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Finishing Well 
Judges 8:4-28 

25 April 2021 | Grace Bible Church Corinda | Ben Shannon 

Big Question:  How do we finish well? 

Big Idea:  Finish well by keeping God’s agenda as your agenda. 

Introduction 

A lot of the youth have been doing cross-country recently. 

It might surprise you to know that I liked doing cross-country when I was at school. 

I think it’s because it’s not boring like running around a track. 

There are different stages to the race and each one has its own challenges. 

 

At our school, the course started by running across the oval. 

Everyone starts out running fast. 

Other boys would try to trip you up, trying to embarrass you by taking a spill with the whole  

school watching. 

You only fall for that one once. 

 

As we run through the paddocks, everyone starts to slow down as you go out the back gate 

of the school. 

I’d love to know who thought it was a good idea to have 150 boys all trying to all push 

through a narrow gate at the same time. 

Then you climb a steep hill. 

There weren’t ever any teachers on that section, so that’s where some of the more 

mischievous boys would play tricks. 

One year we were right in the middle of the national waterfront dispute and a group of boys 

linked arms to block the path, pretending to be wharfies and chanting “MUA, here to stay.” 

We had to break through the picket line to keep going with the race. 

 

Then it was around the AFL ovals. 

At that point, my lungs would be heaving and I’d be gasping for breath, but you had to keep 

going. 

Every year as I ran back along the road, that’s when Stacey McCrystal would overtake me. 

Stacey won the girls’ race for our age group every, single, year and it was depressing to see 

her run past. 
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But it’s the finish that’s the most important part of a cross-country race. 

Coming around the back of the school and across the oval again, everyone tries to finish 

well. 

It doesn’t matter where you are in the pack, how out-of-breath you are, how much your body 

is screaming for oxygen or how much of the rest of the course you’d walked, everyone runs 

that last bit across the oval. 

Cross-country wasn’t just about starting well and defeating the obstacles. 

None of that mattered all that much if you didn’t finish well. 

Outline 

It’s been a few weeks since we’ve been in the book of Judges. 

We finished last term looking at one of the better-known judges, named Gideon. 

Well, we looked at the first half of his story. 

 

God finds Gideon in a winepress, hiding from their enemies. 

Let me remind you of the Judges cycle. 

It’s as easy as A, B, C, D, E. 

It begins with ‘A’ for Apostasy, which is a fancy word for abandoning the one true and living 

God to worship other gods. 

 

God sends people from another country named Midian to teach them a lesson. 

The Midianites come in each season and steal the Israelites’ crops, leaving them without 

much to eat. 

That’s the second step in our cycle – ‘B’ for Bondage. 

The Israelites are oppressed by the Midianites. 

 

After a number of years – or perhaps for a number of years – the Israelites cry out to God for 

help. 

‘C’ is for cry out. 

God’s response is to send a deliverer. 

‘D’ for Deliverer. 

That’s where Gideon comes in. 
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God tells Gideon to go and fight the Midianites. 

Gideon’s a young bloke who’s been hiding from these enemies. 

He takes a lot of convincing and a lot of reassurance to fight because he knows that he’s 

small, weak and insignificant. 

He even puts down fleeces to get confirmation because he doesn’t really trust what God’s 

said. 

There’s no need for him to worry about losing though, because God’s on his side. 

Gideon even gets confirmation through a dream one of the enemy soldiers has. 

 

Finally, Gideon gets some troops together and 32,000 men are ready to go into battle. 

However, God tells him that his army’s too big. 

Judges 7:2 NIV11  2 The LORD said to Gideon, “You have too many men. I cannot 

deliver Midian into their hands, or Israel would boast against me, ‘My own strength 

has saved me.’ 

The number of men gets whittled down to just 300 using one of the strangest military 

strategies ever:  how they drank water. 

 

This tiny band of men don’t even have swords; they go into battle armed with trumpets and 

torches. 

God uses them to cause so much confusion in the Midianite camp that the Israelites don’t 

really have to do any fighting. 

The Midianites turn on their own people in the dark. 

Then as they flee, troops from the tribe of Ephraim block their escape and the battle’s won. 

Gideon’s a hero!  Or at least, he would be if things ended at 8:3. 

 

What’s the last step in the Judges cycle?  It’s ‘E’ for Ease. 

Except that there isn’t any ease here. 

This account is a bit touch-and-go. 

A touch-and-go is when a pilot brings the plane in to land and as the wheels touch the 

ground, it takes off again. 

When the Gideon account should be ending, it takes off again too. 

 

Actually, the two halves of the Gideon account divide the whole book in half. 

