The Bleak Midwinter of the Soul #5

“When God Is In Charge”
Judges 7
In 1943, Brigadier General of the Air Force Robert L. Scott, Jr., published a book entitled God Is My Co-Pilot, documenting his experience as a fighter pilot in the Pacific theater of World War II. Two years later the book was made into a motion picture, and the title became a popular phrase. Yet years later, a bumper sticker was printed that countered that phrase, reading, “If God is your co-pilot, switch seats!”

Too often we like to think of God as our co-pilot, there is we need Him to bail us out of trouble, but letting us call the shots. Time and time again we pilot ourselves into big trouble and then cry out to God to save us. The Israelites did this repeatedly during the era of the Judges. As we will see this evening from Judges 7, our lives go so much better when God is in charge.

A Divine Selection

At the end of Judges 6, Gideon rallies an impressive army of 32,000 men to take on the Midianites. Even with this sizable force, though, the odds were stacked against Gideon’s army 4-to-1. Midian had 135,000 foot soldiers according to Judges 8:10 while Gideon had 32,000. The odds were all wrong, God told Gideon…but not in the way Gideon may have thought.
 We read in Judges 7:2-3,

The Lord said to Gideon, “You have too many men for me to deliver Midian into their hands. In order that Israel may not boast against me that her own strength has saved her, announce now to the people, ‘Anyone who trembles with fear may turn back and leave Mount Gilead.’” So twenty-two thousand men left, while ten thousand remained. 

We read this and think, “What? That’s insane!” It is doubtful indeed if ever in the entire history of war, such an incredible order had been given by a commanding officer. This sort of thing just is not done. Always the opposite is true. No man is ever spared who might possibly lend increased might and power to the offensive.

Yet this is actually biblical. In accordance with the provision of Deuteronomy 20:8, all those who had no real heart for the battle were to be released.
 After instructing the people not to fear since the Lord is fighting for them, the Lord tells Moses, “Then the officers shall add, ‘Is any man afraid or fainthearted? Let him go home so that his brothers will not become disheartened too.’” Here is the initial reason for making this offer: so that those afraid would not discourage the rest of the soldiers.

The real reason for this reduction of force, though, is spelled out at the end of verse two: He didn’t want the soldiers to boast that they had won the victory over the Midianites. Victories won by faith bring glory to God because nobody can explain how they happened. “If you can explain what’s going on in your ministry,” Dr. Bob Cook used to say, “then God didn’t do it.”

Paul says in 2 Corinthians 10:3-4, “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.” God’s wars are never fought by numbers, though we incessantly crunch them. “Size is success,” we hear; the bigger the better. But not necessarily. God’s way has usually been through small and insignificant beings.

Too often, we’re like King Uzziah who was “marvelously helped, till he was strong. But when he was strong, his heart was lifted up to his destruction” according to 2 Chronicles 26:15–16. People who live by faith know their own weakness more and more as they depend on God’s strength.
 As Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 12:10, “For when I am weak, then am I strong.”
So now the odds were 13-to-1 against Gideon. Then God then further diminished his army in verses 4-8,

But the Lord said to Gideon, “There are still too many men. Take them down to the water, and I will sift them for you there. If I say, ‘This one shall go with you,’ he shall go; but if I say, ‘This one shall not go with you,’ he shall not go.” 

So Gideon took the men down to the water. There the Lord told him, “Separate those who lap the water with their tongues like a dog from those who kneel down to drink.” Three hundred men lapped with their hands to their mouths. All the rest got down on their knees to drink. 

The Lord said to Gideon, “With the three hundred men that lapped I will save you and give the Midianites into your hands. Let all the other men go, each to his own place.” So Gideon sent the rest of the Israelites to their tents but kept the three hundred, who took over the provisions and trumpets of the others. 

If I may digress, I believe this is the best illustration of how we understand the relationship between divine sovereignty (or “predestination”) and human responsibility (or “free will”). These are often set against each other as opposing forces. Truth is, one does not deny the other, even though our finite minds may not fully grasp them both.

