
 
Deborah’s Song of Deliverance 5:1-31a 
 
Introduction 
 
After the dramatic victory over the Canaanites in chapter four of Judges, in chapter five 
we encounter one of the oldest poems in the Old Testament. This particular text has 
been one of the most popular objects of study in the Old Testament over the last thirty 
years.  Daniel Block, writing in his commentary on Judges, gives us some reasons for 
this chapter’s popularity among Old Testament scholars.  “Intrigued by its textual 
riddles, emotional intensity, psychological energy, and theological profundity, scholars 
have found in the “Song of Deborah” grist for a steady stream of publications.”  
 
The very first verse of chapter five alerts us to the fact that what follows is different from 
what we have just read. 
 
On that day Deborah and Barak son of Abinoam sang this song (Jdg 5.1) 
 
This is a song and it is sung and it is more like a typical piece of Hebrew poetry than the 
prose that we find in most of the Book of Judges.  Songs in prayer have already 
appeared at great moments in Israel’s history. You may recall the Song of Miriam that 
was sung after God’s overthrow of the Egyptians at the sea in Exodus 15, or the Song 
of Moses that was sung before going into the promised land un Deuteronomy 32. Now 
Deborah and Barak have led Israel in God’s great victory over the Canaanites in Judges 
4.  Scholars may debate whether this is poetry, a victory hymn, or a ballad but as Daniel 
Block concludes the bottom line is that “the final lyric product is immeasurably more 
brilliant and powerful than the sum of its parts, celebrating in a single ode the victory of 
God over the enemy and the heroism of the human participants.” 
 
While questions of date and authorship of this song are the constant grist of biblical 
scholars, there is agreement that the Song of Deborah is one of the oldest pieces of 
Hebrew literature known to us. Questions regarding how close the composition of the 
song was to the events it describe, or who was the actual composer of the song, are, for 
now, best answered by accepting the historical view.  The historical view declares 
“Deborah and Barak sang this song, which suggests it was created for the celebrations 
that occurred immediately after the victory over Sisera.” But this does not identify the 
composer. The fact that Deborah and Barak sang this song does not mean they 
composed the song together; it means only that they sang it together. That the song 
they sang was composed by Deborah appears to be indicated in verses 3, 7, and 12 in 
chapter 5. The phrase, “on that day,” links the song chronologically with the defeat of 
Sisera and suggests that it was composed as a spontaneous and instantaneous 
response to the victory of Israel over Jabin and the Canaanites.  
 
There are two key questions that we should address that may help us to better 
understand chapter five.  Both questions deal with the intent of the authors. The first 
question we might ask of the author of this song is “What was your intent in composing 



this song?”  Our second question is addressed to the writer of Judges and it deals his 
reasoning for placing the Song of Deborah in Judges. “What was your intent in placing 
the Song of Deborah in this book?” 
 
Daniel Block helps us provide a framework for answering the question of what was the 
intention of the composer of the song.  He says: “The answer . . . depends upon the 
generic classification ascribed to the poem: as history it informs; as a ballad it 
entertains; as a heroic ode it inspires; as a hymn it calls for celebration.” Let’s look at 
each of these basic categories. 
 
This song can be understood as a poetic recital of historical events preceding and 
including Israel’s victory over Jabin and the Canaanites.  The song provides us with an 
insight into the early history of Israel. This glimpse offers a picture of a premonarchic 
Israel during its “formative years.”  We see a young, troubled Israel, competing not only 
with other nations for control of the land but struggling to unite its tribes and present a 
national identity to the nations in the area.  We are presented with a picture that for us 
as Americans bears a resemblance to the colonial period in our own country.  Within 
Israel there were internal tensions between the tribes as they struggled to deal with the 
question of where does their loyalty belong, to the tribe or to the nation of Israel?   The 
song gives us an interesting look at the economic survival of the Israelites “who made 
their living by trading, herding sheep, and supporting the maritime trade of the 
Phoenicians.” 
 