God’s presence is the focus in the first half of the book and God’s absence in the second 

half. 
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There’s a change of focus from how the judges treat their enemies to how the judges treat 

the people of Israel. 

 

There’s no half-time break, but Gideon’s like a completely different bloke in the second half. 

There’s early Gideon and late Gideon. 

He goes from unsure and doubtful to confident.  From weak to strong. 

That all sounds like good stuff, doesn’t it, but is the end as good as the beginning? 

No, no it’s not. 

 

Gideon doesn’t finish well. 

We’ve already seen that other than Othniel, the first judge, all of the judges have their flaws. 

God used Gideon to rescue his people from their enemies. 

He’s also got the dubious honour of being the first judge to lead the Israelites back INTO 

rebellion against God. 

 

This morning, we’re going to see the importance of finishing well. 

It’s not enough to just start well, you’ve got to finish well too. 

Finish well by keeping God’s agenda as your agenda. 

Gideon starts following his own agenda and this leads the Israelites into: 

 Ruthless Revenge (vv4-21); and 

 Rogue Religion (vv22-28) 

Ruthless Revenge (vv4-21) 

Gideon becomes driven by ruthless revenge. 

 

The soldiers from Ephraim did a lot of the heavy lifting in defeating the Midianites by blocking 

their path of escape across the Jordan River. 

They captured the military leaders Oreb and Zeeb. 

Yes, some of the Midianites escaped, but the enemy has been vanquished from the land. 

The mission God gave Gideon is completed, but the war isn’t over for Gideon and his little 

band of three hundred men. 

 

This little militia carry one alone, even though they’re absolutely exhausted. 

They come to an Israelite town on the other side of the Jordan River named Sukkōth. 
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They’re not after help to fight, but they are after some food. 

This’s when we find out that there’s still two other heads that Gideon’s chasing – Zebah and 

Zalmunna, two kings of Midian, verse five. 

 

Instead of getting plied with the kind of gratitude and help that a military hero would expect, 

Gideon gets a cold response from the people of Sukkoth. 

We don’t really know exactly what their problem is, but it’s understandable that they’re 

cautious. 

Where was Gideon over the last seven years? 

Perhaps they’re worried that Gideon won’t get the job done and that they’ll be in strife when 

the Midianites come back for revenge. 

Something’s clearly different though because the Ephraimites were cranky that Gideon 

hadn’t asked them to serve earlier and the people of Sukkoth were upset that he asked them 

too early. 

 

Were they wrong in not helping God’s judge? 

It’s hard to say, but I think that the point is that he’s chasing these kings, not carrying out 

God’s mission because the focus’s really on Gideon’s response. 

He really isn’t happy. 

And so he promises that he’s going to come back for revenge because they wouldn’t help 

him. 

Thumping the people of Sukkoth for refusing to help isn’t just a threat, it’s a promise. 

Verse seven: 

Judges 8:7 NIV11  7 Then Gideon replied, “Just for that, when the LORD has given 

Zebah and Zalmunna into my hand, I will tear your flesh with desert thorns and 

briers.” 

Gideon clearly thinks that God’s on his side – Yahweh will give the kings into his hands – 

even though there hasn’t been any of the confirmation that he’d received previously. 

As far as we know, Gideon didn’t even ask! 

 

So, they move onto the next town – Penuel where he gets exactly the same response. 

This’s a place that Jacob encountered God, but there’s no sense of Gideon meeting with 

God.1 

Instead, he promises that when he returns is peace, he’ll tear down their tower. 

That sounds like a contradiction or more precisely, Gideon’s agenda being done in the name 

of the Lord. 
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Zebah and Zalmunna had found refuge in the city of Karkor. 

We don’t know exactly where it is, but it’s about 100km past the Jordan – that’s a real cross-

country run they’ve done. 

Out of the 135,000 troops there were initially, only fifteen thousand are left. 

Gideon catches them on the hop because they aren’t expecting him and like good leaders, 

they flee. 

 

It’s 300 versus 15,000 and once again Gideon and his men have victory. 

That’s not the outcome you expect when the odds were so stacked against them. 

16,000 ANZACs landed at Gallipoli 107 years ago. 

The ANZACs didn’t stand a chance against the bigger and better prepared Turks. 

Yet the Midianites lost to Gideon’s 300 men. 

 

Gideon comes back to the city of Sukkoth where he captures a bloke to get the names of the 

town’s leaders. 

He’s using the same tactics that were used to capture Bethel in chapter one. 

He enters the city and shows them that he’s captured the two kings. 

Then he gets his revenge in a way that must’ve humiliated as much as it hurt. 

