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Like some of you, I’ve been a long-suffering Cal football fan for years.  The last time Cal went to the Rose Bowl was 
1959 when I was 11 years old, and since then they have had a total of 19 winning seasons and 36 losing seasons; 
55 times Cal fans have said, “Maybe this will be the year,” and 55 times we’ve been disappointed.  Make that 56 – I 
forgot about this year.  The Old Testament book of Judges recounts 400 years of losing seasons for Israel between 
Joshua and David, 400 years of living under the boot of their neighbors because of their own idolatry and refusal to 
trust the God who brought them out of Egypt and gave them the Promised Land.  We are currently making our way 
through the strange tales of this unusual book and this morning, we’re going to look at one of the rare winning 
seasons in Israel’s history and at one of her few truly great coaches, “Judge Debby.”  
 
Chapter 4 tells the story of Deborah and chapter 5 is the song Deborah and Barak sing about what happens in 
chapter 4.  We’ll focus most of our attention on chapter 4.  Vs. 1,“Then the sons of Israel again did evil in the sight 
of the LORD, after Ehud died.”  The same cycle which repeats throughout the strange tales of Judges begins again.  
As soon as Ehud, the judge we met last week dies, Israel immediately deserts the Lord to again worship the idols of 
their neighbors.  And once again, idolatry is always followed by bondage. (vs. 2) And the LORD sold them into the 
hand of Jabin king of Canaan, who reigned in Hazor; (over a confederation of tribes in the northern part of Israel) 
and the commander of his army was Sisera, who lived in Harosheth-hagoyim.”  160 years before this, Joshua 
defeated another Jabin, king of Hazor, in the last great battle of the book of Joshua which liberated the entire 
northern half of Canaan for Israel.  But now, because of Israel’s idolatry, an old defeated enemy reappears to 
enslave God’s people.  Once we turn away from God, old sins and enemies we thought we had defeated often 
reappear to plague us once again.  Notice that Israel’s problems are not political or military, they are spiritual.  
They are subjects of Jabin, king of Canaan, because God gives Israel into Jabin’s hand and not because He doesn’t 
love them anymore but because He does and that bondage is designed to drive them back to the only one who can 
truly give them life.  Do you know what made Jabin such a formidable foe? His hired gun, the Philistine mercenary, 
General, Sisera.  The Philistines knew the secret of making iron weapons, a secret they guarded zealously because 
it made them more powerful than the nations surrounding them.  Sisera leads a powerful army with 900 iron 
chariots, an army far more technologically advanced than Israel who has only wooden and bronze weapons.  
Without God’s help, Israel was powerless before the Canaanites, just as without God’s help, you and I are 
powerless against sin and evil. So for 20 years, Israel was oppressed and enslaved to the Canaanites.  But the 
Canaanites were just a symptom.  The real disease was the Hebrew’s rebellion against God.  Idolatry leads to 
bondage which leads to misery and God’s people finally turning back to God for relief. (vs. 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.”    
 
In vs. 4-5, we meet the next judge in the book of Judges, Judge Debby – or Deborah. “Now Deborah, a prophetess, 
the wife of Lappidoth, was judging Israel at that time.  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.”  Deborah is 
unique among the Judges.  She’s a woman, the rest are men.  She’s a prophetess – one through whom God speaks.  
The rest are warriors. Deborah held court under a palm tree in the hill country of the tribe of Ephraim which was 
located at the center of Israel where people from all over Israel came to have their disputes settled. Normally, if an 
Israelite wanted to hear from God, he would go to the priests at the tabernacle at Shiloh.  But apparently, the 
priesthood had by this time become so corrupt that if you wanted to hear from God, you went to Deborah.  
Deborah is also a wife, and according to chapter 5, a mother.  
 
