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A SHARE OF THE GLORY
A sermon on Judges 4–5 | June 29–30, 2019 | by Alex Kirk
JUDGES 4:1–9
1 And the people of Israel again did what was evil in the sight of the Lord after Ehud
died. 2 And the Lord sold them into the hand of Jabin king of Canaan, who reigned in Hazor.
The commander of his army was Sisera, who lived in Harosheth-hagoyim. 3 Then the people of
Israel cried out to the Lord for help, for he had 900 chariots of iron and he oppressed the people of
Israel cruelly for twenty years.
4 Now Deborah, a prophetess, the wife of Lappidoth, 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 people of Israel came up to her for judgment. 6 She sent and summoned Barak
the son of Abinoam from Kedesh-naphtali and said to him, “Has not the Lord, the God of Israel,
commanded you, ‘Go, gather your men at Mount Tabor, taking 10,000 from the people of
Naphtali and the people of Zebulun. 7 And I will draw out Sisera, the general of Jabin’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, “If you will go with me, I will go, but if you will not go with me, I will not
go.” 9 And she said, “I will surely go with you. Nevertheless, the road on which you are going will
not lead to your glory, for the Lord will sell Sisera into the hand of a woman.” Then Deborah
arose and went with Barak to Kedesh.
INTRODUCTION
Sin is boring.1 Evil is incredibly uncreative. Have you ever found yourself in a
pattern or cycle of sin that just felt inevitable and mind-numbingly monotonous? If
you’ve ever been trapped in an addiction or a compulsive behavior—alcohol,
sugar/overeating, pornography, a relationship, pills, video games—then you know
this feeling. All of this is what Scripture calls idolatry. The fundamental feeling of a
life of sin is that it is going nowhere, progressing toward nothing. Stuck. When left
to our own devices, we are stuck in a downward spiral of sin.
ILL: No doubt many of you will have heard of David Brooks. He is a
celebrated conservative columnist for the NY Times and many times over a
best-selling author. Since 2013 he has been undergoing a public conversion
to faith in something like Christianity. I recently saw Brooks on “CBS This
Morning” explaining the time of crisis in his life that proceeded this
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conversion. “I had led a life really determined by the lies our culture tells us,”
he said. “Our culture tells us if you succeed, you’ll be happy, or I can make
myself happy. So, I lived that way, and I ended up valuing time over people. I
was always busy, I was on the move, nobody confided in me. I had a lot of
work friends, weekday friends; I had no weekend friends.” This lifestyle of
idolatry left Brooks completely alone. He said, “My marriage ended. My kids
left for school, college, and I was living in this little apartment. If you went to
my drawers, where there should have been forks and knives, there were Postit notes. Where there should have been plates, there was stationery. I was just
living for work. I was lonely. You have this pain in your stomach. This was
2013. And you just feel, “I’m in the valley.’ It was a crisis of disconnection
for me, and a lot of people in this country are going through that. There’s a
lot of loneliness, a lot of solitude. I spent the next five years [asking], ‘How
do I get out of this?’”2
This space is where Judges 4 starts oﬀ, v. 1: And the people of Israel again did what was
evil in the sight of the Lord after Ehud died. In the book of Judges there is a clear, cyclical
downward spiral of sin on a national level. As long as there is a charismatic leader
empowered by the LORD, the people do OK, but as soon as that leader exits the
scene the nation reverts to idolatry—what Brooks calls a life “determined by the lies
our culture tells us.” Every time it is the same. It’s a boring, predictable pattern that
will be sadly familiar to many of us. The pattern of sin in our lives leaves us
stuck.
Because of this pattern of sin, Israel was trapped. [Image 1: Map of
Unconquered Territory] This map shows the land that Israel controlled during
the period of the Judges, but more significantly it shows the land they did not
control. Basically everything in this frame had been gifted to Israel by the LORD,
but because of a failure of courage born out of a lack of faith they had been only
partially successful in conquering it. Remember what we saw last week in Judges 2?
