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FEARLESS, GODLY WOMEN
Judges 4:1-24

The media pundits today act as though female leadership is
something new, something that has never been tried. Conclusions like
that are foolish and ignorant. Even in my lifetime the world has
known the historical leadership of Margaret Thatcher, the iron lady
of Great Britain. A few of centuries before her there was Queen
Elizabeth I who established relative peace and tranquility in a culture
often torn by the struggle between Protestant and Catholic power
wars. She was left the task of cleaning up the mess her sister Bloody
Mary had left behind, and she did it admirably. 

There is a huge difference between female leaders of the past
who have evidenced strong convictions and character, and the
puppets of political correctness who are presented to us as viable
candidates for leadership today. Honesty is not the same as expedient
lying, and the results are drastically different.

In the ancient context of the Judges, women played a far
different role than they do in our enlightened age. For a woman to
rise to the surface and exercise successful leadership of a nation, clan,
or family was highly unusual. The typical culture of the Middle
Eastern people groups in the 13  century B.C. treated women muchth

like modern Sharia Law does. It was a patriarchal world and women
were seldom tapped for leadership positions.

God doesn’t struggle with gender inequality. He has stated very
clearly His plan for families and churches to operate in an orderly
fashion. Typically, that plan does not put women in charge of men.
However, God is free to use whoever He chooses to deliver His
people from the consequences of their sins—which was the case once
again for His people Israel. While there is a tendency for humans to
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glory in what appears to be an exception to the rule—a woman leader
and woman warrior—the real focus is to be on God who raises up
individuals and arranges circumstances for the benefit of His people
—regardless of who He chooses to use. 

God Made Deborah the Leader (vv.1-9).

Reading through the book of Judges we tend to think, “Same
old same old” (vv.1-3). Israel did evil again. And the people of Israel
again did what was evil in the sight of the LORD after Ehud died
(v.1). Again we come face-to-face with the freedom God grants
humanity and again the result was failure to chose righteousness. We
were encouraged to read that chapter three ended with the words, So
Moab was subdued that day under the hand of Israel. And the land
had rest for eighty years (Judges 3:30). The implication is that while
Ehud was alive the people continued to live faithfully with God.
Apparently, Ehud not only delivered the people from their oppressors
but also had a restraining influence that kept the people from evil for
about 80 years.

That is just like the work of the Supreme Deliverer and Judge
Jesus Christ. He fought and won the battle with sin and Satan on the
cross. Because He won, He offers the freedom of salvation from sin’s
power and penalty to all who will accept Him by faith. But the
freedom He gives is not just a future escape from the penalty of hell.
Rather Christ delivers us from the power of and slavery to sin
throughout this life.

The people’s response after Ehud’s deliverance demonstrates
the principle that if we require the oversight of an authority to keep
us from doing evil, we are not walking in fellowship with Jesus. We
see this principle lived out by children who grow up in Christian
homes, attend Bible preaching churches, and graduate from Christian
schools. They claim they are born again, but the live in sin just like
every other sinner in the world because Mom or the Preacher or the
Principle is not there to enforce “law.” Their problem is that they do
not have God the Holy Spirit “umpiring” in their hearts (Col. 3:15).

God gave deliverance, the people chose to sin again, and God
sold Israel again. And the LORD sold them into the hand of Jabin
king of Canaan, who reigned in Hazor. The commander of his army
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was Sisera, who lived in Harosheth-hagoyim (v.2). We must not miss
the fact that the people sold themselves to evil. God had given them
freedom to love and serve Him. They, being lured by the siren song
of popular religion, abandoned God’s freedom and entered slavery to
the lust of the flesh.

When the people sold themselves as slaves to sin, God sold
them to an evil tyrant. This was an inevitable consequence. The
relatives and forefathers of these people proved the connection so
many times before. We and our friends and relatives prove that the
same connection is in effect today. We flirt with sin, God warns us to
quit it, we ignore God’s warning, then one day we are addicted to the
sin we thought we could control. The history of Israel is replete with
this principle of the people selling themselves to do evil, and God
selling them like so many slaves.

The warning from God is still clear. He essentially says to us,
“So you think you want to play  with sin and keep it as your pet?” In
God’s plan, your pet will grow to be a monster and God will sell you
to the tyrant. In this case, God sold Israel into the hand of Jabin king
of Canaan, who reigned in Hazor.  Joshua had defeated the king of
Hazor and destroyed his city (Josh. 11:10). That should have been the
end of history for the city. But even in Joshua’s day the people in
Naphtali were indifferent towards God’s command to continue to
subdue the unrighteous people. Their indifference resulted in the
Canaanites rebuilding the city (Judges 1:33). Now Jabin the
Canaanite who ruled from Hazor (about 10 miles NW of Sea of
Galilee) had become a menace to all of Israel.

