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Women Leaning In: In Retrospect – Judges 4-5 

 
1) Pseudo-Philo 33 
Now Jael took a stake in her left hand and approached him, saying, "If God will work this sign with me, I know 
that Sisera will fall into my hands. Behold I will throw him down on the ground from the bed on which he 
sleeps; and if he does not feel it, I know that he has been handed over."  
And Jael took Sisera and pushed him onto the ground from the bed. But he did not feel it, because he was very 
groggy. 
And Jael said, "Strengthen in me today, Lord, my arm on account of you and your people and those who hope 
in you." And Jael took the stake and put it on his temple and struck it with a hammer. 
And while he was dying, Sisera said to Jael, "Behold pain has taken hold of me, Jael, and I die like a woman." 
And Jael said to him, "Go, boast before your father in hell and tell him that you have fallen into the hands of a 
woman." 
 
2) Josephus 5:4 
So the battle began; and when they were come to a close fight, there came down from heaven a great storm, 
with a vast quantity of rain and hail, and the wind blew the rain in the face of the Canaanites, and so darkened 
their eyes, that their arrows and slings were of no advantage to them, nor would the coldness of the air permit 
the soldiers to make use of their swords; while this storm did not so much incommode the Israelites, because 
it came in their backs. They also took such courage, upon the apprehension that God was assisting them, that 
they fell upon the very midst of their enemies, and slew a great number of them; so that some of them fell by 
the Israelites, some fell by their own horses, which were put into disorder, and not a few were killed by their 
own chariots.  
At last Sisera, as soon as he saw himself beaten, fled away, and came to a woman whose name was Jael, a 
Kenite, who received him, when he desired to be concealed; and when he asked for somewhat to drink, she 
gave him sour milk, of which he drank so unmeasurably that he fell asleep; but when he was asleep, Jael took 
an iron nail, and with a hammer drove it through his temples into the floor; and when Barak came a little 
afterward, she showed Sisera nailed to the ground: and thus was this victory gained by a woman, as Deborah 
had foretold.  
Barak also fought with Jabin at Hazor; and when he met with him, he slew him: and when the general was 
fallen, Barak overthrew the city to the foundation, and was the commander of the Israelites for forty years. 
 
3) Mekhilta 15:1 
R. Nechemiah says: If one takes upon himself a single mitzvah in (true) faith, one is worthy of having the Holy 
Spirit repose upon them. And so we find with Moses, David, and Devorah that (in the fulness of their faith) 
they chanted song and the Holy Spirit reposed upon them. ... 
 
4) Babylonian Talmud, Megillah 14a 
Our Rabbis taught: “Forty-eight prophets and seven prophetesses prophesied to Israel, and they neither took 
away from nor added anything to what is written in the Torah save only the reading of the Megillah.” … 
 
… “Seven prophetesses” - Who were these? — Sarah, Miriam, Deborah, Hannah, Abigail, Hulda and Esther… 
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…“Devorah,” as it is written, “Now Devorah a prophetess, wife of Lapidot/a woman of flames/ashet Lapidot” 
(Judges 4:4). What is meant by a woman of flames?  
Because she used to make wicks for the Temple.  
“And she sat under a palm tree” (v. 5).  
Why under a palm tree? 
R. Shimon b. Avishalom said: To avoid being alone together with another man. [Rashi: Because unlike other 
trees, the palm’s branches do not offer any privacy to those sitting beneath it.] 
Another explanation is: Just as a palm tree has only one heart, so Israel in that generation had only one heart 
devoted to their Father in heaven. 
 
5) Tana D’Bei Eliyahu Rabba 89 
What is so special about Devorah that she was chosen as Judge for Israel and prophet at that time? Especially 
since Pinchas Ben Elazar was around in those days?...  
It is because whether Jew or non-Jew, man or woman, slave or maidservant, the Divine Spirit rests upon 
people – all according to their actions. 
 
6) Tosefot, Talmud Nida 50a 
Devorah judged, in accordance with God's words to her. Alternatively, she was not a judge but rather a 
teacher of the laws. 
 
7) Babylonian Talmud, Nazir 23b 
A transgression for the sake of Heaven is equivalent to a mitzva not for its own sake. The proof is as it is written: 
“Blessed above women shall Yael be, the wife of Hever the Kenite, above women in the tent she shall be blessed” 
(Judges 5:24), and it is taught: Who are these “women in the tent?” They are Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel, and Leah.  
Yael’s forbidden intercourse with Sisera for the sake of Heaven is compared to the sexual intercourse in which the 
Matriarchs engaged. 
How is it derived that Yael engaged in sexual intercourse with Sisera?  
As Rabbi Yoḥanan said: That wicked one, Sisera, engaged in seven acts of sexual intercourse with Yael at that time, as it 
is stated: “Between her feet he sunk, he fell, he lay; between her feet he sunk, he fell; where he sunk, there he fell down 
dead” (Judges 5:27). Each mention of falling is referring to another act of intercourse. 
But Yael at least enjoyed the sexual intercourse with him; why is the verse so effusive in her praise?  
Rabbi Yoḥanan said: All the good of the wicked, i.e., anything good received from wicked people, is nothing other than 
evil for the righteous, and therefore she certainly derived no pleasure from the act. 
 
8) Leviticus Rabbah 23:10 
Resh Lakish said: We have gone over the entire bible and have not found the word s’micha (spelled with a sin, not 
samech), so what is s’micha? Sh’mi koh, sh’mi – My name – testifies to the fact that this wicked man did not lay a hand 
on her! 
 
9) Rabbi Shlomo ben Shimon Duran (Rashbash), Milchemet Mitzvah, Algeria, 15th c.  
The combination of such foods with the exhaustion of travel and the sight of a beautiful woman will lead to an emission. 
In his thoughts, he had relations with her and that is to what this passage refers. The intent of this righteous woman was 
to weaken him [so that she could kill him]. This is called a “sin with a good intent” because she allowed him to stare at 
her so that he would have a discharge and be weakened. This is the meaning of this passage and not that this righteous 
woman literally slept with this wicked man. 
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Biblia Porta, c. end of 13th century, U 964, 76v, Bibliothèque Cantonale et Universitaire de Lausanne 
 

 
Artemisia Gentileschi, Italy, 1620 – she began painting at age 16… 


