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How many of you have ever said or done something in the heat of the 

moment that either altered a relationship or had a long lasting effect on that relationship, 

only to regret it later?  

� “I never want to speak to you again!” 

� Threatening a divorce 

� Physical assault or damaged property 

 

How many of you have ever realized that you have messed something up 

and then tried to fix it yourself only to make matters worse? How many of 

you have heard something on the news recently that caused you to shake 

your head and say, “that’s absurd, how can people think that way (as if all 

sense and decency is lost)?” Well if you can identify with these kinds of 

human responses, then it won’t be too hard for you to believe that human 

beings could do what they do in Judges 21.  

 

Chapter 21, like the rest of Judges, is a picture of how a society functions 

when it is not centered on God: It worships something other than God 

(making that thing supreme in place of God), it decides for itself what is 

right and wrong, it replaces God’s wisdom and law with human logic 

(whatever seems right and reasonable in our own eyes), and then it 

wonders why things seem onl y to get worse instead of better and 

concludes that God, if exists, must not care much about people.
1
  

 

When God’s kingship is replaced with fallen human ingenuity and 

individualized morality, the result is a disastrous anarchy that committs 

outrageous and appalling injustices. 
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In other words, we reject God, rely on depraved and distorted human 

reasoning, and wonder why things are such a mess and why God doesn’t 

seem to take care of us. This is precisely the landscape of Judges 21.  

 

Let’s begin by reviewing the storyline of this chaos in Judges 21. In previous 

2 chapters, the Israelites have taken action in response to a young woman 

who was gang-raped and died in Gibeah. So Israel decided to purge the evil 

men from their nation who were responsible for this heinous wickedness. 

So they engage in a civil war not only with the city of Gibeah but also with 

the tribe of Benjamin who sided with them. In the process of attempting to 

right a wrong, they make a couple rash oaths in the heat of the moment, 

failing to seek God’s counsel first. 

 

The first oath mentioned in vs. 1 is that they had sworn not to give any of 

their daughters in marriage to the tribe of Benjamin. Now it seems 

reasonable that they would not want to marry off their daughters to men 

who had committed or allowed such an atrocity to take place. Yet they took 

this oath impulsively without first consulting the Lord.  

 

The second oath is described in vs. 5. When they called the nation to rally 

together against this wickedness, they swore that if anyone in Israel did not 

join in the assembly, they too should be put to death. In other words, there 

would be no neutral parties, either you are with us for against us! Notice, 

that this gathering is referred to as an assembly “to the Lord (vs. 5).” And 

yet, God is not central or supreme in their decisions.  

 

In addition to these two oaths Israel determined to carry out the herem 

against the tribe of Benjamin. The herem was a ban or a devotion to 

destruction that God had issued toward Israel’s enemies in Canaan as a 

means of judgment. Israel had failed to follow through completely 

exterminating the wicked nations in the promised land which resulted in 

Israel’s obsession with idolatry and pagan worship.  Yet now they are 

determined to devout their own countrymen to destruction without even 

consulting God in the matter. By the end of chapter 20, only 600 men 



remain of the tribe of Gibeah. All others including women an children had 

been slaughtered.  

 

Now that the fight is over in chapter 21, Israel changes her tune. Suddenly 

she realizes the absolutely devastating effect of her actions toward the tribe 

of Benjamin. Israel’s indignation is turned to regret when she considers the 

fact that one of the tribes of Israel will be extinct once these 600 men die 

because they have no way of repopulating their tribe. All their women are 

dead. The rest of Israel vowed to not give their daughters in marriage. And it 

would was not permitable to marry a non-Israelite. So Israel flip-flops. 

Having nearly succeeded in exterminating the tribe of Benjamin, she now 

tries to figure out her own way to save Benjamin from extinction.  

 

They come up with a clever idea. There’s one city that did not send 

delegates to the assembly and therefore would not have taken the 

marriage-ban oath. And so in vs. 10 they send 12,000 men to the 

unsuspecting city of Jabesh-gilead to fulfill oath number 2, killing the entire 

city with the exception of the young, unmarried women who they bring 

back as captives to give to the men of Benjamin as wives. However, there 

are only 400 women for six hundred men. So they come up with another 

deviant plan. They remember that there is an annual feast at Shiloh which 

involved a ritual dance by the young women. And so they commanded the 

Benjamites to abduct these young women for force marriages. The “genius” 

of their plan, is that if the daughters were stolen, their fathers would not be 

liable of violating their oath to not give them in marriage and therefore not 

under a curse. They even had a plan to deal with the protesting fathers. 

We’ll remind them that our plan has spared them from coming under the 

curse of their oath and spared them of being responsible for allowing the 

tribe of Benjamin to become extinct.  

