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Introduction

PROBLEMS - HINDRANCES

(Some of these are covered also in the introductions to booklets on Joshua and Kings. Please refer to these if more help is needed.)

Problem 1. The Writings are ANCIENT 

The book of Judges is harder to understand than the New Testament as the events are so fur back in history that the life men lived and the way they thought is more alien to us. The Hebrew language and thought forms are very different from ours - In Hebrew men are killed by the Peh- MOUTH of the sword! Hebrew has few words and they have variable meanings 
 so it uses word-pictures and the association of ideas. The NT is in Greek, which has a wide and precise vocabulary which conveys truth rationally, efficiently and accurately - excellent for doctrinal statements. Our modern English, French, etc have inherited much of its vocabulary, and our thought-forms run naturally along similar lines. We have books written at the same time as the NT, and, in the case of Josephus, written with the same OT background. The political, social, and religious circumstances of the NT are better known so it's relatively easy for us to get the meaning of almost all of the NT. For Judges we have a few records from Egyptian and other sources. They are nationalistic and designed to extol the glories of their gods and god-kings. The help they give is uncertain and a matter of argument. 

Problem 2. Human  ATTITUDES

Human pride is always the greatest barrier between rebel human nature, and God's revelation of Himself in His Word. Pride in their superior education and skills moves Bible Critics to ignore what the text may have to say to them, and concentrate on pulling it to pieces which they try to trace to different imagined sources. And interpreting everything in terms of scraps of information obtained from secular sources. So, one such pounces on 3:31 and proclaims "Shamgar was the captain of an Egyptian ship called "The Ox Goad" who killed 600 Philistines/Pelesti (one of the Sea Peoples) in a sea battle." Fun perhaps, but as he views the text through a biased set of glasses, what he writes is irrelevant to hearing what God is saying. The same is true of Ridout when he suggests that the Philistines represent Rome taking over the professing church, and Shamgar represents a true Christian who "pricks and punctures consciences" with his "pilgrim staff-ox goad" and so destroys their claims."

God in His Omniscience has set out His Word in the best way to convey its message. So we must read this book, bearing in mind what had been revealed in previous Scriptures, and what will unfold in later ones. As we do this we can expect that the Author will help us to understand it, expound it, and apply it faithfully as instructed stewards, Mt 13:52; 1 Cor 4:2; 1 Pet 4:11. And as we keep our eyes on the Lord and trust Him, we will avoid being ashamed when we stand before Him, Mk 8:38; 2 Cor 5:10; Col 3:23; 2 Tim 2:15; Heb 12:1-2.) 

We who take the Bible in our hands as it stands, accepting it as God's Word, are not exempt from the follies of human pride. We can arrogantly assume that because the Bible is God-breathed, 
 and the writers were moved by the Spirit of God, there can be no uncertainty about the meaning, and that ONE translation is always correct. 

Author As there was no king Judges isn't part of the palace records, 1 Ki 22:45, etc. Nothing is said of records being kept by the priests, although Shiloh is mentioned in 18:31; 21:12, 19, 21, and a Priest in 20:28. The stories would be told and retold in the district where they happened, and written records may have been kept there, 8:14. Samuel was a writer, 1 Sam 10:25, and the Jews believed he had drawn on the oral or written traditions to write this book - which he summarised in 1 Sam 12:9-11. As a priest-prophet-Judge he was responsible to see that Israelites understood the history of God's dealings with His people. 

Period covered If the length of oppressions and reigns of Judges are added up they seem too long, probably because they apply to parts only of Israel, and so at times overlap. Jepthah and Samson may have dealt with the Northern and Southern oppressors at the same time. Eli and Samuel may overlap with Samson. The 40 years for the wilderness journey plus the rule of Joshua, Eli, Saul, and David could then be fitted into the 480 years from Egypt to Temple, 1 Ki 6:1. 
 Length of oppressions seem specific - length of periods of rest are given in round figures only - 40, 80. (Perhaps related to 40 being the duration of an adequate test.) 

The witness of Archaeology covered in Josh Bk 2 applies equally to events in Judges. The Israelite settlements had poorer houses, pottery, etc than the Canaanites and Philistines, and this is obvious when they took over a town like Bethel, 1:22-25, or Megiddo. No representations of Baal have been found in Israelite sites. Asherah figures are found in them, but they are more mother-goddess style than the sex-goddess style  Canaanite ones.

General Setting of the Book of Judges

The book of Joshua is written under the shadow of Moses who had brought Israel OUT of Egypt, TO the land promised to Abraham, at the righteous time for the Amorites to be replaced, Gen 15:16. God promised to be with Joshua as he had been with Moses, to bring them INTO the land, and INTO their share of the promised possession, and establish them there as God's people, Josh 1:1-9. 
 Joshua and Israel stood before God under the Law - the covenant and commandments under which God had brought Israel into an on-going relationship with Himself. At the book's close Joshua echoed the message with which Moses closed Deuteronomy - the BLESSING opening before Israel if they lived in obedient fellowship with God, and the CURSE of a descent into misery if they chose to fellowship with Canaanites and their gods. 
 Serving the Lord was impossible except on His terms - total abandonment of alternative gods. The victories under Joshua faced the Israelite tribes with the challenge to complete the work of conquest by removing all trace of the Canaanites and their evil religion, and in obedient faith claim the whole land He had given them. 

Even atheists have admitted the high standards of the Law, and the good it has done wherever men have tried to obey it. That Law is the standard against which Israel is judged, although details of the Law are rarely mentioned in Judges. It's not surprising that looking at the way Israelites lived makes some people think the Law hadn't yet been written - but anyone who looks at the world around us today might well imagine God's Law hasn't been written yet! Only when the enemy came between them and their enjoyment of life did they acknowledge God and ask to be spared the consequences of their sin. 

What Judges were

LXX Kritai. Hebrew Shophetim. The verbal form Shophet is used of Othniel, 3:10, Deborah 4:4; Tola 10:2; Jair 10:3; Jephthah 12:7; Ibzan 12:8-9; Elon, 12:11; Abdon 12:13-14; Samson 15:20; 16:31. The Lord is called a Shophet in 11:27, as He is the real Judge of His people and His Spirit raised the Judges up and fitted them for their task, 2:16-19; 3:10; 6:34; 11:29; 14:6, 19; 15:14. Cp Gen 18:25; Ps 96:13; 98:9; Acts 17:31. The Judges came from different tribes - and were generally reacting to local oppression. While some acted as Judges their more obvious work was being Deliverers from oppression - Freedom-Fighters. Jephthah was a mere fighter. Later Samuel was never in battle, but regularly applied God's Law, 1 Sam 7:13-17. 

No Judge had an official position. He was an Israelite who was raised up by God and willing to risk his life to deliver Israel. Cp David facing Goliath. The best Judges depended on God and what they knew of God's will, and moved His people to join in doing it. As it was God acting in sovereign mercy, with a view to the spiritual restoration of Israel, the deliverance needed to be seen to be God's work, 7:2. This experience of obeying/depending on God and finding it worked was at least potentially a SPIRITUAL experience. After success as a deliverer the Judge could lay down the Law - God's Law, or his own - and expect to be obeyed. The wide range of characters/situations is a reminder that in the Lord's service there's work for everyone. But, like them, we may fail to honour the Lord. Gideon, 8:22-27. Cp Isa 29:13; Mt 15:8. Jephthah, 11:30-31, and Samson followed their own ideas. 

The Role of the Book of Judges in God's Word

In the Hebrew Bible Judges is part of the "Former prophets" so the events it records are important in God's revelation of Himself and His purposes. Israel was central for God's purposes for mankind, and so placed that traffic between Africa, Asia, and (by sea) Europe, passed though it. This could spread the knowledge of God, 1 Ki 10:24. God started Israel in the land under the form of government that gave the maximum scope for fellowship with Himself - direct responsibility. IF Israel had risen to the challenge the reality of God's presence and blessing would have been displayed constantly. This was God's ideal, to which Israel refused to rise. 
  Israel persisted in refusing to choose to fellowship with God. The Law in all its provisions was weak through the flesh Rom 8:3. That Grace alone could enable God to bless men was demonstrated under the Judges, the Kings, and the Messiah when He came. The Gospel is the only way God can accomplish His purposes. 

God had revealed Himself to Israel under Moses, as Redeemer and Law-giver, so that they could know His will for their lives. These historical books demonstrate that while God is in control, He leaves man free to do His will. God's people are responsible to choose to live in obedient faith in Him and His word, and enjoy the blessings. If we choose not to we suffer the consequences. God had wanted Israel to be a nation of kings and priests, Ex 19:6, to attract other peoples, Deu 28:1-14. Moses and Joshua had been His agents in this, and the Priests-Levites were to carry on this role. God placed them in towns throughout Israel where they were to teach the knowledge of God and His Law, largely by settling disputes according to its rulings = be Judges, Lev 10:11; Deu 33:10; 2 Chr 15:3. There is no record of them doing this well, or of Israel supporting them financially as commanded, Num 18:20-32. Cp 17:7-13. 

At the Tabernacle the sacrifices and offerings were to be made for all Israel, and all Israel was to gather there for the great feasts. The Passover, Ex 12:1-13:10; Weeks, Ex 23:15-16; Lev 23:15-22; and Tabernacles Ex 23:16; Lev 23:34 were reminders of God's loving care in the past and His purposes for Israel as a nation. Gathering would foster unity, and realisation of His present care. Heads of families were to demonstrate loyalty to God and His law in family life, Deu 6:1-25, so that God and His will were made real in the sight of their children and servants. Elders, in relation to their clans and cities, had their responsibilities, Ex 19:7; Num 11:16-17; Deu 19:12; 21:2, 18-20; 22:15; 25:7; 31:9; Ruth 4:2. Guidance as to the Lord's will was to be obtained by use of Urim and Thummim, Ex 28:30; Lev 8:8; Num 27:21; Deu 33:8; 1 Sam 28:6; Ez 2:63. There is little evidence that any of these responsibilities were carried out joyfully and thoroughly. Israel sank to the lawlessness of 17:1-21:25. Judges records the distressing failure of Israel under this system of direct reliance on God and fellowship with Him. Israel's attitude was such that only by raising up deliverers could they be kept from spiritual and perhaps physical extinction. Each deliverance gave a breathing space and 

the chance for chastened Israel to take up their privileges under the covenant. Each time Israel was happy to receive God's merciful and mighty deliverances, but reluctant to value and maintain fellowship with God. This continued the failure seen at Sinai (Golden Calf), Kadesh Barnea, Ai, etc. In spite of all His merciful interventions they drifted deeper and deeper into idolatry and slavery. 
 The dismal record of man's failure is also a glorious record of God's grace and power as in His unfailing mercy He comes to the rescue of His people time after time, in spite of their sin and folly. By 1 Sam 8:7-9 the time had come when it was God's will for them to have a king, and so be challenged to learn what they could under that system. Moses and Joshua signed off their service with solemn encouragements and warnings, Deu 28:1-68; 30:11-16; Josh 24:1-28. Samuel did the same on behalf of the Judges, 1 Sam 12:1-25.

God's Purpose in His Interventions

The persistence of God's redemptive purposes is clear in this book. The book itself has in turn played its part in those purposes, and it still speaks for God today as we study and proclaim what it teaches. It shows men to be weak and even deliberately wicked, 
 but the God of Grace continues to work among them, and we must look to Him with the confidence and obedience of Deborah and Gideon. Self-pleasing is  apostasy and will bring on us a similar fate as that seen in Judges. In doing His will, victory is the Lord's, and depends on our Faith/obedience - the odds against us are irrelevant. Cp Ps 20:7; 118:6-7. 

1:1-3:6 Life in Israel Under the Judges

The Lord's Verdict: Incomplete Conquest= Apostasy - Oppression – Repentance - Deliverance.. endlessly repeated as each generation fails as their ancestors did. 

Chapter 1

1:1-36 The Tribes Take Possession of their land - in Part 

(Under Joshua Israel had been established in the land. The tribes, under their elders, were then responsible to take possession of their share of the land. Although some of the incidents in this summary are repeated from Joshua they are part of a Post-Joshua review written from a tribal perspective. 
 The way the records in Joshua and Judges fit together isn't clear. Events can be viewed as people making choices - Caleb and Judah ask for Hebron, Josh 14:6-15. Or as the Lord exercising sovereignty - He says Judah is to be the first to conquer their land, 1:2. Both are true, but often only one aspect is stated. Judah and Ephraim stepped out in faith and were largely successful, but not fully obedient. The reluctant tribes, Josh 18:1-7, were less successful. No tribe obeying God is defeated. Israel's experience of what happens when God isn't obeyed fully has been repeated endlessly down to our own times. 

1:1-3 AFTER THE DEATH OF JOSHUA- Cp Josh 1:1. The Book of Joshua records the development of Israel's history after the death of Moses. The Book of Judges records the development of Israel's history after Joshua's death. But before doing this the writer refers back to events from Joshua that set the background from which the story of Judges unfolds. The tribes were to take possession of what the Lord had given them in obedient dependence on Him, Josh 23:1-24:28.

THE CHILDREN OF ISRAEL/Israelites ASKED THE LORD- This sounds like a formal request through the High Priest using the Urim and Thummim, Ex 28:30; Num 27:21. Cp Josh 18-19. Prov 3:5-6 still applies to us. WHO.. GO UP first- In Hebrew this means a military expedition, Isa 7:1. AGAINST THE CANAANITES- Josh 14:6 records the initiative coming from the tribe of Judah. It's good to know that this initiative arose as a result of Israel asking the Lord to reveal His will in the matter. God works in His people to make them willing to volunteer, and also to enable them to succeed, Phil 2:12-13. Cp David volunteering to fight Goliath, 1 Sam 17:31-50, yet chosen by the Lord. See also Isaiah in Isa 6:1-8. 

THE LORD SAID/answered.. JUDAH- "Praise" Gen 29:35. The tribe from which Israel's great Leader was to come, Gen 49:10. By God's decree Judah took the lead through the wilderness, Num 10:14. Judah was strong and numerous and those given privileges and strength have an obligation to set an example in attempting to do God's will. Here there are achievements by Judah worthy of praise. 

JUDAH SAID to SIMEON HIS BROTHER/the Simeonites COME UP WITH ME- Some say in asking Simeon Judah was weak in faith, as Moses was in asking for Aaron. When God tells us to do something - to ask for human help may be unbelief - Paul asked for none, Gal 1:15-17. But in Josh 19:1 God directed Simeon to inherit with Judah. They were full brothers, Gen 29:33-35. Simeon was a weaker tribe, and were to be scattered in Israel, Gen 49:5-7. It had dwindled from 59,000, Num 2:23 to 22,000, Num 26:14. The strong should help the weak. Claiming and enjoying what the Lord gives takes strenuous effort and often persistent watchfulness, 1 Tim 6:20. 

1:4-8 When JUDAH attacked, THE LORD gave THE CANAANITES AND PERIZZITES INTO THEIR hands, they SLEW/struck down at Bezek- Too far from Jabesh to be the Bezek in 1 Sam 11:8-10. TEN THOUSAND- A round figure for a large number of people. 
 there THEY FOUND ADONI BEZEK- Lord of Bezek. 
 Cp Adoni Zedek- Lord of Righteousness, the King of Jerusalem who organised the attack on Gibeon, Josh 10. Nothing is said there of the conquest of his city, Jerusalem, so this may fill the gap in our knowledge. Or it may have happened at a later date. 

ADONI BEZEK FLED.. CAUGHT HIM, CUT OFF HIS THUMBS.. big TOES- Without a thumb it was impossible to hold any weapon. God had commanded all Canaanites be killed, Deu 7:1-2, 24; 20:16-17, but Judah followed a Canaanite custom. An example of partial obedience. Seventy kings- There were many petty kings - rulers of towns - in Canaan.. picked up scraps under my table- Humiliated by being treated as if they were dogs depending on scraps thrown to them, Mt 15:27. SO/now GOD- Elohim- He might mean the gods. has paid ME BACK- Scripture warns that we reap what we sow, Gal 6:7. THEY- The army of Judah? BROUGHT HIM TO JERUSALEM AND HE DIED- Or was killed there.

JUDAH attacked JERUSALEM.. took it.. SET it ON FIRE- Yet David had to conquer it about 400 years later, 2 Sam 5:6-9. The Jebusite army was defeated and the city burned, but perhaps, like Shechem, 9:45-49, it had a fortified core which they failed to take. Or the Canaanites returned and rebuilt it. Cp Josh 15:8. It was on the border of Benjamin, and they failed to settle it, 1:21. Judah may have been too busy consolidating and farming their central area to be concerned about holding the northern frontier with Benjamin, Josh 18:16. The Israelites weren't strong enough in Faith or numbers to occupy the whole land, Ex 23:29-30; Deu 7:22-24. That Jerusalem was on the East-West trade route was a good reason for Canaanites to re-build it. When David took Jerusalem it was a more acceptable capital for the Kingdom than Judah's a tribal centre Hebron. 

1:9-15 AFTERWARDS.. JUDAH.. advanced AGAINST.. HEBRON- Josh 10:36-37; 14:6-15; 15:13-14. Unlike Jerusalem the town was settled and remained Israelite. AND.. DEBIR.. Kirjath Sepher- City of books. 
 Perhaps a Canaanite city of learning? Josh 10:38-39; 15:15-19. Excavation shows that when it was destroyed in 1220 BC it covered 7.5 acres. It was replaced by a smaller city with a different, poorer culture. 

CALEB SAID I will give my daughter Acsah in marriage to the man who captures Kiriah Sepher- Josh 15:15-20. This was one way to pay the bride-price for a girl. Cp 1 Sam 18:25. By offering his daughter to the conqueror he displayed his commitment to God's conquest program, and also ensured a brave husband for her. Their later conversation shows that he treats her with due respect - asks her what is on her mind, and promptly meets her request generously. OTHNIEL- Lion of God SON OF KENAZ- Not the Kenaz of Gen 36:11, TOOK IT.. WHEN SHE CAME TO OTHNIEL- On her wedding day. SHE urged HIM TO ASK HER FATHER for A FIELD- Othniel seems to have been reluctant to ask for more than he had been given. 
 Caleb asked What can I do for you?.
GIVE ME A BLESSING/special favour- A blessing associated with her leaving her father's house for that of her husband. Fathers had authority over sons and daughters, but Achsah demonstrates that within the system girls could make reasonable requests, and be granted them by the father, in a mutually honouring and God-honouring way. GIVE ME.. SPRINGS- Literally bowls, Zech 4:2-3; Eccl 12:6, bowl shaped object 1 Ki 7:41-42. Perhaps reservoirs created by dams. 

1:16 THE CHILDREN/descendants OF THE KENITE- Num 24:21-22. Linked with Midian, Gen 25:2; Ex 2:15-16; 3:1. MOSES' FATHER IN LAW- His personal names were Jethro, Ex 3:1; 4:18; 18:1-12, Reuel, Ex 2:18. Raguel, Num 10:29. (LXX A adds Hobab, LXX B adds Jethro.) Moses promised to treat his son Hobab well if he came with Israel, Num 10:29. WENT UP FROM THE CITY OF PALM TREES- Tamar- Jericho, Deu 34:3; 2 Chr 28:15 - they may have camped near the ruins. Or perhaps the town Tamar in the Dead Sea valley.

with.. Judah to live.. near Arad- Grazing country for their flocks and herds, similar to their homeland, Ex 2:16-18, etc. Cp Num 21:1; Josh 12:14. They moved into association with Judah, but remained a separate people. Cp 5:11. Some commend them for choosing to be with the people of God. Others lament that people sympathetic with Jericho, and friendly with Israel's enemies the 

supply was essential for her family to prosper in a dry land. For us the indwelling Spirit is an upspringing well that makes our wilderness blossom into eternal life, Jn 4:14.

    Amalekites, 1 Sam 15:6, should be tolerated by Judah. To me they seem like the many today who are happy to mix with Christians, but not to commit themselves to the Lord, and to separation from the world. Achash accepted that they were friendly with Judah when David pretended to have raided them, 1 Sam 27:10-12. 

1:17-21 JUDAH WENT WITH the Simeonites.. attacked the CANAANITES IN ZEPHATH AND totally DESTROYED- Charam.. CALLED HORMAH- Chormah- Destruction. Cp Josh 12:14. It may be the Hormah of Num 21:3 rebuilt, but any destroyed city could be called Hormah. JUDAH TOOK GAZA, ASKELON, EKRON- But they settled only the hill country where chariots were useless, 1:19. Apparently their desire to win all God had given them weakened, as did their faith in the Lord that He would keep His promises. The archaeological evidence shows that it was a time when cities were destroyed and rebuilt rapidly. It seems that the Sea-peoples overran Philistia at about this time, and it's unclear whether a city was destroyed by them or by Israel. Israel may have defeated the Canaanites and then been driven out by the Philistines.

THE LORD WAS WITH JUDAH. They took.. the hill country, but.. unable to drive the people from the plains, because they had chariots of iron- Josh 17:16. The Hittites had developed the method of smelting iron. They and the Sea-peoples brought this skill with them to Canaan. Iron was stronger and lighter than bronze for attaching the shaft for the horses and for chariot axles. Cp 1 Sam 13:19-22. This left the better-armed-and-organised Philistines in control of the richest country and the trade routes, 1:19; 3:3. Life is often a tangled web of victory and defeat. But in obedience to God His believing people can triumph against military or other odds as proved by Barak, Gideon, and David. AS MOSES PROMISED Hebron was given to Caleb- The writer ends with a positive note - so should we usually.

1:21 The Benjamites DID NOT DRIVE OUT/dislodge the JEBUSITES- How thoroughly Judah destroyed Jerusalem, 1:8, is unclear, but Benjamin failed to occupy it. The inhabitants of rebuilt Jerusalem/ Jebus would be called Jebusites wherever they came from. To this day- Written before David conquered it. the Jebusites live there with the Benjamites- This left the trade route from Jericho and on through the Aijalon valley in Canaanite hands - cutting Judah off from Benjamin and Ephraim. Unless after conversion we eagerly build a new life in fellowship with our Saviour and His people, our life will soon fall back into godless ways.

1:22-26 THE HOUSE OF JOSEPH- Ephraim is treated as the more important, Gen 48:13-20. It had a central position closer to Jerusalem, and Manasseh was divided by Jordan. Only Judah and Ephraim showed eagerness to claim their inheritance, Josh 18:1-3. attacked BETHEL AND THE LORD WAS WITH THEM- Bethel is linked with Ai in Josh 8:17, and its king defeated, Josh 12:9, 16, and the land given to Joseph/Ephraim, Josh 16:1. But the conquest of the city isn't recorded in Joshua- it seems to have happened later. Bethel had a special place in Israel's history, Gen 12:8; 13:3; 28:19; 35:1, 8, 15.

They sent men to spy out Bethel.. SAW A MAN.. SHOW US how to get into the city, WE WILL SHOW YOU MERCY/see you are treated well- Chesed- Covenant kindness. Making a deal with a Canaanite - one of those God had commanded them to destroy- Cherem. It's always a backward step into trouble when we compromise. Although it may seem to make it easier to accomplish God's will the victory is tainted. A promise had been made to Rahab, Josh 2:12-14; 6:22-25, but she had confessed faith in the Lord. She and the Gibeonites were incorporated into Israel. This man is bribed to betray his own people and goes out and sets up a new heathen city.

They put the city to the sword, but spared the man and his family THE MAN WENT INTO THE LAND OF THE HITTITES- As Syria was then known. AND BUILT A CITY AND CALLED IT.. LUZ- As they spared him and all his relatives he was free to build a Canaanite city like the one destroyed - unjudged sin is free to spring up again. Failing to obey all God's will allows evil to rise again. Such partial obedience has cursed the church down through the ages. The physical town was wiped out. The spiritual town, its religion and life, is shifted to a new site. 

1:27-28 MANASSEH- "Forgetting." did not drive out the people of Beth Shan- They lived up to their name in that they chose to forget God's rights and purposes. If we do that, judging them to be unrealistic, we will fail to do God's will. Beth Shan was a powerful city allied to Philistines in their defeat of Saul 1 Sam 31:10. TAANACH.. DOR.. IBLEAM.. MEGIDDO.. for the Canaanites were determined- As in Josh 17:12-15. This left the fertile plains and the North-South trade-route in Canaanite hands, cutting Ephraim and Manasseh off from the northern tribes. The Israelites were left as hillmen working poor farms and selling produce to the rich towns where Baal was worshipped. This would suggest to them that if they worshipped Baal he would make them rich also. Archaeological evidence shows that Megiddo  and Taanach remained Canaanite until later - presumably until the defeat of Jabin. Israel's loyalty to the Lord/His commands, and the will to conquer in His Name to claim what He had given, lapsed with Joshua's generation.

WHEN ISRAEL became STRONG THEY pressed THE CANAANITES into forced labour- Under Deborah and Barak Israel was freed from oppression, and began to dominate the Canaanites. (This dominance in limited areas became total under Solomon, 1 Ki 4:6; 9:21.) But instead of obeying God's command to wipe out the Canaanites they made use of them and their skills so as to lead a richer life. When the Canaanites were incorporated into the economy of Israel that greatly strengthened the hold of Baal worship in Israel - even as an oppressed section of Israel Baal worshippers were allied to the ruling class of Tyre, Sidon, etc.

1:29-36 Nor did EPHRAIM DRIVE OUT.. GEZER- An important town on the edge of the plain 18 miles west of Jerusalem. CANAANITES CONTINUED to live there- Not Israelite until Pharaoh's gift to Solomon, 1 Ki 9:15-16, but see 2 Sam 5:25. NEITHER DID ZEBULON- His territory is listed in Josh 19:10. DRIVE OUT THE Canaanites FROM KITRON.. NAHALOL. Issachar, Josh 19:17-23 isn't mentioned here. NEITHER DID ASHER- "Happy." See Josh 19:24-31  DRIVE OUT those in Acco, Sidon- There's little cause for happiness in this record. We are so blessed that we should be always rejoicing, Phil 4:4, even under persecution, 1 Pet 1:8. But this is true only if Christ is our centre, our heart's delight. Happiness isn't for us, as it wasn't for Asher, unless we claim it by faith in Grace. the people of Asher lived among the Canaanites- The wording suggests they occupied pockets only of their territory, with no substantial area under their control. NEITHER DID NAPHTHALI.. Beth Shemesh or Beth Anath.. BUT.. lived among the CANAANITES- For the territory of Naphthali, see Josh 19:32-39. Naphthali - Wrestler, with no strength to defeat the enemy because he failed to wrestle with God as Jacob did, Gen 32:24-32.

THE AMORITES FORCED/confined the Danites INTO THE hill country- The Amorites- Lofty Ones. drove God's people from the rich valleys. Ridout suggests we have to beware of high talking theology that drives God's people from fruitful dependence on the Lord and His Word. THE AMORITES were determined to hold out in Mount Heres- Mountain of the Sun God - perhaps Shemesh, Josh 19:41. Dan was given the Aijalon valley area between Judah and Ephraim, It was the major East-West route from Jericho to the Mediterranean. These Amorites may have been driven up into the hills by the invading Philistines, increasing the pressure on Dan who was forced up into the border lands with Judah. When the power of JOSEPH increased they were pressed into forced labour- Dan seemed to have little loyalty to God and His purposes, or inclination to prove God's faithfulness. God's direct intervention in the life of Samson seems to have been the one bright spot in their tribal history. THE boundary of the AMORITES- Josh 19:41.

Chapter 2

2:1-10 God's Verdict on Partial Obedience

(God had made the whole land available to Israel - on His terms.  Their decreasing obedience set out in 1:1-36 and willingness to share the Canaanites' land, life and religion meant that instead they were becoming a Canaanite tribe. Joshua had called Israel to account, Josh 24:1-28, but their professed commitment to the Lord had come to nothing. The Lord Himself now formally charges them with breaking His Covenant. Cp 6:7-10; 10:10-16. God's command that Israel wipe out the Canaanites and their idols presented Israel with the ideal. But God deals realistically with the partial obedience which is all mankind ever achieves. God will now use the situation to produce the best possible response from Israel, with each generation. But their limited obedience has limited what He can do for them. His blessings can come only from His mercy, and to the limit of their willingness to fellowship with Him. 
 In response to God's verdict Israel weeps in shallow remorse and the following chapters show no improvement.) 

2:1-2 AN/The ANGEL- Malak. LXX Angelos. It's used of human messengers such as Gideon's, 6:35. OF THE LORD- Angel of the Lord may be used of an angelic or human messenger sent by God. Here as to Hagar, Gen 16, Abraham, Gen 22:11-15, and Moses Ex 3:1-12 the Angel of the Lord speaks as if He was the Lord Himself. It seems to be God the Son.

FROM GILGAL- In Ex 23:20-25 the Lord had promised He, in the person of the Angel, would go up with Israel into their land. He warned that His personal presence required their absolute loyalty to the covenant. At Gilgal Israel had solemnly taken up this covenant by circumcision and keeping the Passover, Josh 4:19-5:12. 
 TO BOCHIM/Bokim- Weeping. Israel's failure to live by the covenant meant they needed to weep before the Lord for their disobedience. 

I MADE YOU TO/brought you- This reads as the Lord Himself speaking. Cp 6:8-10; 10:11-14; Gen 16:7. OUT OF EGYPT- God's great redemptive action, Ex 20:2. into THE LAND I swore to give to YOUR FATHERS- Gen 15:18; 28:1-4; Ex 13:5; Deu 1:8, etc. I SAID I WILL NEVER BREAK MY- A sovereign act of God, not OUR COVENANT. Cp Lev 26:1-46. WITH YOU- Gen 17:2-21; Ex 2:24; 6:3-8; 20:1-17; 24:7-8; Deu 7:9. God speaks specifically of the aspects of the Sinai covenant related to His giving them the land, their claiming it, and living in it in fellowship with Him. There was absolute security on God's side.

MAKE NO LEAGUE/covenant WITH THE people OF THIS LAND- Ex 23:20-33; 34:11-17; Deu 7:2, etc. THROW/break DOWN THEIR ALTARS- Ex 23:24; 34:13; Deu 7:5; 12:1-3; 2 Chr 14:3. BUT you have disobeyed me- They had settled down among the Canaanites. WHY HAVE YOU DONE THIS?- God says "You have put me in an impossible position." God knows everything, is righteous and all-powerful so He always acts in ways consistent with His character. He can no longer bless them. They must suffer the judgment consequences of having chosen to sin against God and His covenant. He must enforce the covenant penalties. Disobedience robs God's people of blessing, disgraces His Name and frustrates His loving purpose that we should be to His glory, and share His joy, Jude 24. There is also loss to our fellow-Believers, our children, and our neighbours. Cp Mal 3:8-12; Mt 25:24-25. 

2:3-5 Now therefore.. I WILL NOT DRIVE THEM OUT FROM BEFORE YOU- KJV more probable. God had made the consequence of disobedience clear from the first, Ex 23:20-33; 34:11-15, and confirmed it, Josh 23:13. When they ceased to be willing to remove the Canaanites, automatically God ceased to help them to do this. The Lord insists He will keep the whole of His promise to the extent their behaviour makes possible - the negative part.

THEY will be THORNS IN YOUR SIDES- Num 33:55; Josh 23:13; Ps 106:36-38; Eze 28:24; 2 Cor 12:7. 
 The Canaanite religion offered fertility and good crops. God warns that they'll find it produces thorns for them. When they subdued the Canaanites, they absorbed them and became leavened by Canaanite religion and morals, and must suffer the consequences, including burning their children as sacrifices, 3:7; 1 Ki 11:5; 14:24; 2 Ki 16:3; 21:6; Jer 19:5. 

THEIR GODS.. A SNARE- Ex 10:7; 23:33. This is a righteous action of love. Because of what they have chosen, this is the kindest and most helpful thing God can do for them. As God's people realise that, under the fatherly discipline of love, Heb 12:5-17, they are reaping what they have sown, they will be encouraged to seek God and His will for restoration to His fellowship and blessing, Deu 30:1-10.

The Israelites.. wept aloud- 21:2. THEY offered sacrifices to THE LORD- They wept and professed loyalty to God by offering sacrifices, but there is no evidence that they were willing to obey the Lord. Joshua's scepticism proved justified, Josh 24:16-28. Tears and outward mourning are useless without a change of heart and life-style, Ps 51:17; Isa 29:13; Joel 2:12-14. Only in Grace could God preserve and develop a faithful remnant until Christ should come and create a new covenant in which the indwelling Spirit strengthens people to live to the glory of God in fellowship with Him, Rom 8:1-10. 

2:6-10 JOSHUA dismissed the Israelites.. INHERITANCE- This echoes and sums up Josh 23:1-24:28. A reminder that God having given them the land it's their responsibility to take up the covenant, and live by it - a new start, but the old task. THE PEOPLE SERVED THE LORD ALL/ throughout THE DAYS OF JOSHUA- He was able to check their apostasy, but there's nothing to suggest even his own family took up the stand he had made on their behalf, Josh 24:15, or their responsibility to rid the land of the ripe-for-judgment inhabitants, Gen 15:16; Lev 18:24-28. 

AND.. THE ELDERS.. WHO HAD SEEN THE GREAT things THE LORD had done FOR ISRAEL- They had experienced the blessings of God's direct intervention. But they failed to come to know God personally, or to commit themselves to making it real to their families, Deu 4:9-10; 6:1-10. God's revelation of Himself in saving intervention ceased as obedience to Him and thankfulness lapsed. We also are commanded to pass on what we have received, Acts 20:24-36; 1 Cor 15:3-11; 1 Jn 1:1-3; 2 Tim 2:2. Apparently the Levites also failed in their teaching responsibility, Lev 10:11, and the teaching series of festivals – Passover, First-Fruits, Atonement, Tabernacles - lapsed or was reduced to a formality that taught little. When people lose sight of God's Grace they lose sight of their obligations and opportunities. So, today, half-hearted Christians can expect their children to grow up thinking Christianity is a "religion" and an optional extra. 

JOSHUA.. SERVANT OF THE LORD- The next person to be called this is King David, 2 Sam 3:18, etc. Joshua's obedient faithfulness, and courageous obedience, are summed up in these simple words. May we be kept from the sentimental wishful thinking of hypocritical Balaam, Num 23:10, and so live, that like Paul, we're truly servants of the Lord, Ps 112:1; Acts 20:19-36; 1 Cor 3:13-15; 4:1-5; 2 Cor 5:10; 2 Tim 2:23-26; 4:1-8. They buried him- This brings his era to an end, as in Gen 35:28-29; Deu 34:7. IN TIMNATH HERES- Heres- Sun, Sun-god. Perhaps called Timnath-serah, Josh 24:30, to avoid that association. He had trusted and obeyed the Lord, and to the end remained in the inheritance God had given him. The whole GENERATION- Jos 24:31.

ANOTHER GENERATION/grew up.. who KNEW neither THE LORD, NOR.. what HE HAD DONE FOR ISRAEL- They let the memory of the Lord and His redemptive actions be forgotten, and failed to apply the past and its lessons to their current lifestyle. Human nature always prefers to forget uncomfortable or humiliating facts. We too have access to the records of God's dealings with our fathers, and the truths in which they rejoiced - but many fail to read them, or fail to be moved to know God and rejoice in our inheritance. Each generation must deal with God and His Word about Salvation and Spiritual things or they will neither know the Lord, or see His hand at work, Ex 5:2; Gal 4:8. In the will of God the experience of Redemption is renewable generation by generation, but unless we value it, it's easily lost. 

2:11-3:6 God Gives Israel an Adjusted Challenge

(God ignores Israel's tears and avowals, 2:3-5; Josh 24:16-18. Adam by one action closed the door of easy fellowship with God for mankind forever. By failure to obey, Israel had closed a similar door for themselves. From now on the presence of Canaanites in the land would face each generation with the choice - serve the Lord, or suffer. If, suffering, they cried to the Lord He would raise up a Deliverer. This would open a door of faith and obedience to a new generation. The choices they then made determined the vital core of spiritual reality for Israel - political and economic situations were mere side-effects. Cp 2 Ki 17:7-23. 

The measure of Israel's obedience to God would set limits to God's sovereign mercy. All this shows the folly and wickedness of the human heart, its ingratitude, stubborn rebellion and

    folly, Jer 17:9. And God's long-suffering patience, and mercy. That's the lesson we must learn from it. 
)

2:11-15 The Israelites DID EVIL AND SERVED- Bowed down to, accepted as Master. BAALIM/the Baals- This is the heart and root of the evil Israel did. Baal was the Canaanite God of fertility, storms, rain, etc who they believed made the earth fertile. Plural as there were many local cults where some aspect of Baal was worshipped, Baal Berith, 8:33; Baal Peor, Num 25:3, etc. See Appendix.

THEY FORSOOK- Azab- Abandoned, repudiated, divorced. THE LORD GOD.. worshipped OTHER/various GODS.. PROVOKED THE LORD TO ANGER- In spite of the renewal of the covenant, Josh 8:30:35; 24:12-27, Israel turned from the Lord to Baal. Cp Jer 2:9-13. Because THEY FORSOOK THE LORD.. SERVED BAAL.. the Ashtoreths- Plural of Astarte goddess of war and fertility, Baal's partner. (Ishtar in Babylonia, Anath in Syria.) They would have said they had merely included Baal for practical purposes, but according to the terms of the covenant, Lev 26, Deu 28 this made the Lord their enemy - the enemy of their action, while remaining their eternal Friend, Deu 4:25-31. 

THE ANGER OF THE LORD.. AGAINST ISRAEL- Lev 26; Deu 28. The Lord continued to love them, but as they chose to act in ways that would destroy them spiritually, the form His love now took was that of angry distress, and a righteous determination that they should not enjoy destroying themselves spiritually but would come to realise the nature of what they had done - which to them may have seemed a minor theological adjustment that would make life easier and more  prosperous for them. God cares deeply about His people, Num 4:8; Deu 18:15, and the world at large - in which He delights, Prov 8:31. God, the potter, is intensely involved with the works of His hands, Rom 9:22-23. Having set His love upon them, protected and provided for their needs, God couldn't be indifferent to their courting other gods. 

HE DELIVERED/handed them over to raiders- 6:1; 13:1; Neh 9:27; Ps 106:41. who plundered them- God allowed the Law of cause-and-effect to function. When they stopped obeying the Lord and began to worship the self-pleasing local gods they became self-indulgent and weak. Having sunk to the level of the surrounding nations in religion and morality, they could meet them only on common ground of selfish humanity and were defeated and oppressed. We see this in symbol in the case of Samson stripped of his hair and God-given strength. 

HE SOLD THEM.. to THEIR ENEMIES- 3:8; 4:2; 10:7; Ps 44:10. The Lord sold the people He had bought, Ex 15:16, and redeemed, Ex 15:13; Lev 26:17, 37; Deu 28:25; Ps 78:62. Whenever Israel WENT OUT TO FIGHT THE LORD WAS AGAINST THEM- God hadn't changed, but when they turned against Him their rebellious purposes faced His unchanging ones and His power blocked them. He frustrated their purposes to make it obvious to them that they had chosen wrongly. Cp the frustration God, in loving wisdom, built into fallen Creation so His eternal purpose of man being in His image would be fulfilled, Rom 8:19-30. As long as they sought happiness and gain by worshipping Baal, God must let them experience the miserable consequences of their sin, Deu 6:14-15; 31:16-21. Cp Lev 26:17; Deu 28:25. AS THE LORD HAD SAID- Warned them. THEY WERE in great distress- Through this they turned to the Lord and asked Him to deliver them, 3:9, etc. In WW2 our nation in desperate times declared days of national prayer, which most people soon forgot. And we individually are fickle and have short memories when the Lord has answered our desperate pleas.

2:16-17 Then THE LORD RAISED UP JUDGES- The Lord in mercy raised leaders who relieved this distress. They could never earn it and their repentance was never adequate. God's acts of mercy and grace are always expressions of His compassion, not of what we deserve, but in a sense their turning to the Lord freed Him to intervene, Cp Deu 30:1-10. DELIVERED.. YET THEY WOULD NOT listen to THEIR JUDGES- They appreciated relief from oppression, but had no intention of changing their ways to please the Lord. When mercy granted relief to people who were still in part idolaters they were tempted to credit Baal for their relief, just as today we can credit our cleverness etc. Those of us engaged in counselling, must face the reality and persistence of sin as described in these verses. It's easy for people to accept all the material and psychological/spiritual help we can give, and feel that by acknowledging the truth of what we say they have repaid any debt to us or to God. And are free to continue to live sinfully in ways that make inevitable endless repetition of the miseries that drove them to come to us. As with Israel, only a change of heart, wrought by God's Spirit and through their repentance/choice, will break the cycle. Paul puts our responsibility bluntly in Rom 6:1-23, especially 6:13. Only by our union with Christ and through the workings of the Holy Spirit can we experience real deliverance.

prostituted themselves to OTHER GODS- The Lord's covenant relationship with Israel was described in marital terms, with all the blessings and joy that opened to her. In flirting with other religions Israel acted as a wife turning prostitute, Hosea; Jer 2:2-21; Ezek 16:15-25. Cp Isa 50:1; Jer 3:1-14. The use of religious prostitutes in Baal worship high-lighted this, but it's true of all spiritual unfaithfulness to God, Jas 4:4. THEY TURNED QUICKLY from.. THE commands OF THE LORD- As with the Golden calf set up in less than 40 days from the making of the Sinai covenant, Ex 32:8; Deu 9:12, 16. 

2:18-19 Whenever THE LORD RAISED UP a judge.. he WAS WITH THE JUDGE- He didn't simply set up the scene, or motivate capable men to act for Him. He was closely involved with the Deliverers He raised up, and His presence with them was the reason for their successes. DELIVERED THEM.. as long as THAT JUDGE lived FOR THE LORD had compassion on them- His Chesed- Covenant kindness/love/mercy endures for ever, Ps 106; 107; 118. We can co-operate confidently with Him as His purposes of Grace are unchanging, Num 23:19; Deu 33:27; 1 Sam 15:29; Jer 4:28; Joel 2:13; Mal 3:6; Heb 13:8. Scripture makes clear that His everlasting love moves Him constantly to draw His people to Him and His ways. The Lord is slow to anger, and alert for the slightest reason to defer judgment and restore to blessing, Ex 32:12-14; 2 Sam 24:16; 1 Ki 21:27-29; Jer 18:7-8; 26:3, 13, 19; Ezek 33:11; Jonah 3:9-10. 

BECAUSE OF THEIR GROANINGS/as they groaned- The word may mean regret, as well as mourning, as in Jer 4:28; 31:19; Jonah 3:9. God reacted as He had to their groaning under pressure in Egypt, Ex 6:5, even though they had repaid His merciful deliverance with thoughtless indifference to the doing of His will. Doing His will would have built spiritual liberation on the physical liberation which they enjoyed. Instead they took the gifts He poured on them to make into idols, Ex 32:2-4; Ezek 16:17-18. OPPRESSED THEM- The word is used in 1:34; 4:3; 6:9; 10:12; Ex 3:9; 22:21, etc. Used of Balaam's donkey crushing his leg against the wall, Num 22:25. Afflicted them.

WHEN THE JUDGE died THE PEOPLE CORRUPTED THEMSELVES MORE.. OTHER GODS- God's willingness to intervene in mercy whenever He had the slightest excuse to do so should have moved Israel to deep, long-lasting repentance and love. It didn't. There was an ebb and flow of obedience, but over-all the tide was running out. They appreciated the visible deliverer, and his loyalty to the Lord - while the person lived. But they failed to look beyond him to the Lord who had raised him up, and any influence he had for God and for good died with him. Sometimes, as with Gideon, the fault lay in part with the deliverer, 8:27. We may use different terms today, but the picture remains unchanged. It is human nature to forget kindness and mercy shown to us because to remember it is bad for our self-image. And every time we harden our conscience it makes it easier for us to do so again.

They refused to give up their OWN DOINGS/evil practices- Maalal- To act independently and without restraint, Deu 28:20; Neh 9:35, etc. They ignored God's Law. and were enterprisingly independent in doing what He had forbidden. STUBBORN ways- Qasheh- Impudently obstinate and stubborn as in Ex 32:9; 33:3, 5; Deu 9:6, etc. It's used in 1 Sam 25:3 of Nabal. That was how Israel responded to what God had said to them. Cp Rom 10:21. 

    In spite of God's merciful intervention they neglected God and His revealed will, and turned to the Canaanite religion and lifestyle that was under God's curse, Lev 18:26-28. God-given deliverers were only temporary restraints. Samson was the last and least spiritual barrier to the Canaanisation of Israel.

2:20-23 THE LORD was very angry.. HE SAID BECAUSE THIS PEOPLE/ nation- Goy- A nation, like the godless nations- the Goyim, used of the Canaanites, 2:21, 23. In Lev 26:12 the Lord says you will be my people- Am- a warm, relational term. Their persistent defiance means God must treat them as godless nations are treated. TRANSGRESSED/violated MY COVENANT.. NOT listened to MY VOICE- Their attitude and persistent actions. While no one could keep the Law fully, a serious attempt at it raised general life to a better and happier level, and the offering of sacrifices was a blow to the folly of pride, and a boost to fellowship with God. Instead of doing this and maintaining a vivid memory of the cost and reality of their Redemption they chose to forget, and every refusal to listen built up a pattern of rejection of God. Cp 2 Pet 1:4-11. Their primary responsibility was set out in Deu 4:32-40. Ours in 2 Tim 2:19. God's promises are sovereign and He never fails to keep them. But we must realise that they involve human responsibility and the choice to co-operate. 
 

