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Judges 11 – Gideon One/Ba'al None

02/05/2023

Scripture 1: (Jdg. 6:24-32 ESV)

That night the LORD said to him, "Take your father's bull, and the second bull seven years old, and pull down
the altar of Baal that your father has, and cut down the Asherah that is beside it and build an altar to the LORD
your God on the top of the stronghold here, with stones laid in due order. Then take the second bull and offer it
as a burnt offering with the wood of the Asherah that you shall cut down."

So Gideon took ten men of his servants and did as the LORD had told him. But because he was too afraid of his
family and the men of the town to do it by day, he did it by night. When the men of the town rose early in the
morning, behold, the altar of Baal was broken down, and the Asherah beside it was cut down, and the second
bull was offered on the altar that had been built. And they said to one another, "Who has done this thing?" And
after they had searched and inquired, they said, "Gideon the son of Joash has done this thing."

Then the men of the town said to Joash, "Bring out your son, that he may die, for he has broken down the altar
of Baal and cut down the Asherah beside it."

But Joash said to all who stood against him, "Will you contend for Baal? Or will you save him? Whoever
contends for him shall be put to death by morning. If he is a god, let him contend for himself, because his altar
has been broken down."

Therefore on that day Gideon was called Jerubbaal, that is to say, "Let Baal contend against him," because he
broke down his altar.

Sermon:

Israel sinned. They fell into idolatry again. They “yoked themselves” to the gods of Canaan: the gods of those
who considered Israel an enemy. They became subject to the seductive (but false) promises of idol worshipers
that offered a feeling of control over their own lives, a sense that they could influence divine wills through their
sacrificial  offerings,  and perhaps as a means of fellowship with their  neighbors.  We can only guess at  the
particular motives for Israelite adoption of Ba'al worship at this time, but considering their past transgressions
with Midianite women and Ba'al worship (Numbers 25) it is not unreasonable to assume that their religious
syncretism may have been an act of appeasement towards their oppressors: demonstrating similarity with them
by adopting their ways, “blending in” with them while still retaining their own unique Israelite identity. There is
nothing to suggest that Israel turned wholly away from worshiping the LORD, God Almighty.Instead they just
added another god, and other gods, into their worship routine, because that is what all the other nations and
peoples did in worshiping whole pantheons of different gods  {but no one should try to “collect them all”,
treating these demons and evil spirits like they are harmless Pokemon}. No other deity of the time, except
YHVH, had a requirement for their sole worship and absolute obedience and faithfulness. 

Over and again Israel's problem with idols reappears, and it remains a constant threat to us even now. Rarely did
Israel turn away wholly from the LORD. Rarely did they forsake Him entirely, for they continued to identify
themselves as His chosen people; however, they just added in the worship of “other gods” alongside of their
worship of the LORD. We too risk adding different idols to our worship of God, of Jesus Christ, but (Christ
PLUS Anything) is always idolatry and false religion. Whenever we add anything, any additional “requirement”
for one's salvation besides “Faith in Christ Alone”, or whenever we add additional requirements for fellowship
or our identification as being Christian, like works of piety: no drinking, no smoking, no dancing, no clapping,
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no card playing, no hand-raising; or by calling for the adoption of certain political positions: masks or no masks
and vaccines or no vaccines, being Republican or Democrat and liberal or conservative, Pro-Life or Pro-Choice,
reparations  for  past  slavery;  or  mandating people attend every church event  on Sunday mornings,  Sunday
evenings, and Wednesday evenings; or even whether our knowledge of Scripture, of doctrine  {Are you even
Reformed,  Brah?},  or  arbitrarily  determining  whether  our  personal  journey  of  faith  measures  up  to  an
impossible standard that the Apostle Paul couldn't reach; that is idolatry. We risk adding all sorts of things as
idols alongside our faith in Jesus Christ. It is so easy for anything or everything to become an extra idol for us.
The most insidious ones are those things which should otherwise be benign: things which are good, beneficial,
and helpful but which may be taken to the extreme and accidentally elevated in worship. So it should be easy
for us to understand and forgive the ancient Israelites for their transgressions, because we are just as guilty as
they were, while the remedy for our own personal and corporate idolatry remains the same. This is something
which the lessons of Gideon may help us to better remember. 

