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together, He “maketh increase of the body unto the 
edifying of itself in love” (Eph. 4:16).  By the grace of 
God in us, we bear one another’s burdens (Gal. 6:2) and 
provoke one another unto love and good works (Heb. 
10:24).  With the Word we seek to restore, in a spirit of 
meekness, a brother who has been overtaken in a fault 
(Gal. 6:1) and we exhort, comfort, and charge every 
one to walk worthy of God (I Thess. 2:11-12).  At other 
times, the Spirit uses us as the balm of Gilead to another 
as we pray for one another (James 5:16), comfort and 
edify one another (I Thess. 5:11), and forgive one anoth-
er (Col. 3:13).  As we use our gifts for the advantage and 
salvation of the other members of the body of Christ, 
we serve “to the edification of the brethren” (Belgic 
Confession, Art. 28).  What a wonder work of God, 
who knits us together and uses us for the assistance and 
strengthening of fellow members as we together traverse 
our difficult pilgrim’s journey!  

Alloys and their beneficial properties picture to us 
how the church is benefited by the spiritual gifts of oth-
ers.  This would include the leaders of the church.  An 
elder or minister may be characterized by wisdom to 
rule the congregation (I Tim. 3:2-5), but he is benefited 
by the unique experiences, perspectives, and wisdom of 
a multitude of counselors found in the consistory (Prov. 

11:14).  The church fathers recognized the wisdom of 
broadening the group for difficult and weighty matters, 
such as before proceeding in discipline of a member or 
before suspending an officebearer.  In such cases, the 
consistory must seek advice from an additional group of  
men—the neighboring consistory (Church Order, Arts. 
76, 77,  and 79).  So at a time of year when broader 
assemblies gather as classes to discuss various ecclesias-
tical matters, may we give thanks to God for the gift of 
a multitude of counselors.

The example of the mixture of elements in an alloy 
affords us an opportunity to contemplate how, just as 
one element’s properties are enhanced by the presence 
of another element that is mixed with it, so the Bible 
describes many examples of how God uses fellow saints 
to be of benefit to each other, whether as spouses in 
marriage, as members together of the church, or as lead-
ers of the church within a consistory.  May we learn 
to view fellow saints as “necessary” to the well-being 
of the body of Christ (I Cor. 12:22) and truly learn to 
esteem others better than ourselves.  

Praise be to God for the gift of the other members 
of the church and for His marvelous work of uniting us 
into one, in Christ, for the edification of one another 
and the glory of His name!

Strength of youth
Rev. Ryan Barnhill, pastor of Peace Protestant Reformed Church in Dyer, Indiana

Lessons from the Judges (2)

From 32,000 to 300

The book of Judges brims with instruction for the 
church’s youth.  Last time, we noticed the idea, “…every 
man did that which was right in his own eyes” (Judges 
17:6).  With this article, we continue drawing lessons 
from the book of Judges.  

We find ourselves in the history of Gideon, follow-
ing the deaths of judges Shamgar, Deborah, and Barak.  
Israel had again apostatized.  As was repeatedly the 
case, God’s people slid into the sin of idolatry.  Jeho-
vah, in chastisement, sent the Midianites, Amalekites, 
and children of the East to oppress Israel.  It is in this 
context that God called and equipped Gideon as judge.  

The Midianites and their allies gathered to fight against 
Israel.  Gideon and certain of Israel—much fewer in 
number than their opponent—also assembled for bat-
tle.  Although Israel’s army was small to begin with, 
Jehovah reduced its size even more before delivering the 
Midianites into Gideon’s hand.  We will draw out two 
main lessons from this size reduction.

The vast reduction

Two armies were ready for battle.  One army was 
Gideon and Israel, encamped beside the well of Harod 
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in central northern Israel.  The other army was the 
Midianites to the north of Gideon’s troops, in a valley 
by the hill of Moreh.  Gideon and his men stood on 
a higher elevation than the Midianites and could see 
below them the vastness of the Midianite army.

