
Story Number 69

DEBORAH AND BARAK

Last time we told the story of Ehud. He died, and the people of Israel

again went wrong, worshipping idols and so on. So God allowed them to

be conquered by Jabin, a Canaanite king who lived in Hazor. He and his

commander-in-chief Sisera, who lived in Harosheth and had nine hundred

iron chariots, persecuted the people bitterly. Again they cried out to God.

Now at that time a woman named Deborah, who lived somewhere

between Bethel and Ramah in Mount Ephraim, ruled as a Judge over

Israel. She was also a ‘prophet’, meaning one who receives messages

directly from God and passes them on to the people. 1 The persecution

was so bad that people went up to her to ask for a decision 2 on what to

do. Deborah did not give an answer, but acted.

She sent a message to a man named Barak who lived in Kedesh, in

Naphtali, way up north. ‘God has commanded that you should go to

Mount Tabor with ten thousand men from the northern tribes of Naphtali

and (nearby) Zebulun and take them with you. God has promised to fetch

Sisera, with his chariots and entire army, to the Kishon Valley and deliver

them into your hands.’

Barak replied ‘If you will go with me I will go, and if you will not go

with me I will not go.’

‘Alright’, said Deborah, ‘but in that case you will not get the credit and

glory from what you do, because God will deliver Sisera into the hands

of a woman.’ Then she went to Kedesh.

1. Not necessarily one who foretells the future.

2. Hebrew ¼, L² Ḑ H2.
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Barak assembled ten thousand men from Zebulun and Naphtali at

Kadesh, and together with Deborah took them to Mount Tabor.

When Sisera heard that Barak had arrived with an army at Mount

Tabor, he took all his army with his nine hundred chariots from Harosheth

into the Kishon Valley.

Deborah then told Barak to attack, as God was in front of him and

would ensure victory. So he came down with his army and attacked and

started to slaughter the Canaanites, who then turned round and fled back

home. But Barak with his army chased after the chariots as far as

Harosheth and eventually caught and killed them all, none escaped.

But Sisera himself made the same mistake that Pharaoh had made at the

Red Sea. Kishon Valley was the sort of valley that gets flooded in winter

from the rain and dries out in the summer, and his chariot got stuck in the

mud. So when the others fled, he left his chariot and ran away on foot.

The Kenites, who were the descendants of Moses’s father-in-law Jethro

(alias Hobab), were a tribe of tent-dwellers. One of them, called Heber,

left the tribe and pitched his tent at a place near Kedesh. Heber and his

family were on very good friendly terms with the Canaanite king Jabin,

so when Sisera ran away he fled to Heber. Heber’s wife, Jael, went out of

her tent to meet him, and said ‘Come in, come in, don’t be afraid.’

Sisera was very tired from running, and went in. He was also very

thirsty, so he asked for water. Instead, Jael gave him warm milk, which

made him sleepy, told him to lie down, and covered him with a blanket.

‘If someone comes’ he said, ‘and asks if there is anyone inside, say

that there is nobody’. He then dozed and fell asleep.

Jael then took a hammer and a tent-peg, 3 and very quietly went up

to him and knocked the peg into his temple, so that he died.

3. Think of it as a nail.
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Soon Barak came chasing after Sisera, and she went out to meet him.

‘Come here’ she said, ‘and I’ll show you the man you are looking for.’

He followed her into her tent and found Sisera dead with the nail in his

forehead. As Deborah had foretold, God delivered Sisera himself into the

hands of a woman.

On that day God weakened Jabin before Israel, who gradually got the

upper hand over him until they got rid of him completely. Deborah and

Barak then sang a song of praise, thanking God for the victory, and

praising Jael. 4 The country was then at peace for forty years.

Arrow shows Mount Tabor
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Tribes on map (approx.)

A Asher B Benjamin

D Dan E Ephraim

G Gad I Issachar

J Judah M Manasseh

N Naphtali R Reuben

Z Zebulun

4. They also praised all the tribes that took part in the battles, and criticised
others for not joining in. From what we are told they were not asked in the battle
against Sisera, but the words of the song refer also to other victorious battles
against Jabin that followed, about which we are not told details, in which forty
thousand of Israel were involved, and especially a battle at Taanach. The tribe of
Judah is not even mentioned – neither praised nor criticised – probably because
they were too far away to help anyway.
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