
Syncretism in Godless Times 

Why were the sinful Danites allowed to prosper? 
godless times study #3: Judges 18:1-31

essential facts 
 

The tribe of Dan was looking for new land because they had been 
unable to conquer the land that Joshua (and God) had given them (Jud. 
1:34, 18:1). The spies that they sent out asked a young Levite to seek 
the Lord on their behalf (18:5). He told them that God would be with 
them (18:6), and they succesfully spied out the land in the north. At 
they end of the chapter (18:27-29, the Danites easily conquered it. 
 

Thus, it sounds like God had blessed, even though the Levite and the 
Danites worshipped idols as well as the Lord (18:4-31). Their syncre-
tism is clearly seen, but the chapter does NOT directly say that their 
mixed religion was an abomination and would lead to disaster. Instead, 
the syncretists seemed to prosper while falsely claiming that God 
was on their side (18:6, 10). He was not! So it was a godless time de-
spite the religious talk. Why did God allow it to happen and be re-
ported in what seems like a somewhat superficial way? 
 
 

possible explanations 
 

Which of the following points do you think are valid or important.  
 

God often does not judge sinners immediately or even quickly. 

God used the story to help show the sinfulness of an entire tribe. 

God used the chapter to show what idolatry was like within the nation. 

God’s judgement of the Danites is clearly mentioned in the chapter (18:30)! 

God used the chapter to help the nation realize the need for a king (18:1, 19:1).  

God used the chapter to show the sinfulness of the religious leaders (Cf. 19:1-30.) 

God used chapters 18 through 20 to show that the nation’s sinfulness led to civil war. 

The sinfulness of the Levite and the Danites is clear in the chapter without adding to it. 

The situation in Judges chapter 18 is a lot like the situation Paul described in 2 Tim. 3:1-7. 
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The Danites appeared to move successful, but...   godless moves 
are not profitable.

At first reading, the Danites move in Judges 18:1-31 seems to be reasonable, well-executed, and 
even blessed by God (18:10). The words of their spies in 18:9-10 sound much like the good report 
given by Joshua and Caleb earlier in Num. 13:30 and 14:6-9. Was it really a good move, however? 

After going through the lines above, it is clear that the Danites move was not a good one, but how does 
that apply to us? For various thoughts on this and the lines above see the discussion on the next page. 

The Danites in Judges 18:1-31...
Mark the lines (as completed) below as either correct (C), incorrect (X), or partly correct (▲).

A (    ) searched for new and better land.

A-1 (    ) searched carefully using spies (18:2, 8-10).

A-2 (    ) naturally wanted a valley instead of hills (1:34, 18:28).

A-3 (    ) showed faith in expecting the Lord to help them (18:9-10).

A-4 (    ) were practical, looking for land that was easy to conquer (18:7-10, 28). 

B (    ) were idolatrous.

B-1 (    ) were focused on the land rather than the Lord (18:2, 10, 31).

B-2 (    ) believed what the idolatrous priest said (18:5-7).

B-3 (    ) stole and set up Micah’s idols (18:14-18, 31).

B-4 (    ) hired the idolatrous Levite (18:19-20, 30).

B-5 (    ) were punished for their idolatry (18:30).

B-6 (    ) completely forsook the Lord (18:30-31).

C (    ) should not have moved.

C-1 (    ) were the only tribe that moved. 

C-2 (    ) did what seemed right to them (18:1, 19:1).

C-3 (    ) moved far from the house of God at Shiloh (18:30-31).

C-4 (    ) tried to use the Lord to justify their selfishness (18:5-6, 10).

C-5 (    ) forsook the fight that God gave them (Josh. 19:40-48, Jud. 1:34, 18:1).

D (    ) were like various other ungodly people. 

D-1 (    ) were like Jeroboam, who set up an alternative system of worship (1 Kgs. 12:26-33).

D-2 (    ) were like Lot who chose well-watered land in the Jordan valley (Gen. 13:7-13).

D-3 (    ) were like those in Jeremiah’s day who listened to false prophets (Jer. 5:31). 

D-4 (    ) were like the idolatrous Israelites with Aaron in Exodus chapter 32.

D-5 (    ) were like the superficially religious people in 2 Tim. 3:5.
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THE DANITES UNITY & DESERTION                                   Syncretism in Godless Times (1)

The following discussion was overheard at a Bible study on the will of God. Those present were dis-
cussing the points on the worksheet about the Danites move, on the previous page. 

study leader (an opening question)  
 

It is easy in hindsight to see the folly of the Danites moving closer to the Assyrians who later 
invaded the land (B-5). Other reasons were clear from the beginning, however. What are they? 
 
farmer (on the need for good land)  
 

It’s hard for me to criticize a group of farmers for seeking better land (A, A-2). Apparently the 
new land was fertile, flat, well-watered, and large (18:10). What more could farmers want?   
 
history teacher (on land-lust leading to disaster for Japan)  
 

