hazor and north of Lake Huleh (compare Joshua 
19:37; 21:32; see map). However, the Waldrons locate this Kedesh at 
the southern end of the Sea of Galilee. That would fit the subsequent 
story better. 

She revealed a Divine command that God had given Barak. He was 
commanded to take ten thousand men of the tribes of Naphtali and 
Zebulun and deploy troops at Mount Tabor. There God would bring 
against him Sisera and Jabin’s army, including his chariots, at the River 
Kishon. God promised that He would deliver Sisera and his army into 
Barak’s hand. 

The tribes of Naphtali and Zebulun had inherited territories north 
and west of the Sea of Galilee. This confirms that this oppression was 
primarily in the north of Israel (note that 5:13-18 implies there were 
some men from other tribes involved, but apparently the soldiers came 
primarily from these two tribes).  

The Kishon River flows westward through the plain of Jezreel to the 
Sea (see Judges 5:21; 1 Kings 18:40; Psalms 83:9,10). Mt. Tabor (Judges 
8:18) is located west from the southern tip of the Sea of Galilee, perhaps 
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halfway between the Sea and the River Kishon (see map). The Kishon 
apparently begins among the foothills of Mt. Tabor. 

Barak’s request of Deborah 

Barak then said that he would go, but only if Deborah would go too. 
He said he would not go without her. This may indicate a degree of lack 
of faith. But we must remember that Barak is listed among the people of 
faith in Hebrews 11:32. Perhaps he had faith so long as he had the 
inspired prophetess to reassure him of God’s will and give him a means 
of communication with God (note verse 14).  

Cundall and Morris point out that Barak is not the first hero of faith 
in the Bible to express reluctance to accept a great responsibility for the 
Lord. Others include Moses in Exodus 4:13, Gideon in Judges 6:15, and 
Jeremiah in Jeremiah 1:6. Often it is only when men begin to see their 
own weaknesses and inadequacy that they will come to truly depend on 
the Lord. Those are often the kind of men the Lord can use the best. See 
also 2 Corinthians 3:5,6. 

Deborah consented to his will that she go too. However, she gave a 
further revelation that the glory for the victory would not go to Barak. 
Rather, the Lord would sell Sisera into the hand of a woman. 
Obviously Barak is given some glory (see 5:12; Hebrews 11:32). The point 
seems to be a matter of emphasis of who receives the greater glory.  

Note again that Deborah did not exercise personal authority over 
Barak in the sense of making decisions based on her wisdom and 
judgment, then requiring Barak to obey her choices. Rather, she simply 
spoke to him what God had revealed to her as a prophetess.  

Note that the NKJV even lists verses 6,7 in quotation marks as a 
direct quotation of a command from God. Deborah’s other revelations in 
verses 9,14 may or may not be direct quotations, yet the language surely 
implies that these too were revelations she had received from God for 
Barak. Verse 9 for example, must be a revelation from God, since it 
involves a prophecy that Sisera would die at the hands of a woman. 
Likewise, verse 14 predicted the victory of Barak on that day. The 
element of prediction demonstrates that Deborah spoke as a prophetess 
by direct guidance of God in these statements. 

However, when Barak expressed his personal decision that Deborah 
should go with him, she submitted to his decision and went. The only 
uninspired decision was made by the man, and the woman submitted to 
it.  

4:10,11 – Barak called men of Zebulun and Naphtali to serve 
in his army. Heber, the husband of Jael, was a Kenite 
who lived near Kedesh. 

As God had commanded through Deborah, Barak called ten 
thousand men of Zebulun and Naphtali to Kedesh. This would seem to 
fit better if this Kedesh were at the southern end of the Sea of Galilee, as 
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the Waldrons believe. God had told Barak to gather the men at Mt. 
Tabor. Kedesh by Lake Huleh is quite remote from Mt. Tabor (though 
the army may have met there then marched to Mt. Tabor).  

Introduction to the family of Heber the Kenite 

We are then introduced to Heber, who was a Kenite. We are told 
that the Kenites were descendants of Hobab, Moses’ father-in-law. See 
notes on Judges 1:16; compare Numbers 10:29. This passage says Hobab 
was Moses’ father-in-law (also called Reuel). But Numbers 10:29 says 
Hobab was a son of Moses’ father-in-law. Perhaps both father and son 
had the name Hobab, or perhaps the language has some other meaning. 

The Kenites had traveled with Israel into the land of Canaan and 
had settled in the southern areas of Canaan (see 1:16). But Heber had 
separated himself and no longer lived close to the other Kenites. He lived 
now near a Terebinth tree at Zaanaim near Kedesh. This again fits the 
subsequent story better if this is near the Sea of Galilee. 

4:12-14 – Sisera brought his army with nine hundred chariots 
of iron to fight Barak. Deborah revealed the day on which 
Sisera would be defeated. 

Sisera, head of Jabin’s army, was then told about Barak’s army that 
was by this time at Mt. Tabor, as God had commanded. So Sisera 
gathered all his army together, including his nine hundred chariots of 
iron. They went from Harosheth Hagoyim (where Sisera lived – verse 2) 
to the Kishon River, as God had said they would do. 

The Lord then spoke again through Deborah to Barak and revealed 
that he should arise and prepare for battle. She revealed that on that day 
the Lord would deliver Sisera to Barak, and in fact the Lord had gone 
before Barak (an expression showing that God would fight for Israel like 
an advance army – Deuteronomy 9:3; 31:3; 2 Samuel 5:24; Psalms 68:7; 
Isaiah 52:12). So Barak and his ten thousand men went down from Mt. 
Tabor. 

4:15,16 – God enabled Barak to defeat Sisera till not a man 
was left, but Sisera fled on foot. 

So the Lord defeated Sisera and his army and chariots by means of 
the sword. Sisera and his army fled before Barak, so Barak pursued the 
army as far as Harosheth Hagoyim and slew them all till not a man was 
left. However, Sisera left his chariot and fled on foot. 

Judges 5:21 implies that the River Kishon participated in the victory 
by sweeping away much of Sisera’s army as a torrent. This most likely 
implies a flood of some kind. The fact Sisera left his chariot to flee on 
foot would imply that the chariots were no longer an advantage. One 
would expect the chariot to give speed and defense, even in flight. Yet 
Sisera left the chariot to flee.  

All this implies that rain or some other element of weather hindered 
the movement of the chariots. God had instructed Barak to attack on this 



 

Page #43 Study Notes on Judges 

particular day. Conditions were apparently right that the weather would 
remove the advantage from Sisera’s chariots and give advantage instead 
to Israel. In any case, the fact Sisera left his chariot shows that his most 
prized weapon had become a hindrance. It is clear that God intervened 
to enable Israel to defeat Sisera and his chariots. 

4:17-20 – Sisera fled to the tent of Heber the Kenite. Jael 
welcomed him, gave him a drink, and covered him. He 
asked her to tell people that no one was there. 

Sisera fled to the tent of Heber the Kenite who lived near Kedesh 
(verse 13). This shows that Sisera had fled in a completely different 
direction from his army, that had gone to Harosheth (verse 16 – see 
map). King Jabin had peace with Heber, so apparently Sisera thought 
he would be safe there. 

He went to the tent of Heber’s wife Jael, and she went out to meet 
him and told him to turn aside to her without fear. He went into the tent 
and asked her for a drink of water, since he was so thirsty. She gave him 
a drink from a jug of milk, and covered him with a blanket. He then asked 
her to guard the door and lie for him. She was to tell anyone who asked 
that no man was in the tent. 

All these kindnesses were intended to reassure Sisera of Jael’s 
hospitality and good will. This would put him at ease, so he would not be 
on guard for danger. No doubt at this point Sisera thought he had safely 
escaped. After rest and refreshment, he could leave, perhaps by night. 
However, Jael had other plans. 

4:21,22 – As Sisera slept, Jael drove a tent pin through his 
temple and killed him. When Barak arrived, she showed 
him his enemy whom she had slain. 

When Sisera was fast asleep from exhaustion, Jael slipped in, took 
a tent peg and, with a hammer, drove it through his temple through his 
head into the ground. When Barak arrived in pursuit of Sisera, Jael came 
out to meet him and offered to show him the man he was looking for. 
She brought him into the tent and showed him Sisera dead with a tent 
peg through his temple. 

Although her husband had made peace with Jabin, Jael obviously 
was aligned with Israel in her allegiance. We are not told exactly at what 
point she decided her course of action. Doubtless she had no way to 
know ahead of time that Sisera would flee in her direction and seek 
refuge with her. But her act required great courage since, for all she 
knew, someone from Sisera‘s army could have caught her in the act or 
before Barak arrived. 

So Sisera died at the hands of a woman, as Deborah had predicted 
(verse 9). See also 5:24-27. 
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4:23,24 – Israel grew increasingly stronger till they 
completely destroyed Jabin. 

So God defeated the forces of Jabin, king of Canaan, before Israel 
that day. Sisera was dead and his army defeated, but Israel still needed 
to deal with Jabin himself. We are told that Israel grew stronger and 
stronger in their conflict with Jabin till they had completely thrown off 
his power over them and destroyed him. 

This victory may have taken just this one day or may have taken a 
longer time. In any case, Israel was ultimately victorious and Jabin was 
destroyed. Once again God had delivered Israel in response to their 
repentance and return to his service. This is the last record of any 
Canaanite king or army being a military threat to Israel. 
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Judges 5 

Chap. 5 - Song of Barak and Deborah  

5:1 – Introduction to the song of Deborah and Barak 

Victory in battle often motivates people to sing songs of joy and 
praise. This is the case here, as Barak and Deborah sing the song in this 
chapter. It is basically a song that described the victory of chapter 4 and 
praised God for it. 

As with much poetry, especially Hebrew poetry, the song is 
sometimes highly symbolic and figurative. As a result, I am somewhat 
confused at times regarding the exact meaning of some details. 
Nevertheless, the overall theme is clear. 

Note that we are not told when, where, to whom, under what 
circumstances, or in whose presence this song was sung. I strongly 
suspect that the point is simply that Deborah and Barak wrote the song 
– they were the authors of it. Note that it says “on that day” – on that 
occasion – which probably means that is when they wrote it and began 
singing it. They may have taught it to others, then those others took it up 
and spread it, as often happens with songs today.  

Singing duets was probably not a violation of Old Testament 
worship any more than was using instrumental music. But likely 
Deborah and Barak wrote the song and perhaps sang it to a few others 
so others could learn it, then it spread to others as such songs tend to do. 
Nothing more than this can be made from the context. Nothing leads us 
to believe that what is described here adds any information to our 
understanding of the role of women in teaching God’s word or speaking 
in congregational assemblies (see notes regarding Deborah on 4:4,5).  

What is important is the content of the song – this is what is 
revealed to us. 

5:2,3 – Praise to Lord because the leaders and the people 
willingly offered themselves. 

The leaders led Israel and the people willingly offered (to follow into 
battle). For this God should be praised. Compare verse 9. Remember 
that God had commanded Barak through Deborah to call the people 
together and lead them into battle, but God was the one who made the 
victory possible (4:6,7,14,15). So, the song states that the leaders and 
people obeyed God’s command, but God deserved the praise. 

Kings and princes should hear this message, as this song was sung 
to praise God for the victory. I doubt this means Barak and Deborah 
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literally sang the song to rulers. The point is that this was a victory so 
great that it deserved to be made known even to rulers, who should 
realize that God was the ultimate source of the victory. 

5:4,5 – The Lord went from Seir. The earth trembled and the 
heavens poured; the mountains gushed before the Lord 
as at Sinai. 

The Lord went out of Seir and marched from the field of Edom. The 
earth trembled and the heavens poured, so mountains gushed before the 
Lord at Sinai. This appears to tie Mt. Sinai to Edom and Seir, which is 
somewhat confusing.  

Seir and Edom are names for the area south of Israel where lived 
the Edomites, who were descendants of Esau. But note Deuteronomy 
33:2; Psalms 68:7,8; and Habakkuk 3:3. Deuteronomy 33:2 seems to 
relate Mt. Sinai to Seir or Edom. Perhaps the idea is simply that God led 
Israel from the south from Mt. Sinai through Edom or from the direction 
of Edom as He led them to the land to capture it. 

This seems to refer back to when God brought Israel to the land. At 
that time the earth trembled and the heavens and clouds poured water, 
causing the mountains to gush streams of water. See Psalms 68:8,9; 
Exodus 19:18; Psalms 97:5; Isaiah 64:1,3. Mt. Sinai shook when God 
gave the law. He provided water for the people as they traveled through 
the wilderness (such as when Moses struck the rock).  

Perhaps the point is that, as God led Israel from Mt. Sinai and gave 
them the victory to take the land in the first place, so He led them to 
victory over their enemies in the present story. In any case, the point is 
surely that God was the moving force behind the victory, so the praise 
belongs to Him. 

5:6-8 – Israel had suffered oppression because of their sin so 
that people could not openly travel nor enjoy normal 
village life. 

These verses may be describing the trouble Israel faced before the 
current victory. Shamgar was a previous judge (3:31). Jael was the 
woman who slew Sisera in the current battle (4:17ff). In their time the 
highways were deserted; travelers walked along byways (rather than 
openly in the major highways). Village life ceased. This describes the 
frightened, depressed conditions among the people because of their 
oppressors.  

The people had chosen new gods (4:1). This is what led God to allow 
this oppression, as was the case in all other oppressions. As a result, the 
people had to endure war in their gates. They had no weapons with 
which to defend themselves – no spear or shield among 40,000 
Israelites. This may have been a poetic exaggeration, but it explains why 
the people were afraid to go out in the highways or walk openly even in 
their villages. This was the oppression they suffered for their sin.  
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This continued till Deborah, a mother in Israel, arose as described 
in this story. 

5:9-12 – The people in all places and levels of society should 
praise God for the victory. 

As in verse 2, the leaders and people were willing to obey God’s 
command and fight the enemy, despite the suffering and oppression they 
faced. The news of this great victory was a message that should be 
spoken of in praise across the land. 

Those who ride white donkeys or who sit in judge’s clothing or who 
walk by the roads should all speak of the great acts of God. So should 
people who gather at the watering places, even far from the noise of 
archers - i.e., people far away from the battle should hear the story, tell 
others about it, and praise God for it.  

10:4 and 12:14 speak of sons of rulers who rode on donkeys. The 
watering places and gates were places where people often met and there 
news would be spread (see Genesis 24:11; 29:2,3). The point appears to 
be that people of all walks of life should hear and speak about this great 
victory. 

So, it was appropriate for Deborah to sing a song about this victory 
(as when one, who has been asleep and therefore silent, suddenly arises 
and begins to speak – Psalms 57:8). Barak had answered the call to lead 
the captives away. This could mean that he defeated the enemy and took 
them captive (figuratively – in actuality he had slain them all). Or it 
could mean that he led the captive Israelites to freedom as Moses led 
them out of Egypt (compare Psalms 68:18; Ephesians 4:8).  

5:13-15 – The people from various tribes went to war with 
great resolve. 

The survivors may refer to the people as a remnant (ASV) – a small 
part of the group went into battle against the nobles (the Canaanites?). 
The Lord came down (went into battle) for them against the enemy. 
(“Came down” seems to refer to the fact that these various named groups 
attacked the enemy. Compare Psalms 18:9. They were to meet on Mt. 
Tabor, and from there they went down against the enemy – 4:14.) 

People from specific groups also came down, joining in the battle. 
Chapter 4 (verse 7) mentioned that primarily the people of Naphtali and 
Zebulun had been involved. Here are also mentioned people of various 
other tribes.  

From Ephraim came those who had roots in Amalek – perhaps 
meaning they lived where Amalekites had formerly lived. From 
Benjamin and Machir (son of Manasseh) came rulers down (to join the 
battle). Zebulun is specifically mentioned, those who bear the recruiter’s 
staff (other translations say marshall’s staff – I have no understanding 
of the significance unless it means they recruited or marshalled their 
forces to the battle). Princes of Issachar also united with Deborah to join 
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Barak under his command, and divisions of the tribe of Reuben joined 
in with great resolve of heart. 

It seems from these various expressions that all these groups joined 
with Barak in the fight against the enemy. 

5:16,17 – Some did not join the battle. Gilead, Dan, and Asher 
stayed away. Divisions of Reuben had great searchings 
of heart. 

These verses appear to describe some who did not join the battle. 
Some stayed among their flocks listening to the music played for the 
sheep (compare Numbers 32:1,2,24,36). Why would they do so in a time 
of war?  

The divisions of Reuben had to greatly search their hearts to choose 
what to do. (Verse 15 may imply that some decided to join the battle. 
Perhaps this came after great soul searching. Or perhaps some 
Reubenites joined the battle, while others of that tribe chose not to do 
so. Reuben lived east of Jordan and far to the south.) 

People from Gilead (east of the Jordan) stayed at home beyond the 
Jordan. Dan remained on their ships. Why did they do that? Asher (who 
inherited along the Sea in the north) remained at the seashore by their 
port cities.  

Again, this seems to me to imply that some tribes or groups chose 
to stay home rather than join the battle. Although most of these groups 
lived far from the scene of the battle, nevertheless their commitment is 
here being questioned. (Compare verse 23.) 

5:18,19 – The people of Zebulun and Naphtali jeopardized 
their lives on the battlefield. The kings of Canaan came to 
fight, but they took no spoil. 

While some in the previous verses did not come to the battle, 
Zebulun and Naphtali surely did, as described in 4:7. They hazarded 
their lives to the point of death on the battlefield. For this, they are 
praised. 

The kings of Canaan came to fight against Israel. They fought in 
Taanach by the waters of Megiddo. Megiddo is the name both for a city 
and for a region on the south side of the plain of Jezreel (also called the 
plain of Esdraelon). Because of its strategic location, many major battles 
were fought there. Many tributaries of the Kishon River, which flows 
through the valley of Jezreel, begin in the mountains of Megiddo, and so 
are here called the waters of Megiddo. (See map.) 

Taanach was a city a little southeast of Megiddo (compare 1:27; 
Joshua 12:21). So it was in this region that many of the kings lived who 
came to fight against Israel. (See map.) 

However, the kings of Canaan took no spoil. They may have hoped 
to defeat Israel and take spoil (compare verse 30), but instead they lost 
the battle and were destroyed. 
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5:20-22 – The elements (the stars and the torrent of Kishon) 
fought against the enemies. Horses hooves pounded, 
galloping.  

The stars from their movements in the heavens fought against 
Sisera. I see no way this can be taken literally, so apparently it is poetic 
symbolism. Apparently God used the forces of nature to work with Israel 
against the Canaanites. Perhaps something fell from heaven (lightning, 
hailstones, etc.) that may have made it seem like the stars fought. 

The waters of the Kishon River swept away the forces of the 
Canaanites. The battle occurred near the Kishon (4:7). This most likely 
means that torrents of rain caused a flood that destroyed some of the 
Canaanite army.  

The horses’ hooves pounded as the steeds galloped. This probably 
refers to the horses of the Canaanite chariots. They may have galloped 
into the battle, but soon they galloped in retreat. If rain or flooding 
worked against the Canaanites, this would make their mighty chariots 
useless in battle. They would be stuck in the mud or their movements 
would be severely hindered. Instead of a great asset, they would become 
a liability. 

Through this, all those who favored the Israelites needed to 
continue to march on in strength. 

5:23 – A curse is pronounced on Meroz for not helping in the 
battle. 

Then the angel of God pronounced a curse on Meroz, because the 
people there did not come to the aid of the cause of the Lord against the 
mighty armies of Canaan. See similar concerns in verse 17. The only 
thing I know about this place is that Zondervan’s Dictionary says it was 
a city in Galilee (near Nazareth). This is its only mention in Scripture. 
Considering its location near the battlefield, it had no excuse for failing 
to help.  

Today we fight spiritual battles against those who war spiritually 
against God’s people (Ephesians 6:10-18). Those who stand aside and 
view the battle, instead of joining in, should likewise take warning. They 
fail the Lord like the people of Meroz did. 

5:24-27 – Jael was blessed among women because, when 
Sisera came, she gave him milk, but pierced his head with 
a tent peg so that he died. 

This section retells in poetic praise the death of Sisera at the hand 
of Jael, wife of Heber the Kenite (see notes on 4:17-22). Sisera came 
asking for water, so she gave him milk (cream) to drink. Then (when he 
was asleep) she took a tent peg and pounded it through his temple with 
a workman’s hammer. She pierced his head, so he fell dead at her feet. 

Jael is here praised as being worthy of blessing for her role in the 
battle. What she did took courage. Unlike the people of Meroz who 
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refused to fight, Jael had courage to find a way to destroy the leader of 
he enemy. So she is praised where Meroz is cursed. 

Remember the lesson for today. Jael would have seemed the least 
likely person to slay the captain of the Canaanites. Yet she used her 
opportunity and did something great for the Lord’s cause. Sometimes we 
think we cannot be useful to God. We may think we are too young, too 
old, wrong gender, circumstances are against us, etc. We may seem least 
likely to be able to accomplish work for the Lord; yet we can accomplish 
what is needed and important if we watch for opportunities and use 
them.  

5:28-31 – Sisera failed to return from the battle when his 
mother expected him. She assumed he was dividing the 
spoil to bring home to her. 

The mother of Sisera is here described as waiting anxiously for him 
to return from the battle. She symbolizes all women whose men go to 
war, as she looks through the lattice (window) searching for his chariot 
and wondering why he is long in returning. However, the point here is 
that those who send men to battle against God and His people do not 
deserve to have their sons and husbands return. 

The other women tried to convince her – and she even convinced 
herself – that he was late, not because they lost the battle, but because 
they won it! He was no doubt dividing the spoils with the other 
conquerors! Each soldier would take away two beautiful women to enjoy 
and valuable garments to wear or perhaps to give to their women when 
they returned. So the mother of Sisera convinced herself that he was 
even bringing home some loot for her to enjoy. 

These Canaanite women illustrate how people, who really do not 
want to believe a thing, can deceive themselves into believing the very 
opposite of the truth. The same thing happens often in religion today. 
For various reasons, despite clear Bible teaching, many people simply do 
not want to believe that the practices and doctrines that they adhere to 
are displeasing to God, so they persuade themselves to believe the very 
opposite, often claiming the Bible as evidence for their position. But like 
the Canaanite women, they will eventually be compelled to face the 
truth. Unfortunately, in many cases it will be too late. 

But in the case of Sisera we know the truth: he did not return nor 
would he ever return from this battle, for he was dead. But the song and 
its authors do not grieve for this. The women of the Canaanite soldiers 
may grieve, but the people of God would rejoice. In fact, they would wish 
that all the enemies of God would suffer a fate similar to that of Sisera! 
Those who oppose God’s purposes deserve to be punished. See Psalms 
68:2,3; 92:9. 

But the blessings, praise, and honor go to those who fight for the 
cause of the Lord as they ought to do. They should shine forth (in glory) 
like the sun shining at midday in its full strength (Psalms 89:36,37).  
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These sentiments may seem cruel. And of course, we do not fight 
physically for the cause of God today. But we must fight spiritually 
against Satan and his forces (see Ephesians 6:10-18; 1 Timothy 6:12; 2 
Timothy 4:7). To do so is good, not evil. We must be sure we oppose only 
what is truly sinful; but then we must fight diligently. And when people 
work with Satan against God, His people, and His purposes, they deserve 
to suffer and be punished. In the end God will see that they do suffer if 
they do not repent. Yet our goal should be to seek their repentance so 
they can be saved. 

Finally, after the battle, the land again had rest for another forty 
years before the people again turned from God and suffered at the hands 
of enemies.  
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Judges 6 

Chap. 6-8 - Gideon  

Chap. 6 - The Call of Gideon to Lead the People  

6:1,2 – Israel sinned again, and the Lord allowed them to be 
oppressed by Midian, so they had to live in dens and 
caves in the mountains. 

As they had done repeatedly before, Israel once again did evil 
(compare 2:11ff). We will see that they were again worshiping the Baals 
(see verses 25ff). So the Lord again allowed an enemy to defeat and 
oppress them. This oppression lasted seven years. This time the enemy 
was the Midianites. Verse 3 shows that the Amalekites joined them in 
the oppression, and also other eastern people were involved (verses 
3,33).  

So severe was this oppression that the Israelites generally were no 
longer able to live in their own cities. They made dens and caves in the 
mountains, where they could build strongholds and attempt to defend 
themselves from the Midianites (compare 1 Samuel 13:6; Hebrews 
11:38).  

The Midianites were wandering nomadic tribes who, like the 
Amalekites, might be found in many different places as they traveled. 
Like the Ammonites, they may have usually lived at this time, along the 
border of the Arabian desert east of Jordan (verses 3,33). But because 
idolatry made Israel weak, these other nations had been able to invade 
Israel’s territory whenever they wished.  

Also like the Amalekites, the Midianites had opposed Israel as they 
traveled to the promised land. They had joined Balak, king of Moab, in 
hiring Balaam to prophesy against Israel. And they had seduced Israelite 
men to worship idols and commit adultery (Numbers 22:4; 25:1-18). As 
a result, Israel had defeated them as Israel moved toward Canaan - 31:1-
7.  



 

Page #53 Study Notes on Judges 

6:3-5 – Midianites and Amalekites would come and eat the 
crops and take the flocks of the Israelites, destroying 
their property. 

Here we are told that the Amalekites and other people from the East 
joined the Midianites in oppressing Israel (compare 3:13). We are also 
given some details of the oppression. 

Whenever Israel had sown their fields and presumably had raised 
their crops, the oppressors would invade and encamp against the 
Israelites. They would then destroy what the land had produced, 
presumably by eating it and enjoying it themselves. They would also take 
Israel’s flocks of sheep, oxen, and donkeys.  

They are said to be numerous like locusts, so they would come as 
nomadic peoples with their tents and livestock and camels without 
number (compare 7:12). They would enter the land, and the result of 
their invasion would be destruction of what the Israelites had raised. 
They left nothing with which Israel could sustain themselves.  

This is exactly what God predicted would happen when Israel 
sinned. See Leviticus 26:16; Deuteronomy 28:31. 

6:6,7 – Israel became so impoverished that they cried out to 
the Lord. 

As with other oppressions, the suffering and poverty that Israel 
endured would lead them to cry out to the Lord. When times went well, 
they would worship Baal. But when they suffered, they would turn from 
Baal and ask Jehovah God for help! So this time they cried to the Lord 
because the Midianites caused such suffering. Compare earlier examples 
in Judges. Note Psalms 50:15; Hosea 5:15. 

6:8-10 – A prophet came to rebuke Israel for disobeying God 
and worshiping the gods of the land after God had so 
richly blessed them. 

When Israel suffered and then cried out to the Lord, He sent an 
unnamed prophet to remind them why they were suffering. The prophet 
spoke for God and told the history of Israel’s deliverance from Egypt. 
God had freed Israel from slavery in Egypt and from other oppressors. 
He had driven their enemies from the land of Canaan and given that land 
to Israel.  

God had then warned the people not to fear (worship and serve) the 
gods of the Amorite people who had lived in the land. But the people did 
not listen, and this was why they were suffering. This is exactly what God 
had said to them repeatedly, yet they continually refused to learn the 
lesson. See Psalms 44:2,3. 
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6:11-13 – An angel appeared to Gideon when he was threshing 
wheat. Gideon asked why they were suffering so if the 
Lord was with them. 

An angel appeared and greeted Gideon as a mighty man of 
valor. 

These verses introduce us to Gideon, whom God would call to be the 
judge to deliver Israel from this oppression (compare 7:1; Hebrews 
11:32). He was threshing wheat – i.e., removing the grain from the chaff. 
This was needed after every harvest. But in this case Gideon was hiding 
his task by doing it in the winepress, so the Midianites would not know 
about it and take the grain. As he worked, the angel of the Lord appeared 
and sat nearby under a Terebinth tree.  

Gideon’s father Joash owned property in Ophrah where this 
occurred (compare verse 24; 8:32). The Waldrons say this place may 
have been in the territory of Issachar or perhaps on the border of 
Issachar and Zebulun. But Gideon himself was of the tribe of Manasseh 
(verse 15). His father Joash was an Abiezrite, a descendant of Manasseh 
(Joshua 17:2). 8:32 refers to the city as Ophrah of the Abiezrites, 
implying that Ophrah may have consisted primarily of a settlement of 
the Abiezrites. We will learn more about Gideon’s father later in the 
chapter (see verses 25ff). 

The angel got Gideon’s attention by greeting him as a mighty man 
of valor, saying the Lord was with him. Such a statement would be 
expected to be made to a great military leader whom God used to lead 
his people in battle. As the story proceeds, Gideon will become just such 
a man, but he was apparently anything but that at this point. 

Gideon expressed concern about God’s desertion of 
Israel. 

Gideon’s response was that, if God was with Israel, why were they 
suffering so? He recalled the great miracles God had done for the fathers 
when He brought them out of Egypt. But Gideon’s own experience 
indicated that the Lord had forsaken Israel and left them to suffer at the 
hand of the Midianites. 

Gideon here raised the issue of suffering and expresses a common 
view. If God loves us and cares for us and if God is all-wise and all-
powerful, why does He allow people – especially His own people – to 
suffer? This and similar questions are often asked by those who either 
doubt the existence of God or are deeply troubled by their suffering. 

In fact, there are many reasons why people suffer. But it was not 
hard to answer the question in the case of Israel at this time. The prophet 
had really answered the question in verses 8-10. Israel suffered at this 
time because they had forsaken God to serve the Baals. God was allowing 
them to suffer at the hand of the Midianites to teach them to repent and 
return to Him. This is not the only reason why people may suffer, but it 
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is the one that fit this case. Compare Deuteronomy 31:17,18; 2 Chronicles 
15:2; Psalms 44:9-16. 

But when people suffer, like Gideon implies here, they often think 
God has failed to keep His word or that He lacks power or lacks love for 
people. None of these are the correct explanation, yet they are the ones 
people often turn to. 

6:14-16 – God assured Gideon that he could save Israel from 
the Midianites because God would be with him. 

The Lord (i.e., the Lord through the angel) reassured Gideon that 
he had sufficient power and that he would in fact save Israel from the 
Midianites. He further assured him that God had sent him. If God has 
truly sent us, the point is that He will also make sure we have what we 
need to accomplish the task He commanded us to accomplish. If He tells 
us to act, we must believe that we can do what He tells us to do. To 
believe otherwise is to question, not our own ability, but God’s ability 
and faithfulness. 

Yet Gideon was still doubtful. He asked how he could do such a 
difficult task, considering who he was. He said he came from the 
weakest, most humble, and least influential family in the tribe of 
Manasseh, and he himself was the least powerful member of that family!  

This reaction was very similar to that of Saul when he was told that 
he would become the first king of Israel – 1 Samuel 9:21. In fact, many 
whom God has called to do works for him have reacted by denying their 
ability to do the task. Consider Moses, Jeremiah, and others. In fact, 
such a reaction is so common that one wonders if God does not expect 
such humility from those whom He chooses to use. If a person is overly 
confident in his own ability to do some great work for the Lord, chances 
are good that he will fail for lack of trust in God. 

Gideon was probably exaggerating here to make a point; 
nevertheless, this is how he felt about it. How could someone from such 
an insignificant background accomplish anything so great? This is a 
common viewpoint felt and expressed by many of us. As we look at our 
own weaknesses, failures, sins, and lack of ability, we are convinced 
there is no way God could use us to accomplish anything great. But the 
problem is that we are looking at human abilities. Notice that Gideon 
spoke about his family and himself. He saw only the human limitations 
and failings. We all have such limitations and weaknesses, and we are all 
at times discouraged like Gideon was. 

But God’s response was that He would be with Gideon, so Gideon 
would defeat Israel as one man. This was likewise God’s promise to 
Moses and to Joshua – Exodus 3:12; Joshua 1:5-9. This is the answer to 
all our doubts and uncertainties. It is true that our human abilities are 
inadequate to the task God sets before us. This is true for all of us, no 
matter who we are. None of us accomplishes great things for the Lord on 
the basis of our great human abilities. None of us has the human ability 
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to accomplish such great things as God here called Gideon to do, despite 
the fact that many seem to think they do have such abilities.  

But God has the ability to do whatever He chooses. When His power 
works in us, He can do great things using even those of us who are 
humanly weak and useless. This is why our trust must be in His power 
to work through us, not in our own human power – Philippians 4:13.  

Let us all learn the lesson God here taught Gideon. Yes, we may be 
weak and insignificant. But the question is whether or not God is with 
us. Let us not give up working for the Lord, because we are discouraged 
by our own human inabilities. And let us not judge the ability of other 
people to work effectively for the Lord on the grounds that they possess 
great personal ability. None of us possesses enough ability to accomplish 
God’s work without God’s power. But when He is with us and works 
through us, we can all be useful enough to please Him, do what He 
expects of us, and receive His reward. 

6:17,18 – Gideon requested a sign and asked to bring an 
offering. 

Gideon needed convincing. He wanted proof that God was really the 
one speaking to Him through this angel and was really determined to 
use Him in this way. He asked for a sign as proof. He was, as the story 
shows as it proceeds, requesting a miracle as proof.  

Note that this is a valid concern. Some people today belittle the 
desire for evidence. They speak of faith as a blind leap in the dark. Or 
they think we should just try serving God and see if the experience feels 
good or is satisfying. Others belittle or criticize the idea that God would 
give signs as proof He has spoken to reveal His will.  

It is true that sometimes God has refused to give signs and criticized 
those who asked for signs; but He did so only in cases where people 
already had enough evidence, refused to believe the evidence God had 
provided, then asked for more proof! See Luke 11:16,29; 12:54-57. And it 
is true that signs are no longer being given in our day, because God has 
now revealed and recorded in the Bible all that He has to say to mankind 
and He has given sufficient evidence in the Bible itself that this message 
is from Him.  

Nevertheless, we note that God did not here criticize Gideon for 
asking for a sign. In fact, Gideon asked for signs three times and God 
responded by giving a sign every time. God knows we need miraculous 
proof that He has spoken. And repeatedly throughout Bible history He 
provided such signs. See verses 36,37; 2 Kings 20:8; Psalms 86:17; 
Isaiah 7:11; 38:7,8. Now we have an adequate record of these signs 
recorded in the Bible itself, so we do not need to personally see the signs. 
Nevertheless, we need the eyewitness testimony that they did occur to 
build and confirm our faith – see John 20:29-31. 



 

Page #57 Study Notes on Judges 

Gideon then asked the angel to stay long enough for him to prepare 
and bring him an offering. The angel agreed to stay. We will see what the 
offering was as the story proceeds. 

To learn more about miracles and direct revelation for 
today we urge you to study our free articles on that subject on 
our Bible study web site at www.gospelway.com/instruct.  

6:19-21 – Gideon brought his offering and the angel gave a 
sign by causing fire to come from the rock and consume 
it. 

Gideon’s offering is then described. He prepared a young goat and 
unleavened bread from an ephah of flour (a very large amount). He 
brought all this, including the broth from the meat, to the angel under 
the terebinth tree. This shows that the offering Gideon suggested was 
really a meal (rather than, say, a burnt offering).  

The angel told Gideon to place the meat and bread on a rock and 
pour out the broth (I suppose pouring it over the meat and bread). When 
Gideon did so, the angel touched the meat and bread with the end of his 
staff. Fire came from the rock and consumed the meat and bread; then 
the angel disappeared. See Leviticus 9:24; 1 Kings 18:30-39.  

The point of this, of course, was to provide the sign that Gideon had 
requested. Gideon knew that he had provided no fire, nor would fire 
normally come from a rock. He had provided the food as a meal for the 
angel, so he neither caused nor expected fire to consume it. No staff by 
natural means could have caused the result either, but it served as a 
symbolic point of contact demonstrating that the event occurred by the 
power of God through the angel (much as Moses’ staff had been used for 
miraculous purposes). But the result served the purpose of proving the 
messenger was from God, since no natural human ability could produce 
such a result.  

6:22-24 – Gideon feared that he would die because he had 
seen the Angel of the Lord. He then built an altar to the 
Lord. 

Gideon had requested a sign. When he received it, he was convinced 
that an angel of God had truly spoken to him. Note that this plainly states 
and confirms the purpose of signs, which is the main purpose of all 
miracles.  

But he also reacted with fear, because he had seen the angel of the 
Lord face to face. This was at times a cause of death. Knowing this, 
Gideon was afraid. The Lord then spoke to Gideon by some unstated 
means and assured Gideon that he had no reason to fear. God would see 
that he did not die.  

Some passages do show that one cannot see God’s face and live 
(Exodus 33:20). But perhaps that does not apply when God appeared in 
the form of an angel (compare Genesis 32:30; Judges 13:21ff). Or 
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perhaps some other exception applied here. In any case, God had plainly 
said that He had a great job for Gideon to do, and He had just given the 
sign to prove that this message was really from Him. It would not serve 
His purpose to kill Gideon at this point, so clearly He would not have 
allowed Gideon to see the angel’s face if the result would have meant his 
death.  

