THE LORD'S PEOPLE ARE TO REJOICE IN THE VICTORY OF THE LORD
Judges 5   Ephesians 4:1-16
INTRODUCTION
Well, people of God, what on earth are we to do with this lovely little song that we have just read in Judges chapter 5? What is all this gloating over and revelling in the somewhat less delicate side of victory in battle?  “Arise, Barak, take away your captives, oh son of Abinoam.”  Hang on a minute, aren’t these mothers' sons, husbands and fathers, and won’t some of these captives be children and young daughters and old people and somebody else’s sweetheart? And is it really necessary to call down the curses of the Lord God on those of our own people who did not join us, even though they should have done?  Do we really have to glory over Sisera lying there at Jael’s feet in a pool of blood with his head smashed with a tent peg driven through it? 

Sure, we do have to go to war sometimes.  But can the Lord’s people really joke about Sisera’s mother being comforted by her servant girls joking about him sharing out Israelite maidens?  "Oh mother, don’t you worry. They’re probably even getting two each and he’ll be bringing you home some fine embroidered cloth."  We don’t laugh about the Russians in Berlin fifty-five years ago, or the Serbs in Croatia more recently. Why should we rejoice about this?  

But there is something else that might make us feel even more uneasy about this song.  It contains quite a few illusions to other parts of Scripture and in a way this makes the whole thing worse because the other bits of Scripture that this Psalm – and we can call Judges 5 a Psalm – makes connection with, are to do with the victory Lord Jesus Christ and his ascension into Heaven and giving gifts to us to go about our work in the world.  

So, for example Deborah and Barak exhort the people to bless the Lord that the people volunteered.  They do this twice – verse 2 and verse 9.  We read Psalm 110 earlier. It is an ascension Psalm which speaks about the Lord ruling in the midst of his enemies and we are told there that the Lord’s people will volunteer freely in the day of his power.  Now we live in the day of the Lord’s power after His ascension when He rules from Heaven – it was Ascension Sunday last Sunday.  Are we to rejoice like this too?  

There is a connection with another Psalm – Psalm 68, some of which we just sang.  And verses 4 and 5 of Judges chapter 5 are more or less a quotation from Exodus 19 when the Lord came down on Mount Sinai and showed himself as Israel’s king and lawgiver.  Those verses are quoted again in Psalm 68 – and then some of Psalm 68 is quoted in Ephesians 4 that we just read. And it is speaking about Pentecost and the gift of the Holy Spirit.  Paul is basically saying that after he rose from the dead Christ ascended into Heaven and was anointed King by God and then He shared out the ‘booty’ of his resurrection victory over the devil with those who volunteer in the "day of His power."  That’s us in this age of Grace.  So he gave one gift of the Spirit to you and one to me or maybe two to you and two to somebody else and so on.

Well, is that how it is?  Is that really how we are to rejoice?  - how Sisera hoped to, but in fact it was the Lord’s volunteer warriors of Israel who gleefully shared the booty of war, while Sisera ground his teeth.  Well in some ways, people of God, that is how it is.  In principle we are to rejoice just exactly as Barak and Deborah rejoiced in Judges chapter 5.  This business of being disciples of the Lord is about battle.  It is about warfare and in warfare there are winners and there are losers and the stakes are high and we ought to be very thankful that God has called us to be on His side.  

Now of course we are not going to stoop to this terrible and immoral sharing out of the defeated enemy’s womenfolk. Our victory is on a completely different plane.  But leaving aside the gory of 12th century BC, which is still repeated in 20th century AD by the way, let’s look at the principles involved in the rejoicing of the Lord’s people.

People of God, the Lord’s people are to rejoice in the victory of the Lord, for this is the day of the Lord’s Power.  First of all, 

1.	FROM THE HEIGHTS OF VICTORY, BLESS THE LORD

That is what the first eleven verses of Judges chapter 5 are about.  If we were to go, for example, to Psalm 130, we could cry out “out of the depths, oh Lord, I cry to thee”.  We never have much trouble doing that, do we?  It comes very easy to us, when we are in trouble, we cry very quickly to the Lord.  Psalm 130 is a Psalm for when we have fallen into sin.  Do we cry as easily and as quickly then to Him? 