I’d like to talk about a similar disasterous happening in more recent times. The hot topic in Japan 
before the war in the Pacific began in 1941 was the peasant farmers’ lust for land in Manchuria. 
This along with the Japanese military’s overconfidence in their ability to seize land and hold it 
led to war. Of course, there was disaster in the end, just like there was for the tribe of Dan (B-
5). [The Danites are not mentioned with the other tribes in Rev. 7:5-8.]  
 
study leader (on the Danites and Jeroboam being similar)  
 

There may be many thought-provoking parallels in history, and we have four in the D section of 
the worksheet. One of the clearest is the parallel between the Danites idolatry (B) and Jeroboam’s 
selfish system (D-1). Would someone like to comment on the other parallels seen in the D lines? 
 
farmer (on the errors of Lot and the spies)  
 

The parallel with Lot’s lust for good land (D-2) got me thinking, and another line that bothered 
me is A-3. The spies claimed that they would be honoring God and exercising faith by attacking 
in the north, but they were actually calling for the forsaking of the land that God had given 
them through Joshua in the south (C-5). A farmer should not give up land that he has inherited.  
 
study leader (on moving sometimes being good)  
 

Ok, but some change is necessary. For instance, it was God’s will for Peter to leave his fishing to 
serve the Lord. So selling inherited land is not necessarily sinful for us today. The situation was 
different in ancient Israel where the land came from God and most people were farmers. 
 
farmer (on the Danites being out of God’s will)  
 

I get the difference, but the basics remain. The Danites thought the grass was greener on the 
other side of the fence. So they quit trying to work their own difficult, rocky ground (1:34).  They 
were practical, of course, but also dead wrong, since the easier way was not God’s will (A-4). 
 
retired army officer (on the Danites as deserters)  
 

They abandoned their post and made it harder for others in the ranks (1:35, C-6). Worse still, 
they tried to justify their desertion by falsely claiming that they had higher orders (18:10, C-4). 
That is where the idolatrous priest came in (B-4, D-3). I think all the C lines are correct. 
 
counselor (on how things can be better)  
 

Things could have been different. The Danites were not forced to do what they did (D-3). Likewise, 
our lives can be better too if we study the Scriptures and live by faith rather than by sight.
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THE DANITES UNITY & DESERTION                                   Syncretism in Godless Times (2)

study leader (on ancient syncretism)  
 

Yes, but did the Levite and the Danites really believe in the Lord? They talked about him, of 
course (18:5-6, 10), but they also worshipped idols (A-3, B-1). The perverse mixing of incompatible 
things — the Lord and idols — is called syncretism. It’s like what Aaron did with golden calf back 
in Exodus chapter 32 (D-4). He still talked about the Lord, but all moral restraint was lost as the 
people worshiped idols. In a way, the people in Exodus 32 and Judges 18 completely forsook the 
Lord (B-6) even though they would have denied it. What do we have today which is like this?  
 
history teacher (on syncretism in church history)  
 

Well, there are plenty of statutes of Mary around! Catholics claim that they don’t worship idols, 
but history shows that the efforts of missionary priests in pagan lands in the past often simply 
changed the names and shapes of the local idols. Catholicism has always been syncretistic. 
 
pro-life activist (on syncretism in social activism)  
 

Yes, but that’s not all. I believe many among us today deny the true power of God (2 Tim. 3:5) 
by opposing the required godly distinctions and purity (D-5), and I fear that this even involves 
the mixing of truth and error in the pro-life movement. Catholics and evangelicals are getting to-
gether more and more today because of our common ground regarding abortion and other political 
issues. The pro-life cause is good, but some of the ecumenical mixing is not. Several of my church 
friends have become more open to false teaching because of their growing social activism. 
 
retired army officer (on sticking together)  
 

When there is a fight, people need to stick together. So the Danites did so in order to get new 
land. Then afterwards, their worship and idol was like a tribal flag, which helped them stay to-
gether (18:30-31). The problem was they stuck together in a sinful and unjust cause, sort of like 
the nationalistic unity that the Nazi’s promoted in Germany.  
 
counselor (on the need to be different)  
 

The tribe of Benjamin also stuck together in an unjust cause in chapter 19. So I wonder if there 
were any individuals or families in Dan who refused to go along with the disasterous move (C). 
Was anyone willing to leave the tribe and be different? I hope so, but the record does not mention 
any. Tribalism can be dangerous. So I often warn young people about going along with the group.  
 
study leader (on individualism in Judges)  
 

Yes, but the key repeated lines in Judges seem to blame individuals for all the trouble. Everyone 
did whatever was right in his own eyes, and there was no king to enforce morality throughout 
the nation (18:1, 19:1, 21:25). Was individualism really the problem? I don’t think so, for a couple 
reasons. First, again and again in most of the book, God raised up individuals to save the nation. 
Second, in the final chapters of the book, in chapters 17 through 20, whole tribes went astray 
as a group, first Dan and then Benjamin. The nation needed a just king, the Messiah. 
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my application 
 
 
 
 
 


