Women in Ministry in the Old Testament: Deborah
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1. Deborah, a judge, prophetess, and possibly military leader:
a. Judg. 4; 4-7 (NKJV)
4 Now Deborah, a prophetess, the wife of Lapidoth, was judging
Israel at that time. 5 And she would sit under the palm tree of
Deborah between Ramah and Bethel in the mountains of Ephraim.
And the children of Israel came up to her for judgment. 6 Then she
sent and called for Barak the son of Abinoam from Kedesh in
Naphtali, and said to him, “Has not the LorD God of Israel
commanded, ‘Go and deploy troops at Mount Tabor; take with you
ten thousand men of the sons of Naphtali and of the sons of Zebulun;
7 and against you | will deploy Sisera, the commander of Jabin’s
army, with his chariots and his multitude at the River Kishon; and |
will deliver him into your hand’?” 8 And Barak said to her, “If you will
go with me, then | will go; but if you will not go with me, | will not
go!” 9 So she said, “I will surely go with you; nevertheless there will
be no glory for you in the journey you are taking, for the LorD will sell
Sisera into the hand of a woman.” Then Deborah arose and went
with Barak to Kedesh. 10 And Barak called Zebulun and Naphtali to
Kedesh; he went up with ten thousand men under his command, and
Deborah went up with him. 1
b. Prophetess:
i. DBLHebrew:

5567 n&"a1 (nebt.a ()hn)Yem.; [ Str5031; TWOT 1277c—LN
53.80 prophetess, i.e., female who speaks or proclaims the
message of a deity (Ex 15:20; Jdg 4:4; 2Ki 22:14; 2Ch 34:22; Ne
6:14; Isa 8:3+)

'The New King James Version. 1982 (Jdg 4:1-10). Nashville: Thomas Nelson.



The New Strong's Dictionary of Hebrew and Greek Words:
5031. 81 ySoTiAh, neb-ee-y a wem; of 5030; a
prophetess or (gen.) inspired woman; by impl. a poetess; by
associationap r o p h e t—"prephetess.f e :

c. Judge:

DBL Hebrew:
9149 vow (Sa-paf): v.; [ Str 8199; TWOT 2443—1. LN 56.20-

56.34 (gal) judge, decide, i.e., adjudicate a matter between
two parties in a court or a less formal setting, implying both
the authority to punish and finality of the decision (Ex 18:16);
(nif) be judged (Ps 9:20[EB 19]+); 2. LN 37.48-37.95 (qal) lead,
govern, judge, i.e., act. as a leader or ruler over a people with a
special focus on the authority to punish and fairness of the
leader, as an extension of being a courtroom judge (1Ki 3:9); 3.
LN 56.2-56.3 (qal) give legal aid, defend a cause, vindicate, i.e.,
give legal arguments on behalf of the accused (Isa 1:17); (nif)
litigate, argue a matter, be brought to trial (1Sa 12:7; Ps 37:33;
109:7; Pr 29:9; Isa 43:26; 59:4+), note: NIV translates “confront
with evidence”; 4. LN 56.35 (nif) execute justice, i.e., obtain
justice and rightness to one who has been wronged (2Ch 22:8;
Isa 66:16; Jer 2:35; 25:31; Eze 17:20; 20:35, 36(2x); 38:22; Joel
4:2[EB 3:2]+); 5. LN 56.20-56.34 (poel ptcp.) a judge, i.e.,
pertaining to one you plead before, who makes decisions, and
executes judgment (Jdg 9:15+), note: for qgal act. ptcp.
masc.sing. as noun, see 9151.5; note: further study may vyield
more domains

. Enhanced Strong's Lexicon:

2443; GK 9149; 203 occurrences; AV translates as “judge (v)”
119 times, “judge (n)” 60 times, “plead” 11 times, “avenged”
twice, “condemn” twice, “execute” twice, “judgment” twice,
“defend” once, “deliver” once, and translated miscellaneously
three times. 1to judge, govern, vindicate, punish. 1A (Qal). 1a1
to act as law-giver or judge or governor (of God, man). 1A1Ato
rule, govern, judge. 142 to decide controversy (of God, man).
1A3 to execute judgment. 1A3A discriminating (of man). 1A38
vindicating. 1A3c condemning and punishing. 1A3D at
theophanic advent for final judgment. 18 (Niphal). 181 to enter
into controversy, plead, have controversy together. 182 to be
judged. 1c (Poel) judge, opponent-at-law (participle).
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i. From Wiersbe's expository outlines on the Old Testament
I. The Failures of the Nation (1¢2)
1. A. They failed to conquer the lanfl:1-36).

a. Verses 1-18 record the early victories of Judah
and Simeon, while the rest of the chapteris a
record of repeated defeats. These two tribes were
able to take Bezek (v. 4), Jerusalem (v. 8), Hebron
(v. 10), Debir (v. 11), Zephath (v. 17), Gaza,
Askelon, and Ekron (v. 18). The people of Joseph
took Bethel (v. 22), but the rest of the tribes were
unable to drive out the enemy. What began as a
series of victories, led by the Lord, ended as a
series of compromises. Judah could not drive out
the inhabitants of the valley (v. 19, and see
4:13ff); Benjamin could not overcome the
Jebusites (v. 21); and the other tribes likewise
“settled down” with the heathen nations (vv. 27—
36). Of course, they were able to rationalize their
failures by making slaves out of the heathen
peoples; but this only led to further trouble. In
Joshua 23-24, Joshua had warned them against
compromising with the enemy, but now they
were falling into that very trap.

2. B. They failed to consider the Laf2:1-10).

a. This, of course, was the reason for their repeated
failures and de-feats. God had promised Joshua
constant victory if the nation honored and obeyed
the Word (Josh. 1:7-8), and Joshua had repeated
this promise to the leaders (Josh. 23:5-11). Gilgal
had been the scene of great victory for Israel, but
now the Lord moved from Gilgal to Bochim, “the
place of weeping,” emphasizing Israel’s tragic
decline from winning to weeping! (For the
importance of Gilgal, see Josh. 5:1-9; 9:6; 10:6.
Gilgal was the center of Israel’s military
operations, the camp of Joshua. Now it had been
forsaken.)

b. God reminded the people that they had disobeyed
the Law by making covenants with the heathen
nations and joining themselves to their gods. Read



Deut. 7 carefully for God’s instructions on this
matter of separation. The nation had followed the
Law during the years of Joshua and the leaders
that followed him, but after they died, the nation
backslid. “There arose another generation...which
knew not the Lord.” (See v. 10). They had not
even brought their own children to the Lord! They
had failed to teach them the Law, as God had
instructed them to do in Deut. 6:1-15. How often
this happens in nations, churches, and families.
How easy it is for the “younger generation” to fall
away from the Lord if the “older generation” is
not faithful to teach them and set the best
example of obedience before them.

3. C. They failed to cleaved the Lord(2:11-23).

a. They forsook the Lord and they followed other
gods. The religion of the Canaanites was horribly
wicked, with practices too obscene to discuss.
Worship of Baal and Ashtaroth (male and female
deities, v. 13) plagued Israel throughout their
history. Once it got into their lives, it was difficult
to exterminate. When the people forsook the
Lord, He forsook them. Time after time he “sold
them” into the hands of their enemies. Instead of
enjoying the “rest” God had promised, the nation
was in and out of slavery for hundreds of years,
with only occasional periods of “rest” from the
Lord. Each time the judgment became so severe
that the nation finally cried out to God. He would
send a deliverer, but note that God was with the
judge personally, not with the nation collectively.
Sadly enough, the people turned to the Lord only
when in trouble; once the judge was gone, the
nation fell back into sin again.

b. These failures are seen in professing Christians
today. At times, instead of overcoming the enemy,
we compromise and let the enemy drag us down.
We often deliberately disobey the Word of God,
and many times we fail to love the Lord and
cleave to Him by faith. When this happens, God



must chasten us, and the only remedy is for us to
repent and return. 2
e.eb2g €S0 dz& O2Yy&aARSNI 5S02NI KQ&a YAY)
i. The Teacher's Commentary
The “judges” of this era were charismatic leaders, who
typically led one or several tribes to military victory over
oppressing peoples. They then served as civil and religious
leaders, and during their lives the people they judged typically
remained faithful to the Lord.3
ii. The Teacher's Commentary

