
Boston University

OpenBU http://open.bu.edu

Boston University Theses & Dissertations STH Theses and Dissertations (pre-2014)

1902

An introduction to the Book of Judges

https://hdl.handle.net/2144/47642

"Downloaded from OpenBU. Boston University's institutional repository."



’r^

AH IMTRQDUQTIOM

----- -t®-------

THE BOOK OF JUDGES.

Charles H. Jehnson,



THE BOOK OP JUDGES

--------- ooo--------

The history of the people of Israel will always possess-

rem^rhahle series of events by which the mass of slaves beoame 

a nation of freemen, by which a people contaminated by the de­

graded religious belief of their environment were made the bear-

of religious teachiag the world had the n rs of the purest system

een are and always will

evolution none is more picturesQUithe different r.eriods of this

Across the pages of thand dramatic than that of the Judges

Book of Judges troop warriors

of the clash of arms is, almost perpetual

Dean Stanley says: *lhe characteafrom the start to the finish

as especially to invite our crit:istics of this period are such

action, and the sound

, sages, heroes, men and women of

be of more than passing interest. Of

intense interest to the student of religion and history. The 

cal and historical inquiries. Other portions of Scripture may 

be more profitable 'for doctrine, for correction, for reproof, 

for-instruction in righteousness'; but for merely human interes 

for the lively touches of ancient manners - for the succession 

of romantic incidents - for the consciousness that we are livin
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face to face with the persons described - for the tragical patl os
of events and characters - there is nothing like the history od 

the Judges from Othniel to Eli.*

In coming to a study of this interesting description o:

an interesting period, we must from the start lay aside certai;

the bearer of a high religious belief many fear to speak of

in terms other thanthem

to condone all theirupon

little about the people of Israelby our book there isered

ideal about the nation as a whole or the people individual­

no national life

higher level than iksiz many of the surroundl:ideals are on no g

heathen tribes

idol worship in times of peace and cries to Jahveh for aid in

times of trouble characterize only too orten these tribes

greatOn one occasion of danger moresingly and collectively

fear and welttheirpublicly confessed

brave leader with but a handful of mlnto their homes, leaving a

book an account of an ideal people, nor to read into it concep­

than twenty thousand men

which could foster such an ideal. Their mor: 

Cowardice, weakness in times of great danger

expectations . Because this people was selected b^ God to be 

to meet a strong enemy. We are not to expect to find in this 

ly. There was no high national ideal because there was indeei 

those of veneration and feel called 

vzrong-doings. But in the period cov-

which excites either veneration or admiration. There is nothii g

tions and doctrines which came to them centuries later. We fi id
/
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an aecount of a nation in th© rough, -wo ar© brought face to fac> 

with the process of nation making.

With this foreword, then, we come to the book itself, 

a consideration of which will give us abundant opportunity to 

study the times and leaders of this transitional era.

name. Lite Inany other books of the Old Testament it takes 

its name from the persons who are the principal actors in the 

events described. It is called in the Hebrew “Shopetlm", in 

the LXX •Kritai", and in the Vulgate "liber Judicum". One old 

Syrian version has the title "Deliverers of the Israelites".a

II. PLACE IN Tipl CANON. In the Hebrew Bible it is placed 
among the PoAier Prophets, and stands with Jpshua, Samuel and 

Kings. This place is very appropriate as these books together 

give a continuous history' of Israel from the invasion of Canaah 

to the fall of Jerusalem (586 B.C. ). The book of Ruth was ori • 

ginally a part of this book, but about the middle of the fifth 

century A.D. it was placed in the Hebrevz copies immediately 

after the Song of Solomdn. In the LXX, however, it still re­

tains its original position, but as a separate book. The canon 

icity of Judges has never been doubted and the testimony of all 

Jewish writers is to the effect that it was considered a divine­

ly inspired book.

