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You’ve often heard the phrase, “some people never change.” For some that 

may be true, but not for everyone. For example, many of you hear me 

preach every week and conclude that I am confident extrovert. But if my 

elementary school teachers could see me now they would be surprised. As a 

child I was timid, shy, and  socially anxious  to the point that I battled a 

upset stomach almost every morning through the 3rd grade. Never would 

they have pegged me as a public speaker, but I have grown to the point that 

my preaching is on based on self-confidence but confidence in God’s Word. 

The questions is, who will I be in the later years of my life? I want to be 

gracious and wise, not cynical, judgmental or critical. Unfortunately, people 

can sometimes change for the worse in their later years. Just this week, I 

was so deeply saddened to discover that one of the pastors that had been 

so influential in my formative years, the one instrumental in getting me into 

my first ministry position, has gone off the rails, forsaking the roots I 

thought we deeply shared in Scripture. People change—for the good and for 

the bad. The same is true for Gideon.  

 

This morning we return to the account of Gideon in Judges 6-8. These 3 

chapters give us 3 different portraits of Gideon in 3 different phases of his 

life.  

 

Fearful Gideon (chapter 6) 

 

Last time, in chapter 6, we saw a fearful Gideon that was timid and 

persistently doubting. He just couldn’t seem to trust the Lord with 

confidence. He kept asking for multiple signs that God would indeed be 

faithful to His word. While he took his first step of obedience in chapter 6 by 

tearing down the Baal’s altar, he does it with fear and trepidation.   

 

Triumphant Gideon (chapter 7) 

 

As we come to chapter 7, we are going to discover a new confident, bold, 

valiant Gideon as a result of God’s persistent and patient work in his life. A 

Gideon that is trusting God with courageous obedience. Let’s call him 

triumphant Gideon. This is the Gideon that most of us know and love.  

 

Presumptive Gideon (chapter 8) 

 

However, there is another Gideon that immerges in chapter 8—presumptive 

Gideon.1 A Gideon who becomes prideful, overstepping the bounds of God’s 

calling on his life; A Gideon that uses his power and position to exact 

personal revenge; A Gideon that “uses God” to establish his own status 

rather than using his influence to promote God’s glory.  

 

We have already taken a careful look at fearful Gideon in chapter 6. Now 

let’s turn out attention to the ever popular triumphant Gideon of chapter 7.  

 

TRIUMPHANT GIDEON (Judges 7:1-25) 

 

Military Downsizing [7:1-8] 

 

Verse 2 is really the key to understanding the whole 3 chapters about 

Gideon, and particularly God’s reason for downsizing Israel’s army. [Vs. 2] 

God wants to make absolutely sure that when the Midianites are defeated, 

the only conclusion that Israel can come to is that God has done it and not 

themselves. So the Lord has Gideon send home all those who are overcome 

with fear at the prospect of war—22,000. Over two-thirds of Israel’s army 

goes home defeated by fear before the battle even begins. Just ten 

thousand remain. Perhaps we can see some logic here in what God is doing. Those 

who are fearful have a way of breading fear in others. In Deut 20, where God gave 

His instructions for war, He had them send home those who were fearful and 

fainthearted so that they would not make their brothers’ hearts melt (Deut 20:8). 

Fear erodes confidence in God.  

                                                           
1
 Presumption – to undertake with unwarranted boldness; to go too far in taking 

unwarranted liberties. 



To our surprise, the Lord saw fit to reduce the army even further. Of the 

10,000 that remain He has Gideon send home those who bend down to 

drink from the river and retain only those who drink from their hands. Now 

Gideon’s army is down to just 300 men! Israel’s army has been reduced by 

more than 99% in just one day! How bad is this? We know from Judges 8:10 

that the Midianites have an army of 135,000 which puts them at an 

advantage of 450 to 1.  

