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Hebrew Studies 60 (2019): 129–139 

REPENTANCE IN JUDGES: ASSESSING THE REASSESSMENT 

 

Serge Frolov 

Southern Methodist University 

 

and 

 

Mikhail Stetckevich 

St. Petersburg State University 

 
Abstract: Over against the tendency of many recent studies and commen-
taries to maintain that Israel’s deliverance in Judges is exclusively a func-
tion of divine grace, the present article argues that the terminology used 
by the biblical text and especially its literary structure single out the peo-
ple’s repentance—expressed in renunciation of foreign worship—as a 
major soteriological factor. 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

 

A well-known idiosyncratic feature of the book of Judges is the cycli-

cal pattern of its narrative. A basic sequence of events is replayed over 

and over, marked by recurrent formulas: 

 

(1) 

ָהַרע ְּבֵעיֵני ְיהָוה(ֶאת־) ַוּיִֹספּו ְּבֵני ִיְׂשָרֵאל ַלֲעׂשֹות/  ַוַּיֲעׂשּו ְבֵני־ִיְׂשָרֵאל  
 
and the children of Israel (again) did evil in the eyes of Yhwh (Judg 2:11; 
3:7, 12; 4:1; 6:1; 10:6; 13:1).1 

 

(2) 

X (ַוִּיַחר־ַאף ְיהָוה ְּבִיְׂשָרֵאל) ַוִּיְּתֵנם / ִּיְמְּכֵרם (ְיהָוה) ְּבַיד 
 
(and the anger of Yhwh burned against Israel), and he/Yhwh delivered/sold 
them into the hand of X (Judg 2:14; 3:8; 4:2; 6:1; 10:7; 13:1);  

 

with significant variation: 

פלוני ַעל־ִיְׂשָרֵאלַחֵּזק ְיהָוה ֶאת־ַויְ   
 
and Yhwh strengthened [personal name] against Israel (Judg 3:12). 

 

                                 
1. All biblical translations are by the authors. 
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(3) 

 ַוִּיְזֲעקּו / ַוִּיְצֲעקּו ְבֵני־ִיְׂשָרֵאל ֶאל־ְיהָוה
 
and the children of Israel cried to Yhwh (Judg 3:9, 15; 4:3; 6:6; 10:10).  

 

(4) 

 ַוִּיָּכַנע X ִלְפֵני / ִמְּפֵני / ַּתַחת ַיד (ְּבֵני) ִיְׂשָרֵאל
 
and X was subdued before / by / under the hand of (the children of) Israel 
(Judg 3:30; 8:28; 11:33);  

 

with significant variation: 

ִלְפֵני ְּבֵני ִיְׂשָרֵאל פלוניַוַּיְכַנע ֱאֹלִהים ַּבּיֹום ַההּוא ֵאת   
 
and God subdued [personal name] on that day before the children of Israel 
(Judg 4:23). 

 

(5) 

 ַוִּתְׁשקֹט ָהָאֶרץ [number] ָׁשָנה
 
and the land was quiet for [number] years (Judg 3:11, 30; 5:31; 8:28).2 

 

Many traditional and modern exegetes have assumed that the causality 

involved in the pivotal transition from foreign domination to liberation 

mirrors that of the cycle’s first stages: just as the people’s apostasy is in-

variably punished with oppression, their repentance, signified by crying 

to Yhwh, is rewarded with deliverance.3 However, in the recent four 

                                 
2. Based on F. E. Greenspahn, “The Theology of the Framework of Judges,” VT 36 (1986): 

388. 
3. Thus, for example, J. A. Soggin, Judges: A Commentary (OTL; Philadelphia: Westminster, 

