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How to Use this Study Guide
This study is designed to help you consistently spend time in God’s Word. You will gain more from it when you do it day by day rather than trying to stuff it all in at once. The Bible is God’s message to you, and He wants to speak with you personally each and every day. 

Unless instructed otherwise, use only the Scriptures to answer the questions. Rather than go to commentaries or notes in a study Bible, enjoy the excitement of letting God speak to you from His word. When we need help in interpretation because of a difficult passage or because of cultural information, I will include it in the lesson. Trust God for insight. 

Light for Today—Scripture to memorize that brings out an essential thought from the week’s study. Feel free to use any translation you prefer; you may want to copy the verse in your version on the back of your card.

Story —Each lesson includes a true story that relates the truths of the week’s lesson to a woman’s real life experience. Some of the names have been changed to protect the guilty! These stories will encourage you in your walk with God and your growth in godliness. 
Mother’s Application—Day Five includes some thoughts of how the principles of the lesson apply to mothers, for those who are interested. 
Specific types of questions included in each day’s work:

Sharing questions ask you to write stories, insights, and applications from your own life. You will never be forced to share one of these answers aloud with your group; however, growing in community with one another requires us to be open and vulnerable so please volunteer to share. What you share may be a needed influence in another woman’s life.

Responding to God questions are reminders that we study God’s Word so that He can speak to us and change us thereby. Thus, we should be listening for His voice. These questions ask for a response to God’s personal message to you. I have found that writing out my prayers helps me to focus better on what I need to say to God. No one will ask you to read yours, but you should always feel free to share your response with your group. Sometimes you will be asked to draw a picture. Please try! Stick figures work very well:) We each have different ways to learn and some of us learn best by drawing. 

More Light are optional questions designed for those who want to dig deeper. Some of the answers will be easy for even a beginning Bible student, and some will require more experience in God’s Word. As a group you will not discuss these, but the background that you gain will certainly enrich your personal study.

Introduction
We are bombarded daily by the impact of media and culture on our lives. Like it or not, our advanced technology has rendered us incapable of escaping it. Though we may seek retreat in our churches and our private schools, our world is always there, intruding upon our lives and our homes.

The question becomes, not “how can we escape it”, but “how do we deal with such a world?” Sometimes it seems that the Amish may have a good plan. Let’s just escape to our own private world where we do not allow intrusion. But then what do we do with the commandments to be salt and light? 

What we need is discernment, the ability to see clearly through what we encounter in our world so that we use wisdom as we live in the culture. The book of Judges details a dark time when the culture negatively impacted the people of God, and we can learn life lessons from this time and place so long ago.

The Old Testament is primarily the story of God and his people, the descendants of Abraham, the nation of Israel. The history recorded is rich if we take the time to study and apply it. Seek God and ask him to make these stories come alive for you. Put yourself in the midst of the circumstances. Consider what it would be like to live in such a place and such a time. Discover the parallels to your own world and learn from it.

I pray that this study will be enlightening and rewarding for you. I have learned from my own experience that the more I put into a study, the more God will give me. Don’t be tempted to hurry through it each day, just marking it off of a list of “Things to Do.” Instead, meditate and consider what God wants to teach you about your personal life. Work on it day by day so that you are able to hear God’s voice as you return to his message. Don’t take shortcuts by referring to footnotes or study notes at the bottom of your Bible. God is perfectly capable of speaking to you personally. Let him!

Kay Daigle

January 2010

Lesson One:  Follow God’s Call

Light for Today
“I am the sovereign God.  

Walk before me and be blameless.”
Genesis 17:1b-c (NET)

When my daughter was a year old, my husband got a job in West Texas. At that time, we were living in Houston with both of our families nearby. Despite being a native Texan, this area of the state was quite foreign to me. I imagined a greener, hillier place with at least a few trees. If you have even been there, you know this is not the case! I had to adjust to a desert with tumbleweeds blowing down the streets and alleys. Even worse, the move uprooted me; I was now without any family or friends nearby with only a small child as my primary daytime companion. 

Background

This week before we begin a study of the book of Judges itself, we back up in time to set the stage for the era of the judges. We begin with the father of Israel, Abraham. He, too, left his homeland and journeyed into the unknown because God called him to do so. When I think of Abraham’s situation, I realize how much more difficult that would have been than mine—no map, no pictures, no preview visit, no trips back home!

Day One Study

More Light: As you go through today’s lesson, use a Bible map or atlas to find the locations mentioned. 

As we begin looking at the roots of the Jewish nation, let’s begin by reading what Stephen said about Abraham in the New Testament. Read Acts 7:2-3.  

1.  Where was Abraham living when God first appeared to him? (This is in Iraq today.) What did God call him to do? 

Read Genesis 11:27-12:8. (Abraham’s original name was Abram.)

2.  By comparing what you read in Acts with this passage, you will notice that Abram had not completely obeyed God’s word to him. How was his obedience incomplete? In other words, what part of God’s instructions did he fail to do?

I find this so encouraging! Although Abraham is known as a great man of faith, he didn’t begin that way; rather, he grew in faith through the years. After he moved to Haran, God appeared to him again. 

3.  List the promises that God gave him in Gen. 12:1-8. What was the condition for God to fulfill them? 

Put yourself in Abraham’s place. This move must have been similar to the moves of the early pioneers who struck out across America in covered wagons. If you have ever been to the Middle East, you have probably seen the tents of the Bedouins, the nomads who move from place to place. Picture Abraham and his family in that kind of situation. 

Read Hebrews 11:1-2, 8-10.

4.  What was the key to Abraham’s obedience according to Hebrews 11:8-10?  Define true faith according to Hebrews 11:1.

Imagine traveling a road that is unmarked and unmapped. Your only guide is a person who claims to know where he is going. (There is a chance that you do not have to imagine this if you have had this experience with your husband or father.) The key to getting to the right destination is the wisdom and knowledge of the guide. If he knows the way, you do not have to be concerned because you can trust in the one who is directing you. So it was with Abraham; he trusted that God knew the place and the way and would not mislead him.

Too often we mistakenly think that we are in control and know where we are going in life; however, only God knows the future. Only God can direct us to the place where He wants to bless us, just as He did Abraham. He calls us to obey and follow.

5.  Sharing Question: Describe the circumstances or situation in your life right now in which it is most difficult for you to trust God. Perhaps you feel that he is leading you into the darkness where you do not know the way. How does this relate to Hebrews 11:1? (Be honest with where you are in life with your group, knowing this is a safe place to be transparent.)

6.  Responding to God: Ask God to give you the faith to trust him. Express the specific situation and leave the answer with him. Write out your prayer below. 

Day Two Study

Yesterday we saw that God made some pretty big promises to Abram. Let’s read the accounts of other situations when God spoke to him.

7.  Read Gen. 13:14-18. Compare these promises with those in Gen. 12:1-3.

More Light: Use any commentaries which you have or find online resources and read about the promises to Abraham in Gen. 12:1-3.

8.  Read Gen. 15:1-6. About which promise was Abram questioning God? What was God’s response?

Abram was eighty-four- years old at this point and had been in the land ten years. (See Gen. 12:4.)

9.  How does this help you understand why he was skeptical that God would answer his prayer?
Sometimes we pray and pray and begin to think that God has deserted us and is not answering our prayers. Sometimes the problem is just the timing; God’s answer is coming, but we lack the faith to wait.

10.  Consider the parable that Jesus taught in Luke 18:1-7. What principle do you learn from this parable that you can apply to the circumstances or situation that you mentioned yesterday in question #5?

11.  Sharing question: Share about a time in your own life when God’s timing was different from yours. Did you trust God or take matters into your own hands? What was the outcome?

12.  Responding to God: Spend a few minutes quietly sitting in God’s presence. Be still and listen for his voice. Ask him to show you any situation in your life today in which you are being impatient rather than waiting on his perfect timing. Confess that lack of faith, knowing that he forgives. Write down your thoughts or prayer below. 

Day Three Study

Genesis 15 was a turning point in Abraham’s life. At this time he believed God and it was credited to him as righteousness (v. 6). What is righteousness? Righteousness is “conformity to all that [God] commands or appoints.”1
13.  Copy Gen. 15:6.

14.  Responding to God: Ask God if you have truly conformed to ALL that he commands. Open your heart before him so that you hear his answer. Write down your thoughts. 

More Light: Look up Gen 15:6 in several translations. If you don’t have other translations at home, go to online resources such as bible.org, which has every verse in a number of translations. 

The fourth chapter of Romans uses Gen. 15:6 to prove Paul’s argument to the Jews that faith alone places us in right relationship with God. Neither Abraham nor any of us can be totally righteous because we do not always align ourselves with God’s best. 

Read Romans 4:2-8.

15.  Paul says that Abraham didn’t earn God’s righteousness through his goodness and works; rather, it was solely based on his faith. What are some works or actions one might do in the hopes that God would accept or love her more?

We cannot gain God’s favor with our works because we can never be good enough. We can try as hard as we can, but we will always fall short of the perfection of God. It’s not a matter of tipping the scales to your side, of having more on the good side than the bad. All sin, small or large, separates us from God. If there is even one sin on that side of the scales, the scales are tipped to that side. However, we learn good news from the faith of Abraham: God accepts our faith in Jesus to take all sins off of the scales, and he replaces our failures with his perfection. He gives us the gift of life in him so that we become his children and live with him forever.

16.  Responding to God: Where are you in the journey of faith? Do you trust that Jesus is God who came to earth to give you his righteousness or do you believe that your own goodness is enough for God’s acceptance? Talk to God honestly about your situation. If you are confused in any way, talk to your leader or someone else in your group. All of us have been on a similar journey. 

Seeing clearly through the darkness begins at the point of trusting Jesus to give you his righteousness because he carried the penalty of your sins on the cross. He then gives you eyes to see through the darkness around you and the power to live differently than you did before. He gives you his Spirit to live within you to guide you through the darkness into his love. 

17.  Responding to God: Write a prayer or poem expressing your thanks to God for the gift of his righteousness. 

Day Four Study

Yesterday we saw that Abraham’s faith was the basis of his relationship with God.  As we continue to move forward in time, let’s review the promises that God gave him. 

18.  Review the promises God gave to Abraham, which you listed in #7 of this week’s study. What additional promises did God give Abram in Gen. 15:13-16?

After God’s appearance in Gen. 15, Abram decided to help God make good his promise of a son. Abram quite happily agreed to his wife’s plan to father a child by her maid. At the age of 86, Abram’s son Ishmael was born. 

Read Gen. 17:1-8, 15-22.

19.  Compare the promises in Gen. 17:2-8 with those you have seen in the other verses that you have considered in this lesson.

20.  What did God promise Abraham about his heirs (Gen. 17:15-22)? 

More Light: Read what others say about Gen. 17:15-22 in your resources. 
Abraham’s son Isaac became the father of Jacob, later renamed Israel. The nation he founded inherited the promises given to Isaac; these promises form the basis for understanding so much of the history of the Jews, including the book of Judges. 

21.  Read 1 Peter 1:3-5. God has given us an inheritance as well. How does Peter describe our inheritance? 

22.  Sharing question: Have you ever inherited anything? Besides simply gaining the money, land, or stuff itself, what did it mean to you that someone chose to give you something of herself or himself?

23.  Responding to God: Write a prayer or poem expressing your emotions, knowing that God has chosen you as his heir and that someday your inheritance in heaven will be revealed. 

Day Five Study

Reread Gen. 17:1, our memory verse for this week. We are calling these verses Light for Today. Use your cards to carry with you or paste on your mirror. Although these are God’s words to Abraham, he is God Almighty or the Sovereign God in our lives as well. The name reveals something about God. It is interesting that He used that name for the first time here when He wanted Abram to believe something almost impossible to believe.

Read Hebrews 11:11-12.

24.  What about this situation required God to reveal himself as God Almighty or the Sovereign God? In other words, why might Abraham and Sarah have needed that reassurance at this time in their lives?

More Light: Use a concordance or online resource to find other verses that refer to God by this name, God Almighty or the Sovereign God (NET). 2
25.  Responding to God: Is there a situation in your life right now where you need to know that God is God Almighty or that He is sovereign? Write a prayer to God expressing your faith in Him that He has the power to do the impossible. Praise him as God Almighty!

Read Gen. 21:1-2.

26.  How do you see God’s faithfulness revealed in these verses?

If we studied Abraham’s life in detail, we would see him grow in faith as God was faithful and proved himself capable of fulfilling his promises. Our faith grows, also, as God stretches us through life experiences. Sadly, we are often so focused on ourselves that we do not recognize God’s work in our lives. I look back on my youth, and now I can see the hand of God upon me, but then all I could see was me. I failed to see clearly through the darkness because I wasn’t focused on what was beyond the present. 

27.  Sharing question: Relate how you now see God at work during a difficult period when you found it hard to believe that God was doing anything at the time. 

28.  Responding to God: Write a prayer or a poem of thanks that God is faithful and almighty. Make it personal to a situation you face today. 

Seeing in the darkness depends on faith in God. We must trust Him to know what is best for us and follow him even into the wilderness without maps, without water, without companions.

Each week at the end of our study, we will read the story of a woman who has experienced some truth from our lesson. Some of the names are real and some have been changed to protect the innocent (or the guilty as the story may reveal). You will also see an optional section which includes some parenting applications. Your group will not discuss either of these sections.   

Karen’s Story

Twelve years ago, I watched as my husband of twenty years drove away for what I thought would be a normal day of work. That day, he did not return home. Shortly after, I learned that he had no intention of coming home again. To make matters worse, he was residing over two thousand miles away from Dallas. Being reared in a very small rural town, I never would have imagined that I would be left alone in a large city without the comfort of family nearby. I soon realized that I was to be solely responsible for the emotional care of two children, and that they too must be required to bear this loss. To add to the dilemma, I had no car, no job, nor had I worked for many years. It was a local Christian psychologist who would help me acknowledge my state of abandonment. I realized that my life had dealt events that I would never have chosen for myself.

It was not surprising and seemed quite natural that I would turn to the faith of my family to rely on for support and strength. Being raised in a very devout Christian family was a support that I never had realized was so strong a force in my life. Soon I also learned that as a single woman I would face many obstacles along the way of life. Each time fear would overcome my heart, it would be through prayer, God’s word, and Christian friends that I would find the strength to travel on. Each time that I relied on God, my faith would only grow stronger. My faith became an action, not a feeling. God became the protection over my life and the guardian of my heart. No, he was not someone I could physically touch or see, but by faith, I knew I could rely on his presence. Whenever I would measure my obstacles against the size of God, I would take refuge in the sight of all that He is and has provided for us. I claimed God’s promise that as his child, I could run into his loving arms and find a safe haven and resting place.

As I look back on this journey of faith in God, I see no ashes or shambles. I see a cross and a loving relationship that has been cultivated and nourished. Jesus has revealed Himself to me each day. Yes, I had many days of raging waters, but my Jesus was there to carry me and bring into his safe bosom of love and rest. He can conquer the wildest storm. He has carried me through a valley so low into a love relationship with himself that is the treasure of my heart and life.