So Gideon, a young guy from Ophrah in Manassah, found himself commanded and sent by the LORD to deliver
Israel from the hand of Midian, but what do we know about him so far? The “angel” who had greeted him
called him a “mighty man of valor”, and last time I suggested that according to some scholars this could have
been a reference to his occupation: that he may already be a soldier; an idea derived from his name. Please
recall that Hebrew names often carry an important meaning, frequently saying something about a person by:
describing a physical attribute  {like Esau or Edom, meaning “red”}, something they have done  {like Jacob,
meaning “he grasps”}, or the hope of something they may do  {like Joseph, meaning “he increases”}; now
Gideon's name comes from {the Hebrew word gidda} a verb meaning “to cut down” or “to break into pieces”,
and while they think it suggests something about his present vocation, I believe it more foreshadows what he
will be called upon to do in today's lesson.

After he encountered the angel of the LORD, “That night the LORD said to him [Gideon], "Take your father's
bull, and the second bull seven years old, and pull down the altar of Baal that your father has, and cut down the
Asherah that is beside it and build an altar to the LORD your God on the top of the stronghold here, with stones
laid in due order. Then take the second bull and offer it as a burnt offering with the wood of the Asherah that
you shall cut down."” This is where we start to get a better picture about the religious life of Gideon and his
family, a picture which also sheds more light upon the religious life and thoughts of wider Israel during this
time. 

When Gideon encountered the angel,  he asked him “...where are all  his  wonderful  deeds  that  our fathers
recounted to us, saying, 'Did not the LORD bring us up from Egypt?'...” (Jdg. 6:13 ESV) showing us that
Gideon at least knew the history of Israel's deliverance: about the LORD's great work of salvation in leading
them out from their bondage in Egypt to dwell in their own land. He knew who the LORD (YHVH) is and what
He had done for His people, knowing enough to wonder if God had finally forsaken them. He knew the stories
of deliverance that were told to him by: his father or grandfather, or perhaps by a clan elder or local Levite,
members of a more faithful and obedient generation, certainly. Regardless of exactly who it was that taught
Gideon, we see that the religion of the LORD is present and that He is being actively worshiped by some
people in Ophrah, at least. Meanwhile, we find that Gideon's dad has a communal altar dedicated to Ba'al and
Asherah on his property. The angry response of the townsfolk to what Gideon does, suggests that Gideon's
father probably held some authority in the town regarding the worship of Ba'al; perhaps even serving as priest.
Thus Gideon was clearly raised in an environment encouraging a syncratic worship of Ba'al  and Asherah,
alongside worship of the LORD, the God of Israel; however, now following his encounter with the angel of the
LORD, his heart was only “on fire” for YHVH.
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Now the LORD gave Gideon very specific and significant instructions to begin his work and ministry. 

 Use a pair of bulls to pull down his father's altar to Ba'al.

 Cut down the Asherah pole: a tree planted beside the altar which represented Ba'al's goddess-consort.

 Then he was to build a new stone altar to the LORD “...on the top of the stronghold here...”. 

So basically, God commanded Gideon to build the LORD's altar on top of his own house where it would be
visible to everyone, making this socially controversial action highly public. The altar he would build is visually
distinct from Ba'al's altar, being built “with stones laid in due order.”. That “due order” is described in Exodus
20 and Deuteronomy 27, instructing the Israelites about how to construct an acceptable, temporary altar if not
sacrificing at the Tabernacle.  “If you make me an altar of stone, you shall not build it of hewn stones, for if you
wield your tool on it you profane it.” (Exod. 20:25 ESV). Altars to Ba'al were constructed with square-cut stones
mortared together, whereas temporary altars to the LORD were to be constructed of naturally weathered stones,
built up in a pile; no tools or crafting artifice of man were allowed to used so as to prevent our human sinful
nature from corrupting and defiling the altar. Next, Gideon was commanded to consecrate his altar with a burnt
offering sacrifice using the wood from the Asherah pole and offering the entirety of a bull from his father's
cattle  herd  {not  saving  a  cooked  portion  for  himself  or  a  priest  as  would  happen  with  most  Tabernacle
sacrifices}. 

