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Dedication

For my momma, my first Bible teacher and lifelong

model of what it means to overcome life’s challenges

by faithfully resting in our Savior Jesus Christ.








Epigraph

I have told you these things, so that in me you

may have peace. In this world you will have trouble.

But take heart! I have overcome the world.

—John 16:33
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Introduction

Years ago, I suffered with a chronic illness that left me in enormous pain. I’ve shared publicly how I spent months (that bled into years) trying to find a doctor and a diagnosis, desperately searching for an end to the torment that had taken over my life. What I didn’t know for the longest time was that I was suffering from a genetic condition known as map-dot-fingerprint dystrophy. Because of the disorder, the cells of my corneas don’t properly attach to the underlying membrane. For years, I was tearing the surface of my corneas over and over again. Each tear was a 10 out of 10 on the pain scale, leaving me despondent and hopeless as my life turned into a blur of unending pain and depression.

I had nearly lost the will to go on when I finally found the doctor who was literally an answer to my prayers. I had asked the Lord, “If it’s not Your will to heal me, will You please lead me to the right medical professional who can help me?” By the time I found Dr. Thomas Clinch, I was at the end of my rope. That very first visit to his office, he told me he knew what was going on and how to help me. It was as if I’d won the Powerball and MegaMillions all at the same time. I’d forgotten what it felt like to have the tiniest glimmer of hope after such a long season of suffering. But as I prepared to leave his office, he said the words I’ll never forget: “There’s no cure.” It felt like the cruelest trick, to finally have a diagnosis and then to be struck with a gut punch: my nightmare would never come to an end. This was my face-to-face realization that in my own strength, I was up against insurmountable odds.

What I would eventually come to learn is that there are concrete ways to manage the disease in a way that makes life worth living again! But as I got out of that office as quickly as possible that day, I just wanted to hide in my car and unleash the sobs I could barely hide from the receptionist.

As I got into the car, knowing my husband Sheldon was waiting for my call, I just lost it. I wept until I almost couldn’t breathe. I hadn’t thought I could get any lower, and yet there I was in my car entertaining the thought of just driving it off a bridge. I cried out to the Lord, begging for some comfort. I heard His voice, not aloud, but in my spirit. It was unmistakable. He said the same words that He said to Gideon in Judges 6:16, “I will be with you.” He didn’t tell me I’d be healed or that all would suddenly be right in my world. Instead, the promise was that He would walk with me in it—as flawed and painful as it was. And that has been enough, as I navigated the medications and surgery that eventually put an end to nearly all of the physical (and emotional) pain the disease had unleashed on me.

If we know God has already won the battle, why do we still struggle? The Christian life often doesn’t feel like the stained-glass images we may remember from childhood—happy, holy, hopeful. What do we do when we feel stuck in a spiritual rut?

The reality is, people in the Bible often felt the exact way we do. And by spending time in their stories, we can find the truths and tools we need to find victory over our challenges, just like they did long ago.
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Part I Overcoming When You Don’t Understand God’s Plan

When I was younger, I thought being a Christian meant that nothing bad could ever happen to me as long as I “followed the rules.” So when real life kicked in, I had to ask some hard questions. If God promises to “always” be with us, why is life still so hard sometimes?

Our worldly instinct is that success looks like strength, control, and comfort. But the Bible’s idea of strength is so different from ours because it’s more like a child relying on a parent than a bodybuilder relying on his training. We all start as spiritual bodybuilders, assuming that God’s blessing will look like winning the physical and social lottery and coasting to victory on a wave of cheers. Yet maturing as a Christian means becoming more childlike in a certain sense—more dependent, more vulnerable, and at the same time, strangely—less afraid. Think about how perplexing it is that the Son of God would tell His disciples—big musclebound fishermen—to become like little children.

