When Shepherds Lead (The Song of Deborah)

The Song of Deborah in the book of Judges reveals a formula that has always proven effective in bringing the Kingdom of God to earth. If we had more shepherds like Deborah, we would have more fellowships hitting the streets in service to their God.
Judg 5:2: “That the leaders led in Israel, and that the people volunteered—bless the Lord!” When Shepherds lead, the people volunteer. Shepherds that lead as Christ would lead because they are walking in the truth have been diligent, and are ready in season and out of season to give an account of the hope that is within them (1 Pet. 3). Shepherds who find their greatest reward as others stand firm in the Lord (1 Thess. 3), and bear others burdens and thus fulfill Christ’s law (Gal 6) will inspire others to volunteer. Jesus said of a good shepherd, “He goes before them, and the sheep follow him because they know his voice” (John 10). Sheep respond to good examples.
Vs 5:8: “New gods were chosen, then war was in the gates.” When those in opposition try to choose new gods to worship, there is war in the gates! There will always be those who oppose the Gospel, and true shepherds cut off the opportunity of those who wish to be regarded as shepherds, but are indeed hirelings (2 Cor 11). Shepherds will destroy every lofty thing raised up against the knowledge of God and be ready to punish all disobedience (2 Cor 10:5). They will blow the trumpet to warn the people of enemies, and not be fearful of rocking the boat or challenging the status quo. They are the prophets, and they speak to the people as God speaks to them regardless of the cost. 
Vs 5:9: “My heart goes out to the commanders of Israel, the volunteers among the people.” Shepherd’s hearts go out to their people through their prayers, their words, and their lives. They are being poured out as a drink offering upon the sacrifice and service of their faith (2 Tim 4), and are as women in labor until Christ is formed in them (Gal 4). 

Vs 5:11: “They shall recount the righteous deeds of the Lord, the righteous deeds for His peasantry in Israel. Then the people of the Lord went down.” When Shepherds lead, the righteous deeds of God are remembered. As God’s word goes forth it does not return to Him empty without accomplishing what He desires, and without succeeding in the matter for which He sent it (Isa 55), and the good shepherd constantly stirs up his flock by way of reminder through the teaching of God’s word (2 Pet. 1).
Vs 5:13: “Then survivors came down to the nobles, and the people of the Lord came down to me as warriors.” When shepherds lead, those who were mere survivors in their faith become warriors! When those struggling just to get by see the shining light of a true shepherd, they become empowered! When the disciples first saw Jesus this was the condition of all of them: fishermen struggling just to make a living, hated tax collectors, and shunned harlots. When Jesus said, “Follow Me” they dropped their mere existence and knew that a life full of wonder, challenge, and yes, danger, awaited them. When Shepherds lead the old things are passed away and all things become new (2 Cor 5) to their flocks.
Vs 5:15: “Among the divisions of Reuben there were great resolves of heart.” When shepherds lead, the people find great resolves of heart. Jesus said, “They will know you by the love you have for one another…greater love has no man than this, that he lay down his life for a friend” (John 13). Love is the greatest resolve of any heart. The kind of love that Jesus calls us to demands sacrifice, and any time sacrifice is involved there must come with it great resolve. The believer’s life is not for the faint of heart, but for those with great resolves of heart.
Vs 5:16: “Among the divisions of Reuben there were great searchings of heart.” You cannot have great resolves of heart without first entering in to great searchings of heart. David asked the Lord to search and know his heart to see if there was any hurtful way in it (Pslm 139). God has given us the greatest tool for great searchings of heart: His Communion Table. And yet we have turned it in to 15-20 minute lifeless ritual, for most not much more than meaningless repetition (see my book “The Lost Supper”). Were Shepherds leading us to examine ourselves regularly through the Eucharist there would be great searchings of heart, and thus equally great resolves of heart.
Vs 5:18: “Zebulun was a people who despised their lives even to death, and Naphtali also, on the high places of the field.” When shepherds lead, people come to despise their own lives even to death. They come to understand that it is only a broken heart and contrite spirit that Jesus loves (Pslm 51). They come to understand that they bring nothing to the table that God does not want to tear down to rebuild. Until we learn to despise our own lives, the life of Jesus cannot become our own. Until we become the poor in our own spirit we cannot become rich in His. 