Gideon destroyed one idol as fuel for his fire, then he burnt up the “Number Two” bull: the “runner-up”, the
lesser bull; as an effigy of a defeated Ba'al since the common image for Ba'al was a grown male bull. Thus
Gideon consecrated his altar to the LORD by desecrating pagan altars and idols. 

This symbolic act was religious warfare. This is no different than the Philistines placing the captured “ark of the
covenant” in their temple of Dagon, or the idol of Dagon falling and bowing down before the ark (1 Samuel 5);
or King Nebuchadnezzar taking the gold and other objects from the Jerusalem Temple and placing them in his
god's temple; {or of Antiochus IV Epiphanes trying to rededicate the Jerusalem Temple to Zeus, defiling it by
offering  a  sacrificial  pig  (1  Maccabees);  or  of  the  Romans  renaming  Jerusalem,  Aelia  Capitolina,  and
constructing a temple to Jupiter upon the ruins of the Second Temple;} or of the sixth century Roman church
transforming the Athenian “Parthenon” into a church1 {it is presently a museum}; or the Hagia Sofia {Greek for
“holy wisdom}, the famous Byzantine Church in modern-day Turkey which has vacillated between being a
church, a museum, and is presently an operating mosque; or, the most infamous example of this practice is
perhaps the Islamic “Dome of the Rock” built upon the Temple Mount in Jerusalem, atop the ruins of Solomon's
Temple, Herod's Temple, and a Roman Temple dedicated to Jupiter called the “Aelia Capitolina”}. 

This was a belligerent act of extreme and radical defiance against Israel's idolatry. There is no greater sign or
symbol of the "new birth", of regeneration, than to see a person casting down the vestiges of the "old man" and
burning them upon the altar of the cross; making a definitive and “clean break” with who they once were (1 Cor
6:11), so that now they may move forward, fresh and new, in Jesus Christ. This is like the radical transformation
of Saint Paul following his trip to Damascus. This is like the changed life of Augustine after he heard the
children singing "pick up and read". This is like Martin Luther at the Diet of Worms humbly declaring "Here I
stand...God help me." There was no turning back from this. Gideon was just acting in the long standing tradition
and practice of religious triumph, proclaiming before all the world to see “My God is greater than your gods!”.

“So Gideon took ten men of his servants and did as the LORD had told him. But because he was too afraid of
his family and the men of the town to do it by day, he did it by night.” Called by the LORD, Gideon had no

1 https://greekreporter.com/2022/06/22/parthenon-christian-church/
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choice but to obey Him, however the choice remained as to how he would obey. Gideon obeyed God, which
was great, plus he got others to help him: ten servants (or slaves) belonging his family; a fact further suggesting
his father's local social or economic importance, although it does not speak well towards Gideon's wisdom. 

Gideon feared the LORD God enough to obey Him but he also feared his family and the local townspeople, so
he tried to take precautions. He did not really want to declare his newfound zealotry quite so publicly, yet. He
did as God commanded him at night, which was fine, but he used ten servants as impressed accessories and
accomplices, which was not so good and not so very wise. He tore down the altar and pole, but he did not do it
in the precise manner the LORD prescribed. His intention was good, and his heart was apparently in the right
place, but just as things always go south whenever we do not precisely follow a recipe when cooking  {like
leaving butter out of chocolate chip cookies because we think that will make them more healthy}, or we do not
follow the doctor's orders and their directions concerning a prescription, so it is when we change, ignore, or go
beyond what God actually commands:

 Eve, in the Garden, told the Serpent “'You shall not eat of the fruit of the tree that is in the midst of the
garden,  neither shall you touch it, lest you die.'” (Gen. 3:3 ESV), adding “Do not touch” to God's
proscription; so, when she touched the fruit, at Satan's urging, doubt formed in her mind causing her to
perhaps think, “If I did not die from touching it, then I probably will not die from eating it either.”

