
In this session we will look at chapter four of Judges, the prose version of the fourth
cycle: Barak and Deborah.  Chapter four continues to demonstrate the Canaanization
of Israel beginning with the first verse. The implication of this opening verse is that the
divine victory of Israel over the Moabites had little or no impact on Israel’s following
after foreign gods. It doesn’t even appear to have slowed them down.  The writer
suggests that the Barak-Deborah cycle began immediately following the death of Ehud.

Yahweh uses Jabin, King of Canaan as His agent to punish Israel for their
waywardness in Judges 4:2.  Jabin was a dynastic name for the king of Hazor; and, for
that reason, the same name appears in the Book of Joshua. Hazor was located north of
the Sea of Galilee at the south end of the Hulah Valley, a strategic city along the Via
Maris, which was the most important trade route of ancient times. Hazor was the leader
of the northern alliance against Joshua (Josh. 11:1-15). Joshua had destroyed the city,
but Israel did not occupy it. Consequently, the Canaanites had come back and rebuilt
this very strategic city.

While Jabin was the king, the Commander-in-Chief was Sisera, the captain of his host.
Sisera is not a Canaanite name, but a Hurrian or a Hittite name. Either he was a
Canaanite with a Hurrian or a Hittite name, or he was a mercenary of that nationality in
the service of Hazor. It has been suggested by Daniel Block in his commentary on
Judges that Harosheth-Haggoyim means “cultivated field of the Gentiles” and may
explain the presence of the chariots and the location of the pending battle. 
 
The third phase of the cycle is Israel’s Cry in 4:3. The children of Israel cried out to
Yahweh, and the reason was due to the military strength of the Canaanites because
Sisera had nine hundred chariots of iron. The fact that Sisera is said to have 900
hundred chariots is plausible. In the inscriptions of Thutmose III, he states that he
captured nine hundred twenty-four chariots from the Canaanites in the Battle of
Megiddo, and Megiddo plays a role in the battle of Judges as recorded in chapters four
and five. The duration of this oppression was  twenty years and Jabin mightily
oppressed the children of Israel. The Canaanites ability to oppress Israel for so long
was apparently due to their chariot strength but it is understood that it was God’s
discipline for Israel’s apostasy.

God calls Barak and Deborah to be His agents of deliverance in 4.4-10. Unlike previous
deliverers, the writer places great emphasis on how this deliverer was raised up.  Verse
4 introduces the key person, the prophetess Deborah. The Hebrew for prophetess
literally means “a woman of prophecy.” It is used of two other women: Miriam, the sister
of Moses (Exod. 15:20) and Huldah the prophetess (II Kg. 22:14). The purpose of a
biblical prophet is to serve as a spokesperson for God to the people. This designation
places Deborah in the line of Moses.  It is important to remember that “whatever else
the narrative will say about Deborah, the reader must remember that she is first and
foremost, if not exclusively, a prophet.”

Deborah was the wife of Lappidoth, meaning “lamps, torches, or flashes.”  In rabbinic
tradition, she was the wife of Barak, which means “lightning,” and is analogous to



Lappidoth. Yet this is not likely as Deborah is an Ephraimite and Barak comes from
Kadesh in Naphtali. Today, in some circles, it has become popular to claim that
Deborah was not married and that lappidoth is to be understood as an adjective used to
describe her as a “fiery woman.”  Daniel Block suggests “If any significance is to be
attached to the name, it probably points to Deborah as a brilliant light in the dark days
of the governors.” 

History regarding Deborah is sketchy. Yet it is clear from the many plays on her name
that she was known for her inflammatory speeches and warlike spirit. It was part of the 
Rabbinic tradition that her divine inspiration was so intense as to create sparks and
flames during the moments of its reception.  It has been that “Lappidoth,” which may
have meant “lamps” was a designation earned by Deborah by preparing wicks for the
lamps of the Tabernacle. Again, it is purely rabbinic tradition, and not actually found in
history or in the text of Scripture. 

Verse 4 tells us that Deborah was a prophetess and verse 5 that she judged Israel. 
But this raises the question: Who was the one who delivered Israel?  Was Deborah a
judge in that sense?  Is the word judge here being used in the sense of being the one
who delivered Israel? Is it the writer’s intent to present Deborah as a savior of her
people? 

There are at least five possible arguments that would favor Deborah, rather than Barak,
as the one who delivered Israel. First, the text says that she judged Israel, and that
should be taken as Deborah having led Israel, or delivered Israel, or saved Israel.
Second, in Judges 5:6-8, she is connected with the security of Israel. Third, she is
involved in marshaling the troops. Fourth, in 5:1, her name appears before Barak’s,
which suggests the primary credit for victory goes to her. Fifth, the parallels with Sisera,
Jabin’s commander, who sits or rules in Harosheth-Haggoyim, with Deborah who sits
and rules, under her own palm tree, suggests that she is the counterpart to Sisera. 
These five arguments tend to support the view that Deborah was the deliverer of Israel,
and, in that sense, she was the judge.

