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 “For men have no taste for [God’s power] till they are convinced of their need of it and they immediately forget its value unless they are conditionally reminded by awareness of their own weakness.”
John Calvin
· Tuesday, Pie Fellowship 7pm with Paul Alexander & Grace Covenant
O

pen your Bible to Judges 6:33. We are continuing in a series the book of Judges. This evening we are looking a message entitled: “Trust & Triumph.”
 
What do you do as God’s child when you are devastated?  God has a place for you in His body.  It’s exciting to be in Christ isn’t it?  But you have to understand that once you are in Christ you are in a paralyzing warfare against Satan and all his pawns.  Jesus said, “If they hated me they will also hate you.” 

We often think of the joys of salvation, but what about the horrors of salvation.  Those who crucified Christ now want to crucify you!  What do you do when faced with an impossibility? First, you need to grow your faith.

I. Grow in Your Faith (6:33-40).

The Rumblings of War

Judges 6:33-35, “Now all the Midianites and the Amalekites and the people of the East came together, and they crossed the Jordan and encamped in the Valley of Jezreel. 34 But the Spirit of the Lord clothed Gideon, and he sounded the trumpet, and the Abiezrites were called out to follow him. 35 And he sent messengers throughout all Manasseh, and they too were called out to follow him. And he sent messengers to Asher, Zebulun, and Naphtali, and they went up to meet them.”

There is a battle royal with Israel contending against the peoples of the East.  The followers of YHWH against the followers of Baal. God clothes Gideon with the Spirit of the Lord.  These Amalikites and Midianites were through the act of war, demanding that Gideon worship Baal. 

Reflections

What are the false gods which are demanding that you worship them alongside the one true God? 

What troubles are you facing? Will you see them as problems which need removing, or possible ways for God to change you and grow you?

The Famous Fleece

Still Gideon is unsure of God’s calling and promise (v 36). So he sets out a fleece and asks God to confirm his plans by making it dewy on dry ground (v 37)—and then asks God to re-confirm by reversing the request (v 39), both of which God does (v 38, 40).

Judges 6:36, “Then Gideon said to God, “If you will save Israel by my hand, as you have said, 37 behold, I am laying a fleece of wool on the threshing floor. If there is dew on the fleece alone, and it is dry on all the ground, then I shall know that you will save Israel by my hand, as you have said.” 38 And it was so. When he rose early next morning and squeezed the fleece, he wrung enough dew from the fleece to fill a bowl with water. 39 Then Gideon said to God, “Let not your anger burn against me; let me speak just once more. Please let me test just once more with the fleece. Please let it be dry on the fleece only, and on all the ground let there be dew.” 40 And God did so that night; and it was dry on the fleece only, and on all the ground there was dew.”
Many people have criticized Gideon for this action. If, however, it was so wrong and sinful, why did God respond? Others have imitated Gideon in this action. They say: Lord, if you want me to take this job, let me get a phone call from them today. But we must be careful. 

When Satan asked Jesus to “test” God by asking for a “sign,” Jesus rebuked him (Matthew 4:5-7). So what is going on here?
Gideon was very specifically asking God to show him that he was not one of the forces of nature (like the other gods), but was sovereign over the forces of nature. Gideon, then, was not looking for “little signs” to help him make a decision. He was really seeking to understand the nature of God. We have to remember that he did not have the completed Bible, nor many of the “means of grace” that we have now (the word, baptism and the Lord’s Supper, Christian fellowship). He was very specifically addressing the places where his faith was weak and uninformed.

Getting to Know God

We cannot use this as a justification to ask for little signs and signals. Gideon was not doing so—he was asking for supernatural revelation from God to show him who he really is. This therefore is not about how to make a decision. This is about how we need to ask God to give us a big picture of who he is. Living in the period of history we do, we have the advantage over Gideon of knowing Jesus Christ, the Son of God, as he reveals himself in his word: “In the past [including the time of Gideon] God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son” (Hebrews 1:1-2).

Gideon’s request was for help to build up his faith. God, in his grace, responded (twice!). When we make the same request, God graciously responds: by pointing us to the fullest, final revelation of his character and his purposes—the Lord Jesus. When we, like Gideon, find ourselves doubting God’s promises, or God’s presence, we can ask him to point us again to his Son, saying: “I do believe; help me overcome my unbelief!” (Mark 9:24). This is what Gideon needed, and received. God will do the same for us.

