
Judges 17-18: Homemade religion

OUTLINE

Household gods
Homemade priest

INTRODUCTION

Saving the worst for last.  What we are about to study is so very terrible, the author has 
taken things out of chronological order to make his point.  Chapters 17-18 mark a deep 
religious failure on the part of God’s people; and 19-21 mark a deep moral failure.  Please 
note that the deep religious failure precedes the deep moral failure.  We are living in a world
of profound moral degeneration where truths that have held for centuries have been 
overturned in a single generation.  This all begins with a drift from true religion.  This story 
of judges reminds us that the fight for true religion in the church must precede the fight for 
godliness in society.  These chapters tell us that the internal sinfulness that we fight is worse
by far than any external threat we face from surrounding enemies.  These events show us 
what was going on inside Israel all the while the various enemies were attacking them and 
needed to be subdued by judges.  These chapters portray the sins that provoked God to 
send oppressors and of which they inadequately repented.    

The book of judges has been written in preparation of the nation of Israel for a godly king.  
We have several verses that make the point that Israel is in this state doing its own thing 
because there was no king to enforce God’s laws on the people.  17:6 is a key verse which 
draws our attention to the anarchy of every man doing his own thing, ‘In those days there 
was no king in Israel. Everyone did what was right in his own eyes.’ (see also 18:1; 19:1; 
21:25).  This chapter highlights the evil of homemade religion.  God had given clear laws to 
Moses about who should be a priest, where worship should be done, how worship should be
done.  However, we see that Micah and his family want to do their own thing.  We are 
witnessing the independent spirit of every sinful heart that takes the clear revelation of God 
and reorganizes it for their convenience.  Even in Christianity we have believers who think 
that they can do their own homemade religion.  They refuse to go to church; they go with 
their intuition calling it the leading of the Spirit; they refuse to have elders or be members 
who are accountable to the local church.  The emerging church movement which is 
influenced by the post-modern thinking of our day has applied relativism to ecclesiology and
now every person’s whims and tastes are the definers of worship, evangelism, prayer and all
we do as Christians in our service to God and others.  Elders are cast off as authoritarian; 
the Lord’s Day service as dead religion; evangelism is seen as oppressive colonialism; 
baptism is no longer an initiatory rite but used as a sign of deeper consecration or cast off 
altogether as sectarian and internalised; the Lord’s Supper is no longer reserved for the 
baptised but choc-chip muffins are handed out to unbelieving kids and the left overs fought 
over after the service.  The message of Hell, God’s wrath, propitiation, the fate of the 
unevangelized and many other unpalatable doctrines are swallowed up in the sentimental 
and therapeutic teaching of many modern churches.  Homemade religion is one of our 
easiest and quickest sins.  Here we see in the book of judges how within one generation of 
entering the land terrible error was already being practiced.  The story was intended as an 
argument for why a godly king like David was necessary, we will see that this story teaches 
us an even more important lesson that a saviour like Jesus Christ is needed.

Paying mere lip service to God and treating God like an idol has been a regular feature of 
the book of judges.  We are introduced to a man who seems to be quite concerned about 



religion.  Yet his religion does not touch his moral life.  He is concerned to have a personal 
blessing and makes every effort to have a lot of religion to secure this end.  We see his 
superstition when he returns money that he stole from his mother because of fear of the 
curse his mother pronounced over it, v1-2, ‘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."’  He 
shows no repentance towards God or any conscience over having stolen and violated God’s 
law.  He does the right thing but out of a fear of judgement and the repercussions of his 
actions.  There is no sense of love for God or obedience out of gratitude but a superstitious 
avoidance of punishment, this is not true religion. 

Micah’s mother is really no better than he is even though she uses God’s name to bless 
Micah.  She instantly accepts the money and blesses her sinful son who has shown no 
repentance.  She is probably settling her son’s fears of the curse by pronouncing this 
blessing confirming a superstitious use of God’s name.  Her violation of God’s law continues 
in v3, ‘And he restored the 1,100 pieces of silver to his mother. And his mother said, "I 
dedicate the silver to the LORD from my hand for my son, to make a carved image and a 
metal image. Now therefore I will restore it to you."’  Here we are seeing a repeat of what 
happened when Aaron made the golden calf.  This mother is offering her silver in order to 
make an image of YHWH v4, ‘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.’  The image was not a portrayal of another 
god but a breach of the 2nd Commandment where God forbids an image even of Himself.  
Exodus 20:4-6, ‘"You shall not make for yourself a carved image, or any likeness of anything
that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the 
earth. 5 You shall not bow down to them or serve them, for I the LORD your God am a 
jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children to the third and the fourth 
generation of those who hate me, 6 but showing steadfast love to thousands of those who 
love me and keep my commandments.’   The first commandment states that we must have 
no other gods before God’s eyes, that He alone must be our God.  The second command in 
light of that forbids images, it is obvious that the images are of Him as He has already 
forbidden any other gods.  Why are images of God wrong?

