JUDGES , God’s Compassion (Part I)





Judges 1:1-5:31	


Key Verse: 2:1b-3, 18





“I brought you up out of Egypt and led you into the land that I swore to give to your forefathers. I said, ‘I will never break my covenant with you, and you shall not make a covenant with the people of this land, but you shall break down their altars.’ Yet you have disobeyed me. Why have you done this? Now therefore I tell you I will not drive them out before you; they will be thorns in your sides and their gods will be a snare to you.” “Whenever the LORD raised up a judge for them, he was with the judge and saved them out of the hands of their enemies as long as the judge lived; for the LORD had compassion on them as they groaned under those who oppressed and afflicted them.”





     The Book of Judges reveals God’s compassion on his people who were oppressed and afflicted by their enemies on all sides. The theme of these first chapters is about God who saved his people from their enemies even when they continued to disobey him. If I can learn anything from these first 5 chapters it is the compassion of God for his people. Yesterday, Bonface complained to me that he found himself only struggling to survive since he came to Bible study. He at first wanted to quit everything and then he changed his mind and prayed to seek God during this time. He only falls asleep when he tries to read the Bible. Through Judges study, I could see God’s compassion on us who find ourselves in slumber and forgetting his grace. May God awaken my soul. May he bless us to learn to seek him when we find ourselves under his judgement. May he bless his work at NKU.





     The book of Judges covers the period from Joshua’s death to the time when Israel was going to be ruled by kings. 





		Chapter 1 tells us how the enemies co-existed with the Israelites in the land God had given to them. The reason was simple and clear: The Israelites never drove out their enemy completely. The result was that they had to forever fight against the enemies which stayed in the land. This probably explains why Israel today is still fighting it’s enemies. The Middle East has become a war zone and it seems to be over religion. But I can see that it has to do with the sin of God’s people.  





	


















































After the death of Joshua, the Israelites asked the LORD, “Who will be the first to go up and fight for us against the Canaanites?” After the Israelites under Joshua’s leadership defeated the kings on the east and the west side of the Jordan River, there were still very large areas of land to be taken over. The whole land of Palestine was given to the people of Israel. But there was one condition: They had to go and take possession of the land (ref Jos 23:4-5). That is why the Israelites asked to fight against the Canaanites.





	The LORD answered, “Judah is to go; I have given the land into their hands.” Then the men of Judah asked the Simeonites for help to fight against the Canaanites. They attacked the Canaanites in the southern territory. conquered the Canaanites and Perizzites (4), Jerusalem (8), the Canaanites living in the hill country, the Negev and the western foothills, and in Hebron (9,10). Debir was conquered by Othniel, who was either a younger brother or nephew of Caleb (13). They took the Desert of Judah in the Negev near Arad (16), Hormah (17), and Gaza, Ashkelon and Ekron—each city with its territory (18). Their victory was complete (17) and they overpowered the enemies—even the strongest like Adoni-Bezek, who had conquered seventy kings in his lifetime. What was the secret of their success? Verses 2,4,7 and 19a tell us that the LORD was with them. 





	Now, in 1:19 we read that there was something the Israelites couldn’t do even though the LORD was with them. The men of Judah took possession of the hill country, but were unable to drive the people from the plains. The Benjamites failed to dislodge the Jebusites from Jerusalem. The house of Joseph took Bethel, but Manasseh did not drive out the people of Beth Shan or Taanach or Dor or Ibleam or Megiddo and their surrounding settlements. Ephraim did not drive out the Canaanites living in Gezer. Zebulun did not drive out the Canaanites living in Kitron or Nahalol. Asher did not drive out those living in Acco or Sidon or Ahlab or Aczib or Helbah or Aphek or Rehob. Naphtali did not drive out those in Beth Shemesh or Beth Anath. To the shame of the Danites they were even confined by the Amorites to the hill country! (19,21,22,27,29,30,31,33).





