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We're in the book of Judges and we're all excited about that and if you've got your Bibles, 
I invite you to turn to Judges 8. If you don't, there's an insert in your Bibles, no, there's an 
insert in your programs. It's a good start. It's a good start. I think with the amount of time 
that we have left today, we'll go ahead and read all three chapters. I'm just kidding. I do 
invite you to stand as we hear the word of God and we'll read selections here from Judges 
8:1-10:5, beginning here at the very top of the page in 8:1,

1 Then the men of Ephraim said to him, "What is this that you have done 
to us, not to call us when you went to fight against Midian?" And they 
accused him fiercely. 2 And he said to them, "What have I done now in 
comparison with you? Is not the gleaning of the grapes of Ephraim better 
than the grape harvest of Abiezer? 3 God has given into your hands the 
princes of Midian, Oreb and Zeeb. What have I been able to do in 
comparison with you?" Then their anger against him subsided when he 
said this. 4 And Gideon came to the Jordan and crossed over, he and the 
300 men who were with him, exhausted yet pursuing. 5 So he said to the 
men of Succoth, "Please give loaves of bread to the people who follow 
me, for they are exhausted, and I am pursuing after Zebah and Zalmunna, 
the kings of Midian." 6 And the officials of Succoth said, "Are the hands 
of Zebah and Zalmunna already in your hand, that we should give bread to 
your army?" 7 So Gideon said, "Well then, when the LORD has given 
Zebah and Zalmunna into my hand, I will flail your flesh with the thorns 
of the wilderness and with briers." 8 And from there he went up to Penuel, 
and spoke to them in the same way, and the men of Penuel answered him 
as the men of Succoth had answered. 9 And he said to the men of Penuel, 
"When I come again in peace, I will break down this tower." 

Let's skip down to verse 13,

13 Then Gideon the son of Joash returned from the battle by the ascent of 
Heres. 14 And he captured a young man of Succoth and questioned him. 
And he wrote down for him the officials and elders of Succoth, seventy-
seven men. 15 And he came to the men of Succoth and said, "Behold 
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Zebah and Zalmunna, about whom you taunted me, saying, 'Are the hands 
of Zebah and Zalmunna already in your hand, that we should give bread to 
your men who are exhausted?'" 16 And he took the elders of the city, and 
he took thorns of the wilderness and briers and with them taught the men 
of Succoth a lesson. 17 And he broke down the tower of Penuel and killed 
the men of the city. 

Then, if you would, turn over to verse 27,

27 And Gideon made an ephod of it and put it in his city, in Ophrah. And 
all Israel were unfaithful after it there, and it became a snare to Gideon 
and to his family. 28 So Midian was subdued before the people of Israel, 
and they raised their heads no more. And the land had rest forty years in 
the days of Gideon. 

Ladies and gentlemen, men and women, boys and girls, this is God's word. Every bit of it 
is true and is given to us this morning for our good. Let's pray and ask his blessing on it.

Father, we thank you for the realism of your word. It's troubling. It's confounding 
sometimes. But there is not this Pollyannic view of reality, there's just reality and the 
reality is, Father, we are a mixed bag inside and out, that you for reasons known to your 
will and because you're a gracious and kind God, still use and rescue and so we thank 
you. We thank you for this word. Please send your Spirit that it might be useful to us and 
glorifying to you. In Christ's name we pray. Amen.

Thanks. You can be seated.

