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One problem people have when they read the Old Testament is what to do with all the stories 
of genocide, torture, idolatry, gang rape, and apostasy – especially when they’re committed by 
God’s people.  For many people, there seems to be a major disconnect between the Old and 
the New Testaments.  In the New Testament, God seems to be loving and merciful and God’s 
people, gentle and altruistic.  In the Old, God often is portrayed as angry and vengeful and His 
people, bloodthirsty and cruel.  That’s probably why a lot of Christians stick to the New 
Testament.  The Old is just too hard to understand.  For the next three months, we’re going to 
spend some time in the book where most of these stories are found, the unusual book of 
Judges in a series which I’m calling, “Strange Tales.”  In most stories, there’s conflict and then 
resolution, a problem, a struggle to solve that problem followed by a happy ending.  But that’s 
not the book of Judges.  God’s people are in bad shape when the book opens and they are in 
worse shape when the book ends.  The Book of Judges has been described as “despicable 
people doing deplorable things.”  Even the heroes are highly flawed, do appalling things and 
ultimately fail.   As you read this strange book, you have to wonder, “Why is this book in the 
Bible?”  It’s in the Bible because it is part of the history of God’s people and to understand 
Judges, we have to read it within the whole story of the Bible.   Tim Keller points out that the 
book of Judges reminds us that the Bible is not a book of virtues.  It is not full of inspirational 
characters or great moral examples.  There is only one hero in the Bible and that’s God.  Judges, 
like the rest of the Bible, is about the gospel; the God of mercy and long suffering who pours 
out His grace on people who do not deserve it.  Judges is about our need for a savior and a 
leader who can deliver us from the enemies who oppress us.  And Judges makes the point over 
and over that no human can fill the role of Savior and King, that God alone is able to save us.   
 
The book of Judges is particularly applicable for American Christians today.  It covers the 400 
years between Joshua and King David.  The book opens with “After the death of Joshua…” and 
closes with, “In those days Israel had no king.  Everyone did what was right in his own eyes.”   
Joshua was God’s chosen successor to Moses to lead Israel.  After he died, there were no great 
leaders and Israel’s society progressively deteriorated as everyone pursued their own interests 
which parallels the individualism and selfishness which dominates our culture.  Like Israel in 
Judges, today it’s all about me, not about us. We live in a “You’re-not-the-boss-of-me, nobody-
can-tell-me-what-to-do” culture.  Everyone does what is right in his own eyes.  During the time 
of the judges, religious pluralism reigned in the Promised Land just like religious pluralism 
reigns today.   Israel intermingled with the other nations living in the Promised Land and was 
constantly pulled away from the living God to serve the gods of their neighbors.  Sometimes 
they followed the Lord, other times they followed the pagan gods – whoever they thought 
would benefit them most at the moment; just as we are constantly tempted to follow the gods 
and the values of our culture than instead of Jesus.  Like the Hebrews in Judges, we live in a 
pluralistic, pagan culture, and like them the culture in which we live is at least in part, because 
of our own past failures to live and teach as we should have.  Those are a few of the reasons I 



want us to spend some time in the strange tales of the unusual book of the Judges.  It will help 
us to understand why our culture is where it is today and how as disciples of Jesus we should 
live in this culture.  And it reminds us of our constant need to have our own faith renewed and 
to continue to learn how to trust Jesus and to follow Him more closely.  
 
