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 Welcome again.  My name is John Strong and welcome to Literature and World 

of the Hebrew Bible.  This is session 13 and today we’re gonna talk about and look at 

the Book of Judges. 

 The Book of Judges is all about that transition time between the time when the 

Israelites conquered the land to the time when they established themselves as a 

monarchy in the land.  It is again the Deuteronomistic historians take on this transition 

period.  Their take on that transition period is not a positive one.  It wasn’t a good time 

for the Israelites and the land according to Deuteronomistic historians. 

 First of all, let’s set this up a little bit.  There was Joshua who was an obedient 

leader.  And again, if you go back to the thesis that we’re working with, the 

Deuteronomistic literature, it is that if there’s an obedient king who will lead the people, 

then all will prosper and go well.  Well, there was Joshua.  But then there came a time 

when Joshua was gone and there was not a good, obedient leader to come up and 

replace him.  They didn’t find a good replacement. 

 And they had a problem then.  They had a couple of problems.  First of all, they 

have a problem with the next generation.  The generation after Joshua is what I mean 

by that.  And then they have a problem with the peoples, nations, who remain in the 

land and who still, according to the text, have — are leading the people astray in their 

worship. 

 Take a look at Judges 2:10 and what the text says there.  “Moreover, that whole 

generation was gathered up to their ancestors and another generation grew up after 

them who” — the second generation — “did not know the Lord or the work that he had 

done for Israel.”   Now, that is a big deal of the eyes of the Deuteronomists.  Because 

if you look at the law in Deuteronomy 6:20 and you see what ought to happen, what 

should have happened — says “When your children ask you in time to come what is the 

meaning of the decrees and the statutes and the ordinances that the Lord our God has 
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commanded you, then you shall say to your children, ‘We were pharaoh slaves in Egypt 

but the Lord brought us up out of Egypt with a mighty hand.  The Lord displayed before 

our eyes great and awesome signs,’” etc., etc., etc., and then goes on and tells the 

story. 

 One of the laws and the commandments that shows up numerous places in the 

Book of Deuteronomy is that the children should be taught what happened before, what 

came before, what’s their history, what’s the history of the ancient Israelites.  And 

therefore, what do these things mean?  And that’s what the Deuteronomists are trying 

to do.  They’re trying to correct that problem.  But they said in the Book of Judges, it 

didn’t happen.  Therefore, one of the reasons why the Book of Judges is a picture of 

decline and destruction is because the next generation didn’t learn the lessons of the 

earlier generations. 

 Then you have an issue with the presence of the Canaanites or non-Israelites 

who are in the land, people that weren’t cleaned out.  We could note and on the screen 

it should be noted that numerous passages — Judges 1:27, verses 29, 30, 31, 33, 

Judges 2, 1 to 3.  But if you look at Judges 3, verses 5 and 6.  “So the Israelites lived 

among the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the 

Jebusites.  And they took their daughters as wives for themselves.”  So they 

intermarried with these people that were still living in the land.  And their own daughters 

they gave to their sons so it was intermarriage and they worshiped their gods. 

 And so what’s the problem that gave rise to this decline into destruction that is 

depicted in the Book of Judges?  It is — again, the second generation didn’t remember 

or learn the history of the first generation.  Second of all, they left some of these people 

in the land who were supposed to have been cleared out, according to Deuteronomy 

20.  So again, the Deuteronomists are writing this history from their perspective, from 

the perspective of the laws in Deuteronomy. 
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 The Book of Judges has two sections to it.  It’s divided into two parts if you look 

at it structurally.  Chapters 2 through 16 provide what is called the Judges cycle, a 

series of stories that follow a certain cycle.  It is characterized by a phrase and that 

phrase is “The Israelites did what was evil in the eyes of Yahweh.”  And then the 

stories go on and they fill out that picture.  There’s a chart that we’re gonna be using 

and we’re going to fill this out.  This is a chart that you should’ve already had with your 

materials and you should’ve already filled it out, and hopefully see how these stories 

start to plug in, different verses and different phrases. into these different boxes or cells 

and fill out that chart that way. 

 But there are six different Judges cycles or cycles of stories that start out with 

this “The Israelites did what was evil in the eyes of Yahweh.”  We’re going about 

Judges 3, 7 through 11, featuring the judge Othniel; Judges 3, 12 through 30, featuring 

the judge Ehud; Judges 4:1 through 5-31 featuring Deborah and also Barak; Judges 6:1 

through 8:28 featuring Gideon; Judges 10:6 through 12:7 featuring Jephthah; Judges 

13:1 through 16:31 featuring Samson.  Each of these stories, at least until we get to the 

story of Samson, fills out these boxes, these cells.  You see a cycle in which there’s 

disobedience.  There’s the anger of Yahweh.  People cry out.  Yahweh says, “Okay.  

