《Sutcliffe ’s Commentary on the Old & New Testaments - Judges》(Joseph Sutcliffe)
Commentator

Joseph Sutcliffe, M.A., an English Wesleyan minister, was born at Baildon, Yorkshire. He was converted in early life and became a circuit riding preacher at age 24.

He was appointed by John Wesley to Redruth in 1786. Sutcliffe introduced Methodism into the Scilly Isles in 1788, and spent the last twenty years of his life in retirement in London, where he died May 14, 1856 at age 94.

His course was one of "unspotted Christian purity and progressive excellence. In Biblical scholarship he especially excelled." He was an indefatigable writer, publishing in all thirty-two works on religious subjects, the chief being this A Commentary on the Old and New Testament.

This commentary represents 40 years of Sutcliffe's study of the Bible. After retiring at age 74, he compiled this commentary from his Bible study notes he accumulated over the years. The commentary is mostly expositional with some exegetical comments and Hebrew/Greek analysis.

00 Introduction 

THE BOOK OF JUDGES.
This Book contains the history of the commonwealth of Israel from the death of Joshua to the death of Eli, comprising a period of two hundred and ninety nine years, besides the time of oppression under heathen kings. It seems to have been compiled from the public records by Samuel, or by some persons about his time. It exhibits the Theocracy of the Jewish church and polity; which was a surrender of the patriarchal powers for the liberties of a thousand diminutive municipalities. The Sanhedrim, or council of Seventy Elders, seems to have sunk into oblivion on the division of the cities to the several tribes. Every man did that which was right in his own eyes. The supreme Judges were raised up by a divine vocation; and after delivering their country from oppression, they retired into private life, and continued to reside on that paternal lot, still retaining, however, the powers of war and peace, and of convoking the council of elders from every city. The events proved, that Israel was not worthy of so lenient a government: for when they departed from their covenant, and when the judge was despised by an apostate people, God permitted very weak kings among the heathen to subdue them. Consequently, the whole book demonstrates the special and frequent interference of heaven for the preservation of the people, and of the true religion. This form of government subsisted till within 1076 years of the birth of Christ, when Saul was anointed king, comprising in all 450 years, Acts 13:2, calculated it is thought from the death of Joshua. It is a well-written book; the narration of Samson’s history, of Micah’s idolatry, and of the Levite’s adventure, are perfect in their kind. 

01 Chapter 1 

Verses 1-36
1:1. After the death of Joshua, whose death was to the Jews the commencement of new troubles; they asked counsel of the Lord, as directed, Numbers 27:21, by Phinehas the priest.

1:3. Judah said to Simeon, come up with me, for their lots were adjacent, and therefore equally concerned. The Canaanites, it would seem, had returned to some of their former possessions.

1:5. Adoni-bezek; the lord of Bezek. Joshua 15:19.

1:7. Having their thumbs and great toes cut off. We find many ancient restless foes treated in this way with the loss of their right thumb, to disable them from war, but nowhere, except here, an extention of the cruelty to the toes. It was time for these nations to be destroyed: the power of conscience confessed the equity of divine retribution.

1:8. Jerusalem. This is more full than Joshua 10. They destroyed the Jebusites, and burnt the city, except those who took refuge in the fortress, where the temple was afterwards built. This strong place David took, but spared the people, as it would seem from Araunah’s being left in possession of his estate. They had then embraced Judaism. See on Joshua 18:28.

1:16. The Kenites. These learned shepherds had followed Moses, and received their lot adjacent to Amalek. They preserved the learning of Moses and Jethro, 1 Chronicles 2:55, and would drink no wine, nor build houses. Jeremiah 35. By this emigration they escaped the evils which Balaam had foretold would befal their country. They were wise and wary to come and enjoy the pastures when the war was over.

1:18. Judah took Gaza with the coast thereof. This, as appears from chap. 3:3, must be wrong in the Hebrew copy, which the Septuagint rectifies thus: “But Judah did not possess Gaza, nor the coasts thereof; nor Askelon, nor Ekron, nor Ashdod, nor the coasts thereof.” See Josephus 5:2. 

1:24. Show us the entrance into the city: so he saved his own life by betraying his fellow-citizens. To him an awful subject of reflection for future years.

REFLECTIONS.
This chapter, as introductory to the presidency of the judges, resumes the history of the Israelites from the defeat of the allied kings by Joshua. Now it would be well for those who complain of cruelty in Joshua, to contemplate the character of Adoni-bezek, and say whether he, and the instruments of his cruelty were fit to live? Surely if the judgments which the Canaanites brought one upon another, had no effect in producing a reformation, it was high time for heaven to inflict its vengeance on a people guilty of every crime. Yet an infidel age talks as though some apology ought to be made for Moses, Joshua, and David, the purest ministers of divine vengeance, and distinguished by the greatest mercy. Indulge them but in this, and we must next make some apology for every other visitation of providence: but instead of making concessions which brand the tribunal of heaven with weakness, we are taught to reply as Christ did, Except ye repent, ye shall all likewise perish.

The valour of Judah is here recorded at large. He set a fine example to the other tribes, notwithstanding his failure of the conquest of Philistia. Joseph’s stratagem and courage in storming Bethel, near to which Rachel his mother was interred, is mentioned with honour. But the six remaining tribes are all blamed for not driving out the heathen: and what is worse, they reduced them to tribute. This violated the law of God; for after receiving their money, they could not attack them without a breach of covenant; and God will never aid a people in the cause of perjury and wickedness. Whoever makes a covenant with his sins, grieves the Holy Spirit, and forfeits the aids of grace, by which alone he can mortify the deeds of the body.

The children of the Kenite, Moses’ father-in-law, having passed the Jordan with Israel, went up with Judah to fight. How happy, that Jethro, if yet alive, took second thoughts. When Moses first invited him to go with them to the promised land, he refused. Numbers 10:29-31. But seeing the Lord was with his people, his heart was afterwards moved, and the whole family followed the ark. These were the family of the Rechabites mentioned by Jeremiah; it appears that they led a pastoral, inoffensive, and sober life. And if our heart like Jethro’s have at first revolted against invitations to join in religious society, let us think again, that it is safest for us to be with God’s covenant people. Let us leave the world and sin, and claim our portion with the Lord’s people. 

02 Chapter 2 
Verses 1-23
2:1. An Angel of the Lord. Jewish writers in succession speak of this as a created angel: but no mere angel would dare to speak as Jehovah. It was therefore the Angel of the covenant, the same that had appeared to Moses and to Joshua. Exodus 3:2; Exodus 3:6. Joshua 5:13; Joshua 5:15. So the fathers with one consent expound his appearance at the bush, and on other occasions. This Angel was an ever-living Angel, clothed with omnipotence, and saying, “I will no more drive out these inhabitants from before you.” Theodoret however thinks, as some Jews have done, that this was Michael the archangel, and prince of the synagogues.

2:5. Bochim; that is, in the plural, weepings, wailings, &c. Bochim was the camp near Shiloh.

2:6. When Joshua had let the people go. The sacred writer here refers to the assembling of the people at Shechem, when Joshua delivered his dying charge.

2:10. Another generation, which knew not the Lord. That was the fault chiefly of the priests, the levites, and the elders, who seem to have led the people into error. The poor durst not have set up an idol. Eight times in this book they publicly rebelled against the Lord, and eight times the bloody and galling yoke of contemptible heathen powers was thrown upon their necks.

2:13. Baal and Ashtaroth. See on Joshua 23:7.

2:16. The Lord raised up judges, having some resemblance to the αρκοντες, archontes among the Athenians; martial dukes who retained their civil and military powers for life, and were the special gifts of heaven to save and preserve their country.

REFLECTIONS.
We are truly astonished that the Israelites should immediately on the death of their elders, revolt to idolatry, and make covenants with the accursed nations. What a proof of the contamination of original sin; and what an argument for us to train up the new generation in the nurture and admonition of the Lord; for they are all born with propensities to seek their happiness in exterior objects, and to forget their fathers’ God. The charms of idolatry, it is true, were extremely beguiling to the less tutored among the Hebrews. The wine, the feasts, the music, the lascivious dances, and intercourse of the sexes, attendant on the worship of devils, induced the backsliding Israelites first to look on, and next to join in an oblation so pleasing to the flesh. And it should be well remembered that our theatres, our balls, our music-rooms &c. are to us those very altars of the demon, equally fatal to the soul.

What were the consequences of this apostasy, and all these covenants with the heathen?—JEHOVAH the angel came to Bochim and said, I made you to go out of Egypt, &c. Seeing they had thus changed masters, he sentenced them to be scourged by those heathens, as he had sentenced their fathers at Kadesh. God will not suffer back-slidings and apostasy to pass with impunity: when he passes sentence on a people for their sins, repentance is unavailing; he despises tears at a certain crisis of obduracy. He will not alter the thing that is gone out of his mouth. The man who makes a covenant with his sins, will find them in the issue productive of destruction.

The case was similar in the primitive church. Even before the age of Constantine, the glory of the christian church was very much impaired. St. Cyprian, while in exile, was shocked to hear that the high road to Carthage was thronged with christians going to offer incense to the gods. And what shall we do to preserve our children from following the spirit and fashions of the world? By nature they are carnal and corrupt; therefore they must become regenerate, and be born of the Spirit. Let us endeavour to preserve the ministry pure; for an accommodating clergy, and a people having itching ears, will soon cause the most holy audience to degenerate into religious formality. Above all, let us preserve apostolic discipline by building up the church with real converts, and by the expulsion of all wicked and ungodly men. But oh, after all that men can do, shall our children become proud and vain? Shall they, despising our simplicity, conform to the world, become wanton in watering places, crowd the theatres, and bow to the desolating idol of profane pleasure? Shall they, dissipated in life and licentious in principle, ever make problems of the great truths which converted their fathers; or like the apostate descendants of the puritans, ridicule the Godhead and glory of Christ? Then surely the angel of the covenant, who in part abandoned Israel, will change the blessings of the covenant into anathemas, and chastise us with greater strokes than Israel’s. From the latter part of this chapter, which sketches the history of the Hebrews to the days of Samuel, we see on a broad scale, that they never forsook the Lord and bowed to idols, but he gave them into the hands of their enemies; and it is the same with backsliders; the Lord gives up one to his drunkenness, and another to his covetousness, so that he eats the fruit of his own doings.

Lastly, from the paternal character of the judges whom the Lord raised up, and from the calamities which befel the country, when no such protectors watched over the public weal, we see what invaluable blessings a nation derives from a vigilant and paternal government. How highly then ought we to value and revere a gracious king, an active magistrate, and a faithful minister; and mourn their removal, not knowing the character of those who may succeed. 

03 Chapter 3 
Verses 1-31
3:7. The children of Israel—served Baalim and the groves. So is the French. אשׁרות asheroth; rendered by the Chaldaic and the Latin versions, lucis, light. The sense seems to be a revolt to Sabianism, or the worship of the hosts of heaven, as on Job 1:15. Jeremiah 7:18.

3:8. King of Mesopotamia. Meso is middle or lying between the river Euphrates and the Tigris, and Potamia is river. The king of this country was without doubt the king of Nineveh, whose conquests were often like the flux and reflux of the sea. He is here branded with the name of Chushan to designate his wickedness. This country is celebrated for its fertility, and as the birth place of many of the holy patriarchs.

3:9. Othniel, nephew of Caleb, a man who inherited the virtues of his family. The God who called him, soon threw the tents of Chushan into affliction. Habakkuk 3:7. He knew how to conquer in war, and how to secure peace. He so preserved the pure religion that the apostasy to their secreted idols did not take place till after his death. Such judges are worthily called saviours or deliverers, as in this verse; and 2 Esdras 9:27.

3:10. The Lord delivered Chushan—into his hand. By subtracting 764 from the Julian period, we find on collation with the chronology of the bible, that Belochus 2. was on the throne of Nineveh; so that he, or some rival king, fell before the illustrious Othniel. See Genesis 11. Some think he was a Phœnician prince, with whom many Canaanites had taken refuge.

3:13. The city of palm-trees; the suburbs of Jericho, called by the residence of the Kenites the city of literature. See on 1 Chronicles 2:55.

3:15. Ehud—a man left-handed. The Vulgate, as the LXX, reads “both handed;” yet the reading of the English is evidently correct, because the seven hundred Benjamites were all left-handed.

3:18. To offer the present. There is no approach to a prince or a great man in the east to the present day without a suitable present. Princes do this to each other, as a mark of honour. 1 Kings 10. 

3:20. I have a message from God unto thee. Josephus says here, that God had spoken to Ehud in a dream: an awful message! The oppression of Moab justified the deed, and his commission was divine.

3:31. Shamgar—slew six hundred men with an oxgoad. The Vulgate reads coulter of a plough, It is usually about the length of the short swords used by the Romans. This broad and heavy sword wielded by so powerful an arm, would mow down all opposers. The Philistines had now taken all armour from the Jews, as also in the days of Samuel. Shamgar therefore had no other armour. The highroads were shut up, and the oppression and poverty of the Hebrews were great beyond conception. Their theocracy, having the Lord for a king, would have been glorious, had they sought him instead of forsaking him.

