
Message: “Israel’s Struggles - Judges” 

Key verse 17:6 In those days there was no king in 

Israel. Everyone did what was right in his own 

eyes. (cf. 18:1, 19:1, 21:25 

Continuing on from Joshua, the book of Judges 

picks up a story of the people of Israel at rest – 

and takes us into the tormented centuries that 

followed. Note that, unlike the transition from 

Moses to Joshua, no successor is appointed at the 

end of Joshua’s time. At the same time, it’s vital 

that they keep the law and remain faithful to God. 

But when the leaders who served with Joshua 

died, the commitment of the Israelites to the Lord 

relaxed. Rather than destroy and/or drive out the 

remaining Canaanites, as the Lord had 

commanded them to do, the Israelites set defeated 

foes to forced labor, or simply refused to attack 

enemy strongholds. Soon the Israelites were 

intermarrying with the people of the land, and 

many adopted their pagan gods and customs. 

This grim Old Testament book traces the spiritual 

and political deterioration of Israel between the 

time of Joshua and the coming of the Kings 340 

years later. The central part of the book tracks 

seven patterned cycles that characterized the era: 

1) from a time of rest and silence; 2) to a time of 

rebellion and sin against God through immorality 

and idolatry; 3) after which God brings 

retribution and servitude on the people of Israel 

by empowering those nations left behind, that 

Israel was supposed to destroy, to overcome and 

subjugate them; 4) after a time, the people come 

to their senses, and in desperation turn back to 

God in repentance and supplication, confessing 

their sins and begging for help; 5) restoration and 

salvation comes in the person of a charismatic 

leader (a judge) who God raises up to defeat the 

oppressors, which returns the nation to a time of 

rest and silence, during which time the judge 

helps Israel remain faithful to the Lord… 

hopefully, but not always. 

So there’s the cycle, and I’ve given it to you in 

two separate acrostics: 

The letter R: Rest, Rebellion, Retribution, 

Repentance, Restoration 

The letter S – that’s the fill in blanks on your 

notes: Silence, Sin, Servitude, Supplication, 

Salvation 

The tragedy is that this cycle is repeated over and 

over again, seven times outlined in the book of 

Judges, with each swing downward more serious 

and each oppression more severe. At the same 

time, the book is bright with a special kind of 

hope. Despite repeated failures, God remains 



faithful and willing to give his straying people 

repeated fresh chances, and to send them deliverer 

after deliverer. 

The “Judges” from whom this book takes its name 

were charismatic leaders raised up by God who 

led rebellions against foreign oppressors and 

afterward served as spiritual and political leaders 

of one or more of its tribal areas. Like the later 

kings, “judges” exercised legislative, 

administrative, and judicial powers. 

Judges is thought to be written by the last of its 

judges, Samuel. It’s writing certainly follows the 

time of the judges as it notes in the Key verse I 

have chosen for Judges: chapter 17:6 “In those 

days there was no king in Israel. Everyone did 

what was right in his own eyes,” a theme that is 

repeated at least three more times (cf. 18:1, 19:1, 

21:25), the last time actually concluding the 

whole book. 

There are 13 different judges named and 

described in this book. In only four cases we hear 

that a particular judge is “filled with the Spirit of 

God,” remembering that in the Old Testament the 

Spirit was given to an individual for a time, unlike 

what occurs for the church after Pentecost. Not all 

of the judges listed were deliverers. Five or six of 

them simply continued in the role of Judge 

following a prior deliverer. Note also that none of 

the judges ever ruled over all the tribes. The 

cycles that are described may have occurred in 

one tribe or multiple tribes, and nine of the 12 

tribes are indicated in those cycles. 

There are a number of wonderful stories in this 

book, like the only female judge, Deborah in 

chapters 4 and 5, or the judge whose personal 

struggles with pride and sin are thoroughly 

described, Sampson in chapters 13 to 16, and 

don’t miss Jael who, in the time of Deborah’s 

judgeship, invites the oppressing king Jabin’s 

general into her tent to rest and, as he rested, 

drove a tent peg through his head with a hammer. 

Wonderful story that!  

This morning I’m going to focus in on Gideon, 

because his story highlights the cycle so well. 

With Gideon were in the beginning of the fourth 

cycle. Following Deborah’s victory Judges 5:31 

tells us “the land was undisturbed for 40 years.” 

Rest. Silence. Judges 6:1 then describes Israel’s 

rebellion/sin: “that the sons of Israel did what 

was evil in the sight of the Lord…” and the 

resultant retribution/servitude: “and the Lord 

gave them into the hands of Midian seven years.” 

