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Judges 17 18  

 

I’ve gotta tell you.  I’ve got some history with this passage. 

 

A couple of years ago when I was doing my grad certificate in preaching, this was one of the passages I 

was assigned to speak on.  And have to admit that at the time, it was pretty obscure, even to me.   

 

But something about it resonated with me.  It paints a profound picture of what happens when people 

ignore God and do whatever they feel like.   

 

And as I mulled over this passage again this week, it struck me again - it’s just sad when people when 

people treat God with less than the total devotion that He deserves and instead do right in their own 

eyes.  It’s just sad.   

 

Turn with me to Judges 17 and I’ll show you why I say that.   

 

Now as you’re flipping pages, let me say this.  For the last few weeks, we’ve been looking at the 

situation from a macro perspective – ‘the people’ did what was evil in God’s eyes and then He rejected 

them and then raised up a deliverer to deliver them and on and on it went.  Well today, we are going to 

zoom in on one household in particular, to see the kind of unfaithfulness that was common to the 

people at large.   

 

Now verse one drops us right into the middle of some household drama – here it is – verse 1 

 

Now a man named Micah from the hill country of Ephraim 

 2 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!" 

 3 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." 

 4 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. 

 5 Now this man Micah had a shrine, and he made an ephod and some idols and installed one of his sons 

as his priest.  6 In those days Israel had no king; everyone did as he saw fit (Jdg 17:1-6 NIV). 

 

Let’s talk about this.  From a distance, this looks like a morally upright, religious family, doesn’t it?  They 

say they worship YHWH; they honour him with their money and when they sin against each other, they 

confess that sin and forgive one another in the name of the LORD.  Those are all good things.   

 

But look just a LITTLE closer, you very quickly realize that this is not real faith.  It’s what faith would look 

like in a fun house mirror – the contours are there but it’s horribly corrupt and distorted.   

 

I mean, look at it.  Here’s a guy who has stolen his mother’s life savings.  In verse 10, someone’s going to 

accept a yearly wage of TEN shekels, so – eleven hundred shekels?  That’s a huge amount of money he’s 
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stolen.  (And by the way, that’s the amount of money that Delilah received to betray Samson; I don’t 

think that this IS Delilah, but I DO think that the narrator wants us to think about Micah’s mom in the 

same way that we think about Delilah – as someone with dubious character and mixed motives).   

 

Micah DOES come clean and admit that it was him who took the money, but why?  Because he feels bad 

about it?  Because he recognizes that theft is counter to the will and character of God?  NO!  It’s because 

she’s cursed whoever took the money.  And he doesn’t want to get cursed.  So he admits that he’s the 

thief.  

 

The mother receives this news with grace and she decides to give a gift to the LORD in gratitude.  But 

how does she do it?  By commissioning a carved image and an idol.  (with, by the way, only 1/5 of the 

silver that she committed to YHWH) – but the bigger issue here is that she building YHWH an idol.  

What’s the second commandment?  Thou shalt have no graven image, of anything, in heaven or on 

earth, and here Micah’s mom commissions one for their fireplace.  You don’t do that!  That’s like 

wanting to honour Nelson Mandela for all of his humanitarian efforts and opening a whites only 

secondary school in his honour.  It’s offensive.  It’s wrong.   

 

And sadly, this is not the first sign of idolatry in Micah’s house.  Verse 5 says he had a shrine, and an 

ephod, like Gideon, think idol, and he made one of his sons a priest.   

 

Now I can’t even begin to count all the ways that that’s wrong.  You shouldn’t have an idol.  You 

shouldn’t have an ephod.  You shouldn’t have a shrine in your house – you go to worship God in the 

place where He has ordained (which, by the way, is not far from where Micah lives).  And you certainly 

don’t name your own son a priest – no conflict of interest there – Levites alone were set apart by God to 

intercede for the people before God and to teach the people about God’s good will.  But Micah’s just 

blown through all of that.   

 

You know what he’s doing?  He’s doing what’s right in his own eyes.  Micah is relating to God on Micah’s 

own terms.  In the words of A. W. Tozer, he is ‘simply imagining things about God and acting as if they 

were true’ (Way, 157).  He is defining what’s right for God rather than letting God define what’s right for 

him. 

 

And it seems to be working out pretty well for him.  Look at verse 7. 

 

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. 
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 13 And Micah said, "Now I know that the LORD will be good to me, since this Levite has become my 

priest" (Jdg 17:7-1 NIV). 

