
“God’s Power; Man’s Weakness” (Judges 3:7–31) 
 

Have you ever wondered, “How could God use someone like me?” Perhaps you are consumed with guilt 
over sin and failure. You may suffer with the scars of your family history or personal background. 
Perhaps you have physical problems and limitations. Maybe you have difficulty accepting yourself and 
bear the burden of a poor self-image.1 Maybe you feel inadequate due to a lack of education, skills, or 
spiritual gifts. I don’t know about you but when I think of myself I’m not impressed. There are many 
physical features I dislike about myself. There are many personality quirks, I wish I could change. When I 
think of myself from the world’s perspective, underwhelmed comes to mind. Yet, over the course of my 
life, the Lord has taught me that He loves to use weak and foolish people like me.2  
 
We are in the second sermon in a series through the Book of Judges (“Avoid Generation Degeneration”). 
The introduction to Judges (1:1–3:6) revealed what devastating consequences occur when God’s people 
rebel against Him. Now the author is going to focus on three judges whom God uses in a powerful way. 
In Judges 3:7–31 we will see, “Our responsibility is response to God’s ability.”3 In these twenty–five 
verses, the term “Lord” (Yahweh) occurs thirteen times. That’s every other verse! Even though God 
dominates this passage, these three stories remind us that He uses people like you and me to accomplish 
His purposes in the world.  
 
Our first story in 3:7–11 begins on an ominous note. “The sons of Israel did what was evil in the sight 
of the LORD, and forgot [abandoned]4 the LORD their God and served the Baals and the Asheroth 
[female Canaanite deities…Baal’s girlfriends]”  (3:7). The opening phrase “the sons of Israel did what 
was evil in the sight of the LORD” is repeated throughout Judges (3:7, 12; 4:1; 6:1; 10:6; 13:1). Each 
time the phrase is used, it marks a period of oppression by Israel’s enemies. In spite of the amazing grace 
that God showed His people in Judges 1–2, Israel walked away from God. These people weren’t just 
having a bad spiritual day. They didn’t skip their devotions or forget to pray, they actively rebelled 
against the one true God whom they were in covenant with! 
 
In 3:8, God gets ticked!5 “Then the anger of the LORD was kindled against Israel, so that He sold 
them into the hands of Cushan-rishathaim [“Doubly-Wicked”] king of Mesopotamia; and the sons of 
Israel served Cushan-rishathaim eight years.” The phrase “the anger of the Lord was kindled” literally 
reads “the Lord’s nose became hot.” This is a figurative way of describing God’s wrath.6 We tend to get 
angry to benefit ourselves; God gets angry because His holiness elicits a response.7 In His anger, the Lord 
sells His people to the enemy.8 Israel acts like slaves, so God sells them like slaves.9 God will not allow 
His people to sin successfully. God will use whatever form of discipline is necessary to restore His 
children to fellowship.  
  
Although God is angry, 3:9–11 demonstrates His grace. “When the sons of Israel cried to the LORD,10 
the LORD raised up a deliverer [a savior]11 for the sons of Israel to deliver them, Othniel the son of 
Kenaz, Caleb’s younger brother. The Spirit of the LORD came upon him, and he judged Israel. 
When he went out to war, the LORD gave Cushan-rishathaim king of Mesopotamia into his hand,12 
so that he prevailed over Cushan-rishathaim. Then the land had rest [no war]13 forty years. And 
Othniel the son of Kenaz died.” Despite Israel’s rebellion, God listens to their cries and delivers them. 
What’s interesting is the word translated “cried” (za‘aq) does not refer to repentance. Rather, the word 
denotes crying for help out of distress.14 This is an important conclusion, for it shows that when the Lord 
raises up a judge for Israel He is not reacting to any repentance on Israel’s part. If anything, He is 
responding to their misery rather than to their sorrow, to their pain rather than their penitence. Who then 
can ever plumb the depths of the Lord’s compassion for His people, even His sinful people who are more 
moved by their distress than by their depravity? Truly, God delivers out of sheer grace.15 Today, will you 
express your great love and appreciation to God for His tremendous mercy and grace?  



