THE PEOPLE CHOOSE A DISINTEGRATED DELIVERER
Judges 9:55 –11:3
Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, in Psalm 18 verse 26, David says, With the pure you will show yourself pure, with the crooked you will show yourself shrewd. Our New American translation has astute. That’s rather too polite; they are different words in the Hebrew, but neither are particularly good words. 
We come across this word shrewd in the story of Jacob and his wives with their competition for his affections, and them using their handmaids to bear children to him when they could not manage it themselves. So, for example, when Rachel’s handmaid, Bilhah, bears Jacob a second son, Rachel says, With mighty wrestlings I have wrestled with my sister. That’s the word. And she had not quite wrestled according to the rules either – if you can speak about playing this sort of game according to any rules! So she called him Naphthali. That’s the word. It almost means Mein Kamf, my struggle. 
I have often wondered what that verse was really saying, With the pure thou wilt show thyself pure, with the crooked thou wilt show thyself shrewd, a wrestler. It almost seems that God is saying, If this is how you want to play the game, I can play it that way too. And I think the book of Judges from now on is the great demonstration of that. 
Jotham had called Shechem and Abimelech to ask themselves whether they had played the game in truth and integrity when Abimelech had killed his 69 brothers and Shechem had made Abimelech king. Well of course they had not played the game with truth and integrity; they had played a very crooked game indeed. And I said last week that when we begin to tread truth and integrity underfoot like that, when we begin to deal with each other without good faith and honesty, with crookedness, something happens in a society. It begins to fall apart – the word is, disintegrate. Now do you notice the connection between the two words? 
From integrity we get integrated – fitting together, holding together. And only when we deal with each other with truth and honesty, with good faith, with integrity, will a society, any society – a marriage, the family, the Church, the community at large – be integrated. Only so will it hold together. But when we throw out those things, when we laugh at those old-fashioned virtues, when our word no longer means anything, society begins to disintegrate, to fall apart. 
And when it goes so far and it is obvious that normal means will no longer work, God joins in. And it has gone very far in Israel now. So God says, With you crooked and faithless, I will show myself ‘shrewd’, a ‘wrestler’. God doesn’t stop working. He still sends judges to save his people. Only – well you should read ahead a little and see what kind of a character Jephthah is; or even better – or worse, Samson. 
Compare Samson with the ideal judge, Othniel, at the beginning of the book. There is a nice little turn-around in the stories that drives the point home. Othniel saved Israel and there was peace for forty years. Samson was never much more than nuisance value. He never brought peace. He only really kept the Philistines on their toes during the forty years under which Israel suffered at their hands. Forty years of strife.
Well this disintegration really showed itself immediately after Gideon’s judgeship. It showed itself in all its horror in that terrible all consuming warfare between Abimelech and his subjects, the people of Shechem. And it is in this chapter 10, more or less just a connecting chapter really, that we see God begin to deal with Israel at its own game. He actually gives them disintegrated judges. 
Firstly there is Jephthah who comes from a disintegrated background. Then there is Samson who, so far as we can see, comes from a good background. But he is a completely disintegrated mess of a man. Well let’s have a look at it.
First of all, There is a Gracious Respite. 
After Abimelech there are two judges about whom we do not know very much - Tola and Jair. Between them they judged forty-five years, about a generation again; enough time for some lessons to be learnt – and forgotten. 

We’re not told much about them but we can be fairly sure that they were judges raised up by God and probably ruled well. It isn’t stated but probably there was peace. Tola arose, we read, to save Israel and he lived or perhaps better, he presided in Shamir; he sat to judge Israel in Shamir. Now some of those phrases are only ever used about Othniel and Deborah. And Othniel and Deborah’s judgeships are high points in the book. 

So probably we are intended to see Tola as a good judge, pretty much like Deborah. After Deborah, of course, came Gideon, another good judge but the success went to his head a little and so he had seventy sons – and he didn’t get all of those from one wife! In other words, he fell somewhat into the pattern of the typical Eastern monarch. He began to like the trimmings that went with the job. Excuse me ladies, but that’s almost what it amounted to sometimes in those days. 