When people – even great and faithful servants of God – realize that 
they have actually come into the presence of God or of an angel, note 
how commonly they are overcome with fear. In fact, in many such cases, 
one of the first things they were told was to fear not. 

Yet despite these examples of fear, many passages teach us that we 
should look forward to the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. We can have 
boldness to come before his throne of grace. And perfect love casts out 
fear. All these appear to be ways that assure us that there are times when 
we can come into the presence of God without danger.  

It appears to me that this is an example of the kind of thing that we 
often find in the Scriptures in which situations have two seemingly 
different aspects. Whereas we have no reason to fear if we are faithful at 
the judgment, yet coming into God’s presence seems to almost invariably 
produce fear. This fear may not be bad but good, but we must not let it 
hinder us from seeking to be in the presence of God. 

Gideon then determined to build an altar to the Lord. He named it 
“the Lord is peace.” This would presumably refer to the fact that the Lord 
had shown him peace in not taking his life. We are not told what Gideon 
used the altar for, whether to offer sacrifices or simply as a symbol (but 
see the following verses where he did offer sacrifice on a different altar). 
But we are told the altar still remained there at Ophrah (compare 6:11) 
at the time the book of Judges was written. (Note how little details like 
this, found in many books, confirm that the record was written to be 
taken as historic fact. People who were alive even in that day could check 
out the account by going to see Gideon’s altar.) 

6:25-27 – Gideon destroyed the altar of Baal and the wooden 
image beside it and used the wood to offer a bull as a 
sacrifice to the Lord. He did it by night because of his fear 
of the people. 

God’s command to destroy the altar and image 

After the angel had appeared to Gideon during the day, that same 
night the Lord spoke again by some means to Gideon. This time he told 
him to tear down the altar to Baal that Gideon’s father had and to cut 
down the wooden image that was beside it. This was exactly what God 
had repeatedly commanded Israel to do with altars and images of idol 
worship (2:2; Exodus 34:13; Deuteronomy 7:5).  

Then Gideon was to build on the rock an altar to God, properly 
arranged (I am not sure what rock is referred to here). Then he was to 
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take a young bull, seven years old, and offer it as a sacrifice to God on 
the altar, using as wood for fire the wooden image he had cut down.  

Using the wood in this way would not only destroy the image and 
provide wood for the sacrifice to God, but it would also show utter 
contempt for the god being worshiped by the image. Such an idol is 
powerless to defend itself and is worth nothing more than to serve as fuel 
to worship the true God! And building the altar to God instead of the 
altar to Baal would show that the true God should be worshiped instead 
of, not in addition to, the idols. God is not just another god who can be 
worshiped alongside other gods.  

Baal worship was obviously prominent in Israel. But here we learn 
that Gideon’s own father had both an altar to Baal and an idolatrous 
image. This would indicate that Gideon’s own family was involved in the 
false Baal worship that had brought the oppression on the nation. We 
are not told whether Gideon himself had been involved in that worship 
or whether he had previously opposed it. It is possible that he had been 
involved or had at least been unconvicted either way until the angel 
appeared and did the signs to convince him to believe in the true God.  

In any case, this family background would help explain why Gideon 
needed substantial convincing to lead him to accept that God really had 
called him to defeat Israel’s enemies. Later, we will note that Gideon’s 
father did take at least somewhat of a stand against Baal. 

The word for “wooden image” (NKJV) is the word for the Canaanite 
goddess Asherah (see NKJV footnote). See introductory notes for 
information about the Asherah. So apparently Gideon’s father had a 
wooden statue of the Canaanite goddess beside the altar to Baal. He was 
involved in both Baal and Asherah worship. The two often went together 
in idolatrous worship. 

Notice that, in order to lead Israel to defeat an enemy that was 
oppressing them because of their idolatry, Gideon had to first oppose the 
idolatry in his own family and certainly in his own life (if it be found 
there). He must first be sure that he was not guilty of idolatry himself, 
then he must oppose it in his father’s family. He may not have been 
responsible for the fact that his father was an idolater, but he was 
responsible to oppose that idolatry.  

No one can effectively lead other people out of sin and its 
consequences until they first correct their own lives and do their best to 
correct the lives of those closest to them. It is not enough simply to not 
participate in a sin; we must actively oppose those who do. 

Some have wondered what bull Gideon was to use. The NKJV says 
Gideon was to use his father’s young bull, “the second bull,” seven years 
old. Does this mean two bulls were somehow used? Or does it mean 
simply that Gideon’s father had more than one bull, and God wanted a 
specific one used. Maybe he had an older one and a younger one, and 
God wanted the younger one because of its age. The fact the bull was 
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seven years old meant it had been born when the Midianite oppression 
began and had lived as long as the oppression lasted (verse 1). I am not 
sure of the exact significance. 

Gideon’s obedience 

Gideon was willing to obey the command, but he was fearful of the 
men of the city and the men of his father’s household. He had good 
reason to be fearful, as the subsequent story shows (verses 28ff). The 
people did not take kindly to having their god and their place of worship 
defiled and destroyed.  

So he did not do the act alone; he took ten servants with him. And 
he did not do it in the day where men might see and try to stop him. He 
did it by night. If he hoped that this would prevent the people from 
knowing who did the act, he was disappointed. But at least he was able 
to do the job without being attacked and stopped from at least 
accomplishing it. 

Thoughts on why Gideon’s act was acceptable 

Other Scriptures teach that, under the Old Testament law, only a 
properly ordained priest of the descendants of Aaron was permitted to 
offer sacrifices to God. The penalty, if anyone else offered the sacrifice, 
was death. King Saul, for example, was later rejected as king because he 
offered sacrifice to God (1 Samuel 13:8-14; compare Hebrews 10:1-4,11; 
5:1; 8:3; Leviticus chapter 1-10; Numbers 3:10; 16:10,39,40; 18:7; Exo. 
29:9; 30:30; 40:13-15; Heb. 7:13,14; 8:4). And Gideon, we recall, was of 
the tribe of Manasseh. If Gideon here violated this law, why was the 
penalty not required? 

We might respond that other passages speak of kings and such 
people offering sacrifices, but the language almost surely means that 
they were the ones who simply brought or donated the offering, yet the 
priests actually killed and burned it, etc., as the law required (compare 2 
Sam. 24:25; 1 Kings 3:4). So the language here does not necessarily mean 
Gideon did anything more than bring the offering. However, the bull was 
definitely burned as God had commanded (verses 26,28). So if Gideon 
did not do it, then he must have had a priest in the number who went 
with him. But nothing is so stated, and what are the chances that a priest 
would be available or be among his ten servants?  

The fact that God commanded Gideon to offer the sacrifice would 
show that it was acceptable before God for him to do what he did. If God 
meant for Gideon to personally slay and burn the sacrifice, then without 
question it would not have been sinful for him to do so. So perhaps God 
made an exception for this case; after all, if He made the law, He can 
make an exception. On the other hand, perhaps the law forbidding non-
priests to offer sacrifices applied only to certain kinds of sacrifices. In 
any case, no one can sin by obeying God’s express commands, so Gideon 
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did not sin here regardless of whether or not I understand the exact 
reason why God allowed it. 

6:28,29 – The men of the city discovered what had happened 
and found out that Gideon had done it. 

The next morning the men of the city discovered what had been 
done. They found the altar of Baal torn down and the wooden image cut 
down. And they found the bull had been burnt on the altar that had been 
built to replace the altar to Baal.  

Naturally they were upset and wanted to know who had done this 
act. They investigated and concluded that Gideon, son of Joash, had 
done it. The account does not say how they found out. Perhaps some of 
the servants, who had been involved, spoke out. Or perhaps it became 
clear when Joash’s bull was missing. On the other hand, maybe Gideon 
was already known for opposing Baal worship, so he would be a suspect 
in such an event. 

In any case, if Gideon had hoped to remain concealed, he was 
unsuccessful. On the other hand, perhaps at this point Gideon had no 
desire to be concealed. He was being asked to lead Israel to throw off the 
nation that was oppressing them because of their idolatry. He must at 
some point take an open stand against idolatry. Perhaps his only concern 
in doing this act at night was that no one attempt to stop him until it was 
complete. Then perhaps he was willing to admit what he had done. 

6:30-32 –The men of the city sought to slay Gideon, but Joash 
said that if Baal was a god he should defend himself. 

Having concluded Gideon was guilty, the men of the city came to 
Gideon’s father Joash and demanded that Gideon be killed for what he 
had done. They were obviously upset. They no doubt considered the act 
to be blasphemy and an insult against their god, which of course was 
exactly what it was meant to be.  

See how far Satan can pervert people’s minds. These men ought to 
be worshiping the true God, yet instead they sought to kill one who 
opposed their worship of false gods. How perverted people can become 
when they depart from faithful service to the true God!  

Observe how this often happens today. When people live in sins that 
directly contradict the will of God or when they seek to defend those who 
do such practices, they eventually reach the point where they believe 
those who practice the truth are the ones who are wrong. The may even 
seek to persecute them for their stand for the truth. 

But Joash opposed such an action. He asked why the people thought 
Baal needed someone to defend him. If Baal was a god, why could he not 
defend himself and take vengeance on the one who had defiled his altar? 
The true God, of course, had often directly punished those who had 
blasphemed his worship (as with Nadab and Abihu, Uzzah, etc.). True, 
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sometimes He did require people to punish those who defiled His 
worship.  

Yet Joash stated a valid point. He made a direct attack on the feeble 
weakness of Baal. What had Baal done to prevent the destruction of his 
altar? When had Baal ever defended himself? Why not, Joash asked, say 
instead that anyone who defended Baal should die, as to say that one 
who tore down his idol to worship Jehovah should die? 

I do not know that Joash here had come to believe in the true God. 
Perhaps he had. But if so, why did he have an altar to Baal and a wooden 
Asherah image? Maybe he had been entertaining doubts and was 
unconvinced either way, but simply loved his son Gideon and did not 
want him to die. Or maybe he was proposing a serious test of Baal’s 
power: if Baal is a god, let him prove it by punishing Gideon. If he cannot, 
then why should the people punish Gideon? Maybe Joash himself 
wanted to find out if Baal could do anything about what Gideon had 
done. In any case he effectively prevented the people from punishing his 
son. 

On that day Gideon was given the name Jerubbaal, meaning “let 
Baal plead.” This was a reminder that he had torn down the altar of Baal 
and his father had argued that Baal should be responsible to punish him. 
It appears to me that Joash is the one who gave this name to Gideon. But 
it stuck, since it was also used later – 7:1; 1 Samuel 12:11; 2 Samuel 11:21.  

6:33-35 – When the Midianites and Amalekites invaded 
again, Gideon called the people to gather behind him for 
battle. 

We have been told that the oppressors would come into the land to 
take whatever produce Israel had raised (verses 3ff). Since Gideon had 
been threshing wheat (verse 11), apparently that time of year had come. 
So we are told that, about this time, the oppressors gathered together. 
Included were the Midianites, the Amalekites, and other people from the 
east (compare verses 1-3).  

The oppressors gathered in the valley of Jezreel (Joshua 17:16; 
19:18; 1 Kings 4:12; Hosea 1:5). The battle of Barak against Sisera had 
occurred in this area (see 4:6). This valley is well known as the location 
of the River Kishon and was the site of many important battles. It is 
located south and west from the Sea of Galilee (see map). 

The gathering of the oppressors indicated to Gideon that the time 
to attack them had arrived. The spirit of the Lord came upon Gideon and 
empowered him to call men of Israel to battle against the enemies 
(compare 3:10; 1 Chronicles 12:18). He blew the trumpet as Ehud had 
done (3:27) to call the men together (compare 1 Samuel 13:3; Numbers 
10:3).  

The first to come were the Abiezrites. We recall that Joash was an 
Abiezrite, and therefore so was Gideon himself (verse 11). But the 
Abiezrites were of a different tribe from the territory where Joash and 



 

Page #63 Study Notes on Judges 

Gideon lived. Furthermore, 8:32 tells us that the men of Ophrah, where 
Gideon lived, were also Abiezrites. One wonders if they were included 
among those who answered the call. Such a response would require 
significant change of mind, since they recently had sought to kill Gideon. 

Gideon furthermore sent messengers and gathered to him men of 
Manasseh, Asher, Zebulun, and Naphtali. Zebulun and Naphtali had 
also followed Barak in his battle against Sisera (4:6,10; 5:18), but Asher 
apparently had not (5:17). 

6:36-38 – Gideon asked as a sign that a wool fleece should be 
wet with dew but the ground all around it be dry. 

Gideon then wanted to see yet another sign to be sure that God 
wanted him to lead Israel into battle. See notes on verses 17ff for a 
discussion of signs and their importance.  

Note that Gideon here again demonstrates the primary purpose of 
miracles as evidence that God has revealed His will. Some miraculous 
signs gave benefits to people (healing from disease, etc.), so some people 
think the physical benefit is the main purpose. But the acts that Gideon 
requested and that God accomplished here provided no physical benefit 
whatever to anyone. Their purpose lay entirely in their significance as 
evidence that God had spoken. 

Gideon put a fleece on the threshing floor and left it there overnight. 
He asked, if God really wanted Gideon to lead Israel into battle, that in 
the morning there would be dew only on the fleece, but none on the 
surrounding ground. The ground would remain dry. (Note that a fleece 
refers to the wool that has been sheared from a sheep. This would be a 
fairly large amount of wool. If it was damp with dew, that should be fairly 
obvious).  

The result of this test was that, in the morning, the ground did 
remain dry, but the fleece was so wet with dew that Gideon was able to 
wring a whole bowlful of water from it. 

Such an event, of course, is impossible by natural law. When dew 
falls, it falls on everything that is uncovered. When Gideon’s request was 
answered, it was surely a miraculous sign proving that God had really 
spoken. In other words, the miracle confirmed that the message was 
truly a revelation of the will of God.  

6:39,40 – Gideon then asked that the ground be wet with dew 
but the fleece be dry. 

Gideon then asked for just one more test. Although the first test of 
the fleece was quite clear, he wanted to be absolutely sure there was no 
possible mistake. So he asked God the next night to do it the other way 
around. He left the fleece on the threshing floor for another night, but 
this time he asked for the fleece to be dry but the ground all around to 
be wet. This would prove beyond any possible doubt that the previous 
event was no fluke. 
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Sure enough, in the morning the fleece was dry, but the ground all 
around it was wet with dew. Thus God confirmed his message to Gideon. 

Note again that God nowhere criticized Gideon for wanting to make 
sure, nor did God refuse to give the evidence. We today need to make 
sure we know the will of God before we undertake to do some task on 
His behalf. However, we learn God’s will in a different way. We today 
have the completed written word of God in the Bible, so we will not and 
cannot receive other signs or revelation (see notes on verse 17 above).  

All arrangements were now in place for the preparation for battle. 
God had proved that He wanted Gideon to lead Israel into this battle. 
The enemy had gathered, and the men of Israel had gathered. The 
outcome is discussed in the next chapter.  
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Judges 7 

Chap. 7 - Gideon Defeats the Midianites  

7:1,2 – God decided that Gideon’s army was so large they 
might think they had defeated the Midianites by their 
own power. 

Gideon is here again named Jerubbaal, the name given him by his 
father in 6:32. In 6:33-35 he had called the men of Manasseh, Asher, 
Zebulun, and Naphtali to prepare for battle against the Midianites and 
their allies. He and his men camped at the well of Harod, whereas the 
Midianite army was to their north by the hill of Moreh in the valley of 
Jezreel (6:33).  

The location of the well of Harod is uncertain, but it was surely on 
the south side of the valley of Jezreel. Baker’s Bible Atlas places it just 
north of Mt. Gilboa. The hill of Moreh would have been just north from 
there, between Mt. Gilboa and Mt. Tabor (see map). 

The enemy had 135,000 men (8:10). At first, Gideon had 32,000 
men (verse 3), but God said it was too many for Him to give Midian to. 
If that force defeated Midian, they might claim glory for themselves, 
saying, “My own hand has saved me.” So we will see that God told Gideon 
to reduce the size of his army. 

Obviously, with 32,000 men, Gideon would feel vastly 
outnumbered by an army of 135,000 men. No one would think that the 
thing to do would be to reduce the size of his army. But if God enabled 
an army that size to defeat a much larger army, they would be likely to 
think that they themselves had won a great victory. But they might not 
give God the credit for that victory. When God gave them the victory, He 
wanted them to realize that there was no doubt about who deserved the 
credit. So He made the task even more impossible by human power. 
Compare Deuteronomy 8:17; Isaiah 10:13. 

Doubtless many of us would have objected to reducing the size of 
the army. But Gideon obeyed. No wonder he is listed in Hebrews 11:32 
as one of the Old Testament heroes of faith! 

Likewise, when difficult hardships come to us, we may not 
understand why God chooses to allow us to face such troubles. We do 
not always know His reasons, but one benefit that comes from problems 
is that they convince us that we cannot handle life alone without God. If 
we ourselves could deal with every problem, we would probably take 
credit to ourselves and not realize how much we need God. But 
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overwhelming burdens compel us to see our need for God and to give 
Him the glory when we are enabled to survive. 

7:3 – God said to send home any men who were fearful or 
afraid; twenty-two thousand left and ten thousand 
remained. 

The first measure taken to reduce the size of the army was to send 
home all who were fearful. I do not doubt that every man facing battle 
has some fear (compare verse 10). But the point apparently was that each 
man could choose for himself if he would rather leave than fight 
(Deuteronomy 20:8). If a man considered himself so fearful that he 
would rather leave, he was free to do so. Twenty-two thousand men went 
home, leaving Gideon with an army of ten thousand. 

The passage says the men were sent home from Mt. Gilead. But the 
well-known Mt. Gilead is east of Jordan; this could not be where 
Gideon’s army was located. So the Waldrons give two possible 
explanations for the reference here. Perhaps there was a copyist error, 
and the reference was originally to Mt. Gilboa. Or perhaps there was 
more than one hill with the name Gilead, a lesser-known one being in 
the valley of Jezreel. Such a case is not unlikely. Often people name a 
smaller city, stream, lake, or hill after a better known one elsewhere. 

7:4-7 – God then distinguished the men by how they drank 
water. He said He would deliver Israel by the three 
hundred who lapped like a dog laps. 

God then told Gideon that there were still too many people in his 
army. So He said to have the men go down to the water to drink, and He 
would give a test there to determine who should stay and who should go 
home. He said that whoever lapped water like a dog drinks (putting their 
hand to the mouth then lapping water from the hand) should stay with 
Gideon, but whoever got down on his knees to drink should go home. 
Three hundred men lapped water, and God said He would save Israel by 
those three hundred men. Everyone else was sent home. 

Note that God said, “I will save you” (verse 7; compare 1 Samuel 
14:6). This was the point of reducing the size of Gideon’s army. The 
victory was won by means of the three hundred men, but God was the 
force that made it possible. God deliberately arranged the matter so it 
would be obvious to all that the glory belonged to Him.  

When God revealed His will, He gave evidence the message was 
from Him, then He expected people to obey regardless of whether or not 
the plan made sense by human wisdom. To begin with, Gideon’s men 
were out-numbered 4 to 1. It was cut to 13 to 1, then finally to 450 to 1. 
Who would have thought, by human wisdom, that Gideon should have 
sent home 99 out of every 100 soldiers? But the point is that, when the 
plan succeeded, it was clear that it was God’s power that did it.  
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Likewise, we today need to learn to trust God’s power, not 
human abilities.  

In particular, salvation requires us to trust God’s grace, not in our 
goodness to earn salvation.  

Romans 3:23; 6:23 — The wages of sin is death, and all of us have 
earned this by our sins.  

Ephesians 2:8,9 — The only way to receive salvation is by God’s 
power — His grace — not of ourselves. Note the parallel to Gideon’s case:  

Israel had sinned and was over-powered by the Midianites, so we 
have sinned and are under the dominion of Satan. Israel was powerless 
to deliver themselves, and so are we. God’s grace offered His power to 
save or deliver Israel (verse 7), and now He likewise offers to deliver us 
from sin. They needed faith to trust His power to deliver, not to think 
they could earn it by their own actions and so take glory for it 
themselves (verse 2). The same is true of us. Salvation was God’s gift 
(verse 2).  

Let us not become self-righteous, thinking we deserve eternal life, 
or taking credit for our salvation. No one deserves eternal life. It is a gift 
by God’s grace, and we must give the glory to God.  

The same principles apply in all areas of serving God, including our 
preaching, handling life’s problems, etc. But remember that the story is 
not over yet. Be sure to read the notes at the end of this chapter. 

7:8-11 – God told Gideon that, if he and his servant would go 
down to the Midianite camp, he would receive assurance 
that they would be victorious. 

Only the three hundred men remained; the rest were sent home as 
God had commanded. The three hundred took provisions, including 
trumpets, as they prepared for the battle. The Midianite camp was below 
them in the valley, so evidently the Israelites were higher on a hill. 

God assured Israel that He had delivered the enemy into his hand. 
This use of the past tense is somewhat common in God’s language. It 
speaks of the outcome as a determined fact, which it was from God’s 
standpoint. Compare 4:14; Genesis 24:14; 1 Samuel 14:9,10. But once 
again note that God was the power or source of the victory. 

Gideon told to visit the Midianite camp 

God then told Gideon to attack the camp of the Midianites that 
night. But if he was afraid to go, he should take his servant Purah and go 
visit the Midianite camp. This was not so much a mission to spy out the 
camp as it was an opportunity for Gideon to hear what the Midianites 
were thinking. God said hearing the Midianites would give strength to 
Gideon’s confidence that Israel could win the battle. So Gideon took 
Purah with him and went down to an outpost of the Midianite army.  

(Note that even Gideon had some fear. As explained before, the 
twenty-two thousand who went home were not the only ones who had 
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fear. They simply had so much fear that they preferred to return home 
rather than fight the battle.) 

7:12-15 – In the Midianite camp Gideon heard two men 
discuss a dream which meant that the Midianite camp 
would be delivered into the hand of Gideon. 

The army of the oppressors consisted of Midianites, Amalekites, 
and other people from the East (compare 6:3,33; 8:10). They were so 
numerous they were like locusts, having so many camels they were 
uncountable like the sand of the seashore (6:5). 8:10 makes clear that 
actually there were 135,000 men in this army, but that would seem 
uncountable compared to Gideon’s group. 

As Gideon and his servant walked about the camp, they overheard 
one enemy soldier tell another about a dream he had dreamed. He saw 
a loaf of barley bread fall into the Midianite camp. As it fell and tumbled, 
it struck a tent and caused the tent to completely overturn and collapse.  

Normally, of course, a falling loaf of bread would be harmless, 
completely incapable of causing much damage to anything, let alone 
collapsing a whole tent just by striking it. The companion who heard the 
dream said it could have but one possible meaning. It must mean that 
God had delivered the Midianite army to Gideon, so the sword of Gideon 
was going to defeat the whole Midianite camp. This, of course, is exactly 
what God had promised Gideon would happen (6:14,16). 

It is not clear how the man’s companion obtained his interpretation 
of the dream. The tent could represent the Midianites, since they were 
nomadic people dwelling in tents. And a loaf of bread could represent 
Gideon since he was their opposition, seemingly weak and ineffective. 
So, for the loaf of bread to destroy the tent would indicate the victory of 
Gideon over the Midianites.  

But the interpretation does not seem intuitive to me. Presumably 
God had caused the enemy to have the dream and his companion to 
understand the meaning of it. Whatever the source of the dream and its 
explanation, it showed that the Midianites, despite the size of their army, 
were fearful of the Israelites. They were demoralized and cowardly, 
rather than fierce and confident as might be expected.  

The result of hearing the dream was to give Gideon great 
confidence, as God had said it would (verse 11). So Gideon worshiped 
God and went back to his own army. He told them to arise for the battle, 
for the Lord had given the Midianite army to them. He was now 
confident because of the signs God had given him in chapter 6 and 
because of what he had observed in the Midianite camp. 
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7:16-18 – The three hundred men in three companies 
surrounded the enemy camp with trumpets and torches 
inside pitchers. 

Gideon took his 300 men and divided them into three companies. 
Each man was given a trumpet and an empty pitcher with a torch inside 
the pitcher. The Waldrons point out that they were enabled to have these 
supplies, one for each man, because they had kept the provisions and 
trumpets in verse 8 as the other soldiers went home. Normally an army 
would have only one trumpet for each group of many men, which it 
would use for signaling. But there would be no use for each man to have 
a trumpet, let alone a pitcher and a torch, in normal battle. 

Gideon then commanded the men to watch and imitate what he did. 
They were to surround the edge of the Midianite camp; and when Gideon 
gave the signal, they would all blow their trumpets and shout: “The 
sword of the Lord and of Gideon.” We will see what use they would make 
of the pitchers and torches. 

This, of course, would seem a useless plan. How could trumpets, 
pitchers, torches, and shouting defeat so huge an army? Surely one 
would think they would need weapons to attack the enemy soldiers. We 
will see how it develops, but the point to remember is that God was 
giving them the victory. This whole battle plan had been laid out in such 
a way as to make clear that the men themselves did not earn the victory 
or achieve it by their own power. It would require God to direct the 
matter and bring about the outcome He chose. 

7:19-21 – At the signal of Gideon, the men blew the trumpets, 
held up the torches, and shouted. As a result, the whole 
Midianite army fled. 

Gideon’s three bands surrounded the Midianite camp, as he had 
instructed. Obviously, they spread out so there was space between the 
men enough to surround the whole camp (at least on three sides). They 
came to the outposts of the camp at the beginning of the middle watch 
of the night, just as the watch had been posted. The Waldrons point out 
this would have been about 10:00 at night. It would have been quite 
dark. 

Then on Gideon’s signal all the men broke their pitchers revealing 
the torches. They then held the torches in their left hands and used their 
right hands to hold the trumpets and blow them. They would then blow 
the trumpets and shout as Gideon had commanded. Every man then 
stood courageously in his place, surrounding the camp. (Compare 
Exodus 14:13,14; 2 Chronicles 20:17.) 

The result was that the entire Midianite camp cried out, ran, and 
fled (compare 2 Kings 7:7). We have already learned that the Midianites 
were demoralized. They were also a mixed group of different nations, not 
strongly committed to one another. They might be easily persuaded to 
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desert one another. Like many bullies, they were outward bluster but 
inward cowards. 

From the viewpoint of the Midianites, they thought they were 
surrounded by a huge army. Normally a trumpet was blown to signal a 
large group of soldiers. And torches would not be needed by every man. 
The noise and lights surrounding the camp would convince the 
Midianites that an even huger army was attacking. 

Further, these enemies were already at the outposts of the 
Midianites’ camp. It appeared that somehow the enemy had brought a 
huge army right into the outskirts of the camp without being detected. 
Of course, a huge army could never have done this, but a small group of 
300 men could do so. 

Furthermore, this attack came at night, which was unusual in those 
days. Normally battles were fought in the day when people could see 
(remember that God had extended a day for Joshua so he could continue 
to fight an enemy – Joshua 10). This attack awoke the enemies in the 
middle of their sleep, when they would be unprepared for battle: sleepy, 
confused, disorganized, and not even dressed for battle.  

The sudden appearance of this apparently huge army confused 
them and caused them to become so alarmed that they began to flee. 
When part began to flee, that would lead the others to likewise be 
unwilling to stand alone, so all fled. 

7:22,23 – The Midianites fought among themselves and fled. 
Gideon called the men of Israel together to pursue them. 

Another element is here described. When Gideon’s men blew the 
trumpets, etc., the Lord set the Midianite soldiers to fighting against one 
another throughout the whole camp. They could not see clearly in the 
dark, and not being dressed for battle they could not clearly identify one 
another. So they thought the enemy had already invaded the camp. They 
began to fight one another. Compare Psalms 83:9; 1 Samuel 14:20; 2 
Chronicles 20:23.  

The resulting confusion and fear led them all to simply flee. They 
went to Beth Acacia, toward Zererah, as far as the border of Abel 
Meholah by Tabbath. The only one of these places I can locate with any 
certainty is that Abel Meholah was a city in Manasseh near the River 
Jordan considerably south from the site of the battle in the Valley of 
Jezreel (1 Kings 4:12 – see map).  

The point is that the army fled a long distance, and they were going 
toward the Jordan, apparently seeking to cross and return to their 
homes east of the Jordan. Whether or not we can identify all these 
places, the people alive when it was written and to whom it was written 
would know them. The mention of specific places assures us that this 
was intended to be a literal, historic account.  

The men of Israel, no doubt hearing of the defeat of the Midianites, 
gathered together from Naphtali, Asher, and all Manasseh, and pursued 



 

Page #71 Study Notes on Judges 

the Midianites. These probably included many who had been sent home 
before the battle began. Now that God had brought the promised victory, 
these would be needed to pursue, find, and slay the escaping enemies. 

7:24,25 – The Ephraimites captured and killed two Midianite 
princes. 

The Midianites were fleeing toward the territory of Ephraim along 
the Jordan River. So Gideon sent messengers ahead of the armies to call 
the men of Ephraim to fight the Midianites. He wanted them to seize the 
watering places as far as Beth Barah and the Jordan.  

Once again I am unsure of the location of Beth Barah. But the point 
seems clear that the Midianites were fleeing and intended to cross the 
Jordan to return to their homes to the east. They would need to stop for 
water for themselves and their animals. And they would eventually need 
to cross the Jordan. So Gideon wanted the Ephraimites to gain control 
of all the places where the fleeing Midianites were sure to go. They could 
there defeat more of them and prevent their escape. 

The men of Ephraim did as Gideon had instructed. In fighting the 
Midianites, they were able to capture two Midianite princes named Oreb 
and Zeeb. They killed Oreb at the rock of Oreb, and Zeeb they killed at 
the winepress of Zeeb. Presumably these names were given after these 
princes were killed there. 

The Ephraimites continued to pursue the Midianites and met 
Gideon east of Jordan (having crossed over), bringing with them the 
heads of these two princes as evidence of their victory. 

So God gave the victory to Gideon and the Israelites. But remember 
that the victory was achieved by God’s power and grace. 

To receive God’s salvation, Gideon had to obey God’s 
commands.  

We have learned that the victory was a gift from God to Israel. Israel 
did not earn it but received it by the grace of God. Yet Gideon had to 
surround and attack the Midianite army. Imagine the faith these men 
had. Their faith moved them to act, but they received God’s reward only 
when they did what He said.  

God had said He would save Israel (verse 7), He would give victory 
to them (verse 2), and Israel could not glory as if their own hand 
saved them (verse 2). Hebrews 11:32 says this was an act of faith.  

Yet none of this excluded the fact the men had to act to receive the 
reward. What if they had refused to surround the enemy, hold the 
lanterns, blow the trumpets, and shout? Would they have received God’s 
gift? No, it was a gift, but it was conditional. God’s will was so designed 
that the people had to act to receive the gift, but when it was over no one 
could say they earned the reward. The glory still belonged to God, not to 
the men.  
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We too must obey God to receive forgiveness and eternal 
life.  

Obedience is an essential condition for us to receive forgiveness.  
Passages like Ephesians 2:8,9 say we are saved by God’s grace 

through faith, it is a gift, not by our works. So some people conclude 
there is nothing we can do to be forgiven. Especially one need not be 
baptized, they tell us. You can be saved before or without baptism, just 
believe: “faith only.”  

But this same reasoning would conclude that Israel would have 
been saved even if the three hundred soldiers had done nothing. They 
received salvation from their enemies as a gift by God’s grace through 
faith, not of their own hand so they could not glory. Yet they still had 
to obey and would not have been saved if they had not obeyed.  

Likewise, even though we are saved by the grace of God through 
faith and it is a gift not by works, nevertheless the Bible clearly shows 
that we must obey God’s commands in order to receive salvation. 

1 Peter 1:22 — We purify our souls in obeying the truth.  
Hebrews 5:9 — Jesus is savior of those who obey Him.  
Romans 6:17,18 — People in sin must obey the doctrine delivered 

and are then made free from sin.  
Acts 22:16 — Be baptized and wash away your sins.  
Acts 2:38 — Be baptized for the remission of sins.  
Mark 16:16 — He who believes and is baptized will be saved.  
We are saved by God’s power, not by our human ability. We receive 

that gift by faith. But the Scriptures clearly prove in our case, even as in 
Gideon’s case, that this faith must lead to obedience, including baptism. 
We cannot be forgiven till we have so obeyed.  

But the act of baptism, like Gideon’s act, is so designed by God that, 
when we have done it, no one can boast as if we earned our salvation by 
our great works. Who could believe that dipping in water could earn 
forgiveness of sins? The glory still belongs to God. The obedience is 
simply a test of our faith.  

Continued obedience is essential after baptism in order to remain 
faithful.  

1 Corinthians 15:58 — Be steadfast, unmovable, always abounding 
in the work of the Lord.  

Matthew 7:21-23 — To enter the kingdom of heaven, we must do 
the will of the Father, not just say, “Lord, Lord.”  

1 John 2:3-6 — In order to truly know God, we must keep His 
commands. No one will receive eternal life by earning it because of his 
good life. But as in Gideon’s case, if we ever receive it, it will be because 
we had faith enough to obey God, repenting of sin and giving God glory 
for forgiving us. The person who denies the necessity of obedience, or for 
any other reason fails to obey, will surely not receive eternal life.  

Gideon’s victory shows us that true saving faith requires:  
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1. Examining the evidence and accepting only that for which there 
is evidence that it truly is the will of God.  

2. Trusting in God’s power to work good through us, instead of 
trusting in our own human ability.  

3. Diligently obeying all God’s will for us, yet giving Him the glory 
for the blessings we receive as a result.  

Do you have the kind of faith Gideon possessed — the kind of faith 
truly needed to save your soul?  

For more information about the importance of faith, 
obedience, and baptism in our salvation, please go to our Bible 
Instruction web site at www.gospelway.com/instruct/ and 
study the articles there on these topics. 

http://www.gospelway.com/instruct/
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Judges 8 

Chap. 8 – Conflict within Israel; Final Destruction of Midian 

8:1-3 – When Ephraim complained that they had not been 
called earlier, Gideon reminded them they had captured 
two princes. 

Although they had captured the princes Oreb and Zeeb (7:24,25), 
the men of Ephraim were upset and reprimanded Gideon for not calling 
them to participate in the battle from the beginning. Apparently they 
wanted a share in the glory or perhaps in the spoils. This is easy to say 
after the battle has been won and the enemy is in full flight! Compare 
12:1; 2 Samuel 19:41. 

Gideon had originally called men of various tribes, not including 
Ephraim – 6:23. But God had sent a number of men home, even from 
those tribes that had been called. However, in 7:23 the men of other 
tribes had come to pursue the Midianites after they had begun to flee. 
But Gideon had then sent messengers to Ephraim to head off the fleeing 
enemy (verses 24,25). So they really had no complaint. 

Gideon reminded them that they had captured the Midianite 
princes Oreb and Zeeb. Even Gideon had not done that, so their glory in 
that sense would be greater than his. Gideon compares this to gleaning 
grapes vs. the vintage (footnote reads “whole harvest”).  

Gleaning refers to passing through the fields after the harvesters are 
finished and picking up what is left over. But even though Ephraim had 
only gleaned or cleaned up after the battle was won, still their gleaning 
had in some ways brought a greater reward than the whole harvest 
brought in by Abiezer (this was Gideon’s family, and he and his men had 
led in the battle – 6:11). This answer appeased the Ephraimites. 

Gideon’s answer illustrates the soft answer of Proverbs 15:1. He 
could have given an angry response, pointing out the sacrifice and work 
he and his men had done to accomplish the victory. But what was the 
point? The men of Ephraim had come to assist in the battle when Gideon 
did call them and they had accomplished good, exactly as Gideon 
pointed out. What good would it do to pick a fight with Ephraim while 
the Midianites were fleeing? By pointing out what the Ephraimites had 
accomplished, Gideon calmed them and was able to continue the 
pursuit. 

Sometimes people today express similar jealousy when other people 
accomplish good, even if they have benefited from the good that was 
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accomplished. Rather than expressing appreciation for the good that 
was done, they may be envious of the honor or rewards that others 
received. This can happen even in the church among those who 
accomplish good in the kingdom’s cause. We need to appreciate the good 
that others do, rather than feeling sorry for ourselves that we were not 
the ones who accomplished it. 

8:4-7 – The men of Succoth refused to help Gideon’s men, 
implying they may not be able to capture the Midianite 
kings. Gideon promised to punish them. 

Whereas the men of Ephraim were upset because Gideon had not 
called them to the battle, the men of Succoth did not want to help him 
even now when the Midianites were on the run. Gideon and his three 
hundred men (7:6,7) crossed over the Jordan, exhausted but still 
pursuing the kings of Midian, Zebah and Zalmunna. He asked the men 
of Succoth to give some loaves of bread to sustain his hungry, tired men.  

