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OH, BUT AREN'T WE SO RELIGIOUS!
Judges 17-18
I wonder how many of you are wondering why I've not yet mentioned that refrain that goes constantly through the book of Judges: "In those days there was no king in Israel; every man did what was right in his own eyes." The reason I have not yet mentioned it is that it is not a constant refrain – even though that is the popular view. It is first mentioned only here in 17:6; it is then only mentioned once more, in 21:25. The first half of the 'refrain', that there was no king in Israel, is mentioned also in 18:1 and 19:1. The latter part of the phrase is alluded to in the story of Samson in 14:3 & 7, where Samson tells his father to get the little Philistine beauty from Timnah for him "because she is right in my eyes."

The reason this is only mentioned now is because chapters 17-21 form the conclusion to the book. And if you study it, you will see a marked difference between the introduction and the conclusion. 

First of all, in the introduction (1:1 – 3:6), God is very busy. In 2:1 the angel of the Lord came up from Gilgal to Bochim and called Israel to book for their disobedience and told them the Lord would leave the Canaanites among them to test whether they would keep the way of the Lord or not. And throughout the book, God is very explicitly speaking and working through his judges. But in the conclusion, while God's name is used a lot by his people, God is not speaking or acting – only once, in 20:1-28, does God speak. And he does not act; there are no judges in these last five chapters.

Another marked difference between the Introduction and body of the book (on the one hand) and the Conclusion (on the other) is that what is called "evil in the eyes of the Lord," time after time, in the first sixteen chapters is called "right in every man's own eyes" in the last five.

That helps us understand what is going on here. Right back in chapter 2, we saw that the real problem with Israel in the time was spiritual defection. Israel's problems were not economic or political or educational or social or anything else like that. They rebelled against the Lord and so the Lord brought judgment upon them and then he brought deliverance through the judge, the saviour. Usually upon the people's repentance; on one occasion without it; on most occasions it could be doubted how genuine it really was.

The last two stories are given us to explain further why things were like they were in the times of the Judges. They were tumultuous times like they were because "there was no king in Israel." Because all this happened after the death of Joshua and there was no Saul or David yet. Of course, there was a king; The Judge, The Saviour, Jahweh, be didn't have a physical presence or representative on earth. So "everyman did what was right in his own eyes."

For various reasons, almost certainly these two stories occurred early in the period, not at its end. For just one reason, perhaps less than 100 years after the time of the judges, Benjamin is a large and strong tribe and King Saul came from it. That is hard to imagine if Benjamin disgraced itself as it did and was decimated as it was in the next story, if all that happened at the end of the period. 	18:30 cannot refer to 722, when the northern kingdom was destroyed by Assyria.  Could such worship have been allowed to continue under Samuel and David? Also, Jeroboam established something new at Dan; he did not continue an already established form of worship. hence, "until the day of the captivity of the land" probably means until the honour of the land was removed," ie, the ark (1 Samuel 4:22). Compare also Keil & Delitzch, p.440f. It is all too close to Saul, a Benjaminite, becoming king.

These two stories are not about judges. They are about the conditions, religious and moral, in the tribes of Israel at the time. The story of Micah and Dan and his idols are about religious conditions. The story of the Levite and his concubine is about the resultant moral conditions. Actually, both stories are about Levites – especially consecrated to serve God in the Tabernacle. One is wandering around looking for work. The other can afford the sinful luxury of a concubine. At bottom, all of life has religious roots and that is the point of chapters 17 and 18. 

Israel indeed rebelled against the Lord and disobeyed his covenant, but Israel never stopped being religious. She never became secular, non-religious, religiously neutral. And neither has western man, despite his fondest wishes. And neither is NZ a secular state for all Miss Clark's claims, among many others. The western world has tried for 200 years to be secular, to be non-religious. We tried very hard, but it didn't work. And when we realized our poverty we began to become religious again. Only, we haven't looked back to God – the God whose religion largely built our culture. We looked east to the religions and philosophies of Asia and instead have become pagan.

