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Introduction 

DESPERATE FOR LIGHT 

When you’re in complete darkness, you’re thankful 

for any light that you get. It doesn’t matter if the bulb 

is dim or flickering. It doesn’t matter if it’s dirty and 

dingy. Any light is welcome in the darkness. 

We need to keep that perspective in mind as we 

embark on the study of the book of Judges. The book 

describes events that occurred in the Middle East 

around 1,100 to 1,400 years before the time of Christ. 

After rescuing the Israelites from slavery in Egypt, God 

used Moses and then Joshua to lead them through the 
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wilderness and into the land that he had first promised 

to Abraham. But as the Israelites settled into the land, 

many of them began to ignore God’s Law and to adopt 

the ungodly lifestyle of the nations around them. As we 

make our way through the book, we find that it 

becomes increasingly darker, yet God still intervened.  

As the sovereign agent of change, he raised up 

judges—key leaders to turn things around in very dark 

times. They were not all shining examples of faith and 

righteousness. Their light was often dingy and 

flickering, but God still used them. The very fact that 

he chose to work through such imperfect people gives 

us hope that the Agent of Change can also work 

through us with our sinful flaws to shine in the 

darkness today. 

A slightly different picture may help us grasp the 

way the author of Judges developed this message. 

Picture yourself camping out in the woods on a cold, 

dark night. To survive, you need to keep your fire 

burning. If it goes out, you need a spark to restart it. All 

the while, you are eagerly waiting for dawn.  

At the beginning of Judges, Israel was at a spiritual 

high point. They had just conquered the land under the 

leadership of Joshua. The fire was burning bright. 
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Judges 1:1-3:6 tells how subsequent generations 

allowed lust and idolatry to snuff out the flame of godly 

devotion. Their failure challenges us to avoid spiritual 

compromise and to maintain a vibrant relationship 

with God. Judges 3:7-16:31 profiles the judges whom 

God used as sparks to reignite the flame in Israel. Their 

triumphs and failures show us how to be the spark in 

our world today. Finally, Judges 17:1-21:25 tells two 

sad stories of how Israel succumbed to the darkness. 

The only hope the author offered is that things would 

change under the leadership of a king. In the same way, 

we are still waiting for the sunrise from on high (Lu 

1:78) who will lead us into his never-ending kingdom 

of light (Col 1:12-13). 
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Chapter 1 

BUILD SPIRITUAL 

MOMENTUM 
Israel’s Mission 

Judges 1:1-18 

One time soon after I got my driver’s license, I ran 

out of gas on my way to school. I happened to be on a 

hill about one block up from a busy main street. I could 

easily roll downhill, but the closest gas station was one 

block over. It wasn’t feasible to push the car on that 

busy street, but there was a backroad. If I could push 

my car one block over, I could roll downhill into the gas 
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station, but no one was around. I had to push and steer 

all by myself, and I was having a rough time getting 

started. Finally, after some strenuous effort, it began to 

roll easier and easier. Momentum took over, and at the 

end of the block, I was able to coast around the corner, 

down the hill, and across the main street, rolling right 

up to the pump. 

Momentum can also be found in spiritual life and 

growth. We can have a rough time getting started in our 

walk with God. But once we begin to move along the 

path of obedience and spiritual growth, it gets easier. 

We can build spiritual momentum both individually 

and as a group.  

At the beginning of the book of Judges, the 

Israelites had conquered the land under Joshua’s godly 

leadership. They had built momentum together under 

his leadership, but they were splitting up into their 

tribes to head out to the territories allotted to them. 

This undertaking was a new challenge for them, both 

physically and spiritually, but their first efforts were 

very positive. 

In Judges 1:1-18 we find six choices that help God’s 

people build spiritual momentum. As we read the 

passage and examine these choices, I encourage you to 
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think about what you’re doing to build spiritual 

momentum. 
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Choice 1: Seek God’s Wisdom 

We have a hard time catching the true spirit of 

prayer. We recite some ritual, or we announce our wish 

list to God. Even worse, sometimes we try to make a 

deal with God. I don’t think God is particularly 

concerned about our physical posture when we pray, 

but kneeling does reflect the right attitude. We should 

pray with an attitude of humility, submission, and 

dependence. 

As the book of Judges begins, the Israelites adopt 

this attitude. They humbly chose to seek God’s wisdom.  

In Judges 1:1-2, we read, 
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After the death of Joshua, the people of Israel 

inquired of the LORD, "Who shall go up first 

for us against the Canaanites, to fight against 

them?" The LORD said, "Judah shall go up; 

behold, I have given the land into his hand."  

God had promised to give them the land, and he 

commanded them to drive out the inhabitants. You 

may wonder why God would do such a thing, and we 

will return to that question in a moment. At this point, 

I want to highlight that the people did not rely upon 

their own strength or wisdom. They knew what God 

wanted them to do, but they sought him to understand 

how to do it.  

So, how did God answer them? Did they hear a 

voice like they did at Mount Sinai? Did this revelation 

come through some vague feeling? The Law described 

objects called the Urim and Thummim that the high 

priest could use to inquire of God. We don’t know for 

certain, but these may have been something like dice 

through which God answered their questions to direct 

them as a nation. 

Obviously, we don’t have an object like that today, 

and even if we did it was never used for personal 

matters. How do we seek God’s wisdom today? We can 
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rely upon all the revelation that God has given us in the 

Bible. Even with that incredible resource, we should 

still maintain a humble attitude before God. James 1:5-

6 says,  

If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask God, 

who gives generously to all without reproach, 

and it will be given him. But let him ask in 

faith, with no doubting, for the one who 

doubts is like a wave of the sea that is driven 

and tossed by the wind. 

When you have a decision to make, humbly search 

God’s word and pray for wisdom to apply his word to 

your situation.  

If Israel would have kept seeking God’s wisdom, 

they never would have drifted from the Lord. They 

would have built up a momentum of humble 

dependence upon God. But this choice is counter-

intuitive. We assume that we build momentum by 

taking control. Instead, we must start by 

acknowledging our dependence. Is that how we 

approach life, or are we independent and self-willed? 

Choose to seek God’s wisdom. 
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Choice 2: Take Immediate Action 

Business gurus make big bucks teaching people to 

manage their time and be more productive. I went 

through a phase several years ago, when I got 

interested in those types of books, but after a while they 

all began to sound the same. In a lot of situations, our 

problem is that we simply fail to take immediate action. 

We know what needs to be done, but we get distracted 

or we delay because of fear or laziness. Taking action is 

important in business; but it’s even more vital to build 

momentum in our spiritual lives.  

Judges 1:3 records how the tribe of Judah modeled 

this discipline. It says, 
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And Judah said to Simeon his brother, 

"Come up with me into the territory allotted 

to me, that we may fight against the 

Canaanites. And I likewise will go with you 

into the territory allotted to you." So Simeon 

went with him. 

Some scholars have argued that Judah was veering 

away from God’s direction by partnering with another 

tribe. But the fact of the matter was that Simeon’s 

allotment was in the middle of Judah’s territory. Both 

tribes were obediently heading out to where God 

directed them without any delay. I’m sure they were 

tempted to hesitate out of fear. They probably 

encountered some nice spots where they could have 

taken time to rest, but they acted immediately. 

We need to respond to God in the same way. James 

1:23-25 says,  

For if anyone is a hearer of the word and not 

a doer, he is like a man who looks intently at 

his natural face in a mirror. For he looks at 

himself and goes away and at once forgets 

what he was like. But the one who looks into 

the perfect law, the law of liberty, and 

perseveres, being no hearer who forgets but 

a doer who acts, he will be blessed in his 

doing. 
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Are you a hearer or a doer? Do you get distracted from 

obeying God? When we choose to act upon God’s word, 

time and again, we build momentum and obedience 

gets somewhat easier. Choose to take action 

immediately. 
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Choice 3: Serve God’s Purpose 

We love stories about kings and royalty, but we 

don’t like the idea of someone having absolute 

authority over us. We want to be independent and 

make up our own minds. We like being able to 

complain about whoever is in charge and criticize 

them. We take that attitude toward leaders in 

government, managers, teachers, and even parents. Of 

course, we also take that attitude toward God. But if we 

want to gain spiritual momentum, this attitude must 

change. We must begin to respect authority, 

particularly that of God. We must choose to serve his 

purpose.  
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Judges 1:4-7 tells how the people of Judah carried 

out God’s purpose. It says, 

Then Judah went up and the LORD gave the 

Canaanites and the Perizzites into their 

hand, and they defeated 10,000 of them at 

Bezek. They found Adoni-bezek at Bezek and 

fought against him and defeated the 

Canaanites and the Perizzites. Adoni-bezek 

fled, but they pursued him and caught him 

and cut off his thumbs and his big toes. And 

Adoni-bezek said, "Seventy kings with their 

thumbs and their big toes cut off used to pick 

up scraps under my table. As I have done, so 

God has repaid me." And they brought him 

to Jerusalem, and he died there.  

The location of Bezek is a mystery, but it must have 

been somewhere in the vicinity of Jerusalem. It 

probably sat at the gateway of Judah’s territory, but the 

account of this victory speaks to the question I raised 

earlier. 

Why would God command the people of Israel to 

fight battles and kill people? This conquest seems 

harsh and unloving. In fact, some people refuse to 

believe in a God who would approve such violence, but 

this king recognized the justice of how he was treated. 

He said, “As I have done, so God has repaid me.” 
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The entire Bible shows us that God wants and 

rightly deserves to be honored as the king of all 

creation. When Adam and Eve sinned, they essentially 

rebelled against this purpose. So, to restore his 

kingdom on earth, God chose to work through 

Abraham and his descendants, the people of Israel. 

When they conquered the land of Canaan, they were 

not acting out of personal hatred. They were 

representatives of God, carrying out his judgment.  

How does this purpose relate to us today? Are we to 

enforce justice? No, the physical establishment of 

God’s kingdom was put on hold until Jesus returns. He 

will carry out judgment. Paul described his return in 2 

Thessalonians 1:8-10 by saying that Jesus will come,  

in flaming fire, inflicting vengeance on those 

who do not know God and on those who do 

not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus. They 

will suffer the punishment of eternal 

destruction, away from the presence of the 

Lord and from the glory of his might, when 

he comes on that day to be glorified in his 

saints, and to be marveled at among all who 

have believed, because our testimony to you 

was believed. 
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Christians should never be marked by violence or 

hatred. Instead, we fulfill God’s purpose today by 

inviting people to prepare for that future kingdom. We 

have no right to pass judgment on people or upon God. 

To the contrary, all of us deserve to experience God’s 

judgment because of our sin. The good news is that 

Jesus suffered and died in our place so that we can be 

forgiven and have the hope of spending eternity in his 

kingdom. Are you ready and waiting for Christ to 

return? If so, are you encouraging others to believe in 

Christ and receive God’s forgiveness? Serve God’s 

purpose. He is our king! 
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Choice 4: Keep Pressing Deeper 

Sometimes you feel like you’ve earned the right to 

sit down and put your feet up. There is a good side to 

this impulse. God commanded his people to rest. Israel 

was supposed to observe a weekly Sabbath and festival 

times throughout the year. But resting does not mean 

taking a break from obeying God or his purpose.  

After Judah’s victory in Bezek, some of the people 

may have wanted to stop and settle down. But Judges 

1:8-10 records that they chose to keep pressing deeper 

into the land. It says, 

And the men of Judah fought against 

Jerusalem and captured it and struck it with 
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the edge of the sword and set the city on fire. 

And afterward the men of Judah went down 

to fight against the Canaanites who lived in 

the hill country, in the Negeb, and in the 

lowland. And Judah went against the 

Canaanites who lived in Hebron (now the 

name of Hebron was formerly Kiriath-arba), 

and they defeated Sheshai and Ahiman and 

Talmai.  

They were working their way south, city by city. This 

process was vital because of the negative influence the 

Canaanites could have on them. In Numbers 33:55, 

God warned them, 

But if you do not drive out the inhabitants of 

the land from before you, then those of them 

whom you let remain shall be as barbs in 

your eyes and thorns in your sides, and they 

shall trouble you in the land where you dwell. 

In a sense, Israel’s conquest of the land parallels the 

spiritual battle we wage against sin in our lives. Before 

we are saved, sinful attitudes and habits take up 

residence in our soul. When we trust in Christ and 

receive the Holy Spirit, we are then tasked with driving 

out those attitudes and habits. We can never let up or 
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take a night off from obeying God. We must keep 

pressing deeper.  

In Philippians 3:12-14 Paul described this battle as 

if it were an Olympic footrace. He said, 

Not that I have already obtained this or am 

already perfect, but I press on to make it my 

own, because Christ Jesus has made me his 

own. Brothers, I do not consider that I have 

made it my own. But one thing I do: 

forgetting what lies behind and straining 

forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward 

the goal for the prize of the upward call of 

God in Christ Jesus.  

Some people never move beyond a conversion 

experience. They claim to believe in Jesus, but their life 

remains unchanged. God calls us to drive out sin and 

press on toward Christlikeness. We must follow the 

example of the tribe of Judah and keep pressing 

deeper.  
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Choice 5: Prepare the Next Generation 

One of life’s biggest decisions is selecting the person 

you will marry. God’s design from the beginning of 

creation was for one man and one woman to be married 

for life. In modern American culture, however, people 

often make that decision without much input. We buy 

into the idea of following your heart, but emotion can 

blind our hearts to a person’s true character. In some 

cultures, particularly in ancient times, parents were 

heavily involved if not entirely responsible for selecting 

a spouse for their child.  

The next passage in Judges records how Caleb 

selected a wife for his daughter. You may remember 
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that Caleb was one of the spies that Moses sent into the 

promised land. He and Joshua were the only ones who 

believed that God could give them victory. Because of 

their faith, God allowed them to live while their entire 

generation died off in the wilderness.  

When it came time to select a husband for his 

daughter, Caleb developed a plan to identify a man who 

shared his faith in God. Judges 1:11-15 tells us, 

From there they went against the inhabitants 

of Debir. The name of Debir was formerly 

Kiriath-sepher. And Caleb said, "He who 

attacks Kiriath-sepher and captures it, I will 

give him Achsah my daughter for a wife." 

And Othniel the son of Kenaz, Caleb's 

younger brother, captured it. And he gave 

him Achsah his daughter for a wife. When 

she came to him, she urged him to ask her 

father for a field. And she dismounted from 

her donkey, and Caleb said to her, "What do 

you want?" She said to him, "Give me a 

blessing. Since you have set me in the land of 

the Negeb, give me also springs of water." 

And Caleb gave her the upper springs and the 

lower springs.  

Some have accused Caleb of demeaning his 

daughter. They claim that he treated her like an object 



— 25 — 

to be passed around. But his interaction with her about 

the springs seems to contradict that argument. He 

cared for his daughter and wanted her to be blessed. In 

fact, this challenging endeavor served to deepen her 

future husband’s faith. Later in Judges 3, we find out 

that Othniel was the first Judge that God raised up to 

lead Israel. So, in the flow of the book, this story stands 

out as a highlight—a faithful man preparing the next 

generation to serve God. 

We can’t take the same approach as Caleb did to 

preparing the next generation, but we should have the 

same concern. The Apostle Paul showed this heart in 

his relationship with Timothy. In 2 Timothy 3:14-15 he 

said,  

But as for you, continue in what you have 

learned and have firmly believed, knowing 

from whom you learned it and how from 

childhood you have been acquainted with the 

sacred writings, which are able to make you 

wise for salvation through faith in Christ 

Jesus. 

We need to build spiritual momentum that’s bigger 

than ourselves. We must pass on God’s truth and 
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encourage the next generation to respond with bold 

faith.  
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Choice 6: Share God’s Blessings 

Sometimes the gifts we give don’t mean much. 

We’re not personally invested in them. They don’t 

require any sacrifice. But if we want to build spiritual 

momentum, we need to learn to be truly generous. We 

must choose to share God’s blessings.  

The generosity of the people of Judah is recorded in 

Judges 1:16-18. It says, 

And the descendants of the Kenite, Moses' 

father-in-law, went up with the people of 

Judah from the city of palms into the 

wilderness of Judah, which lies in the Negeb 

near Arad, and they went and settled with the 

people. And Judah went with Simeon his 
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brother, and they defeated the Canaanites 

who inhabited Zephath and devoted it to 

destruction. So the name of the city was 

called Hormah. Judah also captured Gaza 

with its territory, and Ashkelon with its 

territory, and Ekron with its territory. 

Before they finished conquering the rest of their 

territory, they welcomed the Kenites and then helped 

their countrymen from the tribe of Simeon. Sadly, this 

generous spirit is lacking from the rest of the book of 

Judges.  

Luke 6:38 tells us that Jesus called his followers to 

share God’s blessings and promised that they would 

benefit in return. He said, 

give, and it will be given to you. Good 

measure, pressed down, shaken together, 

running over, will be put into your lap. For 

with the measure you use it will be measured 

back to you. 

Spiritual momentum is found as we share God’s 

blessings. 
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Conclusion 

Our world desperately needs the light that shines 

from lives transformed by Jesus Christ. Those of us 

who follow Christ need to build spiritual momentum. 

We must make these choices daily until they become 

deeply ingrained habits. We must (1) seek God’s 

wisdom, (2) take immediate action, (3) serve God’s 

purpose, (4) keep pressing deeper, (5) prepare the next 

generation, and (6) share God’s blessings. 

These choices all flow from a relationship with God. 

Are you trusting in him? Have you received his 

forgiveness? If Christ were to return today, would you 

be prepared or would you face judgment for your sin? 

If so, humble yourself before God today. Confess your 

sin and trust in the work of Christ for your salvation. 

With all that we have considered about spiritual 

growth, Philippians 3 would be a great parallel passage 

to consider. We need to be spurred on by Paul’s faith 

and passionate pursuit of Christ. It might even be good 

to commit verses 12-14 to memory. 

Perhaps today you have been convicted that you 

need to focus on one of building one of these choices 
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into a habit. Don’t delay! Begin to take action 

immediately.  

May God help us to follow him with a deep passion! 

Questions for Further Reflection 

1. Have any of these choices become habitual for you? 

How did this habit develop? 

 

 

 

2. Which of these choices do you need to make in your 

own life?  

 

 

 

3. Over whom do you have influence? What kind of 

impact are your choices making upon them? 
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Chapter 2 

AVOID SPIRITUAL 

COMPROMISE 
Israel’s Failure 

Judges 1:19-2:5 

The town where I grew up in Southern California 

was built on the foot of the San Gabriel Mountains just 

north of Los Angeles. So, when we gave directions, we 

seldom referred to north or south. Instead, we spoke of 

up or down. This geography was a constant challenge 

when I was learning to drive. My car had a manual 

transmission, so starting from a standstill on an incline 
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was a nightmare, particularly in traffic. You have to 

switch from brake to gas and let out the clutch quick 

enough to keep from rolling back into the car behind 

you. But it also has to be smooth enough to keep from 

stalling. Gravity never lets up. 

We have a similar problem with temptation. It 

never lets up. It is constantly pulling us down. The 

slightest compromise can lead to a destructive 

collision. As the Agent of Change in our lives, God 

wants to expose the lies that undermine our conviction. 

The events recorded in Judges 1:19-2:5 illustrate 

five lies that lead to spiritual compromise. As we 

learned last time, God commanded the Israelites to 

drive out the other nations from the land. They were 

supposed to execute God’s judgment as they 

established his kingdom. Furthermore, if those 

idolatrous nations remained in the land they would be 

a continual source of temptation. But Israel failed. 

They bought into a series of lies that led to spiritual 

compromise. 

As New Testament believers, our battle is not with 

people, but with the desires that occupy our own 

hearts. As we examine these lies, I challenge you to 

think of the temptations that exert the strongest pull on 
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you. Think of fear, worry, covetousness, laziness, 

ingratitude, lust, or anger. Are you standing firm 

against these temptations, or are you lying to yourself 

about them? Let’s come to God’s Word today with a 

willingness to have our spiritual compromises exposed.  
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Lie 1: They’re Unbeatable 

Our perception of strength and power can be 

skewed. One of my classmates in seminary was an 

unassuming guy who was below average height with a 

slight build. He had round glasses and often wore a 

bow tie. He seemed perfectly at home in that academic 

setting. There was nothing intimidating about his 

physical presence. He was fit, but not particularly 

muscular. But one day he shared that just a few years 

earlier he had served in the Navy as a sniper in one of 

the Seal Teams. 

I never would have guessed that he possessed the 

physical and mental strength to become a part of such 
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an elite group. In fact, he said that most of the big 

muscular guys dropped out of the training. So, if our 

perception of human strength can be so inaccurate, 

how much more skewed are our perceptions of power 

in our spiritual battles? 

The first chapter of Judges opens with an account 

of Judah’s progress in taking possession of the land, 

but verse 19 tells us that they began to lose momentum.  

It says,  

And the LORD was with Judah, and he took 

possession of the hill country, but he could 

not drive out the inhabitants of the plain 

because they had chariots of iron. 

Chariots were the ancient equivalent of tanks. They 

could mow down the opposition. Judah didn’t have 

equipment like that. Those chariots were unbeatable. 

Or, were they?  

In Deuteronomy 20:1, God told the Israelites, 

When you go out to war against your 

enemies, and see horses and chariots and an 

army larger than your own, you shall not be 

afraid of them, for the LORD your God is 

with you, who brought you up out of the land 

of Egypt. 
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They thought that chariots were unbeatable, but God 

said otherwise. In fact, the book of Joshua records that 

God had already given them victory over armies 

equipped with chariots. The people of Judah should 

have trusted God’s promise, but without the other 

tribes beside them, they succumbed to the lie that the 

chariots were too powerful. 

The author of Judges made this point in a subtle 

way in verse 20. He wrote, “And Hebron was given to 

Caleb, as Moses had said. And he drove out from it the 

three sons of Anak.” Over forty years earlier, Caleb and 

eleven other Israelite men encountered the sons of 

Anak when they were spying out the land. They were 

physically huge warriors that terrified the spies. Ten of 

them said that these warriors were unbeatable, but 

Joshua and Caleb believed that God would give them 

victory. So, here Caleb, well beyond his prime, rejected 

the lie again and acted by faith in the power of God. 

How often have we bought into this lie in our battle 

against sin? We try to resist and find out that it’s hard, 

so we tell ourselves that it cannot be done. The pull is 

just too strong. It’s unbeatable. We do not have 

strength to overcome sin apart from Christ. But in 1 
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Corinthians 10:13, Paul exposed this lie for believers, 

when he said, 

No temptation has overtaken you that is not 

common to man. God is faithful, and he will 

not let you be tempted beyond your ability, 

but with the temptation he will also provide 

the way of escape, that you may be able to 

endure it. 

Do you believe this promise? Don’t give up the battle. 

Persevere by faith. 
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Lie 2: They’re Harmless 

When supposedly harmless things are neglected, 

they can cause significant damage. Pollution from old 

factories and pipelines has taken its toll on the 

environment in our city. We need to recognize that 

contamination can also happen in a spiritual sense 

through the influences that we allow into our lives. We 

cannot accept the lie that they are harmless. 

Judges 1:21 records how the tribe of Benjamin 

settled into their allotted territory. It says, “But the 

people of Benjamin did not drive out the Jebusites who 

lived in Jerusalem, so the Jebusites have lived with the 

people of Benjamin in Jerusalem to this day.” 
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Previously in verse 8, we were told that the tribe of 

Judah had already captured Jerusalem and destroyed 

the city. Apparently, some of the people were still 

around, but the people of Benjamin didn’t bother to 

finish the task. They just settled down and lived with 

the Jebusites.  

There are two problems with Benjamin’s actions. 

First, they were disobeying God’s command. But they 

were also ignoring God’s clear warning. In Exodus 

23:33, he said, “They shall not dwell in your land, lest 

they make you sin against me; for if you serve their 

gods, it will surely be a snare to you." Their choice 

would have disastrous consequences for them and for 

their descendants. Yet rather than accepting God’s 

warning, they chose to believe the lie that the people of 

the land were harmless. 

Don’t we make the same foolish decision with sinful 

influences in our lives? We tell ourselves that it’s no big 

deal. Don’t be so extreme. I can handle it! But Jesus 

called for a different approach in his Sermon on the 

Mount. Matthew 5:29 tells us that when he was 

warning about the influence of lustful thoughts, he 

said, 
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If your right eye causes you to sin, tear it out 

and throw it away. For it is better that you 

lose one of your members than that your 

whole body be thrown into hell. 

He did not intend this instruction to be taken literally. 

The point of this graphic figure of speech is that we 

should take whatever steps are needed to avoid sinful 

influences. If you can at all avoid it, don’t watch things 

or go places that provoke those sinful desires. Don’t 

give into the lie that sinful influences are harmless.  
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Lie 3: They’re Useful 

Kids love modeling clay. They can shape it into 

anything they imagine: flowers, animals, people, food. 

Animators even manage to bring it to life in films. But 

at the end of the day, it’s still nothing more than a lump 

of clay.  

Sometimes we take the same approach to facts. We 

try to mold them into something that serves our 

personal agenda. We convince ourselves that some sin 

will help us accomplish a greater good. We buy into the 

lie that they’re useful. 

Judges 1:22-26 describes a compromise of this sort 

made by the descendants of Joseph. It says, 
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The house of Joseph also went up against 

Bethel, and the LORD was with them. And 

the house of Joseph scouted out Bethel. 

(Now the name of the city was formerly Luz.) 

And the spies saw a man coming out of the 

city, and they said to him, "Please show us 

the way into the city, and we will deal kindly 

with you." And he showed them the way into 

the city. And they struck the city with the 

edge of the sword, but they let the man and 

all his family go. And the man went to the 

land of the Hittites and built a city and called 

its name Luz. That is its name to this day.  

On the surface, this story sounds similar to what 

happened previously with Rahab in Jericho. Joshua 

2:14 tells us that when she protected the Israelite spies, 

they promised to deal kindly with her. But there are 

some stark differences. Rahab took the initiative to 

humbly acknowledge God’s power, and then joined the 

Israelites in following him. In this case, the spies asked 

for help rather than trusting God’s power, and the man 

who helped them did not want anything to do with 

Israel or their God. He simply went down the road and 

settled with one of the other nations that Israel was 

supposed to drive out from the land. I suspect the spies 

patted themselves on the back for this deal. It seemed 
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like a victory, but they were actually disobeying God’s 

instructions. 

We justify sinful behavior in the same way. For 

instance, Moses tried to silence the people’s complaints 

and animosity with an angry outburst. He struck the 

rock with his staff, and God miraculously brought forth 

water for them. It seemed like a spiritual victory. Moses 

got the people under control, but God exposed his 

compromise. Numbers 20:12 says,  

And the LORD said to Moses and Aaron, 

“Because you did not believe in me, to uphold 

me as holy in the eyes of the people of Israel, 

therefore you shall not bring this assembly 

into the land that I have given them.” 

Haven’t we all been tempted to use angry hurtful 

words or dishonesty to get someone to do something 

“good”? We tell ourselves that we’re accomplishing 

God’s purpose, but we’re not doing it God’s way. Don’t 

fall for the lie that sins are useful.  
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Lie 4: They’re Necessary 

There are some things we cannot live without. 

Maybe you feel that way toward coffee or chocolate. We 

know that these things are not true necessities, but they 

become such a part of life that we can’t even imagine 

not having it. The same attachment can happen with 

sin. It can become such an essential part of your life 

that it begins to define you. 

We see this change of identification happen in 

Israel. Rather than driving out the inhabitants of the 

land, they enslave them. Judges 1:27-36 chronicles the 

process in six of the tribes. It says, 
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Manasseh did not drive out the 

inhabitants of Beth-shean and its villages, or 

Taanach and its villages, or the inhabitants of 

Dor and its villages, or the inhabitants of 

Ibleam and its villages, or the inhabitants of 

Megiddo and its villages, for the Canaanites 

persisted in dwelling in that land. When 

Israel grew strong, they put the Canaanites to 

forced labor, but did not drive them out 

completely.  

And Ephraim did not drive out the 

Canaanites who lived in Gezer, so the 

Canaanites lived in Gezer among them. 

Zebulun did not drive out the inhabitants 

of Kitron, or the inhabitants of Nahalol, so 

the Canaanites lived among them, but 

became subject to forced labor.  

Asher did not drive out the inhabitants of 

Acco, or the inhabitants of Sidon or of Ahlab 

or of Achzib or of Helbah or of Aphik or of 

Rehob, so the Asherites lived among the 

Canaanites, the inhabitants of the land, for 

they did not drive them out.  

Naphtali did not drive out the 

inhabitants of Beth-shemesh, or the 

inhabitants of Beth-anath, so they lived 

among the Canaanites, the inhabitants of the 

land. Nevertheless, the inhabitants of Beth-

shemesh and of Beth-anath became subject 

to forced labor for them. 
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The Amorites pressed the people of Dan 

back into the hill country, for they did not 

allow them to come down to the plain. The 

Amorites persisted in dwelling in Mount 

Heres, in Aijalon, and in Shaalbim, but the 

hand of the house of Joseph rested heavily on 

them, and they became subject to forced 

labor. And the border of the Amorites ran 

from the ascent of Akrabbim, from Sela and 

upward.  

There is a progression in this passage. Verse 27 

makes the generic statement that the Canaanites 

persisted in dwelling in the land. Verses 29 and 30 note 

that the Canaanites lived among the tribe of Zebulun. 

Verse 32 turns the tables saying that the Asherites lived 

among the Canaanites. Finally, the description of the 

Amorites in verses 34-36, mentions them being subject 

to forced labor but also describes them pressing back 

the tribe of Dan and maintaining their borders. The 

Israelites thought that they were maintaining the 

upper hand by enslaving the nations. But this effort 

only served to bind their lives even closer to the 

Canaanites, so that they became dependent upon them. 

In a sense, the Israelites become enslaved by their 

slaves. 
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Sin has that same enslaving effect in our lives. We 

tell ourselves that we are in control and that we can 

choose to stop at any time. But all sin has an addictive 

quality. Before long, we end up telling ourselves that 

it’s a necessity. It’s just part of who I am. But Jesus died 

to set us free. In Romans 6:6, Paul said, 

We know that our old self was crucified with 

him in order that the body of sin might be 

brought to nothing, so that we would no 

longer be enslaved to sin. 

Paul then challenged Christians in verse 12 by saying, 

“Let not sin therefore reign in your mortal body, to 

make you obey its passions.” 

Have you come to see some sinful behavior as a 

necessity? Is it controlling and defining you? Don’t give 

into the lie. Look to Christ for freedom. 
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Lie 5: They’re Permanent  

Tears can mean a lot of things. We cry when we’re 

sad, but we also cry when we’re happy and even when 

we’re angry. The most heartbreaking tears are those 

that flow from a complete sense of hopelessness and 

despair. Sometimes people reach a place where they 

realize that they’ve made bad choices, but they feel like 

they are in so deep that there’s no coming back. They 

buy into the lie that these choices are permanent. 

Judges 2:1-5 tells us that the angel of the Lord 

exposed Israel’s spiritual compromise and they 

responded by weeping over their actions. It says, 
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Now the angel of the LORD went up from 

Gilgal to Bochim. And he said, "I brought you 

up from Egypt and brought you into the land 

that I swore to give to your fathers. I said, 'I 

will never break my covenant with you, and 

you shall make no covenant with the 

inhabitants of this land; you shall break 

down their altars.' But you have not obeyed 

my voice. What is this you have done? So now 

I say, I will not drive them out before you, but 

they shall become thorns in your sides, and 

their gods shall be a snare to you." As soon as 

the angel of the LORD spoke these words to 

all the people of Israel, the people lifted up 

their voices and wept. And they called the 

name of that place Bochim. And they 

sacrificed there to the LORD. 

Gilgal was the place where the Israelites camped 

when they first crossed into the land. Joshua 5 records 

that the angel of the Lord appeared to Joshua at that 

point and identified himself as the commander of the 

army of the Lord. Here in Judges 2 the angel brings 

news of God’s commitment to them, but also that they 

will face consequences for their actions. They respond 

by weeping, but the passage doesn’t tell us whether 

these tears flowed from repentance or hopelessness. 



— 50 — 

They do offer a sacrifice, but the rest of the book 

suggests that they did not repent.  

Paul described the difference between these two 

types of crying in 2 Corinthians 7:9-10. He had 

previously confronted the Christians in Corinth over a 

sin issue, so he wrote, 

As it is, I rejoice, not because you were 

grieved, but because you were grieved into 

repenting. For you felt a godly grief, so that 

you suffered no loss through us. For godly 

grief produces a repentance that leads to 

salvation without regret, whereas worldly 

grief produces death. 

We don’t have to buy into the lie that we are 

permanently stuck in our sin.  We may have to live with 

some difficult consequences, but God offers us hope 

through forgiveness and salvation.  Don’t fall for the lie 

that sin is permanent. Turn to God in repentance. 
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Conclusion 

Acknowledging our sinfulness is never easy. But to 

change and grow, we need to identify not only the sin 

itself but the skewed thinking that leads us there. This 

study has highlighted those lies that we tell ourselves 

about sin. We say that they’re unbeatable, they’re 

harmless, they’re useful, they’re necessary, and 

ultimately that they’re permanent. But God offers us 

freedom in Christ. If you’ve never done so, I urge you 

to believe and to turn to Him in repentance today. 

If you’re still coming to grips with God’s standards 

of right and wrong, I would encourage you to spend 

some time reading Galatians 5. There Paul contrasts 

the deeds of the flesh with the fruit of the Spirit.  

Perhaps you are a believer, but some sin has gained 

a foothold in your life. Would you put it aside today? 

Make a decisive break and ask other believers to pray 

for you to stand strong. You may want to commit 1 

Corinthians 10:13 to memory.  

No temptation has overtaken you that is not 

common to man. God is faithful, and he will 

not let you be tempted beyond your ability, 

but with the temptation he will also provide 
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the way of escape, that you may be able to 

endure it. 

May we experience the power of Christ in overcoming 

sin! 

Questions for Further Reflection 

1. At this point in your life, what temptations are most 

difficult for you to resist? 

 

 

 

2. Which of these lies has most affected you? How? 

 

 

 

3. What positive, godly characteristics do you need to 

put on in place of the sinful characteristics you are 

putting off? 
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Chapter 3 

KNOW GOD 

PERSONALLY 
Israel’s Opportunity 

Judges 2:6-3:6 

Over the past fifteen years, I have led forty couples 

through their wedding ceremony.  I always feel 

privileged to be a part of such a special milestone in 

someone’s life. There are certain moments in the 

ceremony that I particularly enjoy. When the bride 

enters the room, every eye is on her. But I love to watch 

the emotion sweep over the face of the groom.  Even 
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the toughest men tear up. Then during the exchange of 

vows, the audience zones out, but I love the way the 

bride and groom are completely absorbed in the gravity 

of those words. I suspect marriages would be much 

stronger if couples could preserve the earnestness of 

those commitments throughout their relationship. 

Those marital vows help us understand the way that 

God relates to people. He makes covenants. He pledges 

himself to us and expects us to respond in the same 

way. So, several passages of Scripture liken God’s 

relationship with his people to a marriage. This 

background prepares us to understand the imagery 

that is used in Judges 2:6-3:6. 

This passage tells the story of a new generation of 

Israelites. Their parents were born in the wilderness. 

The book of Deuteronomy tells us that Moses led them 

through a covenant ceremony in which they pledged to 

follow the Lord. They then entered the promised land 

under the leadership of Joshua, but their children did 

not have those experiences. This new generation grew 

up in the land, enjoying the fruit of their parents’ 

relationship with God, but they did not personally 

enter into that relationship. Instead, they chose to 

abandon him. 
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Though the story of that generation is sad, their 

wrong choices demonstrate by way of contrast four 

commitments that are essential to a personal 

relationship with God. Whatever your religious 

background is, you must live by these commitments if 

you want to know God.  
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Commitment 1: Honor His Work 

My family and I can always tell when our pet 

dachshund has done something wrong. Even before we 

discover a mess he has made, he refuses to make eye 

contact with us. In his little doggy brain, he seems to 

assume that if he just ignores us, then there won’t be 

any consequences. As silly as it sounds, a lot of us 

respond the same way toward God. In our effort to 

quiet our conscience, we pretend that he doesn’t exist. 

We ignore the clear evidence of all that he has done. We 

try to convince ourselves that there will not be any 

consequences.  
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Judges 2:6-11 tells us how the people of Israel used 

this tactic. It says, 

When Joshua dismissed the people, the 

people of Israel went each to his inheritance 

to take possession of the land. And the people 

served the LORD all the days of Joshua, and 

all the days of the elders who outlived 

Joshua, who had seen all the great work that 

the LORD had done for Israel. And Joshua 

the son of Nun, the servant of the LORD, died 

at the age of 110 years. And they buried him 

within the boundaries of his inheritance in 

Timnath-heres, in the hill country of 

Ephraim, north of the mountain of Gaash. 

