Fact & Fiction on Predestination #6

“The Gospel of &”

Judges 7:1-7

A celebrity changing his or her name is hardly news—that’s been happening for well over a hundred years—but when recording artist Prince legally changed his name to an unpronounceable symbol on his 35th birthday in 1993, people took notice. His motive for doing so was never clearly stated, although many assumed it was a ploy to get out of his contract with his longtime label, Warner Brothers Records. We may never know.

I have never been tempted to change my name—I happen to be one of the lucky ones who actually likes their name—but if were to change my name to a symbol, it would be the “&”. I’ve always liked the ampersand. It simply means “and,” and no one has co-opted it to mean something woke or politically correct. At least not this week.

I also believe the ampersand has a place in theology as well. Now, to be certain, it can lead to big trouble, when we try to add anything to Jesus and what He has done to accomplish our salvation, or when we try to add “new revelation” to the completed revelation of God as the Bible. But in other, less critical issues, a balanced approach between two ideas brings us closer to the truth. Rather than being “either/or” concepts, many of these are “both/and.” I find this particularly true in the area of predestination, where two camps often gather around the positions of “divine sovereignty” or “human responsibility,” with little acknowledgement of the other side. Rather than choosing between the two camps, I believe a more Scriptural solution is to see both divine sovereignty and human responsibility together. Thus the title of this message is, “The Gospel of &.” This morning I want to focus on one passage from a book not often preached in churches today. Please turn to Judges 7.

You may be familiar with the story of Gideon. The book of Judges introduces Gideon in chapter 6 as God calls him to lead the Israelite forces against their enemies, the Midianites. Gideon was far from a willing participant in this plan, protesting that he was from the weakest clan of the weakest tribe—how could he be expected to lead an army? He asked God for a miraculous sign to confirm the mission, and God granted that request. Then he asked for another…and another. God graciously confirmed His word to Gideon by fulfilling the requests supernaturally. When we get to chapter seven, Gideon is finally ready to go to war. Beginning in verse two we read, “The Lord said to Gideon, ‘You have too many men for me to deliver Midian into their hands.’” Yes, you heard that right! God told Gideon he had too many soldiers! This is not advice included in any military manual! Why does he want to reduce the army’s strength?

The answer to that is found in the rest of verse two: “In order that Israel may not boast against me that her own strength has saved her…” The victory itself is not in question; what is in doubt is how Israel will interpret the victory if Gideon is allowed to proceed with the full contingent of men that have answered his call: they are too many. Israel might think that the victory is their doing instead of God’s.

So God instructs in verses 2-3, “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.” This may sound unusual to us, but in telling the fearful soldiers to return home, Gideon was simply obeying the law Moses originally gave in Deuteronomy 20:8, “Then the officers shall add, ‘Is any man afraid or fainthearted? Let him go home so that his brothers will not become disheartened too.’”
 Yet I’m sure Gideon was surprised that two-thirds of his army went home.

God wasn’t done, though. In verses 4-7 He says, 

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.”

God does not reduce the size of the army simply so that He can work through them to win victory. He can win victory through one man (as He will through Samson), or through thousands (as He did through Deborah and Barak’s armies). God reduces the number of soldiers because He knows that the men are “too many” for Israel to see clearly where the praise and glory should go for the victory that will come.

My emphasis for today, however, is on how this second screening is done. In verse 4, the emphasis is clearly on God’s action: “I will sift them for you,” He tells Gideon. “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.”
Yet how did God separate the men? He distinguished the two groups by what they did, specifically, how they drank water from the stream. This was not a test of obedience, where the men were commanded to drink a certain way, and those who did were chosen while those who did not were rejected. No, these men decided how they would drink on their own.

What am I getting at? I believe this is a beautiful illustration of how God’s sovereignty in predestination goes hand in hand with the human responsibility of choice. It’s not either/or; it’s both/and! (Or should I say, “both/&!) God is clearly in control of the situation, but He worked within the choices the men made of their own will to bring about His plan.