And maybe Jair who followed Tola was a bit like Gideon who followed Deborah. We’ve no reason to believe he did not judge well, but he had thirty sons who rode on thirty donkeys and they had thirty cities in the land of Gilead that are called Havvoth-Jair to this day, the villages of Jair (verse four). And he didn’t get his only thirty sons from one wife either, I doubt very much. And to ride on donkeys was the 1100 BC equivalent of the ministerial limousine. And to give each of his sons a village a-piece was a fairly typical Eastern monarchial practice. 

The rot is setting in again – and I have a hunch why. There is something about the verse I began reading at, chapter nine, verse 55, which I have tried to figure out. There seems to me about that verse an air of simply resignation and bewilderment. And when the men of Israel saw that Abimelech was dead, each departed to his home. There was nothing else to do. There was no real repentance about what had gone on. There doesn’t appear to have been any evaluation of what they had all done and the lessons they ought to learn. The people were just exhausted after three years' struggle and bloodshed and terrible devastation. 

But the Lord is a gracious God, slow to anger and abounding in loving-kindness. So he gave his people this forty-five years, a space of time to mull over the recent past and to think about Jotham’s challenge about truth and integrity and faithful dealing. But as I said, it was long enough also to forget any lessons they learned, if they learned them at all. So would you believe it?

Secondly, There is a Perfect Treachery. 
Strange phrase, you think? But it's true though. Verses five and six: And Jair died and was buried in Kamon. Then the sons of Israel did what was evil in the sight of the Lord and served the Baals and the Ashtoroth, the gods of Syria of Sidon, the gods of Moab, the gods the sons of Ammon, and the gods of the Philistines; thus they forsook the Lord and did not serve him. 

Did you count the gods? Seven gods they worshipped instead of Yahweh. And when God doubts their repentance in a minute, he asks why he should deliver them again when he had already delivered them from seven different nations. The Lord said to the sons of Israel, Did I not deliver you from the Egyptians, the Amorites, the sons of Ammon and the Philistines? And when the Sidonians, the Amalekites and Maonites oppressed you, you cried out to me and I delivered you from their hands (11-12). We haven't heard of Maonites before; probably it's another word for Midianites. 

Seven of course is the number of perfection, the number of completeness. God had saved them to the uttermost, He’d saved them to perfection, Yet you have forsaken me and served other gods, therefore I will deliver you no more (13). 

It reminded me of Ezra. Remember Ezra, the scribe who returned back to Jerusalem from Babylon? He gets back to Jerusalem and what does he find? He finds that the people who have returned before him are already, even after the total destruction of Jerusalem and the temple and the exile for seventy years from which they had only so recently been liberated, are deliberately doing all the same sorts of sins all over again. And Ezra can only pour out his heart and say, But now for a brief space, grace has been shown from the Lord our God, to leave us an escaped remnant, to give us a peg in this holy place, that our God may enlighten our eyes. Now our God, what shall we say after this? Wouldst thou not be angry with us to the point of destruction (Ezra 9:8)? 

Not much changes in the world, congregation. One has to be careful here, but I wonder if we have a little bit of a parallel in the history of the last century? When I first read about it I was quite shocked to read about the moral decadence of Germany in the twenties and the thirties of the last century. England, too had its equivalent in the ‘Bloomsbury’ group of intellectuals – the likes of Bertrand Russell, the philosopher; John Maynard Keynes, one of the most influential economists of last century. And many writers and literary critics, Virginia Wolf and so on. They were a pretty immoral bunch.

But then you had the war in the forties and my mother has told me that right throughout the war in the forties and all through that period of time, she, as a young woman, could walk through London anywhere, anytime, day or night, perfectly safely. She did it many times; she was a nurse with duties at odd hours. Then there was a prosperous and conservative late forties and fifties. But I said conservative only, because underneath nothing has really changed. In the sixties the revolution began and since then it has progressed apace. So if you read the social history of the twenties of the last century and compare it to our own day, it's almost a rewrite. There has been no change of heart whatsoever. 

