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With reference to specific texts, critically examine Hermann Spieckermann’s comments that, “Above all, the structure of the Book of Judges has made the Deuteronomistic History into an etiology of the guilt of the nation.  The clear assignment of guilt implies at the same time the acquittal of God.”
They did evil in the eyes of the LORD

With reference to specific texts, critically examine Hermann Spieckermann’s comments that, “Above all, the structure of the Book of Judges has made the Deuteronomistic History into an etiology of the guilt of the nation.  The clear assignment of guilt implies at the same time the acquittal of God.”
The structure of the book of Judges clearly emphasises the guilt of Israel and the exoneration of God.  Spieckermann’s label of “an etiology of the guilt of the nation”
 is well deserved.  The episodic nature of the stories in Judges turns them into a litany of shame.  The arrangement of these stories is deliberate to focus on contrast between the rule of God’s ideal judge and the consequences of human-appointed leadership.  The placement of the epilogue narratives, out of chronological sequence, appears to be a deliberate effort to emphasise these particularly ignominious events.  However, Spieckermann’s second point, that “The clear assignment of guilt implies at the same time the acquittal of God”
, ignores the fact that the acquittal of God is expressed explicitly, not implied.  Judges portrays God as faithful to the covenant he has made with Israel at the start of the Deuteronomistic History.
The term “Deuteronomistic History” refers to the collection of books from Deuteronomy to Kings in the Hebrew Bible.  Martin Noth coined the phrase to emphasise the unity of the works: Deuteronomy, Joshua, Judges, Samuel and Kings.  The book of Ruth does not appear between Judges and Samuel in the Hebrew canon.  “Etiology” is a medical term denoting the study of the origins or cause of a disease.  Spieckermann’s assertion therefore is that the structure of the book of judges fundamentally affects the reading of the books as a whole so as to focus on the exploration of what Israel has done to deserve the Babylonian Exile depicted at the end of Kings.
The point arises in Spieckermann’s discussion of the development of the Deuteronomistic History.  In discussing the books’ development, one theory explored was that the Book of Judges was written after Samuel and Kings, this leads to the question: what would Samuel and Kings read like if they were not preceded by Judges?  The books of Samuel and Kings feature the history of the monarchy and without the book of Judges to illustrate the guilt of the people the guilt of Israel would have to rest with the various kings who “did evil in the eyes of the LORD”.  By exploring the pre-monarchical period for more generalised depravity, Judges spreads the blame more widely than just the kings of Israel and Judah.
The Book of Judges is distinctly divided into three sections: prologue, body and epilogue.  The prologue (Judges 1:1-3:6) contains two important elements.  It tells of the incomplete conquest of Canaan, setting the scene for the attraction of local gods that will lead to problems later in the period.  There is also a thematic statement to give an overview of the period narrated in the book.  It explicitly sets out the cycle of apostasy, oppression, distress, deliverance that will come to be repeated throughout the book.
The stories in Judges 3-16 are episodic in their telling.  The picture is one of repeated apostasy where exclusive worship of YHWH lasts no longer that the lifetime of each Judge.  “In short, despite the Lord’s many attempts to retrieve them from their evil ways, the Israelites persist in them.”
  This builds up a compelling case against Israel, with ongoing rebellion and failure to learn from the past on the part of Israel and ceaseless patience from a faithful God.  The stories of the so-called major judges are padded with brief accounts of other, minor judges.  By adding several of these brief tales to the fuller stories suggests that each of the stories is of the same gravity as the major one.  This adds considerable weight to the case against Israel without adding much in the way of detail.  By the end of the dozen or so examples of Israel’s abandonment of YHWH, their guilt seems obvious.
The sandwiching of the stories of Gideon and Abimelech in the middle of the section of Judges dealing with the careers of specific judges (Judges 3-16) provides a contrast with an ideal judge and the anti-judge.  The story of Gideon (chapters 6-8) tells of his removal of the artefacts of worship of Baal from his father’s household and the defeat of the Midionites who were oppressing Israel at the time.  Gideon’s success comes from his obedience to God and when he is offered the kingship of Israel, he refuses, reminding Israel that YHWH is their king.  In chapter 9, one of Gideon’s sons, Abimelech, sets himself up as a ruler after murdering his brothers.  He is undone by the treachery of the people of Shechem who had originally crowned him king.  The warning to Israel is clearly that peace and prosperity come from following God and that bloodshed and disharmony come from following men, especially those enamoured by Canaan’s gods.
The episodes of the major judges are arranged to bring prominence to this key issue.  “The central accounts of Gideon (the Lord’s ideal judge) and Abimelech (the anti-judge) are bracketed by the parallel stories of the woman Deborah and the social outcast Japhthah – which are in turn framed by the stories of the lone heroes Ehud and Samson.”
  These two pairs of stories are significantly parallel.  Deborah (Judges 4&5) and Jephthah (10:6-12:7) are unlikely deliverers, focusing the credit for deliverance on God.  The warrior heroes, Ehud and Samson are sent to personally punish Israel’s enemies.  The arrangement of these six major stories appears to focus attention on Gideon and Abimelech as the central narratives.
These episodes’ constant deliverance seems to fulfil YHWH’s promise in Deuteronomy 30 to restore his people’s fortunes if they return to and obey him.  The actions that so regularly break the covenant are then entirely those of Israel, they “did evil in the eyes of the LORD” (Judges 3:7).  In the case of the first recorded Judge, Othniel, “when they cried out to the LORD, he raised up for them a deliverer” (v9) and “the land had peace” (v11).  God responds to each cry of distress with compassion.  This paints God as truly faithful to his side of the covenant.  The covenant also calls for curses if Israel disobeys God. “Though Israel suffered under many enemies, God’s grace was evident when the people turned to him in repentance.”
  

The stories in the epilogue of Judges (chapters 17-21) appear to be representative charges, examples of the guilt of Israel and the moral decay suffered.  The stories of Gibeah’s crime that leads to the near extermination of the tribe of Benjamin, Micah’s pagan religion and its adoption by the tribe of Dan are interspersed with the refrain “In those days Israel had no King” (Judges 18:1, 19:1, 21:25) which presents these two stories as the state of affairs in the pre-monarchical period.  While these are localised corruptions, the implication of the whole nation over the whole period is apparent.
The fact that the two stories in the epilogue appear to be chronologically out of sequence suggests an attempt to end the book of Judges on a low point, leaving the reader in no doubt that Israel was in poor shape.  The Benjaminite war (Judges 19-21) and the conquest of Dan (chapters 17-18) “are placed in the third generation after the Exodus”
.  This would put them at the start of the period that Judges depicts, not the end as they appear in the book.  This placement suggests that the book was not intended as simply a historical work, but to make a point about the state of affairs at the time.
The placement and selection of stories in the epilogue following the tales of continuing apostasy in the book of Judges makes a clear case for the guilt of Israel.  God is equally presented as faithful and forgiving.  The book’s structure is such that the reader cannot help but come to these conclusions.  By describing Israel’s guilt in a structured fashion, the book of Judges places the blame for the nation’s woes at its own feet.  In this way Spieckermann’s etiology illusion is soundly based.
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