THE POWER OF ONE – IN THE SPIRIT OF GOD!
Judges 6:11-40   1 Corinthians 2:1-8
The Power of One in the Spirit of God.  It’s a bit of an overworked phrase, I know.  But really, this is what the story of Gideon is all about, isn’t it?  Gideon and his mere three hundred against Midian’s one hundred and thirty-five thousand (8:10)!  But who, people of God, is this one that God uses to overcome thousands. And remember that:  it is one in the hands of the one and only true God.  It is God who is doing everything here.  It is always God who does this work.  

I wonder if we’re supposed to see that in the way the chapter is written.  There seems to be a pattern, but then it's broken.  For example, in verse 1 we read that “the sons of Israel did evil in the sight of the Lord, so the Lord gave them over into the hands of the Midianites.”  In verse 7 we read that “The sons of Israel cry out to the Lord on account of the Midianites” and then the Lord sends them a prophet to read the Riot Act to tell them why they’re suffering.  And then in verse 11, the Angel of the Lord came and told Gideon, “Go and deliver Israel from the hand of Midian.”  

There is a pattern of action and response, but then that pattern is broken.  Israel sins and the Lord responds by afflicting them.  They respond by crying out to him and he responds by sending a prophet to spell out why this happened.  And we expect to hear them repent of that and then the angel would come and promise a deliverer.  But it doesn’t happen like that.  There’s no record yet of repentance.  Repentance will not be circumvented.  But even before they repent, the Lord is working to bring them to repentance and so already he is preparing a deliverer.  

But who is this one the Lord uses to deliver them?  What does such a person look like and, therefore, what sort of persons aught we to be that we might be used by him?  For are we not all, as the Apostle Paul says, to "offer our bodies living sacrifices, holy and acceptable to Him, which is our reasonable service"? Yes we are.  Well, let’s get straight into what God says about all this.  

1.	GOD USES THE ONE WHOM HE RAISES UP
There is something very beautiful about this first section, verses 11-24 of this chapter.  And you children, you guys, or maybe girls, who play soccer – and perhaps it happens with other sports as well, you know something about it.  Before you start the game the coach gets you all together and he gives you the last pep-talk. He primes you up on what he’s been telling you to do over the last few weeks at practice.  And then he says, “Right oh now, come on all gather round in a huddle” and he puts out his hand and you all put your hand in on his and you all say together, “One, two, three, let’s go!”  And then you go out and you play your first half, the best you can. Then when you come off at half-time, he comes out to meet you, and however good or bad you might have been playing, it's all encouraging talk.  It's all positive talk.  “Ah, you’re playing well guys, you can do it, you can beat this team, just keep on at it. Remember what I told you at practice on Thursday night?" and so on.  It's all building-up talk.  
Sometimes people even say,  “Look, all you’ve got to do is ‘believe in yourself’ and you can do it.”  It’s a terrible phrase.  But there’s a point to it.  If you go out there thinking you’re going to lose, you probably will.  But if you go out there positive and with a  ‘go, get 'em attitude,' you put on a much better show.  

So what happens in our story?  Well, the angel definitely does not come and tell Gideon to believe in himself but he does tell him to believe.  And he does encourage him and builds up his confidence.  There is Gideon skulking away down the bottom of a wine-press in some out-of-the-way hidden place, beating out wheat, and the angel comes up and says, “The Lord is with you O Valiant Warrior!”  Valiant was the last thing Gideon felt at that moment and he says, “Oh, yeah, well then, why the Midianites? Where are all the miracles that we have been told God did for us in the past?  Looks more to me like the Lord’s abandoned us rather than with us.”  

But what does the Lord do with it?  He just ignores it. “Go on in this your strength and deliver Israel from the hand of Midian. Have I not sent you?”  And at that Gideon laughs and says, “Me? Come on! I’m just from a little family in the tribe of Manasseh, you know, the older brother whom father Jacob rejected in favour of my younger brother, Ephraim.  And he deliberately gave him the blessing of the first-born, of Joseph’s first-born, and not me.”  