Divine sovereignty is seen in God’s selection of who would go and who wouldn’t go as part of Gideon’s army. Human responsibility is seen in how the men drank the water. They were not told which way to drink, but God had predetermined the outcome of their choice. He didn’t predetermine their choice, just the consequence of the choice. That is predestination. And it does not remove man’s free will.

In this case, one group of men “lapped the water with their tongues like a dog” while the others “knelt down to drink.” What is the significance of these two actions? Why did God choose the former group?

Many preachers believe the group God chose were those who were on the alert, watching while they drank. A. B. Simpson writes eloquently, 

Gideon brings them up to the water brook, and simply watches them while they drink. The most of them, intent only upon drinking, and forgetting all about the foe, kneel down on the river brink, and drink and drink till they are satisfied, oblivious of all else, and never dreaming of the enemy who may be lurking right across the stream, ready to spring upon them in the unexpected moment. These men will not do for God’s work, and so He puts them all aside. But there are a few, only three hundred, who go down to the water’s edge in a very different fashion. With eyes alert they look around in every direction to guard against surprise or ambuscade, and then they just stoop down and lap the water with their hands, mouthful by mouthful, at the water’s edge, watching between every mouthful for any possible surprise or assault, ready at a moment’s notice to stand armed and equipped for the battle. Ah, these are God’s men, and Gideon sets them aside while the others go home with the timid ones, unfit to be used of God in His commission.

But is that what the text is really saying? It seems that the larger group of men knelt and scooped the water to their mouths, while the other group (the three hundred) were those who put their faces to the water and lapped like dogs. But if so, the reason why the “lappers” were chosen rather than the “kneelers and scoopers” remains something of a teaser. It may have been because, by giving themselves wholly to drinking rather than staying partly on guard, they showed less fear. After all, fearfulness was the reason why the first group was dismissed. Or they may have been chosen for the completely opposite reason: that by showing no awareness of the need to stay on guard against enemy attack they indicated that they lacked the kind of alertness required to be a successful fighter. This apparently absurd explanation draws some plausibility from the reason given for the further reduction of size of the volunteer force: lest the Israelites boast that their own hand has given them victory. The less naturally able Gideon’s men were, the greater glory would go to God for the victory He would give them.

I think the best way to understand this is not to analyze this too closely. Once we find ourselves asking why “lapping” was the sign of a better soldier, I am sure we are on the wrong track. The object was to reduce Gideon’s army to a force not of a particular kind, but of a particular number. A small corps of crack troops is precisely what God does not want. The three hundred are meant to be not an elite, but a group so inadequate that when the battle is won it cannot be a case of Israel’s saying, “My own hand has delivered me”; but rather, “the Lord has delivered you.” Until the numbers are reduced to the level at which it is clearly the Lord and not Israel who wins the battle, they are too many.
 

Now Gideon’s army numbered 300. The odds were now 450-to-1.
 It must have been hard for Gideon to see two-thirds of his hastily recruited volunteers melt away before his eyes. It must have been even more difficult for him when God cut his remaining force from ten thousand to three hundred. Whereas Gideon may have justified the first reduction in strength on the grounds that it was good for the morale of the men, the second stripped away all reliance on human strength. And Gideon, who had twice asked God for a sign, now has no one to rely on but the Lord.
 Only a very radical trust in God alone will take him forward now.
 At this point it is good to remember that God prefers to work through a remnant. God does His best work, it seems, when those who serve Him are fewer than those against Him.
 

Now if most of us had been placed in this man’s unenviable position, we would have been very sure that God had had His wires all crossed up. But the Lord’s lines of communication were very clear. He knew what He was doing. Gideon did not doubt it. This in itself is a remarkable tribute to the man’s unshakable confidence in God. He did not question what was happening. He simply proceeded step by step to do as he was told.
 Gideon does what he is told, and there follows a famous victory. There is no success without obedience.

