The Bleak Midwinter of the Soul #11

“The Abyss of Anarchy (part 1)”
Judges 17-18
Anarchy is “in” these days. 

Calls for a revolution, to overthrow government and governmental structures, is very popular, particularly among the younger generations in our culture. One particular group, Antifa, has taken the battle cry of anarchy to new levels of defiance, hatred, and even violence against those they deem “oppressive,” which basically means anyone who doesn’t agree with them. Antifa and similar groups want to dismantle all authority within society, naïvely believing that if people are given absolute freedom, they will choose to do the right thing, and thus there is no need for laws or law enforcement.

I’ve got news: anarchy has been around for a long time. 

Anarchy predates humanity. I believe that Isaiah 14:12-15 records the fall of Lucifer, who would become Satan, from his place in God’s presence:

How you have fallen from heaven, O morning star, son of the dawn! You have been cast down to the earth, you who once laid low the nations! You said in your heart, “I will ascend to heaven; I will raise my throne above the stars of God; I will sit enthroned on the mount of assembly, on the utmost heights of the sacred mountain.  I will ascend above the tops of the clouds; I will make myself like the Most High.” But you are brought down to the grave, to the depths of the pit. 

Notice the intention: Lucifer wanted to break free from God’s authority. He wanted to be his own boss. These verses contain the cry of the original anarchist: “I will be my own god!” Of course, we know what happened: Lucifier lost in his attempt to revolt against God and was kicked out of Heaven.

But he was not finished. Unable to throw off God’s authority himself, Satan tempted Adam and Eve with a very similar idea: “You will be like God!” he promised them. He was really telling them was, “You can be your own god! Make your own rules! You decide what’s right and what’s wrong! Throw off the shackles of authoritarianism and do your own thing!” Adam and Eve took the bait and threw the world into the chaos that anarchy brings. Human history records the terrible echoes of that initial choice.

I agree with Sophocles, the Greek poet of the fifth century bc, who said, “There is no greater evil than anarchy.” Atheism and anarchy march hand in hand; in fact, you might say anarchy is “practical atheism”—living as if God did not exist.

Throughout the period of the Judges, the Israelites plunged into the abyss of anarchy. The theme verse of the book is seen in Judges 17:6, “In those days Israel had no king; all the people did whatever seemed right in their own eyes” [nlt]. The nation that once marched triumphantly through Canaan to the glory of God now disintegrates morally and politically and brings disgrace to His name. But what else can you expect when there is “no king in Israel” and the people are flouting the laws of God?

The book of Judges does not follow a primarily chronological structure. The final few chapters give an overview of the moral climate during those days.
 The events described in chapters 17–21 took place earlier in the period of the Judges, probably before the forty-year rule of the Philistines leading up to the time of Samson. The movements of the tribe of Dan would have been difficult and the war against Benjamin impossible if the Philistines had been in charge at that time. The writer departed from historical chronology and put these events together as an “appendix” to the book to show how wicked the people had become.
 The material in these closing chapters, whilst it makes unedifying reading, is of the utmost importance. We are made vividly aware of the low moral standards, of the debased religious conceptions and of the disordered social structure.
 To modify the famous Frank Sinatra song, “They did it their way.” 

The times of the judges were hardly the “good old days.” Rather, they were the days when Israel was out of control.
 There was no king—not even God was considered king in those days. Since “to do what was right in one’s own eyes” is tantamount to saying that a state of anarchy existed, the inference is that this led inevitably to an undesirable and disorderly situation.
 Here is Israel wallowing in her own religious and moral mess. Here the problem is not the enemy without but the cancer within. Here, so the writer says, Israel has hit bottom. Hard.

Judges 17-21 tell two stories that show the abyss of anarchy Israel experienced. Tonight we will consider the first, contained in chapters 17-18. These chapters contain the story of Micah—not the minor prophet whose book bears his name—and are a medley of sin and crime that not only condemn with the bitter irony of truth the sins of the dark ages of the Judges, but apply with caustic severity and awful truthfulness to the social and religious abuses of our own times.

