JUDGES (Part 2)

Judges 6:1-10:5








Key Verse: 6:14



“The LORD turned to him and said, ‘Go in the strength you have

and save Israel out of Midian’s hand. Am I not sending you?’”
We do not find an inspirational truth in the story of Gideon or of Jephthah. Gideon disappoints us with his flaw and Jephthah’s sacrifice of his daughter doesn’t give us the same inspiration of the story of Abraham’s offering of Isaac. We are rather saddened by the story of the two who were undeniably great leaders of Israel’s history. We may gain a biblical perspective for the understanding of their stories from Hebrews 11, which speaks of them as men of faith. The world was not worthy of them. Only God was. May we be invited to the reality of faith through Gideon and Jephthah.

1.  You have not listened to me (6:1-11)

 
Gideon’s story opens with the statement that “Again the Israelites did evil in the eyes of the LORD.” The evil meant that after 40 years of peaceful existence under Deborah’s care the Israelites went back to the worship of the gods of the Amorites (6:10). When they forsook the LORD their God he gave them into the hands of the Midianites for seven years. We find two questions here. What is the worship of YHWH that he would punish his own when they abandoned it? Why did Israel repeat the evil as if they are forgetful of God’s punishment?


To worship means glorifying YHWH, who is God, as God, and give thanks to him. To worship YHWH means to glorify him with all your physical, emotional strength as well as with all your intelligence and by the power of the Spirit. To worship YHWH means to give thanks for him for what he is, who alone is holy and everlasting, that he ever revealed himself to us to be our God forever. When we worship YHWH we grab hold of what we just hope for and possess what we do not see, ultimately, YHWH. The fact that we are allowed to worship YHWH means, therefore, an immeasurable grace for us. We are released from our limit, from our prison, into the marvelous light of the One who is holy. For the same reason, therefore, when we abandon the worship of YHWH, we get out of God’s presence, and become a restless wanderer in the land where the strong preys on the weak (Gen 4:14).


How could anyone forget such a marvelous grace and choose something other than the worship of YHWH? That is unreasonable. Yet for some reason, Israel did not appreciate the unimaginable grace. They would easily be distracted to the idols of the Amorites and of other people. We do not know why they could be so foolish and unreasonable since they had a solid testimony to know that YHWH alone is God and that he became their God. They themselves knew that idols were nothing, yet they turned to the worship of what they had made. This mystery of unbelief is hard to understand. The even more mysterious truth of unbelief is that we who see them as foolish do the same thing. The bible defines the truth of this mystery as sin in us.


An even more mysterious and incomprehensible thing than our sin is, however, God’s grace. We do not know why YHWH was so patient with Israel. We are lost in wonder asking what the worship of YHWH is that he does not give up but desires to deliver us from sin into the worship of him. YHWH is not just sitting there to claim his right. He works out his hope in us and in our midst. Just as wonderful as his grace is that when we recognize his faithfulness all the darkness gives way to his glory and we are invited into his light. The peaceful existence under Deborah’s care meant that the Israelites rejoiced in YHWH their God for 40 years. In other words, they enjoyed the grace of the forgiveness of their sins for 40 years.


But after 40 years of peace the screw got loose and again the Israelites flirted with the idols of the Amorites. It was evil in the eyes of YHWH and he gave them into the hands of the Midianites for 7 years. This was the situation at the time when Gideon was called to serve the people of God as the fifth judge of Israel. The life under the Midianites could be summarized in two words: oppression and impoverishment.


Because the power of Midian was so oppressive, the Israelites couldn’t live in their houses. They maintained their lives in mountain clefts, caves and strongholds. The oppression was on crop and herds as well. Whenever the Israelites planted their crops, the Midianites, Amalekites and other eastern peoples invaded the country. They camped on the land and ruined the crops all the way to Gaza and did not spare a living thing for Israel, neither sheep nor cattle nor donkeys. They came up with their livestock and their tents like swarms of locusts. It was impossible to count the men and their camels. They invaded the land to ravage it. Midian so impoverished the Israelites that they cried out to the LORD for help.


