Bethel and Shiloh—Presence and Promises
Day 10, Part two.  Pastor Emeritus Joe Fuiten


By traveling to Bethel and Shiloh we are entering the modern Palestinian’s occupied territories and the heart of God’s promise of land to Israel.  In many ways the contest for the land of Israel has its theological center within those few square miles.  In this study we want to go all the way to the first book of the Bible and see how it relates to Bethel and Shiloh.


There are two passages about Bethel that begin in Genesis.  Genesis 12:8-9 “From there he went on toward the hills east of Bethel and pitched his tent, with Bethel on the west and Ai on the east. There he built an altar to the Lord and called on the name of the Lord. 9 Then Abram set out and continued toward the Negev.” The significance of the place atop the spine of the western mountains is related by none other than God himself. Genesis 13:14-18 “The Lord said to Abram after Lot had parted from him, "Lift up your eyes from where you are and look north and south, east and west. 15 All the land that you see I will give to you and your offspring forever. 16 I will make your offspring like the dust of the earth, so that if anyone could count the dust, then your offspring could be counted. 17 Go, walk through the length and breadth of the land, for I am giving it to you." 18 So Abram moved his tents and went to live near the great trees of Mamre at Hebron, where he built an altar to the Lord.” 
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The promise made to Abraham was reiterated to Jacob in that exact same place. Genesis 28:10-22 “Jacob left Beersheba and set out for Haran. 11 When he reached a certain place, he stopped for the night because the sun had set. Taking one of the stones there, he put it under his head and lay down to sleep. 12 He had a dream in which he saw a stairway resting on the earth, with its top reaching to heaven, and the angels of God were ascending and descending on it. 13 There above it stood the LORD, and he said: "I am the LORD, the God of your father Abraham and the God of Isaac. I will give you and your descendants the land on which you are lying. 14 Your descendants will be like the dust of the earth, and you will spread out to the west and to the east, to the north and to the south. All peoples on earth will be blessed through you and your offspring. 15 I am with you and will watch over you wherever you go, and I will bring you back to this land. I will not leave you until I have done what I have promised you." 16 When Jacob awoke from his sleep, he thought, "Surely the LORD is in this place, and I was not aware of it." 17 He was afraid and said, "How awesome is this place! This is none other than the house of God; this is the gate of heaven." 18 Early the next morning Jacob took the stone he had placed under his head and set it up as a pillar and poured oil on top of it. 19 He called that place Bethel, though the city used to be called Luz. 20 Then Jacob made a vow, saying, "If God will be with me and will watch over me on this journey I am taking and will give me food to eat and clothes to wear 21 so that I return safely to my father's house, then the LORD will be my God 22 and this stone that I have set up as a pillar will be God's house, and of all that you give me I will give you a tenth."  
In the Coronation Chair for English Monarchs, there is a square stone in the base of it which they claim as the stone upon which Jacob laid his head.  The monarchy was symbolically claiming to be founded upon the house of God.

There are lots of elements to this story.  There is Jacob, son of Isaac, grandson of Abraham about to enter another world, a different world than he had ever known.  Unlike the spiritual environment of his younger years he is about to enter a pagan world with lots of challenges.  But God did not want him to be completely unprepared. So he arranged a meeting with Jacob while he was on his way to Haran. 

After making his way 56 miles through the hill country of Judea, probably at the end of his second day of travel, Jacob stopped for the night near Bethel (Gen. 28:11).  Jacob was a gentle man of the tents rather than a rough man of the field.  He is very tired and sore but breathing easier as he travels.

But this was not just any place. In Hebrew it is called "the place" (ha-maqom), a word that often has a religious connotation.  In English it is “a certain place.”  This may have been the very spot where Jacob's grandfather Abraham had worshipped God, near Bethel, soon after he first arrived in the land of Canaan (Gen. 12:8; 13:3, 4).  Let’s notice several things about this event.
First, God is preparing Jacob for the challenges of the pagan city of Haran. Haran was a major city, a center of trade in Mesopotamia to the north. Aram-Naharaim ("Aram between the rivers"), where Haran was located, refers to the huge Tigris and Euphrates rivers. They flowed past the great centers of ancient civilization, including Babylon and Ur from which Abraham had started his journeys. Though these cities were small by modern standards--only a few tens of thousands lived in them--they were the largest on earth at the time. Each had its pagan temples and one huge zigguraut, a stepped pyramid, in the middle of the city, like that mentioned in the story of the Tower of Babel (Gen. 11). This was a huge, artificial mountain with a large stairway up the front. It served, according to the belief of the people, as a "stairway to heaven" for the pagan gods. Babel, the Hebrew name of the city of Babylon, means the "gate of God." They thought of their ziggurauts as literally a gateway to heaven.

