The Bleak Midwinter of the Soul #1

“The Same Old Story”
Judges 1-2
Christmas is now past. 

Now we have winter. 

There’s not that much change in the weather from the end of December to the beginning of January. In fact, after December 21, daylight grows from day to day. But I think the change is more mental than meteorological. There’s something charming about snow around the holidays—who doesn’t dream of a white Christmas? But after the tree and the lights come down and life returns to normal, snow is just…cold. And it seems to last forever. I wish we could have snow in the month of December and the spring would start on New Year’s Day. (And all God’s people said…“Amen!”)

I’ve been thinking about a Christmas song that, frankly, I didn’t know about as a child, and never really appreciated until recently. The first verse goes like this:

In the bleak midwinter frosty wind made moan,
Earth stood hard as iron, water like a stone;
Snow had fallen, snow on snow,
In the bleak midwinter long ago.
That verse aptly describes this time of year to me. Bleak. Frosty. Hard. As C. S. Lewis described the land of Narnia in his book, The Lion, The Witch, and The Wardrobe, “It is winter in Narnia,” said Mr. Tumnus, “and has been for ever so long…. always winter, but never Christmas.”

I also believe that describes a spiritual condition as well—spiritual winter, if you will. A time when our relationship with God seems cold, distant, and stone-like. Even as winter weather can isolate us from those we love, so spiritual winter can isolate us from the Lord. If our life is like a tree (an image Scripture often uses), during this season our branches are bare with no leaves, no fruit, no life. I am calling this “the bleak midwinter of the soul.”

The difference between meteorological winter and spiritual winter is that the latter is not dependent upon the revolution of the earth or its tilt on its axis. Winter weather comes with the calendar; to escape it one must relocate to a more southern location. But spiritual winter can come at any time, and it can remain for years. And it takes more than moving south to elude it chilly grasp. 
If there is a book of the Bible that describes this bleak midwinter of the soul, it is the Old Testament book of Judges. Following the glory days of Joshua, the land of Israel slipped into a period of spiritual barrenness. Dark days of defeat and despair settled over the Promised Land, periodically broken up by brief episodes of victory as God would raise up a rescuer (as the New Living Translation renders the Hebrew term in Judges 3:9 and 15) to deliver the people. Unfortunately, these victories were always short-lived. 

In our Sunday evening services throughout these winter months I want to study this oft-ignored book. Frankly, we may learn more what not to do as much as what to do from the book of Judges, yet these lessons are important, too. And, along the way, we will encounter some fascinating men and women used by God to bring about His will.

A. B. Simpson, founder of the Christian and Missionary Alliance, writes in his book, Danger Lines in the Deeper Life,
The Book of Judges has a very important place in the plan of divine revelation. It expresses a truth of great importance, and a lesson of deep and solemn moment, namely, the danger of spiritual declension after great spiritual blessing. The Book of Numbers is a sad book, for it tells of the wanderings of Israel in the wilderness for forty years after God took them out of the land of Egypt. But the Book of Judges is a far more sad and solemn book, for it tells of the failure of Israel after they had entered the land of Promise, a failure that lasted not forty years, but four hundred years. It tells us of the danger of backsliding after we have received the Holy Ghost and known Jesus in His fullness, a danger most real and alarming. It is against this danger that the author of the epistle to the Hebrews so often and so solemnly warns the believers to whom that epistle was addressed, and bids them “give all diligence to the full assurance of hope unto the end.”

Judges begins with an introduction that spans the first two chapters of the book. The author lays out what becomes a recurring cycle of disobedience, defeat, and despair throughout the era of the judges. This becomes the same old story that repeats itself in the history of Old Testament Israel and in the lives of people to this day.

The Promise of Preliminary Conquests

The opening verses of Judges depict the promise of preliminary conquests. The first two chapters have confused scholars, since the death of Joshua appears in both Judges 1:1 and 2:8. Some believe that Judges 1:16–2:5 actually deal with events during the lifetime of Joshua but are presented in such a way as to provide the background for the main part of the book of Judges.
 Yet this is not how the beginning of the book reads. 