Deborah/Barak: Judges 4¢5
Ancient civilizations were patriarchal in structure. In such
societies, the role of men was emphasized. In many cultures
women were viewed as nothing more than property, and were
not permitted even to inherit the possessions of their
husbands, much less given authority.
Israel too was patriarchal, but women were not oppressed
there as in other lands. Women are even among the Old
Testament prophets, who were called by God to be His
spokeswomen.
Deborah was one of these special women, who even before
the military victory over the Cannanites was “judging” Israel
from Ramah.
The term “judging” is important if we are to understand this
woman’s importance. A judge was more than a person who
settled disputes (which Deborah did: see 4:5). A judge in Israel
exercised all the functions of a governor: he or she held
executive and legislative authority, and often military authority
as well. We can sense Deborah’s authority as she “sends for”
Barak, and he comes. It is only when Barak arrives that
Deborah speaks in her role as prophetess, and tells him,“The
Lord, the God of Israel, commands you.”
¢ KS [ 2 NBRQ &his & of Falestine had been
oppressed for 20 years by a powerful Canaanite king. His
power rested in military strength: the Canaanites had 900
chariots of iron.

*Wiersbe, W. W. (1993). Wiersbe's expository outlines on the Old Testament (Jdg 1:1). Wheaton, IL:
Victor Books.

*Richards, L., & Richards, L. O. (1987). The teacher's commentary. Includes index. (182). Wheaton, III.:
Victor Books.



These military chariots often had sharp blades attached to the
hubs of their wheels: foot soldiers were devastated by the
charge of these heavy vehicles, their whirring knives flashing.
God promised through Deborah to give Barak and just 10,000
Israelites a victory over the larger, better equipped Canaanite
force.

Barak was willing to obey only if Deborah promised to go too.
“If you go with me, | will go; but if you don’t go with me, |
won’t go” (v. 8).

Clearly Deborah had won not only the respect of the leading
men of her day, but also was held in awe by them. No one who
observes Barak’s response to Deborah could ever believe that
women were, because of their sex alone, second-class citizens
in Israel. This woman was a leader; a leader on whom men like
Barak had learned to depend.

5506 2 NI K Mhile véhayditB lieli®ve that Deborah was
an exceptional person in her own right, there was more to her
leadership than her special talents. We can be sure she was
wise and fair: the readiness of Israelites to trek to where
Deborah held court so she could settle their disputes tells us
that (v. 5). But what really made Deborah special, and won her
the respect of the men of Israel, was her closeness to the Lord.
God spoke to this woman.

And God spoke through her.

She was one of those few spokesmen that God selected to
communicate His will to His Old Testament people: Deborah
was a prophetess (v. 4). It was Deborah’s special relationship
with God that was recognized by all the people, and that won
her their respect.

And it was Deborah’s closeness to God that led Barak to call for
her to go with him.

Barak was willing to fight. But he wanted to be sure of God’s
presence. In this particular historical situation, it was Deborah
who represented to Barak the very presence of God.

The victory.Deborah did go with Barak, and he led his forces
to a stunning military victory. But even there Barak was
directed and encouraged by Deborah (v. 14).

As if to underline the role of Deborah, a woman, and to protect
her place, neither Barak nor his men killed the Canaanite
leader, Sisera. He was killed by another woman, Jael, who
drove a tent peg into his temple when he fell into an



