
Judges*
the book of judges is the second of Former Prophets. Its place was determined chrono
logically—it covers the period after Joshua's death at the end of the book of Joshua and 
before the anointing of Saul as king in 1 Samuel. The book is named after its central char
acters, "judges" (typically translated in NJPS as "chieftains"). Although the book ends 
before the birth of Samuel the prophet, 1 Samuel 8.1, "When Samuel grew old, he ap
pointed his sons judges over Israel," suggests that Samuel and his sons should be consid
ered judges as well.

The judges are mostly shown as tribal leaders who delivered their people from oppres
sion. Some were military leaders (Othniel, Ehud, Barak, Gideon, and Jephthah), some 
were lone warriors (Shamgar and Samson), and one was both leader and commander 
(Jephthah). Some judges were prophets (Deborah and Samuel), one was a Nazirite 
(Samson), some were also priests (Eli and Samuel), or sat in judgment (Deborah and 
Samuel), while the acts of others are not specified (Tola, Jair, Ibzan, Elon, and Abdon). The 
term "judge," Hebrew shofet (see esp. 2 Sam. 7.11; 2 Kings 23.22; Ruth 1.1; 1 Chron. 17.6,
10), thus covers the range of diverse leaders who flourished in the period prior to the 
monarchy. It should not be understood in a narrow juridical sense.

The book of Judges does not describe the entire period of the judges, nor is it organized 
chronologically. It opens in the time of the elders who survived Joshua and concludes with 
Samson, so the last judges, Eli (1 Sam. 4.18) and Samuel (1 Sam. 7.15-17), now appear in 
the book of Samuel. The ending of the book of Judges, however, deals with events that 
took place at the start of the period: the conquest of Dan and the war against Gibeah, both 
of which are placed in the third generation after the exodus from Egypt (18.30; 20.28). Its 
nonchronological order shows that the editors' purpose was not only to describe and 
record the period, but to draw lessons from it. The book's main theme is the inefficacy of 
the judges, who could only save and affect their people for a limited time; then the people 
would relapse, would be punished, and would cry to the Lord to save them again. This 
recurrent theme of sin, punishment, and rescue gives the book a cyclical structure.

The book offers two principal lessons. The first concerns the role of God in history: It
* This is the traditional rendering of shofetim, which, however, in the text is rendered "chieftains." The corresponding verb sluifat 
is usually translated not "judged" but "ruled" or "led."
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describes the course of history as an interaction between God and His people, with God 
heeding His people's cries, and saving them through various judges. The second concerns 
the type of preferred leader: The judges are not depicted as ideal leaders, and their depic
tion thus paves the way for the establishment of a more successful political institution, 
namely the monarchy. The ideal king could confront the people's enemies and prevent 
anarchy, though the book warns that the king may also be a villain, as in the case of Abim- 
elech, symbolized by the bramble (ch 9).

The book can be divided into three parts. The first is an exposition that describes the 
background to the rise of the judges (1.1-3.6). The second, main part of the book is devoted 
largely to the acts of the judges (3.7-16.31). The third, final part describes two episodes: 
that of Micah's graven image and the shrine built at Dan, and the story of the rape in Gib- 
eah and the subsequent civil war (chs 17-21). These final episodes create the impression 
that monarchy alone could end the chaotic period of the judges, when "there was no king 
in Israel; every man did as he pleased" (17.6; 21.25).

The Sages (b. B. Bnt. 14b) assumed that the book of Judges was written by the prophet 
Samuel, who lived not long after the events described. Biblical scholars, however, main
tain that this book, like the other historiographic books in the Bible, was written later, and 
should not be viewed as a unified work of a single author. Scholars suggest that it could 
only have been written in an established social culture possessing self-consciousness, ap
propriate institutions, and a receptive public. Scholars distinguish between the judges' 
stories, which are based on local-tribal traditions of deliverance and which do not inter
pret events with theological causality, and their frameworks, which depict the deliverer in 
a broad national context, characterized by a cycle that begins with sin and ends with 
peace. There is widespread agreement that these frameworks reflect a Deuteronomistic 
redaction which took the tribal stories, gave them a national-religious character, and fitted 
the whole into the great Deuteronomistic work that describes the history from the years in 
the wilderness (the book of Deuteronomy) to the Babylonian exile (the end of the book of 
Kings). At a later stage, they suggest, post-Deuteronomistic redactors added certain pas
sages, such as the ones about the Canaanite nations that were or were not driven out, in 
the exposition (1.1-2.5) and the concluding chapters (17-21).

