
Micah the Ephramite, Self willed religion ~ K. Schilder

Judges 17: 13 “Then Micah said, ‘Now I know that the Lord will be good to me, since I have a Levite as priest’!”
Beloved congregation

A people without religion is like a body without blood; an organism without life.  A people, which has lost its religion, is no longer a unity, but becomes dissociated and falls apart.

This has appeared to become more than clear in the history of the nation of Israel.  Especially the time of the Judges gives a mind-boggling and thorough proof of this truth.

What then is the short summary of the book of Judges?  You could split the book into two parts.  The first part reveals Israel’s temporary lack of unity.  The second is the background, the cause of it; Israel’s godlessness.  The first part shows us Israel’s national deterioration, the second part gives the explanation for it in Israel’s religious deterioration.  The first shows that Israel no longer had a political center; the second that it no longer possessed a godly center. 

No political center.  “In those days there was no king in Israel, and everyone did what was right in his own eyes” - this the ever repeated formula which this book holds before us.

No king in Israel; that means to say, no palace, no residence, no luster of a garden courtyard, no crown, in which the national life blooms, like in the gleam of a chalice.

There was no longer any unity, only anarchy.  Everyone did what was good in their own eyes.  It was that pure lawlessness; a political disassociation.  

But where is all this from?  You are given the last five chapters to have an answer for this, Judges 17 and 18, 19 and 20 and 21.  Israel no longer had a divine center. The Tabernacle in Shiloh was not the gathering place for also in a religious sense everyone did was right, in his own eyes.  We could say: there was no king in Israel, but there was also no priest, nor any longer a high priest in Israel.  Oh yes, he was still there, but no one took him into consideration.   The high priest was no longer the spiritual center in the confused public awareness, nor the tabernacle the place of assembly, where the faithful Israelites met each other in the sacrifices and temple songs.  Later it comes so far, that in pure impurity, in self willed religiosity they lost their religion and even erected their own sanctuary with it own priest, and no longer think at all of Shiloh and its tabernacle.

And then it came to dissolution.  There was self will in politics; also in religion there was self will; every one did what was good in his own eyes.

And there you see the great misery.  Self will is always dangerous; but especially on religious ground.  Does not the Scripture say in dead seriousness that self willed religion is not worth anything.

Our text gives a striking example.  

It paints the terribleness of self-willed religion.

That is proved to us in the example of Micah.  He was on the wrong road.  Even though he was religious in every sense.  He sinned against the law yet dared to expect that God would do him well.  Do you want to hear more about it?

Micah as a religious person.

1) Micah’s religious transactions,

2) Micah’s religious deliberations,

3) Micah’s religious expectations.

And we will see:

1) There are proceedings ~ but not from true love

2) There are deliberations ~ but not out of true faith,

3) There are expectations ~ but not from true hope.

(We will sing Psalm 50: 5, 6 (Dutch) as a warning against self will)

ONE

So we will first talk of Micah’s religious transactions.

The words of the text are summarized as follows: ‘that I have a Levite as priest’.

There is quite something connected to this however.  A long history.  We would like to follow this for a moment.

We had just said something of a religious center..  What was that?

The tabernacle at Shiloh.  The Lord Himself had given the tabernacle.  The Lord wanted the people to serve Him there. It could be done at another place but the Lord wanted it to happen there because, first, it would prevent plunging into idolatry.  They were not allowed to bring other gods before His face.  Secondly this would further the feeling of unity, they must remain one.  And thirdly it was a foreshadowing; a pointing to the true tabernacle and its administrator Jesus Christ.

That is the way God wanted it.  But Israel already went their own way.  This we see in our chapter, Judges 17.

The story of Micah.  Apparently he had a devout father.  For his naming appears to point to this.  A beautiful name.  For Micah means: Who is like the Lord?

