‘When the cat’s away.’ (1)
We’re beginning a new sermon series through the Book of Judges, we’re not going to go through it verse by verse,
but we will look at it from an overview perspective starting with Judges 1-2.

Now the Book of Judges is a book made up of poetry, riddles, but mainly it’s a narrative history. It’s author is
anonymous but it’s usually assumed that Samuel, the prophet wrote it around about 1086-1004 B.C. Over the next
few weeks we’re going to look at judges like, Othniel, Ehud, Deborah, Gideon, Abimelech, Jephthah, Samson. The
book’s purpose was to teach Israel that God is faithful and He will punish people for their sin if they don’t remain
loyal and devoted to Him.

Let me give you a quick outline of the book. In Judges 1:1-Judges 3:6, we find that the Israelites have failed to keep
their part of the covenant, and they didn’t entirely conquer and take control of all the land that they were promised.
And as we will see when we go through this sermon series, this problem unfortunately grows wildly out of control as
time goes on.

In Judges 3:7-Judges 16, we see God raising up judges to rescue Israel several times. And what we will see is this
vicious cycle appearing, where the Israelites sin, then God rescues them, they worship God for a while and sin starts
all over again and so forth. We will see that these rescues were temporary because we find that the nation’s obedience
only lasted as long as the life of that particular judge.

In Judges 17-21, we see Israel sinking into a horrid state of moral demise and ruin. And it’s mainly in the tribes of
Dan and Benjamin that we see just how far man has really turned from the God of Abraham. The tribe of Dan had
almost completely given in to the worship of idols made by a man named Micah, even to the point that they
practically defend it. We will see later that the entire tribe of Benjamin is almost wiped out down to 600 men in a
violent and vicious civil war. And it’s during this time we find those sad words of Judges 21:25 “In those days Israel
had no king; everyone did as they saw fit.”

One of the reason we’re going through the Book of Judges is to learn from Israel’s mistakes. Romans 15:4 ‘For
everything that was written in the past was written to teach us, so that through the endurance taught in the Scriptures
and the encouragement they provide we might have hope.” Or as George Santayana once said, ‘Those who do not
learn history are doomed to repeat it.’

Two hunters are out in the woods when one of them collapses. He doesn’t seem to be breathing and his eyes are
glazed. The other guy whips out his phone and calls the emergency services. He gasps, ‘my friend is dead! What can
[ do?” The operator says ‘calm down. I can help. First, let’s make sure he’s dead.” There’s a silence, then a gunshot is
heard. Back on the phone, the guy says, ‘OK, now what?’

We’re living in times of political correctness where people are afraid to say anything against anyone else just in case
they get sued or just in case they think they’re being judgmental. And that’s because people don’t like being told what
they’re doing is wrong. Yet God has spoken, His rules are clear, He didn’t give the Israelites the ‘ten alternatives’, He
gave them the Ten Commandments.

And so it’s important that they and even us today know both the blessings of obedience and the consequences of a
disobedient life. And as we go through this really sad book, we’re going to see the consequences of a people who
refuse to be obedient to God. This truly is the most evil and darkest time in the history of Israel as a nation.

Now remember that Moses has died and God appointed Joshua to lead the Israelites into the Promised Land. And
although Joshua succeeded in entering the land, he failed to bring them rest. And as we will see later when Joshua
dies, everything quickly went downhill fast. The judges of the Old Testament arose during a period of internal
anarchy and external conflict, covering the time between the death of Joshua and the anointing of King Saul.

Judges 2:16-17 “Then the LORD raised up judges, who saved them out of the hands of these raiders. Yet they would
not listen to their judges but prostituted themselves to other gods and worshiped them. They quickly turned from the
ways of their ancestors, who had been obedient to the LORD’s commands.”

This was a time of disaster on a colossal scale for Israel. We all know that God’s people were led to Canaan to
conquer the land, but instead they became infected with the idolatry of Canaan.
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They were to make no treaties with the inhabitants, and they weren’t to marry any foreigners. But they were happy to
settle among the Canaanites, to the point where you didn’t know who the Israelites were and who the Canaanites
were. And instead of them driving out the Canaanites, they just became like them and practiced what they practiced.

Right from the very first few verses in Judges we can see Israel only partially obeying God. Judges 1:6 “Adoni-Bezek
fled, but they chased him and caught him, and cut off his thumbs and big toes.” Now what were Israel supposed to
do? They were supposed to kill all the Canaanites. But what did they do? They mutilated a captured king, which was
the very practice of the Canaanites.

Judges 1:28 “When Israel became strong, they pressed the Canaanites into forced labour but never drove them out
completely.” What were they supposed to do? They were supposed to drive the Canaanites out of the land like
Deuteronomy 7:1-5 tells us. But what did they do? They kept them and forced them to work for them.

