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To Ponder . . . 

Questions to ponder as you prepare to hear from Judges 6:33-7:8. 

1. List some reasons why Gideon might have been hampered in
his faith?

2. Did Gideon sin by using the fleece?

3. Why did Gideon call only about 5 tribes to fight the Midianites?

4. What equipped Gideon for service to God?

5. How should the answer to question five have strengthened his
faith?

FROM WEAK FAITH TO STRONG FAITH
Judges 6:33-7:8

Probably a large portion of the American population has heard
something about Gideon. He is the kind of guy about which legends
develop. You didn’t have to spend your childhood years in Sunday
School to know something about the man. But those who did grow up
going to church regularly know Gideon best for leading the army that
God shrunk from over thirty thousand to three hundred. We
remember learning about God’s strange test by which He picked the
300 soldiers because they lapped water like a dog—whatever that
means. 

Oh, and then there was the fleece thing. When most Christians
think about Gideon, we think of the warrior whose faith was so small
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that he forced God into a test of making his fleece wet or dry. So well
known is this part of Gideon’s story that “putting out a fleece” is part
of the common vernacular among Christians. 

How sad to be known for eternity as the guy who had a hard
time trusting God. But did Gideon struggle with faith any more than
you or I do? Maybe you attended school with “Christian” kind of
guys like I did. If so, you might have heard a young man on the
basketball court shooting hoops say something like, “I have a test
tomorrow in history. I have prayed about it and if I make this three-
point shot, that will be a sign that I will pass the test.” Wow, that is
so Gideon like, right? No, not really. The guy shooting hoops would
have done a lot better if he went back to his room, got out his class
notes, and studied. Gideon didn’t have that option.

Gideon had just recently met with God who challenged him to
go and fight the Midianites through the strength that He Himself
would give him. Like us, Gideon began to try to weasel out of the
responsibility by claiming that his tribe was insignificant, his family
was small, and he was a nobody even in his family. Gideon was not
a natural-born leader, or warrior, or even a guy who liked being out
in front. He was threshing wheat in a wine press—out of sight, out of
mind. He had never attended West Point and apparently had no
aspirations to join the military.

I think I understand how Gideon felt. I sympathize with him.
God’s challenge to him was mammoth. It would be like God
appearing to me tonight and telling me that it was His will for me to
run for president as a write-in candidate. Really! Compared to the
task Gideon faced, we are the nobodies. When we debate or even
contemplate faith or lack of faith, it is on such a comparatively small
scale that it hardly shows up. 

So do you have faith in God? Do you trust the very clear
statements He recorded in the Bible? Do you act on the basis of what
God has said? The good news is that God is not surprised when you
and I demonstrate little faith or weak faith. The better news is that
God loves us anyway. The great news is that God desires for our faith
in Him to grow. Gideon shows us how God works to that end.
 
A Call to Service (vv.33-35).
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Where there is great need, there needs to be a call to service.
Gideon came face-to-face with a great need. Now all the Midianites
and the Amalekites and the people of the East came together, and
they crossed the Jordan and encamped in the Valley of Jezreel (v.33).
The text reveals that a lot of enemies came together against God’s
people.

Actually this was just more of the same thing Israel had endured
for the past seven years. The Midianites in particular would show up
and steal the food out of the most lush and most productive valley in
the nation. This time they came with the Amalekites, a people group
who came mostly from east of the Jordan River. And the people of
East might refer to still another people group that joined the enemy’s
ranks.

This massive army that looked like locusts beyond number
(7:12) spread out in the Valley of Jezreel. This piece of land is
among the richest, most productive spots in Palestine. Maybe that is
why there have been so many conflicts in the valley. This is the same
valley where Barak defeated Sisera. Many subsequent battles have
been fought in this valley over the centuries. In this valley Jesus will
defeat the nations of the world (Rev. 16:12-14).

By coming into the Jezreel Valley the enemy encroached on
God’s promise. God had taken this precise land away from people
groups who had rejected Him for centuries. Their sin and religious
practices were an abomination to God. Especially the Amalakites
were a stench in God’s nostril’s because they attacked the rear guard
of Israelites as they were on the way to this Promised Land. Now
those people who stirred God’s ire were occupying land God had
given to His special people Israel—who also happened to be stirring
God’s ire by their sins at this point.