Studying God’s Word

Are you studying God’s Word? Are you reading it systematically? The fleeces you need to get to know God are all in the Bible.  God is always willing to reveal Himself to you, not in a fleece, but in His Word!
Reflection

Are there parts of your life where you need to ask God to point you to his Son so that you can trust more fully in his promises?

II. Accept Weakness as a Great Blessing (7:1-8).

Glory Thieves
Paul Tripp said it best: “When it comes to what we boast in, we are all glory thieves.” We are hungry for our own glory.  Boasting—encouraging others, and our own hearts, to give us glory—is opposed to, and saps, true faith. Conceit—being hungry for honor and glory—is the cousin of boasting. And before the Spirit-clothed Gideon, chosen by God to lead and save Israel, goes into battle, God wants to teach him and the rest of his people who deserves glory for salvation. It’s a lesson we still need continually to learn as his people today.

The two armies—Gideon’s men, and the Midianites who have terrorized Israel for seven years (6:1)—are camped close to one another (7:1). 
Judges 7:1, “Then Jerubbaal (that is, Gideon) and all the people who were with him rose early and encamped beside the spring of Harod. And the camp of Midian was north of them, by the hill of Moreh, in the valley.

Battle cannot be far away, and at this point we are meant to assume that Israel will need every man if the enemy is to be defeated. And yet God wants Gideon to have fewer men, not more! 
Setting Up Ourselves As Alternate Saviors

Judges 7:2, “The Lord said to Gideon, “The people with you are too many for me to give the Midianites into their hand, lest Israel boast over me, saying, ‘My own hand has saved me.’  This is not advice included in any military manual! Why does he want to reduce the army’s strength?

God’s people will either praise him for this victory; or they will praise—boast in—themselves. Gideon will either give the honor to his Lord, or he will seek it himself. Human nature is such that, if there is the tiniest opportunity to boast in our own work, we will. Notice that God says that any such boasting is “over me.” As soon as we begin to believe that we deserve credit for rescuing or delivering ourselves, we take away glory from God that he deserves. We set up ourselves as alternative saviors.

This is the greatest spiritual danger there is—that we should believe that we can save, or have saved, ourselves. The lesson we always need to learn is that salvation is by God’s gracious action, not by earning it with our actions.

Victory Comes from the Lord

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.

You Need Fewer Men!

And so God tells Gideon to decrease the numbers fighting for him in two ways. The first group which is sent home are those “who tremble with fear” (v 3). This was 22,000 men out of the 32,000—over two thirds! 

Judges 7:3, “Now therefore proclaim in the ears of the people, saying, ‘Whoever is fearful and trembling, let him return home and hurry away from Mount Gilead.’” Then 22,000 of the people returned, and 10,000 remained.

These were people who were able to admit publicly that they had no heart for battle. When Gideon, in obedience to God, offered to release anyone who was afraid to fight, it was a good psychological screening device. Clearly, there were many who were very frightened of battle but were unwilling to admit it. Those who were willing to admit their fear in public would also be far more likely to retreat in battle. The reason it was good to send them home is a practical one. Fear is contagious, as we can often see in Judges. When any significant body of soldiers panic and flee, it can sap the determination of every-one and lead to a rout. Though it was surely discouraging to lose these numbers, it was still very practical to let them go. This move was concerned for the morale of the army. God’s command and human logic line up here.

Still Too Many

But that is not the case with the second group, who are sent home for much more obscure reasons. “There are still too many men” (v 4), the Lord tells Gideon. He must “take them down to the water, and I will sift them for you there” (v 4). Gideon must follow God’s selection completely. Again, Gideon obeys, separating the 9,700 who knelt down to put their mouths to the water to drink from the 300 who used their hands to scoop up water (v 5-6).