“Now she sent and summoned Barak the son of Abinoam from Kedesh-naphtali, (meaning that Barak is from the 
tribe of Naphtali, some 50 miles away) 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. '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.'" Because Deborah is a prophetess, she has a message from God for 



the warrior, Barak.  He is to recruit 10,000 soldiers from his own tribe of Naphtali and from the tribe of Zebulun – 
two of the three northernmost tribes – and go to war against King Jabin’s general, Sisera, with his 900 iron 
chariots.  Typically, a chariot was drawn by two horses and ridden by two men, a driver and an archer.  Against 
infantry, the chariots could either circle the troops and fire arrows, never allowing their opponents to get in 
striking range or they could charge en masse into a group of soldiers.  Chariots were the smart bombs and drones 
of that era.  Yet God, through Deborah, tells Barak that the days of slavery are finished, it’s time to take back the 
land from their enemy.   If I had been Barak, I would have asked Judge Debby, “Are you sure the Lord meant me?” 
But Barak only says in vs. 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."  I used to think that Barak was being cowardly here; “I won’t go unless you go.” And that’s why 
Deborah replies in vs. 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.”  Deborah agrees to go with Barak but tells him that his lack of faith has cost him 
any honor he might receive when he defeats Sisera.  That honor will go to a woman.  However, I don’t see this 
passage that way any longer.  First, the text doesn’t say that and second, according to the verses which follow and 
Hebrews 11, Barak was a man of great faith.  Plus Moses, Gideon, Isaiah and a number of other great leaders 
respond with that same hesitancy when God called them to serve Him because they realized how inadequate they 
were for the task.  By the way, that’s how you know when God is calling you to do something.  You’ll feel 
completely inadequate.  That way, you have to depend on Him.  So why does Barak ask Deborah to go with him to 
the battle?  I think it is precisely because he is a man of faith and he knows how much he will need to hear from 
God throughout the entire mission; and Deborah is a prophetess to whom God speaks.  I think what Barak is saying 
is that unless God goes with him to guide him, he’s not going.  I’ve learned that it’s not enough to know what God 
wants me to do.  I also need to know how He wants me to do it and when He wants me to do it.  I’ve made the 
mistake so many times in the past of charging ahead of God once I thought I knew what I was supposed to do 
without waiting to find how the how and the when – and fallen on my face – as recently as last week.  Barak asks 
Deborah to accompany him not out of weakness but out of faith and because he is so aware of how much he 
needs God’s help in this mission. And when Deborah tells him that the honor of defeating Sisera will go to a 
woman, it’s not a rebuke, but simply a statement of fact – as we’ll see later in the story.  But Barak goes anyway, 
knowing that he will receive no honor for his efforts, because he is motivated entirely by his desire to be obedient 
to God.  So verse 10 Barak called Zebulun and Naphtali together to Kedesh, and ten thousand men went up with 
him; Deborah also went up with him. 
 
Now in vs. 11, the scene changes and introduces a character who is going to be significant later in the story.  Vs. 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.”  The Kenites were 
descendants of Moses’ father-in-law, the priest of Midian, who came to live with the Israelites when they were 
wandering in the desert.  The Kenites settled in the southern part of Canaan but one of the Kenites named Heber 
moved north. We learn later that Heber and his clan were at peace with Jabin and the Canaanites, so Heber was an 
ally of Israel’s enemies at this point.  Verse 4:12-13 “Then they told Sisera that Barak the son of Abinoam had gone 
up to Mount Tabor. 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.” Mount Tabor is a volcanic cone that rises 1,843 feet out of 
the valley of Megiddo west of the Sea of Galilee. Mount Tabor overlooks the entire valley, but it could easily be 
surrounded and cut off.  Sisera learns about the rebel troops gathered on Mount Tabor and quickly mobilizes his 
troops and his nine hundred iron chariots, and begin to advance up the valley toward Mount Tabor.  Running 
through the middle of the valley of Meggido is the Kishon river, which at this time of year would have been a dry 
creek bed which Sisera uses to advance with his infantry and chariots toward Mount Tabor. So we’ve got ten 
thousand Israelites, hiding in the trees on Mount Tabor, vastly outnumbered by this huge Canaanite army, making 
their way up the valley toward them and led by 900 iron chariots, a clearly superior army technologically and 
numerically.  If the Israeli rebels are going to have any chance of survival, they need to stay on that mountain.  At 
least there, Sisera’s chariots will be unable to reach them.  Yet notice what Deborah does in vs. 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."   If I’m Barak, I’m thinking, “Why did I bring her?” But Barak believes God and leads 10,000 
screaming Israelites down off that mountain toward a far bigger army with much better weapons. “So Barak went 
down from Mount Tabor with ten thousand men following him. 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.”  
We get a few more details on how the Lord routed Sisera and his army and chariots from chapter 5.  Chapter 5 of 
Judges is a song – in fact, it is a duet sung by Deborah and Barak in praise of God.  Look at Judges 5:20-21 "The 
stars fought from heaven, From their courses they fought against Sisera.  The torrent of Kishon swept them away, 
the ancient torrent, the torrent Kishon.”  Apparently the angelic armies of heaven got involved in the battle and 
there was a heavy rain, the Kishon River overflowed its banks and a great wave of water sweeps down the creek 
bed, washing the Canaanite army away down the Kishon. Many of the Canaanites are drowned, their chariots are 
bogged down and the soldiers who try to flee are trapped in the mud and easily slain by the advancing Israelis. Vs. 
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.  Barak and his army pursue the retreating Canaanites until they catch 
them at their original camp and wipe them out.  However General Sisera leaves his chariot and slips away on foot.  
 
