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Scripture: Judges 3:7-11

7 So the children of Israel did evil in the sight of the LoRrD. They forgot the LORD their
God, and served the Baals and Asherahs. 8 Therefore the anger of the LORD was hot
against Israel, and He sold them into the hand of Cushan-Rishathaim king of
Mesopotamia; and the children of Israel served Cushan-Rishathaim eight years.

9 When the children of Israel cried out to the LorDp, the LORD raised up a deliverer
for the children of Israel, who delivered them: Othniel the son of Kenaz, Caleb’s
younger brother. 10 The Spirit of the LORD came upon him, and he judged Israel. He
went out to war, and the LorDp delivered Cushan-Rishathaim king of Mesopotamia
into his hand; and his hand prevailed over Cushan-Rishathaim. 11 So the land had
rest for forty years. Then Othniel the son of Kenaz died.
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Review

Today we are going to look at the first judge mentioned in the book of Judges. However before we
look at Othniel let's review some of the things we looked at last time. As you hopefully remember |
spent some time outlining the history of the people of Israel. The period of history we are looking at
in Judges follows the conquest of Canaan. The people of Israel led by Joshua had successfully
conquered and occupied the land God had given them. As I said last time this did not mean that the
land was now empty of their enemies. In fact it was actually part of God's plan to leave some of
Israel's enemies in the land. This is explained to us in chapter 3.

1 Now these are the nations which the Lorb left, that He might test Israel by them, that is, all
who had not known any of the wars in Canaan. (Judges 3:1)

5 Thus the children of Israel dwelt among the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, the
Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites. (Judges 3:5)

The fact that these pagans groups occupied the same geographic space as God's people is going to
become a major problem once Joshua dies. This was because when a strong central leader has gone
law, order and control would fall upon the individual tribes. This situation may have worked out
well if these tribal leaders had been strong devoted men of God. Sadly this does not seem to have
been the case. Once the elders such as Joshua and those who followed him died it left a spiritual
vacuum. Those that came after these men did not enjoy a close and intimate relationship with God,
and had no memory of what God had done for the nation during the Exodus and the conquest of
Canaan.
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Over time the people would turn their backs on God follow the idols of their pagan neighbours. This
initiated a recurring pattern we term the cycle of sin. The cycle begins with the nation faithfully
following God. During this time God blesses His people and they live in peace. Sadly however, for
a variety of reasons the people forsake God and turn to idols. As we would expect God's anger is
provoked. In order to bring the people back to Him God sends enemies to oppress them. Naturally
this provokes them to cry out for God's help. God in His mercy sends a deliverer to aid the people.
We call this deliverer or savior a judge. Guided by this judge the nation would be delivered and
freed from the bondage of their enemies. They would then go back to following God until the cycle
began again. As we will see this pattern is repeated again and again throughout the period of the
judges.
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Today we will look at the first judge God sent to deliver His people. His name is Othniel. He would
lead and guide the people for 40 years. Before we look at the account in detail let us pull back and
look at the big picture. Let me show you how the cycle of sin looks with Othniel's information
inserted. We will see the people turn from God and begin to worship idols. God aroused to anger
will bring His judgement upon them by oppressing through the king of Mesopotamia. The people
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will cry out for God's help, and God in His mercy will provide a judge in Othniel to deliver them.
Let us then look at the account the bible gives us of Othniel.
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7 So the children of Israel did evil in the sight of the Lorp. They forgot the Lorp their
God, and served the Baals and Asherahs.

The first thing to note here is the phrase, “Israel did evil in the sight of the Lord.” The
writer of Judges uses this phrase to introduce each period of apostasy, or falling away from
God. It's used as shorthand to introduce us to each cycle of sin. What was it the people of
Israel did? We are told two specific things here. Firstly they forgot God, and secondly they
served pagan idols. As I said before the conquest of Canaan didn't end with all the previous
inhabitants being removed from the land. Many pagan people groups remained and
unfortunately would be a snare for the Israelites. One particular problem came about
through intermarriage.

