
 WILLING SERVANTS 
Judges 4:1-16 

 
 In his book on leadership (The 21 Irrefutable Laws of Leadership), John Maxwell wrote 
that the true measure of leadership is influence.  A person can have exceptional leadership ability 
in that many people are influenced but that fact does not address the question of whether the 
direction (influence) is good or bad.  Having a leader who leads people to do the wrong thing is 
as bad as or (perhaps) worse than having no leadership at all.  Leadership influence can be seen 
to be a major factor in the history of Israel.  The exodus needed the leadership of Moses, taking 
the Promised Land needed the leadership of Joshua and in the several hundred years that 
followed, the various judges who governed Israel provided direction for the nation.   
 In Maxwell’s book, the 21st law states that “A Leader’s Lasting Value Is Measured by 
Succession.”   Without planning ahead and having a successor in place, a leader’s legacy is 
limited to his time and place.  Moses groomed Joshua and Joshua called for commitments from 
the elders of the various tribes.  After they died, there was no clear leadership in the nation and 
people just did whatever they thought was best for themselves.  As you can imagine, this 
produced a mixed bag of behaviors that led to a deterioration in the quality of life and the 
morality of the people.  Such lack of discipline made them weak and vulnerable to aggressive 
neighbors and the people suffered because they lacked organization and did not work together to 
focus any strength they collectively had.   
  Ironically, the problems they encountered caused them to look for solutions in all the 
wrong places.  The lack of leadership to point them in the direction to look to Jehovah resulted in 
many adopting the pagan religious practices of their neighbors.  As they came under the 
influence of the gods of the Canaanites and other nations, they also found themselves under the 
influence of these people.  The abuses they suffered under such godless domination were, in 
effect, judgments.  The consequence of sin is the judgment of God.  The tragedy of sin is that 
those who are innocent suffer along with the guilty.  This fact is the strongest argument I can 
think of regarding why we must have laws limiting what people can do in spite of the counter 
arguments put forth that states “What I do with my body is my business.”  If you could truly 
limit the influences of your sin to yourself and these not affect others, then you might have a 
valid argument.  However, if you drink yourself into a stupor and get into your car and kill 
someone, then you have failed to limit the influence of your sin.  If you ruin your health and lose 
your job, then perhaps I should not be concerned; however, the cost of your health care is a drain 
on society and prevents us from making progress as we try to compensate for such mistakes.  
 In the case of Israel, the people would eventually come to realize that they were under the 
judgment of God and as they would grow weary of the oppression, they would call out to God in 
repentance.  God would then raise up a leader that would bring the people together and they 
would be delivered as God gave them victory over their enemies.  
 During the time of the Judges, most of the leaders were trying to direct the people back to 
God; that is, they led in the right direction.  Later on in their history, even when they had kings, 
leadership in the right direction was not always the case.  The only way leadership can chart the 
course of a nation in the right direction is through obedience to Godly principles.   
 
Here We Go Again – 4:1-3 
1 Then the sons of Israel again did 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; and the commander of his army was Sisera, who lived in 
Harosheth-hagoyim. 3 The sons of Israel cried to the LORD; for he had nine hundred iron chariots, and he oppressed 



the sons of Israel severely for twenty years.  Judges 4:1-3 (NASB95) 
 A good introduction to this chapter might be “here we go again!”  A leader passed from 
the scene and no successor was in place to provide continuing leadership and, just like a ship 
without a rudder, the nation drifted into rough waters or evil practices.  The consequence of 
wrong actions was that God allowed them to come into a condition of servitude to the Canaanite 
people.   
 Jabin, one of the Canaanite kings, provided leadership for these heathen people and he 
recognized the need for working together against the Israelites.  So he organized several of the 
city-states in that region and hired a military leader to pull all their forces together.  They were 
successful in that they were able to oppress Israel for twenty years.  By bringing their resources 
together they were able to have a formidable force of 900 iron chariots with which they 
established dominance. 
 The name “Jabin” was likely a title of his position somewhat as Pharaoh was the title of 
the Egyptian leader.  Jabin was an effective leader since he was able to have others follow him.  
He exhibited a needed characteristic of a good leader in that he was able to empower others such 
as Sisera who commanded the fighting forces of the coalition that were persecuting Israel.     
   The key factor in their success, however, was that God allowed them to bring judgment 
to the nation of Israel because the Israelites had gone away from God.  It is difficult for us to 
realize or admit that God really does chastise us with the problems that we encounter.  This does 
not mean that He doesn't love us; it, in fact, is proof of His love in that He cares enough to do 
something to bring us back to where we should be.  Can you think of anything that might be 
happening to our nation that might be interpreted as judgment on us for abandoning God?  Such 
things as that which happened on September 11, 2001 have been suggested by some as an 
example of God sending us a wake-up call to repent and turn back to righteousness.  As any 
casual observer could tell us that did not work.  We see devastating floods and fires, droughts 
and riots, and random, senseless murders and we still don’t realize that we need to repent and 
turn back to God.   
 
