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FCCOE; 9/13/20; Judges 2:10-19; Rev. T. Ziegenhals 

Series – God in the Midst of the Chaos: A Journey through Judges 

“The Sad Spiral of Spiritual Stubbornness” 

Introduction: As we begin, this fall, a sermon series from the book of Judges, you might know that 

Judges has a bad rap! Writer Clinton McCann explains that along with Joshua, Judges often leads people 

to say things like, “Let’s not study the OT; it’s so full of violence and war and killing.” Or, “How could God 

tell the Israelites to kill the Canaanites and all those other people? Jesus said we are to love our 

enemies.” Or, “The God of the OT is so wrathful and vengeful; I prefer the NT where God is love.”  

But consider the following list: tension between rival groups, power-hungry politicians, senseless and 

excessive violence, the pursuit of idolatry, and moral confusion, just to name a few. What time and 

place is being described by this list? It could be describing 3,000 years ago, and the period of the Judges, 

or, it could be describing the state of the world that you read about in your morning news feed just 30 

minutes ago! While some things in the world have changed dramatically in the past 3,000 years, some 

things, unfortunately, have not. Judges will remind us how far we have not come, and it warns us that 

we will continue to live in chaos if we insist on following the gods of the world in place of or even 

alongside of the living God. Judges will both highlight our struggle to live as his faithful followers in a 

chaotic world that daily tests our resolve, and it will reveal to us the incredible grace of this living God 

who exists in the midst of the chaos, and continues to rescue his people, again and again and again. We 

need, in these days, to hear both truths. Judges, bad rap or not, can help us. 

When you’re going to the theatre, it’s always helpful to get a program that gives you the broad outline 

of the drama that you will be watching. We find such an outline in chapter 2, part of the introduction to 

the book of Judges, which reveals the sad spiral of spiritual stubbornness that plagued God’s people 

after the death of Joshua and his leadership team. [READ 2:10-19] 

I. The Canonical Context 

 A. The period of the Judges begins somewhere around the 1300’s, maybe as late as 1200 B.C. It 

falls after God has led his people out of slavery in Egypt through Moses and Joshua, and before the long 

period of the kings, beginning with Saul in 1050 B.C., who ruled over Israel up until the period known as 

the exile. As the book opens, the wilderness wanderings are over, Joshua has led God’s people into the 

Promised Land, and it is time for them to occupy it. Important to remember is that the Bible begins by 

affirming God’s love for the whole of his creation, and his desire that all of humanity enjoy the life that is 

truly life, which happens when people follow his way. Now, when humanity went drastically astray from 

his will, God didn’t give up but rather identified and formed a particular people—Israel—to play a critical 

role in his redemptive mission. Through this nation that had sprung from the descendants of Abraham 

and Sarah, God’s blessing of life was to be taken to the nations of the world (Ge. 12:1-3).  

 B. But this nation, Israel, didn’t do so well with this vocation! As the book of Exodus unfolds, 

after his dramatic rescue of his people from slavery in Egypt, this God had a problem. His problem was 

not with Pharaoh and his oppressive regime; it was with his own recently liberated people and their 

propensity to disobey him, quickly pursuing idolatry (Golden Calf incident) instead of worshiping and 

serving him alone. Amazingly, again, God didn’t give up on this people but there was a consequence; 

they would wander in the wilderness for forty years. When their children finally crossed over the Jordan 
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River and into the Promised Land, under the leadership of Joshua, it was like the Exodus was being 

replayed; God’s people had yet another chance to be faithful and fulfill the vocation he had entrusted to 

them. But, alas, they struggled, and failed, yet again, repeatedly, as the book of Judges will make us 

painfully aware.  

II. The Cycle of Stubbornness  

 A. What we’ll see unfold in Judges is the sad cycle of a people who refuse to give up their “evil 

practices and stubborn ways,” such that the end of the book declares: “In those days, Israel had no king; 

everyone did as they saw fit” (21:25). And the cycle went as follows: Israel would fall into idolatry, 

serving the gods of the land, identified here as the Baals and the Ashtoreths; God would become 

righteously angry at his people’s refusal to serve and worship him alone as the author and giver of life; 

God would give his people over to be disciplined by whatever god and/or people they had decided to 

serve; the people would groan under their oppression, sometimes crying out to him and sometimes not; 

God would raise up a Judge anyway, not someone in a long black robe but a deliverer, an “establisher of 

justice;” the people would be rescued under the leadership of this Judge, and enjoy “rest” but only until 

the judge died; the cycle of stubbornness would begin all over again.  

 B. So the first question of Judges is this: Will the people whom God has entrusted with bringing 

his blessing to every nation carry out this vocation faithfully by worshipping and serving God alone? The 

answer is a sad, and definite, no! We’ll be pondering the “why?” of this unfaithfulness throughout our 

study, but let’s make a few introductory observations. Verse 10 seems to sum it up well: “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.” Essentially, they lost sight of the grace of God, the God who 

had brought them up from Egypt and given them an incredible land to occupy. This led to two failures 

on their part. 

