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A HISTORY OF DIVISION 
Conquest and judges, Judges 2:11-19 
 
 
The books of Joshua and Judges cover a long and dark period in Israel’s history. The story begins 
in a promising way, narrating the faithfulness of Joshua and the leaders who worked with him, 
before quickly moving into a summary of Israel’s cancer-like unfaithfulness that spread 
throughout the nation and nearly destroyed it. The dark realities of the Jewish people during 
that time resulted in disturbing stories in the books. Our discomfort with those stories can, 
however, cause us to miss the insights they offer into humanity through its depiction of the 
relationships the Israelites had with themselves, with the people around them, and with God.  
We will therefore consider the books of Joshua and Judges to see what lessons they offer us. 
 

“Everyone did what was right in his own eyes”1 
• Even though “the people served the Lord all the days of Joshua” (Judges 2:7), Joshua 

addressed Israel at the end of his life and urged them to “fear the Lord and serve him in 
sincerity and in faithfulness” (Joshua 23-24; cf. 24:14). 

• The book of Judges opens with a summary of Israel’s conquest of Canaan under Joshua’s 
leadership and offers insight into his concern – the nation rejected God’s warnings about the 
Canaanites’ influence in favor of their thoughts (Deuteronomy 7:1-6; Judges 1).  

• As God had warned them, the Canaanites’ presence enticed the Israelites to abandon “the 
Lord and [serve] the Baals and Ashtaroth” (Judges 2:11-13). Their rejection of God 
introduced a long period of spiraling disobedience during which Israel “did not drop and of 
their practices or their stubborn ways” (Judges 2:16-19).  

• The book narrates Israel’s escalating disobedience through its record of the various judges 
God appointed to work with the nation. As with the nation, a pattern of escalating problems 
characterized the judges. Consider the judges emphasized in the book: 

o Deborah is the first judge emphasized in the book, a woman whose commission 
served as an indictment against the men of Israel who failed to live up to God’s 
standards (Judges 4-5). 

o The book next focuses on Gideon, a doubting man who led God’s people to victory 
but was prone to violent anger and whose poor judgment led the nation into idolatry 
(Judges 6-7). 

o After finishing Gideon’s story, Judges turns its attention to Jephthah, a disreputable 
man who did not know God and consequently treated Him like a Canaanite deity 
(Judges 10-12). 

 
1 Judges 21:25. All quotes from the Bible come from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (ESV Permanent Text 
Edition, Crossway, 2016) unless otherwise noted. 
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o Finally, the book records the story of Samson, the most corrupt of the judges, whose 
story emphasizes his promiscuity, violence, and arrogance (Judges 13-16). 

• The judges illustrate the more significant problems plaguing Israel – the people rejected 
God’s instruction to do “what was right in [their] own eyes” (Judges 17:6; 21:25). Their 
rejection resulted in shocking behaviors. Consider, for example, the opening and closing 
scenes in the book: 

o The book opens with a summary of Israel’s conquest of Canaan. Instead of heading 
God’s instructions about Canaanites, the Israelites chose to enslave them – they 
treated the Canaanites the same way Egypt had treated them (Judges 1:27-36).  

o The book concludes with a disturbing story that portrays a town in the territory of 
Benjamin as being like the city of Sodom (Judges 19; Genesis 19:1-11). The story 
concludes with a civil war that resulted in the near extermination of the tribe of 
Benjamin, which Israel resolved through kidnapping and intimidation (Judges 21). 

• Judges shows how Israel’s rejection of God to embrace “what was right in [their] own eyes” 
resulted in the nation becoming like Egypt and Sodom rather than “a kingdom of priests and 
a holy nation” (Exodus 19:5-6). 

 

Applications 
• The repeating phrase that “everyone did what was right in his own eyes” (Judges 17:6; 21:25) 

connects the story of Israel during the time of the judges to the story of Eve in Genesis 3:1-6 
– like Eve, Israel rejected God’s instructions to make its own assessments about what is good 
and not good. 

• The tendency to trust our assessments reminds us that faithfulness is not an issue of 
expediency, practicality, or “success.” Instead, faithfulness is a matter of trusting obedience 
to God regardless of our assessments (cf. Genesis 21). 

• Rejecting God’s will in favor of our thoughts always results in “disorder and every vile 
practice” (James 3:16). 

• The disorder and vile practices that follow rejecting God’s will always express themselves in 
our relationships with one another (cf. Galatians 5:19-21). 

• While Judges narrates Israel’s spiraling disobedience, it also reveals an important insight into 
God – even though Israel deserved the sufferings they encountered, God could not bear 
Israel’s misery and acted in mercy towards them (Judges 11:6-16; 2:11-18). Judges reminds 
us that, while consequences exist for our actions, “the purpose of the Lord” focuses on 
compassion and mercy (James 5:11). 

 
 
The books of Joshua and Judges records a long period in Israel’s history during which its self-
centered rejection of God’s will resulted in festering, escalating problems. Israel’s experiences 
remind us of the dangers that attend rejecting God’s will in favor of our own will. We should 
therefore ask ourselves whether our lives reveal a greater commitment to God or our own will. 
 
 