I WILL no longer DRIVE OUT.. NATIONS JOSHUA LEFT- As Israelites attempted to claim their land God had swept the nations out of their way. When they ceased their attempts God must cease His. Ps 106:34-43. I will use them to test- Used of God testing Abraham in Gen 22:1. Men may argue that God should have wiped out the Canaanites so Israel would not have been tempted. But God's purpose is for men and women to be in His image, by free choice, and in fellowship with Himself. As a righteous God He is committed to playing by righteous rules, and accepting only service that men choose freely to give, 2 Cor 8:12. They are free to choose, free to suffer or enjoy the consequences, and on the basis of their experiences learn to choose well, or fail to learn. The continued presence of the Canaanites would give each generation of Israelites the option of choosing God, as Gideon did, against the choice of his neighbours, 6:27.

THEREFORE THE LORD allowed THOSE NATIONS to remain- Nuach- Used in Josh 21:44 of God giving Israel rest. So, here, God gave rest to the Canaanites. He did not drive them out at once- Maher- In a hurry, soon, suddenly. The incomplete obedience of the Joshua generation meant that later generations of Israelites would inherit both the fruit of their ancestors Faith-obedience - and the fruit of their Unbelief-disobedience. Each generation would face the options faced by their ancestors, and bear the consequences of the choices they made. The Lord had stated the ideal in Ex 23:31; Deu 9:3-5; 18:12-13, at which they must aim. Their failure was their own choice and He also made provision for that, Ex 23:29-30. Joshua's generation were to blame, but so were those who followed. In a sense Adam alone is to blame for sin being in the world, Rom 5:12, but every descendant of his has, at least sometimes,  repeated for himself Adam's choice of unbelief, disobedience and rebellion, 1 Ki 8:46; Rom 3:23.

Chapter 3

3:1-6 The List of Preserved Enemies- (Israel had been promised the Lord's protection if obedient, Ex 34:24. Their limited obedience made God's ideal impossible so He will use what Israel had chosen. Failing the first test meant continual testing, and the discipline of military preparedness. Pressure from neighbouring small kingdoms, and from the great powers North and South would help Israel to realise their need of God. We too must learn to get good out of any situation we find ourselves in - by trusting and obeying the Lord. Cp Heresy 1 Cor 11:19. In a sense Joshua gave Israel REST, Josh 23:1, and so did King David, 2 Sam 7:1, but in the full sense of the word it's still an option we face each day. In a fallen world, with fallen natures, God's people still face a constant battle to fellowship with Him, but what God desires, He enables, Heb 4:1-16.) 

3:1-6 LEFT.. to teach warfare to.. Israelites- The challenge Joshua's generation faced ceased with their death. The Lord leaves the nations to test Israel, for the Lord will not do for His people what they will not do for themselves. He will provide for us, call and command us, but He will not take from us the privilege of choosing to obey Him and walk with Him, Deu 7:1-11; Isa 2:3; Micah 4:3. Ideally, having been born again, we should automatically choose to please God, but our natures are prone to partial obedience, and we must learn the realities of spiritual warfare. Judges was written to teach us, 1 Cor 10:1-11; 2 Cor 10:3-6; Eph 6:10-18; 1 Tim 6:12; 2 Tim 2:3. FIVE LORDS/rulers.. PHILISTINES- A permanent federation, Josh 13:3; 1 Sam 6:4. 
 CANAANITES.. SIDONIANS- Sidon was the chief Phoenician city at this stage. Tyre had taken the lead by David's time. HIVITES- Possibly another name for the Horites, Gen 36:2, 20, 29. These set up the Kingdom of Mitanni in upper Mesopotamia, and later spread through Syria to the Lebanon mountains- These nations were on the western Sea coast of Israel, the valley of Esdraelon, or the hills to the North. 

THEY WERE left TO PROVE/test- Ex 15:25, ISRAEL/the Israelites.. the Lord's commands- 
 They had failed to wipe out these people and their idols. Now they must resist Canaanite pressure against their obedience to the whole Law. The Israelites lived among- Yashab. LXX Katoikeo. CANAANITES- They settled down to share the land, often on friendly terms. Under oppressors such as Midianites the Canaanites would have suffered as Israel did. They took in marriage- This breaks barriers and people become one in culture, religion, as well as economically co-dependent, Gen 34:16. Israel defied Ex 34:10-17; Deu 7:3-4. Cp Ezra 10:18; Neh 13:23; Mal 2:11. Gideon and Gilead had Canaanite concubines, and their sons Abimelech and Jephthah behaved in Canaanite ways, 8:29-9:57; 11:31-39. SERVED THEIR GODS- The oppression the Israelites suffered was the natural result - how could God support them against the Canaanites when they themselves were becoming Canaanites! We too must face the fact that settling down comfortably with the world-neighbours, will lead to us and our children settling into the world's view of things spiritual and moral.

3:7-16:31 Cycles of Apostasy and Deliverance

(The stories of individual Judges and their work, their characters, relationship with the Lord, and actions were very different. So was their behaviour after victory. Deborah closes with a song of the Lord's triumph, Gideon with an idolatrous worship centre and 71 sons living on the fruits of victory. But the record is set out in a general pattern that reinforces the spiritual truth of Lev 26. Israel does evil, and the Lord hands them over to an oppressor, 2:11-12; 3:7-8; 4:1-2; 6:1; 10:6-9; 13:1. They come to their senses and plead for His intervention, He raises up a Deliverer for them who defeats the oppressor, bringing rest, 2:16-18; 3:9-11, 15, 30; 4:3-7; 5:31; 6:6, 11-14; 8:28; 10:10-16, 43; 13:2-5. (Neither Jephthah nor Samson are said to have brought rest.). The Deliverer dies, 2:19; 3:11; 4:1; 8:28, 33; 12:7. And the cycle repeats:- Sin-Servitude-Supplication-Salvation. Or Apostasy-Oppression-Groaning-Deliverance. Or Rebellion-Retribution-Repentance-Rest. The cost of sin is made clear as a lesson for us all. It's generally a downward spiral of increasing faithlessness, from Othniel to Samson.)

3:7-11 Othniel Cycle

(This comes soon after the conquest, 1:13. It's a brief example of the Lord doing as He had warned, and sets out a basic framework for those that follow.)

3:7-8 THE Israelites DID EVIL IN THE SIGHT/eyes OF THE LORD- The phrase is a constant reminder that the Lord is the standard for Good and Evil. Where religion is thought of in terms of which religion, or which church service, etc suits me best the answer is always the one in tune with selfish natural life. This fosters apostasy. We have no excuse for this, Jer 31:31-34; Rom 8:1-16. They forgot- Shakach- To lose, forget, ignore. Often a guilty failure, Gen 40:23; Deu 4:9, 23, 31; 6:12; 8:11, etc. 

AND SERVED- Abad- To be the servant-slave of. the Baals AND GROVES/ Asherahs- In Canaanite shrines Baal was represented by an upright stone, and his female partner was represented by a wooden figure with exaggerated female characteristics. THE ANGER OF THE LORD burned AGAINST ISRAEL- Israel was too dear to God to be permitted to lapse into comfortable folly and sin. As the stewards of God's Word they must learn the truth, pass on the truth, and demonstrate from their experience - in judgment, if not in blessed obedience - the lessons God wants all men to know, Deu 29:23-28. HE SOLD THEM- In discipline, Heb 12:5-11. INTO THE HAND OF Cushan-Rishathaim- Cushan of double wickedness? Perhaps an insulting nick-name. KING OF MESOPOTAMIA/ Aram Naharaim- The area north of Israel including Syria and upper Iraq today. Perhaps a ruler of the Mitanni or the Hittites who at different times ruled that area. Egyptian records say they attacked as far south as Egypt, and could have oppressed Israel by using it as a base. for EIGHT YEARS.

3:9-11 When they cried out to THE LORD- A cry of pain, a cry for help. not necessarily of repentance. The Lord responded as we respond to even the naughtiest child. The Lord raised up.. a deliverer.. Othniel- He had already demonstrated bravery and faith in God in taking Debir, 1:11-15. People may, or may not, have appealed to him for help against the oppressors, but the Lord's action was all-important, as always. Othniel was the only deliverer from Judah. 

THE SPIRIT OF THE LORD CAME UPON HIM- Cp 6:34; 11:29; 14:19; 15:14; 1 Sam 11:6; 16:13. God, in whatever way He chose, became involved in his life, stirring him up and enabling him to carry out His will. As with Samson and Saul this didn't automatically make him a spiritually-minded man, but it equipped him for his specific work. Under the Gospel-of-Grace new covenant we have the greater blessing of being indwelt by the Holy Spirit who brings us into a personal relationship with God, with a view to transforming us into the likeness of His Son, Rom 8:15-16, 29; 2 Cor 3:16-18; Gal 2:20. This empowers us for witness Acts 1:8, and the general knowing and doing of God's will, Phil 2:12-13; 1 Jn 2:20. In a world and church dominated by materialism and self-centred humanism we're entitled to cry out to the Lord, and rejoice in the small things God enables us to do, Zech 4:6. 

He became Israel's judge AND WENT OUT TO WAR- Othniel sets us a good example. 
 Unlike cunning Ehud, timid Barak, quickly-spoiled Gideon, and self-indulgent Samson, he was already judging - working to bring Israel into obedience to God's Law - when the challenge to deliver God's people came. 

He was no longer young, but like Caleb, Josh 14:8-14, he responded vigorously, in faith-obedience when the Spirit of the Lord stirred him up. THE LORD gave Cushan-rishathaim.. into the hands of Othniel- The Invaders would have been experienced in war, and well equipped, but Othniel knew the Lord, and He gave him the victory. 

THE LAND HAD REST/peace- Shaqat- Cessation of hostilities following military victory, 3:30; 5:31; 8:28; Josh 11:23; 14:15. The Lord gives such rest, Isa 30:15; 32:17; Jer 30:10; 46:27, but the wicked miss out, Isa 57:20. Victories by the Judges didn't result in Shalom- Peace, the rest of enjoying God's blessing in fellowship with Him. For that, heart trust and obedience is needed. No Judge could do THAT for anyone but himself. for FORTY YEARS- A generation was given the chance to show what they would choose when free from desperate pressure. until OTHNIEL.. DIED- Having freed them from the oppressor gave any Judge-Deliverer considerable influence over those delivered. This kept open apostasy in check, but the failure of Israel to respond to the mercy of God continued beneath the surface. 

3:12-30    Ehud  &  Eglon

(Ehud is so different from Othniel we see at once that the Lord uses a wide variety of people and methods. We must not, like the Pharisees, demand that He conform to our ideas. He uses his right hand of power by means of a left-handed man! Othniel is recorded with sober brevity. Ehud's story is told with coarse humour that would make the hearers glad to be Israelites, without feeling they needed to be "good" as long as they were smart and brave! Eglon is an evil oppressor, fat from robbing Israel and a fool tricked by a smart Israelite who leaves God's "message" lost in his fat. A story like this would be popular enough to retain at least a little knowledge of God and His purposes among the lowest level of His people - and at least a minimum commitment from them.)

3;12-14 Once again the Israelites DID EVIL- A sad, guilty routine. THE LORD STRENGTHENED/gave EGLON.. AGAINST/power over ISRAEL- God shows His sovereignty over the nations by using Moab to discipline Israel. Cp His use of Assyria, Isa 10:5-34, Babylonia, Hab 1:6-2:8; Ezek 30:24-25. They in turn reap what they sow. God still rules the nations, and righteousness is our national responsibility, Prov 14:34. Moab wasn't on the list of nations left to test Israel, 3:1-6, and Israel wasn't allowed to displace them - they were related through Abraham and Lot. 
 God had protected Israel from Moab's effort to curse them through Balaam, but now He allowed Moab to become strong and to punish Israel. And then Israel was allowed to beat them back home again.

HE GATHERED/Getting the Ammonites and Amalekites.. attacked ISRAEL- They were small nations occupying a limited area, on the edge of the desert. When one nation had a strong ruler he would enlist the others in expanding their territory, and obtaining loot. The Amalekites were bitter enemies of Israel, Ex 17:8-16; Deu 25:17-19. they took.. THE CITY OF palms- Jericho, 2 Chr 28:15. (A nicer name than Jericho - people prefer to talk about misfortunes and weakness rather than sins and follies.) Having a water supply made it a good place for Moab to set up a base for raids on Ephraim, Benjamin and Judah. The ruins would provide plenty of material for building a temporary "Palace" for Eglon. 

The Israelites were subject to EGLON- Diminutive of Egel- Bull. He may have seen himself as a roaring bull, but he proves to be a calf fattened for the slaughter. The writer mocks Eglon and the Moabites, But, what he writes is also a reminder that in their turning from God for material advantages Israel had become like, and subject to, those they are imitating. So, today, it's right for us to expose the follies of the worldly, only if at the same time we're mocking the tendency that we ourselves have to envy them and copy their folly.

3:15-16 the Israelites CRIED to THE LORD- As in 3:9. THE LORD RAISED/ gave A DELIVERER EHUD- His name means Where is the splendour? Like Ichabod- Where is the glory? 1 Sam 4:21. A reminder of Israel's low position, but also of past greatness which gave hope for the future..A BENJAMITE Benjamin was Son of my Right hand, Gen 35:18, but this Benjamite was LEFT-HANDED- Itter Yad Yamim- Right hand hindered. 

The Israelites sent him with tribute- Minchah- A gift demanded by the superior, or offered voluntarily by the inferior to win favour or preserve peace. Cp 2 Sam 8:2; 2 Ki 3:4. to EGLON- As with paying "protection money" to gangsters, if they didn't hand over wealth and goods to the Moabites they would raid, steal, burn and destroy doing much more damage. It suited the Moabite oppressors as they could live off the Israelites without making any effort.

A DAGGER/sword- Chereb. double edged- So as to stab effectively. A weapon with a single cutting edge had to be used with a slower swinging action. Cp Heb 4:12. strapped to HIS RIGHT THIGH under his clothing- People wouldn't expect a sword there. Ehud was clever, courageous, and capable - ready to use any opportunity that occurred. Being the leader of a party bringing tribute would create goodwill, and a flattering sense of superiority that blinded the Moabites to any danger. Tribute-bringers were behaving in the way the Moabites wanted! 

3:17-19 HE presented the tribute to EGLON- God's deliverance comes from a man who appears to be leading Israel in the slavery to Moab. But it gives him the chance to look over the scene, and become accepted by Eglon. who was.. very fat- Fat-headed too, as will soon be seen. The Tribute is a contribution to the luxury in which he is living at ease. Many a violent tyrant has ceased to be dangerous when he relaxed to enjoy his success. Cp Deu 32:15; Ps 73:3-9; 119:70.

Ehud.. sent.. the men who had carried it- It was a large amount of goods. HE turned back at THE QUARRIES/idols- Pesil- Carved stones, Idols. near GILGAL- About 3 miles from Jericho. The Moabites may have made them, but in view of Israel's apostasy, 2:11-13, they may have placed stone images of Canaanite gods near the Sanctuary of Gilgal. If so, Ehud's turning back to deliver them reminds us of the greater spiritual need, for them to turn back to the Lord.

I HAVE A SECRET ERRAND/message- Dabar- A thing or word. The thing secretly tied to his thigh was intended for Eglon as a message that his oppressing God's people was ending. Eglon was in the mood to be flattered, and didn't realise how stupid he was, a helplessly fat man, to be alone with Ehud to whom God was a reality, not just a name. The King said Quiet. All his attendants left- In 3:29 the Moabite soldiers are described as LUSTY/vigorous- Shemen- Olive-oil men. It can mean healthy, strong, well-fed or self-indulgent, and these body-guards are smugly unsuspicious - thick, with fattened heart and mind, Isa 6:10. Eglon may have expected a small but valuable gift, or a secret warning about disloyalty from Moabites plotting against him.

3:20-28 EHUD.. approached while HE WAS SITTING alone in the upper room- Where he could relax without his bodyguards, as intruders would have to pass them in order to come upstairs. I HAVE A MESSAGE FROM GOD.. As the king rose- He may have moved closer so the message wouldn't be heard by the servants. EHUD with HIS LEFT HAND, drew the sword.. plunged it into the king's belly- Perhaps a stab up to the heart to kill silently, then a downward thrust. the handle sank in.. THE DIRT CAME OUT/came out his back- The word is used only here, but is associated with words meaning to separate, etc - the crotch where the body separates into legs? Anus where excrement separates from the body? or that the bowel contents were spilled. Ehud did not pull the sword out- The dagger had done its work, and Ehud must escape to complete his work. 

EHUD WENT out..  SHUT THE DOORS.. LOCKED THEM- It reads as if the bar was designed to fall into place to lock from the inside when the door was shut. 

WHEN the SERVANTS found THE DOORS LOCKED- They had seen Ehud leave, and when they went to rejoin the king found the door barred. Obviously he would open it when he wanted them again. THEY SAID, he must be relieving himself- Cp 1 Sam 24:3. Euphemisms were common then as now. The said  "To cover one's feet" when we might say "Going to the Bathroom." If his death, or the dagger led to his bowels emptying, the smell would prompt their interpretation. They waited.. took a key and unlocked.. they saw their lord..  dead- And the discovery was made too late for them to stop Ehud escaping.

EHUD ESCAPED/got away WHILE THEY waited- A different word from 3:25. It suggests they now realised they shouldn't have waited. HE BLEW THE TRUMPET.. EPHRAIM- The strongest tribe close to the Jericho area. The Israelites WENT DOWN WITH HIM- They would respond joyfully to the man who had outwitted and killed the feared oppressor. They would know that the Moabites and their allies would be pushed off balance by the leadership vacuum. But also to a superstitious people Moab's luck had changed, and could be expected to continue to run against them. 

Follow me.. THE LORD has given Moab- Ehud speaks as if he recognises that behind the success of his clever scheme stands God who is using him to deliver Israel. He appeals to them on that basis, not that of his own cleverness. This is a distinction which any leader of God's people needs to have clear in his own mind and in his message. 

So they followed him.. taking THE FORDS OF JORDAN TOWARD/that led into MOAB- An easily kept line was established where those crossing would be at a disadvantage. The death of a king meant a retreat to the homeland for the appointment of a new king. In the confusion at Jericho the calling in of raiding bands would be bungled, and they would be harder to locate than the Israelites Ehud was calling up. The raiders would arrive at the fords later, and piecemeal. Israelites, confident under their successful leader, could concentrate at the few fords, and wipe out the Moabites as they arrived in small groups from wherever they had been raiding. Cp 7:24; 12:5.

3:29-30 They struck down ABOUT TEN THOUSAND Moabites- It's clear that it was a crippling loss to the army of Moab, even if not precisely 10,000. Large numbers are normal in ancient epics. 
 Moab was subject to ISRAEL- Moab was now at the mercy of attacks from Israel. Ehud was a hero to Israel, but nothing  suggests he had the qualities needed for a revival of spiritual life. God raised up deliverers, but they themselves were answerable to God for what they did with the power God gave them. Not until Samuel and David do we find a hero standing out against the descent into Canaanite religion and morality. 

We who follow a despised Saviour, Isa 53:2-3, should not be surprised that in the face of the ever-changing opposition to His Gospel, He often uses flawed and despised people, 1 Cor 1:24-30. But we must take heed to ourselves as well as to what we teach, 1 Tim 4:16, so as not to, like the Judges, limit our obedience and usefulness. 

THE LAND HAD REST/peace.. eighty years- 
 Round figures for two generations. The Lord had answered their cries and delivered them. They should have responded by returning to the worship of the Lord, but there is no hint that they did. We can rejoice with the Israelites in their deliverance, but can't rejoice at assassination and slaughter, though tyranny and oppression are at least as ugly. It's not said the spirit of God came on Ehud, but he was clever, self-controlled and willing to risk his own life for his people. He acknowledged God, and God used him. 

3:31 AFTER Ehud SHAMGAR The name seems Hittite, or Hurrian. SON OF ANATH- A Canaanite goddess of war. If he was an Israelite that his father was named after Anath shows the degree of their apostasy. But perhaps he came from the town called Ben Anath, 1:33. struck down PHILISTINES- Israelites were afraid to use the highway from Syria, through Israel and Philistia to Egypt, 5:6. SIX HUNDRED MEN WITH AN OX GOAD- Did he kill them one at a time? or ambush a raiding party? or? DELIVERED/saved ISRAEL- Nothing is said of his JUDGING Israel, and the Lord isn't mentioned. Some suggest he was the leader of an Egyptian army unit fighting against the Philistines. That we know so little about Shamgar reminds us there are many almost unknown people who by God's grace play their part in bringing blessing to us. For reasons of their own, non-Christian rulers (like Pandit Nehru in India) may pass laws that protect Christians and leave them free to witness and worship.

Chapter 4

4:1-5:31 Deborah - Barak  & Jabin

(Israel had settled down content to be free of oppression, but the Canaanites aimed at reversing Joshua's conquest. Chapter 4 tells the story in prose, Chapter 5 in poetry. 
 The Song vividly expresses the feelings of the moment. The prose gives a more considered summary after the event. As Poetry has a set form it preserves archaic words and expressions - people who use modern versions of the Psalms still quote loved phrases in the Elizabethan language of the KJV. The poetry of chapter 5 is widely accepted as being ancient even by Bible critics. Those who copy prose tend to replace words that have lost their meaning with more up-to-date ones so readers can understand the story - and then critics accuse it of being written at a later date when those replacement words were in use. That Judah dominates Israel's history from the time of Samuel on, but isn't mentioned here, confirms that the story was written at a very early date. As Deborah was a prophet and the keeping of records by prophets is recorded as far back as Samuel, 1 Chr 29:29. Cp 2 Chr 9:29; 12:15; 13:22; 20:34; 26:22; 32:32; 33:19, she may have written the prose account. The song would be easily preserved orally. The Priests and Heads of the tribes were failing to lead the people so God used a woman, and a timid man unwilling to stand alone - a couple of nobodies to shame the somebodies of their world, 1 Cor 1:20-30. The leading role played by women has produced many feminist interpretations, some realistic and helpful - Deborah is a fine example of what godly women can do. 

4:1-3 The Israelites once again did Evil- In spite of the Lord having in mercy brought them deliverance twice. So THE LORD SOLD THEM INTO THE HAND OF JABIN 
 a KING OF CANAAN- Cp 2:14; 3:8. This time God sharpens the point - instead of destroying the Canaanites, they chose to worship Canaanite gods, so, it's a Canaanite that oppresses them. What we tolerate today may enslave us tomorrow. 

Who REIGNED IN HAZOR- The Israelites were being enslaved by the Canaanites, or driven back into hill country and poverty. God intervened through Israelites willing to obey God in spite of their fear of iron chariots. And through His control of the weather. Jabin doesn't appear in the action, but like our spiritual enemy, Jn 14:30; 1 Pet 5:8, he is the unseen power behind it all. 

The Commander.. SISERA, Lived IN HAROSHETH OF THE GENTILES/ Hagoyim- The Nations. We know of no city of that name. It may mean “the camp of foreign troops.” As Sisera seems not to be a Canaanite name, he may have been the leader of a mercenary force. ISRAEL CRIED UNTO THE LORD- The saving grace of the period of Judges was this direct dependence on the Lord in time of need, when chastening had been effective. because HE HAD NINE HUNDRED CHARIOTS OF IRON- 
 They could easily clear the plain of Esdraelon of Israelites. Israel in its own strength had no hope of facing the Canaanite army in battle, 1:19.  HE cruelly OPPRESSED.. ISRAEL- The northern tribes would have suffered most severely, but it would affect Israel as a whole.

4:4-5 DEBORAH- "Bee," or "wasp." Rachel's nurse was also a Deborah, Gen 35:8. A PROPHETESS- One who spoke for God, Ex 4:13-16; 7:1-2; Deu 18:15-22. 
 THE WIFE- Ishshah- Woman, wife. OF LAPIDOTH- Shining One, from Lappid- To shine, lamp, flaming torch, Used in 7:16; 15:4-5; Ex 20:18. Possibly describes her as a blazing or fiery woman, rather than naming her husband. Samuel was the only Judge with greater assurance of God and perception of His will and greatness, so she was Lappid! 

SHE JUDGED/was leading- Shaphat- To judge, pronounce sentence, govern, first used in Gen 16:5. Men were expected to do the Judging, but when they failed God raised up this woman to care for His people. That she fellowshipped with God and spoke for Him was more important than the fact that she was a woman, and not a Levite or tribal elder. God's rules are given to guide us, and we're answerable to them. But God is free to use a woman as a Judge, and a man of Judah as a Priest, 2 Sam 24:18-25. She is joint-deliverer with Barak, and mentioned first in 5:12. In later lists only Barak is named, 1 Sam 12:9-11; Heb 11:32. ISRAEL AT THAT TIME- Because God chose to speak through her people came to her to have disputes settled in line with His revealed will. She would have had the oral traditions of God's dealings with Israel, and of His Law. She may have been able to read and write, 8:14; Josh 8:32-35, but the written copy belonged in the Tabernacle at Shiloh - unused as far as the record of Scripture goes. In any age anyone who has any of Scripture, and loves/obeys it can be a power for God beyond the cleverest Bible scholar who does not acknowledge its truth and power. 

SHE DWELT/Held court- Yashab- To sit down, sometimes for a purpose such as judging. UNDER THE PALM TREE.. IN MOUNT/the hill country of EPHRAIM- A safe distance from Sisera but she would hear of the oppression. 

Israelites.. CAME FOR JUDGEMENT/have disputes decided- Mishpat- A verdict, a pronounced judgment made to maintain orderly life and the rights of individuals, according to God's Law. Cp Moses, Ex 18:16, and Samuel, 1 Sam 7:15-17. The absence of any reference to the Lord-ordained leadership of the system of Priests-Levites suggests they were incompetent, although they had been active in the time of Phineas, Aaron's grandson, 20:28. The situation may have been rather like that in Eli's old age, when the people came to Samuel to learn God's will, rather than to Eli and his sons, 1 Sam 2:12-18; 3:19-21. 

4:6-7 SHE SENT.. for BARAK- His name may mean Lightning flash or bolt. OF KEDESH in NAPHTHALI- A city of refuge, Josh 12:22; 20:7; 21:32, in the area the Canaanites were oppressing. Probably now Tell Qedesh 3 miles from Lake Huleh. THE LORD GOD OF ISRAEL commands you- Deborah's message shows she knew God, and spoke in fellowship with Him. GO/Lead the way- Mashak- To draw, muster or march. He was to draw volunteers from the tribes, and in due course they would be the bait that would draw Sisera and his army to where they would be trapped. Deborah accepted that leading the army wasn't woman's work, but she used the abilities God gave her in the ways she could. TOWARDS MOUNT TABOR- Close to the enemy but rising too steeply for chariots to attack the Israelites until they descended to the plains. WITH you TEN THOUSAND MEN OF.. NAPHTHALI AND.. ZEBULON- The tribes suffering most were the ones God called to take action to remedy the oppression. A sound principle.

I WILL DRAW/Lure- Mashak- As 4:6. When Barak did his part, God would do His part by getting the enemy into position. They would meet in battle at the right time and place for God's purposes. TO THE RIVER KISHON, SISERA.. WITH ALL HIS CHARIOTS- Cp Pharaoh, Ex 14, and Gog in Ezek 38-39. I WILL DELIVER/give HIM INTO your hands- The Kishon flows through the Esdraelon valley where chariots moved easily. The Lord would over-rule to make the river flood, 5:20-21, so that the chariots would be bogged. 
 

4:8-10 BARAK SAID.. If you GO.. I WILL GO- He had a point. Apparently God hadn't said anything to him personally. It's easy to tell other people what God wants them to do, but if God really has involved them they should be willing to take up their share of responsibility in doing God's will. Deborah, confident enough of God's will to be with the army, would be a much greater encouragement than if she was sitting under a palm tree a safe 40 miles/70 Km away. 

God reveals His will to us through preachers, etc but they are most effective when they say "Come.." and share the risk and hardship. But we need to be willing to learn to depend directly on the Lord for ourselves. Nothing suggests that true servants of the Lord find it easy. Cp Gideon, 6:15; Moses, Ex 4:13; Jeremiah, Jer 1:6, etc with the men in Mt 7:21-27; 8:19-20. To realise one's own inadequacy opens the door to confident, rational commitment to the Lord and His service, Rom 12:1; 2 Cor 3:5-6. Men may call Barak an unbelieving  coward. God calls him a man of faith, Heb 11:32. The proof of faith is obedience, not confidence. Barak obeyed and God used his obedience. Heroic deeds may be done by those who don't feel heroic, but who try to obey their Lord.

SHE SAID.. I WILL GO WITH you- Deborah showed her faith in the truth of what she had said by risking her life as Barak risked his. All who proclaim God's Word and will must be willing to stand with their hearers in obeying it. God's presence and further guidance will be with Barak in the person of His prophetess, rather than the Spirit of God coming on Barak as in 3:10; 6:34; 11:29.

But because.. the honour will not be yours- He had chosen to avoid closer contact with God by depending on His messenger. If we're not willing to take responsibility our unwillingness to trust the Lord personally will limit the credit we gain. Moses was given the sign that after the deliverance from Egypt he would lead Israel in worship where he stood with God, Ex 3:11-12. Barak is told that he will be convinced that God had sent him, when all was over and a woman was seen to have had the honour of killing the enemy General. It may help us act in humble faith if we face the fact that in God's will the reassurance may have to wait until afterwards - we'll never have it if we demand it BEFORE acting. When we have attempted to obey God, we may well be able to look back and thank Him for what He has clearly done through our timid effort. A man may be fearless because he is stupid and irrational. But a brave man ignores his fears and sets out to try to do what the situation requires, and God commands.

BARAK CALLED/summoned ZEBULUN AND NAPHTHALI TO KEDESH- These formed the army that was to draw Sisera into battle. Other tribes were involved later. They may have been alerted but lay on the other side of the valley patrolled by the chariot army, and so waited for its defeat before joining in. In chapter 5 fighting near Taanach- Megiddo is mentioned as well as that between Mt Tabor and the Kishon.

TEN THOUSAND MEN AT HIS FEET/Followed him- The expression means fully under his control. Cp Ex 11:8. An impressive number, but a peasant rabble facing a well-equipped, successful army. He must have already had a reputation for being brave and capable for so many to be willing to accept his leadership. God raises up His servants, but it's usually preceded by preparation - Moses was to call for appointment elders who he already knew were functioning as elders, Num 11:16. 

4:11-14 HEBER.. PITCHED.. BY/near KEDESH- Cp 1:16. He was grazing his flocks on the open country between Israelite Kedesh and Canaanite Hazor. THEY- Heber and his family seems to be the meaning. told SISERA THAT BARAK.. WAS GONE TO TABOR- His motives, and heart loyalty, are not stated, but he was friendly with the Canaanites, 4:17. They took the news as being intended to help them. SISERA GATHERED.. HIS CHARIOTS to the Kishon River- As God had promised, 4:7. Sisera rose to the bait.

DEBORAH.. UP/Go.. THE LORD has DELIVERED/given SISERA into your hands- God, through Deborah, directed the timing of their attack. Her presence and words would reassure the troops that the Lord was with them, and they were obeying Him. She doesn't say "Come with me into battle.." and lead the men. She is the voice and representative of the Lord, and says "Go.." and Barak leads the men into battle. THE LORD.. BEFORE/ahead of you- As a King led his army into battle, 1 Sam 8:20. Cp Ex 15:3; Josh 10:10-11; 2 Sam 5:24; 2 Chr 20:15-17, 22-24. Deborah was confident in God's word even though the means God would use to change the balance of power between the armies, the thunderstorm, had not been revealed. Cp Josh 10:11; 1 Sam 7:10; Ps 18:9-15. Canaanites regarded Baal as the storm God riding the clouds, but the Lord showed He was the true God of the Storm, Isa 19:1. 

BARAK WENT DOWN.. AND TEN THOUSAND MEN- In obedience to the Lord's command. By mustering his troops on the slopes of Mt Tabor, Barak drew Sisera and his army across the Kishon river to meet him. Then sudden heavy rain made the plain boggy so the chariots became useless and to escape had to cross the Kishon river rising in flood, 5:21. 

4:15-16 THE LORD DISCOMFITED/Routed- Hamam- To put in commotion, disturb, break up, destroy - used of the Egyptians at the Red Sea, Ex 14:24, and Philistines, 1 Sam 7:10. God threw them into confusion so they could be defeated by Barak's peasant army. SISERA, AND ALL HIS CHARIOTS- The means God used isn't mentioned. 
 

SISERA abandoned HIS CHARIOT- Bogged down. He could flee faster ON FOOT- Total defeat. Every man for himself frantic flight, scattering in all directions. BARAK PURSUED THE.. army.. NOT A MAN LEFT- This typical report of the battle doesn't mean instant death for all, or that spears etc weren't used. It means that the army ceased to be an army. All that was left were stragglers escaping as best they could, like Sisera. From the victory song it seems that the tribes south of the valley joined in harrying the fleeing Canaanites.

4:17-19 SISERA FLED.. TO THE TENT OF JAEL- Having covered about 40 miles from the scene of battle, it would be at least the next day when he arrived. FOR THERE WAS PEACE/friendly relations BETWEEN JABIN.. HEBER- He had escaped pursuit by not going towards a nearer Canaanite town. He had chosen to go to the neutral but friendly Kenite camp, and seemed to have escaped God's judgment on the Canaanites. 

JAEL WENT OUT.. AND SAID.. UNTO HIM Come right in. Don't be afraid- The men of the household being absent she acted as the welcoming host. Hospitality to passing strangers was normal for tent-dwellers who knew they themselves were tolerated guests in the lands where their animals grazed. It isn't clear whether she was keen to be helpful, or as a woman at home on her own, being polite for her own protection, and committing Sisera to also follow the hospitality ritual. He expected to be safely hidden, but the general of a chariot army arriving alone on foot, worn out and thirsty from a frantic escape from his enemies made it clear his power was gone. This would call for sympathy from a true friend, but indicate to someone who resented him, or was friendly for personal gain, that it was high time to change sides. From now on it would be the Israelites deciding whether her family prospered or were wiped out. There's no mention of God or His will. This is a human solution to the problem, at the level of selfish expediency. 

So he entered her tent- Male visitors were welcomed only to the visitors' area of the tent - and any pursuing Israelite men would have had equal right to be welcomed there too. This seems to refer to Sisera entering the women's part of the tent. By doing so he forfeited any obligation she had to protect him. In fact may have faced her with the option of kill him, or be considered an unfaithful wife. 

SHE put a covering over him- Probably a fly-net. He would feel safely hidden from sight, as he wished. Please give me some water-  SHE OPENED A skin OF MILK- Water, wine, and milk were stored in skin bottles. Butter or cheese were produced in skin bottles, but this sounds like yoghurt - curdled milk, 5:25. It's still given by Arabs to those who are very tired or ill. COVERED HIM- Her actions gave a picture of almost motherly care - most reassuring to the weary man.

4:20-21 AGAIN HE SAID- She is appointed sentry, with orders to ensure his safety. If someone.. asks you, Is anyone here? SAY, NO- Normally visitors were protected as far as possible. Her denial would be accepted, as no man but her husband, or father had the right to enter her screened-off inner part of the tent. Sisera's entering there gave him a better hiding place. A woman couldn't be expected to openly fight a man, but her killing him treacherously may have had an element of a woman protecting her reputation for chastity. He insisted she say there was no man in the tent - she took steps to make the answer true! 

THEN JAEL HEBER'S WIFE- A reminder that her first loyalty was to her husband - and Sisera had hidden himself where only Heber should have been. TOOK A NAIL/picked up a peg.. A HAMMER, WENT quietly.. drove the peg through HIS TEMPLES- She would be used to hammering in tent pegs, as they moved with their flocks from one place to another. She used what she had effectively. 
 HE DIED- Being killed by a woman was considered a disgrace. 9:54, so it would be bad for Canaanite morale. 

4:22-24 AS BARAK PURSUED/Came in pursuit of SISERA- As Sisera's body hadn't been found, and he hadn't been captured, Barak had continued to look for him. He may still have been hoping to have the glory of killing Sisera. JAEL went TO MEET HIM- We're not told where her husband's loyalty lay - Canaanite or Israelite. Jael may have been an Israelite by birth, or have valued the link with the Israelites and with the Lord. Or just made a spur-of-the-moment decision that a general who needed to hide, wasn't worth risking death for. Whatever her motives, she had taken her stand on God's side in the conflict. I WILL SHOW you THE MAN you're looking for- Things worked out as she hoped. She is still in charge, and assured of the good will of the Victor.

BEHOLD- Introducing a startling scene. Sisera.. dead- God has kept His promise. The credit of killing Sisera goes to a stay-at-home housewife. As with Ehud the facts are stated and they leave us uncomfortable. Young David facing the armed giant, confident that God will give His people victory, is granted it in a way that seems worthy of God. But the actions of Ehud, and Jael, weren't worthy of God - they followed worldly devilish wisdom, Jas 3:15 - so how could God use them?. In fact every human servant of God is flawed in some ways, but it's Deborah, not Jael who is credited with being a Mother in Israel, 5:7. Ehud couldn't claim David's status, 1 Sam 13:14. 

GOD SUBDUED.. JABIN- This credits God and His mercy with the Victory. God directed and used the human agents whether they acted creditably or discreditably. God is THE Hero. He has disciplined His foolish treacherous people by letting them taste Canaanite religion applied to them by Canaanites, and removed that oppression in a spectacular way, through the obedience of rather ordinary people. Once more they face the test - will they serve the Lord, or Baal, with a fresh incentive to choose to serve the Lord. 

THE Israelites grew stronger..  UNTIL THEY HAD DESTROYED JABIN- The liberated Israelites continued to gain land and power, while Canaanites continued to lose it. Beth Shean was on the Philistine side, still defying Israel in 1 Sam 31:10. David finally destroyed their separate nationhood. But it was easier to destroy the Canaanites' physical armies and power than it was for the power of their Baal worship to be removed from Israel. The lesson in Judges isn't about the rights of women against the rights of men, or the virtues and skill of Israel against those of the nations. It's that the LORD has given Israel the land, His Laws, and covenant - will they trust and obey Him and enjoy His blessings, or will they choose to be like the Canaanites, and be vomited out of the land as they were, Lev 18:28.

Chapter 5.

#5:1-31  Deborah's Song of Victory

(Deborah's song is a dramatic, poetic outburst of praise to the Lord, that invites us to join the Israelites in celebrating the joy of their liberation. Other ancient epics tell their story to the glory of the God-King-Hero. This makes it clear that God sets the scene, overrules, and triumphs on behalf of Israel, as the rather ordinary human leader trusts and obeys. Israel's joy is expressed in vivid word pictures with many changes in tone and pattern. It's Hebrew poetry - parallel statements and word-pairings, poetic associations of God's past interventions with the present victory. It's an emotional picture expressed in figurative language, to help Israelites to see that the Miracle-working God of their Fathers was still their God, so they would be thankful to be His people, and obey Him. It discredits the Canaanites, their chariots, luxurious living and their gods.

It shows pre-kingdom Israelites as country people, living in troubled times, with no organisation and little unity. But they realised that the Lord alone was God, that Nature was under His control and that He intervened on behalf of His covenant people Israel. And that within that relationship the tribes had responsibilities to God and to each other. As we read Deborah's song we feel something of Israel's suffering, share in the excitement of those involved in the triumph, and celebrate with them the goodness of God - and are inspired to act in fellowship with Him.)

5:1-3 DEBORAH- Mentioned first - under God the initiative and general direction had been hers. AND BARAK.. sang this song- As a spontaneous expression of their thankfulness, praise and joy. Cp Moses' Song, Ex 15, and Gen 49:1; Deu 31:30; 33:1; 2 Sam 1:17-18. Deborah as a prophet proclaims to Israel what God has done on their behalf. That this is the only hymn of praise to Him in the book suggests that she was more in fellowship with the Lord than any other Judge-Deliverer. Samuel was the only Judge who showed more spiritual understanding. 

PRAISE THE LORD- Acknowledge that He is the initiator, sustainer and giver of the victory. He is to be praised for the willingness of Israelites to volunteer. WHEN- Or in view of the fact that. THE PEOPLE willingly offered themselves. And so shared the victory and joy. Fellowship with God is like that, involving us as well as Him. 

HEAR.. KINGS.. PRINCES- A challenge to the Canaanite rulers. What the song says couldn't be denied by the enemies of the Lord's people. I WILL SING PRAISES/make music TO THE LORD GOD OF ISRAEL- In contrast to the gloomy and distressing record of Israel's apostasy that fills much of the book of Judges, here is a glad proclamation of commitment to the Lord, and an eagerness to proclaim His worthiness to the nations. 

5:4-5 LORD WHEN you went from SEIR.. EDOM- Cp Deu 33:2; Ps 68:8-9; Hab 3:3. The Canaanites' God Baal was associated with Mt Zaaphon, north of Israel. The Lord God of Israel had revealed Himself to them at Sinai in the south, and led them past Seir/Edom into the promised land. Ancient poetry interweaves past events with present ones. If, as it seems, the thunder storm moved up from the south it would be natural to link God's past revelation of Himself at Sinai and on through the wilderness into the land with His defeating Sisera. 

THE EARTH TREMBLED/shook.. CLOUDS DROPPED/poured down water- To the Canaanites Baal was the Thunderstorm god, but it was the Lord who brought this thunderstorm at the right time, to the right place to make the terrifying chariots of the Canaanites useless, and give the Israelites victory. Jehovah/Yaweh, not Baal, rides the clouds and brings rain, Deu 33:26-29; Ps 68:33-35; 104:13-14. THE MOUNTAINS MELTED/quaked BEFORE THE LORD, the One of SINAI- God is the One who revealed Himself at Sinai in earthquake, cloud and thunder, Ex 19:16-18, and has now again revealed Himself in power and deliverance.

5:6-11 Israel as it was Before the Victory.

(Trade and travel were difficult and dangerous. The population was dwindling and defenceless. Leadership and justice was lacking. God had made provision for them, but they failed to turn to Him or obey His Word. Against this disgraceful state of unbelief and apathy Deborah expresses her pride in the Lord, and in Israel's response to His call.)

5:6-8 IN THE DAYS OF SHAMGAR- 3:31. .. JAEL THE HIGHWAYS/roads WERE abandoned- That is, by Israelites. They were probably patrolled by Canaanite chariots and used to their advantage. TRAVELLERS took to winding paths- Israelite travellers had to keep out of sight. What a disgrace it is when open witness, and open fellowship between God's people are avoided because of our fear of men.

THE INHABITANTS OF THE VILLAGES/Village life in Israel CEASED- Villages emptied as their inhabitants moved to caves etc for safety, 6:2, or became refugee workers in the Canaanite towns. Or it may mean village people stayed home, afraid to travel to trade or to worship at Shiloh. 

UNTIL I, DEBORAH AROSE.. A MOTHER IN ISRAEL- They needed a protector, and Deborah arose to fulfil that mothering role. Apparently no man was fit and willing to stand with God in obedient faith and defend His people the Israelites. Deborah became the agent through whom the Lord expressed His protective care for them. 

THEY CHOSE NEW GODS- Elohim- Gods, or Judges, as representing God. LXX says Judges. If it means GODS it's saying that Israel in turning from the Lord to worship Baal etc, had brought themselves into their wretched state, 2:12, 17; Deu 32:17. If it means JUDGES it's saying that as the Priest at Shiloh, and the tribal Elders, failed to give Godly, brave leadership, Israelites turned to new leaders such as Deborah who could give just verdicts based on God's Law. The influence of a local judge could spread wider and wider, until he/she became recognised as THE Judge/ God's spokesman/ Deliverer, for whole tribes, Prov 18:16. 

THEN THERE WAS WAR.. GATES- The scene was set for warfare. As it was the Canaanites who had fortified cities with gates it probably means the Israelites became ready to attack the Canaanites. not A SHIELD OR SPEAR.. ISRAEL- It was only because of the God-given downpour and flooding that the poorly armed Israelites could defeat the Canaanite chariots. The Lord can give His weakest servants the victory if they trust and obey Him, 1 Cor 1:17-30. Cp Josh 23:10; 1 Sam 13:22; 14:1-16.

5:9-11 MY HEART IS TOWARD/with THE GOVERNORS/princes- Chaqaq- To engrave on rock, or write, be a law-giver, Gen 49:10, or a scribe, 5:14. The credit for victory belongs to God alone, but He faithfully records and praises all those who respond to His call, and take their places under Him. with the willing volunteers.. BLESS/Praise THE LORD- He is glorified in those who volunteered to fight, and those who led them. They in turn rightly praise Him for the privilege of being His agents of victory and deliverance. Cp 5:2. What a joy it is to see God's people offering themselves for His service, 2 Cor 8:1-5. 

You who RIDE ON WHITE donkeys, sitting on your JUDGMENT/saddle blankets.. consider- Light-coloured donkeys with expensive saddle rugs were used by judges and by wealthy Canaanite traders who had used the highways while Israelites were driven to hide in the hills. It also applies to rulers who enjoyed the privileges of being leaders, but shirked the responsibilities of being loyal to the Lord and of serving His people unselfishly. In view of the Lord's righteous actions these are told to consider their position.

THEY THAT ARE DELIVERED FROM THE NOISE/voice OF THE ARCHERS/singers- Chatsats- Perhaps related to Chet- Arrow, but more likely linked with words for cutting, dividing. If so the noise-voice-chatter of those dividing-sharing out the water. 

AT THE /watering holes- Drawing water was women's work, and much of their socialising was at wells - the well became a "Women's Club." To them, Deborah as a WOMAN prophet-Judge and the knowledge of God that she spread, would be of great interest. Discussion of the part she played in God's purposes would help women to be more aware of the importance of their role. And hopefully make them more purposeful for God in the home to the benefit of husbands and children. If the Canaanite traders stopped for water for their animals, they would hear what the Lord had done. 