Vs. 17, “Now 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.”   We met Heber the Kenite a few verses 
earlier.  Sisera is on the run from Barak and he looks for help from his ally, Heber and his wife, Jael.  When he 
arrives at Heber’s tent, however, Heber isn’t home.  Only Jael is there.  Vs. 18 Jael went out to meet Sisera, and 
said to him, "Turn aside, my master, turn aside to me! Do not be afraid." And he turned aside to her into the tent, 
and she covered him with a rug.” Sisera is wet, terrified, exhausted, hungry and dehydrated.  And so he gratefully 
accepts Jael’s offer of hospitality and shelter. Vs. 4:19-20, “He said to her, "Please give me a little water to drink, 
for I am thirsty." So she opened a bottle of milk and gave him a drink; then she covered him. He said to her, "Stand 
in the doorway of the tent, and it shall be if anyone comes and inquires of you, and says, 'Is there anyone here?' 
that you shall say, 'No.'" The most powerful general in Canaan who terrorized the Israelites for 20 years has been 
reduced to hiding under a rug in a tent and begging Jael to lie if anyone comes looking for him.  Vs. 21, “But Jael, 
Heber's wife, took a tent peg and seized a hammer in her hand, and went secretly to him and drove the peg into his 
temple, and it went through into the ground; for he was sound asleep and exhausted. So he died -” yet another 
reason to call this series, “Strange Tales.” Even though her husband was a fan of the Canaanites, Jael clearly is not.  
Setting up tents was the responsibility of women in that culture and so Jael knew her way around hammer and 
tent pegs.  Once Sisera falls asleep, Jael makes sure he doesn’t wake up.  Vs 4:22 “And behold, as Barak pursued 
Sisera, Jael came out to meet him and said to him, "Come, and I will show you the man whom you are seeking." 
And he entered with her, and behold Sisera was lying dead with the tent peg in his temple.”  Barak probably 
entered the tent with his sword drawn, ready for a fight but to his surprise, Sisera is already dead.  And it is Jael, 
not Deborah, who turns out to be the woman in Deborah’s prophecy who gets the honor for defeating Sisera.   
God is victorious and Sisera gets exactly what he deserves in a stroke of ironic justice.  In Deborah and Barak’s song 
in chapter 5, Deborah pictures Sisera’s mother and her ladies in waiting anticipating Sisera’s victorious return from 
this battle. Let’s read vs. 28-30"Out of the window she looked and lamented, the mother of Sisera through the 
lattice, 'Why does his chariot delay in coming? Why do the hoofbeats of his chariots tarry?' Her wise princesses 
would answer her, Indeed she repeats her words to herself, 'Are they not finding, are they not dividing the spoil? A 
maiden, two maidens for every warrior; to Sisera a spoil of dyed work, a spoil of dyed work embroidered, dyed work 
of double embroidery on the neck of the spoiler?'”  Sisera’ mother is worried. What’s taking Sisera so long to return 
from the battle?  Her ladies in waiting reply, “He’s gathering more loot and slaves from the defeated Israelis.”  The 
Hebrew word for “maiden” is literally a girl slave or sex slave.  Sisera was in the habit of kidnapping young women 
from the Hebrews to make them his sex slaves and for years has made the lives of the women of Israel a living hell.  
So it is appropriate that God uses two women – Deborah and Jael – to end Sisera’s reign of terror; and for the most 
feared man in Canaan to die, not in battle, but asleep at the hands of a woman is a fitting end. The Scripture 
doesn’t commend Jael’s actions, it simply reports what she did.  She lied, she violated the ancient Middle Eastern 
laws of hospitality as well as the treaty her husband had made with the Canaanites; and she committed murder – 
but God used her to deliver His people.  Remember, the book of Judges is not a book of great moral examples but 
a book about what happens to a people and to a society when they depart from the Lord to worship idols.  There 
are a lot of brutal, barbaric stories in the book but we need to read them as part of the whole story of the Bible.  
Jael is not the hero of this story and not an example to emulate, ladies – no matter how frustrated you are with 
your husband.  God is the hero. Which is the way vs.23-24 as well as chapter 5 summarize the point of this story. 
“So God subdued on that day Jabin the king of Canaan before the sons of Israel.  The hand of the sons of Israel 
pressed heavier and heavier upon Jabin the king of Canaan, until they had destroyed Jabin the king of Canaan.”   



