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Pentecost 11

The Lord is with You, Mighty Warrior [Judges 6:1-16 NIV]

The Israelites did Evil… Again!

Our text begins with, “Again, the Israelites did evil in the eyes of the Lord.”  Just a little background… After Israel took possession of the Promised Land they quickly fell in to sin; they began to worship the false god’s of the surrounding nations.  To wake the people up, to bring them back to God, God started sending invaders from other countries to overpower and oppress the people.  After being humbled, the people would repent, ask God for forgiveness, and pray for deliverance.  In response, God forgave their sins, and he sent deliverers called “judges” to save the people.  The people would then put their faith and obedience back in Yahweh only to have the next generation fall back into sin.  And so, this cycle of sin, punishment, deliverance, and sin perpetually continued.

In Judges Chapter 6, Israel had been through the cycle of deliverance, sin and re-deliverance 4 times already.  Now, Israel does evil in the eyes of the Lord for the 5th time, and God sent invaders from the south, the Land of Midian, to oppress the people.  The Bible says, “God gave them into the hands of the Midianites.”  In other words, they were at the mercy of the Midianites, and the Midianites were not known for being merciful.

Every year, the Midianites would sweep in from the south like a wave.  They would come just when the Israelites had planted their crops.  They trampled the drops and killed off all of Israel’s livestock.  That meant no crops, no meat, no milk, and no wool.  In an agricultural society, this meant their economy was completely ruined.  So many Midianites came up, the Bible says they were like a swarm of locusts – too many to even count.  The only thing Israel could do was build mountain strongholds and fortresses and there until Midian went home.  And of course, Midian only went home when there was nothing left for Israel.

After seven long years of Midianite cruelty, the Israelites finally cried out to the Lord for help.  IN response to their cry, God did two things.  First, he sends an anonymous prophet to tell the people how they got into this mess in the first place.  God said to the people, “I said, ‘Do not worship the God’s of the Amorites, but you have not listened to me.’”  Out of love, God reveals to the people their sins so they can turn away from their sins.  Second, God prepares to send another judge.  But before we go any further, we need to appreciate what a judge was.

Judges, JUDGES, and Gideon

When we hear the word judge, what image pops into your mind?  It is probably a guy in a black robe, a gavel in his hand, glasses, and maybe even a powdered wig.  A judge was nothing like this at all in the Old Testament.  A judge would have looked more like Brave Heart rallying the troops, or a champion Gladiator.  

The judges were heroes and mighty warriors.  They were strong and courageous, they inspired courage in others, and they rallied large armies.  They could be men or women.  Deborah was a judge.  The most famous and mightiest judge was Sampson.  He was so ferocious he tore a lion apart with his bare hands, just for sport.  He tore large city gates off their hinges, and he killed enemy troops by the thousands.  These guys were beyond elite – they were supermen.  The most elite army commandos would cower at the sight of a judge.

Gideon

And so God called the next judge, a man named Gideon.  When the Lord came to Gideon, he was threshing wheat in a winepress.  This is a very important detail.  People normally threshed wheat up on a hilltop so the wind could carry away the chaff.  But a winepress was a large pit, dug deep into the earth.  Gideon is down in a winepress because he is afraid of the Midianites.  

Gideon is not the kind of guy who tears lions apart for sport, and he doesn’t beat up bad guys by the thousands.  Gideon was a coward and a weakling.  Today, he might have resembled this guy [image of stereotypical geek].  Nonetheless, this is how God greets him.  “Yahweh is with you, Mighty Warrior.  Go in the strength you have and save Israel from Midian.”

Can you imagine Gideon’s response?  He first looks behind him to make sure God isn’t talking to someone else.  Then he says with a doubtful expression on his face, “Who, me?  This is a joke, right?  Did one of my brothers but you up to this?”  Gideon knows he’s anything but a mighty warrior.  That’s why he’s hiding in a winepress.  Like any good coward, he tries to talk his way out of it.  “How can I save Israel?  My clan is the weakest one, and I am the least in my family!”  In other words, don’t make me crawl out of this winepress!

