Then the men of Ephraim said to him, "What is this thing you have done to us, not calling us when you went to fight against Midian?" And they contended with him vigorously.

We could go into this a great deal, if we preferred – but suffice it to say that it was, essentially, at very least, a mildly jealous, peevish accusation. We can, however, learn much more from Gideon's response than we can from the accusation.

But he said to them, "What have I done now in comparison with you? Is not the gleaning [of the grapes] of Ephraim better than the vintage of Abiezer?

Basically, he tells them, what you did was the main event. The best I could do (the vintage) was start the ball rolling. You guys did all the hard work (gleaning). My best is worse than your worst! This is what Pro 16:1 speaks of, when it mentions oil on troubled waters; and what Pro 16:32 speaks of, when it says that the slow to anger are better than the mighty. 

"God has given the leaders of Midian, Oreb and Zeeb into your hands; and what was I able to do in comparison with you?" Then their anger toward him subsided when he said that.

He's actually right, too. Oreb and Zeeb are the leaders – and Ephraim took them out alone, with very little warning – oh, and buttoned up the entire Jordan river, to boot. While he is soothing a bit, here, he's also speaking nothing but the truth. Ephraim did well.  

Then Gideon and the 300 men who were with him came to the Jordan [and] crossed over, weary yet pursuing.

Note, the only ones here with Gideon are his 300. Everyone else is basically doing their own thing, and hunting Midianites independently.

He said to the men of Succoth, "Please give loaves of bread to the people who are following me, for they are weary, and I am pursuing Zebah and Zalmunna, the kings of Midian."

Succoth is located about 4 miles east of the Jordan, north of the Jabbok river. It is peopled by the tribe of Gad. Jacob, long before, passed through here after meeting Esau in Genesis 33.

The leaders of Succoth said, "Are the hands of Zebah and Zalmunna already in your hands, that we should give bread to your army?"

These guys haven't realized the new paradigm yet. They are still worried about the invaders, and haven't grasped that their entire army has been annihilated. They also haven't grasped that they are speaking to Israel's new Judge.

Gideon said, "All right, when the LORD has given Zebah and Zalmunna into my hand, then I will thrash your bodies with the thorns of the wilderness and with briers."

Gideon, as is his wont, immediately places all glory with the Lord – but also doesn't hesitate to act like the judge he is. If they want to play it safe with the enemy, that's fine – but if, as the Lord promised, Gideon returns with their heads... they are going to change their tune. Somewhere in the high soprano range, unless I miss my guess completely.

He went up from there to Penuel and spoke similarly to them; and the men of Penuel answered him just as the men of Succoth had answered.

Penuel is an interesting place, as well. It is sited 10 miles or so east of the Jordan, on the southern bank of the Jabbok river. It is also the site of Jacob's famous angelic wrestling match – and named by him in memory. Jacob, interestingly, said nearly the same thing as Gideon when he realized what Gideon realized, upon the Angel's departure. “I have seen God face to face, yet my life has been preserved.” 

So he spoke also to the men of Penuel, saying, "When I return safely, I will tear down this tower."

Be that as it may... the men of Penuel obviously consider their stronghold a thing of safety and security. What they don't know is, Gideon has some practice in tearing down idols – and they are obviously making an idol out of their strong tower.

Now Zebah and Zalmunna were in Karkor, and their armies with them, about 15,000 men, all who were left of the entire army of the sons of the east; for the fallen were 120,000 swordsmen.

So, Karkor is just east of Penuel – practically in shouting distance. It is right around a bend in the Jabbok river from that town. I'm gathering from this mention that this was the last known camp of the army.

Gideon went up by the way of those who lived in tents on the east of Nobah and Jogbehah, and attacked the camp when the camp was unsuspecting.

These two places are towards the desert, to the southeast of Gilead, approximately 15 miles from Penuel. Note something that may be hidden by the terse prose at this point; Gideon still has 300 men. He's attacking 15,000 with them.

When Zebah and Zalmunna fled, he pursued them and captured the two kings of Midian, Zebah and Zalmunna, and routed the whole army.

Gideon attacks with his 300 – and the kings flee. They are subsequently captured – and the entire remaining army routs, to flee unrestrainedly.

Then Gideon the son of Joash returned from the battle by the ascent of Heres.

When Gideon returns, he returns directly to Succoth, instead of going the same route he took when chasing the bad guys. He goes up and over a mountain pass, it seems, which puts him right back overlooking Succoth.

And he captured a youth from Succoth and questioned him. Then [the youth] wrote down for him the princes of Succoth and its elders, seventy-seven men.

He takes a captive, the young man gives him everything he wants to know. 

He came to the men of Succoth and said, "Behold Zebah and Zalmunna, concerning whom you taunted me, saying, 'Are the hands of Zebah and Zalmunna already in your hand, that we should give bread to your men who are weary?'"

Let's be honest. How many of us would expect 300 men to overcome 15,000? Yet... these are Jews – and old enough to recall the end of Sisera, or they would not be elders. Judgment begins in the house of God, does it not? (1 Pe 4:17 says it does!)  You thought to humiliate God's servant? The humble is exalted, and the proud are taught humility.

He took the elders of the city, and thorns of the wilderness and briers, and he disciplined the men of Succoth with them.

I don't know if you've seen the kinds of thorns they have in the desert – but I have. They are very similar to those in my native Arizona. Believe you me – this was a brutal punishment. We talk about Christ's crown of thorns? These were the same types of thorns as that.

He tore down the tower of Penuel and killed the men of the city.