I’ll send ‘em a judge, someone to rescue them.”  And then they have rest for a period of 

time. 

 We’re not gonna go through each of these cycles, but I want to go through 

enough of them and take a look at them well enough that you kind of get a picture.  

And let’s just start with some of the shorter ones and let’s start with the first one, Judges 

3, 7 through 11.  This story is short, it’s simple, it’s sweet and it basically lays out the 

pattern more than it really fills out the picture — fills out the story.  “The Israelites did 

what was evil in the sight of the Lord” — that’s the first part — “forgetting the Lord their 

God and worshiping the Baals and the Asherahs.”  These are foreign gods.  
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“Therefore, the anger of the Lord was kindled against Israel and he sold them into the 

hand of the king, Chushan-rishathaim of Aram or Syria, and the Israelites served 

Chushan-rishathaim eight years.” 

 “But when the Israelites cried out to the Lord, the Lord raised up a deliverer — 

pre Israelites — who delivered them, Othniel, son of Kenaz, Caleb’s younger brother.  

The Spirit of the Lord came upon him and he judged Israel.”  Now, it doesn’t go into 

detail on how he did this; it just says that he did it.  “And he went out to war and the 

Lord gave King Chushan-rishathaim of Aram into his hand, and his hand prevailed over 

Chushan-rishathaim, so the land had rest 40 years.  And then Othniel, son of Kenaz, 

died.”  So as long as Othniel was there, they were doing okay.  This is the basic 

outline.  Doesn’t give much details.  You don’t know if Othniel was a particularly 

likeable character or creative or anything.  Kind of a bland story, sets out the cycle. 

 Let’s take a look at Ehud.  “Then the Israelites again did what was evil in the 

sight of the Lord, and the Lord strengthened King Eglon of Moab against Israel because 

they had done what was evil in the sight of the Lord in alliance with the Ammonites and 

the Amalekites.  He went and defeated Israel and took possession of the city of palms, 

so the Israelites served King Eglon of Moab 18 years.  But when the Israelites cried out 

to the Lord, the Lord raised up for them a deliverer, Ehud, son of Gera the Benjamite, a 

left-handed man.”  Now, this left-handed business is unusual.  The fact that it gets 

mentioned in the text alerts the reader to, “Hmm.  This Ehud’s got something weird 

about him and the fact is that he’s left-handed.” 

 Now, today we like to tease left-handed people quite a bit.  Actually, left-handed 

people — my friends who are left-handed tease me a lot more and I can think of 

numerous offices of left-handed people I walk into and their sign is like left-handed 

genius, and there are left-handed scissors, and all sorts of things.  So in our society we 

kind of smirk and laugh about left-handed folks.  In ancient Israelite society it was seen 
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a little bit more as a anomaly, something a little bit strange because it’s really the right 

hand that is more typically in ancient Israelite society seen as the norm.  I don’t want to 

make it be the biggest deal in the world, but it is something unusual and it shows up in 

this text.  It shows up in an interesting way. 

 The Israelites sent tribute to him — by him to King Eglon of Moab, and Ehud 

made for himself a sword with two edges, a cubit in length.  So about the length of your 

forearm.  He fastened it on his right side under his clothes.  So it’s on his right thigh 

over here on this side.  And if you look at pictures in the ancient Near East, most 

swords are over here where a right-handed person will draw it out and go [whoosh] and 

be able to swing it with their right hand.  Eglon is left-handed so it’s a little bit different.  

His sword is on his right side, on his right thigh.  And he presented the tribute to King 

Eglon of Moab, and now Eglon was a very fat guy.  And when Ehud had finished 

presenting the tribute, he sent the people who carried the tribute on their way.  He 

himself turned back at the sculptured stones near Gilgal and said, “I have a secret 

message for you, oh King.”  And so the king said, “Silence,” and all his attendants went 

out of his presence. 

