WHEN TRUTH IS TRODDEN IN THE STREETS
Judges 8:33 - 9:57   2 Peter 1:1-4
INTRODUCTION
Well congregation, we all know the procedure by now. Gideon will die, Israel will sin again and the Lord will send them some scourge, someone to punish them and they will cry to the Lord and he will raise up another judge to save them. That's the pattern, that's the flow. But when we look at the story carefully, we see that something doesn't click into place. The judge dies and there is sin again. So far, so good. But God sends no scourge on them, no invaders and so there is no repentance and no deliverance. Well. There's a sort of deliverance, but in that there's no repentance and no invader, the story doesn't follow the pattern. 

Interesting, just when we think we've got God taped, he doesn't come to the party. He doesn't do the decent thing and do what's expected of him. But we have noticed already that God didn't quite do things all according to the book in the story of Gideon either. He sent a deliverer before the people repented in the story of Gideon. Now that is grace, isn't it? In fact right through the whole story we don't hear about repentance even though they were wonderfully saved. 

Could that perhaps be why things begin to get so bad from chapter nine on through the rest of the book? God shows grace upon grace. He extends grace beyond the limits. He sends a saviour without the people repenting and in the face of that we still do not hear one word of confession. 

God is longsuffering, but there is a limit to how much he will allow one to spurn his grace. Hebrews says "If we go on sinning wilfully after having received a knowledge of the truth, there remains no more sacrifice for sin." This chapter is a turning point in the book. There are no more periods of peace. There are other men who judge - 22 years, 23 years, 7 years and so forth. And maybe they were peaceful years but there is no mention of peace. It's all coming apart. The cycle of sin, repentance, deliverance is all upset. In the present story no one is sent as a scourge upon the sin of Israel. And we don't read about peace anymore. 

Well why should God play on our circus roundabout forever anyway? Is God somehow obliged to jump every time we cry when we cry only when he spanks us because we sin? And when we do that constantly and try his patience over and over again, does God really have to drop into our expected pattern and throw down the fire escape at our every beck and call just to have us hop on our bike and go our own sweet way again? This is not a cycle of predictable events anymore. It's a cycle going down hill like a spiral, like one of those trumpet sea-shells. So from now on everything in the book gets more difficult to understand. The whole story gets complicated. The waters are all muddied. 

Something happens when you play with God like this, congregation. Or when you play with anyone like this. When you play with life like this. When we begin to think seriously that we can have our cake and eat it too. When we begin to think as if the line in the couplet, "sin all you like for there's always remission" is true instead of a mockery. We've done it so many times now - grace works like magic. After all is said and done, that's what God's for, isn't it? It's his job to forgive. Something happens when we get so morally cynical as that. Truth and integrity, duty and faithfulness, living by God's Word, therefore necessarily living by our word when we give it, all of that becomes an object of scorn. Speak about them in public and they raise a snigger among some people and a bemused, patronizing smile among the more sophisticated yet polite sinners. 

Israel had played this game for a long time now, so when Gideon died, they not only turned to the gods of the nations around about; this time they went so far as to say, "This is the God we've always worshipped." They called one of them Baal-berith, the lord of the covenant, can you believe it? "Thus the sons of Israel did not remember the Lord their God who had delivered them from the hands of all their enemies on every side, nor did they show kindness to the household of Gideon in accord with all the good that he had done to Israel."

Gideon, with all the best intentions in the world, had taken the service of the Lord into his own hands. He was called to judge Israel. But to wait for the Lord's word and be content with whatever wisdom was at hand if the Lord appeared not to speak to him wasn't good enough for Gideon. Sometimes God does not speak specially to this situation or that situation in life. He simply leaves us to act on the basis of the Word we already have. And it is good and right and humble of us to live in his providence, even if it means apparent silence, being left up in the air a bit. So Gideon made an ephod so that he could divine the Word of God whenever he thought he would need it. You see, Gideon wanted God on tap, just like the pagans, just like many people want God today. So when Gideon died, Israel went the whole hog. They took this pagan thinking about God to its logical conclusion. 

