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Judges 3 – The First Judges

Introduction

This morning we began our series in the Book of Judges by taking a general look at the book, 
and the circumstances of the people of Israel and why it was that they faced many difficulties.  
We reminded ourselves that the actual years of apostasy were far outweighed by the years 
where the people were faithful under their judges.  It is a sad fact, which we will observe 
throughout the book, that the people only stayed faithful while there was godly leadership. 
 
This is a challenge to us.  Are we only spiritual because we have spiritual pastors and elders?  
Is our spiritual vitality so dependent upon men that we decline when left to trust the Lord alone? 
 
We saw that the decline in spiritual zeal was a result of compromise with the world, of not 
keeping separate from the enemies of God, and taking on board their way of thinking, and even 
making alliances with them. 
 
Are we in that danger today?  The world’s priorities are not compatible with a spiritual life.  The 
world sets its goals on wealth, career, achievement, possessions, power.  It sees nothing 
beyond that.  The Christian is someone who should, in the words of the Lord Jesus Christ: 
 
Matthew 6:19-21 “Do not lay up for yourselves treasures upon earth, where moth and 
rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal. “But lay up for yourselves treasures 
in heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys, and where thieves do not break in or 
steal; for where your treasure is, there will your heart be also. 
 
This teaching is repeated by the Apostle John: 
 
1 John 2:15-17 Do not love the world, nor the things in the world. If anyone loves the 
world, the love of the Father is not in him. For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh 
and the lust of the eyes and the boastful pride of life, is not from the Father, but is from 
the world. And the world is passing away, and also its lusts; but the one who does the 
will of God abides forever. 
 
Now, as a judgment on their disobedience, God left the nations that they were to drive out in 
place, so that they would be troubled as a result of their disobedience.  And when we turn away 
from following him, the things which we allow to take over bring us nothing but trouble and 
affliction. 
 
But the verses at the beginning of Chapter 3 tell us that he also left them as a test, to see 
whether they would trust the Lord and follow him, in the face of opposition and temptation.  It 
was not so much that they would become skilled in battle – for it was not the skill of their 
forebears that gave them victory, but the Lord.  Would these people trust the Lord to give victory 
in the same way?  Would they live the life of faith necessary? 
 
Have you ever wondered why God still allows temptation?  He does not drive out all our sin in 
one day.  It is not always as a judgment on us, but it is for a test.  Are we going to prove the 
Lord by battling all the time for holiness, and against sin?  When faced with the temptation to 
back down, or to give in – what will we do?  And so the Lord uses our remaining sin and the 
godlessness in the world to test the strength of our resolve to follow him.  And, as we follow him, 
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so he gives us victories, just as he gave the people of Israel victories when they were faithful to 
him.   
 
But once they backslid, those same enemies, often, came back to trouble them.  And it is the 
same with us.  We get a victory over sin – we become complacent, and backslide, and there it is 
– the sin returns with a vengeance. 
 
Main bit

The  Judges were raised up as deliverers – but only in response to the people’s cries.  But look 
how long it often took before they cried to the Lord.  8 years before Othniel was raised up, and 
18 before Ehud was raised up.  This is perhaps the most shocking thing of all about backsliding 
and disobedience – how slow we are to repent and return to the Lord.  What a grip sin can have 
on us that, even as it brings us into the disapproval and discipline of the Lord, it also stops us 
from repenting, and holds us far longer than need be.  Are we slow to repent and seek 
forgiveness.  Do we go happily on, confident that we are Christians and therefore safe?  How 
much we need, as the old Puritans used to say, to ‘keep short accounts with God’. 
 
But look at the grace of God – even though the people delay their repentance, he does not 
delay his deliverance.  As soon as they genuinely cried to him, he raised up a deliverer.   
 
As soon as  we genuinely repent, he will deliver us.  And our deliverer is not simply a man, 
however godly.  Our deliverer is the Lord Jesus Christ himself, who gave himself for us, and 
died at Calvary to take the wrath of God against our sin, so that our deliverance is real, and 
effective.   
 