Judges 7:4-8, “And the Lord said to Gideon, “The people are still too many. Take them down to the water, and I will test them for you there, and anyone of whom I say to you, ‘This one shall go with you,’ shall go with you, and anyone of whom I say to you, ‘This one shall not go with you,’ shall not go.” 5 So he brought the people down to the water. And the Lord said to Gideon, “Every one who laps the water with his tongue, as a dog laps, you shall set by himself. Likewise, every one who kneels down to drink.” 6 And the number of those who lapped, putting their hands to their mouths, was 300 men, but all the rest of the people knelt down to drink water. 7 And the Lord said to Gideon, “With the 300 men who lapped I will save you and give the Midianites into your hand, and let all the others go every man to his home.” 8 So the people took provisions in their hands, and their trumpets. And he sent all the rest of Israel every man to his tent, but retained the 300 men. And the camp of Midian was below him in the valley.”

He had started the day with 32,000 men at his back. Now there are 300—a reduction of over 99%! Notice what great faith Gideon shows in verses 3-8, trusting God and not numbers. This is the faith for which he is commended in Hebrews 11:32–34, “And what more shall I say? For time would fail me to tell of Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, of David and Samuel and the prophets— 33 who through faith conquered kingdoms, enforced justice, obtained promises, stopped the mouths of lions, 34 quenched the power of fire, escaped the edge of the sword, were made strong out of weakness, became mighty in war, put foreign armies to flight.”

The Test of How the Men Drank Water

People have differed over why God set the “drinking” test. It is typical for people to conclude that the 300 were being more alert and watchful. It is often assumed that they held on to their weapons and stayed on their feet while the others drank in such a way that they were defenseless. But this is a stretch. The text does not say anything about holding on to weapons. The first reduction may be about the quality of the fighting men—the second is not. 

What the text does say, of course, is Judges 7:2—that ultimately, both reductions are done “lest Israel boast over me, saying, ‘My own hand has saved me.” Gideon should look back and think: This victory was God’s, not mine. My only part was to trust and obey him. The glory is his, and the privilege is mine. And the 300 men should likewise say after the battle: It was impossible for us to win, few as we were—this victory must have been given by God. The glory is his, and the privilege is ours, for being allowed to be part of what he was doing. And the rest of Israel should think: I wasn’t even there! God rescued me without me doing anything. Praise him!

What Are You Afraid to Lose?

What is it that you rely on?  What is it that if taken away it would cause you fear, depression, or anger?
It is only when these things are threatened or removed that we turn and find our safety and significance in the Lord. That makes us stable and deep. This principle is perfectly mirrored here in this story. Gideon and all Israel were going to be tempted to put their confidence in their fighting men, but God removes virtually all of them so that the victory will lead them to trust in God in new ways. As they prepare for battle against the Midianite hordes, and look around them at 300 other men, they will surely feel extremely weak! How will they go into battle? Only if they know that they are weak, and yet that God is stronger than the largest army.

“For men have no taste for [God’s power] till they are convinced of their need of it and they immediately forget its value unless they are conditionally reminded by awareness of their own weakness.”
John Calvin
Reflections
· Have there been times in your life when God has weakened you so that you can see more clearly that he is the one who saves?  How does this move you to praise him? 
· Have there been times when God has weakened you and then worked through your weakness?  How does this move you to praise him? 
· How often do you spend time sorrowing over your sin, so that you can appreciate more fully God’s forgiveness?  How does doing this move you to love him?

Conclusion
Paul said, in 2 Corinthians 12:7–10, “to keep me from becoming conceited because of the surpassing greatness of the revelations, a thorn was given me in the flesh, a messenger of Satan to harass me, to keep me from becoming conceited. 8 Three times I pleaded with the Lord about this, that it should leave me. 9 But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest upon me. 10 For the sake of Christ, then, I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities. For when I am weak, then I am strong.”

Andrew Murray said, “In trial and weakness and trouble, He seeks to bring us low, until we learn that His grace is all, and to take pleasure in the very thing that brings us and keeps us low.  His strength is made perfect in our weakness. His presence filling and satisfying our emptiness, becomes the secret of humility that need never fail. The humble man has learned the secret of abiding gladness. The weaker he feels, the lower he sinks, and the greater his humiliations appear, the more power and the presence of Christ are his portion.”

Let us trust and triumph and boast in our God!  Let us glory in feeling our weakness.  We don’t need to impress anybody.  We need to rest in our Great God.
� Some of the ideas and material in this message is directly from Timothy Keller, Judges For You (God's Word For You) The Good Book Company. 





