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THE UPSIDE-DOWN WORLD OF BARAK AND HIS ACCOMPLESSES
Judges 4   2 Corinthians 3:1-6   Hebrews 11: 32-34

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
In the story of Ehud that we looked at last week, salvation for Israel came from way out in left field. The whole story is left-handed; everything is round the wrong way. And yet with the very crooked stick that Ehud was, God struck straight blows and saved His people.  

Well, if everything is left handed in Judges chapter 3 it is upside down in chapter 4. But before we get into it we need check a few things about the story itself, especially a little bit about the geography and the battle and a few other bits we will pick up later on.  

You will remember when we looked at chapter 1, I told you that the territory of Israel falls into three sections divided by two valleys that cut in from the Mediterranean Sea. There is, first of all, the valley of Aijalon that cuts in from the Mediterranean almost opposite Jerusalem and below that valley you have Judah and Simeon, Benjamin is more or less in the valley around Jerusalem.  Then you have another batch of hill country and then there is a large valley, the valley of Jezreel that cuts in from just north of Mount Carmel almost to the Jordan River ten or twelve miles south of Lake Galilee. In that middle section between these two valleys are the tribes of Ephraim and Dan and half of Manasseh. North of the valley of Jezreel are Zebulun, Naphtali, Asher and Issachar.  

Jabin, the king of Canaan, was the leader of a coalition of Canaanite city-states in that whole northern area around the valley of Jezreel. The area given to Naphtali, Zebulun, Asher and Issachar. His particular city Hazor, right up north, north of the lake of Galilee, was the largest, about 40 000 people. But the coalition was under the military leadership of Sisera, its most able general.  And his city was on the lower slopes of mount Carmel, towards the south of the area of this coalition of Canaanite kings. And the valley of Jezreel was right in the middle.  

Barak came from a place called Kedesh even further north of Hazor. Deborah was from way down in the middle section, in Ephraim, or near Benjamin.  Mount Tabor, where Deborah told Barak to gather his troops, was in the upper catchment area of the Kishon valley.  Which flowed down through the valley of Jezreel, or the plain of Megiddo as it is sometimes called.  

All the major battles ever fought for the control of Palestine had been fought in this valley. Now remember, it was in the plains that the Israelites feared the Canaanites because the Canaanites had chariots and Sisera had 900 of them. But it was not quite in the plain where this battle was fought. 

Deborah says that God has commanded Barak to go to mount Tabor with 10,000 men, and God will draw Sisera out of his city up the valley and the plain along the River Kishon up towards mount Tabor. Now Sisera was not a fool. He would not have gone into the hills where chariots were of no use, nor even into the lower catchment area during the rainy season where they might get bogged. And yet, if we read chapter 5 which is the song of Deborah commemorating this great victory, we read this: “The torrent of Kishon swept Sisera away”.  

Now how did that happen? Well it seems the most likely answer is that the battle took place in the late autumn or early spring and there was an unseasonable downpour and thunderstorm which took Sisera by surprise. 

So there are Deborah and Barak and the 10 000 men on mount Tabor and Deborah looks out from mount Tabor and she sees a thundercloud coming.  “Barak” she says, "go for it for the Lord has gone before you," meaning, the Lord in this thundercloud. 

And Barak and his 10,000 men pour down the slopes of mount Tabor as the thunderstorm pours down from heaven. And the feeder streams are very soon filled and soon the whole Kishon River is full and water is pouring down the valley. Well, the valley soon gets wet and boggy and the chariots can’t manoeuvre.

Sisera can see what is going to happen so he orders a retreat. And the chariots fly down the plain alongside the Kishon River. But there is one problem. About five kilometres from home the plain narrows as a bit of hill country intrudes upon it and all these 900 chariots are flying full tilt for a bottle neck. Well that is the end of it. A few of them get through; the ground gets churned up; they crash into each other as they go through the bottle neck; the Israelites are attacking from behind and they press the assault right home to the gates of Sisera’s city and every man is lost. Sisera takes to his heels and heads north, to escape. 

Well, what is all this story about? what is God trying to teach us in this story that we read this morning? Let us just work through it and see where we get to. 

