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IF WE ARE FAITHLESS, HE REMAINS FAITHFUL
Judges 20

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, there are times we have to go through in life when it seems as though God is far away. Maybe times when we have to go through great difficulties and we seem to get no help. They can be times when we ourselves have been unfaithful to the Lord and it's hard to take our lumps when the Lord disciplines us to bring us back to himself. Or there can be times when we think, and we might be right about that, that we are battling against evil and we are trying to restore righteousness, or do righteousness, but the Lord seems far away.

Yet the apostle Paul says, "Even if we are faithless, he remains faithful" (2 Timothy 2:13). Or, as I will say this morning, Even when there is no king in Israel, there is a king in Israel.

These last five chapters are summary chapters. The stories they tell us happened before all the other stories in the book. The writer has given us the history. He is now telling us why it all happened. And the theme is, as he says in 17:6 and 21:25, "In those days there was no king in Israel; every man did what was right in his own eyes."

The idea is repeated, slightly abbreviated, in 18:1 and 19:1, "In those days there was no king in Israel." In four of these five chapters, we are told "there is no king in Israel." The one chapter in which that is not said is our chapter this morning, chapter 20. Instead, in this chapter, the central chapter in this five-chapter summary, we read, "And the Lord struck Benjamin before Israel."

That is the only occasion in these fives summary chapters in which we are told God does anything – and it is bittersweet. Bitter, for he nearly wiped out Benjamin, a whole tribe of Israel. But sweet too, for while the whole of Israel did not recognize their king and therefore every man did what was right in his own eyes, actually there was still a king in Israel after all. And he asserted himself. What did he do?

1.	THE LORD, still king albeit unrecognized, HAD PRESERVED A SENSE OF RIGHTEOUSNESS IN SOME
The previous story, chapter 19, is simply unrelenting dreadfulness. In almost every character – from the Gibeathites to the old Ephramite to the Levite. Perhaps the only exception would be the concubine's father, the Levite's father-in-law. But he had other problems. The only other exception might have been the Jebusites, if they had been given a chance! The only glimpse of light in the whole of chapter 20 is v.30; "And it came about that all who saw it said, '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. Consider it, take counsel and speak up!'"

All Israel did consider it and they did take counsel and they did speak up. First of all the wanted to hear the story – oh well, they were gathering as the High Court after all.
But they had seen the shorts. Now they wanted the full length feature, the whole story. And the Levite's PR skills did not fail him this time either. He gives them a nicely laundered, not completely frank relation of events. "I came with my concubine to spend the night at Gibeah which belongs to Benjamin. But the men of Gibeah rose up against me and surrounded the house at night because of me. They intended to kill me; instead, they ravished my concubine so that she died." Ah, the delicate omission of certain details behind that one word, "instead." We have all practised the art since childhood. 

And as the Levite's appeal was a highly charged business, so the people's reaction is not quite 'considered' either. Thankfully, there were some cooler heads present. They persuaded others to call on Benjamin to deliver up those responsible that they alone might be put to death and the wickedness removed from Israel.

But after the fashion of the same excessive hospitality that the father-in-law and the old man in Gibeah had showed, so now the whole tribe of Benjamin show an excessive protectiveness and close ranks with these vile offenders. That's what the story is about – extremes, lack of restraint. Almost everything is in complete disproportion. No king but Levites galore and calling on God with every second breath. Fanatically devoted to perfect worship but living abominable lives.

And as their love for God was hypocritical and all show, so their love for their fellow man descended into mere sentimentality. So these Benjaminite boys who, apparently, had never been checked, had got completely out of hand and committed this horrible atrocity. Just as David had never checked one of his sons, Adonijah, and so he rebelled against David too. But now the Law had come for them, these same indulgent parents bleat unfairness on the part of the authorities, just as they do today. They wouldn't discipline them when they were young and might have saved their souls from hell and now the die is cast, they determine to go to hell with them.

But the Lord brought this about because he had preserved some who still had a sense of righteousness and were shocked. So only most of Benjamin was destroyed and not, eventually, the whole tribe.