,J]h©- bOQk^iS-jiQ±^lQ unclnLrLnLIi&Saniar±tan Canon. which con-
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sista only of the Torah. The reason why only the Torah la found.

in this Canon is supposed, by some to be that at the time of th

schism, those 

along and. the

books which

books which

were in the Jewish Canon were taken

were later recognized, as authoritatl’ e

by the Jews, were never admitted, to the Samaritan Canon. The 

book of Jud.ges contained nothing which would be offensive to the 

Samaritans, and the conclusion which- may be drawn is that when! 

the Samaritan canon was formed the Jewish canon at Jerusalem cJn^ 

sisfed only of the Torah and not of the Nebllm. I

III. SIVISIQM. The divisions of the book are quite well de-1 

fined, and commentators seem, with variations of but a verse oJ 

two, to agree on a threefold division. This division as givej 

by Moore, thp latest commentator on the book, is as follows:

1. A brief account of the conquests and settlements of th( 
Israelites in Canaan.

2. The history of Israel in the days of the Judges, 2/2- 
16/31.
This contains two subdivisions:

a) Introduction = 2/6-S/6
b) The stories of tne Judges and their heroic 

deeds = 5/16-16/31.

3. Two additional stories of the Judges = 17-21.

Prom this outline it will appear that the second division ii 

really the heart of the book and that part to which the name 0: 

the book really applies.

IV. THE - JUDGES. In order to understand the value of ^the boo;
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this second, division desoirves our closer attention. "The trans: 

tion from the hook of Joshua to Judges is like .the descent from 

the mountain to the city at its foot, like the change from the 

music of a symphony to the voice of the street", “Out from th( 

gentle calm of that sunset splendor when Joshua had reached

his old ago and had 

called to rush into

calmed ethe warring peoples into peace, we a 

the rough stormy times of the Judges as pic­

tured by the hurried chapters of one of the bloodiest books of

the Old Testament". Concerning the deliverers of the Israelite!

we learn from this book

1. Their Office.

a). Its origin. The government of Is­

rael after the arrival into the Promised Land was purely Theo­

cratic. God^Himself was to be their ruler and all matters of 

dispute vrere to be settled by Him through His recognized channe: 

the Urim and Thuramln. But the difficulty which mankind has al-

lirays labored under in grasping the invisible, manifested it­

self. Feeling as if there were no head to which they vzere re-

:ponsible, the Israelites became exceediggly lax in morals

nd religious customs. The tribes had already begun to segre- 

hate when God appoin'^ed this new form of government.

b ). Its character. It was not a king- 

hip and was not attained to by succession but by election.

ith but two exceptions the judges were elected by popular ac-

lamation. The exigencies of the time brought forth men in
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Whom the people recognized qualifications for leadership, but 

in all cases the guiding hand of God was supposed to bo in the 

election. The office had a life tenure and seems to have been 

filled by men wise, enough newer to take upon themselves the tit e 

or quality of royalty. They maintained no retinue of courtier ( 

but on the contrary were, says Jahn, "simple in their manner, 

moderate in their desires, free from avarice and ambition, and 

wore also noble and magnanimous men who felt that whatever they 

did for their country was above all reward and could not be re­

compensed".

c). Its duties. These were not simply Ju­

dicial in character but also military. Moore remarks that theI 

verb may mean both deliverer and governor. They were governors 

in time of peace and generals in time of war. Their wonder­

ful prowess in times of war v/ould beget in them the confidence 

of the people. In times of peace wh-^n arbitration was needed 

between families or clans, their services would be called for 

because the people felt, that they could trust in their wisdom 

and authority. They levied no taxes for their maintainance, 

and for their labors they received no salary "nor was any income 

appropriated to them, unless it might be a larger sliare in the 

spoils and those presents which were made them as testimonials

E
f respect". Judg'.8/34. Their authority was limited and in 

mportant emergencies they could convoke a general assembly of 

he leaders or rulers, over which they presided and exe/ted a
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powerful influence. There was no fixed or national capital, 

and the Judge selected his own place of hesidence.

2. Their times. It may he briefly said that it

was

a). Period of transition. This is true of

the method of divine revelation. Hitherto God had coramunicate

His will to men through angels, through the Urim and Thummin 

and such media, hut hereafter it was to he through prophets.

It is in the days of the Judges that the prophetic office is de 

veloped and Samuel organizes the school of the prophets. In 

Samuel the judge is finally absorbed in the prophet.

The transition is also apparent in the life of the trit

*

-

e.

