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Introduction 

A couple of weeks ago, when Josh Gilmore was leading worship the week David Currie spoke about Moses, we heard 

a song from the animated movie Prince of Egypt.  And it got me thinking.  If there was a film version of the book of 

Judges, what would it be like?  One thing is for certain; it is far more likely to be directed by Quentin Tarantino or 

Guy Ritchie, need to be shown after the watershed and have a warning that some viewers may find scenes 

disturbing, than be an animated film.   

For while the story of Exodus can be shown in beautiful scenes fit for children, the stories we read in the book of 

Judges are not for the faint hearted.  We have the famous stories of Gideon defeating thousands of Midianites with 

three hundred men and Samson being overcome with lust and getting into difficulty with Delilah.  But the most 

shocking stories include the fratricide of his 70 brothers by Abimelek, the child sacrifice carried out by Jephthah 

when he promised to offer the first thing that came out of his house as a burnt offering if the Lord helped him beat 

the Ammonites, and it turned out to be his only daughter.  We have the gang rape of the concubine of a Levite, who 

then chops up her dead body and sends a piece to each tribe.  We have a woman killing a general by driving a tent 

peg into his head when he was sleeping, bits of animals used as weapons, Israelite tribes committing genocide 

against other Israelite tribes and even a slightly comical story of a man, probably with a withered right hand, so not 

perceived as a threat, sticking a specially designed sword so far into the stomach of a fat dictator that it disappeared, 

and Ehud escaped while Eglon’s advisors thought he was at the toilet.  Disney this ain’t. 

The problem is that we often read Judges, like lots of the Old Testament, as a series of character studies and try and 

work out who we are supposed to be like.  But the book of Judges isn’t really about the judges with a small j, but 

about the Judge with a capital J.  The Bible isn’t just little stories about mini-messiahs, restricted rescuers and flawed 

figureheads.  Instead, it is The Story of The Rescuer and The Messiah.  Any portion of Scripture we read has to be 

understood in the context of The Story.  It’s not about trying to be like Moses or David and certainly not Samson. 

So where does Judges fit in the grand scheme of the Bible.  What are we to learn about God and about ourselves?  

Before we can see what we can learn for ourselves, we need to see what Judges is all about.  So, we are going to look 

first at format of the book to see what God was doing.  Secondly, we are going to look at the spiralling sin patterns 

that were so evident in the Israelites and compare those with some of our own sin patterns.  Finally, we will look at 

the messiah undertones of Judges, and see how the book cries out for a permanent Messiah who will not only save 

His people from their difficulties but change their hearts, and free them from the bondage of sin. 

The 4 R’s – Judges explained 

Before I start, I want to give credit to Michael Wilcock, the author of the Bible Speaks Today commentary on Judges.  

I found it a really helpful book, and have used some of his thoughts in this sermon.  The context of Judges is easily 

explained by looking at the first and last verses of the book.  The book beings with the words ‘After the death of 

Joshua’ and ends with ‘In those days, Israel had no king; everyone did as they saw fit’.  So we can see that Judges fits 

into the time after the leaders Moses and Joshua but before Israel had a king.  It’s a time where it is difficult to know 

who is in charge, and this can be seen from the lawlessness and moral decline that is evident. 

And Judges is one of those nice books in the Bible in terms of understanding grand themes and context, because the 

author, inspired by the Holy Spirit, gives us a very clear picture of what’s going on in the prelude of the book.  Let’s 

read a bit of it from Judges chapter 2, verses 1 to 4 and then verses 10 to 23. 

