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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

  

 In today’s lesson our author lists by name six heroes of the faith: 

Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, David and Samuel.  There were all 

remarkable men of faith and they were all, in significant ways, men with 

deep flaws.  I want to take a brief look at each one and draw from their 

experiences lessons that reveal something about God and about us.  I think 

when we do that we will have reason to give God praise and to be 

encouraged in our own hearts as we seek to follow in the steps of our Lord 

and Master Jesus Christ.   

 Now I am not going to take these men in the order given in our lesson; 

instead, I am going to deal with them chronologically.  The first one for us to 

consider is Barak.  To look at his life we have to return to the time of the 

Judges.  Let me give you some background concerning those times.  The 

Israelites entered the Promised Land under Joshua.  Under his leadership 

land was apportioned to the various tribes of Israel according to their 

numbers.  The tribes of Israel lived together essentially as a loose federation 

of autonomous states.  There was no central government, no standing army 

and no king.  In times of crisis and danger God would raise up from one of 

the tribes of Israel a leader who would unite the tribes so that together they 
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could face the threat.  This leader was called a “judge.”  The first four men 

on our list were judges.  Samuel was a prophet and a judge and a transitional 

figure between the time of the judges and the kings.  David was the king 

who first brought Israel into one united entity. 

 Let me add this.  The Book of Judges is a book about decline and 

squandered opportunities.  Israel under Joshua was given a great blessing.  

She inherited a land flowing with milk and honey and by God’s power was 

established therein.  But all too soon Israel forgot the one who had blessed 

her and took her inheritance for granted.  The tribes began to neglect the 

ways of the Lord.  They turned from the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob 

and went after the gods of Canaan, to worship them.  So God brought 

judgement down upon the tribes.  He gave them into the hands of the 

Canaanites, the Midianites, the Ammonites and the Philistines.  When things 

got bad enough the people of Israel would repent and call upon the Lord.  

The Lord would respond and send a deliverer—a judge—to his people.  And 

then the cycle would begin again, but with this one difference: The cycle 

didn’t merely go round and round; with each cycle things sank a bit lower 

and lower.  Not only was there a repetition—there was also a terrible 

decline.  With that said, let’s take a look at the first of the judges.  His name 
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was Barak and he served under Deborah, the prophetess and judge.  His 

story is told in Judges 4 and 5. 

 This is the situation.  The Israelites had enjoyed a time of peace and 

prosperity following Judge Ehud’s victory over the Moabites.  Once again, 

however, the Israelites “did evil in the eyes of the Lord” (4:1).  God brought 

judgement upon them by giving them over into the hands of Jabin, the king 

of the Canaanites.  Jabin’s strength was in armour; he had at his disposal 900 

iron chariots—the main battle tank of the day.  With his armoured divisions 

he was able to cruelly oppress the Israelites for twenty years.  When their 

pain was great enough, Israel “cried [out] to the Lord for help” (4:3).  The 

Lord answered. 

 He answered through the prophetess Deborah.  He commanded her to 

order Barak, the son of Abinoam of the tribe of Naphtali to take ten thousand 

men and attack Jabin’s army at the Kishon River.  Deborah gave the 

command and Barak responded in this way.  He said, “If you go with me, I 

will go; but if you don’t go with me, I won’t go” (4:8).  Deborah went and so 

did Barak.  They met the mighty Canaanite army at the Kishon River.  God’s 

hand moved to cause the banks of the river to overflow.  The iron chariots of 

Canaan got bogged down helplessly in the mud.  The forces of Israel swept 

 4



into the field of battle and a slaughter ensued.  Judges 4 ends with these 

words: 

 On that day God subdued Jabin, the Canaanite king, before the 
Israelites.  And the hand of the Israelites grew stronger and stronger 
against Jabin, the Canaanite king, until they destroyed him. 

 Deborah was a woman of strong faith and quick obedience.  Barak—

not so much.  He was a man of much weaker faith.  But although his faith 

was weak it was nevertheless real and God caused it to grow step by step 

with each passing moment.  Barak mustered up the faith and courage to do 

with God had commanded him to do through Deborah and time and time 

again he obeyed until the victory was secured.   

  

 There are some lessons we can learn from Barak’s example.  First of 

all, we learn that God can do great things through ordinary people.  Think of 

it this way: Why did the author of Hebrews cite Barak instead of Deborah?  