 

Now again, this is fun house faith.  It LOOKS kind of like faith but it’s horribly distorted.  I mean first of 

all, this Levite priest.  He’s wandering around – and that’s fine – but you gotta wonder – what’s he 

looking for?  Deuteronomy is quite clear that God has set apart certain cities to be home to the Levites 

and Micah’s house is not one of them.  You get the sense that this guy is looking for opportunity, 

wherever he can find it.  And speaking of Deuteronomy, when the Levite sees Micah’s idols, the very 

first thing he should do is put Micah to death for abandoning God in favour of other gods and destroy 

the idols.  But instead, he says – sure, I’ll work for you for ten shekels a year, plus room and board, and 

I’ll be your priest.  Again, this is everyone doing what’s right in their own eyes. 

 

And Micah’s conclusion at the end?   "Now I know that the LORD will be good to me, since this Levite 

has become my priest." (Jdg 17:13 NIV).  Is that how God works?  You get your religious ducks in a row 

and then God will like you?  And the better the duck, the better the favour?  No, of course not – God is 

looking for obedience, not ritual, and yet Micah thinks that this is how he can manipulate God.     

 

Now from here, the narrator moves Micah to the back burner for a minute so that he can tell us about 

another group of people who are doing what’s right in their own eyes.  But don’t worry, we haven’t 

heard the last of Micah.  In fact, the people we are about to meet are on a collision course with Micah 

and his priest.   

 

So let’s move on to chapter 18 – chapter 18, verse 1.  The narrator reminds us – In those days, Israel had 

no king.  The implication of course being that “had there been a king back then, he would obviously have 

put a stop to (all this) Micah’s godless nonsense” (Davis, 198).  But there’s no king, and so, 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. 

 

Now that’s a very charitable way of putting it because they did have a parcel of land allotted to them.  It 

was right beside and to the south of the land where Micah lived.  It’s just that when they went in to 

claim it, the inhabitants put up fierce resistance and so they decided that it was too hard to bother.  So 

instead of committing themselves to God and relying on His strength, they decided to look for an easier 

place to live.  Now this is really important.  Because God HAS given them an inheritance of land and HE 

WILL help them to claim it, but it’s going to take some effort.  And yet they choose the path of least 

resistance, what’s right in their own eyes, and they look for an easier inheritance.     

 

So they sent warriors to spy out other land and wouldn’t you know it, they stumbled upon Micah’s 

house.  Now again, upon finding an altar and a series of idols, the Danites’ first move should have been 

to destroy idols and stone the guy who had built them, but they weren’t about to allow religious 

scruples to get in the way of their mission and so they spent the night there.   

 

And they got talking to the priest and they asked him "Who brought you here? What are you doing in 

this place? Why are you here?" 
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4 He told them what Micah had done for him, and said, "He has hired me and I am his priest."  (There’s 

no sense of God’s hand at work in this guy’s life).  (In this PRIEST’s life).   

 

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

 

 6 The priest answered them, "Go in peace. Your journey has the LORD's approval." 

 

Now if you are using something other than the NIV, you’ll see that the priest’s answer was far less 

certain.  I think that the NIV is what the Danites heard – ‘your journey has the LORD’s approval’ - but the 

priest’s response is actually far less committed.  The priest says literally – ‘the journey on which you go is 

under the eye of the LORD.’  The LORD’s eye is upon you – but it’s really not clear how He feels about 

hat journey.  Because really, God has already told them what they should be doing – going back to the 

land to claim what He had promised to give to them.  

 

Judges 18:1 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. 

 2 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 men entered the hill country of 

Ephraim and came to the house of Micah, where they spent the night. 

 3 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?" 

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

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

 6 The priest answered them, "Go in peace. Your journey has the LORD's approval." 

 7 So the five men left and came to Laish, where they saw that the people were living in safety, like the 

Sidonians, unsuspecting and secure. And since their land lacked nothing, they were prosperous. Also, 

they lived a long way from the Sidonians and had no relationship with anyone else. 

 

But ‘man, that’s so much work’ and so they decide to do what’s right in their own eyes and so off they 

go to discover a new place for their people to live.  And so, almost 200km away they come to a place 

called ‘Laish’ which was fertile and prosperous and occupied by a bunch of people who didn’t look like 

too much of a threat.   

 

So they went back home and said – “Guys!  We have found a land that is very good!  The people are 

unsuspecting and the land is spacious and God has certainly given us this land so let’s go and take it!”   