I am reminded of a scripture that was one of my favorites during this time. Matthew 11:28-30 reads, “Come unto me all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your soul. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.”

From time to time all families must endure loss and difficulties of life. God is so ready to not just stand beside us, but he is ready to carry us through the storm. God has been faithful to me; I have a responsibility to be faithful to him.

A Mother’s Application

It is so helpful as a mother to remember that Abraham became a man of faith. Through the difficult experiences and the trials that God allowed, he learned that he could trust God and that God could make his promises come true. We have to grow into the faith of Abraham if we are to be the mothers that God intends us to be. Each time that God proves himself to us it grows our faith. 

When I was a new mother, I used to pray that Jesus would return before my children became teenagers. I remembered some difficult years for my mother when my sister and I were that age, and so I wasn’t looking forward to dealing with that as a mother. However, by the time my daughter and son were teens, I had grown in my faith and had learned to trust them to God. If they became rebellious, I decided that I would accept and trust that God was in control and had the ability to bring them home again. I am very thankful that the teenage years never presented the problems that I envisioned, but I used those early years to prepare myself spiritually for the prospect of some hard years ahead. 

Are you prepared for rebellion, for illness, or for trials in the lives of your children? Begin now by praying for them and asking God to grow your faith so that you are ready to trust him with your children. He loves them more than you do and he knows what is best for them. Believe God’s word: “And we know that God causes all things to work together for good to those who love God, to those who are called according to his purpose” (Rom. 8:28).

Say a prayer entrusting your children to God, believing that he knows best about them.

Lesson Two:  Trust in God’s Faithfulness

Light for Today

“Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever!

Hebrews 13:8 (NET)

I am not sure we have many examples of faithfulness today. People used to take pride in being people of their word. Instead, we hear couples speak oaths of faithfulness at their wedding who simply decide they want to be free or happy, forsaking the vows that they made to one another. In the business world executives try to find ways to get around the contractual commitments made when they find those agreements less than profitable. Every day I come across people who do not follow through with the commitments and responsibilities they have agreed to shoulder, even in the church. 

God is so different from the world’s norm because he always carries out the promises he has given. He is a faithful God, who can be trusted to fulfill all that he has said in his word. Just as he was faithful to the promises to Abraham that we studied last week, so he will be faithful to his promises to you (Heb. 13:8—learn your memory verse).

Day One Study

1.  By way of review, what promises did God make over and over to Abraham, as you saw last week? (Look back at Gen. 12:1-3; 15:13-16.)

God is indeed a God of his word—faithful to fulfill all of his promises. We saw last week that the descendants of Abraham inherited the promises through Isaac, Jacob, and his twelve sons, who founded the twelve tribes of Israel. One of these sons was Joseph, whose story is told in the latter part of Genesis. Although his brothers sold him into slavery in Egypt, that became the means of saving his entire family during a famine. God orchestrated the events so that his word would be fulfilled. 

Review Gen. 15:13-14.

2.  What did God tell Abraham would happen to his descendants? How did this happen according to Ex. 1:8-14?

Read Exodus 3:1-4, 8-10.

3.  What was God’s plan to rescue his people out of slavery in Egypt? (Be sure and write down from which verses you get answers like this so that you can quickly find them again.) 

Read Exodus 3:11-4:17. 

More light: Write down the arguments/excuses that Moses tried to use with God.

Read Isaiah 6:1-8.

4.  Compare Isaiah’s response to God’s call in Is. 6:1-8 to Moses’ response.

5.  Sharing question: Is there something God has called you to do as a believer that you have failed to do, but have instead excused yourself, essentially arguing with God? It could be something specific to you or something he calls all believers to do. Be specific and openly confess your failure to your group. 

6.  Responding to God: Write a prayer of confession over this sin and a prayer of commitment, trusting that God will empower you as he did Moses. Ask for the faith and the courage to obey.

Day Two Study

God was at work though Moses to make good the promise of deliverance that he gave Abraham. Moses did go to Egypt and obey God. All that God promised Moses, God performed.

7.  List God’s promises to Moses in Ex. 3:19-22.

Exodus 7-10 chronicles nine miraculous plagues that God sent upon Egypt to compel Pharaoh to release the Jewish people. Because the ruler still would not permit them to leave, God sent one last, severe plague on the Egyptians. In it, he provided a beautiful picture of the salvation that he would eventually bring to us in Jesus Christ.

More Light: Read about the plagues in Ex. 7-10, considering the great power of God to make his promises come true.

Read Exodus 12:21-32, 40-41.

8.  Describe God’s instructions for the first Passover. What were the people to do? What were the consequences of failing to obey?

9.  How did the Passover picture the salvation that we have in Jesus? (Read John 1:29.)

10.  Why did God require the Jews to continue observing Passover throughout their generations (v. 42)?

11.  Sharing question: Describe a time in your life when you learned firsthand that God is faithful to his promises, or describe a current situation where you need to trust him. 

12.  Responding to God: Write a prayer or poem of celebration for God’s faithfulness to his word. 

Day Three Study

After the Jews left Egypt, they spent some time at Mount Sinai receiving God’s law, entering a covenant with him, and building a Tabernacle in which God would dwell in a special sense right in their midst. Just over a year later, they set off for the Land of Promise, called Canaan, the same land God gave to Abraham and his descendants according to his word in Genesis.
It has been estimated that approximately two million Jews were part of this traveling company led by God through a cloud by day and a fire by night.3 They eventually came to the edge of the Promised Land and stopped at Kadesh-Barnea.

Read Numbers 13:1-3, 25-33; 14:1-10, 26-35.

13.  What was the report of the ten spies and their advice to the people? How did Caleb and Joshua’s report differ and why?
14.  What was the root cause of the disobedience of the Israelites who were unwilling to enter the land promised by God? (See Heb. 3:15-19.) How does that attitude lead to disobedience to God? 
15.  What consequences followed their disobedience?

The same sin is always at the root of disobedience. Joshua and Caleb saw clearly through the darkness while the other spies could only see the darkness. We, too, can focus on the darkness or on the power and faithfulness of God. 

More light: Skim Numbers 15:32-17:12; 20:1-25:18. Note some of the events that happened during this time.  
16.  Sharing question: In what area do you struggle most to obey God? It could be that you fail to be pure in your thoughts. You may tell white lies to your friends or boss. You may not be faithful to what you say you will do. You may not be content. You may choose to please others rather than God. You may struggle to prioritize giving to God’s kingdom work. There are so many options! We all struggle with specific sins more than others. (Be honest here and be willing to be real with your group. It’s time for Christian women to take off the masks and love one another.) What are you failing to believe about God that leads to this disobedience? Think of a specific characteristic of God that lies at the root of your unbelief. Share it with your group.
17.  Responding to God: Confess your disobedience and your unbelief. Ask God for the grace to believe him in the areas where you struggle. Write your thoughts below. 

Day Four Study

Over and over we have seen God’s faithfulness to his promises. Just as he fulfilled his word to deliver the people from Egypt, so he was faithful to his promise that they would die in the wilderness rather than enter the land. Only those who had been children at the time of the spies’ report were able to possess the Land of Promise.

Once that entire generation died, Moses took the people a second time to the border of the land. There he gave his farewell sermon to the people. In it, he recounted God’s faithfulness and the people’s faithlessness. He gave them God’s final instructions for possessing the land and warned them of the consequences of disobedience.

Read Deut. 7:1-6, 17-23.

More light: Read all of Deut. 7, and write down your thoughts. 
18.  What did God instruct the people of Israel to do with the inhabitants of the Promised Land? Why? (This will become important when we get to the period of the Judges.)

Consider the situation—the Israelites would not get this land without a fight. They were facing war as they entered the land. 

19.  How did Moses encourage the people not to fear? What were they to remember (Deut. 7:17-19)?

20.  Sharing question: How can you apply this principle? What mighty deeds has God done in your life?

Read Deut. 34:1-12.

21.  What happened to Moses before the move into the land?

22.  How did God prepare Joshua for leading the people? 

23.  Responding to God: Thank God that he prepares you for any task that he gives you. Ask him for the insight to see any task that you have left undone out of unbelief and fear. Talk to him about moving forward with that task. 

Day Five Study

If faith is essential to our lives, we want to grow in our understanding of God so that we do trust him. 

24.  Look up these verses and write down your insights into God’s character:

a.  Deut. 34:5-8

b.  Psalm 135:5, 6

c.  Psalm 136:1

d.  Psalm 147:15

e.  2 Tim. 2:13

f.  1 John 1:9
25.  Sharing question: Which of the above verses applies to the unbelief that you mentioned on Day Three in #16 & #17? Why did you choose it?
More light: What story in the Bible illustrates the characteristic of God that you chose?  Read the story and consider what you learn about God from it.
26.  Illustrate in some way that quality of God that answered the previous question (#25). A stick picture would be fine! We aren’t all artists( 

27.  Responding to God: Read Ps. 145:1-7 and speak of his greatness to others today. Write down what you said and to whom you spoke it. 

The stories we have read aren’t just facts out of a history book; they contain truths that will change your life if your heart is open to God. So far, we have seen that God reaches out to us to draw us to himself. He calls us to follow him, and he blesses the faith that responds. We have also witnessed that God is faithful to his word in the lives of his people. If we are to see clearly through our present darkness, we must understand these truths so that we depend upon them when all seems unclear. 

Virginia’s Story
Being married to a corporate executive had all the perks of living a good life – country club living, tennis, fancy cars and a large beautiful home. Then the unexpected day arrived when the company my husband worked for was sold and he lost his job. We were momentarily stunned, but not concerned. After all, there were many other corporations out there. 

Months went by without any new prospects for work. There were younger corporate executives in the marketplace working for less pay. The savings dwindled, the bills piled up. We prayed, we went to church, we continued serving and trusting God, yet many more months went by without income. We kept waiting for the outpouring of income to support our lifestyle that we trusted God for, but it didn’t come. On the outside, we looked like we had it all together; but on the inside, we were crying. And, of course, pride was in the way of letting others know how bad things were. 

Finally, on a particular Sunday morning, we were getting ready for church when my husband called from the shower for a bar of soap. When I replied that we were out, it was the last straw. We fell apart and acknowledged that we were in serious trouble and would have to change our lifestyle. We were out of money and didn’t even have change in our pocket to buy bath soap! We left for church that morning in total despair, questioning the provision and faithfulness of God.

The pastor’s message that day was from Isaiah 43:18-19. “Do not call to mind the former things, or ponder things of the past. Behold, I will do something new. Now it will spring forth; will you not be aware of it? I will even make a roadway in the wilderness, rivers in the desert.” 

My husband and I listened to this message with tears running down our faces. We felt God was telling us to forget our old lifestyle, to be willing to accept a new way of life; and as we let go, he would provide in this wilderness time of our lives.

When we arrived home, there was a promotional package in a plastic bag hanging from the front door knob. Inside the bag was a bar of soap – the name of it was Spirit, and it was blue! (the color of my bathroom) We burst out laughing! How unusual for a promotional package to be delivered on a Sunday, but God used the timing and the product to, not only put a little humor in our situation, but to prove his faithfulness in even the little things. We learned from this experience that trusting in God’s faithfulness is not just for the future – a week, a month, a year; but faith is living moment by moment trusting that God is faithful in that very moment! Then, those moments link together for a future of experiencing God’s faithfulness.

That date in August of 1993 was a turning point in our lives. We have never regained that lifestyle, but we don’t miss it. God had something totally different in mind for us. Our financial circumstances did not improve, but our faith did. God has been faithful to provide for our needs moment by moment as we live by faith trusting Him. To God be the glory!

A Mother’s Application

Sometimes it is helpful for us as mothers to see that God disciplines his disobedient children so that we will not be afraid to discipline our children. When the children of Israel flatly refused to enter the land that he had promised them, God punished them. They were unable to receive the gift. Instead, they were nomads for the remainder of their lives, never able to rest in their own land.

When your children adamantly refuse to obey you, you must deal with them because of their attitudes. The size or significance of what you requested of them is not the issue. It is an issue of rebellion in the heart.

As adults, we are called to submit to God himself. It takes an obedient, willing heart to do so. We must teach our children to obey when they are young so that they are prepared to submit to God when they are older.

As a child I did not like to obey my mother. I had a rebellious heart. Because she did punish me in an effort to teach me obedience, I learned that obedience is a better choice. Just as I paid the price for rebellion, it is also risky to disobey God because he will discipline when necessary. Heb. 12:6 says, “For those whom the Lord loves he disciplines, and he scourges every son whom He receives.” If you truly love your children, you will follow God’s model of discipline because you want the best for them and that means obedience to God, who knows what is best in every situation.

Ask God for the wisdom to consistently discipline your children and teach them obedience. Pray specifically for each of your children.

Lesson Three:  Expect Consequences for Disobedience

Light for Today

“If it is disagreeable in your sight to serve the LORD, choose for yourselves today whom you will serve . .  . . but as for me and my house, we will serve the LORD.”

Joshua 24:15 (NASB)

As a mother, I found disciplining my children to be less than fun and often very hard. There were times when I chose to simply ignore the problem; yet, that didn’t help me train them to be the kind of children that were polite, kind, and forgiving. Although I didn’t enjoy having to deal with disobedience and sass, imposing consequences on my children did affect their long-term behavior. When they recognized how unhappy they were when they failed to act positively, they changed their behavior. This week we will see that God is a great Father and as such, he often disciplines his children by imposing negative consequences for bad behavior. 

Background

Over the last two weeks we have set the stage for our study of the book of Judges. We saw God call one man, Abraham, out of the idolatry of his childhood into a relationship with him—a relationship in which he followed God in faith. We read of the great promises concerning a nation, a land, and a blessing to the world. Then, we tracked the story as God began to fulfill these promises. He multiplied Abraham’s family until they numbered in the millions. Under the leadership of God’s chosen man Moses, the nation left behind slavery in Egypt to return to the Land of Promise. After forty years of wandering in the wilderness because of lack of faith, God took them into the land and gave them victory after victory under Joshua’s leadership. 

Now we move into the times of the judges. This period began with the death of Joshua and ended when Saul became the first King of Israel. In the meantime there was no single leader for the nation. God was King, and the people were expected to listen to him and obey. What happened in reality was a far cry from the vision, however. This week we consider the period as a whole, and its sad commentary on God’s people and their loyalty to the God who was faithful to them. They failed to see clearly and their world grew darker and darker, becoming more difficult to make out the light.

You may want to read more background information about this book and time period at the back of this study. 

Day One Study

Before you read the introductory section of the book of Judges, you will find it helpful to understand how it is set up because it is not strictly chronological. There is a double introduction in this book: the first (Judges 1:1-2:5) presents the perspective of the people and the second (Judges 2:6-3:6) reveals God’s point-of-view.4 
During Joshua’s life, the Israelites defeated the major kings of Canaan in a series of battles, detailed in the book of Joshua. Then, the land was divided among the tribes, and each tribe was to complete the conquest of their allotted land.