This precisely was the secret to his ultimate success. It is only the person willing to comply promptly with the immediate wishes of God at the moment who can be sure of clear direction and light for guidance further down the road. So many of us seek for illumination for the days ahead while adamantly refusing to make a move in deference to God’s desires in the present moment. We wonder why we seem to be in darkness, our feet mired in the circumstances about us. The answer simply is that God gives no light for the future if we are unprepared to walk in the light He gives us for the present. Five minutes of implicit obedience to God’s will can reveal more truth to us than a month of mulling over what it is we think or suppose we should do with our own little affairs.

A Divine Strategy

From a divine selection we move to a divine strategy, beginning in verses 8-12,

Now the camp of Midian lay below him in the valley. During that night the Lord said to Gideon, “Get up, go down against the camp, because I am going to give it into your hands. If you are afraid to attack, go down to the camp with your servant Purah and listen to what they are saying. Afterward, you will be encouraged to attack the camp.” So he and Purah his servant went down to the outposts of the camp. The Midianites, the Amalekites and all the other eastern peoples had settled in the valley, thick as locusts. Their camels could no more be counted than the sand on the seashore. 

Gideon is not asking for a sign, but God gives him one anyway. He and his aide sneak into the Midianite camp and overhear two men talking in verses 13-14,

Gideon arrived just as a man was telling a friend his dream. “I had a dream,” he was saying. “A round loaf of barley bread came tumbling into the Midianite camp. It struck the tent with such force that the tent overturned and collapsed.” His friend responded, “This can be nothing other than the sword of Gideon son of Joash, the Israelite. God has given the Midianites and the whole camp into his hands.”

Being compared to a barley loaf was hardly a compliment in those days. The Jewish historian Josephus would later describe barley loaves as tasteless, teeth-bending biscuits that were barely edible.
 Since barley was a grain used primarily by poor people, the barley-cake image of Gideon and his army spoke of their weakness and humiliation. The man who interpreted the dream had no idea that he was speaking God’s truth and encouraging God’s servant. Gideon didn’t mind being compared to a loaf of stale bread, for now he knew for sure that Israel would defeat the Midianites and deliver the land.

A. B. Simpson observes,

This is the crowning illustration of the supreme lesson of Gideon’s life, the strength of weakness. In the weapons of Gideon’s warfare as well as in him and his followers, we see how God can use the weak things of this world to confound the strong, and the things that are not, to bring to naught the things that are.

Gideon’s initial reaction to this revelation is very telling: verse 15 begins, “When Gideon heard the dream and its interpretation, he worshiped God.” Suddenly Gideon realized, “God is working!” And at that moment, he paused to worship. He communed with his God. He “practiced the presence of God,” in the words of the famous book.
 

It’s significant that Gideon paused to worship the Lord before he did anything else. He was so overwhelmed by the Lord’s goodness and mercy that he fell on his face in submission and gratitude. Joshua did the same thing before taking the city of Jericho, and it’s a good practice for us to follow today. Before we can be successful warriors, we must first become sincere worshipers.
 Then Gideon got to work.

He returned to the camp of Israel and called out, “Get up! The Lord has given the Midianite camp into your hands.” Dividing the three hundred men into three companies, he placed trumpets and empty jars in the hands of all of them, with torches inside. “Watch me,” he told them. “Follow my lead. When I get to the edge of the camp, do exactly as I do. When I and all who are with me blow our trumpets, then from all around the camp blow yours and shout, ‘For the Lord and for Gideon.’ ”
Trumpets and torches in empty jars—strange pieces of equipment indeed to be armed with, and the willingness of Gideon’s men to go into battle encumbered with them expresses a radical trust in God and in Gideon as his chosen leader. If God does not deliver on the assurances he has given, they will be even less able to defend themselves than they would normally be, if they had been armed with swords and shields.

The divine strategy Gideon employs in the attack is clearly intended to exploit this nervousness to the full and give Israel the maximum advantage that can be gained from it. The intention seems to be to give the impression that Gideon commands a much bigger force than he actually does, and has the enemy camp completely surrounded.

A Divine Success

And this leads to a divine success, detailed in verses 19-25,

Gideon and the hundred men with him reached the edge of the camp at the beginning of the middle watch, just after they had changed the guard. They blew their trumpets and broke the jars that were in their hands. The three companies blew the trumpets and smashed the jars. Grasping the torches in their left hands and holding in their right hands the trumpets they were to blow, they shouted, “A sword for the Lord and for Gideon!” While each man held his position around the camp, all the Midianites ran, crying out as they fled. 