When the Israelites cried to the LORD because of Midian, he sent them a prophet, who said, “This is what the LORD, the God of Israel, says: I brought you up out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery. I snatched you from the power of Egypt and from the hand of all your oppressors. I drove them from before you and gave you their land. I said to you, ‘I am the LORD your God; do not worship the gods of the Amorites, in whose land you live.’ But you have not listened to me.” The Israelites’ misery was because of Midian, yet here YHWH told them their misery was because they worshiped the gods of the Amorites. The Israelites got out of God’s presence and threw themselves into the arena, where the rule of the survival of the fittest is in full operation. When they stopped listening to the LORD, and listened to themselves, they kicked themselves out into the godless world. That was the reason of their misery. 


Some may grumble against God’s attitude at this point for Israel needed help not an argument. In fact, when Jesus exposed the same truth of their sin people wanted to stone him. They eventually killed him when he exposed their sin of not listening to the God of Israel. In view of Jesus’ example we learn that YHWH is always gracious to his own. Solomon said in the Proverb not to associate with the ignorant and the godless. That is the wisdom how to protect oneself from the unreasonable harm which comes from the ignorant. Yet here YHWH invites the trouble on himself. Some others may argue that the problem of the Israelites was that they worshiped idols. That is just half of the truth. Let’s read 6:7-10. May he speak to each of us that we may be established on the truth that we have not listened to him. 

2.  Go in the strength you have and save Israel (6:11-40)


We notice in the words of the prophet that YHWH took the burden of Israel’s misery on himself because he is faithful to his covenant. Though the Israelites asked for their suffering, and so were not faithful to their covenantal obligation, YHWH was faithful. Indeed, his faithfulness is our salvation. Amen. He sent an angel to a man named Gideon to save God’s people. Gideon was working for his father to make a living when the angel visited him. He was threshing wheat in a winepress to keep it from the Midianites. Probably he used the winepress to fool the Midianites. Gideon was typical of the despaired Israelites who were doing their best to make it through the hard time.


When the angel of the LORD appeared to Gideon, he said, “The LORD is with you, mighty warrior.” We do not know whether Gideon was a depressed veteran who used to be a mighty warrior. But his attitude of threshing wheat in his father’s winepress and what he said to the angel in the next couple of verses (13 and 15) and the frequent comment on his fear in the subsequent story depict him in our minds as anything but a mighty warrior. Yet the LORD called him, “mighty warrior”. Here we learn that Gideon was a mighty warrior to YHWH because he was with Gideon. We are reminded that Israel was a mighty nation when YHWH was with them. Egypt was no problem and the skilled soldiers of the land of Canaan posed no difficulty. But Israel became subject to every nation around her when she did not listen to the LORD. When the angels said Gideon was a mighty warrior YHWH meant that he came to those who had left him. 


“But sir,” Gideon replied, “if the LORD is with us, why has all this happened to us? Where are all his wonders that our fathers told us about when they said, ‘Did not the LORD bring us up out of Egypt?’ But now the LORD has abandoned us and put us into the hand of Midian.” Gideon’s objection was reasonable. What was YHWH’s answer in 6:14? “The LORD turned to him and said, ‘Go in the strength you have and save Israel out of Midian’s hand. Am I not sending you?’”


YHWH did not argue with Gideon’s hypothetical questions. He gave the answer. He said three things. YHWH said to Gideon to go in the strength he had. YHWH did not add anything to Gideon. God’s grace for Gideon was sufficient. YHWH also said to Gideon to save Israel by himself. In the last part of the answer we learn how YHWH could put such a huge responsibility of saving Israel on a mere man Gideon? He said, “Am I not sending you?” Gideon despaired, depressed and doubtful with what he saw and could think of on the basis of his observation of the reality. YHWH asked him to come back to what YHWH’s name stand for. YHWH’s name stands for his work done in the deliverance of Israel from Egypt and from the oppressors in the land of the Canaanites. His name stands for the Covenant hope. Therefore he was speaking to Gideon to take a ride on the ongoing Covenant work when he commissioned the man. But Gideon had another question. “But LORD,” Gideon asked, “how can I save Israel? My clan is the weakest in Manasseh, and I am the least in my family.” The LORD answered, “I will be with you, and you will strike down all the Midianites together.” In Gideon’s response and God’s answer we learn to come back to the truth of God’s name from self- consciousness. Gideon’s despair was due to his disappointment of his strength. He felt so small. He believed what he felt about himself was true! YHWH told the self-absorbed young man that YHWH was his strength. May God raise up his own who live by the strength of his name. 