REFLECTIONS.
Many and great were the calamities of the Israelites through a long succession of years, and at all times those calamities originated in the same cause;—a want of fidelity to God. The heathen in some of the exterior borders of their land they could not expel, nor was it intended. Moses had said, the Lord thy God will drive them out by little and little. By avoiding intercourse with them they were safe: their greatest calamities arose from a number of whole cities of the heathen spared in the heart of the tribes. This was done through cowardice at first; and a sort of independence prevailing in every tribe, and in every city, it became difficult to assemble an army, except in a popular cause. Hence the heads of the tribes, where the heathen kept possession of a city, were content to receive a yearly tribute; and so a covenant was confirmed by payment. This was a breach of the express prohibition of God, which led to trade, to friendship, to feasts, and what is worse, to promiscuous marriages. Thus numbers in Israel were gradually drawn away to the worship of idols, and the wrath of heaven was enkindled against the whole nation. The christian church is also placed in equal danger from the maxims, the feasts, and intercourse with the world; but especially by marrying with carnal people. Unhappy Israel, so soon to forget the glory and covenant of their fathers’ God. They provoked the Holy One to anger, and forfeited divine protection.

Well: though Israel, infatuated by passion, did not see it their interest to abide under the wings of his protection, they soon found it was awful to incur his displeasure. From this period we see on a broad scale, that when even the Israelites departed from God, to the sins and worship of the heathen, he caused them to be oppressed by the heathen. This might not so fully appear at the time, as it was unfolded in subsequent years. Providence is a vast object, and those who stand too near, see but a part: at a distance the whole is contemplated with advantage. Learn then, oh my soul, to mortify the flesh, and to avoid all covenant with thy sins; otherwise the insulted Judge of heaven and earth will cause thy dissipation, thy covetousness, or thy low desires to form their habit, and to tyrannize over thy heart.

Scarcely was the yoke of Chushan broken in the north, than Eglon overran the country in the south, and held it with an iron arm for eighteen years. Have the wicked never done with the consequences of their sin? Do the waves in succession break against them, and are they never to expect repose? Hear on this subject the mission of a prophet. “There is no peace to the wicked, saith my God.”

The Lord is gracious nevertheless, where repentance follows apostasy and crimes. He inspired Ehud to form a daring design to emancipate his country. Believing in God, and accounting his own life as nothing in comparison of the salvation of Israel, he hastes to the court of Eglon, pays the tribute with submission, and then delivers his message from God by plunging his dagger into the enormous body of the gluttonous king! Now the oppressor was oppressed. Now he felt in his bowels the sad fruits of all his long meals, and beastly indulgence. If Adoni-bezek acknowledged the hand of God in the loss of his thumbs and toes, Eglon surely could not forget the strange habits of his intemperance.

Let christian ministers learn from Ehud to acquire courage in delivering their message from God to all wicked and ungodly men. And they have some advantage over the Judge of Israel; he was obliged to approach the tyrant with artifice; they stand on broad ground as the ambassadors of heaven, and fearing God they ought to know no other fear. 

04 Chapter 4 
Verses 1-24
4:1. When Ehud was dead. This period includes eighty years from the death of Othniel, and was fraught with important events. Chushan’s eight years of affliction, and Eglon’s eighteen of presidency are included in the eighty years.

4:2. Jabin king of Canaan, a descendant or relation of Jabin mentioned in Joshua 11. He reigned in Hazor, which Joshua had burned; but the Canaanite returning, had restored it as their metropolis.

4:4. Deborah, a prophetess. She judged Israel, by the honour which God had put upon her on account of her predictions. Therefore her country honoured her as a heavenly princess, and as they had honoured judges to whom the Lord had spoken. She is not put into the list of the secular judges; yet Semiramis, before her time, was enthroned as queen of Nineveh.

4:6. Tabor, a high and detached hill, with a plain on the top. Hosea 5:1. On these hills the chariots could not act, nor in the adjacent marshes.

4:13. The river of Kishon. It rises from the streams of mount Tabor, runs six miles to Nazareth, and thence westward to the sea, and disembogues to the south of mount Carmel, after a pretty straight course of ninety miles. Near the mouth of this river Elijah slew the prophets of Baal.

4:14. Up, for this is the day. The LXX make Barak to object against going alone, because he did not know the day in which the Lord would send his angel to deliver them.

4:17. Sisera fled to the tent of Jael. In the east, the pavilion of a lady is sacred; and by the covenant of Heber, he was personally known to the family.

4:21. Jael—smote the nail into his temples. She evidently had disapproved of the covenant which her husband had made with Jabin, all such covenants being forbidden by the law. The deed of killing the oppressor of her country was glorious, as that of Ehud, and that of Judith. Her praise is celebrated by the prophets, whose hallowed songs we must not arraign; but the words and means she employed cannot without the greatest difficulty be defended.

REFLECTIONS.
After the death of Ehud, as after the death of Joshua, the carnal heart of Israel became attracted by the carnal objects of pagan pleasures and worship. This was their usual sin, and it was followed by the usual punishment. Jabin king of the Canaanites oppressed them for twenty years, and with a heavier hand than Eglon king of Moab. The stroke following the sin, and with so severe a hand that it induced the oppressed people to cry to the Lord. Adversity has never been an unfriendly soil to the growth of piety, nor had the Lord wholly forsaken them. He inspired Deborah to instruct and judge them; she was not inferior to any of the prophets in excellence of spirit: it was this excellence, and these divine endowments, which elevated her to the presidency of Israel. This woman, scarcely able to embolden Barak, though at the divine command, to break the iron yoke of Canaan, was obliged to put herself at the head of the little army, whose number God had limited to ten thousand men, that Israel might not glory in an arm of flesh.

Heber, impelled by policy, made a league with Jabin, and betrayed the cause of the country which had adopted him. His fathers had followed Israel, believing in their covenant. Now this man, more degenerate than his neighbours, had in fact renounced that covenant, and sought an alliance with the oppressor. He was one of those who claimed kindred with the Israelites in their prosperity, but disowned them in adversity. Such is the heart of a carnal man; and in this case it had proved his utter destruction, had it not been for the heroic fortitude of his wife. Let us never forsake either God or his people in the hour of adversity, for it often proves that God by adversity has been preparing the greatest glory for his people.

When the day of the wicked is come, the Lord infatuates them to their destruction. The treason of Heber, not less than the sword of Barak, contributed to lead Jabin to the waters where his chariots could not act, and where the Lord would visit the Canaanites with a total slaughter. How happy is that man, how privileged that nation, who simply abide in covenant with God, and know no policy but righteousness and truth.

The glory of this day was consummated by an illustrious deed of Jael. She still believing in JEHOVAH, and abhorring the league of her husband with Jabin, received the fugitive, but made him no promise of safety. She refreshed him with food, and covered his feet; but resolved that the glory of his fall should not be by another. Fearing nothing therefore from the husband, for whose crime she now atoned, and whose life she now saved; and fearing nothing from her own trembling hand, or from vengeance, in case she awoke the warrior; she took the iron pin of her tent, and piercing his skull with a single blow, left him fastened to the wood. Thus Deborah, inspired of God, planned the emancipation of her country, and Jael gave a finishing stroke to the glory of the day. When called to oppose iniquity let us neither consider our own weakness, nor be intimidated at the greatness, power, and number of the wicked. And the woman who abides in God, though her husband depart from him, may yet live to save her house. 

05 Chapter 5 

Verses 1-31
5:4. When thou wentest out of Seir. God came from Teman, in Seir; he covered the heavens with his glory, and the earth was full of his praise. Habakkuk 3:3. In like manner he now arose to save Israel.

5:7. The villages ceased. In this time of sore oppression, the people fled to walled towns for safety and defence.

5:8. Was there a shield or spear seen among forty thousand? The enemies and oppressors had stripped the land of armour; this accounts for Shamgar’s killing six hundred men with an ox-goad: 3:31.

5:14. The pen of the writer. Zebulun’s lot being contiguous to Phœnicia, they seem to have been assisted by that people in the acquisition of letters.

5:20. The stars in their courses fought. That is, heaven or angels fought against Sisera. A storm of hail and thunder, says Josephus, beat against the eyes of the men and horses, and aided Barak in throwing them into the utmost confusion. History records many such storms. A shower of snow set in the faces of the duke of Lancaster’s men in the battle of Towton field, near Tadcaster, in 1461, when more men fell in the course of an hour than in any other battle in England. It was the same, as Eusebius states, when the emperor Theodosius fought against Eugenius and Maximus, the tyrants. At Agincourt, when fifteen thousand English defeated sixty thousand French, a shower of rain wetted the bow-strings of the enemy, while the English had taken the precaution to cover their strings. These were all decisive battles for the throne.

5:23. Curse ye Meroz, or Merom, as in Joshua 11:5. The waters of Merom form the upper lake of the Jordan. It lay in the bosom of those Canaanites, and the people were afraid to act. Barak fought near this place.

5:31. The land had rest forty years; from the death of Ehud, which of course includes the twenty years oppression of Jabin.

REFLECTIONS.
This divine song opens with an exordium of praise to God. It was composed by Deborah, in ecstasy of soul, and its intrinsic excellencies demonstrate the endowment she had received of the Lord. It celebrates the preseding victory obtained over the Canaanites, rolling in chariots of iron, by a handful of men, almost destitute of arms. It invites kings and princes to see the wonders of the Lord, which from the beginning he had wrought for his people. It traces the calamities Israel had sustained before Shamgar was raised up to slaughter the Philistines, and before Jael slew Sisera; for Deborah would applaud the virtues of another in preference to her own. Honest people travelled in by-paths to avoid the robbers and invaders who infested the public road. The villages were forsaken, and the shepherds and labouring poor driven to seek refuge in the walled towns.

After these calamities which befel the Israelites had excited repentance, Barak was roused to action by Deborah; he was directed by a woman in all the plans and operations of the war. He drew his enemy across the brook, and posted himself at the foot of mount Tabor, where the chariots were entangled. Here, impelled by the Lord, he fell upon Sisera, as on a beast drawn into a pit, the stars or tempests of heaven aiding the vengeance of his arm. The prancing of the horses began the carnage, ere the sword of Barak could penetrate the affrighted host. Sisera was the first to fly, leaving his chariots, his allies, his honours all behind. How well do our affairs succeed when we stand in the divine counsel; and how easy is the transition from adversity to prosperity when God undertakes our cause.

Barak stayed not his hand: he pursued the enemy, yea all the kings of Canaan to Megiddo, where all the power of that people was for ever lost. Ephraim, catching the patriotic spirit, fell upon Amalek, purified the interior of idolaters, and enabled Barak to lead his captivity captive. Thus Christ has triumphed over the world, the grave, and all the powers of hell: and he now calls on us in the same spirit to awake and lead captive those habits and sins to which we have been so long enslaved.

For the divisions of Reuben there were great searchings of heart. Some were for their country, some were for Jabin, and others sought a criminal repose. “Why abodest thou by the sheepfold to hear the bleatings of the lambs.” An apostrophe equally severe may here be addressed to those christians who, wholly occupied with cattle and care, forget the way to the house of God. The Lord pours down a blessing on his people, he spreads a table for his guests, and glorifies his word in the conversion of sinners; yet they spend the sabbath on the dunghill, and have no soul worthy of his glory or his grace. The men of the world however do not always gain the world: there are more blanks than prizes in the lottery of life. This appears from the severe satire passed on the mercenary kings, in alliance with Jabin—”They took no gain.” No, not so much as their own bodies: these they left in the river Kishon. How often do our martyrs to business, to pleasure, to dissipation, share the same mortification. Witness those blasted hopes, those ruined fortunes, those emaciated constitutions, which so frequently occur. Had they served the Lord as they served the world, he would not have abandoned them to misery and reproaches.

The inhabitants of Meroz are pronounced accursed, yea bitterly accursed by the angel; for they stood on their towers, and saw their brethren bleed in the glorious struggle to emancipate their country, and basely forbore to fly to their aid, and to share a victory already obtained. This was a gross breach of Israel’s national covenant, the foulest act of an infidel cowardice; and if a man incurred a curse by removing his neighbour’s landmark, how much more by a deed which risked the lives and hopes of Israel. Let the lukewarm professors of religion who decline every cross, and shrink from every duty which exposes the flesh, be here instructed. God, the angry God, will not suffer them to go without a full reward. 

06 Chapter 6 

Verses 1-40
6:1. The Lord delivered them into the hand of Midian, the descendants of Abraham’s fourth son by Keturah, who oppressed them for seven years. Genesis 25:2.

6:3. The children of the east, with Amalek, bloody Amalek and Midian. Some of Moab, of Ammon, and Ishmael, sister nations, leagued for death and hell. This invasion of plunder, war, and murder, extended from the Jordan to Gaza, and shows us by its characters what is in the heart of man. They brought their cattle, being prepared for booty rather than war.

6:8. The Lord sent a prophet. God’s first step is to bring men to reason and repentance for all the sins connected with the worship of Baal and Venus. His name is unknown, but the glory of his work remains.

6:11. An Angel of the Lord. The same as in chap. 2., of which Dr. Lightfoot says, “Christ himself came up from the camp of Judah in Gilgal, to the people assembled in Shiloh.” Vol. 1. p. 45. Ed. fol. This Angel is the WORD or Wisdom of God, though now disguised as a princely stranger. He sat under an oak, as at Mamre, waiting to be gracious.

