The Bleak Midwinter of the Soul #4

“A Profile in Sort-of Courage”
Judges 6
Several years before being elected President of the United States, Senator John F. Kennedy published a book entitled Profiles in Courage, highlighting the courageous acts of eight U. S. Senators who stood against their own political party or popular opinion for what they believed was right. The book became a best seller and won the 1957 Pulitzer Prize for Biography. On the opening page of the book Kennedy wrote, “This is a book about that most admirable of human virtues—courage.”

One could argue that the book of Judges could be the Old Testament equivalent of Profiles in Courage, at least during the period in Israel’s history I am calling “The Bleak Midwinter of the Soul.” Throughout these pages we read of men (and women) who stood against the spiritual malaise of their times and were courageously used by God. So far we have seen this virtue in the lives of Othniel, Ehud, Shamgar, Deborah, and Barak. 

Next in Judges comes Gideon, one of the better known characters in the book. More space is devoted to Gideon in the Book of Judges (100 verses in three chapters) than to any other judge (Samson gets 96 verses in four chapters).
 Gideon is also the only judge whose personal struggles with his faith are recorded. I would say Gideon is more of “a profile in sort-of courage.” Yet Gideon provides a great encouragement to people who have a hard time accepting themselves and believing that God can make anything out of them or do anything with them.

Gideon’s Call

Judges 6 begins with Gideon’s call in the first fourteen verses. Verses 1-6 set the scene:

Again the Israelites did evil in the eyes of the Lord, and for seven years he gave them into the hands of the Midianites. Because the power of Midian was so oppressive, the Israelites prepared shelters for themselves in mountain clefts, caves and strongholds. Whenever the Israelites planted their crops, the Midianites, Amalekites and other eastern peoples invaded the country. They camped on the land and ruined the crops all the way to Gaza and did not spare a living thing for Israel, neither sheep nor cattle nor donkeys. They came up with their livestock and their tents like swarms of locusts. It was impossible to count the men and their camels; they invaded the land to ravage it. Midian so impoverished the Israelites that they cried out to the Lord for help.
The story of Gideon begins with a graphic portrayal of one of the most striking facts of life in the Fertile Crescent; the periodic migration of nomadic people from the Aramean desert into the settled areas of Palestine. Each spring the tents of the Bedouin herdsmen appear seemingly overnight, scattered on the hills and fields of the farming districts. Conflict between these two ways of life (herdsmen and farmers) was inevitable.

Consider this: You have a garden, and you work hard all spring and summer to make that garden produce abundantly. But every year, just about the time you’re ready to gather in the harvest, your neighbors swoop down and take your produce away from you by force. This goes on year after year, and there’s nothing you can do about it.

If you can imagine that scenario, then you’ll have some idea of the suffering the Jews experienced every harvest when the Midianites made their annual raids. For seven years, God allowed the Midianites and their allies to ravage “the land of milk and honey,” leaving the people in the deepest poverty.

Seven years of it. You are hungry, poor, and tired. Every year, as sure as income tax, Midian’s buzzards come. You’re tired of rushing your family, livestock (what is left of it), and grain (if salvaged) to the hills where you live a caveman existence till the foreign locusts get bored and move on to impoverish others.

Sadly, the Midianites were kinfolk to Israel. They were descended from Abraham through Keturah, the woman Abraham married after the death of Sarah.
 Midian was located south of Edom at the northern extremity of the Gulf of Aqaba. A semi-nomadic group, they were joined in their raids of Israel by the Amalekites, who occupied the area to the south of Judah, and “the children of the east,” a nomadic group from the Syrian desert. A new ‘secret weapon’ was employed in these forays in the use of the camel, and in this chapter there is the first documentation of the large-scale use of this animal in a military campaign. It gave the Midianites and their allies the immense advantage of a speedy, long-range fighting force and it is clear that the use of this angular and imposing beast struck terror in the hearts of the Israelites.