Verse sixteen: 

Judges 8:16 NIV11  16 He took the elders of the town and taught the men of Sukkoth 

a lesson by punishing them with desert thorns and briers. 

The he goes and pulls down the tower at Peniel and kills all the men in the city. 

He does this to TEACH them a lesson… don’t cross Gideon. 

This’s revenge. 

 

We’re told that it’s Gideon the son of Joash who returns, even though he’s not usually called 

that. 

This’s a reminder of how far he’s moved – from scaredy cat to mighty warrior. 

From threshing wheat to thrashing his own people. 

From tearing down the statue of Baal and to tearing down the tower of Peniel. 

He’s moved on, but not in a good way. 

 

The most space in this story is given to the ultimate act of revenge though. 

Gideon asks the kings who they killed at Tabor. 
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What happened at Tabor?  Do you remember? 

Hopefully not because we don’t know since we’ve never been told before what happened. 

This’s new information. 

 

Gideon interrogates them, asking who they killed. 

Judges 8:18b NIV11  “Men like you,” they answered, “each one with the bearing of a 

prince.” 

Strangely enough, their victims looked like Gideon… because they were his brothers! 

Now we find out what’s really going on here. 

Gideon’s not pursuing these men to finish what God asked him to do. 

The Midianites had been expelled from the land and decimated to the point that they were 

unlikely to be a threat, but Gideon kept on going, driven by revenge. 

 

Hello. My name is Hacker (that’s what his name means). You killed my brothers. Prepare to 

die. 

Gideon tells his eldest son Jether – who pops up out of nowhere – to kill them. 

He won’t because he’s only boy and afraid. 

Jether shows us the contrast between what Gideon was like and what he’s become. 

 

The kings taunt him, telling Gideon that strength is the mark of the man. 

Gideon’s greatest battle wasn’t won on strength though, was it? 

It was won by trusting God and letting him win the battle. 

Thinking that strength is the measure of the man is a godless perspective and one that 

Gideon seems to believe because he steps in to kill the kings. 

Judges 8:21 NIV11  21 Zebah and Zalmunna said, “Come, do it yourself. ‘As is the 

man, so is his strength.’ ” So Gideon stepped forward and killed them, and took the 

ornaments off their camels’ necks. 

 

God’s agenda has been trumped by Gideon’s. 

Revenge seems to be the main thing that’s driving him. 

He trusts in his own strength and it leads to revenge. 

 

I met with a friend this week who’s in a really tough situation. 

He’s feeling the pull of wanting revenge, which would be the easy course of action. 
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We all want to get revenge. 

Two wrongs don’t make a right but often they sure do make me feel better! 

 

Gideon’s not meant to be an example for Christians to follow. 

As people who’ve tasted of grace, Christians have a new way of responding. 

The problem with revenge is that it doesn’t leave room for grace. 

It doesn’t leave room for repentance. 

 

And it doesn’t leave room for God’s justice. 

We don’t have to take revenge because God will do it for us. 

And the best bit is that he’ll do it right, something we’ll never do. 

He won’t be unjust or unfair he never goes too far. 

Listen to Paul’s words to the Romans: 

Romans 12:19–21 NIV11  19 Do not take revenge, my dear friends, but leave room 

for God’s wrath, for it is written: “It is mine to avenge; I will repay,” says the Lord. 20 

On the contrary: “If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him 

something to drink. In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head.” 21 Do not 

be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 

 

Gideon failed to put his agenda above God’s. 

He didn’t finish well because he was motivated by ruthless revenge. 

Rogue Religion (vv22-28) 

Secondly, Gideon doesn’t finish well by turning to rogue religion. 

 

Things seem to settle down after this and the Israelites as a whole make a request of 

Gideon. 

It’s interesting that they ask this together after they’ve been so divided up to this point. 

They want Gideon to rule over them. 

 

That mightn’t seem all that strange, especially given the fact that he’s a judge. 

What’s strange is that they don’t just want Gideon – they also want his son and his grandson 

to have that role. 

That’s getting into a very different role – the role of king. 
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The Midianite kings recognised that he was kingly in his appearance – 8:18. 

There’s something a bit off here, but we’re going to think more about that as we go over into 

chapter nine next week. 

 

Gideon knocks back their request their request though. 

He says that he won’t rule over them, nor will his son. 

The Lord is the one who’s meant to rule over them, which all sounds really pious and godly. 

Judges 8:23 NIV11  23 But Gideon told them, “I will not rule over you, nor will my son 

rule over you. The LORD will rule over you.” 

 

Did you notice WHY the Israelites wanted Gideon as king in verse 22? 