2.	THE LORD, still king albeit unrecognized, HAD PRESERVED A UNITY
From North Cape to the Bluff (as we would say) they streamed to Mizpah to consider and take counsel and speak their minds about this terrible business – even from east of Jordan, Gilead. And the thing was so shocking, there was no doubt about what must be done. Fortunately, the cooler heads had managed to restrain it to a legal proceedings against the perpetrators only, rather than just a degenerate, knee-jerk, vengeful reaction for a bloodbath. One cannot help feel like that about some of the calls for capital punishment today sounded immediately after a particularly horrible crime. But there was no arguing over the matter. They were as one man in it – so we read three times (vv.1,8,11). 
#	Deborah didn't manage this against an outside enemy, Sisera the Canaanite. That time Gilead carried on with their sheep, Dan with his seafaring and "Asher sat at the seashore" – what, sunbathing? (5:15-17)
#	Gideon had the same problem – he had to sweet-talk Ephraim because they got their nose out of joint because he hadn't called them soon enough (8:1-3).
#	And when it was Gilead's turn to take the lead against Amon with the illegitimate Jephthah at their head, again Ephraim got all bitter and twisted because "you did not call us" (12:1-6).
#	And then Samson of Dan has trouble with Judah who were greasing up the Philistines when they should have been leading him and all Israel out against them. That is what they had been called to do in Ch.1 and that is what God had told them to do now – but not later with Samson.

Israel could only unite when it was one of their own number who had sinned so grossly – what do we make of that? Is it the old common enemy psychology? More likely that we so often feel more bitter against those closest to us – Benjamin was their brother after all; three times we read that Israel was as one man against their brother (vv.13, 23, 28).

Perhaps that is even right. We ought to feel more indignant and unitedly indignant about wickedness in the Church. And surely there are some sins and some heresies that ought to unite all those who truly love the Lord and the Scriptures to cleanse the Temple. If we are to apply this to the nation, one wonders what kind of sin will ever bring the nation to some united sense of horror and repentance when the gross atrocities we committed last century have not done it. We, who were so outraged at Nuremburg 60 years ago, quietly continue to perpetrate our own holocaust to this day on a scale that must be something like twenty times as great. For a brief moment after September 11th, people began to speak of evil again. But I think we've more or less got over it by now.

Let us pray that the Lord will at some level at any rate still preserve a unity between all those who love his Word and his Law and himself, and bear testimony against others who claim his name but deny it.

3.	THE LORD, still king albeit unrecognized, STILL CAUSES RIGHTEOUSNESS TO PREVAIL OVER WICKEDNESS
So it came to full-scale civil war. Benjamin closed ranks – blood runs thinker than – what? covenant, perhaps?

And, after all, they had their SAS, their crack assault force, their Flying Column – 700 men who could sling a 1lb stone at 90mph – ½ kg at 145kph! Pakistan bowlers weren't in this match! And they nearly pulled it off. They took out 40,000 of Israel's finest – 10% in two encounters.

I guess Israel thought eleven tribes against one, 400,000 men against 26,000 would be a cinch; just like Ai looked a cinch after Jericho. And after beating the United Tribes twice in a row, Benjamin too, got cocky. But with the same tactics Joshua took Ai years ago, so now Israel took Gibeah and Benjamin. In the end there were only 600 Benjaminites left. Yet it wasn't really the United Tribes, for we read that "the Lord struck Benjamin before Israel" (v.35). The Lord caused righteousness to prevail over wickedness that day in Israel.

4.	THE LORD, still king albeit unrecognized, BRINGS THE RIGHTEOUS TO REPENTANCE
Even while Benjamin had stooped so low – or at least, Gibeah had and the rest of Benjamin were not prepared to deal with it – the Lord had preserved throughout all the other eleven tribes a sense of righteousness. And the Lord had honoured that and caused their righteousness to win out over Benjamin's wickedness.

Yet Israel too suffered. The United Tribes last 40,000 men. There is a pretty severe judgment on Israel here too. What for? How had the rest of the Tribes sinned?

Perhaps there are two things here.
i)	The humanists today are not entirely wrong when they say things like: - society as a whole has a share in the sins of the individual, or; - society has produced this little criminal. Perhaps God was wanting to teach Israel this. They were basically right in what they were doing with Benjamin. But their whole attitude was wrong.

Judah was chosen, as God had designated, because Judah was to be the kingly tribe, to go up first against Benjamin. We may presume then that Judah would have suffered the greatest casualties. It would have been quite a blow to their pride after the so-recent exploits of Caleb and his son-in-law, Othniel, cleaning up those remaining Canaanite towns in their territory.

It so happens that Judah was Benjamin's nearest neighbour. Did Judah have to share some of the responsibility for the state of morality in brother Benjamin? Should Judah have been remonstrating with Benjamin about things in the past? Had Judah also become somewhat tolerant or weak, like Eli later who lost the priesthood for his family because he did not discipline his sons for their sins?

There is a self-righteous pride in Israel's dealings with Benjamin. Was there any humility and grief over Benjamin? Or their own sins? We don't read of it.

ii)	There is also a real self-sufficiency in this business. Look at the war. First, they lose 22,000 men. We do read that they wept before the Lord until evening and enquire of the Lord whether they should set to again tomorrow, and he says, "Yes" (v.23). 