But, more to the point, are we as quick to praise the Lord for all his blessings and all his kindnesses?  Are we as quick to praise the Lord for the great victory He has won for us and do we realise what was at stake? Because any good that we have, any blessing that we have, and the fact that we have been delivered from the hand of our enemy, the Devil, is the Lord’s work. And any good that we might do and any way in which we mightHis  power.  And that’s us in this age of ‘Grace’ and so he gave one gift of the Spirit to you and one to me or maybe two to you and two to somebody else.His power H    
Help to bring the Kingdom of God in this world, how we might help to take the Gospel to others, how we might be used to bring the blessing of the Lord to others, is the Lord’s work.  

That Israel won that battle on that day was not really because Deborah was such a great judge or that Barak was such a great military leader, nor that the people were so willing to go to battle against iron chariots.  They did all that, but what does Deborah say – in verse 2 and verse 9?  That "the leaders lead in Israel, that the people volunteered to serve, bless the Lord.”  It was just as remarkable that these three, Deborah and Barak and the warriors volunteering, came together and wrought that great victory against Jaban and Sisera, as was the coming down of the Lord on Mt Sinai when the earthquake and the heavens opened. That is why Deborah and Barak bring in that comparison – this is a great victory of the Lord, however hard we worked at it.  

We need to watch this, people of God – when things go well and we are used by the Lord, it is really the Lord’s doing, not ours.  Let us make sure that we give Him all the glory, because the normal result of our actions is not victory. It is war and weakness and disgrace and that is why Israel needed to be saved from Jaban and Sisera, because, verse 8, "they had chosen other gods."  So there was war, and so there was not a spear or a shield to be seen among forty thousand in Israel.  There was weakness and disgrace.  

So normal life ceased in Israel – highways were deserted. Travellers had to go round-about ways to get places because the roads were not safe.  Peasant farmers had had to flee their farms – verses 6 and 7 – up into the hills – until one thing, "until I Deborah arose, until I arose, a ‘mother in Israel.'" And Deborah, remember, was a prophetess – she had the Word of God.  

You get the picture, the comparison that’s being drawn? Every man in Israel did what was right in his own eyes and that, not serving the Lord with the whole heart, amounts to idolatry, choosing a new God.  So they lost their independence and they could not freely live out their faith.  And there is only one way back from that – to give up on our own ideas, to give up on our own choosing and listen to the Word of God again. And to believe it and obey it.  

Then the Lord will strengthen us to give us back our freedom again.  Yet, while He will use us in this it is, at bottom and through and through, the work of the Lord.  So when we talk about our great salvation, when we talk about how the Lord has blessed us as individuals or how he had blessed us a Church or how he has used us to serve in His Kingdom, we speak about it as the "righteous deeds of the Lord." And we bless the Lord for it – all, and we take no glory for ourselves.  

When Deborah and Barak, who played such a crucial role in this victory by their obedience and faith, came to rejoice in it, there was no self-congratulation at all.  They gave all the glory and all the praise to God.  

People of God, let us do the same and let us do so wholeheartedly, unreservedly and with joy, and with gusto.  Let us not just be people who cry to the Lord when we’re in the pit.  From the heights of victory, bless the Lord.  Has the Lord been good to you lately? Has He given you some special blessing lately?  Has he maybe turned your life around in a way in which whereas once you were not sure where things were going, they are now back on the track and you seem to be making progress?  Bless the Lord, people of God.  It is His righteous work.  Secondly

2.	OH MY SOUL, MARCH ON IN THE STRENGTH OF THE LORD (verses 12 to 24)
Any good that we are, any righteousness that we have, any good that we do is all of God.  we cannot take any credit for it at all.  All the praise and the glory must go to Him. "Bless the Lord” is Deborah’s constant refrain through the chapter.  yet God is so gracious that He nevertheless takes us up and uses us in his service.  Now let’s look at how Deborah puts this.  She even speaks about “coming to the aid of Jehovah” as if we really do contribute something to the great war that God is conducting against the Devil and his enemies in this world.  

