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14 JUDGES IN THE OLD TESTAMENT

• DEBORAH
• GIDEON
• JEPHTHAH
• SAMSON
• ELI
• SAMUEL
• AND 8 OTHER JUDGES

1. OTHNIEL — THE FIRST JUDGE (JUDGES 1:12–14; 3:7–11)
The problem: The people of Israel did evil in the sight of the Lord.

The penalty: God allowed them to be oppressed by Cushan-Rishathaim, 
king of Aram (Mesopotamia), for eight years. 

The petition: When the Israelites cried out to God, he raised up Othniel, 
the nephew of Caleb, to deliver them. (Caleb and Joshua were the only two 
men who had given encouraging reports when 12 men were sent by Moses 
to spy out the land of Canaan which they were to inherit. See Numbers 13.)

The provision: Othniel was victorious and Israel had 40 years of peace. 

2. EHUD — THE LEFT-HANDED JUDGE (JUDGES 3:12–30)
The problem: The people of Israel again did evil in the sight of the Lord.

The penalty: God allowed them to be oppressed by Eglon, king of Moab, 
for 18 years.

The petition: When the Israelites cried out to God, he raised up Ehud, a le� -
handed Benjamite, to deliver them.

The provision: Ehud delivered a present and a secret message to Eglon. The 
secret message was a dagger to the belly that killed Eglon. Ehud and the 
people of Israel were victorious over the men of Moab, and Israel had peace 
for 80 years. 

3. SHAMGAR — THE ONE-VERSE 
JUDGE (JUDGES 3:31)
Shamgar killed 600 Philistines with 
an oxgoad (a pointed stick used to 
manage cattle). There is no mention 
of how long Israel was oppressed or 
how long Shamgar led Israel. 

4. DEBORAH — THE FEMALE 
JUDGE (JUDGES 4:1–5:31)
The problem: The people of Israel 
again did evil in the sight of the Lord. 

The penalty: God allowed them to be oppressed by Jabin, king of Canaan, for 
20 years. 

The petition: They came to Deborah. 

The provision: Deborah called upon 
Barak and told him to assemble an 
army because God would deliver Sisera, 
the captain of Jabin’s army unto him. 
Barak refused to go unless Deborah 
went also. She agreed, but told him that 
the Lord would “deliver Sisera into the 
hands of a woman” (4:9). When Barak’s 
army was victorious over Sisera’s army, 
Sisera fled, but he encountered a woman named Jael who killed him by 
driving a tent peg into his head. Deborah and Barak sang a song of praise to 
the Lord, and Israel had rest for 40 years. 

5. GIDEON — THE VALIANT JUDGE (JUDGES 6:1–8:32)
The problem: The people of Israel again did evil in the sight of the Lord. 

The penalty: God allowed them to be oppressed by Midian for seven years.

The petition: When the Israelites cried out to God, he sent a prophet who 
urged them to remember God’s past deliverances and rebuked them for not 
obeying God’s voice. 

The provision: 

• Gideon’s first sign: An angel appeared to a man named Gideon to tell 
him that he was to deliver Israel from Midian. Unsure of all this, Gideon 
requested a sign, which the angel gave him by causing fire to appear.  

• Gideon’s task: Gideon obeyed the Lord and destroyed an altar of Baal, 
then built a new altar to God. The people of Israel, the Midianites, and 
Amalekites all wanted to kill Gideon. 

• Gideon’s next signs: Gideon assembled an army and asked the Lord for a 
second sign. God provided the sign, but Gideon asked for yet another sign. 
God provided the sign again. 

• Gideon’s army: God reduced Gideon’s army from 32,000 fighters to only 
300, so that the people would not think they won the battle on their own. 
Astonishingly, Gideon’s small army was victorious! 

• Gideon’s snare. The people wanted to make Gideon king, but he refused.  
However, he made a gold ephod (a religious object) and the people of 
Israel foolishly worshiped it instead of God, so it became “a snare to 
Gideon and his family” (8:27). Yet Israel had peace for 40 years. 

6. TOLA — THE HILL COUNTRY JUDGE (JUDGES 10:1–2)
All we know of Tola is that he was the son of Puah and the grandson of Dodo of 
the house of Issachar, and he lived in Shamir in the hill country of Ephraim. 
Tola led Israel for 23 years. 

7. JAIR — THE “30” JUDGE 
(JUDGES 10:3–5)
All we know of Jair is that he was from 
Gilead and he had 30 sons who rode 
30 donkeys and his sons ruled over 30 
cities. Jair led Israel for 22 years. 

8. JEPHTHAH — THE VOWING 
JUDGE (JUDGES 10:6–12:7)
The problem: The people of Israel 
again did evil in the sight of the Lord. 

The penalty: God allowed them to 
be oppressed by the Philistines and 
Ammonites for 18 years. 

The petition: When they cried out to 
God, he reminded them of his past 
deliverances and rebuked them for not obeying his voice. At first the Lord 
refused to deliver them again, but the people turned back to him and he 
became sympathetic to their su¢ ering. 

The provision: 

• Jephthah’s return: Jephthah—whose father was Gilead and his mother a 
prostitute—was expelled from his home by his brothers. When Ammon 
began to attack the people of Gilead, the elders persuaded Jephthah to 
return and lead their army. 

