THE FERVENT OBEDIENCE OF A DISINTEGRATED DELIVERER ACCOMPLISHES MUCH – DAMAGE ALSO
Judges 11:23-12:7 (text: 11:29 – 12:7)   Colossians 3:12-17

INTRODUCTION
Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, Othniel, the first judge, was a great judge. Everything about Othniel was right because he was the prototype, he was the pattern. And of course therefore, he was a great warrior because part of a judge’s job was to deliver, to save Israel from her enemies. But since Othniel we haven’t had one great warrior for a judge at all. They’ve all been very ordinary guys doing their level best to get out of the whole business when God did come along and call them. And yet, God made them great warriors. 

But then, great warriorship got into the blood and Abimilech thought he could be one off his own bat. He ended up only consuming the very people he thought to save and they returned the compliment and consumed him. 

After Abimilech, only two judges are dealt with in any detail. And they are both great warriors from the start – Jephthah and Samson. And yet, as I said last week, just when we’re expecting another real humdinger, the fight with the sons of Ammon, it's barely recorded. Just two verses. No details. 

A lot of the meaning of these stories in the book of Judges is the development and the flow of the whole story. And that brings us to something else about these last two judges that we are told much about. Personally, their lives are a mess. And Samson, who had godly parents and a good start in life, far more so than Jephthah. 

This reflects what is going on in Israelite society. And maybe in our own as well. The book begins with that near complete obedience of Judah. It ends up with all of Israel in disarray, disintegration, appalling sin, and an almost equally appalling salvation of the tribe of Benjamin in the last two chapters. 

God is gracious and he well knows and so reminds us through the Apostle John that if any of us claim to be without sin, we are merely deceiving ourselves and the truth is not in us. So he calls us to repent and find grace and forgiveness over and over again. "Seventy times seven," Jesus even said. 

But there comes a time when our calling on God for grace seventy times seven rolls over into mere abuse and God says, "Enough, this is now no longer a struggle with sin. You are just playing fast and loose with me. You completely lack truth and integrity." And that point came in Israel when Abimilech got himself appointed king over Shechem by the people of Shechem in a completely treacherous manner; in a manner completely lacking in truth and integrity. 
And from this point on, God begins to play Israel at its own game. As we saw from Psalm 18, "With the pure thou wilt show thyself pure. With the crooked thou wilt show thyself shrewd" – or twisted even, it means. And so the whole story gets more difficult, more confused, more miserable, more ungodly. And it doesn’t fit together because when truth and integrity go, life becomes disintegrated. God is confusing Israel now. Just as he hardened Pharoah in the rebellion that he first set out in against God back in Moses' day, so God is now confirming the confusion into which his own people have sunk themselves by their messing around with foreign gods for so long.

Now I want to draw these two threads together. Jephthah is a mighty warrior. That’s the first thing we are told about him. And yet we have only got two verses over against all those glorious chapters about the battles of Ehud and Barak and Gideon, who were just ordinary Joe Bloes beforehand. Didn’t have a clue how to go to war. And when you look at it hard, you see that the story of Jephthah is more about words than action. Everybody is opening their mouths. 	Again I must acknowledge my indebtedness to Wilcox in his Bible Speaks Today commentary for noticing this. 

For a start, in chapter ten there is that long discussion between Israel and God over their defection and their supposed repentance. Then there is the discussion between the leaders of Gilead about what to do since the Ammonites are coming at them. Then there were the negotiations between Jephthah and the elders of Gilead about the terms of his leadership. Shades of Winston Peters and Jenny Shipley a few years ago knocking out that coalition agreement. And then Jephthah, the valiant warrior, what does he do? He goes for diplomacy first! Talking! Not at all what we were expecting. 

So far, so good. But then Jephthah opens his mouth again and makes that vow to the Lord, so that when he next speaks, it is, "Alas, oh my daughter." She speaks to comfort him and encourage him to keep his word. Only, she speaks again, "Let me have two months." And Jephthah responds with the shortest speech in the book, "Go." Then the men of Ephraim have got words for Jephthah and Jephthah, straight from the hip, shoots a few back, double quick. And finally the Ephramites are trapped. How? By words. They can’t say ‘Shibboleth’. I believe the Dutch pulled the same thing on the Germans during the war with some unpronounceable word like ‘Schaveningen’ or something like that. 

The whole thing was a regular talk fest. It might not have been a knowledge wave but it sure was a wave of words and Proverbs tells us, "In the multitude of words, sin is not lacking."