 

Why is God doing this? Because even God’s people  have a strong tendency 

to glorify their own efforts and to trust in their “proven” methods. We like 

to calculate our own contributions rather than admitting our weakness and 

helplessness. There are times when God cannot trust us with His work until 

we realize how inadequate we are to do it. Why? So that we will not steal 

His praise as we are so prone to do.2 

 

Having just weakened Gideon’s ranks to a measly 300, God now comes to 

reassure Gideon of what matters most—God is with Him.   

 

God’s presence reassured [7:9-15] 

 

In verse 9, God gave Gideon a promise: “I have given [them] into your 

hands.”  And yet He knows Gideon’s heart is prone to fear. And so He 

provides an opportunity to strengthen Gideon’s courage. He sends him 

down in the camp where he overhears this Midianite describing his dream 

to a friend. In the dream, this loaf of bread (which is totally harmless) comes 

tumbling into camp and wipes out the Midianite army tent. And the 

conclusion of his friend is that it must refer to weak harmless Gideon—‘God 

has given us into his hand.’ It appears as though God had already put fear 

into the hearts of the enemy, even though they outnumbered Israel 450:1. 

How ironic that Gideon’s encouragement comes through his enemies. They 

feared the very truth Gideon was struggling to believe. Gideon’s response 

was to bow in worship to the Lord. He could see that God was going before 

him.  When God is with us, the things that oppose us are not as strong as 
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 Dale Ralph Davis. Judges: Such a Great Salvation, pg. 104. 

they often appear to be. “When we are weak, we need to remember that 

God is strong”—infinitely strong.3 

 

The Battle of Trumpets and Torches [7:15-25] 

 

This is one of the most unconventional battles of all time. Gideon’s army 

marches without weapons, only covered torches and trumpets under the 

cover of dark. They strike at night when the enemy was at its weakest. At 

least a third of the army would have been sleeping and by God’s providence 

Gideon’s army arrives at the beginning of the 2nd watch of the night. One 

commentator speculated that because of the timing of the changing of the 

guard its possible that when the sleeping soldiers scrambled out of their 

tents they discovered their  camp full of armed men approaching them 

(returning from the 2nd watch) but because of the dark were unable to 

identify them as their fellow soldiers. The sudden light of the 300 torches 

and the overwhelming alarm of 300 trumpets in the middle of the might 

induced panic. Vs. 22 gives us the most vital information, however: “the 

Lord set the sword of one against the other… throughout the whole army 

and they fled…” Through whatever means or circumstances He used, God is 

the one who overcame routed the enemy. He send confusion upon the 

enemies so that 120,000 Midianites were slain among themselves without 

Gideon having to lift his sword.4  

 

The remaining 15,0005 Midianites fled but Gideon called on the Israelite 

tribes of Naphali, Asher, and Manasseh to join in the pursuit and close in on 

them. Then he sent a messengers ahead to the tribe of Ephraim to cut them 

off at the Jordan river. Vs. 25 tells us that they captured the Midianite’s two 

military leaders, Oreb and Zeeb, and put them to death.  

 

But Gideon is not done. The Kings of Midian are still on the loose. This brings 

us to chapter 8 where Gideon not only captures the Midianite kings and 
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 Tim Keller. Judges For You, pg. 87. 

4
 See Judges 8:10 

5
 Ibid.  



crushes what’s left of Midianite power, but he also begins to erode his 

character by his overreach of power.  

 

PRESUMPTIVE GIDEON (Judges 8:1-35) 

 

Gideon had experienced an impressive victory by obeying and trusting in 

the Lord who intervened for Him. But not everyone in Israel was happy.  

 

Gideon’s diplomacy [Judges 8:1-3] 

 

The men of Ephraim responded to Gideon’s call and were successful in 

capturing and killing the military leaders of the Midianites, but they took 

issue with Gideon. Ephraim was one of the strongest tribes of Israel and 

they took offense that Gideon would take on the Midianites without 

consulting them. Afterall, who did he think he was, this no name from the 

little tribe of Manasseh, setting off a conflict with the Midianites.  

 

Gideon responds like a clever politician. He reminds Ephraim that they are 

the ones who captured and killed the Midianites and suggests that that is a 

greater feat than anything Gideon and his people have done. Gideon is 

stroking Ephraim’s pride and it soothes over the conflict. But this is the last 

time we will see Gideon be so diplomatic.  

