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The Book of Judges in the Old Testament narrates the acts of 12 judges in ancient Israel. The period of the judges was the 200 or so years (c. 1420-c. 1220) before Israel, in imitation of its neighbors, adopted monarchy as its form of government.

A “judge” was not only someone who adjudicated legal cases. Judges began as simply local leaders of the 12 tribes. During the period of the judges, however, Israel—the twelve tribes—was surrounded by 6 other nations.
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When one of the surrounding nations attacked one of the 12 tribes, hoping to incorporate its land, messengers would be sent out from the attacked tribe to the other 11 tribes. The other tribes would send men to serve as soldiers, and the assembled men would choose one among them as an ad hoc leader. That leader would lead the fight to defeat the attacking nation. Afterward, when the men disbanded and returned to their tribal lands, the leader would remain an intertribal leader, and to him would be sent particularly important disputes for him to adjudicate. In that sense, then, the leader was a judge. But first and foremost, he was a temporary military leader.

The Book of Judges mentions 12 judges who ruled during the 2 centuries of the judges. Six are major judges, and 6 are minor (in italics).

Othniel	Judg	3:9-11
Ehud	3:11-29
Shamgar	3:31
Deborah	4-5
Gideon	6-8
Tola	10:1-2
Jair	10:3-5
Jephthah	11-12:7
Ibzan	12:8-10
Elon	12:11-12
Abdon	12:13-15
Samson	13-16

A preface to the narratives of the judges, in chapter 2, outlines a four-part recurrent pattern to which the narratives of the first four major judges conform. (The pattern is more difficult to discern thereafter.)

	preface	Othniel	Ehud	Deborah	Gideon
sin	2:11	3:7	3:12a	4:1	6:1a (also 8:33, 13:1)
punishment	2:14	3:8	3:12b	4:2	6:1b
repentance	2:18b	3:9a	3:15a	4:3	6:7
deliverance	2:18a	3:9b	3:15b	4:4, 5:31d	6:14, 8:28b

