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Study/Series: Old Testament Overviews

Judges

I. Introduction.

A. Theme of Judges: In those days, God tested Israel.

B. Introductory Notes.  The following outline relies significantly on Victor P. Hamilton,

Handbook of the Historical Books.  This is an informative and helpful source.

II. In Those Days, There Was No Joshua in Israel.  Chapter 1:1 - 3:6.

A. Territorial Evidence of Decline.  Chapter 1:1 - 2:5.

1. Note the good start after Joshua’s death.  Israel inquired of the Lord, and the

tribe of Judah carried out their duty.  God’s people do well when we are

under recent influence, but without looking to a true leader, we decline.  This

shows the danger when the church is without leadership.

2. The preeminence of Judah is seen here, once again.  The faithfulness of

Judah, including Caleb, who was still alive, to their divinely given task was

also in evidence.  Judah illustrates the exemplary tribe; Othniel illustrates the

exemplary warrior for the Lord.

3. Israel needed to clear the land again because they had not driven out all the

inhabitants of the land.  They had concentrated on conquering the cities and

their kings while Joshua led them.  Their God-given task was not done;

therefore, they needed to keep on fighting.  God, in His providence, did not

drive out all the inhabitants of the land in order that His people would learn



how to fight their enemies.  Neither does God immediately remove all sin

from His people when He regenerates our hearts and instills in them faith in

Christ, in order that we may learn to fight effectively against our enemy in the

light of the victory that Christ has already won for us.

4. There was a progression to the decline.  Judah “could” not drive them out. 

Benjamin “did” not drive them out, which was the omission of duty.  Joseph

made a deal with one man; they did not fulfill obedience completely, and it

had consequences; the man built another city.  Ephraim “did” not drive them

out.  Zebulun “did” not drive them out, but made them forced labor; it was

unwillingness to obey completely in order to serve their own interests.  Asher

“did” not drive them out, and the Canaanites lived among them.  Naphtali did

the same as Asher.  Dan was defeated by the Canaanites and driven into the

hills.  The decline went from mitigated victories, to dominance over the

enemy without expelling them (the Canaanites were in the land, and then they

lived among the Israelites), to Israel living among the Canaanites (dominance

shifts to the enemy’s side), to Israel defeated by the Canaanites

(Dan—dominance by the enemy is established).  The same can happen with

Christians standing against the world, or the church standing against the

world.

5. God’s rebuke.  “You did not listen, therefore I will not drive them out.”  We

can see the connection with “you did not drive them out.”  God made the

Gentile (unbelieving) nations as adversaries and snares as a penalty for

Israel’s failures.  Hamilton: “Israel’s sin, whatever its final manifestation, is



a sin of not listening.  Whenever God’s voice is muted and ignored, the

repercussions become almost unfathomable.”  We listen to God’s voice today

only in His word, the Bible.

B. Spiritual Evidence of Decline.  Chapter 2:6 - 3:6.

1. It begins with a second introduction to the book.  This emphasizes that

different evidence is given.

2. Note that the faith (saving belief) was not faithfully passed on from Joshua’s

generation to the next.  It shows that decline can happen quickly.

3. 2:11-21 shows the pattern of events during the time of the judges: sin,

judgment, repentance, deliverance.  (William Hendriksen in his Survey of the

Bible called it relapse, retribution, repentance, rescue.)  Israel forsook God by

idolatry, evidenced/followed by disobedience.  They broke the covenant by

their faithlessness (no saving faith in the promised Messiah, thus, no

salvation and corresponding worship of false gods), and therefore violated the

covenant stipulations by disobedience.  The covenant administration was not

a matter of salvation by works, or of losing salvation by sin; nor was it a

matter of maintaining salvation by obedience, or maintaining Spirit-wrought

good works for a second justification at the end.  Rather, forsaking God and

turning to idol worship is the cause of disobedience as a general direction of

life.  Disobedience is the evidence of a heart that is turned away from God

because it was never turned to God in the first place.  So God judged Israel

by giving them over, see vs. 14 (as indeed He does now, as Rom. 1 teaches). 

When Israel repented (“distressed,” vs. 15), then “the Lord was moved to pity



because of their groaning” (vs. 18), and God delivered Israel (vss. 16, 18). 

“Delivered” = “saved.”

4. In 3:1-6, we find that intermarriage with unbelievers leads to idolatry and sin.

III. In Those Days, There Were Judges in Israel.  Chapters 3:7 - 16:31.

A. Othniel: A Major Judge from Judah.  Chapter 3:7-11.

1. The decline began so soon after Joshua that a judge was needed in the next

generation.  Othniel was Caleb’s nephew.  He was of the generation of the

elders who survived Joshua and “had seen all the great work of the Lord

which He had done for Israel.”