And all that generation also were gathered to 

their fathers. And there arose another 

generation after them who did not know the 

LORD or the work that he had done for 

Israel. And the people of Israel did what was 

evil in the sight of the LORD and served the 

Baals.  

How could they not know the Lord’s work? They 

could not have been unaware of how God led their 

parents into the land. They must have heard of Moses 

and Joshua, and how God miraculously stopped the 

Jordan river for the people to cross over on dry land. 

What parent would not have told how God caused the 
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massive walls of Jericho to crumble after they simply 

marched around the city? If nothing else, their 

presence in the land was irrefutable proof of what God 

had done. But this new generation was drawn to the 

religion and lifestyle of the other nations in the land, so 

they chose to ignore God and his work.  

In Romans 1:18-21, Paul claimed that the whole 

world plays the same charade. He said,  

For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven 

against all ungodliness and unrighteousness 

of men, who by their unrighteousness 

suppress the truth. For what can be known 

about God is plain to them, because God has 

shown it to them. For his invisible attributes, 

namely, his eternal power and divine nature, 

have been clearly perceived, ever since the 

creation of the world, in the things that have 

been made. So they are without excuse. For 

although they knew God, they did not honor 

him as God or give thanks to him, but they 

became futile in their thinking, and their 

foolish hearts were darkened. 

God’s existence is obvious, but also inconvenient for 

those who want to follow their desires wherever they 

lead. 
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If we want to know God, then we must be 

committed to honoring his work. We should adopt the 

attitude David modeled in Psalm 8:3-4. He said, 

When I look at your heavens, the work of 

your fingers, the moon and the stars, which 

you have set in place, what is man that you 

are mindful of him, and the son of man that 

you care for him? 

He stood in awe of God. He was humble and grateful. 

Are you honoring the Lord and his work? 
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Commitment 2: Fear His Anger 

A survey conducted in 2014 showed that people in 

the United States spend a total of 3.76 billion dollars a 

year on quilting supplies. They found that on average 

the dedicated quilter owns almost $13,000 worth of 

tools and supplies and has a stash of fabric worth 

nearly $6,000. They use bits and pieces of all those 

fabrics to form the intricate designs of their quilts. 

That kind of creativity is admirable in quilting, but 

disastrous in religion. Some of us have sewn together a 

patchwork of beliefs and moral standards from 

different religions and worldviews to make our own 

customized faith. We may not even realize how many 
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unbiblical ideas we have adopted. The world applauds 

these concoctions, but they offend God. He perceives 

them as acts of infidelity, spiritual adultery. They 

provoke him to anger.  

Judges 2:12-15 tells us how God responded to the 

religious choices made by the people of Israel. It says, 

And they abandoned the LORD, the God of 

their fathers, who had brought them out of 

the land of Egypt. They went after other gods, 

from among the gods of the peoples who 

were around them, and bowed down to them. 

And they provoked the LORD to anger. They 

abandoned the LORD and served the Baals 

and the Ashtaroth. So the anger of the LORD 

was kindled against Israel, and he gave them 

over to plunderers, who plundered them. 

And he sold them into the hand of their 

surrounding enemies, so that they could no 

longer withstand their enemies. Whenever 

they marched out, the hand of the LORD was 

against them for harm, as the LORD had 

warned, and as the LORD had sworn to 

them. And they were in terrible distress.  

The Baals and Ashtaroth were male and female 

deities. The Canaanite people were polytheistic. Some 

gods were supposed to make the land fruitful. Others 

were supposed to give victory in battle. The Canaanites 
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would worship whatever god or combination of gods 

using whatever methods seemed to work to get what 

they needed. Their practices included feasts and sexual 

activity that made their religion particularly appealing 

to apathetic Israelites. 

Moses warned the people of Israel about this 

pragmatic approach to religion in Deuteronomy 4:23-

24. He said, 

Take care, lest you forget the covenant of the 

LORD your God, which he made with you, 

and make a carved image, the form of 

anything that the LORD your God has 

forbidden you. For the LORD your God is a 

consuming fire, a jealous God. 

God wants and deserves our complete devotion. If we 

try to combine ideas and practices from other religions 

with faith in the true God, we will incite his jealousy 

and he will respond in anger.  

What does this have to do with us today? Most of us 

in American society are not tempted to bow down to 

physical statues of false gods, but idolatry can be more 

subtle. In Colossians 3:5, Paul wrote, “Put to death 

therefore what is earthly in you: sexual immorality, 

impurity, passion, evil desire, and covetousness, which 
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is idolatry.” Wealth, possessions, and even comfort can 

become idols.  

James 4:4-5 gives this warning to Christians: 

You adulterous people! Do you not know that 

friendship with the world is enmity with 

God? Therefore whoever wishes to be a 

friend of the world makes himself an enemy 

of God. Or do you suppose it is to no purpose 

that the Scripture says, "He yearns jealously 

over the spirit that he has made to dwell in 

us"? 

Does God have your full and exclusive devotion? 

Are you serving him or is your faith really a mixture of 

ideas? We cannot be flippant or careless about God. We 

must maintain an attitude of reverent fear. 
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Commitment 3: Receive His Love 

On greeting card holidays, we sometimes give 

people sentimental knick-knacks that aren’t really 

useful. We know that they will end up sitting on a shelf 

collecting dust, but we succumb to all the hype. After 

all, it’s hard to find gifts that are both meaningful and 

useful. We cannot always identify what people truly 

need, but God can. The gifts that flow from his love are 

perfect in every way, but some of us still treat them like 

meaningless knick-knacks.  

The people of Israel responded this way as God 

acted to meet their needs.  

Judges 2:16-19 tells us, 
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Then the LORD raised up judges, who saved 

them out of the hand of those who plundered 

them. Yet they did not listen to their judges, 

for they whored after other gods and bowed 

down to them. They soon turned aside from 

the way in which their fathers had walked, 

who had obeyed the commandments of the 

LORD, and they did not do so. Whenever the 

LORD raised up judges for them, the LORD 

was with the judge, and he saved them from 

the hand of their enemies all the days of the 

judge. For the LORD was moved to pity by 

their groaning because of those who afflicted 

and oppressed them. But whenever the judge 

died, they turned back and were more 

corrupt than their fathers, going after other 

gods, serving them and bowing down to 

them. They did not drop any of their 

practices or their stubborn ways.  

This passage sums up the book of Judges. Even 

though he was angry with them, God still felt pity. He 

heard their groaning and took action by raising up 

judges. Even with all their faults and imperfections, 

these leaders were given to Israel as an expression of 

God’s love. The people should have received them 

gladly and followed them faithfully, but, as verse 17 
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says, they whored after other gods. They repeatedly 

ignored God’s love and committed spiritual adultery.  

Those imperfect judges all foreshadowed the 

perfect Savior that God sent over a thousand years 

later. Jesus claimed to be the perfect gift not just for 

Israel, but for the entire world. John 3:16-17 tells us 

that Jesus described himself by saying, 

For God so loved the world, that he gave his 

only Son, that whoever believes in him 

should not perish but have eternal life. For 

God did not send his Son into the world to 

condemn the world, but in order that the 

world might be saved through him. 

Our greatest need is to be rescued from God’s 

condemnation. Our sin provokes his anger. We deserve 

to be punished forever. But in his great love, God had 

pity on us. He sent his Son to save us by dying in our 

place.  

To know God personally, you must receive his love. 

You must acknowledge that your personal sinfulness 

makes you worthy of his condemnation. You must 

accept that Jesus Christ died and rose from the dead to 

save you. We cannot treat him like some religious 

knick-knack. We must cling to him as our leader and 
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protector. If you’ve never done so, receive God’s love 

today. If you have been ignoring his love, then come 

back to him today.  
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Commitment 4: Trust His Tests 

Between starting Kindergarten and completing my 

doctorate, I spent 27 years enrolled in school, but I 

don’t think I was ever excited about taking a test. I was 

usually able to study hard and come to class with a 

degree of confidence. But with some teachers, no level 

of preparation was ever enough. They specialized in 

asking obscure questions. They seemed to take great 

pleasure in watching students sweat. In some cases, it 

almost seemed as if they wanted students to fail. 

Thankfully, my days of formal education are all in the 

past. But I still face tests—all of us do.  
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Judges 2:20-3:6 describes the way God tested the 

people of Israel. It says, 

So the anger of the LORD was kindled 

against Israel, and he said, "Because this 

people have transgressed my covenant that I 

commanded their fathers and have not 

obeyed my voice, I will no longer drive out 

before them any of the nations that Joshua 

left when he died, in order to test Israel by 

them, whether they will take care to walk in 

the way of the LORD as their fathers did, or 

not." So the LORD left those nations, not 

driving them out quickly, and he did not give 

them into the hand of Joshua.  

Now these are the nations that the LORD 

left, to test Israel by them, that is, all in Israel 

who had not experienced all the wars in 

Canaan. It was only in order that the 

generations of the people of Israel might 

know war, to teach war to those who had not 

known it before. These are the nations: the 

five lords of the Philistines and all the 

Canaanites and the Sidonians and the 

Hivites who lived on Mount Lebanon, from 

Mount Baal-hermon as far as Lebo-hamath. 

They were for the testing of Israel, to know 

whether Israel would obey the 

commandments of the LORD, which he 

commanded their fathers by the hand of 

Moses. So the people of Israel lived among 
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the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, 

the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites. 

And their daughters they took to themselves 

for wives, and their own daughters they gave 

to their sons, and they served their gods. 

God tested Israel’s faith by having them conquer 

the land, but they failed. They did not follow through 

on his command to drive out the nations. As a 

consequence of their failure, the test was extended 

indefinitely. God was not trying to trip them up. On the 

contrary, he used their failure as a way to build them 

up. He was teaching them to walk carefully with him. 

He was training them to fight, because many years later 

they would be attacked by other nations like the 

Assyrians and the Babylonians. Sadly, their stubborn 

disobedience led them farther and farther away from 

him. 

Part of knowing God personally is trusting his good 

purpose when he brings times of testing into our lives. 

James 1:2-4 states, 

Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet 

trials of various kinds, for you know that the 

testing of your faith produces steadfastness. 

And let steadfastness have its full effect, that 
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you may be perfect and complete, lacking in 

nothing. 

You can have confidence about God’s tests. He is not 

trying to trip you up, he wants you to succeed and grow. 

You don’t have to know all the right answers, you 

simply need to trust him. James 1:12 says, “Blessed is 

the man who remains steadfast under trial, for when he 

has stood the test he will receive the crown of life, 

which God has promised to those who love him.” 

What tests are you facing? Are you trusting the 

Lord? Are you walking in the obedience of faith? 

Conclusion 

The Almighty God, the Creator of heaven and earth, 

has created each of us to have a personal relationship 

with him. He wants us to honor his work, fear his 

anger, receive his love, and trust his tests. The people 

of Israel abandoned him during the time of the Judges, 

but we can respond differently because the perfect 

Savior has come. 

This idea of having a personal relationship with 

God may be new to you. Or perhaps you have heard it 

many times before, but have not yet responded. 
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Whatever your background is, I invite you to begin a 

relationship with God today. Make these four 

commitments your own. If you’re still working through 

this decision, I would encourage you to read John 3, 

where Jesus spoke of God’s love. Talk to someone. Ask 

questions. Learn from other believers. This is the most 

important decision you could ever make. 

If you began your relationship with God sometime 

before, are these commitments evident in your life? 

Which ones are strong? Which are weak? Let’s not 

follow in the footsteps of the people of Israel. 

Recommit yourself today. Take time this week to focus 

on growing where your commitment is lacking. I’m 

sure many of us struggle to trust God through times of 

testing. Perhaps you would benefit from memorizing 

James 1:2-4. 

May God help us to truly know him!  
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Questions for Further Reflection 

1. Which commitment is most reflected in your life? 

How did this develop? 

 

 

 

2. Which commitment is least reflected in your life? 

How does this affect your relationship with God? 

 

 

 

3. How would your spiritual life change by growing in 

the commitment you identified in question 2? 
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Chapter 4 

TAKE THE LEAD 
Othniel, Ehud, & Shamgar 

Judges 3:7-31 

When Harry Truman was President of the United 

States, he kept a sign on his desk with the motto, “The 

Buck Stops Here.” You “pass the buck” when you make 

every hard task someone else’s job and every problem 

someone else’s fault. Most politicians excel at that. 

They want power and influence without the burden of 

responsibility, but Truman did not function that way.  
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Truman had not even sought the Presidency. He 

was a last-minute pick at the Democratic National 

Convention in July 1944 to run as vice-president with 

Franklin Roosevelt. After Roosevelt won the election 

and began his fourth term as President in January 

1945, Truman was generally excluded from significant 

matters. But in April, Roosevelt died and Truman 

became President. Four months later he bore the 

ultimate responsibility for one of the hardest decisions 

anyone has ever had to make—the decision to drop the 

atomic bomb. Though many have condemned his 

choice, he never tried to pass the buck. 

The essence of leadership is humbly bearing 

responsibility. Jesus taught his disciples this lesson 

when he found them arguing over which of them was 

greater. James and John even had the audacity to ask 

Jesus to reserve special positions of honor for them in 

his kingdom. So, Mark 10:42-45 tells us, 

And Jesus called them to him and said to 

them, "You know that those who are 

considered rulers of the Gentiles lord it over 

them, and their great ones exercise authority 

over them. But it shall not be so among you. 

But whoever would be great among you must 

be your servant, and whoever would be first 
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among you must be slave of all. For even the 

Son of Man came not to be served but to 

serve, and to give his life as a ransom for 

many." 

Jesus never sinned, and he was certainly not 

responsible for our sin. But he served all of us, by giving 

his life to save us. He took responsibility to rescue us. 

His humble servant leadership set the example for 

every Christian to follow. We cannot pass the buck and 

ignore people. We too must serve them by taking on the 

burden of responsibility to care for them, particularly 

for their spiritual standing before God. 

Most of the men profiled in the Old Testament book 

of Judges fell far short of this standard. God used them 

despite their selfishness and fear. The first three judges 

mentioned in the book, however, are described in 

positive terms. Their names are Othniel, Ehud, and 

Shamgar.  

Their historical context was very different from 

ours. Since they lived under theocratic rule in Ancient 

Israel, they exercised military leadership by fighting 

their nation’s enemies. We, on the other hand, are 

called to exercise spiritual leadership by influencing 

people to follow Christ. Nevertheless, their stories 
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demonstrate three vital principles for taking the lead in 

a way that honors God. If you are a follower of Jesus 

Christ, then I encourage you to incorporate these 

principles into your life. If you are not following Christ, 

then I encourage you to pay attention to what these 

stories bring out about relating to God. 
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The Othniel Principle: 

Walk by the Spirit 

No one ever climbs one of the world’s highest peaks 

on the spur of the moment. They exercise to build 

strength and endurance. They purchase climbing gear 

and learn how to use it. They spend several weeks 

letting their bodies adjust to the altitude. Their 

preparation is key to their success. The same can be 

said of spiritual leaders. God prepares them well in 

advance. They must learn to walk by the Spirit.  

We see this principle in the life of Israel’s first judge, 

Othniel. Judges 3:7-11 tells us, 
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And the people of Israel did what was evil in 

the sight of the LORD. They forgot the LORD 

their God and served the Baals and the 

Asheroth. Therefore the anger of the LORD 

was kindled against Israel, and he sold them 

into the hand of Cushan-rishathaim king of 

Mesopotamia. And the people of Israel 

served Cushan-rishathaim eight years. But 

when the people of Israel cried out to the 

LORD, the LORD raised up a deliverer for 

the people of Israel, who saved them, Othniel 

the son of Kenaz, Caleb's younger brother.  

The Spirit of the LORD was upon him, and 

he judged Israel. He went out to war, and the 

LORD gave Cushan-rishathaim king of 

Mesopotamia into his hand. And his hand 

prevailed over Cushan-rishathaim. So the 

land had rest forty years. Then Othniel the 

son of Kenaz died.  

This is not the first time that Othniel is mentioned 

in this book. In Judges 1:11-13 we were told that Caleb 

offered his daughter’s hand in marriage to any man 

who would conquer the city of Kiriath Sepher. Othniel 

accepted that challenge, believing that God would give 

him victory. God used that experience to prepare him 

to lead Israel on a much larger scale. 
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Sadly, the nation did not share Othniel’s faith in 

God. They provoked God’s anger by embracing the 

false gods of the Canaanites. To discipline them God 

used a king from far off Mesopotamia, in modern day 

Iraq, several hundred miles away from Israel. 

Ironically, Mesopotamia was where Abraham, the 

patriarch of Israel, was from. This particular king is 

called Cushan-rishathaim, or Cushan, the most wicked. 

He maintained a stranglehold over Israel for eight 

years, until they finally humbled themselves and cried 

out to God for help. 

God responded by raising up Othniel. In addition to 

driving out the Meospotamians, Othniel continued to 

lead the nation as a judge. His efforts led to a period of 

forty years of peace, and the key to his powerful 

influence was that the Spirit of the Lord was upon him.  

In the Old Testament, the work of the Spirit was 

limited to just a few key individuals. But Acts 1:8 tells 

us that Jesus promised that the Spirit would come 

upon all his followers.  

But you will receive power when the Holy 

Spirit has come upon you, and you will be my 

witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and 

Samaria, and to the end of the earth. 
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The Spirit empowers every Christian to take the lead by 

sharing the good news of Christ with the world. 

The platform for our witness is the Spirit’s 

transformation of our lives. Paul described this process 

of change in Galatians 5:16 by saying, “But I say, walk 

by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the 

flesh.” We prepare to take the lead by faithfully walking 

by the Spirit, allowing him to bring forth his fruit in our 

lives. Is the work of God’s Spirit evident in you? I 

encourage you to walk by the Spirit. 
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The Ehud Principle: 

Seize the Moment 

My favorite place to relax is at a quiet beach on a 

warm summer’s day. I love the sound of the surf and 

the feel of the sand. My wife and I even fantasize about 

living in some little house right on the beach, but I 

think we would lose all sense of time. It would pass by 

like grains of sand slipping through your fingers.  

Your ideal location may be different, but we all 

aspire to that sense of unhurried relaxation. The Bible 

describes eternity in the presence of God as a place of 

perfect peace and rest, but we don’t want to wait. We 

want it now. We avoid undertaking anything for God, 
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because it’s just too much work. If that desire to relax 

becomes more important than serving God, then we 

are sliding into a form of idolatry. To take the lead we 

must set aside our idol of comfort and seize the 

moment.  

We find this principle exemplified in the story of 

Ehud. Judges 3:12-14 gives us the background. It says, 

And the people of Israel again did what 

was evil in the sight of the LORD, and the 

LORD strengthened Eglon the king of Moab 

against Israel, because they had done what 

was evil in the sight of the LORD. He 

gathered to himself the Ammonites and the 

Amalekites, and went and defeated Israel. 

And they took possession of the city of palms. 

And the people of Israel served Eglon the 

king of Moab eighteen years. 

Rather than bringing a distant nation against Israel 

this time, God used Moab, their immediate neighbor. 

Moab was located just east of the Dead Sea, so the city 

of palms they captured was the area at the Jordan River 

around Jericho, the gateway into Israel. The Moabites 

managed to oppress Israel for eighteen years, ten years 

longer than the Mesopotamians. 

In verses 15-17, the author introduces us to Ehud.  
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Then the people of Israel cried out to the 

LORD, and the LORD raised up for them a 

deliverer, Ehud, the son of Gera, the 

Benjaminite, a left-handed man. The people 

of Israel sent tribute by him to Eglon the king 

of Moab. And Ehud made for himself a sword 

with two edges, a cubit in length, and he 

bound it on his right thigh under his clothes. 

And he presented the tribute to Eglon king of 

Moab. Now Eglon was a very fat man.  

A more literal translation of the Hebrew text of verse 15 

would be that Ehud was “bound in the right hand.” 

Most English Bible translations understand this 

expression to be an idiom for being left-handed, but 

some scholars take the phrase more literally. They 

claim that some ancient warriors would tie up their 

right hand so that they learned to fight with their left. 

This ability gave them the advantage of surprise in 

battle. For instance, if Eglon’s guards searched Ehud 

they would have naturally checked his left thigh not his 

right, since that is where a right-handed person would 

have carried his sword.  

Others scholars argue that having the right hand 

bound means that Ehud had a physical handicap. This 

interpretation may explain why Eglon was so 
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unsuspecting. He and his court may have assumed that 

Ehud could not possibly be a threat. God loves to 

accomplish his work in unexpected ways.  

Ehud does not seem to have had much of a plan. 

Armed with his short sword and a familiarity with 

Eglon’s chambers, he seized the moment. Verses 18-26 

records his actions in detail.  

And when Ehud had finished presenting the 

tribute, he sent away the people who carried 

the tribute. But he himself turned back at the 

idols near Gilgal and said, "I have a secret 

message for you, O king." And he 

commanded, "Silence." And all his 

attendants went out from his presence. And 

Ehud came to him as he was sitting alone in 

his cool roof chamber. And Ehud said, "I 

have a message from God for you." And he 

arose from his seat. And Ehud reached with 

his left hand, took the sword from his right 

thigh, and thrust it into his belly. And the hilt 

also went in after the blade, and the fat closed 

over the blade, for he did not pull the sword 

out of his belly; and the dung came out. Then 

Ehud went out into the porch and closed the 

doors of the roof chamber behind him and 

locked them.  

When he had gone, the servants came, 

and when they saw that the doors of the roof 
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chamber were locked, they thought, "Surely 

he is relieving himself in the closet of the cool 

chamber." And they waited till they were 

embarrassed. But when he still did not open 

the doors of the roof chamber, they took the 

key and opened them, and there lay their lord 

dead on the floor.  

Ehud escaped while they delayed, and he 

passed beyond the idols and escaped to 

Seirah.  

Why did the author give us so much graphic detail? 

Some scholars argue that these details show that 

Ehud’s deceptive plot was immoral. They claim that the 

author used similar terms as those used in 2 Samuel 

20:10 to describe Joab’s treacherous murder of Amasa. 

But the book of Judges does not question Ehud’s 

character or motivation. Instead, the details help us 

appreciate how risky his plan was. His actions were an 

appropriate act of war against one of Israel’s enemies, 

and he could not have succeeded apart from God’s 

sovereign control over the circumstances. 

By taking the initiative in such a bold way, Ehud 

inspired the Israelites to trust God in battle against the 

Moabites. Judges 3:27-30 tells us, 
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When he arrived, he sounded the trumpet in 

the hill country of Ephraim. Then the people 

of Israel went down with him from the hill 

country, and he was their leader. And he said 

to them, "Follow after me, for the LORD has 

given your enemies the Moabites into your 

hand." So they went down after him and 

seized the fords of the Jordan against the 

Moabites and did not allow anyone to pass 

over. And they killed at that time about 

10,000 of the Moabites, all strong, able-

bodied men; not a man escaped. So Moab 

was subdued that day under the hand of 

Israel. And the land had rest for eighty years.  

Ehud’s death is not mentioned until the beginning of 

chapter 4, so he may have personally led Israel for eight 

decades. If that was the case, then he was probably in 

his teens or early twenties when he seized the moment. 

How does this principle apply to us? Christ did not 

call us to fight physical battles, but we are given 

spiritual opportunities all the time. First, God gives us 

the opportunity to turn to him. Isaiah 55:6-7 says, 

Seek the LORD while he may be found; call 

upon him while he is near; let the wicked 

forsake his way, and the unrighteous man his 

thoughts; let him return to the LORD, that he 
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may have compassion on him, and to our 

God, for he will abundantly pardon. 

If you have not yet turned to God, don’t let anything 

hold you back—seize the moment. 

Christians also have the opportunity to encourage 

other believers. Hebrews 10:24-25 says, 

And let us consider how to stir up one 

another to love and good works, not 

neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of 

some, but encouraging one another, and all 

the more as you see the Day drawing near. 

Every time you interact with another believer, you have 

an opportunity. Every time we meet as a church, you 

have an opportunity. Are you boldly seizing the 

moment to encourage others? 

Finally, Christians have the opportunity to tell 

people about Jesus Christ. In Colossians 4:5-6, Paul 

said, 

Walk in wisdom toward outsiders, making 

the best use of the time. Let your speech 

always be gracious, seasoned with salt, so 

that you may know how you ought to answer 

each person. 
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Are you making the best use of the time? Do you display 

and proclaim Christ everywhere you go? We don’t need 

to be pushy about it. We just need to seize those 

moments when they come. 
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The Shamgar Principle: 

Offer What You Have 

We tend to put people in boxes. If you’re an 

engineer, we assume that you’re an analytical thinker 

who likes lots of facts and doesn’t get very emotional. 

We probably wouldn’t turn to you for comfort when 

we’re going through trials. If you’re a salesman, we 

assume that you’re able to talk anyone into anything 

and that you would make a great evangelism leader.  

We could list all our stereotypes, but you get the point. 

We even place ourselves in a box. 

But God likes to mess up our boxes. He often works 

in unusual ways through unexpected people, so that we 
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see that he is the one at work. So, when we are 

presented with an opportunity that seems outside of 

our box, we shouldn’t run away from it. The Shamgar 

principle is that we should take the lead by offering 

whatever tools or abilities we have in God’s service, 

trusting him for the outcome. 

The author only devotes one verse to Shamgar. It’s 

like a footnote to the time of Ehud, but it’s full of 

surprises. Judges 3:31 says, “After him was Shamgar 

the son of Anath, who killed 600 of the Philistines with 

an oxgoad, and he also saved Israel.” 

The first surprise is that his name is not Hebrew. In 

fact, the next surprise is that his father may have been 

named after one of the Canaanite deities. Judges 1:33 

mentions a Canaanite town called Beth-Anath (house 

of Anath) because a temple to that god may have been 

located there. Perhaps Shamgar converted to the 

worship of Yahweh as Rahab did. He may have been 

enslaved by the people of Israel when they conquered 

his land. Whatever his background, you certainly 

would not assume that Shamgar would be loyal to 

Israel. 

So the Philistines attacked, and that was no 

surprise. Their territory was prime fertile real estate 
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along the shore of the Mediterranean Sea. People are 

still fighting over that area today; we call it the Gaza 

Strip. The ancient Philistines must have had a 

particularly intimidating military force. Goliath was a 

Philistine. When the Israelites left Egypt, they could 

have gone straight through Philistine territory, but God 

decided to lead them around another way (Ex 13:17). 

They were the arch-enemies of Israel for centuries.  

The surprise is how God defeated the Philistines 

here. We don’t know how it transpired, but I imagine 

that Shamgar was out plowing a field with a couple 

oxen. We would put him in our farm hand box. A large 

Philistine raiding party came into view. Did he run? 

Did he join up with the Philistines? No, he decides to 

fight, but he doesn’t have a bow, spear, or sword. All he 

has available in that moment is an oxgoad, a long stick 

with a dull point on the end for prodding his oxen 

forward.  

Some people argue that an oxgoad would make a 

great weapon. But we never read of an oxgoad being 

used in any other battle. No one would have expected 

that Shamgar could inflict so much damage on the 

Philistines with an oxgoad. All glory goes to God, 
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because he miraculously saved his people in an unusual 

way through an unexpected person. 

Can you identify with Shamgar? Do you ever feel 

like a farmer with nothing but a pointy stick staring 

down a horde of Philistines? Serving God is always like 

that.  He calls us to do things that are far beyond us. In 

fact, the church is built on this premise. In 1 

Corinthians 1:26-31, Paul explained. 

For consider your calling, brothers: not many 

of you were wise according to worldly 

standards, not many were powerful, not 

many were of noble birth. But God chose 

what is foolish in the world to shame the 

wise; God chose what is weak in the world to 

shame the strong; God chose what is low and 

despised in the world, even things that are 

not, to bring to nothing things that are, so 

that no human being might boast in the 

presence of God. And because of him you are 

in Christ Jesus, who became to us wisdom 

from God, righteousness and sanctification 

and redemption, so that, as it is written, "Let 

the one who boasts, boast in the Lord." 

Don’t be constrained by anyone’s box. Take what 

you have and who you are and offer it up to God’s 
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service. Take the lead and trust him to work according 

to his power.  

Conclusion 

God calls all of us to be servant leaders. He has 

placed people in your life that he wants you to influence 

for him. The account of these three judges gives us 

practical guidance. We must take the lead by walking 

by the Spirit, seizing the moment, and offering what we 

have. 

What’s your response to these stories? Do you need 

to seize this moment to turn to God? If so, don’t delay. 

If you are not yet ready to make that choice, then I 

encourage you to read Isaiah 55, where God urges 

people to turn to him.  

Or perhaps this study has brought to mind some 

situation in which you need to take the lead. Think 

about what practical steps you need to take. Let’s follow 

Christ’s example as we read earlier in Mark 10:42-

45.You may even want to commit those verses to 

memory.  

May God use our lives for his good purpose! 
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Questions for Further Reflection 

1. With which of these three characters do you most 

identify? Why? 

 

 

 

 

2. What kind of influence are you exercising over 

people in your life? 

 

 

 

 

3. In which of these principles do you most need to 

grow? What could you do to better incorporate it 

into how you live? 
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Chapter 5 

EXERT INFLUENCE 
Deborah & Jael 

Judges 4-5 

Who has been the most influential person in your 

life? A lot of people would point to their mother. Even 

the toughest men melt at the mention of their mom. 

Some even proclaim their love for her with a tattoo. In 

most families, Mom is the anchor—dependable, caring, 

and strong. When the storms hit, she holds things 

together. 
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The book of Judges records the storms that came 

with the spiritual disintegration of the people of Israel. 

In chapter 3, we saw how God as the great “Agent of 

Change” raised up men to take the lead and turn things 

around. But chapters 4 and 5 describe a time when no 

man had the courage to lead. To rescue his people, God 

worked through two influential women named 

Deborah and Jael, both of whom are presented in 

motherly terms. 

Their story shows us five strategies for being a godly 

influence in dark times. These strategies should be 

used by every believer, but they are particularly 

relevant for women. The story of Deborah helps us 

think through men’s and women’s roles.  

Most people in American society today take an 

egalitarian view of gender roles. They assert that there 

should be no distinction between men and women at 

work, in the home, or in the church. Egalitarianism 

stands in stark contrast with traditional patriarchy in 

which women were not treated much better than 

slaves.  

Some people lump the Bible in with the oppression 

of patriarchy, but the story of Deborah reflects a 

different view. She exercised powerful influence in her 
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nation, yet she also recognized that certain roles should 

be filled by men. Her conduct models the 

complementarian view of gender roles that is taught in 

the New Testament. Women have equal standing 

before God (Gal 3:28), but men are given the 

responsibility to take the lead in the home (Eph 5:25-

33) and in the church (1 Cor 14:33-35; 1 Tim 2:8-15). 

For families and churches to thrive today, we need 

strong godly women who exercise influence as Deborah 

did. 

This portion of the book of Judges is unique in that 

it includes both a historical narrative of events in 

chapter 4 and a song celebrating those events in 

chapter 5. So, the chapters align in such a way that we 

can read them side by side. 

This approach will lead us through 55 verses, a lot 

more than I would typically cover in one sermon. But 

setting the poetry of chapter 5 alongside the prose of 

chapter 4 will give us a fuller understanding of how 

God used these influential women.  
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Strategy 1: Share Wisdom 

Whenever I go camping, rain seems to follow. As 

soon as I set up my tent, the clouds roll in. Rain can be 

refreshing, but not in a tent. That constant dripping 

can be irritating, and if we’re not careful, our attempts 

to influence people can be equally annoying. Proverbs 

27:15 says, “A continual dripping on a rainy day and a 

quarrelsome wife are alike.” Nagging is not persuasive. 

It provokes resistance and resentment. To exercise 

influence, we must share wisdom at the right time in 

the right way. 

Deborah’s wisdom shined during the dark times in 

which she lived. Judges 4:1-5 tells us, 
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And the people of Israel again did what 

was evil in the sight of the LORD after Ehud 

died. And the LORD sold them into the hand 

of Jabin king of Canaan, who reigned in 

Hazor. The commander of his army was 

Sisera, who lived in Harosheth-hagoyim. 

Then the people of Israel cried out to the 

LORD for help, for he had 900 chariots of 

iron and he oppressed the people of Israel 

cruelly for twenty years. 

Now Deborah, a prophetess, the wife of 

Lappidoth, was judging Israel at that time. 

She used to sit under the palm of Deborah 

between Ramah and Bethel in the hill 

country of Ephraim, and the people of Israel 

came up to her for judgment. 

As a prophetess, Deborah received revelation from 

God. As people began to recognize her wisdom, they 

sought her advice. When there was a dispute, they 

would ask her to judge. 

With that level of influence, Deborah could have 

attempted to exercise authority over Israel. Instead, 

she reminded Israel’s leaders of the power of God. 

Judges 5:1-8 says, 

Then sang Deborah and Barak the son of 

Abinoam on that day:  



— 104 — 

“That the leaders took the lead in Israel, 

that the people offered themselves willingly, 

bless the LORD!  

“Hear, O kings; give ear, O princes; to the 

LORD I will sing; I will make melody to the 

LORD, the God of Israel. LORD, when you 

went out from Seir, when you marched from 

the region of Edom, the earth trembled and 

the heavens dropped, yes, the clouds 

dropped water. The mountains quaked 

before the LORD, even Sinai before the 

LORD, the God of Israel.  

“In the days of Shamgar, son of Anath, in 

the days of Jael, the highways were 

abandoned, and travelers kept to the byways. 

The villagers ceased in Israel; they ceased to 

be until I arose; I, Deborah, arose as a 

mother in Israel. When new gods were 

chosen, then war was in the gates. Was shield 

or spear to be seen among forty thousand in 

Israel?  

She reminded them of God’s powerful work in the 

past as he led the Israelites from Sinai through Edom 

into the land (cf. Deut 33:2). Yet despite God’s power, 

the people cowered in fear. They didn’t travel the roads, 

and no one was willing to take up weapons to oppose 

their enemies in battle. They were like frightened 

children, so Deborah related to them as a mother.  
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To share wisdom well requires great patience. 

Proverbs 15:23 says, “To make an apt answer is a joy to 

a man, and a word in season, how good it is!” With both 

individuals and the entire nation Deborah waited for 

the right moment to speak. Could the same be said of 

us?  
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Strategy 2: Encourage Obedience 

The Kalamazoo Marathon is held on the first 

Sunday in May. As in previous years, we plan to move 

our worship service at Calvary East to the evening on 

that day, so that all of us can serve together at one of 

the aid stations on the course. One of the things I love 

about this experience is that it forces us to practice 

encouragement. There is no room for negativity. 

Hundreds of worn out runners come by, but no one 

yells, “You really should have trained harder.” We give 

them a cup of water and cheer them on. To influence 

people in their spiritual lives, we need that same 

mindset. We must encourage obedience.  
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Deborah took this approach toward Barak. Judges 

4:6-9 says, 

She sent and summoned Barak the son of 

Abinoam from Kedesh-naphtali and said to 

him, “Has not the LORD, the God of Israel, 

commanded you, 'Go, gather your men at 

Mount Tabor, taking 10,000 from the people 

of Naphtali and the people of Zebulun. And I 

will draw out Sisera, the general of Jabin's 

army, to meet you by the river Kishon with 

his chariots and his troops, and I will give 

him into your hand'?” Barak said to her, “If 

you will go with me, I will go, but if you will 

not go with me, I will not go.” And she said, 

“I will surely go with you. Nevertheless, the 

road on which you are going will not lead to 

your glory, for the LORD will sell Sisera into 

the hand of a woman.” Then Deborah arose 

and went with Barak to Kedesh. 

Knowing the geography mentioned here helps us 

understand some of the dynamics of this story. 

Deborah lived about 20 miles north of Jerusalem. 

Barak’s town was almost 100 miles farther north, and 

the threat was coming from still farther north.  

Deborah’s words imply that God had already told 

Barak to gather the troops, but he hesitated. Someone 

far away had to spur him to action. She encouraged him 
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to trust God. Yet even with this encouragement, Barak 

still wanted Deborah to travel that 100 miles to be 

present at the battle.  

Some people say that this request is admirable 

because it shows that Barak wanted God’s guidance 

through the prophetess. But Deborah’s response about 

Sisera falling at the hand of a woman suggests that God 

was not pleased with Barak’s request. Nevertheless, 

Deborah still accompanied him. 

Judges 5:9-12 suggests that Deborah also tried to 

encourage other leaders in Israel. She said, 

“My heart goes out to the commanders of 

Israel who offered themselves willingly 

among the people. Bless the LORD.  