exhausted sleep! Women played the leading parts in this
familiar story from the days when Judges ruled. 4
iii. Believer's Bible Commentary
God did not raise up a man this time. He raised up a member
of the “weaker sex,” a prophetess named Deborah. (It is not
the norm for a woman to occupy such a place of spiritual
authority, but this was a time of declension. She should not be
used as an example of the woman’s role in the church today,
since she is the exception and not the rule. Also, this was
Israel, not the church.) Deborah commissioned Barak to go
north and attack Sisera’s forces, but he refused to go unless
she accompanied him. Because of his reluctance to lead he
was told that the victory over Sisera would be given to a
woman rather than to him.5
1. RS wOf S-yigk@enkt)zshyen - noun
grammatical inflection, turning aside, to inflect, turn
aside ®
iv. Commentary on the Old Testament
At that time the Israelites were judged by Deborah, a
prophetess, the wife of Lapidoth, who dwelt under the
Deborah-palm between Ramah (er Rdm: see at Josh. 18:25)
and Bethel (Beitin: see at Josh. 7:2) in the tribe of Benjamin,
upon the mountains of Ephraim. Deborah is called > @8 D O:
(prophetess Female) on account of her prophetic gift, like
Miriam in Ex. 15:20, and Hulda the wife of Shallum in 2 Kings
22:14. This gift qualified her to judge the nation (the participle
> @CePR4des the permanence of the act of judging), i.e.,
first of all to settle such disputes among the people themselves
as the lower courts were unable to decide, and which ought
therefore, according to Deut. 17:8, to be referred to the
supreme judge of the whole nation. The palm where she sat in
judgment (cf. Ps. 9:5) was called after her the Deborah -palm.

*Richards, L., & Richards, L. O. (1987). The teacher's commentary. Includes index. (182). Wheaton, III.:
Victor Books.

>MacDonald, W., & Farstad, A. (1997, c1995). Believer's Bible Commentary : Old and New Testaments
(Jdg 4:4). Nashville: Thomas Nelson.

*Merriam-Webster, I. (2003). Merriam-Webster's collegiate dictionary. Includes index. (Eleventh ed.).
Springfield, Mass.: Merriam-Webster, Inc.



The Israelites went up to her there to obtain justice. The
expression“ C a meis applied here, as in Deut. 17:8, to the
place of justice, as a spiritual height, independently of the fact
that the place referred to here really stood upon an
eminence.”7

v. KJV Bible Commentary
4-5 To counter this time of oppression, God raised up a unique
female leader, Deborah, a prophetess, who is called the wife
of Lapidoth, of whom nothing else is known. She not only held
the position of prophetess, but also the text says that she
judged Israel at that time. The context makes it clear that she
was a well-respected leader in Israel. Her place of residence
was located between Ramah and Beth-el in Mount Ephraim,
putting her in the south of Ephraim, about fifty miles from the
scene of the battle. For the most part, prior to the incident
where she rallies the tribes together and assists Barak in
leading them to victory, her position seems to be that of a non-
military judge.
6C9. The fact that she was a woman has caused questions as to
why she occupied the position of a judge. A thorough reading
of chapters 4 and 5 makes it clear that women played the
predominant roles in this entire incident, and their significance
is a reflection on the weakness of male leadership in Israel at
that time. The entire book of Judges shows us a behind-the-
scenes expose of the spiritual decline and weakness that was
then prevalent in Israel. Nothing in the Mosaic law directly
prohibited women from taking a place of responsibility that
was normally the place of men; and the principle seems clear
that when a man was not on the scene to deliver the people,
God chose to use a woman. However, this incident cannot be
taken as a justification for contradicting the pastoral
qualifications listed in the New Testament Epistles. One should
always remember that Old Testament procedures do not
necessarily justify New Testament policies. That pastors of
churches should be men, not women, is made clear by such
passages as | Timothy 3 and | Corinthians 14; and there are no
records of women pastors in the New Testament. However,
there are extensive references to the important place and

’Keil, C. F., & Delitzsch, F. (2002). Commentary on the Old Testament. (2:219). Peabody, MA:
Hendrickson.



Vi.

Vii.

activity of women in the New Testament congregations.