THERE.. REHEARSE/recite THE RIGHTEOUS ACTS OF THE LORD- His actions which showed Him to be righteous in keeping His promises and securing justice for His people Israel. TOWARD.. HIS VILLAGES/warriors- Perazon- NIV in 5:7 translates it as Village life. IN ISRAEL, THEN SHALL THE PEOPLE OF THE LORD- After the Lord's merciful deliverance from Egypt, at Sinai Israel took up the position of being the Lord's people, in a covenant relationship to Him. It was as His people they volunteered for service. GO/went DOWN TO THE city GATES- Moved to attack the Canaanites and their fortified cities. It seems that cities were attacked after the defeat of Sisera, 4:24. Taanach and Megiddo seem to have been destroyed at about this time.

5:12-13 AWAKE/Wake up- Be stirred into action. Cp Ps 44:23; Isa 51:9. Israel is spiritually asleep. God gives DEBORAH a Wake up call to action. UTTER/ break out in SONG- The Lord's righteous action began with His call to Deborah to awake into her role as Prophet, to speak His message to Israel. And now to proclaim His glorious victory. Life comes from God's spoken word. He wants us to pass it on faithfully. 

ARISE- Qum- used of God raising up deliverers in 3:9, 15. A more violent word - stir yourself up into military action, BARAK, LEAD CAPTIVITY CAPTIVE/ Take captive your captives- Israel had been in captivity to the Canaanites. Barak is called to reverse this and take the Canaanites captive. God is said to have done this, Ps 68:18, and Christ is said to have done, Eph 4:8. The Prophet and the General were called and responded. This is followed by a record of the responses made by different groups to the call passed on to them. 

THAT REMAINETH/who were left- Sarid- Survivors, remnant. The Lord's people Israelites - what's left of them as a result of their failure spiritually and militarily. HAVE DOMINION OVER/came down to- Radah- To tread down, to rule. THE NOBLES. THE PEOPLE of THE LORD.. HAVE DOMINION OVER THE MIGHTY- The Canaanites who had been lording it over the land were defeated by the despised Israelites. Cp 1 Sam 14:11. 

5:14-15 OUT OF/from EPHRAIM- The first mentioned of those who rallied to complete the victory won by Barak's army is Deborah's own tribe. Effective witness begins at home, Acts 1:8. The reference to AMALEK is unclear. Ephraimites from the area called Amalek, 12:15? Ephraim rooted the Canaanites out as if they were Amalek Ex 17:16; Deu 25:17-18? BENJAMIN.. MACHIR- Manasseh, Josh 17:1. CAME GOVERNORS/captains. ZEBULON.. HANDLE THE PEN/a commander's staff- Or called the muster and wrote down the names. THE PRINCES OF ISSACHAR.. with BARAK rushing after him INTO THE VALLEY- They stood to gain their possessions on the plain of Esdraelon. Tola of Issachar judged in Ephraim, 10:1-2. 

DIVISIONS/districts OF REUBEN.. GREAT THOUGHTS/much searching OF HEART- Reuben took the call seriously but did nothing. Or it may mean they seriously considered their own interests and based their inaction on that - preferred to stay home and look after their sheep! Some people are full of ideas about the Lord's work, but do nothing at cost to themselves. GILEAD- Gad, Josh 13:24-28. stayed BEYOND the JORDAN- Manasseh in Bashan may have been included under Machir earlier.

WHY DID DAN REMAIN/linger- Gur- a resident alien, stranger. They had failed to claim their land, and lived under the local Philistines, who in the Joppa area were sea traders. by the SHIPS. ASHER remained ON THE SEA SHORE/ coast- Business as usual for these tribes. Patriotic action might mean loss of profits so they chose not to take sides against the Canaanite traders who brought goods to the Coast. Judah and Simeon aren't mentioned. Perhaps too far away. ZEBULON NAPHTHALI.. risked THEIR very LIVES- These, the core of the victorious Israelites, are left to the last, and wholeheartedly praised. The time is coming when we also will have our place in the battle records proclaimed. 

5:19-23  The Battle Described in Poetic Terms

(The Canaanite army confidently faced the ill-equipped Israelite army, but were defeated and swept away by the intervention of the Lord through His servants the thunderstorm and flooded river. )

5:19-20 THE KINGS CAME AND FOUGHT.. BY THE WATERS OF MEGIDDO- Megiddo was a town on a hilly outcrop above the valley. 
 Taanach was 5 miles closer to the Kishon River. They were the Canaanite city states nearest the battle site. TOOK NO GAIN/carried off.. no plunder- They would have expected an easy victory, and plunder from the Israelites. 

THEY FOUGHT FROM HEAVEN/the heavens THE STARS fought- Physically the battle was by the waters of Megiddo, Esdraelon valley. The outcome was decided in the heavens - spiritually. As the ancient people looked up they saw the Sun, Moon, and Stars going about their circuits totally above and beyond any human influence - irresistible. In this they symbolised the "gods" for the heathen. Israel saw them as the visible Heavenly hosts under the control of the Lord, Isa 40:26, symbolising God's invisible Heavenly army. So here, it was God - His Heavenly powers that intervened and gave the victory. 

5:21-23 THE RIVER KISHON SWEPT THEM AWAY- The Lord's intervention was made visible in the Kishon River flooding from a sudden heavy downpour of rain. Ordinarily the level plain made the Canaanite chariot army irresistible, but, as at the Red Sea crossing, Ex 14:21, God over-ruled the weather so that the Canaanite chariots became totally useless, bogged in the mud. Those who tried to escape over the Kishon river were swept away. There may be a hint also that Barak's men were like a Flash-Flood rushing down irresistibly from Mt Tabor.

THAT ANCIENT/age-old RIVER- A reminder that all human power and glory is temporary. God's servants, the mountains, rivers etc are far more permanent. As the writer thinks of this she breaks out with the exclamation. O MY SOUL THOU HAST TRODDEN DOWN STRENGTH/March on, be strong- God's people are frail mortals, but they are challenged to do mighty things of eternal value at His command, and in His strength. So as we trust and obey Him in spreading His Gospel, let's march on in strength, brave in the Lord amid our weakness, 2 Cor 12:9-10.

THEN thundered THE HORSE HOOFS.. galloping- Or the wild rearing of horses. The exact meaning is unclear as the words used are rare, but the general picture is clear. The Israelites in obedience to the Lord faced the terrifying prospect of chariot horses thundering across the valley to attack and trample them underfoot. But the thunderstorm and flood meant that these powerful horses were rearing and plunging in frantic efforts to pull the chariots from mud and flood as they were attacked by Israelites. Out of this confusion of frightened horses and useless war chariots, Sisera judged it best to escape on foot!

CURSE YE MEROZ- The word means Built of cedars. Rich homes were lined with cedar panelling, Hag 1:4. BECAUSE THEY did NOT come TO HELP THE LORD AGAINST THE MIGHTY- Meroz may have been an Israelite city near the battlefield, whose people took sides with the Canaanites. Cp Succoth and Penuel, 8:6-8. Or it could mean those Israelites who had turned from the Lord, and grown rich - living in cedar-panelled houses - through joining in with the Canaanites, were under God's curse.

5:24-27 Most BLESSED of WOMEN.. JAEL- She is honoured for her contribution to the liberation of Israel from Canaanite tyranny, and therefore with the fulfilment of God's purposes. HE ASKED for WATER, SHE GAVE HIM MILK, SHE BROUGHT- Used in 3:17-18 of bringing tribute. BUTTER/ curdled milk- Not two kinds of food. Milk is the general term. Yoghurt- milk with curds in, is the parallel specific description. 

SHE PUT HER HAND TO/reached for THE NAIL/tent peg.. THE WORKMAN'S HAMMER- Jael the hospitable hostess perhaps acting that part in fear of her life, prepares to act against Sisera. The killing is described with the savage pleasure of those who had lived in fear of the murdered tyrant. SMOTE/struck SISERA, crushed HIS HEAD.. shattered AND STRICKEN THROUGH/pierced HIS temple- A variety of words are used to fill out the grim reality - for the pleasure of those who benefitted from it. AT HER FEET HE BOWED DOWN/sank.. FELL DOWN.. FELL DOWN DEAD- How humiliating. The once gloriously dominant army General lying helpless, disfigured, and dead at the feet of a woman armed with a mallet and a tent peg. The gruesome pleasure in the humiliating death of Sisera, and its contrast with his mother's expectation, expresses the feelings of Israelite women who had been subject to oppression, pillage, rape, and enslavement. 

5:28-30 THE MOTHER OF SISERA- Why not his wife? The words may discredit him as needing someone to mother him. WHY IS HIS CHARIOT SO LONG IN COMING?- Delay in the return of even a usually victorious general would arouse concern that built up as time passed. Deborah, as a woman, seems at first to sympathise with Sisera's mother. THE wisest of LADIES ANSWERED HER- They would be expected to lighten her worries. indeed she keeps saying TO HERSELF- Collecting an unusually large number of slaves and loot could be the reason for the delay.

TO EVERY MAN A girl OR TWO- She shows no sympathy for the Israelite young women being rounded up and enslaved saying literally "a womb, or two wombs" - not people, merely objects for sexual gratification, and the production of slave manpower to serve the conquerors. 
 For years Israelites had suffered murderous attacks which robbed them of the lives of their men, their young women, and their property. But not this time! the verses say gleefully. DIVERS COLOURS OF NEEDLEWORK/colourful garments.. for my neck- She as the general's mother expects to get some expensive embroidered items. 

5:31 SO may ALL your ENEMIES PERISH O LORD- People are God's enemies if they oppose His wise and loving purposes, Isa 1:21-27. The closing words remind us that this is, as it began, a triumphant hymn of praise to the Lord for His liberating intervention on behalf of His people. People play their parts under Him, but it is God who acts righteously according to His covenant with its blessings and curses, as in Lev 26; Deu 28. Cp Ex 15:6; Num 10:35; 32:21. 

BUT may they who LOVE you- The Hebrew word is used for the love of husband and wife, parent and child, etc in all its aspects - not so much emotion, as choice, commitment and loyalty. God has entered into a covenant commitment of love with Israel. Blessed by this act of God's mercy, Israel is to commit herself to live in His love  and fellowship, Ex 20:5-6; Deu 6:4-5, etc. Cp Jn 15:8-10; Jude 20-21. This will ensure the Lord's continued intervention on Israel's behalf. AS/like THE SUN WHEN it rises- The rising sun irresistibly driving away the darkness and morning mists was the dominant feature of the weather in Israel, Syria, etc.

   The song ends with this prayer that the present victory would be a pattern for the future, as Israel obediently stood with the Lord against His enemies. Cp Num 10:35; Ps 68:1-2. We either love the Lord, Ex 20:6, or are His enemies - opposed to Him and His purposes for us. 

THE LAND HAD REST/peace FORTY YEARS- The test remained - would Israel commit itself to the Lord and the doing of His will, or would the process of apostasy continue. Barak was no Elijah, and there's no suggestion that he worked hard to make Israel honour their Lord and Redeemer. Deborah has pointed the way for Israel - she is the most admirable character in the whole book, and an inspiration to women in all ages - but will they walk with God when she isn't there for them to follow? 

Chapter 6

6:1-8:35 Gideon & the Midianites 

(Deborah's song of praise to the Lord failed to turn the nation back to Him. Those who won't learn to fellowship with the Lord in blessings must be taught by the sufferings that sinning produces, Jer 2:19. The Israelites were now living on the fertile plains in places like Ophrah - and worshipping Baal. As discipline, the Midianites swept in, with camels for transport looting and destroying. Once more Israel was driven to feel their need of the Lord. Gideon's story is told rather fully. He is a reluctant hero, but under the patient teaching of the Angel of the Lord he destroys the family idols and sacrifices to the Lord. He then calls together an Israelite army. This is reduced to 300 so Israel has no excuse for thinking deliverance is anything but a miracle of the Lord's mercy. His obedience makes Midian retreat in headlong flight. Other Israelites join in to complete the liberation. Gideon is offered the Kingship and piously refuses - saying that God is king. Yet the flawed nature of the Judges God raised up is shown again in his using donated spoils to make an idolatrous ephod. And Israel continues to sink towards the level of Canaanite life and worship. What was true of Israel physically is true of Christians spiritually - if we turn from the Lord,  things we had conquered will defeat and enslave us and we become spiritually impoverished and helpless.) 

6:1-10 Israel's Apostasy, Punishment & the Lord's Comment

(Much is said of the Midianite invasion as the Israelites saw it as important. In response to their shallow request He reminds them of the terms under which He can help them.)

6:1-2 Again the Israelites DID EVIL.. THE LORD DELIVERED/gave.. Midianites- A nomadic people descended from Abraham through Keturah, Gen 25:1-4. 
 Moving from place to place with their animals kept them fit, and an aggressive leader could mobilise manpower and move rapidly as Abraham did in Gen 14:13-16. When they raided, they outnumbered farmers who are tied to one locality, and could retreat with the loot before a defensive force was mustered. SEVEN YEARS- Their defeat was long remembered, Ps 83:9; Isa 9:4; 10:26; Hab 3:7. MIDIAN PREVAILED AGAINST ISRAEL/was oppressive.. Israelites MADE DENS/shelters for themselves- The terrified Israelites abandoned their best farm lands, and retreated to areas inaccessible to camel-riding raiders as they had been to Canaanite chariots. We can still see the narrow hill terraces they farmed until David liberated Israel. Bar 83/5 Their standard of living would fall and many would die of hunger. 

6:3-6 Whenever the Israelites planted their crops, THE MIDIANITES.. AMALEKITES- Ex 17:8-16. invaded the country.. ruined the crops all the way to GAZA- They raided right along the trading highway through the plain of Jezreel-Esdraelon, past Megiddo and down the plain of Sharon as far as the Philistine lands. God had freed Israel from Canaanite oppression. They had moved down to farm the fertile plains, but because of their apostasy they were now losing the use of them again. LEFT NO SUSTENANCE/did not spare a living thing FOR ISRAEL THEY CAME.. like swarms of GRASS-HOPPERS/locusts.. impossible to count the men and camels AND THEY ENTERED INTO/invaded THE LAND TO DESTROY/ravage IT- By grazing their animals on the Israelite crops. They had so many armed men the Israelites were too demoralised to offer much resistance. 
 

ISRAEL WAS GREATLY IMPOVERISHED- Made small, reduced in population wealth and power. This made them examine themselves and their situation. they CRIED to THE LORD for help- But without any sign of repentance or realisation that they were reaping what they had sown, and that God had repeatedly warned them of this. Before God could righteously raise up a deliverer He must make it clear that they have no right to expect His help, and that without a change of heart on their part any help would do no lasting good. Those spiritually impoverished by their apostasy want only to escape from the consequences of their sin. Only Grace can change that, provide deliverance, and change their attitude into true repentance. 

6:7-10 WHEN THE Israelites CRIED to THE LORD.. THE LORD SENT A PROPHET- That he isn't named reminds us that God does His work, and speaks His word, using the nobodies of this world if He sees fit, 1 Cor 1:27-30. THE LORD the GOD OF ISRAEL says I BROUGHT YOU out of EGYPT.. the land of slavery I DELIVERED YOU OUT OF/snatched you from.. THE EGYPTIANS/Egypt.. I drove OUT.. GAVE YOU THEIR LAND- All this had been done in Grace as part of God's merciful purposes for Israel, and His purpose of judgment on the Amorites, etc.

I AM THE LORD YOUR GOD- They were His by His decision. They knew it by His declaration to them. That was accompanied by His terms for any future fellowship and blessing they might receive from Him. FEAR/Do NOT worship THE GODS OF THE AMORITES- Perhaps named here because they were named in the original statement to Abraham, Gen 15:16. IN WHOSE LAND you live- The Lord bluntly reminds them that they know who He is, and that from the first He had made His terms clear. Cp 2:1-4. 

BUT YOU HAVE NOT OBEYED MY VOICE/listened to me- They must realise that their suffering wasn't bad luck, and certainly wasn't the result of the Lord's failure to keep His part of the covenant. Their miserable state was exactly what they deserved, and would have avoided, if they had listened to the words of His loving warning in Deu 6:1-7:26. Mercy is the only basis on which the Lord can help them, and that mercy will make their guilt worse unless they repent. This is made clear before God's intervention in Gideon is described. Israel must understand the problem - how can the Lord righteously help them. People need to understand what is going on, if they are to be blessed at all. Preachers must help them understand this.

6:11-24 The Call & Commissioning of Gideon

(As with Moses, Ex 3:1-4:23, God reveals Himself and His will, and in the face of objections gives reassurances and a confirming sign. The warning that the Lord could give help only to those willing to live by the Covenant should have clarified Gideon's thinking.) 

6:11 THERE CAME AN/The ANGEL OF THE LORD- Malak Jehovah/Yaweh- An authorised spokes-person for the Lord, but He speaks as the Lord Himself. Cp 6:20; 13:18. The Lord Himself appeared as a man to Abraham, Gen 22:16;  Jacob, 31:11-13, and Moses Ex 3:2-6. As the Son is the VISIBLE God in the NT it seems it's God the Son who appeared in human form on these occasions. The spiritual lesson for all time is that, in wisdom and grace, God approaches us in such a way that we're not paralysed by His glory. This is seen at Bethlehem and in that the Disciples first saw Him as a fellow man, and at the right time it dawned on them that He was the Christ, the Son of God. So today God draws near to us in the person of preachers, family or friends, to speak His truth to us (or we read His Word) and it catches our attention. And at some point we realise that GOD Himself has spoken to us, and we are directly responsible to Him as to what we do about what He is saying to us. 

SAT down UNDER AN OAK IN OPHRAH- Possibly modern Affuleh. Ophrah 
 was in the grain-growing lowlands, a target for Midianite raiding. JOASH THE ABIEZRITE- a Manasseh clan which received land west of Jordan, Josh 17:2. He must have been an important man as he had the village shrine on his property, and Gideon had at least ten men servants. 

where HIS SON GIDEON- The name means "Hacker". He'll soon be hacking down the Asherah pole, and also Midianite supremacy. His older brothers had been killed by the Midianites, 8:18-19. Their oppression was a bitter personal reality to Gideon. THRESHED/was threshing WHEAT in a WINEPRESS 
 TO HIDE/ keep IT FROM THE MIDIANITES- Usually the straw was spread on a hard-surfaced area exposed to the wind. When the grain had been trampled out by cattle, the straw was raked off and the grain tossed into the air for the wind to blow the husks away, Ps 1:4. The use of such an exposed threshing-floor with a cloud of husks blowing in the wind would catch the attention of any raiding bands of Midianites. Gideon was beating out the grain by hand in the rock-pit dug for grapes to be placed for treading. The winnowing could be done, at dusk, when the cloud of husks blowing away wouldn't be seen. 

A harvest small enough to be threshed by hand in a hidden spot to be stored in hidden places might save the family from starvation. He had reason to resent the humiliation of the situation in contrast to the stories of Israel's past glories, but he was doing the little he could. God calls and uses such men, 2 Cor 4:7-9. 

6:12 THE ANGEL OF THE LORD APPEARED to Gideon- God is with us all the time, fully aware of us and all about us, Ps 139:1-12. Gideon is slow to realise that it's the Lord who is speaking to him, as Abraham had been, Gen 18; Jacob, Gen 32:24-32, Moses, Ex 3; and Joshua, Josh 5:13-15. So are we, whatever ways the Lord may choose to speak to us. THE LORD IS WITH you MIGHTY MAN OF VALOUR/warrior- This makes clear what the interview is about. People ask "Where is God when you need Him?" This answers, "With you, and don't be surprised if He enlists you to solve the problem." God's word is prophetic, it accomplishes God's will, even if it seems impossible. Jesus told a man to stretch out his paralysed hand, and the man did. God's promises are startling, and raise hope - You must be born again! - we can be? How! 

O MY LORD/But Sir- Gideon protests - the Angel’s statement makes no sense to him. IF THE LORD is WITH ME/us WHY..?- By saying US he shows he cares about God's people. God chooses such to bring blessing to  His people. WHERE are HIS MIRACLES/wonders- The stories handed down spoke of God as all-powerful, stepping in irresistibly to deliver His people. Israel needed that right now so why wasn't it happening? His protest shows a bitter awareness that the reality of Israel's situation was at odds with their history of being God's people under His miracle-working care, Ex 3:20; 24:10. Instead of rebuking Gideon for his cheek, the Lord assured him that his discontentment showed he was fitted to become Israel's deliverer. The Bible record is at odds with his experience - a good starting point for him and for us.

DID NOT THE LORD BRING US UP?- In his frustration and distress Gideon casts his mind back to the basis of Israel's existence in Canaan. We should cast our minds back to the deliverance on which our existence is based - the Cross of Christ, His resurrection, Pentecost.. and His challenge Sin shall not have dominion over you any longer. When His Jn 3:16 love seems to be losing its power in our lives we must seek to recover our first response of love to His Love, Rev 2:4 by remembering the basis of our Salvation, and our first response to it..

THE LORD HAS FORSAKEN/abandoned US.. DELIVERED/put US.. Midian- Gideon isn't interested in theology, he's realistic. Israel under oppression IS NOT experiencing the Lord's deliverance. So the Lord IS NOT with them. Whether Gideon believes Israel is earning this punishment or not isn't clear - Baal is the centre of the family and village religion - but at least he's aware that if they were in fellowship with the God of their ancestors things would be different. At times our young people act like Gideon - protest against conforming to the areful carrying out of NT church traditions when there's no evidence of the Lord's presence in lives transformed by the Gospel into joyful, prayerful and practical fellowship, Acts 2:40-47; Rom 12:1-21; Gal 2:20, 1 Jn 1:1-9, etc. 

Neither loveless energetic carrying-out of good routines, nor lukewarm attitudes, are acceptable to youth, or to the Lord, Rev 2:1-5; 3:15. So, instead of resenting the criticism we should welcome it, as the Lord did. 
 And direct their discontentment into expectant prayer and action that looks to the Lord to revive His work among us by reaching out in ways that meet the spiritual needs of the lost world around. Discontentment and frustration is more open to the grace and guidance of God, than is contentment with empty routines of correct doctrine and church practice. 

6:14-16 THE LORD LOOKED UPON/turned to HIM AND SAID GO IN THIS THY MIGHT/the strength you have- What strength? The courage and wisdom he showed in doing what he could to save grain for his family was a start. But as the angel's words followed his protest I judge that his strength lay in his knowledge of God's past deliverances and his belief that if the Lord was with them He would again work deliverance. An added strength was his conscious weakness - essential if we're to claim and rely on the Lord's strength, 2 Cor 12:7-10. The Lord calls and uses the lowly and weak, Gen 25:23; 1 Sam 9:21; 16:12; 1 Cor 1:26-2:5, and strengthens them with the assurance of His presence. SAVE ISRAEL.. 

Am I not sending you?- This is the central point. God knows what He is doing, and He assures Gideon that he will achieve God's purposes. God's orders are God's empowering - as we obey. Cp Ex 3:7-12.

But LORD.. how can I?- Gideon is more respectful, but unconvinced. MY FAMILY/clan IS POOR/the weakest IN MANASSEH I AM THE LEAST IN MY FATHER'S HOUSE/family- This is realistic. He did have ten servants, but why should Israel accept orders from a youngest son of a weak clan of a weak tribe. Cp 8:1-2. His personal and family helplessness in the face of the Midianite oppression had been shown when they killed his older brothers, 8:18-19. And he was hiding his harvest. Gideon looked at himself and said How can I! "I" is always a stumbling block. Cp David's position as youngest son, 1 Sam 16:5-14; 17:28.

THE LORD answered, I WILL BE WITH you- The Lord's presence will support the Lord's authorisation and Gideon's  obedience. Cp the Lord's reassurance to Moses, Ex 3:12-14. The Lord's obedient servants are only the human agents through whom He acts in His almighty power and wisdom. The powerful, empowering presence of God will transform the cautious Gideon into a conquering hero - as he obeys. We face the same terms. By repeating the statement of His will the Lord encourages Gideon's faith. We gain a similar strengthening by reading and re-reading the Lord's promises and commissions, Mt 28:18-20; Acts 1:8, etc. Confidence in the words of the Lord, and in His unfailing presence, are a great encouragement to us. God's presence and adequacy to fulfil His purposes are our guarantee when we go with Him to do His will. you will strike down all THE MIDIANITES AS ONE MAN/together- Their numbers seem terrifying - but Gideon will find that it's just as if he had only one man to deal with. 

6:17-19 Gideon replied, IF I HAVE FOUND GRACE/favour.. SHOW/give ME A SIGN- Gideon is now taking God's message seriously. He may have known that Moses had been given signs to confirm his call, Ex 4:1-17. Cp 1 Cor 1:22. Please don't go away UNTIL I.. BRING- Gideon feels the need to be assured that what he is experiencing is real. To go and do something as ordinary as cooking for an hour or so, and come back, would test the reality of the experience. We have the written word of God in our hands, and the Holy Spirit in our hearts, so God's blessing rests now on those who don't ask for signs, Jn 20:29.

MY PRESENT/offering- Minchah- Tribute to a king, 3:15, or an offering to a god. Its being accepted symbolised that the offerer was accepted. It was the usual word for free-will offerings made to the Lord under the Law. Gideon wasn't yet fully aware of who the Angel of the Lord was, but he had come to believe that God was involved. the Lord SAID I WILL wait- God has told Gideon what he is to do, and is willing to fellowship with Gideon in the way Gideon asked. 

GIDEON.. MADE READY/prepared A KID/young goat- At the ideal stage to provide good quality, tender meat. Cp 13:15; Gen 27:9. UNLEAVENED CAKES/bread without yeast.. AN EPHAH- 15-20 Kg OF FLOUR- A large quantity of flour at a time of food shortage. That it was far more than any man could eat at a meal suggests that Gideon is thinking in terms of a worthy offering made to the Lord. BROUGHT.. and offered them to HIM- As a competent/ devout man, Gideon prepared well, and presented the offering respectfully.

8:20-22 THE ANGEL OF GOD SAID.. TAKE THE FLESH/meat.. bread, place THEM on THIS ROCK AND POUR OUT THE BROTH AND Gideon DID- Gideon had been allowed to do what he wished, but the Lord now takes control, and decrees how  the offering is to be made and accepted. God's work is usually like that. He steps into our life by opening up to us a work that is His will for us, but it is right for us to have input as to the way in which we respond. Paul chose to do his God-given work at his own expense as far as possible, 1 Cor 9:16-23. There is real fellowship between God and His human servants, but God must always have the right to control what is done.

THE ANGEL OF THE LORD.. TOUCHED THE FLESH/meat AND bread.. FIRE flared from THE ROCK consuming THE meat AND bread- This made it clear that Gideon, and Gideon's offering had been accepted, as a whole burnt offering, Lev 9:24. Nothing of it was wasted. Nothing of it was left to decay. It's like that with us when we put ourselves into our Master's hands for His service, Rom 12:1. THE ANGEL OF THE LORD disappeared- The miraculous burst of fire from the rock consuming the sacrifice made it clear that Gideon was dealing with God. That the Angel of the Lord vanished showed the interview was over. The Lord had been patient with Gideon, adjusting the revelation of His will and of Himself to Gideon's capacity to receive it. This won Gideon's heart-mind-will, not by-passing them. God is like that in His dealings with all of us, Lk 24:25-27; Jn 1:35-39; 4:6-26; 14:9; 16:12-15.

GIDEON PERCEIVED/realised.. SAID/exclaimed, ALAS O LORD GOD/ Sovereign Lord!- Gideon's  doubts were removed, and he was overwhelmed with the fact that he had stood in God's presence. God had spoken to him and he had argued with God! In a sense, no man can see the Lord's face and live, 13:22; Ex 24:11; 33:11-23. Gideon realises that he is a sinner, and deserves to die. Our service for God can be built rightly only on our realisation of our unworthiness, and weakness, and of the overwhelming grace, wisdom, and power of God to enable us, Gen 16:13; 32:30; Ex 20:19; Job 42:5-6; Isa 6:1-5. That Moses was from his heart a servant of the Lord is seen in that he valued intimacy with the Lord, Ex 33:11-23; Deu 34:10. Gideon is more like the Israelites who were convinced enough by one contact with God to promise total co-operation as long as God kept far enough away from them! Cp Ex 20:19.

6:23-24 THE LORD SAID.. PEACE.. Do not fear, you are not going to die- That God would take the trouble to reveal Himself and His will so patiently to Gideon, and close the interview by symbolising that He accepted him by consuming his sacrifice - and then waste it all by killing him, made no sense. But our human nature panics at the presence of God - and it's true that fellowship with God is death to self, Gal 2:20. Gideon's  conscience knew what - apart from the sovereign mercy of God - he deserved.

So GIDEON BUILT AN ALTAR to THE LORD- Indicating he was committing himself to be God's servant-worshipper. CALLED IT JEHOVAH SHALOM/ the Lord is Peace- He accepted the Lord's assurance that all was well between Him and Gideon. Gideon must now step out in faith, obeying the Lord to begin the process of deliverance from Midianite oppression. The Lord's peace had entered Gideon's heart, and he was at peace in taking up the work God had given him. to THIS DAY IT stands IN OPHRAH- So the reader could check it for himself - apparently this was written at a later date.

6:25-32 Gideon must Remove Idols

(When God calls us to His fellowship and service and we respond, our lives must be put right. He alone must be our Lord - all our idols destroyed. Moses' sons had to be circumcised before he could deliver Israel, Ex 4:24-26. Gideon must publicly disown Baal and acknowledge the Lord. Then it would be clear that the victory that followed was given by the Lord to those who honoured and obeyed Him. And remind Israel that unless they worshipped the Lord alone, the Lord couldn't be their Deliverer. Apostasy and Oppression were inseparable. Gideon must honour the Lord by accepting liberation from apostasy in his own home before liberating his people from the fruits of apostasy - the Midianite invaders. Cp Mt 7:3-5. We can't be a blessing to others unless we let the Lord bless us by possessing us.)

6:25-27 That NIGHT THE LORD SAID- Gideon must confess his rejection of Baal and his faith in the Lord promptly. Prompt confession of Christ is required of those trusting Him. We can't begin to enjoy salvation, and the Lord's service until we confess Him, Rom 10:9-10. TAKE THE SECOND BULLOCK/bull.. the one SEVEN YEARS OLD- The Hebrew is unusual, but it's clear it was a prime animal fit to be sacrificed to the Lord, Lev 1:3. But Gideon must first use it to tear DOWN your father's ALTAR OF BAAL- That altar wasn't simply a heap of stones that a man could easily dismantle - Baal's altar at Megiddo was 9 metres square. CUT DOWN THE GROVE/Asherah pole- The wooden idol carved with exaggerated female features representing Baal's partner-goddess. 

BUILD a proper ALTAR to THE LORD your GOD.. IN THE ORDERED PLACE- Or in the ordered way, as the Lord had ordained, Ex 20:24-26. offer THE SECOND BULLOCK/bull, as A BURNT SACRIFICE using THE WOOD OF THE GROVE/Asherah pole- The village was part of apostate Israel. By offering, as a sacrifice to the Lord, the bull used to destroy Baal's altar, Gideon was to symbolise that Israel must abolish Canaanite worship before claiming to worship the Lord and come under His protection. When deliverance was granted through Gideon, the fact that it was granted to the man who had defied Baal in order to worship the Lord, gave a clear witness that the Lord was God, and Israel's only Deliverer.

So GIDEON TOOK TEN MEN.. DID AS THE LORD HAD told HIM- He showed his new commitment to the Lord by rousing ten servant men to help him obey the Lord. Because he was afraid of HIS FATHER'S HOUSEHOLD/ family, AND THE MEN OF THE town- This shows how hardened in idolatry/against the Lord Israel had become. HE DID IT at NIGHT- By doing it at once, before anyone else was up and about to see it, Gideon was able to do the work unhindered. The main thing was to DO it. The open confession would inevitably follow. Some criticise Gideon for acting in the dark, but he obeyed God in spite of his fear. We can't help being afraid, perhaps, but we must not let fear keep us from obeying our Lord. Obedience is essential, heroism optional WE must stand for the Lord against the worship of Mammon, Mt 6:19-34.

6:28-32 IN THE MORNING- Secret confession/obedience must face the light of day. Baal's altar CAST DOWN/demolished.. THE GROVE/Asherah pole CUT DOWN.. THE SECOND BULLOCK/bull sacrificed- The thing was done. Someone was a believer/obeyer of the Lord. THEY SAID/asked.. WHO?- They were shocked at such an irreligious action - as the Roman world was shocked when Christians refused to worship the Emperor as God, and called them ATHEISTS, because they denied the existence of the "gods." Our world is growing increasingly indignant at those who proclaim that there is only one God, and one Gospel.

THE MEN.. demanded of JOASH, BRING OUT your SON- Gideon was still living at home and the head of the family was responsible for his actions. HE must DIE BECAUSE HE has broken down Baal's altar- Under God's Law the penalty for idolatry was death, Deu 13:1-18, so Gideon's accusers were the real offenders. They ignored the Lord, His altar and the ashes of His sacrifice. In Baal's name they demanded death for Gideon's obedience to the lord, as Gideon had expected. If God was going to use Gideon as He had promised he needed to trust God to protect him when he was obedient. 

JOASH SAID/replied to the hostile crowd- They're not open-minded observers of the fact that someone has returned from apostasy to the worship of the Lord. They're totally hostile. Are you going to plead Baal's cause? Are you trying to SAVE HIM?- Joash, like his son Gideon, may have longed for the "good old days" when the Lord and His saving power was a reality to Israel, and been uneasy about Baal worship. Or God may have simply used his natural loyalty to his own flesh and blood to move him. Gideon seems to have been his only surviving son - what did the loss of the Baal shrine and his best bull, matter against the loss of his son. He takes his stand with Gideon, and asks the logical question. If a god can't defend himself, how can he defend his worshippers? Cp Ps 115:4-8.

Whoever fights FOR HIM shall BE PUT TO DEATH- If anyone kills his son, he as next-of-kin will kill his son's murderer. He doesn't claim the authority of God's Law for this, Gen 9:6, but the law of revenge would be widely acknowledged. IF Baal really is A GOD, he can defend himself- The- logic is sound. Much cruelty and suffering has been caused by followers of the world's religions avenging insults to their "gods." In defiance of Mt 26:51-52; Jn 18:36; Rom 12:18-21; 2 Cor 10:3-6, professed followers of Christ have done the same. In their persecuting actions they showed that they had no faith in God's ability to defend His cause, and establish truth and justice.

They CALLED HIM/Gideon JERUBBAAL.. LET BAAL PLEAD AGAINST/ contend with HIM- Joash speaks as an open-minded man, who will return to Baal worship if Baal demonstrates the reality of his person and power by punishing Gideon. 

BECAUSE HE broke DOWN Baal's ALTAR- That Gideon  obeyed the Lord and suffered no harm confirmed that God had authorised him to be His agent to bring deliverance from the Midianites. The name will proclaim him to be an obedient-to-the-Lord Israelite who has shown Baal and Baal-worship to be empty folly. Gideon needed publicity to establish a reputation so that men would rally to him. The fact that 32,000 came showed that his public stand for Jehovah was widely told, and raised hopes that the Lord really had called him, and the promise of deliverance through him should be taken seriously.

6:33-40 Gideon's Preparation for Battle

(The Midianites again move into Israel to live destructively. Gideon calls out his own clan first, and then the near tribes to join in defeating the invaders. They respond, but Gideon feels an urgent need of reassurance before going beyond the point of no return on this frightening adventure. God is patient with all His servants, and fulfils the twofold test. Then God faces Gideon with His own test.)

6:33-36 ALL THE MIDIANITES.. AMALEKITES.. eastern peoples.. crossed over the Jordan- Apparently as soon as Gideon had put things right at home God allowed the Midianites to face him with the challenge to be His deliverer. This would have been their 8th invasion to raid the Israelite harvests etc - and past successes would have swelled their numbers. PITCHED/camped IN THE VALLEY OF JEZREEL- A good place for raiding north past Lake Galilee, west into the valley of Esdraelon, and on to the plain of Sharon down to Gaza 6:4. 

THE SPIRIT OF THE LORD CAME UPON- Labash- To wrap around, put on clothes, or armour. 1st Gen 3:21. In one sense the Spirit of the Lord clothed Gideon, protecting  and empowering him. In another sense The Spirit clothed Himself with Gideon, and worked through him. Cp 1 Chr 12:18; 2 Chr 24:20. Both are true of believers as we are indwelt by the Spirit of God. 

GIDEON.. GATHERED/summoning the Abi-ezrites to follow HIM- His own clan were called first. Cp Acts 1:8. HE SENT MESSENGERS.. MANASSEH.. ASHER, ZEBULON, NAPHTHALI, so THEY CAME/went UP- The severity of the Midianite oppression made them eager to throw it off, but their faith was in many cases low, 7:3.

6:36-38 GIDEON SAID.. IF you will SAVE ISRAEL.. AS you have promised- It's fine to have an army forming, but Gideon is still Gideon. The Lord makes full allowance for the human frailty of His children/ servants, Ps 103:14. I WILL PUT/place A FLEECE OF WOOL.. IF there is dew only ON THE FLEECE and the ground is dry I will KNOW you will SAVE ISRAEL- The pagan religions record similar requests to their gods. God gave signs in Gen 9:13; 15:17; Ex 4:1-5; Num 17:8, etc but this seems to be the first case of a man "Testing God" in such a way. 
 That God was patient with him gives no reason for Christians - with God's whole word in our hand, and His Spirit in us - to copy him by setting a test for the Lord. God patiently did as Gideon had asked, knowing that it wouldn't satisfy him, and he'd ask another answer. Demanding signs is impious, Ps 95:8-11, but so is refusing signs, Isa 7:10-17. 

That was what happened.. the next day.. wrung out.. A BOWL FULL OF WATER- Even though in 6:39, Gideon admits he had been "testing" God - the word used of Israel at Rephidim, Ex 17:2, 7, more in unbelief than faith, God met his need. God is more eager to bless than He is to quibble over what is right or wrong in the abstract, and wants us to be like that. Dew is a figure of blessing from the Lord that makes life fruitful, Gen 27:28; Deu 33:28; Hag 1:10; Hos 14:5. 

6:39-40 Then GIDEON SAID Do not be angry with me- God has kept His word, but Gideon is unwilling to keep his. He realises he is guilty of insulting God by his unbelief, but still says please, just one more. That God used Gideon - a man struggling with his doubts - makes him  a great encouragement to us in our weakness, by demonstrating the wonderful Grace and mercy of our Lord and Saviour. Our daily communion with the Lord in His word, and in prayer, as we plan, wait, or act, will help us to stay in tune - trust and obey. 

I WILL SPEAK BUT THIS ONCE/make just one more request.. This time make THE FLEECE dry, the ground covered with dew- Gideon continues trying to manipulate God to give himself confidence to go into battle. God patiently gives him the necessary encouragement. God is putting up with a lot from Gideon to help him become what God willed him to be - a mighty man of valour, 6:12. Gideon will yet have to put up with the two tests with which God in turn will test him. There may be a link between the tests we set God, and the tests He sets us? GOD DID SO.. the fleece dry.. THE GROUND covered with dew- Dew drawn up from the ground, as against, in the first case, dew settling from the air. That the atmospheric conditions changed so suddenly to make this happen as requested remains the miracle.

Chapter  7

7:1-8 The Reduction of Gideon's Army

(No doubt Gideon, seeing the Midianites, thought his army was too small. God shocked him by insisting it was too big. Self-confidence is a handicap, even if it's the result of God's blessing, 2 Cor 12:7-10. Israel was so hardened against the Lord that only ridiculous odds would prevent their pride claiming credit for the victory. As God's servants we should do all we can to make His work successful, while rejoicing that it's God's Spirit, not our strength, that brings victory, Zech 4:6. Cp Ps 139:1-24; Isa 40:29; Rom 8:18-39.) 

7:1-3 Early in the morning Jerub Baal- Using that name reminds us that Gideon's first action as deliverer was delivering his family from Baal-worship. ALL his men PITCHED BESIDE/camped at THE WELL/spring OF HAROD- The name means "Trembling." An appropriate name for most of the troops. The camp of Midian.. near THE HILL OF MOREH- Three miles away. 

THE LORD SAID.. THE PEOPLE ARE/You have TOO MANY FOR ME TO GIVE/ deliver THE MIDIANITES INTO THEIR HANDS, in order that ISRAEL may not boast- Gideon, and an Israelite army doing God's will couldn't be defeated. But God could be robbed of the credit for it, and Israel robbed of the benefit of a clear demonstration of the reality of the Lord, His power, and providential care. Gideon had raised problems, and the Lord had been patient with him, and cleared them up. Now the Lord raises His problem - people won't believe in the Lord, and His intervention, if you attack with so many men! Cp Deu 8:17; Ps 44:3. Now it's Gideon who must be patient - that's fellowship. 

PROCLAIM/Announce.. WHOSOEVER IS FEARFUL/anyone who trembles with fear.. leave MOUNT GILEAD- A local hill, not Gilead east of Jordan. God's Law required this, Deu 20:8. Cowardly  or uncommitted troops weaken an army. They wanted to be rid of the Midianites, but lacked faith in the Lord, or His promise to Gideon of victory. God wants willing, whole-hearted service. He has no use for lukewarm, routine, worship or service. THERE RETURNED TWENTY FOUR THOUSAND- Eleph, clan group, as in 6:15, but often assumed to be 1000 TEN THOUSAND remained. 

7:4-8 THE LORD SAID.. There are still TOO MANY, Take.. to THE WATER I WILL TRY/sift them- Used of removing impurities in metal-smelting. Those left would be pure gold that God could use. The rest, the slag, would be sent home. If I SAY one SHALL GO.. he SHALL GO- If the Lord is to give victory, those involved must be those He has chosen.

Gideon took the men to the water.. THE LORD SAID Separate those who lap.. like A DOG- A dog doesn't put his mouth in the water, he laps water into it with his tongue. These men didn't put their mouths in the water, they "lapped" up the water with their hands to bring it to their mouth. This would leave their eyes free to see any movement near them, and they could still hold their weapon ready in the other hand. The test was whether they would keep ready for action while satisfying their thirst. Unless the needs of God's work comes first for us we will be of little use to Him. We can trust Him to meet our needs. To be more interested in getting what we want out of it/what will satisfy our desires - praise, popularity, power - than in being ready at all times to serve the Lord, and people, will block us from effective ministry. The first test was fear, the second alertness - in contrast to the over-confidence that ignored the possibility of attack. The Lord said With the three hundred men that lapped I will..- Deu 8:17; Zech 4:6.

The three hundred took over the provisions- Or vessels that had been brought with food supplies in them. AND TRUMPETS- Ram's horns Ex 19:13. of the others- The whole camp was drawn on to provide the selected men with these. We don't all have the honour of going into the battle, but we may have the honour of equipping those who do go.

7:9-14 that NIGHT, THE LORD SAID.. Go down against THE HOST/Camp.. I HAVE DELIVERED THEM/am going to give it into your hands- Now Gideon's army has been reduced in obedient faith, God is free to act. He does so promptly. As Gideon was told to act that night, it's reasonable to assume the use of trumpets, jars and lamps was already revealed. God again assures Gideon of victory, but offers him a chance of further reassurance. BUT IF you are afraid.. go down with Purah your SERVANT- Personal attendant, armour bearer, etc, 9:54; 2 Sam 2:14-17. You will be encouraged- God allows for Gideon's lack of faith, and allows him to delay for an hour or so if he opts for reassurance first. As we would expect from his previous behaviour he chooses that. he.. went to THE OUTSIDE/outposts of the camp- Where sentries were on duty.

7:12-14 THE MIDIANITES.. LAY ALONG/had settled in THE VALLEY LIKE GRASSHOPPERS FOR MULTITUDE/thick as locusts- An apt figure for the devastation caused by invading armies that there seemed no hope of stopping. CAMELS WITHOUT NUMBER/could no more be counted than the sand- Their overwhelming numbers would frighten Gideon, but God who hears men's thoughts, and speaks in their minds, gives him a glimpse of the thinking of one of the enemy. Cp Panic in 2 Ki 7:1-16. 

WHEN GIDEON WAS COME/arrived a man was telling.. a dream- Cp Gen 37:5-10; 40:5-8; 41:11-38. AND SAID/he was saying.. A CAKE/round loaf- An unusual word, probably means an old, hard, mouldy loaf. OF BARLEY BREAD- Cheaper than wheat, 2 Ki 7:18. A despised nothing, 1 Cor 1:27-29. A poor man's meal, a natural symbol of Israel and its peasant army and leader. TUMBLED/came tumbling into the Midianite camp.. struck the tent- A symbol for the nomadic Midianites. it collapsed.

THIS can be NOTHING other than THE SWORD OF GIDEON- He and his poor quality army seemed no more a threat to Midian than a loaf of the poor man's food - barley bread. GOD has DELIVERED/given the Midianites.. into his hands- God over-rules so that even enemies say the words that reassure Gideon by echoing the Lord's words to him. Cp Prov 21:1. This man's words make it clear that the Lord could arouse fear in the minds of the vast army of invaders.

7:15-18 WHEN GIDEON HEARD.. HE WORSHIPPED God, RETURNED.. ARISE/Get up! THE LORD has DELIVERED/given the Midianite camp into your hands- The Israelite army was so small that it would be easy to assemble it promptly and quietly. DIVIDED/Dividing.. INTO THREE COMPANIES- As usual before battle, 9:43; 2 Sam 18:2. trumpets and empty PITCHERS/ jars.. with torches inside- Nothing is said of weapons being carried. When daylight came there would be plenty of weapons available from the Midianites killed in the panic. They would need to light the torches while still out of sight of the Midianites, and keep them smouldering for lack of oxygen in the jars, but ready to burst into flame when waved in the air. 
 And have their trumpets slung around their necks ready to make a din. 