But the assumption that the book of Judges reflects the ideological world of Deuteron
omy may not be correct. Deuteronomy's ideology and style are only partly evident in the 
book of Judges. Deuteronomistic literature criticizes monarchy (Deut. 17.14-20), places 
prophets above it (Deut. 18.15-19; 1 Kings 12.22-24, etc.), demands centralization of cult 
(Deut. 12.5-28; 1 Kings 8.i6ff, etc.), and depicts the deity as a remote being whose name 
alone dwells in the Temple (Deut. 12.5; 1 Kings 8.27, etc.). By contrast, the book of Judges 
has positive expectations from the monarchy, makes scarcely any reference to prophecy 
and its function of predicting historical events, does not call for the centralization of the 
cult, and shows God intervening in the events, directly or by means of angels. Moreover, 
the phrases that are typical of Deuteronomistic literature are concentrated only in the ex
position of the book (2.6-34). If would seem, therefore, that the main redaction of the
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book of Judges was completed in the pre-Deuteronomistic stage—namely, in the late 8th 
or in the 7th century bce—and that it reflected the shocked mood in Judah after the down
fall of the Northern Kingdom of Israel in 722 (see the allusion to exile in 18.30). This would 
explain the negative portrayal of the northern tribes throughout the book, from the exposi
tion which accuses them of the sin of failing to drive out the local inhabitants, to the final 
chapters that speak of Mount Ephraim and the shrine at Dan as sinful places. By contrast, 
the tribe of Judah is depicted in the opening as a tribe which succeeded completely in 
driving out the local inhabitants and was faithful to the covenant with God. The redaction 
sought to justify the punishment that befell the Northern Kingdom by showing it as a 
group of sinful tribes; this theme is evident in each of the sections of the book. The book 
later was slightly adapted when it became part of the great Deuteronomistic work of 
Deuteronomy-Kings. Additions from this period or later may include: Deuteronomistic 
phrases noticeable in the exposition (2.11-19), the text criticizing Gideon for making the 
ephod (8.27b), and the episode of the concubine in Gibeah (chs 19-21), which is mainly a 
veiled polemical attack on the house of Saul.

The book of Judges presents itself as covering a period of more than 400 years—111 
years of subjugation, and 299 of judgeship and peace (or possibly 319 years, given the un
certainty about the length of Samson's period). These data do not agree either with the 
chronology of 1 Kings 6.1, according to which 480 years passed from the exodus to the 
building of the Jerusalem Temple, or with the historical and archeological findings, which 
suggest that less than 200 years passed from the end of the 13th century, when the hill 
country was settled, to the latter half of the 11th century bce and the beginning of the es
tablished monarchy. Modern research has abandoned the conservative view, which ac
cepted the bulk of the book of Judges as historically authentic, and has emphasized certain 
ideological (anti-Northern Kingdom, anti-Saul, pro-Davidic) and literary elements of the 
book. At the same time, it acknowledges the fact that ancient traditions sometimes pre
serve some echo of the historical reality. Thus, while some scholars chose not to speak of a 
"period of the judges" at all, other scholars regard this period—namely, the time of settle
ment leading up to the monarchy—as a decisive one in the history of the people of Israel, 
in the course of which groups of settling nomads grew into an established society, devel
oped a sense of national identity with a cultural-religious heritage, and came to form the 
people of Israel. [yairah amit]

1 After the death of Joshua, the Israelites inquired of the
Lord, "Which of us shall be the first to go up against 

the Canaanites and attack them?" 1 2 The Lord replied, "Let
[the tribe of] Judah go up. I now deliver the land into their 
hands." 3Judah then said to their brother-tribe Simeon, 
"Come up with us to our allotted territory and let us at
tack the Canaanites, and then we will go with you to your 
allotted territory." So Simeon joined them.

Introduction to the book of 
Judges (1.1-3.6) 1-1-2.10: The 
days of the elders. The period be
tween the death of Joshua and the 
beginning of the age of the judges 
is called the days of the elders (cf. 
2.7). This period is created to ex
plain how the people, who during 
the days of Joshua were noted for 
their loyalty to the Lord, became
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TO THE READER

L
ike so many biblical books, Judges reflects an editorial splicing 

together of disparate narrative materials. Some of these materials, 
at least in their oral origins, could conceivably go back to the last 
century of the second millennium BCE, incorporating memories, or 
rather legendary elaborations, of actual historical figures. In any case, 

the redaction and final literary formulation of these stories are much 
later—perhaps, as some scholars have inferred, toward the end of the 
eighth century BCE, some years after the destruction of the northern 
kingdom in 721 BCE and before the reforms of King Josiah a century 
later.

The word shofet, traditionally translated as “judge,” has two differ
ent meanings—“judge” in the judicial sense and “leader" or “chieftain." 
The latter sense is obviously the relevant one for this book, though the 
sole female judge, Deborah, in fact also acts as a judicial authority, sit
ting under the palm tree named after her. The narrative contexts make 
perfectly clear that these judges are ad-hoc military leaders—in several 
instances, guerilla commanders—but it would have been a gratuitous 
confusion to readers to call this text the Book of Chieftains or even to 
designate these figures in the text proper as chieftains or leaders rather 
than judges.

