The Bleak Midwinter of the Soul #3

“(Wo)man of the Hour”
Judges 4-5
Throughout history certain men have risen to the occasion at a crucial time and led his people to victory. Men like George Washington and Winston Churchill come to mind. Often such individuals are dubbed, “Man of the Hour” for their timely heroics.

The book of Judges features a number of men who would fit into this category—men who come along at a critical time in Israel’s history and lead God’s people to victory. In chapter three we saw three men whom God called and equipped to perform the necessary work to deliver their oppressed citizens. Each could be rightly called “Man of the Hour” in their respective times. In chapters four and five we are introduced to another such rescuer, but with an interesting twist.

It wasn’t a man.

No, the hero of Judges 4-5 is not the “Man of the Hour,” but rather the “(Wo)man of the Hour,” as I am entitling this message. That may not sound all that strange in our day, as we have seen women as heads of state and leading in a variety of capacities. In the ancient world, however, this was unusual indeed. I believe we can learn from this event in the time of the Judges and apply it to today.

We begin reading in Judges 4:1-3,

After Ehud died, the Israelites once again did evil in the eyes of the Lord. So the Lord sold them into the hands of Jabin, a king of Canaan, who reigned in Hazor. The commander of his army was Sisera, who lived in Harosheth Haggoyim. Because he had nine hundred iron chariots and had cruelly oppressed the Israelites for twenty years, they cried to the Lord for help.
Last week we read in chapter three that for eighty years, the Israelites had enjoyed rest because of the leadership of Ehud, the longest period of peace recorded in the Book of Judges. We would expect Judges 4:1 to read “when Shamgar was dead” since Shamgar is the judge last named. But Shamgar’s ministry was local and contemporary with that of Deborah, as we will see in Judges 5:6–7. Meanwhile, Ehud exercised authority over all the land and was the architect of the eighty years of rest. But no sooner had this godly judge passed from the scene than the people lapsed back into idolatry, and God had to punish them. Israel as portrayed in the Book of Judges illustrates the difference between “religious reformation” and “spiritual revival.” Reformation temporarily changes outward conduct while revival permanently alters inward character.
 As long as Ehud (or any other godly leader) was around, the people followed God; but as soon as the leadership changed, the allegiance of the people went right out the window. Unfortunately the same can be said in many churches today, where the congregation is faithful to the Lord as long as the pastor is on the scene; but if the pastor leaves, many people leave or stop faithfully supporting the church. Makes you wonder whom they’re really following.

The focus of attention now switches from the southern tribes—the emphasis of chapter three—to the northern tribes, and the threat from Jabin and Sisera, far from concerning relatively small tracts of territory, involved six of the tribes in actual conflict. It was the first major threat of the period of the judges.
 

In those days Canaan was made up of a number of city-states, each of which was ruled by a king. “Jabin” was probably a royal title (like “Pharaoh” for the kings of Egypt) rather than a given name. Joshua had defeated another “Jabin” at Hazor almost one hundred years earlier, according to Joshua 11:1–11.
 Many scholars have suggested that the accounts of Joshua 11 and Judges 4, 5 have been confused by the historian, or that the great name of Joshua attracted to itself a sweeping victory gained a century later mainly by the tribes of Zebulun and Naphtali. There are, however, no insoluble difficulties in the narrative as it stands.
 Joshua had burned Hazor a century before, but the Canaanites had rebuilt it and occupied it.
 

Hazor was a fortified city in the territory of Naphtali, about ten miles north of the Sea of Galilee, close to what is now the Israel-Lebanon border. It was at one time the most powerful city in northern Canaan, and its impressive ruins can still be seen today.
 With his large army, Jabin was securely in control of the land. As you read the text, however, you get the impression that it was Sisera, the captain of Jabin’s army, who was the real power in the land.

The name Sisera is non-Semitic, possibly Illyrian, and therefore Sisera was likely a member of the so-called Sea People who arrived in Canaan from the Mediterranean region in the early Iron Age. The Philistines probably arrived as part of the same influx of people from this general area, settling in the southern portion of Canaan.