Read Judges 1:1-2:5, the first introduction. (FYI—The tribes of Israel are referred to as if they are individuals here. Judah is a tribe, not a person.)

1.  Review God’s instructions about dealing with the people in that land in Deut. 7:1-6. What was the essential command and what reason was given for it?

God commanded them using the word harem, meaning a devoted thing or to totally destroy. Why would God ask them to totally destroy the people? “The reasons appear to be threefold: judgment of the Canaanites, protection of the Israelites from Canaanite religious influence, and fulfillment of the patriarchal promises concerning the land.” 5
More light: Read what your Bible resources or commentaries say about God’s instructions in Deut 7:1-6. Write down your insights.

2.  How well did the various tribes obey God’s instructions according to Judges 1? List the tribes mentioned and specifics of their obedience or lack of it.

3.  How did God respond according to Judges 2:1-3?

By failing to obey God’s instructions about the people of the land, his people who were to love him alone adopted the idolatry of their neighbors and lived with the consequences. In Judges 2:4-5 we see their sorrow. 

4.  How did Paul describe two kinds of sorrow in 2 Cor. 7:9-10? Which sorrow would you say that the Israelites had and why?

God allowed Israel to live with the consequences of their own sin and disobedience. When we fail to completely get rid of our sins, patterns of thinking and acting, or friends who pull us down, we can end up with thorns in our sides, just as Israel did with the people of the land.

“If we examine our lives, the bulk of our failures—especially in spiritual matters, but not exclusively—are the results of outright disobedience to God’s explicit, straightforward commandments, or of attempting to live in such a way that we blend into the world.”6
K. Lawson Younger, Jr.

5.  Sharing question: Do you have sins that you are holding onto, patterns of thinking or acting that are destructive, or other negatives that you have not totally destroyed? They are thorns in your side. How do they negatively affect you? 

6.  Responding to God: Write a prayer of commitment before God to repent and remove these thorns. Be sure that you specifically name the sin and your willingness to turn from it. Read Psalm 32:5 and deal with your sin as the psalmist did. Consider making this your prayer request for your group this week.

Day Two Study
The second introduction to the book of Judges is found in Judges 2:6-3:6. While the first introduction offers us the point-of-view of the Israelites, this one helps us understand God’s perspective on the same events.

More Light: The first introduction to Judges has the story of a woman tucked away in it. Reread Judges 1:12-15, and think about what you learn from her. 

Read Judges 2:6-3:6, the second introduction. (To be sure that you understand this, Judges 2:6 flashes back to Josh. 24. It is not chronological after 2:5 but happened before Judges 1:1.)

7.  Compare this second introduction to the first one that you read in Judges 1:1-2:5. What differences do you see in the two points-of-view?

Read Joshua 24:1-29. (Notice that Joshua 24:28 is the flashback point of Judges 2:6.)

This is Joshua’s farewell address to the nation. Because this was his last chance to speak to the people, he shared what was most important, the things that were on his heart for them, just as a father or mother might do on a deathbed.

8.  In your own words, write a one sentence summary of Joshua’s primary message to the people in Joshua 24:14-24.

Throughout this passage Joshua calls God the LORD, written in all caps. This is the name of God YHWH, probably pronounced Yahweh; he is not the same god as Allah or any other god. He desires that the Israelites know that he is the God they serve, not the idols of Egypt or the idols of the people who live in the land. YHWH is the God of creation, and he has specific qualities that we need to know so that we recognize him and trust him to always act in accordance with his character. Reread Josh. 24:15, your memory verse, with this in mind.

9.  What did Joshua tell the people about the character of God in Josh. 24:19-20? What is your first response to that and why?

God’s relationship with his people is much like that of a marriage. Love requires faithfulness to the one we love. In traditional wedding vows the parties promise to forsake all others.

10.  What commitments did the people make to God in this passage in Joshua 24:14-28? Copy their promises.

11.  Responding to God: Ask God to show you how loyal you are to him. Do your heart and loyalty belong to God or do you worship other gods? They are likely not gods of wood and stone but gods of your own making. Is your real loyalty to your family, your own time, your stuff, your position, your entertainment or fun? Ask God what is more important to you than he is, and wait for his answer. Confess this sin before him.

12.  Sharing question: Share with your group what God showed you about your true love as you sat before him. Consider making this issue your prayer request this week. 

Day Three Study

We are continuing to study the second introduction to Judges. 

Reread Judges 2:6-3:6 in review.

13.  What happened spiritually to Israel after Joshua’s death (Judges 2:7, 10-13)?

14.  How does this compare with the commitments you saw in #10 in yesterday’s lesson?

In Judges 2:11-19 we see a cycle repeated over and over throughout this historical era. Fill in this diagram with your own words summarizing each part of the cycle.
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15.  What purpose did the severe consequences serve? In other words, what were the results in the lives of the people?

16.  Sharing question: Share about a time in your life when a trial, a defeat, or a problem drew you closer to God.

17.  Read Hebrews 12:4-11. Why does God discipline us? 
More Light: Read about God’s discipline in your Bible resources. 

18.  Responding to God: Thank God for loving you as a father! Write a prayer or poem below. Or feel free to draw a picture of you in God’s loving arms.  

Day Four Study
Review the historical cycle of the era of the judges in Judges 2:11-19 and in yesterday’s lesson.  Repeatedly, a judge delivered the people; however, after the judge’s death, the people fell back into the cycle (Judges 2:19). 

19.  What did the tribes fail to do according to Judges 1 (man’s perspective) that was the cause of this whole destructive cycle of idolatry? Compare Judges 3:1-4, which gives God’s perspective on what happened.

When we become believers, God leaves us here in a fallen world, which can be a very dark place surrounded by sin and ungodliness. Yet, God uses the darkness in our lives.

20.  Applying the principle of Judges 3:4 to our lives, in what ways might God be using our present culture and world in our lives? What might he be teaching us? 

21.  What does 1 Peter 1:6-7 add to your answer in the previous question? 

More Light: Read what your commentaries say about Judges 3:1-4. Write down your insights. 

Read Jesus’ high priestly prayer in John 17:11-20, prayed the night before his death. 

22.  List the things Jesus prayed for us in this prayer.

23.  Why does God leave his people in the world with its darkness (Jn 17:18)?

24.  Responding to God: Write a prayer of commitment to read God’s word and seek his wisdom so that you are able to see clearly through the darkness, therefore, walking without stumbling.

Day Five Study

Yesterday we saw that God allowed the nations to remain in the land of Canaan for a reason. These were people against whom God warned his people because of the incredible level of evil in that land.

More Light: Read about the Canaanites of this time period. Write down what you learn. 

Our world does have a lot of darkness; there are days when injustice, evil, and hatred seem to permeate everything. God has his purposes in leaving us here. We have a mission to accomplish.  

25.  According to Matt. 28:19-20, what is our mission in the world? Write it in your own words but remember to include all its elements!

We cannot fulfill that mission if we totally separate ourselves from the world.

26.  What are some practical ways that God’s people can fulfill this mission in our culture and in our day?

27.  Sharing question: Where are you involved outside of your church? Perhaps you participate in PTA or sports with your children; maybe your work is the place where you spend most of your time; or you may volunteer for worthwhile causes. Do you see yourself on mission there? What are you doing practically in that situation to fulfill God’s mission? 

28.  Responding to God: Write a prayer concerning your part in God’s mission. Ask for guidance and discernment.

Our story today is from Marla, who learned from some consequences at her work. I wonder how well she was able to represent God there and fulfill his mission for her! 
Marla’s Story

At my workplace, I had an eyesore bookshelf that took up the whole wall of my office. It was an open-faced bookcase that just seemed to gather old manuals, office supplies, and dust all the time.  I needed a new file cabinet in my office and I needed the bookcase removed so that I could rearrange my office.

For two months I asked my boss to remove the bookcase. I sent him e-mails and verbally told him that I would like to fix up my office and the bookcase had to go. I stated that if he did not remove the bookcase I would tear it down. My boss let me know that if I tore down the bookcase I would be fired.

After two months of patiently waiting (or what I thought was patiently waiting), I sent him an e-mail stating that I wanted the bookshelf gone by Friday. Nothing happened, so I tore the shelving down. Consequently, my boss wrote me up for insubordination and put me on probation. This action also changed the working relationship I had with my boss.

The lesson God taught me through this experience is how much this is like my relationship with God.  I wait for God to answer me within my time frame not his. I think I'm being patient, and when God does not act, I react. In doing so, I do not receive God's best and usually have to deal with the consequences of my actions.

A Mother’s Application
Sometimes as our children grow, God has to use difficult situations in order to test them. Just as tests that we take in school are not designed to make us fail but to reveal what we really know, so it is with God’s testing of us. His purpose is never to make us defeated or feel like failures; God wants us to see the reality of where we are in our faith. As the trials and sufferings squeeze us in life, what comes out of us is what is within. If you squeeze an orange, you get orange juice. If we have faith within, it comes out as we are pressed by the situations of life.

Trust God with your children, even their trials and sufferings. It is so difficult to see our children hurting, but we can know that God is at work in their lives. He will use the circumstances to help us see where they are spiritually.

As a young mother, just the daily pressures of parenting and being a wife brought out all sorts of bad emotions and responses in me—anger, resentment, and selfishness. They proved my immaturity in the Lord. I can look back now at various times of trial and see the progression of God’s work in my life as he taught me to trust him more and more through my reactions. The times of testing revealed where I was with God.

Pray that you will be sensitive to these tests in your own life and the lives of your children so that you can see the results and learn from them.

Lesson Four:  Courageously Act for Justice
Light for Today

“Let justice roll down like waters and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.”

Amos 5:24 (NASB)

If you watch the news very often, you may feel that there is little justice in our court system. There are the reports of all those whose innocence has been proven by DNA samples after they have spent dozens of years or more in prison for crimes of which they are innocent. On the other side of injustice are those who get off on technicalities and seemingly naïve juries. 

Our God is just; his character demands justice. We can know that a day will eventually come when the wrongs of our all too human systems will be made right because God doesn’t make mistakes and cannot be fooled. 

Background

The book of Judges can be divided into three parts: the introduction (Judges 1:1-3:6), stories of the judges (Judges 3:7-16:31), and stories of moral decay (Judges 17:1-21: 25). We have studied the overall cycle of sin that continued throughout the period of the Judges. This week we begin reading about the judges themselves. As we continue looking at this second section in the coming weeks, notice that overall the cycles get worse and worse; the people grow more ungodly and sinful, and so do the judges. The darkness grows as the people fail to see clearly through it. 

Day One Study

Read Judges 3:7-11.

Here we learn about the first judge, Othniel, considered to be the ideal judge.7
1.  What was Israel’s sin and how did God react to it (Jud. 3:7-8)?

2.  What precipitated God’s deliverance (Jud. 3:9)?
3.  What do you learn about Othniel from Judges 1:10-15, a review?

There is some debate about the exact relationship between Othniel and Caleb. Many scholars believe that Othniel is Caleb’s nephew.

More Light: Read about Caleb in Numbers 13-14. Consider his character and what you can learn from him. 

4.  Describe Othniel’s character from what you read in Jud. 1 and here in Jud. 3. Why do you think Othniel is called “the ideal judge” by some scholars?

5.  Responding to God: Focus on one characteristic of Othniel that you would like to exhibit. Ask God for the grace and power to be that kind of person. What is one thing you can do this week to exhibit that quality? Write down your thoughts.  

Day Two Study

Read Judges 3:12-30.

6.  Here the cycle began again. Pick out each part of the cycle from these verses and write down what happened at that part of the cycle and fill in the verse number. (Feel free to refer back to Day 3 on p.37 of last week’s lesson.)
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7.  Who was Eglon, and how long did the Israelites live under his rule?

8.  What do you learn about Ehud from Judges 3:15-30?

9.  Summarize the story of Ehud’s deliverance of Israel from the oppression of Eglon. You might want to tell it as a news story, complete with a headline! 

More Light: Read more about this story in a Bible encyclopedia or commentary to gain more background to it. 

10.  Sharing question: From what oppressor has God delivered you? Perhaps it was a person, a circumstance, an injustice, or a sin. Share a short summary of how he delivered you. 

11.  Responding to God: Write a prayer or poem celebrating God’s deliverance in your life.

Day Three Study

In Judges 3:12-30 we saw that there was a period of oppression for the Israelites as a result of their idolatry. We also learned that the people of Israel lived under tyranny over and over in this period. Although it was of their own making, God still sent someone to deliver them. Sometimes innocent people deal with cruelty; it is not always a consequence of the person’s own sin or disobedience. 

12.  Name some situations in which innocent people are oppressed today.

13.  Sharing question: Have you ever lived in a situation where you felt oppressed? If so, describe your feelings. (This may or may not be the same situation of deliverance that you described yesterday.) If you have not been in that situation, write down how you imagine someone might feel in such circumstances. 

14.  What three things does God require of us according to Micah 6:8?

More Light: Use a concordance to find other verses about justice.

15.  Sharing question: Where in your life do you have an opportunity to act justly or to bring justice to a bad situation? Perhaps in your work situation, in your family, or in your neighborhood.

16.  Sharing question: Describe a time in your own life when someone stood up for you when you faced injustice, or when you stood for justice against the crowd or those in power. If you cannot think of such a time, can you think of a situation where you could have done this but didn’t because of fear? Relate the story. 

Although God hasn’t called us as believers to bring justice by assassination as Ehud did, he does expect us to courageously act to right wrongs as we can. 

17.  Responding to God: Ask God for the grace and courage to stand up when someone is being mistreated or dealt an injustice. 

Day Four Study
Earlier this week we saw Ehud bring justice to a tyrannical ruler. We have since discussed the need to act courageously to bring fairness to situations where we have opportunity. The more difficult the situation the more courage is needed to stand against injustice. The church has not always led the way in these areas. As evangelicals we should speak out against inequality and injustice wherever we find it—on the job, in the church, in the nation, or in homes. We need to be careful that we show no bias as we deal with others.

Read James 2:1-9, where James deals with injustice right in the church! Can you imagine such a thing? 

18.  In what way did James see injustice in the early church? What were his arguments that such actions were wrong?

More Light: What other Bible stories involving injustice come to mind? Look up at least one other story, reading it from that perspective. 

19.  Sharing question: Have you seen instances of injustice in your own circles? Even in the church? Share any past situations without naming names. If there is any injustice happening now around you, do not give specifics but ask your group to pray for the courage and wisdom to speak to the person responsible. 

Seeing clearly through the darkness means standing for justice and acting justly ourselves. Just as the judges delivered God’s people from the oppression of foreign kings when the people cried out to God, so we also can be part of God’s work in the lives of others.

