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WEEK 29, DAY 1                       JUDGES 6 and 7 

 

Good morning.  This is Pastor Soper and welcome to Week 29 of Know the Word.  This morning we 

continued our tour through the Book of Judges and read the story of Gideon.  Last week, you remember, we 

encountered Othniel, Ehud, Shamgar, Deborah and Barak.  Their stories were in all probability new to many 

of you.  Not so with Gideon.  Along with Samson, he is the most famous of the judges of this book and his 

story is familiar to everyone who ever went to Sunday School or had a Bible storybook as a child.  

Nevertheless, I am sure that your fresh reading of the story today turned up some points of interest that you 

have previously missed or thought about only a little. 

 

The oppressors this time are the Midianites, but the condition of Israel is not primarily related to the military 

strength of Midian.  It is directly related to the spiritual weakness of Israel, to the apostasy of the nation.  

Already in the Book of Judges we have seen the Israelites in bondage to Aram, Moab, Philistia and Canaan, 

and now Midian.  The awful lesson that Israel in the Book of Judges seemed absolutely incapable of 

learning was simply this: when we dishonor the Lord, we lose the right to claim His protection over us.  

That is what the message of the prophet at the beginning of chapter 6 is all about!  We must not infer from 

this that every single national calamity that comes upon a nation is solely and completely because of its sin 

against God.  But it is certainly true that God can and does use both military and natural disasters to chasten 

those who rebel against His righteous rule.  The prophet Amos, in his little book, poses an interesting 

rhetorical question.  “Is there evil (or disaster) in the land and hath the Lord not done it?”  Israel found itself 

in subservience to Midian because it refused to be in subservience to God.  It goes without saying this 

morning that the same general principles that govern the affairs of nations apply to particular individuals as 

well.  We ought not to conclude that every misfortune, disease or adversity that befalls us is directly related 

to sin in our lives.  (That kind of thinking will put us into another kind of bondage.)  But it is certainly true 

that when we rebel against God and refuse to honor Him in our lives, we move ourselves out from under the 

umbrella of His protection and expose ourselves to adversities that we would not otherwise have to face.  It 

is a stated principle that whenever Israel refused to serve the Lord they quickly found themselves serving 

someone else. As it was with them, so it is with us.  In the words of a contemporary songwriter, “You gotta' 

serve somebody!” 

 

We have already, in our remarks about Deborah, noted that God has a remarkably consistent habit of 

choosing His own leaders and usually He makes what seems to us an unlikely choice.  Deborah was an 

example of that. Gideon, if anything, is an even bigger one.  The angel calls him a “mighty man of valor” 

but that is either irony or faith because at the point of his call, Gideon is trying to thrash grain secretly as he 

is afraid of the Midianites.  He needs an extraordinary amount of reassurance before he is willing to act and 

when he finally does move to obey, he acts in secret, under the cover of darkness and then hides out and lets 

his father speak out to protect him from the angry mob!!  There was nothing – absolutely nothing, in Gideon 

that qualified him for the job God called him to do!  As you move through the pages of Scripture and the 

history of the church it is amazing how often God chooses very average, nondescript kinds of people to 

accomplish His mighty work!  I remember reading about a newspaperman who followed D.L. Moody all 

over Great Britain in an effort to explain to his newspaper readers why Moody saw such phenomenal 

results. He wrote back to his editor that after following Moody for several weeks he could not explain it at 

all.  Moody's looks were singularly unimpressive.  He was overweight.  His voice was high-pitched and 

harsh, his grammar was badly flawed.  He was not a very good speaker.  Not knowing what else to do, the 

paper printed that correspondence and Moody read it and laughed and laughed.  “That's just the point” he 

said, “it isn't me at all. It is the Holy Spirit of God.”  The secret of D.L. Moody and of Gideon (in spite of 

his initial reluctance) is the same – they made themselves available to God.  That's all!! 
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Now it might well be worth our while to “push” this subject just a little farther and ask why God so often 

chooses such unimpressive and unspectacular vessels.  (We'll see this same principle in operation again 

when God sends Samuel to anoint one of Jesse's sons as king and the choice falls upon the youngest and 

least impressive – the boy David.)  We do not need to wonder, however, because the New Testament, in I 

Corinthians chapter 1, tells us straight out – ‘God chooses the weak over the strong, the foolish over the 

wise, the things that are not in order to confound the things that are so that no flesh should glory in His 

presence.’ 

 

God chose Gideon then for exactly the same reason that He chose the battle plan that reduced the army to 

just 300 men before they engaged the enemy in conflict – so that when the day was done and the victory 

won, everyone would know that it was God and God alone who had done it and the glory would be His 

alone.  “I am the Lord”, He says in another place, “and my glory I will not share with another.” 

 

I am sure you noticed Gideon's amazing question when confronted by the angel of the Lord.  “If the Lord is 

with us, why has all this happened to us…?”  Where is God in the midst of all our troubles?  Why doesn't 

He act to help us?  That is the perennial question of people in trouble.  Whenever I hear someone ask it I am 

tempted to answer his or her question with one of my own.  “If in your trouble you look about for evidence 

of the presence of God and can't find it, who moved – you or God?”  The answer most of the time of course 

is that you did.  God is right where He always was waiting for you to come back to Him.  Here is how Isaiah 

says it in Isaiah 59:1-2, “Surely the arm of the Lord is not too short to save nor His ear too dull to hear.  But 

your iniquities have separated you from your God so that He will not hear.”  That was Israel's problem. 

