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 “Idolatry is the practice of seeking the source and provision of what we need either physically or emotionally in someone or something other than the one true God. It is the tragically pathetic attempt to squeeze life out of lifeless forms that cannot help 
us meet our real needs.”
· Scott Hafemann
O
pen your Bible to Judges 10. We are continuing in a series the book of Judges. This evening we are asking the question, “Turning from our Idols!”
The Cycle Begins Again
Scott Hafemann in his book, The God of Promise and the Life of Faith defines idolatry this way:

"Idolatry" is the practice of seeking the source and provision of what we need either physically or emotionally in someone or something other than the one true God. It is the tragically pathetic attempt to squeeze life out of lifeless forms that cannot help us meet our real needs.

I. The cunning of idolatry (10:6).
Abimelech had oppressed his own idolatrous countrymen. Tola and Jair had risen to save Israel from themselves for 45 years of combined ministry. But now, the familiar and depressing cycle begins once more. “Again” Israel worship idols—

Judges 10:6, “The people of Israel again did what was evil in the sight of the LORD and served the Baals and the Ashtaroth, the gods of Syria, the gods of Sidon, the gods of Moab, the gods of the Ammonites, and the gods of the Philistines. And they forsook the LORD and did not serve him.”

A Fullness of Idolatry
It was not enough for Israel to whore themselves after the gods of the Canaanites. No, they went chasing after the gods of the Philistines to the west and the gods of Aram and Sidon and Moab and Ammon to the northeast. They worshiped the gods on their left hand and on their right hand together with the gods of the pagans who lived in their midst.

Moreover, the number seven itself speaks to the fullness of their idolatry. One might say that the cup of their idolatry was full. It seems that Israel was willing to worship just about anything except the true God. As it is often said, "When a man stops believing in God, he does not believe in nothing; he believes in anything."
CH Spurgeon Quote

“O ye sons of men, think not that God is blind. He can perceive the idols in your hearts; He understands what be the secret things that your souls lust after; He searches your heart, He tries your reins; beware lest He find you sacrificing to strange gods, for His anger will smoke against you, and His jealousy will be stirred. O ye that worship not God, the God of Israel, who give Him not dominion over your whole soul, and live not to His honor, repent ye of your idolatry, seek mercy through the blood of Jesus, and provoke not the Lord to jealousy anymore.”

A Foreshadowing of Later Israel
I would submit to you that what you are witnessing is not only the condensed story of the history of Israel during the period of the judges, but a preview of the history of northern Israel in the period that would follow. It is as if this bird's eye view of Israel's history during the period of the Judges offers a perspective on northern Israel's history as a whole.

We know how the history of northern Israel would turn out. Their succession of kings would be short. Their succumbing to the temptation of idolatry would be swift in comparison to southern Israel. Very quickly they would adopt the ways and the gods of the nations around them, and in time they would be sold into the hands of those whose gods they preferred.
Idols Are Never Enough

It is easy to see the futility of this in Israel, from our vantage point of a different era and culture. But human hearts have not changed. They still assure us that, when an idol leads to slavery, what we need is more of that idol. If someone seeks their value and purpose in a relationship—for example, sacrificing everything to a marriage which then fails—it seems very natural to think: I need to find another relationship. I need a better spouse. We see our problem not as worshiping an idol, but not worshiping an idol enough.

II. The cost of idolatry (10:7-9).
The Cost of Idols is High

Judges 10:7-9, “So the anger of the LORD was kindled against Israel, and he sold them into the hand of the Philistines and into the hand of the Ammonites, 8 and they crushed and oppressed the people of Israel that year. For eighteen years they oppressed all the people of Israel who were beyond the Jordan in the land of the Amorites, which is in Gilead. 9 And the Ammonites crossed the Jordan to fight also against Judah and against Benjamin and against the house of Ephraim, so that Israel was severely distressed.”
God Sold – Gave the People Fully – to the Idols

Judges 10:7-9, “So the anger of the LORD was kindled against Israel, and he sold them into the hand of the Philistines and into the hand of the Ammonites…” 

God, in his settled anger at idolatry, “sold them into the hands of” their enemies (10:7). This is a strong phrase. It has been used of what God did in Judges 2:14, 3:8, and 4:2, as well as here. When you sell a car to another person, it means the new owner can do with it as he pleases. When we look back at how God “sold” the Israelites before, we know this does not mean that he abandoned them or nullified his promises to them. It does mean, however, that he stopped protecting them in some way. He let the things they had been serving actually begin to dominate and “own” them. 

The Price Tag for Idolatry is Idolatry

Romans 1:23-25 is a fascinating parallel passage. There Paul talks about idolatry. He speaks of people who “exchanged the glory of … God for images made to look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles” (v 23). What was the result? “Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts” (v 24, ESV). The word “lusts” in Greek is epithumia, a word that means an overwhelming drive, an enslaving, uncontrollable desire. To “give up” means that God allows the things in which we hope instead of God to become ruling powers in our lives. Once God gave them over for worshiping idols, they “worshiped and served created things rather than the Creator” (v 25). The judgment for idolatry is… idolatry.