	What was the reason which made the Israelites unable to drive out the enemies? 1:19 tells us they were unable because the enemies had iron chariots. 1:27,35 tell us they couldn’t because the enemies were stubborn. But it doesn’t make sense to us for they could defeat all the stronger and mightier enemies including Egypt. Why couldn’t they drive out the locals? Why couldn’t they even when the LORD was with them? 1:28,30,33,35 tell us that when they were strong they pressed the enemies into forced labor, but never used their strength to drive the enemy out completely. They were pragmatic. They were unable to drive out the enemies from the land though the LORD was with them (ref 27,29,30,31,33) because they did not want to drive out the enemies.





	The angel of the LORD went up from Gilgal to Bokim and said, “I brought you up out of Egypt and led you into the land that I swore to give to your forefathers. I said, ‘I will never break my covenant with you, and you shall not make a covenant with the people of this land, but you shall break down their altars.’ Yet you have disobeyed me. Why have you done this? Now therefore I tell you I will not drive them out before you; they will be thorns in your sides and their gods will be a snare to you.” The problem of co-existing with the enemies was that they broke the Covenant. Breaking the Covenant meant that the Israelites were distracted. Their strength was that they fixed their eyes on YHWH. Now they fixed their eyes on the iron chariots of their enemies and their own ideas of how to use the labor force of the locals. In summary they turned their backs to YHWH.





	YHWH is the One and Only God who is holy. But by delivering the Israelites out of Egypt he made himself known to them and became their God. The revelation of YHWH was grace upon the grace of his deliverance from their slavery in Egypt (2:1a). The Holy made a covenant with the Israelites, and thus elevated them from the earth to be his own. Now they went back to their old habits as if they belonged to Earth. But they were foolish. YHWH will never break his covenant with the Israelites (2:1b). Therefore he would not drive the enemy out (3a). What would be the effect of God’s decision as such on the Israelites? The enemies will be thorns in their side and their gods will be a snare to them (3b). 





	2:4 says the people of Israel wept aloud when they heard the angel. But their tears wouldn’t undo their sin against YHWH, nor would their sacrifice. The only thing left for Israel was eventual destruction. “But just as every good promise of the LORD your God has come true, so the LORD will bring on you all the evil he has threatened, until he has destroyed you from this good land he has given you,” warned Joshua before his death (cf Dt 20:16-18; Jos 23:15,16). 





	2:6-3:6 is the prophetic understanding of the times, of the reason of their defeat, and why the enemies were allowed to co-exist with the Israelites. 2:6 says, “After Joshua had dismissed the Israelites, they went to take possession of the land, each to his own inheritance.” We remember that Joshua renewed the Covenant at Shechem (ref Jos 23:4,5; Jos 13:6,7; Jos 18:3). The people served YHWH throughout the lifetime of Joshua and of the elders who outlived him and who had seen all the great things YHWH had done for Israel. They carried out the mission to conquer the land as the means to serve the LORD.  





	But then Joshua died and the whole generation who knew the LORD and what he had done for Israel died. What was the problem of the next generation born after Joshua’s generation had died? 2:10 says, the new generations “knew neither the LORD nor what he had done for Israel.” 2:11 says, “Then the Israelites did evil in the eyes of the LORD and served the Baals.” We might ask why they were attracted to Baals. Baal was an idol worshiped by the farmers in the land. The Israelites saw that the Canaanites lived well, even a better, more secure life than them. God of Israel was powerful and good for conquest, but seemed not good for their settlement. All the laws made sense to them while they lived in the desert, but weren’t reasonable for their lifestyle in the Canaanite’s land. We also know through reading the laws that the idol worship of the land was sensual. So they forsook YHWH, the God of their fathers, and followed their sensuality.





	What did YHWH do to the Israelites? “In his anger against Israel the LORD handed them over to raiders who plundered them. He sold them to their enemies all around, whom they were no longer able to resist” (2:14) So what happened to the Israelites? They were defeated as Joshua warned them (ref Jos 23:15,16). They were in great distress. But they did not repent. They only despaired. 





