Dear Adult Sunday School Classes,

Over the next months, we will be camping out in the book of Judges.  It is not a happy book by any means.  Yet by painting a brutally honest picture of the wickedness of man, it serves to drive us to the one “cure” that can save us from our own crookedness:  King Jesus!

In reading Judges, it is easy to see its relevance to today.  All around us, we see the same type of moral relativism.  But my desire is that this study be more than another chance for Christians to point our fingers at the moral decline of America.  Rather, my prayer is that God would use this study to help us see our own hearts more clearly.  I pray that it would help us hate sin all the more.  I pray that it will encourage us to cling to God and His Word instead of being influenced by the world’s thinking.  Most of all, I pray that it would cause us to savor our Savior all the more.

The goal of this study guide is not to give you my interpretation of this complex book, though I do offer my thoughts.  The goal is to help you dig into God’s Word and discover it for yourself.  Think of it as a tool to help you dig.  Use as much or as little of it as possible in your efforts to explore the richness of Judges.

I offer this guide to you humbly, asking God to use it for great good.  Given that I don’t have a professional editor, I’m sure there are grammatical and formatting oversights.  I ask for your grace in advance. 

All Scripture quotations are taken from the English Standard Version, which I would commend to you.  I also recommend the NASB and the KJV.  All three of these are fairly literal translations that are helpful for in-depth study of God’s Word.

May God give you grace and strength as you study His Word,

James Seward

Associate Pastor, Education/Discipleship

Any portion of this guide may be used, distributed, or copied by anyone as long as credit is given to the author and there is no charge for its use.
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Judges
This is Why We Need Jesus
Introduction

Getting Started

Plantar Fasciitis.  It’s a hard to say and even harder to cure foot injury that renders even professional athletes completely useless.  It seems that even the best athletes cannot overcome an injury to their foot – another example of the age-old lesson:  we don’t realize how important something is until we see what life is like without it.  This is a little bit what Judges is like.  Judges shows us how important it is to have a righteous king like Jesus by showing us just how bleak life is when we are ruled by our own devices.
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A Closer Look

Judges is an interesting book.  It’s full of stories that even the youngest children are familiar with: Samson, Gideon and his fleece, Deborah the prophetess.  But despite the familiar stories, the book as a whole can be a bit confusing.  The stories are exciting, but they are also confusing.  One judge sacrifices his daughter to God, another person offers his daughter to a sex-crazed village so that his guests won’t be attacked.  Even Samson, the great hero of Judges, has a weakness for foreign women and prostitutes.  What do we make of all this?  Let’s take a closer look to find out.

Judges divides into three basic sections.  1:1 to 3:6 is the opening section that shows how Israel went from the best of times under Joshua to the worst of times when the judges ruled.  3:7 to 16:31 is the main section, and it describes the downward spiral that took place during the time of the judges.  17:1 to 21:25 is the closing section and it illustrates just how depraved Israel was during the time of the judges.

1:1 to 3:6
Read 1:27-36.  What did Israel fail to do?

What is God’s verdict about this in 2:1-4?

Read 2:10-11.  What led to Israel’s rapid decline?
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Read 2:16-19.  What hint does this give us about the basic pattern that the rest of the book will follow?  Can we infer that this will be an upbeat and pleasant book or a dark and bleak book?

3:7 to 16:31
This section describes the basic “cycle of the judges,” which is more of a downward spiral.  God’s people do evil in His eyes, so God raises up a foreign army to oppress them.  In response, they cry out to God, and He empowers a judge to deliver them (note: the Hebrew word for “judges” is difficult to translate but refers to those who give leadership and/or deliverance).  There is time of peace until the judge dies, and then the cycle begins again.  In all there are twelve judges listed, but only six receive attention.  So the cycle occurs six times, with the latter judges (the end of Gideon’s ministry, Jephthah, Samson) reflecting an increasing godlessness.

Read 3:7, 3:12, 4:1, 6:1, 10:6, and 13:1.  What is the common ingredient in each of the six cycles?

Read 8:24-28 and 16:1.  Should we assume that the judges are exemplary figures simply because God used them to bring about a deliverance?

Why might the judges become less godly as the story progresses?

17:1 to 21:25
Judges concludes with two stories.  The stories aren’t placed there for chronological reasons.  Instead, they are written to show just how bad Israel has become.

Read 17:6 and 21:25.  

What does it mean to do what is right in your own eyes (note: the word “right” can also mean “good” – it has a positive moral connotation)?  

What types of actions should we expect from someone who is trying to do what is right in his own eyes?
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Read 17:6, 18:1, 19:1 and 21:25.  According to these verses, what is the solution to man doing whatever is right in his own eyes?
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Skim over 9:1-21.  How does this passage help us understand the type of king that the author is longing for?

Read Deuteronomy 17:14-21.  What are the characteristics of the king that will help Israel?

Read Jeremiah 33:14-18.  Who is the only king that can really fulfill the prophetic longing of Deuteronomy and Judges?
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Judges
This is Why We Need Jesus
1:1-20 – Judah’s Conquests: A Success?
Getting Started

Sometimes doing things almost well enough is as good as not doing them at all.  Take mold, for example.  If you’ve got mold growing in your fridge and you clean out most of it but leave just a little, it certainly won’t be long until your fridge is once again covered in mold.  It’s the same way with obedience to God.  If we only obey Him well enough so that things look good and it appears we’ve made a valiant effort, sin will quickly return and infest our lives.
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A Closer Look

We cannot understand the significance of this passage unless we first understand what the previous Scriptures say about conquering the Promised Land.

The Command of God
Read Exodus 23:23-33; 34:11-16 and Deuteronomy 7:1-5.  What command does God give Israel?

What reasons does He give for this command?
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In Joshua 1:2-9, God calls Joshua to be “careful to do according to all the law that Moses my servant commanded you.”  He calls on him to conquer the land as Moses instructed – thoroughly and completely.  Joshua begins this process, but he dies at the outset of Judges.  This begs the question:  will those who come after Joshua fulfill the command of God to wipe out all the inhabitants of the land?  Our passage will begin to answer that question.
The Justice of God
To our modern sensibilities, passages like this can seem a bit barbarian.  Why does God wipe out an entire people?  Why does He advocate chopping off someone’s toes and thumbs?  To begin to understand the answer to this question, we need to learn a little more about the Canaanites.

Read Leviticus 18:6-20 and Deuteronomy 18:9-14.  What types of practices typified these people?

In Deuteronomy 9:4-6, what reason does Moses give for the coming conquest of Canaan?

Is God’s complete judgment against sin a concept unique to the Old Testament?
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Read 1:3-7.  Does the king who is punished think that what has been done to him is unjust?  Why or why not?

Our passage makes clear that the conquest of Canaan was an act of God’s justice against the sinful Canaanites.

The Victory of God
This passage is an account of the victory that the tribe of Judah won over Jerusalem (1:8), the hill country (1:10-15), the Negeb (1:16-17), and the lowland (1:18).  According to verses 4, 19 and 22, who brought about these victories?

Are these victories complete?  Why not?  What stood in the way of the complete victory?

Read Joshua 17:16-18.  Should the iron chariots been an obstacle for Judah?

Joshua makes clear that God was fully aware of the iron chariots and promised them victory despite the chariots.  So Judah is deliberately neglecting the command of God.  We have much to learn from this.  Judah was obeying in every possible way except for one little exception – and it was a very easy to rationalize exception (iron chariots!).  But this little exception opens the door for the more rampant disobedience of the northern tribes and the eventual downfall of the whole of Israel.  We must not be people who satisfy ourselves with partial obedience!
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Judges
This is Why We Need Jesus
1:21-2:5 – Mounting Failures
Getting Started

The buildings in many historic downtowns have what are called façades.  Basically, they make the front of an otherwise basic building look fancy.  While façades might be appropriate for downtown buildings, they are not appropriate for Christians.  As we will learn in this lesson, too often we try and obey just enough to look good.  Such partial obedience is deadly.  Or sometimes we are deeply saddened by our sin but don’t actually change.  Such mere emotionalism is also deadly.  Christianity is not a façade religion – it is a heart change religion.
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A Closer Look

1:21-36
Read Deuteronomy 7:1-5 and Joshua 23:3-8.  What command does God give Israel?

What seems to be the repeated idea in 1:21-36?

The author uses repetition to make his point abundantly clear.  Over and over again he draws attention to the ongoing presence of the Canaanites.  The sin of partial obedience is clearly on display.  Israel was content to mostly obey.  They won victory after victory with the help of God, but they were satisfied with doing most of what God asked.  As they experienced victory and the help of the Lord, they no doubt deceived themselves into thinking that they were doing enough to please God.  We are much the same way.  When sin creeps up into our lives, we attack it just enough that things start going well for us.  Since things are going well, we deceive ourselves into thinking that our partial obedience is sufficient to please God.  How dangerous is such deception, as the rest of Judges will prove to us!
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2:1-3
God cannot tolerate such feigned obedience any longer.  He sends a messenger to state the divine perspective on partial obedience.  He begins by stating all that He has done for Israel.  Why do you think He begins this way?
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In verse 2, God gives His view of partial obedience.  What is it?

What will be the consequences of Israel’s partial obedience?  How is this consistent with what God has said in Exodus 23:23-33, 34:11-16, Deuteronomy 7:1-5 and Joshua 23:3-8?

The sentiment is something like this:  because you refused to obey, the very thing that I said would happen if you disobeyed is going to happen.  A parent tells his child not to touch the oven lest he get burned.  The child touches the oven and sure enough gets burned, just as the parent said would happen.  When we disobey our loving Father, there are consequences.  We need to see that God has given His commands for good reasons.  When we refuse to obey (even through partial obedience), we suffer the just consequences of our sin.
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2:4-5
The people respond to God’s verdict with weeping.  The weeping is so dramatic that the place where they are meeting is thereafter known as Bochim (which means “weepers”).  They also offer sacrifices.  Read 2 Corinthians 7:8-11.  Does this book give us any indication whether this is godly grief or worldly grief?

There is no change in action, no new orientation to remember God and His commands.  The only change in the trajectory of the book is for the worse.  This is crucial to understand.  One can have deep emotions and do religious things in response to God’s Word.  One can be moved to tears over sin (though how few are!) and walk an aisle or kneel at the altar – but without actual change in our hearts and lives, it is nothing.  “Return to me with all your heart, with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning; and rend your hearts and not your garments” (Joel 2:12-13).  God is after true heart change, not mere emotionalism.
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Judges
This is Why We Need Jesus
2:6-22 – How did we get this far away?
Getting Started

Many a young couple has entered into matrimony full of love and starry-eyed ideals only to find that marriage takes more than hormone-driven passion to survive.  As tensions rise and circumstances unravel, they find themselves treating each other in ways they never dreamed possible.  “Divorce” begins to enter their vocabulary.  Sometimes at this point, the couple stops and asks:  how did we get here?  How did we get so far away from what we wanted our marriage to be?  Rightly answering that question is the key to rebuilding the marriage.  In Judges, the “marriage” between God and His people is at its low point.  The passage before us this week gives God’s answer to the question:  how did we get here?
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A Closer Look

The opening section of Judges (1:1-3:6) has two basic sections.  The first section (1:1-2:5) describes Israel’s partial obedience in failing to drive out completely the Canaanites.  The second section (2:6-3:6) takes a second look at the history and describes the reasons for Israel’s demise at a spiritual level.  You’ll notice that 1:1 and 2:6-9 both begin with the death of Joshua.  This is an important clue that these two sections are telling the same story two different ways.

2:6-10
How would your characterize the time of Joshua and his generation?

According to verse 10, what happened to the second generation?

These verses bring us face-to-face with the reality that one generation can serve the Lord and know the Lord and the next completely fail to do so.  Read Deuteronomy 6:4-25.  What is God’s prescribed solution for this dilemma?
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We must take special care to maintain our relationship of the Lord and our remembrance of what He has done for us.  Moreover, we must make sure that our children not only see our relationship with the Lord but also that they are taught about all that God has done for us and why we love Him.
2:11-13
The first domino to fall is a vibrant and growing relationship with the Lord that is rooted in the truth of what He has done.  The second domino to fall is contamination by the world.  Israel begins to allow the pagan practices around them to influence them. Their decline is punctuated by the phrase “served the Baals” (2:11) a deliberate echo of the previous generation’s “served the Lord” (2:7).
Read James 4:4 and 1 John 2:15-16.  Is it possible to love the things the world loves and to still love and serve God?  How does our passage reflect this teaching?

The world offers such a strong and enticing tonic that unless we are drinking deeply of Christ, we are helpless to resist.
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2:14-15
These two verses may be the most challenging in the section.  They are challenging because we often fail to understand the connection between God’s love and His jealous anger.  To help us understand this, consider the following example.  A husband cheats on his faithful, loving wife.  She learns of his affair.  Which would be the right response:  a righteous anger and jealous disdain for his misplaced affections, or a cool ambivalence that quickly resigns itself to the change in her husbands affections?  Why?

True love is jealous and therefore angry when the one we love jilts us for another.  How much more so when that love should be toward God and it is exchanged for the love of an idol.  How much more so when our switch in allegiances will cause our very ruin!  And so, God is provoked to anger by Israel’s sin.  He refuses to stand idly by but begins a course of action to wean Israel off of her pagan influences.  The first act of God’s jealous love is to give them over to pagan rulers, as if to say, “If you love paganism, learn what it means to be ruled by pagans.”  Unrighteousness, no matter how enticing, is a cruel master.  Instead of knowing God’s blessing, “the hand of the Lord was against [Israel] for harm” and “they were in terrible distress.”
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2:16-18

We learn much about God’s heart from these verses.  Despite the adversity that God has brought upon Israel, they shows no sign of repenting.  The affliction and oppression worsens, but still no sign of repenting.  What finally prompts God to bring about deliverance?

How does God bring about this deliverance?

God allows Israel to have a taste of just how awful life is without His gracious hand.  Then, when their self-inflicted suffering reaches a crescendo, God intervenes and reminds Israel how good His rule is.
2:19-22

What affect does God’s jealous, pursuing love have upon Israel?

Verse 19 introduces what is called “the cycle of the judges.”  As soon as a judge died, Israel returned to her pagan ways, becoming “more corrupt” with each successive generation.  Apostasy, oppression, groaning, deliverance, death of the judge; apostasy, oppression, groaning, deliverance, death of a judge; the cycle continues over and over again – twelve times in all.  As the cycles go on and on, the hardness of Israel’s heart becomes clearer and clearer.  Sin is a foul and powerful master.
According to verse 21, what is God’s response to Israel’s stubborn unrepentance?
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Judges
This is Why We Need Jesus
2:23-3:6 – The Test
Getting Started

It was high school algebra and I was woefully unprepared for the test.  When I received the results, I learned that I had gotten an F.  My response was to debate my teacher, trying to persuade him to add a point here or a point there.  I acted as if the problem was with the test.  I should have admitted that the test accurately revealed my lack of understanding of the subject matter.  Often times in life, God tests us.  When we fail the test, we tend to blame God or the test.  But the reality is, God’s tests always reveal what is actually in our hearts.
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A Closer Look

In some ways, this passage is the answer to a skeptic’s question.  Looking at how badly Israel’s first 250 years in the Promised Land turned out, a skeptic might ask if God had failed.  Could He not have destroyed the foreign nations completely during the time of Joshua?  Did He really have to leave things in such a state that a little apostasy would ruin the whole thing?  The author of Judges seeks to answer these questions by showing that God had a purpose in allowing a few nations to remain during the time of Joshua’s conquest.  Let’s look at his response.

2:23-3:4
What is the general reason that this passage gives us for why God allowed the foreign nations to remain in the land?

2:22, 3:1-2, and 3:4 all give different reasons for why God tested Israel.  How do these three reasons relate to one another?

These three reasons are actually all one and the same.  The first and last seem similar enough, but what do we make of the middle reason?  How does it relate to the other two?

The middle test was to see if the Israelites were willing to fight for righteousness and the cause of Yahweh.  Were they willing to give their lives and their energies to advance God’s purposes and to thwart the purposes of Satan?

Let’s put it more starkly: to “walk in the way of the Lord” and to “obey the commandments of the Lord” requires a fight.  For the Israelites, it required a literal and a spiritual fight.  It cost them something.  For us, it is merely a spiritual fight.  But it costs us something as well.  Are we willing to fight for righteousness?  When it is easy to be righteous, many of us will continue to do the right thing.  If righteousness allows us to maintain our good reputation, keep our spouse happy, advance at work, etc., we are happy to oblige.  But when righteousness requires a fight, are we still willing to do what is righteous?  That is the test that Yahweh put before the Israelites.  It is a test that is repeated many times over in our own lives.
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3:5-6
Read Deuteronomy 7:1-5.  What are some of the specific things that God calls the Israelites to do when they enter the Promised Land?

Read 3:5-6.  What are some of the specific things that the author tells us the Israelites did instead?

Compare the list of foreign nations given in 3:5 and Deuteronomy 7:1.  What do you observe?

In Deuteronomy 7, Israel is told to: (1) utterly wipe out the nations, (2) not intermarry with the nations, and (3) entirely wipe out their idols so that it would be impossible to worship them.  Verse 4 of our passage informs us that they settled among the very nations they were to destroy.  Verse 5a then tells us that they intermarried with the people of Canaan.  Verse 5b concludes with the sad but not surprising truth that they went on to serve the gods of Canaan.  The very three things God had called Israel to do are the very three things they fail to do.  God’s people miserably failed the test.
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Israel was unwilling to fight for the Lord’s purposes.  Israel retreated in defeat instead of standing for righteousness.  Israel chose the path of least resistance instead of choosing the “war” of obedience.  These choices might have seemed expedient at the time, but they destroyed her.  The rest of Judges is an account of a nation that has become so Canaanized that her sins are worse than Sodom’s.



Judges
This is Why We Need Jesus
3:7-11 – Othniel: A Model of What’s to Come
Getting Started

When teaching someone to play a somewhat complicated game, you always begin by laying out the rules as simply as possible.  But inevitably, the best way to learn the game is to play a few “practice” rounds.  As we move into the section known as the “cycle of the judges” (3:7-16:31), Othniel is offered up as a sort of “practice” round.  His story is simple and formulaic, but it gives us a good sense for how to approach the more complicated stories that will come.
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A Closer Look

Because our passage presents a sort of formula or paradigm that many of the other stories in Judges will follow, let’s resort to a fill-in-the-blank exercise to drive home the point (note: this exercise is based on the ESV translation; it may be difficult to do if you are using another translation).

1)  ISRAEL SINS

And the people of Israel did what was evil in the sight of the Lord. They forgot the Lord their God and served the Baals and the Asheroth.

2)  GOD OPPRESSES

Therefore the anger of the Lord was kindled against Israel, and he sold them into the hand of ______________________________________. And the people of Israel served ___________________________________  _________ years.