But his father passed away and left his mother a widow.  And what happened then?  A rather amazing house keeping, on a certain day the mother noticed that her money has been stolen: 1100 silver pieces.  The culprit is unknown.  The mother flares up in anger.  She utters a terrible curse upon the head of the thief.  She calls in God’s wrath if the thief does not return it.  She promises God to have the money sanctified if He points out the thief.  That was already self-willed.  Coincidentally. 

This curse was no small thing.  Much weight is put upon a curse in the Eastern world.  A certain superstition works along with it.  And that is not from faith.  In any case people were afraid of a curse.  It becomes a menace.  Especially a curse from a mother, from a father were held to be of great weight.  If a father or a mother cursed, then disaster would certainly come.

Naturally the son also had heard the curse.  He was standing beside her when his mother uttered those curses and called God’s wrath upon the thief.  The curse thunders in his ears.  They won’t leave him alone.  It penetrated deep.  Proverbs 26 vs. 2 does say ”Like a flitting sparrow, like a flying swallow, so a curse without a cause does not alight.”  But it does not say this for him.  There is likely cause for the curse.  He had stolen.

In short - it became to oppressive for him.  He confesses - I am guilty.  He will return the money.

What happens now?  The mother is joyous.  She praises her son for confessing and returning the money.  So - the curse is gone.  Yet there is something else.  In her anxiety the mother had promised to sanctify the money for God.

That is something not easily put off.  So something must be done.  She designates the money for a religious purpose.  Micah was allowed to use it himself but he refused.  Well - then the mother would do it herself.  For the Lord must have something.  Yet she actually thinks it’s a “pity”.  

But, take note.  While the mother sat in her anxiety she sanctified all of that money for the LORD.  But, when it comes down to it, she thinks it is somewhat regrettable now that she has the money back.  That much money for an image of the LORD….?

The LORD must needs have something, that was for sure.  But did it have to be that costly?  Come, come, the LORD was not set on that gold.  It only had to do with the honor.  And the LORD gets an image after much haggling - not for 1100 - but for 200 shekels.  Perhaps, with pious talk,  the other 900 is sat aside as a percentage for maintenance.  But when all was done, what the text doesn’t mention, and everyone know, it was only pretext.  The 900 shekels remained for the woman.  The LORD got 200.  An image of god for 200 shekels - that was nice enough.  The zeal had cooled off (as happens so often with the healing of the sick).

That’s how it began.  The LORD receives an image.  Perhaps an image of the LORD which represented God with the symbol of a bull calf.  Perhaps a different image.  An image in any case.

We must not think that Micah was irreligious.  No, this was a religious transaction.  Nor was it idolatry, a different God.  He remained faithful to Yahweh.  But he was self-willed.

Micah thinks he has done quite something for the LORD.  It suites him just fine.  What a beautiful image Yahweh has.  He will make it even better.  It has come so far that Micah completely forgets that it was actually stolen money.  That thievery, come, that is behind us.  The LORD has now seen that Micah does have something left over for Him.

And more - Micah builds a chapel. A kind of sanctuary.  A little tabernacle.  The image does not enter his house, nor is it left in the open air.  No, a separate chapel is built for it.

Yes, then there must also be a priest.  A priest has to stand before the image.  That’s how it was in Shiloh.  There a priest also stood before the face of the LORD.  But… Micah has no priest.  But now, what does it matter whether or not it is a Levite from the family of Aaron, the LORD will see that there is no other one available.  So he uses his son.  That son is ordained as priest.  It is starting to look pretty good. A personal image of god, a personal tabernacle in miniature, a personal priest - oh, Micah is such a devout person. 

There is still one thing to be regretted.  There is not a true priest.  Oh well, it can be done this way too.  But it would be better if it was a real Levite.

But see, even that wish is fulfilled.  A Levite passes by on a certain day.  A young man.  He walks around without a fixed position.  We know at the same time that all priests were Levites, but not all Levites were priests.  There were also those who were not priests, although all had a certain calling.

