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Introduction


In the place where water gushes from the ground, there also a man drives his tent stakeóand so lays the foundation of a city. Where the easiest ground to travel lies, there also a wayfarer walksóand so a highway begins. The rains run through immovable ravines, and beside that river people cultivate their fields and water their livestock. 


Geography affects history. Trace any civilization back to its origin, and geography takes center stage. Be it a strategic military position, an abundant water supply, or a convenient traveling location, geography determines, by in large, where historical events occur. 


This study will discuss the significance of Shechem, a city in central Israel. Shechemís geography paves the way for a discussion of its historical, and ultimately, its spiritual significance even still today. 


The Geographical Significance of Shechem


�


Located in the Hill Country of Ephraim, the city of Shechem played a vital role in the history of Israel. This location, in the middle of the nation, provided the most important crossroads in central Israel. The city lay along the northern end of ìThe Way of the Patriarchs.î This road, also called the ìRidge Routeî (because it followed a key mountain ridge stretching 50 miles south), traveled from Shechem through Shiloh, Bethel/Ai, Ramah, Gibeah, Jerusalem, Bethlehem, and Hebron. This route appears continuously in the Biblical text. 


The crossroads Shechem offered led in three directions. In addition to the Ridge Route leading south, the road also passed directly through Shechem, which lay on the northeastern side of Mount Gerizim and just south of Mount Ebal. The road was thus forced to pass through the city located in the valley between these two mountains. From there the road descended to the Sharon Plain, reaching the ìInternational Highwayî (the Via Maris) at Socoh. The third road from Shechem led northeast along the Wadi Beidan to Tirzah, where it descended east to the Jordan Valley via the Wadi Faria. Ultimately, as the road passed through the Jabbok Valley, it reached the Transjordanian Highway.�
��
�
Because of its central location and vital crossroads, Shechem saw a lot of traffic in its history. Thus Shechem often found itself in major events in the Biblical narrative.


The Historical Significance of Shechem


�


Shechem first steps on the pages of Scripture as Abram enters the land of Canaan. From Ur, across the Fertile Crescent and down into Canaan, the Bible mentions Shechem as the first city to which Abram came (Gen. 12:6). Here Abram built an altar to the Lord, and here God confirmed His promise to give the land to Abram. The old man could have easily seen much of the Promised Land if he scaled Mount Ebal and scanned the horizon.


The areas in Canaan which Abram spent most of his life were along the Route of the Patriarchs, namely in Shechem (Gen 12:6), Bethel and Ai (12:8; 13:2), Hebron (13:18; 14:13), and in the Negev (13:1; 20:1, notably Gerar).


Abramís grandson, Jacob, came to Shechem after he returned from Padan-Aram, undoubtedly tracing the traditional same steps of his grandfather. He and his family traveled through the Jabbok Valley, crossed the Jordan, camped at Succoth, and ascended through the Wadis Faria and Beidan to Shechem.�
��
�
Here Jacob (re-named ìIsraelî) built an altar and named it ìEl-elohe-israel,î meaning ìGod, the God of Israelî (Gen. 33:17-20). Here also Jacob dug a well for his many herds. This well is still there today. 


While Jacobís family lived in Shechem, Jacobís daughter, Dinah, was raped by a man named Shechem, the son of the ruler, Hamor. Jacobís two sons, Levi and Simeon, made a deceptive pact with the males of the city and slaughtered them all in revenge of Dinah. 


Years later, Jacob sent his 17 year-old son, Joseph, from Hebron to check on his brothers as they kept the flocks in Shechem (Gen 37:12-14). After Joseph arrived, having undoubtedly traveled up the Ridge Route, he discovered his brothers had moved on to the lush area of Dothan; so he went to find them (Gen 37:15-17). His brothers, filled with hatred, sold Joseph to some Ishmaelite traders who, coming through the Dothan pass, were headed for Egypt along the Via Maris. God used this sad turn of events to eventually take the entire family of Israel to Egypt, protecting and multiplying them. Josephís last memories of Israel, before his brothers sold him, was of Shechem and Dothan. He believed that God would one day return the nation to Canaan, and so he gave the command for his bones to be carried back with them and buried there (Gen 50:25). 


�
��
�
After Moses brought the nation of Israel out of Egypt, God commanded Israel to enter the Promised land and go to Shechem to pronounce the blessings and the curses of the Mosaic Covenant on the nation (Deut. 27:4). Joshua did this, and dividing the nation, ìHalf of them stood in front of Mount Gerizim and half of them in front of Mount Ebalî (Josh. 8:33). From Mount Ebal, they shouted the curses if they disobeyed the law, and from Mount Gerizim, they shouted the blessings if they obeyed. And there on Mount Ebal, Joshua built an altar to God, and on a pillar of stones he wrote a copy of the law (Josh. 8:30-35). 