To understand the book of Judges, we need to first understand the book that comes before it, 
the book of Joshua which opens with the nation of Israel, camped on the east side of the Jordan 
River, about to enter the Promised Land.  40 years ago, God delivered their parents from 
slavery in Egypt but because their parents refused to trust God and enter the land God 
promised them, they wandered around the desert until that unbelieving generation died off.  
Now there’s a new generation of Israelites.  All they’ve known is wandering.  They’ve had God 
to guide them every step of the way, as a cloud in the daytime and a pillar of fire at night.    God 
has provided food and water the entire 40 years.  He’s protected them from their enemies, 
from sickness; even their clothes haven’t worn out.  For 40 years they’ve been in day care.  And 
they always had Moses, the greatest prophet and leader of the OT to guide them and to tell 
them what to do.  But now all that’s changed.  Moses has died and God has chosen a new 
leader named Joshua.  And God tells Joshua that the wilderness days are over.  It’s time to 
invade the land and kick out the present owners and to take possession of the land which God 
promised He would give to Abraham’s descendants.  So, Israel faces some big challenges. 
Across the river in Canaan are seven nations, each larger and more powerful than the Israelites.  
Yet God promises that everywhere the sole of their feet treads, from the Arabian Desert in the 
South to Lebanon in the north to the Euphrates River in the east to the Mediterranean Sea in 
the west will be their land.  How much land can they have?  As much as they’re willing to 
conquer; as much as they’re willing to trust God for and the book of Joshua is the story of that 
military campaign.  By the way, the purpose of the campaign was not genocide or ethnic 
cleansing.  The Canaanite culture was one of the most debased, violent and barbaric cultures in 
the history of the world, practicing child sacrifice and aberrant sexual practices in the worship 
of their gods.  God had given them 400 years to repent and the culture continued to spiral 
downward.  And those Canaanites who allied themselves with the God of Israel, like Rahab and 
the Gideonites were spared and lived with Israel in the land. The military campaign that begins 
in the book of Joshua is ridding the land of idolatry and the influences which if left intact, will 
eventually destroy Israel – which unfortunately is exactly what happens in Judges. Chapter one 
of Judges transitions from the book of Joshua into the next 400 years when the judges or local 
tribal leaders ruled Israel.  Joshua has died and the big battles have been fought and won.  
However much of the land remains to be conquered and now each tribe is responsible to 
complete the conquest of the portion of land God allotted to them.  Chapter 1 records Israel’s 
slide from conquest to coexistence as it tracks the attempts of nine of those tribes to take 
possession of their section of the Promised Land.  As I said at the beginning, the book of Judges 
doesn’t follow the normal pattern of problem, solution and happy ending which most stories 
follow.  Israel begins the book as faithful but flawed.  By the end of Judges, they’re just flawed 
and chapter 1 tells us how this downward spiral begins.  Half-hearted, partial obedience sets 
them on a course that is bound to fail.  
 



We’re not going to read the entire first chapter of Judges but I want you to see a pattern which 
begins with vs. 19 and continues to the end of the chapter.  There were 12 tribes of Israel who 
had descended from Jacob’s 12 sons. “Now the LORD was with Judah, and they took possession 
of the hill country; but they could not drive out the inhabitants of the valley because they had 
iron chariots.  Even though God is with the tribe of Judah as He promised them He would be, 
they are unable to defeat the people of the plains because of their technological advantage.  
They have iron chariots and are able to conduct mobile warfare.  Judah doesn’t trust in God’s 
strength but in their own strength and figure there’s no way they can defeat the chariot owners 
– who become a thorn in Judah’s side for generations. It’s not our lack of strength that defeats 
us, it’s our lack of faith in His strength. “ “But the sons of Benjamin did not drive out the 
Jebusites who lived in Jerusalem; so the Jebusites have lived with the sons of Benjamin in 
Jerusalem to this day. (The disease of partial obedience and half-hearted discipleship continues 
to spread through the land.) Likewise the house of Joseph went up against Bethel, and the LORD 
was with them…” (skipping to vs. 27)  “But Manasseh (tribe who had descended from Joseph’s 
oldest son) did not take possession of Beth-shean and its villages, or Taanach and its villages, or 
the inhabitants of Dor and its villages, or the inhabitants of Ibleam and its villages, or the 
inhabitants of Megiddo and its villages; so the Canaanites persisted in living in that land. It 
came about when Israel became strong, that they put the Canaanites to forced labor, but they 
did not drive them out completely.  The tribe of Manasseh initially is unable to drive out the 
Canaanites and even when they are able, it makes more economic sense to force them to 
become slaves than to obey God and remove them from the land. Ephraim (tribe who 
descended from Joseph’s youngest boy) did not drive out the Canaanites who were living in 
Gezer; so the Canaanites lived in Gezer among them.  Zebulun did not drive out the inhabitants 
of Kitron, or the inhabitants of Nahalol; so the Canaanites lived among them and became 
subject to forced labor.  Zebulun probably got that idea from Manasseh.  Once again, 
convenience is more important that obedience. Asher did not drive out the inhabitants of Acco, 
or the inhabitants of Sidon, or of Ahlab, or of Achzib, or of Helbah, or of Aphik, or of Rehob.  So 
the Asherites lived among the Canaanites, the inhabitants of the land; for they did not drive 
them out.  Naphtali did not drive out the inhabitants of Beth-shemesh, or the inhabitants of 
Beth-anath, but lived among the Canaanites, the inhabitants of the land; and the inhabitants of 
Beth-shemesh and Beth-anath became forced labor for them.  Then the Amorites forced the 
sons of Dan into the hill country, for they did not allow them to come down to the valley; yet the 
Amorites persisted in living in Mount Heres, in Aijalon and in Shaalbim; but when the power of 
the house of Joseph grew strong, they became forced labor. The border of the Amorites ran 
from the ascent of Akrabbim, from Sela and upward.”  (Judges 1:19-36)  Worst of all, the tribe 
of Dan not only doesn’t conquer the territory God assigned to them but actually has to retreat 
back into the hills.  No longer is it the borders of the land God drew, it’s the borders the 
Amorites drew.  So in chapter one, we see Israel’s gradual drift from allowing the Canaanites to 
live among them to being allowed by the Canaanites to live among them to being forced out of 
their own territory by the Canaanites to the extent that the southern border of Israel is defined 
by the Amorites and not by God. God commanded Israel to remove every nation from the land 
and to possess it for themselves, but Israel failed to complete the job.   Why? 
 



