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Paul David Tripp wisely stated the obvious: “Sinners tend to respond sinfully 

to being sinned against.”
1
 This is why conflicts can so quickly deteriorate. 

Rare are the conflicts in the world where anyone is left standing innocent.  

 

Judges 20 is a reflection of the fallenness of human nature that has infected 

your own heart. When we first read chapter 20 it is easy to miss a lot 

because there is a more subtle depravity that doesn’t arrest our attention 

because we are so familiar with it in our own lives.  Back in chapter 19 

human depravity was much more stark and shocking—its was disturbing—

and in contrast, chapter 20’s characters can almost seem righteous in 

comparison. Yet, what we will discover is that there is really no one 

righteous. God alone is holy.  

 

In a world where God’s rule is not the rule, every man is susceptible to the 

judgment his depravity deserves.  

 

Because Judges 20 is a response to chapter 19, let me set the stage with a 

brief review of chapter 19. The story is about a Levite traveling from 

Bethlehem to Ephraim with his concubine. He stops for night in Gibeah, an 

Israelite, town and stays with an old man. But some wicked men surround 

the house and demand that the Levite come out so that they can have 

homosexual relations with him. Instead the man throws his concubine out 

to them  who is raped, abused, by the men all night until she is discarded 

just before daybreak. The woman attempts to get back to the safety of the 

house but collapses just outside the door.  

 

Now let me clarify something from last week. Ironically, I need to clarify 

how ambiguous the test is here.  When the Levite discovers his concubine 

the next morning tells her to get up, the text simply says, “she did not 
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answer him.”  Its easy for us to presume that she is dead, although that is 

only an assumption. Its also possible that she is only unconscious. We don’t 

know if she died at the doorstep or if she died while her body was draped 

over the Levite’s donkey on the way home; or even possibly, if she died at 

the knife of her own husband as he dismembered her body. All we know for 

sure is that she not only dies but that her husband brutally cuts up her body 

and sends a portion to each of the tribes of Israel. Why? It’s a shock tactic to 

get a response. And it works. The men of Israel are horrified that such an 

atrocity has taken place among their people and so they  gather, 400,000 of 

them ready for war because this kind of thing cannot be tolerated. This is an 

astonishing number! Vs. 1 indicates that even the tribe of Gilead across the 

river sent delegates emphasizing that this was a full-scale national response.  

 

The first thing they do is interrogate the Levite as to why he had committed 

such a wickedness, by dismembering this woman’s body.  [vs. 4-9] In other 

words, they are going to make war against Gibeah in order to purge the evil 

from among them. So they send spokesman throughout the tribe of 

Benjamin where Gibeah was located and demand that those who are 

responsible for abusing and killing this woman be turned over so that justice 

could be served. However, vs. 13 & 14 tell us that the men of Benjamin 

would not cooperate but rather decide to defend Gibeah and prepare for 

battle. Against Israel’s 400,000 soldiers Benjamin has less than 27,000. 

However, we are told that 700 of them were choice men who were left-

handed but could sling a stone at a hair and not miss (vs. 16). Normally, it 

was considered a disadvantage in war to be left-handed
2
—unless you had a 

whole cohort of lefty’s, then they became an advantage because their right-

handed enemy held their shields in their left hand which meant the lefty’s 

were slinging stones as their unguarded side.  

 

It’s really tempting at this point in the story to want to just move on from 

the details to the action of the battle, assuming that Israel is acting as the 

avenger of evil and therefore will be victorious, righting the wrongs of 

chapter 19. In comparison to the wicked men of Gibeah, Israel seems pretty 
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righteous—they are the good guys, right? Well its not quite that simple. 

Let’s take a closer look at what’s really happening, beginning with the 

Levite.  

 

We already know from chapter 19 that the Levite who throws his concubine 

to the wicked men of Gibeah, knowing what they would do to her, is not a 

man of outstanding moral character. When he testifies before the men of 

Israel, notice how he conveniently eliminates any possible culpability for 

himself. Knowing what we know from chapter 19, we can hardly assume 

that he is a righteous man acting out of righteous indignation here. His 

testimony is deceptive. Instead of saying that the men wanted to rape him, 

he says they wanted to kill him. This serves two purposes: 1) It intensifies 

the threat to himself, and 2) it allows him to sidestep the very issue over 

which he was culpable by substituting his concubine for himself in the 

demand for rape.  