Two main reasons.  Firstly, idols are used to manipulate.  Idols are points where the god 
which is being honoured is thought to inhabit and meet with the worshipper.  In other words
the location of the god is tied down to a place, this cannot be true of YHWH who is 
omnipresent and bound by no one’s whim.  The image is then offered various gifts to secure
blessings or curses.  Whatever the worshipper wishes to secure he gets by buying with 
bribes.  God is gracious and answers prayer but He cannot be bribed but will do all He 
pleases.  These gifts are seen as a way to control what is beyond our human strength to 
control.  It is a grasp to get the god to do what we cannot do, and way of fear that uses 
manipulation to secure selfish ends.  Essentially this idolatry is a reversal of the Creator 
creature distinction where God does His will and serve Him and not vice versa.  God will not 
be treated as an idol for this is to deny His very nature as God and His authority and 
independence.  Secondly, images can only portray a narrow set of characteristics.  How can 
we portray God’s love, power, holiness, grace, wisdom, and the full majesty of His glory 
when words cannot exhaust nor thoughts capture His essence?  How do we portray His 
omniscience, His omnipresence, His Omnipotence or Triunity?  We cannot do it.  Images can
only ever hide God instead of explain Him to us.  He is so unlike what images can convey 
that they would lie and obscure the facts of God not portray Him.  The God of the universe 



must not be degraded to a household deity.  For this reason we must insist that all images 
used in worship are wrong.

Today we do not struggle with literal idols but images of our own imaginations, and turning 
aspects of creation into gods.  In this way we in the 21st century violates the first two 
commandments.    

Not only did the mother make an image but she only dedicated 200 of the 1100 that she 
had dedicated to the Lord.

Micah we are told already had a shrine for the image to be put in, he also had other gods 
and made an ephod to go along with the image, v5, ‘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.’  There are several evils being committed here.  Micah is disregarding God’s 
instruction through Moses about where worship must take place, He is disobeying the first 
and second commandments in having other gods and an image of YHWH, he is disobeying 
Moses teaching on Levites being priests, and the ephod was how the children of God knew 
God’s will.  In the ephod was kept the Urim and the Thummim, these were like lots that 
were cast to determine the Lord’s will.  Micah manufactured his own ephod with lots and he 
would decide with his lots what God’s will would be.  

When you ask yourself how all of this can happen among the Israelites v6 gives us the 
answer, ‘In those days there was no king in Israel. Everyone did what was right in his own 
eyes.’  We know from the good kings of Israel that they tore down the high places where the
Israelites worshipped away from the temple.  It was the king who would enforce that all the 
laws of Moses were upheld.

The rest of chapters 17-18 are about the rising career of a renegade Levite.  The reason this
story is told is because of who he is, to which family he belongs.  He is the grandson of 
Moses, 18:30.  He was looking for a place to serve v7-8 and an opportunity came up where 
he would be able to do his priestly calling for the household of Micah, v9-11.  Micah was 
very happy to have him because a Levite would bring him blessing he thought.  He had a 
real priest for his false god this he thought would legitimize his homemade religion.  

The tragedy of the state of God’s worship in Israel is due to the lack of a godly king.  The 
trouble is we have Christ now as our king.  He has gone to heaven and will return but has 
given royal edicts and decrees leaving commands for our obedience and a blueprint for the 
church.  The trouble is many Christians today are like Micah, they serve for blessing, they 
serve an idol of their imagining and they try and legitimize their self-made religion by adding
props and tokens.  We must accept God’s word and Christ’s lordship over His church by that 
word and not be part of the cottage industry of homemade religion.                          

Homemade priest

Jesus had twelve disciples and one was an apostate.  Israel technically had 12 tribes and 
Dan was the apostate.  In the book of Revelation in 7:5-8 there is a symbolic listing of the 
12 tribes as a representation of the people of God, Dan is not mentioned in that list.  What 
we are about to study is part of the reason for that.  The author of judges has saved the 
worst sins of the nation for last.  We have seen the homemade religion of Micah and the 
shocking reality of Jonathan the grandson of Moses pursuing his career and not the will of 
God compounding the idolatry.  In chapter 18 things go from bad to worse.  Where chapter 



17 shows the apostasy of a family, chapter 18 documents the apostasy of a whole tribe.  
These dark histories are not told to satisfy our morbid curiosity and voyeurism but to 
illustrate that the people of God need a godly king.  Or to expand this principle to the whole 
human race, sinners need Jesus.  The depth and multiplicity of our sins marks the depth of 
our need for Christ.

Chapter 18 begins by reminding us of the lack of godly leadership in Israel, v1.  And we are 
introduced to the tribe of Dan who was seeking for its inheritance, ‘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.’  This was not because of God’s oversight in failing to provide an inheritance but 
rather it was because of their failure to be obedient in taking the land apportioned to them, 
Judges 1:34, ‘The Amorites pressed the people of Dan back into the hill country, for they did
not allow them to come down to the plain.’  They then spied out the land as was done 
during the exodus, v2.  They discovered Jonathan in the house of Micah who told them how 
he came there, v3-4.  We see the lack of discernment in the Danites who ask for Jonathan 
to inquire of the Lord for them as if the syncretism and self-appointed religion is normal, v5-
6.  Jonathan gives the ambiguous and vague response typical of all false religion, ‘And the 
priest said to them, "Go in peace. The journey on which you go is under the eye of the 
LORD."’  

