The Bleak Midwinter of the Soul #8

“Triumph and Tragedy (part 1)”
Judges 10-12
History is filled with triumphs and tragedies, be they political, military, social, or personal. In some cases, a triumph for one person has been a tragedy for another. In our continuing study of the book of Judges, we discover triumph and tragedy marching hand in hand, as often happens during the bleak midwinter of the soul.
A Desperate Choice

We begin this study with a desperate choice. But before we get to that, the author sets the stage in Judges chapter ten. We read in verses 1-5,

After the time of Abimelech a man of Issachar, Tola son of Puah, the son of Dodo, rose to save Israel. He lived in Shamir, in the hill country of Ephraim. He led Israel twenty-three years; then he died, and was buried in Shamir. He was followed by Jair of Gilead, who led Israel twenty-two years. He had thirty sons, who rode thirty donkeys. They controlled thirty towns in Gilead, which to this day are called Havvoth Jair. When Jair died, he was buried in Kamon.

Here we are introduced to two judges that are sometimes called “minor judges.” Tola and Jair (as well as three others at the end of chapter 12) are minor because they receive less space in the story, a fact that does not mean they were of no importance. There was probably little difference in function between the major and the minor judges.

What do we know about Tola? Actually, not much; although we see that he came from a notable family within his tribe, and his parents had named him after one of his great ancestors (Gen. 46:13; Num. 26:23). Men from Issachar were noted for their wisdom. They “understood the times, with knowledge of what Israel should do” (1 Chronicles 12:32), and it is fair to assume that Tola possessed this tribal characteristic.

However, verse 1 state that Tola rose “after the time of Abimelech…to save Israel.” No specifics are given, but this probably means that Tola saved Israel from the disastrous effects of Abimelech’s rule by providing a period of stable administration. Tola may have been a charismatic leader without being a military one, much like Deborah.
 During his time there seems to have been a period of stable government that saved the nation from the accelerating disintegration into which it was relentlessly sliding.

In place of spectacular deeds, it seems that Tola, a good and godly man, ruled quietly and effectively. He kept Israel from idolatry for the twenty-three years he was in office. He had a profound influence on the people. We should not minimize his contribution to the well being of the Israelites.

Jair arises after the crisis that Tola faced has passed. The reference to his thirty sons riding on thirty donkeys and owning thirty towns suggests the peacefulness of the times and the prosperity and prestige enjoyed by the judge.
 During his lifetime the government of Gilead became something of a family business. Jair seems to have followed and developed the kingly lifestyle, begun by Gideon and carried on by Abimelech. Undoubtedly he did much good, but once he was removed it seems that the old influences to sin began to reassert themselves.

Yet it is fair to conclude that Tola and Jair were responsible for preserving peace. They “judged” Israel, applying the law to those who were unsure of their standing before God or concerned about their personal conduct or troubled by relationships with their fellow man. In this way they maintained harmony among the tribes and made possible a healthy form of peace.
 For forty-five years, then, the people of Israel enjoyed peace and security, thanks to the leadership of Tola and Jair. We know little about these two judges, but the fact that they kept Israel’s enemies away for nearly half a century would suggest that they were faithful men, who served the Lord and the nation well.

Unfortunately, though, this time of peace and prosperity did not last. The people of Israel didn’t take advantage of these years of peace to grow in their relationship to the Lord. After the death of Jair, the nation openly returned to idolatry and once again invited the chastening of the Lord. They enjoyed forty-five years of peace and prosperity but didn’t take time to thank the Lord for what He had done for them. The essence of idolatry is enjoying God’s gifts but not being grateful to the Giver, and Israel was guilty.

David Jackman applies this to our own times:

Nothing short of a work of God’s Spirit in the hearts and lives of thousands of “ordinary people” can turn the juggernaut of our increasingly godless Western materialism back from the slippery slope of collapse and disintegration. While we are right to pray and work to restrain sin and to enact Christian legislation to prevent the corruption of our society and the upholding of God’s moral absolutes, we shall never change the hearts of people that way. Law can restrain, for a while, but only the gospel can liberate.

And so we read in the first part of verse 6, “Again the Israelites did evil in the eyes of the Lord. They served the Baals and the Ashtoreths, and the gods of Aram, the gods of Sidon, the gods of Moab, the gods of the Ammonites and the gods of the Philistines.” 

