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Book of Judith (Apocrypha) Children’s Story 
Judith 

JUDITH 

 This is the story of a wise and wealthy widow – a woman both 
physically beautiful and spiritually devout. Her husband, Manasseh, 
had worked himself into an early grave for reasons we can easily 
imagine. Judith was left with a sizeable estate, male and female 
slaves, and plenty of gold and silver. 

 Despite her wealth, Judith lived very simply. She minded her 
own affairs, and she observed all the customs, rituals, and obligations 
of her faith – far more than was required. Three years and four months 
after her husband’s death, she still wore widow’s clothes. She prayed 
and fasted constantly. 

 Though Judith was taking very good care of her own affairs, 
the world around her was growing extremely chaotic. The Assyrians, 
the Babylonians, and the Persians – all of the biggest, meanest 
enemies of Israel – got together in one big Nasty Nation, and its 
huge army was sweeping across the world, destroying everything 
and everyone that tried to resist. 

 At the head of Nasty Nation was Nebuchadnezzar, the king 
who had ordered the destruction of Jerusalem in 587 B.C. (you 
might remember him from the story of The Burning Fiery Furnace). 
The general in charge of Nebuchadnezzar’s invincible army was 
named Holofernes. 

 Well, Holofernes and his great army finally, inevitably came to 
where Judith lived in Bethulia, an unheard-of little town in the hills 
at the eastern end of the Jezreel Valley (near Dothan, just north of 
Nablus). The army set up camp there: 170,000 soldiers and 12,000 
cavalry, which means at least 15,000 horses, plus all the baggage 
and equipment and people to take care of them. Even if they never 
lifted a weapon, just being there and eating and tramping around 
would ruin the place. 

 Naturally, word of their coming had spread before them for 
many months. Everybody was terrified. Nevertheless, the village elders 
(Ozias, Chabris, Charmis) had not sued for peace – that is, they had 
not sent a delegation to Holofernes offering surrender and begging for 
mercy. Instead, they locked themselves up in their little fortress town 
in the hills, as the other towns around had also done, hoping Holofernes 
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would not bother with them. He was on his way to conquer Egypt, and 
they figured they were not important. Why would Holofernes want to 
stop and waste time and lose men taking insignificant hill-country 
towns? They hoped he would pass on by in the valley below. 

 But of course the very worst thing happened. Nobody ever heard 
of Bethulia before or since, but Holofernes decided he definitely had to 
conquer it. So the great army spread out and laid siege to Bethulia, 
putting soldiers by the springs so the townspeople could not get water. 
Thirty-four days later, everybody in town was getting desperate. Their 
household water was gone, and the town cisterns were running dry. 
People were feeling weak and faint, and everybody was totally terrified. 

 So the townspeople came to the elders and said, “Hey, this is all 
your fault. You should have known this would happen. Now we are 
all going to die. It would have been much better and Holofernes would 
have been kinder if we had surrendered in the beginning. But far 
better, even now, to surrender than for all of us to die of thirst.” 

 Ozias finally agreed to surrender the town in five more days. 
He still hoped Holofernes would get tired of waiting and march for Egypt. 

 When Judith heard about this, she did not like it. So she sent 
her maid, who was her chief steward, to ask the town magistrates to 
come see her. When they arrived, Judith very kindly but clearly took 
them to task. She reminded them that the town was not theirs, but 
God’s. And that the people were not their own, but God’s. The elders 
had no right to turn the town over to God’s enemies, no matter what 
the people said. If God wanted the town destroyed, it would be destroyed. 
And if God wanted the town saved, then God would save it. But they 
were quite wrong to be dealing with this whole affair as if it were just 
some human affair and they were just normal people – as if they could 
come and go or wheel and deal any way that seemed logical to them. 

 Everyone already had great respect for Judith. But now her 
words struck home, and the elders realized she spoke the truth. 
So they took courage and thanked Judith, and they asked her 
to pray for rain to fill the cisterns. 

 Apparently the Lord also approved of Judith’s faith and 
decided to save the town by Judith’s own hand. So Judith decided 
to do more than pray for rain. 
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 She had some food prepared, since it is part of Jewish devotion 
to eat only specially prescribed and prepared food. She put away her 
widow’s clothes and got “dressed to kill” (as the saying goes), and 
she marched out of Bethulia, straight into Holofernes’ camp. It is not 
unheard of for people to abandon a town marked for destruction; 
wealthy and landed people seem to do that more than common folk. 
So when Judith arrived at Holofernes’ camp, it did not seem very 
suspicious. Judith then claimed she wanted to help Holofernes – 

who obviously did not need any help, but he was intrigued to hear 
what she had to say. 

