The Bleak Midwinter of the Soul #2

“Bright Stars in a Black Sky”
Judges 3
During winter, the darkest, coldest nights are also the clearest. Cloud cover holds in whatever heat and light there may be; the lack of clouds allows the heat to escape. Yet those clear, cold nights also allow the stars to shine the brightest. Throughout this study we will see bright stars in a black sky, shining the brightest in the bleak background.

The same can be said in the spiritual realm, as A. B. Simpson observes,

The night brings out the stars, and so the darkest times of national and church history are always the occasions for the development of the highest types of genius and character. The long, sad story of the Judges revealed a Deborah and Barak, a Gideon and Samson, an Othniel and a Jephthah. The times of Ahab and Jezebel were made illustrious by the ministry of Elijah and Elisha, and the dark night of the middle ages was made luminous by the testimony of a Wycliffe, a Luther, and a Knox. The story of divine mercy and Christian faith is written on the dark background of human sin and crime. We are to look at a few of these stars of the night as they shine in the firmament of the Book of Judges.

Last week we began a study in the book of Judges entitled “The Bleak Midwinter of the Soul.” The period of time between Joshua and Samuel was a dark page in the history of God’s people. Incomplete obedience and compromise began a cycle of rebellion-repression-repentance-rescue-rebellion that lasted four hundred years. After a legacy of victories under Joshua, the period of the Judges witnessed defeat after defeat—at times at the hands of those whom the Israelites had initially conquered.

Though our world has changed dramatically since the days of the Judges, the “world system” is still the same because human nature hasn’t changed. As long as we’re in this world, God’s people are involved in a spiritual battle against Satan and his armies, and God is still looking for men and women who have what it takes to win.
 Our focus, then, will be on those whom God raised up to deliver His people and lead them in His way. Even though their impact was temporary, we can learn from these men and women what each of us may be today in the power of the Holy Spirit.

Spiritual warfare is different, though, from military warfare. Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 10:3-4, “For though we live in the world, we do not wage war as the world does. The weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world. On the contrary, they have divine power to demolish strongholds.” Warren Wiersbe writes, “When God goes to war, He usually chooses the most unlikely soldiers, hands them the most unusual weapons, and accomplishes through them the most unpredictable results.”
 
The Most Unlikely Warriors

First we see that God chooses the most unlikely warriors. In Judges 3 we are introduced to three men God raised up to deliver Israel from their oppressors. Each are unlikely in their own ways.

The first mentioned is Othniel, initially introduced in Judges 1:9-13,

After that, the men of Judah went down to fight against the Canaanites living in the hill country, the Negev and the western foothills. They advanced against the Canaanites living in Hebron (formerly called Kiriath Arba) and defeated Sheshai, Ahiman and Talmai. From there they advanced against the people living in Debir (formerly called Kiriath Sepher). And Caleb said, “I will give my daughter Acsah in marriage to the man who attacks and captures Kiriath Sepher.” Othniel son of Kenaz, Caleb’s younger brother, took it; so Caleb gave his daughter Acsah to him in marriage.

Bible scholars don’t agree as to the exact blood relationship Othniel had to Caleb. Was Othniel Caleb’s nephew—the son of Kenaz, Caleb’s younger brother—or was he Caleb’s younger brother? As far as the text is concerned, either interpretation is possible. Either way, Othniel was a younger brother—or nephew—to the celebrated Caleb. What would anybody expect out of him?

Fortunately, we don’t have to untangle the branches in Othniel’s family tree to benefit from the example of his life and ministry. By blood and by marriage, he belonged to a family noted for its courageous faith and its willingness to face the enemy and depend on God for the victory. When God called Othniel, he was available for the Lord, and the Spirit of the Lord came upon him and empowered him for battle.

Othniel not only rescued his nation from bondage, but also served his people as judge for forty years. This meant that he exercised authority in managing the affairs of the nation, and it was his spiritual and civil leadership that brought rest to the land. Never underestimate the good that one person can do who is filled with the Spirit of God and obedient to the will of God.

The second judge mentioned, Ehud, was even less likely to be used by God.
 For one thing, Ehud was left-handed. That may not seem unusual to us, but in the Bible the right hand was considered the hand of strength. Moreover, Ehud was of the tribe of Benjamin, whose name in Hebrew is “son of my right hand.” (Don’t you love God’s sense of humor?) Again, this is not all that unusual. Elsewhere in the Old Testament the Benjamite warriors are described as left-handed in a positive light. In 1 Chronicles 12:2 the text suggests that they were ambidextrous.
 They were considered the elite troops of ancient Israel—the Green Berets or Army Rangers of their time.