From the fortress city Harosheth-hagoyim (literally, Harosheth of the Gentiles) Sisera controlled the entire valley. The power of his army was absolute, for the Canaanites had mastered the art of iron smelting and had built nine hundred chariots that were overlaid with iron. This gave them complete mastery of the valleys and plains and enabled them to put down speedily even the slightest hint of an uprising. Against the armies of Canaan, Israel was powerless.

In those difficult days in the last quarter of the thirteenth century b.c., a generation of Canaanite oppression had left Israel weakened and nearly defenseless. Not only her continued occupation of the northern portion of the country, but her very existence was in jeopardy.

A “Man of the Hour” was desperately needed!
A Weak Warrior

We begin tonight, however, with a weak warrior. Reading from Judges 4:4-9,

Deborah, a prophetess, the wife of Lappidoth, was leading Israel at that time. She held court under the Palm of Deborah between Ramah and Bethel in the hill country of Ephraim, and the Israelites came to her to have their disputes decided. She sent for Barak son of Abinoam from Kedesh in Naphtali and said to him, “The Lord, the God of Israel, commands you: ‘Go, take with you ten thousand men of Naphtali and Zebulun and lead the way to Mount Tabor. I will lure Sisera, the commander of Jabin’s army, with his chariots and his troops to the Kishon River and give him into your hands.’ ” 

Barak said to her, “If you go with me, I will go; but if you don’t go with me, I won’t go.” 

“Very well,” Deborah said, “I will go with you. But because of the way you are going about this, the honor will not be yours, for the Lord will hand Sisera over to a woman.”
This passage begins with Deborah, whose story we will consider more in a moment. She is called a prophetess and a judge. Deborah was not the only woman called a prophet in the Bible; there was Miriam in Exodus 15:20, Huldah in 2 Kings 22 and 2 Chronicles 34, Anna in Luke 2:36, and the four daughters of Philip the Evangelist “who prophesied” according to Acts 21:9.
 Men and women prayed and prophesied in the church at Corinth according to 1 Corinthians 11:4-5.

Yet Deborah was the first (and only) woman to serve as a judge over Israel. The divine selection of Deborah may indicate that, at that time, there were no men willing and able to do the job.
 John Phillips observes,

It says something for the deplorable spiritual condition of God’s people that, not only was there no man in the country willing to strike a blow for God in this oppression, but there was no man either with whom God was on speaking terms. The only person in touch with God was a woman named Deborah, a prophetess, the wife of an unsung man named Lapidoth. Deborah judged Israel for a time, then she called for Barak.

According to the biblical principle of headship in 1 Corinthians 11:1-16, God has vested leadership in the things of God in the man. Usually when we find a woman in the Bible taking the lead in spiritual things, it is a sign that something is out of place. Such a condition is an indictment of the men who should take the leadership of God’s people. In Barak’s day the men were so concerned with their own affairs that God had to find a woman to do what a man should have been doing…. God is not a prisoner to His own laws (1 Cor. 11:1-22; 14:34-37; I Tim. 2:7-15). When He cannot find a man, He will use a woman.

In this passage we see in Barak a man of weak and timid faith, losing much by his hesitancy, yet used of God and lifted to a stronger faith by the inspiration of Deborah.
 Certainly he was less than enthusiastic about the Lord’s plan.
 When Deborah charges Barak solemnly in the name of the Lord to go, Barak responds by imposing a condition: “If you go with me, I will go, but if you will not go with me, I will not go.”
Deborah is clearly taken aback, as her rejoinder in verse 9 shows. Saving Israel by force of arms is man’s work. Barak has already received his orders and has been assured of victory. She will go with him if he insists, but he will have a price to pay: “I will go with you, but there will be no glory for you as you follow this course of action, for it will be into the hand of a woman that Yahweh will sell Sisera.” 

Warren Wiersbe writes, “We know that ‘God’s commandments are God’s enablements’ and that we should obey His will in spite of circumstances, feelings, or consequences. But we don’t always do it!”

Now, to his credit, Barak was not always weak; when the time came he responded to the inspiring call of faith and became a hero.
 He is, after all, listed among the heroes of faith in Hebrews chapter eleven! But when the victory is ultimately achieved, Barak is not the one who takes down the enemy. He can only stand and stare at what someone else has accomplished.
 Instead of being the “Man of the Hour,” Barak was a weak warrior.

