Adult VBS Lesson on the Book of Judges
Gideon
The entire book of Judges is an object lesson in the faithfulness of God in light of the faithlessness of mankind.  Even though the events take place in Israel after the times of Moses and Joshua and before the times of the Kings of Israel and Judah, it is really a microcosm of the overall study of man falling away and coming back in a cycle of faith and then faithlessness.  

This Old Testament book is a wonderful illustration of how as a race, we can be so forgetful, no matter what is done for us… and can’t we see that a times in our own lives?  How many times have we all gone from a position of strength in our faith in our lives only to find ourselves in a position of weakness six months later?
In the book we can see God’s love, His discipline, and His saving grace.  We can also see the best of men in some of the Judge’s behaviors only to turn around and then see astoundingly bad behaviors coming from the same person… all against the backdrop of faithfulness and rebellion in the nation of Israel.
The situation in the book of Judges can be summed up in the last verse of the entire book in chapter 21 and verse 25 which says; “In those days there was no king in Israel; everyone did what was right in his own eyes.”

Setting the stage for Gideon 
Let’s read Judges 2:20-23, here we see that God has grown tired of the faithlessness of the children of Israel and that He intends to punish them by not immediately driving out the rest of the pagan nations from the land of Canaan as test of the faithfulness of Israel.  As we know from Judges and from other Old Testament books, they failed the test many times until eventually they lost the Promised Land.  The children of Israel fell into the trap of worshipping the Baals and other foreign gods over and over again, and the nation paid for that spiritual weakness with the loss of the Promised Land, their earthly inheritance, eventually.
Let’s read Judges 2:16-19.  As we can see from the cycle stated here in scripture, it is the same cycle we talked about above.  During this period Israel would start out faithfully serving God; they would then fall away, then they would become afflicted by God for the falling away and would beg for mercy and help from the Lord.  After a time, He would then take pity on them, and raise up a deliverer in the form of a Judge, who would then get them out of trouble.  Upon the death of that Judge they would then eventually revert back to unfaithfulness.  

The book of Judges is replete with this cycle… it just shows how humanity really is; unless we guard our faith, we will lose it.  If we learn nothing else from Judges this should be one of the main lessons.

Gideon – Judges chapters 6-8
Gideon is the fifth Judge of Israel, and as such he represents the fifth time in the cycle we have talked about, where the nation of Israel needed to be delivered from an affliction for their unfaithfulness.  Four other Judges have come before him and have delivered the nation, now the time comes for our subject Gideon.  Gideon’s time as a Judge occurs some 200 years after the original conquest of the Promised Land… around 1190B.C.  Some things that we must remember about this time in both the history of Israel and of the earth as a whole are this, it was brutal, it was barbaric, it was a time of ignorance and superstition.  We really cannot imagine the types of lives they led at this time, so far removed are we from this type of existence, and because of this God tolerated more from them than He does from us now… we can and should be much more enlightened now, and God takes that into account when He looks at our lives versus theirs. 
At this time the Midianites have been raiding into Israel for seven years, specifically at harvest time.  The raids have become so dangerous for the people that many flee their lands as they anticipate the coming of the Midianites and hide in the hills.  The Midianites have been killing people and stealing the crops as they are ready to be harvested.  Israel would then have to go hungry through the winter… this time is a very harsh one for the nation.  The children of Israel cried out to the Lord, Who was still listening all along, and begged Him to help them.  
In Judges 6:7, we see that the Lord sends a prophet to them to tell them what they had done wrong in His eyes and that they had not obeyed His voice.  Then God set about finding a Judge to deliver them.
By this time the Midianites are getting ready to go into Israel for an eighth time and do the same thing they had been doing, raiding, pillaging crops and killing Israelites.  The Lord then comes and speaks to Gideon in Ophrah and so begins the story of Gideon.