• Jephthah’s foolish vow. Jephthah vowed to God that if God would give 

him victory, whatever first came 
out of his door upon his return 
from battle would be presented 
as a burnt o¢ ering. Jephthah was 
victorious, and when he returned 
home he was met first by his 
only child, a daughter. He was 
distraught, but at his daughter’s 
insistence he allowed her two 
months to mourn and then 
carried out his vow. Jephthah led 
Israel for six years. 

9. IBZAN — THE MARRYING JUDGE (JUDGES 12:8–10)
All we know of Ibzan is that he was from Bethlehem, and that he married 
his 60 sons and daughters to individuals outside his clan. Ibzan led Israel for 
seven years. 

10. ELON — THE DECADE-LONG JUDGE (JUDGES 12:11–12)
All we know of Elon is that he was from Zebulun and he led Israel for 10 years. 

11. ABDON — THE GRANDFATHER JUDGE (JUDGES 12:13–15)
All we know of Abdon is that he was from Pirathon in Ephraim, and that he 
had 40 sons and 30 grandsons, and together they rode 70 donkeys. Abdon 
led Israel for eight years. 

12. SAMSON — THE FOOLISH JUDGE (JUDGES 13:1–16:31)
The problem: The people of Israel again did evil in the sight of the Lord. 

The penalty: God allowed them to be oppressed by the Philistines for 40 years. 

The petition: Unlike other times, the Bible does not say that the people cried 
out to God for deliverance in this instance. 

The provision: 

• Samson’s birth: An angel announced to Manoah’s wife that she would 
conceive a son who would be a Nazirite and deliver the people from the 
Philistines. She named her son Samson. 

• Samson’s violent feud: As Samson 
traveled to a neighboring city 
to marry a Philistine woman, he 
broke his Nazirite vow by eating 
honey from a beehive in the 
carcass of a lion he had killed 
earlier with his bare hands. Later, 
Samson lost a foolish bet, so he 
killed 30 Philistines to take their 
goods to pay o¢  the bet. When 
Samson’s wife was given to 
another man in marriage, Samson 
burned the Philistines’ grain fields 
as revenge. The Philistines in turn 
burned to death Samson’s wife 
and her father. Samson killed 1,000 
Philistines with the jawbone of a 
donkey. 

• Samson and Delilah: Samson fell 
in love with a woman named 
Delilah whom the Philistines 
paid to discover the source of his 
super strength. Samson eventually revealed to her that cutting his hair 
(forbidden by his Nazirite vow) would make him weak. Delilah cut his hair 
while he slept. When the Philistines attacked, Samson didn’t realize that 
he had lost his strength and he was easily captured. 

• Samson’s death: The Philistines blinded and imprisoned Samson—but 
all the while his hair began to grow back. When thousands of Philistines 
assembled together in the temple of their god, the rulers brought in 
Samson for the people to mock. Samson made his way to two pillars that 
held up the entire structure. He prayed to God to restore his strength one 
last time. God granted his prayer, and Samson pushed the pillars, bringing 
down the temple, killing himself and thousands of Philistines.

13. ELI — THE NEGLECTFUL JUDGE (1 SAMUEL 1:1–4:18)
• Eli and Samuel: Eli served as a priest and judge in Shiloh. During that 

time, a woman named Hannah appealed to God for a son and vowed to 
surrender the child to a life of service to God. God answered her prayer, 
and she gave birth to a son—Samuel. She gave Samuel to Eli to be raised 
in the service of the Lord. 

• Eli’s sinful sons: Eli’s own sons, although they were priests, did not truly 
serve God. They defiled the o¢ erings and lay with the women who served 
in the tabernacle. Eli mildly rebuked his sons, but neglected to take any 
meaningful action. A prophet told Eli that the Lord would raise up another 
who would serve him properly. The Lord called Samuel and told him of 
impending doom for Eli and his sons. 

• Eli’s death: When a battle with the Philistines was going poorly for the 
Israelites, they brought the ark of the covenant onto the battlefield. Yet 
the Philistines won the battle anyway. They captured the ark and killed 
Eli’s two sons. When he was told of the awful news, Eli—who was 98 years 
old and very heavy—fell backwards, broke his neck, and died.  

14. SAMUEL — THE TRANSITIONAL JUDGE (1 SAMUEL) 
• Samuel’s leadership: A� er Eli’s death, Samuel led Israel to repentance, and  

the Israelites defeated the Philistines. Samuel made his sons judges but 
they did evil in the sight of the Lord. 
• The people’s request: The Israelites asked that Samuel anoint a king to 

rule over them. Samuel was displeased but nevertheless brought 
their request to the Lord. God said that he would give them 

a king, but warned that the king would take their sons, 
daughters, fields, servants, and tax money. The people 

wanted a king nonetheless. 
•    The transition from judges to kings: Samuel anointed 

a young man named Saul to be the first king of 
Israel. All went well until King Saul disobeyed God. 

So God promised to raise up another king, one 
a� er his own heart. God led Samuel to anoint a 

young shepherd named David as the next king. 
Samuel, the last judge of Israel, died 

before David took the throne.