1981), p. 43; B. G. Webb, The Book of Judges: An Integrated Reading (JSOTSup 46; Sheffield: 
Sheffield Academic Press, 1987), pp. 45–46; D. Arnold, Ces mystérieux héros de la foi: Une approche 
globale du livre des Juges (Saint-Legier: Emmaus, 1995), p. 20; M. A. Sweeney, “Davidic Polemics in 
the Book of Judges,” VT 47 (1997): 517–529; R. H. O’Connell, The Rhetoric of the Book of Judges 
(VTSup 63; Leiden: Brill, 1996), pp. 186–187; G. J. Wenham, Story as Torah: Reading Old Testament 
Narrative Ethically (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000), p. 58; V. H. Matthews, Judges and Ruth (NCB 
Commentary; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), pp. 49, 115–116; R. G. Boling and  
R. D. Nelson, “Judges,” in The HarperCollins Study Bible (ed. H. W. Attridge et al.; San Francisco: 
HarperSanFrancisco, 2006), p. 347; R. G. Bowman, “Narrative Criticism: Human Purpose in Conflict 
with Divine Presence,” in Judges and Method: New Approaches in Biblical Studies (ed. G. A. Yee; 2nd 
ed.; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007), p. 28; R. Fleenor and M. S. Ziese, Judges-Ruth (College Press NIV 
Commentary; Joplin: College Press, 2008), p. 164; W. Groß, Richter übersetzt und auslegt (HTKAT; 
Freiburg: Herder, 2009); S. Frolov, Judges (FOTL 6b; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2013); M. J. Boda, 
“Return to Me”: A Biblical Theology of Repentance (New Studies in Biblical Theology 35; Downer 
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decades, a growing number of studies and commentaries have claimed 

that in fact, Israel never truly repents in Judges (or never repents at all) 

and that the deity repeatedly comes to the people’s rescue only out of 

sympathy with their suffering.4  

The present article is an assessment of this claim. Since both those who 

make it and those who do not usually provide little to no substantiation of 

their position, we shall mainly converse with two very recent publications 

that address the issue at some length—the article of JoAnna Hoyt whose 

thesis is that “when the whole of Judges is considered, repentance is not 

what the author wanted the audience to consider” and the monograph of 

David Lambert who concludes, after an approximately page-long discus-

sion, that in Judges, “loyalty [to Yhwh] figures as a by-product, not a pre-

condition, to redemption.”5 Our intention is to demonstrate that although 

their analysis is mostly sound and some of their observations are incisive 

and enlightening, their overall stance cannot be sustained. A closer look 

at the language of Judges and especially at its literary structure reveals 

that the narrator not only has Israel repeatedly repent of its abandonment 

of Yhwh but also unambiguously (if implicitly) demonstrates that such 

                                 
Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2015), pp. 51–52. For earlier examples, see F. E. Greenspahn, “The 
Theology,” pp. 391–392 n. 24. 

4. For example, R. Polzin, Moses and the Deuteronomist: A Literary Study of the 
Deuteronomistic History. Part One: Deuteronomy, Joshua, Judges (New York: Seabury, 1980), p. 155; 
F. E. Greenspahn, “The Theology,” pp. 391–395; J. C. Exum, “The Centre Cannot Hold: Thematic and 
Textual Instabilities in Judges,” CBQ 52 (1990): 410–431; M. Holland, “Das Buch der Richter,” in Das 
Buch der Richter und das Buch Rut (by M. Holland and V. Steinhoff; Wuppertaler Studienbibel; 
Wuppertal: R. Brockhaus, 1995), pp. 66–67; D. I. Block, Judges, Ruth (New American Commentary 6; 
Nashville: B & H Publishing Group, 1999), pp. 128, 153, 346–348; C. A. Brown, “Judges,” in Joshua, 
Judges, Ruth (by J. G. Harris, C. A. Brown, and M. S. Moore; NIBCOT 5; Peabody: Hendrickson, 
2000), p. 234; C. Pressler, Joshua, Judges, and Ruth (Westminster Bible Companion; Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox, 2002), pp. 138, 143–144; K. L. Younger, Judges and Ruth (The NIV 
Application Commentary; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2002), p. 102; T. C. Butler, Judges (WBC 8; 
Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2009), p. 65; M. E. Biddle, Reading Judges: A Literary and Theological 
Commentary (Reading the Old Testament; Macon: Smyth & Helwys, 2012), pp. 36–37, 44–45.  

