… AND GRACE WILL LEAD ME HOME
Judges 7:19-8:32
INTRODUCTION
Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, what is this story of Gideon all about? It is about grace and it is about God's grace giving strength in man's weakness. God uses one man to bring his family and his village back to the true worship of Himself. Then God uses this one man whom He has first made godly to save His whole people. Now of course, all salvations in the book of Judges and for that matter the whole Bible are about grace, because that is the only way God ever works. But God really seems to be driving it home in the story of Gideon. In fact you could almost say it is overdone. 
Why did God have to rub it in so, screw Gideon down to broken crock pots and three hundred trumpeters? What a ridiculous way to go! And then twice over say that it is "so that Israel will not boast and say 'my own power has delivered me'." Is God really trying to humiliate them? Were they really that bad, were they really that weak, that faithless? Well as a matter of fact, people of God, yes. And yes, we so often are too. And in the end, even Gideon didn't completely learn the lesson. 
He almost does. It looks like he's going to. But he falters right at the last post and his sin sets up Israel for all the bloody misery that we read about in the next chapter. In the end, you could almost say, Gideon was too good for his own good. And he was good! "And Gideon, the son of Joash died at a ripe old age and was buried in the tomb of his father Joash in Ophrah of the Abiezrites," we read in verse 32. That is the classic Biblical description for the good death of a godly man.
Grace is a message that has a hard job getting through sometimes. So in a way, I'm going to preach essentially the same sermon as I preached last week. Because I think that's what God is doing with the rest of the story. And if he wrote it that way we should take it that we need it. That was part of last week's lesson also. I've got four points actually. Salvation is by grace; and four different groups of people don't see it. First of all congregation 
1.	SALVATION IS BY GRACE – AND THE EPHRAMITES DON'T SEE IT
Finally, Gideon has the courage to summon the Ephramites and at the drop of a hat they obey. "But by gum, Gideon, you're going to have a few questions to answer when the day's over." But for now they pour down the hillsides of Ephraim and they manage to funnel the Midianites into a little tongue of land between the Jordan river and one of its tributaries. That seems to be the best way to understand what we read there and comparing it with the map and so forth. Some of them managed to flee northeast but most of them get caught in this little tongue of land. There the Ephramites have a great slaughter and they even kill two of the Midianite leaders, Zeeb and Oreb. 
As Gideon comes charging down behind the fleeing Midianites from the north west, he meets up with the Ephramites with these two heads in their hands and just as Gideon is about to congratulate them and say, "Oh nice work guys," one of them snaps, "Now just what's going on with you Gideon, you little two-bit from Manasseh? Who do you think you are, taking the Midianites on on your own? Don't you think you should have consulted with us first? After all, did not Jacob bless our father over and above your father, and is that not confirmed by the fact that the tabernacle is in Bethlehem in our territory and not in your only half-conquered bit of Manasseh?" 
Boy that raises the temperature a bit, doesn't it? You can almost hear Gideon's blood boiling. Well, he is just about to call them a bunch of ungrateful curs and really take them apart when he remembers: Gideon, this is not the time. Maybe he remembered also that God helped him against the Midianites but he wouldn't necessarily help him against his own brothers. 
So, quickly remembering that a soft answer turns away wrath, quick as a flash he turns on an, "Oh brothers, you've completely misunderstood things." And he says, "Brothers, actually I've done nothing compared to what you have done. Surely the Lord used me to frighten the wits out of these Midianites and set them running, but it is you who have engaged them in battle. It is you who have got two of their leaders' heads in your hands. I can't boast anything like that. Yes, and if you did want to say it like that, we did have first shot at the harvest and you only got to glean the leftovers. But my, what leftovers, what gleanings? Our swords are still clean!" 
And when Gideon put it like that they realized that they had actually achieved a whole lot more than Gideon and his tribe, Manasseh. So their wounded pride was restored and their indignation cooled down. It was a nice piece of work by Gideon. 
But can you see that the whole business shows that they have completely missed the point? The wounded pride of Ephraim was restored when they realized that they had achieved more than Manasseh and Gideon gave them the credit for it. But what's the story about? – that Israel might realize that their salvation was completely "of the Lord" and that he had delivered the Midianites into their hands by a miracle and that Israel might not boast and say, "My own power has delivered me." Precisely that they not take credit for the victory. None of them, Manasseh nor Ephraim. But it was credit for the victory that made the Ephramites happy. 
