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“Self-willed Worship”      Text – Judges 17     NT Reading – 1 Cor 14:26-40


Turn with me firstly to HC LD 34 (p.46).  Let’s read the 2nd commandment there together.
Now, turn with me to HC LD 35 (p. 49).  I will read these three Q/A for us.

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
How many times a week do you say or hear someone else say, “Imagine that!”?  
It’s rather a common feature of speech, isn’t it: “Imagine that!”  

And this is largely because we are visual creatures.  If we can’t actually see something, we will always try and picture it in our minds.  
And so, when someone describes the big ice-cream that they brought at the shop over in Lyttleton, we immediately bring to mind an image of an ice-cream, as most of you are doing right now.  
And with most things, we have enough familiarity with what is being talked about to imagine what it is we are discussing, even if we haven’t seen it for ourselves.

Well, there is one thing that the Bible expressly commands us not to imagine, and that is God.  
God said to Moses, who had the most intimate contact with God that any man has ever had, “You cannot see my face, for no one may see me and live."  
Jesus said to the woman at the well, “God is Spirit, and His worshippers must worship Him in spirit and in truth.”  
This then is why the second commandment forbids us to try and imagine God.  
And this is the first part of what the second commandment means when it says, “You shall not make for yourself an idol.”  
Because no one has seen God, and because God is a Spirit, it is not possible to make an image of Him.  
We should not try and imagine what God looks like in our mind or try and make an actual image of Him, because it can only be a false image.

But the second part of this commandment forbids the wrongful worship of God.  
Just as we are not free to imagine God apart from His Word, we are also not free to worship God apart from His Word.  
In Deuteronomy 12:31 God warns the people of Israel about imitating the Canaanites.  He says, “You must not worship the LORD your God in their way, because in worshiping their gods, they do all kinds of detestable things the LORD hates. They even burn their sons and daughters in the fire as sacrifices to their gods.  32 See that you do all I command you; do not add to it or take away from it.”  

And so, it is these two things that are the chief interest of the second commandment: Attempting to make an image of God, and worshipping Him in other ways than the way He has commanded in His Word.  

Well, let’s turn to Judges 17 then to see an example of all this from Scripture.  
Now, Judges 17 begins the first of two stories that are told in the last 5 chapters of Judges.  Idolatry and immorality in Israel are the twin themes that recur throughout the whole book.  And so, the two stories at the end of Judges serve as particular examples of Israel at her worst in terms of these twin themes; ch’s 17-18 are about idolatry and ch’s 19-21 are about immorality.  Let’s read Judges 17 then.

Now, people of God, I trust you can already see what I said a moment ago about this story being an example of Israel at her worst in terms of idolatry.  
Obviously, this story is not recorded as a shining example of the worship of some of Israel’s finest citizens.  
This worship is self-willed worship.  This worship is not God commanded worship but self-willed worship; imitation worship; false worship.  Let’s see then why this is so,

And the first thing we note in this story is a Breakdown of the Family.  

	At first read, this chapter seems to indicate that we are in fact dealing with a godly household.  
	All seems to be well:
	God appears to be real and His Name seems to come quickly and naturally to the lips of His people.  
	Micah’s name is a shortened version of Mikayahu, which means - Who is like Yahweh!  
	Micah demonstrates that he has an active conscience by confessing to the theft.  

And his mothers immediate response is to say, “The Lord Bless you my son!”  
	She then promises to dedicate the money to the Lord all the while invoking the very covenant name of the Lord.  


	So what is wrong with this picture?  
	Well, what is wrong with this picture is what is missing from it.  
	About the only commentary that the author makes throughout these last five chapters is a repeated refrain that you see in 17:6, 18:1, 19:1, and 21:25: “In those days, there was no king in Israel, everyone did as he saw fit.”  
	It is as if he is saying, ‘If only there were a king, then none of this would have been allowed to happen.”  
	Well, as we narrow in on this household we notice also that there is no mention of a father!  
	Now, I hasten to say that it is possible to raise children as a single mother in a godly way.  Many times God has demonstrated His grace to mothers called to serve in this way.  
	But the absence of a father is significant in terms of this story.  
	God’s concern for the single mothers of Israel is clear in that he requires them to be taken into the household of a Kinsman-Redeemer (Deut 25).
	So, there ought to be a father-figure in this household.  But there is not.
	There has been a catastrophic failure of leadership in Israel and this state of affairs is seen in snapshot right there in this household.  
	There is no father to put a stop to this nonsense.  

There is no father ready to discipline his son for this terrible crime.  
There is no father to lead his family in the proper worship of God.
	The relationships that God has put in place to strengthen households are being ignored.  


