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IF THE LIGHT THAT IS IN YOU IS DARKNESS…
Judges 19

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, I suppose this is the most shocking, dreadful, miserable, depressing story in the whole Bible. It is hard to know what to do with it; it is hard to know how to preach on it. What is one to preach – misery and hopelessness? That seems to be all this chapter is about. But aren't we to preach the Gospel, Good News?

We all know we also need the Law to show us our sin. And before we can really know the joy and comfort of the Gospel, we need to know our sin and misery. But where does this chapter get out of sin and misery. And including the next chapter in our text to make the text two chapters doesn't help either. Nor the chapter after that! Just read them.

So perhaps the point is just to show us our sin and misery. As a matter of fact, I think that is the case. But therefore we cannot stay only in our text, our present chapter, this morning. We are going to have to go further because a diagnosis without a cure is not a lot of help to anyone.

In Matthew 6:23, Jesus said, "If your eye is bad, your whole body will be full of darkness. If therefore the light that is in you is darkness, how great is the darkness." Surely that is what this chapter is about, isn't it? I believe it is. I believe it is trying to show us just how dark it can really get. And that the darkness leads to death – terrible, miserable, lonely death.

But we can't stay there. So let me tell you right now that, while we have to enter a dark tunnel this morning, we will come out into the light at the other end. Jesus said, "I am the light of the world; he who follows me shall not walk in the darkness, but shall have the light of life" (John 8:12).

This terrible story is the climax of the wickedness that grows up when there is no king and men do what is right in their own eyes. This chapter shows us the whirlwind that is reaped when we sow the wind of religious superstition – manipulating God and religion for our own benefit. This chapter shows us the whirlwind that is reaped when we sow the wind of religious and moral expediency – you know, when sin is only sin when we are found out; or as it affects me personally rather than seeing sin as first of all against God.

That was the wind that Israel sowed in chapters 17 and 18 when Micah's mum so quickly forgave him for robbing her simply because she got the money back; when Micah set up his own private worship centre; when he quickly dumped his own son when a real live Levite came along and he said, "Now the Lord will prosper me because I've got all the right set-up and the right personnel;" when the Levite just as quickly deserted Micah when the opportunity to serve a whole tribe rather than just a backwoods family in Ephraim came along. 

Truth and godliness are no longer rules for religion or life. Instead – does it work? – does it produce the goods? – what's in it for me? And with all that, there is a Pharisaical pedantry about right procedures and beautiful liturgy and the finest music and proper equipment.

This is an important point brothers and sisters. The problem in Israel in the times of the Judges is not lack of religion. There is plenty of religion and plenty of religious practitioners. Levites galore in these last five chapters. But no king and no righteousness. All the religiosity is white-washed tombs covering dead men's bones. "Claim to be the children of Abraham as much as you like, but," says Jesus, "if you live like that, you are children of the devil."

Is God showing us that we are saved by politics and power then – with this concern about there being no king – rather than by grace and faith? I don't think so, because even when they had kings, things were often no better. And certainly the pagan kings who were kings and priests produced plenty of immorality and even more terror. But that is what we need – a priest and a king. Actually, we need a priest who is a king and also a prophet to guide us.

We saw last time that this kind of religiosity was a pretty good description of religion and life in the 21st century. Our chapter today goes on to describe the life that religion like that produces. It is quite familiar to us. Let us have a look.

1.	THE HOSPITALITY IS OVER THE TOP
You could put it like this. The hospitality is excessive at Bethlehem, unsought at Jebus, not offered at Gibeah, absolutely sacrosanct to the old man, and finally, when it is given by the old man who was not a native of Gibeah, it was indescribably and appallingly violated.

We need to understand this point congregation. All of that artificial and hypocritical religion that we talked about earlier doesn't just stay in the Church. It comes home to roost in the very simplest things of life, showing hospitality and so forth.

Hospitality is very definitely a theme of the chapter and there are two examples of it.
#	There are fully six verses about this little, typically eastern game between the Levite and his father-in-law. And it is the father-in-law's overbearing and the Levite's dilly-dallying that sets the scene for the whole terrible tragedy.
#	The other incident is the climax of the whole story. The Levite disdains to check in at Jebus because that is a Canaanite city and by definition cannot be safe. But at Gibeah, a good Benjaminite city, it wasn't offered as it ought to have been, according to custom from time immemorial. Even though it was obvious they meant to be no burden. "We've got fodder for the animals and food for ourselves," said the Levite. Until an old man, only a temporary resident of Gibeah himself, took them in.

