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Deuteronomy 17

Religious Offenses — Verses 1-5

Do not sacrifice to the LORD your God an ox or a sheep that has any defect or flaw in it, for
that would be detestable to him. 2If a man or woman living among you in one of the towns
the LORD gives you is found doing evil in the eyes of the LORD your God in violation of his
covenant, 3and contrary to my command has worshiped other gods, bowing down to them
or to the sun or the moon or the stars in the sky, 4 and this has been brought to your attention,
then you must investigate it thoroughly. If it is true and it has been proved that this detestable
thing has been done in Israel, °take the man or woman who has done this evil deed to your
city gate and stone that person to death.

17:1 The fact that this command was included probably indicates that some Israelites were
sacrificing imperfect or deformed animals to God. Then, as now, it is difficult and expensive to offer
God our best (i.e., the first part of what we earn). It is always tempting to shortchange God because
we think we won’t get caught. But our giving shows our real priorities. When we give God the
leftovers, it is obvious that he is not at the center of our lives. Give God the honor of having first claim
on your money, time, and talents.

The Standard Of Evidence In Capital Crimes — Verses 6-7

6 On the testimony of two or three witnesses a person is to be put to death, but no one is to
be put to death on the testimony of only one witness. ’ The hands of the witnesses must be
the first in putting that person to death, and then the hands of all the people. You must purge
the evil from among you.

17:6-7 A person was not put to death on the testimony of only one witness. On the witness of two or
three, a person could be condemned and then sentenced to death by stoning. The condemned
person was taken outside the city gates, and the witnesses were the first to throw heavy stones
down on him or her. Bystanders would then pelt the dying person with stones. This system would
“purge the evil” by putting the idolater to death. At the same time, it protected the rights of accused
persons in two ways. First, by requiring several witnesses, it prevented any angry individual from
giving false testimony. Second, by requiring the accusers to throw the first stones, it made them think
twice about accusing unjustly. They were responsible to finish what they had started.

Provision Made For Higher Courts — Verses 8-13

8 If cases come before your courts that are too difficult for you to judge—whether bloodshed,
lawsuits or assaults—take them to the place the LORD your God will choose. °Go to the
Levitical priests and to the judge who is in office at that time. Inquire of them and they will
give you the verdict. 1 You must act according to the decisions they give you at the place



the LorD will choose. Be careful to do everything they instruct you to do. ! Act according to
whatever they teach you and the decisions they give you. Do not turn aside from what they
tell you, to the right or to the left. '2 Anyone who shows contempt for the judge or for the
priest who stands ministering there to the LORD your God is to be put to death. You must
purge the evil from Israel. 3 All the people will hear and be afraid, and will not be
contemptuous again.

17:8 If a matter arises which is too hard for you to judge: God allowed for courts of appeal in Israel.
These were higher courts where cases were taken beyond the local judges to the priests, the
Levites - who were understood to be wiser judges because of their knowledge of God's Word.

17:12 Now the man who acts presumptuously and will not heed the priest ... that man shall die: The
authority of the judges had to be respected, therefore contempt of court was a capital crime. God
thought it essential that the courts and the judges be respected by the people of Israel.

God's Indirect Promise Of A Future King For Israel — Verses 14-15

4When you enter the land the LORD your God is giving you and have taken possession of it
and settled in it, and you say, “Let us set a king over us like all the nations around us,” '° be
sure to appoint over you a king the LORD your God chooses. He must be from among your
fellow Israelites. Do not place a foreigner over you, one who is not an Israelite.

17:14-15 God was not encouraging Israel to appoint a king to rule their nation. He was actually
against the idea because he was their King, and the people were to obey and follow him. But God
knew that the people would one day demand a king for selfish reasons—they would want to be like
the nations around them (1 Samuel 8). If they insisted on having a king, he wanted to make sure
they chose the right person. That is why he included these instructions both for the people’s benefit
as they chose their king and for the king himself as he sought to lead the nation according to God’s
laws.

Commands For The King — Verses 16-17

1 The king, moreover, must not acquire great numbers of horses for himself or make the
people return to Egypt to get more of them, for the LORD has told you, “You are not to go back
that way again.” 7 He must not take many wives, or his heart will be led astray. He must not
accumulate large amounts of silver and gold.

17:16-17 Israel’s kings did not heed this warning, and their behavior led to their downfall. Solomon
had everything going for him, but when he became rich, built up a large army, and married many
wives, his heart turned from God (1 Kings 11). Out of Solomon’s sin came Israel’s disobedience,
division, and captivity.

The King And The Word Of God - Verses 18-20

8When he takes the throne of his kingdom, he is to write for himself on a scroll a copy of
this law, taken from that of the Levitical priests. 1°It is to be with him, and he is to read it all
the days of his life so that he may learn to revere the LORD his God and follow carefully all the
words of this law and these decrees ?°and not consider himself better than his fellow
Israelites and turn from the law to the right or to the left. Then he and his descendants will
reign a long time over his kingdom in Israel.



17:18-20 The king was to be a man of God’s Word. He was to (1) make for himself a copy of the
law, (2) keep it with him all the time, (3) read from it every day, and (4) obey it completely. Through
this process he would learn respect for God, keep himself from feeling more important than others,
and avoid neglecting God in times of prosperity. We can’t know what God wants except through his
Word, and his Word won’t affect our lives unless we read and think about it regularly. With the
abundant availability of the Bible today, it is not difficult to gain access to the source of the king’'s
wisdom. What is more of a challenge is following its directives.