And what does the Lord do with that?  He ignores it.  “Surely I will be with you and you shall defeat Midian as if Midian were one man.”  Well, Gideon is beginning to get a bit cautious by now and so he says, “If now I have found favour in thy sight, then show me a sign that it is Thou who speakest with me.”
And the angel says, “Okay, I will wait while you prepare a meal.”  And when he brings it, the angel gives him a sign alright.  He brings fire out of the rock to consume the whole thing and then he vanishes out of sight.  

So Gideon thinks he must surely die because he realizes it was not just an angel.  It was the Lord Himself speaking to him.  The Lord says, “Peace, Gideon, do not fear, you shall not die.”  So when Gideon finds indeed that he has not died, he builds an altar and calls it "The Lord is Peace."

But there are two things about Gideon that we should see and for which God chose him.

First of all is his meekness, his humility.  He genuinely does not see himself as a valiant warrior.  This encounter between Gideon and God is very much like another encounter that has come to all our minds already?  That between Moses and God.  With both of them, their people are in misery and crying out to the Lord for help.  Both of them ask for a sign and both of them get it.  Both of them consider themselves inadequate for the job, which in themselves of course they are. That is the main point of the whole story. In chapter 7 verse 2 Gideon is told to reduce his army "lest Israel become boastful and say, 'My own power has delivered me.'"  Is that not Paul’s point in 1 Corinthians 2? “I was with you in weakness and in fear and in much trembling, and my message and my preaching were not in persuasive words of wisdom but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power, that your faith should not rest on the wisdom of men but on the power of God.”                                                           
                                                                                                           
The second thing we need to see is that Gideon is a righteous man. In the passage we read last week, the prophet comes to the people and he takes them apart for their disobedience, their unfaithfulness and their ingratitude.  The angel comes to Gideon and he has not one hard word to say to him.  

Now God doesn’t always use men like that.  We meet his opposite in Samson later on.  But congregation, if we want God to use us, surely we must have the desire to be fit to bear his name.  So Paul says to Timothy, “If a man cleanses himself from these things, he will be a vessel of honour, sanctified, useful to the master, prepared for every good work.  Now flee youthful lusts.  Pursue righteousness, faith, love, peace with those who call on the Lord from a pure heart."

Congregation, the Lord does use the most surprising people at times.  That’s his business.  Our business is to seek to present ourselves to him "a living and holy sacrifice, acceptable to God which is our reasonable service."  And also to be people who are well aware that if God is going to use us at all, it will only be in his strength and that in ourselves we are nothing.  

Yes, we are to have confidence, but in God.  Yes, we are to believe, but not in ourselves. We are to believe in God. And who knows, but if we think ourselves only able to be faithful and useful in a few things, maybe the Lord may raise us up and give us greater things to do for him.  God uses the one whom he raises up and that one must be holy and humble.

2.	GOD USES THE ONE WHO RAZES DOWN
The first thing God commands Gideon to do is to raze to the ground the worship of Baal and set up again the worship of Yahweh.  Cleaning up our act, casting out sin, reforming things, congregation, is like charity – it begins at home.  Why ever should God use us to reform the nation or the world or the Church if we cannot even order our own lives?  

When we rule ourselves and our immediate families according to the Word, then we go onto other things even as Paul says.  An office bearer in the church must have his own life reasonably sorted out first, before he takes up rule in the house of God.  So that is where Gideon starts.  And what was it he had to destroy and replace with the pure worship of Yahweh?  The pagan Baals and Astartes – the female gods of Canaan. They were the local gods of nature and fertility, the gods who made the world work for their worshippers.  Gods don’t change much over the years because human beings don’t change much.  
We might not appear to worship them as gods today but we still want what the Baals and the Astartes gave those old Canaanites back then.  A couple of weeks ago we looked at Psalm 4 when we had Lord’s Supper.  We were reminded in that Psalm that we and David all want to be accepted and loved. David found that in the Lord.  We all want peace and safety.  David found that in the Lord.  We all want prosperity – or at least we want the joy and security that prosperity brings.  David found that in the Lord.  

But man will look almost everywhere else for these things except to the Lord.  And we can be so inclined to do the same.  For the sake of peace, to avoid conflict or for some short-term advantage we will often compromise our Christian principles.  We worry about future financial security as much as anyone else so we put our faith in this investment or in that economic system or whatever. When things are not well with us we will attribute it to our difficult work situation or some other difficulty – but always the Midianite out there!  Always we will blame the thing from outside that is causing us difficulty, rather than the baal within, rather than the false worship, the misdirected heart within.  When we are not at peace within ourselves, when we are not joyous, we throw ourselves even more into entertainment or the ease or pleasure and thrill-seeking of our age.  