“In the battle between good and evil, we must never stop fighting until the final
victory is achieved because, with God, good enough is not good enough.”1 If we
settle for less than what God calls us to, if we don’t strive on for victory over sin,
and for victory over God’s people, then our complacency will leave us trapped in
1
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our sin. Like is often the case in our lives, the struggle that Israel is here
experiencing is the direct result of her failure to fight the battles she had been
called to fight.
Notice in the North, there’s this large swath of Canaanite controlled land that juts
in from the West and leaves Israel’s territory disconnected. This is the Jezreel
Valley—where most of our action takes place. [Image 2: Map of Jezreel
Valley] It was a broad fertile plane surrounded by mountainous hills and plateaus
on all sides. All the major North to South trade routes between Egypt and Assyria
in the whole region of the Near East pass through this valley. If you controlled the
Jezreel Valley you controlled the movement of lucrative trade and you controlled
people’s access to that trade. Judg 5:6 confirms this picture: in the days of Jael, the
highways were abandoned, / and travelers kept to the byways. This is why the 900 chariots in
v. 3 are such a big deal—on an open plain they were unstoppable. Lightening fast,
reinforced with iron (a new technology) no infantry could outrun them or withstand
their charge. These were the heavy cavalry, the Panzer divisions of the ancient
Near East. With his general, Sisera, stationed in the Jezreel Valley with 900
chariots, Jabin’s control of the region was like a vice-grip on Israel. He oppressed
them by cutting them oﬀ from good farm land, from the outside world, and from
each other. The pattern of sin in our lives leaves us stuck.
If we don’t recognize that this is where our story starts we’ll miss the central truth
that God is teaching us today: Our LORD deserves all glory for delivering
us.
DOCTRINE
I. Our LORD deserves all glory because he initiates our deliverance
through his word.
As the people call out for deliverance, the LORD responds through the person of
Deborah. Deborah is unique in the book of Judges in a few ways. (1) She is a
woman and the text underlines this in the way she is introduced, v. 4: Deborah, a
prophetess, the wife of ... (2) She is the only judge who is a prophet/ess—in fact,
this is her primary role and responsibility. (3) Finally, she is not a warrior. She
doesn’t get the usual formula that the book of Judges uses for introducing the
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deliverers of Israel (e.g., Judg 3:9, 12). You see, Judges were primarily military
leaders. They were like tribal warlords who rallied the people during times of
national crisis. Deborah doesn’t do this. She is judging, i.e., ruling Israel, but her role
is to deliver a prophetic word not to lead a military campaign. When we are stuck
in the downward spiral of our sin, God’s word charts a trajectory of hope.
ILL: About two and a half years ago one of my (former) co-workers was
caught in an aﬀair. Over the Summer in Minneapolis these two families had
been spending a lot of time together and growing very close, it looked
normal and natural and good. What no one realized is that in the mix my
coworker was moving in on his friend’s wife and vice-versa. Without
attracting any suspicion this man and this woman managed to spend a good
amount of time alone together. You probably couldn’t call it full-blown
adultery, but it was certainly headed there—there had been a kiss, there was
certainly emotional intimacy and a growing bond. One night they went to
small group—both families were in the same small group—and that night
they began a study of 1 John. As they read the text for the evening, this
woman was overcome, v. 7: But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have
fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin. That
Scripture woke her up to the knowledge that she had to break this cycle. She
went on to confess everything to her husband—even to the whole church—
and to take steps to cut oﬀ the relationship and begin healing. In the end, her
marriage was saved. Now, in that moment at small group when she heard
God speak to her and decided to act, the battle was still before her. Much
courage and much fighting was to come, but the promise of the Word of
God was clear.
APP: When you are stuck in a cycle of sin, often the first glimmer of hope, the first
hint of a solution or the possibility of turning things around will come through the
Word of God. Are you listening for his word to you today? I don’t just mean
reading your bible, or even listening to messages like this, or a sermon podcast, but
listening to those around you who the LORD may be using to speak prophetically.
