
Men without chests | Judges 17:1 - 18:25 

 
Opening 
The book of Judges has concentrated up until now on the times in which God intervened to save Israel from its spiritual 
decline and slide into idolatry. We saw, however, that the rebellion got deeper and deeper until the repentance completely 
disappeared.  More and more the salvation God sent had to be sheer grace — accomplished with less and less cooperation on 
the part of the Israelites. Finally, in the judge-ship of Samson, even God’s rescue had to be through the weakness and defeat 
of the rescuer! In all these ways, God is pointing us toward the gospel, showing us that his salvation must be through grace 
that we do not merit, and it is accomplished for us through the weakness and defeat of the Savior. 
 
The earlier passages have given us a bird’s eye view of things, usually only saying, “they fell into idolatry” — while these 
chapters give us a ground-level, detailed view of what life was like in Israel during those times. (Various references within the 
passages show us that these did not come chronologically after Samson and the other judges, but rather they happened 
earlier, between the earlier judges.) The earlier passages showed us how God rescued Israel, but these passages give case 
studies of the kind of spiritual condition he rescued them from. That is why these final chapters barely mention the Lord. It is 
showing us what life was like when Israel was left to its own resources. This view of humanity-without-God is so bleak that 
these passages are almost never preached upon or even studied. 
 
Bottom Line 
 
Israel’s spiritual decline should warn and humble us as we compare Micah’s account with our own and should cause praise to 
a God who is willing to bear with such sinful humans. 
 
 
1. Read Judges 17:1-2. A lot of information is packed into this sentence! How is Micah’s story set up?  (What has he done to 
whom?) 
 
Micah stole 1,100 silver-shekels which his mother had accumulated. She had not known who had stolen it, and so she had 
called down a curse on the robber. He, having heard the curse, confessed the theft to his mother, returning the whole amount. 
It seems probable that what convinced him to bring the money back was not the pangs of conscience so much as the fear of 
the curse. In summary, we have here a person of very weak character, with no principles at all. He is hollow — a man without 
any substance within. 
 
Note: In ancient times, a “curse” was taken very seriously. “A curse was not a mere sound on the lips, but an agent sent forth… 
an active agent for hurt.” (J. A. Motyer, ‘Curse’, New Bible Dictionary, p.283). A Biblical curse was just declaration and 
prediction that God’s law-breaking would bring destruction. But in the pagan world, a curse was magical-agent sent loose to 
harm the accursed party. That this view was the view of Micah’s family is re-enforced by what the mother does in v.2. She 
blesses him, which is the opposite of a curse. In other words, she removes the curse, as he hoped. His mother On the one 
hand, is very forgiving. She immediately showers him with blessing, and complements him as if he had just done a generous 
deed for her. She spares him the pain and process of repentance and reconciliation. Without such pain, there is a) no 
deterrence to such behavior in the future, b) no insight into his own heart for discerning the reasons and motivations for the 
theft, and c) no humbling or grace for change. A condemning/punishing parent hurts a child, but 
so does an excusing/”enabling” parent. 
 
Look again at verse 6. “Israel had no king; everyone did as he saw fit.” We will see that  v.6 is also the very last verse of the 
book of Judges, so it is very significant. Another way of saying this is, "Everyone did what was right in his own eyes." What 
problems might result if everyone is making life decisions based on what THEY think is right? 
Our own preferences become the standard for "rightness" and true. Personal experience becomes the new standard of truth. 
Our current cultural preferences become the measuring stick for decisions instead of God and his timeless truths revealed in 
Scripture. 
 
Discuss: What is the difference between judging God by our own experience verses judging our own experience by God?  
When we make our own heart the ultimate standard of truth, we have made an “idol” of our own feelings — we have deified 
them. But the result is personal and social ruin. 
 



 
2. Read Judges 17:1-11. In what ways is the worship practice of Micah and his mother ‘orthodox’ and right (according to the 
ways God had already commanded Israel to worship Him)? In what ways does their worship contradict the 10 
commandments and other laws concerning the true worship of God? You can check out the 10 commandments in Exodus 
20. 
 
How is it right? 
First, Micah’s mother is very orthodox in that she invokes the Lord’s name (v.2-3) — the covenant name of “Yahweh” (“LORD” 
in small caps in English translation always renders the name “Yahweh”.) Micah’s family does not claim to be worshipping 
Dagon or Chemosh or the Baals and Ashtoreths.  
 