3)  ISRAEL CRIES TO THE LORD

But when the people of Israel cried out to the Lord, 

4)  THE LORD RAISES UP A SPIRIT-EMPOWERED DELIVERER

the Lord raised up a deliverer for the people of Israel, who saved them, _______________________________.  The Spirit of the Lord was upon him, and he judged Israel. 

5)  THE ENEMY IS DEFEATED

He went out to war, and the Lord gave _________________________________________ into his hand. And his hand prevailed over ____________________________________. 

6)  THE LAND HAS REST

So the land had rest _________ years. 

7)  THE JUDGE DIES

Then ______________________________________ died.
After working through this formulaic approach to the passage, what do the bare details highlight?

Very few details are given about the victory.  We don’t know how the victory was won, where it took place, or how many were involved.  The only detail given is that it is God who won the battle.  While it was no doubt Othniel’s hand that prevailed (3:10) and Othniel who “saved” Israel (3:9), it was the Lord who empowered Othniel and it was the Lord who “gave Cushan-rishathaim king of Mesopotamia into his hand.”  Future stories in Judges will elaborate on the details of the victory, but we must never lose sight that it is God who brings about the victory.
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The cycle of the judges teaches us much about the heart of our God.  He is a merciful and compassionate God who is ever-so patient with us.  He bears with much scorn and rejection yet continues to love and pursue.  He acts on behalf of His people even when they do not deserve it at all.  How do we see these same divine characteristics in Christ?

Judges is designed to show us that the endless cycle of God’s mercy and our rebellion is insufficient.  Our wickedness wins the day – that is, unless a righteous king can come in and make things right.  But before we jump forward to Christ, we need to pause and see what a bleak picture this paints.  Even the pre-Christ mercy of God is insufficient to rip mankind out of the slough of their sin patterns (though other Old Testament books show the power of repentance to break such cycles).  

[image: image25]
The story of Judges is our story, apart from Christ.  O the depths and power of sin!  It ought to make us tremble!



Judges
This is Why We Need Jesus
3:12-31 – Ehud:  Slayer of the Fat King
Getting Started

After a humiliating blowout loss to their archrivals, a group of high school football players sit around and mock their opponent.  They mock the hitch in the quarterback’s motion and the way he telegraphed where he was going to throw.  They mock the defense’s inability to finish a tackle.  They comment on how small their nose tackle was.  Of course we can all see the irony.  If they were such a laughable team, how come they beat you?  The story before us this week is much the same.  It pokes fun at the king of Moab, bringing to light his many shortcomings.  But the glaring truth underneath it all is that Israel was subject to this ninny of a king for eighteen years, only to be freed through divine intervention.
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A Closer Look

3:12-14
It was certainly a sorry indictment on the people of Israel that they were subject to Eglon for eighteen years.  According to these verses, what caused this predicament?
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3:15-30
In light of the details given in this story, what are a few words that would accurately describe King Eglon?

The story is designed to mock Eglon.  The name itself is a combination of “ox” and “round.”  Eglon is depicted as a fattened ox heading for the slaughter.  His fatness is mocked, and his military savvy is ridiculed.  He succumbs to flattery, allowing himself to be left alone with his captive.  The author even includes some literal bathroom humor to further mock the king.

But the deeper intent of this story is to hold a mirror up to Israel, as if to say: “Take a look at yourself.  Do you see where your sin leads you?  You were enslaved to this ninny of a king!”  The point is not to ridicule foreigners, the point is to rebuke Israel.  Judges is driving home this point:  our sin leads us to a place where we are ruled by Eglon-like masters.  It leads us to an awful, humiliating place.  Ask a man who has been addicted to pornography or a woman who has been gripped by an eating disorder.  The masters that sin leads us to are disgusting and shameful.
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Despite Israel’s wickedness, God raises up Ehud to deliver her from the Moabites.  Read over the story.  What “coincidences” had to come together perfectly in order for Ehud to deliver Israel?

It is God who is working to deliver His people.  Ehud’s plan to defeat the Moabites is a one-in-a-million shot.  Even as the victory highlights the stupidity of the Moabites, it also reveals the mighty hand of God.  If God can cause bumbling Eglon to defeat the Israelites, God can use faith-filled Ehud to bring down the Moabites.  Ehud did not get lucky; Ehud had God Almighty on his side.  And that’s exactly how Ehud interprets the victory in verse 28: “Follow after me” – here we might expect a statement of his own prowess, but instead – “for the Lord has given your enemies the Moabites into your hand.”

Based on the details in this account, what are a few words that would accurately describe Ehud?

Ehud is a rare positive figure within Judges.  He had David-like faith, approaching the giant of a man with such a simple plan.  He gave God the credit for the victory and trusted Him to bring it to completion (3:28).  And he led Israel to act righteously (4:1).  But the real credit belongs to God.  He is the one who won the victory.

3:31
The details about Shamgar are minimal.  All we know is that delivered Israel from the Philistines by killing a lot of Philistines with a very basic weapon.  What does this highlight?

If God can use Shamgar and his makeshift weapon, He can use anybody or anything to accomplish His purposes.
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This is Why We Need Jesus
4:1-24 – Deborah and Barak:  Faithful Servants in Unfaithful Times
Getting Started

Culture has an uncanny ability to sweep us all along with it.  If you travel much outside of your own culture, you become increasingly aware of just how much we are shaped by our culture (sometimes for the good, sometimes for the bad).  To stand against the prevailing culture requires great faith.  This is especially true when the culture of God’s people has become corrupt.  It’s one thing to stand against pagan culture, quite another to stand against the Canaanized culture of God’s people.  In our passage today, we see how God works a mighty deliverance through people who acted in faith despite their surrounding culture.  It is a complex and riveting story, but in the end it is about faith and deliverance.
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A Closer Look

Like the other stories during the cycle of the judges, this is a story about God’s deliverance from beginning to end.  But the unique aspect of this story is the focus on three characters.  The key to understanding the story rightly is understanding the various characters rightly.  There we find a beautiful picture of three very different people who all act in great faith:  Deborah the prophetess, Barak the deliverer, and Jael the instrument of God.  So let us look in depth at each of these characters.
Jabin
Let’s begin with the villan, who obviously was not a man of great faith.  He was the enemy of God’s people.  Read Joshua 11:1-15.  The Jabin mentioned in that story is obviously different from the Jabin in our story.  But what light does that story shed on the motivations of our Jabin?

Likely, one from Jabin’s family escaped the devastation, took his father’s name, and raised up an army to seek vengeance.  The resurgence of the Jabin regime is a startling indictment on Israel.  Joshua left the land mostly conquered, with just a few final battles to finish.  But here, in the 5th chapter of Judges, the defeated enemies are already creeping up again.  Instead of progress, we have regress.
Jabin’s army is made up of chariots of iron.  Look back at Judges 1:19.  What does this indicate about iron chariots?

Israel’s partial obedience began because of iron chariots; now Israel is ruled by iron chariots.
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Deborah
How is Deborah first described in this passage?

A prophet was God’s messenger.  How do you see Deborah fulfilling this role throughout the story?

It is unclear what is meant by her “judging” and “rendering judgments,” since the Hebrew behind these words has a wide range of meanings.  Likely her “judging” had to do with her representing God and speaking on His behalf.  The people were coming to her to hear God’s answers to their dilemmas.  This interpretation is consistent with how she is described within the rest of the story – she delivers God’s word to Barak (4:6-7) and indicates to him when the Lord has given the battle into his hands (4:11).
According to 4:6, Deborah was aware that Barak had been called to deliver Israel and yet was not acting on his call.  As Deborah looked out on all the immorality and suffering around her, how do you think it made her feel that the male leaders in Israel were abdicating their role?

How does Deborah respond to the lack of male leadership within Israel?

5:6-9 offers a glimpse into Deborah’s heart.  She describes herself as a “mother in Israel.”  Reading between the lines suggests that she watched the desperate situation of her people with an aching heart, longing for the “commanders of Israel” to do their job.  How many strong, faithful women have been left in this same predicament?  They know what God has called their church or their family to do, but their husbands or pastors have dragged their feet, disregarded God’s command, lacked faith, and refused to lead.  Deborah handles this by privately encouraging Barak, reminding him of God’s word.  She stands faithfully by Barak as he leads, reminding him of God’s word along the way.

Given Deborah’s prominent position (she’s the only prophet mentioned during the 250 years of the judges), she probably could have rallied the troops and led a campaign.  Yet she exercises immense faith during a time of deepest depravity.  She waits patiently on the Lord, trusting that His ways were best.  She is faithful to the task He has given her, and she acts boldly within the context of her role as a woman.  As a result, Israel is delivered from a nation with iron chariots – a remarkable feat, given that mighty Judah could not do the same (1:19).  The text suggests that this victory would never have happened if not for Deborah.
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Deborah gives us a compelling picture of how a woman of God lives a life of faith during godless times.
Barak
Bible teachers offer all sorts of ways to think about Barak.  Some see him as a weak-kneed puppet of a man who rides Deborah’s apron strings to victory.  Read 1 Samuel 12:9-11.  How does Samuel view Barak’s role in this story?

Hebrews 11 is often referred to as the “Hall of Faith” because it holds up people from the Old Testament whose faith we are all to imitate.  Whose name do you see in Hebrews 11:32?

Our understanding of Barak must be guided by God’s interpretation of him.  He is a man of faith whom we should imitate.
According to 4:6-7, Barak was aware that God had called him to deliver Israel from Sisera’s army.  Yet his initial disobedience and lack of faith do not disqualify him from the “Hall of Faith,” a fact that should be a great encouragement to all of us.  The reasons for Barak’s reticence are compelling.  Sisera had chariots of iron.  Remember 1:1-20 when Judah is described as wracking up victory after victory, a veritable war machine.  But the one foe they were unable to vanquish was the one with the iron chariots.  Going against an army with iron chariots when you had none might be a little like fighting an army with airplanes when you had none.  It was pretty much sure defeat.  Further, Jabin’s army was bent on avenging the loss of their land at the hand of Joshua (Joshua 11:1-15).  Few fight with such fervor as an army motivated by revenge.  God’s call to Barak made no sense from a human standpoint.  To lead an army against Sisera required great faith, and Barak initially lacked it.
When God’s mouthpiece confronts him and challenges him to obey, how does Barak respond?

Barak’s response in verse 8 is telling.  He expresses his willingness to step out and do the impossible with one qualification:  God’s prophet must accompany him.  In other words, Barak says:  “I cannot do this on my own.  This is God’s victory from beginning to end.  And so if I am going to lead this army, I want God’s prophet at my side.”  Verse 8, then, is the essence of true faith.  True faith springs from a deep knowledge that we are completely incapable in and of ourselves.  True faith sees how big God is and how small we are.  True faith places no confidence in our own abilities and all our confidence in God’s ability to deliver on His promises.
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Deborah’s statement that Barak will not receive glory since it is the Lord who will win the battle (through a woman!) should not be read as a rebuke or punishment.  The man of faith acts in such a way that God, not himself, receives the glory.  It is the natural implication of his request for God’s agent to accompany him in battle.

Barak is a wonderful picture of faith for us.  There are many times when God’s Word seems at odds with the situation around us.  What seems “right in our own eyes” is different from what God has called us to do.  God’s way simply doesn’t make sense.  In those times we must imitate Barak’s faith.  We must step forward in obedience, leaning on God all along the way.  We must trust that God’s way is best and that God is true to His Word.  Even when obedience makes no sense to us, we must obey.  Faith is living our lives in such a way that we have the utmost confidence in God and His plan (despite the worst of circumstances) and little confidence in ourselves and our own judgment or ability.
Jael

Jael does not become a prominent character until verse 17.  Why do you think the author includes her link to the lineage of Moses way back in verse 11?

How is Jael described in 5:24?  Can you think of any other women in the Bible who were described in this way?

Jael and Mary are praised with similar language.  Jael is to be commended.  Just as Mary’s act of faith allowed for God to achieve His mighty victory in Jesus, so Jael’s act of faith allowed God to achieve a victory over His foes (though on a smaller scale).
According to verse 9, who enabled Jael’s victory?

God hands Sisera over to Jael because she acted with faith, aligning herself with Yahweh and his people instead of honoring the allegiance her husband had made with God’s enemies (4:17b).



Judges
This is Why We Need Jesus
5:1-31 – The Song of Deborah and Barak
Getting Started

The surest way to get bored at a sporting event is not to care which side wins.  When a team we love is playing, we hang on every play.  We rejoice with each success and despair over each setback.  But the apathetic fan experiences none of these emotions.  Too often Christians are apathetic fans.  In the great spiritual battle that is raging, we care little about what’s going on.  And our emotions reflect that.  But for those who truly love the Lord and His Kingdom, our hearts will be fully engaged.  We will share in the joy of Christ’s victory.
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A Closer Look

5:1-11
What is the general tone of these verses?  What emotions are bubbling in the words?

Think of how Deborah sang this song.  She had looked out at the awful situation in Israel, and she knew God could deliver.  But the people were evil and hardened.  How hard it must have been for her to look on.  We know from chapter 4 that she was aware that God had called on Barak to deliver the people—but he wasn’t doing anything.  Yet God used her to stir Barak’s heart to act in faith.  He leads the army out, and the other military leaders followed suit.  Thus her response: (verse 9) “My heart goes out to the commanders of Israel who offered themselves willingly among the people.  Bless the Lord!”  You can almost feel her emotion with her.  This was sincere praise.
And think of how Barak sang the song.  He was a man that knew God had called him to deliver Israel, but he shrank from the task.  And for good reason.  He had little chance to actual defeat the Canaanites and their iron chariots.  Regardless of his good excuses, he was living in knowing disobedience of God.  But God, through Deborah, had changed all of that.  God caused him to take the lead, and others followed suit.  When we are freed from our own disobedience and sin, we sing out God’s praises with a sincere heart.
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To whom are verses 3 to 5 sung?  What is the message to them?

What do we learn about the situation in Israel from Deborah’s solo in verses 6 to 9?

If verse 10 was sung today, it might go something like this:  “Tell of it you who drive fancy Cadillacs, you who sit in leather recliners, and you who drive an ’86, rusted-out, Ford Escort.”  Deborah and Barak want the rich and poor alike to join in the song.  Their joy and gratitude at God’s victory compel them to share their joy with others.  Ultimately, this song is a call for us to rejoice in God’s victory.
5:12-22
The battle against the iron chariots was sure defeat, unless God intervened.  Which tribes showed faith and joined in the battle?

Which tribes did not join in the battle?

What insights are given into why Reuben refused to join the battle?

My heart is particularly weighed down by Reuben.  Their hearts were stirred.  They knew what was right, and they searched their own hearts to see what was really there.  And what was there, ultimately?  SHEEP!

This ought to convict us.  Sadly, it is a pattern we too often follow.  Many times God’s Word makes clear what He wants from us, but we feel a strong pull to doubt and to disobey.  In those moments, there is a great searching of heart.  We wrestle with what beliefs will guide our actions: our flesh and what our eyes see or our faith and God’s Spirit.  Sometimes we end up like Rueben.
For those who chose God’s Kingdom over the whistling of sheep, verse 19 through 22 describe the victory in which they shared.  God routs the Canaanite kings and they are pictured “galloping, galloping” away.
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This section shows us the emptiness of staying on the sidelines and the goodness of taking part in God’s victory.

5:23-31
Who is cursed and why?

Who is blessed and why?

We must see the contrast between the people of Meroz and Jael.  The people of Meroz are Israelites who have chosen to side with the Canaanites; Jael is a non-Israelite who has chosen to side with Yahweh and His people.  As a result, the Israelites are cursed but the Canaanite is blessed.  And the key difference between the two:  one took the Lord’s side and the other did not.
Jael’s “blessed” actions are described in verses 24 to 27.  How do you feel about these actions being blessed of God?

Read Revelation 6:10.  What does this say about how we should feel about the defeat of God’s enemies?

There is something about us that gets squeamish whenever God’s enemy is a person, and not a supernatural being.  But on the last day we will stand and see God punish every person who is not on His side.  And we will rejoice in the defeat of God’s enemies, be they demonic enemies or human enemies.

Of course in the Christian era, it is not our job to destroy the people who oppose God.  In fact, God has called us to love them with the hope that some may be saved.  But even as we love them, we look forward to the day when God destroys His enemies and welcomes in His righteous rule.  If we cannot stomach this story, we will be in for quite a shock when Jesus returns.
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Lest we be tempted to think Sisera was simply a good guy who got tied up in an ugly war, verses 28 to 30 tell us a bit more about what he was like.  
Sisera is dead and so he isn’t coming home.  His mother starts to get nervous since he hasn’t returned.  The answer that her wise princesses give her, which she accepts as the most plausible account for the delay, is that Sisera is out raping women (“a womb or two for every man”).  What disgusting comfort!  Little boy Sisera is late in coming home from war because he and his men are each taking a womb or two for themselves!  God’s justice demanded that a man like this be destroyed.
These 19 verses are built around a curse and blessing.  Verse 31 spells out the specific curse and blessing:  may God’s enemies be destroyed like Sisera, and may God’s allies experience ultimate victory.
Judges
This is Why We Need Jesus
6:1-40 – Gideon:  Strength in Weakness
Getting Started

It’s not the size of the dog in the fight; it’s the size of the fight in the dog that counts.  So goes the old adage.  The idea behind it is that hidden strengths are sometimes more valuable than visible strengths.  The point seems true enough.  But the Bible says something even more profound.  When it comes to the spiritual fight, weakness is the most valuable virtue.  When we see ourselves as unable to bring anything to the table is when we begin to be useful to God.
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A Closer Look

6:1-6
How is Israel’s situation described?  How does this compare to other “sin cycles” thus far in Judges?

Read Deuteronomy 28:29-31.  What light does that passage shed on the Israelites’ situation?

Such a sad sate, and such an obvious cause.  Time and again, God brings about mighty deliverances.  Time and again, Israel returns to her former rebellious ways.  We feel like yelling “wake up” to Israel and pointing out just how obvious it is what’s going on.  But then we remember that our own sinful hearts are pulled in the same foolish directions.
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6:7-10

Israel predictably cries to God for deliverance, but God does something different this time.  How does God respond to their call for help?

What does this say about Israel’s deeper need?

The point is blunt:  Israel is in the mess she’s in because she has turned her back on her gracious God and has embraced the Amorite gods.  Her problem has everything to do with her view of God and her attitude toward God.  Her issue is fundamentally spiritual.

It would have been too easy for the Israelites to blame their misfortunes on bad luck, poor military management, lack of leadership, or a variety of other issues.  But God is concerned with one issue: Israel’s pathetic spiritual state.

Too often in our own lives, we miss the heart of the matter.  God’s Word offers us a clear explanation for what’s going on in our lives, yet we forget God’s Word and listen to so many other voices.  As a result, we miss the spiritual realities and focus on all sorts of other causes and concerns.  At the end of the day, the most fundamental issue is spiritual in nature.
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6:11-24
How does the angel of the Lord describe Gideon in verses 12 and 14?