Well the story is clear enough. Abimelech is the son of the Canaanite concubine of Gideon's. Having a lust for power himself, he paints his brothers, or his half-brothers, with the same brush and raises fear in the minds of his fellow-Shechemites, Canaanites or half-Canaanites like him, that Gideon's legitimate sons want to rule over them. "Do you really want to be further subjected to Israel like this, my fellow-Shechemites?" So they connived with him to kill off Gideon's seventy sons and make him their king. How often have we seen this congregation in the last century? Here is a terrible problem and here is the cause - these guys over here - and I am the answer.

The youngest, Jotham, escapes and climbs Mount Gerazim above Shechem. And stripped down, with his running shoes on and ready to bolt in about 3 minutes, 15 seconds, he tells this little parable. All of which boils down to saying that better men have better things to do than enter politics. That game, Jotham says, is left to gorse bushes which had the habit in that dry climate as they do in the hills, for example, around Wellington or Nelson, of bursting into flame in the summer and endangering the real trees in the famous forests of Lebanon. 

"If you Shechemites have dealt in truth and integrity with each other, and with Gideon and his house, in making Abimelech king, then rejoice in each other," says Jotham. "But if not, then may you mutually consume each other." Can't you hear them sniggering at this funny Victorian-sounding kid up there, talking about such quaint old-fashioned ideas as truth and integrity. They were into real-politiks. They were into what makes things move in this world. Just as well they sniggered. It gave him just enough time to show them a clean pair of heels. 

Honour among thieves lasts only so long and it all happened just as Jotham had cursed. "God sent an evil spirit between Abimelech and the men of Shechem; and the men of Shechem dealt treacherously with Abimelech, in order that the violence done to the 70 sons of Jerubaal might come, and their blood might be laid on Abimelech their brother, who killed them, and on the men of Shechem, who strengthened his hands to kill his brothers" (verses 23-24). And so it was, with a few twists and turns in the plot along the way. Abimelech consumed Shechem and Shechem Abimelech - with the help of a woman from a nearby town with a very nasty kitchen utensil usually used for grinding corn, now used to grind Abimelech's skull. 

"Thus God, repaid the wickedness of Abimelech which he had done to his father in killing his 70 brothers. Also God returned all the wickedness of the men of Shechem on their heads and the curse of Jotham, the son of Jerubaal came upon them" (verses 56-57).
Congregation, God is not mocked. "Whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap." When we deal with God, or when we deal with our fellowmen and women, treacherously, God will judge us. "If we deny him," as Israel did, "God will also deny us," says the Apostle Paul.

I want to say three things about this this morning.

1.	BE VERY THANKFUL FOR EXTERIORS
What I mean is this: Every day our parliament is opened with prayer. Now you might be inclined to say, "What a mockery, what a hypocrisy, we should do away with it." And I understand and I agree that there is a lot of hypocrisy about it. But don't do away with it. Outward forms and structures, the way we do things in society and the church and the family, do not and cannot make hearts pure, but they are still useful. 

When the northern kingdom broke away from Judah several hundred years after the times of the Judges and that northern kingdom became more and more apostate over the years, the Lord did not say to them, Your hearts are not right and honest with me so forget about your religion. Nor did he do that with Judah either when that kingdom apostatized. He did in the end, but not for a very long time. God did not say, "Forget about circumcision - or baptism, the New Testament equivalent - because you don't mean it." Rather he said, "You are circumcised, you are my people. Be my people, live up to it." So when Elijah called Israel to Mt Carmel, he called them as the people of the Lord, still, even though there were only 70 of the Lord's prophets left versus 450 of Baal and 400 of Asherah. 

You see, God still treated them and spoke to them as his people. He sent prophets to them to call them to reform their ways and turn their hearts back to him. They might be mere white-washed sepulchres full of dead men's bones, but God took a long time to send the Lord Jesus and actually call them "the children of the devil" and not "children of Abraham" at all. For, you see, when you do finally lift the lid off and remove all outward restraints or appearances even, things can happen pretty fast and pretty drastically and the fall can be pretty awful. That's what the rest of the book of Judges is about. 

The time almost certainly comes to every rotten society or church or family, but don't be too quick to think that you have the wisdom to know when to blow the whistle, as it were. For what do we read in our story today? Verse 33; "When it came about, as soon as Gideon was dead, that the sons of Israel played the harlot with the Baals and made Baal-berith, their god." And from that moment, it all fell apart. 

