The Bleak Midwinter of the Soul #6

“Where Credit Is Due”
Judges 8
Thomas Carlisle, the Scottish essayist and historian once said, “Ah, adversity is hard on a man. Aye. But for one who can handle prosperity, there are a hundred that can handle adversity.”
 His words have proven true throughout history, and we see this truth borne out in the life of Gideon. In Judges 8, we witness Gideon dealing with criticism, with celebrity, and with capital. The challenge was giving credit where credit is due.

Dealing with Criticism

First let us see Gideon dealing with criticism. Anyone who does something—or even attempts to do something—can expect to be criticized. As Aristotle pointed out, the way to avoid criticism is “by saying nothing, doing nothing, and being nothing.” Gideon was not one of those folks. 

The complaint is lodged in verse one, “Now the Ephraimites asked Gideon, ‘Why have you treated us like this? Why didn’t you call us when you went to fight Midian?’ And they criticized him sharply.” The Ephraimites were angry because they were not included in the initial call-up. It is not clear whether this was an oversight on Gideon’s part, a deliberate snub, or a decision made for strategic purposes. Because of their location (to the south of Manasseh, on the flank of the retreating enemy) they were ideally situated to make just the kind of contribution that Gideon eventually called on them to make. But they have clearly interpreted it as a snub, reflecting a rivalry between Ephraim and Manasseh, the two leading tribes of northern Israel.

No matter what Gideon did, it would have been wrong. Had he called them initially, they would have felt insulted. And now because he hadn’t, they felt snubbed. It was a devastating commentary on human behavior. And it would take the integrity and wisdom of God to pacify such proud and petulant people.

This confrontation is a dangerous moment. The fact that the Ephraimites have just captured and killed Oreb and Zeeb demonstrates their capability. It would be risky for Gideon to respond with force, and in any case he has more urgent business to attend to (the escaping Midianites). So he decides on diplomacy in verses 2-3,

But he answered them, “What have I accomplished compared to you? Aren’t the gleanings of Ephraim’s grapes better than the full grape harvest of Abiezer? God gave Oreb and Zeeb, the Midianite leaders, into your hands. What was I able to do compared to you?” At this, their resentment against him subsided. 

Realizing that a “soft answer turns away wrath” (Proverbs 15:1), Gideon commends these hostile Ephraimites for their capture of Oreb and Zeeb and asks in effect, “What could we ever have done that could be compared with such a mighty deed?” Then the writer added, “At this, their resentment subsided.” Gideon’s tactful answer soothed their indignation and averted a potentially dangerous internal rivalry.
 One writer calls this “a masterpiece of diplomacy.”
 Gideon proved that he could control not only an army, but also control his temper and tongue.

Abraham Lincoln was one who seems to have mastered dealing with criticism. How did he handle all the flack? He admitted, “If I were to read, much less answer, all the attacks made on me, this shop might as well be closed for any other business. I do the very best I know how—the very best I can; and I mean to keep doing so until the end. If the end brings me out all right, what is said against me won’t amount to anything. If the end brings me out wrong, ten thousand angels swearing I was right would make no difference.”
 Those who deal with criticism regularly can learn from these wise words.

Moving on, Gideon dealt with another type of criticism in verses 4-9, 

Gideon and his three hundred men, exhausted yet keeping up the pursuit, came to the Jordan and crossed it. He said to the men of Succoth, “Give my troops some bread; they are worn out, and I am still pursuing Zebah and Zalmunna, the kings of Midian.” 

But the officials of Succoth said, “Do you already have the hands of Zebah and Zalmunna in your possession? Why should we give bread to your troops?” 

Then Gideon replied, “Just for that, when the Lord has given Zebah and Zalmunna into my hand, I will tear your flesh with desert thorns and briers.” 

From there he went up to Peniel and made the same request of them, but they answered as the men of Succoth had. So he said to the men of Peniel, “When I return in triumph, I will tear down this tower.” 

The Gadites were descended from Jacob, and Gideon appeals to their common relationship. His words are tactful and directed to both their sense of humanity and their patriotism. The response of the leaders of Succoth, though, is harsh and unreasonable. External considerations alone motivate them. They have seen the imposing host of Midian many times. They have probably enjoyed the brisk trade that accompanied their annual migration into the area. In looking at Gideon’s army—hungry, tired, and poorly equipped—they probably conclude that their ragtag outfit will never overtake Zebah and Zalmunna, let alone defeat or capture them in battle. They fear that these kings will then raise another army and return at the same time next year. The leaders of Succoth conclude, therefore, that it is safer to risk Gideon’s wrath than to expose themselves to the vengeance of these powerful monarchs.