What is Gideon doing when he is described in these ways?  Is that consistent with the angel’s description?

In light of 2:10, what is special about Gideon’s words in verse 13?

There is much missing in Gideon’s response.  He fails to grasp that God’s presence is sometimes shown through trials so as to wean us off of our sin.  He fails to point out that Israel’s sin precipitated all of her troubles, which was the prophet’s main message just three verses prior.  Yet Gideon understands this:  Israel’s state has everything to do with Yahweh, and the mighty God who delivered Israel in the past can deliver Israel today (albeit stated less optimistically).  This is the essence of faith:  trusting wholly in God.

When Gideon is told that he will be used of God to deliver Israel (verse 14), how does he respond?

Gideon sees himself as the weakest of the weak.  He’s the least helpful person to the Lord.  Is this a right way to view yourself?

Look up the following verses:  Matthew 5:3-5, Mark 2:17, 1 Corinthians 1:26-29, James 2:5.  What insight do they give to Gideon’s low view of himself?

The weak have the unique advantage of depending on God entirely; they bring nothing of themselves.  And so it was with Gideon.

In today’s self-esteem driven culture, we might have expected God to say:  “No Gideon, you’re not so bad.  You’re my child, and that means you are worth something.  Lift your drooping head.  You can do it, and I’ll help!”  But God does not correct Gideon’s right view of himself.  Instead He simply reiterates:  “But I will be with you” (verse 16).

The weakness of Gideon + the presence of God = the defeat of Midian.  

That’s God’s arithmetic.  
Gideon, convinced that he is completely unable to deliver Israel unless this visitor is speaking for God Himself, asks the visitor to prove that He is God.  Gideon makes a meal, follows the angel’s instructions, and the fire leaps from a rock and consumes the food.  Immediately, the angel disappears.

When Gideon realize he has just conversed with an emissary of the Lord, he quakes with terror fearing that he will die.  When all of Israel fears Baal (verse 10), Gideon fears Yahweh.  God has found His man, and He speaks directly to Gideon and promises him peace.
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6:25-32
Israel’s problem is fundamentally a spiritual problem.  How does Gideon’s first move as “deliverer” emphasize this?

How do God’s chosen people respond when they see an altar to Yahweh in place of their altar to Baal?

The scene is disheartening.  While God is preparing to act on behalf of His people, His people are preparing to act on behalf of Baal.  God chooses the weakest and most reticent of people to accomplish His purposes, but Baal cannot even defend himself.

6:33-40
Up until this point in Judges, what has happened immediately after God’s Spirit comes upon a judge?

Yet Gideon does not simply march out to battle and win a victory.  Gideon demands not just one but two different signs that God will in fact bring victory.  Read against the backdrop of God’s typical pattern thus far, we must read this as a negative occurrence.  The empowering of the Spirit does not lead immediately to victory.  The pistons are misfiring.  Israel is spiraling to new depths.
Gideon’s use of the fleece requires special comment.  Too many today read this as a viable method for determining God’s will.  You know the routine:  we set up “if this then this” tests for God, asking Him to lead us by means of occurrences that could turn out one way or another.  In some circles, they even refer to this practice as “putting out a fleece.”  But this is a blatant distortion of the passage for several reasons:

· Gideon is not seeking God’s will.  Gideon already knows what God has told him to do (“as you have said” – verses 36 and 37).  Gideon is instead doubting God’s Word and asking Him to send confirmation that His Word is trustworthy.

· Gideon’s act is not seen as a positive action.  We should no more imitate it than we should imitate his decision to make an ephod in chapter 8.  God, in His grace, does accommodate Gideon’s request, but God’s decision to work through imperfect means does not legitimize the means.

· Most “fleece tests” today are wholly unlike Gideon’s.  Gideon’s required a true miracle.  Most “if this then this” tests are merely utilizing circumstances that naturally occur.
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Gideon’s faltering faith finds voice in father’s words over a thousand years later: “I believe, help my unbelief!” (Mark 9:24).  He trusts God’s words, but he doesn’t trust them.  He knows what God has said, but he wants confirmation.  But God is gracious with Gideon, as He was with the father in Mark.  God gives Gideon the confirmation he needs.



Judges
This is Why We Need Jesus
7:1-25 – Gideon:  Lest Israel Should Boast
Getting Started

“I could beat you with one hand tied behind my back.”  That’s what my dad would say when I would wrestle him as a kid.  And he could.  We never tried it, but he would limit himself in all sorts of other ways – and still emerge the victor.  In our story this week, God limits Himself, too.  But He doesn’t limit Himself to give the other side a sporting chance.  Instead, He limits Himself to prove to Israel that the victory over Midian was entirely of Him – they had no place for boasting.
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A Closer Look

7:1-8
God reduces the size of Gideon’s army by over 90%.  Why does He do this?

In the first thinning-out stage, God sends home anyone who is fearful.  Why did God have Gideon do this (Deuteronomy 20:8 has the crucial clue)?

As is often the case, obeying God’s commands simply doesn’t seem practical.  “Sure God commands the cowards to go home, but couldn’t we overlook that rule just this once?  Is doing things God’s way worth a 70% reduction in the fighting force?”  True faith expresses itself in the willingness to obey, even when obedience makes little sense from a human perspective.
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For God, numbers don’t matter.  He has all the power He needs.  He is not dependent on our scheming and plans.  And to make that point abundantly obvious, He develops a test to reduce the number of fighting men to 300.  With a group of 300 men, God is satisfied that Israel will have no way to claim credit for the victory.  They will be forced to look to God and to praise God.

We must learn from Israel’s example.  We too are entirely dependent upon God.  “Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above” (James 1:17).  We cannot boast of our church’s successes, our evangelistic successes, the blessing of a godly family, or any other good thing.  All this is from God.  Ephesians 2:1-10 makes this explicitly clear when it comes to our salvation.  We must guard ourselves from taking credit for the good which God alone has done.
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7:9-15
God began by selecting a weak, lowly, cowering young man to lead His army.  He then provides this feeble man with an army of 300 men and tells Him to fight the Midianites whose number is locust-like (verse 12).  Do you see the pattern?  God is using the weak to show His own strength.

One pastor explained, “Gideon is not your conventional, crusty, immovable man of steel.  Gideon is no fearless all-pro linebacker, no General Patton and John Wayne rolled into one huge ball of true grit. . . . We sometimes dupe ourselves into thinking that a real servant of Christ is only someone who is dynamic, assured, confident, brash, fearless, witty, adventuresome, or glamorous.”  In fact, it is those who grasp their own weakness and frailty that God uses most mightily.
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How does God assure his fear-stricken servant who faces such long odds?

God’s encouragement to Gideon further underscores that it is God’s victory from beginning to end.  It also reminds us that God works with our frailties as He uses us for His Kingdom.  God is gracious, and those who in faith agree to serve Him can count on His kind encouragement and help along the way.
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7:16-25
Pretend you didn’t know this story, nor did you know God was behind it.  What would you think of Gideon’s battle plan?

What was God’s part in bringing about the victory?

What did role did the soldiers play?

What would otherwise have been a brutal slaughter of this small army of torch-bearing Israelites turns into a mighty victory.  Verse 22 tells us that the Lord is the one who won the victory, and the army’s only job is mop-up duty.

Yet the passage also gives us hint that things might not finish well in the story of Gideon.  What does Gideon tell the troops to say in verse 18?

How does this fit with what God has said in verse 2?



Judges
This is Why We Need Jesus
8:1-35 – Gideon:  A Victory Marred by Failure
Getting Started

Hunger pangs are more than just an unpleasant experience.  They signify the body’s desire for something, namely food.  These pangs, though bothersome, cause food to be all the more satisfying to us.  This chapter in Judges is kin to such pangs.  It’s a sad and depressing read.  But it makes us long for Jesus, the good and righteous King.  And reading this chapter should make Jesus’ rule in our lives all the more satisfying.


[image: image48]
A Closer Look

8:1-3
In the midst of God’s deliverance, there is rumbling amongst the ranks of Israel.  Ephraim, one of the tribes of Israel and a key player in the victory (see 7:24-25), has a complaint.  What lies at the heart of their complaint?

Apparently, they were upset they weren’t involved from the get-go.  God had specifically designed a victory so that Israel could not say, “My hand has saved me” (7:2), and yet here is Ephraim, upset because they cannot say, “My hand has saved me.”  God’s intent is to eliminate pride and turn eyes to Him.  Ephraim’s response is heightened pride and eyes turned to themselves – if only they had been there, God wouldn’t have had to receive all the glory.

Gideon appeases them by flattering them with their greatness and reminding them of the crucial role they played in the victory.  Yet the damage is done.  What was once shaping up to be a glorious story of God’s deliverance has already shown its dark underbelly.
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8:4-21
Succoth and Penuel are two Israelite towns.  They had just witnessed the mighty victory God had won over the Midianites.  Yet they are unwilling to help Gideon in his pursuit of the remaining 15,000 troops.  What hints do these verses give us as to why they refused to help their brothers rout their common enemy?

These towns had a choice to make.  They could look at the events and see that God was bringing about a mighty deliverance.  Or they could ignore what God was doing and selfishly look only for their own survival.  They chose the latter.  Self-preservation was more important than joining in on the Lord’s work.

What’s fascinating is that they miss the obvious.  If they are trying to pick the winner, they fail to see where all the momentum lies.  Cities in their shoes rarely side with the king who is running for his life.  But these two cities are so self-focused that they are blind.  Selfishness and faith do not mix well.  We cannot look to God when we are looking to ourselves.
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These towns didn’t look out for anybody but themselves.  Where did their self-preservation lead them in the end?  What does John 12:25 have to say about this?
Verses 18 to 21 recount the final victorious act in the battle against the Midianites, but it includes some strange and ominous details.  First, the Midianite kings flatter Gideon, saying he is king-like, a statement repeated later by the Israelites that seems to go to Gideon’s head.  Second, Gideon’s son shows the same timidity that Gideon first showed back in chapter 6.  The son’s timidity will serve as a sharp contrast to the arrogance we see out of Gideon in verses 24 to 32.

8:22-35
The men of Israel ask Gideon if he will establish the very first royal dynasty over Israel.  How does Gideon respond?  Why is this the right response?

Though Gideon says the right thing, the adulation gets to his head.  First the Midianite kings had told him how kingly he was.  Now the Israelites want him to establish the first royal dynasty of Israel.  Though he refuses the kingship, he does something else that indicates his lust for power.  He collects all the gold earrings and makes a beautiful ephod.  Skim over Exodus 28:1-14.  Who was supposed to wear the ephod?  What does it say about Gideon’s heart that he built his own ephod and had it placed in the center of town?

Where does this lead Israel?

One thing we learn from Gideon is that lust for power is never satisfied.  Gideon had seized the ephod rationalizing that he had declined the kingship.  But then Gideon starts acting like the foreign kings.  We learn first that he assembles a harem of “many wives” and at least one concubine.  Ancient kings would use these harems to consolidate power and expand their influence.  Gideon seems to be doing this very thing – the writer points out that he had seventy sons.  Finally, Gideon can contain himself no longer.  He names his son Abimelech, which translated means “son of the king.”  Not very subtle.  First assemble a king’s harem, then name your son Son-of-the-king.  Gideon’s thoughts of himself are transparent.
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The story of God’s gracious deliverance has gone completely awry.  Pride, selfishness, and lust for power spring from the very victory that was designed to prevent boasting.  Israel has certainly sunk to new lows.  It is a dark day for Israel, and it will only get darker.


Judges
This is Why We Need Jesus
9:1-21 – You Don’t Want a King Like This
Getting Started

Just because we need a particular thing doesn’t mean any version of it will be helpful.  A man who needs a car so he can commute to his job may discover that the lemon he got such a “good deal” on is more of a hassle because it keeps breaking down and guzzles gas.  The new wallpaper might cover the water stain, but when it starts peeling off in a few years, you might realize you have an even bigger problem on your hands.  The book of Judges makes clear that Israel needs a king.  But this week’s passage will illustrate that not just any king will do.
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A Closer Look

9:1-6
These verses tell the story of Abimelech’s rise to kingship.  Read Deuteronomy 17:14-20.  What traits does Yahweh look for in a king?

If you are familiar with the story of David (1 Samuel 16-31), how did he go about becoming king?

How does Abimelech compare with David or the king’s description in Deuteronomy?

Abimelech’s rise to kingship has all the marks of foreign kingship and none of the marks of God’s kingship (see Deuteronomy 17:14-20).  He is not anointed of God, nor is it his intent to point others to Yahweh, their true King.  He is financed by money from Baal’s temple, and he uses deception and murder of his own brothers to gain the throne.  He is not humble but proud, not a man of the Law but a man of flesh.  What a contrast to David’s rise to kingship (or Christ’s, for that matter)!
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Abimelech is an usurper king, stealing God’s rightful place.  He does kingship the world’s way, not God’s way.

9:7-15
The one wrinkle in Abimelech’s perfect plan was that his boys botched the job.  Jotham, his youngest brother, survives.  Instead of seeking revenge, he climbs to the top of Mount Gerizim, a natural amphitheater, and prophetically condemns Shechem and Abimelech.
Jotham begins with a parable.  List the four trees mentioned in the parable.  How does each respond to the request to be king?

The bramble, or thorn tree, is the only tree that accepts the offer of kingship.  In doing so, he offers two alternatives:  enjoy the prickly and meager shade of the thorn tree or have fire consume you.  How would you evaluate these two options?

It’s important to note that these are both bad alternatives.  If you are pure in heart but just stupid, you are stuck with the “benefits” of a bad king.  But if you are acting in ungodly ways, you will be destroyed.  

Even the very setup of the story is taking aim at what is going on – in a real forest, there is no tree in the forest that rules over the others, nor is there need for such a tree.  The parable is clear enough in its basic message:  it is ridiculous for trees to pick a king, even more ridiculous that they end up with bramble as their king.
9:16-21
In verses 16 to 18, Jotham offers a stinging analysis of what’s going on.  Of what does he accuse the leaders of Shechem?

What does this reveal about the integrity of their motives?  Do they want a king God’s way or the Canaanite way?
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The if/then formula of Jotham’s curse is designed to show the justice of the curse.  There is no question in Jotham’s mind that Shechem’s actions lack integrity.  His “if” does not hold out the possibility that they may be in the right.  Rather, it links the judgment of God with the wickedness of what they had done.  “If your deeds are not deserving of punishment, then may you not be punished” – such a statement highlights the justice of any punishment that comes.

The rest of the chapter, and verse 57 in particular, will make clear that Jotham’s view of  Abimelech and Shechem was consistent with God’s view.  It is clear that having just any king is not the answer to Israel’s problems.  They do need a king, but not an Abimelech-like clone of the Canaanite kings.  They need a king who reflects the character of God, their true king.  We have a king like this: our eternal king, Jesus Christ.  Instead of seeking power or position for Himself, He laid down his life for our sins.  Instead of being a painful, pricking thorn-bush, He wore the thorns for us.  And true freedom comes not by throwing off His rule, but by embracing it and submitting to His authority.  How good it is to have a king like Jesus; how rotten it is to have a king like Abimelech.


Judges
This is Why We Need Jesus
9:22-57 – Getting What You Deserve
Getting Started

Getting what you deserve is a key theme in advertising.  You deserve to have nice clothes, eat whatever you want, have every modern convenience, indulge yourself, etc.  The problem with advertising is that most of these things are not things that we actually deserve.  God, on the other hand, does give us what we deserve.  And that truth is not the happy thought of a 30-second TV commercial.  For a rebellious and hard-hearted people, it is a terrible thought.  The story this week is of a king and his subjects who get what they deserve from God, and it is a sobering story.
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A Closer Look

Before we begin the study, reread verse 20.  How does Jotham curse Abimelech and Shechem’s leaders?

This curse is the key to understanding this week’s story.

9:22-24
According to these verses, what is the cause for all the events that will transpire in this story?

All that will happen in this story is the result of the hand of God at work.  God is judging both Abimelech and the leaders of Shechem for “the violence done to the seventy sons” of Gideon.  The sins of killing seventy sons is bad enough, but remember that this sin was used to instill a king over Israel in ways that mimicked Canaan.  The mass slaughter was more than just bloodshed; it was an act of usurping God’s place and pursuing kingship in godless ways.

*Note:  The Hebrew behind the term “evil spirit” (verse 23) can mean that the spirit itself is evil or that it has something grievous to perform.  The context here makes clear that the spirit is not morally evil since it is sent by God; it simply works to accomplish disastrous things.  The translation is a bit misleading.
9:25-49
In verses 25 to 29, what do the Shechemites do to provoke King Abimelech’s anger?

How does Abimelech respond?

Verses 39 to 41 suggests that the cause of the revolt had been dealt with.  We might expect there to be peace in the land.  Apparently the people of Shechem did, because they get up the next morning and go out to work in the fields.  What happens to them?

What does this suggest about the type of king Abimelech is?

Abimelech is not a just and righteous king.  Still seething with anger, he sets up an ambush and destroys the innocent townspeople.  His rage still not satisfied, he enters the city and destroyed it, too.  He even spread salt all over the ground, which would prevent any survivors from growing crops for years to come.
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How do verses 46 to 49 form a fitting fulfillment of Jotham’s curse in verse 20?

One wonders whether Abimelech had forgotten the words Jotham had uttered – as he watches fire destroy the leaders of Shechem, did the thought even cross his mind that he was fulfilling what Jotham had said?
9:50-55
We are not told why Abimelech turns his rage against Thebez.  Shechem’s revolt had triggered in him a murderous rampage against his own citizens – a rampage that would result in his own death.  Thebez falls much like Shechem did.  The leaders and citizens retreat to a tower.
How do verses 52 to 54 form a fitting fulfillment of Jotham’s curse in verse 20?

The fire that had destroyed Shechem had come back to devour Abimelech.  With Abimelech and Shechem eliminated, the senseless violence comes to an end.  Verse 55 tells us, “Everyone departed to his home.”
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9:56-57

What does the end of the story remind us about how we are to understand the story?

This was an act of God’s justice against Abimelech and Shechem.  Their murderous rise to the throne was an affront to God, and they were judged for it.  

God’s justice often works in this way.  He allows evil to destroy itself.  While this is a vicious and ugly scene, it also is the epitome of justice – we receive the due consequence of the path we choose.  Those who choose violence and rebellion are engulfed in violence and rebellion.  Sin ought to terrify us.  In the justice of God, sin is a terrible cancer that will gnaw at us until it consumes us.  We see this pictured so vividly in Judges, but we also see it in countless lives around us.
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It is true that God is just.  It is also true that He is merciful.  These traits are not incompatible, nor should we use one to nullify the other.  For those who are in Christ, we do not receive the just penalty for our sins.  Christ became sin for us, so that we might have the righteousness of God.  God’s justice is satisfied in Christ so that His mercy can be poured out on us.
Judges reminds us of what Jesus saved us from.  The just penalty of our sin is an awful thing, but Christ has taken that penalty for us.  Praise the Lord!


