163. GIDEON
"And the number of them that lapped, putting their hand to their mouth, were 300 men"

The Children of Israel again did evil in the sight of God (Judges 6:1) and He allowed the Midianites to invade and overrun the Land.

A battle had been fought at Mt. Tabor in which Israel was defeated, and Gideon's brothers slain (Judges 8:18). Midian oppressed Israel for seven years (Judges 6:1-2) and stripped the land of all its produce. Fire and sword spread terror on every hand. Pillage, massacre and murder drove the Israelites to take refuge in the numerous caves in the hills and in strongholds on hill tops. Their crops were eaten out by the invaders, and their homes destroyed. Famine started to sweep through the land.

Why did they suffer? BECAUSE OF SIN. And all the suffering in the world is due to sin. It is a heritage that man has brought upon himself, and the only way whereby we can escape from the consequence of sin is to turn to God and seek His guidance and walk in His ways.

Judges 6, 7 & 8; Hebrews 11:32

A PROPHET'S MESSAGE (Ch. 6:7-10).
Faced with starvation, and continuing oppression, Israel turned to God and prayed for deliverance. He sent a prophet who reminded the people of how they had turned from God and had disobeyed His voice. He reminded them of God's mercy in saving them from Egypt and other enemies who had attacked them from time to time.

In this way the people were made to realise the cause of their troubles which really was not the Midianites but their own disregard for God and His Law.

THE CALL OF GIDEON (Chapter 6:11-16).
God sent an angel to Gideon, the son of Joash. He was secretly threshing wheat hoping that the Midianites would not find him. The angel addressed him as "a mighty man of valour." Apparently Gideon had already shown his opposition to the idolatry in the land including that of his own father's house, for later the people quickly picked on him as the one responsible for destroying their altar and god (v. 29).

Note Gideon's question and comments in v. 13. The angel did not reply to this statement. All he did was to look at Gideon (v. 14). Under the steady gaze of the angel no reply was necessary. Gideon knew why Israel suffered. His own father's house was a centre of idolatry (v. 25).

GIDEON ASKS FOR A SIGN (vv. 17-24).
Gideon had been told to deliver Israel. It was a tremendous task. The land was overwhelmed by an army that was likened to grasshoppers because of their numbers and destructive power. But Israel were not in a position to go to war. How could Gideon convince and encourage them. He requested a sign and it was given. Gideon had prepared a meal for the angel, and had placed it on a rock. The angel touched the food with his staff, and instantly the food was consumed by fire. Gideon was then told what he must do. FIRST — Baal worship in Israel must be destroyed. SECOND — He was to deliver Israel from its enemies. This is consistent with the principle that the truth of God is first pure, and then peaceable (James 3:17). Jesus Christ is first KING OF RIGHTEOUSNESS, and then KING OF PEACE (Hebrews 7:2). In other words, righteousness must precede peace.

BAAL WORSHIP OVERTHROWN (vv. 25-32).
In obedience to these instructions, Gideon took ten of his servants and overthrew the altar of Baal belonging to his father. He cut down the wooden image (called "a grove") that was erected beside it and then built an altar unto Yahweh. He used the wood of the image to burn the sacrifice he then offered.

He did this at night, because of the men of the village who were Baal-worshippers. In the morning they demanded the life of Gideon, but Joash, his father, replied, "If Baal be a god, let him plead for himself." Joash's belief in God had been restored by the courage and faith of his son. Gideon, whose name signifies a Great Warrior, had his name changed to Jerubbaal which means "contended with Baal". He was also known as Jerubbesheth (2 Samuel 11:21), which means "He shall contend against confusion and shame."

Gideon's faithful action helped to restore the Truth again in Israel. His personal faith stirred the heart of Israel to have faith in God.

ISRAEL'S DELIVERANCE.
All this did not go unnoticed by the Midianites. They could see in the action of Gideon and the spirit he was arousing in Israel, the seeds of revolt against their occupancy of the land. They gathered a huge force together to put down the revolt before it became too great.

Meanwhile Gideon sent messengers through the tribes, and gradually the people were gathered unto him (see vv. 34-35). In comparison to the number of the invaders, those who gathered to support Gideon were very few. He pleaded for another sign to show that God was indeed with him. The sign was given (see v. 36-40). As requested, when Gideon put out a fleece of wool in the evening, he found the fleece ringing wet with dew in the morning, whilst the ground was dry round about. The sign was
reversed on the following night. Gideon then knew that God was indeed with him.

GIDEON'S ARMY REDUCED TO 300 MEN (Ch. 7:1-8).
32,000 Israelites had answered the call of Gideon (7:1). They gathered at the valley of Jezreel by a well called Harod (meaning "trembling"). They saw opposed to them, a huge force of well-armed Midianites numbering 135,000 (8:10). The Israelites were not well equipped and they were conscious of the power of those opposed to them. Thus the well, by which they camped, was called the Well of Trembling because many of the Israelites were frightened. But God said that the forces of Israel were too large. He called upon Gideon to remove those who were afraid, from their midst (see Deut. 20:8). As a result, 22,000 left Gideon.