HE SAID.. LOOK ON/Watch ME AND DO LIKEWISE/Follow my lead- Gideon was careful to arrange that they would all act together. A straggle of lights, coming into view here and there would be ineffective. Three hundred bursting into view would suggest a large, well-organised army surrounding the camp, ready to attack. That all the men were attacking by waving torches was too ridiculous for them to suspect it. do as I DO- A leader who sets an example, is easy to follow. 

WHEN I BLOW A TRUMPET.. from all around THE CAMP blow yours- Each group strung out on different sides of the camp, and staying there blowing trumpets/shouting, and waving the blazing torches. In their state of panic the Midianites instead of charging to attack them, fled, hacking at anyone who got in their way, thinking that those obstructing them were Israelites. SAY/shout THE SWORD OF/For THE LORD AND OF/for GIDEON- 7:14. LXX and Aramaic has SWORD as in 7:14, 20. Hebrew omits the word sword. Cp David coming at Goliath, in the Lord's Name, 1 Sam 17:45. Gideon the weak had become strong by faith, Heb 11:34.

7:19-22 SO GIDEON AND THE HUNDRED MEN WITH HIM reached the edge OF THE CAMP AT THE BEGINNING OF THE MIDDLE WATCH- Midnight to 4am. The darkest time of the night, when men would be sleeping most heavily. just after they had changed THE WATCH/guard- Guards may not have been very alert or clear-thinking, as they had just been wakened and gone on duty. THEY BLEW THE/their TRUMPETS- When the jar was dropped the freed hand could take up the trumpet to be blown. THE COMPANIES BLEW THE TRUMPETS, smashed THE PITCHERS/jars, Grasping THE LAMPS/torches IN THEIR LEFT HANDS, holding in their right hands the trumpets they were to blow- Their instructions were clear, and as soon as they heard the sounds and saw the light of Gideon's group of 100 men the other two groups joined in and continued to make as much noise as possible with the rams horns.

THEY CRIED/shouted, THE/A SWORD OF/for THE LORD, AND GIDEON- A sword symbolised battle. The irony was that there's no mention of them having swords or needing them. It was a case of stand still and see the Lord's salvation, Ex 14:13. THEY STOOD EVERY/While each MAN IN/held HIS PLACE/ position around THE CAMP- They obeyed Gideon's absurd instructions, staying on the hillsides around the camp so as to be clearly in view, and safely out of the panic and slaughter. 

ALL THE HOST/Midianites RAN, AND CRIED/crying out as they FLED- The Midianites were startled out of heavy sleep, open to panic as they heard the crash of jars shattering, trumpets blowing, and lines of lights being waved, making it look as if an army was attacking them from three sides. God sent a spirit of panic fear upon the Midianites in response to this as they assumed the trumpets were signalling an enemy pouring into their camp to attack them. Cp Pr 28:1.

When THE.. TRUMPETS/sounded, THE LORD SET EVERY MAN'S SWORD AGAINST HIS FELLOW/caused the men.. to turn on each other with their swords- Troops panicking in the dark would have no idea of getting organised, arranging recognition words etc. To grab their gear and run for a gap between the waving lights would be instinctive. To strike at anyone who got in their way because they assumed that they were an enemy trying to stop them was also instinctive. As they were a mixed pack of raiders gathered for the loot an "every man for himself" attitude would be natural. God doesn't NEED to have great numbers to do his work, but He needs obedience. One David defeating one Goliath brought victory, but others then played their part as here. 

THE HOST/enemy fled to- The location of these places is uncertain, but obviously the Midianites were heading back the way they came, eager to get to the safety of their own familiar territory. God's mighty victory was won, only "mopping-up" remained. Cp Ps 83:9-12; Col 2:15.

7:23-25 ISRAEL GATHERED THEMSELVES TOGETHER/were called- Tsar- To cry out, be called or gathered together. Gideon may have called them, but it reads more like a spontaneous action, as they saw/heard the Midianites were fleeing. Any Israelite prisoners or slaves among the Midianites would have taken the chance to escape, and spread the news to the surrounding tribes. God having panicked the Midianites with 300 men was already clearly the Victory-Giver. from NAPHTHALI, ASHER, MANASSEH, PURSUED AFTER THE MIDIANITES- The rejected volunteers were ready to respond - perhaps they waited around for a second chance instead of going home ashamed. The cowards had become brave. Gathering loot would compensate them for what the Midianites had robbed from them in past years. But nothing more is said of the Lord - no song praising Him.

GIDEON SENT MESSENGERS.. EPHRAIM, COME DOWN AGAINST THE MIDIANITES- The Midianites were fleeing south down the Jordan valley on their way home, past Ephraim's territory, so Gideon calls them to block their retreat. So THE MEN OF EPHRAIM.. TOOK THE WATERS of the Jordan as far as Beth Barah- Cp 3:28. By guarding the places where the Jordan River could be crossed easily the Ephraimites would be sure to intercept the fleeing raiders. Patriotism might play its part, but the chance to win credit and spoils would be a great incentive - and a fleeing enemy, exhausted and dispirited, would be easy game. 

THEY captured TWO PRINCES/leaders OF THE MIDIANITES, OREB- “Raven.” ZEEB- “Wolf.” Good names for leaders of desert raiders. The rock and the wine-press which marked the spots where they were killed were named after them. BROUGHT THE HEADS OF OREB AND ZEEB TO GIDEON- But nothing is said of their joining Gideon in pursuing the enemy. 

Chapter 8

8:1-21 Consolidating the Victory

(Gideon had been transformed from a timid man to a God-endowed triumphant Deliverer. Now he and the 300, were determined to finish the task at great cost to themselves. The record of Victory is interrupted by disputes - with Ephraim 
 which Gideon handles wisely, and Succoth/Penuel, where justifiable anger moves him to malicious action. Life is like that. The Lord has dominated the story thus far, being named 33x. Now God has fulfilled His promise Gideon seems to have no more wish for contact with Him, and he makes nominal mention only of the Lord/God, 4x. Contrast this  with Deborah's reaction to victory. Before battle the Lord is named 5x. The after-battle song names Him 13x.)

8:1-3 THE MEN OF EPHRAIM/Ephraimites asked Gideon- Just when he needed speed to complete the victory, Ephraim tries to pick a quarrel and wreck it. Why didn't you call US when you went to fight Midian?- That God should win a great victory without any help from Ephraim hurt their pride, so Gideon is blamed and they were ready to fight him. They lived in the security of hill country, and had shown no interest in defeating the Midianites. So they hadn't been called until the Midianites seemed likely to escape past them, 7:24. As prestige and loot were being gained they now thought they should have been in from the start. Jealousy among His servants hinders God's work. 

HE SAID WHAT HAVE I DONE/accomplished compared to you?- Gideon deflects their anger by pointing out that they had more to show for their efforts than he had. Although by his own action the Ephraimites had to deal only with a fleeing enemy. The gleanings.. OF EPHRAIM BETTER THAN THE full grape harvest OF ABIEZER?- He quotes a proverb of theirs suggesting the best Abi-ezer - Gideon's clan - can produce is inferior to the left-overs of Ephraim. He spoke with God's wisdom, Prov 15:1; 16:32; 19:11; 25:15. 

GOD DELIVERED/gave INTO YOUR HANDS.. OREB.. ZEEB- Gideon expressed appreciation of the worth of their contribution, as we must, Phil 2:4, and this prevents confrontation and civil war. At this point Gideon acted as Paul was in the habit of acting. God's servants must allow nothing of personal pride/self-respect to distract them from the task God has given them. By keeping his priorities right, Gideon was freed to keep up the pursuit of the Midianites. 

THEIR ANGER/resentment.. subsided- Gideon says nothing of God's call, but that may have not specified which tribes to call, nor anything of God's limiting the army's numbers. In fact God isn't brought into the discussion. The Ephraimites might have been unresponsive if Gideon had mentioned God. Ephraim responds well to Gideon's words, but had learnt nothing. Later Jephthah  answered them as their attitude deserved, 12:1-6. Even a miraculous victory leaves Ephraim as their own worst enemy. The same was true of Israel in general. 

8:4-9 GIDEON CAME TO JORDAN- The story goes back to the stage when he was pursuing the Midianites. AND PASSED OVER/crossed it- While others mopped up stray Midianites and gathered loot, Gideon concentrated on wiping out what remained of their leadership. HE AND THE THREE HUNDRED MEN.. FAINT/exhausted, YET PURSUING/keeping up the pursuit- Still determined to finish the victory which God had given them. 

HE SAID to THE MEN OF SUCCOTH- "Shelters." About 50 miles from the scene of battle. (The site is probably Tel Deir Allah.) Jacob had built shelters for his cattle there, Gen 33:17. It was in the inheritance of the tribe of Gad, Josh 13:27. Israel's first stop after crossing the Red Sea was also called Succoth, Ex 12:37; Num 33:5. GIVE.. some BREAD.. FAINT/worn out.. I am still PURSUING.. the KINGS OF MIDIAN- Oreb and Zeeb were commanders of the army of raiders. This was a reasonable request to make of this Israelite town, who should have been ready to help any of God's people doing His will. Generally armies simply took what they wanted, but Gideon is being diplomatic as he had been with the Ephraimites - or the gates were shut! 

THE PRINCES/officials OF SUCCOTH SAID.. Why should we?- They would have seen thousands of Midianites retreating past their town. They saw a mere 300 weary men, and even if they knew the Lord's promise, they did not believe He would give victory to Gideon, and deliverance for Israel. They kept their city gates shut against them. As he's not obeyed as he had been, 6:34-35, perhaps the Spirit of the Lord had already left him. More likely these Israelites weren't in touch with the Lord, or committed to His purposes. They may have profited from co-operating with the Midianites and would not risk angering them. 

GIDEON SAID/replied.. WHEN THE LORD has DELIVERED/given ZEBAH AND ZALMUNNA INTO MY HAND- Gideon is still acknowledging that he's acting in obedience to/fellowship with the Lord, and expecting the Lord to complete the fulfilment of His promise. WILL TEAR- Dush- thresh as grain is threshed, by beating. YOUR FLESH WITH THORNS- He has mentioned the Lord giving victory, but threatens to act on his own initiative and teach them a painful and humiliating lesson that Gideon is a man who must be obeyed. A natural reaction from hungry weary men spurned by those they're delivering from oppression - but also a proud answer, with no sense of the need to ask the Lord how to handle the problem. 

HE WENT.. TO PENUEL- Face of God. The place where Jacob wrestled with the Angel, Gen 32:22-32. They saw nothing of God in the face of Gideon His obedient servant. THE MEN.. ANSWERED AS.. SUCCOTH- They're unmoved by his sufferings on behalf of Israel, and God-given victories. WHEN I return.. I WILL BREAK/tear DOWN THIS TOWER- Angry at their thankless harshness Gideon promises to destroy their town. He had to obtain food and water from other cities, or from small settlements not strong enough to resist him even if they weren't keen to help. This may have delayed him and so enabled the Midianite Kings to arrive home safely.

8:10-12 ZEBAH AND ZALMUNNA WERE IN KARKOR- Probably within Midianite territory. with ABOUT FIFTEEN THOUSAND MEN, ALL THAT WERE LEFT.. FOR THERE FELL AN HUNDRED AND TWENTY THOUSAND- Eleph- Thousand, or possibly smaller units. Round figures for a huge number. MEN THAT DREW SWORD/swordsmen- Swordsmen who had drawn swords against each other in the panic at the sight and sound of Gideon's 300 men. GIDEON WENT UP BY THE WAY/route of the  nomads- A camel-caravan route. Presumably not the way the Midianites had travelled, so Gideon and his men arrived unexpectedly. EAST OF.. JOGBEHAH- About 15 miles south east of Penuel. 

SMOTE THE HOST.. WAS SECURE/fell upon the unsuspecting army- The word is used of Laish, 18:7. To their way of thinking Gideon and his men would have been too pre-occupied with getting the best of the loot to travel so far so soon. Gideon persisted in carrying out a God-given commission in spite of the temptation to reap the profits from his success. May such zeal be ours in a better cause, spreading the Gospel. The sudden onslaught of a mere 300 men, probably shouting the now familiar cry The Sword of= We fight for, the Lord and Gideon, panicked the surprised Midianites once more.

ZEBAH.. ZALMUNNA FLED but HE PURSUED.. TOOK/captured- He kept them alive to show the men of Succoth and Penuel. DISCOMFITTED ALL THE HOST/routing their entire army- He scattered the remains of the Midianite raiding forces, so they were no longer a threat. Gideon had done what God commanded him, and God had done what He promised him. God's work is finished. But Gideon having triumphed as Israel's  Saviour, intends to triumph in his personal revenges. 

8:13-17 GIDEON.. RETURNED FROM the BATTLE BEFORE THE SUN- Heres. WAS UP/by the Pass of Heres- Continuing his vigorous actions, accompanied by the captive kings. CAUGHT A YOUNG MAN- Naar. Used of Gideon's assistant, in 7:10. Probably a scribe/secretary of the town council, or of an elder. SUCCOTH.. HE DESCRIBED/wrote down- Kathab- To engrave, write down. 
 Gideon insisted on a full list of the elders to ensure that all those involved were taught the lesson he had in mind. It's interesting that at least in cities men at that time used writing. THE names of the seventy seven PRINCES/officials OF SUCCOTH, AND THE ELDERS- The heads of the clans living in the city, along with wealthy merchants or learned men. They sat in the city gate keeping in touch with the comings and goings, and ready to hold court over any matter that arose. Cp Ruth 4:1-12. 

HE CAME.. AND SAID, BEHOLD/Here are ZEBAH ZALMUNNA- They were guilty of disloyalty to fellow-Israelites in need. Guilty of unbelief in God, or at least guilty of unbelief that God's chosen man could accomplish what God had said. They had been slow to learn, but also Gideon showed he was quick to learn that men to whom God has given victory are in a position to avenge personal insults. This casts a cloud on the way he would use his Judgeship. Beware the gifts of the Spirit without the fruits of the Spirit. 

HE TOOK THE ELDERS OF THE CITY/town, TAUGHT THEM a lesson.. with THORNS.. BRIARS- They probably were stripped, and their backs beaten with thorny branches. The thorns and briars of life are here as a result of man's rebellion. Gen 3:18. Those who will not obey God's voice deserve to experience the severe lessons that the thorns of life teach. Gideon righteously limited the punishment to the decision-makers of Succoth.

HE BEAT/pulled DOWN THE TOWER OF PENUEL, AND SLEW/killed THE MEN- Succoth may have opened its gates. Penuel may have attempted to fight them off and the blood lust of battle resulted in the slaughter of all the men of Penuel. Gideon, no longer restrained by humility, or an unfinished task, took ruthless vengeance. The slaughter of Gideon's sons, 9:5, may have been the harvest of Gideon's own ruthlessness - Abimelech lacked Gideon's excuse, but we sow and we reap, Gal 6:7.

8:18-21 HE asked ZEBAH AND ZALMUNNA, WHAT kind OF MEN did you kill AT TABOR?- We're not told whether they were taken captive in a fight against Midianite raiders, or as unarmed travellers. Gideon acted as the avenger-of-blood towards his brothers' murderers, Ex 21:23; Lev 24:17; Deu 19:21. THEY ANSWERED, men like you- Gideon has now the appearance of authority. EACH RESEMBLED THE CHILDREN OF A KING/with the bearing of a prince- The appearance and attitudes of men born to lead, used to taking the lead, as the sons of kings are - and so a potential threat to Midian if set free. 

THEY WERE MY brothers, SONS OF MY own MOTHER. AS THE LORD lives- Or by the life of the Lord. Israel was to swear by the Lord, Deu 6:13, and yet it seems Gideon is less concerned for the Lord and His honour, than he is to bring the Lord into the conversation in support of his personal vengeance. IF you HAD SAVED THEM ALIVE/spared their lives, I WOULD NOT kill YOU- Their murder  of his brothers justified Gideon's action. But there being an element of personal revenge involved in Gideon's pursuing these kings rather detracts from what seemed a selfless concern for the liberation of Israel. 

HE SAID.. to JETHER.. SLAY/kill THEM- Giving him the honour of killing them would make him one of the heroes when the story was retold - and disgrace them with the record "killed by a boy!" BUT.. HE WAS only a boy, and was afraid- That Gideon was afraid in 6:27, is irrelevant. The lad, as his son, must have been much younger.

ZEBAH.. SAID.. FALL UPON US/Come, do it yourself. FOR AS the MAN IS, SO IS HIS STRENGTH- This was realistic, and they preferred not to be hacked about in a half-hearted way by a timid amateur! GIDEON.. killed them- Gideon- "Hacker," lived up to his name, but gets no praise from the writer of the record.. TOOK THE ORNAMENTS- The word means moon or crescent-shaped ornaments. Mentioned elsewhere only in Isa 3:18, but widely found in excavations. They are still popular ornaments in Arab lands - and the crescent moon is still used as a religious symbol and on national flags, etc. 

8:22-35 Gideon's Rejection of Kingship (?)

(Gideon's life after the victory is described without approval. The Israelites were so impressed by freedom from oppression, and the loot obtained, they offered him hereditary Kingship. The smallness of the army gave Israel no excuse for taking credit for the victory, 7:2. Yet they ignore the Lord - His name isn't mentioned - and give the credit to Gideon and expect him to breed a line of equally successful heroes. Gideon acknowledges that the Lord alone has the right to rule Israel, but makes an ephod - to represent the Lord as the Golden Calf did, Ex 32:1-5. And lives like a king with a harem that produces 71 sons who live at the public expense. )

8:22-23 THE MEN OF ISRAEL/Israelites SAID to GIDEON, RULE- Mashal- To rule, govern, reign. It's used of kings, Josh 12:2, etc. And of God's rule, 1 Chr 29:12; Ps 103:19, etc. your son.. grandson.. For you have DELIVERED/saved US. But GIDEON SAID.. I WILL NOT.. THE LORD SHALL/will RULE OVER YOU- Theologically correct. He may have pointed out that the Lord Himself had brought them deliverance, and he had been a timid, reluctant agent until the victory had been given - but that's not said. We get the impression that in refusing the visible kingship he was relegating the Lord to the distant, and from now on as far as he was concerned, irrelevant, sphere of the Heavens. He acts as if the God of miraculous deliverance in an emergency, could be ignored until the next emergency. He may have been motivated by respect for the Lord, Cp 1 Sam 8:6-9, but the next verses show Gideon acting as if the Lord and His Laws were irrelevant to life. 

GIDEON SAID.. GIVE ME THE EARRINGS/an earring from your.. plunder- Having piously refused the title of King, Gideon makes use of their enthusiastic devotion to him as their Deliverer by asking for a gift. This symbolised they were his followers, surrendering to him the lion's share of the loot. 

THEY HAD GOLDEN EARRINGS.. ISHMAELITES- Some of them may have been literally Ishmaelites, 6:33, but the word seems to be used of camel caravan traders etc in general, Gen 37:27-28, 36.

THEY ANSWERED , WE WILL WILLINGLY/be glad to GIVE THE.. THE WEIGHT.. seventeen HUNDRED SHEKELS OF GOLD- about 43lb/20Kg of gold, by one calculation. not counting the ORNAMENTS AND COLLARS/ the pendants, AND the PURPLE RAIMENT/garments.. CHAINS.. GIDEON MADE the gold into AN EPHOD- A sacred garment worn by a priest, 17:5; Ex 28:15-35. The ephod of Aaron  had a breast-plate with jewels set in gold on it for each for the tribes. An ephod made of the Midianite purple cloth and gold would have rivalled that of the High Priest at Shiloh. 

   Nothing is said about Gideon or anyone wearing the ephod and acting as a priest. Instead it may have been draped over a standing stone- Matsebah, Gen 28:18, representing the Lord, as a similar word to Ephod - Epattu - was used in Babylonia of royal cloaks or those draped over idol statues. This proclaimed Gideon had a special nearness to God. He may have had no more intention of replacing the LORD with his ephod than Aaron did with his golden calf, Ex 32:4, but it defied the Lord's commandment. This foolish excuse for disobeying God is echoed in churches which excuse having sacred images, icons etc by claiming that they are aids to worship, not objects of worship.

IN HIS CITY/town, OPHRAH- Making it a cult centre to rival Shiloh and the Lord's priest. ISRAEL WENT WHORING AFTER/prostituted themselves by worshipping it there- Gideon had offered a sacrifice at the Lord's command, 6:26. He may have argued from this that God wanted him to be a priest, and to check the apostasy of Israel by acting as a successful priest-mediator between them and the Lord. Whatever Gideon imagined, the wording puts it on a par with images of Baal and Asherah, and their shrines at which Israel defied and defiled the Lord's marriage covenant with her by worshipping/expressing love to other gods. 
 

it BECAME A SNARE to GIDEON AND HIS family- Gideon could protest that he wasn't usurping the Lord's place. There are many cases today where men professing to be God's servants build up a Church Kingdom worth millions of dollars etc, yet claim to be mere humble servants of the Lord who is being exalted in their TV programs etc. 

THE COUNTRY/land WAS IN QUIETNESS/enjoyed peace- Shaqat, not Shalom. FORTY YEARS IN THE DAYS OF GIDEON- Gideon had his faults, but the Lord used him to bring to Israel the great blessing of a generation able to live free from enemy oppression. Certainly there is today much to discourage God's people - lawlessness, self-expression/self-worship, irresponsible sex, violence – in the world around. And, in the church, apostasy. But let us thank God for the good things maintained for us - freedom of worship, freedom for evangelism/Bible teaching/righteous living, And let us thank God for our opportunities and seek to use them for God.

8:29-35 Jerub-Baal.. WENT AND DWELT/back home to live- Yashab- Can mean to sit as judge, sit on a throne, etc as in Ex 18:13; Ps 2:4; 9:8; 29:10, etc. Perhaps the meaning is that he lived in style. GIDEON HAD seventy SONS- Sounds like a round figure. (Incidentally in Ugarit/Ras Shanra records  El and Asherah are said to have had seventy sons including Baal!) 

MANY WIVES- God had forbidden the king to multiply wives, Deu 17:14-20. Although he refused kingship, it seems from 9:1-2 that his sons expected to live as rulers. This led to resentment and slaughter. HIS CONCUBINE.. IN SHECHEM- They were Canaanites 9:28; Gen 33:18-4:26; Josh 24:32, although there was a Shechem in the tribe of Manasseh, Num 26:31; Josh 17:2. Jacob had built an altar there, and there is no record of Israel attacking and conquering Shechem. The inhabitants seem to have been accepted by Israel, but went on living as Canaanites. bore HIM A SON.. ABIMELECH- As with Samson, 15:1-2, she remained with her family, and brought up her son in her Canaanite religion. Gideon refused to be known as king, but Abimelech can mean "His father is King."

GIDEON.. DIED A GOOD OLD AGE- He is never said to have judged - Shaphat Israel. Abimelech talks of his seventy sons reigning- Mashal over Israel. BURIED IN.. IN OPHRAH.. THE Israelites prostituted themselves to BAALIM/the Baals- Gideon, with all his faults, had been some restraint on apostasy, but provided no positive alternative. His Canaanite-style representation of God, had both kept them from apostasy and hardened them in apostasy. Today a bridge-to-the-world church works both ways. Strong leadership in it and earnest endeavour may bring many from the world to at least the fringe of salvation, but inevitably the tide flows out again. Satan works through willed delusions, and wilful illusions, 2 Th 2:9-12. 

MADE BAALBERITH/they set up Baal-Berith- Baal/Lord of the covenant. (El Berith in 9:4) as THEIR GOD- The 
 Lord Jehovah and His covenant with Israel was ignored in spite of the miraculous deliverance under Gideon. Gideon was dead and the Lord could be forgotten. The Lord had been useful in the emergency - but the fertility gods linked with the daily round of life suited the wishes of people better. 

ISRAEL did not remember THE LORD THEIR GOD WHO HAD DELIVERED/rescued THEM from THEIR ENEMIES- Not accidental forgetting, but a deliberate choice to NOT remember/acknowledge/honour/value the memory of the Lord and His deliverances. The Lord had proved Himself invincible as their Defender even though they didn't deserve it. The great hindrance to His work on behalf of His people was their/is our wilful, persistent faithlessness. The special lesson from Gideon is that even when deliverance by God's Grace alone is displayed in a spectacular way the temptation to self-exaltation is still powerful. Gideon turned from God's agenda to an agenda of personal fulfilment and triumph, popularity and power. Gideon (or Saul, 1 Sam 10:21-23) hiding from publicity is safe, until God in grace exalts them. Lord Acton's saying "All power corrupts, absolute power corrupts absolutely" is as true in the church as anywhere. So, we in our tiny triumphs must always remember our debt to God and His grace.

NEITHER SHOWED KINDNESS TO THE family OF JERUBBAAL.. GIDEON for all the good he had done- This prepares us for the next chapter. Mind you, the sheer number of them must have been a problem. Their proud standard of living would have been a burden/roused jealousy so this was more excusable than their abandonment of the Lord,

Epilogue - God delights in doing impossible things using improbable people - after all no-one is really worthy of being His servant. That God used Gideon so wonderfully is an encouragement to us all. That after miraculous success Gideon responded so badly is a warning to us all. In Faith we commit ourselves to the Lord, assuming that His will is best and that He is trustworthy, Rom 8:28; Heb 11:1, 6; 1 Pet 5:7. Those who do so may be only barley loaves but they'll flatten the enemy. Commitment is essential - the Lord commits Himself to those who commit themselves to do His will. Persistence is essential - Zebah and Zalmunna made it a long road for Gideon to final victory. As we work with stubborn, self-willed people we share the heartbreak of Moses, Samuel, Joshua, Elijah, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Paul, and with their LORD. And we share their triumphs in the end - His triumph in them. 

Gideon did what was right in his own eyes, and did badly. Kingship isn't automatically a cure for that. Humble Solomon - God-gifted with wisdom - stooped to the folly of state-sponsored idolatry, 1 Ki 11:1-8. Gideon may have argued that the God-appointed priest in Shiloh, 18:31, was a nonentity who wasn't functioning well - he would provide a better service, and proved it by drawing crowds. Today, people clamouring for personal direction, comfort etc or for a direct word from God by the Spirit, rob themselves of the privilege of walking in obedience to the written word. And the guidance they claim to receive often conflicts with what God has given in His Word by His Spirit. Pray for grace to emulate Gideon's virtues and to avoid his vices.

APPENDIX Baal and Farming

The Lord had proved His power in Egypt and the wilderness - but now Israel must learn to grow crops under different conditions from their experience in irrigated Egypt. The Canaanites held the best land, 1:19, etc. Seeing their farming success would make copying them seem a good idea. 
 Canaanite farming was interwoven with the worship of the  fertility Deities, Baal and Asherah. Canaanites insisted that rains would fail, and crops be poor unless their help was enlisted by indulging in sexual sin with male and female religious prostitutes at their shrines. Israelites were tempted - as a business proposition - to worship Baal, as well as the Lord. But there were spiritual and social consequences. Worship under God's Law centred their thoughts on His holiness - so the sacrificial rituals and seasonal festivals were uplifting. The Canaanite seasonal fertility festivals were debasing. The sins and follies recorded in Judges are the natural result of Israel choosing to worship in ways that pleased them, rather than in God's ways - and as a result sinking to the shameless lifestyle of the Canaanites. 

The Scriptures continually emphasise that the national Loyal-to-God joyful, faithful, obedient fellowship with God set out in Exodus to Deuteronomy was never achieved. And never even desired by the bulk of the Nation in spite of the best efforts of Moses, Joshua, etc. Only a minority ever understood God's purposes and committed themselves to fellowship with God. And they dominated national life only intermittently, Dan 11:32.
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Introduction

In the first part of this booklet we complete the "Cycles of Apostasy & Deliverance" which run from Othniel to Samson. While we can use modern criteria of leadership to show the shortcomings of a Judge like Jephthah it's more accurate to use God's criteria, Josh 1:5-9. The lives of these Judge-Deliverers and their relationship with the Lord largely reflect the spiritual state of the nation of Israel. As Israel sinks into complacent apostasy as second-rate Philistines, 15:11, etc there is no echo of Deborah's song of the Lord's triumph. Jephthah cheerfully slaughters Ammonites and Ephraimites, and disgraces the Lord by trying to honour him with a human sacrifice. Samson is given the most thorough preparation of any Judge, yet seems to do nothing except when his entanglements with Philistine women - in defiance of God's Law - go wrong. Finally when his physical blindness matches his spiritual blindness, sick of working as a donkey for his enemies, he dies with them. That the interventions of infinite wisdom and mercy produce only luke-warm responses makes it increasingly clear that Israel is determined not to claim the high privilege of depending directly on God. The last, best, and greatest of the Judges, Samuel, is yet to come, and at the demand of Israel, hand over to kings the responsibility of leading the people of God.

Chapter 9

9:1-57 The Rise & Fall of Abimelech

(Abimelech isn't a God-appointed Judge. He, the product of Gideon's personal apostasy, is included to demonstrate the apostasy of Israel, in co-operating with Canaanites. 
 Abimelech's life shows the outworking of the negative aspects of Gideon's life. From the worship of Gideon’s Ephod Israel moved on to a Baal covenant, from his kingly harem comes an open kingship. From his ruthless revenge, 8:16-17, came pointless slaughter. He's an example of what we may be tempted to be, and must guard against becoming. He despised and manipulated people, and God allowed him to reap what he had sown. In a sense Baal pleads his own cause, puts up his man and wins - briefly. Abimelech, covenanted to Baal, sets up a Canaanite-style Kingship in Shechem where Joshua had renewed the covenant between the Lord and Israel, Jos 24:1-27. This may be a comment on the drift towards kingship, but it certainly is a comment on Israel's drift towards Canaanite religion, morality, and lifestyle.) 

9:1-6 Abimelech Slaughters Gideon's Sons & is Crowned King

9:1-3. ABIMELECH SON OF JERUBBAAL WENT TO SHECHEM.. HIS MOTHER'S BRETHREN/clan- As son of Gideon's concubine, living with her family, he was counted as one of them, not as an Israelite. SPEAK.. IN THE EARS OF THE MEN/Ask the citizens- Baalim- Lords. As in 20:5, OF SHECHEM- The heads of houses/clans in the town. By calling them the Baals of Shechem, and Gideon Jerub Baal we're reminded of the problem of Baal worship. These men would have been responsible for the human side of the covenant with Baal, and ran for shelter in his Temple, 9:46-47. 

BETTER FOR YOU.. ALL THE SONS OF JERUBBAAL/to have all seventy.. OVER YOU, or just ONE.. REMEMBER I AM YOUR BONE AND FLESH and blood- As a traditional city-state of Canaan they would be at home with the idea of having a King. Gideon must have collected taxes from Shechem, and his sons were continuing that. Abimelech appeals to their selfish interest - 70 Israelite rulers or 1 ruler who was related to them. THEIR HEARTS/they were INCLINED TO.. ABIMELECH.. HE IS OUR BROTHER.

9:4-6. THEY GAVE HIM seventy PIECES/shekels OF SILVER from THE HOUSE/temple OF BAALBERITH/Baal-Berith- Baal of the Covenant. Cp the use of sanctuary money, 1 Ki 15:18; 2 Ki 18:15-16. Baal's covenant was the enemy equivalent of the Lord's covenant. ABIMELECH HIRED/used it to hire VAIN AND LIGHT PERSONS/reckless adventurers. WHICH FOLLOWED HIM/who became his followers- Like modern gang members. Rootless men, who preferred being a private army, to household life and steady work.

HE WENT INTO HIS FATHER'S HOUSE AT/in OPHRAH, AND SLEW/murdered his seventy brothers UPON ONE STONE- May be suggesting ritual slaughter as a parallel to the correct slaughter of animals, 1 Sam 14:33-35, or perhaps a coronation sacrifice. It was a deliberate, leisurely, cold-blooded serial murder, not a wild killing frenzy. His half-brothers were rounded up like sheep, and counted off for slaughter to ensure a full tally. 
 But JOTHAM THE YOUNGEST SON.. escaped. 

ALL THE MEN/citizens OF SHECHEM.. ALL THE HOUSE OF/Beth MILLO- House of Ramparts - the city's inner fortress, 9:46. MADE/to crown ABIMELECH KING- Of their area. BY THE PLAIN/great tree OF/at THE PILLAR THAT WAS IN SCHECHEM- Probably in the Baal-Berith Temple Court, but what a disgrace if it was the oak and pillar where Joshua challenged Israel to serve the Lord with truth and integrity, Jos 24:26.

9:7-21  Jotham's Parable
(He speaks from the hill from which Israel had thundered its Amens to the blessings pronounced by the Levites, Deu 27:12-28:8; Jos 8:30-35. He pictures vividly what was involved in Abimelech becoming king and the consequences. Those who under God have a role of usefulness and blessing are content with their role in serving God and mankind. It's the worthless bramble that grasps at Kingship - those who are most eager to rule others are the least fitted for it. Gideon, Saul and Solomon initially felt their unworthiness for high office. David seems never to have lost his sense of needing God in order to be an adequate King - God must be His Shepherd if he was to shepherd Israel. Abimelech's attitude marked his Kingship as a certain disaster. 

9:7-9. WHEN JOTHAM- "The lord is upright." In contrast to Abimelech- "My father is king." was told.. HE STOOD AT/climbed up on THE TOP- Rosh- Head. OF MOUNT GERIZIM- A rocky crag close enough to be heard by a crowd, yet out of easy reach to allow time for escape. Speaking from the Mount of blessing, Jos 8:30-35, he pronounced a blessing on them IF they had acted in truth and sincerity. CRIED/shouted HEARKEN/ Listen to ME.. so THAT GOD MAY listen to YOU- What he says is God-oriented.

THE TREES WENT TO ANOINT A KING OVER THEM/for themselves. THEY SAID to THE OLIVE TREE, REIGN OVER US/be our king. (The Babylonians had a parable about the Tamarisk and the Date palm.) THE OLIVE TREE SAID/answered, SHOULD I LEAVE MY FATNESS/give up my oil.. THEY HONOUR GOD/gods- Elohim- Olive oil was used to anoint the High Priest, altar etc, in some sacrifices, Ex 29:2, and to burn in the Golden lamps, Ex 35:14. AND MAN/men are honoured- Olive oil was in constant use for food, medicine, etc. Olive oil and wine were used for both religious and secular purposes. AND GO TO BE PROMOTED/to hold sway OVER THE TREES- There's at least a hint that Kingship isn't needed, and that it's an occupation which brings no benefit to the people - which was certainly true of Abimelech's reign. The olive tree would sooner honour God and men by being of use to them, than use its gifts for self-glorifying kingship. As God's children and servants we need to serve others in fellowship with the Lord, Jn 13:1-17. 

9:10-13. THE TREES SAID TO THE FIG TREE, COME.. be our king.. SHOULD I FORSAKE/give up MY SWEETRNESS AND MY GOOD FRUIT/fruit so good and sweet.. OVER THE TREES- Figs were a much-enjoyed basic food. THE TREES.. THE VINE, COME.. But THE VINE SAID/answered, SHOULD I LEAVE/give up MY WINE, WHICH cheers both gods and men- Used in Drink Offerings, Ex 29:40, etc and human celebrations, Ps 104:15. The rabbis said these three “trees” were Othniel, Deborah, and Gideon. But it's saying that good people making a good contribution to the community wouldn't give that up for the doubtful privilege of being King. 

9:14-15. THEN SAID/Finally.. THE BRAMBLE/thorn bush- The buckthorn, a wide-spreading useless thornbush. Farmers were constantly rooting out/cutting back the bramble which would choke out the fruitful plants and trees, and when it dried out in their dry summer was the means of spreading fire to valuable crops and trees. COME REIGN OVER US/be our king. THE BRAMBLE/thornbush SAID.. IF IN TRUTH you really want to ANOINT ME KING.. COME AND PUT YOUR TRUST/take refuge IN MY SHADOW/shade- What a conceited empty promise! Kings were to provide shade/shelter for their subjects, Isa 30:2-3; 32:1-2; Lam 4:20; Dan 4:10-12. To get into its shade meant crawling under low-spreading thorn branches, leafless in summer when shade was welcome. Human nature is eager for leadership but it can provide no protection-shade.

IF NOT- If they're insincere, they'd better remember that the one thing brambles are good for is spreading fire to other trees. LET FIRE COME OUT OF THE BRAMBLE/thornbush, AND DEVOUR/consume THE CEDARS- If they failed to obey King Bramble that would bring destruction on even the greatest of them. Abimelech became king by ruthless actions. Jotham, under God, emphasises their folly in supporting him and rightly foretells how he would deal with any lack of loyal obedience. 

9:16-17. IF you HAVE DONE TRULY/acted honourably- Emeth- Stability, truth, trustworthiness. AND SINCERELY/in good faith- Tamim- Without blemish, sincerely, upright, in making ABIMELECH KING.. IF DEALT WELL WITH/been fair to Jerub-Baal AND HIS HOUSE/family.. treated him as he deserves- IF their treatment of Gideon's family was a fair repayment for what Gideon had done for them, they could expect good to come of the new kingship. MY FATHER FOUGHT FOR YOU, ADVENTURED/risked HIS LIFE to rescue from.. MIDIAN- In contrast to this what had Abimelech done for them? What could Shechem hope to get from his leadership?

9:18-21. YOU ARE RISEN UP/have revolted AGAINST MY FATHER'S HOUSE/family.. SLAIN/murdered HIS seventy SONS.. MADE ABIMELECH, THE SON OF HIS MAIDSERVANT/slave-girl- A deliberate insult. She may have been recognised as a legal wife under Canaanite law. But in God's Law, she was a forbidden wife, Ex34:14-16. Cp Gal 6:7. KING.. IF you acted honourably.. WITH Jerub-Baal.. REJOICE IN/may ABIMELECH be your joy.. BUT IF NOT LET FIRE COME FROM ABIMELECH, AND DEVOUR/consume.. SHECHEM. LET FIRE.. SHECHEM.. DEVOUR/consume ABIMELECH.

JOTHAM RAN AWAY.. FOR FEAR/because he was afraid OF ABIMELECH- Under God he had seen what they would reap as a result of their supporting Abimelech. It would be the natural result of his character and actions, and theirs, but would also be God's righteous judgment. He has warned them and if they refuse to listen and repent, it must happen. The prophecy might help Israelites look to God when it was seen to be fulfilled. 

9:22-57 Abimelech & Shechem Destroy Each Other

(When people let themselves go morally and spiritually God allows them to reap the natural consequences of their actions. The motives of Abimelech - to be king by murdering his half-brothers, and Shechem - to pay less tax, gave no foundation for continuing mutual benefit. They are Canaanite in origin and behaviour. Their selfishness simply found new ways to express itself. Gaal plays a part, but his expulsion solves nothing. A Wise leader would have made peace with Shechem and consolidated his kingdom. But the ruthlessness of Gideon against Penuel is echoed in Abimelech who is so intent on revenging the insult of their disloyalty that he destroys one unit of his kingdom after another, until his death ends it. Jotham had made no claim to being God's mouthpiece, but the story unfolds just as he predicted. Each of the characters acts freely in character. Yet unseen - God is at work - so they reap what they have sown. God let Abimelech reap the reward of his deceitful cruel actions, and so witnesses to Israel the blessing of truth and sincerity.)

9:22-25. WHEN/After ABIMELECH HAD REIGNED/ruled THREE YEARS.. GOD SENT AN EVIL- Ra- Bad, sinful, nasty, or merely unpleasant. SPIRIT BETWEEN ABIMELECH AND.. SHECHEM- This isn't saying that God and His Spirit move people to do wicked things. As in 1 Sam 16:14-23; 18:10-12, it means that there are BAD - in the sense of being UNPLEASANT consequences for people who act in defiance of God and His will. This spirit of distrust and bitterness between Abimelech and Shechem is the natural next step of their treacherous, sinful actions. It's both an outworking of God's righteous judgment, and a logical reaping of the consequences of the behaviour they have sown.

acted treacherously against Abimelech- Co-operation in wickedness never provides a basis for mutual trust. Expediency agreed 1 ruler was better than 70, 9:2, but then - why even 1 ruler – Abimelech? THAT THE CRUELTY/crime against Jerub Baal's 70 sons.. be avenged. In opposition to him.. SHECHEM SET LIERS IN WAIT/men on the hill tops to ambush and rob everyone who passed by and this was reported to Abimelech- Robbing those who were travelling to and from Abimelech's court, or passing traders, was one way to get back from him the money they had given him, 9:4. This would injure Abimelech's pocket and his pride - it will be known he can't keep order in his kingdom. 

9:26-29. GAAL.. with his brothers- Relatives, CAME TO SHECHEM.. PUT CONFIDENCE IN HIM. GATHERED GRAPES.. MADE MERRY/held festival.. in THE temple OF THEIR GOD.. CURSED ABIMELECH- Harvest festivals were joyful, and the drunken confidence of Gaal was easily expressed and welcomed. GAAL.. SAID.. WHO IS ABIMELECH.. THAT WE SERVE HIM.. SON OF JERUBBAAL- Abimelech had claimed to be a Shechemite, but he was also the son of Israelite Gideon, who had defied Baal. As Baal worshippers they should keep the covenant with Baal-berith- Baal-of-the-covenant. SERVE THE MEN OF HAMOR THE FATHER OF SHECHEM. Why should we serve Abimelech? Gaal claims that the Shechemites are Canaanites, and should be true to their tradition of worshipping Baal as Hamor had. If blood kinship was needed for kingship, why be content with a half Israelite like Abimelech. WOULD GOD/If only THIS PEOPLE WERE UNDER MY HAND/command I WOULD REMOVE/get rid of ABIMELECH.

9:30-38. ZEBUL THE RULER/governor OF THE CITY HEARD.. was very angry- He was loyal to Abimelech, but not happy to be regarded as a pawn of his. HE SENT MESSENGERS TO ABIMELECH .. GAAL.. THEY FORTIFY/are stirring up THE CITY AGAINST you.. come LIE IN WAIT.. AS SOON AS THE SUN IS UP/at sunrise.. SET UPON/advance against THE CITY- Zebul suggested a surprise attack, and Abimelech acted on the suggestion - he was good at slaughtering, and so was his army. ABIMELECH.. set out BY NIGHT.. LAID WAIT AGAINST/took up concealed positions near SHECHEM.

GAAL.. STOOD AT THE entrance TO THE CITY.. When Gaal saw them he said to Zebul Look people are coming.. Zebul replied.. you mistake shadows for men- Zebul discouraged Gaal from taking action to prepare for attack. GAAL spoke again LOOK, people are coming. 

9:39-41. ZEBUL SAID Where is your big talk? GO FIGHT THEM- A wise leader would have closed the gates and assembled his army first. But Zebul demands that Gaal live up to his boast and dash out to fight with whatever men he could gather hastily. Gaal led out the citizens of Shechem and fought Abimelech- He acts as rashly as he had spoken. MANY WERE WOUNDED. Zebul drove Gaal out of Shechem- The leaders of Shechem hastily rallied to Zebul and Abimelech, and got rid of Gaal, and no doubt sent word to Abimelech assuring him of their loyalty. 

9:42-45. Next day THE PEOPLE WENT to the fields- Apparently thinking the war was over as Abimelech wouldn't be stupid enough to destroy the main city of his kingdom now it had expelled Gaal. They forgot that Abimelech was the kind of man who wiped out his half-brothers, and would vent his anger on nothing less than ALL in Shechem as it had humiliated him. Abimelech.. AROSE AND SMOTE/to attack them.. RUSHED.. the city gate.. rushed upon those in the fields and slew them.

ABIMELECH FOUGHT AGAINST THE CITY AND SLEW THE PEOPLE.. SOWED IT WITH SALT- The "bramble-Man” they had chosen to put their trust in as King wiped out his citizens and symbolised that he was determined to make their city a desert by scattering salt over it, Deu 29:23; Ps 107:34; Jer 17:6. Ahab rebuilt Shechem 1 Ki 12:25.

9:46-49. The citizens in the tower of Shechem went into the stronghold of the temple of El Berith- Where the money had come from to murder Gideon's sons. Can Baal protect his worshippers? Abimelech his men.. cut branches.. piled against the stronghold set it on fire.. about a thousand men and women died- The Fortress and city are spoken of as if they were separate, but that's probably only the Hebrew habit of referring to one item at a time. Green wood would smoke them out and conceal attackers, dry wood would burn the door down. 

9:50-57. ABIMELECH went TO THEBEZ- 10 miles north east of Shechem - presumably involved in the revolt. TOOK IT BUT THERE WAS A STRONG TOWER inside the city. Abimelech.. approached.. the tower to set it on fire.. A woman dropped.. millstone- Valuable enough to be taken by her into the refuge but worth sacrificing in a good cause. on his head and cracked his skull- He'd killed 69 half-brothers on one stone, and become king, and one stone kills him. He called his armour-bearer.. kill me.. so they can't say a woman killed him. 

Thus God repaid the wickedness Abimelech had done.. made the men of Shechem pay for their wickedness- Even today, those who use evil means - lies, slander, hidden deals, money from evil sources - to gain power - will find that it carries with it the seeds of their destruction. Even as policy, honesty-integrity-sincerity have benefits in the long run. God hasn't been mentioned since 9:23. His involvement in acts of judgment in this life is minimal. When He ceases to strive with men and lets them go their own way they readily destroy themselves and each other. God's ACTIVE interventions are to accomplish His purposes of mercy and grace. The curse of Jotham son of Jerub-Baal came on them- All concerned had now reaped death for having sown murder.

Chapter 10

10:1-12:13 Tola Jair JEPTHAH Ibzan Elon & Abdon

(There's no mention of any deliverance by minor Judges. Some like to think that means they were godly and effective Judges who were able to break Israel from the cycle of Apostasy-Oppression-Repentance- Deliverance. But there's no mention of God being involved in their lives - only of their huge families. Jepthah's story, given at length, shows that Israel continued to lapse into apostasy.) 