 NAZIRITE VOW NAZIRITE VOW NAZIRITE VOW
This vow was a special vow, This vow was a special vow, This vow was a special vow, 
either temporary or permanent, either temporary or permanent, either temporary or permanent, 
that people took to consecrate that people took to consecrate that people took to consecrate 
themselves to God. It included: themselves to God. It included: themselves to God. It included: 
(1) abstinence from wine and (1) abstinence from wine and (1) abstinence from wine and 
strong drink, (2) refraining from strong drink, (2) refraining from strong drink, (2) refraining from 
cutting the hair on one’s head, cutting the hair on one’s head, cutting the hair on one’s head, 
and (3) avoidance of contact with and (3) avoidance of contact with and (3) avoidance of contact with 
the dead (Numbers 6:1–21). We the dead (Numbers 6:1–21). We the dead (Numbers 6:1–21). We 
have four examples of the Nazirite have four examples of the Nazirite have four examples of the Nazirite 
vow in Scripture:vow in Scripture:vow in Scripture:

• Samson (Judges 13:5)• Samson (Judges 13:5)• Samson (Judges 13:5)

• John the Baptist (Luke 1:15)• John the Baptist (Luke 1:15)• John the Baptist (Luke 1:15)

• The apostle Paul (Acts 18:18)• The apostle Paul (Acts 18:18)• The apostle Paul (Acts 18:18)

• Possibly Samuel since his • Possibly Samuel since his • Possibly Samuel since his 
mother pledges “no razor will mother pledges “no razor will mother pledges “no razor will 
ever be used on his head” ever be used on his head” ever be used on his head” 
(1 Samuel 1:11).(1 Samuel 1:11).(1 Samuel 1:11).

JUDGES AND PROPHETSJUDGES AND PROPHETSJUDGES AND PROPHETS
Judges were liberators whom God Judges were liberators whom God Judges were liberators whom God 
raised up for special purposes. Prophets raised up for special purposes. Prophets raised up for special purposes. Prophets 
were God’s witnesses who brought the were God’s witnesses who brought the were God’s witnesses who brought the 
word of the Lord to the people. Two word of the Lord to the people. Two word of the Lord to the people. Two 
judges, Deborah and Samuel, were also judges, Deborah and Samuel, were also judges, Deborah and Samuel, were also 
prophets (Judges 4:4; 1 Samuel 3:20).prophets (Judges 4:4; 1 Samuel 3:20).prophets (Judges 4:4; 1 Samuel 3:20).

WAS BARAK A JUDGE?WAS BARAK A JUDGE?WAS BARAK A JUDGE?
Although o� en thought to be a Although o� en thought to be a Although o� en thought to be a 
judge because of his association judge because of his association judge because of his association 
with the judge Deborah, Barak with the judge Deborah, Barak with the judge Deborah, Barak 
is never cited as a judge in the is never cited as a judge in the is never cited as a judge in the 
Bible. He is a military leader Bible. He is a military leader Bible. He is a military leader 
whom God teamed with Deborah whom God teamed with Deborah whom God teamed with Deborah 
for a specific battle.for a specific battle.for a specific battle.  WHO WAS ABIMELEK? WHO WAS ABIMELEK? WHO WAS ABIMELEK?

Though not a judge, he was one Though not a judge, he was one Though not a judge, he was one 
of Gideon’s sons who usurped of Gideon’s sons who usurped of Gideon’s sons who usurped 
power by murdering 70 of his power by murdering 70 of his power by murdering 70 of his 
brothers (Judges 8:33–9:57). He brothers (Judges 8:33–9:57). He brothers (Judges 8:33–9:57). He 
convinced the people of Shechem convinced the people of Shechem convinced the people of Shechem 
to declare him king, but later to declare him king, but later to declare him king, but later 
slaughtered its inhabitants and slaughtered its inhabitants and slaughtered its inhabitants and 
destroyed the city to quell a destroyed the city to quell a destroyed the city to quell a 
rebellion. Abimelek received rebellion. Abimelek received rebellion. Abimelek received 
a fatal injury when a woman in a fatal injury when a woman in a fatal injury when a woman in 
another city that he was attacking another city that he was attacking another city that he was attacking 
dropped a millstone on his head dropped a millstone on his head dropped a millstone on his head 
from a tower. The Bible explains, from a tower. The Bible explains, from a tower. The Bible explains, 
“Thus God repaid the wickedness “Thus God repaid the wickedness “Thus God repaid the wickedness 
that Abimelek had done to his that Abimelek had done to his that Abimelek had done to his 
father by murdering his seventy father by murdering his seventy father by murdering his seventy 
brothers” (9:56).brothers” (9:56).brothers” (9:56).
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JUDGES OF ISRAEL

They weren’t what anyone would call conventional leaders. One had a 
violent temper. One was the son of a prostitute. One was a woman in a 
male-dominated society. Another was a neglectful father. But they were also 
courageous, shrewd, relentless, and passionate seekers of the Lord. The Bible 
calls them judges. They were God’s deliverers, chosen to liberate his people 
from oppression and bring his people back into a right relationship with him. 