“Tell of it, you who ride on white 

donkeys, you who sit on rich carpets and you 

who walk by the way. To the sound of 

musicians at the watering places, there they 

repeat the righteous triumphs of the LORD, 

the righteous triumphs of his villagers in 

Israel.  

“Then down to the gates marched the 

people of the LORD.  

“Awake, awake, Deborah! Awake, awake, 

break out in a song! Arise, Barak, lead away 

your captives, O son of Abinoam.  
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She tried to stir up wealthy, influential people 

throughout Israel to remember all that God had done 

in the past. She was encouraging a national movement.  

Deborah’s commitment to be present with Barak 

reminds me of how Jesus concluded the Great 

Commission. Matthew 28:19-20 tells us that he said,  

Go therefore and make disciples of all 

nations, baptizing them in the name of the 

Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 

teaching them to observe all that I have 

commanded you. And behold, I am with you 

always, to the end of the age. 

He gave us a command that he expects us to obey, and 

he promises to be with us. He is present to encourage 

us, and he wants us to show the same compassion to 

others as we encourage them to obey.  
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Strategy 3: Pursue Unity 

We live in a world that is increasingly time 

conscious. As technology speeds up our lives, we have 

less and less motivation to restrain our impatient 

impulses. Urgency is good, but impulsiveness 

undermines strong leadership by dividing people. A 

godly influential leader takes time to pursue unity. 

Judges 4:10 gives us the impression that Barak 

pulled troops together quickly. It says, “And Barak 

called out Zebulun and Naphtali to Kedesh. And 

10,000 men went up at his heels, and Deborah went up 

with him.” These two tribes lived in the area 

immediately affected by Jabin. But Judges 5:13-18 
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reveals that Deborah and Barak reached out to other 

tribes as well. It says, 

Then down marched the remnant of the 

noble; the people of the LORD marched 

down for me against the mighty. From 

Ephraim their root they marched down into 

the valley, following you, Benjamin, with 

your kinsmen; from Machir marched down 

the commanders, and from Zebulun those 

who bear the lieutenant's staff; the princes of 

Issachar came with Deborah, and Issachar 

faithful to Barak; into the valley they rushed 

at his heels. Among the clans of Reuben there 

were great searchings of heart. Why did you 

sit still among the sheepfolds, to hear the 

whistling for the flocks? Among the clans of 

Reuben there were great searchings of heart. 

Gilead stayed beyond the Jordan; and Dan, 

why did he stay with the ships? Asher sat still 

at the coast of the sea, staying by his 

landings. Zebulun is a people who risked 

their lives to the death; Naphtali, too, on the 

heights of the field.  

So, despite Deborah and Barak’s efforts, some of the 

tribes refused to help. Nevertheless, the attempt was 

still made.  

Back in chapter 4, the author added an interesting 

note in verse 11. He wrote, 
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Now Heber the Kenite had separated from 

the Kenites, the descendants of Hobab the 

father-in-law of Moses, and had pitched his 

tent as far away as the oak in Zaanannim, 

which is near Kedesh.  

Israel wasn’t the only group of people that struggled to 

find unity. This Kenite was near the location of the 

battle because he couldn’t get along with his own 

people.  

Pursuing unity has not gotten any easier. As 

Christians, we worship the same God, follow the same 

Lord, and are indwelt by the same Spirit, but we still 

hold petty grudges. In Ephesians 4:1-3, Paul said,  

I therefore, a prisoner for the Lord, urge you 

to walk in a manner worthy of the calling to 

which you have been called, with all humility 

and gentleness, with patience, bearing with 

one another in love, eager to maintain the 

unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. 

Rather than perpetuating division and bitterness, an 

influential leader must pursue unity. Women are often 

much more sensitive to these dynamics than men are. 

Pursue unity in your home, in the church, and 

everywhere you go. 
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Strategy 4: Inspire Faith 

When you are out in the woods at night, fear can 

take over. Your imagination goes into overdrive. Every 

sound in the darkness convinces you that some massive 

beast is out there. But with the flip of a switch, a 

flashlight begins to melt away those fears by showing 

you reality. As we face frightening circumstances in 

life, faith in God has the same effect. It shows us the 

reality of having an all-powerful God on our side. So, 

one of the primary strategies for influencing people is 

to inspire faith in God. 

Judges 4:12-16 tells us how Deborah used this 

strategy. It says, 
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When Sisera was told that Barak the son 

of Abinoam had gone up to Mount Tabor, 

Sisera called out all his chariots, 900 chariots 

of iron, and all the men who were with him, 

from Harosheth-hagoyim to the river 

Kishon. And Deborah said to Barak, "Up! For 

this is the day in which the LORD has given 

Sisera into your hand. Does not the LORD go 

out before you?" So Barak went down from 

Mount Tabor with 10,000 men following 

him. And the LORD routed Sisera and all his 

chariots and all his army before Barak by the 

edge of the sword. And Sisera got down from 

his chariot and fled away on foot. And Barak 

pursued the chariots and the army to 

Harosheth-hagoyim, and all the army of 

Sisera fell by the edge of the sword; not a man 

was left.  

From a human perspective, Sisera’s 900 chariots 

should have easily defeated Barak’s 10,000 men even 

though Barak held the high ground. But Deborah 

inspired Barak to trust the Lord. He needed to view the 

battle from the perspective of God’s sovereign power.  

Judges 5:19-22 gives an even more exalted view of 

God’s involvement in the battle. It says, 

“The kings came, they fought; then 

fought the kings of Canaan, at Taanach, by 
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the waters of Megiddo; they got no spoils of 

silver. From heaven the stars fought, from 

their courses they fought against Sisera.  The 

torrent Kishon swept them away, the ancient 

torrent, the torrent Kishon. March on, my 

soul, with might! 

“Then loud beat the horses' hoofs with 

the galloping, galloping of his steeds.  

The Kishon River has its headwaters on Mount 

Tabor. The song pictures a massive storm flooding the 

river and crashing down on Sisera’s forces in the valley 

below. Some say this is nothing more than figurative 

speech, but it may also be literal. Perhaps God 

swamped Sisera’s chariots with a mighty storm just like 

he did with the Pharaoh’s chariots at the Red Sea 

several generations earlier. This similarity might 

explain why Deborah recounted the event in a song just 

like Moses did in Exodus 15. 

So, nothing is beyond God’s power, but not 

everyone believes that. Judges 5:23 says, 

“Curse Meroz, says the angel of the 

LORD, curse its inhabitants thoroughly, 

because they did not come to the help of the 

LORD, to the help of the LORD against the 

mighty. 
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We are not certain about this, but Meroz was probably 

a town near the vicinity of the battle. God cursed them 

for their refusal to help. Apparently, they didn’t believe 

that God would follow through on his promise.  

Even today, whatever our circumstances may be, 

our greatest need is to see all of life from the standpoint 

of faith in God. Hebrews 11:6 says, “And without faith 

it is impossible to please him, for whoever would draw 

near to God must believe that he exists and that he 

rewards those who seek him.” We need to trust that 

God exists and that he wants to bless us. We need to 

believe that he gave his Son to save us from our sins. 

We need to trust that God is working through our 

circumstances to deepen our faith. So, as we influence 

people, our primary goal is to inspire faith in God. 
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Strategy 5: Oppose Evil 

Traffic signs do not leave room for different 

interpretations. No one sees a one-way sign and says, 

“I really feel that going the other direction is right for 

me.” The nonsense of relativistic statements like that 

are patently obvious when we are talking about driving. 

But when it comes to moral choices, our society buys 

into that foolish reasoning. To have a spiritual 

influence in the lives of people, we must take a firm 

stand and oppose evil.  

Judges 4:17-24 tells us how a woman named Jael 

took that kind of stand in her day. It says, 
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But Sisera fled away on foot to the tent of 

Jael, the wife of Heber the Kenite, for there 

was peace between Jabin the king of Hazor 

and the house of Heber the Kenite. And Jael 

came out to meet Sisera and said to him, 

"Turn aside, my lord; turn aside to me; do 

not be afraid." So he turned aside to her into 

the tent, and she covered him with a rug. And 

he said to her, "Please give me a little water 

to drink, for I am thirsty." So she opened a 

skin of milk and gave him a drink and 

covered him. And he said to her, "Stand at 

the opening of the tent, and if any man comes 

and asks you, 'Is anyone here?' say, 'No.'" But 

Jael the wife of Heber took a tent peg, and 

took a hammer in her hand. Then she went 

softly to him and drove the peg into his 

temple until it went down into the ground 

while he was lying fast asleep from 

weariness. So he died. And behold, as Barak 

was pursuing Sisera, Jael went out to meet 

him and said to him, "Come, and I will show 

you the man whom you are seeking." So he 

went in to her tent, and there lay Sisera dead, 

with the tent peg in his temple. 

So on that day God subdued Jabin the 

king of Canaan before the people of Israel. 24 

And the hand of the people of Israel pressed 

harder and harder against Jabin the king of 

Canaan, until they destroyed Jabin king of 

Canaan.  
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Jael’s actions contributed to the rescue of Israel 

from the Canaanites, but we are left wondering why she 

did it. To our knowledge, she was not an Israelite, and 

apparently, her husband was on good terms with the 

Canaanites.  

Judges 5:24-31 fills out the picture for us. It says, 

“Most blessed of women be Jael, the wife 

of Heber the Kenite, of tent-dwelling women 

most blessed. He asked for water and she 

gave him milk; she brought him curds in a 

noble's bowl. She sent her hand to the tent 

peg and her right hand to the workmen's 

mallet; she struck Sisera; she crushed his 

head; she shattered and pierced his temple. 

Between her feet he sank, he fell, he lay still; 

between her feet he sank, he fell; where he 

sank, there he fell--dead.  

“Out of the window she peered, the 

mother of Sisera wailed through the lattice: 

'Why is his chariot so long in coming? Why 

tarry the hoofbeats of his chariots?' Her 

wisest princesses answer, indeed, she 

answers herself, 'Have they not found and 

divided the spoil?—A womb or two for every 

man; spoil of dyed materials for Sisera, spoil 

of dyed materials embroidered, two pieces of 

dyed work embroidered for the neck as 

spoil?'  
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“So may all your enemies perish, O 

LORD! But your friends be like the sun as he 

rises in his might." And the land had rest for 

forty years. 

It’s not clear how anything was known about Sisera’s 

mother. Perhaps God revealed this part of the story to 

Deborah.  

Sisera’s mother knew full well that her son was 

plundering people and raping women, but she didn’t 

care. She was just waiting to see what kind of fabric he 

would bring back. Her maternal love led her to excuse 

her son’s evil behavior, and even profit from it. 

Sisera’s mother stands in stark contrast to Jael. Jael 

related to him in a motherly sort of way. She gave him 

some milk and covered him up. He even wanted her to 

protect him from the consequences of his evil, but she 

chose to oppose evil. The song takes his death as 

representative of what every enemy of God deserves. 

Sisera’s death reminds me of the prophetic words of 

Genesis 3:15. After Adam and Eve succumbed to 

temptation, God spoke these words to the serpent who 

deceived them: 

I will put enmity between you and the 

woman, and between your offspring and her 
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offspring; he shall bruise your head, and you 

shall bruise his heel. 

One day the evil influence of Satan in the world will be 

completely crushed. The book of Revelation tells us 

that this final victory will come about when Jesus 

returns to reign.  

We need to be clear whose side we are on. Are we 

following Christ, or are we giving in to Satan’s 

influence? We also need to consider what kind of 

influence we are having. We are not called to bring 

physical judgment against evil as Jael did, but we must 

be careful that we are not excusing sin as Sisera’s 

mother did. The gospel of Jesus offers forgiveness for 

sin, but no one will ever see the need for forgiveness, if 

we excuse sinful behavior. To be a godly influence we 

must stand in clear opposition to evil. 

Conclusion 

God wants every believing man and woman to have 

a godly influence in the lives of other people. The story 

of Deborah and Jael shows us how. We must share 

wisdom, encourage obedience, pursue unity, inspire 

faith, and oppose evil.  
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Before any of that, however, you must first be 

reconciled to God. All of us have succumbed to 

temptation. All of us have sinned. Spiritual life begins 

when we confess our sins and place our faith in the 

saving work of Jesus Christ. Have you taken that step? 

If not, I encourage you to do so today. 

If you’re still trying to understand all of this, I would 

encourage you to read Genesis 3. Learn about how sin 

entered the world and the consequences it has had. 

That background is what helps us understand God’s 

solution in Jesus Christ. 

If you do have a relationship with God, what is your 

response to this passage? Perhaps you are like Barak, 

struggling to trust God in the face of some intimidating 

circumstances. What step of faith do you need to take 

today? No doubt we all need to follow Deborah’s 

example in being a godly influence. On which of these 

strategies do you most need to focus? 

May God use us all to shine for him in our 

generation. 
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Questions for Further Reflection 

1. Whom has God used most to influence your 

spiritual life? How so? 

 

 

 

 

2. Which of these strategies are most evident in your 

life? Why? 

 

 

 

 

3. In which of these strategies do you most need to 

grow? How? 
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Chapter 6 

OVERCOME DOUBT 
Gideon’s Call 

Judges 6 

We occasionally have foggy days here in Michigan, 

but the worst fog I have ever encountered was in some 

mountains in Southern California. As I began to make 

my way up a narrow, winding road, the fog became so 

thick that I could not see more than a few feet. There 

was no place to pull over or turn around, so I had to 

keep going. I crawled along at 5 or 10 miles per hour 

with my head out the window to see the yellow line 
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down the middle of the road. If I veered off course, a 

steep drop was waiting for me. Finally, after several 

tense miles I climbed above the fog. The road ahead 

became crystal clear and the view was breathtaking. 

A lot of people have a similar experience in their 

spiritual life. They begin to read the Bible and learn 

about God, but encounter a thick fog of doubt. Their 

mind is filled with questions. They wonder what to 

believe. Does God exist? Did he create the world? Is the 

Bible true? How could Jesus be both God and human? 

They also ask more personal questions. How could 

someone like me ever draw near to God? Why did he 

allow me to suffer so much?  

Countless books have been written in response to 

those questions, but I think most people already know 

the answers. The problem is not intellectual; it’s 

volitional. It’s about the will, not the mind. Rather than 

inching forward through the fog to overcome their 

doubts, they choose to stop. 

The book of Judges devotes three chapters to the 

story of a judge who began his career with major 

doubts. His name was Gideon. The story of his call in 

Judges 6 demonstrates five steps to overcoming doubt. 

If you're still in the fog, I encourage you to follow these 
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steps and to keep moving forward. If you have already 

reached a point of clarity, then remember how 

disorienting this fog can be. Have compassion for those 

wrestling with doubt, and encourage them along this 

path. 
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Step 1: Acknowledge Your Sin 

Deep thinkers down through the ages have asked, 

“Which came first, the chicken or the egg?” Practical 

people ask, “Who cares?” But we do need to ask that 

kind of question about doubt. Which came first, the sin 

or the doubt? Do people first decide that God does not 

exist, and then logically conclude that religious moral 

standards can thus be ignored? Or is it the other way 

around? Do people feel the pull of sinful desire and 

then use doubt to justify their actions? The first step in 

overcoming doubt is acknowledging that sinful desires 

distort your logic. 
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The people of Israel witnessed incredible 

demonstrations of God’s power as they left Egypt and 

entered the land God gave them. Sound logic cannot 

justify the decision they made to begin worshiping false 

gods. Judges 6:1-10 tells us that God exposed their 

sinfulness through both discipline and a prophetic 

revelation. It says, 

The people of Israel did what was evil in 

the sight of the LORD, and the LORD gave 

them into the hand of Midian seven years. 

And the hand of Midian overpowered Israel, 

and because of Midian the people of Israel 

made for themselves the dens that are in the 

mountains and the caves and the 

strongholds. For whenever the Israelites 

planted crops, the Midianites and the 

Amalekites and the people of the East would 

come up against them. They would encamp 

against them and devour the produce of the 

land, as far as Gaza, and leave no sustenance 

in Israel and no sheep or ox or donkey. For 

they would come up with their livestock and 

their tents; they would come like locusts in 

number—both they and their camels could 

not be counted—so that they laid waste the 

land as they came in. And Israel was brought 

very low because of Midian. And the people 

of Israel cried out for help to the LORD. 
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When the people of Israel cried out to the 

LORD on account of the Midianites, the 

LORD sent a prophet to the people of Israel. 

And he said to them, “Thus says the LORD, 

the God of Israel: I led you up from Egypt and 

brought you out of the house of slavery. And 

I delivered you from the hand of the 

Egyptians and from the hand of all who 

oppressed you, and drove them out before 

you and gave you their land. And I said to 

you, ‘I am the LORD your God; you shall not 

fear the gods of the Amorites in whose land 

you dwell.’ But you have not obeyed my 

voice.” 

What was it that attracted the people of Israel to 

these false gods? Canaanite religion focused on rituals 

that were supposed to lead to fertility and agricultural 

prosperity. This connection may explain why the Lord 

allowed the Midianites to devour the Israelites’ crops 

and take their livestock. He had given them prosperity, 

but they wrongly assumed that it was a result of their 

idolatry. So, the Lord took it all away and confronted 

their disobedience through this prophet. They needed 

to recognize that sin was warping their thinking. They 

had cried out for relief from their suffering, but the 
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passage does not say whether they repented of their 

idolatry. 

We may shake our heads at Israel, but sin has the 

same effect on us. In Romans 1:21, Paul said, 

For although they knew God, they did not 

honor him as God or give thanks to him, but 

they became futile in their thinking, and their 

foolish hearts were darkened. 

Sin affects our minds and distorts our logic, so 

intellectual answers alone will never overcome our 

doubts. Our first step is to humbly acknowledge the 

powerful influence of sin in our lives, and cry out for 

God to rescue us. 
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Step 2: Believe God’s Design 

Have you ever seen a big dog that behaved like a 

small dog? They jump up on you and look you straight 

in the eye. They try to sit in your lap like a little puppy, 

but they weigh as much as a full-grown person. They’re 

even frightened by the tiniest sounds. We, as people, 

can act the same way. God designed us for great things. 

He wants to empower us to live courageous, exemplary 

lives for his glory. But doubt persuades us to cower in 

fear and spend our time in meaningless pursuits. We 

need to believe God’s design for our lives.  

Judges 6:11-16 introduces us to Gideon, and shows 

the influence of doubt in his life. It says, 
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Now the angel of the LORD came and sat 

under the terebinth at Ophrah, which 

belonged to Joash the Abiezrite, while his 

son Gideon was beating out wheat in the 

winepress to hide it from the Midianites. And 

the angel of the LORD appeared to him and 

said to him, “The LORD is with you, O 

mighty man of valor.” And Gideon said to 

him, “Please, my lord, if the LORD is with us, 

why then has all this happened to us? And 

where are all his wonderful deeds that our 

fathers recounted to us, saying, ‘Did not the 

LORD bring us up from Egypt?’ But now the 

LORD has forsaken us and given us into the 

hand of Midian.” And the LORD turned to 

him and said, “Go in this might of yours and 

save Israel from the hand of Midian; do not I 

send you?” And he said to him, “Please, Lord, 

how can I save Israel? Behold, my clan is the 

weakest in Manasseh, and I am the least in 

my father's house.” And the LORD said to 

him, “But I will be with you, and you shall 

strike the Midianites as one man.” 

Don’t miss the comedy here. Wheat would normally 

be beaten out on a broad open hilltop, where the breeze 

could blow away the chaff. Gideon had taken his wheat 

down into a hole in the ground, that was probably 

about the size of a large bath tub. He must have looked 
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ridiculous, but the angel of the Lord addressed him as 

a mighty man of valor. Gideon may have perceived his 

greeting as sarcasm. In response, he began to defend 

his actions by listing off all his doubts about whether 

God was with Israel and about his own insignificance. 

The angel did not bother with answering his questions. 

He simply told him that the Lord was with him and 

wanted him to defeat the Midianites. 

We live in a different time than Gideon, but God 

still wants to do great things through us. Paul spoke of 

God’s design for us in Ephesians 2:10. He said,  

For we are his workmanship, created in 

Christ Jesus for good works, which God 

prepared beforehand, that we should walk in 

them. 

His design is for every Christian to live a life of faithful, 

courageous obedience in the power of Christ. Don’t 

settle for anything less. Believe God’s design. 
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Step 3: Celebrate God’s Favor 

What events do you celebrate? Birthdays, 

weddings, anniversaries, graduations? Celebrations 

help us remember and even relive those significant 

moments.  To overcome doubt, we need to celebrate 

spiritual events. We have holidays like Christmas to 

commemorate the birth of Christ and Easter to remind 

us of his resurrection. But those holidays can seem 

disconnected from our individual experience. We need 

to celebrate God’s favor to us on a personal level. 

Judges 6:17-24 tells how Gideon celebrated his 

conversation with the angel. 
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And he said to him, “If now I have found 

favor in your eyes, then show me a sign that 

it is you who speak with me. Please do not 

depart from here until I come to you and 

bring out my present and set it before you.” 

And he said, “I will stay till you return.” 

So Gideon went into his house and 

prepared a young goat and unleavened cakes 

from an ephah of flour. The meat he put in a 

basket, and the broth he put in a pot, and 

brought them to him under the terebinth and 

presented them. And the angel of God said to 

him, “Take the meat and the unleavened 

cakes, and put them on this rock, and pour 

the broth over them.” And he did so. Then 

the angel of the LORD reached out the tip of 

the staff that was in his hand and touched the 

meat and the unleavened cakes. And fire 

sprang up from the rock and consumed the 

meat and the unleavened cakes. And the 

angel of the LORD vanished from his sight. 

Then Gideon perceived that he was the angel 

of the LORD. And Gideon said, “Alas, O Lord 

GOD! For now I have seen the angel of the 

LORD face to face.” But the LORD said to 

him, “Peace be to you. Do not fear; you shall 

not die.” Then Gideon built an altar there to 

the LORD and called it, The LORD Is Peace. 

To this day it still stands at Ophrah, which 

belongs to the Abiezrites.  
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With all the Midianite attacks, the people of Israel 

were struggling to get enough food to survive. 

Nevertheless, Gideon cooked up this feast for his guest. 

Generous hospitality like this was expected in that 

culture, but Gideon wanted something in return. He 

was looking for confirmation that this person was the 

angel of the LORD. He did not have wings or a halo, he 

appeared as a normal man. So, Gideon brought this 

meal, but the angel received it as a sacrificial offering. 

The Lord was confirming that Gideon had a personal 

relationship with him. Gideon had received God’s favor 

and was standing in God’s peace. So, Gideon celebrated 

by building an altar, a permanent memorial of this 

encounter. 

Encounters like this one are rare, but every person 

must come to a personal realization of God’s favor and 

peace. In Romans 5:1-2, Paul described this 

relationship with God by saying, 

Therefore, since we have been justified by 

faith, we have peace with God through our 

Lord Jesus Christ. Through him we have also 

obtained access by faith into this grace in 

which we stand, and we rejoice in hope of the 

glory of God. 
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Jesus died in our place so that we can have peace with 

God. We enter that relationship by faith, trusting in the 

work of Christ. That faith is then deepened and 

strengthened as we rejoice. 

Have you entered this relationship by faith? If so, 

then celebrate God’s favor. Jesus gave New Testament 

believers two ordinances to help us celebrate our 

relationship with him: baptism and communion. 

Baptism marks the beginning of our relationship with 

Christ. Communion serves as an ongoing reminder of 

our personal connection with him. To overcome doubt, 

we must remember how blessed we are to have peace 

with God by his grace. 
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Step 4: Devote Your Worship 

I’m not a devoted sports fan. If I do watch a sporting 

event, I’m liable to change sides and root for whoever 

is winning. I can respond that way, because I am just a 

spectator. No one would tolerate that kind of fickleness 

in a player.  

When it comes to spiritual devotion, we need to 

recognize that no one is a spectator. We are all in the 

game, but a lot of people are fickle. They refuse to 

choose sides, and that indecisiveness breeds doubt. To 

overcome, you must devote your worship to God alone. 

The Lord challenged Gideon to make his devotion 

clear. Judges 6:25-32 tells us 
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That night the LORD said to him, “Take 

your father's bull, and the second bull seven 

years old, and pull down the altar of Baal that 

your father has, and cut down the Asherah 

that is beside it and build an altar to the 

LORD your God on the top of the stronghold 

here, with stones laid in due order. Then take 

the second bull and offer it as a burnt offering 

with the wood of the Asherah that you shall 

cut down.” So Gideon took ten men of his 

servants and did as the LORD had told him. 

But because he was too afraid of his family 

and the men of the town to do it by day, he 

did it by night.  

When the men of the town rose early in 

the morning, behold, the altar of Baal was 

broken down, and the Asherah beside it was 

cut down, and the second bull was offered on 

the altar that had been built. And they said to 

one another, “Who has done this thing?” And 

after they had searched and inquired, they 

said, “Gideon the son of Joash has done this 

thing.” Then the men of the town said to 

Joash, “Bring out your son, that he may die, 

for he has broken down the altar of Baal and 

cut down the Asherah beside it.” But Joash 

said to all who stood against him, “Will you 

contend for Baal? Or will you save him? 

Whoever contends for him shall be put to 

death by morning. If he is a god, let him 

contend for himself, because his altar has 
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been broken down.” Therefore on that day 

Gideon was called Jerubbaal, that is to say, 

“Let Baal contend against him,” because he 

broke down his altar.  

Apparently, Gideon’s father led people in the 

worship of Baal. Destroying this altar meant that 

Gideon was rejecting his family’s legacy. His father’s 

response is hard to interpret. Some people say that 

Joash sided with Gideon and defended him by 

implying that Baal was powerless since Gideon was still 

alive. But Joash’s words could also indicate that he 

believed Baal would eventually bring retribution 

against his son. Whichever way we interpret Joash’s 

response, Gideon’s act made his devotion clear. He 

chose to worship the Lord.  

Many people in our world face a similar choice 

today. Worshiping the God of the Bible is a denial of 

their family’s religious tradition. Matthew 10:37 

records how Jesus addressed this conflict. He said, 

Whoever loves father or mother more than 

me is not worthy of me, and whoever loves 

son or daughter more than me is not worthy 

of me. 
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But for those raised in a Christian context, objects can 

displace God in their lives. Matthew 6:24 tells us that 

Jesus said,  

No one can serve two masters, for either he 

will hate the one and love the other, or he will 

be devoted to the one and despise the other. 

You cannot serve God and money. 

Where do you direct your devotion? To family? To 

money? Devote your worship to the Lord alone. 
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Step 5: Learn God’s Character 

A child’s first steps are mesmerizing. They are 

awkward and clumsy, but parents celebrate and 

capture the moment in pictures and video. No one 

worries that the child is not graceful or powerful, 

because we know that they are developing strength and 

balance. We need to have the same perspective when 

we think about spiritual growth. Struggling with doubt 

is part of building your faith. We overcome by learning 

God’s character.  

Judges 6:33-40 records Gideon’s first faltering 

steps in leading Israel. It says, 
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Now all the Midianites and the 

Amalekites and the people of the East came 

together, and they crossed the Jordan and 

encamped in the Valley of Jezreel. But the 

Spirit of the LORD clothed Gideon, and he 

sounded the trumpet, and the Abiezrites 

were called out to follow him. And he sent 

messengers throughout all Manasseh, and 

they too were called out to follow him. And 

he sent messengers to Asher, Zebulun, and 

Naphtali, and they went up to meet them. 

Then Gideon said to God, “If you will save 

Israel by my hand, as you have said, behold, 

I am laying a fleece of wool on the threshing 

floor. If there is dew on the fleece alone, and 

it is dry on all the ground, then I shall know 

that you will save Israel by my hand, as you 

have said.” And it was so. When he rose early 

next morning and squeezed the fleece, he 

wrung enough dew from the fleece to fill a 

bowl with water. Then Gideon said to God, 

“Let not your anger burn against me; let me 

speak just once more. Please let me test just 

once more with the fleece. Please let it be dry 

on the fleece only, and on all the ground let 

there be dew.” And God did so that night; and 

it was dry on the fleece only, and on all the 

ground there was dew. 

Gideon took the lead, but then asked God for a sign. 

Some people suggest that we should follow his 
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example, asking God to perform signs to guide us 

through major life decisions. But that application 

misses the point of what Gideon was asking. He was 

not looking for God’s guidance. He had already 

received that through his encounter with the angel. He 

was looking for confirming proof of God’s power. 

People in his culture assumed that Baal controlled the 

weather. Gideon wanted to see evidence that the Lord 

controlled the dew. I think his request showed more 

doubt than faith, but at least he was willing to learn. 

To overcome our doubt, we need to be willing to 

learn. We must become convinced of the mighty power 

of God. Paul’s prayer for the Ephesians in Ephesians 

1:18-19 was that, 

having the eyes of your hearts enlightened, 

that you may know what is the hope to which 

he has called you, what are the riches of his 

glorious inheritance in the saints, and what 

is the immeasurable greatness of his power 

toward us who believe, according to the 

working of his great might. 

That power was put on display in the resurrection of 

Jesus, so we don’t need another sign. God shows us his 

character in what has already been revealed and 



— 146 — 

written down in Scripture. We must remember, 

however, that spiritual growth is about more than 

learning biblical facts. We start with those facts, but 

they must lead to deep personal convictions about God 

that shape how we live. 

Conclusion 

This is just the beginning of Gideon’s story. Judges 

6 reveals him to be a man who struggled with doubt, 

and yet he overcame. We have identified five steps in 

that process: acknowledging your sin, believing God’s 

design, celebrating God’s favor, devoting your worship 

to God alone, and learning God’s character. So, where 

do you stand in regard to doubt? 

Have you acknowledged your sin? Do you see your 

need for God’s saving grace? If you have never done so, 

I encourage you to trust God for salvation today. Jesus 

Christ gave himself as the perfect sacrifice for our sins. 

He made it possible for us to enter this relationship 

with God. If you want to learn more about salvation, I 

would encourage you to read Romans 5 where Paul 

explained how Christ saves us. 
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Perhaps you are a believer, but you are still 

struggling with doubt. You might be facing some trial 

in which you need to trust God for peace. You might be 

facing some temptation in which you need to trust God 

for strength to resist. Stay teachable. Keep learning the 

character of God. 

May God deepen our faith! 
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Questions for Further Reflection 

1. Which step best describes where you are at in the 

process of overcoming doubt? 

 

 

2. Is something keeping you from moving through the 

other steps? If so, what? What did you learn from 

this study about moving forward? 

 

 

3. What can you do to come alongside someone 

struggling with doubt? 
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Chapter 7 

RECEIVE STRENGTH 
Gideon’s Victory 

Judges 7 

Watching television has not always been as easy as 

it is today. You couldn’t just sit back and click through 

channels with a remote control. You had to get up from 

the couch and walk over to the T.V. to physically turn a 

dial. Then you had to point the antenna in different 

directions to see which would give you the strongest 

signal. But as soon as you let go of the antenna or 
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someone else in the room moved, the reception would 

change. Sometimes you just gave up in exasperation. 

I suspect that most of us have experienced a similar 

frustration in our attempts to find spiritual strength. 

When life gets tough, we try all sorts of frantic efforts 

to get God to change our situation. We read books, go 

to church, pray, and maybe even fast. Our assumption 

is that God will intervene by his power, if we can just 

get everything tuned in and pointed in the right 

direction. When that intervention doesn’t happen as 

we want, we sometimes give up in frustration. 

As we continue our study of the book of Judges, we 

come to the next episode in the story of Gideon. Last 

time in chapter 6 we learned about how he overcame 

his doubt and responded to God’s call to lead Israel. 

Now in chapter 7 we will see how he found strength to 

face his circumstances.  

God’s strength came to Gideon through four 

channels. Those channels are not fuzzy or hard to pick 

up. They have always been loud and clear for all of 

God’s people, if we’re willing to receive them. 
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Channel 1: Accepting Your Weakness 

Even when they are sick, a lot of people resist seeing 

a doctor. They fear what the doctor’s diagnosis will be. 

They might also be ashamed of lifestyle choices that 

contributed to their condition. So, rather than 

welcoming help, they pridefully ignore the problem. 

They stubbornly refuse to accept that they are sick, and 

that choice can be fatal. 

We are just as stubborn about accepting spiritual 

weakness. Pride, fear, and shame convince us to put up 

a facade and act as if we have everything under control.  

We ignore the fact, that God puts his power on display 
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as we trust him in our weakness. We find strength in 

accepting our weakness. 

This principle is so important to God that he led 

Gideon through a process designed to weaken his 

military power. Judges 7:1-8 tells us, 

Then Jerubbaal (that is, Gideon) and all 

the people who were with him rose early and 

encamped beside the spring of Harod. And 

the camp of Midian was north of them, by the 

hill of Moreh, in the valley. 

The LORD said to Gideon, “The people 

with you are too many for me to give the 

Midianites into their hand, lest Israel boast 

over me, saying, ‘My own hand has saved 

me.’ Now therefore proclaim in the ears of 

the people, saying, ‘Whoever is fearful and 

trembling, let him return home and hurry 

away from Mount Gilead.’” Then 22,000 of 

the people returned, and 10,000 remained.  

And the LORD said to Gideon, “The 

people are still too many. Take them down to 

the water, and I will test them for you there, 

and anyone of whom I say to you, ‘This one 

shall go with you,’ shall go with you, and 

anyone of whom I say to you, ‘This one shall 

not go with you,’ shall not go.” So he brought 

the people down to the water. And the LORD 

said to Gideon, “Every one who laps the 

water with his tongue, as a dog laps, you shall 
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set by himself. Likewise, every one who 

kneels down to drink.” And the number of 

those who lapped, putting their hands to 

their mouths, was 300 men, but all the rest 

of the people knelt down to drink water. And 

the LORD said to Gideon, “With the 300 men 

who lapped I will save you and give the 

Midianites into your hand, and let all the 

others go every man to his home.” So the 

people took provisions in their hands, and 

their trumpets. And he sent all the rest of 

Israel every man to his tent, but retained the 

300 men. And the camp of Midian was below 

him in the valley. 

God removed 99 percent of Gideon’s forces. We can 

understand why it would be beneficial to send the 

fearful men home. They would have been a negative 

influence. But the issue of how the men drank water 

seems more arbitrary. Some suggest that the men who 

knelt down to drink were less alert, and that the 300 

were the best of the best. Even if that were so, they 

would have been no match for the vast numbers of the 

enemy forces. God wanted to remove any doubt that 

Israel could win this battle in their own strength. They 

were forced to rely entirely upon him. 
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We may not lead armies into battle, but God allows 

us to experience weakness for the same reason. He 

wants us to find our strength exclusively in him. In 2 

Corinthians 12:7-10, the Apostle Paul described his 

experience. He said, 

So to keep me from becoming conceited 

because of the surpassing greatness of the 

revelations, a thorn was given me in the flesh, 

a messenger of Satan to harass me, to keep 

me from becoming conceited. Three times I 

pleaded with the Lord about this, that it 

should leave me. But he said to me, “My 

grace is sufficient for you, for my power is 

made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will 

boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, 

so that the power of Christ may rest upon me. 

For the sake of Christ, then, I am content 

with weaknesses, insults, hardships, 

persecutions, and calamities. For when I am 

weak, then I am strong. 

Can you identify with Paul’s words? Is there some 

difficulty in your life that you keep asking God to take 

away? Do you believe that his grace and power are 

sufficient for you? Are you willing to accept your 

weakness? 
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This humble response toward God is essential for 

us to have a relationship with him. The Christian life 

begins with accepting our weakness. We must repent, 

turning away from our sin and acknowledging our need 

for God’s forgiveness. 1 John 1:9 says, “If we confess 

our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and 

to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” When we 

accept our sinfulness, God saves us through the 

cleansing power of Christ’s death. 

Don’t let pride, fear, or shame stand in the way. 

Accept your weakness before God and cry out for his 

strength. 
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Channel 2: Believing God’s Revelation 

Those costumes with fake muscles always make me 

laugh. They look impressive at a glance, but they are 

nothing more than soft fluffy pillow stuffing or squishy 

foam. No one is intimidated by them. I suspect that 

God feels the same way, as he looks out upon the forces 

that oppose him and his people. They are nothing more 

than a bunch of fluff, but they puff themselves up to 

look impressive. Sadly, God’s people are often fooled. 

We find strength in believing God’s revelation. 

Judges 7:9-14 tells us of a particular revelation God 

gave Gideon about his opponents. It says, 
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That same night the LORD said to him, 

“Arise, go down against the camp, for I have 

given it into your hand. But if you are afraid 

to go down, go down to the camp with Purah 

your servant. And you shall hear what they 

say, and afterward your hands shall be 

strengthened to go down against the camp.” 