We aren't told anywhere else how many of the men he killed, which men, or why, precisely, their punishment is made to differ from that of the men of Succoth; yet it does seem clear that their tower being torn down has something to do with it. Their answers are the same – but their punishments differ. God looks at the heart. Gideon's return is as a judge, not as a deliverer.

Then he said to Zebah and Zalmunna, "What kind of men [were] they whom you killed at Tabor?" And they said, "They were like you, each one resembling the son of a king."

Here's where it gets interesting, however. Now we know why, exactly, Gideon was so hot on their trail. He's after these guys, specifically.

He said, "They [were] my brothers, the sons of my mother. [As] the LORD lives, if only you had let them live, I would not kill you."

These kings were responsible for the death of his brothers. Gideon is actually correct insofar as Jewish law – they were not Kings of Caanan, and can therefore be dealt with under different rules. However, he has a responsibility under Jewish law to be their avenger.  It is at this point we might wonder whether he still has God's imprimatur. Given the fact that he was yet again granted victory for his band of 300 versus thousands, I believe that this is still the case. While it might seem harsh to modern sensibilities, Gideon has just finished punishing quislings who directly ignored God's obvious hand in his victory. Now he is ensuring that Midian never, ever troubles Israel again.  (Hint: They do not. Not once. For the rest of the Bible's recorded history.) Note, also, that Midian is the country that hired Balaam.  They were punished for that, then – and we haven't seen them since Numbers 31. Now, we won't ever see them again. God has torn them up, root and branch. (cf: Psa 83:11 - Make their nobles like Oreb and Zeeb, and all their princes as Zebah and Zalmunna)
So he said to Jether his firstborn, "Rise, kill them." But the youth did not draw his sword, for he was afraid, because he was still a youth.

Practically all the commentators agree here that Gideon's intent was twofold: a) To honor his firstborn in the stead of his dead relatives, whose sons will never come to be b) To train his son in justice.

Then Zebah and Zalmunna said, "Rise up yourself, and fall on us; for as the man, so is his strength." So 

Gideon arose and killed Zebah and Zalmunna, and took the crescent ornaments which were on their camels' necks.

Say what you will about these kings – they died bravely, even nobly. The phrase they give Gideon is most likely not a put-down of his son, but probably commiseration about his youth, and a form of respect for Gideon himself. You're a man full-grown, and in the prime of your strength. Do it, and we consider it an honorable death.

Then the men of Israel said to Gideon, "Rule over us, both you and your son, also your son's son, for you have delivered us from the hand of Midian."

But Gideon said to them, "I will not rule over you, nor shall my son rule over you; the LORD shall rule over you."

Notice, Gideon is not rejecting his status as judge – but as a hereditary king, which they are careful to distinguish in the request itself. His rejection is proper, to an extent – but notice what he replies to, and what he does not. He does insist that the LORD rules. Did he insist that the Lord delivered, this time, as he did in every other conversation he's had up to this point? No, he did not.

Yet Gideon said to them, "I would request of you, that each of you give me an earring from his spoil." (For they had gold earrings, because they were Ishmaelites.)

Now, which situation does this remind you of? Ex 32:2 - “Aaron said to them, “Tear off the gold rings which are in the ears of your wives, your sons, and your daughters, and bring them to me.” “

They said, "We will surely give [them.]" So they spread out a garment, and every one of them threw an earring there from his spoil.

Ex 32:3 - “Then all the people tore off the gold rings which were in their ears and brought them to Aaron.“

The weight of the gold earrings that he requested was 1,700 [shekels] of gold, besides the crescent ornaments and the pendants and the purple robes which [were] on the kings of Midian, and besides the neck bands that [were] on their camels' necks.

You can do the math on this – but suffice it to say, it was a lot of gold. What happens here is that Gideon follows a great statement with a poor action.

Gideon made it into an ephod, and placed it in his city, Ophrah, and all Israel played the harlot with it there, so that it became a snare to Gideon and his household.

What Gideon does here is what Aaron, and ever so many (possibly) well-meaning, but misguided people throughout Biblical (and church) history have done; create idols, instead of memorials. Enter any Roman Catholic church for a more modern example.  Now, instead of his father's idol and altar... he's replaced it with another. Bad move. Sort of like we do all the time with our own personal idols, isn't it?

So Midian was subdued before the sons of Israel, and they did not lift up their heads anymore. And the land was undisturbed for forty years in the days of Gideon.

Midian got crushed, yes. But the seeds were planted for the next corruption of Israel, sadly.

Then Jerubbaal the son of Joash went and lived in his own house.

Hail the conquering hero... Israel has peace... but this peace comes with an unacceptable price.

Now Gideon had seventy sons who were his direct descendants, for he had many wives.

Problem 1: Gideon has a bigger harem than anyone except Solomon. 

Problem 2: For someone who doesn't want a kingship, he's sure making sure of a succession, isn't he? 

His concubine who was in Shechem also bore him a son, and he named him Abimelech.

Not satisfied with wives, he also has concubines – notice that it is specified “who was in Shechem”. We'll meet Abimelech later, to our sorrow.

And Gideon the son of Joash died at a ripe old age and was buried in the tomb of his father Joash, in Ophrah of the Abiezrites.

Then it came about, as soon as Gideon was dead, that the sons of Israel again played the harlot with the Baals, and made Baal-berith their god.

Thus the sons of Israel did not remember the LORD their God, who had delivered them from the hands of all their enemies on every side;

nor did they show kindness to the household of Jerubbaal ([that is,] Gideon) in accord with all the good that he had done to Israel.

This section here is mostly a postscript to Gideon's story – it shows what happened by the end of Gideon's term as judge, and outlines Israel's (we may as well call it inevitable, by this point) slide back into idolatry. The story of Abimelech will be told in the next chapter. 
