HOPE FOR RELUCTANT WARRIORS

Paul Anderson


The two most common elements in the universe are hydrogen and stupidity.  Cause and effect are built into the system.  Obedience pleases God; disobedience doesn’t.  Judges 6:1 starts with the word “again.”  Oh no, not again.  Yes, again.  “Again the Israelites did evil in the eyes of the Lord, and for seven years He gave them into the hands of the Midianites.”   It took them seven years of oppression for them to cry, “Uncle.”  It is tiring to be under the disciplinary hand of God, but God doesn’t make His people an exception.  The book of Judges is a cycle of disobedience, discipline, and  deliverance. We need to understand how God operates, lest we interpret His love as hatred or his silence as absence.  In fact, the discipline was a clear sign of His love, but the Israelites didn’t interpret it that way, and neither will we unless we understand some of the paths God travels on. The psalmist wrote, “Show me your ways, O Lord, teach me your paths” (Psalm 25:4).   From a study of the life of Gideon in the book of Judges, we learn that…

God loves us with discipline.  Every time. In discipline, God seems to be against us.  He is not blessing our efforts; He is resisting what we do.  Things just don’t go well. And God doesn’t say, “In your case I am going to make an exception.  Gossip usually rubs me the wrong way, but you do it differently. You’re more religious about it.”  Or “I don’t like couples sleeping together before marriage, but somehow it seems right for you.”  Make yourself an exception to the will of God if you want, but you still get the rod. It’s not God’s favorite thing to do, but He loves us too much to let us flounder in sin without a warning.  Israel just didn’t get it—and we are often slow, too. We need holiness as much as wholeness and repentance as much as recovery.  Of course, God wants us whole, but there’s no wholeness without holiness. He wants us like Himself.

Finally, Israel “cried out to the Lord for help” (v.6).  It often takes a long time to cry out. Prayer should be our first response; often it is our last resort.  Like the man who said, “There’s nothing we can do now but pray," to which a lady responded, “Oh no, is it that bad?”  Well, it was for Israel, and they began to cry.  Their disobedience had not bought them the freedom they longed for but the oppression they feared. 

So before moving on, ask yourself, “Is there any confusion or lack of direction in my life that may suggest the discipline of God and the need to repent? Could it be that I don’t sense God’s direction because I am under His discipline?”

God calls human beings.  In answer to their cries, God spoke to one of them.  When you ask for God’s help, the answer often comes wrapped in human flesh.  When people speak to God, then God speaks to people.  God could have used the angel of the Lord that came to Gideon.  He could have done the job quickly.  But Gideon was an answer to the Israelites' prayers.  Human problem—human solution.  Angels have a holy jealousy with us, because of our special teamwork with Him that they do not share in. We look at the harvest and say, “We need more workers, or it’s going to rot.”  We pray to the Lord, and His answer is to give us people.  Maybe you are going to be the answer to someone else’s prayer.  God may stir your heart in response to the plea of your spouse or a fellow church member.  Prayer is danger stuff.  (People at MI; 2nd career.) 

 And notice how God calls--He speaks to our potential.  The angel of the Lord said to him, “The Lord is with you, mighty warrior” (Judges 6:12).  He didn’t look like a mighty warrior.  He was threshing wheat in a winepress out of fear for the Midianites (v.11). We might have rebuked Gideon and said, “Get out of that winepress, you coward. Stand up and fight like a God.”  Gideon’s name is derived from the word which means  “to cut down, or to cut to pieces.”  The word is often used to describe idols which are cut down and destroyed. Idol destruction is what Gideon was instructed to do and was even became known for when he was re-named  Jerub-baal (6.32) . His action was also the exact remedy, which addressed the dilemma of the Israelites (6.10). God was calling forth what he had already put within Gideon, the heart of a warrior. When Jesus called Matthew, the tax collector, there are two surprises in the story.  The first was that Jesus even noticed a greedy tax collector, let alone called him into His holy service.  The second is that Matthew responded affirmatively.  Something in the mandate called forth the latent potential in Matthew, and fifty years later he penned one of the most beautiful pictures of Jesus ever put on paper. Jesus didn’t say, “You no-good thief, quit what you’re doing and be holy.”  He said, “Follow me.”

People often speak to our past, but God speaks to our future.  He speaks to our destiny, not our history.  Satan reminds us of our yesterday; God reminds us of our tomorrow.  You believe in God?  Wonderful. The good news is that God believes in you.  But shame just isn’t much of a motivator.  We often speak to people’s weakness, or their failure, or their present situation, or their old nature.  And when we do, that is exactly what we call up. Those people who see our potential and call it forth are a great gift to us.  We know our weaknesses well enough.  What we need is people who can look beyond our failure to our future.  Parents who do this for their children are almost guaranteeing a rich inheritance.