When the three hundred trumpets sounded, the Lord caused the men throughout the camp to turn on each other with their swords. The army fled to Beth Shittah toward Zererah as far as the border of Abel Meholah near Tabbath. Israelites from Naphtali, Asher and all Manasseh were called out, and they pursued the Midianites. Gideon sent messengers throughout the hill country of Ephraim, saying, “Come down against the Midianites and seize the waters of the Jordan ahead of them as far as Beth Barah.” 

So all the men of Ephraim were called out and they took the waters of the Jordan as far as Beth Barah. They also captured two of the Midianite leaders, Oreb and Zeeb. They killed Oreb at the rock of Oreb, and Zeeb at the winepress of Zeeb. They pursued the Midianites and brought the heads of Oreb and Zeeb to Gideon, who was by the Jordan. 

The time is noted precisely as the beginning of the middle watch, probably 10:00 p.m. on the assumption that the hours of darkness were divided into three and not four watches. Those not involved in the first or second watches would be in the deep sleep of the earlier part of the night, whilst those who had just been relieved would still be moving about the camp.

Gideon’s three companies were positioned on the three sides of the camp: north, west and south, with the hill of Moreh on the east. The torches that they each have are made of material such as reeds that would smolder until exposed to the air and waved. The pitchers cover the glow of the smoldering torch until the proper moment. When all three divisions were deployed in their proper positions, the ram’s horns were sounded.

Usually only a few of the soldiers carried trumpets for signaling because hands were needed for weapons and shields. Likewise, for night battle, a certain number would be assigned to hold the torches that would illuminate the battle area and block retreat at the perimeter. It would be expected, then, that the trumpet blowers and torch holders would represent only a small percentage of the army, with the rest charging in to fight. Therefore, when the Midianites heard the blast of three hundred trumpets and saw the myriad of torches around the perimeter, they naturally assumed there was a massive army that would be charging into the camp, whereas Gideon had instructed his men to hold their positions around the perimeter.

The Midianites fled eastward down the valley of Jezreel. Gideon realized this and sent messengers throughout the country of Ephraim, asking the residents to come down against Midian and take the fords of the Jordan as far as Beth-barah. The Ephraimites respond to Gideon’s call and capture the two Midianite princes, Oreb and Zeeb. The annals of God’s people record this as one of the mighty acts of the Lord. God delivered the northern tribes from a fierce enemy—and there was no doubt Who won the battle!

As a result of this divine strategy, God used Gideon to turn the tide and deliver a divine success. He led God’s people to victory. Now, for the first time since many could remember, they had homes, they had crops, they had camels and horses.
 Gideon knew that it was not his might but the Lord’s that saved his people. It was the strength of faith because it was the strength of God.

Faith is so important in the life of the believer. We read in Hebrews 11:6, “But without faith it is impossible to please Him, for he who comes to God must believe that He is, and that He is a rewarder of those who diligently seek Him.” Faith means more than simply trusting God; it also means seeking God and wanting to please Him. We don’t trust God just to get Him to do things for us. We trust Him because it brings joy to His heart when His children rely on Him, seek Him, and please Him.

The church today can also learn from this event and be encouraged by it. God doesn’t need large numbers to accomplish His purposes, nor does He need especially gifted leaders. Gideon and his 300 men were available for God to use, and He enabled them to conquer the enemy and bring peace to the land. When the church starts to depend on “bigness”—big buildings, big crowds, big budgets—then faith becomes misplaced, and God can’t give His blessing. When leaders depend on their education, skill, and experience rather than in God, then God abandons them and looks for a Gideon.

The important thing is for us to be available for God to use just as He sees fit. We may not fully understand His plans, but we can fully trust His promises; and it’s faith in Him that gives the victory.
 “When I am weak, then am I strong,” is the proper motto of every victorious saint.
 

Nothing is impossible when God is in charge. So if God is your co-pilot, switch seats!
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