6:14. Go in this thy might. So says David: I will go in the strength of the Lord God. So says Paul; being strengthened with might by his Spirit in the inner man.

6:22. Alas, I have seen (the) Angel of the Lord. Callimachus cites the like sentiments of heathens, as of holy patriarchs, who feared to die after seeing the angelic glory in which the divinity was veiled.

6:24. Gideon built an altar, and called it Jehovah-shalom, the Lord of peace. David afterwards built an altar, when the plague was stayed. Elijah also built one on mount Carmel, to commemorate the defeat of idolatry.

6:26. Build an altar—on the top of this rock. Though he was not a priest, Messiah made his call special. God having commanded high places to be built, and the holy patriarchs having worshipped there, occasioned a long contest in future ages when God had chosen Jerusalem as the only place of sacrifice. The people were not willing to give them up; and they became snares of idolatry. 

6:32. Jerubbaal; that is, pleading, contending, or fighting against Baal.

6:34. The Spirit of the Lord came upon Gideon. The Hebrew is, the Spirit of the Lord clothed Gideon. The garments of our Saviour at his transfiguration were blanched beyond conception. St. Paul alludes to those ideas, when he says, Put ye on the Lord Jesus Christ. Romans 13:14.

6:37. I will put this fleece. The ancients often slept on skins: it was at hand, and for the increase of his own weak faith, he asked this double sign of an indulgent God.

REFLECTIONS.
Scarcely had thirty years elapsed from the salvation effectuated by Barak, than inconstant Israel repeated their former sins, and God repeated his former strokes, and with severities greater than before. Midian, Amalek, and their neighbours oppressed them with a heavy hand, consuming for seven years the produce of the nation, and the blessings of a violated covenant. Ah, little did those robbers think that their measure was full. Little did they know that the tears of contrite Israel had brought the Lord to fight against them.

The consequences of this long and great affliction were weakness, fear, and gloom. The light was considered as departed from Israel. So we are apt to fear the worst in the day of adversity; but God has treasures of mercy in store. And even now, in those great calamities, Gideon had a vineyard and a little corn. God is never unmindful of his people, and especially in the day of trouble.

Mark also how the care of providence was extended to an oppressed people. He sent his prophet to bring them to recollection and repentance, while he himself hasted to commission and encourage their deliverer. Surely there never was a trait in history which marks in fairer characters the special interposition of heaven, nor was there ever a prince raised up by a more signal call than Gideon. The Lord approached his trembling servant in the character of a stranger, as he had often approached the patriarchs. And in the gracious salutation, well might he say, the Lord is with thee, when JEHOVAH the angel was seated at his side. Let us never be discouraged in the day of adversity, for when things, to human appearance, are come to the worst, God often opens a way far above our expectation. And why should we fear; for whether known or unknown, he is still present with us, and will be so to the end of time. The first step towards either national or personal salvation, is to put away our sins, and to call upon the name of the Lord: the altar of Baal must be thrown down, and an altar raised to the Lord, lest the people should say, that Baal had wrought for Israel that great salvation. May God, in like manner, cleanse our hands and our hearts, that our services may be acceptable in his sight. May the angel of his presence who kindled the sacrifice by a touch, grant us the supreme token that our devotion is accepted, by shedding abroad his love in our hearts.

But oh, how much of heaven it takes to raise a desponding mind. Gideon, seeing the multitude of the enemy, and conscious of his own weakness, asked an additional sign, that his army, small in comparison of Midian, might be relieved of all their fears. He required that his fleece might be watered while all the ground was dry; and again, that his fleece might be dry, while the dew lay thick on all the ground. In an age of discouragement his faith was weak; but out of weakness he waxed strong. Nothing less than the divine presence could have emboldened him to throw down the altar of Baal; now he asked these new tokens of the divine presence, that he might break in pieces the power of Midian. At all times the Lord’s presence is the purest source of comfort, and the best pledge of salvation to an afflicted people. 

07 Chapter 7 

Verses 1-25

7:1. The well of Harod; equivalent to terror, from the panic of the Midianites. It is situate on the south side of Gilboa.

7:2. The people with thee are too many, while human fears said, we are too few. The Lord having come to give them the victory, would not allow the Hebrews to boast that their own arm had gained it. Assuredly, no trait in history can be more consolatory to an invaded nation.

7:5-6. Lappeth, of the water—putting their hand to their mouth, ילק yalak, a Gothic word, to take or snatch up a thing in haste. Lebruyn saw in Egypt some Arabs eating milk together, by dipping their hand in a wooden dish, and thus conveying the milk to their mouths. See Harmer, vol. 1. obser. 15. The Hebrews not wearing hats, must either put their mouth to the stream, or lap with their hands.

7:13. A cake of barley bread; a man without revenues, without guards, rolling down all the hosts of invaders! Surely the nations must see the hand of God in this tremendous scourge: surely Amalek would think that this was a visitation for the innocent blood shed by his fathers.

7:16. He divided the three hundred into three companies, to spread terror at once to the centre, and the right and left wing of the combined invaders. A man never errs when heaven gives him wisdom.—Lamps, trumpets or horns, and pitchers: what armour! Some say not oil, but bituminous matter. Light terrifies thieves more than armour. In a moment the terrific sounds burst on their ears, and the lights flamed on their eyes. Nay more; a guilty conscience pursued the murderers with all the horrors of death and hell, drove them furiously to cut down all that stood in the way of their flight. The like awful night is hasting on all the ungodly host; yea, and in greater confusion than on the host of Midian.

7:19. Gideon came to the camp in the beginning of the middle watch, just after midnight, when the guilty invaders were fast asleep.

7:21. All the host ran, and cried, and fled. The destruction of great and unwieldy armies, often by contemptible agents, forms the most tragic tablet of history. A Leonides stops the whole army of Xerxes at the pass of Thermopylæ; and Judith spread terror and alarm through the vast army of Holofernes.

7:23. The men of Israel gathered together. Now that the enemy was routed, they all become heroes.

7:25. The rock Oreb and Zeeb. Whence it is plain that Harod, as well as this rock, were commemorative names, consequent on this victory.

REFLECTIONS.
Gideon, now encouraged by a complication of signs, for heaven is indulgent to the weakness of man, presented his camp to the Midian hosts, and with hopes of victory, their valour being greatly animated by the tokens of God’s presence. But the Lord, willing to save his people in future from the snare of idols, resolved to give them the victory by the terror of his power, rather than by the sword. Hence he dismissed the fearful and faint-hearted by night, for no man is fit for war who has not a martial soul. These, shrinking like affrighted women, would only encumber brave men in the execution of their duty; and God indulged them with the shades of night to cover the shame of their retreat. But the ten thousand who remained were still too many: therefore the Lord retained but three hundred, who lapped water out of their hand. How little is the need which God has of man, when about to do a great work. Let us adore his power, and admire his love.

Poor Gideon, seeing his army dismissed, began it would seem to recal his scruples and his fears. Therefore this Hebrew Alfred was permitted to visit the enemy’s camp, that he might learn the fears which assailed their soul, and leave his own fears behind. And if ministers, instead of being always in the closet, studying books rather than men, would but endeavour to acquaint themselves with the real sentiments of every class of sinners, it would teach them how to preach, and inspire them with a courage which could not be resisted.

See how this highly-favoured man advances at the head of three little companies, with trumpets and lamps and food, as though they were going to a feast rather than a fight. In the dead of night the presumptuous multitude, filling the vale like grasshoppers, are suddenly awoke by the breaking of pitchers, by the sounding of trumpets, and by Israel shouting hymns of victory, ere they had struck a blow. The aliens rush to the doors of their tents; and seeing three bodies with flambeaux rapidly approach, they imagine themselves already routed by victorious armies, for the terrors of God descended on their soul. All instantly seeking safety in flight, one group rushes on another, till the way is blocked up; but in the fury of passion, impatient of delay, they cut down their own brethren to open a passage; for the wicked think every man’s life of less value than their own. Gideon had but to give light to his foes, while they turned their swords against their neighbours, in all the terrors of blood and carnage.

If the surprise of the Midianites, if the breaking of pitchers and sudden display of lamps; if the sounding of trumpets, and shouts of a little company, occasioned so much terror to this invading multitude; what must it be when the Son of man shall surprise the world, slumbering in the lap of pleasure, and intoxicated with sin! What must it be when he shall be revealed from heaven in flaming fire, with the shouts of angels, and the trumpet of God. Who shall be able to stand in that day? Who would not be glad to fly with Midian, though sure that flight would be in vain? But as Gideon approached the enemy in all the avenues leading to his camp, and as the Israelites cut off his retreat at the fords; so God will approach the sinner by every avenue of death, and cut off all hope, all retreat for ever. Blessed is he then that watcheth and keepeth his garments, for the Son of man cometh at an hour when we think not. 

08 Chapter 8 

Verses 1-35
8:16. He taught the men of Succoth. The LXX read, he threshed them. This little city of forty or fifty families was blinded, in giving this answer to Gideon. Soldiers fighting for their country have at least a right to demand bread. Now the backs of the elders must atone for the insolence of their tongues.

8:21. The ornaments on their camels’ necks. They were caparisoned in the most gorgeous manner.

8:22. Rule thou over us. The Hebrew government was a theocracy, supported almost without costs; but carnal men and wicked factions are not worthy of such an order of things. As their king, God was never wanting, when they addressed him as such: the calamities which befel the nation arose from the apostasy of the people. Gideon, aware of this, declined a monarch’s sceptre, and gave the glory to the Lord.

8:23. I will not rule over you. Semiramis had formed a great empire, but Gideon shunned the sceptre: he did not raise a standing army, nor put garrisons in Ishmael, Ammon, and Moab. He was content with Jehovah’s presence as a wall of fire.

8:27. Gideon made an ephod. Exodus 28:6. The ephod contained the breastplate, which Abiathar was careful to take when he fled to David. Gideon with all this gold established a sort of chapel royal, that he might in case of need enquire of God; and which no priest was allowed to do without the knowledge of the king.

8:31. His concubine; a woman whose marriage was not registered; by consequence, neither she nor her children were entitled to the inheritance and wealth of their father. Such children are generally ill educated, as the sequel will prove.

REFLECTIONS.
Gideon in the full career of victory found his joys disturbed by the menaces of his brother Ephraim, and menaces of immediate death. This tribe claimed priority over Manasseh, because of Jacob’s blessing, and because of its own strength. Having distinguished themselves in the pursuit and slaughter of the enemy, they became insolent with the Lord’s appointed judge. How uncertain are all our earthly joys; and how calamitous is the situation of princes and rulers when surrounded by factions of proud and turbulent men. And it is no small mark of Gideon’s prudence and goodness, that he pacified them by a modest answer.

The princes or elders of Succoth and Penuel being situate contiguous to the enemy’s country, acted the part of selfish prudence. They did not believe in Gideon’s call and mission; they knew that Zebah and Zalmunna were still in the land with an army. Hence they denied bread to the victorious, who were expelling an enemy that consumed the land. This was a foul crime; it was death by the well-known and existing covenant of the Israelites; nor was the punishment long delayed. Before the sun was up next morning, Gideon was under the wall of Succoth, with the two captive kings in whom they had trusted. How soon was their unbelief put to shame; and how soon the angry army inflicted the vengeance on their backs, which hunger had denounced the preseding day. How weak are they who put confidence in princes, not in alliance with heaven. Let us learn to be on the Lord’s side, whatever adversity or clouds may for the moment surround his cause.

Zebah and Zalmunna having seen the loss of their whole army, must now in turn drink the bitter cup of death. Gideon finding that his brethren did not return to share the joys of victory, suspected them to be slain at Tabor. Hence, as they showed no mercy to their captives, they could expect no mercy from him. Oh how bitterly would they lament engaging in this invasion, which terminated in the loss of their lives: and how mysterious is the providence of God, which by the vicissitudes of war makes one wicked nation a dreadful scourge to another. Gideon having vanquished kings, and acquired salvation and glory for his country, was offered the throne of Israel as the reward of his victories. This through piety he refused; for he regarded the Lord as Israel’s king; and considered the patriarchal rights, and the municipal privileges of every city as ordained of God. He therefore retired to his own paternal cottage, and refused for himself all regal and pecuniary rewards. What proofs of disinterestedness, of wisdom and heroic virtue! How marvellous that this man, so weak but a few days ago, should now be so strong. What an act of faith that God would at all times raise up for the people a military judge or deliverer, whenever the invasion or menaces of the neighbouring nations should so require. Hence he would neither take advantage of his people’s good-will in the moment of popular enthusiasm, nor expose his sons to the temptations of royalty. Yet the very name that Gideon was still alive intimidated every heathen prince, who might otherwise have been disposed to molest the Hebrews. Unable at that time to remove the ark to the city, he requested the earrings in order to make an ephod, that in cases of necessity he might consult the Lord, and in all things do his will. This was contrary to the law, and yet it was in some sort sanctioned by example, for in many of the tribes an independent government prevailed, and they offered sacrifices on the high places where Abraham and Isaac and Jacob had been accustomed to worship.

