Deborah: Troublesome Woman or Woman of Valor?
Ronald W. Pierce
Unwarranted criticisms by evangelical scholars of Deborah’s
leadership in Judg 4–5 continue to devalue her work as “abnormal,”
“wrong,”1 something done only in private2 or even in subservience
to Barak.3 Some rabbinical scholars go so far as to brand her an
arrogant woman who deserves God’s punishment.4 In contrast,
this paper argues that a close reading of her story and song reveals
an ’eshet hayil, a “woman of valor” (cf. Ruth 3:11, Prov 12:4, 31:10).5
This is evident not only in the direct references to her, but also in
the narratives regarding her associates Barak and Jael.

Deborah’s Story (Judges 4)
The Story’s Setting (4:1–3)
The repetitive pattern in Judges of spiritual corruption, foreign
oppression, pleas for deliverance, and a judge who brings peace
until the next cycle starts6 sets the distressing backdrop to
Deborah’s story and song in chs. 4–5. This literary unit forms
the first of the four longer accounts that include Gideon (chs.
6–8), Jephthah (chs. 10–12), and Samson (chs. 13–16).7 Deborah
is the first judge in this book to be introduced at length and the
only one to function as both judge and prophet—perhaps an
intentional parallel to Israel’s last judge Samuel in the continuing
narrative of 1 Sam 1–8.
Deborah faces the imposing threat of Jabin’s army stretching
from the strategic Jezreel Valley to Canaan’s northern gate at
Hazor on the Via Maris, the international trade and military
route connecting Africa, Europe, and Asia. In comparison, her
judgeship is situated in Benjaminite territory in Israel’s central
plateau, some seventy miles south of the conflict that Barak
already faces in Kedesh of Naphtali.8 Her base of operation
“between Ramah and Bethel” suggests she may have had a
regional influence—again, like Samuel who later leads Israel from
this same location (1 Sam 7:15–16, 8:4). When Deborah appears
in the narrative, Israel’s oppression by Jabin has already dragged
on for twenty years.
Deborah’s Dramatic Introduction (4:4–5)
Deborah is introduced dramatically as the story’s main character
with a string of seven consecutive, grammatically feminine words:
her proper name followed by three paired terms. She is “Deborah,”
(1) “a woman, a prophet” (fem. nouns), (2) “a woman of light /fire”
(fem. nouns), and (3) “she herself, she is judging” (fem. pronoun,
fem. participle).
The traditional etymology of Deborah’s name as “bee” or “wasp”
is possible, though it may instead connote “leader” or “pursuer” (cf.
debir, Josh 10:3).9 Comparatively, the imagery of “bees” (deborah)
is used in Isa 7 to describe the Assyrian army’s “pursuit” of Israel
(Isa 7:17–20, esp. 18). A similar wordplay would make sense in this
text as well. Moreover, Deborah’s role as prophet and judge allows
for a symbolic significance to her name in this story.
The three pairs that follow accent Deborah’s gender. In the
first, as “a woman, a prophet,” she brings God’s authoritative word
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to Israel, which they are expected to obey. The second pair, “wife/
woman of lappidoth” is open to dispute. “Lappidoth” is traditionally
taken to be her husband’s name—although the common reference
to his father is absent.10 Moreover, it would be odd for a feminine
plural term (lappidoth) to refer to a masculine singular husband.
Rather, it seems more plausible to read, “a woman of light/fire,” in
that the word in question carries this meaning in the narratives
regarding Gideon and Samson (Judg 7:16, 15:4) and elsewhere in
the Hebrew Bible.11 Perhaps she is “a woman of light” in the sense
of “giving spiritual guidance,12 or a “woman of fire” (an alternative
rabbinical reading)13 as a parallel to Barak’s name meaning
“lightning.” In fact, the plural form lappidim carries exactly this
connotation in Exod 20:18. The writer of Deborah’s narrative may
even intend a dual meaning of guidance and valor: a wise and
capable woman with great courage. In the third pair, “she herself,
she is judging,” Deborah renders judgment for her people based
on Israel’s Torah at a public site named the “Palm of Deborah”
(4:5)—likely a role reaching beyond that of tribal and village elders
who settled local disputes.14 Moreover, she is the only judge apart
from Samuel already in prophetic service before she acts as judge.
This prior status may be the reason she is not described like other
judges as being “raised up” on a particular occasion.15 Instead, she
receives the most dramatic introduction of any OT judge.