Judges
This is Why We Need Jesus
10:1-16 – The Nature of True Repentance
Getting Started

We’ve all seen them.  Those bratty little children who have their parents wrapped around their fingers.  They misbehave, but as soon as the parent begins to reprimand them, they give those puppy-dog eyes and the crocodile tears start flowing.  As outsiders, we can see it.  The children aren’t showing any remorse, they are just trying to get out of trouble.  There are superficial similarities between those children and the children who are genuinely broken over their sin, but they are worlds apart.  When it comes to our sin, which children do we more closely resemble?
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A Closer Look

10:1-5
The first five verses describe two “minor” judges (so called because we are told little about them).  What notable things do we learn about them?

What notable things are left out?

For the first time in the book of Judges, no foreign enemy is mentioned.  This begs the question, “What did they save Israel from?”  The author leaves the answer intentionally ambiguous, but the absense is telling.  It’s as if the author is saying, “My focus is not on the foreign enemy anymore; now it’s on Israel’s internal enemy – sin.”
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10:6-9
Once again, we learn that Israel has returned to doing “evil in the sight of the Lord.”  What is unique about this description of their sinfulness?

These verses contain the most condemning description of Israel in the whole cycle of the judges.  We are given a seven-fold account of her idolatry.  What began with Gideon’s ephod has snowballed into a pantheism that out-did the pagans.  It seems there wasn’t a foreign god that Israel did not worship.  Further yet, Israel disowned her own God. 
How does God respond to Israel’s seven-fold rebellion?

Again, strong language is used.  We are told of God’s anger, and the writer describes Israel’s situation with such striking words as “crushed,” “oppressed” (two times), and “severely distressed.”  Things could not get much worse for Israel.  She is in a desperate state, both morally and militarily.
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10:10-14
Israel’s first response is to cry out to God.  But God does not deliver them the first time.  The second time they cry out to Him, He does set in motion a plan to deliver them.  Look at the two times they cry out to God.  How are they different from one another?

The first time Israel cries out to God, they just give lip service.  There is no change in behavior to back up their words.  God, who knows the heart, compares this cry to the seven other times they have cried to God only to go back to their former ways of sin.  God recognizes there has been no heart change.

What does this teach us about confessions that are only meant to get us out of hard situations and don’t involve heart-level change?

The Israelites had been cultured to think that God could be manipulated.  If they just said the right thing, God would be obliged to be merciful.  All they needed was an “oops we sinned” incantation, and WAHLAH, God would come swooping in.  In a sense, the Israelites viewed themselves as God (the center of the universe, the one deserving of all glory) and relegated God to be their subject (to serve and advance their own personal agenda).  They had things entirely backwards.
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Needless to say, God would not allow this view to persist.  In a rare move, He speaks directly to the people to correct their error.  What does He tell them?

God will no longer allow Himself be moved by these manipulative, self-seeking people.
10:15-16
The second cry out to God is entirely different from the first.  The first cry was manipulative and self-seeking.  The second response was humble and God-dependent.  Pastor David Jackman explains, “While recognizing the justice of what God has said, they would still rather cast themselves upon his mercy than be left in the misery of their sin, without him.  They realize that they have no grounds on which to appeal for mercy, but they determine nevertheless to commit their cause to their gracious covenant Lord.”
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This has much to say about how we repent:

· First, we must come to God understanding we deserve nothing.  God doesn’t owe us anything.  We repent because it is the right thing to do, not because of what it will get us.

· Second, we come to God abandoning our thrones and surrendering them to God.  We tell Him of our sin and then pray, “Do whatever is right in your eyes.”  We allow Him to be God, and we quit trying to play god ourselves.  We enlist ourselves in His army instead of expecting Him to enlist in our army.

· Third, we make sure our actions back up our words.  We are careful not to give lip-service to God.  Though we will not be perfect, if we truly are turning to God, there will be major changes.  We will immediately begin to tear down idols and rivals to God in our lives.
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How does God respond to Israel’s faith-filled cry?

Though God is beginning to raise up another deliverer, He has not abruptly changed His plans from the end of verse 13.  When God said, “I will save you no more,” He was referring to the pattern of feigned repentance followed by God’s salvation.  He was saying, in a sense, this pattern will not continue.  Israel could cry out to God in a self-centered way for a million years, and God would never save them.  Enough was enough.  But once Israel genuinely repented, God was ready to pour out His mercy, undeserved though it was.


Judges
This is Why We Need Jesus
10:17-11:28 – Jephthah:  A Man of the Book
Getting Started

An old seminary professor used to go frequently to hear his former students preach.  He later revealed that he was listening to determine one thing:  did they have a big God or a little God.  That one issue, he had learned, said everything about the course their ministry would take.  In our passage this week, we learn about a man who had a big view of God when few others around him did.
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A Closer Look

10:17-11:11
What are some of the key events in Jephthah’s life?

How would you describe the character of Jephthah’s brothers based on how they treated him?

Jephthah’s brothers were self-centered in their relations to him.  When his presence was going to cost them money, they drove him away.  When they were in need of his physical prowess in battle, they came running to him.  It was all self-centered.

Jephthah saw right through their self-centeredness and refused to help them unless they would genuinely follow him as their head.

How does the Gileadites treatment of Jepthah mirror the Israelites treatment of God?

How would you describe the charcter of Israel based on how they treated Yahweh?

Sometimes we fail to see how badly we treat God until we see the same actions done to a fellow human being.  So the writer of Judges plops Jephthah down in front of his readers and says:  consider how evil you treated him, that’s how you’ve been treating God.  Yes, Israel has been treating God like the son of a prostitute.  Indicting.
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11:12-28
According to verse 13, what land was this dispute over?

Jephthah’s response to the king doesn’t even mention that land until verse 22.  What seems to be his point in recounting the early journeys of Israel through foreign lands?

Jephthah explains with painstaking precision how Israel, though not shown any kindnesses by the foreign kings, went out of their way not to upset people.  They were not the instigators of any battles.  The land in question only came to them because King Sihon initiated a war against Israel, and God gave Israel victory.
What do verses 23 and 24 reveal about Jephthah’s view of God?

Jephthah has a God-centered view of history and of the land.  God is in control of what happened, and the land belongs to God.  He also has a big view of God – God will defend what is His, even against the attacks of the Ammonite gods.  We would do well to be so God-centered and Word-centered in our thinking.
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Take some time to skim over Numbers 22 to 25.  Familiarize yourself with the story, and answer the following questions:

Who was Balak?

What did he want to do to Israel?

Why did Balak summon Balaam?
How did God intervene?

Why did Balak decide not to attack?

Now that you are familiar with the story, why do you think Jephthah brought this story to the Ammonite king’s attention?

What does verse 27 reveal about Jephthah’s view of God?

Jephthah now places Yahweh in the position of Judge not only over himself, but also this Ammonite king.  Confronted with the king of a foreign army bent on destroying Israel, Jephthah does not pander to him or soften the truth.  He declares the full truth:  Yahweh is not just Jephthah’s “personal” religion; He is the God of the universe to whom all will give an account!  Jephthah has a big view of God and a right view of God.  Again, we would do well to learn from his boldness and his theology.
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How does 2:10 characterize the times that Jephthah lived in?

Given this speech, what is unique about Jephthah?


[image: image69]


Judges
This is Why We Need Jesus
11:29-40 – Jephthah:  The Danger of Doing Right in Your Own Eyes
Getting Started

Have you ever wondered why some Christians have embraced homosexuality even though it is expressly forbidden in Scripture?  Or how about how some churches have women pastors, even though the Scriptures limit that office to men?  These Christians are not trying to disobey God.  In fact, they adopt their positions because they think they are doing the right thing in God’s eyes.  It is apparent that what seems right to the world soon seems right to us as Christians.  While we might not have embraced homosexuality or female pastors, what subtle influences from our culture are infecting our thinking?
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A Closer Look

11:29-31
Are there any hints that the sacrifice Jephthah intends might be more than the traditional animal sacrifice?

Read Deuteronomy 12:29-31.  How does God view human sacrifices?  Where would Jephthah have learned such practices?

We need to have a right understanding of Jephthah’s vow.  Nowhere in Scripture are God’s people encouraged to try to leverage God with such practices.  God’s deliverance of His people is never bound by what gifts His children can use to entice Him.  Such thinking is blatantly pagan.  Pagan gods had to be manipulated and cajoled.  This story reads like ancient mythology, as the mighty warrior promises the most costly gift in order to secure victory.
Jephthah’s vow also reminds how subtly the world’s thinking can seep into our thought patterns.  Like Jephthah, we are surrounded by godless thinking.  It bombards us from every direction, often coming from those who claim to be God’s people.  If a man of the Book like Jephthah can fall prey to such influences, so can we.  The only solution is to remain constantly on guard, always filtering our beliefs and practices through the protective sieve of God’s Word.
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Jephthah’s vow reminds how subtly the world’s thinking can seep into our thought patterns.  Like Jephthah, we are surrounded by godless thinking.  It bombards us from every direction, often coming from those who claim to be God’s people.  If a man of the Book like Jephthah can fall prey to such influences, so can we.  The only solution is to remain constantly on guard, always filtering our beliefs and practices through the protective filter of God’s Word.
11:32-33
First we see the effect of the Lord’s Spirit upon Jephthah.  We learn that God brings a great victory.  The Ammonites are subdued.  If the Lord’s Spirit was the only influence on Jephthah, the story would have ended here.  But Jephthah has embraced the spirit of the Canaanites, and so the story continues.  Jephthah will return home, and the reader is bracing for the outcome.

11:34-40
But we also see the effect of Jephthah’s decision to mimic the Canaanites.  What happens when Jephthah arrives home?

What do you think he was expecting?

Jephthah returns home, eager to see who would greet him – a servant, a townsman, a distant relative?  To his despair, his only child is the first to emerge from the door.
In his response, how does Jephthah seem to show integrity?

In her response, how does Jephthah’s daughter seem to show integrity?

This appearance of integrity leaves the reader torn.  On the one hand, we recoil at the thought of a father killing his own daughter.  On the other hand, we marvel at the obedience of Jephthah’s daughter and the uncompromising commitment of Jephthah.

But here lies the crux of the issue:  just because people are trying to do the right thing does not mean they actually are.  Our concern is not what we think is right, but what God has says is right.  When we trust God’s Word and seek His wisdom, we learn how to walk through difficult situations.
What guidance would the following passages have offered Jephthah if he had chosen to consult them?

Deuteronomy 12:29-31

Leviticus 27:1-8

God is not pleased by child sacrifice.  God’s Word makes that clear.  If Jephthah had considered this, he would not have tried to correct one sin with another.  Rather, he would have repented of his original vow.  Further, if Jephthah had studied the Levitical law carefully, he would have realized that he could have made some other offering to the Lord as a representation of his sacrifice.  Jephthah’s integrity is misguided integrity.  He is doing what is right in his own eyes instead of searching diligently to discover what is right in God’s eyes.

This offers us an important lesson.  Too often, we try to make important decisions without carefully wrestling with what God’s Word has to say on the topic.  Just because we are trying to do the right thing does not justify our actions.  We cannot and ought not trust our own judgment.  Sometimes the greatest sins are committed with good intentions by the most pious of people.  Just because we know the Bible does not mean we should trust our own judgment.  We must go to God’s Word and inquire diligently, seeking God’s will above our own.
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Judges
This is Why We Need Jesus
12:1-15 – A Good Way to Spoil a Victory
Getting Started

When I was a child, I loved Cool Ranch Doritos.  I could eat them all day.  My parents warned me about not eating too much, but I paid little attention to their warnings.  One night a babysitter was over, and I chowed through most of a large bag of the chips.  Later that night, my stomach made me pay dearly for my excess.  From that point on, Cool Ranch Doritos haven’t had much of an appeal to me.  If only sin had a similar effect.  If only one bad experience with sin was enough for us to see that we shouldn’t dabble it in.  But instead, we return to it over and over again.  Such is the power of sin over the human heart – a power that only King Jesus can break.
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A Closer Look

12:1-7
What does Ephraim’s response to the victory reveal about their hearts?

Is this a new problem for Ephraim (see 8:1-3)?

Ephraim loves to show up to a victory parade and complain about how the glory should have belonged to them.  They are not loyal to God and His people, they are loyal to themselves.  As long as fighting for God’s people brings personal glory, they are happy to enlist (though, Jephthah suggests, only on their own terms).
Some Christians are this way, too.  Unless they have a hand it, they are quick to be critical of any work done for God’s Kingdom.  If church ministry is done just the way they like it, they’ll give their all.  But if they are not at the center of it, they get their nose bent out of shape.  Such people may appear pious when they are the star Christian, but when they are pushed to the sideline, their true heart emerges.
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How did Gideon respond to the Ephraimites’ complaint in 8:1-3?  How is Jephthah’s response different?

Unappeased by Jephthah’s comments, the Ephraimites resort to racial slurs.  The Gileadites, who lived east of the Jordan, live on the wrong side of tracks.  “Fugitives of Ephraim” is kind like saying, “We use you to mop up – you are our tool!” in modern parlance.  A fight ensues.  Jephthah’s men win.  They turn the tables on the Ephraimites.  Ephraim had used the “seizing the fords” strategy to great success (3:27-28, 7:24-25), but now it is used on them.  Ephraim had begun the battle by hurling racial slurs, but now their ethnic accent is used against them.

How does the day of the Lord’s victory end?

Why did it end that way (see also Proverbs 16:18)?
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The bottom line is 42,000 Israelites died in response to the victory God won.  More accurately, 42,001 – we cannot forget Jephthah’s daughter.  God wins a victory, but the story doesn’t end there.  We see bloodshed as a result of Jephthah’s “noble” sin.  We see bloodshed as a result of Ephraim’s pride.  Sorrow has swallowed up God’s victory.  Sin has ruined what should have been a joyous day.  Instead of joy in the land of Israel, there is blood.
This is why we need Jesus!  Jephthah’s subtle sins and Ephraim’s “spiritual” pride are in all of us.  The only hope for this sorry state is to have a king who can actually get a reign on our hearts.  Jesus is the one king who can do that.
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12:8-15
Tacked on to the death record of Jephthah is the death record of three other judges.  What details does the writer emphasize about these three judges?

On the heels of Jephthah’s story, why might the writer place such an emphasis on the offspring of Ibzan and Abdon?

The unusual focus on offspring may confuse us until we remember that Jephthah died without any children.  His only child died a virgin because of his sinfulness.  By way of contrast, Ibzan and Abdon’s large families serve to remind us of Jephthah’s sin.  We cannot forget what Jephthah did; the writer of Judges will not allow us to.
Compare the last words said about the previous four major judges (3:11, 3:30, 5:31, 8:28) with the words said about Jephthah and these three judges.  What is missing?

Jephthah died without bringing rest to Israel, and so did Ibzan, and so did Elon, and so did Abdon.  Israel has descended so low that no judge can save them now.

Thus the effect of these three judges is to underscore the disgusting results of Israel’s sin.  We must remember that this story of Israel’s unchecked sin is written for our benefit.  Though we feel so far removed from their infighting and bloodlust, our hearts are just as easily crushed by sin’s subtle power.  Their only hope – a righteous king – is our only hope.  King Jesus has intervened in history, and he is able to corral our hearts and transform them.  He is able to reign over us, rooting out the sin.  Our sinful hearts need Jesus.  Hallelujah, what a Savior!



Judges
This is Why We Need Jesus
13:1-25 – Samson:  Something Out of Nothing
Getting Started

“Nothing comes from nothing; nothing ever could!”  So sings Julie Andrews in the classic movie, The Sound of Music.  Her words could not express worse theology.  God, who created this world out of nothing, is an expert in making something out of nothing.  John Newton has much better theology in his classic hymn, Amazing Grace.  “Amazing grace, how sweet the sound that saved a wretch like me!”  John Newton understood that every Christian is a living testimony that God can make something out of nothing.  God’s “something out of nothing” ability is boldly on display in this opening chapter of the Samson saga.
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A Closer Look

13:1-2
What are the regular elements of the “cycle of the judges” (you may need to look back at the lesson on 3:7-11)?

Which element is already missing, just in the first two verses?

Having grown accustomed to this sad “cycle of the judges,” the reader is expecting the next step in the cycle – a cry to the Lord.  But the cry is not recorded.  No seeking the Lord, no repentance, no desperation – nothing!  The writer of Judges does not permit us to view God’s actions as a response to a human plea.
Instead of a cry, we are introduced to a woman.  What is her name?  What fact about her is most emphasized?

What does God have to work with?  A people who are not even asking Him for help and a barren, no-name woman.  Yet this is exactly the sort of “nothing” that God delights to use, as the story will illustrate.
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13:3-7
An angel comes to this barren woman.  It is an “awesome” sight (verse 6).  He announces that she will bare a child.  It is not everyday an angel of the Lord comes to make such an announcement. Similar occurrences happen in only a few other places in Scripture.  Sarah is told of Isaac’s birth, Hannah of Samuel, and Elizabeth of John the Baptist.  And so our hopes begin to soar as we read the account of Samson’s birth with great anticipation.
What are we told that the child will do?

It’s important to notice that God’s angel does not say the child will save Israel, only that he will begin to save.

What are we told about how the child is to be raised?

According to law in the book of Numbers, the Nazirite vow was something a person would take on for a period of time in order to separate himself to the Lord.  During that time he was not to eat anything made from grapes, including wine, nor be in the presence of a dead body, nor cut his hair.  It was a vow that one would take on voluntarily and would last for a set period of time.  Yet God determined Samson to be a Nazirite, and it was to be a lifelong commitment.  The implication is that Samson was to be someone special, set apart for God’s purposes.
13:8-14
What does Manoah request in his prayer?

What does Manoah first ask when he sees the angel face to face?

Why does the angel only answer one of Manoah’s questions?

Manoah asks the divine messenger two questions:  what should be the child’s “manner of life” (e.g. should we really raise him a Nazirite?), and what is the child’s “mission” (e.g. will he really begin to save us from the Philistines?).  The second question was not a part of Manoah’s original prayer; accordingly, the angel does not answer it.  But the angel does reiterate that the child is to be raised a Nazirite.
13:15-23
When God makes something out of nothing, it is so none of the glory will be shared by others.  How does the angel demonstrate an awareness of this truth?

How does Manoah demonstrate ignorance of this truth?

The angel tells Manoah that he cannot know his identity because it is wonderful.  The only other place in the Bible that this exact word is used is Psalm 139:6.  What does it mean there?