2. Othniel was both an exemplary warrior and exemplary judge.

3. Note the abundant mercy of God.  He gave Israel over to oppression for 8

years, but gave them 40 years of rest afterward.  This also speaks to the

godliness of Othniel in leading the people.

B. Ehud: a Major Judge from Benjamin.  Chapter 3:12-30.

1. Israel was enslaved by Moab for 18 years this time.  They were an old enemy. 

They had tempted Israel to idolatry before, through Balaam; at this point,

idolatry is the cause for God to enslave them to Moab.

2. Was it sin for Ehud to kill Eglon of Moab?  No.  It was an official act of

government against an enemy, and it was the calling and command of God

to Ehud as His judge in Israel.

3. Ehud was a godly man who was dependent on the Lord, but had a plan and

confidence that the Lord would bless it since the Lord had called him to it

(vss. 26-29).



C. Shamgar: a Minor Judge, Possibly from Benjamin.  Chapter 3:31.

1. At the calling of God, he carried out great things for God and fought

fearlessly.  The weaker the weapons, and the lowlier the man, the more glory

to God.

2. Note that it says Shamgar “saved Israel.”  The judges as deliverers were also

styled saviors.  The significance is that they pointed forward to Christ in this. 

He who is the Judge of all the earth and does what is right, and is the Judge

of His own visible church and His people in it to convict them of their sins

(1 Pet. 4:17-18), is also the Savior of His sinful people.

3. The Philistines were on the opposite side of Israel from Moab.  A small

number of them (600) thought they could subjugate Israel.  But 600 killed

stopped the attack entirely.  The Philistines were weak.  It shows how far

Israel could decline in a short time as to be weak enough that the weak

Philistines thought they could defeat them.

D. Deborah: a Major Judge from Ephraim.  (With Barak.)  Chapters 4-5.

1. Regardless of what else we may think about the situation of Deborah, it is

clear that when men do not fulfill their responsibilities, women will take the

responsibilities over.  This is not according to God’s revealed will, but is the

sinful tendency from the fall onward (Gen. 3:16d in light of Gen. 4:7).  But,

God will use the situation to His glory anyway, by His sovereign power and

purpose to turn even the evil acts of evil men, or the sins and errors of His

people, to fulfill His good plan.

2. 4:8 - Barak is often assumed to be cowardly or weak.  But there is a different



take from more than one source.  Deborah speaks for God, and Barak’s reply

sounds like Moses in Ex. 33:15-16, so he could be asking for the blessing and

presence of God to go up with them into battle, as His word goes up with

them by Deborah as God’s oracle.  Or, since we see that Deborah’s word is

not confirmed, Barak could be asking for confirmation.  Thus, since she asks

him to risk his life on her word as a word from God, is she willing to risk her

own life on it to confirm that she is confident that it is a word from God, and

she is not simply a false prophetess.

3. Though men carried out the task of battle against the enemies among them

(Jabin et. al. were Canaanites), this teaches that women have roles to fulfill

in the work of the church and the battles against the enemies of Christ and

His people, cf. Phil. 2:3.

4. Chapter 5 gives us one of the few instances, throughout Joshua, Judges, and

Samuel, of praise and gratitude to God for His many deliverances of Israel. 

But cp. Hannah in 1 Samuel.

E. Gideon: Major Judge.  Chapters 6-9.

1. Detailed description of the Midianite oppression.  The increased seriousness

of destitution should have made Israel realize the increased seriousness of

their sin.  God’s hand was heavy on them.

2. Hamilton: “God’s displeasure with His people is indicated by the fact that He

first sends not a deliverer to save, but a prophet to indict.”  The Lord added

His convicting word to the chastisement.

3. The Angel of the Lord.  His word to Gideon should have been enough; the



presence of the Holy should have been enough.  But spiritual decline leads

to insensitivity to God’s word, and uncertainty regarding God’s command

and communion with Him.  Still, Gideon’s sacrifice to God confirmed that

Gideon was the recipient of God’s saving grace (vs. 17).  His faith was saving

faith, but he lacked assurance of grace and salvation.

