JUDGES
“Then the LORD raised up judges, who delivered them out of the power

of those who plundered them. (JUDGES 2:16-17)

The narrative setting of Judges occupies the transitional period between the death of Joshua
and the rise of the monarchy—a liminal age marked by fragmented leadership, regional conflict,
and recurring threats from surrounding peoples. Israel appears as a loose tribal coalition
without centralized authority, navigating a landscape of shifting alliances and persistent
instability.

The historical context of the book’s formation, however, is much later. The core stories—such as
the deliverances of Deborah, Gideon, and Samson—originate in the early to middle monarchy
(11th-9th centuries BCE), drawing on even older traditions like the Song of Deborah (Judg5),
which may reach back to the 13th century. These narratives were first gathered and shaped
during Josiah’s reforms (641-609 BCE), when Judah sought to articulate covenant identity amid
social and religious renewal. The final literary form emerged during the Babylonian exile, as a
displaced people longed for stability, coherence, and theological explanation.

In this exilic context, Judges becomes a historiography of crisis, interpreting the chaotic era
between Joshua and Saul as a mirror of the editors’ own experience of foreign domination. Its
cycles of apostasy, oppression, and

deliverance  function as theological NARRATIVE UNITS in JUDGES
commentary: without faithful leadership | Judg 1:1-3:16 — The Two Prologues
and covenant obedience, disorder prevails. * Introduction to the Tribes (1:1-2:5)

¢ Introduction to Israel’s Infidelity (2:6-3:6)
Judg 3-16 — Stories of the Judges:
Othniel, Ehud, & Shangar (3)
Deborah (4-5)
Gideon (6-8)
Tola & Jair (10:1-5)
Jephthah (10:6-12:7)
Deuteronomistic History that includes Ibzan, Elon, & Abdon (12:8-15
Joshua, Judges, 1% & 2™ Samuel, and 1% & Samson (13-16))
2" Kings. Josh 17-21 — Epilogue: final meditations on leadership
with uniting refrains about the kingship (17:6;
18:1: 19:1; 21:25)

Literarily, the book blends heroic tales,
tribal memory, and theological reflection
to portray a community struggling toward
identity while awaiting God’s restorative
action. The book is part of the

THEMATIC & LITERARY CONSIDERATIONS

Sin & Punishment — Israel’s life in Judges unfolds through a recurring theological cycle that
exposes the fragility of covenant fidelity. The pattern outlined in Judges 2:11-23 structures the
book: apostasy as Israel turns from Yahweh; oppression as punishment, marked by unrest and

© 2026, Rev. Robert Moses



foreign domination; deliverance through a Spirit-empowered judge; temporary peace sustained
only while the judge lives; and finally forgetfulness, a return to sin that restarts the cycle.

This rhythm of sin, suffering, rescue, and relapse reveals how quickly Israel forgets the LORD,
and how spiritual amnesia leads to ethical breakdown, social disorder, and communal
vulnerability. The cycle becomes the book’s theological lens, showing that without sustained
covenant memory, Israel repeatedly loses its way.

Ambiguous Heroes, Ideal Leadership, Faithful Kingship — Judges portrays the twelve deliverers
as Spirit-empowered intermediaries between Yahweh and the people, yet their leadership
ultimately proves insufficient. Their victories are episodic, their authority limited, and their lives
marked by a mix of faith and failure. Figures like Gideon, Jephthah, and Samson embody the
tension between divine empowerment and human weakness, revealing that charismatic
leadership cannot sustain Israel’s long-term covenant life.

As the narrative darkens, the repeated refrain—“In those days there was no king in

III

Israel”—signals a theological argument rather than a political slogan. It anticipates the need for
stable, covenant-aligned leadership, a ruler who can unify the tribes, preserve memory, and
anchor obedience. Judges thus becomes a meditation on failed ideals and a pointer toward the

hope for a faithful king.

Violence & Social Order — The escalating brutality in Judges—from Ehud’s assassination to the
civil war against Benjamin—mirrors the moral collapse of a people without shared authority or
covenant grounding. This unraveling unfolds within the book’s theological cycle (Judg 2:11-23):
apostasy as lIsrael turns from Yahweh; oppression as judgment; deliverance through a
Spirit-empowered judge; temporary peace sustained only while the judge lives; and finally
forgetfulness, a return to sin that restarts the pattern.

Israel repeatedly “forgets the LORD,” revealing how spiritual amnesia corrodes ethical life and
destabilizes communal order. The violence is not incidental but a symptom of covenant
rupture—showing that without sustained fidelity, Israel’s social fabric disintegrates. The book
also depicts Israel as a loose tribal coalition, marked by rivalry, hesitation, and inconsistent
cooperation. This disunity becomes a theological warning: when covenant memory fades,
communal fracture and chaos inevitably follow.

Historiography & Testimony — Historiography in Scripture is purposeful historical writing,
shaped for a particular audience and crafted to interpret God’s activity within Israel’s story.
Within this framework, testimony functions as a theological form of history—an account of how
God has acted in the life of the narrator and community, whether through ordinary events or
extraordinary intervention. The book of Judges is historiography and testimony preserved and
formed to describe what will befall the people when they do not have proper leadership (ie.
Moses, Joshua, or a proper Davidic king) and when they are disobedient to the covenant.
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TYPOLOGICAL IMAGINATION
SELECTED USES OF JUDGES IN THE IMAGINATION OF EARLY CHRISTIAN WRITERS

Judges is not quoted and is used sparingly in the New Testament, yet its themes echo
meaningfully. Hebrews 11 alludes to unnamed heroes of faith—likely including Gideon, Barak,
Samson, and Jephthah—folding the judges into a larger narrative of faithful yet flawed
deliverers. The NT also inherits Judges’ concern for righteous leadership: Psalm 82’s rebuke of
unjust judges, frequently cited by early Christian writers, reinforces the biblical expectation that
leaders act under God’s authority and justice.

Early Christian writers drew extensively on Old Testament judge imagery, using Judges
typologically and morally when discussing righteous leadership, divine justice, and the moral
obligations of those who exercise authority. Patristic sources—Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, Origen,
Tertullian, and others—frequently invoked biblical “judges” as exemplars or warnings,
emphasizing that earthly judges stand under God’s judgment and must defend the weak and act
impartially.

MORAL IMAGINATION
QUESTIONS TO HELP DISCOVER JUDGES’S RELEVANCE TO THE CONTEMPORARY READER

e How does the book’s recurring cycle of sin, oppression, deliverance, and forgetfulness mirror
patterns we see in contemporary Christian life?

e What practices help a community remember God faithfully, and what happens when that
memory fades?

e How do the judges’ Spirit-empowered roles challenge our assumptions about leadership in
the Church today?

e What do Gideon, Jephthah, and Samson teach us about the tension between divine calling
and human weakness?

e How does Israel’s tribal fragmentation speak to the dangers of division within Christian
communities?

o Where do we see God working through imperfect people, and how does that encourage our
own discipleship?
e What forms of modern idolatry threaten covenant fidelity today?

e How does the moral collapse in Judges challenge the Church to cultivate justice,
compassion, and communal responsibility?

e Where does the book reveal hope amid chaos, and how might that shape our parish’s trust
in God?
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