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“Tell me what the world is saying today, and I’ll tell you what the church will be saying in seven years."
Francis Schaeffer
O
pen your Bible to Judges 17. We are continuing in a series the book of Judges. Tonight's message is the second installment of: "The Danger of Pragmatic Christianity."
“Tell me what the world is saying today, and I’ll tell you what the church will be saying in seven years." - Francis Schaeffer
Pragmatism
Six weeks after the September 11 terrorist attacks, Rev. Robert Schuller, minister of the 10,000-member Crystal Cathedral, sat in a Villa Park, Illinois, mosque with Louis Farrakhan and Iman Wallace Deen Mohammed. Schuller was on tour to promote his new autobiography My Journey. But after September 11 he said, “I wanted to have evenings of hope.” The event was interfaith, with Muslims, Christians, Jews, and Sikhs in attendance. As the Chicago Tribune reported it:

For decades, Schuller said, he was a proponent of the kind of proselytizing that pushed Muslims to become Christians. Then he realized that asking people to change their faith was “utterly ridiculous.”... Schuller’s first interaction with a Muslim group came four years ago, when Mohammed invited him to give the opening sermon at the Muslim American Society’s New Jersey convention. And in 1999, he was asked by the grand mufti of Syria to preach in Damascus. “When I met the grand mufti... I sensed the presence of God,” he wrote in his autobiography. The two men, he said, focused on similarities, not differences.... “The purpose of religion is not to say, ‘I have all the answers, and my job is to convert you.’ That road leads to the Twin Towers. That attitude is an invitation to extremists,” he said. After Sept. 11, he said, the emphasis should move from proselytizing “to just trying to help everybody who had hurts and hopes."

Amazing! Robert Schuller, an ordained Christian clergyman, credits Christian attempts at evangelism and missions as being responsible for September 11—an assertion that is historically and politically naive and theologically brain-dead. Significantly, Dr. Schuller’s words received slight attention in the popular press, either kudos or critiques. What he said was not particularly newsworthy, despite the fact that he had departed from the historic position of Christianity of some twenty centuries. Schuller’s remarks were politically correct to the nth degree. He had simply gone with the pluralistic and pragmatic flow.

His goal as a so-called "minister" is to bring the power of positive thinking to the masses.  He gives just enough mention of our Lord's name to make it palatable.  Here is a minister masquerading as an angel of light, but at his core his goal is not the glory of God, but the happiness of man.
As we look at Judges 17 and 18, I can't help but consider the description of these chapter from one of the most famous sermons on this text.  Paris Reidhead said this is a description of the church selling out to humanism.   Humanism is a philosophical presupposition that declares the end of all being is the happiness of man
With that in mind, I want you to meet a similar "minister" in Judges 17 and 18.  His name is Micah.
This isn’t part of the actual history of the judges. This is a gathering together of some ac-counts that enable us to see the social conditions in that period when every man did as seemed right in his own eyes and there was no king in Israel.
I. Pragmatism brings confusion in the Home (1-6).

Judges 17:1-6, "There was a man of the hill country of Ephraim, whose name was Micah. 2 And he said to his mother, “The 1,100 pieces of silver that were taken from you, about which you uttered a curse, and also spoke it in my ears, behold, the silver is with me; I took it.” And his mother said, “Blessed be my son by the Lord.” 3 And he restored the 1,100 pieces of silver to his mother. And his mother said, “I dedicate the silver to the Lordfrom my hand for my son, to make a carved image and a metal image. Now therefore I will restore it to you.” 4 So when he restored the money to his mother, his mother took 200 pieces of silver and gave it to the silversmith, who made it into a carved image and a metal image. And it was in the house of Micah. 5 And the man Micah had a shrine, and he made an ephod and household gods, and ordained one of his sons, who became his priest. 6 In those days there was no king in Israel. Everyone did what was right in his own eyes."
God has established three institutions in society: the home, human government, and the worshiping community—Israel under the Old Covenant and the church under the New Covenant. The first of these, in both time and significance, is the home, because the home is the basis for society. When God wedded Adam to Eve in the garden, He laid the foundation for the social institutions humanity would build. When that foundation crumbles, society begins to fall apart. “If the foundations be destroyed, what can the righteous do?” (Ps. 11:3)

Micah Couldn't make it to Shiloh
And so we understand that Micah was unable to get to Shiloh where the Tabernacle was. There was a situation where the Amorites refused to allow the people of the tribe of Dan to any freedom, access to Shiloh and they crowded them up into Mount Ephraim. It is a sad thing when the people of God allow the world to crowd them into an awkward position.