The Lord Speaks to Gideon – Judges 6:1-24
Gideon is the son of Joash, of the clan of Abizer; a part of the tribe of Manasseh.  We find him here talking to God in winepress, where he was threshing wheat so as not to be seen by any marauding Midianites.  God addresses Gideon in a very kind and complimentary way… Gideon not knowing who he was talking to at the time has a conversation with God about His presence with Israel, showing that he thinks that God has abandoned them.
God makes it clear that He wants Gideon to deliver Israel from the Midianites at this time and He makes it clear that He will be with him, even as Gideon offers excuses about his stature and that of his clan in the nation’s social rank at the time.  Gideon then asks for a sign that he may know who is talking with him and he asks the “Angel of the Lord” to wait while he prepares a sacrifice, God agrees to wait.  Gideon prepares the sacrifice; the prepared kid of a goat, unleavened bread and broth from the goat, and he then brings it out.  God tells him to then put it on a rock nearby and to pour the broth over it… Gideon does so, and the Lord stretches out the staff in His hand and causes fires to come out of the rock and consume the sacrifice completely.  God then disappears and Gideon is scared to death, because he now knows he was talking to God and he fears for his life.  God reassures him by saying to him “Peace be with you” letting him know that all is well and to not be afraid.  Gideon then builds a altar there to God to commemorate the event.
Gideon’s lack of faith here shows… but the patience of God shows through as well.  Israel was having its problems as was Gideon, and people everywhere had lost their faith in God, which was helped along by their abandoning Him!!!  We need to remember that we have been given the task to serve God with our lives… our sufficiency for that is from Him (see 2 Corinthians 3:5), and if we will trust Him, He will help in everyway to fulfill what He expects of us (see Philippians 4:13) 

Unlike Israel and Gideon, we need to place our full trust in God and His promises to us…. And we need to not forget them, no matter what happens in our lives.  We need to make sure that we never join Gideon in the winepress as John Kachelman puts it.  As Paul put it, we need to “walk by faith, not by sight”.

God Instructs Gideon to Destroy the Altar of Baal – Judges 6:25-35
God then speaks to Gideon again that night and tells him to destroy his father’s altar of Baal and the wooden image beside it.  He is also instructed to take a bull from his father’s herd and sacrifice it there on an altar built properly to honor the Lord; the wood he was to use would come from the wooden image he was to cut down.  Gideon then took ten men and did as the Lord asked him to do, but he waited until full nightfall to do it, because he was again afraid, this time of the men of the city of Ophrah.

The next morning, the men of Ophrah arise and see what was done.  Then they find out that Gideon did it and they demand his death.  But his father Joash, whose altar it was (at the very least, one would guess that Joash was tolerant of the unfaithfulness to God all around him), stood up to them for Gideon and made the comment that should ring through all time about false gods…  “Would you plead for Baal?  Would you save him?  Let the one who would plead for him be put to death by morning!  If he is a god, let him plead for himself because his altar has been torn down!”  The living God has no need for men to advocate or “plead” for Him… He is perfectly capable of doing so for Himself and then dealing with the transgressors.  This bit of common sense in Joash’s comments just went to show that Baal was nothing but a fantasy… and the men of Ophrah backed down. Gideon’s father gave him a new name that day in honor of this event; “Jerubbaal” literally meaning “Let Baal plead!”

After this, the Midianites and Amalekites then gathered in the valley of Jezreel to begin their raiding.   The Spirit of the Lord then came upon Gideon, literally meaning “the Spirit of the Lord clothed Himself with Gideon”.  This phrase denotes God’s complete possession of Gideon at this point.  Gideon then blew the trumpet and rallied the Abiezrites, Manasseh, Asher, Zebulun and Naphtali to come and fight the invaders. 
The sign of the Fleece – Judges 6:36-40      
Now in the light of the fact that God had just completely taken over Gideon charismatically as he rallied the army of at least part of Israel to his side, this next event becomes almost unbelievable… but again we have to remember the times these people lived in.
We see Gideon here, very respectfully, putting God to one more set of tests.  He asks the Lord to make a fleece that he leaves out on the threshing floor wet with dew while leaving the ground all around it dry.  God does this and the next morning Gideon finds it and gets a whole bowl full of water out of it.  
Now it was common practice in those days to leave sets of fleece out and catch dew with them in order to have water to drink in the harsh climate.  The real miracle was what Gideon asked for next.  He asked God to do the exact opposite thing next… make the ground be wet with dew and the fleece be completely dry in the midst of it.  God did this and now Gideon was thoroughly convinced of God’s being with him in this endeavor.

Gideon, with these events, shows that he is a prime example of the fears and uncertainties that can grab all of us who seek to serve God.  We need to always remember the words of Paul to Timothy in 2 Timothy 1:7, that “God has not given us a spirit of fear, but of power…”  The Devil can hinder the best of us when we don’t remember to rely upon God and His power, not our own.  

Once we have the confidence in God’s abilities on our behalf that He intends for us to have then we can then have more confidence in ourselves as well.  God is our deliverer… there is no other deliverer.  We need to believe that and then live like we believe it.   