So in this middle section of the chapter, verses 12 through 24, the song speaks about Barak taking away his captives and men from various tribes of Israel responding to his call.  Some responded to that call and some didn’t.  Benjamin and Zebulun and Issachar – they did.  With vigor they rushed down Mt Tabor at Barak’s heels and Zebulun and Naphtali, they despised their lives even to the death in the cause of the Lord.  But Reuben, just over the Jordan, sat there with his sheep and Dan in his ships, and Asher, a little further up the coast just enjoyed the sun and the seashore.  

"Cursed the inhabitants of Meroz, especially, because they did not come to help."  When Sisera was fleeing, on his own, exhausted, they let him right past!  But "bless Jael." Don’t trust your life to her!  But bless her anyway because however sculduggerouslly, she fought for the Lord. 

So then, you see, "the kings of Canaan, they came and they fought" (verse 19) expecting that at the end there would be a great haul of silver. But it didn’t pan out that way.  Why?  Because – verse 20 – "the stars fought from Heaven, from their courses they fought against Sisera, the torrent of Kishon swept them away – the ancient torrent, the torrent of Kishon."  As Deborah said to Barak when she saw that cloud “Up Barak, this is the day, for the Lord has gone before you”, God sent an out-of-season thunderstorm which flooded the Kishon valley, or at least wet it enough to bog all the chariots of Sisera down.  All the praise and all the glory for the victory they give to God.  

But the point here in this section is the meaningfulness of our involvement and our labour in the work in the Kingdom of God.  Sure, there is again this reminder that it is all the Lord’s doing.  Yet the various people are praised or scorned or even cursed because either they did or they did not join in the battle.  And joining in the battle is spoken of in verse 23 as "coming to the help of the Lord, to the help of the Lord’ against the warriors." 

Psalm 50 tells us that if the Lord needs anything, he doesn’t bother coming and asking us as if He needed us in any way, as if He could not get by without us, as if He might be defeated if we don’t come to His help.  Our God is the true God, absolutely self-sufficient and yet He calls us to aid Him, to help Him.  

The Apostle John in the first chapter of his gospel speaks about "grace upon grace." This must be part of that, mustn’t it?  Isaiah 40 says that "the nations are less than a drop in a bucket, like the dust on the scales the nations, even the great nations, they tip them neither one way nor the other."  Yet the Lord calls us His people, to His aid, to His help.  

People around us in the world even commit suicide because they’ve come to find life has no meaning, because they have come to feel they are nothing.  They think they’re of no value, they’re of no significance in the world.  But the almighty, the all-sufficient God who has no intrinsic need of us at all calls us to help Him in the work of bringing the Kingdom of God in this world and beating down the evil one!  Could there be any greater significance, could there be any greater meaning to one’s existence?  To be called to the help of the Lord, who in actual fact, in Himself, needs no help.  

So “our labour is not in vain in the Lord”, says the Apostle Paul.  It is not vanity.  It has an eternal place and meaning and significance in God’s almighty plan.  So we should say, as Deborah and Barak said as they went out to battle with the Lord’s enemies even as He goes out before us, "Oh my soul, march on in strength." 