An Updated Request – 4:4-7 
4 Now Deborah, a prophetess, the wife of Lappidoth, was judging Israel at that time. 5 She used to sit under the palm 
tree of Deborah between Ramah and Bethel in the hill country of Ephraim; and the sons of Israel came up to her for 
judgment. 6 Now she sent and summoned Barak the son of Abinoam from Kedesh-naphtali, and said to him, 
“Behold, the LORD, the God of Israel, has commanded, ‘Go and march to Mount Tabor, and take with you ten 
thousand men from the sons of Naphtali and from the sons of Zebulun. 7 ‘I will draw out to you Sisera, the 
commander of Jabin’s army, with his chariots and his many troops to the river Kishon, and I will give him into your 
hand.’ ”  Judges 4:1-7 (NASB95) 
 It took twenty years of oppression for the people of Israel to come to their senses and cry 
out to God.  At that time a woman served as a judge in Israel.  Her name was Deborah. The text 
in most translations says that she was the wife of a man named Lappidoth.  The word “lappidoth” 
literally means “torches.”  Some have speculated that this was a description of her personality; 
that is, she was a woman of “light” or a woman of “fiery disposition.”  Others have suggested 
that Lappidoth was the area or town that she was from.   
 We see also that she set up her court under the palm tree of Deborah.  Historians are not 
sure if this was named for her or for the nurse of Rebekah (the wife of Isaac) who was buried in 
that area.  God was prepared with a leader through whom He would bring deliverance.  He was 
waiting for the nation to realize that they needed help and when they called out to Him, He had 
someone in place ready to help.   
 In verse six we see another person who would be used to bring relief for the people of 



Israel.  In some translations the wording of the message Deborah sent to him was in the form of a 
question.  In the KJV it reads “Hath not God commanded . . .”  We could imply from this that 
God had been dealing with a potential military leader named Barak.  Deborah sent for Barak and 
asked Him if God had not already called him to take up arms against the Canaanites.  Many 
times God calls us to do something and we feel that we ought to take action, but we are unsure of 
what we should do or even if the impulse was from God.  In such situations, it helps us to have 
such a call confirmed by a spiritual leader.   
 Notice that Barak was to draw his army from the two tribes that were most influenced by 
the Canaanites.  Eventually, other tribes joined with them at the time of battle.  The lesson to be 
learned here is that we are expected to take action regarding the problems around us.  Many 
times people are looking for help from the government or from some outside agencies when we 
should be doing something about the problems that plague us.  We do need outside help for 
many things; however, we should be taking initiative rather than waiting for someone to do it for 
us.   
 We see that God had a plan to defeat the Canaanites that would use their strength (iron 
chariots) against them.  God promised to deliver the victory for Israel.    
 
A Deal Struck – 4:8-10 
8 Then Barak said to her, “If you will go with me, then I will go; but if you will not go with me, I will not go.” 9 She 
said, “I will surely go with you; nevertheless, the honor shall not be yours on the journey that you are about to take, 
for the LORD will sell Sisera into the hands of a woman.” Then Deborah arose and went with Barak to Kedesh. 10 

Barak called Zebulun and Naphtali together to Kedesh, and ten thousand men went up with him; Deborah also went 
up with him.  Judges 4:8-10 (NASB95) 
 Barak was unsure of himself and perhaps a little unsure of God.  His asking Deborah to 
come with him in battle could have been a sincerity check to see if Deborah really believed what 
she prophesied.  Barak also realized that Deborah was a person that was close to God and wanted 
the security of her presence.   
 Deborah agreed to go with Barak as he led ten thousand men of the tribes of Naphtali and 
Zebulun to the appointed place of the battle.  Many times the motivating factor for leaders of 
armies was the glory and fame they would receive upon having won the battle.  There was to be 
no particular honor for Barak because the victory would belong to God.  Deborah had a prophecy 
that told Barak before the fact that the general of the Canaanite army would be killed by a 
woman.  Barak probably thought that Deborah would be that woman.  That was not the case.   
 There is apparently a lot of the story of how God prepared Barak for this call to be a 
leader that remains untold.  It is hard to imagine how an army of ten thousand men would come 
together to follow someone who was relatively unknown.  It is likely that he had demonstrated 
leadership ability in the region where he lived and had a reputation that would have given people 
enough confidence to follow him into battle.  His reluctance to immediately agree to be the 
leader of what God had called him to do is somewhat like that shown by Gideon who requested 
proof in the form of a fleece.  I think that many of us would have some questions regarding such 
a significant undertaking and would want some assurance that it really was God who was doing 
the calling.    
 