The first two chapters are both a prologue to what follows and a 
bridge from the end of the Book of Joshua. They incorporate a report of 
Joshua’s death and an account of the incompletion of the conquest of 
the land, for which at least two rather different explanations are offered. 
The unconsummated conquest sets the stage for the sequence of stories 
in which Israel is sorely oppressed by enemies on all sides—the Philis
tines based on the coastal plain, the Midianites and the Moabites to the 
east, and the Canaanites in the heartland of the country. From the latter

105



JUDGES To the Reader

part of Chapter 3 to the end of Chapter 12, there is a formulaic rhythm 
of events: Israel’s disloyalty to its God, its oppression by enemies as 
punishment for the dereliction, the crying out to God by the Israelites, 
God’s raising up a judge to rescue them. This process of "raising up” 
leaders is what led Max Weber to borrow a term from the Greek and 
call a political system of this sort charismatic leadership. That is, the 
authority of the leader derives neither from a hereditary line nor from 
election by peers but comes about suddenly when the spirit of the Lord 
descends upon him: through this investiture, he is filled with a sense of 
power and urgency that is recognized by those around him, who thus 
become his followers.

The pattern remains the same, but for some of the judges we have no 
more than a bare notice of their name and their rescuing Israel (see, for 
example, the very first judge, Othniel son of Kenaz, 3:9-10) whereas for 
others we are given a detailed report of an act of military prowess (Ehud) 
or a whole series of narrative episodes (Gideon, Jephthah). The story of 
the fratricidal Abimelech breaks the sequence of judge narratives but 
provides foreshadowing of the bloody civil war at the end of the book.

The last in the series of judges is Samson, who is in several ways quite 
unlike those who precede him. Only Samson is a figure announced 
by pre-natal prophecy, with the full panoply of an annunciation type- 
scene. Only in the case of Samson is the first advent of the spirit of the 
Lord indicated not by a verb of descent (tsalah) or investment (labash) 
but of violent pounding (pa am). Unlike the other judges, Samson acts 
entirely alone, and his motive for devastating the Philistines is personal 
vengeance, not an effort of national liberation. Most strikingly, only 
Samson among all the judges exercises supernatural power. It seems 
likely, as many scholars have concluded, that the sequence of episodes 
about Samson reflects folkloric traditions concerning a Herculean, 
quasi-mythological hero, though the narrative as it has been formulated 
shows evidence of subtle literary craft. In any case, the Samson stories, 
editorially placed as the last in the series of judge-narratives, exemplify 
the breakdown of the whole system of charismatic leadership. Samson, 
battling alone with unconventional weapons or with his bare hands, 
more drawn to the sexual arena than to national struggle, hostilely con
fronted by fellow Israelites, sowing destruction all around him to the 
very end, like the fire with which he is associated from before his con-
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ception, is a figure of anarchic impulse: the man is whom the spirit of 
the Lord pounds mows down enemies hut offers no leadership at all 
for his people, which may be a final verdict on the whole system of gov
ernance by charismatic warriors represented in the preceding episodes 
of the book.

The Samson narrative suggests that the shape given to Judges by its 
editors may be more purposeful than is often assumed. What follows the 
Samson cycle is the bizarre story of Micah’s idol (Chapters 17 and 18) 
and then the grisly tale of the concubine at Gibeah who is gang-raped 
to death by the local Benjaminites, leading to a costly civil war between 
Benjamin and the other tribes (Chapters 19-21). These two blocks of 
material are often described as an appendix to the Book of Judges, and 
though it is true that they differ strikingly in subject matter and to some 
extent in style from the stories about the judges, they also show signifi
cant connections as well both with the immediately preceding Samson 
narrative and with the book as a whole. Divisiveness in the Israelite 
community, adumbrated in Samson’s confrontation with the men of 
Judah, is vividly manifested both in the stoiy of Micah and that of the 
concubine. Micah’s narrative begins with his stealing eleven hundred 
shekels (the exact amount that the Philistines offer to Delilah) from his 
mother. Part of this purloined fortune, returned to his mother, is used 
to create a molten image of dubious monotheistic provenance, which 
will then become an object of contention. The displaced Danites, arriv
ing on the scene as a military contingent, have no compunction about 
confiscating a whole set of cultic objects and buying off the young Levite 
whom Micah has hired to minister in his private sanctuary. The Danites 
then go on to conquer a new northern town in which to settle their 
southern tribe, but this is hardly a story that ends with the land quiet 
for forty years: tensions, verging on a clash of arms, between Micah and 
the Danites; dishonestly and deception; venality and the ruthless pur
suit of personal and tribal self-interest—such far-from-edifying behavior 
dominates the story from beginning to end.