The general of Jabin’s army was Sisera and he was making life
miserable for God’s people. There is another simple principle found
in the Bible. It says, “Just do the simple things God requires of us in
order not to cause bigger trouble down the line.” We know how that
works in very common, practical matters of life. If you are not
ambitious enough to change the oil in your car, don’t whine when a
few years later you need to spend thousands of dollars for a new
engine. If you are not ambitious enough to read your Bible and pray
every day, don’t whine when you realize that you and your family are
slaves to sin, and sin is not nice to you.

The consequences of sin were not nice to Israel. They responded
by crying out to the Lord again. Then the people of Israel cried out to
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the LORD for help, for he had 900 chariots of iron and he oppressed
the people of Israel cruelly for twenty years (v.3). The consequences
of sin were painful and the people of Israel whined. Actually, their
response was more like a desperate cry for help. Jabin’s army was
well equipped with 900 iron-clad chariots which would indicate a lot
of other topnotch equipment for war. A ragtag volunteer army made
up of Israeli farmers was no match for 900 charioteers. Seeing those
chariots spread out across the valley would have been an awesome
sight. It also caused a horrible life for the Israelis. Sisera cruelly or
violently crushed the life out of the people for twenty years.

Try to imagine the horror of living for twenty years in a nation,
under a dictator, who steals away all of our freedoms. No more
freedom of speech, no more freedom to worship, no more freedom to
live where you want to live, or work where you want to work. Sadly,
many of our Christian brothers and sisters do not have to imagine
this. It is the stark reality of life for them. It could easily be the stark
reality of American culture within ten years. We, too, would cry out
to God.

With no break in the story we suddenly read, Now Deborah, a
prophetess. God sent a message to His people through His messenger.
God’s messenger was Deborah who sat under a palm tree. Now
Deborah, a prophetess, the wife of Lappidoth, was judging Israel at
that time.  She used to sit under the palm of Deborah between Ramah
and Bethel in the hill country of Ephraim, and the people of Israel
came up to her for judgment (vv.4-5). She just kind of pops up in the
story with the words, “Now Deborah.” We know very little about her.
Her name means “bee.” She was a honey bee to her friends and a
hornet to her enemies.

A woman leader in that age, in that culture, was rare. A woman
prophet was rare too. We know of only two other women prophets.
Miriam the sister of Moses and Huldah who interpreted the book of
the Law that Josiah’s workers found in the temple, and who relayed
to the king God’s message of coming  judgment because of sin.

This prophetess Deborah was also judging. The word indicates
that the people were regularly coming to her for decisions or
judgments in the tough cases. Acting as a judge was not a one-time
thing but what she did as a vocation. Not a one-time thing, but she
was a “decider” of the people.
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As a prophetess, she received messages from God and this
particular message involved Barak. She told him that God
commanded him. She sent and summoned Barak the son of Abinoam
from Kedesh-naphtali and said to him, “Has not the LORD, the God
of Israel, commanded you” (v.6). The brevity of this story is almost
refreshing. We don’t get bogged down with who is related to whom
and what their lineage says about them. Obviously, Barak was a
somewhat important or at least well known to Deborah. Probably he
was in charge of Israel’s somewhat volunteer army. The important
thing is that God commanded Barak to step up to the plate and lead
in delivering Israel from Jabin.

God’s message to Barak was simply a command for him to do
his part. “Go, gather your men at Mount Tabor, taking 10,000 from
the people of Naphtali and the people of Zebulun” (v.6b). God’s
command was to gather the volunteers at Mount Tabor. Specifically
God commanded that the soldiers be taken from only the tribes of
Naphtali and Zebulun. Calling soldiers from two particular tribes
might be due to the fact that those were the people most oppressed by
Jabin. Reading in the next chapter, we learn that there is a possibility
that Barak also called some people from Ephraim and Benjamin
(5:14), Issachar and Reuben (5:15).

There was no battle plan described at this point. It was simply
necessary for Barak to get the army together and trust God. We do
our part and God will do His part. The battle plan was simple and
didn’t require a whole lot from Barak. God said, “You get the army
together, and I will draw out Sisera, the general of Jabin’s army, to
meet you by the river Kishon with his chariots and his troops, and I
will give him into your hand” (v.7). That should be easy enough. God
planned to draw out Sisera to meet the Israeli army. God promised to
give Jabin’s army into Barak’s hands. What could be simpler? All
Barak had to do was trust God! 