 Ehud came to him while he was sitting alone in the cool roof chamber.  Now, 

notice it’s Ehud and the king.  They’re all alone, they’re on the roof, it’s nice and cool, 

everything’s pretty comfortable up there, and the king is not protected by any of his 

attendants.  Well, why not?  Well, because Ehud — they didn’t have metal detectors 

back then.  So when he went to see the king, they probably noticed that on his left side 

there wasn’t a sword or anything like that that they saw.  He had, however, 

remembered this double-edged dagger attached to his right thigh underneath his 

clothing.  It wasn’t noticeable.  And when everybody — maybe they patted him down a 

little bit here on the left side and didn’t notice a sword.  They thought he was fine.  But 

he wasn’t. 
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 And Ehud came to him while he was sitting alone in his cool roof chamber and 

said, “I have a message from God for you.”  So he rose from his seat and then Ehud 

reached with his left hand, took the sword from his right thigh, and thrust it into Eglon’s 

belly.  The hilt also went in after the blade and the fat closed over it.  It’s kind of gross, 

kind of comical, but it’s certainly a vivid picture.  He did not draw the sword out of the 

belly and the dirt came out.  It simply means the king defecated.   

 Well, when Ehud went out into the vestibule and closed the door of the roof 

chamber on him and locked him.  After he’d gone the servants came and when they 

saw that the doors of the roof chamber were locked, they thought, “Hmm.  Well, he 

must be relieving himself in the cool chamber.”  Because they could smell the smell of 

what had happened.  And so they waited until they were embarrassed.  “Gee, when’s 

the guy gonna be done there in the bathroom?”  Again, it’s kind of a comical picture, 

sort of a strange picture.  Again, it is a little bit of a picture of how, through strange 

circumstances, Israel is being delivered but again there’s a picture of chaos in all of this.  

Again, it is a picture that chaos is creeping into and a part of this declining cycle into 

destruction that Israel is getting itself involved in because the second generation didn’t 

learn the stories of the first and they left Canaanites or impure folks there in the land. 

 Well, when he still didn’t open the doors to the roof chamber, they took the key 

and opened them and there was their lord lying dead on the floor and Ehud escaped.  

You see at the very end of the story in verse 30, “So Moab was subdued that day under 

the hand of Israel and the land had rest 80 years.”  So they had a period of rest. 

 Then we get into a story of Deborah and Barak.  Again, you have this same 

language.  “The Israelites again did what was evil in the sight of the Lord after Ehud 

died.  So the Lord sold them into the hand of Jabin of Canaan, who reigned in Hazor.  

The commander of the army was Sisera who lived in Harosheths of the Gentiles.  Then 

the Israelites cried out to the Lord for help, for he had 900 chariots of iron and had 
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oppressed the Israelites cruelly 20 years.”  So you have again in verse 1 this 

disobedience, in verse 2 there was anger, in verse 3 the Israelites cry out. 

 And then in verse 6 — and at that time it talks about the role of Deborah.  “At 

that time Deborah, a prophetess, wife of Lapidoth, was judging Israel and she used to 

sit under the palm of Deborah between Ramah and Bethel in the hill country of Ephraim.  

And the Israelites came up to her for judgment.  And she sent and summoned Barak, 

the son of Abinoam, from Kedesh-naphtali, and said to him, ‘The Lord, the god of Israel, 

commands you to go and take possession of Mount Tabor, bringing 10,000 from the 

tribe of Naphtali,’” etc., etc., etc. 

 What you have here is a female judge and a female leader who is — to whom 

the male commander answers and takes orders from her.  Now, this is in a patriarchal 

society.  You have to think about how this is being seen.  It is perhaps cranking up a 

little bit.  Again, it’s not that women were not revered, not respected in their own way.  

But in terms of political power and authority, it was unusual -- not unheard of, but 

unusual -- for a woman to have that kind of authority and that kind of power.  Again, it 

was seen as out of the norm and a sign that chaos had crept into Israelite society and 

was a part of this cycle of decline into destruction. 

 First they had a left-handed guy who was a deliverer, now they have a woman 

who’s going to be delivering.  Later on you’re going to see that it’s Jael, another 

woman, who actually drives a stake through the head of Sisera for the final victory.  

And then at the end of chapter 5, “The land had rest for 40 years after that final victory.”  

And so again, what I’m wanting to see is that in the course of the Book of Judges, 

you’re having a gradual decline into destruction, an increase of chaos.  First the 

left-handed guy, now a woman.  And all this is because that second generation didn’t 

know the history, didn’t learn obedience from the first generation, and also because they 

left Canaanites these impure elements in the land. 
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 Then we’re gonna skip over the story of Gideon and we’re gonna jump toward — 

to the story of Jepththah.  Jepththah was the son of a prostitute and he was basically 

an outlaw, running around out in the hills of Transjordan.  He had a mob that ran 

around there with him.  And again, you have this same cycle.  Notice again what 

happens toward the end of the story.  At the end of the story, in order to bring about 

victory, he makes a promise.  “First one I see comes from my household I’ll sacrifice.”  