 

This passage is also famous, of course, because of Gideon's unique way of discerning the will of God.  So 

famous, of course, that even today we talk about putting out fleeces to determine the will of God – setting 

up a controlled situation and then saying, ‘God if this happens (presumably something not likely to occur all 

by itself), then I'll know that your will is “A” but if that happens I'll know it's “B”’.  There is a fair amount 

of debate about whether Gideon provides us here with a model of an acceptable way to solicit the will of 

God for our lives.  Is it ever God's will for a Christian to “throw out a fleece?”  Or is that the evidence of an 

unacceptable lack of faith?  On the negative side of that question it may be observed that before Gideon 

asked for a faith building sign, God had already clearly told him what he was to do.  It may also be observed 

that Gideon on a later occasion (just before the battle) needed yet another faith injection.  This we are told is 

not a model to emulate.  On the positive side of the ledger, it can be observed that God gave Gideon the 

signs for which he asked and never rebuked him in any way.  More than that, Gideon is not the only fleece-

layer in Scripture.  Eleazar of Damascus, Abraham's faithful servant, did the same thing as Gideon when 

seeking God's will regarding a wife for Isaac.  King Hezekiah asked for and received a sign in 2 Kings 20, 

and in Isaiah chapter 7, God Himself invites King Ahaz to request a sign.  Ahaz refuses, but God obliges 

him anyway.  In some cases, then, we are told it is entirely appropriate to seek a sign.  This much is certain.  

Laying out fleeces is a practice calculated to strengthen the discernment and faith of a weaker Christian.  

The better we know the Word of God and the more mature our faith becomes, the less we will find 

ourselves in need of fleeces. 

 

There was a pretty important phrase used in verse 34 of chapter 6.  In describing what happened to Gideon 

we are told that the Spirit of the Lord “came upon Gideon” – that's the New International Version rendering. 

 But the Hebrew language actually says that the Spirit of God clothed Himself with Gideon.  One old poet 

has suggested that “Gideon was just a suit of working clothes that the Spirit put on that day.”  That revealing 

bit of language which is mirrored in two or three other places of the Old Testament helps us with a couple of 

important things.  The first is that the ability to do the work of God – the wisdom, the power, the 

understanding and even the faith – are not inherently resident in Gideon or any other servant of the Lord for 
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that matter.  They are given – endowments that come from the Holy Spirit of God.  This is a crucial point.  

We must understand it.  Christianity is not a self-help religion (although that is what a good many speakers 

and writers of our day are trying to make it).  It is not a matter of coming to faith in Christ and thereby 

unlocking all of this talent and ability that was there all the time but being “blocked” by our lack of oneness 

with the Creator and ourselves.  Being filled with the Spirit of God does enable us to use what was already 

there more effectively, but primarily it has the effect of “connecting us” to resources, gifts and power that 

are resident not in us, but in Christ who through His Holy Spirit has come to dwell in us. 

 

That last expression I used, the one about Christ dwelling in us, points us to the other important concept 

emerging from the description of the Spirit of God clothing Himself with Gideon.  In Old Testament times – 

before the coming of Christ and the gift of the Holy Spirit to the church at Pentecost, the Holy Spirit did not 

indwell people – that is, He did not come upon them in any permanent way at all, but only for limited 

periods of time and usually for specific tasks.  When the task was completed, the Spirit was withdrawn.  

That accounts for the language of King David in the Psalm when he prays, “And take not Thy Holy Spirit 

away from me…”.  The glorious truth of the indwelling Spirit who comes to reside forever in the hearts of 

the people who have been joined by faith to Christ is unknown in the Old Testament.  That is a privilege 

that we enjoy and it is one of the reasons that Jesus once said that the least saint in the church would be 

greater than John the Baptist, who He had already proclaimed to be the greatest man in the Old Testament 

dispensation.  That is something you can meditate upon today. 

 

This is Pastor Soper.  Have a great day and I'll talk with you again tomorrow. 

 

 

 

 WEEK 29, DAY 2                   JUDGES 8 and 9 

 

Good morning.  This is Pastor Soper.  Today you read Judges 8 and 9 and finished the account of Gideon 

and his times.  While chapter 7 gave us the actual account of Gideon's victory over the Midianites, it is in 

chapter 8 that we really begin to appreciate the scope of what God used those 300 men to do!!  According to 

the figures given here, there were 135,000 swordsmen in the original army of the Midianites.  I'm not much 

of a mathematician, but I think that means that for each and every Israelite who went into battle there were 

450 Midianite warriors.  It had to be incredibly obvious that it was the “sword of the Lord,” not that of 

Gideon which had won the day. 

