
In our last session, we ended with Israel repenting for their failures to be obedient 
to Yahweh's command to destroy the inhabitants of the Promised Land and 
smash their altars. Beginning with Judges 2.6, the writer of Judges, uses the rest 
of the book to prove how shallow and short-lived the repentance of 2.4-5 actually 
was. If Israel's repentance had been sincere, it is hard to determine how the 
history of Israel would have been different. One thing is for sure there would not 
have been a book of Judges.  

This session we will look at the remaining verses of chapter two, where the writer 
provides us an executive summary of the Book of Judges. An executive 
summary contains enough information for the readers to become acquainted with 
the full document without reading it. Normally, it will contain a statement of the 
problem, provide some background information, describe any alternatives, and 
the major conclusions. Someone reading an executive summary should get a 
good idea of main points of the document without becoming bogged down with 
details. Judges 2.6-23 declares the basic theme of the book, that the nation of 
Israel has been completely Canaanized. The remainder of the book justifies this 
statement and demonstrates that Israel's increasing apostasy was exceed only 
by God's grace and merciful intervention on Israel's behalf.  

The writer of Judges uses 2.6-23 to address the question of what went wrong 
with Israel as they attempted to settle the Promised Land. The answer to that 
question will explain the events of the remainder of the book. Perhaps the failure 
of Israel could be explained in military terms, or economic terms or even political 
terms but that is not the intent of the writer. The writer uses the “executive 
summary” to make clear that Israel's problems were caused by their 
disobedience to Yahweh and the Canaanization of Israel that their disobedience 
caused. Israel’s failure was spiritual.  

Verses 2.6-10 are a repetition of the closing verses of Joshua 24.28-31. The 
placement of the death of Joshua at this point makes a sharp contrast with the 
age that had just passed with the one that was about to come. The movement 
from the generation of Joshua and the elders who knew the Lord, to a generation 
that did not know the Lord, either in a salvation sense or the sense of seeing His 
mighty works, provides us with a plausible explanation for the events that are 
about to unfold. 

In verses 6–10 we are given a glimpse of three generations of Israelites. In verse 
6, Joshua dismisses the people to begin possessing the Land. Verse 7 reports 
on the faithfulness of the Joshua generation and the faithfulness to God of the 
generation that survived Joshua. Verses 8-9 record the death and burial of 
Joshua. And then verse 10 contrasts the generation that survived Joshua with a 
new generation: “After that whole generation had been gathered to their fathers, 
another generation grew up, who knew neither the Lord nor what he had done for 
Israel.” The first generation is Joshua’s, from the days of Joshua, the time of 
God's great works. They served God. The second was the generation of the 



elders, the days of the elders, who had at least a memory of God's great works. 
They continued serving God. But then came the new, third, generation, during 
the days after the surviving witnesses. They did not know the great works of God, 
and they did not serve God. 

With the death of Joshua, and the death of the generation that immediately 
survived Joshua, the next generation arose without knowing God or His mighty 
works. Each generation must establish their relationship with Yahweh. It is the 
job of the passing generation to ensure that the rising generation has knowledge 
of Yahweh and His works. This was the purpose of the festivals, the Shema, and 
the memorials, to introduce the children to Yahweh and to keep Yahweh and His 
works before the community. For whatever reasons, these methods failed and a 
generation arose who did not know Yahweh or His works. This then is the root 
cause for Israel's apostasy. As commentator, Daniel Block suggests: “All that 
follows in the book is a consequence of Israel's loss of memory.”  

Verses 11-13 provide a summary statement of the beginning of the 
Canaanization process:  

“Then the Israelites did evil in the eyes of the Lord and served the Baals. 12 They 

forsook the Lord, the God of their fathers, who had brought them out of Egypt. 
They followed and worshiped various gods of the peoples around them. They 
provoked the Lord to anger 13 because they forsook him and served Baal and 
the Ashtoreths.“ 

Verse 11 is a summary of the primary problem for Israel. “The Israelites did evil 
in the eyes of the Lord and served the Baals.” The plural form, Baals, is used 
because it is a general term to denote all the Canaanite deities. It is the same as 
using the expression “other gods.” Baal, when used in the secular sense means 
“lord,” “master,” or “owner.” It could also be used to mean “husband.” When the 
term Baal is applied to a god, it becomes a title meaning, “divine lord” or 
“master.” Baal appears as a divine title more than seventy times in the Old 
Testament. In most cases it refers to the storm weather god who, in the 
Canaanite mythology, goes by the name of Hadad, or the Victor Baal, the Rider 
of the Clouds, the Son of Dagon, the Prince, and the Lord of the Earth. In 
Canaanite mythology, he was one of the seventy children of El and Asherah. For 
the Canaanites, Baal was the sun god and the fertility god, who rode upon the 
clouds and was responsible for the rains, which brought life.  

When the plural Baals is used, it does not necessarily refer to many gods but it 
could refer to numerous manifestations of the one weather god, upon whose 
blessing, the fertility of the land depends. In this case it means “other gods.” 

