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Mt Zion Baptist Church
PRAYING AT THE CROSSROADS- PRAYERS OF THE OLD TESTAMENT •

THE PRAYER OF DEBORAH •  JUDGES 4:1-16; JUDGES 5:1-11 •  5/6/2020

MAIN POINT
When God calls us to step up and lead, He’s calling us to lean on Him—to assume that the
mission is His, that the victory has been won, and that He’s going out before us.

INTRODUCTION
As your group time begins, use this section to introduce the topic of discussion.

Who is the most effective leader you’ve ever known? What made that person so good
at leading others?

What positions of influence do you hold? What challenges do you face in those roles?

Almost all of us are in some position of influence. When the time comes for us to take the lead,
we often experience a fight-or-flight response. We might act immediately, thinking we can take on
the world in our own strength. Or we can try to avoid responsibility, certain that anything we do
will end in defeat. The prayers of a faithful leader can lead to a different picture. Leadership
under a Creator who works on behalf of His people nurtures attitudes like humility and
thankfulness.

WATCH VIDEO SESSION 3 OF PRAYING AT THE CROSSROADS—THE PRAYER OF
DEBORAH.

UNDERSTANDING
Unpack the biblical text to discover what the Scripture says or means about a particular topic.

ASK A VOLUNTEER TO READ JUDGES 4:1-16.
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How would you describe the Israelites’ relationship with the Lord at this point in
history?

The cyclical narratives in Judges begin in a similar way: “The Israelites again did what was evil
in the sight of the LORD” (4:1). After Moses and Joshua, the tribal leaders lacked a moral
compass. The people of Israel, left to their own devices, repeatedly turned to evil. The Lord then
gave them over to their enemies. When they cried out to Him, He delivered them, working through
judges and leaders. This pattern was reenacted seven times throughout the Book of Judges.

How might our relationship with God positively or negatively affect our prayer life?

What differentiated the leadership of Deborah from the leadership of Barak?

Something is different about the story in Judges 4–5 because of a special individual: “Deborah,
a prophetess and the wife of Lappidoth, was judging Israel at that time” (4:4). Deborah’s
credibility is established early in chapter 4, and the remainder of the narrative enhances her
godly reputation.

Barak, on the other hand, ran from the role of leadership. We don’t know when or where the call
came to him, but we know it did. Deborah summoned him to deploy an army to fight against
Jabin’s commander, Sisera. In some ways we can understand his fear because anyone under the
intimidation of an oppressive regime would be afraid to challenge the dictator.

When we feel ill-equipped for the task at hand, how can it be beneficial to stop and
pray?

When have you received both confidence and strength through prayer?

Barak believed he could disregard God’s call, but Deborah summoned him with the fact that she
knew his secret. He couldn’t run from hope. Victory had been assured, and there was no room for
fear. But even as she challenged him, Barak was afraid to stand without her, saying, “If you will
go with me, I will go. But if you will not go with me, I will not go” (v. 8).

Barak’s fear was that he would stand alone, when in reality the Lord had promised His presence
from the beginning. Barak paid a hefty price for his shaken confidence. His dependence on
another person ensured that credit wouldn’t be his. Deborah had to tell him, “I will gladly go with
you, … but you will receive no honor on the road you are about to take, because the LORD will sell
Sisera to a woman” (v. 9). The irony of this statement is that Deborah was prepared to take
whatever honor she might receive and hand it to the Lord.

Who might you need to encourage in his or her confidence and service to the Lord?
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What encouragement do you need in your confidence and service to the Lord?

When the battle came, God’s unseen hand led the charge. Even when Deborah pushed Barak to
act, she did so by reminding him that victory was certain: “Go! This is the day the LORD has
handed Sisera over to you. Hasn’t the LORD gone before you?” (v. 14). This encouragement was
enough, and Barak took his army down the mountain.

We can’t know for certain, but all we’ve seen of Barak’s character implies that he must have been
trembling with fear as he went out in front of those ten thousand men. He was a reluctant
commander, but the assurance of victory and the confidence of Deborah had finally moved his
feet. Ultimately, though, the real movement came from the God of Israel: “The LORD threw Sisera,
all his charioteers, and all his army into a panic before Barak’s assault” (v. 15).

How does the practice of prayer help build our confidence in the power and promised
deliverance of our God?

ASK A VOLUNTEER TO READ JUDGES 5:1-11.

