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OTHNIEL AND EHUD

Introduction

After Joshua died, for a while the Israelites did all that God, Moses and

Joshua had told them to do, they behaved well. But later, they gradually

started to copy the Canaanites and other nations around them, worshipping

their idols, behaving badly and annoying God. So he let other nations

conquer them, and they were persecuted by the kings of the other nations

– different nations at different times.

Each time that this happened, they began to be sorry after a while that

they had left God and gone over to idols and bad behaviour. So they cried

out to God and promised to repent and behave in future. God then took

pity on them and sent them a man of action, who was a leader, who led

them in battle against the oppressors and won, so that once again they

were free and independent. These leaders were called ‘Judges’ because

after winning the battle they acted as judges, gave the people justice, and

acted as rulers, only they did not make the people pay them taxes, nor

build or live in palaces like kings, and they did not pass on the rule to

their sons like a king does. 1

The Judge, the ruler, always made sure that they behaved themselves;

but nobody lives for ever, and each time after the Judge died they started

to behave badly again and the whole thing started all over again.

1. In those days the main functions of a king were to act as the chief judge, that
way to rule, and usually to lead the army in battle. These people judged and ruled
like kings and led the army in battle, but differed from kings in other ways, so
they were called Judges.
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Othniel

The first time that they misbehaved they were conquered by Kushan the

king of Mesopotamia. He was such a wicked man that he was known as

Kushan Rishathaim, which means ‘Kushan of Double Wickedness’.

When the people cried out to God, he inspired Caleb’s younger brother

Othniel, who led an army against Kushan, won the battle, and set the

people free. For forty years after that there was no trouble; then Othniel

died, and trouble started again.

Ehud

This time it was Eglon, king of the Moabites who with the help of

Ammonites and Amalekites conquered Israel and took over the City of

Palms, near the site of old Jericho (which had been destroyed in the time

of Joshua). For eighteen years Israel suffered terribly under Moabite rule,

till they again cried out to God. This time he sent them a left-handed man

named Ehud, a Benjamite. 2 Why left-handed? We will see.

The people of Israel sent him with a present to give to Eglon. Ehud

made a dagger and hid it under his cloak on his right thigh, and with a

few other people took the present to Eglon, who was a very fat man.

When they had given the present he sent all the others away and said to

the king ‘I have a confidential secret to tell you.’ So the king sent all his

servants away, and the two of them – Ehud and Eglon – were alone in the

upstairs room.

‘I have a message from God to you’ said Ehud, and the king got up

from his throne. Ehud then pushed his left hand under his cloak. Since it

was his left hand, the king suspected nothing and assumed that he was

going to pull out a document, but being left-handed he pulled out the

2. Left-handedness was common in the tribe of Benjamin (which means ‘son of
my right hand’), as later in the Civil War.
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dagger and quickly stabbed the king in the stomach. He pushed the dagger

right in so that even the handle went in, then left it in, he did not try to

take it out. The king being very fat, the fat closed up over the handle, so

that there was no blood, only a nasty smell, and Eglon was dead.

Ehud then left the room, closed the door, locked it, and went.

The king’s servants, finding the door locked, assumed from the smell

that whatever he was doing he should not be disturbed. When they felt

they had waited long enough and something was wrong, they took the key,

unlocked the door, went in, and found Eglon dead on the floor. Meanwhile

they had given Ehud plenty of time to escape.

Quickly Ehud reached Mount Ephraim and sounded the shofar, which

meant that all the people came to him armed with swords to see what was

up. He told them that God had delivered their enemies into their hands

and he led them in battle. They chased the Moabites (who had no leader,

their king was dead) and they stood at the fords of the Jordan. Moab was

on the other side of the Jordan, and the Moabites came and tried to cross

so as to escape back to Moab, but Ehud and his men let nobody cross.

Instead they killed all the Moabites – about ten thousand of them – and

did not let even one escape. The people were again free and independent,

Ehud became Judge, and for eighty years there was no trouble.
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