The next three chapters follow characters who had to learn the counterintuitive lesson that God is our strength. Gideon seemed to have been chosen because he appeared weak—his obedience was fragile, but that’s all God needed. Moses has plenty of bravado, but he had to learn a totally different sort of courage. Peter wore his heart on his sleeve from the beginning, but his brashness concealed a hidden insecurity. Still, when he finally did understand, his faith was tremendous.

Corrie Ten Boom once said, “When a train goes through a tunnel and it gets dark, you don’t throw away your ticket and jump off. You sit still and trust the engineer.” What’s heartening about Gideon, Moses, and (eventually) Peter is that they had faith even when they didn’t understand God’s plan or purpose.






Gideon’s Imposter Syndrome Making a Choice When You Feel Overwhelmed


Judges 6–8

Have you ever felt called to something, yet completely ill-equipped to actually do it? If so, you’ll likely love the story of Gideon as much as I do. While many secular advice books will tell you the answer to this state of self-doubt is to cultivate a deeper belief in yourself, the Bible has an answer that’s quite different. The story of Gideon reveals that the secret to self-doubt is not more self, but more God.

Since my Sunday school days years ago, it’s a tale that’s captured my imagination. The words of Judges 6–8 feel especially descriptive to me, taking readers along on a roller coaster of competing emotions, tough choices, and—ultimately—a resounding victory. By the time Gideon got to the win the Lord had promised, neither his position nor his resources had changed. What had changed was his ability to depend on God and trust that it is His power and promises that make overcoming any odds possible.

But before we get to that, let’s look at where this all started. It’s a common theme: Israel was in trouble. Just one chapter earlier, in Judges 5, Israel was celebrating a forty-year period of peace brought on by the victory only God could have delivered through His faithful servant, Deborah. Her story had started the same way as Gideon’s: “Israel did evil in the eyes of the Lord” (Judges 4:1), yet despite the peace that her faithfulness brought about, Israel had relapsed into rebellion.


“Prone to Wander”

The book of Judges is full of this repeated rhythm: Israel did evil, fell under judgment, and was eventually rescued by a God-appointed judge. But this salvation never lasted very long before Israel strayed again. Ultimately, the cycle would shift when the people of Israel decided they wanted to be more like their pagan neighbors and asked the Lord for a king. But in Gideon’s day, that was far in the future. At the beginning of his story, Israel was at the low ebb of the sin-redemption cycle, having turned its back on the God who had delivered His people so many times.

Israel! What are you doing?! Though our heavenly Father consistently pursued His people with His unending love, the Israelites were often distracted and downright disobedient. They spent years chasing lifeless idols, the sort of deceptive false gods whom the prophets denounced as faithless lovers and dangerous dead ends. Before I start to sound too judgy here, I confess that I see myself in all these stories of people whose wandering hearts routinely got them into trouble.

The lyrics of one of my favorite hymns, “Come Thou Fount of Every Blessing,” capture it succinctly:


Prone to wander, Lord, I feel it,

prone to leave the God I love;

here’s my heart; O take and seal it;

seal it for thy courts above.



Why is it always easier to see the foolishness of others, to smugly tell ourselves we’d never be so careless and sinful? I picture myself trying to flag down the engineers of a train, “Stop! The tracks are completely washed out just ahead!” Then I sigh in knowing exasperation as they fail to slam on the brakes and meet the tragedy waiting around the corner.

But am I really more often the one warning or the one driving the train? How many people have tried to flag me down over the years? How many times did I fail to listen and instead go full steam ahead? With that in mind, I try to give Israel of old some grace.

When we catch up with it in Judges 6, the Lord had given Israel over into the hands of the Midianites because its people had left Him, His laws, and His protection. Many years before this, Israel defeated the Midianites, almost wiping them out. Though the defeat was devastating, the Midianites had regrouped and were now a persistent thorn in Israel’s side, raiding and pillaging freshly grown crops.