Lastly, we have to blame this illustrious man for being too fond of a patriarch’s fame, though he had declined the honours of a king. He multiplied his wives, and saw seventy sons rising around his various tables. This was his sin, and it caused the special favours of his family to be blasted. These sons were all slain by one that was illegitimate; for how should the righteous Judge of heaven and earth entail his blessings when men depart from his precepts? Hence, though the example of Gideon, and other judges, be set before us by St. Paul, it regards only the great acts of faith and virtue, not their failings and their sins. 

09 Chapter 9 

Verses 1-57
9:4. Baal-berith. Berith signifies a covenant, which those bad people had made with Baal. The Greeks had their ζευς ορκιος, their Jupiter, or their Baal, to which they made vows.

9:5. Slew threescore and ten upon one stone, as an offering to his God. It is a credit to the Hebrew religion, that Abimelech was an apostate.

9:8. The trees went forth to anoint a king. This parable seems to have been divinely inspired. The figures and all the drapery of diction, open in a succession of beauties, alike wise, moral, and rural.

9:13. Wine which cheereth God and man. Both the nouns being plural, it should read gods and men. The LXX by translating Elohim, God, have led many into the same error. In Genesis 6:2, and Psalms 82:6, the word is understood of princes and prophets, as our Saviour affirms. John 10:34. Hence wine is here understood to cheer the hearts of the princes, and the poor. Yet some will vainly contend that the gods adored by the heathen being once men, were lovers of wine. Others contend also, that wine being used at the sacrifices of oblations, caused God to rejoice in the oblations of his people.

9:45. Sowed it with salt, to detest its memory, like that of Sodom.

9:53. Piece of a millstone, or the upper stone of a handmill. God directed the hand of this woman to complete his judgments on an apostate people. Yet the Hebrew apostates always secreted their idols under the best of their kings.

REFLECTIONS.
We have just seen Gideon, immortal in the memory of his country, refuse the crown of Israel. Now we see his illegitimate son, who neither knew himself nor the duties of a king, aspiring through vain glory at the regal dignity. To accomplish this design, how shamefully mean and dreadfully wicked were the steps he pursued. He flattered the elders of Shechem with the advantages of having a relative on the throne; of its becoming a royal city; and urged the insupportable burden of maintaining seventy princes of Gideon’s house in seventy of the principal towns. Nor was he wanting to urge the civil wars which would immediately follow, on the accession of seventy kings. How dreadful then is ambition, when long fostered in the heart of man. It accounts the meanest intrigues acts of prudence; and canonizes the foulest crimes with the epithet of virtuous deeds. Few men dream of thrones, it is true; but ambition in the acquisition of wealth, and in the aggrandizement of their families, often leads to actions in trade, or in domestic affairs, which cause them to be execrated wherever they are known. Hence one wicked and ruling passion may render the whole of life, as is exemplified in Abimelech, a continued scene of tragedy and crimes.

Though providence suffered Gideon’s incontinence to be punished with the death of his sons, yet we admire its care in preserving Jotham, to perpetuate the name of his father, and to see his curse of burning devolve on the murderers of his brethren. God showed the same kindness to the house of David, when Athaliah slew all the royal family; Joash, an infant, was preserved in the temple. Hence the greatest overflowings of wickedness are checked and restrained by the hand of heaven.

We learn that the wicked, unhappy by their own propensities, are incapable of enjoying repose. Ambition, which made Abimelech uneasy in private life, made him equally so on the throne, and caused him to be hated of his people. The bonds of wickedness are rusty chains, which presently gall and poison the flesh. Scarcely had he reigned three years before he was driven into exile, where he formed those plots which terminated in the destruction of himself, and all the murderers of his father’s sons. Hence God carefully preserved the life of this wicked man, till the Shechemites were either slain with the sword, or burnt in the tower; then he threw the last bolt of vengeance on Abimelech’s head. And mark, reader, mark here the retributive characters of divine justice. The Shechemites had taken money out of the house or tower of Baal to supply Abimelech; and in that house many of them were burnt. They had surprised and slain the sons of Gideon with the sword; and they themselves were surprised and slain in the field when going forth to labour. Abimelech, with their aid, had slain his brethren on a certain stone; and now he is slain by a stone from the tower, and by a woman too! Let us learn to rest our cause with God, to suffer with patience, praying for the conversion of our enemies; otherwise God will surely requite them according to their works. Let the heads of houses learn also, that their efforts in buying land, and forming family establishments, may all be frustrated like those of Gideon. But Christ says, the Father will give us a kingdom. 

10 Chapter 10 

Verses 1-18
10:1. Tola, son of Puah; therefore he was the grandson of Othniel’s brother. God called him from the treasures of his providence, to nourish his people for twenty three years after evil times.

10:3. Jair; that is, illuminating. Another president, who probably had this name as a title because of the peace, the knowledge, and righteousness, which he diffused throughout the country. But, like Gideon, he, on finding wealth and presents, yielded to the strong temptation of polygamy, and established his thirty sons in Havoth-Jair, or the villages of Jair.

10:6. Served Baalim and Ashtaroth; gods and goddesses; both these words are plural in the Hebrew. Our learned Selden has written a Latin book on the gods of Syria, which does not give us more light than what we find in Biblical Critics. Every nation had its titular god, but other gods they worshipped, and almost without number.

The gods of Syria are Bel, Jupiter, Saturn, Venus, called Astarte. The gods of Zidon were Jupiter, and Astarte. 1 Kings 11:5. The gods of Moab were Chemosh, the Priapus of Horace. 1 Kings 11:5; 1 Kings 11:33. Numbers 20:21. Jeremiah 48:46.

The gods of Ammon were Saturn, Moloch, or Milcolm, the devourer of children. Jeremiah 49. Amos 1.

The gods of the Philistines were Dagon, the titular god, and Zeus or Jupiter, whom all worshipped. 1 Samuel 1:2. 1 Kings 11:33.

10:11. The Lord said by a prophet, who, like a man of God, thundered eloquent reproaches in the ears of a guilty people.

10:12. The Maonites. The Septuagint reads, the Midianites. But there was a city called Maon on the south of Judah, inhabited by the Canaanites. 1 Samuel 23:25; 1 Samuel 25:2.

10:17. Encamped in Mizpeh. This Mizpeh was at the foot of mount Hermon, in the land of Gilead, where the senators often assembled.

REFLECTIONS.
Providentially the reign of Abimelech was short, and the mischiefs, it would seem, became instructive to Israel; for God, under the presidency of Tola, and of Jair, granted them a period of long repose. These princes understood the arts of peace; arts essential to the happiness of the people, and the prosperity of empire. They did more: they administered justice, reformed abuses, suppressed idolatry, and protected religion, which is the best bond of society, and the surest pledge of immortal good. Agriculture and commerce were improved, and every menace of foreign invasion was warded off by prudence and courage. There is no estimating the blessings derived from an auspicious reign, and an able administration.

Prosperity however has its snares. The Israelites having intercourse with all the neighbouring nations, imbibed their manners, and were corrupted by their superstitions. The charms of idolatrous festivals had attracted their carnal hearts: and on the death of Jair they were bold enough to introduce the morals and the gods of all the surrounding nations. This apostasy was more general than any of the former: and therefore it received a greater punishment. God, in appearance, having forsaken his people, the Philistines in the west, and the Ammonites in the south, consumed and oppressed the country. What a proof of the depravity of human nature, and of the outbreakings of original sin. Surely no man can doubt of this birth-fault of the human heart, unless his head be weak, or his mind embittered against the truth. He cannot want evidence of what he affects to doubt, he may want humility and repentance to acknowledge the fact. Let us therefore endeavour to preserve religion pure, and discipline vigorous, that every rising age may have the means of grace to counteract the wicked propensities of nature, and to obtain regenerating grace by the Holy Spirit.

The Israelites having by these crimes forfeited the divine protection, and the blessing of a worthy Judge to preside in their country, found themselves subjugated by two weak and inconsiderable states. Oppression made them cry to the Lord: but they cried under the rod, not for their sins: and the Lord refusing to hear, sent them back to their gods for salvation. So it is when afflictions shall surprise the man who has indulged in licentiousness, and despises the power of religion. He cries to be relieved of his load, before he fairly mentions the sins which have occasioned the scourge: but God will laugh at his calamities, and mock when his fear cometh. The Israelites finding their prayers rejected, (for what can prayers or fastings avail while a nation retain its sins) proceeded to destroy their idols before they dared to pray again. Then the Lord had compassion on his people, and repented of his threatenings to forsake them. So, if the wicked would find mercy in the day of visitation, let him heartily renounce his sins; let him make restitution for his crimes, and then let him call on the name of the Lord, if peradventure he will have compassion upon him. 

11 Chapter 11 

Verses 1-40
11:1. Jephthah—son of a harlot. The Hebrew is the same as in Joshua 2:1. The rabbins mostly read here, as Joshua 2., son of a hostess.

11:3. Vain men, rogues and rakes. The Hebrews is the same as for those who followed Abimelech: 9:4.

11:5. The land of Tob. Ish-tob is mentioned. 2 Samuel 10:8. It lay between Syria and Ammon. Here Jephthah led a species of martial life, it would seem, with his men; and being ready to hire himself to any cause, he acquired great fame as a soldier.

11:11. Before the Lord. Jephthah, like other good men, began his work with God’s counsel and blessing.

11:14. Jephthah sent messengers. This was fair: reason is a better bar of appeal than the sword. Expostulations have often prevented war, which in every nation should be the work of dire necessity only.

11:26. While Israel dwelt in Heshbon—three hundred years. Though we cannot find three hundred in the book of Chronicles, yet the possession of that city by the Hebrews is not disputed.

11:31. Whatsoever (or that which or whosoever) cometh forth of the doors of my house to meet me shall surely be the Lord’s, and I will offer it up for a burnt-offering. We now tread on controverted ground, ground on which the ancients are very much divided in opinion. The rabbins followed by Josephus, speak as the letter of the text. They make no scruple, no hesitation to say, that Jephthah offered up his daughter a burnt-offering, conformably to his vow. Tertullian, Athanasius, Nazianzen, Jerome, Ambrose, Chrysostom, Augustine, and very many others, all eminent fathers in the primitive church, concur in belief with the rabbins. They severely censure Jephthah as a parricide, and lament the ignorance of the Israelites in those times, especially the priests who did not teach him better. The superstition of the age strongly corroborates the evidence, that their belief was founded on facts. Moloch was the god of the Ammonites, to whom human victims had been largely offered; and to whom in India they are still offered, though not so largely as aforetime. And Jephthah, more than half a heathen in his habits and religion, might wish to engage both the Lord and Moloch in his cause. Besides, nearly the whole of the seventy two clans dispersed from Babel, having Druids for their priests, did in all the nations offer up human victims, when severely pressed by calamities. The polished nations of Greece and Rome indulged, during a succession of ages, in the same abominable devotion. The persons so offered were all young; and the greater dignity they possessed in regard to birth, the more acceptable they were supposed to be to the gods. Idomeneus returning to Crete from the Trojan war, in consequence of a vow to Neptune during a storm, pierced his own son; and was expelled by his subjects for so cruel a deed.

The history also, or fable of Iphigenia, has often been adduced as illustrative of the case of Jephthah’s daughter. Agamemnon her father having killed a sacred stag belonging to Diana, the goddess excited the tempests so dreadfully as to obstruct the navigation of Greece. It was resolved, if possible, to appease her. The oracle, on being consulted, answered that this must be done by the blood of him who had offended her. Iphigenia was the victim selected, and conducted to the altar at Aulis by Ulysses, who had the address to steal her away from her mother Clytemnestra. But as she lay extended on the pile, and while the Greeks were busy in preparations for the sacrifices, the goddess, touched with the piety of the princess, surrounded the altar with a cloud and took her away, leaving a hind in her place. The goddess conducted her to mount Taurus, where Thoas the king appointed her priestess to Diana, to whom human victims were immolated, and especially Greek strangers. She remained there till Orestes arrived to purge himself from the blood of his mother, and of others. He was arrested as a stranger; and when about to be offered up to Diana, he was recognized and saved by his sister. Presently after he stole away his sister, and escaped with the image of the goddess into Italy. The image was erected in the Arcynian forests, to which human victims long continued to be offered.

I have been the more particular in translating the substance of this history or fable, because some contend that it is merely a fable founded on Jephthah’s daughter; and they would vary the orthography from Iphigenia to Jephigenia. They are the more confident in this opinion, because Jephthah was contemporary with Agamemnon. Hence, unless we allow of some force, in the fable of Iphigenia’s escape from the altar, I think the letter of the text, the wicked and superstitious manners of all the heathen nations, the opinion of the rabbins, in which the fathers of the primitive church have concurred, are decided, that Jephthah made a burnt-offering of his only child to the Lord, according to his vow.

To this many of the moderns object, that he devoted his daughter in perpetual virginity to God. Consequently, she was a nun in his own house. But that sacrifice bears no proportion to the magnitude of his danger before the battle; nor does it relieve the latter part of his vow, that the devoted object should be a burnt-offering. And why should the virgins of Israel meet annually to mourn for Jephthah’s daughter? Had she survived to give them an annual feast, surely they would have met, being all virgins, to rejoice, not to weep. Moses affirms that every one of the surrounding nations did burn their sons and daughters to their gods. Deuteronomy 12:31. And Jephthah having been exiled among them, it is most likely he would vow according to his habits and education. Besides, the scriptures, which relate every circumstance of Abraham’s offering up Isaac, refuse here to narrate the horrors of the scene.

