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Explorers Sunday School 
Trinity United Methodist Church 
Beaumont, Texas 
November 15, 2020 
24th Sunday after Pentecost 
 
Text for this day of the church year:  Judges Chapter Four 
 
And the Israelites continued to do evil in the eyes of the Lord—and Ehud had died. And 
the Lord handed them over to Jabin, king of Canaan, who reigned in Hazor, and the 
commander of his army was Sisera, and he lived in Harosheth-Goiim. And the Israelites 
cried out to the Lord—for [Jabin] had nine hundred iron chariots and he had oppressed 
the Israelites mightily for twenty years.  And Deborah, a prophet-woman, wife of Lapidoth, 
she it was who judged Israel at that time. 
 

The Hebrews were master writers. But they were not overly interested in adjectives and 
explanation. Character is indicated by what the characters do.  The reader must watch for the 
action words, then use his or her imagination to fill in the gaps. This is challenging for modern 
readers, who’re used to being told everything! 
 

The rigid pattern of the book of Judges is:  
• Sin 
• Punishment  
• Outcry to God   
• Deliverer 

 

Judges 4 is fascinating because although it follows this pattern, it contains a pretty big reversal 
of expectation:  The designated Judge/Deliverer … is a woman!  Her gender makes the rigid 
pattern much more interesting. 
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So far, here’s what we know about our female Judge/Deliverer: 
 
Her name is Deborah, which means “bee.” In the Bible, bees are both producers of sweetness 
and symbols of Divine wrath! 
 

 
“…sweeter than honey, quintessence of bees” – Psalm 19:11b 

 
She’s a prophet-woman, ‘ishah nevi’ah.  As we’ll see, this means she has a direct line 
to God’s strategic plans for Israel. 
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Deborah is not called shofet—a judge in the military sense—possibly because as a 
woman she does not go out to fight on behalf of Israel.  At least, not yet.  But she 
judges Israel in the judicial sense. She’s what we’d call an attorney, a legal expert. In her 
open-air office, she gives counsel and settles disputes. This is an unexpected role for a woman 
of her day. 
 

She’s married to Lapidoth. All we know of him is his name.  In Hebrew, Lapidoth 
means “torches” or “enlightened.” Perhaps like Martin David Ginsburg, Lapidoth was 
an enlightened man who rejoiced in his wife’s achievements and held her torch high? 
It would be nice to think so! 
 

And she would sit under the Palm of Deborah between Ramah and Bethel in the high 
country of Ephraim, and Israelites would come up to her for judgment. 

 

 
 

 
 

And she sent and called to Barak son of Abinoam from Kedesh-Naphtali and said to him, 
“Has not the Lord God of Israel charged you:  
 

‘Go, and draw around you on Mount Tabor and take with you ten thousand men from the 
Napthtalites and the Zebulunites. And I shall draw down to you at the Kishon Wadi Sisera, 
the commander of Jabin’s army, and his chariots and his force, and I shall give him into 
your hand.’” 
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Places are important.  Deborah lived near Bethel, “house of God.”  Looking back 
from Deborah’s time to the distant past:  Abraham built an altar near Bethel. 
Abraham’s grandson Jacob had a dream of angels at Bethel, erected a pillar to mark 
the spot, and later built an altar there, where he worshipped the Lord. Perhaps 
Deborah’s proximity to a holy place encouraged her visions?  Mount Tabor is 5.5 
miles southeast of Nazareth and ten miles southwest of the Sea of Galilee. Standing 
alone with no other mountains nearby, it rises 1,350 feet above the plain of Jezreel. A 
place of strategic magnitude, it’s situated where the borders of Issachar, Zebulun, and 
Naphtali meet. 

 
Hebrew wordplay:  Barak is to draw fighters around him, and God will then draw the 
enemy to them. 

 
 

 
“Go.” 
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And Barak said to her, “If you go with me, I will go, and if you do not go with me, I will 
not go.” 

 
 

Barak:  For a man whose name means “lightning,” 
 

 
 

he seems hesitant, timid. He’s afraid of Sisera, and those 900 iron chariots! 
 