So it is in this story. And so it is in New Zealand today. Words, words, words. So many voices – religious, politicial, philosophical, economic. Very uneconomic with words! Not always a lot of action and even less successful action because the words on which the action is based often lack truth and integrity and faithfulness. And so whatever the words were intended to do soon falls apart. And more words of course are required to repair the damage. We all know about that. And so it goes on and on and on, many words, much confusion. 

Jesus says many words were the mark of pagan prayer. Israel has been fooling with paganism for a long time now. Indeed, a complete foolery with paganism. Seven gods were listed in chapter ten. Seven gods whose messages also had been listened to by Israel. So the word of Yahweh, their God, became less and less audible. And when it was heard it was less and less clearly understood. So you get this terrible mixture of disintegrated deliverers and sinful salvations. 
What do we see in this story congregation? Well it seems to me that what God wants to teach us here is a lesson of grace and a lesson of warning. When we began to look at Jephthah two weeks ago we saw that when truth and integrity go out the window – but perhaps for the visitors I ought to pick up on that. 

Truth and integrity was what was lacking explicity in the story of Abimilech just before Jephthah. Integrity is related to the word integrate which is related to the word disintegrate. When truth and integrity go out the window, everything disintegrates, it falls apart. So Israel begins to run ahead of its God. It chooses its own deliverer, Jephthah, and he would, naturally, be a disintegrated deliverer. Not necessarily lacking in truth and integrity himself. Jephthah was not. But, being brought up in such times, his life may well not be integrated, it may not be consistent, showing a broad and wise knowledge of God. 

And that’s what we see in this story. And yet God takes up Jephthah, reintegrates him into the society from which he had been cast out and uses him. Jephthah is an honourable man but he also is a man informed by many words from many sources and so his integrity before God is compromised by folly and sin. And his fervent obedience is given to God in the midst of folly and sin. First of all, congregation,

1.	IN THE MIDST OF MANY WORDS GRACE IS MUDDIED BY WORKS
The Spirit of the Lord comes upon Jephthah and he gathers his troops but before he goes out and cleans up the sons of Ammon, he makes a vow to the Lord. And he says, "If Thou wilt indeed give the sons of Ammon into my hand, then it shall be that whatever comes out of the doors of my house to meet me when I return in peace from the sons of Ammon, it shall be the Lord's and," not or as our translation has it, "I will offer it up as a burnt offering." 

Leaving aside for the moment exactly what the vow required him to do with whatever came out of his house when he got back from victory, why did Jephthah make this vow? What was he trying to achieve by it? Did he think that for the Lord to give him victory, he must be willing to suffer a bit for it himself? A bit like the Roman Catholic idea of purgatory? Yes, Jesus suffered for our eternal punishment but we still have to pay for our temporal punishment, our punishment related to time. Did he mean to pay a little bit for the guilt of Israel’s sin so that God would give him the victory? 
It's hard to understand this vow. But remember that Jephthah lives in a society, or, until a few days ago, had lived on the outskirts of a society, that had drunk not only from the Word of God and seen the grace of God in the sacrifices of Leviticus and so forth. It had also drunk in from the worship of the seven gods of the Amorites and so Jephthah’s ideas of salvation might have been quite muddied and muddled indeed. 

You can see this also in the attitude of Ephraim, just as in the story of Gideon. Ephraim gets its nose out of joint because they didn’t get the glory for the victory and the deliverance from Ammon. Why? Because Ephraim also does not understand that salvation is God’s work. That it is by grace. That it wasn’t really Jephthah who saved Israel. "It is the Lord who is the judge," said Jephthah at the beginning of our reading, "who is the real saviour of Israel." 

Well at any rate, as we have seen before, the clear idea of the pure sovereign grace of God is muddied by the idea that somehow, to some extent, we must somehow do something to help God, or maybe cajole him to get him on our side somehow. In the midst of many words, grace is muddied by works.

2.	IN THE MIDST OF MANY WORDS THE OBEDIENCE OF GRATITUDE IS SPOILED BY FOLLY AND SIN
Jephthah comes back from his victory and who should come out of his house but his one and only daughter! So now we have to have a look at that vow again. What was it? Did he really – like Abraham was about to do – take a big knife and stab her in the heart and burn her dead body on an altar? Or did he, as some believe, offer her as a sort of spiritual sacrifice to God, as a perpetual virgin in the service of the tabernacle or something like that, never to marry and have children? 