Who does that end up being?  His daughter.  So here you have, first of all, the son of a 

prostitute who’s an outlaw, that the people make a deal with — “Please be our 

deliverer.”  And then when he does deliver them and bring about a victory, what does 

he do?  He ends up sacrificing his own daughter.  That doesn’t work.  And it’s again a 

picture of increased chaos and an increased deterioration.  At the end of the day, the 

land does have rest but you have this horrible story.  When is this going on?  It is 

when the Israelites did what was evil in the eyes of Yahweh.  That’s what characterizes 

all of the events, what sets this Judges cycle into process, and it’s all because again this 

next generation and the fact that Canaanites were left in the land. 

 Well, then you get a story of Samson and you have the statement in 13:1 about 

the Israelites doing evil.  “The Israelites again did what was evil in the sight of the Lord 

and the Lord gave them into the hand of the Philistines for 40 years.”  So there’s 

disobedience.  They’re handed over to the Philistines.  But if those of you — hopefully, 

all of you filled out this chart, did you ever find a place where the Israelites cried out for 

deliverance?  Not in this story.  Happens in all of the other Judges stories, the Judges 

cycles, but not in this one. 

 Nevertheless, Yahweh decides that he’s going to deliver the people.  “There was 

a certain man of Zorah of the tribe of Danites whose name was Manoah and his wife 

was barren, having borne no children.  And the angel of the Lord appeared to the 

woman and said to her, ‘Although you’re barren, having borne no children, you shall 
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conceive and bear a son.  Be careful not to drink wine or strong drink, or to eat 

anything unclean, for you shall conceive and bear a son.  No razor is to come upon his 

head for the boy shall be a Nazarite, someone dedicated to God from birth.’”  A 

Nazarite from birth.  Someone dedicated to God — in this instance, at any rate — to be 

a deliverer and to rescue the people. 

 So a judge comes up.   At the end of the time, though, and we go through all the 

stories of Samson, Samson and Delilah, and all the chaos he brings about, people that 

he kills, the kind of lawless behavior that he exhibits, and he lets himself be duped by 

Delilah.  It makes for good movies and good stories and things like that, but it doesn’t 

make for an orderly national existence.  Instead, there’s chaos in the land. 

 At the end of the day, he does kill many of his oppressors in the Philistines.  

However, it doesn’t bring about rest for the land.  And those of you who put in and filled 

out all this chart realize that there’s a blank when it comes to rest at the end of the day.  

The land had no rest after Samson. 

 So the Book of Judges in Chapters 2 through 16 is depicting a time when the 

Israelites did what was evil in the eyes of Yahweh.  And because the next generation 

didn’t learn a lesson from the first, they left Canaanites in the land.  As a result, at the 

end of the day, there was no rest in the land.  There was no rest in the land.  That’s 

how the first half of the Book of Judges closes out. 

 Now, there is a second part, starting with chapter 17, and there are two stories in 

this second part that fill out this section.  Chapters 17 through 18 and then 19 through 

21.  They tell a couple of different strange stories, but all of these stories are filled with 

dilemmas caused because the people in these stories did not follow the law of 

Deuteronomy or follow the laws of God.  They weren’t obedient in the land.  And 

notice that there are certain statements that control or evaluate what this period of time 

was like.  In those days there was no king in Israel and you see that in verses 17:6, 
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18:1, 19:1 and 21:25.  In those days there was no king in Israel.  All the people did 

what was right in their own eyes.  You see that in 17:6 and 21:25.  In other words, the 

statements that put a bookend on the front and the end of this second part of the Book 

of Judges say there was no king and everyone did what was right in their own eyes. 

 And here’s what was right in their own eyes when they had no leadership from a 

king.  Well, you had these two crazy stories in here.  Chaotic times, people are killed, 

women are raped and then cut up and maimed.  It’s horrible stories.  Why?  Because 

there’s no king in Israel and everyone did what was right in their own eyes.  And if you 

look at this half and these controlling statements in this half of the Book of Judges and 

compare it with the first half of the Book of Judges, what was the controlling phrase of 

that first half of the Book of Judges?  That was when the Israelites did what was evil in 

the eyes of Yahweh. 