In our story, the judge God raises up is Othniel—the man who captured Kiriath Sepher and married 
Caleb’s daughter, Achsah (1:12–13).16 Othniel, the first judge, is exemplary in every way. Samson, the 
twelfth and final judge, is deplorable in almost every possible way. The progression downward, even in 
Israel’s leaders, is clear.17 Yet, God uses each of His judges in unique and powerful ways. Please note in 
3:10 that God’s Spirit empowers Othniel.18 This is true of all the judges, though the writer does not 
always mention it. No one can accomplish anything significant spiritually without the Holy Spirit’s 
enablement (cf. John 15:5). However, with God’s assistance His people can be the agents of supernatural 
change and can carry out His will. Never underestimate the good that one person can do who is filled with 
the Spirit of God and obedient to the will of God. It is so easy to accomplish ministry in the flesh—
through our own abilities, knowledge, or personality. You can pull this off and even fool a lot of people. 
But if you want your work for the Lord to stand the test of time (1 Cor 3:10–15), you need to rely upon 
Him. Our responsibility is response to God’s ability. God wants you and me to know that we can’t do 
anything apart from Him.  
 
After reading this first story, you should be struck by the colorless nature of Othniel. There is no flash and 
dash about Othniel. In fact, this entire story just reveals the bare essentials, which consist of what the 
Lord has done.19 It is likely that this first story about a judge is stripped down so that we will see clearly 
what is most essential—the activity of the Lord. God’s victories are, to a greater degree, stories about God 
than stories about human heroes. In other words, God wants us to learn about Himself more than about 
Othniel.20 Sometimes interesting people can obscure that, and we end up watching these fascinating folks 
but never see what our God is doing.21 Othniel is a man of anonymity. People didn’t know much about 
him.22 But what is clear is that Othniel was a Kenizzite—a foreigner. This serves as an example that 
background should not limit your service to Christ.23 Regardless of your family of origin, ethnicity, or 
nationality, God wants to use you powerfully. Your responsibility is response to God’s ability.  
 
Our second story is found in 3:12–30, and it begins just like the first account. “Now the sons of Israel 
again did evil in the sight of the LORD. So the LORD strengthened Eglon the king of Moab against 
Israel, because they had done evil in the sight of the LORD. And he gathered to himself the sons of 
Ammon and Amalek;24 and he went and defeated Israel, and they possessed the city of the palm 
trees. The sons of Israel served Eglon the king of Moab eighteen years” (3:12–14). This story begins, 
once again, with God firmly on the side of the pagans (3:12). Obviously, God is very unhappy with His 
people, so He decides to use idolaters (the Moabites) to discipline idolaters (the Israelites). Eglon & Co. 
possess the “city of the palm trees” (3:13). Now your mind may immediately think of Hawaii or some 
other tropical paradise. But the “city of the palm trees” was Jericho (Deut 34:3), which was the first town 
that Israel captured in Joshua 6. This is a telling picture of how far Israel has fallen. She did not continue 
to possess the land; instead, her enemies took the land back by force. Additionally, Israel suffers under 
Eglon for eighteen years. Under Cushan the Doubly Wicked, she only suffered for eight years. When 
God’s people fail to learn from His discipline, He may turn the heat up. The goal, then, must be to 
respond to God’s chastening and learn whatever lessons we can so that we don’t have to retake the test.  
 
In 3:15, we come across a very important verse. “But when the sons of Israel cried to the LORD, the 
LORD raised up a deliverer for them, Ehud the son of Gera, the Benjamite, a left-handed man. 
And the sons of Israel sent tribute by him to Eglon the king of Moab.” The Lord raises up Ehud to 
take on King Eglon and deliver Israel. The narrator states that Ehud is left-handed. This may seem like a 
small detail, but it is a key point. The whole story is built around Ehud being left-handed, which to the 
writer is a limitation. In Hebrew, being left-handed is described as “restricted in his right hand.” This can 
be understood in one of three ways: (1) Ehud was disabled.25 (2) Ehud was ambidextrous.26 (3) Ehud was 
left-handed, nothing more, nothing less. Although all of these views have merit and may shed some light 
on this account, the best interpretation seems to be the third option. Ehud is a left-handed man from the 
tribe of Benjamin, a name that means “son of my right hand.” Perhaps you’re still not convinced of the 
significance of this narrative insertion. Let me explain.  