Regardless the coming of the young Levite is a solution.  He comes in.  What is his name?  Jonathon - a beautiful name.  It means the same as Theodore - gift of God.  Apparently he is a descendant of Moses.  (Read chap. 18 vs. 30 as in the footnote, instead of Manasseh it reads Moses.)   So he is not from the line of Aaron.  As we know priests should be in the line of Aaron.  But, he is still a Levite, a true Levite.

How  Micah rejoices.  There were only a few Levites at the time.  So here is a solution.  Now he can complete his private chapel.   He quickly makes the proposal: stay with me.  Then you will be my priest.  He receives a honorarium of 10 silver pieces plus room plus living expenses.  And moreover: free clothes. A nice honorarium.  And the Levite, who had no place, takes on the strange calling and becomes Micah’s high priest.

Micah is exceedingly glad.  His son who was only half a priest is discharged.  Now he has a true priest.  Later there is even a confidential arrangement.  Notice, in verse 10 it reads : be to me as a father.  Pater, the priest.  There is still some separation.  A respect for the office.  You…, my worthy.  Verse 11 says: the youth became as one of his sons.  There was a confidential relationship.  It appears from everything that Micah is amazed in his joy.  Now he has a Levite.  That is the crown on his labors.  His own priest.  That is the summation of everything he has accomplished on religious terrain.  Micah is content now that the Levite serves in the sanctuary, he says: “now I know that the LORD shall bless me now that I have this Levite as priest”.

Do you see congregation, this Micah has done very much for the LORD.  You would say that he was overflowing with love.

Well, Micah thinks the same.

TWO

Therefore we come to our second thought.  We see how Micah thinks about this himself.  It will appear that his attention was to do good but he completely wrong.  It was not love but self-will.

This becomes apparent when we study Micah’s religious deliberations.  What are these?

Micah thinks he has done well.  For he says the LORD will bless me, because he has this Levite as priest.  In other words this is a good work, the LORD will bless me.

In short Micah thinks he did a good work.  

That is his deliberation. 

We will now see that this deliberation is in the first place not without reason, and in the second place that it is totally wrong.

We will first see that Micah’s deliberation is not without reason.  There is a lot of good in Micah’s action.  Micah knows God’s will.  He knows that God must be worshiped.  God requires a priest, the stolen money must be returned, etc.  Also the priest must be a Levite. 

Micah also takes into account God’s will.  He returns the stolen money.  We must not think that Micah as a hardened consummate sinner.  No, he still  retains a conscience, which speaks.  He also listens to this conscience.

This becomes apparent in everything.

He did steal.  But he returns the money.  He does not pile up one sin upon another.  When the curse comes he acknowledges the thievery.  That was written in the law: Leviticus 5: 1 “If a person sins in the uttering of an oath, and is a witness, whether he has seen or known of the matter - if he does not tell it, he bears guilt”
When the curse came, everyone who heard the curse, was obligated to point out the culprit, if he knew about it.   If Micah had been silent then yet another sin would have been added to the first sin.

This did not happen.  Micah talks.  He shows an improvement in life.

He still considers the will of God.  That became apparent.  When he was able to get a Levite he no longer let his son be a priest.  It cost him quite a lot, for the Levite received a generous honorarium each year.  Yet Micah does it because God prefers a Levite as priest.  So he was not indifferent by a long ways.

Moreover God is honored in that chapel.  People could say: but it is not Shiloh.  Yet it remained true, not many people went to Shiloh anymore.  There were many, many people who never went there.  They could now come here.  It was evangelism right to the core.  Micah’s chapel would be a blessing for the surrounding neighborhood.

In short, there is simply still much good in Micah.  The LORD also appears to bless everything.  It all runs well.  And now there even comes a Levite.  It is as if the LORD had sent him by His own hand.

Micah thankfully notices this.  The LORD appears to bless him already now.

In short there is much good in Micah.  We would say: Micah discovers a blessing in his work

That is worth much: God considers it and takes it into account.  Don’t despise it.