The Midianite troops were, indeed, exceedingly 
great in number.  A careful reading of the context leads 
to the conclusion that the enemy host was 135,000 men 
strong.  The stadium where Michigan college football 
is played has a seating capacity of over 115,000 peo-
ple:  imagine this stadium filled to capacity, plus 20,000 
people, and you have the size of the Midianite fighting 
force.  No wonder Judges 7:12 says “the Midianites and 
the Amalekites and all the children of the east lay along 
in the valley like grasshoppers for multitude; and their 
camels were without number, as the sand by the sea-
side for multitude.”  This is what Israel saw when they 
looked down into that valley.

Israel’s army, in comparison, was rather small.  Do-
ing a little math will tell you that Israel originally had 
32,000 men.  Thirty-two thousand men against more 
men than even a massive football stadium can hold!

But the Israelite army of 32,000 was too large.
Jehovah told Gideon that the army was too big and 

gave direction for how it must be reduced in size.  God 
said plainly, “The people that are with thee are too 
many for me to give the Midianites into their hands, 
lest Israel vaunt themselves against me, saying, mine 
own hand hath saved me” (Judges 7:2).  The number of 
men was shrunk in two ways.  First, God told Gideon 
to proclaim in the ears of the people, that anyone who 
was fearful about the battle could return.  Gideon said 
this to the people, with the result that 22,000 men left 
the army.  Gideon’s group consisted now of 10,000 sol-
diers.  Second, God commanded Gideon to bring the 
remaining army down to the water, where He would 
try them.  The men, having marched, were thirsty and 
would drink the water, but the question is how they 
would drink.  Those who remained standing and lapped 
the water from their cupped hands would remain to 
go into battle.  Those who placed themselves on their 
hands and knees and drank the water directly with their 
mouths would not go into battle but would leave.  Gide-
on was left with 300 men.

A vast reduction!  32,000 to 300!

The essential lessons

While more could be said, we will limit ourselves to a 
couple of essential lessons that God was teaching Israel, 
and is teaching us, in this reduction of Israel’s army.  One 
lesson, negatively stated, is that Israel must not vaunt 
themselves against Jehovah, saying that their own hand 

saved them.  The other lesson, positively stated, is that 
Jehovah alone must be glorified for Israel’s salvation.

First, God taught Israel in this vast reduction that 
they must not vaunt themselves against Him, saying that 
their own hand saved them.  Judges 7:2 says, “And the 
Lord said unto Gideon, the people that are with thee 
are too many for me to give the Midianites into their 
hands, lest Israel vaunt themselves against [or “over”] 
me, saying, Mine own hand hath saved me.”  It is true 
that Israel had far fewer men than Midian.  Even so, 
if Israel went into battle with thousands of men, they 
would still be tempted to vaunt themselves against God, 
as if by their own hand they were saved.  Jehovah made 
the army smaller lest that happen.  The lesson Jehovah 
was teaching is that Israel must not boast in herself.  

This vaunting to which Israel was tempted was a 
boasting in themselves, and would sound like this:  “We 
have saved ourselves from the Midianites, and the pow-
er to do so lay in the size of our army.  The credit for 
the victory goes to us and our numbers!”  Should Israel 
vaunt themselves, it would be a boasting against God: 
not merely a glorifying of themselves, but also hostility 
toward and despising of God.  This boasting would also 
be over God, from their perspective, as if they climbed 
up to God’s throne, took Him off it, sat on that throne, 
and claimed the glory for themselves.  Should Israel 
make this boast in their own strength and numbers, it 
would be nothing less than ugly, stinking pride; but it 
would also be idolatry, for the people would be bowing 
the knee to self—the hands and strength of self.

The temptation to glory in themselves was intensely 
strong.  Just how strong this temptation was for them, 
the Lord indicates when He says to Gideon, “The people 
that are with thee are too many for me to give the Mid-
ianites into their hands, lest Israel vaunt themselves…” 
(Judges 7:2).  How striking!  Any earthly army com-
mander would say, “We need more men!  We don’t have 
enough soldiers to go fight against the enemy!”  With 
the Lord, not so.  The people that were with Gideon 
were too many for the Lord to give the Midianites into 
their hands!  Just how strong this temptation was, God 
also shows when He reduces the size of Gideon’s army 
not just once, but twice.  God decreased the number 
of soldiers twice in order the more clearly to teach the 
lesson that this boasting was something to which Israel 
was so prone. 