What is the value of telling the story of God’s mighty acts?

What did Deborah and Barak’s song urge kings and princes to do? Why is this so
significant? How does godly leadership cause others to take notice?

Why is it appropriate to praise God for godly leaders and godly followers? How can
we honor them and still keep the primary focus on the Lord?

The song of Deborah and Barak was a song of faith, understanding leadership as a call to
action that’s deeply connected to prayer and praise for the Lord. The triumphs of the people
came from the actions of the God of Israel, and at the beginning of the song they properly
attributed the victory to the Lord (see v. 2). Giving credit to God is exactly the example we should
follow. We don’t struggle on our own, and we don’t prevail on our own. And in times of success,
we must acknowledge the Lord’s provision.

APPLICATION
Help your group identify how the truths from the Scripture passage apply directly to their lives.

In your own leadership roles, do you relate more to Deborah or Barak? How does
Deborah’s prayer challenge and encourage you?
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Who is someone in authority over you that you need to encourage today? What steps
can you take to do that?

How does godly leadership point others to the truth of the gospel?

PRAYER
Thank God that He is not limited in any way as you serve Him. Ask Him to make you a
courageous leader wherever that is needed— in your family, business, or church ministry. Commit
to do all God asks, cast your fears on Him, and step forward in obedience.

COMMENTARY
JUDGES 4

Verses 1-2. Judges 3:7-31 tells of three cycles of disobedience, divine punishment, cry for help,
and deliverance. These verses also introduce the reader to the first three judges, Othniel (3:7-11),
Ehud (3:8-30), and Shamgar (3:31). The account of Shamgar is extremely brief and gives only
the notice that this judge “delivered Israel by striking down 600 Philistines with an oxgoad.”
Possibly Shamgar’s exploits occurred during Ehud’s time of leadership.

After a peaceful interval of 80 years (see 3:30), the Israelites again did what was evil in the sight
of the Lord. Predictably, the people’s apostasy was then followed by divine punishment in the
form of oppression. The Lord sold them into the hand of Jabin king of Canaan, who reigned in
Hazor.

Jabin had made Hazor his temporary capital. It was not a well-fortified city, and after Jabin’s
defeat it was hardly worth destroying. Moreover, Jabin and Sisera were more like marauders
than rulers in an established kingdom. Of course, these facts didn’t make the Israelites’ situation
any easier. Jabin and Sisera would have led something like a mounted horde of experienced
bandits. But instead of riding horses, they employed chariots.

Verse 3. In time, the Lord’s punishment of His people through oppression had its desired effect.
The Israelites cried out to the Lord. Jabin had dominated them for 20 years with his fearsome
arsenal (900 iron chariots). We can safely assume the Israelites suffered a number of
humiliating defeats during this time.

Verses 4,6-7. For this reason Deborah, a woman who was a prophetess and who was herself a
recognized leader in Israel, summoned Barak to take command of the Israelite army. This was
not a command decision of her own, however. She had received a word from God to deliver to
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Barak. In that message, the Lord promised, “I will lure Sisera commander of Jabin’s forces, his
chariots, and his army at the Wadi Kishon to fight against you, and I will hand him over to you.”
Deborah’s prophecy was both a divine commission—God Himself had chosen Barak to lead the
army—and a promise of victory.

Verse 8a. Barak made it clear that he would lead the Israelite army into battle only if Deborah
would go with him and be present at the fight. Reading this verse, we might have a first
impression that either Barak was a complete coward or he was so in awe of Deborah’s
relationship with the Lord that he was afraid to go into battle without her being there with him.
Deborah responded to Barak’s request with something of a rebuke, saying that the glory for
killing the enemy general Sisera would go to a woman (see 4:9).

However, as Bible interpreters we need to be careful about assuming that we know more about
the situation, or about Barak himself, than we really do. His brief response to Deborah in 4:8
does not tell the whole story of his life. Neither do we have any information about his motivation.
It seems probable that Barak had prowess in battle. Otherwise, it is hard to see why Deborah
would have wanted him to assume command of the Israelite forces. The name Barak means
“lightning,” and this name suggests he had a reputation as an effective soldier.

Barak’s response to Deborah may have been a challenge to her, probing to see if she really
believed in what she was saying. He may have meant, “Well, if you are certain that God will give
me a great victory, why don’t you come along?” In other words, did Deborah have enough faith in
what she was saying to put her own life on the line along with Barak’s?