20.  Review your week’s memory verse, Amos 5:24 (hope you’re memorizing it!), and paraphrase it in your own words. 

21.  Responding to God: Ask God to show you if you have been unjust to others in any way. If he shows you anything, confess it to God and to the other person. Know that God expects you to confess your sins to the person you have wronged as well as to him. 
Day Five Study

We have one last judge to study this week.

Read Judges 3:31.

22.  Write down everything you learn about Shamgar. Not much, is it? 

“An oxgoad was a long stick with a small flat piece of iron on one side and a sharp point on the other. The sharp side was used to drive the oxen during times of plowing, and the flat end was used to clean the mud off the plow.”8
23.  Contrast Shamgar’s deliverance with that brought by Othniel and Ehud. (Don’t discuss their character qualities but their methods.)

24.  As you personally consider these three judges, would you consider Othniel the most ideal of the group? Why or why not?

I had a friend at seminary whose huge Labrador dog was named Shamgar. He was a great dog and used to sit outside the cafeteria waiting for her return. Somehow his disposition didn’t quite match the biblical Shamgar, in my mind, but the judge Shamgar must have been a large, strong man.

25.  What elements of the cycle of sin do you see in this account of Shamgar? Who was the enemy?

This week we have seen three judges who courageously stepped up to deliver their people from the oppression of others. 

More Light: Read about Jesus’ courageously taking abuse and injustice so that we could be delivered from the penalty of our own sins of injustice.

26.  Sharing question:  How does it give you hope and reassurance that God is a God of justice, especially as you look around at a world of darkness where there are injustices, where terrorists go free and innocent people are wronged? 

27.  Responding to God: Write a prayer or poem about God’s justice. 

Lori’s Story
In the early 90’s I was a brand new Christian and so excited and passionate about my new found faith in Jesus Christ. I was employed as a supervisor to six customer service representatives for a manufacturer. I wore my faith on my sleeve but was never pushy about it to anyone. A few of my employees loved me to bring in a “Daily Bread” devotional for them. I always offered one to everyone, and they always accepted it. It was also common for them to share personal struggles with me, and I always shared how I got through my own: by going to church and having a relationship with Christ. 

One woman and her family accepted an invitation to come to church with us one Sunday.  She and her husband expressed how much it meant, and they both even cried during the service. Not long after this, she started to lie to me and call in sick, and sometimes just not show up for work. She had been turned down for a promotion, and then she and her family decided to move. She would not tell me when her last day was. After I had left one day, she cleared out her desk and never returned. She also wrote a letter to our Human Resource Director and told her I had religiously harassed her. The management came to me with this information, and I was devastated. I explained to them the events prior to all of this and they stood behind me 100%.  

Soon after all of this, a second employee, who was a friend of the first person, quit and accused me of the same thing. I saw the Human Resource Director calling all of my staff into her office one by one, and the next thing I knew, I was confronted for passing out unsolicited religious material. I have to tell you that before I got the supervisor position I worked alongside these women, on the same level. The management still wanted to support me, but they needed to protect themselves from any major lawsuits. They offered both women their jobs back. They demoted me from my position but never allowed the employees to know. 

God protected me in an incredible way. I was ready to quit after the second go-round. God had a great plan in mind. I was offered a part-time position in the department. This had never happened before. It was just what I was looking for because I wanted to be home with my daughter more. So when I took the part-time position no one ever knew that I had been demoted. My manager came to me and said she was really impressed by my strength and grace through this whole thing, that my God must be some God. I gave every bit of credit to the Lord. 

On top of everything else one of the women accepted her job back, and I had to train her in a new area. It was only by God’s grace that I could work with her and not have any feelings of animosity. The feelings of compassion were greater. Once she was trained she failed miserably at the position and was let go. 

I learned just how personal our God is and how he truly cares about me. I know that my faith was increased through these events and other lives were touched in the process. The next person I interviewed leaned across the desk during the interview and said; “I heard that you are a Christian, I am too!” 

Isn’t God so good? He is so faithful to carry us through when we profess him as our Lord.  

A Mother’s Application
When children go to school they are often confronted with situations of injustice, some accidental and some deliberate. They may involve unfair or mean treatment between other children. Expecting such behavior, encourage and pray for your children to develop hearts of justice and the courage to speak up for the mistreated when appropriate.

Injustice may come from the school or the teacher. In such cases you may need to be the one to speak up for what is right. Always choose your situations wisely, after lots of prayer. Investigate the truth before you act because your children, just like all of us, have biased perspectives on these things. Don’t go in angry, but pray for wisdom and guidance in all that you say and do. Only speak up if God leads you to do so; sometimes it takes living with injustice for our children to appreciate justice. If they can love those who mistreat them, they become witnesses of the grace of God.  

Some of the difficult situations of justice may be those between your children. Whatever judgment you made, one of them will find it unjust. Pray that God will give you wisdom and discernment, and do your best to be fair and impartial. Remember that children are sinners, just like we are, and we must act for what is right in order to teach them justice. 

Once my son came home from a fifth-grade camp and told me the story of terrible mistreatment he had received from some other boys. I went to the principal who investigated his story. Sure enough there was a problem, and she discussed it with the other boys. However, she also learned that my son was partially responsible, which, of course, he had denied. I am so glad that I didn’t go in with a chip on my shoulder determined to rectify and punish the wrongdoers. Instead, I went with an open mind trying to learn what had actually happened.

Ask God for wisdom and discernment in dealing with justice in regard to your children.

Lesson Five:  Make the Most of Every Opportunity

Light for Today

“Has the Lord not taken the lead?” 
Judges 4:14 (NET)
I look back with a great deal of regret over wasted years and opportunities in my life. But Paul says that the only way to move forward is to put the past behind and focus on what is ahead:  “Instead I am single-minded: Forgetting the things that are behind and reaching out for the things that are ahead, with this goal in mind, I strive toward the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus” (Phil. 3:13b-14 NET). Forgetting the past means that I accept God’s forgiveness and grace; however, it does not that I overlook the lessons learned from those years. I hope to make the most of every opportunity God gives me now because of my regret over those missed in the past. This week’s story involves some missed opportunities. As you think through those in your own life, don’t wallow in them with guilt or regret but use them as bridges to the future where you take advantage of the circumstances into which God puts you. 

We have reached the story of my favorite judge, Deborah. What a great woman of God! She was ready for God to use her, even in unorthodox ways that she likely never imagined. When God instructed her to go, she did as he said, making the most of her opportunities. As you read her story, remember that she was as a real woman with real emotions, problems, and fears. Don’t make her a flat, two-dimensional person, but see her as you see yourself. God is not respecter of persons; if he used Deborah, he can use you! 
Day One Study

Read Judges 4:1-3.

1.  What elements of the cycle (review from Judges 2:11-19) do you see in these verses?

2.  Describe the Israelites’ situation with Sisera and Jabin (Judges 4:2-3).

Read Judges 4:4-11. 

3.  List everything that this passage says about Deborah. (This is observation so don’t read things in that aren’t said; just observe exactly what the Bible says. In studying the scriptures, you need to be sure to carefully observe what is actually said before jumping to interpretation, the meaning of the passage.)

Deborah was a prophetess. Before God completed the Scriptures, he spoke to his people through his messengers the prophets. The prophet or prophetess spoke for God to others; they were his mouthpieces. 

More Light: Read about prophets in a Bible encyclopedia or dictionary 

4.  In light of the fact that Deborah was a prophetess, what was wrong with Barak’s response in Judges 4:8? What opportunity did God take away from him because of it (Jud. 4:9)? 

(Note the information in Judges 4:11; it will be important later in the story.)

5.  Compare Deborah’s faith with Barak’s.

6.  Responding to God: Ask God to show you where your faith is weak. In what situations do you most struggle to trust that God is at work? Write down your thoughts after you sit in silence waiting for God’s answer. Keep this question in mind as you go through your day because God may show you something in the midst of the day that reveals that your faith is weak. 

Day Two Study

God knows our weaknesses and often grants us support when our faith is feeble. In Week 2 we read of Moses, who also lacked faith when God called him. 

Review Moses’ story in Ex. 4:10-16 and then reread Judges 4:6-10.
7.  What encouragement do you receive for your own life as you parallel these accounts of Moses and Barak?

Read Judges 4:12-23. 

Once again God was faithful to His word; he drew out Sisera, just as he promised.

8.  Describe the strength of Sisera’s army. How does this help you understand Barak’s lack of faith? How do you think you would have felt in his place?  

More Light: Look up the geographical places involved in this story. 

9.  How did Deborah encourage Barak to do the Lord’s work (v.14)? (Be sure and learn your memory verse!) 

10.  Sharing question: Who in your life needs encouragement? What do you learn from Deborah about encouraging him or her? 

11.  Responding to God: Where has God gone out before you in a situation? Where do you need to trust that he is at work? Write a prayer or poem of trust. 

Day Three Study
The battles described in God’s word help us to understand how God works. God receives the glory and the sovereign responsibility for the victory; yet, the people clearly have the responsibility to obey and to fight.

Re-read Judges 4:14-23.

This is one of those unusual stories in the Bible, but it is not one that we learn in Sunday School. I’m sure you understand why it is not a favorite for small children.  

12.  Who was the woman who received the honor of delivering the people from the oppression of Sisera? How did she do it?

Sometimes it is the unlikely hero that God exalts. Jael did not expect Sisera in her tent that day, but she was ready and available to act when the opportunity presented itself.

More Light: Read about Jael in your commentaries on online resources. 

13.  Responding to God: Write a prayer committing your availability to God. Watch for opportunities he gives you this week. 
Read Judges 5:1-31, a song of victory that gives us more details about the story.

Judges 5:6-8 describes the situation in Israel during this time of oppression. 

14.  Why might cause travelers to desert the highways and the peasantry or village life to cease?

15.  How did God bring victory over Sisera and his army of chariots (Jud. 5:19-21)?

16.  Sharing question: In what situation do you find yourself today that you need to remember that God brings victory? That you are to faithfully act and leave the results to God?  

17.  Responding to God: Draw a picture to represent God bringing victory, either in Deborah’s story or in your present situation. Remember that stick figures are great! It’s not about our artistic ability but about God! 

Day Four Study

Reread Judges 5:1-31. 

18.  As a song, this poetic passage describes the imaginary response of Sisera’s mother to his absence. What did Deborah picture happening (Jud. 5:28-30)?

19.  Previously, we studied God’s call to stand against injustice. What do you learn from Deborah, Barak, and Jael about courageously acting in such situations?

20.  How would you explain the connection between faith and courage? Do they connect at all?

More Light: Read your commentaries or online resources regarding the Song of Deborah in Judges 5:1-31. Write down any insights that you gain. 
21.  Sharing question: What opportunities has God given you to make your faith known to others who need a relationship with him? What courage and faith do you need? 

22.  Responding to God: Write a prayer asking God to give you the grace to courageously share his love with others. 

Day Five Study

Today we consider what Barak lost in this story. He engaged the enemy and fought the battle; yet he was denied the tribute given to Jael because of his reaction to God’s words. God presented him with the opportunity to fulfill his plan, but his refusal to trust God meant that he lost that honor. In contrast, we want to see clearly through the darkness and know that God brings the victory; it is not up to us. 

23.  Read the following verses and copy the phrases that show God’s sovereign control over world events:

a.  Psalm 33:8-11 

b.  Isaiah 14:24
c.  Isaiah 43:13

d.  Isaiah 45:6-7

e.  Isaiah 46:9-11

More Light: Look up the sovereignty of God in a Bible dictionary or other resource. Look up other verses not listed above. 

24.  How can some of the truths from these verses help you overcome fear when God calls you to action, as He did Barak?

25.  Sharing question: Reveal to your group a time when you felt that God wanted you to act and you failed to do so. How do you feel today about that lost opportunity? Did God use someone else to do his work? 

26.  Responding to God: Write a prayer confessing your fears and your failures to act on God’s behalf when you had the opportunity. Know that God is a forgiving God. You are completely forgiven for your sins and failures; yet, you may bear the consequences of losing the opportunity.

Sherry’s Story 
We lived in Charlotte, N.C. before moving to Texas. We moved into an older neighborhood that had many older folks. Our neighbor directly across the street from us was a precious 84-year-old widower. He was a fascinating man that had wonderful stories to tell. He had traveled the world, and owned his own antique and art gallery for many years. He loved to garden and his home was on the home and garden tour every year. My children and I would go visit and walk in his garden with him, but mostly he loved for the children to come over and have cookies and hot tea with him in the afternoon. He was a Jewish man, although he did not practice his faith. We shared with him on occasion about what we believed where we went to church, and the fact that our children were in Christian school. Being the very intelligent man that he was, he had a scientific argument for everything. He respected our beliefs, but thought we were a bit conservative. I never came right out and shared the gospel with him. I'm not sure why—was it a fear of rejection, a fear of offending him? I cannot say.

We left Charlotte after a short 16 months. We were very sad to leave him, but I think he was more sad to see us go. He had no children, and was quite lonely. We kept in close touch through letters and phone calls. 

Two years after we moved to Texas I received a phone call from a girl that would go help him with groceries and any errands he needed to do. She said his health was declining and she wanted us to know. She said he had our children's pictures all around his room. He missed them a lot. I was so sad after she called. He was like a member of our family.  I wanted to go see him. My husband and I talked it over and it worked out that I was able to go see him shortly after the phone call. Before I got on the plane, my daughter said, "Mommy, you have to tell him about Jesus." I told her she was right. I had a wonderful visit with him for an afternoon, and then a morning visit before leaving. He did not talk much, and seemed to not be real clear in his thinking. I hugged him good-bye, knowing I would never see him again. I got on the airplane and flew home without ever making the gospel clear to him. I skipped and skirted around it, but never came out and shared the truth. I have shared my faith with total strangers and family members on many occasions, but for some reason I hesitated with him. Ten days after my visit, he died. I sobbed that day, because I would miss him, but mostly because I had felt led by the Lord to share with him—even my daughter had felt the Holy Spirit's leading. I had been disobedient, and it will forever be a reminder to NEVER pass the opportunity, or ignore the Lord's prompting. Could the Lord save him without me? Absolutely, but I was still disobedient, and I missed a blessing!

We took him to a butterfly exhibit once. I took a photograph of a beautiful butterfly on a flower. I found the photo not long after his death. I framed it and put it where I would see it as a reminder to never miss an opportunity again!

A Mother’s Application

As I look back, I realize that I lost many opportunities with my children. At this point they are grown and I can never recover some of those situations again. However, I can determine that with the grace of God I will take advantage of every opening from this point forward. Now my opportunities are more scarce than they once were. After children reach a certain age, they begin to tune out their parents to a certain extent. Your chances to impact them will not last so you must make the most of your opportunities now.

If your children are older, as mine are, do not beat yourself up because you haven’t been the perfect mother. God is a God of grace; he can bring beauty from ashes. He can redeem your failures and your lost opportunities. Remember that he is the Victor, not you. He is the God of the second chance. Begin today by praying fervently for them and asking God to do a mighty work in them and to use them for his glory and for their good.