Loved ones, do you see how easy it is to allow the world around us to influence us? Romans 12:1-2 “Therefore, |
urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to
God—this is your true and proper worship. Do not conform to the pattern of this world but be transformed by the
renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect
will.”

The world is trying to conform us to its standards and its ways but Paul says we need to be on our guard against that.
God doesn’t want us to think like the world does, He doesn’t want to us compromise with the world and its ways. We
sing the hymn, ‘This world is not my home’, but there are times when we actually get far too comfortable in the
world we live in.

Loved ones, God has called us to a higher standard and we all have to answer to a higher authority. Israel was happy
to compromise with the world around them during this time. And that compromise with the Canaanites led them into
idolatry, inter-marriage, and eventually to having no rules. Judges 17:6 “In those days Israel had no king; everyone
did as they saw fit.”

What a sad picture this is of God’s chosen people. Now you may be forgiven for thinking we don’t fall down and
worship idols today. Well, we need to remember that the old gods are still with us today, they’ve simply updated their
appearance, and they’ve updated their accommodating times. They still claim to provide meaning to life and they still
promise to provide for our personal desires. They still demand wholehearted commitment from their worshippers.

And what are those idols called? They are called materialism, comfort, power, and sensual immorality. And so the
outcome of Israel’s compromise was the shocking reality that their real enemy became God Himself. And He ensured
that when they went out to battle, the outcome was defeat.

But God who is rich in mercy, in His grace, raised up leaders to bring Israel back in line. You see, the judges were
deliverers, and they were charged with restoring the peace. They were spiritual as well as political leaders and there
are twelve judges listed. We’re given a lot of information about some of them, whilst other judges are simply just
mentioned.

And as we go through this sad, almost depressing book, we will see that everything rises and falls on leadership. We
will also see that our God uses weak, imperfect people to accomplish His work, and He uses the most unlikely
leaders, to demonstrate His grace and power.

You see for Israel during the period of the Judges it was a time of war. Like I mentioned earlier, the Jewish nation
was charged with driving out the Canaanites. But you’ve got to ask yourself, why would God send them to a land that
was already occupied? Why didn’t He send them to a place where no-one lived, so they could settle there and not
have any influence around them?

Well, possibly for the same reason Jesus didn’t ask the Father to take His disciples out of the world. ‘My prayer is not
that you take them out of the world but that you protect them from the evil one.” John 17:15 Why would God send
them to a land that was already occupied? After all, they spent forty years of hardship in the wilderness and now they
were going to have to deal with internal and external conflict.
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Judges 3:1-4 “These are the nations the LORD left to test all those Israelites who had not experienced any of the wars
in Canaan (he did this only to teach warfare to the descendants of the Israelites who had not had previous battle
experience): the five rulers of the Philistines, all the Canaanites, the Sidonians, and the Hivites living in the Lebanon
mountains from Mount Baal Hermon to Lebo Hamath. They were left to test the Israelites to see whether they would
obey the LORD’s commands, which he had given their ancestors through Moses.”

God led them to Canaan to test them, He wanted to know if they would be obedient to Him. He wanted His people to
trust Him, to trust in His mighty power, to trust that He would help them take hold of the Promised Land. He wanted
to them to remember that they were holy, chosen and His treasured possession.

Deuteronomy 7:6 “For you are a people holy to the LORD your God. The LORD your God has chosen you out of all
the peoples on the face of the earth to be his people, his treasured possession.” He wanted them to remember who
they were as a people, and they needed to know just how holy they were to be. They needed to remember why they
were chosen and just how treasured they were to God.

Now remember we’re now dealing with a new generation of Israelites from those who wandered in the desert. Judges
2:10 “After that whole generation had been gathered to their ancestors, another generation grew up who knew neither
the LORD nor what he had done for Israel.”

There are times when I chat to our kids about music, and I will mention a group called the Rolling Stones or the
Eagles and they just look at me with blank expression of their faces. Sometimes I will talk to them about Winston
Churchill or Abraham Lincoln and again they look at me as if to say, ‘who are they!” And that’s because they’re of a
different generation and they haven’t listened to any of what we now call ‘old music’. They don’t know nothing
about Churchill or Lincoln because they haven’t been taught anything about them.

You see, if we don’t talk to our children about the past, then they can’t learn anything from it. If we don’t talk to our
kids about the Bible, they won’t learn anything about our God. Parents are to bring up their children properly, and
children are expected to respond wisely to parental training. Proverbs 22:6 “Start children off on the way they should
go, and even when they are old they will not turn from it.’