 

This Levite is not seeking justice for his concubine. He is seeking revenge for 

himself. As one commentator put it, “Ironically this Levite has sacrificed his 

concubine to save himself and now is willing to sacrifice [his fellow Israelites 

in battle] to get personal revenge on the men of Gibeah.”
3
 

 

The men of Israel take action that may be justified in principle (to purge the 

evil from among them), yet they stumble where most of us do—the sin of 

presumption. They set out to implement the herem (ban) of Deuteronomy 

13 where God commanded that wicked men (“sons of Belial”) who 

corrupted God’s people with idolatry were to be put to death and 

everything that belonged to them was to be destroyed. The reason for 

purging the evil from among them  in Deut 13 was so that God would turn 

from his anger and have mercy on them again for “doing what was right in 

the sight of the Lord” (the exact opposite of what’s been happening in 

Judges where every man does what is right in his own eyes).  
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There are two problems. First, notice that Israel assumed that they should 

carry out the herem without first consulting the Lord in this situation. While 

they assume that this is the right thing to do, they also presume that they 

have an adequate standing with the Lord to carry it out. They are doing 

what’s right in their own eyes in the sense that they are acting impulsively 

and responding emotionally.  

 

There is a very relevant point of application here for us. We have to stop 

living as though our emotions are meant to rule us. Emotions are a great 

gift from God but they were never intended to rule you. They are meant to 

help us experience life, not dictate our response to life. When it comes to 

making decisions, which do we go with, “I feel” or “the Lord says”? 

 

Illus: Living according to how we feel is about as smart as drinking and driving. How 

many individuals have insisted that they drive based on how they feel and then get 

behind the wheel and kill someone. Why? Because they are under an influence that 

distorts their perspective and influences their choices.  

Sin also distorts your perspective and influences your responses. It has an influence 

on you to your harm and to the harm of others. Because sin’s influence is in your 

veins, you dare not just go with how you feel. You need to rely on what God says.  

 

The Israelites responded emotionally and impulsively to the Levite’s 

dismembered concubine. And they should have had an emotional response. 

But where they erred was allowing their emotions to overrun careful 

adherence to God’s word.  

 

This brings us to the second problem. There was a specific instruction in 

Deut 13. They were to “investigate and search out and inquire thoroughly” 

to establish the matter before they acted on it. But this is not what they did. 

They proceeded on the basis of one man’s distorted testimony alone. 

There’s no question that the men of Gibeah are completely in the wrong, 

but what they don’t know is that the Levite is also culpable in this matter 

because they failed to ask the right questions.  

 



This error in process may seem incidental in light of the horrific evils of 

homosexuality, rape, abuse, and possibility murder in Gibeah. Yet the reality 

is that any from of disregard or rebellion against God is nothing short of 

divine treason—its serious.  

 

By the way, there is a very fitting proverb here that the Israelites needed. 

Proverbs 18:17  - “The first to present his case seems right, till another 

comes forward  and questions him.” How relevant to parenting: never 

punish without asking questions. How relevant to life: never assign 

judgment until you know the whole story.  

 

I simply want you to see that when Israel failed to follow God’s instructions 

carefully, it set them up for some serious consequences down the road, as 

we will see in a minute.  

 

But first, what about the tribe of Benjamin coming to the defense of the 

wicked men of Gibeah? This is a classic example of tribal loyalty outweighing 

loyalty to the truth. It is so easy for interpersonal loyalty to outweigh the 

truth. It is so easy to stand with our friends even though the truth stands 

against them. Yet according to Scripture, true love is not blind solidarity. 

Truly supporting our friends means “speaking the truth in love” (Eph 4:15). 

Proverbs 27:6 says, “faithful are the wounds of a friend.”  

 

By defending the men of Gibeah, the Benjamites are condoning their evil. 

Isaiah pronounced a curse on such things saying, “woe to those who call evil 

good and good evil; who substitute darkness for light and light for 

darkness… Woe to those who are wise in their own eyes , and clever in their 

own sight” (cf. Rom 1:32) 

 

I reviewed all of this detail for you because I don’t want you to assume that 

anyone in Judges 20 is without fault. Nobody is living as though God is really 

supreme. Judges 20 is more than a warning to those who defend evil. Its 

also a warning to those who wage battle against it lest they too be 

consumed with their own sin in the process (Gal 6:1).  

 

Finally, the moment of battle comes in vs. 18. [vs. 18-28]  

 

There is a pattern to the 3 individual battles that take place here. In the first 

battle (vs. 18-21), Israel has already committed themselves to war before 

they inquire of the Lord on a purely procedural matter (who shall go first?). 

In other words, they assume that they have God’s blessing on their cause. 

The Lord answers them, telling Judah to go first, but they lose the battle, 

costing them 22,000 men.  

 

Before the second battle (vs. 22-25), Israel weeps before the Lord and asks if 

they should go up. This shows a significant loss of confidence in their 

mission that was once assumed. The Lord commanded them to go, yet once 

again they are drastically defeated, losing another 18,000 men.  

