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EHUD AND THE FAT MAN
Judges 3   1 Corinthians 1: 26-30

INTRODUCTION

Now Eglon, was a very fat man.  So when Ehud did him in, he lost his sword in his belly, handle and all. And when Eglon fell to the floor, he lost his dinner. They are the bits we all remember from childhood, aren’t they? It’s a great story. But actually the most important thing about the story are not those lines, for all they do to childhood imaginations. The most important line in the story is, "The Lord raised up a deliverer for them. Ehud the son of Gera, a Benjamite, a left handed man."

And that gets us right into it, straight away. As a matter of fact, not only Ehud is left handed, congregation, and for my first point this morning, 

1.	THE WHOLE STORY IS LEFT-HANDED

We know what Judges is all about by now. It is a time when "there was no king in Israel and everyone did what was right in his own eyes." But because what was right in most people’s eyes was usually wrong, Israel often fell into sin, and the Lord sent an oppressor to chastise them. They cried to the Lord because of their suffering and He then sent a Judge to save them.  

And the first Judge we read about is Othniel. Everything about Othniel is right handed. It is all just as we would expect it to be. Othniel is the great hero who takes out Kiriath-Sepher in chapter one and wins himself a bride in the doing of it. He is also the nephew of that great hero Caleb, the man of faith who, at 85 years of age is still, literally, wielding his sword against the enemies of the Lord. As well as that he is of the tribe of Judah, which was always the tribe that was to rule. 

Furthermore, when God raised up Othniel, we read that the Spirit of the Lord came upon him and that was recognized by the people. And he judged the people, first, before he led them out to war, to deliver them from their enemies. Othniel is the ideal judge; he sets the pattern against which all the other judges are measured; even as David is the ideal king, against whom all the other kings of Judah are measured.  

But then the very next judge, Ehud, is completely different. He breaks the pattern at almost every point. Which is not to say that he did not walk in the footsteps of the pattern of Othniel, in terms of uprightness and morality and so forth. He just came from the wrong side of the tracks. Everything about him was against the pattern that Othniel had set. Ehud was all back to front.  He was the son of Benjamin, the youngest tribe, the last tribe that should have had a ruler. Benjamin means son of my right hand. But Othniel is left-handed. 

But while we have translated it to say that he was left-handed, the text actually says that he was bound in his right-hand. What the writer emphasises is not that he was good with his left hand but that he was no good with his right.  

Now the right hand is very important in Scripture. With his right-hand God swears to bless His people (Isaiah 62:89). At His right hand are pleasures for ever more (Psalm 16:11). With his right hand he destroys the enemies of His people (Exodus 15:6). And of course, His chosen one, the Lord Jesus Christ, is exalted to His right hand (Psalm 110:1; Hebrews 1). And Ehud is no good with his right hand. Ergo. Ehud is no good. Full stop. And so with his useless right hand, Ehud is sent to Eglon, not, you can be sure, on some great daring commando raid, but in abject humiliation. To bring and pay the tribute of a defeated subject people. 

Let's look at it again. In verse 15 it says that the sons of Israel sent tribute by him to Eglon. But let us read that verse a little more literally. "When the sons of Israel cried to the Lord, the Lord raised up a deliverer for them, Ehud the son of Gera, a Benjamite bound in his right hand. And the sons of Israel sent tribute by his hand to Eglon."

You see where the emphasis lies; on everything that is useless about Ehud.  But Ehud hadn’t heard about the self-esteem movement, even though he probably had been ragged a bid about his right arm. But he could see the silver lining in every cloud, so he dutifully takes this tribute to Eglon. Maybe he was even chosen by the Moabites for this, because he was considered to be safe. 

They present the tribute to Eglon. He and his party leave and they come to the idols of Gilgal. We are not completely sure what they are. It might have been a quarry or something; it’s a bit hard to figure out exactly. But from there he sent the rest of his party home while he turned back with his secret message for Eglon. Eglon readily grants a private audience. After all, what harm could this guy do to him? But Ehud had something up his sleeve, or, shall we say, up his trouser leg, and when he reached across to his right thigh with his left hand, very likely Eglon figured he just had something he wanted to show him, a secret message. Well of course, Ehud did have something to show him.