The Orders Issued – 4:11-14 
11 Now Heber the Kenite had separated himself from the Kenites, from the sons 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 Then they told Sisera 
that Barak the son of Abinoam had gone up to Mount Tabor. 13 Sisera called together all his chariots, nine hundred 
iron chariots, and all the people who were with him, from Harosheth-hagoyim to the river Kishon.  14 Deborah said 



to Barak, “Arise! For this is the day in which the LORD has given Sisera into your hands; behold, the LORD has gone 
out before you.” So Barak went down from Mount Tabor with ten thousand men following him.  Judges 4:11-14 
(NASB95) 
 Verse 11 regarding Heber the Kenite is simply setting the stage for what is going to 
happen later on in the narrative.  Heber and his family apparently lived alone rather than with his 
kinsmen the other Kenites.  This isolation would prove to be important for events that were yet to 
unfold.   
 Scholars are not sure who “they” are in verse 12.  It could have been the other Kenites or 
it may have been the Canaanites who were in the area.  The important point is that word got to 
Sisera that an uprising was developing near Mount Tabor.  This was the bait or the lure in the 
trap that God was setting for the forces of Jabin and the army that had the 900 iron chariots.   
  Barak and his men were in the mountains which would appear to be a position of 
advantage if one were fighting an enemy with iron chariots.  By God's instruction, the forces of 
Israel left the mountain and went down into the plane and engaged the Canaanites at the Kishon 
River.  According to the writings of Josephus, God sent a flood that caused the iron chariots to 
bog down and become useless.  God was in control of the elements of nature and He sent rain at 
the right time.  If that is the case, then God used the supposed advantage of the enemy to 
accomplish their defeat.  Deborah had to be in touch with God to know the right time to engage 
the enemy in battle.   
 In Be Available, Warren Wiersbe observed that the forces of Jabin would not have used 
their chariots during the rainy season, so it was completely unexpected that a rain would come 
and the Kishon River would flood the area where the chariots had gathered to fight the army of 
Israel.  It may have been this battle that inspired David to write in Psalms “Some trust in 
chariots, and some in horses: but we will remember the name of the LORD our God.”   
 We find other warnings in the Scripture regarding the foolishness of putting our trust in 
physical weaponry.  Moses had stated in Deuteronomy 20:1 “When you go out to battle against 
your enemies, and see horses and chariots and people more numerous than you, do not be afraid 
of them; for the LORD your God is with you, who brought you up from the land of Egypt.”  In 
Isaiah 31:1 he had a related warning for those who rely on horses and chariots and do not look to 
the Holy One of Israel, nor seek the Lord. 
 I guess such chariots with well-trained horses could be compared in the advantage they 
gave an army to modern day tanks that are used in military engagements.  Sisera had 900 
chariots.  That is about the same number of tanks that the Egyptians had in June 1967 in the Six-
Day War in the Sinai desert when that war started.  They also had an estimated 100,000 troops 
deployed there.   
 When people put their confidence in anything other than God (as the Canaanites did) they 
will find that what they are counting on will fail them at some time and in some circumstance.  
The only sure way is to trust God. This is what the Israelites did in this instance.  If they had 
continued to trust God and be obedient then they would have avoided  the problems they 
encountered by drifting away from God.  
 
The Victory Won – 4:15-16 
15 The LORD routed Sisera and all his chariots and all his army with the edge of the sword before Barak; and Sisera 
alighted from his chariot and fled away on foot. 16 But Barak pursued the chariots and the army as far as Harosheth-
hagoyim, and all the army of Sisera fell by the edge of the sword; not even one was left.  Judges 4:15-16 (NASB95) 
 The writer of this account in the history of Israel had no doubt that the victory was a 
direct result of the intervention of Jehovah.  God used Barak and the assembled armies of Israel 
to carry out His battle.  Apparently, the sudden rain and the flood resulted in the chariots being 



useless in the muddy ground and this caused a panic among the Canaanite soldiers and in their 
confusion were soundly defeated and those who weren’t killed there fled.  The Israelite army 
went after them to finish the job.   
 In the Six-Day War it was not rain that fell but it was bombs that wiped out the Egyptian 
Air Force.  The result was that those Egyptians in their 900 tanks and the multi thousand ground 
forces were exposed to Israeli air strikes and they eventually panicked and retreated from the 
area.  At various times during the course of the fighting, the Egyptian artillery was firing upon 
their own troops.     
 We see in this account of what happened 3400 years ago the result of a great partnership 
of a military leader (Barak) teamed up with a spiritual leader (Deborah) who was in touch with 
God.  The concept of separation of church and state is an often quoted idea that is used to 
eliminate any spiritual influence in our nation.  This was not the intent of our founding father 
when they wrote the Constitution.  If we eliminate Godly influence in our government, then we 
wind up with a godless government and sure ruin for the nation. 
 The lessons that we see in this ancient account of how God deals with His people need to 
be learned and heed by all of us as we find ourselves as participant in what we believe to be “one 
nation, under God, with liberty and justice for all.”  If we find that our fundamental principles are 
not working, then we need to look for the source of the problems in this “government of the 
people, by the people, and for the people.”  As we examine these two ideas in light of what 
Deborah and Barak learned, we quickly come to realize that the second idea (of the people, by 
the people, and for the people) will not work unless we are truly unified as one nation under God.   