These sad words describe their misery: “Israel was brought very low because of Midian…” (Jdg. 6:6 nasb). Perhaps the words “very low” paint a picture of bleakness that describes you at this very moment. You have ignored God’s warnings and pushed your strong convictions aside as you associated with the wrong crowd. But now you are at the end of your rope. You’re discouraged. You have failed miserably. And, of all things, you’re seeing your life pass in review as you read about the bleak barrenness of this ancient nation. You’re thinking, “What a terrible way to live!”
Enduring the consequences of one’s own irresponsibility creates feelings of grief and discouragement that defy description. No one ever said it better than F. B. Meyer: “This is the bitterest of all—to know that suffering need not have been; that it has resulted from indiscretion and inconsistency; that it is the harvest of one’s own sowing; that the vulture which feeds on the vitals is a nestling of one’s own rearing. Ah me! This is pain!”

Finally the Israelites had enough of their misery, as we read in verses 7-10,

When the Israelites cried to the Lord because of Midian, he sent them a prophet, who said, “This is what the Lord, the God of Israel, says: I brought you up out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery. I snatched you from the power of Egypt and from the hand of all your oppressors. I drove them from before you and gave you their land. I said to you, ‘I am the Lord your God; do not worship the gods of the Amorites, in whose land you live.’ But you have not listened to me.” 

The children of Israel turned to the Lord as a last resort, which hardly indicates a vital religious faith.
 They wanted relief without repentance or reform. And so God sent them not a rescuer but a prophet, who told them the reason for their misery—their failure to obey the Lord.

Like Israel, we may want escape from our circumstances while God wants us to interpret our circumstances. Sometimes we may need understanding more than relief; sometimes God must give us insight before he dare grant safety. Understanding God’s way of holiness is more important than absence of pain. We may want out of a bind, whereas God wants us to see our idolatry. God means to instruct us, not pacify us.

But God did not leave His people without hope. We read on in verses 11-12, 

The angel of the Lord came and sat down under the oak in Ophrah that belonged to Joash the Abiezrite, where his son Gideon was threshing wheat in a winepress to keep it from the Midianites. When the angel of the Lord appeared to Gideon, he said, “The Lord is with you, mighty warrior.” 

Gideon was threshing wheat in the winepress, salvaging what he could of the harvest. He was fearful, afraid, defeated, and in hiding. The place to thresh wheat was in the field where the wind could carry away the chaff—not in a winepress, down in a hole in the ground. Still, he was doing something, feeble, and faulty as it was.

Suddenly the angel of the Lord appears to Gideon saying, “The Lord is with you, mighty warrior.” This expression could denote a member of the military aristocracy,
 or it could also describe a person in community contexts (as in Ruth 2:1 and 1 Samuel 9:1), designating a responsible, upstanding individual in the community.
 Not all believe Gideon was the one described, though: J. Sidlow Baxter concludes, “It is Jehovah, not Gideon, who is the ‘Mighty One of Valour,’ as the context makes only too clear.”

Gideon was the only one of the judges to whom the Angel of the Lord actually appeared. Just the same, the Angel of the Lord dominates the book of Judges. He is referred to eighty times in the Old Testament—and, of those references, twenty are in the book of Judges. And, of these, seven are in connection with Gideon.

Who is this “angel of the Lord”? Many commentators see this as an appearance of God Himself in human form,
 some even believe this is a pre-incarnate appearance of God the Son.
 I don’t agree with this conclusion, however, as one resources explains,

In the ancient world direct communication between heads of state was a rarity. Diplomatic and political exchange normally required the use of an intermediary. The messenger that served as the intermediary was a fully vested representative of the party he represented. He spoke for that party and with the authority of that party. He was accorded the same treatment as that party would enjoy were he there in person. While this was standard protocol, there was no confusion about the person’s identity. All of this treatment simply served as appropriate recognition of the individual that he represented. Gifts given were understood to belong to the represented party, not the representative. Words spoken to the representative were expected to be reported back in accurate detail and were understood as having been spoken directly to the represented individual. When official words were spoken by the representative, everyone understood that he was not speaking for himself but was merely conveying the words, opinions, policies and decisions of his liege. In the same way the Angel of the Lord serves as the messenger or royal envoy endowed with the authority of the sender of the message.

I think it is better to see this is an angel, and not God Himself.

At any rate, Gideon felt like anything but a mighty warrior, and he must have looked it, too, as he began to apologize and explain to the angel the helplessness and distress of his people.
 We read in verse 13, 

“But sir,” Gideon replied, “if the Lord is with us, why has all this happened to us? Where are all his wonders that our fathers told us about when they said, ‘Did not the Lord bring us up out of Egypt?’ But now the Lord has abandoned us and put us into the hand of Midian.” 