In the upside down world of Barak and his accomplesses we see, first of all, people of God that 

1.	THE WORLD IS IN THE CHURCH 
We saw in chapter one that the tribes were progressively disobedient from the south to the north. Caleb’s family, you will remember, in Judah down the south was almost completely obedient to God’s commands to cast out the Canaanites and take the land. So Caleb and his family enjoy the fruits of that, complete conquest and eating and drinking and marrying and giving in marriage within the faith and so forth. And we have that lovely little story of his daughter Achsah. 

But up in the north they did not believe God could do what he said he would do. So not only did the Canaanites live among the Israelites as they did in Benjamin and Ephraim, but up north in the territory of Naphtali it is said that the Israelites lived among the Canaanites. It is turned the other way round; almost by the grace of the Canaanites do the Israelites have a foothold. Well the rot spread to the neighboring tribes Zebulun and Issachar and Sisera’s home is in the territory of Zebulun. And did you notice what its name was?  Harosheth-hagoyim. Some of you, I’m sure, will know what the goyim were. It is literally Harosheth of the nations, or, the Gentiles. Right there in the middle of Israelite territory is a city called Harosheth of the Gentiles! 

What is the pattern that we have seen in the Book? Israel sins; God sends an enemy to oppress Israel to show her her sins. And at first that enemy may be from right outside. So in Othniel’s day the enemy is Cushan Rushathaim from way over in Mesopotamia. But if we don’t learn our lesson and carry on in our sin or if we soon pick it up again as Israel did, then the enemy comes from a bit closer to home. Then the wound stings a bit more because there’s a hint of treachery in it. So in Ehud’s day the enemy is a distant relative, Moab, a son of Lot, the nephew of Abraham. But when we still don’t learn our lesson and depart from God again - even though Ehud gave us twice as long to learn it, living under the Lord’s grace - then we find our sin kicks back at us, right from the heart of our lives.  

Satan attacks us from within or we find the enemy living right within the church, right among us. Jabin's city, Hazor, had been destroyed by Joshua 120 years ago but it is now the capital of Canaan. That city was not re-build over night. And Sisera can be so bold as to call his city, right in the middle of Israelite territory, Harosheth of the Gentiles.  

See, he is defiant and that’s how happens so, often isn’t?  Prophets are always killed in Jerusalem because the world enters Jerusalem or Jerusalem becomes the world, only dressed in clerical garb, that’s all. So, for example, a minister at a Ministers Association I once attended boasted that there was a certain activity run by his church for neighborhood ladies and not a word was spoken about God or religion for the whole three hours. "It was great!" he said. What’s the point? Is the Church the Church for any reason at all? So Churches throughout our country over the last 20 or 30 years have actually almost taken the lead in the sexual revolution that we have undergone. 

And it begins, or it began in this case at least, merely by a lack of faith. Because the people did not have the courage of their convictions to stand up to the world.  And it may take some time to bear fruit; 120 years this is now, since Israel first entered Canaan, three generations. But sooner or later the chickens come home to roost.  

When you look at the pattern of who the enemies were who God raised up to chastise Israel we can wonder whether there’s another lesson here. First of all the enemies are from far away, way over in Mesopotamia. The next enemy is a distant relative. The next is, well, not a relative of Israel, but they live right in the midst of Israel. Mind you, maybe some of these Canaanites were relatives of Israel, for what do we read in chapter 3 verse 5? "The sons of Israel lived amongst the Canaanites and they took their daughters for themselves as wives and gave their own daughters to their sons and served their gods."

But you see what God does? At first he is gracious. He chastises his people from a distance. Only then does it come from someone closer at hand, from whom it will hurt more. And only then, finally, from those right within our midst.  Maybe some of our own children or grandchildren among them. 

In Acts chapter 1 Jesus tells us that we are to witness to Him first in Jerusalem, then in Samaria and then to the uttermost parts of the earth. In other words, our working with the gospel is to be first of all within the covenant community and then working outwards. 

But while Israel was distracted with enemies from outside, gradually, through lack of care and vigilance, they found wolves in sheep's clothing have been growing right in there midst, re-building Canaanite cities. And Sisera can flaunt his identity right in their faces. 

So the world enters the church because of our incomplete obedience. It happens likes this. First of all there is fear. In Israel’s case they feared the chariots of the Canaanites. Fear leads to inaction. Inaction is the same as disobedience in God's book. That leads to tolerating wickedness amongst us. That leads to co-operating with the wicked amongst us. That leads to apostasy and that leads to dispossession.  

