
The book of Judges begins with the statement of the death of a great leader, Joshua,
as the Book of Joshua began with the death of a great leader, Moses.  Judges 1.1
begins “After the death of Joshua.”  We find in the Book of Joshua that at the time of
Joshua’s death the conquest of the land of Israel’s inheritance was incomplete.  Joshua
had begun the conquest of the Promised Land, assigned each tribe their portion of the
land and now after Joshua’s death it was up to each tribe complete the conquest of the
land assigned to them and to settle the land allotted to them.  A major theme of the
Book of Judges is story of the military and spiritual struggles of the people as they try to
settle the Promised Land.

The first action taken by the “sons of Israel” in the book of Judges is to make inquiry of
the Lord.  The Israelites asked the Lord, “Who will be the first to go up and fight for us
against the Canaanites?"  After an appropriate time of mourning, Israel is ready to drive
out the remaining nations that continued to occupy the Promised Land (Josh 23.4-5). 
Suddenly, after many years, Israel is without a leader to lead them.  They had Moses
and then Joshua but who would lead them now?  Possibly the purpose for Joshua’s
final encouragement and the renewal of the covenant (Josh 23-24) was to establish
God as the leader of Israel.  God would lead them in the final conquest of the Promised
Land.  Till now there had always been an intermediary between God and the people but
with the death of Joshua, and with no named successor to his role, the people had to
turn directly to God and rely upon Him for their leadership.  

God responds to the inquiry of Israel: "Judah is to go; I have given the land into their
hands."  This statement has been understood in different ways.  Perhaps Judah was to
be the first tribe to begin to engage the enemy that was occupying their inheritance, to
drive them out and then settle the land.  However, there is another way of
understanding this and that is Judah was appointed to be the champion for his brothers
(Ge 49.8-12), for all the tribes.  Under this scenario, Judah was appointed to not only
conquer the land allotted to them but to also conquer whole land for the other tribes. 
This would help explain why Judah attacked and took Jerusalem, a city that was in the
land allotted to Benjamin (Benjamin failed to hang on to it), and the Lord’s promise  “I
have given the land into their hands.”  Whichever view you adopt the results are the
same--the conquest was at worst, a failure, or at best, incomplete.  This is the story of
Judges.  

Verse 3 speaks to the alliance between Judah and the tribe of Simeon.  “Then the men
of Judah said to the Simeonites their brothers, Come up with us into the territory
allotted to us, to fight against the Canaanites. We in turn will go with you into yours.” So
the Simeonites went with them.  We can assume that Judah asked Simeon to join them
for a couple of reasons. First, Judah and Simeon were full brothers, sons of Jacob and
Leah.  Second, since the allotment of Simeon was within the territorial allotment of
Judah it would make sense for them to join forces.  Yet consider this, what was God’s
answer to the inquiry of the Israelites in verse one?  God said: “Judah is to go,  I have
given the land into their hands.”   Was there any mention of Simeon?  Did God hint that
Judah should ask Simeon? 



Sometimes leaving the path begins with just the smallest of slips.  Sometimes we do
things that seemingly make perfect sense under the circumstances only to discover
later what a bad decision that really was—is this one of those moments?  We can never
answer the “what might have been” questions of life but this one sure might have had a
different ending if the tribe of Judah had literally obeyed what God told them. “Judah
should go up.”  By compromising God’s word did Judah doom the conquest and
settlement of the Promised Land? We will never know but the evidence suggests that it
did.  The taking of the land was not completed until the time of Kings and clearly Israel
was not free of idolatry until after the days of Nehemiah and by then it was not Israel
but only this same tribe of Judah.  Compromising God’s word is never a good thing.

Let’s stay here for just moment and look at the Tribe of Simeon.  Why would they be
given an allotment that was actually in the territory of Judah?  We might speculate that
is based on their size.  They were at best half the size of the other tribes.  In Moses’
first census of the tribes that was taken before the 38 years in the wilderness, the tribe
of Simeon had a population of 59,300 fighting men.  Just prior to Moses’ death and
Israel’s entering the Promised Land Moses took a second census. In this second
census, the tribe of Simeon was listed as having 22,200 fighting men.  What
happened?  How did the tribe of Simeon lose roughly 66% of its fighting force?  The
answer maybe the Plague of Peor.  

Backing up briefly, remember that the Simeon and his brother Levi slew Hamor, his son
Shechem, and all the men of Shechem for Shechem’s rape of their sister Dinah.  In
Jacob’s blessing on his sons just prior to hid death, he said to Levi and Simeon: 

"Simeon and Levi are brothers; their swords are weapons of violence. Let me not
enter their council, let me not join their assembly, for they have killed men in their
anger and hamstrung oxen as they pleased. Cursed be their anger, so fierce,
and their fury, so cruel! I will scatter them in Jacob and disperse them in Israel."
(Ge 49.5-7)

This blessing / prophecy of Jacob’s was right on.  Levi was scattered throughout Israel
as priests without ever having an allotment of land.  Simeon’s blessing, as we continue
our story, is just as accurate.  

