The Turning Point
One of the most dramatic moments in the book of Judges occurs quietly at night. Gideon tears down his father's altar to Baal, cuts down the Asherah pole beside it, and builds an altar to the Lord in its place. By morning, the town is furious and demands Gideon's death. What follows becomes one of the great turning points in Israel's spiritual history.
Gideon Destroyed More Than Wood and Stone
The text strongly suggests that the Baal altar belonged to Gideon's own family or clan territory. Gideon feared "his family and the men of the town," so he acted under cover of darkness (Judges 6:27). This was not an attack on strangers. It was a confrontation with the idolatry that had become normal inside Israel itself. That detail matters.
Israel had not merely drifted into occasional compromise. Baal worship had become integrated into community life, family identity, and local leadership. Gideon's act was therefore far more than vandalism. It was a direct challenge to the spiritual direction of the nation.
The people's reaction revealed how deep the corruption had become. Instead of asking why an altar to Baal existed in Israel, they demanded execution for the man who destroyed it.
Joash's Surprising Response
The greatest surprise in the story is Gideon's father, Joash. When the mob arrives demanding Gideon's death, Joash suddenly confronts them: "Why are you defending Baal? If Baal truly is a god, let him defend himself."
This statement exposed the absurdity of idolatry.
A true God does not need human beings to rescue Him. Yet the crowd was acting as Baal's protectors because Baal had done nothing for himself. The altar was destroyed, the sacred pole was cut down, and Baal remained silent. Joash then intensified his challenge with a shocking statement: whoever pleaded Baal's case would be dead by morning.
At first this sounds harsh, but in context Joash was exposing how far Israel had fallen. Under the covenant Law, idolatry itself was the true offense against God. The people believed Gideon deserved death for tearing down Baal's altar, while Joash reminded them that defending Baal placed them in opposition to the Lord Himself. In effect, Joash was saying: "If you insist on becoming Baal's defenders against the covenant of God, you are standing in dangerous territory."
The irony is powerful:
· The crowd thought Gideon deserved death for attacking Baal.
· Joash implied the crowd deserved judgment for defending Baal.
Why Joash Changed
Why did Joash suddenly defend Gideon if the altar likely belonged to him?
The text does not fully explain, but Gideon's courage may have awakened something in him. Compromise often survives until someone finally acts decisively enough to expose it. Once the altar lay broken on the ground, Joash could no longer pretend neutrality was possible. At that moment he chose sides.
This explains why Gideon received the name Jerubbaal, meaning, "Let Baal contend against him." The name became a permanent reminder that Baal never answered because Baal was powerless.
Why This Matters
Idolatry rarely announces itself openly. It usually becomes accepted slowly, quietly blending into normal life until few people even question it anymore. That is why spiritual renewal often begins with confrontation. Someone finally asks the uncomfortable question: "If this thing truly has power, why are we constantly protecting and defending it?"
Modern idols may not be carved images, but people still devote themselves to wealth, politics, pleasure, status, ideology, or self. And like Baal, these things continually fail to save, heal, or satisfy. The turning point comes when believers stop defending false gods and return fully to the living God.