As we get started this morning, I just have a series of questions that I'd like you to think 
about and answer to yourself privately and I pray that God would give you the grace to be 
honest. If you could be successful but that meant having less of God in your life, would 
you take it? If you could have a name that was beloved and respected and well-liked but a 
heart that was a little less impressed with the name of God, if your bank accounts could 
be more full but your soul just a little more lean? If you could enjoy the company of a 
certain friend group or have the attention and affection of some potential beloved but you 
lost the ability to enjoy the friendship and fellowship of the Spirit? If you could snap your 
fingers and have the authority to change people and circumstances to suit you but you 
could no longer hear the voice of God and to respond to his will? If your ministry grew in 
scale but your worship was stale, would you take it? Would you take it? Would you make 
that great exchange? Would you trade away the glory of God for a little bit more of X, 
whatever X might be? Would you prefer to build and have your own personal little tower 
of Babel where your name was great and you rested secure in full vats of grain and you 
could exercise self-rule over yourself if it just meant a little less of God? Or as David 
asked last week, if God suddenly dropped out of the narrative of your life, would your 
life be any different and would you even notice he was gone?
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I think if we're honest, we'd have to admit we would probably take that success and, in 
fact, I'm just going to suggest to you that we've already made that decision 100, maybe 
1,000 times in our lives. I mean, it's not like we sat down and had a literal debate in our 
minds: more money, less God; more fame, less God; more control, security, safety, less 
God. But it's our unsettledness in life. It's the nature of our daydreams, maybe even our 
fears, that sort of betray us. They betray the best confession of our lips when we sing 
stuff like, "Only You," or, I'd rather have Jesus than anything." Great prayers, it's kind of 
scary anthems sometimes. At the very least, they reveal that we're open to negotiating the 
question and it's a huge temptation, isn't it? That's why the author of Hebrews calls it the 
sin that so easily entangles, laying aside every encumbrance, right? The way we think 
about our lives and feel about them. "If only X were true, then I'd be content. Then I'd be 
happy. Then I'd be, well, at peace. If only I had the riches I need and deserve. If only I 
had the respect I deserve. If only I had the power to control my circumstances and at the 
very least, my children. If only that person or that group saw me as desirable, then and 
only then would my life be full of sort of ha ha happiness, the kind that we're all looking 
for." As Pascal said, "All men seek happiness, this is without exception." But it's a lie. It's 
not even a new lie. It's not even a clever lie that more life with less God equals best life.

It's just the same old lie we've been believing from the beginning that, "If I just had X," 
and X represents anything but God, "then, then I'd be happy. Then I'd be content. Then 
shalom," right? That's our idea of peace, just having it my way. As Kierkegaard one time 
said: if  he asked his servant for water and the servant instead brought him wine, he 
would immediately fire that servant, not because water is better than wine but because 
having my way is better than having my wine. Men and women, that's a lie. It's a lie for 
several reasons. One, it's just not true. You and I were made in the image of God. We 
were made to thrive in his immediate presence and only there and so any degree less of 
God means less of us. Like a plant robbed of sunlight or fluorescent light, dies eventually, 
we shrivel. We die. We shrink. But it's a lie in another sense too and it's this: if you 
believe that if I only had this then I'd be happy, the problem is that once you get that, 
you're still you. Most of us have never had our wildest dreams fulfilled so we can sort of 
live in the illusion and delusion that, well, if it only happened to us, then we'd be the 
exception to the rule. I mean, how many fallen stars, how many fallen millionaires, how 
many fallen athletes, people who have, in fact, gotten what they thought they needed and 
whose lives are just a howling mess do we need to see? But there's the rub, isn't it? We all 
think that, well, we're exceptional. We're the exception.

You know, the story of Gideon is a sad one, really. It's difficult. If the story ended in 
chapter 7, this would've been a much easier sermon because David had preached it last 
week. But it doesn't end there. We have to confess that Gideon is a man of faith because 
the New Testament says that he was, that by faith he conquered kingdoms. In the end of 
Judges story, 8:35, says that Gideon did a great amount of good for the people of Israel 
that they didn't recognize but it's tricky. I wrestled with this story for the better part of a 
month. How do you waive these two things, the statement of Hebrews and the statement 
at the end of the story and the fact that as the story goes along, it presents him in a darker 
and darker and darker light. This is for free by the way, your tithes don't pay for this 
comment. How does story make its point. It shows you we like Paul in our culture 
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because Paul just says it, "Don't be this. Do be this. Believe this." It's easier to preach 
letter. It just sort of lays it out there for you. Story is tricky. It's messy. I mean, it would 
be easy to sort of moralize this and say, "Hey, be Gideon when he's good and avoid being 
like Gideon when he's bad," and we're going to drift that way but it's not quite that easy 
because how the story ends just is tragic and that's the point, isn't it? That's how story 
tells you what it wants you to know, it shows you through calamity.

So we have Gideon. His story, like his faith, is unbalanced. It's inconsistent. It's unstable 
and a whole host of adjectives that we really don't have time to string out there but you 
get the point. If you sort of read his story from cover to cover, you're just all over the 
map. I mean, he started as a man in the service of a great God but he ends as a great man 
using the service of God for his own ends. Somewhere along the line and more likely at 
many places along the line, Gideon made the trade. He believed the lie and actually I 
believe he was believing it all along and it's that mixture of faith in God and yet faith in 
the lie that we're supposed to see. Why is this story in the Bible? What are we supposed 
to see? I think it's this: men and women, boys and girls, be wary of fatal success. Be wary 
of fatal success. Thomas Carlyle once said, "Only one in 100 passes the test of 
prosperity," and if you're like me, you're thinking, "Well, I'd like to try at least." That's 
the point. We're supposed to see in this story and be warned and feel pity, if you will, for 
Gideon, sort of a tragic hero, that this is empty success. This is not the ideal. Fatal 
success is you gaining what you thought you needed to have to be happy and at peace. It's 
your X but at the expense of less God or possibly no God.  