At the end of the conquest Joshua gathered the whole nation to Shechem again, reminding them of their previous pledge and the blessings and curses they themselves pronounced. He then set up another stone in Shechem, saying: ìBehold, this stone shall be for a witness against us, for it has heard all the words of the LORD which He spoke to us; thus it shall be for a witness against you, lest you deny your Godî (Josh. 24:27). 


Joseph was the father of Ephraim and Manasseh, and so Joshua ìburied the bones of Joseph, which the sons of Israel brought up from Egypt, at Shechem, in the piece of ground which Jacob had bought from the sons of Hamor . . . and they became the inheritance of Josephís sonsî (Josh. 24:32).


Joshua also designated Shechem as a city of refuge. Probably because of its ease of access in a time of possible flight, a manslayer could take refuge from his avenger in Shechem, one of the three cities of refuge on the west side of the Jordan (Josh. 20:7; 21:21; 1 Chr. 6:67).


During the time of the judges, Abimelech, a son of Gideon, conspired with his maternal family to kill all other sons of Gideon and have himself proclaimed king of Shechem (Judges 9:6). But Jotham, the youngest son of Gideon, escaped by hiding. And at Abimelechís coronation, Jotham climbed Mount Gerizim and shouted a curse on Shechem for Abimelechís sin. This curse proved true, for the citizens of Shechem formed a conspiracy against Abimelech, and he completely destroyed the city. But when Abimelech went to Thebez and stormed the tower, a woman dropped an upper millstone on his head and cracked his skull (Judges 9:53). 


After the reigns of Saul, David, and Solomon, Rehoboam, the son of Solomon, ìwent to Shechem, for all Israel had come to Shechem to make him kingî (1 Kings 12:1). But because Rehoboam followed the foolish and harsh advice of the youths with whom he grew up, the nation divided at Shechem. Jeroboam shouted: ìTo your tents, O Israelî and separated the ten northern tribes from the southern kingdom of Judah (1 Kings 12:1,16). 


�
��
�
Because Jerusalem was the only appointed place God allowed for worship, and since Jerusalem lay in Judah, Jeroboam set up a rival sanctuary in Bethel, complete with a golden bull image. This rival center would enable the northern tribes to worship without crossing the border into Judah. Ironically, this idolatrous center was just south of Shechem, where their forefathers and Joshua made the covenant to worship God alone (1 Kings 12:25-33).


Jeroboam chose Shechem as the capital for the Northern Kingdom, perhaps because of the significant history there for Ephraim. Shechem had great spiritual significance for Abraham, Jacob, Joseph, and Joshua. Also Shechem was situated on the essential crossroads along the Way of the Patriarchs. As discussed earlier, in addition to this crucial north-south road, another road also went northwest to the International Highway, and still another went east towards the Transjordanian Highway. It made a good choice for a capital. 


A later king of Israel, Omri, chose Samaria as his capital because it was easy to defend. It had steep slopes all around the high hill on which the city sat. It also provided room for many people to liveóperhaps 40,000óas the city covered 20 acres. It required cisterns for water supply, which was a major drawback in times of siege. It lay somewhat off the beaten pathóabout 5 or 6 miles off the International Highwayóanother asset in times of siege. It also conveniently lay along a major road to Shechem. Samaria enjoyed much produce since the valleys and nearby Dothan Plain were very fertile. All this combined made Samaria an ideal place for a capital. In fact, the trade was better in Samaria than in any other previous 3 capitals (Shechem, Penuel, Tirzah) chosen by Israelís kings. 


�
��
�
Samaria became significant in Shechemís history because the people who later worshipped on Mount Gerizim came to be known as ìSamaritansî (named after the capital Omri had chosen). After the Assyrians dragged the Northern Kingdom into exile in 722 BC, the Assyrians repopulated the area with a mixed breedópartly Jewish, partly Assyrian. These people did not know the Lord (2 Kings 17:24-41) and thus they continually struggled with idolatry.


When Judah returned from exile to the southern portion of the nation, the Samaritans requested to help rebuild the temple in Jerusalem. However Zerubbabel refused, and the Samaritans developed almost a cultódevoted only to the Pentateuch. They built their own temple on Mount Gerizim, which was immediately by Shechem. In 107 BC, John Hyrcanus further widened the rift between the Jews and Samaritans by destroying the Samaritanís temple on Mount Gerizim.


