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Judges

After sending a reporter to the wild-west town of Abilene, Kansas in the mid 19th century, the New York Tribune said of the bustling cow-town, “There is no law, no restraint, in this seething cauldron of vice and depravity.”
 Were the backdrop and language a little different, the book of Judges would somewhat resemble a Louis L’Amour book.

Eric Hayden has suggested that the key word for the book of Judges is “anarchy”. He goes on to say that once Israel had settled into the land of Canaan, following the death of Joshua, “lawlessness becomes their characteristic state…”

The book of Judges is a dark and ugly page in Israel’s history. Some have called it the “Book of Failure”
 This failure is clearly summed up in the key verse of the book; a refrain that is repeated no less than four times. “In those days there was no king in Israel: every man did that which was right in his own eyes (21:25).”

“…this is the tragic story of this book of Judges – failure through compromise. Let the words burn into the mind, and burn out any easy-going toleration of the unholy or questionable thing.”

-J. Sidlow Baxter

The book derives its name from the characters that make up its primary story line. They are the Judges (Heb. Shophetim), and their role was two-fold: (1) to deliver the people from oppression, and (2) to rule over them (judge them) during the intervening period of peace. The people God appoints to this unique position are an eclectic and interesting group.

“One introduction to the Old Testament characterizes five of the more prominent judges as ‘a reluctant farmer, a prophetess, a left-handed assassin, a bastard bandit, a sex-addicted Nazirite and others’.”

Some of the most surprising, dramatic, intriguing, and even shocking stories of the Bible come from the pages of Judges. Memorable figures, such as Gideon and Samson are to be found within this book, along with important messages about the cost and danger of rebellion and sin. 

In a survey of the book of Judges, it is important to note:

I. THE CULTURE OF JUDGES

The first two chapters of the book of Judges summarize the social, moral, and political climate of Israel after their fathers had entered and conquered the Promised Land. 

The culture that is described in these opening chapters helps to explain the narratives that follow, and the spiritual declension that marked this particular page of Israel’s history. The culture of that period was:


A. A disobedient culture

The opening chapter of Judges is marked by failure. Even though the Lord was with them, verse 19 says that Judah “could not drive out the inhabitants of the valley”. This was certainly not the fault of the Lord. It reveals a clear failure and disobedience on the part of the people. 

In Deuteronomy 7, Moses had instructed the people that they were to completely and totally remove the native inhabitants of Canaan. They were to, “…utterly destroy them; …make no covenant with them, nor shew mercy unto them.”

The failure to obey this command is visible throughout the first chapter.

1:21 – “…Benjamin did not drive out the Jebusites that inhabited Jerusalem…”

1:27 – “…Neither did Manasseh drive out the inhabitants of Bethshean…”

1:29 – “…Neither did Ephraim drive out the Canaanites that dwelt in Gezer…”

1:30 – “…Neither did Zebulun drive out the inhabitants of Kitron…”

1:31 – “…Neither did Asher drive out the inhabitants of Accho…”

1:33 – “…Neither did Naphtali drive out the inhabitants of Bethshemesh…”

Though these sins of omission seem to pale in comparison to some of the more obscene and offensive behaviors that appear in subsequent chapters, there is no doubting that these compromises paved the way for those later evils.

 The culture of Judges was not only a disobedient culture, but also:


B. A decaying culture

Though certainly not flawlessly, the generation that followed Joshua into Canaan had for the most part sought to faithfully keep the Word of God to them. In Judges 2:10, a key and important verse marks a generational transition, and a cultural shift. It says, “And also all that generation were gathered unto their fathers: and there arose another generation after them, which knew not the LORD, nor yet the works which he had done for Israel.”

This generation plagued by spiritual ignorance soon becomes marked sinful deviance. The remainder of chapter two sums up what the rest of the book will reveal in detail – a people of decaying morality. Though there are moments of repentance, and movements of restoration, the overall direction of Israel in Judges is downward.

The culture of Judges is not only disobedient and decaying, but it is also:


C. A delayed culture

It is fairly easy to pick up on a trend or pattern that develops in Judges. One writer describes the repeated pattern with the words, sinning, suffering, supplication, and salvation.
 Another writer sums up the cyclical pattern of the people’s behavior with the words, rest, rebellion, retribution, repentance, and restoration.

Regardless of how it is described or divided, this pattern of sin, punishment, and deliverance repeats itself throughout the record, and it serves only to retard the overall progress of the people of Israel. Joshua is marked by success. Judges is marked by stagnation.

In surveying Judges, we must note not only the culture, but also secondly:

II. THE CHARACTERS OF JUDGES

The focus of Exodus and Joshua was very national in its scope. There were prominent figures, but by and large, Israel itself was the central figure. In Judges, nationality gives way to individuality, and as a result there are several characters that cross the stage of the drama in Judges.