It reminds us of the parable Jesus told of the labourers in the vineyard, when those who only worked one hour got the same pay as those who bore the heat of the day. And that group who had worked the longest thought they should get more and they were jealous and Jesus has to remind them that they got the reward he promised them and if he wants to give others the same for less, isn't it all about grace anyway? 
That sort of thing can happen anywhere so easily because this lesson about grace has such a hard job working right through every aspect of our lives. A new group comes along and enjoys the blessings that the original people worked so hard to build up. And like those labourers, the original group get their nose a little put out of joint. Or the new group thinks it ought to be recognised that if we hadn't come along the thing would not have really have got finished at all guys, well not for a long time anyway. Think about the debates among historians over who really did finally bring World War I and World War II to a close, England or America? It goes on all over the place. 
But when we remember that "all that I have, I owe to Thee," everything good in this life is of God's free grace, absolutely undeserved favour, then we will just rejoice in it. We will just receive it. We will forget all about recognition and credit and we will just accept each other as from the Lord and we will rejoice in each other, in the Lord, and God's grace who gave us to each other and who gave us whatever victory is in question.
2.	SALVATION IS BY GRACE – AND SUCCOTH AND PENUEL DON'T SEE IT
As I said, some of these Midianites managed to escape Ephraim and they fled northeast up past Succoth and Penuel, now on the east side of the Jordan. Or maybe in all the confusion they simply fled the valley of Jezreel, where Gideon had surrounded them, and went more directly east than southeast as the main body of the Ephramites did. It doesn't really matter. At any rate Gideon has no time to lose and, terribly weary though he is, off he goes to chase them. 
As he follows their trail, which is not hard to find when men are in a panic, he goes through Succoth. It's been a weird night and a frantic morning and the logistics department wasn't even thought about, even if it could've kept up. So Gideon asks the men of Succoth for a few loaves of bread. After all, it is called Succoth. It means booths, a little place of refreshing. "Oh, so you're chasing Zebah and Zalmunna, have you men. Well jolly good on you. But as you know, the proof of the pudding is in the eating and when you march into town with them in chains before you, then, sure, we'll really lay it on for you. But as you also know, every Tom, Dick and Harry in Israel is doing great things these days, if their own words are to be believed."
 Well, Gideon's got bigger fish to fry at present, but he does answer them. "I will come back and when I do I'll bring something else from the wilderness too. Briars and thorns and with them I will thresh your flesh," which is about as good a way as it could be translated. 
He made the same request down the road at Penuel and he got the same response, so he said, "That's a nice tower you've got there gentlemen. Take a good look at it. Admire it, Because when I come back I'm going to pull it down." 
Now what is wrong with the elders of these towns? They're playing it safe. "Its alright for you Gideon to be so brash, but we live on this side of the Jordan you know, and when the Midianites come wandering in from the desert, we are the first in the line of fire." And the Midianites will be back, they were quite sure. They didn't have too much faith in Gideon. Sure, they'd seen the Midianites fleeing past earlier this morning but there were still fifteen thousand of them and Gideon's only got his three hundred. It's like the disciples isn't it, when they brought that little boy and his five loaves and two fish to Jesus to feed the five thousand, plus the women and the children with them. What are they among so many? 
This time it wasn't jealousy. It wasn't the desire to protect one's privileges. It was just fear and sheer lack of faith. For different reasons, neither had they got the lesson the whole story is about. They should have known better too, these people from Penuel. Penuel is just a slightly different spelling of Peniel. It means "the face of God." It is the place where Jacob wrestled with God the day before he had to meet Esau who was coming to him with a large company of men with him and an old score to settle. Jacob won that wrestling match and he said, "I have seen the face of God and I did not die." And so in faith he went out to see Esau's face the next day and instead of Esau being angry with him, he found, lo and behold, Esau loved him. 