We don’t have professional prophets like Deborah any more, but this is because the
Spirit of God is within each and everyone of us who has faith in Christ. The New
Testament talks not about the oﬃce of prophet but the gift of prophecy (Rom 12:6,
1 Cor 12:10, 14:1–5, Eph 4:11–12, 1 Pet 4:10–11). Have you ever experienced a
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moment with a brother or sister in Christ where they spoke truth to you—the
LORD’s truth—so clearly or directly that you could not hide from it? Perhaps they
quoted or paraphrased a Scripture, or maybe they just spoke something directly
and powerfully into your life that was perfectly in line with Scripture. Maybe they
made a passing comment, but the Holy Spirit within you lit that comment on fire
so that you began to do some research, or you made a phone call, or had a
conversation with your parents or your spouse that ultimately led to your
deliverance from a pattern of sin. This is how the LORD works.
So Deborah, not being a military leader herself, calls Barak and speaks the word of
the LORD to him in order to initiate the deliverance of God’s people. Notice a few
things about their conversation. (1) Deborah frames it as a challenge, as a
rhetorical question, v. 6: Has not the Lord, the God of Israel, commanded you? This
implies in Barak already some knowledge of his duty and his responsibility, but
there’s some fear or lack of initiative. Haven’t we all been there—the moment after
you know what you need to do but before you’ve managed to summon the courage
to be obedient? (2) The LORD doesn’t just give Barak a command, but a
strategy and a promise. Look at v. 7. Barak is to gather a specific number of
men at a specific place from specific tribes and then—here’s the promise—the
LORD will draw out Sisera—again to a specific place—and the LORD will give
Sisera into Barak’s hand. (3) So how should we read Barak’s response here in v.
8? If you will go with me, I will go, but if you will not go with me, I will not go. Many rush to
condemn Barak as a failure and a coward. Indeed, it seems timid that an ancient
military leader would need a woman to hold his hand on the way to the battle, but
what is Barak really asking? He is asking for the word of God to go with him. That
sounds good—even full of faith. Even when we know what we need to do, even
when there is a strategy and a promise of victory in place, we can still struggle to be
courageous in obedience. (4) What Deborah says next is the theological crux of
the passage, v. 9: I will surely go with you. Nevertheless, the road on which you are going will
not lead to your glory, for the Lord will sell Sisera into the hand of a woman. Do not think for
a moment, that your fumbling obedience will win the credit for you. The LORD
deserves all the glory—it is his word, his initiative, his strategy, his promise. We
must be courageous and obedient, but we must accept that the glory will not be
ours but his. Our LORD deserves all glory because he initiates our
deliverance through his word.
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II. Our LORD deserves all glory because he accomplishes our
deliverance through divine purposes and weak human beings.
A. Judg 4:10–16
10 And Barak called out Zebulun and Naphtali to Kedesh. And 10,000 men went up at
his heels, and Deborah went up with him.
11 Now Heber the Kenite had separated from the Kenites, the descendants of Hobab the
father-in-law of Moses, and had pitched his tent as far away as the oak in Zaanannim, which is
near Kedesh.
12 When Sisera was told that Barak the son of Abinoam had gone up to Mount Tabor,
13 Sisera called out all his chariots, 900 chariots of iron, and all the men who were with him,
from Harosheth-hagoyim to the river Kishon. 14 And Deborah said to Barak, “Up! For this is the
day in which the Lord has given Sisera into your hand. Does not the Lord go out before you?” So
Barak went down from Mount Tabor with 10,000 men following him. 15 And the Lord routed
Sisera and all his chariots and all his army before Barak by the edge of the sword. And Sisera got
down from his chariot and fled away on foot. 16 And Barak pursued the chariots and the army to
Harosheth-hagoyim, and all the army of Sisera fell by the edge of the sword; not a man was left.
You need to picture this scene. [Image 3: Photo of Mt. Tabor and the
Jezreel Valley] In obedience to the plan and promise of the LORD, Barak rallies
his forces on Mt. Tabor. Then, according to plan, Sisera assembles his chariots in
the valley along the Kishon River. (Like most rivers in Israel, the Kishon is not
much to look at. Most of the time it is a dry stream bed, but during the seasonal
rains it drains the Jezreel Valley down to the Mediterranean Sea.) So there they are,
10,000 Israelite soldiers on the top of this mountain with 900 chariots and their
accompanying legions in the valley below. For the moment, the Israelites have the
advantage—the chariots cannot charge up the mountain—but once they get to the
valley floor they will be easily mowed down by skilled archers, each mounted
behind his charioteer, criss-crossing the battle-field two or three times faster than
any man can sprint. Adrenaline would be rising even as hopes were sinking. How
would the LORD pull a victory out of this? And then Deborah, v. 14 Up! For this is
the day in which the Lord has given Sisera into your hand. Does not the Lord go out before you?