Well, they are just getting into the evening and beginning to relax and feel a bit merry when the door is near crashed down and the whole terrible events we've read unfold. The old man won't, of course, give up his guest to the vile pack. But he would give up his young daughter and the guest's concubine. "Please let me bring them out that you may ravish them and do to them whatever you wish. But do not commit such an act of folly against this man" (v.24).

It is so like the story of Lot and his guests in Sodom at many points. He appealed to customs observed by all in the East – pagan or otherwise. But this was Israel and it was not that long ago that Israel had received the Law which prescribed how Israel was to protect especially the helpless and the widow and the orphan and the alien. It leaves us speechless – how could it happen, we wonder. But congregation, this kind of thing happens every day.

What is the story about? You could even say, what is the book about – in a more general sort of way? It is about extremes; it is about lack of restraint. Everything almost is in complete disproportion. There is this infuriating finickety attention to custom and form and doing things just so, especially in religion, on the one hand. While on the other, the most blatant abuse and horror and violence and sin.

So we have today. 
#	Sometimes is seems that that is all law is about today – a legal game that bears little relation to ascertaining truth and guilt or innocence. Isn't that exactly what Olivia Hope's father was saying this week?
#	Sometimes one gets the impression that the more grandiose and lavish the wedding, the less real is the love and commitment of the couple to each other and hence short-lived the marriage.
#	People have the most terrible family relations, yet their sense of grievance when one of them is allegedly wronged knows no bounds. Some would say that – and not without reason – of the outrage of the family of the young fellow shot by a policeman in Waitara a couple of years ago.
#	Some people have no idea of or desire to trouble themselves with real hard, working, serving love in a family  – yet they pour tears by the bucket when something goes wrong and one of them dies.
#	People cry over whales and dolphins and seals in the most sentimental manner, yet we take the lives of 16,000 children per annum by a most violent and gruesome method.

All sense of balance and proportion and proper sentiment goes out the window and dissolves into mere sentimentalism when the love of God and the truth is prostituted to serve our own ends, when there is "no king in Israel and everyone does what is right in his own eyes." The example in our story is that the hospitality is over the top.

2.	THE IMMORALITY IS GROSS IN THE EXTREME
I'll say little about this – it is perfectly obvious and the story we've read is clear.

Homosexuality seems to have been quite common in pagan cults. That says a great deal about what really drives our own culture at the present time. So far is it off the scale of morality that Paul tells us it marks a stage in the decline of a culture and its rejection of God at which God has rejected it. "God gave them over to their degrading passions that they might receive in their own persons the due penalty of their sin,… worthy of death" (Romans 1).

Of course, in the story it has gone even further. It has fallen to gang homosexual rape. It happened in Sodom. It happens in prisons the world over. But this is happening in Gibeah of Benjamin, a city in Israel, the people of God! "Nothing like this has ever happened or been seen from the day when the sons of Israel came up from the land of Egypt to this day."

Yet it doesn't sound as though the old man was completely surprised. "However – whatever you do – don't spend the night in the open square," he had said to the Levite earlier in the evening. This kind of behaviour was well known and expected. The immorality is gross in the extreme.

3.	THE HEARTS OF MEN ARE VERY HARD
So the sacredness of hospitality is violated by the pounding on the door in the dark of night. The old host pleads with his townsmen to no avail. And he offers his young daughter and his guest's concubine wife. 

How do we understand this? How do we explain it? I really have no idea. Sure, hospitality is a kind of sacred thing and should not be violated. When someone comes under your roof, you owe them your protection. But are there not other obligations a man has? What of a father's duty to protect his daughter? Is the wife of his guest not due the same sanctuary?

Perhaps you ask: but what, realistically, could the old man do? After all, the medievals said one of the things one had to determine in considering whether to go to war or not was: did one have a reasonable chance of winning? Jesus said a similar thing when he talked about counting the cost.

But surely, on the other hand, are there not times when it is our duty to grab spade, hammer, axe, whatever is at hand, arm the women and children, and simply fight to the death for our honour? Simply because death is otherwise certain anyway – only with dishonour?