There are many lessons that can be taken from the judges, but perhaps the 
most important for us today is that no matter how o� en or how far we stray, 
God always provides a way for us to be reconciled with him. God does not 
give up on those who belong to him.

AN ERA OF TURMOIL 

A� er Moses’ death, Joshua completed the journey of leading God’s people into 
the Promised Land. Over time, Joshua and all of the generation of people who 
had seen God’s great works in securing the land passed away. This le�  God’s 
people, for the first time, without a single, central leader. 

The Israelites repeatedly fell into idolatry, worshiping the false gods of 
neighboring nations. In response, God allowed various enemies to oppress 
them. It was a brutal time of war with outside enemies and internal strife 
among the tribes. The Bible describes this period as being void of spiritual 
leadership: “In those days Israel had no king; everyone did as they saw 
fit” (Judges 17:6). Indeed, the book of Judges showcases the corruption of 
humankind through some of the most violent stories in the Bible. 

A� er a period of oppression, the Israelites would reach a breaking point where 
they would cry out for God to save them. In his time and love, God would raise up
deliverers—called judges—to rescue his people. This era of the judges—and 
the cycle of turning from God, being defeated, crying out to God, and being 
delivered—lasted more than 300 years until the first king of Israel was put in place.

JUDGES Q&A

What was the role of a judge?

The main verbs associated with the judges are “to judge” and “to deliver.” The
judges in the Bible had to acknowledge (judge) that the people had wandered
away from God, and then rescue (deliver) the people from the consequences of
their sins.

In what ways did God’s people disobey?

The Bible doesn’t always state exactly how the people strayed in each instance.
However, before the first judge, Othniel, we are told that they married into
the families of neighboring nations and served their gods (Judges 3:1–6). This
practice of intermarrying and worshiping idols was repeated by the people
continuously, as we see them serving the Baals, Ashtoreths, Asherahs, gods of
Aram, Sidon, Moab, Ammorites, and others.

How were the people oppressed?

Other nations in the land—such as the Philistines, Moabites, and Canaanites—
dominated them. They su�ered physical, economic, social, and religious
oppression. These periods of oppression (one as long as 40 years) had lasting
e�ects on the people.

What does it mean when “the Spirit of the Lord came upon” someone in 
the Old Testament?

Many of the judges are described as having “the Spirit of the Lord come upon”
them. (See, for example, Judges 3:10; 6:34; 11:29; 15:14.) In the Old Testament,
people were not permanently filled with the Holy Spirit as believers in Jesus
are today. Instead, God would allow the Spirit to temporarily enable people to
accomplish extraordinary tasks to fulfill God’s purposes.

THE CYCLE PATTERN IN

THE BOOK OF JUDGES

TIME LINE

Israel Is Oppressed

God Raises up a Deliverer

Israel Cries Out

Israel Is at Peace

Israel Is Delivered

Israel Disobeys

JUDGE MEANING
OF NAME SCRIPTURE TRIBE ENEMY YEARS OF

OPPRESSION*
YEARS OF

SERVICE/PEACE*

1 Othniel | The First Judge Lion of God Judges 3:7–11
(1:12–14) Judah Mesopotamians 8 40

2 Ehud | The Le
-Handed Judge Strong Judges 3:12–30 Benjamin Moabites 18 80

3 Shamgar | The One-Verse Judge Cupbearer Judges 3:31 Unknown Philistines Unknown Unknown

4 Deborah | The Female Judge Bee Judges 4:1–5:31 Ephraim Canaanites 20 40

5 Gideon | The Valiant Judge A cutting down Judges 6:1–8:32 Manasseh Midianites 7 40

6 Tola | The Hill Country Judge Scarlet Judges 10:1–2 Issachar Unknown Unknown 23

7 Jair | The “30” Judge The Lord 
enlightens Judges 10:3–5 Manasseh Unknown Unknown 22

8 Jephthah | The Vowing Judge He opens Judges 10:6–12:7 Manasseh Philistines and 
Ammonites 18 6

9 Ibzan | The Marrying Judge Splendid Judges 12:8–10 Judah Unknown Unknown 7

10 Elon | The Decade-long Judge Oak Judges 12:11–12 Zebulun Unknown Unknown 10

11 Abdon | The Grandfather Judge Service Judges 12:13–15 Ephraim Unknown Unknown 8

12 Samson | The Foolish Judge Distinguished 
/ Sun Judges 13:1–16:31 Dan Philistines 40 20

13 Eli | The Neglectful Judge Exalted is the 
Lord 1 Samuel 1:1–4:18 Levi Family strife Unknown 40

14 Samuel | The Transitional Judge Heard of God 1 Samuel 1; 3; 7–13;
15–16; 25:1; 28 Levi National strife Unknown Possibly 40

2100 BC

1850 BC

1400 BC

1350 BC

1050 BC

600 BC

PATRIARCHS 
Abraham lived 2166–1991 BC
Isaac lived 2066–1886 BC
Jacob lived 2005–1859 BC

SERVANT LEADERS 
Moses led Israel 1446–1406 BC
Joshua led Israel 1406–1391 BC

ISRAEL IN EGYPT

JUDGES 
Various Judges—Othniel, Ehud, Shamgar, Deborah,

Gideon, Tola, Jair, Jephthah, Ibzan, Elon, Abdon,
and Samson—led Israel 1350–1050 BC