And in that moment—maybe a shout is raised—and Barak charges down the
mountain according to the word of the LORD, but fearing these may be his last
living moments, and v. 15, And the Lord routed Sisera and all his chariots and all his army
before Barak by the edge of the sword. An overwhelming victory.
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What happened? How did this vastly inferior Israelite force triumph that day? The
poem in Judges 5 holds the secret:
Judg 5:4, 20–22
4 “Lord, when you went out from Seir,
when you marched from the region of Edom,
the earth trembled
and the heavens dropped,
yes, the clouds dropped water. [...]
20 From heaven the stars fought,
from their courses they fought against Sisera.
21 The torrent Kishon swept them away,
the ancient torrent, the torrent Kishon.
March on, my soul, with might!
22 “Then loud beat the horses’ hoofs
with the galloping, galloping of his steeds.
As Barak charged down the mountain, the LORD rolled into the Jezreel Valley on
the wings of a powerful and unexpected thunderstorm, turning the cultivated fields
into mud and causing flash flooding in the little Kishon River (to this day this still
happens when it rains hard). In these conditions, the chariots’ advantage was
completely eliminated, indeed, they became a liability so that Sisera fled on foot.
ILL: In the documentary Jesus in Athens, Darren Carlson tells an incredible
story of God’s supernatural deliverance that he heard while conducting
hundreds of hours of research in Athens, Greece. It’s the dead of night in
the watery crossing between Turkey and the Greek islands—a raft drifts
through the darkness and the choppy seas packed well beyond capacity. On
board is a desperate Iraqi family of three, mother, father, and small daughter
who are fleeing for their lives from a war-torn country. Suddenly a wave hits
the edge of the raft and their daughter is gone. Lost into the pitch black seas.
They cry out to God to the people in the raft, they lean desperately
overboard peering into the darkness to try to make her out, reaching for a
hand they can’t find while everyone else in the raft does the same. Suddenly,
there she is. Sitting, soaking wet on the other side of the raft. As people press
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in to question her she tells the same story over and over again—“A man in
white was walking on the water, he took my hand and put me back in the
boat.”
Meanwhile on shore, a missionary makes a fire and sits down with his bible
to see if any refugees will wash up on the coast this night. He leafs through
the Scriptures and decides that he will use the story of Jesus walking on the
water to start a conversation with anyone who happens to shelter by his fire.
Sometime latter an exhausted, soaked, and freezing family of three huddles
in. He asks if he can share a story and then begins reading about a man who
walks across rough seas to greet his disciples, but before he even finishes he
looks up and this family is completely broken, just sobbing in front of his fire.
“Please,” they say, “Who is this man? What is this book you are reading?—
We meet him this night.” Three lives changed for ever.
God moves in a mysterious way
His wonders to perform;
He plants His footsteps in the sea
And rides upon the storm.3
APP: Do you believe that the LORD can deliver you? Supernaturally,
unexpectedly, through means that are vaster than your comprehension and
completely outside of your control? This story address us in the place of Barak
more than any other character. Just as the word of God came to Barak, so the word
of God is coming to us now. Just as Barak is challenged to act courageously by
faith, so we are being challenged now. In Hebrew, his name means lightening.
Lightening! I think this is one of those ironic names that highlights precisely what
its bearer is not. Barak is not shown to be particularly fast, bold, powerful,
terrifying, and yet... by the word and power of God the clouds gather, the sky
darkens, thunder shakes the mountains, a sudden downpour bursts from the sky,
and when Barak comes down that mountain with 10,000 men at his back,
lightening strikes! The LORD can take your simple obedience, your basic courage,
and turn it into an overwhelming victory, a route of the forces of evil. Our LORD
deserves all glory because he accomplishes our deliverance through
divine purposes and weak human beings.