Historically, left-handedness has been seen as an oddity, almost a disability. People were encouraged to 
correct their left-handed children. Being left-handed was even seen by some as being a sign of evil! 
Language seems to bear out this meaning. A man who is awkward is called gauche, a French word 
meaning left-handed. Something that is wicked or evil we call sinister, the Latin word for the left-hand. I 
am married to a lefty so I have to be careful about what I say here. I recently asked my wife about the 
challenges of being a lefty and she rattled off several. When we go out to dinner, we often forget that if 
she sits at my right hand (the seat of power and authority) we have a hard time eating because our elbows 
are constantly colliding with one another. Lori can’t use scissors with her left hand because most scissors 
are manufactured for right-handed people. So Lori cuts with her right hand. Lori likes to journal, but she 
has a difficult time writing on the top pages. She typically smears the ink as she writes. She even tells me 
that people make fun of her and say that she writes upside down because of the way she positions her left 
hand as she writes. Being left-handed certainly has its disadvantages. You might say that left-handed 
people were discriminated against. At the very least, being left-handed was considered unnatural and 
peculiar in antiquity.27 Perhaps the left-handers of the world should form a “lefty lib.” 
 
Ehud could have been devastated by this problem. “Why am I left-handed in a world of right-handers? 
Why am I different?” Many of us are defeated by things in our lives which may be no more significant 
than left-handedness. But if we do not accept our limitations, they can keep us from being usable. When 
we accept ourselves with our weaknesses and limitations, God can use us. That is exactly what Ehud 
did.28 Ehud uses his own physical limitations to carry out the work of God. In Ehud, the author is able to 
show that God’s leaders are those who use the talents and circumstances that God has given them to do 
His work, even when that entails some limitations.29 
 
In 3:16, we discover that Ehud is like an ancient James Bond. “Ehud made himself a sword which had 
two edges, a cubit [18’’, the distance between the elbow and the tip of the middle finger]30 in length, 
and he bound it on his right thigh under his cloak.” This is the start of the ancient James Bond movie. 
Ehud makes himself a sword and binds it to his right thigh under his cloak. King Eglon’s security 
apparently assumed that Ehud was a right-handed man. They must have frisked him before allowing him 
to enter into Eglon’s chamber. If they did not frisk him, this suggests that Ehud was extremely 
unimpressive and unthreatening because the bodyguards and security allowed him entrance with 
seemingly no hesitation. 
 
In 3:17a, Ehud enters the king’s chambers and presents a tribute (a form of taxation, probably largely 
agricultural produce31) to Eglon. The paying of tribute added to the king’s wealth and acknowledged the 
king’s authority over Israel. This verse concludes with some very unusual words: “Now Eglon was a 
very fat man” (3:17b). Why does the narrator include this statement? It appears rather cruel. At the very 
least it is not politically or socially correct. It is important to understand that when the Bible refers to a 
person as “fat,” it points to an individual who is a lazy, selfish, hoarder. In this case, Eglon is indulging in 
the tributes. While it is real he is most likely hungry, Eglon is devouring everything in sight. Ironically, 
Eglon’s name means “fat ox.” Here he is portrayed as a fattened calf going to the slaughter.32  
 
In 3:18–20, our story picks up speed. “It came about when he had finished presenting the tribute, that 
he sent away the people who had carried the tribute. But he himself turned back from the idols 
which were at Gilgal, and said, ‘I have a secret message for you, O king.’ And he said, ‘Keep 
silence.’ And all who attended him left him. Ehud came to him while he was sitting alone in his cool 
roof chamber. [The man was chilling out without a care in the world.] And Ehud said, ‘I have a 
message from God for you.’ And he arose from his seat.”  The Hebrew word translated “message” 
(dbr) means “word” or “thing.” This serves as a double entendre for the verbal message and for Ehud’s 
dagger.33 Ehud is not being deceptive when he declares that he has a “message” for Eglon. God’s 
messages are not always positive messages of well-being or of hope; they are, at times, messages of 
judgment and death. 