The forgiveness we receive is not simply that our sin is overlooked, but that it is truly taken 
away.  What Christ suffered for us will not be required of us.  All the more reason to seek to live 
holy and godly lives, in gratitude to our Saviour, and in remembrance of the dreadful price he 
paid for our sin.  [Remembrance Sunday illustration] 
 
Well, let’s take a look at these two Judges, and what they did, and see what we can learn 
from them, about leadership, boldness and effective service to the Lord. 
 
And before we think that what I am going to say applies only to pastors and elders, and maybe 
others in leadership in the church, we need to remind ourselves of the purpose of leaders: 
 
Ephesians 4:11-13 And He gave some as apostles, and some as prophets, and some as 
evangelists, and some as pastors and teachers, for the equipping of the saints for the 
work of service, to the building up of the body of Christ; until we all attain to the unity of 
the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to a mature man, to the measure of the 
stature which belongs to the fullness of Christ. 
 
For this reason, I am going to make the application very general, as it really does apply to us all, 
as we are all servants of the Lord Jesus Christ, called to live and work for him. 
 
On an historical note – it is almost certain that the dreadful things described in the final 5 
chapters of the Book of Judges were taking place around the time before the Lord raised up 
Othniel. 
 
i.   Othniel 
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Othniel had all the appearances of being the right person for a judge. 
 
He had the family background.  His uncle was Caleb, who with Joshua, was the only spy out of 
the twelve whom Moses sent to spy out the Promised Land who came back with a good report, 
and was rewarded with the promise that he would enter it.  Not only was he from a prominent 
family, that family had distinguished itself in the service of the Lord. 
 
He had the track-record: 
 
Judges 1:12-13 And Caleb said, “The one who attacks Kiriath-sepher and captures it, I 
will even give him my daughter Achsah for a wife.” And Othniel the son of Kenaz, Caleb’s 
younger brother, captured it; so he gave him his daughter Achsah for a wife. 
 
He had already proved himself in battle as a valiant and fearless warrior. 
 
But is family background sufficient to qualify us for serving the Lord? 
 
Well, the Scriptures show that it is not – think of Samuel, whose two sons, Hophni and 
Phinehas, disgraced their calling to the priesthood with immoral and greedy living. 
 
A godly upbringing is a wonderful gift of God.  From an early age you hear about the Lord Jesus 
Christ.  But it doesn’t save you!   
 
Family habits and discipline will keep you from many a sin, and give you much of spiritual 
benefit.  But they are no substitute for knowing the Lord personally, and do not guarantee that 
you, too, will be a real Christian.  That comes from personal repentance and faith. 
 
And are natural gifts enough to serve the Lord?   
 
Remember King Saul, who seemed, from the outside, to be the ideal person to be king, and yet 
whose spiritual and moral failings led to disaster, both for him and for the nation. 
 
Natural gifts are not useless, but, in themselves do not qualify us for Christian service. 
 
There are two things needed, and they are both here in the account of Othniel, and, indeed, in 
the history of every other Judge: 
 
i.   Calling. Othniel was raised up by the Lord.  It was the Lord who chose Othniel and set 
him up as a Judge: 
 
Judges 3:9 And when the sons of Israel cried to the Lord, the Lord raised up a deliverer 
for the sons of Israel to deliver them, Othniel the son of Kenaz, Caleb’s younger brother. 
 
If the Lord had not called him, it would have been self-importance and pride to have gone.  
None of us can ever go into Christian service simply as a result of our own whim or fancy. 
 
But if you are not serving the Lord, it is not because you haven’t been called, but because you 
haven’t heard, or taken notice of the call.   
 
When God calls us, he does two things, generally - He gives us a desire to serve him, and an 
opportunity as well.  Is the reason we are not serving because we lack the desire?  We are very 
content simply to come along to the Sunday meetings, but anything else is asking too much!  
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Did you know that God can call you by showing you that there is a need?  The very showing 
you the need can be used by God to stimulate the desire to serve him.  We have only this life in 
which to serve him.  Let us not reach the end of our lives, and then have bitter regrets at the 
missed, or worse, refused, opportunities to serve the one who gave his all for us. 
 
ii.  The Holy Spirit. 