Now some commentators say that because, of course, human sacrifice is forbidden in the law, therefore Jephthah would not have done that. Well I think you can forget that objection. Everybody in Judges is doing things contrary to the law! That’s part of the point of the book. Every man did what was right in his own eyes. But there are still some difficult questions. Why all the emphasis on mourning her virginity? Surely if she were to be offered like Isaac, it would have been her life that would have been mourned, wouldn’t it? And if it were her life that should be mourned, why leave her father and mother for the last two months of it? 

If you want to think that Jephthah’s vow was to devote her to a life of service to God, or something like that, forever unmarried, on those grounds, then, I’m happy enough. But don’t believe that just because you feel squeamish about her being a blood sacrifice. People in the times of the judges were hardly squeamish. There are not a lot of Victorian ladies in the book of Judges fainting at the sight of blood, even though this goes a little further than Jael and her tent-peg. 
Yet it is this bit, ending one’s days as a virgin, unmarried, childless, that makes it possible to fit these difficult bits into the idea of her having been a real blood sacrifice because in the Old Testament, one’s life was never fulfilled in itself. One’s life was always fulfilled as it continued in one’s children. So sometimes you read that curses were pronounced not on the person you had a problem with but on their children. Much more effective and hurtful. That’s why it was such a tragedy when a family line died out. 

So it may well be, congregation, that Jephthah offered her on an altar as a literal sacrifice and no one attempted to intervene. The whole nation is as ignorant as Jephthah on this point about how God wants to be worshipped, about why he will be gracious. 

Either way, all Jephthah’s hopes, expressed in the phrase that he uttered when the elders of Gilead wanted to make him their leader, "Restored to my father’s house" – that thought which had so recently lighted his soul, all those hopes were dashed. For she was his one and only child. "Besides her he had neither son nor daughter." Jephthah’s only hope for acceptance, for a home, for grandchildren, for a line through to the time of the Messiah, gone! 

Then there is this business with Ephraim with its long toes and its offended dignity. Same problem with Gideon, remember. Gideon had turned aside Ephraim’s wrath with a soft answer. Mind you, Gideon had to. He still had enemies to deal with. But Jephthah, with his ever-ready mouth, just gives Ephraim a good dressing down. Now maybe Jephthah and the Gileadites had to fight Ephraim off. But did they have to take that vengeance on them when they were already beaten and fleeing? 

What a way to celebrate a victory all this is, isn’t it? Jephthah is a man of many words and out of his mouth comes beautiful faith: "The Lord, the Judge, will judge today between the sons of Israel and the sons of Ammon." But out of his mouth also comes ignorant folly. This sinful vow, this rash answer to his bigheaded brothers of Ephraim. James tells us that Christians still do the same thing. "Blessings and cursings out of the same mouth. My brethren, this ought not to be so." 

So not only do we misunderstand grace, we misunderstand gratitude as well. Because we listen to the too many voices around us, or perhaps we talk too much ourselves, instead of listening to the plain Word of God. And we end up with our own ideas about what God wants, about what righteousness is. Like the Pharisees who said that if you gave ten thousand dollars to the temple, you don’t have to look after your parents in their old age. Very fervent about obedience and righteousness but our obedience ends up being a mess of sin and folly and maybe, at times, terrible wretchedness and misery. 

For in the midst of Jephthah’s mixed understanding there was one thing Jephthah understood very well and absolutely correctly, right up against the whole of the rest of his society. "The one who lives with the Lord forever," says Psalm 15, "is he who walks with integrity and speaks the truth in his heart, who keeps his oath even when it hurts."

In this whole terrible story, Jephthah is the only one with truth and integrity. Jephthah is the only one who loved God more than his father, mother, son, or only daughter. And so God in great grace and mercy used him and "even though Israel’s sin has gone to the point of destruction," to use the words of Ezra, instead he saves them. So Jephthah, despite all his misunderstanding and his folly, which led to this terrible sin and misery in his family, Jephthah has a place on the great Roll of Honour in Hebrews chapter 11. He is a man of faith. In the midst of many words the obedience of gratitude is spoiled by folly and sin, yet God still honours the heart that seeks to do right.

3.	IN THE MIDST OF MANY WORDS, HOW SHALL WE THEN LIVE?
If that is the grace – that God still honours Jephthah, what is the warning here? 
God is warning us here that as his people we are people, firstly and over and above all, people of the Book; people of the Word of God. For we too live in a time of many words, many voices. We live in a veritable Canaan with new pagan gods and philosophies and religions popping up every week. Many calling themselves Christians claim to have received new words from the Lord. Or maybe they will tell you about their near-death experience. But didn’t Jesus tell the rich man who had persecuted Lazarus when he cried out from hell, "If they won’t hear Moses and the prophets, the written Word of God, they won’t hear somebody come back from the dead either." Anyone would think we knew this Book so well we needed new material now to keep our minds occupied. 