Numbers 25 provides the background for the plague.  But we must make one more side
journey before we get to Nu 25 and the Plague of Peor.  Peor is in the plains of Moab
on the eastern side of the Jordan, opposite Jericho.  Balak, the leader of Moab, was in
great fear of Israel and the threat they posed to his kingdom.  Balak and his neighbors
the Midianites joined forces against Israel.  Their strategy for defeating Israel was
different.  Instead of engaging in direct combat, they decided to engage a “prophet for
hire” named Balaam.  Balaam was to curse Israel, weakening them so the forces of
Moab and Midian could defeat them. Balak sends a message to Balaam saying among
other things: "Now come and put a curse on these people, because they are too
powerful for me. Perhaps then I will be able to defeat them and drive them out of the
country. For I know that those you bless are blessed, and those you curse are cursed."



(Nu 22.6)  After a rather lengthy “hiring process” Balaam agrees to try and do the will of
Balak by cursing Israel.  Four times Balaam tries to curse Israel and each time God
intercedes making Balaam bless Israel instead of cursing them.  Balak angrily
dismisses Balaam (Nu24.25). 

However, there is more to this story.  Once Balaam embarked on the journey of bring
destruction to Israel, he couldn’t just walk away.  He had tried to turn God against his
people and failed, he now sought an easier course, and he tried to turn Israel against
their God.  Using Balaam’s advice Moab and Midian seduced the children of Israel into
worshipping false gods and sexual immorality. Numbers 31 tells us of the slaughter of
the Midianites and the death of Balaam at the hands of Israel.  Moses also gives us the
cause of the Plague of Peor in Nu 31.15-16. "Have you allowed all the women to live?"
he asked them. "They were the ones who followed Balaam's advice and were the
means of turning the Israelites away from the Lord in what happened at Peor, so that a
plague struck the Lord's people."  This is confirmed in Revelations of all places.  Jesus
speaking to the church at Pergamumg says in Rev 2.14: “Nevertheless, I have a few
things against you: You have people there who hold to the teaching of Balaam, who
taught Balak to entice the Israelites to sin by eating food sacrificed to idols and by
committing sexual immorality.”

The plague of Peor was brought about by the Israelite men being seduced by the
daughters of Moab and Midian and becoming involved in the false religions that they
practiced.  This came to a head immediately after Moses had given an order that the
men who had “joined themselves to the Baal of Peor” (Nu 25.5), those who were
worshipping false gods, were to be killed.  Nu 25.6-9 explains what followed the giving
of these orders.

Then an Israelite man brought to his family a Midianite woman right before the
eyes of Moses and the whole assembly of Israel while they were weeping at the
entrance to the Tent of Meeting.  When Phinehas son of Eleazar, the son of
Aaron, the priest, saw this, he left the assembly, took a spear in his hand  and
followed the Israelite into the tent. He drove the spear through both of them--
through the Israelite and into the woman’s body. Then the plague against the
Israelites was stopped; but those who died in the plague numbered 24,000.

Now here is the key, note the identity of the slain man in Nu 25.14.  “The name of the
Israelite who was killed with the Midianite woman was Zimri son of Salu, the leader of a
Simeonite family.”  The slain Israelite was Zimri the son of the leader of the tribe of
Simeon.  Is it possible then that of the 24,000 men that died because of the plague for
their infidelity to God that perhaps the majority of them were from the tribe of Simeon
and that this would partially account for the dramatic reduction in Simeon’s numbers? 

Observe, that again, the two brothers Levi and Simeon are involved in a bloody affair. 
The difference is that this time Levi is on God’s side and is rewarded.  



Nu 25.10-13 says: “The Lord said to Moses, Phinehas son of Eleazar, the son of
Aaron, the priest, has turned my anger away from the Israelites; for he was as
zealous as I am for my honor among them, so that in my zeal I did not put an
end to them. Therefore tell him I am making my covenant of peace with him.  He
and his descendants will have a covenant of a lasting priesthood, because he
was zealous for the honor of his God and made atonement for the Israelites.”

The zeal of Phinehas of the tribe of Levi stopped the plague.  The zeal of Zimri of the
tribe of Simeon caused what is considered to be the greatest crime against Jehovah.
From here Levi became a leading influence throughout the history of Israel.  Simeon
was not included in the blessing of Moses (Deu 33) or the Song of Deborah (Judges)
and was absorbed into Judah and lost its tribal identity.  Levi came to the defense of his
God, symbolizing the hatred of idolatry and the sins that come from the worship of false
gods.  Simeon chose to follow his natural desires, looking for the physical pleasure,
which led him to denial of his God and following false gods.  How many of us have
faced the choices of Levi and Simeon?  How many men and women have been
destroyed for practicing   immorality and following false gods?  Today, those same
choices are before us—which way will you choose? Compromising God’s word is never
a good thing!