Then he went down with Purah his servant to 

the outposts of the armed men who were in 

the camp. And the Midianites and the 

Amalekites and all the people of the East lay 

along the valley like locusts in abundance, 

and their camels were without number, as 

the sand that is on the seashore in 

abundance. When Gideon came, behold, a 

man was telling a dream to his comrade. And 

he said, “Behold, I dreamed a dream, and 

behold, a cake of barley bread tumbled into 

the camp of Midian and came to the tent and 

struck it so that it fell and turned it upside 

down, so that the tent lay flat.” And his 

comrade answered, “This is no other than the 

sword of Gideon the son of Joash, a man of 

Israel; God has given into his hand Midian 

and all the camp.” 

Gideon’s opponents appeared massive and strong. 

There were so many of them that they seemed like a 

swarm of locusts or grains of sand at the beach. For 

years they had used their camels in raids against Israel. 
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But compared to the power of God, they were nothing. 

They were like a flimsy tent that could be knocked over 

by a rolling loaf of bread. That night God revealed to 

the Midianites their weakness, and Gideon overheard. 

Verse 15 tells us his response. It says, 

As soon as Gideon heard the telling of the 

dream and its interpretation, he worshiped. 

And he returned to the camp of Israel and 

said, “Arise, for the LORD has given the host 

of Midian into your hand.” 

God has given similar revelations in the Bible about 

the forces that oppose us. We worry about the powerful 

temptation that Satan brings against us, but James 4:7 

says, “Submit yourselves therefore to God. Resist the 

devil, and he will flee from you.”  

We are intimidated by the intellectual arguments of 

atheists, but Romans 1:20 says,  

For his invisible attributes, namely, his 

eternal power and divine nature, have been 

clearly perceived, ever since the creation of 

the world, in the things that have been made. 

So they are without excuse. 

We agonize over wrongs that we experience, but 

Romans 12:19 says, “Beloved, never avenge yourselves, 



— 159 — 

but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, 

"Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord." 

We fear death, but in 1 Corinthians 15:54-55, Paul 

spoke of our hope in Christ and said, 

When the perishable puts on the 

imperishable, and the mortal puts on 

immortality, then shall come to pass the 

saying that is written: “Death is swallowed up 

in victory. O death, where is your victory? O 

death, where is your sting?” 

Do you believe these revelations? Are you willing to 

trust God as Gideon did? God strengthens us as we 

believe. 
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Channel 3: Acting in Faith 

My first car didn’t have power steering. So, it was 

extremely difficult to turn the wheels while the car was 

sitting still. Parallel parking would leave you feeling 

exhausted and weak. But when the car was rolling, it 

was easy to steer. The power came through the motion.  

I think we find a similar dynamic in how God 

strengthens us. Some of us hunker down and 

reluctantly wait for God to do something dramatic 

before we’re willing to serve his purpose. We try to 

justify our inactivity as being careful or conservative. 

But the result is that we talk ourselves out of doing 
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anything for God. Instead, we must step out and serve. 

We find strength as we act in faith. 

After receiving God’s revelation, Gideon did not 

hesitate to act. He developed a plan that was either 

crazy or brilliant. Judges 7:16-22 tells us, 

And he divided the 300 men into three 

companies and put trumpets into the hands 

of all of them and empty jars, with torches 

inside the jars. And he said to them, "Look at 

me, and do likewise. When I come to the 

outskirts of the camp, do as I do. When I 

blow the trumpet, I and all who are with me, 

then blow the trumpets also on every side of 

all the camp and shout, 'For the LORD and 

for Gideon.'"  

So Gideon and the hundred men who 

were with him came to the outskirts of the 

camp at the beginning of the middle watch, 

when they had just set the watch. And they 

blew the trumpets and smashed the jars that 

were in their hands. Then the three 

companies blew the trumpets and broke the 

jars. They held in their left hands the torches, 

and in their right hands the trumpets to 

blow. And they cried out, "A sword for the 

LORD and for Gideon!" Every man stood in 

his place around the camp, and all the army 

ran. They cried out and fled. When they blew 

the 300 trumpets, the LORD set every man's 
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sword against his comrade and against all the 

army. And the army fled as far as Beth-

shittah toward Zererah, as far as the border 

of Abel-meholah, by Tabbath. 

Gideon’s men did not even need to fight. The sound 

of trumpets blaring and jars shattering in the middle of 

the night threw the enemy forces into turmoil. They 

were suddenly surrounded by torches. In the darkness, 

they could not tell friend from foe, so they panicked 

and attacked each other. These forces that seemed so 

superior fled for their lives. God strengthened Gideon 

as he acted in faith. 

Is there some step of faith that you need to take? 

Jesus wants all of us who follow him to carry out his 

mission, but throughout history the church has often 

been slow to act. In Philippians 1:27, Paul challenged 

the Philippian church by saying,  

Only let your manner of life be worthy of the 

gospel of Christ, so that whether I come and 

see you or am absent, I may hear of you that 

you are standing firm in one spirit, with one 

mind striving side by side for the faith of the 

gospel. 
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Are we actively striving or passively sitting? Get 

moving and let God steer. We find strength as we act in 

faith. 
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Channel 4: Inviting Cooperation 

When you pull one coal away from a roaring fire, it 

quickly grows cold. But even after the fire has died 

down, piling the coals together can restart it. We see 

the same dynamic in spiritual life. God’s design is for 

us to have vital relationships with other believers. We 

find strength as we invite cooperation. 

As we have seen, God pared down Gideon’s forces 

for the initial attack against the Midianites.  Once they 

were on the run, however, Gideon enlisted help from 

the other tribes. Judges 7:23-25 tells us, 

And the men of Israel were called out from 

Naphtali and from Asher and from all 
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Manasseh, and they pursued after Midian. 

Gideon sent messengers throughout all the 

hill country of Ephraim, saying, “Come down 

against the Midianites and capture the 

waters against them, as far as Beth-barah, 

and also the Jordan.” So all the men of 

Ephraim were called out, and they captured 

the waters as far as Beth-barah, and also the 

Jordan. And they captured the two princes of 

Midian, Oreb and Zeeb. They killed Oreb at 

the rock of Oreb, and Zeeb they killed at the 

winepress of Zeeb. Then they pursued 

Midian, and they brought the heads of Oreb 

and Zeeb to Gideon across the Jordan. 

Gideon was from the tribe of Manasseh, and the 

Midianite camp was located on the northern edge of 

the tribe’s territory close to Gideon’s home town. As the 

Midianites fled, they headed southeast to escape across 

the Jordan River. Naphtali and Asher came from the 

north to join the pursuit, while Ephraim came from the 

south to cut them off.  The story began in chapter 6 with 

God calling Gideon as he hid in a winepress beating out 

wheat. Ironically, chapter 7 ends with the killing of one 

of the Midianite princes in another winepress. Gideon’s 

victory united Israel’s tribes, if only for a moment. 

We’ll find in chapter 8 that conflict came soon after. 
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But for that moment, they experienced God’s strength 

in their unity. 

Unity among God’s people becomes even more 

important in the New Testament. Paul pictured the 

church as Christ’s body. He described our dependence 

upon one another in Ephesians 4:15-16 by saying, 

Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to 

grow up in every way into him who is the 

head, into Christ, from whom the whole 

body, joined and held together by every joint 

with which it is equipped, when each part is 

working properly, makes the body grow so 

that it builds itself up in love. 

Are you pursuing this kind of connection with other 

believers? Are you working to build others up? Are you 

allowing them to speak truth into your life? We find 

strength in inviting cooperation.  
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Conclusion 

Are you tuned into these channels of God’s 

strength? Are you accepting your weakness, believing 

God’s revelation, acting in faith, and inviting 

cooperation? 

As I mentioned earlier, the first step is to repent and 

believe in Christ. If you’ve never done so, I urge you to 

take that step today. Confess your sin and seek God’s 

forgiveness as it says in 1 John 1:9. If you hesitate to 

acknowledge your sin, I encourage you to read those 

opening chapters in 1 John. God invites us to come to 

him and be saved. 

Perhaps you are wrestling with some choices today 

and you need God’s direction. I encourage you to set 

aside some time today to search his word. See what 

revelation he has already given that applies to your 

situation. Then take that step of faith.  

May God strengthen us to live for him today! 
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Questions for Further Reflection 

1. When have you experienced God’s strength in your 

life? How did that come about? 

 

 

 

 

2. Where in your life do you feel the need for God’s 

strength today? How does Gideon’s story help? 

 

 

 

 

3. Which of these channels do you most avoid? Why? 
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Chapter 8 

NAVIGATE 

RELATIONSHIPS 
Gideon’s Conflicts 

Judges 8 

When I was in sixth grade, I began to take drum 

lessons. For the first year, I practiced on a drum pad 

along with phone books and other random objects. I 

stuck with it for over a year before my parents finally 

gave in and allowed me to get a drum set. Their one 

condition was that I limit my playing to the time before 

they got home from work. Our house had hardwood 
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floors, so the sound echoed everywhere. But the worst 

noise was not the drums themselves. It was the piercing 

tone of the crash cymbal. Wherever you were in the 

house, it would make you cringe. 

The Apostle Paul must have been familiar with that 

sound, because he used it to make a point in 1 

Corinthians 13:1. He said, “If I speak in the tongues of 

men and of angels, but have not love, I am a noisy gong 

or a clanging cymbal.” In other words, an unloving 

person can participate in a dramatic spiritual 

endeavor, but it will only make God cringe. To truly 

love and serve God, you must love people. Spiritual 

growth must change your relationships. 

Understanding this connection will help us as we 

continue our study of the book of Judges. We have been 

learning about Gideon. In chapter 6, we considered 

how God called him and helped him overcome his 

doubt. In chapter 7, we saw how God strengthened him 

and gave him victory over the Midianites who were 

oppressing Israel. Today in chapter 8, we will examine 

how he fared after that high point.  

As the Agent of Change, God wanted to use Gideon 

to bring about lasting spiritual change in Israel, but for 

that to happen, Gideon’s relationships with people 
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needed to be shaped by his faith in God. How would he 

handle the conflicts with people that inevitably arise? 

Gideon’s specific situation is radically different 

from our lives today, but we still encounter conflicts in 

our relationships. This part of Gideon’s story reveals 

five relationship temptations that can undermine 

spiritual change in our lives and in the lives of those 

whom we influence. As we reflect on these issues, I 

challenge you to evaluate how you are navigating your 

relationships with people. Are you guided by faith and 

love? If not, then this study gives you an opportunity to 

get back on course. 
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Temptation 1: Pleasing People 

Some dogs are big, loud, aggressive, and 

intimidating. They are instinctively driven to be the 

leader of the pack. When another dog comes along, 

they go on the attack. They refuse to back down until 

that dog rolls over in submission. Some people are like 

that too. They push people around and intimidate them 

into submission. As we relate to them, fear tempts us 

to ignore our convictions and do whatever it takes to 

appease them. But if we want to navigate relationships 

in a way that honors God, then we cannot succumb to 

the temptation of pleasing people.  
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Judges 8:1-3 tells us how Gideon responded to this 

temptation.  It says, 

Then the men of Ephraim said to him, 

“What is this that you have done to us, not to 

call us when you went to fight against 

Midian?” And they accused him fiercely. And 

he said to them, “What have I done now in 

comparison with you? Is not the gleaning of 

the grapes of Ephraim better than the grape 

harvest of Abiezer? God has given into your 

hands the princes of Midian, Oreb and Zeeb. 

What have I been able to do in comparison 

with you?” Then their anger against him 

subsided when he said this. 

In the past, I considered Gideon’s response to the 

men of Ephraim wise and diplomatic, but there are 

some problems with that view. We will see as we make 

our way through the chapter that Gideon did not show 

that kind of wisdom in responding to other people. 

Furthermore, Gideon was not just complimenting the 

men of Ephraim. He flattered them, puffing up their 

ego. 

An even bigger problem is that he failed to say 

anything about why he attacked the Midianites with so 

few men. Do you remember Judges 7:2?  
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The LORD said to Gideon, “The people with 

you are too many for me to give the 

Midianites into their hand, lest Israel boast 

over me, saying, ‘My own hand has saved 

me.’” 

Gideon should have told this story to the men of 

Ephraim. He should have testified to the power of God. 

He should have boldly called these powerful men to put 

aside their jealous pride and rejoice in the Lord. Gideon 

trusted God to defeat the Midianites, but we do not see 

that faith here. Instead, he told them what they wanted 

to hear.  He rolled over to please the big dog.  

How do you respond to the big dogs in your life? Are 

you willing to speak truth by faith in the power of God? 

Paul captured the significance of this question for 

Christians in Galatians 1:10. He said, 

For am I now seeking the approval of man, or 

of God? Or am I trying to please man? If I 

were still trying to please man, I would not be 

a servant of Christ. 

Paul’s words do not justify being inconsiderate or rude. 

His point was that God wants us to love people so 

much, that we’re willing to graciously say the truths 

that they may not want to hear. Wasn’t that how Jesus 
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related to the powerful people of his day? That kind of 

courage is essential for our own spiritual growth and 

for the influence God wants us to have in the lives of 

other people. We must resist the temptation of pleasing 

people. 
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Temptation 2: Seeking Revenge 

We’ve all seen children bouncing on a trampoline. 

As they jump, the springs propel them higher and 

higher. Relationships can be the same way. Love given 

usually prompts a loving response. But when 

disrespect and hatred are shown, people are tempted 

to seek revenge. The love and grace of God should 

prompt us to break that cycle by showing forgiveness, 

but far too many believers harbor grudges and deep 

resentment. We will not experience lasting spiritual 

change, unless we resist the temptation to seek 

revenge. 
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Gideon encountered disrespect from two small 

cities east of the Jordan river. Judges 8:4-9 says, 

And Gideon came to the Jordan and 

crossed over, he and the 300 men who were 

with him, exhausted yet pursuing. So he said 

to the men of Succoth, “Please give loaves of 

bread to the people who follow me, for they 

are exhausted, and I am pursuing after Zebah 

and Zalmunna, the kings of Midian.” And the 

officials of Succoth said, “Are the hands of 

Zebah and Zalmunna already in your hand, 

that we should give bread to your army?” So 

Gideon said, “Well then, when the LORD has 

given Zebah and Zalmunna into my hand, I 

will flail your flesh with the thorns of the 

wilderness and with briers.” And from there 

he went up to Penuel, and spoke to them in 

the same way, and the men of Penuel 

answered him as the men of Succoth had 

answered. And he said to the men of Penuel, 

“When I come again in peace, I will break 

down this tower.” 

These cities were inhabited by Israelites from the 

tribe of Gad. Simple kindness and hospitality should 

have prompted them to support their fellow 

countrymen, but they refused. They did not believe that 

Gideon could get the job done. Gideon didn’t boast in 
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the Lord before the massive tribe of Ephraim, but he 

did before the few men of Succoth. Sadly, he used God’s 

backing to threaten them.  

Judges 8:10-17 records that he followed through on 

those threats. It says, 

Now Zebah and Zalmunna were in 

Karkor with their army, about 15,000 men, 

all who were left of all the army of the people 

of the East, for there had fallen 120,000 men 

who drew the sword. And Gideon went up by 

the way of the tent dwellers east of Nobah 

and Jogbehah and attacked the army, for the 

army felt secure. And Zebah and Zalmunna 

fled, and he pursued them and captured the 

two kings of Midian, Zebah and Zalmunna, 

and he threw all the army into a panic.  

Then Gideon the son of Joash returned 

from the battle by the ascent of Heres. And 

he captured a young man of Succoth and 

questioned him. And he wrote down for him 

the officials and elders of Succoth, seventy-

seven men. And he came to the men of 

Succoth and said, “Behold Zebah and 

Zalmunna, about whom you taunted me, 

saying, ‘Are the hands of Zebah and 

Zalmunna already in your hand, that we 

should give bread to your men who are 

exhausted?’” And he took the elders of the 

city, and he took thorns of the wilderness and 
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briers and with them taught the men of 

Succoth a lesson. And he broke down the 

tower of Penuel and killed the men of the 

city. 

God called Gideon to save Israel, not destroy it! His 

relationship with the Lord should have prompted him 

to respond with grace, but he succumbed to the 

temptation to seek revenge.  His response stands in 

stark contrast to the way Jesus responded to those who 

crucified him. Luke 23:34 tells us, “And Jesus said, 

‘Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.’” 

Are we more like Gideon or like Jesus? Don’t succumb 

to the temptation to seek revenge. 
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Temptation 3: Using People 

If you see someone drowning, it’s always best to 

keep your distance and throw them a life preserver. The 

problem is that in their desperate effort to stay alive, a 

drowning person can unintentionally pull their rescuer 

under. Unfortunately, that same instinct of self-

preservation can carry over into our relationships. In 

the desperation of our insecurity, we are all tempted to 

take advantage of other people, using them to lift 

ourselves up. It’s impossible to reconcile such behavior 

with faith in God. To grow spiritually we must resist the 

temptation to use people. 
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Judges 8:18-21 describes how Gideon succumbed 

to this temptation. It says, 

Then he said to Zebah and Zalmunna, 

“Where are the men whom you killed at 

Tabor?” They answered, “As you are, so were 

they. Every one of them resembled the son of 

a king.” And he said, “They were my 

brothers, the sons of my mother. As the 

LORD lives, if you had saved them alive, I 

would not kill you.” So he said to Jether his 

firstborn, “Rise and kill them!” But the young 

man did not draw his sword, for he was 

afraid, because he was still a young man. 

Then Zebah and Zalmunna said, “Rise 

yourself and fall upon us, for as the man is, 

so is his strength.” And Gideon arose and 

killed Zebah and Zalmunna, and he took the 

crescent ornaments that were on the necks of 

their camels. 

Several dynamics were at play in this exchange. 

First, as God’s chosen representative leading Israel in 

battle against their enemies, Gideon was under 

obligation to strike down these kings. He should have 

executed them as soon as he captured them, but he 

delayed. He wanted to use them to show off in Succoth 

and Penuel. The men in those cities were waiting to see 
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the mutilated body parts of the kings, but Gideon 

paraded them through the cities alive. 

Zebah and Zalmunna took advantage of Gideon’s 

vanity to flatter him. He was even inclined to let them 

live. He only decided to execute them as a matter of 

personal revenge. He wanted his young son, Jether, to 

kill the kings to humiliate them and make himself seem 

more exalted. The kings exposed his plan by calling his 

strength into question, so he ended up carrying out the 

execution personally. 

Gideon’s self-exalting behavior is far too familiar to 

us. We see it in everyone from politicians with their 

constituents to parents with their children, but in the 

life of Jesus we find an entirely different focus. He 

didn’t use people, he served them. Mark 10:45 tells us 

that he described his focus by saying, “For even the Son 

of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give 

his life as a ransom for many.” To grow spiritually, we 

must adopt that same servant mindset in all our 

relationships. Resist the temptation to use people.  
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Temptation 4: Using God 

When you watch a talented actor or actress on stage 

or screen, you forget that they are playing a role. They 

are so convincing that you begin to believe that they are 

the character. That skill makes for an entertaining 

performance, but it can be dangerous in real life. We 

are all tempted to pretend to be something that we’re 

not, particularly when it comes to religion. We just 

considered how we use people to exalt ourselves, but 

the problem here is that we attempt to use God himself 

to show off before people.  
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Gideon succumbed to this temptation, and it kept 

him from impacting his nation as he could have. 

Judges 8:22-23 says, 

Then the men of Israel said to Gideon, 

“Rule over us, you and your son and your 

grandson also, for you have saved us from 

the hand of Midian.” Gideon said to them, “I 

will not rule over you, and my son will not 

rule over you; the LORD will rule over you.” 

This response seems very spiritual. In fact, the 

prophet Samuel made a similar argument later on 

when the people of Israel asked him to appoint a king. 

The problem here is that Gideon’s actions do not 

support his claim. Later in the chapter we will see that 

he named one of his sons, Abimelech, which means, 

“My father is king.”  

Why did he go through this pious charade then? His 

motives are revealed in Judges 8:24-28  

And Gideon said to them, "Let me make a 

request of you: every one of you give me the 

earrings from his spoil." (For they had golden 

earrings, because they were Ishmaelites.) 

And they answered, "We will willingly give 

them." And they spread a cloak, and every 

man threw in it the earrings of his spoil. And 

the weight of the golden earrings that he 



— 185 — 

requested was 1,700 shekels of gold, besides 

the crescent ornaments and the pendants 

and the purple garments worn by the kings of 

Midian, and besides the collars that were 

around the necks of their camels. And 

Gideon made an ephod of it and put it in his 

city, in Ophrah. And all Israel whored after it 

there, and it became a snare to Gideon and to 

his family. So Midian was subdued before the 

people of Israel, and they raised their heads 

no more. And the land had rest forty years in 

the days of Gideon. 

The high priest of Israel wore an ephod. It somehow 

enabled him to receive direction from God to guide the 

nation. Gideon wanted to have that kind of power over 

the nation. He didn’t just want to rule; he wanted 

people to rely upon him for guidance. He was setting 

himself up as an alternative to God’s appointed high 

priest. In God’s eyes, he was leading the nation into 

false worship, spiritual adultery. God used Gideon’s 

victory over the Midianites to provide many years of 

peace in Israel, but Gideon’s influence was ultimately 

negative. 

Jesus exposed this same sin in the Pharisees. 

Matthew 6:1 tells us that he told his disciples, “Beware 

of practicing your righteousness before other people in 
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order to be seen by them, for then you will have no 

reward from your Father who is in heaven.” God does 

not want you to put on a show. He doesn’t want you to 

use him to impress people. He wants sincere, humble 

obedience. We must fight the temptation to use him. 
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Temptation 5: Following Lust 

When I was growing up, I went through a phase in 

which I loved flying kites. Every afternoon when there 

was a swift breeze, you could find me string in hand 

running down the street in front of my house. One day 

when the wind was strong. I thought it would be perfect 

for kite flying, but after a few minutes my string 

snapped. I worried that my kite would take off and keep 

flying, but it didn’t. Without the restraint of the string, 

it spiraled out of control and came crashing down.  

A lot of people think that they will be free to soar, if 

they cast off God’s restraint. They want to follow every 

impulse and desire. The truth of the matter is that like 
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my kite, they will eventually spiral out of control and 

come crashing down. In the process, they often create 

a mess for subsequent generations. We need to resist 

the temptation of following lust.  

Judges 8:29-32 tells us how Gideon cast off 

restraint. It says, 

Jerubbaal the son of Joash went and 

lived in his own house. Now Gideon had 

seventy sons, his own offspring, for he had 

many wives. And his concubine who was in 

Shechem also bore him a son, and he called 

his name Abimelech. And Gideon the son of 

Joash died in a good old age and was buried 

in the tomb of Joash his father, at Ophrah of 

the Abiezrites.  

The Bible presents marriage as an exclusive, 

lifelong relationship between one man and one woman. 

Some people point to stories like this one, however, to 

discredit that view. Just because the Bible records 

something does not mean that God approves of it. We 

don’t know what Gideon’s motive was. Perhaps he was 

acting like a king and using marriage to form alliances.  

If so, he was lusting after greater power.  He may have 

used the size of his family as a way to show off his own 

virility, or he could have simply been driven by sexual 
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desire. Whatever his motive was, his choices were not 

consistent with God’s design for marriage. 

By succumbing to the temptation to follow his lust, 

Gideon sowed the seeds of family conflict that we will 

see in chapter 9. He also set an example of 

unfaithfulness for the people of Israel. It should come 

as no surprise, then when Judges 8:33-35 says, 

As soon as Gideon died, the people of 

Israel turned again and whored after the 

Baals and made Baal-berith their god. And 

the people of Israel did not remember the 

LORD their God, who had delivered them 

from the hand of all their enemies on every 

side, and they did not show steadfast love to 

the family of Jerubbaal (that is, Gideon) in 

return for all the good that he had done to 

Israel. 

Is your life marked by steadfast love for the Lord 

and for people or does that seem too burdensome? Are 

you casting off restraint in the pursuit of freedom? 

Ironically, true freedom is found as we humbly submit 

ourselves to Jesus as our Lord. Matthew 11:29-30 tells 

us that he said,  

Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, 

for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you 
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will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is 

easy, and my burden is light. 

Don’t give in to the temptation to follow your lust. 

Trust the wise restraint that God provides. 

Conclusion 

If you have a relationship with God, then your 

relationships with people should be changing. We must 

resist these temptations: pleasing people, seeking 

revenge, using people, using God, and following lust. 

Of course, resisting these temptations does not earn 

us a relationship with God. We embark upon a 

relationship with God by confessing that we have 

succumbed to temptation and that we need God to 

forgive us. Jesus died on the cross for that very reason. 

He suffered the punishment for our sins, so that we can 

be forgiven. The point of this study is not to load you 

down with guilt. It should drive us to seek the Lord and 

his saving grace.  

Furthermore, I want to encourage you that in Christ 

we receive the power through the Holy Spirit to begin 

to change. Galatians 5 speaks of the powerful influence 

of the Holy Spirit. If you are struggling to understand 



— 191 — 

what it means to walk with God, I would encourage you 

to read that powerful chapter. If God’s Spirit is at work 

in your life, then he is prompting you to grow and 

change. He is leading you to resist these relationship 

temptations.  

Perhaps as part of that process of change, you need 

to seek forgiveness from someone you have wronged. If 

so, do not hesitate. Humbly seek out that person, 

acknowledge your sin, and ask them to forgive you.   

Perhaps you need to focus on resisting one of these 

temptations. If so, commit yourself to that step today. 

See what else the Bible says about it. Pray for God’s 

help. You may also want to share your struggle with a 

fellow believer so that he or she can encourage you 

along the way.  

May God help us show the love of Christ in all our 

relationships! 
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Questions for Further Reflection 

1. Which of these relationship temptations is the 

biggest struggle for you? 

 

 

 

 

2. What other factors in your life contribute to that 

struggle? Can you control any of these factors? 

 

 

 

 

3. What steps could you take with God’s help to 

strengthen your resistance to that temptation? 
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Chapter 9 

ESCAPE 

SELF-DESTRUCTION 
Abimelech 

Judges 9 

In spy movies, every enemy base seems to be 

equipped with a self-destruct button. The heroes set 

out to seize the plans for some secret weapon, but as 

soon as they infiltrate the base defenses, the villain 

triggers the self-destruct. An overly calm computerized 

voice announces the countdown. The heroes race 
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through the facility, and escape as a massive explosion 

levels the building. 

I don’t know whether self-destruct buttons exist in 

real life, but I do think we can make choices that are 

ultimately self-destructive. There is no computerized 

voice to announce a countdown. Initially, our 

conscience may protest. But in our stubbornness, we 

can reach a point where we become deaf to it. There 

probably won’t be any explosions, but the natural 

consequences of such behavior do begin to pile up. 

Though our own choices lead us down that path, 

God is still part of the process. The Apostle Paul spoke 

of God unleashing society to pursue its desires as an 

expression of his wrath. In Romans 1:28, he wrote, 

“And since they did not see fit to acknowledge God, 

God gave them up to a debased mind to do what ought 

not to be done.” God’s grace prompts him to restrain 

people, but when they persist in the pursuit of self-

destructive sinful behavior, he eventually lets them go.  

In our study of the book of Judges, we have seen 

how God used enemy nations to drive his people back 

to him, but today we come to a story in which he did 

the opposite. As Israel persisted in rejecting him, he let 

them go for a time. He allowed them to experience the 
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self-destructive consequences of their sinful behavior. 

The story is recorded in Judges 9 and the main 

character is Abimelech the son of Gideon. 

This chapter demonstrates six sinful behaviors that 

are inherently self-destructive. Though the story seems 

depressing on the surface, I believe it was recorded to 

give us hope. We can turn to God in repentance and 

receive his forgiveness. We can escape our self-

destruction, and we can guide others to do the same. 

With God’s help, we can choose a different path. In fact, 

the key to recognizing and turning away from these 

behaviors is to understand the character of God. Are 

you seeking him? 
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Behavior 1: Selfish Ambition 

Our relationships with people form a web around 

us. As we cultivate strong, healthy relationships, we are 

building a safety net to hold us up in times of weakness. 

But when we allow selfish ambition to guide our 

choices, we inevitably damage those relationships. It is 

as if we are snipping individual strands with a pair of 

scissors. Our safety net begins to weaken, and when it 

finally gives way, we may end up being strangled by its 

remnants. 

In Judges 8, we read that as Gideon (or Jerubbaal 

as he was also called) was leading Israel, he ignored 

God’s design for marriage and took many wives. He 



— 197 — 

ended up with seventy sons. He also had a concubine 

from Shechem, another city south of Gideon’s home 

town. Someone sold or gave this woman to Gideon as a 

slave, so she bore Gideon a son whom he named 

Abimelech. Because of his mother’s status as a slave, 

Abimelech was not regarded the same as Gideon’s 

other sons. Nevertheless, Gideon gave him a Hebrew 

name which means, “My father is king.” No doubt this 

background contributed strongly toward Abimelech’s 

selfish ambition. 

Abimelech formed a plan. He took advantage of one 

set of relationships to destroy another set. Judges 9:1-

6 tells us, 

Now Abimelech the son of Jerubbaal 

went to Shechem to his mother's relatives 

and said to them and to the whole clan of his 

mother's family, "Say in the ears of all the 

leaders of Shechem, 'Which is better for you, 

that all seventy of the sons of Jerubbaal rule 

over you, or that one rule over you?' 

Remember also that I am your bone and your 

flesh."  

And his mother's relatives spoke all these 

words on his behalf in the ears of all the 

leaders of Shechem, and their hearts inclined 

to follow Abimelech, for they said, "He is our 
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brother." And they gave him seventy pieces 

of silver out of the house of Baal-berith with 

which Abimelech hired worthless and 

reckless fellows, who followed him. And he 

went to his father's house at Ophrah and 

killed his brothers the sons of Jerubbaal, 

seventy men, on one stone. But Jotham the 

youngest son of Jerubbaal was left, for he hid 

himself. And all the leaders of Shechem came 

together, and all Beth-millo, and they went 

and made Abimelech king, by the oak of the 

pillar at Shechem. 

Chapter 8 tells us that Gideon had refused the 

position of king. Obviously, Abimelech’s name suggests 

that he may have changed his mind. There’s no 

indication elsewhere that Gideon’s sons were going to 

rule over Israel, but Abimelech used this argument to 

gain support from the people of Shechem. As the 

author relates all of this, he refers to Gideon as 

Jerubbaal. That nickname was given to Gideon when 

he destroyed his father’s altar to the false god Baal. 

When the people of Shechem supported Abimelech, 

they used money from a temple devoted to Baal 

worship. So, Abimelech’s ambition drove him to sever 

both family and religious ties. His support net was 

weakening.  
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Our lives are far removed from the world of 

Abimelech, but we still have ambitions. We may not 

want to rule a city or a nation, but we still want respect 

and control in our little network of relationships. 

James 3:16 warns us, “For where jealousy and selfish 

ambition exist, there will be disorder and every vile 

practice.” Jealous ambition is inherently self-

destructive.  

Instead of exalting ourselves, we should live for the 

glory of God. He is the one who deserves to be honored 

and praised. Isaiah 42:8 tells us that he said, “I am the 

LORD; that is my name; my glory I give to no other, nor 

my praise to carved idols.” Selfish ambition sets us on 

a collision course with this aspect of God’s character. 

He designed us to glorify him even in the mundane 

things of life. So, in 1 Corinthians 10:31, Paul said, “So, 

whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to 

the glory of God.” Are you seeking his glory or your 

own? 
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Behavior 2: Careless Judgment 

A lot of our roads have rumble strips down the 

middle and along the sides. They are designed to get 

your attention if you begin to drift one way or the other. 

They protect us in case we become drowsy. They are 

not added to the road so that you can close your eyes 

and drive by braille. Everyone knows that driving that 

way would be careless and ultimately destructive. Yet 

when it comes to making significant decisions, a lot of 

us can be equally reckless. 

We are often tempted to make life choices based 

upon how we feel at any given moment. From a biblical 

point of view, this kind of careless judgment is a moral 
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issue. We are willfully ignoring God’s truth, thus 

setting ourselves on the path toward self-destruction. 

Abimelech’s half-brother, Jotham, confronted the 

people of Shechem about this issue after he heard of 

their support for Abimelech. He began his 

proclamation with a parable. Judges 9:7-15 tells us, 

When it was told to Jotham, he went and 

stood on top of Mount Gerizim and cried 

aloud and said to them, "Listen to me, you 

leaders of Shechem, that God may listen to 

you. The trees once went out to anoint a king 

over them, and they said to the olive tree, 

'Reign over us.' But the olive tree said to 

them, 'Shall I leave my abundance, by which 

gods and men are honored, and go hold sway 

over the trees?' And the trees said to the fig 

tree, 'You come and reign over us.' But the fig 

tree said to them, 'Shall I leave my sweetness 

and my good fruit and go hold sway over the 

trees?' And the trees said to the vine, 'You 

come and reign over us.' But the vine said to 

them, 'Shall I leave my wine that cheers God 

and men and go hold sway over the trees?' 

Then all the trees said to the bramble, 'You 

come and reign over us.' And the bramble 

said to the trees, 'If in good faith you are 

anointing me king over you, then come and 

take refuge in my shade, but if not, let fire 
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come out of the bramble and devour the 

cedars of Lebanon.' 

In Jotham’s story the trees were desperate for a 

leader. The olive tree was a reasonable pick because it 

provided so much—food, oil, and wood. The fig tree 

also made sense. It was not as central to life as the olive 

tree, but it still produced good fruit. The vine was a less 

appealing option. It was fruitful, but it was not a tree. 

The bramble or thornbush made no sense at all. It was 

not a tree and it did not produce anything. In fact, it 

could easily catch on fire. It wanted the trees to take 

refuge in its shade, but it was a scraggly, low-lying 

bush. There was no good reason for the bramble to 

rule, and Jotham’s point was that the same could be 

said of Abimelech. The leaders of Shechem were 

showing careless judgment. 

Later on in Judges the author introduces a phrase 

to describe making decisions apart from God. He said, 

“Everyone did what was right in his own eyes” (17:6; 

21:25). The people of Shechem were already 

functioning that way, when they should have relied 

upon God as their source of truth and wisdom. After all, 

he is our Creator. He knows how life is supposed to 
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work. Many years later, King Solomon summed up this 

point in Proverbs 3:5-6. He said, “Trust in the LORD 

with all your heart, and do not lean on your own 

understanding. In all your ways acknowledge him, and 

he will make straight your paths.” Is that how you 

approach life? Are you relying upon God’s direction, or 

trusting your own understanding? To escape self-

destruction, we must rely upon God’s wisdom. 
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Behavior 3: Fickle Allegiance 

As we go through life, we all end up with cuts and 

scrapes from time to time. Bandages help protect the 

wound, but they are temporary. Eventually you have to 

get them off, but removing them can be more painful 

than the original injury, as if you are tearing off your 

skin.  

We can have a similar problem with relationships. 

God designed us to live in permanent loyal 

relationships. So, when someone is unfaithful, it hurts 

like ripping off a bandage. Fickle allegiance can turn 

people into bitter enemies.  
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Jotham made this point in the second part of his 

proclamation to the people of Shechem. Judges 9:16-21 

tells us that he said, 

"Now therefore, if you acted in good faith 

and integrity when you made Abimelech 

king, and if you have dealt well with 

Jerubbaal and his house and have done to 

him as his deeds deserved—for my father 

fought for you and risked his life and 

delivered you from the hand of Midian, and 

you have risen up against my father's house 

this day and have killed his sons, seventy 

men on one stone, and have made 

Abimelech, the son of his female servant, 

king over the leaders of Shechem, because he 

is your relative—if you then have acted in 

good faith and integrity with Jerubbaal and 

with his house this day, then rejoice in 

Abimelech, and let him also rejoice in you. 

But if not, let fire come out from Abimelech 

and devour the leaders of Shechem and Beth-

millo; and let fire come out from the leaders 

of Shechem and from Beth-millo and devour 

Abimelech." And Jotham ran away and fled 

and went to Beer and lived there, because of 

Abimelech his brother. 

The men of Shechem were not only showing 

careless judgment, they were being unfaithful to 
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Jerubbaal. They should have shown some appreciation 

for what he had done for them. So, Jotham pronounced 

a curse against them. He prayed that Abimelech and 

the people of Shechem would destroy one another for 

what they had done.  

Since the people of Shechem had so little regard for 

Jerubbaal, it should come as no surprise that their 

loyalty to Abimelech was short-lived. Judges 9:22-25 

tells us,  

Abimelech ruled over Israel three years. 