This dialogue is not without its humorous undertones, as Gideon, described as a mighty warrior, protests his utter inadequacy and weakness. However, it is when a man is fully conscious of his own weakness and the difficulties of the situation that the Lord can take and use him. The man who relies upon his own innate strength is not likely to draw upon the Lord’s grace, nor give him the glory for anything that is achieved.
 (This becomes clear in chapter seven, which we will see in our next study.)

The angel does not address Gideon’s complaint, but says in verse 14, “Go in the strength you have and save Israel out of Midian’s hand. Am I not sending you?” The important thing is not how Gideon himself thinks or feels, but what God has declared him to be: a mighty warrior. His strength lies in his being chosen by God, and in God’s promise to be with him.

Gideon’s Consternation

Gideon is not so easily convinced, however; and in verses 15-24 we read of Gideon’s consternation:

“But Lord,” Gideon asked, “how can I save Israel? My clan is the weakest in Manasseh, and I am the least in my family.” 

The Lord answered, “I will be with you, and you will strike down all the Midianites together.” 

Gideon replied, “If now I have found favor in your eyes, give me a sign that it is really you talking to me. Please do not go away until I come back and bring my offering and set it before you.” 

And the Lord said, “I will wait until you return.” 

Gideon went in, prepared a young goat, and from an ephah of flour he made bread without yeast. Putting the meat in a basket and its broth in a pot, he brought them out and offered them to him under the oak. 

The angel of God said to him, “Take the meat and the unleavened bread, place them on this rock, and pour out the broth.” And Gideon did so. With the tip of the staff that was in his hand, the angel of the Lord touched the meat and the unleavened bread. Fire flared from the rock, consuming the meat and the bread. And the angel of the Lord disappeared. When Gideon realized that it was the angel of the Lord, he exclaimed, “Ah, Sovereign Lord! I have seen the angel of the Lord face to face!” 

But the Lord said to him, “Peace! Do not be afraid. You are not going to die.” 

So Gideon built an altar to the Lord there and called it The Lord is Peace. To this day it stands in Ophrah of the Abiezrites. 

Gideon’s negative response to the Lord’s words indicates his lack of faith and spiritual perception. Here was Almighty God telling him that He was with him and would make him a conqueror, and Gideon replied by denying everything God said!

God has promised to meet every need we have, but He cannot do it until we admit our need and cast ourselves on Him. When we have done this, we don’t have to worry about whether He will find us fit enough to do His work. In the words of the old hymn, “All the fitness he requires is to feel our need of Him.”
 Again, it is not our ability that matters to God, but our availability.

God promised Gideon twice, “I will be with you.” The statement has a history. It seems to be the Lord’s trump card placed down in front of either unwilling or hesitant servants. In face of Moses’ resistance, God had insisted, “But I will be with you” in Exodus 3:12. When Moses’ death had apparently left a giant hole in Israel’s leadership, the Lord reassured Joshua with, “As I have been with Moses, I will be with you” in Joshua 1:5. In all their dilemmas, quandaries, and crises, this has ever been the word of the covenant God to his servants (i.e., Gen. 28:15; 46:4; Deut. 20:1; Ps. 23:4; Isa. 41:8–10; 43:2, 5). Jesus gave the same promise to His followers in Matthew 28:20, “And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” Basically, God has nothing more to offer you. You can go through a lot with that promise. It doesn’t answer your questions about details. It only provides the essential. Nothing about when or how or where or why. Only the what, or, better, the Who. “I will be with you.” And that is enough.

It wasn’t enough for Gideon, though, at this time. Gideon asked for a sign, and the Lord graciously accommodated. Gideon went and prepared a meal as a “gift,” though the Hebrew word can also mean “offering.”
 The “ephah of flour” alone in verse 19 weighed between 34 and 45 pounds, which, in a time of scarcity, was quite a generous gift.
 The angel that instructs Gideon to place the meal on a rock, where it is consumed, thus changing it from a meal to a sacrifice.
 The angel then disappeared, causing Gideon to freak out (it’s in the Hebrew), thinking that he would die because he had seen God. The angel assured him that he would not die, which says to me this was in fact an angel and not the Lord Himself.

