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1. The Context of the Pericope

a.
This pericope is a small extract from the story of the covenant which Joshua made with the Israelites in Joshua 24:1-28.

b.
The covenant enactment in 24:1-28 is the climax of the book which deals with Israel’s entry and settlement in the Promised Land.

c.
It gives us a report of the assembly which Joshua summoned in 23:1-16 as his farewell to the people before his death.

d.
It is the last of the four assemblies of all Israel in the book of Joshua
· .The assembly at Shechem to build the national altar in 8:30-35
·   The assembly at Shiloh to set up the tabernacle and apportion out the land there in 18:1
·   The assembly at Shiloh to wage war against the trans-Jordanian tribes for building an unauthorised altar in 22:12
·   This assembly at Shechem to make a covenant to serve the Lord
e.
In this story we have the last of seven memorials to the deeds of the Lord as the conqueror of the land.
·   The twelve stones from the Jordan at Gilgal in 4:20-24
·   The pile of stones to mark the grave of Achan in the Valley of    

 Achor in 7:26
·   The pile of stones to mark the grave of the King of Ai in 8:30-32
·   The altar on Mt Ebal in Shechem in 8:30-32
·   The stones before the cave at Makkedah which mark the grave of 
 the five Amonite kings in 10:37
·   The altar of witness for the trans-Jordanian tribes at Geliloth in 20:10-34
·   The stone of witness under the tree in the sanctuary at Shechem in 24:26-27.

f.
The enactment of the covenant in this story commemorates the fulfilment of God’s promise in Genesis 12:7: ‘To your offspring I will give this land’.

2. The Structure of Joshua 24:1-28

a. The assembly of all Israel at Shechem: 24:1

b. Joshua’s proposal for the enactment of a covenant: 24:2-18.

1) Joshua’s prophetic proclamation of the Lord’s report about his dealings with Israel (24:2-13)
2) Joshua’s appeal to the people in response to God’s report (24:14-15)
a) Call for exclusive service of the Lord (14)
b) Alternative choice between service of ancestral deities or local duties (15a)
c) Declaration of allegiance to the Lord (15b)
3) The people’s oath of allegiance to the Lord (24:16-18)
a) Their renunciation by oath of apostasy through service of other gods (16).

b) Their confession of faith in the Lord as their God (17-18a).

c) Their declaration of allegiance to the Lord (18b).

c. The consequence of this commitment: 24:19-21
1)  Joshua’s warning to the people (24:19-20)
a) Their possible inability to serve the Lord (19a)
b) The character of the Lord as a holy, jealous God (19b)

c) The Lord’s treatment of rebels (19c-20)

2)  Reaffirmation by the people of their allegiance (24:21)

d. The ceremonial enactment of the covenant: 24:22-24
e. The documentation of the covenant: 24:25-27
f. The dismissal of the people: 24:28.

3. Literary Features of Joshua 24:1-28

a.   Key words
· abad: ‘serve’ (15 times)
· am: ‘people’ (10 times)
· aretz: ‘land’ (7 times)

· ab/aboth: ‘father/fathers’ (7 times)

b.   Fourfold repetition of the sentence: ‘we will serve the Lord’ in 24:15, 18, 21, 24.

c.   Inclusion with verbal brackets which mark off a unit
·   ‘And Joshua said to all the people’ in 24:2 and 27
·   ‘the Lord, the God of Israel’ in 24:2 and 23
d.
Chiasm (pattern of inversion) in 24:17-18 which highlights the contrast between service of the Lord and service of other gods:

Now therefore revere the Lord, and serve him…

put away the gods … your ancestors served beyond the River…
and serve the Lord.

Now if you are unwilling to serve the Lord,

choose … the gods your ancestors served … beyond the River … 
As for me and my household, we will serve the Lord.
4. Exegesis

a.
Why does Joshua assemble Israel at Shechem in 24:1?