Things were not good in Israel under Gideon's judgeship. He was keeping the lid on a lot of rot and the moment he died, the stench came out. But who wants to see another reign of Abimelech in a hurry? And so where religion is practised, where even liberal churches still read the Word of God and administer the sacraments, where fathers still read the Bible with their families, whipping through the Lord's prayer rather formally, however insincere we may think these things may be, let us pray that God would still use them to witness to his people and call them back.

2.	BE ABSOLUTELY EARNEST ABOUT INTERIORS
The proverb says, "Guard your heart, for out of it flow the issues of life." I am not talking now about how you should look at others, I'm talking about how you and I should look at ourselves. Am I sincere? Am I earnest and honest with God? Do I take the baptism of my children and the vows I made when I did seriously? Am I doing all in my power to teach them and have them taught the doctrines I just confessed in the baptism form to be the truth of Scripture? For "God is not mocked. Whatever a man sows, he reaps." 

When you made those vows when you professed your faith, did you really mean them? Because too often, it seems, when it comes to fulfilling the more difficult parts of them or, for that matter, just the regular ordinary parts like heeding the Lord's call to worship on the Lord's Day, it seems often people don't mean them at all. Somehow or other we think that these are not very serious vows and we can play a bit fast and loose with these ones. It's only the institutional church anyway. But weren't they made before God? 

What is part of the point of our story? It's the development of sin. Once you begin down a certain wrong track, unless you realise it and turn back, it will continue. Come on, how many of us have read those lovely old Jungle Doctor books by Paul White? In one of them, somebody tried to keep a little leopard, but little leopards become big leopards and big leopards kill. So little sins become big sins and big sins kill. 

So initially, even under Gideon, the people began to play the harlot with the ephod, they began to use God at their whim. When they needed an answer, he was expected to supply it. You see, God was now for Israel, not Israel for God. So the next step, since they they were operating the true religion like a pagan religion anyway, was to get a real pagan god, which they did as soon as Gideon died. The next step was that Shechem, under Abimelech, killed Gideon's sons. Well did Jotham question their truth and integrity. And because Abimelech and Shechem hadn't dealt with God in truth and integrity, soon enough, we read, "Shechem dealt treacherously," without truth and integrity, "with Abimelech." And they just as quickly took to themselves a new thornbush politician - Gaal. A true king is to be a shepherd of his people, to try and win them back, but there's no true king in Abimelech, so they end up killing each other. 

That is how it goes congregation when we break faith. And we must not think that we can break faith in one area of life and not another. If we break faith anywhere it will enter the very hearts of our lives and our homes and our marriages too. And so it has. Ah! Those Victorians, they were just hypocrites, and anyway, lots of their marriages were not happy. Maybe (but not necessarily) you are right on both counts, but has taking the lid off and going the extra step of breaking vows helped us any? No, we have just broken the institution of marriage completely. Outwards forms, structures of society, church, family, they are very important, but if the heart is not right, they are only holding the lid on a rotten stew. And when those old forms and structures are taken away or we get out from under their shelter, then we find that our hearts were not in such good shape at all. 

It happens sometimes when a young person leaves home or you move to a new area or a new country away from old influences, that's the sort of occasion we really find out what we are made of. This is part of what the book of Judges is about too isn't it? Being a first generation, not a third generation Christian? Having real, personal, heart dealing with God, each one for ourselves. Am I born again? Do I stand before God in my own faith, not my parents? 

Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, let us be absolutely earnest about our interior, our heart. "Guard it, for out of it flow the issues of life" and if there is not truth and integrity there, all our words, our family devotions, our church attendance, everything, mean nothing.

3.	DO NOT INFLICT YOUR SIN UPON YOUR POSTERITY
Another Proverb says, "Teach a child in the way it should go, and when it is old it will not depart from it." We remember of course that proverbs are general rules. God still operates his own electing love within them. But remember too that most of what our children learn from us is what is caught from our behaviour rather than what is taught by our instruction. 

