Simon Birch – a movie based on the novel “A Prayer for Owen Meany” – is the story of a 12-year-old boy named Simon Birch who, despite his physical handicaps, believes that God has a plan for his life. 
Simon was born very tiny and with an abnormally small heart. He was expected to die within the first 24 hours of his life, but he surprises everyone when he lives to be an adolescent.
A disappointment to his parents and the target of many childhood pranks because of his miniature size and his odd-sounding voice, Simon has every reason to question his self-worth and purpose for living. But he embraces his condition and believes that God will use him in a unique – maybe even heroic way.
Joe, Simon's best friend, doesn't believe in God – and he is not the only one who doubts that God has a plan for Simon. 
On one occasion his Sunday school teacher hurriedly tries to quiet Simon so he won't "frighten" the other children with his crazy ideas.
The small town's minister also doubts that God could have a plan for small Simon Birch. In a conversation between Simon and the minister, Simon asks, "Does God have a plan for us?"
The minister answered, "I’d like to think He does."
Simon says, "Me, too.  I think God made me the way I am for a reason."
The minister replied, "I'm glad that your faith helps you deal with your condition."
"That's not what I mean," Simon states. "I think I'm God's instrument. He's going to use me to carry out His plan."
Dumbfounded by Simon's confidence, the pastor replied, "It's wonderful to have faith son, but let's not overdo it." With that he waves for Simon to leave and shakes his head in disbelief.
A short time later Simon is riding with his classmates in a school bus traveling down an icy road. Suddenly the bus driver veers to avoid a deer, loses control, and the bus plunges into an icy lake. Everyone in the front of the upright bus quickly evacuates out the door, but Simon and a handful of other students in the back of the bus are trapped as the bus begins to sink.
Simon takes charge. He opens a window and commands his classmates to climb out. Last of all, Simon escapes through the window.
In the hospital following the accident, Joe assures Simon that all the kids are safe. Simon asks, "Did you see how the children listened to me because of the way I looked?"
Joe, with tears in his eyes, replies, "Yeah."
With satisfaction, Simon says, "That window was just my size."
"Extra small," Joe utters with a smile.  
A few seconds later, Simon dies, knowing that God had used him. 
This morning we are going to look at three judges mentioned in Chapter 3, who like Simon Birch were used by God.  We will read two brief accounts about two judges – one named Othniel and the other Sham-gar, and we will also read a detailed account about another judge named Ehud.  Now when it comes to Ehud, we get way too much information – especially before lunch, but just bear with me. 
So, let’s pick up where we left off last week.  If you remember, the Israelites were disobedient to the Lord and worshipped the false gods of the Canaanites.  They had forsaken the Lord as their God and King, and as a consequence, they were forced to serve another king named Cushan-rishathaim for eight long miserable years.  They simply traded one King for another king, and this king whose name means “Cushan of Double Wickedness” probably wasn’t the loving type.  Anyway, that brings us to verse 9.
9 When the sons of Israel cried to the Lord, the Lord raised up a deliverer for the sons of Israel to deliver them, Othniel the son of Kenaz, Caleb’s younger brother. 10 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, so that he prevailed over Cushan-rishathaim. 11 Then the land had rest forty years. And Othniel the son of Kenaz died.
After eight years of bondage, the Israelites finally cried out to God for His help, and despite Israel’s rebellion and rejection, God listens to the cries of His people and raises up a judge to deliverer them.
· Now this is a good place to explain the cycle, this pattern we will see over and over again was we venture further into this book.  This is what the cycle looks like:  Disobedience – Disaster – Deliverance.  
Now if this cycle seems familiar to you, just consider your own life for a moment. (You did something you shouldn’t have done or disobeyed someone.  You got in trouble, and then cried out for help.  You got help you needed and said “I’ll never do that again. I won’t go back there again.”  And how long did that last?) 
Okay, back to our judge.  So, the first judge that God raises up is named Othniel, and what do we know about Othniel?  Very little.  He was the nephew of Caleb, and if you recall, Caleb was one of the original spies along with Joshua, who had faith in God, and wanted to take the Promised Land the first time they saw it.  So, we might say that Othniel comes from good stock.  We were also told back in Chapter 1, that Othniel was a mighty warrior who went against the inhabitants of Debir and captured it.  So, he has already become a household name so to speak amongst the Israelites, but when we look at this passage carefully, it is clear that Othniel is not the main character – God is.  
God heard Israel’s desperate cries, God raised up the judge, God caused the deliverance and God conquered the pagan king.  God used Othniel as His instrument to deliver His people.   And there was peace in the land for 40 years – until Othniel died.
Now granted we know very little about Othniel, but one might assume that he represented the kind of person that God wanted to use as a judge – that Othniel was the ideal candidate, the proto-type judge – I mean, if you think about it, he was a warrior, he was brave, he was popular amongst the people, and he seemingly had all the qualifications – but when we consider the next two judges, who are not like Othniel, we understand that God can use anyone for His purposes.  Let’s pick up with verse 12.  
12 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. 13 And he gathered to himself the sons of Ammon and Amalek; and he went and defeated Israel, and they possessed the city of the palm trees. 14 The sons of Israel served Eglon the king of Moab eighteen years.
Okay, the first thing we find out in the story is that once again the Israelites are suffering because of their rebellion against the Lord.  And once again, God has allowed their enemies to bring judgment and correction.  The cycle I just described continues.  
We are also told that the Israelites faced three nations because of their rebellion against God: the Moabites, the Ammonites and the Amalekites.  And here is an interesting fact:  all three of these nations were connected to the Israelites by blood.
 
