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Introduction
Today’s talk is part of our series on the book of Judges, the seventh book in the Bible. The book of
Judges is the history of the period after the children of Israel had partially, but not completely, 
conquered and subdued what is often called “the promised land”, the land promised by God to the 
fathers of the nation, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. During this period, a succession of judges, 
raised up by God, ruled over the land. This era ended when Israel began to be ruled over by kings.

If we were to start reading the book of Judges at the beginning, and go right through to the end of 
chapter 16, that is, all but the last five chapters, which are a kind of epilogue, we would, I think, 
recognise a pattern in the narrative which repeats, with minor variations, over and over again. This
pattern is a sequence of three successive periods. In the first, all is well. The people give a degree
of respect to God, and live, at least to some extent, in obedience to His laws, contained in the ten 
commandments and the detailed instructions which accompanied them. This is followed by a 
period in which they forsake God and start to worship one or another of what we might call 
imitation gods, images they have fabricated so as to copy the religious customs of the 
neighbouring peoples. At the same time, they forsake God’s commandments and follow the same 
pagan practices as the people whose god they have decided to follow.

In the third of the three periods, God allows a foreign power to invade the land and subjugate the 
people, making their lives a misery by so doing. This continues until eventually, in desperation, 
they cry out to God in their distress. They abandon their idols and their evil ways. In their misery, 
they turn to the one true God and beseech Him to help them. At this point God raises up a 
deliverer to save them. This is usually a mighty man who heads up an army and drives the foreign 
invaders out of the land. He then becomes the latest in the line of judges who govern and exercise
judgement in the land for a number of years. This is the usual pattern, although in one case the 
judge was a woman, Deborah, and in another, that of Samson, the judge drove back the invaders, 
the Philistines, not so much by leading an army but by his own extraordinary, and God-given, 
strength.

Under the wise leadership of the judge, the cycle returns to the beginning. There is a period of 
tranquillity in which God is honoured and righteousness is on the throne again. But alas! before 
long, often upon the death of the judge, who has usually acted as a restraining influence, another 
episode of departure from God begins.

Our subject today is the second part of the glorious story of Gideon. If you’ve listened to the talk 
before this one, then you’ve already heard part 1. The invading oppressors at this time were 
described as “the Midianites and the Amalekites and the people of the East”1. Gideon was called 
by God in a remarkable way and had gathered an army out of his own tribe, Manasseh, and out of 
others of the northern tribes of Israel, Asher, Naphtali and Zebulun2.

Page 1



The people are too many
The subject matter of today’s talk is found in the Book of Judges chapters 7 and 8, and I’m now 
going to read the first 8 verses of chapter 7. I’m reading from the English Standard Version.

Then Jerubbaal (that is, Gideon) and all the people who were with him 
rose early and encamped beside the spring of Harod. And the camp of 
Midian was north of them, by the hill of Moreh, in the valley.

The LORD said to Gideon, ‘The people with you are too many for me to 
give the Midianites into their hand, lest Israel boast over me, saying, 
“My own hand has saved me.” Now therefore proclaim in the ears of the
people, saying, “Whoever is fearful and trembling, let him return home 
and hurry away from Mount Gilead.”’ Then 22,000 of the people 
returned, and 10,000 remained.

And the LORD said to Gideon, ‘The people are still too many. Take them
down to the water, and I will test them for you there, and any one of 
whom I say to you, “This one shall go with you”, shall go with you, and 
any one of whom I say to you, “This one shall not go with you”, shall not
go.’ So he brought the people down to the water. And the LORD said to 
Gideon, ‘Every one who laps the water with his tongue, as a dog laps, 
you shall set by himself. Likewise, every one who kneels down to drink. 
And the number of those who lapped, putting their hands to their 
mouths, was 300 men, but all the rest of the people knelt down to drink 
water. And the LORD said to Gideon, ‘With the 300 men who lapped I 
will save you and give the Midianites into your hand, and let all the 
others go every man to his home.’ So the people took provisions in their
hands, and their trumpets. And he sent all the rest of Israel every man 
to his tent, but retained the 300 men. And the camp of Midian was 
below him in the valley.”

In 2 Chronicles chapter 20, in the context of another famous battle, the people said:

…We are powerless against this great horde that is coming against us 
(2 Chronicles 20: v. 12).

And the Lord, by His prophet Jahaziel, answered:

Do not be afraid and do not be dismayed at this great horde, for the 
battle is not yours but God's (2 Chronicles 20: v. 15)

On that occasion, as in many other great battles in the Old Testament scriptures, God gave to His 
people a great victory against impossible odds, odds such that any general in the history of 
warfare would have said the case was hopeless, proving the truth of that statement just quoted, 
that the battle was not theirs but God’s. Yet no other tale of God’s miraculous deliverance 
compares with the story we are looking at today. I cannot think of any other commander ever, who
was told to do what God told Gideon to do. Just consider his situation as he prepares to take on 
the Midianites in battle.  He is already outnumbered more than four to one2, and yet God coolly 
instructs him to send more than 99% of his army home, and go into battle with only the few that 
remain! We might well marvel at Gideon’s faith. He doesn’t argue. He doesn’t doubt. He just gets 
on with it and does exactly what God has told him.