I am constantly amazed that my children have turned out as well as they have. It is clearly the grace of God that explains it for I have been far less than the perfect mother to them. I am grateful for a God that overcomes my limitations and mistakes.

Read Deuteronomy 6:4-8 and consider what you learn about using every opportunity to impact your children and their faith.  

Lesson Six:  Act in Faith, Not Fear
Light for Today

“The Lord is with you, courageous warrior!”
Judges 6:12b

When I was a girl, I had a deadly fear of balconies. There was a movie theater in our city that had a steep balcony in it. I had a recurring nightmare that I lost my balance going down those stairs and rolled down and off the railing into the crowd below. As a result, I preferred sitting at the very back or the very front downstairs rather than have a better view of the movie from upstairs. My fear drove my actions. This week’s primary judge was a man of fear, but God moved him beyond his fears into faith.

Background

Just as the cycle of sin gets worse and worse throughout the period of the Judges, so do the judges themselves. It’s all downhill after Deborah. Begin to notice that each judge becomes less and less of a model of character or leadership. Too often we think that simply because someone is a biblical hero of some kind, they are worthy of respect. To see clearly through the darkness we must look at the judges in light of the rest of God’s word and evaluate their character accordingly. 

This week we focus on Gideon and his son Abimelech. Gideon was a great deliverer of his people, but he was also a very weak man. As you read his story, consider him objectively. Although he was greatly used by God, he is not our model in many ways. However, it is always encouraging to see that God can use anyone, even a Gideon!

Day One Study

Read the story of Gideon’s call in Judges 6:1-40.

1.  Why was Gideon in the wine press? 

2.  Compare Gideon’s perspective of the situation (Jud. 6:11-13) with God’s (Jud. 6:7-10)? Do you see yourself as God described Gideon? You should. Learn the verse.
3.  What sign did the angel of the LORD give to Gideon so that he would believe (Jud. 6:17-21)?

4.  Considering Judges 6:22-27, how much faith on a scale of 1-5 would you say that the sign gave Gideon? Explain your answer. 

More Light: Read in your resources or footnotes about the Baal and Asherah. 

5.  Sharing question: What fears do you harbor? How do they drive your thoughts and actions?

6.  Responding to God: Confess your fears to God as sins based on unbelief. Write it out below and trust that God can give you the grace to trust him. 
Day Two Study

Review the story in Judges 6:28-40.

7.  Summarize the aftermath of Gideon’s destruction of the idols as a news story in the local paper. Add a headline to summarize the events. 

When God’s Spirit came upon Gideon, he sent for the men of Israel to fight with him (Jud. 6:34-35). Yet, despite God’s previous sign and his presence, Gideon hesitated. When God’s Spirit came upon an Old Testament character, it was not necessarily a sign of spirituality, as the filling of the Spirit is in the New Testament. It was simply God’s empowerment for a specific task.

8.  What signs did Gideon ask of God and how did God respond (6:36-40)?

9.  Read Matt.12:38-39 and 1 Cor. 1:22-24. What is God’s attitude about our request for signs? Why?  

More Light: Read your commentaries on Matt. 12:38-39 and 1 Cor. 1:22-24. 

Signs are an indication of unbelief, not faith. We saw in our first lesson that the way to please God is by faith. Notice that Gideon’s request was not an attempt to discover the will of God although this passage is often taught as a way to find God’s will. Gideon already knew God’s will; there was no secret about that. He was simply a fearful man who lacked the faith that he needed. Fear is the opposite of faith.

10.  Why might God have granted Gideon’s request for signs in this case?

11.  Sharing question: In what situation in your life right now are you acting out of fear rather than faith? It doesn’t have to be a big issue; it can be in the small things. Sometimes I have more faith for the big problems than I do in the day-to-day issues of life! 

12.  Responding to God: Draw a picture that symbolizes your entrusting that situation to God. 

Day Three Study
Read Judges 7:1-8.

13.  God reduced the number of men in Gideon’s army. Compare the original number with the final number of warriors. What reason did God give for making the army so small?

14.  Sharing question: In what area of your life are you likely to pat yourself on the back for what you have done rather than recognize that the credit goes to God? It could be your business smarts or your good marriage or great kids! 

Read Judges 7:9-15.

Amazingly God gave Gideon one more sign, but this time Gideon did not ask for it.

15.  Summarize the story. 

Read Judges 7:16-25.

16.  Describe the battle plan for Gideon’s tiny army. What was the result? 

Sometimes when we see clearly through the darkness, we do things differently from the way the world would do them. In fact, there are times when God’s ways make little sense, as in this case. When that happens, there is no question that it is God at work.  

Notice that in the end God increased the numbers of Gideon’s men once the army fled (Jud. 7:23-24). God is not impressed with numbers and needs no one to do his work, but he chooses to use people so that we have a part and learn dependence and faith.

17.  Sharing question: Perhaps you face an overwhelming situation right now in your own life. How would you rate your faith on a scale of 1-5? Why? 

18.  Responding to God: Sit before God and hold that situation out to him. Although the problem may continue, visualize yourself sharing it with him and entrusting it to him. Do this daily! Write down your experience with God and what happened in you. 

More Light: Read your commentaries on Gideon’s battle plan. 

Day Four Study

Read Judges 8:1-32. 

19.  What did Gideon do that seems sinful or foolish (there are a number of possibilities; list all that you consider foolish)? Explain why you see these actions in this light.

20.  What did Gideon do that was wise or good (again may be more than one)?

Judges 8:27 says that Israel played the harlot or prostituted themselves with Gideon’s golden ephod. What was an ephod? Dr. Younger explains that it was a garment of the High Priest, and he suggests that Gideon may have used this to receive divine guidance as the High Priest did. “In this way the ephod becomes Gideon’s permanent fleece.”9
21.  How is idolatry in God’s people like prostitution? Why would God choose such a vivid term to describe it?

More Light: Look in a concordance for references to idolatry and look some of them up. Consider how serious it is in God’s sight.

Read James 4:4-10. Again God uses the picture of sexual impurity to picture the unfaithfulness of his people. 

22.  Give some examples of things that would exemplify what James calls adultery with the world. 

23.  Sharing question: If idolatry is anything that replaces God in your heart, what idols are you worshiping? What is more important to you than God? What would be most devastating if you lost it? This could be money, success, popularity, entertainment, your husband or your children. Honestly share with your group at least one area of idolatry in your life, now or in the past. 
24.  Responding to God: Repent of your idols using James 4:7-10 as your model.

Day Five Study

Read Judges 8:33-9:57. I know this is a long passage. Just get the gist of it! Sin often bears consequences to the family and we see it happen to Gideon here. 

25.  What consequences of Gideon’s sins and foolish actions do you see?

26.  The name Abimelech may mean “my father is king.”10 What does that suggest about Gideon after the victory? 

27.  How do you see the “sins of the fathers” in Abimelech’s life? (This refers to Ex. 34:7.)

28.  How did God bring justice to Abimelech? 

More Light: Read in your commentaries or resources about Abimelech. 

“When believers forget the Lord and live according to the world’s dictates, this only intensifies the power of the wicked. When believers choose this path, becoming functional unbelievers, they may find that God allows them to get what they deserve, just as the Israelites experienced in the Abimelech story.” 11
K. Lawson Younger, Jr.

As Younger said, the people in this case had turned from God’s truth and embraced the darkness of the culture around them. Sometimes we deal with oppressive authorities through no fault of our own, but God will always use them to teach us to be more like Jesus. 

29.  Read these verses and explain how they can help your attitude when you have someone in authority over you who is unjust, evil, or just plain mean.

a.  Psalm 37:1-2,7-11

b.  1 Peter 2:13-25

30.  Sharing question: How has God used an authority in your life to teach you something about yourself or about God? Share the story with your group. 

31.  Responding to God: Ask God to help you believe the memory verse this week is true for you even when God doesn’t appear to be present.  

Gwyn’s Story

In the fall of 1999, I was told by my employer of almost 15 years they no longer needed me. Though I had spent several years staying one step ahead of a layoff, to have my "package papers" handed to me by my manager, who had also become a very good friend, was earth-shattering. I even told my manager as she sat across from me in tears, "I told God he would have to kick me out of this place to get me to leave." I cried all the way home. Through the tears on my trek up North Central Expressway from downtown Dallas, I cried out the desires of my heart to God. I knew that he was in control, but the uncertainty, I must admit was unsettling.  I began to look for new work a week later. The holidays are typically a tough time of the year to be looking for a job; however, I strongly felt that the Lord didn't want me going on a professional hiatus. 

I applied over the internet for a position with a global financial services company. Much to my surprise, I received a phone call from one of their recruiters two days later. (My resume didn't go out in to Cyber-Neverland after all!) I had a new job lined up two weeks from the day of my layoff notice. God had blessed me indeed. I must pause at this moment to make sure you understand, even if this had not happened, I would still claim the riches of God's blessings and how good he has been to me. He used this time of sorrow to deepen my relationship and walk with him. 

Over those few weeks, I remembered from the study Experiencing God that I needed to ask myself: "What was God saying to me in his word?”; "What is he saying to me in prayer; is he confirming it through circumstances; is he confirming it through the counsel of other believers?"  

The first few months, our door code changed weekly with exiting associates. Many were being laid off, some fired. Here I was, the new kid on the block, wondering if I would be next. I cried out to God, "Did I totally miss something here?" Time moved on, and things smoothed out. I watched several people try to get on at my company with NO RESULTS whatsoever. I began to reflect on my situation: a determined call from a recruiter, a senior manager offering me a job after a thirty-minute, very high-level interview, smooth salary negotiations, and a start date six weeks from accepting the job. This absolutely was not happening at my company now!  We adopted a "lease to own" hiring practice with a six month "honeymoon" contract period to see if the person sized up appropriately. Those that didn't were shown the door. Spiritually, God made it very clear to me that he had opened that door to me for a very short season.

When I pray and thank God for my job, it's not just lip service. He was totally in control of my situation (as he always has and will be). He closed a door that had stood open for nearly half my life, and told me unequivocally, "I want you to move on." He slung doors wide open and gave me the boldness to ask for things I wanted - there was no fear.

I work with some very godly people, and I know God has woven our lives together for his purpose. I conduct my work as if unto the Lord (Col. 3:23) and know that he works all things for good to those who love him (Rom. 8:28). I'm living proof.

A Mother’s Application
We have thought this week about dealing with unjust authorities. What kind of authority are you over your children? Do you punish them without explaining why? Perhaps you fail to set out the rules in advance. Do you punish inconsistently so that your children never know when they can get away with it and when you might suddenly explode? Do you treat them harshly, expecting them to act more maturely than they are capable of doing? Do you belittle them if they disobey? Do you ever call them names? How do you treat them if you become angry? 

All mothers do these kinds of things sometimes. None of us is perfect, but we need to be honest about the areas where we are struggling. Ask a friend or your Bible study leader to pray with you about this. It will not shock her that you have messed up with your children. We all understand how tired and emotional it gets when we have children who do not listen, who talk back, or who rebel. The family of God is to bear one another’s burdens. We are not designed to make it alone, but to be a true family to one another. 

Ask God to forgive you for any sins that you have committed with your children. If they are old enough, you will need to confess to them as well.

Lesson Seven:  Watch What You Promise!
Light for Today

“Lord, who may be a guest in your home?  Who may live on your holy hill? . . .

He makes firm commitments and does not renege on his promise.
Psalm 15:1, 4c (NET)

I have been left holding the bag for work to be done in women’s ministries on a number of occasions. Too often women agree to take on responsibility and later back out or never complete what they consented to do. A number of times they have said that they realized that they didn’t pray about it and so now feel freedom from faithfulness to their word. It is very important to think and pray carefully before making promises because God expects us to keep our words, as he does with us. 

Background

This period of Israel’s history is quite a dark time. The people were ignorant and rebellious against their God. The deliverers who saved the people from oppressive foreign rulers were as ignorant of God and his character and word as the people. They did not see clearly through the darkness and their lives suffered as a result. Yet, God was present and he continued to work for the best of his people. Despite the darkness around us at times, we can always know that our God is there and he doesn’t slumber or sleep. He is always at work, whether we can see it or not. 

Day One Study

Read Judges 10:1-5.

1.  What judges are mentioned in passing in these verses? How long did they judge? Do you notice anything good or bad in these brief descriptions?

Read Judges 10:6-16.

2.  What is different here from what we have seen before in the cycles of sin?

3.  What do you learn about God from this story?

Read Judges 10:17-18. 
More Light: Look up these locations on your Bible map or Bible atlas.

4.  What quality in a leader did the people value? (This eventually led them to the next judge, Jephthah.)
5.  How does the list of qualifications for spiritual leadership in 1 Tim. 3:1-13 differ from what the people looked for in Judges 10? How do you see some people in the church today value the wrong things in their leaders?

6.  Responding to God: Ask God to help his people see clearly so that they follow the right kind of leaders. Pray for the leaders in your church by name, praying that they would lead according to 1 Peter 5:2-3. Write your prayer.  
Day Two Study

Reread Judges 10:17-18 and then read Judges 11:1-11. There is a short flashback in 11:1-3 to give some background to Jephthah’s life. 

7.  Describe Jephthah’s family background and his rise to power. Make it a news article with a headline if you like( 

Read Judges 11:12-28. 

8.  What do you see that is positive about Jephthah from his response to the Ammonites?

More Light: Read the biblical account of the original story in Numbers 21:21-31.

9.  What did Jephthah believe about God’s power and sovereign control of nations? (Write down what he said that reveals these beliefs.)

10.  Read these verses about God’s sovereign power and write down what you learn: 

a.  Dan. 4:34-35

b.  Luke 1:51-53

c.  Rom. 13:1
d.  Rev. 4:9-11

11.  Sharing question: Which of the above verses is most meaningful to you today as you seek to trust God in a present situation? Why?

12.  Responding to God: Use the verses you chose as the basis of a prayer, poem, or psalm of praise. Write it below. 

Day Three Study

We have begun the saga of Jephthah in Judges 10-11. He attempted to negotiate and reason with the enemy, the Ammonites. Continue the story by reading Judges 11:29-40.

13.  Where did Jephthah get the power to defeat the sons of Ammon? How do you know? 

14.  What was Jephthah’s rash vow and how did it backfire on him?

There are two interpretations of Jephthah’s vow; 1) he killed his daughter as a sacrifice to God; or (2) he forced her into perpetual virginity. Although we certainly prefer the second idea, Gary Inrig lays out good reasons to believe the first happened:

First, animals were not kept indoors. Second. . . if he intended an animal sacrifice, he would have vowed his very best animals, not just whatever wandered out the door. Third, he intended a sacrifice, as the word translated ‘burnt offering’ indicates. Every time the word is used in the Old Testament, it refers to a blood sacrifice, and that must be its meaning in Judges 13:16.12 
During the last hundred years or so, the suggestion that Jephthah’s daughter remained a perpetual virgin arose. Previously, scholars agreed that he killed her. I like the new understanding better, but I am not sure it is true to the text or the religious culture of that day. At this time Israel worshipped the true God, Yahweh, alongside other idolatrous gods. They mixed beliefs from both. Those religions valued the sacrifice of children as an act of worship. This concept would not have been a foreign one to him or to the people of Gilead. If he did indeed sacrifice his daughter, the story sadly reveals Jephthah’s ignorance of God’s word, which specifically forbids human sacrifice.

