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Let me ask you a question. When you hear the words, “religion” or “religious” do you get a positive or a negative 
feeling?  How about your friends? Are they accepting or suspicious of religion?  We live in one of the most secular 
counties in the nation.  Alameda County has around 1.3 million residents and 900,000 of us claim no religious 
preferences.  Religion is irrelevant to most people and threatening to many.  People today are suspicious of any 
institution that claims moral authority over their lives.  They associate religion with bigotry, intolerance and 
exclusion – because that’s what many people have experienced from religion; and many people point at 
Christianity as the prime offender.  I was raised in the church but like many people today, walked away in college 
because Christianity seemed irrelevant, hopelessly out of step with life as I knew it and hypocritical, divisive, and 
oppressive.  Yet today, I’m not only a follower of Jesus but a pastor.  What happened?  My opinion of religion is 
unchanged. What I discovered is that true Christianity is not a religion but a relationship.  Religion is spelled “DO” 
because all religion is about what you must DO to be acceptable to God.  Christianity is spelled “DONE” because 
the gospel is about what God has done through Christ to make us acceptable.  And religion has always been 
Christ’s greatest competitor.  Religious people crucified Jesus; religious people persecuted the early church; 
religious people hijacked the church of the Middle Ages and have counterfeited true Christianity ever since.  That’s 
why I believe that today most people haven’t rejected Christ but religion.  This morning as we continue with the 
Strange Tales of the Book of Judges, we’re going to look at a story which illustrates why religion is so dangerous.  

The history of Judges closes with the story of Samson. He is the final judge in this book though he will be followed 
by two more judges, Eli and Samuel who appear in 1 Samuel.  But the final chapters of Judges form an appendix to 
the book; a ground level view of what life was like during the time of the judges when everyone did what was right 
in their own eyes; as the author presents two case studies which vividly illustrate the spiritual and moral condition 
of the average Israelite.  And both of these two final stories involve priests; the spiritual leaders of Israel.  I entitled 
this story we’re going to look at this morning, “Religion or the Gospel” because the strange tale in Chapters 17-18 
illustrates why religion can’t save anyone.  First, because all religion is based on an incomplete view of God; 
Second, because religion is an attempt to control God.   Third, because religion has is powerless power to save us.  

Vs.1: “Now there was a man of the hill country of Ephraim whose name was Micah.”  Micah isn’t a judge or 
anybody special – just a guy who lives in central Israel.  The author is giving us the man on the street view of life in 
the time of the Judges.  Vs. 2 “He said to his mother, "The eleven hundred pieces of silver which were taken from 
you, about which you uttered a curse in my hearing, behold, the silver is with me; I took it."   Micah’s mom is quite 
wealthy and she’s accumulated about 28 pounds of silver which according to vs. 10 would be roughly the 
equivalent of 110 years of wages.  If you multiply your annual income by 110, you get an idea of how much her son 
Micah steals from her. However when Micah hears his mom put a curse on the thief, he gets scared and returns it.  
Micah is obviously a superstitious man who takes his mother’s curse seriously.  Notice how his mom responds 
when she finds out her son is the thief whom she cursed. “And his mother said, "Blessed be my son by the LORD."   
Not exactly tough love; Micah’s mom immediately reverses the curse with a blessing.  She’s an indulgent mom who 
doesn’t want her boy to be cursed by God but rather blessed by Him.  Notice that Micah and his mom are not idol-
worshipers.  They still worship the true God of Israel – sort of. Vs. 3-4: “He then returned the eleven hundred pieces 
of silver to his mother, and his mother said, "I wholly dedicate the silver from my hand to the LORD for my son to 
make a graven image and a molten image; now therefore, I will return them to you." So when he returned the silver 
to his mother, his mother took two hundred pieces of silver and gave them to the silversmith who made them into a 
graven image and a molten image, and they were in the house of Micah.”  I think that Judges was originally written 



to the Jews living in exile in Babylon – and I’ll show you why in a minute – to show them why Israel is no longer 
living in the land God promised them.  And as they read this story, they would be groaning at this point.  How can 
this woman claim to believe in the God of the Bible and think she can make an idol to represent that God?  Micah’s 
mom says she is dedicating all the silver he returned to her to the Lord – probably trying to buy her way out of the 
curse she pronounced on her son but she actually only gives 200 pieces of the silver to the silversmith to create 
this idol and pockets the rest. The silversmith creates the idol and now it is in Micah’s house.  So in this ground 
level case study of an ordinary Israeli family in the time of the judges, the Jewish reader would realize that even 
though this family seems to fear God, in four verses, Micah and his mom have already broken seven of the Ten 
Commandments.  They worship God but they worship Him in their own way, in essence creating their own religion.  