· The Amalekites were descended from Esau, Jacob’s twin brother. 
· The Moabites and the Ammonites were descendants of Lot, Abraham’s nephew.  If you recall, after Lot and his daughters escaped from Sodom before it was destroyed, and Lot’s wife was turned into a table condiment, Lot’s daughters got him drunk, they had relations with their father, and they conceived Moab and Ammon – from whom descended these two nations.
 
So, these three nations joined forces and came against the Israelites, and we are told that King Eglon defeated the Israelites and took possession of the City of Palms, which is another name for Jericho.

If you remember, Jericho was the first city conquered by the Israelites when they entered the Promised Land under Joshua.  So, to see their enemies set up their headquarters in Jericho must have been a hard pill to swallow for the Israelites.
 
According to verse 14, the Israelites became slaves to King Eglon, and this lasted for 18 long years, and then in verse 15 we are told…

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. 
When the Israelites finally got tired of serving King Eglon, they cried out to the Lord and He began the process of bringing them back to Himself.  God prepared another judge, and his name was Ehud, and he was from the tribe of Benjamin.  This is important because Benjamin’s inheritance of land included the area around Jericho, so that means Ehud and the people of Benjamin had plenty of reasons for wanting Eglon and his armies gone. 
 
Now we are also told that Ehud was “a left-handed man.”  There seems to have been a great number of men from the tribe of Benjamin who were left-handed, which is ironic because Benjamin means “son of my right hand.”  There were also many in the tribe of Benjamin who were ambidextrous, but when the Bible says that Ehud was “a left-handed man”, it does not simply mean that he used his left hand.  In our text, it literally means that he was “shut up or bound in the right hand.”  In other words, Ehud was forced to use his left hand because his right hand did not function properly.  His right hand was handicapped in some manner.  

Compared to the warrior like Othniel, do you think Ehud would have been on anyone’s list to be used as a judge by God? 
Not at all, but God does not see people the way we see people, and God uses the limitations of Ehud as an advantage to carry out His work.
Okay, bear with me as I read this next portion.  Try not to get nauseous.  
And the sons of Israel sent tribute by him to Eglon the king of Moab. 16 Ehud made himself a sword which had two edges, a cubit in length, and he bound it on his right thigh under his cloak. 17 He presented the tribute to Eglon king of Moab. Now Eglon was a very fat man. 18 It came about when he had finished presenting the tribute, that he sent away the people who had carried the tribute. 19 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. 20 Ehud came to him while he was sitting alone in his cool roof chamber. And Ehud said, “I have a message from God for you.” And he arose from his seat. 21 Ehud stretched out his left hand, took the sword from his right thigh and thrust it into his belly. 22 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. 23 Then Ehud went out into the vestibule and shut the doors of the roof chamber behind him, and locked them.  24 When he 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.” 25 They waited until they became anxious; but behold, he did not open the doors of the roof chamber. Therefore, they took the key and opened them, and behold, their master had fallen to the floor dead.  26 Now Ehud escaped while they were delaying, and he passed by the idols and escaped to Seirah.  

Every so often, the people of Israel were required to pay tribute to King Eglon.  So, they sent their gift to Eglon with a delegation, this time led by Ehud.
 
In preparation for this meeting, Ehud took the liberty of making himself a double-edged dagger some 14 inches long. He strapped this dagger to his right thigh, under his cloak, and went to take the tribute money to the king.  His plan is to get Eglon alone, and when he does, he is going to assassinate the king.  It’s a clever plan, but it’s also daring one.
 