Hitherto wandering nomads, they were now about to settle in a 

land which was to he theirs. Hitherto no strong form of govei !
ment, they were now to have a preparatory government which was 

to lead the v/ay for the monarchy.

b). Period of unrest. This is the natural

n-

state of things during a period of transition in the life of a 

people. Among the Israelites it is seen

(1) In their relation to God. There

was a constant tendency to idolatry, caused by their heathen 

environment. They made no determined and united effort to ex- 

minate these peopj.es as jahveh desired they should do. In­

stead therefore of becominfl! “feheir rulers, they were very often 

religiously at least, the subjects of the strange gods'and

er-

peopj.es
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their worshippers. In connection with the religious life of the 

times it is worthy of note that when worship was teniiered to 

Jahveh it was done in a way contrary to the law of the Penta­

teuch. Robertson Smith in his volume entitled. "Old Testament
in the Jewish Church" says:"all God's .acts of grace mentioned J, 

the Booh of Judges, all His calls to repentance, atid all the 

ways in which Ho appears from time to time to support His peopit 

add to show Himself their living God, ready to forgive in spite 

I of their .disobedience, are connected with the local worship.

The call to repentance is never a call to put aside the local 

sanctuaries and worship only before the arh o: Shiloh. If the 

Pentateuchal programme of worship and the rules which it lays I 

down for the administration of the dispensation of grace exist-I 

ed in those days, they were at least absolutely suspended. It 

was not according to the Law that Jahveh administored His grace 

to Israel during the period of the Judges." He also calls atten­

tion to the fact that from the days of the Judges down to the 
1'«xile the law was never strictly enforced in Israel. The histoJji 

3 a record of constant rebellion and shortcomings, and the at- 

empts at reformation made from time to time were comparatively 

ew and never thoroughly carried out. The deflections of the 

ation from the standard of the Pentateuch come out most clear­

ly in the sphere of worship. In the time of the Judges the re- 

ligiofis condition of the notion v;as admittedly one of andrchy, 

says Smith. "The leaders of the nation, divinely appointed



9.
deliverers like Gideon and Jephthah, who were zealous in Jahveh 

cause, Y/ere as far from the Pentateuchal standard of righteous­

ness as the mass of the people. Gideon erects a sanctuary at 

Ophrah, with a golden ephod - apparently a kind of image - 

which became a great center of illegal worship; Jephthah offers 

his own daughter to Jahveh; the Lord departs from Samson, not 

when he marries a daughter of the uncircumcised, but when his 

Kazarite looks are shornV

{ii) In their relation to each other. It 

was a period of constant jealousy. The tribes seemingly could 

not unite upon and force any joint undertaking. Unity of the 

tribe was the only unity that seems at all times to have been 

recognized. Independent groups or transient alliances were 

formed as occasion urged, when neighborhood of territory requlr< 

some common right or exposed to a common danger. Alien in his 

"Hebrew Men and Times" says of this characteristic of disunion: 

"Very disunited and disloyal vzere the tribes. Their distracted
«

and humbled condition matched their recreant temper. In the 

days of Shamgar ’there were no highways in Israel and the trav­

eller walked in by—Ways *. So deplorable vzas their position

of dependance among the hostile population, that at one time 

'there was no smith in Israel, but they went down to the Philis-J 

tines to sharpen every man-his share and his coulter and his axJ 

and his mattock'. The proud tribe of Judah, which had even 

then withdrawn fgom the rest in a sullen and separate national—
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ity, degraded, itself so far as. to deliver up bound the great 

champion Samson on the Philistine summons, and to plead as an 

excuse for its treachery, that they were the masters of the lane.. 

The declaration so often made *In those days there was no king 

in Israel; every man did what was right in his ovzn eyes" is a 
J

true picture of the lack of unity which existed. Dean Stanley 

has compared the period of the Judges with the medieval period 

of histo]?y. Dean Milman .calls it "the heroic age of Hebrew 

history. It abounds in wild adventure and desperate feats of 

individual valor". Society was in a chaotic state . Might was 

right. It was the Sahara desert of Israel's history. As we 

shall see there were, indeed oases, but long stretches between,

Renan says "although definitively established on the soil Is­

rael in realify continued to lead a nomad life. Sib What 

distinguished the nomad tribes from those vzhich had been nomad 

i/as their hatred for central government. Not alone did the Is­

raelite nation, as a body, fail to recognize any federal author­

ity , but each tribe lived in a sort of anarchy, very much re­

sembling the condition of the Arab tribes of to day, where the 

Lif.e and thb property of the individual are sufficiently protect - 

9d by the solidarity of the members of the tribe, although there 

vas hardly anything to represent the public weal".

