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The King we need * Deuteronomy 17:14-20 

November 26, 2017 * Langford Community Church * Graham Gladstone 

 

If you’re like me, when you hear the Bible talk about ‘kings,’ your instinct might be to immediately think 

‘government’ and that’s exactly what I did when I started working on this message.  I started thinking 

‘kings’ I started thinking – who does this apply to today?     

 

As I got into it though, I realized that to apply this message to our lives, we really needed to think less 

about the ‘form’ of kingship and more about the ‘function.’  This is, not, ‘who the king is’ but ‘what the 

king does.’ 

 

See when Deuteronomy talks about a king, it’s talking about someone who essentially plays three roles 

– that of a warrior, leading his people into battle; a judge, defining right and wrong for his people and a 

priest, representing his people before God.  That’s all bound up in this concept of ‘king’ in the ancient 

near eastern world.   

 

Now, we’re not governed by the FORM any more – we don’t have a king - but those functions remain in 

our lives.   

 

When you face a difficult situation, who leads you into battle? 

When you run into a moral gray zone, who determines wrong and right? 

And when you come before the sovereign God of the universe, who is going to intercede for you? 

 

In short, who’s in charge here? 

 

That’s the question at the heart of this text, and here in Deuteronomy 17, God describes the kind of king 

that you want in charge.  Now in the flow of the Bible, this is very important, because it becomes the 

standard by which God judges every king from Saul onwards, but I think we need to take it a step further 

to get at the point for our lives.  So I want to explore Deuteronomy 17 with you this morning, see the 

kind of king we need and then bring us back to this idea of the function of a king, because that’s really 

where this is going to touch down our lives.  So Deuteronomy 17 and then us.   

  

Deuteronomy 17, starting at verse 14 –  

 

14 When you enter the land the LORD your God is giving you and have taken possession of it and settled 

in it, and you say, "Let us set a king over us like all the nations around us," 15 be sure to appoint over 

you the king the LORD your God chooses (Deut 17:14-15 NIV). 

 

Now this is really a fascinating message here because it’s a Back to the Future kind of moment.  God 

knows – already – that in 1 Samuel 8, when the people have entered the land and taken possession of it 

and settled in it, they are going to ask for a king.  And in asking for a king, they are really spitting in God’s 

face, because, well, He IS their king!  When God rescued them out of Egypt, gave them the Law and 

provided for them for forty years in the desert, He was acting in His capacity as KING of those people.  

And yet, they still want a king – one that they can see – so that they can be like all the nations around 
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them.  Israel is like children on a school yard – they see something some other kid has and they say – oh 

I want that! – and so even though they have a king – YHWH – who is a GOOD king – they go ahead and 

ask for a new king.   

 

Now, here’s where the Back to the Future part comes in – NOT ONLY does God KNOW, that they are 

going to ask for a king many years down the line, He tells them NOW, in Deuteronomy, you may HAVE a 

king but only one that meets my criteria.   

 

Because really, when they get a human king – Saul, David, Solomon – God doesn’t cease to be their king.  

God will remain the sovereign king of Israel – it’s His power and protection that will enable Israel to 

thrive – the human king will rule as a client king, who is dependent upon the limitless power of God.   

 

So here in Deuteronomy, God lays out the kind of king you need – and He gives four criteria, starting in 

verse 15 –  

 

15 be sure to appoint over you the king the LORD your God chooses. [Criterion one].  He must be from 

among your own brothers. Do not place a foreigner over you, one who is not a brother Israelite. 

 

So criterion one – the king must be an Israelite.  Why is that?  Because even though this man will be 

king, YHWH will still be HIS king.  Remember, one of the functions of ‘king’ in ANE culture is to be priest 

– someone who leads his people in faithfulness to God and speaks to the people on God’s behalf.  You 

need someone from within the covenant community to do that job, someone who won’t let it go to his 

head, which we’ll see in verse 20.  So criteria 1 – the king must be an Israelite.   

 

Criterion two - 16 The king, moreover, must not acquire great numbers of horses for himself or make 

the people return to Egypt to get more of them, for the LORD has told you, "You are not to go back that 

way again." 

 

Ok, the king must not accumulate horses – what’s that about?  Does God have a thing against horses?  

No.  What are horses in this culture?  Tanks.  Military might.  Anybody can throw some warriors on the 

field, but man, if you’ve got some horses and maybe some chariots, you could rule the world!  That’s 

how Egypt became the superpower of their day.   