Deborah and Barak’s Verbal Exchange (4:6–9a)
Deborah’s summoning of Barak is consistent with her
responsibilities as prophet and judge. Wisely she calls one who
lives in the region of conflict and knows the situation, the people,
and the terrain. He is the best person to serve as general under
her command, though both will be present in battle. He responds
without apparent hesitation. Upon his arrival, the fiery prophet
confronts him with the classical rhetoric, “Yahweh the God
of Israel commands you . . .” (4:6b). However, Barak’s cryptic
response and Deborah’s counter-response are not as clear.
The NLT concisely captures the sense of Barak’s words, “I
will go, but only if you go with me.” He complies with Deborah’s
orders, but on condition she accompany him in battle. This need
not be read as a “lack of faith” on his part,16 or an “intentional
shaming” on hers.17 Rather, given his bravery later in the account
(4:10, 14–16, 22), it is more likely that Barak seeks her wisdom and
prophetic voice in the uncertainty of battle.18 Later, the prophet
and judge Samuel affirms Barak’s actions as a divinely guided
mission (1 Sam 12:9–11),19 and the NT writer of Hebrews honors
him as a noble person “who through faith conquered kingdoms”
and “administered justice”—indeed, of whom “the world was not
worthy” (Heb 11:32–39).20 Barak’s words to Deborah reflect his
willingness to go and, at the same time, his respect for Deborah’s
role as a prophet and judge to provide critical guidance when
a field decision is needed. Though negative assessments of this
exchange abound,21 casting doubt on Barak’s response flies in the
face of his affirmation in the NT.
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In her counter-response, Deborah agrees to accompany Barak
yet adds a curious challenge: “‘Certainly I will go with you,’ said
Deborah. ‘But because of the course you are taking, the honor
will not be yours, for the Lord will deliver Sisera into the hands
of a woman’” (4:9a NIV). This woman is later identified as “Jael,
the Kenite” (4:17, 21–22, 5:6, 24). Barak acts as a man of faith who
is willing to obey God’s messenger, even if his personal glory is
not part of the reward. Deborah’s rejoinder thus completes her
commissioning speech (4:6–7, 9), which had been interrupted by
Barak’s eagerness to secure her accompaniment (4:8).
Deborah and Barak’s Shared Journey (4:9b–16)
After the prophet-judge and her general make verbal commitments
to each other, they embark together on their arduous yet divinely
appointed journey to deliver their people. Thus far, they have
spoken beneath the “Palm of Deborah” where she “sits to judge”
Israel (4:5). But now, she decisively “arises” to join Barak. The
journey that he was about to take (4:9a) has now commenced,
and as it does, the author briefly introduces the community of the
Kenites from which Jael will come—the other woman deliverer in
this story.
Both Deborah and Barak have put themselves in harm’s way
in response to God’s calling. Atop Mt. Tabor in the middle of the
Jezreel Valley he assembles his army of local foot soldiers from the
territories most affected by the conflict: Zebulun and Naphtali.
Awaiting Deborah’s command, his actions evoke a countermove
by Jabin’s general, Sisera, who calls out nine hundred iron chariots
into the open plains to the west of Barak’s position. Then, Deborah
prophesies once more: “Arise! This is the day in which Yahweh has
given Sisera into your hands! Has not Yahweh gone out before
you?” And Barak responds with obedience, knowing that facing
chariots with swords will not, in the end, bring him the honor of
victory. Yahweh blesses their combined efforts by routing Sisera’s
forces before Barak, exactly as Deborah has predicted.22 Barak’s
courage contrasts with Sisera’s cowardice as the latter abandons
his troops in the thick of battle and escapes capture or death on
foot. This sets the stage for the narrative’s climax.
Jael’s Military Honors (4:17–23)
The story of Jael’s military honor begins by emphatically
recounting Sisera’s cowardly flight (cf. 4:15) in contrast to Barak’s
persistent pursuit—the latter on foot from the beginning of the
battle. This scene also introduces the exploits of Jael the Kenite,
both in this story and in the victory song that follows (5:24–30).
She is not an Israelite, but rather a descendant of Hobab, son of
Jethro/Reuel, the father-in-law of Moses (Exod 2–4, 18, Num
10:29–32). Her ancestors migrated northward from the Midianite
territory near Mt. Horeb (Sinai) and settled near Arad, in the
Judean Negeb desert just east of Beersheba (Judg 1:16). By this
time, they had separated from the rest of the Kenites and “pitched
their tents” in Naphtali territory, where her family had likely
allied with King Jabin to live under his protection (4:11, 17).
