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4–5 Deborah and Barak vs. Jabin and Sisera
The account of the Israelites’ fourth deliverance departs from the previous three in several respects: it occurs in
central and north Canaan; its heroes are women; its prophetess/judge, Deborah, already sits in office when the crisis
comes to a head; and Deborah exercises her judgeship in the legal/administrative realm.

As a prophetess, Deborah brings a message from God for Barak to lead the two northernmost tribes against Israel’s
current oppressor, King Jabin of Hazor, and his army commander Sisera. Since Josh. 11:1–11 records the defeat of
Jabin about 200 years earlier, some scholars have suggested that “Jabin” is a kingly title rather than a personal name.
Others take the Judges account to refer to a different king named Jabin. In any event, Barak is reluctant to take on the
assignment and accepts it only on condition that Deborah accompanies him. Deborah agrees but advises Barak that
the honor for their divinely ensured victory will go to a woman. The Israelite troops muster near some of Moses’
relatives by marriage (compare 4:11 with 1:16) and take their position on Mount Tabor, a prominent mound whose
slopes rise steeply from the surrounding Jezreel Valley. Despite possessing the military advantage, Sisera’s 900-chariot-
strong army meets with total defeat, and Sisera escapes on foot.

The exhausted commander finds feigned hospitality in the nearby tent of Israel’s kinswoman by law, the Kenite Jael,
whose household lives in peace with Sisera’s king (cf. 4:17 and 11). Jael demonstrates her family loyalty over treaty
ties by applying a hammer and tent peg to Sisera’s temple to give him permanent rest. Jael thus emerges as the
heroine of whom Deborah spoke in v. 9, but v. 23 quickly ascribes the victory to God.

Chapter 5 relates this same story of deliverance in the form of a victory song, some of oldest Hebrew poetry in the Old
Testament. The poem gives a more dramatic presentation of the events than the prose account in ch. 4. Judges 5:19
mentions Taanach and Megiddo, important cities that guarded trade routes through the strategic Jezreel Valley. Verses
24–27 praise Jael for her cunning and courage. The record of Israel’s deliverance from Jabin ends with the notation in
v. 31 that peace ensued for another generation (“40 years”).

6–8 Gideon vs. the Midianites and Amalekites
Because Israel again abandons the faith, God allows raiders from the east to threaten the people’s livelihood (6:4–5).
Verse 11 pictures Gideon as “beating out” his grain in a winepress, instead of threshing it in the open, to hide his
activity from the Midianites (descendants of Abraham by Keturah; Gen. 25:1–4).

The announcement of Israel’s covenantal transgression by an unidentified prophet underscores the undeserved
graciousness God will soon show in delivering Israel from this oppression (6:8–10). The appearance of the angel of the
Lord (here God himself; 6:14, 16, 22–23) provides an early clue to the theological significance of this account and
begins a series of parallels with the call of Moses in Exodus 3. (Both men are hiding from enemies when they receive
their call, both protest and are reluctant to accept the task, and both receive a divine promise and miraculous signs.)
The angel sits under an oak tree to commission Gideon as the nation’s next deliverer (6:11–14; cf. Deborah’s judgment
seat, 4:5).



Gideon cites his humble status as the youngest son of his tribe’s most humble family in expressing his reluctance for
the task (6:15). God’s choice of the least socially powerful individual to accomplish his purpose contributes to the
account’s focus on God’s power rather than Israel’s. The “youngest son” theme recalls the narratives concerning Abel
(Genesis 4), Jacob (Genesis 25–35), Joseph (Genesis 37–50), and later David (1 Samuel 16–1 Kings 2).

As with the patriarchs and Moses, God promises to “be with” Gideon (God himself will bring about deliverance) and
validates that assurance with three signs. The first sign—the spontaneous consumption of Gideon’s offering—firmly
establishes God’s identity (6:21). With Gideon’s fear upon realizing he has seen God face to face (6:22–23), compare
Jacob’s response in Gen. 32:30 and Moses’ reaction in Exod. 3:6.

As Gideon tested God regarding his identity (6:17), so now God tests Gideon regarding obedience. Gideon carries out
God’s command that he destroy his father’s altar to the Canaanite fertility-god Baal, as well as the wooden idol of
Baal’s wife, Asherah. But he uses the cover of darkness to cloak his timidity in asserting his divinely sanctioned
leadership. Nevertheless, Gideon passes the test and gains a new name, Jerubbaal—one that thumbs the nose at Baal
and implies the false god’s powerlessness (6:31–32).

The eastern raiders’ muster in the Jezreel Valley (where the confrontation between Deborah/Barak and Jabin/Sisera
took place, chs. 4–5) provides a further test of Gideon’s ability. The spirit-empowered deliverer (6:34) summons troops
from four northern tribes, but before initiating a military confrontation he seeks a double confirmation of God’s
promise of victory, and God provides two additional signs of assurance. Gideon’s use of a fleece in establishing God’s
will gives rise to the expression “lay out a fleece” for determining what course of action one should pursue (6:33–40).

Through God’s instruction, Gideon reduces the size of his army to a mere 300 men (7:5–7), for God wants to establish
that he, not the Israelite warriors, will win the victory. Obviously, this group consists of those with the greatest faith in
God’s power to prevail over a virtual swarm of enemies with so few men (7:3; cf. 6:5).

God uses the Midianites themselves to steel Gideon for his task by providing Gideon opportunity to overhear a
prophetic dream related in the Midianite camp—a dream that predicts Israel’s impending victory over the raiders
(7:10–15). Gideon worships God before initiating his battle plan, which uses the element of surprise coupled with
noise, fire, and cover of darkness to confuse the Midianites, so they turn their swords against each other (7:15–22).

Gideon’s plan works—apparently without engaging his seemingly unarmed troops in any fighting—but the Midianite
survivors flee. With the Israelite army in hot pursuit, the centrally located tribe of Ephraim now becomes involved and
captures and kills two Midianite leaders—a privileged act that Gideon points to in defusing the Ephraimites’ offense at
not having been summoned to join the initial confrontation (7:24–8:3).

Still in pursuit of two other Midianite kings, Gideon requests refreshments for his troops from two Transjordanian
towns in Manasseh’s territory—Succoth and Penuel. By refusing Gideon’s request, both towns show lack of faith in
God’s ability to bring about the kings’ capture. After Gideon completes his mission successfully, he punishes them
soundly (8:4–17), then kills the Midianite kings to avenge his brothers’ blood (vv. 18–21).

Gideon appears more vulnerable to the temptations of possessions than of power. He refuses his countrymen’s
request that he begin a dynasty to rule over them and instead declares God as their leader (contrast his son
Abimelech’s response in ch. 9). But Gideon’s desire for material wealth, demonstrated by his taking valuables from the
Midianite kings he slays (8:21, 26) and his amassing of gold, leads to his fashioning an ephod (perhaps a priestly
vestment [Exod. 28:28–30] or an image of God, which the Second Commandment [Exod. 20:4] forbids), and he and his
countrymen worship the idol ( = “play the harlot,” 8:27). Through these acts, Gideon nullifies the good he had done
earlier in tearing down the sanctuary of Baal and Asherah (6:25–27). Nevertheless, the text remembers Gideon as a
man of God blessed with an abundance of sons and a long life, one whose memory the Israelites should have honored
but did not (8:30–32, 35; 9:16–20). Gideon’s military leadership results in another generation of peace for Israel
(8:28), but after his death the Israelites once again revert to Baal-worship (Baal-berith, “Baal of the covenant”).1
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