Eli led Israel 1100–1060 BC
Samuel led Israel 1060–1020 BC

KINGS 
King Saul reigned 1051–1011 BC
King David reigned 1011–971 BC
King Solomon reigned 971–931 BC
Kings of the divided kingdom reigned 931–586 BC

All dates are approximate. The era of servant leaders and judges is based on the
exodus occurring at 1446 BC. Some Bible scholars date the exodus instead at 1290 BC,
which means the era of the judges would have occurred at about 1194–1050 BC.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONSDISCUSSION QUESTIONSDISCUSSION QUESTIONS
• During the era of judges, the people repeatedly turned • During the era of judges, the people repeatedly turned • During the era of judges, the people repeatedly turned 

to false gods. What might have been some reasons to false gods. What might have been some reasons to false gods. What might have been some reasons 
why they put their trust in idols instead of in the true why they put their trust in idols instead of in the true why they put their trust in idols instead of in the true 
Lord of Lords? Lord of Lords? Lord of Lords? 

• How is our society today similar to that of the era of • How is our society today similar to that of the era of • How is our society today similar to that of the era of 
the judges? How is it di� erent?the judges? How is it di� erent?the judges? How is it di� erent?

• The judges had very di� erent backgrounds and • The judges had very di� erent backgrounds and • The judges had very di� erent backgrounds and 
attributes. What does this tell you about God’s ability attributes. What does this tell you about God’s ability attributes. What does this tell you about God’s ability 
to use you?to use you?to use you?

• Give an example of how God rescued you when you • Give an example of how God rescued you when you • Give an example of how God rescued you when you 
started going down the wrong path. How have you started going down the wrong path. How have you started going down the wrong path. How have you 
seen God intervene in times that seemed the darkest?seen God intervene in times that seemed the darkest?seen God intervene in times that seemed the darkest?

*Years of Oppression is the time period when God allowed the Israelites to be to overpowered by their enemies. Years of Service/Peace is the time period when God raised up a judge to lead the Israelites to defeat their 
oppressors and bring peace to the land. (See the Cycle Pattern on page 5.)

Mediterranean Sea
(Great Sea)

EAST
MANASSEH 

WEST
MANASSEH 

GAD

ISSACHAR

ZEBULUN

ASHER

ARAM

AMMON

MOAB

EDOM

MIDIAN

NAPHTALI

EPHRAIM

DAN

JUDAH

SIMEON

BENJAMIN

REUBEN

Locations of the Judges

1. Othniel - Debir (Judges 1:11–13) 
2. Ehud - Gilgal (Judges 3:19)
3. Shamgar – Possibly Beth-Anath 

(Judges 3:31)
4. Deborah – Between Bethel and 

Ramah (Judges 4:5)
5. Gideon – Ophrah (Judges 6:11)
6. Tola – Shamir (Judges 10:1)
7. Jair – Kamon in Gilead 

(Judges 10:5)
8. Jephthah – Gilead, possibly 

Ramoth-gilead (Judges 10:8; 11:1) 
9. Ibzan – Bethlehem (Judges 12:8)
10. Elon – Zebulun (Judges 12:11–12)
11. Abdon – Pirathon (Judges 12:13)
12. Samson – Zorah (Judges 13:2)
13. Eli – Shiloh (1 Samuel 1:3, 9)
14. Samuel – Ramah (1 Samuel 7:17) 
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JUDGES OF ISRAEL

They weren’t what anyone would call conventional leaders. One had a
violent temper. One was the son of a prostitute. One was a woman in a
male-dominated society. Another was a neglectful father. But they were also
courageous, shrewd, relentless, and passionate seekers of the Lord. The Bible
calls them judges. They were God’s deliverers, chosen to liberate his people
from oppression and bring his people back into a right relationship with him.

There are many lessons that can be taken from the judges, but perhaps the
most important for us today is that no matter how o�en or how far we stray,
God always provides a way for us to be reconciled with him. God does not
give up on those who belong to him.

AN ERA OF TURMOIL

A�er Moses’ death, Joshua completed the journey of leading God’s people into
the Promised Land. Over time, Joshua and all of the generation of people who
had seen God’s great works in securing the land passed away. This le� God’s
people, for the first time, without a single, central leader.

The Israelites repeatedly fell into idolatry, worshiping the false gods of
neighboring nations. In response, God allowed various enemies to oppress
them. It was a brutal time of war with outside enemies and internal strife
among the tribes. The Bible describes this period as being void of spiritual
leadership: “In those days Israel had no king; everyone did as they saw
fit” (Judges 17:6). Indeed, the book of Judges showcases the corruption of
humankind through some of the most violent stories in the Bible.

A�er a period of oppression, the Israelites would reach a breaking point where
they would cry out for God to save them. In his time and love, God would raise up
deliverers—called judges—to rescue his people. This era of the judges—and
the cycle of turning from God, being defeated, crying out to God, and being
delivered—lasted more than 300 years until the first king of Israel was put in place.

JUDGES Q&A

What was the role of a judge?