But Ehud was different. Literally in Hebrew he is described as “hindered in his right hand,” and probably means that he suffered from some physical deformity. If this is the case, he may have grown up enduring the taunts of children in his village and the whispers of young women his age and seen the men shake their heads and wonder what he would do to earn a living when he reached manhood. Ehud may have developed ways to compensate, as many disabled people do, and these skills would now stand him in good stead.
 We read in Judges 3:15-23,

The Israelites sent him with tribute to Eglon king of Moab. Now Ehud had made a double-edged sword about a foot and a half long, which he strapped to his right thigh under his clothing. He presented the tribute to Eglon king of Moab, who was a very fat man. After Ehud had presented the tribute, he sent on their way the men who had carried it. At the idols  near Gilgal he himself turned back and said, “I have a secret message for you, O king.”

The king said, “Quiet!” And all his attendants left him. 

Ehud then approached him while he was sitting alone in the upper room of his summer palace  and said, “I have a message from God for you.” As the king rose from his seat, Ehud reached with his left hand, drew the sword from his right thigh and plunged it into the king’s belly. Even the handle sank in after the blade, which came out his back. Ehud did not pull the sword out, and the fat closed in over it. Then Ehud went out to the porch; he shut the doors of the upper room behind him and locked them.
If indeed Ehud was partially disabled, then his plan for killing Eglon was a masterpiece of strategy. It’s also a great encouragement to people with physical disabilities who may have the erroneous idea that God can’t use them in His service.
 

If we had been told that the Lord, the Judge, stretching out His right hand to rescue Israel, raised up a deliverer who likewise lifted his right hand to brandish the sword of liberation, we should have observed “How apt!” When we are told instead that the deliverer cannot use his right hand, we shall say “How odd!” The whole thing is left-handed, unexpected. At every turn what happens is not what we might have thought.

If the Jews had been asked to vote on a leader, Ehud probably would have lost on the first ballot. But he was God’s choice, and God used him to set the nation free. Ehud turned a disability into a possibility because he depended on the Lord.

The third judge mentioned is only given one verse. Judges 3:31 states, “After Ehud came Shamgar son of Anath, who struck down six hundred Philistines with an oxgoad. He too saved Israel.” The name Shamgar is non-Israelite and may have been of Hittite or Hurrian origin. This does not automatically infer that he was a Canaanite, although this is possible; it may be the result of the intermingling of the Israelites with the native population.

The phrase “son of Anath” could indicate either that Shamgar came from the town of Beth Anath or that his family worshiped the goddess Anath. Since Anath, Baal’s sister, was a goddess of war who fought for Baal, the expression “son of Anath” may have been a military title, meaning “a warrior.”
 At any rate, Simpson writes,

The story of Shamgar introduces us to a humble farmer in southern Israel, whose only weapon was the implement of his daily work, and whose battlefield was a country road, but who stands forever among the heroes of faith and the rescuers of his country. In some ways Shamgar represents the spirit of Christian faith and victory. Here is a man in the ordinary walks of life, and meeting an emergency as it comes to him, without stepping aside from the path of ordinary duty. He does not go out of his way to find a mission, but he meets the events that come to him in the ordinary course of life, and turns them into occasions for faith and victory. He represents the men and women who stand in secular callings, and who find a pulpit and a ministry just where God has placed them, amid the tasks and toils of daily life.

In this chapter God chose the most unusual warriors—the overshadowed Othniel, the disabled Edud, and the (possibly) foreign Shamgar—to bring about His will. God still chooses the most unusual people to fulfill His plans.

The Most Unusual Weapons

Second, God uses the most unusual weapons. No instruments of warfare is mentioned in the story of Othniel, but both Ehud and Shamgar wielded unorthodox weapons. During the period of the judges, Israelite weapons were often fashioned or improvised for the occasion.

Ehud made a very sharp dagger and hid it under his clothing on his right side. Even if the guards frisked him, they would most likely examine the left side of his body where most men carried their weapons. Seeing that he was a handicapped man, they probably didn’t examine him at all.
 The short sword or dagger would have been about fourteen inches long. The ease with which the dagger penetrated the king’s body, hilt and all, suggests that it had no crosspiece and thus would be the more readily concealable under the long, flowing outer garment.