But they refused, pointing out that Gideon had not yet captured 
Zebah and Zalmunna. The implication is that Gideon might not succeed, 
and the Midianite kings would not approve of help being given their 
enemies. Apparently they did not want to be in trouble with the 
Midianites. They had been subject to the Midianites for some time and 
did not want to endanger their relationship with them by helping their 
enemies. (Compare 1 Kings 20:11; 1 Samuel 25:11.) 

Succoth is mentioned in Genesis 33:17; Psalms 60:6. It was a city 
on the Jabbok just east of the Jordan (see map). This was the route 
Gideon needed to take to pursue the fleeing Midianites. Since the 
inhabitants there were Israelites, they should have helped Gideon in 
defeating their enemies, but they refused even to provide food for the 
army. 

Gideon’s response was that he would still capture Zebah and 
Zalmunna, even without the help of the men of Succoth. And when he 
had done so, he would return and use thorns and briers from the 
wilderness to tear the flesh of the men of Succoth as punishment for 
refusing to help. We will see that this is exactly what happened as the 
story proceeds (verse 16).  

Note the contrast between the men of Ephraim and the men of 
Succoth. The one criticized Gideon for not asking them to help, and the 
other criticized him because he did ask them to help! People are 
sometimes just contrary to God’s work. It does not matter what God’s 
faithful servants do, they can’t please some people. Jesus later illustrated 
this by describing the reaction of the people to Him and to John the 
Baptist (Matthew 11:16-19). 
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8:8,9 – The men of Penuel likewise refused to help, and 
Gideon likewise promised to punish them. 

Just a little further east up the Jabbok was Penuel (see map). 
Gideon and his men went there next in their travels and made the same 
request: they needed food for the men. But the men of Penuel had the 
same problem as the men of Succoth. They too were unwilling to give the 
food Gideon requested.  

So Gideon again warned them of the consequences of their refusal. 
When he had defeated the enemies and achieved peace, he would come 
back and tear down the tower of the city (see verse 17). 

These two cities, Succoth and Penuel, were closer in vicinity to the 
Midianites than cities west of the Jordan. And they were on the same 
side of the river as the Midianites, putting them in a more precarious 
position, more open to suffer attack. Nevertheless, this did not excuse 
their failure to stand up for God’s people. The real problem was simply 
a lack of courage and conviction.  

For other references to Penuel, see Genesis 32:30,31 and 1 Kings 
12:25.  

8:10-12 – Gideon’s three hundred men attacked the 
remaining Midianite army and captured their kings 
Zebah and Zalmunna. 

So, even without the help of the men of Succoth and Penuel, Gideon 
and his men continued to pursue the remnant of the Midianite army with 
their kings Zebah and Zalmunna. The Midianites had been reduced to 
an army of 15,000 out of an original army of 135,000. We are told that 
already 120,000 men had fallen in the battle.  

They were camped at Karkor, where they felt secure. The Waldrons 
state that this city was one hundred miles east of the Jordan (see map). 
So presumably the Midianites thought they had traveled so far and were 
so close to home that they did not believe Gideon would pursue them so 
far or at least would not be able to arrive this quickly.  

Notice that Gideon and his three hundred men were still vastly 
outnumbered. But Gideon continued his pursuit with determination. He 
led his men by the road of the nomads who dwell in tents on the east of 
Nobah and Jogbehah (see Numbers 32:35,42). Some have said this 
language refers to a caravan route. Baker’s Bible Atlas shows this area to 
be far to the east of the Jordan and nearly as far north as the Sea of 
Galilee (see map). So the Midianites had fled south to ford the Jordan 
and then had turned somewhat north as they continued to the east.  

This area was traveled by wandering nomads or Bedouins. Israelites 
would have been unlikely to go that far. So Gideon surprised the 
Midianites by taking this route and attacking the Midianites 
unexpectedly. Despite being again greatly outnumbered, he routed the 
whole Midianite army and captured their kings Zebah and Zalmunna 
(compare Psalms 83:11). 
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This entire campaign was a major victory for the Israelites, resulting 
in complete defeat of their enemies. The account is one of the more 
famous war records in the history of Israel. 

8:13-17 – Gideon punished the men of Succoth with thorns 
and briars, then he tore down the tower of Penuel and 
killed the men of the city. 

Gideon then returned from the battle to a place called the Ascent of 
Heres. I do not know exactly where this is, but obviously it is close to 
Succoth. There he found a young man who was from Succoth. Success in 
battle generally requires a knowledge of one’s enemies: intelligence. So, 
Gideon interrogated this young man and determined from him the 
names of 77 leaders and elders of Succoth. These were the men he was 
determined to punish. 

He then confronted the men of Succoth and showed them Zebah 
and Zalmunna, whom he had captured. He reminded the men of Succoth 
that they had previously ridiculed him when he had asked for bread, 
saying he had not yet captured these kings of Midian. Well, he had now 
captured them, as he had said he would do.  

And as he had said he would do in verses 6,7, he was determined to 
punish the men of Succoth for refusing to help his men in the war. As he 
had promised, he took briars and thorns from the wilderness and used 
them to teach a lesson to the leaders of Succoth. Presumably he whipped 
them or otherwise used these sharp, painful plants to punish them. The 
NKJV footnote says he “disciplined” them. He taught them to listen 
when people need help in defeating their common enemy. 

He then went back to Penuel and tore down the tower of that city, 
as he had promised (verse 9). He also killed the men who lived there. 
What a lesson to them and to us. When God’s people are standing for 
God’s will, we must stand with them and support them. One who fails to 
support God’s faithful servants deserves to be punished as surely as do 
those who actively oppose God’s people. 

Note also that Gideon did not hold all the people of the cities to be 
deserving of punishment for the decisions to refuse to help his army. 
Verse 6 shows that it was the leaders of Succoth who refused to help him, 
so those were the ones whom he punished. At Penuel it was the men of 
the city who refused to help, so those were the ones he punished. The 
people who were not responsible for the decision were not punished.  

The same principle sometimes applies today. Of course, there are 
times when a whole group goes along with error (fellowship) and is 
worthy of punishment. But sometimes the people cannot be held 
responsible for the evil decisions of their leaders.  

One may wonder why Gideon pacified the men of Ephraim and yet 
treated the men of Succoth and Penuel so severely. The account does not 
explain, but perhaps the following distinction was involved.  
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The men of Ephraim criticized Gideon after the battle, but they did 
come to Gideon’s aid when he called and they did fight the enemy 
successfully. They had accomplished important victories, as Gideon 
explained. So Gideon was tolerant of their criticisms. 

On the other hand, the men of Succoth and Penuel refused to help 
Gideon at all. They did not just criticize his work and fail to appreciate 
it, but they rejected his request for help because the feared the enemy. 
Gideon therefore considered them much more worthy of punishment. 

As an additional interesting note, Joseph Free offers the following 
archaeological evidence: 

According to the older critical view, that writing was not well 
developed until about 800 B.C., Gideon’s young man would likely 
have been unable to write the list of names. Archaeological 
discoveries have abundantly answered this older critical view 
concerning writing, by revealing well-developed writing before the 
days of Gideon … Albright points out that archaeological evidence 
from Lachish, Bethshemesh, and Megiddo indicates the use of the 
Hebrew alphabet written in ink in the 14th and 13th centuries B.C. 
… 

8:18-21 – Gideon determined that Zebah and Zalmunna were 
responsible for the death of his brothers. When his son 
would not kill them, Gideon did so. 

Gideon had shown Zebah and Zalmunna to the men of Succoth (and 
presumably Penuel) as proof that he had accomplished what they had 
doubted he could. Having punished them accordingly, he then turned 
his attention to the proper punishment of Zebah and Zalmunna 
themselves. 

He asked them what kind of men they had killed at Tabor. They 
responded that the men looked like Gideon, each one resembling the son 
of a king. Gideon responded that these men were his own brothers. He 
said he would have let these kings live if they had not killed his brothers, 
but now he was determined to slay them. 

The reference to Tabor might refer to the battle Barak fought 
against Sisera’s army at Mt. Tabor in 4:6. This had occurred while 
Deborah was judge in chapter 4,5, just before we were introduced to 
Gideon in chapter 6. That battle was against the forces of Jabin, king of 
Canaan. One wonders whether or not these Midianite kings had joined 
in the battle against Israel at that time and had killed Gideon’s brothers. 
If so, it must have occurred quite some time earlier, since Barak’s battle 
was followed by forty years of peace (5:31) and then seven years of 
oppression by Midian (6:1). This is possible, and the brothers may have 
been older than Gideon.  

Another possibility, however, is that this event occurred after the 
battle of Barak. Midian had camped in the valley of Jezreel when they 
came into the land in Gideon’s day (6:33). This was at the foot of Mt. 
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Tabor. So perhaps they had killed some Israelites on this or some 
previous occasion, including Gideon’s brothers.  

Gideon called on his firstborn son Jether to kill the Midianite kings, 
but he was still a youth and was afraid to draw his sword. Zebah and 
Zalmunna then taunted Gideon himself to kill them, if he was truly a 
strong man. So Gideon did so (compare Psalms 83:11). He also took the 
crescent ornaments from their camel’s necks. 

One wonders at Gideon’s decision. He said he would not kill these 
kings if they had not killed his brothers. But they had killed plenty of 
other Israelites, so didn’t they deserve to die as much even if they had 
not killed his brothers as they did if they had? God’s command to Israel 
to slay all the people of the land may not have applied to Midianites, 
since they were not technically inhabitants of Canaan itself. But justice 
should not depend on what particular Israelites these men killed.  

Or perhaps Gideon refers to the principle of the avenger of blood, in 
which a man was responsible to kill those who killed his relative. If the 
kings had not killed his brothers, perhaps Gideon himself would not 
have killed them but other Israelites might have grounds to kill them. 
But in this case, as the avenger of blood, Gideon himself was responsible 
to kill them. 

8:22,23 – The men of Israel asked Gideon and his descendants 
to rule over them, but he refused because the Lord was 
their ruler. 

As a result of Gideon’s great victory, the people of Israel wanted to 
make him, in effect, a king. They asked him to rule over them, then his 
son would rule, then his grandson, etc. This was asking Gideon’s family 
to become a dynasty like kings have (compare 9:8). This is what Israel 
later demanded that Samuel give them in 1 Samuel 8.  

Gideon refused, because he said that neither he nor his son should 
rule over them, but God should rule over them. This is the same point 
made in 1 Samuel 8 when Israel demanded a king. Such a request was a 
rejection of God as ruler of Israel. See 1 Samuel 8:7; 10:19; 12:12; Psalms 
10:16. 

One problem with a dynasty is, regardless of a man’s character or 
worthiness to rule, he becomes a king just because his father was king. 
This results in unworthy men who rule. The subsequent history of Judah 
and especially Israel demonstrates this danger, after they later did have 
kings. Furthermore, when a succession of kings is appointed, they tend 
to be corrupted by power and often make excessive demands of the 
people including high taxes. 

Under God’s plan, He would be the one to make the laws for Israel 
and reveal them by prophets and priests. God alone would be the 
ongoing ruler of Israel. But the judges who led the people would be the 
men God would choose when they were needed. He would then choose 
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the man He considered best qualified for the work. Then the judge’s role 
would end when he died. 

It is possible that other issues were involved, perhaps including the 
right of kings to make laws that might not be the laws God wanted. For 
a further discussion of the disadvantages of kings, see 1 Samuel 8. 

Note that Gideon already understood that God should be ruler and 
this meant there should be no kingly ruler. His wisdom and humility led 
him to refuse the position. The people also should have known what he 
knew. This makes it even more obvious that the people erred later when 
they asked for a king in 1 Samuel 8 and when Gideon’s son sought to be 
a king in the next chapter. 

8:24-27 – Gideon asked the men for plunder, and with it made 
a golden ephod. Israel played the harlot with it, and it 
became a snare to Gideon’s family. 

Gideon asked to be given plunder. 

Though Gideon showed great wisdom in refusing to be made a ruler 
with a dynasty, he then proceeded to do a very foolish thing. He asked 
the people to give him the gold earrings they had taken in plunder from 
the war. Also included were crescent ornaments and pendants, as well 
as the purple robes the Midianite kings wore and the chains that had 
been on the camels’ necks (compare verse 21). So they spread out a 
garment and the men donated plunder from the war amounting to 1700 
shekels of gold. 

We are told that the men they had defeated wore earrings, because 
they were Ishmaelites. That is, they were descendants of Ishmael, the 
son of Abraham by his concubine Hagar (see Genesis 16). After the birth 
of Isaac, God had told Abraham to send Ishmael away, since he would 
not inherit with Isaac (Genesis 21). Yet God had promised Abraham that 
Ishmael’s descendants too would become a nation (Genesis 21:13). 
Later, Jacob was sold to a wandering group of Ishmaelites who are also 
called Midianites (Genesis 37:25,28,36).  

The Waldrons point out that by the time of the Judges, the term 
Ishmaelite may have been used for any wanderers from the area of the 
desert, whether or not they were actual descendants of Ishmael. The 
passage in Genesis 37 shows that those Ishmaelites traveled using 
camels, just as these Midianites did in Gideon’s day. The Waldrons also 
point out that today, as in that day, these wanderers often carry their 
wealth in the form of jewelry that they wear or use to decorate their 
camels. I am not sure how much can be made of it, but it is interesting 
that the men who wore earrings were ungodly men; note how it is 
specified that they wore earrings because they were Ishmaelites, 
implying other people didn’t wear them. 

Modern Arabs come from this same area of Arabia, and they still 
claim to be descendants of Ishmael. Those who claim to be Moslems say 
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that many of their religious beliefs came to them from Abraham through 
Ishmael. Interestingly, the crescent is still one of the symbols of the 
Islam religion. 

Gideon made an ephod. 

Gideon then took this gold and plunder and used it to make an 
ephod. He set this up in his hometown of Ophrah (6:11,24), and the 
people played the harlot with it. The result was a snare to Gideon and his 
household. 

An ephod is a garment worn like a vest, usually over another 
garment (compare 1 Samuel 2:18; 2 Samuel 6:14). The high priest wore 
an ephod when he led Israel in worship (Exodus 28:5-14). Perhaps 
Gideon imitated that ephod. The one Gideon made was obviously 
valuable, made of gold and other ornaments. 

The Scriptures do not exactly tell us what Gideon’s intent was. The 
record makes clear that this was an error on his part, but we are not told 
what he was trying to accomplish. Perhaps he simply sought a means to 
communicate and learn the will of God, like the high priest used his 
ephod. Nevertheless, it was an unauthorized activity, and the very value 
of the ephod made it a temptation. 

We are not told exactly how the people misused this ephod. They 
played the harlot with it, which is a term often used for idolatry (verse 
33; Psalms 106:39). The people may have worshiped the ephod itself or 
may have used it in worshiping idols. In any case, the worship involved 
idolatry (compare 17:5). This involved the people in sin. And Gideon’s 
own family was caught in the snare, either because they participated or 
at least because it was their ephod (compare Deuteronomy 7:16). 

For all the great things Gideon had done, he was a fallible man. Here 
his action led Israel into sin, regardless of his intentions. The result 
hindered him and his family in serving God.  

8:28 – Midian was so completely subdued by Israel that they 
did not recover and the land had rest for forty years. 

The result of Gideon’s victory so completely subdued Midian to 
Israel that they did not lift their heads again. I assume this means they 
did not become a dominant power again, surely not enough to subdue 
Israel again. This could mean that they did not oppress Israel again in 
Gideon’s day or perhaps for some time afterward. However, it could 
mean they never again had the power to trouble Israel. The Bible does 
mention Midian after this account, but never in a way that implies they 
ever dominated Israel again. 

The end result was a period of forty years of peace during the days 
of Gideon. This was a common pattern of forty years of peace when a 
judge would throw off an oppressor (compare 5:31).  
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8:29-32 – Gideon had seventy sons, one of whom was 
Abimelech the son of a concubine. 

Gideon, again referred to as Jerubbaal (6:32; 7:1), then went home 
to his own house. Notice the humility of this hero of God. He not only 
refused to be appointed king, but he lived in his own house. He refused 
even to demand a special palace as reward for his efforts.  

He had many wives (which was permitted under the Old Testament, 
but it was still foolish), resulting in seventy sons. He also had a 
concubine who lived in Shechem. This does not necessarily mean that 
she was a harlot or an adulterous lover. Concubines in the Old Testament 
were often legitimate wives but were servants rather than free women. 
In 9:18, Gideon’s youngest son refers to Abimelech’s mother as a female 
servant. She also bore a son to Gideon, whom he named Abimelech. He 
becomes significant in the next chapter. 

Gideon lived a long life and died at an old age and was buried in the 
tomb of his father Joash in Ophrah (compare 6:24; 8:27).  

8:33-35 – After Gideon’s death, Israel forgot God, returned to 
idolatry, and failed to show kindness to Gideon’s 
household for the good that he had done. 

But after Gideon’s death, Israel again repeated their pattern of sin. 
They again began to worship the Baals – compare 2:17,19. Baal is here 
called Baal-Berith, meaning Baal of covenant (9:4,46). Idolatry is again 
called harlotry (compare verse 27). 

In doing this, the Israelites are said to have forgotten God. He was 
the One who had repeatedly delivered them from their enemies and 
made them His special people. Yet for all that, they did not remember to 
continue to serve Him. (Deuteronomy 4:9; Judges 3:7; Psalms 78:11,42; 
106:13,21).  

Not only did they forget God, but they also forgot the service Gideon 
had given them. They did not show kindness to his family. They had just 
sought to make Gideon king and his son after him, etc. (verse 22). But as 
soon as Gideon died, they no longer even showed kindness to his family. 
We will see the result of this wickedness in the next chapter. 

This continuing pattern of returning to sin makes Judges a very 
troubling book to read. Yet it appears the God’s church today continues 
to have some major apostasy every fifty years or so. We need to learn the 
lesson and commit ourselves to continued faithfulness. Let us teach 
these lessons to our children. 
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Judges 9 

Chap. 9 - Abimelech 

9:1-4 – Gideon’s son Abimelech persuaded the men of 
Shechem to agree for him to rule over them because they 
were his relatives. They gave him money with which he 
hired worthless men. 

Jerubbaal or Gideon (7:1; 8:32) had seventy sons from his many 
wives (8:30). He also had a concubine in Shechem who bore him a son 
named Abimelech (8:31). Shechem was located in the hill country of 
Manasseh, between Mt. Ebal and Mt. Gerizim (see map).  

Some commentators emphasize that Shechem was especially under 
Canaanite influence at this time. This is demonstrated by their deep 
involvement in Baal worship. One of the major problems Israel faced was 
the corrupting influence of the Canaanites who continued to live among 
them. In this story, we see the problems created by the corruption of the 
men of Shechem. 

Abimelech openly asked the men of Shechem, who were related to 
his mother, to choose him to be their ruler. He suggested that it would 
be better for them to have just one ruler, rather than the seventy sons of 
Gideon, and that they should prefer that he be the one since he was their 
own relative (flesh and bone). 

After Gideon had won a great victory for Israel, they had asked him 
and his descendants to rule over them. But Gideon had refused, knowing 
that God should be their king (8:22,23). Abimelech, however, had no 
such respect for God or His authority. He showed none of his father’s 
unwillingness to be appointed a ruler. 

And apparently the men of Shechem also lacked either the 
understanding or the respect that Gideon had. They should have realized 
that they should not be ruled by the seventy sons of Gideon, let alone by 
Abimelech. Gideon had plainly said so (8:23). There is no reason to 
assume that the other sons of Gideon wanted to rule or had made any 
attempt to do so. But wicked men often assume that other people possess 
their same wicked intentions. 
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Abimelech’s whole argument was based on fallacy. However, many 
years had passed since Gideon had explained this to the people, and 
Israel was again serving the Baals instead of the true God. They had also 
forgotten Gideon and no longer desired to show him kindness (8:32-35). 

So Abimelech’s uncles (his mother’s brothers) persuaded the men 
of Shechem, and they agreed to appoint Abimelech as their ruler, since 
he was their relative. They took money from the temple of their false god 
Baal-Berith and gave it to Abimelech – seventy shekels. He used the 
money to hire worthless, reckless fellows to follow him (compare 11:3; 2 
Chronicles 13:7; Acts 17:5).  

Abimelech’s corruption was obvious from the beginning, and the 
people should have immediately seen it. His self-exaltation was obvious 
from the fact he sought to be their ruler, when they needed no ruler. He 
failed to respect God as their ruler, and he failed to respect the will of his 
father that none of his sons rule over Israel. He took money from the 
temple of Baal, which constituted fellowship with idolatry.  

Of course, the men of Shechem were not concerned about the 
treachery, since they themselves were apparently no better. Far too often 
wicked people seek to follow a wicked ruler. And people are specially 
influenced to accept corruption and sin in the lives of their relatives, 
even if they would object to such corruption in the lives of other people. 
Far too often people, even in the church, will excuse sin among their 
family members which they would never excuse in other people. 

So once again the corruption of the people led them to disobey God. 
And they were doomed to suffer the consequences.  

9:5,6 – Abimelech then murdered Gideon’s other sons, but the 
youngest son Jotham escaped. The men of Shechem then 
made Abimelech king. 

Abimelech’s true colors then became obvious when he went to his 
father’s hometown of Ophrah (6:24). There he killed the seventy sons of 
Gideon (the fact it was done at one rock shows that it was a planned, 
systematic execution).  

We are not told why. Apparently, he wanted to make sure they 
would not oppose his leadership. He probably thought (perhaps 
correctly) that they would try to overthrow him if they knew his intent to 
be declared ruler or king (verse 6). They may or may not have wanted to 
be kings themselves, depending on whether or not they understood what 
their father had taught (8:22,23). But they would not likely have 
tolerated Abimelech’s plan to be king. 

However, one son escaped. It was the youngest son Jotham, who 
hid himself. We will see that he later confronted the men of Shechem 
about this matter. Yet Abimelech had murdered in cold blood 69 of his 
own brothers, and only because of his own plans to be king. The man 
was incredibly wicked and cruel. 
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The men of Shechem then, all of Beth Millo, took Abimelech to a 
terebinth tree beside a pillar and there declared him to be king. 
Obviously this was completely contrary to the will of God and to the will 
of Gideon. But men of ambition often do not care what God or man 
thinks, so long as they think they can get their own way. 

What a tragedy that the men of Shechem would appoint Abimelech 
as their king! There is no evidence that he had any good quality whatever 
that would qualify him to be a ruler over others. And they surely must 
have known by this point that he had murdered his brothers. Jotham 
would later accuse them of this very thing.  

So, by appointing Abimelech as king, they justified his action. They 
ought to have repudiated the act and punished him for it. Instead, they 
made him king. In so doing, they demonstrated that they were no better 
than he was. 

The meaning of Beth Millo is unclear. It means the house of Millo, 
but what is Millo? The Waldrons say it may refer to a citadel or fortress, 
so perhaps they had built such a defense at Shechem. Note verses 20,21, 
where the two places are listed together. The two seem to be closely 
connected, perhaps such that Beth Millo is the fortress that protected 
Shechem. See also 2 Samuel 5:9; 1 Kings 9:15. 

It is interesting that, when Israel later demanded a king in 1 Samuel 
8, this same error had been tried before. They had wanted to make 
Gideon king, but he had wisely refused (8:22,23). Yet here the men of 
Shechem declared Abimelech king. So men had tried this long before it 
finally succeeded in 1 Samuel 8. 

A false judge 

The Waldrons correctly point out that, although Abimelech is 
generally listed among the judges, in fact he was never really a judge. 
God appointed real judges, but He obviously never appointed 
Abimelech. Abimelech took this on himself with the approval of the men 
of Shechem. But God never approved him, and the Bible nowhere 
implies Abimelech ever served as judge with God’s approval. Even the 
men of Shechem called him a king, not a judge. He was, in effect, a fake 
or counterfeit judge. 

Nor did he accomplish the good works that other judges 
accomplished. Other judges were expected to help Israel to leave a 
period of idolatry, and return to the Lord; however, Abimelech and those 
who followed him were steeped in idolatry. Most judges were given their 
position in order to help Israel to defeat some oppressive foreign enemy, 
but Abimelech never fought against another nation nor did he deliver 
Israel from oppression. The deliverance given by other judges almost 
invariably led to a period of peace, but the result of Abimelech’s 
leadership was conflict and war, rather than peace. 

Throughout history, when God has made various arrangements for 
the good of his people, Satan makes counterfeits to fool people. Where 
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God has appointed Christ and His apostles and prophets, Satan has sent 
false Christs, false apostles, and false prophets (2 Corinthians 11:13-15; 
2 Peter 2; Revelation 2:2; Matthew 24:24). There are still such today. 
They may claim to be apostles, etc.; but they are not really, since they do 
not have God’s approval.  

Likewise, Jesus built His church, but Satan moves men to build 
counterfeit churches. They may claim to be churches that please God, 
and men may approve them as the men of Shechem approved 
Abimelech. But God no more accepts or approves of them than He 
approved of Abimelech. Like Abimelech, rather than leading God’s 
people out of sin, such groups themselves are steeped in error and 
promote error among those who profess to be God’s people. God’s true 
people must oppose them, even as Jotham opposed Abimelech. 

9:7-21 – Jotham’s parable to the men of Shechem 

9:7-13 – Jotham told a parable in which the trees were 
choosing a king, but the olive tree, fig tree, and grapevine 
refused to serve as king. 

When Gideon’s surviving son Jotham heard what had happened, he 
called to the men of Shechem from on Mt. Gerizim. Remember that 
Shechem was located in the valley between Mt. Ebal and Mt. Gerizim 
(see map). This was the place where the law had been read to Israel 
when they had captured the land under Joshua’s leadership 
(Deuteronomy 11:29; 27:12ff; Joshua 8:33ff). Apparently there were 
good acoustics here, so the people could hear what was called to them by 
a man on the mountainside. 

Jotham’s speech takes the form of a parable. He tells of the trees 
seeking some other tree to serve as king over them. So they first asked 
an olive tree to rule them, but it refused. Then the same happened with 
a fig tree, then a grape vine.  

In each case, the trees sought as their rulers other good trees: 
fruitful and beneficial trees. But each refused to rule, because it had 
something more useful to do. The olive tree was giving good oil that was 
used to honor God and men. The fig tree produced sweet, good fruit. The 
vine gave new wine that cheers both God and men (note that it is new 
wine – grape juice, not fermented wine - that cheers God and man). So 
each refused to rule over the trees.  

It may be that Jotham meant that the trees did not really need a tree 
to rule over them. God cares for the trees. What use did they have for a 
king? So God did not give Israel an earthly king, because they did not 
need one. God was their King and provided what they needed when they 
needed it, if they served Him. Gideon had refused to be their king for 
that reason. 

Further, the fruitful trees would not agree to serve as king, because 
they all had something better to do. Each was designed to accomplish 
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something else – something of more value than ruling over trees. None 
was as capable of ruling as it was of producing fruit. So it was with God’s 
people. God’s job was to rule. The people’s job was to serve and bear 
fruitful service to God and one another. They were not designed to rule 
as king over one another; they were better suited to serve one another. 
Good people, like Gideon, knew this, and refused to rule as king for this 
reason. 

9:14,15 – The trees then chose the bramble to reign over 
them. It said they must take shelter in its shade, but if they 
failed fire would devour them. 

When all the useful, fruitful trees refused to serve as king, the trees 
turned to the bramble and asked it to reign over them. The bramble 
replied that it was willing, provided the trees would really promise to 
take shelter in his shade. But if they would not really do this, then fire 
would come from the bramble and devour even the greatest trees of all, 
the cedars of Lebanon (Isaiah 2:13; Ezekiel 31:3). 

This would indicate that, unable to find a worthwhile tree to rule 
over them, the trees would turn to the most worthless and useless of 
plants: a bramble. Now a bramble produces nothing worthwhile. It is 
just a pest and an irritation. So, unlike the good trees, since it had 
nothing worthwhile to do, it was willing to serve as king! This, of course, 
symbolized Abimelech. Unable to find any useful person to rule over 
them, the men of Shechem had picked a man who was worthless for 
anything worthwhile. 

The worthlessness of the bramble is emphasized by the fact that, if 
it served as king, the other trees would be sheltered in its shade. People 
want a king to provide protection and security (as in 1 Samuel 8; 
compare Isaiah 30:2; Daniel 4:12; Hosea 14:7). But what shade could a 
bramble provide for great trees? A bramble is thin and spindly, growing 
close to the ground, offering little shade to anything at all. But especially 
it could offer no shade to great trees that are much taller and much better 
able to offer shade than the bramble bush is.  

This, of course, just re-emphasized the worthlessness of Abimelech. 
Hiring him to serve as ruler was like expecting a bramble to give shelter 
to other truly valuable trees. Any one of the other trees could do a better 
job than he could. In short, they didn’t need a king; and if they did, the 
last person they should pick would be a treacherous, evil man like 
Abimelech. 

But if the trees did choose the bramble to be their king, they would 
have to live with the consequences of their choice. They would have to 
keep their word and submit to his leadership. If not, he could destroy 
them like a fire could destroy even great cedars in Lebanon (compare 
Ezekiel 19:14). Forest fires don’t usually start in a great tree. They start 
in the dry, dead brush that surrounds the trees, then they spread and 
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engulf the trees. So the bramble, as a leader, could not benefit the trees, 
but it could cause their destruction.  

In the same way, Jotham was predicting that Abimelech was as 
worthless as a bramble. He could do no good as a king to the men of 
Shechem. But if they eventually realized this and tried to reject him as 
king, they would find that he could do them much harm. This, of course, 
is exactly what happens as the story proceeds. 

9:16-21 – Jotham accused the men of Shechem of 
mistreating Gideon’s household by choosing Abimelech as 
king after killing Gideon’s sons. As a result, Abimelech and the 
men of Shechem would consume one another. 

Jotham then explained that the parable applied to their choice of 
Abimelech as king. In doing this, had they acted in truth and sincerity, 
dealing with the house of Gideon as his good deeds deserved that he be 
treated?  

Gideon had fought to protect them, risking his life to save them 
from Midian (chapter 7,8; 8:22). The men of Shechem had repaid him 
by rising against his family and killing seventy of his sons (9:2,5). Then 
they made Gideon’s son by a concubine to be their king, because he was 
related to them.  

Note that here we have an explanation of a concubine. 8:31 had 
called Abimelech’s mother a concubine of Gideon. Here she is called his 
female servant. Presumably she was married to him – he had many 
wives. But she was a servant, not a free woman. 

Note also that Jotham held the men of Shechem responsible along 
with Abimelech for the death of his brothers. They had given Abimelech 
money to support him. They evidently knew what he had done. Verse 24 
expressly says they aided him in the act. This could refer just to the fact 
they supported him with money, or it could include other aid. But in any 
case, they knew of the act and were responsible for helping. Then, 
knowing of his evil treachery, they still had made him king. This made 
them responsible for the evil (compare verses 24,4,5; 2 John 9-11; 2 
Corinthians 6:17-7:1; 1 Timothy 5:22; Romans 1:32; Acts 7:58; 8:1; 
22:20).  

If in killing Gideon’s sons to make Abimelech king, the men of 
Shechem had acted properly toward Gideon and his household, then 
Jotham said for Abimelech and the men of Shechem to rejoice in one 
another. Of course, it was obvious they did not act properly in the matter. 
This is like saying they should receive the consequences of what they did. 
If they did right, then let everything work out well. “If you did right, enjoy 
it while you can.” It is obvious sarcasm. 

But if they did not do right (as obviously they did not), then he called 
for fire from Abimelech to destroy the men of Shechem and Beth Millo, 
and fire from Shechem and Beth Millo to destroy Abimelech. In other 
words, both Abimelech and the men of Shechem had demonstrated 
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themselves to be evil, treacherous men. They deserved one another, and 
Jotham called on them to receive their just deserts. Being treacherous, 
they would soon turn on one another and consume one another, just as 
surely as the fire from the bramble would consume the forest. Again, this 
is exactly what happens as the story proceeds. 

Having made his rebuke, Jotham ran away to escape harm from 
Abimelech. He went to Beer (Numbers 21:16).  

9:22-25 – After three years, the men of Shechem dealt 
treacherously against Abimelech. They set men in 
ambush and robbed travelers. 

Abimelech’s reign continued somewhat uneventfully for three 
years. Evidently he was accepted as ruler by some territory surrounding 
Shechem, since he was evidently no longer actually in Shechem. 

As Jotham had predicted, God caused ill will to develop between 
Abimelech and the men of Shechem. They were all wicked, treacherous 
men, so this was inevitable. And since they were evil already, God used 
their evil to turn them against one another. The men of Shechem dealt 
treacherously with Abimelech. They did not keep their word to submit 
to him, but sought to undermine his rule, as the story will demonstrate. 
(1 Kings 12:15; 22:22; Isaiah 19:14; 33:1; 1 Samuel 16:14; 18:9,10) 

This happened as God’s means of repaying them for the death of 
Gideon’s sons. God held Abimelech responsible, since he killed them; 
but He also held the men of Shechem responsible, since they aided 
Abimelech. As discussed on verse 18, this could refer just to the fact they 
supported him financially and proceeded to appoint him as king 
knowing his evil deed. Or perhaps they were even more active in the 
crime. In any case, as Jotham had predicted, God turned them against 
one another as a means of punishing them all for their sin. (Compare 
Esther 9:25; Matthew 23:35,36; Numbers 35:33.) 

The treachery of the men of Shechem is described in verse 25. They 
set men in ambush against him on the tops of the mountains, and they 
robbed all who passed by them along that way. The robbery 
demonstrates the wicked corruption of these men. They were common 
thieves, stealing from innocent passersby. But the ambush against 
Abimelech is less clear to me. Perhaps they set men to attack Abimelech 
and his men, if they came to punish or attack them. In any case, such 
actions would undermine the rule of Abimelech, making it look like he 
was ineffective in protecting the people. 

9:26-29 – Gaal led the men of Shechem to rebel. As the men 
were making merry, he said that if he had authority he 
would remove Abimelech. 

As the men of Shechem expressed sedition against Abimelech, a 
man arose who attempted to take the lead in this rebellion. His name 
was Gaal, son of Ebed, who went with his brothers to Shechem and 
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obtained the confidence of the men there. Together they went into the 
fields, gathered grapes, trod them, and made merry. Then they went into 
the house of their god and ate and drank and cursed Abimelech. Clearly 
Shechem’s loyalty to Abimelech was ended. 

Gaal then asked who is Abimelech and who is Shechem that we 
should serve him? The point is that the men of Shechem owed no loyalty 
to Abimelech (compare 1 Samuel 25:10; 1 Kings 12:16). Who was he that 
men such as the men of Shechem should serve him? Abimelech was a 
son of Jerubbaal, and he had an officer named Zebul (see verses 30ff). 
This appears to indicate that Abimelech’s father was not even a man of 
Shechem. The men of Shechem should serve someone who was a 
descendant of Hamor, father of Shechem (Genesis 34:2,6; Joshua 
24:32).  

Of course, again none of this made any real sense. It was all just a 
power play. Gaal wanted the leadership power that Abimelech had, 
despite the fact that he did not deserve it any more than Abimelech did. 
In reality, he was a worthless pretender every bit as bad as Abimelech. 
In following him, the men of Shechem, being also evil men, made the 
same foolish mistake as they had made with Abimelech. 

Gaal then claimed that, if the people of Shechem would submit to 
his authority, he would throw off Abimelech. So he called on Abimelech 
to prepare his army and come to fight. Of course, all this was blowhard 
braggadocio. We will see that he was easily enough overcome. But the 
story illustrates that, exactly as had been predicted by Jotham, the men 
of Shechem were willing to follow anyone who preached rebellion 
against Abimelech.  

9:30-33 – Zebul warned Abimelech and urged him to attack 
Shechem early in the morning to put down the rebellion. 

The local ruler in the city of Shechem was a man named Zebul (verse 
28), who still maintained loyalty to Abimelech. Note that this indicates 
Abimelech was personally staying elsewhere. But Zebul became angry 
when he heard Gaal’s rebellious words, so he secretly sent messengers 
to Abimelech to tell him that Gaal and his brothers were fortifying the 
city of Shechem to rebel against Abimelech. 

He suggested that Abimelech come at night and lay an ambush 
against the city. Then at sunup they could attack the city. Gaal and his 
followers would go out against Abimelech’s forces, and Abimelech could 
deal with them as he would have opportunity to do. Obviously he 
intended for Abimelech to defeat and destroy them. 

9:34-38 – When Gaal saw Abimelech’s men attacking the city, 
Zebul first said he was mistaken, then he challenged him 
to fight Abimelech. 

As Zebul had recommended, Abimelech gathered his forces, divided 
them into four companies, and came to Shechem at night. The next 
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morning, Gaal went to the city gate and saw Abimelech’s soldiers coming 
down from the mountain. But when he said what he saw, Zebul assured 
him that he was just seeing the shadows of the mountain that might look 
like men. Zebul, of course, knew what it really was. I can only assume 
that he hoped to postpone Gaal’s efforts to prepare his men for the battle. 