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B. Judg 4:17–24
17 But Sisera fled away on foot to the tent of Jael, the wife of Heber the Kenite, for there
was peace between Jabin the king of Hazor and the house of Heber the Kenite. 18 And Jael came
out to meet Sisera and said to him, “Turn aside, my lord; turn aside to me; do not be afraid.” So
he turned aside to her into the tent, and she covered him with a rug. 19 And he said to her, “Please
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 opening of the tent, and if any man comes
and asks you, ‘Is anyone here?’ say, ‘No.’” 21 But Jael the wife of Heber took a tent peg, and took
a hammer in her hand. Then she went softly to him and drove the peg into his temple until it went
down into the ground while he was lying fast asleep from weariness. So he died. 22 And behold, as
Barak was pursuing Sisera, Jael 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.
23 So on that day God subdued Jabin the king of Canaan before the people of Israel. 24
And the hand of the people of Israel pressed harder and harder against Jabin the king of Canaan,
until they destroyed Jabin king of Canaan.
What are we to make of this strange and grisly ending? Is Jael a hero? Are her
methods being recommended? Is the LORD recommending murder if someone is
really, really bad? What on earth can this mean for us?
Let’s make a few observations to put this passage into context: (1) Sisera is the
fleeing, defeated enemy of God’s people, an immoral, wicked opponent of
God’s purposes (Judg 5:30). (2) Jael is not an Israelite, she is Sisera’s ally,
someone he feels he can trust, and Jael plays into this through deception and
allurement. She oﬀers him hospitality, she speaks kindly to him, she over-delivers on
his request, all helping to put him more and more at ease. When she slips up to him
in his sleep we can be sure he suspected nothing. (3) Jael is clearly clever, bold,
and decisive. She tricks Sisera and then murders him in a chilling manner. Most
translations have tent peg, but I think that stake is probably more like it. Can you
imagine? Has anyone here ever killed so much as a chicken? You have to commit.
Once you sneak up behind the sleeping warrior and get your stake and mallet in
place, you have to strike forcefully and decisively. (4) Jael defeats Sisera in a
particularly feminine way. Notice that she doesn’t don armor and meet him in
one-on-one combat on the battle field. She is the weaker party, but she uses this to
her advantage. She uses tools that are traditionally associated with femininity—
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hospitality, seductive speech, and stealth. (5) We are not given one hint as to
Jael’s motive—this is left completely blank for us. There is no hint of the
LORD’s guidance, no conversion to join with Israel. Perhaps she is being
opportunistic, she sees that her ally lost and she needs to quickly switch sides so that
her family is spared? We’ll never know.
I want to suggest that this little vignette isn’t really about Jael, but about the LORD.
Sisera’s death at the hand of Jael is about the most dishonorable death a warrior
could face (Judg 9:53–54). The story we have in our bibles is not a story that Sisera
wants to get out. On one level the story really isn’t about Jael being a hero, but
about Sisera being shamed in defeat. God’s enemies come to a humiliating, decisive
end. But more than that, the LORD is delivering on his promise to Barak in v. 9,
which is to say, watch me... I can deliver my people in any way that I choose. You,
Barak, will win a great victory, but you won’t be able to take the credit, you won’t
be able to boast. The glory will be mine cause I can undo my enemies with their
own allies, I can use a humble nomadic housewife to defeat the general of the
Canaanite army.
APP: Think about it, if you deserved the credit for your own deliverance, wouldn’t
it just build up your pride? Wouldn’t it be likely to draw you away from the LORD?
Therefore, we aren’t meant to emulate Jael in her deception and her murder, but
rather to cheer for the LORD who brings poetic justice down on the heads of his
enemies.
ILL: There’s a Clint Eastwood movie from 1992 called Unforgiven. It won a
bunch of Oscars, best picture. It’s a classic Western plot line, but flipped so
that the sheriﬀ is the evil, sadistic, oppressive bad guy and the old dried-up
outlaw, Clint Eastwood (obviously) is the good guy, or, I should say, antihero.