Monotheism Replaced with Mysticism

In Judges 17:1-6, monotheism (belief in one God) is replaced with mysticism:

Now a man named Micah from the hill country of Ephraim said to his mother, “The eleven hundred shekels of silver that were taken from you and about which I heard you utter a curse—I have that silver with me; I took it.” 

Then his mother said, “The Lord bless you, my son!” 

When he returned the eleven hundred shekels of silver to his mother, she said, “I solemnly consecrate my silver to the Lord for my son to make a carved image and a cast idol. I will give it back to you.” 

So he returned the silver to his mother, and she took two hundred shekels of silver and gave them to a silversmith, who made them into the image and the idol. And they were put in Micah’s house. 

Now this man Micah had a shrine, and he made an ephod and some idols and installed one of his sons as his priest. In those days Israel had no king; everyone did as he saw fit.
Micah, whose name ironically means “Who is like the Lord?” is living in the hill country of Ephraim. The description of him gives reason to believe that the people are intent on securing their own prosperity. The emphasis is on making money, acquiring things, and enjoying the good life.

Micah’s mother suffers a robbery—eleven hundred shekels of silver are stolen from her. This is a sizeable amount of money; it is the same as the amount each Philistine lord had offered to Delilah for betraying Samson.
 It may have been the woman’s dowry, received at marriage, that was to provide support should she be widowed or abandoned.
 Whatever it was, Micah’s mother utters a curse against the so-and-so who stole it. Micah hears the curse and admits that he is, indeed, the thief, and he returns the stolen silver. His confession of guilt and restoration of this small fortune was undoubtedly conditioned by the curse his mother had placed on the thief, and the fact that this was uttered in his hearing may suggest that she was not without her suspicions.

Relieved by the return of her silver, she reverses the curse by invoking a blessing on her son (using the name of the Lord, no less), and then dedicates the silver to the Lord. That may sound good…until we realize that the silver was to be made into an idol! Not only that, but she only gave two hundred of the eleven hundred shekels to have the idol made—she kept the rest for herself! As A. B. Simpson quips, “She was the grandmother of Ananias and Sapphira. She was not even honest in the little religion she had.”

Have you ever seen a family more spiritually and morally confused than this one? They managed to break almost all the Ten Commandments and yet not feel the least bit guilty before the Lord! In fact, they thought they were serving the Lord by the bizarre things they did!

The son didn’t honor his mother; instead, he stole from her and then lied about it. First, he coveted the silver, and then he took it. Thus he broke the fifth, eighth, ninth, and tenth commandments; and he broke the first and second commandments by having a shrine of false gods in his home. According to Proverbs 30:8–9, when he stole the silver, he broke the third commandment and took the name of the Lord in vain. As Warren Wiersbe points out, “Breaking seven of the Ten Commandments without leaving your own home is quite an achievement!”

Micah makes his shrine at the place of his own convenience, in his own home (5). Here he housed his idol, an ephod (a priestly vest used in determining the Lord’s will) and teraphim (or multiple household gods).
 

The only thing missing was a priest, so Micah installs his own son. There has been nothing in the preceding verse to suggest that Micah himself was a Levite, so we have no reason to think his son was either, and subsequent events will confirm that he wasn’t. So the priest that Micah appointed was just as makeshift and irregular as everything else in his shrine.

Micah’s religion was all manufactured according to his own patterns. This is the essential defect of all forms of false religion—they are all man-made. God’s command to Moses was that he make all things according to the pattern shown him on the Mount, and Christ’s command to His disciples was an echo of it, teaching them “to observe all things whatever I have commanded you.”
 Spiritual anarchy throws off all authority and rules of God and seeks to establish its own. 

Micah is living proof that it is possible to be set on a course of religious faith and/or ministry which exudes success in every respect and yet to rest under the curse of God’s judgment.