Chapter 2:1-5 explains the reason for Israel’s political problems. “Now the angel of the LORD 
came up from Gilgal to Bochim. The angel of the Lord always refers to God visiting His people; 
actually the pre-incarnate Son of God. For a Jew familiar with the Old Testament, reading that 
the angel of the Lord arrives at Bochin from Gilgal would be significant.  Gilgal was a town just 
west of the Jordan River where Israel had made a covenant with God as they first entered the 
Promised Land.  Gilgal means “to roll” because at Gilgal God told Israel in Joshua 5:9, “Today I 
have rolled away the reproach of Egypt from you.”  Gilgal was the place that God forgave 
Israel’s sins and entered into a relationship with them based on grace and loving kindness.  
Bochim on the other hand means “weeping” and we’ll soon see why. “And he said, "I brought 
you up out of Egypt and led you into the land which I have sworn to your fathers; and I said, 'I 
will never break My covenant with you, and as for you, you shall make no covenant with the 
inhabitants of this land; you shall tear down their altars.' But you have not obeyed Me; what is 
this you have done?” Chapter one of Judges sounds like the Israelites’ explanation of what’s 
happened since Joshua died.  “We conquered a lot of territory but there was some territory we 
were unable to conquer.  After all, the tribes on the plains have chariots.  Other tribes forced us 
back into the hills.  And we lost some of the ground we had gained.  We tried but we just 
couldn’t do it.”  Chapter 2 is God’s explanation of what’s happened.  “You have disobeyed Me.”  
How? They made covenants with the nations of Canaan even though God told them not to.  
They didn’t tear down their altars even though God told them to.  Instead of wiping out the 
nations, they made slaves of them.  Israel has only partially obeyed God and God calls partial 
obedience, disobedience. "Therefore I also said, 'I will not drive them out before you; but they 
will become as thorns in your sides and their gods will be a snare to you.'" Why were the 
Israelites unable to drive out the nations?  Not because the nations were too strong but 
because their own faith and obedience was too weak.  The root of their military and political 
problems is spiritual.  Their relationship with God has gone backwards rather than forward from 
where it was at Gilgal.  “When the angel of the LORD spoke these words to all the sons of Israel, 
the people lifted up their voices and wept.”  Which is why this place came to be known as 
Bochim. “So they named that place Bochim; and there they sacrificed to the LORD.”  Chapters 
one and two of Judges introduce the book and lay out its major themes.  Israel’s problems 
begin with half-heartedness; not taking God seriously; only partially obeying Him and this 
morning, I want to look at vs. 1-5,  and at three dangers which arise from partial obedience.   
First, Partial Obedience is Disobedience.  Second, Partial Obedience Separates us from God’s 
power.  And third, Partial Obedience guarantees more failure in the future. 
 
The first danger of partial obedience we find in vs. 1-5 of Judges 2 is that partial obedience is 
actually disobedience in God’s sight.  Israel could argue that they had obeyed God – to a certain 
extent.  They had crossed the Jordan.  They had fought the battles.  They had conquered a good 
part of the land.  Yet God says, “You have not obeyed Me.”  Partial obedience isn’t obedience, 
its disobedience.  God isn’t content to be Lord of part of life, He wants to be Lord of all of life.  
And that’s what makes partial obedience so insidious.  The Israelites could compare themselves 
with the Canaanites.  “We’re more obedient than those guys.”  They could have compared 
themselves with their parents.  “We’re more obedient than they were.” When we’re obedient 
in some areas, we excuse ourselves in the area where we’re not.  Yet when the angel of the 
Lord arrives at Bochim to reveal why Israel finds itself in its current mess, “You have not obeyed 