And I’m inclined to take chapter nine, verse fifty-five and say, And when the men of the Western Allies saw that Hitler was dead, each departed to his home. There was just a sense of exhaustion after two world wars and a great depression within thirty years. All men wanted to do was to go home and rebuild their own lives. So God gave a gracious respite. Understandable. But there wasn’t a lot of hard thinking about why we were where we were. And my father’s generation and my generation have not done a great job. For here we are, sinning the same old sins again, within such a short time. And if we are not doing them ourselves, we are, as Paul says in Romans one, approving those that do them. 

We said, Never again. But the atrocities have not stopped. Doctor Mengele’s human experimentation continues, just in a more sophisticated manner. And we’re still exterminating the unwanted. 

Likely we could find the same sort of return to past sins in the church as well. That’s an ominous sign congregation because the scourge that God sent on Israel this time was greater than any before. The Lord, we read, sold Israel into the hands of the Philistines and the sons of Ammon, from the east and from the west, and they afflicted and crushed Israel. We haven’t met that term before. They afflicted and crushed all the sons of Israel both sides of the Jordan. Even Judah, not just Ephraim and Benjamin, but even Judah is caught in it this time. That was the tribe that was almost completely obedient and faithful in the first chapter. Surely, you say, this time there will be a true repentance at last. So thirdly,

A True Repentance, at last? 
For Lord, we have sinned against thee, for indeed we have forsaken our God and we have served the Baals (verse 10). That is the most genuine sounding and explicit confession of sin heard in the book.

But the Lord says, Forget it. Seven times I have delivered you, yet you have forsaken me and served other gods, therefore I will deliver you no more. Go and cry out to the gods which you have chosen. Let them deliver you in the time of your distress (13-14). But Israel is in earnest this time and so they cry again, We have sinned, do to us whatever seems good to thee, only please deliver us this day. So they put away the foreign gods from among them and served the Lord (15-16b). 

What more could the Lord want? That sounds as complete and thorough-going repentance as one could give. And what does the Lord think about it? He could bear the misery of Israel no longer (16c). And at first reading we jump at it and we want to jump at it and say, What a beautiful example of the grace of God! In the face of this perfect treachery, matching deliverance with defection, deliverance with defection, head to head, seven times over. What grace and compassion! 

Well I’m sure that it's there, for they are still God’s people, they bear God's name, they bear his mark. But what do we read? When the sons of Ammon gathered for another raid – that's what we read, that’s what comes next. And so the sons of Israel gathered also. Well we’ve repented Lord and we have told you, Lord, to do whatever you like with us. Only please save us. And they put away the foreign gods and again they served the Lord. 

But the leaders look around to one another and say, Who will lead us into battle? Notice the difference? There is no And the Lord raised up so-and-so to deliver Israel. It almost looked as if the pattern was restored and this repentance was genuine. But even if it was meant to be, even if they thought it was, the Lord knew their hearts better and he new that truth and integrity were far from them. So the whole pattern of life was topsy turvy. It's disintegrated, it's broken up.

But fourthly, 
There is a Disintegrated Deliverer. 
In the past the Lord had raised up a deliverer and then he has gathered the people. But this time, the people gather first. Is there even a presumption in that? And they had to cast about for their own man, and they have to promise him headship over all of Trans-Jordan, Gilead, to entice him to take on the job. 

Now think about this congregation. This is why I’m making a lot of the 55th verse of the last chapter and the exhaustion and resignation that it seems to indicate. And when the men of Israel saw that Abimelech was dead. It is as if they did, as we did after the Second World War when we saw the holocaust – it is as if they looked and saw and said, Never again. Yet, actually, they didn’t seem to learn any lessons from that terrible experience at all. 

For who was Abimelech? He was the son of a concubine, who came along and offered himself. Jephthah, whom they themselves chose, was the son of a prostitute, an even more transient relationship than that between a man and a concubine. 

Who was Abimelech? A half-brother who painted his legitimate brothers black with no apparent cause and deliberately distanced himself from them to steal their inheritance. Jephthah, whom the people now choose for themselves, had previously been cast out by his brothers and as a matter of fact he seemed to grieve over the fact, even though he had no legitimate claim to the inheritance. 