But the whole action was wrong, you see. When you reach for your sword, you reach with your right hand to your left thigh. But when you can’t use your right hand, you can’t use a sword. And that was a fatal assumption; and it was the end of Eglon. And Ehud becomes a hero. Hardly by some great act of war. Mind you, it was pretty daring, albeit a little under-hand. 

Some people worry about the morality of the whole business. In Psalm 118 we read this, ‘With the pure Thou dost show Thyself pure and with the crooked Thou dost show thyself astute." That is a little bit of a polite translation. But the Psalm goes on: "For Thou dost save an afflicted people; but haughty eyes Thou dost abase." Perhaps God was doing through Ehud what He did to Jacob through Laban. Jacob was the twister and deceiver.  Laban twisted and deceived him. And Moab of course was related to Israel. Moab was a son of Lot, Abraham’s nephew. It was treacherous on their part to enslave Israel. 

And the story goes on. Even after his great deed of trickery and daring, still the Lord doesn’t give Ehud a great up-front battle. He just calls out his men to kill the Moabites as they flee in the confusion caused by the death of their king. 

The whole story, congregation, is left-handed. There is a little bit more here but I’ll raise it later. But secondly,

2.	THE WORK IS ALL RIGHT-HANDED

We have all heard the saying that God strikes straight blows sometimes with crooked sticks. The truth is God has only got crooked sticks to work with, and Ehud is a classic case. I said earlier that Othniel is the classic judge. He provides the pattern but the next judge Ehud is almost the very opposite of the pattern. There is another judge mentioned in our chapter, in the last verse, Shamgar. He gets only that one verse. He killed 600 Philistines with an ox goad and we hear no more about him. As one writer put it, "God is so full of surprises that out of the Othniel hat he pulls the Shamgar rabbit."   Wilcox again! 

But while we are going to see God take up sticks crooked in all sorts of ways in the book of Judges, He strikes straight blows with them every time. While God is full of surprises Israel is boringly the same. Satan is boringly the same and sin is boringly the same. And Israel’s sin was boringly the same. "They forgot the Lord their God and served the Baals and the Ashteroth." Time and again throughout the book.  

It was not that first of all they committed some great deed of immorality. We get to those near the end of the book. It is simply, first of all, they forget the Lord. Which, of course, is a far greater sin than what we might quickly call great deeds of immorality. So Israel forgot God, and turned to the local gods.  And that of course is the sin we are so constantly tempted with. To put our faith and our trust and find our hope and joy and security in the very same things that the people in the world round about us do; beginning to think as valuable all the things that the world thinks are valuable; beginning to respect the teachings and the attitudes and to defer to them that all the world round about us respects and defers to. 

As Jesus puts it, we worry about what we should eat and what we should clothe ourselves with and adding an inch or two to our stature in the eyes of the world. Jesus says the pagans worry about all those things. Your heavenly Father knows you need them all. Leave them to Him. He will supply your needs and don’t worry about what you look like in the eyes of others. That you are right with God and that you receive praise form Him is the really important thing, so seek first the Kingdom of God and his righteousness and all these other things that Israel sought to find in their local gods and we try to find in our local gods, will be added to you; just so much as you need them.  
And God hates that sin of spiritual defection before any other as much today as in the times of the Judges. And He will deal a straight blow to it with one kind of crooked stick or another because He is faithful to his covenant and He will not let His people go. 

So God raised up Ehud, of all people, as a saviour. That is what a deliverer in verse 15 means, a saviour. Furthermore though, as a saviour he is also one of the judges that God raised up. The word is shaphat from the verb, to judge. It means to restore right in Israel, whether that is over against heathen oppressors or over against Israel’s sinful attitude to the Lord.  