Gideon’s Army… the Three Hundred – Judges 7:1-8:21   

Gideon’s call at this point has gathered to the cause some 32,000 men from the tribes mentioned before… now the Midianites were approximately 135,000 in number in their camp.  Gideon is outnumbered over 4 to 1 in men… but God wants Gideon to remember that He is never out numbered, so He seeks to teach Gideon a lesson that Gideon through his prior tests of faith now seems ready to learn.  

God always seems to teach in building blocks for the building up of our faith, doesn’t He?  He never expects us to grasp what we are incapable of grasping, just like He never lets us be subject to more temptation than we can handle.  God is always fair, always just and always right.

God tells Gideon that there are too many men.  Now I am sure that Gideon was dumbfounded at this, but God tells him to tell all those who are afraid to go home.  Gideon follows God’s instructions and 22,000 men leave.  Gideon now has 10,000 men and is outnumbered over 13 to 1.  

I am sure that Gideon was now amazed at the next set of instructions… God tells him that there are still too many men.  Most generals by now would be ready to have a stroke, but Gideon follows God’s instructions again.  Gideon’s faith is now shining through his doubts.  God tells him to have the 10,000 that are left drink at the water’s edge, and those that lap water from their hands like a dog are to be set apart from the rest that drink on their knees.  300 hundred men lapped water, the rest drank on their knees… and God told Gideon to send those who drank on their knees home.  Gideon with his 300 men is now outnumbered 450 to 1.  

God did this to prove a big point here.  As we are told in chapter 7 verse 2, God did not want the Israelites to think that they had won this victory themselves, He wanted there to be no doubt that He had done it…. At the ratio of 450 to 1 for fighting men, the point would be made for all to clearly see.

God knows that Gideon is probably still afraid, so He gives Gideon just the boost he needs to get him over the fears he is experiencing.  He tells Gideon to go down to the camp and listen to what is being said by the Midianite host… God even tells him that if he wants to he can take his servant Purah if he does not want to go down alone.  God’s patience with us shines through again here and this should show us all that God can use us fears and all, if we will have faith in Him.
Gideon takes Purah and goes down to the Midianite camp.  He overhears a man telling about a dream he has had to his companion.  In the dream, a loaf of barley bread comes tumbling into the Midianite camp and collapses a tent that it strikes… the symbolism here is this; the word for “tent” used here in verse 13 is a proper name like “Headquarters” or like the “The Pentagon”… meaning the tent of the King or Commander of the host.  The loaf of barley bread symbolized the diet of the poor, as they were the ones who ate barley bread at the time.  To complete the scene for Gideon, God had the man’s companion then say this in verse 14, “This is nothing else but the sword of Gideon the son of Joash, a man of Israel!  Into his hand God has delivered Midian and the whole camp.”

As God intended, Gideon caught all of this and was greatly uplifted by it and worshipped God on the spot… what a wonderful picture.  He then went back to his 300 men and told them that they were going to attack and that God had delivered Midian into their hands.  He divided them up into three companies of 100 and gave them all a trumpet, a pitcher and a torch to put inside the pitcher.  Gideon then tells them to do as he does, and they approach the outposts of the camp at the beginning of the middle watch.  This would have been around a little after 10:00pm, just when everyone would be at their drowsiest.  
From all sides, Gideon then had them blow their trumpets, break their pitchers and hold the torches and yell out “The sword of the Lord and of Gideon!”  Now single trumpets at this time were used in battle to direct the movements of a whole company of men in military formation… when three hundred of them went off at once, the significance of that must of have astounded the Midianites.  With the noise of the trumpets, the breaking of the pitchers, and then seeing all the torches, panic ensued and they all began to fight one another just as God had put it in their minds to do… all as the three hundred continued to blow their trumpets and add to the noise of the melee.  God is not the author of confusion but He can certainly use it for His purposes when He wants to!  The rout was now on…