 



Verse 12 states that the Israelites forsook God and followed other gods. This 
conveys the idea of spiritual commitment: Israel followed other gods, the gods of 
the peoples that were round about them, and worshiped them. The term 
worshiped might be better understood to mean they bowed down or prostrated 
themselves before foreign gods, expressing subjection to them. They ceased to 
be servants of the God of Israel as Joshua had been. They became servants of 
these other gods and in so doing they provoked Yahweh to anger.  

Verse 13 gives us Israel's specific sin; Israel forsook Yahweh by serving other 
gods. The implication is that as Israel had previously served Yahweh, they now 
served these other gods, Baal and the Ashtoreths. Ashtoreth was the female 
deity of Baal and the moon goddess. She entered Greek mythology by way of 
Cypress and became known as Astarte. She was the Ishtar of Assyrian and 
Babylonian mythologies. She was the Canaanite goddess of generation and 
fertility and war. She also resembles Aphrodite of classical mythology. The 
worship of both Baal and Ashtoreth would have included temple prostitution. The 
two appear together in four passages: Judges 2:13 and 10:6, and I Samuel 7:4 
and 12:10. The worship of other gods violated Israel commitment recorded in 
Joshua 24:14-24 to serve Yahweh only. Judges 2:11-13 shows the beginnings of 
the process of Canaanization. The prophet Jeremiah captures the extent of what 
has happened in Jer 2.9-13. 

The sin and idolatry of Israel resulted in Yahweh's divine judgment in Judges 
2.14-15: “14 In his anger against Israel the Lord handed them over to raiders who 
plundered them. He sold them to their enemies all around, whom they were no 
longer able to resist. 15 Whenever Israel went out to fight, the hand of the Lord 
was against them to defeat them, just as he had sworn to them. They were in 
great distress.” 

The anger of Yahweh was kindled against Israel. Literally, the Hebrew means, 
“his nose burned.” It is an expression of divine fury. Israel's apostasy resulted in 
Yahweh's wrath and Yahweh's wrath had two immediate results for Israel. First: 
Yahweh gave them over to the raiders who plundered them. Second: Yahweh 
sold them to their enemies, and Israel could no longer stand strong against their 
enemies as they did in the days of Joshua. Yahweh has become Israel's enemy.  

There are at least five reasons for the Israel's religious failure. First, the 
fragmentation of the tribes led to an abandonment of Shiloh as the only center of 
worship. Second, as the tribes moved into new territories, rather than defeating 
and destroying their enemies, they tried to establish peaceful coexistence with 
them, thus exposing themselves to Canaanite religions and cultural influences. 
Third, worshiping Baal, the god of fertility, began to look increasingly attractive as 
Israel tried to farm the rocky mountains while the Canaanites retained the fertile 
valleys. Fourth, proximity empowered the always-sensuous appeal of temple 
prostitution. And lastly, political association led to religious syncretism. 



Judges 2.16-18 explains the role of Yahweh and His use of judges to intervene 
on Israel's behalf: “16 Then the Lord raised up judges, who saved them out of the 
hands of these raiders. 17 Yet they would not listen to their judges but prostituted 
themselves to other gods and worshiped them. Unlike their fathers, they quickly 
turned from the way in which their fathers had walked, the way of obedience to 
the Lord's commands. 18 Whenever the Lord raised up a judge for them, he was 
with the judge and saved them out of the hands of their enemies as long as the 
judge lived; for the Lord had compassion on them as they groaned under those 
who oppressed and afflicted them.” 

Verse 16 tells us that it was Yahweh who raised up judges. A judge was one who 
saved Israel from the hand of their enemies. The word saved, in this context, 
refers to physical salvation, not spiritual. In verse 17, we learn how Israel 
responded to these divinely appointed rescuers. First, they refused to listen to 
their judges. Israel tended to respond when the judge first appears but they 
quickly fell into apostasy and idolatry when the judge died. Second, Israel acted 
like a prostitute. This is a valid metaphor for two reasons: Israel is the Wife of 
Yahweh; and the gods of their new worship were lusty fertility gods, whose 
worship included erotic, cultic rituals. Israel's enthusiasm is portrayed in that they 
turned aside quickly, as if they could hardly wait to settle in the Land so that they 
could attach themselves to these exciting gods. 

Verse 18 describes the deliverance of the judges. Yahweh was with those He 
chose as judges and for as long as the judge judged, God kept Israel safe. God 
had compassion for Israel as they groaned under oppression. The Hebrew word 
for oppressed means “to squeeze” or “to pressure.” The Israelites were squeezed 
and pressed or oppressed as well as afflicted by their enemies. 

How did Israel respond to the gracious actions of Yahweh? The writer tell us in 
verse 19: “But when the judge died, the people returned to ways even more 
corrupt than those of their fathers, following other gods and serving and 
worshiping them. They refused to give up their evil practices and stubborn ways.” 