It is also interesting to note that Deborah did not lead this
military reprisal herself, but chose Barak to serve as the
commander of the tribe. He was an inhabitant of Kedesh-
naphtali, near Hazor. As God’s spokesman, Deborah tells him
that he is to take ten thousand men toward mount Tabor, and
that God said HewouldRNJ ¢ dzy 12 (GKSS X
deliver him into thine hand. The brave Barak responded that
he would not go unless Deborah would go with him! She
replied that she would be willing to go; but the battle would
not be in his honor, for the Lorp shall sell Sisera into the hand
of a woman. Again, there can be no doubt that this passage is
intended to indicate the weakness of male leadership at that
time. 8

The MacArthur Study Bible

4:4 Deborah, a prophetess. She was an unusual woman of
wisdom and influence who did the tasks of a judge, except for
military leadership. God can use women mightily for civil,
religious, or other tasks, e.g., Huldah the prophetess (2 Kin.
22:14), Philip’s daughters in prophesying (Acts 21:8, 9), and
Phoebe a deaconess (Rom. 16:1). Deborah’s rise to such a role
is the exception in the book because of Barak’s failure to show
the courage to lead courageously (vv. 8, 14). God rebuked his
cowardice by the pledge that a woman would slay Sisera (v. 9).
9

The Nelson study Bible

4:4 Deborah is one of five women to be called a prophetess in
the Old Testament. The others are Miriam (Ex. 15:20), Huldah
(2 Kin. 22:14; 2 Chr. 34:22), Isaiah’s wife (Is. 8:3), and Noadiah,
a false prophetess (Neh. 6:14).

4:5 Ramah and Bethel were in the southern part of the land,
near Judah. Ramah was in the territory of Benjamin (Josh.
18:25), and Bethel was near the border between Benjamin and
Ephraim (Josh. 8:17; 18:13).

4:6, 7 Deborah summoned Barak from Kedesh in Naphtali, a
settlement southwest of the Sea of Galilee. The soldiers were

8KJV Bible commentary. 1997, c1994 (466). Nashville: Thomas Nelson.

*MacArthur, J. J. (1997, c1997). The MacArthur Study Bible (electronic ed.) (Jdg 4:4). Nashville: Word

Pub.
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to gather at Mt. Tabor, where the territories of Issachar,
Naphtali, and Zebulun met (v. 6). The battle would be fought
along the River Kishon, which flows northwest into the
Mediterranean, south of Mt. Tabor.
4:8, 9 Barak hesitated to lead the Israelites in battle. His lack of
nerve forced Deborah to go with him, and subsequently the
glory for the victory would go to a woman. We naturally
assume that Deborah would be this woman, but we discover
later that Jael, a Kenite woman, killed the notorious Sisera (vv.
17-22). Both women were heroines in a time when Israel’s
leadership was mostly bankrupt. In fact, Deborah is shown in
the best light of all the judges in the book. She is called a
prophetess (v. 4), and many sought out her decisions (v. 5). For
this reason, she is called “a mother in Israel” (5:7). She is
probably included among the “leaders” in Israel (5:2), and she
instructed Barak in the strategy of the battle (4:9, 14). She also
was a prominent author of the victory song (5:1) and gave her
name to a place in Israel, the palm tree of Deborah (v. 5). 10
viii. The Pulpit Commentary
Ver. 14.—And Deborah, &c Observe how throughout Deborah
takes the lead as the inspired prophetess.
Ver. 15.—The Lord discomfited, &c. Deborah had announced
that the Lord was gone out before the host of Barak, and so
the victory was not man’s, but the Lord’s. “Not by might nor by
power, but by my Spirit, saith the Lord of hosts.” “The Lord is a
man of war, the Lord of hosts is his name.” Sisera lighted
down off his chariot, &c., and—
Ver. 16.—Barak pursued after the chariots. Barak, supposing
Sisera still to be with the chariots, pursued after them, and
seems to have overtaken them, as they were embarrassed in
the rotten, boggy ground which had been suddenly overflowed
by the swollen waters of Kishon. Many were swept away by
the flood and drowned, the rest put to the sword while their
horses were floundering in the bog (ch. 5:21, 22). But Sisera
had meanwhile escaped on foot unnoticed, and fled to the
tents of the friendly Kenites. 11

®Radmacher, E. D., Allen, R. B., & House, H. W. (1997). The Nelson study Bible : New King James Version.
Includes index. (Jdg 4:5). Nashville: T. Nelson Publishers.

The Pulpit Commentary: Judges. 2004 (H. D. M. Spence-Jones, Ed.) (39). Bellingham, WA: Logos
Research Systems, Inc.