I said earlier that the pattern of sin, a scourge from God, confession, deliverance is broken in this story. Gideon the judge dies and Israel sins. That's the first step. But that's all. There's no scourge sent from God to drive them to repentance and back to himself. Actually though, people of God, there is. Jeremiah 2 says, "Your own wickedness will correct you, and your apostasies will reprove you. Know then and see that it is evil and bitter for you to forsake the Lord your God." Romans 1 says, "Men received in their own persons the due penalty of their error." 

The sin itself became the scourge, the invader, the judgment of God. Listen again, "Then God sent an evil spirit between Abimelech and the men of Shechem and the men of Shechem dealt treacherously with Abimelech." Gideon, good, godly Gideon broke faith and with his ephod he taught Israel to look at God in a pagan way, as a kind of magical quick response fix-it man, a kind of Dial-a-Hubby. Well, you can dial a prayer, and according to some tele-evangelists if you hold your hand on the tele and send in ten dollars you'll get the appropriate answer too, if you have enough faith. That is paganism! Even if you still have the Bible in front of you and use the name of the God of the Bible.

So when Gideon died, it was not hard to go the next step and proclaim a new lord of the covenant. Thus, Gideon's deviation became, in the next generation, full-scale apostasy - full-scale treachery, harlotry, spiritual adultery. And because they had dealt treacherously, not in truth and integrity, with their God, they soon dealt similarly with each other and that mutual treachery burst into the flames of a mutually destructive warfare.

Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, it is our duty and our pleasure and our heart's desire to pass on our faith to our children. Only God can do that, because it must be born again anew with every generation. But he does it through means. And if we do not deal with God's covenant and every covenant with truth and integrity, we will only set up our children for even greater treachery than even we have committed - or the greater dissolution of society than we have so far seen. 

And don't we see it? Let me give you one example; - a little article in Trowel and Sword, the magazine of the Reformed Churches of Australia. I quote;

Those mourning the breakdown of Tom and Nicole's marriage may have noticed that the Cruise-Kidman divorce is going to be civilised for the sake of the children. However, Dr Judith Wallerstein, who conducted a landmark 25 year study of children of divorce with a matched control group, found that children suffer deeply from their parents' divorce even when there are no disputes. "Adult children of divorce are telling us loud and clear that their parents' anger at the time of the breakup is not what matters most," Wallerstein says. "Unless there was violence or abuse or unremitting high conflict, they have dim memories of what transpired during this supposedly critical period. It is the many years of living in a post-divorce or remarried family that count.... It's feeling sad, lonely and angry during childhood. It's travelling on airplanes alone when you're seven to visit your parent. It's having no choice about how you spend your vacations.... It's reaching adulthood with acute anxiety. Will you ever find a faithful woman to love you? Will you find a man you can trust? Or will your relationships fail just like your parents did?" Staying together for the sake of the children is often considered old-fashioned. But Wallerstein is telling us it made a lot of sense. Unquote.

The figures I have heard are that up to maybe 90% of children of divorced parents also divorce. We only kidded ourselves it was for the sake of the children. We are now into the third generation of this breakdown in society all because in little things we say, "It doesn't matter." We do not deal with God and with one another with truth and integrity. Nobody's word means a thing in our day, even if it is written on paper. 

Congregation, our God is a covenant keeping God. He's also a father and Jesus called us to be perfect even as our Father in heaven is perfect. That word perfect does not mean sinless, even though of course, God is perfect in every respect. The word perfect that Jesus uses there translates the Greek equivalent of integrity in our text. We are to have truth and integrity, faithfulness even as our father in heaven has truth and integrity. 

As we do that, people of God, we may expect God to use us to pass on the faith in truth to our children, and ourselves escape the dissolution of the world we live in which is all the result, in the first instance, of unfaithful dealing with God, Romans 1 tells us. God is a God who keeps his promises, his word. We are all called to do the same and so avoid those terrible scenes we have just read about in Judges chapter 9. And people of God, not only are we called to, we are able to. "God's divine power," Peter tells us, "has granted to us everything pertaining to life and Godliness through the true knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and excellence. For by these he has granted to us his precious and magnificent promises in order that, by them, you might become partakers of the divine nature, having escaped the corruption that is in the world by lust." 

Just because truth is trodden down in the streets out there, people of God, it doesn't have to be among us. And to escape that corruption and dissolution is part of the very reason God saved us. And by his Spirit he enables us to do it. 				Amen
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