Like so many people, they were fence sitters. They would not be loyal to anyone. They sought the best of both worlds but fell between the two. They would not support Gideon and his men, and they would not align themselves with the enemy either.

Eventually Gideon and his men did capture Zebah and Zalmunna, completing the victory over the Midianites, as recorded in verses 10-12. Then he returned to the cities of Succoth and Peniel and fulfilled his threats against them. We read in verses 16-17, “He took the elders of the town and taught the men of Succoth a lesson by punishing them with desert thorns and briers. He also pulled down the tower of Peniel and killed the men of the town.” There is some debate as to what is meant by the phrase “punishing them with desert thorns and briers.” Some believe he whipped them with the thorny branches of the desert acacia,
 while others believe Gideon made the men lie down naked on the ground, covered them with thorny branches and then drove a threshing sledge over them until they died.
 The verb used here and in verse 7 always means, “to thresh” in the Old Testament. It could mean that Gideon threatened to thresh the leaders along with briars and thorns. This may refer to a method of execution or to a dishonorable treatment of the corpses after execution.
 At any rate, the punishment was drastic and it witnesses to the heinousness of the offence in Gideon’s eyes.

Some commentators have severely criticized Gideon for his handling of the Gadites who refused to help him and his men. Some writers even claim that the “demon of revenge” raged within his heart. Others dismiss his actions as primitive and savage. Yet Gideon carefully distinguished between the townspeople and their leaders. His quarrel was with the chief men who had shown no loyalty to the Lord. Both cities should have rallied to his aid. Instead, they did not show compassion and refused to help their own brothers. They preferred to play political games with the ungodly. Their punishment was just.

This was not a case of Gideon evening the score for their previous insults to him. It was not a question of taking vengeance or venting his spleen. Nor was it even a matter of getting mad and abusing his indifferent “brethren” for their cruel callousness to his cause. What Succoth and Peniel were taught on this terrible day was the high cost of riding the fence. They saw what price one paid for belittling God and ridiculing His ability to deliver His own people. They learned the agonizing lesson that to be lukewarm was something abhorrent and despicable.

Sometimes the people of God are a great disappointment. (If you don’t know that, you may not survive in the church.) Don’t allow God’s people to disillusion you; at least be prepared for it.
 If you decide to do anything for the cause of God, expect to be criticized. And expect it from those you would least expect it from.

Dealing with Celebrity

Next we see Gideon dealing with celebrity as he returns home triumphant over his enemies. Verses 22-23 record,

The Israelites said to Gideon, “Rule over us—you, your son and your grandson—because you have saved us out of the hand of Midian.” But Gideon told them, “I will not rule over you, nor will my son rule over you. The Lord will rule over you.” 
So popular was Gideon that the people asked him to set up a dynasty, something altogether new for the nation of Israel. This was one way they could reward Gideon for what he had done for them. But it was also somewhat of a guarantee that there would be a measure of unity among the tribes as well as the kind of leadership that would mobilize them against possible future invaders. Their request was a confession of unbelief; for as Gideon reminded them, God was their king. Gideon rejected their generous offer purely on theological grounds: He would not take the place of the Lord. Every Israelite should have known that the mercy seat in the tabernacle was the throne from which God ruled. Psalm 80:1 states, “You who sit enthroned between the cherubim, shine forth,” while Psalm 99:1 adds. “The Lord reigns, let the nations tremble; He sits enthroned between the cherubim, let the earth shake.” To set up a rival throne would dethrone the Lord.

After fairly winning and deserving as the world goes, the honor of a crown, Gideon had the grace and the humility to refuse it.
 It was a simple, straightforward declaration of incredible magnitude. It reveals the genuine humility of the man. He was unassuming, and yet at the same time, very wise. Obviously success had not gone to his head. He had sufficient spiritual maturity to recognize that it was the Lord who granted victory to Israel. He still saw the strategy and superior role played by God in the life of this nation. And so Gideon insisted that honor be given to whom honor was due.

We can learn a great lesson here, too. After God uses you, do not accept the glory. The most vulnerable moment comes right after a great victory. People are going to say to you, “Wow! What a great person you are!” But if you’re honest, you’ll pause and deflect the praise. Remember that you merely reflect the light of Jesus Christ to them. Don’t let them get their eyes on you and overlook the true source of strength. Give God the glory.

Dealing with Capital

Finally we see Gideon dealing with capital. “To the victor go the spoils,” the old adage says, and so riches spoiled Gideon’s story. Had the historical record of Gideon concluded at this point, he would stand securely as one of the most remarkable men in the annals of Israel. But his story did not end there. Like so many human narratives, it goes on to disclose that as with all of us, Gideon, too, had an Achilles’ heel in his makeup.

