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When you grow up in Arkansas, there are two subjects about which you know very little. The first is this thing you people outside the Ozarks place on your feet. I believe you call them “shoes.” The other is the dentist. 


Well, now that I’ve left the mountains, I’m getting to know the dentist very well. This coming Thursday I will have to have something called a “root canal,” and it’s about as much fun as it sounds. It seems that I have a cavity that was unseen under a crown, and it has reached the root causing an abscessed tooth. 


Do you know how a cavity begins? A fermentable carbohydrate, such as sugar, creates bacteria which begins the process of breaking down the enamel of the tooth. Feeding off the sugars, it eventually reaches little tubes called dentinal tubules. Eventually reaching the root, it is only at this point that, for the first time, you feel pain. And by then, it’s too late. 


While they wouldn’t recognize this scientific explanation of cavities, the authors of Judges would definitely recognize the process. Serving God, they might say, is like a fluoride treatment that protects our lives from the insidious effects of sin. Joshua and his generation served the Lord; the next generation, however, went after the sugary idols of the land. 


Now if you were to go around and ask people today what an idol is, they would probably say it’s someone like Carrie Underwood, winner of a singing contest called “American Idol.” An idol, however, is anything we place in front of God, literally “before God’s face.” In other words, it’s the object of our worship, the sugary drink we substitute for the life-giving fluoride of God. 


Idol worship was and is a big problem. It requires us to ask ourselves, “What do we really trust in?” For example, our money says, “In God we trust.” But here’s the question, is the god in question the true and living God, or is it the idol money itself? 


In the biblical world, it was the god Baal who held the greatest fascination. He was a fertility god, usually depicted as holding lightening in one hand, and the tree of life, otherwise known as the Asherah, in the other. His name means “exalted lord,” and there’s a good reason he was worshipped—he controlled the rain. 


I’ve been in that part of the world, and I can tell you that rain, both then and now, is rare and vital. Unlike in this country, where we usually get at least some rain every month, for that part of the world it comes in spells at certain times of the year. And so for day after endless day, we would get up, and there wouldn’t be a cloud in the sky. The earth would bake under the unrelenting sun, and so would we. From horizon to horizon, there would be nothing between us and the blazing sun. 


Then one day—and everyone commented on it because it was so unusual—there appeared a small cloud. And then within just a few days the earth would begin to cool and then it came—the rain! As the first drops would fall on the desert, it would almost kick up a puff of dust, until all the earth was soaked and the sand became a glutinous, sticky mixture. 


In ancient Israel, they depended on the winter rains for a spring harvest of grain, the one crop they could easily store. One or two years without rain, and it could mean widespread starvation. So let’s not be too hard on them, as they were attracted to the gods of the land. Without their previous leader, a man named Joshua, and his generation, the people quickly forgot that God, the true God, was the source of the rain. 


Well, almost everyone! There was, after all, Othniel, and he came from a family of faith because his uncle was Caleb, one of the conquerors of the previous generation. But he didn’t rely on Uncle Caleb for faith, for he had it in his own heart. 


In Othniel’s day an oppressor arose from the north with the symbolic name “Cushan of the double wickedness.”1 His name was a bit like Cruella Deville, of 101 Dalmatians fame, because her name contains the word “cruel.” 


Depending on nothing more than the spirit of the Lord, Othniel led the people against the Cruella of his day, and he prevailed. 


1 J. Clinton McCann, Judges in Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Preaching and Teaching (Louisville: John Knox Press, 2002) p. 42. 


So the land had rest for forty years. No fanfare, no fancy parades, no drama, just a person who worshipped God and delivered the people. 


When you go to the dentist, he or she will test your teeth with a scraper, looking for soft spots which are the first tell-tale signs of decay. Let’s use a spiritual scraper on our lives, and see if we can see the same. 


What do you spend time or money on? One person once said, show me your bank statement and I’ll show you your gods. What are you really depending upon? What interferes with your relationship with God? What defines you? Whatever it is, it can’t bring you rest like God can. 


Othniel had a good example in his uncle, but he didn’t depend on that. My mother may have good dental hygiene, but I can’t depend on that to keep my own teeth healthy. 


This week, I want to encourage you to do something. As you move through your daily tasks, ask yourself what your idols are. Only the Shepherd can bring you the rest you need. 


Amen. 
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