Similarly, we don’t know what motivated Deborah’s rebuke. It may be that she was rebuking him
not for cowardice but for doubting that the Lord had spoken through her. The important point for
us to remember is this: Deborah knew that Barak was the man God wanted to lead the Israelites
against their enemy. Barak needed encouragement to take on that leadership role, and Deborah
didn’t hesitate in giving it by stating that she would indeed go with him (see 4:9).

Verse 10. At this point, Barak swung into action. He summoned troops from the tribes of Zebulun
and Naphtali to Kedesh; 10,000 men followed him, and Deborah also went with him. The
account of the mobilization of Israelite forces is informative. First, it tells us that Barak was
known and respected in the northern area of Israel, the very region Jabin and Sisera had been
terrorizing. Second, the mobilization account reveals that Barak’s military reputation also was
known and respected. There is no suggestion that Barak had to conduct a recruiting campaign
and convince people that God was with him. He summoned the troops, and they came. Third,
Deborah was as good as her word and accompanied the Israelite army to the battle. She
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obviously believed in her own prophecy and put her own life at risk. This too was no doubt an
encouragement to the troops, since her reputation as a prophetess would have preceded her.

4:11. What seems at first sight to be an irrelevant note introduces the key character in what
follows. Heber the Kenite was one of those Kenites descended from Moses’ father-in-law, who
were mentioned in 1:16 as settling among the people. In keeping with the prominent role of
women in this chapter, the key character is not Heber, whom we never meet, but his wife Jael,
who has not yet been mentioned.

4:12-16. Sisera responded to Barak’s movements by summoning his entire force of 900 iron
chariots to the Wadi Kishon, the exact place where the Lord had earlier promised to lure him.
This was the signal for Israel to prepare for action, a call that significantly came from Deborah
rather than Barak. Barak responded to the Lord’s call and found that the Lord had gone in front
of him, just as He had done with the Egyptian forces at the time of the Exodus (Ex. 14:24). All
that was left for Barak to do was the mopping-up operation.

JUDGES 5

Verses 1-2. The song begins, When the leaders lead in Israel, when the people volunteer, praise
the Lord. Godly and gifted leaders are something to praise God for! Moreover, when the people
follow such leaders, that is to their credit and is evidence of God’s favor. We can see a
contrasting scenario in Hosea 13:10: “Where now is your king, that he may save you in all your
cities, and the rulers you demanded, saying: ‘Give me a king and leaders?’” People who put their
faith in God are given good leaders; ironically, people who put their faith only in human leaders
too often find they are condemned to suffer under bad leadership.

Verses 3-5. Deborah’s song of praise then warns earthly rulers not to oppose the rule of God:
“Listen, kings! Pay attention, princes! I will sing to the Lord; I will sing praise to the Lord God of
Israel.” The point is that when God is on the move, He cannot be resisted. The wisest course of
action is to submit to Him. Deborah’s next words are somewhat surprising. “Lord, when You
came from Seir, when You marched from the fields of Edom.” Seir is a mountain in Edom, the
region south of the Dead Sea. Why would God be spoken of as coming from there? Probably the
best answer is that it refers to the direction in which the ark of the covenant proceeded when the
Israelites entered the promised land.

The words “the earth trembled, the heavens poured … The mountains melted before the Lord,
even Sinai” allude to the shaking of Mount Sinai when the Israelites were there to receive the
covenant. In other words, Deborah’s song looks back to the time when God made Mount Sinai
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shake and when the Israelites marched through Edom, Moab, and into Canaan. God went before
His people, giving them great victories.

Verses 9-11. Deborah returned to the theme of praising God for sending good leaders: “My heart
is with the leaders of Israel.” She not only praised God but also felt great kinship and affection
for the leaders God had called into action. She further exhorted the leaders themselves to praise
God: “You who ride on white donkeys, who sit on saddle blankets, and who travel on the road,
give praise.” Possessing donkeys often was seen as a badge of wealth, but it could also
represent authority without ostentation (see Zech. 9:9; John 12:14-15). The point is that those
who have had success in leadership need to remember that their success is from the Lord. In the
final analysis, the righteous acts of the Lord, and the righteous deeds of His warriors in Israel are
one and the same. It was the people who obediently followed and fought, and it was God who
gave the victory. The people and their leaders together praised God. So should we today support
godly leaders by praising the Lord for them.