With the death of the judge, Israel would turn from their previous repentance and 
commitment, and become even more corrupt than the preceding generations. 
Each generation outdid the previous generation in their sinfulness. This verse 
helps us better understand narratives that we will encounter beginning in chapter 
three. Israel is portrayed as increasingly Canaanized, spiraling downward into 
ever worsening apostasy. There is indeed a cyclical pattern in the period of the 
judges of decline and rise, but the cycles themselves devolve on a downward 
pattern. The patterns repeat themselves, but the behavior of the Israelites 
intensifies so each new repentance does not reach the spiritual level of the 
previous ones. Over time, the apostasy grew worse until the judges, such as 
Jephthah and Samson, themselves become part of the problem if not the cause 
of the problem, as with Gideon.  



The judges, then, represent a stopgap intervention by God into the unending 
process of Canaanization. They temporarily put up a dam to stop the apostasy, 
but each time the dam breaks and the iniquity rushes forth with greater force than 
before. For the author of Judges, the ultimate solution is a good king and a 
central government. 

20 Therefore the Lord was very angry with Israel and said, “Because this nation 
has violated the covenant that I laid down for their forefathers and has not 
listened to me, 21 I will no longer drive out before them any of the nations Joshua 
left when he died. 22 I will use them to test Israel and see whether they will keep 
the way of the Lord and walk in it as their forefathers did.” 23 The Lord had 
allowed those nations to remain; he did not drive them out at once by giving them 
into the hands of Joshua.  

The first half of verse 20 completes the cycle that was begun in verse 14. 
Yahweh's anger is kindled against Israel. Verses 20b-22 are similar to the 
speech given by the divine messenger in 2.1-3. This current message attributed 
to Yahweh Himself, is in three parts. 

The first part, v20b, points out Israel's sin as the accused nation. Here, God calls 
Israel ha-goy ha-zeh, a term that shows God's alienation from Israel. The term 
goy, (nation, Gentile) is seldom used of Israel, but when it is, it often (not always) 
carries the concept of reprimand for becoming like a Gentile nation. God accuses 
Israel of violating the Law of Moses: they have transgressed My covenant (i.e. 
the Mosaic Covenant), which I commanded their fathers. 

Verse 21 relates Yahweh's reaction to Israel's sin, He will stop His assault on 
Israel's enemies. God has now placed a moratorium on His involvement in the 
execution of the holy war against the Canaanites. This would explain why in none 
of the wars in the Book of Judges is there a conquest of totally new territory. With 
the overthrow of an oppressor or the occupation of territory, there is a regaining 
of an area Joshua had already gained. Any “new territory” taken is only a part 
within a denoted tribal territory, which the tribe had failed to capture, like the 
Jezreel Valley. But there is no expansion of Israel's borders anywhere in this 
whole book. This is not a contradiction of Exodus 23:29-30 or Deuteronomy 7:22. 
There is a difference between not exterminating the Canaanites all in one year 
and not exterminating them at all. Earlier, God said He would not clear the land 
right away, but step by step, so the land would not become despoiled. So one 
motive has to do with the well being of the land; but the other has to do with the 
provision of divine discipline. All this shows the conditional nature of the Mosaic 
Covenant.  

In verse 22, we are given Yahweh's motive for His punishment. The reasoning 
articulated for God's moratorium is that He will use the enemy nations to test 
Israel, to see whether or not Israel will keep the way of Yahweh and to walk in it 
as their fathers did. We are given two reasons for God's not driving the 



Canaanites out. The first reason was to punish Israel for her sin. And the second 
reason was to test Israel: Will they repudiate idolatry and keep the Law of 
Moses? 

Verse 23 summarizes the result of God's judgment of Israel: Yahweh allowed the 
nations to remain. The threat of verse 21 was not the suspension of Yahweh's 
wrath against the nations, but of any further extermination of those nations by 
Israel. The implication here is that the Lord will not exterminate any more of 
these nations in the Land, as long as Israel persists in idolatry. But, if Israel 
repents, the program of extermination will continue. It reaffirms the fact that the 
enjoyment of the Land was conditioned on obedience.  

The verse concludes with the statement that shows God's control over the 
destiny of nations. If Joshua did not finish the task of driving out the enemy, it 
was because God had not delivered them into his hand. And the reason for this 
was given back in verse 22 that Yahweh would use the nations to test and prove 
Israel. 

Chapter two has given us an understanding of definition of apostasy. Apostasy, 
as we have seen acted out by Israel, is the abandonment of Yahweh in favor of 
other gods. It is claiming to be the people of Yahweh while acting as if one 
belongs to Baal. This sin is demonstrated by transgressing Yahweh's covenant, 
by not walking in his way, by not listening to his voice, and by not heeding his 
commandments. It means denying Yahweh's call for exclusive allegiance. 

Unlike the gods of other nations, Yahweh will not tolerate rivals. There is no room 
for compromise and tolerance. There is no room for pagan notions or customs. 
We see constant reminders of the patience and grace of Yahweh, yet there is no 
hint of repentance by Israel. On the contrary, Israel gets caught in a rut of 
apostasy that gets deeper with every turn.  
 