Vs 5:19-20: “The kings came and fought…The stars fought from heaven, from their courses they fought...” When shepherds lead, Jesus calls all of heaven and earth to their aid! It is He who commands all of creation, and by Him all things were created for Him. In Him all things hold together, and He has first place in everything (Col 1). When those who truly are called according to His purpose take up their calling and lead, He causes all things to work together for their good (Rom 8) because He alone commands all of creation to engage in the fight.
Vs 5:21: “O my soul, march on with strength!” When shepherds lead, souls march on in strength. They do so because it is not their strength they march on in, but God’s. They do not need to fear, or anxiously look about them. He strengthens them, helps them, and upholds them with His righteous right hand (Isa 41). They will know that His power will only be perfected in their weakness (2 Cor 12), so they will trust wholly in the strength of Christ in them, the hope of glory (Col. 1), not their own, and will lead the volunteers to do likewise. 
Vs 5:23: “Curse Meroz,” said the angel of the Lord, “Utterly curse its inhabitants because they did not come to the help of the Lord—to the help of the Lord against the warriors.” When shepherds lead, the sheep and the goats become instantly identifiable. It also becomes readily apparent who the true shepherds and hirelings are. Hirelings wilt during times of persecution. They flee and their sheep are scattered (John 10). Laodiceans, both leaders and followers, will show their true lukewarm ways in the heat of the battle. And God initiates these battles as He did with Job so that shepherds, hirelings, and sheep alike will show their true colors. God utterly curses the counterfeits.
Vs 5:31: “Thus let all Thine enemies perish, O Lord. But let those who love Him be like the rising of the sun in its might.” When shepherds lead they cry to the volunteers everywhere, “Awake sleepers, and arise from the dead, and Christ will shine on you” (Eph. 5)! Then the volunteers become the light of the world, a city set on a hill that cannot be hidden. They let their light shine before men in such a way that they may see their good works, and glorify their Father who is in heaven (Matt 5). They follow the God who is light and in whom there is no darkness at all (1 John 1), and come to look like Him because He is the One within them, to will and to work to His good pleasure (Phil. 2). 
Vs 5:31: “And the land was undisturbed for forty years.” When shepherds lead Jesus’ people humble themselves and pray. They turn from their wicked ways and He hears from heaven. He then forgives their sin and heals their land (2 Chron. 7). God’s people always enjoy peace in the land when the enemy is engaged, rebuffed, and vanquished. It is only because true shepherds are not to be found leading these days that we have such disturbances in our fellowships. Our seminaries yield psychologists and philosophers rather than prophets and priests. There is no peace in the church because we have come to mimic more and more the world and embrace its counterfeit solutions. 
So the question becomes, O shepherds of Jesus’ flock, are we leading? Because if we are just leading with our words and not our actions—if our flocks cannot see us living out in deed and truth what we preach with word and tongue, we cannot blame them when they respond in kind to our pleas that they put feet on their faith. Too many shepherds see their responsibilities to the church and their work on Sunday mornings as the sum of their command, when it is not. Perhaps it’s time to spend a little less time preparing that perfect sermon, and more time modeling one. Most shepherds spend many hours visiting the sick and counseling the confused and wounded, but our flocks cannot see that. We cannot ask them to hit the streets when the involvement they see from us is confined to the four walls of our churches on Sundays. Do we ever wondered why it’s so easy to get people to volunteer for needs at the church, yet so hard to get them to move out to fill the needs of their communities? Could it be because they see us leading at the church but not in the community? What do they see from our elders and deacons? More church service without community service? How about our small group leaders? Are we selecting them on the basis that people think they’re really likeable people, or because they will challenge their small flocks to stretch their faith, move beyond holy huddles, and out into the streets where Jesus hung out?
How would their perceptions change if we took a Sunday three or four times a year, shut the doors to the church and led our flocks out into service in the community? What would it look like if we required our small groups to have a community service component to their agenda? And what would it look like if we teamed up with local para-church organizations, combining our people and financial resources with their vision, instead of viewing them as the competition? Oh, that God would raise up unto Himself shepherds to once again lead His people out into the streets and into His glorious light and peace! If the people could see the kinds of shepherds who led by example and not just by word, they would volunteer. Oh yes, they would volunteer!
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