5. J. Hoyt, “Reassessing Repentance in Judges,” BSac 169 (2012): 157; D. A. Lambert, How 
Repentance Became Biblical: Judaism, Christianity, and the Interpretation of Scripture (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2016), p. 43. F. E. Greenspahn devotes several pages to the topic (“The 
Theology,” pp. 391–395), but his article, as indicated by the title, is strictly focused upon the recurrent 
cycle formulas. Out of fifty-three commentaries on Judges and studies of the book as a whole published 
since 1980 and reviewed by the present writers, twenty-four do not address the issue under discussion 
and hardly any devote more than a sentence or two to it. Surprisingly, this is the case even with major 
theological studies, such as W. Eichrodt, Theology of the Old Testament (London: SCM, 1961–1967);  
G. von Rad, Old Testament Theology, Volume 1: The Theology of Israel’s Historical Traditions (trans. 
D. M. G. Stalker; OTL; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2001), pp. 327–334; W. Zimmerli, Old 
Testament Theology in Outline (Atlanta: John Knox, 1978); H. D. Preuss, Old Testament Theology 
(OTL; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1992).  
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repentance—if sincere, that is, accompanied by renunciation of foreign 

gods—is a conditio sine qua non of the people’s deliverance.  

 

2. THE LANGUAGE OF REPENTANCE  

 

Much of Hoyt’s case and almost all of Lambert’s is built on the obser-

vation that recurrent formula (3), present in five out of the six cycles in 

Judges and marking their turning point, is governed by roughly inter-

changeable verbs צעק and זעק that in and of themselves do not connote 

repentance. Rather, they describe “a loud and agonized cry from someone 

in acute distress”6 that “arises from a violation of personal welfare.”7 The 

overall point can hardly be disputed, but both Hoyt and Lambert fail to 

notice that in Judges, the Israelites do not simply “cry out”—they in-

variably “cry out to Yhwh (ֶאל־ְיהָוה).”8 While generally the deity’s 

presence as an indirect object still does not in and of itself imply re-

pentance (that is not the case, for example, in Exod 15:25; 17:4), in the 

specific context of Judges it does because by “crying to Yhwh” Israel re-

verses its “abandoning” (עזב) or “forgetting” (שכח) the deity at the first 

stage of the cycle.9 The two mutually contrasting patterns are too con-

sistent to be dismissed as accidental. As can be seen in the above list of 

recurrent formulas in Judges, in all five cases when the Israelites צעקו or 

 their cry was specifically directed to Yhwh. This reversal fits the זעקו

broad vocabulary definition of repentance.10  

Confirming as much is the fact that formula (3) is absent from the last 

cycle of Judges, featuring the Philistines as oppressors (Judg 13:1). If, as 

insisted by Hoyt and especially by Lambert, Israel’s repeated “crying out” 

was nothing but an expression of distress, this would implausibly imply 

                                 
6. J. Hoyt, “Reassessing Repentance,” pp. 144–145. Compare F. E. Greenspahn, “The 

Theology,” pp. 391–394. 
7. D. A. Lambert, How Repentance Became Biblical, p. 40 (emphasis his).  
8. Compare T. J. Schneider, Judges (Berit Olam; Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2000), p. 38. 
9. Similarly W. Groß, Richter, p. 221, citing A. Alghisi, “Il pentimento di Israele nelle sezioni 

deuteronomistiche del libro dei Guidici” (RevistB 33 [1985]: 3–27). 
10. “Repent… 1. To feel remorse, contrition, or self-reproach for what one has done or failed 