11:39. At the end of two months she returned to her father, who did with her according to his vow, as in 11:31. והעליתיהו עולה vehaâlithíhoo ôlah. I will offer it up, says Montanus, in holocaustum, in burnt-offering. The elders of Israel were so shocked at this deed, as to have enacted a law that no man in future should make a vow of the oblation of human victims; proof sufficient that Jephthah performed his vow.

Those who try various versions of the text, and make it a vow of virginity, forget the uncertainty of Jephthah, whether it might not be a male that might run with joyful salutations to the conquering hero. This was most likely. It was Jonadab who came to meet Jehu; and Melchizedek who came to meet Abraham.

It is said also, that Jephthah was now inspired, and in too good a frame to make such a tragic vow. It is replied, that he was inspired with courage to fight; but the opinion of holy men is, that the catalogue of the worthies mentioned in Hebrews 11., refers to their virtues, not their errors, as models of christian conduct.

REFLECTIONS.
Jephthah, on being elevated to command, seemed to become all at once a better man. He sought the Lord; he expostulated in a dignified way with Ammon; and during the whole of his presidency he protected the true religion. Thus in regard, and solely in regard to his faith and courage, he is proposed as a model to new-testament believers. Hebrews 11:32.

The rash vow is almost the only thing censurable in his conduct. Vows, if made at all, should be wise and discreet. How vain for a mortal to think that heaven will become an auxiliary for the hire of gifts and offerings! A broken and a contrite heart for sin, is the best oblation which a nation can offer to God in the day of trouble. A rash vow is better repented of than kept. The vow itself was wicked, and the keeping of it was the completion of crime. Israel often broke their vows and covenants, and the Lord required no sacrifice but unfeigned repentance. Jonathan broke the foolish vow of Saul, by eating honey, and the army saved him from death; nor was God angry in any peculiar way on that account. Whoever utters an ill- advised word, a word that will trouble his soul for life, had better cast himself on the divine clemency by unfeigned repentance. Notwithstanding, all holy and lawful vows must be kept, though they be to our own hurt.

The next grand object in this chapter, is the filial piety of Jephthah’s daughter. “If thou hast opened thy mouth unto the Lord, she said, do with me as thou hast promised.” As much as to say, I regret not life. I feel too much honoured in being a victim to the Lord: for I account myself too small a price for so great a victory. I only regret the dying without a son to perpetuate the glorious memory of a father to me, and to his country. What an example of religious obedience; what a preference of rectitude to life itself! Let all young people remember this, whose parents have devoted them to God by a thousand prayers, vows and tears. 

12 Chapter 12 

Verses 1-15
12:3. I put my life in my hands; a Hebraism of forcible import. David twice uses the same phrase. Now, to take the life of a man who had thus devoted himself, and whom God had honoured, was the extreme of wickedness.

12:6. Shibboleth. Vox Hebraica, juxta interpretationem Hebræam, significet impetum currentis aquæ. This Hebrew word, according to the interpretation of the rabbins, designates impetuous currents of waters. Our travellers state that the Jordan is, in many places, not more than twenty yards across, but that the stream is generally very rapid.

In the north of Europe, our fathers varied in the enunciation of several letters from the south. The th is not sounded by the southern inhabitants; as for example, in the name of their god, Thor, thur, and in thundr; that is, Jupiter, or high thundering Jove. So with regard to s. Toroth Adonai, the law of the Lord, the Persic and German Jews say, Toross Adonai. The radical letter s is wanting in the dialects and language of the south sea, which make them call the English, the goose language, because of its hissing sibilancy. It is wanting also in the Somerset dialect; they say, zaviour, zoul, zin, zupper. Hence our present mode of writing, “If he misses his mark,” instead of the subjunctive, “If he miss,” greatly disfigures our language by sibilancy, and violates all our rules of grammar. See my Grammar. Rule 18.

12:9. Ibzan judged Israel seven years. See the chronology, 1 Kings 6:1.

12:14. Forty sons. The dignity of those judges was supported by presents, and booty in conquests. They aimed at the dignity of gentile kings. We have no record of those judges but one; they kept their country in peace.

REFLECTIONS.
Jephthah, having returned to his house in all the glory of victory, but inconsolably afflicted because of his vow, found one calamity added to another. Ephraim, one of the strongest tribes, and elevated with the pride of Jacob’s blessing, found his honour tarnished in not being called to the war against the Ammonites. He could not bear to see Gilead enjoy, almost alone, the glory of the conquest, and the riches of the spoil. Therefore, assembling the whole tribe, he crossed the Jordan, menacing Jephthah with fire and sword, and reproaching all Gilead as fugitives and exiles. Let this sad portrait of the human heart teach us to moderate impetuous passions by reason, and they will gradually subside. The more sober operations of wisdom afford the safest counsel, and lead the mind to take the ground of permanent and honourable conduct.

But how did Jephthah reply? Did he make apologies, and sue for peace?

Did he humble himself as the wary Gideon, on the like occasion; and say, Is not the gleaning of the grapes of Ephraim better than the vintage of Abiezer? Being a soldier by profession, he boldly spake the truth; that as they had not acted a brotherly part, and come when first called, during the long strife with Ammon, he did not think proper to lose an opportunity by awaiting their doubtful aid; for he knew that God would help him. And while the elders carried back this bold reply he blew a trumpet, reassembled his valiant army, and gave his insolent brother a tremendous defeat. The quarrels of brethren, and brethren connected by every religious tie, are much to be lamented. If we are wronged, let us urge our complaints with modesty and love; the wrath of man worketh not the righteousness of God. But if the wrong be, as in this case, a mere retaliation, then we ought to bear it with patience. We cannot but regard this defeat as a visitation on Ephraim; because with all his strength and pride, he had suffered his brethren to be so long invaded both by Ammon and Philistia.

Guilt, in long disputes, is not confined, to one party. Gilead, and the rest of his brethren on the east of Jordan, were cruel and bloody in return. Taking advantage of the ford they murdered all the fugitives of Ephraim, whom they ought generously to have pardoned and suffered to go home, that brotherly kindness might once more have been revived in an age which called for unanimity and concord. How lamentable to see the quarrels of the tribes enfeeble their hands, and render the nation a prey to every invader.

The manner in which they detected the Ephraimites was extremely cruel, because it tempted a brother to tell a lie the moment before his death. Pointing to the Shibboleth, that is the stream, they bade him pronounce it: and he said Sibboleth; and the stroke of death immediately followed. How dreadful that one man can divert himself with the miseries of another! If the healing of grace do not go deeper into the heart of man than his sins he is utterly lost, for this dreadful spirit can never enter heaven.

While Israel was very much divided by jealousies and pride, we next see the gracious care of heaven over them, in raising up judges out of different tribes, that all these jealousies might subside. Let us learn of God to conquer an angry brother by that kind of firmness and love which gains his approbation, that we may be brothers for ever in the best of bonds. 

13 Chapter 13 

Verses 1-25
13:1. Forty years. There are no exact dates of the commencement and termination of this servitude. Therefore to harmonize it with the four hundred and eighty years from the going out of Egypt, to the fourth year of Solomon, 1 Kings 16:1, nearly twenty years of this oppression must have expired on the birth of Samson. Consequently, it must have commenced about the end of Ibzan’s presidency.

13:3. The angel of the Lord appeared. He is called the angel of the Lord, Genesis 22:15; he sware by himself, and was assuredly the Messiah. Manoah calls him God, and his wife, JEHOVAH. And though he declined accepting the sacrifice, and bade Manoah offer it upon the rock to JEHOVAH, “who does wonderful things;” yet it was solely in the way that our Saviour refused to be called good, being then in the form of a servant. The answer he returned, when asked to tell his name, was in substance the same as when Jacob asked his name. It was secret, or wonderful, as Isaiah 9:6.

13:5. A Nazarite. See note on Numbers 6:1. He shall begin the work of deliverance, and David shall temporally, and the Messiah spiritually complete it.

13:19. The angel did wondrously, by causing fire to consume the sacrifice. The LXX, followed by the Vulgate, read, “Manoah—offered it on a rock to the Lord, who doth wonderful things.”

13:22. We shall surely die. This sentiment being of frequent occurrence in the Hebrew scriptures, 6:22; and in the Gentile mythology, some of the ancients must have died in their approaches to the divine presence. Ovid’s Metam. lib. 3., and Cicero of the nature of the gods, lib. 3., mention the death of Semelè, mother of Bacchus by Jupiter, how she was consumed by the approaches of the father of the gods, when she had rashly desired to see his brightness; and that the child, dropping &c., was sewed up in the thigh of Jupiter, to complete the time of pregnancy. Dr. Stukely thinks that these sacred figures designate the divine and human geniture of Christ.

13:23. If the Lord were pleased to kill us, he would not have received a burnt-offering. Be encouraged, oh trembling soul; the Lord who inspires thy prayer, will give thee an answer of peace. 

REFLECTIONS.
This chapter opens with a new scene of mercy, in the singular preparation for the deliverance of Israel, long and frequently oppressed. It exhibits the never-failing care of God over his church and people, and a care most clearly manifested by special interpositions, whenever they cry under the visitations of his hand.

The good news came to Manoah and his wife when they expected no such favour, but were apparently fully reconciled to their childless lot. It is almost an invariable method with God to try those whom he greatly honours: let the christian wait, and God will one day more than realize his hopes, and deliver him from every fear.

This divine Hercules, this infant judge of Israel was born in the tribe of Dan, whose lot was bounded by Philistia, on the west; and thus the Lord raised up a deliverer in presence of the enemy. Ah, haughty oppressor, let thy youths and thy princes tremble: He is born who shall requite thee according to thy sins. Moses also was born in the time of oppression; and thus God will ever in due time save those that call upon his name.

Samson’s extraordinary endowment of strength was connected with the purity and laws of a Nazarite; for many in Israel, it is probable, equalled him in point of natural strength; and in that respect, as well as in several circumstances of his birth, he is a figure of Christ. If his locks were at any time shorn, that strength was forfeited. God has generally been pleased to give some covenant seals to man, as the rainbow with Noah, circumcision, &c. In like manner, all that divine power afforded the christian to vanquish his foes, is connected with his abiding in covenant with God.

Conformably to all those intimations, the Spirit of the Lord began to move him in the camp of Dan. The soul of a hero and a prince made its appearance when occasions offered; almost every man designated of providence for eminence in church or state, has afforded in infancy and youth hopeful indications of future glory. Who can decypher the emotions of the youthful mind when contemplating the character of a hero in the field, a minister in the sanctuary, or any object which interests the soul? Surely these are omens that God has for him better things in store than are yet revealed. Surely these emotions should prompt him to industry in mental and virtuous improvements. Every young man, contemplating so many scripture characters, whose hearts were early touched with grace, should most religiously devote himself to God, that he may be ready for every work and service to which he may be called. 

14 Chapter 14 

Verses 1-20
14:1. Timnath, situate in mount Ephraim, often taken and retaken in successive wars. To form a matrimonial connection with the Philistines, or with any of the idolatrous nations, was a violation of the Jewish law. Exodus 34:16. But truly, as Ovid says, Amor est cæcus, love is blind.

14:5. A young lion roared against him. To kill a lion placed a man among the first of heroes. He, like Hercules, mostly wore the skin as a proud trophy of victory. Old Æneas says, that he threw a vest around his neck, and covered his shoulders with a tawny lion’s skin.

—— Latos humeros subjectáque colla Veste super, fulvique insternor pelle leonis. ÆN. 50. 2. 5:721.
14:8. After a time, when the air had dried the skeleton, there was a swarm of bees and honey in the carcase, the mouth, or breast of the lion. Bochart mentions swarms of bees settling in tombs, and in human skulls, and forming their combs. Hieroz, part. 2. lib. 4. cap. 10.

14:12. I will put forth a riddle. The human kind were not in that age come to maturity of intellect. Xenophon, in his Cyropædia, (travels of Cyrus,) represents that prince as diverting himself with his generals, by each in his turn putting forth a riddle. Antiquity abounds with examples, that the heathens, merry in their feasts, diverted themselves with riddles and tales.—Thirty sheets. Many of the ancients wore a sheet of cloth knit at the corners, and thrown over the left shoulder, leaving the right arm free for action. Leurs habits sont aisés à faire; car, dans ce doux climat, on ne porte qu’une pièce d’étoffe fine et légère, qui n’est point taillée, et que chacun met à longs plis autour de son corps pour la modestie, lui dormant la forme qu’il veut. Telem. livre 8.

14:18. Plowed with my heifer, a delicate adage to designate an inconstant woman. See Jezebel’s character, in 1 Kings 21. He who betrays the truth, under whatever threats, forfeits the confidence of society.

REFLECTIONS.
We now enter on the chequered life and heroic deeds of this extraordinary man. He was raised up of God, an interior scourge to the Philistines, that they might be so humbled and awed by the signal exertions of his strength, as to leave the Israelites in quiet and repose. And he was graciously raised up in an age when the spirit of his country was broken; when they were disarmed, and in servitude; when the tribes were disunited in their councils; and when Eli the highpriest had no spirit to reform religion, or to direct the operations of the people. Hence Samson’s mission differed from the mission of Barak, and Gideon. It was singular; and his vengeance on the enemy was so conducted as not to involve his helpless country in the blame.