And God sent an evil spirit between 

Abimelech and the leaders of Shechem, and 

the leaders of Shechem dealt treacherously 

with Abimelech, that the violence done to the 

seventy sons of Jerubbaal might come, and 

their blood be laid on Abimelech their 

brother, who killed them, and on the men of 

Shechem, who strengthened his hands to kill 

his brothers. And the leaders of Shechem put 

men in ambush against him on the 

mountaintops, and they robbed all who 

passed by them along that way. And it was 

told to Abimelech. 

Their behavior was already self-destructive, but 

God let them go even farther. The men of Shechem 

were being true to their character. They chose to be 
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unfaithful, yet God also used their behavior to punish 

them and Abimelech. 

God wants us to be faithful because he is faithful. 

Deuteronomy 7:9 tells us that Moses emphasized this 

attribute of God as he taught the people of Israel. He 

said, 

Know therefore that the LORD your God is 

God, the faithful God who keeps covenant 

and steadfast love with those who love him 

and keep his commandments, to a thousand 

generations. 

God’s faithfulness thus becomes the pattern for all of 

our relationships. Whether it be family, friendship, 

business, or nation, we should reflect the faithfulness 

of God. Are you a faithful person or are you fickle in 

your allegiance? 
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Behavior 4: Boastful Words 

In the physical world, hot air rises. That principle is 

majestically displayed in the launch of a massive 

balloon. But when our words are nothing more than 

hot air, there is no majesty. Boastful words set someone 

up for humiliation. They are ultimately self-

destructive.  

Judges 9:26-29 introduces a new character who 

happens to be full of hot air. It says, 

And Gaal the son of Ebed moved into 

Shechem with his relatives, and the leaders 

of Shechem put confidence in him. And they 

went out into the field and gathered the 
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grapes from their vineyards and trod them 

and held a festival; and they went into the 

house of their god and ate and drank and 

reviled Abimelech. And Gaal the son of Ebed 

said, "Who is Abimelech, and who are we of 

Shechem, that we should serve him? Is he not 

the son of Jerubbaal, and is not Zebul his 

officer? Serve the men of Hamor the father of 

Shechem; but why should we serve him? 

Would that this people were under my hand! 

Then I would remove Abimelech. I would say 

to Abimelech, 'Increase your army, and come 

out.'" 

In Hebrew Gaal’s name means something like, 

“Loathsome the son of a Slave.” Apparently, he wanted 

to overcome his background as Abimelech had.Like a 

lot of worldly leaders, he was a big talker, and the 

foolish and fickle men of Shechem got fully behind him. 

Verses 30-41 describe how Gaal’s boasting led to his 

humiliating defeat.  

When Zebul the ruler of the city heard the 

words of Gaal the son of Ebed, his anger was 

kindled. And he sent messengers to 

Abimelech secretly, saying, "Behold, Gaal the 

son of Ebed and his relatives have come to 

Shechem, and they are stirring up the city 

against you. Now therefore, go by night, you 
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and the people who are with you, and set an 

ambush in the field. Then in the morning, as 

soon as the sun is up, rise early and rush 

upon the city. And when he and the people 

who are with him come out against you, you 

may do to them as your hand finds to do."  

So Abimelech and all the men who were 

with him rose up by night and set an ambush 

against Shechem in four companies. And 

Gaal the son of Ebed went out and stood in 

the entrance of the gate of the city, and 

Abimelech and the people who were with 

him rose from the ambush. And when Gaal 

saw the people, he said to Zebul, "Look, 

people are coming down from the 

mountaintops!" And Zebul said to him, "You 

mistake the shadow of the mountains for 

men." Gaal spoke again and said, "Look, 

people are coming down from the center of 

the land, and one company is coming from 

the direction of the Diviners' Oak." Then 

Zebul said to him, "Where is your mouth 

now, you who said, 'Who is Abimelech, that 

we should serve him?' Are not these the 

people whom you despised? Go out now and 

fight with them." And Gaal went out at the 

head of the leaders of Shechem and fought 

with Abimelech. And Abimelech chased him, 

and he fled before him. And many fell 

wounded, up to the entrance of the gate. And 

Abimelech lived at Arumah, and Zebul drove 
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out Gaal and his relatives, so that they could 

not dwell at Shechem. 

We’re all tempted to boast in ourselves. We want to 

impress people, but someone always sees through it, 

and the result is the opposite of what we want. We talk 

big to gain the appearance of strength, but we end up 

looking weak and insecure. We need to remind 

ourselves time and again that true power and strength 

comes from the Lord. His opinion of us is the only one 

that truly matters. Jeremiah 9:23-24 tells us, 

Thus says the LORD: "Let not the wise man 

boast in his wisdom, let not the mighty man 

boast in his might, let not the rich man boast 

in his riches, but let him who boasts boast in 

this, that he understands and knows me, that 

I am the LORD who practices steadfast love, 

justice, and righteousness in the earth. For in 

these things I delight, declares the LORD." 

To escape the self-destruction of boastful words we 

must place our confidence in the Lord alone. 
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Behavior 5: Unrestrained Anger 

Every summer we hear news of wildfires out west. 

A simple spark in dry conditions can result in massive 

destruction. A charred forest takes years to recover. 

Whenever we give ourselves over to anger, we are 

playing with fire. It can easily get out of control 

destroying your own life and the lives of others. 

We see this kind of destruction in Abimelech’s 

response to Shechem. Judges 9:42-49 tells us, 

On the following day, the people went out 

into the field, and Abimelech was told. He 

took his people and divided them into three 

companies and set an ambush in the fields. 
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And he looked and saw the people coming 

out of the city. So he rose against them and 

killed them. Abimelech and the company 

that was with him rushed forward and stood 

at the entrance of the gate of the city, while 

the two companies rushed upon all who were 

in the field and killed them. And Abimelech 

fought against the city all that day. He 

captured the city and killed the people who 

were in it, and he razed the city and sowed it 

with salt.  

When all the leaders of the Tower of 

Shechem heard of it, they entered the 

stronghold of the house of El-berith. 

Abimelech was told that all the leaders of the 

Tower of Shechem were gathered together. 

And Abimelech went up to Mount Zalmon, 

he and all the people who were with him. And 

Abimelech took an axe in his hand and cut 

down a bundle of brushwood and took it up 

and laid it on his shoulder. And he said to the 

men who were with him, "What you have 

seen me do, hurry and do as I have done." So 

every one of the people cut down his bundle 

and following Abimelech put it against the 

stronghold, and they set the stronghold on 

fire over them, so that all the people of the 

Tower of Shechem also died, about 1,000 

men and women. 
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Abimelech’s vicious response went far beyond what 

was justified. He decimated the city. By sowing the land 

with salt, he made it barren for years to come. He didn’t 

just deal with the rebellious leaders. He killed innocent 

men and women. If there were any survivors, their 

opposition to Abimelech would have been solidified 

forever.  

The Bible often warns us of the destructive power of 

anger. Proverbs 29:22 describes how it impacts our 

relationships with people. It says, “A man of wrath stirs 

up strife, and one given to anger causes much 

transgression.” 

In the New Testament, James 1:20 describes the 

effects of anger in relation to God when it says, “for the 

anger of man does not produce the righteousness of 

God.” We deserve God’s condemnation for the sinful 

way we have behaved when we have given ourselves 

over to anger, and that is the ultimate form of self-

destruction. 

The only way to escape his condemnation is to hide 

ourselves in Christ. In 2 Corinthians 5:21, Paul said, 

“For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, 

so that in him we might become the righteousness of 

God.” We need to be clothed in his perfect 
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righteousness by faith, and once we believe, we must 

reflect God’s righteousness in how we respond to 

provocation. 
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Behavior 6: Misplaced Confidence 

The ice on a frozen lake can be deceiving. It may 

seem stable, but if the ice is thin, it can break at any 

moment. Life is just as fragile. We like to think that we 

are indestructible, but that is simply not true. 

Misplaced confidence can cause us to behave 

recklessly.  

After his destruction of Shechem, Abimelech felt 

invincible. He was brimming with confidence in his 

strength and his tactics. So, Judges 9:50-57 tells us that 

he attacked a nearby town in the exact same way. The 

result, however, was not the same. The passage says,  
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Then Abimelech went to Thebez and 

encamped against Thebez and captured it. 

But there was a strong tower within the city, 

and all the men and women and all the 

leaders of the city fled to it and shut 

themselves in, and they went up to the roof 

of the tower. And Abimelech came to the 

tower and fought against it and drew near to 

the door of the tower to burn it with fire. And 

a certain woman threw an upper millstone on 

Abimelech's head and crushed his skull. 

Then he called quickly to the young man his 

armor-bearer and said to him, "Draw your 

sword and kill me, lest they say of me, 'A 

woman killed him.'" And his young man 

thrust him through, and he died. And when 

the men of Israel saw that Abimelech was 

dead, everyone departed to his home. Thus 

God returned the evil of Abimelech, which he 

committed against his father in killing his 

seventy brothers. And God also made all the 

evil of the men of Shechem return on their 

heads, and upon them came the curse of 

Jotham the son of Jerubbaal. 

Some might consider Abimelech’s death an 

instance of bad luck. He just happened to be in the 

wrong place at the wrong time. This millstone was 

probably a little smaller than a bowling ball. When this 

anonymous woman lobbed it down from the tower, it 
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could have struck any of Abimelech’s men. But the 

author of Judges saw the sovereign hand of God at 

work. The mighty Abimelech was humiliated in his 

death as punishment for his evil deeds.  

Upon what do you base your confidence? Do you 

trust your strength? Your money? Your plans? If so, 

you are living recklessly. Proverbs 14:26 says, “In the 

fear of the LORD one has strong confidence, and his 

children will have a refuge.” We need to acknowledge, 

respect, and even revere the sovereign power of God. 

The only genuine confidence is found in having a right 

relationship with him. To escape the self-destructive 

behavior of misplaced confidence, we must learn to 

fear the Lord. 

Conclusion 

Is your life characterized by any of these self-

destructive behaviors—selfish ambition, careless 

judgment, fickle allegiance, boastful words, 

unrestrained anger, or misplaced confidence? God 

gives us hope that we can escape. Through faith in 

Jesus Christ we can escape his eternal condemnation. 



— 219 — 

Through the transforming power of the Spirit our 

behavior can begin to change here and now. 

It all starts when you humbly turn to God in fear 

and trust. If you have never taken that step, I urge you 

to do so today. If you question the need for that kind of 

commitment, I would encourage you to spend some 

time reading Paul’s letter to the Romans, particularly 

the first chapter. He shows us the destructive nature of 

sin, and points us to Christ as the answer. 

Or perhaps you are a believer, but you still give in 

to these self-destructive sinful behaviors. If that is the 

case, then don’t make excuses. Resolve by the power of 

the Holy Spirit to stop. Focus your heart and mind on 

the character of God. Let the reality of who he is shape 

your conduct, and share those truths with someone 

else. Tell them about the perfect character of the God 

who sets us free. 

May God be glorified in us! 
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Questions for Further Reflection 

1. To what sinful self-destructive behaviors are you 

most susceptible? 

 

 

 

 

2. What consequences have you experienced from 

these behaviors? 

 

 

 

 

3. What characteristics of God will help you resist 

those behaviors in the future? 
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Chapter 10 

PURSUE 

LASTING CHANGE 
Jephthah’s Call 
Judges 10:1-11:11 

When my kids were young, they used to love riding 

on carousels. They would keep going back over and 

over, if we let them. They would get excited about 

riding a different horse. But other than that, the ride 

was always the same. One ride may have been a little 

longer than the other, or the music may have been a 

little different. But they still went up and down in the 
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same circle, seeing the same sights. As they got older, 

they lost interest. They wanted to move on to bigger 

and better things. But imagine if you couldn’t move on 

from the carousel. What if you were stuck? A never-

ending carousel ride would quickly become a 

nightmare. 

Doesn’t life feel that way sometimes, as if we just 

keep going in circles? Some habitual routines are 

positive. They provide structure and balance for our 

lives. But some are negative, sinful, and destructive. 

We try to break free and make a change, but we often 

find ourselves coming back around time and again. We 

desperately need to know how to make lasting change 

in our lives. 

The Old Testament book of Judges raises this same 

issue. It records cycles of sin and repentance through 

several generations of people in ancient Israel. God was 

the agent seeking to bring about change, but he chose 

to work through flawed human leaders. As we begin the 

section of the book that focuses on a judge named 

Jephthah, we find that the story of his call to leadership 

in Judges 10:1-11:11 demonstrates four ingredients of 

lasting change that were missing from the people of 

Israel.  
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As we read through this passage, we see each 

ingredient twice. First, the author showed how their 

absence affected Israel’s relationship with God. Then 

he showed how the exact same issues were manifested 

in their relationship with Jephthah. This repetition 

reminds us that we cannot separate our relationships 

with people from our relationship with God. Lasting 

change must encompass both. 
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Ingredient 1: Deliberation 

When I was in elementary school, one of the 

teachers arranged an experiment. Every student was 

given a helium balloon with a postcard tied on to the 

string. The idea was to see whose balloon would go the 

farthest, and we all hoped that we would receive our 

postcard back from some far off, exotic destination. But 

when you release a balloon, you never know where it 

will go. It just floats whichever way the wind is blowing. 

If the wind changes, its direction changes. We were all 

disappointed that our balloons only reached a 

neighboring town. 
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Our direction in life can be all too similar to the 

journey of a helium balloon. We get blown along by the 

hype and excitement of the latest and greatest trends. 

We like to congratulate ourselves that we’re not stuck 

in a rut. But when we are haphazard, change will not 

last. Lasting change requires deliberation. 

Judges 10:1-6 tells us that the people of Israel took 

this haphazard approach to religion. It says, 

After Abimelech there arose to save Israel 

Tola the son of Puah, son of Dodo, a man of 

Issachar, and he lived at Shamir in the hill 

country of Ephraim. And he judged Israel 

twenty-three years. Then he died and was 

buried at Shamir.  

After him arose Jair the Gileadite, who 

judged Israel twenty-two years. And he had 

thirty sons who rode on thirty donkeys, and 

they had thirty cities, called Havvoth-jair to 

this day, which are in the land of Gilead. And 

Jair died and was buried in Kamon.  

The people of Israel again did what was 

evil in the sight of the LORD and served the 

Baals and the Ashtaroth, the gods of Syria, 

the gods of Sidon, the gods of Moab, the gods 

of the Ammonites, and the gods of the 

Philistines. And they forsook the LORD and 

did not serve him. 
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The people of Israel knew that stability came when 

they followed a judge who led them in serving the Lord, 

men like Tola and Jair. But they kept wanting to try 

something new and different. They worked their way 

through a whole smorgasbord of deities looking for the 

right combination that would make them prosperous. 

Ironically, whenever they served the gods of some 

other nation they ended up being oppressed by that 

nation. Israel’s lack of deliberate devotion made them 

easy targets. 

In this case, the Ammonites begin to harass them, 

and we see farther down in the chapter that their search 

for a military leader was marked by the same 

haphazard lack of deliberation. Judges 10:17-18 says, 

Then the Ammonites were called to arms, 

and they encamped in Gilead. And the people 

of Israel came together, and they encamped 

at Mizpah. And the people, the leaders of 

Gilead, said one to another, "Who is the man 

who will begin to fight against the 

Ammonites? He shall be head over all the 

inhabitants of Gilead." 

As far as we know, they did not consult the Lord for 

direction. They do not seem to have looked for 

experience or wisdom or even physical strength. Their 
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only qualification was that the man be willing to fight. 

They would have followed anyone.  

The New Testament is filled with warnings about 

blindly following someone. In Romans 16:17-18, for 

instance, Paul said,  

I appeal to you, brothers, to watch out for 

those who cause divisions and create 

obstacles contrary to the doctrine that you 

have been taught; avoid them. For such 

persons do not serve our Lord Christ, but 

their own appetites, and by smooth talk and 

flattery they deceive the hearts of the naive. 

We must be deliberate about choosing spiritual 

leaders. Both their conduct and their teaching must 

align with the Bible (cf. Titus 1:6-9). 

Deliberation is particularly important when it 

comes to the decision about whether to follow Jesus. 

During his ministry on earth, he was the hottest trend. 

He did not foster it, but hype and excitement swirled 

around him. Luke 14:25-33 tells us that he challenged 

people to stop and think. He used the illustration of a 

man trying to build a tower without bothering to figure 

out if he had enough money to complete it. He spoke of 

a king going to war without knowing the strength of his 
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forces. Verse 33 tells us that he concluded by saying, 

“So therefore, any one of you who does not renounce 

all that he has cannot be my disciple.” 

The decision to serve God and follow Jesus is more 

important than any other. If you are careless about that 

choice, then you will float wherever the wind blows. 

But if you are deliberate about that commitment, then 

God will bring about consistent growth and lasting 

change in your life through the power of the Holy 

Spirit.  
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Ingredient 2: Receptivity 

I am not much of a gardener, and I know very little 

about farming. But I do know that over time soil 

compacts and becomes very hard. For seed to take root 

and grow the soil must be broken up, and that is no 

easy task. We have the same problem with our hearts. 

We are not naturally receptive to change. To make 

lasting change, that attitude must be cultivated. 

Throughout the book of Judges, the people of Israel 

repeatedly demonstrate a lack of receptivity to God and 

his plans. We see this stubbornness again in Judges 

10:7-9. It says, 
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So the anger of the LORD was kindled 

against Israel, and he sold them into the 

hand of the Philistines and into the hand of 

the Ammonites, and they crushed and 

oppressed the people of Israel that year. For 

eighteen years they oppressed all the people 

of Israel who were beyond the Jordan in the 

land of the Amorites, which is in Gilead. And 

the Ammonites crossed the Jordan to fight 

also against Judah and against Benjamin and 

against the house of Ephraim, so that Israel 

was severely distressed. 

Israel was caught with enemies on both sides. The 

Philistines were on their west, and the Ammonites 

were on their east. God was using those nations to 

humble them and get their attention. But rather than 

seeking him, they tried to make do without him. They 

spent 18 years suffering before they were finally willing 

to seek him and follow his direction. 

They showed the same stubborn reluctance toward 

Jephthah. The elders of Gilead knew that he had the 

ability to lead them into battle, but they resisted. 

Judges 11:1-5 explains the tension that was present in 

this relationship. 

Now Jephthah the Gileadite was a mighty 

warrior, but he was the son of a prostitute. 
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Gilead was the father of Jephthah. And 

Gilead's wife also bore him sons. And when 

his wife's sons grew up, they drove Jephthah 

out and said to him, "You shall not have an 

inheritance in our father's house, for you are 

the son of another woman." Then Jephthah 

fled from his brothers and lived in the land of 

Tob, and worthless fellows collected around 

Jephthah and went out with him.  

After a time the Ammonites made war 

against Israel. And when the Ammonites 

made war against Israel, the elders of Gilead 

went to bring Jephthah from the land of Tob. 

Through no fault of his own, Jephthah had been 

forsaken by his half-brothers. We don’t know how old 

he was at the time. His fighting skill may have already 

been known to people in the area, but his brothers 

drove him away because of their greed and 

condescension. Apparently, the elders of Gilead even 

supported the brothers. Yet when the time came to 

stand up to the Ammonites, his brothers did not offer 

to take the lead. In the years after Jephthah was driven 

out, he developed some questionable associations that 

only reinforced their rejection of him. Yet we’ll see in a 

moment, that when they finally came to him, he was 

the first one to mention the Lord.  
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So, hard-heartedness hinders our relationship with 

God and our relationships with people. It keeps us from 

seeking grace and from showing grace. To cultivate a 

humble receptivity, we need to pray the words that 

David wrote in Psalm 139:23-24, “Search me, O God, 

and know my heart! Try me and know my thoughts! 

And see if there be any grievous way in me, and lead me 

in the way everlasting!” 

That kind of humility toward God must then shape 

how we relate to people. Rather than writing them off, 

we must be willing to reconsider our view of them. Paul 

made this connection in Ephesians 4:32 when he said, 

“Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one 

another, as God in Christ forgave you.” Are you marked 

by a humble, teachable receptivity? This ingredient is 

essential to lasting change. 
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Ingredient 3: Honesty 

During college, I worked for a painting contractor, 

and on a few occasions we worked in homes that were 

around 100 years old. The walls were made of plaster 

smeared onto wood strips called lath. When you find a 

crack in those walls, the quick fix is to fill the crack with 

a little putty or caulking and paint over it. But that 

crack could be an indication of major damage. The 

wood lath could be rotten, so to really repair the wall, 

the loose plaster must be knocked down. The process is 

messy and time consuming, but that’s the price of 

honest work.  
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We need the same kind of honesty to make lasting 

change in our lives. We need to work through the messy 

and time consuming process of reconciling with God 

and with people. We must confess our sin, ask for 

forgiveness, and begin to speak the truth.  

As the people of Israel faced the Ammonite 

oppression, they opted for the quick fix. Judges 10:10 

tells us, “And the people of Israel cried out to the 

LORD, saying, ‘We have sinned against you, because 

we have forsaken our God and have served the Baals.’” 

This prayer seems like a positive step. It is the first time 

in the book of Judges that they acknowledge that their 

behavior is sinful. But it was only a partial confession. 

Verse 6 said that they were serving several other gods, 

not just Baal.  

If we miss this detail, the Lord’s response seems 

harsh. But when you consider their dishonesty, his 

reply makes sense. Verses 11-14 tell us, 

And the LORD said to the people of Israel, 

"Did I not save you from the Egyptians and 

from the Amorites, from the Ammonites and 

from the Philistines? The Sidonians also, and 

the Amalekites and the Maonites oppressed 

you, and you cried out to me, and I saved you 

out of their hand. Yet you have forsaken me 
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and served other gods; therefore I will save 

you no more. Go and cry out to the gods 

whom you have chosen; let them save you in 

the time of your distress." 

God is gracious and forgiving, but he wants us to be 

honest. He is not fooled when we paint over the sins in 

our lives, as the people of Israel were doing. He wants 

us to respond as David described in Psalm 32:5, when 

he said, 

I acknowledged my sin to you, and I did not 

cover my iniquity; I said, "I will confess my 

transgressions to the LORD," and you 

forgave the iniquity of my sin. 

Are you being honest with the Lord? If we are not 

honest with him, then we will probably not be honest 

with people. This connection is apparent in how the 

people of Israel dealt with Jephthah. Judges 11:6 tells 

us, “And they said to Jephthah, ‘Come and be our 

leader, that we may fight against the Ammonites.’” 

They ignore how they treated him in the past, and they 

do not mention the promise about becoming head of 

Gilead. Jephthah had to bring up both issues. Verses 7-

8 tell us, 
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But Jephthah said to the elders of Gilead, 

"Did you not hate me and drive me out of my 

father's house? Why have you come to me 

now when you are in distress?" And the 

elders of Gilead said to Jephthah, "That is 

why we have turned to you now, that you may 

go with us and fight against the Ammonites 

and be our head over all the inhabitants of 

Gilead." 

We need honesty to bring about lasting change in 

our relationships. In Ephesians 4:25, Paul encouraged 

Christians, “Therefore, having put away falsehood, let 

each one of you speak the truth with his neighbor, for 

we are members one of another.” It can be messy and 

time consuming, but it’s how we grow and move 

forward. 
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Ingredient 4: Willingness 

In just a few weeks, we will mark the 75th 

anniversary of the Battle of Corregidor, an island in the 

Philippines where American forces were forced to 

surrender to the Japanese. But the United States did 

not just give up. Three years later American forces 

regained the island. Rather than breaking someone’s 

will, situations like that tend to harden people’s resolve 

to resist. People never respond well when they are 

backed into a corner. The old saying is that a man 

convinced against his will is of the same opinion still. 

Willingness is an essential ingredient in lasting change.  
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The book of Judges gives powerful evidence that 

God wants people to turn to him willingly. God 

certainly has the power to force people to obey, but he 

does not work that way. He blessed the people of Israel 

so that they would seek him. When they refused, he 

allowed other nations to oppress them so that they 

would look to him for help. But they still refused.  

In the face of this Ammonite oppression, they 

turned to him but they seem reluctant. Judges 10:15-16 

says, 

And the people of Israel said to the LORD, 

"We have sinned; do to us whatever seems 

good to you. Only please deliver us this day." 

So they put away the foreign gods from 

among them and served the LORD, and he 

became impatient over the misery of Israel. 

They claimed to be willing to accept the 

consequences of their sin, but they phrased it as if they 

were making a deal. “We will accept the consequences, 

if you deliver us today.” They do put away their foreign 

gods, but the author claims that God became 

impatient. It’s not clear whether he was impatient with 

their oppression by the Ammonites, or with their 

reluctance to deal with the heart issues that prompted 
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him to allow the oppression in the first place. 

Whichever way we interpret that phrase, we know that 

this change was only temporary. 

The elders of Gilead show the same reluctant 

attitude toward Jephthah. He pushed them both to 

acknowledge the Lord and to accept him as their 

leader. Judges 11:9-11 tells us 

Jephthah said to the elders of Gilead, "If you 

bring me home again to fight against the 

Ammonites, and the LORD gives them over 

to me, I will be your head." And the elders of 

Gilead said to Jephthah, "The LORD will be 

witness between us, if we do not do as you 

say." So Jephthah went with the elders of 

Gilead, and the people made him head and 

leader over them. And Jephthah spoke all his 

words before the LORD at Mizpah. 

By speaking his words, Jephthah was holding the 

elders to their promise. He was giving public testimony 

before the Lord of this agreement. Jephthah knew that 

they were desperate, and he probably did not trust 

them. 

We need to recognize the importance of willingness. 

When we want people around us to change, 

particularly family, we often resort to pressuring them. 
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We plead, we argue, we nag, we express our 

disappointment. We use guilt as a weapon to knock 

people into line, but people resent such tactics. They 

may comply externally, but their heart will not be in it. 

In 1 Timothy 1:5, Paul said, “The aim of our charge is 

love that issues from a pure heart and a good 

conscience and a sincere faith.” We must allow people 

to make a choice. 

Joshua dealt with the people of Israel this way. 

Joshua 24:14-15 tells us that he said, 

"Now therefore fear the LORD and serve him 

in sincerity and in faithfulness. Put away the 

gods that your fathers served beyond the 

River and in Egypt, and serve the LORD. And 

if it is evil in your eyes to serve the LORD, 

choose this day whom you will serve, 

whether the gods your fathers served in the 

region beyond the River, or the gods of the 

Amorites in whose land you dwell. But as for 

me and my house, we will serve the LORD."  

You cannot serve the Lord to please someone else. 

Lasting change requires willingness.  
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Conclusion 

Are you experiencing lasting change in your life? 

Are you growing in your love for God and your love for 

people? Are these ingredients part of who you are - 

deliberation, receptivity, honesty, and willingness? 

If you’ve never done so, I invite you to begin serving 

the Lord—not because of anyone’s demands or 

expectations, but simply out of the willingness of your 

own heart. Be honest with him. Confess your sins, and 

receive his grace and forgiveness. I’m not trying to elicit 

an emotional decision from you. Be deliberate. Think it 

over. Psalm 32 would be a good Scripture to consult as 

you think about that important decision. 

If you are serving the Lord, has your heart become 

hard toward God or toward people? Do you need to 

cultivate a more teachable and receptive attitude? Ask 

God to soften your heart and give you a fresh 

appreciation for his grace. Make a commitment to 

listen and learn. Strive to be teachable. 

Do you need to change how you interact with 

people? Do you relate to people in a way that 

undermines these ingredients? Do you allow them to 

deliberate? Do you speak in a way that makes it easy for 
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people to be receptive? Do you encourage honesty? Do 

you give people the space to respond when they are 

willing? 

May God help us grow and change by his power! 

Questions for Further Reflection 

1. What spiritual change have you experienced in your 

life? 

 

 

 

2. How did that spiritual change come about? 

 

 

 

3. How have these four ingredients been part of that 

change? 
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Chapter 11 

EXERCISE DISCERNMENT 
Jephthah’s Mistakes 

Judges 11:12-12:15 

The town where I grew up was located at the foot of 

the San Gabriel Mountains in Southern California. We 

lived just twenty minutes north of downtown Los 

Angeles, but a short drive would take us up into the 

forest. In no time at all, we could be hiking down a trail 

that followed a stream to a fifty-foot high waterfall.  

I remember being there one warm summer day 

when I was five or six years old. I wanted to get a drink 
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from the stream, but my dad stopped me. He was not 

sure whether the water was safe to drink. There could 

have been any number of contaminants. 

We learn to be careful about contaminants in the 

water we drink, the air we breathe, and the food we eat. 

But what about in the ways we think? In Romans 12:2, 

Paul said, 

Do not be conformed to this world, but be 

transformed by the renewal of your mind, 

that by testing you may discern what is the 

will of God, what is good and acceptable and 

perfect. 

The world has ways of thinking that contradict God’s 

revelation, and this worldly wisdom relentlessly 

presses in on us. We do not realize the extent to which 

it seeps into our beliefs and values. We may assume 

that we are following God, while our distorted 

worldview leads us astray. To truly walk with God and 

enjoy his blessings, we must learn to use discernment.  

The people of Israel struggled to use discernment 

throughout the Old Testament, but particularly in the 

book of Judges. Their understanding of God’s truth 

went from bad to worse, reaching a low point during 

the time of Jephthah. Nevertheless, there are still 
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important lessons to be learned from his tragic story. 

Jephthah’s mistakes teach us to reject the world’s 

wisdom on four issues. As we read this section of 

Judges and examine these issues, I urge you to 

consider how the world’s wisdom may be 

contaminating your thinking.  
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Issue 1: Reality 

If your eyesight becomes blurry, you may have a 

hard time reading letters. You may confuse an F and a 

P, or a C and an O. An eye doctor can prescribe glasses 

to help you see clearly. But to whom do we turn when 

our problem is not with our vision, but with our 

understanding of what we see and hear? 

People often disagree over what is good and what is 

bad, what is fact and what is fiction. These differences 

are rooted in our view of reality. Many people today 

choose to define reality in materialistic terms. They 

claim that the only things that are real are things that 

can be measured in a lab. That perspective allows them 
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to ignore any ideas of God or of ultimate moral 

accountability. Though that view is contrary to biblical 

Christianity, Christians still succumb to its influence.  

In Jephthah’s time the world had a very different 

view of reality. Most people believed in the existence of 

multiple gods who fought and competed against one 

another. This issue came up in Jephthah’s interaction 

with the king of the Ammonites, who was attacking 

Israel. Jephthah tried to resolve the conflict by 

reasoning with him. 

Before we read the text, it helps to know some 

background. At the time when the people of Israel 

came from Egypt and entered the land of Canaan, there 

were various groups of people along the eastern side of 

the Jordan River and the Dead Sea. Several of them 

were related to the people of Israel. In the south were 

the Edomites, the descendants of Esau. Like Jacob (aka 

Israel), Esau was a son of Isaac and a grandson of 

Abraham. The Moabites lived north of Edom alongside 

the Dead Sea, and the Ammonites a little farther north 

in the hills east of the Jordan. These groups were both 

descended from Abraham’s nephew, Lot. There were 

also Canaanite people groups in the area like the 

Amorites, who lived along the Jordan just north of the 
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Dead Sea. Two smaller rivers also come up in the 

passage—the Arnon that flows into the Dead Sea and 

the Jabbok that flows into the Jordan. 

Now Judges 11:12-20 tells us 

Then Jephthah sent messengers to the 

king of the Ammonites and said, "What do 

you have against me, that you have come to 

me to fight against my land?" And the king of 

the Ammonites answered the messengers of 

Jephthah, "Because Israel on coming up 

from Egypt took away my land, from the 

Arnon to the Jabbok and to the Jordan; now 

therefore restore it peaceably." Jephthah 

again sent messengers to the king of the 

Ammonites and said to him, "Thus says 

Jephthah: Israel did not take away the land 
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of Moab or the land of the Ammonites, but 

when they came up from Egypt, Israel went 

through the wilderness to the Red Sea and 

came to Kadesh. Israel then sent messengers 

to the king of Edom, saying, 'Please let us 

pass through your land,' but the king of 

Edom would not listen. And they sent also to 

the king of Moab, but he would not consent. 

So Israel remained at Kadesh.  

"Then they journeyed through the 

wilderness and went around the land of 

Edom and the land of Moab and arrived on 

the east side of the land of Moab and camped 

on the other side of the Arnon. But they did 

not enter the territory of Moab, for the Arnon 

was the boundary of Moab. Israel then sent 

messengers to Sihon king of the Amorites, 

king of Heshbon, and Israel said to him, 

'Please let us pass through your land to our 

country,' but Sihon did not trust Israel to 

pass through his territory, so Sihon gathered 

all his people together and encamped at 

Jahaz and fought with Israel.  

So, their dispute was all about history and 

geography. Israel conquered the Amorites, but the 

Ammonites claimed that the land had belonged to 

them. But as we continue in the passage, we find that 
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Jephthah worked theology into the discussion. Verses 

21-28 tell us that Jephthah said, 

And the LORD, the God of Israel, gave Sihon 

and all his people into the hand of Israel, and 

they defeated them. So Israel took possession 

of all the land of the Amorites, who inhabited 

that country. And they took possession of all 

the territory of the Amorites from the Arnon 

to the Jabbok and from the wilderness to the 

Jordan. So Israel took possession of all the 

land of the Amorites, who inhabited that 

country. And they took possession of all the 

territory of the Amorites from the Arnon to 

the Jabbok and from the wilderness to the 

Jordan. So then the LORD, the God of Israel, 

dispossessed the Amorites from before his 

people Israel; and are you to take possession 

of them? Will you not possess what Chemosh 

your god gives you to possess? And all that 

the LORD our God has dispossessed before 

us, we will possess. Now are you any better 

than Balak the son of Zippor, king of Moab? 

Did he ever contend against Israel, or did he 

ever go to war with them? While Israel lived 

in Heshbon and its villages, and in Aroer and 

its villages, and in all the cities that are on the 

banks of the Arnon, 300 years, why did you 

not deliver them within that time? I therefore 

have not sinned against you, and you do me 

wrong by making war on me. The LORD, the 
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Judge, decide this day between the people of 

Israel and the people of Ammon." But the 

king of the Ammonites did not listen to the 

words of Jephthah that he sent to him. 

The battle had not yet been fought, but in a sense 

Jephthah had already lost. He was confident in the 

Lord’s power, but he also accepted the existence of 

other gods. He was reasoning with the Ammonites on 

their terms. Rather than speaking of the one true God 

exercising sovereignty over all, he spoke of the Lord as 

if he were just one among many. He had a Canaanite 

view of reality, but he should have known better.  

Deuteronomy 4:35 tells us that when Moses spoke 

of how God led Israel out of Egypt and appeared to 

them in the wilderness, he concluded by saying, “To 

you it was shown, that you might know that the LORD 

is God; there is no other besides him.” By accepting 

Canaanite polytheism, Jephthah and the people of 

Israel were setting themselves up for idolatry. If life 

was not going as they wanted, they would be tempted 

to try a different god. To truly change, they needed to 

get back to a biblical view of reality.  

We have the same need today. When Christians 

ignore biblical teaching on sexuality and other moral 
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issues, those decisions are often rooted in an unbiblical 

view of reality. They don’t really believe that God exists 

or that he will judge. They simply follow whatever 

impulses they feel and justify it with materialist 

thinking. They reason, “If I desire something then it 

must be part of my biology, so if there is a God, he must 

have created me this way.” This logic completely 

ignores the biblical teaching that we are fallen and that 

our hearts and desires have been corrupted by sin. 

Proverbs 9:10 tells us, “The fear of the LORD is the 

beginning of wisdom, and the knowledge of the Holy 

One is insight.” Our view of reality must start with him.  

  



— 253 — 

Issue 2: God’s Character 

The words “In God We Trust” appear on both coins 

and paper currency here in the United States. That 

motto seems a bit ironic, when you think of how much 

we rely on our wealth. When we face difficulty or 

trouble, the world tells us to look to money as the 

answer. We don’t bother with praying. We buy our way 

out of our problems. If we do come to God, we bring the 

same worldly wisdom. We want to get a good deal. We 

are willing to give him something, if he will give us what 

we want. The world’s concept of God’s character lacks 

any concept of his grace. 
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Jephthah should have known about God’s grace. 

Israel existed as a nation because of God’s gracious 

promise to Abraham. They did not deserve to be 

rescued from Egypt. They did not deserve to receive the 

land. They deserved to be rejected by God, but he 

continually forgave them and protected them.  