Gaal then saw the other companies coming from the center of the 
land (rather than from the mountain), and another group came from a 
tree in another direction. Zebul then reminded Gaal that he wanted to 
lead the people to throw off the leadership of Abimelech. He basically 
said that Gaal’s boast was about to be put to the test, because what he 
was seeing was the very people he had despised. So now the time had 
come to fight and see if he could make good his boast. 

9:39-45 – After Gaal’s forces suffered defeat, Zebul drove out 
Gaal and his brothers. Then Abimelech captured and 
demolished the city and killed the people. 

Gaal then led the men of Shechem to battle against Abimelech, but 
the men of Abimelech were victorious. Gaal fled back to the city with 
many men wounded. Abimelech then dwelt at Arumah (apparently as a 
camp), but Zebul was able to drive Gaal and his soldiers right out of the 
city. Having been defeated, Gaal apparently had so little support in the 
city that Zebul was able to lead the people to expel him. 

The next day the people of Shechem went out into the field. This 
appears to refer to more than just Gaal and his men, but we are not told 
why the people left the city. Perhaps they intended to flee or to continue 
the battle. Or perhaps they thought the battles were over so they went 
back to work in the fields. Or perhaps they planned to return to their old 
practice of robbing people who passed on the highways.  

In any case, someone told Abimelech and he decided to attack. He 
divided his men this time into three groups. When the people came out, 
Abimelech led a group to take control of the city gate (so the people could 
not return). Then the other companies attacked the people in the field 
and killed them. So Abimelech captured the city and killed the people. 
Then as punishment he destroyed the city and sowed it with salt 
(presumably to keep the ground from being useful again – Deuteronomy 
29:23). 

9:46-49 – When the men of the tower of Shechem entered the 
stronghold, Abimelech kill them all by setting the 
stronghold on fire. 

Associated with the city of Shechem was a tower or citadel, having 
a stronghold at the temple of their God Berith (8:33). When Abimelech 
fought the people of the city, the men of the tower gathered together for 
protection in the tower stronghold. They evidently thought that the 
tower would protect them from the attacks of Abimelech. 
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When this was told to Abimelech, he went to a nearby hill called Mt. 
Zalmon (compare Psalms 68:14) and told his men to imitate what he was 
about to do. He took an ax and cut down a large branch from a tree, and 
each of his men did the same. Then they took their branches and laid 
them against the stronghold and set it on fire. In this way all the people 
of the tower of Shechem also died, about a thousand men and women 
altogether. 

Just as Jotham had predicted, the wicked men of Shechem had 
made an alliance with a wicked man in Abimelech. When they turned 
against him, fire came from Abimelech and consumed them (verse 20). 

Joseph Free offers the following interesting archaeological 
information based on excavations from a German archaeologist: 

He found a building from this period which he identified with 
the “House of Berith” … The pottery evidence showed it been built 
about 1300 BC and was finally destroyed by burning about 1150 
BC … The event therefore falls within the period of the judges in 
which Abimelech lived. 

Of course, we have no way of knowing that this was the same tower 
as described in the Bible account here. However, it does show that such 
events as we read here really did occur during this time period. 

9:50-54 – Abimelech then attacked a tower in Thebez. But a 
woman dropped a millstone on his head, so he called on 
his armor bearer to slay him. 

Abimelech had destroyed Shechem. From there he attacked a city 
called Thebez. We are not told why he attacked them, but one reasonable 
conclusion may be that they had joined in the rebellion against 
Abimelech or allied themselves with Shechem.  

He captured the city; but again there was a tower associated with 
the city and people of the city fled to the tower and shut themselves in at 
the top. Abimelech had good success before in burning people inside a 
tower, so he apparently tried it again here. As he fought against the 
tower, he went close to the door to burn the door with fire.  

But this time someone else had a better idea. A woman in the tower 
took an upper millstone (obviously very heavy) and dropped it. It fell on 
Abimelech’s head and crushed his skull (compare 2 Samuel 11:21). He 
knew he would die and did not want it said that a woman had killed him. 
So he urged his armor bearer to draw his sword and kill him, which he 
did (compare 1 Samuel 31:4). 

This brought to a tragic end a tragic story in the history of Israel. I 
find it interesting that Abimelech was egotistical to the very end. One 
might have hoped that, as he faced certain death, he might have come to 
repentance or at least thought about his eternal destiny. But no, a wicked 
man like him thought only of what people might think about the way he 
had died. And foolishly, he thought that being killed by his armor bearer 
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would somehow be better than being killed by a millstone dropped by a 
woman.  

But no doubt, as we see in the record, anyone who knew about his 
death would know what happened that caused him to ask the armor 
bearer to run him through. All he really accomplished was to give people 
more reason to repeat the story. How sad and tragic the foolishness of 
wicked men turns out to be. 

Our society would refer to a death such as Abimelech’s as 
euthanasia or assisted suicide. So far as I am able to tell, all such 
examples in the Bible involve wicked people. Those who truly trust in 
God put their faith in Him to care for their health and needs. To take 
one’s own life deliberately, or to ask others to take it, is as wrong as to 
take the life of someone else. 

9:55-57 - So God brought punishment on both Abimelech and 
the men of Shechem, fulfilling the curse of Jotham. 

When the followers of Abimelech saw he was dead, everyone left 
and went home. So, in this way God brought vengeance on both 
Abimelech and the men of Shechem. Abimelech had committed the great 
wickedness of killing his seventy innocent brothers. For this he died.  

Likewise, the men of Shechem had cooperated in Abimelech’s crime 
and made him a king instead of recognizing God as king. They and 
Abimelech were all wicked men (see verses 18,24). So, just as Jotham 
had predicted (verses 15-24), God caused these wicked men to turn on 
one another and destroy one another. Instead of prospering in their 
sinful alliance, they all died as a consequence of it. Fire from Abimelech 
consumed the men of Shechem and fire from the men of Shechem 
consumed Abimelech. Compare Job 31:3; Proverbs 5:22. 

God will see that our sins are punished. If it does not happen in this 
life, it will happen at the judgment. But our sins will receive justice. 
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Judges 10 

Chap. 10-12 - Jephthah (and Others)  

10:1-5 - Tola and Jair 

10:1,2 – Tola, a man of Issachar, judged Israel twenty-three 
years. 

After the time of Abimelech, two other judges judged Israel. The 
first was named Tola, whose father was Puah and his grandfather Dodo. 
He was of the tribe of Issachar, which had inherited just to the south and 
west from the Sea of Galilee. But he lived in Shamir (location unknown) 
in the hill country of Ephraim, which was separated from Issachar by the 
territory of Manasseh.  

We are told nothing about his leadership, except that he saved Israel 
and judged for 23 years. We are not told what oppressor he opposed. 
Some suspect there may not have been an oppressor, but he simply led 
Israel during a time of peace. But verse 1 says he “saved” Israel which, in 
the context of the book of Judges, implies to me that he did lead them to 
throw off an oppressor. In any case, after those 23 years, he died and was 
buried in Shamir. 

10:3-5 – Jair, a Gileadite, judged Israel twenty-two years. He 
had thirty sons who rode thirty donkeys and possessed 
thirty towns. 

As with Tola, we are told very little about the next judge Jair. He 
was a Gileadite, meaning that he lived somewhere on the east side of the 
Jordan River, presumably in the territory occupied by Gad. He judged 
Israel 22 years. 

Again, we are not told what oppressor, if any, he fought against. We 
are told that he had thirty sons, who rode on thirty donkeys. Apparently 
having such a large number of sons was a noteworthy thing. Having 
donkeys for each of them to ride indicated that he was a wealthy, 
influential man. Compare Judges 5:10; 12:14.  

He also had thirty towns in the land of Gilead, which were named 
“Havoth Jair.” Deuteronomy 3:14; Numbers 32:41 mention a Jair who 
had a similar group of towns wearing the same name. However, this 
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could not possibly be the same man after so many years had passed. The 
NKJV footnote says “Havoth Jair” means simply “towns of Jair.” So 
apparently this Jair simply had the same name as the Jair in Moses’ day, 
and since he had a number of towns, they were similarly named after 
him. Perhaps he even chose to do this in imitation of the other Jair. 

When he died, he was buried in Camon (Baker’s Bible Atlas locates 
this as possibly being just a short distance southeast from the south end 
of the Sea of Galilee – see map). 

10:6-18 – Israel’s Sin but Repentance 

10:6-9 – Israel again worshiped idols, so God allowed them 
to be oppressed by the Philistines and the Ammonites for 
eighteen years. 

The people of Israel again turned from God to worship and serve 
idols (compare 2:11; 3:7; 6:1; 13:1). They served the Baals and Astoreth 
(see introductory notes). They also served the gods of Syria, the gods of 
Sidon, the gods of Moab, the gods of the people of Ammon, and the gods 
of the Philistines.  

These nations all surrounded Israel in various directions. This 
showed why God had so severely warned them not to interact with these 
nations but to oppose their gods. Here the people turned from God, just 
as He had warned them, and served these false gods instead of the true 
God.  

As a result of their sins, God again became angry with them and 
allowed their enemies to oppress and capture them (compare 2:12-14; 
3:12; 4:2; 13:1; 1 Samuel 19:9; etc.). Specifically, He sold them in to the 
hands of the people of Ammon (3:13) and into the hands of the 
Philistines (13:1).  

Waldrons point out that the Ammonites lived on the edge of the 
desert to the east of Gad on the east side of the Jordan River. But the 
Philistines lived to the west and south of Israel along the Mediterranean 
Sea. This meant Israel had two major oppressors oppressing them on 
two entirely different fronts.  

Probably the deliverance of Israel involved different judges in 
different areas. So, the subsequent story of Jephthah, who fought against 
the Ammonites, may have overlapped the story of Samson, who fought 
against the Philistines. 

Israel was harassed for 18 years, especially in the area of Gilead east 
of the Jordan River. This oppression was caused by Ammonites 
(compare verse 7), who invaded Israelite territory so far as to fight even 
against Judah, Benjamin, and Ephraim on the west side of the Jordan 
River. So this oppression affected mainly the area of Israel to the east of 
the Jordan and the central area west of the Jordan. It caused great 
distress to the people.  
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10:10-14 – Israel pled with God for deliverance, but God said 
He would no longer deliver them, but they should turn to 
their idols to deliver them from distress. 

As they had in the past whenever they suffered, Israel turned to God 
for deliverance. They cried out confessing their sins in having served 
other gods (1 Samuel 12:10). One cannot help but wonder why they 
committed the same sins over and over, especially since they apparently 
knew their problems were caused by turning from God, and God was the 
One who had power to deliver them. So why not just continue serving 
Him and avoid the problems?  

But remember that several decades passed between apostasies, so 
they apparently had forgotten or grown complacent. God’s people today 
seem to have a major apostasy every fifty years or so too! 

God pointed out how many times He had already delivered them. 
He delivered them from the Egyptians (Exodus 14:30), the Amorites 
(Numbers 21:21-25), the Ammonites (Judges 3:12ff), the Philistines, the 
Sidonians, the Amalekites (6:3), and the Maonites (the Waldrons point 
out that this time may refer to the Midianites – 6:3,7). Note that the 
Scriptures cited show examples in which these various nations had 
oppressed Israel, and the subsequent stories show how God had 
delivered them.  

We do not have specific record of Israel’s oppression and 
deliverance from some of these nations, but doubtless there were 
oppressions and battles not specifically recorded in Scripture. Or these 
nations may have been unnamed allies with other nations in battles that 
we do have recorded. 

Yet, for all the times God had delivered them, the people never 
seemed to learn the lesson! They repeatedly forsook God (Deuteronomy 
32:15; Judges 2:12; Jeremiah 2:13) and served other gods again after He 
had delivered them. So He said He would not deliver them this time.  

If they loved these other gods so much and thought they had so 
much to offer, then let them appeal to these other gods to deliver them 
(Deuteronomy 32:37,38). If they preferred to serve these gods, then let 
them seek protection and care from the gods they served. If those gods 
could not protect and deliver them, then why did they continue to serve 
them? 

10:15,16 – Israel admitted their sin and asked God to deliver 
them. Then they put away foreign gods. 

Apparently God’s statements were made more to test Israel than as 
an absolute final conclusion that under no circumstance would He help 
them again. They responded by again confessing that they had sinned, 
then they appealed to God to deliver them from these enemies. They said 
God could do with them as He thought best, if He would only deliver 
them (compare 1 Samuel 3:18; 2 Samuel 15:26). This seems to me to 
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mean that they were willing to accept any other punishment God would 
bring, if only He would end this oppression.  

In any case, they proved their seriousness by removing the foreign 
gods from among them and serving the true God (2 Chronicles 7:14; 
Jeremiah 18:7,8; Psalms 106:44,45). God then determined He could no 
longer endure seeing Israel suffer so. As a result of their changed 
conduct, He was not willing to let them continue to suffer. As shown in 
the following chapters, He did take action to deliver them. 

This illustrates the Bible concept of repentance and doing works of 
repentance. Some people think God should bless them as His own people 
and even give them eternal life despite the fact they continue in sin and 
refuse to repent. Others think they can simply admit their sin and ask 
God to bless them, even though they continue the sin. And finally, some 
think God will bless them if they quit overtly sinning, even if they don’t 
do the positive works of service God requires.  

Israel here demonstrates what is really required to return to God’s 
fellowship. We must confess and acknowledge our sin. But we must also 
determine to stop committing the sin that alienated us from God. Then 
we must follow through and actually change our conduct, which requires 
both ceasing the practice of sin and offering service and worship to God 
according to His will.  

See Luke 13:3,5; 24:47; Acts 17:30; Matthew 21:28-32; Acts 2:38; 
3:19; 5:31; 20:21; 2 Peter 3:9; 2 Corinthians 7:10; Acts 8:22; Matthew 
6:12; 21:28-32; 2 Corinthians 7:10; 1 John 1:8-10; Proverbs 28:13. 

For more information regarding the Bible teaching about 
repentance and the possibility of children of God being lost, 
please see the articles on these subjects in our Bible 
Instruction web site at www.gospelway.com/instruct/.  

10:17,18 – Ammon prepared for war, but Israel had no one to 
lead them into battle. 

First, we are told the story of how Israel eventually was delivered 
from the Ammonites (compare verses 6-10). Then in later chapters we 
are told how they were delivered from the Philistines.  

The Ammonite and Israelite armies assembled to prepare for battle. 
The Ammonites encamped somewhere in Gilead, to the east of the 
Jordan River, as described earlier. Israel assembled and camped at 
Mizpah (Baker’s Bible Atlas shows a Mizpah located in Gilead several 
miles east of the Jordan and just south of the Jabbok River – see map).  

We are not told how the two sides knew there would be war. Perhaps 
both sides had been preparing for some time. Or perhaps Israel 
determined to seek deliverance after they believed God would help them. 
In any case, the armies did assemble. 

Having assembled, however, the leaders of the Israelites in Gilead 
still needed a captain to lead their army. They asked one another who 
would be the head of the men of Gilead in the battle and would begin the 

http://www.gospelway.com/instruct/
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fight against Ammon. They were willing to fight, but needed a leader. As 
always, when God was with His people, He would provide the judge who 
would lead them. This introduces the story of Jephthah as described in 
the following chapters.  
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Judges 11 

Chap. 11 - Victory over the Ammonites 

11:1-3 – Jephthah’s family disinherited him because he was 
the son of a harlot. So he became the leader of a band of 
raiders. 

In 10:7-9 we learned that, because of their sins, the Israelites were 
at this time being oppressed by both the Ammonites in the east and the 
Philistines in the south and west. Chapter 10 ended as the Ammonites 
had gathered in Gilead and Israel gathered at Mizpah, and the leaders of 
Israel sought a man to lead them in battle. The story of Jephthah 
describes their deliverance from the Ammonites. 

Our first introduction to Jephthah tells us that he was a man of 
Gilead. His father was named Gilead and he lived in the land of Gilead, 
which was where the Ammonites had gathered east of the Jordan River. 
Jephthah’s father, though he was named Gilead, cannot be the man after 
whom the territory of Gilead was named. This is far too long after that 
name was given to that region. Presumably, as is often done, Jephthah’s 
father was named after the man for whom the territory was named. 

Jephthah was also a mighty man of valor. This expression must also 
mean that he had already proved himself to be a powerful and effective 
soldier and warrior. We will see that the people asked him to lead them 
in the war, obviously because he had a reputation for war. How he got 
this reputation may be explained by verse 3, which says he led a band of 
raiders. See Judges 6:12; 2 Kings 5:1. 

But he also had a problem. He was the son of a harlot. His father 
Gilead had several sons by his legitimate wife, but he had also conceived 
Jephthah by a prostitute. As a result, his brothers, sons of the true wife, 
drove him out and refused to allow him an inheritance.  

Of course, it was not Jephthah’s fault that his mother and father 
were immoral. Nevertheless, one can understand that legitimate sons 
would not want to share their inheritance with an illegitimate child. 
Deuteronomy 23:2 says that, under the law, an illegitimate son should 
not enter the congregation of the Lord till the tenth generation.  

On the other hand, it is good to know that, under the gospel, God’s 
eternal inheritance is available to all who will turn from sin and serve 
Him faithfully. The New Testament lists Jephthah in Hebrews 11:32, 
along with other Old Testament examples of people who served God by 
faith. Truly, in God’s eyes the son does not bear the guilt of the father – 
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Ezekiel 18:20. He may bear consequences in this life, but he can serve 
God and receive eternal life the same as others. 

To escape his brothers’ mistreatment, Jephthah fled to a place 
called Tob (2 Samuel 10:6,8). Waldrons say this was east of Ramoth-
Gilead, which would make it not far from Gilead and not far from 
Ammon (see map). There he gained a following among a band of 
worthless men who spent their time raiding other people.  

We are not told whom they raided. I doubt that, at this time, 
Jephthah was an immoral outlaw victimizing innocent Israelites. It 
seems more likely that he was a man of war who fought against Israel’s 
enemies. In 1 Samuel 22:2 David became leader of a similar band, but he 
was always careful to protect God’s people and attack only their enemies. 
Perhaps this is what Jephthah did. In any case, the subsequent story 
appears to show that Jephthah used his abilities as a warrior to benefit 
God’s people. He also demonstrates considerable knowledge of God’s 
law and His past dealings with Israel. 

11:4-6 – The elders of Gilead sought Jephthah to command 
their army against the Ammonites. 

Some time after Jephthah had fled his home, we come to the time 
introduced in 10:17,18. Israel was at war with Ammon, and they needed 
someone to lead their army in battle. They determined – obviously based 
on Jephthah’s past reputation – that Jephthah would be a valiant 
warrior to lead them. So, they sent to the land of Tob (verse 3) and urged 
Jephthah to come and be the commander to lead their army against 
Ammon. 

We are not told how much time had passed since Jephthah had left 
home. Evidently it was long enough that feelings had cooled, and in the 
meantime Jephthah had earned a reputation as a military leader. In any 
case, the elders swallowed their objections to Jephthah and determined 
to call for him when they desperately needed someone with his skills. 

11:7-11 – Since the people had expelled Jephthah, he asked 
why they turned to him in time of distress. The elders 
made a vow before the Lord that Jephthah would become 
their leader. 

Jephthah naturally asked why the people came to him for 
leadership. They had hated him and cast him out before, so now why 
come to him in time of distress? They openly acknowledged that their 
distress was exactly the reason why they came to him. But to offer him 
incentive they promised that, if he would come and lead them against 
Ammon, he would become head of the inhabitants of Gilead. 

Jephthah naturally was skeptical of this agreement, so he asked if 
they really meant this. They then called God to witness that he would be 
their head and they would be held accountable before God if they did not 
keep this promise. 
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So Jephthah agreed to accompany the elders of Gilead. On the one 
hand, he had grounds to resent the treatment he had received. 
Nevertheless, this was his opportunity to be accepted back into normal 
society. And not only that, but he would become the leader among the 
people. He did not allow his pride to keep him from accepting the offer. 

They took him back to the people of Israel, where he was in fact 
made head and commander over them. Jephthah then spoke to the Lord 
his words in Mizpah (where Israel’s army had gathered – 10:17; compare 
20:1; 1 Samuel 10:17; Genesis 31:49,50).  

This latter phrase may mean that Jephthah went before God 
(perhaps with the elders) and sealed his agreement with the people 
before the Lord. Or in some sense he officially made clear that this was 
a binding commitment before the Lord. Or perhaps, because it says that 
Jephthah spoke all these words before the Lord, it may mean that he 
went to God in private prayer about the responsibility that would be 
involved. Despite the mistakes that he made, it appears that he was in 
many ways a devout servant of God and sought the guidance of the Lord. 

The fact that he was made “head” of the people clearly involved the 
leadership as commander of the army. But it also appears to mean he 
became a civil leader, such as a governor, in addition to having military 
authority over the army. The fact he was “head over all the inhabitants 
of Gilead” (verse 8) seems to imply more than just military leadership of 
the army. 

11:12,13 – The king of Ammon claimed that they were fighting 
against Israel because Israel took away their land when 
they came from Egypt. 

Rather than immediately entering into battle, Jephthah gave the 
king of Ammon an opportunity for discussion. A peaceful solution is 
always to be preferred over war, whenever possible. Jephthah 
demonstrates wisdom by asking why the king of Ammon came to fight. 
What did he have against Israel and its leaders? 

The king of Ammon responded that Israel had taken away land from 
Ammon when they came out of Egypt: the land east of Jordan from the 
Arnon to the Jabbok. So he now asked to have the lands given back to 
him peaceably.  

Of course, as Jephthah will show, this was simply not true. When 
Israel came into the area, these lands were controlled by the Amorites, 
not the Ammonites. And the Amorites had previously taken it from the 
Moabites (Numbers 21:24-26).  

The claim of the Ammonite king was an evident excuse to justify his 
desire to provoke war. He did not expect Israel to just hand over these 
lands. If they had, he would have been delighted. But if they refused, he 
had an excuse to attack, thinking he would surely win. In either case, this 
became a win-win claim for him. The Ammonites had already been 
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oppressing Israel for many years. To bring this issue up now was a 
transparent effort to rationalize the Ammonite aggression. 

11:14-18 – Jephthah explained that Israel avoided taking land 
from Edom, Moab, and Ammon. When refused 
permission to pass through those territories, they 
bypassed them. 

Jephthah responded by explaining that the claims of the king of 
Ammon were not true: Israel had been careful to avoid taking land either 
from Ammon or Moab, when they had come into the land.  

They had first come to Kadesh, and from there they had asked the 
king of Edom and the king of Moab for permission to simply pass 
peaceably through their land. But those kings refused to consent, so 
Israel did not provoke them by attempting to go through their land. 
Instead, they bypassed both Edom and Moab, passing to the east of 
Moab and encamping at the north side of the Arnon. This meant they 
had not passed into Moabite territory, since the Arnon was the border of 
Moab. 

But Deuteronomy 2:19,37 explains that the same thing was true of 
Ammon. God had specifically instructed Israel not to attack the territory 
occupied by Ammon. Like Edom and Moab, the people of Ammon were 
distant relatives of Israel through Abraham. God had given them their 
territory, and Israel was instructed to respect that and not attempt to 
take their land. Israel had obeyed, which means, contrary to the claims 
being made by the king of Ammon, they had not invaded Ammonite 
territory. 

11:19-23 – Israel had taken the disputed land from the 
Amorites who had attacked Israel after Israel sought 
peaceable passage. 

Having bypassed Edom and Moab, Israel then asked permission to 
pass peaceably through the land of the Amorites ruled by Sihon, king of 
Heshbon. Sihon also refused. But worse yet, he gathered his people 
together in Jahaz and fought against Israel. Note that Israel had not 
provoked this war, but had sought to be peaceable. 

The result of this war was that Israel defeated Sihon by the provision 
of God and took possession of all their land. This land included the 
territory east of the Jordan from the Arnon to the Jabbok – the very 
territory that the king of Ammon was now claiming Israel had taken 
from Ammon.  

So the claim of the king of Ammon was not true. Israel had not taken 
the land from the Ammonites at all. Rather, they had captured it from 
the Amorites, and that had occurred because the Amorites had attacked 
Israel. Once again, Deuteronomy 2:37 shows that Israel had been very 
careful to avoid the land of the Ammonites. So Jephthah pointed out that 
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God took the land from the Amorites (not the Ammonites) and gave it to 
Israel, so what right did Ammon have to claim it now? 

Again, all this agrees with the history as recorded by Moses. See 
Numbers 20:1-21; 21:4,21-31; Deuteronomy 2:9,18,19,26-37; Joshua 
24:8. 

11:24-27 – God had given the land to Israel and they had 
possessed it for three hundred years, so Jephthah 
charged the king of Ammon with wrongdoing. 

Jephthah states that he is sure the king of Ammon would continue 
to possess whatever land his god Chemosh would give him (compare 1 
Kings 11:7; Jeremiah 48:7). So Israel would possess whatever land the 
Lord God gave them (Deuteronomy 9:4,5). This is not to say that 
Chemosh was a real god or could really give anything to anyone. But 
from the Ammonites’ view, they surely would not give up any land that 
they were convinced their god had given them; so why would they expect 
Israel to give up the land God had given them? 

Further, He asked whether Balak king of Moab had fought against 
Israel. This event was recorded in Numbers 22-25. Balak had hired 
Balaam to pronounce a curse on Israel so Moab could defeat them. But 
God instead turned all Balaam’s efforts into blessings. The result was 
that the record never does show Moab attacking Israel. Jephthah then 
asked if the king of Ammon was better than Balak king of Moab.  

The point appears to be that neither Moab nor Ammon had just 
cause to fight Israel, since Israel had not wronged either of them. Balak 
had wanted to defeat Israel, but he had no just cause to do so, and God 
would not allow him to defeat Israel. So why wasn’t Ammon’s case the 
same as Moab’s? Neither Moab nor Ammon had just cause to criticize 
Israel, and neither could be successful against them. (Compare Joshua 
24:9,10.) 

Finally, he argued that Israel had dwelt for some three hundred 
years (a round number) in this land that they had conquered (including 
major cities such as Heshbon and Aroer – Deuteronomy 2:30-36). If 
Ammon really believed the land was theirs, why did they wait for all this 
time before attempting to retake the land? If Israel had dwelt there so 
long, and Ammon had not invaded Israel to claim the land for 
themselves in all that time, what right would they have to claim the land 
now? 

On the strength of this evidence Jephthah concluded that he and 
Israel were doing no wrong to Ammon. Rather, Ammon was doing 
wrong to Israel by pressing the issue and seeking war with Israel without 
real cause. He called upon God to render a fair judgment between Israel 
and Ammon as to who was really in the right and who was acting unjustly 
in this matter. See Genesis 18:25; 16:5; 31:53; 1 Samuel 24:12,15. 
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Observations about Jephthah’s knowledge of Israel’s 
history 

We should observe how Jephthah came to know so much about 
Israel’s history. The fact this information followed the record as given by 
Moses demonstrates that Moses’ writings were known in Israel. They 
had been written in Moses’ day, not hundreds of years later, as some 
people claim. What is more they had been preserved down through the 
centuries in a form that made them available to the people. It is simply 
untenable to claim, as some seek to do, that Moses did not write the 
records of Genesis through Deuteronomy or that the message could not 
be accurately preserved down through the centuries. 

Furthermore, Jephthah’s knowledge of this history demonstrates 
that, despite having been an outcast (verses 1ff), he had been educated 
in the Law of Moses. He knew the history well. (Some commentators 
have attempted to point out inaccuracies in Jephthah’s statement of 
history. He was no doubt uninspired, so it is possible he was mistaken at 
a point or two.) 

Perhaps more important, Jephthah believed the record to be true 
and cited it as proof that his position was correct. That is exactly what 
we ought to do with Scripture. Though he may have had his faults, 
Jephthah was a man who trusted God’s law. This helps explain God’s 
blessings on him and God’s citing of him in the chapter of faith in 
Hebrews 11:32. 

11:28-31 – Jephthah vowed that, if God would deliver Ammon 
to him, he would offer as a burnt offering whatever came 
out of the door of his house. 

When people are determined to do wrong, no amount of evidence 
will deter them. Despite the fact his claims had obviously been 
disproved, the king of Ammon paid no heed to Jephthah’s evidence. He 
was determined to fight, obviously convinced he could win. Of course, 
his accusation against Israel was just a subterfuge from the beginning. 
He had other motives for wanting to attack Israel; so when Jephthah 
disproved his argument, he was still determined to attack Israel because 
the argument that he presented was never his real reason to begin with.  

Jephthah, in turn, was influenced by the Spirit of the Lord to lead 
Israel to oppose him (compare Judges 3:10). So Jephthah passed 
through Gilead, Manasseh, and Mizpah (compare verse 11), advancing 
toward the Ammonites. 

In his great determination to seek God’s blessings on his effort, 
Jephthah made a vow to God. He promised, if God would allow Israel to 
defeat Ammon, that whatever came out of the doors of his house to meet 
him, it would belong to the Lord and Jephthah would offer it as a burnt 
offering (to the Lord).  
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We will see that this turns out to be a rash vow, which Jephthah 
later keeps only at great personal loss (see verse 39). We will discuss how 
he kept the vow later. 

At this point, however, note that Jephthah was obviously a great 
believer in the Lord. Whatever other weaknesses he may or may not have 
had, he would never have made such a vow had he not sincerely believed 
God had the power to give him victory in the war. Further, while he may 
not have realized the full cost this vow would require of him, yet he 
obviously intended that it would be a significant sacrifice. All this shows 
that he was a sincere, dedicated believer. His was not a service of mere 
outward ritual without sincere commitment. No explanation of his 
action should overlook this depth of commitment. 

Also, it is interesting that the NJKV states that he promised to offer 
“whatever” came out of the door of his house. Sometimes it is argued 
that he said he would offer “whoever” came out of his door, therefore he 
intended all along to sacrifice a person to God. However, the NKJV and 
all the major conservative translations show that this argument is not 
necessarily correct. His intent could have included an animal, for 
instance. It is not a foregone conclusion that he intended to offer a 
person. On the other hand, surely he must have considered the 
possibility that it could be a person who would greet him. He could not 
have known it would not be a person, so we should accept the possibility 
that he was willing to offer a person if that was required. 

See the notes following verse 40 for a discussion of the sense in 
which he offered his daughter to the Lord. But at this point note that his 
promise was a “vow,” that he promised that whatever came out his door 
to meet him would “surely be the Lord’s,” and he would offer it up as a 
“burnt offering.” Whatever he did must fit the language and the teaching 
of the law according to the language used. 

Regarding other examples of vows see Genesis 28:20; Numbers 
30:2; 1 Samuel 1:11; Leviticus 27:1-34; Psalms 66:13; Ecclesiastes 5:2-6.  

11:32,33 – Israel defeated Ammon with a great slaughter and 
subdued them. 

The battle is described very briefly. We are simply told that 
Jephthah’s army advanced toward the Ammonites, and the Lord gave 
Israel the victory – the Ammonites were delivered into Jephthah’s 
hands, exactly in accordance with Jephthah’s vow. As a result, Jephthah 
defeated the Ammonites from Aroer to Minnith to Abel Keramim. He 
defeated twenty cities, causing very great slaughter. 

Aroer was a city essentially on the Arnon River, east of the center of 
the Dead Sea (see map). I am unable to determine the location of 
Minnith (compare Ezekiel 27:17) or Abel Keramim. However, the point 
is clearly that they are considerably north of Aroer, so that the territory 
captured and/or liberated by Jephthah was a significant territory. It was 
a great victory.  
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11:34-36 – Jephthah’s daughter, his only child, greeted him 
when he returned. She said that he should do what he had 
vowed to do. 

Jephthah’s house was at Mizpah (compare 10:17; 11:11; etc.). He had 
vowed to offer to God whatever came out of the door of his house when 
he returned from the battle (verses 30,31). When he returned home, the 
first thing to greet him was his daughter, who came to meet him with 
timbrels and dancing, evidently to celebrate his great victory (compare 
Exodus 15:20; 1 Samuel 18:6; Jeremiah 31:4). 

However, he was very upset to see that she was the one who greeted 
him, since in order to keep his vow he would have to offer her to the Lord. 
The problem was especially great because she was his only child; he had 
no other son or daughter. He had given his word to the Lord and could 
not go back on it.  

His daughter accepted the verdict of his vow. She said that, since he 
had given his word to the Lord, he must do to her as he had vowed. The 
Lord had given him great victory over the Ammonites, so he must keep 
his promise to the Lord. See verses listed under verses 30,31 on the 
keeping of vows. 

11:37-40 – Jephthah’s daughter mourned her virginity for 
two months, then he carried out his vow. 

The daughter’s only request was to be granted a time to be with her 
friends before the vow was carried out. She wanted two months to be 
alone with her friends in the mountains bewailing her virginity. 
Jephthah granted this request and allowed her to go for two months. 

At the end of that time, she returned and “he carried out his vow 
with her which he had vowed.” She was a virgin, who had never known 
a man. So it became a custom for Israelite daughters to spend four days 
each year lamenting Jephthah’s daughter. 

What did Jephthah do to carry out the vow? 

One of the most difficult issues in the book of Judges is the question 
of whether or not Jephthah actually killed his daughter and literally 
burned her as a sacrifice to God.  

The view that Jephthah did kill his daughter 

The surface reading of the passage would seem to require that he 
literally did kill and burn her, since he had promised to offer whatever 
came out the door as a “burnt offering.” The fact that he carried out his 
vow would seem on the surface to indicate that he literally killed her. 

But note that the passage nowhere expressly says that Jephthah 
killed his daughter. That view requires the drawing of a conclusion that 
is not stated in the passage. So, whatever conclusion one reaches, he 
must draw a conclusion that is not directly stated in the passage. The 
question is: What conclusion best fits the evidence? 
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Some argue that, even in making his vow, Jephthah intended to 
offer a human sacrifice, since it is claimed that the proper translation is 
that he said he would offer “whoever” came out the door. But all the 
major conservative translations say “whatever” or its equivalent. Not one 
says “whoever.” This includes KJV, NKJV, ASV, NASB, ESV, HCSB, and 
even NIV. Shall we conclude that all these major translations are wrong 
and the real meaning is “whoever”? Why should we take the word of 
other folks about the meaning of the original language in contradiction 
to all the major conservative translations? Can we know the truth on this 
subject only if we all become scholars in Hebrew?  

I believe the more reasonable conclusion is that the standard 
translations are correct and Jephthah intended for his vow to include the 
possibility that he would offer a human or an animal. We will see that he 
was willing to offer a human in harmony with the Old Testament law of 
vows. But he was also willing to offer an animal. 

Others have argued that he vowed to offer what came out of the 
doors of his house, but it is unlikely that animals lived in the house. So 
the most likely thing to come out of the door would be a person. 

However, even in our modern society, many houses have smaller 
animals living in them: dogs, cats, etc. Archaeology has confirmed that 
even larger “farm” animals in Israel often lived in the same houses with 
the people. For example: 

In the East today the dwelling place of man and beast is often 
in one and the same room. It is quite the usual thing among the 
peasants for the family to live, eat, and sleep on a kind of raised 
terrace … in the one room of the house, while the cattle, 
particularly the donkeys and oxen, have their place below on the 
actual floor … near the door....  - “The Manger and the Inn,” by 
Kenneth Bailey, 
http://www.biblearchaeology.org/post/2008/11/08/The-
Manger-and-the-Inn.aspx  

And again, “One can find numerous examples of the practice 
of keeping domestic animals on the first floor of a two-storied 
house in village areas of Palestine even into the 20th century.” – 
“Home Construction in Jesus’ World,” Brian Peterson, Bible and 
Spade, Fall, 2015, pages 90, 94.  

Another article in the same publication pictures goats penned in a 
house. The caption says, “The animals were kept on the lower floor of 
the same building inhabited by the family, not a separate barn.” 

Hoffmeier adds that the lower level of houses “… was used for 
processing and preparing food, storing grains and oil, and as a stable for 
animals…” (page 76). 

Admittedly most of these references refer to periods later than the 
Judges (little direct evidence is available for that early period). 
Nevertheless, 1 Samuel 28:24 describes a woman who had a calf in her 

http://www.biblearchaeology.org/post/2008/11/08/The-Manger-and-the-Inn.aspx
http://www.biblearchaeology.org/post/2008/11/08/The-Manger-and-the-Inn.aspx
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house (compare 2 Samuel 12:3). The point is that the American culture 
of keeping farm animals in a barn or other separate building from the 
house where people lived often was not the case in ancient Israel. This 
helps us see that it may have been quite reasonable for Jephthah to 
expect that an animal might greet him from his house. 