And yet regardless of all: it is completely wrong.

What is the great sin here?  Self-will.

Micah wants to serve God, but in his own way.  He will do it himself.

God has established holy places, holy times, holy people.  

First: holy places.  God said: I have a tabernacle!  That is a holy place.  Micah himself set up a tabernacle, in miniature.  We can say nice things about it but it is self-will.

Next: holy times.  Those were the feast days, when the people assembled together.  Micah does not go to a feast, he does not gather with the people.  He celebrates at home, then he does not have to travel so far.  We can agree or not but it was self-will.

And lastly: holy people.  The LORD said that the priests are to be from Aaron’s line.

Micah takes his son.  That was not allowed; it was self-will.

Later it becomes a Levite. But there was something wrong with that too.  He was not Aarons descendant.  Micah forgot that priests were not ordained for him but for the LORD. 

He was not called by God for that purpose. 

So you see, his great sin was self-will.  This sin automatically brings along other sins.

First of all there is a stain on this chapel.  It was built from stolen gold.

Also the image worship is a particular sin against the second commandment.

And still more, they had taken away from the price.  Only 200 of the shekels were committed to it.

On its own this is no sin.  No - a poor person can come with little.  But it was a different matter here.  At one time they had promised 1100 shekels.  If one intends that the LORD has this coming, then He must have it.  Then they may not reduce it.  They had, from His point of view, stolen from God.

It was refined egotism.  However the service of God and egotism contradict one another, they are opposites, they have nothing in common.  Then people do consider God but not on the critical point.  Micah misses the complete surrender of himself.

Moreover, the Levite just happened to come along.  If he had not passed along, then the LORD would for the sake of peace have had to be satisfied with Micah’s son.  But he did come along and the LORD could nicely profit from the situation.

Do you see, congregation, that was also his great sin.

Here is the trademark of self-willed worship.  There should be nothing occurring by chance in the service of God.  In worship there may not be anything by chance, because there is nothing in it that is unnecessary.  God has the right to all.  Man can never give God anything because it just so happens to be available.  No - everything and that alone.   

We must give as much as we are able deliberately.   

All of Micah’s religion depended on a chance occurrence, a sentiment.  Once he became involved in it he started to love his own work, he even brought a costly sacrifice in the beginning.  Out of necessity! 

Therefore the identifier in all this is self-willed religion.  And it is not of any value says Scripture.  Why not?  Because it goes against true religion in all these things.  Because religion is bending before God’s will by abandoning your own will.  Self-will sets itself squarely opposite this and is worthless.

And us?  We also walk into this danger!   A while back we saw that Micah knew God’s will.  You will not find self-willed worship by those who do not know God’s will.  It is only to be found by those who are acquainted with God’s will but who forget self-denial.

Also here!

Do not forget that to go to church or to be reformed does not save.

Self-willed religion is not of any worth.  That applies to all church attendance. 

That danger applies to those of us specifically who know God’s will.  We must not forget: God is absolute.  He is not satisfied with only a part.  James says that with the transgression of one commandment we guilty to the whole law.

We find an example of this in the Reformed Church (of the Netherlands).  There exists there a national church ideal.  Many pious arguments are used to defend that, but God’s commandment is forgotten.

This danger also threatens to come into our lives.  We must not take Christianity too lightly.  We must not say: I will make it to heaven.  Religion should never be a refined egotism.  It has to be the total surrender of our self.

It is also self-will if we only seek God because we are afraid of death, for it is egotism.  It is about, and primarily so, about God’s honor!  God only comes to those of a contrite heart.

Micah was afraid of his mother’s curse, but he was not afraid of God’s curse.  And there was a curse from God wasn’t there?  Listen to Deut, 27: 15: ‘cursed is anyone who makes an idol’.

We also often rationalize piously about inner guidance, although we actually contradict God’s will.  These terms are often a “cloaking” over our own sins. 