 

My first reading through these two chapters left me feeling like we were not going to have as much to talk 

about this morning as usual, but further reflection suggests that is not the case at all.  The unwillingness of 

the men at Succoth and Peniel to provide support and supplies to Gideon's tiny expeditionary force is a 

tragic testimony to the sad conditions in Israel just a few generations after Joshua's death. 

 

The first thing that is evident from this incident, which occurred as Gideon's mighty men are pursuing the 

surviving 15,000 Midianite troops along with their commanders Zebah and Zalmunna, is that Israel at this 

point in time had completely lost the sense of national unity that was so evident during the life of Joshua, 

their last great leader.  Israel was not a nation at all, just 12 semi-connected tribes, each one of which 

operated on the basis of “what's best for me”.  Joshua was not asking the men of Succoth and Peniel to go to 

battle – he was not asking them to make a huge financial sacrifice to feed a big army.  He only had 300 men 

and all he wanted was food.  He had just won a great victory, which would deliver Succoth and Peniel from 

Midianite domination.  It is almost incomprehensible that they would be so ungrateful, so uncharitable and 

so unneighborly as to refuse to feed his men.  But that seems to be what happened.  In the days of Joshua the 
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men of Ephraim and Manasseh willingly went for about seven or eight years without their farms and 

families so that they could help to win the land for the other tribes and they did it without complaint!  Now 

in Gideon's day, Succoth and Peniel are not even willing to spring for a meal!  There is no unity in Israel in 

the days of the judges.  Now I want to suggest to you three reasons why this was so and to look for the 

relevance it might have in our situation. 

 

First, there was no unity because there was no obedience to the Lord.  When nations or churches or families 

have a common commitment to obey the Lord, there is always a sense of unity in the midst.  When that 

obedience is gone, so is the unity and in its place you will always find conflict and dissension, mistrust and 

anger.  The second reason for the startling lack of unity in the nation of Israel is to be found in the fact that 

they were without strong godly leadership.  Unless there are strong leaders, any organization, be it purely 

secular or fervently religious, is going to suffer from a lack of unity.  God sends leaders to shepherd His 

church and, as we noted yesterday, His first response in times of spiritual decline is to raise up new leaders.  

The caliber of leadership found in the Book of Judges – even in the times when someone did arise to lead – 

is so markedly inferior to the caliber of Moses and Joshua that the sad predicaments in which Israel 

repeatedly found itself are almost predictable.  Even the people instinctively understood how badly they 

needed leadership.  That's why they begged Gideon to become their king.  One of the highest priorities 

needed in the church of Jesus Christ today is for the raising up of new leaders.  The final reason for the 

shocking lack of unity in Israel follows I believe, from the second.  It is simply this – there was no unifying 

vision in Israel.  The King James Version's rendering of Proverbs 29:18 says, “Where there is no vision the 

people perish”, the New International Version says, “Where there is no revelation the people cast off 

restraint.”  The words are very different but the basic thought is very clear.  Leaders see where God wants to 

go and they communicate that vision – that revelation from God – and help others to see it and grab hold.  

When there are no leaders, there is no sense of destiny, no clear understanding of where God wants to take 

US, so everyone decides for themselves where they would like to take themselves!!  The end result is chaos 

every time.  Gideon was definitely not the greatest leader that Israel ever had, but he did get a clear picture 

of what God wanted to do and he inspired others to believe it with him.  Leaders do that! 

 

The second thing evident in this account is that in addition to having no unity, Israel had no faith…no faith 

in God and no faith in themselves.  Imagine the scene for a moment.  Gideon has 300 men and together they 

have just routed an army of 135,000 men.  Two of the enemy kings involved in the action have already been 

taken and 120,000 of the enemy troops are gone.  The odds against Israel have dropped from 450 to one to a 

mere 50 to one.  In the face of that kind of miraculous victory, the elders of Succoth and Peniel are saying 

we can't help you unless you can guarantee that the other two kings are also in custody.  It's just too 

dangerous.  What if they get mad and come back to hurt us??  What kind of miracle do these people need to 

see in order to believe?  I don't know if they thought it was a fluke – this midnight victory – but clearly they 

did not have faith enough to believe that God had acted and that the hand of the Lord was with Gideon. 

 

The third thing that evidently characterized the whole nation of Israel in Gideon's day and throughout the 

entire period of the Judges was a very low level of spirituality.  Moral standards were at a very low ebb.  It 

is seen all through this account.  The spirit of revenge that characterizes the actions of nearly everyone 

including Gideon is a case in point.  While the people who stood against Joshua and his armies received 

very hard treatment indeed, the spirit of meanness and revenge that is so evident here, even in the heart of 

God's man Gideon, does not appear in Joshua's day.  (If it had, their response to the Gibeonites would have 

been very different from what it was.) 

 

The lack of discernment shown by Gideon in the making of the ephod, and the readiness of the people to 

“prostitute” themselves by worshipping it, even the polygamy which was being practiced by Gideon, set the 
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stage for the reprehensible actions of Abimelech.  All of this shows just how far Israel had fallen from the 

standards of Joshua and his day! 

 

No unity, no leaders, no vision, no faith, no righteousness.  No wonder it was a terrible time in the history of 

God's people. 