The morality exhibited in the book’s concluding narrative is even 
worse. Another Levite, considerably more egregious than the one 
engaged by Micah, ends up re-enacting the stoiy of Sodom with a bitter 
reversal. In this tale devoid of divine intervention, there are no super
natural beings to blind the brutal sexual assailants; the Levite pushes
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his concubine out the door to be raped all night long; and when he finds 
her prostrate on the threshold in the morning, he brusquely orders her to 
get up so that they can continue their journey, not realizing at first that 
she has expired. His remedy for this atrocity is as bad as the violation 
itself: he butchers her body into twelve parts that he sends out to the 
sundiy tribes to rouse their indignation against Benjamin, and the ensu
ing civil war, in which the other tribes suffer extensive casualties, comes 
close to wiping out the tribe of Benjamin. Unbridled lust, implacable 
hostility, and mutual mayhem provide ample warrant for the implicitly 
monarchist refrain of these chapters: "In those days there was no king 
in Israel. Every man did what was right in his own eyes.”

Anarchy and lust link these stories directly with the Samson narra
tive. But the theme of violence, threatened in Micah’s story, shockingly 
realized in the narrative that follows, ties in the concluding chapters 
of Judges with everything that precedes them in the book. Judges rep
resents, one might say, the Wild West era of the biblical story. Men 
are a law unto themselves—“Every man did what was right in his own 
eyes.” There are warriors who can toss a stone from a slingshot at a hair 
and not miss; a bold left-handed assassin who deftly pulls out a short 
sword strapped to his right thigh to stab the Moabite king in the soft 
underbelly; another warrior-chieftain who panics the enemy camp in 
the middle of the night with the shock and awe of piercing ram's-horn 
blasts and smashed pitchers.

All this is certainly exciting in a way that is analogous to the gun
slinger justice of the Wild West, but there is an implicit sense, which 
becomes explicit at the end of the book, that survival through violence, 
without a coherent and stable political framework, cannot be sustained 
and runs the danger of turning into sheer destruction. In the first chap
ter of the book, before any of the judges are introduced, we are pre
sented with the image of the conquered Canaanite king, Adoni-Bezek, 
whose thumbs and big toes are chopped off by his Judahite captors. This 
barbaric act of dismemberment, presumably intended to disable the 
king from any capacity for combat, presages a whole series of episodes 
in which body parts are hacked, mutilated, crushed. King Eglon’s death 
by Ehud’s hidden short sword is particularly grisly: his killer thrusts the 
weapon into his belly all the way up to the top of the hilt, and his death 
spasm grotesquely triggers the malodorous release of the anal sphincter.



Women are also adept at this bloody work: there is a vividly concrete 
report of how Jael drives the tent peg through the temple of Sisera the 
Canaanite general and into the ground; another woman, this one anony
mous, smashes the head of the nefarious Abimelech with a millstone 
she drops on him from her perch in a besieged tower. Samson’s slaughter 
of a thousand Philistines with a donkey's jawbone is surely a messy busi
ness of smashing and mashing—no neat spear’s thrust here—though 
descriptive details are not offered. The grand finale of Samson’s story, in 
which thousands of Philistine men and women, together with the Israel
ite hero, are crushed by the toppling temple, is an even more extensive 
crushing and mangling of bodies.

Against this background, one can see a line of imagistic and thematic 
continuity from the maiming of Adoni-Bezek at the very beginning of 
the hook to the dismembering of the concubine at the end. That act 
of chopping a body into pieces, of course, is intended as a means to 
unite the tribes against Benjamin and its murderous rapists, but there 
is a paradoxical tension between the project of unity—unity, however, 
for a violent purpose—and the butchering of the body, the violation 
of its integrity, which in the biblical world as in ours was supposed 
to he respected through burial. The famous lines that Yeats wrote at 
a moment of violent upheaval in European and Irish history precisely 
capture the thematic thrust of Judges:

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; 
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world, 
The blood-dimmed tide is loosed. . . .

After this dark impasse to which the Book of Judges comes, it will 
be the task of the next great narrative sequence, which is the Book 
of Samuel, concluding in the second chapter of i Kings, to imagine a 
political means to create a center and leash the anarchy. That goal is in 
part realized, hut the undertaking itself is an arduous one; and because 
these stories turn increasingly from legend and lore to a tough engage
ment in history, even as a center begins to hold, the blood-dimmed tide 
is never stemmed.
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INTRODUCTION

A Diverse and Curious Collection

You may imagine, then, that this book of Judges is not pleasant to read— 
much of it is quite ghastly. You must not go to it for any details of life, or 
to learn anything about your own duty at the present time, except as you 
can see that it is your duty not to imitate the ways of most of the people 
of whom you read in it.