By Gideon’s time, the Midianite raiders had become so numerous that they were analogized to a plague of insects, devouring the flourishing places of Israel:


Because the power of Midian was so oppressive, the Israelites prepared shelters for themselves in mountain clefts, caves and strongholds. Whenever the Israelites planted their crops, the Midianites, Amalekites and other eastern peoples invaded the country. They camped on the land and ruined the crops all the way to Gaza and did not spare a living thing for Israel, neither sheep nor cattle nor donkeys. They came up with their livestock and their tents like swarms of locusts. It was impossible to count them or their camels; they invaded the land to ravage it. Midian so impoverished the Israelites that they cried out to the Lord for help.

Judges 6:2–6



Decades of peace weren’t enough to keep Israel on track. It wasn’t until the people were once again completely demoralized and overrun that they decided they needed to check in with their Maker, crying out for deliverance from their oppressors. They were living in caves as hideouts. Seven cycles of attempting to raise crops, only to have them completely wiped out. Sin always starts out as an alluring option, but living under oppression and despair is not where any of us wants to end up.

It would be easy to gloss over how they had arrived at this moment, a time when hordes of invaders easily and thoroughly decimated Israel’s crops. Their intent was to “ravage” the land, and that’s exactly what happened. But when the people of Israel called to Him, God didn’t respond with immediate deliverance. He wanted them to remember what had led to their utter calamity, so:


He sent them a prophet, who said, “This is what the Lord, the God of Israel, says: I brought you up out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery. I rescued you from the hand of the Egyptians. And I delivered you from the hand of all your oppressors; I drove them out before you and gave you their land. I said to you, ‘I am the Lord your God; do not worship the gods of the Amorites, in whose land you live.’ But you have not listened to me.”

Judges 6:8–10



I rescued you. I delivered you from every adversary. I gave you their very land! I told you exactly what not to do. You didn’t listen.

Yes, the truth hurts. But before we can move forward into healing, it’s important to acknowledge it if our sin is what led us to a place of broken fellowship with our heavenly Father. He gives us free will, just as He did His chosen people. But free will doesn’t mean a free pass, and there are always consequences for sin. Instead of feeling crushed by guilt, we should recognize that this discomfort is meant to drive us to a God who’s eager to forgive and restore us.

Israel was constantly slogging through this cycle: time of peace and blessing, straying, oppression, cries for help, redemption, straying. It happened on repeat, as it often does with us. Centuries later, we see the same conversation when Hosea urges the people:


“Come, let us return to the Lord.

He has torn us to pieces

but he will heal us;

he has injured us

but he will bind up our wounds.”

Hosea 6:1



The Lord did allow His people to be injured. He will permit circumstances that turn our hearts back to Him, if that’s what it takes.



Threshing in a Winepress

The first person in Israel to understand this should have been Gideon. We first meet him in the midst of this crisis. It’s important to note something that immediately would have stuck out to an ancient reader: Gideon is no king or chieftain. He’s the everyday son of a farmer and descendant of a patriarch, Manasseh, who was most famous for being passed over by the Lord in favor of his brother (for that story, check out Genesis 48).

When we’re introduced to him, Gideon is hard at work, but in secret. Because of the oppression of the Midianites, Gideon was threshing wheat in a winepress. At that time, threshing would normally be done out in the open. The wind would help in the refining process, separating the wheat (the heavier material) from the chaff, which was lighter and could be blown away. By contrast, a winepress was often carved into rock, fully enclosed and damp. It’s unlikely there was any breeze, making it a tough place to thresh wheat. And yet that’s where Gideon was laboring—in a hidden spot, less than ideal for the physical work he was doing.

This is where “the angel of the Lord” met him and proclaimed, “The Lord is with you, mighty warrior” (Judges 6:12). Mighty warrior?! This was a man essentially hiding from the enemy, trying to pull together a crop in what was probably a most inconvenient way. I can’t imagine he was feeling very mighty at the time. In fact, Gideon’s first words in response were, “Pardon me, my lord” (Judges 6:13), a polite beginning to a series of questions that demonstrate how deeply he’d missed the angel’s point.