Even though Jephthah was filled with the Spirit of 

the Lord, he tried to cut a deal with God. Judges 11:29-

33 tells us,  

Then the Spirit of the LORD was upon 

Jephthah, and he passed through Gilead and 

Manasseh and passed on to Mizpah of 

Gilead, and from Mizpah of Gilead he passed 

on to the Ammonites. And Jephthah made a 

vow to the LORD and said, "If you will give 

the Ammonites into my hand, then whatever 

comes out from the doors of my house to 

meet me when I return in peace from the 

Ammonites shall be the LORD's, and I will 

offer it up for a burnt offering." So Jephthah 

crossed over to the Ammonites to fight 

against them, and the LORD gave them into 

his hand. And he struck them from Aroer to 

the neighborhood of Minnith, twenty cities, 

and as far as Abel-keramim, with a great 

blow. So the Ammonites were subdued 

before the people of Israel.  



— 255 — 

At first glance, you might conclude that Jephthah’s 

vow worked. God gave him a decisive victory. But God 

also gave other judges similar victories apart from any 

such vow. Jephthah’s vow suggests that he did not trust 

in the grace of God. He thought he needed to buy God’s 

support with a sacrifice. That was the way Canaanites 

approached their idols.  

Some people say that Jephthah was planning to 

offer up an animal, but he spoke of offering whatever 

came from the house to meet him. He clearly intended 

to sacrifice a person, even though it was forbidden in 

Israel’s law. Deuteronomy 12:31 records that as Moses 

spoke about rejecting the religious practices of the 

Canaanites he said, 

You shall not worship the LORD your God in 

that way, for every abominable thing that the 

LORD hates they have done for their gods, 

for they even burn their sons and their 

daughters in the fire to their gods. 

Jephthah soon realized the foolishness of his 

vow.  Judges 11:34-40 tells us, 

Then Jephthah came to his home at 

Mizpah. And behold, his daughter came out 

to meet him with tambourines and with 
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dances. She was his only child; besides her he 

had neither son nor daughter. And as soon as 

he saw her, he tore his clothes and said, 

"Alas, my daughter! You have brought me 

very low, and you have become the cause of 

great trouble to me. For I have opened my 

mouth to the LORD, and I cannot take back 

my vow." And she said to him, "My father, 

you have opened your mouth to the LORD; 

do to me according to what has gone out of 

your mouth, now that the LORD has avenged 

you on your enemies, on the Ammonites." So 

she said to her father, "Let this thing be done 

for me: leave me alone two months, that I 

may go up and down on the mountains and 

weep for my virginity, I and my 

companions." So he said, "Go." Then he sent 

her away for two months, and she departed, 

she and her companions, and wept for her 

virginity on the mountains. And at the end of 

two months, she returned to her father, who 

did with her according to his vow that he had 

made. She had never known a man, and it 

became a custom in Israel that the daughters 

of Israel went year by year to lament the 

daughter of Jephthah the Gileadite four days 

in the year. 

Because of the focus on her virginity, some people 

say that Jephthah fulfilled his vow by devoting his 
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daughter to a life of celibacy. But the level of grief and 

lamentation described in the passage suggests that she 

was put to death. How could Jephthah go through with 

such a horrific act? He and his daughter both feared 

that God would punish them if Jephthah failed to fulfill 

his vow. They never even considered that God might 

forgive him for making such a foolish, unbiblical vow. 

They did not believe in the grace of God. 

Do you believe in his grace or are you trying to cut 

a deal? Are you trying to earn God’s acceptance? That 

is a worldly approach to God. Hebrews 4:16 says, “Let 

us then with confidence draw near to the throne of 

grace, that we may receive mercy and find grace to help 

in time of need.” Cast yourself upon the grace and 

mercy of our good God! 
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Issue 3: Conflict 

President Teddy Roosevelt used to say, “Speak 

softly and carry a big stick.” The world relies on force 

to settle conflicts. Jesus took a very different approach 

to conflict. Matthew 5:38-39 tells us that he said, 

"You have heard that it was said, 'An eye for 

an eye and a tooth for a tooth.' But I say to 

you, Do not resist the one who is evil. But if 

anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to 

him the other also.” 

God’s people are not supposed to be marked by 

retaliation. 
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So how did Jephthah respond in the face of conflict 

with his fellow Israelites? Did he follow God's path or 

the world’s? Judges 12:1-6 tells us, 

The men of Ephraim were called to arms, 

and they crossed to Zaphon and said to 

Jephthah, "Why did you cross over to fight 

against the Ammonites and did not call us to 

go with you? We will burn your house over 

you with fire." And Jephthah said to them, "I 

and my people had a great dispute with the 

Ammonites, and when I called you, you did 

not save me from their hand. And when I saw 

that you would not save me, I took my life in 

my hand and crossed over against the 

Ammonites, and the LORD gave them into 

my hand. Why then have you come up to me 

this day to fight against me?" Then Jephthah 

gathered all the men of Gilead and fought 

with Ephraim. And the men of Gilead struck 

Ephraim, because they said, "You are 

fugitives of Ephraim, you Gileadites, in the 

midst of Ephraim and Manasseh." And the 

Gileadites captured the fords of the Jordan 

against the Ephraimites. And when any of 

the fugitives of Ephraim said, "Let me go 

over," the men of Gilead said to him, "Are you 

an Ephraimite?" When he said, "No," they 

said to him, "Then say Shibboleth," and he 

said, "Sibboleth," for he could not pronounce 
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it right. Then they seized him and 

slaughtered him at the fords of the Jordan. 

At that time 42,000 of the Ephraimites fell. 

You could argue that Jephthah and the Gileadites 

were just defending themselves, but their response 

went far beyond a reasonable defense. By carrying out 

this plan with the password, they insured that every 

Ephraimite was killed, even those who had given up. 

Jephthah was guilty of leading a brutal slaughter. 

How do you respond to conflict? In Romans 12:19, 

Paul wrote, 

Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave 

it to the wrath of God, for it is written, 

"Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the 

Lord." 

When someone offends or hurts you, are you willing to 

trust God to handle it, or do you insist on retaliating in 

some way? Are we following God’s way or the way of 

the world? 
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Issue 4: Security 

The world finds its security in stability. We hate 

change. We like things to be organized, predictable, set 

in stone. Most modern nations pursue that stability 

through establishing documents like a constitution and 

a legal code. In ancient times the world found stability 

in the longevity of a ruler’s reign. 

From a worldly perspective, Jephthah did not 

provide much stability. Judges 12:7-15 tells us, 

Jephthah judged Israel six years. Then 

Jephthah the Gileadite died and was buried 

in his city in Gilead.  
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After him Ibzan of Bethlehem judged 

Israel. He had thirty sons, and thirty 

daughters he gave in marriage outside his 

clan, and thirty daughters he brought in from 

outside for his sons. And he judged Israel 

seven years. Then Ibzan died and was buried 

at Bethlehem.  

After him Elon the Zebulunite judged 

Israel, and he judged Israel ten years. Then 

Elon the Zebulunite died and was buried at 

Aijalon in the land of Zebulun.  

After him Abdon the son of Hillel the 

Pirathonite judged Israel. He had forty sons 

and thirty grandsons, who rode on seventy 

donkeys, and he judged Israel eight years. 

Then Abdon the son of Hillel the Pirathonite 

died and was buried at Pirathon in the land 

of Ephraim, in the hill country of the 

Amalekites. 

Previous judges provided leadership for much 

longer periods of time. The land had rest under Othniel 

for forty years. Ehud’s leadership led to eighty years of 

rest, Deborah's to forty, and Gideon’s the same. That 

was not the case with Jephthah or the men who judged 

Israel after him. Their numerous children were 

probably a result of multiple marriages to establish 
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alliances and even dynasties. But those attempts were 

not part of God’s plan. 

Later in Israel’s history, God established a dynasty 

through King David. But David understood that he 

could not provide stability and security for his nation. 

That strength could only come from the Lord. In Psalm 

18:2 David wrote, 

The LORD is my rock and my fortress and my 

deliverer, my God, my rock, in whom I take 

refuge, my shield, and the horn of my 

salvation, my stronghold. 

Where do you look for security? Do you pursue it 

according to the world’s wisdom? Or can you take 

David’s words as your own? 

Conclusion 

So where do you stand on these issues - reality, God, 

conflict, and security? Has your thinking been shaped 

by the Bible or by the world? A lot of people who claim 

to be Christians, insist on forming their own opinions 

on everything.  They refuse to accept biblical teaching, 

and thus rebel against the authority of God and the 

Lordship of Christ.  
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If you have never done so, I encourage you to begin 

seeking God’s wisdom. Read the Bible and ask God to 

teach you. The second chapter of 1 Corinthians in the 

New Testament would be a good place to start, if you 

want to read more about the difference between 

worldly wisdom and God’s wisdom. 

Perhaps this study has alerted you to some way that 

you need to change your thinking. Worldly wisdom 

may have seeped into your perspective without you 

realizing it. If so, consider how that thinking has 

affected you and make a commitment to change your 

outlook.  

We would all benefit from committing to memory 

the words that we began with. In Romans 12:2, Paul 

said, 

Do not be conformed to this world, but be 

transformed by the renewal of your mind, 

that by testing you may discern what is the 

will of God, what is good and acceptable and 

perfect. 

May God renew our minds to discern his will.   
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Questions for Further Reflection 

1. On what issues do you personally feel pressure to 

conform to the world’s wisdom? 

 

 

 

2. What are some key Scripture passages that address 

that issue? 

 

 

 

3. What steps could you take to grow in biblical 

discernment? 
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Chapter 12 

SET AN EXAMPLE 
Samson’s Parents 

Judges 13 

Standing at 2,722 feet tall, the Burj Khalifa in Dubai 

is the tallest structure ever built. It has 2 underground 

parking levels, 154 usable floors for hotel rooms, stores, 

apartments and corporate suites, 9 maintenance levels, 

and a 46-story spire on top. Its longest elevator shafts 

reach three-tenths of a mile high. Its exterior is covered 

in more than 29 acres of glass. It took five years to 

build, but the first year was spent preparing its massive 
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foundation with over 100,000 tons of concrete and 

steel in 192 piles that each extend 10 stories down. 

Reaching great heights requires significant 

groundwork.  

We find that principle in our next story in the book 

of Judges. In the first twelve chapters of the book, the 

author has profiled five individuals who led the nation 

of Israel at various times during the 300-year period 

after they entered the land but before God selected a 

king for them. The nation repeatedly drifted into idol 

worship, so the Lord would discipline them by allowing 

another nation to oppress them. When they came to 

their senses and prayed for deliverance, the Lord raised 

up a judge to lead them. The final profile in the book 

begins in chapter 13. It tells us how the Lord 

orchestrated the best possible scenario for a human 

leader to bring lasting change to Israel. He laid a deep 

foundation by working with the next judge’s parents 

before he was even conceived.   

Judges 13 reveals five foundations for raising a 

revolutionary leader. These are not guarantees; every 

child makes his or her own choices.  And we will see in 

coming weeks that as an adult this child, Samson, made 

some disastrous mistakes. Israel needed something 
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more than any fallen human leader could provide. They 

needed the one true Savior, Jesus Christ. Nevertheless, 

God’s interaction with Samson’s parents demonstrates 

what he desires in everyone who exercises influence 

over the next generation. 
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Foundation 1: 

Serve the Purpose of God 

Each day we see the sun rise in the east, make its 

way across the sky, and set in the west. At night, the 

moon and the stars parade past for us to enjoy. The 

natural conclusion from our point of view, is that we 

are the center of the universe and everything orbits 

around us. Of course, astronomy and space exploration 

has shown us the error of that thinking. 

Though our world orbits the sun, we are still 

inclined to act as if we are at the center of everything. 

We demand that everything go according to our plans 

and desires. We claim the position and prominence 
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that only God deserves, and the consequences are 

disastrous for our families and our society. To bring 

about a spiritual revolution, we must acknowledge God 

as the center of all things. We must build our lives and 

our families on the foundation of serving His purpose. 

Israel had drifted from that foundation. Judges 13:1 

says,  

And the people of Israel again did what was 

evil in the sight of the LORD, so the LORD 

gave them into the hand of the Philistines for 

forty years. 

This period of oppression was the longest that Israel 

faced during the time of the Judges. In the past, they 

broke down and cried out to God for help, but not this 

time. Rather than resisting, they chose the easy way. 

Even though it contradicted God’s purpose for them, 

they chose to conform to the idolatrous culture of the 

Philistines.  

Even though the Israelites were not asking for it, 

God chose to intervene at his own initiative, and he did 

so in a surprising way. Judges 13:2-5 says, 

There was a certain man of Zorah, of the tribe 

of the Danites, whose name was Manoah. 

And his wife was barren and had no children. 
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And the angel of the LORD appeared to the 

woman and said to her, "Behold, you are 

barren and have not borne children, but you 

shall conceive and bear a son. Therefore be 

careful and drink no wine or strong drink, 

and eat nothing unclean, for behold, you 

shall conceive and bear a son. No razor shall 

come upon his head, for the child shall be a 

Nazirite to God from the womb, and he shall 

begin to save Israel from the hand of the 

Philistines." 

Women in the ancient world faced intense pressure 

to bear children. The book of Genesis records that 

women like Sarah and Rachel became frantic in their 

desperation to have children. Rather than trusting 

God’s purpose and timing, they both had female slaves 

sleep with their husbands. Of course, those schemes 

did not bring them any peace. They only served to stir 

up deeper problems. 

We do not know how Manoah’s wife was handling 

her infertility. We don’t know how long she had been 

waiting. We don’t know if she was content or 

frustrated, but God intervened. The angel of the Lord 

promised that she would give birth to a son, but there 

were some stipulations regarding her diet. We will 

explore the reason for these requirements in a 
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moment, but first we need to understand that God was 

not doing this to fulfill this woman’s desires. He was 

giving her a child to fulfill his own purpose. He wanted 

to raise up a leader who would deliver Israel from being 

oppressed by the Philistines. 

Manoah’s wife had the unique privilege of learning 

how the circumstances of her life were designed to 

serve the purpose of God, but very few people receive 

that kind of revelation. Most of us must simply trust 

that God is at work in the circumstances of our life. We 

cling to Paul’s promise in Romans 8:28, where he said, 

“And we know that for those who love God all things 

work together for good, for those who are called 

according to his purpose.”  

A lot of people misunderstand this verse. They 

assume that it means that we’ll eventually get every 

good thing that we want, but that is not the point. The 

good outcome Paul had in mind is the saving purpose 

of God. He assures us that all our circumstances 

contribute to that great purpose: having children or not 

having children, being married or being single, being 

healthy or being sick. Are you committed to serving the 

purpose of God through your current circumstances? 
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This commitment is an essential foundation to 

revolutionary parenting. Without it, we end up using 

our children to satisfy our own wants. They become a 

source of affection, a hobby to fill our time, a status 

symbol, or even a source of labor. When parents place 

themselves at the center of the universe, their children 

follow their example. They will inevitably clash, 

because the center of the universe is not big enough for 

two. God called Manoah’s wife to serve his purpose, 

and we must do the same. 
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Foundation 2: 

Take Responsibility Before God 

I can’t help but laugh when I see a duck dive down 

to get something underwater. They look ridiculous with 

their tail feathers up in the air, but at least they do it for 

a good purpose. We look just as silly when we duck 

some responsibility. We intentionally ignore it, we 

make excuses, or we push it off on someone else. We 

think that we are being persuasive, but everyone sees 

through it, particularly God. It’s rare to find someone 

who consistently takes responsibility before God and 

people. That is what makes this characteristic so 

revolutionary and transformative. 
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The angelic announcement in Judges 13 was given 

to Manoah’s wife. The responsibility rested upon her 

shoulders, but Manoah did not leave her to bear that 

burden alone. Verses 6-9 tell us his response.  

Then the woman came and told her husband, 

"A man of God came to me, and his 

appearance was like the appearance of the 

angel of God, very awesome. I did not ask 

him where he was from, and he did not tell 

me his name, but he said to me, 'Behold, you 

shall conceive and bear a son. So then drink 

no wine or strong drink, and eat nothing 

unclean, for the child shall be a Nazirite to 

God from the womb to the day of his death.'" 

Then Manoah prayed to the LORD and 

said, "O Lord, please let the man of God 

whom you sent come again to us and teach us 

what we are to do with the child who will be 

born." And God listened to the voice of 

Manoah, and the angel of God came again to 

the woman as she sat in the field. But 

Manoah her husband was not with her. 

This account suggests that Manoah’s wife left out 

some important details. She did not mention the part 

about not cutting the boy’s hair. She also failed to 

include the boy’s mission: saving Israel from the 

Philistines. Instead, she focused on the limitations that 
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were being placed on her. Perhaps she found it all 

overwhelming.  

But when Manoah prayed, he did not just pray for 

her. He prayed for “us.” He could have been jealous and 

resentful about how the angel appeared only to her. 

Instead, he stepped up and took responsibility before 

God. He fully supported his wife in what God was 

calling her to do. Verse 9 then highlights the fact that 

the Lord listened to the voice of Manoah. 

This chapter portrays Manoah as a faithful husband 

and a faithful believer. Proverbs 20:6-7 describes the 

impact this kind of characteristic has on future 

generations. It says, “Many a man proclaims his own 

steadfast love, but a faithful man who can find? The 

righteous who walks in his integrity—blessed are his 

children after him!” In a world that shirks 

responsibility and makes countless excuses, 

faithfulness is revolutionary. It establishes a firm 

foundation for our children’s future. 
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Foundation 3: 

Obey the Commands of God 

There is no way to measure the pressure we face to 

conform to the world, but we feel it all around us. God 

calls us to be holy, different, set apart from the world 

by our obedience. Obedience to God is revolutionary in 

a fallen world, but the world despises it.  It makes them 

uncomfortable, so they mock our convictions and insist 

that we affirm their immorality. No one feels this 

pressure more than parents who try to raise their 

children in a way that honors God. Yet there is a 

temptation to expect more out of our children than we 

are willing to give. To lay a strong foundation, a 
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revolutionary parent must be personally committed to 

obedience.  

The angel of the Lord emphasized this foundation 

in his second visit to Manoah’s wife. Verses 10-14 tell 

us, 

So the woman ran quickly and told her husband, 

"Behold, the man who came to me the other day has 

appeared to me." And Manoah arose and went after his 

wife and came to the man and said to him, "Are you the 

man who spoke to this woman?" And he said, "I am." 

And Manoah said, "Now when your words come true, 

what is to be the child's manner of life, and what is his 

mission?" And the angel of the LORD said to Manoah, 

"Of all that I said to the woman let her be careful. She 

may not eat of anything that comes from the vine, 

neither let her drink wine or strong drink, or eat any 

unclean thing. All that I commanded her let her 

observe." 

Manoah wanted direction for parenting this child, 

but the angel simply reiterated God’s commands to 

Manoah’s wife. She was not supposed to drink alcohol 

or eat any of the foods forbidden by the Old Testament 

Law. These commitments were part of the Nazirite vow 

that is described in Numbers 6. A person could express 
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his or her devotion to God by pledging to follow these 

standards for a period of time. In this case, God wanted 

this child to be devoted from the moment of 

conception. For that to happen, Manoah’s wife had to 

take the vow herself. She had to lay a foundation of 

obedience.  

Since Israel is an arid place where clean water can 

be difficult to find, abstaining from drinking wine was 

a challenging commitment. Drinking was also a part of 

social interaction as it is today, so this pledge put the 

person at odds with the culture. Why would God place 

this requirement upon Manoah’s wife and her child? 

Mothers today are told to abstain from alcohol because 

it can hinder a child’s development in the womb. The 

mention of the Nazirite vow, however, suggests that 

God had another reason in mind. 

This prohibition was first placed on priests. 

Leviticus 10:1-2 gives us the background.  

Now Nadab and Abihu, the sons of Aaron, 

each took his censer and put fire in it and laid 

incense on it and offered unauthorized fire 

before the LORD, which he had not 

commanded them. And fire came out from 

before the LORD and consumed them, and 

they died before the LORD. 
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The cause of their careless behavior becomes clear 

further down in the chapter. They must have been 

drunk, because verses 8-9 say, 

And the LORD spoke to Aaron, saying, 

"Drink no wine or strong drink, you or your 

sons with you, when you go into the tent of 

meeting, lest you die. It shall be a statute 

forever throughout your generations.” 

To faithfully carry out their duties in the Tabernacle, 

priests needed to be mentally sharp and alert, so God 

told them to avoid alcohol. 

The Nazirite vow required sobriety, so that the 

individual could exercise this same careful obedience 

in everyday life. In the case of Samson, God did not 

want any influence to dull his senses even in the womb. 

The Lord wanted Manoah’s wife to lay a foundation of 

careful obedience. 

How careful are you about obedience? Are you 

willing to go against the culture?  Do you need to avoid 

alcohol or some other negative influence? The 

revolutionary parent sets an example of obedience.  
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Foundation 4: 

Offer Worship to God 

I love the smell of meat roasting over a fire, but 

meat is expensive, even when you’re not buying the 

best cuts. So, when I grill something for dinner, the last 

thing I want to do is ruin it. That would be a terrible 

waste! But in a sense, that is exactly what God called 

people to do in the Old Testament to express their 

devotion to worshiping him. It would be easy to offer 

up some sickly animal that needed to be put out of its 

misery, but God required the very best. Such worship 

was revolutionary because it seemed like a waste in the 
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world’s eyes. Revolutionary parents model this kind of 

extravagant worship for their children. 

The angel of the Lord challenged Manoah to 

demonstrate this heart. Judges 13:15-19 tells us, 

Manoah said to the angel of the LORD, 

"Please let us detain you and prepare a young 

goat for you." And the angel of the LORD said 

to Manoah, "If you detain me, I will not eat 

of your food. But if you prepare a burnt 

offering, then offer it to the LORD." (For 

Manoah did not know that he was the angel 

of the LORD.) And Manoah said to the angel 

of the LORD, "What is your name, so that, 

when your words come true, we may honor 

you?" And the angel of the LORD said to him, 

"Why do you ask my name, seeing it is 

wonderful?" So Manoah took the young goat 

with the grain offering, and offered it on the 

rock to the LORD, to the one who works 

wonders, and Manoah and his wife were 

watching. 

Manoah wanted to share a good meal. Hospitality 

was highly valued in that culture. It established a bond 

between the guest and the host. Some suggest that 

Manoah may have even wanted his special guest to feel 

obligated to him. When the angel refused, Manoah 

asked his name. Here again, Manoah was trying to 
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form a lasting bond, but the angel gave him a 

mysterious response. Manoah was not going to get 

anything. Instead, the angel wanted him to give up his 

precious young goat to the Lord with no strings 

attached. Manoah agreed.  

Those Old Testament offerings typified the way that 

God wants us to worship him. In Romans 12:1, Paul 

wrote, 

I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the 

mercies of God, to present your bodies as a 

living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, 

which is your spiritual worship. 

We are both the offerer and the offering. The world sees 

that kind of devotion as wasteful. Why bother devoting 

your love, time, and effort to God? Not because we get 

something from it, but simply because God is worthy. 

He deserves revolutionary worship from this 

generation and the next. 
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Foundation 5: 

Trust the Grace of God 

Have you ever dreamed that you were falling? That 

sensation wakes us up and leaves us feeling terrified. It 

can take a while to calm ourselves down. But that 

momentary falling sensation doesn’t bother us, if we 

are just jumping into a pool or flopping down onto a 

couch. Having something to catch us makes all the 

difference. 

In a spiritual sense, we really are falling. Our sin 

makes us worthy of God’s eternal condemnation, but 

God’s saving grace catches us and lifts us up. The world 

does not want to acknowledge either of those truths, so 
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it’s revolutionary to believe them and impart them to 

our children.  

After Manoah offered his sacrifice, he witnessed 

something that exposed his spiritual unworthiness. 

Judges 13:20-22 tells us,  

And when the flame went up toward heaven 

from the altar, the angel of the LORD went 

up in the flame of the altar. Now Manoah and 

his wife were watching, and they fell on their 

faces to the ground. 

The angel of the LORD appeared no more 

to Manoah and to his wife. Then Manoah 

knew that he was the angel of the LORD. And 

Manoah said to his wife, "We shall surely die, 

for we have seen God." 

Manoah came to realize that this messenger was not 

just a man. He was not even just some heavenly angel. 

He was the angel of the Lord. God appeared to Manoah 

in human form. When we consider this event in light of 

New Testament teaching, we can conclude that this 

angel was none other than Jesus.  

This experience shook Manoah to the core. Like 

others who encountered God this way, he and his wife 

fell to the ground in fear. But Manoah’s wife recognized 

the saving grace of God. Verse 23 tells us, 
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But his wife said to him, "If the LORD had 

meant to kill us, he would not have accepted 

a burnt offering and a grain offering at our 

hands, or shown us all these things, or now 

announced to us such things as these." 

God chose to show favor to them even though they did 

not deserve it. In spite of their fear, they were able to 

trust in his grace. 

Their understanding of God’s grace led to great 

blessings for their son. Verses 24-25 say, 

And the woman bore a son and called his 

name Samson. And the young man grew, and 

the LORD blessed him. And the Spirit of the 

LORD began to stir him in Mahaneh-dan, 

between Zorah and Eshtaol. 

I’m sure Samson’s parents told him often of their 

encounter with the angel of the Lord. The foundation 

was laid, but he would have to choose how he was going 

to respond.  

In 2 Timothy 3:15, Paul described a similar 

foundation that had been established for Timothy. He 

spoke of,  

how from childhood you have been 

acquainted with the sacred writings, which 
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are able to make you wise for salvation 

through faith in Christ Jesus. 

Every Christian parent should share the revolutionary 

biblical teaching of salvation by grace through faith in 

Christ with their child. Jesus is the perfect sacrifice 

who gave himself to atone for our sin. He is the one who 

catches us. But to be saved we and our children must 

choose to trust him. Parents cannot believe for their 

children, but they can build the foundation through 

their teaching and their example. 

Conclusion 

Next time we’ll see how Samson built upon the 

foundation established by his parents. He did not 

respond well, but God was still at work. Nevertheless, 

the story of Manoah and his wife highlights these 

foundations: serving the purpose of God, taking 

responsibility before God, obeying the commands of 

God, offering worship to God, and trusting the grace of 

God 

What is your response to this story? Have you 

personally received God’s saving grace? If not, I 

encourage you to acknowledge that you are falling, 
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heading toward God’s judgment because of your sin. 

But God offers you salvation in Jesus Christ, if you will 

simply trust him. If you want to learn more about how 

Jesus rescues us, I would encourage you to spend some 

time reading the Bible. Isaiah 53 uses the sacrificial 

imagery we have considered today to explain how 

Jesus saves us. 

If you are a believer, are these foundations strong in 

your life? Perhaps there is one of them that you need to 

focus on. God’s Spirit causes us to grow by renewing 

our minds through the study of his word. I would be 

glad to help you find Scripture passages that address 

the issues you are dealing with. You may want to 

commit one of the verses we read today to memory. 

Romans 8:28, the verse that addressed God’s plan and 

purpose, would be a great focus. 

May God use each of us to lay the foundation for 

spiritual revolution in future generations. 

  



— 290 — 

Questions for Further Reflection 

1. To what degree were each of these foundations 

present in your family when you were growing up? 

 

 

 

 

2. Which of these foundations are strongest in your 

life now? Which are weakest? 

 

 

 

 

What steps could you take to deepen your foundations? 
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Chapter 13 

MAXIMIZE GOD’S GIFTS 
Samson’s Folly 

Judges 14-15 

Comic books have become big business. In years 

past, publishers relied on income from elementary 

school aged boys. Now they produce blockbuster 

movies that make billions of dollars from audiences 

worldwide. People cannot seem to resist the 

opportunity to escape into a fantasy world where 

people have super powers.  
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Our study of Judges brings us now to a series of 

stories that read like something from a comic book. 

Judges 14-16 chronicles the exploits of Samson who 

served as a judge in Israel around 1,100 B.C. Samson is 

known for his supernatural strength, but his story is 

not fantasy. Thus far, the book of Judges has presented 

realistic accounts of historical events. There is no 

reason to think that the author departed from that 

standard at this point in the book. In fact, Samson is 

not even really portrayed as a hero. If we insist on 

viewing him that way, we will miss some important 

lessons that God wants us to learn from his life. He is 

presented as someone who was uniquely gifted by God 

but squandered those gifts and fell far short of the 

calling God had given him. 

James 1:17 states, “Every good gift and every perfect 

gift is from above, coming down from the Father of 

lights with whom there is no variation or shadow due 

to change.” We may not have supernatural strength, 

but there are countless gifts that God has given us. We 

must ask ourselves whether we are using those gifts for 

ourselves or for him.  

In the story of Samson’s exploits in Judges 14-15 we 

discover six gifts that should be used for God’s purpose 
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and glory. As we walk through these two chapters, I 

encourage you to recognize these gifts in your own life 

and to consider whether you are using them according 

to God’s good and perfect design. 
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Gift 1: Marriage 

When you mix two chemicals together, you may end 

up with something weak, unstable, maybe even 

explosive. But the right mixture can produce 

something that is stronger and more useful than the 

separate ingredients. Marriage involves the same kind 

of chemistry. God designed it as a gift to bring about 

spiritual growth and maturity in both husband and 

wife. But when people ignore God’s design for marriage 

the result can be disastrous.  

Judges 14:1-3 records Samson’s foolish approach to 

marriage. It says, 
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Samson went down to Timnah, and at 

Timnah he saw one of the daughters of the 

Philistines. Then he came up and told his 

father and mother, "I saw one of the 

daughters of the Philistines at Timnah. Now 

get her for me as my wife." But his father and 

mother said to him, "Is there not a woman 

among the daughters of your relatives, or 

among all our people, that you must go to 

take a wife from the uncircumcised 

Philistines?" But Samson said to his father, 

"Get her for me, for she is right in my eyes." 

Later in the book, the author of Judges used that 

last phrase in verse 3 to describe Israel’s underlying 

problem (17:6; 21:25). They were doing what was right 

in their own eyes, instead of what was right in God’s 

eyes. In this case, Samson seems to have selected a wife 

based on appearance alone. He did not know her 

personality or character. Arranged marriages were 

normal in that society, but they were usually 

established between families who knew and trusted 

each other.  

The only thing Samson knew about this woman was 

that she was a Philistine, yet God’s Law prohibited the 

Israelites from marrying people from other nations.  

Deuteronomy 7:3-4 explains God’s rationale. It says, 
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You shall not intermarry with them, giving 

your daughters to their sons or taking their 

daughters for your sons, for they would turn 

away your sons from following me, to serve 

other gods. Then the anger of the LORD 

would be kindled against you, and he would 

destroy you quickly. 

God wanted the people of Israel to marry someone who 

would strengthen their faith, not someone who would 

undermine it. 

Samson ignored this clear warning, but in Judges 

14:4, the author notes,  

His father and mother did not know that it 

was from the LORD, for he was seeking an 

opportunity against the Philistines. At that 

time the Philistines ruled over Israel. 

How do we interpret this? In what sense was this 

marriage “from the LORD”? God would not lead 

Samson to disobey His Law, but he was determined to 

use Samson’s sinful choice to accomplish his own 

larger purpose of saving Israel from Philistine 

oppression. This marriage was going to explode, but 

God was still going to work through the mess. 

This insight about God and his will is important for 

us. If you are single, then this passage stands as a 
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warning. Don’t be impetuous or haphazard about your 

relationships with the opposite sex. Don’t marry 

someone just because they seem right in your eyes. If 

you are a believer, wait until you find someone who is 

right in God’s eyes, someone who believes in Christ and 

demonstrates the fruit of the Spirit in their life. If you 

are already married and you ignored God’s design, then 

this passage encourages you to trust him. Unwise 

choices in our past do not derail his good and perfect 

overarching plan. Whatever your situation may be, 

make sure that you approach the gift of marriage in a 

way that honors God.  
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Gift 2: Commandments 

Some fencing is ornate and decorative, but most is 

not. It serves a practical purpose. It marks a boundary. 

It keeps some people out and others in. If you live on a 

busy road, it might be essential to keeping pets or even 

young children safe. God’s commandments serve that 

purpose in our lives. They may not always make sense 

to us, but our Heavenly Father gives them to us as a gift 

to keep us safe.  

In Judges 13, we learned that God wanted Samson 

to be devoted to him from the womb. The Angel of the 

LORD instructed Samson’s mother to follow the 

stipulations of the Nazirite vow described in Numbers 
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6. He was not supposed to drink wine or eat grapes. He 

was not supposed to eat anything that was unclean 

under the Old Testament Law. Though the angel did 

not mention it, Numbers 6 also stipulated that during 

the time of this vow a person was not supposed to come 

into contact with a dead body (v. 6). These rules were 

supposed to function like fences to set Samson apart 

from the culture so that he would live a holy life as an 

example for the people of Israel.  

Judges 14:5-9 reveals that Samson was not 

conscientiously following these rules. It says, 

Then Samson went down with his father 

and mother to Timnah, and they came to the 

vineyards of Timnah. And behold, a young 

lion came toward him roaring. Then the 

Spirit of the LORD rushed upon him, and 

although he had nothing in his hand, he tore 

the lion in pieces as one tears a young goat. 

But he did not tell his father or his mother 

what he had done. Then he went down and 

talked with the woman, and she was right in 

Samson's eyes. 

After some days he returned to take her. 

And he turned aside to see the carcass of the 

lion, and behold, there was a swarm of bees 

in the body of the lion, and honey. He 

scraped it out into his hands and went on, 
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eating as he went. And he came to his father 

and mother and gave some to them, and they 

ate. But he did not tell them that he had 

scraped the honey from the carcass of the 

lion. 

Samson was like a child pressing up against the 

fence, toying with temptation. Rather than avoiding 

the vineyards, he went through them. He did not eat 

anything, but he passed within arm’s reach. When the 

lion attacked, he did not simply scare it off; he tore it 

apart. This contact may have violated the spirit of the 

Nazirite vow. Some argue that the vow only prohibited 

contact with a human corpse, but Samson must have 

felt some guilt because he refrained from telling his 

parents about it. Eating the honey, however, seems to 

be a clear violation of his vow. The honey would be 

considered unclean because it came from the carcass of 

a dead animal. Here again Samson must have felt some 

guilt over this, because he made sure that his parents 

did not know where he obtained it from. 

So, are we like Samson, pressing up against the 

fence? Do we resent God’s commandments as barriers 

to our freedom? David articulated a completely 

different view of God’s Law. In Psalm 19:7-14 he said, 
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The law of the LORD is perfect, reviving the 

soul; the testimony of the LORD is sure, 

making wise the simple; the precepts of the 

LORD are right, rejoicing the heart; the 

commandment of the LORD is pure, 

enlightening the eyes; the fear of the LORD 

is clean, enduring forever; the rules of the 

LORD are true, and righteous altogether. 

More to be desired are they than gold, even 

much fine gold; sweeter also than honey and 

drippings of the honeycomb. Moreover, by 

them is your servant warned; in keeping 

them there is great reward. Who can discern 

his errors? Declare me innocent from hidden 

faults. Keep back your servant also from 

presumptuous sins; let them not have 

dominion over me! Then I shall be blameless, 

and innocent of great transgression. Let the 

words of my mouth and the meditation of my 

heart be acceptable in your sight, O LORD, 

my rock and my redeemer. 

How are you using the gift of God’s commandments? 

Do you cherish them as David did?  
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Gift 3: Intellect 

Life is like a series of puzzles. We progress from one 

level to the other. As infants, we learn to control our 

bodies to crawl and then walk. We learn to speak words 

and communicate. We learn to read. We move on to 

navigating relationships. This ability to learn and grow 

is a gift from God. Proverbs 2:6-8 tells us, 

For the LORD gives wisdom; from his mouth 

come knowledge and understanding; he 

stores up sound wisdom for the upright; he is 

a shield to those who walk in integrity, 

guarding the paths of justice and watching 

over the way of his saints. 
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We should use our intellectual abilities for God, but we 

can easily squander them on selfish goals.  

Though Samson is known for his strength, Judges 

14:10-14 demonstrates that he also had an intellectual 

side. It says, 

His father went down to the woman, and 

Samson prepared a feast there, for so the 

young men used to do. As soon as the people 

saw him, they brought thirty companions to 

be with him. And Samson said to them, "Let 

me now put a riddle to you. If you can tell me 

what it is, within the seven days of the feast, 

and find it out, then I will give you thirty 

linen garments and thirty changes of clothes, 

but if you cannot tell me what it is, then you 

shall give me thirty linen garments and thirty 

changes of clothes." And they said to him, 

"Put your riddle, that we may hear it." And he 

said to them, "Out of the eater came 

something to eat. Out of the strong came 

something sweet." And in three days they 

could not solve the riddle. 

