
Deborah
Introduction:
Deborah, the Judge and the Prophetess, is one

of the stars of a story in the book of Judges.

Her story is told twice. First in a historical chap-

ter, (Judges 4) and then in an epic poem (Judges

5). We are going to read the two together to

learn her story.

Deborah is set in the time shortly after Joshua

has died and the twelve tribes have split up the

land of Israel. There is no central government.

There is no king or national leader. Rather, like

a family that has spread out, tribes have loyal-

ties to each other, they have a sense of family

“obligation,” but there is no real national law.

The Families-of-Israel have not conquered all of

the Land of Canaan. Mainly, they are still living

in the hill country. They are still shepherds and

farmers. Most of the cities that are found on the

valley floors still belong to the Canaanites. Each

city has a powerful army. It will not be until the

time of David that the Families-of-Israel really

owns the Land of Israel. Meanwhile, they settle

in the hills and start raising families.

The book of Judges tells the story of the period

between Joshua and the choosing of the first

King, Saul. That happens in the books of

Samuel. It is really one story over and over

again. Israel abandons God and adopts the wor-

ship of idols from their neighbors. When Israel

abandons God, God abandons Israel. It is then

that the Canaanites manage to conquer them

and make their lives miserable. Then the

Families-of-Israel cry out to God (and give up

the idols) and God sends them judges who lead

them to victory against the Canaanites. This

pattern starts with Otniel, is followed by Ehud

and then Shamgar. Deborah is next in line.

Judges like Gideon and Samson will follow.
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We are going to read our way through the song of Deborah. It

is one of the oldest pieces in the Bible.

Part 1: Israel’s Problem
Judges 5:1 Then Deborah and Barak… sang on that day: 
3 Listen kings; give ear, princes 
I will sing, I will sing to the ETERNAL,
I will make hymns to the God of Israel…

6 In the days of Shamgar, son of Anat, in the days of Yael,
caravans ceased 
and travelers sneaked past by roundabout paths
7 Deliverance ended—ended in Israel,
until you arose, Deborah—arose as a Mother of Israel.
8 After they had chosen for themselves new gods—
war was in their gates. 
There was no shields nor spears to be seen among forty
thousand in Israel…

Here is the second version:
Judges 4:1 After Ehud died, the Families-of-Israel again did what
was evil in the sight of the Eternal 2 So the Eternal sold them
into the hand of Yabin king of Canaan, who reigned from
Hazor. The commander of his army was Sisera, who lived
in Haroshet-ha-Goyim.

QQUUEESSTTIIOONNSS::
1. This poem is the story of a problem and a solution. The

solution will come from God. What is the problem?

2. According to both versions—what brought this problem
upon Israel?

3. How is Deborah introduced in the poem? What is her title?

Part 2: Gathering the Troops
Judges 5.12 “Awake, awake, Deborah!
Awake, awake, and sing a song!
Arise, Barak, lead away your captives…
13 Then down marched the last of the noble ones;
the people of the ETERNAL marched down against the
mighty.
14 From Ephraim they went out into the valley, following you, 
Benjamin, with your relatives came;
from Mahir (Manasseh) commanders marched,
and from Zebulun came those who bear the marshal’s staff;
15 the princes of Issachar marched with Deborah…
into the valley they rushed forward at his heels. 

Among the clans of Reuben there was great searching of
heart. 
16 Reuben why did you delay among the sheepfolds...?
17 Gilead (Gad) stayed beyond the Jordan; 
and Dan, why did he remain with the ships? 
Asher sat still at the coast of the sea…
18 Zebulun is a people that risked their own lives 
Naphtali, too, rushed onto the field.

Judges 4.3 Then the Families-of-Israel cried to the Eternal for help;
for he had nine hundred chariots of iron, and oppressed the
Families-of-Israel cruelly for twenty years. 
4 Deborah was a prophetess, She was the wife of Lappidot
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and was judging Israel at that time. 5 She used to sit under
the palm of Deborah between Ramah and Bethel in the hill
country of Ephraim; and the Families-of-Israel came up to
her for judgment. 6 She sent and called for Barak, the son
of Abinoam, from Kedesh in Naphtali, and said to him, 
“The Eternal, the God of Israel, commands you, ‘Go, gather
your men at Mount Tavor, take ten thousand from the tribe
of Naphtali and the tribe of Zebulun. 7 And I will draw out
Sisera, the general of Yabin’s army, to meet you by the river
Kishon with his chariots and his troops; and I will give
him into your hand.’”
8 Barak said to her, “I will go if you will go with me, but if
you will not go with me, I will not go.”
9 She said, “I will surely go with you; nevertheless, the road
on which you are going will not lead to your glory, for the
Eternal will sell Sisera into the hand of a woman.” Then
Deborah arose, and went with Barak to Kedesh. 10 And
Barak summoned Zebulun and Naphtali to Kedesh and ten
thousand men went with him; and Deborah went up with
him.
11 Now Heber the Kenite had separated from the Kenites, the
descendants of Hovav the father-in-law of Moses, and had
pitched his tent as far away as the oak in Zananim, that
is near Kedesh.

QQUUEESSTTIIOONNSS::
1. In the “poem version” we introduced Deborah as a “Mother

of Israel.” How is she introduced in “the story version?”