More Light: Read God’s statements that forbid human sacrifice in the scriptures that would have been around in Jephthah’s day: Lev. 18:21; 20:2-5; Deut. 12:31; 18:10.

15.  Read the following verses and write down your insights into the value of God’s word and your responsibility to know it:

a.  Ps. 1:1-3

b.  Ps. 119:11

c.  Ps. 119:105

d.  Prov. 2:1-6

16.  Sharing question: Has there ever been a situation when you acted in ignorance of God’s word, resulting in disaster or at least a situation that you regretted? Explain what happened and what you learned. 

17.  What do you know about God’s character or his promises that is violated by bargaining with him to give you what you want?
18.  Responding to God: Ask God to help you trust him and his will rather than trying to impose yours on him through bargaining! 
Day Four Study
Read Ecclesiastes 5:1-7.

19.  How does Solomon’s caution apply to those who choose to bargain with God?

20.  Read Jesus’ teaching in Matt. 5:33-37. How would you use it to challenge a believer who didn’t keep her word, saying it wasn’t a vow? 

Read Psalm 15, which describes the character of a godly person. 

21.  Copy Ps. 15:1, 4c, your memory verse for this week.

22.  What does this verse add to the cautions about rash words? 

Just because Jephthah swore and fulfilled his vow, that didn’t make him a godly person because in doing so, he violated a specific command of God. He exemplifies why we shouldn’t say anything before we think about it and hold it up to the truth of God’s word. He was foolish and ignorant of God’s commands. A sad story! 

More Light: Read about Jephthah’s vow in your commentaries or online resources. 

23.  Sharing question: Be vulnerable and share with your group one area where you have been less than faithful to your words. 

24.  Responding to God: Write a prayer of confession to God for what you shared, and commit to become a faithful woman by his grace.

Day Five Study
Read Judges 12:1-7.

Ephraim is one of the tribes of Israel.

25.  What insights do you have about Jephthah from this story?

26.  What was the result of this disagreement with the tribe of Ephraim?
Before leaving Jephthah, let’s think a bit more about the power of our words. James has much to say about the tongue, the muscle of the body that may be most used! 

Read James 3:2-12.

27.  How do the images that James uses for the power of the tongue impact you? How do they make you feel about your words?

28.  Draw a picture using one of the images that James uses for the tongue and its power. 

29.  Responding to God: Ask God to show you any sins of the tongue which you need to confess. It may be speaking in anger, speaking harshly, or speaking the truth without the love that must accompany it. Write a prayer of confession below. 

Read Judges 12:8-15.

We read here of three lesser judges: Ibzan, Elon, and Abdon. Again, God gives us little information about these judges. They may have judged at the same time as some of the other judges mentioned in this book, just in different areas of the land. There is definitely some overlap among the listed judges, but no one knows exactly how the chronology works out. 

More Light: Read your commentaries about these three judges. 

Marla’s Story 

A female friend of mine was in an abusive marriage. She had struggled for over a year regarding what God wanted her to do. She knew that she did not want to end her marriage, but she also knew that her husband was not behaving as a godly husband.  She seemed like a fragile bird that would break at any minute, and vacillated all the time regarding what direction to go in her life.  

There came a time, during lunch at a nice restaurant, that I decided it was my job to help her "snap out of it", and get her life together, I told her what she needed to do, how she should do it, and that it was time for her to buckle up and take control of her life.  As soon as I said these words I lost my appetite.

Love is long suffering and kind. The words I had spoken were not loving or kind. They were not even words that God had asked me to speak. God was working in my friend’s life, at his pace, not mine. The words were spoken out of my selfishness and impatience. I later had to apologize for my harshness.

God did work in my friend’s life. Months later, through God's guidance in her life, she was able to resolve her problem. It was his doing though, not mine.

A Mother’s Application

If we are to be like God, we must be faithful to what we say. Otherwise, we are liars. 

Sadly, many women are not promise-keepers. We promise at the altar to be faithful to our husbands and to commit to them for the rest of our lives; yet, many women choose to fill their minds with daydreams about other men or flirt with guys on the internet since the world says that fantasies are just fine. God says that to think about a man in this way is just as sinful as adultery. Some women eventually fulfill those desires physically while others choose to desert their families in the pursuit of happiness. Where is faithful commitment to our words and vows?

What are you teaching your children about their words by your example? Are they learning that if they agree to do something, they must follow through? Are they realizing that they must be careful with their words for they are permanent? Are they learning not to hurt with their tongues?

Dallas area women may be the busiest in the whole nation. We run our kids to and fro involving them in every possible activity. Then, we are too stressed to handle the things that are really important: commitment to God, to his church, and to our family relationships. Choose carefully what you agree to do and what you promise your children for you are responsible to follow through; however, you are not responsible to do everything that you are asked to do. Keep your priorities in order and be true to your word for then you will model the character of God to others.

Write a prayer of thanksgiving to God for his faithfulness. Thank him that you do not have to worry about his failing to make good on His promises.

Lesson Eight:  Don’t Waste God’s Gifts

Light for Today
“And what more shall I say? For time will fail me if I tell of Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, of David and Samuel and the prophets.  Through faith they conquered kingdoms, administered justice, gained what was promised, shut the mouths of lions, quenched raging fire, escaped the edge of the sword, gained strength in weakness, became mighty in battle, put foreign armies to flight”

Hebrews 11:32-34 (NET)

Have you ever known anyone who wasted his or her life? Someone who began with great potential because of God’s gifts of intelligence or creativity or personality and yet he never lived up to the promise of those qualities? 

This week we look at Samson, perhaps the most well-known of all of the judges. There have been times when he has been held up as a hero, but in reality he may be the worst of the judges recorded in this book. As we have traveled back to this time period, we have noted that the judges became less like God and more like the world around them. Yet, Samson is listed as a man of faith in Hebrews 11, our Light for Today. As you read about him, think about how and when he evidenced this faith. 

Day One Study

Samson’s life can be divided into three sections: the birth announcement in Judges 13, his activities surrounding the town of Timnah in Judges 14-15, and the saga of his demise in Judges 16. Today we will consider the story of his birth.

Read Judges 13:1.

1.  What parts of the cycle that we studied from Judges 2, our Week Three Study, are included in the story of Samson and what parts are missing? What does that suggest about the people of Israel? 

Read Judges 13:2-24.

2.  Who appeared to the woman, and what was his message and instructions?

What was a Nazirite? It is not related to the town of Nazareth, where Jesus grew up. The noun nazir derives from a root meaning “to dedicate or consecrate oneself.”13
Read Numbers 6:1-8 to find the answer.

3.  List the outward evidences that one was a Nazirite.

As believers, we are also dedicated unto God for the rest of our lives. Read 1 Peter 1:15-16. The words “holy” and “sanctified” mean separated or set apart unto God. There should be outward evidence of our separation as well. 

4.  Sharing question: In what ways are you living differently from those around you so that they may see that you are set apart unto God? How do you live differently without coming across as “holier than thou?”

If we see clearly through the darkness, we will not live like those who cannot see; thus, we will look distinct, but we must do that without pride. So often a believer becomes proud of what she doesn’t do and that builds a barrier with witnessing to the world. Only by the grace of God are we believers. We are not saved because we choose not to participate in certain activities or cease from specific sins in our lives but because God has had mercy upon us. 

We also see the problem of pride in believers in the gray areas. As God works in our lives to sanctify us more and more, we often try to put the same restrictions on others.  There are areas where God has not set out hard and fast rules for what is sin and what is not. For some of us, He convicts us that to participate would be sin for us. For others, there is not the problem. Because of our flesh, we tend to become proud of those areas and see ourselves as superior to those with whom God has dealt in a different way. Paul discusses this in the book of Romans as he deals with areas that are gray, such as dietary laws and observing holy days.

Read Romans 14:2-23.

5.  Sharing question: Name one specific way that you can apply Paul’s words about the gray areas to your life. 

More Light: Read in your resources on Rom 14:2-23. Write down your insights.

6.  Responding to God: Ask God to show you areas of pride in your heart that arise from your lifestyle. Confess it as sin and ask God to give you the humility to realize that you live differently because of the grace and power he gives you, not because of your own greatness! Write your prayer below.

Day Two Study

So far the story of Samson seems great with promise. God miraculously opened his mother’s womb and called him to be dedicated unto God for life. Today we begin to see how Samson used the gifts that God gave him. 

Read Judges 13:24-14:20.

7.  What repeated idea do you see concerning the woman whom Samson wants in 14:2, 3, 7? What is the problem with his marrying her? (See Deut. 7:3-4.)

We see that God’s Spirit is at work in Samson’s life, and this is also repeated through this passage. When you study the scriptures, it is helpful to watch for repetition, which highlights what the passage is stressing. 

8.  How did Samson use the strength given by the Lord?

Throughout the Scriptures, God is at work, accomplishing his purposes and his plans. We see this in this story of Samson. Yet, Samson seems to be a free agent, doing whatever pleases himself without regard to God. There is tension between God’s sovereignty, his rule over all, and man’s will that the Bible never really explains. God uses us to accomplish his purposes and within his plan, but he does not violate our will in doing so. How does it all fit together? We can only understand it by faith. When God does not choose to explain it to us, it is best to accept it and not try to make it logical; it is a paradox. 

More Light: What other story in the Bible shows the paradox of God at work to accomplish his purposes through someone’s disobedience or sin?

9.  Look at the following verses and write down your insights about God’s purposes:

a.  Isaiah 14:24

b.  Isaiah 46:8-11

c.  Isaiah 55:8-9

10.  Review God’s original purpose for Samson and his life in Judges 13:5. How does this story in Judges 14 contribute to the accomplishment of God’s purposes despite Samson’s poor attitude and judgment?

11.  Sharing question: God can use you for his purposes even though you are not walking according to his will. Look back over your life and relate a situation where you can now see the hand of God at work although you were essentially ignoring his word or his will.

12.  Responding to God: Read 1 John 2:15-17 and use it to evaluate your attitudes. Samson’s life prioritized a love of the world; we already see lust of the flesh in his life. Ask God to show you any area where you love the world. Write down what he reveals. 

Day Three Study

Read Judges 14:20-15:20.

13.  Summarize the story as the top news of the day on the Philistine news channel or newspaper. Write a headline if you wish.

14.  Again, the Spirit of God came upon Samson mightily (Jud. 15:14). What was he able to do when that occurred?

God gives New Testament believers the Holy Spirit to live within us at all times. His purpose in our lives is different from his purpose in Samson’s life, but we also have power. 

15.  Write down what you learn about the work of God’s Spirit within a believer today:

a.  Acts 1:8

b.  Romans 8:14

c.  Romans 8:26-27

d.  Galatians 5:16, 22-23
More Light: Find other New Testament verses in your concordance concerning the work of the Spirit in our lives today. 

16.  Responding to God: Ask God to show you an area of your life where you are wasting the gift of the Spirit by failing to depend on his strength and power. Write down what he shows you as you sit still in silence before him.

17.  Sharing question: Share what God showed you with your group. What one thing can you do in a practical way to walk by the Spirit and tap into his strength instead of your own?

Day Four Study

Review Judges 15:18-20, which occurred at the end of the story we read yesterday. 

18.  What was Samson’s prayer and God’s answer?

Although Samson was again focused on his own desires, the story reveals that God was concerned about his needs. God is interested in everything about us; he wants to take care of us and provide for the things that we truly need. 

19.  Read these verses and write down what you learn about God meeting your needs:

a.  Matt. 6:31-33

b.  James 4:3

More Light: Find other verses on prayer in your concordance or topical Bible. 

20.  Responding to God: Write a prayer asking God to provide for an area of personal need, which may be spiritual or physical. Review the kingdom prayers at the back of this study to help you as you consider a spiritual need. 

Read Judges 16:1-3.

21.  Relate the story in summary form—and feel free to write a headline! 

“It is noteworthy that such a destruction of a city’s gate was particularly humiliating for a city, because gates were thought to be symbolic of a city’s strength.”14
Leon Wood

22.  How does this story show God’s purposes for Samson succeeding while at the same time it shows Samson motivated by his own lusts? 

23.  Sharing question: Relate the story of how you have seen God work even through someone’s sins? It will likely be your own story( 

Day Five Study

Read Judges 17:4-31, the sad ending of the saga of Samson.

24.  Briefly summarize the story.

In the great Shakespearean tragedies, there is always a character defeat that causes the story to end in sadness. Samson is somewhat of a tragic hero as well Although he fulfilled God’s purpose for his life, he failed to do it God’s way. As a result, he wasted his potential and ended up a tragic figure. 

25.  What would you identify as Samson’s downfall? Explain.

More Light: Read about Samson death in your resources. 

26.  How can living out Heb. 12:1-2 help us avoid some of Samson’s failures?

27.  Sharing question: What is the sin that is tripping you up? It may not seem like a sin but more like great attitudes: trying to please people, seeking to meet your own goals, seeking material things, or trying to get your family to see things your way. These and other attitudes may reveal that you have put other things over your love for God or that you are trusting yourself for results rather than trusting in God. What can you do to lay this aside so that it doesn’t trip you up? 

28.  How do you see the truth of Heb. 11:32-34, our memory verses, in Samson’s life?

29.  Responding to God: Write a prayer or poem highlighting something you learned in the account of Samson about yourself or about God. 
Beverly’s Story

When I left for college, I decided to try out what the world had to offer. I had become disillusioned with my church and consequently decided to put God aside also. I could go out every night of the week if I desired. I went to church once during college, but found it boring and awfully early after getting in so late on Saturday night. I took advantage of every party, and had a lot of fun.

Several years later I began to feel the emptiness of this life. There was something missing, and I felt a strong desire to get back into church. As I plugged back into a church fellowship and began to get involved in Bible study, I had a deep regret for the years I had spent away from the Lord. I had missed out on years of growing in the Lord. I had a lot of knowledge about the Bible but had never spent time studying God’s word for myself. I began to realize what a waste those six years had been that I chose to go my own way. My behavior had led to some choices I made that would have been unthinkable just a few years before.

The hardest thing has been to watch my child go through this same rebellion against God. He puts on the Christian act when he’s at church, but his behavior with his friends shows that he’s making the same mistakes I made. He’s tasting what the world has to offer and nothing I can say about my experiences can make him anticipate the regret he’ll have in the future about the time he’s wasted in his relationship with God.