1)
According to the book of Joshua, it was the first and most important place of worship in the land of Canaan.

a)
The national altar for burnt offering was situated there together with ark (Josh 8:30-31).

b)
The sanctuary of the Lord at Shechem was marked by the presence of a large oak tree (Josh 24:26; cf. Gen 12:6; 35:4; Deut 11:30; Judg 9:6).

c)
It was the place for Israel to perform its divine service to the Lord (cf .Josh 22:29).

d)
The people were therefore summoned by Joshua to ‘present themselves’ in the presence of God, like the subjects of a king before that king (24:1).

2)
Shechem was a place of great religious significance with a long and illustrious history.

a)
Since this was the first place where the Lord appeared to Abram in the land and where the Lord promised to grant the land to his offspring, it was also the site of the first altar built by Abram (Gen 12:6).

b)
Jacob bought the tract of land around that site from the local people and built an altar there which he called: ‘El, the God of Israel’ (Gen 33:18-20). The remains of Joseph were later buried there (Josh 24:32).

c)
Before Jacob went to build the altar at Bethel, he commanded all the members of his household to ‘remove’ all their ‘foreign gods’. This included all their earrings. He then buried them under the oak at Shechem (Gen 35:1-4). Jacob therefore set the precedent for Joshua’s demand in our text.

d)
The Lord commanded Moses to build the national altar there near the oak on Mt Ebal (Deut 27:1-8) where the Israelites were to proclaim both the blessing and the curse of the Lord (Josh 8:30-35; cf 9:27).

e)
The sanctuary at Shechem was therefore connected by history with all the important ancestors of Israel. Theologically, it was associated with the Lord’s promise of the land to his people, the worship of him as ‘the God of Israel’, the ceremonial renunciation of foreign gods, and the bestowal of blessing on those who faithfully served him there by offering up the prescribed sacrifices to the Lord.

b.
Whom did Joshua gather together at Shechem in 24:1?

1)
In response to Joshua’s summons in 23:1-16, representatives of all the tribes of Israel assembled at Shechem.

2)
Four classes of leaders are mentioned in 23:2 and 24:1.

a)
The elders who were the leaders of the twelve tribes and of the congregation of Israel as a liturgical entity (Josh 7:6; 8:10; 8:33; 24:31; Judg 21:16).

b)
The heads of the clans and extended families (Heb. ‘fathers houses’) in each tribe (cf. Josh 7:14; 22:14).

c)
The judges who were taken from the elders and heads of clans and appointed to administer justice, locally in their settlements, and nationally in the council of 70 (cf. Ex 1 8:25-26; Num 11:16-17, 24-25; Deut 1:15-18).

d)
The officers who were also taken from the tribal leaders and appointed as military officers in the tribal militia (cf Deut 20:5, 8, 9; Josh 1:10; 3:2; 8:33).

3)
All the sections of the nation were therefore represented in this assembly, since the business which was transacted there involved all Israel.

c.
In what way does the speech of God in 24:2-13 introduce the appeal in our text?

1)
Here Joshua stands in the Lord’s presence, speaks as a prophet of the Lord, and addresses the people as his mouthpiece. Through Joshua the Lord speaks to his people.

2)
Five points are significant for the understanding of our text from the Lord’s progress report to his people.

a)
Abraham and his ancestors served ‘other gods’ in Mesopotania, but the Lord rescued him from a life of service to these gods.

b)
Even though the Lord gave the land of Edom to Esau, he did not initially give the land of Canaan to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. They were therefore landless people who were dependent on the Lord for their survival.

c)
The Lord freed them from their service to the Egyptians and destroyed the Egyptian army at the Red Sea.

d)
The Lord protected them from their enemies by his presence with them.

e)
The Lord gave them the land of Canaan which was his by right of conquest. As tenants on his land they were therefore his servants.

3)
In the whole speech the Lord, however, demanded nothing of his people but merely reported what he has done for them as their divine benefactor.

4)
This report is then the basis for Joshua’s appeal to the people in 24:14-15 and the people’s response to that appeal in 24:16-18.

d.
What is the focus of Joshua’s appeal to the people in 24:14-15?

1)
In this section Joshua ceases to speak for God and makes his own appeal to the people as one tribal leader among his peers.

