Heroes of the OT - Gideon – Judges 6-8

The man who tested God
<<< Open Ps 100 – Liz with ‘signing’>>
After the Exodus and being slaves in Egypt God brought the people to the promised land and under Joshua they conquered it and lived in it and it all should have been good.
BUT

Judges 6:1 (ESV) : 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. 
>>maybe skip

Not just Midian: as the story unfolds we see it was an alliance of several nations but the interesting thing about them is that they were all related to Israel through Abraham.

Midianites: Son of Abraham by Keturah (after Sarah died) Gen 25:1

Amalekites: Great-grandson of Abraham through Esau (Gen 36) – he is a picture of evil – his people attacked Israel after the had been saved from Egypt (week ones at rear of Nation (Ex 17) therefore “God will have war with Amalek for all Generations” 
Ishmaelites: Judges 8:24 (ESV)  (For they had golden earrings, because they were Ishmaelites.) that is, they too were sons of Abraham – this time through the slave Hagar  See Gen 21 and 25:12ff --- father of the (Nabateans – Arabs)

<<end skip
Story: 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. 

As always, God answers prayers and he called a man whose name was Gideon to save them. 
Judges 6:11- 15: Now the angel of the LORD came and sat under the big oak tree 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, sir, 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." 
Isn’t that just usual – we always blame God ‘why have you forsaken us?’ – but the fact is that we have forsaken him - Israel did what was evil in the sight of the Lord
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
¿ Did God choose an important person? Did God choose a confident leader? – one of the great army leaders? – No!
¿ Was Gideon a well known chief of one of the important families of Israel? one of the great families like the Churchil’s? No!
¿ Was Gideon a leader in government – an MP who can get things done?  No!
No, he was none of these things. as we read the story we see that Gideon was a person with very little confidence and belonged to one of the small and insignificant families. He kept on questioning God, asking God if he knew what he was doing. He kept on testing God. He obeyed God at the right time and God used him but this is a story about testing God.
Now some of you hearing the word ‘test’ might think of school tests – “what is one plus 3?”, “where is Alexandria?” and in a way I might be thinking that as well, but what I am really asking is “do you know what one plus three is?” I am asking ‘can I trust you?” – “do you know what you are doing?” – that is what I mean by ‘testing’.  That is what Gideon was asking “Can I trust you God?”

 – so the people are in a desperate situation, more or less under a constant invasion. Here is an ordinary unimportant man hiding in a deep pit and hand threshing his grain to keep the invaders from taking it and God calls him – after several questions (and answers) Gideon is persuaded and then he obeys the first instruction. He takes two of his father’s oxen and pulls down the town altar to the pagan god Baal, not only that, he cuts down the totem pole alongside it and burns to make a fire to sacrifice one of the oxen to God. The town’s folk are pretty annoyed and come looking to kill Gideon.

>>skip reading – just mention the verses

Jdg 6:29-32  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 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.
<< end skip

They soon find out that it was Gideon – but Gideon’s father says to them.. “¿ look, why are you trying to do a god’s work?  if Baal is a  god he can look after himself. If he is a god then the person who broke down his altar will be dead by the morning” 

Of course, as you and I know, Baal is not a god so Gideon didn’t die that day – in fact they called him Jerrub-Baal which means “He tested Baal” – He put Baal on Trial 
I put that little part of the story in to remind you that this is all about testing God – Gideon tested a pagan god with a totem pole and showed that it isn’t a true God
As the story goes on we find that over and over again Gideon tested our God but the difference is that our God is real and he answers questions. 

We are going to take a break now and sing about our God – it is an old hymn by the man who wrote “Amazing Grace” - John Newton – this is a song about how God cares for us. It is a simple tune, but because some of us may not know it I have asked Paul to play it through for us once first

<< offering>>

Hymn: “Be-gone Unbelief” 

<<Prayer: Trustworthy God 

· “medicine food” reminds us to pray for Jim

· Our needs as individuals, illness, work, school

· Our world – problems – (responsibility) – (leaders)

· “conqueror’s song” reminds the no more, illness, tears sadness, Come Quickly

OK lets get on with our story:
God kept on telling Gideon to go and fight the invaders, the Midianites (Amalekites, Ishmaelites): but Gideon was so frightened that he kept on testing God to try and convince himself that God would help him: You can read these details in Judges but we have to press on. 

>> skip

One time he asked for dew to fall only on a fleece and not on the ground – and it did. But Gideon was still unsure so he asked for it the other way round – dew on the ground but not on the fleece – and that happened too.