God’s ways are “wonderful” – they are mysterious and beyond the full comprehension of our mortal minds.  In the story, Manoah did not yet know that he was speaking with Yahweh’s angel.  But this “wonder” would become clear in just a few short moments.
God’s ways shatter the limits of our minds.  In a flash (literally), Manoah and his wife come to realize that Yahweh has worked a wonder – they have been speaking to an angel!  Manoah’s response is appropriate (see Exodus 33:20), but so is his wife’s.  She understands that God has visited them to inform them of something wonderful that He is doing.  Her heart rejoices in the wondrous love of God.  He has accepted their sacrifice, revealed His angel to them, and told them of a coming salvation.  Surely, the Lord’s favor is upon them.

God’s ways are wondrous.  He steps into a broken mess and brings hope and direction.  He opens a barren woman’s womb.  Though His people have forgotten Him, He reaches out in mercy and “begins” to deliver them.
We must never forget that our God does wondrous things, things that are beyond what we can ask or imagine.  His ways are not our ways, nor are His thoughts our thoughts.  We serve a God who is wondrous and who does wonderful things.
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We need not try to guess at what God is doing (“Why do you ask my name?”).  We trust that His unknowable ways are good ways, and so in humble faith we follow our God of wonders.
13:24-25

In the final two verses, we learn five quick facts.  Do these facts give us cause for hope?  Why or why not?

Everything is shaping up just as it should.  Our hopes are sufficiently raised.  God’s savior will be born.  Of course, these hopes will come crashing down in the next chapter.  Samson is a lustful, impulsive, immature wreck.

In God’s wisdom, the story begins like this for a reason.  Thirteen hundred years later, a similar story will occur.  God will take a nothing situation, send an angel to announce a miraculous birth, bless that child, and allow him to grow in wisdom and stature.  God’s Spirit will come upon that Savior, too.  Only this second time, the Savior will not disappoint.  Samson’s nativity scene prepares us for Christmas.  Samson (whose name means “little sun”) prepares us for the Light of the World.  The hopes that Samson dashes, Jesus reassembles.

Judges
This is Why We Need Jesus
14:1-20 – Samson:  Doing What is Right in His Own Eyes
Getting Started

Toddlers in a famous 1960s study were offered a choice:  eat a marshmallow now or wait fifteen minutes and get two.  Two-thirds of the toddlers were unable to wait for the reward of two marshmallows.  Self-control is not easy to master, even when the rewards are obvious.  So it is with Samson.  Given the choice between following his lusts or allowing God to use him to deliver Israel, Samson chose instant gratification.  And it offered him no true satisfaction.
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A Closer Look

14:1-4
What clues do the opening verses give that Samson isn’t living the way God wants him to live?

In 17:6 and 21:25, the writer gives God’s analysis of what was wrong with Israel.  How does this connect with verse 3?

Samson is a man who insists on doing what is “right in his own eyes.”  Though God’s law forbids Israelites to marry those who did not worship Yahweh, Samson has other ideas.  He sees a Philistine woman and decides he must have her.  Twice we are told she was “right” in his “eyes” (verses 3, 7).  Samson is convinced that serving his lustful passions is what’s best for him.
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Samson’s parents attempt to convince their son that he should marry an Israelite woman, but Samson will not relent.  God had told Samson’s parents that Sampson would begin to save Israel from the Philistines.  When they saw Sampson’s decision to marry a Philistine, how do you think they would have felt about God’s promise?

Manoah and his wife had such high hopes for their son.  The angel had said, “He shall begin to save Israel from the hand of the Philistines” (13:5).  Now, as they see him choosing a path of rebellion against God, these hopes begin to fade.  He intends to marry into the nation that he was destined to defeat.  But they did not know that God was bigger than Samson’s lust.  What Samson intended for his own personal happiness, God intended for the good of the nation.  God would fulfill His promise, even if it appeared to be a lost cause.  The rest of this chapter will explain how God can take this situation and find a way to begin deliverance through it.
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14:5-9
On his way to visit the Philistine woman, Samson is attacked by a lion.  God’s Spirit enables him to defeat the lion.  Read 1 Samuel 17:34-37.  How should Samson have interpreted the victory God gave him?

We’ve already seen Samson following his lusts with the Philistine woman.  Now we see him following his fleshly appetites with the very lion God had enabled him to kill.  Read Leviticus 11:24-25, 39 and Number 6:6.  What should Samson have done with the honey?

Samson is not ruled by God’s law; he is ruled by his appetites.  So he eats.  The very thing that God had given to show Samson His power to deliver becomes the means by which Samson rebels against God.  Samson takes the trophy of God’s provision and uses it to pursue his own perversion.  Samson is a man ruled by his lusts, always doing what’s right in his own eyes instead of honoring God.
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14:10-18
How does the remainder of the story play out – God’s way or Samson’s way?  Explain.

What is the cause of Samson’s downfall in the “riddle” competition?  Does this remind you of any other stories about Samson?

The strong power of lust in Samson’s heart is costly.  This time, it only costs him a lost bet.  Later, it will cost him much more.

God had set Samson aside to defeat the Philistines.  He had shown Samson how He could empower him for great victory.  If Samson had pursued the ways of the Lord, there would have been a mighty deliverer.  But instead, Samson follows his lusts.  And it leads him to this sad position where he begins his marriage deeply indebted to the Philistines.

Our fleshly impulses make so much sense in the moment but so little sense with hindsight.  God’s ways are always better.  Let us not be like Samson, following our lusts.  In the end, it leads only to death.
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14:19-20
Did Samson’s rebellion keep God from doing what He set out to do (see 13:5, 14:4)?

God, knowing the type of man Samson would be, did not promise complete salvation.  He promised Samson would begin to save Israel from the Philistines.  And God works His plan despite Samson.  While Samson sought to intermarry with the Philistines, God powerfully works to create an opportunity to defeat the Philistines.  Thirty of them die in this chapter, and many more will fall by the end of the story.  God will use lustful Samson to accomplish His purposes.  Let us marvel at how God is able to work through the most unlikely (and sinful!) of circumstances to bring about His purposes.
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Chapter 14 is not a happy chapter for God’s people.  We had such high expectations for Samson.  His nativity story left us expecting a great and mighty savior.  His failure underscores our need for a deliverer who truly heeds God’s Word.  Today, we know we have such a Savior in Christ.  Let us not take His righteous deliverance for granted.


Judges
This is Why We Need Jesus
15:1-20 – Samson:  The Deliverer Who Didn’t Deliver
Getting Started

“You may have won the battle, but you have not won the war.”  These wise words remind us not to lose sight of the bigger – more important – picture.  This chapter will tell us of Samson’s exploits against the Philistines.  He racks up victory after victory.  Yet the story ends with the Philistines still ruling over Israel.  For all his brawn, Samson never brings true deliverance to Israel.  The mightiest judge is the least of the judges.
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A Closer Look

15:1-5
How do we see Samson’s power over the Philistines in these verses?

Is Israel delivered from the Philistines by Samson?

15:6-8
How do we see Samson’s power over the Philistines in these verses?

Is Israel delivered from the Philistines by Samson?

15:9-17
How do we see Samson’s power over the Philistines in these verses?

Is Israel delivered from the Philistines by Samson?

What is Israel’s posture towards their Philistine rulers?  How is this different from elsewhere in Judges?

Israel is captive to the Philistines, and Samson has shown his great power over these Philistines.  Given the pattern of Judges, we might expect these 3,000 men to rally behind their champion and go out for battle.  Instead, the opposite happens.  They try to convince Samson to stop attacking the Philistines.  
How backwards.  God’s deliverer is considered the enemy, and they instead take up the cause of God’s enemy.  This would be more perplexing if it were not a pattern repeated in the human heart millions of times through the ages.  God offers us deliverance (a much superior deliverer to Samson!) yet we instead choose to wallow in our own slavery.  We take up arms against those who would help free us from slavery instead of taking aim at the true enemy.  
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The Israelites had allowed foreign enemies to rule over them so long, it had become normal.  It’s the same with us.  The longer we allow sin to rule over us, the more normal it becomes.  The more normal it becomes, the less likely we are to want to overcome it.  God may promise deliverance and victory, but we’d prefer the slavery.  We must be warned against becoming complacent in our sin!
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In addition to learning about Israel’s complacent heart, this passage also gives us insight into Samson’s heart.

In ancient Israel, there were two main ways to pass down a story to future generations.  One way was to write a song or poem.  The other was to name a place after the event.  Samson does both here. 

Whom does Samson’s song glorify?

Whom does the new place name glorify (Ramath-lehi = Jawbone Hill)?

There will be no stories of God’s faithfulness or power to deliver – just a story about a jawbone and a lyric about Samson.  Samson is self-focused, not God-focused.
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15:18-20
Samson’s self-consumed heart even seeks to manipulate God.  His prayer may sound pious and God-dependent at first, but his actions show that his words were just lip-service.

After God provides Samson with water, Samson names the place “Caller’s Spring” (En-hakkore), a reminder of how he called to God.  Who does this place name glorify, Samson or God?

Samson should have named the place God’s Spring, or Yahweh Provides, or Water for His Servant.  But instead, he names it after himself.  The effect is to say this:  look what else I accomplished – I got God to give me water!
With that in mind, look back at the prayer.  Does the prayer reflect a concern for God’s glory, a concern for God’s people, or a concern for Samson’s self-interest?
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Samson’s prayer was no earnest plea to God.  Rather, it was a blatant attempt to control God.  He uses the right words simply to manipulate God.  And when God delivers, he takes credit himself for successfully “calling” God.

How like Israel.  Early in the book, she would cry to God with feigned religious zeal.  But her actions proved that her cry was not heartfelt.  God did provide for Israel at first, as He does here for Samson.  Such provision neither legitimized the earnestness of the plea nor testified to the merit of the recipient.  It was simply the kind grace of God, and so it is here.

The final verse tells us that Samson’s time as judge lasted twenty years.  But we are not told about any deliverance or any rest for the land.  Samson’s victories were many, but there was no true deliverance.


Judges
This is Why We Need Jesus
16:1-21 – Samson’s Eyes
Getting Started

Eyes.  They sure seem to get a lot of attention.  You don’t hear many love songs about someone’s ears or nose, but there are plenty about eyes.  The old poet tells us, “The eyes are the window to the soul.”  Perhaps it’s true.  At the very least, the saying is true in the life of Samson.  If you want to know Samson, you must learn about his eyes.
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A Closer Look

16:1-3
At the end of chapter 15, why did Samson ask God to provide water for him?

The man who just finsihed pleading with God for a miraculous drink of water so that he would not fall into the hands of the Philistines now risks his life and the fate of his nation to sleep with a Philistine woman in a Philistine town.  God’s specially appointed judge is now spending the night in the bed of a Gentile prostitute.  Not good.

The Philistines see their chance.  They lower the city gates and the men go to sleep, expecting to capture and kill Samson in the morning.  Perhaps anticipating their plot, Samson wakes up at midnight and goes to the gates.  He lifts the massive, two-story gates and carries them some forty miles to Hebron, where he deposits them as another trophy of his great power over the Philistines.  He can go into their town, have his way with their women, and still emerge unscathed.
This short story is included just prior to the Delilah story to indicate that such diversions were not uncommon for Samson.  What does this tell us about Samson’s character?

16:4-14
Samson moves on to the next woman, Miss Delilah of Sorek.  The Philistines try again to capture Samson.

According to verse 5, what do the Philistines see as Samson’s weakness?

Samson’s lust was his Achilles’ heal.  But the Philistines also knew Samson’s strength.  We are told that they want to know “where his great strength lies,” indicating that they recognized that it wasn’t ordinary human strength – there was a “secret” to it.  It was obvious to the pagans that Samson’s strength was from an external source.
With the promise of a very handsome reward, Delilah sets out to find out Samson’s secret.  The plot fails three successive times.  Why do you think Samson fell for the same line four different times?

The four-fold exchange underscores Samson’s foolishness.  We are not told whether Samson was blind to what was so obviously going on (our lusts have the tendency to impair our judgments) or whether he was fully aware of what was going on and lost anyways (lusts also have a way of enticing us to do very stupid things).  Regardless of the explanation, the story is a devastating critique of the effects of lust on a man.  If love is blind, then lust is blind, stupid and reckless.  Samson is a fool.
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16:15-21
Three-times deceived, Delilah pulls out her last ploy.  For days she plays the you-don’t-really-love-me card and to great effect.  Samson is vexed – to the point of death, the writer ominously adds.  So he tells his “love” his true secret.
According to verse 20, did Samson think he’d still be able to defeat the Philistines even after his hair was cut?

What does this indicate about how he viewed his strength?

Samson had no sense of his dependence on God.  He was convinced he could defeat the Philistines, even without the Lord on his side.  Sin has a way of distorting our thinking.  Samson had dishonored God so many times without bearing the full consequences of his sin that he thought he could escape unscathed forever.  Such is the nature of sin.  It deceives us into thinking that we can play around with it without suffering the consequences.  Yet each time around, we get closer and closer until it consumes us.
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The Philistines first act is to gouge out Samson’s eyes.  What is the message behind this action that God intended to convey?

In a very real object lesson, God is teaching Samson not to trust his own perspective but to instead look to God’s.  The man whose eyes were the final arbiter in what was right has his eyes gouged out.  The man who thought himself invincible is defeated.  The self-consumed is consumed.  The one who “begins” to save Israel is unable to finish the work.  Yahweh has left him.  He who began the chapter carrying the gates of Gaza to Hebron is now humbly grinding grain at the mill in Gaza.  This is the sad place our sin leads us. 
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Judges
This is Why We Need Jesus
16:22-31 – Samson:  A Lesson in True Faith
Getting Started

Paradox.  It’s a strange word.  The dictionary defines it as, “A statement that seems contradictory or absurd but is actually valid or true.”  God is the master of the paradox.  The world’s way of thinking is not at all how God thinks.  That’s why, so often, what seems contradictory to the world is actually true.  Consider this paradox from the Bible:  “When I am weak, then I am strong.”  In the world’s way of thinking, it makes no sense.  But in God’s way of thinking, it makes complete sense.  As we look at this week’s study, we will see how this paradox is proven true by the end of Samson’s life.
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A Closer Look

16:22-25
Before his haircut, Samson was the epitome of strength.  He had slain a thousand with a jawbone, torn a lion apart with his bare hands, and carried city gates on his back for forty miles.  How do these verses describe this hulk of a man?

What brought him to this place?

In these verses, we see a clear picture of how our strengths are meaningless without dependence upon God.  We who think we are something can be rendered fools in an instant.  In a moment, a mighty king can be reduced to a wild beast (see Daniel 4:28-33).
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To whom do the Philistines give credit for the capture of Samson?

To whom does the Bible give credit for the capture of Samson?

These verses also set up a showdown between Dagon, the Philistine god, and Yahweh, the God of Israel.  The Philistine chants to Dagon are a mockery of Yahweh; they steal his glory and give it to one who is no god at all.  Paradoxically, God will use pathetic, weak Samson to win the showdown.

16:26-31
After his haircut, Samson is a pathetic figure.  His sinful, impetuous choices have left him in a pit he’s dug for himself.  His own sin has ruined him.  His life is in shambles, and he has nobody to blame but himself.  Yet how does God choose to use him in these final hours of his life?

A sense of our own uselessness is the starting point of true faith.  Without abandoning any confidence in ourselves, we simply are not able to lean wholly on the Lord.  Samson’s faith springs from his own desperate state.  This is a great encouragement to the sinner.  Anyone who has made a mess of their life because of their sin can find hope in Samson.  He is where he is because of his lusts and hubris.  Much like the Prodigal Son, his sin has led him to the lowest low.  In his desperate state, he comes back to God – this time not with demands, but with humble desperation.  Anything given is not deserved but is grace.  The clean, pretty people who grew up in church may not realize their need for a doctor; but the ugly, sinful people who’ve muddied their lives realize their need.  Let us all take note:  faith begins when we reach the end of ourselves.  Faith comes to God, not with demands, but with a plea for grace.
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Samson’s prayer reflects his desperate dependence upon God.  What actions follow his prayer?

What does Samson’s sacrifice of himself reveal about his heart?  How is this different from Samson’s previous behavior?

Faith also involves giving of oneself.  Samson is a model of faith because he so believed God that he gave his own life for God’s cause.  Samson was all-in for God, even at the cost of his own life.  After Samson prays and asks God to give him vengeance on his enemies, he sacrifices his life.  That’s the nature of true faith:  out of our dependence on God springs a desire to give ourselves fully to Him.
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It is through “weak” Samson, giving himself fully to God, that Dagon, the non-god, is destroyed along with all his devotees who have gathered in his house for a party.  Yahweh has power.  Dagon has none.  David Jackman observes, “It was when Samson stood among the Philistines in Dagon’s temple, exposed in all his folly and weakness but in total dependence on Yahweh, that he was actually at his strongest and won his greatest victory.”

In the final two verses, how does the writer of Judges draw our attention to the fact that Samson was at his strongest when he was at his weakest?
Samson in his strength and vigor was self-reliant and impulsive.  He was a poor conduit for God’s strength (though, make no doubt about it, it was the Lord’s strength that allowed him to do anything).  Samson in his blindness and weakness, humble and dependent upon God – that Samson is a perfect conduit for God’s strength.

Read Hebrews 11:32-34.  How is Samson an example of faith to us?

It is not our pristine lives or our incredible abilities or our list of spiritual successes that make us useful to God.  It is our grasp of our own weakness, it is our complete dependence upon God, it is the sacrifice of ourselves for His purposes – it is these things that make us useful to God.  In short, it is true faith that makes us useful to God.



Judges
This is Why We Need Jesus
17:1-18:31 – What Happens When Man Decides What’s Right
Getting Started

The evening news, with its need to capture our attention, inevitably highlights the evil things that are happening all around America.  Watching these reports can make even the most optimistic of us depressed.  But the depravity of man should come as no surprise to Christians.  We understand the human heart.  What should surprise us is that things aren’t much worse than they are!  The story before us this week is fresh out of the evening news – it’s a depressing story.  But it is an honest story of the human condition.  It’s a story about men trying to honor God apart from the guidance of His Word or His Christ, and they fail miserably.
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A Closer Look

17:1-6
How does the son turn the curse that was upon him into a blessing?

How do the mother and son express their gratitude toward God?

Read Deuteronomy 27:15.  How does God view their actions?

Look ahead at verse 13.  Does Micah think he is blessed by God or cursed by God?

The young religious devotee thinks he has escaped a curse and found a blessing.  Really, he has escaped his mother’s curse only to fall under the curse of God.  Yet he thinks he is doing the right thing, and he believes he is experiencing the blessing of God. 
We have much to learn from Micah.  His sin was not lack of concern for Yahweh.  Here is a man who had a religious conversion, prompting him to return hundreds of thousands of stolen dollars to his mother.  When she returns the money to him, he devotes it to the Lord by expanding his religious ministry.  Surely God will bless such piety – and He apparently does since a Levite waltzes into town and agrees to be his father and priest.  Micah had religious zeal that was generally directed at Yahweh, and he had apparent success in his ministry.  But his actions were not based on God’s Word.  Instead, he was mixing the ideas of his surrounding culture into his worship of Yahweh.  

