
Judges 6:33-7:25: God’s strength through weakness

OUTLINE

God uses reticent doubters
God uses tiny armies

INTRODUCTION

Paul was troubled by a thorn in the flesh, a deliberate, providential, God permitted thorn 
which forced Paul to depend upon God more closely and kept him from pride (2 Cor. 12:1-
8).  Paul prayed three times that the thorn might be removed, but instead of the modern 
expectation that God works for our comfort and happiness, God said this, 2 Cor. 12:9. ‘But 
he said to me, "My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness." 
Therefore I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may
rest upon me. 10 For the sake of Christ, then, I am content with weaknesses, insults, 
hardships, persecutions, and calamities. For when I am weak, then I am strong.’  Paul learnt
the lesson that God delights to use our weakness as His opportunity to display His glory.  
When we are weak, then the power that has to bring about the results must be His and He 
gets the glory for the victory not us.  In a day where vanity is an industry, where we 
Photoshop photographs of ourselves, in our day of practiced non-make up selfies as an act 
of daring; to present ourselves as inadequate and weak and deficient seems contrary to 
reason.  This is the necessary lesson that we learn from Gideon in his famous fleece saga 
and his first military encounter.  God uses the base things of this world that no flesh may 
glory in His presence, our weaknesses are not reasons for apathy or inactivity but a closer 
dependence upon God. 

Our portion begins with the foreign invasion recorded in v33, ‘Now all the Midianites and the
Amalekites and the people of the East came together, and they crossed the Jordan and 
encamped in the Valley of Jezreel.’  The threat is on the doorstep, they have crossed the 
border, the Jordan river.  However we are pointed to God intervening to make His strength 
known through weakness, v34, ‘But the Spirit of the LORD clothed Gideon, and he sounded 
the trumpet, and the Abiezrites were called out to follow him.’  The description here is 
stronger than the usual, the ‘Spirit came upon him’ phrase used of Samson and others.  
Moved by the Spirit, possibly in a fit of righteous anger he blows the trumpet to rally the 
people of God for war.  The Abiezrites, his own clan answer first, the Manasseh his tribe and
finally Asher, Zebulun and Naphtali (v35).  

God uses reticent doubters

When the heat of the moment settles down, we see Gideon returning to his normal 
doubting, self-effacing state of mind in the well-known fleece episode.  Some have thought 
that he was trying to renege on his original intentions to fight.  But it appears more like he 
is just doubtful.  He does not know God, nor fully believe that God will do what He has said 
and so tests God.  We know from the testing of God in the wilderness, and the temptation 



of Christ in the wilderness that testing God is a way of officially doubting God.  It is a way of
attacking His character saying that He cannot be trusted but has to give further assurances 
as if His word is not enough.  What Gideon does here is not something to imitate.  God 
however, condescends to his doubt and twice answers his requests for a sign.  First the 
fleece is wet with a bowlful of dew and the ground dry, and then the ground wet and the 
fleece dry (v36-40).

God’s condescension to Gideon’s weakness displays God’s grace and patient with doubting 
sinners.  This flies in the face of the Word of Faith teaching that has spiritualised self-
confidence and claims that God only answers our total confidence.  God knows our dust and
inabilities and is gentle and patient when we are weak.  He does not excuse sin but still 
continues to treat His children according to grace.

This drama of the fleeces is not a pattern for how Christians can know the will of God.  We 
are not to emulate Gideon and ask for signs to determine whether our own decisions are 
correct.  If you read carefully Gideon is not asking whether he is doing God’s will or not, he 
knows that the enemies of Israel must be fought, Gideon is asking for assurances not 
direction.  This therefore cannot serve as a norm for Christians seeking God’s will.  God has 
given us His word, and in it we have clear indications of His will for us, we are to follow His 
commands applying the principles and precepts of the word in the various situations that we
find ourselves in.  We are to make the most God-glorifying decision we can and are not 
expected to know the future.  

We are often unbelieving fools.  We reason to ourselves, if God does this, then I can know 
that He is pleased and I have made the right decision.  God-glorifying decisions are not 
decisions that have been made on the basis of prophetic insight and perfect knowledge, you
could know the future perfectly and still make the right decision in the wrong way.  Instead 
true God glorifying decisions are those that are done for the motive of Glorifying God; 
following the precepts of the word, and if there are no precepts following principles taught 
in the word; and done in a spirit of faith and trust knowing that God holds the future, He is 
a good Father and that He is perfectly capable of causing His good purposes to succeed.     