—Rev. T. Rhondda Williams, 
Old Testament Stories in Modern Light (1911)

This assessment of Judges, quoted by David Gunn in his illuminating 
treatment of how the book has been read over the past two millennia, will ring 
true to many modern readers. Of the four books that make up The Early Prophets, 
Judges is certainly the most bizarre. It is not, like Joshua, centrally concerned 
with establishing Israel’s claim to the land, nor is it a sustained masterpiece of 
characterization like Samuel. Neither does it contain the world-historic interest 
of Kings, in which the actions and cultures of ancient superpowers intrude on 
Israel’s story. Instead, in its wealth of violent detail, Judges is probably the gori
est book in the Hebrew Scriptures. As has long been noted, in some respects it 
feels like the Bible’s version of the American Wild West, for it presents a scenario 
of instability and violence in which civil society is threatened by both internal 
and external forces. Its heroes, tasked with restoring some semblance of order, 
are themselves frequently morally flawed. Women, who appear quite often in its 
pages, are frequently victims of violence—but they crop up as bloody heroines as 
well. And the book does not follow a clear or realistic chronological pattern, but 
rather is laid out in tribal and geographic terms, with no anchoring in the history 
of older, neighboring civilizations. In short, much like literary and cinematic rep
resentations of the American frontier period, in which qualities of self-reliance, 
bravery, and violence take precedence over historical accuracy, and in which cer
tain locales are emphasized while others are omitted, Judges is an ideology-driven 
portrait of an age in transition.

Our best chance to understand the book is therefore to take it on its own terms 
and to approach it thematically. First, as in the books that precede it, the story 
line in Judges mainly concerns Israel’s relationship to Yhwh. More specifically,
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the people’s security is seen as depending entirely upon its faithfulness to God. 
Chap. 2 lays out the pattern in stark terms: keep the covenant (that is, do not 
worship other gods), and despite the precariousness of your life on the land, you 
will prosper and be at peace. Fail to worship Yhwh alone, and you will be subject 
to the laws of history, vulnerable to control by others. This message is especially 
striking in light of the book’s opening, where, in what appears to be a departure 
from the picture presented in Joshua, the recent conquest of Canaan is viewed 
as having been only partially successful. The framework of Chap. 2, probably 
imposed on the book at a late stage by so-called Deuteronomistic hands (those 
responsible for much of the overall thrust of the books of Deuteronomy through 
Kings), tries to represent the period of Judges not from the viewpoint of an un
biased chronicler but rather by the idea that the past is driven by an underlying 
meaning.

Second, in its broad sweep, the book of Judges suggests that Israel cannot 
survive without the institution of monarchy. Despite the timely intervention of 
Yhwh, who regularly sends a "judge-leader” to militarily extract Israel from its 
predicament, their loose tribal system—what scholars today call a segmented 
society—appears too fragile to have any staying power. Story after story portrays 
charismatic warriors who are unable to provide for stable government beyond 
their own lifetime. There is no central authority which can adequately deal with 
growing external threats such as the Philistines, or with the burgeoning eco
nomic needs of an expanding population. By the end of Judges—which repeats 
the refrain “In those days there was no king in Israel, / each one would do what 
was right in his eyes”—the people of Israel have been presented as an essentially 
leaderless nation, fragmented by conflict, who have yet to realize the harmonious 
life under the covenant with God that had been envisioned (or at least hoped for) 
in Deuteronomy. In the simplest terms, then, Judges appears to demonstrate how 
badly Israel needed a king.

A third theme, the primacy of the tribe of Judah, which later became the core 
of the surviving Southern Kingdom, is brought out in Judges through the narra
tive structure. At the beginning of the book, Judah’s battles succeed; at its end, 
the failures occur specifically in the north, which was Judah’s counterpart and 
sometime rival. As many have noted, Chap. 19, the ultimate example of moral and 
societal decay in Judges, contains numerous veiled allusions to Saul, Israel’s first 
king, whose power base was the north; he was replaced by the talented and suc
cessful Judahite David. While David’s southern base succeeded, with one dynasty 
in power for the next three and a half centuries, the north, which broke off after 
his son Solomon’s death, is chronicled in the book of Kings as living under numer
ous dynasties and is evaluated quite harshly for its violation of the covenant.

All these considerations reveal that Judges makes use of violence mainly to 
convey a series of religious and political messages. There appears to be no inter
est in or attempt at true historical reportage. While on the one hand, the book is 
consonant with what we know both about pre-state societies in general and the
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premonarchic period in Israel in particular, it represents a kind of literature that 
simply does not lend itself to historical reconstruction. As previously mentioned, 
chronology is not followed closely; the final chapters of the book seem to hear
ken back to the time period represented at the beginning. Characters often sport 
symbolic names, such as Cushan-Rish’atayim (“Nubian Double-Wickedness”) in 
3:8, and the sites of stories sometimes have an ideological basis (as in the afore
mentioned case of Chap. 19, whose setting of Gibeah is the birthplace of the 
later, rejected king Saul). Thus everything about Judges pushes the reader away 
from the stark recounting of historical facts, toward what we typically find in the 
Bible—a narrated version of the past that is designed to speak to a present time.

When could that “present” have been? Some recent scholars have pointed to 
the time of Josiah, king of Judah in the late seventh century b.c.e., who is ideal
ized in Kings and who then would be the real object of Judges’ desire, so to speak. 
But that theory may be too simple. A composition process in stages, such as is 
typical of biblical texts, might have seen an original core of northern local hero 
tales, enhanced and expanded by Deuteronomists to include the later judges, then 
finally framed by the opening and concluding chapters to form a bridge between 
Joshua and Samuel-Kings perhaps as late as the exilic period of the mid-sixth cen
tury b.c.e. or the postexilic one of decades later (see Mobley 2011 and Carr 2010 
for recent discussions).

