Young Adults Fellowship Bible Study 28 Feb 2001

Character Study: Gideon (Judges 6:6-8:35)

Gideon (Hebrew for "warrior" or "feller") was a man raised up by God to deliver His people from the Midianites, who were invading Manasseh (from which Gideon came), Zebulun, Naphtali, Asher and Gaza. The Midianites had a new weapon that gave them this wide scope and swiftness: it was the fighter planes of the times(Camels! 

The book of Judges tells us how the Israelites obeyed and disobeyed God cyclically, after God delivered them, they forget His goodness and followed after idols(apostasy (turning willfully from God after a time of profession, described as going into reverse gear with Jesus). However, this was a time of great anguish, so much that the ungrateful Israelites were driven to God once again for help. Do we only go to God only in times of worry and need, and not in times of peace?

In the past when the Israelites faced oppressors, God sent judges (Hebrew "shophet", military leader, civil administrator, and decider of cases at law) to deliver His people. However, this time, He first sent an unnamed prophet to admonish them. Why? Because the Israelites had not yet dealt with their sins. In the same way, God may delay our deliverance when we pray to Him for His own good reasons, one of which is our disobedience towards Him. Yet in the end, God lovingly provided another deliverer in the person of Gideon.

1. Gideon's Call (chap. 6 vs. 11-16)

Describe Gideon in 3 words:
Fearful



Discouraged




Skeptical

· threshing wheat in a winepress to hide it from the Midianites.

· having only a small harvest, as can be seen by the fact that a winepress is sufficient to contain the wheat.

· story of man with inferiority complex: went to psychiatrist and said, “Doctor you must help me... I feel worthless...my friends tell me I have terrible inferiority complex. Can you help me?” The psychiatrist gave him some tests. After evaluation, a week later, the doctor said, “I have some good news and some bad news. Good news is we have proven you do not have a complex. Bad news is(you are inferior.”
· that's how Gideon could have felt when God came to him, but God called him "mighty warrior"! God was going to transform timid Gideon into a hero of faith (Hebrews 11:32). God saw Gideon's potential and His own power. 

· Gideon's response in vs. 13 & 15.

· Abraham was also an idol-worshipper before God changed him into the "Father of faith".

· God's answer to Gideon's Discouragement( the promise of His commission (v. 14) and companionship (v. 16). Cf. with the New Testament Great Commission.

· God's answer to Gideon's inadequacy(God's adequacy! 2 Corinthians 12:9 says "my power is made perfect in weakness." (words of Christ).

· Hudson Taylor: "All of God's great men have been weak men who did great things for God because they reckoned on His being with them; they counted on His faithfulness."
2. Gideon's Response to the Call (chap. 6 vs. 17-24)

Gideon tested the angel (or messenger) of God, who seems to be the Lord Jesus Himself (see vs. 14 & 16, also Genesis 16:7; 22:11; 31:11; Exodus 3:2)!

1st Test:
· Prepared a meal or freewill offering out of a young goat and bread made from an ephah (that's 18 kg!) of flour.

· Considering this was a time of famine and disturbance, Gideon's willingness to give sacrificially to God is evident.

· The angel of the Lord touched the offering and it was consumed with fire!

· Then the angel vanished, and Gideon realised that he had seen God and he feared, remembering God's words to Moses in Exodus 33:20: "no man shall see me, and live".

What can we say about Gideon's preparation so far?

· his call from God came while he was obediently & faithfully working to help his family, showing commitment & resourcefulness. 

· transformed by the presence of God, the commissioning by God, the assurance from God, and then the miraculous confirmation that Gideon’s sacrifice was accepted by God.
· to be ready for God's calling to whatever He has planned for us, we need also to be obedient and faithful in our everyday life.

3. Gideon's Initial Obedience (chap 6 vs. 25-32)

Gideon was commanded to destroy his father Joash's altar to Baal, an Amorite idol:

· not easy to do(try wrecking your dad's car!(God's demand for private commitment requires public discipleship.

· a small thing for Gideon to do as compared to what he would do later on(obedience in small things can qualify us for larger ministries(e.g. performing ushering duties, etc. 

· the felling of the altar to Baal was necessary before God's altar can be built(self must die before Christ's Lordship in our lives can be established. 

· the Baal-worship must also go before Midian can go(idols in our hearts must go before we gain victory over sins or problems that enslave us.

Results of Gideon's obedience:

· anger of the townspeople (vs. 28-30)

· transformation of his father Joash (v. 31)(from the man Gideon most feared to become his greatest defender!

· establishment of Gideon's reputation (v. 32)(name was changed from Gideon ("feller") to Jerubaal ("let Baal contend with him") to remind the Israelites (and Gideon himself) in further encounters with the enemies that Baal was an empty threat.

Reasons for these changes in Gideon:

· first-hand contact with God, through the second Person of the Trinity.

· Decisive and public commitment to god through an act of obedience.

· Under the control of the Holy Spirit (v. 34 "the Spirit of the LORD came upon Gideon")

4. Gideon and Guidance (chap. 6 vs. 36–40)
Gideon’s famous “fleece-setting” experience has been used as the supposed biblical basis for discovering God’s will by multitudes of people ever since.

· ‘fleece-setting’ in our day normally refers to the practice of asking God for ‘a sign’ through circumstances, that will indicate which decision we should make

Case Study: John Wesley & marriage

1st case(
While Wesley was a bachelor missionary, age 32, in Georgia USA, he fell in love with a beautiful, intelligent lady at church named Sophia Hopkey. But Wesley wasn’t sure she was God’s will for his wife, so he & a friend decided to draw lots using 3 pieces of paper on which they wrote: "marry", "not this year" and "never". He drew the last one, “never”, so he took this as guidance that she was the wrong one; and shortly afterwards he sailed home to England.