Who was Abimelech? A ‘thorn bush’, completely lacking truth and integrity, and who had to pay other worthless and reckless fellows to join him in killing his brothers. Jephthah was a valiant warrior to whom other castaways, other worthless fellows, naturally flocked for leadership and he accepts the task of saving his own brothers who had previously rejected him. 

There is a lot about Jephthah that is not right, that is disintegrated, but he was more honourable than his brothers. As Wilcox puts it, He was more sinned against, than sinning himself. But he was infinitely more dangerous than Abimelech who had already wrought such devastation on those he offered himself to be king over. And Jephthah had every reason to deal treacherously with Israel. Only in his case it wouldn’t have been treachery. Revenge; but hardly treachery. 

But this is the man they choose when God is taking his time about finding a man for them and they cannot wait. You see what I mean about what happens in a society when truth and integrity go out the window. Men even lose their commonsense. They cannot even see what is good for them. Last time, even after Jotham had warned them that Abimelech was a thorn-bush in which, in that hot dry, climate, fire was likely to break out at any time. But they don’t learn a thing by it and now they take the very fire itself to their hearts, voluntarily, in Jephthah. Israel has lost the plot. Its affairs are disintegrating – as are ours. 

In Psalm eleven, we read, If the foundations are destroyed, what can the righteous do? And the answer comes back, The Lord is in his Holy temple. The Lord’s throne is in heaven. He is still ruling the world; he is still in control. As I said earlier, God doesn’t stop working. 

So what do we find in Hebrews chapter eleven, that great hall of fame? What more shall I say? says the writer as he gets near to the end of the list. Time would fail me if I tell of Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, who by faith conquered kingdoms. But we don’t even have to go to Hebrews. In the twenty-ninth verse of chapter eleven, Now the Spirit of the Lord came upon Jephthah. And in the seventh verse of chapter twelve, And Jephthah judged Israel six years.
Through all their persistent sin, which should have driven God to be angry with them to the point of destruction, God still gives them a deliverer. Albeit a man who ought to have turned out worse than Abimelech. His background made him a powder keg. He was very far from perfect. 
But congregation this story should ring some bells in our heads. I think about David who was overlooked by his brothers and his father when Samuel arrived to anoint the next king. Oh, yea sure, there’s the little guy out tending the sheep but you don’t mean him, do you? Then when he goes to visit his brothers in that face-off with Goliath, they tell him to buzz off, Go on, beat it, you little nosy parker; this is men’s work; get back to the sheep. And then he is rejected by Saul and then by the other eleven tribes for seven years. Then by Absalom his own son. But in the midst of it all, he was God’s man. 
You know where I’m going next, don’t you. The Lord Jesus Christ. He came to his own people and they didn’t want to know him, John tells us. But even before that, his ancestry has a few tacky links in it. He comes from the tribe of Judah. Remember Judah, who took his daughter-in-law for a prostitute? The kid was Jesus’ ancestor. Another ancestor is the Canaanite prostitute from Jericho, Rahab. And then there is Ruth the Moabitess. That’s right, one of Eglon’s mob who had oppressed Israel earlier in Judges. Solomon, of course, was a product of David’s adultery with Bathsheba, whose husband he killed to cover up the whole grubby business. Jesus’ pedigree from the human side is not too crash hot. 
But he was God’s man for us. With the pure, thou wilt show thyself pure. With the crooked thou wilt show thyself shrewd. Very shrewd indeed. And so out of this disintegrated falling-apart mess, God brings salvation – then and now. Mind you, out of what else could God bring salvation if he was going to use man in it at all?
People of God, the foundations of our society are fast being destroyed. For the foundation of any society is truth and integrity. Only that produces faithfulness and trust. So in our home, lying always attracted the most severe punishment. But we should not lose hope. God is still in his temple to this day and always will be. He’s still on his throne. He still rules the world and he is well able to pick his way through our disintegrated and fractured society and do his work still. 
And you too, no matter what disintegrated background you come from, or what rejection you might have experienced or thought you have experienced, God can use you too. So let us have hope.					Amen. 
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