Just as Deborah is best understood as “woman of light/
fire” (lappidoth), so Jael should be read either as a “woman of
the community (heber) of the Kenites” (Judg 4:17, 21, 5:24),23
or perhaps a “woman of divination.”24 Again a father’s name
4
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is absent from the text, making it less clear that heber is her
husband’s name. Given Jael’s independent actions in the story, it
is more plausible that the writer wishes to identify her only with
her people (or occupation), rather than with a husband. She is
nomadic and independent with no apparent allegiance to Israel
at first, providing context for her actions in the story. Sisera
seeks refuge from the fighting anywhere he can find it, while
Jael recognizes him and lures him into her tent. Alone with him,
she hides him under a rug and provides him with milk to drink
(4:18–19)—perhaps intended as a natural sedative.
Sisera’s words to Jael are gender-specific: “Stand in the
opening of the tent, and if any man (ish) comes and inquires
of you saying, ‘Is there a man (ish) here?’ tell him ‘No one!’”
(4:20).25 This is likely an allusion to the “man” Barak hunting
for the “man” Sisera, with the “woman” Jael (4:9) standing
between them, about to rob Barak of his glory. With courage
and cunning—not unlike the judge Ehud when he assassinated
King Eglon of Moab (Judg 3:15–23)—Jael fulfills Deborah’s
prophecy (4:9). Stealthily she hammers a convenient tent peg
through Sisera’s head as he sleeps in sheer exhaustion from
his frantic escape (4:21). She then steps outside the tent to meet
Barak’s arrival and to bring him inside to display her trophy
of victory—and with it her implicit defection to Barak and the
victorious Israelites (4:22).
Appropriately, the story ends (4:23–24) with an emphasis on
Israel’s God: the true hero and victor in the battle. The generals
are no longer in view, nor the valiant women with whom they
interacted. Yahweh subdues Jabin before the Israelites, freeing
God’s people (4:3) from their oppression in this round of the
ongoing cycles of the judges. This sets the stage for Deborah’s
battle hymn, which follows in Judg 5.

Deborah’s Song (Judges 5)26
The Author and Lead Character
The Poem’s Introduction (5:1–2)
The superb example of ancient Hebrew poetry27 found in Judg 5
is introduced with the phrase, “And Deborah sang, accompanied
by Barak son of Abinoam, on that day,” marking her as the author
of the poem (5:1).28 The writer puts emphasis at the outset on her
primary role by using the gender-specific, singular verbal form
(wattashar), as in her dramatic introduction in Judg 4:4–6.29
Deborah’s preeminence is also evident through the use of firstperson singular pronouns: “I, even I, will sing to Yahweh . . . I will
praise Yahweh” (5:3); “I, Deborah, arose . . . until I arose, a mother
in Israel” (5:7); and “My heart is with Israel’s commanders, with
those who offered themselves freely among the people . . .” (5:9).
Without question, she is the lead character in the poem, as she
was in the narrative.
Deborah’s actions are also highlighted by the verbal
imperatives in her antiphonal exchange with Barak: “Awake,
awake, Deborah! Awake, awake, utter a song!” and “Arise, Barak,
lead away your captives . . .” (5:12, cf. 4:14). She authors the song
while he rounds up the Canaanites taken alive in battle. In
addition, Issachar’s princes stand by Deborah in the battle, while
the rest of Issachar accompanies Barak (5:15). Perhaps she devises
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a flanking strategy with the chief warriors of Israel, drawing out
Sisera for Barak’s troops to attack from Mt. Tabor.30 This would
be consistent with the first-person reference, “My heart is with
Israel’s princes,” distinguishing them from the rest of the “willing
volunteers among the people” (5:9). It also supports the majority
translation tradition of 5:2, “When leaders lead in Israel / When
the people willingly offer themselves / Bless the Lord!”31 Deborah
and Barak (and perhaps Jael, cf. 5:6) are grouped together as
“leaders,” which requires the masculine plural ending in Hebrew.