A Willing Woman

Next we see a willing woman…actually two of them. First is Deborah, mentioned above. During this period of spiritual apathy and economic hardship, the priests and the heads of the tribes proved unfit to lead the people. Because they, too, had participated in the general apostasy, God raised up a woman named Deborah to be his representative—p the only woman numbered among the judges.

This was an act of grace on God’s part, but it was also an act of humiliation for the Israelites; for they lived in a male-dominated society that wanted only mature male leadership. The words of Isaiah 3:12 are fitting here: “As for My people, children are their oppressors, and women rule over them.” For God to give His people a woman judge was to treat them like little children, which is exactly what they were spiritually!
 
The Hebrew name Deborah meant “bee,” and as A. B. Simpson suggests, “She was well provided with the sting as well as the honey, and knew how to stir up Barak by wholesome severity as well as encourage him by holy inspiration.”
 She certainly lived up to her name! Deborah is said to be the wife of Lappidoth, about whom we know nothing more than his name. Some surmise that since the name Lappidoth means “torches,” and the name Barak means “lightning,” that they are one and the same person, that Barak was the husband of Deborah. Yet this rests upon very flimsy evidence.
 Barak and Deborah were not married to each other.

From Judges 4 it seems that Deborah lived such a godly and consistent life that people began consulting her about spiritual matters. She judged them by her knowledge of the Scriptures available to her and in time developed a reputation for wisdom and sagacity. As her reputation grew, she found it necessary to spend more and more time sitting outside her humble home under a palm tree. There people came to consult her about their relationship with the Lord, His law, or anything they may have done that has caused them to experience feelings of guilt or inner misgivings. It is to Deborah that the word of the Lord comes in verse 6. She acted promptly and sent a messenger to summon Barak to meet with her.

Deborah was a powerful instrument in God’s hands to receive His words of instruction and declare them to the people, and she encouraged the Israelites to trust God completely and obey Him faithfully. She was God’s courageous mouthpiece in a dark and dismal time in Israel’s history.
 Certainly she was a bright star in the black sky of the period of the Judges, like those we considered in our last study.

As for the battle itself, the Canaanites depended on their 900 iron chariots to give them the advantage they needed as they met the Israelite army. What they didn’t know was that the Lord would send a fierce rainstorm that would make the Kishon River overflow and turn the battlefield into a sea of mud. The water and mud would severely impede the mobility of the Canaanite chariots and horses, making it easy for the Israelites to attack and slaughter the enemy. The trap worked, and the enemy army was wiped out.

Sisera himself escaped and found himself among the people of Heber the Kenite. Since Sisera knew that Heber and his people were friendly toward Jabin, this settlement seemed a good place to stop and rest. When Heber’s wife, Jael, came out to meet Sisera and invited him into her tent, the Canaanite captain was sure that he was at last safe. After all, in that culture nobody would dare enter a wife’s tent except her husband. Jael gave him milk instead of water and then covered him with a blanket, and he was confident that he had found a dependable ally and could rest in peace. 

But when Sisera was in a deep sleep, Jael killed him by pounding a tent peg through his head. In the Eastern nomadic tribes, it was the women who put up and took down the tents; so Jael knew how to use a hammer. When Barak arrived on the scene, he discovered that his enemy was dead and that Deborah’s prediction had been fulfilled.
 It is Jael who finally emerges as the real hero of the story.

Now, before we pass judgment on Jael’s violent and gruesome actions, how many of us have lived in similar circumstances? What she did (and what Ehud did in chapter 3) could be compared to the heroic actions of Dietrich Bonhoeffer or Corrie ten Boom and her family during the Nazi occupation in World War II. Her willingness to become involved—when she was living in peace and luxury as a result of her husband’s treaty with Jabin—was most commendable.

A Wise Warning

We conclude with a wise warning emerging from the Song of Deborah in Judges 5. To commemorate a national victory with songs was a common practice in biblical times, as seen in Exodus 15:1-18; Numbers 21:27-30; Deuteronomy 32:1-43 and 1 Samuel 18:7. The “Book of the Wars of the Lord” and the “Book of Jashar” mentioned in the Old Testament were probably collections of such songs.
 The Song of Deborah is one of the finest examples of an ode of triumph preserved in Israelite literature and it is generally agreed that it is contemporary with the events it describes.