 

So this criterion is not so much about horses, but about who the king relies on.  The word there – 

acquire great numbers of horses – is really something like ‘multiply’ or ‘accumulate’ – the point being 

that if the king has a lot of horses, he is apt to rely entirely upon his own strength and forget about 

YHWH completely.  He can HAVE horses, just not rely on them.  This criteria is really about trusting God 

and His strength for victory, and admittedly, God has already shown that He is more powerful than 

horses – just as the charioteers at the bottom of the Red Sea.  So criterion two – the King must rely on 

God and not himself.   

 

Criterion three – verse 17 - 17 He must not take many wives, or his heart will be led astray.  
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Ok, same word again, He must not accumulate many wives, and really it’s a generic word there – woman 

– so we’re probably talking about a harem here.  So the king must be faithful to his wife, but this criteria 

goes beyond affirming monogamy – there’s another issue at play – ‘He must not take many wives, or his 

heart will be led astray’ – led astray in what way?  Well, think about it – where are these women going 

to come from?  It was quite common at this time in history to seal political alliances by giving women in 

marriage and so Israel makes a deal with Ammon or Moab or Egypt and all of a sudden, you’ve got a 

foreigner – many foreigners – in the kings bedroom.  And what are they bringing along?  Idols.  Their 

own gods.  The temptation would be for a king to turn his back on YHWH and chase after other gods.  

Criterion three – the king must be wholly committed to YHWH.  (And we should probably add just for 

application’s sake – his wife).   

 

Criterion four - He must not accumulate large amounts of silver and gold. 

 

Why?  Because if he has all the money, why does he need God?  If you can self-finance, then you can be 

independent, but Israel’s king must still be accountable to and dependent upon God, because, like the 

horses, God’s power and resources extend way beyond any a human could muster.  Criterion four – The 

king must rely upon God.   

 

So this is the kind of king that Israel needs – he must be an Israelite, wholly reliant upon God, fully 

committed to God, wholly reliant upon God – and those come together in the next three verses.  See, all 

of Israel’s neighbours had kings - Egypt had a king.  Ammon had a king.  Moab had a king – that’s the guy 

that tried to hire Balaam to curse Israel.  And these kings could be morally flexible and personally 

ruthless – but that wouldn’t cut it for Israel’s king.  Israel’s king was to be God’s representative and 

agent on earth and so God lays out how important it is that the king know God’s will.   

 

Verse 18  -  18 When he takes the throne of his kingdom, he is to write for himself on a scroll a copy of 

this law, taken from that of the priests, who are Levites. 

 19 It is to be with him, and he is to read it all the days of his life so that he may learn to revere the LORD 

his God and follow carefully all the words of this law and these decrees 

 

Forget Machiavelli’s the prince, forget Stephen Covey’s Seven Habits of highly effective people, God says 

– if he wants to thrive as ruler of Israel, the king needs God’s instructions.  He is to make a copy of the 

Law and keep it on him and read it all the time.  

 

 I remember when I started working at a nursery I had a basic understanding of plants but there was just 

so much to know – so I kept this little booklet in my pocket – here’s the ones that love sun, that love 

shade, that love water, that need to be dry – and that’s what the Word of God should be to the King – 

something he constantly turns to to give him guidance in everyday affairs. 

 

And of course, he’s not just to read it and then forget it, the point is that he will revere God and apply 

what he’s read.  Verse 20 gives a couple applications right off the bat – He is to read it and revere God 

and 20 and not consider himself better than his brothers and turn from the law to the right or to the 

left.  
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Then he and his descendants will reign a long time over his kingdom in Israel (Deu 17:14-1 NIV).   

 

Israel’s king was to so internalize the law of God that it became a part of his living and breathing, not 

swerving to the right or the left.  And the outcome of that was blessing – success – ‘He and his 

descendants will reign a long time over his kingdom in Israel.’   

 

Something that this study of Deuteronomy has really impressed upon me is that ‘the law of God’ 

represents ‘the steps to a positive outcome.’  My instinct is often to think ‘law’ – oh man, all the stuff I 

can’t do – but really ‘Law’ as Deuteronomy understand it is ‘all the stuff that leads to blessing.’  It’s a bit 

like a recipe.  Nobody resents having to follow the instructions to get a cake to turn out right – same 

here – by acting in line with and in light of the commands of God, Israel’s king would be setting both 

himself AND his people up for God’s blessings.  “He and his descendants will reign a long time over his 

kingdom in Israel.”    

 

You get a king who is reliant upon God, you get a king who reveres God, things are going to go well for 

you.   

 

But here’s the thing – that’s not the kings they got. 