Now Gideon was strengthened. He asked YHWH for a sign which would convince him that it is really YHWH talking to him. What a change! This young man was brought to life when God spoke to him! The message that God is our strength should knock on the door of the minds of the many self-absorbed young men in this country. Gideon asked God for a sign in prayer with the offering of a young goat, and from an ephah of flour he made bread without yeast. His preparation indicates that Gideon meant repentance of his sin of self-absorption and rejection of God for he was offering a sin offering. His preparation indicates that he now seeks YHWH with faith that YHWH forgave his sins and has made him a mighty warrior for YHWH.


When Gideon offered what he prepared, the angel of the LORD touched the meat and the unleavened bread with the tip of the staff that was in his hand. Fire flared from the rock, consuming the meat and the bread. And the angel of the LORD disappeared. When Gideon realized that it was the angel of the LORD, he exclaimed, “Ah, Sovereign LORD! I have seen the angel of the LORD face to face!” But the LORD said to him, “Peace! Do not be afraid. You are not going to die.” Verse 24 says, “So Gideon built an altar to the LORD there and called it The LORD is Peace. To this day it stands in Ophrah of the Abiezrites.”


Here we learn a very interesting truth. When YHWH was the Peace Gideon’s despair, depression and frustration and his sophisticated argument in verse 13 about the reality of the nation of Israel and his self-consciousness altogether disappeared. Gideon was not afraid of his death any more. When God said, “Peace! Do not be afraid. You are not going to die,” Gideon was a new creation. He was ready to go to war for YHWH. Praise God for the gospel of the forgiveness of our sin! May the good news create many warriors of God in our times. They will go in God-given strength and save this generation. 

3. Gideon’s success and his failure (7:1-9:57)


Gideon’s work is summarized in 8:28. “Thus Midian was subdued before the Israelites and did not raise its head again. During Gideon’s lifetime, the land enjoyed peace forty years.”  His main achievements and his failures during the 40 years of his service are recorded in 6:25-8:35. In Chapter 9 is the story of Abimelech, one of Gideon’s seventy sons, who murdered his seventy brothers. We may summarize Gideon’s success that he listened to God. We may summarize Gideon’s failures as due to his life according to the pattern of his times.


The first work Gideon was told to do was the destruction of idols in his own household. On the night of his calling, YHWH said to him, “Take the second bull from your father’s herd, the one seven years old.  Tear down your father’s altar to Baal and cut down the Asherah pole beside it.  Then build a proper kind of altar to the LORD your God on the top of this height.  Using the wood of the Asherah pole that you cut down, offer the second bull as a burnt offering.”  YHWH commanded Gideon to stand against his father’s sin as well as sever himself from the sinful practice he inherited from his father. So Gideon took ten of his servants and did as the LORD told him.  But because he was afraid of his family and the men of the town, he did it at night rather than in the daytime. Anyway he did it.  The next morning the people in the town saw what Gideon had done and wanted to kill him.  In this critical time his own father realized the folly of idol-worship and repented and the rest of the town followed Joash who was Gideon’s father.  Those who wanted to kill him became his followers.  That day they called Gideon, “Jerub-Baal,” which meant, “Let Baal contend with him,” because he broke down Baal’s altar.  Gideon listened to YHWH against the consensus of his time, against his own fear. 


When the news of the rising of Gideon as Israel’s leader reached the enemy, all the Midianites, Amalekites and other eastern peoples joined forces and crossed over the Jordan and camped in the Valley of Jezreel.  Then the Spirit of the LORD came upon Gideon, and he blew a trumpet summoning the Abiezrites, which was his own clan, to follow him.  Then he sent messengers throughout Manasseh, calling them to arms, and also into Asher, Zebulun and Naphtali, so that they too went up to meet them.  In the time of Deborah, Asher was reluctant, and Manasseh was sick with defeatism.  But now they were revived to fight with the ever fierce Zebulun and Naphtali.


There were 32,000 volunteers. Now, what did Gideon do when there was a positive response from his friends?  He requested God for assurance that God really meant to save Israel by him.  God twice gave him a sign as Gideon asked: The first time dew on the wool fleece only and the second time dew on the ground except on the fleece.  Gideon was assured of God’s presence. He called the co-warriors to go to war with him. But when he was leading them YHWH encouraged Gideon to choose only 300 out of the 32,000 to go to war against numerous enemies. God’s reasoning was very unreasonable from a military strategic point of view, yet Gideon listened to YHWH. He depended on YHWH not on the numbers of his people. He did not ride on their positive response either. YHWH chose 300 full pledged people over 32,000. They were the people who did not forget their calling whether they ate or drank. They were those who listened to God.