The song begins in verse 2, “When the princes in Israel take the lead, when the people willingly offer themselves—praise the Lord!” I wonder if this is not a subtle jab at Barak’s initial hesitancy, and the general lack of male leadership and involvement at the time! Perhaps it was Deborah’s way of saying, “It’s about time you men act like men!”

Throughout this song, Deborah is careful to give the glory to God. In verse three she says, “I will sing to the Lord,” not to anybody else. In verse four it was the Lord who went out and won the victory. Yet there is also seen the responsibility of the people. In verse 12 there is a plea to take action: “Wake up!” The Lord wins the war, but He uses His people to fight the battles. Perhaps today we hear these thoughts echoed in Romans 13:11, “The hour has come for you to wake up from your slumber, because our salvation is nearer now than when we first believed.” This call is issued to the Church—wake up!

In verses 13-18 Deborah commends the tribes who came to fight: Ephraim, Benjamin, Manasseh (“Makir”), Zebulun, Issachar and Naphtali. Reuben and Gad (“Gilead”), from east of the Jordan, and Dan and Asher, from along the coast, are rebuked for not responding. Reuben preferred listening to the shepherd’s flute over answering the trumpet’s call to arms. Gad simply stayed home. The northern tribes, Dan and Asher, busied themselves with their maritime duties, rather than involving themselves with God’s business. Far better would it have been for those tribes to follow the lead of Zebulun and Naphtali who both commended themselves valorously.
 Judah and Simeon are not even mentioned, perhaps because they were already engaged with the Philistines in the south. Levi is not mentioned because it did not have military responsibilities in the kingdom of God.
 

The song concludes by stressing the Lord’s intervention on their behalf and the corollary of this is that those who oppose Him must perish, but those who co-operate with Him will prosper.
 This is the wise warning of the song: Get involved on God’s side!

Once again we see a dark time in the bleak midwinter of Israel’s history. Deborah rises to the challenge; she was indeed the “(Wo)man of the Hour.” She stands in strong contrast with the customs and prejudices of her time—a woman called to lead in a great national crisis, and to stand in the front both of statesmanship and war as the head of the nation.

Deborah was a wonderfully gifted woman and a mighty servant of the Lord. She was a real woman, a wise and capable leader who undoubtedly had more than her share of exhausting and irritating moments. If today we bless Deborah, it is only right to bless the Deborahs of today. Only God knows how many of us have had Deborahs for mothers and sisters and grandmothers. I’m convinced that many Deborahs serve God to this day!

Yet there is another side to this. Where are the men? Tony Evans writes,

I am convinced that the primary cause of this national crisis is the feminization of the American male. When I say feminization, I am not talking about sexual preference. I’m trying to describe a misunderstanding of manhood that has produced a nation of “sissified” men who abdicate their role as spiritual leaders, thus forcing women to fill the vacuum.

When I was in college, one of the hot topics of theological debate was the role of women in the church. Many a heated discussion arose about whether women should preach, teach, or hold office in a local congregation. What about the single female missionaries who served in foreign lands, often preaching, teaching, and evangelizing the natives until they could establish their own church?

I’m not going to delve into those arguments this evening, but I do believe it raises a question not too many were asking back then: Is the rise of female leadership in the church a result of the decline of male involvement? Have men so abdicated their roles in church that women have had to step in, else it would not be done?  I know of men who will argue vehemently against women preaching, teaching, or serving as leaders in church yet they themselves are unwilling to get involved!

As we conclude our study I want to direct our attention to the classic hymn, “Rise Up, O Men of God.” Some hymnals, whose publishers want to be politically correct, have changed the words to “Rise Up, O Church of God,” but I want to specifically challenge the men to answer the call to be the leaders in our homes, churches, and communities that is so desperately needed right now!

Rise up, O men of God! Have done with lesser things;

give heart and mind and soul and strength to serve the King of kings.
Rise up, O men of God! His kingdom tarries long.

Bring in the day of brotherhood and end the night of wrong.

Rise up, O men of God! The Church for you doth wait,

her strength unequal to her task; rise up, and make her great!

Lift high the cross of Christ! Tread where His feet have trod.

As brothers of the Son of man, rise up, O men of God!
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