to do… 2. To feel such regret for past conduct as to change one’s mind regarding it… 3. To make a 
change for the better as a result of remorse or contrition for one’s sins” (The American Heritage 
Dictionary of the English Language [4th ed.; Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2000], p. 1479; emphasis 
added). “Repent… 1: To turn away from sin out of penitence for past wrongdoings, abandon sinful or 
unworthy purposes and values, and dedicate oneself to the amendment of one’s life… 2a: to feel regret 
or contrition for what one has done or omitted to do… b: to change one’s mind about something one 
has done or said” (Webster’s Third New International Dictionary of the English Language [Chicago: 
Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1981], 2:1924; emphasis added). 
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that this time around the people had no complaints about being “handed 

over” to foreign overlords (Judg 13:1; cf. 15:11)—not to mention making 

a mockery of Yhwh’s attempt to rescue them by appointing (more pre-

cisely, creating) Samson as the deliverer (Judg 13:5). It is much more 

likely that despite their suffering the Israelites failed to turn to Yhwh for 

help—in other words, to repent (in the broad sense of the word, at the very 

least) of the abandonment of the deity that set the cycle in motion (Judg 

13:1).11 

Even further, on one occasion the people go far beyond simply “crying 

out”—they also “remove (ַוָּיִסירּו) foreign gods (ֱאֹלֵהי ַהֵּנָכר) from among 

them (ִמִּקְרָּבם) and serve (ַוַּיַעְבדּו) Yhwh” (Judg 10:16). This is precisely 

what a closely related text unmistakably describes as repentance by using 

the primary root (שוב) associated with this concept:12  
 
And Samuel said to the entire house of Israel: “If you are wholeheartedly 
returning (ָׁשִבים) to Yhwh, remove (ָהִסירּו) foreign gods (ֱאֹלֵהי ַהֵּנָכר) from 
among you (ִמּתֹוְכֶכם), and the Ashtoreths, and set your hearts toward Yhwh 
and serve him (ְוִעְבֻדהּו) alone” (1 Sam 7:3). 

 

Although the quoted passage comes from a different canonical book, 

the intertextual links to Judges 10 are unmistakable (in addition to the 

words rendered in Hebrew in the above quotations, it should be noted that 

in the entire Hebrew Bible only Judg 10:6; 1 Sam 7:4; 12:10 mention both 

 and it will be argued in the next section of the article ,(ָהַעְׁשָּתרֹת and ַהְּבָעִלים

that there is also an important literary connection between 1 Samuel 7 and 

Judges. 

Lambert dismisses Judg 10:6–16, citing Greenspahn’s judgment that 

its “explicit concern with the removal of foreign idols suggests the work 

                                 
11. Here, the narrator does not go beyond saying that the Israelites “did evil in the sight of 

Yhwh,” but as we shall presently see, every time Judges finds it necessary to elaborate the “evil” it 
invariably boils down to the people “forgetting” or “abandoning” Yhwh. 

12. On שוב as the main term for repentance in the Hebrew Bible—and, conversely, on 
repentance as the root’s dominant semantic category in theological contexts—see, for example,  
H.-J. Fabry, “ׁשּוב šûḇ,” in Theologisches Wörterbuch zum Alten Testament (ed. H.-J. Fabry and  
H. Ringgren; Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 1990), 7:1135; J. A. Soggin, “ׁשוב šûb to return,” in 
Theological Lexicon of the Old Testament (ed. E. Jenni and C. Westermann; Peabody: Hendrickson, 
1997), 3: 1315–1316; J. P. Healey, “Repentance, Old Testament,” in The Anchor Bible Dictionary (ed. 
D. N. Freedman; New York: Doubleday, 1992), 5:671. W. L. Holladay, The Root šûbh in the Old 
Testament with Particular Reference to Its Usages in Covenantal Contexts (Leiden: Brill, 1958), p. 2, 
defines the term more broadly, as “expressing a change of loyalty on the part of Israel or God, each for 
the other” (emphasis his). 
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of a later editor.”13 It is indeed possible, if by no means certain, that a 

