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Sermon: 

Imagine… 
 Did you know that Hugh Hefner has kids?  That’s Hugh Hefner, the founder of Playboy magazine.  Try 

not to imagine how messed up you’d be growing up in the Playboy mansion.  That’s a very sad road to go down!  

Instead, I want you to imagine that Hugh’s oldest son, David, had a powerful encounter with Christ.  Imagine that 

David Hefner, Hugh Hefner’s son, came to know Christ in a powerful way.  Wouldn’t that be spectacular? 

 Then, imagine that the very night he came to Christ, he went to his father’s mansion, tripped the fire alarm 

so everybody got out of the building, then burned the place down. Imagine that as the mansion is burning down, 

David nails a sign up on the gate which reads, “Future home of the Praise Jesus Women’s Shelter.”   

 How do you think Hugh would react to that?  What do you think the public outcry would be like?  Can 

you imagine the media frenzy that would result?  Imagine the courage it would take Hugh’s son David to do 

something like. 

 Or, perhaps less dramatic than burning down the mansion, which is criminal, imagine instead that David 

disowned his father and used all the wealth his father had given him to set up an organization dedicated to ending 

pornography.  Then, imagine that Hugh Hefner said, “You know, maybe my son is right,” and shut down 

Playboy enterprises! 

Context 

 That’s to give you some modern day cultural context for our first passage that we’re going to read today.  

Our passage in Judges looks at the call of Gideon.  If you’re well-versed in the OT, you will recall that Gideon 

was one of the judges, or one of God’s specially appointed and empowered governors of Israel when they first 

entered the promised land, before they had a king.  You may recall that Gideon lead a small army of Israelites 

to victory against the powerful combined armies of the Midianites and Amalekites.  With only 300 Israelite 

soldiers, Gideon surprised the Midianites in their camp at night, pretending to be a much larger force.  The 

Midianites and Amalekites thought they had been betrayed and started fighting one another and they all fled. 

 That’s the most famous of Gideon’s exploits. He is also famous for laying out a fleece to determine God’s 

will and be sure of God’s commands.  But that’s not where Gideon began.  Gideon didn’t start out a hero. In 

fact, when we are first introduced to Gideon, he is hiding in a wine press, using it to thresh his grain so that the 

Midianites won’t see him and steal it from him!   

The Midianites had been raiding the Israelites for seven years, stealing all their food and trampling the 

crops in the fields.  You see, the Israelites had fallen into idolatry, worshipping the pagan gods of their 

neighbours, instead of worshipping God.  So God withdrew his protection of them and the Midianites oppressed 

them for seven long years until the Israelites finally called out to God in despair. 

When we find Gideon, he had managed to harvest a bit of grain and instead of using oxen to thresh it out in 

the open fields where the wind would blow away the chaff, he was hiding in a hollowed out, bowl shaped hole in 

a rock usually used for crushing grapes to make wine. [Arthur E. Cundall and Leon Morris, Judges and Ruth, p. 

104]  A messenger, the angel of the Lord, in fact, came to speak to Gideon who did not at first recognize who he 

was.  They have a conversation in which it becomes clear that the angel of the Lord is in fact the Lord himself! 

[Cundall and Morris, p. 104]   

The Lord calls Gideon to save Israel from the Midianites. Gideon is intimidated, claiming that his clan is 

the weakest in the tribe of Manasseh and he is the least significant member of his family. But God encourages him 

and gives him a sign that it is, in fact, the Lord that he is talking to and who is calling him.  This is where we pick 

up the text. 

Text 
Please read with me Judges 6:22-32, then Romans 12:1-3.  We’re going to tie these two passages 

together, but first we’re going to look at the call of Gideon. 
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What It Says 
So what is happening in this passage?  What does it say?  The first thing we see is that Gideon has 

realized it was God himself he was talking to!  It was widely believed in Israel that no one can see God face to 

face and live. (cf Gen 16:13; 32:30; Ex 20:19; 33:20; Judges 13:22; Isa 6:5)  But God reassures Gideon that he 

will not die.  He says, “Peace, do not be afraid!” which is something we read many times in Scripture when a 

person encounters an angel!  In response to what God has done, Gideon builds an altar and calls it, “The Lord is 

Peace” reflecting God’s words to him.  

