
An Overview Of The Bible
Judges

I. Introduction
A. It would be good if we could erase from the tablets of Israel’s history 

the many sad occurrences which make up the bulk of this seventh 
book of the Bible.

B. Jehovah summarized it well when He spoke through Jeremiah the 
prophet: “And I brought you into a plentiful country, to eat the fruit 
thereof and the goodness thereof; but when ye entered, ye defiled my 
land, and made mine heritage an abomination. The priests said not, 
Where is the Lord? and they that handle the law knew me not: the 
pastors also transgressed against me, and the prophets prophesied by 
Baal, and walked after things that do not profit” (2:7-8).

C. Since we cannot obliterate the tragic record, let us then learn from it; 
for although it is such a pathetic conclusion to the book of Joshua, it is 
nevertheless one of the richest books of scripture in the lessons and 
examples it contains.

II. The Book In General
A. Name.

1. The book obviously takes its name from its contents which are 
devoted to the period of Israel’s “judges.”
a) It covers the first 350 years of Israel’s history in Canaan. This is 

the period of theocratic regime in which Jehovah Himself is 
Israel’s king.

b) Israel’s history seems to fall in 400 year periods:
(1) From the birth of Abraham to the death of Joseph in Egypt 

(the family period) -- about 400 years.
(2) From the death of Joseph to the Exodus from Egypt (the 

tribal period) -- about 400 years.
(3) From the Exodus to Saul, the first of the kings (the theocracy 

period) -- about 400 years.
(4) From Saul to Zedekiah and the Exile (the monarchy period) 

-- about 400 years.
c) The period of the judges falls in the third of these 400 year 

periods. With God as their King, the possibilities for good and the 
blessings to be received were limitless. This makes Israel’s 
failure all the more tragic.

2. Dates.
a) 1445 B.C. -- Giving of the law.
b) 1405 B.C. -- Beginning of conquest.
c) 1380 B.C. -- Death of Joshua.



d) 1380-1050 B.C. -- Period of the judges.
e) 1050 B.C. -- Saul named first king.

3. Who were the judges? The judges were not a regular succession of 
governors, but were occasional deliverers raised up by God to 
rescue Israel from oppression and to administer justice. They had 
no civil authority, but acted with spiritual authority as agents of 
Jehovah. During this period the government of the people consisted 
of the elders having authority in their respective tribes.

B. Nature and authorship.
1. The records preserved in this book are historically true, yet they do 

not intend to constitute a scientific history of the period.
a) The first characteristic of scientific history is a careful attention 

to chronology -- a characteristic which is missing from the book 
of Judges. The emphasis in Judges, therefore, is on the spiritual 
significance of the selected events, not on mere chronological 
continuity.

b) For example, much of the book concerns the episodes connected 
with Deborah, Gideon, Samson, etc. In a word, Judges is not so 
much concerned with a historical chain of events as it is with 
driving home vital lessons associated with certain individuals.

2. The authorship of the book is unknown. Jewish tradition attributes it 
to Samuel who is considered the last of the judges.

C. The picture of Israel.
1. What a difference between the old generation of Joshua and the 

new generation of Judges! The generation who were 
contemporaries with Joshua were both courageous and faithful, and 
(for the most part) free from obstinacy and doubt which had 
dishonored their fathers (cf 2:7).
a) However, as each tribe received its portion, they became so 

engrossed in 
cultivating it that they grew unwilling to help the rest. Another 
generation arose, living among idolaters, the Israelites copied 
their example, intermarried with them, and became 
contaminated with their abominations (2:10-13).

b) The old inhabitants of the land, left alone, gathered strength to 
fight against Israel. Surrounding nations such as the Syrians, 
Philistines, Moabites, and Midianites took advantage of Israel’s 
ease and began to plunder God’s people (2:14-15; 3:7-8).

2. The judges whom God raised up were living object-lessons by which 
God sought to preserve in Israel the understanding that faith in 
Jehovah, the only true God, was the one way of victory and well-
being.



a) From time to time, out of sheer pity for His people, God raised 
up these men, the judges, thus encouraging Israel to recognize 
Jehovah and to return to their first love. Yet these gracious 
interventions had no durable effect (2:16-17).

b) The people only responded so far as it served the selfish end of 
the moment -- the saving of their necks! They did not sincerely 
love God, nor did they serve Him from a sense of duty.

3. When their life was tolerable and comfortable once again, the 
betrayal of Jehovah became the order of the day, and so the book 
of Judges is a pathetic anti-climax to the book of Joshua.

III. The Lessons Of Judges
A. Why the tragic breakdown? It is the answer to this question which 

forms the purpose of the book. The purpose and intent of Judges is to 
expose the cause and course of Israel’s ruin and to bring the nation to 
repentance. Thus, the purpose leaves no doubt as to the central 
lesson: Failure through compromise.

B. How and where did it all begin?
1. Note the warnings of Moses in Deuteronomy 7:1-6.
2. See the last words of Joshua in Joshua 23:1-8, 11-16.

a) Joshua 23-24 comprise the setting for the book of Judges.
b) Joshua, advanced in years, calls Israel together and in a farewell 

address 
emphasizes that the victories they had experienced under his 
leadership had been the Lord’s doing -- not his. However, if they 
were to continue to receive the Lord’s blessing, they must heed 
His admonitions.