Gideon’s Courage

This brings on Gideon’s courage in verses 25-27,

That same night the Lord said to him, “Take the second bull from your father’s herd, the one seven years old. Tear down your father’s altar to Baal and cut down the Asherah pole beside it. Then build a proper kind of altar to the Lord your God on the top of this height. Using the wood of the Asherah pole that you cut down, offer the second bull as a burnt offering.” So Gideon took ten of his servants and did as the Lord told him. But because he was afraid of his family and the men of the town, he did it at night rather than in the daytime.

It’s worth noting that true believers can’t build an altar to the Lord unless first they tear down the altars they’ve built to the false gods they worship. God is a jealous God and will not share His glory or our love with another. Gideon had privately built his own altar to the Lord in verse 24, but now he had to take his public stand; and he had to do it without compromise. Before he could declare war on Midian, he had to declare war on Baal.

Gideon obeys the Lord’s directive at night, for fear of the people. Here we still see the timid man and the trembling faith even in his obedience.
 The important thing is that he obeyed. Courage is not the absence of fear. It is rather the capacity to draw on the resources of God to do what we know we must do—respond in obedience to his call and in total dependence on his power. Gideon acted despite his fear: he pulled down the alter to Baal, cut down the Asherah pole that stood beside it, built a proper alter on top of the fortress where everyone could see it, and offered his father’s sacred bull as a sacrifice to the living and true God.

The fallout is seen in verses 28-32,

In the morning when the men of the town got up, there was Baal’s altar, demolished, with the Asherah pole beside it cut down and the second bull sacrificed on the newly built altar! 

They asked each other, “Who did this?” 

When they carefully investigated, they were told, “Gideon son of Joash did it.” 

The men of the town demanded of Joash, “Bring out your son. He must die, because he has broken down Baal’s altar and cut down the Asherah pole beside it.” 

But Joash replied to the hostile crowd around him, “Are you going to plead Baal’s cause? Are you trying to save him? Whoever fights for him shall be put to death by morning! If Baal really is a god, he can defend himself when someone breaks down his altar.” So that day they called Gideon “Jerub-Baal,” saying, “Let Baal contend with him,” because he broke down Baal’s altar. 

The Israelites were so far out there that they were willing to kill one of their own for the cause of Baal, whereas in Deuteronomy 13:6-10 God told Moses that idolaters must be stoned.
 Yet Gideon’s father, who appeared to have been worshiping Baal himself at the time, stood up for his son and told the zealous crowd that Baal could defend himself and didn’t need their help.

Gideon learned a valuable lesson that day: If he obeyed the Lord, even with fear, the Lord would protect him and receive the glory. Gideon needed to remember this as he mustered his army and prepared to attack the enemy.
 We read in verses 33-35,

Now all the Midianites, Amalekites and other eastern peoples joined forces and crossed over the Jordan and camped in the Valley of Jezreel. Then the Spirit of the Lord came upon Gideon, and he blew a trumpet, summoning the Abiezrites to follow him. He sent messengers throughout Manasseh, calling them to arms, and also into Asher, Zebulun and Naphtali, so that they too went up to meet them.
The Midianites and their allies once again invaded the land of Israel and prepared to ransack their fields. But this time they would meet opposition.

Verse 34 says, “The Spirit of the Lord came upon Gideon.” Literally the Hebrew reads, “the Spirit…clothed Himself with Gideon.”
 This vivid figure of speech, used only three times (here and 1 Chronicles 12:18 and 2 Chronicles 24:20), emphasizes that the Spirit of the Lord empowered the human agent and acted through him.

Gideon blew the trumpet first in his own hometown, and the men of Abiezer rallied behind him. Gideon’s reformation in the town had actually accomplished something! Then he sent messengers throughout his own tribe of Manasseh as well as the neighboring tribes of Asher, Zebulun, and Naphtali. These four tribes were near the Valley of Jezreel, and therefore the invading army affected them most. Thus at Gideon’s call, 32,000 men responded.
 When you declare your allegiance to Him, God does something wonderful in the lives of others around you.