This vaunting is the common element in every erro-
neous system of teaching in church history up to today, 
whether that be Semi-Pelagianism, Arminianism, the 
well-meant offer of the gospel, Federal Vision, or oth-
ers.  Think of false teaching as if it were a hand with a 
glove over it. One heretical movement might vary from 
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...in this shrinking down of the Israelite 
army, Jehovah made plain to His people 
that He alone must be glorified for their 
salvation.  To be sure, even if God uses many 
as an instrument in His hand, it is still true 
that salvation belongs to Him and He must 
be glorified.  But Jehovah often impresses 
upon us that He alone saves and must be 
praised, and He impresses that upon us by 
using few, and not many, to accomplish His 
purposes.  

another heretical movement in some ways—each wears 
a different “glove” of teaching.  But no matter which 
glove is worn, always underneath it is the hand of flesh 
in which man boasts.  It is important we understand 
this and fight against these grievous errors.

But what about us?  Is this God-dishonoring, man-el-
evating, proud, and idolatrous vaunting found among 
us?  

Think on a church level (after all, it was Israel that 
was tempted to vaunt themselves).  A church evangelism 
committee advertises heavily for an event at church.  
The committee uses all its members, pools its resourc-
es, and works hard. Many people from the surrounding 
community end up attending that evangelism event, and 
some of them even become productive and flourishing 
members in the congregation.  The success of the event 
starts to go to the head: 
look what we did, what we 
accomplished by our num-
bers and resources!  Such 
examples can be multiplied.  

But application may 
be made also on a more 
personal level.  Have you 
ever informally counseled 
someone in an emotionally 
or spiritually difficult spot 
and then taken the cred-
it for their improvement?  
Have you ever found your-
self free from the grip of 
an addiction and congratulated yourself on your own 
strength?  Have you ever been in a position where you 
walked away from a sore temptation and thought high-
ly of just how much resolve you had to do that?  When 
you consider your regular devotional life, your decent 
outward behavior, your being Protestant Reformed, 
your spiritually-minded Facebook status update, your 
regular church attendance, your last name, your father’s 
influence in the church—has it ever crossed your mind 
that these things, in their great number, must somehow 
go toward your salvation?  In these ways, and in many 
others, we boast in the hand of flesh.   

Let us learn with Israel that we must not vaunt our-
selves against God, saying, “Mine own hand hath saved 
me (or others).”  

Second, in this shrinking down of the Israelite army, 
Jehovah made plain to His people that He alone must be 
glorified for their salvation.  To be sure, even if God uses 
many as an instrument in His hand, it is still true that 
salvation belongs to Him and He must be glorified.  But 
Jehovah often impresses upon us that He alone saves 

and must be praised, and He impresses that upon us by 
using few, and not many, to accomplish His purposes.  

God made Israel’s army very small so that the salva-
tion accomplished by His divine hand would be plainly 
demonstrated.  If there were many thousands of men 
fighting in this army, God’s glory might have been ob-
scured (from Israel’s point of view).  Thus, God reduced 
the army size.  Later on, God’s power radiated brilliant-
ly in the victory over the 135,000 Midianites!  How 
obvious it was that Israel’s salvation was of Jehovah, 
and not of themselves!  God would have Israel boast in 
His power alone.

Jehovah teaches us this same lesson.  Young person, 
the banner that hangs over your whole life is, “For by 
grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of your-
selves: it is the gift of God: not of works, lest any man 

should boast” (Eph. 2:8, 
9).  The daily confession 
on our lips should be, “Je-
sus…Savior…saveth us, 
and delivereth us from our 
sins…we ought not to seek, 
neither can find salvation 
in any other” (Heidelberg 
Catechism, Q&A 29).  
Consider what power God 
has, does, and will display 
in Jesus Christ.  Boast in 
Him!  