Ministry Replaced with Money-making

Secondly we see ministry replaced with money-making in Judges 17:7-13,

7 A young Levite from Bethlehem in Judah, who had been living within the clan of Judah, 8 left that town in search of some other place to stay. On his way he came to Micah’s house in the hill country of Ephraim. 

9 Micah asked him, “Where are you from?” 

“I’m a Levite from Bethlehem in Judah,” he said, “and I’m looking for a place to stay.” 

10 Then Micah said to him, “Live with me and be my father and priest, and I’ll give you ten shekels of silver a year, your clothes and your food.” 11 So the Levite agreed to live with him, and the young man was to him like one of his sons. 12 Then Micah installed the Levite, and the young man became his priest and lived in his house. 13 And Micah said, “Now I know that the Lord will be good to me, since this Levite has become my priest.”
Along comes a young Levite from Bethlehem in Judah, whose identity we later discover to be Jonathan, the grandson on Moses.
 Bethlehem was not one of the cities assigned to the priests and Levites according to Joshua 21 and Numbers 35. What was he doing there?

He was probably there because the Israelites weren’t supporting the tabernacle and its ministry with their tithes and offerings as God commanded them to do. Why live in one of the levitical cities if you’re going to starve? He may have left Bethlehem for the same reason—looking for work. When God’s people grow indifferent to spiritual things, one of the first evidences of their apathy is a decline in their giving to the work of the Lord; as a result, everybody suffers.

When Micah hears that Jonathan is a Levite looking for work, he makes him an offer of wages, clothing and food, and this was more than this Levite could resist. Clearly material concerns were at the root of his decision, because later he accepts an even more attractive offer.
 

Micah sees this as a godsend: “Now I know that the Lord will be good to me.” He is convinced that God has validated his idolatrous shrine. The first priest was all right at the time, but this one is the real thing.
 It is amazing how people can even use God to justify their sin!

As for Jonathan, his ministry wasn’t a spiritual ministry at all. He didn’t serve the true and living God; he worked for Micah and his idols. As we will see, Jonathan wasn’t a spokesperson for the Lord; he gave people just the message they wanted to hear. Later, when he was offered a place involving more money, more people, and more prestige, he took it immediately and gave thanks for it. And then he assisted his new employers in stealing his former employer’s gods!

Jonathan was what Jesus described in John 10:12-13,

The hired hand is not the shepherd who owns the sheep. So when he sees the wolf coming, he abandons the sheep and runs away. Then the wolf attacks the flock and scatters it. The man runs away because he is a hired hand and cares nothing for the sheep.

Whenever the church has a “hired hand ministry,” it can’t enjoy the blessing of God. The church needs true and faithful shepherds who work for the Lord, not for personal gain, and who will stay with the flock to feed them and protect them. True shepherds don’t see their work as a “career” and run off to a “better job” when the opportunity comes.

It must grieve the Lord today to see people worshiping the idols of ministerial “success”: statistics, buildings, and reputation. In today’s “consumer society,” self-appointed preachers have no problem getting a following and peddling their religious wares to a church that acts more like a Hollywood fan club than a holy people of God. And to make it worse, these hired hands will call what’s happening “the blessing of God.” Modern-day Jonathans and Micahs will always find each other because they need each other.

Morality Replaced with Might

Judges 18 reveals that in the abyss of anarchy, morality is replaced with might.

In those days Israel had no king. And in those days the tribe of the Danites was seeking a place of their own where they might settle, because they had not yet come into an inheritance among the tribes of Israel. So the Danites sent five warriors from Zorah and Eshtaol to spy out the land and explore it. These men represented all their clans. They told them, “Go, explore the land.” 

The tribe of Dan was not a large tribe, but it was given choice territory when the tribal boundaries were assigned. The Danites, however, weren’t able to defeat the enemy. Most of the other tribes were able to conquer the enemy and claim their land, but the Danites wanted somebody else’s land instead and took it in a violent manner.
 