precanonical version of Judges never specified the “evil” that the Israelites 

did in the sight of Yhwh—as argued by Greenspahn and many other dia-

chronically minded scholars.14 That, however, does not change the fact 

that the received Hebrew Bible explicitly and repeatedly identifies this 

evil as foreign worship. Even if the texts making this identification are all 

redactional (e.g., Deuteronomistic) additions, that does not render them 

irrelevant unless it can be proven that the meaning they generate is unin-

tentional. In fact, the opposite is true: the putative additions are anything 

but haphazard. Each time the canonical text finds it necessary to elaborate 

on the nature of the “evil” wrought by Israel, it invariably includes aban-

donment of Yhwh (Judg 2:12, 13; 3:7; 10:6; cf. also 10:10).  

What is more, within the sequence of cycles, these elaborations are 

coordinated with the dynamics of “crying to Yhwh”: they occur in the first 

(3:7) and the last (10:6) of the five cycles where such crying takes place. 

In other words, whether Judges as we know it is of partly redactional or 

purely authorial origin, it purposefully and subtly builds the impression 

that throughout these cycles Yhwh’s wrath and the concomitant foreign 

oppression sooner or later caused the people to recognize that they had 

erred in forsaking the deity and adjust their behavior accordingly.15 

Hoyt, who eschews diachronic reasoning, takes a different road in 

dealing with the difficulties that Judges 10 presents for her thesis. She 

insists that the chapter exemplifies Israel’s behavior throughout the book: 

the people always cry to Yhwh while still worshipping other gods. In other 

words, they never genuinely repent; it is compassion with their plight, not 

anything they do, that causes the deity to save them.16 In the following 

section of the article, this claim will be addressed separately, as it goes to 

                                 
13. D. A. Lambert, How Repentance Became Biblical, p. 43, citing F. E. Greenspahn, “The 

Theology.” 
14. In the pre-Deuteronomistic version of Judges, “there is neither idolatry nor repentance, just 

sin, suffering, and salvation” (F. E. Greenspahn, “The Theology,” p. 395). Compare M. Noth, Über-
lieferungsgeschichtliche Studien. Die sammelnden und bearbeitenden Geschichtswerke im Alten 
Testament (Tübingen: Max Niemeyer, 1957), pp. 47–54; W. Richter, Die Bearbeitungen des 
“Retterbuches” in der Deuteronomistischen Epoche (Bonner Biblische Beiträge 21; Bonn: Peter 
Hanstein, 1964); U. Becker, Richterzeit und Königtum: Redaktionsgeschichtliche Studien zum Richter-
buch (BZAW 192; Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1990). 

15. As pointed out by M. J. Boda, “Return to Me,” p. 52, 1 Sam 12:9–10 confirms as much by 
stating that when oppressed by Sisera, the Philistines, and the king of Moab, the Israelites “cried to 
Yhwh and said, ‘We have sinned because we have abandoned Yhwh and served the Baals and the 
Ashtoreths.’” 

16. J. Hoyt, “Reassessing Repentance,” pp. 151–153; similarly R. Polzin, Moses and the 
Deuteronomist, p. 177.  
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the heart of the matter at hand—that of repentance in Judges and espe-

cially of its role in Israel’s redemption. 