	Well, let’s look then at the religion of this household.  And in this short tale of Micah we find that the appearance of a lively religion is really only skin deep.  
	Just like the child who confesses to stealing cookies only after dad threatens to call in the police and fingerprint the cookie jar, we find that Micah’s confession arises out of a superstitious fear of his mother’s curse rather than a godly sorrow for the sin he has committed.  
	Fear of consequences brings out a confession instead of a willingness to humble himself in repentance before the Lord.  


	But we also see that his mother’s response shows a casual disregard for the curse she had pronounced, and a hasty willingness to foster the good in her boy by immediately pronouncing the Lord’s blessing upon him.  


	It becomes quite clear then that there is a thorough ignorance of God’s law.  
	Neither Micah nor his mother truly recognize the nature of his sin.  
	And neither do they know how to properly deal with it. 
	And this merely leads Micah and his family further down the spiral of decline into idolatry and false religion.  
	Micah was a thief.  
	According to Leviticus 6:1-7, he must return what he has stolen plus a fifth of its value to the owner.  

In addition, on the day he makes good, he is also to present a guilt offering to the Lord at the tabernacle.  
	Now, 18:30 reveals that the tabernacle was located in Shiloh.  

Where was Shiloh?  It was in the hill country of Ephraim.
Where did Micah live?  In the hill country of Ephraim.  
But the tabernacle and its place as the centre of the worship of the Lord’s people doesn’t even seem to exist in the life of this family.  
Instead, God’s law is ignored as irrelevant, either by ignorance or design, and this paves the way for increased idolatry. 
 
And so we see that the Breakdown in the Family leads to a Meltdown of the money.

Mother’s response is to “solemnly consecrate this silver to the Lord for my son to make a carved image and a cast idol.”  Revealing again the emptiness of her religious life, she disregards her earlier curse and waltzes off to the idol factory with the name of the Lord flowing easily from her lips.  

And then the image and idol are installed in Micah’s home.  
We read in verse 5 that the man Micah had a shrine.  The more literal translation of the Hebrew would read that he had a Beth Elohim – a House of gods.  
And the description of the idols suggests that they served the purpose of images – something to fix your worship upon like the golden calf, and an ephod – something with which to discern the future; something to consult regarding one’s future and the Lord’s will. 

Well, is this really so bad Brothers and Sisters?  A small private worship centre?  
After all the Lord had given the High Priest Aaron an ephod for exactly that purpose.  
Surely no harm would come from a little private worship centre?  
After all, it is so time consuming to get along to the tabernacle all the time?  
And this little ‘house of gods’ would be a good witness to others of our devotion to the Lord?  
And, after all, it needs to be noted that these are not images of Canaanite gods, oh no!  These are images of our God; the God of Israel!  Yahweh.

Well, in many ways, Brothers and Sisters, the book of Judges is essentially a sermon on the book of Deuteronomy.  It is a close look at the way the Lord’s covenant people walk in terms of the covenant. 
 Just listen then to these words from Deuteronomy 12.  
Now I am going to read selected verses for you and I want you to bear in mind the details of the story of Micah and see how they go directly opposite to what is there commanded by the Lord.  
“Destroy completely all the places on the high mountains and on the hills; cut down the idols of their gods and wipe out their names from those places. 4 You must not worship the Lord your God in their way. 8 You are not to do as we do here today, everyone as he sees fit.  14To the place the LORD your God will choose as a dwelling for his Name-- there you are to bring everything I command you: your burnt offerings and sacrifices, your tithes and special gifts, and all the choice possessions you have vowed to the LORD.  12 And there rejoice before the LORD your God, you, your sons and daughters, your menservants and maidservants, and the Levites from your towns, who have no allotment or inheritance of their own.  13 Be careful not to sacrifice your burnt offerings anywhere you please.  14 Offer them only at the place the LORD will choose in one of your tribes, and there observe everything I command you.”

Now, the writer of the book of Judges does not point this out explicitly.  But later readers of the book of Judges should hear a passage such as Deuteronomy 12 ringing in their ears as they read the story of Micah!  
Israel should have known better.  Worship lies at the heart of the covenant.  And perversion of worship is always a sure sign that the Word of God is no longer living and active amongst His people, and that judgment is soon to come.  
The self-willed worship of Micah and His mother is set before us an indication of where the rot sets in for Israel.  It sets in in the hearts and the homes of the Lord’s people.  

But in His mercy the Lord does not leave his people to themselves.  In His grace He gives them leaders; leaders who can bring the Word of God to bear upon families and individuals.  
And in the case of the Israelites, the leaders appointed to this task were the Levites.  
And here, thankfully, a Levite enters the picture.  
Now things will be set to right, won’t they?  Sadly not.  