Idols Are a Cruel Taskmaster

Idolatry and slavery go hand in hand. Idolatry leads to slavery and slavery to idolatry. So God says to the person who worships money: If you want to live for money instead of for me, then money will rule your life. It will control your heart and emotions. If you want to live for popularity instead of for me, then popular acclaim will rule and control you. If you want another god besides me—go ahead. Let’s see how merciful it is to you, how effective it is in saving and guiding and enlightening you.
III. The cure for idolatry (10:10-16)
I Will No Longer Save You
The oppression of Israel is the worst yet: total—they were “shattered” (Judges 10:8); lengthy (eighteen years, v 8); universal, including all Israel on both sides of the Jordan (v 8-9). And so the Israelites cry out to the Lord, confessing: “We have sinned against you, forsaking our God and serving the Baals” (v 10). 

Judges 10:10-14, “And the people of Israel cried out to the LORD, saying, “We have sinned against you, because we have forsaken our God and have served the Baals.” 11 And the LORD said to the people of Israel, “Did I not save you from the Egyptians and from the Amorites, from the Ammonites and from the Philistines? 12 The Sidonians also, and the Amalekites and the Maonites oppressed you, and you cried out to me, and I saved you out of their hand. 13 Yet you have forsaken me and served other gods; therefore I will save you no more. 14 Go and cry out to the gods whom you have chosen; let them save you in the time of your distress.” 

They Want the Joy of Deliverance, Not the Joy of God

God does not immediately forgive them and begin to answer their prayer. We also saw this in 6:7-10, where the people cried to God and in response he sent them a stern warning. Here, God’s response is even more surprisingly harsh. He has saved them time and time again (10:11-12); and time and time again they have “forsaken [him] and served other gods”—and so, in a crushing line, God tells his people: “I will no longer save you” (v 13). He will not answer them—they should cry to the gods they have been worshiping (v 14).

Michael Wilcock explains why: “The Lord … is saying, ‘I know what this cry of yours is. It is merely a cry for help, which might just as well be addressed to the Baals as to me.’”

The Cry of False Repentance

When God says: “Go and cry out to the gods you have chosen” (v 14), he means that their request is simply the request of a weak party to a stronger one for the alleviation of their misery. They are saying: OK, you have us over a barrel! We are in trouble because we broke your rules! Now help us please; get us out of trouble. 

But repentance is heart-felt conviction and hatred of what was done, regardless of whether it caused trouble or not. In other words, they are sorry for the consequences of their sin, but they are not really sorry for the sin. It is possible to turn from idolatry in an idolatrous way—and that is what they are doing. They are treating God as if he were one of their idols. They are trying to push the right buttons, make the right sacrifices, in order to get him to exert his power for them. 

The Cry of True Repentance

The Israelites understand the point. Their request in verse 15 is different from the one of verse 10. Judges 10:15-18, “And the people of Israel said to the LORD, “We have sinned; do to us whatever seems good to you. Only please deliver us this day.” 16 So they put away the foreign gods from among them and served the LORD, and he became impatient over the misery of Israel. 

What they are saying is: Do with us as you wish, though we still beg for mercy, it shows a heart change. Before, they were focused completely on their condition and comfort. They were saying: We are broken—fix us please! But now they are willing to admit that God is under no obligation to fix them and take away their trouble. This means they are saying: We want you, even if it means we are going to keep suffering (though we’d rather not). 

Application

Why is that a sign of real faith? If we say to God: I want you because I want/need you to give me “X,” we reveal that “X” is our real, ultimate god. When we say: I want you regardless of whether you give me X, Y, or Z, then we are making the true God our God again.

Second, when they “put away the foreign gods from among them and served the LORD” (v 16), they showed that they were going beneath the surface to change their hearts, not just their superficial behavior.  

Judges shows that the Israelites often changed their behavior in order to curry favor with the Lord, but they kept their idols in their homes, as “insurance.” But repentance gets beneath the surface. It does not just focus on behavior but on motives. 
The two signs of real repentance are: 
· a sorrow for sin, rather than just for its consequences; 
· a sorrow over idolatrous motives, not just behavioral change.

God Responds to True Repentance
And God responds to his repentant, oppressed people with mercy: “he could bear Israel’s misery no longer” (v 16). He will act to save Israel; even though he had said “I will no longer save you” (v 13). Again, we see the tension between God’s holiness and his mercy, between the conditionality and the unconditionality of his promises to his people—a tension resolved fully only at the cross.

IV. God’s choice to lead us out of idolatry (10:17-18; ch. 11)
Judges 10:17-18, “Then the Ammonites were called to arms, and they encamped in Gilead. And the people of Israel came together, and they encamped at Mizpah. 18 And the people, the leaders of Gilead, said one to another, “Who is the man who will begin to fight against the Ammonites? He shall be head over all the inhabitants of Gilead.” 