Gideon won the battles but lost the victory. Andrew Bonar said, “Let us be as watchful after the victory as before the battle,” but Gideon didn’t have or heed that warning. He dealt properly with celebrity when he said, “The Lord will rule over you,” but he was about to collect his dividends from the nation. He didn’t become a king, but he certainly spent his last years living like a king! After delivering Israel from bondage caused by their idolatry, he led them right back into a homemade brand of idolatry!

We pick up the story in verses 24-27,

And he said, “I do have one request, that each of you give me an earring from your share of the plunder.” (It was the custom of the Ishmaelites to wear gold earrings.) They answered, “We’ll be glad to give them.” So they spread out a garment, and each man threw a ring from his plunder onto it. The weight of the gold rings he asked for came to seventeen hundred shekels, not counting the ornaments, the pendants and the purple garments worn by the kings of Midian or the chains that were on their camels’ necks. Gideon made the gold into an ephod, which he placed in Ophrah, his town. All Israel prostituted themselves by worshiping it there, and it became a snare to Gideon and his family.

Gideon asks for gold, which the grateful nation is all too happy to give. The gold collected was 1,700 shekels in weight. Translated into our weights, this is seventy pounds troy. At the current price of gold on the world markets, its equivalent value in today’s currency would be in the neighborhood of $984,552.
 That’s quite a haul!

But Gideon did not pocket the gold. Instead, he had the gold made into an ephod, which was part of the high priest’s attire described in Exodus 28 and 39. An ephod was a sleeveless tunic worn over other garments. It was made of costly and colorful materials—gold, blue, purple, scarlet, fine linen. Attached to the ephod was a breastplate in which twelve precious stones (representing Israel’s twelve tribes) were set in four rows. There was a pocket or pouch in the breastplate containing the Urim and the Thummim, objects used to discover God’s will on particular matters. Gideon would thus become a channel of God’s direct guidance in addition to the ephod the Lord had already provided to the priest from the line of Aaron. Whatever else can be said, the center of the matter seems to be that Gideon hankered after more than what God had given for declaring His will.
 People who wanted to ask information of God would come (paying a fee) and receive an answer through the mediation of the specialists, Gideon and his family.
 While he rejected the king’s crown, Gideon wanted the priest’s ephod, perhaps to make money.

Gideon missed a great opportunity to bring reformation and perhaps revival to the land. He had torn down his father’s idols, but there were many households in Israel that were still devoted to Baal, and those idols needed to be destroyed as well. The great victory over Midian gave Gideon good reason to call the nation back to the Lord and obedience to His Law. But instead of using the occasion for God’s glory, he used it for his own profit; and the nation eventually lapsed into sin once again.

Judges 8 concludes with verses 28-35,

Thus Midian was subdued before the Israelites and did not raise its head again. During Gideon’s lifetime, the land enjoyed peace forty years. Jerub-Baal son of Joash went back home to live. He had seventy sons of his own, for he had many wives. His concubine, who lived in Shechem, also bore him a son, whom he named Abimelech. Gideon son of Joash died at a good old age and was buried in the tomb of his father Joash in Ophrah of the Abiezrites. No sooner had Gideon died than the Israelites again prostituted themselves to the Baals. They set up Baal-Berith as their god and did not remember the Lord their God, who had rescued them from the hands of all their enemies on every side. They also failed to show kindness to the family of Jerub-Baal (that is, Gideon) for all the good things he had done for them.

Gideon lived lavishly in his later years. The final chapter of Gideon’s life appears as a distinct anticlimax to the heroic actions of the earlier section, and the man who had given such a magnificent lead to his fellow Israelites now sets a deplorable example of self-indulgence in which he, his family and the whole nation were involved.

Unfortunately, as soon as Gideon passed, the people went back to worshiping idols. The Lord might well be the God for a time of crisis, but the fertility gods appeared to offer more for the everyday life. For, as well as the sensual appeal of their worship, there was the preoccupation of these gods with the “bread and butter” of existence.

Gideon was a man who in his finest hour brought great glory not only to himself, his family, and his nation, but also to his God. He knew to give credit where credit is due. He gave God the glory for his victories, and refused to take God’s place on the throne of Israel. But he was also a man who in his weaker moments perpetrated great folly not only for himself but also for those who followed him.

He leaves us with a classic, clear-cut picture of one who knew what it was to walk humbly with his God in greatness. He leaves us also with the solemn, sobering view of a man who missed the mark when his personal preferences overruled God’s gracious will for his life.

Gideon could handle adversity by trusting in the Lord. He began handling victory well, dealing with criticism and celebrity with diplomacy and humility, but ran into some trouble dealing with the lure of capital available to him. We see that Gideon, like all men and women God uses, are praiseworthy though not perfect. We should always give credit where credit is due.
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