But this second generation was held responsible for their own spiritual failings. The text says that they didn’t “know’
God, but that doesn’t mean they weren’t aware of God. It means, they didn’t regard or acknowledge God as their
Lord. And things haven’t changed much today, have they? Most people of the world are aware of the God of the
Bible but they refuse to have any regard for Him or acknowledge Him as their God.

An atheist said, ‘if there is a God, may he prove himself by striking me dead right now.” Nothing happened. ‘You see,
there is no God.” A Christian replied and said, ‘You’ve only proved that He is a gracious God.’

Now when we go through this book you will see that Israel are almost acting like children in a classroom. You know
when the teachers leaves the room for a while, you can almost guarantee that the kids will get up to all sorts of
mischief. When the cat’s away, the mice will play as the saying goes.

And that’s what it was like for the judges, when they appeared, God appeared and everyone went back to their best
behaviour. But as soon as a judge dies, the children of Israel get involved in all kinds of sinful practices. Judges 1:1-2
begins by telling us, “After the death of Joshua, the Israelites asked the LORD, “Who of us is to go up first to fight
against the Canaanites?” The LORD answered, “Judah shall go up; I have given the land into their hands.”

Judges 2:1-4 then goes on to tell us, “The angel of the LORD went up from Gilgal to Bokim and said, “I brought you
up out of Egypt and led you into the land I swore to give to your ancestors. I said, ‘I will never break my covenant
with you, and you shall not make a covenant with the people of this land, but you shall break down their altars.” Yet
you have disobeyed me. Why have you done this? And I have also said, ‘I will not drive them out before you; they
will become traps for you, and their gods will become snares to you. When the angel of the LORD had spoken these
things to all the Israelites, the people wept aloud.”

And then Judges 2:16 tells us, “Then the LORD raised up judges, who saved them out of the hands of these raiders.”
You see loved ones, whenever people are left to themselves, you can almost guarantee that it won’t be long before we
find ourselves in deep trouble.
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God had delivered them from their terrible slavery in Egypt and He had led them through the wilderness giving them
blessing after blessing. They were His favoured people, they were the chosen ones of the Lord God Almighty. And so
He led them, He fed them and He protected them and eventually, He led them into the land of Canaan, which was
their Promised Land. It was a land flowing with milk and honey, and it was given to them not because they were so
great but because God had promised this land to their ancestors.

Just before Moses dies, God said to him in Deuteronomy 34:4, “This is the land [ promised on oath to Abraham, Isaac
and Jacob when I said, ‘I will give it to your descendants.””” And all they had to do was enter the land, destroy the
people who were living there and take up residence. He was their God, their redeemer, He gave them law but Israel
failed to stay faithful to God and His laws. And so it got the point where God had to judge the very people He loved
so much.

Think about it, when Israel entered Canaan, the sky was the limit. God had promised them the land and all they had to
do was claim it by faith. Notice how they started, they were blessed with ‘God’s foresight’. Judges 1:2 says, “I have
given the land into their hands.”

This is said in the future tense, God says He has already given them the land even though the Israelites haven’t done a
thing yet. In other words, God was going before them, preparing the way for certain victory. There was no way they
could lose, as long as God was behind them, ahead of them, above them and all around them. And as Christian today,
we have the same promise, that’s why the apostle Paul can confidently say in Romans 8:31 “If God is for us, who can
be against us?”

What other way were they blessed? They were blessed with ‘God’s protection’. Judges 1:19 tells us that “The LORD
was with the men of Judah.” This shows us that God was actively involved in helping Israel conquer the land of
Canaan. And so, He not only prepared the way, but He also protected them along the way.

They also had the blessing of ‘God’s power’. Judges 1:4 “When Judah attacked, the LORD gave the Canaanites and
Perizzites into their hands.” This tells us Who the real power on the battlefield was, it was God, He is the God of all
power. And we too as Christians have that same power available today and at work within us. Ephesians 3:20 “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
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us.

What other blessing did they have? Well they had the blessing of ‘God’s promises’. For hundreds of years, beginning
with Abraham in Genesis 12:1, God had been promising to give the nation of Israel a homeland. And so they were
blessed beyond their wildest dreams.

But as we’ve already seen, all those blessings were quickly going to be removed from them by God Himself. This
new generation of Israelites forgot their heritage and denied the very God who made them what they were. And so
slowly but surely they went down the compromising route.

God warned them before they entered the land back in Numbers 33:51-54, that they must destroy the people of
Canaan but they also had another warning. Numbers 33:55-56 ‘But if you do not drive out the inhabitants of the land,
those you allow to remain will become barbs in your eyes and thorns in your sides. They will give you trouble in the
land where you will live. And then I will do to you what I plan to do to them.’