 

So basically, they found a loop hole their promises. It may be technically 

legal in terms of navigating around their promises, but it is completely 

unethical and immoral. In fact it is outrageous and appalling. Don’t miss the 

absurdity and the irony of their scheme. They initially set out to exact justice 

for one raped and murder women, and in the end initiate the captivity and 

abduction of 600 women for forced marriage, which is no better than rape 

itself.  

 

How do we make sense out of this wretched chaos? This is a depraved 

people who disregard God and use their sin-distorted reasoning in attempt 

to fix the very problems they have created. The reality is that every step 

they take makes matters worse. They may feel as though they have rescued 

the tribe of Benjamin but they have buried both themselves and the kid-

knapping Benjamites in deeper Judgment before God.  

 

By the way, vs. 24 tells us that the Benjamites were given their cities back 

and rebuilt them which totally undoes the original herem which included 

the perpetual ruin of those cities as a reminder of the consequences of 

abandoning the Lord (Deut 13:13-19).  

 

The sad reality is that in Lev 27 God had made a provision for rash, foolish 

vows to be atoned for rather than being carried out to disastrous ends. The 

slaughter of an entire city and the abduction of 600 young women was not 

only wrong but also unnecessary.  

 

Do you see how chaotic and absurd life gets when human beings rely on 

their fallen human reasoning in attempt to fix the problems they themselves 

have created. The Israelite’s clever ideas are nothing short of outrageous 

and appalling. It’s a mess! All of have experienced the messiness of life at 

some level. And it leaves us with a lot of questions like, where is God in all 

of this? It’s obvious that people are making bad choices, yet where is God’s 

mysterious providence working behind all of this? Was it God’s will for 

Benjamin to be exterminated? Was it God’s will for Benjamin to be rescued?  

 

Perhaps God was judging  Benjamin through the Israelites while at the same 

time Israel went too far with an overreach of justice? Judges 21 leaves some 

of these questions unanswered. Rather than fully resolving these issues, it 

leaves us feeling the tension of the pain and confusion in a society that has 

rejected God’s kingly rule. At the very least I think we can conclude that God 

is judging the tribe of Benjamin for their wickedness based on Judges 19:35 



where “the Lord struck Benjamin” as well as the narrators comment in 

Judges 21:15 that the Lord had made a breach in the tribes of Israel. 

However, Judges 21:25 concludes that “in those days everyone did what was 

right in his own eyes” so it leaves all Israel guilty of rejecting the fear of the 

Lord and living in open rebellion. So even if it was God’s will to strike 

Benjamin, it doesn’t justify the sinful way in which they went about it.  

 

Now I have given you a pretty general overview of Judges 21. Let’s go back 

now and make a few more specific observations.  

 

1. Notice how Israel swings from rash vows in which they failed to first seek 

the Lord, to great sorrow over what they have done in fulfilling those vows 

(vs. 3, 6, 15, 17). They are sorrowful to the point of desperation, so much so 

that they commit outrageous and appalling acts of violence toward 

hundreds of people in attempts to fix the consequences of their actions. 

They are on an emotional roller coaster and Yahweh is an afterthought to 

them. They are living according to their own faulty reasoning and impulses 

rather than according to God’s revelation.  

 

2. Notice the irony that comes from their question in verse 3. They had 

hastily committed themselves to war in which they devoted the tribe of 

Benjamin to destruction and now they come and ask the Lord in vs. 3, “Why 

O Lord God of Israel, has this come about so that one tribe should be missing 

today in Israel?” Let’s just take a minute to answer that question:  

� Benjamin is nearly exterminated because Israel has taken the law 

into her own hands and went to war with Benjamin.  

� Israel went to war with Benjamin because Benjamin defended the 

evil men of Gibeah who Israel had vowed to destroy.  

� Israel had vowed to destroy the men of Gibeah because they had 

gang-raped a Levite’s concubine.  

� This wickedness in Gibeah is the result of a society that has forsaken 

God for idolatry and pagan values; a society in which every man is 

doing whatever pleases himself. 

� Furthermore, through this messy string of human decisions and 

depravity, God Himself is exacting judgment on Benjamin (19:35; 

21:15).  

And Yet, I don’t think Israel was really asking the Lord this question to find 

this answer? Vs. 1 tells us they wept bitterly. It appears as though Israel may 

be asking this question in an accusing tone. “God, why did you let this 

happen?!” Israel assumes that God has some role in this, but fails to 

acknowledge or confess her own role which proves to be progressively more 

and more unethical and immoral as chapter 21 continues.  

