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One morning about six years ago I had turned on the morning news to listen while I was preparing for the day.  An extraordinary story caught my attention.  The story was about a young boy by the name of Mattie Stepanek.  By the time he was six years old Mattie had already written several hundred poems.  What made his story so extraordinary was the fact that he was suffering from a disease called dysautonomic mitochondrial myopathy.  A rare form of muscular dystrophy, the disease had already claimed the lives of Mattie’s thee older siblings, and his mother suffers from the disease as well.


The day I saw him on the news he was a guest with former President Jimmy Carter, who wrote the introduction to Mattie’s second book of poetry.  An amazing young man, Mattie demonstrated how difficult circumstances can bring out amazing qualities in people.  Mattie passed away on June 22, 2004, just three weeks before his fourteenth birthday.


Circumstances can certainly make or break a person.  


As we continue through our study of The Bible You Should Know we come to the book of Judges, and we will study about a person whose circumstances brought greatness from him.  Judges is probably not a familiar book to many people.  There are probably only two characters in the book of Judges that spark any recognition in people – Gideon and Samson.


The book of Judges tells us of a very unusual and largely tragic time in the life of the nation of Israel.  As the last verse of the book says, in those days there was no king in Israel; everyone did what was right in their own eyes (21:25).  


Chapter two records the death of Joshua and then we are told and all that generation also were gathered to their fathers; and there arose another generation after them who did not know the Lord, nor yet the work which He had done for Israel (2:10).  There is certainly a sermon in that verse about the importance of passing our faith to the next generation.  There is another sermon in that verse of the tragedy of forgetting what God has done for us.  But those sermons are for another day.


The book of Judges tells us the people of Israel abandon God in favor of the worship of idols.  In spite of God’s warnings the people continually abandon Him to worship false gods.  There’s another sermon – our tragic desire to choose other gods in life and then how we suffer the consequences of that tragic choice.

At this point in history, the leadership of Israel passes to a succession of Judges, some of whom are able to lift the nation out of their idolatry for a time and bring them back to God, but such revivals always proved to be short-lived.


Then we come to the story of Gideon.  The story of Gideon begins like most of the other stories in the book of Judges.  Israel has once again abandoned God and their choice to do so brought to them seven years of oppression from Midian.  The nation of Midian continually destroys the crops and the livestock of Israel and the people cry to God for deliverance.  


Then Gideon appears on the scene.  When we meet Gideon an angel appears to him in a way that seems very ordinary.  The angel is sitting under a tree watching Gideon trying to get the grain out of a wine press before the Midianites could destroy it.  The angel calls Gideon a valiant warrior and says the Lord is with him, but Gideon scoffs at that point.  He challenges the angel with the words Oh my lord, if the Lord is with us, why then has all this happened to us?  And where are all His miracles which our fathers told us about, saying ‘Did not the Lord bring us up from Egypt?’  But now the Lord has abandoned us and given us into the hand of Midian (6:13).

That’s pretty blunt, isn’t it?

Then Gideon hears again, but this time it is from God himself, and God tells Gideon to deliver the nation of Israel.  Just a simple, every day request from God to save a nation.  Gideon responds by saying my family is the least in Manasseh, and I am the youngest in my father’s house (6:15).  But God isn’t willing to let Gideon off the hook and tells him surely I will be with you, and you shall defeat Midian as one man (6:16).  Surely I will be with you.  Did Gideon need to know any more?  

Do we?  One of my great and lingering fears is the fear that unfulfilled potential becomes our defining characteristic.  I am convinced there is so much God wants to do with us and can do with us but I feel as though we spend so much of our time skirting the edges of our Promised Land, fearful to enter and to be all that God desires for us to become.  So much potential; so much promise.  

It turns out that Gideon’s father has an altar to the god Baal, and God tells Gideon to tear down the altar.  Gideon was afraid of his father and of the men of the city so he waited until night (6:26-27).  All the men of the city are angry about what is done, and when they discover it was Gideon they demand that his father bring him out so that Gideon may be put to death.  Joash, Gideon’s father, tells the men that if Baal is a god let him contend for himself (6:30-31).  Even though he does so in a hesitating manner, Gideon proves he is willing to go against the tide of popular opinion.

But this is not the way one is generally introduced as a leader.  Instead of winning the affections of the people, the first response of the people is a desire to kill Gideon.  But as the enemies of Israel gather themselves together to attack Israel Gideon is thrust into leadership.  

Gideon, though, still wants to be sure that God will be faithful to his promise, so he devises a test.  Gideon tells God that he will place a fleece of wool on a threshing floor, and if the dew settles only on the fleece and not the ground it will be proof that God will be with him.  In the morning the fleece was wet enough that Gideon squeezed out a bowl full of water.  Not entirely convinced, Gideon tests God once more.  This time, Gideon says that if the fleece is dry and the dew is only on the ground he will know God will keep his promise.  The next morning God again confirms his promise (6:36-40).


From here, the story becomes more familiar to us.  Gideon has a large army assembled but God tells Gideon there are too many people.  God knows that if sheer numbers win the battle then Israel will be convinced it was by her own might, and not God’s, that the battle was won.  So Gideon says that whoever is fearful may return home; 22,000 leave for home and only 10,000 remain.  God decides this is still too many, so God instructs Gideon to take all of those who remain to the water and have them drink.  God’s plan is to separate those who remain based upon how they drink.  Those who kneel to drink are sent home and those just stick their face down in the water and lap it up with their tongue are the ones who will stay.  An unusual way to work, certainly.  The remaining 10,000 are reduced to only 300, and God says that is the number Gideon will lead into battle to save Israel (7:1-7).