This pictures very accurately Satan’s and sin’s encroachment in
the life of God’s people. Sin does not belong in our lives because God
has bought us for Himself with the price of Christ’s blood. We are
His possession. But when we choose to sin and live like the rest of
the world who does not belong to God, we virtually open up God’s
property and invite the enemy to come in and occupy it. That creates
a need for deliverance. We, like Israel, become painfully aware of
that need when the enemy occupies us. For God’s people Israel, the
presence of the enemy always spelled suffering and despair. The
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people were brought low because of their careless sins. The sight of
this massive army on their property should have made them sick.

The sight was unacceptable to Gideon. Therefore, a call was
issued. It appears to be a Spirit motivated call. But the Spirit of the
LORD clothed Gideon, and he sounded the trumpet (v.34a). It is quite
obvious from this statement that God did something special for
Gideon. God sent the Holy Spirit to help equip and motivate Gideon
for service. The term clothe is similar to but not the same as
“indwell.” To clothe speaks of a unique abiding with. It describes a
special relationship in which the Spirit of God compels, gives power,
or gives talent, or gives motivation. 

There are many accounts in the Old Testament of God preparing
a servant for service by sending the Holy Spirit to “clothe” them. It
is what God did for the craftsmen who built the tabernacle and its
furnishings in Moses’ day. Othenial experienced this unusual help
from the Holy Spirit to deliver Israel (3:10). God put the Holy Spirit
on Jephthah, but that didn’t prevent him from making a foolish vow.
Samson demonstrated the presence of God’s Holy Spirit on him in
remarkable ways, but he certainly didn’t live like a “Spirit-filled”
believer in the New Testament age. Therefore, to read that God
clothed Gideon with the Spirit should not lead us to believe that
Gideon suddenly became an icon of sainthood. He was still as human
as we are and still much the person he had always been.

Being clothed with the Spirit, Gideon sounded the alarm, the
call to action. This statement, falling within the context of God
clothing Gideon with the Spirit, could cause us to believe that Gideon
was driven by the Holy Spirit to step up and challenge people to
follow him. That is possible. But what if God wanted to show
Himself so mighty that He would defeat the massive army of the
enemy using Gideon by himself (like Sampson)? Is it possible that
this call to duty was motivated by Gideon’s fear? It is very likely
(based on the rest of the story) that Gideon was still timid and fearful.
Also, there is no indication in the text that God commanded Gideon
to call an army together. At the same time, it is also obvious that
calling together an army was God’s will so that He could teach
Gideon an important lesson about faith.
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Gideon blew the trumpet to call together an army. But he called
only certain people. Most expected is the fact that Gideon called out
his family. And the Abiezrites were called out to follow him (v.34b).
This was Gideon’s extended family. Though he was the least in the
family, still the relatives all showed up. Also, Gideon called people
who were effected by the oppression. And he sent messengers
throughout all Manasseh, and they too were called out to follow him.
And he sent messengers to Asher, Zebulun, and Naphtali, and they
went up to meet them (v.35). 

A look at a map reveals that Gideon primarily called the people
from tribes most effected by the presence of the enemy. That 32,000
people showed up to fight the mighty Midianites did not indicate that
this was a popular uprising that swept through the northern tribes.
Rather, the thrust of the story shows that God drew this large number
together in order to teach very important lessons about faith to His
servant Gideon. What better way to learn that God would keep His
promise without a massive human army than to gather the army, let
Gideon see them, and then send them home.

A Demonstration of Weak Faith (vv.36-40).

The army showed up, but Gideon struggled with doubt. The sad
reality is that he doubted the veracity of God’s Word. Then Gideon
said to God, “If you will save Israel by my hand, as you have said
(v.36). The word if should jump from the text toward us. How could
Gideon say “if” when God promised that He was with him (6:12, 16)?
God had already commissioned him to go in his might (6:14). Now
he was empowered to act (6:34). And God sent a huge army, which
in human thinking would have been encouraging (6:34-35). What
more did Gideon want?

Gideon’s actions at this point remind us that though a person
might be enveloped by the Spirit, that doesn’t turn him into a
different person. Gideon was a timid, fearful person before and he
still was. And generally men and women today do not suddenly
develop different personalities the moment we are indwelt by the
Holy Spirit. We still have the character of our flesh which sometimes
is a struggle with sin and often causes us to doubt and fear. That is
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why God gave us warnings regarding our relationship with the Holy
Spirit. He warned, Do not quench the Spirit (1Thessalonians 5:19).
And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed
for the day of redemption (Ephesians 4:30).