In 3:21–23, our story moves into slow motion. “Ehud stretched out his left hand, took the sword from 
his right thigh and thrust it into his belly. The handle also went in after the blade, and the fat closed 
over the blade, for he did not draw the sword out of his belly; and the refuse came out.34 Then Ehud 
went out into the vestibule and shut the doors of the roof chamber behind him, and locked them.” 
This episode would have been on Israel’s newscast of sports highlights at 11:00. When Eglon stands, 
Ehud reaches for his dagger and plunges it into the fat king’s body. It must have been a powerful thrust 
because the point of the dagger came out the king’s back; and Eglon died instantly.  
 
We now come to an amusing verse that is filled with bathroom humor. (Sorry ladies, but I have to be as 
biblical as possible.) In 3:24, the author of Judges writes, “When he [Ehud] had gone out, his servants 
came and looked, and behold, the doors of the roof chamber were locked; and they said, ‘He is only 
relieving himself in the cool room.’” If you have a center or single-column reference Bible, you will see 
that the Hebrew phrase “relieving himself” literally means “covering his feet.” This is a wonderful word 
picture. This afternoon if you want to be really biblical you can tell your spouse or children that you need 
to go “cover your feet.” Apparently, Elgon’s men thought that their king left his throne to go sit down on 
his other throne. I’m sure even in Eglon’s day men took magazines and books into the throne room. No 
doubt these ancient men took twenty, thirty, or even sixty minutes like many contemporary men do today. 
This is what makes 3:25a so amusing: “They waited until they became anxious; but behold, he did not 
open the doors of the roof chamber.” This must be one of the greatest understatements of the Bible. As 
indicated above, these men must have waited quite a while. But the length of time and the stench of 
Eglon’s bowels made them anxious, literally “ashamed.” Can’t you just envision this episode? You know 
how men are. These guys were no doubt coarse in their jesting. They must have been laughing their heads 
off, then crying over the stench at the same time. In 3:25b, the men said enough is enough: “Therefore 
they took the key and opened them, and behold, their master had fallen to the floor dead.”35 The 
three “behold” statements in 3:24–25 indicate the three surprises that the men experience: the doors are 
locked, the king doesn’t respond to their knocks and calls, and the king is dead. All of this took time and 
gives Ehud opportunity to escape, much like James Bond. 
 
Our story concludes in 3:26–30. “Now Ehud escaped while they were delaying, and he passed by the 
idols and escaped to Seirah. It came about when he had arrived, that he blew the trumpet in the hill 
country of Ephraim; and the sons of Israel went down with him from the hill country, and he was in 
front of them. He said to them, ‘Pursue them, for the LORD has given36 your enemies the Moabites 
into your hands.’ So they went down after him and seized the fords of the Jordan opposite Moab, 
and did not allow anyone to cross. They struck down at that time about ten thousand37 Moabites, all 
robust and valiant men; and no one escaped.38 So Moab was subdued that day under the hand of 
Israel. And the land was undisturbed for eighty years.” 39 Ehud leads his people to annihilate 10,000 of 
God’s enemies. Consequently, God grants Israel peace for eighty years! Some scholars assume that Ehud 
is guilty of treachery and murder. However, the question is: Did God call His people to exterminate the 
Canaanites? If so, it is a holy war, and all is fair in love and war.40 The author of Judges portrays Ehud as 
a hero. Indeed, Ehud the courageous lefty does lefties proud! The name “Ehud” may be derived from the 
Hebrew word “one,” playing off the fact that our champion stands alone. Alternatively, the name may be 
derived from a word meaning “majesty,” in which case it serves to applaud him.41 When no one else in 
Israel was willing to fight God’s enemies, Ehud stepped up in a big way.  
 
What gave Ehud this type of boldness and courage? The clue is found in 3:19 and 26. Ehud may have 
been worshiping idols like the rest of Israel, but one day he said, “I’m turning my back on idolatry and 
I’m going to destroy God’s enemies. If the Jews had been asked to vote on a leader, Ehud probably would 
have lost on the first ballot. But he was God’s choice, and God used him to set the nation free. Moses was 
slow of speech and Paul was not imposing in his appearance, but Moses and Paul, like Ehud, were men of 
faith who led others to victory. Ehud turned a disability into a possibility because he depended on the 
Lord. 