Furthermore, if Jephthah deliberately intended to kill a person as a 
human sacrifice to God, that would mean that he somehow believed such 
a sacrifice would obtain God’s favor and blessings in the battle. We have 
seen already that Jephthah had a reasonably good knowledge of the law. 
Would he have been so ignorant as to think God would bless him for 
killing a human being as a burnt offering? And would God have honored 
the vow and blessed him by giving him victory in the battle knowing that 
was what he meant to do? 

The view that Jephthah did not kill his daughter 

In order to understand this passage properly, we must take into 
consideration other Old Testament laws and Bible principles. As with 
any topic, we must take all the Bible says.  

Some commentators imply that the main reason people reject the 
conclusion that Jephthah actually killed his daughter is that they are too 
squeamish to accept such a thought in light of the views of “modern 
enlightened society.” (The society that for decades now has allowed the 
legalized murder of nearly 1,000,000 unborn babies a year – would that 
by chance be the squeamish “modern enlightened society” to which they 
refer? Whom are they trying to kid?)  

But the fact is there are good Biblical reasons to consider such a 
viewpoint. Consider: 

1. Human sacrifices were absolutely forbidden as abominations. 
Those who were guilty should be put to death – Leviticus 20:1-5; 
18:21; 2 Kings 16:3; 21:6.  

Notice especially: 
Deuteronomy 18:9-13 - When you come into the land which the 

LORD your God is giving you, you shall not learn to follow the 
abominations of those nations. There shall not be found among you 
anyone who makes his son or his daughter pass through the fire … For 
all who do these things are an abomination to the LORD, and because of 
these abominations the LORD your God drives them out from before you. 
You shall be blameless before the LORD your God. 

Deuteronomy 12:29-31 - When the LORD your God cuts off from 
before you the nations which you go to dispossess, and you displace them 
and dwell in their land, take heed to yourself that you are not ensnared 
to follow them, after they are destroyed from before you, and that you do 
not inquire after their gods, saying, “How did these nations serve their 
gods? I also will do likewise.” You shall not worship the LORD your God 
in that way; for every abomination to the LORD which He hates they have 
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done to their gods; for they burn even their sons and daughters in the 
fire to their gods. 

Note that these commands did not apply just to sacrifices offered to 
false gods. God also said His people should not imitate the worship 
offered in heathen idol worship. Specifically, He said they should not 
worship Him as idol worshipers did, burning their sons and daughters 
in the fire – a practice God said He hated as an abomination. Further, 
He said it never entered His mind to ask for human sacrifices – Jeremiah 
7:30,31.  

It is true that, in Genesis 22, He did tell Abraham to offer Isaac as a 
burnt offering. Of course, God can make exceptions to any law that He 
chooses to make. But that does not give men the right to make 
exceptions. However, it is also true that He stopped Abraham from 
carrying out the act. It is evident that He never really intended for the 
act to be completed. If He did not really intend for Abraham to kill Isaac, 
why would he accept Jephthah if he killed a human sacrifice? And God 
accepted a substitute burnt offering, an animal in place of Isaac. So why 
not conclude that He would have done the same in the case of Jephthah’s 
daughter? 

So, if Jephthah did burn his daughter as a sacrifice to God, it would 
be an abomination which God hated and which it never came into His 
mind to ask. It would be a clear violation of the law for which Jephthah 
should be put to death! So why would God reward Jephthah by allowing 
him to win the battle, if He knew Jephthah intended to do this? And why 
would Jephthah be listed as a hero of faith, if he committed such an 
abomination as a fundamental part of his victory – Hebrews 11:32? And 
would such an act harmonize with the deep faith in God that Jephthah 
obviously had? And why would the daughters of Israel annually 
commemorate such an abominable act? 

Further, the Waldrons point out that all burnt offerings had to be 
offered to God by the priests (Leviticus 17:8,9). If Jephthah did this with 
his daughter, this would involve the priests in an abominable sacrifice 
that would defile the altar. Would the priests cooperate in such an act? 

What is more, as already discussed, some people argue that 
Jephthah intended from the beginning to offer a human sacrifice. But 
the purpose of the vow was to gain God’s favor to win the battle. So, if 
Jephthah vowed to commit an abomination for which he ought to be put 
to death, why did God honor Jephthah by giving him victory in the battle 
and then list him as a hero of faith in Hebrews 11? And then if he actually 
committed the abomination of murdering his own daughter as a 
sacrifice, for which he should have been put to death, why was there no 
punishment to him? Why, in fact, did he proceed to win another great 
battle over the Ephraimites? 

The main problems that I have with such a view are that it not only 
contradicts the character of Jephthah as it appears to me to be described 
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in the inspired record, it also makes no sense that a man worthy of death 
for an abominable sin (for which there is no record that he repented or 
was punished) would be listed as a hero of faith in Hebrews 11. What is 
worse, since God honored him with great victories over his enemies, 
which is exactly what his vow was intended to accomplish, does this not 
imply injustice on the part of God? 

It is true that David is also listed in Hebrews 11 as a hero of faith 
despite the fact that he committed adultery and murder, which were acts 
worthy of death. However, the Bible makes quite clear that David 
repented, God forgave him, and yet he was still punished including 
defeat at the hands of his enemies. So, if indeed Jephthah committed 
this great abomination, for which he was worthy of death, why is there 
nothing in the inspired record that says he was guilty of sin, nothing that 
says that he repented, and nothing that says he was punished? Instead, 
he was granted repeated victory over his enemies, rather than defeat at 
their hands. Yet despite all that, he is listed as a hero of faith in Hebrews 
11. In my view, such a position makes no Scriptural sense and even calls 
in question the justice of God. 

2. Why would the daughter spend her last days bewailing her 
virginity, if she knew she was about to die? 

The passage twice says that his daughter bewailed her virginity, 
then it adds that she knew no man. It appears that this is what the 
daughters of Israel commemorated (NASB). Would she not instead 
bewail her coming death if she knew she was going to be killed? 

Such acts on her part would make good sense if she knew she was 
not going to die but was going to be devoted to God’s service in such a 
way that she could never marry. She would not need to fear death, since 
that was not her doom. But she would never be able to fulfill the goal of 
a woman to marry and bear children. Especially, she could not produce 
descendants for her family, which meant they would never have any 
descendants, since she was the only child. This would be good reason to 
bewail one’s virginity, but would imply she was not going to die. 

3. The law allowed for rash, sinful oaths to be forgiven – Leviticus 
5:4-6.  

It is clear, based on the above information, that it would have been 
sinful if Jephthah had actually slain his daughter. So, the law allowed 
him a way to avoid that sin and not carry out the oath.  

It appears, however, that Jephthah did not take this route, but 
rather he did carry out his vow. I believe this is significant. If there was 
a way to avoid the sin of killing his daughter, then he should have taken 
that course and not carried out the oath. Since he did not take this 
alternative but did carry out the vow, that leads me to believe that there 
was an acceptable way to carry out the vow without killing 
his daughter. Further study regarding vows and burnt offerings will 
confirm that conclusion. 
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4. Old Testament laws of vows expressly allowed that items that 
had been vowed to God could in fact be redeemed.  

Hamilton says: 

Just about anything that belonged to a person could be vowed 
to God: people (Leviticus 27:2-8), livestock (Leviticus 27:9-13), 
homes (Leviticus 27:14-15), or property (Leviticus 27:16-25) are 
given as examples. Most vowed offerings could be redeemed, or 
bought back, and most of Leviticus 27 deals with how to determine 
the redemption price. However, certain things could not be 
redeemed: sacrificial animals (Leviticus 27:9-10), firstborn clean 
animals because they already belong to the Lord (Leviticus 27:26), 
or anything that a man sets apart for destruction, whether man, 
animal, or property (Leviticus 27:28).  

As Hamilton explains, some people or animals were doomed to die 
for other reasons besides a vow. This was the significance of the term as 
used in Joshua 6,7 regarding the people and goods of Jericho. The people 
could not be spared, because they were devoted to God. They died, not 
because they were burnt offerings to God, but because they were under 
a death sentence for evil and nothing could change that. (See also Keil 
and Delitzsch on Leviticus 27.) 

So the law expressly allowed for the redemption of people who were 
vowed to the Lord, so they were given to God yet they did not die. If 
Jephthah did this with his daughter, he would “carry out his vow” and 
give her to the Lord according to the law without killing her. 

5. But what about the fact that he said he would give her to the 
Lord as a “burnt offering”?  

How could he do this without killing her? 
The Waldrons and Hamilton argue that the word for “burnt 

offering” in verse 31 does not inherently require the object to be burned. 
It simply means a complete dedication to God. I find that approach to be 
questionable, so consider an alternative but related approach.  

When we study the Bible on other subjects, we understand or 
explain the statements in one passage in harmony with what is taught 
elsewhere. For example, Colossians 3:20 tells children to obey their 
parents “in all things.” Should we conclude children should lie or steal if 
their parents tell them to? No, instead we explain the verse in harmony 
with Acts 5:29 and conclude that they should not obey if parents require 
them to disobey God. Luke 14:26 tells us to hate our parents, wife, and 
children. But we view this in harmony with other teachings of Scripture 
and conclude that it means that we should love them less than we do 
Jesus. We gain a proper understanding of these passages by explaining 
them in harmony with the teaching of other passages elsewhere. 

So why not use this same approach with Jephthah’s vow about a 
burnt offering? Why not conclude that he meant he would offer as a 
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burnt offering whatever came out the door in harmony with God’s 
laws about burnt offerings and vows?  

The laws about burnt offerings were very specific about what could 
be used as a burnt offering (see Leviticus 1-7 and other passages). It had 
to be a clean animal without defect, not an unclean one or defective. It 
had to be a male, not a female. It had to be a certain kind of clean 
animal, such as a sheep, goat, bull, etc. All these rules would eliminate 
offering a human and especially a female human. So offering a female 
human would clearly violate many Old Testament laws, not only laws 
forbidding offering humans, but also the laws of vows and the laws of 
burnt offerings.  

When Jephthah used the expression “burnt offering,” he must have 
known that many things could come out his door that could not be 
literally burned as sacrifices. Why not conclude that, if it was something 
that was not permitted to be a burnt offering, then he intended that he 
would offer it in whatever way the law allowed? What if, for example, it 
had been a female or defective or the wrong kind of an animal? Surely 
those were possibilities, and yet Jephthah had to know that such animals 
could not be offered as burnt offerings. He knew the law, as 
demonstrated by his recital of details of Israelite history to the 
Ammonite king. And he wanted to please God with his vow, not anger 
and alienate Him.  

Furthermore, God responded favorably to his vow, which indicates 
that God understood that the vow would be carried out according to the 
law, not in violation of it. The New Testament lists Jephthah as a hero of 
faith in Hebrews 11:32. Jephthah’s daughter agreed to cooperate with 
the offering, which she should not have done if it involved a violation of 
the law. The daughters of Israel celebrated the event, which they should 
not have done had it occurred in violation of the law. And the priests 
would never have consented to offer a human daughter on the altar. And 
following Jephthah’s vow, God enabled Jephthah to win a great victory 
over his enemies. All of this indicates that both Jephthah and God 
understood - so we also should understand - that Jephthah meant that 
he would make an offering in harmony with the law, not in violation of 
it.  

It was obvious that something that could acceptably be offered as a 
burnt offering might have come out his door, in which case Jephthah’s 
vow meant that he intended to burn it. Yet he must have also understood 
that something could have come out that was not acceptable for a burnt 
offering, in which case he would offer it in whatever form was allowed 
by the law of vows and the law of burnt offerings. This meaning should 
be understood, though not expressly stated, just like many other 
passages leave unsaid things that are expected to be understood based 
on other passages. 
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In my view, another strong argument for this conclusion is found 
when the record says, “he carried out his vow with her which he had 
vowed.” Surely we should understand this to mean that he carried out 
the vow in harmony with Old Testament laws of vows, not in 
violation of them. Violating God’s law would not constitute 
“carrying out the vow,” just like sprinkling or pouring would not 
truly constitute carrying out baptism, and eating bacon and eggs would 
not truly constitute carrying out the Lord's Supper. In order to truly 
“carry out the vow,” he would have to obey the law.  

But as shown above, the laws of vows did not allow persons to be 
killed in fulfillment of a vow. And the laws of vows allowed burnt 
offerings only if they fit the law of burnt offerings. No other 
vowed items were burned on the altar – not land or houses or unclean 
animals or people, etc. So, the law of vows would not allow vowed things 
to be actually burned on the altar unless they were animals which were 
otherwise suitable for burnt offerings.  

It follows that, in order to properly “carry out” a vow, one would 
have to obey the law of vows. For example, if one vowed an unclean 
animal, it could not be offered as a burnt offering, so it had to be 
redeemed – Leviticus 27:11-13. But there were other things that might 
be vowed but could neither be redeemed nor burned, such as certain 
kinds of property, which then became the property of the priests – 
Leviticus 27:20,21. 

So when making the vow, Jephthah understood – and we should 
understand – that it was necessarily implied that a thing would be burnt 
only if it was an acceptable animal for a burnt offering. Otherwise, it 
would not be burnt but would be offered in whatever way the law 
allowed. Had it been a person or an animal that was not acceptable as a 
burnt offering, he would have redeemed it as the law of vows required.  

However, the vowed item still could not be redeemed if for some 
other reason it was already dedicated to God. Note again from Leviticus 
27:20,21 that certain vowed items became the possession of the priests. 
Hamilton argues that a firstborn child could not be redeemed, because 
it already belonged to God. This is not directly stated in Scripture, but is 
Hamilton’s conclusion.  

Consider, for example, the consequence of Hannah’s vow regarding 
her firstborn son Samuel in 1 Samuel 1. She could not redeem the 
firstborn son, so he must be given to the Lord (1:11). So he served God in 
the tabernacle under the guidance of Eli the priest. On this basis 
Hamilton argues that is what must have happened to Jephthah’s 
daughter. She became a permanent servant assisting in the temple as in 
Exodus 38:8; 1 Samuel 2:22; Luke 2:36,37. If this is what happened to 
Jephthah’s daughter, then she would never marry but would spend her 
life in temple service. That would leave her father with no descendants, 
which would explain his great grief. And she would have no children, 
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which would explain why she bewailed her virginity but made no 
mention of impending death. 

Remember that God commanded Abraham to offer his son as a 
“burnt offering” – Genesis 22:2. And the New Testament affirms that he 
did offer him. Hebrews 11:17 says that Abraham “offered up Isaac” and 
he “offered up his only begotten son.” And James 2:21 says that Abraham 
“offered Isaac his son on the altar.” Yet in fact, Abraham never killed 
Isaac nor did he burn him as a sacrifice! When he showed that he was 
willing to give up Isaac to please God, God accepted a substitute. Yet the 
Bible says that he did offer Isaac. 

Why not conclude that the same thing is true of Jephthah? He 
vowed to offer what came out of his house as a “burnt offering,” and it 
turned out to be his daughter. But rather than violating God’s law of 
vows and burnt offerings, if instead he sacrificed a substitute and gave 
his daughter up for service in the tabernacle, then like Abraham he 
would have shown his willingness to give up his daughter. So why would 
it not be true that he “carried out his vow,” even though, like Abraham, 
he never literally killed his daughter nor burned her on the altar? 

Had Jephthah burned his daughter on the altar, he would not have 
“carried out his vow” according to the law, but would have violated the 
law of vows and the law of burnt offerings. The result would be, not that 
God would honor him for his vow, but that he should be put to death! All 
this, while not directly stated, should be understood to be the proper 
intent of the vow, because it is what the law said and we should 
understand Jephthah to be acting in harmony with the law rather than 
in violation of it. It is simply a matter of taking all the Bible says on this 
subject as we do on others. The Bible often speaks – and we today often 
speak – in ways that expects us to understand its statements to be taken 
in harmony with the teaching found elsewhere. 

This view has the following advantages: 
(1) It makes Jephthah’s vow far more reasonable than other 

alternatives, and even shows him to be a much better man than many 
imply. The vow would have been quite a reasonable vow had it not 
turned out to be his daughter that had to be offered. Nevertheless, 
Jephthah kept his vow at great cost to himself, showing that he was a 
man of great honor and faith. 

(2) It explains why Jephthah is listed as a hero of faith in Hebrews 
11, rather than being put to death which ought to have happened if he 
had killed his daughter.  

(3) It shows how his vow would have pleased God, rather than 
alienating and antagonizing Him. This in turn explains why God 
honored Jephthah’s vow by giving him victory in, not just one, but two 
battles. God’s response would make no sense at all if Jephthah had made 
a horrible sacrifice for which he should have been put to death. 
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This conclusion seems to me to best fit the evidence, though there 
are always questions regardless of which view one holds. Remember 
that, whatever view one holds, he is required to draw conclusions that 
are not directly stated in the passage. One must decide what conclusion 
best fits the evidence. 

And remember that the question of exactly what Jephthah did is not 
an issue of salvation under the gospel but concerns only the question of 
what was proper under the law and what actually happened in this Old 
Testament story. Fortunately, there is no reason why our conclusion 
should affect our salvation or become a matter of great strife or 
controversy among God’s people today. 

One thing that should definitely impress us, however, is that we as 
Christians need to stand behind our word. We should keep our vows and 
our promises. We should not take them lightly, especially when they are 
made to God. Far too many people make commitments in service to God, 
but they are negligent or even fail entirely to carry out those 
commitments. There may be various circumstances to consider; 
nevertheless we should realize that we are responsible to carry out our 
promises even when it is extremely difficult for us. So we should consider 
carefully ahead of time before we make promises and what conditions 
we will attach to them. We should certainly avoid rash vows. But, like 
Jephthah and his daughter, we should honor our word. 
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Judges 12 

12:1-7 - Defeat of Ephraim  

12:1-3 – Ephraim threatened to burn down Jephthah’s house 
because they had not been called to war. Jephthah said 
they had not come when he called. 

The men of the tribe of Ephraim gathered as an army and went to 
Zaphon to confront Jephthah. Zaphon was a city just east of the Jordan 
about midway between Galilee and the Dead Sea (see map). It was still 
some distance from Mizpah, where Jephthah lived (11:34). 

They criticized Jephthah, asking why he had not called them to go 
with him when he had fought the Ammonites. They said they would burn 
down his house with fire for what he had done. 

We may wonder why anyone would raise such an objection. The 
Waldrons point out that the victors in a battle would take great spoils 
and thereby become wealthy. Keil and Delitzsch think perhaps the 
people of Ephraim also wanted a position of dominance and leadership 
in the nation. The Ephraimites were evidently very easily upset when 
they were not permitted to receive such spoils and honor, for they raised 
the same complaint against Gideon in Judges 8:1-3. On that occasion, 
Gideon had calmed them by pointing out a victory they had achieved in 
the battle.  

Of course, it is always easier to be upset about such a matter after 
the battle is over and your side has won without any effort on your part! 
Then people want to join in the spoils and the honor. But it is a different 
matter to be so sure we want to participate from the outset, when it is 
not at all so certain who will be the victor. 

Jephthah tried to simply explain what had happened. He said he 
had called Ephraim to come to his aid, but they had not responded (these 
details were not given in chapter 11, but there is no reason to doubt them 
– why would he make the claim if they knew it was false?). He had been 
in the middle of a great conflict with Ammon, and when he heard 
nothing from Ephraim, he had to act. So, at great risk he fought without 
their help and God gave Israel the victory. So he asked why they had 
assembled to fight against him. 

In this case, the manner of Ephraim was much heavier than just a 
complaint. They actually made threats against Jephthah, claiming they 
would burn down his house! Further, they had apparently assembled 
their army and were prepared for battle. They had made no such threats 



 

Page #117 Study Notes on Judges 

against Gideon; he had been able to placate them. But in this case there 
was no smoothing the matter over. 

The conduct of Ephraim in this case was abominable. Doubtless 
they had suffered at the hands of the Ammonites just as other tribes had. 
They had apparently done nothing to initiate any effort to throw off the 
oppression. And when Jephthah had called them to help when war did 
come, they did not assist him. They should have had great appreciation 
for what Jephthah did in saving them as well as the other Israelites. 
Instead of expressing appreciation, they acted in greed and selfishness, 
threatening to burn his house down around him. 

This business of threatening to burn people’s houses down around 
them must have been somewhat of a disgusting fad at that time. Such 
threats occur several times in a few chapters here in the book of judges, 
but are not found with any such frequency anywhere else in Scripture. 
What shameful things happened in the nation of Israel so many times in 
the book of Judges! 

12:4-6 – Gilead defeated Ephraim in battle. To determine if a 
person was from Ephraim, they asked him to repeat the 
word “shibboleth.” 

Incredibly, the men of Ephraim would not withdraw from the 
conflict; so, after his great victory against a foreign enemy, Jephthah 
then had to fight fellow-Israelites! Gilead was especially motivated in the 
fight, because the men of Ephraim ridiculed them saying that the 
Gileadites were just fugitives living among the people of Ephraim and 
Manasseh. This was somewhat like calling them foreigners or interlopers 
– people who did not belong. In any case, it motivated the Gileadites. 

Gilead seized the fords of the Jordan and killed any Ephraimites 
who tried to flee back to the west side where they lived. When a person 
came to cross the river, the Gileadites would ask if he as a man of 
Ephraim. If he said he was not, they would ask him to pronounce the 
word “shibboleth.” This was a word the Ephraimites could not 
pronounce correctly, but would say “sibboleth.” This was apparently a 
dialect difference, so they used it as a test to distinguish Ephraimites 
from Gileadites. If a man could not pronounce the word correctly, they 
would kill him as an Ephraimite. 

The end result was that forty-two thousand Ephraimites died. What 
a horrible price to pay for a selfish claim to spoils and honor! Should they 
not rather have rejoiced with their brethren and congratulated them on 
their victory over the Ammonites? And imagine how many people must 
have been involved in this battle to begin with, if forty-two thousand of 
them were killed! 

How often today do we find God’s people turning against one 
another and fighting among themselves over matters of silly, selfish 
pride or personality conflicts that should never lead to any such trouble! 
Instead of supporting one another in conflicts against common enemies, 
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we are jealous over someone else’s achievements. Or we simply cannot 
get along, even when there is no real justifiable cause of conflict.  

Note that this is a criticism of Ephraim, not Jephthah. Ephraim was 
wrong, but there is nothing to prove Jephthah in the wrong here. 
Sometimes one side of a conflict is right and the other wrong. They are 
not always both wrong, as some people seem to think. 

12:7 – Jephthah judged Israel six years before he died. 

Jephthah judged Israel for six years after these events. When he 
died, he was buried among the cities of Gilead.  

12:8-15 – Other Judges Who Followed Jephthah 

There follows brief accounts of three other judges. Little is told of 
them. Perhaps they fought no major battles. Or perhaps there was just 
no particular reason to give more details. 

12:8-10 – Ibzan, who had 30 sons and 30 daughters, judged 
Israel seven years. 

Ibzan was from a city called Bethlehem. Jesus, of course, was later 
born in a city called Bethlehem just south of Jerusalem. However, the 
Waldrons point out that there was also another Bethlehem in northern 
Israel. We are not told which one was Ibzan’s home. 

He had thirty sons and thirty daughters. As with Jair in 10:4, having 
many children was an honor. The thirty daughters he gave in marriage, 
and for the thirty sons he found wives from other places (perhaps other 
tribes or clans). No further explanation is given on these points. 

He judged Israel seven years, then died and was buried at 
Bethlehem. 

12:11,12 – Elon of Zebulun judged Israel ten years. 

The next judge mentioned is Elon, who was of the tribe of Zebulun. 
He judged Israel for ten years, then died and was buried in Aijalon in the 
territory of Zebulun. The Waldrons point out that, since this Aijalon was 
in Zebulun, it must be a different Aijalon from the one where Joshua 
fought in Joshua 10:12; 19:42.  

12:13-15 – Abdon, who had 40 sons and 30 grandsons who 
rode on 70 donkeys, judged Israel eight years.  

The last judge mentioned in this brief account was Abdon. We are 
told that he was the son of Hillel, a Pirathonite. Pirathon was west of 
Shechem in Ephraim (see map).  

He outdid even Jair and Ibzan. He had forty sons and thirty 
grandsons. These men rode on seventy donkeys, like Jair’s thirty sons 
had ridden on thirty donkeys (see on 10:4; 5:10).  

He judged Israel eight years, then he died and was buried in 
Pirathon in the territory of Ephraim. This is said to be in the mountains 
of the Amalekites, though the significance of this is unclear. It seems 
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doubtful that Amalekites lived there at that time, but they may have done 
so in times past. 
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Judges 13 

Chap. 13-16 - Samson  

Chap. 13 - Birth of Samson  

The character and conduct of Samson is completely unlike that of 
any other judge. He appears to have conducted his opposition to the 
oppressors completely on his own without the help of an army or any 
other Israelites. Furthermore, he associated with the oppressors in a way 
that may seem strange or even astonishing. 

Some have explained that perhaps this uniqueness was caused by 
the unique nature of the Philistine oppression. Other oppressors in the 
history of the judges had aggressively attacked Israel with armies, made 
unreasonable demands for tribute, and carried off substantial spoils 
from Israelite crops, etc.  

The Philistine dominance appears to be less oppressive than these 
others. It is clear that the Philistines controlled broad areas of Israelite 
population, yet there is little or no evidence that the Philistine armies 
attacked Israel at this time or that they were severely harsh. They 
appeared to be tolerant and somewhat lenient. But they gradually spread 
their influence by means of immigrating into Israelite territory, 
intermarrying, etc. 

As a result, there was often little open warfare between Israel and 
Philistine before the time of Samson. People seemed to move back and 
forth at will, associating with one another, intermarrying, etc. Israelites 
seemed to show little inclination to attempt to throw off the Philistine 
authority because it did not seem so oppressive.  

This may explain the unique relationship between the Philistines on 
the one hand and Samson and the other Israelites on the other hand. It 
may also explain why Samson opposed the Philistines almost single-
handedly, without support from the Israelites. However, the resulting 
Philistine influence, if left unchecked, would have had an even more 
damaging effect on Israel than other oppressions. Their idolatry and 
immorality would have spread through Israel, which was exactly what 
the Lord was concerned about if Israel associated with the nations of the 
land. 
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What happened between Samson and the Philistines began with 
open association, but became increasingly hostile as the story continues. 
The result may have been to increase the hostility between the nations, 
but it also led the Israelites to see the serious danger of Philistine 
influence. As a result, as time passed the opposition between the two 
nations became even more open.  

Despite the relative strangeness of the stories that relate to Samson, 
the fact that these accounts are accurate history is confirmed by other 
evidence throughout the Scriptures. Samson himself is mentioned in the 
New Testament in Hebrews 11. His story records his birth, his death, his 
parents’ names, names of numerous specific places, etc., just as with the 
other Old Testament judges and kings; so the stories must be taken as 
historic fact. 

13:1,2 – Israel again did evil and God delivered them to be 
oppressed by the Philistines. During this time, a Danite 
named Manoah had no children. 

As had happened so often in the period of the Judges, the people 
once again sinned against the Lord (compare 2:11; 10:7; etc.). We are not 
told the specific evil that was done, but we are told that the enemy whom 
God allowed to oppress them was the Philistines (compare 1 Samuel 
12:9). This oppression lasted forty years. 

Recall that 10:7 had said they were delivered to the Philistines and 
the Ammonites. So, we suspect that the events in the following chapters 
may have historically overlapped the events in chapters 11,12. Where 
chapter 11,12 described the oppression by Ammon, we now begin the 
record of the oppression by the Philistines.  

It is clear from the subsequent story that Samson did not completely 
deliver Israel from the Philistines, but only fought some personal battles 
against them. Conflict with the Philistines continued into Samuel’s day, 
so some people believe that Samson’s life may have also overlapped that 
of Eli and Samuel. 

We are introduced to a man named Manoah from the tribe of Dan. 
He was from a city named Zorah (see verse 25; 16:31; Joshua 19:41). This 
town was on the border of Philistine territory. It was west of Jerusalem 
about halfway between Jerusalem and the Mediterranean Sea. The 
territory of the Danites was divided into a northern section and a 
southern section; Zorah was in the southern territory of Dan (see map). 

Manoah’s wife was barren and had no children. This was similar to 
many other barren women who were then blessed by God to become 
mothers of great Bible characters. This includes the mothers of Isaac, 
Jacob, Joseph, Samuel, and John the Baptist. 
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13:3-5 –An angel told Manoah’s wife she would have a son 
who would be a Nazirite from the womb and should never 
shave his hair. He would begin to deliver Israel. 

The angel of the Lord (see verses 21,22; compare 6:11,12) appeared 
to Manoah’s wife and promised that, though she was barren, she would 
conceive and bear a son. He then proceeded to give special instructions 
for raising him. She should drink no wine or any such drink, nor was she 
to eat anything unclean. Furthermore, no razor was ever to cut his hair, 
since he was to be a Nazirite from his mother’s womb. The angel then 
promised that the child to be born would begin Israel’s deliverance from 
the Philistines. 

A Nazirite vow involved special requirements as described in 
Numbers 6:2-8,21. He was not to eat anything that consisted of grapes 
or any part of grapes. He was not to cut his hair and not to become 
ceremonially unclean. Other men who apparently took such vows were 
Samuel (1 Samuel 1:11) and John the Baptist (Luke 1:15). Since the child 
in this case would be a Nazirite from his mother’s womb, even his mother 
was not to violate these rules. 

The Waldrons point out that a Nazirite vow was normally taken for 
a limited period of time. It was unusual for one to be under such a vow 
for a complete lifetime. They point out that Samson (and perhaps 
Samuel), as a man of war, must surely have failed to keep the prohibition 
against touching a dead body. So they suppose that this requirement did 
not apply to one who was under the vow for a whole lifetime. However, 
Numbers 6 did make provision for ceremonial cleansing for a Nazarite 
who was defiled by a dead body. 

Nearly everyone who knows the story of Samson knows that he was 
famous for his strength. And he was required to keep his Nazirite vow 
and not cut his hair as a necessary part of maintaining his strength. Yet 
interestingly, the promise and instructions given by the angel say 
nothing whatsoever about Samson being unusually strong. No 
connection is made whatever between his strength and his vow. This 
connection becomes clear as the story proceeds, but is nowhere stated in 
God’s promise to his parents before he was born. In fact, the first direct 
statement that his strength related to the length of his hair comes much 
later in the story when he reveals that fact to Delilah. 

13:6-9 – Manoah’s wife told him about the promise. The angel 
said she should drink no wine nor eat anything unclean. 
Manoah asked for the man to return. 

Manoah’s wife then told her husband about the visit of the man of 
God. Apparently she was not sure he was an angel (see verse 16), but she 
said he was a man whose face looked awesome like the face of an angel 
(Matthew 28:3; Luke 9:29; Acts 6:15). She did not ask where he was 
from, nor did he tell her his name (compare verses 17,18). But he did 
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promise she would conceive a son who would be a Nazirite, as previously 
described from the womb till his death.  

Manoah then wanted to be sure they understood what was to 
happen, so he prayed to God to send the man of God again, so he could 
teach them exactly how to raise the child. God listened and sent the angel 
of God again, while the woman was sitting in the field without her 
husband. 

13:10-14 – At Manoah’s request, the angel returned and 
repeated the instructions about raising the son. 

Manoah’s wife then ran to tell him that the angel had appeared 
again. So Manoah went to see the man/angel, and asked whether he was 
the man who had spoken to his wife. The angel affirmed that this was 
true, so Manoah said they were willing to have the promised birth occur. 
But he wanted to know what rules should be followed about the boy’s life 
and work. 

The angel then affirmed again that Manoah’s wife should be careful 
not to eat anything unclean nor anything that came from the grape vine 
(including wine or any such drink). She was to strictly follow the angel’s 
instructions (see the preceding verses). 

13:15-18 – Manoah sought to detain the angel. The angel 
refused to tell his name and said any offering should be 
offered to the Lord. 

Manoah then asked the angel to remain with them a while, so he 
could prepare a goat for him. I don’t know exactly what his intent was, 
but the angel clarified the possibilities. He said that he would stay, but if 
Manoah meant to offer him food, he would not eat it. We are not told 
why this was so. The angels in Genesis 18:5-8 ate food from Abraham.  

On the other hand, he said if Manoah sought to offer a burnt 
offering, he should offer it to the Lord (compare Judges 6:18). We are 
then told that Manoah did not know this was the angel of the Lord. This 
would appear to mean that the angel would not accept worship 
addressed to him, since he was not God (compare Revelation 22:8,9). 
Perhaps Manoah suspected that the man might be an angel, otherwise 
why would he even consider offering a sacrifice? Later Manoah realized 
it was the angel of the Lord and feared they would die (see verses 21,22). 

Then Manoah asked the angel what his name was, so they could 
honor him when his promise came true. But the angel simply said his 
name was wonderful, so why would they ask about it? This is confusing. 
Other angels are given names (such as Michael and Gabriel). Why not 
this angel? “Wonderful” would appear to express great respect as for 
God. Compare Genesis 32:29. 
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13:19,20 – As Manoah burned an offering on a rock, the angel 
ascended toward heaven in the flame of the sacrifice. 

So, Manoah took a young goat with a grain offering and offered to 
the Lord using a rock as an altar. The angel then did a miracle. As the 
flame of the offering ascended to heaven from the altar, the angel also 
ascended into heaven in the flame. This miracle caused Manoah and he 
wife to fall on their faces to the ground, evidently in awe and worship to 
God. Compare Genesis 6:19-21; Leviticus 9:24; 1 Kings 18. 

As with all miracles, this one served to confirm the word of the 
messenger as being from God. No mere human acting by human power 
can simply ascend into the sky. And a man would be severely injured or 
even killed by such a flame. So when the angel did this, this proved he 
had the power of God. This confirmed that God had sent him with this 
message. The fact that he ascended with the flame of the offering would 
symbolize that he went back to God, to whom the sacrifice was being 
offered.  

Yet I am confused by the fact that Manoah himself offered this 
sacrifice. He obviously did not bring it to the priest to offer it; yet he was 
himself a Danite, not a Levite. Perhaps the special nature of the sacrifice 
meant it could be offered without a priest, or perhaps it was permitted 
because the angel told Manoah to do it.  

13:21-23 – Manoah then knew that it had been an angel, so he 
feared for their lives. His wife said the Lord would not 
make such promises then kill them. 

The angel did not appear again. He had obviously gone back to 
heaven in the flame. This led Manoah to be certain for the first time that 
he was really the angel of the Lord. Apparently they had before thought 
he may have been just a man sent from God, such as a prophet, though 
they knew that he might be an angel (see verses 6,16).  

Manoah then reacted to the opposite extreme, thinking that they 
might now die since they had seen God! Compare Judges 6:22. Again we 
see that people, even good people, express great fear when in the 
presence of God. 

But his wife said surely God did not intend to kill them, else why 
would He have revealed these great promises about their future child, 
done this miracle, and accepted their offerings? It appears that 
Manoah’s wife may have been a more spiritually minded person than her 
husband was. In any case, she had a better understanding of the truth in 
this case than he did. (Compare Genesis 32:30; Exodus 33:20; 
Deuteronomy 5:26.) 

When people have done wrong, they have good reason to fear the 
wrath of God. But sometimes we have unreasonable fears that God will 
punish or harm us, when in fact we could escape danger by learning, 
trusting, and obeying the teachings of God’s word. God does not seek to 
harm us. He seeks to work for our good and has proven His desire many 
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times, especially in the death of His Son. Stronger faith and 
understanding would help us to avoid some of our needless fears. 

So what is the nature then of the being they saw? Sometimes it 
seems that “angels” that appeared were actually God Himself (probably 
Jesus) come as an angel (messenger) in the appearance of a man. (See 
Genesis 16:10; 22:15-18.) Sometimes the beings were truly just angels – 
spirit beings sent by God as messengers – but not an appearance of God 
Himself. Perhaps either fits this case, so we don’t really know. 

13:24,25 – The son was born and was named Samson. The 
Spirit of God moved upon him. 

So the woman gave birth to a son, in fulfillment of the promise of 
the angel. He was named Samson, and the Lord blessed him as he grew.  

When he became older, God’s spirit began to work in him to use him 
for God’s purpose in delivering Israel from the Philistines. This began in 
a place called Mahaneh Dan (NKJV footnote: “camp of Dan”), which was 
between Zorah and Eshtaol. See verse 2 regarding Zorah. Eshtaol and 
Mahaneh Dan are obviously nearby, but their location is uncertain. On 
Eshtaol see also Joshua 15:33; Judges 18:11; 16:31. Regarding Mahaneh 
Dan see 18:12. 

Note that Samson is listed as an example of faith in Hebrews 11:32. 
In light of the life of folly and excess that Samson lived, we might wonder 
why he would be listed as a man of faith. We will discuss that further as 
we consider his life. 
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Judges 14 

Chap 14 - Samson’s Marriage and Riddle  

14:1-4 – Samson sought to marry a Philistine woman, but his 
parents urged him to marry a woman from among the 
Israelites. But Samson was determined.  