 

Gideon’s rage [Judges 8:4-21] 

 

When Gideon comes to the cities Succoth and Penuel  with his weary and 

hungry men, he expects his fellow Israelites to assist them. But they refuse. 

Their reason is that though they are pursing the kings of Midian, they 

haven’t overcome them yet. What’s going on here? Instead of rising up to 

join in the fight, they respond with fear. If they help Gideon but Gideon 

does not prevail, guess where the Midianites are going to stop on the way 

home to settle accounts! Gideon is weary, hungry, and now angry, yet his 

response of personal revenge is over the top. Think back to chapter 6. How 

persistent had Gideon been in his fear of the same enemy? Notice that 

Gideon’s actions here are the opposite of how God acted toward him when 

he was full of doubt and fear.  

 

How often do we do the same thing, treating others exactly the opposite of 

how God has treated us? God gives us mercy. We want to give revenge.  

After capturing the kings of Midian and utterly taking out their army, Gideon 

returns to Succoth and Penuel to do just as he has promised. He whips the 

elders of Succoth and he tears down the tower of Penuel. But he doesn’t 

stop there. Verse 17 tells us He kills all the men of Penuel—his fellow 

Israelites. Why? Why is his anger is so out of control. What’s driving 

Gideon’s heart? Vs. 18 & 19 gives us a critical clue [18-19]. Gideon’s rage is 

being driven not by the Lord but by personal revenge toward those who 

killed his brothers—and when Succoth and Penuel stand in the way of his 

revenge, he takes it out on them too.  

 

If Gideon would kill the Israelite men of Penuel, he will do no less to the 

Midianite kings. [vs. 20-21] Why would Gideon ask his young boy to kill 

these kings? Because it would be utter humiliation to these kings to be cut 

down by a boy. But when young Jether is too afraid to do it, Zeba and 

Zalmunna taunt Gideon and challenge his manhood. In essence they are 

saying, aren’t you man enough to kill us yourself? And so Gideon kills them, 

not in the name of divine justice, but in the name of personal vengeance.  

 

Question: Is Gideon still God’s man in chapter 8? In chapter 6 he struggled 

to become God’s man having to wade through his fear and doubt. In 

chapter 7 he became the human instrument through which God would 

manifest His divine deliverance with little more than torches and trumpets. 

In chapter 7 as Gideon trusts God, we see what could only be the 

miraculous intervention of God bringing such confusion on the enemy that 

Gideon’s army didn’t even have to bloody a single sword. But in chapter 8, 

we see a very different Gideon—forceful, brutal, whose rage leads to the 

slaughter, not only of the enemy, but also of his fellow Israelites whom he 

had been called to deliver. When we read chapter 8 carefully, God seems to 

be remarkable absent, especially in light of how uniquely He intervenes in 

chapter 7.  



 

Yet the worst of Gideon’s presumption and overreach of authority is yet to 

come in the final years of his life.  

 

Gideon’s hypocrisy and Idolatry [Judges 8:22-35] 

 

In spite of Gideon’s flaws earlier in chapter 8, it would have been so good if 

the story ended in verse 23. In vs. 22, the Israelites ask Gideon to be their 

king. From a human perspective, it made so much sense that the Israelites 

should have Gideon as their king—after all, they thought, he had delivered 

them from the Midianites. (who really delivered them from the Midianites?) 

Gideon responds with the perfect answer in verse 23: “I will not rule over 

you, nor shall my son rule over you; the Lord shall rule over you.” Perfect 

answer. Great theology. Just one problem. Gideon’s actions over the 

remainder of his life seem to pursue the opposite.  