 

3. Notice that Israel is lamenting over the near “extinction” of an Israelite 

tribe; they are not lamenting over sin—the sin of Gibeah, the sin of 

Benjamin who defended Gibeah, nor their own sin in seeking to exact 

justice apart from God. They are lamenting over the consequences of sin, 

not the sin itself.  

 

4. Finally, Notice that Yahweh, is completely silent! He answered their 

inquiries in chapter 20, but now His silence is deafening. They may be 

weeping bitterly. They may be grieving deeply. But they are also guilty of 

disregarding the God of heaven. And God will not be manipulated by their 

unrepentant words. Its interesting to note that in not getting any reply from 

the Lord, they built an altar the next day to offer sacrifices in vs. 4. Still their 

religious rituals receive no reply from heaven. And so they begin to act 

according to their own disastrous devices. Psalm 66:18 – “If I regard wickedness 

in my heart, the Lord will no hear.”  

 

So what do we see in Judges 21? When God’s kingship is replaced with fallen 

human ingenuity and individualized morality, the result is a disastrous 

anarchy that commits outrageous and appalling injustices. In other words, 

we see the moral rot of a society that has no divine compass.  

 

What do we learn from Judges 21? Left to our depravity, human beings  

have unlimited potential in the evil they can produce. My friends, this is us, 

apart from Christ. Without Jesus, we are the people of Judges.  

 



Have you been able to see yourself in the book of Judges over these last six 

months? Do you feel the pull of your fallen flesh as you see it lived out on 

the pages of Judges?  

 

Judges is meant to help us see the reality of man’s depravity. This is where 

even a religious people will go without God. [Younger 387] 

 

Yet we must see more than the sickness of sin. As the book of Judges comes 

to a close, God in His holiness, estranged from a rebellious, sinful people is 

silent. Yet don’t miss the lingering evidence of His mercy. After 21 chapters 

of Israel’s repeated cycle of persistently pursuing idolatry and wickedness, 

the only reason that Israel could still exist and not be consumed by God’s 

righteous wrath is by the undeserved mercy and covenant faithfulness of 

God.  

 

The one conclusion we should draw from Judges is that we need a unique 

deliverer. One who will come to our rescue even before we call on Him 

because in our sinful state, we don’t have the ability to truly seek God on 

our own.  Romans 3 says, there is none righteous, none who seeks for God, 

because there is no fear of God in before their eyes (10-18). In other words, 

because we are not righteous, we don’t desire what is righteous, so we 

don’t seek God who is righteous, nor can we (Rom 8:7
2
). Sin is that disabling. 

We need a Deliverer who can choose us, and draw us to Him, and rescue us 

based on His own merit, not ours. We need a deliverer who can purge our 

hearts of evil, and enables us to repent and believe. We need a deliverer 

who can accomplish the entire work of salvation Himself.
3
  

 

And that is precisely why God’s mercy still lingers and perseveres at the end 

of Judges. If we were to keep reading our Bibles, we would discover that 

“while the darkness continues, the grace of [God] will begin to penetrate 
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the darkness.” God would raise up a good judge, Samuel, whom God would 

use to anoint Saul and then David as king of Israel. David was a man after 

God’s own heart, yet he sinned deeply and could not ultimately deliver 

God’s people. Yet through him, God promised that another King would 

come to establish God’s righteous rule. He would be without sin and He 

would be the Wonderful Counselor, the Mighty God, the Everlasting Father 

the Prince of Peace.  He would come as a humble suffering servant, who 

would die on a Roman cross to crush the power of sin and to purge the evil 

from all those who trust in Him with repentant faith; a deliverer who calls 

you to come and to receive His rescue today.  

 

This, my friends, is why we can sit here today, sinful, yet not consumed by 

God’s wrath. Because God’s grace that is greater than all our sin. Oh, our 

depravity is tenacious, but God’s grace is infinitely more tenacious than 

even our depravity.  

 

Even though Judges itself ends on a very bleak note, I want to leave you 

with this final encouragement that I believe Judges points us to when we 

put it back into the context of the larger Bible story. There is grace greater 

than all our sin. In the days of the Judges, “there was no king in Israel; 

everyone did what was right in their own eyes” (21:25). And though every 

day we too need to fight the tendency to do what’s right in our own eyes, 

we now have a King to whom we can bow our knee.  

 

There is coming a day when every knee will bow, and every tongue will 

confess that Jesus Christ is Lord; a day when humanity will no longer do 

what is right in their own eyes; a day when every person will stand before 

Christ, either as their Judge or as their Deliverer. Where do you stand before 

Christ Today?  

 

God’s mercy calls out to you today. His grace is more than sufficient to cover 

your sin and condemnation. He still hears the cry of those trapped in sin and 

He will deliver you if you call upon Him today.  

 

[Hymn - Grace Greater than All Our Sin] 