Judges 3:10 And the Spirit of the Lord came upon him, and he judged Israel. When he 
went out to war, the Lord gave Cushan-rishathaim king of Mesopotamia into his hand, so 
that he prevailed over Cushan-rishathaim. 
 
Notice, in passing, that the first thing Othniel did was to judge Israel – ie to tell them of their sin, 
bring them to repentance, and only then did he go out to defeat the enemy. 
 
This is ever so for us – we can not get victory without first repenting of our sin and backsliding. 
 
But there is something else here: 
 
Without the Spirit of God, we can do nothing in his service.  Calling is only the first step.  Notice 
that the Spirit came upon him for service after he had responded. 
 
This is so important.  It does away with the excuse that we cannot do something.  Whoever said 
you could anyway?  Too often we can hear the call of God and feel thoroughly inadequate.  
Well we are!  But we must not turn it down on that account.  Notice that the Spirit came upon 
him only when he responded to the call.  We can expect no less from our Lord.   
 
When he calls us, it is not a matter of our being on our own, to sink or swim as best we may.  
The one who calls us is the one who empowers us for service. 
 
The Apostle Paul knew this: 
 
2 Corinthians 3:5-6 Not that we are adequate in ourselves to consider anything as 
coming from ourselves, but our adequacy is from God, who also made us adequate as 
servants of a new covenant, not of the letter, but of the Spirit; for the letter kills, but the 
Spirit gives life. 
 
And later on he says: 
 
Philippians 4:13 I can do all things through Him who strengthens me. 
 
It is not a matter of waiting for the Spirit and then going out – the Spirit poured out at Pentecost 
is now available without waiting.  It is a matter of going out in faith. 
 
Whitefield: As me goeth, so He cometh. 
 
Me and Open Air work. 
 
Now it is entirely possible that we may be still thinking, ‘Othniel, with all his gifts, is just the 
person that God would call.,  But he will never call me, for I have no gifts at all.’  Apart from the 
fact that God gives us all gifts for his service, we need to remember that God’s assessment of 
us may well be quite different from our own assessment of ourselves. 
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There is a tremendous principle in Scripture, which we usually apply only to salvation, but which 
applies to all that God does: 
 
1 Corinthians 1:26-31 For consider your calling, brethren, that there were not many wise 
according to the flesh, not many mighty, not many noble; but God has chosen the foolish 
things of the world to shame the wise, and God has chosen the weak things of the world 
to shame the things which are strong, and the base things of the world and the despised, 
God has chosen, the things that are not, that He might nullify the things that are, that no 
man should boast before God. But by His doing you are in Christ Jesus, who became to 
us wisdom from God, and righteousness and sanctification, and redemption, that, just as 
it is written, “Let him who boasts, boast in the Lord.” 
 
This applies just as much to Christian service as it does to salvation.  Who is going to get the 
glory as a result of our service to him? 
 
2 Corinthians 4:7 But we have this treasure in earthen vessels, that the surpassing 
greatness of the power may be of God and not from ourselves… 

Othniel is great example of a principle stated by the Lord Jesus Christ:  
 
Luke 19:17 “And he said to him, ‘Well done, good slave, because you have been faithful 
in a very little thing, be in authority over ten cities.’ 
 
ii. Ehud 

Let us not waste time on the opinions of those who see Ehud as a disreputable character, an 
assassin, who lied to Eglon.  This is such a travesty of his character.  When, in verse 20, he 
tells Ehud that he has a message for him, he is telling him the truth.  He was sent by God as a 
judge and avenger, and his dagger was the message from God, calling him to account. 
 
What we will say is that, under the Old, National Covenant, this kind of direct action was, from 
time to time, what God wanted. 
 