The religious conditions that existed in the young nation of Israel are also presented in 
the song. The song itself reflects those conditions. The composer of the song presents 
a picture of Israel as the “people of Yahweh, engaged in his service, committed to him 
in covenant love, and called upon to bless and praise him (v2-3). The song also creates 
the picture of a formal, and mighty God, who, unlike the gods of the nations surrounding 
them is both “the Lord, the God of Israel” in vv. 3 and 5 but is also the God of all of 
heaven and earth.  The song “presents him as the patron deity of the nation. But unlike 
the gods of the nations around, Yahweh is not a territorial deity, hemmed in by the 
geographical boundaries of the land his people occupy. He is the cosmic Lord, the 
Commander of all the hosts of heaven (v. 20), who resides in Sinai and marches forth 
from Seir, the mountain of Edom, as the divine Warrior.”  The songwriter, like the writer 
of Judges, is not ignorant of the fact that the issues and problems attacking Israel during 
this period of its early history can be blamed on Israel’s “betrayal of their God.”  Israel’s 
rebellion against Yahweh, by choosing to seek after other gods, gods previously 
unknown to them, is described in v8 as the reason that “wars came to the city gates.”  
 
The song, this poem, gives us a series of staccato scenes into the social and religious 
life of premonarchic Israel yet it does not yield anything of great specific, historical 
value.  Without the benefit of chapter four we wouldn’t even be able to determine the 
particulars of the battle with the Canaanites based on the song by itself.  Daniel Block 
offers a great analogy for this song by likening it to an impressionistic painting.  “This is 
after all a song, an impressionistic literary portrait, rather than a historical narrative. 
Driven by emotion, it is pervaded by figurative language. Without the benefit of chap. 4 



only the barest of historical details could be extracted.” From the details of the song we 
can recognize that the Israelites fought a battle against Canaanite kings and their 
armies led by Sisera, by the waters of Megiddo, in the valley of Jezreel. A call to battle 
seems to have been issued to the northern tribes of Israel but not all responded, with 
the Tribes of Reuben, Gad, Manasseh, Asher and Dan in particular being called to 
account for their lack of response to the call.  Two of the main characters of chapter four 
Deborah and Barak are also honored in the song but we are not given specific 
information as to what their particular roles were except that they are credit with calling 
the tribes to action and they were leaders of those that responded.   
 
Even with all the drama of the role call of tribes and the cursing of those that didn’t 
respond, credit for the victory is given to the stars, a raging river and a woman outsider.   
“In the end Israel’s victory was achieved with the aid of meteorological intervention and 
the heroic action of an outsider, Jael, who personally killed the enemy general. More 
than this we cannot extract from this poem.” To understand the situation and to gain a 
feel for the events that transpired to bring about Israel’s victory of Jabin (not even 
mentioned in the poem) we must consult the prose of chapter four. 
 
Certainly the poem was written to entertain the Israelites and belittle the Canaanites. It 
is hard to overlook the imagery of an earth trembling and mountains quaking at the 
presence of Yahweh, people hiding in terror from the Canaanites, afraid to go about 
their normal tasks, the rising up of Deborah as the “Mother of Israel,” Israel choosing 
new gods, replete with inferences of class struggles and the power of the forces of 
nature to free Israel from their enemies, all of this offers material for great 
entertainment.  The belittling of the Canaanites, in the closing sections of the poem 
dealing with Jael and Sisera’s mother, would have been a fitting conclusion to the 
entertainment.  
 
Yet there is a deeper purpose to this song that makes it more than a historical poem or 
an entertaining  ballad.  The poem celebrates the qualities of heroism that all peoples 
love to lionize and whose retelling continues to cement those qualities into the character 
of a nation, especially a young nation like Israel. The warriors of the tribes that were 
willing to sacrifice their lives in battle against Sisera and his armies are held up as an 
ideal for the proper action of all warriors of Israel. The Tribes of Naphtali and Zebulun 
are particularly celebrated for their courage and willingness to confront the enemy. 
Those that failed to do so are held in shame and cursed. The song saves its highest 
accolades for the two heroines, Deborah and Jael, whose courage and wisdom were 
significant keys to Israel’s victory.  Barak, the male headliner in the prose account of the 
battle, takes second billing behind Deborah and Jael in chapter five’s poetic version of 
the account. Daniel Block, speaking of the highlighting of Deborah’s accomplishments, 
declares: “The feminine motif is obvious and intentional . . . Barak (“lightning”), the 
champion of Israel, is totally outshone by Deborah. He takes second place to her in the 
preamble (v1) and plays only a limited role in the ode. Deborah’s rise accounts for the 
turn in Israel’s fortunes, she receives the honorific epithet of “Mother in Israel” (v7), and 
she wins the loyalty of the troops (v15).” 
 



