What does Judges 4 and 5 tell us about the author’s views of women, their roles, value, status and potential?

The story of Judges 4 and 5 is one that has been repeatedly used both in the academy by feminist scholars, and in the church as an argument for women in ministry. This is because whilst it is, like most of the stories in Judges, about The LORD’s defeat of Israel’s enemies when they cried out to Him, it is also about women. Two of the story’s main characters, Deborah, a judge and prophetess, and Ja’el who kills the commander of the oppressing army, are women. This essay will consider what this passage is saying about women. I will challenge and support views taken by other, more learned, scholars, but will focus mainly on my own study of the text. This essay will not look at the historicity of the text, nor attempt to evaluate the correctness of the author’s views of women, but only to discover what these are. 

“And Deborah, a woman, a prophetess, woman of Lapidoth…”
  

This verse, which introduces Deborah, the first of our two heroines tells us a lot about the way the narrative will go and the author’s
 views of women. Firstly, the NRSV, with most translations, misses out the first “woman” and makes Deborah simply a prophetess and wife of Lapidoth. It couples the word ‘woman’ with the word ‘prophetess’ reading it as meaning a female prophetess. This is a bad reading, however, because the word prophetess already has the feminine ending (aah), making the word “woman” here redundant. The text is telling the reader that Deborah is a woman, as well as that she is a prophetess and a wife of Lapidoth.
 

The author wants to stress the fact that this is a woman, because the audience are expecting a man, and because one of his themes is ‘women’. In Judges, the description of Israel’s oppression is generally directly followed by the introduction of the hero.
 Often this hero is an unlikely hero (like the left handed Ehud
) or uses unlikely means (like the Ox-goad wielding Shamgar
), making the point that it is The LORD who delivers, not Israel themselves
. What makes Deborah unlikely is that she is a woman. This context of unlikely heroes means that whilst the author is saying the women have the potential to ‘save the day’, generally this is the man’s job.

As well as a woman, Deborah is a prophetess. This is not an unusual role of women in the Old Testament, even though the male prophets get more attention. The fact that the only woman judge is also a prophetess is interesting, and perhaps explains why she is a judge. The role of a judge as defined in Exodus 18:16 is to judge between a man and his neighbour and make known the statutes of God and His instructions. To be a prophetess is to speak for God, so the two roles are very linked. Also, a prophetess would be respected enough for people to come to her for judgement. 

The next phrase “woman/wife of Lapidoth” is far more controversial. Many commentators argue that because Lapidoth never again features in the narrative, and because his name is not used of any other Biblical character, Lapidoth is not a person, but a description, making Deborah “woman of torches”, or a fiery/spirited woman.
 

This interpretation is highly suspect. Firstly, the word ‘Lapidoth’ does not occur in this form or function anywhere else. If the author wanted to say spirited woman or woman of fire, there are words for fire and spirit in Hebrew that could have been used. Also, there are plenty of biblical names that only apply to one character (e.g. ‘Abinoam’
).

Furthermore, almost without all contradiction, main biblical characters are introduced in relation to their familial superiors. In the case of Israelite men or unmarried women, this is their father, for example Ehud son of Gera, Shamgar son of Anath or Baraq son of Abinoam. Goiim (non-Israelites) are often introduced in relation to their king instead, for example “Sisera Jabin’s Chief of War”.
 Kings are identified by where they are King of. In the case of married women the introduction is in relation to the husband. Genesis 36:10 shows this brilliantly. Even though it is clear that Adah and Basehemath are Easu’s wives, they are dubbed “wife of Easu” almost as part of their name. It would be strange for Deborah to be introduced without telling us whose wife or daughter she is, so the text must be telling us she is the wife of Lapidoth.
  

This convention of introducing women as whose wife they are, rather than whose daughter they are tells us something of the woman’s status in this story. The head of a man’s family is his father; the head of a woman’s family is her husband.
 The author of this story does challenge many conceptions of women, but not the authority of man over woman. We will see this again later when it is Baraq who leads the army into battle, rather than Deborah. 

“…was judging Israel at that time. And she sat under the palm tree of Deborah between Ramah and Beth El in the mountain-area of Ephraim and the sons of Israel came up to her for judgement.”

As well as a woman, a prophetess and a wife, Deborah is a judge. But is she, and if she is, what does this mean?  The role of ‘judge’ in judges is hard to define, and Deborah is never actually called a judge. She certainly fits the description of a judge in Exodus 18:16 where the institution of judge is defined, but does not seem to fit with Judges 2:16-17. She does not (directly) deliver Israel; Baraq and Ja’el do.
 

Bal explains this by portraying the role of deliverer as an international version of a local judge. Both judge and deliverer bring order out of chaos. Bal sees the judge as a non-hereditary king, and sees Deborah as that king. This theory does not hold up, however, as it is Baraq who summons and leads the army (4:10,14,16,22, 5:12) and Ja’el who kills Sisera.
 

Exum brilliantly draws a link between Deborah and Samuel, the only other prophet-judge.
 Samuel never directly delivers Israel either, but he anoints Saul and David who do. 1 Samuel 7 calls Samuel a judge, so Deborah should also be called a judge. The parallels Exum draws between Deborah and the Canaanite goddess of war who has a subordinate to carry out her commands are dubious. Judges 4:8 shows that Deborah did not exercise direct authority over Baraq. He wisely followed her directions, but had the power to refuse.
 