For we see in the third place, that the entry of this Levite only signals a Showdown of the Priests.

	Perhaps you are wondering what is meant by a showdown of the priests.  How can there be a showdown when there is only one priest?  
	Well, recall from verse five that after Micah had initially made his idol, he “installed one of his sons as priest.”  
	So as this Levite waltzes into town and takes up the position offered to him by Micah, it appears that Micah’s son is relegated back to regular chores, or perhaps he continues on as the Levite’s assistant.  


	But even that is inconsequential to what is taking place on the larger stage.  
	You will recall also that we noted from Chapter 18:30 that the House of the Lord was at this time located in Shiloh; in the same neighbourhood as the events of this story.  
	As we read earlier in Deuteronomy, the Israelites were commanded to worship only at the place the Lord of the Lord’s choosing, including the Levites.  

And here, Micah, by his activities, and the Levite by his, set themselves against God.  
	Even though they appear to be in complete ignorance of the requirements of God’s law, they set up a place that will be in direct competition to the Lord’s appointed place of worship.  


	Micah sums up the flavour of his religion in verse 13.  “Now I know the Lord will be good to me, since this Levite has become my priest.”  
	From where in God’s Word does Micah get such a concept?  
	Nowhere!  This is a Canaanite concept of worship.  
	Thus, Micah’s worship is not Word driven, but self-willed.  


	But the Levite also demonstrates his motivation for worship in accepting this position: “Ten shekels of silver you say, clothing and food.  Sounds great, put it there buddy.  You got yourself a priest!”  
	What role did God’s Word outline for the Levites?  
	They were set aside to keep alive among the Israelites the knowledge and service of God through the teaching of the law.  

And here he is, a blind man leading the blind as they stumble together further and further away from the path of righteousness established by God.  
The very man of the tribe called to keep true worship alive, becomes the instrument for leading her to self-willed worship. 
	And ch 18 will reveal that soon the whole tribe of Dan becomes infected with this idolatry.

Eventually, as we know, Dan will become one of the places where king Jeroboam sets up the golden calves so that the people of the Northern Tribes wont need to go down to Jerusalem, and the temple, to worship.
	And where does it all begin?  Right here in Micah’s house with this Levite. 
	And just note, congregation, who this Levite is.  His name is given to us in Chapter 18:30.  He was Jonathan, son of Gershom, son of Moses.  
	Moses’ own grandson leads the people as far away from the law of God as Moses led them to it.  
	An image of God has been made.
	God is not being worshipped as He has commanded, and he is being worshipped in ways that His Word forbids.
	True worship has been replaced by self-willed worship.


So here we are today then.  We are in church, where God has called us to worship.  No idols!  No images!  No statues!  Are we free from self-willed worship then?  

	Well, we too would be guilty of self-willed worship if we were to introduce any image of God into our worship.  
	If we were to hang a cross on the wall with a crucified Saviour on it, or a banner with a dove symbolizing the Holy Spirit, or a picture of a smiling middle-eastern looking man with some children sitting on his lap.  

We would be guilty of self-willed worship if we were to think about God as an old man with a long grey beard sitting on a throne.  
We would be guilty of self-willed worship if we read books with supposed pictures of Jesus in them or watched movies about the life and work of Jesus, and were then to bring those images into worship, which it is impossible to avoid doing if we fill our heads with such images.  
The only visible images of God that we are to see in worship are the two He has given us.  Can you think what they might be?  
	The sacraments.  
	There, in Baptism and the Lord’s Supper, God, in His grace, gives us visible signs of the body and blood of Jesus; something that we may see as well as hear.  
	And there we see, by faith, the only image of God that we are to worship; Jesus Christ.
	And any other image of our own making becomes self-willed worship.


	Well, we might not agree with introducing actual images into worship, but we could still be guilty of self-willed worship if we just go through the motions of worship and never engage our hearts.  
	Where is your heart, right now, congregation?  
	Are you worshipping the Lord with all your heart, mind, soul, and strength?  
	Did you prepare for worship by getting to bed at a reasonable time last night young people, brothers and sisters, boys and girls?  
	Were you at church early enough so that you could spend some quiet moments reading God’s Word and readying your heart to come into the presence of the King of Kings?  
	Or did you turn up at the last minute, as usual, because you don’t understand the importance of preparing your heart for worship?  
	Do you have a Bible open in front of you, right now, so that you can follow along and engage your eyes and ears and mind and heart in the worship of God?  