	The example of the Israelites gives us a Biblical insight that the much distress in us is due to the ignorance of YHWH, or due to our spiritual amnesia. As we read 2:6-3:6 we learn from the author that he wrote these things so that people might know YHWH. We learn that the defeat and the distress of the Israelites is as great a testimony of YHWH being our salvation as the Exodus of Israel. May God raise up people who can teach the book of Judges as well as those who can teach the Pentateuch even the sixty-six books of the Bible. The future seems very bright and hopeful.





	When they were in great distress, 2:16 says, “Then the LORD raised up judges, who saved them out of the hands of these raiders.” Why did the LORD raise judges after he had put his hand against the Israelites? He was faithful to his Covenant with those who were not faithful. He judged their sin but he sympathized with them. He took all the burdens on himself. “Whenever the LORD raised up a judge for them, he was with the judge and saved them out of the hands of their enemies as long as the judge lived; for the LORD had compassion on them as they groaned under those who oppressed and afflicted them. But when the judge died, the people returned to ways even more corrupt than those of their fathers, following other gods and serving and worshiping them. They refused to give up their evil practices and stubborn ways.” (2:18-19)





	What did the LORD say he was going to do with the disobedient Israelites? He was very angry and said, “Because this nation has violated the covenant that I laid down for their forefathers and has not listened to me, I will no longer drive out before them any of the nations Joshua left when he died. I will use them to test Israel and see whether they will keep the way of the LORD and walk in it as their forefathers did.” (22) YHWH had allowed those nations to remain; he did not drive them out at once by giving them into the hands of Joshua. But we find in 3:2 a very interesting reason of allowing the enemies to remain in the land. There were five rulers of the Philistines, all the Canaanites, the Sidonians, and the Hivites living in the Lebanon mountains from Mount Baal Hermon to Lebo Hamath. YHWH allowed them to remain only to teach warfare to the descendants of the Israelites who had not had previous battle experience. Now what did the Israelites do with the remaining enemies? 3:6 says, “They took their daughters in marriage and gave their own daughters to their sons, and served their gods.”





	We learn many things as we viewed the historical setting of the times in light of the prophetic understanding of the first three chapters of the book of Judges. We are awakened to God’s truth that the inability of Israel to drive out the enemies was not because of the iron chariots or the stubbornness of the enemies. We also learn that in their self inflicted defeat YHWH intended to teach warfare by using the enemies they had left because of their own foolishness. This observation can take enough time for us to discuss about it. Those who have time should meditate on the matter and understand our times. But we will learn the truth bit by bit as we continue our study of the book of Judges.


	


	Before we review the story of Othniel, Ehud, Shamgar and Deborah briefly we need to think of the matter with the perspective of the whole Bible and human history. While Israel got stuck in their sin for about two centuries there was a dynamic development of superpowers in the international politics around the nation of Israel. Egypt in the south was going through the late dynastic period of the kingdom from which Israel left. To the east Assyria was rising to be a new superpower, and to the north the Hittite Empire was rising. The old Egypt would threaten Israel continually, Assyria would become a whip on the back of the people of Israel and the Hittites will remain as a thorn that was not removed. That was not all. In the farther west Greece was going through the period of growth to dominate the world and affect Israel in later times. Though they were not aware of it their repeated sin was featured in the bigger theater of international politics and they would enter into the next sequence of the development of international politics. The people of Israel would be crushed by the then emerging super-powers on the horizon and would be bullied by strong neighboring countries in later times by God’s will. YHWH wanted to teach warfare to them not only to enable them to survive. He obviously had a bigger picture in mind. As we remember, what happened in the time of Judges, such as the massacre of the Benjamites, would be dealt with in the time of the Minor Prophets. By dealing with their sin through and through YHWH would bring out the kingdom of priests and a holy nation. They would be gone but God’s kingdom would be coming.





	As the first step to bring Christ into the world YHWH would allow Israel to become a monarchy as they requested. But the settlement of the Israelites was done through the cycle of sin of their Baal worship, servitude to foreign raiders, supplication to YHWH the merciful God for relief, and salvation through divinely raised judges. The judges led the people of Israel during this period. They had no system to rely on but the LORD. They did not even know what they were doing. They just saw the hope from a distance. Their examples will help us to live before God and to lead God’s people to the living hope.