Deborah is a judge, but not a deliverer in the same way as the other judges. The problem of distinction probably arose because many judges went on to deliver (as they were respected, so were followed into battle) and many deliverers went on to judge, because their victory led them to be respected and sought for judgement.  As a judge Deborah exercised no authority over Baraq in military or political affairs, although as a prophetess she spoke the words of God, which had to be respected. The author shows by having a female judge that women can act as judges, settle disputes and teach the statutes and instructions of God. That she has to summon Baraq to do the delivering, however, shows that the author does not see women as leaders. 

And she said, “I will certainly go with you, however, your honour will not be upon the way which you are going because into the hand of a woman The LORD will sell Sisera.” And Deborah arose and went with Baraq to Kadesh.
 

When sent, Baraq is unwilling to go and fight Sisera. Deborah, on the other hand, will certainly go with Baraq. She accompanies Baraq and the army all the way to the final camp, before sending them into battle with words of encouragement. Deborah, a woman, is willing to put her life on the line where Baraq hesitated. The author is making the point that women can be braver than men, and thereby be more honourable than men.

The woman into whose hand the LORD will deliver Sisera into is not Deborah, but Ja’el, again defined as “wife of”, in this case, Heber. Sisera trusts in the peace between his King and the house of Heber and in the hospitality of Ja’el, so falls asleep in her tent. While he sleeps, Ja’el drives a tent peg through his temple, killing him. Ja’el is celebrated as ‘most blessed among woman’ for her act.

The first thing to note here is that peace is not the same as covenant. Fewell & Gunn, for example, seem to assume that peace means an alliance.
 This is not the case. Peace simply means that they were not at war, not that they had an active alliance. There is no reason to suppose that there was not a stronger link between the house of Heber and Israel because of the family links mentioned in 4:11.

The death of Sisera at the hands of Ja’el raises questions about the author’s view of women in war. We have already noted how Deborah goes with Baraq to the very verge of the battle, but does not actually take part in the fighting. Here, in contrast a woman actually kills the commander of the army. How does this fit together?

There are parallels between Ja’el and the woman of chapter 9 who drops a millstone on Abimelech’s head in defence of her city and her life. In both cases the women involved are not actually involved in direct, conventional fighting, but kill their enemies by other means. Perhaps the author of judges as we now have it is acknowledging the ‘fact’ that women are weaker and untrained and unskilled in war,
 whilst making the point that women can have a part to play and are of value even in warfare. He is not advocating women in the army, but at the same time is affirming the value and potential of women.

“A mother in Israel”

Deborah and Lapidoth may or may not have had children, but that is not the point of this phrase. Throughout the story Deborah is portrayed as a mother, showing us the author’s view of a good mother. In 4:9 Deborah arises to go with Baraq. In 5:7 she arises a mother in Israel. The link is deliberate. Deborah’s role in the story is her mothering of Israel.

We can see then that the author views Deborah as a kind of model mother. She judges disputes between her ‘children’ (4:4). She gives them wise direction from the Lord (4:6). She encourages them as they go into battle (4:14). She even sings to them in chapter 5. Deborah supports and encourages Baraq to lead Israel to victory in the same way a mother might encourage and support a father to lead the family.
 

Deborah as a mother in Israel is contrasted with the mother of Sisera. Deborah is an active mother, like the good wife of Proverbs 31 whilst Sisera’s mother waits powerlessly at home for his return.
 The active mother is the one favoured by the author, so she is the one whose children win the day. 

“A womb, two wombs to a head man.”

These words put into the mouth of Sisera’s mother by Deborah and Baraq show an opposing view of women to that of the author. The word womb is used as a term to refer to Israelite women taken as sex slaves by Sisera (the head/chief man) as nothing more than a womb; A tool for sexual gratification and (possibly) production of children. In this view women have no value, and in fact seem to be of less value than the dyed stuffs that take up more of the verse. 

As well as the fact that this statement comes from Sisera’s mother, an enemy of Israel, the irony of this statement shows the author’s negative view of this idea of women. The head man Sisera has his head crushed by a woman, Ja’el, two women, Ja’el and Deborah. It is this view of women that the author of this story is challenging.
 

“And the land was quiet forty years”

To conclude, the author of Judges 4 and 5 places high value on women, displaying the view of women as wombs as a wrong, Canaanite, view of women and showing that women can have more honour than men. Women are seen to have high potential, as it is a woman who slays Sisera and a woman who starts the process of Israel’s deliverance. Women are seen in a variety of different roles: prophetess, judge and deliverer as well as mother and wife. As mothers and wives, women are seen as vital parts, judging disputes of their children and offering valuable advice. Whilst men are portrayed as having the final say and authority, the women’s words and direction are valuable and should not be ignored. 

In this story the author challenges the view of women as useless and worthless, and displays women as of equal (or even greater) value and potential as men, able to perform many of the same roles as men and more. At the same time he holds on to the idea of the authority of men over women.  
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