Now the most obvious command Micah and his mom break is the second commandment.  Let’s look at Exodus 
20:4-5, “You shall not make for yourself an idol, or any likeness of what is in heaven above or on the earth beneath 
or in the water under the earth. You shall not worship them or serve them; for I, the LORD your God, am a jealous 
God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children, on the third and the fourth generations of those who hate 
Me, but showing lovingkindness to thousands, to those who love Me and keep My commandments.” 
God forbids Israel to create any visible representation of Himself to worship; as well as anything else they might 
worship instead of Him.  Idolatry is not only worshiping false gods but worshiping a false representation of the true 
God. A graven image or depiction of God automatically reveals part of His nature but conceals another part.  When 
Israel was on Mount Sinai, waiting for Moses to return from meeting with God, they demanded that Moses’ 
brother Aaron make them a visible representation of God for them to worship and Aaron made a golden calf 
because in that culture, cows symbolized power and Israel had just witnessed a great display of God’s power on 
the mountain. However, while the golden calf might remind people that God is mighty, it couldn’t reveal His 
holiness, His love or any of His other attributes.  The golden calf only represented a part of God and therefore gave 
a false and distorted picture of Him.  That’s why God commanded Israel to not be like the other nations with their 
self-created religions but to make no images of Him but rather to respond to who He revealed Himself to be in His 
word to them.  And that’s always been the problem with images.  If you painted a picture of God, would He be 
smiling or frowning?  Would He be mighty or gentle?  Would He be condemning or forgiving?  Because the true 
God is all of those things and cannot adequately be represented by the art of man.   
 
The first lesson for us in this passage is that religion always begins with an incomplete view of God and the refusal 
to let God be God.  Religion filters out things about God our heart can’t accept and creates a god in our image, the 
kind of God we’re comfortable with.  I’m sure you’ve heard people say things like, “I don’t believe in a god like 
that…”  Or, “We can no longer accept a God who…”  “Our culture can’t accept a god like that so we must abandon 
that aspect of God.”   Micah and his mother are reshaping God to fit their own ideas of who God should be instead 
letting God reshape them.  They are worshiping a god who is right in their eyes rather than the true God and that is 
what every human religion does.  Religion creates god in its own image.   I’ve met some very religious people who 
ignore some of the things the Bible clearly reveals about God.  The God of the Bible warns us constantly against 
greed because greed is idolatry, yet there are very religious people who say that God wants you to be wealthy and 
if you’re not wealthy, you’re not being blessed by Him.  The God of the Bible consistently warns us against sexual 
immorality yet I’ve met very religious people who are sexually immoral and fine with it.  “I prayed about it and God 
gave me a peace that this was ok because we love one another.”  The problem with the god of religion is that he 
can’t save anybody, as Micah will discover later, because He isn’t real.  He’s just the projection of his creator, a god 
made in our image.  And a god made in our image can’t change us because he or she or it is just like us.  Creating 
our own god is like marrying somebody just like us.  If my wife and I are identical, one of us is unnecessary.  That’s 
why opposites attract.  That’s why marriage is so life-changing, because you enter this intimate relationship with 
someone unlike you and there’s going to be conflict.  “My family didn’t do it that way.”  “Well, your family is 
wrong.”  But over time, as you work through those conflicts, you both grow and change and your relationship 
becomes richer and more intimate as a result of the ways you are unlike each other.  And if in our relationship with 
God, there isn’t wrestling, or surprises or conflict between us and God; if God is just a comfortable retreat for us, 
then we’re probably worshiping a god of our own creation and not the true God who has revealed Himself in the 
story of the Bible.  A god who is just like us can’t change us because he is a projection of who we already are. 