Listen to the response to the call.  “But sir,” Gideon replied, “if the Lord is with us, why has all this happened to us?  Where are all his wonders that our fathers told us about when they said, ‘Did not the Lord bring us up out of Egypt?’  But now the Lord has abandoned us and put us into the hand of Midian” (Judges 6:13).  Did the Lord rebuke him for complaining?  No.  He responded, “Go in the strength you have and save Israel out of Midian’s hand.  Am I not sending you?” (v.14).  Jesus said, “Blessed are those who mourn…” I interpret that to mean, among other things, “Blessed are those who see that the status quo stinks, who see that the present situation in which the people of God find themselves is not what is supposed to be and cry about it.”  The first thing Nehemiah did when he heard the condition of the Jews in Jerusalem was to cry.  Gideon was not complaining; he was crying.  I have a friend who, when he thinks of the condition of the Church today, sometimes cries. Not only can God handle that—He blesses it.  Those called to lead hate the status quo, which, as one person said, is Latin for “the mess we’re in.”

One word of caution: if you’re praying for revival, know the difference between crying and criticizing.  Crying focuses on God and moves His heart.  Criticizing is directed toward people and moves their heart—to anger.  Praying for revival is no time to point the finger—unless it is at God.  Praying for revival takes brokenness, not brashness. Flowers grow where they are nurtured, not where they are pushed.

God’s calls are so specific.  We are thinking, “Somebody should do something about this,” but then He comes to us and says, “I want you.”  We make excuses, but He knows what He wants.  He uses that short but potent two-letter word:  “Go.” Has He ever said to you, "Go"?  I like what one missionary said to a group of people who weren’t hearing God:  “What part of the word “go” don’t you understand?”  “Go” made Gideon squirm.  When you hear the word "go," you can't just stay and still obey.  It takes movement more than meditation. “Let me pray about this first.”  Prayer is not appropriate when you hear the command to go.  Some of you have heard it—and you’re still squirming.  Some have squirmed for twenty years. Maybe tonight you’ll say, “Okay, I am going.”  Gideon went, but the first steps were the most difficult because….  

God’s call starts at home.  Not easy to start at home.  People say, “Who chose you?  Why are you doing this?  Why are you all of a sudden getting religious and knocking things down?  Why should you lead us?”  And the only credentials he has is the call of God.  It’s the hardest place to lead, but it prepares the way for working with others.  It might be easier to go to Kenya where no one knows me. On the other hand, you’d be killed in some countries, Pakistan for instance, if you did what Gideon did. Gideon’s first assignment was to tear down the altar his own father had erected.  This act didn’t endear him to his neighborhood, but his father came to his rescue and saved him from death.  The home front is critical, but children don’t give the same kudos that people out there do.  Too often worth is related to work, and unfortunately we see our work more as pastors than as parents, as business people than as doing the primary business—at home.  But God sees it differently and promises to curse our nation if we don’t get it right.  Do your best to take care of home if God has called you to a different front, because one impacts the other.  If you are discipling someone at church, ask yourself:  is there someone at home I need to be discipling?

So before moving on, ask yourself, “Is there any unfinished business at home that you need to take care of?”

God gives His Spirit to equip, not to entertain.  Gideon needed power. “Now all the Midianites, Amalekites and other eastern peoples joined forces and crossed over the Jordan and camped in the Valley of Jezreel” (Judges 6:33).  I would put that in the “not good” category.  Israel was hopelessly outnumbered by these nomadic people, and they were not the kind variety; they were oppressive.  They took things; they hit people.  Next verse:  “Then the Spirit of the Lord came upon Gideon, and he blew a trumpet, summoning the Abiezrites to follow him” (v.34). The Holy Spirit is God’s answer to my weakness, my inability.  If you want the Holy Spirit because your friend or your spouse got the Spirit, that’s not a good enough reason.  But if you need the Holy Spirit you need to be equipped for the day of battle, because you can’t pull off the Christian life on your own, if you’re teaching Sunday School for the first time and you realize you just can’t do it, if you’re being thrust into something way over your head and you’re needy, then join the team.  We’re at war, not on a picnic. I pray for the Spirit now far more than I did when I was initially filled over forty years ago, because my desperation level has gone way up. And it goes up even higher when…

God reduces us before He uses us.  Picture the army 32,000 strong.  God said, “You have too many men for me to deliver Midian into their hands” (Judges 7:2).  Gideon felt like saying, “That’s funny.  I was just thinking we were too few.” So God told him to give them two tests.  The first was simply to ask if some were afraid.  Gideon figured he might lose several hundred.  Twenty-two thousand got up and headed for the door.  He must have felt like saying, “Well, I didn’t really mean ‘afraid,’ I meant ‘sort of afraid.’  You can stay if you want to.”  Now he was down to 10,000.  He had less than one third of the number he had had to start with and less than one tenth of the number the enemy had.  And God said, “Okay, test number two—the lap test. Gideon took them to the river to see how they would drink the water, whether on the ground or on their knees. Ninety-seven hundred flunked. As they left, they were maybe saying to the three-hundred, “Oh, we flunked.  We’re the dummies, right?  Good luck, guys!  Have a great war.  See you when it’s over.”