1100 pieces of Silver
The home was already on the wrong foundation.  Remember 1100 pieces of silver - this is a vast fortune in that day for one family to have. It would amount at the very minimum to about 12 years of labor, monetary-wise we are talking at a minimum of about $600,000 in today's money, but it could be even more, even up to millions of dollars in today's money.

Regardless this was not petty thievery.  This was grand theft from his own mother. 

The Curse
Now, Micah's mother did not know who the thief was; and so, she pronounced a curse on whoever the thief was. Well, when Micah found out that curse had been pronounced on the thief, he got frightened and brought the money back—not out of conviction, but he brought it back out of fear. He said to his mother that he took the 1100 pieces of silver.

Backwards Morality
Now, rather than rebuking her son, she blessed him. She was so glad to get her money back. She said, "Well, son, I'm glad that you brought the money back. I tell you, I have dedicated that money to the Lord." Well, that sounds pretty good—that she was going to give it to the Lord. But, she said, "I wanted to make some idols out of that money, and that's the way I had dedicated the silver to the Lord. So, we're going to make some idols."
A Make Shift Tabernacle
Before Micah had the idols made, he had an even better idea.  Shiloh seemed so far (even though it wasn't).  Why not make a make shift Tabernacle?  Surely for some kind of devout reason he decided he would build what seems to be a replica of the Tabernacle on his own property. And so he built what he thought would be an appropriate building and he made the instruments of the tabernacle for this was part of the furnishings.  This was a shrine to replace the Tabernacle, since it was inconvenient to go there. And included there was not only an ephod, but household gods!  There was a mixture of the church and the world together, if you will.

He makes his own son from the tribe of Dan, a priest.  This was forbidden by the Law of Moses, but he does it anyway. 

Verses 5-6 tell us the problem: "the man Micah had a shrine, and he made an ephod and household gods, and ordained one of his sons, who became his priest. 6 In those days there was no king in Israel. Everyone did what was right in his own eyes."
II. Pragmatism brings confusion in the Ministry (7-13).

Verses 7-13, "Now there was a young man of Bethlehem in Judah, of the family of Judah, who was a Levite, and he sojourned there. 8 And the man departed from the town of Bethlehem in Judah to sojourn where he could find a place. And as he journeyed, he came to the hill country of Ephraim to the house of Micah. 9 And Micah said to him, “Where do you come from?” And he said to him, “I am a Levite of Bethlehem in Judah, and I am going to sojourn where I may find a place.” 10 And Micah said to him, “Stay with me, and be to me a father and a priest, and I will give you ten pieces of silver a year and a suit of clothes and your living.” And the Levite went in. 11 And the Levite was content to dwell with the man, and the young man became to him like one of his sons. 12 And Micah ordained the Levite, and the young man became his priest, and was in the house of Micah. 13 Then Micah said, “Now I know that the Lord will prosper me, because I have a Levite as priest.”
Enter the Levite

Now we have a priest from the tribe of Levi, married to a girl from Judah and he's a minister that is for sale.  He's doing ok where he is in Judah, but he's like to move up.  He wants more security.

You can imagine he was delighted beyond words when a wandering young preacher came along from Bethlehem-Judah. He was a Levite. His mother was of the tribe of Judah though he himself was a Levite. God had given permission through Moses that the Levites might marry into other tribes and they might join themselves to other tribes.