 

(Except that God had promised them the land that they were currently standing on and by not claiming 

it, they were turning their back on God’s gifts.  And I’ll tell you - Joshua and Judges often get a bad rap 

because of all the conquest stuff and the slaying the inhabitants of the land, but the way the narrator 

talks about Laish here is meant to make us sympathize with them.  

 

These people have a right to be there.  This is their land.  The Danites have no right to be there.  The 

Danites are in the wrong to try to take their land.  Frankly, the Laishans are like the three little pigs living 
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peacefully in the land and here come the big bad Danites to blow their house down.  And so six hundred 

men (and their families) from the clan of Dan head off, ready for battle.   

 

8 When they returned to Zorah and Eshtaol, their brothers asked them, "How did you find things?" 

 9 They answered, "Come on, let's attack them! We have seen that the land is very good. Aren't you 

going to do something? Don't hesitate to go there and take it over. 

 10 When you get there, you will find an unsuspecting people and a spacious land that God has put into 

your hands, a land that lacks nothing whatever." 

 11 Then six hundred men from the clan of the Danites, armed for battle, set out from Zorah and 

Eshtaol. 

 12 On their way they set up camp near Kiriath Jearim in Judah. This is why the place west of Kiriath 

Jearim is called Mahaneh Dan to this day. 

 13 From there they went on to the hill country of Ephraim and came to Micah's house. 

 

And along the way, they came back to Micah’s house.  Verse 14 -  

 

 14 Then the five men who had spied out the land of Laish said to their brothers, "Do you know that one 

of these houses has an ephod, other household gods, a carved image and a cast idol? Now you know 

what to do." 

 

 15 So they turned in there and went to the house of the young Levite at Micah's place and greeted him. 

 16 The six hundred Danites, armed for battle, stood at the entrance to the gate. 

 

 17 The five men who had spied out the land went inside and took the carved image, the ephod, the 

other household gods and the cast idol while the priest and the six hundred armed men stood at the 

entrance to the gate. 

 18 When these men went into Micah's house and took the carved image, the ephod, the other 

household gods and the cast idol, the priest said to them, "What are you doing?" 

 19 They answered him, "Be quiet! Don't say a word. Come with us, and be our father and priest. Isn't it 

better that you serve a tribe and clan in Israel as priest rather than just one man's household?" 

 20 Then the priest was glad.  (Literally, his heart was glad – he’d been looking for opportunity, for 

upward mobility, and here it was!  Sure he was abandoning Micah but hey, it was right in his eyes to get 

ahead.  And so…). He took the ephod, the other household gods and the carved image and went along 

with the people. 

 

Now clearly, the Danites realize that Micah will not be too happy about this and so, they put their little 

children, their livestock and their possessions in front of them and took off with the warriors bringing up 

the rear.   

 

 21 Putting their little children, their livestock and their possessions in front of them, they turned away 

and left. 

 22 When they had gone some distance from Micah's house, the men who lived near Micah were called 

together and overtook the Danites. 
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 23 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?" 

 

Talk about nerve!  Yeah we took your idols and your priest, but what?  Why are you coming after us? 

 

 24 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?' " 

 

Now look it.  Every believing bone in your body should be screaming right now – You should have had 

God the whole time!  And He is all you ever needed!  (But you chose to do right in your own eyes and 

honour a god who can’t even protect himself and so of course now you are left with nothing).        

 

 25 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." 

 26 So the Danites went their way, and Micah, seeing that they were too strong for him, (tucked tail and 

went home).   It’s a pathetic end to Micah’s story. 

 

And then the Danites took what Micah had made, and priest and went on to Laish, against a peaceful 

and unsuspecting people. And they huffed and they puffed and they attacked them with the sword and 

burned down their city. 

 

27 Then they took what Micah had made, and his priest, and went on to Laish, against a peaceful and 

unsuspecting people. They attacked them with the sword and burned down their city. (Jdg 18:27 NIV). 

 28 There was no one to rescue them because they lived a long way from Sidon and had no relationship 

with anyone else. The city was in a valley near Beth Rehob.  

 

The Danites rebuilt the city and settled there. 

 29 They named it Dan after their forefather Dan… [and] 

 30 There the Danites set up for themselves the idols, and Jonathan son of Gershom, the son of Moses, 

and his sons were priests for the tribe of Dan until the time of the captivity of the land. 