 

3. THE POWER OF REPENTANCE 

 

Let me begin by recapitulating the explicit shifts in the cyclical dy-

namic of the relationship between Israel and its deity in Judges. In three 

opening cycles of the book (Judg 3:7–11; 3:12–31; 4:1–5:31), the people’s 

“crying out” to Yhwh is immediately followed (at least in a literary sense) 

by emergence of a deliverer (cf. 3:9; 3:15; 4:3–7).17 In the fourth (6:1–

10:5), salvation is also forthcoming, but only after a stern admonition 

(6:7–10), and the deity’s first instruction to the newly appointed deliverer 

is not to confront the oppressor but to destroy the shrine of Baal and 

Asherah in his home town and replace it with that of Yhwh (6:25–26). In 

the fifth cycle (10:6–12:15), Yhwh’s response to Israel’s “crying out” 

(10:10) is that it is misdirected: since the people are apparently still wor-

shipping foreign deities, the request should be addressed to them (10:11–

14). It is only after the Israelites remove these deities and serve Yhwh 

alone (10:15–16a) that the latter changes his mind (10:16b; cf. 11:32). 

Finally, in cycle 6 that begins in 13:1 (on its ending, see below) Israel 

never “cries out” to Yhwh (at least not within the canonical boundaries of 

Judges) but the deity creates a deliverer anyway (13:5). 

According to Hoyt, these shifts indicate that “God was losing patience 

with Israel.”18 In her opinion, from the very beginning of the cycles for 

which the book is famous, the people were invariably “crying out” to 

Yhwh while serving other deities but it took time for Yhwh to become 

exasperated with their behavior. Hoyt especially stresses that Judg 10:16b 

can be translated not only “and [Yhwh] lost patience with Israel’s hard-

ship” but also “and [Yhwh] lost patience with Israel’s mischief.”19  

                                 
17. The structural status of the narratives that lie beyond the concluding formulas of the cycles 

(such as the Abimelech story in Judg 8:29–9:57) and of the “minor judge” notes in 3:31; 10:1–5; 12:8–
15 is not immediately obvious, and there is no consensus about it in modern scholarship. Strictly for the 
sake of convenience, here such pieces are included in the preceding cycles with which they are 
associated.   

18. J. Hoyt, “Reassessing Repentance,” p. 149. 
19. J. Hoyt, “Reassessing Repentance,” p. 152; similarly R. Polzin, Moses and the Deuterono-

mist, p. 177. B. G. Webb seems to suggest otherwise when he states that “Yahweh’s words in verses 
12b–13 [of chap. 10] clearly imply that the putting away of foreign gods is part of a routine with which 
he has become all too familiar from previous experience” (The Book of Judges [NICOT; Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2012], pp. 305–306). 
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This may adequately explain Yhwh’s responses in the first five cycles 

but not in the last one. If by chapter 10 the deity was sufficiently frustrated 

with the Israelites’ stubborn refusal to give up on foreign worship to deny 

them deliverance until they cease and desist, why would their reluctance 

in chapter 13 not only to renounce other gods but even to “cry out” to 

Yhwh fail to prevent the deity from fielding yet another deliverer? 

With that in mind, a somewhat different kind of causality presents it-

self as more plausible. In the first three cycles, the transition from “crying 

out” to deliverance is smooth because foreign gods—such as Baal, 

Asherah, and Ashtoreth—are not in the picture as soon as Israel turns to 

Yhwh for help; in the next three, the ride is increasingly bumpy because 

they are. Put differently, it is lack of repentance as defined in 1 Sam 7:3 

that hampers Israel’s liberation from foreign oppression. In chapter 6, 

Gideon cannot embark on his mission until foreign gods are removed from 

his home town and Yhwh alone is worshipped there. In chapter 10, the 

deity explains to the people as a whole—with a hearty helping of 

sarcasm—that they cannot both have their lunch and eat it too: it is im-

possible to receive help from Yhwh while serving other gods. And, most 

strikingly, in chapters 13–16, where the people clearly do not repent even 

in the broadest sense of the word (see the previous section of the article), 

Samson’s mandate, severely limited as it is in comparison to other judges 

(to “start” Israel’s deliverance, 13:5), seems to remain unfulfilled. Al-

though superhuman (and supernatural) strength enables him to kill 

Philistines by the thousand, there is no indication, explicit or implicit, of 

their domination shattered or even weakened. This outcome stands in 

sharp contrast to what happens in 1 Samuel 7: as the Philistines are poised 

to attack Israel (v. 7), Yhwh “thunders” at them, so that the longtime 

oppressors are “confounded” and “afflicted” (v. 10b); ultimately, they are 

“subdued” (cf. formula 4 above) and, for a time, stop being a threat (v. 