While the angel spoke to him in particular—as a specific individual—Gideon’s response rephrased the promise to make it about Israel, not himself. Rather than celebrate the arrival of this divine message—and Messenger—Gideon launched into a cross-examination about why Israel was suffering.


. . . if the Lord is with us, why has all this happened to us? Where are all his wonders that our ancestors told us about when they said, ‘Did not the Lord bring us up out of Egypt?’ But now the Lord has abandoned us and given us into the hand of Midian.”

Judges 6:13



Um, what? God comes to visit you, and instead of immediately celebrating His majesty in deepest reverence and gratitude, you start blaming Him? Oh wait . . . I’ve done that, too. Finding myself in need of rescue, I’ve asked God how and why He’s allowed me to wind up in a jam, too blinded by my dullness to my own sin to acknowledge how I got there. As we’ll see, Gideon also struggled to imagine himself as someone the Lord could raise up. He couldn’t believe that he truly did have the ability to overcome—as long as the Lord was with him. His imagination was limited by focusing only on himself and not on God.

The Lord was not there to debate Gideon; He was calling him to action:


The Lord turned to him and said, “Go in the strength you have and save Israel out of Midian’s hand. Am I not sending you?”

Judges 6:14



The Christian Standard Bible says it this way:


I am sending you!



God didn’t take Gideon’s bait, trying to shift the call away from being a personal one to arguing about Israel more broadly.

God referenced the strength Gideon already had, suggesting it was enough for what the Lord was telling him to do. What you have—plus what the Lord brings to the battle—will always be enough. Ultimately, your inadequacies (perceived or real) are never a limit on God’s ability to equip you for the task He’s assigned you to.

But not yet ready (willing?) to take on what must have felt like a nearly insurmountable task, Gideon answered:


“Pardon me, my lord,” Gideon replied, “but how can I save Israel? My clan is the weakest in Manasseh, and I am the least in my family.”

Judges 6:15



Gideon quickly pointed out all the reasons he didn’t think he was the man for the job. My clan is the weakest one, and I’m the very lowest in my own family. I’m not set up for success! Gideon understood more this time, but he was still not hearing what God was saying. The Lord’s point was that true strength comes from being called by God, not from surface-level qualities like earthly status or physical might.

This is why the Lord often chooses the most unlikely vessel: a scrawny shepherd boy, a stutterer, a slave. In the New Testament, Christ went to not only the least likely but often the least liked: prostitutes, tax collectors, lowly fishermen. What matters is not how the world views us, or even how we see ourselves, but the truth that our heavenly Father knows about us.


The Lord answered, “I will be with you, and you will strike down all the Midianites, leaving none alive.”

Judges 6:16



“I will be with you.” It’s a phrase that stops me in my tracks whenever I read it. Those very words were a heavenly gift to me at one of the darkest moments of my life, as I recounted in the introduction.

Like me, Gideon couldn’t know the good that was coming when God first made that pledge to him. He definitely wanted some assurance that this too-good-to-be-true offer from the Lord was legit.


Gideon replied, “If now I have found favor in your eyes, give me a sign that it is really you talking to me. Please do not go away until I come back and bring my offering and set it before you.”

And the Lord said, “I will wait until you return.”

Gideon went inside, prepared a young goat, and from an ephah of flour he made bread without yeast. Putting the meat in a basket and its broth in a pot, he brought them out and offered them to him under the oak.

Judges 6:17–19





Revival Requires Trusting the Creator, Not Created Things

At the time, the people of Israel often combined devotion for Yahweh with worship of pagan idols, like Asherah poles, which were symbols or carvings that represented a Canaanite fertility goddess. Asherah poles were made of wood and often associated with natural settings, like hills and trees (1 Kings 14:23). If Gideon grew up in a culture that blurred the lines between pagan gods and Yahweh, he might have instinctively made a sacrifice under a tree instead of in a temple. But something is about to happen that no false God could ever do.


The angel of God said to him, “Take the meat and the unleavened bread, place them on this rock, and pour out the broth.” And Gideon did so. Then the angel of the Lord touched the meat and the unleavened bread with the tip of the staff that was in his hand. Fire flared from the rock, consuming the meat and the bread. And the angel of the Lord disappeared.