Sisera’s death ensures Jabin’s defeat and leads to a general uprising against Jabin and Israel again wins its 
independence and Jabin himself is killed.  But it wasn’t Israel but God who subdued Jabin. 
 
What lessons can we draw for ourselves from the strange tale of Judge Debbie?  Remember, Judges is not a book 
of great moral examples or inspirational heroes.  It is a book full of very flawed people and the only hero is God.  
God is the one who delivers Israel from Jabin and Sisera and I to highlight two lessons about how God give us 
victory in life and causes us to thrive.   God will not give us victory until He first is victor over us.  Remember how 
the cycle of the book of Judges always begins: Idolatry always leads to bondage.  When Israel turns from God to 
worship idols, God turns them over to the Canaanites who oppress them for 20 years.  It is not until Israel turns 
back to God that God raises up a deliverer to free His people from their bondage; and we’ll see this pattern occur 
over and over in the strange tales of the book of Judges.  When did Israel turn back to the Lord this time?  The only 
evidence I can see of Israel turning from their idolatry in this chapter is that people are coming from all over Israel 
to hear from God from Deborah.  Deborah just sits under her palm tree and people come to have their disputes 
settled and their questions answered by God. For the first time in 20 years, the word of God is being heard and 
honored.  And it is only when we take time to listen to God’s word that God becomes active in our lives.  God 
communicates to us through His word and when we respond in faith to what He says, we see Him work in our 
behalf and we find the things that have enslaved us quickly lose their power over us.  Israel has lived in fear of the 
Canaanites and their iron chariots for 20 years, yet once Barak responds in faith to what God tells him to do 
through Deborah, the Canaanites with their chariots are routed in a single, decisive battle.  And the seemingly 
unconquerable Sisera is conquered by a woman with a hammer and a tent peg – which nobody saw coming.   
Israel’s problem was their rebellion to God, not the Canaanites.  Once they made peace with God and started 
listening to Him again, their bondage to the Canaanites quickly ended.  So here’s the lesson for us. God will not 
give us victory until He first is victor over us.  The Israelites thought their problem was the Canaanites but the 
Canaanites were just a symptom.  Their real problem was their rebellion to God.  Frequently in the book of Judges, 
we’ll find the phrase, “God sold them into the hand of…”  Idolatry leads to bondage because when God’s people 
refuse to serve Him, He turns His people over to other masters; not because He no longer loves them but because 
He does love them and wants to drive them back to Himself.  Paul writes the same thing in Romans 1, that when 
people choose to worship the creation rather than the Creator, God turns them over as slaves to their lusts and 
fears. I can almost remember the day in high school when I turned away from God and decided that I would live 
life without any involvement with Him.  Because it was only a short time after that I began to give into immorality 
and indulging my lusts and became a slave to habits that tortured me for years.  Those habits were just symptoms.  
The disease was my attitude toward God. We think our problem is our uncontrollable tongue, or our crippling fears 
and insecurities or our inability to manage our money or some disgusting habit – but those are just symptoms.  Our 
real problem is spiritual; we have not bowed the knee to Christ. We are worshiping something or someone else. 
That’s why working on breaking a bad habit is often so fruitless.  I can’t have victory over any particular sin until 
Christ has victory over me.  I can’t put to death any sin that is troubling me until I am seeking to obey God from my 
heart in every area of my life. Often God will allow some troubling lust to have power over me in order to draw my 
attention my own unwillingness to put Him first. So how do I seek Him first?  By understanding that I am powerless 
apart from His power, that I cannot succeed apart from His favor and that the most important thing I can do each 
day is to seek His face and to listen to His word; to put myself under His authority and do whatever He tells me to 
do.  God doesn’t call Barak through Deborah to deliver Israel until the people of Israel begin to regularly seek to 
hear His Word from Deborah.  And until we make reading the Scriptures and praying daily to hear what Jesus 
would say to us today our chief priority, victory over sin will elude us.  My relationship with Christ determines my 
relationship with sin.  When I put Him first in my schedule, I find I have victory over sin.  The more I neglect Him, 
the more powerful my sins become and the less able I am to resist them. Look, every Christian sins but there is a 
difference between the normal lapses and setbacks on the road to spiritual maturity and getting stuck where we’re 
making no progress but keep falling into the same pit over and over.  If that’s where you are, your problem is not 
the pit.  Your problem is idolatry.  Something is more important to you than God and until you put Him first, you’ll 
never get out of the pit. God will not give us victory until He first is victor over us.   
 