These characters are predominately the judges themselves. In examining these characters, notice first of all:


A. The identities of the judges

There are a total of 12 judges in all (though some count Abimileck as a 13th). They are:

Othniel – 3:9-11, nephew of Caleb

Ehud – 3:12-30, left-handed, dagger-wielding assassin

Shamgar – 3:31, ox-goad warrior

Deborah – 4:4-5:31, you go, girl!

Gideon – 6:11-8:35, skeptical, reluctant hero

Tola – 10:1-2, grandson of Dodo

Jair – 10:3-5, 30 sons, 30 donkeys, 30 cities

Jephthah – 11:1-12:7, regretful vow

Ibzan – 12:8-10, 60 children

Elon – 12:11-12, Zebulonite

Abdon – 12:13-15, 40 sons, 30 nephews, “four score and ten” donkeys

Samson – 13:2 – 16:31, super-hero, moral failure

As is clear, a handful of these judged are given the majority of the emphasis. It is clear that there stories are intended to convey something greater than mere history to the reader. For that reason, we must not only look at the identities of the judges, but also:


B. The interpretation of the judges

As the various stories of the judges converge, there are two truths to be taken away from their record in this book. First of all, we learn about the secret of leadership. In many of the stories of these judges, we find unlikely characters being used by God. Many of them are non-descript, seemingly commonplace men (and women) whom God elevated and enabled to lead. In many cases, the only explanation of their usefulness is found in that, “…the Spirit of the Lord came upon him.” The secret of leadership is not found in Ehud’s dagger, Shamgar’s ox-goad, or Gideon’s tiny army. The secret of leadership is in the anointing and enabling of God!

We learn from these judges not only about the secret of leadership, but also about the significance of leadership. Without God-anointed and God-appointed leadership, chaos ensues among the people. When every man follows his own estimations of what is right, it is not long before there is no wrong.

In a survey of the book of Judges, we must note not only the culture in judges, and the characters in Judges, but also finally:

III. THE CONCLUSION OF JUDGES

The tragic life of Samson comes to a destructive and deadly end in chapter 16. The remaining chapters of the book give anecdotal evidence of the overall condition of Israel during the period of the judges.

There are three stories that conclude the book indicate three things about the children of Israel during these dark days of their history. First of all, they were a people:


A. Marked by idolatry

Chapter 17 is taken up with the story of a man named Micah, and his strange religious life, which was a mixture of traditional Jewish worship and idolatry. He even hired his own priest, a Levite, who pragmatically agreed to serve Micah for the salary package of “ten shekels and a shirt”. 

In chapter 18, the tribe of Dan becomes interwoven with Micah and his hireling priest, and the pervasiveness of Israel’s idolatry becomes even more evident. No longer was the God of Israel the one, true, God. He was replaced by the polytheism of the Canaanites they should have destroyed.

The Israel in Judges is not only a people marked by idolatry, but in the conclusion, we find they are also a people:


B. Marked by immorality

The story that takes up the 19th chapter of Judges is one whose story line could be adapted to a modern, late-night, “TV-MA” drama. There is drunkenness, partying, homosexual undertones, rape, murder, and dismemberment. 

Suffice it to say, the gross immorality of the land is shockingly portrayed in this account. The book began with what some would consider a minor omission on the part of God’s people. The book’s conclusion reveals that small sins lead to great sins like Twinkies and Yoo-Hoo’s lead to obesity – almost inevitably.

“We can never enjoy God’s promised rest for long if we tolerate only partially crushed sins to continue with us. If we make league with questionable things because they seem harmless, we shall soon find ourselves wedded to the desires of the flesh again, and down from the heights to which God has lifted us.”
 

-J. Sidlow Baxter

In the conclusion of Judges, the people of Israel are not only marked by idolatry and immorality, but also:


C. Marked by instability

Chapter 20 records a civil war between Israel and the tribe of Dan, and chapter 21 records the murder of the inhabitants of Jabesh-gilead. Rest and peace, the climate that was supposed to exist once Canaan had been claimed, is far from a reality as Judges comes to a close. Israel’s sin once again brought about its suffering. 

The nation that was supposed to have been guided and protected under the theocratic rule of Jehovah instead became a divided, unstable, and volatile group.

One leaves the book of Judges mindful that no mere man can rescue other men from themselves. The judges were God’s appointed agents, yet in their flawed and sinful humanity, they could not succeed in pulling the people and their God any closer together.

If a person did not know what was yet to come in the canon, they would be asking, “Will this chosen people survive? Will the Lord God endure with them forever? Will they ever abandon their sin for the righteousness of God?” 

Increasingly it becomes clear that Israel’s only hope is the gracious intervention of God. As we will see, He does intervene through the establishment of the Israelite monarchy. This too is flawed, but like the judges each king points to the one Israelite who will one day rule in perfection and bridge the gap between a holy God and a fallen people – King Jesus!
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