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FCCOE; 10/4/20; Judges 4-5; Rev. T. Ziegenhals 

Series: God in the Midst of the Chaos 

“Deborah, Barak, Jael: Divine Agents” 

Introduction: Have you ever put together your spiritual autobiography? While an autobiography would 

simply recount the events in your life, adding the word “spiritual” to it calls us to notice how God has 

been present to us, forming and shaping us through the events of our lives, in good times and in bad, in 

times of order as well as times of chaos. A spiritual autobiography is not just our story but the story of 

God with us.  

As we work our way through the next two chapters of Judges, I’d like us to pay particular attention to 

how God was at work in the lives of Deborah, Barak, and Jael. If we were to sit around the campfire, a 

dozen years or so after the events of these two chapters, how would they talk about them? How would 

they have come to notice God as they tell their stories? How would they describe the God who was at 

work in the midst of their chaos, at work for their good, for their growth, and for his glory? Ultimately, if 

you were to stop and pay attention to your own life, where would you notice the activity of God? How 

would you describe how God has been at work in you? 

As we hear chapter four read, it will be easier to listen if you know that there are three pairs of people 

around which the story revolves. There is Jabin and Sisera. Jabin is the Canaanite ruler of a large chunk 

of territory in the north of the Promised Land. Sisera is the commander of his army. Then there is 

Deborah and Barak. Deborah is a prophet of the Lord who was leading, or judging, Israel at this time. 

Barak commanded a large, volunteer Israelite army. Slipped in at the middle, and then again at the end 

of the story, are Heber and his wife Jael. Heber was a Kenite, a relative of Moses, but his allegiance had 

shifted to Jabin. Jael was perhaps the toughest, most clever warrior of them all, as we will now hear….   

I. Sin and Chaos 

 A. Remember that we’re in a period of Israelite history that runs from roughly 1400 to 1000 B.C. 

God’s people had been rescued from oppression and slavery in Egypt and, after wandering in the 

wilderness for forty years, had begun to enter the land of promise to which God had been leading them. 

But instead of bearing witness to those around them to the goodness and glory of the living God, they 

had become clouded by the local culture, and lost sight of their unique identity and calling. This began a 

recurring cycle, detailed for us in Judges, of God’s people losing sight of him and becoming drawn to the 

local gods, morals, and beliefs of the people known as the Canaanites. God would then give his people 

over to foreign oppression to be disciplined. His people would eventually cry out and God would raise up 

a deliverer to rescue his people. They would enjoy a period of relative well-being until the judge died 

and the cycle would begin all over again. Each cycle gets worse until the last verse of the book declares: 

“In those days Israel had no king; everyone did as they saw fit” (21:25). 

 B. The opening verses of chapter 4 bear witness to this dynamic. The local king God uses to 

effect his discipline is named Jabin. His rule is carried out from a town called Hazor, situated ten miles 

north of the Sea of Galilee. Jabin’s agent of oppression is Sisera who, among other things, has 900 iron-

fitted chariots at his disposal for keeping the people in their place. Just how cruel this twenty-year 

oppressive rule had become is given voice in chapter 5. Chapter 4 is prose, or historical narrative. 

Chapter 5 is poetry and theological reflection. They work together, serving as companion pieces, each 
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informing the other. Chapter 5 gives us several pictures of how the chaotic Israelite life had become 

under Canaanite rule.  

In v. 6:  “…the highways were abandoned; travelers took to winding paths.” The Israelites could not use 

their normal trade routes for fear of attack or having to pay extortionary tolls to their Canaanite 

oppressors.  

In v. 7: “Villagers in Israel would not fight…” Literally, village life ceased as farmers stayed at home, 

afraid to go out to their fields. 

 In v. 30: “Are they not finding and dividing the spoils: a woman or two for each man, colorful garments 

as plunder…” This is the answer given to Sisera’s mother as to why he’s been delayed coming back from 

the battle. He’s getting women for his men and stealing expensive products for his mother and her 

friends. Of, course we know that’s not the real reason for the delay, but it highlights the abuse of 

women and lack of respect for private property that was part of the oppression.  

Throw into the mix that chapter 5 also speaks to the refusal of some of the Israelite tribes to join in the 

battle because, like our original 13 colonies, they couldn’t all agree on a national course of action and 

were unwilling to sacrifice for the sake of the nation (vv. 13-18), and you have real chaos! 

II. Deliverance  

 A. From amid this chaos, the Israelites cried out. God’s response to their cry came through a 

woman named Deborah. She was a prophet, which meant that she had the unique ability to hear God’s 

voice and the unique call to pass on his word to others. She was also incredibly wise, having a tree 

named after her under which she sat where the people came to her to have social, relational, and legal 

issues decided. God’s call to Barak to raise up an army and take on Sisera and his 900 chariots came 

through her. When Barak hesitated, she had the wisdom to know just what would motivate him to move 

forward and follow God’s call on his life.  

 B. Indeed, perhaps that was the biggest battle of Barak’s life: Would he trust God’s word and 

God’s promise?  Would he be like the royal official who came to Jesus and said his son was close to 

death? When Jesus told the man, “Go, your son will live,” the official took Jesus at his word and 

departed (Jn. 4:50).  Barak’s initial resistance to the call of God on his life was certainly not a unique 

thing. Moses resisted, we’ll see Gideon resist, and certainly prophets like Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel all 

wanted further assurance that God’s presence would go with them. Who could really blame Barak for 

not wanting to lead a volunteer army against a well-equipped, professional soldier like Sisera?! I would 

certainly want to make sure that God would be going to be with me! As Moses had succinctly put it to 

God, “If your Presence does not go with us, do not send us up from here” (Ex. 33:15). Sometimes I say 

that in the morning just before getting out of bed! The wise and prophetic Deborah certainly seemed to 

have the attention of the Lord, so, why would he not want her to go with him? Deborah’s answer, 

“Certainly I will go with you,” comes at just the point, then, where God would respond to the hesitancy 

of those whom he had called with a promise of his presence. Deborah also gave him a sign that would 

authenticate God’s presence: The LORD would deliver Sisera into the hands of a woman, but just who 

that woman is would be a bit of a surprise!  