“1
 The angel of the LORD went up from Gilgal to Bokim and said, “I brought you up out of Egypt and led you into the 

land I swore to give to your ancestors. I said, ‘I will never break my covenant with you, 
2
 and you shall not make a 

covenant with the people of this land, but you shall break down their altars.’ Yet you have disobeyed me. Why have 

you done this? 
3
 And I have also said, ‘I will not drive them out before you; they will become traps for you, and their 



gods will become snares to you.’”  
4
 When the angel of the LORD had spoken these things to all the Israelites, the 

people wept aloud“ 

 
 “10

 After that whole generation had been gathered to their ancestors, another generation grew up who knew neither 

the LORD nor what he had done for Israel. 
11

 Then the Israelites did evil in the eyes of the LORD and served the Baals. 
12

 They forsook the LORD, the God of their ancestors, who had brought them out of Egypt. They followed and 

worshiped various gods of the peoples around them. They aroused the LORD’s anger 
13

 because they forsook him and 

served Baal and the Ashtoreths. 
14

 In his anger against Israel the LORD gave them into the hands of raiders who 

plundered them. He sold them into the hands of their enemies all around, whom they were no longer able to resist. 
15

 

Whenever Israel went out to fight, the hand of the LORD was against them to defeat them, just as he had sworn to 

them. They were in great distress.  

 
16

 Then the LORD raised up judges, who saved them out of the hands of these raiders. 
17

 Yet they would not listen to 

their judges but prostituted themselves to other gods and worshiped them. They quickly turned from the ways of 

their ancestors, who had been obedient to the LORD’s commands. 
18

 Whenever the LORD raised up a judge for them, 

he was with the judge and saved them out of the hands of their enemies as long as the judge lived; for the LORD 

relented because of their groaning under those who oppressed and afflicted them. 
19

 But when the judge died, the 

people returned to ways even more corrupt than those of their ancestors, following other gods and serving and 

worshiping them. They refused to give up their evil practices and stubborn ways.  

 
20

 Therefore the LORD was very angry with Israel and said, “Because this nation has violated the covenant I ordained 

for their ancestors and has not listened to me, 
21

 I will no longer drive out before them any of the nations Joshua left 

when he died. 
22

 I will use them to test Israel and see whether they will keep the way of the LORD and walk in it as 

their ancestors did.” 
23

 The LORD had allowed those nations to remain; he did not drive them out at once by giving 

them into the hands of Joshua.”  

 

And then continues an account in more detail of numerous examples of this cycle, what Wilcock calls the 

rebellion/retribution/repentance/rescue cycle.  So what was Israel’s sin?  We can learn a little bit more from chapter 

one, which relates directly to verses that Andy quoted last week from Deuteronomy 12. 

“2
 Destroy completely all the places on the high mountains, on the hills and under every spreading tree, where the 

nations you are dispossessing worship their gods. 
3
 Break down their altars, smash their sacred stones and burn their 

Asherah poles in the fire; cut down the idols of their gods and wipe out their names from those places. 
4
 You must not 

worship the LORD your God in their way.”  

 

But in chapter 1 of Judges, we see that the tribes were less than successful in driving out the inhabitants of the land 

and destroying the altars and sacred stones.  In chapter 1, we see that Judah did a pretty good job, but it gets 

steadily worse through the chapter, with Ephraim not driving out the Canaanites, but allowing the Canaanites to live 

among them as a minority (verse 29), Asher, not driving out the Canaanites, but themselves living among the 

Canaanites as a minority (verse 32) and then Dan not even getting their land at all in verse 34, and living in the hills.  

The command of the Lord to drive out the Canaanites, so that they would be able to worship God properly, had been 

at best partially fulfilled, and at worst completely unfulfilled. 

And this is how the book of Judges progresses.  Because of the integration of the Israelites into the society around 

them, they became entangled in worship of Baal and other local gods.  The passage from Judges 2 says they 

prostituted themselves to other gods, so the writer is not mincing his words.  And then comes the scary bit – God 

says He will leave the nations around Israel to test them to see whether or not they will follow God in the midst of 

difficulty.  Judges shows us that not only does God allow difficulty to come to the Israelites, He plans it to happen to 

see if they will worship Him properly. 

Please don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying that every difficulty that you have today is God testing you.  But I am 

saying that the God we love and serve works in ways that we don’t always understand.  Being challenged by the 

Midianites and Amorites of your life may be a way for God to bring you into closer communion with Him, which is 

the only way you can have peace. 