Congregation, rejoice in the Lord.  Bless Him because this age of grace in which we live is the day of the Lord’s power and all our victories are really His victories.  But it's a real part we play in it.  It's an important part we play in it.  So do not grow weary in well-doing and know, that as you engage in this battle against the world and the flesh and the devil every day, you are blessed of the Lord.  An ultimate victory is assured. Then lastly, 

3.	THUS WE WHO LOVE THE LORD SHALL BE INVINCIBLE IN THE LORD
Brothers and sisters, whether it is in our very personal struggle against sin in our own lives; whether it is our struggle to bring the influence of the Kingdom of God and His righteousness in our workplace; whether it is in our struggle to build Christian institutions, Christian schools, the Church, whatever; whether it is seeking to win others to faith in Jesus Christ, as we listen to and believe the Word of God, as we are obedient to the Word of God, as Barak was obedient to the Word of God brought to him by Deborah, we shall in the end prove victorious.
For Jesus said "All the machinations of Hell shall not prevail against my Church."  So the Apostle Paul says at the end of the book of Romans, “So God shall crush Satan under your feet shortly.”  We need to remember that.  But it may not always be plain sailing. Some will disappoint us. There will be Reubens and Dans and Ashers minding their own kingdoms.  There will be Merozes who will not come to the party, who will desert us when we most need their help, when ultimate victory is there for the taking, when just a little bit of effort by them would clinch it.  

Doesn’t it feel that way sometimes?  You feel as though you’re slogging away at the work of the Lord all on your own, others could help but it appears they are more interested in their own peace and prosperity.  Be careful.  We don’t all know what goes on in other people’s lives.  They may be serving in ways that we don’t see.  Nevertheless it is true. You will often feel as though you have been deserted – like Paul felt deserted when "Demas loved this present world and deserted him."  

So what? If the Lord goes before us and if He decides to move the forces of nature or men, what else do we need? He can find other Jaels from the most surprising places.  As Jesus said to Peter when Peter said to Jesus,  “Well what about John, Lord?”  Jesus said, “Peter, never mind him, you follow me.”

The victory is ours.  It may not always seem plain sailing; some will disappoint us and at times our own progress may seem to be disappointing also.  Our enemies may seem to have the better of the battle and they may already be planning victory celebrations like Sisera’s mother was with her maidens – gloating already over dividing up the goodies of this world.  

Who is it in Scripture who says “let not him who puts his armour on boast like him who takes it off?”  The Lord always has the last word and those who are on the Lord’s side have the last word in this world with Him.  And have you noticed at times the note of worry in the voices of the world sometimes, like there was in the voice of Sisera’s mother “Why does his chariot delay in coming?” As was betrayed by certain educationalists in a Listener article about a year ago.  They were concerned about the disturbingly small proportion of people who believe in the theory of evolution.  

In the end, people of God, "all the Lord’s enemies shall perish, for those who love him,"
verse 31, "shall be like the rising of the sun in its might."  What happens when the sun comes up in the morning?  The darkness of the night is completely dispelled. The mists over the low areas and the ponds is scattered and the cold of the night is abolished under the sun’s ever-reaching power. And so, as "the land was undisturbed for forty years," we too, shall at the end enter our eternal rest.  

I said a moment ago, “Thus shall those who hear and listen and obey the Word of God be invincible over all God’s and our enemies.” But did you notice the little turn that the last verse gives it?  It says “Let those who love me be like the rising of the sun.”  The Word of God is clear enough, the Law is clear enough.  The command to obey is clear enough.  But only if we love Him will we really hear His Word.  Only if we love Him will we really want to obey Him.  And that of course is one of the things that the book of Judges is really all about, isn’t it?  Do we, each single generation, love the Lord for ourselves?  Every generation of us must ask “Am I born again?”  God has no grandchildren.  Every one of us must do our personal dealings, make our own confession of sin, commit ourselves to Him.  I’ll just leave you with only that brief reminder of that now. But do remember it. 

For this chapter is primarily a victory sermon.  The great judge, Jesus Christ, has won the great victory for us on the cross of Calvary.  He has ascended into Heaven.  He has received the ‘booty’ of His battle, the Holy Spirit from His Father and He has shared out the gifts of the Holy Spirit with us, His fellow-warriors.  We all have gifts of the Holy Spirit to ‘race down Mt Tabor’ as it were ‘at his heels.’ And we can begin the ‘song of victory’ now, for the decisive, the pivotal battle has already been won.  We are engaged only in clean-up operations, and they will be victorious also.  
Amen.
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