But there are a number of arguments against the position that Deborah was Israel’s
deliverer. First, the word Hebrew word for judge, shophet, as we have mention
previously allows for a variety of meanings, and even within the Book of Judges, it is
used more than one way. Second, Deborah is not introduced as the one “whom God
raised up.” Third, there is no reference to her being empowered by the Holy Spirit.
Fourth, she needed Barak to accomplish the deliverance. Fifth, the verb “to save” is
never really applied to her in the sense of ruling. Sixth, she states that God will deliver
Sisera into the hand of a woman, but she does not say “into my hands.” Seventh, the
text states that she went up with Barak, but does not state that she was at the head of
the troops. Eighth, she states that “this day God has delivered Sisera into your hands
(meaning Barak’s), not into “my” hands (meaning Deborah’s). Ninth, she is totally
absent from the description of the actual battle, and she never meets up with Jabin or
Sisera. Tenth, she is referred to as the mother in Israel, never as the “savior” of Israel.
Eleventh, the writer does not use the term kum (to raise up) or state that God is the



cause of the subject when it talks about Deborah’s rise. Twelfth, in later lists of
deliverers of Israel, it is Barak’s name that appears, not Deborah’s name (I Sam. 12:9-
11; Heb. 11:32). 

Finally, in this passage, she functions in the traditional role of a judge in settling
disputes, not in the sense of delivering Israel. The settling of disputes was not a role
assigned to the other judges where their role is defined as “deliverers.” For them, the
word carries the meaning of to govern. She does not function in the same role as the
other judges, and so no duration of her judgeship is given. It does not say she judged
Israel for so many years as it does with all the other judges. The forty years, in  5:31, is
attributed to God and Israel’s collective power in 4:23-24, not to Deborah. So, Deborah
is a judge in its traditional role of helping to settle disputes. She was a prophetess, and
so received direct revelation from God, but she was not the moshia; she was not the
savior of Israel, as was the case with the other judges. The savior, in this case, was
actually Barak.

Verse 5 reveals Deborah’s location and role. She dwelt under the palm-tree of Deborah
between Ramah and Bethel in the hill-country of Ephraim and the children of Israel
came up to her for judgment. It does not appear that they were coming to her asking
her to save Israel from the enemy but that they were coming to her asking her to solve
their legal disputes. They were asking for divine answers to their cries, which are
described in the following verses. They came to her because she was a prophetess, not
because she was a judge. This shows that people had lost confidence in the priesthood
to provide spiritual direction and answers. So while she was in the role of a judge in the
traditional sense of settling disputes, in their specific case they did not come to her
merely to settle their legal disputes between fellow Israelites, but they also came asking
for divine answers, because they recognized her to be a prophetess. Again, this shows
that the people had lost faith in the priesthood and to receive a divine answer, and they
went to her.

Verses 6 and 7, present the call to arms and the focus of chapter four now shifts away
from Deborah, the medium through whom the divine response to the Israelites’ distress
was sought and received, to Barak to solve the crisis. Barak is both commissioned to
attack and is promised success. He came out of Kedesh in Naphtali, and there are two
possible options as to where this was. One option is that this is Kedesh-Naphtali in
Upper Galilee, which was in close geographical proximity to Hazor, the Canaanite
capital of Jabin. However, he could have been from Khirbet-quedish, which is one mile
west of the southern end of the Sea of Galilee and which has a close geographical
proximity to Mount Tabor. Among historical geographers, there is a debate as to which
one of these two localities is meant. Either location has arguments both pro and con.

Barak’s call is described in verses 6b-7. Naphtali was Barak’s tribe and was the tribe in
whose tribal territory the City of Hazor was located. Then Deborah adds the children of
Zebulun. The Valley of Jezreel is located in the tribal territory of Zebulun, and it was the
key valley they were fighting for in this battle. When Barak fulfills his role, to answer
Yahweh’s call to arms, then God’s will fulfill His role. He will deliver Sisera, the captain



of Jabin’s army, and his chariots and his troops into Barak’s hand. This is a great
example of God’s sovereignty in action without eliminating human responsibility.

Barak response in verse 8 to Deobrah may at first seem to be one of cowardice. But the
plea of Barak is not due to cowardice, for he was not a coward as the context proves.
The plea of Barak is due to his desire to be assured of the presence of God in the war;
Barak also recognizes Deborah’s prophetic status.

Deborah’s twofold response to Barak is given in v9. First, her verbal response is given,
which contains both a promise and a prophecy. The promise was “I will go with you.”
But then comes the prophecy “the Lord will hand Sisera over to a woman.” The
assumption may have been that Deborah was that woman, but it will turn out to be
another woman.  Second, we see Deborah’s physical response, she went with Barak to
Kedesh.