The first effusions of his noble soul were love, and love solely guided by passion and inclination. It was so impetuous as not to be restrained by the prohibitions of the law, nor by the dissuasions of his parents. Deuteronomy 7:3. Exodus 34:16. He had seen a beauty, and that had fettered his soul, which could not be held by any other bond. He never once thought how a Nazarite of Israel could live with a heathen wife destitute of virtue, nor how his soul could be saved in attending the festivals of Philistia. ‘Love is blind;’ and surely to him the adage was applicable in the extreme.

Scarcely had this Nazarite forced his conscience in the violation of his vows, scarcely had he tasted the mutual joys of a pagan compact, or indulged in the pleasures of a sensual feast, than all his joys are changed into treasons, anguish, tears and divorce. Going from Timnath to Ashkelon, his anger disdaining all fear, he slew thirty men, and brought the plighted raiment to his faithless friends. He returned to his parents, taking nothing back but the reproaches of a wounded mind. And if Samson, mighty Samson in some sort, lost all interest in the divine favour at a Philistine feast; who has grace to bear a carnal marriage, and to keep a pure conscience in a profane festival? If this was impossible for Samson, what can our weakness expect from marriages and festivals with the wicked but total destruction? Learn then, oh my soul, to shelter thy feeble faith from gazing on carnal beauty, and from rioting at the unhallowed board.

Let us fix our eye on this hero, with regard to his return. He enters his father’s house destitute of wife, companion, and money. Hear how he afflicts his parents by the sad tale, that he had now realized their remonstrance, and found in Philistia, beauty to be corruption, and faith to be perjury. See how restless and dissatisfied he is with himself. Instead of enjoying the Elysium of delight, promised by impetuous passions, his breast is torn with blasted hopes, his family is pierced with grief and fear, and all good men now regard him as an apostate from the true religion. Happy, that God did not forsake him, but that he yet had hope in the omnipotent arm.

Mark well, how providence took occasion from the errors of Samson to punish Philistia, and so far to relieve Israel. That God often brings good out of evil, and takes occasion from the crimes of men to do his people the greatest good, not only the sacred writings, but all history abound with examples. This is among the most astonishing mysteries of providence; and it should lead us to study the ways of God, and to place unlimited confidence in his care. The lawless passions of our Henry 8. led to a breach with Rome, and greatly accelerated the reformation of religion in this united kingdom. Equally so, the ingratitude of Maurice of Saxony, towards the emperor of Germany, led to the protection of the Lutheran church. But because providence takes advantage of the crimes of men to do good, let no man presume that crimes are pleasing to God. Let us never do evil that good may come. Wicked men sin with evil views; and God will punish them as he punished Assyria with the rod of his anger, and the staff of his indignation. So Isaiah has exemplified the subject: Isaiah 10:5-7. 

15 Chapter 15 

Verses 1-20
15:4. Caught three hundred foxes. The task of collecting these animals was not at all impossible; the country very much abounded with foxes, as appears from many passages of scripture. Nehemiah 4:3. Psalm 62:11, 15. Ezekiel 13:4. These, dragging the firebrands, would occasion a dreadful conflagration among the wheat now ripe, and among the dry grass. To us, where foxes are scarce, the difficulty seems very great. But persons acquainted with large continents know how to make allowance for extraordinary things. Besides, all travellers in Asia and Africa allow of jackalls, wild-dogs, &c. running in vast packs at night to seek their food. Vaillant, the accredited Dutch traveller in South Africa, 1780, several times saw about two hundred wild dogs. The foxes might therefore be taken in the penns. Samson’s design, according to a collection of thoughts in Stackhouse, will neither appear romantic, nor perhaps novel, if we consider that vast collections of wild animals were often made. Lucius Sylla, when prætor, ordered a hundred lions to be shown in the amphitheatre at Rome; and Julius Cæsar, while dictator, four hundred. The emperor Probus exposed at one show a thousand ostriches, a thousand stags, a hundred Lybian and a hundred Syrian leopards. Why then should it be thought a thing incredible, that Samson and his friends should collect three hundred foxes; especially when the collecting of them would clear his own country, and prove injurious to Philistia.

Many critics solve the difficulty, (though to the Israelites near Samson’s time no difficulty was so much as thought of in this passage) by affirming that the word schualim rendered foxes, should be written schoalim, sheaves or shocks of corn. And the word zanah, rendered tail, may be rendered the extreme or exterior part. Then the sense will be, that Samson set fire to three hundred shocks of corn, which yet remained in the field; and that the fire spread to the dry grass, the vineyards, &c. See examples of conflagrations in Harmer, vol. 4. obser. 144.

15:5. Set the brands on fire. As our Latin critics make a reference to Ovid, Fastor. 4., I have carefully referred to the passage in that work. Ed. Paris, 1804. As the ancients burned a fox every anniversary of Ceres, goddess of the ripening corn, the origin of the story is thus told. “The naughty boy of a cottager, having caught a fox, and out of revenge for being bit with the animal, tied a large wisp of hay and straw to his tail, and setting the straw on fire, let the fox loose, which, taking his affrighted course through the fields of ripe corn, did so much harm to the goddess, that she required the above sacrifice.” This custom was no doubt more ancient than the time of Samson, and might therefore be known to him.

15:7. Yet will I be avenged. They were privy to the insults offered to Samson; by consequence, the vengeance inflicted on the family was no punishment of their own sins.

15:8. The rock Etam. The Vulgate reads, the cave of the rock of Etam. Jerome might have local knowledge of the existence of that cave.

15:19. God clave a hollow place that was in the jaw. According to the Vulgate, this hollow place was a socket of the tooth. But how shall we harmonize it with what follows? He called the name thereof En-hakkore, which is in Lehi unto this day. The Chaldee, which is now much followed, takes Lehi, that is, the jaw bone, for the place where Samson slew the thousand men; and En-hakkore, or the well of him that cried, for the rock in which God clave a hollow place to revive the exhausted warrior. Poole thinks this an error in the Chaldee; but Mons. Dubden on visiting the spot, was fully confirmed in opinion, that God had opened a stream from the adjacent grotto, which still flowed at the time when the book of Judges was written. See Harmer, vol. 4:228.

REFLECTIONS.
The first object which strikes us here is, the generosity of Samson in forgiving the treason of his wife. Anger subsided, and love returned; forgiveness is the mark of a noble mind. He therefore took a kid, deemed the most delicate meat, and correspondent presents, and went to Timnath, hoping to taste the joys of domestic happiness, peace and love. But how great was his mortification when he found her now the property of another, and given to his pretended friend? What a dark portrait does this whole history afford of the state of morals in Philistia. What inconstant parents, what corrupt magistrates, what degenerate laws, to make the sacred bonds of marriage transferable like the shares of mercantile property!

Samson’s love now burned to anger, and he resolved to burn the wheat and vineyards of Timnath; for his injuries had now become an act of the town. This had been wrong in a private character; but knowing that God had raised him up to avenge the wrongs of Israel, his conduct is to be vindicated on the ground on which all judicial punishments have been inflicted.

We see how this vengeance operated for bringing the faithless Timnite and all his house to death. They had betrayed Samson, to avoid being burnt alive in their own house. Now they are enveloped in the very punishment they sought by policy to escape. So all those who, for a moment, avoid the punishment of one sin by committing another, shall surely find their own reward.

The Philistines, not contented with the hasty vengeance inflicted on their neighbour, proceeded with intent to bring Samson to the flames also. But as the lion, roused by the sight of his prey, ventures alone to attack whole herds and flocks, so this divine hero smote them hip and thigh with a tremendous slaughter; nor did he spare a single man that did not fly beyond the vengeance of his arm. They who are not satisfied with a qualified redress, often prepare for themselves a scourge by the indulgence of immoderate anger.

Samson’s quarrel with the inhabitants of Timnath became a general question, and was deemed a national wrong. The nation therefore assembled in arms and invaded Judah, for the apprehension of the daring offender. And what did the men of Judah do? Forgetful of their character, and of all the heroes who had descended from their line; forgetful also of their covenant, and wholly absorbed in the solicitude of personal safety, they purchased peace with the oppressor by betraying a brother, who ought to have been the pride of their country. Ah how degrading, to hear three thousand men of Judah say to a hero, who had given so many proofs of a divine prowess, “Knowest thou not that the Philistines be rulers over us!” How wretched is the nation which has lost its God; for he never aids the wicked but when he wishes to make them a scourge to each other. Samson, pitying the weakness of his brethren, submitted to bonds, and was led away as the victim of his country’s peace. He bore all indignities, till he heard the unhallowed shouts of the Philistines; then, aided by the impulse of heavenly power, breaking all his bonds, and roaring against them in turn, the affrighted multitude awaited not the blows of his indignation. With a weapon, contemptible in itself, he stayed not his arm till a thousand had fallen at his feet, and till the greatness of his strength was counteracted by excessive thirst. The Lord forsook not his servant in the day of trial; a stream issuing from the hollow place in the rock of Lehi revived his fainting soul. Let no one therefore in straits and difficulties distrust the care of providence; for by ordinary or extraordinary means he will deliver his servants, and supply the whole of their wants.

We must not forget, that our blessed Lord was betrayed, bound with a cord, and delivered into the hands of them that sought his life. Yet by the power of the Spirit he was loosed from the bands of death, and vanquished his foes, by weak means indeed, but with a victorious arm. Nor are his victories yet come to a close; he lives for ever the joy of his people, and the terror of all his foes. Let us not basely, like Israel, remain in servitude when we may be free. Let us heartily extend our arm to the work, but not with carnal weapons; and God will give us the victory through Jesus Christ. 

16 Chapter 16 

Verses 1-31

16:1. A harlot, at Gaza, one of the five strong cities of Philistia. The Hebrew is the same as Joshua 2., hostess, as some would read, but our version follows the other opinion.

16:3. Took away the doors of the gate, and carried them about seven miles, as stated by a German traveller.

16:4. Delilah, a woman of Philistia. Some rabbins say, she was his wife; others, only his concubine. She was a woman of strong understanding, for none else can be consummately wicked.

16:13-14. If thou weavest the seven locks of my head with the web. The Vulgate here supplies a defect which seems to be in the Hebrew. It adds, And wrappest them round upon a pin, and drivest the pin on which they are wrapped into the earth [or floor] I shall be weak. It is difficult to say whether there was a loom in the room or not.—From this history, the fable of Nisus is thought to have been derived. He was king of the Megarians; and being allied with the Athenians, was besieged by Minos king of Crete, their enemy. But the efforts of the invader had proved abortive, had not Sylla, daughter of Nisus, fallen in love with Minos; and to accomplish her wishes, she betrayed her father and her country by cutting off from his head a purple or golden lock, on which the happiness of his kingdom depended. Ovid, lib. 8.

16:21. Put out his eyes. His passions having done this first to his mind, God permitted it to fall on his body.

16:23. Dagon. Eusebius, Præp. lib. 1., refers this to Zeus or Jove. Others describe the figure as a demi-woman, with the posterior of a fish; for דג dag signifies a fish. So Horace.

Desinit in piscem mulier formoso supernè.
16:27. The house. The temple was full of men and women, besides three thousand on the roof, so that five thousand at least must have perished, while mocking a fallen prince. They did not know that his hair had grown in prison. It is dangerous to mock a fallen professor, while suffering the visitation of God for his sins. Samson died by divine permission, about the age of forty years: his sun went down at noon.

16:29. The two middle pillars on which the house stood. Sir Christopher Wren, our great architect, thinks that this building was an oval amphitheatre. The scene in the middle was a vast roof of cedar beams, resting round upon the walls, centered all upon one short architrave that united the cedar pillars in the middle; one pillar would not be sufficient to unite at least one hundred beams which tended to the centre.—Now if Samson, by his miraculous strength pressing upon one of those pillars, moved it from its base, the whole roof must of necessity fall. Perentalia, p. 359.

REFLECTIONS.
Having surveyed the birth and life of this extraordinary man, we now come to consider his tragic death, which seems to have come as a punishment for his personal sins, and for vengeance on the Philistines, who believed not the wonders of the Lord. Our Saviour, making the distinction between miracles and grace, says, that many who have done wonderful works in his name will not be acknowledged at his coming: and whatever blindness and imprisonment might do in the regeneration of Samson’s soul, we now find him far from the character of a holy man.

Having by the divine mercy and power escaped death at Gaza, instead of being warned, he presently fell into another snare from which the Lord would not deliver him. In a course of time he saw Delilah in the vale of Sorek: this Ganymede, this Astarba rather, was tutored to intrigue. According to the rabbins she was Samson’s wife; having taken advantage of his passion to procure the endowments of marriage. So consummate was her character, that she had a command of tears at pleasure, and carried her countenance in her hand. On the first overture, and during the first month, she hired herself as the traitor of her amorous husband. After completing the plot, and filling an apartment of her house with guards, she persevered in importunities, which in appearance proceeded from the jealousy of love, and so ardent that she must either know the secret cause of Samson’s strength or die with anguish: and while she really sought the ruin of the unsuspecting and generous hero, she affected to play with Samson to know the reality of his love, but the snare was laid for his life. Nor did she desist from the arduous contest till she saw him deprived of his locks, deprived of his sight, and led away in chains, exposed to all the insults of a triumphant foe. Thus she sold and betrayed a husband who ought to have been her greatest glory, and had nothing left but the rewards of Judas; her hire, and her conscience.