Have you ever noticed how difficult it is for people who are
enslaved to sin to simply trust God to deliver them? He states His
plan so clearly by revealing that He has already provided the payment
for sin through the shed blood of Jesus Christ. All He requires is that
we say the same thing about ourselves and our sin that He says, and,
trusting His promise, accept Christ’s payment to cover our sins. But
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most people don’t trust God because it seems too easy. They feel
compelled to fight the battle in their own strength.

A timid servant agreed to obey God—if the prophetess would
accompany him in battle. Barak said to her, “If you will go with me,
I will go, but if you will not go with me, I will not go” (v.8). Why the
need for the security blanket? What kind of a general, what kind of
man was this guy? He needed to depend on Deborah in the battle? He
was a man of weak faith. God’s promise of victory was clear and
should have been sufficient for him to go and obey God. He sinned
by linking his obedience to the presence of the prophetess. But let’s
not forget that God ranked him as a hero of faith right between
Gideon and Samson in Hebrews 11:32-34.

Okay, Deborah agreed to go with the general, but, because of
his weak faith, God would get glory through a woman. And she said,
“I will surely go with you. Nevertheless, the road on which you are
going will not lead to your glory, for the LORD will sell Sisera into
the hand of a woman.” Then Deborah arose and went with Barak to
Kedesh (v.9). Deborah was not afraid to go into battle because she
trusted what God said. As is often the case, the weaker vessel (1 Peter
3:7) had the stronger faith. Why is it true in the American culture that
the wife often lives in deeper fellowship with the Lord than the
husband does? Maybe it is a question of pride. Maybe men are too
proud to admit they have to depend on God.

Notice how the prophetess rebuked the general of God’s people
for choosing to go down the wrong road. Was not Barak obeying God
to go into battle? Doubting God’s Word is not the same as trusting
obedience. It is rather like Thomas’s statement, “Let’s go with Him
that we may die with Him.” That is evidence of great loyalty but not
faith.

God Used Jael to Deliver His People (vv.10-24).

The timid man was actually an effective leader. In obedience to
God’s command, Barak called God’s people to service (vv.10-13).
Israel didn’t have a standing army. Therefore, it was necessary for
Barak to issue the call to gather an army of volunteers. And Barak
called out Zebulun and Naphtali to Kedesh. And 10,000 men went up
at his heels, and Deborah went up with him (v.10). God called out
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Barak, and now Barak calls out warriors to do God’s will. A sizeable
army showed up even without internet, email, Facebook, or texting.

And then there is this information about Heber right in the
middle of the army getting ready to go to war. Now Heber the Kenite
had separated from the Kenites, the descendants of Hobab the
father-in-law of Moses, and had pitched his tent as far away as the
oak in Zaanannim, which is near Kedesh (v.11). What is this all
about? The Kenites, relatives of Moses’s father-in-law, accompanied
the Israelites as they entered the Promised Land (Numbers 24:21-22).
Heber broke off from the family, and from Israel, and at this point
was allied to some extent with Jabin and the Canaanites. The
statement is made here because Heber the Kenite will figure
significantly in the story.

Barak called out an army and the enemy responded as one
would expect. When Sisera was told that Barak the son of Abinoam
had gone up to Mount Tabor, Sisera called out all his chariots, 900
chariots of iron, and all the men who were with him, from
Harosheth-hagoyim to the river Kishon (vv.12-13). Of course the
enemy would respond when 10,000 soldiers gather to rebel against
his subjugation. But actually, the enemy had to respond because God
was orchestrating this whole thing. God summoned Barak (v.6).
Barak called out for volunteers and God moved on the hearts of
10,000 soldiers (v.10). God promised to draw out Sisera to battle
(v.7). Therefore, we are not surprised at all that Sisera called out all
his chariots instead of ignoring the gathering of Israelis. This all had
to happen.

Barak obeyed God’s message. And Deborah said to Barak,
“Up! For this is the day in which the LORD has given Sisera into
your hand. Does not the LORD go out before you?” So Barak went
down from Mount Tabor with 10,000 men following him (v.14).
Marching down the slopes of Mt. Tabor into 900 charioteers waiting
in the valley would certainly appear to be foolhardy. But God made
the difference. Deborah informed Barak, “For this is the day in which
the LORD has given Sisera into your hand.” She said, “Does not the
LORD go out before you?” Barak could engage the enemy with all
confidence because God promised to take matters into His own
hands.
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Are not other Bible promises just as certain for us?  What about
the promise, For He has said, “I will never leave you nor forsake
you” (Hebrews 13:5b). Or Jesus’ promise, “Come to me, all who
labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest” (Matthew 11:28).
Or the great promise about our dreaded enemy, For sin will have no
dominion over you, since you are not under law but under grace
(Romans 6:14). So do we trust God on these matters like Barak
promised God?