God’s reasoning for this is very clear – when 300 men deliver Israel from attack it will be clear it is because God’s hand is upon them.


Gideon camps with his men where they can see the vast army of the Midianites and the others who were a part of their army.  In 7:12 we are told all the sons of the east were lying in the valley as numerous as locusts; and their camels were without number, as numerous as the sand on the seashore.  That would give one pause, wouldn’t it?

That night, Gideon and one of his men sneak to the edge of the Midianites camp and overhear one of them telling of a dream.  The dream indicated to him they would be defeated by Israel.  When Gideon hears this, he begins to understand that God is certainly with him.


He returns to his men, divides them into three groups and gives each man a trumpet, and empty pitcher, and a torch.  The torches are lit and covered by the pitchers and the men surround the camp of the opposing army.  On Gideon’s signal they broke the pitchers, allowing the torches to light the night sky, blew the trumpets, and shouted a sword for the Lord and for Gideon (7:20).  This created so much fear and confusion in the camp of their enemies that the huge army scattered, and Gideon and his band of three hundred defeated the mighty army of Midian.

It is the belief of what God can do through us that is at the heart of faith.  After telling the story of Gideon, I want to tell another story to close.  It was written by Rick Thompson, who pastors a church in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma.  The setting for the story is a trip he took to India earlier this year.  I want to read you some selected passages from his story.

I have been trying to put my finger on what it is that impacted me so profoundly in my visit to India. I would not describe my experience as particularly overwhelming or devastating, but I would say that there came a time in this experience that I knew that somehow from that moment on life would seem different to me. I would see things differently.


I think it is because I feel as if I have seen true Christianity for the first time…

I have never seen people who are willing to live in a garbage dump in order to show the love of Christ to the desperately poor. I have never seen people who are willing to sacrifice so much for people who have absolutely nothing to give back. I have never before in my experience seen people who have taken so literally and so seriously the command of Christ to give up your life in order to find it.


At the conference in Orissa on Monday of last week, our team of Indians, Americans and Kroatians handed out over 10,000 Bibles to young men and women so that they could give them away to their friends. Before distributing them, our team made it clear that if they chose to pass them out, they could expect persecution.


In the state of Orissa, it is against the law to talk to someone about Christianity.


Before our plane even touched ground in America, we got word that six young people were arrested in Orissa for distributing Bibles. Radical Hindus ganged up on them, beat them, dragged them to a temple and doused them with cow urine (to "purify" them) and then handed them over to the police, who arrested them for disturbing the peace…

I suppose the reason that I am saying that I have seen Christianity for the first time, is because I have had nothing within my limited context to identify with this kind of witness. I have not until now had opportunities to see first hand how the movement of Christ actually works in most of the rest of the world.


In fact, this is the way the movement of genuine Christianity has always worked.


What I have seen and experienced defies all logic and explanation- aside from the movement and work of the Holy Spirit and the recalibration that takes place in the human heart as a result of the work of God's grace. Truthfully, most of what I have seen up to this point in my Christian experience has been at times powerfully exceptional, but very seldom have I experienced something that so absolutely defies human imagination and reason.


Perhaps this is why Christianity is growing so rapidly in places like India and China and Indonesia- and has always grown through the centuries whenever it is persecuted. History has taught us that when world powers attempt to stamp the flame of true Christianity, they only help spread it.


Perhaps this is why Christians by the thousands drive 20 hours to gather with other Christians and cram into uncomfortable spaces and eagerly accept Bibles to hand to their friends, all in the face of persecution.


But we who have so much, who have been so blessed and spoiled, we who have two or three Bibles at home we seldom read and who only come to Christian gatherings when it is most convenient and self serving-have become somehow immune from the affects of true Christianity, it seems to me. This is why trips like this are worth whatever you have to sacrifice to make them.


And then it occurred to me what I was seeing.


My Ukranian friend had also endured years of persecution for his faith. He too knew what it meant to be arrested for living your faith- for passing out Bibles…


It took us a full hour to distribute all of those Bibles. The line extended and curled hundreds of meters out into the hot India sun outside the tent. But Sergay stood there in the front of the line the entire time. Every single person who walked on that stage received not just a Bible, but the encouragement of a Ukranian believer who understood perhaps better than most people on earth EXACTLY what he was handing them.


When the service is over, Sergay is beaming, ecstatic. This is why he is in India.


Perhaps this is why I was in India. So that I could see Christianity for the first time.

How do we find the connection from Mattie Stepanek, to Gideon, to a group of people handing out Bibles in India?  By understanding how their circumstances allowed them to embrace trust and forsake doubt, to embrace faith and by doing so embrace true life.

Sometimes we wonder why we don’t see greater demonstrations of what God can do.  Perhaps it’s because we never allow ourselves to be in a position where God can demonstrate his power.  We want to work from absolute certainty.  We want to go forward only when every doubt is erased and all our fears about available resources are answered.  God really works when we step away from anything and everything that may cause us to think that what is accomplished comes about because of what we can do.  God really works when we step into the situations that seem impossible and thus prove the only way it can happen is through the power of God.
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