As soon as we take our hands off the rudder of God’s Word, the tides of culture will pull us this way and that.  We cannot hold the course unless we hold the Word.  Good intentions are not sufficient.  If we allow the culture to blow us too far off the mark, we may find ourselves under the curse of God.  
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This section ends with the writer’s comment, “In those days there was no king in Israel.  Everyone did what was right in his own eyes.”  Every time we hear this phrase, we need to translate it into New Testament language.  God is saying, “Look – they needed Jesus!” Micah needed a higher power to reign over the misguided “wisdom” of his own heart.  Micah needed Jesus!
17:7-13
Read 2 Chronicles 17:7.  What was one of the jobs of the Levites?

What was the need for that job in this situation?

Instead, how does the Levite respond?

A Levite is just what this situation needs – a fatherly figure to come in and set Micah straight.  Yet this is precisely what the Levite does not do.  The promise of a fresh set of clothes and a handsome stipend, coupled with the chance to influence this important religious leader, is all he needs.  He dons Micah’s handmade ephod, adopts Micah as his own, and thus expands his Yahwistic ministry.

It’s a sad scene, but one repeated over and over again today.  Pastors and other ministers of the Lord care less about speaking the whole counsel of God’s Word and more about looking out for their own security and influence.  Comfort and position can be powerful lures to a minister – he must resist them and stay true to the Word.
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18:1-13

According to 1:34, why did the Danites lack an inheritance in the land?

The spies ask the Levite to inquire of the Lord for them.  What does it mean that “the journey on which you go is under the eye of the Lord”?  Is this a good thing or a bad thing?

This “revelation” is no revelation at all.  It is simply a statement of fact:  all that they do is watched by God.  But it is a powerful fact – a people who insist on doing right in their own eyes are actually under the eye of the Lord as they proceed.  Such a statement should have sobered both the Danites and the Levite.  Apparently, it does neither.
When the spies arrive back at camp, they tell their tribe that God has promised to give Laish into their hands.  Is this what God had said?

If God had spoken through the Levite (and that is dubious), He had only said, “Whatever you do, God is watching.”  If anything, they had received a warning to make sure they did things the Lord’s way.  But such messages were not popular in “those days.”  It was much easier to say, “God gave us the land.”

It is tempting to put words in God’s mouth.  We see something that seems so right, that makes so much sense, so we claim that God told us to do something.  Or perhaps we misrepresent God’s Word just a bit so that we can get what we want (e.g. quoting 2 Corinthians 8-9 to prove people need to give to a building campaign).  When people insist on doing right in their own eyes, they often prop up their judgments by claiming divine direction.  May we never be guilty of such misrepresentations.
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18:14-26
In verse 14, the spies pause the invasion plans and pose a question to their small army.  What is the correct answer to the question?

What answer do the spies expect (and get)?

What do we learn about the Levite from his response to this?  What was his main motivation?  What should have been his main motivation?

The man who once was so loyal to Micah that he called him his son has no problem abandoning him for greener pastures.  The Levite’s character is again on display – comfort and influence matter more to him than doing things God’s way.

Micah chases after the Danites, but they are more powerful than him.  There is a part of us that feels sorry for Micah.  He had poured his whole life savings into this house of worship, and now the town bully struts in and takes it all away in an instant.  But his words indict him.

First he refers to the gods as, “Gods that I made.”  What does this indicate?

Second, he says that without the items stolen, “What have I left?”  Does a believer in the true God ever have to ask this question?

What a difference between these gods and Yahweh, who is not made with hands.  Manmade gods – it’s ridiculous.  Not to mention that the non-manmade God can never be taken away from us.  The world can take anything that belongs to us, but still we will have God.  But when Micah loses his gods, he has lost all.  Micah’s speech to the Danites reveals the folly of his so-called gods.
18:27-31
When the Danites takeover Laish, what changes?

Does the worship taking place in the town change?

These Israelites continue the pagan worship vacated by those they conquered.  They set up idols and begin worshipping them.  When God promised Israel the land, He did so to establish a set apart kingdom that would honor Him.  Instead, the Danites take over the land and continue the Canaanite practices.
The point is obvious – these Danites are far from the ways of the true God.  But remember that they think all that is happening is part of the happy providence of God upon their lives.  They see all their “successes” and believe that God must be with them.  Instead of looking to God’s Word to determine whether they were doing things God’s Way, they look at their happy successes and conclude they are under the smiling eyes of God.

We make this type of mistake all too readily.  Instead of examining our lives daily to see whether they match up with God’s Word, we assume His blessing is upon us as long as life is sailing along smoothly.  We look at the churches that are growing and have expanding influence and assume that God’s kind hand must be upon them.  But that is not always the case.  Our outward successes do not necessarily reflect our fidelity to God.  Only God’s Word can do that.
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This long and perplexing story draws to a close, and the reader is left with a pit in his stomach.  So many people half-honoring God, and yet so much confusion and sin.  This is what happens when man is left to his own moral compass.

We must see ourselves in these portraits.  We share the same flesh – and the same nature inherited from Adam – as these Israelites.  When we try to do right, we will inevitably be sailing a cockeyed ship.  This story is our story, apart from Christ.


Judges
This is Why We Need Jesus
19:1-30 – Sodom Has Come to Israel
Getting Started

“Man is basically good.”  True or false?  The Christian answer is “false.”  Yet we often act as if it is true.  When someone we love or respect makes a sinful decision, we say something like:  “He’s a good man; he just made a bad choice.”  Or we may dabble with sin, thinking that it won’t affect us because we are “good enough” to avoid getting swept up in the darker aspects of such a sin.  We cannot be mature or healthy Christians until we see the terrible power of sin and the frightful way in which it rules every one of us apart from God’s grace.
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A Closer Look

19:1-3
This chapter is actually part of a wider story that runs from 19:1 all the way to the end of the book.  Read 19:1 and 21:25.  What do these two verses have in common?  Given how the story begins and ends, what might we expect to be the theme of the story?

Who are the main charcters introduced in this section?  What do we learn about each?

The last time we met a Levite from Ephraim was in 17:7-8.  How did that turn out?

The last time we met a concubine was in 8:31.  How did that turn out?

Did you notice that all of the people in this chapter remain anonymous?  Perhaps this is done to help us sense that their story is our story.  This isn’t just “Louie” the Levite’s story, this is the story of every man.  Indeed, the writer will conclude the whole story by saying, “Everyone did what was right in his own eyes” (21:25).  The anonymous nature of the story reminds us that we are all in the same boat when we are without a godly king to lead us.

19:4-9
Read through these verses.  Make a note of every time that the father-in-law’s hospitality is mentioned.

The hospitality of the father-in-law (another anonymous character) may strike us as a bit over the top – and that’s the point!  The writer wants us to notice his hospitality because it is such a contrast to the lack of hospitality shown by the Benjaminites in Gibeah.  The writer is grabbing us by the scruff of our neck and saying, “Take a good, hard look at what hospitality is supposed to look like – keep that in mind as you read on.” 

Because of the focus on hospitality, the plot is a bit elaborate.  The Levite stays for three days.  He is coaxed into staying a fourth.  On the fifth day, he gets up early for his journey but is again delayed by his in-law’s gracious hospitality.  This delay sets the stage for the story that will follow.  As a result of their late start, the Levite and his companions will be forced to get in late to Gibeah.  This means they’ll be left looking for last minute lodging while the town’s partiers get a long look at the soon-to-be victims.

19:10-15
As dusk nears, the Levite and his two traveling companions have a choice to make: stay in the Canaanite city of Jebus or travel a little further to the Israelite town of Gibeah.  Why does the Levite choose Gibeah over Jebus?

The Levite thinks it wise to avoid staying in a pagan city.  After all, godless pagans might pose a threat to their safety.  Even if not, they were much less likely to show the necessary hospitality than would be the Israelite town of Gibeah.  At least that’s what the Levite thinks.  His choice of the Israelite town over the Canaanite town is fraught with irony – Gibeah will prove to out-pagan the pagans.
What type of hospitality do they receive from Gibeah?

In ancient times, it was typical for travelers to head to the city center and be welcomed in by a townsman who had a spare room.  Israel was especially called to show care and hospitality to the sojourner.  So the fact that Gibeah refused to show basic care for these three weary travelers is indicting.  This sad state of affairs is enough to show just how bad things had become in Israel.  But as we shall soon learn, it is just the tip of the iceberg.
19:16-21
In these verses, we are introduced to a fifth person.  Again, he remains anonymous.  What do we learn about him?

What was his view of Gibeah?

From what we learn in these verses, does he seem like a good man or an evil man?

The writer draws our attention to the hospitality of the old man.  The man states his intent to “care for all your wants,” and warns them of the dangers of nightlife in Gibeah.  He does not allow the Levite to use his own fodder, wine and food but gives him from his own resources.  The writer even adds the detail that “they washed their feet.”  The old man (who was not from Gibeah!) serves as a contrast to the people of the town.  The one hospitable person in Gibeah is not from Gibeah.
19:22-30

It is here that an already bleak story takes a profoundly dark turn.  Read through these verses.  How do they make you feel?  What is most depressing part of it?

This story shows just how awful sin is.  In order to justify our sin, we often try to dignify it and pretty it up.  But sin, carried to its natural end, is foul and disgusting.  It ought to make us cringe.
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Look at each person in the story.  What is their sin?

· The men of Gibeah

· The old man

· The Levite

· The concubine (see verse 2)

Read through Genesis 19:1-11.  What are the similarities between that story and this?  Which is worse:  Sodom or Gibeah?

Throughout the Bible, Sodom is the city that is chosen to represent the worst of pagan immorality.  But in this chapter, God’s people out sin the worst of the pagans.  The message is clear:  nobody is beyond the power of sin’s wretched clutch.  While the scene may be extreme, it depicts the natural outworking of the evils within our hearts.  Decency, position, or social norms may restrain us – but the potential for great evil is there within all of us (apart from the new nature Christ has given those who embrace Him, of course!).
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Gibeah is all of us.  The Levite is all of us.  The old man is all of us.  Our hearts are so crooked.  We are not above such sin.  This is why it is such good news that Jesus can actually take control of our hearts.  His Spirit can rule us instead of our flesh ruling us.  He can be our King and Lord.  We are not limited to the foul results that spring from being our own gods.  Hallelujah, hail King Jesus!
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Back to the story.  The Levite cuts up the woman and sends a part of her body and a note to each tribe with the message:  “Nothing so bad has happened since we left Egypt.”  He does not state the nature of the crime.  Instead, he uses this ploy to get Israel’s attention and gather all Israel together.  We will learn next week how Israel will respond.




Judges
This is Why We Need Jesus
20:1-48 – The Right but Ugly Consequences of Sin
Getting Started

Even the world knows the truth that what is right is not always easy, yet this profoundly Christian concept is something that some Christians tend to forget.  Sometimes we think that anytime we are doing the Lord’s work, success proves that we are doing things right and failure is evidence that we aren’t doing things God’s way.  But God’s ways are not so simple.  As we shall see in our lesson this week, when God judges evil and vindicates those on His side, it is not always as simple as we’d like it to be.
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A Closer Look

20:1-11
As you read through these verses, what repeated phrases or concepts do you notice?

With the repetition of “as one man” at three crucial junctures in these verses, as well as the phrases “from Dan to Beersheba” (or, as we’d say it, from the far north to the south) and “all the people of Israel,” these verses emphasize the unity of Israel.  Nowhere in the whole book of Judges is Israel so unified.  What or whom are they united against?

Israel is united against sin, which is a very positive unity.  For once in Judges, Israel unites to root out immorality from their midst.  How refreshing!
Though the unity is largely positive, we cannot help but notice that they are unified against one of their own tribes.  Never in the book of Judges does Israel unite as one man to drive out the Canaanites from their midst, as God had instructed them to do.  But here they unite to drive out one of their own who has adopted the practices of Canaan.  This is right, but it is sad statement about Israel.  Sad because it reminds us of Israel’s unwillingness to confront the foreign immorality, and sad because the foreign immorality has penetrated Israel’s community so that the same level of wickedness is practiced by their own people.
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In verses 4 to 7, the Levite gives an account of what happened that fateful night in Gibeah.  Compare his account with what really happened (see 19:22-30).  What details does he leave out?

The Levite’s explanation is slanted at best.  There is no mention of the old man’s offer of his virgin daughter to the townsmen, no mention that the Levite gave the townsmen his concubine in a cowardly act of self-preservation, no mention of the fact that he callously called on her to “get up” while she lay sprawled at the old man’s doorstep – the focus of the story is solely on Gibeah’s sinfulness.  This is so typical of us as humans.  We find someone who is a “worse” sinner than us and focus on their depravity to make ourselves feel good.  As long as our eyes are preoccupied with the sin in others, we have no time to concern ourselves with the sin in our own hearts.  The best way to make ourselves look holy is to draw attention to the sin in others.
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In response to the Levite’s case, Israel resolves to purge the evil from her midst.  Israel is united against sin.

20:12-17
The people of Gibeah belong to the tribe of Benjamin, so Benjamin has not joined Israel in its opposition to Gibeah’s sin.  When Israel requests their help, how do they respond?

If this scene were replayed today, who would be viewed as the “bad guy” – Israel who confronts and disciplines the sin or Benjamin who seeks to preserve the relationship with their kin at all costs?  Is this different from who God sees as the “bad guy”?

20:18-25
The remaining verses tell the story of how God judged Benjamin for Gibeah’s sin.  He brought about a mighty victory for the people of Israel.  Read through verses 18 to 25.  What is surprising or unexpected about these verses?

We are not accustomed to seeing those who obey God defeated.  Our underlying assumption is that those who do things God’s way always have success.  Do the details of this passage suggest that Israel was earnest in seeking the Lord?

Do the details of this passage suggest that the Lord wanted them to fight Benjamin?

All indications are that Israel was doing everything as they should have, but they still lose twice to the Benjaminites.  We have three very important lessons to learn from this.

First, we must see that just because things do not go our way (from man’s perspective) does not mean we are out of step with God’s will.  And just because things go our way, as they did for Benjamin, does not mean we are in step with God’s will.  Fidelity to God’s Word is our measure of success, not earthly victories.
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Second, these initial setbacks remind us that God’s ways are mysterious and higher than ours.  In God’s wisdom, He used Israel’s first two losses to set up Benjamin for its ultimate and complete devastation.  What Israel viewed as a defeat, God viewed as a part of the victory plan.
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Third, we must understand the pervasive effects of sin.  Sin doesn’t just affect the one who commits the sin.  Many others are singed by the consequences.  Though Israel had not joined in Gibeah’s sin and had not caved to Benjamin’s toleration of it, they suffered as a result of the sin.  Sin has ugly and disastrous consequences.  Even the “good guys” lose one tenth of their fighting men.  Let us not underestimate the damaging power of sin.

20:26-48
Israel seeks the Lord a third time.  What is different about the Lord’s third response?

Immediately after God promises to bring victory, there are two different accounts given of the day of victory.  What does the first account (verses 26 to 35) highlight, especially verse 35?

What does the second account (verses 36 to 48) highlight, especially verses 47 and 48?

The story is told using a standard Hebrew story-telling method.  A general account of the victory is given which drives home the point that it was Yahweh who defeated Benjamin.  This is followed by a more specific and detailed account, which explains how a few were able to escape.  Their escape, along with the complete devastation of all Benjaminites and their livestock, sets up chapter 21 in which Israel seeks to find wives for the 600 Benjaminite survivors (since there were no wives left for them from Benjamin).



Judges
This is Why We Need Jesus
21:1-25 – I Did It My Way
Getting Started

One of the greatest hits of the late 1960s was a song by Paul Anka called, “My Way.”  Made famous by the smooth baritone of Frank Sinatra, it went on to be recorded by over 120 artists (including Elvis, Celine Dion, Bette Midler and Jay-Z).  The song celebrates a man’s conviction to do what he thinks is best, regardless of the outcome.  The chapter before us this week could aptly go by the same title.  But instead of celebrating man doing what is right in his own eyes, the story reveals just how wretched “my way” is.  As such, it is a fitting conclusion to the book of Judges.
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A Closer Look

21:1-4
What is Israel’s first response to their dilemma?

Israel begins the right way.  They cry out to God, asking for His wisdom and understanding.  How does God respond to their cry?  How does this response compare to His responses to their cries in chatper 20?

Sadly, God’s momentary silence is more than Israel can take.  Instead of waiting patiently for guidance, they take matters into their own hands.  As a result, the rest of the story will unfold with the eerie silence of God casting a dark shadow over it.

This offers us a very important lesson.  When God does not act swiftly enough or in the ways we expect, we are quick to take matters into our own hands.  We try to accomplish what is God’s alone to accomplish simply because we are too impatient to let God be God.  Sometimes God wants us to wait patiently; when He does, that is the best thing for us to do.
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21:5-15
Describe Israel’s first attempt at solving their dilemma.

Because they insisted on moving on without God’s wisdom, Israel’s plan is a manmade concoction.  They remember another oath they made (besides the “no giving our daughters as wives” oath that got them into this dilemma):  anyone who refused to join them in fighting Gibeah would be killed.  The wheels in their heads start turning.  Jabesh-gilead had refused to assemble.  Thus, they had not sworn to keep their daughters from marrying the Benjaminites.  But since the fathers and young men were unlikely to allow the eligible maidens to marry Benjaminites, something had to be done – which is where the second oath came in.  They could kill everyone in the town, and then offer the town’s virgins to the 600 survivors of Benjamin.  The people of Jabesh-gilead wouldn’t be alive to protest.  The women would be so grateful to have their lives spared that they wouldn’t complain.  And all their oaths could be fulfilled while still preserving Benjamin.  From their perspective, it was a win-win solution.

There’s only one problem.  After all the blood is shed, they end up 200 maidens short – a gross miscalculation.  Their “brilliant” scheme had been executed, yet they end up back in the same moral quandary where they had started.

21:16-24
Describe Israel’s second attempt at solving their dilemma.  Does anything seem fishy about it?

Their second scheme seems even less consistent than the first.  They reasoned that since they had sworn not to give their daughters in marriage, nothing prevented the daughters from being kidnapped into marriage.  As it were, a festival was coming up when hundreds of women would be out dancing with no male guardians – an ideal situation for the planned kidnapping.  So the 200 remaining men handpick their wives from among the dancing women of Shiloh.  Dilemma solved with integrity in tack.  Right?

No.  The savvy reader can see right through these Israelites.  

What is the problem with the Israelites in this chapter?

What is noble about the Israelites in this chapter?

On the one hand, we sympathize with the Israelites.  We can see their quandary, and we can see that they try to find a path that is the “lesser of multiple evils.”  On the other hand, we can see how vain their God-less efforts prove to be.  The chapter is littered with carnage from their humanistic scheming.  It seems that they were truly trying to do what was right.  The problem, as we shall come to see, is that they were trying to do what was right in their own eyes.
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21:25

This final verse concludes the story with the refrain that began it (see 19:1).  From your study of Judges, what kind of king is this book calling for?
This final story leaves us with a suffocating feeling, and the final verse explains why that is:  we are breathing the poisoned air of self-rule.  But there is a solution to all of this:  we can breathe the pure air of God’s rule.