There often is prosperity with the godless.  Success, prosperity is not a blessing, no proof of God’s favor.

We are also guilty of this sin.  When God meets you, as he did later with Micah (the Danites robbed him of his priest and ephod) you will come to self-examination.  Again and again we have to test ourselves by the norm of God’s law.

THREE

Third we will still like to see what Micah’s religious expectations were, which were not from a true hope.  

His expectation is:  God will do well for me.  “Now I know that the LORD will do me good.” he says.

He means that the LORD will do good for him, because he has a Levite as priest.

He is very deliberate in his speaking: now I know, he says.  There is no doubt about it.  So there is hope in his heart.  But it is not a true hope.  Because he thinks that these are good works of his and that they are meritorious.  Yet according to Scripture they are not.

But there is a reward by grace according to Scripture for those who do their work.  I will let him see My salvation… but it is never on account of our works.

It is Micah’s error that he sees nothing of this.

Micah commits a miscalculation, he puts “because” in the wrong place.  He says that ‘because’ is connected with doing well: because I have a Levite as priest the LORD will do me well.  The LORD blesses because of the work.  That is wrong.

He should have said: because I know therefore I have this Levite as priest.  ‘Because’ is tied to knowing.

We can say it.  We can conclude from our good works that God will bless, because they are the fruit of faith.  The wages of grace are credited to us.  Good works are never the ground of our faith.  They are the ground of the assurance of faith.  But it also applies then that the LORD will bless.  Micah contradicts himself.  The LORD, Yaweh, the covenant God, will bless.   It is this covenant that Micah rejected.   

However we are obligated to preserve that covenant.

Is Micah’s expectation realized? 

Yes and no.

Not as he had intended.  It ended badly for later the Danites came and took everything away from him.

On a certain day the Danites no longer had a place.  Traveling north the plundered Laish.  This city was renamed Dan and nowadays has the name Tell el Kadi.

They also passed by the house of Micah during this thieving expedition and plundered Micah’s chapel.  They took along the ephod and the image and lured the priest to come along.  This person thought it more effective to be a priest of a whole tribe than only for one person!  

Micah had gone after them, but was sent away with threats.  From then on Micah’s image was honored by the Danites and Jonathan became their priest.

So, it did not go as Micah had anticipated.  But he was blessed, for all this was God exercising  discipline. Therein lies the blessing from God.

This we clearly see in the story.

For this image in the city of Dan remained there till the time of Jeroboam.  Then there came a golden calf there.  That happened easily.  Micah had done much harm in this for he had prepared for this, had leveled the way to this end!

Young people think about it!

Not everyone who says: ‘Lord, Lord’, but those who do my Father’s will , shall enter, says Christ.  God is absolute.

Therefore we should not say that the text has nothing to say for our spiritual life.  It has everything to do with it.

Fortunately there is also forgiveness possible for this sin. 

Also we have all too much self-will.

But clearly Christ was never self-willed.  He was obedient in the great and the small things, in his point of departure and in its later development. 

Hasn’t this become clearly evident by his cleansing of the temple.  The Jews were as self willed as Micah.  They didn’t bring cattle from their own barns as the law proscribed.  They bought cattle from nearby and spared themselves of a journey with animals in tow.  But Jesus drives them out.  The phrase “The zeal for Your house has consumed Me” applied to him.

He has atoned for our self-will through His obedience.

AMEN

Happy he who listens to God’s Word.

Happy he who keeps it, even if it were

As heavy as Abraham took it

When he went to offer, his beloved child

His only one, on God’s command

Willingly.

Let me read Thy instruction,

To watch Thine example

Lord and busy diligently,

To do what Thou hast done before me.

Read ~
Judges 17

Sing ~ Ps. 81: 9, 11;  Hymn 7: 1, 3;  Ps. 50: 5, 6;  Ps. 32: 4;  Ps. 32: 5

.   