So Micah and his mom create their own image of God and Micah proceeds to create his own religion.  Vs. 5 “And 
the man Micah had a shrine and he made an ephod (breastplate worn by the high priest) and household idols and 
consecrated one of his sons, that he might become his priest.   The Jewish readers in Babylon groan again.  In the 
law, God established one central tabernacle where He was to be worshiped and that’s where every Israelite was to 
come to offer sacrifices and to worship God.  But now that Micah has his own idol, he creates his own homemade 
tabernacle in his home and even appoints one of his sons to be the priest, making him a copy of the breastplate 
worn by the high priest in the actual tabernacle.  By this time, the readers who are familiar with the story of the 
Bible have lost count of all the commands Micah has broken.  He has created a bad copy of Israel’s worship for his 
own convenience.  I remember a family who stopped attending church altogether because they were unable to 
find a church that met their expectations; so they began holding home church.  Every Sunday, the family would 
gather to sing hymns, pray and Dad would preach.  Yet the Bible says that we’re to not forsake the assembling of 
Christians together, regardless of how dry or boring it might seem.  What that family was practicing was self-made 
religion – not Christianity; just like Micah.  It’s no wonder that vs. 6 reminds us of the theme of Judges; “In those 
days there was no king in Israel; every man did what was right in his own eyes.”   No kidding!  Micah creates a 
religion that is right in our own eyes.   He isn’t consciously rejecting God nor is he ignoring God.  But he is coming 
to God on his own terms and defining God according to his own thoughts.  That’s religion: religion is not based on 
the truth which God has revealed but rather on my own ideas and preferences.  Religion controls and tames God 
and remakes him in an image we are comfortable with.  It is an easy religion to live with but powerless to save us, 
because a god I can control cannot control or conquer the things which are outside of my control. 
 
 At this point in the story, the Jewish readers would ask, “Wait a minute, where are the priests?”  God appointed 
the priests to prevent this kind of thing from happening.  The priests were the spiritual leaders of Israel, the 
teachers, the guides, the men who represented God to the people and the people to God.  They were responsible 
for the spiritual health of Israel.  And that’s the problem here.  Because this story and the following story are really 
about the depths to which the priesthood has fallen and why they are not exercising any spiritual leadership in the 
time of the Judges.  Vs. 7: “Now there was a young man from Bethlehem in Judah, of the family of Judah, who was 
a Levite; and he was staying there.  The Levites were the tribe God assigned to be the priests of Israel.  The Levites 
lived either in one of their own cities God assigned to them or at Shiloh where the tabernacle was.  The fact that 
this young priest is living in Bethlehem – which was not a Levitical town - shows us that he has left his hometown 
where he should be serving the people as a priest and is unemployed. This priest is free-lancing and when he can’t 
find work in Bethlehem of Judah, he moves on down the road to the territory of Ephraim.  Vs. 8-12 “Then the man 
departed from the city, from Bethlehem in Judah, to stay wherever he might find a place; (he’s looking for a job as a 
priest but not in the way God has assigned) and as he made his journey, he came to the hill country of Ephraim to 
the house of Micah. Micah said to him, "Where do you come from?" And he said to him, "I am a Levite from 
Bethlehem in Judah, and I am going to stay wherever I may find a place." Micah then said to him, "Dwell with me 
and be a father and a priest to me, and I will give you ten pieces of silver a year, a suit of clothes, and your 
maintenance." So the Levite went in. The Levite agreed to live with the man, and the young man became to him like 
one of his sons. So Micah consecrated the Levite, and the young man became his priest and lived in the house of 
Micah.”  This young priest, whose name we learn later is Jonathan is a priest for hire.  Rather than serving Israel, he 
becomes Micah’s personal priest because Micah pays his salary.  Jonathan is the perfect priest for Micah’s 
homemade religion.  The Jewish reader of this story would think, “OK, now Micah is going to find out he can’t 
make graven images of the Lord.”  But Jonathan says nothing.  He’s getting paid and he’ll do whatever his boss 
wants.  He aids and abets Micah’s home-grown religion because like Micah, Jonathan does what is right in his own 
eyes.  He isn’t interested in what God wants, only in what he wants.  As for Micah, he never had it so good. Now 
his home-made, do it yourself religion is even more impressive.  Now it looks even more like the real deal, even 
though it has no power to save.  Because Micah and Jonathan, while trying to create something that looks like true 
worship are both rejecting the central principle of true worship; that worship must be conducted according to 
God’s word, not human ideas.    
 