	It is painful for us to recognize that the Israelites were blinded with their sin of despising and rejecting by devaluing the LORD who by his grace made himself their God. God was not merely doing pushing and pulling, or judging and delivering them from troubles. God was carrying out his own work in which they should have taken a vital role by God’s grace. Yet they were obsessed with their sin!!! The picture of the world politics of the times will help us to discern our place in world history in this brief period which is assigned to us. The judges were ‘saviors’ (2:16), the Spirit inspired people (3:10) to lead God’s people to YHWH and to protect God’s flock with faith. YHWH himself is described as the chief Judge (11:27). May God raise up judges in us.





II.  Othniel, Ehud Shamgar and Deborah (3:7-5:31)





	Today we want to study about the first 4 judges, Othniel, Ehud, Shamgar and Deborah, who served the people of Israel for about 120 years in the initial period of the nation. The effort of Othniel brought peace for about 40 years. Ehud’s effort lasted for 80 years. After Deborah there was peace for 40 years.�


	


Othniel was one of the young warriors of Israel under Joshua in the time of the Israelites’ conquest of the promised land. But he became a judge by the power of the Spirit, says 3:11. “The Spirit of the LORD came upon him, so that he became Israel’s judge and went to war. The LORD gave Cushan-Rishathaim king of Aram into the hands of Othniel, who overpowered him. So the land had peace for forty years until Othniel son of Kenaz died.”





	Othniel remembered that God commanded the Israelites through Joshua to drive out the remaining enemies from the land and possess it. But what he saw was that in those days the Israelites did evil in the eyes of the LORD. Rather than breaking down the altars, they conveniently forgot the LORD their God and served the Baals and the Asherahs. The young Othniel also saw how the anger of the LORD burned against Israel. He saw that the LORD sold the Israelites into the hands of Cushan-Rishathaim king of Aram Naharaim for eight years. For the young man the eight years was a time of a double portion of suffering to that of his people. He suffered when he saw the deliberate disobedience of his own people. He suffered when he saw that the subjugation to the enemy whom they were supposed to conquer. He suffered when he knew the humiliation was God’s anger against them. What could this young warrior do in those miserable eight years of humiliation and suffering? He was conscious of the situation, but that was his limit. He was one of them. All he could do was crying out to the LORD with his people.


 


	But one day the Spirit of the LORD came upon him, so that he became Israel’s judge and went to war. When the Spirit of the LORD came upon him he stopped crying. The anger of the LORD against the enemy burned in him instead. He did not sit down in despair of much thinking for nothing. He went to war. He went to war against the enemy whom God allowed to rule over Israel for eight years. When the Spirit of the LORD came upon him he forgot how strong the enemy had been or how helpless his people had been. He only looked up at YHWH. When he remembered the LORD he did not look back. Leaving behind everything he dashed toward the LORD. He forgot about himself, his people or his enemy. He only remembered that now the LORD wants to deliver his people from the enemy. He went to war, and overpowered the enemy.





	Othniel’s leadership was not based on the consensus. He did not ride on it as politicians do today. His leadership was from the Spirit. He was an individual before God when he was led by the Spirit. He took the burden of his people on himself when he came to God through the Spirit. So the land had peace for forty years, until Othniel son of Kenaz died.”





	Ehud was a judge whom God raised after the death of Othniel. What happened after Othniel died? “Once again the Israelites did evil in the eyes of the LORD, and because they did this evil the LORD gave Eglon king of Moab power over Israel.” Eglon was joined with the Ammonites and Amalekites and attacked Israel, and took possession of Jericho, which was known as the City of Palms. As the poetic name of the city indicates the city bore the beautiful memory of Israel’s victory in God’s favor, the first city of the territory, which they could completely conquer by faith in YHWH. To make the defeat even more bitter to Israel the city was taken into the hands of the Moabites, Ammonites and Amorites, all of whom the Israelites were prepared by God to punish as God’s instrument from the time of Abraham (Ge 15:16). The Israelites were subject to Eglon king of Moab for eighteen years.