He isn’t really a good guy—he has a deeply checkered past, he is the
unforgiven one from the title—but in the world of the film he does represent
justice. At the end of the film, when the abuse and iǌustice of the acting
sheriﬀ has become too much to handle, Clint Eastwood somewhat
reluctantly comes into town and—you guessed it—just kills everyone. Now, it
is violent (not any worse than staking a man’s head to the ground), but when
that scene plays out—if you’re like me—a huge smile forms across your face
and you just can’t help it. Why?! Because we love murder? Of course not!
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Because we approve of Clint Eastwood’s vigilante methods? Not necessarily.
But because it is so sweet to see divine, poetic justice coming to those who
deserve it.
We need this. It reminds us that sin has its desserts and that the LORD is in
control—because so often in our lives it feels like the opposite is true. Our LORD
deserves all glory because he accomplishes our deliverance through
divine purposes and weak human beings.
IMPROVEMENT
Our LORD deserves all glory for delivering us. Ultimately, the LORD is
delivering us from the consequences of our sin—his methods and his character are
the same today as they were for Deborah and Barak.
Just as the LORD delivered his people from oppression under the Canaanites in
the days of the Judges with a hammer and nail wielded by an enemy of his people,
so the LORD delivered his people from oppression under sin and death at the cross
of Christ with a hammer and nail wielded by the enemies of his people.4 This is
nothing if not the most supernatural, unexpected triumph of human weakness and
divine purpose that the world has ever seen.
In 1 Cor 1:27–31 the Apostle Paul explains it this way: God chose what is weak in the
world to shame the strong; 28 God chose what is low and despised in the world, even things that
are not, to bring to nothing things that are, 29 so that no human being might boast in the presence
of God. 30 And because of him you are in Christ Jesus, who became to us wisdom from God,
righteousness and sanctification and redemption, 31 so that, as it is written, “Let the one who
boasts, boast in the Lord.”
Do you realize what this means? On the cross, the LORD of glory delivered us by
dying. If you come to Christ by faith—then you are a part of this great deliverance.
If you come to Christ by faith—the glory will not be yours—but he is oﬀering you
a share in his glory. To this he called you through our gospel, writes Paul, so that you may
obtain the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ (2 Thess 2:14). This is our LORD! The God
who deserves all glory for delivering us from sin and death, but who shares it with
the weakest among us.
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EXCURSUS: Application to Women
This passage is a favorite of feminist interpreters because it is somewhat notable in
Scripture for its strong, female characters. What are we supposed to conclude from
the portraits of Deborah and Jael? As we already saw, Deborah is something of an
exception that proves the rule—she’s not like the other Judges. And Jael is not a
heroine to emulate. So, to the hardcore, revisionist feminists I have to say, Sorry,
these women are not the biblical paradigm for female leadership. But, to the
feminists’ point, these women certainly do present compelling portraits of feminine
strength. In the beginning, God made humanity male and female, though he gave
them slightly diﬀerent, complementary roles, he blessed and commissioned
humanity in his image as male and female to “rule the earth and subdue it” (Gen
1:28). The portraits of Deborah and Jael show us strong, gifted, women being used
by God to accomplish his purposes in the world. But notice that both Deborah and
Jael triumph in particularly feminine ways. They don’t lead armies into battle, or go
head to head with men in the masculine sphere (although they are often depicted
that way, it just doesn’t hold up to a close reading of the text). Instead, Deborah
speaks God’s word to influence Barak to take action and leadership. She goes with
him and encourages him on the way. Jael uses cunning to triumph over a warrior of
superior strength. So here’s the application: Use your gifts and strengths boldly as
women. Your gifts come from the LORD and the LORD loves to win battles and
triumph over his enemies through your faithfulness.
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1. The “sin is boring” idea and the shape of this intro come from Dale Ralph Davis, Judges: Such a Great Salvation
(XXXX), xx.
2. By David Morgan, CBS NEWS (April 15, 2019, 11:41 AM): https://www.cbsnews.com/news/david-brooks-thesecond-mountain-the-quest-for-a-moral-life/.
3. “God Moves in a Mysterious Way” by William Cowper, 1774. Profoundly biblical, alluding to texts like: Psalm 29;
104:3; Mark 6; Matthew 14; John 6.
4. Inspired by ancient Christian exegesis mentioned in Stewart 2012, “Deborah, Jael, and their Interpreters” 130.