2. In both versions we learn that Deborah coaches Barak into
forming an army. In each version—some of the tribes send
soldiers to help and some do not. Using the map, figure
out which tribes helped and which tribes stayed home.

3. The tribe of the Kenites are probably descended from Cain.
Here they are also connected to Yitro, Moses’ father-in-law,
who goes by lots of names. Why are they mentioned here?
(You will probably not be able to figure it out—but remem-
ber them—they will show up later.)

4. Deborah predicts the future. She prophesizes: “I will surely
go with you; nevertheless, the road on which you are
going will not lead to your glory, for the Eternal will sell
Sisera into the hand of a woman.” What do you think she
is telling him? How do you think this story will end?

5. We need to keep track of the names. Here are the names
and their meanings. Can you tell who each one is in the
story:

Deborah (The Bee) ______________________________

Lappidot (Torches) ______________________________

Barak (Thunder) ________________________________

Sisera (?) ______________________________________

Part 3: The Battle
Judges 5.19 The kings came and they fought; 
the kings of Canaan fought at Taanakh, 
by the waters of Megiddo; 
they got no spoils of silver. 
20 The stars fought from heaven, 
from their orbits they fought against Sisera.
21 The current of the Kishon river swept them away, 
the raging current, the current of the Kishon…

Judges 4.12 When Sisera was told that Barak the son of
Abinoam had gone up to Mount Tabor, 13 Sisera called out
all his chariots, nine hundred chariots of iron, and all the
men who were with him, from Haroshet-ha-Goyim to the
river Kishon. 14 And Deborah said to Barak, “Up! For this is
the day that the Eternal has given Sisera into your hand.
The Eternal is going before you?” So Barak went down
from Mount Tabor with ten thousand men following him.
15 And the Eternal routed Sisera and all his chariots and all
his army before Barak at the edge of the sword; and Sisera
alighted from his chariot and fled away on foot. 16 And
Barak pursued the chariots and the army to Haroshet-ha-
Goyim, and all the army of Sisera fell by the edge of the
sword; not a man was left. 

QQUUEESSTTIIOONNSS::
1. The poem versions says: “The current of the Kishon river

swept them away, the raging current, the current of the
Kishon…” How was Sisera’s army defeated? What is this
verse talking about?

2. The “poem version” says: “The stars fought from heaven,
from their orbits they fought against Sisera.” What are
those words trying to teach about Barak’s victory?

3. How does the “story version” tell the same tale?

Part 4: Sisera’s End
Judges 5.24 Most blessed of women is Yael,
the wife of Hever the Kenite,
most blessed of tent-dwelling women
25 He asked water and she gave him milk,
she brought him curds in a princely bowl.
26 Her left hand reached for the tent peg
her right hand reached for the workmen’s mallet;
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she struck Sisera a blow, she crushed his head,
she smashed and pierced his temple.
27 He sank, he fell, he lay still at her feet;
at her feet he sank, he fell; where he sank, 
there he fell dead.

28 Out of the window she peered,
Sisera’s mother gazed through the lattice:
“Why is his chariot so long in coming?
Why are the hoof beats of his chariots so late?…

Judges 4.17 But Sisera fled away on foot to the tent of Yael, the
wife of Hever the Kenite; for there was peace between Yabin
the king of Hazor and the house of Hever the Kenite. 18 And
Yael came out to meet Sisera, and said to him,”Turn aside,
my master, turn aside to me; have no fear.”

So he turned aside to her into the tent, and she covered him
with a rug. 19 And he said to her, “Pray, 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. 
20 And he said to her, “Stand at the door of the tent, and if
any man comes and asks you, 

‘Is anyone here?’ say, No.” 21 But Yael, the wife of Hever,
took a tent peg, and took a hammer in her hand, and went
softly to him and drove the peg into his temple, till it went
down into the ground, as he was lying fast asleep from
weariness. So he died.
22 And behold, as Barak pursued Sisera, Yael went out to
meet him, and said to him, 
“Come, and I will 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. 

QQUUEESSTTIIOONNSS::
1. Now do you know why we mentioned Hever the Kenite?

Why did Sisera choose to run there?

2. Why do you think Yael killed him? (There is nothing in
either version of the story that gives us that answer for
sure.)

3. Do you remember Deborah’s prophecy “the Eternal will sell
Sisera into the hand of a woman?” What was she actually
predicting?

4. The “poem” version begins by calling Deborah “a Mother of
Israel.” It ends the poem by talking about “Sisera’s mother.”
Do you think there is a connection?

Part 5: The Closing
Judges 5.31 ETERNAL, so may all of Your enemies perish!
But may Your friends be like the sun rising because of
God’s might.

And the land was peaceful for forty years.

Judges 4.23 So on that day God conquered Yabin the king of
Canaan before the Families-of-Israel. 24 The hand of the
Families-of-Israel bore harder and harder against Yabin, the
king of Canaan, until they destroyed Yabin, king of
Canaan.

QQUUEESSTTIIOONNSS::
1. Both versions end with the same idea. What is the moral of

both versions of this story?

2. We learn three things about Deborah. She is a Mother of
Israel. She is a Prophet. She is a judge. What can you tell us
about each role?

3. What does Deborah add to our understandings of what it
means to be a prophet?
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