“There are too many!” God says. How can there be too many? We need perhaps to ask “too many
for what?” God is not saying that Gideon’s army were too many in a military sense, too many to be
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a fair match for the enemy. What God is saying is that there are too many for the glory of the 
victory, when it comes, to be credited to anyone other than God. When a tiny force of 300 men 
puts to flight this mighty army of 135,0003, it is going to be beyond any possible dispute that this 
victory has been won, to quote another scripture, “not by might, nor by power, but by my Spirit, 
says the LORD of hosts”4.

This is not to say that there is not great wisdom in the criteria which God instructs Gideon to use in
whittling down his army from 32,000 to 300. First, Gideon is instructed to send home all who are 
fearful and trembling. According to the well known stories of the First World War, men who were 
too frightened to go into battle were shot for cowardice, but this was a more merciful regime, under
God’s good hand. And who can say whether, had the entire force gone into battle, where for every
brave man there were more than two who were shaking with fear, the result might not have been 
that those who were brave to begin with became discouraged and disheartened by the mental 
state of their comrades?

Then there is the mysterious business of the water drinking test. What was that all about? Well, I 
think we can see that the vast majority, those who, as it were, failed the test, were those whose 
only thought was their thirst and how to satisfy it as quickly and conveniently as possible.  The 
scripture says that they knelt down to drink. They did it the obvious way. They knelt down at the 
water’s edge, put their heads into the water, and drank their fill. The select few, the 300, were 
those who thought like soldiers. They stayed on their guard the whole time, aware of all that was 
going on around them, whilst dipping one hand into the water and bringing it to their mouths so as 
to lap the water from their hand. And so it is that Gideon, with this tiny but elite force under his 
command, and with the assurance that God is with him, prepares for the battle which the following 
day will bring.

Secret intelligence
Gideon had clearly shown the strength of his faith. Yet, if we try to put ourselves into his position, I 
think most of us would imagine ourselves having, at least from time to time, a ghastly recognition 
that, according to every human argument, we don’t stand the tiniest chance. The next six verses of
Judges chapter 7 show how God, in abundant mercy to Gideon, allows him to be let into a secret, 
the secret that the overwhelming numbers of the enemy conceal a grave internal weakness.  
Despite their obvious numerical advantage, they are actually expecting defeat!

These verses give an account of what we might call a “secret intelligence mission.” God tells 
Gideon to creep down, obviously taking great care not to be seen, to the outskirts of the enemy 
camp in the valley below, and listen to what they are talking about.  What he hears there is a man 
telling his comrade a dream, and the other man interpreting it. In his dream, the man has seen a 
loaf of bread tumbling into the Midianite camp, striking a tent and knocking it over. The other man 
confidently interprets this as being about “the sword of Gideon the son of Joash” and assures him 
that God has given all the Midianite camp into Gideon’s hand. The scripture says that when 
Gideon hears this, he worships. He recognises that God knows exactly what He is doing, and is in 
perfect control of all that is going to happen.

A sword for the Lord and for Gideon
The details of the military action, such as it was, are given in verses 19 to 22 of chapter 7.  
Gideon’s 300 men never actually need to do any fighting! The tactic Gideon employs is to provide 
each of his 300 men with a trumpet, a torch and a pitcher. He then divides them into three 
companies and stations these in three different positions on the high ground surrounding the 
enemy. Then suddenly, acting on a signal from Gideon, the three companies simultaneously make
a very loud noise, by blowing the trumpets and shouting “A sword for the Lord and for Gideon!” 
whilst also lighting up the night sky with a blaze of light from 300 torches, by shattering the 
pitchers which have been hiding them.
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To maximise the effect, Gideon times this to take place just after the enemy have changed over 
the watch, so that the new men on duty will be just getting their bearings and maybe not quite 
awake yet. The effect is dramatic. Under the impression that they are surrounded by a superior 
and highly disciplined force (if there are 300 just blowing trumpets, how many more must there be 
with swords at the ready?) the Midianites panic and chaos reigns. Waking up in the middle of the 
night to a scene of utter confusion, they start fighting one another, and in no time at all the whole 
army is in full retreat.

With the enemy on the run and clearly totally demoralised, Gideon now calls out the men of the 
nearby tribes, Manasseh, Asher and Naphtali, in order to pursue the Midianites and, as it were, 
finish the job. He also calls men from the tribe of Ephraim, who succeed in cutting the retreating 
Midianites off at various river crossings, and in putting to death two Midianite princes, Oreb and 
Zeeb.

Chapter 8 – contention and lack of faith
But, sadly, as we turn the page into chapter 8, we encounter things which are somehow typical of 
the book of Judges. Even on this day of victory, when the enemies have been put to flight and 
many of them destroyed, the picture is marred by contention and by lack of faith.

We find that there is jealousy on the part of the men of the tribe of Ephraim, because they hadn’t 
been involved from the beginning. In verse 1 they say “What is this that you have done to us, not 
to call us when you went to fight against Midian?” The scripture says that they accused him 
fiercely, and Gideon has to speak diplomatically to them, reminding them that God has been 
pleased to deliver into their hands Oreb and Zeeb, before their anger abates.