By now Israel’s relapse into idolatry has become an all-too-familiar feature of the repeating pattern of Judges. This time, however, the detailing of the gods to which the Israelites turned is unusually elaborate.
 They included not only the Baals and the Ashtoreths, the gods of the Canaanites which were already in the land, but also the importation of deities from every direction. The gods of Sidon (in the north), Ammon (east of the Jordan), and the Philistines (to the south) all came pouring into Israel. It is as though Israel’s obsessive greed for idolatry could only be satisfied by idols flooding into the land from every point of the compass.

The results were predictable…to a point. Continuing from verse 6 through 14,

And because the Israelites forsook the Lord and no longer served him, he became angry with them. He sold them into the hands of the Philistines and the Ammonites, who that year shattered and crushed them. For eighteen years they oppressed all the Israelites on the east side of the Jordan in Gilead, the land of the Amorites. The Ammonites also crossed the Jordan to fight against Judah, Benjamin and the house of Ephraim; and Israel was in great distress. Then the Israelites cried out to the Lord, “We have sinned against you, forsaking our God and serving the Baals.” 

The Lord replied, “When the Egyptians, the Amorites, the Ammonites, the Philistines, the Sidonians, the Amalekites and the Maonites oppressed you and you cried to me for help, did I not save you from their hands? But you have forsaken me and served other gods, so I will no longer save you. Go and cry out to the gods you have chosen. Let them save you when you are in trouble!” 

History repeated itself, and the Israelites cried out to God for deliverance. (I love how Davis puts it: “Same song, sixteenth verse”!
) But the Lord didn’t send help immediately. Instead, He sent a messenger to the people who rebuked them for their lack of appreciation for all that God had done for them in the past. Then God announced that He wouldn’t help them anymore. They could ask their new gods for help!
 Davis adds,

The theology of bomb-shelter religion teaches that—of course—God will help you in your need, that he is—helpfully enough—incredibly naïve and hopelessly soft. He’s like a great warm vending machine in the sky into which you need only drop a token or two of repentance before he spits out the relief you currently crave. Religion is a great game—you only need to know a few rules. And Yahweh is a great God—if you happen to need him and want to use him.

Yahweh must destroy these false images we fashion of him. Israel apparently assumed that whenever things became too bad she could always go back to Yahweh; and he says that she cannot. There is a difference between a prodigal who comes to his senses and returns home and a whore who pleads for her husband’s security only until she finds someone else to take her on.

For the people to abandon God was one thing, but for God to abandon His people was quite something else. The greatest judgment God can send to His people is to let them have their own way and not interfere. As Paul states in Romans 1 about godless humanity: “God also gave them up…God gave them up…God gave them over.”
 We must beware of their tendency to make God safe; when we do so we end up worshiping something other than the Holy One of Israel.

Eventually they recognized and confessed the two major ingredients of their sin—forsaking God and serving idols. But if the Israelites had expected this to trigger an “open sesame” from their problems, they were disappointed. The downward spiral has an intensifying effect. As the sin pattern repeats throughout the book, so God deals with it more severely each time. As judges are raised up, each one is more flawed and failing than the last. God may still deliver, but days of victory and prosperity can only be enjoyed by an obedient and faithful people.

Verses 15-16 record, 

But the Israelites said to the Lord, “We have sinned. Do with us whatever you think best, but please rescue us now.” Then they got rid of the foreign gods among them and served the Lord. And he could bear Israel’s misery no longer.

Many Christians, especially those who have a lively sense of God’s severity but little of his kindness, should meditate on this text. You must see God’s heart. And don’t forget where he showed it to you: in the Old Testament, the book of the grace of God.

And so the Israelites are finally ready to take action. They were desperate. We read in verses 17-18,

When the Ammonites were called to arms and camped in Gilead, the Israelites assembled and camped at Mizpah. The leaders of the people of Gilead said to each other, “Whoever will launch the attack against the Ammonites will be the head of all those living in Gilead.” 

At this point they had no leader. Enter Jephthah, a desperate choice.

Jephthah the Gileadite was a mighty warrior. His father was Gilead; his mother was a prostitute. Gilead’s wife also bore him sons, and when they were grown up, they drove Jephthah away. “You are not going to get any inheritance in our family,” they said, “because you are the son of another woman.” So Jephthah fled from his brothers and settled in the land of Tob, where a group of adventurers gathered around him and followed him. 