As Jesus put it, we "worry about what to eat and what to wear and adding inches to our stature” – however you want to take that; our physique, our life-span, how we appear, our image in the face of other people.  “All these things the pagans seek after,” said Jesus.  So the Canaanites had baals and the world today has its baals by other names.  All these systems and worldly solutions and approaches to life, they’re just bigger enough than us to hold out hope to us, but small enough to control and that’s just the kind of god we like.  One who can deliver the goods at our direction.  

But Yahweh is not like that.  He simply demands all on his terms.  “I know you need these things and such as you do need I will give you,” Jesus promised.  Just "seek first the Kingdom of my Father and his righteousness with heart and soul and mind and strength.”  

People of God, we are caught up with this worldliness and we have to cast it down.  So let us think about our attitudes about all sorts of things in life and stack them up against the ‘Word of God’.  How Biblical are we really? How much do we think in worldly ways in all sorts of things?  What are the things we do not like to talk about or be challenged on?  Could they possibly be the idols that we vaguely fear are not Biblical and that is why we are sensitive about them?  

We have to cast down these idols in our own hearts and in our homes first of all.  And fathers, if you’ve been slack for a few years it may not make you popular with your children for a while.  Gideon was not suddenly ‘flavour of the month’ amongst his townspeople.  He was afraid, so he did it at night.  Weak, I guess, but as one writer put it, “Obedience is essential, heroism is optional.”  Nothing produces a reaction like touching somebody’s sacred cow.  

But sometimes it only takes one man or woman to take a stand and you may be surprised that many people who had been following the currents of the world will see in this one person what they had been waiting for. And they might even feel guilty underneath.  They were too afraid to go against the current themselves.  Sometimes all they need is someone to set the lead.  

So when the townspeople went to deal to Gideon, his father whose prime stud bull had just been used to tear down his own altar and then itself burnt as a sacrifice to Yahweh on the wood of another of his gods, says “Come on guys, Gideon’s right and we all aught to have known it long ago.  He’s called us to book and anyway, if Baal’s worth his salt, he’ll look after himself, won’t he?”  It's beautiful.  You can hear Elijah on Mt Carmel again, or in the future.  

Then, not only his own family got in behind him – and so we find out that what Jesus said about “A man’s enemies shall be they of his own house” is not an absolute rule.  Listen to verse 33; “Then all the Midianites and the Amalekites and the sons of the east assembled themselves and they crossed over and camped in the valley of Jezreel."  A new season’s harvest was ready to be gathered in and the vultures were there ready to take it.  "So the Spirit of the Lord came upon Gideon and he blew a trumpet and the Abbiezrites were called together to follow."  The people of his own hometown, who only a little while before wanted to kill Gideon, heeded his call.  

The people God raises up are those who raze to the ground all other gods in their lives and commit themselves solely and wholly to the Lord, who sacrifice to God everything else.  In particular today, as at many times in history, the gods  (in Schaeffer’s words) of personal peace and prosperity, the cult of happiness over holiness.  God uses people who, like the Apostle Paul, will "count everything else in life as but dung compared to attaining the knowledge of Jesus Christ, their Lord.”

Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, who knows what great victories the Lord might give us if we’ll only do this; and who might join us if we would only show ourselves to be committed to him like this. Young men, who knows what great advances for the Gospel in New Zealand might follow if you would heed the Lord’s call to the Gospel Ministry, if the Lord is calling you to that?  Forget all the negatives.  If the Lord sends us he goes with us.  So we shall do valiantly.  What hinders us?  Disobedience, fear, doubt about our call?

3.	GOD USES THE ONE WHOM HE 'SLAYS IN THE SPIRIT' – as it were  But isn’t that what we need?  Men and women filled with the Spirit of God. Like Peter and John after Pentecost who faced down the whole Jewish Sanhedrin.  Like Stephen who did the same thing and took the rocks on the chin – and everywhere else.  Or like Paul on Cyprus who, we read, filled with the Spirit, looked at Elymas, the magician, “You who are full of all deceit and fraud, you son-of-the-devil, you enemy of all righteousness, will you not cease to make crooked the straight ways of the Lord?” Boy, that was between the eyes, wasn’t it?  Amen.  That’s exactly what we need.  