 Judith explained that Israel was protected by its God and could 
never be defeated by any army, no matter how powerful, unless the 
people sinned against God – that is, broke the Covenant and made 
God turn away. She happened to know, she told Holofernes, that they 
were about to do this very thing – sin and make God turn away – and 
because she was a very spiritual person, she would know when. Then 
God would deliver them into Holofernes’ hands without any problem 
at all. However, Judith continued, she needed to go out of the camp 
to a special spring to pray each night, so she would know when the 
time was right. 

 Holofernes issued the proper orders, and all the guards were 
instructed to let Judith pass in and out of the camp so she could pray. 
Meanwhile, Judith was beautiful, interesting, charming – by far 
the most exciting thing going on in camp. Everyone was infatuated, 
including Holofernes. 

 On the fourth day, he gave a feast, the primary purpose of which 
was to seduce Judith. She seemed to approve of the idea, but of 
course brought her own food with her to the feast. Holofernes drank 
great quantities of wine, got very drunk, and passed out on his bed. 
When everybody had left for the night, Judith took his own sword and 
cut off his head. She put his head and the canopy from his bed into 
the basket she had used to carry her food. Then she and her maid 
went out of camp as if they were going to pray as usual. Nobody 
stopped them or thought a thing about it. She had planned it all 
exceedingly well. 

 Now, if you killed the general in an army today, it would be bad 
but it would not stop the army from fighting. But in those days, if the 
Commander In Chief was killed and nobody knew who was giving 
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orders or who was in charge, it created such confusion that even a 
powerful army could quickly get so disorganized that it might be easily 
defeated. What’s more, every soldier knew this, and if their general 
was killed, they tended to panic. 

 So in the middle of the night, Judith went back to Bethulia and 
proved she had murdered Holofernes, and they instantly sent runners 
to all the surrounding towns so that all the men would come from all 
directions in the morning. At dawn, the men of Bethulia marched out 
as if to attack. It was a pathetic sight, but Holofernes soldiers sent for 
him to come and deal with the situation. Of course, they found him 
as Judith had left him, still drunk – dead without his head. 

 The Israelites waited just long enough for the news to spread 
terror through the camp, then they sounded the horns and attacked. 
It was just like somebody had yelled “FIRE!” in a packed theater: 
pandemonium. Then the Jews poured out of every village and town 
from every direction, and the foreigners ran for their lives. The Jews 
chased and killed them all the way to Damascus and beyond. 
Naturally, such a huge and well-supplied army left a fortune in 
supplies and animals and equipment. It made everybody for miles 
around a lot richer. Judith received all the wealth from the lavish 
headquarters of Holofernes. 

 Of course, Judith was a great hero and she saved the whole 
nation, but it did not change her. She gave all the wealth she had 
received from Holofernes to her church (hey, what can I say – it’s in 
the book) and went back to managing her own affairs and living her 
simple life of prayer and devotion. Many men came, wanting to marry 
her, but she preferred to be her own person. So she lived full of honor 
and wisdom until she died at the age of a hundred and five. 
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Judith 8 (Apocrypha) Sermon 
Judith 

WHEN CAN WE QUIT – OR GIVE UP? 

 “Risking honor and life, Judith combines great faith, grim 
courage, and scrupulous observance of the Law in liberating Israel.” 
Thus one study Bible sums up the story. 

 Some of you may tell me that this story opens up more than one 
“can of worms” for you and your children. It’s true. Good stories are 
like that. Some of you may not call it a good story. Whether you think 
so or not, you can use it to talk about many important things with 
your children, if you choose to do that. 

 Why would I tell a story from the Apocrypha, when there are so 
many stories in the real Bible we still have not covered? I am going to 
tell you the real reason in a minute. Meanwhile, officially, it was for 
two reasons. 

 First, it was to draw your attention to the existence of the 
Apocrypha. Roughly two-thirds of the Christians of the world think 
Judith is part of the real Bible; they have always included the 
Apocrypha as part of the Holy Bible. It was canonized at the Council 
of Trent and, to my knowledge, was never officially uncanonized. 
For a short time in England, it was punishable by death to publish 
the King James version of the Bible without including the Apocrypha. 
No Jew thinks that Judith ranks with Deuteronomy or Isaiah, but 
they certainly know and love the story. No Christian I know of thinks 
Judith ranks with Luke or Romans, but I think you should know it 
exists. 

 Secondly, some of you request that I not forget to tell stories 
about women. Judith is not only about a woman, but a good illustra-
tion of ancient feminist literature. I am tempted to quip that like much 
feminist literature, it pays little attention to historical reality. But the 
real reason the writer totally garbles the facts is to make it clear (as do 
other ancient writers, like those who wrote Jonah or Job) that this is 
a story – a symbolic scenario. Judith is the feminine form of Judah – 

meaning, “a Jewess” – or more simply, she represents whatever is left 
of the faithful Jewish nation. 