One of Dan’s sins was that they chose Laish for the place to settle.  This is outside the 
borders of their allotment in the section given to Manasseh.  They renamed the place Dan 
once taken, it became proverbial as the Northern most point of Israel and was used in the 
phrase ‘from Dan to Beersheba,’ indicating from North to South.  This became the base of 
Jeroboam’s idolatry after the split under Rehoboam, Solomon’s son.  Its sinful beginning set 
the trend for its development.  We see that the spies encouraged the Danites to take Laish 
because it was easy prey and interpreted the appearance of the favourable circumstances as
God’s approval, v7-10.  Many people think this way today.  If a thing is easy it must be God’s
will, if the doors lie open it must be God’s will.  The Danites should have listened to the 
commands God gave them not to try and divine His will from favourable situations.

Another sin was while on the way to Laish they stopped at Micah’s house to get a rabbit’s 
foot, to get a lucky charm in the form of an idolatrous priest who came from a good 
bloodline to ensure blessing.  They stole his household gods, bribed his priest, intimidated 
him out of his claim and established the ground work for idolatry as a rival place of worship 
to the tabernacle at Shiloh, v31.

Chapters 17-18 document the fall of one of the Levites as a test case to the quality of 
spirituality in Israel.  Jonathan has obviously come from a good family where the godliness 
of his grandfather would not have been questioned.   It appears that a simple and quiet life 
are not good enough he wants something ‘special’.  This leads him to leave Jerusalem, this 
was already a town he should not have been living in as it was not one of the towns set 
apart for Levites; incidentally the town of David and the place Christ was born, to find his 
own place 17:7-8.  In order to have a place he agrees to be the priest for Micah to serve his



household gods in violation of God’s laws.  This sense of belonging, of accomplishment, of 
being thought well of like his grandfather was more important to him than being approved 
by God.  And so in his sinfulness he became the instrument that led a whole tribe astray.  

Those in leadership positions have the greatest opportunities to advance the cause of Christ 
and glorify God, but when they fail they can have as much impact negatively as well.  He 
misrepresented true religion by serving idols and speaking in the name of the Lord.  His very
existence as a man who united contradictory things and normalised them, given the 
influence of his office had far reaching effects.  His family pedigree would have acted as a 
seal of approval on his behaviour too.  He misrepresented the role of a priest who 
unyieldingly enforces God’s will upholding the importance of His holiness in the proper 
observance of the ceremonial laws.  He made priests appear to be moldable and bribable, 
servants of men’s whims and not God’s.  And most importantly he misrepresented who God 
is, making Him one of many gods, reducing Him to a blessing machine who is not holy and 
does not need to be feared or obeyed.  When he tried to stop the Danites from stealing the 
gods he was not willing to risk his life for his self-made religion; but if it is not worth dying 
for it is not worth living for.  True religion must be unshapable in order that it can shape us.  
To have truth that can be moulded to suit fashions, whims and our ideas will not serve our 
real needs but only our desires.  

The selfish heart of Jonathan is revealed in what makes his heart glad in v20, ‘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.’  Jonathan was happy that he could now be the priest for a 
tribe not merely a family, position not purity was his goal and this is why his heart was glad. 
Where your treasure is there your heart will be also.  What makes us sad or glad is what our
heart is invested in.  Too often we find, or think we will find happiness in sinful or fleeting 
things.  We therefore pursue them as if our lives depended on them and mourn as if 
someone has died when they are frustrated.  If our joy is in the Lord we will be able to 
rejoice always. 

Finally we have Micah, the man who robbed his mother is robbed himself.  Micah sets out 
after the Danites to try and retake his priest and gods.  When he is challenged by the 
Danites his words in v24 are very revealing, ‘And he said, "You take my gods that I made 
and the priest, and go away, and what have I left? How then do you ask me, 'What is the 
matter with you?'"’  Now that his homemade gods and priest are stolen he says he has 
nothing left.  This reveals the absorbing nature of idolatry and the pain that idols bring to 
those who come to depend upon them.  Inevitably idols will finally absorb and disappoint.  
We serve them hoping to find our significance in them sacrificing for them in a bid to try and
extract what they cannot give.  And in the end they are false and all our hopes will be 
dashed.  

This chapter ends with a reminder that although there is a false religion of self with a false 
manmade priesthood, there is also the true worship of God.  The place we go to worship 
God is no longer a tabernacle in Shiloh but Jesus who tabernacled among us and by whom 
we worship in Spirit and in truth.  He gives true joy and can never disappoint.  The call is to 
give up homemade truth and religion for what God has provided in Christ.          