But the inhabitants of Succoth and Penuel had forgotten their heritage and they didn't have the same faith. In case Gideon didn't capture Zebah and Zalmunna, which they greatly doubted, they wanted to be able to say that they certainly never ever aided and abetted those who would take up arms against the Midianites, "Oh no we wouldn't dream of doing anything like that your highnesses." 
Just sheer lack of faith. And it amounts to treachery against our Lord. "He who does not give a cup of cold water to one of these my brethren, does not give it to me." Do we see it quite like that, people of God? Three hundred men, five loaves and two fish are all more than enough for grace to work.
3.	SALVATION IS BY GRACE – AND THE MEN OF ISRAEL DON'T SEE IT EITHER
Gideon surprises the Midianite camp for the second time and he routs the whole army. But he takes the two kings captive. He doesn't kill them straight away. On his way back to Mount Gilboa where his army originally met, he first of all presents these two princes before the men of Succoth and Penuel and then proceeds to deal with them just as he had promised. It's an interesting phrase in verse 16; "He disciplined the men of Succoth with briars and thorns." Literally, he caused them to know; he taught them their lessons, that is. Indeed he did.
But it seems that Gideon's own brothers had been taken captive by Zebah and Zalmunna at some time in the past and apparently executed as prisoners. That makes their death murder. So according to the law of the Avenger of Blood, Gideon decided to handle their death on that basis. Having extracted the confessions out of them, he decides to pass the task on to his firstborn son who, it seems, is only a young teenager. That would have been a great honour for the boy to have avenged his uncles' lives. It would have been a great shame for those princes to have died at the hands of a lad. But poor young Jether doesn't have it in him to kill in cold blood. 
So Zebah and Zalmunna remind Gideon that justice and vengeance and punishment are really a man's work and, "So dad, it looks like you'd better do the job yourself." 
Some commentators think that it's all been down hill since Gideon's magnificent answer to Ephraim. But in his treatment of Succoth and Penuel and these two kings, Gideon has somewhat lost the plot. He took personal offence because Succoth and Penuel wouldn't come to his aid and he looked on Zeba and Zalmunna as personal enemies instead of the enemies of the Lord. Well, they may be right but I don't think so. Succoth and Penuel had treated the Lord's grace with contempt and they had treated the Lord's saviour with contempt. And remember what Jesus said, "He who rejects the one the Lord sends, rejects the Lord who sent him." 
To deliver his people and deal out justice is the very work of a judge, of a king. And justice must be handled in cold blood, not the heat of the moment. Parents, don't we all know that? We discipline our children more truly and righteously when we do so in cold blood later, than in the heat of the moment. " Yes," think the men of Israel who had followed Gideon these last few days, "There is a king in this man." "Gideon, you rule over us, you and your son and also your son's son for you have delivered us from the hand of Midian." 
They think that the man who has rid us of these kings deserves to be king over us. But that just shows that the men of Israel haven't really understood things either. They should have, what with odds of three hundred to one hundred and thirty-five thousand; and then three hundred to fifteen thousand. They really ought to be able to see that the battle didn't have a great deal to do with Gideon. But they didn't see it and out of a natural enough but misguided gratitude to Gideon, they forget the Lord, who really gave them the victory. 
As a nation, we are certainly no different. We have got one holy day left, actually only a half – half of Anzac Day! Easter Friday's gone. Christmas Day's gone. We most certainly should remember our war dead – I am not speaking against that. But what about the Son of God who won a far greater battle at far greater cost for a far greater end? And who is the one who should primarily be thanked for whatever righteous victories we have ever won anyway? 
And it can happen just as easily in the church too. But Gideon, such a humble and good man, rejects their kind offer – even though he was flushed with success and very vulnerable therefore. And yet
4.	SALVATION IS BY GRACE – AND IN THE END, GIDEON LOSES SIGHT OF IT TOO
"No, no men, Look I appreciate your kindness, I appreciate the offer very much but I will not rule over you, nor shall my son rule over you. The Lord will rule over you." I wonder if Gideon could even see this coming. Was that why he told Jether to kill Zebah and Zalmunna? So the people could see what he was made of? Maybe he already knew what Jether was made of and even tried to prevent the question ever being asked by showing his countrymen that the son is not necessarily the father. 
