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Judges 1 and 2 - Introduction and Observations

Introduction

We begin this morning a short series on the Book of Judges.  Over the next eight messages I 
hope to give an overview of the significant events in this wonderful book which is full of spiritual 
lessons for us today.  I will not be able to cover everything in the time available, but I hope to 
stimulate you to read it all for yourselves and give you some principles by which you can get the 
maximum blessing from your reading. 
 
Sadly, even evangelical commentators have misunderstood this book, and the character of the 
Judges, and tended to write them off as unspiritual, lacking in the knowledge of God and even 
immoral.  Well, we shall see.  The Holy Spirit did not think of them in this way.  It clearly states 
in the book that they were all raised up by God to do his will.   
 
Furthermore, there are more Judges than any other single group whose names are recorded in 
the list of heroes in Hebrews 11.  What is more, it is precisely those judges whose character has 
come under the most severe attack that He chose to record there:  
 
Hebrews 11:32-33 And what more shall I say? For time will fail me if I tell of Gideon, 
Barak, Samson, Jephthah, of David and Samuel and the prophets, who by faith 
conquered kingdoms, performed acts of righteousness, obtained promises, shut the 
mouths of lions....... 
 
They were sinners, as we are, and the Word of God never glosses over the faults of God’s 
people, even as it describes their qualities and strengths.  Before we write off anyone in the 
Scriptures whose sin and error have been described we need to ask ourselves two questions: 
 
i. If such a godly person as Moses/Gideon/David/Peter could fall, how much more care 
should I take in my conduct and walk with the Lord? 
 
ii. How would we like our mistakes to be recorded in an inspired infallible book for all 
subsequent generations to read?  
 
38 years ago this weekend I was converted, and I began to read the Bible, thinking it was  
chronological from beginning to end – the error of which I did not discover until I found Isaiah 
referred to in the book of Kings!  We may smile, but it does illustrate how we need to be careful 
in helping both non-Christians and new converts understand the Bible.  It is a book that is 
unique, in more than one way! 
 
Another mistake that commentators make is the same as I made as a very new Christian, and 
with no real excuse:  they see the Book of Judges as chronological all the way through.  And 
when they get to the final five chapters, which contain some harrowing accounts of godless 
behaviour, they say ‘There you are – what a terrible time it was during the period of the judges!’   
 
And they latch on to this verse to justify their view: 
 
Judges 17:6 In those days there was no king in Israel; every man did what was right in 
his own eyes. 
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They see it as showing that the entire period of the Judges was one of disaster, apostasy and 
decline, and that it needed the Kings to sort things out.  The evidence of the kings shows how 
wrong that is!  Apart from David and one or two others the Kings were all godless – whereas all 
the Judges were spiritual people, and served the Lord without looking for material reward, even 
less dominion over the people, and the setting up of a dynasty. 
 
The fact is – neither the system of judges nor kings will work unless the leaders are spiritual 
men.   
 
Yet the evidence is that these chapters describe what was going on before the first judge was 
even appointed – and fit in well with the words of: 
 
Judges 2:7-12 And the people served the Lord all the days of Joshua, and all the days of 
the elders who survived Joshua, who had seen all the great work of the Lord which He 
had done for Israel. Then Joshua the son of Nun, the servant of the Lord, died at the age 
of one hundred and ten. And they buried him in the territory of his inheritance in 
Timnath-heres, in the hill country of Ephraim, north of Mount Gaash. And all that 
generation also were gathered to their fathers; and there arose another generation after 
them who did not know the Lord, nor yet the work which He had done for Israel. Then the 
sons of Israel did evil in the sight of the Lord, and served the Baals, and they forsook the 
Lord, the God of their fathers, who had brought them out of the land of Egypt, and 
followed other gods from among the gods of the peoples who were around them, and 
bowed themselves down to them; thus they provoked the Lord to anger. 
 
How can we say this?  Well, on the one occasion where they did seem to seek the Lord we 
read: 
 
Judges 20:27-28 And the sons of Israel inquired of the Lord (for the ark of the covenant 
of God was there in those days, and Phinehas the son of Eleazar, Aaron’s son, stood 
before it to minister in those days), saying, “Shall I yet again go out to battle against the 
sons of my brother Benjamin, or shall I cease?” And the Lord said, “Go up, for tomorrow 
I will deliver them into your hand.” 
 