We don’t like weakness, but that is what God uses.  For to live in a culture that measures success quantitatively, reduction can be very hard to take. Bigger is better.  Smaller is not something we would choose.  As it happens, it doesn’t seem to make sense.  John is having a powerful ministry in the wilderness one moment, and the next moment he is behind bars. He said, “He must increase, and we must decrease,” but it’s more fun to increase. Becoming less rather than more never feels good.  The cross is being applied to us, and we are called to endure, not to enjoy.  This is tricky, because if we equate happiness with being in the Lord’s will, we will sidestep the cross as Peter attempted to do with Jesus.  This is painful rather than pleasurable—and few people I know are "into" pain.  For Gideon to see the army being reduced was not something he chose.  Nor did the soldiers who were left.  But as deep as the cross bores into us, that high will be the victory on the other side.  Those who leave the battle don’t experience the joy of conquest.  Gideon’s men were ecstatic when they saw what God did—with their weakness. It is all too easy to fall back on our intelligence or personality or humor or persuasiveness or piety or large army. It’s an issue of glory. So God reduces us.  We discover our efforts and accomplishments are not enough.  It is uncomfortable working with God.  He does strange things.  But we must come to the place where we would prefer the insecurity of God to the security of the best we have. The greater the pressure, the higher the rebound.  It’s Friday, but Sunday is coming. The cross reduces us, but the resurrection brings a new day with new power. The resurrection always follows the crucifixion—sooner or later.  The glory follows the suffering.  It did for Gideon’s men, and it does for us.

When God reduces us, it is for one of two reasons:

1. We have exalted ourselves.  God wants to exalt you if you are His child, but if you exalt yourself, He has no other choice but to humble you.  It is a spiritual law, as inviolate as the law of gravity. God reducing us as He did Gideon’s army is not the same as our doing dumb things and reducing ourselves.

2. He is preparing to exalt us.  He didn’t reduce Gideon because of Gideon’s pride, but He wanted to protect Gideon and the nation of Israel against pride when He worked supernaturally, so they wouldn’t take credit for it.  He was setting Gideon up to look good.

How does God reduce us?

1. By making us wait.  Abraham waited for twenty-five years.  Jesus waited for thirty years, as did John the Baptist.  Joseph waited for thirteen, and so did David.  Is it worth the wait?  Ask Abraham or Joseph.  Yes, it is, but sometimes it sure looks as if it is taking God a lonnnnnggggg time.  And disobedience will make our wait even longer.

2. By taking us to the desert.  He took John to the desert before he entered into a powerful preaching ministry.  He took Jesus to the desert before Jesus launched His ministry.  He took Paul to the desert.  If you’re in the desert, remember that there are some flowers that grow only in the desert.  But don’t prolong your visit by complaining.  Know that it is a season.

3. By letting others play a part in our reduction through misunderstanding, criticism, or oppression.  God put John the Baptist behind bars.  Jesus exalted him by calling him the greatest prophet ever, but John didn’t feel the greatest. The scenery was not to John’s taste.

4. By allowing us to fail.  Sometimes we have a part to play in the reduction, and failure is a quick way to be reduced, as Peter was reduced through the sifting of Satan.

5. By cutting down on our financial, personnel, or physical resources, as He did with Gideon.

This is not an exhaustive list.  God is creative in His dealings with us. One word of caution if you are in a season of divine reduction:  don’t sentimentalize the journey.  Don’t feel so sorry for yourself that you miss God.  Go ahead and cry out, but in your crying, trust Him for His ability to take you to the next place.  Don’t say, “I’ll probably be here all my life,” because that is not God’s plan.  Winter does give way to spring, and all nature is resurrected.  Maintain the spiritual disciplines in the desert, because one day they will pay off immensely, even if they may seem dry.  Jesus heard the voice of God in the river at His baptism, then He went to the desert where it was Satan’s voice that He heard clearly.  We must work out of principle in the desert, because God is quiet, though He is with us.  There are no exceptions; we must all spend time in the desert.