There are still trappings of Christianity around in our public and private life, but essentially, we are a pagan nation again. Maori paganism is given its due everywhere. Islam is respected. Richard Prebble has reported a man drawing $700 per week in Social Security benefits because he can't get a job that allows him to pray five times a day. But Christianity is spurned at every turn and very soon the only time shops will not be allowed to open will be Anzac Day morning. And so the only religion nationally recognized is humanism; the sacrifices that men have made for their fellow men.

That is exactly what Paul talked about in Romans 1. "Although they knew God," when men ceased to honour him and give him thanks, they didn't cease being religious. Instead, "they worshipped the creature rather than the Creator." And very interestingly he then goes on to say that at that point, God gave man over to the same very gross sins that we read about in the final story of Judges – sodomy. Only the worship of the true God preserves true morality.

Our story is clear enough – and our writer very skilful. He sets it in three scenes. 
Scene 1 begins, "Now there was a man of the hill country of Ephraim whose name was Micah" (17:1), and it ends, "In those days there was no king in Israel; every man did what was right in his own eyes" (17:6).
Scene 2 begins, "Now there was a young man from Bethlehem in Judah, of the family of Judah, who was a Levite; and he was staying there" (17:7), and it ends, "In those days there was no king of Israel" (18:1).
Scene 3 begins, "And in those days the tribe of the Danites was seeking an inheritance for themselves to live in, for until that day an inheritance had not been allotted to them as a possession among the tribes of Israel" (1:1b), and it ends with the results of Dan doing what was right in his own eyes; "So they set up for themselves Micah's graven image which he had made, all the time that the house of God was at Shiloh" (18:31).

We are not going to look at each scene as such. I want to look at the undercurrents that are working through each scene and the result of the work of those undercurrents.

1.	THE PEOPLE WERE VERY RELIGIOUS – BUT SUPERSTITIOUS
We see this plainly in all four actors – Micah and his mother, and in the Levite and the tribe of Dan.

The Name of God is used constantly. But it is vain, careless using of the Lord's Name. No sooner does Micah confess his theft of his mother's silver than she blesses him in the name of the Lord and dedicates it all to the Lord. Now, if she can dedicate it so readily to the Lord now, why not before? What has changed in her economic circumstances that she can now afford what, apparently, she could not afford before? One cannot help but think that she thought that, even though she would dedicate it to the Lord, she could somehow still control it or it would work benefit for her. And that is plain magic, paganism, superstition; not the worship of God.

And basically, congregation, the whole New Age approach to religion of our own day is about the benefit that god can be to me. It's all wrapped up with self-improvement, successful living and so on. And sadly, so is so much modern Christianity. It's not about the glory of God at all. It's about the benefit of God to me. And among just such people, the use of the Name of the Lord is used prolifically. 

And what we see in his mother, we see also in Micah. Superstition doesn't necessarily do away with doing things just exactly right. Paul tells us there will be people in the last days who will have "the form of religion but not its power." They will do everything just so; but they don't know God.

Now because his mother had dedicated this money to be made into a god and placed it in Micah's house, Micah had to have a priest, so he appointed his son. But then a real live Levite came along. Wow! From the tribe especially consecrated to the Lord for just this business. So Micah does what is right in his eyes and he says, "Now I know that the Lord will prosper me, seeing I have a Levite as priest." I cannot forget a church in Victoria, Australia we visited many years ago when we were on holiday there. At a certain point in the Service, the Bible was very ceremoniously brought in and presented and placed on the pulpit with ever such reverence. But the message in that church that Sunday was not from the Bible. Even as Micah's idols were made out of a supposed reverence for God and yet broke the second commandment blatantly. 

And the Levite, from the tribe especially set apart to serve God and keep Israel in God's ways was no better. He was delighted with his new job serving at that idolatrous altar. Listen to him tell the five Danite spies about it in 18:4. He tells them all that Micah has done and provided for him. He had set him up a real dinkum worship centre, with all the necessary paraphernalia; a special shrine out the back; an ephod – what, with a urim and thummim tossed in?; and graven images. And I've been appointed his priest, he says, with his chest out and pleased as punch. So when they ask him to do a little perk job on the side, get out the ephod and find out the Lord's will for us, he happily obliges and comes up with the requisite answer.