The tribes previously called now helped Gideon pursue the Midianites in the rout.  Gideon sent messengers to Ephraim and asked the men of that tribe to help as well with getting to the Midianites at the watering places in their path near Ephraim’s territory.  Ephraim did so and captured the Midianite Princes Oreb and Zeeb (whose names meant “raven” and “wolf”) and they brought their heads to Gideon on the other side of the Jordan River to show that they had done what he asked.  
The men of Ephraim then showed a bit of the haughtiness they were apparently known for at the time.  They reprimanded Gideon for not calling them in at the beginning of the endeavor.  Gideon then defuses the situation by humbling his own accomplishments in light of their taking the Midianite princes… he didn’t have to do it, but Gideon showed humility and the wisdom of God in giving them a soft answer in response to their harsh rebuke.  This calmed them down and settled the controversy.  Gideon was now showing a bit of the God-given wisdom that he would use to judge Israel in the future, and we get a glimpse of that here.  When do things according to God’s wisdom things will always work out the right way in the end… always.
Gideon then crosses the Jordan with his 300 men and pursues the rest of the Midianite host that is left.  While in route, he asks two cities along his line of pursuit for refreshments for his weary men.  The cities of Succoth and Penuel refuse to help him most likely out of fear of the Midianites, who had not been totally eradicated yet.  Gideon then promises to punish both towns after he finishes the Midianites, and in spite of the weariness of Gideon and the men, they all continue to purse the Midianite Kings and what is left of their army.  This needs to be a lesson to us… to continue on in serving the Lord even when we are weary… He will reward us as we are told Galatians 6:9.
Gideon finally catches up to the two Midianite Kings and their 15,000 men left to them at Karkor.  He catches them off guard and defeats them handily.  After the Kings are captured, Gideon puts them to death, and during their exchange with Gideon before their execution we learn that they had been responsible for the death of his brothers at Tabor.  
Now to some this may have seemed like a revenge killing… it was not.  God advocates capital punishment for murder and it was God’s will that this killing take place, for Gideon not to have killed them would have been wrong and against the Law of Moses.  So the executions were not only expected they were demanded by God’s Law for the murders and other evils these men had done, would that we in modern times would continue to remember this wise admonition.
Gideon, after identifying the elders and leaders of Succoth, then returned and punished the city by whipping the elders with briars and thorns until they were dead.  We can know this for two reasons; one, the word “taught” used in chapter 8 verse 16 where it says Gideon “taught the men of Succoth”, also means he disciplined or thrashed/threshed them (the elders specifically).  In the thrashing of the elders like this, they most certainly would have died.  Reason number two, as we will see next, was that the elders of Penuel died for the same deed, it would logically follow that the elders of Succoth met the same fate as their counterparts in Penuel.  There would have been no partiality for Succoth in committing the same crime as Penuel.  Next Gideon attacked Penuel and tore down their tower as he said he would do in chapter 8 verse 9.   He slew their elders as well as we see from chapter 8 verse 17.  We can know this because the word for “men” used here in the original text implies “leading men”, not all the men of the city.  
The punishment for these two cities was deserved in those harsh times… to show those who would collaborate with God’s enemies what their fate would be.  This fearful act would have reinforced that fact for the nation of Israel and everyone else around them.  Our lesson here is to never take the world’s side over God’s side… it will lead to spiritual death for us, just as it lead to physical death for the elders of Succoth and Penuel.

Conclusion

Gideon, now triumphant after this marvelous set of events, is offered the Kingship over Israel… at least by the tribes that were there with him.  He nobly refuses this and tells them that the Lord shall rule over them.  That was absolutely the right answer.  

This wonderful act of selflessness though is offset by his then asking for gold from these men, receiving an enormous amount of it, and then using it to make a golden ephod that he had no authority to make.  The ephod was the God-prescribed garment for the High Priest in the tabernacle, not a Judge.  Gideon was not of the tribe of Levi or of the order of the Aaronic Priesthood, so this was sinful of Gideon to do.  He placed the ephod at his home town of Ophrah.   There, it became an idol that became a snare in later years to Israel, Gideon and his whole house.  We don’t know exactly why Gideon did this… he must have had his reasons.  However, whatever the reason was, this was sinful and wrong.  
Gideon, in his posterity paid for this sin through the events that occurred with his son Abimelech.  Those events, relayed to us in Judges 9, led to Abimelech’s choosing a wicked path and then suffering untimely death as a result.  This needs to be lesson to all of those who seek to change the way that God has told us to worship Him.  We are not to go outside of His instructions; if we do there will be consequences (see Leviticus 10:1-7). 
Nevertheless, Gideon went on to rule for forty more years.  He had seventy sons and died at a good old age, and was buried in his father’s tomb and during this time Israel had peace.  God obviously blessed Gideon even after the making of the ephod… another example of God’s graceful treatment of those living in those times of savagery and ignorance.  Gideon was a man with fears, doubts and many flaws and sins, yet God was able to use him to accomplish His purposes… can we see that God can do the same with us if we will let Him? 