While celebrating Deborah, the poem does not exclude Jael, who single-handedly 
defeats Israel’s great enemy Sisera. Block, speaking of Jael, says: “For her courage this 
outsider receives her own honorific epithet, “most blessed among women” (v24). Indeed 
because of her heroics this period in Israel’s history is referred to as “the days of Jael” 
(v6).” 
 
Much of today’s study of this song excludes or worse, fails to recognize, the poet’s 
praise of Yahweh, as the One to who all honor and glory should be given, for victory. 
Aspects of prayer are distinct in the song. The prayer is a song of praise exalting the 
Lord for His help (v3). It confers blessing on Him (v2, 9). At times it is an acclamation of 
tribute to God for His work and for people He used. At times, Deborah and Barak who 
sing the song directly address the Lord (v4). Both petition and intercession combine in 
verse 3. 
 
The two leaders laud God with praise for raising up leaders and their people to press 
the attack (v2), and for what He has done in Israel’s history. They remember things that 
today would be in believers’ prayers from the scriptural accounts: His faithfulness in the 
wilderness trek (v4, 5), during times of earlier judges (v6), and in their own day. 
In the last category the praise is for Deborah’s rise in difficult times to help her people 
(v7), and for God’s help though Israel lacked weapons (v8). Tribute is paid to the 
commanders and soldiers (v9, 12-18), to the Lord (v10, 11, 28-30), and to Jael (24-27). 
The song even includes a detail the angel of the Lord gave the singers, a curse on 
those not willing to fight with their people (23). 
 
As a conclusion to the song, the two leaders break into petition for two things (v31). 
First, they pray for success the Lord can give against all His enemies. In the analysis, all 
who oppose Him will perish, so the request will be answered. Second, they intercede for 
the shining of those who love the Lord. That, too, God is sure to answer with a “yes.” In 
some sense, He can shine in the present life (Ps. 119:105), and after this life, His 
people will shine “as the stars” (Dan. 12:3) and “as the Sun” (Matt. 13:43). 
 
In the last analysis this is a hymn of celebration to God. It may have several themes and 
aims but for the poet it is all about Yahweh. It is both song and prayer.  First, prayer 
crafted to song and music can ring within the spirit and also be a delight to God (cf. the 
Psalms). Second, a prayer song, like other Scripture, can be a kaleidoscope expressing 
a variety of parts in talking with God. Third, a prayer worthy at God’s throne can 
characteristically exult in His triumph, and expectations in Him that bound with hope. 
The same is true in songs of Exodus. 15, Deut. 32, 1 Sam. 2, and the many examples in 
the Psalms.  And by celebrating God’s triumph over the Canaanites, the poet is also 
celebrating Yahweh’s triumph over the false gods of Canaan. 
 
Let’s address our second question: “Why did the writer of Judges choose to include the 
Song of Deborah in his narrative? “ The answer has to do with its religious significance. 
For the writer of Judges the song provides additional material to support his theme that 
the premonarchic era was a time of religious syncretism, and that religious syncretism 



was the root cause of the crises that plagued Israel. Block believes that for the writer of 
Judges that: “This poem offers early objective evidence of this fundamental point.” 
 
It is also important to recognize that for the writer of Judges, it was fitting to honor and 
celebrate those who were responsible for bringing victory to Israel. While certainly 
giving credit for Israel’s victory to the human parties responsible, it is Yahweh, and 
Yahweh only, that is responsible for victory. It is God, who deals with his people in 
mercy and grace, not according to what they deserve, that should be celebrated. We, 
like the writer of Judges, and the people of Israel for whom he was writing the Book of 
Judges, must realize that “God does indeed act for the benefit of his people, but he is 
driven by his own sovereign power and the determination to preserve a people called by 
his name. No one can stand against him when he appears.” Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