When Israelite women, and also men married pagan partners there was a strong temptation
to adopt the culture of their new family. We see a similar thing happen today when non-
Muslim women in particular marry Muslim men. They are expected to accept and conform
to the Islamic faith.

A similar thing seems to have been happening here. The people turned away from God and
began to serve the gods of the Cannanites. Let me say a few things about the major
Cannanite gods.

The Cannanites worshipped five major gods or goddesses. These were El, Asherah, Baal, Ashtoreth
and Anath. Here in this passage we are concerned with Baal and Asherah.

Most bible readers are familiar with the god named Baal. Baal was frequently associated with the
sun and the planet Jupiter. Its important for us to recognise that each area or region had its own
version of Baal, which is why the name is often seen in the plural form. So to put it into our terms
the people in Anyang would worship their version of Baal and the people in Gwacheon may
worship a different Baal.

It was also the case that the way in which he was worshipped varied from place to place. Also we
should note that they way he was perceived also varied. On some occasions he was seen as being
helpful and kind. On other occasions he was regarded as being spiteful or vengeful. This is where
his association with the sun helps us better understand how people thought about him. We know that
the sun can be both a good and bad influence on life. We need the sun to give us light and to make
things grow. But too much fierce sun can dry things up and kill the crops. So in order to keep Baal
happy, or to try and pacify him when he was angry pagan people would sacrifice to him. This was
usually done through the burning alive of human victims.

Asherah is a goddess. She was closely associated with the moon and the planet Venus. She was
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frequently connected with fertility, childbirth, and motherhood. The way she was typically
worshipped was by erecting a pole or pillar in her honor.

There are numerous mentions in the Old Testament of such poles. On other occasions a grove of
trees would be identified as the place where she dwelt. This site would be considered sacred. In
some areas part of the worship of this goddess involved ritual prostitution or other impure acts. The
thinking that lay behind this was that when human beings became sexually excited it also aroused
the passion of the god or goddess. They were then much more likely to do what the people asked
them.

We cannot be sure how exactly the people of Israel worshipped these gods. But really this does not
matter. What really matters is that they had turned their focus and attention from the one true God.
Let us see how the Lord responds.
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8 Therefore the anger of the LORD was hot against Israel, and He sold them into the

hand of Cushan-Rishathaim king of Mesopotamia; and the children of Israel served
Cushan-Rishathaim eight years.

God had insisted that His people not involve themselves with their pagan neighbors. This was
because God wanted them to remain special and different. This was why a wall of separation
existed between the Jews and other people groups.

God knew that engagement with other people would lead to what was set aside to be holy becoming
corrupted. When the people of Israel were unable to focus on God and rejected what He had told
them it made God righteously angry. The original Hebrew literally says that, “God's nose became
hot.” God of course is spirit and does not have a nose but I think it captures His emotion. He
determined that if they wanted to reject Him and live like pagans then He would turn them over or
“sell them” to their enemies. This expressions appears four times in judges. In this instance they
were sold over to King Cushan Rishathaim. His name which means Cushan “double wickedness”
was probably a nickname given to him by his enemies. I think it does tell us something useful about
this man's character. He was a wicked and cruel tyrant.

He was ruler in Mesopotamia, a large kingdom stretching right across the fertile crescent from the
Persian gulf to the Mediterranean sea which straddled the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. We do not
know how he conquered the land or in fact the extent of his conquest. We might reasonably assume
that most of Israel lay under his control. The bible does tell us that his bondage over the land lasted
for eight painful years. That's a long time to live under a tyrant. Let us see what response it
provoked from the Israelites.
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9 When the children of Israel cried out to the LorD, the LORD raised up a deliverer for the
children of Israel, who delivered them: Othniel the son of Kenaz, Caleb’s younger brother.
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Their oppression under Cushan caused the people to cry out for God's mercy. It does not say that
they repented of their sins but just that they asked for God's deliverance. He would send them a
deliverer as an act of grace in response to their cry. What I am saying here is that His decision to act
did not depend upon them first repenting and turning back to him. God's grace means that we
receive something we have not earned or merited through our own efforts.