Compare with: 
 
Joshua 24:33 And Eleazar the son of Aaron died; and they buried him at Gibeah of 
Phinehas his son, which was given him in the hill country of Ephraim. 
 
Phinehas was alive during the time of Joshua, and had outlived him, but not by 350 years!   
 
When we see this we can understand why  it was said repeatedly: Judges 17:6 In those days 
there was no king in Israel; every man did what was right in his own eyes. 

The word translated ‘king’ means ‘counsellor’, and can refer, in the scriptures, to anyone from a 
local magistrate right up to a ruler of a whole nation.  What the writer here, under the direct 
inspiration of the Holy Spirit, is telling us is that this was what is was like before God appointed 
the judges, and it was the Judges who brought about moral and spiritual reform, which is, of 
course, what we see throughout the rest of the book. 
 
Whilst we are hard-pressed to find many godly kings and periods of spiritual prosperity during 
the times of the kings, there is no such difficulty with the Book of Judges.  Again, the problem 
comes from how we read it.  The structure is a bit like this: 
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A description of decline – a description of God raising up a Judge and the way in which 
he restores the people (often several chapters) – one verse telling us how long there was 
peace (40 years, 80 years etc) before the next period of decline.   
 
In other words, there is much more space devoted to decline and restoration than to the years 
of peace following that restoration.  We cannot be completely exact about numbers of years, but 
the period of the Judges was about 370 years, of which, roughly, 110 years were spent in 
decline and oppression and 260 in peace and spiritual prosperity.  
 
The general pattern is given in the summary of the book that occurs in the second half of 
Chapter 2 (vv 11-23) 
 
Given that this book is all about decline and restoration – it has much to teach us about how we 
should live today, both as individual Christians and as churches. 
 
Main bit

i. Decline in zeal 
 
The conquest of Canaan is a picture of the Christian life – there are enemies to destroy and 
territory to be taken.  As the people of Israel were freed from slavery in Egypt and given the land 
to possess, so Christians have been freed from slavery to sin and given spiritual land to 
possess. 
 
Having looked a little at the background of the book, I want to pick out one or two points from 
the first two chapters, before looking at the judges individually, starting tonight with Othniel and 
Ehud.  
 
As Christians, we have enemies, within and without, and there are areas of our life that are not 
yet conquered.  So we are right to look at these literal battles and draw principles from them for 
our spiritual battles. 
 
Chapter 1 is not really about the period of the Judges, being a recapitulation of some details of 
the conquest that occur in the later chapters of Joshua.  For example, the account of Caleb 
giving his daughter to Othniel (later to be the first judge) which we find in vv 12-15 is first 
recorded in Joshua 15:13-19. 
 
But we see the seeds of the problem of decline in this chapter, as we see them in the closing 
chapters of Joshua.  And the cause is a problem that we face ourselves. 
 
In the early part of the chapter, we see one tribe defeating a very successful king Adoni-Zedek, 
who had himself defeated 70 kings.  This tells us something of the effectiveness they had in 
their determination to drive out the Canaanites and take the Promised Land.  But by verse 19 
we find them unable to defeat the Canaanites who lived in the lowlands, because they had 
chariots.  And the rest of the chapter contains a continuous refrain:  ‘they did not’ or ‘they could 
not’ drive out such and such. 
 
Did not – lacked the will. 
 
Could not – lacked the power. 
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And so they were forced to live with them.  They even satisfied their consciences by making the 
tribes that they should have driven out do work for them.  But the remnants of the Canaanites 
proved to be nothing but a snare to them, leading them into sin and compromise. 
 
What was happening?  In the early days of the conquest they had swept all before them.  True, 
they had to learn the lesson of taking God for granted, when they had problems at Ai.  But apart 
from that, they were uniformly victorious, and that without casualties.  Why should they falter 
now? 
 
Was it because they had now got some of their inheritance, and were beginning to cultivate it, 
and there was enough to satisfy them?    
 
Was it that the zeal of the early days had abated somewhat, and they were content with the 
achievements so far, and were not willing to make the final effort? 
 
