The Books of Judges and Ruth

Lesson 10 – Judges 17:1 thru 18:31
In the last lesson we finished the historical account of the Judges in the Book of Judges, although the book of First Samuel also includes the accounts of what most theologians consider were the last two Judges of Israel, Eli 
 and Samuel.
 The last five chapters of the Book of Judges and the Book of Ruth consist of three important stories from the period of the Judges that have nothing to do with any individual Judges. As I have mentioned before, what we know as the book of Ruth was originally part of the scroll of Judges. In my opinion, as long as they were going to isolate the book of Ruth, they should have also isolated Judges 17-18 and Judges 19-21. They might have called them the book of Dan, and the book of Benjamin. Those names precisely describe the subject of those passages. In an interesting “coincidence,” all three stories concern in some way the little town of Bethlehem?
Judges 17:1-2 Now a man named Micah from the hill country of Ephraim 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!”
Here we have a man who had stolen a considerable sum from his own mother. You may remember that 1,100 shekels was the sum that each of the five kings of the Philistines promised to Delilah for the capture of Samson. It is equivalent to something like $50,000 to $100,000. It was probably her life savings. We should understand that nowhere in the law are people allowed to curse other people.
 That is the province of God. However, it is clear that the making of curses was believed in  and practiced in Israel. The Micah of this story (not the prophet) and his mother believed in it. That is why he returned the silver. We shouldn’t be surprised that they quickly lapsed into a worse apostasy, the making of an idol. Having been given back the money, the mother reversed the curse by invoking a blessing.
Judges 17:3 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.” 
Notice that although she invokes the sacred name of the LORD, the Hebrew יְהֹוָה {yeh·hō·vä'}, she proposes with the next breath to break the Second Commandment.
 That is a warning to us to remember that many people who use the LORD’s name do not know Him at all.
Judges 17:4 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. 
The woman, in gratitude, ostensibly to the LORD, took almost a fifth of her treasure and made it into an idol.

Judges 17:5 Now this man Micah had a shrine, and he made an ephod and some idols and installed one of his sons as his priest.
To compound the sin of making the idol, the woman’s son took it and proceeded to set up his own place of worship in opposition to the LORD’s own tabernacle. He also appointed his own priest from among his sons. We can imply from this that this man who had stolen money from his mother was quite wealthy.
Judges 17:6 In those days Israel had no king; everyone did as he saw fit each man did what was right in his own eyes. 
The Hebrew word here in the last phrase is רשי {yä·shär'}, which means “right, upright, or righteous). I have never heard this verse exposited as anything but a negative comment. In fact, the absence of a King was God’s plan as made plain by 1 Samuel 8 and 1 Samuel 12. That each man should do what was right in his own eyes (free will) was in God’s plan from the beginning. Unfortunately, this does not always result in righteous doings. Perhaps to get the sense of what is intended here we should read this phrase “each man was free to do what was right.” The idea that Israel was less spiritual in the days of the Judges than in the days of the Kings is rejected by 2 Kings 23:21-22 “The king (Josiah, the father of the last king of Judah ) gave this order to all the people: ‘Celebrate the Passover to the LORD your God, as it is written in this Book of the Covenant.’ Not since the days of the judges who led Israel, nor throughout the days of the kings of Israel and the kings of Judah, had any such Passover been observed.”

Judges 17:7 A young Levite 
 from Bethlehem in Judah, who had been living within the clan of Judah, 17:8 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.
Remember that the Levites, although they worked in the tabernacle, and as religious leaders of Israel, were not qualified to be priests if they were not descended from Aaron, the brother of Moses.

Judges 17:9-10 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.” 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.”

Evidently, Micah was not satisfied with his son (an Ephraimite) as priest. A Levite would give his shrine more dignity and credibility. On the Levite’s part, he probably figured it would give him a chance to be a priest, a dignity that would never have come to him under the LORD’s ordinance.

Judges 17:11-13 So the Levite agreed to live with him, and the young man was to him like one of his sons. Then Micah installed the Levite, and the young man became his priest and lived in his house. And Micah said, “Now I know that the LORD will be good to me, since this Levite has become my priest.”

Notice this horrible truth. Micah, although in total opposition to the LORD’s commands and truth thinks that because he is “sincere” the LORD will bless him. Unfortunately, we see this kind of thinking all over the place in our own society.
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. 
This was very early in the time of the Judges and as I noted earlier, it was before the time of the story of the Samson, who was a Danite. It also obviously preceded the story of the Benjamites.
  The Danites had lost faith in the LORD’s promise to go before them, probably because so few of them trusted the LORD about anything. It might be instructive to remember Jacob’s prophecy about Dan in Genesis 49:17 “Dan will be a serpent by the roadside, a viper along the path, that bites the horse’s heels so that its rider tumbles backward.”
Judges 18:2 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. 
Most of the Danites had decided to look elsewhere for land to occupy, so they sent out a scouting party to look for territory that was easier to conquer. They travelled north. In Israel, the farther north you get, the wetter the climate. They came to Ephraim and to Micah’s house.

Judges 18:3-4 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?” He told them what Micah had done for him, and said, “He has hired me and I am his priest.” 
Evidently, they knew this Levite. Bethlehem in Judah where he was from, was relatively close to the towns in Dan from which they came. Also, they were of a similar mind as the Levite, willing to interpret the Law as suited them.

Judges 18:5-6 Then they said to him, “Please inquire of God to learn whether our journey will be successful.” The priest answered them, “Go in peace. Your journey has the LORD’s approval.”
The Levite’s message was definitely not from the LORD. However, it was what the Danites wanted to hear and the Levite was smart enough to give them what they wanted.