Now I have to admit, I thought this was pretty insightful of me to see this. I had not heard anyone ever explain divine sovereignty and human choice using this passage before. But just to prove that there is certainly “nothing new under the sun,” my study this past week took me to one of my dad’s favorite radio preachers, the late J. Vernon McGee.

McGee wrote,

Do you know what we have here? It is one of the finest lessons concerning divine election and man’s free will. This is the way they work together. God said to Gideon, “I am going to choose the men that I want to go with you, but the way I will do it is to let them make the choice. Bring them down to the water, and the ones who lap water like a dog, just going through and throwing it into their mouths, are the ones I have chosen. You can put aside those men who get down on all fours and take their time drinking. I don’t want them.”

“Nothing new under the sun…” McGee went on to explain,

You can argue about divine election and free will all you want to, but it works. You cannot make it work out by arguing, but it sure works out in life, friend. Each one of the ten thousand men in Gideon’s army exercised his free will. God did not interfere with one of them as far as their free wills were concerned. Today God, through His Son Jesus Christ, offers you the free gift of salvation. It is a legitimate offer. It is a sincere offer from God Himself. He says, “All that the Father gives me shall come to me; and him that comes to me I will in no wise cast out” (John 6:37). Now don’t tell me that you can argue about election right now. You cannot. You can come to God if you want to come. If you don’t come, I have news for you—you were not elected. If you do come, I have good news for you—you were elected. That is the way God moves.

Now before someone objects to this and says, “You’re making salvation a matter of works!” let’s take a closer look at the story. As the men drink from the stream, two groups emerge. One group knelt down and scooped water with the hands to their mouths, while the other group put their faces in the water and lapped like dogs. In the end, God chose the “lappers” over the “kneelers.”

Writers and preachers have waxed eloquent over the years as to why God chose one group over the other. It is amazing how virtuous the lappers become in the view of scholars. They are heralded as the vigilant, watchful ones who lean down, scoop a little water, always with their eyes on the enemy (which may yet have been several miles to the north!), while the kneelers are the careless, who think only of their thirst. The problem with this kind of exposition is that it has no basis in the text. The text does not hint at any virtue or vice in how one guzzles water. The water-drinking episode was simply Yahweh’s mechanism for further reducing Gideon’s army.
 I agree with the commentator who wrote, “Once we find ourselves asking why ‘lapping’ was the sign of a better soldier, I am sure we are on the wrong track.”
 This had nothing to do with “earning” a place in God’s plan. If anything, it should have disqualified them!
Warren Wiersbe writes, “What significance was there in the two different ways the men drank from the river? Since the Scriptures don’t tell us, we’d be wise not to read into the text some weighty spiritual lesson that God never put there.”
 I agree!

Rather than insisting that, in order for God to be sovereign He must control every element of creation—even the decisions His creatures make—the Bible teaches that God gives human beings the capacity to choose and then uses those choices to bring about His plan. On the other hand, insisting that mankind can, by exercising their will, tie God’s hands and hold His plan hostage is an equally unbiblical. As Ephesians 2:8-9 teaches, we are indeed saved by God’s grace through our faith. And if you want to complain that such a view makes our faith a “work,” then take it up with Jesus who, when asked in John 6:28, “What must we do to do the works God requires?” answered in verse 29, “The work of God is this: to believe in the one he has sent.” 

We can argue ‘til we’re blue in the face as to whether we exercise faith ourselves or whether God gives us the faith to exercise, but the bottom line is this: God commands us to believe in Him…and that is a choice. 

It has not been my intention through this sermon series to take sides, although at times I may have sounded that way. I believe in God’s sovereignty, foreknowledge, predestination, and election. I believe in human responsibility to exercise their will in choosing to trust in God. I don’t believe in either to the exclusion of the other. I believe in both, though I admit I do not have the intellectual capacity to comprehend it all. 

I believe in the gospel of &.
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