3. Now read carefully Judges 1:27-36. The other two and a half tribes 
(Reuben, Gad, and half of Manasseh) had already compromised by 
choosing to settle on the eastern side of the Jordan. Now the others 
compromise through a failure to drive out the pagan people from 
the land.
a) Incomplete removal of sin at the outset always means constant 

trouble from it afterwards, and defeat by it in the end.
b) So it was with Israel. So it has been with others. So it will be 

with us!
C. Next, in the second and third chapters, we find the successive steps of 

further compromise.
1. Having only partially mastered the Canaanites, Israel now makes 

covenants with them (2:2).
2. Having made agreements with them, Israel intermarries with them 

(3:6a).



3. Then, having mixed blood in marriage, Israel descends to their 
ways, bows to their idols, forsakes Jehovah, and serves Baal (2:13; 
3:6b).
a) The stages of compromise.

(1) Incomplete mastery.
(2) Making of agreements.
(3) Intermarriage.
(4) Idolatry.
(5) Complete apostasy.

b) What was the result (2:14)?
4. The judges who were mercifully raised up to recall and deliver Israel 

stopped the rot for the moment, but it set in again worse than 
before as soon as the judge’s voice was silenced by death 
(2:18-19).

D. Failure through compromise.
1. Oh that Israel had heeded the message of this book! Oh that we 

would heed the message of this book!
2. How many times do we allow sin to continue in us? How many 

times do we make a covenant with something questionable because 
it seems harmless? How many times do we find ourselves wedded 
to the desires of the flesh because of the sin of compromise (cf. 2 
Corinthians 6:17-18)?

IV. The Outline Of Judges
A. The actual records of the judges run from chapters 3-16, and it is 

these chapters which form the body of the book. The other chapters 
consist of a prologue (1-2) and an epilogue (17-21). The prologue is 
by way of explanation. The epilogue is by way of illustration. The 
prologue explains how the unhappy conditions of the period came 
about. The epilogue illustrates the conditions themselves.
1. In the main body of the book, twelve judges are successively 

spoken of (Othniel, Ehud, Shamgar, Deborah, Gideon, Tola, Jair, 
Jephthah, Ibzan, Elon, Abdon, and Samson).

2. Of these, six stand out preeminently because the whole story 
gathers around six successive apostasies and servitudes of Israel, 
and these six judges who brought deliverance. The six are Othniel, 
Ehud, Deborah, Gideon, Jephthah, and Samson.

3. The six major apostasies are signaled by the words, “And the 
children of Israel 
did evil in the sight of the Lord.” Six times these words occur and in 
each case judgment falls and servitude ensues.



B. Failure through compromise.
1. Explanation and prologue (1-2).
2. Main narrative (3-16).

a) Apostasy (3:5-8); servitude to the king of Mesopotamia (8 
years); deliverer -- Othniel (3:9-11).

b) Apostasy (3:12-14); servitude to the king of Moab (18 years); 
deliverer -- Ehud (3:15-30).

c) Apostasy (4:1-3); servitude to the king of Canaan (20 years); 
deliverer -- Deborah (4:4-5:31).

d) Apostasy (6:1-10); servitude to the Midianites (7 years); 
deliverer -- Gideon (6:11-8:35).

e) Apostasy (10:6-18); servitude to the Philistines (18 years); 
deliverer -- Jephthah (11:1-12:7).

f) Apostasy (13:2); servitude to the Philistines (40 years); 
deliverer -- Samson (13:2-16:31).

3. Illustrative epilogue (17-21).
C. Also of interest is that all six servitudes of Israel are said to have been 

brought about by Jehovah Himself. Israel’s servitudes were not just 
accidents. They were punishments! The lesson? God may confer 
special privileges on certain ones, but He never gives the privilege to 
sin!

D. The four-fold emphasis.
1. The main narrative of Judges contains a four-fold emphasis.
2. The six apostasies are each set in the following order:

a) Sin (3:7, 12a, 4:1, 6:1a; 10:6; 13:1a).
b) Suffering (3:8, 12b-14, 4:2; 6:1b; 10:7; 13:1b).
c) Supplication (3:9a, 15a; 4:3; 6:6-7; 10:10, 15).
d) Salvation (3:9b; 3:15b; 4:4-6; 6:11; 11:29; 13:3-5).

E. Gideon -- and how he speaks today.
1. Many of the characters of the book are worthy of further study.
2. We will propose only one -- Gideon.

a) Gideon is counted as one of the outstanding heroes of faith in 
Israel’s early history. Yet, at the outset he is anything but a hero 
of faith.
(1) We first see Gideon as a failure in unbelief (6:11-13).
(2) Jehovah reassures Gideon in vs. 14.
(3) In vs. 15 Gideon is certainly not reassured!
(4) In vs. 16 God replies and in vs. 17 Gideon stammers, “If …” 

Note the vocabulary of unbelief.
b) But, Gideon changed!

(1) He was converted. By the time the angel of the Lord had 
completed his visit, he had become quite convinced 
regarding the true God of Israel (6:24). When Gideon built 



that altar to Jehovah, he turned his back on the false gods of 
the land and became a worshiper of the one true God. 
Moreover, he gave that altar a significant name -- Jehovah-
shalom, which means, “Jehovah is my peace.” For the first 
time in his life this young Hebrew came into a sense of 
peace. This is the product of true conversion.

(2) He was consecrated. He yielded his will to the will of God 
(6:25-27). To wreck Baal’s altar was to invite death. But 
Gideon did it (6:28-32). Gideon’s father became converted 
too!

(3) He was convinced of the importance of spiritual restoration 
(3:34). He became a leader and savior of his people. The 
story in the next chapter shows this to be true.

V. Conclusion
A. Doubt sees the obstacles, faith sees the way. Doubt sees the darksome 

night, faith sees the day.
B. Doubt dreads to take the step, faith soars on high. Doubt whispers, 

“Who believes?” Faith answers, “I!”