Judges 6:20–21



Whoa! Gideon asked for a sign, and he got it. And then it hit him: he wasn’t just talking to a man, or a prophet, or even an ordinary angel, but someone even higher. If his idea of God had been blurred with Asherah, it wasn’t any longer!


When Gideon realized that it was the angel of the Lord, he exclaimed, “Alas, Sovereign Lord! I have seen the angel of the Lord face to face!”

But the Lord said to him, “Peace! Do not be afraid. You are not going to die.”

Judges 6:22–23



Have you ever had that moment? Knowing that you’ve heard from Him? Knowing that you’ve been in His presence? I’m not sure we ever get more than the tiniest glimpse of the true glory and majesty of our God. He knows we could only take so much. Gideon was moved! He had a holy fear of God, and he built an altar to the Lord on that very spot.

Having gotten through to His humble servant, the Lord asked Gideon to take some real steps of faith. They would require courage.


That same night the Lord said to him, “Take the second bull from your father’s herd, the one seven years old. Tear down your father’s altar to Baal and cut down the Asherah pole beside it. Then build a proper kind of altar to the Lord your God on the top of this height. Using the wood of the Asherah pole that you cut down, offer the second bull as a burnt offering.”

Judges 6:25–26



Why was this such a big ask? God was asking Gideon to tackle the symbol of his people’s sin, the god they prayed to for protection. Even though God’s purpose was to remove the false protection and replace it with true security, Gideon’s actions would be seen as treasonous and reckless.

Idolatry had taken firm root in the Israelites’ culture and in Gideon’s own family. Things like the Asherah pole had become firmly embedded in their religious and social norms. Keep in mind, God had repeatedly and concretely told the Israelites not to have Asherah poles around.


Break down their altars, smash their sacred stones and cut down their Asherah poles.

Exodus 34:13




. . . cut down their Asherah poles and burn their idols in the fire.

Deuteronomy 7:5




. . . burn their Asherah poles,

Deuteronomy 12:3




Do not set up any wooden Asherah pole beside the altar you build to the Lord your God . . . for these the Lord your God hates.

Deuteronomy 16:21–22



To anyone observing the law and following the Lord, the Asherah poles were absolutely a no-no. There was no nuance in what He said. There was no argument or room for misunderstanding. And yet idols were so fully and comfortably integrated into the Israelites’ lives that a command to destroy them literally equated to giving Gideon a life-threatening assignment.

Is there anything in this world that has slowly found its way into your heart and life—something the Lord has been clear doesn’t belong? When the entire world around us is embracing the unholy, it can seem radical to say it has to go. It requires some level of bravery on our part, depending on the issue. Years ago, I got caught up in a super popular Netflix series that was downright addicting. It was also full of very adult themes and scenes, and the conviction in my heart really started to blossom. Everyone was talking about it, including me! Yet I came to know it was time to make a clean break. One of my coworkers could not fathom what was so objectionable about a TV show that I had drawn a line in the sand. He must have said “but why?” at least a dozen times. I tried to articulate that—for me—it had become an Asherah pole. Not the easiest explanation, but one that was spot-on!

Idols are things we rely on in the place of God. Often, like that TV show, they have that “addictive” quality. Whether or not they’re actually bad things, they take up an inappropriate amount of attention and value. If we can’t walk away from a created thing, are we really trusting that God is our ultimate refuge, or are we relying on something else? That was the question Gideon faced.

I might have suffered a little bit of workplace awkwardness, but that’s nothing compared to what was coming for Gideon. He was well aware of the danger.


So Gideon took ten of his servants and did as the Lord told him. But because he was afraid of his family and the townspeople, he did it at night rather than in the daytime.

In the morning when the people of the town got up, there was Baal’s altar, demolished, with the Asherah pole beside it cut down and the second bull sacrificed on the newly built altar!