By the time Jesus spoke to the Samaritan woman at Jacobís well, near Shechem, the racial hatred between Jews and Samaritans was paramount. And the ensuing argument about the true place of worshipóGerizim or Jerusalemówas in full force (John 4:20). 


The Spiritual Significance of Shechem: �Joshuaís Challenge


For a spiritual lesson from Shechemís history, we look back at Joshuaís challenge to the nation in Joshua 24. ìThen Joshua gathered all the tribes of Israel to Shechem, and called for the elders of Israel and for their heads and their judges and their officers; and they presented themselves before Godî (Josh. 24:1). 


Joshua called the nation to Shechem because significant things occurred there before. As mentioned before, it was here that Abram, the father of the Jewish nation, first came when he came to the land. And here God promised him the land was to be his. It was also here that Abramís grandson, Jacob, settled, and here he buried all his idolsówhich will be significant we will see later. Moreover, Joshua called all Israel to Shechem at the end of the conquest, because Joshua and the same group came to Shechem at the beginning of the conquest to shout the blessings and curses.


Joshua called them together again to this historically significant site, because what he had to tell them preached louder in Shechem that it could anywhere else: ìAnd Joshua said to all the people, ëThus says the LORD, the God of Israel, from ancient times your fathers lived beyond the River, namely, Terah, the father of Abraham and the father of Nahor, and they served other godsíì (v 2). He starts to review their history by reminding them that Abram, the father of the Jewish nation, was an idolater prior to becoming the father of the Jewish nation. That is a pretty humble beginning. 


It is often easy for us as believers to get proud at what marvelous people we have become. Joshua gives us all a good reminder: Remember where youíve come from. God would later tell King David: ìI took you from the pasture, from following the sheep, that you should be ruler over My people Israelî (2 Sam. 7:8). In the New Testament Paul writes: ìBrothers, think of what you were when you were called. Not many of you were wise by human standards; not many were influential; not many were of noble birthî (1 Cor. 1:26). What made the difference? Godís grace. Godís grace shows that none of that matters if you put your faith in Him. 


Joshua goes on to note, whatever good there is in us now, remember whose doing it is. Not ours, but Godís. Joshua does not just remind them of Israelís history but also of Godís grace in Israelís history. Notice all the capital Iís the Lord mentions:


Then I took your father Abraham from beyond the River, and led him through all the land of Canaan, and multiplied his descendants and gave him Isaac. And to Isaac I gave Jacob and Esau, and to Esau I gave Mount Seir, to possess it; but Jacob and his sons went down to Egypt. Then I sent Moses and Aaron, and I plagued Egypt by what I did in its midst; and afterward I brought you out. And I brought your fathers out of Egypt, and you came to the sea; and Egypt pursued your fathers with chariots and horsemen to the Red Sea. But when they cried out to the LORD, He put darkness between you and the Egyptians, and brought the sea upon them and covered them; and your own eyes saw what I did in Egypt. And you lived in the wilderness for a long time. Then I brought you into the land of the Amorites who lived beyond the Jordan, and they fought with you; and I gave them into your hand, and you took possession of their land when I destroyed them before you. Then Balak the son of Zippor, king of Moab, arose and fought against Israel, and he sent and summoned Balaam the son of Beor to curse you. But I was not willing to listen to Balaam. So he had to bless you, and I delivered you from his hand. And you crossed the Jordan and came to Jericho; and the citizens of Jericho fought against you, and the Amorite and the Perizzite and the Canaanite and the Hittite and the Girgashite, the Hivite and the Jebusite. Thus I gave them into your hand. Then I sent the hornet before you and it drove out the two kings of the Amorites from before you, but not by your sword or your bow. And I gave you a land on which you had not labored, and cities which you had not built, and you have lived in them; you are eating of vineyards and olive groves which you did not plant (vv. 3-13). 


Joshua demonstrates not only the grace of God in calling them out of a pagan past, but also the faithfulness of God in taking care of them after their redemption. 


It is at this point Joshua stops speaking for the Lord and begins speaking for himself, giving the implications and applications from looking at the past. ìNow, therefore, fear the LORD and serve Him in sincerity and truth; and put away the gods which your fathers served beyond the River and in Egypt, and serve the LORDî (v 14). 


Twice in this verse Joshua gives the command: ìserve the LORD.î In fact it is the main command of the whole chapter. ìTherefore,î he says, in light of the fact that every inch of success has been Godís grace to you, ìfear the LORD and serve Him in sincerity.î The Hebrew word for sincerity suggests ìfullness or completeness;î it is the idea that one is on the inside what he is on the outside. Joshua says to serve the Lord in sincerity, not in hypocrisy. Joshua also says to serve the Lord in ìtruth;î the Hebrew word for truth is `Emet, which refers to a truth that has proven itself reliable. You could translate it ìfaithfulnessî or even ìreliability.î `Emet is a word that describes God; He is a God of truth, so our relationship to God must be according to truth. 