It’s interesting to note the editorial comment in verse 24, “To this day it stands [there].”  This tells us a 

couple things. First, the final editor of Judges must have been living some time after these events, otherwise it 

would not be significant that the altar was still there!  In addition, it is historical evidence of the events described.  

Gideon built and altar, you can go see it for yourself.  Finally, we must remember that after Gideon defeated the 

Midianites, this altar where he met God and was called by God to rescue Israel would have become an important 

place!  Not only would it have been a tourist attraction, where people would want to go see the spot where 

Gideon met God, but it would also have become a place of worship. [Cundall and Morris, p. 106] 

So what happens next?  Is Gideon immediately sent to fight the Midianites?  No.  He has another task 

first which is closer to home.  That same night, the Lord tells Gideon that before he can lead Israel to victory, he 

has to get things right at home first. [Cundall and Morris, p. 106] 

It turns out that Gideon’s father had a pagan altar outside his home.  In fact, it seems that Gideon’s 

father, Joash, was “the custodian of the Baal-sanctuary which served the whole community.” [Cundall and 

Morris, p. 107]  So Gideon’s family was not that insignificant! 

God tells Gideon to go home and destroy the place of pagan worship there.  He is to tear down the altar to 

Baal and chop down the Ashera pole.  Baal and Ashera were pagan gods of the Canaanites.  Ashera was the 

female goddess of fertility and Baal was the storm rider. The Canaanites believed that Baal, coming on the 

storm clouds, brought rain and that his wife Ashera made the crops grow.  The Canaanites worshipped the 

couple thinking this would help them grow food, sustain them and make them prosperous. 

Likely this altar, this place of pagan worship, was on top of a hard to reach outcropping of rock. Likely it 

was where Joash and his family, and maybe some people from the town, would retreat and defend when the 

Midianites came through. [Cundall and Morris, p. 107]  It was likely a very conspicuous spot, if hard to reach. 

[Andrew R. Fausset, Judges, p. 109]  The altar to Baal would need to be visible to the people and this is the spot 

where God told Gideon to put a new altar to Yahweh. 

This is the first thing God told Gideon to do. And it was a big one! He had to defy his father, which is hard 

for most of us to do in any circumstance, but in that culture it was an even bigger deal.  He had to stand up to his 

father’s idolatry and do it in a very public way. This was not a command, “God have a good heart to heart with 

your Dad. See if you can persuade him to give up idolatry and come back to worshipping Yahweh. Oh, and while 

you’re at it, if he does come around, ask him to move the pagan altar to somebody else’s house.” 

No! This was a public throw down. There was no going back from this. This was the kind of thing that got 

you disowned if not killed!  And Gideon was afraid.  This was completely understandable too.  As we read, 

when the townspeople saw what had happened, they were angry and wanted blood!  You see, part of why the 

Israelites kept falling into idolatry is that they had not, in fact, gotten rid of all the Canaanites in the land as God 

had told them too. Likely many of the townspeople were, in fact, Canaanites who were zealous Baal worshippers. 

[Fausset, p. 109] And Gideon would have known that. 

So imagine Gideon’s fear when he was told what he had to do.  Verse 27 tells us that Gideon obeyed God, 

but he was afraid, so he did it at night.  He took 10 of his servants with him and waited until dark. By the way, that 

he had 10 servants to take with him again points to his family being wealthy!  But, it also meant that there was no 

way his mission would remain a secret for long. “A secret known to ten men is no secret!” [Cundall and Morris, p. 

107] 

 The eleven men sneak up to the top of the rocky outcropping and being their work. They knock down the 

altar to Baal, cut down the wooden Ashera pole and make a new altar to Yahweh.  They then take the second bull 

from Joash’s flock.  The Hebrew tells us this bull was literally 7 years old, which is significant because that is 

how long the Midianites had been oppressing Israel! [Fausset, p. 108]  Also, this bull had likely been set apart to 
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be sacrificed to Baal, so along with knocking down the altar and the Ashera pole, this was adding further insult to 

the pagan worship! [Cundall and Morris, p. 107; Fausset, p. 108] 

 The next morning, the people of the town see what has happened and they’re livid!  They want to kill 

whoever had done this. They begin an investigation and find out it was Gideon.  Here, however, we have an 

encouraging twist to the story!  One would expect that Gideon’s father would have been quite upset with Gideon 

himself. After all, Joash was the custodian of the Baal altar.  It was on his land. It was his responsibility to care 

for, etc.  But Joash actually comes to his son’s defence, sort of.  