 

Just a moment ago I mentioned the ephod that Gideon made from the gold earrings.  You may remember 

from the Book of Exodus that an ephod was a garment worn by a priest.  The one described in Exodus was 

made of expensive material worked with gold, blue, purple, scarlet and precious stones.  It reached from the 

breast down to the hips and was held in place by two shoulder bands and a waistband.  Attached to it were 

the urim and thummim, which helped the priest to know God's will.  Apparently however, through the years 

the nature of the ephod changed and by the time of Samuel (the last judge) it is no longer something you 

wear but something that was apparently a freestanding image, which could be lifted up or carried.  Another 

group of scholars think that the ephod in the time of the judges was “a piece of cloth used to cover the eyes 

when the urim and thummim were used to discover the will of God”.  In all probability, Gideon did not plan 

on producing an idol that would draw the nation away from Jehovah, but he lacked the discernment to 

realize what could happen and the commitment to stop it when it did happen. 

 

We do not know whether Gideon was polygamous before God raised him up as Israel's judge, but it is quite 

evident that the practice of having multiple spouses was widely tolerated in Israel.  I am sure that they 

borrowed the idea from the pagan nations who they failed to drive out of Canaan and probably developed 

some first class rationalizations for their sins.  “After all,” I can hear them saying, “It is God's purpose that 

we should develop and populate this Promised Land.  The more children we have, the more quickly it can 

be done.  The way to multiply children is to multiply wives.  God is going to love this idea of ours.”  There 

is no specific condemnation of polygamy either here or in many of the other New Testament passages in 

which it is mentioned, but it is very clear that polygamy is not acceptable to God.  More than that in 

virtually every passage of Scripture in which we have any follow-up details mentioned, polygamous 

marriages had uniformly disastrous results.  Abraham's multiple wives produced the age-old Jewish/ Arab 

conflict – Solomon's polygamous marriages ruined his empire!!  Gideon produced a very bitter harvest 

indeed!! 

 

Gideon's refusal to accept a crown from the grateful people of Israel is a reminder to us that Israel was 

intended to be a theocracy – a kingdom without an earthly king because its real king was the Lord.  Gideon 

understood and honored that fact.  Unfortunately his opportunistic son Abimelech did not.  After 

slaughtering all of his brothers except Jotham, who escaped and quite appropriately hurled down large 

stones from Mt. Gerizim, Abimelech managed to secure a throne of sorts for himself for three years.  The 

extent of his kingdom seems to have been very limited: only Shechem, Beth Millo (which may be the name 

of a specific tower in the town of Shechem mentioned in verse 46), Arumah and Thebez are mentioned.  It 

was a very small kingdom held by force of violence and after just three years, the man who lived by the 

sword, found himself on the other end of the same blade!! 

 

Chapter 9 ends by making a very significant theological point.  I hope you caught it.  Verse 56 says, “Thus 

God repaid the wickedness that Abimelech had done to his father...God also made the men of Shechem pay 

for all their wickedness.”  The point is this.  God raised up Gideon – Jerub-Baal – to be the judge over 

Israel.  But the real judge was always the Lord and that judge always has the last word – justice will be 

done! 

 

This is Pastor Soper.  Have a great day and I'll talk with you again tomorrow. 
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WEEK 29, DAY 3                  JUDGES 10, 11, and 12 

 

Good morning.  This is Pastor Soper.  Today you read Judges 10-12 and encountered six more judges of 

Israel: Tola, Jair, Jephthah, Ibzan, Elon, and Abdon.  About five of the six we know almost nothing at all; 

their names, the length of time during which they led Israel, in most cases the number of children they had – 

that's all.  The great majority of the passage, however, is given over to the tragic story of Jephthah. 

 

I don't know about you, but as I re-read this passage today I could not help but remember the equally tragic 

story of Lot back in the Book of Genesis.  Both Lot and Jephthah were so degraded in their own thought 

processes, and so far from God, that in an attempt to honor God and do the righteous things they proposed 

(and in Jephthah's case carried out) despicable acts.  Remember Lot?  He chose to live near Sodom and 

eventually moved into the wicked city itself.  He purported to be a servant of the one true God and we have 

the infallible word of Scripture to assure us that he was indeed a righteous man.  The evil of Sodom 

distressed him greatly but it also affected him profoundly, more profoundly than he could ever realize.  

When the angels (who he recognized only as righteous men) came to warn him of the impending doom of 

that perverse civilization, the men of Sodom came as an unruly mob to the home of Lot demanding that he 

release the strange men staying with him to the mob so that they could rape them and have homosexual 

relations with them.  Lot was horrified.  This he protested would be a terrible thing to do.  (So far so good.)  

Then he showed just how much of Sodom had entered his soul.  In order to protect the men of God he 

offered the animals of Sodom his own daughters instead.  Doubtless Lot thought that was a noble and 

righteous solution!  It was the best one he could think of!  Fortunately the angels of God intervened to 

protect both Lot and his daughters, as the reprobates of Sodom were smitten with a temporary blindness! 