But that National Covenant with the nation of Israel is no longer in operation, having been 
replaced by the better, the New Covenant.  And under that Covenant, many things that were OK 
under the Old are no longer in operation.  Remember the words of the Lord Jesus to Pilate: 
 
John 18:36 Jesus answered, “My kingdom is not of this world. If My kingdom were of this 
world, then My servants would be fighting, that I might not be delivered up to the Jews; 
but as it is, My kingdom is not of this realm.” 
 
But look at Ehud. 
 
No family background mentioned; no previous history of valiant deeds.  In fact, he was 
physically disabled.  It is clear from the original that he was not one of the select band who were 
born left-handed.   The word used actually means ‘bound up in his right hand’ – or disabled in 
some way. 
 
Yet called, and raised up by God, and, by comparison with all the others, the Holy Spirit upon 
him.  And look how the Holy Spirit is with him: 
 
He gives him a strategy, and the courage and faith to carry it out, even at great risk.   
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He gives him coolness under stress, as he calmly walks away from where he has executed 
Eglon.  
 
He gives him leadership skills to rally the entire people of Israel to overthrow the oppressor. 
 
What is more, there is clear evidence of God’s providential work in his exploits: 
 
This whole story carries with it the clear evidence of God being in control - by his providence 
Ehud's faith is rewarded with success. 
 
It starts when Ehud is given the task of taking the tribute.  This makes access to Eglon easy, 
natural and in no way suspicious. 
 
His companions did not question him when he sent them home ahead of him, as well they might 
have done, and perhaps sought to dissuade him from his task. 
 
When he gets to Eglon and tells him  "I have a secret message for you, O king." Eglon's pride 
and curiosity, as well as his sense of security, meant that he was not suspicious.  Eglon 
appears to have been very proud - because of his pride, did not want anyone else to share in 
this message.  As a result, he dismissed all the courtiers and left himself alone. 
 
Then, when Ehud said that the message was in fact from God, Eglon stood up - which made 
Ehud's task all the easier.  As a left-handed man, Ehud had an advantage, for an attack with the 
weapon in the left hand would have been even more of a surprise.  His disability was actually an 
advantage! 
 
Then Eglon did not cry out as he died. 
 
The character of Eglon works against him - it seems that the servants did not dare to enter 
without a command, and their delay gave Ehud ample time to escape.  By the time they had 
overcome their reluctance to open the door, it was too late. 
 
Is this not a remarkable account of how God is in control of everything?  Ehud went ahead in 
faith, not knowing the outcome, but believing that God would bring about his will, and God was 
controlling all the circumstances, enabling Ehud to succeed. 
 
How about us?  When we are about the Lord's work - is God any different?  However hard the 
task he calls us to, he is in control and he will watch over us, rewarding our faith with success. 
 
Ehud is an example of another NT principle, which we have already quoted: 
 
1 Corinthians 1:26-31 For consider your calling, brethren, that there were not many wise 
according to the flesh, not many mighty, not many noble; but God has chosen the foolish 
things of the world to shame the wise, and God has chosen the weak things of the world 
to shame the things which are strong, and the base things of the world and the despised, 
God has chosen, the things that are not, that He might nullify the things that are, that no 
man should boast before God. But by His doing you are in Christ Jesus, who became to 
us wisdom from God, and righteousness and sanctification, and redemption, that, just as 
it is written, “Let him who boasts, boast in the Lord.” 
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Conclusion

Let us reflect on these things.  These Judges were ordinary people, but they were used of the 
Lord.  They were strategically placed to serve the Lord in their time. 
 
And we are strategically placed to serve the Lord where we are – whether in ‘Christian Service’ 
or in our witness at work, in College, school, at home or amongst our friends.  What Mordecai 
said to Esther can equally be said to us: 
 
Esther 4:14 “For if you remain silent at this time, relief and deliverance will arise for the 
Jews from another place and you and your father’s house will perish. And who knows 
whether you have not attained royalty for such a time as this?” 
 
As the Angel told Daniel: 
 
Daniel 11:32 “.... the people who know their God will display strength and take action.” 
 
And there is the key, isn’t it?  Not great gifts, but faith in a great God.  And the more we know 
him and prove him, the more we are able to go out and serve him. 