Because the people he was writing to were ordinary believers.  They had 

faith, yet it was a faith that was being tested and some were considering 

drawing back from the serious challenges of the day.  They had a portion of 

faith, yet like Barak they were hesitant to step out.  Our lesson illustrates that 

God can cause small faith to grow as a mustard seed.  More, it tells us that 

there really aren’t any “ordinary” Christians.  Because it is God who is at 
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work in us we can do great things.  We can love and encourage.  We can 

forgive and bless.  We can carry one another’s burdens as we walk through 

this life to the kingdom.  And we can say together, with the Apostle Paul,  

 Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we 
ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work within us, to 
him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all 
generations, for ever and ever!  AMEN.  (Ephesians 3:20) 

 Peace followed Barak for a generation.  Israel turned from apostasy 

and followed the Lord.  But Deborah and Barak died and the next generation 

wandered from the Lord.  Judgement and disaster followed, but this time at 

the hands of the Midianites and Amalekites, desert tribes that lived on the far 

side of the Jordan River.  This is what they would do.  Just before harvest 

time these desert tribes would invade Canaan.  They came in their 

thousands.  They would take everything that was not nailed down—wheat, 

olives, grapes, cattle, sheep and goats.  Then they would return to the desert.  

With the arrival of the next harvest time they would invade again.  The cycle 

lasted seven years and the Israelites were reduced to desolation and 

helplessness.  They had to take to the mountains and live in mountain clefts 

and caves.  One commentator puts it this way: 

 Their beautiful country turned into a vast and hideous wreck; 
countless marauders roaming at will all over the land, devouring and 
trampling down ruthlessly the chicest fruit of their matchless soil, 
until scarcely a stalk of grain or a blade of grass was left… As far as 
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the eye could reach, the human wolves had done their work with 
absolute completeness.  It was one vast sea of wreckage.  On every 
foot of the sacred land was inscribed “Ichabod” [the glory is 
departed].  The curse of heaven was everywhere marked.  They were 
a people forsaken of their God.  Hence they were thoroughly 
dispirited, and hung their heads in despair and shame, under the 
terrible conviction that on the one hand they had deserved it all, and 
on the other, that they were utterly powerless to effect a remedy for 
their condition. 

 In answer to the cries of his people God sent the Angel of the Lord to 

a young man named Gideon.  His word to Gideon was this: The Lord is with 

you, mighty warrior” (6:12).  Gideon didn’t rejoice at the message.  He 

didn’t think he was up to the job.  He insisted that he was the least in his 

family.  He also insisted his family was least in the tribe of Manasseh.  He 

asked God for a confirming sign.  And then he asked for another.  God 

responded and so Gideon found himself at the head of an army of 32,000 

men ready to meet the Midianites in battle.   

 God wasn’t through with Gideon, however.  God pared down the army 

from 32,000 to a mere 300 men.  God wanted to make two things clear.  First 

of all, God wanted his people to understand that they really were weak and 

helpless in and of themselves.  That, beloved, is the first lesson of faith.  

Without God we can do nothing.  If we are not connected to him through 

faith—if we are branches that are cut off from the vine—we are lost and 
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perishing.  It was not for no reason that Jesus began his Sermon on the 

Mount saying, “Blessed are the poor in spirit.”  The poor in spirit are those 

who recognize that they are spiritual beggars with no resources of their own

—sinners whom God alone can deliver. 

 The second lesson is this: God wanted to make his power shine 

through Israel’s weakness to show that his grace was sufficient to meet their 

deepest need.  It is as the hymn says: “I am weak but thou art strong.”  And 

so it was with only 300 men Gideon approached the Midianite camp.  God 

told him to attack, but added that if he was afraid, he could scout them out.  

Gideon scouted them out.  When he did, he heard a Midianite soldier talking 

about a dream and interpreting it to mean Midian was given over into 

Israel’s hands.  Encouraged by this Gideon led a night attack and threw the 

camp into a terrible confusion; the Midianites ended up slaughtering one 

another in all the commotion and hubbub.  Routed by surprise and fear the 

“Midianites ran, crying out as they fled.”  I like the way J. P. Millar 

describes the scene: 

 Everything was lost.  Their cattle, their spoil, their tents and 
baggage, their wives and children and dear life itself were in jeopardy.  
Being in darkness they supposed an avenging army was already 
among them and they mistook friends for foes.  Suspicion also arose 
among them, that one part of the camp was treacherous to the other 
parts—that being of mixed nationalities, the one race began to plot 
against the others.  And so from different causes “the Lord set every 

 8



man’s sword against his fellow.”  Hence arose a dreadful slaughter 
throughout the whole camp.  In blind and helpless confusion they ran 
on smiting down all that came in their way.   