Did we even see an example of it this week? In Monday's Herald, the members of the Tongan Methodist Church in Otahuhu, who will not go along with condoning homosexuality as the Methodist Church wants to do, end up being locked out of their Church and have to worship under tarpaulins in someone’s back yard. Maybe they should have kicked up a long time ago. I don’t know; I’m not judging them. But the process is similar. 

People of God, it is easy for me as a preacher to rant and rave about sin out there in the world, but it is the in here, the sin in our own hearts that should be our concern. Even if it is what we might only call not being thorough going, being easy and relaxed about our faith, or lack of faith. For the next step is that we would inter-marry with unbelievers and then we will accept people living together outside of marriage and then we will be baptising the adopted babies of lesbians. You think that sounds shocking? It is shocking! But it happens, and it has happened in the mother churches of some of you. Maybe it happens in some Churches in NZ. 

So then, the very place that belongs to the Lord might just as well be called Harosheth of the Gentiles, the world itself. In the upside down world of Barak and his accomplessess, the world is in the church. 

Secondly 

2.	THE WOMAN IS IN THE PULPIT
Now you say, No she’s not, she is a judge. No. We are told that she is a prophetess first and as a prophetess she judged Israel. 

Oh dear, that’s a problem for us isn’t it, because God put her there, didn’t he?  And of course, this example of Deborah is used by those people who believe that women should be, for example, elders, ministers and deacons in the Church. Well let me say two things about that.  

First of all, these are unusual times for Israel when "every man did what was right in his own eyes" and most of the time his right was very wrong. Would it be wise to take things that happened in this era as an example for us? 

Secondly, this was an account of something that happened in the history of Israel. It is a description, not a prescription. Lots of things happened in the history of Israel and the Church and are described in Scripture for us but we sure are not to follow them. Especially when they appear to be contrary to apparently clear commands elsewhere. In other words we are to live by what God says to us directly, not by what we see Him doing. 

Let me give you another example, right out the book of Judges, that shows us we are to read scripture carefully and not jump to conclusions about things.  Othniel is the ideal judge. We read that the Spirit of the Lord came upon him. We don’t read that about Deborah. We do read it about Gideon. Ah, perhaps that’s the reason we shouldn’t take Deborah as an example. 

Oh no, we’ll come unstuck with that one, because the Spirit didn’t come upon Ehud either. But then of course, his methods were a bit suspect, weren’t they?  But what are you going to do about Samson? Samson was a terrible rogue but the spirit came upon him - four times! we are told.

You see, with this sort of reasoning, maybe we don’t have to worry anymore about elders and deacons being godly. I mean, the Spirit of the Lord came upon and used Samson, so he can use anybody. You see the sort of pickle we can get in when we try to use a description of what God does as a prescription for what we are to do. Sometimes God does all kinds of strange things and that is his business; ours is simply to live by the word of God that comes directly out of his mouth. 

And the NT has seemed to be clear on this matter to the Church for 2000 years. So lets just frankly acknowledge that God has done something unusual here. He himself raised up Deborah, a very godly and courageous woman, as judge over His people in these lawless times. She is in the pulpit and the session room if you like. She is the prophetess and the judge. That’s all we know. That’s all the text says. And God used her to deliver his people and apparently bring his word to His people as well.  

How, though, did this which is not God’s rule for us happen? Well I suggest, congregation, it happened because the men were slack and disobedient. For example, it is always a father who gives away his daughter to a man to be married. Certainly in this culture it was. And we have just read that the men of Israel were giving their daughters to pagans as wives, to the very nations they were to destroy! So eventually the Lord turned this upside down as well, and shamed the men by raising up one of their wives to judge them. 
Now a judge’s task is not only to administer justice but also to deliver his people, or her people in this case, from their enemies; which Deborah does. She calls Barak to collect an army and defeat Sisera and Jabin’s army and he does so famously. But at her command.  Well what is the upshot of all this?  That is my next point. Thirdly, in the upside down world of Barak and his accomplesses,

3.	THE ETERNAL WEIGHT OF GLORY CROWNS JUDAS ISCARIOT
I am quoting the apostle Paul here of course, in 2 Cor.3.

The upshot of it all is that Barak, the man called to be a general, is following instead of leading. He trots off to war, man's work if anything could distinctly be called man's work, holding a woman’s hand. And he doesn’t receive the glory for taking out the enemy general. Jael, another woman does and that is a shame to Barak.  