If Ehud is caught with that dagger, he would be killed on the spot – but it appears Ehud was not considered a threat by anyone.  Ehud did not have use of his right hand, the guards did not see a sword on him – and they probably didn’t even search him, thinking they had nothing to fear from this handicapped man.

Well, from this point, it’s not pretty.  Lefty stabs Hefty and either ruptured his bowels or he emptied his bowels when he died and the odor from the chamber convinced the servants that the king was on the throne, so to speak.
 
They wait until they are literally embarrassed, then enter the chamber and find the king dead upon the floor. By this time. Ehud is long gone.  

27 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. 28 He said to them, “Pursue them, for the Lord has given 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. 29 They struck down at that time about ten thousand Moabites, all robust and valiant men; and no one escaped. 30 So Moab was subdued that day under the hand of Israel. And the land was undisturbed for eighty years.

When Ehud returned from killing King Eglon, he sounded a ram’s horn, and rallied God’s people to victory over their enemies.  If the Israelites had been asked to vote on a leader, Ehud probably would not have been their choice, but he was God’s choice and God used him to set the nation free, and for 80 years, there was peace in the land.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Ehud reminds me of the passage in 1 Cor. 1:26-29 where Paul says, “For consider your calling, brethren, that there were not many wise according to the flesh, not many mighty, not many noble; 27 but God has chosen the foolish things of the world to shame the wise, and God has chosen the weak things of the world to shame the things which are strong, 28 and the base things of the world and the despised God has chosen, the things that are not, so that He may nullify the things that are, 29 so that no man may boast before God.” 
God uses people that others might not expect to be used for His purposes.  That was true of Ehud and it seems to true of this next judge as well.  Look at verse 31.
After him came Sham-gar the son of Anath, who struck down six hundred Philistines with an ox goad; and he also saved Israel.

When it comes to this little passage, which does not tell us much, we know more about the weapon than we do about this judge who saved Israel.  So, let’s start with the weapon.  
What in the world is an ox goad?  An ox goad is a farming tool.  It’s a long wooden pole, maybe 6 – 8 feet long, that’s fitted with an iron spike or point at one end, which was used to jab and prod oxen as they pulled a plow or a cart to get them to move faster.  On the other end of the pole, it had an iron scraper to clear the dirt clods and mud from the plow when it became weighed down.  Again, it was a farming tool, not something designed to be a weapon like a sword or a spear.
As for this judge Sham-gar, he was most likely a farmer because of his use of the ox goad.  But there is something else about him to consider.  Sham-gar may not have been an Israelite – but a foreigner, because a tribe was not mentioned, and his name was not a Hebrew name.  Many have speculated that Sham-gar was actually a Canaanite that God used to defeat a common enemy – the Philistines.
Who would have expected that?  God provided victory through an unlikely warrior with an unlikely weapon.
So, if we have learned anything, it is clear that we can’t put God in a box.  God chooses who and how to accomplish His purposes, and this morning we saw that God used three entirely different people to accomplish His work.  First, God used Othniel who we might consider to be the model candidate for a judge – he seemed to have all the qualifications – but we would be wrong.  Then God used Ehud, a clever man with a handicap and a dagger, and finally God used a foreign farmer with a stick.
Can we apply this in our lives?  Absolutely!  When God gives you clear direction, do you make excuses why you can’t do it?  One of our greatest mistakes is to use human standards to judge our capability, when the simple truth is that God will use people who are willing to be used.  It’s as simple as that.  It is not how you look, or how strong or talented you are, or how old or young you are that matters.  What matters is that you are willing to be used.  It’s a heart issue.  It’s a trust issue, isn’t it?  God can use anyone, and I mean anyone, people just like you and me, broken people, and ordinary people to do extraordinary things – if you let Him.
A handicapped boy attended a junior high church camp. The boy walked with a limp and spoke with a severe lisp that at times made his speech impossible to understand.  
As a prank, his cabin mates chose him to lead the mealtime devotions for the whole camp.  They thought it would be a lot of fun to see him embarrassed. Not realizing their malicious intent, the boy limped to the podium and very slowly, deliberately, and sincerely – with a stutter and a lisp – declared, "Jeesssuss loooves meee!  And I looove Jeesssuss!"  
A silence fell over the cafeteria.  Some of the boys from his cabin had tears in their eyes.  Tony Campolo recalls that more lives were opened to Christ through that moment than in any other experience in camp.  God had not chosen the football hero or the most outgoing polished speaker to accomplish His purposes that week.  
As is typical throughout the Bible, God used the most unexpected and, at first glance, most unlikely person to serve His purposes. 