Judges 18:7 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. 
The Danite scouts found Laish, just north of the land God had promised and saw that their land was prosperous. They saw Laish would be relatively easy to defeat and had no close allies to help them. 

Judges 18:8-9 When they returned to Zorah and Eshtaol, their brothers asked them, “How did you find things?” 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. 
The spies came back with an enthusiastic report.
Judges 18:10 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.” 
Again, God is invoked to justify an action, when His word stands firmly against it.

Judges 18:11-13 Then six hundred men from the clan of the Danites, armed for battle, set out from Zorah and Eshtaol. 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. From there they went on to the hill country of Ephraim and came to Micah’s house.
Six hundred warriors set out for Laish following the same route as their five spies and came to Micah’s house and shrine. Evidently, from verse 21, they also took along their families and possessions.
Judges 18:14 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.” 
They had evidently discussed beforehand what they wanted to do. After all, the priest of this place (the Levite from Bethlehem) had promised them that the LORD would bless their enterprise. Since they had then found a likely place to conquer, they must have thought it would be good luck if they took this priest and his idol along with them.
Judges 18:15-19 So they turned in there and went to the house of the young Levite at Micah’s place and greeted him. The six hundred Danites, armed for battle, stood at the entrance to the gate. 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. 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?” 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?” 
The Danites showed their contempt for the Law by committing robbery. They didn’t even offer compensation.
 Yet the clothed their robbery in religiosity. Religion has similarly been used as a covering for rape, robbery, and murder thoughout history.
Judges 18:20 Then the priest was glad. He took the ephod, the other household gods and the carved image and went along with the people. 
The Danites made the Levite an offer of a priesthood more prestigious and lucrative than the one he had. He gladly accepted. After all, that was what motivated his life, not God.
Judges 18:21-22 Putting their little children, their livestock and their possessions in front of them, they turned away and left. When they had gone some distance from Micah’s house, the men who lived near Micah were called together and overtook the Danites. 
It took some time for Micah to gather enough of his neighbors to make any kind of credible challenge to the Danites.

Judges 18:23-26 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?” 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?’” 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.” So the Danites went their way, and Micah, seeing that they were too strong for him, turned around and went back home. 
The Danites made no apologies or offers of restitution, they simply threatened Micah and his family with death. These are people who are telling each other they are on their way to do the LORD’s work.

Judges 18:27-28 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. 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. 
After what they had done to their own people, we can little wonder that they had no scruples in destroying the city of Laish. The Bible goes out of it’s way to let us know that they were a peaceful people who had not attacked Israel. The account does not say that all the people were destroyed, so I expect that they were absorbed into the tribe of Dan along with their religion. Of course Dan didn’t have far to fall anyway.
Judges 18:29 They named it Dan after their forefather Dan, who was born to Israel--though the city used to be called Laish. 
The new city was called Dan. It was indeed materially in a green and fertile valley, but spiritually, Dan died. It is the only tribe that is not represented among the resurrected 144,000 in the Millennium (Revelation 7:4-8). Probably because there weren’t enough believers from Dan to make up 12,000.

Judges 18:30 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. 
This identifies the Levite as being Jonathan, who was descended from Gershom, the son of  Moses. We know that this episode was fairly early in the period of the Judges, as we know it preceded the story of the Benjamites, and when that story occurred, Phinehas, the grandson of Aaron was still the high priest. This story was probably within fifty years of the death of Joshua, and this Jonathan was probably the great grandson of Moses. That was probably why the Danites knew him. He was a celebrity. His descendants maintained this apostasy “until the time of the captivity of the land,” which in the case of Dan probably refers to the invasion of Assyria in 721 BC or about 700 years later. This comment also reveals that this editorial update, like many other such additions in the Pentateuch and Joshua was made at a much later time. 
Judges 18:31 They continued to use the idols Micah had made, all the time the house of God was in Shiloh.

Yet all this time, the Tabernacle, which was the LORD’s designated house of worship, was in Shiloh.
� 1 Samuel 4:18 “When he mentioned the ark of God, Eli fell backward off his chair by the side of the gate. His neck was broken and he died, for he was an old man and heavy. He had judged Israel forty years.”


� 1 Samuel 7:17 “But he (Samuel) always went back to Ramah,  where his home was, and there he also judged Israel. And he built an altar there to the LORD.”


� The Hebrew word here is hl;a; {ä·lä'} which seems to mean invoking a curse by an oath.


� In some cases it is expressly forbidden with severe penalty - Exodus 21:17, Exodus 22:28, Leviticus 19:14. We know what Jesus attitude toward oaths was: Matthew 5:34-37 “But I tell you, Do not swear at all: either by heaven, for it is God’s throne; or by the earth, for it is his footstool; or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the Great King. And do not swear by your head, for you cannot make even one hair white or black. Simply let your ‘Yes’ be ‘Yes,’ and your ‘No,’ ‘No’; anything beyond this comes from the evil one.”


� Exodus 20:4 “You shall not make for yourself an idol in the form of anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the waters below.”


� This Levite was Jonathan descendant of Gershom, son of Moses. (Judges 18:30)


� Bethlehem.


� Exodus 28.


� Evidently, ten shekels a year was considered a decent wage.


� Of course, under the law, a Levite could not be a priest unless he was from the family of Aaron.


� Because the territory conquered by Dan is referred to in the edited copy of Genesis as “Dan,” I would place the time of this episode very early in the time of the Judges.


� Judges 20:1 indicates that at that time the Danites were located in the far north of Israel, not in their inheritance.


� Which means “camp of Dan.”


� Exodus 20:15”You shall not steal.” Leviticus 19:13 “Do not defraud your neighbor or rob him.”


� This is all the Bible needs to say about how against the commands of God this was.
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