Judges begins with events that took place after the death of Joshua. The boundary lines for the twelve tribes had been determined years before, recorded in Joshua 13-22, but the people had not yet fully claimed their inheritance by defeating and dislodging the entrenched inhabitants of the land. The people of Israel owned all the land, but they didn’t possess all of it; and therefore they couldn’t enjoy all of it.

I realize this may seem awkward, but I want to read Judges 2:6-9 first, then come back to the beginning of chapter one:

After Joshua had dismissed the Israelites, they went to take possession of the land, each to his own inheritance. The people served the Lord throughout the lifetime of Joshua and of the elders who outlived him and who had seen all the great things the Lord had done for Israel. Joshua son of Nun, the servant of the Lord, died at the age of a hundred and ten. And they buried him in the land of his inheritance, at Timnath Heres in the hill country of Ephraim, north of Mount Gaash.
These verses echo the end of the book of Joshua. After successfully leading the Israelites into the Promised Land, Joshua challenged his countrymen to finish the work by completely clearing out the Canaanites from the land. Joshua died at the age of 110 (an ideal lifespan in that era), and the people continued to serve the Lord throughout the lifetime of his fellow leaders. Now let’s turn back to the beginning of Judges chapter 1:

After the death of Joshua, the Israelites asked the Lord, “Who will be the first to go up and fight for us against the Canaanites?” The Lord answered, “Judah is to go; I have given the land into their hands.” 

When the Bible says the Israelites “asked the Lord,” this refers to the priestly use of Urim and Thummim.
 These were small, flat, inscribed stones (at times called “lots”) that were used similar to dice in modern games, the various combinations allowing for alternative answers. This method may appear unsatisfactory to the Christian who has the Holy Spirit to guide and direct, but it was widely used throughout the Ancient Near East and is even found in New Testament times before the descent of the Spirit of God at Pentecost in Acts 1:24–26. It was firmly believed that the Lord controlled this device and made known his will thereby. Proverbs 16:33 reads, “The lot is cast into the lap, but the decision is wholly from the Lord.”

Through this procedure, the Lord indicated that the tribe of Judah was to go first. Judah was also the first to be assigned territory west of the Jordan. The leadership role of the tribe of Judah had been anticipated in the blessing of Jacob in Genesis 49:8-12.

In verse 3 the tribe of Judah invited the tribe of Simeon to join them in fighting the Canaanites, pledging to assist them when the time came. This commendable cooperation is sadly rare in the book of Judges, as it is rare in the Kingdom today.

Judah and Simeon were successful, as we read in verses 4-7,

When Judah attacked, the Lord gave the Canaanites and Perizzites into their hands and they struck down ten thousand men at Bezek. It was there that they found Adoni-Bezek and fought against him, putting to rout the Canaanites and Perizzites. Adoni-Bezek fled, but they chased him and caught him, and cut off his thumbs and big toes. Then Adoni-Bezek said, “Seventy kings with their thumbs and big toes cut off have picked up scraps under my table. Now God has paid me back for what I did to them.” They brought him to Jerusalem, and he died there. 

While it may seem barbaric to cut off the thumbs and big toes of Adoni-Bezek, the text shows that he had done this many times to his defeated foes.

Physically mutilating prisoners of war was a common practice in the ancient Near East. It rendered them unfit for military service in addition to humiliating them.

Verse 8 records the conquest of Jerusalem. The city of Jerusalem is one of the oldest cities in the world, having been occupied almost continually for a period of 5,000 years.
 The Judahites defeated the city and its inhabitants, but they failed to occupy the city.
 Eventually it was resettled by the Jebusites. Israel did not permanently control the city until David captured it around 1000 bc.

Verses 9-18 document more victories of the men of Judah and Simeon. (The story of Caleb and his daughter will be covered in a later message.) From the Dead Sea to the Mediterranean coast, the southern portion of the land of Canaan was conquered. Even the cities of the Philistines—Gaza, Ashkelon and Ekron—was preliminarily defeated.