Verse 10 describes the gathering of the army and Barak’s role is first mentioned here.
He summoned ten thousand men from Zebulun and Naphtali to follow him. Note,
Deborah went up with him and she will be present as promised though she does not
take part in the battle nor does she lead the troops.

In verse 11 the writer introduces us to Heber the Kenite. The Kenites were a branch of
the Midianites that had traveled with the Israelites. From that tribe came Moses’ wife,
brother-in-law, and father-in-law.  This was the clan that had settled in Arad in the
Negev in Judges 1:16. The Kenites were normally pro-Israel, but it is likely that Heber
had become pro-Canaanite.  He separated himself from the rest of the Kenites and
moved to the oak in Zaanannim, which is by Kedesh. This would put him in close to
Hazor. The purpose of this verse is to set the stage for the death of Sisera. But the
point is that Heber had separated himself from the rest of the Kenites. It is possible that
when he moved far north he became pro-Canaanite or that he moved because he was
already siding with the Canaanites, and while the other Kenites remained pro-Israel.
Perhaps he even became a spy for the Canaanites.  His position would allow him to
both observe the troop movements of Barak and report them to Jabin and Sisera of
Hazor. Heber would have assumed he was doing the Canaanites a favor; whereas, in
reality, he was, by God’s working, to bring about the Canaanites’ defeat.

Chapter four, verses 12-16 tells us of the defeat of the Canaanites. Verse 12 records
the fact that a report came to Sisera concerning Israel’s troop movement. Following
verse 11 this would seem to indicate that perhaps the report came from Heber, since
his tent was near enough to Kedesh to know the movement of Barak’s army. As Sisera
prepared to meet the Israelite army, he was totally unconscious of the fact that it was
God who was bringing him to the River Kishon.

In verse 14a Deborah tells Barak to go because God has given Sisera into his hands.
She then asks a rhetorical question that has begged to be asked almost since Israel’s
arrival in the Promised Land: “Has not the Lord gone ahead of you?” Finally, God found
a leader who was not afraid to respond yes even in the face of 900 iron chariots. 



Perhaps the rhetorical question was intended to give Barak encouragement, because
the answer obviously was yes. 

Verses 14b to 16 describe the battle. Sisera and the Canaanites were by the River
Kishon, located at the western end of the Valley of Jezreel. Mount Tabor, where Barak
and Israel mustered, was at the eastern end of the same valley. As Barak advanced in
faith God routed Sisera and all his chariots. Sisera abandoned his chariot, deserted his
troops and ran in fear for his life. His troops and the chariots were completely
destroyed. Chapter 5, however, will point out a couple of minor exceptions.

The writer provides us with the flight and death of Sisera in v17-22. Sisera is trying to
get back to Hazor on his path takes him past the place where Heber had pitched his
tent, more specifically the tent of Jael the wife of Heber the Kenite. The Kenites were
nomadic, and the nomadic tradition was that whenever a stranger was admitted into the
tent as a guest, his claim to be defended or concealed from his pursuers was
established. This would be one reason why Sisera would seek access into her tent
specifically. Another reason Sisera felt safe in her tent was that there was peace
between Jabin the king of Hazor, and the house of Heber the Kenite (4:18).

Verse 18 records Jael’s actions. She takes the initiative by going out to meet Sisera,
and then inviting hin to hide in her tent.  In verse 19 we are told that Sisera asks for a
drink for he is thirsty.  Another point concerning nomadic tradition is that, whoever has
eaten or drunk anything in the tent is received into the peace of the tent; therefore, he is
secure in the tent. Sisera may have asked for just a little water in order to establish this
bond. In verse 20, after asking Jael to keep watch for him, Sisera felt secure enough to
fall asleep. And in v21 we are told of how Jael drives a tent peg into Sisera’s head, after
he falls asleep, killing him.  Jael, like other women of nomadic tribes, was charged with
the erection of tents. So she was well trained in the use of the hammer and the tent
peg. Deborah’s prophecy about Sisera’s falling at the hands of a woman was fulfilled.
Verse 22 records Barak tracks Sisera to Jael’s tent where she tells that the man he
seeks is dead within her tent. 

The defeat of Jabin is summarized in the final verses of chapter four, verses 23-24. 
V23 explains that the victory was brought about by God and that God subdued Jabin
the king of Canaan. V24 explains the role of Israel and that they grew in strength as
Canaan grew weaker, until finally, Israel destroyed Jabin, the Canaanite King. These
concluding verses serve to remind us that as Daniel Block says “The conflict is between
the divine King and the kingdom of Light on the one hand and the forces of the kingdom
of darkness on the other.”