Out of a Job

Now, who were the Levites? These were the priestly people. These were the clerics of their day. These were the counterpart to today's pastors and ministers  Now, you know Micah. We've already met old Micah—the thief and the idolater.
This is amazing. Here's a preacher out of a job. He's trying to find some food. He's trying to find a place to stay. Now remember, the Levites were to help in the Aaronic priesthood. The Levites, according to the law of God, were to assist the priest. They were to teach the law. They were to lead in praise. 
Personal Priest for Ten Pieces of Silver and a Suit of Clothes

And, here's a young Levite without a place. He needs food; he needs clothing. And, Micah says, "Hey, I've got a deal for you. You can come and live in my house. You can be my personal priest; and, if you will be my priest, I will feed you, I will pay you, and I will dress you well. And so, he hired him, according to verse 10 for "you ten pieces of silver a year and a suit of clothes and your living."
The PROFIT of Prophets
Do you know what is wrong in America today? We have prophets whose title is p-r-o-f-i-t—profit. They're hirelings. They have not been called of God. "Are you saying, Pastor, you don't think the pastor ought to be paid?" Of course he ought to be paid. The Bible says, "They [that] preach the gospel [shall] live of the gospel" (1 Corinthians 9:14). The Bible says, "The elder that rules well is worthy of double honor" (1 Timothy 5:17). But, no man has a right to be a hireling—a professional in the ministry.
We are Not Professionals

We as ministers of God are NOT professionals.  This is a vocation not an occupation.  The pastors and elders and shepherds, not hirelings

Here was a man, a Levite, who forsook, if he ever had it, God's calling and God's authority. Being a hireling, he told the people what they wanted to hear. 

I am convinced that there's not much in America that could not be radically, dramatically, and quickly changed, if we just had a generation of preachers who would stand in their pulpit and, without fear or favor, preach the Word of God with the anointing of the Holy Ghost of God on them. I believe that with all of my heart. Preachers need to stop trying to win popularity contests. They need to stop being hirelings.

Now, what's the difference in a hireling? A hireling is committed to the one who pays his salary. I want to say this very carefully, because you pay me and I'm grateful that you pay me. But, in the truest sense, you don't pay me. And my ultimate calling though it is affirmed by you, my calling is from God.  

You give your money to God. I don't set my salary. I live by faith.  I depend on the Lord for His provision for me. I am not a for-hire preacher.

Do you see the difference? Now, I'm not ungrateful for what you do. And, you're very loving and very generous. But, I am telling you,  that I am not ultimately in fear of man.  If I served man I could not be the servant of Christ, so said Paul. I am committed to Jesus Christ. I'm not a paid mercenary to serve God for you. "The hireling flees. The good shepherd gives his life for the sheep" (John 10:13-14). Today we have a generation of man-called preachers, rather than God-called preachers.

III. Pragmatism brings confusion in the Worship (8:1-6, 14-21, 31).

Enter the Tribe of Dan

But the people of Dan came along. They were supposed to have driven out the Amorites, but the Amorites were too difficult so they wanted to find someone that was a little easier to get out, to move. And they came to—as we will read—to Micah’s house. 

Judges 18:1-6, "In those days there was no king in Israel. And in those days the tribe of the people of Dan was seeking for itself an inheritance to dwell in, for until then no inheritance among the tribes of Israel had fallen to them. 2 So the people of Dan sent five able men from the whole number of their tribe, from Zorah and from Eshtaol, to spy out the land and to explore it. And they said to them, “Go and explore the land.” And they came to the hill country of Ephraim, to the house of Micah, and lodged there. 3 When they were by the house of Micah, they recognized the voice of the young Levite. And they turned aside and said to him, “Who brought you here? What are you doing in this place? What is your business here?” 4 And he said to them, “This is how Micah dealt with me: he has hired me, and I have become his priest.” 5 And they said to him,“Inquire of God, please, that we may know whether the journey on which we are setting out will succeed.” 6 And the priest said to them, “Go in peace. The journey on which you go is under the eye of the Lord.”
Verses 14-21, 29-31, "Then the five men departed and came to Laish and saw the people who were there, how they lived in security, after the manner of the Sidonians, quiet and unsuspecting, lacking[a] nothing that is in the earth and possessing wealth, and how they were far from the Sidonians and had no dealings with anyone. 8 And when they came to their brothers at Zorah and Eshtaol, their brothers said to them, “What do you report?”9 They said, “Arise, and let us go up against them, for we have seen the land, and behold, it is very good. And will you do nothing? Do not be slow to go, to enter in and possess the land. 10 As soon as you go, you will come to an unsuspecting people. The land is spacious, for God has given it into your hands, a place where there is no lack of anything that is in the earth.”
11 So 600 men of the tribe of Dan, armed with weapons of war, set out from Zorah and Eshtaol, 12 and went up and encamped at Kiriath-jearim in Judah. On this account that place is called Mahaneh-dan[b] to this day; behold, it is west of Kiriath-jearim. 13 And they passed on from there to the hill country of Ephraim, and came to the house of Micah.