Had faith lost its cutting edge? 
 
The ‘could not’ is almost always a cover-up for ‘will not’.  Their faith had waned, and they no 
longer were willing to trust the promises of God – who would give them the power and had 
promised to drive out the Canaanites before them. 
 
They were settling down into the comfort zone! 
 
But what about us, in our battle against sin, and for the extension of God’s kingdom?  Do we 
often say ‘Could not’ when the reality is that we ‘will not’? 
 
Has our zeal which we had as new Christians begun to subside? 
 
The promises of God to the Christian for progress and service and usefulness in the Christian 
life are there in the Scriptures for all to see.  And yet we do not grow in holiness as we ought.  
Our attendance at the prayer meetings is infrequent.  Our devotional life is weak.  How 
frequently do we set aside time to seek the Lord in a serious way?   
 
Are we zealous to serve the Lord, and seek to extend his kingdom – both in our own souls and, 
by evangelistic endeavour, in the world itself? 
 
Are we content to live with sin?  Do we compromise with it, and tolerate its presence?  Are we 
content with a life that is not effective for the Lord? 
 
Friends, the judgment of the Lord on these people was to leave the enemies they refused to 
fight as thorns in their flesh, who troubled them, and ruined their time in the promised land.  Is 
the reason why we so often lead joyless, unsatisfying Christian lives that the Lord has left the 
sins that we refuse to fight and put away to be a thorn in our lives?   
 
What we think is too much trouble actually gives us more trouble by neglecting it than it ever 
would have done if we had kept up the battle. 
 
ii.  False tears 

There are three remarkable appearances of the Lord in Judges.  Three times we are told that 
the Angel of the Lord appeared, and when the scripture says The Angel, it is referring to an 
appearance of Christ, before his incarnation, to selected people.  The technical term is a 
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‘Theophany’.  And the first one is here in chapter 2.  The others are to Gideon, and to Samson’s 
parents. 
 
And he comes with a message of rebuke: 
 
Judges 2:1-3 Now the angel of the Lord came up from Gilgal to Bochim. And he said, “I 
brought you up out of Egypt and led you into the land which I have sworn to your 
fathers; and I said, ‘I will never break My covenant with you, and as for you, you shall 
make no covenant with the inhabitants of this land; you shall tear down their altars.’ But 
you have not obeyed Me; what is this you have done? “Therefore I also said, ‘I will not 
drive them out before you; but they shall become as thorns in your sides, and their gods 
shall be a snare to you.’” 

Gilgal was the place where they were circumcised for the first time in 40 years, just after the 
crossing of the Jordan, and was a significant place, for it was the time of the reaffirmation of the 
covenant before the battle of Jericho that started the invasion.  His coming up from there was a 
reminder of the promises that they had made at the time of their circumcision. 
 
But the message is one of how the people had broken the covenant – the Lord never breaks his 
covenant, but their disobedience just showed what a low opinion they held of God’s grace and 
mercy to them.  Instead of living the separated existence commanded them, they did the exact 
opposite, as we have seen, and compromised with those who hated the Lord, and whose 
lifestyles were repugnant to him.  The practices of the inhabitants of Canaan were degraded 
beyond imagination, and one of the reasons that the Lord sent his people in to destroy them 
was because of their sin and iniquity: 
 
Here is what the Lord said to Abraham: 
 
Genesis 15:13-16 Then the Lord said to him, “Know for certain that your descendants will 
be strangers in a country not their own, and they will be enslaved and ill-treated four 
hundred years. But I will punish the nation they serve as slaves, and afterwards they will 
come out with great possessions. You, however, will go to your fathers in peace and be 
buried at a good old age. In the fourth generation your descendants will come back here, 
for the sin of the Amorites has not yet reached its full measure.” 
 
This verse shows the mercy of the Lord, as the inhabitants had all that time to repent, but did 
not.  How often the Lord delays his judgment to give time to repent.  Even through the conquest, 
he gave space to repent, and some did take advantage of this – Rahab, and the Gibeonites. 
 
The culture of the Canaanites was debased beyond degree – with all forms of sexual immorality 
condoned and often promoted, and child-sacrifice a part of their normal practice.  Sounds a bit 
like our society, doesn’t it?  And yet, even in our countries/cultures, the Lord delays judgment 
and is still saving sinners. 
 
