
“God’s Faithfulness Despite Man’s Failure”!
Judges 2:1-23!

The book of Judges records a dark period in the history of Old Testament Israel.  It was 
a time where moral restraint had been cast off, a time in which people did what seemed 
right to them.  In fact, the last verse of the book helps us understand why things were in 
such a sad state of disarray:!

Judges 21:25 - “In those days there was no king in Israel.  Everyone did what was 
right in his own eyes.”!

Once the Israelites became settled and comfortable in the land, they also became 
spiritually complacent, which inevitably led to spiritual compromise.  This cycle emerges 
over and over again throughout the book.!

• complacency that leads to sin!

• sin that leads to bondage!

• bondage that leads to a broken cry!

• a broken cry that leads to relief!

Judges presents us with a picture of moral relativism and the chaos that ensues as a 
result.  Moral relativism approaches truth from a completely subjective point of view.  
There is no objective truth, no objective standard of right and wrong.  Truth for you may 
not be truth for me.  It is a vicious cycle.!

Because the Israelites are not faithful to obey the covenant that God had established 
with them, their sin leads to bondage.  God allows them to become subject to cruel 
oppressors.  And yet when things get so bad that they are in total distress, He raises up 
a ‘judge’ to deliver them.!

When we think of a judge, we immediately think of a courtroom scene with someone 
robed in black sitting behind a judicial bench.  The Hebrew word for ‘judge’ means 
savior or deliverer.!



Much more than simply being a book about Israel’s failures, the book of Judges 
presents us with a picture of the faithfulness of God.  His faithfulness is seen in contrast 
to Israel’s failure.!

1.  Man’s FAILURE (2:1-15)!

The book of Judges picks up where Joshua left off.  Joshua had been a faithful servant 
of God, much in the same way that his predecessor Moses had been.  He had led the 
people of Israel to claim their inheritance.  We know that he was around the age of 80 
when Israel crossed Jordan, and we read here in chapter 2 that he was 110 when he 
died.  For nearly a generation, he provided a strong presence of spiritual leadership.!

The first chapter of Judges begins on a high note, but the tune quickly changes.  The 
first 18 verses of the book record the continuing conquest of the land.  However, a 
conjunction of great significance is used in verse 19:!

Judges 1:19 - “And the Lord was with Judah, and he took possession of the hill 
country, but he could not drive out the inhabitants of the plain because they had 
chariots of iron.”!

God had given the Israelites the command to completely drive out and dispossess the 
Canaanites.  The last several verses of Judges chapter 1 inform us, however, that they 
fail to do so.  They put some of the Canaanites to forced labor and enter into political 
alliances with others.  Perhaps according to their own logic, this seemed to be the best 
thing to do at the time.  Yet from God’s point of view, it was failure to obey.!

The next chapter records God’s perspective on the Israelites’ decision to allow some of 
the Canaanites to remain in the land.  Just how had they failed?!

Failure to follow God wholeheartedly (v. 1-5)!

“Now the angel of the Lord went up fro Gilgal to Bochim.  And He said, ‘I brought you up 
from Egypt into the land that I swore to give to your fathers.  I said, I will never break My 
covenant with you, and you shall make no covenant with the inhabitants of this land; 
you shall break down their altars.  But you have not obeyed My voice.  What is this you 



have done?  So now I say, I will not drive them out before you, but they shall become 
thorns in your sides, and their gods shall be a snare to you.  As soon as the angel of the 
Lord spoke these words to all the people of Israel, the people lifted up their voices and 
wept.  And they called the name of that place Bochim.  And they sacrificed there to the 
Lord.”!

In chapter 1, the attitude of the people toward their reluctance to drive out the 
Canaanites is, “We could not.”  God’s word on it here is, “You would not.”  Chariots of 
iron are never a match when it comes to the power of God, but the people were not 
thinking spiritually through the lens of faith.  !

Their failure was not so much a matter of their strength or lack of resources as much as 
it was a matter of their unbelief.  They said, “We can’t.”  God said, “You won’t.”  To bring 
this closer to home, there are often hard things in life which we assume we are unable 
to do, but which may in fact be things we refuse to do.!

The command that God gave to His people was clear.  He had told them to make no 
covenant with the people of the land.  The Israelites were instructed to break down their 
pagan altars.  !

Why this emphasis?  The Lord God wanted the land to be free from idolatrous practices.  
It was about religious cleansing vs. ethnic cleansing.  Israel was an instrument of God’s 
judgment on the Canaanites.  (Lev. 18; Deut. 18)!

God wanted the land to be free of altars of worship that were devoted to idols and false 
gods.  He didn’t want the false gods of the Canaanites to be a snare to His covenant 
people.  His purpose was to make Israel His special people who worshiped Him in the 
land, through whom He would reveal His truth, and through whom He would eventually 
provide the Messiah.!