5. Incumbents. There are fifteen judges mentior 

5d in the book, some of v.rhom are more prominent than others. 

|lfhile by no means without faults they were men of marked abili-
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ity, as must be apparent v’ben we note that the obellence paid, t 

to anarchy and. disruption was very strong, it is a mark of high 

ability that these heroes .were able to unite, even to the exten ■

concerning whom details are given are

othniel deliverswho from Mesopotamia.

Ehud N H theH Moabites,

Deborah H H tt H Canaanites.

Gideon M n Midianites.tt It

Jephthah N H tt

Samson H tt tt tt

Six others whom we only know by name are Sghamgar

sSamuel stand apari

men with a certain mission.as

V CHRONOLOGY Much time and labor has been spent in effor

to make the chronology of this book consistent Josephus
Ireckoned it

Hervey puts

judges

torian Jahn says from Joshua to Samuel was a period of 450 yean

chronology of the book

itself is 410 years

Ammonites.

Philistines

they did, these discordant forces around

in 365 years. Sir George Smith

Tola, Jair, Xbzan, Elon

them was voluntary and unforced. In an age when the tendency 

their banners. Those

The total number of years given by the

But this must be wrong if 1 King^ g/i

and Abdon. Eli and

says 431, the German his-

443 years, Archbishor Ussher makes it 309, Bishop 

it in round figures 500, Weiss says there ”^ere 12
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is right. In the latter place it is said that 480 years was 

the period from the Exodus to the fourth year of Solomon. This 

period of 480 years includes the 40 years of the vzilderness, 

the 7 years of the conquest, the 20 years ©f Samuel, and the c. 

20 years of Saul and the 40 years of David and the 4 years of 

Solomon. Were all these events added to the 410 years claimed 

by the book of Judges we would have a total of 541 years.

Upwards of fifty different ways of harmonizing these 

dates have been suggested. Some have suggested that some of 

the periods in Judges overlap, others that round figures have 

been given. It may be that the Kings calculation is wrong and 

is a construction of 40 and 12. Certainty of dates and order­

ly sequence of events, are by no means to be looked for- in the 

annals of suc^ a time. Such chronology as we have may be said 

to bo purely artificial and arbitrary. Different estimates of 

the same period vary as widely as from 320 to near 750 years.

Despite all efforts then, it must be confessed that the matter 

is confusing and that an exact chronology of this period is un-j 

attainable. |

VI. DATE ADD AUTHORSHIP. This seems to be a matter of just al 

much uncertainty as the chronology. The Talmud , proposing t 

tell who wrote the Old Testament books, says that Samuel wrot
! j

the book of Judges. Driver says, however, that the whole pas-
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probable/ for the intense partisanship of the compiler ®f Judges 

for royalty, precludes the idea of Samuel’s authorship. Some 

have assigned the first sixteen chapters to Ezra, but the Jews 

and even others have been disposed to load Ezra with a burden 

greater than he can bear. Ewald, BleeK, Knobel, BeV/ette acnd

Bavidson believe that it was reduced to its present form shortly 

before the captivity. Others have thought that the booh was 

of early origin, but that the part of it containing the history 

of Ulcah and the Danites and the Levite, was added by another 

hand. Keil supposes from the statement in 1./21 that it was 

written in the first seven years of David's reign. In the In- 

traduction to the Cambridge Bible, the idea is advanced that 

either of the prophets Nathan @r Gad were the writers and the 

date between 1092 and .1023 B.C. Moore's statement of the 

way in which the booh came to its present form is, in short, 

that the oldest version of the heroic deeds of the Judges dates . 

from the early part of the 9th century B.C. and is by J, the ne 

version was vzritten about a century later by E, and was ontirel r 

independent of the former. E was then revised by E2. Then 

came along an author belonging to the Beuteronomic school of tt5 

6th century, and using these two docwaents as a basis, construct 

ed a third account of the Judges. Finally in the Sth century 

another Editor made his appearance and combining all three ver­

sions brought the present booh of the Judges into exist^co. 

The Polychrome Edition of Judges, illustrating by colors this
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theory may well be called, the "Rainbow" edition o±' the booh.