Me.”  “But what about all the times we have obeyed You?” “That doesn’t change the fact that 
you aren’t obeying Me in these areas.”  Does that mean that God demands perfection?  That if 
we slip up once here or there, we’re in big trouble?  What’s the difference between partial 
obedience and natural, human imperfection?  Partial obedience is accepting defeat.  We stop 
fighting.  We compromise.  We have no intention of carrying on the war.  We’ve made peace 
with the enemy.  “I know God wants me to love my wife as Christ loves the church, but to make 
our marriage better, I would have to change too much.”  “I know that God wants me to read my 
Bible more and spend more time with Him but with my schedule, that’s never going to 
happen.”  “I know I should forgive my brother, but I don’t see that ever happening.”  In each 
case, we’ve accepted defeat and disobedience as normal, with no plans for repentance and 
change.  So the question we have to ask ourselves is not, “Am I perfect?” but “Am I accepting 
defeat as the normal Christian life?”  It’s not that I lose a battle here or there or trip once in a 
while.  It’s that I have stopped growing, given up and am tolerating compromise and 
disobedience. 
 
Vs 1-5 of Judges 2 reveal a second danger of partial obedience: partial obedience separates us 
from God’s power.  Notice that because Israel is not obeying God, God says in vs. 3, "Therefore I 
also said, 'I will not drive them out before you;”   Why has Israel been unable to conquer the 
nations of Canaan or to hold on to the land they have conquered?  Not because the nations 
were stronger or larger or had iron chariots but because God stopped fighting their battles for 
them.  Why did God stop driving the nations out for Israel?  Israel stopped obeying God.  When 
we choose to obey God, God gives us the ability to obey Him and the power we need to do 
what He calls us to do.  No obedience, no power.  That means that we don’t have the power to 
obey until we choose to obey. Israel marched into battle with armies far larger and better 
equipped than theirs.  They attacked their enemies, swinging their swords, trusting that God 
would fight for them.  But it wasn’t until they engaged the enemy that God’s power became 
evident.  Sometimes He rained huge hail stones on their enemies from heaven, other times He 
struck fear and confusion into the hearts of their enemies so that they ran away, other times 
just a few were able to conquer the many.  But He always showed up when Israel trusted and 
obeyed and by the end of the battle, everybody knew that God was responsible for the victory.  
The power to conquer came as after their decision to obey, never prior.  We don’t experience 
God’s power to obey until we try to obey.  I used to pray that God would supernaturally open 
up opportunities for me to talk to people about Jesus; that people would just ask me, “Excuse 
me but could you explain to me how I can have eternal life?”  I wanted Him to take away my 
fear and replace it with boldness; take away the uncertainty and replace it with a clear, obvious 
path before I would open my mouth.  In essence, I wanted to eliminate any need for faith on 
my behalf.  That’s why He’s never answered that prayer.  It’s not until I step out in faith in spite 
of my fear and bring up Christ in conversation that I see Him work.  He doesn’t seem to engage 
until I engage.  I used to pray that God would take way my anxieties or my lusts or whatever 
temptation were plaguing me.  But He didn’t.  It wasn’t until I put those things to death, until I 
resisted temptation, until I said, “I will not let my heart be troubled,” or “I will not look at that,” 
or “I will not choose to be bitter or petty or selfish, ” that I experienced the power of God to 
follow through on that decision.  God did not drive out my enemies until I put the car in drive 
and stepped on the gas. That’s what Paul means in Philippians 2:12-13 when he writes, “Work 



out your salvation with fear and trembling for it is God who is at work in you to work and to do 
His good pleasure.”  I don’t experience God’s work in me until I go to work myself.  That’s why 
partial, incomplete obedience – which is just another word for disobedience – separates us 
from the power of God.  “You have not obeyed Me, therefore I will not drive them out before 
you.”  God works when we work. 
 