	Again the Israelites cried out to the LORD, and he gave them a deliverer. He was Ehud, a left-handed man, the son of Gera the Benjamite. As Othniel had experienced, Ehud grew up under the rule of Eglon for 18 years. We know 18 years is a long time. The people could have survived for such a long time under an enemy only through much compromise. Since they compromised for survival even before the hard times we can imagine how corrupt they might have become during the dark times. What did Ehud do during the time? He prepared a sword and sought the LORD. He never forgot that they were God’s own. He never forgot the God of Israel. He knew that their misery was because they sinned against the LORD. He knew that the LORD had an answer to their misery. He prayed with a single question of when the LORD would hand the enemy into his hand. He prayed with expectation and with hope. He did not take God’s judgment lightly. He came to God in time of God’s judgment.





	When his soul was not in slumber he could see a God given opportunity. One day he was chosen to present the tribute to Eglon. He prepared a double-edged sword about a foot and a half long. He strapped the sword to his right thigh under his clothing. After he presented the tribute to the king of Moab he sent back his people. When he became alone he said to the king of Moab, “I have a secret message for you, O king.” Ehud was allowed to approach the king while the king was sitting alone in the upper room of his summer palace. He said, “I have a message from God for you,” and he drew the sword from his right thigh and plunged it into the king’s belly. Ehud was thorough. Even the handle of the sword sank in after the blade, which came out the king’s back. Ehud did not pull the sword out. Then he went out to the porch; he shut the doors of the upper room behind him and locked them. Then he slipped away.





	When Ehud successfully escaped to Seirah, he blew a trumpet in the hill country of Ephraim, and the Israelites went down with him from the hills, with him leading them. “Follow me,” he ordered, “for the LORD has given Moab, your enemy, into your hands.” So they followed him down and took possession of the fords of the Jordan that led to Moab. They allowed no one of the enemy to cross over. 3:29 says, “At that time they struck down about ten thousand Moabites, all vigorous and strong, not a man escaped.” The result was that Moab was made subject to Israel that day, and the land had peace for 80 years.





	Ehud seems like a suicidal assassin. But what he spoke to his people after the assassination of the enemy king indicates that his strength was in faith in the faithfulness of YHWH. Even though YHWH was punishing them because of their sin, he knew YHWH himself did not change, nor did his will. Ehud depended on YHWH. His leadership can also be viewed from the aspect that he inspired his people to go to war. He testified to his people that his success was the sign that YHWH gave the enemies into their hands. We need to learn from him the discernment of the God given message in our lives. One man’s faith as such meant 80 years of peace for the nation. More than that he was used to continue the Covenant for the peace of all people on earth. 





	Shamgar is mentioned briefly in one verse. “After Ehud came Shamgar son of Anath, who struck down six hundred Philistines with an oxgoad. He too saved Israel.” There was no weapon for him. But he took an oxgoad to fight against the enemy of God. His weapon was the faith in YHWH.





	Othniel, Ehud and Shamgar show that they fought against the enemy by faith. In faith they ruled over their situations and turned them into victory. They persevered in time of suffering with faith in the eternal God, YHWH. They stood up when the time came. They went to war when they were convinced in their spirits. They struck down the enemy. It seems they were the only persons who obeyed the Spirit in each of their generations while all the rest of their people followed something else. But through each of them YHWH enabled Israel to continue. That was their leadership.





	Deborah was probably the fourth judge of the Israelites. She led Israel as a mother when the nation was under a cruel rule of Jabin, who was a king of Canaan, who reigned in Hazor. He had nine hundred iron chariots, and had cruelly oppressed the Israelites for twenty years. Deborah was a prophetess, a contemporary Bible teacher. She was a wife of Lappidoth. Her leadership was that she held court under the Palm of Deborah, probably at her home and helped Israelites to have their disputes decided. She taught them to be right. She took care of the frustrated people not to fight each other but to come to God.