Judges and History: An In-Between Era

That said, can we recover anything about the period in which Judges 
is set? The often obsessive desire on the part of modern scholars to understand 
Israel’s early history “as it really was” (to use German historian Leopold von 
Ranke’s famous phrase) has led to a flurry of archaeological and textual spade
work in recent decades. Somewhat predictably, these efforts have not turned up 
a great deal of useful detail. As with the period of the “Conquest” (see the Intro
duction to the book of Joshua, above), material evidence about this time has been 
hard to come by. This is not at all surprising, given the relative dormancy of sur
rounding cultures in that era, as well as the lack of centralized state control in 
Israel. Thus we are left to tease out a general portrait of a period that lacks the 
panache of a monarchy, and which instead must be seen as a time of growth 
and change featuring a lower-level, decentralized society. What might Israelite life 
have been like in the era between settlement and the age of David and Solomon?

One possible source for answering this question lies in the Bible itself. Despite 
later editing of Judges, which may have specifically sought stories or traditions 
that fit its messages, the book does appear to preserve some authentic details of 
a time of change. The Deborah/Barak narrative in Chaps. 4-5, for example, por
trays a not-yet-unified Israel, where some tribes fight against a common enemy 
while others refrain. In Chap. 12, Jephthah, having just rescued the Gileadites (on
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the east bank of the Jordan), fights their countrymen on the west bank, the men 
of Ephraim. Chap. 18 describes the migration of one tribe (Dan) well to the north. 
These examples strongly suggest the reality of a fragmented Israel in this period. 
Not only is there no central authority to raise an army for common defense, but 
serious conflict, even approaching the level of civil war (see Chap. 20), is an ever
present possibility.

The type of leadership found in Judges also fits a time of transition. The lead
ers tend to be local, occasionally serving as unifying forces, but their success is 
tied to personal talent, and they are frequently described in the text as being filled 
with “the rushing-spirit of Yhwh.” In a word, they are charismatic, not dynastic; 
the sole attempt by the son of a leader to succeed his father, that of Abimelech in 
Chap. 9, comes to a disastrous end.

The Hebrew word used to describe the judges themselves, which also gives 
the book its name, comes from a widely found Semitic root (sh-p-t) which can 
mean both “judge” in the juridical sense and “leader, chieftain” in a broader one. 
Basically speaking, the job of a biblical shofet is to restore and maintain order in 
society. While such a leader can be colorful in literature and undoubtedly in life, 
he or she is hardly a model to rely on for permanent political stability. The Ameri
can West once again comes to mind, with its celebrated but sometimes morally 
questionable lawmen. So the book’s description of its era likely preserves some 
aspects of historical reality.

To the portrait painted in our text, archaeology can contribute a general assess
ment of Israelite communities during the twelfth to tenth centuries b.c.e. Schol
ars have found strong evidence of a dramatic upturn in population during this 
period, especially in the traditional areas of Manasseh, Ephraim, and Benjamin 
(collectively known as the “Highlands of Ephraim”). They are able to confidently 
posit small farming communities, in which groups of extended families resided in 
a few houses arranged around a central courtyard. These houses were typically, 
as elsewhere in Canaan, two- to four-room structures, with food preparation and 
storage areas and stalls for animals on the first floor and sleeping quarters on the 
second, topped by a flat roof that could be used for processing grain. Notably 
absent in the region are the trappings of a centralized state, such as walled cit
ies, royal buildings, a standing army, and bureaucratic officials. Interpersonal con
flicts would have been handled locally, usually by the immediate family (“Father’s 
House”) or elders; larger problems would have been resolved by the clan or even 
the full tribe. To propose that there was a more extensive form of government is 
probably a mistake; there is no evidence to support earlier theories such as that of 
Noth, who theorized that Israel had a full-blown twelve-tribe league unified by a 
central shrine, parallel to an institution found in ancient Greece.

In the sphere of religion, both text and archaeology reflect the reality that 
ancient Israelites in this era worshipped Canaanite gods such as Baal, often along
side Yhwh. We have seen that the text is deeply concerned with what it regards 
as Israel’s apostasy in this period, and material remains from Israelite settlements
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include numerous figurines of the very deities whose worship is banned in Judges. 
Few central religious sites are mentioned in the book, and we do not encounter 
either important priests or the Coffer (the Ark of the Covenant), outside of a brief 
mention in 20:27, until the beginning of the next book, Samuel.

To summarize, Israel in the period of the Judges is a developing but still small- 
scale society, trying to eke out a living in the central highlands of Canaan. The 
glory days lie ahead.