When Samson was grown, he went to Timnah and there saw a 
Philistine woman, whom he wanted to marry. When he asked his parents 
to get her for him for a wife, they naturally wanted him to marry an 
Israelite girl, rather than a daughter of the uncircumcised Philistines. 
But Samson insisted that he wanted her, because she pleased him. 

However, his parents did not realize that God was actually using this 
situation to give Samson occasion for conflict with the Philistines. The 
Israelites in that area were subject to the dominion of the Philistines, 
and God was using this to begin to free the Israelites. 

Timnah was located in Philistine territory, just west and a little 
south (perhaps four miles distant) from Zorah, where Samson’s father 
Manoah lived (see map; 13:2; compare Genesis 38:13; Joshua 15:10,57). 
This physical proximity and the ease with which Samson associated with 
the Philistine people, illustrate the relatively relaxed relationship 
between the Israelites and the Philistines despite the fact the Philistines 
ruled over Israel. 

Generally, we should consider the objections Samson’s parents 
raised to the marriage to be valid concerns. Intermarriage to people of 
the nations surrounding Israel was a very dangerous thing (compare 
Genesis 24:3,4). In fact, God had specifically forbidden it regarding the 
nations that lived in the land when Israel defeated those nations and 
captured the land (Exodus 34:11-17; Deuteronomy 7:1-5; Ezra 9:1 – see 
chapter 9,10; etc.).  

Technically, one may argue that intermarriage with the Philistines 
was not specifically proscribed, since they apparently did not dwell in 
the land when Israel entered. Nevertheless, the principle would seem to 
apply, especially since they were near neighbors who were clearly 
idolatrous. In fact, one wonders why Samson sought such a close 
association with his enemies.  

When the account says this was “of the Lord,” I don’t believe that 
necessarily proves that Samson’s act was what God would approve or 
encourage His people to do. The account of Samson’s early life shows 
that he was a free spirit often living in ways that showed a lack of wisdom 
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in applying God’s laws. Whether or not he technically sinned here, I 
believe the point is that God intended to use what happened to begin the 
conflict that would lead Samson to help deliver Israel from the 
Philistines.  

We could say that Jesus’ death was “of the Lord” too, in the sense 
that God planned it even from eternity and intended to use it so save 
men from sin; yet the act of the men who killed Jesus was still sinful. 
God disapproved of their act, yet He used it to achieve His plan. The 
same could be true of what Samson did here. Compare Joshua 11:20; 1 
Kings 12:15; 2 Chronicles 10:15. 

As a commentator, Matthew Henry is sometimes wild as a March 
hare, and other times he is so right on that one can hardly resist quoting 
him. In commenting on Samson’s choice of women, Henry essentially 
says the following: If a man chooses a wife primarily on the basis of 
physical beauty and emotional attraction, he has no one to blame but 
himself when he finds a Philistine in his arms! 

Joseph Free offers the following archaeological information 
confirming the existence of the Philistines: 

The Bible clearly shows that the Philistines not only existed 
but also exercised definite power at this time. Much of the Biblical 
indication concerning the Philistines, however, has been doubted 
by the liberals. … Archaeology, on the contrary, has given factual 
evidence concerning the power of the Philistines. … 
Archaeological evidence of the power the Philistines is seen the 
monuments of Ramses III, king of the Egypt … which depict his 
battles with the Philistines who tried to land in the Delta of 
Egypt… 

14:5,6 – As Samson went to visit his bride-to-be, he was 
attacked by a young lion. He tore the lion apart with no 
weapon in his hand. 

Samson then went to Timnah. The account says he went with his 
father and mother; but apparently they were not so close together that 
they could see him kill the lion, since the account indicates they did not 
know about it (verse 6). Perhaps they generally traveled together, but 
somehow had become separated at this point in the journey (note that 
verse 8 says that Samson later turned aside to see the carcass, indicating 
that he was not on the main path when he slew the lion).  

As he came to the vineyards near Timnah, he was surprised by a 
roaring lion that attacked him. But God’s spirit came on him, so he tore 
the lion apart like one would tear apart a young goat. Perhaps this refers 
to what might be done to such a young goat to prepare it for a feast. But 
even then most people would need a tool of some kind even to 
dismember a goat. Yet Samson destroyed the lion with his bare hands – 
he had no other weapon. And he did not tell his parents what had 
happened. 
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This story gives us the first indication of the amazing strength of 
Samson. A young lion would be extremely dangerous and quite strong. 
To defeat one even with a weapon would require great skill and strength. 
Yet Samson defeated this lion, even tearing him apart, with his bare 
hands. The story of Samson proceeds to give amazing demonstrations of 
his strength. 

The story of Samson, and of other Old Testament characters, several 
times mentions how the Spirit of the Lord came upon them and enabled 
them to accomplish great deeds. This expression may sound like they 
were given the power to prophesy or speak by the direct guidance of God, 
as the Spirit often inspired men who taught for God or wrote Scripture. 
Yet that does not seem to be the meaning as used here. The idea seems 
more to be that the power of God’s Spirit worked through Samson and 
enabled him to accomplish great deeds. So, the spirit could come upon a 
person to empower him, but what power he received would depend upon 
the situation as described in context. 

14:7-9 – Later, after he had visited the woman, Samson 
visited the carcass of the lion and found honey, some of 
which he gave to his parents. 

When Samson went on to visit with the woman, he found that he 
was still very pleased with her. Apparently that first visit was a 
preliminary visit to arrange the wedding.  

Some time later, Samson was again going to see her, perhaps this 
time for the actual wedding. When he passed the place where he had 
killed the lion, he went to see its carcass. There he found that a swarm of 
bees had used the carcass to store up honey. This seems an unusual place 
for bees to put honey, but they apparently found this to be a convenient 
place to use in this case. 

Samson took some of the honey in his hands, ate some as he 
continued his journey, and then gave some to his parents when he met 
them. But he did not tell them (or anyone) where he had gotten the 
honey. The fact that his parents did not know about the death of the lion 
becomes significant as the story proceeds. 

It is possible that Samson took the honey without touching the 
carcass of the lion. However, if he did touch the carcass, he would have 
been ceremonially unclean till evening (Leviticus 11:27). Numbers 6:6ff 
may indicate this was a violation of his Nazirite vow (though that passage 
mentions only the dead body of a human and might not apply to an 
animal). If so, that passage describes what he must do to renew his vow. 
Whether or not all this applies or was done in Samson’s case is not 
stated. 
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14:10-13 – At his wedding feast, Samson proposed a riddle to 
his thirty companions and made a wager that they could 
not guess it. 

Samson’s father then went to the woman (presumably to make final 
wedding preparations), and they began the wedding celebration. It 
began by Samson giving a feast for the young men; this was a tradition 
in weddings in that area. This feast would last seven days. However, 
Samson had apparently brought no companions with him, so the 
Philistines brought him thirty young men to be companions for his 
wedding feast. He may or may not have known any of these young men, 
but it is not likely that any were close friends. 

Samson then suggested that he pose a riddle for his companions. 
He would give them the seven days of the feast to come up with the 
answer to the riddle. If they could solve the riddle correctly, he would 
give them thirty linen garments and thirty changes of clothing. Vice-
versa, if they could not solve it, they were to give him the same reward. 
The young men agreed and asked him to pose his riddle. 

Riddles or mind-puzzles have always interested people, and still do 
today (compare 1 Kings 10:1; Ezekiel 17:2). As such, they are interesting 
and even useful. However, by suggesting that each side offer stakes 
which were wagered on the outcome, Samson appears to have been 
proposing what we today would call gambling. Whether or not this was 
forbidden under the lower standards of the Old Testament law (compare 
Matthew 19:3-9), I am not sure; but I cannot believe it would be 
permitted by the New Testament law. Once again we see that Samson at 
best flirted with questionable conduct. 

14:14,15 – Samson’s riddle concerned the honey he had found 
in the lion. His companions demanded his bride discover 
the answer or they would burn her and her father’s 
house. 

Samson’s riddle was: "Out of the eater came something to eat, and 
out of the strong came something sweet." Since we know the story, we 
know that the strong eater was the lion and the sweet food to be eaten 
was the honey. But to those who did not know what had happened, such 
a riddle would be nearly impossible to guess correctly.  

And sure enough, for three days the companions tried 
unsuccessfully to decipher the meaning. Finally, they began to put 
pressure on Samson’s wife/bride. They insisted that she entice Samson 
to explain the riddle to her, so she could tell them. They threatened to 
burn her and her father’s house with fire if she did not get the answer for 
them. They asked if she had invited them to the wedding for the purpose 
of taking their property. The implication was that they came to the 
wedding to please her, so if they lost the bet she should take the blame 
for their financial loss. 
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Such “reasoning,” of course, is nonsense, and they knew it. She had 
nothing to do with the riddle. She did not propose it, and she did not 
make them accept the bet. That was the result of their own foolishness. 
If they were so concerned about financial loss, they should never have 
accepted the bet. The fact that they held her accountable shows what 
wicked and cruel men they were. And here we go again with this 
nonsense about burning people’s houses down around them. 

Perhaps she understood all this, but that would not remove the 
threat to her life and her family. (Note 15:6 and observe how this 
consequence came on her in a different way in the end). And she no 
doubt had great allegiance to her family and people anyway. So she had 
motivations to want to satisfy their demands. This is just one more 
reason Samson was foolish to marry under such circumstances. 

14:16,17 – Samson’s wife wept and said he did not love her 
because he did not explain the riddle to her. He said he 
had not told his own parents. But in the end, she 
continued to press him so he explained it to her. 

Accusations of being unloving 

Samson’s wife used the trick women have used since time 
immemorial to pressure Samson to explain the riddle to her. She accused 
him of not loving her, since he would not explain the riddle to her 
(compare Delilah in 16:15). This, of course, was nonsense. Why would 
love require him to tell her the riddle?  

Surely a man ought to love his wife, so he provides what she needs 
and is good to her (Ephesians 5:22ff). But the bet did not involve her; it 
was between Samson and his companions. What was there about a 
husband’s duty to love his wife that required him to tell her the 
explanation? Unless she had some ulterior motive, nothing about the 
matter involved her. There was not a single good reason why she ought 
to know the answer to the riddle. 

While a man ought to love his wife, women often resort to accusing 
their husband of being unloving, just because the husband does not let 
them have their way about whatever they want. Such is as unfair and 
unreasonable as was the request of Samson’s wife. 

Samson replied he had not even told his parents, so why should he 
tell her? A man ought to have a closer tie to his wife than he does to his 
parents (Genesis 2:24). Nevertheless, he surely should love his parents, 
so Samson’s response effectively showed that this was not a matter of 
love. He could love her without telling her the meaning of the riddle, just 
as he could love his parents without telling them. And they were not 
pestering him for the explanation, since it did not involve them. So why 
should she pester him? 
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Weeping and nagging  

His wife then used other time-tested tricks of women: she cried to 
make him feel sorry for her, and she nagged him. Oh, women love to use 
these tricks! Weeping convinces the man that somehow he has 
mistreated her and he has to give in. And nagging and repeatedly 
pestering shows that he will never have peace until he does what she 
wants. See Proverbs 21:9,19.  

So she continued to weep and pester Samson for the seven days of 
the feast, so finally on the seventh day of the feast he told her the 
meaning. And, of course, she in turn told her people the meaning.  

So, who was really unloving here? Was she showing love for Samson 
to trick and deceive him about her real intentions? She betrayed him to 
those who she knew would take advantage of him. Where was her loyalty 
to her husband? Yes, there was lack of love in the story, but it was not on 
the part of Samson! The whole story shows the folly of making a foolish 
decision in choosing a marriage companion. 

The reference to the seventh day is confusing. Verse 15 says the men 
of the city threatened her on the seventh day, but verse 17 says she wept 
about it for the seven days and finally he told her on the seventh day. The 
most likely explanation is that they had pressured her from the time the 
riddle was propounded to get the explanation from Samson, so she had 
been trying the whole time. But the seventh day was when they 
threatened her with physical violence, so she increased her efforts and 
was finally successful. 

14:18-20 – The companions explained the riddle, and Samson 
said they knew it because they plowed with his heifer. He 
paid the wager by killing thirty men of Ashkelon and 
taking their clothing to pay the debt.  

Before the end of the seventh day, the men had the answer and gave 
it to Samson. They said, "What is sweeter than honey? And what is 
stronger than a lion?" Obviously, they now knew the strong eater in the 
riddle was a lion and the sweet food was honey.  

Samson then replied: "If you had not plowed with my heifer, you 
would not have solved my riddle!" At this point, he was not fooled by 
them or by his wife. He knew that she was the only one he had told, and 
no one could have figured it out without being told. So she must have 
told them.  

Samson points out their underhanded methods by another pithy 
statement: they learned his riddle by their relationship with his wife. If 
they had not pressured her, they could never have figured out the riddle. 
They won the bet, but he was angry at their underhanded methods of 
dealing with him through his wife. It was not fair or honorable. In short, 
they cheated, and by threatening violence at that.  

He determined to pay the bet, but the spirit of the Lord moved him 
to do so by taking the garments from men of the Philistines. He went to 
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Ashkelon, which was a large Philistine city a considerable distance to the 
southwest on the Mediterranean Sea (see map). There he killed thirty 
men and took their clothing to pay off the debt.  

Then he was so angry – no doubt, both with his wife and with the 
men of Timnah – that he went home to his parents’ house alone. He did 
not go to live with his wife in Timnah, nor did he take her with him to 
live at his father’s home. The woman’s father thought Samson’s actions 
indicated that he no longer wanted the woman as a wife; so he gave her 
as a wife to the companion that had been Samson’s best man for the 
wedding ceremony (compare 15:2)! He assumed, in effect, that Samson 
intended to divorce her.  

We question Samson’s method of paying the debt. He had every 
right to be angry with his wife and with the men who had cheated him. 
But the men whom he killed do not appear to be in any way to blame for 
his being cheated. One might perhaps think he would have been justified 
(under the principles of the Old Testament law) in picking a fight with 
the men who threatened to do violence against his wife. But he killed 
other men who were completely uninvolved in those threats. While it is 
said that the spirit of the Lord came on him, once again I am not sure 
that completely justifies all that he did. He may also have acted in 
uncontrolled temper (compare 15:3). 

It must be remembered, however, that all the Philistines were 
enemies who oppressed Israel and deserved to be opposed. Despite 
Samson’s marriage to a Philistine woman, the relationship between 
Israel and the Philistines was basically one of war. Nor are we told the 
details of the death of the thirty Philistine men. Perhaps a battle 
occurred in which killing Philistines could have been justified as an act 
of war. The fact the spirit of the Lord was involved would indicate that 
somehow Samson was not completely at fault here. 

I would not be sure, simply on the basis of chapter 14, that Samson’s 
wedding was completed. This would depend on whether the wedding 
ceremony occurred at the beginning or at the end of the seven-day feast. 
If at the end, as some commentators conclude, the marriage may not 
have been completed when he left in anger. The terms “wife” and 
“husband” are used in verses 15,16,20, but those terms literally probably 
just mean woman and man. 15:1-6, however, answers the question. That 
account shows that Samson later came back to cohabit with his wife. This 
would seem to prove conclusively that he considered them married. 
However, she is killed in 15:6, thereby ending that marriage. 
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Judges 15 

Chap. 15 – Samson’s Wars with the Philistines 

15:1-8 – Samson’s conflicts with the Philistines because his 
wife was given to another man 

15:1,2 – Samson went to visit his wife, but her father said 
he had given her to another man. He offered her younger 
sister to Samson instead. 

Samson clearly continued to consider himself married to the 
Philistine woman, and he intended to honor the commitment. After a 
period of time, his anger subsided, and he decided to go visit her. This 
happened in the time of the wheat harvest, and he took a young goat as 
a gift apparently as a sign that he wanted to restore the relationship.  

When he arrived, he asked the woman’s father to allow him to go in 
to his wife in her room. The obvious intent was to consummate the 
marriage, which had apparently never been consummated at the time of 
the wedding ceremony. 

Her father, however, refused to allow him to visit his wife, and 
informed him that he had given the woman as a wife to his companion – 
that is, to the best man from the wedding (see 14:20). He rationalized 
this conduct by saying that he thought Samson hated her. Apparently he 
assumed that, by leaving in anger, Samson indicated he intended to 
divorce the woman. 

In order to pacify Samson, he offered to allow him to marry the 
woman’s younger sister instead. He said she was better than the woman 
that Samson married. Perhaps he meant that she was prettier. In any 
case, he hoped to avoid further conflict. Obviously he knew that Samson 
was a very dangerous man. 

We learn from this event, if nothing else, the danger of making 
assumptions without confirming them with the other people involved. 
Samson had never stated his intent to divorce the woman, and obviously 
her father had never really asked Samson about it. He acted 
presumptuously, and in the end he paid with his life. Rather than 
jumping to conclusions, we need to learn to discuss with other people 
before making decisions that affect them. 



Study Notes on Judges Page #134  

15:3-5 – Samson put torches between foxes’ tails and 
burned the Philistines’ grain, vineyards, and olive groves. 

Samson determined to punish the Philistines for giving his wife to 
another man. He caught three hundred foxes and tied their tails 
together, two foxes at a time, and put a torch between each pair of tails. 
Then he sent the foxes into the grain fields of the Philistines. The result 
burned up the standing grain and the shocks of grain being harvested, 
as well as the vineyards and olive groves. 

Remember, this happened at the time of the wheat harvest (verse 
1). So this would be a major loss to the Philistines. They were about to 
reap the crop, but instead it was ruined. It would be too late to replant. 
So the result would cause severe damage. 

Still, one wonders at the justice of what Samson did. He punished 
all the people for what had been done by his father-in-law. He said he 
would be blameless (verse 3), but the only way this could be would be as 
an act of war. His expression also makes one wonder if he realized he 
had borne some responsibility for the earlier conflict. 

Some commentators are bothered by the cruelty that Samson’s act 
would cause the foxes to suffer. Yet strangely enough, the same 
commentators say nothing at all about the fact that Samson had killed 
thirty apparently innocent people to pay off his wager to his companions 
from his wedding feast. In these stories lots of people suffered who 
appear to be simply bystanders, yet people get all bent out of shape 
because the animals suffered! 

15:6 – The Philistines retaliated against Samson’s wife and 
father-in-law by burning them with fire. 

When the Philistines investigated who had been responsible for 
destroying the crops, they were told that Samson did it because his 
father-in-law had given his wife to another man. The Philistines 
responded by burning his wife and her father with fire. 

What a strange sense of justice these people had! Of course, the 
father-in-law had done wrong by giving Samson’s wife to another man. 
And Samson had just cause to be upset. But instead of punishing his 
father-in-law, he punished all the people in the area. Then instead of 
punishing Samson for what he had done, the Philistines punished his 
wife and her father!  

So in the end, Samson’s wife and her father – both of whom 
certainly deserved to be punished – received severe punishment. But 
this happened at the hands of their countrymen, not of Samson. And the 
penalty was extremely severe: they both were burned with fire. People in 
those days surely seemed to be quick to burn other people up.  

Remember that this is the punishment that Samson’s companions 
had threatened to bring upon his wife at the wedding feast unless she 
revealed to them Samson’s riddle (14:15). So, she abused her 
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relationship with Samson to manipulate him to find out his secret. And 
here she ended up suffering the same consequence anyway. 

15:7,8 – Then Samson took vengeance on them with a 
great slaughter. Then he went and dwelt in the cleft of a rock. 

So then it was Samson’s turn to take vengeance. This time he 
apparently did take vengeance on the people that had slain his wife. The 
only details we are told is that he attacked them with a great slaughter. 
Evidently many people were killed, but we are given no details. 

Then he determined to retire from the conflict. But he apparently 
needed some place to live that would be safe. So he lived in the cleft of 
the rock of Etam. Some commentators believe this was a cave in an area 
close by Samson’s hometown but in Israelite territory. 

15:9-20 – The Israelites delivered Samson to the Philistines, 
and he won a great victory. 

15:9-11 – The Philistines came to arrest Samson, so three 
thousand men of Judah confronted him about what he had 
done. 

This time the Philistines determined to take their vengeance against 
Samson himself. So they came to the territory of Judah with apparently 
a large force. When the people of Judah asked why they had come, they 
said they had come to arrest Samson and to punish him for what he had 
done to them. At least this time they were seeking to punish the one who 
had done the damage, instead of someone else. 

So, Judah sent three thousand men to the cleft of the rock where 
Samson was staying. They confronted him with the fact the Philistines 
ruled over them, and they asked him what he had done. He said he had 
done to them as they had done to him. 

Notice that it is clearly stated here that the people of Judah realized 
that the Philistines ruled over them. As discussed earlier, there seemed 
to be an uneasy sort of peace between the nations, but it was recognized 
that the Philistines had the dominance. So much was this true that even 
with three thousand men, the people of Judah were not willing to oppose 
the Philistines or even to protect Samson.  

Despite all of his efforts, the people of Judah left Samson to act 
alone and were unwilling to stand up in opposition to the Philistines. In 
fact, in this case we will see that they themselves even turned Samson 
over to the Philistines rather than oppose them. 

Samson said that he had done to them as they had done to him. As 
already discussed, he seemed to have a strange sense of justice. 
Nevertheless, God used his efforts to help deliver the people of Israel 
from the Philistine domination. 

We are told that these events occurred at a place called Lehi. Lehi 
means jawbone. Apparently it was named this after the event recorded 
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in the following verses in which Samson used the jawbone to achieve 
victory over the Philistines. 

15:12,13 – When the men of Judah came, he made them 
promise they would not kill him, but they bound him with 
ropes and delivered him to the Philistines. 

The men of Judah explained that they wanted to arrest Samson and 
deliver him to the Philistines. We have no idea whether they understood 
his power to fight the Philistines, but it appears a very cowardly act to 
deliver Samson to his enemies rather than attempt to protect him. 

Samson was willing to agree to be delivered to the Philistines, so 
long as the people of Judah promised that they themselves would not 
harm him. When they promised that they would not kill him, he allowed 
them to bind him with two new ropes and bring him to the Philistines. 
Doubtless he knew that the ropes would not hold him, and he was 
perfectly willing to fight the Philistines so long as he did not need to fight 
his own people too. 

15:14-17 – Samson broke the ropes from his arms, found 
the jawbone of a donkey, and with it killed a thousand men. 

When Samson was delivered to the Philistines, they came shouting 
against him. No doubt they believed they had won a great victory in 
capturing him and expected to punish him however they would. 
However, they apparently forgot the other times that he had been bound 
unsuccessfully. 

The Spirit of the Lord came upon Samson and he broke the ropes 
like flax melting before fire. He found a fresh jawbone of a donkey and 
used it as a weapon to kill one thousand men. We are not told how many 
Philistines there were to begin with. Obviously there were many if he 
killed one thousand of them. Presumably the rest fled in fear when they 
saw their enemy was no longer bound and they could not prevail against 
him. 

Samson made up a little poem commemorating how he had used 
the jawbone of a donkey to make heaps upon heaps – that is he had slain 
one thousand men. He appears to have been fond of making these little 
poems or proverbial statements. As he had done with the lion that he 
killed, so he commemorated his victory in this case. Apparently the 
words “donkey” and “heap” make a play on words in the Hebrew 
language. 

He then threw away the jawbone and named the place where he 
accomplished the victory, calling it Ramath Lehi. This name means the 
height of a jawbone. 
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15:18-20 – Samson was then very thirsty and called to the 
Lord. God made water come forth so that Samson could drink 
and revive. 

After this great battle with its severe effort, Samson was so thirsty 
that he cried out to the Lord. He gave credit to the Lord for his great 
victory. This may be the first time in the record that he directly 
acknowledged that the victory was by the power of the Lord rather than 
by his own power. He then asked the Lord if he was going to die of thirst 
and in the end the Philistines would have victory over him after all. 

The Lord then made water come forth from a hollow place in Lehi. 
Samson drank, his spirit returned, and he revived. We are not told 
exactly where or how God made this water come forth. There is some 
variation in the translations. 

Once again Samson gives a name to the place where this event 
occurred. He called it En Hakkore, which is said to be in Lehi. En 
Hakkore means “the well of the one who called” – that is, God had made 
the water come from the place in response to Samson’s call. 

Finally, we are told that Samson judged Israel twenty years in the 
days the Philistines. We are given no details about the nature of his role 
as a judge. The people appeared to have little or no respect for his 
leadership, so one wonders how similar the role was to that of other 
judges.  

In any case, the next chapter tells of his final years. 
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Judges 16 

Chap. 16 – Samson’s Downfall, Capture, and Death 

16:1-3 – When Samson visited a harlot in Gaza, the men laid 
an ambush. But Samson lifted the city gate and gateposts 
and carried them off. 

In Samson’s next exploit, we are told that he visited a harlot in Gaza. 
Gaza was one of the main cities of the Philistines (see map). So 
Samson’s incredible attraction toward Philistine women continued. 

The immorality of Samson’s conduct 

Some commentators have attempted to defend Samson that he was 
justified in most of all that he had done up to this point. But in this 
situation, as he consorted with a harlot, his conduct is so indefensible 
that few commentators dare to defend him here. His relationship with a 
harlot – and a Philistine at that – is clearly wrong, regardless of how you 
view his other conduct.  

But if this is so, then it becomes more reasonable to believe that 
other things he did may also have been wrong. I can only conclude that 
the reason he is included in Hebrews 11 as a hero of faith is for the good 
he did, not for the bad. And we can hope that he repented, especially 
later as he suffered for his misconduct. 

Such events demonstrate how a man of great physical strength and 
ability may at the same time have serious weaknesses morally and 
spiritually. Far too many men lack the willpower to resist the 
temptations of a beautiful woman. Solomon warns of this at great length 
in Proverbs chapters 5 through 7. We will see that this weakness became 
the cause of Samson’s eventual downfall, which may in fact have 
occasioned the lessons that he needed to learn. 

Samson’s escape from the ambush 

Somehow the men of the city of Gaza learned of Samson’s presence 
with the harlot. We are not told how they learned. It is possible that his 
visits to her were repeated and so became known. Or, considering the 
way Samson was treated by other Philistine women, it is not 
unreasonable to conclude that the harlot informed the men of the city of 
Samson’s presence. In any case, somehow they knew. 

The men determined to use the opportunity to kill Samson. So, they 
surrounded the place, waited at the gate of the city, remained quiet, and 
determined to kill him in the morning when it was light. I am not sure of 
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the logic of their strategy, but they apparently thought that they had 
eliminated all avenues for him to escape. (The references to “all night” 
apparently refer to their intentions. Since it did not work out that way, 
they apparently did not end up staying there all night.) 

Apparently Samson became aware of the ambush. In any case, he 
did not wait till morning to leave. Instead, he arose at midnight, went to 
the city gate, picked it up on his shoulders – doors, gateposts, bar, and 
all – and walked away with it all the way to the hill facing Hebron. 
Probably the reason that he lifted the gate and all was that the men of 
the city had locked it in order to prevent him from leaving. They no doubt 
assumed that, since the gate was locked, he could not escape that way. 

One wonders why the men of the city did not attempt to stop him 
when he left. Perhaps they could not see him in the dark until it was too 
late (which may explain why they wanted to wait till the morning when 
it was light to attack him). Or perhaps they may have relaxed their vigil, 
thinking that he could not escape through a locked gate or that he would 
not attempt to leave till the morning. Or perhaps they actually witnessed 
his escape but were so amazed at his demonstration of strength that they 
were afraid to attempt to stop him. In any case, his action so upset their 
strategy that he escaped. 

Such strength is incredible. Not only would this have been an 
incredible amount of weight to lift, but the distance he carried it was 
amazing. It is unclear whether he carried it to a hill overlooking Hebron, 
a distance of nearly forty miles. Or, the reference to the hill that “faces” 
Hebron may simply indicate that the hill was in the direction of Hebron, 
not all the way there. In any case it was an amazing feat. This is simply 
another evidence of the amazing ability that God had given Samson. 

16:4-22 – Delilah tricked Samson into revealing the source of 
his strength 

16:4,5 – Samson loved a woman named Delilah, but the 
Philistines hired her to reveal to them the source of his 
strength so they could overpower him. 

Once again, having not learned the lesson from his previous 
experiences, Samson fell in love with another evil woman. Her name was 
Delilah, and she lived in the valley of Sorek. The evil of this woman, as 
revealed in the subsequent story, properly ranks her with Jezebel among 
the most evil women in the Bible. 

Sorek was located just south of Samson’s hometown in Zorah (see 
map). The account does not specifically say that she was a Philistine, 
but she surely acted like one. Samson had revealed the secret of his 
riddle because of the enticements of a woman. One would think that he 
would learn, but instead he allowed a woman to entice him to reveal the 
secret of his strength. 
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It is not clear exactly what relationship Samson had with Delilah. 
The first Philistine woman he had married. The next affair that we read 
about was a rendezvous with a harlot. Whether or not Samson and 
Delilah were married is not clear. However, there is no mention of a 
marriage, and it seems that it would have been mentioned had he 
married her. In any case, this relationship was either immoral or foolish, 
and it led to his downfall. 

The Philistines had tried almost every imaginable means to learn 
how to defeat Samson. Finally they discovered his one great weakness. 
The lords of the Philistines made an agreement with Delilah to find out 
the source of his great strength and how he could be overpowered. Then 
they promised that each one of them would pay her eleven hundred 
pieces of silver – a total of fifty-five hundred pieces of silver, since there 
were five lords.  

This was a strong temptation. And Delilah’s love for money far 
exceeded whatever love she may have had for Samson. It is not entirely 
clear that Delilah believed they would kill Samson. They simply said they 
wanted to overpower him, bind him, and afflict him. And, as it turns out, 
they did not kill them. Nevertheless, she proves herself a most despicable 
woman. 

Of course, there was some risk in this for Delilah herself. The first 
woman that had a relationship with him had died at the hands of her 
own people. Samson was clearly a dangerous man. But she seemed quite 
convinced that the reward was worth the risk. Not even the risk 
combined with whatever affection she may have had for Samson was 
sufficient reason to her to do right. 

16:6-9 – At Delilah’s urging, Samson said he could be 
bound with seven fresh bowstrings. But when the Philistines 
tried it, he broke the strings easily.  

So Delilah attempted to use her wiles to get Samson to tell her the 
source of his strength so he could be bound. Now a man with much 
intelligence should have known that there was no good reason to give 
such information to a woman like Delilah. What good reason could she 
have for wanting such information?  

Nevertheless, Samson decided to play games and told her that he 
could be bound with seven fresh bowstrings, not yet dried. If so, he 
would become weak like any other man. So, of course, the Philistines 
brought the bowstrings, and Delilah herself bound him with them. 

Then it just happened that Philistine men were lying in wait in her 
room. Delilah said that that Philistines were on Samson, but he broke 
the bowstrings like they were yarn being touched by fire. Obviously, he 
escaped, perhaps with some harm to the Philistines. But any case, the 
secret of his strength was not known. 

So now we have Samson involved in lies and deceit. Some may 
reason that a woman like Delilah did not deserve to be told the truth. But 
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the fact is that Samson should not have played games with her. He 
should have simply told her that he did not discuss the secret of his 
strength with anyone, and he should have refused to ever discuss the 
subject with her. 

16:10-12 – At Delilah’s next attempt, Samson said he could 
be bound with new ropes. But when Delilah bound him, he 
broke them like thread. 

Delilah then said that Samson had mocked her and told her lies, 
which of course was true. But it is infuriating to see a conniving, deceitful 
woman like Delilah accusing other people of being deceitful. But such is 
common among wicked people. It is amazing how often the people who 
are most guilty of a sin can be the quickest to accuse other people of that 
same sin! 

She urged him once again to tell him how he could be bound. And 
once again he foolishly attempted to play games with her. He told her 
that if he was bound with new ropes that had never been used, he would 
become weak like any other man. 

So of course, Delilah bound him with new ropes and said the 
Philistines were upon him. And the men who were lying in wait, staying 
in the room, then attempted to capture him. But he broke the ropes off 
his arms like they were thread. So again he escaped. (Apparently the 
Philistines had forgotten that this method had been tried unsuccessfully 
before.) 

Now Samson may have been a man of amazing strength, but it 
appears that intellectually he was not necessarily the sharpest knife in 
the drawer! After the first attempt in which he had been bound with 
bowstrings, surely he should have known what Delilah was up to. 

When his wife had revealed his riddle to the Philistines, he knew 
quite clearly who was guilty. In this case, how could he have been bound 
with bowstrings then with ropes and attacked by the Philistines unless 
Delilah had revealed what he had told her about his strength? Especially 
since it was not true, who else would have told them? 

No doubt he was so blinded by her attractions that he enjoyed her 
companionship despite the danger. And most likely by this point 
Samson was becoming overconfident. He had escaped so many times 
from plots against him by the Philistines that perhaps he thought he 
could always escape no matter what. Perhaps he even enjoyed playing 
mind games with Delilah. Nevertheless, the game was extremely 
dangerous since he might eventually be enticed to reveal the truth, as 
eventually did happen.  
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16:13,14 – Next Samson said he could be bound if seven 
locks of his hair were weaved by a loom. But when she tried, 
he simply pulled out the batten. 

So again Delilah accused Samson of having mocked her and lied to 
her. She asked him again how he could be bound. And foolishly he 
continued to play the game. He said that he could be bound if she would 
weave the seven locks of his head into the web of a loom.  

It is not clear to me exactly how this would be done, and apparently 
there is some uncertainty even as to the proper translation. The 
Waldrons think that perhaps Samson’s hair was woven into the cloth on 
the loom so that the cloth was fastened to his hair. In any case, obviously 
Delilah understood. And she wove his hair with the batten of a loom and 
said that the Philistines were upon him. But he pulled out the batten and 
obviously once again escaped. 

Now this round of the conflict adds some interesting items. First, it 
becomes obvious that Samson knew Delilah was the one binding him 
each time. He told her that she could weave the locks of his head and he 
could be bound. So apparently he knew that she was the one attempting 
to bind him each time. If so, it was increasingly foolish for him to 
continue talking with her about it, let alone even seeing her. 

Furthermore, it becomes obvious that she was doing these things to 
him when he was asleep. The account says that he awoke from his sleep. 
So apparently, she would lull him to sleep with her wiles, then attempt 
to use whatever he had suggested to bind him. 

And notice that he was getting dangerously close to the truth. He 
was beginning to discuss his hair, and in fact what he told her would only 
have worked because his hair was so long. The danger became greater as 
the foolishness increased. 

16:15-20 – Delilah pestered Samson till he told her he 
would become weak if his hair was shaved. She shaved his 
head and the Philistines captured him. 

After three failures, Delilah continued to pester Samson to tell her 
the truth about his strength. Finally he became so vexed that he told her 
he was a Nazirite and no razor had ever come upon his head. If his hair 
was shaved, he would become weak like any other man.  

This time she realized that he had told her the truth, so she called 
the lords of the Philistines to come up to capture him and to bring the 
money to pay her. She lulled Samson to sleep and had a man come and 
shave off the locks of his hair. Then she began to torment him saying that 
the Philistines were upon him. 

Samson awoke and assumed that he could safely escape as he had 
the other times. But he did not understand, as he should have 
understood, that his strength was gone because he had violated his vow 
and the Lord had departed from him. What a sad commentary about the 
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life of a man who had so much opportunity to do good for the Lord: the 
Lord had departed from him! 

After all Delilah had done, what a foolish thing to do to tell her the 
truth! Samson’s weakness for women had finally caught up with him. He 
had toyed with danger so many times and even sinned at times, and 
finally he committed the sin for which the advantage of his strength was 
removed. 

And who can possibly describe in words the cruel wickedness of a 
woman like Delilah who would so heartlessly pretend to love a man, but 
then deliver him to his enemies to be tormented? 

The real source of Samson’s strength 

Samson had amazing strength as long as his hair remained uncut. 
As soon as it was cut, he lost his strength. But who would think that his 
hair was itself the source of his strength? Surely any honest Bible student 
would recognize that the source of the strength was the power of God 
Himself. The hair was just a condition that Samson had to meet in order 
for God to give him strength. 

The New Testament likewise teaches that baptism is an essential 
condition in order to receive forgiveness by the blood of Jesus Christ. See 
Mark 16:15,16; Acts 2:38; 22:16; Romans 6:3,4; Galatians 3:27; 1 Peter 
3:21.  

When we teach that baptism is necessary, some people respond that 
this cannot be correct because there is no power in water or in the act of 
immersion to remove sins. And of course, it is true that there is no power 
in the act of baptism itself to remove sins, just like there was no power 
in Samson’s hair to give him strength. The strength is the power of God, 
but it is conditional.  

Just as Samson had to meet the condition in order to have God’s 
strength, so people today must meet the condition of baptism in order to 
receive forgiveness. When Samson met the condition, he had strength 
from God. When he failed to meet the condition, he lost the strength. 
Likewise, the power to forgive sins is in the blood of Jesus Christ. Those 
who want to receive that forgiveness must meet the condition of 
baptism. 

