
Judges 8:16
Authorized King James Version (KJV)

And he took the elders of the city, and thorns of the

wilderness and briers, and with them he taught the men of

Succoth. 

Analysis

And he took the elders of the city, and thorns of the wilderness and briers,

and with them he taught the men of Succoth—The Hebrew verb  yada (ידַָע,

"taught") is deeply ironic. This word typically means "to know" or "to instruct," but

here  it's  a  euphemism for  violent  punishment—Gideon  "taught  them a  lesson"

through  torture.  The  phrase  "thorns  of  the  wilderness  and  briers"  (qotsim

hamidbar ve'et habarkhanim, דְב�רָ ואְֶת־הַב�רַקְֳניִם refers to sharp desert plants (קוֹציֵ הַמ�ִ

used to lacerate the flesh, either by whipping or by dragging victims across thorn

bushes.

This brutal pedagogy reveals Gideon's descent from Spirit-led judge to vengeful

warlord.  While Mosaic law prescribed corporal  punishment for certain offenses

(Deuteronomy  25:1-3),  it  strictly  limited  strokes  to  forty  and  required  judicial

process. Gideon's torture of Succoth's elders appears extrajudicial and excessive—

punishment  inflicted  in  anger  rather  than  measured  justice  administered  with

witnesses and proper legal procedures. The targeting of "elders" (zeqenim, זקְֵניִם)

is significant—these were the recognized civic leaders whose decision to refuse aid

reflected official city policy, making them corporately responsible.

Reformed theology recognizes the principle of covenant community responsibility

while condemning personal vengeance. The elders of Succoth failed in covenant

duty  (Leviticus  19:18  commands  loving  neighbors  as  self),  deserving  judicial

consequence.  However,  Gideon's  torture  exceeded  his  authority  as  a  military
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deliverer and violated the spirit of law limiting punishment and requiring mercy

(Micah 6:8). This foreshadows the lawlessness characterizing the judges period's

conclusion: "every man did that which was right in his own eyes" (Judges 21:25).

Christ's teaching radically transforms justice from retribution to redemptive love

(Matthew 5:43-48,  Luke  6:27-36),  though  not  negating  proper  civil  magistracy

(Romans 13:1-7).

Historical Context

Corporal punishment using thorns or whips was documented across the ancient

Near  East.  Assyrian  reliefs  depict  flaying  and  impalement  of  rebels;  Egyptian

records describe beatings with rods. However, biblical law uniquely limited such

punishment—Deuteronomy 25:3 restricted judicial  flogging to forty strokes 'lest

thy brother seem vile unto thee,' showing concern for preserving human dignity

even in punishment. Gideon's torture exceeded these bounds, reflecting the moral

deterioration  during  the  judges  period  when 'there  was  no  king  in  Israel'  and

proper  legal  structures  functioned  inconsistently.  The  use  of  desert  thorns

specifically  suggests  maximum  pain—these  plants  had  long,  sharp  spines  that

would cause severe lacerations and prolonged suffering.

Related Passages

Hebrews 11:1 — Definition of faith 

Romans 1:17 — The righteous shall live by faith 

1 Corinthians 13:4 — Characteristics of love 

John 15:13 — Greatest form of love 

Study Questions

How do you respond when those who doubted or opposed you are proven

wrong—with gracious vindication or with punitive 'I told you so' retribution?

What safeguards prevent righteous anger over genuine wrongs from

escalating into disproportionate vengeance?
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How does Christ's command to love enemies and bless persecutors challenge

the natural human desire for retributive justice against personal offenses?

Interlinear Text

�קִ�ַח ויַ
And he took

H3947

אֶת
H853

י ֵ זקְִנ
the elders

H2205

יר הָעִ
of the city

H5892

ואְֶת
H853

י קוֹצֵ
and thorns

H6975

ר דְב�ָ הַמ�ִ
of the wilderness

H4057

ואְֶת
H853

ים ִ הַֽב�רַקְֳנ
and briers

H1303

דַע ֹ� ויַ
and with them he taught

H3045

ם ב�הֶָ
H0

ת אֵ
H853

י אַנשְֵׁ
H376

�וֹֽת׃ סֻכ
of Succoth

H5523

Additional Cross-References

Judges 8:7 (Parallel  theme):  And Gideon said,  Therefore when the LORD hath

delivered Zebah and Zalmunna into mine hand, then I will tear your flesh with the

thorns of the wilderness and with briers.
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