13). The last cycle of Judges thus comes to an overdue conclusion seven 

chapters into the next book of the Masoretic canon.20 What makes all the 

difference is, in all likelihood, the fact that immediately prior to this 

spectacular—and definitive—act of salvation the people do exactly as 

Samuel advised them in verse 3: they “remove the Baals and the 

Ashtoreths and serve Yhwh alone” (1 Sam 7:4). The implication is that 

                                 
20. For further considerations in support of this thesis, see S. Frolov, “Rethinking Judges,” 

CBQ 71 (2009): 29–31. 
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while Yhwh’s help is always forthcoming Israel can only benefit from it 

when the people repent in the way prescribed by Samuel. 

Importantly, progression (or, rather, regression) from sincere, if 

fleeting, repentance in the first three cycles to increasingly insincere one 

in the next two and, finally, to no repentance at all in the last cycle would 

be perfectly consistent with the overall downward trend that virtually all 

studies and commentaries of the last three decades detect in Judges.21 In-

deed, some aspects of this trend correlate well with the deteriorating 

quality of Israel’s repentance. In the first three cycles, sincere repentance, 

presumably including renunciation of foreign worship, results in the op-

pressor’s defeat followed by a period of calm (שקט). When in the fourth 

cycle the people try to plead to Yhwh for help while still worshipping 

other gods, the calm reported in Judg 8:28 is cut short by turmoil and 

bloodshed under Abimelech (chap. 9). In the fifth cycle, a disingenuous 

attempt to confess foreign worship as a sin (10:10) while still practicing it 

renders calm unattainable: as noted by Hoyt, there is no formula (5) in this 

cycle.22 And, finally, in the last cycle total lack of repentance is matched 

by total lack of deliverance—until the tandem makes a spectacular come-

back in 1 Samuel 7. Further, as astutely and refreshingly observed by 

Hoyt, relatively regular alternation of עשה and יסף in formula (1) (עשה – 

 and the pattern of the years of oppression (8 (יסף – יסף – עשה – יסף – יסף

– 18 – 20 – 7 – 18 – 40) implicitly isolate the last three cycles of Judges, 

explicitly marked by mounting problems with repentance, from the first 

three where no such problems are noted.23 The narrative patterns of Judges 

thus single out true repentance—defined as genuine switch from worship 

of foreign gods to that of Yhwh alone—as indispensable for the true 

deliverance of Israel.  

If so, why does the preview of cycles in Judges 2 fail to single out such 

a switch as a prerequisite for deliverance? In answering this question, it is 

crucial to note that the chapter avoids mentioning even Israel’s “crying 

out” to Yhwh—something that explicitly happens in five cycles out of six. 

In 2:15–16, divine appointment of judges comes on the heels of the people 

finding themselves in dire straits (ֵיֶצר ָלֶהם ְמאֹד), without any action on 

                                 
21. That includes J. Hoyt, “Reassessing Repentance,” pp. 147–148. Compare, for example,  

J. C. Exum, “The Centre Cannot Hold”; M. A. Sweeney, “Davidic Polemics,” pp. 523–524; K. L. 
Younger, Judges and Ruth, pp. 35–39; G. T. K. Wong, Compositional Strategy of the Book of Judges: 
An Inductive, Rhetorical Study (VTSup 111; Leiden: Brill, 2006), pp. 156–185; S. Frolov, Judges, 
especially pp. 95–96.  