Imagery of Moses (5:3–5)
In 5:3–5 Deborah implicitly calls to mind Israel’s great redemptive
event when Yahweh delivered them from Egyptian bondage
through Moses (Exod 1–18). The pattern in Judg 4–5 of a story
of military conflict preceding32 a victory song of praise reflects
the exodus story (Exod 14) preceding the victory song of Moses
accompanied by Israel (Exod 15). Moreover, the imagery of
Yahweh coming out of Seir and marching from Edom (Judg 5:4)
recalls the end of Israel’s wilderness wanderings after the exodus
(Deut 33:2). Finally, the earth trembling and the mountains
quaking (Judg 5:4)—especially the explicit mention of the shaking
of Mt. Sinai in Yahweh’s presence with Moses (Judg 5:5)—remind
the reader of Moses’s first encounter with God after arriving at
Mt. Sinai (Exod, 19:18, cf. Hag 2:21, Heb 12:26).33
By linking her song to that of Moses, Deborah consciously
identifies herself with Israel’s first and greatest judge who gave
the initial instructions for appointing other judges (Exod 18:13–
23, Deut 16:18–20, 34:10). This allusion, along with Deborah’s
location between Ramah and Bethel (Judg 4:5, cf. 1 Sam 7:15–16,
8:4), places her strategically between Moses and Samuel—two
critically important prophets and judges that served Israel well
in their respective eras.
A Mother in Israel (5:6–11)
With brief references to Shamgar and Jael—two other deliverers
(5:6)—Deborah dramatically reappears in the song by inserting
her name between two identical verbal forms (shaqqamti deborah
shaqqamti), “until I arose, I Deborah arose, a mother in Israel”
(5:7). The cryptic account of Shamgar (3:31) immediately precedes
Deborah’s story, which ends with the lengthy account of Jael (4:17–
23). With his ox goad and her tent peg they each act individually
rather than leading a group of warriors. Yet, Israel is described
as living in fear of travel and afraid to fight back (5:6–7a, 8) until
Deborah intervenes. The emphatic repetition here of “I arose”34
takes the reader back to Judg 4:9 where she “arises” from her seat
of judgment at the Palm of Deborah to accompany Barak to war,
and where she calls him to “arise” and fight (4:14), then later to
sing the victory song with her (5:12). Perhaps the reference in 5:7a
to the reluctance of the “villagers in Israel” to fight (NIV)35 alludes
to Barak’s unwillingness to go into battle without Deborah (4:8).
Neither he nor they engage until she arises.
Deborah’s function as “a mother in Israel” (5:7) is one of the
rare parental metaphors for Israel’s leaders in the OT. The also
fiery prophet Elijah is called “father” by Elisha (2 Kgs 2:12), who
is in turn called “father” by Jehoash, king of Israel (2 Kgs 13:14).
Similarly, an Ephraimite named Micah—and later an army of
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Danites—implore a wandering Levite to be their “father and
priest” (Judg 17:10, 18:19). The connotation in both narratives is
that of a “spiritual guide.” Finally, “a wise woman” from Abel Beth
Maakah, who lived at the time of David, calls her city “a mother
in Israel” (2 Sam 20:14–21, esp. 20:19). She declares, “Long ago
people used to say, ‘Get your answer at Abel [Beth Maakah],’ and
that settled it” (2 Sam 20:18). Three things are noteworthy here: (1)
Her designation “long ago” could place the origin of this proverb
around Deborah’s time, (2) the city is located just north of Barak’s
home in Kedesh of Naphtali, and (3) Israel receives spiritual
guidance at Abel, just as at the “Palm of Deborah” (Judg 4:5).36
Perhaps Deborah knows of this then-famous city as “a mother in
Israel” and with that symbolism artfully communicates her part
in the story as a person who provides guidance for her people.
Other Supporting Characters to Deborah and Barak
Leaders and Tribal Groups (5:12–23)
From the beginning of the joined prosaic and poetic accounts
of Judg 4–5, the author highlights Zebulun and Naphtali (4:6,
10, cf. 5:14, 18). But seven other Israelite tribes are referenced
in the song as well: Ephraim, Benjamin, Manasseh (5:14),37
Issachar, Reuben (5:15–16), Dan, and Asher (5:17). Their mention
puts Deborah’s last prophetic words into a larger geographical
context that stretches from Israel’s northwestern coastal plain, to
the Samarian hill country (where the Palm of Deborah stands),
to the southern extremities of the eastern bank of the Jordan
River38—including, of course, the Jezreel Valley where the battle
takes place. Only the southernmost tribes west of the Jordan
stand outside the scope of her speech.39 By addressing this broad
audience, Deborah clarifies the extent of her influence as prophet
and judge (cf. 4:5). As with most OT prophets, she praises those
who “follow” Yahweh (5:14: Makir, Ephraim, and Issachar) and at
other times confronts those who do not “help” him (5:23: Reuben,
Gilead, Dan, Asher, and “Meroz”).