Riddles like this one were the intellectual tests of 

the ancient world, and Samson crafted a very difficult 

one. Later on in the chapter we learn that Samson 

judged Israel for twenty years, so he could certainly use 

this gift constructively. At this point, however, he used 
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it for an entirely selfish purpose. He wanted to take 

advantage of these men, but his plan was short-sighted. 

Samson failed to consider their ruthlessness. 

Judges 14:15-18 says, 

On the fourth day they said to Samson's 

wife, "Entice your husband to tell us what the 

riddle is, lest we burn you and your father's 

house with fire. Have you invited us here to 

impoverish us?" And Samson's wife wept 

over him and said, "You only hate me; you do 

not love me. You have put a riddle to my 

people, and you have not told me what it is." 

And he said to her, "Behold, I have not told 

my father nor my mother, and shall I tell 

you?" She wept before him the seven days 

that their feast lasted, and on the seventh day 

he told her, because she pressed him hard. 

Then she told the riddle to her people. And 

the men of the city said to him on the seventh 

day before the sun went down, "What is 

sweeter than honey? What is stronger than a 

lion?" And he said to them, "If you had not 

plowed with my heifer, you would not have 

found out my riddle." 

When his wisdom failed him, Samson resorted to 

violence. Judges 14:19-20 tells us, 
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And the Spirit of the LORD rushed upon him, 

and he went down to Ashkelon and struck 

down thirty men of the town and took their 

spoil and gave the garments to those who had 

told the riddle. In hot anger he went back to 

his father's house. And Samson's wife was 

given to his companion, who had been his 

best man. 

God empowered Samson to overthrow the 

Philistines, but that did not happen here. His angry 

response paid off his debt, but it did not benefit the 

people of Israel. If anything, his actions called his 

wisdom into question. Proverbs 14:29 says, “Whoever 

is slow to anger has great understanding, but he who 

has a hasty temper exalts folly.” 

How are you using the wisdom and understanding 

that God has given you? Do you use it for God’s purpose 

or for selfish ends? 
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Gift 4: Skill 

The human hand is remarkably complex. It has 27 

bones, 29 joints and at least 123 named ligaments. We 

use it with great precision to feel and grasp objects. One 

man called it the cutting edge of the mind. With 

practice we can use our hands to shape and build, to 

cultivate fields and to hunt, to write and draw, or to 

play musical instruments. These skills are gifts from 

God, evidence that we have been made in the image 

and likeness of our Creator.  

Of course, skillful hands can also be used for 

destructive purposes as we see in Judges 15:1-8. There 

we read, 
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After some days, at the time of wheat 

harvest, Samson went to visit his wife with a 

young goat. And he said, "I will go in to my 

wife in the chamber." But her father would 

not allow him to go in. And her father said, "I 

really thought that you utterly hated her, so I 

gave her to your companion. Is not her 

younger sister more beautiful than she? 

Please take her instead." And Samson said to 

them, "This time I shall be innocent in regard 

to the Philistines, when I do them harm." So 

Samson went and caught 300 foxes and took 

torches. And he turned them tail to tail and 

put a torch between each pair of tails. And 

when he had set fire to the torches, he let the 

foxes go into the standing grain of the 

Philistines and set fire to the stacked grain 

and the standing grain, as well as the olive 

orchards. Then the Philistines said, "Who 

has done this?" And they said, "Samson, the 

son-in-law of the Timnite, because he has 

taken his wife and given her to his 

companion." And the Philistines came up 

and burned her and her father with fire. And 

Samson said to them, "If this is what you do, 

I swear I will be avenged on you, and after 

that I will quit." And he struck them hip and 

thigh with a great blow, and he went down 

and stayed in the cleft of the rock of Etam. 
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Catching all those foxes was no easy task. Samson’s 

supernatural strength could not accomplish it. He was 

apparently skilled in trapping, but he used this ability 

to burn down crops of the Philistines. Destructive 

tactics like this were common in ancient warfare, but 

God did not want the people of Israel to fight this way. 

As they prepared to enter the land, God promised to 

give them victory without destroying the land’s natural 

resources (Deut 20:19). Samson was using his skill to 

carry out personal vengeance.  

How do you use the skills that God has given you? 

In Colossians 3:23-24, Paul said, 

Whatever you do, work heartily, as for the 

Lord and not for men, knowing that from the 

Lord you will receive the inheritance as your 

reward. You are serving the Lord Christ. 

Use your skills for him. 
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Gift 5: Leadership 

Life is full of choices. You can take the easy way with 

minimal risk and minimal effort. Or, you can choose 

the hard way, the uphill climb. At some of those 

crossroads, God also gives us the opportunity to 

influence others. We can encourage them to choose the 

challenging path of faith and obedience to God, or 

allow them to continue drifting. Those opportunities to 

exercise leadership are a gift from God.  

Judges 15:9-13 tells the story of a crossroad where 

Samson had the opportunity to lead the people of 

Israel.  
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Then the Philistines came up and 

encamped in Judah and made a raid on Lehi. 

And the men of Judah said, "Why have you 

come up against us?" They said, "We have 

come up to bind Samson, to do to him as he 

did to us." Then 3,000 men of Judah went 

down to the cleft of the rock of Etam, and 

said to Samson, "Do you not know that the 

Philistines are rulers over us? What then is 

this that you have done to us?" And he said 

to them, "As they did to me, so have I done to 

them." And they said to him, "We have come 

down to bind you, that we may give you into 

the hands of the Philistines." And Samson 

said to them, "Swear to me that you will not 

attack me yourselves." They said to him, "No; 

we will only bind you and give you into their 

hands. We will surely not kill you." So they 

bound him with two new ropes and brought 

him up from the rock. 

We do not know how many people were in this 

Philistine army, but there were a lot of men in this 

group from the tribe of Judah. When we look back in 

the book of Judges we find that Barak had 10,000 men 

in his victory over the Canaanites in Judges 4, but 

Gideon only had 300 as he attacked the Midianites in 

Judges 7. Three thousand would have been a 

considerable force against the Philistines. All they 



— 311 — 

needed was the encouragement to trust God. Samson 

could have led them to victory, but instead he simply 

asked them to keep him alive. 

Samson chose to fight alone. Verses 14-16 tells us, 

When he came to Lehi, the Philistines 

came shouting to meet him. Then the Spirit 

of the LORD rushed upon him, and the ropes 

that were on his arms became as flax that has 

caught fire, and his bonds melted off his 

hands. And he found a fresh jawbone of a 

donkey, and put out his hand and took it, and 

with it he struck 1,000 men. And Samson 

said, "With the jawbone of a donkey, heaps 

upon heaps, with the jawbone of a donkey 

have I struck down a thousand men." 

This was an astounding feat for one man, but it 

could have been so much more. If Israel had rallied 

behind Samson, God could have given them victory 

over the Philistines. They could have celebrated his 

sovereign power. Instead, Samson boasted in his own 

accomplishment. The Spirit of the Lord gave him the 

strength, but he failed to include that crucial detail in 

his poem. 

We may never lead an army into battle, but God still 

gives us opportunities to exercise influence in people’s 
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lives. In 1 Thessalonians 5:14, Paul wrote, “And we urge 

you, brothers, admonish the idle, encourage the 

fainthearted, help the weak, be patient with them all.” 

Are you willing to speak up? Exercise leadership for the 

glory of God. 
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Gift 6: Prayer 

If you had a hotline with direct access to the 

President of the United States, how would you use it? 

What issues would you discuss? You might talk about 

health care, the national economy or conflicts taking 

place around the world, but you probably would n0t 

complain about a pothole down the street from your 

house. Such access would be a unique gift that should 

not be used lightly. The same is true with prayer. As 

believers, we have the precious gift of access to the God 

of all creation. How are we using it? 

The text does not say whether Samson prayed about 

his marriage plans or about his conflicts with the 
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Philistines. He seems to have trusted his own strength 

and wisdom in those situations. We do not read of him 

praying until Judges 15:17-20. There the author writes, 

As soon as he had finished speaking, he 

threw away the jawbone out of his hand. And 

that place was called Ramath-lehi. 

And he was very thirsty, and he called 

upon the LORD and said, "You have granted 

this great salvation by the hand of your 

servant, and shall I now die of thirst and fall 

into the hands of the uncircumcised?"And 

God split open the hollow place that is at 

Lehi, and water came out from it. And when 

he drank, his spirit returned, and he revived. 

Therefore the name of it was called En-

hakkore; it is at Lehi to this day. And he 

judged Israel in the days of the Philistines 

twenty years. 

There was no word of praise or thanksgiving. He did 

not make a humble request for God’s help. He 

acknowledged that God gave him the victory, but he 

used that as the lead in to an obnoxious rhetorical 

question: “Are you going to let me die of thirst now?” A 

humble man would not speak that way to a servant, but 

Samson took this rude, demanding tone with God.  The 
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Lord responded with remarkable grace, miraculously 

providing for Samson’s need.  

Though Samson’s circumstances were desperate, 

his terse prayer could not be more different from the 

Old Testament Psalms or the Lord’s Prayer. Matthew 

6:9-13 tells us that Jesus said, 

Pray then like this: "Our Father in heaven, 

hallowed be your name. Your kingdom come, 

your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. 

Give us this day our daily bread, and forgive 

us our debts, as we also have forgiven our 

debtors. And lead us not into temptation, but 

deliver us from evil.” 

The context makes it clear that Jesus did not intend for 

his followers to just repeat these words verbatim. This 

prayer stands as a guideline and a model. Jesus wants 

us to pray in light of his kingdom purpose. We still lift 

up our physical needs, but we should do so in a humble 

way. 

How are you using the gift of prayer? Do you 

demand a response like Samson did, or do you pray 

humbly? Do you just pray for immediate physical 

needs, or do you pray for God to be glorified and for his 

kingdom to come? 
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Conclusion 

Next time we will examine Judges 16 to see the last 

part of Samson’s story. For now, however, we can 

evaluate how we are using these six gifts that God has 

given us: marriage, commandments, wisdom, skill, 

leadership, and prayer.  

Perhaps you’ve never even considered these gifts as 

blessings from God. If that is the case, would you 

acknowledge God as the giver of all good things? If you 

want to learn more about how he works in our lives, I 

would encourage you to spend some time reading 

James 1. You might even want to commit to memory 

James 1:17, the verse we read earlier. 

Or maybe you need to respond today by changing 

how you use one of these gifts. Praise God for his 

merciful patience as we stumble along in following His 

word.  

May God be lifted up through our lives! 

  



— 317 — 

Questions for Further Reflection 

1. What are the most notable gifts that God has given 

you? 

 

 

 

 

2. How have you used those gifts? 

 

 

 

 

What changes do you need to make in how you use 

those gifts? 
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Chapter 14 

STAND FIRM 
Samson’s Faith 

Judges 16 

Strength and fitness has become an obsession for a 

lot of people in our society. One source claims that 

Americans spent over 25 billion dollars on health clubs 

in 2015. We could add to that number all the money 

spent on home exercise gear, athletic apparel, and 

nutritional supplements. People invest countless hours 

in working out, yet physical strength is only a means to 

an end. Whether you exercise or not, all of us crave a 
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sense of power and security. We pursue that feeling in 

several different ways, most of which leave us 

disappointed.  

 The Bible captures this obsessive pursuit in the 

story of Samson. He was one of the judges who 

provided informal leadership for Israel for 20 years in 

the time before the nation had a king. We learned from 

our study of Judges 14-15 that he was blessed with 

supernatural physical strength and several other 

notable gifts and abilities. God wanted him to deliver 

Israel from the Philistines, a nation of people who lived 

to their west along the shore of the Mediterranean Sea, 

but Samson foolishly squandered his gifts and abilities 

in selfish ways. Though he was the strongest man in the 

world physically, the conclusion of his story in Judges 

16 demonstrates five competing paths to gain strength. 

All of them failed, except for one. 

 As we read through this chapter, I encourage you 

to reflect on your own life. How are you pursuing 

strength? We do not need to make all the mistakes that 

Samson did. His story helps us find the one true path.  
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Path 1: Reputation 

Fame has never seemed more accessible than it 

does today in our world of smartphones and social 

media. When a picture or video clip goes viral it can be 

seen by millions of people around the world. Of course, 

the desire to be known and appreciated or even feared 

is nothing new. People have always gone to incredible 

lengths to cultivate their reputation to gain a sense of 

power.  

 Judges 16:1-3 records Samson’s efforts to bolster 

his reputation. It tells us, 

Samson went to Gaza, and there he saw a 

prostitute, and he went in to her. The Gazites 
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were told, "Samson has come here." And they 

surrounded the place and set an ambush for 

him all night at the gate of the city. They kept 

quiet all night, saying, "Let us wait till the 

light of the morning; then we will kill him." 

But Samson lay till midnight, and at 

midnight he arose and took hold of the doors 

of the gate of the city and the two posts, and 

pulled them up, bar and all, and put them on 

his shoulders and carried them to the top of 

the hill that is in front of Hebron. 

 The motivation behind Samson’s immoral 

escapade extended beyond sexual desire. Gaza was 

located at least 35 miles from his home town within the 

heart of Philistine territory. There would have been 

much easier ways to fulfill his lust, if that was all that 

this was about. He brazenly entered their walled city 

and then ripped off their gate. Scholars estimate that 

the gate must have weighed at least 5,000 pounds, but 

Samson carried it around 40 miles to a hill outside of 

Hebron. Hebron was the main city of the tribe of 

Judah, the people who handed Samson over to the 

Philistines in chapter 15. Samson was showing off his 

invincible power.  

Why did he do it? We might call it psychological 

warfare. He certainly intimidated the Philistines, but 
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there is no indication that he followed up with any sort 

of military action. Plus, he could have torn off the gates 

without committing sexual sin. He was not fulfilling his 

divinely ordained mission; he was just bolstering his 

reputation.  

 Though none of us have Samson’s physical 

strength, we are all tempted to seek acceptance and 

admiration by bragging and showing off. Any 

knowledge, ability, accomplishment, or possession can 

become a source of personal pride. But Proverbs 16:18 

warns, “Pride goes before destruction, and a haughty 

spirit before a fall.” On a natural level, our efforts to 

impress people often have the opposite effect. People 

recognize what we are doing, and our boasting and 

showing off invites competition and criticism.  

But even worse, pride sets us on a collision course 

with God. He deserves all glory, but we try to steal it for 

ourselves. James 4:6 says, “But he gives more grace. 

Therefore it says, ‘God opposes the proud, but gives 

grace to the humble.’” The path of reputation will not 

lead us to the strength that we seek.  
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Path 2: Money 

People often point out all the things that money 

cannot buy—things like love, happiness, and integrity. 

They are certainly right that money has its limitations. 

But when someone lives on the edge of poverty, the 

slightest problem can become a major crisis. A delayed 

paycheck or an unexpected bill can throw life into 

turmoil. We may not pursue extravagant wealth, but a 

lot of us do rely upon money for our strength and 

stability.  

 The book of Judges does not say whether Samson 

pursued money as a path to strength, but that pursuit 
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still played a significant part in his story. Judges 16:4-

6 tells us, 

After this he loved a woman in the Valley 

of Sorek, whose name was Delilah. And the 

lords of the Philistines came up to her and 

said to her, "Seduce him, and see where his 

great strength lies, and by what means we 

may overpower him, that we may bind him to 

humble him. And we will each give you 1,100 

pieces of silver." So Delilah said to Samson, 

"Please tell me where your great strength 

lies, and how you might be bound, that one 

could subdue you." 

This account leaves us with several unanswered 

questions about Delilah. We know that she lived near 

Samson’s hometown, but the text does not say whether 

she was a Philistine or an Israelite or a descendant of 

some other nation. Because of Samson’s involvement 

with a prostitute earlier in the chapter, some people 

assume that Delilah was a prostitute, but the passage 

gives no indication of this. As we continue through the 

story we will see that Delilah seems to live alone in a 

house that is big enough to have multiple rooms. She 

could have been a widow or could have inherited the 
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home from her parents. Perhaps she knew what it was 

like to struggle financially.  

Whatever Delilah’s situation was, the lords of the 

Philistines offered her money as the path to power. 

These were probably the rulers from each of the five 

major cities of the Philistines. They each offered her 

1,100 pieces of silver. One commentator estimates that 

5,500 pieces of silver then would be the equivalent of 

15 million dollars today. Even the most principled 

person would be tempted to go along with someone’s 

plan for that amount.  

The problem with money is that it can easily take 

the place of God in our lives. We work for it. We rely 

upon it. We even define ourselves by it. In Matthew 

6:24 Jesus warned,  

No one can serve two masters, for either he 

will hate the one and love the other, or he will 

be devoted to the one and despise the other. 

You cannot serve God and money. 

Proverbs 30:8-9 shows us a proper view of money. 

The author prayed and said, 

Remove far from me falsehood and lying; 

give me neither poverty nor riches; feed me 

with the food that is needful for me, lest I be 
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full and deny you and say, "Who is the 

LORD?" or lest I be poor and steal and 

profane the name of my God. 

Is that your perspective, or has money become 

something more to you? Money will not give us the 

strength and security that we seek. 
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Path 3: Love 

If you experience a sudden change in your eyesight, 

you know that there is a problem and you do not 

hesitate to seek help. But the overwhelming emotions 

of love can blind you, and you do not even realize what 

is happening. There can be glaring problems in the 

relationship. Everyone else sees them, but you do not. 

In fact, you resent the fact that anyone would question 

the relationship because the emotions of love give us a 

sense of strength and security. At best, those emotions 

translate into a life-long marriage grounded in a 

commitment to the Lord. At worst, those emotions 

leave you open to a devastating betrayal. 
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 Samson experienced this betrayal to some degree 

when he tried to marry the Philistine woman back in 

chapter 14. At his wedding feast, Samson made a bet 

with 30 Philistine men that they could not solve his 

riddle. In the name of love, his wife-to-be persuaded 

him to tell her the answer to his riddle. She then 

revealed that answer to the Philistine men.  

In that case, Samson did not seem particularly 

committed to the woman, but his love for Delilah was 

much more passionate. He foolishly ignored God’s 

design and plunged into a sexual relationship with 

Delilah, even though they were not married. He should 

have been suspicious when she began asking about the 

source of his strength. He should have realized that she 

was taking advantage of his love. He resisted at first, 

but that did not last long. 

 Judges 16:7-16 tells us the story. It says, 

Samson said to her, "If they bind me with 

seven fresh bowstrings that have not been 

dried, then I shall become weak and be like 

any other man." Then the lords of the 

Philistines brought up to her seven fresh 

bowstrings that had not been dried, and she 

bound him with them. Now she had men 

lying in ambush in an inner chamber. And 
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she said to him, "The Philistines are upon 

you, Samson!" But he snapped the 

bowstrings, as a thread of flax snaps when it 

touches the fire. So the secret of his strength 

was not known.  

Then Delilah said to Samson, "Behold, 

you have mocked me and told me lies. Please 

tell me how you might be bound." And he 

said to her, "If they bind me with new ropes 

that have not been used, then I shall become 

weak and be like any other man." So Delilah 

took new ropes and bound him with them 

and said to him, "The Philistines are upon 

you, Samson!" And the men lying in ambush 

were in an inner chamber. But he snapped 

the ropes off his arms like a thread.  

Then Delilah said to Samson, "Until now 

you have mocked me and told me lies. Tell 

me how you might be bound." And he said to 

her, "If you weave the seven locks of my head 

with the web and fasten it tight with the pin, 

then I shall become weak and be like any 

other man." So while he slept, Delilah took 

the seven locks of his head and wove them 

into the web. And she made them tight with 

the pin and said to him, "The Philistines are 

upon you, Samson!" But he awoke from his 

sleep and pulled away the pin, the loom, and 

the web.  

And she said to him, "How can you say, 'I 

love you,' when your heart is not with me? 
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You have mocked me these three times, and 

you have not told me where your great 

strength lies." And when she pressed him 

hard with her words day after day, and urged 

him, his soul was vexed to death. 

 Samson was completely blinded by his love. King 

Solomon warned his son about this danger in the book 

of Proverbs. In Proverbs 7, he told the story of a simple 

young man enticed by an immoral woman. Verses 21 

and 22 say, 

With much seductive speech she persuades 

him; with her smooth talk she compels him. 

All at once he follows her, as an ox goes to the 

slaughter, or as a stag is caught fast. 

The same story could also be told of young women 

seduced by immoral men.  

When it comes to love, we all need to heed the 

wisdom of Proverbs 14:15-16. 

The simple believes everything, but the 

prudent gives thought to his steps. One who 

is wise is cautious and turns away from evil, 

but a fool is reckless and careless. 

Be cautious about love. Seek advice from godly 

people in your life. When they raise concerns, don’t 
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brush them aside. Remember the blinding effect of 

love. Even in a healthy relationship, we cannot expect 

a person to be our strength.  
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Path 4: Religion 

When we see a magic show, we know that we are 

being tricked. Magicians use distraction and sleight of 

hand to create an illusion. They do not have the power 

to bend the laws of nature. But many people today and 

throughout history have engaged in religious activities 

seeking that kind of power. They want control over 

some part of life, and they assume that religion will give 

them that.  

Samson assumed that his hair had magical power. 

Judges 16:17 records his response to Delilah. It says, 

And he told her all his heart, and said to her, 

"A razor has never come upon my head, for I 
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have been a Nazirite to God from my 

mother's womb. If my head is shaved, then 

my strength will leave me, and I shall become 

weak and be like any other man."  

Verses 18-19 seem to confirm his explanation. They 

say, 

When Delilah saw that he had told her all 

his heart, she sent and called the lords of the 

Philistines, saying, "Come up again, for he 

has told me all his heart." Then the lords of 

the Philistines came up to her and brought 

the money in their hands. She made him 

sleep on her knees. And she called a man and 

had him shave off the seven locks of his head. 

Then she began to torment him, and his 

strength left him.  

But the author gives us an important footnote in 

verse 20. He says, 

And she said, "The Philistines are upon you, 

Samson!" And he awoke from his sleep and 

said, "I will go out as at other times and shake 

myself free." But he did not know that the 

LORD had left him.  

Samson’s hair did not have magical power. The Lord 

was the source of his strength. Despite all his foolish, 

sinful behavior the Lord continued to strengthen him, 
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until he attributed his power to his long hair with no 

mention of God. That was the last straw. I suspect that 

they did not even need to cut his hair.  

This magical explanation of Samson’s power fit well 

with the Philistine worldview. They viewed his defeat 

as a victory from their god, Dagon. Verses 21-24 tell us, 

And the Philistines seized him and gouged 

out his eyes and brought him down to Gaza 

and bound him with bronze shackles. And he 

ground at the mill in the prison. But the hair 

of his head began to grow again after it had 

been shaved. 

Now the lords of the Philistines gathered 

to offer a great sacrifice to Dagon their god 

and to rejoice, and they said, "Our god has 

given Samson our enemy into our hand." 

And when the people saw him, they praised 

their god. For they said, "Our god has given 

our enemy into our hand, the ravager of our 

country, who has killed many of us." 

They could not imagine that the true God was working 

out his unstoppable plan through Samson’s 

humiliation.  

Whether it be the idolatry of the Philistines or 

Samson’s mystical reliance upon his hair, the true God 

is offended when someone views religion as a path to 
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power and control. He made this clear in the first two 

of the Ten Commandments. Exodus 20:3-6 says, 

You shall have no other gods before me.  

You shall not make for yourself a carved 

image, or any likeness of anything that is in 

heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, 

or that is in the water under the earth. You 

shall not bow down to them or serve them, 

for I the LORD your God am a jealous God, 

visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the 

children to the third and the fourth 

generation of those who hate me, but 

showing steadfast love to thousands of those 

who love me and keep my commandments. 

Idolatry was all about trying to manipulate God to 

get him to do what you want. We may not make 

physical idols, but do we use religious activity to try to 

get God to do what we want? That is the spirit of 

idolatry, and it provokes God to jealousy. He deserves 

to be loved and obeyed, not used. Religious rituals will 

not give us strength. 
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Path 5: Faith 

The lowest point on the surface of the earth is along 

the shore of the Dead Sea. It is over 1,400 feet below 

sea level. For centuries water has flowed into the sea 

and evaporated leaving behind salts and minerals. As a 

result, the Dead Sea is nine times saltier than the 

ocean. There are no plants or fish. It’s empty, and the 

only way to go is up. To understand the true meaning 

of faith, we need to reach a point that is the spiritual 

equivalent of that place. We need to see that apart from 

God, we are dead and empty.  

Though Samson’s hair was growing back, he had 

not regained his strength. The Philistines blinded him 
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and made him do menial tasks like grinding grain. 

Judges 16:25-27 tells us of his lowest point. It says, 

And when their hearts were merry, they said, 

"Call Samson, that he may entertain us." So 

they called Samson out of the prison, and he 

entertained them. They made him stand 

between the pillars. And Samson said to the 

young man who held him by the hand, "Let 

me feel the pillars on which the house rests, 

that I may lean against them." Now the house 

was full of men and women. All the lords of 

the Philistines were there, and on the roof 

there were about 3,000 men and women, 

who looked on while Samson entertained.  

 Samson could not have been more humiliated, but 

that experience prompted him to look up and cry out to 

God. Verses 28-31 say, 

Then Samson called to the LORD and 

said, "O Lord GOD, please remember me and 

please strengthen me only this once, O God, 

that I may be avenged on the Philistines for 

my two eyes."  And Samson grasped the two 

middle pillars on which the house rested, and 

he leaned his weight against them, his right 

hand on the one and his left hand on the 

other. And Samson said, "Let me die with the 

Philistines." Then he bowed with all his 

strength, and the house fell upon the lords 
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and upon all the people who were in it. So the 

dead whom he killed at his death were more 

than those whom he had killed during his 

life. Then his brothers and all his family came 

down and took him and brought him up and 

buried him between Zorah and Eshtaol in the 

tomb of Manoah his father. He had judged 

Israel twenty years. 

Samson’s story has some notable parallels to the 

story of Jesus. Both suffered humiliating treatment. 

Both were used by God to bring about deliverance 

through their death. Samson’s suffering thus 

foreshadows the sufferings of Christ that took place 

over a thousand years later. Samson’s focus on 

vengeance, however, was not Christ-like. He still did 

not see himself as serving God’s purpose. 

Though Samson’s prayer was self-serving, his 

attitude had changed. His prayer (if you can even call it 

that) at the end of chapter 15 was rude and demanding. 

But on this occasion, he was humble and reverent. He 

acknowledged that strength comes from God alone. 

Despite his foolish past, he trusted that God could 

strengthen him again. God delights to work through 

that kind of faith.  
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Have you reached that point in your life? Have you 

recognized that you are sinful and helpless apart from 

God? Are you truly relying upon him? The author of 

Psalm 73:25-26 expressed this humble attitude well 

when he said, 

Whom have I in heaven but you? And there 

is nothing on earth that I desire besides you. 

My flesh and my heart may fail, but God is 

the strength of my heart and my portion 

forever. 

The only path to spiritual strength is the path of 

weakness. It’s the path of humble faith in God. 

Conclusion 

Which path are you on? Are you looking for 

strength through reputation, money, love, religion, or 

faith? If you have never done so, I encourage you to 

choose to trust God alone. 

Psalm 73 is a helpful resource in working through 

the decision. You may not be ready to make that choice, 

but at least take some time to read and consider what 

that psalm has to say. If you are trusting in God, then 
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you might benefit from committing Psalm 73:25-26 to 

memory. 

Perhaps the Lord has brought to mind someone in 

your life who needs some encouragement to trust God. 

Make a commitment to pray for them and share some 

of these truths.  

May God help us to rely fully upon him. 

Questions for Further Reflection 

1. What are some of the ways that you have pursued 

power and security?  

 

 

2. What have been the results of your efforts to pursue 

power and security? 

 

 

3. What could you do to keep your heart focused on 

trusting God’s strength?
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Chapter 15 

RECOGNIZE 

FALSE RELIGION 
Micah’s Idolatry 

Judges 17-18 

Thomas Jefferson was a brilliant man. As you 

probably know, he was the principal author of the 

Declaration of Independence and the third president of 

the United States. He had a tremendous influence in 

the establishment of religious liberty, but Jefferson 

also had strong religious views. He considered the 

authors of the four gospels to be unreliable, so he 
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created his own Bible. He cut out the verses that he 

considered true and pasted them into a blank book. He 

included the moral teaching of Jesus, but he left out the 

accounts of his miraculous works and his resurrection. 

 Most of us would never dare to be so arrogant as to 

make our own Bible, but we do pick and choose our 

beliefs in more subtle ways. We emphasize some ideas 

and ignore others. Some focus on God’s grace and love, 

but avoid the passages that highlight his justice and 

wrath. Others study doctrine or prophecy in great 

depth, but ignore the practical teaching of the New 

Testament epistles. Like Jefferson, we are all inclined 

to shape Christianity to fit our preferences. 

 We need to recognize that at its core, this impulse 

is idolatrous. The root of false religion is present in all 

of us. We may not bow down to a carved statue, but we 

sculpt our own version of God in our minds. We make 

ourselves the authority, and we use him to fulfill our 

personal agenda.  

 When the people of Israel entered Canaan under 

Joshua’s leadership, they had a clear understanding 

that the true God could not be turned into an idol. But 

over the years, subsequent generations began to 

change their view of God to fit their desires. As the 
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Agent of Change, God raised up judges to lead Israel 

militarily and spiritually. But as we have seen, the faith 

of each judge was weaker and more distorted than that 

of his predecessor. There was a steady decline from 

Othniel to Deborah to Gideon to Jephthah to Samson, 

and in the last five chapters of the book there are no 

more judges. God gave the people over to their sinful 

desires, so that they would see their desperate need for 

a deliverer who could rescue them from their own 

depraved hearts. 

Today we know that Jesus Christ is that Savior. He 

died and rose again as the perfect sacrifice for all our 

sins. He also sent his Spirit to begin transforming our 

idolatrous hearts. He uses even the darkest stories in 

the Bible, like these at the end of Judges, to help us set 

aside our sin and grow in a purer love for God. We must 

keep that goal in mind as we study these final chapters. 

Judges 17-18 tells the story of a man named Micah 

who contributed to the entrenchment of idolatry in 

Israel. From these chapters, we glean five indications 

of an idolatrous heart. As we walk through the story, I 

encourage you to humbly examine your own heart. Are 

you relating to God as he deserves? Or are you 

succumbing to the idolatrous impulse that lurks in our 
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fallen hearts? Let God’s Spirit perform his purifying 

work in you today.  
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Indication 1: How We Talk 

Wigs became a fashion trend among the rich and 

powerful in 17th and 18th Century Europe. They were 

sometimes powdered and even scented. They were 

styled to make the wearer seem healthy and strong, 

almost angelic. But that was often not the case. There 

was a widespread syphilis epidemic at the time that left 

people with rashes, open sores, and patchy hair loss. 

These wigs were used to cover up their true condition.  

In the same way, pious talk can be used to cover up 

the poor condition of our soul. This insight helps us 

understand the opening verses of Judges 17. In verses 

1 and 2 we read: 
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There was a man of the hill country of 

Ephraim, whose name was Micah. And he 

said to his mother, "The 1,100 pieces of silver 

that were taken from you, about which you 

uttered a curse, and also spoke it in my ears, 

behold, the silver is with me; I took it." And 

his mother said, "Blessed be my son by the 

LORD." 

Micah’s mother sounds like a very spiritual woman. 

She used spiritual terms like curse and bless. She even 

referred to God by his covenant name, Yahweh, 

translated here as LORD. But there are problems with 

her statements. First, Micah mentioned that she spoke 

her curse “in his ears”. In other words, she prayed for 

God to bring judgment down upon the thief. This was 

a massive sum of money. She must have suspected that 

her son was the thief, but rather than asking him or 

confronting him, she used God to intimidate him. 

Her blessing seems problematic too. She did not 

simply thank her son for his honesty. She dramatically 

declared God’s blessing over him. She was using 

religious talk to toy with his emotions, tearing him 

down and then puffing him up. Ultimately, her goal 

was to hold on to her money, but she made it sound 

spiritual. 
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Micah’s mother was not the only person in the Bible 

to use pious words. Luke 20:46-47 tells us that Jesus 

told his disciples,  

Beware of the scribes, who like to walk 

around in long robes, and love greetings in 

the marketplaces and the best seats in the 

synagogues and the places of honor at feasts, 

who devour widows' houses and for a 

pretense make long prayers. They will 

receive the greater condemnation. 

Their long prayers were not intended to glorify God. 

They were showing off. 

So, how would you characterize your speech? We 

may not be as extreme as Micah’s mother or the scribes 

of Jesus’ day, but we are all tempted to use spiritual 

sounding words and even prayer to impress or 

intimidate. Rather than honoring God, we use him to 

exalt ourselves or to cut someone else down. People 

may fall for it, but God does not. Such behavior is 

tantamount to idolatry, and it deeply offends him. 

Instead, we must learn to speak with a modesty and 

humility that honors God without drawing attention to 

ourselves. 
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Indication 2: Why We Worship 

For a hand pump to work, it must be primed. In 

other words, you need to pour in a little water to fill up 

the pipe so that the pump can suck water out. We are 

all tempted to take that approach to worshipping God. 

Rather than pouring out our lives for God, we give as 

little as possible. We just want to prime the pump, so 

that God will give us what we want. We need to 

recognize that this motivation is fundamentally 

idolatrous.  

Micah’s mother demonstrated this attitude in 

Judges 17:3-4. It says, 
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And he restored the 1,100 pieces of silver to 

his mother. And his mother said, "I dedicate 

the silver to the LORD from my hand for my 

son, to make a carved image and a metal 

image. Now therefore I will restore it to you." 

So when he restored the money to his 

mother, his mother took 200 pieces of silver 

and gave it to the silversmith, who made it 

into a carved image and a metal image. And 

it was in the house of Micah.  

She used lofty spiritual language again. She was 

going to dedicate these 1,100 pieces of silver to the 

Lord. If that was all that she had said, someone might 

assume that she was going to give this money to the 

priests who maintained the Tabernacle in Shiloh not 

far from where they lived. But instead, she used the 

money to make an idol, and she did not even give the 

whole amount. Her actions clearly violated the Second 

Commandment that is recorded in Exodus 20:4 and 

Deuteronomy 5:8. It says, 

You shall not make for yourself a carved 

image, or any likeness of anything that is in 

heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, 

or that is in the water under the earth. 
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She tried to worship God in a way that was entirely 

unacceptable.  

The problem was not just how Micah and his 

mother worshipped, but why. As we keep reading, we 

discover their motivation. Judges 17:5-13 tells us, 

And the man Micah had a shrine, and he 

made an ephod and household gods, and 

ordained one of his sons, who became his 

priest. In those days there was no king in 

Israel. Everyone did what was right in his 

own eyes. 

Now there was a young man of 

Bethlehem in Judah, of the family of Judah, 

who was a Levite, and he sojourned there. 

And the man departed from the town of 

Bethlehem in Judah to sojourn where he 

could find a place. And as he journeyed, he 

came to the hill country of Ephraim to the 

house of Micah. And Micah said to him, 

"Where do you come from?" And he said to 

him, "I am a Levite of Bethlehem in Judah, 

and I am going to sojourn where I may find a 

place." And Micah said to him, "Stay with 

me, and be to me a father and a priest, and I 

will give you ten pieces of silver a year and a 

suit of clothes and your living." And the 

Levite went in. And the Levite was content to 

dwell with the man, and the young man 

became to him like one of his sons. And 
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Micah ordained the Levite, and the young 

man became his priest, and was in the house 

of Micah. Then Micah said, "Now I know that 

the LORD will prosper me, because I have a 

Levite as priest." 

For Micah and his mother, making this idol and 

enlisting this priest was all about priming the pump. 

They already had a fortune, but they wanted more. 

They were trying to work the religious system to get 

God’s blessing, and this Levite was happy to join their 

scheme. His tribe was supposed to be devoted to 

proclaiming God’s Law and supporting the priesthood 

and the Tabernacle, but he completely ignored that 

calling. 

The author highlighted the fact that this Levite 

came from Bethlehem in Judah. We do not know when 

the book of Judges was written, but this mention of 

Bethlehem suggests that it was written after David 

became king. Bethlehem was his home town. Of course, 

Bethlehem became even more significant 1,000 years 

later as the birthplace of David’s descendant, Jesus. By 

leaving Bethlehem, this wandering Levite was turning 

aside from God’s plan.  
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Most of us would never be tempted to make a 

physical idol, but our motivations are often not what 

they should be. Are we just trying to prime the pump to 

get something from God? Or, do we offer all that we are 

in gratitude for God’s saving grace? In Romans 12:1, 

Paul said,  

I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the 

mercies of God, to present your bodies as a 

living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, 

which is your spiritual worship. 