2)
He uses five imperatives: ‘revere’, ‘serve’, ‘put away’, ‘serve’, and ‘chose’ in an attempt to get them to agree with him to offer exclusive worship to the Lord.

3)
He uses the verb ‘serve’ seven times in this short appeal to contrast the service of the Lord with the service of ancestral and local deities.

4)
The focus of the appeal is not on his ‘choice’ to serve the Lord but on Israel’s ongoing, faithful service of the Lord.

e.
What is meant by ‘fearing’ the Lord in 24:14?

1)
This one of the few passages where people are told to fear the Lord (see also 1 Sam 12:24; Ps 34:9; Ps 3:7; 24:21; Eccl 5:7; 12:13).

2)
Fear of the Lord usually results from the experience of his holy presence (Deut 5:3) and is a response to his marvelous acts of judgment and salvation (Josh 24:2-13; cf. 4:24).

3)
Fear of the Lord results in the exclusive, obedient service of the Lord (Deut 6:13-15; 10:12, 20; 20; 13:1-4).

4)
It is learned by hearing God’s word (Deut 4:10; 5:29; 31:12-13) and by participating in the sacrificial ritual with its sacred banquets at the sanctuary (Deut 14:23).

5)
The Israelites feared the Lord by worshipping him and living as he had commanded them (Deut 6:2, 24; 8:6; 13:4; 17:19; 28:58).

6)
Even though the fear of the Lord was inseparable from involvement in public worship, it was basically on attitude of reverence for the Lord who was present with them. It involved the whole heart and soul of a person and was closely allied with love (Deut 8:12-13).

7)
The Israelites feared the Lord for their own good, because their life as his people came from him and depended on him (Deut 6:24). Lack of reverence for him was therefore spiritually suicidal and destructive for them (Deut 6:13-15). They feared him because he was a holy, jealous God who was not to be trifled with nor treated with contempt (Josh 20:19-20).

f.
What is meant by ‘serving’ the Lord in 24:14-15?

1)
This is the key work in this story which has to do with the performance of the divine service.

2)
The service of the Lord is contrasted with the service of three other kinds of pagan gods.

a)
The service of ancestral and astral deities by their ancestors in Mesopotania (24:14, 15; cf. 24:2).

b)
The service of the Egyptian cosmic deities by their ancestors in Egypt (24:14).

c)
The service of the local fertility deities who were regarded as the owners of the land by the Canaanites.

3)
Pagan people ‘served’ their gods by performing the prescribed rituals for them.

a)
They fed them by offering sacrifices to their idols (Deut 12:2-4, 29-31).

b)
They paid homage to them by prostrating themselves before their idols (Deut 4:19; 8:19; 11:16; 17:3; 29-26; 30:17; Josh 23:7, 16).

c)
They showed their devotion to them by following their idols in festal processions on holy days (Deut 8:19; 13:2).

d)
Those who served them were their slaves who were enslaved by their service of them (see the use of the passive Hophal in Ex 20:5 and Deut 5:9).

4)
In the book of Exodus ‘service of the Lord’ is contrasted with ‘the service of Pharaoh’.

a)
The Lord commanded Pharaoh to let his people go so that they could ‘serve’ him (Ex 4:23; 7:16; 8:1, 20; 9:1, 13; 10:3, 7, 8, 11; cf 3:12; 10:24, 26; 12:31).

b)
The Israelites were to serve Lord as freed people by ‘going on a pilgrimage’ into the desert (Ex 5:1; 10:9) and by ‘offering sacrifices’ to the Lord (Ex 3:18; 5:3; 8:8, 25-29).

c)
The Passover which celebrated their liberation from slavery, was their foundational act of service in the Lord (Ex 12:25, 26).