By refusing to tear down pagan altars, the Israelites subject themselves to a spiritual 
cancer.  The gods of the Canaanites become a ‘snare,’ literally a noose around the 
neck.  The word was used to describe an animal trap.!



All of Judges is the unfolding of this.  What begins with a high note of conquest quickly 
digresses to a story of complacency and spiritual compromise due to their failure to 
follow the Lord wholeheartedly.!

Upon being told all of this, notice how the people respond by weeping and sacrifice.  It 
is good to be brought to tears, but it is better to be brought to repentance!  Remorse vs. 
Repentance!

Failure to teach children priority (v. 6-10)!

“When Joshua dismissed the people, the people of Israel went each to his inheritance to 
take possession of the land.  And the people served the Lord all the days of Joshua, 
and all the days of the elders who outlived Joshua, who had seen all the great work that 
the Lord had done for Israel.  And Joshua the son of Nun, the servant of the Lord, died 
at the age of 110 years.  And they buried him within the boundaries of his inheritance at 
Timnath-heres, in the hill country of Ephraim, north of the mountain of Gaash.  And all 
that generation also were gathered to their fathers.  And there arose another generation 
after them who did not know the Lord or the work that He had done for Israel.”!

Joshua’s legacy is such that the people serve God during his lifetime.  There had been 
a true experience of faith with his generation.  They had witnessed firsthand how the 
Lord had given them victory over their enemies and had brought them into the land.!

After Joshua and the elders who outlived him all died, the text says that another 
generation arose after them who did not know the Lord or the works He had done for 
Israel.!

It doesn’t say that they didn’t know about the Lord or His works; it says that they didn’t 
know Him or His works.  The idea being conveyed is that they had no personal, 
experiential knowledge of the Lord.  They had no regard for the Lord and His works and 
failed to see how such knowledge had relevance to their lives.!

There is a big difference in having factual knowledge of something versus having 
experiential knowledge of something.!



There had been a failure of one generation to teach the next.  The next generation 
failed to connect faith in the Lord with life in the land.  Preventing this sort of thing from 
happening was the reason behind God’s commands way back in Deuteronomy 6.!

There is an interesting generational pattern that emerges from Exodus to Judges:!

• first generation witnesses miracles, yet refuse to enter the land out of fear!

• second generation vows to be different from their parents, yet fail to teach their 
children!

• third generation becomes enamored with novelty and abandon the Lord!

A complete generational breakdown happens by the time we get into the book of 
Judges.  The generation that witnesses the miracles of God fail to build their lives upon 
it.  The next generation fails to embrace it because it isn’t seen as priority.!

Some professing Christians have no more than the same priorities for their kids as 
atheists have for theirs.  There’s no difference.  True disciples live with different 
priorities.  If your kid’s college entrance exam is more important to you than whether or 
not they are followers of Jesus, then you have some messed up priorities as a Christian 
mom or dad.!

We must reject the idea that we can’t teach our kids truth because they find it boring.!

The only thing we seem to fear in the church today is boredom.  We don’t fear the 
enemy’s onslaught and encroachment upon our lives and in our homes.  We don’t fear 
the holiness of the God we claim to worship.  We don’t fear the danger of sin.  So what 
do we do?  We cut our sermons shorter and shorter because we are convinced that 
people won’t listen for more than 30 minutes.  We give our children and teenagers 
anything but the Word of God because they find it boring.  We are constantly seeking 
out new ways to entertain ourselves in the name of ministry, and ultimately is all rooted 
in a lack of love for God and confidence the gospel.!



It is of utmost importance that we teach the next generation to embrace the gospel.  
What fathers celebrate, their children will more than likely come to embrace.!

Obviously, blame can’t be entirely laid at the feet of the former generation.  The next 
generation were responsible to obey the covenant commands of God.  Let’s be honest
—there are plenty of Christian moms and dads who have modeled the faith and taught 
the faith to their sons and daughters, only to become heartbroken as their children reject 
it as they become adults.!

I would venture to say that there are some brokenhearted moms and dads here today 
who have children who are not walking with God, and it is not because you didn’t make 
it a priority in your home.  The reason is that your faith is not automatically passed down 
to your kids.  They have to come to the place in their own life where they embrace it for 
themselves.!

Here in our church, we are working to develop a clear strategy for partnering with moms 
and dads to lead their families.!

• knowing what to do at various growth phases!

• celebrating certain faith milestones such as baptism, purity commitment, and 
mission trip!

Failure to worship God exclusively (v. 11-15)!