<< end skip

Now we get to the actual fighting: Judges chapter 7
To make the point that it was God who was going to be giving the victory and not Gideon and not the Israelites God persuades Gideon to use only 300 men. We find out later that there were more than 120 thousand fighting men among the Midianite invaders –it says they were like a plague of locusts, like the grains of sand along the seashore. 

No way can so few – 300 - win a victory over so many

¿ Or is there?

Gideon divided his 300 men up into 3 companies of 100 and they surrounded the Midianites at night. Each man had a trumpet and a torch. So that they wouldn’t be seen in the dark the torches were hidden in a pot << like this >> so they wont give them away.
Gideon told them what to do and when he was ready he broke his pot, waved his torch and blew his trumpet  - my trumpet is cardboard and floppy, but at least it is not bright and shiny so it won’t reflect in the dark<< like this >> As soon as the others saw that they did exactly the same.

 << put trumpet to lips Hopefully my band of trumpeters will work – it did – very noisy blast from three trumpets around the room – totally unexpected!!!>>
That surprised you – ¿ didn’t it?

It certainly surprised the Midianites. They woke up convinced they were being attacked on all sides, in the dark they couldn’t tell who was who and started hitting out at everyone they saw – which was of course each other. They panicked and fled.

Gideon then called out the rest of the army (about 30,000 – still 4 to 1 against)  and pursued them and finished them off over the next couple of weeks – killed their kings and thoroughly defeated them - and the land had rest for several years. 

God had answered the prayers of his people and rescued them and gave them peace from their invaders.

Whenever you read something in the Old Testament, it tells us something about Jesus. 

Clearly: One of the things here is that God rescues his people and in that sense, Gideon is a picture of Jesus - who rescues us.

But I said this was a story about testing God. 

I told you that bit about Gideon being called “Jerub-Baal” because he pulled down Baal’s alter and burnt his totem pole. He was called “Jerub-Baal” because he tested Baal  - and Baal failed the test. Baal isn’t really there, he is a made up god. 

Gideon also tested God – and God – because he really is really here – passed the test – time and time again!

But there is a much more significant way that Gideon tells us something about Jesus.  Gideon tested Baal really means that Gideon put Baal on trial  for the word used is a technical term, a legal term, and we see it in other places in the Old Testament – most especially about God being put on trial. 

This is for the grown ups to explain to them how I can make my claim to link testing to Jesus
it is the ‘ruv’ in the name Jerub-Baal which means ‘trial’ and we see it in ‘the waters of Meribah – God was ‘put to the test’ ‘put on trial’ Ex 17 (Numbers 20) and the rock was struck as a punishment  --- and 1 Cor 10 – that rock was Christ 
I also have to say that there is a difference between Gideon’s doubt and his testing of God and what happened at the waters of Meribah where the people demanded to put God on trial. The people plain disbelieved God, it wasn’t honest doubt; Hebrews tells us that it was utter and sinful lack of belief

We know – and we said it in the first part of the service – that is what it was all about  - that Jesus was put on trial for us - and found guilty. In the ultimate test of all God himself was prepared to stand in the dock, accused for us. Jesus was tried, convicted and condemned to death – for us, on our behalf
God may be put on trial – and ultimately was –our creed says  “we believe …that he suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified dead and buried” -  he was tried in our place;
but we also believe “that on the third day he rose again and ascended into heaven  and sits on the right hand of God the father” we believe  that “he will come to judge the living and the dead”  

One day He will be the judge and we will be on trial – but he has already stood trial for his people and paid their penalty. As Peter said in the first part of our service this morning;  When God looks at his people he does not see their sinfulness but the righteousness of Christ
If there is anyone listening who doesn’t believe that God can be put to the test – was put to the test – and passed the test – if you do not believe that Christ died for you, then please come and talk to one of us afterwards – for Jesus has already stood trial for his people and paid their penalty, they are pardoned and free from condemnation.

Conclusion 
Just over a year ago, before he actually joined us, Jim preached a sermon “Why me?” – because it doesn’t depend on us, what happens depends on God – we have to be obedient but it is God’s plan and God’s strength. WE do the works GOD has prepared for us to do. … Small things are not useless in God’s eyes. No one is too insignificant
A bit later, still before he actually joined us, Jim preached a sermon “Why not me?” and the answer is the same: - because it doesn’t depend on us, what happens depends on God – we have to be obedient but it is God’s plan and God’s strength. WE do the works GOD has prepared for us to do. Schaeffer wrote a book called “No little people” with God’s help there are no little people
How can that be? How can we do? Because Jesus came and was put on trial in our place therefore we can come to God and ask anything in his name; and, more importantly, do great things in his name.

<<pause >> 

Final Hymn - Let us pray that God can do great things for us and through us (please remain standing)
“Lord the light of your love is shining”
Hebrews 13:20-21