In chapter 7 verses 8b-25 we read that Gideon used all the guerilla tactics to fight the numerous enemies with 300 people.  The commandos took advantage of night, and infiltrated into the edge of the enemy territory and attacked them with a sudden assault with a lot of noise.  They won. But in verses 10-14 we learn that the secret of their successful raid was that Gideon listened to God carefully. Interesting enough Gideon still had fear and YHWH recognized it.  The remedy to Gideon’s fear was that God spoke to him through the conversation of the two Midianite soldiers of the dream.  Gideon slipped into the enemy camp at night with Purah his servant as YHWH told him to do.  Gideon arrived just as a man was telling a friend his dream.  “I had a dream,” he was saying.  “A round loaf of barley bread came tumbling into the Midianite camp.  It struck the tent with such force that the tent overturned and collapsed.”  His friend responded, “This can be nothing other than the sword of Gideon son of Joash, the Israelite.  God has given the Midianites and the whole camp into his hands.” When Gideon heard the dream and its interpretation, he worshiped God. Gideon took the matter of war against Midianites as a matter of worship of God.  He had room to worship God while he was in the enemy camp. That was his secret.  Then he called his army of 300 and attacked the enemy and succeeded.


In 8:1-21 we read how Gideon punished those who hindered God’s work and the enemy justly.  He conceded to the criticism of the Ephraimites.  He executed Zebah and Zalmunna because they killed his own brothers, who were God’s.  He could have saved their lives if they did not kill his brothers. In summary he administered justice by fear of God as we read in Hebrews chapter 11.


In the following chapters we read that Gideon was a man of his times and was not free from sin.  We can also learn how YHWH worked in the problem which Gideon caused. When Gideon defeated the Midianites the Israelites asked him to be their ruler.  But Gideon told them, “I will not rule over you, nor will my son rule over you.  The LORD will rule over you.” Then he asked the people to give him all the gold earrings which they collected from the ears of the Midianites.  It was the custom of the Ishmaelites to wear gold earrings.  He made a gold ephod, which he placed in Ophrah, his own town.  He did nothing wrong. But 8:27b says, “All Israel prostituted themselves by worshiping it there, and it became a snare to Gideon and his family.”  Israel turned from idol worship to hero worship and Gideon was at the center of their wickedness.


During the 40 years of his rule Gideon married many wives as was the custom of the times.  One of his 70 sons, Abimelech, who was a son through Gideon’s concubine, a Shechemite, would kill all his brothers because of his ambition to be the ruler and eventually bring the nation of Israel into turmoil. Gideon was not the only one who failed.  Chapter 8 verse 35 reads, “They also failed to show kindness to the family of Jerub-Baal (that is, Gideon) for all the good things he had done for them.”


In chapter 9 we read what YHWH did to the Israelites because of Gideon. Abimelech grabbed political power by luring the Shechemites, his relatives on his mother’s side, and assassinating 70 brothers of his own.  What was God doing in the mess Gideon and his own son and the people of Israel caused? Read chapter 9 verses 22-24 and verses 56,57.  God administered justice. Gideon’s influence lasted for a long time after his death because God never forgot his servant.  God repaid the wickedness to Abimelech for what he had done to his father Gideon by murdering his seventy brothers.  God also made the men of Shechem pay for all their wickedness.  The curse of Jotham son of Jerub-Baal came on them.


YHWH did not stop there. After the time of Abimelech a man of Issachar, Tola son of Puah, the son of Dodo, rose to save Israel.  He led Israel 23 years.  He was followed by Jair of Gilead, who led Israel 22 years.  God’s help on Israel kept going on. When Gideon used his strength in God for God’s purpose he could save Israel from the hands of the Midianites. His secret is that he listened to God. 


In 10:6-12:15 is the story of Jephthah who saved Israel and ruled over it for 6 years. He was a man who overcame his own sorrow by listening to YHWH. After him YHWH raised Ibzan, Elon and Abdom to serve Israel for his hope.                