“And the people of Israel did what was evil in the sight of the Lord and served the Baals.  
And they abandoned the Lord, the God of their fathers, who had brought them out of the 
land of Egypt.  They went after other gods, from among the gods of the peoples who 
were around them, and bowed down to them.  And they provoked the Lord to anger.  
They abandoned the Lord and served the Baals and the Ashtoreth.  So the anger of the 
Lord was kindled against Israel, and He gave them over to plunderers, who plundered 
them.  And He sold them into the hands of their surrounding enemies, so that they could 
no longer withstand their enemies.  Whenever they marched out, the hand of the Lord 



was against them for harm, as the Lord had warned, and as the Lord had sworn to 
them.  And they were in terrible distress.”!

Due to one generation’s failure to teach the truth and the next generation’s failure to 
embrace it, notice what happens down the road—the worship of idols.  !

The writer of Judges, whom many scholars believe to be the prophet Samuel, is 
summarizing nearly 350 years of history that is recorded in the book.  This cycle of 
forgetfulness, idolatry, distress, and eventual rescue is the theme.!

The gods of the Canaanites in fact become snares that entice and entrap the Israelites.  
Their worship becomes pragmatically driven rather than scripturally driven. !

I have often wondered what made Baal worship so appealing to them.  All throughout 
the OT, we read that Baal worship is a real temptation to Israel.!

Why is this so?  Keep in mind the fact that Israel in the time of the Judges was an 
agrarian society.  As such, they were always dependent upon the weather for the 
success of their economy.!

Canaanite religion worshiped Baal as the storm god.  His female counterpart, Ashteroth, 
was worshiped as the goddess of fertility.  The Canaanites believed that when Baal and 
Ashteroth were intimate, rain was sent upon the land.  Thus, there was a system of 
ritual prostitution to elicit the gods.  The whole system was unspeakably wicked and 
perverse.!

Imagine how an Israelite man could be drawn to this!!

Baal worship appealed to their flesh, to their emotions, and to their senses.  It was 
something that they could see, touch, and taste.  The worship of God was based on a 
covenant that was written in a book, something that never strictly appeals to the senses.  
It is a matter of faith and understanding that leads to convictional living.!

Such faith goes against the grain of cultural gods that make their appeal to the desires 
of our flesh.!



This is how idolatry always works.  Idolatry always follows this same pathology:!

Idols entice us— Idolatry takes a part of creation and makes it the ultimate source of 
security, identity, and satisfaction. !

Idols ensnare us—The idol only makes you more miserable the more you give your 
heart to it.  It fails to deliver on its promises.  When its expectations are not met, it robs 
you of joy.!

Idols enslave us— We become trapped.  Whenever you make an idol out of something, 
it always binds you and makes you its slave.  You absolutely have to have it, can’t live 
without it, so you can’t so say no to it.!

This kind of thing is not something that is strictly reserved to an ancient culture, but is 
just as true of ours today.  Make no mistake about it, false gods still make their appeal, 
but they go by different names.!

Tim Keller - “Our contemporary society is not fundamentally different from these 
ancient ones.  Each culture is dominated by its own set of idols.  Each has its 
priesthoods and rituals.  Each one has its shrines—whether office towers, spas and 
gyms, studios, or stadiums—where sacrifices must be made in order to procure the 
blessings of the good life and ward off disaster.  What are the gods of beauty, power, 
money, and achievement but these same things that have assumed mythic proportions 
in our individual lives and in our society?  We may not physically kneel before the statue 
of Aphrodite, but many young women today are driven into depression and eating 
disorders by an obsessive concern over their body image.  We may not actually burn 
incense to Artemis, but when money and career are raised to cosmic proportions, we 
perform a kind of child sacrifice, neglecting family and community to achieve a higher 
place in business and gain more wealth and prestige.” !

In ancient times, the gods were bloodthirsty and hard to appease.  The fact of the 
matter is that they still are.  People chase idols thinking they will satisfy, but they only 
enslave.!



Why is to pull to idolatry so very strong?!

1 Corinthians 10:20 - “What pagans sacrifice they offer to demons and not to 
God.”!

There is indeed a spiritual power and pull behind the worship of idols and false gods, 
but such power is attributed to Satan.  Those who worship idols worship at the throne of 
Satan himself.!

Baal and Ashtoreth were unspeakably base and wicked, and the worshiper of Baal was 
given over to immorality.  We always become like what we worship.!

• Greed merely reveals that a person worships at the altar of money!

• Pornography reveals that a person worships at the altar of lust!

• Insecurity reveals that a person worships at the altar of popular opinion!

Failure to renounce sin completely (v. 19)!

“…they turned back and were more corrupt than their fathers, going after other gods, 
serving them and bowing down to them.  They did not drop any of their practices or their 
stubborn ways.”!