The fleeces should remind us that God uses imperfect believers, those who doubt and have 
not yet to fully trust Him.  We should see His grace and patience and learn the lesson that 
Gideon had not learned, that God is true to His word, and that His word is enough.  We 
must not test God but learn the lesson of His faithfulness from His word and not our fleeces.
Gideon had a lot less of the bible than we have and we have no excuse for doubting God’s 
promises.

God uses tiny armies  

Next we see God whittling down Gideon’s army so that His strength will be apparent not 
theirs.  God gives His motive in 7:2, ‘The LORD said to Gideon, "The people with you are too
many for me to give the Midianites into their hand, lest Israel boast over me, saying, 'My 
own hand has saved me.'  The first act of reducing the army removed 22000 fearful people 



leaving 10000 of 32000 (v3).  No doubt this was a sane thing to do as fearful people would 
be unreliable and would flee and be routed in battle.  This pervading atmosphere of fear 
might be the reason for the name ‘the spring of Harod’ 7:1 as Harod means trembling.  This 
was too many people so God reduced them again by who drank like a dog and who brought 
the water up to their mouths in their hand v4-8.  I remember hearing a sermon on why God
chose those who drank this way, they said it is because they remained vigilant, or that they 
kept their other hand on their weapon.  This is an attempt to find something noteworthy in 
the army that can account for their success.  This way of thinking goes against the whole 
flow of the text.  God wants to show Himself as strong not the army.  You will see that not 
one of these men got to use their swords as the enemy armies fled.  They were not chosen 
for their strength but arbitrarily to minimise the army that God might be seen as strong.  

The numbers of the enemy armies are overwhelming to this force of 300.  99% of Israel’s 
army has been removed.  These are not the 300 of Greek fame that held back a whole 
army, but a token of our weakness, a canvas for God’s strength.  The enemies we are told 
are like locusts, or sand on the seashore and had camels without number (7:12).  God once 
again is gracious and condescends to the fear that Gideon and his armies must have felt.  
He tells Gideon that if he is afraid that he should go down into the camp to listen to their 
conversation and then he will be strengthened (7:9-11).  He overhears a conversation about
a barley loaf that rolls into the camp and overturns a tent.  He overhears someone else 
interpreting that it is obviously Gideon and Israel will have the victory (7:13-14).  

God has demonstrated His great power in putting a dream, as He often does with pagans 
into the mind of the enemy and that with an interpretation obvious to the enemy that 
Gideon will win.  Gideon worships! (7:15).  He now beholds more of the glory of God and is 
overwhelmed at what He sees.  In this fuller picture of God’s glory he goes back to the camp
and rouses his men to attack that very night.  The plan is to have the men surround the 
camp with trumpets and torches all of a sudden break the jars hiding the torches, and 
shout, ‘For the LORD and for Gideon’ (7:15-18).  This is the ultimate in psychological 
warfare.  The sound, surprise, the apparent appearance of three armies, as well as the 
timing of the return of 1/3 of the army from the watch as armed men walked past the tents 
of those suddenly awoken.  These would all have been surprised, those in the camp who 
were returning from watch would have drawn their swords, those rushing out of their tents 
with sleep in their eyes would have weapons in hand.  And with the appearance of being 
surrounded and invaded they would have attacked each other in the confusion.  The 
stampeding of numberless camels no doubt would have helped (7:19-22).  This caused the 
armies to flee and other tribes of Israel were called in to mop up (7:22-25).

The lesson is plain.  When we are weak, not only is God strong, He loves to use our 
weakness as His opportunity to show His strength.  When we see ourselves as having few 
gifts and no apparent effect for Christ; when we see how small our numbers are; when we 
think how unattractive and unflashy our worship services and buildings are; or the fact that 
we don’t have any famous superstars who have high powered conversion stories, all of this 
is irrelevant.  God is strong, and He gives us the victory.  Be faithful with whatever 



impossible task He has given to you to do, believe His promises and leave the results to 
Him.  He delights to show forth His strength through our weakness.            