They asked each other, “Who did this?”

When they carefully investigated, they were told, “Gideon son of Joash did it.”

The people of the town demanded of Joash, “Bring out your son. He must die, because he has broken down Baal’s altar and cut down the Asherah pole beside it.”

Judges 6:27–30



We can only assume these are people of Israel who are so incensed that Gideon had struck down something God had forbidden them to have that they were looking to kill him. The Israelites had embraced the idols and false gods of their neighbors, directly in conflict with what God had clearly commanded them to do. Even though the Asherah poles were clearly not protecting them from their enemies, they had so internalized their enemy’s logic that they saw an attack on the idols as an attack on national security.

To his credit, Gideon’s father answered the demands on his son’s life with wit and wisdom. He turned the townspeople’s logic on its head. He said:


“If Baal really is a god, he can defend himself when someone breaks down his altar.”

Judges 6:31b



This, coming from a man who had an altar to Baal and an Asherah pole that had just been destroyed. We can’t know from the passage why Joash pivoted so quickly on the issue. Was it because of his love for his son, or did the Lord already know that something within Joash’s heart was aware that the idols he was worshiping had always been worthless?

It was not just Joash who had a change of heart, but all of Israel. Suddenly, they discovered the courage that was nowhere to be found before. At this same time, the enemies of Israel were gathering and joining forces. Led by the Spirit, Gideon began to call together his own army—by the tens of thousands. By his own assessment, he was the lowest of the low. Just a few verses back, the people were ready to kill Gideon. Fast-forward to 32,000 men heeding his call to go into battle.

There was no sign in the story that Gideon had changed in a dramatic way, though his confidence must have been bolstered by the incident with the Asherah poles. He even got an iconic nickname. His father’s phrase, “let Baal contend,” became Gideon’s new name. But it seems clear that what actually drew people to Gideon was the power of the Spirit within him. It’s a good reminder for when you’re feeling overwhelmed: what actually animates your success isn’t your own strength or charisma, but the very breath of the living God. It’s not your own skill or knowledge, but He who is with you.



Obedience Comes Before Understanding

When He called to Gideon hiding out in the winepress, the Lord didn’t spell out the future for him, and He probably won’t for you either. Instead, with each step of faith that Gideon took, God was upending Gideon’s assessment of his own abilities and worthiness—and equipping him for the task.

Yet even as those forces showed up to follow Gideon into the fight, he hesitated to follow through. He stopped to ask God for a confirmation of his call—not once, but twice.


Gideon said to God, “If you will save Israel by my hand as you have promised—look, I will place a wool fleece on the threshing floor. If there is dew only on the fleece and all the ground is dry, then I will know that you will save Israel by my hand, as you said.” And that is what happened. Gideon rose early the next day; he squeezed the fleece and wrung out the dew—a bowlful of water.

Then Gideon said to God, “Do not be angry with me. Let me make just one more request. Allow me one more test with the fleece, but this time make the fleece dry and let the ground be covered with dew.” That night God did so. Only the fleece was dry; all the ground was covered with dew.

Judges 6:36–40



Gideon had already had the awe-inspiring experience of coming face-to-face with God. He admitted at the beginning of this passage that the Lord had “promised” to save Israel by Gideon’s hand. He acknowledged that continuing to press the Lord may stir up His wrath. Yet he asked for more. God met Gideon where he was at—in his apprehension—providing the assurance that the mission at hand was divine and guaranteed. That didn’t mean Gideon would be done with doubt . . . but this was enough to persuade him to gather up the forces that responded to his call and move toward taking on the Midianites.

Biblical scholars debate what we should take from these verses. Are we wrong to ask God for His clearest guidance . . . repeatedly? Are we out of line to ask Him to confirm what we believe He’s already called us to do? There are times the Lord gave assurances and signs to those who asked. Hezekiah (2 Kings 20:8–11) and Moses (Exodus 4:1–9) come to mind. When another Israelite king, Ahaz, refused to ask for a sign that God offered him, he was even rebuked by the prophet Isaiah for testing God’s patience (Isaiah 7). But in other cases, Jesus disapproves of looking for a sign or needing proof (John 20:29: “Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.”)