5)
Israel’s service of the Lord consisted of the public sacrificial ritual which was enacted at the tabernacle twice each day, so that the Lord could meet with them at the altar and receive petitions from them there (cf. Josh 22:27).

a)
The people joined in that act of divine service by assembling at the place of worship with the families, offering their sacrifices to the Lord there, and eating their sacrificial banquets in the Lord’s presence.

b)
They did not serve the lord as slaves but as his royal sons (cf. Ex 4:22-23; Deut 14:1-2). Like courtiers or royal officials who managed the royal household and the affairs of the state, they did the work of the Lord by their involvement in public worship.

c)
Since they were managers of God’s business, their service was to be done well in two ways.

i)
They were urged to serve the Lord ‘with integrity’, blamelessly, perfectly, and unobjectionably, so that the Lord would be pleased with it (see the use of ‘blameless’ for the involvement of people in worship in Gen 17:1; Ps 15:2; 18:23; 84:12).

ii)
They were urged to serve the Lord ‘in faithfulness’ as an act of loyalty and exclusive personal commitment to him (cf. 1 Sam 12:24).

d)
Israel’s service of the Lord was incompatible with the service of any other god.

i)
They were to remove all other gods from their homes and their land.

ii)
Jacob had set a precedent for his at Shechem in Gen 35:2-4.

iii)
On three other subsequent occasions in Israel’s history the Israelites ‘removed’ foreign gods publicly from their midst in order to restore the true service of the Lord:
· At the time of Jephthah in Judges 10:16
· At Samuel’s instigation in 1 Samuel 7:3-4
· Under Manasseh in 2 Chronicles 33:15-16.

iv)    They removed foreign gods from the land by closing down their places of worship (2 Kgs 18:4; 23:19; 2 Chr 17:6; 32:12), destroying their altars (2 Kgs 18:22; 2 Chr 14:3; 30:14), and by getting rid of their idols (1 Kgs 15:12; 2 Kgs 3:2).

v)
The Christian equivalent to this is the renunciation of the devil and the surrender of all occult, pagan paraphernalia in baptism.

g.
What choice does Joshua place before the people in 24:15?

1)
He addresses people who have been brought by the Lord from Egypt and who have been serving the Lord up to his point in time.

2)
His concern is for the future service of the Lord in the Promised Land. He fears that they will forsake the Lord and cease to serve him in one of three ways:
(
As syncretists by identifying the Lord with Baal
(
As polytheists by worshipping the fertility goddess Asherah as the Lord’s consort
(
As apostates by abandoning the Lord for the worship of the Canaanite pantheon (cf. Deut 13:1-11)
3)
He confronts those who hold that ‘it is disadvantageous to serve the Lord’ (lit. ‘if it is bad in your eyes to serve the Lord’) in 24:15, ie they reckon that they will be better off if they serve some other god.

a)
None of his audience need to choose to serve the Lord because they are already serving him, even if they do so halfheartedly and without conviction.

b)
They are challenged, rather ironically, to make a choice between the astral deities of their ancestors in Mesopotania and the fertility deities of their pagan neighbors in Canaan. Joshua then tries to head off the temptation of apostasy from the Lord by getting them to consider their options.

c)
Later on in 24:20, he warns them that, even though the Lord has up to now done them ‘good’, he will do ‘evil’ to them, if they rebel against him by serving other gods.

d)
The choice, therefore, which Joshua places before the people was not the choice whether or not to serve the Lord, but which gods to serve, if they should refuse to serve the Lord. It is, in effect, an unreal choice, like the choice of Peter in John 6:66-69.

h.
What is the purpose of Joshua’s appeal in 24:14-15?

1)
Joshua shows the point of his appeal by his declaration of allegiance to the Lord.

2)
As the head of his household and its leader in worship, Joshua commits himself and his family to serve the Lord and, implicitly, invites others to join him in that act of commitment.

3)
This declaration of allegiance in the Lord’s presence is a formal binding act of commitment which was modelled on the declaration of allegiance by royal courtiers and beaurocrats to the king (cf. 2 Chr 11:4) and the declaration by vassals of their allegiance to their political overlord in a treaty made with him (cf. 1 Sam 11:1).

4)
By making this declaration of allegiance to the Lord, Joshua solicits a similar act of commitment from the head of each household and the whole nation.

i.
What do the people undertake to do in 24:16-18?

1)
The people respond to Joshua’s plea with three powerful verbal undertakings.

