6th March 2011

Judges 2:6-19
Introduction

This week’s E100 readings take a look at the period of the Judges and finishes with the book of Ruth.
The first reading is our text for today and takes us from the Israelites entering the Promised Land to the time of the Judges where it seems Yahweh and his people are in a destructive downward cycle.
It was fine as long as Joshua and the people who had seen God act in the wilderness were alive but as soon as they died the Israelites assimilated the gods of the inhabitants of the land.

As a church we should value the life experiences of our older members and their stories of how God has moved in their lifetime.  It is these stories that encourage and help us place our trust in God.

The Israelites had led a nomadic life in the wilderness and on entering the Promised Land were faced with needing to settle down and cultivate the land.  Almost naturally they turned to the fertility gods of the Midianites to help the harvest in the absence of a relationship with Jehovah.

We see, however, that God had mercy on the Israelites and provided them with charismatic leaders who delivered them from their enemies.  These deliverers were known as Judges and this week’s readings tell the stories of Gideon, Deborah and Sampson.
Israel, at this time, was not a unified nation but a group of tribes united by their conviction that Jehovah by his grace had chosen them to be his people and had promised them protection, wealth and success.

Therefore each of the judges acted locally for their particular tribe.

Unfortunately after a while the people forgot God’s actions and returned to worshipping the local gods.

And so the downward cycle continued.

God’s promise to Israel.

The writer is making a clear connection between Israel’s unfaithfulness and disobedience and their failure to take the land despite God’s intervention through the Judges.
The people simply don’t obey and so, apart from the reign of David and Solomon, continue the downward cycle until they are defeated and taken into exile.

Israel believed implicitly in God’s promise to Abraham, Genesis 12:1-3

The Lord had said to Abram, “Leave your country, your people and your father’s household and go to the land I will show you.  I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing.  I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.”

This promise was sealed by a covenant in Genesis 15:18-21

On that day the Lord made a covenant with Abram and said, ”To your descendants I give this land, from the river of Egypt to the great river, the Euphrates – the land of the Kenites, Kenizzites, Kadmonites, Hittites, Perizzites, Rephaites, Amorites, Canannites, Girgashites and Jebusites.”
This patriarchal covenant was based on Jehovah’s promise and demanded simply that the worshipper trust God.  Genesis 15:6

Abram believed the Lord, and he credited it to him as righteousness.

However, the covenant changes at Sinai where Moses introduces the Ten Commandments that were to be kept as part of the covenant.

For so long the Israelites believed God would give them the land unconditionally especially when it was overlaid with the covenant God made with David (2 Samuel 7:8-16)..

At no time in Israel’s history did she doubt that she was God’s chosen people but they did have to reinterpret the promise given to Abraham in the light of the exile which is when Judges was written.

Clearly Israel was God’s chosen people and had been the recipient of his grace through the exodus and other miraculous acts of salvation but the problem was to reconcile this to a nation in exile and under the rule of other nations.  In the light of the Siniatic covenant it was clearly due to Israel’s disobedience and apostasy.

The situation however did not improve and effectively Israel ceased to exist so how was the promise sealed by a covenant to be realised?  How was the downward cycle to be broken?

Jeremiah and Ezekiel realised something radical needed to happen.

Jeremiah 31;31-34

“The time is coming,” declares the Lord, “when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah.  It will not be like the covenant I made with their forefathers when I took them by the hand to lead them out of Egypt, because they broke my covenant, though I was a husband to them,” declares the Lord.  “This is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after that time,” declares the LORD.  “I will put my laws in their minds and write it on their hearts.  I will be their God, and they will be my people.  No longer will a man teach his neighbour, or a man his brother, saying, ‘Know the LORD,’ because they will all know me, from the least of them to the greatest,” declares the LORD.
Ezekiel 36:26-27

“I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone  and give you a heart of flesh.  And I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws.”

Something radical was required to break the downward cycle.

Jesus breaks the downward cycle
The book of Hebrews makes it clear that Jesus is the sacrifice by which we can have the cycle of sin and disobedience broken in our lives.

Through Jesus Christ a radical change is made in our lives.  Hebrews 10:10
And by that will, we have been made holy through the sacrifice of the body of Jesus Christ once for all.
We are no longer trapped in a cycle of failure and disobedience.

That is not to say we don’t fail but it is to say that the grace of God is always present in every situation.

The Israelites knew the grace of God in  his choosing of them as a nation but their hearts were not touched.

Our hearts have been changed in a radical way and rather than knowing the grace of God as separate acts of salvation we live in the grace of God.

That grace comes because God loves us, John 3:16

For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that everyone who believes in him may have eternal life.

That love is absolute and, if we allow it, life changing.
The realisation of the depth of God’s love for me and a growing understanding of what that love cost him changed my life radically.  For too long I had endeavoured to obey God’s word, to walk in his perfect will, to do the things such as prayer in a way I thought God demanded but all I ever managed to do was fail and find myself in a downward cycle of failure and self recrimination.  

As I grasped the depth of God’s love for me everything changed.   I realised that I didn’t have to obey God to show I loved him I simply had to love him and the change in me just happened!

The Home Group I am a member of has been reading through a book, He Loves Me! by Wayne Jacobsen and every week we have been challenged and encouraged to realise the love of God and what it can achieve in our lives.  I would like to finish by reading an exert from the book.
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