But this theory is opposed by other critics. Kuenen and Kit­

tel for instance do not hold to this theory.

It is quite evident liowever that the book is of compos­

ite authorship and not an independent historical work. "We 

cannot well imagine" says .Bleek "that the same author could

na

m.

the ability of even the modern advanced studen

chrome Edition.

It seems beyond

have written in a perfectly independent vray the two introducti< 

aHJi to the history of the Judges 1/1-2/5, and 2/6-23, and hav< 

placed them in connection and sequence in v/hich we now find thi 

There are many things throughout the book vzhich speak 

for a plurality of authors and editors, and yet we hesitate to 

accept as finally conclusive the details of Moore and the Poly- 

It seems to be the refinement of criticism.

of Hebrev/ to be able to account historically for every word of 

the book. RJfle says "Most of the historical books ofthe Old

Testament are unmistakably the results of compilation. It is 

not always easy to say where the compiler is simply transcribi ig 

his authorities, and when he is himself working up and redaGti|ig 

material derived from a hundred different sources. It is gen­

erally possible to analyse a co^pilatory work so as to reduce 

it to its main component literary elements. But it becomes a 

precarious task, one on which we cannot place much reliance, 

when the attempt is made to break up each of the component
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parts in their turn, into their ultimate constituents. T© 

attempt to decide the date of the compilation vzith any precision 

^zould he out of the question".

vrhen all the doctors and authorities who have applied 

the tests of literary and historical criticism to the hook, thui 

so to speak, unanimously disagree as to date and authorship, th 

average student of the hook must conclude that the author or au­

thors and their precise date is unknown.

VII. LITERARY FEATURES. Ag might he expected of a work 
I

compiled from many sources and of different periods there is 

n© continuity of style. Professor Kent in his Histo^of the Hi 

hrew People** says; "The prophetic writers have not recast hut 

instead in most cases, have transcribed these ancient rec©rds 

verbatim from earlier sources, adding only such intrsductortf 

matter as seemed to he necessary for their purpose. Although 

these extracts are broken and incomplete, and sometimes fit awkJ- 

wardly into their stereotyped setting, they give true glimpses 

into the conditions which existed in that early period. Liter­

ary style and contents testify to their antiquity and suggest 

that they were committed to writing not long after the events, 

which they record, occurred.”

Aside, however, from the question of general style and 

construction ©f the hook, there are found in it. portions ivhich 

a-pii* n-r cr-pwat. -Interest from a literary noint of view. ^rof, 
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Moulton has declared, that the epic element predominates largely 

throughout the book. As to the ability to portray life in 

its most active foimis we have already quoted Dean Stanley.

There is perhaps no book in the Bible in which are found more 

interesting accounts of individuals and events, as for example, 

the story of Gideon, of ffephthah, of Jael and many others. A 

fevz of the special forms of literary work found in the book are

1. ) Deborah*8 Ode. Bishop ’Lowth calls this ”a

specimen of the perfectly sublime ode, the exordim ®f which de

serves particular examination for its native magnificence and 

sublimity”. It is one ©f the oldest poems in all literature 

and one of the best and it exercised considerable influence upo i 

succeeding poetry.

2. ) Jotham*s Fable. The utterance of this was an 

ingenious piece of work. The author did not have much of a 

chance for political promotion but with great cleverness and 

daring he improves the opportunity for a parting shot and relatJss 

this beautiful fable of the bramble. The olive tree and the 

vine refused to assume the royal dignity, but the worthless 

bramble accepted at once the first offer of a tyrannous super!

ity over the trees of the forest. This is a specimen ®f the 

prophetic parable .and is one of two specimens of primitive fabi 

preserved in the Scriptures. Human thoughts are ascribed to 

5

things ®f the vegetable world.-
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3). A cycle of riddles. This was a form of popular 

proverb. It was customary at popular festivities to indulge in 

a game of riddles and one such game is preserved in this booh. 

Ct is in connection with Samson and is found in the 15th chapter 

rhe last days of this hero hagfebeen, from a literary point of 

^iew , finely portrayed by Milton in “Samson Agoniates".

VIII. SOQIAl CONDITIONS. A knowledge of these must be gatherel 
Piecemeal for they come to view only incidentally. At first 

glance the social conditions would seem to be very degraded 

ind indeed at the lowest possible stage of morality. But this 

ts not the whole truth. It is true that in their conflicts 

7ith each oth^r the tribes shovzed at times a savagery which 

:jermits of very little excuse, but in their internal relations 

re may also find at this time the rudiments of future culture. 

