
This very Torah passage, Shoftim, has sparked much  discussion and commentary about methods of 
government and political systems. I talked about this two years ago when I delivered the message on 
Shoftim. I'm quite sure you remember it, so I'm not going to revisit it all again. Just some of it.

These chapters in Deuteronomy tell us about three offices in Israel: the king, the priests, and the 
prophets, each with their own spheres of responsibility, influence, and power. And due to the corrupting 
influence that power has over human beings, ideally these three offices would act to effectively keep 
each other in check.

Now notice where we are in Israel's wilderness sojourn: it's just about over. They are about to enter the 
promised land. In this new land there will be things like property boundaries, permanent structures, 
fields to cultivate, towns and villages. In short, there will be societies. Ideally speaking, everybody will 
internalize God's Torah, the result of which will be to love and obey God, and to love and respect one 
another. 

But -- stuff is going to happen that will test the love and the regard and the respect that people have for 
each other. Not only that, forces outside of Israel will  invade and try to take land and property and 
freedom away from Israel. How can  this new society work? One way it can work is if everyone 
respects everyone else's freedom and dignity. But if things don't go that way, what happens then? 
Anarchy happens. "And the only way to escape from anarchy is by everyone agreeing to 
transfer some of their rights, especially the use of coercive force, to a human sovereign who 
will work toward building a society based upon freedom and human dignity."1

Chapter 17 starting in verse 14 seems to be saying that one inevitablity of this new way of life in the 
land is that Israel will want to have a king set over the nation. Let's listen to the passage:
 
"When you come to the land that the LORD your God is giving you, and you possess it 
and dwell in it and then say: 'I will set a king over me,' you may indeed set a king over 
you whom the LORD your God will choose. One from among your brothers you shall 
set as king over you. You may not put a foreigner over you, who is not your brother. 
Only he must not acquire many horses....and he shall not acquire many wives... nor 
shall he acquire for himself excessive silver and gold.  And when he sits on the throne 
of his kingdom, he shall write for himself in a book a copy of this law, approved by the 
Levitical priests.  And it shall be with him, and he shall read it all the days of his life, 
that he may learn to fear the LORD his God by keeping all the words of this law and 
these statutes, and doing them, that his heart may not be lifted up above his  
brothers...." Deut.17:14-20 (italics mine)

This morning I would like to look into the requirements HaShem set forth here for any would be king 
over His people. Especially I hope that we shall take note of the importance humility plays in the job 
description because we all should aspire to walk in humility. What does humility really look like? 
What are we referring to when we say that so and so is a humble person? 

The Bible has a lot to say about what humility looks like, but let's start with the passage before us. The 
Lord tells Israel that they may set a king over themselves but it has to be the person whom God 
chooses. 
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Which means, then, that the king is not going to be the guy that bested every other guy in the arena. It's 
also not going to be the guy who was wealthy enough to buy front page ads and prime time commercial 
slots. But one thing this chosen guy will be is one of their brothers. He's part of Israel. What all these 
brothers (and sisters) have in common is that they are each and all children of the one Sovereign God 
of Israel. God will select a king from one of these brothers. When he becomes king, that doesn't mean 
he stops being their brother. In fact he must strive to remember that he was and always will be one of 
their brothers.

That won't be easy to do. The king will be attended on every side by servants of all kinds. He'll get 
fresh linens every day. All his delicious meals will be prepared for him. Others will do his laundry. His 
clothing will be top notch regal looking threads. He will certainly look like he's more special than all 
his other brothers. And he'll be tempted to think he is. Since he's the king, there's no other man above 
him telling him what to do or not to do. This kind of power and freedom tempts a man in all kinds of 
ways. He can acquire all kinds of fancy cars. Or in this case, fancy horses. 

And why have just one wife to enjoy. He can acquire as many as he wants. And take them all for rides 
in his fancy-- on his fancy horses. And since a fleet of fancy horses and a multitude of wives costs a 
boatload of money, he can also acquire an excessive amount of gold and silver. Wow, isn't it great being 
king. 

Hold your horses, dude! All these things are the very things that the king whom God chooses  must not 
do. In short, he must not adopt the lifestyle of being an acquirer. Instead, he is to become a scholar and 
protector and servant of his people. And he doesn't get to stroll over to the temple and take a Torah 
from the priests. That's their Torah scrolls; which they wrote out themselves. No, he has to write out his 
own copy of the Torah. And he has to do it according to their high standards. 