16:21,22 – The Philistines put out Samson’s eyes and made 
him labor in prison. But meanwhile the hair of his head began 
to grow again. 

The Philistines decided not to kill Samson. Instead, they gouged out 
his eyes and brought him to a prison in Gaza. There they bound him with 
bronze fetters and made him work at grinding. Animals and slaves were 
often used to operate the mills that ground the grains. It would have been 
a humiliating and incredibly boring task. But apparently Samson still 
had enough strength that they thought they could use him and make fun 
of him by having him grind like the animals or slaves would. 
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However, his hair, which had been shaved, now began to grow 
again. The Waldrons state that this would indicate that Samson had 
renewed his Nazirite vow. Perhaps the Philistines thought that he was 
no longer dangerous now that he was blind. Or perhaps they thought his 
strength, once removed, would not return. In any case, they appeared to 
be unconcerned about his hair.  

But a child of God, who has lost God’s favor by disobedience, can be 
restored by repentance and obedience and prayer. It appears to me that 
Samson had much time to meditate on his errors as he ground in that 
prison. The fact that he allowed his hair to grow again and the fact that 
he prayed to God both may indicate that he truly repented and humbled 
himself before God. In any case, we will see that, when he prayed to God 
to restore his strength, God answered. And Samson is listed in Hebrews 
11 as a hero of faith. 

See Acts 8:22; Matthew 6:12; 21:28-32; 2 Corinthians 7:10; 1 John 
1:8-10; Proverbs 28:13. 

16:23-31 – The death of Samson in which he slew many 
Philistines  

16:23-25 – The Philistines offered sacrifice and rejoiced 
that their god had delivered Samson into their hands. They 
had Samson perform for their enjoyment. 

Some time later, we are not told when, the Philistine leaders 
planned a great sacrifice to worship their god Dagon. They gave Dagon 
credit for having delivered Samson into their hands. They praised him 
because Samson had destroyed their land and caused many deaths. 

As they rejoiced and made merry, they called for Samson to come 
from the prison and perform for them. We are not told exactly what they 
expected him to do, but just seeing their enemy shackled and defeated 
would give them enjoyment. We are told they had him stand between the 
pillars of the temple. 

It is sad to see how people so willfully and repeatedly turn from the 
evidence of the true God. When Samson had defeated them repeatedly 
in battle, had they recognized the weakness of their own god to protect 
them? Had they given credit to the true God of Israel? But now that 
Samson had been defeated by their conniving bribery and trickery and 
by his own folly, they chose to give credit to Dagon. It apparently never 
occurred to them to believe that the result was a punishment from the 
true God because Samson had sinned. 

Likewise, people today often stubbornly refuse to appreciate the 
evidence for the true God of the Bible. Despite the clear evidence of 
fulfilled prophecy, eyewitness testimony of miracles, and the 
resurrection of Jesus, many people are determined to try to explain away 
the evidence and deny the Bible is the word of God. The evidence is clear, 
but we must have honest hearts to have a true faith. 
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On the other hand, it is sad to see how Samson’s foolish conduct 
gave the Philistines opportunity to praise their false god. The Bible often 
warns us that our conduct, good or bad, reflects on God. In particular, 
when those who profess to be the people of God do not live upright lives, 
it gives people opportunity to belittle God and His laws. As we have seen, 
the people who do this are sadly mistaken. But it is shameful when God’s 
people act in such a way as to give others opportunity to criticize God 
and His works. 

For passages on the importance of our influence, see 2 Samuel 
12:14; 1 Timothy 4:12; Matthew 5:13-16; 18:6,7; Titus 2:7,8; 1 Peter 
2:11,12; 2 Corinthians 6:3; 8:20,21; 1 Corinthians 8:9-13; 10:23-33; 
Romans 16:17. 

16:26-28 – Samson asked to lean on the pillars supporting 
the roof that held thousands of Philistines. He prayed for 
strength that he could take vengeance. 

As earlier recorded, Samson’s hair had begun to grow. I would like 
to believe that at the same time his humility and his trust in God also 
had grown. A lad apparently led him by the hand, and he asked the lad 
to lead him to the pillars that supported the temple so he could lean on 
them. 

This was a great feast being celebrated in the temple by men and 
women. Some three thousand of them, including all the Philistine lords, 
were on the roof watching Samson. So, Samson turned to God in prayer 
and asked for his strength to be restored just one time so he would have 
strength to take vengeance on the Philistines for his eyes. 

Notice that Samson was now willing to give God the credit for being 
the source of his strength. Surely he realized that he lost his strength 
because of his disobedience. He knew he needed the blessing of God for 
the strength to return. So he humbly prayed to God to restore his 
strength.  

16:29-31 – When Samson pushed on the two pillars, the 
temple collapsed so it fell on the Philistines and on Samson, 
killing more than he had killed in his life. 

Samson then braced himself between the two pillars of the temple 
and pushed on them with all his might. He said that he would die with 
the Philistines. The temple then fell on the Philistine lords and the 
people, so that they died with him. Those who died with him at his death 
were more than he had killed in his life. Samson’s life ended tragically, 
and yet it was a victory for him in his battle against the Philistines. 

Some have thought that Samson’s death was a suicide, but I would 
dispute that. It is true that he chose to die, but he died as an act of war 
in a battle against his enemies. He did not die as a typical suicide, who 
simply no longer wanted to live anymore. He died as a means of 
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destroying many of his enemies. Soldiers often die in battle, at times 
even knowing they almost certainly will die. So it was with Samson. 

His brothers and his father’s household came and took his body and 
buried it in the tomb of his father Manoah. He had judged Israel twenty 
years.  

It is interesting to notice that Samson had relatives, including even 
brothers. Remember that his parents had been childless until he was 
born. So, as was the case with Samuel’s parents, apparently Samson’s 
parents had other children after he was born. Yet there is no evidence 
that any of them ever helped him in any of his conflicts with the 
Philistines. His battles with the Philistines had been almost entirely 
conducted individually. 

Archaeological note on Dagon’s temple 

In an article in the Winter, 2005, issue of Bible and Spade, John 
Roskoski points out that many skeptics have doubted the validity of the 
accounts of Samson, especially of his death. But he summarizes evidence 
that the Bible description of the temple in Gaza fits what archaeologists 
have found in this region from about this time of history. The temple 
roof was supported by two pillars, just as described here. If those two 
pillars were dislodged, the roof would collapse upon the temple exactly 
as described in the account in Judges. 
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Judges 17 

Chap. 17,18 – Micah, His Idols, and 
the Danites 

Chap. 17 – Micah’s Shrine for Idol Worship 

The remaining chapters of the book of Judges center around two 
main series of events that occurred during the period of the judges. They 
do not focus on the life of any particular judge; in fact we are not told 
who served as judge during these events. It is almost certain that they 
are not in historical order compared to the record of the judges stated in 
the previous chapters. Some have speculated as to when they occur in 
the period the judges, but we are not told. 

Perhaps the stories are included in the book to give us an idea of 
some of the terrible tragedies that occurred during this period because 
the people departed so far from the teachings of the word of God.  

17:1,2 – A man named Micah stole 1100 shekels of silver from 
his mother but then returned the money. 

The story begins when we are introduced to a man named Micah 
who lived in the mountains of Ephraim. He had stolen 1100 shekels of 
silver from his mother. As result, she pronounced a curse, which he had 
overheard. The language sounds as though the curse was placed on the 
money, but in any case the effect of the curse would be upon whoever 
had stolen the money. 

Micah confessed that he had stolen the money and returned it to his 
mother. Some have speculated that he returned it because of his fear of 
the curse, which may or may not have been the case. His mother 
responded by overcoming her anger that the money was stolen, and then 
pronounced a blessing on her son for having returned it. 

This beginning of the story leaves us with a rather unfavorable 
impression of both Micah and his mother. First, Micah is a thief who 
steals a significant amount of money from his own mother, although he 
returns it. His mother pronounces a curse on others. We will see as the 
story proceeds that in fact neither of them are spiritually admirable. 
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17:3,4 – Micah’s mother said that she had dedicated the 
money to make a carved image. Then she offered to give 
the money back to Micah but took two hundred shekels 
to make an idol.  

Having received the money back, the mother claimed that she had 
wholly dedicated it to the Lord for her son, and that she intended to use 
it to make a carved image and a molded image. Since Micah had returned 
it, she offered to give it back to him. 

Notice the incredible lack of faithfulness in Micah’s mother. She 
said she had dedicated the silver to the Lord, then she said she intended 
to make idols from it! So, her concept of dedication to the Lord was to 
violate two of the most fundamental commands of God in the Ten 
Commandments. She intended to make a graven image and to worship 
another god. Similar incredibly contradictory concepts of serving God 
continue throughout the story. 

So, she took two hundred shekels of silver to the silversmith to have 
him make it into a carved image and a molded image. These she gave to 
Micah who kept them in his house. So, while she claimed originally that 
she intended to use it all for that purpose, in the end she used only two 
hundred shekels. Honesty does not appear to be her strong suit. But in 
any case she clearly is disobedient to God’s teachings against idolatry. 

And Micah is little better than his mother, since he chose to accept 
the idols and keep them in his own house. 

17:5,6 – Micah made a shrine and an ephod to worship the 
idols, and consecrated his son as priest. Everyone in 
those days did what was right in his own eyes. 

Having received the idols from his mother, Micah made them his 
household idols. He made a shrine and an ephod with which to worship 
them. (See notes on Judges 8:27 regarding ephods.) And then he took 
one of his own sons and dedicated him as priest to serve in the worship. 

This shows us how completely corrupt Micah himself was in his own 
understanding and devotion to the word of God. God had clearly 
forbidden idolatry, especially the making of carved images. This was 
often forbidden in the law, including the Ten Commandments. And of 
course, idolatry is still forbidden today.  

This illustrates for us the concept of household gods, which are 
often mentioned in other Old Testament passages. Apparently people 
had images in their own homes which they used for purposes of their 
own worship. 

See Deuteronomy 4:19; 5:7-9; 17:2-5; 2 Kings 21:1-6; 23:4,5; 1 
Corinthians 6:9-11; 10:7,14; 2 Corinthians 6:16-18; Galatians 5:19-21; 1 
John 5:21. 

Furthermore, Micah had dedicated his own son to serve as priest. 
This was also a clear violation of the Old Testament law. The son was 
evidently not of the tribe of Levi. But priests under the old law not only 
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had to be Levites, but they had to be descendants of Aaron and meet 
many other requirements as well.  

It follows from the Old Testament teaching that an individual could 
not just ordain his own personal priest. Priests had to be dedicated 
according to Old Testament rules and had to offer their sacrifices at the 
tabernacle. See Numbers 3:10; 1 Kings 13:33. All these clear Bible 
teachings were simply ignored by Micah. 

We are then told there no king in Israel and every man did what was 
right in his own eyes. This statement is repeated several times in the 
remaining part of the book. See Judges 18:1; 19:1; 21:25. In 
Deuteronomy 12:8, Moses had expressly told the people not to simply do 
what was right in their own eyes. 

The expression is clearly intended to condemn the sinful practices 
of the people. On the other hand, the fact that there was no king had been 
the plan of God all along. The point appears to mean that there was no 
one to enforce the law on the people. Nevertheless, the intent had been 
for the priests to fill this role. It appears that the priests had become lax 
in their duties, or the people were ignoring the priests, or both. 

In any case, it always leads to a sad state of affairs when people do 
what they think is right rather than following the word of the Lord. 

17:7,8 – A young Levite from Bethlehem traveled to the 
mountains of Ephraim and came to the house of Micah. 

Sometime later, after Micah had built a shrine for his idols, he 
received a visit from a Levite. This young man had come from Bethlehem 
in Judea, which of course was later the birthplace of Jesus. But it was not 
a Levite city. The young man’s name was Jonathan – 18:30. 

So, the Levite was staying in Bethlehem, but decided to travel 
around and see if he could find someplace where he preferred to live. 
Although he was a Levite, he does not appear to have had any particular 
Levitical duties. Perhaps this is an indication of the disorganized state of 
the nation during these days. It also may have left him without any 
financial support, which may explain why he began to travel in order to 
find useful employment.  

In his travels he came to the mountains of Ephraim and eventually 
to the house of Micah.  

17:9,10 – Micah invited the young man to serve as priest to 
him, and he would provide him with financial support. 

When Micah asked the young man where he came from, Jonathan 
stated his circumstances as described in verses 7,8. Because the man was 
a Levite, Micah asked him to live with him and serve as a priest and 
father (spiritual teacher and adviser) to him. He promised that he would 
provide the man’s needs, clothing and sustenance, plus 10 shekels a year 
in silver. So the Levite agreed to stay. 
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So here we learn that, not only Micah, but also the Levite Jonathan, 
showed no respect for the law of God regarding priests. As we have 
studied on verse 5, one was not qualified to serve as a priest just because 
he was a Levite. He also had to be a descendant of Aaron and have other 
qualifications. Furthermore, a man did not just set up his own priests, 
but the determination had to be made by God according to His law. 

So Micah worshiped idols, and set up a priest of his own initiative, 
ignoring the laws of God. And Jonathan, though he was a Levite, also 
disrespected God and agreed to serve as a priest. 

17:11-13 – The Levite dwelt with Micah and became his priest. 
So Micah was convinced the Lord would bless him 
because he had a Levite as a priest. 

So Jonathan agreed to live with Micah and actually became like a 
son to him. Micah consecrated him as a priest, and was convinced that 
the Lord would now bless him because he had a Levite as his priest. 

Lessons about the danger of partial obedience 

Because Micah obeyed certain select commands of God, he was sure 
God would bless him despite his flagrant violation of other more basic 
commands. His error is so obvious that it would almost be humorous, if 
it were not so serious and tragic. 

God requires complete obedience. Matthew 4:4 – Man should live 
by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God. It is not enough 
just to keep certain commands of God and ignore others. True obedience 
requires accepting all that God says and changing our lives to please 
Him.  

Consider how people today are similar to Micah.  
Some people justify friends or loved ones who make no efforts to 

even claim to be Christians.  
They say things like:  
“Whether a person is a Hindu, Muslim, Buddhist, or Jew doesn’t 

matter. All that matters is that people are religiously devout and try to 
do good.”  

Or, “My mother (or relative) didn’t worship God or even believe in 
God, but she treated her family right and helped other people. So, I just 
can’t bring myself to believe she could be lost.”  

Or, “Why do I need to be a church member, as long as I live a good 
moral life and am generous to others?” 

So, they defend people as being right before God, even when those 
people make no profession to believe in Jesus or to follow the Bible. 

Likewise, members of so-called Christian denominations will 
sometimes justify people who profess to believe in the Bible but clearly 
are not following it. 

They say things like,  
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“It doesn’t matter what church you attend, as long as you believe in 
God.” 

Or, “What difference does it make how you worship God, as long as 
you are sincere and have a good conscience?” 

Or, “Baptism is not necessary; just believe in Jesus and accept Him 
as your Savior.”  

So, they justify people who disobey Scripture as long as they obey 
some principles that these people believe to be the most important. 

But even in churches of Christ, some members may think:  
“I’ve been baptized, so I’m saved,” even if they make little effort to 

be active in the church. 
Or, “I study my Bible at home,” even though they miss many church 

meetings for frivolous reasons. 
Or, “I come on Sunday morning and take the Lord's Supper,” even 

though they miss the other meetings when they could come. 
Or, “The church where I go worships just like the Bible says,” but it 

also participates in unscriptural works or organizations. 
Or, “I attend a church that teaches and practices only what the Bible 

teaches,” yet their personal life is worldly and maybe they mistreat their 
family. 

All these and other examples show that people today are often much 
like Micah. They pick out certain things they think are important, and 
those may be things that the Bible really does teach. But then they 
conclude they are spiritually safe despite the other Bible teachings that 
they are clearly violating. 

Acts 3:22,23 – We must listen to Jesus in all things whatever He 
teaches. 

Matthew 28:20 – Jesus wants people to be taught to observe all 
things He has commanded. 

James 2:10 – If we keep the whole law and offend in one point, we 
are still guilty. 

Yes, we all do sin at times, and all need forgiveness by the death of 
Jesus. But when we sin, we need to repent and change. Do not be like 
Micah and think you are justified because you emphasize a few Bible 
teachings while ignoring other Bible teachings. 

Do you realize your need for forgiveness by the blood of Jesus? Are 
you living faithfully in all things? 
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Judges 18 

Chap. 18 - The Danites, Micah’s Gods, and the Capture of 
Laish 

18:1,2 – Since they could not capture their inheritance, the 
people of Dan sent five spies to find a place to dwell. They 
came to the house of Micah in Ephraim. 

Once again we are told that there was no king in Israel. See notes on 
17:6. 

Other passages have recorded the fact that the tribe of Dan had been 
unable to capture the inheritance that had been allotted to them during 
the lifetime of Joshua. That inheritance was on the border of Judah next 
to the territory of the Philistines. They had lacked the faith in God and 
the strength to take and hold the territory. See Judges 1:34,35; Joshua 
19:41-47. 

So there were men of the territory of Zorah and Eshtaol who 
determined to find a better location to dwell in. These cities, you will 
recall, were the area where Samson had lived, since he also had been of 
the tribe of Dan (13:2,25).  

Five spies were sent to go through the land and find a place where 
the people of Dan could dwell. As they traveled, they went to the 
mountains of Ephraim and by chance came to the house of Micah and 
lodged there. 

18:3,4 – At the house of Micah, they recognized the Levite. At 
their inquiry, he explained to them how he had come to 
live with Micah. 

As the spies visited at the home of Micah, they recognized the voice 
of the Levite. We are not told how they recognized his voice. Perhaps 
what they recognized was, not him personally, but rather his accent that 
may have identified him as being from the territory of Judah, which was 
closer to Dan. 

In any case, they began to ask him questions about how he got there 
and what he was doing there. So, of course, he explained to them the 
events, as related in chapter 17, how he had come to Micah and had been 
hired to serve as his priest. 
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18:5,6 – The Danites asked the Levite whether they would 
prosper in their purpose. He assured them that the Lord 
would be with them. 

Since the Levite was a priest of sorts – obviously a counterfeit priest 
as discussed in chapter 17 – the spies asked him to inquire about the 
success of their journey. In other words, would they prosper in their 
effort to find a place for the people of Dan to live? The so-called priest 
told them to go in peace. In other words, they should have ease of mind, 
because he assured them that God would be with them and prosper them 
in their purpose.  

Now of course, being only a fake priest, he did not really know what 
would happen. But that does not stop false teachers. Many 
denominational preachers and television evangelists today preach as 
truth many things that they really cannot prove by Scripture whether 
they are or are not true. But they are being paid to serve as priests or 
teachers, so they convince themselves and others that they know what 
they are talking about. 

This event may seem to be simply incidental to the story of the men 
of Dan, but we will see that it becomes more significant as the story 
proceeds. 

18:7-10 – The five spies found Laish, a quiet and secure city 
with no ties to others. They reported to the people of Dan 
that they should go and possess it. 

As the men continued on their way, they found a city called Laish, 
to the far north of the Sea of Galilee (see map). These people lived in an 
area that was quiet and secure, far from the people of Sidon or anyone 
else who would defend them. There were no rulers in the area to be 
concerned about what happened to them.  

Apparently, the region actually belonged to people to their north, 
rather than to Israel to the south. However, it was isolated from the 
north by mountains. So, those in the north, who otherwise might have 
interest in the territory, would have difficulty protecting it; and the ties 
were so weak that they had little reason to defend it. 

So the spies returned to the people of Dan and, when asked to give 
their report, they described what they had found. They urged the people 
to go and possess the land since it was a good land and secure. There was 
no lack of anything they would want, and they were sure that God would 
give the land to them. 

Once again, as with Micah in chapter 17, we see people who 
professed to serve God and to seek His blessings. But we will see that 
they had little or no concern about actual obedience to His instructions. 
They wanted His blessings on their effort to capture the territory, but 
were completely unbothered by their disregard for His commands. 
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18:11-13 – Six hundred armed Danites traveled to the north to 
capture the territory that the spies had discovered. They 
came to the house of Micah. 

So, six hundred men from the people of Dan determined to attempt 
to capture the city of Laish that had been discovered by the spies. They 
went up armed with weapons of war and encamped in Kirjath Jearim in 
the territory of Judah. Verse 21 indicates that they brought their families 
with them, so that all together they made a rather substantial group. 
Nevertheless, it appears to be only a part of the whole tribe of Dan, since 
the number of soldiers in other censuses was much greater (see Numbers 
26:42,43). 

Kirjath Jearim was one of the Gibeonite cities that had surrendered 
to Joshua as recorded in Joshua chapter 9. (See a map.) The men of Dan 
made an encampment near the city, so they named the place of their 
encampment Mahaneh Dan, meaning simply the camp of Dan. 

As they continued in their journey, they passed through the 
mountains of Ephraim and came to the house of Micah, as had the spies 
before them. 

18:14-16 – The spies told the men of Dan about Micah’s idols, 
so they went to see the Levite at the house of Micah. 

When the people of Dan came to the house of Micah, the five men 
who had been spies told them about Micah’s idols and ephod. So they all 
went to the house of Micah, where they greeted the young Levite. The six 
hundred armed men stood by the entrance of the gate with their 
weapons of war. 

The purpose is implied, and is carried out in the following verses. 
However, the sad thing is that, if they were going to do anything at all, 
they should have punished Micah for his idolatry. Instead, we will see 
that they had an entirely different purpose in mind. 

18:17-20 – The men of Dan stole Micah’s images and ephod. 
When the Levite questioned them, they said it would be 
better for him to be a priest to a tribe than to one family. 
So the priest agreed to go with them. 

The spies then went into Micah’s house and took his images, idols, 
and ephod. The priest questioned them about what they were doing, and 
they encouraged him to come with them too. They said that he could be 
a father and a priest to their tribe, and asked him if that would not be 
better than being a priest to just one man’s household. So the priest 
gladly agreed, took the idols and ephod, and went with the men of Dan. 

The story is so disgusting that it is difficult to describe it seriously. 
In the first place, all the people of Israel should have condemned what 
Micah did and punished him. The law required that idolaters be put to 
death. So, it was bad enough that the people of Dan ignored Micah’s evil. 
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But worse yet, they wanted to participate in the idolatry by having the 
idols and the counterfeit priest for their own worship and service.  

And if all that was not bad enough, they obtained their objects of 
worship and spiritual devotion by stealing them all! In order to obtain 
the images they intended to use in order to violate the second of the Ten 
Commandments, they stole them in violation of the eighth 
commandment! How is that for spiritual and religious devotion? Such 
incredible callousness to the law of God is mind-boggling. 

But then consider the Levite. First of all, it was bad enough that he 
was willing to serve as a priest despite the fact that he clearly did not 
possess the qualifications required by the law. The law required one who 
would serve as a priest, without having proof that he was a descendant 
of Aaron, should be put to death. But this man agreed to serve as priest 
first to Micah and then later to the people of Dan.  

But in so doing, not only did he disregard the law about priests, but 
he completely disregarded his responsibilities to Micah. For all of his 
errors, Micah had been good to this Levite. Furthermore, the Levite had 
an agreement with Micah. He had contracted to serve as his priest. 
Ignoring all this, Levite not only turned his back on Micah, but 
cooperated in the theft of the idols and ephod! 

The whole story turns the stomach. 

18:21-24 – Micah and his neighbors pursued the men of Dan. 
When they overtook them, he accused them of stealing 
his gods and his priest. 

Having stolen Micah’s gods, ephod, and priest, the men of Dan 
departed. They put their children, livestock, and goods in front of the 
group. Presumably, this means that they expected a possible pursuit 
from Micah, which would come from the rear. So they wanted their men 
of war to be behind where they could confront whoever might pursue 
them. 

And sure enough, when the men of Dan had traveled a good 
distance, the men who lived in the houses near Micah came together and 
pursued the children of Dan. When they overtook them, the men of Dan 
asked Micah what ailed him that he gathered a company of people and 
pursued them. As if they did not know why he had pursued them! They 
stole his property and obviously arranged their group in such a way as to 
anticipate his pursuit, but then they pretended that they did not know 
what the problem was! 

So of course, Micah told them that they had taken his gods and his 
priest. To him it was as if they left him with nothing. This shows how 
attached people often become to the false religious worship that they 
have invented. Then he asked, under the circumstances, how could they 
ask him what ailed him? 
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18:25,26 – The men of Dan responded by simply threatening 
violence and even death to Micah. Realizing he could not 
defeat them, Micah returned home. 

The men of Dan did not bother to deny their theft and wickedness. 
They simply responded by doing even more wickedness. They told Micah 
to hush or angry men would fall upon him, and he and his household 
would lose their lives. In other words, they threatened violence and even 
death to Micah if he tried to do anything about the theft. Then they went 
casually on their way. 

So now the men of Dan were not only guilty of theft and the false 
religious worship of idolatry, but they were willing to commit the 
additional sins of violence and murder against those who opposed them. 
What gems of spiritual devotion these people were! No wonder God 
eventually determined that such corrupt people must be punished! 

Micah was left with no choice. He clearly saw that they were so 
strong that he could not defeat them. So he returned and went home. 

And consider the impressive strength of the idols in this case. Here 
they had been stolen by an act of incredible greed and selfishness, 
backed up by threats of violence and murder. Were these idols able to do 
anything about this? Did they even care about it? Of course, the answers 
to the questions are obvious. The idols were just hunks of metal. They 
had neither power, consciousness, nor will. They were counterfeit 
through and through, as was the worship that was offered to them. So 
why should Micah, the people of Dan, or anyone have any respect for 
them as gods? 

18:27-29 – The men of Dan proceeded to Laish and killed the 
people and burned the city. Then they rebuilt it and 
named it Dan after the father of their tribe. 

So, the men of Dan proceeded on their way having stolen Micah’s 
property and taken his priest. They came to the city of Laish, where the 
people lived in quietness and security, having no one to deliver them or 
protect them from enemies. The circumstances of the city were 
described earlier in verse 7. 

The men of Dan struck the people of the city with the edge of the 
sword, obviously killing them all. They burned the city with fire, then 
they rebuilt the city so they could live there, and gave it the name of Dan 
after the father of their tribe. 

This too may seem as an act of cruelty on the part of the men of Dan. 
However, we must remember that God had commanded the Israelites to 
destroy the people of the land because of their wickedness and 
corruption. This was one reason why God determined to give this land 
to the people of Israel. 
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18:30,31 – The men of Dan worshiped Micah’s image and had 
the descendants of the Levite Jonathan serve as their 
priest through much of the future history. 

So, while the men of Dan may have had the right to capture the city, 
they surely had no right to worship idols and use counterfeit priests. 
Nevertheless, we are told that they set up Micah’s carved image all the 
while that the tabernacle was in Shiloh. And they had Jonathan the 
Levite and his sons serve as priests until the day the land went into 
captivity. Here the passage adds that Jonathan was a son of a man 
named Gershom of the tribe of Manasseh. (There is some confusion 
about the translation here, as some translations indicate that Jonathan 
was a descendant of Gershom who was the son of Moses). 

I am not sure how long these time periods were intended to indicate. 
The tabernacle was in Shiloh at least until the capture of the ark of the 
covenant in 1 Samuel 4. But the captivity of the land would appear to 
refer to the Assyrian captivity in which the northern tribes of Israel were 
removed from the land. It is possible, of course, that the duration of the 
worship of the image differed from the length of time that Jonathan’s 
descendants served as priests. Or the captivity could refer to some earlier 
captivity at the hands of enemies even during the period of the judges. 

So why is such a disgusting story even included in the word of God? 
Of course, the answer must be to teach us lessons about how wicked the 
people of God can become. It also shows how corrupt the practice of 
idolatry can be. We recall that, after the separation of the northern tribes 
from Judah in the time of Rehoboam and Jeroboam, Jeroboam set up 
golden calves to worship, one of which was in Dan. It is not surprising 
that the people of Dan would accept this idolatry, since they were already 
steeped in idolatrous practices. It was because of this corruption that 
eventually the tribes of Israel went into captivity. 

Perhaps also there is some significance in the fact that Samson was 
of the tribe of Dan. Considering the corruption of this tribe, this may 
help explain some things in the life of Samson. In particular, it may help 
explain why the people of Dan were so reluctant to come to Samson’s aid 
in fighting the Philistines. God had promised that the people could 
defeat their enemies if they trusted and obeyed Him. The people of Dan 
in general obviously lacked such dedication to God. This may explain 
why they could not defeat the Philistines but were able to defeat a 
defenseless city like Laish. 

What a sad, sad commentary on the people of God! And the next 
story is, if anything, worse!  
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Judges 19 

Chap. 19-21 – The Corruption of the 
Tribe of Benjamin 

Chap. 19 – The Abuse and Murder of a Levite’s Concubine 

As observed at the beginning of chapter 17, the events in these 
chapters are not placed in the account in chronological order. Rather, 
they must have taken place sometime during the judgeship of some 
previous judges whom we already studied. In particular, we will see that 
the events in chapters 19 to 21 occurred while Phinehas, the grandson of 
Aaron, was still alive – see 20:28 (compare Joshua 22:30).  

Nevertheless, it is not clear exactly when these events occurred. The 
fact that they occurred so soon after the death of Joshua, demonstrates 
how quickly sin came to predominate in Israel. 

19:1-3 – The concubine of a Levite left him to go to her father’s 
house. Her husband went to bring her back, and her 
father welcomed the man gladly. 

Once again the inspired author reminds us that there was no king 
in Israel (see notes on 17:6).  

The events described in the following chapters involve a Levite who 
was staying in the mountains of Ephraim. He married a concubine who 
was originally from Bethlehem in Judah. A concubine is a servant wife 
(note that verse 3 refers to the man as her husband). The Waldrons make 
the following observation:  

“A concubine was a kind of inferior, or second-class, often a 
maidservant, wife who did not enjoy all the rights of a regular wife. 
Especially, the children of a concubine did not enjoy the rights of 
inheritance that the sons of the wives did (see the story of Ishmael, 
Genesis 21:8-10).” 

His concubine played the harlot against him and left him to return 
to her father’s house in Bethlehem. There she remained for four months.  

Note that there is some question about the translation here. Where 
the NKJV says that she played the harlot (see also the KJV, ASV, ESV, 
NASB), other translations say simply that she became angry with him 
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and left him (RSV). Others say that she was unfaithful to him (ESV, 
CSB). Had she committed adultery, she would have been subject to the 
death penalty, although the nation may have become so disorganized by 
this point that such laws were not being enforced. 

Note further that the woman’s father is not completely innocent 
here either. Regardless of the translation, the woman had done wrong, 
whether it be adultery or simply leaving her husband because she 
became angry. The father should have insisted that she restore her 
relationship with her husband or be punished. By allowing her to return 
to his home, he in effect protected her from the consequences of her 
misdeeds. 

After four months, her husband the Levite went to speak kindly to 
her and bring her back. He took with him his servant and two donkeys. 
The concubine brought him into her house, and her father was glad to 
meet her husband.  

We are not told the details here. It sounds as though perhaps the 
father had never met her husband before. Perhaps he simply had not 
previously had the opportunity to meet him, so one would expect a father 
to want to meet his daughter’s husband.  

Or perhaps the language means that he was just glad the Levite had 
come for a visit, especially since her husband was willing to be merciful 
and restore the relationship. One way or another, the concubine had 
done wrong, and the father was glad that the husband was willing to seek 
reconciliation rather than reacting with anger. 

19:4-7 – The father-in-law detained the Levite for three days 
to eat and drink and visit. On the fourth day, he urged 
them to stay another day. 

The father-in-law showed himself to be quite hospitable to the 
Levite. Together they ate and drank, so the Levite stayed for three days. 
On the fourth day, the Levite intended to leave, but the father-in-law 
urged him to stay and visit for a while. After they had food and drink, he 
urged the Levite to spend the night and continue to have a merry visit 
together. At the urging the father-in-law, the Levite decided to stay that 
night too. 

19:8,9 – On the fifth day, the father-in-law prevailed upon the 
Levite to stay until the noon meal. Then he urged the son-
in-law to spend that night too. 

On the next day, the father-in-law tried the same approach with the 
Levite. He persuaded him to stay long enough to eat the noon meal. But 
in the afternoon the Levite was ready to leave. The father-in-law pointed 
out that it was getting rather late to start a trip, so why not spend another 
night? Then they could leave early in the morning. 
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As it turned out, that would have been a good idea. However, this 
time the appeal of the father-in-law did not work. He had prevailed upon 
the Levite so long that the Levite was no longer willing to stay. 

19:10-12 – The Levite was determined to leave, but there was 
not time to go all the way home. He refused to stay at 
Jerusalem and determined to go further. 

The efforts of the father-in-law had prevailed on the Levite so long 
that this time he was determined to leave even though it was late. So he 
departed with his servant and concubine. As they traveled they would 
need a place to spend the night. They approached the city of Jerusalem, 
here called Jebus, which was occupied by Jebusites. 

Since it was getting late, the servant suggested that they spend the 
night there. But the Levite was not willing to do so, because the city was 
occupied by people who were not children of Israel. They were foreigners 
and he preferred to dwell among his own people. So he determined they 
would go on to Gibeah. 

19:13-15 – The company pressed on to Gibeah in the territory 
of Benjamin. They waited in the open square hoping 
someone would take them in for the night. 

At the insistence of the Levite, the group continued traveling, 
planning to spend the night either in Gibeah or in Ramah (see map). So, 
as the sun was going down, they approached Gibeah which is located in 
the territory of Benjamin. This city later became well known as the 
hometown of King Saul (1 Samuel 10:26). 

They determined to spend the night there. But as we have seen with 
other Bible examples, there often was no inn or other such lodging place 
where they could hire a room. They had to depend on some hospitable 
person to take them into their home for the night. Consider the similar 
examples in Genesis 18 with Abraham and Genesis 19 with Lot in the city 
of Sodom. 

At first it appeared that no one would be willing to take them into 
their home. This in itself speaks poorly of the people. These were 
Israelites, one of them was even a Levite. They had deliberately chosen 
to come to this city to be among other Israelites who they hoped would 
treat them better than foreigners would. Instead, the people were so 
inhospitable that for some time no one even offered to help them. 

19:16-19 – An old man from Ephraim inquired about their 
circumstances. The Levite explained who they were, 
where they were from, and what they needed. 

As they waited, an old man came in from his work in the fields. It 
turns out that he also was from the mountains of Ephraim, like the 
Levite. He was staying in Gibeah, but was not a Benjamite like the other 
people there. 
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When he saw the Levite and his companions in the open square, he 
asked them where they had come from and where they were going. And 
the Levite explained the situation, that they had come from Bethlehem 
in Judah and were traveling to the mountains of Ephraim where he was 
from. In particular, he added that they were planning to stop at the house 
of the Lord, that is at the tabernacle. 

However, he explained that there was no one to take them in for the 
night, even though they had plenty of provisions for themselves and for 
their donkeys. He had straw and fodder for the donkeys, and food and 
drink for himself, for the woman, and for the servant. They could provide 
for themselves, but they needed a place to spend the night, and no one 
would take then in. 

The story had nowhere mentioned before the intent to stop at the 
tabernacle. However, perhaps there simply been no reason to mention 
it. As a Levite, he would have good reason to stop there. Then perhaps 
he thought that it would give a favorable impression if he mentioned that 
as being among their travel plans. Perhaps it would help show that they 
were religious people and therefore trustworthy. 

19:20,21 – The old man invited them to spend the night with 
him. He would provide everything they needed, so they 
would not stay in the open square. 

The old man pronounced a blessing of peace upon them and urged 
them not to spend the night in the open square. He brought them into 
his house and said that he would provide all their needs. He gave them 
provisions to eat and drink, he provided fodder for their donkeys, and 
they washed their feet. 

Staying in the open square would no doubt involve serious 
inconvenience, but of greater concern it might even involve danger. As 
the story turned out, they were not safe even in the man’s house. Perhaps 
he was aware of the nature of the people of the city and was concerned 
for the Levite’s company and their safety. In any case, he went beyond 
providing them a place to stay and even gave them all of their necessities 
and provisions. 

It is interesting that the only person to show them hospitality was a 
person who was not a native to the city. He was himself from a different 
territory, but fortunately was from the same territory where the Levite 
lived. This is somewhat like the story Jesus told of the Good Samaritan, 
who was willing to help a man, even though the people who were of that 
man’s nation had neglected him. See also Ephesians 4:28. 
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19:22-24 – Certain perverted men from the city demanded 
that the old man bring out their visitor that they could 
know him carnally. He rebuked them, and offered 
instead his own daughter and the man’s concubine. 

The perversity of the men of the city 

But just as things had begun to look up for the Levite and his 
company, tragedy struck. Certain perverted men from the city 
surrounded the house and beat on the door as the old man and his 
companions were enjoying themselves. They demanded that the old man 
bring out the man who was visiting with him that they might know him 
carnally.  