Now people of God, isn’t this beautiful. The Lord raises up Ehud of the left hand to put things right in Israel. God sure struck a straight blow with a crooked stick that day, didn’t He? The whole story is left-handed. But the work done by Ehud is right-handed. Thirdly, 

3.	EXPECT GOD THEREFORE TO USE THE UNEXPECTED

I want to say three things about that.

First of all, the consequences of sin may come to us from a completely unexpected quarter. In Jeremiah 2 we read that "your own wickedness will correct you and your apostasies will reprove you.  Know therefore and see that it is evil and bitter for you to forsake the Lord your God." 

Virtue is it’s own reward, we say. Well, sin also carries its reward within itself.  Paul says this quite straightforwardly in Romans chapter 1. He says homosexuals "will bear in their own persons the due penalty of their error." All sexually transmitted diseases are a judgement of God on sexual promiscuity, even though we all know that they do reach out to others, innocents included, and so we have to be careful with that. 

But God does not bind himself to working by his general rules. And here is something else that is interesting about our story. "Now these," says the first verse, "are the nations which the Lord left to test Israel by them." Then verse 3, "The five lords of the Philistines, all the Canaanites and the Sidonians, the Hivites who lived in Mt Lebanon from Mt. Baal-hermon as far as Lebo-hamath.  And they were for testing Israel to find out if they would obey the commandments of the Lord which He had commanded their fathers through Moses. And the sons of Israel lived amongst the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, the Perizzites, the Hivites and the Jebusites." 

But in the first 120 years of Israel's history under the Judges, not one of those nations oppressed Israel. The problem comes, as we ought to expect from this story by now, form way out in left field. Cushan-rishathaim from way over there in Mesopotamia oppresses Israel. Othniel delivers them and then it’s Eglon, king of Moab, from across the Jordan. Neither of them Canaanites. Furthermore, when Israel first approached the land of Canaan forty years ago, Moab had been in great dread of Israel, and the then king, Balak, called in Balaam the prophet to heap curses upon them. 

Now congregation, we do not forget the story of Job. And we do not forget the story of the man born blind in the Gospels, when the disciples ask Jesus, "Wwho sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?" And Jesus said, "Neither. He was born blind so that my Father might be glorified through me healing him." 

We don’t forget that. Nevertheless, when we read, as we did in Deuteronomy earlier, that the Lord promises to bless His people as they live in obedience and fellowship with Him, when anything seems not to be going right, we should take stock. We should ask questions, and not just in relation to that part of life in which things are going wrong. 

For example, your business may be going badly, but just because you’re completely upright in all your business practices does not necessarily mean God is still not speaking to you about some other sin. It may be in some completely different part of life or it might be far more general and distant than that. It maybe the breaking down of society and social life in this country, which perhaps affects us only indirectly at present. It may still be a judgment of the Lord on the church, maybe on the Reformed Church of the North Shore. 

We have to be very careful reading Providence. We don’t want to get like Oliver Cromwell who in other respects was a very great and godly man. But this is for sure congregation, God is always speaking to us in history and in life. But He can speak to us in unexpected ways and from unexpected quarters.  

The second thing is this; deliverance for the Lord's people may come from a completely unexpected quarter. Now that is something we see over and over again in the book of Judges but we see it of course in the ultimate Judge, the Lord Jesus Christ. "Ha! Can any good thing come out of Nazareth?" says Nathaniel when he sees Him for the first time. Why, Jesus himself was a bit left handed, wasn’t He?  A descendant of the adultery of David and the incest and prostitution-mongering of Judah. And here’s a nice bit of irony in the light of today’s story. Ruth the Moabitess was David’s great-grandmother. And when Jesus finally did come, we read that "He had no majesty that we should look upon Him with admiration, nor beauty that we should desire Him.  Despised and rejected of men, we hid our faces from him."  

Sometimes we think that we have to save the world and therefore we’ve got to get involved in the Christian Heritage Party or something like that. And if we don’t the country will go down the tube. Now I’m not saying we should not have a Christian Heritage party. I’m not saying we shouldn’t be involved in politics. But congregation, our deliverance may come from who knows where?  We don’t know where Shamgar came from and nobody would have chosen Ehud. Our country may be turned around, if the Lord presently wants to do that, morally, outwardly at least, from within the Labor Party or who knows where and not the CHP at all. 