But ah, Samson, mighty Samson: is it really Samson, that the slaves and the rabble of Gaza now insult with impunity? Why breakest thou not thy bonds? Why dost thou not slay them in a moment? Why dost thou suffer the uncircumcised to insult thy God, and give all the glory to Dagon? Where is thy indignant soul which scattered armies, and made the earth to tremble at thy name? Is thy strength fled; are thy locks shorn? What, hast thou lost thy God in the house of adultery? Ah, thy strength is gone, thy glory departed. This is the fruit of despising the parents’ advice in marriage, of suffering thy concupiscence to lurk unmortified. Hadst thou fallen in battle for thy country, immortality would have attended thy name. But to fall by the worst of women—ah tell it not in Gath, publish it not in the streets of Ashkelon. Well: go in silence to the prison, grind at the mill, weep for thy sins, and thy hair shall yet grow, that God may have mercy on thy soul. Let thy sad case teach all future ages, that to conquer inordinate passions is the greatest glory which can attend the character of man.

After all, we see mercy mixed with justice. Samson’s eyes were now put out, a just requital for gazing on unhallowed beauty; but that was better than the having eyes to gaze on sin. His feet were fettered in the mill; but that was safer than to deviate from the paths of purity. His soul was assailed with anguish and remorse, with the insults of the heathen, and the horrors of the prison; but these were preferable to the caresses of Delilah. Here his hair grew with time, and his strength returned by repentance. Thus heaven is often obliged to humble and afflict some who revolt against its favours and love; otherwise their salvation would be impossible.

We come now to the closing scene; and greatness in misery should never excite insult, but instruction. The fame of Samson had filled the east, and his captivity was accounted the highest favour of the gods to Philistia. Now all the lords and rulers, accompanied with a crowd of the best families in the country, assembled to give thanks to Dagon for deliverance from so great a foe. But devotion was not the real object of the day; it was derision, and wanton insult to a degraded Nazarite, and a fallen prince; it was insult to heaven, the Author of Samson’s works. This was the height of crime; the scale turned with the weight of guilt. Scarcely had this profane crowd completed their applauses of Dagon, and their insults to JEHOVAH scarcely had they consummated the whole of their derision of the captive hero, than weary of life, and unable to hear his God derided, he asked permission of heaven so to die, as to close his mission with hope to Israel. Feeling a return of all his former soul, in a moment, he shook the pillars from their base, and hurled the guilty crowd to the bar of heaven; while he himself, bursting all the fetters of Philistia and of death, enrolled his name among the patriarchs who died in faith. So also Elijah, persecuted of Jezebel, prayed saying, Let me die, for I am not better than my fathers. So more especially the Lord Jesus, extending his arms on the cross, shook the earth, vanquished death, and gave the powers of darkness a final fall. No one attempts to implicate Samson in the guilt of suicide: that would make the Lord a party in the crime. This last act was all glorious, achieved in the divine counsel, and in the divine power.

Samson was indeed a type of Christ. The primitive fathers, and the most illustrious doctors of the church, have with one consent considered him as such: not indeed in his errors, but in his divine endowments. His name and birth were announced by an angel, when his mother, like Sarah, was barren. He was a Nazarite, endowed with unlimited powers. He rent the lion, and carried away the gates of his enemies. He vanquished every foe, as Christ overcame the world. He was cruelly betrayed, was bound with bonds, was mocked and insulted at his death. He died willingly, praying to the Father; he destroyed his enemies, and broke the yoke of the oppressor. In all these views he was “a figure of him that was to come.” 

17 Chapter 17 

Verses 1-13
17:1. A man of mount Ephraim, whose name was Micah. This was soon after the death of Joshua, says Josephus, and before the civil war with Benjamin.

17:2. About which thou cursedst. See on Genesis 9:25.

17:4. Two hundred shekels. The little idol would weigh about a hundred and twenty ounces; small indeed, but pregnant with the most disastrous consequences. Satan could not draw Micah to gross idolatry all at once, but was obliged to mask it with the worship of Jehovah.

17:5. Ephod; in imitation of Aaron’s, or of Gideon’s. Teraphim; a human figure intended to resemble the angel of God. Michal, Saul’s daughter, put one of these into her bed, that it might be taken for David, in case Saul should send to kill him. 1 Samuel 19:13. To those idols the gentiles committed the care of their families, and consulted them on secret and future events; and vocal answers were sometimes returned. Zechariah 10:2. Ezekiel 21:21. So they joined the worship of God with that of devils; and they were not unfrequently deceived in the answers which Satan returned. Those penates or household gods, with other detestable consequences of idolatry, the good Josiah removed. 2 Kings 23:24. This Teraphim of Micah laid the foundation of Israel’s ruin. See Hosea 3:4.—Micah consecrated one of his sons to be a priest; his firstborn, no doubt. Here was a total recession from the Mosaic law, to the patriarchal rights of the firstborn.

17:6. No king in Israel; for they were all kings. This agrees best with an approximation to Samson’s times; or had it happened during the presidency of Othniel, he might have visited Micah’s house with a military force. The magistrate who is supine in the suppression of vice and irreligion betrays his country.

REFLECTIONS.
Idolatry, we here find, began in Israel by a superstitious woman, and was aided by an immoral son, who robbed his mother of all her hoarded wealth. The evil entered in the tribe of Ephraim; it was confirmed by Jeroboam; and never wholly eradicated till the Babylonians, and other previous visitations had exterminated, or nearly so, the whole of this great tribe; for we find no mention of Ephraim sealed in the seventh chapter of the Revelations. Truly the God of Israel kept faith with an apostate people, by inflicting upon them all the denunciations of his law. Idolatry originated also in covetousness, which is in itself an idolatry of a fatal kind. This superstitious woman, it is probable, oppressed her family to hoard up money. What a pity that any aged people should become more and more attached to the world, as the time approaches when they must leave it. How much does any inordinate passion, lurking in the heart, and fostered from youth, degrade old age.

This woman loved her hoard to so great an excess, that she cursed her own son as the thief for taking it away. And is it possible for the heart to become so deeply attached to earth? Surely then St. Paul has wisely said, that the covetous shall not inherit the kingdom of God.

Mark the arguments which operated on Micah to restore his mother’s plundered hoard. She cursed the thief; and conscious of his guilt, he feared the curse would fall upon him. She averred also that the crime was sacrilege, for she had devoted this money to the Lord; and he feared the more for the anger of heaven. Fear, combined with the power of conscience, is the most powerful motive of reforming the wicked; they can have no rest in their minds for secret wickedness, till confession and restitution are made.

Mark how Satan introduced idolatry into this family; it was by affecting to imitate the tabernacle in the ephod, and the teraphim. He would suggest to this woman that she was aged and infirm; that Shiloh, though not very distant, was yet too far for her to travel; that Laban had gods of this kind, Genesis 31:19; and that God would bless her in this way, as he had blessed the patriarchs. So this family would serve God for corn and wine. They would love him for his gifts, but not for himself. But how dreadful the crime, notwithstanding the ignorance of the times, to make an inroad on religion revealed from heaven, and figurative of the glory of Christ. How dreadful to violate the ritual law, accompanied with so many blessings, guarded by so many curses, and sealed by so many miracles.

The cause of sin being introduced, and not nipped in the bud, is ascribed to the want of a judge, and of vigour in the civil government. Every man did, not that which was right in the Lord’s eyes, but what was right in his own corrupt imagination. Had Moses been alive, he would have showed an indignation like that when the calf was made, or when Israel committed fornication with the women of Moab. Had Josiah now reigned, he would have visited this house with his guards, and either reformed or burnt it with fire. By the removal of this abomination in its infancy, Israel might have been saved from the curse which spread more and more till the nation was destroyed.

See lastly, how Micah was mistaken in his piety. “Now, I know that the Lord will do me good, seeing I have a levite for my priest.” No, Micah: thy soul shall be impoverished, and thy house robbed of its gold, and its gods. But had his piety been according to the will of God, blessed he surely would have been: for that house shall indeed be blessed where the fear and the worship of God are preserved. 

18 Chapter 18 

Verses 1-31
18:1. Inheritance had not fallen to them. Dan had the seventh lot, but not enough for all his families.

18:5. Ask counsel of God. Here was another total breach, both with God’s sanctuary and with the highpriest, whose right it was to consult the oracle. We marvel that Micah, cursed by his mother for sacrilege, should by some be washed white, and made a pure worshipper of the true God!

18:6. Go in peace. The young levite either gave this answer, or the devil spake through the idol, as Menochius observes. Though the name of Jehovah be used here, he could give an oracle against a Sidonian colony which was not of the seven nations, to surprise and exterminate an unoffending people against the Hebrews. If the Lord, the high and holy One, had given an oracle at all, it had not been to rob Micah, and set up the calf in Dan.

18:7. Laish, called Leshem. Joshua 19:47. They afterwards called it Dan, after the name of their father. It was pleasantly situate at the foot of mount Lebanon, and near the springs which form the little Dan or weaker arm of the Jordan. Jeroboam afterwards built a temple in Dan for the golden calf, for Dan was a friendly soil for the growth of idolatry. This city was in the northern extremity of the promised land, as Beersheba was in the south. The inhabitants lived at ease, in luxury, idleness, and vice. They had no king, and refused all restraints from the civil power. But though they lived like the Zidonians; yet as they had no allies, it is supposed they were a branch of the seven devoted nations.

18:17. Graven image, ephod, teraphim, in the plural number, molten image. This verse illustrates what is said above, that Micah had a house or temple of gods, which identifies him with idolaters. Laish, now Dan, being in the extremity of the land, it was not easy either for David or Solomon to put these idols down.

18:30. Jonathan the son of Gershom, the son of Manasseh. The Vulgate reads, the son of Moses. The apology for this variation is, that a letter is wanting in many Hebrew manuscripts. This family, it appears, kept their places as priests in the idol temple of Dan, until the day of the captivity of the land. Others read, as cited by Du Pin: “until the day of their transmigration, after the ark was removed from Shiloh.” It is evident enough, from 1:21, that the Benjamites could not drive out the Jebusites, which dwelt in Jerusalem. The book of Judges was therefore written before David took the fortress of Jebus, to which he gave the name of Zion.

What then is meant by “the captivity of the land?” Not the partial advantages of Philistia, west of the Jordan, nor the captivity of the remains of the ten tribes by Salmaneser; but the final captivity by Nebuchadnezzar. Now when Ezra and others transcribed the sacred books, it is probable, if they did not find the frequent phrase until this day, that merely for the sake of illustration, they transcribed into the text what at first had stood as a marginal note.

REFLECTIONS.
Much of Dan’s lot, through inaction and want of spirit, remained occupied by the Philistines; and being deficient of inheritance they sent out an armed colony towards Assyria. Before they left home they were prudent enough to send five men to explore a situation; and the inhabitants of Laish little thought, on seeing those men, that they were the harbingers of destruction. So it sometimes happens that vengeance bursts in a moment on those who are secure and rioting in sin.

Micah was the first to have his hopes blasted by this expedition. Happy if he had abode in the good old way, conformably to the covenant so often renewed. He discovered a sordid soul, and served God for the good things of this life; but the Lord, indignant at so mean a motive, requited him with shame and loss. Mark how the Danites deride his cries: “What aileth thee, what aileth thee?” Have thy gods forsaken thy temple? Were they so blind as not to apprize thee of danger: and so weak as not to protect thee when it came? So shall every man be derided who makes an idol of his gold, or places his hopes in an arm of flesh.

But the character of this young levite is most to be abhorred. He wandered in poverty to seek his bread; and had most need to adhere to his father’s God, that he might enjoy the supports of piety. When Micah made the daring overture to this stranger, instead of advocating the cause of true religion, he had the art to combine his interest with his profession, an art worthy of execration. This man, having once betrayed his conscience and his God, betrayed next his generous benefactor. The moment a proposal of preferment offered, he joined himself to the emigrants, and became a principal in the plot for the robbery of Micah. How detestable is the ministerial character when destitute of all those virtues which constitute its real glory, and command the veneration of men. If he preach against vice, the wicked will soon say, hold thy peace, and go with us. But did the levite prosper in his treason? Did the Danites keep faith with a man who had kept no faith with heaven? No: they placed Jonathan in the new pontificate, and degraded this man to humble servitude. When was any man happy, faithless to his God, and apostate from his profession.

Mark also the dreadful contagion of apostasy and vice. An old woman, affected probably with some roots of Egyptian superstition, hoarded up money for an ephod, a teraphim, and a couple of idols. She corrupted her son, and her neighbours. The Danites also who robbed this temple became corrupted with the sacrilege to future ages, and involved themselves in greater punishments than Micah’s loss. How zealous then should magistrates and ministers be for the suppression of vice, and the preservation of religion. By the vigorous suppression of a single vice in the bud, they may prevent calamities for ages to come. 

19 Chapter 19 

Verses 1-30
19:1. In those days, while Phinehas was highpriest, and in the first generation after Joshua’s death. He is called her husband, 19:3; and it was adultery for a woman so espoused to connect herself with another man.