1. They failed to “break down the altars” of the Canaanites (2:2). As they entered the land, God’s people 

were not engaged in ethnic cleansing or an imperialistic takeover, nor was God playing favorites. Rather, 

God was engaged in a spiritual cleansing, calling his people to rid the land of the idols of a people who 

for centuries (cf. Ge. 15:16) had stood against God’s creational, life-giving purposes, pursuing instead a 

life of injustice and unrighteousness that led to deadly oppression. But as chapter 1, reveals, the 

Israelites only fought those battles half-heartedly; the Canaanites and their gods were left like buried 

land mines that would lure the Israelites away from the living God and his purposes for them.  

Illustration: There’s an instructive parallel to our spiritual formation in these historical events of the 

people of Israel, that author Dallas Willard notes (Renovation of the Heart, p. 42). Remember that as 

they began to enter the gift of the land of “milk and honey,” the Israelite’s first stop on that conquest 

was Jericho. And they took Jericho by simply marching around it and the walls of Jericho fell down by 

God’s presence and power. Welcome to the kingdom of God, we could say, that we enter only by God’s 

grace! But such a conquest never happened that way again. The Israelites could not be passive but had 

to take the remaining cities, making their new home in the Promised Land, through intentional, hand-to-

hand combat, though always still with divine assistance. In similar fashion, we come into a new life of 

interactive relationship with God by God’s grace. But it’s not a passive existence. Rather, we need to 

claim that life, working out our salvation, as Paul puts it (Phil. 2), which includes identifying the idols and 

altars that need to come down, some by hand-to-hand combat, or they’ll lead us away from the 

goodness the living God holds out for us.   
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2. Their second failure was that they failed to adequately pass on their relationship with God to the 

following generation, who were then unable to stand firm when such idolatry reared its luring head. As 

God had warned his people when they had stood on the brink of entering the land, right in the middle of 

a discussion their need for obedience to him and to avoid idolatry:   

 Only be careful, and watch yourselves closely so that you do not forget the things your eyes 

 have seen or let them fade from year heart as long as you love. Teach them to your children and 

 to their children after them. [Deut 4:9] 

But instead of teaching the next generation about the Lord, the writer of Judges reveals that the 

generation that entered the land with Joshua became enamored with the gods of the land and began to 

serve them. They “prostituted themselves to other gods and worshipped them” (v. 17). 

 C. This actually harkens back to our summer study of James in which, at one point in his letter, 

James gives the reason for the chaos his readers were experiencing, which he defines as “disorder and 

every evil practice,” and “fights and quarrels among you” (Jas. 3:16; 4:1). James calls this people 

“adulterous” and goes on to describe their problem as “friendship with the world” (4:4). The way of the 

world James describes here is really the same way of the world the gods of Canaan were offering and 

the same way of the world the gods of our day offer. It is the way that leaves behind the sacrificial love 

God, our “husband” has offered us, and pursues happiness and fulfillment and security instead on the 

altars of our career, or a relationship, or an activity, none of which are bad things unless and until we 

make them into ultimate things. We’ll want to keep an eye out for such things as we journey through 

Judges, and think about what altars in our lives we might need to “break down” in order to live the life 

that is truly life, and carry out the vocation that God calls us to.    

 D. So if the answer to the first question, Will the people whom God has entrusted with bringing 

his blessing to every nation carry out this vocation faithfully by worshipping and serving God alone, is 

“no,” that leads to a second question: How will God respond to the ongoing and continual failure of his 

people? The answer is with amazing grace. Yes, we will see consequences to their disobedience. But God 

simply will not abandon the people whom he loves, nor will he give up on his restorative purposes for 

the world.  

This leads to a very important observation for reading and studying this book. Although a few of the 

Judges make it into the “hall of fame of faith,” as Hebrews 11 is sometimes known, Judges is not a book 

filled with moral exemplars, with people whose lives and actions are recorded for us to emulate. Rather, 

the main character, the one we need to keep our eye on, is God himself. Who is this God who, time and 

time again, after his creation fell into sin, after the Exodus generation disobeyed following their rescue 

from slavery in Egypt, and after the Judges generation continued follow suit after arriving in the land, 

“prostituting themselves” (v. 17), to the local gods of the land, who is this God who continues to rescue 

his people, generation after generation?!  Do we know this gracious God? Do we know of his love for us? 

Are we willing to have him show us the idols that need to come down, idols that if they remain standing 

will lead to continued chaos? The LORD is a god of order, not disorder (1 Cor. 14:33). May we meet him 

in the chaos, and may he bring order to our lives, and our world.   