 Nadab and Abihu, Aaron's sons, out of an earnest desire to worship the LORD, brought an offering of
incense which God had not commanded {perhaps it was the wrong incense, perhaps it was merely the
wrong time for an incense offering, perhaps because it was being offered in the wrong way (in a censor
bowl rather than upon the altar of incense)} them to bring “And fire came out from before the LORD and
consumed them, and they died before the LORD.” (Lev. 10:1-2 ESV). {We cannot just worship the Lord
GOD however we may choose, we should and must worship Him how He wants to be worshiped.}

 Later, when David commanded that the Ark of the Covenant be brought up to Jerusalem, it was placed
upon an oxcart, but when an ox stumbled and it seemed as if the Ark would fall off, Uzzah reached out
his hand to steady it and keep it on the cart “And the anger of the LORD was kindled against Uzzah, and
God struck him down there because of his error, and he died there beside the ark of God.” (2 Sam. 6:7
ESV). 

◦ Why did the LORD kill Uzzah? They were not carrying His Ark properly, not carrying it in the
manner He prescribed. Most of us would wonder, what was wrong with moving the Ark on a cart?
Exodus 25:10-15 explains about the rings placed on the sides of the Ark through which wooden
poles were placed and kept, while Numbers 4:1-15 explains how the Ark and all the Tabernacle
implements were to be transported by members of the Levite clan of Kohath. Uzzah was only trying
to help defend God; but as RC Sproul was fond of reminding us, Uzzah's sin was not being too
zealous in trying to protect the Ark; his sin was the presumption that his hands were “cleaner”, that
he was more ritually pure and sanctified, than the natural, earthen ground which the Lord GOD had
made (The Holiness of God, RC Sproul). Uzzah died because the LORD and His Ark are holy and
he was not.

So, when we do what God demands of us, but we do not do it how He commands, things never go the way we
should like, or as well as they ought. {The mindset and theological attitude which these examples demontrate
was developed by the Puritans into a worship philosophy called “The Regulative Principles of Worship”, which
inspires Biblically approved worship by prohibiting anything which is not expressly commanded or authorized
by Scripture. The opposite attitude is called “the Normative Principles of Worship” which hold the position that
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anything not expressly prohibited by Scripture may be an acceptable worship practice.} Bringing ten servants
along to help him tear down the local, popular altar to Ba'al was not a very wise thing to do, if he was trying to
keep his involvement secret “...because he was too afraid of his family and the men of the town...”. Clearly,
Gideon had never read his Benjamin Franklin, who famously wrote “Three may keep a secret, if two of them
are dead.” in his “Poor Richard's Almanack”2. So Gideon could not have been surprised at what happened next,
because it was exactly what he feared.

“When the men of the town rose early in the morning, behold, the altar of Baal was broken down, and the
Asherah beside it was cut down, and the second bull was offered on the altar that had been built. And they said
to one another, "Who has done this thing?" And after they had searched and inquired, they said, "Gideon the
son of Joash has done this thing."” Naturally the townspeople were upset, so of course they wanted to know
“whodunnit?”. After just a little bit of asking around, somebody “talked”, and gave up Gideon: “Who tore down
Ba'al's altar?”, “It was Gideon, in the dark of night, with a pair of bulls.”; like an ancient game of “Clue”.
Gideon's secret was out after only one act of religious vigilante-ism. He would not have survived very long as a
hero like Batman.

Why were all of these Israelites: people who were supposed to be the LORD's; so upset over what Gideon did?
The worship of Ba'al and Asherah was common to most Near East peoples, in some form or another. Ba'al was
associated with fertility: in both people and out in nature; and he was further associated with storms and weather
in general {later, Ba'al worship was easily converted to Zeus by the Greeks}. Asherah {or Ashtoreth, Astarte,
and Ishtar} was  a  “mother-type”  god,  associated  with   human  fertility  and the  harvest,  also  possessing  a
heavenly aspect and influence over the weather, as well as being the mother of Yam: the dread god of the sea
and chaos personified. While Gideon feared what his friends and neighbors might do to him because of his act
of obedience to the LORD, the people of Ophrah feared their pagan superstitions more than they feared God,
the  LORD.  They  feared  what  calamity  Ba'al  or  Asherah  might  bring  against  them  because  of  Gideon's
“desecration”: maybe a drought, lost crops, stillborn or miscarried children; especially if they left his affront
unavenged. They did not trust in the LORD to protect them, or to preserve them against the false gods of the
nations. They trusted more in the idols and the fantasies of men than they did in the living God. 