Some of Abraham's family left behind in Haran shared these beliefs (Jos.24:2). Abraham's father, who died in Haran, was named Terah, a name that comes from the word for "moon." He may have been a worshipper of the moon-god Sin, who was popular both in Ur and in Haran. Laban, the brother of Rebecca, was also a worshipper of idols. Later in Genesis, his daughter Rachel stole his household idols from him, and he chased Jacob hundreds of miles to try and get them back (Gen. 31:30, 34). God was showing Jacob that he was in charge of the ladder to heaven, not the pagan gods.


Second, God is reaffirming the promise of this land to Jacob just as he had with his father and grandfather.  It was first to Abraham.  Then it was to Isaac, but not Ishmael.  Here it is to Jacob, and not Esau.

Third, v14 is a prophetic promise that Jesus would be for the whole world. “Your descendants will be like the dust of the earth, and you will spread out to the west and to the east, to the north and to the south. All peoples on earth will be blessed through you and your offspring.”  More than just Jews blessing the whole world, this is a prophecy about Jesus.

Fourth, Verse 15 is quite personal to Jacob and he relied upon it to wrestle with God.  “I am with you and will watch over you wherever you go, and I will bring you back to this land. I will not leave you until I have done what I have promised you."

Fifth, the house of God is the gate of heaven.  It is a theological statement that Jesus would pick up on.   16 When Jacob awoke from his sleep, he thought, "Surely the LORD is in this place, and I was not aware of it." 17 He was afraid and said, "How awesome is this place! This is none other than the house of God; this is the gate of heaven."

John 1:47-51 “When Jesus saw Nathanael approaching, he said of him, "Here is a true Israelite, in whom there is nothing false." 48 "How do you know me?" Nathanael asked. Jesus answered, "I saw you while you were still under the fig tree before Philip called you." 49 Then Nathanael declared, "Rabbi, you are the Son of God; you are the King of Israel." 50 Jesus said, "You believe because I told you I saw you under the fig tree. You shall see greater things than that." 51 He then added, "I tell you the truth, you shall see heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man." 

There is no ladder in this passage because Jesus himself is the way, the truth, and the life.  He uses the exact terminology of Jacob’s ladder, but there is no ladder. The one standing there talking to Nathanael is the "door." He has bridged the gap between heaven and earth. He provides a means for us to enter into God's presence. Sin shut the door and broke the ladder. However, Christ has removed the sin bearer that separates us through His death and resurrection.
Bethel was the place where Jacob’s name was changed to Israel and where God reiterated the promises made to Abraham. Genesis 35:9-15 “After Jacob returned from Paddan Aram, God appeared to him again and blessed him. 10 God said to him, "Your name is Jacob, but you will no longer be called Jacob; your name will be Israel." So he named him Israel. 11 And God said to him, "I am God Almighty; be fruitful and increase in number. A nation and a community of nations will come from you, and kings will come from your body. 12 The land I gave to Abraham and Isaac I also give to you, and I will give this land to your descendants after you." 13 Then God went up from him at the place where he had talked with him. 14 Jacob set up a stone pillar at the place where God had talked with him, and he poured out a drink offering on it; he also poured oil on it. 15 Jacob called the place where God had talked with him Bethel.”
Bethel along with Dan was where the two golden calves were set up.  1 Kings 12:28-30 “After seeking advice, the king made two golden calves. He said to the people, "It is too much for you to go up to Jerusalem. Here are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of Egypt." 29 One he set up in Bethel, and the other in Dan. 30 And this thing became a sin; the people went even as far as Dan to worship the one there.”