This chapter is about what things are like when we try to do what is right in our own eyes.  The universality of the final verse reminds us that this isn’t just an isolated story in Israel’s history.  This is every man’s story apart from King Jesus ruling over our hearts.  Left to our own devices, the basest of us will be like Gibeah and the most moral of us will be like Israel in this chapter – neither place is a very good place to be.


Judges
This is Why We Need Jesus
Conclusion
Getting Started

Sometimes bad news is good.  Someone who has suffered from an unknown ailment is pleased when a doctor is finally able to explain exactly what’s happening with their body.  Patients who have had a doctor give them an incomplete or inaccurate diagnosis know how important it is to understand the problem fully and accurately.  Judges is a dark book, but it is a good book because it gives us an accurate picture of our hearts apart from grace.  But like a good doctor, it doesn’t just state the problem.  It also points us to the cure.
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A Closer Look

THE PROBLEM
Take some time and flip through the pages of Judges.  Make a list of some of the sins that we encountered in this book.

One teacher summed up the book this way:  “The book is . . . complex, horribly twisted, dark and brutal.  Murder, rape, idolatry, perversion and betrayal become the backdrop for theology. . . . Major character flaws appear in persons who are supposed to lead the people back to God. . . . Failure abounds.  Defeats are normal.”
Though it is a dark picture, it is uncanny the similarities to our own lives.  Judges, as grim as it is, presents a very honest picture of the human heart apart from Christ.  That’s why the patterns of Judges are repeated over and over again across time and cultures.  Even our own culture bears a stark resemblance to the depravity in the days of the judges.  As we study Judges, we say to God:  “You’ve hit it on the head.  You’ve got mankind pegged.  Our lives are filled with these same twisted patterns.”
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THE CAUSE
Read 17:6 and 21:25.  Look also at 14:3, 7 and 19:24.  What is the root cause of the moral decay in the book of Judges?

Israel’s problem is moral self-determination.  To put it differently, everyone in Israel insists on being his own moral judge.  Each person determines what is right and wrong by his own standard of judgment.  One’s own moral compass or intuition is the final arbiter between what is ultimately right and wrong.
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2:10-13 tells us what gave rise to Israel’s struggle with moral self-determination.  What does verse 10 say was the cause?

Where do we go to know God and His works of old?

Do we struggle with this same issue today?

We may give a lot of lip service to the importance of God’s Word, but our actions don’t back it up.  When we have a question or a dilemma, we turn to a trusted counselor or a book on the topic; but we rarely wrestle with the Scriptures to learn how to think about it.  Even if we turn to a “Christian” book for guidance, most of the books in a Christian bookstore are chock-full of man’s ideas, propped up with a few Bible verses taken out of context.  Even our pulpits are filled with pastors who would rather speak on an engaging topic (loosely connected to biblical truth) instead of wrestling verse-by-verse with God’s Holy Word. 
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In 2:11-13, what is the second problem that is identified?

God had instructed Israel to completely eliminate the Canaanites from their midst.  Yet they disobeyed God and tolerated them in their midst.  In 2:11-13, we learn that the pagan patterns of the Canaanites soon worked there way into God’s people.

This is a stern warning to us.  When we allow the values and interests of the world around us to infiltrate our hearts, we are on a dangerous road.  We must carefully guard ourselves against allowing the world into our hearts and minds.  We should evaluate how we entertain ourselves; we should evaluate whom we allow to shape our minds and thinking; and we should evaluate so-called “Christian” teaching that isn’t overtly rooted in the Word.

[image: image120]
THE CURE
Judges does not leave us despairing.  Its candor about our sullen state is designed to show us just how much we need the cure.  And Judges has much to say about the cure.
Read 17:6, 18:1, 19:1 and 21:25.  What solution does the writer hint at?

The implicit point is obvious:  Israel is in this mess because they don’t have a king.  But there’s more to it than that.  The ugly story of King Abimelech (chapter 9) makes the point that not just any king is needed.  Rather, the call for a king is a call for the type of king prophesied in Genesis 17:6 and 49:10, a king whose traits are listed in Deuteronomy 17:18-20.  This is a call for a king who will come from Judah’s line, embody the Word in his life, and lead the people in paths of righteousness and justice.  The cure to the predicament of Judges is a king who will deliver us from the slavery to our sinful flesh.  The cure to the predicament of Judges is a king who will bring God’s rule into our hearts.
Read Isaiah 9:1-7, Jeremiah 23:5-6 and Ezekiel 37:24-28.  How is the prophet’s message similar to the message of Judges?

It is not until the New Testament that we learn that such a king has come – King Jesus!  Jesus died to be a Deuteronomy 17 king who could bring God’s rule into our hearts.

What good news!  Jesus frees us from our slavery to self.  He can be our King of Kings and Lord of Lords.  We should praise the Lord that we have someone to follow besides our own crooked hearts.
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Both parts of the gospel are good news.  Yes, it is wonderful news that He died to forgive us from our sins.  But Judges helps us see that it is also wonderful that He died to bring God’s rule into our hearts.  Without Jesus being our Lord, we are stuck in the muck of Judges our whole lives.  But when we submit to King Jesus, we find life and peace.  If we can just grasp this truth and hold to it for the rest of our lives, it will go so far in helping us to have a right attitude towards and understanding of the gospel.

Think About It


When you are your own master, where does that lead you?  What are some other things that can or have ruled you?








Think About It


What steps are you taking to make sure future generations do not forget “the Lord or the work that He has done”?





How are you protecting yourself against the influences of the godless culture around us?





Big Idea


Read the following verses:  3:7, 3:12, 4:1, 6:1, 10:6, 13:1, 17:6, 18:1, 19:1, 21:25.  What is the refrain in the first 16 chapters of the book?








What is the refrain in chapters 17 to 21?








How are these refrains related?











What does this indicate about the general theme of Judges?











Judges points to the need for a righteous king by showing just how bleak life is when we are left to rule our own lives.  It describes the darkest period in the history of God’s people with careful, layered precision.  In so doing, it lays out the causes for the days of darkness and the solution for these dark days.














Bringing It All Together


Judges presents a dark picture to remind us of just how important Jesus is.  Left to our own devices, we as a nation, a church, or individuals quickly resemble the confusing misery of Judges.  But Judges leaves us longing for the sweet rule of a Righteous King.  By studying Judges and seeing ourselves reflected in it, we will understand better why we need Jesus as our King.








Think About It


It is easy to diagnose when we are doing things that are intentionally sinful.  It is much harder to diagnose when we are doing things that seem right to us but are actually wrong in God’s eyes.  What are some good ways to make sure that what we think is right is actually right according to God?








Think About It


What are some examples in your life where you have allowed Jesus to rule you and you have found that His ways are best?








Big Idea


Read through the passage.  Are there more victories or defeats?  





Is there any example of incomplete victory?





Who receives credit for the victories?





This passage teaches us that God’s presence with His people brought about mighty military success.  It ties Judges in with the heights of the book of Joshua.  But it also gives a clue that there is trouble brewing.

















Think About It


What are some ways that the godless culture around us tries to influence us?  How do you safeguard yourself against these influences?





Think About It


Often we fail to rejoice when God brings just punishment upon sinners simply because we fail to see just how serious sin is.  What do your feelings about God’s justice reflect about your view of sin?








Think About It


Are there areas in your life where you do enough to look like you are obeying God but where your obedience is only partial?








Bringing It All Together


Judah was willing to allow the excuse of “iron chariots” to keep them from fully obeying God.  God had brought about victory after victory to bring about justice and to protect Israel from the sinful influence of the Canaanites.  It would have been easy for God to overcome the iron chariots.  But despite Judah’s many victories, this little act of disobedience paves the way for the rapid moral and social decline of God’s people.








Big Idea


Read through the passage.  What seems to be the main emphasis of 1:21-36?


  





What is God’s response to this in 2:1-5?








Israel’s partial obedience and partial repentance led God to give them over to the power and influence of their enemies.

















Think About It


Take a moment to reflect on your life.  Are there areas where you might be deceived into thinking you’re doing alright when you really are only partially obeying God?





Think About It


What are the mighty ways God has delivered you?  What are some ways to keep from forgetting these things or taking them too lightly?








Think About It


Can you think of an example from your own life where you disobeyed God and suffered the natural consequences of such disobedience?








Think About It


How do you tend to measure a spiritual experience: by depth of emotion or by persistent life change?








Bringing It All Together


The generation after Joshua knew how to keep up appearances.  They sure looked like they were continuing the righteous conquest that Joshua had begun – but it fell short of full obedience.  They sure looked like they were grieving over their sin – but it fell short of true repentance.  Appearances are dangerous.  Israel’s partial obedience and partial repentance had horrible consequences.








Big Idea


What is Israel’s relationship with God like in 2:6-9?








What is Israel’s relationship with God like in the rest of the passage?








In the book of Judges, Israel experiences a remarkable and drastic decline.  These dark days were caused by two factors:  (1) Israel ceased to know God or His work for them, and (2) Israel allowed the worldly culture around them to have a place in their heart.  In His jealous anger, God sought to bring Israel back to Himself.  But Israel remained hard-hearted in her rebellion.




















Think About It


What are some ways that you keep God’s works at the front of your mind and near to your heart?





Think About It


What are some of the ways that the world conveys its values today?  What steps have you taken to prevent yourself from being influenced by these values?  Are there any other steps that you should take?








Think About It


When your affections and commitments to God have wavered in the past, what has God done to bring you back to Himself?








Think About It


Do you take seriously the danger of forgetting God and allowing the world to have influence over your heart?








Bringing It All Together


Our passage began with Israel serving the Lord.  It ends with them stuck in a relentless cycle of apostasy and oppression.  How did Israel get this far away from where they should be?  The second generation did not know the Lord or His works on their behalf, and so they made themselves friends with the world.  The consequences of such rebellion are terrible.  What a sobering warning to all who call themselves God’s people!





Big Idea


Why does God say that He allowed a few straggling foreign nations to outlast Joshua’s conquest?  What was His purpose in doing so?











God intentionally allowed a few foreign nations to remain standing after Joshua’s conquest.  They would allow Him to test the next generation to see if they would remain loyal to Him.  Sadly, the following generation failed the test.








Think About It


When righteousness requires a battle, do you tend to cave in or fight on?  Think of an example from the last year when you fought on.  Think of an example when you caved.





Think About It


Think of a recent time where God has tested you with difficult circumstances.  What did it reveal about your heart?  If it revealed sin, did you grow frustrated with God or did you use it as a diagnostic to show you where you could grow more Christ-like?








Bringing It All Together


The presence of the foreign nations is not what led to Israel’s demise.  Israel’s lack of commitment to the ways of God led to her demise.  The circumstances around her merely revealed what was in her heart.  That is how testing works.  God provided the test, and Israel failed miserably.





Big Idea


Read through Othniel’s story.  What would you identify as some of the key elements of the “cycle of the judges” that might recur throughout the book?

















Othniel’s story is colorless and formulaic.  It includes all the key elements of the so-called “cycle of the judges” but nothing more.  In so doing, it serves as the paradigm against which we are to understand the next five cycles.  Understood in the sense, it teaches us about the mercy of God and the hardness of Israel’s heart.











Think About It


The Bible highlights that Othniel was able to bring about victory because God’s Spirit empowered him.  We have that same Spirit within us.  How should this prompt us to live, even when it seems like all around us is mirroring the time of the Judges?





Think About It


As Christians, we are freed from this gripping power of sin.  Yet the old sinful flesh is hanging on for dear life until Christ returns (or we die).  Even as a Christian, can you see hints of just how strong and stubborn the sinful flesh can be?








Bringing It All Together


While the “model” judgeship of Othniel teaches us about the mercy and kindness of God, it also points forward to an endless cycle of man’s rebellion and God’s compassion.  Because of the wickedness of unrepentant man, this cycle cannot be broken without the help of a righteous king.  The simplicity of this “practice round” highlights the goodness of God and the rottenness of man, twin truths that we will see echoed over and over again throughout Judges.








Big Idea


Read through the passage.  Which details present King Eglon in an unflattering light?














Eglon was a buffoon of a king, but Israel had fallen so far that she was subject to such a man.  This is a vivid example of how sin leads us to an awful and pathetic place.  But the story also reminds us that God is able to save, even in the most unlikely of situations. 








Think About It


Though we live thousands of years later, a pattern of stubborn sin has a similar affect on us.  What are some examples of how our sinful patterns lead us into deeper misery?





Think About It


Sin renders us pathetic and impotent.  We might look at what masters us and mock and despise it, but it still masters us.  Has there been a time in your life when sin has led you to be ruled by an Eglon-like master?  Where did you find deliverance?








Think About It


Are there any circumstances in your life that you are tempted to believe are out of God’s control?  How does this passage encourage you in such circumstances?








Bringing It All Together


Our passage reveals to us what a bumbling fool King Eglon was.  In so doing, it shows just how far Israel had fallen in her sinfulness.  When we allow sin to rule over us, it leads us to humiliating places.  But God’s Righteous King is able to deliver us.  And His deliverance supersedes Ehud’s because He can actually change our hearts.  








Big Idea


What’s the situation at the beginning of this story?  What about at the end?








Who are some of the key people in the story?








This is a story about how God uses faithful people to deliver Israel from her enemies.  Deborah is faithful to remind Barak of what God has called him to do.  Barak is faithful to respond to Deborah’s call.  Even Jael acts in faith, killing evil Sisera.











Think About It


How quickly the spiritual victories of previous generations are lost through disobedience.  How deadly is one small act of partial obedience.  Are there any sins in your life that you take too lightly?





Think About It


It would have been easy for Deborah to grow impatient with God’s timing or the role that He had given her.  It would have been easy for her to take things into her own hands.  Are you ever tempted to do things your way instead of God’s way?  Do you ever find it difficult to wait on the Lord’s timing?  How does Deborah’s example encourage you?








Think About It


According to Hebrews 11, we are to imitate Barak’s faith.  What elements of his faith do you find the most challenging and encouraging?








Bringing It All Together


This is a story of God’s mighty deliverance, but it is also a story of faith.  We see the faith of Deborah, the faith of Barak, and the faith of Jael.  All three are very different from one another, and so the expression of their faith is different.  But God works through these three faithful people to bring about a mighty deliverance in a time when few among God’s people were honor Him.  They stood against the culture, and God brought a great victory.





Big Idea


This victory song was written in light of the events of chapter 4.  Read through the song with this in mind.  How do Deborah and Barak respond to the victory of chapter 4?  Why might they have responded this way?

















This song is a call to rejoice in God’s victory over His enemies.  It also blesses those who take part in God’s victories and curses those who do not.

















Think About It


What mighty deliverances has God won for you?  Do you tend to take them for granted, or do they stir you to genuine praise?





Think About It


Think of a time when, after great heart-searching, you chose to disobey God and side with the world.  What were the results?  Think of an example of the opposite – after such searching, you chose to obey God.  What were the results then?








Think About It


Do you genuinely and earnestly long for the victory of Christ’s Kingdom?  How does that affect your view of Christ’s allies?  How about His enemies?








Bringing It All Together


We live in a very real battle, though the enemies are different than they were for Barak.  Those who contend for the true gospel should warrant our deepest love and loyalty.  We should praise God for how He is using His guardians of the truth.  And we should long for the forces of evil to be destroyed.  Moreover, we should rejoice in the victory God has won in Christ and take part in that victory as citizens of His kingdom on this fallen earth.





Big Idea


How does Gideon view himself throughout this story?








What, then, is the basis of his strength?











The story of Gideon will span the next three chapters.  This chapter highlights how Israel’s low state was fundamentally a spiritual problem (as opposed to a political or military problem).  It also establishes that Gideon was a man with little to offer outside of his meager faith.

















Think About It


In what ways do you find the sin patterns of Israel lurking in your own heart?





Think About It


When you are going through hard times, do you search God’s Word in order to know how to think about those times in right ways?





Think About It


Have you reached the point that Gideon did?  Or are you depending on your own strengths and abilities in your service to God?  A good measure of this might be your prayer life.





Think About It


If we want to know what God wants for us, what’s the best place to look?  If we’re like Gideon and we know what God’s has said but question whether it’s true, what are some godly ways to handle that?








Bringing It All Together


Hebrews 11:32 calls us to imitate Gideon’s faith.  Though Gideon will go on to do mighty things for God, the early stages of his faith offer us much hope.  Our faith need not be any larger than a mustard seed.  Faith, at its core, is confidence in God.  So even the weakness of our own faith does leave us out of the reach of God’s grace.  Truly, when we are weak, then we are strong.  His grace is sufficient!








Big Idea


Even though this is a familiar story, try to read it over with fresh eyes.  According to verse 2, why does God bring about the victory in such an unusual way?














God makes it clear the He alone is the one who delivered Israel by laying out a very unique path to victory.  Israel’s victory over Midian was not of their own hand. 

















Think About It


What are some situations where doing things God’s way doesn’t seem practical?  What light does our passage shed on such situations?





Think About It


What are some of the spiritual “successes” in your life?  In your heart and in your speech, do you tend to take credit for them or give credit to God?





Think About It


What experiences in life have caused you to stop relying on your own resources and instead lean more on God?








Think About It


Think of a time when you stepped out of your comfort zone to serve the Lord.  What are some of the ways He came alongside you to encourage and strengthen you along the way?








Bringing It All Together


God has won the improbable victory.  With 300 men who didn’t even unsheathe their swords, God routed the Midianites.  With a military leader who needed assurance from the enemy that God would win, God defeated the Midianites.  Our God is mighty, and He can be trusted in all things.





Big Idea


We learned in chapter 7 verse 2 that God’s motive for bringing about victory over Midian was so that Israel would praise Him and not take credit for the victory themselves.  As the battle concludes in chapter 8, do people seem to be looking to God or looking to themselves?  Give examples.

















The light of God’s victory is eclipsed by the darkness of Israel and Gideon’s rebellion.  Gideon’s massive potential for good and his devastating impact for evil leave us longing for the “king in Israel” who will do what Gideon could not.  Our need for Jesus is coming into view.











Think About It


Have you ever been jealous or resentful when you see someone else experiencing spiritual success, perhaps with their family or their ministry at church?  What does this reveal about your heart?





Think About It


What are some areas in your life where you tend to be a bit self-focused?  What can you do to get your eyes off of yourself and onto God?








Think About It


Are there any areas in your life where you notice a lust for power and influence?  How can you guard yourself against allowing them to gain sway over you?