Did you worship God with your tithes and offerings by getting them organized during the week, praying about them as you put the money or check in the envelope, and praying for them as the bag circulated around the church today?  
	Or was it the usual dive into the pocket for whatever change is floating about and then a peppermint search and a good read of the bulletin?  


You see, if you become comfortable with worship, if you treat worship as a kind of ‘good-luck’ charm, ‘useful to do just to keep God on our side’ type of thing, if you come to worship to get and not to give, to passively experience and not participate in, then you are no different than Micah or his mother.  
	You are no different than the people of Israel to whom God said through Isaiah, “The Lord says: "These people come near to me with their mouth and honour me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me.”  
	You become guilty of self-willed worship.

	Similarly, we could be guilty of self-willed worship if we what we do in here has no affect on what we do out there; if we are what is known as ‘Sunday Christians.”  
	You see biblical worship will impact what you eat and drink and smoke, and how you show respect for your parents and teachers, and how you drive, and when you pay your bills, and how you live with your husband or wife or children, and your language.  
	And if it doesn’t, then you are no different than Micah and his mother.  

You are no different than the people of the Lord that the prophet Jeremiah addressed, for they too were a very ‘religious’ people.  
	But God’s Word to them was, “Reform your ways and your actions, and I will let you live in this place.  4 Do not trust in deceptive words and say, "This is the temple of the LORD, the temple of the LORD, the temple of the LORD!"  5 If you really change your ways and your actions and deal with each other justly,  6 if you do not oppress the alien, the fatherless or the widow and do not shed innocent blood in this place, and if you do not follow other gods to your own harm,  7 then I will let you live in this place, in the land I gave your forefathers for ever and ever.  8 But look, you are trusting in deceptive words that are worthless.  9 "'Will you steal and murder, commit adultery and perjury, burn incense to Baal and follow other gods you have not known,  10 and then come and stand before me in this house, which bears my Name, and say, "We are safe"-- safe to do all these detestable things?”  
If your worship is not daily worship, you are guilty of self-willed worship.

	And we could also be guilty of self-willed worship if we sought to worship God in ways not commanded by His Word.  
	“O Come on,” you say, “surely it would not hurt to jazz up our worship services a bit?  
	Let’s get a band up the front.  Let’s get a data-projector and have a bit more video.  

Let’s lose those boring old forms and the boring old 10 commandments and get some newer songs and be a bit freer.  
Let’s change the way we do things each week and not have the same old same old.  
Let’s get some women up the front.  
Let’s get a puppet show going.  Let’s get our clever drama team up there.  Kids love that sort of thing today.  
Let’s have some altar calls and really put the pressure on people.  Let’s get some moving personal testimonies. That sort of stuff is so much more effective than a sermon.”  
	And if you agitate for non-biblical worship, man-centred rather than God-centred, you are no different than Micah and his mother.  
	You are no different than Nadab and Abihu who decided that the Lord would be pleased if they brought fire before Him instead of just the priests.  

And for this they were dead by the Lord, because this was not the worship that He had Commanded.  This was self-willed worship.

Well, what then is the solution to self-willed worship?
In the first place it is the second commandment.  Make no images of God and worship Him only as He has commanded. 

Secondly though, according to the author of the book of Judges, the problem in Israel was that in those days there was no king.  “Everyone did what was right in his own eyes.”  For the author of the Book of Judges, the solution was a king.
But we know well that none of the earthly kings who came were able to solve this problem either.  
David perhaps came closest.  Jehosphat tried hard.  Josiah made valiant efforts.  

And you and I, as we have just seen, are repeatedly guilty of self-willed worship in these areas and many countless besides, some we are not even aware of.  Thus, our self-willed worship makes us as guilty of sin as Micah and as deserving of eternal punishment as Micah.

Ultimately then, the solution to self-willed worship can only be found in God.  

You see, God originally created man in His image.  
In the garden, Adam had no need to imagine God because he could see God’s likeness in himself.  
But that ability was lost through sin; the sin of self-willed worship.  

But because God created man to be like Him, He is able also to be like us.  
And so, Jesus, the Son of God, left the glories of heaven, and took the image and likeness of man to Himself.  God became man.

So you must leave Mt Sinai where your sin is so plainly revealed, and go instead to Mt Calvary.  
And there, by faith, you may see Jesus take all of your self-willed worship upon His shoulders in His perfect and obedient act of worship.  
And as you do this, you may know that through faith in Jesus, you have been transformed, once again, into the image of God.  
You may see your beloved Saviour now with the eyes of faith!
And you will see Him soon, face to face, when He brings you to heaven!
Imagine that!

And all God’s people said, “Amen!”