Midian’s oppression was harsh. Israel was forced 

off the land and into the caves in the mountains 



surrounding. When Israel planted crops, the 

Midianites would come in and destroy the 

produce and kill their flocks, leaving nothing for 

the Israelites to eat. Verse six describes both the 

results of the oppression and the next step in the 

cycle: “So Israel was brought very low because of 

Midian, and the sons of Israel cried to the Lord.” 

Repentance/Supplication. 

The cycle would not be complete without the 

history lesson that God gives the people, verses 8 

to 10 of chapter 6: “Thus says the Lord, the God 

of Israel, ‘It was I who brought you up from 

Egypt, and brought you out from the house of 

slavery. And I delivered you from the hands of the 

Egyptians and from the hands of all your 

oppressors, and dispossessed them before you and 

gave you their land, and I said to you “I am the 

Lord your God; you shall not fear the gods of the 

Amorites in whose land you live. But you have 

not obeyed me.”’” 

Before we get to the restoration/salvation God 

provides, first, let’s take a look at some of 

Gideon’s characteristics described in the next 

section of chapter 6. 

Gideon is a hard-working farmer, threshing wheat 

in the confines of the winepress, in order to be 

hidden from the Midianites. 

He complains that he himself and all of Israel feel 

abandoned by God.  

When he’s chosen by God he raises the point that 

he comes from the least family of the tribe of 

Manasseh, and he himself is the youngest child – 

noting that he’s weak and has no inherent 

authority. 

And immediately he seeks a sign from God that 

God will act. 

God responds to Gideon, telling him, “The Lord is 

with you,” and to “go in your strength and deliver, 

for I have sent you, O valiant warrior.” 

Gideon asked God to hang around a bit while he 

brings an offering to lay before him. He brings a 

goat and unleavened bread and broth in a pot. The 

angel of the Lord tells him to lay the meat and the 

bread on a rock and then pour the broth over it, at 

which point the angel of the Lord touches the 

offering with his staff, and fire springs up from 

the rock and consumers the offering. Gideon fears 

for his life because he believes he’s seen God 

face-to-face. But God assures him “Peace to you, 

do not fear; you shall not die.” 

Gideon’s obedience is emphasized as God tells 

him to take his father’s bull and another bull and 

go up to the altar of Baal and pull it down and 

build there an altar to the Lord himself, where 



Gideon will also cut down the wooden Asherah 

pole, another idol, and use that as firewood to 

offer one of the bulls as a burnt offering to the 

Lord. An interesting aside is that the name Gideon 

means “cutter of trees” – here he has hewn down 

the Asherah, made of wood. 

The next morning when the Jewish men of the 

village see that the altar of Baal and the Asherah 

been torn down and a bull offered to the Lord on a 

brand new altar, they seek out the culprit who has 

done in such a thing, out of fear that it will bring 

down the ire of the Midianites upon them. When 

it’s discovered that it’s Gideon, the son of Joash, 

the men go to Joash’s house, and insist that he 

bring out Gideon so they can put him to death. 

Joash’s response is to say, “Let Baal contend for 

Baal” – in other words, if a foreign God is 

incensed at Gideon’s actions, then let him take his 

revenge. 

The result is the Midianites and the Amalekites 

and the “sons of the East” gather their armies 

together and they camp in the valley of Jezreel in 

preparation for battle. The Spirit of the Lord came 

upon Gideon, he blew a trumpet, and his family 

lineage, the Abiezrites, gather in response. Gideon 

also sends notes to the tribes of Manasseh, Asher, 

Zebulun, and Naphtali, and they all came to him. 

The next portion of this is one my favorite parts of 

Gideon’s story, because I can identify with it so 

well. It’s the story of Gideon’s fleece – perhaps 

you’ve heard. Gideon has his doubts about what’s 

going to occur as he looks out on the armies 

arrayed against him, which later we find out 

number 135,000 troops. Gideon wants to be sure 

he has heard the word of the Lord correctly. So he 

sets up a test. He takes up a woolen fleece and 

lays it on the threshing floor, telling God if in the 

morning there is dew on the fleece but the ground 

around it is dry, then he will know “that thou wilt 

deliver Israel through me, as thou hast spoken.” 

The next morning he gets up and finds the ground 

dry, picks up the fleece, and drains a full bowl of 

water from the dew out of it. He’s got his answer 

– – but that’s not quite enough for Gideon! He 

wants to be sure, so he asks God to reverse the 

order the next morning. Make the ground wet and 

the fleece dry. And God complies! 

I identify with Gideon because I tried a fleece of 

my own once while we were in Bible school. 

Wanting to know if we should stay there or go 

back home, I asked God for a sign by which I’d 

have the funds to pay my rent for our campground 

site that month…. 