On their way, they stop…at the home of Micah, of all places. 

The men entered the hill country of Ephraim and came to the house of Micah, where they spent the night. When they were near Micah’s house, they recognized the voice of the young Levite; so they turned in there and asked him, “Who brought you here? What are you doing in this place? Why are you here?” 

He told them what Micah had done for him, and said, “He has hired me and I am his priest.” 

Then they said to him, “Please inquire of God to learn whether our journey will be successful.” 

The priest answered them, “Go in peace. Your journey has the Lord’s approval.” 

The Danites hear Jonathan speak and recognize his voice. Does this mean they knew him? Probably not; more likely they recognized his accent. (Judah is in the south; Jonathan probably greeted them with, “Hey! How y’all doin’?”) After learning of his hired position, they ask him to inquire of the Lord. Jonathan was probably wearing the ephod that housed something like the Urim and Thummim, used to inquire of the Lord.

The text never indicates that Jonathan did anything except answer their question. True to his character as a priest-for-hire, the Levite tells the Danites what they want to hear: “Go in peace. Your journey has the Lord’s approval.”

The five spies traveled to Laish, a town inhabited by the Sidonians, about thirty miles east of the Mediterranean Sea. These were a peaceful people who minded their own business and had no treaties with anybody. They were “unsuspecting and secure” and “prosperous,” an isolated people, who were a perfect target for the warlike tribe of Dan.

On their return, the Danites stopped by Micah’s place once again. This time they talk Jonathan into joining them—“Isn’t it better that you serve a tribe and clan in Israel as priest rather than just one man’s household?”—and they steal the idol, the ephod, and the household gods from Micah’s shrine.

When Micah discovers the theft (oh, the irony!) he is incensed and chases after the bandits. Verses 23-25 record the exchange when he catches up to them:

As they shouted after them, the Danites turned and said to Micah, “What’s the matter with you that you called out your men to fight?” 

He replied, “You took the gods I made, and my priest, and went away. What else do I have? How can you ask, ‘What’s the matter with you?’ ” 

The Danites answered, “Don’t argue with us, or some hot-tempered men will attack you, and you and your family will lose your lives.”

With 600 armed men, they marched north and captured Laish, killing all the inhabitants and burning the city. Then they rebuilt it and proudly called it Dan, after the name of the founder of their tribe.

If you feel sorry for Micah, remember that he started by stealing from his own mother, and stealing silver worth more than five times the value of the image in the shrine. And the Levite? He is for sale, and quite prepared to abandon his benefactor when he gets a better offer. And the men of Dan? They are mere bullies, and it is of a piece with their treatment of Micah that their eventual attack on Laish is made to seem cruel even by the standards of that cruel age.

This is the abyss of anarchy Israel descended into. So lawless were the times of the judges that the book itself explicitly drew attention to this fact, “In those days Israel had no king; everyone did as he saw fit.” These final chapters of Judges—“especially obnoxious” in the words of Walter Kaiser—leave us constantly shake our heads in amazement at such horrible events. Everything is wrong in these chapters. The hallmark of that day, the book regretfully notes, is anarchy.
 Monotheism replaced by mysticism. Ministry replaced by money-making. Morality replaced by might. 

The author of Judges suggested an antidote for this anarchy. His argument is: if Israel had only had a king back then—the right kind of king—he would have put a stop to such nonsense.
 In fact Israel had a king—the Lord was their King, even Gideon told them that. But following the Lord was not desirable to them. They wanted to do it their way. 

Problem is, doing it “their way” ended up the same way it did for Lucifer, for Adam and Eve…and for us. The promise of freedom from rules and rulers—especially God’s rules and rulers—never fulfills. Lucifer lost his place in Heaven; Adam and Eve their place in Eden; the Israelites would eventually lose their place in the Promised Land. Am I suggesting we would lose our salvation? No, but think of what we can lose by doing our own thing.

It’s never worth it.
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