Even so that was still too many. Gideon was told to take them down to the well, and observe how they drank. Those who hastily put their heads straight into the water were told to stand on one side, those who were watchful, lifted it up in their hands and drank were put on the other side. The former, were sent home and Gideon found himself at the head of just 300 men. They were opposed by 135,000 well-armed Midianites. The victory would be so obviously attributable to God's control of the battle (see Psa. 33:16).

This mere handful of men against a far superior army again illustrates the principle that God's "strength is made perfect in weakness" in overcoming a humanly impossible situation with a few whose strength lay in their faith in Yahweh.

A DREAM OF VICTORY (vv. 9-15).
God commanded Gideon to go down at nightfall with Phurah, his armour-bearer, and listen to the enemy talking in their tents. Creeping stealthily down the valley, they came to the outskirts of the camp. The Midianites lay along the valley like grasshoppers for multitude. Close to the tents, they heard two soldiers speaking together about a dream, one had received. He had seen a cake of barley bread tumble into the camp of Midian. Striking a tent, it turned it over. His companion replied, "This is nothing else save the sword of Gideon, the man of Israel, for into his hand hath God delivered Midian and all his host."

The barley loaf was the bread of poverty; it was a small thing to destroy the tent of Midian. And Gideon's force was pitiable in the sight of Midian's thousands. But the dream showed Gideon that God was with him. He realised that God had caused the spirit of fear to sweep through the camp of Midian.

Gideon divided his 300 men into three companies. He gave each man a trumpet and a torch covered with a pitcher. Thus spread out they would be able to encompass the whole forces of Midian better. At midnight, (the middle watch) as the sentries of Midian were being changed, they made their presence known.

THE VICTORY (vv. 16-25).
The Midianite encampment was on the northern side of the valley, between Gilboa and Little Hermon. Israel's camp was on the slope of Gilboa. The Midianitish camp was suddenly and fearfully awakened by the blast of the trumpets, by the crashing of 300 pitchers and the cry "the sword of Yahweh and of Gideon". Already troubled by dreams and omens, the Midianites woke in panic. Little dreaming how small was the attacking force, they fought each other to escape, and thus, soldier cutting down soldier, the camp was thrown into complete confusion and uproar. The Midianites fled eastward across the Jordan, back to their own land.

But Gideon had appealed to the tribe of Ephraim to assist him, and the Ephraimites gathered at the fords of Jordan to cut off the Midianites as they escaped. There the two princes Oreb and Zeeb were caught.

Even so, 15,000 Midinites escaped with Zebah and Zalmunna their chiefs, and rested secure (Judges 8:10-11) far from the battle. They imagined that they had escaped the sword of Gideon, but with his faithful 300 men, Gideon with great determination still pursued them (Judges 8:4). Coming suddenly upon Zebah and Zalmunna, he completely destroyed the remnant of their mighty army.

He returned to punish those Israelites who had refused to assist him in the height of the campaign. The large tribe of Ephraim were jealous of the success of Gideon, and he pacified them with a soft answer that turned away their wrath (Judges 8:1-2; Proverbs 15:1). But the cities of Suc-coth and Peniel had refused to give food to Gideon's army in its time of need, and were punished by him when he returned from slaying the remnant of the Midianite army.

GIDEON REFUSED TO BE ISRAEL'S KING (Ch. 8:22-25).
Gideon was requested by the grateful Israelites to be their king, but he refused, saying, "Yahweh shall rule over you." Israel had peace as long as Gideon lived. But after his death, we learn that "the children of Israel remembered not Yahweh their God, who had delivered them out of the hands of all their enemies, neither shewed their kindness to the house of Jerubbaal, namely Gideon, according to all the goodness which he had shewed unto Israel" (Judges 8:34-35).

LESSON FOR US:
The story of Gideon repeats the important princple that:—

a. SIN will bring SUFFERING:
b. SEEKING God will bring SALVATION.

It shows that great men like Gideon required the help and encouragement that God alone can give, and that His mercy is always extended to those who seek it. Out of weakness he was made strong. He waxed valiant in fight and turned to flight the army of the Midianites (see Heb. 11:32,34,39-40).

It teaches us also to work for God and not for man. Israel remembered not the house of Gideon for all he had done for them. But God never forgets. Service to Him brings its rewards. The story of Gideon also illustrates the chaotic period of the Judges leading to the establishment of the Kingdom of God in Israel. It is a story repeated many times with different characters — Jephthah, Samson, Barak and others. It is a story that finds reflection in the history of the Truth time and again, since the first advent of Christ. Men have arisen time and again, to revive the Truth in their day and generation. Then, after a time, the early enthusiasm has waned, the Truth has become buried in error, and has finally been lost to view. Then, once more, God has provided men of faith to bring it again to light. And this has continued since the first advent of the Lord Jesus Christ.
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PARAGRAPH QUESTIONS:
2. What were the signs that the angel gave to Gideon to show that God was going to use him in overthrowing the Midianites.
3. Describe how God caused Gideon to choose his army.
4. Describe the extent of Gideon's battle to completely destroy the Midianitish army.
5. What was Israel's response to Gideon following his victory over Midian?

ESSAY QUESTIONS:
1. Describe how and why God chose a numerically inferior force of Israelites with Gideon to overcome the Midianites.
2. Write a character study of Gideon as a man of faith with particular reference to the problems we face today.