Remember when David came back to Ziklag that day and found it had been sacked and burned by the Amalekites and all the women and children were taken captive? We read then that David "encouraged himself in the Lord." But in this story we read only that Israel "encourage themselves" (v.22). A significant omission?

The second time they lose 18,000 men and that finally knocks the stuffing out of them. This time they go up to Bethel to the Tabernacle (vv.26-2) and weep before the Lord and sit there and fast until evening. And they offer burnt offerings and peace offerings before the Lord. Ah, see, there is repentance here now over their sin, not just grief over the consequences of their sin. And they ask the Lord about the next step a little more humbly. "Shall I yet again go out to battle against the sons of my brother Benjamin, or shall I cease?" (v.28) And the Lord gives them a fuller and assuring answer this time; "Go up, for tomorrow I will deliver them into your hand" (v.28).

Their religion has changed now and their self-sufficiency has gone. They are at Bethel, the place of true worship and God's priest, with chastened hearts. There is true repentance and humility and God speaks and God reassures them. Sure, it took a lot of stumbling and half-light and consequent loss to get to this point. But Benjamin does not seek God at all. In Benjamin it is all darkness. But in the United Tribes, now God has humbled them, the light of his presence and his promises and his grace shines upon them. "If we are faithless, God remains faithful, for he cannot deny himself."

CONCLUSION
People of God, "God works in mysterious ways his wonders to perform." And there are times when his mysteries are also distressing and there seems to be no light. But that is not true. Even when there is no king recognised in Israel, there is a king nevertheless. This is the one chapter in the conclusion of the book in which that phrase does not appear. And in this chapter we read the only instance in which God acts: "The Lord struck Benjamin before Israel."

What a terrible way for God to take his only action in the story! (Or at least, so far as is recorded.) Maybe. But at least the Lord is still working! And even if it is in judgment, it is still grace and it results in light. 

#	Remember the time David sinned in numbering the people and God gave three choices of a judgment? David answered, "Let me fall into the hands of the Lord rather than the hands of my enemies." If Benjamin had been punished for its sin by an outside invader, would they have stopped and allowed those 600 to escape? Would there have been the compassion of the next chapter, muddled though it is, that allowed the tribe to be restored? 

#	Remember God's judgment casting out Adam and Eve and barring the way back to it with two angels with flaming swords? But there was grace there too – to prevent them eating of the tree of life while in a state of sin and so confirming the race forever in sin with no possibility of salvation. 

Perhaps that is why Benjamin had to be punished so severely. After all, it was a terribly compromised and perverted religion that was growing up. It was a horribly gross sin that had come, apparently, to be commonplace in Gibeah and tolerated by the rest of Benjamin. And this only in the third generation since the great Joshua and Caleb, at the very beginning of the times of the Judges. Perhaps it was necessary so that the whole nation would not fall into the same sin and be lost forever from grace.
#	And isn't that how we have been saved? Remember Caiaphas who, as high priest that year, prophesied, "It is better that one man should die so that the whole nation not perish." So the Lord Jesus Christ, the only really true Israelite and the only true man ever, died that the whole race should not perish. Only in his case it was not the wicked for the less wicked, as it was with Benjamin and Israel. It was "the just for the unjust that he might bring us to God." And bring us to God absolutely and completely and forever. 

Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, we have been called to live in a day when our culture and Christianity are going through a terrible decline and rebellion against the Lord. When so much of the Church is verging on just the kind of approach to religion that Micah's priest represented and Micah and his mother and the whole tribe of Dan wanted. When even far too many in the Church promote the kind of gross immorality we meet with in this story.

Maybe your kind of darkness is more personal and for other reasons. There can even be times when we are absolutely sure we are doing God's will, because we are doing what Scripture plainly says, as Israel was in the first two attacks, yet we see little or no blessing. Maybe, as a matter of fact, we are producing the fruit of righteousness that the Lord requires and he is pruning us that we produce more – per John 15. Or the Lord is using us to prove some point to others, even to spiritual beings in heavenly places, as he did with Job.

In our chapter this morning, it was a different reason but just because of the kind of reason it was – that his people had been terribly faithless – it proves beyond a shadow of doubt that God never leaves his people. How much less will he leave us if we are striving genuinely to be faithful and obedient.

Whatever congregation, even in the darkest times, the dark is not dark to God. He is still king and he is always there and sometime his light will shine through. Even as Jesus himself found. Those three hours of darkness, in which he cried, "My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?" came to an end and he could look up again and see his Father once more.

As God never left Israel in this time of darkness; as God never left his Son in his time of darkness, neither will he ever leave his people in any time of darkness. Even when there is no king recognised in Israel, there is a king nevertheless. And he will remain faithful to his people and his own promises and he will act on their behalf.	        					Amen
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