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Just about everything in Judges 4 is offensive to enlightened sensibilities.

We learn already at the outset that God has “sold” the children of Israel into
twenty years of oppression because of some vague and unnamed sin on their part.

Does God really impose military defeat as a punishment for immorality? What a
stern and easily offended deity! Yes, it’s true, in the rest of the chapter God goes on to
deliver Israel from the oppression of Jabin, King of Canaan, and Sisera, the commander
of Jabin’s army. But God does so by having Deborah summon up the Israelites tribes to
engage Sisera on the field of battle. The resulting slaughter is brutal and total. “All the
army of Sisera fell by the sword,” we’re told by the narrator. To make sure we’ve gotten
the point, he adds “No one was left.”” Punishment, warfare, annihilation—is this really the
way of the Lord? Even aside from our moral reservations, God’s course of action hardly
seems to hold much promise as a long-term solution to the problem of how it can live
securely in the land.

Something, in fact, that we know well after the events of the past several years is
that even the most decisive military victories never fully resolve political dilemmas. And

so it is here—for it turns out that the biblical narrator has been teasing us. Yes, all of



Sisera’s army is killed—but not, it seems, Sisera himself. General Sisera has escaped and
has made his way on foot to the nearby encampment of some Kenites, non-Israelites who
were nevertheless distant relations of a sort, since they were descendants of Moses’
father-in-law. Fleeing through the camp, Sisera is met by Jael, wife of the Kenite chief.
She invites him into her tent rather suggestively, tells him not to worry, maybe...engages
in some hanky-panky (the text implies much on this score but tells little), she promises
not to reveal his whereabouts, she gives him milk to drink and a coverlet, and then—
when Sisera has fallen asleep—1Jael creeps softly up to him and drives a tent-peg through
his skull.

This is all so wrong! First God apparently sanctions killing on an appalling scale;
now Jael violates the ancient Near East’s most cherished first principle, the practice of
hospitality, by deceitfully murdering Sisera in his sleep. The subsequent song in Judges 5
even celebrates both of these troubling aspects of the story: “So perish all your enemies,
O LORD!,” it reads. “Most blessed of women be Jael, the wife of Heber the Kenite, of
tent-dwelling women most blessed.” No wonder there aren’t a lot of sermons on this
passage—how can Christians see God at work in the hand of an assassin? In fact, no
wonder that many Christians down through the ages have had serious difficulty with the
entire Old Testament. Such stories of battles and barbarism—what have they to do with
Jesus, who taught us to love our enemies and pray for those who persecute us?

One widespread response to this difficulty is to identify certain portions of the
Old Testament as exemplifying a sub-Christian morality. These portions, it’s said, can no
longer function authoritaﬁvely as Christian Scripture and are therefore better rejected or

just ignored. There is integrity in such a conclusion; on the whole, it’s probably better to