 Joash likely wants to protect his son, but he also gives some reasonable input. He says that if Baal is a god, 

then he can take care of himself. Such a radical insult to Baal and Ashera should bring divine judgement.  If they 

are really gods, then let them defend their own altar. Although the NIV translates what he says to mean that if any 

of the townsmen come after Gideon they should be put to death, it is more likely a proclamation along the lines of, 

“Let Baal have until morning to deal with whoever did this to his altar.” [Fausset, p. 110]  Joash seems to be 

putting forth a test for Baal. Baal has until morning to deal with Gideon, otherwise Baal is no god at all, or 

at least not one worthy of worship, if he can’t defend his own altar.   

This is probably Joash’s “first step in his own spiritual rehabilitation.” [Cundall and Morris, p. 108]  We 

are not told if Joash was a dedicated worshipper of Baal. We don’t know if he’d been wondering about Yahweh. 

But we see that he is beginning to come around at least on a practical level.  Obviously, Baal was unable to 

avenge himself on Gideon, so Gideon was left alone by the townspeople. But this also served as notice that Baal 

was not as powerful as everybody thought.  I’m sure word spread throughout the clan about what Gideon had 

done, the challenge Joash offered to Baal and the result. This was the beginning of a revival in Israel! 

What It Means 
So what does this mean?  Why are we reading this today? What does it have to do with Romans 12 and 

Thinking Different? 

To start connecting the dots, let’s take a look at what Paul says in Romans 12.  Paul says that in view of 

the mercy God has shown us in Christ, we are to offer our bodies as living sacrifices… that this is our spiritual or 

reasonable act of worship.  He urges us, “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world [or this age], but 

be transformed by the renewing of your mind….”   

There’s a couple things I want to say about these verses. First, the foundation for Paul’s instruction is a 

sense of awe over what God has done for us in Christ.  That is very important for us to begin with. It is literally 

awesome that God has shown us such mercy in Christ Jesus.  When we take the time to think about it, when we 

let its cosmic significance sink into our minds and hearts, we are rightly, legitimately moved to awe.  And awe is 

the foundation of worship.   

We frequently approach worship the wrong way. We frequently approach worship as something we do in 

order to get God to “show up.” We think that if we worship the right way, if we sing the right songs with the right 

passion, if we have the right sermon and the right prayers, that God’s Spirit will “show up” and we’ll have an 

experience of God.  Or we think that if we give God our hour on Sunday, he’ll show up in our lives for the rest of 

the week.  We think of worship as something we do that causes God to respond. 

But worship is not something we do to get God to show up. Jesus promised that wherever even just two or 

three are gathered in his name there his Spirit will be. So we know that every Sunday morning the Spirit is already 

here!  God has already shown up!  But why don’t we have the experience every week? Why don’t we “feel” the 

presence of God every Sunday?  Because we are thinking that God’s activity depends on our activity; that our 

worship is necessary to get God to move in us.  But that is completely backwards! 

Worship is not our act to get God to respond. Worship is our response to God’s acts.  Worship is a 

response not a cause.  Worship is what we do because God has already acted.  God could legitimately never lift 

a finger again and yet, because of what he’s already done, he would still be worthy of our worship for eternity!  

Now, thankfully, God does still lift his finger. He does still move amongst his people. He is still active in our lives. 

But we have to get it right. Our worship is to be a response to God, not something to try to get God to respond. 

This is where so many other religions get it wrong. This is what we see in ancient pagan religions, like 

Baal worship. This is what the Canaanites and the Israelites fell into. They worshipped idols in the hopes to get 

those gods to do something for them. Their worship was an attempt to get the pagan gods to act.  Yahweh, by 
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contrast, wanted Israel to worship him for what he had already done- called Abraham, made a covenant with him 

and his descendants, rescued them from Egypt, brought them to the Promised Land and given it to them.  Based 

upon those past actions, the people of Israel were to both worship him and trust Him to do more in the future to 

continue to sustain them and provide for them. 