Shamgar used an ox goad, which was a strong pole about eight feet long. At one end was a sharp metal point for prodding the oxen and at the other end a spade for cleaning dirt off the plow. It was the closest thing Shamgar could find to a spear because the enemy had confiscated the weapons of the Israelites, according to Judges 5:8. We see in Shamgar a man who obeyed God and defeated the enemy even though his resources were limited. Instead of complaining about not possessing a sword or spear, Shamgar gave what he had to the Lord, and the Lord used it.

Later in Judges, Jael used a hammer and tent peg to kill a captain (4), and Gideon routed the whole Midianite army with only pitchers and torches as weapons (7). Samson slaughtered 1,000 Philistines using the jawbone of a donkey (15), and young David killed the giant Goliath with a stone hurled from a shepherd’s sling. As Warren Wiersbe concludes, “West Point isn’t likely to offer courses on how to use these weapons.”

As we saw earlier from 2 Corinthians 10:3-4, we do not wage war as the world does. The weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world. We wear the armor of God and we wield the sword of the Spirit, which is the Word of God. An oxgoad in the hands of a man filled with the Holy Spirit can accomplish more than a whole suit of armor worn by a worldly believer. A stone and a sling were more effective in David’s hand than all of Saul’s armor that hung on young David like a cheap suit.

The Most Unpredictable Wins

Finally, God chooses the most unlikely warriors using the most unusual weapons to achieve the most unpredictable wins. Othniel was successful both in chapters one and three. He was a brave, resourceful warrior, and proved to be an able judge. He captured Debir, the center of pagan culture, and Caleb gave Achsah to him as his wife.
 In Judges 3:10-11, “The Lord gave Cushan-Rishathaim king of Aram into the hands of Othniel, who overpowered him. So the land had peace for forty years, until Othniel died.” 

Ehud, the disabled deliverer, not only brought down Eglon and Moab, but brought a period of peace that lasted eighty years, according to Judges 3:30. There is nothing quite like it in all the book of Judges. Othniel brought the land rest for forty years, Barak brought the land rest for forty years, and Gideon brought the land rest for forty years. Ehud brought the land rest for twice as long as anyone else, for eighty years.

Shamgar is credited for killing 600 Philistines by himself. He may have killed all 600 at one time in one place, but it’s also possible that 600 is a cumulative total. An ox goad would be an unwieldy weapon to use if 600 soldiers had attacked Shamgar at one time. Since we don’t know the details, we must not speculate. It’s just encouraging to know that God enabled him to overcome the enemy though his resources were limited.

Shamgar’s may seem a small victory compared with Gideon’s or others, as far as numbers were concerned, but doubtless it was used of God to prevent some greater invasion, and render needless some more costly victory afterwards; and so the little things we sometimes do, the faithfulness with which we meet some trifling opportunity may prevent some greater disaster, or be the occasion of some mightier blessing than we can at the time foresee.

Othniel, Ehud, and Shamgar all shine like bright stars in the black sky of the era of the Judges. As unlikely as they were, they proved to be perfect in God’s plan.

God often uses the most unlikely in the world’s eyes to fulfill His will. How often did He choose the youngest in a family (in a culture that honored the oldest) or someone with a sketchy past or from the wrong side of the tracks to accomplish His tasks? 

Good news: God still does! Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 1:26-31,

Brothers, think of what you were when you were called. Not many of you were wise by human standards; not many were influential; not many were of noble birth. But God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong. He chose the lowly things of this world and the despised things—and the things that are not—to nullify the things that are, so that no one may boast before him. It is because of him that you are in Christ Jesus, who has become for us wisdom from God—that is, our righteousness, holiness and redemption. Therefore, as it is written: “Let him who boasts boast in the Lord.”

Don’t let anyone—including yourself—talk you out of being used by God. Don’t worry about your ability—or the lack thereof—because God is more interested in your availability. If we are available, God will provide the abilities necessary.  

We live in dark times, and they seem to be getting darker. May we become as Paul’s words in Philippians 2:14-16,

Do everything without complaining or arguing, so that you may become blameless and pure, children of God without fault in a crooked and depraved generation, in which you shine like stars in the universe as you hold out the word of life…

May we shine like bright stars in a black sky. 
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