Now I want you to notice Micah’s motivation in creating this religion because it is the motivation for all religious 
efforts.  Vs. 13,“Then Micah said, "Now I know that the LORD will prosper me, seeing I have a Levite as priest."  
Why did Micah make an image of God, set up a shine for the image and hire his own priest - to get God to prosper 
him. The goal of religion is to control God, to get God to serve me: the goal of the gospel is to enable me to serve 



Him.  Religion reduces God to someone to be controlled rather than seeing God as the One who is in control and 
worthy of worship. Let me ask you a question.  Would you want a god who did everything you wanted?  Who gave 
you everything you desired?  As attractive as that sounds, I don’t think I would.  Because I’ve wanted a lot of stupid 
things in my life and I’m so glad that God holds veto power, that God is smarter than I am, that God often says no 
because He has a better plan.  I don’t want a god I can control because when things go bad, how do I know He 
even exists and is not just the projection of my own desires?  If I can control God, then He is incapable of 
controlling the things I can’t control and therefore can’t really help or save or bless – as Micah is about to discover.  
The first thing we learn about religion from this story is that religion is based on an incomplete view of God; and 
second that religion is an attempt to control God.  Finally, in chapter 18, we see why religion is powerless to save 
us.  
 
Chapter 18, Vs.1 “In those days there was no king of Israel; (in case we forgot) and in those days the tribe of the 
Danites was seeking an inheritance for themselves to live in, for until that day an inheritance had not been allotted 
to them as a possession among the tribes of Israel.   Dan was the second largest of the 12 tribes of Israel but they 
are homeless.  When Joshua divided up the land between the tribes, the Danites were given the land on the coast, 
west of the land given to the tribes of Judah and Ephraim. All the other tribes at least partially conquered and 
settled in the lands God gave to them but Dan failed to drive out the Amorites and subsequently the Philistines 
who set up shop on the west coast of Canaan and the Danites were forced to live as nomads in the mountains.  
Now, instead of obeying God and trusting Him to enable them to conquer the land He has promised to them, they 
begin to look for an easier land to take from somebody else.  Instead of trusting God and fighting to possess what 
God has given to them, they look for a new land where resistance won’t be so strong.   By the way, Samson was 
from the tribe of Dan but he failed to use the great strength God gave him to serve God’s will for his tribe.  That’s 
why vs. 1 begins with part of the familiar formula in Judges, “In those days, there was no king in Israel” and leaves 
it to the reader to supply the rest, “and every man did what was right in his own sight.”  The Danites are just like 
Micah and Jonathan, doing what is right in their own sight and putting together their own plan for their tribe 
rather than following God.  The Danites send 5 spies north to find a place where the tribe can settle and they 
spend the night at Micah’s house where they meet Micah’s priest and ask him how it is that he’s living with Micah.  
Jonathan replies that Micah has hired him as his own personal priest and so the Danites ask Jonathan to ask God 
whether they will succeed in their mission to find a new home - completely ignoring the fact that God has already 
told the tribe of Dan where they’re supposed to live.  Jonathan tells them what they want to hear, “Go in peace, 
you have the Lord’s approval.”  Like most religious leaders speaking in God’s behalf, Jonathan’s making this stuff 
up as he goes.  The following day, the 5 spies leave and travel north to a place on the north side of the Sea of 
Galilee, across the northern border of the tribe of Naphtali, into land that God didn’t give to Israel where they 
discover a prosperous and peace-loving farming community, living independently of the various Gentile 
communities surrounding them in a town called Laish.  The spies hurry home and report that they have discovered 
the perfect home for the tribe, a rich land which lacks nothing and which they claim, “God has given to us,” 
because Micah’s priest told them so and there’s no army there to protect the citizens. 600 men of Dan, armed and 
dangerous, march north to Laish to kill the residents so their tribe can move north. On the way, they stop at 
Micah’s house again and take his idols and his breastplate; and when Jonathan the priest asks them what they are 
doing, they ask him to come with them and be their priest.  Why should he be a priest to Micah when he can be a 
priest to an entire tribe?  So Jonathan happily joins the Danites as their tribe’s priest.  His career path is definitely 
moving on up.   A few miles up the road, Micah and the men of his town catch up with the Danites and demand his 
idols and his priest back, but the soldiers of Dan reply that if Micah wants to go on living, he’ll go back home – 
which Micah does. Of course, Micah really lost nothing; because man-made religion always disappoints.  It has no 
power. It can’t save us because God is not in it.  The Danites march north, kill the peace-loving people of Laish and 
burn the city down and then rebuild it.  Let’s pick up the story at vs. 29-30. “They called the name of the city Dan, 
after the name of Dan their father who was born in Israel; however, the name of the city formerly was Laish. The 
sons of Dan set up for themselves the graven image; and Jonathan, the son of Gershom, the son of Moses; , he and 
his sons were priests to the tribe of the Danites until the day of the captivity of the land.”  The captivity of the land 
refers to the Assyrian invasion 700 years in the future when Assyria conquers 10 of the 12 tribes of Israel and takes 
them away in captivity - which tells us that Judges had to be written after the fall of Israel.  Vs. 31 “So they set up 
for themselves Micah's graven image which he had made, all the time that the house of God was at Shiloh.” 