On the other hand, you don’t look a gift horse in the mouth, do you? And Gideon begins to enjoy the gratitude and a warm glow goes through him and, "Well, yes, I suppose the Lord has used me. And yes, I have tried to be obedient and faithful, and it's proper enough, isn’t it, to enjoy some of the fruit of our labour? I feel I’m getting the hang of this business now too and, well, did the Lord raise me up just for two days?" 
He began to feel he could handle this judging business. "Besides that, the Lord has spoken to me directly, which he hasn’t done to anyone in Israel for two hundred years. Not since Joshua. Maybe the Lord has brought me into a special relationship with Himself, just for this reason." You know, like Mordecai said to Esther, "For such a time as this"?  
So Gideon continued thinking, "Perhaps I am the man to judge Israel? And if that’s the case, it won’t be any good God just sending His angel out of the blue on the odd occasion. I’ll need an ephod with a urim and a thummim." 
We don’t know a great deal about these except that the ephod was the special priest’s cloak and the urim and thummim were used for divining God’s will in a matter and for making judgments. "Now sure there is one in Shiloh," Gideon thought on, "but those priests have obviously been slacking in their job somewhere along the line. Maybe the Lord is calling me to preserve faithfulness in Israel, at least in my lifetime. And I certainly didn’t go seeking it. God just dropped it in my lap."
"Listen men," he says, "I can’t be your king. But I don’t want to be churlish. So if you want to show your appreciation, just pass the hat around." So they did. And even with today’s depressed gold prices, it's half a million dollars' worth. 
So, through Gideon’s humble obedience, the Midianites were subdued before Israel and they kept their heads well below the horizon for a long time to come. There was peace for forty years and Gideon died at a ripe old age and he was buried in the tomb of his father. 
But, king or no king, he sure lived like one. He had many wives, we are told, and seventy sons and at least one concubine and a son by her. "And Gideon made that offering into an ephod and placed it in his city, Ophrah, and all Israel played the harlot with it there so that it became a snare to Gideon and to his household" (verse 27). 
Sad, isn’t it? But it happens time and again. I think there are just two things we should see in this last scene from Gideon’s life.
First of all, what do God’s ephod and the urim and thummim represent in the story?
They represent the hankering after more than what God has given us. Last Sunday we were reminded that if God says we need something to encourage and strengthen us in our faith, then we should accept therefore, that we need it. And we should use it. The Church and her ministry; the fellowship of the saints; public as well as private worship; prayer; and so forth. 

The point is this. Be satisfied with what God has given. That is enough. In an obvious way that ties in directly with the ephod and the urim and thummim, it is the desire for a specific and special word from God to know what to do here or to know what to do in that situation. And the Lord simply says, "Be satisfied with my Word that I have given you. Read it, study it." Improve the education of your ministers if they need it. Demand the best from them and so forth, but don’t try to excuse your laziness or your lack of courage to do this by hankering after some new revelation, or some special directions, like a child. They always end up being snares with which the Lord’s people play the harlot. 

That leads directly to the second lesson. Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, there is a need to persevere to the end in grace through faith. Not in the warm glow of the blessing of being used by God. That’s only one step removed from self-reliance. And certainly not in the self reliance, the thinking that, "I’ve grown to maturity now, in strength, and I think these people here can’t do without me." 

God raised up Gideon for a moment in time and he did a great work through the good man. But Gideon thought that he could increase and extend his special usefulness and his government longer than God intended him to. When he became strong, he forgot that he was only strong in the Lord and only because he then realized that he was weak. But it is only of the increase of Jesus’ government, the government of the true king and saviour and judge that there shall be no end. 

So in him and in his grace let us trust and rest right to the end. And if God gives you a thorn in the flesh to keep you humble, to keep you dependent on Him, don’t wish it away too much. Be thankful for it. Gideon needed it. But God let him be, so that he would be a lesson to us. Paul did get it. And he persevered to the end, even as Jesus did. "I entreated the Lord three times that it might depart from me," Paul said. "But he said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for power is perfected in weakness.’ Most gladly therefore, I will rather boast about my weaknesses, that the power of Christ may dwell in me. Therefore, I am well content with weaknesses, insults, distresses, persecutions and difficulties for Christ’s sake, for when I am weak, then I am strong." 				Amen. 
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