22. J. Hoyt, “Reassessing Repentance,” pp. 149, 153. 
23. J. Hoyt, “Reassessing Repentance,” pp. 148–150. 
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their part, and verse 18 explains that Yhwh delivered them out of empathy 

with their “groaning” (ַנֲאָקָתם). It appears therefore that the text’s purpose 

was to delineate a common denominator of the deity’s behavior through-

out the entire sequence of cycles—and since in the beginning of the last 

cycle Yhwh acts on the Israelites’ behalf despite their failure not only to 

renounce foreign worship but even to “cry out,” the only such denomina-

tor is divine compassion.24 

Moreover, at least one detail of Judges 2 indicates that while never 

mentioning renunciation of foreign gods the narrator had it in mind. 

According to verse 19, upon a judge’s death the Israelites “would return 

 ,and exceed their parents in corruption, going after other deities (ָיֻׁשבּו)

serving them, and prostrating themselves before them.” Hoyt makes much 

of the fact that the verb שוב—as mentioned above, the Hebrew Bible’s 

primary term for repentance—is used in Judges only of Israel reverting to 

foreign worship.25 She fails, however, to notice the implications of the 

verb’s presence in Judges 2. Obviously, the people could not “return” to 

foreign gods without previously stepping away from them—as exempli-

fied by the only other occurrence of שוב in Judges: Gideon disrupts the 

worship of Baal, but after his death the people take it up again (8:33). 

Accordingly, by using the term in previewing the entire sequence of 

cycles, Judges 2 intimates that the people did repeatedly repent by re-

nouncing foreign worship—no matter that in some cases the repentance 

was reluctant or belated and that relapses were just as common. 

 

4. CONCLUSION 

 

Lambert and especially Hoyt are to be commended for studying the 

issue of repentance in Judges at length and thus compensating for the ten-

dency of modern scholarship to either sidestep the issue or treat it in a 

desultory, superficial way. Yet, as the present article has tried to demon-

strate, their understanding of what transpires in the book, based on the 

                                 
24. Incidentally, by using the extremely rare term נאקה—with just three occurrences elsewhere 

in the Hebrew Bible—to describe what was common to all the cycles of Judges, the narrator implicitly 
confirms that the people’s צעקה or זעקה in the first five cycles was more than just a spontaneous 
expression of anguish. The Israelites could not possibly help “groaning” under any foreign oppression, 
and the deity could not help empathizing with them every time. Not so with “crying to Yhwh”: as 
demonstrated by the last cycle, it does not come naturally and without it, deliverance cannot actually 
happen.   

25. J. Hoyt, “Reassessing Repentance,” pp. 143–144. 
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premise that Israel never repents and that its deliverance is strictly a func-

tion of divine grace, is in its turn in need of correction. So, by extension, 

are the views of those exegetes who share Hoyt and Lambert’s position 

without substantiation—unless, of course, they present additional con-

siderations in its favor. 

The soteriological dynamic of Judges is complex. It is sympathy with 

the people’s suffering rather than their repentance that causes the deity to 

help them, but they can put numinous succor to good use only if they re-

nounce foreign worship and the concomitant abandonment of Yhwh. 

Divine compassion is the engine of deliverance, but human repentance 

paves the road for it.26 And, perhaps most importantly, while failing to 

affect Yhwh’s grace, repeated apostasy may severely damage human 

ability to receive this grace. This lesson of Judges was crucial for ancient 

Israel in different periods of its history but especially in Babylonian exile 

and thereafter. 

                                 
26. This concept seems to fit in well with explicit statements on the issue elsewhere in the 

Former Prophets (1 Kgs 8:33–34, 35–36, 46–50) as well as in Deuteronomy (4:29–31; 30:1–10). 
Despite differing somewhat in emphasis and nuance, these texts are unanimous in making it clear that 
when Israel’s situation is dire due to failure to observe the commandments of the Torah the only hope 
lies in repentance. Diachronically speaking, this is to be expected in the framework of Martin Noth’s 
Deuteronomistic History hypothesis (M. Noth, Überlieferungsgeschichtliche Studien). 
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