And what we see in Micah and his mum, and the Levite, so we also see in the tribe of Dan. They get their message from the Levite and his ephod and that turns out just so. They find the place they're looking for. So, having completed their recce and on their way north again – a hundred miles, by the way, from Zorah to Laish – they call in on Micah again. They swipe his worship equipment and priest because, well, it worked last time when we asked this priest; we found this town that will be easy to take, so if you're on to a good thing, stick with it.

The people were very religious; but terribly superstitious. And so we see all around us today.

2.	THE PEOPLE WERE VERY RELIGIOUS – BUT EXPEDIENT
In a way, perhaps this leads to superstition because superstition, at least the magic side of superstition, has a lot to do with the if it works, it's right philosophy. And when you work on that basis, you're no longer working out of principles of right and wrong – although, of course, we will certainly declare it to be right in our eyes. 

Look at Micah's mother again – happier about the recovery of her silver than sad to find out that the thief was her own son – her own son stole from his old mother; how low can you get? Sin is no longer sin because it is wrong in the eyes of God. It is only sin when it personally affects me. Thus so today. If it is between consenting adults and does not harm to anyone else, it is right in our eyes. 

But congregation, sin is sin because it offends the holiness of Almighty God who "is light and in whom is no darkness at all." Even if we cannot see the consequences, people being hurt, God is hurt! Brothers and sisters, before we love our neighbour as ourself, we are to love God with all our heart and soul and mind and strength. Because we live before our fellow man, we live before the face of God. Even though he committed adultery with Bathsheba and killed her husband, David, when he came to his right mind, said, "Against Thee and Thee only have I sinned."

And the Levite is no different. There he is, wandering around looking for a job. What is he doing in Ephraim? He should have been in Shiloh where the Tabernacle was. Even as Micah's mother should have dedicated the silver to the Tabernacle in Shiloh.

But you see, people of God, people were doing what was right in their own eyes. So instead she turns to Micah to set up her own little private worship centre for the Micah ben Ephraim family. She thought it would be nice to have a cosy little house church. And yet it was exactly about this business of worship that our theme phrase comes up in the Law. In Deuteronomy 12, God laid down that they were only ever to worship him at the Tabernacle/Temple; "you shall not worship here or there, everyone doing what is right in his own eyes" (12:8).

And don't we live in just such a world today? We want everything our own way – right in our own eyes. There was a good example in our last Bulletin in that piece from Real Issues that talked about the personalisation of marriage. Marriage has been seen throughout history and is referred to in our marriage forms as an already existing institution which we enter by taking vows that have symbolised that institution from time immemorial. But today many want to personalise the whole business and, as we are told to envisage and create our own reality, also then to create their own (idea of) marriage by writing their own marriage vows.

It happens also with the Church. The reason one belongs to a Church nowadays, if one bothers at all, is – and I have had ministers say this to me – because one feels comfortable there; because it suits me personally, in other words. But shouldn't we belong to a Church because we find what we believe to be the truth there and true worship? – even though that true worship and preaching might be imperfectly performed? (Which it undoubtedly will.)

Congregation, God, divine institutions like marriage and the Church and family, are bigger than us. And granted the human administration of them is always subject to challenge – just like a Confession is – by the Word of God. But should we not challenge such things with some humility? since we know they have existed from time immemorial and they were established by God, and we acknowledge that they have been guided by the Word of God and the Holy Spirit through all those millennia?

Well expedience and personalisation lead to consequences, so;

3.	THE PEOPLE WERE RELIGIOUS, BUT SUPERSTITIOUS AND EXPEDIENT – AND THEY SOWED THE WIND THAT PRODUCES THE WHIRLWIND
As a matter of fact, sin always has a flow-on effect. As Micah's mother worked on the basis of expediency, so did her son. No sooner had he appointed his own son to be his priest than someone better came along, and so he quickly said, "Oh listen son, you've done a good job the last few weeks, and I'm terribly sorry and all that, but listen, this guy's a Levite, he's the real McCoy. He'll get results out of this ephod like you couldn't dream of. So look, thanks, but you'd better go back to the sheep up in the hills. See you lad." All done, just like that.