 

Gideon’s hypocrisy - The pretense of kingship 

 

Perhaps the first error was that Gideon failed to clarify who was really 

responsible for their deliverance. In vs. 22 the people said, “you have 

delivered us from the hand of Midian.” Yet Gideon failed to exalt God who 

alone deserved the credit for such a remarkable victory. In failing to turn the 

glory back to God, Gideon is only one step away from feeling that he should 

be credited somehow. So in verse 24 He asks for a payment in gold—1700 

shekels6. Gideon immediately attains great wealth. In addition he 

establishes a large herem of wives which produces 70 sons (not to mention 

some girls which were surely born to him as well).  One of his sons, which was born 

illegitimately through a concubine, he named Abimelech, which means “My 

father is king.” And in fact, Abimelech will go on to be a wicked king in 

chapter 9. Wealth, wives, sons, Abimelech. It seems as though Gideon lived 

the pretense of kingship afterall.  

 

Gideons idolatry – the ephod in ophrah 
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 Approximately 42 pounds, which would be over $700,000 in today’s economy.  

 

Yet the worst choice that Gideon made was to use all that gold to make for 

himself an ephod. An ephod was worn by the high priest in the tabernacle 

and it contained the Urim and the Thummim, two stones that were used to 

obtain a “yes” or “no” from God. Gideon kept the ephod in his hometown of 

Oprah rather than Shiloh which was the designated place of worship at that 

time. In essence, Gideon established his home town as a rival place of 

worship. Gideon used what belonged to God to establish his own status 

rather than using his influence to exalt God’s glory. The result was 

disastrous. The people loved the ephod with a godless passion—it became 

an idol, they “played the harlot with it” (vs. 27), and it plunged them into an 

apostacy from which they would never recover. Take note of vs. 28. Only by 

God’s mercy was Israel undisturbed for 40 years, but this is the last time in 

the book of Judges that Israel will experience rest from war.  

 

The sad irony is that “Gideon, the champion of Yahweh against Baal,” ends 

his life presiding “over a national apostasy that after his death will become 

full-scale Baal worship again.”7 [Vs. 33] 

 

Once again we see that the book of Judges charts the progressive 

degeneration of a people who refuse to serve the God who saves them.8  

Isn’t that true of us too? We struggle to serve the God that saves us. What 

are you truly serving with your life? The fear of man? Personal convenience? 

The desire to be admired by people? Or the desire for God to be seen and 

admired through your life?  

 

In chapter 6 Gideon struggled to serve the God who saves because of his 

fear of man and his lack of faith in God. In chapter 8 Gideon struggled to 

serve the God who saves because his success turned into self-gratification 

rather than glory to God. Only in chapter 7 does he serve the God who saves 

by learning to trust and obey God even when if defied human reason.   
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The key verse to understanding all three chapters about Gideon’s life is 

found in [Judges 7:2]. The whole point was for God to do something so big 

with a people so small that they would see Him as supreme and be drawn to 

His glory.  

� This explains why God would choose Gideon, such an unlikely, timid 

deliverer in chapter 6—so God would be seen! 

� This explains how Israel could experience such a stunning victory 

(without even fighting!) in chapter 7—So God would be seen! 

� This explains why Gideon’s overreach of power and recognition in 

chapter 8 was so abominable—He got in the way and obscured the 

people’s vision of God.  

 

So what do we take away? � life principles 

1. Don’t be surprised when God brings you to a point of having all your 

self-confidence stripped away in order to fulfill His purposes so that 

your only remaining confidence is in the Lord. He wants His glory to 

be seen through your weakness.  

2. Remember that there is no enemy of God and His people that can 

ultimately prevail against the God of heaven, regardless of its 

worldly advantage over us.  

3. When God does grant victory, we must be so careful how we handle 

success lest we become glory-thieves that deny God as the giver of 

all good things.  

4. We must be so careful to not causing others to sin. Our influence is 

not just in the moment but may last for generations to come. We 

must be so careful not to cause others to stumble by our doubting 

or our boasting, by our critical spirit or by our pride, by our negative 

attitudes or our over self-confidence.  

5. It’s hard to end well—and we won’t without carefully cultivating a 

persistent life of trust and obedience to the Lord.  

 

Bottom line: We must trust in God with full obedience so as not to steel or 

obscure His glory.  