2nd case(
Back in England he fell in love with another lady, Grace Murray, who was a widow & a Bible class teacher. He listed the pros & cons about her based on qualities he considered important for marriage and decided she was right one. But his brother Charles did not agree, thinking that marriage would hinder John’s evangelistic ministry; so Charles went at once to Grace’s home and scared her off!

3rd case(
At age 47 Wesley eventually married a wealthy widow named Mrs Molly Vazeille, but they had a very unhappy marriage; and she left him 20 yrs later

Some who have studied Wesley’s life say he made a tragic mistake by drawing lots in the case of Sophia, using a kind of ‘fleece-setting’ process that is not prescribed for Christians in the Bible after the Holy Spirit birthed the Church on the Day of Pentecost

· Modern examples of fleece-setting: “God, if you want me to work with Company A instead of Company B then make someone phone me today and mention Company A by name.” Or, “God, if it is your will that I marry such-and-such guy then the next time we meet let him invite me to lunch at Delifrance.”

But fleece-setting is not a way of discovering God’s will through circumstantial signs, even in this original story!

1. what Gideon requests God to do here involves a supernatural miracle, twice! This is not the same thing as ‘circumstances’. What's the difference between miracle and providence?

2. fleece-setting is not a way to discover God’s will, even in Gideon’s case. Gideon was not ignorant of God's will(God had already very clearly told Gideon what His will was; so Gideon himself is not using the fleece to find out God’s will.

· well then, is fleece-setting an evidence of faith?

· with reference to Gideon’s story, fleece-setting is obviously an evidence of doubt, not faith. Gideon had fears and doubts about following God in such a risky adventure so he was asking God, through the fleece experiments, to confirm His directions and reassure Gideon.

· if we still persist in believing in the usefulness of fleece-setting, we must ask: did this practice actually solve Gideon’s problem?

· evidently fleece-setting doesn’t really satisfy the need for a clear answer. Look at Gideon here(even though he received a clear, miraculous answer in the first round, this did not produce certainty for Gideon, so he asked for a 2nd round!

· finally, Gideon's request was presumptuous, a kind of ‘dictating to God’.

· God graciously answered Gideon’s request both times because of the difficult times in which Gideon lived and the challenge God had given him

· but Gideon is not an example for us to follow in this matter of ‘putting out a fleece’

5. Principles of Decision Making

Recommended reading(Decision Making and the Will of God" by Garry Friesen:

The Way of Wisdom

1. In those areas specifically addressed by the Bible, the revealed commands and principles of God (His moral will) are to be obeyed.

2. In those areas where the Bible gives no command or principle (non-moral decisions), the believer is free and responsible to choose his own course of action. Any decision made within the moral will of God is acceptable to God.

3. In non-moral decisions, the objective of the Christian is to make wise decisions on the basis of spiritual expediency (usefulness).

4. In all decisions, the believer should humbly submit, in advance, to the outworking of God’s sovereign will as it touches each decision. 

· we don’t need to get uptight about ‘finding God’s will for our life’ as if this were a tiny target which we can easily miss. His will encompasses an area of freedom within which a number of different decisions will be according to His will.

· after all, God is much more concerned about who we are (and ‘becoming’) than about what we do or where we work – God’s focus is the development of our character not our job resumé.

· as we learn God’s principles through the study of His Word, and apply them to our daily lives through obedience to Him, we will live in His will – and as we lean on Him He will enable us to make wise decisions in those areas not specifically addressed in the Bible

· furthermore, God doesn’t just give us a map, He gives us a guide(when you travel to a strange city for the first time, which is better: a map or a personal guide? A guide is of course much better, someone who knows their way around, how the train system works, where the best food can be found, etc!

John 16:13 "'But when he, the Spirit of truth, comes, he will guide you into all truth. He will not speak on his own; he will speak only what he hears, and he will tell you what is yet to come.'" 

Psalm 32:8 "I will instruct you and teach you in the way you should go; I will counsel you and watch over you."
6. Gideon's Greatest Victory (chap. 8 vs. 22-23)

· in the aftermath of this great defeat of the Midianites, we are not surprised to find that Gideon has become a very popular personality in Israel!

· this refusal to be their king, insisting that God alone deserves to be King, is really the high point in Gideon’s career.

· but unfortunately, the story doesn’t stop there.

7. Gideon's Greatest Mistake (chap. 8 vs. 24-27)

· an ‘ephod’ was a very special apron which was worn only by the High Priest. Attached to the front of it was a plate of 12 stones representing all the 12 tribes of Israel. There was also a pocket in it which contained 2 special items called the urim & thummim, probably 2 small stones, by which God would communicate His will to the High Priest so that these would be “the means of making decisions for the Israelites” (Exodus 28:30).

· Gideon, riding on this wonderful wave of popularity and being the kind of person who always seemed to need reassurances from God, now comes up with a way to have his own personal ‘password’ into God’s guidance & revelation.

· but this was an absolutely wrong thing to do because he was in effect taking on the role – not just of ‘judge’ – but of high priest as well!

· God clearly condemns this action by showing us the result in the life of the nation: “all Israel prostituted themselves by worshiping it [the ephod] there [at Ophrah].” (v. 27). 

· not only was it bad for the nation, it was bad for Gideon personally:  “it became a snare to Gideon and to his house” (v. 27). Rather than focusing on the Living God, this family now focused on the ephod which soon replaced true worship with superstitious religion

This study was adapted from 2 sermons by Pastor Brian Cummins, a teaching consultant with World Evangelical Fellowship.
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