And so we see in chapter 3, with the first Judge Othniel, the pattern, the 4 R’s that Wilcock proposes as a simplified 

version of the downward spiral we see in Judges. 



“ 
7
 The Israelites did evil in the eyes of the LORD; they forgot the LORD their God and served the Baals and the 

Asherahs. 
8
 The anger of the LORD burned against Israel so that he sold them into the hands of Cushan-Rishathaim 

king of Aram Naharaim to whom the Israelites were subject for eight years. 
9
 But when they cried out to the LORD, he 

raised up for them a deliverer, Othniel son of Kenaz, Caleb’s younger brother, who saved them. 
10

 The Spirit of the 

LORD came on him, so that he became Israel’s judge and went to war. The LORD gave Cushan-Rishathaim king of 

Aram into the hands of Othniel, who overpowered him. 
11

 So the land had peace for forty years, until Othniel son of 

Kenaz died. 
12

 Again the Israelites did evil in the eyes of the LORD, and because they did this evil the LORD gave Eglon 

king of Moab power over Israel.” 

 

We see verse 7 being the rebellion, verse 8 being the retribution, verse 9a being the repentance and from verse 9b 

until verse 11 the rescue.  However, verse 12 shows the spiral starting again with more rebellion and retribution.  

In a few short verses, we see 48 years of Israelite history.  Israel rebelled, and so God punished them for 8 years with 

oppression from a foreign leader.  They cried out, and God sent a rescuer to save them for 40 years.  As soon as 

Othniel dies, they rebel again.  It seems the people on their own are incapable of following the Lord, but Judges 

points out that this is because they have allowed themselves to take on the gods of the world around them.   

And to be honest, Judges doesn’t get more hopeful than that.  When God sends a rescuer, rescue happens.  But as 

soon as that rescuer dies, things go belly up.  And the downward spiral of sin and greater sin is difficult reading.  The 

Israelites get into mess after mess and invasion after invasion because they don’t realise that their God is the one 

true God, and loves us too much to allow us to prostitute ourselves with other things that can’t satisfy. 

And Wilcock points out that as the book progresses, the repentance is not always really repentance, more often like 

the cry for help of a student who wants to do well in their exam without having studied.  And so he titles his 

commentary Grace Abounding because he points out that as the sin of Israel increases, God’s grace increases all the 

more.  And that grace is needed as we see one of the main aims of the book.  Judges is really crying out for a 

different pattern – a perfect judge without the moral inadequacies of the later judges, or the passivity of Gideon and 

a rescuer who doesn’t die, who stops the spiral, so that the people’s heart can be really changed. 

But before we get into the two other topics I want to look at, spiralling sin patterns and messiah themes, I want to 

point out three things that struck me from Judges. 

1. Generational teaching: Chapter 2 of Judges shows us that the Israelites wept at the judgement of God.  But 

then they died, and the next generation did not know what God had done.  It strikes me that the emotional 

response of repentance worked on the first generation, but obviously didn’t spur them on to educate the 

next.  As believers and as parents we have an absolute responsibility to teach our children and young people 

stories from the Bible and stories from our own lives of the ways that God has moved to rescue us.  If we tell 

them that, the generation that don’t know what the Lord has done will not come into being. 

2. God works in different ways: Judges shows that God uses different plans and different people to carry out 

His plans.  From a timid Gideon, to an outlaw Jephthah, to a hooligan Samson, to the withered right hand of 

the left handed Ehud, God doesn’t do things as we would expect.  He uses different people and different 

trials to test Israel.  If things become familiar, we do it in our own strength, rather than the Lords, and that is 

not what He wants for us. 

3. God’s timing can require long periods of difficulty: In lots of the stories of the Old Testament, the thing that 

strikes me is the amount of time where people are left waiting and wondering.  Some of the times of 

retribution in Judges are long periods, 8 years before Othniel, 18 before Ehud, 20 before Deborah.  If we look 

at Abraham, Joseph, Moses, all these people had long periods of time to learn their need for God.  In our 

world of instant gratification, it is worth remembering that God’s timings are not the same as ours, and 

maybe we need to endure difficulty for a greater rescue to come. 