 

The narrator has saved a real gut punch for the end.  You know the Levite priest?  The one who ignored 

God’s prohibition against idols?  The one who sold his services to the highest bidder?  The one who 

agreed to lead the people of God to worship a different god more palatable to them?  That’s a grandson 

of Moses.  That’s how deep unfaithfulness runs in Israel at this point.  The very family that God set apart 

to serve Him and teach His people His ways had now given itself over entirely to idolatry.  It’s a tragic 

end to a tragic book.  And verse 31 - 

 

 31 They continued to use the idols Micah had made, all the time the house of God was in Shiloh 

(Jdg 18:1 NIV). 

 

So all along, there was a legitimate place to worship God.  He had set apart Shiloh as the place where 

you could come and meet with Him and worship Him.  Not Dan, not Micah’s house.  Shiloh.  But instead, 

they set up this rival worship center in the North of Israel and it was there for many generations.  The 
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idol that Micah made and the Danites stole would lead people away from God for many years, until it 

was finally replaced by an even worse idol, a golden calf, fashioned by an illegitimate king.   

 

It’s so sad when people honour God with less than the full devotion He deserves and instead do what’s 

right in their own eyes.   

 

This passage is that, writ large.  They pay lip service to God.  They decide how they’ll worship God and in 

what manner and if they don’t like God’s will, they’ll just ignore it and do something else instead.   

 

It’s tragic and for at least two reasons. 

 

1.  It’s sad when people trivialize God because He deserves our total devotion.  I mean, these people are 

as little as two generations away from the Israelites who had been enslaved in Egypt.  Their 

grandparents and great grandparents were witness to the great redeeming work of God when He 

rescued His people from slavery and brought them into freedom.  And Micah and the Levite and the 

Danites are recipients of that freely given freedom.  And yes, these people had turned their backs on 

God and become unfaithful but time and again, God raised up a deliverer who would rescue them from 

the oppression caused by sin.  Micah and the people of Dan lived in Samson’s neighbourhood, so surely 

they would have known about the way that God was actively rescuing His people.   

 

And yet rather than honour Him with all of their hearts, they chose instead to treat Him like a heavenly 

vending machine and put their REAL trust in other things.  Just ask Micah how that turned out.  It’s sad 

when people trivialize God because He deserves our full devotion.   

 

2.  And second, it’s sad because the outcome falls way short of the good things God has planned for His 

people.  Micah thought he had it made with his idols and his own personal Levite, but how did that turn 

out?  He lost it all.  He went home with his tail between his legs and his hands full of nothing.   

 

What about the priest?  He thought he had it all together, with his family job, and then his tribal job, but 

how do we remember him?  As the apostate priest who messed everything up for Israel.   

 

And what about the Danites?  Well, they got their land, way up in the north of Israel.  And they became 

a prominent worship centre to rival the ACTUAL worship centre down in Shiloh, but that all came 

crashing down at the time that verse 30 hints at.  The captivity of the land.  In 722 BC, God had finally 

had enough of Israel’s fun house faith and sent in invaders to carry them out of the land of blessing that 

He had given them.  And do you know the first place that was overrun by invaders?  Dan, way up in the 

north.  They lost it all, never to be heard from again.   

 

God had every intention to prosper His people and help with to succeed in the land, but they threw it all 

away when they chose to do right in their own eyes.   

 

It’s so sad when people trivialize God because He deserves our total devotion and because the 

outcomes fall way short of the good plans that God has for His people.    
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So that leaves us with a question.  Are we honouring God to the degree that He deserves or are we 

choosing to instead do right in our own eyes?   

 

That’s very much the way of the world these days – to do right in your own eyes – to give God little to 

no say in your decision making process – and when you look at the newspaper headlines, it shows.  We 

are living in less than the glorious circumstances that God intends for us.  There’s no shortage of 

selfishness, of injustice, of broken relationships.   

 

But this is exactly the oppression of sin that Jesus died to save us from.  God raised Him up as the final 

deliverer, the one who once and for all would scoop His people out of the mire of sin and allow them to 

live a vibrant and faithful life in Him.  Not because we were good enough, but because He is gracious 

enough.  Jesus died to lift you out of this cycle of unfaithfulness and rejection and instead give you 

fullness of life.   

 

Given that, when you hold a mirror up in front of your heart, what do you see?  Micah and the Levite?  

The Danites?  People who decide what’s right for them and relegate God to the back burner when 

something more interesting comes up?  Isaiah and Jesus were right about that kind of person – ‘They 

honour me with their lips but their hearts are far from me.’ 

 

God has been so abundantly gracious to us that He deserves our full devotion.  He deserves 100% of our 

time and attention and the outcome of that devotion is nothing less than abundant life.  Let us learn 

from Micah’s fun house faith and instead honour God with true devotion.  Let’s pray.   

 

 