Gideon’s Consternation (part 2)
Oh, that Judges 6 had ended with those words! Gideon would have gone from cowardice to courage, ready to be used by God in a mighty way. Instead, in verses 36-40, we see Gideon’s consternation…again. (This is why he is “a profile in sort-of courage.”)

Gideon said to God, “If you will save Israel by my hand as you have promised—look, I will place a wool fleece on the threshing floor. If there is dew only on the fleece and all the ground is dry, then I will know that you will save Israel by my hand, as you said.” And that is what happened. Gideon rose early the next day; he squeezed the fleece and wrung out the dew—a bowlful of water. 

Then Gideon said to God, “Do not be angry with me. Let me make just one more request. Allow me one more test with the fleece. This time make the fleece dry and the ground covered with dew.” That night God did so. Only the fleece was dry; all the ground was covered with dew.
The phrase “putting out the fleece” is a familiar one in religious circles. It means asking God to guide us in a decision by fulfilling some condition that we lay down. In my pastoral ministry, I’ve met all kinds of people who have gotten themselves into trouble by “putting out the fleece.” If they received a phone call at a certain hour from a certain person, God was telling them to do this; or if the weather changed at a certain time, God was telling them to do something else.

“Putting out the fleece” is not a biblical method for determining the will of God. Rather, it’s an approach used by people like Gideon who lack the faith to trust God to do what He said He would do. Twice Gideon reminded God of what He had said, and twice Gideon asked God to reaffirm His promises with a miracle. The fact that God stooped to Gideon’s weakness only proves that gracious and understands how we’re made. “Putting out the fleece” is not only an evidence of our unbelief, but it’s also an evidence of our pride. God has to do what I tell Him to do before I’ll do what He tells me to do!

This passage about the fleece does not show Gideon in a good light. It certainly doesn’t show him at his best, and the common practice of taking it as a model for seeking and obtaining divine guidance is highly questionable, to say the least.

What it does show is, first of all, that being “clothed with the Spirit” as Gideon was does not obliterate someone’s personality and make one immune to the normal weaknesses entailed in being a fallen human being. In spite of his encounter with God and possession by the Spirit, Gideon still struggles to believe and act unhesitatingly upon what he knows God has said. Second, this episode shows us again the amazing grace of God in making allowance for Gideon’s imperfection. As the apologetic tone of his language shows (“Please don’t become angry …”), Gideon knows that there is a certain impertinence to what he is doing, and that he should not need the sign he is asking for. God knows it too, but not one word of reproach is spoken; God simply gives him what he asks for. A similar patience was displayed by the divine messenger, as we have seen, in the call episode of verses 11–24, and it will be seen again in 7:9–11. In these parts of the narrative Gideon’s imperfections serve only to magnify the grace of God; it is the Lord’s conduct, rather than Gideon’s, which is exemplary.

Whenever God calls us to a task that we think is beyond us, we must be careful to look to God and not to ourselves. “Is anything too hard for the Lord?” God asked Abraham in Genesis 18:14; and the answer comes, “For with God nothing shall be impossible” in Luke 1:37. Job discovered that God could do everything (Job 42:2), and Jeremiah admitted that there was nothing too hard for God (Jer. 32:17). Jesus told His disciples, “With God all things are possible” (Matthew 19:26); and Paul testified, “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me” (Philippians 4:13).

While we may think of Gideon as a profile in sort-of courage, the Bible lists him as a man of faith. Observe that Hebrews 11:32 lists Gideon among the heroes of faith, but it is significant that the story in Judges stresses the caution and tentative approach that inhibited faith in the hero. It is not triumphant confidence alone that is honored of God. He rewards “the grain of mustard seed.”

Faith is a growing thing. We grow “from faith to faith,” as Paul said. We should pray as the disciples prayed, “Increase our faith!” Jesus said in Luke 17:5-6, “If you have faith as small as a mustard seed, you can say to this mulberry tree, ‘Be uprooted and planted in the sea,’ and it will obey you.” Jesus’ point is simply this: A little faith goes a long, long way. Exercising it is the way to make it grow.

Maybe our courage is lacking. It is not the amount of our courage that matters; it is the object of our faith. We need not be great men and women of faith, or men and women of great faith; we need to be men and women of faith in a great God. That is when we will see victory in our lives.
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