From “Gideons” to Mighty Warriors

I believe that no matter who you are, you can relate to Gideon.  God called Gideon to do great things, and Gideon thought God had picked the wrong guy.  Individually, God has called each of us to be his children.  Corporately, he has called us to be his people – a holy nation.  He has called us out of sin’s oppression, he has called us to be imitators of his son Jesus in a hostile world, and he is calling each of us to do mighty things in his name.  The mightiest thing of all is the charge to go and make disciples of all nations – even to the ends of the earth.

Locally, God has chosen Risen Christ Lutheran Church to be his instrument – his judge, so to speak – to deliver the people from the bondage and oppression of sin.  And now, he has called Risen Christ Lutheran Church to be missionaries to the Chinese people.  Maybe some of you are looking around asking, “Who, me?  Are you sure you’ve got the right church?”  Maybe you feel like Gideon did, and if this church had a winepress you’d go hide in it.

I’m not criticizing anyone.  I know that there are plenty of reasons to feel this way.  Here are a few.

· I’m not equipped to do this.

· I don’t speak Chinese.  Hey, I don’t even eat Chinese food.

· I don’t know the Bible that well.

· I’m an insignificant person, in a small church, in a small denomination.

· There are over 20,000 Chinese people in the Twin Cities and about 200 of us.

· And then there is my own sin.  Maybe you look at your own life and the sins are so many they are like the Midianites – uncountable, like a swarm of locusts.  Maybe you feel unworthy to be called a child of God, let alone to do mighty things in his name.

The Lord is with You

By your own strength, you are unworthy; you are weak; you don’t stand a chance.  But listen again to what God says to Gideon.  “Am I not sending you?”  The emphasis is on I.  I, Yahweh, the almighty am sending you.”  And God says twice that he himself will be with Gideon (6:12,16).  

If God is with you, he is personally committed to you – to forgive, to renew, to protect, to empower.  No matter who you are, if God is with you, you carry with you the might of the almighty.  Not your power, God’s power.  That’s why God could come to a puny weakling like Gideon, and say with a straight face, “Yahweh is with you, Mighty Warrior.”

And how is the Lord with you?  First, he shows he is with you by taking away your sins.  For those who cower under the weight of their sins, God has conquered your sins.  God appointed a hero, a mighty warrior, a judge to slay sin and death.  That hero is Jesus Christ.  He single handedly defeated your sin – and the sin of the whole world – on the cross.  In baptism, your sins were washed away, and by the power of Jesus resurrection you are a new creation – daily conquering sin through repentance, the assurance of forgiveness and the power of the Holy Spirit to live a holy life.

This is not the only way God is with us.  God also shows his presence by giving us the tools, the weapons, to accomplish our mission.  He gives us his words.  We don’t have to worry about what we’re going to say, because God wants us to speak his words.  Those words are the Bible, and they can be sunned up in John 3:16.  Share these words with others.

God shows he is with us by boosting our strength and numbers.  The same words that bring salvation to others strengthen and reassure us.  God also gives us the gift of Holy Communion.  There he physically comes to us to forgive sins and strengthen faith.  And God boosts our numbers by connecting us to other Christians around the Twin Cities and the world who are praying for us, and even helping us in tangible ways.  We are never in this alone.

In everything, and especially as we begin a new mission to the Chinese, we have so many questions.  Who are we going to find?  Where are we going to find them?  What are we going to do when we start meeting people?  As we prepare, learn about Chinese culture, and explore the Twin Cities, God is with us by hearing and answering our prayers.  James 1:5 says, “If anyone lacks wisdom, ask God who gives generously, and he will give it to you” (author’s paraphrase).  As we work and pray, God will open and close the right doors for us.  He will give us the wisdom.  That’s a promise.

Gideon felt weak and small in the face of a mighty task.  By God’s power, however, Gideon defeated a countless army with only 300 men.  As we face God’s mission for us, we may also feel small.  But God says this in 2 Corinthians 12:9, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.”  God loves to choose the weak to accomplish his will so that his power is even more obvious.

Therefore, as we go forth in God’s mission, have faith.  The Lord is with you, Mighty Warriors.
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