Our third and final story is a “one-verse wonder”—a mere sound bite.42 Check out this amazing and 
unorthodox story in 3:31: “After him [Ehud] came Shamgar43 the son of Anath, who struck down six 
hundred44 Philistines with an oxgoad;45 and he also saved Israel.” I love this name Shamgar. You can 
tell that this man is one bad dude! Just say that name a few times out loud: Shamgar…Shamgar! That’s a 
stud! And notice as well he’s “the son of Anath!” This is obviously a manly man! Interestingly, Shamgar 
is not an Israelite name. Furthermore, “Anath” is the name of a Canaanite goddess of war. Perhaps “son 
of Anath” was a nickname that meant “son of battle”—that is, a mighty warrior. So here we have a non-
Israelite delivering Israel. The point: God can use anyone to deliver His people.46  
 
Shamgar seems to be a professional soldier who is a bit impulsive. In this episode, Shamgar’s weapon of 
choice is an “oxgoad,” which is a stick about eight feet long with a sharpened iron point (1 Sam 3:21), 
used to train and drive oxen when plowing (cf. Eccl 12:11). He uses the oxgoad like a javelin or spear.  
Shamgar is a man with inadequate weapons. Nevertheless, he is a man who obeys God and defeats the 
enemy even though his resources are limited. Instead of complaining about not possessing a sword or 
spear, Shamgar gives what he has to the Lord, and the Lord uses it. God makes His power obvious in 
human weakness.47 So give your education, experience, and talents to Him. Give whatever tools you have 
to the Lord, stand your ground courageously, and trust God to use what’s in your hand to accomplish 
great things for His glory.”  
 
A woman walked to work past a pet store. One day a parrot called out to her as she passed and said, “Hey 
lady, you’re ugly.” She was upset but blew it off. Same thing happened the next day. She got a little 
angrier but went on. The third day the same thing happened. She went into the store and told the owner 
who had a talk with the parrot. The next day she passes by, “Hey lady.” She looks at him and says, 
“Yes?” The parrot said, “You know.” 
 
In this life, there will be people who call you ugly. Others will say you don’t have what it takes. You will 
feel inadequate, incapable, and inferior. But if you bring all that you are to the Lord, He can do great 
things in and through you. Stop letting the enemy, your flesh, and others keep you from achieving all that 
God has for you. Yield yourself to the Lord and let Him fill you. Your responsibility is response to God’s 
ability.  
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Study Questions 
1. Why am I often prone to do “evil in the sight of the LORD,” when He is so gracious and patient (3:7)? Can I 

accurately articulate the biblical balance between God’s patience and His anger (3:8)? How does God express 
His anger in my life today? Read Psalm 18:25–26 and Galatians 6:7–8. Have I recently experienced God’s 
discipline in my life? How did I respond? What did I learn?  

 
2. Why is it so important to be filled with the Holy Spirit (3:10)? Read John 15:5. When have I recently been filled 

with the Spirit for the purpose of accomplishing ministry? How can I have confidence that I am truly filled with 
God’s Spirit? Read Ephesians 5:18–21. 

 
3. How has God used my disabilities and weaknesses in ministry (3:15)? What has He taught me through these 

experiences? Who has challenged and inspired me in the use of their gifts despite their limitations? How did the 
great apostle Paul deal with his “thorn in the flesh?” Read 2 Corinthians 12:1–10.  

 
4. Do the following characteristics describe me: power, strategy, and courage? Why or why not? Read 2 Timothy 

1:7. How can I become a man or woman of valor? What “flesh and blood” example can I imitate in my pursuit 
to be more like Christ? Read 1 Corinthians 4:16.  

 
5. What faulty perspectives keep me from achieving God’s work in and through me? Read Colossians 3:1–3. How 

can I ensure that I am fruitful for Him? What step of obedience will I take this week as a result of studying 
Judges 3?  
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