 So the author makes impossible mistakes on purpose, until we 
are forced to see Nasty Nation as a composite of Assyria, Babylon, 
and Persia. In fact, Nebuchadnezzar was King of Babylon – never of 
Assyria. Nebuchadnezzar’s father conquered Assyria and destroyed 
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Nineveh (612 B.C.). Holofernes is a Persian name. In the story, his 
army marches three hundred miles in three days – a thing no army 
could do. For these and numerous other reasons, first we end up 
laughing, then we are forced to see things telescoped on purpose: 
all the pagan powers on one side, and the faith of Judith on the other. 
In one corner, weighing five billion, three hundred and twenty-three 
million pounds, stands the might of the godless foes. And in this 
corner, weighing one hundred pounds, stands the simple Jewish 
woman of prayer and devotion. Guess who is going to win? 

 In addition, Judith has a secondary feminist theme. She chooses 
a maid to be her steward – to be in charge of her affairs. She has the 
faith, the vision, the courage; all the men have sold out. She chooses 
not to remarry. Her character is flawless. She has no greed. Her 
devotion is pure. In all her danger and turmoil, she never breaks 
the tiniest law or takes a single misstep. Judith is pure heroine. 

 While it is interesting to see male dominance challenged in 
early times, the story of Judith is broader than that. Alongside the 
plot in the story is not only faith propaganda, but the revealing of 
the theological mind-set (Hasidim) of at least some of the people 
of that time (the Maccabean Period, second century B.C.) 

 So why did I really choose this story? Was it to talk about 
those times when we must do more than “pray for rain”? Are there 
comparisons between Holofernes’ army and some modern groups 
or nations who do not know who their Leader is? There are many 
interesting themes in the book of Judith, and now I will tell you the 
real reason I chose this story. I spent so much time telling it to the 
children that I do not have much time left, but hopefully you will 
let it build from what you heard then. 

 Every story has an inside and an outside – just like your own 
story does. Some people think the outside is most important; some 
people think the inside is most important. More and more, some of us 
here are concluding that both are important, and even that they are 
connected in mysterious and subtle ways. 

 I know it is only a story, but that does not keep me from 
identifying. I even identify with the Prodigal Son, and the choking 
thorns, and the weeds of the field. And I tremble for Judith as she 
wanders around the enemy’s camp and has to keep her composure for 
four days under immense strain. I enjoy Judith’s wonderful planning, 
and the clever double meanings woven through her conversations with 
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Holofernes. I love it when she comes home victorious, and especially 
when she returns to her pious life – without greed or desire for power, 
though surely the nation would have given her anything she asked 
at that point. (Hasidim are speaking to the Hasmoneans, no doubt.) 

 But the time I love Judith the most is early in the story when 
she confronts the elders. That is when the inside faith comes out far 
enough for me to get a glimpse of it. That is when I catch a hint of the 
vision by which and for which Judith really lives. And that’s worth the 
whole story. 

 I read this story and I think of myself and I think of this church, 
and I realize how often we get back into thinking that we have a right 
to live normal lives – that it’s okay if we gather information, look at the 
available options, and make rational and reasonable choices as if we 
were godless pagans. 

 Suddenly I am Ozias, and Judith is standing there saying: 
“What can you be thinking? Is it nothing to you that we have come 
from Abraham and Moses and the prophets? [And of course, I would 
add, ‘Have you never seen the Cross, or listened to Paul?’] We have 
been a chosen, covenant people for all these generations. Will you 
suddenly throw it all over and forget it in this moment of trial? This is 
not your town or your people. This is not even your own life. It belongs 
to God. We have said that, known that, studied that, prayed that, and 
lived and died for it for all these generations. Apart from that, our lives 
have no meaning. And now you are going to give it five more days and 
if it doesn’t work, throw it all over? I cannot believe what I’m hearing. 
The townspeople are terrified. They forget. But you? You are supposed 
to remember. You are supposed to remind them. If God chooses not to 
save us, that’s God’s business. If God chooses to save us, God is 
certainly able to do that. But you are going to turn us all over to 
a godless way in a godless world? Ozias, what can you be thinking?” 

 Sometimes life is not easy. We get into struggles and it gets 
scary, and we cannot see the light at the end of the tunnel. It feels 
like a good time to panic, though maybe we do not dare. We start 
to wonder what we did wrong – what we did to deserve it. We keep 
looking for some rational alternative – an easier, softer way. It is 
almost like we forget that we were chosen – that we do not hold such 
claims over our own lives anymore – and start thinking we should live 
and decide like normal people, choosing whatever road looks most 
promising at the moment to our very human and not very farseeing 
eyes. 
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 That is when we need Judith to come remind us: This is not 
our show. Normal people can quit or give up if they do not like how 
things are going. We do not have that option. We can wait. Or we can 
pray for rain. Or we can risk honor and life, if we are so directed. 
But we cannot quit or give up. That is a luxury for normal people 
who do not yet know their God. 
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