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Judges 

Pathways of Discipleship Bible Survey 

Title and Meaning 

 Refers to unique leaders God gave to His people for preservation against their enemies 

 Hebrew title means “deliverers” or “saviors,” as well as “judges” 

 What is a “judge?” 

 Except on rare occasions, they do not resemble the modern concept of a judge 

 Main task was not to hear complaints or make legal decisions 

 They were military leaders or deliverers raised up by Yahweh; God’s Spirit came to empower the judge 

to deal with a particular situation 

Author & Date 

 Book is anonymous; Jewish tradition credits Samuel as the author 

Background and Setting 

 Sequel to Joshua 

 1446-1406: Exodus and wanderings 

 1406-1375/50: conquest 

 1375/50-1050: period of judges 

 Problem: Judges (410 years) + 40 yrs wandering in wilderness + 30 yrs for conquest + 100 yrs for Eli, 

Samuel, Saul, and David 

 How can 1 Kings 6:1 say that Solomon began the temple 480 years after the exodus?  It all equals almost 

600 years. 

 Answer: probably looking at judges whose reigns overlapped, ruling at different places in the land at the 

same time 

 Judges are not all from the same place; Israel was not a united people at this time, so that helps explain 

the overlap 

 Time of upheaval in the land; many oppressors 

 Moving from Bronze to Iron Age 

 Massive movement of people into this area; they were known as the “Sea Peoples” 

 Philistines part of this group 

 Many sea peoples settle in western part of Palestine 
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Purpose 

 Contrasts the obedience in book of Joshua to the apostasy in the time following 

 No king in the land: this is what happens 

 Everyone did what was right in their own eyes: this is what happens 

 Prepares for the transition to monarchy 

Audience 

 First, the Israelite nation living in its own land; after kingship was established 

Major Judges 

 Othniel (3:7-11) 

 Ideal judge; brought 40 years of peace 

 Ehud (3:12-20) 

 Left handed 

 Not ideal 

 No mention of God’s Spirit coming on him 

 Delivered Israel through deceit and treachery, but did bring 80 years of peace 

 Deborah (4:1-5:31) 

 Still ideal, but was associated with Barak, who was not ideal 

 Fear begins to creep into the land 

 Only female judge 

 Her hymn anticipates the tribal disunity that would come 

 Where was the male leadership? 

 Gideon (6:1-8:35) 

 Fearful; slow to recognize and respond to God’s call 

 Puts out fleece twice to find the will of God; not necessarily an act of faith 

 God had already told him what to do 

 Made the right choice not to become king in Chapter 8, but still acted like a king 

 His son, Abimelech, slaughtered sixty-nine of his brothers and oppressed Israel 

 Jephthah (10:6-12:7) 

 Israelites did evil; God said He would no longer deliver them, but sent Jephthah to be deliverer 

 Most memorable for his vow 

 11:29-30; Spirit of the Lord came on him, giving him all the resources he needed for victory 

 Made a rash vow, as if something more was needed for victory 

 Vowed to sacrifice whatever/whomever walked out of his house first 

 Turned out to be his daughter 

 Some say he was honorable by keeping his promise 
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 Instead, he just proved that he’s a paganized Israelite: he wondered what would happen to him if he 

didn’t do what he promised; his motivation was to maintain his own leadership and status 

 Law in Leviticus 27 would have let him out of the vow 

 How does he end up in Hebrews 11? 

 Hebrews 11 stressing the great things that God did instead of merely focusing on the great faith of 

each individual 

 Samson (13:1-16:31) 

 Last of the major judges 

 He is a shadow of what a judge was to be 

 Self-indulgent, unable to control his sexual appetite 

 Was the judge with the greatest potential, but ends up being its greatest failure 

 His life illustrated the great sin of Israel: intermarrying with foreign nations 

 Was more successful in death than in life 

Outline 

 Structure based on cycles of oppression and deliverance 

 Simple Outline 

 Prologue (1:1-3:6) 

 Cycles of oppression and deliverance (3:7-16:3) 

 Epilogue (17:1-21:25) 

Major Themes 

 Pattern of Spiritual Decline 

 Israel sins 

 God punishes them; sends a nation to oppress them 

 The people cry out to Yahweh 

 He raises up a deliverer 

 The oppressor is defeated 

 The people have rest 

 Pattern starts over again; each time it does, it gets worse; a downward spiral 

 Characteristics of Israel’s sin 

 Disobedience in failing to drive the Canaanites out of the land 

 Idolatry (worshipping other gods) 

 Intermarriage with wicked Canaanites 

 Not heeding judges 

 Turning away from God after the deaths of the judges 

 God’s Power, Mercy, and Justice 

 He is sovereign and uses whatever and whomever He pleases for His purposes; He cannot and will not 

be told what to do or to comply with human expectations 
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 He is merciful and repeatedly delivers Israel upon repentance 

 He is just and does not allow sin to go unpunished 

 Leadership 

 God selects and uses people in spite of their obvious weaknesses 

 Judges not set up as model leaders (not all of them); only their faith and courage are commended 

 For success, leadership should rest on the initiative of God.  Self-elected leaders such as Abimelech, or 

opportunist leaders like Jephthah, are portrayed negatively 

 Downward Spiral of Sin 

 When there is no centralized, godly leadership, this is what happens 

 When people do what is right in their own eyes (setting their own standards), this is what happens  

 When God’s people “intermarry” with the world, this is what happens 

 When people abandon the law of God, this is what happens 

 

Resources 

John MacArthur: The MacArthur Bible Handbook 
Zondervan Handbook to the Bible 
Lasor, Hubbard, and Bush: Old Testament Survey 
Longman and Dillard: An Introduction to the Old Testament 
Lecture Notes from Liberty Theological Seminary, Dr. Gary Yates 
Holman Illustrated Study Bible 
 