But we won’t necessarily be like Peter and John and Stephen and Paul all the time. They were not like that every moment of their lives.  The Spirit of the Lord came upon Gideon.  It clothed Gideon and he blows the trumpet.  He calls his own townspeople and sends messengers throughout the tribe of Manasseh.  He calls Asher and Zebulun and Napthali, neighboring tribes, but he’s still afraid to call Ephraim, his younger brother – and they’re closer than those other tribes; because Ephraim might remind Manasseh, of course, mightn’t he, “Hey, buddy, I was given the blessing of the firstborn, not you, so who are you, Gideon of Manasseh, to take the lead in this?” 

Then we find he’s out there looking for confirmation from the Lord with fleeces and dew.  All of a sudden, he’s afflicted by doubt – this man who is clothed with the Spirit.  Well, the first night the fleece is soaking wet and the ground around it is dry.  But then he thinks, "hang on a minute, this is a threshing floor. This is on a high spot."  Threshing floors were on hard ground to catch any bit of breeze there might be.  "Maybe the dew dried up on that during the night," thought Gideon.  "Lord please, can we do it the other way round the next night?" And this time the fleece, which would attract the dew and hold it longer, is dry. While the hard ground that would dry more quickly, is wet. 

The angel – really, it's God – has appeared to him and he has received his offering and he did not die.  Gideon did what he was commanded to do.  He destroyed his father’s altar and his bull and still he did not die.  The Spirit has clothed him with power and four tribes have gathered to his side, but it still doesn’t work like magic and with ease, even as it didn’t with John the Baptist, “Lord, are you the one, or should we look for someone else?" he once doubted.  Nor did it work like magic with Jesus, “Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me.”  Nor did it work like magic with the Apostles, “Lord, remove this thorn will you please?”  “What I want to do I cannot do,” says Paul in Romans 7.  

Paul tells us in 1 Corinthians that the Spirit works when man is weak and fearful and trembling and not very eloquent at all. To be clothed with the Spirit will not necessarily make us feel like supermen, people of God.  It will just make us obedient, that’s all.  It will just make us single-minded about what we have got to do and even though we might well struggle with all sorts of doubts and fears along the way, the Spirit is willing even though the flesh is still weak. 

Jesus excoriated the Jews because they constantly sought after a sign.  Still, the Lord knows our frame.  He remembers that we are but dust.  So while the heart is right, he leads us on and strengthens our faith, in some way.  
Many times in history are like the times of the Judges in which "every man does what is right in his own eyes" but "it is evil in the eyes of the Lord." And sometimes we might wish we lived in the period before when there was a Moses or a Joshua. Or the period after when there is a great David.  Why do we always have to live in a 'between time' when there is no great clear-eyed leader who knows exactly what to do?  
Well, those questions are not very fruitful.  Our duty is simply to be faithful in our generation.  We are not now to go putting out fleeces like Gideon, even as we are not to follow him in many other details of the story.  We would do well to imitate his obedience; and the humility of Moses; and the trepidation of Abraham when he prayed for Sodom and Gomorrah, "Oh Lord, do not be angry; let me ask just once more."
And given that we have been given no great leaders, what choice have we but to do what seems right in our own eyes? Yet we have a pretty clear and full Word from God that will tell us whether whatever action we propose to take will be evil or not in his eyes.
And does not James tell us that "if any man lacks wisdom, let us ask of God who gives to all men liberally and upbraids not"? We should believe that and accept that, having prayed that prayer, living in general, although imperfectly, in godliness and obedience, the Lord will answer it; we should therefore believe that what seems wise to us is the wisdom he has promised to give us.
Obey the Word and the Spirit will empower us. Then stand up against what is clearly wrong. Do and proclaim what is clearly right, one person in a home, one person in a workplace, one person in an educational institution, one person in a neighbourhood, one small Church in a large city and who knows, people of God, what the Lord might not do through us.						Amen
        Rev. John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 24th June, 2001