Interestingly, Jesus said the same thing in this same spot when He told the woman at Jacobís well that the worshippers God seeks are those who worship Him in ìspirit and in truthî (John 4:23-24)óworship with oneís inside, the spirit, not just the outside. Jesus said: ìin spirit and in truth;î Joshua said: ìin sincerity and truth.î I cannot help but wonder if Jesus had Joshuaís words in mind as Jesus sat near Shechem where Joshua spoke. 


Joshua also tells them to ìput away the gods which your fathers served.î He calls them together at Shechem as if to say: ìRemember how Abram put away his idols and came here, and remember Godís promise to Abram in this spot? Remember how Jacob put away his idols in this spot? Remember how you yourselves shouted the blessings and the curses in this spot? Do you want Godís blessing in the land? Then you too put away your idols in this spot.î We should put away what is wrong and embrace what is rightóor better, who is right, because Joshua says again at the end of v 14: ìserve the LORD.î 


Then comes the most famous verse in the whole book of Joshua: ìAnd if it is disagreeable in your sight to serve the LORD, choose for yourselves today whom you will serve: whether the gods which your fathers served which were beyond the River, or the gods of the Amorites in whose land you are living; but as for me and my house, we will serve the LORDî (24:15). Almost every plaque I have seen which quotes this verse says: ìChoose for yourselves today whom you will serve... but as for me and my house, we will serve the LORD.î It always leaves off the part about: ìwhether the gods which your fathers served which were beyond the River, or the gods of the Amorites in whose land you are living.î I think omitting the lines lessens the punch and the point of the statement. 


First Joshua says: ìthe gods which your fathers served which were beyond the River.î You can choose to follow the perhaps bad example of your parents and make the same mistakes they have made by being loyal to the things they were loyal to. Then he says: ìor the gods of the Amorites in whose land you are living.î You can choose to follow the culture you live in and be loyal to their priorities. 


But Joshuaís point is choose for yourselves; in fact, those are his very words. Do not do something just because mommy and daddy did it; mommy and daddy could have been wrong. Do not take as your own the values of our entertainers or actors just because they are good performers; think for yourself. Choose for yourself. 


And I think the principle should also apply even to those who grew up under parents who did a good jobóparents who taught about Jesus and how He died for our sins. We still need to choose for ourselves. We still need to come to a place where Jesus is our God, not just the God of our parents. The Bible speaks of the importance of having a personal relationship with Christ, not a surrogate relationship through our parents, peers, or pastor. God wants to know us personally. We have to take a personal ownership and responsibility with our relationship with God. 


We should not think that because Joshua speaks of idols, and because we do not have wooden statues in our culture, that this text does not apply. I think that is the mistake made when the plaques quote this verse. Augustine once said: ìIdolatry is worshipping anything that ought to be used, or using anything that is meant to be worshiped.î


Jonathan Edwards resolved: ìthat all men should live for the glory of God. Resolved second: That whether others do or not, I will.î Joshua says that regardless of what they chose, ìas for me and my house, we will serve the LORD.î 


Look at the peopleís response: 


And the people answered and said, ìFar be it from us that we should forsake the LORD to serve other gods; for the LORD our God is He who brought us and our fathers up out of the land of Egypt, from the house of bondage, and who did these great signs in our sight and preserved us through all the way in which we went and among all the peoples through whose midst we passed. And the LORD drove out from before us all the peoples, even the Amorites who lived in the land. We also will serve the LORD, for He is our Godî (vv. 16-18). 


The people say that not only will Joshua and his house serve the Lord but ìwe also will serve the LORD.î Not because He was the God of their parents, but because He is, they say, ìour God.î 


ìSo Joshua made a covenant with the people that day, and made for them a statute and an ordinance in Shechem... Then Joshua dismissed the people, each to his inheritanceî (vv. 25, 28). 


As they left Shechem they were to remember the past and live in light of it. We too, as we live the lives God has given us, should remember from where God, in His grace, took usófrom a down-hill slide to destruction into a relationship with His Son. We should remember how God, in His grace, has taken care of us since then in spite of our continued disobedience. And in light of Godís faithful past in our own lives, we should personally renew a whole-hearted commitment to the Lord today. That was Joshuaís challenge to Israel at Shechem, and it is a good one for us to heed as well. 
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