Gideon proved that he was still timid and fearful in spite of
God’s promises. Putting out the fleece was not a matter of Gideon
tying to discover God’s will. God had already revealed His will and
Gideon acknowledged it! It is quite interesting to see that in this
“testing” scenario, Gideon stopped using the name “Yahweh” (ever
existing, all powerful God) and used the more general name
“Eloheim” – God. If nothing else, this “test” proves that Gideon was
not very experienced in trusting God. Remember that he came from
a background of Baal worship. Maybe he was not familiar with the
promises of God’s law. Probably he had never really trusted a
promise of God. His problem was doubt because he never lived in
fellowship with the One who promises.

Come to think about it, we who profess to know Christ as
Savior are as well equipped and sent with as much authority as
Gideon was. So why do we doubt? Is it that we like Gideon suffer
with the weakness of our flesh, with fear and insecurity? It is so easy
for us to take our cues from the flesh. We need to remember a
principle stated by Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson and repeated years
later by one of his students, George Patton in WWII: “Never take
counsel of your fears.”

At the same time, we should be sympathetic with Gideon. For
seven years it seems like the enemy showed up like clockwork to rob
the Israelites of their harvest, their food, their livestock. Now, there
they were again like locusts that covered the land (6:5). Seven years
of horrifying experience can leave a mark on a person.

Therefore, Gideon required God to prove Himself before he was
willing to obey God’s command. He required God to make the fleece
wet and the ground dry. His plan was,“Behold, I am laying a fleece
of wool on the threshing floor. If there is dew on the fleece alone, and
it is dry on all the ground, then I shall know that you will save Israel
by my hand, as you have said” (v.37). This must have been a special
sheep skin Gideon had. In a way, it is a sad picture revealing that
because of the people’s sin, Gideon, who had probably herded a flock
of sheep, had only a skin left. I have one of these. It just happens to
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be draped over the chair where I pray every morning. But I have
never thought about using it to put God to the test.

Gideon was so weak, but God did not chide him. Gideon made
the requirement, And it was so. When he rose early next morning and
squeezed the fleece, he wrung enough dew from the fleece to fill a
bowl with water (v.38). God conceded to Gideon’s weakness and did
what he asked. God responded in the extreme by providing more than
just dew, but a bowl full of water. 

Good. The situation was settled. Now Gideon was convinced.
We wish it were so. Instead, even after God’s kindness, Gideon
continued to doubt. He required more proof that he should trust God.
Then Gideon said to God, “Let not your anger burn against me; let
me speak just once more. Please let me test just once more with the
fleece. Please let it be dry on the fleece only, and on all the ground let
there be dew” (v.39). 

Gideon was so weak in faith that he was sinning. Notice that
Gideon admitted he was testing God which God condemned in His
people. God warned His people, “You shall not put the LORD your
God to the test, as you tested him at Massah” (Deuteronomy 6:16).
But that is exactly what Gideon was doing. Because he was not
satisfied with God’s response to the first test, Gideon set up another
one. Now he is revealed as a manipulator who didn’t keep his word
the first time. 

God is so incredibly longsuffering. And God did so that night;
and it was dry on the fleece only, and on all the ground there was
dew (v.40). How incredible is God’s patience. He has more concern
that we grow in faith than we do. Gideon was going to need some
pretty strong faith because we do reap what we sow. Gideon tested
God twice in order to know if he could trust God. God would test
Gideon twice to see if he trusted God. Okay, in this strange situation,
God let Gideon set the rules. Now Gideon was going to have to play
by the rules he set. 

The Evidence of Strong Faith (7:1–8).

Gideon learned that serving God isn’t about me (7:1-3). If we
were writing the story, after God proved faithful twice, we would
have had the large army march off to face the enemy and then have
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God rain down hailstones or fire or open up the earth and swallow the
enemy. But this is a story about how God grew Gideon’s faith.
Gideon needed to be tested like he had tested God.

God determined that there were too many volunteers. In human
wisdom they prepared for battle. Then Jerubbaal (that is, Gideon)
and all the people who were with him rose early and encamped
beside the spring of Harod. And the camp of Midian was north of
them, by the hill of Moreh, in the valley (v.1). Gideon roused the
people early from their camp at the spring of Harod. They were at the
spring by God’s design. That they got going early is significant
because depressed and afflicted people generally don’t rise early.
They put off facing their trial as long as they can. This seems to be an
indication that Gideon now has faith that he can trust God’s promise
of deliverance.  That new found faith was about to be tested.