Literary Aspects

AS NlDITCH (2008) AND OTHERS HAVE POINTED OUT, JUDGES IS A MEMORABLE
piece of literature and contains a good many recognizably literary traits, includ- 
ingstrains of folklore, epic poetry, and humor. Folkloric aspects include the clever 
if grisly assassination of the enemy king in Chap. 3, the scene of the enemy gen
eral’s mother waiting for him to return from battle in Chap. 5, Gideon’s fleece 
and the dream he overhears in Chaps. 6-7, the sacrifice of Jephthah’s daughter in 
Chap. 11, and many moments in the Samson cycle, including the prominence of 
animals, riddles, feats of astounding strength, and deep secrets. In the area of epic 
poetry, the Song of Deborah in Chap. 5 contains much that is characteristic of 
that genre, in its sweep, vivid descriptions, and use of “older” poetic forms. The
odor Gaster compared it to the Scottish highland ballads millennia later, which 
similarly celebrate great deeds in battle. Indeed, many of the traditions preserved 
in Judges undoubtedly reflect ancient memories of colorful local heroes, with 
all their deeds and foibles on display. And finally there are the flashes of humor, 
often difficult to identify in long-gone cultures but unmistakably present in a 
few of these stories. One might, for example, cite Samson’s astounding feat of 
strength in Chap. 16, where he carries the town gates of Gaza on his shoulders for 
forty miles—uphill!—as the ambush waiting to pounce on him looks on in mute 
stupefaction. This brand of humor often appears among oppressed groups, and 
includes reveling in the enemy’s downfall through stealth and glorifying in his 
suffering, especially at the hands of noncombatants such as women (see the tale 
of Jael in Chap. 4).

Other interpreters have perceived different emphases. Yairah Amit (1999a), one 
of the contemporary experts on Judges, finds that the book is shot through with 
examples of “signs” designed to assure the Israelites of God’s ongoing power 
and protection. She also notes an internal arrangement pairing heroes together 
for structural purposes: Ehud/Shamgar’s weapons are specifically mentioned 
(a short sword and an oxgoad, respectively); Barak and Gideon are initially cowed, 
and God is pointedly involved in the battles they wage; and Jephthah and Sam
son experience direct contact with God through vows and being infused with the 
divine “rushing-spirit.”

For later generations of Jews and Christians, especially throughout the Middle
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Ages, Judges provided both sheer entertainment and important symbolism. Jews, 
as a tiny oppressed minority in Europe, found some escape and solace in tales of 
ancient, warlike heroes. Christians, for their part, related to both what they saw 
as foreshadowing the Jesus story (for instance, Samson) and mirroring political 
developments in their own time (see Milton’s appropriation of the figure of Sam
son in his Samson Agonistes). Indeed, the stories in Judges became a popular sub
ject for artists in the Renaissance and beyond, appearing in major works by Diirer, 
Caravaggio, and Rembrandt, to cite some of the most memorable examples. In 
sum, the deeds of the heroes in Judges “continue to amaze, inspire, and confound 
readers’’ (Mobley 2011).

Women in Judges

AS MANY RECENT FEMINIST CRITICS HAVE NOTED, WOMEN PLAY AN IMPORTANT
role in Judges, to an extent not seen in the Bible since the early chapters of Exo
dus. While they barely appear in Joshua, in Judges they are present in every major 
narrative save that of Ehud (Chap. 3). And the way they are painted seems to act 
as a moral barometer for the state of Israelite society as it was conceived of by the 
writers. Some female characters show strength and independence (Achsah, Debo
rah, Jael, and Abimelech’s killer), but others appear as the victims of violence 
within and beyond the patriarchal system (Jephthah’s daughter, the concubine 
at Gibeah, and the Benjaminite women at the end of the book—all of whom are 
unnamed!), and even as the enemy or corrupt figures (Delilah and the Levite’s 
mother).

These narratives do not merely reflect a patriarchal society. More often than 
not, they serve to set the male characters in relief, demonstrating the shortcom
ings of the leaders injudges. Achsah is not shy about asserting her rights; Deborah 
has the self-assurance that Barak does not; Jael succeeds in the absence of her hus
band; Jephthah’s nameless daughter survives in cultural memory despite her early 
end; Delilah outsmarts the superhumanly strong Samson; and the numberless 
female victims in the last three chapters of the book serve to indict first a single 
Levite, then the tribe of Benjamin, and finally the entire people, for their crimes 
of abandonment, murder, rape, and abduction. If Samson and his ilk symbolize a 
badly faltering Israel, the female characters in the book function to sharply etch 
the consequences of the people’s actions.