Second, the shrine that is established (v.5) has both an ephod (a priest’s breastplate for inquiring of the Lord — via ‘Urim’ and 
‘Thummim’) and a priest. Even the later effort to hire a Levite to be a priest shows that externally, they were following the 
basic rules of divine worship set out in the Mosaic law. They had a tabernacle, a Levitical priest, and a breast-plate. 
 
In what ways does it contradict the laws of God? 
First, Micah’s mother shows her gratitude to God by creating two idols (v.4)! This is startling because it is a blatant disregard 
for the second commandment (Exod.20:4-5; Deut.4:16).  It is just as startling that Micah’s mother seems completely unaware 
of the incongruity. That shows how ‘hollow’ Israel’s religion had become. It was externally ‘right’, but it had no sense of the 
spirit of true faith. 
 
In addition, Micah sets up his own shrine in his own home (v.5). God had said that there was to be a central tabernacle or 
temple, set up around the glory-cloud of God (Exod.20:24). When the glory-cloud moved, the tabernacle moved. That was the 
place that the sacrifices were made, where worship was conducted, where the priest’s “ephod” or breastplate was, where 
God answered people’s questions. God is not allowing the Israelites to worship anywhere they wanted, but Micah sets up his 
own sanctuary for worship at his convenience. This shows that Israel’s religion had become one of personal convenience. 
 
Third, Micah makes his own son into a priest. Again, this contradicts the Mosaic revelation that only those of the tribe of Levi 
were to be priest. Micah and his mother, however, want to lift one of their own blood into the priesthood. When a Levite 
comes along, they consider this to be an improvement (v.7-13), because they know of the Mosaic revelation. This shows that 
Israel considered obedience to God’s laws “nice if you can do it” — they saw obedience as optional. All these were different 
ways of violating one fundamental principle. Israel’s faith is a revealed faith. God reveals himself in his Word — we do not 
discover not as you want me to be, and worship me as my heart directs, not as your heart directs.” Micah’s family shapes a 
God who is convenient to worship. They follow the laws they like and ignore the laws they don’t. 
 
 
6. Take a look again at verse 13. What is the goal of their worship? What should drive true worship? 
 
 
Verse 13 shows us the ultimate goal of their religion. “Now I know that the Lord will be good to me, since I have this Levite…” 
In other words, the purpose of this religion is to get access to God so you can get him to do what you want. The goal of true 
faith is to give God access to your heart so he can get you to do what he wants. Religion’s purpose is to get God to serve you; 
gospel faith’s purpose is to get your heart to serve him.  A religion of repentance is a religion of grace, in which we rest and 
rely on mercy alone; a religion of rites and regulations and observances is a religion of works and activity in which we earn and 
force the hand of the deity. 
 
 
Micah and his family model this kind of worship: "I go to God to get things from God" verses "I go to God to simply get God 
himself."  Examine your own life. How have you been guilty of worshipping God like Micah and his family? 
 
What is the danger in worshipping God this way? 
When we go to God to get things from him, we put him into OUR service. He becomes a cosmic vending machine dispensing 
favors when we are in need. When we don't get what we ask for, we get angry, dissapointed, or worse...blame God for not 
giving us what we think we really need. When we go to God to simply get God, we enter into a real relationship. When we 
read the Bible to simply get God, we grow in our understanding of his character and his will for our lives. A genuine love for 
God and his work in our lives is the result. When we read the Bible in order to secure some sort of blessing from God, we show 



that our true motivation is not God himself, but the benefits we perceive him to offer us. Imagine being married to someone 
and finding out that your spouse married you for your money, your prestige, or some other benefit that you offered them. 
You would feel defrauded. Our relationship with God is a love relationship. 
 
o Believe: During Perspective Week, we discovered some interesting statics about our campus. When it comes to deciding 
what is true, over 40% of our campus makes decisions about right and wrong based on their own perceptions and experiences. 
In other words, 'We do what is right in our own eyes.' Judges repeatedly shows us that kind of decision making will always end 
in personal and social ruin because we put ourselves into a role we never were meant to assume: The ultimate judge of right 
and wrong.  

Examine your own life: Is your ultimate authority your passions, feelings, and experiences or God and his Word? 
Share some examples. 
 
How might you lay down your idols of feeling and experience and more fully worship God and his revealed truth 
found in Scripture? 

 
o   Belong: In what ways do you worship God outwardly but not inwardly?  How can we encourage each other out of idolatry? 
 
o   Bless: takeaway/action point: Many people say they want no part of Christianity or the church because of hypocrisy.  How 
would you explain the type of grace God gives to us even though we don't deserve it?  How would you explain this to a non-
believer? 
 