 

If anything, Jephthah's level of spiritual perception, and his understanding of what will honor God, is even 

worse than Lot's!  Make no mistake though.  Jephthah has a kind of honor that is as striking as it is tragic.  

He is not a godly man.  The evidence is quite clear.  Rejected by his family and driven from his community 

because society then as now has a terrible habit of punishing children for the misdeeds of their parents, 

Jephthah gathered around himself a group of “adventurers” – we would call them mercenaries, soldiers of 

fortune or even outlaws.  They lived by making war and unless I miss my mark by a long shot, they were not 

terribly particular about who their victims were.  This is not a holy man. Because of his battle skills, 

Jephthah is called to lead the Israelites against the Ammonites.  Jephthah calls upon God in the face of battle 

and makes a rash manipulative vow.  The vow itself, regardless of its content, reveals more 

misunderstanding about the ways of God with man.  People who really know the Lord understand that He is 

not a God to be manipulated by people making “deals” with Him. 

 

The worst thing of all, of course, is that this man actually believed that God would be pleased by a sacrifice 

of a human being!  Some commentators have tried to evade the natural force of this passage by saying that 

Jephthah must have been expecting an animal of some sort to rush from the house to greet him, but the clear 

language of the passage simply will not bear that explanation out.  Jephthah was not expecting to have to 

sacrifice his daughter, but apparently he would not have begrudged the Lord one of the household servants.  

Jephthah certainly was not familiar at all with the Law of Moses. This willingness to countenance a human 

sacrifice is yet another example of how bad things really were in Israel.  For anyone (let alone the 

acknowledged leader of the country) to even think that this view could be appropriate is almost beyond my 

comprehension. 

 

I have from time to time read commentators who want to applaud Jephthah for his integrity.  He kept his 

word, his oath, even at a terrible cost.  I am very sorry.  This is one oath it would have been more righteous 

to break.  I wonder how much this oath keeping was really done to glorify God and how much was done to 
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keep Jephthah from losing face. 

 

Jephthah then was not a righteous man and God did not endorse, inspire or condone his vow.  But that 

leaves us with a big question.  If he was not a good man, why did God choose to use Him?  Gideon had feet 

of clay, but he would never have done what Jephthah did! 

 

Before we go on you need to know that though all of the early commentators accepted the view that 

Jephthah actually did sacrifice his daughter to the Lord, from the time of the Middle Ages until now there 

has been a minority view which sees Jephthah as a righteous man who would never contemplate such an 

action.  Pressing the grammar of the passage, they render the vow in verse 31 this way, “Whatever comes 

out of the door of my house to meet me will be the Lord's OR I will sacrifice it as a burnt offering.”  By 

changing the “and” to “or” (which is technically possible, though it sets up a distinction which would be 

very unusual – everywhere else in the Old Testament things that are offered in sacrifice are considered as 

belonging to the Lord) they avoid the idea of human sacrifice.  Jephthah was saying – if the first thing to 

meet me is an animal I'll sacrifice it; if it is a human I'll devote it to the Lord (probably in the service of the 

tabernacle at Shiloh).  The reference to mourning related to his daughter's virginity then becomes the focal 

point of the story, as she would be committed to perpetual virginity in order to serve at the tabernacle. This 

view certainly makes for a nicer story, but it doesn't fit the evidence as well and we are back to our original 

thought – Jephthah was not a very good man and he surely knew very little about God.  So why did God use 

him – why would the Holy Spirit come upon such a person? 

 

The answer of course is that we have absolutely no idea why God chose to use him, unless it was to further 

humble the Israelites who had long before driven him out of their society.  God does have a habit of using 

the despised things as I Corinthians 1 has reminded us.  That is probably the reason the birth of the Savior 

was first announced to shepherds – just about the lowest people on the ladder of social respectability in the 

Israel of that day – and why Rahab was the only person saved (with her family) out of Jericho and why the 

resurrection of Christ – the most important event in human history – was first announced to women among 

whom was a converted prostitute with no decent reputation or social clout.  We can never really know why 

God chose to use Jephthah – any more than we will know why He chose Deborah, a woman, or Gideon – 

He just did!  What is much more important for us this morning is to note that He did choose to use Jephthah 

and in so doing shows us that God can use unrighteous as well as righteous instruments to accomplish his 

work.  Listen – have you ever wondered about the people who have been genuinely converted to Christ 

under the ministry of well known pastors and evangelists who later were found out to be terrible frauds – 

living lies and trampling on the grace of God? Could the people affected by the ministry of a corrupt 

preacher really be saved?  Why would God honor their work and use them for good even when their lives 

were inconsistent and at times rotten to the core.  What we need to understand is that God is sovereign and 

there are times when He chooses to honor His word and His truth despite the fact that the instrument is an 

unworthy one.  That is not the “norm” and it is certainly no justification for you and I as His servants to 

develop an attitude of nonchalance about our personal holiness, but it is true that God is so great that He can 

use a Cyrus or a Nebuchadnezzar to accomplish His purpose just as easily as a Daniel or a John the Baptist. 

 

If and when you discover that some Christian leader, through whom you have seen the Holy Spirit 

accomplish some mighty work of grace, turns out to have clay feet, don't let that throw you spiritually – 

don't turn away from God on that account. 