 C. Now, though his faith may have faltered at first, Barak didn’t miss this second opportunity to 

exercise it. When Sisera summoned his men, Deborah said “Go” and Barak went. And God was there. 



3 
 

Chapter 5 tells us that God was there in a cosmic way: “From the heavens the stars fought, from their 

courses they fought against Sisera. The river Kishon swept them away…” (vv. 20f).  This is likely a poetic 

way to describe a great rain storm that flooded the river and turned the 900 iron-fitted chariots into 

very poor and ineffective boats! It enabled Barak and his forces to put the army of Sisera, as well as 

Sisera himself, to flight.  

 D. Sisera determined to take refuge in the tent of Heber, one whom he thought was an ally of 

his king, Jabin, but Heber’s wife, at least, turned out to be anything but. Seemingly keeping a lookout for 

him after making him drowsy with milk, Jael put an end to him after he fell asleep. He who had trusted 

in chariots “sank” and “fell” as Psalm 20 has it (Ps. 20:8; cf. Judges 5:27). When Barak arrived, all he 

could do was gape; God had indeed delivered Sisera into the hands of a woman. “On that day,” Judges 4 

ends, “God subdued Jabin king of Canaan before the Israelites.” All that was left were mopping up 

operations that led into forty years of peace (5:31). 

 E. Not that this doesn’t leave us with a lot of questions! Well may we wonder, was what Jael did 

a good thing? Like we may have wondered with Ehud, was she clever, or simply devious? While the text 

draws no moral lessons for us from her actions, 5:24 refers to hear as the “most blessed of tent-dwelling 

women.” At the very least, Jael is another extraordinary example of our sovereign God incorporating the 

free actions of human beings into the fulfillment of his purposes.   

III. Noticing God  

 A. So, with the story behind us, I go back to my opening question: How would Deborah the 

prophet, Barak the commander, and Jael the wife construct their spiritual autobiographies? If we were 

sitting around that campfire a dozen or so years after these events, and maybe even heard Deborah and 

Barak singing again the song that is chapter 5, how would they have described what had happened?  

If Barak had asked, “Deborah, why did you reach out to me?” she might have said, “it certainly wasn’t 

my idea; it was in fact as I was listening to the Lord that I heard him direct me to you.”  

If Deborah had then asked Barak, “Why did you hesitate to respond to the Lord’s call?” he might have 

said, “I needed to know that God would be with me; I needed someone to model that and to help my 

faith grow.”  

If Jael had asked them both, “How did you ever defeat the army of Sisera?” Barak might have said, “It 

wasn’t me, or her; it was the Lord who went ahead of us and became remarkably present in a storm.” 

If they both had asked Jael, “What prompted you to invite Sisera into your tent and drive a peg through 

his temple?” she might have said, “The Lord simply delivered him into my hands; I could do no other.” 

The point is that if we look at this trinity of divine agents, it is God who is the main character. It is God 

who speaks through Deborah and gives her wisdom. It is the Lord who goes before Barak and makes his 

victory possible. It is the Lord who hands Sisera over to Jael and cements his ultimate victory. 

 B. How, would you say, has God been shaping and forming and leading your life? What would it 

look like to stop and notice, even and especially in the chaos of recent months? How has God been 

behind your story? Has he used others for your growth? Has he called you to step out in faith? Has he 

met you at the cross?  
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Let me offer you an exercise to help you notice. We’ve looked in the past at a spiritual practice known as 

The Prayer of Examen. It offers ways to look back at the end of your day in order to notice God. What I 

want to give you is a practice that can take place at the beginning of your day. It involves, simply, making 

your bed! It is one of the practices an Anglican priest, Tish Harrison Warren, highlights in her very 

thoughtful book, Liturgy of the Ordinary (see chapter 2). I don’t know if Deborah or Barak or Jael were in 

the habit of making their beds regularly, but Warren was not. Instead, her practice upon waking up was 

to grab her cell phone before anything else and surf the latest news and events and messages. It was 

“digital caffeine,” she recounts. “My day was imprinted by technology.” And such imprinting continued 

throughout the day as she periodically went back to her phone for another “hit” of stimulus.  

Then, for Lent, she decided to stop waking up with her phone and instead, do something she rarely did: 

make her bed. She did it as her first act of the day. She used that act and her neatly made bed to remind 

herself each day that she was loved by a God who does what she had just done to her bed: brings order 

out of chaos. She would then sit on her freshly made bed and enjoy a few minutes of silence, followed 

by some Scripture reading and a time of prayer, beginning with the Lord’s Prayer. Through it all, she’d 

invite God into her day and, like stretched out sheets, lay out her worries, hopes, desires, needs, and 

questions before him. Such a practice, she began to notice, helped her to notice God in other parts of 

her day, it helped train her to live with her eyes open to God’s presence.  

Our lives may not be as dramatic as those of Deborah, Barak, and Jael, but they are certainly as chaotic. 

If we are to be a people who God has called to reveal his goodness and his glory in the midst of such 

chaos, can we find a practice, like making our bed, that helps us take time to notice the story of God, 

and to notice how that story intersects with our lives to shape us and form us into all God calls us to be? 

   