The main verbs associated with the judges are “to judge” and “to deliver.” The
judges in the Bible had to acknowledge (judge) that the people had wandered
away from God, and then rescue (deliver) the people from the consequences of
their sins.

In what ways did God’s people disobey?

The Bible doesn’t always state exactly how the people strayed in each instance.
However, before the first judge, Othniel, we are told that they married into
the families of neighboring nations and served their gods (Judges 3:1–6). This
practice of intermarrying and worshiping idols was repeated by the people
continuously, as we see them serving the Baals, Ashtoreths, Asherahs, gods of
Aram, Sidon, Moab, Ammorites, and others.

How were the people oppressed?

Other nations in the land—such as the Philistines, Moabites, and Canaanites—
dominated them. They su�ered physical, economic, social, and religious
oppression. These periods of oppression (one as long as 40 years) had lasting
e�ects on the people.

What does it mean when “the Spirit of the Lord came upon” someone in 
the Old Testament?

Many of the judges are described as having “the Spirit of the Lord come upon”
them. (See, for example, Judges 3:10; 6:34; 11:29; 15:14.) In the Old Testament,
people were not permanently filled with the Holy Spirit as believers in Jesus
are today. Instead, God would allow the Spirit to temporarily enable people to
accomplish extraordinary tasks to fulfill God’s purposes.

THE CYCLE PATTERN IN

THE BOOK OF JUDGES

TIME LINE

Israel Is Oppressed

God Raises up a Deliverer

Israel Cries Out

Israel Is at Peace

Israel Is Delivered

Israel Disobeys

JUDGE MEANING 
OF NAME SCRIPTURE TRIBE ENEMY YEARS OF

OPPRESSION*
YEARS OF

SERVICE/PEACE*

1 Othniel   |   The First Judge Lion of God Judges 3:7–11
(1:12–14) Judah Mesopotamians 8 40

2 Ehud   |   The Le
 -Handed Judge Strong Judges 3:12–30 Benjamin Moabites 18 80

3 Shamgar   |   The One-Verse Judge Cupbearer Judges 3:31 Unknown Philistines Unknown Unknown

4 Deborah   |   The Female Judge Bee Judges 4:1–5:31 Ephraim Canaanites 20 40

5 Gideon   |   The Valiant Judge A cutting down Judges 6:1–8:32 Manasseh Midianites 7 40

6 Tola   |   The Hill Country Judge Scarlet Judges 10:1–2 Issachar Unknown Unknown 23

7 Jair   |   The “30” Judge The Lord 
enlightens Judges 10:3–5 Manasseh Unknown Unknown 22

8 Jephthah   |   The Vowing Judge He opens Judges 10:6–12:7 Manasseh Philistines and 
Ammonites 18 6

9 Ibzan   |   The Marrying Judge Splendid Judges 12:8–10 Judah Unknown Unknown 7

10 Elon   |   The Decade-long Judge Oak Judges 12:11–12 Zebulun Unknown Unknown 10

11 Abdon   |   The Grandfather Judge Service Judges 12:13–15 Ephraim Unknown Unknown 8

12 Samson   |   The Foolish Judge Distinguished 
/ Sun Judges 13:1–16:31 Dan Philistines 40 20

13 Eli   |   The Neglectful Judge Exalted is the 
Lord 1 Samuel 1:1–4:18 Levi Family strife Unknown 40

14 Samuel   |   The Transitional Judge Heard of God 1 Samuel 1; 3; 7–13; 
15–16; 25:1; 28 Levi National strife Unknown Possibly 40

2100 BC

1850 BC

1400 BC

1350 BC

1050 BC

600 BC

PATRIARCHS 
Abraham lived 2166–1991 BC
Isaac lived 2066–1886 BC
Jacob lived 2005–1859 BC

SERVANT LEADERS 
Moses led Israel 1446–1406 BC
Joshua led Israel 1406–1391 BC

ISRAEL IN EGYPT

JUDGES 
Various Judges—Othniel, Ehud, Shamgar, Deborah,

Gideon, Tola, Jair, Jephthah, Ibzan, Elon, Abdon,
and Samson—led Israel 1350–1050 BC

Eli led Israel 1100–1060 BC
Samuel led Israel 1060–1020 BC

KINGS 
King Saul reigned 1051–1011 BC
King David reigned 1011–971 BC
King Solomon reigned 971–931 BC
Kings of the divided kingdom reigned 931–586 BC

All dates are approximate. The era of servant leaders and judges is based on the
exodus occurring at 1446 BC. Some Bible scholars date the exodus instead at 1290 BC,
which means the era of the judges would have occurred at about 1194–1050 BC.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONSDISCUSSION QUESTIONSDISCUSSION QUESTIONS
• During the era of judges, the people repeatedly turned • During the era of judges, the people repeatedly turned • During the era of judges, the people repeatedly turned 

to false gods. What might have been some reasons to false gods. What might have been some reasons to false gods. What might have been some reasons 
why they put their trust in idols instead of in the true why they put their trust in idols instead of in the true why they put their trust in idols instead of in the true 
Lord of Lords? Lord of Lords? Lord of Lords? 

• How is our society today similar to that of the era of • How is our society today similar to that of the era of • How is our society today similar to that of the era of 
the judges? How is it di� erent?the judges? How is it di� erent?the judges? How is it di� erent?

