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9th October 2011

Zero to Hero
Readings:  Judges 6, 7, Hebrews 11:29-34
To find the readings, see http://www.biblegateway.com
A few years ago a visiting preacher came to a church. In the middle of his sermon he stopped. He stared at a young woman in the congregation and said, “I believe I’ve been led to ask you to marry me.” Taken aback, the woman replied, “I’ll have to go home and ask my husband about that!”

What fools we can make of ourselves over the subject of guidance. Today we’re looking at someone who was completely opposite; a man who was spoken to by an angel and yet wanted proof, double proof and treble proof before he would take action. 

This week in E100 we move on from the really well known characters of the early books of the Bible like Abraham, Moses and Joshua. We arrive at the book of Judges. By this time, the Israelites had become disunited, a bunch of tribes living their separate lives in the Promised Land. The passage today starts with this very depressing statement: “The people of Israel did what was evil in the sight of the Lord.....”   How sad, that after all the many miracles they’d seen as a nation, they’d got to this state.  In this book we read the story of 12 judges who were used by God, often only temporarily, to bring his people back to trust in him. The word “judges” can be misleading. The only way they “judged” is by beating off Israel’s enemies. Really, a better name for them would be “trouble-shooters”.

The most famous of all the Judges was Samson. But in this passage is someone who takes up more verses of the book of Judges than Samson. His name was Gideon. 
Now Gideon was a man who I can relate to very easily indeed (as someone who gets into a cold sweat at the thought of going to the dentist I feel right at home with him!) because by nature he was a complete coward.

When we first meet him, Israel was in a truly terrible state. They’d been overrun by the Midianites who were so numerous that the Bible says when they entered an area they were like locusts on the ground. There were so many of them that they couldn’t be counted. And they were bullies. The Israelites would put seed in the ground. The Midianites then came into their fields by the thousand and took great delight in trampling the soil so that the seed and young plants had no chance of survival. They also killed all the animals. This made the Israelites desperately poor and they had to resort to living in caves and dens in the mountains.

But eventually the Israelites did what they should have done years before. They cried out to God. God replied by sending them an unnamed prophet who told them that they were only in that position because they hadn’t listened to him and that they’d followed man-made gods.

Gideon, like the rest of the Israelites, was hiding away. One day he was winnowing wheat – dividing the wheat from the chaff. This was normally done in the open by throwing the wheat in the air with the chaff being carried away on the wind. But because of the Midianites, Gideon was hiding in a winepress, a hollow in the ground, trying to do the winnowing in secret.

A man came towards him and said, “The Lord is with you, you mighty man of valour!” Gideon must have thought, “Here I am hiding away from the enemy, and this stranger comes over and starts taking the mickey!” However he managed to keep his cool. The stranger continued, “Go in this strength of yours and rescue Israel from the Midianites”.
Mystified, Gideon replied, “I think you’re talking to the wrong man. My clan is the weakest in these parts and I am the weakest man in that clan”. But the stranger persisted.

“Tell you what”, Gideon said. “Show me a sign that you’re serious”. Then he left him, went inside and prepared a meal for the man. He put it on a rock. When the stranger touched it with his staff “whoosh”; the whole lot went up in flames. Gideon’s mood immediately changed from one of mystification to one of terror because he realised that the stranger was an angel of God.

Now Gideon’s family and neighbours were all worshippers of Baal; a god the Israelites imported from the pagan tribes around them. According to them, Baal was the god of fertility, who encouraged prostitution and adultery. Outside Gideon’s father’s house was a large altar to Baal. That evening, after the angel had met him, God clearly spoke to Gideon and told him to destroy the altar. 
(Incidentally Gideon is the only one of the Judges God spoke to directly.) So Gideon gathered 10 of his servants and, by night (for fear of the family and the neighbours), they pulled down the altar and replaced it with an altar to God. Not surprisingly, the locals were furious; so much so that they wanted to kill Gideon. But to his credit Joash, Gideon’s father, told them, “If Baal is such a great god let him look after himself.” Because of his father’s intervention Gideon was saved and he was given the nickname, Jerub-Baal, which means in today’s idiom, “Bring it on, Baal”.

Soon after, the Midianites crossed the Jordan in order finally to drive out the Israelites. Then, the Bible says, the Spirit of the Lord took possession of Gideon. Suddenly he was changed from a quivering coward to a courageous commander. He sounded the trumpet to gather the Israelite tribes around him. But underneath he still had doubts.

Despite what the angel had told him he still wanted assurance. He said to God, “Tonight, I’ll leave a fleece out in the open. If the fleece is wet in the morning, and the ground is dry, then I’ll know you’ll deliver Israel”. In the morning the ground was dry. But he could fill a bowl of water with the dew from the fleece. Not happy with that, the next night he asked for the reverse – “Now tomorrow, if the ground is wet and the fleece dry.....” And the next morning the fleece was bone dry. 