2)
They make an oath by which they forswear allegiance to all other gods except the Lord.

a)
The formula: “Far be it from us” (challilah) which is derived from the verb used for profaning something holy, introduces an oath by which a holy person asks to be treated as something common and unholy, if the undertaking is broken by him, such as ‘I’ll be damned if I…’ It is therefore used to forswear an act of sacrilege which would desecrate its doer.

b)
Their oath is modelled on the oaths taken by vassals in the enactment of a treaty, by which they forswear any acts of treachery and rebellion against their overlord.
c)    Here the people forswear service to any ‘other gods’ except the 
Lord in words which echo the first commandment (see Ex 20:3; Deut 5:7; cf. Deut 7:4; 8:19; 11:16; 13:3, 6, 13; 17:3; 28:14, 36, 64, 29:26; 30:17; Josh 23:16; 24:2; Judg 2:19; 10:13).

d)
By forswearing service of other gods, they commit themselves to the exclusive service of the Lord.

3)
They then confess their faith in the Lord as their God in 24:17-18a.

a)
The first part of 24:17, which should be translated as ‘The Lord is our God’, echoes the first part of the Shema, Israel’s great confession of faith (Deut 6:4).

b)
It is repeated again at the end of this speech.

c)
In this confession of faith they respond to the Lord’s speech in 24:2-13 in three ways.

i) They name Yahweh as their God and so bind themselves to invoke him by that name in their worship of him.
ii) They declare their allegiance to him as their God who has made them his people and bound himself to them in his covenant with them.
iii)
They acknowledge that he has a right to claim their service of him because of his benevolence to them.
· He has freed them and their ancestors from slavery in Egypt (cf. 24:5-6).

· He send 10 plagues and the cloud at the Red Sea to demonstrate his commitment to them and his superiority over the cosmic deities of Egypt (cf. 24:5-6).

· He protected them on their journey to Canaan by his presence with them (cf. 24:7-10).

· He dispossessed the Ammonites from the land of Canaan and settled them with him there (cf. 24:11-13).

4)
Lastly, they join Joshua in pledging themselves to the Lord’s service.

a)
This declaration of allegiance repeats the declaration of Joshua and is repeated by the people after Joshua’s warning to them in 24:21.

b)
It was enacted ceremonially as part of a legally binding covenant in 24:22-27. There in 24:24, they repeat the commitment made by their ancestors at Sinai in Exodus 24:17 by promising to serve the Lord and to listen to his voice.

c)
Since this vow of commitment to the Lord’s service was made in the Lord’s presence and enacted as a covenant, without any coercion from Joshua and with their full knowledge of its implications, they were bound to keep and would be without excuse if they failed to keep it.

d)
The note in 24:31 remarks that they did so only as long as that generation lived.
5. Some Thoughts on Preaching this Text

a.
Any sermon on this text needs to avoid separation of the admonition in 24:14-15 from the divine, ‘gospel’ speech in 24:2-14 which is summarised by the people’s confession in 24:17-18. The admonition in 14-15 presupposes that the people are assembled in God’s presence. It draws the practical theological conclusions from the Lord’s words to his people in 2-14.

b.
Since the Wesleyan revival, this text has often been used in evangelistic preaching to call the unconverted to make the choice between faith in God and the life of unbelief. Such an application violates the text which is addressed to the people of God who face the temptation to apostasy by the pressures of cultural assimilation. It is therefore best used for catechetical preaching to prepare people for baptism or to instruct people on the implications of their baptismal state. Its obvious point of application is the baptismal renunciation of the devil and the baptismal confession of faith which are reaffirmed at confirmation and in the Easter vigil. In our present context we need to do much more pre-baptismal and post-baptismal discipling of people. This involves concrete practical instruction on how to worship God and live a Christian life as well as renunciation of the devil’s works and ways in specific areas of their lives, such as drug-taking, involvement in the occult, pornography, new age practices, and the like.

c.
This text shows us what is involved in the confession of faith in the Triune God.

1)
Our confession of faith is based on what the Triune God has done for us and given to us; it is our response to the proclamation of the gospel to us by Jesus our great Joshua.

2)
Our confession of faith is spoken before the altar of God and in his presence.