 

Saul started off well but he very quickly turned his back on God and put more trust in his army than in 

his God.  

 

David was not exactly careful to follow the words of the Law – he was kind of all over the road.   

 

Solomon, well, he started off well, but by the end of his life - he accumulated chariots and horses, made 

silver as common … as stones, and loved many wives – and his wives turned his heart after other gods.  

And those were the good kings! 

 

26 Solomon accumulated chariots and horses; he had fourteen hundred chariots and twelve thousand 

horses, which he kept in the chariot cities and also with him in Jerusalem. 

 27 The king made silver as common in Jerusalem as stones… 

 28 Solomon's horses were imported from Egypt and from Kue… 

 3 He had seven hundred wives of royal birth and three hundred concubines, and his wives led him astray. 

 4 As Solomon grew old, his wives turned his heart after other gods 

 (1Kings 10:26-11:4 NIV). 

 

But you know what, I think that this goes a long way to answering why God allowed them to have a 

human king in the first place.  HE WAS their King – and He was a good King, a reliable King – and yet He 

acquiesced to their backstabby request and said – ok, you may put someone over you to be king.  But 

here’s the thing – unless they rely on me and revere me, they’re gonna fail.  They may THINK it’s a good 

idea to put five cups of salt into that cake mix but by gosh that’s not gonna turn out well.   

 

I think that’s why God allowed Israel to have human kings – to show that no human being could ever be 

king.  To show that no man could ever be as good a king as God was.   
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And then God Himself became human and came to earth to be King.   

 

He gave up the luxuries of His heavenly throne room and took up residence in this earthy world.  

Churches around the world are celebrating today as ‘Christ the King’ Sunday – a Sunday in the calendar 

right before Advent to consciously remind us that this baby in the manger is the sovereign of the 

universe.   

 

He came and lived a life that was wholly reliant upon God. 

He revered God with every fibre of His being, never turning to the right or to the left. 

And He went to the cross to show what kind of king he was – the one who would die to make rebels His 

people and the one who would destroy death itself. 

 

Jesus came to be king, to be the kind of King that God knew we always needed, and He invites us to trust 

Him, and make Him king in our hearts today.   

 

And this is where the function part comes in.   

 

I’ll bet if you asked the majority of people to look deep down into their hearts and to ask themselves, 

who sits on the throne in your life, I think they’d say ‘I do.’  Me.   

 

I lead myself into battle. 

I decide what’s right and wrong. 

I tell God what’s what when it comes to spiritual things.   

 

But remember, what kind of King does it take to lead his people into God’s blessings?  One who reveres 

God entirely, who relies upon God entirely.  I could never be that kind of King.   

I know my battle plans fail, my arms grow weary.  I know my moral vision can be cloudy, I know that my 

heart can be two faced – I need a king I can count on.  Jesus is the king I need.   

 

Jesus came to lead us in battle – He has already defeated death so there is no enemy who can stop Him 

now.  Remember that when things get rough – when you’re facing a tough medical diagnosis, or a family 

crisis, or a conflict at work - Jesus, our King, is already making plans to make things right.  There were 

actually a couple of times this week when I thought ‘how I am going to get through this?’ and in an 

instant, this image of Jesus as king flashed into my head, reminding me ‘I’m not alone.’ 

 

Jesus came to show us what’s right and wrong – not the smallest letter of the law will pass away – and 

since He is utterly good, it makes for us to let Him be the moral compass for our lives.  Too often I think 

that Christians say ‘yes, Jesus is king’ at church but then the rest of the week, they act as though they’re 

making the rules for right and wrong, what’s good and bad.  If we call Jesus King, then we need to make 

His standards our standards and live in line with the rules of the kingdom.   

 

And Jesus came to represent us before God.  He came to be our great high priest, the one who offered 

Himself to make us right with God.  And He died and rose again and is even now seated at the right hand 
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of God interceding for us.  So as the letter to the Hebrews puts it… 16 Let us then approach the throne 

of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need 

(Heb 4:14-16 NIV). 

 

There has been no shortage lately of leaders in the news who have abused their power and otherwise 

failed to responsibly steward the authority they’ve been given.  Jesus will never fail us like that. 

 

I know that I’ve attempted from time to time to set the course for my life, and I know that my short-

sightedness has sometimes caused more harm than good.  Jesus will never fail us like that.   

 

Let Jesus be your king – your warrior, your judge, your priest – and let Him lead as you rely on Him and 

revere Him.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Benediction 

22. 2 Pet. 3:18 - (May you) grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. To him 

be the glory both now and to the day of eternity. Amen 