• The judges had very di� erent backgrounds and • The judges had very di� erent backgrounds and • The judges had very di� erent backgrounds and 
attributes. What does this tell you about God’s ability attributes. What does this tell you about God’s ability attributes. What does this tell you about God’s ability 
to use you?to use you?to use you?

• Give an example of how God rescued you when you • Give an example of how God rescued you when you • Give an example of how God rescued you when you 
started going down the wrong path. How have you started going down the wrong path. How have you started going down the wrong path. How have you 
seen God intervene in times that seemed the darkest?seen God intervene in times that seemed the darkest?seen God intervene in times that seemed the darkest?

*Years of Oppression is the time period when God allowed the Israelites to be to overpowered by their enemies. Years of Service/Peace is the time period when God raised up a judge to lead the Israelites to defeat their 
oppressors and bring peace to the land. (See the Cycle Pattern on page 5.)

Mediterranean Sea
(Great Sea)

EAST
MANASSEH 

WEST
MANASSEH 

GAD

ISSACHAR

ZEBULUN

ASHER

ARAM

AMMON

MOAB

EDOM

MIDIAN

NAPHTALI

EPHRAIM

DAN

JUDAH

SIMEON

BENJAMIN

REUBEN

Locations of the Judges

1. Othniel - Debir (Judges 1:11–13) 
2. Ehud - Gilgal (Judges 3:19)
3. Shamgar – Possibly Beth-Anath 
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13. Eli – Shiloh (1 Samuel 1:3, 9)
14. Samuel – Ramah (1 Samuel 7:17) 
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JUDGES OF ISRAEL

They weren’t what anyone would call conventional leaders. One had a
violent temper. One was the son of a prostitute. One was a woman in a
male-dominated society. Another was a neglectful father. But they were also
courageous, shrewd, relentless, and passionate seekers of the Lord. The Bible
calls them judges. They were God’s deliverers, chosen to liberate his people
from oppression and bring his people back into a right relationship with him.

There are many lessons that can be taken from the judges, but perhaps the
most important for us today is that no matter how o�en or how far we stray,
God always provides a way for us to be reconciled with him. God does not
give up on those who belong to him.

AN ERA OF TURMOIL

A�er Moses’ death, Joshua completed the journey of leading God’s people into
the Promised Land. Over time, Joshua and all of the generation of people who
had seen God’s great works in securing the land passed away. This le� God’s
people, for the first time, without a single, central leader.

The Israelites repeatedly fell into idolatry, worshiping the false gods of
neighboring nations. In response, God allowed various enemies to oppress
them. It was a brutal time of war with outside enemies and internal strife
among the tribes. The Bible describes this period as being void of spiritual
leadership: “In those days Israel had no king; everyone did as they saw
fit” (Judges 17:6). Indeed, the book of Judges showcases the corruption of
humankind through some of the most violent stories in the Bible.

A�er a period of oppression, the Israelites would reach a breaking point where
they would cry out for God to save them. In his time and love, God would raise up
deliverers—called judges—to rescue his people. This era of the judges—and
the cycle of turning from God, being defeated, crying out to God, and being
delivered—lasted more than 300 years until the first king of Israel was put in place.

JUDGES Q&A

What was the role of a judge?

The main verbs associated with the judges are “to judge” and “to deliver.” The
judges in the Bible had to acknowledge (judge) that the people had wandered
away from God, and then rescue (deliver) the people from the consequences of
their sins.

In what ways did God’s people disobey?

The Bible doesn’t always state exactly how the people strayed in each instance.
However, before the first judge, Othniel, we are told that they married into
the families of neighboring nations and served their gods (Judges 3:1–6). This
practice of intermarrying and worshiping idols was repeated by the people
continuously, as we see them serving the Baals, Ashtoreths, Asherahs, gods of
Aram, Sidon, Moab, Ammorites, and others.

How were the people oppressed?

Other nations in the land—such as the Philistines, Moabites, and Canaanites—
dominated them. They su�ered physical, economic, social, and religious
oppression. These periods of oppression (one as long as 40 years) had lasting
e�ects on the people.

What does it mean when “the Spirit of the Lord came upon” someone in 
the Old Testament?

Many of the judges are described as having “the Spirit of the Lord come upon”
them. (See, for example, Judges 3:10; 6:34; 11:29; 15:14.) In the Old Testament,
people were not permanently filled with the Holy Spirit as believers in Jesus
are today. Instead, God would allow the Spirit to temporarily enable people to
accomplish extraordinary tasks to fulfill God’s purposes.