The Lord reminds His 
church that salvation be-

longs to Him, and He often reminds us of that by using 
a small “Gideon’s band.”  In church history, when re-
form was needed, it was not usually (or ever) the many 
that God used, but the few—a small Gideon’s band.  
God showed the few, plainly, that credit went not to 
them but to Him.  Perhaps you are part of a small con-
gregation or denomination—a small Gideon’s band.  
The littleness is a reminder from God that you must not 
boast in your own hand, but boast in Him.  Maybe you 
look at your work with others in the church, or your 
personal life, and you notice that the means God uses in 
His hand is rather small, insignificant, or weak.  This is 
another unmistakably clear reminder that we are not to 
glory in ourselves, but in Him.

The comforting word

The comforting word that came to Gideon, when he was 
left with only the 300, was “by the three hundred men 
that lapped will I save you, and deliver the Midianites 
into thine hand...” (Judges 7:7).  Imagine!  Here was 
Gideon, standing with this tiny group, over against the 
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News from our churches
Mr. Perry Van Egdom, member of the Protestant Reformed Church of Doon, Iowa

Church profile—Byron Center PRC, MI

Trivia question

Which of the PRCA churches was organized twice, the 
latter in 1983?  See the church profile portion of this 
article for the answer.  More trivia next time.

Minister activities

Prof. R. Dykstra and his wife Carol arrived in Singapore 
on December 16.  They were then required to be 
quarantined in a government-designated facility before 
taking up their work there face to face.  The plan is to 
fill the pulpit of the CERC, our sister congregation, for 
about the first half of 2021. 

Rev. D. Holstege (PRC missionary to the Philippines) 
declined the call to Kalamazoo, MI PRC.  Rev. A. Spri-
ensma (PRC home missionary) accepted the call to Cor-
nerstone PRC (Dyer, IN).  Rev. J. Engelsma (Doon, IA 
PRC) declined the call to Wingham, ON PRC in Cana-
da.  Rev. C. Spronk (Faith, Jenison, MI PRC) declined 
the call to Hudsonville, MI PRC.

The internship of Seminarian Josiah Tan officially 
ended January 1 with him leading the service at First 
PRC of Grand Rapids, MI that New Year’s morning.  
On December 27 after the evening service Sem. Tan 
gave a presentation, which was followed by a farewell 
for the Tan family. 

School activities

This announcement appeared on the bulletins of the five 
Siouxland area churches:  

Fifth Annual Pinewood Derby Event is scheduled to be 
held at Heritage PRC on February 27, 2021.  A $15 
entry fee includes a standard class kit and lunch.  Feel 
free to come to watch, have lunch, and fellowship as 
well.  A freewill donation will be taken to help offset 
the costs for lunch and support the School Association.  
All proceeds will go to Sioux Falls Protestant Reformed 
Christian School.  RSVP your entries to the school 
board via email:  assocpredusf@gmail.com.  Races 
begin at 11:00 a.m. with weigh-in starting at 10:00 
a.m.  An additional class with cars from previous years 
with more open rules may be held at the end for an 
additional fee.  See the school’s Facebook page for more 
details.

Congregational activities

The Young Adults’ and Young People’s Bible Studies of 
Covenant of Grace PRC in Spokane, WA met together to 
discuss “A Biblical Response to COVID-19.”  Discussion 
outlines were available.

“To everything there is a season, and a time to every 
purpose under the heaven.” Ecclesiastes 3:1.

Did you know that the little country town of Byron 
Center, Michigan had a Protestant Reformed Church 
from 1926-1945?  This small congregation began with 

about 20 families and met in the Byron Township 
Hall.  Rev. George M. Ophoff was the minister from 
1929 until the church disbanded in 1945, while he was 

immense army of the foe.  How comforting, therefore, 
was Jehovah’s certain word that by the 300 He would 
save them.

Is that not a comforting word also for us?  The en-
emies are many and strong, but we find that our num-
bers are small.  Quickly we become discouraged.  But 
God’s Word comes to us, directing us to the finished 

work of Jesus Christ.  You have the victory in Him!  
You have the victory by God’s hand!  Regarding work 
in the church, God is pleased to use means—that is true.  
But these are means in His hand, and He will certainly 
accomplish what He wills.  Be encouraged, little Gide-
on’s band!  Salvation is of the Lord!
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