This story is a dim to dark story. Well, how do you darken a room? Maybe I should have 
James demonstrate but we won't. How do you darken a room? Go ahead, it's okay. Yeah, 
you turn off the lights. You remove the source of light. Well, let me alert you to 
something that you probably noticed but if you didn't, it's critical to us understanding 
what's going on: 28 times in chapter 6, the name Yahweh is used in the text. 28. Chapter 
7, six times. Chapter 8, four times. By the time you get to chapter 9 which we're not 
going to get to, praise Jesus, zero. So if you're wondering where did I get this idea that 
fatal success is more of this with less of God, it's right there, that as the story of Gideon 
goes along, what's happening? The light of the world is dimming and even in those times 
in chapters 7 and 8 that the name of the Lord is used, it's often actually sarcastically. It's 
not used reverently. It's not used worshipfully. Well, we'll see that in a moment.

As Gideon has success, God gets small but at the same time, as Gideon, right, the sort of 
alter ego has success, Gideon the person gets small. I don't know if you're a fan of the 30 
x 30 shorts, an hour and a half, on ESPN. They are really well done. The most recent one 
was on Brian Bosworth, the Boz. I happened to hear him interviewed on a radio station 
here in town the day it was premiering on ESPN. Men and women, I was shocked out of 
my steering wheel that the second sentence out of his mouth was about the redemptive, 
saving, restoring work of Jesus Christ. Hallelujah. There's hope for all of us, right? It's 
just so funny how God drops this stuff in your lap when you're preparing. What was the 
story? It was the story of fatal success, of a very gifted athlete who never ever, ever, ever, 
ever did enough for his dad to say, "Good job." 22 tackles in a game and his dad would 
push him against the wall and say, "Hey, you missed this. You missed this and you 

Page 4 of 8



missed this." 200 yards rushing in a game and his dad would just...and so it's the story of 
just a guy who is, well, he's looking for himself and he gets to Oklahoma and Barry 
Switzer releases the hound and suddenly the Boz takes over Brian. It's a great story. By 
the way, it's filmed with he and his son in a storage unit going through boxes that his dad 
had saved of everything Brian had done and at times, he's just weeping. Weeping. I wish 
this story had that kind of ending.

God had called Gideon and said God could rescue and restore Israel through Gideon. God 
had pared down the army from thousands to 300 specifically saying, "It's so that you can't 
say that you did it," and he was doing this because he knows that, men and women, we 
can't have life apart from God. But Gideon took it anyway because he needed it. I think 
what we'll see is like Brian Bosworth, Gideon was in desperate need of respect. "R-e-s-p-
e-c-t, find out what it means to me." And he settled for fatal success syndrome I'm going 
to call it.

Before we move on, you know, maybe respect is not your thing so I'm just going to try to 
dig a little bit here. I'm going to use 20 questions to help you identify maybe what is that 
thing because if you don't know you have a thing, you have a thing, okay, just trust me. 
How would you answer this question: life only has meaning, I only have worth if? If you 
say, "If I have power and influence over people," or, "I'm loved and respected, if I have 
this kind of pleasure experience or a particular quality of life," then maybe you have a 
comfort Idol. "If I'm able to get mastery over my life in the area of blank. If people are 
depending on me and need me to help them." Boy, that one's tricky, isn't it? The need to 
be needed. "If someone is there to protect me and keep me safe. If I'm completely free 
from obligations or responsibilities of taking care of someone." This one is called 
dependence idolatry. "If I'm highly productive in getting a lot done," you have a work 
idol. "If I'm being recognized for my accomplishments and I'm excelling in my work," I 
have an achievement idolatry. "If I have a certain level of wealth, financial freedom and 
very nice possessions," or maybe as C. S. Lewis would point out, nicer possessions than 
someone else. "If I'm adhering to my religion's moral code and accomplished in its 
activities." In other words, if I only feel like I have meaning and worth when I'm living 
up to the standards. "If I feel I'm totally independent of organized religion and I'm living 
by self-made morality," then an irreligious idolatry. "If my race and culture is rising and 
recognized as superior. If a particular social group or professional group or other group 
finally lets me in." C. S. Lewis called that the inner ring. "If Mr. or Mrs. Right is in love 
with me. If I am hurting in a problem, only then do I feel worthy of love or able to deal 
with guilt." Boy, that's tricky, isn't it? Then you might be suffering from suffering 
idolatry. "If my political or social cause is making progress and growing in influence or 
power." Finally, and then I'll let you off the mat, "if I have a particular kind of look or 
body image, then and only then do I feel like I'm a worthwhile, significant person."