God deserves true worship.  
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Indication 3: How We Plan 

The goal of archery is simple. Someone creates a 

target and the archer aims for the bull’s eye. We should 

bring that same approach to life, aiming to live for the 

glory of God in any and every circumstance. But the 

idolatrous impulse in our hearts twists that around. We 

make our plans and then try to get God on board. We 

are like an archer who wants to shoot first and then 

have the target painted around his arrow. 

The tribe of Dan took this approach in Judges 18. 

Verse 1 tells us, 

In those days there was no king in Israel. 

And in those days the tribe of the people of 
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Dan was seeking for itself an inheritance to 

dwell in, for until then no inheritance among 

the tribes of Israel had fallen to them. 

God gave the tribe a clear target. Joshua allotted to 

them the land northwest of Judah. The problem was 

that the Philistines lived in that area. Rather than 

trusting the Lord to drive out the Philistines, the tribe 

lived among them and embraced their idolatrous 

lifestyle. We saw the effects of this compromise in the 

stories about Samson who was part of this tribe. So, the 

tribe of Dan ignored God’s target and set out to choose 

their own land.  

They began by sending out spies, just like Moses 

and Joshua did. But along the way, they came to 

Micah’s shrine. Judges 18:2-6 tells us, 

So the people of Dan sent five able men from 

the whole number of their tribe, from Zorah 

and from Eshtaol, to spy out the land and to 

explore it. And they said to them, "Go and 

explore the land." And they came to the hill 

country of Ephraim, to the house of Micah, 

and lodged there. When they were by the 

house of Micah, they recognized the voice of 

the young Levite. And they turned aside and 

said to him, "Who brought you here? What 

are you doing in this place? What is your 
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business here?" And he said to them, "This is 

how Micah dealt with me: he has hired me, 

and I have become his priest." And they said 

to him, "Inquire of God, please, that we may 

know whether the journey on which we are 

setting out will succeed." And the priest said 

to them, "Go in peace. The journey on which 

you go is under the eye of the LORD." 

They had already chosen to ignore God’s plan, but 

they wanted his approval. The priest did not confront 

their disobedience. He just gave them a vague and 

meaningless response. But, of course, they 

presumptuously clung to that statement as a definitive 

affirmation of their plan. Judges 18:7-10 says, 

Then the five men departed and came to 

Laish and saw the people who were there, 

how they lived in security, after the manner 

of the Sidonians, quiet and unsuspecting, 

lacking nothing that is in the earth and 

possessing wealth, and how they were far 

from the Sidonians and had no dealings with 

anyone. And when they came to their 

brothers at Zorah and Eshtaol, their brothers 

said to them, "What do you report?" They 

said, "Arise, and let us go up against them, 

for we have seen the land, and behold, it is 

very good. And will you do nothing? Do not 

be slow to go, to enter in and possess the 
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land. As soon as you go, you will come to an 

unsuspecting people. The land is spacious, 

for God has given it into your hands, a place 

where there is no lack of anything that is in 

the earth." 

They presented their plan to take over this northern 

city as if it were the will of God. 

In the New Testament, the book of James 

addressed this same kind of arrogance. James 4:13-17 

says, 

Come now, you who say, "Today or 

tomorrow we will go into such and such a 

town and spend a year there and trade and 

make a profit"— yet you do not know what 

tomorrow will bring. What is your life? For 

you are a mist that appears for a little time 

and then vanishes. Instead you ought to say, 

"If the Lord wills, we will live and do this or 

that." As it is, you boast in your arrogance. All 

such boasting is evil. So whoever knows the 

right thing to do and fails to do it, for him it 

is sin. 

Is that how we approach life? Do we seek to follow 

the clear instructions God has revealed in the Bible? 

Or, do we use him to rubber stamp our plans?  
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Indication 4: Whom We Follow 

When someone heads out for a stroll with their dog, 

it may be hard to tell who’s walking who. Who’s setting 

the direction? Who’s determining the pace? Some dogs 

follow their master’s lead, but others jerk the master 

along wherever they want to go. We see that same 

dynamic at play in how people relate to spiritual 

leaders. As people succumb to the idolatrous impulse 

of their heart, they pressure spiritual leaders to follow 

them. 

We find this scenario in Judges 18:11-20. It says, 

So 600 men of the tribe of Dan, armed 

with weapons of war, set out from Zorah and 
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Eshtaol, and went up and encamped at 

Kiriath-jearim in Judah. On this account that 

place is called Mahaneh-dan to this day; 

behold, it is west of Kiriath-jearim. And they 

passed on from there to the hill country of 

Ephraim, and came to the house of Micah. 

Then the five men who had gone to scout 

out the country of Laish said to their 

brothers, "Do you know that in these houses 

there are an ephod, household gods, a carved 

image, and a metal image? Now therefore 

consider what you will do." And they turned 

aside there and came to the house of the 

young Levite, at the home of Micah, and 

asked him about his welfare. Now the 600 

men of the Danites, armed with their 

weapons of war, stood by the entrance of the 

gate. And the five men who had gone to scout 

out the land went up and entered and took 

the carved image, the ephod, the household 

gods, and the metal image, while the priest 

stood by the entrance of the gate with the 

600 men armed with weapons of war. And 

when these went into Micah's house and took 

the carved image, the ephod, the household 

gods, and the metal image, the priest said to 

them, "What are you doing?" And they said 

to him, "Keep quiet; put your hand on your 

mouth and come with us and be to us a father 

and a priest. Is it better for you to be priest to 

the house of one man, or to be priest to a tribe 
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and clan in Israel?" And the priest's heart 

was glad. He took the ephod and the 

household gods and the carved image and 

went along with the people. 

The priest had already joined in Micah’s idolatry, 

but the Danites gave him the opportunity to expand his 

influence. It did not matter to him that he was 

betraying Micah and stealing from him. He was swept 

along by the opportunity for greater power.  

The Apostle Paul warned that the church would 

have similar problems. In 2 Timothy 4:3-4 he said, 

For the time is coming when people will not 

endure sound teaching, but having itching 

ears they will accumulate for themselves 

teachers to suit their own passions, and will 

turn away from listening to the truth and 

wander off into myths. 

This is that same idolatrous impulse at work. People 

want a religion that fits their desires, so they shop 

around for leaders who will go along with them. The 

last thing they want is a leader who will do what Paul 

said in verse 2: “preach the word; be ready in season 

and out of season; reprove, rebuke, and exhort, with 

complete patience and teaching.” 
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How do you relate to spiritual leaders? Are you 

willing to follow sound biblical teaching? Or do you 

pick and choose?  
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Indication 5: What We Trust 

When you blow bubbles for a child, most of them 

only last for a few seconds. But occasionally, you’ll get 

one good bubble that lasts longer. The breeze catches it 

in just the right way, and the child chases it around. It 

may even last for a minute or two, and everyone gets 

excited. But then it pops. Game over. Young children 

may even begin to cry over the disappointment.  

Allowing ourselves to be guided by idolatrous 

impulses is like blowing bubbles. We get wrapped up in 

a religion of our own creation. But since we breathed 

life into it, it’s bound to pop. It’s bound to disappoint. 
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It’s foolish to place our trust in something we’ve made 

up. 

Micah learned that lesson the hard way. Judges 

18:21-26 tells us, 

So they turned and departed, putting the 

little ones and the livestock and the goods in 

front of them. When they had gone a distance 

from the home of Micah, the men who were 

in the houses near Micah's house were called 

out, and they overtook the people of Dan. 

And they shouted to the people of Dan, who 

turned around and said to Micah, "What is 

the matter with you, that you come with such 

a company?" And he said, "You take my gods 

that I made and the priest, and go away, and 

what have I left? How then do you ask me, 

'What is the matter with you?'" And the 

people of Dan said to him, "Do not let your 

voice be heard among us, lest angry fellows 

fall upon you, and you lose your life with the 

lives of your household." Then the people of 

Dan went their way. And when Micah saw 

that they were too strong for him, he turned 

and went back to his home. 

Micah’s question in verse 24 stands out: “What 

have I left?” His whole life was wrapped up in his 
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shrine, but the people of Dan took it all away. The 

bubble popped.  

The people of Dan managed to make their bubble 

last a while longer. Judges 18:27-31 says, 

But the people of Dan took what Micah 

had made, and the priest who belonged to 

him, and they came to Laish, to a people 

quiet and unsuspecting, and struck them 

with the edge of the sword and burned the 

city with fire. And there was no deliverer 

because it was far from Sidon, and they had 

no dealings with anyone. It was in the valley 

that belongs to Beth-rehob. Then they rebuilt 

the city and lived in it. And they named the 

city Dan, after the name of Dan their 

ancestor, who was born to Israel; but the 

name of the city was Laish at the first. And 

the people of Dan set up the carved image for 

themselves, and Jonathan the son of 

Gershom, son of Moses, and his sons were 

priests to the tribe of the Danites until the 

day of the captivity of the land. So they set up 

Micah's carved image that he made, as long 

as the house of God was at Shiloh. 

Idolatry continued in the city of Dan for several 

generations. They may have set aside their idolatry 

during the reigns of David and Solomon when 
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Jerusalem became the central place of worship. But 

when Jeroboam led a rebellion against Solomon’s son, 

he made golden calves for the people of Israel to 

worship. One was in Bethel and the other was in Dan. 

The captivity mentioned here may refer to the time 

when the Assyrian Empire conquered the northern 

part of Israel in the Eighth Century B.C. If that is what 

the author had in mind, then Dan’s idolatry persisted 

for over 300 years, and it all started with Micah and his 

mother. What a sad legacy! 

The only reliable foundation for life is the LORD. 

Through Jesus Christ, he provides eternal salvation. 1 

John 5:20-21 says, 

And we know that the Son of God has come 

and has given us understanding, so that we 

may know him who is true; and we are in him 

who is true, in his Son Jesus Christ. He is the 

true God and eternal life. Little children, 

keep yourselves from idols. 

Is your faith in Christ, or are you building your life on 

some other foundation? 
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Conclusion 

The idolatrous impulse is present in all of us. It’s 

not just a matter of how we worship. It comes out in 

how we speak, why we worship, how we plan, whom we 

follow, and what we trust. Thankfully, we have a 

deliverer to rescue us from ourselves. When we believe 

in Christ, he wipes away our sins and begins to 

transform us into true worshippers. 

Are you worshiping the Lord? Is his transforming 

power at work in you? If not, I encourage you to turn to 

him today. Believe in Jesus Christ and his saving work. 

Offer yourself to him as a living sacrifice. 

If you are still trying to understand the difference 

between man-made religion and a genuine relationship 

with Christ, I would encourage you to read Matthew 7. 

That chapter records the final part of Jesus’ Sermon on 

the Mount in which he exposed the hypocrisy of much 

religious effort. 

Even when you have become a true worshipper, 

that idolatrous impulse still pulls on us. Has one of 

these indications exposed some shortcomings in your 

worship? If so, focus on growing in that area. Pray for 

God’s help. Study key scripture passages that address 
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that topic. You may want to start with one of the 

passages we read earlier, Romans 12:1. Paul said, “I 

appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of 

God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy 

and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual 

worship.” 

May God help us to worship him as he deserves. 

Questions for Further Reflection 

1. Which indication is most problematic for you? How 

so? 

 

 

2. Are there particular circumstances when you tend 

to give in to that idolatrous impulse? What are 

those circumstances? 

 

 

3. When those circumstances come, what truths could 

you remember to help you resist that impulse?
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Chapter 16 

SEEK THE KING 
Israel’s Depravity 

Judges 19-21 

On July 4, 1776, the Congress of the United States 

of America published the Declaration of Independence. 

The body of the document includes a list of grievances 

against the King of Great Britain. They argued that he 

was a tyrant, unfit to rule over a free people. They did 

not explicitly reject the idea of kingship, but they were 

heading that direction. Nevertheless, they concluded 

by appealing to God as the Supreme Judge of the world 
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to weigh their intentions. Today, however, freedom has 

been exalted to such an extent that many people reject 

the right of anyone to judge their lives.  

Judges 19-21 tells of a time when the nation of Israel 

reached a similar state. Judges 21:25 states, “In those 

days there was no king in Israel. Everyone did what was 

right in his own eyes.” Most people in our society would 

consider that a positive statement, but the author of 

Judges used it to sum up the darkest time in biblical 

history. It would be easier to skip these disturbing 

stories, but as Paul said in 2 Timothy 3:16, “All 

Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for 

teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in 

righteousness.” We need to understand the perspective 

that this part of Scriptures gives us about life here and 

now. These are long chapters, but studying all three of 

them together drives home the author’s point. 

Judges 19-21 shows us three reasons that we 

desperately need a king. Though the events in Judges 

occurred over 3,000 years ago, they demonstrate that 

we need Jesus Christ in our lives and that we need him 

to return and reign over the earth. If you are not yet a 

follower of Jesus Christ, I hope these stories will drive 

you to him. If you are following Christ, then I pray that 
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these stories will lead you to a deeper submission to 

him.  
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Reason 1: To Tame Our Desires 

Horses are powerful creatures, but if that power is 

not tamed and directed, they can become destructive. 

The same can be said of us. God created us with a 

strong will and powerful desires, but without God’s 

direction those impulses can become destructive. We 

need a king to tame our desires. 

Judges 19 demonstrates the danger of unrestrained 

sexual desire. God’s design is for that desire to be 

expressed in the context of a loving marriage 

relationship between one man and one woman. 

Genesis 2:24 says, “Therefore a man shall leave his 

father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and they 
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shall become one flesh.” But from the outset of the 

story here in Judges, we find that this pattern was 

ignored. Verse 1-2 says, 

In those days, when there was no king in 

Israel, a certain Levite was sojourning in the 

remote parts of the hill country of Ephraim, 

who took to himself a concubine from 

Bethlehem in Judah. And his concubine was 

unfaithful to him, and she went away from 

him to her father's house at Bethlehem in 

Judah, and was there some four months.  

The Levites were supposed to be particularly 

devoted to God, but this one ignored God’s design for 

marriage. He was probably already married, but he 

purchased this woman from Bethlehem as his sex 

slave. In the ancient world, men like Abraham and 

Jacob used concubines to obtain heirs, but these 

relationships inevitably resulted in conflict and deep 

bitterness. Apparently, the woman here in Judges 19 

rebelled against her master. The word unfaithful 

indicates that she had an affair with someone else, and 

then ran away back to her father. 

Sadly, this poor woman was probably first sold into 

slavery by her father. When her husband finally 
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bothers to look for her after four months, her father 

warmly welcomed him. Verses 3-9 say, 

Then her husband arose and went after her, 

to speak kindly to her and bring her back. He 

had with him his servant and a couple of 

donkeys. And she brought him into her 

father's house. And when the girl's father saw 

him, he came with joy to meet him. And his 

father-in-law, the girl's father, made him 

stay, and he remained with him three days. 

So they ate and drank and spent the night 

there. And on the fourth day they arose early 

in the morning, and he prepared to go, but 

the girl's father said to his son-in-law, 

"Strengthen your heart with a morsel of 

bread, and after that you may go." So the two 

of them sat and ate and drank together. And 

the girl's father said to the man, "Be pleased 

to spend the night, and let your heart be 

merry." And when the man rose up to go, his 

father-in-law pressed him, till he spent the 

night there again. And on the fifth day he 

arose early in the morning to depart. And the 

girl's father said, "Strengthen your heart and 

wait until the day declines." So they ate, both 

of them. And when the man and his 

concubine and his servant rose up to depart, 

his father-in-law, the girl's father, said to 

him, "Behold, now the day has waned toward 

evening. Please, spend the night. Behold, the 



— 377 — 

day draws to its close. Lodge here and let 

your heart be merry, and tomorrow you shall 

arise early in the morning for your journey, 

and go home."  

The father’s generous hospitality may have been 

motivated by fear that this man might retaliate against 

the girl for running away. Or, he may have considered 

it a reasonable way to follow up on a business deal. 

Whatever his motivation may have been, he seems 

overly eager to return his daughter to this relationship. 

As we saw in chapters 17-18, the author of Judges 

showed that circumstances worsen when people leave 

Bethlehem, the birthplace of the future king. Verses 10-

26 tell us, 

But the man would not spend the night. 

He rose up and departed and arrived 

opposite Jebus (that is, Jerusalem). He had 

with him a couple of saddled donkeys, and 

his concubine was with him. When they were 

near Jebus, the day was nearly over, and the 

servant said to his master, "Come now, let us 

turn aside to this city of the Jebusites and 

spend the night in it." And his master said to 

him, "We will not turn aside into the city of 

foreigners, who do not belong to the people 

of Israel, but we will pass on to Gibeah." And 

he said to his young man, "Come and let us 
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draw near to one of these places and spend 

the night at Gibeah or at Ramah." So they 

passed on and went their way. And the sun 

went down on them near Gibeah, which 

belongs to Benjamin, and they turned aside 

there, to go in and spend the night at Gibeah. 

And he went in and sat down in the open 

square of the city, for no one took them into 

his house to spend the night.  

And behold, an old man was coming from 

his work in the field at evening. The man was 

from the hill country of Ephraim, and he was 

sojourning in Gibeah. The men of the place 

were Benjaminites. And he lifted up his eyes 

and saw the traveler in the open square of the 

city. And the old man said, "Where are you 

going? And where do you come from?" And 

he said to him, "We are passing from 

Bethlehem in Judah to the remote parts of 

the hill country of Ephraim, from which I 

come. I went to Bethlehem in Judah, and I 

am going to the house of the Lord, but no one 

has taken me into his house. We have straw 

and feed for our donkeys, with bread and 

wine for me and your female servant and the 

young man with your servants. There is no 

lack of anything." And the old man said, 

"Peace be to you; I will care for all your 

wants. Only, do not spend the night in the 

square." So he brought him into his house 
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and gave the donkeys feed. And they washed 

their feet, and ate and drank.  

As they were making their hearts merry, 

behold, the men of the city, worthless 

fellows, surrounded the house, beating on 

the door. And they said to the old man, the 

master of the house, "Bring out the man who 

came into your house, that we may know 

him." And the man, the master of the house, 

went out to them and said to them, "No, my 

brothers, do not act so wickedly; since this 

man has come into my house, do not do this 

vile thing. Behold, here are my virgin 

daughter and his concubine. Let me bring 

them out now. Violate them and do with 

them what seems good to you, but against 

this man do not do this outrageous thing." 

But the men would not listen to him. So the 

man seized his concubine and made her go 

out to them. And they knew her and abused 

her all night until the morning. And as the 

dawn began to break, they let her go. And as 

morning appeared, the woman came and fell 

down at the door of the man's house where 

her master was, until it was light.  

The behavior of the men of Gibeah was evil on two 

counts. First, they abandoned God’s design for sex and 

gave way to homosexual desire. Their intentions 

violated God’s command in Leviticus 18:22 which says, 
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“You shall not lie with a male as with a woman; it is an 

abomination.” Then, they abandoned all restraint and 

pursued that desire with violence. They behaved just 

like the men of Sodom did in Genesis 19, but these men 

were Israelites who knew God’s Law.  

The Levite and his host responded with 

reprehensible cowardice in offering up the concubine 

and the host’s daughter. There is a stark contrast in 

how women were treated at the beginning of Judges 

and how they were treated at the end. Back in Judges 

1, we read of how the heroic Othniel trusted God to help 

him conquer a powerful enemy city so that he could win 

the hand of Caleb’s daughter in marriage. That story 

showed a deep respect and value for women. But these 

men in Judges 19 were only concerned for themselves. 

They hid inside the house while they pushed this poor 

woman out to face horrific abuse from the men of 

Gibeah. 

Verses 27-30 highlight the Levite’s moral deadness. 

It says, 

And her master rose up in the morning, 

and when he opened the doors of the house 

and went out to go on his way, behold, there 

was his concubine lying at the door of the 
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house, with her hands on the threshold. He 

said to her, "Get up, let us be going." But 

there was no answer. Then he put her on the 

donkey, and the man rose up and went away 

to his home. And when he entered his house, 

he took a knife, and taking hold of his 

concubine he divided her, limb by limb, into 

twelve pieces, and sent her throughout all the 

territory of Israel. And all who saw it said, 

"Such a thing has never happened or been 

seen from the day that the people of Israel 

came up out of the land of Egypt until this 

day; consider it, take counsel, and speak." 

Even in death, he showed no respect for her as a 

person. His heartless response is just as disturbing as 

the attack itself. 

What lesson could we possibly learn from such a 

terrible story? We need a king to tame our desires. The 

seed of this kind of evil is present in every fallen human 

heart. Each time we serve lust rather than God, we 

move farther down the slope of moral evil and find 

ourselves increasingly enslaved. But John 8:34-36 tells 

us that Jesus said, 

Truly, truly, I say to you, everyone who 

practices sin is a slave to sin. The slave does 

not remain in the house forever; the son 
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remains forever. So if the Son sets you free, 

you will be free indeed. 

Only Christ can rescue us from bondage to our desires. 
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Reason 2: To Establish Justice 

A judge banging his gavel seems to signify the 

authority and swiftness of justice being carried out, but 

no legal system is that simple. Crimes often take place 

without any witnesses. Those who testify in court often 

distort the facts. Even in the best situations, those who 

decide cases are influenced by assumptions and 

prejudice. Punishments may be too light or too 

extreme. Every human attempt to bring justice is 

flawed. We need a king to establish true and perfect 

justice.  

Judges 20 begins with a courtroom scene. Verses 1-

7 say, 
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Then all the people of Israel came out, 

from Dan to Beersheba, including the land of 

Gilead, and the congregation assembled as 

one man to the LORD at Mizpah. And the 

chiefs of all the people, of all the tribes of 

Israel, presented themselves in the assembly 

of the people of God, 400,000 men on foot 

that drew the sword. (Now the people of 

Benjamin heard that the people of Israel had 

gone up to Mizpah.) And the people of Israel 

said, "Tell us, how did this evil happen?" And 

the Levite, the husband of the woman who 

was murdered, answered and said, "I came to 

Gibeah that belongs to Benjamin, I and my 

concubine, to spend the night. And the 

leaders of Gibeah rose against me and 

surrounded the house against me by night. 

They meant to kill me, and they violated my 

concubine, and she is dead. So I took hold of 

my concubine and cut her in pieces and sent 

her throughout all the country of the 

inheritance of Israel, for they have 

committed abomination and outrage in 

Israel. Behold, you people of Israel, all of you, 

give your advice and counsel here."  

We already see problems developing. The warriors 

came out in force, a massive army itching for a fight. 

No one from Gibeah or the tribe of Benjamin was 

present. Plus, the Levite distorted the facts. He said 
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that they meant to kill him, which was not their intent. 

He also failed to mention that he pushed his concubine 

out the door. 

Based upon one man’s testimony alone, the tribes 

headed out for battle. Verses 8-11 say, 

And all the people arose as one man, 

saying, "None of us will go to his tent, and 

none of us will return to his house. But now 

this is what we will do to Gibeah: we will go 

up against it by lot, and we will take ten men 

of a hundred throughout all the tribes of 

Israel, and a hundred of a thousand, and a 

thousand of ten thousand, to bring 

provisions for the people, that when they 

come they may repay Gibeah of Benjamin, 

for all the outrage that they have committed 

in Israel." So all the men of Israel gathered 

against the city, united as one man.  

The people of the tribe of Benjamin did not respond 

well. Verses 12-17 say, 

And the tribes of Israel sent men through all 

the tribe of Benjamin, saying, "What evil is 

this that has taken place among you? Now 

therefore give up the men, the worthless 

fellows in Gibeah, that we may put them to 

death and purge evil from Israel." But the 

Benjaminites would not listen to the voice of 
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their brothers, the people of Israel. Then the 

people of Benjamin came together out of the 

cities to Gibeah to go out to battle against the 

people of Israel. And the people of Benjamin 

mustered out of their cities on that day 

26,000 men who drew the sword, besides the 

inhabitants of Gibeah, who mustered 700 

chosen men. Among all these were 700 

chosen men who were left-handed; every one 

could sling a stone at a hair and not miss. 

And the men of Israel, apart from Benjamin, 

mustered 400,000 men who drew the sword; 

all these were men of war.  

The tribe of Benjamin was not concerned about justice. 

They were loyal to their tribe, and they were backed 

into a corner. So, they proceeded to fight a civil war 

against their own countrymen. 

Thus far in the chapter, there is no indication that 

the people of Israel were seeking God’s help or 

guidance about any of this. Verse 18 tells us that they 

finally sought him on the eve of battle. God responded 

to their inquiry, but he also allowed them to face two 

days of defeat to humble them. Verses 18-28 say, 

The people of Israel arose and went up 

to Bethel and inquired of God, "Who shall go 

up first for us to fight against the people of 
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Benjamin?" And the LORD said, "Judah 

shall go up first."  

Then the people of Israel rose in the 

morning and encamped against Gibeah. And 

the men of Israel went out to fight against 

Benjamin, and the men of Israel drew up the 

battle line against them at Gibeah. The 

people of Benjamin came out of Gibeah and 

destroyed on that day 22,000 men of the 

Israelites. But the people, the men of Israel, 

took courage, and again formed the battle 

line in the same place where they had formed 

it on the first day. And the people of Israel 

went up and wept before the LORD until the 

evening. And they inquired of the LORD, 

"Shall we again draw near to fight against our 

brothers, the people of Benjamin?" And the 

LORD said, "Go up against them." 

So the people of Israel came near against 

the people of Benjamin the second day. And 

Benjamin went against them out of Gibeah 

the second day, and destroyed 18,000 men of 

the people of Israel. All these were men who 

drew the sword. Then all the people of Israel, 

the whole army, went up and came to Bethel 

and wept. They sat there before the LORD 

and fasted that day until evening, and offered 

burnt offerings and peace offerings before 

the LORD. And the people of Israel inquired 

of the LORD (for the ark of the covenant of 

God was there in those days, and Phinehas 
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the son of Eleazar, son of Aaron, ministered 

before it in those days), saying, "Shall we go 

out once more to battle against our brothers, 

the people of Benjamin, or shall we cease?" 

And the LORD said, "Go up, for tomorrow I 

will give them into your hand."  

God promised them victory on the battlefield, but 

once they had the upper hand they went far beyond the 

demands of justice. Verses 29-48 tell us, 

So Israel set men in ambush around 

Gibeah. And the people of Israel went up 

against the people of Benjamin on the third 

day and set themselves in array against 

Gibeah, as at other times. And the people of 

Benjamin went out against the people and 

were drawn away from the city. And as at 

other times they began to strike and kill some 

of the people in the highways, one of which 

goes up to Bethel and the other to Gibeah, 

and in the open country, about thirty men of 

Israel. And the people of Benjamin said, 

"They are routed before us, as at the first." 

But the people of Israel said, "Let us flee and 

draw them away from the city to the 

highways." And all the men of Israel rose up 

out of their place and set themselves in array 

at Baal-tamar, and the men of Israel who 

were in ambush rushed out of their place 

from Maareh-geba. And there came against 
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Gibeah 10,000 chosen men out of all Israel, 

and the battle was hard, but the Benjaminites 

did not know that disaster was close upon 

them. And the LORD defeated Benjamin 

before Israel, and the people of Israel 

destroyed 25,100 men of Benjamin that day. 

All these were men who drew the sword. So 

the people of Benjamin saw that they were 

defeated. The men of Israel gave ground to 

Benjamin, because they trusted the men in 

ambush whom they had set against Gibeah. 

Then the men in ambush hurried and rushed 

against Gibeah; the men in ambush moved 

out and struck all the city with the edge of the 

sword. Now the appointed signal between 

the men of Israel and the men in the main 

ambush was that when they made a great 

cloud of smoke rise up out of the city the men 

of Israel should turn in battle. Now Benjamin 

had begun to strike and kill about thirty men 

of Israel. They said, "Surely they are defeated 

before us, as in the first battle." But when the 

signal began to rise out of the city in a column 

of smoke, the Benjaminites looked behind 

them, and behold, the whole of the city went 

up in smoke to heaven. Then the men of 

Israel turned, and the men of Benjamin were 

dismayed, for they saw that disaster was 

close upon them. Therefore they turned their 

backs before the men of Israel in the 

direction of the wilderness, but the battle 
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overtook them. And those who came out of 

the cities were destroying them in their 

midst. Surrounding the Benjaminites, they 

pursued them and trod them down from 

Nohah as far as opposite Gibeah on the east. 

Eighteen thousand men of Benjamin fell, all 

of them men of valor. And they turned and 

fled toward the wilderness to the rock of 

Rimmon. Five thousand men of them were 

cut down in the highways. And they were 

pursued hard to Gidom, and 2,000 men of 

them were struck down. So all who fell that 

day of Benjamin were 25,000 men who drew 

the sword, all of them men of valor. But 600 

men turned and fled toward the wilderness 

to the rock of Rimmon and remained at the 

rock of Rimmon four months. And the men 

of Israel turned back against the people of 

Benjamin and struck them with the edge of 

the sword, the city, men and beasts and all 

that they found. And all the towns that they 

found they set on fire. 

Justice called for the deaths of the men who 

perpetrated the crime in Gibeah, and possibly also the 

men who defended them. Instead, the entire city—

men, women, children, even animals—was destroyed. 

They then proceeded to destroy every city in the entire 
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region. This was not justice. This was wanton violence 

on an appallingly massive scale.  

We may assume that people have changed, but is 

our sense of justice really any better? Some crimes are 

ignored, while others are punished mercilessly. True 

justice will only come when Christ returns to reign. 

Isaiah 11:2-4 says, 

And the Spirit of the LORD shall rest upon 

him, the Spirit of wisdom and 

understanding, the Spirit of counsel and 

might, the Spirit of knowledge and the fear of 

the LORD. And his delight shall be in the fear 

of the LORD. He shall not judge by what his 

eyes see, or decide disputes by what his ears 

hear, but with righteousness he shall judge 

the poor, and decide with equity for the meek 

of the earth; and he shall strike the earth with 

the rod of his mouth, and with the breath of 

his lips he shall kill the wicked. 

American Christians tend to ignore verses like these, 

but those who are suffering oppression around the 

world find deep comfort in these promises. Only Christ 

can establish true justice.  
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Reason 3: To Rescue Us from Guilt 

In Greek mythology, a Titan named Atlas was 

condemned to hold up the sky for eternity. His 

punishment illustrates the reality of living with guilt. 

The sins we commit bury us under a crushing weight of 

conviction. People try to escape that burden in 

countless ways. Some use alcohol or drugs. Others 

place their hope in counseling and positive thinking. 

Some try to repair the damage caused by their sin, and 

that is what we see with the people of Israel in Judges 

21.  

Verses 1-7 tell us how they came to realize the 

consequences of their reckless vindictive actions.  
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Now the men of Israel had sworn at 

Mizpah, "No one of us shall give his daughter 

in marriage to Benjamin." And the people 

came to Bethel and sat there till evening 

before God, and they lifted up their voices 

and wept bitterly. And they said, "O LORD, 

the God of Israel, why has this happened in 

Israel, that today there should be one tribe 

lacking in Israel?" And the next day the 

people rose early and built there an altar and 

offered burnt offerings and peace offerings. 

And the people of Israel said, "Which of all 

the tribes of Israel did not come up in the 

assembly to the LORD?" For they had taken 

a great oath concerning him who did not 

come up to the LORD to Mizpah, saying, "He 

shall surely be put to death." And the people 

of Israel had compassion for Benjamin their 

brother and said, "One tribe is cut off from 

Israel this day. What shall we do for wives for 

those who are left, since we have sworn by 

the LORD that we will not give them any of 

our daughters for wives?"  

They asked why all of this happened, but they knew 

full well that the tribe of Benjamin was decimated by 

their violence. They sought God’s forgiveness with 

sacrifices, but those rituals could not quiet their 

conscience. 
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Since they had already made this foolish vow about 

not intermarrying with the tribe of Benjamin, they 

developed a plan to repair the situation. The plan relied 

on another foolish vow about punishing those who 

failed to come to their assembly. Verses 8-15 tell us, 

And they said, "What one is there of the 

tribes of Israel that did not come up to the 

LORD to Mizpah?" And behold, no one had 

come to the camp from Jabesh-gilead, to the 

assembly. For when the people were 

mustered, behold, not one of the inhabitants 

of Jabesh-gilead was there. So the 

congregation sent 12,000 of their bravest 

men there and commanded them, "Go and 

strike the inhabitants of Jabesh-gilead with 

the edge of the sword; also the women and 

the little ones. This is what you shall do: 

every male and every woman that has lain 

with a male you shall devote to destruction." 

And they found among the inhabitants of 

Jabesh-gilead 400 young virgins who had 

not known a man by lying with him, and they 

brought them to the camp at Shiloh, which is 

in the land of Canaan.  

Then the whole congregation sent word 

to the people of Benjamin who were at the 

rock of Rimmon and proclaimed peace to 

them. And Benjamin returned at that time. 

And they gave them the women whom they 
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had saved alive of the women of Jabesh-

gilead, but they were not enough for them. 

And the people had compassion on Benjamin 

because the LORD had made a breach in the 

tribes of Israel.  

Their twisted solution to make up for their out of 

control violence was to kill more people. In Judges 11 

we learned of Jephthah’s rash vow that led to the 

sacrifice of his daughter. Here the entire nation 

followed in his footsteps, killing a city. Yet in their 

distorted reasoning, preserving the virgins for the tribe 

of Benjamin somehow justified their actions.  

Since they still needed 200 more virgins, they 

concocted another twisted plan. The elders of Israel 

officially authorized the kidnapping of young women. 

Verses 16-25 tell us, 

Then the elders of the congregation said, 

"What shall we do for wives for those who are 

left, since the women are destroyed out of 

Benjamin?" And they said, "There must be an 

inheritance for the survivors of Benjamin, 

that a tribe not be blotted out from Israel. Yet 

we cannot give them wives from our 

daughters." For the people of Israel had 

sworn, "Cursed be he who gives a wife to 

Benjamin." So they said, "Behold, there is the 
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yearly feast of the LORD at Shiloh, which is 

north of Bethel, on the east of the highway 

that goes up from Bethel to Shechem, and 

south of Lebonah." And they commanded the 

people of Benjamin, saying, "Go and lie in 

ambush in the vineyards and watch. If the 

daughters of Shiloh come out to dance in the 

dances, then come out of the vineyards and 

snatch each man his wife from the daughters 

of Shiloh, and go to the land of Benjamin. 

And when their fathers or their brothers 

come to complain to us, we will say to them, 

'Grant them graciously to us, because we did 

not take for each man of them his wife in 

battle, neither did you give them to them, 

else you would now be guilty.'" And the 

people of Benjamin did so and took their 

wives, according to their number, from the 

dancers whom they carried off. Then they 

went and returned to their inheritance and 

rebuilt the towns and lived in them. And the 

people of Israel departed from there at that 

time, every man to his tribe and family, and 

they went out from there every man to his 

inheritance.  

In those days there was no king in Israel. 

Everyone did what was right in his own eyes. 

Our efforts to deal with our guilt only lead from bad 

to worse. We need a king who will break the cycle and 
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rescue us from our guilt, providing forgiveness and 

peace. Isaiah 53:5 looked forward to the coming of that 

king. It says, 

But he was pierced for our transgressions; he 

was crushed for our iniquities; upon him was 

the chastisement that brought us peace, and 

with his wounds we are healed. 

Jesus was the perfect sacrifice who died in our place.  

1 John 1:9 promises, “If we confess our sins, he is 

faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us 

from all unrighteousness.” Have you confessed your 

guilt to the king? Have you received his forgiveness? 

Conclusion 

We desperately need a king to tame our desires, to 

establish justice, and to rescue us from our guilt. The 

entire book of Judges points to our need for Jesus 

Christ. Do you claim him as your king? He died and 

rose again for us, and one day he will return to rule the 

earth.  Trust him! Fix your hope on him! Serve him. If 

you want to learn more about his kingdom, I would 

encourage you to read Isaiah 11.  
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Perhaps you are following Christ but need to 

deepen your submission to him. Lust, anger, or guilt 

may be controlling your life. If so, repent and renew 

your commitment to Christ. Pray for his help. Utilize 

the resources he has given us: Scripture and the 

fellowship of believers.  

Perhaps our study of these chapters has brought to 

mind someone who needs to hear the good news about 

Christ’s kingdom. Would you make a plan to share the 

news? 

Praise God for his mercy and grace! May his 

kingdom come! 
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Questions for Further Reflection 

1. Which of these reasons do you find most 

compelling? Why? 

 

 

 

2. How should each of these reasons shape our 

attitudes and behaviors now? 

 

 

 

3. How do these reasons help us communicate the 

gospel? 
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