 Here is an application.  God takes uncertain, fearful people and 

strengthens them to fight the good fight of faith.  That fight can take place in 

a schoolyard when our children are ridiculed for their faith.  It can take place 

at home when our children are rebellious or a loved one is hostile to the 

things of the Lord.  It can happen at work where the temptation to go along 

in order to get along can seem overwhelming.  By God’s grace we are 

offered strength to stand up for Jesus.  It happened to an unlikely character 

like Gideon; why can’t it be true for you?   

 Our next judge is Jephthah.  In his day the situation in Israel was as 

desperate as it had ever been.  The Philistines were threatening in the west; 

the Ammonites were threatening in the east.  The Israelites had to fight on 

two fronts and they were losing.  They suffered through eighteen years of 

shattering, crushing attacks.  Then in their misery they cried out to God and 

God told them to ask for relief from the gods of wood and stone they had 

been worshipping.  “Go and cry out to the gods you have chosen.  Let them 

save you when you are in trouble” (10:14).  God had heard their cries of 

repentance before.  He had seen how they were insincere.  He did not want 
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to be used again.  That does not mean, however, he did nothing.  When the 

cries of his people continued God acted to deliver them—not because of 

their repentance but because of his grace and mercy.  The Bible says “he 

could bear Israel’s misery no longer” (10:16).  And so he raised up Jephthah 

to be the deliverer of Israel. 

 Jephthah was born as the result of the union of a man named Gilead 

and a prostitute.  His half brothers drove him away because they did not 

want to share their inheritance with a bastard.  Jephthah, a reject from polite 

society, became a mighty warrior and bandit.  He gathered together a gang of 

what the Bible calls “adventurers.”  They were mercenaries and desperadoes 

and lived an outlaw life in the land of Tob.  He was just the sort of man, 

however, that Israel needed for these desperate times.  They went to him cap 

in hand, to beg him to help.   

 Let me draw some parallels for you.  Israel had rejected God; Israel 

had rejected Jephthah.  Israel called out to God for help; Israel called out to 

Jephthah for help.  God knew Israel wanted to use him; Jephthah knew the 

Israelites wanted to use him.  The Israelites placed themselves in God’s 

hands—and in the hands of Jephthah.  The Israelites were delivered by God 

through the work of Jephthah.  Here is a lesson for us: It is by grace alone 
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that our deliverance comes; if we had to deserve our salvation we would 

never be delivered.  Here is another lesson: We have nothing to boast about 

except the Lord Jesus.  This is how Paul put it in I Corinthians 1:26 and 

following: 

 Brothers, think of what you were when you were called.  Not 
many of you were wise by human standards; not many were 
influential; not many were of noble birth.  But God chose the foolish 
things of the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things of 
the world to shame the strong.  He chose the lowly things of this 
world and the despised things—and the things that are not—to nullify 
the things that are, so that no one may boast before him.  It is because 
of him that you are in Christ Jesus… 

 Jephthah first sent envoys to the Ammonite king to sue for peace.  It 

didn’t work, so he went into battle and devastated 20 Ammonite towns, 

bringing the victory to Israel.  He also did something terribly foolish.  Before 

the battle he vowed that if he was given the victory he would sacrifice as a 

burnt offering whatever came out to greet him from his house.  After the 

battle he went home.  It was his beloved daughter that came out to meet him.   

  

 Now at this point in the story there is controversy.  Jephthah fulfilled 

his vow—but there is a dispute as to how.  Some say he killed his daughter.  

Others say her sacrifice was to be made a servant in the house of the Lord, 

never marrying, never having children.  Preachers I respect take opposing 
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views.  Some say that Jephthah would not be included in the heroes of the 

faith if he had done something that was such an abomination to the Lord.  

Others say the meaning of the text, though terrible, is clear.  This is my 

view: I think the most natural reading of the text is that Jephthah actually 

sacrificed his daughter.  I think other explanations are strained attempts to 

get around a very ugly fact.   