Sadly, as we will see over the next few weeks, this was to become a harsh reality for Israel. Judges 1:19 “The LORD
was with the men of Judah. They took possession of the hill country, but they were unable to drive the people from
the plains, because they had chariots fitted with iron.” After some success, Judah ended up facing some Canaanites
which they feared but because of that fear they didn’t drive them out of the land.

Judges 1:27-30 “But Manasseh did not drive out the people of Beth Shan or Taanach or Dor or Ibleam or Megiddo
and their surrounding settlements, for the Canaanites were determined to live in that land. When Israel became
strong, they pressed the Canaanites into forced labour but never drove them out completely. Nor did Ephraim drive
out the Canaanites living in Gezer, but the Canaanites continued to live there among them. Neither did Zebulun drive
out the Canaanites living in Kitron or Nahalol, so these Canaanites lived among them, but Zebulun did subject them
to forced labour.” Here the text tells us that there were some Canaanites they didn’t fear and so they forced them to
work for them but again they didn’t drive them out of the land.
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Judges 1:32-33 “The Asherites lived among the Canaanite inhabitants of the land because they did not drive them out.
Neither did Naphtali drive out those living in Beth Shemesh or Beth Anath; but the Naphtalites too lived among the
Canaanite inhabitants of the land, and those living in Beth Shemesh and Beth Anath became forced labourers for
them.” These verses tell us that they didn’t fear the Canaanites, but they were quite happy to live alongside them, but
again they didn’t drive them out of the land.

Loved ones isn’t there a danger of history repeating itself with God’s children today? You know, there are some
people in the world that we fear and we don’t want to be around. There are other people we don’t mind being around
and yet there are others we actually like spending a lot of time with. I mean we spend a lot of time surrounded by sin
and sometimes we become desensitised to it.

Funmi and I enjoy chilling out watching a film and I’ve got to be honest with you loved ones, I didn’t realise how
desensitised I had become. The amount of swearing and using the Lord’s Name in vain in films, naked bodies which
are rated for 12 year olds is unbelievable. I mean I just sit down and watch it, but Funmi either gets up or just
switches it off, and I didn’t understand why she did this at first but now I do.

You see, instead of maintaining our spiritual purity as Christians, we begin to adopt the ways of the world. Church,
there are times when we talk like them, we walk like them, we do what they do, go where they go, watch what they
watch, like what they like, drink what they drink. And if we’re not careful, we will become like Israel during the time
of the judges.

We can very easily adopt the attitude that sin isn’t all that bad anymore. And we can very easily allow the walls of
separation that existed between the church and the world to erode to the point where it’s hard to tell the difference
between the two any longer.

Proverbs 6:26 “Can a man scoop fire into his lap without his clothes being burned?” In other words, do we really
believe that we can play around with sin without getting burnt? Do we really believe that God is going to allow His
people to sin without being punished? Because of their sin, Israel faced the Lord’s judgment and as we will see they
were going to have to endure a divine sentence from God Himself.

Now loved ones, I know this has been a tough message to listen to today but it’s not all doom and gloom. Turn your
Bibles to Judges 2:16 I’'m going to read from the KJV. Judges 2:16 “Nevertheless the LORD raised up judges, which
delivered them out of the hand of those that spoiled them.”

Isn’t that amazing? In spite of their failures, God still sent them men and a woman to lead them and to speak to them.
And as we shall see, sometimes God’s people listened, and sometimes they didn’t. But despite all their sin and their
heard heartedness, God still loves them and God is patient with them, giving them every chance to set things right.

Oh how we need to hear more of that kind of message today, don’t we? If only we can be as loving and patient with
each other as we expect God to be with us. We say, ‘God I’ve let You and myself down so many times this week and
I’'m so sorry.” And God says, ‘I know you have, nevertheless, I still love you.” We say, ‘God I’'m really struggling
with sin in my life, I’'m so sorry, please forgive me’. And God says, ‘I know you are, nevertheless, I’'m being patient
with you and if you repent, I will forgive you.’

Or maybe you’re not a Christian this morning and your thinking, ‘I’ve done way too many bad things in my life for
God to have any interest in me’. And God says, ‘I know you have, nevertheless, I love you so much, I sent my Son to
die for you anyway.’

You might be thinking, ‘I believe in you God but there are people who are trying to force me to do what You want’.
And God says, ‘I know they are and I understand, nevertheless, I’'m being patient with you, you come when you’re
ready.’

Loved ones although the Book of Judges is a record of Israel’s very dark history, which can be very challenging to
read and apply to our lives today. And yes we can see there are blessings for being obedient to God and yes we can
see that there are consequences to be paid, when we are disobedient to God.



But if you take the time to read very carefully in-between the lines, you will see the love and grace of God like
you’ve never seen it before. And even though we’re in the middle of a pandemic, if you take our time to read between
the lines, you will see the love and mercy of God still working in and through it all.