A Mother’s Application

In the story of Samson we actually see his parents interact with him. You might want to reread Judges 14:1-3, 5. Although Manoah and his wife knew that Samson should not marry this Philistine woman, they went ahead with the arrangements because Samson insisted. Samson was motivated by his lusts and pleasures throughout his life. In this instance we see no indication that his parents set limits on him. Perhaps that is one reason that he set few limits on himself.

As parents our job is to train our children in the commands of the Lord. We are the first defense against their becoming selfish and self-centered. Our precious children are actually born sinners, whose tendency is to look at life in totally selfish ways, attempting to fulfill their personal desires. If we give in to all of their selfish wishes, we do not teach them to look out for the needs of others or to obey God, who knows what is best. 

Desire is insatiable; no matter how much you give, it can never be satisfied. Your children do not need everything they see or everything they want. Begin early to teach them to wait and to work for the things they really need. Teach them to be generous with others rather than constantly looking for material things for themselves.

Do not use material goods to placate them. Don’t fall into the habit of buying them something every time they go with you to the store. My children learned that Christmas and birthdays were the times that they received gifts (I’m not talking about needed school clothes). They realized that they had to wait to satisfy their desires, and they never received everything that they asked for. They had to pick what they wanted most.

Keep in mind your long-term goals for your children. What kind of adults do you want them to be? Begin to teach them early to be giving, unselfish, and kind. 

Lesson Nine:  Don’t Seek What Glitters
Light for Today

“The true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for the Father seeks such people to be his worshipers.”

John 4:23 b-c (NET)

There is something in the human heart that draws us to seek glory, fame, money, popularity, and a number of other things. The history of mankind is filled with stories of tragedy that ensue when someone chooses to reach for the things that “glitter.” Whole nations have been destroyed by leaders who seek power by swallowing up other countries and bringing defeat on themselves and their own people. However, the majority of such stories concern the destruction of families or relationships: parents who have ignored the needs of their children to pursue other things; husbands and wives who are more concerned about fulfilling themselves than about building oneness in their marriages; pastors who have destroyed their churches by focusing on building their own kingdoms rather than the kingdom of God. This week we read a sad story which results from one man’s desire to have what glitters. 

Background

This week we begin the last of the three sections of the book of Judges. We saw the introduction in Chapters 1:1-3:6 and the stories of the judges in 4:7-16:31. Now in chapters 17-21 we read the stories of religious anarchy and moral chaos that permeate the period. This section is not chronological after the life of Samson but predates that time probably following the farewell of Joshua by only a few years. Some call it a double conclusion, just as there was a double introduction. We will study the story of the tribe of Dan this week and conclude our study of the book with the story of civil war next week. 

Remember that God can use the darkest and saddest chronicles of history in order to teach us about our lives today. Paul tell us in 1 Cor. 10:11-13 that God has given us these Old Testament stories so that we learn by them: “Now these things happened to them as an example, and they were written for our instruction, upon whom the ends of the ages have come. Therefore let him who thinks he stands take heed that he does not fall. No temptation has overtaken you but such as is common to man; and God is faithful, who will not allow you to be tempted beyond what you are able, but with the temptation will provide the way of escape also, so that you will be able to endure it.” (NASB) We must take these accounts seriously so that we do not fall into such darkness and incur discipline from God as they did.

Day One Study
Read Judges 17:1-6, and meet the main character of this story, Micah.

1.  What did Micah confess and what seems to be his motive for confessing?

2.  What did Micah’s mom do with the money she dedicated to Yahweh (LORD)? Read Ex. 20:4-5 and Deut. 5:8-9 and write down God’s perspective of her actions.  

3.  How does Rom. 1:22-23 help explain why God so condemns idols, even if they are dedicated to worshipping him? 

More Light: Look up idolatry in your Bible dictionary, handbook, encyclopedia or other resource and add any additional insights that help you with this concept.

Judges 17:6 is a repeated verse and is seen again in the last verse of the book. It describes the attitude of the people of that day and is illustrated here in the story of Micah. The repetition of this same verse indicates how prevalent these attitudes were. They describe these last few chapters and the stories that we find there.

4.  Write Judges 17:6 in your own way, explaining it. How do you see its truth in the mother’s actions?

5.  Sharing question: Honestly consider your own attitudes. In what areas do you tend to do what is right in your own eyes rather than what God says is right? Is there an area where you give excuses for your conduct? Are there places where you ignore God’s clear standards, thinking they are outdated or minor issues?

6.  Responding to God: Confess whatever God shows you to confess about your own attitude of knowing what is right more than God does. Accept his forgiveness. Write your prayer below.

Day Two Study

Review Judges 17:1-6 and read Judges 17:7-13. 

7.  According to Deut. 12:1-7, 11-14, 26, what was God’s attitude toward the Jews having personal shrines in their homes?

Micah imitated the religious observances given to the Jews by God: a temple, priests who wore ephods, and ways of worship. Micah believed that he could worship the true God as he pleased. 

More Light: Read more about God’s instructions for the tabernacle and the priests in Exodus 25-28.

8.  Read Num. 3:1-10. (Note that Moses and his brother Aaron were from the tribe of Levi, as this priest was.) What family from among the Levites was to have the priesthood? What was the job of the other Levites?

God gave the Levites specific cities in which to live which were scattered among the land belonging to the various tribes. Bethlehem was not one of their cities. 

9.  Why was this Levite in Micah’s area (Jud. 17:9)? What did this and the fact that he lived in Bethlehem tell you about this Levite?

10.  How did Micah think that God would respond to his religion (Jud. 17:13)?

11.  Responding to God: Sit quietly before God. Read John 4:20-23 (and be sure and learn it!), considering how he wants us to worship him today. Do you worship him according to the truth of scripture? Consider ways that you may have made him into your own comfortable God. Is there any area in which have you fallen into the thinking of the culture about God? Repent of your false worship and accept his forgiveness. 
12.  Sharing question: Share what you saw as you sat before God. 

Day Three Study

Read Judges 18:1-2.

13.  Why were the men of the tribe of Dan spying out the land?
14.  Joshua had allotted this tribe land close to the Mediterranean. What happened to that land according to Judges 1:34?

The tribe of Dan was disobedient to God by not living in their allotted portion of the land of promise. It was too hard! So they looked for an easy way. They spied out this area that they were never given, looking for an easy way to get some land.

Read Judges 18:3-10.

15.  What was the report of these spies about the city of Laish?

More Light: If you have a Bible atlas or some maps, try to find Laish in the northern area of the land, north of the Sea of Galilee.

Read Judges 18:11-20. 

16.  Consider what you learn about the Levite’s character from 17:7-13 and this passage. Write down your insights. 

17.  Responding to God: Are you content with the ministry that God has given you or are you looking for more recognition? Honestly evaluate your attitude before God. Are you willing to serve in your giftedness outside of the limelight? Confess what is truly in your heart before God. 

18.  Sharing question: Share the story of how God opened a door of ministry for you that you did not expect.

Day Four Study

We have been looking at the story of Micah and his homemade worship of God. We read yesterday of a Levite who was more than happy to be exalted to the level of priesthood although he was not qualified according to God’s word. 

Even in the church it is possible for someone to elevate themselves to a position to which God has not gifted or called them. In fact, the New Testament warns repeatedly about false teachers, who are not even true believers. 

19.  Read these passages and write down what you learn about false teachers and your responsibility to discern who is from God and who is not:

a.  Acts 20:28-31 (Paul to the elders of the Ephesian church)

b.  2 Pet. 2:1-2; 3:17

c.  Gal. 1:6-10

d.  Col. 2:8

e.  2 Tim. 2:15-19

f.  1 John 4:1-3

More Light: Read all of 2 Peter 2 and write down Peter’s harsh warnings about false teachers. 

20.  What did Jesus teach in Matthew 7:13-23 about how to determine whether someone is a true teacher from the Lord? (Note the things that this person may be able to accomplish.)

21.  Sharing question: What one step can you take this week to grow in character so that you exhibit more of Christ to others, so that your words match your actions? Be specific.

22.  Responding to God: Pray for your leaders, asking God to raise up those who are mature, wise, and qualified, teaching truth. Write down your prayer below.

Day Five Study
Today we read the end of the story of Micah in Judges 18:27-31. 

23.  What sort of worship did the tribe of Dan institute in the land that they conquered and how long did it last?

Once we establish systems of worship, they are difficult to overcome. Even when we attend a church with a different culture, these traditions seem to stay with us. We develop a love for them, perhaps because they represent our traditions or sense of awe. These are not necessarily false systems, but they can be. We need to see clearly to discern the nature of our worship—is it simply an alternate form of worship or does it contain elements that are not true to who God is? 

24.  Responding to God: Are you holding on to any form of worship that is not worship in spirit and in truth? God requires us to worship Him in truth. Ask God to show you in his word if there is anything in your practice of worship that does not conform to spirit and truth. Write down your prayer. 

25.  According to Judges 18:30, who was this “priest” and who were his ancestors?

This may be the saddest part of the story, the identity of this so-called priest. My Bible (NASB) identifies his ancestor in a footnote because some manuscripts read Manasseh as his ancestor.  

More Light: Read what your commentaries say about Jonathan’s identity. 

“To cover the fact that such a godly man could have so worthless a descendant, the scribes altered his name. . . . Godliness is not genetic.”15
Gary Inrig

Just being part of a believing faithful family does not ensure that your faith is real. The Bible is full of stories of children who do not follow in the faith of their fathers and mothers.

26.  Sharing question: Is your faith as strong as your ancestors? What sort of tradition of faith do you have in your family? If you come from a family of followers of Jesus, what influences did you have that most impacted you? 

27.  Responding to God: If you are a mother, pray for your children to truly believe in Jesus and live for him. If you do not have children, pray for a niece, nephew or other member of the next generation. Ask God how you can be an influence in his or her life Write down your prayer below. 

Susan’s Story
I grew up in a Christian home and in a very strong church that taught the Bible and I participated in the youth group, the Wednesday night activities, and the youth choir tours. I was there virtually every time the door was open and I loved my church, my friends, and the strong Bible teaching and music. I worked at a Christian camp after I graduated from high school and I went to college very excited to be going to a Christian university after having spent 12 years in public school. I was sure that this would enhance my walk with the Lord. I would finally be able to relax and enjoy school with other believers. 

When I got to college, I immediately felt accepted and successful and I began to acquire recognition and honors. I gradually began to substitute this for a growing relationship with the Lord. I still went to church but the word wasn’t being taught. I prayed every day but they were short prayers of thankfulness or prayers for help or prayers of desperation. I became a double-minded person (James 1), thinking that I could worship and serve God and do my own thing at the same time. I substituted human logic for divine revelation and I lost all discernment. I used my own reasoning to sort out situations and I enjoyed the “passing pleasures” of sin. As I reached the pinnacle of the achievement track I was on, I felt totally empty inside and was truly miserable. I knew that I should be happy. I had achieved the goals that I had set. However, I had drifted away from the truth and the rest of my life had lost its meaning.

Thankfully, God prevented me from making some disastrous decisions at this time in my life. (He prevented me from marrying the wrong person by having that person decide it was not right.) Eventually, through God’s painful, loving discipline (because I was his child) I began to think through some things. He would not let me go my own way. A friend invited me to a conference taught by the top speakers at Campus Crusade for Christ. I went night after night and I realized what I had left. These bible teachers were exciting and challenging and I remembered that God’s word was “alive and powerful and sharper than a two-edged sword.” I was challenged to confess sin and to be filled with the Holy Spirit. It was all coming back to me. I had left my “first love” (Rev. 3). I had drifted off on my own but God called me back to himself. How grateful I am today that he would not let me go my own way. His word is truth and I cannot make up my own way to serve him or to worship him. I have to do it his way.

I still had no desire to study the Bible on my own but at least I realized what I had been missing and I now wanted to have this desire. (I had avoided Bible studies when I was having so much “fun” in college because I knew I would feel convicted.) I prayed that God would give me a desire to study his word and he has! The joy, peace, purpose, and fulfillment that I have now are the result of his working in and through my life. He has filled the emptiness that I tried to fill with position and relationships with himself. The plans I had for my life pale in comparison with what God planned. He has given me his best for me and I am still in the process of learning to trust him fully and not “lean on my own understanding.”

A Mother’s Application

The story of Micah involves a poor mother and the failure of family faith. 

Micah’s mother was responsible for the idolatry of her son and eventually of an entire tribe. She indicated that she believed that this was the way to worship the true God; yet, her plan was in direct contradiction to God’s word. We have such influence upon our children in every way! When you advise your children, do you know what God says on the subject or do you give your children worldly advice? Where do you get your perspectives—from the Bible or from celebrities like Oprah? Are you immersed enough in Scripture to recognize it if you hear advice contrary to that of the world? 

Just as Moses’ descendant, perhaps grandson, Jonathan strayed from the faith of his family and followed what seemed right to him, so your children may also follow another god—money, success, fun, or popularity. As Gary Inrig said, “Faith is not genetic.” We are all rebels at heart whose tendency is to do what is right in our own eyes. We cannot make them believers, but we can influence them by teaching them the truth and living it out before them. Prayer is your greatest hope because only God can draw anyone to himself. He has the power to touch the hardest heart. Entrust your children and their faith to the one who made them and died for them. 

Pray that you will prioritize the things of God so that you influence your children to love and serve him. 

Lesson Ten:  Life Without Compromise
Light for Today

          “Trust in the Lord with all your heart, 
And do not rely on your own understanding. 
Acknowledge him in all your ways,  

And he will make your paths straight.”

Proverbs 3:5-6 (NET)

Do you ever hear of situations where one bad decision seems to lead to another and another? Maybe you have found yourself in situations that you never expected because of one bad choice. That is the kind of story we have this week! Poor choices end up bringing destruction and civil war. These are things that happen when everyone does what is “right in his own eyes,” the repeated refrain that describes this period of spiritual and moral anarchy. As the second part of the double conclusion, this story exemplifies the moral anarchy and destruction that typifies the time of the judges.

Day One

Read Judges 19:1-21.

1.  Tell the story as a news report! Add a headline, if you wish. 

2.  Review what you learned about the responsibility of Levites in last week’s lesson (Num. 3:6-9). Summarize them below. 

The Levites were specially set apart for God’s work; yet, this Levite had a concubine. What did that mean?

“Having concubines was an accepted part of Israelite society although this is not what God intended (Gen. 2:24). A concubine had most of the duties but only some of the privileges of a wife. Although she was legally attached to one man, she and her children usually did not have the inheritance rights of the legal wife and legitimate children. Her primary purpose was giving the man sexual pleasure, bearing additional children, and contributing more help to the household or estate.”16
This Levite had accepted the world’s way of living instead of choosing God’s best. He had compromised with the thinking of his culture. 

3.  What do you learn from Romans 12:1-2 about how to see clearly through the darkness rather than thinking as our culture does?

Read Judges 19:22-30. Because of poor choices, the Levite ended up in a dangerous situation. 