If Micah's mother treated his sin in the cavalier way she did, and Micah treated his son in the cavalier fashion he did – quickly appointed, quickly replaced – like husbands and wives today, what would that boy turn out to be like? No wonder you have this problem with the third generation syndrome in Judges.

Surely there is a lesson for us all here, isn't there? Sin is sin and it must be treated as sin – in our homes, in the Church and in the world. How many of us parents have sinned in this way? I certainly have. Parents, our children must be reprimanded and corrected and punished, if need be, when they defy the Law of God, whether there are apparent bad results or not! whether their sin annoys us or not. Sin is against God, congregation, not firstly against ourselves. And if we do not correct them, Proverbs tells us we really hate them. It is not that we love them too much to punish them. We are just selfish or sentimental or lazy, or as likely as not, all three. Where was Micah's repentance that he should be forgiven like that? There was none; he feared only his mother's curse. But when John the Baptist came preaching repentance so people's sins could be forgiven, he told them they had to produce fruits of repentance (Luke 3:8). In other words, their repentance had to be real and show itself in changed lives.

Proverbs 23:13f. says, "Do not hold back discipline from a child. Although you beat him with the rod, he will not die. Indeed, rather, you shall deliver his soul from hell." So Proverbs 19:18 says, "Discipline your son while there is hope and do not desire his death." What is going wrong here? People were doing what was right in their own eyes, but elsewhere that is called evil in the eyes of the Lord. Congregation, the Word of God must be our guide, not our convenience, not what is easier, not what seems most pleasant, not what is right in our eyes, in our considered estimation. And I implore you parents, for I fear some of you are sowing the wind. And the Word of God must be our guide in the work of the Church as well.

The Lord let the Danites go their way and they destroyed Laish and settled there. Oh yes, the Levite easily went with them even as he had easily come to Micah. They simply offered a better deal – more prestige. Yet it wasn't territory that God had allotted to them. They went there because it was expedient, it was the soft option, it was a town undefended, easy prey. Instead of taking on the mighty Philistines as they ought to have done and as Judah had done in simple, stubborn obedience to the Lord with almost complete success.

But, although it might have seemed to have turned out very nicely for them,  there were consequences. Instead of being the territory God had assigned to them, tucked up alongside Benjamin and Judah, the two tribes who remained faithful to God the longest, they were further north than either Zebulun, Asher, or Naphtali, the northern-most tribes according to God's allotment of the land. They, more than any other tribe, were at the mercy of invaders from the north. They would be the first to feel in the influence of the pagan Gentiles around them.

When Jesus, the great king, the real Judge of Israel came to be in Israel, the territory of Zebulun and Naphtali was called Galilee of the Gentiles. Laish, which they renamed Dan, was further north than that. These Danites actually put themselves on the very edge of the Church and Church life, the furthest from the Temple and its worship. In seeking to take the easy path, they actually made life harder for themselves and their descendents for a thousand years.

Do you see what has happened, congregation? In all this making the worship of God more amenable to human ideas, in all this expediency, in all this trying to take the hard edges off of life – like requiring right of our children; like looking for real repentance when someone acknowledges their sin only because finally they are caught out, like Micah; like keeping commitments one makes – in all this doing what seems right in our eyes, we may very well be doing what is evil in the eyes of God. 

And we call on God's name to bless it and after all, we are being so gracious by not making things so hard, and we think that makes it all well. Or, as people say sometimes, "Well, I've prayed about it and I feel it is right," so it will be they think. That is superstitious prayer – as if God were at our beck and call when we just press the right buttons. It is blasphemy.

And congregation, we have far less excuse than Israel in the times of the Judges. For there is a king in Israel these days, without any doubt – Jesus Christ, king of his Church, sitting on the throne of David in heaven. And he is personally present in his people, the true Israel of God, through his Holy Spirit in each of our hearts and in his Church corporately.

So to all of that, one simple question must be asked. What does the Word of God say? For only from every Word that comes from his mouth shall we live.	Amen.
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