10:1-5. AFTER ABIMELECH.. TOLA- "Worm." If this reflects his humility it's a pleasant contrast to the pride and violence of Abimelech. TO DEFEND/save- While Israel didn't deserve to survive, the Lord continued to raise up men to protect them. HE JUDGED- Shaphat, ISRAEL 23 YEARS AND DIED- Suggests an uneventful life in contrast to Gideon and Abimelech - a stabilising influence after the Abimelech disaster. AFTER HIM JAIR- See Num 32:41 for an earlier Jair of Gilead JUDGED ISRAEL TWENTY TWO YEARS. HE HAD THIRTY SONS.. DONKEYS.. THIRTY CITIES/ towns.. Havoth Jair- Like Gideon he put his sons in positions of power. What good or ill they did is left to the imagination, but none were fit to lead Gilead, so the elders needed Jephthah.

10:6-12:7 Jephthah & the Ammonites

(As with Gideon, Jephthah was raised up by God after He had faced Israel with its deliberate sin which disqualified them from any right to expect help. Both won great victories, yet failed to use them to bring glory to God or blessing to Israel. Both had confrontations with Ephraim. Jephthah was also, like Abimelech, son of a foreign woman, and at odds with his father's family. Both gathered reckless adventurers to support them. They formalised their leadership at a sacred shrine, slaughter countrymen, and end up as tragic dead-end figures. But Jephthah was a deliverer, Abimelech a parasitic destroyer.)

10:7-16 Israel's Sin Against the Lord

(Apostasy increases. The Lord confronts Israel and says that as she was unwilling to commit herself to worshipping Him, 
 she has no right to look to Him for deliverance.)

10:6. ISRAEL/Israelites DID EVIL AGAIN- Hebrew Long Tense following Va = Israel CONTINUED to do evil, as Newberry points out in his Bible. As in 13:1. They hadn't stopped sinning IN THE SIGHT OF THE LORD.. SERVED BAALIM/the Baals.. Ashtoreths.. the GODS OF SYRIA/Aram.. ZIDON.. MOAB.. AMMON.. PHILISTINES.. FORSOOK- Azab- Divorced. THE LORD.. no longer SERVED HIM- Israel had sunk into the depths of apostasy by joining in the worship of the Idol-gods of ALL the surrounding nations. In spite of their covenant with the Lord, and His merciful deliverances, these foreign gods had crowded the Lord out of their thinking and worship. Instead of REPLACING the Canaanite nations, Deu 7:1, they were becoming a Canaanite

nation. Any repentance and re-commitment to the Lord was like a morning mist, Hos 6:4.  Their neighbours were loyal to their national gods. Israel was so religious they were eager to worship everybody's gods. This meant they couldn't worship the only true God - the Lord God of Israel, with whom they had entered into a covenant to worship Him alone, and be cared for by Him. 

10:7-8. THE ANGER OF THE LORD WAXED HOT/he became angry- He is not merely handing them over for discipline. His love is so angry that He is pushed to desperate action by the repeated failure of any more limited punishment. Direct dependence on the Lord is running to its final failure and abandonment, before Kingly rule over Israel is brought in. SOLD THEM INTO THE HANDS OF THE PHILISTINES- Who will be dealt with later in the Samson, and Eli/Samuel stories. 

AND Ammonites- Dealt with first. THEY VEXED/shattered.. OPPRESSED- Ratsats- To break, bruise, crush, oppress. A related form of the word is used of the mill-stone crushing Abimelech's skull, 9:53. Israel was being ground between two mill-stones - Ammon and the Philistines. EIGHTEEN YEARS All the Israelites.. east of Jordan in Gilead- There seems to have been no attempt at driving them back, no leadership against them, 10:18. When God's people cease to look to Him, obey Him, love and worship Him they are sheep without a shepherd, at the mercy of selfish shepherds, Zech 11:15-17. 

10:9-10. AMMON/Ammonites crossed Jordan to fight JUDAH.. BENJAMIN.. EPHRAIM, SO ISRAEL WAS in great distress- Even Israel's heartland was being crushed between enemies from both the East and the West. CRIED out to THE LORD.. WE HAVE SINNED AGAINST you FORSAKEN` OUR GOD.. SERVED BAALIM/the Baals- At last, Israel makes a clear confession of her sin. She admits she has broken the key requirement of the covenant, Ex 20:3; Deu 5:7. It sounds like true repentance, but judging by the response from the Lord who sees men's hearts, they were interested only in escaping the consequences of their sin. What they say, like their weeping in 2:4, doesn't involve a serious intention to please God, and seek His fellowship. They act like the heathen who do what is needed to pacify the god, as if the living God would be content if they use the correct form of words. He won't let them treat Him as a fire-extinguisher to take up when the need arises, and put down again. He is not their God unless He is worshipped and obeyed. 

10:11-14. THE LORD SAID/replied.. When the Egyptians.. Amorites- Num 21:26. Ammonites- With Moabites, 3:13. Philistines- 3:31. Sidonians- Perhaps they helped Jabin, 4:2. Amalekites- 3:13; 6:3. Maonites- Midianites or related tribes, 6:3. (LXX has Midianites.) oppressed you and you cried unto me, did I not save you?- The Lord lists past deliverances from Egypt onwards yet they have turned from Him to idols, 10:6; Jer 2:9-13. They had been blessed with total deliverance by the Lord, yet they had turned from Him to all available idols. The Lord's past mercies should touch His people's hearts and shame them into loyalty. But if it fosters the spirit of "It doesn't matter what we do - God will always rescue us!" God must shatter that illusion. Those who persist in sinning against grace must face judgment, Prov 29:1; Rom 6:1-23. 

You HAVE FORSAKEN ME AND SERVED OTHER GODS, so I will DELIVER/save you no more: GO AND CRY out to THE GODS WHICH YOU HAVE CHOSEN- As they have disowned the Lord He must disown them. It would be unrighteous of Him to act as their God-defender while they were giving their heart's worship and service to other gods. We too must make up our minds to serve the Lord or to serve Mammon, Mt 6:24. To live in the flesh or by the Spirit, Gal 5:16-6:10. They couldn't, and we can't, expect to take up the Lord and put Him down again as it suits us. Cp Deu 27:1-30:20; Josh 24:14-27; Mt 7:13-27. Grace had taken them up in their need, Deu 32:8-14; Ps 135:4, but grace can do nothing for those who choose to sin against it, Gal 6:7-10. They had acknowledged their sin but only a decision that would decide their conduct was acceptable. For God to deliver them they must choose Him to be their God in the life they are delivered into. 

LET THEM DELIVER/save YOU- The "idols" then and now offered a life of self-pleasing, but were unable to rescue them from the unpleasant consequences of that life. When they faced invasion, or we face severe illness, death of loved ones, business bankruptcy etc, anything in our life we have put ahead of God is seen to be empty. 

10:15-16  LORD, WE HAVE SINNED, DO whatever you think best- This sounds like complete surrender to the Lord and His will, but it's followed by the demand that He provide instant deliverance from oppression. but please DELIVER/rescue us now- Lord we'll do anything that you want if only you'll give us what we want - right now! THEY PUT AWAY/got rid of THE STRANGE/foreign GODS.. SERVED THE LORD- Their professed repentance was acted on to the extent of their putting away their foreign idols - but were they smashed, Ex 23:24? or buried, Gen 35:1-5, but able to be dug out and worshipped again? HIS SOUL WAS GRIEVED- Qatsar- To reap grain, Lev 23:10, etc, cut/be short, Num 11:23; Ps 89:45, etc, be discouraged, Num 21:4, be wearied, worn down, Judg 16:16; Job 21:4; Zech 11:8. Certainly the Lord was grieved FOR, but at least equally grieved AT/WITH Israel. They would be cut short/ reap what they sowed, Hos 10:12. Individuals repented and fellowshipped with God - but as a nation their response to His Mercy was shortening His arm/limiting the blessings He could bring them. Isa 59:1-3. The Lord takes no pleasure in the chastening of saints or the death of the wicked, Eze 33:11. 

FOR THE MISERY OF ISRAEL/he could not bear Israel's misery any longer- Some take this to mean that God accepted their repentance and this qualified them for deliverance. It is recorded that the spirit of the Lord empowered Jephthah to bring physical deliverance, 11:29-33. He isn't said to have brought rest or spiritual benefit for Israel. It probably means that in spite of their profession of repentance God continued to be distressed and angry, knowing they would promptly turn from Him when happier days came. The Lord's love for His people moved Him to bring their sufferings to an end, but also moved Him to anger against their selfish, wicked folly that constantly frustrated His purposes of blessing for them. He was always concerned for their welfare present and future, personal and spiritual. Many seek peace but ignore the fact that it's impossible while Evil is being covered over instead of being surgically removed, Jer 6:14; 8:11. 

The persistently wicked can't experience rest, Isa 57:20-21 as it's available only when repentance takes hold of mercy and forgiveness, and begins to live righteously in fellowship with God. Universal, lasting Peace must wait until the Lord returns and establishes it, Isa 9:7. But meanwhile we're to apply its principles to our own hearts, Ps 37:35-37; Jn 14:27; Eph 2:14-17; Phil 4:5-9; Col 3:12-15. Cp David in Ps 4:1-2, 8; 29:11; 119:165. Only on the basis of Christ's cross can peace be fully enjoyed, Col 1:13-22. The Lord was exasperated at the mess Israel had once more got itself into, and showed no signs of learning to live in such a way that it would be avoided in future.

10-17-11:11 Jephthah & Gilead

(In desperation they decide that Jephthah was the only man with the skill and determination to be an effective leader against the Ammonites. The bargaining is realistic and hard-nosed. It isn't said the Lord raised up Jephthah as a Deliverer. It's recorded as the actions of men, but Jephthah does look to the Lord to provide victory, 11:9, calls Him to witness the deal he made with the elders, 10:10-11, and the Lord's Spirit empowers him, 11:29.)

10:17-18. AMMON/the Ammonites camped in Gilead- They were again attacking, challenging the Israelites to battle. ISRAEL/the Israelites assembled and camped in Mizpeh- "Watchtower." A common name but probably Ramath Mizpah, Josh 13:26. Perhaps having put away their gods they may have at last felt free to tackle the Ammonites.

THE PEOPLE AND PRINCES/Leaders of the people OF GILEAD said.. WHAT MAN/Whoever WILL BEGIN THE FIGHT/launch the attack- In 1:1, Israel's life was centred in the Lord, and they asked the Lord's guidance. Here the Lord is ignored, and as they look to each other for advice the best they can do is to offer a bribe, SHALL/will BE THE HEAD OF GILEAD- Cp Saul in 1 Sam 17:25. In God's order such a bribe - appealing to Abimelech-style ambition is ruled out. But these Israelites see life from the selfish Canaanite point of view. 

Chapter 11

11:1-3. JEPHTHAH,, WAS A MIGHTY MAN OF VALOUR/warrior.. HIS father was Gilead- A man with the same name as the district, unless it just means he was a Gileadite. MOTHER A HARLOT/prostitute- Zanah- The word used of Rahab, Jos 2:1. Like Abimelech's mother she was probably a foreigner. 

GILEAD'S WIFE bore SONS.. they drove Jephthah out.. not going to get any inheritance- It seems he was reared by his father as one of the family until the father's death. That children should suffer for being born outside marriage is unfair. Yet a society in which illegitimacy is a matter of indifference has ceased to care for the well-being of children. Jephthah - despised and rejected by his people - was being prepared to become their Deliverer. (Joseph, David and the Lord, also experienced rejection in order to be fitted to be Deliverers.) 

JEPHTHAH FLED.. and settled in THE LAND OF TOB- Possibly El Tayibeiah on the border of Ammon. Wilderness country. GATHERED VAIN MEN/a group of adventurers- Like David, 1 Sam 22:1-2, he became the leader of a band of men who weren't accepted, and so made a life for themselves outside ordered society. The leader of such a band could be something of a Robin Hood type hero as long as they robbed only foreigners, the caravans of wealthy traders, etc. And they gained the benefit of constant military experience that sharpened their fighting skills and judgment. What David learned, including his time as a mercenary under a Philistine king, fitted him for his later life as king and military leader in delivering Israel from their enemies. 
 He may have earned a living by beating off Ammonite raids, Cp David 1 Sam 23:1-5. 

11:4-6. the Ammonites made war on Israel- Israel had repented and put away their idols, but that didn't mean that God would protect them from further oppression without their making an effort. Cp 6:33, where as soon as Gideon put things right at home the Midianites invaded. THE ELDERS OF GILEAD WENT TO JEPHTHAH.. COME.. OUR CAPTAIN/ commander- Qatsin- As in Jos 1:10; Mic 3:1, 9. so we can fight the Ammonites- They as Leaders had lived selfish Canaanite-style lives. They had no faith in God or experience in obeying Him, so God hadn't fitted them to lead His army. The attitudes and abilities of good leadership are soon lost in the selfish living natural to Canaanites or modern humanists. Jephthah was no more godly but had been forced to learn military skills in order to survive. 

11:7. JEPHTHAH SAID DID YOU NOT HATE ME AND EXPEL/drive ME out- His brothers may have been Elders or the Elders had supported their action. They were responsible to administer the law and protect the rights of all, and they had put him outside their tribe into a hard life. 
 WHY.. COME to ME NOW YOU ARE IN DISTRESS/ trouble- Why should they expect him to defend Gilead from which they had driven him out. His selfishness matched theirs. If he is going to help them he will do so on his own terms. He will lead their army only if it means he will be their Ruler. 

8:8-11. THE ELDERS..SAID.. Come.. fight the Ammonites and you will be head.. in Gilead- They gave no excuse for the past. They say, forget it, you can get enough today to make the past worthwhile - you will be head of the tribe. Their bribe is based on his selfishness and theirs. 

IF/Suppose.. the LORD gives them to me, will I be your head?- The Elders haven't mentioned the Lord, or shown any interest in His will. Perhaps rejection and suffering had sharpened Jephthah's spiritual interest as he points out that if he wins it will be the Lord who granted the victory. 

JEPHTHAH WENT WITH THE ELDERS.. THE PEOPLE MADE HIM HEAD.. CAPTAIN/ commander.. JEPHTHAH UTTERED/repeated ALL HIS WORDS BEFORE THE LORD- Jephthah had no reason to trust the Elders of Gilead. He insisted on a public appointment solemnised in the Lord's presence. Cp Saul, 1 Sam 11:15; Rehoboam/Jeroboam, 1 Ki 12:1, 15, 20. They don't go to Shiloh to ask the Lord's will. But he had enough faith in the Lord to ask Him to witness the details of the agreement into which he was entering. It's not clear that he personally knows, loves, worships/obeys the Lord. They negotiate and vow in human wisdom, with a nominal acknowledgement of the Lord. Cp 11:24. THE ELDERS SAID.. THE LORD BE/is our WITNESS.. 

11:12-28  Jephthah  & the Ammonites

(Unlike the ruthless Abimelech Jephthah has gained his position over Gilead by rational negotiations. He now sets out to see whether peace is possible with Ammon. He shows a clear understanding of issues, and a determination to stand firm for the rights of Israel. If he must fight it will be in defence of what God had given, and hopefully, with the Lord's approval and support.)

11:12-18. JEPHTHAH SENT MESSENGERS.. SAYING What do you have against us that you have attacked our country?- As Ruler/Head- Rosh of Gilead. Jephthah opens the discussion with the king of Ammon. If they must fight he wants to make sure what they're fighting about - and negotiations would give time for Jephthah to organise his army. THE KING.. ANSWERED.. When Israel came.. they took away my land FROM ARNON TO JABBOK- Ammon seems to have dominated Moab at this time, and his claim to all this land made sense only if he was speaking for both countries. RESTORE/ Now give it back PEACEABLY.

Israel did not take the land of Moab or.. of the Ammonites- That Jephthah can quote the historical record of the Bible, Num 21:10-35; Deu 2:16-37; 3:1-17, isn't surprising. It was the spiritual, moral and practical aspects of Scripture that apostate Israel lost interest in. Modern apostates can be knowledgeable in theology and church history while ignoring the Gospel. WHEN ISRAEL CAME UP FROM EGYPT.. SENT MESSENGERS TO THE KING OF EDOM.. Edom would not listen. They sent to the king of Moab, and he refused. THEY WENT ALONG/skirted the lands of Edom and Moab and camped on the other side of the Arnon- Sihon had driven the Moabites out of the land north of the Arnon, Num 21:26-30. It was the lands possessed by Edom, Moab, and Ammon, at the time of the arrival of the Israelites that the Lord guaranteed to them, Deu 2:4-6; 9, 19. The Ammonites had known where their border with Sihon had been, and had stood ready to defend it, Num 21:24.

11:19-23. ISRAEL SENT.. to SIHON.. LET US PASS- Israel was commanded to try to avoid fighting, Deu 20:10-11. They had not intended taking the land of Gilead for themselves, and had tried to pass through it by permission but SIHON did not trust ISRAEL.. FOUGHT AGAINST ISRAEL- He forced a fight, they took the land by right of conquest, and the Lord then permitted them to live there. Far from being a greedy aggressor Israel had tried to keep the peace with everyone East of Jordan. 

SO ISRAEL POSSESSED/took over ALL THE LAND OF THE AMORITES.. what right have you to take it over?- As usual in conflicts, the claim by the Ammonite king was backed by a different historical fact - the earlier situation before Sihon conquered land from Ammon, Jos 13:25, and Moab, Num 21:26-30. In fact he was claiming all Sihon's land - which would have been theirs if they had defeated Sihon. But it was firmly in Amorite hands when the Lord enabled the Israelites to defeat Sihon, so the Lord had clearly given the land to Israel, and they as His people had a permanent right to possess it - until apostasy broke that link.  

11:24-25 ..take what your god Chemosh gives you- Chemosh was the god of Moab, Ammon's God was Milcom, 1 Ki 11:5. It seems the Moabites were under Ammonite leadership – the reverse of 3:12-14, so Jephthah was arguing that Moab lost the land because Chemosh took it away from them. Or he may have been insulting them by not bothering to get the name of their god right. Pagans assumed that each land was under the control of a God who gave the nation the right to enjoy it only if they worshipped correctly, 2 Ki 17:24-28. Likewise whatever the Lord our God has given us, we will possess- As there is only ONE God, Deu 6:4, it was the Lord who gave Edom. Moab, Ammon and the Philistines their lands, Deu 2. But Israel was apostate, and Jephthah as a driven-out half Israelite may have thought that the Lord God of Israel was limited to the land and people of Israel. Or he may have lowered his theology to match theirs. That the Bible records accurately what men - and even Satan - say, Job 2:4-5, is no guarantee that they speak God's truth. 

Are you BETTER THAN BALAK- The Moabite king at the time of the conquest. DID HE STRIVE/quarrel WITH ISRAEL, OR FIGHT AGAINST THEM?-  Moab had a better claim than Ammon, and Balak didn't dare challenge Israel's right to Gilead by negotiation or battle. Instead he hired Balaam to curse them, Num 22:1-6.

11:26-28. For three hundred years 
 Israel occupied.. Arnon. Why didn't you take them during that time?- If Ammon or Moab really had a claim on Gilead why had they let 300 years pass and done nothing about it! I HAVE NOT SINNED AGAINST/wronged you.. you are doing wrong.. 

Let THE LORD.. JUDGE/decide the dispute.. BETWEEN.. ISRAEL.. AMMON- Jephthah insists the Lord had given the land to Israel and he's happy for the Lord to judge the issue and give victory to Israel if the Ammonites persist in their attack. THE KING OF AMMON paid no attention- Jephthah's arguments were sound, but after eighteen years of dominating the Gileadites the Ammonite king is sure that the strength of his army will settle the argument in his favour. 

11:29-40  Jephthah  Tarnishes  the  Victory

(The Lord had accepted Israel's repentance and the appointment of Jephthah to the extent that he empowered him as Deliverer. But his character as a reckless bandit chief and his ignorance of the nature of the Lord and His laws moved him to vow the ultimate heathen sacrifice to persuade the Lord to give him Victory. Cp 2 Ki 3:26-27. In Israel sacrificing children was a mark of apostasy, 2 Ki 16:3; 21:6.)

11:29-31. THEN THE SPIRIT OF THE LORD CAME UPON JEPHTHAH- 3:10; 6:34. HE PASSED OVER/crossed GILEAD AND MANASSEH- Presumably like Gideon, 6:34-35, calling men to join his army. through Mizpeh.. advanced against the Ammonites. JEPHTHAH VOWED.. to THE LORD- He had bargained with the elders of Gilead, and now sets out to bargain with the Lord. The Spirit of the Lord had moved him to gather an army, but he had no personal knowledge of/confidence in the Lord, or in His character and will as revealed in the Law. He thinks in heathen terms as did the king of Moab in 2 Ki 3:26-27, 
 and offers to sacrifice a member of his household to the Lord if the Lord gives him victory. The Lord ignores his offer. In Num 21:1-3 Israel made a correct, god-honouring vow to destroy the Canaanites as God had commanded if given the victory, and did so. 

if you DELIVER/give the Ammonites.. whatever comes out of the door of my house to meet me- This must be a human being. No sacrificial animals - cattle, sheep or goat would be rushing out to meet him. That God had condemned human sacrifice, Lev 18:21; 20:2-5; Deu 12:31; 18:9-14 is irrelevant to someone like Jephthah on the fringe of an apostate Israel. That he is listed as a hero of faith, 1 Sam 12:11; Heb 11:32 no more approves ALL of his actions than it approves ALL of Samson's.

SHALL/will be the Lord's.. as A BURNT OFFERING- Alah Olah- This specifies the way in which the person would be given to the Lord. He had said Let the Lord Judge, 11:27, but he tries to bribe the Lord to give the verdict in his favour. That he imagines that this will please the Lord shows how far from the Lord Israel had become. This is the Israel that moves the Lord to exasperation, 10:16, and that can provide no-one better than Jephthah to serve Him! Our self-righteous souls would repudiate Jephthah at this point, but God, whose Love and Righteousness exceed our imagination, is patient with bruised reeds and smoking flax wicks, Isa 42:3. 

The event is recorded to warn against rash promises, Ps 141:3. The memory of it may have saved many from stupid and cruel vows. It also reminds us that those God has used, need to guard against misrepresenting Him. God had prohibited human sacrifice - but the Ammonites practised it. That Jephthah copied their zeal is like the adopting of Eastern religious asceticism by hermits, monks, and finally the RC and Orthodox churches. 

11:32-35. Jephthah went to fight the Ammonites, the Lord gave them into his hands. He SMOTE/devastated twenty towns from Aroer.. as far as Abel Keramim- By destroying the fortified cities Jephthah removed the threat to Israel. Israel subdued Ammon. 

When Jephthah returned to his home in Mizpah HIS DAUGHTER CAME OUT.. dancing to the sound of TIMBRELS/tambourines- Cp women celebrating victory, Ex 15:19-21; 1 Sam 10:6-7. There may have been crowds at Mizpeh, but Scripture focuses on the first, this happy girl dancing out to meet her father, the returning hero. In God's will this would have been delightful. But her half-heathen father has made a foolish vow to God that would have been appropriate to a deal done with the Devil. SHE WAS HIS ONLY CHILD- 
 

When he saw her he tore his clothes- Gen 37:34. cried.. you have made me miserable- As if it was her fault for coming out to greet him! The glory and joy of victory turned to ashes in his mouth. No doubt the loss of his daughter must have been a heartbreak to him, but the  recorded words present him to us as a tragic figure desperately sorry for himself as he faces the consequences of the ambition that produced the brutal and rash vow of a human sacrifice. He had manipulated the leaders of Gilead to gain headship of the tribe. His attempt to manipulate God to ensure victory left him with no family to enjoy the fruits of victory with. And the death of his only child would end Jepthah's line. 

because I have made a vow to the Lord that I cannot break- God hadn't been involved in the vow at all, but from Jephthah's point of view God had kept His side of the bargain and so must he. In spite of all his rash folly, and ignorance of God and His will, his respect for the need to honour his promise to the Lord is a reproach to us with all our knowledge if we take lightly the promises we make. 

1:36-38. My father, she replied, you have given your word to the Lord. Do to me as you promised- The daughter with child-like simplicity accepts the desperate and solemn situation. A promise to the Lord must be kept, Num 30:2; Deu 23:21-23; Ecc 5:4-5 - but as these people were ignoring the Law and the Priest at Shiloh, they had no idea that this was a wicked vow. Jephthah had shown no knowledge of the Lord's character or will in making the vow. As he saw it he'd  done his deal with the Judge, and the Lord had done as requested. 

But grant me this.. LET ME ALONE/Give me- Defer the vowed action. two months to roam the hills and weep with my friends, because I will never marry- The personal fulfilment of marrying and having children meant that one had played one's part in the pattern of life, and of God's purposes, by providing the next generation. This was seen as especially important to Israelites in OT times. Their enthusiastic abandonment to the joy of celebrating victories, weddings, etc, or the grief of defeats, funerals etc was a source of emotional satisfaction beyond the experience of modern Western people. You may go, he said.. She and the girls went- It was appropriate to share with her friends the loss and grief of having her life cut off short of its fulfilment.

11:39-40. After the two months she returned to her father, and he did to her as he vowed- As usual in Judges no moral verdict is given, but the brevity of the statement probably shows disapproval. Nothing is said about the wicked folly of rash vows, or the wrongness of carrying out a wicked vow, or the redeeming of vowed people, Lev 27:1-8. This isn't surprising as nothing is said of Jephthah or the Gileadites taking part in the Tabernacle worship at Shiloh. Abimelech killed his half-brothers in order to rule over Israel. Jephthah sacrificed his daughter. His fatherhood isn't patterned on the Lord and His fatherly discipline and care for Israel, but on the Canaanite Baal and his wife who required child sacrifice. (Some thousands of jars continuing the bones of infants so sacrificed have been excavated from the Tophet at Carthage. Bar 81:1, 3.) Although Jephthah was like God in that he kept his word, his daughter was the victim of the faithful carrying out of a heathen vow. It's recorded not as a heroic obedience to the Lord, but as an example of how like Canaanites Israel had become in defying His revealed will. 
 

From this comes the Israelite custom that each year the young women of Israel go out for four days to LAMENT/commemorate the daughter of Jephthah- It was appropriate that she whose memory wouldn't be kept alive by descendants should be remembered by girls of her own age, as having paid the price for the deliverance from Ammonite oppression. 

Chapter 12

12:1-6 Jephthah  &  Ephraim

(United worship and hearing the Law, Ex 23:14-17; Deu 31:11-13, and obeying it would have preserved national unity in fellowship with Him, and separation from all heathen. Instead they were becoming a Canaanite tribe, with little inter-tribal fellowship within Israel. Apostasy leads to division and conflict. Ephraim's hostility, and determination to humble Jephthah and Gilead is seen in the huge army they sent and lost. It's sadly true that leaders eager to deliver God's people from oppression and error are likely to show that same enthusiasm for battle over small issues of pride, etc.)

12:1-3. EPHRAIM GATHERED.. TOGETHER/called out their forces.. said to Jephthah Why.. fight the Ammonites without calling us.. We're going to burn down your house- They had no pride in or commitment to Israel as God's people. Their pride and concern was limited to their group - is that us? JEPHTHAH.. I AND MY PEOPLE WERE engaged in a great struggle with the Ammonites- Perhaps a hint that if they wanted a fight he was their match - he'd beaten the Ammonites. 

WHEN/although I CALLED YOU didn't save me- Had he called them? It doesn't say he had visited Ephraim and flattered them by begging for their help. But he had toured Gilead and Manasseh - perhaps including Ephraim’s neighbour Western Manasseh - and let the desperate need be known, 11:29. The Ephraimites must have known he'd be glad of their help. That the Ammonites had been oppressing Gilead for eighteen years would have been call enough if they’d wanted to help. But they despised Gileadites, and were angry when anyone won a great victory without them. Cp 8:1-3. 

I took my life in my hands.. the Lord gave them into my hands. 
 Now why.. come to fight me?- Why should they find fault with him for risking his life and being approved by the Lord to the extent of being given a great victory. If we have ever been annoyed to hear of God granting success to Christians who seem to us inferior in doctrine or devotion, we have shared the sin of Ephraim's offended pride. 

12:4-7. JEPHTHAH GATHERED/called together.. Gilead.. fought Ephraim- Gideon had been diplomatic, and their pride remained unchecked. They would now reap what they had sowed. SMOTE/struck them down- The Lord didn't give them into his hand as with the Ammonites. The ability in war that God had endowed him with was turned against rival brothers - as tragically often among God's people down to this day. the Ephraimites had said "You Gileadites are FUGITIVES/renegades of Ephraim- That Jephthah had been a fugitive from his family would do nothing to calm him down. Cp Jas 3. Jealousy and violent action between the tribes showed their apostasy.

THE GILEADITES TOOK THE PASSAGES/fords leading to Ephraim.. SAID LET ME GO OVER- The Ephraimites were now fugitives - and they would find no mercy from Jephthah's men. Brothers in the Lord were behaving like the worst of the heathen. THE MEN OF GILEAD SAID.. SAY SHIBBOLETH- (Flowing stream.) Maybe they pointed to the river and said "What do you call that?” SAID SIBBOLETH.. THEY TOOK HIM AND SLEW HIM- Such a little difference. Yet very small differences in the way professing Christians have expressed doctrines have also led to bitter hostility and division. They have acted in wilful, proud independence and ignored the Lord, even when outwardly doing His work, as in 20:48.

THERE FELL forty two thousand- Eleph. 
15 EPHRAIMITES- A devastating loss of men, but stated without comment. God had raised up oppressors to discipline them but this is worse. Israel by its apostasy had become its own worst enemy. God is silent, while they destroy themselves by destroying each other. The greatest tragedy was that the strong tribe of Ephraim had crippled itself by its pride and jealousy - when their strength was needed to check the encroachment of the Philistines from the south. 

JEPHTHAH JUDGED ISRAEL SIX YEARS.. DIED.. BURIED- By calling him the Gileadite we're reminded that he wasn't accepted in wider Israel. He was Jephthah first, a Gileadite second, and an Israelite, third. 

12:8-15. AFTER HIM IBZAN OF BETHLEHEM.. HAD THIRTY SONS.. THIRTY DAUGHTERS.. JUDGED ISRAEL SEVEN YEARS.. DIED- These sixty marriages outside his clan would consolidate his leadership in the wider world of Israel. 

ELON A ZEBULONITE JUDGED/led ISRAEL TEN YEARS.. BURIED. 

ABDON SON OF HILLEL of Pirathon JUDGED/led Israel. HAD FORTY SONS AND THIRTY NEPHEWS/grandsons.. rode on seventy donkeys- Living in peace and prosperity - none needed to walk! JUDGED/led ISRAEL EIGHT YEARS.. DIED.. BURIED.. in Pirathon- Benaiah came from Pirathon, 2 Sam 23:30. While these judges may have lived useful, selfish, comfortable lives Israel continued its drift away from the Lord into Canaanite religion and ways, and it's not surprising that trouble came.

Chapter 13

13:1-16:31  Samson & the Philistines

The cycle of Apostasy.. Deliverance in Israel seems to have run out. Israel is comfortably apostate, content to enjoy the material benefits of Philistine rule, as second-class citizens, 1 Sam 13:19-21. Israel doesn't want to be delivered, 15:11, is the verdict of Judah, the leading tribe in the conquest, 1:1-15; 3:9:11; Jos 14:6-15. So Samson never raised an Israelite army. That in these chapters the Lord is named by an Israelite, only in 13:8, 23, shows Israel's low spiritual state. God's persistent mercy is seen in that even in desperately-failing Dan, 1:34, He raises up a man to work for Him, knowing he could only BEGIN to deliver Israel, 13:5. He was called and equipped by grace alone, before his conception. Cp Rom 9:10-16. 

Israel was drawn to foreign religions, in spite of her miraculous calling to be a special-to-the-Lord people. So also, in spite of having been committed from birth to the separated-to-the-Lord life of a Nazirite, Samson is drawn irresistibly to foreign women. God makes use of this as the only way in which Samson can be drawn into conflict with the Philistines, 14:4. Instead of being the kind of person who reflects God's nature, purposes and actions, he acts like a wilful, uncontrollable juvenile delinquent. But God continues to show that very different people may reflect ONE aspect of His character. So He uses Samson to demonstrate His irresistible power to the Philistines. And opens to the minds of the Israelites the fact that He can deliver them. David had picked that up, 1 Sam 17:45-47.

In Samson (as with Balaam) we see that men may receive gifts from God and yet never become spiritual people. This limits the good their gifts can do. No matter how limited our gifts are. God is so gracious, wise and powerful that in His mercy He accepts, uses and rewards our use of them, 2 Cor 8:12. Our concern must be to listen to the whole counsel of God, and reflect in our obedient lives at least a measure of the whole Christ-likeness. Samson's life is recorded without praise or blame. It's generally a warning to us, but he did for 20 years distract the Philistines so that they weren't free to concentrate on oppressing Israel. If his 20 years as Judge covered half the 40 years of Philistine Oppression that began with the capture of the Ark, 1 Sam 4:1-11, his work gave time for Samuel to teach Israel, and lead them in repentance and re-commitment to the Lord, 1 Sam 7.

As Samson's rash life ran out he was snared by his foolish lust, broke his vow, was abandoned by the Lord and didn't notice. He was physically blinded - as Israel was spiritually blinded by apostasy - . cried out to the Lord under oppression and died with the oppressors. But we must not judge Samson or other Judges by the Sermon on the Mount - that's ridiculous. Israel required a thousand years of further education before it was appropriate for the Lord to preach it, and even then how few benefitted from it. In fact two thousand years later the lives of modern Christians still fall far short of its standards. 

13:1-24  Samson's Birth

13:1. AGAIN THE ISRAELITES DID EVIL- Cp 10:6. THE LORD DELIVERED.. THE PHILISTINES 
 FORTY YEARS- Israel was so apostate they lost the will to resist. Nothing is said of Israel repenting, crying out for deliverance, or wanting to be a dependent-on-the Lord people of God, although God used Samson to defeat Philistines, 14:3; 15:9-13; 16:31. Although checked, 1 Sam 7, this continued until David's reign, 2 Sam 5:17-25.  The enemy gains power over us only when, and in the measure which, we have fallen from grace-faith-obedience. We should keep ourselves in the love of God by walking in the light, and when we fall into sin promptly confess and be restored, 1 Jn 1:4-9; Jude 20-25. Whatever failure is around us, it's OUR responsibility to do that. 

A MAN.. MANOAH of DAN/the Danites- He is an ordinary man who God chose to use as the deliverer's father. HIS WIFE WAS.. childless- Fertility was promised if Israel was obedient, Ex 23:20-27; Deu 7:12-14. God shows that it is He who is making things happen by intervening against normal expectation - Gideon wins with only 300 men, barren women (Sarah, Gen 11:30; 18:19, Rebekah, Gen 25:19-26; Rachel, Gen 30:1-24; Hannah 1 Sam 1:1-20; Elizabeth, Lk 1:5-26, 57-80) give birth to key men in the unfolding of His purposes. A childless woman was despised as a dead-end, yet God chose her for an important task - producing and rearing a Deliverer for Israel. She isn't named, and nothing is said of her character - nothing is said of the Character of John Baptist’s mother or of Mary the mother of the Lord Jesus. It was the character of the son and the purpose of God that mattered. 

13:3-5. THE ANGEL OF THE LORD- Gen 16:7. See note on 6:11. APPEARED UNTO her- She is to be the Lord's agent so He gives her the message. We're not told whether they were godly or not. The lord is graciously taking up a couple of ordinary Israelites. said You are.. childless- The Lord's revelation of His will is based on the realities of life. He knows her bitter disappointment and has good news for her. Our disappointments can be the Lord's mercy intended to create a sense of need in order to satisfy it. In her case as a barren woman granted the joy of becoming the Mother of a specially gifted Deliverer would make her very careful to carry out God's instructions. you are going to.. have a son- From being mother of nothing she will become mother of an especially God-given son. BEWARE/see to it that you drink no wine- Wine speaks of/symbolises natural joy, Ps 104:15. or fermented drink- God involves His servants in their work. She must play her part by doing all she can to set Samson apart for God, for his special role as Deliverer. John was a literal Nazirite, the Lord Jesus was a spiritual one, Mt 11:18-19; Lk 1:15. 

eat nothing unclean- A Nazirite wasn't to touch any dead body as that would make him unclean, Num 8:7-8. As always with privileges come responsibilities, and this special privilege has a special responsibility with it. That she is told not to eat unclean food is a reminder that in its apostasy Israel was neglecting such rules. 

NO RAZOR.. on his head.. the boy.. a NAZARITE/Nazirite set apart- Nazir- Separate, consecrated. to God- As in Num 6:1-8. Ordinarily this was taken up voluntarily for a time set by the Nazirite, but Samson had no choice. He was to be this, as part of God's sovereign mercy to Israel. from birth- His being set apart for God began in the womb, so she must keep the rules for Nazirites, and later see that, as a child, Samson did. As an adult he would be responsible. 

Keeping his vow made a Nazirite stand out from others - his hair could be recognised at a glance, and he took no part in the social joy of drinking wine at weddings, etc. This symbolised sober service as in Lev 10:9-10, taken to the extreme - chewing a raisin would not impair judgment! As Samuel was also set apart for the Lord, 1 Sam 1:10-11, and nothing is said about his keeping the other Nazirite rules some suggest Samson's only requirement was not cutting his hair. But the strict command to his mother makes no sense unless it applied to Samson also.

HE SHALL/will BEGIN TO DELIVER/the deliverance- The Lord's promise is realistic. Samuel, Saul, Jonathan and David would complete the deliverance, 2 Sam 5:17-25. ISRAEL OUT OF THE HAND OF THE PHILISTINES- That this follows right after the requirement that he should live as a Nazirite suggests that he would deliver Israel only to the extent he kept that vow. His keeping the vow would be a constant reminder to him, and to others, that the source of his miraculous strength was the Lord - therefore of the reality of the Lord's person and power.

13:6-8. THE WOMAN TOLD HER HUSBAND- It seems she accepted God's word and promptly told her husband the good news. He believed her and took spiritual responsibility to pray for further guidance. Contrast John B's father, Lk 1:18-21. A MAN OF GOD- One who brought a message from the Lord, Deu 33:1. HIS COUNTENANCE/he looked LIKE THE/an ANGEL OF GOD, VERY TERRIBLE/ awesome- He was called the Angel of the LORD in 2:1; 6:11, but she it seems, along with Israel in general, had lost contact with the Lord God of Israel, and speaks of Him only as GOD- Elohim a word used also by the Canaanites. I did not ask.. didn't tell- She concentrated on the good news, and the requirements it laid on her. 

HE SAID you will.. BEAR/give birth to a son.. no wine STRONG/fermented drink.. not eat.. unclean.. the boy will be a Nazirite of God.. MANOAH ENTREATED/prayed.. O MY LORD LET THE MAN OF GOD.. COME AGAIN TO.. TEACH US- Manoah wanted the reassurance of being told personally. Feminists say he wanted to assert his authority. But it was reasonable that they both be assured how to bring up the boy.

13:9-14. GOD HEARKENED TO/heard MANOAH.. THE ANGEL OF GOD CAME AGAIN- God honours the wife again by appearing first to her. She had borne the reproach of infertility and it was her life that would be restricted. The woman hurried to tell her husband- She is eager to share with her husband. Manoah.. said Are you the one who talked to my wife?.. I am.

MANOAH SAID.. When your words are fulfilled HOW SHALL WE ORDER THE CHILD/what is to be the rule for the boy’s life- He has already been told through his wife, so some think he is a small-minded man fussy about his rights as head of the house, and wanting to take charge. His wife shows nothing but pleasure in his concern that things be done properly - after all the boy would be the most important man in Israel for God's purposes. God makes it clear that He is acting according to His sovereign will, and has nothing to add to the instructions already given. 

THE ANGEL OF THE LORD SAID/answered Your wife must do all I have told her- It's not the Lord's will that His servants be manipulated by others. Manoah's role is to support his wife in her role, so the information given him simply confirms the information given to her. She must OBSERVE/do everything I have commanded her. 

13:15-18. MANOAH SAID.. LET ME DETAIN/We would like you to stay until we prepare a young goat for you- Manoah wishes to be hospitable, and to give a counter-gift in appreciation of the gift of good news. This would confirm their acceptance of the privilege granted to them. Gideon called his offering a Minchah - which was often used of an offering to God. Manoah uses purely secular terms - in effect, Please eat with us? 

THE ANGEL OF THE LORD SAID/replied Even though you detain me I will not eat.. your food- To receive hospitality meant the host accepted the guest on the host's terms - he set the menu - and the guest accepted those terms. In apostate Israel the Lord wasn't free to be the guest of an Israelite, as He had been the guest of Abraham, Gen 18. With the burnt offering and fellowship offering the Israelite who made the offering was God's guest on God's terms. The burnt offering must come first, Ex 24:5. 

But if you prepare a burnt offering, offer it to the LORD (Manoah did not realise it was the angel of the Lord)- He thought he was talking with a fellow-man. The angel of the Lord explains that he doesn't want a meal. If he is to stay longer and have further fellowship with them the appropriate thing is for Manoah to offer a burnt offering to the Lord. The good news, and its being carried out, is the Lord's action so thanks must be made directly to Him.

MANOAH SAID/inquired.. What is your name- Literally Who is your name? = Who are you? so we may honour you when your word comes true?- Manoah still doesn't understand he is dealing with the Lord. 

THE ANGEL OF THE LORD SAID/replied Why do you ask my name?- Perhaps like the Lord's expressing surprise at the dullness of the disciples, Lu 24:25; Jn 14:5-11. 

SEEING IT IS SECRET/beyond your understanding- Pul'i- Beyond understanding, extraordinary. Used elsewhere only in Ps 139: of the Lord's wonderful knowledge of life from the womb onwards. It's associated with Pala- Wonderful, and Pele which is used to describe the Lord's miraculous interventions in judgment and deliverance, Ex 15:11; Ps 77:11, 14; 78:11; 88:10, 12; 89:5; Isa 25:1.  

13:19-20. OFFERED/sacrificed IT.. to THE LORD.. THE ANGEL DID WONDROUSLY/the Lord did an amazing thing while Manoah and his wife watched. WHEN/As THE FLAME WENT/blazed UP.. THE ANGEL OF THE LORD ASCENDED IN THE FLAME- The vivid shared memory of this would have strengthened their faith/obedience for the years ahead. As with Gideon the Lord withdrew and left them free to think things over. The Lord always gives us room to deliberately choose His fellowship and will. Manoah and his wife.. THEIR FACES TO THE GROUND- They acted together, in awed submission to/acceptance of the revelation and its message.

13:21-25. When the angel.. did not show himself again.. Manoah KNEW/realized it was the angel of the Lord- He had gone, and didn't reappear. They had seen and heard all that God had for them, all they needed. This is a common experience of God's servants. MANOAH SAID.. WE SHALL SURELY/are doomed to DIE BECAUSE WE HAVE SEEN THE LORD- A natural reaction and perhaps his conscience rebuked him for his previous attitude. Cp 6:22-23; Ex 24:11; 33:20; Isa 6:1-5; 1 Tim 6:16.

HIS WIFE SAID, IF THE LORD WERE PLEASED/intended TO KILL US.. NOT HAVE RECEIVED/accepted A BURNT OFFERING.. or shown us.. told us this- She simply accepts the facts, and trusts in the Lord, His words, and His purposes of grace to Israel, including themselves. The future which God has declared obviously required them to continue living. 

THE WOMAN gave birth to A SON/boy.. SAMSON- "Sun-like." Perhaps she saw him as a ray of sunlight who would bring the dawn of deliverance. As he was to live his life set apart for the Lord it would have been right for him to have a name like Elijah- My God is Jehovah. Instead Israel's apostate state is seen in her giving him a name associating him with Shamash the Sun god worshipped at nearby Beth Shemesh.

He grew, the Lord blessed him- What God begins He continues. He knows what Israel is, Samson's parents are, and what Samson will be - and still in sovereign grace He blesses him. THE SPIRIT OF THE LORD BEGAN TO MOVE/stir HIM AT TIMES/while he was in THE CAMP OF/Mahaneh DAN- That they lived in a tent-camp or shanty town is a reminder of their poverty under the powerful Philistines. BETWEEN ZORAH AND ESHTAOL. 

Chapter 14

14:1-19  Samson Begins his Work - Badly

(Through the life of Samson the Lord shows He is able to equip men to do His work - but also that partial obedience will always rob His people of the full blessing. Samson had the greatest potential and most thorough preparation of any Deliverer, yet frittered it away. God begins to move him but he never responds with high aims or spiritual goals. He doesn't listen to the Lord, 1 Sam 3:10, or ask for a clean heart or wisdom as David and Solomon did Ps 51:10; 2 Chr 1:10. The typical comment on Samson is that he went down, 14:1, 5, 7, 19; 15:8, and his triumphs all sprang from his follies and are motivated by nothing higher than a childish desire to hit back at Philistines. Israel was intent on marrying Philistine society. The two communities were becoming so interlocked that the only way the Lord can prise them apart is through Samson's equally perverse desire for Philistine women, 14:4. Samson blunders along - indifferent to his breaking the Law about marriage to non-Israelites, and to the Nazirite vows. This spiritual blindness reflects the spiritual blindness of apostate Israel. But he is in the hands of Loving, righteous Wisdom, Who stirs him into action, and empowers him, when that is needed.)  