4. In 6:22-23, there is great gospel significance.  “The angel of Yahweh” is a

pre-incarnate appearance of the Christ.  Because He is God, the sinner’s fear

in coming face to face with Him was that he would come under the judgment

of death and the hell he deserved.  “But He said, “You cannot see My face,

for no man can see Me and live!”” (Ex. 33:20).  Instead, however, Yahweh,

in the Person of the Angel of Yahweh, pronounces peace to Gideon because

through faith in God’s Messiah, God had made him to be at peace with

Himself.  “Therefore having been justified by faith, we have peace with God

through our Lord Jesus Christ.” (Rom. 5:1).  Through that peace with God

that we have because He has reconciled us to Himself through Christ, not

counting our trespasses against us, but against Christ in our place, we have

the promise that we shall not die, but live eternally.  “For the wages of sin is

death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Rom.

6:23).  Obviously, not all of this can be seen in Jgs. 6:22-23.  But the basics

of peace with God, pronounced by God, through faith, that rids the sinner of

the deserved penalty of death, can be clearly seen.

5. First account of deliverance by Gideon.  It was against the false religion and

god to which Israel had bowed.  Only then was it also against oppressing



enemies.

6. Gideon sought many confirmations: the fleece and others.  Our own prayer

is very similar, “I believe; help Thou my unbelief.”  Gideon, like we, sought

strengthening of his weak faith.  Notice Gideon’s humility (vs. 39), and

God’s condescension to the weaknesses of His people, shown by His answers

to both of Gideon’s requests about the fleece.  Note that persistence in prayer

prevails with God.

7. God glorified Himself with victory through 300 men instead of 22,000.  “Do

not despise the day of small things.”  It was a complete defeat, even to the

chasing down of the enemy leaders.

8. Gideon refused to rule, but asked for a reward.  Then he fell into the sin of

idolatry (8:27).

9. The story of Abimelech and Shechem shows the speed of the spiritual decline

through immorality and idolatry.  Abimelech was the son of Gideon and a

concubine.  It also shows the lack of loyalty either to God or Gideon’s

household.  But Gideon himself promoted the decline by planting the seeds

of idolatry.

F. Tola and Jair: Minor Judges.  Chapter 10:1-5.  They brought order and stability to

Israel, and a return to spiritual sensibility for a time after the episode with Abimelech.

G. Jephthah: Major Judge.  Chapters 11-12.

1. This episode began with God’s rejection of His people’s prayer for

deliverance—at first (10:10-14).  But when Israel repented and brought forth

fruit in keeping with repentance that proved they were truly repentant (10:16),



God gave heed to their prayer and brought about deliverance from the threat

of the Ammonites through Jephthah.  See Ps. 66:18.

2. Jephthah’s rash vow is everyone’s biggest question in this history.  Did

Jephthah make a human sacrifice and kill his own daughter to fulfill his vow? 

The key is in vss. 38, 39, “...and she left with her companions, and wept on

the mountains because of her virginity....and she had no relations with a

man.”  Recognizing that committing sin (murder of his daughter) in order to

do something righteous (keep his vow) is not allowable or righteous to God,

Jephthah found another way to “dedicate” his daughter as an offering to the

Lord.  He committed her to God’s service and kept her a virgin the rest of her

life, forbidding her to marry.  In so doing, he also “sacrificed,” or gave up,

any hope of leaving a legacy of children and grandchildren to survive him and

carry on his family line.  God was merciful to Jephthah in providentially

giving him the idea for this alternative way to handle things so that Jephthah

could avoid further sin and still keep his vow.  It teaches us not to make rash

vows in the first place, but also teaches us to keep our vows (Eccl. 5:4-5), and

teaches us to do what we must in order to avoid sin at all costs and be

creative in it when we must be.  As examples of rash vows that people make

today, one is when people make a profession of faith in Jesus Christ without

actually having faith; it is taking the name of the Lord upon oneself emptily,

and is thus a violation of the Third Commandment.  Two, and related to the

first, when one takes vows of membership in a church with no faith in Christ

or no intention of fulfilling them, it is also a violation of the Third



Commandment, as well as the Ninth, and is an instance of rash vows.  Vows

of celibacy and poverty are rash, unbiblical vows, also.

3. The matter of the “shibboleth” draws attention to the civil war that took place

in Israel.  Spiritual decline had reached the point that they were fighting each

other, rather than the enemies.  Too often, we see this happen on a small scale

when church splits happen without good reason.  (Abandonment of the gospel

is a good reason for a church to split when the faithful leave a false church.)

H. Samson: Major Judge.  Chapters 13-16.  Samson was to be a man of God.

1. His dedication to be a Nazirite was from the beginning of his life at God’s

command.  There is definite evidence of deficiency in his raising.  If his

parents acceded to his sinful demand regarding a wife (14:4), with little more

than mild and ineffective reproof, then they likely did the same when he was

a child.  Cp. Eli and his sons.