 

I never cease to be amazed at the degree to which the Bible has shaped our culture and even our language 

without our really being aware of it.  Some time, try this very interesting little exercise.  Carry a little 

notebook with you for a few days and every time you read or hear a reference to or an expression that comes 
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from the Bible, just jot it down.  I guarantee that you will be astonished at the degree to which Biblical truth 

has shaped our culture – even though in many cases we no longer realize the origins of the concepts or 

expressions.  It is certainly true that it would be impossible to pretend to be a cultured or educated person 

without becoming very familiar with the Book that you and I so treasure.  One night on the evening news 

they talked about someone who had done a good deed for a neighbor.  They called him a “Good Samaritan.” 

 The reason, of course, that I have raised this issue is because of the simple but profoundly effective test 

described in chapter 12 for identifying anyone from the tribe of Ephraim who tried to cross the fords of the 

Jordan.  Each traveler was required to say, “Shibboleth” (a word meaning an ear of corn).  Since the 

Ephraimites could not make the “sh” sound, if the traveler said “Sibboleth” he was taken and executed.  I 

want you to know that long before I ever read the Book of Judges, I had learned that a “shibboleth” was a 

trademark or identifying characteristic of a watchword or catch phrase of a particular group of people.  The 

“shibboleth” of the Amish is plain dress and the habit of saying “thee” and “thou”.  If you wear a fez and 

use a particular form of greeting, you are probably a Shriner. 

 

Even though our culture is right now running as hard as it can in the opposite direction, it is good for us to 

realize that the Bible – much more than any other book or any other set of ideas – has shaped our culture 

and our language. Understanding that fact may help to provide us with a hundred opportunities to explain to 

our children and friends “where that idea came from” and thus find opportunity to share Christ.  Be looking 

for them. 

 

This is Pastor Soper.  You have a great day and I'll talk with you again tomorrow. 

 

 

 

WEEK 29, DAY 4                 JUDGES 13, 14, and 15 

 

Good morning.  This is Pastor Soper.  Today you read Judges 13-15 and came face to face with yet another 

tragic story showing yet again the faithfulness of God to His rebellious people and the inconsistent 

obedience of yet another deliverer with clay feet.  Whenever I read the story of Samson I am overcome by a 

sense of what might have been.  Think about the kind of leader Israel might have had if Samson had grown 

up with the moral convictions of a Joshua or a Samuel.  Instead, though he was used of God to remove the 

yoke of the Philistines from the Israelites, Samson turned out to be a spiritual disappointment, achieving his 

greatest spiritual victory in the moment of his death. 

 

Samson was the 12th judge or deliverer of Israel.  His life is marked from the beginning – even before its  – 

as one of special significance.  The angel of the Lord appeared to his mother and father before his birth to 

announce the pregnancy and to give his parents important instructions and revelation concerning his life! 

 

Five times that I am aware of in Scripture, the birth of a child is announced in advance by an angel.  The 

first such “special” birth announcement is that of the angel to Hagar in Genesis chapter 16.  Hagar is 

running away from Sarai, her mistress, who had given Hagar to Abraham to be his concubine and bear him a 

son, but who got jealous when Hagar conceived and mistreated her so that Hagar fled.  The angel of the 

Lord meets Hagar at a well in the wilderness, tells her that she will have a son, that she is to name the son 

Ishmael which means “God hears” and that her son will give her descendants too numerous to count, though 

his life will be one of adversity and hardship, lived in hostility toward all his brothers. 

 

The second miraculous birth announcement comes to Abraham and Sarah.  They will have, God says 

to Abraham at age 99, a son who will be the promised heir and the recipient of all the covenant promises – 
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this son of promise is named “Isaac,” meaning “He laughs”. This name is given because Sarah laughed 

when God told him he would yet have a son by Sarah. 

 

Samson is the third miracle child of the Bible.  He, like Isaac, is born to a woman who is barren.  The 

angel of the Lord – that mysterious Christ-figure who makes his last appearance in the Book of Judges at 

this point – appears first to Samson's mother and then to both his mother and his father Manoah.  The angel 

does not name this baby (all of the others are given names by God), but He does give some very specific 

instructions regarding the child.  This son is to be raised as a Nazirite. 

 

The fourth and fifth miracle babies are announced by the angel Gabriel in the New Testament.  They 

are, of course, John the Baptist born of Zechariah and Elizabeth, and Jesus born of Mary. 

 

We have spoken before of Nazirite vows that were sometimes taken by individuals.  Here, however, and in 

two other cases, that of Samuel in the Old Testament and John the Baptist in the New Testament, the vow is 

prescribed upon them as a child from birth.  These children were not to touch wine, they were to let their 

hair grow untouched by a razor, and they were never to touch a dead body, living out their lives in a special 

relationship to the Lord. As far as we know both John the Baptist and Samuel seem to have firmly kept 

these conditions.  From the chapters before us it is quite clear that Samson disregarded at least one and 

probably two of the three conditions.  He is frequently cited as having contact with dead men and animals, 

and his described lifestyle does not fit well with a role of abstinence from all strong drink.  Samson's parents 

made the Nazirite vow on his behalf.  His seriousness about keeping it is questionable in the extreme. 