Sometimes God restores the fortunes of His people even through people who are complete unbelievers. At the end of the Babylonian captivity, it wasn’t Daniel or anyone like that who restored Israel. We read that "the Lord stirred up the spirit of Cyrus the king of Persia," whom God says "he had not known." And Cyrus says, "The Lord has appointed me to build a house for him in Jerusalem." The very oppressor himself becomes the saviour and the church builder, possibly without even being converted!

I knew a great evangelist amongst the Brethren assemblies in NZ when I was a young boy. This man was a Londoner. He told me once that years later he went back to visit London and he went to see the man who had lead him to the Lord. And that man had become an atheist. But the Lord had struck a straight blow with him, for all that. 

And this, people of God, forms the basis of what the apostle Paul tells us in Romans 13 and what Peter tells us also: that we are to "submit to every governing authority for the Lord’s sake" and we will be very slow and careful to defy authority and rise up against it. For the Lord raised up Eglon and the Lord raised up Nebuchadnezer to judge his people for their sins. And once He has judged and chastened them, you never know when the Lord appoints one of them to be a Cyrus to bring relief.  Deliverance for the Lord’s people may come from a completely unexpected quarter

And then finally, congregation, unexpectedly though you might think,

The Lord expects to use you. Remember that one-talent guy in the parable of the talents that Jesus told? He looked at the others and he grumbled about the master being so hard on him and giving one of the others five talents and the other ten. So he never used his one. He buried it in the ground instead.

But when the master came back, the master didn’t say to him, "You poor chap. I’m sorry I only gave you one talent." He called him a wicked servant and he told him he could at least have got interest at the bank.  

So perhaps you look at yourself and you think, well I’m not much good at anything. You’ve got two left hands at everything you try. Maybe you think with the left side of your brain both times as well. And you sit back and you grumble and grizzle at how useless you are and you feel sorry for yourself.  

And maybe you grizzle and grumble about what things are not being done by others. Well this story, people of God, is for you. And for the apostle Paul, nothing has changed. We read it: "Consider your calling, brethren, that there were not many wise according to the flesh; not many mighty; not many noble, but God has chosen the foolish things of the world to shame the wise.  God has chosen the weak things of the world to shame the things which are strong, and the base things of the world and the despised God has chosen.  The things which are not, that He might nullify the things that are." 
So, all you left-handers, remember Ehud. And remember these things about Ehud. The writer of Judges does not tell us how good he was with his left hand. He tells us that he was no good with his right hand. And that he was no good with his right hand means that it was his handicap. 

Furthermore, his right hand being bound was not just a handicap; it was a physical defect which kept him out of the temple and tabernacle of the Lord. The only good thing about Ehud was that he was no good; he couldn’t possibly be any good to Israel. So he bore the brunt of the humiliation. He was the guy that got sent to take the annual tribute with all the groveling that goes with that. And then when he did try to do something, it all looked wrong. His left hand going to his right thigh. But his enemy was taken completely off-guard. And the thrust went home.  

It was in Ehud’s apparent very uselessness that God used him and he used him remarkably. He used Ehud of the left hand to put things right in Israel.  And note this: for eighty years the land had peace. With Othniel, the ideal judge, it was only forty years. 

So how do you think about yourself? I’m pretty uselessness, I’m not much good, I’ve got no great talents. We’re only a small church, we’ve got no greatly able men. Well, there was nothing great about Ehud either. And humanly speaking, there didn’t look to be anything great about the Lord Jesus Christ. 

But all of that is exactly the point. We’ve all got to realize that we are all, in ourselves and even in whatever gifts God has given us, useless. But it might be just the oddness of your action, the different way that you may say it that might get the point home.

So, people of God, in Him we can all do great things for Him if we will just be obedient and faithful.  							      Amen. 

Rev. John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 6th May, 2001