But let’s move on to discuss some of the sin patterns that we can fall into. 

  



Spiralling Sin-Patterns – Idolatry then and now 

It’s very easy for me to read Judges, and lots of the stories about Israel, and think what a bunch of eejits those guys 

were.  They had seen God work in mighty ways, rescuing them from Egypt, delivering them from Pharaoh, giving 

them the Promised Land.  And in the midst of all this, there is grumbling and complaining and turning to false idols.  

Can they not just see that the lumps of wood and metal are worthless, that they need to know the one true God who 

can transform them and provide them safety, security and fellowship? 

But when I look at my own life and the lives of the society around me, I find that I too have been taken in by the gods 

of this age.  I scoff at the time and resources spent on the false shrines of the Israelites, yet in our own world what 

resources are dedicated to the Temple of Television, the Shrine of Sports and the Cult of the Computer.  The greatest 

shrine that we currently have in our Western homes is probably the Mirror to the god of Me, where I convince 

myself that I am the most significant thing, my happiness and comfort are what is important.   

But as with all false gods they fail me.  I waste time watching television when I should be waiting on the Lord, 

supporting a sports team when I should be supporting the poor and the needy, consuming media on computers 

without really communicating to the lost.  And the god of self leaves me struggling, either growing to such epic 

proportions that it fills my whole existence, or shrinking in comparison to what the magazines say I should look and 

be like to such an extent I can only focus on my own inadequacies. 

And so when I look at the sin patterns of the Israelites, I need to be careful with how I judge them.  The chances are 

that my judgement of their sin patterns is as self-delusionary as my condescending put-down of their worthless idols.  

I am in danger of removing the plank from someone else’s eye without first removing the speck from my own, and 

I’m too arrogant to realise I have the verse the wrong way round. 

But what do I mean by sin patterns?  I’m assuming none of you have an issue with child sacrifice or the worship of 

Baal as are mentioned in Judges.  And the well known sin patterns of today like alcoholism, success at all costs, 

pornography and drug addiction require specialist advice and treatment that I am not qualified to give. 

So to show what I mean about the dangerous but sometimes innocuous sin patterns, I want to look at my own life 

and explain what I mean.  Here are some of the repeating sin patterns in my own life. 

• Arrogance – I feel I am smarter than most people, and that leads me to think I am better 

• Being Judgemental – I’m terrible at making snap judgements about people’s habits and choices 

• Selfishness – I have a repeated tendency to ensure that my selfish agenda gets carried out 

• Impatience – I’m impatient in terms of big things, desiring them to come as soon as I want them 

• Fear of Change – I don’t like things that will possibly affect my comfortable life 

• Wanting to be right – I feel the need to not only be right, but to ensure everyone else knows it 

These are some of the things I struggle with, talk to Gemma if you want some more of mine.  And there are many 

others sin patterns that people have – gossip, lust, laziness, gluttony, greed, anger, hatred, self-loathing, I could go 

on.  The manifestations of these sin patterns will not always look the same, sometimes my selfishness will mean I will 

assume that I will get to watch something on television, generally sport, without talking to Gemma first, sometimes 

it will mean that I take the nicest piece of cake.  The difficulty is that quite often, I will only try and address the 

manifestation of the sin, rather than the sin itself.  So, I allow Caleb to have the nicest piece of cake, but my heart is 

still selfish.   

This is what happened to the Israelites.  They had patterns of idolatry that resulted in their receiving punishment 

from God in the form of invading armies.  They then cried out to God for help.  But what they wanted changed was 

not their idolatrous hearts, but their present discomfort at being overwhelmed by another nation.  The heart issue 

was an unwillingness to follow the one true God, and their attempted repentance, on the most part in Judges, was 

not addressing that, but instead wanted a genie to save them. 