The distinction seems to be between people looking for information with expectation vs. looking with doubt. Just like Gideon, Hezekiah and Moses were seeking confirmation, not pressing God for a magic trick or trying to entrap Him. Treating the Holy Spirit like a Magic-8 ball is something we see from hypocritical religious (Matthew 16:1–4) and political leaders (Luke 23:8) in the New Testament, even the enemy himself as he tried to entangle Christ during His time of fasting in the desert by demanding evidence of his deity (Matthew 4:1–11; Luke 4:1–13).

Often, the Lord responds in different ways to people’s expressions of uncertainty, even if those expressions seem on the surface very similar. We can assume that variations in His response are due to His own discernment of the questioner’s motivations. Romans 8 teaches us that God searches our hearts, looking for “the mind of the Spirit.”

Because God can discern our motives, He knows whether we are weak and in need of assurance or arrogant and petulant when we ask for a sign. Psalm 78 recounts His frustration with the Israelites.


They willfully put God to the test

by demanding the food they craved.

They spoke against God;

they said, “Can God really

spread a table in the wilderness?

True, he struck the rock,

and water gushed out,

streams flowed abundantly,

but can he also give us bread?

Can he supply meat for his people?”

When the Lord heard them, he was furious;

his fire broke out against Jacob,

and his wrath rose against Israel,

for they did not believe in God

or trust in his deliverance.

Psalm 78:18–22



When we cross the line into rebellion and attempt to test the God of the universe, we are no longer humble servants seeking His seal of blessing and direction. I believe the Lord has compassion when we are both genuinely fearful and also willing to move forward.



Glory in Jars of Clay

Often, the first step of faith we take is followed by an even more nerve-racking ask. I believe that if we knew just how far we were going to be coaxed outside of our comfort zone in the end, most of us would never take that first leap. Gideon was about to get stretched even further.


The Lord said to Gideon, “You have too many men. I cannot deliver Midian into their hands, or Israel would boast against me, ‘My own strength has saved me.’”

Judges 7:2



How well our Heavenly Father knows us! Again and again, He leads us into situations we could never resolve on our own. The victory must come from Him alone. It not only builds our own spiritual muscles, but it also sends a message to the world: God did this. He knew His people intimately, their propensity to disregard His clear work on their behalf. That meant Gideon would have to trust. The Lord goes on:


“Now announce to the army, ‘Anyone who trembles with fear may turn back and leave Mount Gilead.’” So twenty-two thousand men left, while ten thousand remained.

But the Lord said to Gideon, “There are still too many men. Take them down to the water, and I will thin them out for you there. If I say, ‘This one shall go with you,’ he shall go; but if I say, ‘This one shall not go with you,’ he shall not go.”

So Gideon took the men down to the water. There the Lord told him, “Separate those who lap the water with their tongues as a dog laps from those who kneel down to drink.” Three hundred of them drank from cupped hands, lapping like dogs. All the rest got down on their knees to drink.

The Lord said to Gideon, “With the three hundred men that lapped I will save you and give the Midianites into your hands. Let all the others go home.” So Gideon sent the rest of the Israelites home but kept the three hundred, who took over the provisions and trumpets of the others.

Judges 7:3–8



Three . . . hundred? Remember back in Judges 6, we’re told Israel’s enemies came like “a great swarm of locusts.” They couldn’t be numbered. And now Gideon had gone from tens of thousands at his side to just three hundred. There’s nothing like being stripped of our self-reliance and pushed out of our comfort zone to illustrate just how dependent our entire existence is on our Creator.

As the Midianites gathered below him in a valley, the Lord told Gideon it was time for action.


During that night the Lord said to Gideon, “Get up, go down against the camp, because I am going to give it into your hands. If you are afraid to attack, go down to the camp with your servant Purah and listen to what they are saying. Afterward, you will be encouraged to attack the camp.”