It shows the importance that the Lord attached to their obedience that he came himself, and did 
not simply send a prophet, as he did in the time of Gideon. 
 
The one coming to them was the one who redeemed them from slavery in Egypt to bring them 
to the promised land.  Yet having been blessed by him their obedience was incomplete at best, 
and they had settled down to a careless and compromised lifestyle, in which they tried to mix 
the blessings that the Lord had given with a laxness about how they lived. 
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He is the same one who went to the cross to redeem us from our slavery to sin.  We have been 
freed by the blood of the eternal covenant.  Are we rather too like these people?  Are we 
comfortable in the world.  Are we trying to enjoy the blessings of being a Christian, with all that 
means, and with the promise of glory to come, and yet not exert ourselves in the pursuit of 
holiness and usefulness for the kingdom of Christ? 
 
We love to ask the Lord to speak to us – but are we prepared for him to rebuke us for our sin?  
Do we imagine that all the Lord is going to say to us is smooth things?  Do we not know that for 
the Lord to rebuke and discipline us is a sign of his love?   
 
Or do we follow what is believed by so many ‘Christians’ today, that God’s love is only shown in 
how he prospers us, usually materially.  We may reject that idea, but do we still have the same 
attitude in that the only way that he shows his love to us is to bless us spiritually?  That rebuke 
is not for the Christian? 
 
It is in love that he shows us our mistakes so that we may grow thereby, and live more 
dedicated lives as Christians.  Are we prepared for him to challenge us through the regular 
preaching and teaching ministry of the Word? 
 
But it goes more than that.  Look at these people here.  They were convicted of their sin: 
 
Judges 2:4-5 And it came about when the angel of the Lord spoke these words to all the 
sons of Israel, that the people lifted up their voices and wept. So they named that place 
Bochim; and there they sacrificed to the Lord. 
 
Wonderful – look how they wept!  See their zeal, and their desire to worship the Lord. 
 
But was it?  There is no evidence of reformation of life following what they heard.  On, yes, they 
were moved by the words of the Angel, and their emotions were stirred.  But as for taking action 
– that was something else.  They had washed away their convictions with their tears! 
 
Matthew Henry writes: 
 
‘They wept, but we do not find that they reformed – that they went home and destroyed all the 
remains of idolatry and idolaters among them.  Many are melted under the word that harden 
again before they are cast into a new mould.’ 
 
Was their love rather like those in the time of Hosea? 
 
Hosea 6:4 What shall I do with you, O Ephraim? What shall I do with you, O Judah? For 
your loyalty is like a morning cloud, And like the dew which goes away early. 
 
You know, I think that it is possible for Christians to be ‘spiritual masochists’.   They actually 
enjoy being convicted of their sin;  they love a ‘challenging’ message.  But too often I fear that 
the effect lasts no longer than it takes to reach home!  
 
They get a spiritual buzz from it, and they feel that, because they have been challenged and 
convicted, they must be OK in their spiritual walk.   And so the necessity of action is lost. 
 
Friends, conviction of sin is meant to bring about change.  When the Lord graciously shows us a 
problem in our lives, it is not so that we can feel good because we recognise our sin, but so that 
we can get rid of it! 
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But it goes wider than this.  We can get really worked up about the state of our society, and its 
immorality and godlessness, and the decline of the church and Christian influence.  We can talk 
about revival, and pray that the Lord will work, and we can begin to feel really good about 
ourselves.  But is that what the Lord wants?  Simply to have an emotional response?  Is it 
enough simply to weep, and do nothing? 
 
Edwin Baker testimony. 
 
What about doing something about it – evangelism?  Witnessing?  Standing up for the truth and 
opposing the error? 
 
Conclusion

The Christian life is a life of action.  Action against indwelling sin, and action for the work of the 
gospel. 
 
Let us resolve to be those who press on in their walk with the Lord, and never relax and take 
their ease, but rather, as Paul puts it: 
 
Philippians 3:13-14 Brothers, I do not consider myself yet to have taken hold of it. But 
one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and straining towards what is ahead, I press on 
towards the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenwards in Christ 
Jesus. 