Yet an ominous note is found in verse 19:

The Lord was with the men of Judah. They took possession of the hill country, but they were unable to drive the people from the plains, because they had iron chariots.
Humanly speaking, the failure to drive the Canaanites from the plains was “iron chariots,” probably wooden vehicles with certain iron fittings, perhaps axles.
 Spiritually speaking, though, we see a first glimpse of Israel’s failure to fulfil God’s command.

The Problem of Partial Compliance

This brings us to the problem of partial compliance. The first stage of Israel’s downfall occurred with their lack of complete obedience.
 They did not thoroughly finish the battle; they entered into compromises with evil; they failed to be thorough and whole-hearted in their dealing with Him.
 We read in verses 21-36 of the failures of the tribes of Benjamin, Manasseh, Ephraim, Zebulun, Asher, Naphtali, and Dan to eradicate the wicked Canaanites from their lands. They had to allow these godless nations to continue living in their tribal territories. The enemy even chased the tribe of Dan out of the plains into the mountains! This series of tribal defeats was the first indication that Israel was no longer walking by faith and trusting God to give them victory.

The tables turned! Instead of the Hebrews’ keeping the upper hand, they loosened their grip on absolute obedience, they talked themselves out of Joshua’s game plan, they opted for compromise with wrong…and they became victims instead of victors.

Compromises like that never work. We always get burned. Even though we rationalize around our weak decisions and tell ourselves that wicked associations really won’t harm us (“they’ll get better, our good will rub off on their bad!”), we get soiled in the process.

If you put on a pair of clean white gloves on a rainy day and then go out into the backyard to the flowerbed and pick up a glob of mud, trust me, the mud will never get “glovey.” The gloves will definitely get muddy. Every time. In all my forty-nine years on earth, I have never seen glovey mud. Not once. In simple terms, that’s what 1 Corinthians 15:33 is saying: “Do not be deceived: ‘Bad company corrupts good morals.’” 

The depth of this corruption is seen in Judges 2:10-13,

After that whole generation had been gathered to their fathers, another generation grew up, who knew neither the Lord nor what he had done for Israel. Then the Israelites did evil in the eyes of the Lord and served the Baals. They forsook the Lord, the God of their fathers, who had brought them out of Egypt. They followed and worshiped various gods of the peoples around them. They provoked the Lord to anger because they forsook him and served Baal and the Ashtoreths.

The nation of Israel quickly decayed after a new generation took over, a generation that knew neither Joshua nor Joshua’s God. Instead of exhibiting spiritual fervor, Israel sank into apathy; instead of obeying the Lord, the people moved into apostasy; and instead of the nation enjoying law and order, the land was filled with anarchy. Indeed, for Israel it was the worst of times.
 Arthur Cundall comments, “Nowhere else in the sacred record, perhaps, are the disastrous effects of compromise seen so clearly as in this chapter of Israel’s history.”

How did these people, who had enjoyed such victory under Joshua, fall into such failure? Their faith eroded. Erosion is gradual, silent, unobtrusive, and imperceptible. But it ends in disaster. That is what happened in the days of the judges. It also occurs in your life and mine if we fail to stay faithful day by day.

One of two things was true: either the older generation had failed to instruct their children and grandchildren in the ways of the Lord, or, if they had faithfully taught them, then the new generation had refused to submit to God’s Law and follow God’s ways. “Righteousness exalts a nation, but sin is a reproach to any people” (Prov. 14:34). The Book of Judges is the record of that reproach, and the first two chapters describe Israel’s decline and fall.

Sin we tolerate we eventually embrace. The old nature will fight for its satisfaction, eventually cutting every righteous standard down. All it requires? Just a little rationalization. The most miserable people I have ever dealt with are those who have started with a small, pleasant satisfaction of the flesh. Then one day very soon, all of a sudden, their families become fractured and broken and start asking questions like, “Who gets the kids?” Without exception, the one who compromises will suffer in the end.

Partial compliance is actually non-compliance. Partial obedience is disobedience. God wants us to finish what we start.