 And so in the first half it says people did what was evil in the eyes of Yahweh.  In 

the second half it said they did what was right in their own eyes.  The message of the 

Book of Judges and the book of the Deuteronomistic historians is if people are left to 

themselves, to their own devices, they are not going to do what is right in the eyes of 

Yahweh.  Why?  Because the second generation didn’t learn the laws of obedience, 

didn’t learn the ways of Yahweh, didn’t learn the history from the first generation, and 

they left Canaanites in the land. 

 And so what is needed now?  What is needed now is an obedient king to lead 

them.  And then in the eyes of the Deuteronomistic historians, who’s that obedient 

king?  It’s Josiah.  And so in terms of how — if the Deuteronomistic historians are 

gonna say to the people of their day and the people in the court that they’re talking to in 

the time of Josiah, how do we deal with these refugees?  How do we deal with people 

that we’re trying to integrate?  Do we leave them to their own devices?  Well, we can’t 

do that.  Because if we leave everybody to do what’s right in their own eyes, this is 
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what happens.  And what happens is evil in the eyes of Yahweh.  We need a king, an 

obedient king, to lead us.  A king like Josiah.  That’s the message of the 

Deuteronomistic historians through the Book of Judges. 

 Well, let’s look at one of these stories and look briefly at the story in 19 through 

20.  And it starts out simple enough.  There was a certain Levite residing in the remote 

parts of the hill country of Ephraim — this is up north — and he took to himself a 

concubine which is a wife who didn’t have full legal status and privileges.  From 

Bethlehem and Judah.  But his concubine became angry with him and they had a 

lovers’ spat.  She went away from him to her father’s house in Bethlehem, so he had to 

travel from the north down south. 

 Well, then her husband send out after her to speak tenderly to her and bring her 

back.  He wanted to make up.  So he travels down, he meets up with his father-in-law, 

stays a few days there in Bethlehem.  He meets up with his estranged wife, secondary 

wife, and woos her back because he does love her.  He woos her back and she says 

okay.  So they reconciled and everything seems like it’s going pretty well and everyone 

is pretty happy.  The father-in-law says, “Hey, why don’t you stay for a while and we’ll 

kind of party and celebrate.”  So they do.  And then day turns into night, night turns 

into day, and then a few more days like this, and finally the guy says, “You know, I’ve 

really got to get back.  Work is calling me.  They’re gonna fire me if I don’t get back up 

to the farm and Ephraim up north here in a few days.”  So they’re on their way. 

 And they stop through the city of Jebus or Jerusalem perhaps, and they are 

sitting there — because they got off to a light start, they really don’t have anyplace to 

stay.  Rules of hospitality in ancient Israelite and Bedoin society as well are that you’re 

not gonna let someone stay out in your city square all night and suffer.  You’re gonna 

invite them into your house.  So he gets invited into a fellow’s house but bad things 

happen.  There are stories of men who want to come and they want to party with the 



REL 101 Lecture 13 12 

Levite, and they say no, no, no.  They end up throwing the concubine out to these 

ravenous men and they rape her and they kill her, leave her for dead.  And then they 

say, “Look at this horrible thing that happened.”  They chop her up, send pieces of her 

out around the territory.  It incites war against the Benjaminites.  

 But then the Benjaminites are ready to go to become extinct because they were 

defeated in this battle and they say, you know, “Well, what women are for the 

Benjaminites for this tribe to sustain itself?”  They end up kidnaping other women.  The 

bottom line is that one bad event leads to more bad events, and it is a picture of a 

downward spiral into a chaotic situation where women are stolen, women are raped, 

women are murdered.  It is during that time when everyone did what was right in their 

own eyes but was not right in the eyes of Yahweh.  And there was no king in Israel.  

 That’s what happened in this transition period and that’s what leads into the Book 

of Samuel and Kings.  It talks about the rise of the monarchy and however, 

nevertheless, the rise of the Levitic kingdom but eventually the fall.  And the 

Deuteronomistic historians, the ones who are compiling this material together and 

editing it and shaping it a particular way, this is the story that they’re wanting to get 

across.  Today we focused in on that transition period and the kind of story that they 

wanted to tell about this transition as they led into the subject of the monarchy. 

 The subject of Israelite monarchy is an interesting topic and one we’re going to 

take up the next lesson.  Because the Deuteronomistic historians’ attitude toward the 

monarchy was a mixed one.  It wasn’t fully in favor, it wasn’t fully opposed, but it was a 

tenuous relationship with the monarchy.  That’s what we’re going to take a look at next 

time. 

 Thank you very much and we’ll see you in the next session. 

 