My friend, do you know what the X is in your life? That is very important self-
knowledge because I promise you, the devil knows what it is. A very interesting line in 
the television show "Gotham" this week when the Penguin says this, "If you know what 
someone loves then you can control them." Men and woman, you have an adversary who 
knows what you love but thank God you have a God who knows it too. The worst thing 
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that can happen to you is to get that thing apart from God. If God really wanted to destroy 
your life, he'd let you have it. Not a thunderbolt, he'd let you have the thing that you so 
desperately crave to have and maybe that's why this story is here.

What are the signs and symptoms that we see in our text this morning of this sort of 
success fatality syndrome? Number 1: an increasing reliance on our own wisdom and 
skill as opposed to relying on the Deliverer, God. We see this in the opening parts of 
chapter 8. Ephraim is mad, "Gideon, you didn't call us," and Gideon says, "Well, God 
didn't tell me to call you." No, that's not what he says, is it? He's very, very suave. He's 
very political. Some commentators look at this and go, "See, here's the perfect example of 
how a gentle answer turns away wrath." Men and women, yes, a gentle answer turns 
away wrath but that doesn't tell you anything about why I'm using a gentle answer. 
Notice that God does get mentioned in this paragraph but only as it relates to the victories 
of Ephraim. "Look, I would have called you but how do my victories compare to the 
victories that God gave you? I am nothing. You are great." It's very political. It's very 
smooth. 

But already you're starting to see this rising "I." But why is he so deferential to them? 
Because they are bigger than he is. We can all suck it up if it's going to cost us everything 
not to. That's what's happening here. How do we know? Because what happens next, the 
second sign is this: an increasing angry pride at those who would dare to stand in our 
way. So the very next group you see is Succoth and Penuel. By the way, where is 
Succoth? It's the first place that the Israelites camped when they came out of Egypt. This 
is like going to Gettysburg, it's a memorial. This is where God delivered us so right here 
where God had delivered the people from oppression, you've got God's deliverer in this 
day who's about to bring some oppression. Why do you dare to confront the great and 
powerful Oz? Only in this case it's, do you dare stand in the way of the great and 
powerful Gideon? Let's look at it. We already read it, right? 

So Gideon comes and he crosses the Jordan, he and his 300 are hot on the trail of these 
two kings but they're tired and all he asks for is some bread and they say, "Um, not yet." 
Can I remind you of something? They're just expressing the same kind of doubt that 
Gideon expressed in chapter 6. "Are you really going to deliver us?" What are they 
saying to Gideon? "Um, let's wait and see. Can we have a little fleece here?" they're 
basically saying to Gideon. "Can we have a little dream from the opposing army to let us 
know this thing is going to work out?" They don't get that. It's not unreasonable. They are 
right there on the border, okay? And they're saying, "Let's hold off." No, that won't do 
because how dare you not get how great I am? What he should of said was, "How dare 
you not believe the great I am," but what he says is, "How dare you not get how great I 
am? And when I come back," he does toss God in there, "when I come back, oh, I'm 
going to teach you a lesson." Your anger, men and women, your frustration, particularly 
at others who are standing in your way are a pretty good road sign, it's worth paying 
attention to. It's worth paying attention to. 

Well, what does he do? He wins and he comes back and on the way, he captures a young 
man and he says, "Hey, you write down for me every elder and every leader in that 
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village, buddy, because I'm going to go and clean house." He does and he does. He 
threshes them. It's ironic, isn't it? He was hiding in a wine vat, not wanting to be beat up 
by the Midianites and now when somebody dares to stand in his way, what is he do? He 
threatens, he tortures them. They probably died. One little thing, this is the first time in 
the book that a judge turns on his own people. Why? He's not serving God. He's using the 
service of God to serve himself. A little bit of success has spoiled him. It didn't really 
spoil him. One of the things that I say to my students is, "Listen, college isn't going to 
change your heart as much as it's just going to reveal it," so if you're sitting there 
thinking, "Hey, I'll take Carlyle's bet," unlike Peter, you'd better be careful about trusting 
yourself too much.