4.  How did the host and the Levite solve their dilemma? 

These solutions seemed right in their own eyes. Their social customs of hospitality involved “protecting a guest at any cost.”17 That seemed right despite the resulting treatment of the women as disposable chattel. They lived in the darkness rather than trusting God and seeing clearly. 

Whenever we read stories of real people in the Bible, we must be careful not to infer that God is pleased with their actions or attitudes. Only by cross-referencing to other kinds of books in the Bible, where God clarifies and teaches, can we know how he feels about these things.

The Levite and his host did what was right in their own eyes. They accommodated evil to protect themselves. They took the easy way out of the dilemma. They looked out for Number One. They failed to live godly in an ungodly world but became like the world.

More Light: Read more about Judges 19:22-30 in your resources. 

5.  Sharing question: In what areas do you tend to protect yourself by not speaking up or compromising with the values of our culture? Give an example.

6.  Responding to God: Ask God for the grace to be courageous for his truth and values even when it costs you in friendships or respect. Write your prayer below.

Day Two Study

The sad story of rape and accommodation of evil bears further consequences as it progresses.

Read Judges 20:1-11.

7.  Summarize what happened at the convocation at Mizpah. 

Read Judges 20:12-17.

8.  Read Deut. 22:22-27, and explain how knowing God’s word could have helped the tribe of Benjamin see clearly through the darkness rather than doing what they did—what was right in their own eyes.

The tribe of Benjamin treated sin as excusable or at least unimportant by their actions. They failed to understand the seriousness of sin and the holiness of God. His “eyes are too pure to approve evil”; he “cannot look on wickedness with favor” (Hab. 1:13). 

9.  How did Isaiah respond to the holiness of God according to Isaiah 6:1-7?

More Light: Read definitions of the holiness of God in a Bible dictionary or encyclopedia or perhaps in an online article. 

In Exodus 19, God impressed Israel at Mount Sinai with his holiness. Read Exodus 19:10-25; 20:18-21.

10.  How did God hope that Israel would respond to his power and greatness (Ex. 20:20)?
We have to be careful to remember that God is God although he loves us. We must respond to God with the proper respect for his holiness and power. 

11.  Sharing question: If you see yourself clearly, what kinds of sins in your own life do you tend to consider unimportant or excusable?

12.  Responding to God: Draw a picture showing yourself putting away that sin or sins in the presence of God’s holiness.

Day Three Study

Read Judges 20:18-48.

13.  One last time, write a news report summarizing the civil war and its results. And once again, put a headline with it( 

Read Judges 21:1-14.

14.  What decision that was right in their own eyes came back to haunt the men of Israel and why?

15.  What was their solution to the problem?

This whole thing reminds me of the old saying—two wrongs don’t make a right.

16.  What are the two wrongs done here—or even more than two?

More Light: Read in your commentaries about Judges 21:1-14.

17.  Sharing question: Perhaps you have firsthand experience with the consequences of not thinking clearly, according to God’s wisdom. Maybe you experienced it in your family or through your own life. Share what you learned through it with your group. 

18.  Responding to God: Commit to spend time in God’s word so that you don’t forget the light that keeps you from living life in the darkness. Write your prayer below.

Day Four Study 

Read Judges 21:16-25.

Amazingly, the men of Israel came up with a plan that did not violate the letter of their oath; however, it was not an ethical choice!

19.  What was the plan? How was it unethical?

The moral fiber of the country had been lost. The nation followed the letter of the oath and broke the spirit of God’s law.  

20.  What wisdom would you share with these Israelites if you could travel back in time and speak to them when they first gathered at Shiloh?

More Light: Read your commentaries on Judges 21:16-25.

“This book and the history of the nation that follows serve as eternal testimony to the grim reality that God’s people are often their own worst enemy. It is not the enemies outside who threaten the soul but the Canaanite within.” 18
Daniel I. Block

21.  Sharing question: How have you seen this quote to be true in your own life? How do you see the Canaanite within yourself? 

22.  Sharing question: Read Proverbs 3:5-6, our memory verse this week, and compare it with Judges 21:25. In general, what are you to do differently from what these Israelites did?
23.  Responding to God: Ask God to keep the lessons that you have learned in Judges with you so that you never fall into the darkness. 

Day Five Study

We have spent ten weeks in God’s word learning lessons that can help us see clearly through the darkness. Today we want to look back and consider all that God has spoken to us and done in our lives through this study. 

We first touched on the faith of Abraham and then the faithfulness of God to his promises under the leadership of Moses and Joshua. We studied the major judges (those whose stories are detailed)—Othniel, Ehud, Deborah, Gideon, Jephthah, and Samson. We also read of the minor judges—Shamgar, Tola, Jair, Ibzan, Elon, and Abdon. We covered the double introduction with its emphasis on the cycle of sin and deliverance, as well as the double conclusion with its stories of spiritual and moral anarchy.

24.  What message stands out to you as you think through these stories?

25.  Sharing question: Who is your favorite judge and why? 

26.  Sharing question: Review the memory verses from your cards or on the first page of every lesson. Which verse is most meaningful to you and why?

27.  Sharing question: What have you changed in your life as you have applied God’s word week after week?

Betty Jo’s Story

One day during the spring of 1974 while my husband, Dennis, was the tennis coach at Pan American University, he was called into the office of the President. He thought nothing about it as he had requested some adjustments in the program such as having the courts resurfaced and getting a graduate assistant. He had been the coach for over six years and his team had been ranked in the Top Twenty of NCAA Division I. God was blessing! But this particular year, through many uncontrollable circumstances, in the middle of the year, several players had opted to leave school and join the pro tennis circuit. That left him with a greatly weakened team (he had to get his team manager and a person from one of the P.E. classes to fill out his six-man team roster) and yet still playing the very strong schedule that he was already committed to.  The year proved to be his greatest spiritually, with many opportunities to share Christ and have some very meaningful discussions with the team members.  Upon his arrival in the President's office, he was shocked when the President said, "Well, Coach, it looks like that we may have to be re-assigning you. It appears that you are just not getting the job done with the tennis program." Dennis responded that he didn't realize that one losing season out of six--and the previous ones being ranked in the Top Twenty--was "unsuccessful". He explained the circumstances and the President said, "You don't seem to be able to get it done." Dennis stated that if it meant breaking the recruiting rules or violating any NCAA policies, then, the President was right—he was not the man for the job. He told him that he believed that a coach did not have to cheat or break rules to have a winning program. The President responded, "Well, you go talk to your people and I'll talk to mineBut I think that we will be re-assigning you; come back and see me next week after I meet with the Board of Regents."  

Dennis showed up at noon (he never came home at noon) and I was in the middle of vacuuming the house. As we sat down to talk and he shared what had just happened, he said, "The only people that we can talk to are our Christian friends who will join us in prayer." (We regularly met for prayer with a group on Thursday evenings.  As we shared with our Christian friends and prayed, God gave us a complete peace about the whole scenario. Three days later, Dennis got a phone call in his office from the Athletic Department Sports Information Director saying, "Dennis, we've got it!  We've got just what you need to convince the President that you are the man!"  Dennis asked what he was talking about. Jim told him that it had just come over the wire that Dennis had been selected as the Host/Director for the NCAA National Tennis Championships for June, 1975. The miracle of this is that Dennis had not even applied for the position and was totally taken by surprise. The very next day, the top Canadian tennis player he had been recruiting sent his letter of acceptance to attend PAU in the fall of '74.  Both of these stories hit the area newspapers and TV stations over the weekend (during the time we were to be "talking to our people"). At the Board of Regents meeting on that Monday night, there was much affirmation of Dennis being "the man". Two days later, when the President met with Dennis, his line was totally different--"Now, just what can we do for you? Courts need resurfacing? Got it!  Need a graduate assistant? Got it! Anything else?" 

We had truly seen God turn the heart of the President (Prov. 21:1) and honor (I Sam. 2:30b) Dennis' commitment to honoring God by not cheating and lying to build a successful tennis program!

A Mother’s Application

In considering the story of the Levite and the civil war in Israel and its application to mothers, I was struck by the tendency we have to compromise with the world and live and look just like everyone else. We do what is easy instead of what is best. This happens to us as mothers, as well. The other mothers are allowing their children to do certain things and we go along although we know in our hearts that it is not best.

I remember being confronted with allowing my daughter to go to certain movies with other children. It amazed me what other Christian families considered okay for their children to see. My choice was to stand on my principles or compromise because it was easy and I could look like everyone else.

As children get older these questions multiply; as a mom you will be confronted with many questions of lifestyle. Just remember that you as a believer are to look differently than the world. The characters in this story were apparently totally oblivious that their moral values were opposed to the Scripture; in contrast, we must be vigilant to stand for what is right without compromise.

It is easier to go along and allow our kids to do what everyone else does. That is the easy way. Life without compromise, a godly life, is difficult and it brings hard consequences sometimes, but we must be willing to stand firm. Otherwise, the consequences may be even more serious in the lives of our children.

In order for us to stand for righteousness and God’s standards with our children, we must be sure that we ourselves are living what we propose to them. Children are the first to pick up on those who live as hypocrites, especially in their own home. We must live what we teach. We cannot expect them to learn honesty if we lie for them about missing school or if we cheat on our taxes. Little eyes are watching and they see!

Pray that you will be a model of integrity, a mom who doesn’t compromise her standards because they are rooted in God himself. 

Background of Judges

Period of the judges

Began at the death of Joshua (1:1) after the period of conquest, often dated about 1390 B.C. but date is unclear because of the overlap of judges’ rules.
Ended at the coronation of Saul around 1050 B.C. 

Includes judges Eli & Samuel, whose stories are in 1 Samuel.
Was approximately 1/3 of the entire Old Testament history of Israel.19
Involves overlapping time for some of the judges, who lived in different areas of the land.

Authorship

Unnamed in the book but likely an editor of previously written materials from various sources.
The rabbis held that Samuel authored the book. 

What was a judge?

Hebrew word “judge”: sā pât: broader than our term judge, meaning to govern, administer, exercise leadership.20 The position may best be understood as a tribal leader.21 

Think deliverer, not legal functionaries, although some may have functioned that way as well.

Judges 2:16-19 helps explain who they were.

The primary or major judges (determined only from the amount of space and information given)

Othniel

Ehud

Deborah

Gideon

Jephthah

Samson

Eli

Samuel

The secondary or minor judges

Shamgar

Tola

Jair

Ibzan

Elon

Abdon

Three sections of the book

Double introduction (1:1-2:5; 2:6-3:6).
Cycles section (3:7-16:31).  This section includes 6 cycles of apostasy-punishment-cry of pain-deliverance.

Double conclusion (17:1-18:31; 19:1-21:25).
Theme

Seven times this is repeated: “The descendants of Israel did evil in the eyes of the LORD; they forgot the LORD and served the Baals and Asherahs” (2:11; 3:7, 12; 4:1; 6:1; 10:6; 13:1).
The final verse of the book is a good statement of the theme from the perspective of the actions of God’s people: “In those days there was no king in Israel; everyone did what was right in his own eyes” (NASB). 

Four times in the last five chapters it says this: “There was no king in Israel” (17:6; 18:1; 19:1; 21:25). These statements are not so much about the theme but simply describe the leadership situation. 

Arthur Lewis identifies the theme as “God’s providential care and discipline of his children.”

True hero in the book is God and God alone, not the judges.

Bible Study Discussion Guidelines
Come to class prepared. 
You will have more to offer if you have answered your questions thoroughly and have thought through the subjects covered in the lesson.

Share your insights and experiences.

Your life is unique and your stories are different from those of every other group member. God has placed you in this group to share your unique perspective.

Keep your comments related to the conversation. 
Time is limited and it is important to cover questions from every day’s lesson.

Listen thoughtfully and respectfully. 
Listen attentively rather than planning your next remarks. Try to understand other points of view. 

Do not try to give solutions to the problems of other women or fix them.

Your role is an encourager. Tell them that you will pray for them and be sure and do it!

Make other in the group feel secure about speaking up. 
We all need to feel accepted.

Do not discuss other denominations by name in a negative light and do not bring up politics.

Remember that our classes attract women from many different backgrounds and churches. The leader will have to end any discussion of denominations or politics. Please do not put your leader in this position. Be considerate of everyone. We want each woman to feel welcome and valued. 

Limit the number of your answers that you share.

Be thoughtful. Check yourself to see if you are talking more than anyone else. Give others a chance to participate.

Have fun! 

Enjoy the discussion and help make the group a pleasant experience for everyone.

Prayer Time Guidelines

Conversational prayer is uniting our hearts and conversing together with God. You need not pray aloud to participate. God hears the prayer of your heart. However, as you are comfortable, go ahead and pray aloud. You will bless others and glorify God. Part of our purpose in meeting in groups is to challenge one another to grow as believers. Perhaps public prayer is an area where you need to grow.

Keep your prayers simple, specific, and short. 

Use everyday language.

Pray silently in agreement with the one who is praying. 

Do not spend your time composing your own prayer.
Raise your head up and speak up when you pray aloud. 

This allows everyone in the group to hear you and pray along with you.

Relax! 

No one is judging your spirituality by your prayers. Believers have the high privilege of speaking directly to God. Your time of prayer as a group can become the sweetest time your week if you ask God to help each of you enjoy this special and powerful communion with him.
P-R-A-Y

As we pray together, we will use the acronym P-R-A-Y as our guide. Each letter represents a topic of prayer. As we go through the various topics, please pray for that topic only. Agree silently with the other women as they pray aloud. Keep your prayers simple so that everyone feels comfortable. 

Praise:  Biblical praise involves both praising God for His character and attributes (such as His goodness, His mercy or His love) and thanking Him for what He has done (protecting, providing, saving). The biblical concept of praise is any public acknowledgment of these things. Thanksgiving is private, and praise is public, but they involve the same topics. 

As we praise, simply say in one sentence, “I thank you because you (kept me safe while I traveled this week),” or “I love you because you are (perfect).”

After each one in the small group prays a sentence, you can praise God for something else as time allows.

Repent: To repent means to turn around—a 180 degree turn. When we repent before God, we not only agree with Him that we have sinned in some specific area, but we also share the intention to turn from that sin and align ourselves with God’s desires for us, as the One who loves us and knows best. We do this recognizing that He washes us totally clean of our sins when we trust Jesus alone to forgive us.

When we come to this topic in our prayer time, you can repent silently. If God moves you to confess before others, obey His voice and pray aloud, knowing that all of us have sinned and are forgiven only by the grace of God. 

Ask: At this time we lay our specific requests down before God in faith, knowing that He is all-powerful. 

We encourage you to simply read the written request. Do not elaborate but read it word for word. 

Yield: Although the requests that we ask of God may be specific, we yield those and ourselves to God at the end of the prayer time, knowing that He knows what is best. We trust Him to bring about the best result, the one that glorifies Him and brings His kingdom to the earth, one that makes us into godly women. 

Yield yourself and all of your requests silently. Think specifically of your desires and surrender them to your loving Father.
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