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HEMMED IN 
Pastor Jim Dunn 

 

Judges 7:9-11 

9 That same night the Lord said to him, “Arise, go down against the camp, for I have 

given it into your hand. 10 But if you are afraid to go down, go down to the camp with 

Purah your servant. 11 And you shall hear what they say, and afterward your hands 

shall be strengthened to go down against the camp.” Then he went down with Purah 

his servant to the outposts of the armed men who were in the camp. 

 

 

Uncertainty. Reluctance. Questioning. Doubtfulness. Inner turmoil. Trepidation. Anxiety.  

Fear.  

 

Do these words apply to you because of something you have to do, some task you’ve 

been given, some job you are being called to do? You feel that you’re not up to it? 

You have to do this thing, you are hemmed in, but you feel that you are inadequate 

for the task, so you feel conflicted? Hemmed in may be a good description for a 

Marine, soldier, sailor, or airman going into battle. Hemmed in. Former US Marine 

Eugene Sledge describes how that feels in his first-hand account of the battles of 

Peleliu and Okinawa in WWII. In his book, With the Old Breed, Sledge first describes 

how he and some other young men intentionally flunked out of a Marine officer 

training school. “Most of us felt we had joined the Marines to fight, but here we were 

college boys again. The situation was more than any of us could stand. At the end of 

the first semester, ninety of us flunked out of school so we could go off to the war.” 

Even later during training Sledge and his buddies still didn’t understand what they had 

“volunteered” for. “The fact that our lives might end violently or that we might be 

crippled while we were still boys didn’t seem to register. The only thing that we seemed 
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to be truly concerned about was that we might be too afraid to do our jobs under 

fire.” Afraid. Eugene Sledge would learn the meaning of that word first at the island of 

Peleliu. When the amphibious vehicle he was in took him and fellow Marines from their 

ship towards the beaches of Peleliu, beaches shrouded in bombardment, smoke, and 

flames, with enemy soldiers in front of them and only the ocean behind them, that’s 

when Sledge knew the fear of being hemmed in. He writes, “My knees nearly buckled. 

I felt nauseated and feared that my bladder would surely empty itself and reveal me 

to be the coward I was. But the men around me looked just about the way I felt.” 

That was an extreme situation, but that’s how it can feel to be hemmed in. You have 

something you gotta do, a task you have to do, or a job you’re called to do. You have 

to do it. You’re hemmed in. But you’re not sure you’re up to it. You feel inadequate. 

You feel afraid.  

 

And so did the person whose story is told in Judges chapters 6 and 7. Gideon was 

given a job by the Lord God… a job that had to be done… a job that would hem 

Gideon in. But from the outset Gideon made it clear he felt inadequate for the job. He 

was afraid that fear would hem him in. 

 

What job was he given? To lead the Israelite troops into battle against their oppressors 

the Midianites. That Israel had to fight was not optional. The Midianites were starving 

the Israelites. The Midianites were nomads who lived in tents. They followed their herds 

wherever they could find good grazing or pasture land. And they found it in Israel. The 

Israelites were farmers. And for years whenever they had a good crop growing the 

Midianites would drive their herds into Israel and eat up all the crops before they were 

ready for harvest. “The Midianites came up with their livestock and their tents like 

swarms of locusts. It was impossible to count the men and their camels; they invaded 

the land to ravage it.”  

 

Whose land? Gideon’s land. It was his land, too, that the Midianites were on. So, there 

was nowhere for Gideon to run or to escape this fight. And he was chosen by God to 

lead the troops into battle. He was hemmed in, but he felt inadequate, insignificant. 

He told God, “My clan is the weakest in the tribe, and I am the least in my family.” Of 

those who are weak, Gideon was the weakest. 
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So, Gideon asked the Lord to give him a sign that God truly wanted him to lead Israel. 

God gave him sign after sign, miracle after miracle, signs that Gideon personally 

requested, including the ones about putting a wool fleece on the ground overnight. 

Gideon was the one God wanted to lead the troops. Gideon was hemmed in. So 

Gideon gathered troops, 32,000 of them. But God said that was too many and 

whittled the number down to 300. At that point, Gideon asked for no more signs. The 

task was his. We know that feeling. So, Gideon said nothing more about it. But that 

didn’t mean he felt ready.  

 

God knew that Gideon still felt inadequate, insignificant. God knew Gideon was still 

afraid not just about going into battle and possibly dying. But, like Eugene Sledge, 

Gideon was afraid that he would not be able to do his job under fire, that when the 

battle started his fear would hem him in and prevent him from doing his job. God knew 

this so on the night before the battle, God spoke to Gideon these words that are 

reprinted in today’s service folder.  

Go down against the camp 

for I have given it into your hands. 

But if you are afraid to go down, go down to the camp with Purah your servant. And 

you shall hear what they say, and afterward 

your hands will be strengthened 

to go down against the camp. 

 

God knew Gideon was still afraid, but He did not tell him there was no reason to fear. 

Instead, what did God say to Gideon? He promised to hem in Gideon’s fear. He 

promised to surround it, to corral it and to prevent it from controlling Gideon. Look 

again at God’s words to Gideon. The last line is the same as the first line. The second to 

last line matches the second line. Those lines are about God giving Gideon the victory. 

What’s the middle line about? It is about Gideon’s fear. But that middle line is hemmed 

in by the first lines before it and the last lines after it. So would Gideon’s fear be. 

Gideon’s fear would be hemmed in, God promised.  
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So it was. Gideon’s victory over the Midianites is famous. But the part that’s overlooked 

is that the night before the battle Gideon and his servant Purah followed God’s 

instruction and went down into the valley to the Midianite camp and heard a 

Midianite tell about a nightmare he’d had. About a loaf of bread rolling down a hill 

and knocking down a whole tent. The bread obviously stood for the Israelite farmers, 

and the tent stood for the Midianite nomads. But the Midianite soldier said that the 

bread stood for Gideon. “This can be nothing other than the sword of Gideon son of 

Joash, the man of Israel.” 

 

That’s all Gideon needed to hear. God kept His promise. Gideon’s fear was hemmed 

in, surrounded by God’s promise to give him and Israel victory. The Lord reached out 

to His servant living in fear. He lifted up this lowly person Gideon and gave him a job to 

do and surrounded him with His promises so that Gideon descended into the valley of 

his fears with trust in God’s promise.  

 

Won’t God do the same for you and me? Here is His promise for that thing that you 

must do, the task you’re called to do. Here is His promise not just in what He did 

through Gideon but what He did through another Gideon. As God lifted up this lowly 

Israelite and sent him to descend into the valley of the shadow of death into the 

camp of Midianites, so God later lifted up a second Israelite, His lowly servant, His Son 

Jesus and sent Him to descend into our sin, our death, our hell. In doing that, Jesus was 

hemmed in. He was surrounded and hemmed in by sin and suffering and eternal 

death on the cross. But God gave Jesus the victory. He came alive from death. In 

doing that our sins were surrounded, our death was hemmed in so that on the Last Day 

these things will be swallowed up completely and we will have the final victory. The 

shroud that enfolds all peoples, the sheet that covers all nations, the hem of evil that 

hems us in will be destroyed. The Lord will swallow up death forever. 

 

This promise will hem in your fears and mine. It doesn’t say we shouldn’t be afraid. 

Rather, it hems in our fears. This promise is from the same God who hemmed in 

Gideon’s fears so he could do the job given to him.  Amen 

 