It goes more broadly too though, doesn’t it? We listen to science on its own, instead of science being obedient to the Bible and so the doctrine of special creation goes out the window. Then no longer do we understand mankind as being unique. And with the doctrine of creation goes the doctrine of being created by God very good, but then falling into sin. So we have all this starry-eyed utopianism around us in which we constantly think that man is perfectable without discipline and without grace. A few new laws will do the trick. 

And that there never will be bad consequences of things. So for example – China gets the 2008 Olympics because it promises to upgrade its human rights record. What reason, pray tell, have we for believing those promises? We kid ourselves we are evolving upwards while all the evidence tells us that it is a lie. Not everybody is fooled. They just fall into despair. They just lose hope and some take their own lives. 

As well as the hard sciences, we listen to the soft sciences instead of the Bible. Psychology tells us that people are born, for example, with homosexual tendencies and therefore it is natural and good. The Bible says it is unnatural and abominable. Well, can we rely on this Bible for anything now then? 

Sociology tells that we are the product of our environment and therefore we are not responsible for our actions. And so we haven’t got the faintest idea what to do with patently wicked people. The Bible knows our environment affects us. What after all is temptation but part of our environment? But it never allows us to excuse ourselves on that ground. 

So we read novels more than the Bible, or we read too many or the wrong sort or we read them carelessly, and we begin to get into the minds of sinners and see how things look from their point of view. And some of these authors can be very perceptive about that but then we begin to sympathize with them and we forget that the Bible tells us that we sin when we nurse lusts in our own heart and we begin to make excuses and we begin to allow extenuating circumstances to give absolution. And we end up morally blind and with completely unbiblical views of all sorts of things. Why, we even begin to toy with the idea ourselves that maybe real love is found in that exciting illicit relationship instead of a marriage covenant where there are also responsibilities. 

I have to read Bible commentaries that have difficulties with the large numbers in the Book of Judges, like the forty-two thousand Ephramites killed. Now it's true the Hebrew word used there may not literally mean a thousand. It might mean a company, which might bring it down to a half – five hundred or something. But all the while I am supposed to have difficulty with forty-two thousand, I’m constantly fed on every second TV programme and magazine article, without the bat of an eyelid, in all seriousness, millions and billions of years for the evolution of mankind! Talk about straining at gnats and swallowing camels! 
How then do we live in the midst of these many, many voices?

People of God, God has spoken. "Let the Word of Christ dwell in you richly," says Paul. But so often we let everything else dwell in us richly, don’t we? No wonder, like Jephthah, even though we have some things right, maybe even the main things right still and God still uses us, yet we are so often confused because we haven’t rooted out the gods of Canaan, as it were. We love them and we’re busy with them. We’re listening to them. We’re reading them. We’re watching them – the voices of the gods of our Canaan.

And because of it, we are becoming worldly. Not perhaps horrifyingly, openly sinful in the grossly breaking the Ten Commandments sense. But pre-occupied and taken up with things of this world and this life. And sometimes our interest in spiritual things is often very low indeed.

Congregation, this is the message of grace. Despite his ignorance and folly, Jephthah had the main thing right. The thing that under God, holds us to God and to each other and holds a society intact. Jephthah had truth and integrity. He was a man of his word, even though it hurt no end. 

Let us never give up, even though the way back from a society broken down will be hard. We’ve got further to go in the Book of Judges and it will show us that. And even though the Lord leads us back on a pathway made very rough and rugged with sin, despite our sin, the Lord still uses us as he used Jephthah. 
So don’t let your sinful struggles keep you from the table of the Lord next week. Examine yourself. Deal with those sins and then, "Come," says Paul because "the Lord does not deal with us according to our sins nor reward us according to our iniquities." He deals with us in grace. 

And the message of warning? Let us make sure that that examination is genuine and our repentance is genuine. Let us not play fast and loose with God. And let us give ourselves to the source of hope and life – the sure Word of God which does not change. "And let that Word of Christ dwell in us richly so that we may teach and admonish each other with all wisdom," says Paul. That way too, "we will sing with thankfulness in our hearts to the Lord." And that way too, "whatever we do in word or in deed, we will do it in the name of the Lord Jesus." 	Amen.
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