So worship should flow out of what God has already done. That means when we worship we need to be 

thinking, not about what we wish God would do, but about what God has, in fact, already done. So we see that 

worship and thinking go together.  We tend to focus on how worship makes us feel. But worship needs to 

include how we think if we are to respond to what God has done and who God is!  And when we start thinking 

about what God has done, we are filled with awe.  So awe is the foundation of worship. It is the foundation of 

Paul’s instructions here. 

Based on this awe over the mercy God has shown us in Christ Jesus, we are to offer ourselves as living 

sacrifices.  First, reflecting on the bull in our Judges passage, what usually happens to sacrifices?  Sacrifices die!  

So this is a radical idea- a living sacrifice!  So we see another radical change that has happened through Christ. 

Sacrifices need no longer die. Now sacrifices can live! In fact, we are to live as sacrifices to God. 

Paul says this is our “spiritual” act of worship, although in Greek it is actually the word for reasonable or 

rational worship.  Paul says that this is the reasonable, worshipful response to God’s mercy- to live our lives 

giving ourselves as living sacrifices to God.  This kind of total self-dedication to God is the rational response to 

the mercy he has shown us. 

This means we can no longer be conformed to the pattern of this world. That is, we can no longer fit the 

mould of this age of sin and death. After all, as we saw in Philippians, our citizenship is in Heaven, so we should 

live like it! But in order to do this, in order to break the mould of this present, evil age, we have to have be 

transformed by having our minds renewed.  You see, our fallen minds, our sinful minds, cannot discern God’s 

will. But when we worship God with our complete self-dedication to him, when we live in awe of his mercy and 

let that shape our behaviour, the Holy Spirit renews our minds and that transforms us. We are able to discern 

God’s pleasing and perfect will and live accordingly. 

This is an incredibly rich passage. Likely we will visit it again in the coming weeks. But let me pull out a 

few principles. First, worship and thinking go together.  “Thinking well is integral to acting righteously.” 

[James Sire, Habits of the Mind, p. 10]  Our minds are fallen.  They are sinful. We have to change our thinking, 

change the ways our minds work, if we are to worship God with our lives. 

This also means that we are going to think different than before. We are going to think different than the 

people around us. We are going to think different than our culture. 

Let’s think again about what we saw in Judges with Gideon.  Gideon had a profound encounter with God.  

He was filled with awe!  That awe led him to worship God. He built an altar to the Lord right then and there.  It 

also led him to a life of radical obedience to God.  He chose to live for God, to be a living sacrifice.  He risked 

life and limb to obey God and to re-establish proper worship to Yahweh within his clan and tribe.  He submitted 

to the call of God to be God’s instrument for rescuing Israel from the Midianites. 

But in order to do that, Gideon had to change his thinking. Up until that point, he had gone along with his 

father and the other Israelites in looking to Baal and Ashera to provide for their needs. He had gone along with the 

Canaanites in the town who were zealous worshippers of Baal.  He had let his own personal worship of Yahweh 

and obedience to Yahweh slip as he went along with and was conformed to the pattern of his age. 

So God changed Gideon’s thinking.  God filled Gideon with awe. Gideon had a new understanding of 

God.  It changed his whole mindset which led to a radical new way of life. 

Why It Matters  

So why does this matter?  We’ve looked at two texts that are roughly 3500 and 2000 years old 

respectively.  What does this have to do with us?  What does this have to do with you and me in Canada in 2015? 

Today we are quick to criticize the Israelites of the OT. We wonder why they so quickly fell away from 

God and got caught up in idolatry.  Today we know that Baal and Ashera are just idols. We know they are not 

real.  We are not tempted to worship them.  We’re not tempted to look to them to provide for us. We are not 

tempted to look to them to keep us safe. We are not tempted to offer bulls on altars to Baal to keep us happy. So we 

look at ancient Israel and shake our heads in disbelief. 
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But I suspect is the ancient Israelites could see us today, they would shake their heads in disbelief too.  

