
READING JUDGES 
 
JUDGES OVERVIEW 
 

 Author:  Unknown (perhaps Samuel) 
 Date:  between 1043 B.C. (beginning of Saul’s reign) and 1004 B.C. (beginning of 

David’s reign) 
 Theme:  The failure of Israel to obey God and God’s faithfulness to discipline His people 

(Dt. 27-30). 
 Significant Features:  Repeating cycles of disobedience and obedience:  the nation rebels 

against God, He sends discipline, they repent, He provides a good judge, the judge dies, 
the people rebel, God sends discipline... 

 Key verses:  2:11-14; 21:25 (note the contrast with the end of the book of victory, Josh. 
24:14) 

 Key chapter:  2 
 
 
DATE AND AUTHORSHIP 
 
It is not possible to be dogmatic about the author of the book, though it is likely that Samuel is its 
author, as the Talmud has asserted.  His authorship would be in harmony with an early date, 
coinciding with the monarchy of Saul or the early reign of David.  There are several textual 
reasons for holding to that date [P. Enns, “Unpublished class notes — Judges,” pp. 9-10.]: 
 

• Judges 1:21 necessitates that the book be written prior to David’s capture of Jerusalem 
described in 2 Sam. 5:6ff (i.e., 1003 B.C.). 

• Judges 1:29 suggests a date prior to Pharaoh giving the city of Gezer to Solomon (cf. 1 
Kings 9:16). 

• Judges 3:3 mentions Sidon rather than Tyre, suggesting a date prior to the 12th century 
when Sidon was the dominant Phonecian city. 

• Isaiah 9 refers to Jg. 4-6, 17:6; 18:1; 21:25, suggesting the early monarchy and a time 
when its blessings were still recent and readily remembered.  

 
All of these items combine to suggest an early date during Saul’s reign and prior to David’s 
ascension to the throne, ca. 1020-1010 B.C. 
 
 
THEME 
 
One of the overriding themes in this book is that of apostasy.  “This book is a revelation of the 
perpetual proneness of the human heart to wander away from God.”  [Donald Campbell, class 
notes on Judges, p. 1.]  Furthermore, Gleason Archer says, 

 
 The basic theme of the book is Israel’s failure as a theocracy to keep true to the covenant 
even under the leadership of men chosen of God to deliver them from oppression by the pagan 
world. The frequent and repeated failures of the twelve tribes to remain true to God and His holy 
law prepared the way for the institution of a central monarchy. [Gleason Archer, A Survey of Old 



Testament Introduction, p. 262.] 
 
This attitude is exhibited by one of the key verses in the book, 17:6, which states, “In those days 
there was no king in Israel, but every man did what was right in his own eyes.” [Merrill Unger, 
Unger’s Bible Handbook, p. 169.] 
 
It is interesting to note that the book of Joshua ended with Joshua’s admonition to the people to 
keep the covenant, and then his death. Judges begins with the incomplete victories of the 
Israelites, and then the statement in 2:11 “Then the sons of Israel did evil in the sight of the Lord, 
and served the Baals.” In other words, immediately after the death of Joshua, they forsook the 
advice and admonition which he gave them, and turned their backs on their God. Unger points 
out that “the book of Judges begins in compromise and ends in anarchy and confusion.” [Unger, 
p. 169.] 
 
 
PURPOSE OF THE BOOK 
 
Aside from the theme of Judges, “a primary purpose for the writer of the Book of Judges was to 
explain why Israel failed to experience the blessings of God.” [Paul Enns, Judges (A Bible Study 
Commentary published by Zondervan), p. 10.]  Obviously, this explanation was founded in the 
continued sin and rejection of God by the people. 
 
Additionally, a further purpose “‘was to show that a centralized hereditary kingship was 
necessary for the well-being of the Covenant theocracy.”’ [Enns, p. 10, quoting R.K. Harrison, 
Introduction to the Old Testament, p. 692.]  This set the stage for what was to occur in I Samuel 
8, when the people demanded to have a king.  Thus, the book served as a bridge between the 
leadership of Moses and Joshua to the reign of the monarchs. 
 
 
COMPOSITION OF JUDGES 
 
According to most scholars, the book of Judges can be divided into three major sections. The 
first records the incompleteness of the conquest and thereby suggests the beginning of the 
apostasy of the people. This is covered in the first two chapters of the book. From chapters 3-16, 
the writer of Judges discusses the actual history of the Judges. one of the main judges focused 
upon is Samson, who is discussed in chapters 13-16. The final section is somewhat like an 
appendix, which discusses the results of the period of the judges. It is pointed out that this 
section “is a graphic picture of the disorders of the period and is devoid of specifically religious 
comment, the implication being that the nonexistence of the monarchy was the cause of the 
national malaise.” [A.E. Cundall, ZPEB, vol. 3, p. 742.] 
 