Back to the story: Gideon gathers up his troops, 

32,000 strong. Versus 135,000, the odds aren’t 

looking to favorable. But the Lord tells Gideon 

that he’s got too many soldiers – it might just 

appear to Israel that it was their strength and 

power rather than God’s that rescued them. So 

God tells Gideon to send home any of the soldiers 

who might be “afraid and trembling.” 22,000 

soldiers hightail it home, leaving 10,000. Imagine 

Gideon’s anxiety! 

God says, “Still too many! You will be boastful 

and prideful, and you won’t turn back to me.” 

Gideon is told to take those 10,000 troops down to 

the stream and see how they drink their water. If 

they scoop it up and drink it, send ‘em home. But 

if they lap the water like dogs, there’s your army. 

9700 soldiers later, Gideon is left with 300, and 

God says, “I will deliver you with the 300 men 

who lapped, and will give the Midianites into your 

hands.” So the 9700 leave their provisions and 

their trumpets behind and go home. 

God directs Gideon with his servant Purah, 

because he is afraid to go alone, to sneak into the 

Midianite’s camp and overhear their conversation. 

God is sending dreams among the Midianites to 

put fear in their hearts; Gideon hears the report, 

worships God, and returns to his own camp to 

lead his men forward. 

Gideon worships God, reassures his troops, and 

then he arms them – not with swords and shields, 

but with trumpets, pitchers, and torches. Gideon’s 

300 soldiers carry the torches with the pitchers 

covering the light, and when they surround the 

camp of the Midianites they blow their trumpets, 

break the pitchers to reveal the torches, and shout. 

Concealed in the darkness, they blow the horns to 

get the attention of the Midianites, reveal the 

lights suddenly, and then with a shout add to the 

confusion among the Midianites. The Midianite 

troops run in confusion and fear. They cry out and 

shout themselves, making them feel that they’re 

being chased by those shouting, so they turn on 

each other and start killing each other. Remember 

the Jews have no weapons whatsoever. After the 

Midianites are set on the run, the tribes of 

Naphtali, Ashur, and Manasseh are called in to aid 

in the pursuit of those who escaped. They pursue 

them to the point that only 15,000 troops are left. 

The Midian king is captured and his army is 

routed. 

So, the upshot is, what do the people think of 

Gideon now? They recognize this great leader as a 

man of great faith, and chapter 8:22 tells us their 



response: “Then the men of Israel said to Gideon, 

‘Rule over us, both you and your son, also your 

sons sons, for you have delivered us from the 

hand of Midian.’” They want to make of Gideon a 

king, fashioned after the nations around them. 

Gideon immediately responds to their request: “I 

will not rule over you, nor shall my son rule over 

you; the Lord shall rule over you.” The fact is, 

Israel doesn’t live in a monarchy; they live in a 

theocracy, where God alone is King. And two 

weeks from now when we look at First Samuel, 

we’ll see just what their request for a king is 

really about. 

But then, Gideon makes a fateful request: “Each 

of you give me an earring from your spoils” and 

Gideon gathers up gold earrings that amount to 

1700 shekels of gold, along with other ornaments, 

pendants, and purple robes taken from the King of 

Midian when he was conquered. Out of the gold 

Gideon fashions on ephod, which was a garment 

worn by the high priest of Israel to serve in the 

tabernacle. Then result of that is “all Israel played 

the harlot with it there (in Gideon’s city, Ophrah), 

so that it became a snare to Gideon and his 

household.” 

Verse 28 – so Midian was subdued before the 

sons of Israel, and they did not lift up their heads 

anymore. And the land was undisturbed for 40 

years in the days of Gideon. – – Rest and peace 

came to Israel. 

The cycle is complete – Rest, Rebellion, 

Retribution, Repentance, Restoration, and a return 

to Rest. 

Gideon is the judge for 40 years until his death, at 

which point Israel turns away again. 

Of course the last five chapters show the ultimate 

failures of Israel as it sinks into depravity, 

becoming just like the Canaanites of the land. 

Their failures are idolatry, immorality, and civil 

warfare between tribes. And that’s how the book 

of Judges ends. 

So how does this all apply to us? 

1. God is faithful even when we aren’t. 

2. God can use anyone – even you. 

3. Great men of faith are human too – not 

perfect. 

4. No matter what you’ve done or where you 

are, when you turn to God he will respond. 

5. God desires relationship, another R word, 

with his people. 

May you be encouraged to trust in the Lord with 

all of your strength and might, learning more and 

more of his ways through his word, trusting in 

him as King of Kings and Lord of lords. Amen 