14:1-4. SAMSON WENT DOWN TO TIMNATH- Four miles from Zorah. saw a young Philistine woman- Ishasha- Woman, wife. Not used of a virgin, so perhaps widowed or divorced. When he returned he said to HIS FATHER, MOTHER I HAVE SEEN A Philistine woman.. get her for.. my wife- Samson was a strong-willed young man determined to marry this Philistine woman - uncaring that God had forbidden it, Ex 34:16; Deu 7:3. HIS FATHER AND MOTHER SAID/replied, Isn't there an acceptable woman.. among our own people. Must you go to the uncircumcised 
 Philistines to get a wife?- They don't say "Marrying the heathen is against God's Law," Deu 7:1-5, "and you have been separated to God for His service." But even common sense required marriage within one's own people, and the Law of the Lord insisted on it to avoid idolatry. 

SAMSON SAID GET HER FOR ME FOR SHE PLEASETH ME WELL/She's the right one for me- An insolent reply - the only thing that matters is what I want. In spite of Biblical custom Samson defied his parents. Cp Gen 24:4; 26:34-35; 27:46; 38:6. Being a Nazirite set him apart to the Lord/automatically committed him to pleasing the Lord. He doesn't care what God has said. He speaks as if he is his own god, as godless moderns do. Instead of doing what is right in God's eyes he is determined to do what is right in his own eyes. this was from the Lord, who was seeking an occasion to confront the Philistines- This marriage arose out of Israel's abandoning the Lord and His Law and settling down to enjoy sharing life with the Philistines. Samson defies his parents, and God, but no one makes a fool of God, Gal 6:7-8. The Lord can overrule and use even the sinful rebellious desires of mankind so that ultimately some desired good is achieved, Gen 45:8; 50:20; 2 Chr 25:20; Act 2:23; 4:28; Rom 8:28-29. 

In this case Samson's arrogant actions reap for him a bitter harvest. But God uses it to shatter what was becoming a comfortable peace between Israel and the Philistines. For at that time THE PHILISTINES HAD DOMINION/were ruling OVER Israel- The Israelites didn't have the heart or mind to rebel against the Philistines. God will begin to deliver Israel through Samson being treated badly by the Philistines - who lived by the laws of their gods and felt no need to restrain their own selfish desires to fit in with the selfish desires of Samson. 

14:5-7. SAMSON WENT DOWN to Timnah WITH HIS FATHER AND MOTHER- His will had overridden theirs and they set out to make the Law-breaking arrangements. Vineyard- An odd place for Nazirite Samson as Nazirites weren't allowed to eat grapes. suddenly a young lion came roaring toward him THE SPIRIT OF THE LORD CAME MIGHTILY UPON HIM/in power so that he tore the lion apart with his bare hands- Instead of it biting him he ripped its jaws apart and flung it away to die. David killed a lion for a better reason, 1 Sam 17:34-37, and from it learned to trust and obey the Lord. Samson discovered his miraculous strength but seemed never to have learnt to choose to use it to the glory of God. He seemed to use it only in desperation when trapped by his folly. he told neither his father or mother- He had separated from them by wandering off into the vineyard. Some praise him for not boasting to them. Others think he didn't want them to know he had been eating grapes - forbidden to Nazirites. Or did God overrule to keep him silent? HE WENT DOWN.. TALKED WITH THE WOMAN.. SHE PLEASED SAMSON/he liked her- In the company of their parents he confirms that he wants to marry her. Nothing is said of her attitude. 

14:8-9. Some time later.. In it was a swarm of bees and honey- In the hot dry climate the carcase had dried out leaving the skin stretched over the ribs etc making a cavity into which a swarm of bees had settled. Samson had passed the test of strength by killing the lion. Now he faces a new test. Contact with a corpse makes anything unclean, Lev 11:24-26, 39, so this honey was unclean. Would he keep his Nazirite vow, Num 6:6, and leave it alone? He failed the test. 

he scooped out.. ate.. rejoined his parents gave them some. But didn't tell them.. from the Lion's carcase- In obedience to the Lord his parents had consecrated him to God. By sharing the honey with them he involved them in his disobedient uncleanness. If Samson bothered to excuse his action by arguing that the honey came from the bees - not the unclean lion, it should warn us against the temptation to re-interpret Scriptures when they become uncomfortable. Only a sensitive conscience, eager to stay sensitive, Ps 19:9-14, can protect us.

14:10-11. His father went down to see the woman. Samson made a feast- Mishteh- A Drinking, a feast. From Shathah- To drink as in Noah drank wine, Gen 9:21, or Abraham's servant drank water, Gen 24:14. The others would be drinking wine, but Samson may have kept his Nazirite vow to drink only water. 

He was given thirty companions- It doesn't say whether they were supplied as a kindness as he had no local friends, or forced on him to make him spend money feasting them, or to guard against him - the LXX says it was because they were afraid. Samson was determined he would marry ONE Philistine, and found this loaded him with thirty who feast at his expense for seven days. Any compromise in dealing with the world lands us into far more than we bargain for. 

14:12-14. Let me tell you a riddle Samson said, If you give me the answer.. I will give you thirty.. sets of clothes. If you can't.. you give me thirty- Samson may not have appreciated having to feast thirty Philistines, but he brazens it out and is determined to show himself important. Whether he had been moved by modesty or a guilty conscience in keeping the incident secret, the change of company means he is now eager to use it as a party game. As Bridegroom it was his right to be the centre of attention as the propounder of a wise riddle. Boasting to them of his strength could offset the fact that he was a lone Israelite, and he might win enough by the gamble to pay for the feasting. Tell us your riddle.. Let's hear it- Riddles, etc were much esteemed in the ancient near east, 1 Ki 10:1; Ps 49:4; 78:2; Prov 1:6. 

Out of the eater, something to eat. Out of the strong, something sweet- Strength and sweetness were suitable for a wedding feast riddle. As he alone knew what it was based on, the riddle was hardly fair, but then it was his wedding, and he hadn't invited them as his friends. For three days they could not give the answer. 

14:15-18. ON THE SEVENTH/fourth day- NIV follows LXX as this fits better with 14:17. they said to Samson's wife - Coax your husband into explaining.. or we will burn you- They're not interested in playing the game fairly, and are determined to win the bet. Did you invite us here to rob us?- They were demanding that her man, Samson, be thirty times as impoverished. Where would her loyalties lie? Would she trust Samson to protect her? 

SAMSON'S WIFE WEPT/threw herself on him sobbing.. You don't love me.. haven't told me the answer- She has been pressured by their masculine blackmail - we'll burn you and your house - into feminine blackmail - if you loved me you'd tell me. I haven't explained it to my father.. why explain it to you? SHE WEPT BEFORE HIM/cried WHILE THE FEAST LASTED- Either she pestered him at first out of her own curiosity and then under threat put extra pressure on, OR it means she pestered him up until the seventh day he finally told her- Her nagging and weeping won and she lost her husband.

Before sunset on the seventh day the men.. said WHAT IS SWEETER THAN HONEY?.. STRONGER THAN A LION. SAMSON SAID IF YOU HAD NOT PLOWED WITH MY HEIFER- This is as insulting in Hebrew as it is in English. They have won only by getting his wife to betray him. God's purpose is achieved in Samson being angry enough to attack the Philistines. (Repentant honesty would have moved him to take the blame by saying "If I had not plowed with YOUR heifer" by marrying her.) 

14:19-20. THE SPIRIT OF THE LORD CAME UPON HIM in power- He was specially granted miraculous strength now and in 14:6; 15:14. But he seems to have been unusually strong all the time. HE WENT DOWN TO ASKELON- On the sea-coast 20 miles away. AND SLEW/struck down THIRTY MEN.. TOOK THEIR SPOIL/ stripped.. their belongings- Chalitsah- Used elsewhere only in 2 Sam 2:21 of clothes and equipment stripped from a slain man. gave their clothes.. who had explained the riddle- How much or little he cleaned off blood stains, and how he carried them back isn't said. Perhaps the distance from Askelon was enough for the killing not to be known by the wedding guests at Timnath when he handed them over. But the whole situation muct have been a shock to the Philistines.

Burning with anger he went to his father's house. SAMSON'S WIFE WAS GIVEN TO HIS COMPANION/the friend who had attended him at his wedding- For a bride to be abandoned was a serious insult. Her father's actions were normal under the circumstances. Samson's wilful, God-ignoring actions didn't bring him the joy he had insisted on. In the time of feasting and merriment he was surrounded by angry guests, and pestered by a tearful wife-to-be. When he gave in to her she betrayed him, and he was too angry to care about consummating the marriage. Instead of marriage linking him to the Philistines it led to murdering them to pay the unjust debt. Samson had become a problem to the Philistines.

Chapter 15

15:1-20  Further Conflicts between Samson & Philistines

15:1-3. AFTER A WHILE/Later.. WHEAT HARVEST. Samson took a young goat- As a goodwill gesture. and went to visit his wife- Having had time to cool off, he apparently decided to take up the marriage from which he had withdrawn in anger at her betrayal. He said I'm going to my wife's room, but her father would not let him- It doesn't say she was in the room. It may have been merely the room where they had arranged for her to live as his wife. HER FATHER SAID I was sure you.. hated her- Rejected her, and the marriage. I gave her to your friend.. her younger sister more attractive?- She may have been. Take her instead- Samson had paid the bride-price so he had the right to claim a wife and was offered the younger daughter. 

Samson.. This time I have a right to get even with the Philistines- Some suggest he had in mind helping Israel, as he could have forced his way in and taken his wife. But she wasn't his wife now, and may have been living somewhere else. We can only guess at the thoughts of those involved. I will really harm them- He's madly angry against Philistines - having feasted thirty of them for a week and got nothing for it. He feels justified in wrecking the peace between Israel and the Philistines by doing them serious damage.

15:4-5. He went out and caught three hundred foxes- Shoal- Foxes or Jackals. In Ps 63:10 its jackals. As Pack animals jackals would be easier to catch in quantity. 
 Gideon's three hundred men with blazing torches is matched by Samson's three hundred jackals whose torches do physical damage. Samson saw this as paying the Philistines back. In the Lord's will it would stir further conflict. Samson the Nazirite handles unclean animals, 
 and uses them to take revenge on the Philistines by destroying good grain. tied them.. in pairs- As they were unlikely to choose the same place of refuge to run to, this would slow them down and give more chance for fires to start. 

He fastened a torch- Lappid- anything burning and shining. to every pair of tails- The simplest torches would be brushwood dragged along by a cord tied to their tails. The frightened animals would run fast - the flames streaming behind them, but soon the torch and cord would have burnt out leaving them with, at worst, scorched tails. Lit the torches, and let the foxes loose in the standing CORN/grain. burned up the shocks- The heaps of cut stalks waiting to be taken to the threshing floor. Reaping had begun so the standing CORN/grain was dry. Setting fire to an enemy's cornfield was a common strategy in the ancient world. Cp 2 Sam 14:28-31. with vineyards and olive groves- The animals would scatter in all directions, and as long as the brushwood "torches" stayed alight, embers they dropped would start fires.

15:6-8. THE PHILISTINES SAID WHO?.. SAMSON.. because his wife was given to his COMPANION/friend- They may have thought Samson had the right to be angry, and were unsure what to do about him, so punished his father-in-law. burned her and her father- She had betrayed Samson to avoid this. Her family reaped what they sowed. People blunder in a maze of violence and folly, but God has over-ruled life that few sin and escape all bad consequences. SAMSON SAID.. Since you have acted like this I won't stop until I get my revenge on you- They may have hoped Samson would be content now his wife no longer existed. He took it as a personal insult, damage to his property - his wife. Conscious of his physical strength he reacted at the tit-for-tat level of a violent 10 year old child - they hit me, so I'll hit them. If I hit hard enough that will end the quarrel! In real life violent actions breed further violent actions, and through Samson's blind rages God continued to check Philistine domination of Israel, and Israel's acceptance of it, 15:11. 
 

HE SMOTE THEM HIP AND THIGH/attacked them viciously- Leg on thigh. This sounds like a wrestling term - the winner kneeling on the loser demonstrating total victory. slaughtered many- The young men who had threatened the bride and her family, 14:15, no doubt shared in the loss of crops and lives. The Philistines would have been pushed further off balance, and decided to take strong action against Samson. 

Then he .. stayed in THE TOP/a cave- Saif- Crack, split. in the rock of Etam- Presumably a high-up cave with a wide view which would enable him to see attackers coming. To have gone home might have endangered his parents and relatives. Apparently this rocky hill was inside Judah's territory as the Philistines invaded Judah to get at him. 

15:9-13. THE PHILISTINES.. PITCHED/camped- Used of a military camp. IN JUDAH, spreading out near Lehi- The place that came to be called Lehi as the result of Samson's actions. The Philistines ignored the feeble Danite communities living on the fringe of Judah and invaded Judah in the direction of Samson's hideout. His personal feud with the Philistines has brought the two peoples to the brink of war - as God intended, 14:4. JUDAH ASKED.. WHY? TO BIND SAMSON/take prisoner- They preferred to let the men of Judah face the hazards of bringing him in.

THREE THOUSAND MEN- They realised Samson was dangerous. Presumably the Philistines had come with a similar-sized army. OF/from JUDAH went.. said to Samson Don't you realise THE PHILISTINES ARE RULERS OVER US?- This is the measure of their apostasy and submission. They had been, under God, the first to take up their inheritance, 1:1-13; Josh 14:6-15. Now, instead of asking Samson to lead them into battle, they are content to be under the rule of the, in material things, superior Philistines, 1 Sam 13:21. Their loyalty was to the Philistine oppressors rather than to the Israelite deliverer. They had ceased to believe that God could free them from the Philistines. Through Samson God showed them He could empower them to free themselves easily if they would trust and obey Him. Only as we allow God's Word to take over our thought processes can we become triumphant men of faith, Ps 19:7-14; 119:9-11, 17-18, 38-40, 97-106. 

What have you done to us?- They may have been privately pleased to see the Philistines knocked back, but publicly they rebuked him for breaking the peace - of Philistine Oppression. They were willing to disown and sacrifice their God-provided Deliverer. Cp We have no king but Caesar, Jn 19:15. He answered I did to them what they did to me.

THEY SAID.. WE HAVE COME TO BIND/tie.. hand you over. Samson said Swear you WILL NOT FALL ON/won't kill me- Samson may have had no fear of being killed in battle by an open enemy, but he is afraid an Israelite may solve their problem by suddenly spearing him. Agreed.. 

15:14-15. WHEN HE CAME/approached Lehi the Philistines came toward him shouting- Shouting a battle cry, as in 1 Sam 17:52. It roused him as the lion coming roaring at him had. The Israelites had brought Samson to the Philistines securely bound, so there was no reason for reprisal against them. But The Philistine's shouts of joy were brief. THE SPIRIT OF THE LORD CAME MIGHTILY UPON/on HIM in power. The ropes.. dropped.. 

HE FOUND A NEW/fresh- Tari- moist. Therefore strong and heavy - an effective club. JAWBONE OF AN ASS/donkey, he grabbed it and struck down a thousand men- No doubt they ran as soon as they saw Samson burst the rope bindings, and fleeing men are easily killed. The really odd thing is that the God-ordained and God-empowered Deliverer of Israel was a Nazirite forbidden to touch anything unclean or dead. Yet he snatched the jawbone of a recently dead donkey - an unclean animal. And used it to bring deliverance to the Israelites who didn't want to be delivered. The Deliverer of Israel was in symbol Israel - demonstrating their indifference to God's will revealed in the Law.

15:16-17. SAMSON SAID WITH THE JAWBONE- Lehi. OF AN ASS/donkey- Chamor. ON HEAPS/I have made donkeys of them- Chamora.. Chamora- Samson makes a joke using the fact that the word can mean donkey, or heap. Such word play is common in Hebrew. He adds WITH THE JAWBONE OF AN ASS/donkey I HAVE SLAIN A THOUSAND MEN- In contrast to Deborah in the glow of victory he celebrates the victory as being his alone - not what God has done. the place was called Ramath Lehi- Jawbone Heights. 

15:18-19. Because he was very thirsty he CALLED ON/cried unto the Lord- Harvest time comes after months of dry weather and surface water would be scarce up on the hills. You have given your servant this great victory- The first recorded prayer of Samson. In spite of his follies, when reaction sets in he sobers up and credits God with giving the victory to him, and cries out to God in his need. (I believe that all of us are safer in our fear of failure than we are in our triumphs.) 

   Some are impressed with Samson's piety at this point, others consider him to be saying "I've done this work for you, so you should provide me with the water I need." Unlike Moses or Elijah his prayer is for his personal needs to be met, not for the blessing of God's people, or the purification of his own character. Ps 19:13, would have been an appropriate addition to his prayer. 

Must I die of thirst and fall into the hands of the uncircumcised- God had given him miraculous strength and energy but not robbed him of the normal human reaction - exhaustion and thirst. He felt helpless if the Philistines returned. The men of Judah had fled with no desire to identify themselves with the Deliverer in his God-given victory. Though all men forsook him the Lord didn't. Cp 2 Tim 4:16-17. 

Then God CLAVE/opened up- Baqa- To cleave rip or break open, the hollow place- Makesh- Mortar in Prov 27:22 its only other use. Perhaps a hollow in the limestone rock which cracked open and was filled with water trapped in the limestone. God cared for Samson in his exhaustion as later He cared for Elijah in his desperate weariness, 1 Ki 19:4-8. IN THE JAW/Lehi- Lechi. water came out of it- Jewish Rabbis who loved miraculous signs, 1 Cor 1:22, imagined the water sprang from a hollow in the Jawbone, but, Scripture talks of a spring that continued to supply water still in Lehi district. Scripture doesn't spell out what happened but it seems the water sprang from the rock as in Ex 17:6. But if it means God had opened, He may have directed Samson to the not obvious water supply as in Gen 21:19. God meets the needs of His people, naturally and effortlessly, including miracles. When Samson drank his strength returned- For the first time Samson is recorded as feeling inadequate and asking God for help in his need and being granted it. Normally he just plowed ahead assuming it would be right.

15:20. HE/Samson JUDGED/led- Shaphat. Israel for twenty years- Samson was a might-have-been type of Christ, THE Deliverer. His recorded "Judging" is limited to violent clashes with the Philistines in the area where they were pressing on the Israelites of Dan and Judah. Jephthah may have been functioning at the same time in Gilead. Nothing is said of the land being given rest, or of the Israelites being given victory - it's still THE DAYS OF THE PHILISTINES- Samson's actions showed that God could use an Israelite to defeat them. So Israel was challenged to consider loyalty to the Lord as a viable option to being enslaved by the Philistines. 

   God's general rule "Obedience brings blessing and success" Josh 1:6-9 isn't seen in apostate Israel. Success is granted to a carelessly disobedient man who in spite of God's call and enabling has no interest in keeping God's law. Apostate Israel equally seems to have held on to little more than the covenant-sign of circumcision. Sovereign mercy was the only possible motivation for God to act, and as the next chapter shows, the Lord doesn't protect anyone from the consequences of their folly if they persist in it. 

Chapter 16

16:1-21 Samson's End

(Nothing is said about the Lord at this stage. It seems that Samson had so persisted in his self-willed ways that the Lord was leaving him to himself, and inevitable disaster. Samson's infatuation with Philistine women had robbed him of spiritual perception, and even of common sense. This made him vulnerable to the enemy even though the Philistine men couldn't cope with his physical strength. Those who wilfully disobey any of God's Laws recklessly place themselves at risk from the enemy. How much of the 20 years of Samson's Judging passed without confrontation is unclear. Optimists paint a glowing imaginary picture of Samson using his strength to protect Israel from Philistine invasions. But that's as hard to believe as their suggestion that he went to Gaza to show his contempt for the Philistines and spent the time in innocent conversation with a high class courtesan. It's more likely he was showing everyone that he could do what he liked and get away with it.)

16:1-3. SAMSON WENT TO GAZA- The largest Philistine city - 45 miles from his home at Zorah. He may have had good intentions of confronting Philistines, but good intentions are no safeguard from sin if we go into dangerous places. and SAW AN HARLOT/a prostitute.. spend the night- When Samson wasn't DELIVERING Israel he was BEING Israel - his casual sexual sin with a Philistine prostitute matched Israel's casual involvement with Philistine and Canaanite religion. When God's people turn from Him they do wrong things - or right things in wrong ways - without seeing anything wrong in that. The people of Gaza surrounded.. at dawn we'll kill him- It's not clear what they surrounded, or if they merely gathered a force to deal with him. The word is used in Ps 118:12 of bees buzzing around. 

SAMSON.. ROSE AT MIDNIGHT/middle of the night.. took the doors.. posts.. bar- It's all said so matter-of-factly as the sort of thing Samson was in the habit of doing it reads like a child's picture book. Does it mean he walked through the passage to the gate past the four or six guard rooms full of soldiers who were so startled at him lifting up the huge gate and walking off that they missed the chance to stab him when he had no arms free to defend himself? Perhaps. Or was there a smaller, unguarded gate that was hard to open and they thought he wouldn't tackle it? In any case walking off with the gates of their strongest city was a practical joke that showed that the Philistines were powerless against God's people if He supported them. But Samson was sexually, and Israel was spiritually, irresponsible, and the story makes us wonder how long God could and would support him. Samson no doubt felt triumphant, and in his over-confidence ignored the fact that his sinful infatuation with Philistine women shackled him as a slave within reach of his enemies. Paul in his confessed weakness being lowered in a basket to escape from a city was safer than Samson walking off with city gates, 2 Cor 11:30-33. 

took them on his shoulders to the top of the hill that faces Hebron- The hill may have been near Gaza but in the direction of Hebron. Some like to think he carried them about 40 miles to near Hebron. In either case it proclaims that those who God empowers are given the ability to do His will. The Lord is eager to bring His people to repentance and back to Himself, slow to abandon us to the consequences of our sin. But Samson learns nothing from God's miraculous grace to him.

16:4-5. AFTERWARD/later he fell in love with a woman in.. Sorek- Samson's self-willed fascination with Philistine women is heading for a showdown. That God has miraculously gifted someone, doesn't mean He will put up with their selfish, self-willed misuse of their gifts forever. Samson the macho male might well be attractive to women - but what kind of women! This isn't a LOVE story. It's the story of a silly infatuation with an unscrupulous enemy of Israel. Samson is strong enough to carry off Philistine gates as souvenirs but is weak enough to drift downhill again to the Philistines looking for a woman to pick up. Delilah- Probably a Philistine name. Solomon was snared by his "love" for foreign women, 1 Ki 11:1-13. Samson had fewer opportunities than Solomon, but enough to wreck his life. It's his sinful defiance of the Lord in his heart that drags him into a Philistine snare. His miraculous deliverance from the consequences of casual sin in Gaza seems to embolden him to be more reckless in this longer infatuation. 

THE LORDS/rulers OF THE PHILISTINES.. said See if you can ENTICE/ lure- Pathah- To persuade, deceive, flatter. him into showing the secret of his great strength.. we can SUBDUE/overpower.. each.. will give you eleven hundred pieces of silver- A huge bribe. Samson was recognised as a national menace.

16:6-14. DELILAH SAID.. Tell me the secret of your strength, how you can be.. Samson.. If anyone ties me with seven GREEN WITHS/fresh thongs- Small cords, bowstrings in Job 30:11; Ps 11:2, tent cords, (EXCELLENCY, KJV) Job 4:21. I'll become weak as any other man- Adam. His strength was superhuman, not that which is within the normal range of strength among Adam's descendants. He tells lies for the fun of it instead of fleeing from her plotting. He seems to think he is being clever but he has started down the slope to death. 

THE LORDS/rulers.. brought seven.. she tied him with them.. men hidden in the room she called.. the Philistines are upon you.. he BROKE/snapped the thongs.. easily. You MOCKED/made a fool of me.. lied to me.. tell me.. IF THEY.. NEW ROPES.. I'll be weak.. Delilah took new ropes.. he snapped the ropes

Delilah said.. you have MOCKED/been making a fool of me. Tell me.. If you weave the seven LOCKS/braids of my hair WITH THE WEB/into the fabric- The Hebrew text is unclear and the LXX adds details that don't fit, but the picture is clear enough. The locks of his hair were to be woven into the fabric being woven on a loom. By turning attention to his hair he was close to revealing the secret. One must imagine that Samson was a very heavy sleeper, or perhaps drugged, for these various experiments to have been carried out without waking him. Delilah took the seven LOCKS/braids.. Samson pulled up the pin.. loom.. fabric..

16:15-17. Then she said How can you say you love me when you won't confide in me- It's true that willingness to share personal secrets is a mark of genuine love, but we wonder how Samson could continue to imagine she loved him when her great concern was to find out how he could be made weak, and so at the mercy of his enemies. This third time you have made a fool of me.. haven't told me the secret..

SHE PRESSED HIM/prodded him day after day.. HIS SOUL WAS VEXED UNTO/tired to DEATH- Her pleading/coaxing/nagging - presumably sweetened by love-making - got him so mixed up and crazy that he could resist no longer. Living or dying seemed less important than giving his spiritual secret to the enemy woman with whom he is infatuated. 

HE TOLD HER ALL HIS HEART/everything.. no razor has ever been on my head.. I HAVE BEEN A NAZIRITE UNTO/set apart to God since birth- She might well wonder how a man set apart for God should have such a casual attitude towards obeying God's commandments. IF I am shaved MY STRENGTH WILL GO FROM/leave me- He has betrayed his spiritual secret to an enemy, and all that follows is the natural consequence of his heart sin. It wasn't that his hair made him strong. It was his relationship with God that was the source of his strength, but the retention and use of God's gifts requires obedience. It seems that this symbol of separation to God, his long hair, may have been the last shred of Samson's obedience. He was about to lose this as he had ceased to view it as a holy secret between God and himself. 

16:18- 21. Delilah.. sent to the rulers.. Come.. so they.. BROUGHT MONEY/with the silver in their hands- They too were convinced that she had got the correct answer from Samson, and their problem was solved. She put him to sleep on her lap, called a man to cut off the seven LOCKS/braids of his hair- Again he seems to have an unnaturally heavy sleep - but when Samson will not obey the Lord, and will not even use his common-sense there's no reason or point in the Lord wakening him. Spiritually Samson's conscience has been asleep for a long time. 

HIS STRENGTH WENT FROM/left HIM.. HE AWOKE.. SAID I WILL GO OUT AS AT OTHER TIMES/before- This sounds as if he had known of the waiting Philistines, and chased them away each time. AND SHAKE MYSELF free- To Samson, nothing had changed though his whole giftedness for his work as Deliverer had been lost. God's servants today may also not realise that their exercise of God's gift has ceased and they are just maintaining an empty routine. Samson is as carefree as ever. He'd come and gone as he liked - he could always beat up and kill enemies. 

But- He was so spiritually hardened by casual sinning he did not know that the Lord had left him- Israel's casual involvement with the attractive, sinful, religious practices of the Canaanites had been echoed in Samson's casual sinning with Philistine women. The consequences for Samson stand out as a warning for Israel and God's people for all time. Samson's weakness wasn't his failure to control his lust - that was a mere side effect of his carelessness toward the Lord, and the doing of his Lord's revealed will.

THE PHILISTINES TOOK/seized HIM, PUT/gouged OUT HIS EYES BROUGHT/took HIM DOWN TO GAZA- Physical blindness results from his spiritually blind folly of spending time with Delilah. A striking example of the tragic consequences of sin. Binding him with bronze shackles they set him to grinding in the prison- the man who all his life had been humiliating Philistines is now humiliated by them - acting as a donkey turning a large millstone. Or possibly taking a woman's place by using a hand mill. The man called and endowed by the Lord as the Deliverer of His people Israel is now grinding flour for their enemies. 

16:22. But the hair on his head began to grow again- The Philistines would have noticed this, but presumably assumed rightly that by cutting off his hair ONCE Samson's vow had been broken and no mere growing again of hair could rectify that. But Samson knew more of the mercy and grace of God, 2 Sam 14:14. Cp 2 Tim 2:13. His haircut, like any sin, could not be reversed, and his living as he pleased, careless of God's Law and fellowship meant that he would never again be able to do what pleased his eyes. But the regrowth of his hair could suggest to him that the regrowth of his faith/desire to obey the Lord following real repentance was possible.

16:23-24. THE LORDS/rulers OF THE PHILISTINES GATHERED/assembled TO OFFER A GREAT SACRIFICE UNTO/to DAGON- Dag= Fish so Dagon was thought to have been a fish god. But the name may be associated with Dagan- wheat. The Canaanites sometimes called Baal the son of Dagan. There was a temple of Dagan at Ugarit in the 14th century. to REJOICE/celebrate.. Our god has delivered Samson.. into our hands- They celebrated their success by glorifying their god. When the Lord's servant played with sin as the spiritually blind slave of a Philistine woman and became a blind slave of the Philistines, the Lord shared his disgrace. 

WHEN THE PEOPLE SAW HIM THEY PRAISED THEIR GOD, saying.. the one who laid waste our land- They witness to the positive check Samson and his actions had been on the Philistine's oppression of the Israelites. While Samson triumphed over them, it was a witness that the Lord was stronger than their gods. (Although Samson's life must have given them a poor idea of the character of the Lord.) Now Samson as the Lord's agent had frittered away his strength, and was a slave of the Philistines, they had good reason to praise their god for defeating the Lord's servant and the Lord's purposes. In contrast to 5:1-31.  

16:25-27. they shouted Bring out Samson to MAKE SPORT/entertain us.. SAMSON.. MADE THEM SPORT/performed for them.. stood him BETWEEN/among the pillars- He had been led around the open courtyard of the temple to perform strong-man actions. Now he had been led into the shade under the upper story to rest for a while. Samson said.. 

Put me where I can feel the pillars that support the temple so I may lean against them- To date no Temple of Dagan has been discovered and excavated at Gaza, but at nearby Tel Qasile a two storied temple has been found in which the top floor was supported by cedar pillars set on stone bases. Presumably these two pillars were key supports for the roof. Their removal would bring the whole building down. 
 THE HOUSE/temple WAS FULL/crowded.. all the LORDS/rulers.. on the roof about three thousand.

16:28-30. SAMSON CALLED UNTO/prayed.. O LORD GOD/sovereign Lord- Adonay Yehovah REMEMBER ME- Not as the opposite of forget, but begging the Lord in His sovereign mercy and power to take note of his servant Samson's situation - the butt of Philistine jokes and the source of praise to their idol gods - and act on his behalf. Cp God remembered Noah, Gen 8:1. Please strengthen me just once more- for Samson (and for addicts today) each request is to be the last one- the last pay-back leaving him the winner, 15:7. 

with one blow get revenge.. for my eyes- In his hopeless defeat and failure he turns to God, but still his prayer is selfish and he thinks in terms of personal revenge. He says Me.. me.. ignoring the loss to Israel, and the disgrace to the Lord in it all. He is still blind to spiritual things and the fulfilment of God's purposes for Israel. The Philistines do better with "our god.. our land.. our enemy." All his life Samson functions at the level of an 8 year old school boy and says "He hit me so I'll hit him." SAMSON TOOK HOLD OF THE MIDDLE/central PILLARS on which the temple stood bracing himself against them.. right hand on one.. left hand on other.

LET ME DIE WITH THE PHILISTINES- This is fitting - he had spent his life pursuing Philistine women, and fighting Philistine men. There's nothing of his worshipping the Lord or identifying with His people. HE BOWED HIMSELF/pushed with all his might and down came the temple on the rulers and all in it- By his sinful folly with Delilah, the Philistines were given the chance to glorify their god. Samson's last action had shown that Dagon/Dagan was in fact a mere idol unable to protect his temple from Samson to whom the Lord gave strength. 

HE SLEW/killed AT HIS DEATH/when he  died MORE- It seems the Lord answered his prayer and granted him superhuman strength for one last time, but that isn't mentioned. The Lord wasn't central for Samson, so it's appropriate for the Lord not to be central in the account of his actions. With all his sin, folly and failure, he had done as the Lord had promised - BEGUN to deliver Israel from the Philistines. 

16:31. His brothers and the HOUSE/family OF HIS FATHER CAME/went DOWN to get him- He may not have had actual brothers, 13:2, but his close relatives and clan members came down. The Philistines may well have wished to get rid of his body for superstitious reasons. Cp getting rid of the Lord's Ark in 1 Sam 6. BROUGHT HIM UP/back.. buried him between Zorah and Eshtaol in the tomb of his father Manoah- He had been unwilling to obey his parents in choosing a wife, and largely ignored his family and clan, but at the end they claim his body, and his grave would have been a testimony to the fact that the Lord God of Israel could raise up a deliverer who could free them from Philistine oppression. That was the final testimony of his life in spite of folly and selfishness.

17:1-21:25 Two Illustrations of Israel's Apostasy

Introduction

In this section no foreign oppression or Judge-deliverer is mentioned. The evil that happens is generated by the Israelites themselves. We are given two glimpses of the ugliness of Israel's apostasy as it settles down to live in fellowship with the Canaanites. This is what happens when people turn from serving God to living to please themselves in religion and morality. That the apostasy was rapid, 2:7-13, is confirmed by 18:30; 20:28 – Phineas still alive. As Israel was kingless, Israelites were free to depend directly on the Lord and live in fellowship with Him - they chose not to. They may have done better with a human king, but at least they had no-one to blame but themselves. All that happened was the result of their choosing to ignore the Lord their Heavenly King, 8:23; Ex 19:4-6; Deu 33:5, and make their decisions in terms of how it looked to them. Each DID WHAT WAS RIGHT IN HIS OWN EYES/as he saw fit, 17:6; 21:25.

So in worship and in punishment of wrong-doing they acted in ways that seemed best from their point of view. As a result their partial obedience to the Lord was cluttered with ideas about God's character and will that come from Canaanite religion. In defiance of the Godward commandments they worshipped the Lord in the form of idols. And showed indifference towards breaking the commandments about our behaviour towards men.

Both Danites and Benjamites were in the heartland of Israel, and both were in serious trouble through their unbelief and failure to obey the Lord. Both situations involved a Levite linked with Bethlehem and end by mentioning Shiloh where the Tabernacle and Priest were. Much of the material is disgusting, yet necessary as a warning of the consequences of godlessness. The writer records the shocking facts without comment and the reader is left to judge the rightness or wrongness of actions and words. This frees them to do so from their stage of spiritual development, and the amount of God's Word available - and that varied from David to Isaiah to Paul. 

The message of Judges 17-21 is that even God's covenant people are hopelessly sinful, and selfishness makes His appointed spiritual leaders, the Levites, no better, 17:7-12. Israel's preservation in its role in the purposes of God rests entirely on His Sovereign Mercy, Lam 3:22. The darker the scene the greater the display of His Grace.

In contrast to these chapters the book of Ruth shows us a good man, Boaz, choosing to live by God's Law and being a blessing. Then we have the record of God raising up Samuel, the greatest Prophet and Judge since Moses/Joshua. Then, as the people demand a king to Judge them, 1 Sam 8:5, God raised up Saul and David, 1 Sam 11:6; 16:12-13. 

Chapter 17

17:1-18:31  Micah, the Levite & the Tribe of Dan

(This section is about religion, and all concerned seem (in their own way) devout Israelites. Micah has defied God's Law, Ex 20:12, 15, by stealing silver from his mother. When he returns it she gives it to the Lord by making an idol in defiance of Ex 20:1-4. The Levite leaves his God-appointed place and looks for one with more worldly advantage. The Danites do the same. They ask if the Lord will give them success, per Micah's idol, and later steal it to bring them good luck by setting up a forbidden Holy place with the Levite as its priest. All this shows Israel's spiritual apostasy into superstition and Canaanite ideas about religion, 2:11-13. As with the Canaanites religion is a matter of professional priests who sell their services to the highest bidder and care nothing for the revealed will of God. Therefore the Israelites, like the Canaanites, are quite indifferent to the welfare of others. There is no good or godly man in these two chapters.)

17:1-3. A MAN OF M0UNT/the hill country of EPHRAIM- The central core of Israel. The Tabernacle was in Ephraim at Shiloh, but this man made his own shrine to deal with the Lord on his own terms. He wanted to serve the Lord in his own way, 17:6, and spent time and money freely on that. All such self-willed service is idolatry. named MICAH- "Who is like the Lord" = No-one is equal to the Lord. The Lord has blessed him with wealth, and his name confesses that the Lord is unique, but instead of obeying Him he has deliberately broken two of the Lord's commands, Ex 20:12, 15. In this he illustrates Israel's apostasy, and his actions lead to the apostate shrine at Dan.

Said to his mother THE ELEVEN HUDRED SHEKELS OF SILVER- A very large sum of money. They were wealthy with no excuse for sinning. TAKEN FROM YOU ABOUT WHICH I heard you.. curse- That she spoke the curse in his presence suggests she may have suspected him. It seems to be his fear that the curse might strike him that moved him to own up. I took it- He shows no repentance and doesn't ask forgiveness. The fear of the Lord would have moved Micah to keep His commands so that he could fellowship with the Lord. Instead he acts like the pagans who lived in fear of the curses of angry gods. HIS MOTHER SAID The Lord bless you- Cp Gen 14:19; 1 Sam 15:13; 23:21; 2 Sam 2:5; Ruth 2:20; 3:10. She swears by Jehovah as loyal Israelites should, Deu 6:13, not by Baal etc. It sounds an odd response to the admission of theft, but probably she says a blessing to counter the curse she had spoken in the name of the Lord. 

WHEN HE HAD RESTORED/returned.. the silver.. his mother said I HAD WHOLLY DEDICATED THE/consecrated my SILVER TO THE LORD- Her promise to dedicate it to the Lord may have been part of the curse - thinking the Lord was more likely to strike down the thief because the money was stolen from HIM once the mother dedicated it. Again we face a pious action, and would expect good to come from this generous dedication of all the silver to the Lord. But she doesn't take it to the Lord's authorised Tabernacle and Priest at Shiloh. Instead as an apostate Israelite she uses it 

TO MAKE A GRAVEN/carved IMAGE and a MOLTEN IMAGE/cast idol- 
 In defiance of the Lord's command, Ex 20:4-5; Deu 5:8-9. Israel is so apostate that using an idol to represent the Lord is taken for granted and neither seem to consider stealing a sin, but as something easily put right. 

17:4-6. he returned the silver.. she took two hundred shekels- She had said she dedicated all the silver to the Lord, but hands over less than a fifth of it. gave it to the silversmith.. made.. an image and an idol- Probably a bull image - gods were often shown standing or sitting on a bull. Israelites could claim the bull was intended to represent the throne on which their invisible God stood/sat. But it would be linked in men's minds with the bull of Canaanite fertility cults. Cp Aaron's golden calf and those of Jeroboam. Micah represents the ignorance of apostate Israel as he "honours" the Lord by defying His commands. they were put in Micah's house- Household gods were a pagan idea. Cp Gen 35:1-5.

MICAH HAD A HOUSE OF GODS/shrine- In defiance of Deu 12:5. MADE AN EPHOD.. TERAPHIM/stone idols- Household gods, Gen 31:30, sometimes in human form, 1 Sam 19:13. They seem to have been used in seeking guidance from spiritism, 18:5; Eze 21:21; Zech 10:2. While pretending to look to the Lord for guidance, they were defying His appointed means - the Law, Deu 4:8-10; 6:5-7; 31:19-26, taught by the Priests and Levites, Lev 10:11; Deu  24:8; 31:9-13; 33:8-11; 2 Chr 15:3, and when this was unclear, by the Urim and Thummim, Ex 28:30; Josh 18:8. The Levites were spread through the community, Num 35:1-8; Jos 21:1-42, to teach God's law and make such ignorance impossible, 2 Chr 17:7-9; 35:3; Neh 8:7-9. 

CONSECRATED/installed one of his sons as his priest- Again professing to honour the Lord and seek His blessing, yet ignoring/ defying His command that Aaron and his descendants were to be their priests, Ex 40:12-15. The mixture of professed devotion to the Lord and cheerful defiance of His revealed will shows the silliness of apostates. (This is still true today) Like Jephthah, 11:30-40, Micah and his mother earnestly follow the religious rules of the Canaanites in their efforts to honour the Lord.

IN THOSE DAYS Israel had no king EVERY MAN/everyone DID.. RIGHT IN HIS OWN EYES/as he saw fit- Later idolatry was sponsored by Solomon, and Jeroboam founded his kingdom on it, 1 Ki 12:26-33. But here it was simply a man full of his own ideas about religion and not interested in finding out the Lord's will and doing it. He was happy to serve the Lord - as long as the Lord was happy for him to do it in the way that suited him. Gideon had confessed that the Lord was King, yet did the same, 8:22-27. In effect everyone behaved as if he was his own king and god as Adam and Eve had, Gen 3:4-6. Even today in repudiating human headship of the church, sectarianism, etc Assemblies don't automatically escape them. 

17:7-9. A young Levite from Bethlehem- He had no right to be there as it wasn't a town given to Levites in Josh 21. in Judah- Probably a Kohathite as they and the priests had been allotted towns in Judah. He is not named at this stage, perhaps to indicate he is a typical Levite of his time. His actions suggest that the Levites weren't performing their God-ordained function, of teaching and administering the Law of the Lord, and that the Israelites weren't obeying the Lord in providing materially for them in doing this, Deu 18:1-5. left.. in search of some other place to stay- The Lord had ruled that any Levite had the right to move from his allotted town in order to serve the Lord at the Tabernacle, Deu 18:6-8. This Levite wasn't going to honour the Lord with obedience in the place the Lord had allotted his family. He sets out to find a place where he will make more money. I'm a Levite from Bethlehem.. looking for a place- He is quite frank - he's looking for a chance to better himself. Open to any offer. 

17:10-11. MICAH SAID DWELL/live WITH ME and be my father- Exercise spiritual headship and care for the household, as fathers such as Abraham had done, Gen 45:8; 2 Ki 2:12; 6:21; Mt 23:9. and priest- Deal with God on my behalf. Those who ignore God's provision - and design their own religion - can have no security. So he grasps the opportunity to upgrade his religious system and move it one step closer to God's order - make it a better imitation of the real thing, without the inconveniences of a God-centred religion. Levites were to have served God by ministering His word to His people. Instead, this man is offered the role of Father and Priest, just as some churches usurp the place of our High Priest by creating an artificial priesthood, above that of the priesthood of all believers, 1 Pet 2:5, 9; Rev 1:6.

I'll give you ten shekels a year, clothes and food- A generous pay so the priest will work well on Micah's behalf. Today, faced with the unpopularity of God's revealed will, many church leaders prefer to set up an idol - Mammon, or Tolerance - and for a salary live by its Law. So the Levite agreed- Instead of denouncing Micah for his idolatry, and warning him of the Lord's anger, this Levite was happy to become the priest of a rich man, and assured of financial security for life. the young man was like one of his sons- While Micah asked him to exercise fatherly spiritual care, Micah continued to run the household's spiritual concerns by directing his priest. As the Levite was selfish he was happy to avoid the responsibilities of providing Godly leadership and was gladly dependent on the indulgence of his wealthy patron. 

17:12-13. MICAH CONSECRATED/installed THE LEVITE- Literally Filled his hands - authorised and equipped him, as Moses, acting as the Lord's agent, consecrated Aaron. But Micah's action was defying the Lord. MICAH said Now I know the Lord will DO ME/be GOOD to me SINCE I HAVE A LEVITE.. PRIEST- Like modern men, Micah picked up the bits of Biblical belief that suited him - he argued that as the Levites had been chosen to serve the Lord the Lord would bless him. He ignored the fact that the Levites had been chosen because of their loyalty to the Lord against idolatry, Ex 32:25-29, and he was using this Levite as priest for his idols! He has no intention of obeying the Lord in spiritual or practical matters but views the Levite as a good-luck charm. Today Christian Congregations may flourish because God's will as revealed in the Bible is systematically taught. But others draw large numbers because people flock to preachers who offer, in the Lord's name, what they want, and have a careless attitude towards anything taught in God's word that's inconvenient.

Chapter 18

18:1-31  Spiritual Corruption spreads

(Like Micah's Levite the tribe of Dan weren't willing to live where and how God had ordained. They were looking for an easier place, and an easier way of life than that which God had given them. In unbelief they failed to take the land allotted to them. and instead took land allotted to Naphthali. Those who refused to obey the Lord at Kadesh Barnea, and then defied Him by acting independently, were defeated, Num 14. That's as it should be. But life isn't always neat and tidy. Here, godless indifference to the Lord's revealed will, and confident response to a false prophet is successful! An obedient Israel, under the Lord's Kingship-authority would have stoned Micah to death, and stopped his idolatry from spreading, Deu 13:6-11. Instead these took it for granted that military success meant God was pleased with them. We learn from this that the apparent success of any movement in the Christian church today may also not be proof of God's blessing. It may, like the Shrine at Dan, result in long-term spiritual evil. 

They took up the land they chose, not from the Lord, but as idolators, independent of the Lord, and that resulted in their permanent alienation from Him - as aiming at material betterment may do for us. Micah's experience points to the fact that those who create their own gods or goals can expect no help from them when a crisis comes - and they lose all they've spent on them. ) 

18:1-4. IN THOSE DAYS.. NO KING- No human leader and no acknowledgement of the Lord as the King whose Laws they must obey. THE TRIBE OF THE DANITES SOUGHT AN INHERITANCE/were seeking a place- Like the Levite, 17:8. because they had not yet come into an inheritance- The Lord had given them a share of the land, Josh 19:40-46, but because of unbelief they had failed to take up and use what God had given, 1:34-36; 13:2. They had been squeezed into the hill country around Zorah and Eshtaol on the border between Benjamin and Judah. The offer of a permanent pleasant homeland would be attractive to them. Othniel's victory, 3:10, may have opened the possibility of expansion northward.

The Danites sent five warriors- Chayil- Men of wealth, or strength. Used of Boaz, etc, but these were spiritual pygmies. from Zorah and Eshtaol to spy out the land- Cp Num 13:17; Josh 18:3-16. These men represented all of their clans. They.. came to the house of Micah- This rather neatly parallels Josh 2:1 where the two spies sent to Jericho enter the house of a prostitute. That prostitute, Rahab, repented and turned in faith to the Lord and was added to Israel. This house of spiritual prostitution/false religion, 2:17; 8:27, 33, welcomes them, and in due course this prostitute-false religion is made their own permanently in their new home. 