2. Note his breaking of his Nazirite vows—his playing fast and loose with his

vows.  His terrible spiritual weakness was indicated by his giving in so easily

to minor temptations to gratify his appetites, such as taking honey out of the

lion’s carcass.  If giving in this easily to temptation is equivalent to a little

child wanting candy, how easily would he give in to the temptation to gratify

other physical appetites and desires—and he did!  He gave in to his desire for

the Philistine wife, then for a harlot (16:1-3), then for Delilah, to whom he

was not married.  This proved to be the instrument of his downfall.  Compare

how many high-profile ministers, who are supposed to be men of God, fall

into immorality today.  This is what the media and the unbelieving world



trumpet aloud, not the quiet faithfulness of many, many men of God in

today’s church.  This is evidence of spiritual decline in God’s church and

kingdom in our area of the world today.

3. Marriage of a believer to an unbeliever can have many negative

consequences.  The unbelieving spouse tempts the believing spouse to

idolatry and sin, and there can be many troubles and heartaches due to the

difference in beliefs and moral standards.  Samson experienced many troubles

due to marrying a Philistine woman.  Eventually, she suffered a violent death

at the hands of her countrymen.  So, by His providence, God removed

Samson’s unbelieving wife and ended the marriage that was entered into

sinfully.  “Do not be deceived; God is not mocked.  For whatever a man

sows, this he will also reap.”  Marriage of a believer to an unbeliever is

expressly forbidden by God in 2 Cor. 6:14-15 and many other Scriptures.  A

Christian is required to marry a Christian, 1 Cor. 7:39 and many other

Scriptures.

4. Samson’s motive was wrong all the way along.  Anytime he defeated God’s

enemies, it was out of a motive of revenge, not love for God and neighbor. 

His goal was therefore also wrong; it should have been the glory of God, not

self-satisfaction.  The sovereign God still used Samson’s actions to fulfill His

good plan (14:4).

5. Had Samson been much more careful to live a godly life, he would have been

a much more effective man of God in ministering to God’s people and

defeating their enemies.



6. God’s chastisement of Samson was severe: loss of strength, blindness,

slavery.  But it brought Samson to repentance, with humility and dependence

on God (note his prayer in 16:28).  God vindicated Samson’s faith; his

actions at the end, by God’s providence, showed that he had true saving faith.

IV. In Those Days, Everyone Did What Was Right in His Own Eyes.  Chapters 17-21.  These

chapters are not appendices to the rest of the book, as some commentators claim.  Rather,

they provide specific examples of the depth of the spiritual decline that the rest of the book

has asserted.

A. An Example of Idolatry.  The Ephraimite, Micah, first stole money from his mother. 

When his conscience became burdened, he returned the money.  His mother rewarded

him for returning it, instead of disciplining him for stealing it, and used a portion to

have an idol made for Micah’s household.  Micah then hired a traveling Levite, who

was also related to the tribe of Judah, to be his private priest serving before his idol,

in violation of every command of God to His levitical priests.  This led to theft by

men of the tribe of Dan, who also enticed the priest to go with them and be an

accessory to theft.  (Note the poetic justice of God: in His providence, the idol that

was originally the product of Micah’s stealing was stolen from him.)  This men of

Dan, furthermore, unjustly attacked the city of Laish and murdered people there. 

Idolatry and violence often go together.  All of this happened while the tabernacle

was set up and operating in Shiloh.  All of these should have been worshiping God

as He commanded, and they had every opportunity to do so, but they rejected the true

worship of God to engage in false worship according to their own will (see Col. 2:18-

23).



B. An Example of Immorality.  The episode involving the Levite who had a concubine

shows that spiritual decline had reached the point that sexual sin (even among the

priests), murder, and anger were widespread and running rampant.  Chapter 19:22-26

shows that things had gotten as bad in Israel as they had been in Sodom and

Gomorrah.

C. An Example of Anger Leading to Hatred.  Chapters 21:18 - 22:25  The previous

episode with the Levite’s concubine eventually led to civil war between Israel and the

tribe of Benjamin where those evil deeds took place.  Most of Benjamin was

destroyed, whereupon the rest repented of their rash vow to destroy them and helped

to re-populate Benjamin by finding an alternative to provide them with wives.  But

it never should have gone that far to begin with.  God’s people should have found a

way to deal with the entire situation according to God’s word, and should never have

declined to that point to begin with.