Many great composers of music, like JS Bach, obtained their sheet music only by writing out their own 
handwritten copies. It was painstakingly slow. But through doing this something marvelous happened: 
by copying out long musical scores they learned all about the art and the science of music. 

Same for the king. Even copying the Torah was itself an education in the law of Moses. And after 
writing this Torah scroll out for himself the king must then keep it with him so he can read it and study 
it all the days of his life.  Every day the Torah would remind him that he is only a mere mortal, 
dependent for his every breath and heartbeat upon the God Who is his sovereign and Who has chosen 
him so that he might be a servant of His people.

The kings of other nations exalted themselves. They often saw themselves as gods who were entitled to 
exploit their people. The Egyptian pyramid symbolized this well. There's one slab at the top that is 
supported by a vast number of slabs below. Israel's symbol, the menorah, is the inversion of this. It is 
like an upside down triangle. The single base is below and the multiple oil cups are above. And so the 
king of Israel is put on the throne in order to support his people. By studying Torah everyday the king 
learns to fear God and his heart is not lifted above his brothers.

What follows is an excerpt from a d'var Torah by Rabbi Jonathan Sacks that he wrote on this passage 
from Shoftim:
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The model [of humility] is Moses, described in the Torah as “very humble, more so than any 
person on the face of the earth” (Num. 12: 3). “Humble” here does not mean diffident, 
meek, self-abasing, timid, bashful, demure or lacking in self-confidence. Moses was none of 
these. It means honouring others and regarding them as important, no less important than 
you are.
It does not mean holding yourself low; it means holding other people high. It means roughly 
what Ben Zoma meant when he said (Avot 4: 1), “Who is honoured? One who honours 
others.” This led to one of the great rabbinic teachings, contained in the siddur and said on 
Motsei Shabbat:
Rabbi Jochanan said, Wherever you find the greatness of the Holy One, blessed be He, there 
you find His humility. This is written in the Torah, repeated in the Prophets, and stated a third 
time in the Writings. It is written in the Torah: “For the Lord your God is God of gods and 
Lord of lords, the great, mighty and awe-inspiring God, who shows no favoritism and 
accepts no bribe.” Immediately afterwards it is written, “He upholds the cause of the 
orphan and widow, and loves the stranger, giving him food and clothing” … (Megillah 
31a)
God cares for all regardless of rank, and so must we, even a king, especially a king. 
Greatness is humility.
In the context of the Diamond Jubilee of Queen Elizabeth the Second, there is a story worth 
telling. It happened in St James Palace on 27 January 2005, the sixtieth anniversary of the 
liberation of Auschwitz. Punctuality, said Louis XVIII of France, is the politeness of kings. 
Royalty arrives on time and leaves on time. So it is with the Queen, but not on this occasion. 
When the time came for her to leave, she stayed. And stayed. One of her attendants said he 
had never known her to linger so long after her scheduled departure time.
She was meeting a group of Holocaust survivors. She gave each survivor – it was a large 
group – her focussed, unhurried attention. She stood with each until they had finished telling 
their personal story. One after another, the survivors were coming to her in a kind of trance, 
saying, “Sixty years ago I did not know whether I would be alive tomorrow, and here I am 
today talking to the Queen.” It brought a kind of blessed closure into deeply lacerated lives. 
Sixty years earlier they had been treated, in Germany, Austria, Poland, in fact in most of 
Europe, as subhuman, yet now the Queen was treating them as if each were a visiting Head 
of State. That was humility: not holding yourself low but holding others high. And where you 
find humility, there you find greatness.2 
I want to share one other exceprt on the subject of humility from another d'var Torah by Rabbi Sacks 
on this same parasha:

Humility is not low self-regard... Humility means that you are secure enough not to need to be 
reassured by others. It means that you don’t feel you have to prove yourself by showing that 
you are cleverer, smarter, more gifted or successful than others. You are secure because you 
live in God’s love. He has faith in you even if you do not. You do not need to compare yourself 
to others. You have your task, they have theirs, and that leads you to co-operate, not 
compete.
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This means that you can see other people and value them for what they are. They are not just 
a series of mirrors at which you look only to see your own reflection. Secure in yourself you 
can value others. Confident in your identity you can value the people not like you. Humility is 
the self turned outward. It is the understanding that “It’s not about you.”
Already in 1979 the late Christopher Lasch published a book entitled The Culture of  
Narcissism, subtitled, American life in an age of diminished expectations. It was a prophetic 
work. In it he argued that the breakdown of family, community and faith had left us 
fundamentally insecure, deprived of the traditional supports of identity and worth. He did not 
live to see the age of the selfie, the Facebook profile, designer labels worn on the outside, 
and the many other forms of “advertisements for myself”, but he would not have been 
surprised. Narcissism, he argued, is a form of insecurity, needing constant reassurance and 
regular injections of self-esteem. It is, quite simply, not the best way to live.3

Thus ends the excerpts from Rabbi Sacks.

So then, what is the best way to live? 

The men and women who had closely followed Yeshua for a few short years had become convinced 
that he was the Messiah and King that they and all Israel had been waiting for.  But then something 
happened that they thought could never happen: Yeshua was arrested, tried, beaten and executed. The 
Romans executed people by the thousands by nailing them to wooden crosses. These execution stakes 
lined highways, dotted hilltops, and were leaned against exterior building walls for all to see. It was a 
gruesome yet common sight. 

Several of his talmidim watched as Yeshua's life slowly ebbed away on one of these crosses. The spikes 
piercing his hands and feet pierced also their hopes and dreams as well. How could such a thing have 
happened to this wonderful man, this humble man who knew and taught and truly lived out the Torah 
of Moses, always helping people, bringing comfort and healing and deliverance to so many, even the 
lowliest in Israel?

Then an unbelievable report began to circulate on the morning of the first day of the new week. Some 
of their women claimed they saw Yeshua alive. Miriam of Magdala was one of them. Which brings us 
to the passage read this morning. It was the evening of that very day. The talmidim were hiding from 
those who might want them executed as well. And somehow Yeshua is suddenly there standing among 
them. How could this be the same man they saw die? 

The thing is, they hadn't just watched him die. They had abandoned Him in His hour of need. Three 
times Peter had denied that he even knew Yeshua. Surely at this very moment they are so aware of their 
having failed Him. They are ashamed and at a loss for any suitable words. And what does Yeshua say to 
them? "Thanks so much, everybody! After all I did for you you all ran away when the going got too 
tough, leaving me to suffer all alone. Why I oughta..."  NOPE! 

Here we see the humble King being Who He really is. Into the turmoil of their fearful guilt-stricken 
hearts He instead said, "Peace be with you."  These were gentle words of forgiveness. They were 
words from the High Priestly Blessing. 

And then he showed them his hands and his side. There is a telltale appearance to hands that had been 
pierced by Roman nails. It was an all too familiar sight. When they saw his hands,  they knew what 
they were looking at. They knew that this Man Whose gruesome execution they had witnessed was 
now miraculously standing alive and well before them!

        4

3 The Greatness of Humility by Jonathan Sacks, September 5, 2016 



When kings go to battle against their enemies they take the battle right up and into the residence of the 
enemy king. They flaunt their victory before their enemies' faces before slaying them. Why hadn't 
Yeshua done this? He had just defeated the power of death. Why wasn't He flaunting the greatness of 
His God-given Kingship before all the magistrates, priests and rulers of both Israel and Rome? 

For  many the answer still remains that he isn't Israel's King exactly because He didn't do that very 
thing.  Rulers rule through the use of force.  If Yeshua was King, then why didn't He enforce His 
kingship like all other kings and ruling factions do?  

My subject today has been humility, especially the humility required of a king of Israel. Yeshua didn't 
enforce His Kingship because He prefers rather to be welcomed as the King. He prefers rather to be 
invited to be the King. He prefers to let each and every one freely choose to say to Him, like Thomas 
finaally did, "My Lord and my God." Now this is a Man I can freely bow my knee to, this Man Who, 
though He be King, cares deeply about little old me. I matter to Him. Even after all I've done to 
dishonor and reject Him, I still matter to Him. Everyone matters to this King, regardless of what 
condition they appear to be in. 

And we are the ones He has called to inform them of that. It's not about us. It's all about Him. He 
suffered the ultimate in debasement at the hands of men. Now He is responding to that by extending 
His wounded hands in a gesture of forgiveness and peace. Let us today and every day then say to Him:

Adonai Melech.
Adonai Malach.
Adonai yim loch

l'olam va'ed.

Shalom!
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