 If that is the case, some would say, then why was he included in this 

list?  The fact of the matter is that everyone on this list has done things that 

could disqualify them from consideration.  Barak, as we have seen, was 

something less than bold.  Gideon was also timid.  And note this: After the 

victory over Midian Gideon was offered the crown, that he might rule Israel 

as her king.  He rightly refused—but although he did not become king he 

began to live like one.  He gathered to himself many wives—so many that he 

had 70 children.  He also had a concubine and their son proved to be a 

desperately wicked judge.  Worst of all, he took spoils from battle and made 

a golden object of worship, planting seeds for further apostasy.  As Judges 8 

comes to a close this is what it says: 

 Gideon made the gold into an ephod, which eh placed in 
Ophrah, his town.  All Israel prostituted themselves by worshipping it 
there, and it became a snare to Gideon and his family. 
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 I don’t have time to get into Samson in detail, but you know his story.  

He was set apart from birth to be a servant of God—a Nazirite.  He was not 

to drink any alcohol.  He was never to have his hair shorn.  He was to walk 

before the Lord in holiness, making his life an offering to the Lord.  In spite 

of his calling he lived most of his life in disobedience.  He was a drunkard, a 

fornicator and weak-willed, especially around foreign women.  He was 

stupid, brash and conceited.  He presumed upon the Lord—and presumed 

upon the Lord again and again.  After Delilah cut his hair and called on the 

Philistines to take him captive, the Bible says that Samson “woke from his 

sleep and thought, ‘I’ll go out as before and shake myself free.’”  And then 

we find one of the saddest verses in the whole of the Bible.  “But he did not 

know that the Lord had left him.”  It wasn’t until the Philistines had gouged 

out his eyes that he could really see; it wasn’t until his strength was gone 

that he relied upon the strength of the Lord.   

 There are two more on our list of heroes.  David was the great king of 

Israel, a man after God’s own heart.  And yet he was an adulterer and 

murderer.  He failed to discipline his children and, as a result, disaster 

followed.   
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 Samuel was in many ways the most admirable of the men listed, but 

he too suffered many deep failures in his life.  His children turned out to be 

wicked men and unsuitable as leaders.  Their failures made Israel look for a 

king and Samuel anointed Saul as Israel’s first monarch.  Ultimately, the 

Lord rejected Saul as king, for Saul, although able to rally Israel to his side 

and win battles against the enemy, would not submit himself in obedience to 

God’s word.  He would have made a fine worldly king—but that is not the 

sort of king God had called him to be.  The most important task Saul had as 

king was to obey the voice of the Lord and in that most important task he 

failed miserably.  And so God’s verdict came down from the prophet 

Samuel: “Because you have rejected the word of the Lord, he has rejected 

you as king.”  After speaking those words, Samuel heading back home to 

Ramah.  He and Saul were never to speak again.  Because Saul would not 

heed the word of God, Samuel would never again speak the word of God to 

him.  Samuel mourned over this situation with deep grief.  He wept.  

Everything which he had devoted his life to had seemingly collapsed.   

 In our lesson today we have a list of heroes of the faith.  They all did 

extraordinary work for God’s kingdom.  They all brought Israel deliverance 

from her enemies.  And yet on close inspection we find that all of these 

heroes have feet of clay.  Our first lesson—one I have already mentioned—is 
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that God calls ordinary people—plain old sinners—to come to him and take 

up the work of his kingdom.  You too can come.  There is nothing that 

disqualifies you.  You must simply come to him with a broken and contrite 

spirit, bringing nothing in your hands but your sins which need to be carried 

away.   

 The second lesson is this.  Our true hero of the faith is Jesus Christ.  

He is the only one who deserves such a title.  He is holy, glorious and 

without spot or wrinkle or stain and he brings a deliverance that is pure and 

true and eternal.  Deliverance—salvation—is found in him alone.  It is not 

found in Barak or Gideon or Jephthah or Samson or Samuel or David.  Their 

work as deliverers only serves to point us to the One who truly accomplishes 

this work.  It is in Christ alone we find forgiveness of our sins.  It is in Christ 

alone we escape condemnation.  It is in Christ alone that reconciliation with 

God is made and peace between God and man forever established.  It is by 

Christ alone that we are renewed and through Christ alone we are more and 

more conformed into his likeness as his Spirit works sanctification in us.  It 

is by Christ alone that one day we will be glorified and all our tears wiped 

away. 
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 Here is your lesson for today:  Look to Christ.  Seek him with all your 

heart.  Trust him.  Obey him.  Love him.  Serve him.  Rejoice and delight 

yourself in him.  Receive from him a life that will be perfect and glorious 

and eternal.  The arm of flesh will fail you; the arm of the Lord will not.  In 

Christ’s name.  AMEN.
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