The principle of reduction is related to the principle of obscurity, but it is not the same. Jesus lived in obscurity for thirty years.  He could have complained at age 29:  “I’m not doing anything important, just making these chairs and tables. Aren’t we wasting time?  I’m twenty-nine.”  Have you ever said something like that?  “I am better than this.”  We might want to say, “I need to be better known.”  But God is saying, “You need more obscurity.  It is not that you are not known well enough; it is that you are too well known.”  I remember wanting to be invited to speak at the Holy Spirit Conference as a pastor in California.  That would help to launch me.  I wanted to do more traveling, and I needed others to get the word out.  But God gave me obscurity instead.  I did Bible studies for five people. I helped people that perhaps weren’t going to make a difference. When I said that I wanted to do bigger things for God, He said to me, “Do smaller things more faithfully.” Joseph had thirteen years of obscurity in the home of an Egyptian man, then in a prison.  In obscurity the fruit of the Spirit grows if we are responding properly to God.  God blesses us in obscurity. Gideon was from the smallest clan of Manasseh and the least of his family.  Graham Cooke so enjoyed his season of obscurity that he was not interested in moving toward a place of popularity. In obscurity we hopefully learn that God is more important than we are, that we are really quite small. Moses spent forty needed years in obscurity in the desert before leading Israel to freedom.  If you feel obscure, revel in it.  Cooperate with God and rejoice in what He is doing.

God confirms His call to build courage The temptation when we are being reduced is to doubt the love or the purposes of God, as John the Baptist did.  If we avoid complaining and quiet our hearts, we will hear Him encouraging us. Right after God reduced Gideon, He encouraged him.  He told him to sneak down to the enemy camp.  “Gideon arrived just as a man was telling a friend his dream” (Judges 7:13).  In his dream he saw a loaf of bread tumble into the camp and overturn it.  His partner responded, “This can be nothing other than the sword of Gideon, son of Joash, the Israelite.  God has given the Midianites and the whole camp into his hands” (v.14).  Listen to that.  God is prophesying victory to Gideon through a pagan enemy, just like he prophesied victory to the spies through the mouth of a prostitute named Rahab. God is limitless in the means He can use to put courage into the hearts of those let Him reduce them in preparation for showing His power. Gideon returned to his camp and said, “Get up!  The Lord has given the Midianite camp into your hands” (v.15). Word had already gotten out about Gideon.  God loves to strengthen our hearts so we can put courage into others.  He does it all the time.  He is the God of all encouragement, not of discouragement.  No one can encourage us like God.  Sometimes people have the knack for saying just the wrong thing—but not God.  I am not a courageous person, but God knows how to put courage into me.

God exalts those who humble themselves.  He loves to make his children look good. He shares leadership with us.  Why is it “A sword for the Lord and for Gideon” (Judges 7:20)?  Why not just a sword for the Lord?  There is a divine and human element in the life of the Spirit.  Paul calls us co-laborers with God (I Corinthians 3:9).  We work with God rather than for Him.  We are not dissolved in the partnership. We cannot operate without God, and God doesn’t operate without us.  And when we team up with Him, people see us just as much as they see Him. God could have used angels.  Or He could have done His work by Himself.  He created the world by Himself.  But from Adam on, it was a partnership.  

God does exalt us, as He did Jesus, Joseph, Abraham, David, and Gideon. “Unless the Lord builds the house, they labor in vain that build it, “ but if God is in the building, it goes well—or in the fishing or the selling or the teaching or the praying or the counseling or the vacationing.  When we are teamed up with Him, two things are true; first, He always does His part perfectly; and second, He is invisible, so we end up looking good.  Just don’t take any credit, or you’ll lose it fast.

If God has been reducing you, take heart; that is the first movement.  It is played in a minor key.  But the second movement is spectacular, and it is just as sure as the first, as sure as Sunday follows Friday and morning follows a long night.  We who believe in God are a people of hope, not of wishful thinking, but of hope that anchors our life securely to a God who takes delight and confidence in His plans for us.

 I have spoken to many pastors recently who have had difficult years.  Mark.

Gideon is mentioned in the Faith Hall of Fame.  “And what more shall I say?  I do not have time to tell about Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, David, Samuel and the prophets, who through faith conquered kingdoms, administered justice, and gained what was promised…whose weakness was turned to strength; and who became powerful in battle and routed foreign armies” (Hebrews 11:32-34).  Have you been reduced?  Are you disappointed with God?  Or will you like Gideon believe in God to turn your weakness into strength?  Could it be that God has reduced you because He is setting you up for a demonstration of His power?  Will you like Gideon trust Him?