But there’s power in partnership!  
 
 

                  
Honey Bee and Lightnin,’ servants of the Most High 

 

 
 

 
Deborah does go with Barak. Barak does muster the two tribes of Israel closest at hand, 
and God delivers every single enemy soldier into their hands.  The emphasis here: God. 
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As for General Sisera, when he sees all is lost, he gets down from his chariot and flees on 
foot.  But he doesn’t get far.  He hides in the tent of an “ally” and falls into an exhausted 
sleep. For the details of his unhappy end, read the rest of Chapter Four. We’re not told 
why Jael did it.  But I’m recalling a song from the musical “Chicago”:  “He Had It 
Coming.” 
 
 

 
 

Jael and Sisera (1620) - Artemisia Gentileschi 

 
 
Judges 4 concludes: 
 
 
And on that day God laid low Jabin king of Canaan before the Israelites. And the hand of 
the Israelites came down even harder upon Jabin king of Canaan until they cut off Jabin 
king of Canaan. 

 
 
“And on that day God…”  Note the main Actor! 
 
“…laid low Jabin king of Canaan”:  King Jabin himself didn’t take part in the battle. 
But his commander, army and equipment were destroyed.  
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In Chapter Five of Judges, Deborah bursts into a lengthy song of celebration,  
and Barak chimes in.  Excerpts:   

 

“When bonds were loosed in Israel, 

when the people answered the call, bless the Lord! … 

Awake, awake, O Deborah, awake, awake, O speak the song. 

Arise, Barak, take your captives, Abinoam’s son!... 

[Jael’s] hand for the tent peg reached out and her right hand for the workman’s hammer… 

where he kneeled he fell, destroyed… 

Thus perish all Your enemies, O Lord! 

And be His friends like the sun coming out in its might.” 

And the land was quiet forty years. 

 
The Song of Deborah is believed to be one of the oldest texts in the Bible, perhaps 
composed around 1100 B.C.E., not long after the battle it recounts. As the Song 
unfolds, it tells not only what happened that day, but what surely would have 
happened to the women of Israel had the battle gone the other way. 
 

The narrative in Judges Four is a hard, clever story, to be appreciated for its literary 
brilliance, and relished for its surprise. 
 

Is there a lesson here for our time?  Perhaps this:  
 
When the odds are overwhelmingly against us,  
when domination systems seem to be winning,  
when we’re surrounded by iron chariots of cruelty, ignorance, disease and strife,  
we still have agency, which God calls us to exercise:  
 
We can embrace the place we live. 
We can practice justice in our personal and collective conduct. 
We can listen for God’s direction.  
We can inventory our gifts and resources.  
We can seek out coalitions. 
We can press forward persistently.  
We can celebrate our victories, and even small steps toward victory.  
We can act like what we are: God’s friends—the sun coming out in its might.   
 
Then, we can stand by to see how God activates all of the above! 
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Deborah and Her Palm Tree, textile art by Adriene Cruz 

 
 
 
Resources: 
 
Revised Common Lectionary, http://www.umcdiscipleship.org 
 
The Hebrew Bible: A Translation with Commentary, Robert Alter 
 
Nelson’s New Illlustrated Bible Dictionary 
 
Dr. John Holbert’s dinner speech at March 2010 Perkins Theological School for the Laity:  
“Things Are Seldom What They Seem: Judges Chapter 4 as a Great Surprise” 
 
Dr. Richard Nelson’s presentation at Perkins’ Houston School for Laity, August 12, 2006: 
 “Uppity Women of the Old Testament: A look at seven women of ancient Israel, how the wise woman 
plays the game to get what she needs for herself, her family, her people”   
 
Senior Policy Director for Texas Conservation Alliance Janet Bezanson’s keynote address to the Big Thicket 
Association’s Annual Meeting: “Celebrating Successes: Coalitions and Persistence,” October 17, 2020 
 
TUMC Beaumont senior pastor Rev. Dr. Tommy Williams’ sermon: “Gifts-based Ministry,” Sunday, 
November 8, 2020 
 
 
 
 