I need to be honest with myself.  Watching sport and taking the nicest piece of cake aren’t a big deal, but the heart 

issue of selfishness is incredibly dangerous.  If we explore the motives of our sin, we see something frightening.   

These six sin patterns I have confessed can be divided into two categories. Impatience, fear of change and wanting to 

be right are all things which show that I want to be God, I want things to be done in my time and in my way, and if I 

am happy with my life, I want it to stay that way, irrespective of what God wants.  Arrogance, being judgemental and 

selfishness show I value myself more than other people, if I think others are wrong or that I am better, I will 

inevitably consider my feelings, ideas and agendas to be more important.  Or to put it in Biblical terms, I neither love 

the Lord my God with all my heart, soul, mind and strength nor love my neighbour as myself. 

And this comes to the nub of the issue.  My sin patterns and idols show me what is most important to me.  From 

examining my sin patterns I realise that I am in trouble, I value myself more than my God, want an easy life rather 

than service to Him.  What a wretched man I am.  But this is where God steps in, as we look in closing at the Messiah 

themes in Judges. 

Rescued and Transformed – The Need for a Permanent Messiah 

The book of Judges is fantastic from a literature perspective.  There are parallels and contrasts all through it.  But 

one of the interesting compare and contrasts is Samson.  He is someone whose birth was foretold by an angel.  He 

would be separate, different.  He would live in a land ruled by foreigners.  His death would bring defeat for his 

enemies and salvation for his people.  Sound like any other Messiah you know?  And yet Samson did it while being 

flawed to the core and the people of Israel didn’t know peace for long.  The messiahs, rescuers, deliverers, judges, 

whatever you want to call them, are flawed individuals, and Judges is clear that when they died, the people went 

back to their sins, doing what was right in their own eyes and doing more evil than the generations before them.  

The mini-messiahs just weren’t cutting it. 

The reading at the end of this week will be about Ruth.  This is a story from the time of the Judges, maybe Jephthah 

or Samson, and shows God carrying out His plan to provide the perfect Rescuer.  Ruth would not only be King David’s 

great grandmother, she would more importantly be an ancestor of Jesus Himself, the perfect Messiah.  His death will 

not provide the moment of return to the old ways of sin and rebellion, but instead act as the catalyst for a change.  

The spiral is broken, we don’t need to keep going round in circles, because the victory has been won on Calvary. 

And this is why the exercise of examining my sin patterns is more than just self-flagellation.  If we are to grow as 

believers, we have to be willing to be broken down in order to be rebuilt, unafraid of the consequences.  Yes there is 

grace abounding for us as sinners because of the rescue plan God has for us, we are forgiven, we are restored, we 

are adopted into God’s family and made as co-heirs with Christ.  God loves me just the way I am, but loves me 

enough to not leave me that way.   

I need to listen to the call to break down the altars in my heart and the sacred stones in my life that stop me from 

worshipping and serving God as I should.  I want periods of self-examination, opening my life to the illuminating 

work of God’s Holy Spirit in me, being shown my sin so that I can move on from spiritual milk to spiritual maturity. 

When I was younger, I would have claimed I was arrogant, and always would be.  But that’s not good enough.  The 

God of the Universe has promised to change me.  He will break down the idolatry of my heart and give me a new 

heart.  I long for heaven for the day when that work is completed.  But I am aware here on earth of my responsibility 

to listen to His Spirit, and to allow changes to the areas of my life where I don’t acknowledge Christ as Lord. 

The book of Judges shows us the consequences of us setting other things as idols.  It warns us about taking in too 

much from the world around us.  It shows that God is gracious, will keep His promises even when we don’t keep our 

side of the bargain.  But it also points to the fact that a greater Judge would come, one who would not have the 

timidity of Gideon, the rash vows of Jephthah and the flaws of Samson.  That rescuer is our Lord Jesus Christ, who 

lives and reigns forever.  The Bible is the story of His rescuing a flawed people who would be transformed into His 

likeness.  We are part of that people, part of that plan, part of His family, when we trust Him as Judge of all our life. 