The key verse is actually a repeated verse throughout the text:  “In those days there was no king 
in Israel; everyone did what was right in his own eyes” (17:6; 18:1; 19:1; 21:25). 
 
 



THE ROLE OF THE JUDGES 
 
The function of the Biblical judges was different from judges today.  These chief magistrates 
were actually called “kings” in the Samaritan records. [Bruce, “Judges,” New Bible Commentary, 
p. 252.]   Thus, while their title was judicial, their role was more monarchical.   
 
 Their task was fourfold: 
 

• Administrate justice 
• Provide leadership and administration 
• Provide military authority and leadership (e.g., Gideon and Jephthah) 
• Provide mediatorial role [Enns, “Judges notes,” n.p.] 

 
 
THE CHARACTER OF THE JUDGES 
 
 Like the people who continually turned their backs on God, the judges were not the moral 
characters of the great patriarchs found in the Pentateuch. In fact, “in the judges, the characters 
are of lesser stature; their shortcomings are more obvious, and there is a certain popular delight 
in their less reputable exploits.” [Cundall, p. 743.] And as it was seen earlier in the fact that a 
great amount of time is spent discussing Samson, so does the moral depravity in the character 
become very obvious. It is said that Samson “shows a regrettable lack of genuine consecration 
and indulges in his own sensual appetite in an irresponsible manner.” [Cundall, p. 743.] 
 
 The fact of their low moral character brings up an important point, then, for in the cases 
of several of the judges, the text states that the spirit of the Lord came upon them or dwelled in 
them. If that was the case, then why did they seem to possess such low moral character at times? 
Cundall seems to provide an answer when he states, 
 

The charismatic anointing of the Judges’ period was for a limited but definite purpose. It 
must not be understood as parallel to the NT doctrine of the Spirit, which invariably is associated 
with holiness of life. The Lord made the Judges a channel of His power or the means of His 
revelation, without any direct influence upon their moral character.” [Cundall, P. 744.] 

 
However, Cundall also points out that while “they were not free of moral blemishes, nor did they 
always conform to the requirements of God’s law; but there can be no question of their vital 
apprehension of their God.” [Cundall, P. 744.] 
 
Cundall also points out that there were several other characters in the to who had the spirit of 
God come upon them without any change in their moral character. These included Balaam in 
Num. 22-24, Nebuchadnezzar in Jer. 25 & 27, and the Persian King Cyrus in Is 44-45. This 
explanation, then, seems to solve the dilemma. The Spirit in the to had a different function than 
in the NT, and the interpretation of the to passages must then be altered somewhat to fit the 
different situation. 
 
 



THE EVILNESS OF THE PEOPLE 
 
There are at least 12 occurrences of the phrase, “the sons of Israel did what was evil in the sight 
of the Lord,” throughout the book of Judges. Obviously this is an indication of the theme as it 
was stated above; the Israelites rejected their God continually, but just as often as they rejected 
Him, and He punished them, He also rescued them and forgive them when they sought His 
forgiveness. The faithfulness of God is again an important idea throughout this book. 
 
 
THE BOOKS OF JUDGES AND JOSHUA IN CONTRAST 
 
According to Campbell [p. 1.], there are several contrasting features between Joshua and Judges.  
They are as follows: 
 

 Joshua Judges  
Heavenlies Earthlies  
Spirit victory Flesh defeat  
Conquered 7 nations in 7 yrs Oppressed by 7 nations  
Obedience Disobedience 
Belief Unbelief  
Freedom Bondage 
Progress Decline  
Unity Disunity  
Song of joy Sob of sorrow   
Experience of God’s blessing Experience of God’s cursing 

 
The complete reversal of the attitudes of the people in Judges is astonishing, even though the 
writer says in 2:10 that there arose a new generation who did not know the Lord. This is in spite 
of the fact that Joshua had warned them against rejecting God. In fact, even Moses had 
commanded the people to teach their children the law in Deuteronomy 6:7 — but they continued 
to sin in spite of several warnings. This in fact is the entire history of the Israelite nation—first 
they reject God, and then when they come back to Him repentant and promising not to continue 
to sin against Him, the next generations do so anyway. 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The primary focus of the book of Judges is on the apostasy of the people. They continually 
rejected God, in spite of all that He continued to do in them. This is even manifested in their 
judges who were to rule over them. The book is also in direct contrast to the book of Joshua, 
which is often called the book of victory. Judges, is anything but a book of victory! 
 
However, the book is important for it “provides a dramatic illustration of the effect of apostasy 
upon every aspect o life. The root cause of Israel’s decline was that the covenant relationship 
with the Lord, with its requirement of absolute and loyal obedience to His commands, was 
broken. This led to disintegration in the political, religious, social, and family spheres and to a 



sharp increase in immorality.” [Cundall, p. 744.] 
 
Thus, while Joshua was a good example for the people in the faithfulness of God as they 
victoriously entered the Promised Land, so was Judges a condemnation of those same people as 
they rejected God. 
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