3)
When we confess our faith, we declare our allegiance to our heavenly king, corporately together with each other in the Christian assembly, and publicly to the world.

4)
By our confession of faith in the Lord as our God, we commit ourselves to the exclusive service of the Triune God which is performed by us together with the whole Catholic church and includes the whole of our lives. Hence every service of worship is a public confession of our faith in the Triune God.

5)
Our confession of allegiance to the Triune God involves the renunciation of our allegiance to Satan and must lead to the removal of all his works and ways in our lives.

d.
This text deals with the centrality of public worship in the life of God’s people. It is their act of divine service together with him for the world. God speaks and acts in human history and in each human life to create a holy priestly people who will serve him wholeheartedly and faithfully here on earth. At the place of worship which God the Father has established in Christ, he is present with his people and makes himself available to them there as their divine benefactor. There they have access to their God who is both holy and jealous. There they revere him by their service to him. There they renounce the devil together with all the astral and cosmic powers which have captivated and enslaved so many people in Australia. There they show their allegiance to the Triune God by their whole hearted faithful involvement in the divine service of the church.

e.
Joshua’s activity shows the connection between family worship and congregational worship. Both are equally important and dependent on each other. Since the teaching of congregational worship to children depends on the spiritual solidarity of Christian families, we need to do all we can to build up the family altar. If we are to accomplish this, we need to involve families in worship and encourage fathers to exercise their vocation to be the spiritual heads of their families, just as Joshua was.

f
The obvious liturgical application of this text lies in its connection with the gospel for the day. Just as the challenge of Jesus to his disciples in John 6:66-67 echoes the appeal of Joshua to the people of Israel in our text, so Peter’s confession of faith in Jesus as the Holy One of God corresponds to the people’s declaration of allegiance to the Lord. Both pericopes have a liturgical setting and focus. While the events in Joshua 24:1-18 are set in the sanctuary at Shechem, the discourse about Jesus and his flesh as the bread of life for the world and the confession of Peter are set in the synagogue at Capernaum (cf. John 6:59). While the focus in Joshua is on the involvement of the people in the sacrificial service at the altar, the focus in John 6 is on the celebration of the Lord’s Supper.

6.
Four Sermon Outlines

a.
Theme: ‘We will serve the Lord’.

1)
The Triune God is our benefactor.

a)
Just as he led the Israelites to the Promised Land, so he has delivered us from all our enemies, protected us with his presence, and given us our heavenly homeland.

b)
He is present with us in this place of worship and speaks to us here as our holy God who makes us holy and our jealous God who gives himself to us.

2)
We worship him as our benefactor.

a) We revere him as our God present in grace with us.
b) We serve him as our gracious king.
c) We show our allegiance to him as our Lord.
d)
We renounce any association with the devil.

b.
Theme: Reverence for the Life-giver.

1)
Reverence lost

a) For God and holy things: spiritual suicide
b) For people as God’s creatures: social suicide
c)
For the world (land) as God’s world (land): ecological suicide
2)
Fear from a loss of reverence

a) Fear of the devil and evil spiritual powers
b) Fear of abuse by others
c) Fear of evil in a hostile world
3)
Reverence restored

a) Learning reverence from God in worship
b) Acting reverently in worship
c)
Speaking reverently of our Life-giver
c.
Theme: Ultimate Allegiance

1)
Conflict of allegiance

a) Family v work
b) People v things
c) Church v world
d)
God v some man-made deity.

2)
God’s demonstration of his allegiance to us by his
a) Acts of salvation
b) Presence in worship
c)
Covenant in baptism
3)
Our allegiance to God

a) Reverence for him and service of him in worship
b) Confession of him as our God
c)
Renunciation of the devil
d.
Theme: Family Service

1)
Spiritually dysfunctional families
a) Failure of fathers to exercise spiritual headship
b) Loss of family worship and prayer
c)
Apostasy of children
2)
Spiritual solidarity in families 
a) Fathers who teach God’s word and confess their faith as Joshua did
b) Families involved in home devotions and congregational worship
c)
Pastors and leaders who help families revere the Lord and renounce the works and ways of the devil
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