They KNEW/recognised the voice of the Levite- Perhaps he'd passed through Zorah? Perhaps his accent was recognised as Judahite? they said What are you doing in this place?- Good question - a Levite the Lord had allotted to Judah to be a witness to Him and His Law there, running an idol shrine in Ephraim. If he was true to his calling he would have asked - What are you doing away from the inheritance the Lord has given you? God's questions will bring an honest man to a sense of his sin and folly, but are wasted on wilful sinners, Gen 3:9-11; 4:10; 1 Ki 19:9.

He said Micah.. has hired me and I am his priest- Cheerful apostasy - the expression is used in 2 Sam 11:25; 1 Ki 14:4. He should have been able to say “I'm serving the Lord by instructing this household in the ways of the Lord,” but instead he is Micah's man working for what he pays him. Man-made religions may use words from God's word, but their concepts and goals are different - and become increasingly so, 1 Tim 4:1-5; 2 Tim 3:1-9; 2 Pet 3:1-7; 1 Jn 4:1-6; Jude 4, 7-8, 19. 

18:5-6. They said ASK COUNSEL/inquire.. OF GOD- Elohim. Canaanites used this name as well as Israelites. Cp 1:1; 20:23; 1 Sam 14:37; 22:13-14. Not specifically the Lord God of Israel. WHETHER OUR WAY SHALL BE PROSPEROUS/journey will be successful- They want to be assured that God will bless their selfish plans, but don't ask whether what they are doing is God's will. 
 God had revealed His will by His original allotment. They ignore this as they had been unwilling to act in faith to claim that land. They wanted the Lord's blessing without paying the price of persistent, believing obedience, 1 Tim 6:12; 2 Tim 4:7. 

THE PRIEST SAID.. GO IN PEACE, BEFORE THE LORD IS YOUR JOURNEY/ has the Lord's approval- KJV is what the text says, as in Amos 9:4. To be before the Lord, could be taken as the opposite of the Lord has set His face against it, Lev 17:10; 20:3, 5; Jer 21:10; 44:11. The NIV meaning is the glib assurance they wanted and took from what was said. Cp 1 Ki 22:6, 12, 13. Heathen priests represented non-moral non-gods and gave favourable answers so worded as to cover failure also. The thought that the Lord was watching over them would reassure the self-confident, but make the humble godly careful to do what pleased their Lord. 

18:7-10. THE FIVE MEN.. CAME TO LAISH- A city mentioned in Egyptian texts from as early as the 19th century BC, and in 18th century texts from Mari in Mesopotamia. The series of cities have been excavated by A Biran. The mound is about 1 Km in diameter - 50 acres approx. 

THE PEOPLE.. DWELT CARELESS/were living in safety- The word means both careless, and secure. AFTER THE MANNER OF/like THE ZIDONIANS- By not being warlike they didn't antagonise neighbours. Cp Switzerland's role in Europe. They were a trading people, and traders make their profits by being friendly with all their neighbours - easy to conquer, but impossible to replace, as their usefulness depended on their trade connections. Naming Sidon as the dominant coastal trading city shows the record is accurate - by King David's time Tyre had conquered and replaced Sidon. They were far from the Sidonians- so not easily defended by them. no relationship with ANY MAN/anyone else- Adam. LXX has Aram - Syria. In Hebrew R & D are often confused. 

When they returned to Zorah and Eshtaol their brothers asked How did you find things?- An abbreviated question quickly smothered in the enthusiastic report. ARISE/Come on Let's attack them.. the land is very good DON'T BE SLOTHFUL/hesitate.. take it over- In contrast to the report of ten spies, Num 13:27-29, 31-33, these were enthusiastic. Laish offered all they could hope for, and would be an easy conquest. In contrast to their weak hold on a not very fertile strip of hill country under constant pressure from energetic and competent enemies. 

you will find an unsuspecting people a LARGE/spacious land that God has put into your hands, a land that lacks nothing- That their original allotment had been made at the Lord's direction at His Tabernacle in Shiloh, is cheerfully ignored as it hadn't worked out well - because of their unbelief and indolence. The fact that the new prospect was much easier doesn't prove it was God-given. Today the success of congregations and church groups doesn't prove they're more pleasing to God than others. Their sales pitch may demand less obedience to the Lord, and offer more that appeals to fallen natures. 

18:11-12. Then six hundred men.. 
 armed for battle set out from Zorah and Eshtaol- This small number means that only a few of the Danites were prepared to take up the challenge - with women and children 3, 000 would be a reasonable total number. 

18:12-19. On their way they set up camp near Kiriath Jearim- Josh 9:17. in Judah.. called Mahaneh Dan- not the one between Zorah and Eshtaol, 13:25. TO THE HOUSE OF MICAH. THE FIVE MEN.. said.. one of these houses has an ephod.. TERAPHIM/ household gods, A GRAVEN/carved IMAGE.. MOLTEN IMAGE/cast idol THEREFORE CONSIDER/now you know what to do- They rightly guessed that the Danite expedition would welcome the addition of a Levite idol-priest and his shrine. To apostate Israelites it would be a comfort to have a representative of God with them, and to be able to consult the Lord in a form forbidden by Him.

So they.. went to.. the Levite and greeted him. The six hundred.. armed- Ready to support their theft of Micah's property. stood at the.. gate. When these men.. took the carved image, the ephod.. the priest said What are you doing?- It was obvious but he made a mild protest. They said HOLD THY PEACE/Be quiet!.. Come with us and be our father and priest. Isn't it better.. serve a tribe- Of course a wider sphere of service is attractive, but should not be accepted unless it's within God's revealed will. He'd confessed he was happy to have his service bought by Micah. They rightly judged from this that he would welcome the more lucrative position of being priest for them. He had no conscience about idolatry, or theft, although God has forbidden both. As treachery was profitable he wouldn't turn the chance down, and Micah the thief-from-his-mother had no real right to object. 

18:20-23. The priest was glad- A bigger and better place, 17:9, as Pope - Father & Priest to the tribe of northern Dan. HE TOOK THE EPHOD AND TERAPHIM.. WENT IN THE MIDST/among THE PEOPLE- He didn't trust his gods to protect him. THEY.. little children, CATTLE/livestock and possessions- including the stolen idols etc, in front- So if Micah tried to get his property back he must first face armed men. 

WHEN THEY WERE A GOOD WAY/some distance from Micah's house the men who lived near..  overtook the Danites- They would travel faster than the Danite women and children. they CRIED UNTO/shouted after- Qara- Used of Israel crying out for deliverance from their oppressors, 6:7; 10:10-14. These Danites were oppressing him - naturally enough as they had thrown off the restraints of the Lord and His Law and felt as free to be selfish as did Canaanites, Moabites, etc. the Danites.. said.. what's the matter- An empty, sneering question, but they preferred to talk him off, rather than risk any casualties. They have no Law-taught conscience or sense of need to live before the Lord.

18:24-26. HE SAID YOU HAVE TAKEN MY/the GODS I made, and my priest. What else do I have?- He feels exposed to the forces of evil and disaster, his false confidence and security had gone with his gods and priest. He was stripped of his folly that had imagined he could please the Lord and earn His protection by making idols, and by turning a Levite into an idol-priest. Yet Shiloh is only a few miles away if only he would seek the Lord and His mercy. He's like those today who put their faith in Positive Mental Attitude, Education, Good Family, Popular Wisdom, Material Success, or Triumphant Pentecostal Faith - what can these do when the Doctor diagnoses cancer, a child has become a drug addict, etc. When a man makes anything but God his main aim in life he sets himself up for disaster. 

The Danites said Don't argue with us, or some hot tempered man- Men bitter of soul, as in 2 Sam 17:8. will attack you- Shut up, if you make us angry, we'll wipe out your whole family/clan. A brutal warning from brutal men, with no fellow-feeling for fellow-Israelites. Micah seeing they were too strong for him.. went back home- He came onto the scene as having stolen from his mother and fades out with his having his gods stolen from him. Did he decide he was under the Lord's judgment now, as he had been sure he was under the Lord's blessing in 17:13? How could he, or men today, be so foolish as to trust in gods that he could make? Cp 6:32; Isa 40:18-20; 44:9-20. Micah ends up as a pathetic figure - but how could the Lord use an equally unscrupulous, and far more brutal people to punish him? Cp Hab 1:2-2:4. In fact their theft was like the theft of poisoned food. It was a curse on them and their descendants until it reaped it's due reward - exile, 18:31. 

18:27-30. They took what Micah had made- Mere products of man's mind and brain. and the priest to Laish. They attacked and burned down the city- This was the God-ordained judgment on its corrupt religion and way of life, Deu 7:1-5. But they were not being replaced by godly Israelites who by living in fellowship with the Lord would be a light of witness to the nations around. The Israelites who replaced them were apostates who were becoming as corrupt as the Canaanites, and so were under God's judgment, 18:31; Lev 18:20-25; 20:22-23. The city was in a valley near Beth Rehob- Num 13:21. The Danites built a city.. named it DAN .. SET UP THE GRAVEN IMAGE/the idols- They ignored the Lord's purpose that all Israel should worship at the place He chose, Deu 12:11, and defied His ban on using images, Ex 20:4-5; Deu 27:15.

JONATHAN THE SON OF GERSHOM/Gershon THE SON- Ben- Son, grandson, descendant. If it means son it confirms the rapid apostasy stated in 2:6-12. Moses’ grandson is Israel's counter-Moses. 
 OF MANASSEH/Moses- The Hebrew text says "Moses" but in the margin it's written with an "n" inserted, to show that when read in the synagogue it's to be read as "Manasseh." The Rabbis say they did this so that Moses wouldn't be disgraced publicly by being associated with this apostate Levite. As Kohathites, Moses’ descendants were allotted to Judah, 17:7; 21:4.

his sons were the priests for.. Dan, UNTIL THE DAY/time OF THE CAPTIVITY- As warned in Lev 26; Deu 28, and recorded in 2 Ki 15:29. 
 That one so closely descended from Moses should found an idolatrous priesthood is a warning to us to take the Apostle John's words seriously - Little children, keep yourselves from idols. 1 Jn 5:21. 

18:31. They continued to use the idols Micah had made, all the time the house of God was at Shiloh- This makes the blasphemy of their action clear. While they worshipped at this idol shrine the Lord God of Israel was patiently waiting at Shiloh for them to come, acknowledge Him in worship and to live good, happy lives in fellowship with Him by keeping His Law. Their not going to Shiloh robbed them of contact with God's man, Samuel. 

Chapter 19

19:1-21:25 Benjamin's Sin, Punishment, & Restoration

(Chapters 17-18 showed Israel failing to honour the Lord by obeying Him in their worship. This is about their callous disregard for the welfare of their fellow Israelites - their lack of love for God shown in their failure to love their neighbour 1 Jn 4:6-21. Their adoption of Canaanite religious ideas is reflected in their descent into Canaanite immorality. Because Israel had turned from the Lord to Canaanite gods, every-one did as he saw fit: Levites felt free to leave their rightful place and mission. Wives felt free to commit adultery. Hosts were foolishly hospitable. Gangs felt free to rape men and women. And Israel, faced with a dismembered body, unite only to dismember itself. The Israelites unite in trying to deal with the shocking sin and go through the motions of seeking the Lord's will and doing it, but their decisions and actions ignore what has been revealed of God's nature and will. The Leaders do what seems right to them, but their tandards and attitudes are those of the Canaanites. Apart from Phinehas none of the characters are named, perhaps because they represent typical Israelites. 

When people ignore God it devalues people. As in Gen 19 the Gibeonite gang, nameless and hiding in the dark, 19:25, are de-personalised embodied lust. The Levite is to them merely a sex-object to be replaced under bargaining by his concubine. As in modern society, where people live to please themselves many are victims of anonymous sinners. Unless society faces up to its responsibilities and names them, they stay that way. If not, no-one is safe from his own sinning, or of the sinning of others - who are excused as victims of society. As a result God made a gap in the children of Israel, and shattered their smug acceptance of the drift into Canaanite behaviour. This section should be read seldom, and is profitable only as we ask God to search our hearts and deliver us from evil, Ps 139:23-24; Mk 7:21. When men shut God out of their lives, kindness, decency and honour fly away, as God gives men over to follow the sinful, unrestrained lusts of their hearts, Rom 1:20-32.)

19:1-10  The Evil at Gibeah - Background

19:1-3. NO KING IN ISRAEL- Because Israelites refused to acknowledge the Lord as their King there was no restraint on their behaviour. They behaved as Canaanites. A LEVITE- One of the spiritually-privileged group responsible to teach and act for God in the nation. SOJOURNING/ who lived- Ger- a resident alien, so not living in one of the cities set apart for Levites. Like the Levite in 17-18 he had chosen not to live where the Lord had directed him, so had no responsibilities or sense of mission. in.. Ephraim. TOOK A CONCUBINE- He was permitted to take a concubine by the Law, Ex 21:7-11, but it was less than the Gen 2:21-25 ideal. OUT OF/from BETHLEHEM in JUDAH- Cp 17:7-11,

HIS CONCUBINE PLAYED THE WHORE AGAINST/was unfaithful- Zanah- To be a prostitute as in 16:1. 
 to HIM- She had sexual relations with men other than her husband. The record emphasises that she was a YOUNG woman, 19:3-9. so her husband may have been an older man whose wife was happy for him to buy a younger woman who would do the bulk of the housework. In this, for her, unsatisfactory situation she could be tempted to respond to men of her own age and then run home to her father. 

went back to her father.. Bethlehem. After she had been there FOUR WHOLE MONTHS- This suggests her husband wasn't passionately in love with her or missed her greatly. Her help with the housework would be missed though, and when work was slack and it was convenient to travel HER HUSBAND WENT.. TO SPEAK FRIENDLY/persuade- Speak to the heart. BRING HER BACK/return- Or have his money refunded, Ex 21:11. He seems well-intentioned - all are pictured positively to provide a pleasant background to the vile and violent treatment they received at Gibeah. 

SHE BROUGHT/took HIM INTO HER FATHER'S HOUSE her father REJOICED TO MEET/gladly welcomed HIM- Whatever she or her father thought of him, they were in his debt for breach of contract. Hospitality demanded they treat him well, especially as her return home had been a disgrace to all concerned, And, as in many tribal cultures today, if she didn't return to her husband her father would have to refund the money he had received. His enthusiasm for eating and drinking showed the money may well have been literally swallowed up! 

19:4-8. HIS FATHER-IN-LAW prevailed upon HIM to stay.. three days, eating.. drinking.. sleeping- Everything happily settled it seems, and after due hospitality had been given, refreshed for the journey, he could return home. ON THE FOURTH DAY they got up early and prepared to leave. THE girl's FATHER SAID.. Refresh yourself.. then.. go- Is this a charming example of generous hospitality? Or is the father postponing the departure because the girl doesn't want to go? Or is he a self-indulgent man who wants to prolong the excuse for feasting instead of working? Or was the Levite at fault for accepting it? Cp the response of Abraham's servant, Gen 24:54-61. We know that in the end this delaying led to the tragedy. The two of them sat down to eat and drink together.. Please stay tonight and enjoy yourself.

HE AROSE EARLY.. ON THE FIFTH DAY TO DEPART.. THE DAMSEL'S/girl's FATHER SAID.. Wait.. the two of them ate together- The repetition of the same phrases suggests a pointless ritual day after day until it becomes ridiculous. The action of a pair of polite, fumbling fools. The Levite rises early, but as a polite guest wastes each day in response to the pleas of his host. Still he is a model of eastern hospitality In contrast to the inhospitable people of Gibeah. 

19:9-12. THE MAN ROSE TO DEPART.. Stay, MAKE MERRY/enjoy yourself. BUT THE MAN WOULD NOT/was unwilling.. left and went toward.. Jerusalem.. WHEN THEY WERE near.. THE SERVANT SAID.. let's stop at this city.. HIS MASTER SAID/replied.. We won't go into a city whose people are not Israelites- This should have been a good idea, but he was ignoring the fact that the apostate people of God had already sunk to the level of the heathen - the higher the height the deeper the fall. God's command that they destroy Canaanites - not socialise with them - had become a matter of indifference. But they are foreigners, and the Levite and his wife ought to be safer for the night among their own people. WE WILL go on TO GIBEAH.

19:11-30 The Evil done at Gibeah

(This disgusting story is in the Bible for that very reason – it is intended to disgust us with a realisation that no matter what our privileges are we too may fall into sin - if like Israel, WE turn from the Lord and His obedience and fellowship, we too may fall into personal rottenness, and public disgrace. Self-righteous upholders of traditional morality may blind themselves to much of the message by focussing only on the disgusting homosexuality. Those with a modern point of view may blind themselves to the wider application by focussing only on the disgusting male exploitation of females - a man, saving his own skin, by using his superior strength to push his young wife out of the house into the hands of a gang of rapists! 

Israel had forsaken her covenant with the Lord and chosen to forget all He had done for them, 2:10-12. That left everyone free to please themselves in what they chose to do, 17:6. And as they threw off the wise and loving restraint of His law they lost its protection, and began to reap what they had sown. Israel as a social unit suffered the corruption of family and social life. 
32 Our modern society has turned from being Bible-and-Church centred into Entertainment-Media-centred, in my lifetime and so OUR streets and homes are becoming unsafe.

19:13-15. Let's try to reach Gibeah or Ramah.. the NIGHT. THE SUN WENT DOWN/set as they neared Gibeah- Josh 15:57. They.. sat in the city square, but no-one took them into his home- Hospitality to travellers was the general rule, and particularly to people of the same race. These citizens had no care for travellers, or knowing the gang attitude towards strangers, didn't risk becoming involved. Opting out is self-protective, selfishness. Those who had ceased to honour God are unlikely to honour fellow-men. Social order was breaking down. 

19:16-21. AN OLD MAN.. FROM MT EPHRAIM.. came in from his work in the fields- He's living in the town, but as a stranger in it he shows an interest in the strangers. where are you going.. from Bethlehem.. to Ephraim.. I am now going up to the house of the Lord- Shiloh, 18:31; Josh 18:1? or Bethel? Both towns were in the land of Ephraim, but he'd said nothing about worshipping until now. (LXX simply has to my house.)

No one has taken me into his house. We have straw and fodder.. bread and wine- They had provisions so there was no excuse for their not being offered shelter for the night. THE OLD MAN SAID PEACE/You are welcome at my house- That he is also from the land of Ephraim is an added reason for hospitality. LODGE NOT IN THE STREET/don't spend the night in the square- This hints that they might not be safe there. In apostate Israel evil-doers aren't restrained by the decent citizens. HE BROUGHT/took HIM INTO/to HIS HOUSE.. WASHED FEET.. EAT AND DRINK.

19:22-26. AS THEY WERE MAKING THEIR HEARTS MERRY/enjoying themselves, wicked MEN.. SONS OF BELIAL- Probably from Beli- Nothingness, without. Ya'al- worth, profit, benefit. Worthless men, useless rotters, etc. Used of murderers, rapists, corrupt priests, drunks, etc, Deu 13:14; 1 Sam 2:12; 10:27; 25:17, 25; 2 Sam 16:7, etc.

BEAT UPON/pounding on THE DOOR.. Bring out the man.. so we can have sex with him- The words closely parallel Gen 19 to show that Israelite Gibeah has become like Canaanite Sodom. The Lord sent two sinless angels to Sodom so that the men of Sodom could demonstrate how vile they were. Here for these men "doing what is right in their eyes" would be using him to enjoy their sexual perversion. Their demand broke three Laws - that of hospitality, the ban on sexual intercourse outside marriage, and ban on homosexual intercourse, Lev 18:22; 20:13.

THE MASTER/owner of the house.. SAID No my friends don't be so vile- Ra'a- Evil, as in 2:11; 3:7; 4:1; 6:1; 10:6; 13:1. Since the man is my guest don't do this disgraceful thing- Nebala- Empty, lacking moral or social restraint, unreasonable, against nature. It's used of unlawful sexual acts in Gen 34:7; Deu 22:21; 2 Sam 13:12-13; Jer 29:23, etc. The old man is as powerless as Lot had been, but he protests that their proposed action is morally and socially disgraceful.

Here is my daughter a virgin, AND HIS CONCUBINE- His responsibility to care for his guests centres on the chief guest. In his eyes it's right to do this at the expense of the man's wife and his own daughter. Jephthah sacrificed his daughter to fulfil a foolish vow. This man would do so in a different way - to protect his own pride in being a good host! The ancient world thought this was important and the place of women was low - as today in the Non-Christian world. God's Law sentenced to death any man who raped a woman. Mutual consent for any sexual union outside marriage earned the death penalty for both man and woman. Cp Ex 20:14; Lev 20:12-21; Deu 22:22-30. 
 While homosexual rape is further removed from the natural order of life than hetero-sexual rape, and therefore more disgraceful, our disgust at the demand of the men is matched by our disgust at the willingness of the other men to protect themselves at the cost of sacrificing the women under their care and protection. Cp Lot, Gen 19:8. 

A feminist response might be "Just like a man!" but the true response is "Just like a Canaanite!" That a gang of men in Israelite Gibeah, are predatory homosexuals like the Canaanites in Sodom reminds us that God had warned Israel that if they adopted the Canaanite lifestyle they too would be spewed out of the land, Lev 18:28; Deu 8:19-20. 

Gibeah had turned from the Lord to the extent that Canaanite sexuality ruled - a gang wanted to commit homosexual rape, and as an alternative, raped and abused a woman to death. Certainly males dominated the ancient world, but God's Law was designed to protect the defenceless. 

The men wouldn't listen.. the man took his concubine.. to them- Pleas and arguments were ignored, so he pushed his concubine out of the door into their hands. He and they are doing what seems right in their own eyes. and they raped and abused her.. at dawn let her go- Not wanting to be seen and recognised. They were part of apostate Israel who had ceased to walk with their Lord in the light of His Law, and had become cruel and corrupt exploiters of their fellows in Canaanite style. The woman went back to the house.. fell down at the door.

19:27-30. When her master- He had treated her as a slave, not as a wife. Cp NT responsibility of a Husband in Eph 5:25. opened the door.. there lay his concubine.. her hands on the threshold- "Reaching out for help and reaching only death." To quote Block. The whole tone of what follows is heartless - no expression of regret, shame or apology. He said Get up, let's go, but.. no answer. 

The man put her on his donkey.. When he reached home he took a knife and cut his concubine.. into twelve parts sent them into all of Israel- The wicked abuse of her at Gibeah was matched by his equally callous treatment of her dead body. 

ALL/Everyone.. SAID Such a thing has never been seen or done since Egypt- They speak of the source of their nationhood, but without mentioning the Lord their Deliverer, or His making them His special people. Israel was viewing itself as a secular state, functioning in such a way that every man was free to choose how he would behave - but THIS behaviour wasn't going to be approved. Think about! Consider.. what to do- The Levite had set out to shock them with the physical evidence of the terrible crime - a decaying part of what had been the body of his concubine. As a demand for Israel to take action against the wicked men of Gibeah, this was so horrifying that it was effective. The Levite's action had shocked them out of their moral lethargy. The story was recorded as still shocking Israel in Hos 9:9; 10:9. 

Chapter 20

20:1-48 Israel's Flawed Attempt at Dealing with the Evil

(We now see how apostate Israel handled punitive justice in response to the break down of social and sexual morality. The Benjamites were as unconcerned about evil in Gibeah as the Corinthian Christians in 1 Cor 5:1-2, and needed to be stirred into action. Only the spiritually-minded, conscious of their own tendency to sin, can safely take up the task of setting others to rights, Gal 6:1. But there was no Samuel to bring the Benjamites to repentance. Instead the apostate leaders of apostate Israel imagine a huge army would convince them of their sin!

That both sides lost heavily reminds us that God can't let sin go unpunished, even if it's sitting on the Judge's bench. In any clash, as soon as we see that A is wrong, we tend to assume that his opponent B is right, and join him in his attack on A. But often B is also wrong in the sight of God. Or right in doctrine but wrong in attitude. Disciplinary actions can hardly accomplish God's purposes if those enforcing discipline are themselves guilty of spiritual sins such as covetousness, thanklessness, grumbling or proud self-righteousness and failure to speak the truth in love when judging the sins of others.)

20:1-3. ALL THE CHILDREN OF ISRAEL/Israelites- As usual it means Israel as a nation generally - but not Benjamin or Ramoth Gilead, 21:8-10. from Dan to Beersheba- Used of the whole land, even if at the time Dan hadn't yet been occupied. 

GATHERED TOGETHER/assembled AS ONE MAN- Their national unity was good, but how much better everything would have been if Israel had been loyal to the Lord and His Law, and met in united worship at His Tabernacle three times each year Deu 16:16. It's to our shame that Believers can still be so pre-occupied with their own local circumstances, that caring and praying for the well-being of all the Lord's people may be neglected until some tragic situation has grown up and must be faced.

UNTO/before THE LORD- This suggests it was in some sense a holy place to them. AT MIZPEH- The Mizpah in Ephraim about 5 Km from Gibeah, Josh 18:26. It was near Bethel. Ready to attack. (Not Mizpah in Gilead, 11:11) After the Ark was returned by the Philistines Samuel assembled Israel there for prayer and spiritual renewal, 1 Sam 7:5-6. AT Mizpeh Saul was presented to Israel as their king, 1 Sam 10:17-24. 

THE CHIEF/leaders- Literally, corners, corner stones or towers, as in 1 Sam 14:38; Isa 19:13; Zeph 3:6. OF ALL THE PEOPLE.. TRIBES.. PRESENTED THEMSELVES/ took their places IN THE ASSEMBLY- Quahal- Used of Israel assembled to worship the Lord. They had failed to do this, but were prepared to be a Qahal in a holy war against evil doers. OF THE PEOPLE OF GOD- It sounds hopeful. At last they felt things were so bad they must as God's people face sin and do something about it. 

FOUR HUNDRED THOUSAND- Eleph- Thousand or major division of the nation, 6:15; 1 Sam 10:19; Mic 5:2. 
 If a literal number it suggests an Israelite population of about 2 million. If so it had fallen by a third since the census in Num 26 - a judgment on apostasy, Deu 28:18. soldiers armed with swords- Israel came ready to fight evil in others, but failed to gather on the Day of Atonement to lament their personal sins and national apostasy and put them right, Lev 23:26-32. The Benjamites heard- It sounds as though the sin was discussed with everyone else but not with them. All too often Christians have copied them in this instead of obeying Mt 18:15, and the result has been spiritual tragedy.

The Israelites said Tell us how this awful thing happened- The circulation of body parts was "Good Theatre" - shocking enough to gather them. By his dramatic use of the corpse the Levite had caught the attention of the public. The public show little interest in balanced statements of fact, and reasoned pleas for justice or mercy but is still eager for those involved in disgusting situations to tell their version of it in the TV news, magazines etc. 

20:4-7. THE LEVITE, HUSBAND OF THE murdered WOMAN- He is a Levite, but not interested in giving spiritual leadership. He is here to tell his side of the story. He shows no concern for his wife, or for the Lord's honour. Like Samson, revenge for an offence against him personally is what he demands. I and my concubine-  My property. came to Gibeah.. to spend the night- No mention of his domestic troubles, or his arriving so late most decent people may have been off the streets. He gives facts selectively to make himself look good.

During the night the men- Baale- Suggests they were important men, and Baal-types. Sodomy was approved in Baal worship. of Gibeah.. surrounded the house intending to kill me- He might have died of sexual abuse - his concubine did. But by a polite lie he saves himself embarrassment. He doesn't mention the Lord, or His will set out in the Law. Like Israel in general he ignores God's Law and goes his own way, as did the men of Gibeah. They raped my concubine and she is dead.

cut her into pieces and sent.. to each region.. because they committed LEWDNESS- Zimmah- Shameful behaviour, as in Lev 18:17; 19:29; 20:14; Jer 13:27; Ezek 16:27, 43, 58; 22:9, 11; 23:21, 27, 29, 35, 44; 24:13; Hos 6:9. AND FOLLY/disgraceful act- Nebalah- As in, 19:23-24. Now.. speak up.. GIVE YOUR ADVICE AND COUNSEL/verdict- As a Levite he should have based his appeal on the will of God as revealed in the Law. He shows no interest in that, but appeals to them as a fellow man - what would you want to be done about it if you were me? A humanist viewpoint. 

20:8-11. ALL THE PEOPLE.. None will go TO HIS TENT/home.. his house- They would stay assembled until this matter was settled, and not go home to their own affairs. THIS WE WILL DO.. TO GIBEAH. WE WILL GO UP BY LOT AGAINST IT/as the lot directs- They had no God-ordained leader to direct them, so their actions would be decided by lot. They don't say they will use the lot to discover God's will at this stage. 

WE WILL TAKE TEN out OF A/every HUNDRED from all Israel.. thousand.. to fetch provisions for the army- Each man would have brought food with him for perhaps a week, but they realise that enforcing judgment might take time, so 10% of the men are made responsible to maintain food supplies. WHEN THEY COME TO/the army arrives at GIBEAH.. it can give them what they deserve for this vileness done in Israel.

So all.. Israel GATHERED/got together AGAINST THE CITY KNIT/united as one man- Unity among God's people is a fine thing as long as it is unity IN the Lord, and UNDER His Lordship. The men bringing the adulterous woman before the Lord Jesus were also united in demanding justice against her, Jn 8:1-9. Israel had failed to take united action against the Canaanites and settled among them. They had failed to isolate themselves from Canaanite religion and become apostate, 2:1-15; 8:33-34; 10:6. Now that men in Gibeah had acted as Canaanites did, they had united to destroy fellow Israelites. 

20:12-13. THE TRIBES OF ISRAEL SENT MEN THROUGH.. BENJAMIN SAYING What about this WICKEDNESS/awful crime- To try to solve the situation peacefully was common sense, even if they didn't know God's command, Deu 20:10. Cp Josh 22:13-20. NOW DELIVER/surrender THE CHILDREN OF BELIAL/wicked men of Gibeah- They deserved death, under the Law, and if the Israelite community failed to exercise judgment on them they themselves became liable to the death penalty, Deu 13:5; 17:7; 19:19-20. 

THAT WE MAY PUT THEM TO DEATH AND PUT AWAY/purge the EVIL FROM ISRAEL- Gibeah should have done this, and if they failed it was Benjamin's duty. If there had been a Samuel to go and speak to them, voicing the Lord's concern, Benjamin may have agreed to deal with the wicked gang. 
 But nothing is said of the Law and the Lord, or of the need for all Israel to keep it. They were faced with a self-righteous demand from Israel - backed by an army of 400,000. Israel had ignored God's Law. Deu 17:2-13, and condemned them on the testimony of one witness, and without having the chance to state their side of the story. Benjamin should have dealt with the offenders themselves, or handed them over to justice, but the huge army being assembled on their border first, made it easy to take it as an insult. 

the Benjamites would not listen- In a healthy society it's taken for granted that sins are punished appropriately. Where they are ignored. or even defended, society is sick. Their willingness to ignore their responsibility to stamp out gross evil among them shows their apostasy. In their pride and misplaced loyalty Benjamin ignored the claims of the Lord on all His people. Self-righteous Israel were partly to blame for this as neither their words, nor their actions, suggested that they also were willing to honour the Lord by dealing with their own sins as the Lord's covenant required. When people do what is right as it seems to them they are quick to see the mote in their brother's eye and eager to deal with it, Mt 7:3-5. 

20:14-17. they came together at Gibeah to fight the Israelites.. mobilised twenty six thousand swordsmen- As with the rest of Israel their numbers had dropped by a third from those in Num 26:41. Staking their lives alongside the seven hundred men from sinful Gibeah. Among their soldiers seven hundred chosen.. left-handed- See note on 3:15. could sling a stone at a hair and not miss - speaking of their skill prepares us for their success in battle. 

20:18-48 The Battle Sequence

(The pattern is repeated three times - ask God's will and told to attack, take up the same battle positions and attack. This directs our attention to why they were defeated in the first attacks, yet succeed in the third, even though they had lost 10% of their men. Israel had lost self-confidence in their overwhelming superiority of numbers, and added an ambush, as at Ai, Josh 8. But, more to the point, they had lost some confidence in their self-righteousness. They seriously consider whether they are the right people to punish Benjamin, and whether it's the right time. They spend time in self-examination and grieving - as at atonement day, Lev 23:26-32. And realise that the Lord must be honoured by sacrifices and submission to His will if they are to act in Judgment on His behalf.) 

20:18-21. THE CHILDREN OF ISRAEL/Israelites.. WENT UP TO THE HOUSE OF GOD/Bethel- Probably the town of Bethel, rather than the more distant "House of God-Tabernacle" at Shiloh - unless it had been moved to Bethel at this time. ASKED COUNSEL/inquired OF GOD- The name used by both Israelites and Canaanites, but He is called Lord in 20:23. Who shall go up first against the Benjamites?- They didn't feel the need to ask God whether they SHOULD attack Benjamin. They wanted Him to settle the question as to who was to have the honour of leading the huge, and obviously-to-be-successful army. Ephraim and Judah would be rivals. Cp the disciples asking the Lord Jesus who was the greatest among them. THE LORD SAID/replied JUDAH shall go FIRST- The woman had come from Bethlehem in Judah, and Judah had a reputation as battle-leaders, 1:1-10. The Israelites.. took battle positions. 

The Benjamites.. cut down twenty two thousand Israelites- No reasons given for Benjamin's success, but they were fighting as cornered wolves, Gen 49:27. As Alexander the Great showed against the Persians, in ancient battles the size of the armies was less important than the psychological effect of success in first contact. Cp 1 Sam 14:1-15; 17:51. In their Self-righteous eagerness to put others right Israel got up early to go into battle. But they were no match for the fierce attack of the Benjamites. The country is hilly, the Benjamites knew the best places for attacking, and were fighting for survival. The Israelites fled and so suffered vastly greater casualties than if they had faced Benjamin as David faced Goliath. Cp Israelites trusting the “good luck” of having IT - the Ark of God - with them, when facing godless men brave in defence of their loved ones, 1 Sam 5:11. 

20:22-26. The men of Israel encouraged one another and again took up their positions where... the first day. The Israelites wept before the Lord until evening.. inquired of the Lord "Shall we go up to battle against the Benjamites, our brothers?- They now acknowledge God by His covenant name of LORD, And that Benjamites are brother Israelites answerable to the same Lord. Sharers of the same promises and the same guilt of failure, although Benjamin must be disciplined for their own good and the good of Israel as a whole. They don't enquire about tactics, Cp 2 Sam 5:18-25. The Lord answered Go.. ON THE SECOND DAY/This time the Benjamites cut down eighteen thousand Israelites- Defeated, although they are the Lord's people, obeying His command. Cp cast first stone, Jn 8:7. Take heed lest tempted, Gal 6:1.

Then the Israelites, all.. went to THE HOUSE OF THE LORD/Bethel- The involvement of all those in the army this time is emphasised by the fuller statement than on the earlier occasions. they sat weeping before the Lord- Some find lamenting their failures easy, 2:4, but this time they display more earnestness by cutting off their pleasures as well. They fasted that day until evening- They seem to have begun to realise that to know what God wanted done, and to try to do it, was not enough. They must act in spiritual, heart fellowship with Him and His purposes. Israel's great need was to restore fellowship with the Lord, as in Lev 1:4. presented burnt offerings- Personally acknowledging the Lord as their God and confessing that they should live completely for Him. and PEACE/fellowship offerings- Having symbolised putting themselves at His disposal they symbolised that they should live in fellowship with Him, Lev 7:11-16, as they took action. Their failure showed that God had been unable to use them. They must take steps to act as they should under His covenant.

20:27-28. The Israelites ASKED COUNSEL/inquired of the Lord (FOR THE ARK OF THE COVENANT OF GOD WAS THERE- Unless Bethel= the house of God, at Shiloh it seems the Ark was at Bethel at this time. Perhaps brought up from Shiloh to be near the battlefield to reassure Israel, as in 1 Sam 4:3. The Ark may have been at Shechem in Josh 8:30-35; 24:1, but it belonged in the inner section of the Tabernacle. In Josh 18:1 we read of it being set up at Shiloh. Cp Jos 22:12; 1 Sam 1:9; 3:15. 

PHINEHAS, SON OF ELEAZAR, SON OF AARON STOOD/was ministering BEFORE IT)- Unless the genealogy has been telescoped these events were happening less that 100 years after the conquest under Joshua. We have been told apostasy set in rapidly, 2:1-10. Phinehas had already been shown to be a loyal defender of the Lord and His Law, and ready to take violent action on the Lord's behalf, Num 25:7-11; 31:6; Josh 22:11-20. They asked Shall we go again to battle with Benjamin our brother, or not?- By adding "or not" the Israelites show they realise that further attacks on Benjamin may not be the Lord's will for them. THE LORD SAID/responded GO UP, FOR TOMORROW I WILL DELIVER/give THEM INTO your hands. 

20:29-30. ISRAEL SET LIERS IN WAIT/an ambush around GIBEAH- A new thing. Perhaps showing they were now willing to learn from the recorded history of their past - the victory at Ai after being defeated, Josh 8. Although assured of success, Israel isn't careless or over-confident. They prepare thoroughly. 
 They went up.. took up positions against Gibeah as they had done before- This suggests that it wasn't their actions which led to their defeat previously, but their attitudes.

20:31-35. The Benjamites came out.. BEGAN TO SMITE AND KILL/inflict casualties.. saying THEY ARE SMITTEN DOWN/We are defeating them as before- They had been encouraged by two victories and think they're winning again, but don't realise there's a new factor in the situation, 16:20.

the Israelites were saying Let's retreat and draw them away from the city- When attacked, shouldn't we, too, retreat in humility to pray rather than fight back. The result may well be that our attackers, in taking advantage of our retreat, expose the wrongness of their position. The Israelites moved.. took up positions at Baal Tamar.. the Israelite ambush charged out- Burst out. west of Gibeah.

Ten thousand of Israel's finest men made a frontal attack on Gibeah, The fighting was so heavy the Benjamites didn't realise how near disaster was- As usual in Hebrew records the story of the battle isn't set out step by step, hour by hour as we do. Hand-to-hand fighting between large armies IS very confusing. One section may be sure they are winning, when in fact, over the battlefield as a whole, their army is being wiped out. While the bulk of the Israelite army was drawing the bulk of the Benjamites away from the security of Gibeah's walls these 10,000 were making sure the Benjamites didn't realise that the men from ambush are taking and burning the city until too late.

THE LORD SMOTE/defeated BENJAMIN BEFORE ISRAEL The victory was the Lord's doing as the earlier defeats had been. Israelites struck down 25,100 Benjamites- Having reached the main point of the battle - total defeat for Benjamin as promised, 20:28, the writer goes back to list some of the stages, and the number of Benjamites killed at each.

20:36-41. The Benjamites saw they were beaten.. The.. ambush RUSHED UP/made a sudden dash.. put the city to the sword.. APPOINTED SIGN.. A GREAT FLAME WITH/cloud of SMOKE.. the Benjamites saw the smoke of the whole city- In effect the whole city became a burnt offering, devoted to God in destruction as being under His curse for it's lawlessness and idolatry. Cp Deu 13:16. Israel turned.. Benjamites were terrified- Their over-confidence turned to terror as they realise their actions have led them to the brink of disaster, and it's too late to turn back. Cp the anti-God great men of this world who at the Lord's coming realise in a moment that all their personal triumphs and of those like them down the ages are only a prelude to utter defeat. Rev 6:12-16.

20:42-46. They fled.. TOWARDS/in direction of THE WILDERNESS/desert but could not escape/THE BATTLE OVERTOOK THEM- Literally the battle clung to them! They had chosen to defend those in Gibeah who had defied the Lord and His Law. So had gone into battle in defiance of the Lord. It was now too late to change/repent. THERE FELL OF BENJAMIN EIGHTEEN THOUSAND MEN OF VALOUR/ valiant fighters. As they.. fled towards Rimmon the Israelites cut down- Literally GLEANED, like someone combing the branches of a tree to collect the scattered fruit that had missed the main harvesting. A horrible picture of the Israelite determination to not let any Benjamites escape death. 

The Lord is quick to show mercy to any who show signs of wishing to break off their battle with Him, 1 Ki 21:27-29. Israel's apostasy in ignoring the need to punish sin had lessened, but now they were dominated by self-righteousness, and eager to avenge the humiliation, defeat, and death suffered by their army at the hand of Benjamin. five thousand men. They PURSUED HARD/kept pressing after the Benjamites.. struck down two thousand more. On that day twenty five thousand Benjamites swordsmen fell.

20:47-48. BUT SIX HUNDRED MEN.. FLED to the rock of Rimmon- Pomegranate. Perhaps the Large ei Jaia cave 2Km east of Gibeah. Its many side caves might be likened to seeds in a pomegranate. This would be easily defended by the 600 warriors. ISRAEL TURNED AGAIN/went back to Benjamin.. put all the towns to the sword.. including animals- They had been commanded to wipe out the Canaanites and failed to do so. (Only in Jericho were animals to be killed.) The prolonged fighting and the loss of 10% of their soldiers had worked them up to such battle madness that they ruthlessly wiped out the now defenceless Benjamites, giving no mercy to the women and young children, or chance of repentance. God loves people. Israel's apostasy is shown in their reckless unconcern for people that’s similar to that of the gang at Gibeah. This will be shown again in their obtaining wives for the 600. THEY SET ON FIRE ALL THE CITIES/towns.

Chapter 21

21:1-25 Limiting the Consequences of Righteous Judgment Gone Mad!

(Israel had solved the problem of the sin at Gibeah in such a violent way that it left a worse crisis - the prospect of losing a tribe of God's people. It was their own violent anger and hurt pride that slaughtered the women and children in defiance of Deu 24:16. (Otherwise Benjamin would have recovered as Ephraim did after the wiping out of their army, 12:6.)   Now the way they solve the problem shows again how far they had fallen from God's standards as set out in the Law. Instead of confessing their sin and seeking God's solution they preserve their self-righteous pride by further cruel violence. God had declared His concern for the weak and the helpless. Yet they "honour" Him by callously killing all the relations of 400 young women and handing them over into marriage as if they and their wishes didn't matter. Our disgust at the events of this chapter shouldn't blind us to the equally cruel actions of persecuting Church leaders who also claimed to be acting for the honour of God. 

21:1-3. THE MEN OF ISRAEL HAD SWORN/taken an oath.. Not.. give his daughter.. to a Benjamite- God had forbidden them to marry Canaanites, Deu 7:1-5, and they had cheerfully ignored His command. Yet in self-righteous indignation at some Benjamites adopting Canaanite ways they had vowed never to intermarry with them. And felt that their vows, made without God's approval, must be kept. We must beware of having a casual attitude towards our own distortions of the Gospel, and yet viciously attacking others for what we see as their distortions.

THE PEOPLE CAME TO THE HOUSE OF GOD/Bethel where they sat before God until evening.. weeping bitterly- Their loud wailing was a funeral dirge for a whole tribe. Belatedly they realise the terrible nature of what they had done - wiping out their generation of Benjamites for the sin of a few of them would wipe out the whole tribe for ever.

O LORD GOD OF ISRAEL.. Why has this happened?- They speak as if it was God's fault. And as if they didn't know that it was the result of their angry over-reaction to the sin of a few Benjamites, Deu 24:16. Having satisfied their desire to crush Benjamin they swing to sentimentality, without confessing guilt or repenting. Beyond that if Israel had battled against the Canaanites with the determination to wipe them out they had shown against Benjamin, all traces of them and their evil religion would have been banished instead of corrupting them all. As we today face the divisions and apostasy among God's people it's easy, but insolent, for us to demand WHY? The world would have been evangelised long ago if we hadn't wasted our time, energy and money on fighting with other Christians. And the church would be a convincing witness to her Lord, Jn 17:21.

Why should one tribe be LACKING/missing from Israel!- The dying out of a family was viewed as a tragedy, so the next of kin was to marry a childless widow, Deu 25:5-7; Ruth 4:1-12. The death of a tribe was much more serious. They call upon God by His covenant name, but His blunt answer could have been that ALL of them would be wiped out if He treated them as they treated Benjamin, 10:11-14. While they may have been looking to the Lord for ideas as to what they should do, He was righteously silent, and left them to blunder on and hopefully learn the lesson that they must reap a harvest from whatever they sow. 

21:4-5. ON THE MORROW EARLY/the next day the people BUILT AN ALTAR, AND OFFERED/presented BURNT OFFERINGS AND PEACE/fellowship OFFERINGS- In obeying the Lord in making these offerings they were symbolising the fact that their relationship with the Lord must be on the basis of substitutionary sacrifices - the animal in the burnt offering representing their responsibility to give themselves to the Lord for His service. In the fellowship offering they symbolised enjoying life with Him as His gift. But nothing in the actions that follow suggests they were brought into fellowship with the Lord and His will. It seems they were merely going through the motions of obedient worship in the hope the Lord would bless their actions. They acted as the heathen would to avoid the wrath of their gods, by making someone else suffer. It isn't the Lord's will that any should perish, OR that Benjamin should be wiped out. But in His will Israel should have acknowledged and repented the wrongness of its over-reaction, and its foolish vow. 

The Israelites asked Who.. FOR THEY HAD MADE A GREAT/taken a solemn OATH that anyone who failed to assemble.. be PUT TO DEATH- It seems that having put the tribe of Benjamin under a curse, they extended that curse to any Israelites who failed to join them in attacking Benjamin. Cp Exclusive Brethren verdict that congregations failing to totally exclude anyone associated with Newton and Plymouth were guilty of Newton's errors, real or imagined. They didn't ask God how to get out of the mess they had made, and he doesn't tell them, The statements are disjointed as the Israelites argue backwards and forwards trying to find a way out of the crisis that will leave them feeling proud and self-righteous.