Then we read, "As the day began to dawn, the woman came and fell down at the doorway of the man's house where her master was, until full daylight. When her master arose in the morning and opened the doors of the house and went out to go on his way, then behold, his concubine was lying at the doorway of the house, with her hands on the threshold. And he said to her, 'Get up and let us go,' but there was no answer. Then he placed her on her donkey; and the man arose and went to his home" (vv.26-28). This callousness is very hard to comprehend. It is also very hard to reconcile with the tenderness of v.3 where we read that, having got to her father's house in Bethel, he spoke tenderly to her to take her back and she brought him to her father's house and all was joy and gladness. It would almost seem he is only outraged by her death. Indeed, are we to read v.25 to mean that it was actually the Levite who shoved his concubine outside to the wolves?

And this is a Levite – whose whole raison d'etre was the work of the Temple of God! Does not James say, "This is true religion and undefiled, to care for the widow and the orphan and to keep oneself unspotted from the world"? And that is essentially what the OT prophets harangued Israel for constantly – they worshipped perfectly but they lived abominably.

The only way to understand this at all is in the light of the comments I made earlier about the extremes man flies to when he rejects God and prostitutes religion to his own ends. The performance of religion might be perfect, but it is all outward show. And as his love for God, so also is his love for his neighbour. It is mere sentiment and not real love or compassion at all; it is mere sentiment and not real repentance over sin at all; it is mere sentiment and not real outrage at injustice or violence at all. In reality, the hearts of men in our day, for all their 'New Age' sensitivity, are very hard.

CONCLUSION
”If your eye is bad, your whole body will be full of darkness," said Jesus, "If therefore the light that is in you is darkness, how great is the darkness." It was a very dark day in Israel – as it is a pretty dark day in our own culture and country. Where then is the light in this story? By way of conclusion, I want to say two things.

i)	The way back for us as a culture and as a nation may have to be via the pig trough. 
We may have to get to trying to eat, trying to find satisfaction and fulfillment in, whatever the pigs leave behind before we realise our utter poverty, how far we have gone, just as the prodigal son did. In other words, we may have to get to the point where we have tried and exhausted all human possibilities.

It was only when the Levite responded to this gross horror, however hypocritically, by sending a bit of his concubine to every tribe in Israel, that the people woke and said, "Nothing like this has ever happened or been seen." That is the light in the story. Finally the people have been shocked and see how low they have fallen.

ii)	The way back for us is to recognize our king and seek his righteousness.
What is a king? A king is a shepherd and protector of his people. That is exactly what God promised to be to Israel from the beginning. That is all he wanted to be right through this book of Judges. And Gideon reminded them of that when they wanted to make him king; "I will not rule over you, nor shall my son; the Lord shall rule over you" (8:23).

The king, of course, is God – the Lord Jesus Christ. He appeared a couple of times to Gideon and Manoah as a priest burning offerings. He had spoken often as a prophet. But where was he as a king?

The Children's Catechism asks;  "Why do you need Christ as your king?" and it answers, "Because I am weak and helpless." Perhaps that is the point of this terrible story. The Lord is showing us our intrinsic wickedness. We do need a king. We need all the help we can get for we are all only two or three generations, at best, from this hypocritical religion and gross immorality and, underneath the veneer of gentleness, terrible hardness of heart.

Jesus Christ, our priest and king, is of course our prophet. He says to us in John 8:12, "I am the light of the world; he who follows me shall not walk in the darkness, but shall have the light of life." Not just light. But light that leads to life.

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, "Consider it, take counsel, and speak" (v.30). "If your eye is bad, your whole body will be full of darkness. If therefore the light that is in you is darkness, how great is the darkness." Indeed, it is as great and dreadful as this story and our own world.

But that is not the end of the Bible – thank God. This story too points us to Jesus Christ, the light and life of the world. He was there anyway, in the times of the judges. The people had told Joshua only three generations ago they would serve and obey the Lord. And some did. So you get the delightful stories in the book of Ruth about people who served and obeyed the Lord even in those dark days. Or about Othniel; even, in some respects, Jephthah.

"I am the light of the world" and he shines even brighter in our day. He is the light who will enlighten your whole soul. And when we have his light, we no longer walk in darkness. Instead, we will walk in the light of life. And by the Lord's blessing, we may still write a delightful, Ruth-like story in times when the judges ruled and "there was no king in Israel and every man did what was right in his own eyes."

"Consider it and take counsel" – with your own soul, and speak – to the Lord. And follow him who will not lead in darkness, but in the light of life.	
										       Amen
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