
And what more shall I say? I do not have time to tell about Gideon, Barak, 
Samson, Jephthah, David, Samuel and the prophets, who through faith 
conquered kingdoms, administered justice, and gained what was promised; who 
shut the mouths of lions, quenched the fury of the flames, and escaped the edge 
of the sword; whose weakness was turned to strength; and who became 
powerful in battle and routed foreign armies.  
(Heb 11:32-34 NIV). 
 
These lines from the writer of Hebrews, sums up for many, what we know about 
the book of Judges. Gideon, Barak, Samson, and Jephthah are heroes of the 
faith, leaders and judges who guided Israel from the conquest of the Promised 
Land to the time of kings beginning with King Saul.  But is there another Book of 
Judges in the Bible we missed. Consider this description taken from The 
Interpreter’s Bible, Volume II, The Book of Judges by Dennis T Olson: “It 
combines stories of political intrigue and assassination, lies and deception, rape 
and murder, courage and fear, great faith and idolatry power and greed, sex and 
suicide, love and death, military victories and civil war.”  This description sounds 
more like a market blurb for a New York Times bestseller listing, and with that 
description, it is probably at the top of the chart.  These are descriptions of the 
same book and sadly, it is one of the least read and most misunderstood books 
in the Bible.   
 
The book of Judges is a marvelous book that has a powerful message for the 
church today, if only we will take the time to study it and learn what it has to tell 
us.  It is far more than a history of what some have called “the Dark Ages of 
Israel.”  It is a book where there are no heroes but God.  It is a book all about 
compromise and getting along with others.  It is a book about punishment and 
mercy.  It is a book that has as many plots and subplots as any book you may 
ever read.  It is a book with a saving message to the church today that is largely 
falling on ears of stone.  It is a book about the history and struggles of the nation 
of Israel but it is a book that has a crucial message for the future of our church 
today.  It is a book we would do well to study, learn and apply in our lives, now!   
 
The title of the book is derived, not from its opening words as we find in the 
Books of Moses, but from the activities of the major players in the book.  The title 
of the Book of Judges, gives us a false understanding of the contents of the 
book.  None of the characters in the book are actually called “judges.”  The only 
instance in the entire book that the title “judge” is used of a major character, the 
title was applied to God as the universal divine Judge in a speech by Jephthah to 
a delegation of Ammonites (Jud 11.27).  
 
Moses in Deut 16.18, 17.9, and 19.17 makes the first mention of “judges”. The 
role of judge in these instances was to stand with the High Priest as judge or 
leader in Israel.  We do not spend much time thinking of Israel’s early leadership 
structure but it is worth considering.  Moses, the prophet, the lawgiver, and 
alongside of him the High Priest to administer the rites and instruct people in the 



proper worship of God.  On the other side of Moses stood the Judge who aided 
people in questions and application of the law. Besides the civil function of being 
a judge, judges were recognized leaders in both religious and military affairs. In 
the book of Judges, “judges” served primarily as leaders, military deliverers, and 
after gaining a victory would serve as a civil leader.   
 
Judges 2.16-19 gives us the clearest understanding of the role of a “judge” in the 
book of Judges.  First, God raises the judge, so the judge’s authority and power 
comes from God.  Second, the reason God raises the judge, is to deliver, to 
save, the people from their enemies.  Third, the judge is to deal with an outside 
threat to the security of his people, his function is not identified as dealing with 
civil matters of law.   
 
It would be an easy mistake to make to think of the Judges leading Israel in the 
fashion of Joshua.  Judges were inspired men of God, called to lead their tribe or 
tribes, into battle against their enemies.  Under their leadership, the tribe or tribes 
were strengthened against their enemies, entered a time of renewal with Yahweh 
and experienced a time of peace and prosperity.  The time of all the tribes being 
united under a single leader, like Joshua, would have to wait until the period of 
kings, which began with Saul. 
 
The author of Judges is unknown.  It has historically been suggested and 
assumed by many that the author of Judges and Ruth for that matter was 
Samuel.  But the Book of Judges is a book that has apparently been through 
some revisions before reaching us in its present state so it is probably just as 
well to say that the author is unknown.  
 
The period of Judges covers the time between the death of Joshua and the rise 
of Saul as king.  From an archaeological perspective, the period of settlement 
coincides with the time of transition from the Bronze Age to the Iron Age.  The 
actual period of Judges includes not only what is covered in the Book of Judges 
but also the Book of Ruth and the first twelve chapters of the Book of First 
Samuel.  The dates of the period of Judges are likely from about 1380 to 1044 
BC.   Many scholars believe the book to have been written around 1000 BC.  
 
The history with the Book of Judges covers about 350 years.  The book 
describes a progressively deteriorating state of the national life of Israel. The 
tribes of Israel were held together by a shared loyalty to the Sinai Covenant (the 
Mosaic Law) and a central place of worship, Shiloh, to which all the tribes could 
gather or send representatives.  Politically speaking Israel was a loose 
confederation of tribes held together by the Sinai or Mosaic Covenant.  It was the 
religious authority of the Mosaic Covenant that bound the tribes and would 
continue to shape their identity as people.   
 
The Book of Judges picks up where the Book of Joshua leaves off.  It begins with 
a prelude, 1.1-3.6.  The prelude is a summary of the record of the incomplete 



conquest of the Promised Land by the tribes of Israel.  The bulk of the book, 3.7-
16.31, addresses the seven cycles of oppression and deliverance under the 
Judges.  Each cycle consists of five parts: Rest, rebellion, retribution, 
repentance, and restoration.   
 