In chapter 9 we read about Abimelech besieging Thebez. But a woman drops an upper millstone from the city wall and crushes his skull. He says to armour- bearer, "Quick, draw your sword and kill me lest they say a woman killed me."  No such luck for Sisera and Barak. Sisera dies by the hand of a woman and Jael gets Barak’s glory. 

But now how is this act of Jael's different from Ehud? Ehud used the deception of war and he killed Eglon. But Jael belonged to Heber the Kenite.  And Sisera, Jabin's commander, fled to Heber’s tent "for there was peace between Jabin and Heber." Not only that, but she really played the part of giving sanctuary. We read in verse 18, "Jael went out to meet Sisera and said to him, Turn aside my master, turn aside to me. And do not be afraid!" And when he asked for just a little bit of water she gave him a bowl of milk. She encourages him to put his confidence in her by giving him more than he asks.  

Hospitality was sacred in the ancient world. You remember that terrible story of Lot. He attempted to protect those men who came to him in Sodom even with the virtue of his own daughters. Now Jael was a very resourceful woman, that is for sure. But she was a traitor to the peace and sanctity of her house.  But she got all the glory for killing Sisera.  

This is surely an upside down world. The eternal weight of glory crowns Judas Iscariot, as it were, a traitor. Or does it?

There is another note working all through this story, as there is through all the Scripture. It is not just that it turns out that the world ends up in the church and the woman in the pulpit and in general things are upside down. We read that the Lord sold Israel into the hand of Jabin, the Lord sold Sisera into the hand of Jael. And even Deborah the prophetess, of course, could only claim to be speaking the word of the Lord.  

So what is the word of the Lord about all of this? We read it in Hebrews.  When the writer to the Hebrews recalls this story in his hall of fame, he says, "Time would fail me if I told of Gideon, Barak, Samson, etc., who by faith conquered kingdoms, performed acts of righteousness, from weakness were made strong, became mighty in war and put foreign armies to flight." That is interesting. For it is not Deborah or Jael who are remembered despite the fact Deborah was a prophetess and said that a woman would get the glory.  

Now I don’t want to say anything against Deborah. She seems to be a thoroughly godly and courageous woman of very great faith. But in God's estimation, given here in Hebrew 11, it is Barak who is spoken of as having great faith. It is Barak who is said to have "conquered kingdoms, become mighty in word, put foreign armies to flight." It is Barak who is spoken of having "performed acts of righteousness and from weakness was made strong." 

That is God’s verdict. Jael had her glory, maybe even for 1300 years, but Barak is the one who is remembered by the inspired writer to the Hebrews.  Not even Deborah, who appears to be the real hero, the one really has faith who really did righteousness. It is Barak who receives the praise and the commendation in the eternal word of God. Why? Well it is hard to say and we are not told. But perhaps, you see, we have jumped to conclusions again.  

Perhaps Barak was not being a sissy when he would not go to war without Deborah. Perhaps he just realized that it was an upside down world in which he lived and he recognized that whatever God was up to, God was with Deborah. And he was humble enough not to try and prove any points at that moment and put on show of bravado. He did not trust in his own strength he would not go to war unless Deborah, the mouthpiece of God, went with him.  

And he was in good company. Moses, Gideon, Jeremiah - all great men of God in the Scriptures - not one of them was in a hurry to take on the great and awesome task that God called them to do. As we say, "fools rush in where angels fear to tread." 

So what are we to make of it all? Simply this, people of God. Even in a world that seems not only left-handed but also positively upside down, God gives that eternal weight of glory to those who humbly follow him - in the end, even if they have to wait a long time for it.  

Jael had her glory, whether she really deserved it or not. And the writer to the Hebrews' point is not, I am sure, to take any glory away from Deborah. For all we know she was a highly honorable, godly, courageous, wise woman whom God gave to deliver Israel at that time.
 
But the writer to the Hebrews' point is to encourage us that, even though we feel insufficient, inadequate, for the task that God has called us to do, whatever it is; and even though we might feel that we are doing our work in the shadow of another and being overlooked and not being acknowledged even when we are courageous perhaps; God sees us.  

Male or female, adults or children, holding office in the church or not, God sees us. He will makes us sufficient. He will strengthen us in our weakness. And He will honor us in his own good time. Even in a world that is positively upside down, God gives an eternal weight of glory to those who humbly follow Him and obey Him.   							Amen.  
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