Judges 7:9–11a



This verse makes me chuckle just a little. The Lord knew Gideon’s heart and how far he’d already come. He built in the provision: I know you may still be afraid, but I’ve got something for you.


So he and Purah his servant went down to the outposts of the camp. The Midianites, the Amalekites and all the other eastern peoples had settled in the valley, thick as locusts. Their camels could no more be counted than the sand on the seashore.

Gideon arrived just as a man was telling a friend his dream. “I had a dream,” he was saying. “A round loaf of barley bread came tumbling into the Midianite camp. It struck the tent with such force that the tent overturned and collapsed.”

His friend 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.”

When Gideon heard the dream and its interpretation, he bowed down and worshiped. He returned to the camp of Israel and called out, “Get up! The Lord has given the Midianite camp into your hands.”

Judges 7:11b–15



Doesn’t our Father know we can be faint of heart? Over and over, He nudged Gideon on the path He had already mapped out for him. He can use us even when we doubt, even when we hesitate. Gideon’s story makes that clear. Yet each step he took forward was one more step toward overcoming—both his fear and the odds against him.


Dividing the three hundred men into three companies, he placed trumpets and empty jars in the hands of all of them, with torches inside.

“Watch me,” he told them. “Follow my lead. When I get to the edge of the camp, do exactly as I do. When I and all who are with me blow our trumpets, then from all around the camp blow yours and shout, ‘For the Lord and for Gideon.’”

Gideon and the hundred men with him reached the edge of the camp at the beginning of the middle watch, just after they had changed the guard. They blew their trumpets and broke the jars that were in their hands. The three companies blew the trumpets and smashed the jars. Grasping the torches in their left hands and holding in their right hands the trumpets they were to blow, they shouted, “A sword for the Lord and for Gideon!” While each man held his position around the camp, all the Midianites ran, crying out as they fled.

When the three hundred trumpets sounded, the Lord caused the men throughout the camp to turn on each other with their swords. The army fled to Beth Shittah toward Zererah as far as the border of Abel Meholah near Tabbath. Israelites from Naphtali, Asher and all Manasseh were called out, and they pursued the Midianites. Gideon sent messengers throughout the hill country of Ephraim, saying, “Come down against the Midianites and seize the waters of the Jordan ahead of them as far as Beth Barah.”

So all the men of Ephraim were called out and they seized the waters of the Jordan as far as Beth Barah.

Judges 7:16–24



The trumpets used in this battle were more specifically shofars, or ram’s horns. They were powerfully loud instruments that could call the Israelites to repentance, celebrate a religious ceremony, or function as a prompt to military action. Imagine the sound of three hundred of them being blown at once, above a valley of unsuspecting Midianites sleeping soundly below. The trumpets had been taken from the entire army, including those who’d already left. So what the Midianites thought they were hearing was the attack of a much larger force. Those blasts were followed by the crash of three hundred clay jars being shattered, followed by three hundred blazing torches illuminating the skies.

One pastor, Geoff Ziegler, puts it this way:


In a sense, the tools Gideon’s army carries are symbolic of what they are. These 300 are only jars of clay; but they carry the light, the glory of God.



I love that thought, which reminds me of Paul’s admonition in the New Testament:


But we have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing power is from God and not from us.

2 Corinthians 4:7



Just like in Gideon’s case, God works through imperfect vessels even now. The glory is all His, but what a gift that we get to partner with Him here on earth




















Study Questions


	What is the reason—or reasons—you think God chose Gideon to take on this task?

	Where should we find the balance between being self-sufficient and responsible vs. depending on God for outcomes?

	How is it biblically unsound to follow the philosophy that you don’t need anything or anyone but yourself to navigate through life?

	Has there been a time when God accomplished something in your life that was “immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine” (Ephesians 3:20)? Where do you need to ask Him to do that in your circumstances right now?

	What does it mean that God will “be with” us?
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