14 Then the five men who had gone to scout out the country of Laish said to their brothers, “Do you know that in these houses there are an ephod, household gods, a carved image, and a metal image? Now therefore consider what you will do.” 15 And they turned aside there and came to the house of the young Levite, at the home of Micah, and asked him about his welfare. 16 Now the 600 men of the Danites, armed with their weapons of war, stood by the entrance of the gate. 17 And the five men who had gone to scout out the land went up and entered and took the carved image, the ephod, the household gods, and the metal image, while the priest stood by the entrance of the gate with the 600 men armed with weapons of war. 18 And when these went into Micah's house and took the carved image, the ephod, the household gods, and the metal image, the priest said to them, “What are you doing?” 19 And they said to him, “Keep quiet; put your hand on your mouth and come with us and be to us a father and a priest. Is it better for you to be priest to the house of one man, or to be priest to a tribe and clan in Israel?” 20 And the priest's heart was glad. He took the ephod and the household gods and the carved image and went along with the people.

21 So they turned and departed, putting the little ones and the livestock and the goods in front of them. 

... 29 And they named the city Dan, after the name of Dan their ancestor, who was born to Israel; butthe name of the city was Laish at the first. 30 And the people of Dan set up the carved image for themselves, and Jonathan the son of Gershom, son of Moses,[c] and his sons were priests to the tribe of the Danites until the day of the captivity of the land. 31 So they set up Micah's carved image that he made, as long as the house of God was at Shiloh."

Opportunity to Serve an Entire Tribe

Idolatry was rooted in tribe of Dan from the beginning.  The Levite got to move up in the world. He wasn't just going to serve one family, but now he had the opportunity to serve an entire tribe. 
The Future Site of City of Dan

And the Levite told them to go ahead. And then you find that they discovered that there were some people after the manner of the Zidonians at Laish and they were peaceful and no one was there to protect them. And so they figured this would be a very good place to take some land for themselves.

Since they had found the land though the young Levite it would be splendid to have his assistance. And so they went into the house of Micah, took all the things that he had made. And it had cost a good bit of money because at least two other shekels had been given for this one piece of furniture. And so they just took it all and made it theirs and took the Levite. They wouldn't have to go to Shiloh and worship God there.  This was religion of convenience. This is tailor made for our culture and generation.

No Strain of Conscience

This was rather hard on Micah, but you will notice that the young Levite was able to adjust him-self to this. It was amazing how flexible he was and how easily he could accommodate himself to such changes when there was a little rationalization along the way. 

As soon as he could begin to see that it was far more important to serve a tribe than a one man family and he could minister to so many more. Why, he could see the wisdom of this. And he could justify it. And so with no real strain of conscience he could make the adjustment, hold his hand over his mouth while he took the furniture out of the little make shift tabernacle that Micah had built.

Pragmatic Christianity

Paris Reidhead, who as I said, probably preached the most well known message on this text said this passage is wake up call to the dangers of Pragmatic Christianity.  He said, 

This passage is "about utilitarian religion and expedient Christianity and a useful God?"  He said back in the 50s that "our day is a day which the ruling philosophy is pragmatism.. Pragmatism means if it works it is true, if it succeeds it is good. And the test of all practices, is this: Does it work?  Does it bring the people in? Does it bring the money in?  If so use it!
The question comes to this. What is the standard of success? And by what are we going to judge our lives and our ministries? And the ultimate question we have to ask is: Is God an end or is he a means?  So said Paris Reidhead.  And I think he is right.

What should be our motivation.  It cannot be humanism (Does it make me happy?).  It cannot be pragmatism (does it work?).  The center of our ministry must be the glory of God! 

Conclusion

We must be careful.  A circus can draw a crowd. A movie can bring people in.  We need to see the Holy Spirit convert people.  We must never have our ministers for hire or under the fear of man in any way.  
Consider Noah (7 converts) - a good ship builder but an awful record of fruit for his labor of 120 years of preaching.  Jeremiah.  Miserable record.  Our Lord Jesus - His apostles forsook him and his country crucified Him.

Let's keep our eyes on the goal the glory of God!
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