1.) Rest is a period when Israel is at peace; the tribes are being obedient and 
enjoy the fruit of that obedience.  Rest is usually associated with the rule of a 
judge and begins with the final years of Joshua. 
 2.) Rebellion usually comes with the raising of a new generation that does not 
Yahweh.  Rebellion is marked with apostasy and disobedience to the law and is 
normally triggered by idolatry, the worshiping of foreign gods. 
3.) Retribution is God’s judgment upon a fallen away and disobedient people who 
no longer recognize their God. 
4.) Repentance follows a period of God’s judgment upon His people.  In time the 
pain of punishment is enough to make the people yield their arrogance and sinful 
ways and seek God’s mercy by their cry for God’s help in their current situation. 
5.) Restoration comes about when God raises a judge and empowers him with 
the Holy Spirit to deliver, to save, His people by destroying the enemy in battle.  
The restoration brought about by the judge brings a time of rest and the cycle 
begins again. We will look at each of these seven cycles before long. 
 
Two appendices have been added to Judges after the restoration brought about 
by Samson.  Appearing in chapters 17-21, these appendices serve as 
illustrations of the chaos and tribal disorder during the time of judges. A third 
appendix to the Book of Judges is the Book of Ruth and it will not be part of our 
discussion.  The appendices are not necessarily chronological in that the events 
described may have actually taken place at any point in time during the Book of 
Judges. The Danite migration probably did take place after the restoration 
brought about by Samson while the Benjamite war likely occurred earlier in 
Judges.  
 
As we will come learn, in our study of the Book of Judges, there many plots and 
subplots and we will attempt to identify and explain many of them. However, 
there are two primary themes of the Book of Judges that dominate the book. 
They are very similar, yet different enough, to be addresses separately.  The 
most overriding theme is the Canaanization of Israel.   
 
The Israelites in the period of Judges, forgot God, and broke their covenant with 
Him.  They took for granted God’s mercy and His redemptive work, on their 
behalf.  Israel’s inheritance and conquest of the Promised Land was the result of 
the unconditional promises of God made to Abraham in the Abrahamic 
Covenant.  While their ownership of the land may have been unconditional, their 
use or enjoyment of the land was conditioned upon their obedience to God in the 
Mosaic Covenant.  Israel’s failure to take control of all the Promised Land and 
their failure to drive out all of the inhabitants was a breaking of the Mosaic 
Covenant.  As we will see, Israel, throughout the settlement period, becomes 



more and more Canaanized and less and less Israelite.  Because of their 
disobedience, they almost lost their unique identity, because they wanted to be 
like their neighbors not like God wanted them to be.   
 
The Canaanization of Israel is a lesson that today’s church needs to learn.  Has 
not the church forgotten its covenant with God? Has not today’s church taken for 
granted God’s mercy and redemptive work?  Has not the church sought to 
become more like the world around it rather than make the world like it?  Are we 
not undergoing a “Canaanization of the Church,” today?  The Canaanites, in the 
Promised Land, held the fertile land of the valleys because of their mastery of 
chariots and their ability to use them to defeat the Israelites on the plains. This 
limited the Israelites to the rocky, mountainous areas, which were far less fertile. 
It seemed to many Israelites that the gods of the Canaanites were more “fertile” 
than the God of Israel, that the gods of the Canaanites were better, stronger and 
cared more for their people than did the God of the Israelites.  Perhaps today like 
then, it is simply a case of wanting more and doing whatever is necessary to get 
it.  Materialism is materialism during the time of settlement or in the beginning of 
the twenty-first century. Perhaps we just want fertile gods who give us what we 
want and not what we need. 
 
The second major them of Judges is much like the first that perhaps there is no 
difference between them but a semantical one.  But let’s consider it.  The second 
major theme is the central truth that all failure is due to compromise.  It was all 
about compromise from the very beginning.  Only nine tribes and a half tribe of 
Manasseh moved into the Promised Land intending to settle it. Ruben, Gad and 
half the tribe of Manasseh chose to settle in Gilead on the eastern side of the 
Jordan.  And while they committed to helping their fellow tribes take the 
Promised Land, one is not likely to fight as well for that which is not his, as he will 
for that which is.  It is likely this was true of Ruben, Gad, and the half tribe of 
Manasseh.  The first chapter of Judges speaks of the incomplete conquests 
attempted by eight tribes: Judah, Benjamin, Manasseh, Ephraim, Zebulun, 
Asher, Nephtali, and Dan.  Issachar and Simeon are not mentioned but it is 
unlikely that they were more successful than the others.  From the beginning, the 
settlement of the Promised Land  is less than a total effort, and the results, like 
the effort, are compromised.  The tribes compromised God’s word and 
throughout the Book of Judges we will see how they pay a heavy price for their 
compromises.  Again, like Israel during period of Judges, the church is 
compromising with the world. As a result of the compromise God’s word is 
compromised and we, the church, like Israel are paying a heavy price.    
 
But the news is not all bad.  Judges is a book of victory.  It is a book about God’s 
mercy and His willingness to continue to redeem and restore His people. It is a 
book about the faithfulness of God despite the unfaithfulness of His people.  Yes 
it is a book, written way back then for “lost tribe of Israel” but it carries a message 
that is relevant and crucial for the “lost church” of today.  Hang on! We have 
much to learn! 