19:2. His concubine played the whore. The LXX read, “was angry with him.” The Chaldaic reads, “despised him.”

19:11. When they were by Jebus; that is, Jerusalem; shalom was added to Jebus, it would seem, in memory of its peace. Joshua had taken the lower town; but the city or fortress called Zion, after the ark rested there, he could not take. 2 Samuel 5:7; 2 Samuel 5:9.

19:18. No man receiveth me. Benjamites without hospitality, without law, without religion! Habits of life which lead to awful issues. This however was a local sin; Israel, as a nation, abhorred the deed.

19:22. Sons of Belial. Lawless men. Deuteronomy 13:13.

19:24. My daughter, a maiden, said the poor man of mount Ephraim. An unoffending stranger is come under my sacred and absolute protection. Probably, like Lot, he had confidence that this overture would be rejected.

19:25. So the man took his concubine, and brought her forth unto them. A base man, devoid of soul; ready and cunning enough to excite the tribes to war, but a real coward himself.

19:29. Twelve pieces, which he sent first to Ephraim and Manasseh, and then to the ten tribes.

REFLECTIONS.
For a wandering family the patriarchal government was happy in every view. We hear of no defects, no reign of crimes and vice in the camp of Abraham; but it was by no means adequate to the wants of municipal and national society. Therefore the Israelites experienced many inconveniences in the transition from one form of government to another. The Lord had indeed appointed extraordinary judges, besides the judgment of the Urim; but the spirit of jealousy and independence in the several tribes opposed their salutary operation, and often to the ruin of the country. This Levite, travelling in the evening instead of the morning, for he was detained by the unseasonable civilities of his father-in-law, shunned Jebus, to lodge in Gibeah; not knowing that the Jebusites were all saints in comparison of apostate Benjamin. Religion has indeed degenerated to an awful state, when it is safer to form connections of a relative or commercial nature with the people of the world, rather than with professors of religion.

Benjamin’s depravity was discovered by the want of hospitality. No one sheltering this stranger, though he wanted nothing for himself, or for his beasts; that civility was reserved for a poor man of mount Ephraim, sojourning in Gibeah to earn his bread. Charity is truly the glory of religion; and when that is fled away, nothing but evil remains in the heart.

The lewd and lawless sons of Belial, guilty of sodomy in their intentions, and of adultery and murder in their actions, give us a black portrait of the consummate wickedness to which the human heart may speedily attain. Probably one wretch more daring than the rest, first proposed the deed; and then the whole being already corrupt, instantly applaud the plan. A frantic tumultuous passion was excited, which was deaf to all argument, all cries, all entreaties. Instantly they rush into crimes which cannot be traced, which must not be named; crimes which heaven in mercy to the less guilty world, hides in the flames of hell, and conceals in volumes of eternal smoke. Ah, Israel: ah, Gibeah! Are these the children of fathers tutored of the Lord in the desert? Are these the descendants of men who had seen the wonderful works of the Lord, and sworn fidelity to his covenant? Is this the new generation, worse than the nations whom the Lord had nearly destroyed?—Jebusites, keep your purity, contract no marriages with Israel, make no covenants with a people not worthy of the human name; for how should you believe that God raised up this people to punish and exterminate your race? Come not near to their sanctuary, listen not to their law, believe not their history, for the glories of the desert are now enveloped in the darkness of eternal shame. Yea, such and worse are the hasty inferences of weak man, when a people are contemplated under a cloud of crime; and it really requires some time for the less instructed of the human kind to distinguish between the precious and the vile.

The guilt however was not confined to the sons of Belial; the elders next morning by supineness, contaminated themselves, and the city also with all the crimes which the wicked had committed in the dark. They made no inquisition for blood. Every father was solicitous to save the honour and life of a son whom he ought to have disowned for ever. Here let magistrates, masters, and parents be instructed. Here is a tragic school, a black case which says, let every house be locked at a proper hour; let no groups of riotous men parade the streets in the silence of the night; let female virtue, the first source and best bond of society, be inviolably protected. Otherwise the guilty city and nation will forfeit its existence in the eyes of heaven. Thanks be to God, that this evil was confined to Benjamin, and was renounced with horror by all the assembled tribes. 

20 Chapter 20 

Verses 1-48
20:11. All the men of Israel were knit together. Why had they not assembled against Micah and his chapel of gods? Then this and other evils might have been prevented. This was a just and necessary war, but the hand was not clean that handled the sword.

20:13. Deliver us—the children of Belial that we may put them to death. By the refusal of this just demand, every Benjamite made the crime his own, and paid the forfeiture of his life.

20:16. Seven hundred chosen men, left-handed. The Hebrew and Chaldaic read, qui sola sinistra utebantra, who used the left hand only. Herodotus and Strabo have the like remark on some captains. The besieged used their slings against the besiegers with effect.

20:21-25. In all 22,000 men, and 18,000 men. Thus 40,000 fell, for they gave no quarter to the wounded: and why should God fight for them, while they had penates or houshold gods at home? Too confident in their numbers, they went to battle without consulting the Lord.

20:28. I will deliver them. After weeping, searching their own hearts, offering sacrifices, and seeking counsel of the Lord, they succeeded.

20:33. Baal-tamar. Chaldaic, the plains of Jericho.

20:47. The rock Rimmon, fifteen miles from Jerusalem. Jerome, in his epitaph on St. Paul, has noticed that the apostle’s ancestor was among these six hundred men.

REFLECTIONS.
The sight of mangled limbs, and limbs of their own flesh, had addressed the Israelites with an eloquence beyond the power of language. The nation instantly assembled in arms, having but one sentiment, but one design, either to bring the delinquents to justice, or involve all Benjamin in one common destruction. This tribe was indeed their brother according to the flesh, but they would not know any man as a brother, who was become unworthy of the human name. The sword was unsheathed, and they resolved that it should never return to its scabbard, till Israel was purged of so foul a crime. In like manner when Rome was stained with impurity and blood, by the bacchanalian orgies, they nobly wiped away the blot, and refused to know any relative initiated into those mysteries. What shall we say then of modern, yea of christian Europe! The crime of Gibeah has been repeated in seaports; but where is the zeal of indignant Israel, or of insulted Rome? In a case of this nature we blush to say, that the christian zeal falls short of jewish and of pagan lustre. So our crimes accumulate till heaven is obliged at last to avenge its own quarrel.

The Israelites, while assembled for counsel and war, are not wanting to demand of Gibeah the delinquents. But mark the evasions of guilt. The elders in Gibeah, having by connivance partook of the crime, instead of compliance, send to all the cities of their tribe, and draw them into a fatal league by such deceitful pleas as wickedness is never wanting to urge. They would plead, no doubt, that the tribes were assembled in Mizpeh, not so much for the punishment of vice, which abounded in all cities, as against the liberties and independence of all Benjamin.

The Israelites however were not only unsuccessful in their embassy of expostulation, but awfully so in the first and second battle. And why so? Had the Lord no regard to a people armed in the cause; and for the support of his law? The fact is, Israel was all sinful; and one wicked man will not be converted by another. The Israelites had a common covenant, it is true; and therefore it was their duty to arm against their obstinate brother; but they ought to have armed long ago against the idols of Dan. Their cause was good, but in their hot zeal, they never dreamed of consulting the Lord, the first duty of a nation in trouble, till they had actually encamped against their brother. Then the Lord said, go; yes go, as you have begun, and be a scourge one to the other. Learn hence, that God’s work must always be done in his counsel, and in his way; otherwise our efforts will be attended with weakness and want of success.

We learn farther, that temporary success, and success of the most distinguished kind, is not a proof of the goodness of a cause. Benjamin by his first victory would be highly elated; but the second would probably confirm his confidence that heaven had fully declared in his favour; yet no man should draw conclusions from imperfect views of providence. God has very frequently blessed designs to accomplish by the wicked, for the safety of his church; and while he accomplishes those designs, he makes them an instructive scourge one to another. Israel, unable to make head against his stubborn brother, either by counsel or by arms, was highly commendable for persevering in so good a cause: and in the issue he took the right method to succeed. He wept before the Lord, he offered burnt-offerings for his sin, and peace-offerings for his mercies. He consulted the Lord before he dared to take a further step, and received the positive promise of victory. Proceeding now by counsel, he laid an ambuscade for the city, and opposed his exulting foe by ten thousand valiant men. Ah, Benjamin, thy day was now come! Thy triumph was short. Why didst thou protect the wicked? Why wast thou not the first to say, after the example of thy fathers, that the wicked shall not live to reproach thy name? Genesis 31:32; Genesis 44:9. Then life and glory had attended thy valour, and thy fame had been lasting as the heavens and the earth.

From this sad history, this most instructive case, which cost Israel nearly seventy thousand men, let young people learn to shun the society of the wicked. Little did many a youth, who ought to have been in his father’s house, think that the farce of crime would end in so dreadful a tragedy. And as most wicked men, in the hour of temptation, run beyond the imaginary limits prescribed to folly, no one can be safe for a moment in their company. Destruction and misery are in their way, and the way of peace they have not known. Therefore come out from among them, and be ye separate, that ye may be the sons and daughters of the Lord Almighty.

By the three attacks of the Hebrews against this sore crime, let us be encouraged to return to the charge against all inordinate desires of the flesh; for he who fights with prayers and tears shall surely conquer his exulting foe. 

21 Chapter 21 

Verses 1-25
21:4. Built there an altar, in Mizpeh. This altar had long existed. Exodus 38:1. Altars were erected in many places: Samuel, David, and Elijah officiated at those altars. Yea, more; the Lord’s anger was appeased at those altars, and fire descended from heaven to denote the acceptance of the sacrifices. The altar at the sanctuary was for the regular oblations, but was never designed to supersede the extraordinary occasions of the nation.

21:8. None from Jabesh-gilead. The tribes would keep their oath against citizens or delinquents in war, but not their oath with the Lord against idolaters! The inhabitants being Joseph’s descendants, would not arm against the favourite brother of their father.

21:12. Four hundred virgins, known by their ornaments and dress. The Lacedemonians were remarkable for distinguishing all orders of persons by dress; and this custom still prevails in the east, though with numerous variations.

21:19. Behold, there is a feast to the Lord in Shiloh. The feast of tabernacles, when the people rejoiced with sacred songs. Those elders were so very religious that they would not break their oath; they only gave advice how it might be violated with impunity.

REFLECTIONS.
In the preseding chapter we have seen the sad effects of wickedness, contumacy, and civil war. The tribe of Benjamin, which filled fourteen cities and villages, contained a population of nearly two hundred thousand persons, besides Jabesh-gilead, and the forty thousand of Israel who fell. Surely, when in arms, brothers are the worst of foes. Benjamin had no pity on Israel in his days of victory; and Israel in return had no pity on Benjamin. How impetuous are human passions when excited by the ardour of battle, and by the sight of blood. To give quarter to a vanquished foe was not the law of war in that age, and would to God it had been only that age. Real courage is never divested of humanity: to vanquish and to spare are indications of a great and generous soul. During the battle, the crime was equal on both sides. When the vanquished fly, retaining their arms, they are pursued with slaughter. But those who cast away their arms, and on their knees beg for life, it is cruelty, nay, it is murder, to give them the stroke of death. The man who does this is not a hero, and he must expect a similar visitation in return.

We see farther, that the stronger passions of man turn as the tide. Israel had carried his vengeance on his brother far beyond his first intentions. Now he weeps for his brother; but tears are unable to restore him to life. Strong passions, excess of punishment, and rash oaths, are sure to be followed with humiliating reflections. Let us ever hold the reins of passion by reason; for strong passions when directed by wisdom may be attended with honour, not with shame.

We see also the great regard which the ancients paid to an oath of the Lord. Whether right or wrong, rash or prudent, they considered it as inviolable; and that no man, no nation would be safe, if an oath were left to the decisions of interest. It is an adage, that rash vows are better broken than kept: it would be better however for every man, before he breaks an oath, to consult the safety of his conscience. What we should principally learn from the errors of Israel is, to vow with prudence, and to perform with fidelity.

The smiting of any city or tribe which came not up to war, it would seem, was another breach of the oath Israel had made in Shiloh. And alas, Jabesh- gilead, of the tribe of Joseph, would not arm against his brother Benjamin. This was a breach of the national covenant, and very often acted upon. But as so much blood had been spilt, it would have been better to have said, sufficient to the day is the evil thereof.

Israel, impressed with sorrow for the loss of one tribe, next proceeds to provide wives for the six hundred of their brethren who had escaped the common carnage. The four hundred virgins of Jabesh were disposed of in fair marriage, and without scruple; and to husbands who had now large tracts of land. But the two hundred remaining men, were directed by the elders to catch virgins in the dance at a festival in Shiloh, while they were singing and playing sacred songs in their approach to the house of God. This was a singular step, but an act of necessity, by no means to be imitated in future life. There were many things lamentable in it. It forced the women’s affections, it deprived the parents of their right in the disposal of their daughters, and it estranged them to a distance, where they could not console their parents in old age. But withal it was done by the advice of the magistrates, and it did the captives no wrong in point of landed property; otherwise it had been an action worthy of death. The rape of the Sabine women under Romulus, differs widely from this case. They were allured to a festival by a stratagem; and the elders of their country being totally ignorant of the crime, they armed to avenge their wrongs. 