	But she did not settle down in her satisfaction because she had a ministry. She did not stop at soothing and taking care of the frustrated people. She came to God to listen to what he spoke all through the twenty years of suffering with her people. When the suffering of her people increased she knew the time was near. When the suffering reached beyond what they could bear, she was convinced that the LORD was calling Barak to go to war against Jabin. When the time came she called Barak, a mighty man, to fight against God’s enemy. Her leadership was that she raised a leader knowing the mind of YHWH.





	She obeyed God when the chosen warrior Barak did not obey God. When Barak asked her to accompany him, she agreed, but said, “Very well, I will go with you. But because of the way you are going about this, the honor will not be yours, for the LORD will hand Sisera over to a woman.” In her attitude toward Barak, we learn that what mattered was obedience to God. She did not struggle with the reluctant man. We see in her a fully awakened soul toward God.





	As Deborah prophesied, Barak defeated Sisera, but Sisera was killed by Jael. 4:24 says, “And the hand of the Israelites grew stronger and stronger against Jabin, the Canaanite king, until they destroyed him.” On that day Deborah and Barak son of Abinoam sang a song. From the song in chapter 5 we learn much about what Deborah’s leadership in the service of YHWH was.





	While she persevered for 20 years along with her people under the miserable humiliation, she did not give up her hope in the princes of Israel, in the people of Israel (5:2,3). They were despaired and disheartened and fought for small gains, suing each other. But she believed that the LORD would inspire the princes of Israel to take the lead, and the people of Israel to willingly offer themselves for the honor of the LORD. That was her leadership in faith, and it was answered.





	Her people chose new gods. War came to the city gates as God’s judgment, and not a shield or spear was seen among forty thousand in Israel. Village life in Israel ceased. Deborah arose in the time. She said, “Deborah, arose, arose a mother in Israel.” When she stood tall many came to life.





	In 5:10 we learn that she never stooped singing of the righteous acts of the LORD, the righteous acts of the LORD’s warriors in Israel. Obviously she went through depression, too. Then, she called herself to wake up in 5:12. She woke up everyday and broke out in songs.





	Then the men of Israel were inspired to fight against the enemy. The Reubenites were hesitant. Gilead stayed in their territory. Dan lingered by the ships. Asher stayed in his coves. But their hesitation did not hinder God’s work. The people of Zebulun risked their very lives, so did Naphtali.





	Deborah believed that the stars fought from their course against Sisera,-even the river Kishon (5:20). She believed God was fighting for Israel. Deborah cursed the people of Meroz because they did not come to help the LORD (5:23). She praised Jael.





	She finished her song in 5:31. “So may all your enemies perish, O LORD! But may they who love you be like the sun when it rises in its strength.” This verse summarizes Deborah’s faith. She knew all the enemies against YHWH will surely perish. She believed that those who love YHWH be like the sun when it rises in its strength. All the darkness will be forgotten when the sun rises.





	The four judges show us a common trait of their faith that they submitted to God’s judgment in obedience. They show that they sought God who judged them. The nation of Israel was going through the course of history as they chose. They will become one of the monarchies in the world as they desired. But the will of the LORD was greater than their hopes. YHWH wanted to create a royal priesthood, servants of God, out of them and through them to bring all people into faith in God. His great will was shown through each judge, particularly in Deborah’s song. They served their times. They suffered to carry out the task. But their faith was in the coming kingdom of God (Heb 11:16). 





	As we consider their leadership we realize that they do not fit to any category of leadership. They were charismatic, yet they did not impose their charisma on others. Their charisma was not in themselves, or in their relationship with others, but in obedience to the LORD. They were faithful, but were not rigid or dull as many faithful people become. As Deborah’s response to Barak shows the secret of their faithfulness was that they were alive to God. They were faithful to God’s calling of the people of Israel to be the ruler of the nations, to be servants of them all for God’s name’s sake. In summary they submitted to God’s judgment with the hope of God. 