Here’s the third danger of partial obedience; partial obedience guarantees more failure in the 
future.  Look at vs. 3 again. 'I will not drive them out before you; but they will become as thorns 
in your sides and their gods will be a snare to you.'  Vs. 3 explains why Israel begins a downward 
spiral which does not end until David becomes king 400 years later.  Because they chose co-
existence over conquest, the Canaanites will continue to oppress them and pull them away 
from God, the source of their life, their health and their strength.   That’s the theme of the book 
of Judges; 400 years of political and spiritual oppression by the enemies who surround them 
and Israel’s deterioration as a society and all because this generation was half-hearted in their 
obedience to God.  Their half-hearted relationship with God curses their children and their 
children’s children and their children for generations to come.  Why does God give us 
commands?  To protect and to prosper and to bless us: because He knows the end from the 
beginning; He knows what actions lead to what consequences.  Commanding Israel to rid their 
land of the tribes who lived there wasn’t some arbitrary test of their faith and obedience; it was 
necessary for them to thrive.  And whenever we settle for partial obedience, whenever we 
don’t take God’s commands seriously, we are setting ourselves up for more failure in the future 
and forfeiting all the unforeseen ways God wants to bless us.  Obedience today is necessary for 
blessing tomorrow.  We don’t know what God has planned for us so we can’t see how essential 
doing what He calls us to do now is to getting to where He wants to take us.  Rick Angell anger 
issue.  I think that many of the problems in our country today can be traced back to a 
disobedient church and Christians not following Jesus wholly.  The children of the generation of 
Israelites who did not follow God wholly became idol worshipers, and we see the same thing 
happening today.  The children of lukewarm, disobedient Christians usually don’t become 
committed disciples of Jesus.  They go the other direction, many times rejecting Christ because 
they didn’t see Him in their parents.  And their children often have 
no interest or even knowledge of Christ.  As Christian, we can complain about how secular and 
godless and anti-Christian American society has become, but a lot of the blame can be laid at 
the feet of past generations of Christians who were not salt and light in the society but who 
pursued their own lusts and ambitions instead of Christ.  One of the big lessons we’ll learn from 
Judges is that partial obedience leads to more failure down the road, because the decisions of 
one generation impact not only their own future but the future of generations to come.   
 
So how does this apply to us?  Ask yourself, “Where am I settling for less than God wants for 
me?  What am I tolerating that I should not be tolerating?  Where have I given up the fight and 
decided to live in on-going disobedience to God? For me, it’s personal evangelism.  I’ve lived in 
the Bay Area for so long that I’ve just assumed that no one is interested in Christ so why bother 
even bringing up the subject?  Unless somebody brings up spiritual things first, I seldom take 
the initiative for fear of offending or turning people off to Christ.  Like the Israelites who got 
used to living among the Canaanites, I have gotten used to being silent about my faith.  But I’ve 



been reading the book of Acts in the New Testament lately and I’ve been reminded that 
salvation belongs to the Lord and that He calls people to Himself through the preaching of the 
gospel.  My job isn’t to convince anyone.  My job is to step out in faith and be obedient and see 
what He will do.  I preach the gospel here every Sunday – but that’s not enough.  Like every 
Christian, I’m responsible to take the initiative to explain to people why the gospel is good news 
today.  That’s my area of incomplete obedience – what’s yours?  Maybe it’s not meeting daily 
with Jesus in the Scriptures and in prayer.  Maybe it’s hanging on to bitterness and refusing to 
forgive.  Maybe it’s a destructive habit you just won’t give up.  The issue isn’t perfection.  The 
issue is the acceptance of defeat; that you’ve stopped fighting and you’re tolerating something 
you shouldn’t.  If that is the case, partial obedience is separating you from the power and 
blessing of God and is guaranteeing further failure and misery in the future.  So what do I do? 
 
Twice in the first chapters of Judges, we’re told that all this happened after Joshua died and 
that during all the days of the Judges, every man did what was right in his own eyes.  One of the 
big lessons of Judges is that Israel needs a king to follow God wholly.  And the problems of 
Judges don’t end until David becomes that king.  That’s our problem as well.  We need a king, a 
leader and a guide.  Joshua and David are both pictures of that king, the king of kings and the 
Lord of lords and how God’s people will only be able to obey God wholeheartedly when He 
reins over them.  Obedience to God is the result of making Jesus my king.  We don’t have an 
obedience problem, we have a lordship problem.  The more I spend time with Jesus, listening to 
Him in His word, walking with Him, learning how to follow Him, the more obedient I want to be 
to God because Jesus’ heart becomes my heart.  If I focus on obedience, obedience will elude 
me.  If I focus on my relationship with Christ, obedience becomes natural.  The gospel is that 
God does for us what we could not do for ourselves.  I could not obey God before I became a 
Christian and I cannot obey God now.  That’s why the gospel is such good news.  God sends 
Jesus to live the life I have failed to live and then clothes me with His perfect record of 
righteousness when I put my faith in Him, dies the death I deserved to die, suffering in my place 
the just punishment my sins deserved so that God can pardon me of all my sins, past, present 
and future; and then rises from the dead in my behalf so that He can now live in me and give 
me the ability to obey God the way He obeyed God.  My ability to obey depends on my 
relationship with Jesus.  That’s why He said, “Apart from Me, you can do nothing.”  
If you’re a Christian, the only way you can obey God is by staying close to Jesus, spending time 
with Him and relying on Him for the strength and wisdom and motivation you need.  If you’re 
not a Christian, you can become one this morning. 
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