There can be no doubt about the intent of these wicked men, since 
the master of the house rebuked them and begged them not to act so 
wickedly. He said that the Levite had come into his home, so he urged 
the men not to do this outrage. He offered instead to bring out his own 
virgin daughter and the man’s concubine, so the men could humble them 
and do with as they pleased with them. But they should not do such a 
vile thing with his visitor. 

No one who reads the story with any degree of honesty can deny 
that these men sought to commit acts of homosexuality with the Levite. 
They did not want to just make his acquaintance. And their sin was not 
just a failure to be hospitable. Their intent was, as the old man said 
wickedness, outrage, and vileness. And that is exactly how the Bible 
describes homosexuality. 

Notice how the passage is translated in various translations. Some 
say simply that the men of the city wanted to “know” the man (KJV, ASV, 
ESV). The NKJV adds, “know him carnally.” The NASB says, “have 
relations with him.” The CSB says plainly, “have sex with him.” Verse 25 
shows that this is the sense in which they eventually “knew” the 
concubine – see notes there. 

This passage, of course, is quite reminiscent of the story of Lot and 
his visitors in Sodom in Genesis 19. Unfortunately, the old man did not 
have angels in his home to work miracles to protect him and his visitors, 
as Lot had. 

The influence of the Canaanite idolatry 

The connection between homosexuality and the idolatry of the 
Canaanites should not be overlooked. Idolatry was generally associated 
with immorality, and often especially with sexual immorality. It often 
involved immoral relationships with female temple prostitutes or with 
male homosexual prostitutes as part of the worship. The wickedness of 
these men of Gibeah shows how corrupted some people of Israel had 
become because of the influence of the people of Canaan, just as God 
said would happen if they did not destroy them. 
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Notice the following quotation from the International Standard 
Bible Encyclopedia under “harlot”: 

This system deified the reproductive organs and forces of 
Nature and its devotees worshipped their idol symbols in grossly 
licentious rites and orgies. The temple prostitute was invested 
with sanctity as a member of the religious caste, as she is today in 
India. Men and women thus prostituted themselves in the service 
of their gods. The Canaanite sanctuaries were gigantic brothels, 
legalized under the sanctions of religion. … That the appeal thus 
made to the baser passions of the Israelites was all too successful 
is sadly clear (Amos 2:7; Hosea 4:13). The prophets … denounced 
it as the height of impiety and as sure to provoke Divine 
judgments. Asa and Jehoshaphat undertook to purge the land of 
such vile abominations (1 Kings 14:24; 15:12; 22:46). The 
Deuteronomic code required that all such “paramours” be 
banished, and forbade the use of their unholy gains as temple 
revenue (Deuteronomy 23:17,18).  

Notice that the quotation and the passages show that men as well as 
women served as prostitutes in this ungodly religion. The footnote in the 
ESV on the word “dog” in Deuteronomy 23:18 says “male prostitute,” 
and the CSV translates the text itself as “male prostitute.” 

The offer of the women instead of the Levite 

It is sad and tragic to see the old man offer two women for these 
men to molest instead of the visiting Levite. Lot had made a similar offer 
to the men of Sodom. The very thought is repulsive. But regardless of 
what we think of it, the act shows how extremely wicked and even more 
repulsive is the sin of homosexuality.  

First of all, if the issue was a failure to show hospitality, why would 
such treatment of the Levite’s concubine be less offensive? Was she not 
also the man’s guest? Obviously, the offer of the concubine shows that 
the issue was much deeper than a matter of hospitality. 

Further, if homosexual acts are the moral equivalent of 
heterosexual acts, as some would have us believe, then what difference 
would it make whether the men of the city molested women or the man? 
Yet it is clear that the passage teaches that the act of men molesting a 
man would be worse than for them to molest even two women.  

Romans 1:26-28 explains the difference. It shows that, when men 
lust for other men, they leave the natural use of the woman to practice 
that which is against nature. So heterosexual acts, which are natural 
when done between a man and a woman, are contrary to nature when 
done with someone of the same gender. God’s word calls it vile, 
shameful, error, debased, and not fitting. 

Obviously, the problem here was not just the sin of rape, else what 
difference would it make what gender the victims were? What these men 
wanted to do was worse than just rape, because it involved 
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homosexuality. These wicked men attempted two sins: both rape and 
homosexuality. To deny it is to be unfair and dishonest with the text. 

The sin of homosexuality 

The word of God has repeatedly forbidden and condemned sexual 
acts between people of the same gender as being violations of the law of 
God in both the Old and the New Testaments. It is viewed as contrary to 
nature, and those who practice it cannot inherit the kingdom of heaven. 
However, our goal as Christians should be to try to convert them so that, 
like some of those in Corinth, they may cease their sinful practice and 
have the hope of eternal life – 1 Corinthians 6:9-11. 

See 1 Corinthians 6:9-11 & 1 Timothy 1:9-11 ("abusers of themselves 
with mankind" = homosexuals -- see newer translations); Romans 1:26-
32; Genesis 19:1-11; 2 Peter 2:6-8; Leviticus 18:22,23; 20:13,15,16. 

Furthermore, we will see that the men of the city and of the tribe of 
Benjamin in general were condemned in chapter 19 for defending the 
men who were guilty. It is clear that not all of them were personally 
involved in the sin originally, but they were thoroughly wrong for 
defending those who were guilty.  

Today, we have many people who do not practice homosexuality 
themselves, yet they will openly defend and justify those who do practice 
it. God’s word shows that such fellowship with sin makes them likewise 
guilty before God.  

Note Romans 1:32 in the context of verses 26-28. See also 
Ephesians 5:11; Proverbs 17:15; 2 Corinthians 6:17-7:1; 1 Timothy 5:22; 
Acts 7:58; 8:1; 22:20; 1 Corinthians 5. 

19:25,26 – When the men refused to listen, the concubine was 
given to them and they knew and abused her all night. At 
dawn, she fell at the door the house. 

Sickening as the whole story is, nevertheless the men of the city 
would not listen to the old man’s attempt to reason with them. So the 
man (presumably the Levite) brought his concubine out to the men. 
They knew her and abused her all night until morning, and finally let her 
go to daybreak.  

God help us that the men of the nation of God should be so wicked 
and corrupt! Such is the corrupting influence when a society practices 
idolatry and turns its back on the word of God. Let the people of our own 
nation learn the lesson! 

And notice that there can be no doubt now what is meant here by 
the word “know.” See the notes on verse 22. The way these men abused 
and knew the woman was the sense in which they wanted to “know” the 
man. The clear reference is to sexual relations. 

Having abused the woman all night long, these corrupt, perverted 
men let her go at daybreak. She managed, in her abused condition, to 



 

Page #165 Study Notes on Judges 

make it to the door of the house where her master was. There she fell 
down and lay till morning light. 

Doubtless, we feel sympathy for the concubine having received such 
abuse. However, some commentators point out that, if she had left her 
husband because she committed adultery, then the treatment she 
received, sinful as it was, may have amounted to a just retribution for 
her own sexual immorality. 

19:27,28 – In the morning, the Levite prepared to leave and 
found his concubine at the door of the house. When she 
could not get up, he put her on his donkey and went 
home. 

That morning, when the Levite prepared to leave, he opened the 
door and found his concubine fallen at the door with her hands on the 
threshold. Perhaps the hands on the threshold indicate she got as far as 
the door hoping to be let in, but had no strength to rouse those within. 

He called her to get up so they could leave, but she could not answer. 
The subsequent story shows that she was dead. So the man put her on 
his donkey and took her dead body home. 

The way the story is written makes the Levite look rather callous. It 
was bad enough that he had put her out to the men to be abused. But 
when he found her lying at the door, he could surely see that she was 
deeply abused, at the very least. Rather than asking how she was and 
seeking to help her with her wounds, he simply told her to get up so they 
could leave. Perhaps there is more to the story that we are not told, but 
one does not come away with great respect for this Levite. 

19:29,30 – The Levite divided the concubine’s body into 
twelve pieces and sent one to each of the tribes. So the 
people saw the wickedness of the deed. 

Having arrived at home, the Levite took a knife and divided the 
body of the concubine into twelve pieces, limb by limb. He then sent 
these pieces throughout the territory of Israel. The clear implication, as 
we will see confirmed in the next chapter, was that he sent a piece to each 
of the twelve tribes. 

Once again, the Levite might here appear to be callous. 
Nevertheless, his clear intent was to show the people of the nation of 
Israel what a wicked thing had been done. He hoped to motivate them 
to react to the problem and deal with those who had so perversely treated 
him and his concubine. Nothing would convince them of what happened 
so powerfully as actually seeing a part of the slain body. 

And it must be acknowledged that the method was effective. All the 
people, who saw the evidence of what had been done, said that no such 
thing had been done among the children of Israel since they left the land 
of Egypt. So the people called upon one another to consider what had 
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been done, discuss it among themselves, and make a decision what they 
should do about it. 

We will notice that, horrible as this whole event seems to us, it also 
appeared horrible to the people of Israel. They had not all become so 
callous as to be indifferent to such wickedness. While the people of 
Gibeah had become extremely wicked, and the whole tribe of Benjamin 
turned out to be wicked enough to defend them, nevertheless this was 
not true of the whole nation. Still the vast majority recognized the 
incredible wickedness of what had been done. Such conduct was not 
common in the nation, for they said that no such wickedness had 
happened throughout the time of their existence since they left Egypt. 

As with Sodom and Gomorrah, the wickedness of the men in Gibeah 
is cited later as an example of deep corruption that God will punish. See 
Hosea 9:9; 10:9.  

Note also that the Levite had made twelve pieces and quite 
obviously sent one to each of the tribes. This meant that he also sent one 
to the tribe of Benjamin. This would have given the people of Benjamin 
the opportunity to deal with the sin of the people of Gibeah, if they had 
the proper decency according to the law of God. They should have 
punished the men of Gibeah even as Israel punished Achan for his sin in 
Joshua chapter 7. We will see in the next chapter, however, that they did 
not react properly. But they were given the opportunity. 
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Judges 20 

Chap. 20 – The Israelites’ War against Benjamin 

20:1,2 – All the congregation of Israel gathered at Mizpah, 
four hundred thousand soldiers. 

All the tribes of Israel responded to the call of the Levite who had 
sent out the dismembered body of his concubine. They gathered together 
before the Lord at Mizpah (see map). Altogether there were four 
hundred thousand soldiers prepared for war. This included men from 
one end of the nation to the other, which is described as Dan to 
Beersheba. Also included were those from east of the Jordan from 
Gilead. 

Note that the passage says that they gathered as one man. This 
shows that there was a unity among them in their opposition to what had 
been done. In contrast to the men of Benjamin who defended the evil, as 
we will see, all the other tribes were united in opposition to the evil. 

20:3-7 – When questioned, the Levite repeated the story of 
how they attempted to spend the night in Gibeah. The 
men of the city intended to attack him, but instead they 
abused his concubine till she died. 

Notice that the tribe of Benjamin heard that the men of Israel had 
met. Doubtless this means they knew the purpose of the meeting. As 
discussed earlier they would have received the message like the other 
tribes. Had they any respect for the law of God, they would themselves 
have punished the men of Gibeah for their sin. However, they did not 
even attend the meeting of the tribes. 

The Israelites called before them the Levite and asked him to testify 
what had happened. He told them again the story as described in chapter 
19. He and his concubine went to Gibeah in Benjamin to spend the night. 
The men of the city surrounded the house intending to attack the Levite. 
He said that they intended to kill them. This may not have been the 
immediate intent, which was to sexually abuse him. However, it would 
almost certainly have been the end result, even as it turned out for the 
concubine. 

Instead of attacking the Levite, however, they abused his concubine 
till she died. Note that the Levite did not volunteer the information that 
he had put the concubine before the men as a substitute. 

The Levite then explained how he had sent the pieces of his wife’s 
body to the various tribes because of the lewdness and outrage that had 
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been committed. He then called upon the Israelites to reach a verdict as 
to what they would do about it. 

At this point, the Israelites had only one witness to testify against 
the men of Gibeah. However, they also had the evidence of the 
concubine’s body. We are not told what other investigations they may 
have made to make sure the story was accurate. However, no doubt the 
old man would have confirmed the story had they been able to ask him. 
There was also the Levite’s servant as a witness. 

Furthermore, we will see that the Israelites gave the men of 
Benjamin an opportunity to make the matter right if they were willing to 
do so. Had the men of Benjamin any evidence that would disprove the 
story of the Levite, they should certainly have presented it. Their failure 
to present contrary evidence also confirms the story. 

20:8-11 – The men of Israel determined to fight against 
Gibeah before returning home. They organized for battle 
and arranged the provisions they would need. 

Again, we are told that the men of Israel were completely united in 
their determination. Verses 8 and 11 repeat that they acted as one man. 
There was no disagreement or opposition to the plan to fight against 
Gibeah. They were not even willing to return home to spend further time 
preparing for battle. They would immediately go to war. 

They determined that they would go against Gibeah by lot. We will 
see as the story proceeds that this means they would allow the Lord to 
indicate which tribe should lead in the battle. 

Meanwhile, they needed to make arrangements for provisions for 
the battle. This was a huge army, and they came together without 
knowing what the outcome of the meeting would be. So they needed 
provisions. They arranged for a tenth of all the men among them to make 
the arrangements for provisions. 

So they were determined to attack Gibeah to repay them for the 
vileness that had been done. 

20:12-14 – The Israelites urged the tribe of Benjamin to give 
over the perverted men from Gibeah to be slain, but the 
Benjamites determined to go to war. 

The tribes of Israel sent men throughout all the tribe of Benjamin 
to give them an opportunity to deliver for punishment the men from 
Gibeah who had committed these perverted acts. They sought to put 
them to death to remove the evil from Israel as the Law of Moses 
required (Deuteronomy 17:12; Joshua chapter 7). 

Note that they sent messengers throughout the whole tribe of 
Benjamin. They did not just consult the leaders of the tribe, but they gave 
all the people an opportunity to do what was right. The men of Benjamin 
ought themselves to have punished the men of Gibeah; but failing in 
that, they should at least have allowed the Israelites to punish them. 
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However, the men of Benjamin would not listen to the Israelites. 
They determined to defend their relatives, even to the point of war. So 
they gathered together from all the cities of Benjamin to form an army 
at Gibeah to prepare for battle. 

One wonders if the men of Benjamin would have reacted the same 
way if the sin had been committed in some other tribe. Did they really 
believe the men of Gibeah had done nothing wrong, or was it their 
relationship to them that caused them to close ranks to defend them?  

Time and again we see such things today. Someone commits a sin, 
and his relatives and family members determine to defend him. If 
someone else was guilty, they would probably recognize the error. But 
because it is a relative or close friend, they determine to defend them, 
even at the cost of strife and alienation from their brethren in Christ. 

In any case, the Bible clearly shows that those who defend and 
justify sinners are themselves guilty before God. They are fellowshiping 
error, and God considers them to be guilty just as surely as those who 
actually commit the sin. See the notes and Scripture references on 19:22-
24 regarding fellowship with sin. 

20:15-17 – The men of Benjamin numbered twenty-six 
thousand soldiers plus seven hundred from Gibeah. 
Included were seven hundred left-handed men who could 
sling stones at a hair’s breadth and not miss. 

The men of Benjamin were greatly outnumbered, yet they had 
determined to fight rather than to allow the men of Gibeah to be 
punished. Benjamin had twenty-six thousand soldiers plus seven 
hundred from Gibeah. Included were seven hundred left-handed men 
who could sling stones at a hair’s breadth and not miss. As demonstrated 
in the story of David and Goliath, a sling could be a very lethal weapon. 

The army of Israel, on the other hand, had four hundred thousand 
men of war. So the army of Israel had a great numerical advantage. 

20:18,19 – The children of Israel then inquired of God who 
should go first into the battle. God said Judah should, so 
Israel and camped against Gibeah. 

Israel did not forget to seek guidance of the Lord. Nothing so far in 
the story has mentioned consulting God, though they may have done so 
and it simply was not mentioned. In any case, they did consult God 
before beginning the battle.  

They asked God who should go first into the battle, and God said 
that Judah should go first. So Israel encamped against Gibeah and 
prepared for battle. It appears, as the story proceeds, that Judah did not 
go alone into the battle, but simply led the other tribes. It appears that 
the entire army attacked. 
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20:20-22 – In the first battle, the men of Benjamin slew 
twenty-two thousand Israelites. Then Israel formed the 
battle line for another battle. 

So, the men of Israel put themselves in battle array to fight against 
the men of Benjamin at Gibeah. The children of Benjamin came out and 
cut down twenty-two thousand Israelites. Then the Israelites 
encouraged themselves and prepared the battle line to fight again at the 
same place. 

20:23-25 – Israel wept and asked the Lord if they should fight 
again. He said they should, but in the second battle they 
lost eighteen thousand men. 

Having suffered a major defeat, the Israelites were prepared to go 
to battle again. But first they wept before the Lord and asked for His 
guidance. This time they did not ask who should go up first, but whether 
or not they should go up against Benjamin at all. God affirmed that they 
should go up against Benjamin. 

So Israel fought against Benjamin a second time, and this time they 
were defeated and lost eighteen thousand men. This meant that in the 
two battles, Israel lost a total of forty thousand men. These were tragic 
defeats by any measure. 

20:26-28 – Israel wept and fasted and offered sacrifices 
before the Lord, and asked if they should fight once again 
against Benjamin. God said they should, and this time He 
would deliver Benjamin into their hand. 

Israel was now deeply grieved. They went to the house of God, that 
is the tabernacle, and there all the people wept and fasted until evening. 
They offered burnt offerings and peace offerings.  

Phinehas, grandson of Aaron, served as high priest, stood before the 
ark of the covenant, at that time. Phinehas is mentioned in a number of 
other significant events. He had taken a prominent role when the 
Moabites and Midianites had tempted Israel to sin in Numbers 25:1-15, 
and later when Israel fought Midian in Numbers 31:6. He also been 
involved in confronting the eastern tribes about the altar they had 
established in Joshua 22:9-34. So the people surely had a source of 
guidance for counsel from the Lord. 

Once again the people asked the Lord if they should go out to battle 
against Benjamin, or should they cease. The Lord told them to go up 
again, and this time He would deliver Benjamin into their hand. 

Why had Israel been defeated in the first two battles? 

A natural question to ask is why God allowed Benjamin to cause 
such major defeats for the Israelites, so that Israel lost so many men. 
There can be no doubt that Israel was defending a just cause. 
Furthermore, the men of Benjamin were clearly sinners and corrupt. 
They were defending those who were guilty of the most terrible crimes. 
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So why would God allow the men of Benjamin to be victorious so the 
good people suffered at the hand of the evil people? The passage does 
not answer this question, so we are left to attempt an answer based on 
the teaching of other Scriptures.  

In the first place, some have pointed out that Benjamin had some 
natural advantages. They were on their own territory and familiar with 
the land. Apparently, this was some rather rough terrain, and they would 
know best how to defend themselves; whereas the Israelites would be in 
strange surroundings. So even though Benjamin was seriously 
outnumbered, they did have other advantages. 

Further, we do not always understand God’s purposes. Sometimes 
He chooses to allow good people to suffer at the hands of evil people. 
Christians often suffered in the New Testament, even when they did 
right. God allowed Job to suffer as recorded in the book of Job. Wicked 
people often do prosper for a time in this life compared to good people. 
The ultimate reward for righteousness comes after this life, not during 
it. 

Another point to consider, though I cannot say for certain how 
important it was, may be that God also wanted Israel to be punished for 
their sins before He allowed them to punish Benjamin. Israel was quite 
definite that the sinners of Benjamin should be punished, and in this 
they were correct. But those who seek to correct others for their sins, 
should first humbly repent of their own sins. See Matthew 7:3-5. 

We have noticed earlier that one major contributing factor to the 
wickedness and immorality among the people of Gibeah was almost 
certainly the idolatry of the people of the land. But we have seen 
throughout the book of Judges that the people of Israel in general had 
failed to destroy the Canaanites and remove them from the land as God 
had commanded them to do. God had plainly said that they would suffer 
consequences if they associated with the people of the land, and that He 
was going to leave the people of the land there as a punishment to Israel 
for failing to destroy them as they should have. 

So at least to some extent, Israel in general was guilty of sin, and in 
particular had contributed to the downfall of the people of Gibeah. The 
fault here lay within the nation as well as among the Benjamites. The 
passage here clearly shows that Israel was humbled before God as a 
result of their first two defeats. It is difficult to be certain, since the 
passage does not definitely state this, but one wonders if God was 
allowing the whole nation to suffer for their errors, even though they 
were right in opposing the sins of Gibeah. 
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20:29-30 – Israel set an ambush to surround Gibeah, then 
allowed the men of Benjamin to appear to once again put 
to flight the main army. 

At God’s instruction, the men of Israel attacked the Benjamites for 
the third time. While the defeats in the first two battles were tragic to 
Israel, they were able to use those defeats to their advantage.  

As Joshua did at Ai in Joshua 8, the Israelites set an ambush around 
Gibeah. Then the main army attacked the city as they had the other 
times. And once again they began to withdraw as though they were in 
defeat. But this time it was a strategy. The purpose was to draw the 
Benjamites away from the city. They thought they were defeating the 
Israelites as they had before, so they left the city unprotected in order to 
pursue Israel. 

The men of Benjamin pursued Israel in the highways and the field. 
We are told that one of the highways goes up to Bethel and the other to 
Gibeah. As result, about thirty men of Israel were struck down. 

20:32-34 – As the Benjamites were drawn away from the city, 
the Israelites attacked from their ambush. At first, the 
battle was fierce. 

As Israel had hoped, the Benjamites thought that the Israelites were 
fleeing from them in defeat as in the first battles. But Israel was simply 
trying to draw them away from the city. So Israel began their attack from 
battle array at Baal Tamar (location unknown). Their ambush attacked 
from a position in the plain of Geba (northwest of Gibeah – see map). 

We are also told that ten thousand select Israelites came against 
Gibeah, and the battle was fierce. But the men of Benjamin were not 
aware at first of the ambush that would mean disaster to them. The 
description is a little confusing to me, but perhaps these select men of 
Israel were the ones in the ambush. 

20:35-37 – When the men in ambush attacked, then the men 
of Benjamin realized they would be defeated by Israel’s 
strategy. So God defeated Benjamin, and Israel 
destroyed twenty-five thousand one hundred 
Benjamites. 

As the strategy of Israel developed, Benjamin realized that they had 
been tricked. The Israelites had given ground, not because they were 
losing the battle as in the first times, but because they trusted the men 
in the ambush to attack Gibeah. The ambush did attack the city and 
struck them with the sword. And the men of Benjamin realized they were 
defeated. 

So we are told that the Lord defeated Benjamin. Israel won the 
battle. They had to fight and use good wisdom but it was God who 
defeated Benjamin. The result was that twenty-five thousand one 
hundred Benjamites were slain. 
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Once again, as we have often seen, God is said to be the one who 
accomplished the result, but the people still had to work with faith and 
obedience to God’s instructions. Here, as elsewhere we have observed in 
the book of Judges, the record illustrates the principle that God gives a 
blessing to people when they meet the conditions that He has required. 
The same is true in the New Testament with regard to salvation. 
Salvation is a gift from God, but we must obey his conditions in order to 
receive it. 

20:30-41 – The men in ambush were to make a great cloud of 
smoke rise from the city as a signal to the main Israelite 
army to turn against Benjamin. When this happened, the 
Benjamites panicked realizing they faced disaster. 

Here we are given more details about the strategy of the Israelites. 
The men in ambush were to attack the city and cause a great cloud of 
smoke to rise. This would serve as a signal to the main army of the 
Israelites that the ambush had taken the city. Then the Israelite army, 
instead of fleeing, would turn against the Benjamites.  

So as already described, when Israel began to flee at first, the men 
of Benjamin thought they were being victorious and killed some thirty 
Israelites. But when they saw the cloud of smoke rising from the city and 
the whole city going up in smoke, the men of Israel turned back to attack 
Benjamin. Then the men of Benjamin realized the strategy that had been 
used against them, and they panicked. 

20:42-44 – The Benjamites then fled toward the wilderness, 
but Israel pursued them and eighteen thousand 
Benjamites died here. 

When the Benjamites panicked as in verse 41, they fled from Israel 
toward the wilderness. But the battle overtook them, so the Israelites 
surrounded them, chased them, and killed at that point eighteen 
thousand Benjamite men of valor. 

The eighteen thousand referred to here were part of the 25,100 
referred to in verse 35. Remember that there were only 26,700 
Benjamites in total to begin with (verse 15). The account is giving us 
more specifics about the death toll. 

It is not clear to me who is said to come out of the cities. Some think 
these were Israelites who, upon seeing the defeat of the Benjamites, 
came out of the cities and fought against the fleeing army. That view 
seems confusing to me since the battle took place in Benjamite territory. 

It would seem more likely that those who came out of the cities were 
Benjamites, and the point is that they were slain by the Israelites along 
with the soldiers in the Benjamite army. Still others think there are 
translation issues, so that the meaning refers to the men from the 
ambush who then came out of the city of Gibeah and attacked the fleeing 
Benjamite army. 
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20:45,46 – The Benjamites turned to flee toward the rock of 
Rimmon, so seven thousand more of them died as they 
fled. 

At that point, the Benjamite army appears to have attempted to flee 
in a different direction. This time their goal was to escape to the rock of 
Rimmon (east of Bethel – see map). As they fled in that direction, five 
thousand of them died on the highways. And another two thousand died 
as they neared Gidom (location unknown). 

So the total death toll of the Benjamites was twenty-five thousand 
men: eighteen thousand in verse 44, and another seven thousand in 
verse 45. Presumably these are approximate numbers, giving the total 
which approximates twenty-five thousand one hundred in verse 35. 
Even so, the numbers do not add up quite right, because it appears from 
verse 47 that only six hundred men survived. Perhaps the other 
thousand (of the original twenty-six thousand seven hundred – see verse 
15) were slain at some earlier or later point (such as in the original two 
battles in which Benjamin was victorious) but not recorded. 

20:47,48 – Six hundred men escaped to the rock of Rimmon 
and stayed there four months. The Israelite army then 
destroyed all the people of Benjamin. 

Of the original army of the Benjamites, only six hundred survived. 
These escaped to the rock of Rimmon where they stayed for four months. 
These men will become important in the subsequent events in chapter 
21. 

The army of Israel then turned their attention to the rest of the 
people of Benjamin. Having defeated the army, they then attacked all the 
people of the cities. They killed with the sword everyone whom they 
found, people and animals from every city. Then they set fire to all the 
cities. 

This, of course, is exactly what God had told the people of Israel to 
do with regard to the Canaanites. But these people were not Canaanites; 
they were people of the nation of Israel. So there is some question 
whether or not Israel did right in destroying all these people. 

Deuteronomy 13:12-18 instructs that all the people of the city 
should be slain if the city is found to be guilty of idolatry. Of course, the 
sin here is not idolatry but homosexuality. One might think the same 
principle would apply at least to the city of Gibeah where the sin had 
been committed. The tribe of Benjamin had defended the people of 
Gibeah, but did that mean that all of the people of all of their cities 
should be destroyed? 

We will see that in chapter 21 the people of Israel regret the 
consequence of their actions. However, this does not mean they regret 
having slain all the people. It may mean simply that they regret the 
apparent consequence that the tribe of Benjamin might be left 
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completely and permanently destroyed. Will discuss aspects of these 
questions further in chapter 21. 

Joseph Free offers the following archaeological evidence: 

The historicity of these events which culminated in the 
burning of Gibeah has often been doubted. Confirmation of the 
burning of Gibeah, however, was found in the excavation of that 
site by Albright. The first stratum of remains in the fortress, dating 
from the time of the judges, had been burned as described in the 
Bible… 
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Judges 21 

Chap. 21 – Wives Found for the Remaining Benjamites 

21:1-4 – Israel grieved that a tribe was missing, but they had 
taken an oath that none of them would give their 
daughters as wives to the men of Benjamin. 

The people of Israel came to the tabernacle and wept before God. 
They grieved that a tribe would be missing from Israel. They built an 
altar and offered burnt offerings and peace offerings before the Lord. 

The problem was that, in their zeal to punish the sins of Benjamin, 
they had slain all the Benjamites except the six hundred men who had 
escaped. Those men constituted all there was of the tribe of Benjamin. 
And the people of all the other tribes had taken an oath that of them 
would give their daughters as wives to Benjamin. 

But unless there were women for these remaining men of Benjamin 
to marry, they would not have offspring to continue the tribe. So Israel 
grieved the circumstances that had come about that, unless there was a 
solution, would result in the elimination of a tribe. 

The elimination of the whole tribe would be a very serious thing to 
the people of Israel. Remember that the promised land was one of the 
three great promises made to Abraham regarding his descendants. Great 
efforts were made to make sure that inheritance in the land continued. 
Consider, for example, the practice of Levirate marriage. For an entire 
tribe to be eliminated would be a great loss indeed. 

Some have concluded this was evidence that Israel came to realize 
they had been overzealous and had even sinned in slaying all the people 
of Benjamin. This could be true. However, the passage does not 
necessarily mean that. So far as I can tell, the passage does not say that 
they repented or acknowledged that what they did was wrong. But they 
did grieve the consequences that followed because of what they did. 

To illustrate, if a parent must punish a disobedient child, they may 
grieve that it was necessary for them to do what they did, but that does 
not mean that they believe what they did was wrong. It simply means 
they realize that it had serious consequences, and they are sorry that 
such consequences were made necessary by the child’s disobedience. 

Some have concluded that the Israelites acted on their own human 
wisdom without properly consulting the will of God. That may also be 
true. However, again the passage does not say that directly. In fact, 
verses 1-4 say that they went to the house of God, mourned and wept, 
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built an altar, and offered sacrifices. They lifted up their voices to God, 
which means they prayed to God. These expressions are similar to what 
was said before the third battle against Benjamin in which God blessed 
them with victory. So to me, the evidence that Israel acted improperly 
here is not all that conclusive.  

Some will agree that the men of Benjamin who fought against Israel 
deserved to die, but they doubt or reject the conclusion that Israel should 
have slain the women and children. And again, perhaps they may have a 
point. But we must remember that it was frequently the case that all the 
people in cities and territories were wiped out for their sins under the 
Old Testament. No one seems to doubt that all the people of Gibeah 
deserved to die, including the women and children. And so far as I can 
tell, when people are guilty of severe wickedness, those who defend them 
often received the same punishment as those who committed the 
wickedness. 

21:5-9 – Israel had taken an oath that anyone who refused to 
come to punish Benjamin should be put to death. No one 
had come from Jabesh Gilead. 

So Israel was grieving for Benjamin that the tribe would end unless 
wives were found for them. And they had taken an oath that they would 
not give their daughters as wives. 

Another oath that Israel had taken was that, if anyone did not come 
to the assembly to punish Benjamin, they should be put to death. So, 
when they sought among them to determine if anyone had refused to 
come, they found that no one had come from Jabesh Gilead. For they 
numbered the people that were there and found that no one from that 
city had come. 

Jabesh Gilead was a city of the tribe of Manasseh, located just east 
of the Jordan River (see map). No explanation is given for why the 
people of that city did not come.  

21:10-12 – Israel then sent twelve thousand men to slay all the 
inhabitants of Jabesh Gilead except virgins who had not 
had relationships with a man.  

This situation gave the people of Israel a plan for supplying wives 
for some of the men of Benjamin. They determined to send twelve 
thousand soldiers to slay all the inhabitants of Jabesh Gilead. They were 
to kill all the men, the children, and all the women who had had sexual 
relationships with men.  

This would leave simply the young women who had not had 
intimate relationships with a man. They would be spared. This would be 
legitimate, since these women were in no way responsible for the 
decision to refuse to attend the assembly to punish Benjamin.  
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When this event had been accomplished, they found four hundred 
such virgins. These were brought to the camp at Shiloh. Apparently by 
this time Israel had moved its main camp to Shiloh. 

By this means, Israel hoped to accomplish two things. First, they 
fulfilled their vow to punish those who refused to come to punish 
Benjamin. And second, they provided some wives for some of the men 
of Benjamin who remained. 

21:13-15 – Israel then spoke peaceably to the remaining men 
of Benjamin and gave them the virgins from Jabesh 
Gilead to be their wives. 

So, Israel then sent a message to those six hundred men of 
Benjamin who had escaped to the rock of Rimmon. They called to them 
to reestablish a relationship of peace. They then offered them these four 
hundred virgins from Jabesh Gilead to be wives for them. 

However, Israel continued to grieve because there were not enough 
wives for all the men of Benjamin. This would still leave the tribe of 
Benjamin with a serious problem. It would appear that Israel had solved 
the problem to some extent, but they were determined to find wives for 
all of the men. 

21:16-18 – Elders of Israel were still concerned for wives for 
the other men of Benjamin, since they had taken an oath 
not to give wives to Benjamin. 

These verses just repeat what has already been said. The elders of 
the congregation of Israel were concerned about wives for the men of 
Benjamin, since the women of Benjamin had been slain. They did not 
want a tribe to be destroyed from Israel, since that would mean 
Benjamin would have no inheritance. 

But the people of Israel could not give their daughters as wives to 
the men of Benjamin, because they had taken an oath that they would 
not do so. So that left them with the difficulty as to what they would do 
for wives for the remaining two hundred men of Benjamin.  

21:19-22 – The people of Shiloh had a yearly feast at which 
the daughters of Shiloh would dance. Israel advised the 
men of Benjamin to lie in wait and catch young women to 
be their wives. 

So the elders of Israel remembered that there was a yearly feast of 
the Lord in Shiloh. We are informed that Shiloh was north of Bethel, east 
of the highway that goes from Bethel to Shechem, but south of Lebonah 
(see map).  

We are not told exactly what feast this was, but it was an annual 
feast in worship to God. At this feast, the young women of the city would 
perform some kind of dance. So the Israelites instructed the two 
hundred remaining men of Benjamin to lie in wait in the vineyards. Then 
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when the daughters of Shiloh came out to dance, each man could catch 
a wife and return to the land of Benjamin. 

Naturally, one would expect the men of Shiloh to object to having 
their daughters or sisters kidnapped in this way. So, the leaders of Israel 
assured the men of Benjamin that they would explain the situation to the 
men of Shiloh to try to smooth things over. They would point out that 
the men of Benjamin had no wives, and no one could voluntarily give 
their women to them as wives because of their oath. But the men of 
Shiloh would not be guilty of violating the oath because they had not 
voluntarily given their daughters as wives. 

Apparently this approach worked with the men of Shiloh, since we 
have no further record of conflict resulting. And perhaps the men of 
Shiloh realized there was not much they could do about it anyway, since 
their daughters were gone and the whole nation of Israel stood behind 
the action. 

The dancing of these young women 

Details are not given about the nature of the dance in which these 
young women were engaged. It sounds reminiscent of the dance in which 
Miriam led the women of Israel after the crossing of the Red Sea, as 
recorded in Exodus 15. 

We are given some information, however. First, it was a dance of 
young women. No men were involved. So this was not the suggestive, 
lustful kind of dancing so common today in which couples, who are not 
married to one another, dance together. 

Second, the dance was conducted as part of a feast to the Lord. This 
means that it was an act of worship as described in a number of other 
Old Testament passages. In that regard it would have been like the dance 
that Miriam led. See Exodus 15:20,21; 2 Samuel 6:14; Psalms 149:3; 
150:4.  

Such dancing was authorized in worship under the Old Testament, 
but is nowhere authorized for New Testament worship. So, while this 
dance may have been an acceptable form of worship to God at this time 
in history, like many other Old Testament practices, it is not included as 
part of the New Testament. Although it was apparently not a sexually 
suggestive dance, still it would not be acceptable for our practice today. 

21:23-25 – The men of Benjamin took wives and returned to 
their inheritance, while the people of Israel also went 
home to their tribes and their inheritance. 

The men of Benjamin did as the leaders of Israel had suggested. 
They caught wives from among the young women who danced. Then 
they took their wives and returned to their inheritance in Benjamin. 
There they had to rebuild their cities to dwell in. Each of the men had 
been provided with a wife, so the tribe could be restored. 
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The children of Israel also returned to their tribes, and each man to 
his inheritance. They had accomplished their purpose of punishing the 
people of Benjamin. And they had also restored the surviving men with 
wives so they could rebuild the tribe of Benjamin. 

Finally, we are told once again that there was no king in Israel, so 
everyone did what was right in his own eyes. See notes on 17:6. 

Once again we may wonder why such a story would be included in 
the word of God. And once again the answer must be that it is intended 
as a commentary on how wicked the people of God were becoming. The 
people of Benjamin had obviously been quite influenced by the 
Canaanites, even as God had warned them would happen if they did not 
remove the people from the land. But at the same time, we see that there 
were still some people willing to stand for what was right and oppose 
evil. 
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