Thirdly, a good sign that we're on this fatal success road is that we use people instead of 
loving them. So Gideon's got the two kings that he's been pursuing and he says to his 
young son, "Hey, get up here and kill them." It's not in the parenting manuals. I don't 
think this was in a Dobson book ever. Why does he do that? Because he wants to 
humiliate these kings. He really wants to show them how nothing they are that, "I'm not 
even going to bother killing you. I'm going to let my, well, my amateur son do it." You 
see, this is greatly insulting because if you don't know what you're doing, it's going to 
take a while and it's going to be really messy and they say that, "Whoa. No." And the kid 
is just mortified, "I can't do this. I don't know what I'm doing." And so finally Gideon 
steps up and he does it but it's sort of like David and his downturn where he starts 
sending people to do his work. He sends. He sends. He sends. He sends. He sends for 
Bathsheba. He sends Bathsheba's husband to the war. He sends and you sort of get this, 
well, it's a power trip, really. The rich man in the story of the parable of Lazarus and hell 
is still trying to send Lazarus to do his bidding. Old habits die hard.

So how are you doing with people? When they stand in your way do you go, "Wait a 
minute, God maybe is trying to show me something," or you may not mow them down 
with briars, you may not tear down their tower and burn them to death but in your mind 
you might. Are you using people or loving them?

Finally, we see some plastic piety. We didn't read this part but we sort of read the tail end 
of it that the people come to Gideon and they say, "Hey, you should be our King," and 
Gideon says, "No, the Lord is your King." Now, I'm not quite out on a limb by myself 
here but I sort of am, I think this is just plastic piety. Why? Because what does he do 
immediately after this? He sets himself up as king. He gets all of the jewels. He makes an 
ephod. The ephod was the piece of garment that the priest wore to discern and broadcast 
the will of God. In other words, "I don't want the responsibilities of the King, I just want 
to be King." Okay? "I want you coming to me to hear the voice of God." Isn't it funny, in 
chapter 6 he wasn't sure he was hearing the voice of God and now he's going to set 
himself up as the person who delivers the voice of God for everybody else. He gets a 
harem, 70 who knows how many wives. In other words, what's your worship like? What's 
your conversation about God like? Is it authentic, sincere, genuine? Are you really good 
at the God talk? We're all really good at the God talk, okay? But as you know you, where 
are you?
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As I said, this was a dark story and I hate to be so dark and this isn't so much of a sign as 
it is his passing legacy. It's the first time in the book that the nation stumbles while the 
judge is still alive and they're just following their leader. Gideon had done some great 
deeds but he didn't have a great God, not in his life. He settled for success and he paid for 
it, his family paid for it. If you read the rest of the story, one illegitimate child which by 
the way, his name is "My dad is king." So, why do you name your kid that if you're not 
thinking that you are the king. Rises up, slaughters his 70 brothers and civil war breaks 
out in the story and it's just ugly, folks. It's just ugly. Here's the thing and I'm almost 
done, you've been very patient: we all think that we could manage a little more success 
but if it's success in that area where you're most vulnerable to really need success, then 
like a fire, Jonathan Edwards says, never says that's enough oxygen, your sin never says 
that's enough. Why hasn't God given you X? Men and women, it may be because he 
loves you and he if he gave it to you, it would destroy you. I think that's why this story is 
here. God was using Gideon to do the work of delivering his people but Gideon turned it 
into an avenue of delivering himself from something else and as a result, the people 
suffered, his family suffered and the world suffered.

Do you still want to take the trade? "Steve, are you saying that if I get a little bit more 
success then my whole world is going to fall apart?" No, but you can't say it won't if that 
success is apart from your deepening walk with the God of the universe. It's all by grace, 
men and women. John Stott, very famously said, "The essence of Christianity is 
substitution." It's us substituting and putting ourselves in the place of God but gloriously, 
it's God putting himself in the place of sinners. A fool, in Proverbs, is one who 
disadvantages everybody else so that they can be advantaged. It's thee for me. By the end 
of this story, that's Gideon to a "t." It's thee for me. Men and women, this morning at this 
table, what do we get to celebrate? The God of the universe who said to us, "Me for thee. 
You are a complicated mess but I am going to deliver you in a most unreal way and that's 
this, Me for thee." 

Men and women, boys and girls, brothers and sisters, if you got the X, you wouldn't have 
what you wanted. Jesus laid down everything to give you what you need which is him. 
It's only when we're caught up in that that we'll ever know happiness, that we'll ever 
know comfort, that we'll ever know peace, that we'll ever know stability. That's the only 
way that will change this world. If we're going to live as the people of God in a pluralistic 
society, then we have to sing from our hearts, 

"Let goods and kindred go, this mortal life also;
The body they may kill: God's truth abideth still, 
His kingdom is forever."
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