Bringing It All Together


The story is designed to make us despair.  But just as hunger pangs point us to our need for food, so this despair is designed to point us to our need for Jesus.  When Gideon turns down the kingship, we see such potential for good.  When he creates the ephod, we see how devastating bad human leadership can be.  But God promises to send a king who is also God, a king that will rule with righteousness, a king that can transform our very lives.  And the author of Judges points forward to that king, even in the story of Gideon.  Gideon’s shortcomings are designed to cause us to long for Christ (and for us on this side of the cross, to appreciate Christ all the more).








Big Idea


Read Judges 17:6, 18:1, 19:1 and 21:25.  What solution does the author of Judges give to the dark days of Israel’s rebellion?











Read over the passage for this week.  What does our passage say about what that king should or should not look like?











Though we need a king, we do not need a king who usurps God’s rule and leads for himself.  We need a king who brings in God’s rule and gives his life for the good of his people.














Think About It


It is not unusual for us to do what God wants but to do it the world’s way instead of God’s.  What are some examples of how the church today does this?  What are some examples of how you do this?





Think About It


What are some of the things the world values in a leader?  What are some of the things that God values in a church leader?  Are we ever inclined to repeat the error of the Shechemites when we go to look for a pastor?








Bringing It All Together


The darkness of Israel’s depravity is a portrait of every human heart.  That is why we need a righteous ruler over us.  But even as Judges calls for such a king, it makes clear that a Canaanite-like king is not a good solution.  We don’t need just any old king.  We need a king that can triumph over our sinful hearts and lead us to spiritual victory.  Abimelech is the exact opposite of such a king.  But the rest of the Bible will tell us the story of just such a king.





Big Idea


Read through the story.  Based on how the story begins and ends, what is the main thing that we should remember as we study it?











This bloody story is also a case study in Israel’s dire condition.  It teaches us that Israel’s troubles are the byproduct of their own wickedness and the justice of God.














Think About It


How would you have felt living under King Abimelech?


We have rebelled against King Jesus.  How did King Jesus respond to our rebellion?  How do you feel living under King Jesus?








Think About It


How does this story affect your view of God’s justice?  Is God’s justice a trait we should appreciate or dread?








Think About It


What sin do you see in your life?  Do you take it seriously as the deadly threat that it is?  Do your actions toward that sin reflect that you take it seriously?








Bringing It All Together


Abimelech and Shechem get what they deserve.  God’s justice is good, but its effect on those who are rebellious is terrible.  Things are so bad that the next two judges will be needed to save Israel from the days of Abimelech.  This case study in Israel’s misery helps us see the causes of her sorry situation:  her own wicked choices coupled with the justice of God.








Big Idea


Read over the passage and write down a few words that characterize these verses.











While this passage depicts Israel’s deepening decay, it also holds out an example of the right approach to God.  In the face of mounting depravity, we must truly yield ourselves to God – trusting His ways and serving Him alone.











Think About It


Which is the greater threat to the church today – the enemy within or the enemy outside the church?  To which of these enemies do we tend to give more attention?





Think About It


Rebellion is no trifling matter.  God takes it seriously and punishes it severely.  What does your sin deserve?  Why, then, do we tend to take our sin so lightly?








Think About It


In what ways do you see this attitude toward God present in America today?  Do you see any trace of it within your own heart?








Think About It


Do you find your attitude toward God to resemble the first cry or the second cry?








Think About It


Which of these areas of repentance do you find most difficult?





Bringing It All Together


The roots of Israel’s problem were not external but internal.  As such, her only hope was genuine repentance – not of the lip-service variety that more resembles the spoiled brat, but rather of the meek and broken variety that casts oneself wholly upon God and says, “Thy will be done!”





Big Idea


Read over the passage.  If you were to divide it into two sections, how would you divide it and what would you label each section?








We will find that the first half (10:17-11:11) is told in such a way as to hold a mirror up to Israel and how she has treated Yahweh.  In the second half (11:12-28), we see a picture of man who intimately knows God and His ways – a man of the Book.














Think About It


Take some time to think and pray about how you relate to God.  Do you see any traces of the self-centered, utilitarian approach that is condemned by this passage?





Think About It


When you think about the troubles and conflicts in your life, do you process them in light of God’s Word and God’s character?  What does your response to challenging times reveal about how big your view of God is?








Think About It


When was the last time you shared the universal truths about God (e.g. He is Judge, Jesus is the only way of salvation) with someone else?  What does this reflect about your view of God?





Think About It


How are our times like the times in which Jephthah lived?  Do you know your God and His Word well enough to respond to these times like Jephthah did his?








Bringing It All Together


Though Jephthah is an illegitimate son and the leader of a gang of ragamuffins, he is a great man of faith who knows his Lord and knows his Bible (at least whatever form of it they had at that time).  This passage displays his big faith in a big God but also indicts Israel because their poor treatment of Jephthah mirrors their treatment of God.








Big Idea


Jephthah’s actions in this story are difficult to evaluate.  What about his actions seems noble?  What about his actions seems unrighteous?











The tension we feel over Jephthah’s actions spring from what seems like a sincere desire on his part to honor the Lord.  But as we will learn in this study, his actions are actually disgusting to the Lord.  No matter how pure our motives, doing what is right in our own eyes can lead us into a dangerous place.














Think About It


The things we see around us all the time often start to become acceptable to us, even if they are inconsistent with God’s Word.  What are some examples or practices Christians sometimes embrace simply because of the culture around them?





Think About It


When you make difficult or important decisions, what steps do you take to ensure that it is God’s wisdom and not your own that is guiding you?








Bringing It All Together


In the previous study, we saw Jephthah’s remarkable faith.  His response to the Ammonite king was guided by the Word, through and through.  This week’s study is another story.  Just before battle, he adopts a Canaanite approach to God.  Forced to deal with the repercussions of his unwise vow, he tries to act with integrity before God.  But in doing so, he looks to his own wisdom instead of being guided by the Word.  There is no enjoying the spoils of victory; instead, the day of victory is swallowed up in sorrow.








Big Idea


God has just won a mighty victory for Israel.  How does Israel respond?














God’s deliverance of Israel ends on a sour note.  On top of the unnecessary sacrifice of Jephthah’s daughter, 42,000 Ephraimites die unnecessarily.  Mankind’s rebellion wafts its foul odor, drowning out the fragrance of God’s victory.  This chapter points us to the pitiful place our sin leads us.  This is why we need Jesus!














Think About It


Take a moment to examine your heart to see if you have any bits of the Ephraimites in you.  Consider the following questions:  Are you equally comfortable with behind the scenes roles as up front roles?  Do you do Christian ministry, at least in part, because of the praise you receive?  Do you tend to be more critical of ministries that you don’t have a hand in planning?





Think About It


Sin’s closest relative is death.  Unrestrained sin inevitably destroys.  Given these realities, why do so many Christians take a laid back approach to fighting their sin?








Think About It


In what ways have you seen Jesus’ power over sin at work in your life?  What are some ways that His Spirit has helped you overcome the power of sin?  Stop and praise God that He has given us Jesus as a King to rule over our hearts.








Bringing It All Together


The first half of this chapter reminds us that pride cloaked as religious zeal is poisonous.  The second half of this chapter reminds us of Jephthah’s sin, which was well-intentioned but equally destructive.  As we near the end of the cycle of the judges, we see over and over again where sin leads us.  And the same sin that was at work in their hearts is at work in our hearts.  Sin is an unstoppable force – at least, without King Jesus it is.





Big Idea


This is the story of the birth of the final deliverer.  What does man contribute to provision of this deliverer?  What does God contribute?











Man offers nothing in this story.  Israel does not even cry out to God for deliverance, and Manoah and his wife are barren.  Yet God intervenes to raise up a deliverer for Israel.  As is so often the case, God works to make something out of nothing.














Think About It


Can you think of an example in your life where God took something that seemed hopeless and worked good from it?  Why do you think God tends to work this way?





Think About It


If God’s ways are too wondrous for us, why do we spend so much time trying to figure them out?  What would be better for us to do?








Bringing It All Together


God’s wondrous ways are gloriously on display.  God reaches out to a people who have forgotten Him and begins to save them by sending a baby to a barren woman.  Our God of wonders is in the habit of making something from nothing.





Big Idea


Read over the chapter.  Take note of every mention of “eyes” or “sight.”  What does this indicate about Samson?








Samson, the one set apart as the savior of God’s people, insists on doing what is right in his own eyes (not God’s).  As a result, though God works through him, the deliverance is only partial.  We need a Savior who is fully given to the ways of the Lord.











Think About It


Think back to Jephthah (chapter 11) and his rebellion against God.  How are he and Samson similar?  How are they different?  Which do you tend to be more like?





Think About It


It’s easy to believe God will keep His promises when things are going as we expect them to go.  It’s much more difficult when sin or circumstances derail our plans.  What steps can we take now to make sure our faith won’t waver when God’s promises seem out of reach?








Think About It


Are there any fleshly passions that control you?  








Think About It


What are some examples from your life when you followed your lusts instead of God?  How did it turn out for you?








Think About It


What are some other examples from Scripture where God worked through evil to accomplish good?  What are some examples from your own life?








Bringing It All Together


After the high hopes of chapter 13, chapter 14 slams us.  From the very get go, we learn that Samson has as much self-control as a toddler with a marshmallow.  He is concerned not with what is right in Yahweh’s eyes but with what is right in his own eyes.  He transgresses God’s laws, and cares not for God’s people.  He is self-willed and self-consumed.  Though God’s purposes are not thwarted, it leaves us all longing for the greatness of our true Savior, Jesus Christ.





Big Idea


As you read over the chapter, make a note of every time that Samson shows his mastery over the Philistines.  Which of those times did God use Samson to deliver Israel out of the hands of the Philistines?

















Samson’s power over the Philistines is unmistakable.  Yet real deliverance never happens.  What gives?  The problem is twofold:  Samson is self-consumed and Israel is complacent with her slavery.  














Think About It


When God sends people to help you overcome the sin in your life, how do you tend to respond?  Does your response indicate that the sin is your enemy or that the one confronting you is the enemy?








Think About It


Take a moment to examine your life.  Which sins have been present so long, they have become commonplace?  Are there any sins which you are not actively combating?








Think About It


When you talk about your successes, especially you spiritual successes, to whom do you give glory?  Are your children/grand-children more excited about you or your God?








Think About It


If you were to examine your prayer life, what would it indicate about your values?  Even pious sounding prayers can be self-centered or man-centered.








Bringing It All Together


Samson wins many battles, but he is unable to secure complete victory for Israel.  God was willing and able to deliver, but Israel was content in her slavery and Samson was self-consumed.  So, tragically but fittingly, Israel remained enslaved.  





Big Idea


What do we learn about Samson’s eyes at the beginning of the story?








What happens to Samson’s eyes at the end of the story?











Samson is a man who follows the lust of his eyes and thinks he’s invincible.  But God causes him to lose his eyes and to be defeated.














Think About It


Does sensuality ever blind you?  When did your lusts last make a fool out of you?








Think About It


Is there a sin you tend to dabble in, thinking you’re strong enough that you won’t let it consume you?








Think About It


Sin desires to destroy us and dehumanize us.  It wants to consume us.  Do you believe this about sin?  How should that belief affect how you deal with sin in your life?








Bringing It All Together


Like Israel (17:6, 21:25), Samson’s eyes are his trouble.  He insists on doing whatever seems right in his own eyes (14:3, 7).  Also like Israel, Samson does not realize his dependence upon God.  He is self-reliant and self-consumed.  He thinks he is invincible.  So God causes Samson to lose his eyes, and He brings defeat to Samson.  God brings Samson to his low point so that he can act in the faith for which the New Testament commends him (Hebrews 11:32).








Big Idea


Is Samson at his weakest or strongest in this passage?  Explain your answer.














A weakened, humbled Samson is finally useful to God because he recognizes his dependence upon Him.  Samson’s selfless act, the very first of his career, stops the mouths of those praising Dagon.  So we learn that true faith springs out of weakness.  True faith makes one useful to God.














Think About It


What are your greatest strengths?  Do they help you depend upon God or hinder you from depending on God?





Think About It


Have you reached the end of yourself?  Do you realize that you have nothing to bring to the table?  What obstacles do you have to such desperation?








Think About It


Are you living your life entirely for God and His glory?  What competes against this highest pursuit?  If you are having trouble living completely for Christ, it may be because you’ve never reached the point of complete desperation and helplessness (or you’ve lost sight of it over time).








Bringing It All Together


Strength in weakness – the divine paradox.  It is only when we recognize our complete and utter dependence upon God that we are able to be strong in the Lord.





Big Idea


What clues do we get that these people are trying to serve the Lord?














What actions do they take that clearly dishonor the Lord?














The story this week shows the danger of allowing man’s own moral sensibilities to trump God’s rule.  When we become our own kings, life and society become a confusing, convoluted mess.














Think About It


What steps are you taking to make sure God’s Word is shaping your approach to God instead of the surrounding culture?





Think About It


How can you help your pastors boldly proclaim the Word and resist the allure of money and influence?








Think About It


Have you ever said the words “the Lord told me to . . .” or “the Lord led me to . . .”?  If so, are you certain you are not misrepresenting God?  Are you certain you aren’t using God to prop up what your own intuition says is right?








Think About It


When you look at churches or other Christian ministries, how do you determine if they are blessed of God?  Does it have more to do with measured outcome or fidelity to God’s Word?








Bringing It All Together


The evening news shows what bad men do, but it does not reveal our hearts.  This story in Judges reveals the heart of every man.  Micah’s family, Jonathan, and the Danites all believe they are honoring and serving God.  But they are operating based on what is right in their own eyes instead of looking to God’s Word.  The result is a confusing, depressing mess.  And that is the story of every person apart from Christ.





Big Idea


Read through the chapter and write down everything that happens that could be considered sinful.























Left to our own devices, man is capable of unimaginable perversity and wickedness.  Our hearts are crooked deep down, and apart from God’s rule over them, they will lead us in paths of vileness and rebellion.














Think About It


Are you able to see that the sin in your life as kin to the sin in this story?  Do you really believe this?  Do you hate the sin in your own life as much as you hate the sin in this story?








Think About It


Have you come to grips with the wickedness of your own heart apart from Christ?  What are some of the things God used in your life to show you that Sodom is in you?








Think About It


If you love your sin, you will not want Jesus to rule in your heart.  If you disdain your sin, you will rejoice that Christ can transform your sinful heart.  Which is true of you?








Bringing It All Together


It is good that chapters like this in the Bible are rare.  We could not stomach such repeated depictions of man’s immorality.  But such chapters are necessary.  They point us to the horrible potential of man to do evil, and they instill in us a disdain for sin.  They show us who we are apart from God’s grace – and who we are apart from God’s grace is utterly repulsive.








Big Idea


Read through the whole chapter.  Try to summarize it in one concise sentence.











How does it fit with the previous chapter?











God is a God who judges sin, but God’s right judgment against sin is not always pleasant, nor is it intended to be.  Even those who are taking up the Lord’s cause suffer as a result of Israel’s sin.  Yet in the end, the guilty are punished and the righteous vindicated.














Think About It


Sometimes we are so preoccupied with the enemy “out there” that we fail to see the enemy “in here” among those who profess to be God’s people.  What are some trends amongst God’s people that show the world’s values are affecting us?  What are some tendencies in your own heart that might indicate the world is influencing you?





Think About It


Make a list of the sins you think need to be talked about more from American pulpits.  Are the sins on that list ones that you struggle with or are they exclusively sins the bad people “out there” deal with?  





Think About It


Do you tend to look more to circumstances or to God’s Word to see if you are doing God’s will?





Think About It


What are some examples from your life where you can see that something that looked like a complete mess was actually a part of God’s good plan?








Bringing It All Together


The writer wants us to know that it is God who has won this victory.  Israel’s desire to purge the evil from her midst was consistent with God’s desire.  Her victory was God’s victory.  Her actions in this chapter were far from painless – they were quite costly – but they were righteous.  God worked through her to execute His just judgment on immoral Gibeah and the tribe that protected her.





Big Idea


Read through the chapter and familiarize yourself with it.  What is the dilemma that Israel has found herself in?














What solutions does she try to solve the dilemma?  Do they seem like godly or ungodly solutions to you?














This chapter is the final and clearest example of man’s pathetic attempts to do what is “right” in his own eyes apart from God’s guidance.  As such, it is chock full of morally ambiguous situations that leave interpreters scratching their heads and readers feeling quite uneasy.  This chapter reminds us that when we try to do what’s right in our own eyes instead of yielding to Christ’s rule, our lives end up a confused and convoluted mess.














Think About It


Are there any situations in your life that should be in God’s hands but that you are trying to take into your own hands?  Why?  What are some steps you can take to help yourself wait on the Lord?





Think About It


How can you tell the difference between doing what is right in your own eyes and doing what is right in God’s eyes?  What steps do you take to make sure you are not self-deceived about this?





Bringing It All Together


Israel could sing with old Blue Eyes, “I did it my way!”  She tried to walk with integrity while finding a solution to a very thorny problem.  But she did it without the wisdom of God guiding her.  The result is a confused and convoluted mess.  We don’t need to do things our way.  We need to surrender our lives to King Jesus and do it His way.  Only then will we find the true peace and joy that God intends for us.





Big Idea


What is the theme of the book of Judges?  What key verses remind us of this theme?











How does it fit with the previous chapter?











Judges is best understood as a book that tells us why we need King Jesus.  It presents us with a dark picture of the human heart, but it also teaches us that the only solution to the mess of our wicked hearts is a godly king who will bring God’s rule into our hearts.

















Think About It


How is our culture today similar to the culture in the time of the Judges?  How is the church today similar to the people of God during the time of the Judges?  What traces of the immorality of Judges do you see in your own heart?





Think About It


Do you tend to look within yourself or outside of yourself for moral standards?  What is a recent example of how God’s standards overruled something that your own moral intuition said was right?








Think About It


What are some examples in your life of how you are actually wrestling with what God has said in His Word?  If these examples are too few, what can you do to increase them?








Think About It


Because the Devil works in subtle ways, it is often difficult to see the world’s influence on us.  If the Devil were trying to slip some worldliness into your life, what are some areas he might utilize?








Think About It


Which is better news:  


that Jesus died to save us from our sins, or 


that Jesus death and resurrection allows Him to become the King of our lives?


Why?





Bringing It All Together


A man was having great trouble breathing, making his life miserable.  He went to the doctor, who told him that he had lung cancer.  The doctor told him that the lung cancer was a result of smoking.  But he also told the man that a rigorous treatment of chemo and radiation would cure him.  By analogy, that’s the story of Judges:


The man = all people


Trouble breathing = moral decay


Lung Cancer = doing what’s right in your own eyes


Smoking = rising worldliness coupled with a lack of regard for God’s Word


Chemo and Radiation = King Jesus reigning in our hearts


So the story goes like this:


Israel was decaying morally, making life miserable.  Judges diagnosis the problem as “every man doing what is right in his own eyes.”  It tells us that this moral self-determination was a result of rising worldliness and a lack of regard for God’s Word.  But it also tells us that a godly king (like Jesus) will cure the problem.