 

Finally, as they approach the 3
rd

 day of battle (vs. 26-48), Israel’s lack of 

confidence is preparing her to put her dependence on God. This time Israel 

not only weeps but also fasts and offers sacrifices to God (vs. 26) 

demonstrating a sense dependence and contriteness before the Lord. This 

time when they ask if they should go to battle, they properly go through the 

Phinehas, the priest. This time God not only tells them to go, but he also 

gives them a promise of victory in vs. 28: “God up, for tomorrow I will deliver 

them into your hand.”  And that’s precisely what happens. Israel goes up 

against the every growing confidence of the Benjamites who are crushed in 

a great ambush.  

 

Don’t miss the irony here. Throughout the book of Judges we have seen 

Israel win wars that she was not big enough to win because the Lord was 

with her. Now we see Israel losing battles she is too big to loose (Israel’s 

army is almost 15 times bigger than Benjamin’s). So why did Israel lose the 

first two battles? And after sustaining such heavy losses, how could she win 

the 3
rd

 time? They key to understanding this is found in vs. 35: “And the 

Lord struck Benjamin…” The key to Israel’s military victory is never her 

military strength, but her relationship to the God who fights for her. This is 

why vs. 26 is so important where Israel humbled herself by fasting and 



offering sacrifices to the Lord. Israel could only win when she was 

depending on God’s grace rather than presuming God’s favor.  

 

It appears here as though God is judging both Israel and Benjamin. At the 

very least He is humbling Israel in the process of bringing Benjamin to 

justice.  “He judges both those who are more right and those who are 

utterly wrong. If so, [Judges 20] functions as a warning to our pride which 

grows most obese when it gazes on the (more blatant) sins of others.”
4
  

 

How careful we must be whether in marriage, at work, or even in our 

church family, that we not allow the blatant severity of other people’s sins 

to overshadow our self-justified, acceptable sins. Which is worse, the 

prodigal son who sins greatly, knows it, comes to terms with it, and humbles 

himself, even through imperfect repentance; or the proud, self-righteous 

brother who can’t humble himself (because he’s too busy judging his 

brother)? 

 

Don’t misunderstand me, the Benjamites ought to be brought to account, 

but in the process Israel needed to give a reckoning to her own heart as 

well. The apostle Paul said it this way in Galatians 6:1, “Brethren, even if a 

man is caught in any trespass, you who are spiritual, restore such a 

one in a spirit of gentleness; each one looking to yourself, lest you too 

be tempted.” 

 

The evidence of human depravity in chapter 20 may be more subtle and less 

shocking than chapter 19, but it is still costly. The bottom line is that no one 

in this story is righteous. In fact, no one in this world is inherently righteous. 

The reason “no one is righteous, [is] because we live as though we have no 

king, just like the days of the Judges when “there was no king in Israel and 

every man did what was right in his own eyes” (17:6; 21:25). What we need 

is a King who will rescue us, rule us, and change us.”
5
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The reason so many of us, even as Christians, are not living a victorious life 

is because we really don’t want to surrender our self-rule to God, which is 

what Christ came to rescue us from (self-rule is simply another way to talk 

about the rebellion of sin, rejecting God’s rule). We want God to rescue us 

from the consequences of our sin, but do we want Him to rescue us from 

our self-rule? Listen carefully, you cannot truly be rescued until you are 

ready to be ruled by Christ.(i.e. a spirit of surrender that which breaks down 

your resistance to those whom God wants to use in your life for your 

sanctification). In fact, yielding to God’s rightful and loving rule over us is 

what rescues us. The freedom that the gospel purchases or us is not the 

freedom to lead our own lives but the freedom from sin’s restraint so that 

we can live under God’s righteous rule with integrity.  

 

The good news is that the end of Judges is not the end of the story. The 

book of Romans picks us where Judges leaves off. After studying the book of 

Judges for the last 6 months, Paul’s words in Romans 3 should not come as a 

surprise to us. “All [are] under sin…there is none righteous, not even one; 

there is none who understands, there is none who seeks for God;  All have 

turned aside...there is none who does good, there is not even one…there is 

no fear of God before their eyes” (Rom 3:9-18). 

 

That sounds pretty hopeless, and it is, apart from the mercy of God that 

would rescue us from ourselves by giving us His very own perfect 

righteousness through His Son. Paul goes on to say, “For what the law could 

not do, weak as it was through the flesh, God did: sending His own Son in 

the likeness of sinful flesh and as an offering for sin, He condemned sin in 

the flesh…” (Rom 8:3) In other words, Jesus came to live in flesh and blood 

on this earth so that He could die, condemning the very sin that condemns 

us.  

 

My friends, that’s what Jesus came to do for you, to condemn the sin that 

condemns you; to rescue you from yourself by rescuing you from your self-

rule; to give you His own righteousness, so that you could be reconciled to 

God as your Father; so that the Holy Spirit could give you victory in your 

battle against sin.   