Their sin was such that they bowed their knee to Baal and various Canaanite deities 
while at the same time claiming to worship God and maintain their own priesthood.!

They only provoked the Lord to anger, much in the same way a husband is provoked to 
jealousy by an adulterous wife.!

God is incomprehensibly jealous for our affections.  He will not share His glory with 
another.  Just as a loving husband will not tolerate sharing his wife with another man, so 
also God will not share us with idols.!

2.  God’s FAITHFULNESS (2:16-23)!

When it came to keeping up their end of the bargain, the Israelites failed.  They failed to 
keep the covenant that God had uniquely established with them as His covenant 



people.  Yet here in Judges, His faithfulness is seen in stark contrast to their failure—it’s 
the overriding emphasis.  Notice how faithful He is:!

Faithful to inflict pain (v. 14-15)!

“So the anger of the Lord was kindled against Israel, and He gave them over to 
plunderers, who plundered them.  And He sold them into the hand of their surrounding 
enemies, so that they could no longer withstand their enemies.  Whenever they 
marched out, the hand of the Lord was against them for harm, as the Lord had warned, 
and as the Lord had sworn to them.  And they were in terrible distress.”!

The Lord God allows His people to become subject to cruel oppressors.  If idols are 
what their foolish hearts desire, God will allow them to pursue those idols.  Such pursuit 
is not without a price, however.  The pain and emptiness that ensues is meant to drive 
them to His mercy.!

The greatest thing for an idolater is to come up empty and hurting, for then and only 
then will one seek God’s mercy.  !

Thomas Watson - “Until sin be bitter, Christ will never be sweet.”!

Faithful to provide a savior (v. 16-17)!

“Then the Lord raised up judges, who saved them out of the hand of those who 
plundered them.”!

The God who allows them to be plundered by their enemies is also the same God who 
intervenes to rescue them from those enemies.  Herein is the fundamental miracle of 
the Bible—that the God who rightly casts us down to the ground should without reason 
also stoop to lift us up.!

Notice that there is no mention of their return to God before He rescues them.  They are 
headlong in idolatry and disobedience.  Yet God pursues their stubborn and rebellious 
hearts.  He intervenes solely on the basis of His own grace:!

• It is grace in the face of shameful betrayal!



• It is grace that persists despite of rejection!

• It is grace that remains though it was abused!

God raises up ‘judges’ or temporary saviors to provide His people with relief from the 
bitterness of their sin and oppression.  There are around 12 of these mentioned in 
Judges, the two most famous being Gideon and Samson.!

The judges were deeply flawed themselves and could not provide a permanent 
salvation.  Yet they point to a much greater and future salvation provided by a perfect 
Savior and Judge.!

Faithful to keep His covenant (v. 18)!

Israel fails to keep up their end of the covenant, but God doesn’t fail to keep up His.  
There is a tension in the opening verses of chapter 2 between God’s “I said” in verse 1 
and His “I say” in verse 3.  !

These verses can be translated:!

“I said, I will never break My covenant…and I also said, If you compromise with these 
nations I will not drive them out.’”!

One scholar has even pointed out that it is as if the Lord is saying, ‘I have sworn to give 
you all of this land, yet I have also sworn not to give it to a disobedient people.’”!

There is this tension between what God has said He will do and what He must do.  How 
can God be gracious to a disobedient people, while at the same time being just?  It 
seems as if He is in an impossible situation.  He has sworn to bless His people, but also 
sworn to punish their sin.  !

It is this dilemma that keeps us in suspense throughout the book of Judges, as well as 
throughout the entire Old Testament.!



The answer to this tension between God’s love for His people and His wrath upon their 
sin is only solved by Jesus at the cross.  There at the cross, my sin was laid upon 
Jesus, God’s own Son, so that His righteousness could be given to me.!

You and I need to understand the seriousness of sin and just how prone we are to give 
our love and allegiance to things other than God.  Like the Israelites, we gravitate 
toward our idols.!

How do we combat idolatry?  We must not lose our confidence in the ordinary means of 
grace such as:!

• prayer!

• Scripture!

• preaching and teaching!

• corporate worship !

• fellowship with other believers !

Pursuing idols is exhausting.  Finding your joy and self-worth in the gospel of Jesus is 
both liberating as well as exhilarating.  The Israelites forgot that living in the land was all 
by the grace of God and for the glory of God.  They give their affection to idols while still 
claiming their allegiance to God.!

Your affections determine your allegiance.  What you see as beautiful, what you believe 
to be satisfying, what appeals to your senses—this will reveal the potential idols in your 
life.!

Combat it by rekindling a greater affection for Christ!!

Remember:!

• God offers His grace to those who don’t deserve it!

• God demands Lordship over every area of my life!



• God provides a Savior who is faithful despite my failures