God's deliverance or salvation would come through a judge named Othniel. His name appropriately
means “lion of God.” That's an appropriate name for a biblical hero. We know from scripture that
Othniel was already a well known warrior in Israel. We can read in Joshua how he had captured
Hebron and married Caleb's daughter. We also know that he had been living in Debir, in Judah, for
many years (Josh. 15:15-17; Judg. 1:11-13). Let's see what happens next.
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10 The Spirit of the LORD came upon him, and he judged Israel. He went out to war, and the

Lorp delivered Cushan-Rishathaim king of Mesopotamia into his hand; and his hand
prevailed over Cushan-Rishathaim.

Now Othniel may have been a mighty and skilled warrior. He may have been physically strong and
opposing. However without the power of the Holy spirit he would not have been successful. That's
an important lesson for all of us to remember. Without the Holy Spirits help and guidance we will
not succeed. So at just the right time Othniel answered God's call and was ready and willing to
cooperate with the Holy Spirit.

Leading the army of Israel Othniel led them to war against Cushan and his forces. The bible gives
us no account of any battles fought, except to say that with God's help the Israelites were victorious.
It's worth pointing out here as an aside that Cushan was the most powerful oppressor of God's
people during the period of the judges. It should have served as a reminder to the people that God
could deliver them from any oppressor, no matter how powerful. It was a lesson however they
would not remember for long.
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11 So the land had rest for forty years. Then Othniel the son of Kenaz died.

Following the defeat of Cushan and his retreat the people of Israel enjoyed 40 years of peace. We
must assume that for some, if not for all of this period of time Othniel served as the nation's judge.
As we assess the judge Othniel there are a number of conclusions we can make. Firstly Othniel
stands as a model judge. Not a single negative thing about him is recorded in scripture.

He served as a judge that the others who followed had to measure themselves against. Secondly, he
was a man open to the guidance and leadership of the Holy Spirit. A man that God used to defeat a
mighty and powerful enemy. Finally once the fighting was complete he faithfully led and guided the
people so that they could enjoy a long period of peace and stability. As we shall see in our future
studies from the highpoint of Othniel we will see a steady deterioration in the quality of Israel's
judges. Next time we will look at the judges Ehud and Shamgar.
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Things to think about
I have two comments to make from today's passage.
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The importance of being separate
God had chosen the people of Israel as His own special people. This made them different and

unique. Part of belonging to God meant that they separate themselves from those around them.
They were not to allow themselves to become corrupted, influenced or swayed by pagan thinking or
ideas. It was something that the people of Israel always struggled with. They wanted it all. The
protection of God but the fun lifestyles of their pagan neighbors. Aren't they just like us?

Don't we want the security and protection of God but at the same time the fleshly pleasures of the
world. As Christians today we too are called to be different and special. We are not supposed to be
just like the non-believing people around us. Sadly, this is an area in which many believers fail. |
think it boils down to this. We like the idea of heaven, but we don't really want to give up the things
of this earth. So my plea to all of you today is this. Stand back and look at your life. In what areas
are you failing? In what ways have you become too cosy with the world and its ideas. Where is
more separation needed? Do you need to think about the kinds of media you consume. Do you need
to think about the things that come out of your mouth. Do you need to reconsider how you spend
your time? Let us remember the call for us to be salt and light to this lost world.
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We can only find rest in God

It's not a coincidence that that people enjoyed 40 years of rest only when they had turned back to
God. We don't know exactly how Othniel judged the nation, or for how long. I think that the long
period of peace meant that he kept the people on track. Focused on worshipping God and away
from wicked pagan ideas. When the people had turned their back on God and were living as they
wished things did not go well. The lesson should be obvious to all of us today. When we live in
obedience and in harmony with what God wants from us we live in peace. When we reject what
God says, or think we know what's best the results are usually not good. This does not mean that
faithful or obedient Christians always live lives free of worry or trouble. What it does mean is that
even in the dark and difficult times they experience God's peace or rest. They know that He is in
control. They know that He is watching over them. They are assured that ultimately they belong to
Him, and that whatever happens here on earth they have eternity in His presence to look forward to.
Let us then find our rest in our loving heavenly Father.
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