The Structure of the Book

Given the different sources, styles, and plots in Judges, one could 
question whether it displays any kind of unity. Nevertheless, here is one possible 
outline:
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I Opening the Bracket
Introduction: Conquest II (Chap, i)
The Pattern (2-3:6)

II The Leaders Themselves
A Early Leaders: Israel Delivered 

Othniel; Ehud (3:7-31)
Deborah and Jael: A Twofold Victory (4-5)
Gideon (6-8:32)

B Later Leaders: Decline 
Abimelech (8:33-9:27)
Tolah/Jair (10)
Jephthah; Ibzan/Elon/Abdan (n-12)
Samson (13-16)

III Closing the Bracket
The Levite and the Danites (17-18)
Trouble in Benjamin: Gibeah and Civil War (19-21)

Setting out the general structure of the book does not, at least initially, reveal 
the inner connections. That work has been done by a number of interpreters. 
Zakovitch has pointed to two important features in the narratives: first, a frame 
structure using the motifs of the tribe of Judah ascending to fight and the troops 
eventually returning home in both Chap. 1 and in the book’s last two chapters; 
and second, the frequent linking of adjacent stories by means of words and ideas, 
a technique which he calls “associative arrangement.” One illustration of the lat
ter would be the eleven hundred pieces of silver that appear both in Chap. 16, as 
Delilah’s reward money for betraying Samson, and Chap. 17, as the money the 
young Levite had “borrowed” from his mother.

For Malamat, the book also unfolds in two patterns, one geographical and one 
“judgmental.” In this view, as the narrative ascends from the “good” south to the 
problematic north, the morals descend. The anomalous tribe Benjamin, which 
straddles the border between the two, is dealt with through an initial “good" 
story (Ehud) toward the beginning of the book and a “bad” one (the concubine at 
Gibeah) toward the end. Further, the last sections of Judges reveal a not-so-subtle 
attitude toward two later rulers: Saul, Israel's first king, who will hail from Ben
jamin, suggesting that he is a tainted choice, and Jeroboam I of the tenth-century 
Northern Kingdom, who, like the Danites in Chap. 18, institutes his own forms of 
Israelite religion, to be roundly condemned by the book of Kings (see Sweeney 
1997). By the time Judges closes, Jephthah and Samson, who are defective enough 
as models, have been eclipsed by the lies and violence attributed to the northern 
tribes. The way is being prepared for a southern king—David, from Bethlehem 
in Judah.
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Given the wide range of stories and tones in Judges, its final form would seem 
to be the work of creative editors. This also holds true for subunits in the book, 
such as the Samson cycle, in which narratives of differing lengths and emphases 
have been combined into a work that is remarkably unified in vocabulary (see the 
Appendix to Judges). While the early traditions about individual judges probably 
did not have such focused direction, the book has been edited in such a way that 
the conclusion is unmistakable: Israel, a chaotic society (especially in the north), 
is in desperate need of a stable political system, and kingship offers the only way 
out (although it too has its problems). Stories that may have originally concerned 
only individual tribes have been recast or reinterpreted to encompass Israel as a 
whole, with the warrior leaders coming to symbolize the entire people.

But for all the schematizing tendency noted above, Judges leaves us with an 
unanswered question. Why, amid all the flawed human behavior exhibited in the 
book, from group apostasy to individual acts of questionable judgment, does the 
God of Israel still stand by this people? This question will persist in the coming 
books, and indeed will become an unabating one in the Hebrew Bible as a whole. 
The answer, for the writers, centers around divine promises, made earlier to the 
Patriarchs and Moses, and later to David. Beneath all the chaos and uncertainty 
manifest in the book of Judges—and indeed in the books to come—the text testi
fies to the ongoing resiliency of Israel. Apparently, the troubled experience of the 
world at different historical moments by the people who wrote and transmitted 
the Hebrew Bible could not mute their ultimate hope and faith in the covenant 
with Yhwh. Despite the looming presence of conquering empires, and eventually 
the traumas of destruction and exile, they understood God and Israel to be bound 
in a permanent relationship which could never be sundered. In this perspective, 
and in its pattern of estrangement from God, rescue, backsliding, and looking to 
the future, the book of Judges is another important link in the unfolding central 
plot of the Hebrew Bible.
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PART I

OPENING THE BRACKET
(1-3:6)

While Judges opens by invoking the name of Yehoshua, whose death in 
the previous book sealed the conquest of Canaan, it unexpectedly launches into 
an account of fighting and, more tellingly, a list of which territories the Israel
ites had not conquered. Immediately, then, the reader is plunged into a narrative 
situation of instability. Gone is the assurance of peaceful settlement and security, 
and the Israelites can expect military and cultural conflict, which is exactly what 
ensues throughout the book. Only the success of the tribe of Yehuda (Judah) at 
the beginning points to eventual ascendancy; the rest of the stories will oscillate 
among oppression, deliverance, and the recurrence of chaos.

This is made clear in the pattern introduced by Chap. 2, undoubtedly the cre
ation of a later editor in the Deuteronomistic mold. The sequence of Israel’s 
apostasy, God’s handing them over to enemies, his eventual sending of a dynamic 
leader, a period of peace, and then a relapse by the people, sets the stage for the 
action to follow.

Once again, echoes from the past are understood not by invoking social, eco
nomic, or military causes, but through the lens of the covenant, especially as 
expressed in the language of Deuteronomy. And this message is delivered by a 
prophetic-type “messenger” of Yhwh. In contrast, the “judges” themselves will 
by and large be military types, who are more tied to strategy than ideology.
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