The lack of faith is illustrated in the attitude shown by the men of two towns on the far side of the 
Jordan, Succoth and Penuel, which Gideon came to as he continued to pursue the remnants of 
the Midianite army.  To tell this story in the words of scripture, I’m going to read verses 4 to 9 of 
chapter 8.

And Gideon came to the Jordan and crossed over, he and the 300 men
who were with him, exhausted yet pursuing. So he said to the men of 
Succoth, ‘Please give loaves of bread to the people who follow me, for 
they are exhausted, and I am pursuing after Zebah and Zalmunna, the 
kings of Midian.’ And the officials of Succoth said, ‘Are the hands of 
Zebah and Zalmunna already in your hand, that we should give bread 
to your army?' So Gideon said, ‘Well then, when the LORD has given 
Zebah and Zalmunna into my hand, I will flail your flesh with the thorns 
of the wilderness and with briers. And from there he went up to Penuel, 
and spoke to them in the same way, and the men of Penuel answered 
him as the men of Succoth had answered. And he said to the men of 
Penuel, ‘When I come again in peace, I will break down this tower.’

Despite such shocking discouragement and lack of support, and despite their exhaustion, Gideon 
and his 300 men continued, and finally captured Zebah and Zalmunna, the two kings of the 
Midianites. Gideon then returned and carried out his threats against the citizens of Succoth and 
Penuel.

I said earlier that the last five chapters of the Book of Judges form a kind of epilogue. They recount
two sad historical incidents, but these are out of their chronological order, and are surely put there 
because they epitomise the moral state of the nation during the days of the judges. Almost at the 
beginning, and also at the very end of these chapters, that is, in chapter 17 verse 6, and in chapter
21 verse 25, the last verse of the book, we find this statement:
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In those days there was no king in Israel. Everyone did what was right 
in his own eyes.

Morally and spiritually, the nation was adrift from its moorings. There was no generally accepted 
authority to provide a lead. How similar to the modern western world in which we live! But the 
kings, when they came along at the end of the era of judges, were themselves only any use 
insofar as they acknowledged the authority of God and respected His word in the scriptures.  
Some of them did indeed do these things, but by no means all of them.

Final victory and its aftermath
In verses 18 to 21 of chapter 8, we learn something we had not known up to this point. From the 
first 6 verses of chapter 6, we know that The Midianites had been severely oppressing the people 
for seven years, but only now is it brought out that a number of Gideon’s brothers (we are not told 
how many) had been killed by the Midianites in some previous battle. Gideon says here to the two 
captured kings, Zeba and Zalmunna, just before he puts them to death, “As the LORD lives, if you 
had saved them alive, I would not kill you.”5 Through all Gideon’s rollercoaster experiences of the 
last several days, surely it cannot have been far from his mind that he was avenging the deaths of 
his own brothers.

With final victory over the Midianites accomplished, we now embark on the saddest part of the 
story of Gideon. The title of this talk is “Gideon’s victory and subsequent downfall”, and we have 
now arrived at the downfall part. The people, in gratitude to Gideon for saving them from the 
Midianites, invite him to reign over them, and not only to reign but to set up a hereditary dynasty, 
so that his son and his grandson after him would also rule over them. Gideon refuses, but instead 
he makes a strange request. He asks them all to donate the golden earrings which they had taken 
as spoil from the defeated Midianites, and they all gladly do so. He makes these into a golden 
ephod and places it in his home city, Ophrah.

The ephod was the ornate outer garment worn by the high priest, and was associated with the 
ability to discern the will of God. What Gideon made must have been a golden replica of such.  
The scripture says, in verse 27 of chapter 8:

And all Israel whored after it there, and it became a snare to Gideon 
and to his family.

It seems that Gideon, flushed with victory, took his gaze off the LORD. He should have 
remembered that the making of any image of anything was forbidden by the second 
commandment6. Instead, he started doing what everyone else was doing, that is, what was right in
his own eyes. Perhaps he intended to give the people some tangible memorial of the great victory 
the Lord had wrought for them, but instead it became another idol which the people worshipped.

Conclusion: the cycle repeats
In spite of this sad failure on the part of Gideon, the scripture records that, in the time of Gideon, 
the land enjoyed 40 years of rest7, that is, peace without foreign invaders. Alas, however, in 
keeping with the pattern which I outlined in the introduction, faithfulness to the Lord came to an 
end with Gideon’s death.

I’ll conclude this talk in the words of scripture, by reading the last 3 verses of Judges chapter 8.

As soon as Gideon died, the people of Israel turned again and whored 
after the Baals and made Baal-berith their god. And the people of Israel
did not remember the LORD their God, who had delivered them from the 
hand of all their enemies on every side and they did not show steadfast 
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love to the family of Jerubbaal (that is, Gideon) in return for all the good 
that he had done to Israel.

Thank you for listening to this Truth for Today talk on Gideon’s victory and subsequent downfall, in
our series on the Book of Judges - talk number 1467.  Scriptures were quoted from the English 
Standard Version.
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