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THE JUDGES OF . ISRAEL
INTRODUCTION

The Judges were really military dictators, (1) de-

liverers of their people, raised up providentially when

emergencies demanded. The name is a translation of the
Hebrew word shophet, which has a wider meaning than

~our word judge. It includes the idea of governing as well

as that of judging. The Judges were primarily rulers,
and except in the case of Debora (Judges 4, 5) there is
little in Sacred History of the ‘exercise by them of judi-
cial arbitration or indeed of legal functions of any kind.
There was nothing regular about their selection; no
ordered succession in the institution. Personal courage
and cleverness were the principal qualities which put
them at the head of affairs, and made them religious and
national heroes. It is this above all that lends such start-
ling originality to the Judges and such interest to their
period.
THE BACKGROUND.

Josue had completed his mission before he died, and so
he named mo successor. = The men who formed Josue’s
council ruled the nation after him. This amounted to a re-
turn to the patriarchal - mode of government. While
Josue’s memory was fresh all went well, but after a time
the various tribes took back their independence. The
federal unity (which was centred in the council) weak-
cned, and the counecil became ineffective.  Then there
arose bickerings and jealousies between the tribes whea
their interests collided.

Each tribe was divided into ‘‘families and houses”
(Numbers 2, 34)—a division based on common déscent
from one ancestor. 'The oldest members of these tribal

- uaits ruled.the community, whence the term ancients.

Justice was administered at the city gate in a rather in-
formal way. Decisions were based on-the written law in
the light of precedent and tradition. Conditions of liviag
were primitive and simple. Theyr had no international re-

(1) The conduct of some of the Judges will startle the reader. 1t
is, therefore, suggested that the Concrusion of this booklet be ewn-
sulted where an explanation will be found.
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the state of religion in Israel. But it: must be remembered
that the theme of the sacred writer is God’s Providence
shepherding the Chosen People—punishing them for idola-
try, and when they repented, delivering them from their
foes through means of the Judges Nlturally then, he
places strongly in relief the sins of Isracl. But these were
cecasional lapses rather than a continuous state of reli-
gious decadence. Liong intervals of peace are dismissed
briefly: “‘the land rested eighty years” (Judges 5, 30).
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(1) See number 2 of this series, page 13. The numbers above do
not differ greatly from those of Professor John Garstang (JosHaua,
Jupces)—1367-10256 B.C.—who arrives at his calculation by another
route and from other data. The difficulty of dating biblical events
with certainty is still great im this period. Thus, Pére Lagrange,
0.P. (Le Livre des Juges) gives 345 years for the Judges; Monsignor
Pelt (Histoire de U’Ancien Testament), following P. Hummelauer,

S.J., glves 310 years; Milman (History of the Jews) gives “‘about 460 . -

years’” ; R. Cornely, 8.J. (Compendium Introductionis) gives 400

‘years for Josue, the Ancients and the Judges combined,


