The Punishment of Painful Consequences

Finally we see the punishment of painful consequences. We read in Judges 2:1-5,

The angel of the Lord went up from Gilgal to Bokim and said, “I brought you up out of Egypt and led you into the land that I swore to give to your forefathers. I said, ‘I will never break my covenant with you, and you shall not make a covenant with the people of this land, but you shall break down their altars.’ Yet you have disobeyed me. Why have you done this? Now therefore I tell you that I will not drive them out before you; they will be thorns in your sides and their gods will be a snare to you.” When the angel of the Lord had spoken these things to all the Israelites, the people wept aloud, and they called that place Bokim. There they offered sacrifices to the Lord. 

The angel of the Lord confronted the people with their disobedience. (No, he did not give them partial credit!) The Lord had been faithful to the covenant; the people had not been. And so the Canaanites left in the land would be a pain to the Israelites.

The people wept when they heard the message; ironically the Hebrew word bochim means “weepers.” However, their sorrow was because of the consequences of their sins and not because the wickedness of their sins had convicted them. It was a shallow and temporary sorrow that never led them to true repentance.
 In the light of their subsequent history it would not be unjust to regard their tears as superficial. Certainly there was no evidence of a true and abiding repentance.

Yet the Lord did not abandon His people entirely. We read in verses 14-19,

In his anger against Israel the Lord handed them over to raiders who plundered them. He sold them to their enemies all around, whom they were no longer able to resist. Whenever Israel went out to fight, the hand of the Lord was against them to defeat them, just as he had sworn to them. They were in great distress. Then the Lord raised up judges, who saved them out of the hands of these raiders. Yet they would not listen to their judges but prostituted themselves to other gods and worshiped them. Unlike their fathers, they quickly turned from the way in which their fathers had walked, the way of obedience to the Lord’s commands. Whenever the Lord raised up a judge for them, he was with the judge and saved them out of the hands of their enemies as long as the judge lived; for the Lord had compassion on them as they groaned under those who oppressed and afflicted them. But when the judge died, the people returned to ways even more corrupt than those of their fathers, following other gods and serving and worshiping them. They refused to give up their evil practices and stubborn ways. 

Whenever Israel got in trouble, God delivered His people by raising up judges, who defeated the enemy and set Israel free. The Hebrew word translated “judge” means “to save, to rescue.” The judges were deliverers who won great military victories with the help of the Lord. But the judges were also leaders who helped the people settle their disputes.

Yet even spectacular and miraculous deliverances did not produce lasting results. The rebellion/retribution/repentance/rescue cycle will be a recurring motif in the book.
 Simpson concludes,

This, in a few sentences, is the story of the whole Book of Judges. It is a story of sinning and repenting. It is a picture of the Church and the Christian in a state of deep declension, and it is a declension all the more deep and dark because it followed a condition of the highest spiritual blessing. It came, not as the wandering in the wilderness did, after their deliverance from Egypt, but it came after their victorious entrance into Canaan, and their enjoyment of the life of victory and the fulness of God’s blessing.

Tragic, tragic consequences. If only they had obeyed! The rest of the book of Judges is one account after another of compromise, weakness, tyranny, and defeat.
 

The Book of Judges is the inspired record of Israel’s failures and God’s faithfulness. But if we study this book only as past history, we’ll miss the message completely. This book is about God’s people today. When the psalmist reviewed the period of the Judges in Psalm 106:40–46, he concluded with a prayer that we need to pray today: “Save us, O Lord our God, and gather us from the nations, that we may give thanks to Your holy name and glory in Your praise” (Psa. 106:47).

Many Christians ignore the book of Judges because its message is so bleak and dreary. Some wonder if such an old book has anything to say to them. The truth is, the message of Judges is needed in every age. It clarifies for God’s people in any situation what is really important in the fundamental matters of authority and judgment.
 The sin in our lives that we fail to conquer will eventually conquer us.

We will see the book of Judges reads like a bunch of old reruns. Let’s not let our lives read like the same old story today.
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