You see, at least the things they worshipped were supposed to be intelligent beings.  We are critical of the 

Israelites for worshipping things made by human hands.  We know those things are not intelligent, 

supernatural beings.  But we worship things made by human hands too. We worship money and wealth.  We 

worship things. We worship stuff. We worship comfort. We worship prestige and status, getting ahead.  We 

worship all sorts of manmade things!  And we don’t even pretend they’re supernatural beings. But we worship 

them anyway. 

In our culture, people live their lives in service to material things.  Their lives are sacrificed to the pursuit 

of money, the pursuit of power, the pursuit of comfort (just having enough to get by comfortably), the pursuit of 

pleasure.  I think if an ancient Israelite saw us today, they would be shocked that we have so much and we’re still 

not happy!  They would see all that God has provided for us, and they would shake their heads that we don’t 

worship him for it, that we are not thankful for it, that we think we can do better on our own than God can do for 

us. 

So God’s call to the Romans through Paul is also his call to us.  We, too, should be filled with awe at 

the mercy God has shown us in Christ. That means turning our minds from the things of this world and thinking 

about God, his Son, our sin, and what God has done about it through his Son!  We should be filled with awe, as 

Gideon was. 

That awe should lead to worship. We should bow down before God, humbling responding to his mercy.  

And then, in joy at our salvation, we should jump up and live our lives for Jesus. We should offer our whole being, 

our minds, our feelings, our desires, our bodies, our resources, experience, gifting and training, as sacrifices to 

God.  We get to be sacrifices and we don’t have to die!   

And we have to learn to think different. We have to learn to think differently than our culture does. We 

have to be transformed by the renewing of our minds. We have to have our thoughts renewed, our desires 

renewed, our preferences renewed, our assumptions renewed and our imaginations renewed.  We need renewal 

because we are too much like our surrounding culture. We are too conformed to the pattern of this sinful age. 

And that renewal is going to be scary.  Gideon was afraid to go against his family and his town. He was 

afraid of their response. And he was right to be afraid! He judged their reaction accurately!  But his awe for God 

overrode his fear and lead him to obedience.   

We may be afraid too. Having our minds renewed, living new lives that break the mould can be scary.  

We may have to go against our families. We may have to say no to our friends. We may have to disagree with our 

colleagues at work. We may have to disagree with teachers, professors and supervisors.  And that’s scary. Some 

of them may even shout for our heads! Or at least our jobs, our grades and our reputations. 

But what happened in Israel because of Gideon’s choice to obey God?  First, his father seems to have 

come back to the Lord.  Many of us have family that have either drifted away from God, or have never been 

interested in God.  It may be that through our change in lifestyle, through our awe and worshipful response to that 

awe, our families may be brought into a relationship with Christ.  If they see the change in us that God wants to 

work through the Holy Spirit, perhaps they, too, will be filled with awe. 

Beyond his own family, though, Gideon’s obedience that first night taught him that God was with him. As 

he continued to obey God, reluctantly though it may have been, God continued to work in and through Gideon. He 

eventually used Gideon to defeat the Midianites who had been harassing Israel for seven years. As you learn to 

obey God and live as a sacrifice to him, as your mind is renewed and your life transformed, who knows what God 

will accomplish through you?   

Repeatedly throughout Scripture we see a pattern when God sets out to save his people: he does so 

through the faithful obedience of one person. That one person’s obedience and faithfulness leads others to 

obedience too and the people are saved. But it often begins with just one. Are you willing to be the one person 

God calls to radical self-dedication? Are you willing to be one of the people God uses to bring his people back to 

him? 

If so, it will be scary.  You will be afraid.  But God has called you. And he is greater than any obstacle 

the world may put in your path. That is why God fills us with such awe when we let him. And that awe leads us to 

worship and obedience. It inspires us to carry on in spite of the fear. 
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So use your minds.  Let them be renewed. Think about God and his awesomeness. Don’t divorce 

your mind from your worship. Don’t try to divide them or slip into the false thinking that worship is about your 

feelings alone. Instead, learn to think different. Don’t be afraid to go against the flow of our culture.  Instead, 

trust God, follow God, listen to Him and think about what he has already done. Then, empowered with your 

knowledge of God’s character, live a new life in the Spirit.  Be transformed by the renewing of your mind and 

think different. Amen. 