Comforted by the positive guidance, Gideon gathered 32,000 men and he led them as close as he dared to the enemy camp. There he saw that the Midianite army numbered 135,000, four times as many as his men! Then God said an amazing thing. “Gideon, your army is too big! Say to your men, ‘If anyone is afraid, then go home’”. 22,000 left immediately (and I must admit I’d have been one of them). 
God spoke again, “Still too many! Take the remaining 10,000 to a stream and tell them to drink”. 9,700 of them lay down and put their mouths to the stream. But 300 knelt by the stream, scooped the water up and drank from their hands. And God said, “Tell the 9,700 to go home. I only need the 300 who scooped the water into their mouths. Just with that number I’ll give all these Midianites into your hands”. 
That night God spoke to Gideon again. “Now, I want you and your 300 to go down and fight the Midianites. “But” (and I love this bit) “If you’re afraid” (God knew that Gideon was still not the bravest man around) “go down to the Midianite camp and listen to what they’re saying”. So Gideon went down and heard this conversation between 2 of the Midianites: The first man, “I had a dream last night – a loaf of bread tumbled on to our tent. The force of it made the tent fall flat.” The other man replied, “That loaf must be the sword of Gideon. God has given all 135,000 of us into his hand”.

Having eavesdropped on this conversation, Gideon was thrilled and he stood there and worshipped God. Now, buoyed up and ready for the battle, he went back and told the 300 to get up and get ready. It was still the middle of the night. Each of them had a jar with a torch in it and he gave each of them a trumpet. He sent a hundred to the left of the Midianites, a hundred to the right and a hundred behind them. Then Gideon blew his trumpet. Every man lit his torch. They held the torches in their left hand and their trumpets in their right. Then they blew their trumpets as loud as they could and shouted “A sword for the Lord and for Gideon!”
The effect on the Midianites was immediate and devastating. There was complete panic. Each man took out his sword and started hacking at his neighbour and anyone else around him. Then they started to run. If it hadn’t have been so bloody it would have been pure comedy. It’s amazing how little it takes to turn bullies into cowards. Gideon called out other Israelite tribes in the area. They chased and killed the Midianites as they ran. A great victory had been won. 300 had defeated 135,000 without a drop of Israelite blood being spilt. In the end only 15,000 injured, exhausted Midianites survived.

This was very much the pinnacle of Gideon’s life. In a matter of months he’d gone from hiding away in a winepress to being hailed as one of the greatest leaders in Israel’s history; from zero to hero.

Sadly the rest of his life didn’t maintain such a high standard.  Because of the success the Lord gave him, he became more confident. The hero-worship he was given, not surprisingly, turned his head. But because of him Israel enjoyed peace and prosperity and this lasted for 40 years after his death until the Israelites once again strayed after foreign gods. 
Reading the New Testament is like going to a great concert. If we go to one in London we will probably see and hear some of the best musicians in the world. Years ago, on the telly, there was a series called “Master Class” where, each week, a great solo musician would listen to a couple of young aspiring performers. The youngsters would play beautifully and you’d think the piece couldn’t be played better than that. The maestro would  compliment him or her on their wonderful playing. Then he’d say something like, “However, I think that part would sound better like this....” and he’d turn to his instrument and play the section with such feeling and expression that you could see easily why he was the master.

In the Old Testament we certainly are introduced to some great heroes who, like Gideon, heard God’s voice and acted upon it. They won great battles against enormous odds. They performed miracles and showed great faith. But all these heroes of the Old Testament are pale predecessors of the one who was to come. All the characters in the Old Testament had “feet of clay” but Jesus was perfect. If we simply read the gospels and no other part of the Bible it’s easy to take him and what he did and said for granted. But, when we compare the leaders of the Old Testament with him we see how great the Master was, and is.

Jesus never doubted God’s Word. Unlike Gideon, his response was always instant obedience. And he was always so brave – never afraid of people’s opinions, not even of death. But the story of Gideon shows us one of the great Bible truths: God loves to use the weak to confound the strong. There is a poignant expression in this story when Gideon is told to reduce the number in his army, “in order that Israel may not boast that her strength has saved her”. Jesus was born in a stable. He died on a Cross. That sounds pretty weak. But he changed the World for ever. The Israelites were so weak they were forced to live in caves. Then they cried out to God; and he listened. How weak do we feel? “God can’t use me. I’m past it.” Or we might feel like Gideon – “I am the weakest man in the weakest clan”. But that’s the very time when he CAN use us. Like the Israelites we just have to cry out to him. 

Gideon wasn’t the bravest man. He did need a lot of assurances. However, better to be like him, than like the over-presumptive preacher I mentioned earlier. 90% of the daily guidance we require comes from the Bible. But there are some big issues we face where we simply don’t know which path to take. Like Gideon,    we may feel we ought to “put out a fleece” and see how God answers. Like Gideon, when we have the answer we need to be filled with the Spirit so that we can proceed along the path he has chosen for us. If we trust him, however weak we may feel, God can guide us and use us. You never know, we also, like Gideon, may go from zero to hero.   
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