Jael and the Mother of Sisera (5:24–31)
In addition to telling of Jael’s assassination of Sisera in the
narrative (4:17–23), Deborah adds here a brief poetic supplement
regarding Jael’s courage and cunning (5:24–27)—along with a
dark glimpse into the heart of Sisera’s mother (5:28–30). Jael’s
section begins abruptly, creating a sharp contrast between the
Israelites who do not help their neighbors and a Kenite woman
who does.40 Jael is resumptively described as “most blessed of
women,” indeed “most blessed of tent-dwelling women” (5:24)—
the latter perhaps intended as a pun on where she wins her victory.
Her story is supplemented with language of Sisera’s final position
on the ground “between her feet” (5:27; ESV, NASB, NET). This
description may carry ironic sexual connotations, given the
allusions by Sisera’s mother to rape in the following verses (esp.
5:30). A dead Sisera lying still “between [Jael’s] feet” can no longer
abuse Israel’s daughters by forcing himself “between their feet.”41
This Canaanite woman of privilege calms her anxiety and
fears regarding her son’s late return by imagining his violent
abuse of young Israelite virgins—a common practice in ancient
warfare. She exclaims (literally), “A womb or two for every
head.” She describes them by their reproductive organs (raham
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rachamatayim) as “unspoiled girls” taken among the “spoils.”
They may be used for instant gratification, or kept as conjugal
conveniences to produce progeny for the patrilineal “heads”
of Canaanite households. They are dehumanized to “colorful
garments” among the “plunder” (5:30). Jael avenges these victims
and protects others at risk to Sisera’s troops.
This account of Sisera’s unnamed mother contrasts with
Deborah’s presentation of herself as “a mother in Israel” (5:7).
Whereas Deborah secures her people’s deliverance, Sisera’s mother
can only learn of the ignoble death of her son and the defeat of his
troops.42 Further, her portrayal as peering out of the latticework
that surrounded her upstairs window, with the wisest of her
“ladies” in attendance (vv. 27–29), depicts her status and wealth—
surely, in part, at the cost of Israel’s oppression.
Deborah’s song closes (5:31) with a twofold reference. Although
the language of “enemies” applies to Israel’s clans and tribes (5:23),
it may also allude to Sisera with his forces as they oppose Deborah,
Barak, and Jael who “love” Yahweh. The final reference to the “sun
when it goes out in its strength” (a symbol of divine judgment
across scripture, e.g., Jer 4:23) also contains poetic irony as a
symbol of Israel’s leaders: Deborah a woman of “fire/light,” and
Barak a man of “lightning.” Because of God’s remarkable work
through them—as well as through the unlikely Kenite Jael—Israel
“has peace for forty years.” This single line of prose at the end of
the battle hymn speaks to the positive result of, and blessing on,
their obedience.

Conclusion
In this article, I have sought to counter still-common criticisms of
Deborah in her story and song (Judg 4–5) by suggesting she and
her associates act as noble persons of valor. The text portrays this
woman of light and fire, this prophet and judge, in a consistently
positive way throughout. Her people, whom she rescues at a time of
national crisis, respect her. She acts authoritatively in challenging
Barak to lead in battle, where they together receive God’s blessing.
She arises as a wise and protective “mother in Israel” acting in the
spirit of Moses, calling Israel to follow Yahweh.
Similarly, Barak acts as a man of faith by invoking God’s
presence and guidance in battle through Deborah, even though
he must serve without the customary military honor. As a
result, he obtains an even greater honor among the notables of
faith in the book of Hebrews. Even the Kenite woman Jael acts
with courage and cunning, highlighted by the amount of space
devoted to her in this text. As a migrating tent-woman she shows
herself wiser than the aristocratic mother of Sisera, whose son
she slays to avenge and deliver Israel’s daughters.
As the true hero and deliverer of his covenant people, God
chooses to accomplish his work through mere mortals like those
in the book of Judges. Though none is perfect, some show greater
faith and act more faithfully than others. Among these, the book
of Judges portrays no major group of characters more favorably
than Deborah, Barak, and Jael.
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