It was because Gideon was the one who saved them from the hand of Midian. 

Remember what he told them to say when they went into the camp: 

 “For the LORD and for Gideon.” 

It seems like now the Lord’s been forgotten and they’re saying that it’s all Gideon. 

Gideon corrects them about the Lord ruling, but he doesn’t correct them about him winning. 

 

God’s the one who saved them. 

Every other time the word ‘save’ is used – and there are six of them – it refers to God. 

Remember that God warned them about the danger of thinking that they’d saved 

themselves? 

Gideon seems to say the right thing, but his words seem a little hollow. 

 

Gideon’s actions back this assessment up because he asks them to give him some of the 

spoils of war. 

This shows that he’s king-pin. 

Just give me and earring that you took from those you’ve defeated isn’t that innocent. 

You only have the right to do that if you’re the one who won the battle. 

 

The people are absolutely glad to help out though. 

They all throw something into the pot and it ends up being a pretty big amount of gold. 

Seventeen hundred shekels is almost 20kg of gold. 

That’s the best part of $1.5M at this week’s exchange rate. 

That’s a lot of gold! 
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Gideon seems to be setting himself up as king as that’s a kingly amount of gold! 

He took other stuff from the Midianite kings too. 

He got ornaments, pendants and purple garments fit for a king. 

As well as the chains from their camels’ necks, another sign that marked them out as royalty. 

 

This little escapade would’ve made Gideon a very rich man indeed. 

But what’s he going to do with the gold? 

You’d think he’d be set up for life, but instead he’s set up for death. 

Gideon uses the gold to make an ephod. 

 

Yes, of course, an ephod you say. 

It’s hard to know exactly what the ephod was. 

An ephod just means a priestly garment. 

It’s the name given to the piece of clothing that was worn by the high priest in Exodus 28:6-

21. 

But what does a gold ephod look like? 

It’s hard to know, but perhaps it was more like a glorified garment rack. 

 

Gideon seems to be setting himself up as priest as well. 

The Ephod was often associated with approaching God. 

Essentially, he’s making himself out to be the priest they need. 

Yahweh appeared to him in Ophrah and in 1 Samuel David uses the ephod along with the 

Urim and Thummim to ask from God. 

All this might be okay if Gideon was using it to worship Yahweh, but he’s not. 

You could say that if Yahweh rules, then you must ask him what to do, but Gideon’s not 

interested in doing that. 

He doesn’t care about God’s agenda but only his own. 

 

Even though Gideon wasn’t allowed to be a priest because he didn’t come from the right 

family. 

Everyone who worked in the temple was meant to be from Levi, and Gideon came from the 

tribe of Manasseh. 
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By the way, it raises the really important question in the book of Judges, “Where are the 

priests anyway? 

Why aren’t they spiritually leading Israel at this time?” 

 

This’s a really different ending than the one that you get with Deborah and Barak. 

When they were victorious, it resulted in a song that was in praise of God (chapter five). 

However, it seems that Gideon builds a system of worship that revolves around… himself! 

He places the ephod in his own home town of Ophrah. 

 

The whole story’s really done full circle now. 

In the beginning, Gideon was required to cut down his father’s idol. 

Now, we find that he’s made one. 

 

Finally, ease seems to come in verse 28. 

The Midianites were subdued before the Israelites and they didn’t cause any more problems 

for them. 

Gideon finally died and that was that. 

There was finally rest for the land and the people in it. 

There were forty years of peace. 

 

Of course, the story’s still not really over. 

All the ingredients are there for the keg to explode. 

It was really UNease 

Worshipping the ephod wasn’t endorsed by God because it took their worship away from 

him and the results were pretty bad. 

Judges 8:27b NIV11  All Israel prostituted themselves by worshiping it there, and it 

became a snare to Gideon and his family. 

 

We often look at people and think they’d be crazy to worship idols. 

But idolatry is usually subtle. 

It begins with small compromises that we can really easily justify to ourselves. 

Often – perhaps usually – our idolatry begins by looking like nothing more than a wrong 

focus on good things. 
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We tell ourselves that it’s really a good thing we’re doing and that there’s nothing wrong with 

it. 

Which’s only half true. 

 

Do an audit of your life in your own head. 

Where is an agenda other than the Lord’s creeping into your life? 

Where are you falling into rogue religion? 

That’s where we end up when we stop following the Lord’s agenda to follow our own. 

Finishing well means continuing to focus on him so that we don’t end up in rogue religion. 

Conclusion 

Gideon’s story is a little bit more complicated than we might like. 

We want there to be clear goodies and baddies. 

That means we want Gideon to be the good judge who wins over his enemies, the 

Midianites and their friends. 