Their response proves for us exactly why the LORD called Gideon to do what he did. They may have offered
“lip-service” worship to the LORD, but when trouble came they gave more credit to and put more hope in Ba'al
of the nations than the God whose people they actually were. 

We are not so different from them. We also will say that we love, obey, and trust the LORD: that we trust Jesus
Christ; but when the chips are down: Who do we often turn to first?, Who do we rely on?, and Who do we trust
to get us through our times of trouble?. 

First: We want to rely upon ourselves: our own efforts and our actions. We might trust the law, the Constitution,
or our government to protect and defend us. We blindly trust our doctors and the pharmaceutical companies to
heal our bodies and rescue us from every disease. 

Then: After every human or worldly option has finally been explored and exhausted, then we will turn to Jesus.
We will begin to pray to Him as our “last hope”; as an action of last recourse and desperation, instead of our
first response in faith. We are all guilty of this in some way, shape, or form. It is an area where we can each
become better: through discipline and intention, by being more conscious of ourselves and our own hearts; by
choosing the response of faith first, rather than last, so we may then watch the LORD providentially working

2 https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/7286-three-may-keep-a-secret-if-two-of-them-are
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through the hands of people: like doctors and lawyers, or through our families, or even our own efforts; and give
Him the glory which He is due. 

I know there are many of us here today who are very intentional about this, and who have plenty of stories and
examples to share about how, because they look to Jesus first, they see God's hand in all things better and have
become witnesses to, or the recipients of miracles which they might have otherwise missed. When you keep a
theo-centric worldview, you will see the LORD's hand in everything.

So, “Then the men of the town said to Joash, "Bring out your son, that he may die, for he has broken down the
altar of Baal and cut down the Asherah beside it."”. These people were so mad, so frightened and fearful of
their “bogeyman” Ba'al fantasy that they wanted to kill Gideon. They thought to kill him to turn aside Ba'al's
wrath as a sacrifice of atonement. If they believed Gideon deserved to die for his “blasphemy” against Ba'al
{Leviticus 24:10-16 describes the punishment: execution by communal stoning; for blaspheming the Name of
the LORD}, then: how much worse punishment do we deserve for our sins against the LORD? If we  consider
how much greater, how much more terrible our offenses of “cosmic treason” are, than Gideon's offense of
knocking over a pile of stones, of tearing down nothing more than an over-glorified barbecue grill {a grill where
the meat was always over cooked, and people put sauce on their steak (A1, anyone?). I mean really, he was
actually doing them all a favor.}, then is it any wonder that our spiritual redemption could only come from the
perfect, all sufficient sacrifice of God's only begotten Son, Jesus Christ; who by His life and death atoned for all
the sins of His chosen Elect?

“But Joash said to all who stood against him, "Will you contend for Baal? Or will you save him? Whoever
contends for him shall be put to death by morning. If he is a god, let him contend for himself, because his altar
has been broken down."” Joash, Gideon's father: a man who may or may not have led sacrifices to Ba'al as his
priest, who possessed an altar and Asherah pole; defended his son against the crowd. His defense and argument
was really quite reasonable and apparently convincing since the crowd let Gideon live. Instead of killing him,
they renamed him. 

Actually, Joash's argument is rather sound and applicable today. Our modern society has become so irreligious,
finding faith: any and every faith; offensive to its' “sensibility”. Modernity denies faith. It denies religion. It
denies our need for both, especially the true faith: the only faith worth believing, the Gospel of Jesus Christ. We
Christians, as peaceable as most of us tend to be, we still will like to fight, and we want to fight and defend the
Risen LORD; but, we should also listen to Joash's words and then apply them to our faith as well, because “ If
he is a god, let him contend for himself...”. 

