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Judging Judges

Critics often point to Old Testament violence as a knockout punch against the Christian faith, pointing particularly to scenes from  the book of Judges to highlight their point.  And it's not like they are without a point.  Some of the acts committed by "God's people" in Judges are despicable and definitely a black eye on humanity itself, let alone the Christian faith.  As for the egregious and reprehensible morality that we see in the book of Judges, we cannot overlook the central point of Judges.  

God didn't put the book of Judges in the Bible to as a display of what His value system looks like, or what He wants His people to act like; quite the opposite, in fact!  Far from being exemplars of morality, the characters in the book of Judges are examples of the sinfulness of Israel. God wanted to show what people are like when transformation isn't from the inside out, when outward obedience is performed without internal change of heart, when people still lean on their own understanding, when we don't follow the Leader.

As a leader in a variety of capacities over the years of my adult life, and having been under various leaders, I have seen and been a part of successful endeavors, and some not so successful endeavors.  Let me say, good, strong, clear leadership, marked by integrity and wisdom is invaluable.  Success does not happen by accident.  But you know what?  Good followers are just as key.  Leaders need to lead people who are willing to follow the leaders and who contribute to the success of the game plan - not blindly, not brainlessly, but those who are team players and who don't have an agenda for themselves.

God had a plan for Israel, but Israel had its own agenda and its own idea of success, and did not follow the Lord's lead.  Judges and the rest of the Old Testament record the disasters that ensued.  And that's really the point of Judges; to show what happens when we live this way, culminating in Judges 21:25 - "In those days there was no king in Israel; everyone did what was right in his own eyes." 
1. Discuss the significance of this verse by considering
a. the role and parameters of leadership in any community - family, church, school, country, etc. - "In those days there was no king in Israel …"
b. the role and parameters of the followers in any community - "… everyone did what was right in his own eyes."
c. Do you think it is better to have bad leadership or no leadership - families, church, governments, etc.?
2. We read Judges 19 in our groups on Friday.  Turn back to that chapter and read some of the verses following in Judges 20.  As graphic and ugly as the episode is, the passage is there for a reason.  
a. What specific observations can you make about the moral state of the nation?
b. Do you see any similarities to the US?  
c. Do you see any similarities to your own life?
The Same Old Song

On Friday, Arthur tried to give us the grand overview from the time of the judges through the rest of the Old Testament!  As spectacular as it was for God to lead the Israelites out of Egypt, it would be a lot harder to "get Egypt out of Israel."  
3. Arthur mentioned that one of the saddest passages in the Bible is I Samuel 8.  Reread the chapter.  Take the perspective of each "person" in the passage.  What were the Israelites thinking and feeling?  Samuel?  God? Discuss.

The rest of the narrative of the Old Testament can be basically summarized in 2Kings 17:7-20; a passage that  Arthur had this to say about:

"Wow. Wow. Wow. When reading that, my heart sinks and I get that sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach for how God's heart was breaking as His beloved people, whom He had personally and lovingly cared for and provided for  had continued to abuse Him and His kindness, tenderness and grace.  Broken relationships between deeply connected people are the most painful things to be a part of or witness.

When I read this passage, I couldn't help but think that that's what we're doing to God too with the way we're living our lives that He has tenderly and generously been giving us day after day.  I mean, we're just like Israel and Judah, aren't we? Walking around as if we are self-existent and not dependent on anyone for our very day to day living, making decisions as if we are the author and source of our own lives, deciding what WE want to do.  We have bought into Satan's lie.  For those who live this way, Jesus says we are following our father, the devil, who is the father of lies."

4. Read through this passage and notate, recording your observations, thoughts, feelings, questions, impressions, etc.  Discuss.
5. If this passage had been written about your life, what would be said?  What has our Lord's experience with you been like?  Have you persistently pushed Him aside and done what was right in your own eyes?  Now, re-read the passage and personalize it, substituting your name, your specific sins, background, and history with the Lord.  What are your thoughts?
Don't Buy the Lie

During the message, we did a brief tracing of the history of lies and the Father of Lies, noting that a clear mark of sin and Satan is when we want to think our own thoughts, make our own choices and decisions, be independent, instead of thinking His thoughts, following His choices and decisions, acknowledging our dependence on Him, rejoicing in that truth and being thankful.
6. Re-trace these brief passages yourself and carefully take note of both Satan's intent and content.  Note the subtle yet deadly nuances of the lies.  What is he after?  What observations do you have about the way Satan goes about his business?
a. Isaiah 14:12-15
b. Genesis 3:1-5

c. Luke 4:1-13

Note that Satan isn't stupid.  Paul reminds us in 2Cor. 11:14 that Satan disguises himself (and his words) as an angel of light, and usually uses our neutral, or even good desires, and baits us to take them too far, or to fulfill them illegitimately (often offering short cuts), or out of God's context.  Israel's desire for  a leader, for instance, was a good and right desire.  Good leadership is so valuable in our lives.  Yet, in pursuing that leader, over and over again, sin, self, and Satan overcame them, leading to disaster.  That happens all too often in Christians' lives as well, even to more mature Christians.  
7. What issues and desires are you battling in your life that could be mingled with Satan's lies, all the while thinking (or hoping) you're doing the right thing, but actually may not be (and maybe you kind of know it)?
A Matter of the Heart

More than anything, God is deeply concerned with the state and allegiance of our hearts.  It is our hearts that He wants.  Our words and actions are the flowers and fruits of our hearts.  They don't bring us salvation.  They only reveal whether we are saved.  They don't bring us grace or condemnation in God's eyes.  They only reveal whether our hearts are in a state of grace or of condemnation.  Our hearts are the core of every aspect of life with God.
8. Read the following verses and make note of the correlation between the heart and aspects/stages of the Christian life:

a. Deut. 6:4-9
b. Prov. 3:5-6
c. Prov. 4:23
d. Matt. 15:16-20
e. Luke 6:43-45

f. Rom. 10:9-10
9. The second king that Arthur mentioned was King David.  As I Samuel 16:7 indicates, God chose David, not by his impressive outward appearance, but by his heart.  I Kings 9:4 God states that David walked in the integrity of his heart and in uprightness.  Knowing the life of David, does that make sense to you?  What does that teach us about how God relates to man?
Coram Deo
10. Discuss the state of your heart today.  What would God say about your heart?  What do you need to do