With the Ammonite and Israelite camps drawn up for battle (v 17), and the men of Gilead searching for the man who will lead them in battle and beyond (v 18), the scene is set for God’s deliverer to arrive. 

Jephthah the Crime Boss

Judges 11:1–3, “Now Jephthah the Gileadite was a mighty warrior, but he was the son of a prostitute. Gilead was the father of Jephthah. 2 And Gilead’s wife also bore him sons. And when his wife’s sons grew up, they drove Jephthah out and said to him, “You shall not have an inheritance in our father’s house, for you are the son of another woman.” 3 Then Jephthah fled from his brothers and lived in the land of Tob, and worthless fellows [OUTLAWS] collected around Jephthah and went out with him.”

Jephthah is an unsurprising, and a surprising, choice (11:1)! Like Gideon, Jephthah is a “mighty warrior”—and similar to Gideon’s son Abimelech, “his mother was a prostitute.” In the world’s eyes, leaders are people who have an Ivy League or Oxbridge pedigree, strong family background (and thus emotional health), and no police record! 
But Jephthah is someone without any of these things. He was the illegitimate son of a prostitute who was driven out of his home, probably as a very young person, by his half-brothers (v 2). So he came from (to say the least) a deeply dysfunctional family. Then, in the wilderness, he attracted a band of “outlaws,” men who lived through robbery (v 3). Jephthah was in organized crime; a kind of underworld boss, or (more romantically) a pirate. He was a complete outcast and a criminal from a broken home.

Jephthah’s History and Yours

Now look at who God chooses to use.  You may often ask God “why” he did not save you sooner.  Maybe your home life, as Jephthah’s is questioned.  His mother was a prostitute.  We all have regrets that we did not serve Christ with more zeal or come to know Him sooner.  But look at the providence of God in all this.  Jephthah’s background gave him 

Yet, Jephthah knows the ways of the sinners that reside in Israel.  He’s not been raised so to speak, in a Christian home.  God raises him up at the right time.  But he is not immediately accepted.

A Picture of Christ

Yet God raises him up to be the savior. Judges 11:4-11, “After a time the Ammonites made war against Israel. 5 And when the Ammonites made war against Israel, the elders of Gilead went to bring Jephthah from the land of Tob. 6 And they said to Jephthah, “Come and be our leader, that we may fight against the Ammonites.” 7 But Jephthah said to the elders of Gilead, “Did you not hate me and drive me out of my father’s house? Why have you come to me now when you are in distress?” 8 And the elders of Gilead said to Jephthah, “That is why we have turned to you now, that you may go with us and fight against the Ammonites and be our head over all the inhabitants of Gilead.” 9 Jephthah said to the elders of Gilead, “If you bring me home again to fight against the Ammonites, and the LORD gives them over to me, I will be your head.” 10 And the elders of Gilead said to Jephthah, “The LORD will be witness between us, if we do not do as you say.” 11 So Jephthah went with the elders of Gilead, and the people made him head and leader over them. And Jephthah spoke all his words before the LORD at Mizpah.”

In some ways Jephthah is a picture of Christ.  He “came unto His own and His own received Him not.”  Like Christ, Jephthah did not trust in the people but in God.   
Better to Be in God’s Hands than in Idolatry

Why would the people repent and ask for a deliverer? Their reason is clear. They hoped that God would deliver them. Somehow, He would deliver them even from His own judgment. It was better to be in the hands of the Lord, to receive from the Lord whatever it was that they must receive, than to be apart from the Lord. In their repentance we see the deepest bond of trust and faith and love. The Lord relents. He turns aside from His fierce anger and rescues them. He could bear their misery no longer. God is love.

Isaiah would also say, "For your Maker is your husband, the LORD of hosts is his name; and the Holy One of Israel is your Redeemer, the God of the whole earth he is called. For the LORD has called you like a wife deserted and grieved in spirit, like a wife of youth when she is cast off, says your God. For a brief moment I deserted you, but with great compassion I will gather you. In overflowing anger for a moment I hid my face from you, but with everlasting love I will have compassion on you," says the LORD, your Redeemer.” (Isa 54:5-8)

Surrender All

Hear now, saints of God, repent and believe, turn to the Lord and place yourself fully into His hands. He has found a way to deliver you even from His own just judgment. He has found a way to save you. That way is glorious. It involved the Lord Himself undergoing you judgment, entrusting Himself totally into the hands of His Father "into your hands I commit my Spirit!" knowing that to do so would mean death, and yet trusting that the Lord would deliver Him from death itself.

Conclusion

As Isaiah says in Isa. 52:2-3, “Shake yourself from the dust of your idolatry and arise; be seated, 0 Jerusalem; loose the bonds from your neck, 0 captive daughter of Zion. For thus says the LORD: "You were sold for nothing, and you shall be redeemed without money." The wait is over people of God. God has shown mercy. Our Head is exalted.  He is on His throne and will have the full throne of your heart.  Yield to Him now. Do not trust idols.  Trust the Lord!  
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