Now before you get concerned, thinking that I am blaspheming, please consider that we are called to “ ...be
ready in season and out of season...” (2 Tim. 4:2 ESV), meaning that we must “...always being prepared to
make a defense to anyone who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in you...” (1 Pet. 3:15 ESV). We must
be able and willing to defend  our faith in Christ: what about, and why we believe and trust in Him, but not
necessarily to defend Him. If Jesus did not defend Himself against their false accusations when He stood before
the Sanhedrin or before Pilate and Herod Antipas, then why should we? Why should we defend God, when we
know that the LORD actually does defend Himself and His holiness, when and how He sovereignly chooses.
Once before, He sent a flood to cleanse the earth of sin and wickedness (Genesis 6-9), promising the family of
Noah “...that never again shall all flesh be cut off by the waters of the flood, and never again shall there be a
flood to destroy the earth.” (Gen. 9:11 ESV), and one day, still yet to come, we know that the LORD will rise
again and take to His own defense judging the wicked and consuming them by fire (Revelation 18, 20:14). 
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God does not need us to defend Him before the reprobate, all those who will not believe until it is too late. The
LORD will contend for Himself. However, we do still need to defend our faith, as witnesses to Christ Jesus,
since  we  are  called  to  and  commanded  to  do  so  by Scripture.  Our  apologetic,  our  defense  is  a  form of
evangelism because it is a way that we share the Gospel.

So,  just  as  Joash challenged Ba'al  to  defend himself  if  he really  is  a  god,  to  defend:  his  own honor,  his
worthiness, his power, and his divinity; then we should challenge our own idols, and all the false gods which we
raise up and honor, the same. We ought to be like Gideon, tearing their altars down from their place in our
hearts; tearing them down over and again, as fast as our sinful nature tries to raise them. But first, before we can
do that, we need to examine ourselves and we must identify them before they can be overthrown. This is what
John Owen meant when he wrote about “mortifying” our sin: putting it to death within our hearts, our minds,
and our lives. That is something which we are only able to do if the Holy Spirit has first renewed our hearts:
giving us the desire to repent and turn away from our sin; then, as we cooperate with Him in this spiritual
“housecleaning”, but we may only achieve lasting success if we go to Christ in prayer, first: asking Him to
illuminate our hearts and show us everything that needs to go, and beg Him for the strength to throw out all of
the refuse and to guard our hearts against its' return.

Everyone of us has idols in our lives which need their altar torn down. It is always easier to identify and point
out the idols and sins of others, than it is to recognize and accept our own. We need the Holy Spirit's help, we
need the LORD to expressly command us to tear down our particular idols.  However,  we should not fear
reprisal from our friends and neighbors: those who enable our idolatry and sin; because we know that we have a
heavenly Father who will defend us against them, and we have an advocate in Jesus who will send them away,
saying of our toppled idols, “If he is a god, let him contend for himself...”. 

Remember this brothers and sisters, take it to heart, that it is only then, after we first remove the plank from our
own eye, that we may help others to remove the specks from their eyes (Matthew 7:3); that it is only those
without sin themselves, who may righteously and justly cast a stone at others (John 8:7). The only person who
fits that bill and meets that standard is Jesus, and He prefers to help us: building us up in love and faith; rather
than condemning us (Romans 8:31-39). Before we might begin to help anyone else, we must first be more like
Gideon and clean up our own house; at least, we must start working on it, because we shall each remain a
“Work in Progress” until Christ returns, and we are finally raised and glorified.

“Therefore on that day Gideon was called Jerubbaal, that is to say, "Let Baal contend against him," because he
broke down his altar.” Gideon received a new name that day because of what he did, because he did what the
LORD commanded him, and so he took on a new identity. Like him, we Christians have also received a new
name (Rev 2:17), and we have a new identity: not because of anything that we ourselves have done, but because
of what has been done for and to us, and our obedience proves the truth of it. If we are regenerated by God's
Holy Spirit, then our idols will topple (they are toppling already), because we are not who we once were. We
have been changed by Christ. We have “put on Christ” (Rom 13:14; Gal 3:27), so that we may put Satan and all
the world to the test, saying “...let him contend for himself...”. The LORD will contend and win; can Satan say
the same?

So Christian, ask the Holy Spirit for help to identify whatever idols you need to have torn down. Ask His help to
tear them down and drag them away. Then, stand firm with your identity in Christ Jesus for you belong to Him,
because “...you were bought with a price...” (1 Cor 6:20), so that you may rely upon your faith in Him alone, by
God's grace, alone.

AMEN
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