21:6-9. The Israelites REPENTED THEM/were grieved for- But don't confess they had sinned. They look for loopholes and avoid repentance. their brothers the Benjamites.. THERE IS ONE TRIBE CUT OFF- Hacked off, used of cutting limbs from trees, etc 1 Sam 2:31. FROM ISRAEL- Instead of saying WE have hacked a tribe off they make it sound as if it was the Lord's fault. They WERE obeying God in putting to death the handful of evildoers, but it was their own self-righteous vengefulness that went beyond the Lord's purposes that had almost wiped out Benjamin. In this they had sinned as the Assyrians did, Isa 10:5-16. (As God’s children we must always speak the truth in love, Eph 4:15. As we do so we will be kept from being guilty of excesses in judging – or even slandering and condemning - other Christians.)

How can we provide wives.. since we have taken an oath before the Lord. WHAT/Which ONE.. failed to assemble- They had made two rash vows, and now they decided to use one vow to evade the other. no one from Jabesh Gilead had come.

21:10-14. THE CONGREGATION/assembly sent twelve thousand.. to Jabesh Gilead.. Kill every male and every woman who is not a virgin.. they found four hundred- From the self-righteous human point of view this was a neat solution. They didn't break their vow not to give THEIR daughters to Benjamin - they gave someone else's daughters. And for a bonus Israel had kept their own vow to kill those not attacking Benjamin. They took the Lord's approval for granted, but their actions were a slander on the Lord's character, a total denial of love for their neighbour, and their responsibility to protect the weak. It was an action worthy of a Heathen god, and the logic of it was worthy of the Pharisees, Mt 23:16-28. Their only excuse was the example of the Holy War against Midian, Num 31:1-20 - but that had been a punishment against a deliberate attempt to corrupt Israel, Num 25:1-18.

took them to the camp at Shiloh- That town had not been associated with the army that wiped out the Benjamites. As Shiloh was the centre of Tabernacle worship it may be the handing over of the women was "sanctified" by being done by the High Priest in the name of the Lord. IN THE LAND OF CANAAN- It had become the land of Israel when Israel under Joshua had conquered it. But the actions of the men at Gibeah, their defence by the tribe of Benjamin, and the brutality of the Israelites acting in the name of the Lord, had all been manifestations of Israel's apostasy. Even where the inhabitants were Israelites it had become again the "land of Canaan" and was heading for destruction, Lev 18:28. The feast in 21:19 seems to have come from the Canaanites.

THE WHOLE CONGREGATION/assembly sent an offer of peace.. So the Benjamites returned.. and were given the women from Jabesh Gilead- Maybe some children from these marriages inherited Jabesh Gilead as well as Benjamin's territory as men from Jabesh Gilead felt bound to rescue from disgrace the body of Benjamite King Saul, or perhaps it was simply gratitude for his delivering them.

21:15-19. THE PEOPLE REPENTED/grieved.. THE LORD HAD MADE A BREACH/gap IN THE TRIBES OF ISRAEL- That was how the Israelites put it, but it was their partial obedience which had caused the gap. The wiping out of the people in Gibeah was within the Law, Deu 13:12-17. The wiping out of the Benjamite army who supported them could be justified, but they had no excuse for wiping out all the women and children of the other cities in Benjamin, Deu 26:16. Israel takes no responsibility for their actions. THE ELDERS.. HOW SHALL WE PROVIDE WIVES FOR THE MEN LEFT- The 200 who hadn't received wives from Jabesh Gilead.

THERE MUST BE AN INHERITANCE/The Benjamite survivors must have heirs- An obscure statement in the Hebrew, probably meaning that unless the surviving Benjamites had an adequate number of heirs, they would be unable to hold their inheritance. THAT A TRIBE BE NOT DESTROYED/wiped OUT OF ISRAEL- Israel was constantly said to have TWELVE tribes, even though for tribal territory purposes it excluded Levi, and at other times counted Ephraim and Manasseh as one tribe, that of Joseph. Their concern was for the physical wholeness of Israel, rather than for the preservation of the covenant relationship between Israel and the Lord. Benjamin was used of the Lord to provide both Saul the King, and Paul the Apostle. As with Tamar, Rahab, Ruth, Esther, etc this reminds us that while many human actions are a disgrace to the Lord, He in mercy uses them for His glory and the blessing of mankind, as far as He can.

We can't give them wives- They looked for a situation where wifeless Benjamites could kidnap unmarried young women without having to fight their relatives. THERE IS A FEAST/an annual FESTIVAL OF THE LORD- Aaron called the feast for the Golden Calf that, Ex 32:5. YEARLY AT SHILOH- The association with vineyards and girls dancing sounds like what the Greeks later called a Bacchanal - uninhibited dancing by girls in honour of Bacchus the god of wine. Such a feast could have been a celebration of the harvest, Canaanite-style, held as an addition to the Feast of Tabernacles, Ex 23:16, Deu 16:13-15. Nothing is said about consulting the Lord, or His representative Phinehas the priest. They had done this in desperation, 20:26-28, but at other times they preferred the freedom to please themselves by relying on their own wits, 21:25. As a result, in their efforts to "save face," they ignored the alternative to keeping a foolish oath, Lev 27, pardoned the guilty, 21:22; Ex 21:16, violated God's word, 21:10-12, 20-23; Ex 21:16; Deu 24:7. They ignored the obligations of the state, as set out in Num 35:30; Deu 17:5-10. We are to learn from their warning examples not to repeat their sins, Rom 15:4; 1 Cor 10:11. Their main problem was their ignorance of God's Word, Hos 4:6; Amos 8:11. And this was a failure by the Levites who feature so badly in these chapters, 2 Chr 15:3.

21:20-22. THEY COMMANDED/instructed the Benjamites.. LIE IN WAIT/hide IN THE VINEYARDS. When the girls.. come dancing.. CATCH/seize- Chatap- To seize as a Lion springs on his prey, Ps 10:9. In the Psalm the victims are referred to as innocent, unfortunate, needy - an accurate description of these girls. EVERY ONE/each OF YOU a wife- The Law gave the death penalty for abductors Ex 21:16: Deu 24:7. There was at least this that it was honourable marriage as sole wife that the girls would be kidnapped into. But in their heartless lack of concern for the girls, their fussiness in keeping the letter of the Law about keeping vows, and ignoring the spirit of the Law as a whole, these men were true ancestors of the Pharisees who confronted the Lord Jesus. It's in their attempts to "honour & obey" the Lord that the depths of their apostasy is most clearly seen. In honouring the Lord with their lips they showed how far their hearts were from His heart's concern for the vulnerable, Deu 10:17-18.

WHEN THEIR FATHERS.. BRETHREN/brothers COME TO COMPLAIN- Apparently no one from Shiloh was on the council that made this decision, or at least the community at Shiloh wasn't informed. we will say.. BE FAVOURABLE TO/Do us a kindness. you are innocent as you did not give your daughters- How heartless they seem to us - as if the knowledge that they had technically not broken their vow would be adequate comfort for the loss of their daughters from the local community. And their being forcefully taken in marriage by men who had fought and died to shelter from punishment the men of Gibeah who had gang-raped a young woman. That the girls personal welfare did indeed matter less than the welfare of a tribe was a fine sentiment for those who lost nothing by the action. Those today, who shatter families for religious reasons and claim they do so in obedience to the Lord, have no excuse. 

21:23-24. The Benjamites did.. rebuilt their towns and settled in them. The Israelites.. went home.. EVERY MAN/each TO HIS INHERITANCE- The whole grim business is rounded off as if all was pleasant and routine. One almost expects the addition "So they all lived happily ever after." IF the “Holy War” of extermination had been warranted the Law required the cities to be left as a desolation, as a permanent warning, Deu 13:13-19. But Israel had become so Canaanite in its view of God and His will that they seemed to consider they could pick and choose which bits of the Law they would obey - by simply doing what seemed right from their point of view, 21:25.

21:25. IN THOSE DAYS.. NO KING IN ISRAEL. EVERY MAN DID THAT WHICH WAS RIGHT IN HIS OWN EYES/as he saw fit- This included the Levite, the sinning gang at Gibeah and the Benjamites who obstructed their punishment. And these leaders who in attempting to obey something of the law of the Lord showed they thought of Him as being like the ruthless and unscrupulous Canaanite gods. Their hearts were so hardened in apostasy that they went off home apparently congratulating themselves that the way they had solved the problems was a credit to them. The gang rape of a young woman in Gibeah had been avenged by the near wiping out of a tribe, and by four hundred young women having their families wiped out, and two hundred young women snatched from their families while merry-making. Their actions were as far from doing God’s will as revealed in the Law, as had been the actions of Micah, the Levite and the Danites in their use of idols. 

In Judges there’s almost no mention of God’s Law being taught or obeyed. People are shown as turning from the Lord and preferring to ignore His revealed will or to re-interpret to suit their own ideas. As we read on into 1st Samuel we will see God's continued judgment and mercy on Israel. He destroys those who adopt Canaanite ways such as Eli's household and blesses Israel by raising up Samuel. The book of Judges has as few true heroes as modern society or the modern church has. Everywhere God's people are still their own worst enemies and the worst enemies of the church.

 Against the constant turning from the Lord to the false religion of Mammon, Self-righteousness and Self-indulgence in the Church often God has available only servants who show in the words of D.I. Block, P 586. "the jealousies of the Ephraimites, the religious pragmatism of the Danites, the paganism of the Gideon, and the self-centredness of Samson." "In the meantime the Lord of history and of the church remains unchanged in character and intent. Because of His bountiful grace He continues to hear the cry of the oppressed and delivers those who claim to be His own, pleading for them to return to Him, to abandon their Canaanite ways, and to recommit themselves to joyful obedience to His will. May the Lord of the Church continue to lavish His mercy upon an undeserving people." Note the summary in Neh 9:26, 33.
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� Alah- is translated by 30 KJV English words, Go up, 302x, Come up, 140x, Get up, 20x, Increase, 14x, Ascend, Rise, be Burnt, (smoke goes up) Grow up, Shoot, Spring, etc. In modified forms it's expressed in about 40 ways in English. Bring up, 92x, Offer up 77x, Be Exalted, Be mentioned, Breaking, Dawning, Levy, Prefer, Restore, Set up, Stir up, Take away, Vapour, Work, etc.





� The main point made by 2 Tim 3:16-17 is that we need to pay attention to ALL the Bible, or we won't be fully equipped for life and witness. And the main point made by 2 Pet 1:20-21, is that Scripture comes from ONE rational source, and that we must submit individual Scriptures, and our interpretation of them to the teaching of the Bible as a whole. And pay attention to alternative interpretations suggested by other Godly Christians, in case they are right, and we are wrong. 





� This is a pleasant theory as it saves Bible students from facing the realities of Scripture transmission, and the need to seek God's help and fellowship in dealing with the uncertainties. God in His patient Grace used imperfect men like Gideon. And imperfect ancient scribes who copied Scripture carefully, but not with equal care or skill. And as words changed their meanings they had to choose between writing a word of unknown meaning, or writing what they thought was an appropriate known word. (There are more than 1700 Hebrew words that are used only once or twice, so their meaning is uncertain.) Ancient translators also did their best, but made different guesses. (There are 2 versions of LXX Judges.) So the meaning of some Biblical statements remains uncertain. But if we receive this book of Judges, in its various translations, from God's hands, and look to Him to speak His mind to us, wanting to know and do His will, He will keep His promise, Jn 7:17; 16:13. Many questions may remain unanswered, but as His children, loved beyond all understanding, Rom 8:32, we will be content that our Father knows all, and has told us all we need to know. Content, not lazy/indifferent/smug, but eager to grasp what we can of His ways and works, in order to think rightly of Him, honour Him and fellowship with Him more fully in daily living. And what we have learnt from Him we will pass on faithfully, Deu 29:29; 2 Tim 2:2. 





� American Evangelicals tend to view Exodus as late 15th century BC - English Evangelicals as 13th Century BC - regarding Solomon's 480 years as a symbolic number, and Jephthah's 300 an exaggeration for the sake of argument. Deborah must have preceded Gideon because Gideon lived at Ophrah on the plain of Esdraelon, 7:1 and fought Midianites there. The comment on the Jebusites, 1:21 must have been written before David took the city. "No king in those days," suggests that when those verses were written there WAS a king in Israel. 





� Moses pictures Christ providing redemption. Joshua pictures Christ in resurrection bringing us into our inheritance. That inheritance is given in Grace, the same to all, but the enjoyment of it is ours only as we let the Holy Spirit direct our lives, Rom 8:1-25, and live in obedient faith.  If God's people fail to make progress, and fail to enthuse the next generation about the Lord and the wonders He has done for them, apostasy is certain. The Apostles have passed, as Moses and Joshua did, leaving us answerable to the revealed will of God. Cp the farewell messages of Deu 27:1-30:20; Josh 24:1-28; Acts 20:21-36.





� Other nations had "gods" for every aspect of life, and all were used as a man saw fit. But the true God - the Lord God of Israel - could not share the worship of His people with other imaginary gods. His relationship with Israel was a strong and passionate marriage-bond of total commitment to them as HIS PEOPLE requiring total commitment by them to Him as THEIR GOD, Ex 20:5; 34:14; Deu 5:9; 6:14-15; Josh 24:19-22. Any involvement with other gods and any following the ways of their religion was intolerable to Him. No good, loving husband or wife can be happy to see themselves being displaced by another. As we're sinful by nature human jealousy has elements of selfishness. Being perfect love and wisdom God's jealousy is a sacrificial, total commitment to the welfare of those He loves. Full enjoyment of life for them involves their opening up every aspect of their lives to His Lordship-fellowship. Today when we hear someone saying we should tolerate other religions and not condemn them as false, we know that person has no personal knowledge of the true God. 





� The church has also rarely attempted to live by the NT principles of direct reliance on the Lord as Head of His church. Those who make the attempt are constantly challenged to live in love and holiness, Jn 15: 8:13; Rom 12:1-21; 1 Cor 1:10-13; 12:7-13:7; Gal 2:20; Phil 2:1-14, Rev 2:1-5, because, lacking human organisation, everything is wrecked so easily by human laziness or rivalry.





� In contrast, Ruth shows that a good man could live quietly and prosper in obedience to God's Law and Chesed- Mercy, covenant kindness. And play his part in fellowship with God's redemptive purposes as an ancestor of David, and his Greater Son. Together they witness that we must not let the world squeeze us into its mould, Rm 12:1, but shine as lights in it, Mt 5:14-16; Phil 2:15. 





� We with our NT code and indwelling Salvation, 1 Cor 3:16-17; 6:18-20, are bewildered that a man raised up and empowered by the Spirit of God could live as Samson chose to - yet he was used by God, to demonstrate that the Philistines weren't irresistible. (God also overruled the choices of Balaam, Num 22-24, Nebuchadnezzar, Jer 25:9; 27:6; 43:10, Cyrus Isa 45:1 in His service, even though they didn't know God, Isa 45:4. There is no reason to doubt that the same is true today, 1 Tim 2:1-6.) In spite of their flawed characters God showed His patient mercy in using them for His purposes of mercy. Through them, and later men like David, Elijah, Josiah, Isaiah, etc He preserved a measure of Godliness to prepare for the coming of the PERFECT DELIVERER, and a prepared remnant to respond to Him. Judges holds up to us a mirror, Jas 1:23-25, in which we can see reflected much of our wilful, self-centred, God-ignoring world and Church. This makes our need of heart-searching and repentance obvious, but encourages us as we see people as flawed as we are taken up into God's purposes and being of use to Him and His people.


The apostasy of the church today makes the book of Judges highly relevant. Our obsession with material possessions and self-fulfilment, including self-indulgence, is a sophisticated form of Canaanite religion. The life-styles of Christians and non-Christians are increasingly similar, and church leaders tend to twist the Gospel message to serve mammon rather than the Lord by offering PHYSICAL health, wealth and happiness. Judges makes it clear that self-seeking materialism can lead only to poverty. God provides His people with all they need - but it will benefit them only as they claim it by obedient fellowship with Himself. Israel's behaviour before and after deliverance shows God's mercy to be the only hope of His people. The heroes of Faith in Hebrews 11:32-33 couldn't be said to have lived a life worthy of reward. Rather it teaches God's persistent Grace and mercy and His willingness to respond to the cries of His undeserving people, by using undeserving Deliverers. Yet God's people reap what they sow - disobedience will be followed by testing discipline. The way of the sinner is hard, 2:3. The way of the righteous is a constant battle - eternally rewarded by what we become. From their stories we can gain understanding of the attitudes and behaviours from which defeats and triumphs spring. We need to ask for Grace and Holy Spirit guidance to see the situations as they were, and learn to apply them to the spiritual realities under which we are living. We're to keep ourselves from idols, 1 Jn 5:21. We must not imagine we can worship both God and Baal, God and Mammon, etc, 1 Ki 18:21; Mt 6:24; Rev 3:15-16. Fellowship with God and His purposes is possible only with commitment of heart, mind, and will to the Lord. 





� Factors in the failure of the Conquest:- Canaanites had better weapons, 1:19. Israel sinned by making alliances with Canaanites, 2:1-5, 20-21. God was testing Israel's faithfulness, 2:22-23, 3:4. Israel needed to learn how to fight, 3:1-3. 





� Hebrew accounts are often organised into groups of similar events, rather than chronologically - the conquest of Hebron is listed among the consequences of Joshua's defeat of the southern kings, Josh 10:36-39; 11:21; 12:10. And in the Tribal conquests, Josh 14:6-15; 15:13-14.





� The word is Eleph- A clan within an Israelite tribe, as in 6:15; 1 Sam 23:23; Micah 5:2. Usually translated as 1000, but probably doesn't mean exactly 1000. 





� LXX has Adoni Bezek instead of Zedek in Josh 10:1. Perhaps Adoni Bezek became king when Adoni Zedek was killed at Makkedah, Josh 10:23-26, as Hebron is said to be taken later. 





� Ridout suggests Hebron- Communion, Kirjath Sepher- city of the book, teaches that victory comes from those who are in communion with the Risen Lord on the basis of the Book.





� She asks on the basis of relationship, as we do with our Heavenly Father. Caleb, like God, adds what is necessary in order for them to have full enjoyment of the gift that they had received. A permanent water


� Like us, the Israelites must choose between God and His will, and the visible, powerful values of the world. As with us, Israel lost the blessing of their relationship with God, Deu 5:1-21; 6:1-7:26, etc., when they acted in ways He couldn't bless. Our position is under the new Covenant, Jn 1:12; Rom 8:15; Eph 2:1-18; Gal 4:6; Heb 4:16 which equips and enables us by the Spirit, Acts 1:8; Rom 8:1-16; 2 Cor 4:7. But Israel's example reminds us that the blessings are ours only in the measure we choose to respond, Rom 15:4; 1 Cor 10:1-14; Eph 1:4-6; 4:21-30; 1 Th 5:14-24.)





� As noted in the Joshua Booklet 1, pages 33-34, 62-63, the events of Gilgal are relevant to us. Our association with the Lord's death and resurrection, symbolised in Baptism and the Lord's Supper, opens up for us a promised land of Christ-likeness if only we will live in fellowship with Him on the basis of Gal 1:4; 2:20. If we have failed to live on that basis we too must repent.





� The Hebrew says only Siddim, sides - apparently the scribes left out the word for thorns in quoting Num 33:55. Others copy the LXX and have adversaries - Sarim, etc.





� 19 In  the last 50 years God and His Word have been increasingly ignored and science and humanism dominates people's thinking. That we have benefitted in material ways helps people to ignore the dangers involved in the changes. Rights are good, but refusal to accept the responsibilities that go with them leads to chaos. Unrestrained freedom and the glorifying of corrupting behaviour results in sexual perversion and promiscuity, divorces, abortion, violence, suicide. And as in Israel, the failure of Godly parents and preachers to control, educate, and inspire their children as set out in Deu 6:1-9, produces Christians like those in 2 Tim 3:5. The nation didn't wake up one morning and decide to rebel, and nor do people today. It was the result of a process involving many small decisions by many people. Only in retrospect can it be seen and summed up neatly as here.)
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� The name Philistine is used in Abraham's time, and archaeological remains from that period show some pottery associated with them. But Philistines usually means the Pelesti, one of the tribes of the "Sea Peoples," who poured down from the North-eastern Mediterranean, Gen 10:13-14; Num 24:24; Jer 47:4; Amos 9:7, towards Egypt. Rameses III claimed he defeated them in 1190 BC and drove them back to settle the coastal plain of Israel. That they become prominent after Joshua's death as a problem to Israel fits secular history. 





� This assumes they know at least the outline of the Law, even if only as oral tradition, and they were answerable for what they knew. And answerable for whether they applied to the Levites and Priests to check on aspects they didn't remember. Their position may have been similar to the (recently returned to Israel) Falasha Ethiopians who claim Jewish ancestry, but knew and kept only a minimum of OT Law. If WE refuse to make a clean break with things that are unfit for our new life in Christ, instead of the sharp pain and loss of amputation, we may have to deal with nagging pain and running sores in increasingly complicated and difficult-to-untangle situations.


� Scripture is a selection of facts designed to challenge us to Godliness. Godliness requires courage, and persistent personal commitment. We can learn to serve God under leaders, and having followed them while they led, follow the example of their faith in the Lord when they're gone, Heb 13:7-8. God needs Othniels for His work today.





� We might expect that Moab and Ammon being descended from Abraham's nephew Lot would be friends with Israel, but all too often even real Christians – brothers and sisters in Christ- take their eyes off His Grace, and so develop enmity. Amman, the capital of modern Jordan is the site of the ancient Ammonite capital. Information about Moab and Ammon is found in Deu 2:9-24; 23:3-5; 1 Sam 11:1-13; 2 Sam 10:1-19; Neh 2:10, 19; Jer 40:14; Ezek 25:1-7; Amos 1:13-2:3. 





� A Hint that he is equipped to take advantage of an opponent who is expecting normal right-handed action. Cp Joab, 2 Sam 20:8-10. If, as it seems, this was about the time of the events of 19-21 Benjamites were known to be corrupt people but good fighters - perhaps already reduced to small numbers. Phineas was High priest at that time, 20:28.  But prhaps his right hand was crippled. Conscious handicaps are a challenge to faith, 2 Cor 12:7-10. Perhaps trained to use both hands by having the right hand tied for a while? LXX says Ambidextrous - that is skilled in the use of either hand. Cp 20:16; 1 Chr 12:2. 








� The legendary Canaanite king Keret is said to have had an army of three hundred myriads, plus peasant levies without number, regular levies beyond counting.. Ancient Near East Texts, P143.





� The long period of rest may have coincided with the military campaigns of the Egyptian Pharaoh's Seti I, Raameses II and Merneptah 1316-1228 BC. Not until the Egyptians withdrew would the Canaanites be free to act against the Israelites, as in the next chapter. 





� Prose uses normal language to give facts that seem important to the writer. It aims at giving a photograph. Poetry gives the feel of the situation, in vivid, imaginative word pictures that speak to the heart, though they may puzzle the sober mind - rather like an impressionist painting. Cp the prose description of the Red Sea crossing, and the Song of Moses, Ex 14-15. Egyptian records have both prose and poetry accounts of the battle of Kadesh.) 





� The name Jabin is recorded in secular history as the name of Kings of Hazor for centuries, so a new king could be expected to use it. Joshua defeated a Jabin, and burned his city Hazor, Josh 11:1-11. If the destruction by fire about 1400 was the work of Joshua, this new Jabin ruled the rebuilt city which was burned in approx 1209. If the later destruction was Joshua's this Jabin must have called another city Hazor to claim a link with the ancient great city. That seems likely as little is said of Hazor in this story. Pharaoh Merneptah recorded that he attacked and destroyed Beth Shean about 1229, and defeated Israel. The destruction of Beth Shean would allow the headship of the Canaanite cities to be further North, as in this story.





� In the 15th century BC Thutmose III claimed to have captured in battle 924 chariots at Megiddo, including a gold-ornamented chariot of the ruler of Megiddo.





� Other female prophets were Miriam, Ex 15:20, Huldah 2 Ki 22:14, Noadiah, Neh 6:14, Isaiah's wife Isa 8:3, Anna Lk 2:36. 





� This would give the great victory needed to lift oppression from Israel, and encourage them to be loyal to the Lord who had once more showed His love for His people. It's a great privilege as the servants of the Lord to take the small steps of obedient faith which He has chosen to make use of, 1 Cor 1:17-2:5. (In April 1799 the flooded Kishon River aided Napoleon's victory over a Turkish army. )





� This concentrates our attention on the spiritual lesson that turning to God and obeying Him brings God's gracious deliverance and triumph against all odds - whatever the situation and its solution may be. In the victory song we read of a thunderstorm that left the chariots floundering in mud, and the whole army fleeing in panic. A fleeing army is helpless even against men poorly armed, but enthusiastic who had been told God would give them the victory and found it happening. 





� Jael had got the right result, but defied God's rules, and nothing is said of Jael's attitude towards God or His people. Sisera shows up badly - a General running away from his army. A man seeking the protection of a woman and entering the tent in her husband's absence. Two wrongs don't make a right, but it's easy for us to know what should have been done from our safe distance. The story directly challenged the whole current concept of automatic male superiority. God's Word deals with realities. It teaches that God is good, and delights in using and blessing good people. But in His goodness God allowed righteous Job to suffer. He may use a woman to do a man's work, and most shocking of all God may use the evil actions of evil people to frustrate other evil men. Or to injure those better than themselves for the good of those better men. Faced with that we must live by Faith as Habakkuk was told, Hab 1:13-2:4. God uses what is available and in the end will be seen to have been just in His dealings with villains and heroes alike. 





� Megiddo was destroyed about 1125 BC. When it was rebuilt it was an unwalled town of Israelite four-roomed houses with no temples.





� War debases all human instincts, including sexual ones, but God in His Law insisted that a measure of decency and respect be shown to women captured and brought home, Deu 21:10-14. (Canaanites were to be wiped out, not used.)





� We read more about them in Gen 37:28; Ex 2:15; Num 22:4-7; 25:6, 15-17; 31:1-8, 22-34. Their Camels were useful in long-range trading, and warfare - camel-riding bands could cover long distances to surprise an enemy, and fighting from camel-back put men on foot at a disadvantage. That the Midianites and Israelites were descended from Abraham reminds us that evil may come to Christians from those who claim to trace their ancestry to Christ and the Bible. In the past the nominal church became politically powerful and banned the reading of God's Word. This left the people of God oppressed and spiritually starving. Today Preachers become rich and powerful through preaching in the Name of Christ a Gospel of Mammon that promises health, wealth, and happiness - and leaves them starving spiritually.





� The agricultural Christian communities in North Africa weren't wiped out in a military massacre. The invading Moslem Arabs with their grazing flocks and herds, demanded right of way and water. This and taxation so impoverished the Christian farmers that their communities were starved out of existence over a period of hundreds of years. Arab over-grazing spread the desert at the same time, and only limited farming was carried on into the modern world by farmers converted to Islam. The physical impoverishment of Israel, and of these "Christian" communities coincided with their spiritual Apostasy.





� Those interested in the meaning of names may note Ophrah= Dust, Joash- Despairing. Abiezra- God is my help. These may suggest that in seeking God's help we need to adopt the humble attitude of Daniel 9.





� The winepress is a picture of Judgment, Isa 63:3; Rev 14:19-20. Christ has borne the Judgment for us, 1 Pet 2:24. Gideon's action is a neat picture of our fellowshipping with the Lord, Gal 2:20, and the basis on which we can provide Christ-the-Bread-of-Life for His people. It's worth making the effort to get away from the pressures of life to be alone with God in prayer, Mt 6:6, and His Word. And He is able to make us more efficient so other work benefits from that use of our time. 





� As a school Principal I found that giving young teachers freedom to try out their unorthodox teaching ideas was the fastest way for them to learn the realities of Education. 





� The test was an improper test as it had nothing to do with defeating the Midianites. God had already given proper reassurances - Gideon's life had been preserved and thousands of men had responded to his call. 





� If the Light the Lord has put in us is to shine brightly, and we're to blow the trumpet of the Lord's victory, we must be willing for our sell and selfish plans to be broken in the Lord's service, 2 Cor 4:5-18; Gal 2:20. 








� Ephraim, Joshua's tribe, had leadership abilities, Gen 48:8-20, were strong, and held a core area containing Bethel, Shechem and Shiloh. But they were proud and selfishly assertive, Josh 16:10; 17:14-18; Isa 9:9; Hos 7:8; 10:11. Their unwillingness to support other leaders hindered God's work here, as in 12:1-7; 17:14-18. We must beware of being jealous when God has used others less privileged than we are. And when faced by jealousy let's, like Gideon, have the grace to humour the jealous ones rather than to assert our God-given role of leadership. 





� Samples of writing on pieces of pottery from the period of the Judges have been dug up at Izbet Sarta, etc. An alphabetic script was in use from the Sinai peninsular (where Moses presumably learnt it) through to Syria.





� For the first time a God-raised-up Judge sponsored idolatry. Gideon had been clothed with the Spirit, yet he did this desperate harm to Israel, and did so while professing to honour the Lord as king. He was like a man today proclaiming that Christ is the only head of the church, and yet shattering assemblies into warring fragments, by leading one of them, 1 Cor 1:10-13. 





� This appears to go beyond idolatrous worship at local Baal shrines, to a replacing of the Lord of the Sinai covenant, with the Baal/El of the Covenant worshipped at Shechem - Perhaps a covenant between El the father of the gods and his son Baal, and the town of Shechem, 





� Today the children of Believers find it easy to relegate the Lord to "religion," and turn to the humanistic/ man-centred "gods" of concern for personal fulfilment, conservation of nature, and/or market economics and the successful pursuit of materialistic success. People are attracted to churches that offer health wealth and happiness, but not to one where the Cross, repentance, sacrificial living/Christ-likeness is offered. An idol is anything in our lives that takes the place of God - even if, like the Golden Calf, it has the Lord's name attached to it - denominational success, church growth, a popular programme/ favourable environment for our family etc. Also it is dangerously easy to profess to worship God - and yet treat Him as if, like an idol. To act as if He has no eyes or ears to know the motives that move us to do what we are doing. When that happens we become content with an empty ritual, Isa 1:4-31; 2 Tim 3:5; Rev 2:1-5.





� Gideon is an example of how men God raises up can create a position of greatness for themselves. Abimelech is an example of how ambitious, worldly men with no desire to serve God, can covet that position to use for their own ends. 





� Nothing is said of Joshua attacking and conquering Shechem. Shechem had apparently been accepted as a friend to Israel on the basis of their friendly contact with Abraham and Jacob, Gen 12:6-7; 33:18-34:31; 37:13-14. The great covenant-renewing assemblies were held there, Jos 8:30-35; 24:1-28. But Shechem had not become Israelite, as they're proud of being descended from Hamor, the Canaanite, 9:28. Instead Israel was becoming Canaanite. The Baal-Berith covenant takes the centre of the stage.





� Cp murder of Ahab's sons 2 Ki 10. Like Gideon, Ahab had murdered Israelites - Naboth etc. And Jehu was a usurper who gained civilian support and wiped out Ahab's family, as a reaping for them of what Ahab had sown. Gideon and Ahab had sponsored pagan cults.





� The Bible's first parable. Cp parables in 2 Sam 12:1-4; 2 Ki 14:9-10. And it's a reminder that even if one stands alone - as Noah and Jotham did, one should say the truth while, when and where we can.)





� One commentator laments that gifted people today prefer secular work to becoming church leaders. There's truth in that, but Jotham is blaming the Bramble not the others.





� Gods created by the human imagination by that very fact offer excitement and selfish fulfilment. Such gods are pictured as doing what sinful men would choose to do if they could get away with it, Jn 3:19. The human natures of even born-again Christians are attracted to preachers and churches who "meet their felt needs/wants" and, if yielded to, that stunts their spiritual growth.





� Prostitution was forbidden for God's people, Lev 19:29. The laws that made provision for the orphan girl and widow served to prevent such being degraded into prostitution in order to avoid starvation. Cp Ruth and Naomi. If she was a Canaanite Gilead broke the commands, Ex 34:15-16; Deu 7:1-3. 





� If we have to endure hardships, and ill-treatment, this may prepare us for God's service. We might ask "Can a man like Jephthah be God's man?" and, "Can a call by such men as the elders of Gilead be God's call?” The answer is in some sense, YES. If God had been obeyed Jephthah would never have been born. If the elders had been Godly Gilead wouldn't have been leaderless. We have no excuse for living below God's standards, but equally we have no excuse for failing to attempt to trust and obey the Lord whatever circumstances we're in. God uses the people and situations that exist, and we are answerable to Him in them. Note 11:29-32. 





� Jephthah as the Lord's agent could have pictured Israel's despised and rejected Lord, 10:10-14, but he is willing to help them only if they will let Him rule them and fulfil His purposes.








� The 300 years here and 480 years of 1 Ki 6:1 support the idea of the Exodus being about 15th century BC. But this was a political speech for propaganda purposes so the figure 300 may be no more accurate than calling Milcom, Chemosh. Later Mesha king of Moab, 2 Ki 3:4, on the Moabite stone inscription, line 10, confesses "The men of Gad had dwelt in the region of Ataroth since time immemorial." 





� Jephthah's vow is worded like the vows made by Baal worshippers as recorded in the Tophet of Carthage, BAR 84/1, 3. People are still willing to sacrifice their children to gain what they have set their hearts on. I’ve seen too many school children, their lives twisted and miserable, perhaps permanently scarred, whose happiness was sacrificed by their parents’ breaking up their marriages to gain a new spouse.





� Being an only child links with the offering of Isaac, Gen 22, but that had been at God's command as a test of Abraham's faith, and God ensured that the price wasn't paid. Jephthah had volunteered the burnt-offering because he wouldn't trust God to give victory for Israel. 





� Some like to imagine he sent her to serve at the Tabernacle in perpetual virginity. But no such women tabernacle servants existed. The women who assembled at the door of the Tabernacle were worshippers, Ex 38:8; 1 Sam 2:22, not Tabernacle servants. The Tabernacle servants were male priests and Levites, assisted by Gibeonite men as fire-wood and water carriers, Josh 9:23. Anna was an extreme example of a woman's personal devotion, but that didn't make her a Temple servant, Lk 2:36-37. In the Jephthah story the Tabernacle, and the written Law kept in it, is ignored. That Jephthah was too tender-hearted to sacrifice his daughter doesn't fit with his willingness to slaughter 42,000 fellow Israelites, 12:6. 





� As usual in "brotherly" conflicts it's "I & ME" against "US & We" and both completely ignore God and His will. 





� The number is high, and again we wonder about the varying meanings of Eleph. See Judges 1-8 Booklet, Footnote 12. 





� What has been dug up of the Philistines in Abraham’s time, Gen 21:32-34; 26:1-18, shows they were mostly Canaanites, but Greek-style pottery suggests some were related to the later Philistines. The Egyptians recorded the invasion of Sea Peoples, including Pelesti/Philistines probably about the time of Joshua. They came from Caphtor, Gen 10:14; Jer 47:4; Amos 9:7. They were tough fighters, Ex 13:17. First they established control over the coastal plains, land and sea trading etc. Then as their numbers grew pushed into the Israelite hill country. Iron weapons and tools were better than bronze ones, 1 Sam 17:7, and they had a monopoly on iron working, 1 Sam 13:19-22.  They recruited Israelite soldiers such as David and his men, 1 Sam 14:21; 27:1-6.. See notes on Josh 13:2-3.





� When the lord has revealed something of His will to us, and we try to obey Him, we can rely on Him giving us further information if we need it. But we shouldn't expect to have our curiosity satisfied. Our responsibility is to "trust and Obey," and to continue walking in the light. 





� The Israelites were still keeping the outward form of the Covenant by circumcision. Apart from Gen 34:14 the word uncircumcised is used in the OT only of the Philistines, 15:18; 1 Sam 14:6; 17:26, 36; 31:4; 2 Sam 1:20. Cp 1 Sam 18:25, 27; 2 Sam 3:14. Israel's other neighbours seem to have practised circumcision. 





� Barber comments that in counselling young people we need to encourage them to express their emotions freely, and so have the chance to evaluate them themselves, but we need to show them the Lord's commands, that we have lived by.





� Some claim the Nazirite vow was about contacting dead PEOPLE as Nephesh is used of people. But Nephesh is used of animals from Gen 1:21, 24 onwards. Cp Gen 9:4. Priests, Lev 21:11, weren't made unclean by handling sacrificial animals as they were freshly dead and holy to the Lord, not dead, corrupted remains. 





� The description is vivid, making it seem a rapid series of effortless actions by Samson. Miracles apart, it couldn't be as easy as it sounds. Solemn scholars have ridiculed the whole idea, but I suspect they never had the chance to do what I enjoyed doing as a lad - dashing around dragging a flaming branch to start fires to burn off scrub country, or to start back fires to make a fire-break to check them. Think how easy it is to recruit young Arabs from refugee camps to throw stones and firebombs at Israeli soldiers. There would have been plenty of youths cooped up in the refugee camp of Dan, 13:25, hating Philistines enough to catch foxes/jackals for Samson's revenge and to launch them as fiery missiles. That, as today, there would be unpleasant consequences for some, wouldn't spoil the sport. 





� Church leaders can descend to dirty tricks to win church quarrels, Jas 4:1-6. As with Samson that destroys things that should have been a blessing. 





� For us retaliation is forbidden, and forgiveness commanded, Rom 12:18-21. All concerned suffer less when that's done. But in Samson's time the great need was to check Israel from drifting into comfortable apostasy under Philistine rule. Samson didn't need to realise that.





� As an example of how the removal of a key support may cause a general collapse -  in early New Zealand heavy bridge sections were locked into place with quite a light beam. About the end of WW2 a US army Jeep crossing the wooden bridge over the lower Manawatu river struck such a key timber and a whole large section of the bridge crashed down into the river. 





� Certainly everyone should accept responsibility for his actions, but only if we look to the Lord for His standard of what is right, and have a single-eyed desire to please Him, can we be blessed, Ps 19:7-14; Jas 1:5-8. Like people today they were humanists and judged right and wrong in terms of whether it was pleasing or not to one human - themselves. As with modern religion they wanted to turn God on and off like a tap as it suited them, and treat His Word as a bus which they used only if it was going their way. People want religion to make them feel good/look good and offer them health, wealth and happiness. As the input of Bible teaching is reduced the little that's remembered is twisted into superstition.





� Although two processes are referred to - carving an idol, and pouring molten metal into a mould to make a cast idol, it's not clear whether one or two idols were made. Perhaps the silver was poured into a rough shape and then carved. It seems only ONE image is referred to in 18:20, 30-31.





� Just as Micah aimed at making his shrine and worship legal by having a Levite to run it, so these Danites seek to make their action right by having Micah say the Lord approved it. Neither had started out on the basis of seeking the Lord's mind and will, but would feel more comfortable if they could get approval from some representative of the Lord, no matter how nominal or false. He would use the idolatrous teraphim and/or ephod, 17:5.





� Six hundred is also the number of men surviving of Benjamin, 20:47. Once established, other Danites may have joined them. Apart from the Samson incident those of the tribe of Dan who stayed home disappeared from history. If 600 men could do so much without the Lord's help, surely with that help the whole tribe could have occupied their God-given land area. Ekron, the largest town in their designated area was 50 acres, as was Laish. 





� The tribe of Dan was never noted for spirituality or loyalty to the Lord so we might not have been shocked if only they were involved. To hammer home the warning against apostasy it closes by stating the link between this leader in idolatry and Moses the man of God. Gershom, Ex 2:21-22; 18:3, and his wife gave their son the name Jonathan- The Lord has given. It's tragic that a man with such a privileged ancestry, and high name to live up to, should disgrace the Lord Moses had served. But privilege has never guaranteed righteousness. It may increase self-righteousness and a self-confident expectation of being entitled to get what one wants, rather than God-given mercy received with due appreciation. In my youth Alfred Mace used to say "Everything goes out in three generations - beware the third generation of Brethren!"





� Dan continued to be used as a worship centre after the Danites were driven out. It was called Banais in the time of Christ - Pan was worshipped there. During excavation an inscription to "The God who is at Dan" was found written in Aramaic and Greek. 





� We have reason to be sympathetic with her plight as a concubine, but that doesn't justify the claim by some that she didn't sin sexually - that scribes mis-copied a similar word which means she despised or was angry with her husband. To say she couldn't have sinned sexually because she would have been killed is like saying Micah couldn't have made an idol or he would have been stoned to death. In apostate Israel sin was regarded lightly.





� We must all feel deeply sorry for the young woman whose life was ended in a night of horror at the mercy of a gang of male sexual perverts. That their actions probably led to the death of them all in the wiping out of almost their whole tribe is just. After all, they were defying God's Law in doing what they felt like doing, and nothing excused their brutal disgusting exploitation of a helpless young woman. But, she was in Gibeah that night because, in a much milder, way she had defied God's Law requiring her to be faithful to her husband and had chosen to please herself by having sexual relations with other men, 19:2. It wasn't God's fault that she got more extra-marital sex than she intended. We're sorry for her as we're sorry for a modern girl raped in the street at 2 am on her way home from a night-club. Sorry, and exasperated. The actions and fate of both are predictable consequences of national apostasy.


And the Levite was to blame. He had left the town God had provided for his inheritance, and there is no hint of his doing the spiritual work of teaching God's Law. As an older man with a servant and donkeys he had been rich enough to buy a young woman as a concubine. He was permitted to do this by the Law, but there's no evidence of his loving and cherishing her as he should. He did what was right in his own eyes - as did the girl's father in selling her into a loveless marriage. And then honouring her husband by using him as an excuse for excessive eating and drinking so the travellers had to stop in Gibeah. And the hospitable old man at Gibeah, who put his guest's comfort ahead of his duty to protect his young daughter, was also doing what was right in his own eyes. These men were all part of the pattern of apostasy. That none of us are likely to find ourselves in the position of making the same wrong selfish decisions is largely due to the influence of the Gospel on our society in the past. But as it turns from the Lord to humanism - saying that what is RIGHT is what seems right to human nature - that's changing. And if we as individuals turn from the Lord, our family and friends will suffer the consequences of our wrong decisions. Parents who lavish wealth and freedom on the children they love may see them drown morally and spiritually in wealth and freedom. And in hell those children may lament that while they were provided with all material comforts "No man cared for my SOUL!" 


If as decent citizens we turn a blind eye to the evil around us, in order to protect our own comfort, we manifest our apostasy - just as our counterparts in Gibeah did in ignoring the strangers in the street rather than risking becoming involved in what was likely to happen to them. We're not all called to live in slums and work among dropouts. But should we as Christians insist on sheltering ourselves by living in wealthy suburbs and attending a comfortable Assembly/church. And leaving its ministry to pastors, youth-leaders and social-workers.


Finally when there's sin in OUR town/church/family do we stand with God and His Word and allow the loved sinner to face the consequences? Or do we rally to their defence and fight for them? And if we're not on the sinner's side do we attack him and all associated with him and do our best to wipe them out of our fellowship to the last man, woman and child?)





� One basic purpose of sexuality is reproduction so heterosexual copulation is natural- Phusikos, Rom 1:26-27. Since reproduction is impossible with homosexual copulation it's against nature- Para Phusin, Rom 1:26-27. The other great purpose is a growing oneness between husband and wife, Gen 2:24. That involves sexual union, and a great deal more in the way of a growing into a spiritual unity of thoughts, feelings and godliness. As individually male and female are equally in the image of God, Gen 1:27, in some sense this uniting of a male and a female in marriage makes their united corporate image of God more complete. The attempt at such one-ness between two males is an abomination, Lev 18:22; 20:13.





� God in His Law gave women far more rights and protection than was usual among the nations. That the Christian Gospel honoured men and women, in their different roles, as of equal value in Christ, Gal 3:28, has resulted in our growing up with the idea firmly fixed in our minds that women in general, and particularly good women, should be treated with greater consideration than men. Brutal men have always used their strength to exploit women, but societies set up for their protection, and their being given priority for admission to lifeboats, etc has long been an expression of our belief. 





� From several centuries earlier in Mari, on the Euphrates a letter was found from a government official to the king. This suggested a prisoner from the jail should be killed, cut up and the body parts sent around the countryside to shock people into gathering as they had been ordered to. Later Saul cut up his oxen and distributed the parts as a warning call to action, 1 Sam 11:1-11. 





� The number seems huge compared with 40,000 attacking Jericho, and 40,000 under Barak. The meaning of Eleph is often unclear. 





� The number seems huge compared with 40,000 attacking Jericho, and 40,000 under Barak. The meaning of Eleph is often unclear. 





� It was natural for shepherd boys like David, 1 Sam 17:40, to gain such skills. As an occasional herd-boy I filled in time by throwing stones at targets, and in throwing stones to land in front of a straying animal to turn it back. Practising accurate stone throwing would be both entertaining and useful to shepherd boys. Those who developed skill would know that they would be valued by the tribe.





� The assurance of the Lord's presence, Mt 28:20, and the power of His word, Isa 55:10-11; Jer 23:29; 1 Cor 1:21-25, should move us to thorough preparation and prayerful preaching. 





� Like the Benjamites we are also tempted to defend those related to us by blood, or culture, or common beliefs, against those who wish to discipline them for the good of the church as a whole. We can defend this action of ours by pointing out that the would-be judges are themselves sinners, and try to convince ourselves that their type of sins - self-righteousness, legalism etc, are worse than those they are judging. Church history demonstrates that mutual destruction, division etc will result. Attempts at discipline exercised in pride and self-righteousness do more harm than good, and so does every resistance to discipline that’s motivated by pride and self-righteousness. 