 The Danites are thieves. They steal Micah’s homemade religion and then use that religion to justify stealing the 
land of the Laishites.  They are living in a different place than where God commanded them to live and worshiping 
God in a different way than He commanded Israel to worship.  Worse, even though Jonathan is a direct descendant 
of Moses, he and his descendants become renegade priests, presiding over the false religion of Dan until the 
Assyrian captivity.  That may be why the tribe of Dan is the one missing tribe in 1 Chronicles and again, the only 
tribe missing in Rev. 7: which describes representatives of the tribes of Israel in heaven.  Apparently the tribe of 
Dan never stopped doing what was right in their own sight until they disappear from history. 
 

These two chapters are really a brief course in the history of world religions.  Religion is man’s best effort to reach 
God.  But because sin and unbelief dwell in the human heart, those efforts are always corrupted, ineffective and 
come with unintended consequences.  Who would imagine that the silly silver idol which Micah and his mom made 
would still be affecting the Danites 700 years later?  Religion is man’s best efforts to find God but because of the 
human heart, those efforts create the god we want rather than finding the God who is, and then tries to control 
that god for our own interests and using that god to justify our own pride and evil.  That’s why in the history of the 
world, so very much evil has been done in the name of religion.  And because religion is man-made, it has no more 
power to save us than the idol Micah made could save him. 

 The lesson of Judges 17-18 is that because we all do what is right in our own eyes, our hearts corrupt our best 
religious impulses; we need a priest.  Religion is man’s best effort to find God but the gospel is God’s best effort to 
find man. The Hebrew word for priest comes from the verb, “to come near.”  The priest was necessary to bring the 
people and God near to one another and the big lesson in chapters 17-18 is that Israel needs better priests.  
Everybody is doing what is right in their own eyes because of the failure of the priesthood.  They are not providing 
the spiritual leadership or the teaching or the encouragement or the example God’s people desperately need.  The 
priest was to be a bridge between God and people, accurately representing God to the people and 
compassionately representing the people to God.  But in the time of the judges, the priests were like everyone, 
doing what was right in their own eyes.  They were like Jonathan, religious professionals, pretending to speak for 
God but using their position for their own benefit rather than genuinely caring about God or His people.  The fact 
is, we all need a priest, a spiritual leader who will tell us the truth about God and then show us by his own life how 
to walk with God and then connect us to God.  And the good news of the gospel is that Jesus is that better priest.  
That’s the point of the letter to the Hebrews.  Hebrews 2:17-3:1, “Therefore, He had to be made like His brethren in 
all things, so that He might become a merciful and faithful high priest in things pertaining to God, to make 
propitiation for the sins of the people. For since He Himself was tempted in that which He has suffered, He is able to 
come to the aid of those who are tempted. Therefore, holy brethren, partakers of a heavenly calling, consider Jesus, 
the Apostle and High Priest of our confession;” Unlike Jonathan who left his home for his own career and to move 
up the ecclesiastical ladder, Jesus is the better priest who left heaven for our benefit and to save us from our 
separation from God. Unlike Jonathan who served as a priest for his own benefit, Jesus is the better priest who laid 
aside His glory and privilege and comfort for our sake. Unlike Jonathan who used a graven image to represent God, 
Jesus is the better priest who, as the very image of God, communicates the whole truth about who God really is 
and what He is like.  If we want to know the truth about God, we need to listen to Jesus.  Unlike Jonathan who 
could only offer animal sacrifices for sin which were only pictures of what God would provide, Jesus is the better 
priest who offered up Himself as the true sacrifice for sin, bearing the punishment that we deserve so that God 
forgives us for His sake. Unlike Jonathan whose religion only made the Danites worse, Jesus is the better priest 
who brings us into the very presence of God and transforms us into true children of God when He comes to live in 
us.  And because God has given us Jesus, the priest we need, we can trust Him to represent us daily before God 
and to lead us daily to God and into the life God has for us.  That’s why Paul writes in  1 Tim. 2:5-6, “There is one 
God an one mediator also between God and men, the man Jesus Christ who gave Himself a ransom for all.”  
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