Here’s a second lesson we can draw from the story of Deborah and Barak. God will not give us victory until we 
learn to cooperate with one another rather than try to go it alone or compete with one another. Experiencing 
God’s victory depends on our relationship with Him AND on our relationship with one another. Christianity is a 



team sport.  There are no lone rangers or soloists.  Notice that this is a story about a man and a woman who must 
work together to achieve God’s will. Deborah needs Barak and Barak needs Deborah. If Barak had thought, “I’m 
not going to do what she says – she’s not even my wife,” or if Deborah had thought, “This goon is the wrong choice 
for the job, I’d better take command of the army,” the story would have ended differently.  But each played their 
assigned role. I think this parallels the way God has designed the church, the body of Christ to work.  God created 
us to work together and victory will elude us until we do.  For example, that’s why we make a big deal about of 
small groups here.  I find it very rare for a Christian to read their Bible and pray regularly if they are not in regular 
contact with other believers who are reading their Bibles and praying regularly.  I find it very rare to find Christians 
who are sharing their faith and ministering to those outside the church who are not in regular contact with other 
believers who are sharing their faith and ministering to those outside the church.   We need God and we need each 
other to be victorious in this life and when we are disciplined in spending time with God and disciplined in 
spending time with each other, God shows up.  In our small group this week, we were comparing the church in the 
book of Acts to the church today and discussing the question, “What do you find most appealing about the early 
church?” and “What do you find the most frightening?” My answer was the same for both questions.  I find the 
early church’s togetherness very appealing.  They did everything together; worship together, prayed together, ate 
together, shared their faith together.  Acts 2 says they were one heart and one soul and no one claimed anything 
as his own.  But I also find that kind of togetherness terrifying because it means I lose my autonomy – my right to 
do what I want when I want.  It’s easy to go it alone today; to isolate ourselves from other believers.  Yet God 
works when we work together, God shows up when we’re together, God speaks to us when we’re together.  I keep 
a little journal every day, asking where did I see God today? More often than not, I see God in some interaction 
with one of God’s people.  He will speak to me or encourage me or give me a new perspective through another 
believer.  The days I spend alone, I usually don’t have much to write about. God gives us the victory and causes us 
to thrive when He is victor over us and when we work together  We need God and we need each other to live 
victoriously and that’s why the gospel is such good news. I was talking to a friend of mine and he broke down and 
said he had always felt totally alone in the universe – like there was no one who really cared whether he lived or 
died.  And that sense of utter aloneness drove him to alcoholism – until he believed the gospel. The good news of 
the gospel is that we don’t have to be alone.  Sin separates us from God and from one another but God sent His 
Son to free us from our sins and to reconcile us to God and to each other.   In fulfillment of centuries’ of promises 
in the Old Testament, God’s Son becomes a man to be our champion and to do for us what we could not do for 
ourselves.  He lives the life we failed to live so that God credits us with His righteousness.  He dies the death we 
deserved to die, bearing the punishment for our sins on the cross so that God can pardon us.  And He rises from 
the dead so what we too will rise and live with Him forever.  If you believe that, ask Jesus to be your Savior and 
Lord and the Bible promises that you will be reconciled to God and adopted into God’s family.  If you’re already a 
Christian, the whole point of chapter 4 is that victory depends upon a disciplined relationship with God and His 
word, and a disciplined relationship with God’s people.  
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