The writer to the Hebrews even includes Gideon as an example of faith!2 

He’s an example of a man “who through faith conquered kingdom… whose weakness was 

turned to strength; and who became powerful in battle and routed foreign armies.” 

 

But that’s not all that can be said about Gideon. 

He started off well, but didn’t finish well. 

The Midianites were defeated, but there was another enemy as well. 

The book of Judges is also about the unfaithfulness of God’s people. 

 

The other enemy is Gideon himself. 

We like to think that all of our problems are caused by the failings of someone else. 

We like to lay all the blame for things going wrong at his or her feet. 

Yet we’ve met the enemy and he is us as much as anyone else. 

 

It’s hard to know for sure whether this is true or not, but it probably is.3 

The Times newspaper in London once wrote to famous authors, asking for their response to 

a question. 

The question was, “What’s wrong with the world today?” 

That’s a good question, isn’t it? 
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How would you answer that question? 

Perhaps you think that what’s wrong with the world is that there’s too much greed. 

There’s too much fighting and so we get wars. 

Maybe you think that the greatest thing wrong is the climate crisis. 

 

One of the authors who replied to The Times was G.K. Chesterton. 

He was a Roman Catholic and his response was just brilliant. 

This’s what he wrote: 

“Dear Sir, 

I am. 

Yours, G.K. Chesterton.” 

 

That’s just brilliant in its simplicity and its accuracy. 

What’s wrong with the world?  I am. 

It’s not something out there that’s ruining me. 

My sin’s the poison that causes problems in the world. 

That an astonishingly profound and biblical response. 

 

It shapes how we think about finishing well. 

Consider Paul’s great advice in 1 Corinthians 9 about finishing well. 

He uses the example of a runner. 

Everyone enters the race, but only one person gets to be the winner. 

Stacey always won the girls’ cross country race in our year. 

Paul says to be like Stacey. 

The point isn’t that you’re trying to beat every other Christian. 

The point of the analogy is to train and run with the kind of determination that seeks to get 

the prize. 

 

The Olympics was only one of the four big games in Ancient Greece. 

The Isthmian Games were held just down the road from Corinth. 

I’ve lined up in the starting blocks, but didn’t win. 

The winner got a crown of celery that didn’t last. 

Who would want celery? 
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Paul says that we’re competing for a crown that will last forever. 

 

And yet he was really conscious of his own need to finish the race well. 

He was an apostle. 

He wrote a large amount of the New Testament. 

He was the greatest missionary the world has ever seen! 

It wasn’t a given, he needed to keep running so that he’d finish the race well. 

1 Corinthians 9:24–27 NIV11  24 Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, 

but only one gets the prize? Run in such a way as to get the prize. 25 Everyone who 

competes in the games goes into strict training. They do it to get a crown that will not 

last, but we do it to get a crown that will last forever. 26 Therefore I do not run like 

someone running aimlessly; I do not fight like a boxer beating the air. 27 No, I strike a 

blow to my body and make it my slave so that after I have preached to others, I 

myself will not be disqualified for the prize. 

 

We need to be wary of starting well and finishing badly. 

Starting well and finishing well are actually the same thing because we never graduate 

beyond grace. 

No matter how much you do for God, we’re all saved by grace. 

Our right standing with God isn’t brought about by the good things we do, but by what Jesus 

has already done. 

Our only boast is that Jesus died on the cross for our sin. 

 

We can easily fall into thinking that God should be impressed by our strength. 

That’s our agenda. 

God’s agenda is that he’s the one who’s saved us. 

May we be people who press on, never forgetting that.

1 Genesis 32:22:32. 
2 Hebrews 11:32 
3 Chesterton fans think this is likely since it uses his characteristic wit and he had a 1910 book What’s 
Wrong with the World. 
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Big Question:  How do we finish well? 

Big Idea:  Finish well by keeping God’s agenda as your agenda. 

Discussion Questions 

1. How does the Gideon story alter the typical Judges cycle? 

2. Why do you think the people of Sukkoth and Peniel refused to help Gideon? 

3. What was the real reason for Gideon’s pursuit of the Midianite kings? 

4. Why do you think Gideon’s son is mentioned? 

5. What place does revenge have in the Christian life? 

6. In what ways to Gideon’s actions seem to be different to his words when they ask him to 

be king? 

7. What does Gideon’s desire to set up an ephod tell us about him? 

8. What was the effect of Gideon’s actions on his family and Israel’s worship? 

9. Consider 1 Corinthians 9:23-27.  What’s Paul’s concern? 

10. How is finishing well different to starting well? 