 

I have to tell you that in the story of Samson, as with the case of Jephthah and some of the other judges, I 

have been left asking, “Why would God choose to use such a scoundrel?”  In some ways even Jephthah was 

a better man than Samson – at least he kept his word.  Samson is a lustful, vengeful, self-centered man.  

Whatever else is or is not true, this much is clear: the number one goal of Samson's life was not to give glory 

to the God of Israel.  It is because of that fact (in part at least) that Samson was a deliverer of Israel, but he 

never became a leader.  Deborah was a leader, so was Gideon, but Samson was not.  He meted out judgment 

on the Philistines – he became a national hero – but he was not a leader.  On his agenda, the top line was 

reserved for Samson. 

 

There is a further lesson in the providence of God in all of this!  When we place God's glory on the top line 

of our personal priority list, God will be pleased to use us to accomplish His ends and we will be the 

beneficiaries of His blessing as well.  When, like Samson, we place our own pleasure and glory at the top, 

we will inevitably be disappointed with the final result, but God will still accomplish His purpose through 

us – in spite of us.  Samson's shenanigans did nothing to thwart God's purpose of delivering Israel and 

judging Philistia.  That's what the author of Judges meant by the little parenthetic remark inserted into 

chapter 14 when he comments concerning Samson's determination to marry a Philistine woman.  “This,” 

says Samuel, “was from the Lord who was seeking an occasion to confront the Philistines.”  The other side 

of that truth is, of course, that when we put God's glory first we will never be the loser! 

 

The encounter that Samson's parents had with the angel of the Lord is worth our careful attention today!  

Manoah presses the angel for a name.  “Tell us your name,” he says, “so that we can honor you when your 

word comes true!”  The angel's answer is fascinating. The NIV reads, “Why do you ask my name?  It is 

beyond understanding.”  The Old King James Version, however, says, “It is wonderful.”  A different form 

of that same word is used in another Old Testament prophecy, Isaiah 9:6, where, speaking of the Messiah, 

we are told that a Child will be born and His name shall be called Wonderful Counselor.  We are not able to 

penetrate the mind of this ancient servant of God to know what that name meant to Him, but moments later 
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when the burnt offering was being made to God, the angel ascended into heaven on the flame and at that 

point Manoah knew who he had been talking with.  “We are doomed to die,” he said, “because we have 

seen God.” 

 

At the risk of being redundant, I want to remind you that we have seen this phenomenon before.  When 

people recognize who God is, they begin to see themselves as they truly are, and the comparison between 

His holiness and their unholiness is pretty frightening.  We are going to die!  Remember Peter when he first 

got an idea of who Jesus really was?  He wanted Christ to go away.  It was just too frightening to be in His 

presence.  We'll see that classic response when we read about the vision of Isaiah in the sixth chapter of his 

book.  In Revelation chapter 1, John (Jesus' closest disciple) sees the Lord and says, “I fell at His feet like a 

dead man.” 

 

Apparently Samson's father had a much greater appreciation than did his son about the holiness of God.  But 

that's a topic that is often neglected in our own day.  It is easy for us to sing, “What a friend we have in 

Jesus” but it is equally important that we learn to sing, “Let all mortal flesh keep silence and in fear of 

trembling stand...” 

 

All through the Book of Judges we have seen how predominant the feature of “revenge” was in the life and 

times of the judges of Israel.  Samson seeks revenge upon the wedding guests for unfairly answering his 

riddle by coercing his wife.  You solved the riddle, he says, by “plowing with my heifer,” by cheating.  He 

gets the 30 wardrobes needed to pay his bet off by killing 30 Philistines.  When, as a result of the ensuing 

chaos, his wife is taken from him, he gets revenge again by turning the foxes loose among the vineyards – 

with their tails ablaze with torches.  (The SPCA would not have liked this man.) 

 

The Philistines want revenge on Samson and he on them in an increasing cycle of violence – “an eye for an 

eye and a tooth for a tooth” was the motto of Israel in the period of the judges.  It was not a wonderful time 

in which to live. 

 

There is just one more thought that suggests itself to me as I think about what we read today, and that relates 

to the incredible patience of God.  Over and over and over again He responds when the people of Israel and 

the judges of Israel, despite their faithlessness, cry out to Him. God hasn't changed. 

 

This is Pastor Soper.  Have a great day and I'll talk with you again tomorrow. 

 

 

 

WEEK 29, DAY 5        JUDGES 16, 17 and 18 

 

Good morning.  This is Pastor Soper.  Today you read Judges 16-18.  You finished the story of Samson's 

tragic life and read the curious story of Micah and the Levite he hired to be his household priest. 

 

It is hard to understand how a man like Samson could fall victim to the Philistines in the way that he did.  

The obvious answer to that question is, of course, that Samson was in love and love blinds people to all 

kinds of things that are obvious to everyone else.  That by itself, however, is nothing like a sufficient 

answer.  There are two other words that are much more significant.  The first is sin and the second is pride 

and of course they belong together. 