We should because again the Lord proved that He is the most
effective warrior (vv.15-24). The Lord routed the enemy. Barak did
his part because he trusted God. God did His part. And the LORD
routed Sisera and all his chariots and all his army before Barak by
the edge of the sword. And Sisera got down from his chariot and fled
away on foot (v.15). The statement is clear and simple. The Lord
routed Sisera. But we like more information. What did God do? How
did God route Sisera? In Deborah’s song we will read a hint. “From
heaven the stars fought, from their courses they fought against
Sisera” (Judges 5:20). When God gives a promise, we can be
absolutely certain that He will do His part.

While God was arranging for the outcome of the battle, Barak
got busy and did his part. And Barak pursued the chariots and the
army to Harosheth-hagoyim, and all the army of Sisera fell by the
edge of the sword; not a man was left (v.16). This is a picture of the
tension between God’s sovereign control and human responsibility.
God chooses to work through us to accomplish His will. God
ordained human work from the outset of creation. We should not be
surprised at this tension. In perfect paradise God required human
work. In the beginning, The LORD God took the man and put him in
the garden of Eden to work it and keep it (Genesis 2:15).

So now God expects us to pursue fellowship with Him through
reading His Word and prayer. So now God saves people as we go into
all the world and preach the gospel. So now God elects, draws and
gives faith, but we must “believe on the Lord Jesus Christ;” we must
“believe in our hearts and confess with our mouths.”

The Lord arranged most unusual circumstances. But Sisera fled
away on foot to the tent of Jael, the wife of Heber the Kenite, for
there was peace between Jabin the king of Hazor and the house of
Heber the Kenite. And Jael came out to meet Sisera and said to him,
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“Turn aside, my lord; turn aside to me; do not be afraid.” So he
turned aside to her into the tent, and she covered him with a rug.
And he said to her, “Please give me a little water to drink, for I am
thirsty.” So she opened a skin of milk and gave him a drink and
covered him. And he said to her, “Stand at the opening of the tent,
and if any man comes and asks you, ‘Is anyone here?’ say, ‘No.’” But
Jael the wife of Heber took a tent peg, and took a hammer in her
hand. Then she went softly to him and drove the peg into his temple
until it went down into the ground while he was lying fast asleep from
weariness. So he died. (vv.17-21).

Sisera fleeing on foot makes us think that God sent one of His
“special” cloud bursts to neutralize the chariots in the mud. That a
fleeing warrior was thirsty was not unusual. That Sisera would
happen to be running near the tent of Jael is not even all that unusual.
This was not far from the place where Sisera had been staying and not
far from Hazor. There was peace between Heber and Jabin. Sisera had
no reason to expect that Jael had evil intent for him. That the warrior
would drink milk and go to sleep is completely unexpected. Okay he
was tired and thirsty. One would almost expect Jael was up to
something to offer the guy warm milk instead of water. 

That the man ended up with tent pet in his head was not at all
what anyone expected. We would expect the woman who was at
peace with Jabin to treat his general with respect. There is nothing in
the story to make us suspect there was a problem. Something in the
story is missing, as is the case with many stories in life. For some
reason Jael was opposed to Jabin or Sisera. Did God bring something
into the relationship that caused animus days or months earlier?
Clearly this unexpected action was stimulated by God.

Yes, driving a tent peg through the man’s head seems gruesome.
But this was war. This was God protecting His nation of Israel from
ungodly people who had enslaved them (cf. Egypt, and all the other
national enemies). In the future, at Armageddon, God will do the
same kind of thing in behalf of His nation Israel. “What would Jesus
do?” is not a question that fits very well when dealing with National
Israel.

God subdued Jabin (vv.22-24). God used the woman Jael to
fulfill what He had prophesied. And behold, as Barak was pursuing
Sisera, Jael went out to meet him and said to him, “Come, and I will
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show you the man whom you are seeking.” So he went in to her tent,
and there lay Sisera dead, with the tent peg in his temple (v.22).
Suddenly the promise that God had given through Deborah hit Barak
like a brick. “Nevertheless, the road on which you are going will not
lead to your glory, for the LORD will sell Sisera into the hand of a
woman” (v.9). Now Barak observed the fulfillment of God’s promise
with his own eyes.

God used His beleaguered people to accomplish His will. So on
that day God subdued Jabin the king of Canaan before the people of
Israel. And the hand of the people of Israel pressed harder and
harder against Jabin the king of Canaan, until they destroyed Jabin
king of Canaan (vv.23-24).

God does not need me and He does not need you. But God
chooses to use weak, faithless, and failing humans to accomplish His
will. Therefore, we are wise to believe Him, wise to act according to
faith, and wise to give Him glory every time we see the work of His
hand.
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