THE CYCLE PATTERN IN

THE BOOK OF JUDGES

TIME LINE

Israel Is Oppressed

God Raises up a Deliverer

Israel Cries Out

Israel Is at Peace

Israel Is Delivered

Israel Disobeys

JUDGE MEANING
OF NAME SCRIPTURE TRIBE ENEMY YEARS OF 

OPPRESSION*
YEARS OF 

SERVICE/PEACE*

1 Othniel | The First Judge Lion of God Judges 3:7–11
(1:12–14) Judah Mesopotamians 8 40

2 Ehud | The Le
-Handed Judge Strong Judges 3:12–30 Benjamin Moabites 18 80

3 Shamgar | The One-Verse Judge Cupbearer Judges 3:31 Unknown Philistines Unknown Unknown

4 Deborah | The Female Judge Bee Judges 4:1–5:31 Ephraim Canaanites 20 40

5 Gideon | The Valiant Judge A cutting down Judges 6:1–8:32 Manasseh Midianites 7 40

6 Tola | The Hill Country Judge Scarlet Judges 10:1–2 Issachar Unknown Unknown 23

7 Jair | The “30” Judge The Lord 
enlightens Judges 10:3–5 Manasseh Unknown Unknown 22

8 Jephthah | The Vowing Judge He opens Judges 10:6–12:7 Manasseh Philistines and 
Ammonites 18 6

9 Ibzan | The Marrying Judge Splendid Judges 12:8–10 Judah Unknown Unknown 7

10 Elon | The Decade-long Judge Oak Judges 12:11–12 Zebulun Unknown Unknown 10

11 Abdon | The Grandfather Judge Service Judges 12:13–15 Ephraim Unknown Unknown 8

12 Samson | The Foolish Judge Distinguished 
/ Sun Judges 13:1–16:31 Dan Philistines 40 20

13 Eli | The Neglectful Judge Exalted is the 
Lord 1 Samuel 1:1–4:18 Levi Family strife Unknown 40

14 Samuel | The Transitional Judge Heard of God 1 Samuel 1; 3; 7–13;
15–16; 25:1; 28 Levi National strife Unknown Possibly 40

2100 BC

1850 BC

1400 BC

1350 BC

1050 BC

600 BC

PATRIARCHS 
Abraham lived 2166–1991 BC
Isaac lived 2066–1886 BC
Jacob lived 2005–1859 BC

SERVANT LEADERS 
Moses led Israel 1446–1406 BC
Joshua led Israel 1406–1391 BC

ISRAEL IN EGYPT

JUDGES 
Various Judges—Othniel, Ehud, Shamgar, Deborah,

Gideon, Tola, Jair, Jephthah, Ibzan, Elon, Abdon,
and Samson—led Israel 1350–1050 BC

Eli led Israel 1100–1060 BC
Samuel led Israel 1060–1020 BC

KINGS 
King Saul reigned 1051–1011 BC
King David reigned 1011–971 BC
King Solomon reigned 971–931 BC
Kings of the divided kingdom reigned 931–586 BC

All dates are approximate. The era of servant leaders and judges is based on the
exodus occurring at 1446 BC. Some Bible scholars date the exodus instead at 1290 BC,
which means the era of the judges would have occurred at about 1194–1050 BC.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONSDISCUSSION QUESTIONSDISCUSSION QUESTIONS
• During the era of judges, the people repeatedly turned • During the era of judges, the people repeatedly turned • During the era of judges, the people repeatedly turned 

to false gods. What might have been some reasons to false gods. What might have been some reasons to false gods. What might have been some reasons 
why they put their trust in idols instead of in the true why they put their trust in idols instead of in the true why they put their trust in idols instead of in the true 
Lord of Lords? Lord of Lords? Lord of Lords? 

• How is our society today similar to that of the era of • How is our society today similar to that of the era of • How is our society today similar to that of the era of 
the judges? How is it di� erent?the judges? How is it di� erent?the judges? How is it di� erent?

• The judges had very di� erent backgrounds and • The judges had very di� erent backgrounds and • The judges had very di� erent backgrounds and 
attributes. What does this tell you about God’s ability attributes. What does this tell you about God’s ability attributes. What does this tell you about God’s ability 
to use you?to use you?to use you?

• Give an example of how God rescued you when you • Give an example of how God rescued you when you • Give an example of how God rescued you when you 
started going down the wrong path. How have you started going down the wrong path. How have you started going down the wrong path. How have you 
seen God intervene in times that seemed the darkest?seen God intervene in times that seemed the darkest?seen God intervene in times that seemed the darkest?

*Years of Oppression is the time period when God allowed the Israelites to be to overpowered by their enemies. Years of Service/Peace is the time period when God raised up a judge to lead the Israelites to defeat their 
oppressors and bring peace to the land. (See the Cycle Pattern on page 5.)
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Locations of the Judges

1. Othniel - Debir (Judges 1:11–13) 
2. Ehud - Gilgal (Judges 3:19)
3. Shamgar – Possibly Beth-Anath 

(Judges 3:31)
4. Deborah – Between Bethel and 

Ramah (Judges 4:5)
5. Gideon – Ophrah (Judges 6:11)
6. Tola – Shamir (Judges 10:1)
7. Jair – Kamon in Gilead 

(Judges 10:5)
8. Jephthah – Gilead, possibly 

Ramoth-gilead (Judges 10:8; 11:1) 
9. Ibzan – Bethlehem (Judges 12:8)
10. Elon – Zebulun (Judges 12:11–12)
11. Abdon – Pirathon (Judges 12:13)
12. Samson – Zorah (Judges 13:2)
13. Eli – Shiloh (1 Samuel 1:3, 9)
14. Samuel – Ramah (1 Samuel 7:17) 
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