We discover that Jephthah was illegitimate. He was an outcast. He became leader of a gang of thugs. He may be described as a “mighty warrior,” but a more unlikely judge for the people of God we have yet to meet.

Now Jephthah wasn’t to blame for his birth. His father had only one wife, but he consorted with a prostitute and fathered a son. (She may have been a non-Israelite, making him more of an outcast.
) His brothers didn’t accept this “son of a strange woman.” When the father died and the inheritance was to be divided, the legitimate sons drove Jephthah away.

His life resembles another odd character, of which we read in the book of First Chronicles, namely Jabez. His name signifies “pain,” expressive of the pain and sorrow that he had caused her. And so Jabez was thrown into life as a little miserable good-for-nothing, but when he grew old enough to think and pray, he turned from his distressing circumstances to his God, and we read of him in 1 Chronicles 4:10, “Jabez cried out to the God of Israel, ‘Oh, that you would bless me and enlarge my territory! Let your hand be with me, and keep me from harm so that I will be free from pain.” Verse 10 concludes, “And God granted his request.”

Jephthah fled and became an exile in the land of Tob (meaning “good”)—which for Jephthah, ironically, becomes the place of alienation, rejection, and disinheritance—where other social misfits gather around him and “go out” with him. We are left to draw the natural conclusion—Jephthah and his men sustained themselves by plunder. But socially undesirable as he may be, Jephthah was a survivor, a seasoned fighter, and a natural leader, with men (and presumably equipment) at his disposal.
 And for the desperate Israelites, he was the ideal choice. Verses 4-6 record their proposal.

Some time later, when the Ammonites made war on Israel, the elders of Gilead went to get Jephthah from the land of Tob. “Come,” they said, “be our commander, so we can fight the Ammonites.”
On meeting him they come straight to the point: “Come be our commander, so we can fight the Ammonites” (v. 6). “Be our commander” appears to refer here specifically to taking command of the men in the field, assuming responsibility for the conduct of the war. Perhaps the elders assume that the outcast will be flattered and jump at the chance of such rapid advancement. But if so, they have underestimated his shrewdness and opportunism. He is not as amenable as they expect.
 We read in verses 7-11,

Jephthah said to them, “Didn’t you hate me and drive me from my father’s house? Why do you come to me now, when you’re in trouble?” 

The elders of Gilead said to him, “Nevertheless, we are turning to you now; come with us to fight the Ammonites, and you will be our head over all who live in Gilead.” 

Jephthah answered, “Suppose you take me back to fight the Ammonites and the Lord gives them to me—will I really be your head?” 

The elders of Gilead replied, “The Lord is our witness; we will certainly do as you say.” So Jephthah went with the elders of Gilead, and the people made him head and commander over them. And he repeated all his words before the Lord in Mizpah.
You can’t help but appreciate the way Jephthah emphasized the Lord in all his negotiations with the leaders of Israel. It was the Lord who would give the victory, not Jephthah; and the agreement between him and the elders must be ratified before the Lord at Mizpah. Jephthah didn’t see the challenge as a political opportunity for himself but as an occasion for trusting the Lord and serving Him. In addition, Hebrews 11:32 makes it clear that Jephthah was a man of faith, not simply an opportunist.

He may not have been their ideal leader, but Jephthah was a desperate choice.

We’re going to stop here this evening and conclude this message next week. From what we have seen we can learn two important lessons. The first is that God uses the most unlikely people to accomplish His will. Tola and Jair seem to be nobodies, ordinary men who ably (though unspectacularly) led God’s people in times of peace and prosperity. Jephthah was, in his day, less than nobody, a social outcast. Yet all were used by God. Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 1:26-29,

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. 

God still uses the unlikely to accomplish His will.

The second lesson is that God not only wants men who can trust Him, but men whom He can trust.
 We read in 1 Corinthians 4:1-2,

So then, men ought to regard us as servants of Christ and as those entrusted with the secret things of God. Now it is required that those who have been given a trust must prove faithful.

The verse doesn’t say “successful” or “talented,” but “faithful.” All God expects of us—all He needs of us—is our trust in Him. He is more interested in our availability than in our ability. When we entrust ourselves to God, He can do great things through us!
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