 

You cannot sin with impunity and expect that God will simply close His eyes and ignore it.  For years 
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Samson thought that he was getting away with sin.  He ignored two-thirds of the Nazirite vow by touching 

the dead lion and by drinking strong drink.  He ignored the commandments of God relating to sexual purity 

and regarding the mixing of Canaanite and Hebrew culture.  Next to sating his fleshly appetites, the most 

powerful motivating factor in his life was vengeance.  He burned, looted and slaughtered his enemies, and 

over that period of time, because the Spirit of God had empowered him, he came to the mistaken conclusion 

that sin doesn't matter.  Samson had come to believe that you could live any way you like and still 

experience the blessing and power of God.  It was true that God had not withdrawn His power from 

Samson, but not for the reasons Samson thought.  God was using Samson with or without holiness to 

achieve His purpose of judging Philistia.  If there had been a concern for holiness in Samson's life, he would 

have lived a long and blessed life, but there was not, so Samson's story has a very different ending. 

 

I know that we have talked about such matters before, but once again we need to observe that Samson's error 

is a terribly common one.  There are thousands of Christians who believe that their relationship with God is 

so secure that they can go out and do absolutely anything they want to do – it won't matter – God doesn't 

care. If you have ever been tempted to fall into that trap, a very healthy antidote could be prescribed – go 

and read the Book of I John, then repent lest you follow in the sad train of Samson.  The Bible is very clear 

and the truth is very simple: sin breaks fellowship with God and if you persistently sin, you cannot hope to 

enjoy the favor of God – even if for reasons known only to Him He doesn't completely remove the evidence 

of His presence and power from your ministry.  The power of God was on Samson right up to the moment 

the razor began to shave the hair from his head.  But the pleasure and blessing of God was gone long before 

that night on Delilah's couch.  Let me say it one last time.  It is possible to experience the power of God 

without the blessing of God!!!  Samson was fooled by that.  Don't you be. 

 

Samson's second problem was clearly pride.  All through these chapters, he has been toying with the 

Philistines – laughing at them, baiting them.  He is arrogant and prideful and at some point in time, though 

he intellectually knows that the power comes completely from God, Samson begins to believe that it belongs 

to him.  The power is his.  He can use it whenever he wants.  But the power does not belong to Samson.  Did 

you notice that tragic verse?  “He awoke from his sleep and thought, ‘I'll go out and shake myself free as 

before.’  But he did not know that the Lord had left him.” 

 

How could he not know?  The answer is that pride and sin together had robbed him of the ability to even 

know what was going on.  His spiritual sensitivity got duller and duller and finally he was unable to sense 

the presence or absence of God at all!! 

 

Even at the end, Samson still does not really understand.  When he asks God for a restoration of his 

strength, he shows that he knows that it is God's power not his own, but the motive of his prayer is still 

vengeance – I want revenge for my eyes (not deliverance for my people or glory for the true God over the 

Philistine god Dagon) – revenge for me. 

 

Archaeologists working in a Philistine city along the coast of Israel have excavated a Philistine temple.  It 

had a pair of closely spaced pillar bases that held wooden columns that would have supported the roof of the 

entire structure.  The story of how Samson brought down the temple of Dagon by collapsing just such a set 

of load-bearing pillars looks very plausible in light of this archaeological dig. 

 

The last portion of the Book of Judges begins with chapter 17.  It contains two episodes intended to give us 

a feel for the spiritual and moral climate of Israel at the time of the judges.  These incidents could well have 

occurred fairly early in the time span covered by the book. 
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Chapters 17 and 18 record for us the first of these two typical events:  The key verse in this section is 

chapter 17:6, “In those days Israel had no king and everyone did as he saw fit.”  Everyone doing his own 

thing sounds pretty good to some people, I'm sure, but the practical effect of a body politic based upon that 

premise is chaos and total anarchy.  That is what chapters 17 and 18 record. 

 

You will remember from our previous study that Israel had one place and only one place of worship, at the 

Tabernacle located at Shiloh.  Micah apparently thought it would be nice to have his own personal 

tabernacle and the traveling Levite saw an opportunity for a good living and snatched it. 

 

By the way, if ten shekels of silver per year was sufficient to tempt the Levite to dishonor God by setting up 

a private place of worship, imagine how Delilah felt when the rulers of the Philistines offered her 1100 

shekels of silver from each one of them!! 

 

The Danites had been unable to completely subdue the area of their inheritance.  A scouting expedition had 

located a relatively undefended area way up in the north of the land.  On their way to possess it they came 

across Micah's private sanctuary and his personal priest.  They liked his style; they liked his innovations; 

they took his priest and his idols.  It did not seem to occur to them that it would be abhorrent to the true Lord 

of Israel. 

 

The House of God was at Shiloh.  The sons of Dan worshipped in their own way – “everyone did as he saw 

fit” – never mind what God had said. 

 

The times in which we live are much like the times of the judges.  Our challenge is to avoid the mistakes 

they made so that we will not have to share their fate. 

 

This is Pastor Soper.  You have a great weekend and I'll talk with you again on Monday. 

 

 

 

   