In God’s wisdom there needed to be fewer warriors. The LORD
said to Gideon, “The people with you are too many for me to give the
Midianites into their hand, lest Israel boast over me, saying, ‘My own
hand has saved me’” (v.2). David realized that “some trust in
chariots and some in horses, but we trust in the name of the LORD
our God” (Psalm 20:7). To trust in military might is human nature.
Because God knows us well, He presented a plan to shrink the army
so that Gideon would have to trust Him alone.

The test was for everyone who was not dedicated to go home.
God commanded an opportunity for soldiers to opt out. “Now
therefore proclaim in the ears of the people, saying, ‘Whoever is
fearful and trembling, let him return home and hurry away from
Mount Gilead’” (v.3a). If you were Gideon, would you make the
announcement? Was he going to sink back into doubt and fear
thinking, “Oh no! If I obey God, some of the guys might leave.”
Trusting God implicitly, the man with growing faith offered that
soldiers who were afraid could go home. 

Suddenly Gideon’s army was reduced by two-thirds. Then
22,000 of the people returned, and 10,000 remained (v.3b). In a span
of a few moments, Gideon’s army was reduced by about 65%! At this
point, he could not trust in horses and chariots even if he wanted to.
He would have to trust God. Thinking about Gideon’s situation
causes us to wonder if it is even possible for us to be thankful to God
when our circumstances go from questionable to bad? God puts
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circumstances like that in our lives for the purpose of moving us from
faith in self to faith in God alone. 

So in Gideon’s situation, God taught that serving Him requires
great faith (vv.4-8). There are times when God’s servants must trust
God to supply the workers He chooses. God concluded that 10,000
soldiers were too many. And the LORD said to Gideon, “The people
are still too many” (v.4a). Weak faith would have argued with God’s
conclusion. Weak faith would probably have given up and gone home
to thresh another handful of wheat in the wine press. At this point,
weak faith says, “We want to go back to Egypt.” 

Strong faith has learned to depend on God. In unexplainable set-
backs it concludes with Paul, But he [God] said to me, “My grace is
sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.”
Therefore I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that
the power of Christ may rest upon me (2 Corinthians 12:9).

In order to continue strengthening Gideon’s faith, God ordered
an odd test. He told Gideon, “Take them down to the water, and I will
test them for you there, and anyone of whom I say to you, ‘This one
shall go with you,’ shall go with you, and anyone of whom I say to
you, ‘This one shall not go with you,’ shall not go.” So he brought the
people down to the water. And the LORD said to Gideon, “Every one
who laps the water with his tongue, as a dog laps, you shall set by
himself. Likewise, every one who kneels down to drink” (vv.4b-5). No
one really understands exactly what happened here. It was simply a
method God used to help Gideon know which soldiers God chose for
the task.

God chose 300 soldiers. And the number of those who lapped,
putting their hands to their mouths, was 300 men, but all the rest of
the people knelt down to drink water (v.6). Now Gideon’s mighty
army was down to 3% of its original strength. Now it was obvious
that God had sent the large number to begin with in order to create
this amazing test for Gideon.

Gideon taught us to trust God to use the resources He supplies.
God had already promised to save. Now in light of a ridiculously
small army God repeated the promise. And the LORD said to Gideon,
“With the 300 men who lapped I will save you and give the
Midianites into your hand, and let all the others go every man to his
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home” (v.7). Letting 9,700 men go home was foolhardy by human
assessment. Obeying God was a demonstration of faith. 

True faith is demonstrated by action. Because the men trusted
God’s promise, they prepared themselves for service. So the people
took provisions in their hands, and their trumpets (v.8a). Because
Gideon trusted God’s promise he sent 9,700 men to their tents. And
he sent all the rest of Israel every man to his tent, but retained the
300 men (v.8b). “To his tent” might indicate they would be nearby
when it came time to chase down the enemy God had defeated.

And the enemy was still in the valley. And the camp of Midian
was below him in the valley (v.8c). Gideon had just successfully
negotiated an amazing test. He had grown so much in faith in a short
time. No more fleece, no more doubt, only immediate obedience to
God’s commands. But the enemy was still there. God is kind and
faithful to allow His people to face difficult tests in order to help us
learn to trust Him. Sometimes the test seems impossible. But God is
faithful and His grace is sufficient. And even after we have learned
and grown in faith, we look out and discover the enemy didn’t go
home. He is still in the valley. Will God be faithful to keep His
promise, “I will save you and give the Midianites into your hand”?
Yes!  So we too are reminded: And without faith it is impossible to
please him, for whoever would draw near to God must believe that he
exists and that he rewards those who seek him (Hebrews 11:6).
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