^r®f. Allen says “Popular music, of a rude, yet stirring and 

5ffective character, was practiced on all festive or state occa­

sions. The timbrel and dance and enthusiastic song were part of 

ihe most ancient inheritance of the race. And it was a gen- 

srous trait, distinguishing this from most oriental nations, 

[hat women claimed a share, freely yielded than, in all matters 

f public interest; and were often the controlling or saying 

owor in great emergencies of the state. Miriam and Deborah, 

ihe daughter of Jephthah, and the mother ©f Samuel, are instance



.18

Which show how freely and heartily the influence of women entei5^ 

as one ©f the motive powers of the Hebrew commonwealth, and. hew 

the freedom of their position was often met with a respect and 

delicacy too infreoLUont in the life of ancient nations. As 

has been often said, the histicxx written history of this peridi. 

is the narrative of its diseases. The unwritten history , as wfc 

can here and there construct it, is by no means without its marjk 

of vigorous health. At first glance we see only barbarism and 

misrule everywhere; but presently traces appear of a genuine po )- 

laar culture, native to the blood and rooted in the soil". '

In studying this period it must bee remembered that it

is a formative period and not an age following years ef ®pp®r- 

tunities of cultivation . "The period of the Judges is an admir­

able illustration of the great principle of spiritual as well 

as physical development aHKMxalBji enunciated by the great 

Teacher, ’First the blade, then the ear, then the Tull corn in 

the ear*. The seed of divine truth sown by Moses was taking 

root and the blade was just beginning to appear. The soil, 

however, was rocky and filled with thorns; for the Canaanltlsh 

civilization into which they entered and vrhich they in part adopt­

ed was corrupt and tainted with immorality. The low practices 

©f the ago was due rather to ignorance than to a deliberate re­

solve t© do wrong. Through the mists of barbarism the light oC 

a higher truth was gradually penetrating; under its fostering
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influence the blade was slowlx developing into the ear,"

Herman Schultz says in his “Old Testament Theology**: “Dr p- 

ing this period the morals of the people as a whole must have 

been tolerably pure, and their sense of morality and justice 

very active. The horrible crime at Gibeah is represented as 

something absolutely unheard ®f in Israel, it remains a by-word 

for centiiries**

PURPOSE.

1). Historical Its historical purpose is indicat 

ed by its place in the canon. It was to be a link connecting 

the time of Joshua with that of Samuel, giving a brief and far 

from complete historic sketch ®f the period of Israelitlsh his­

tory when no king reigned in the land.

2 ). Moral. Like all other books in Hebrew religic is 

literature it had a distinct moral purpose which, in this case 

would suit every period of the ?;orld*s history. "An examination 

of this ©Id vzriting soon discloses the fact that it was net cast 

in its present form pilnaipalXx primarily for the purpose of 

recording history, but rather to teach and illustrate spiritual 

truth. This explains why the early Hebrews recognizing its 

dominant religious, aim, classified it under the head ©f^prophe 

ical literature" (Kent).



It hacL an historical purpose and it may as Lange point 

out be considered in a special sense the first historical book 

of Israel. **lt does not like the book ©f Joshua, relate the 

deeds of one man, nor does it like the las^ four books of Mose 

revolve around the commanding figure and lofty wisdom ®f a pr®- • 

phet. It delates the earliest history of the people of Israel 

in Canaan, it is the history ®f a people for the first time in 

possession”. But if this is all we ©bserve^we have missed 

the very purpose for which the book was written. “The Biblical 

books are throughout books ©f instruction* P®r this purpose 

and this alone they were written. Their design is to show 

the relations, first of God and through God of Israel, to his­

tory. In their view, all history and that of Israel especially 

is a continuous fulfillment‘of the truth and purposes of God.**

.The lessons we 'can learn from this ancient book are then

that God is long-suffering 

were in need he would and 

but that He was also a God

and full of mercy and when His peop; e
will raise up for them deliverers, 

of righteousness who will visit pun­

ishment upon those who deliberately are untrue to Him. These £ re­

lessons for every age and for Jev/ and Gentile.
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