Israel in Shiloh is most significant because the Ark of the Covenant and tabernacle were there for 369 years.  Joshua 18:1-4 “The whole assembly of the Israelites gathered at Shiloh and set up the Tent of Meeting there. The country was brought under their control, 2 but there were still seven Israelite tribes who had not yet received their inheritance. 3 So Joshua said to the Israelites: "How long will you wait before you begin to take possession of the land that the Lord, the God of your fathers, has given you?”  Shiloh was also the place from which the land was divided among the tribes.    More than 400 years after the promise of the land to Abraham Israel was beginning the job of dividing up the land among the tribes with the mandate to secure it.
Shiloh was the scene of Hannah’s great miracle surrounding the birth of Samuel.  1 Samuel 1:1-17 “There was a certain man from Ramathaim, a Zuphite from the hill country of Ephraim, whose name was Elkanah son of Jeroham, the son of Elihu, the son of Tohu, the son of Zuph, an Ephraimite. 2 He had two wives; one was called Hannah and the other Peninnah. Peninnah had children, but Hannah had none. 

3 Year after year this man went up from his town to worship and sacrifice to the Lord Almighty at Shiloh, where Hophni and Phinehas, the two sons of Eli, were priests of the Lord. 4 Whenever the day came for Elkanah to sacrifice, he would give portions of the meat to his wife Peninnah and to all her sons and daughters. 5 But to Hannah he gave a double portion because he loved her, and the Lord had closed her womb. 6 And because the Lord had closed her womb, her rival kept provoking her in order to irritate her. 7 This went on year after year. Whenever Hannah went up to the house of the Lord, her rival provoked her till she wept and would not eat. 8 Elkanah her husband would say to her, "Hannah, why are you weeping? Why don't you eat? Why are you downhearted? Don't I mean more to you than ten sons?" 

9 Once when they had finished eating and drinking in Shiloh, Hannah stood up. Now Eli the priest was sitting on a chair by the doorpost of the Lord's temple.  10 In bitterness of soul Hannah wept much and prayed to the Lord. 11 And she made a vow, saying, "O Lord Almighty, if you will only look upon your servant's misery and remember me, and not forget your servant but give her a son, then I will give him to the Lord for all the days of his life, and no razor will ever be used on his head." 

12 As she kept on praying to the Lord, Eli observed her mouth. 13 Hannah was praying in her heart, and her lips were moving but her voice was not heard. Eli thought she was drunk 14 and said to her, "How long will you keep on getting drunk? Get rid of your wine." 

15 "Not so, my lord," Hannah replied, "I am a woman who is deeply troubled. I have not been drinking wine or beer; I was pouring out my soul to the Lord. 16 Do not take your servant for a wicked woman; I have been praying here out of my great anguish and grief." 17 Eli answered, "Go in peace, and may the God of Israel grant you what you have asked of him." 

The Young Samuel grew up in the tabernacle at Shiloh.  1 Sam 3:1-14 “The boy Samuel ministered before the Lord under Eli. In those days the word of the Lord was rare; there were not many visions. 2 One night Eli, whose eyes were becoming so weak that he could barely see, was lying down in his usual place. 3 The lamp of God had not yet gone out, and Samuel was lying down in the temple of the Lord, where the ark of God was. 4 Then the Lord called Samuel.  Samuel answered, "Here I am." 5 And he ran to Eli and said, "Here I am; you called me." But Eli said, "I did not call; go back and lie down." So he went and lay down.  6 Again the Lord called, "Samuel!" And Samuel got up and went to Eli and said, "Here I am; you called me." "My son," Eli said, "I did not call; go back and lie down."  7 Now Samuel did not yet know the Lord: The word of the Lord had not yet been revealed to him. 8 The Lord called Samuel a third time, and Samuel got up and went to Eli and said, "Here I am; you called me." Then Eli realized that the Lord was calling the boy. 9 So Eli told Samuel, "Go and lie down, and if he calls you, say, 'Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.'" So Samuel went and lay down in his place. 10 The Lord came and stood there, calling as at the other times, "Samuel! Samuel!" Then Samuel said, "Speak, for your servant is listening." 11 And the Lord said to Samuel: "See, I am about to do something in Israel that will make the ears of everyone who hears of it tingle. 12 At that time I will carry out against Eli everything I spoke against his family — from beginning to end. 13 For I told him that I would judge his family forever because of the sin he knew about; his sons made themselves contemptible, and he failed to restrain them. 14 Therefore, I swore to the house of Eli, 'The guilt of Eli's house will never be atoned for by sacrifice or offering.'" 
Other passages offer their commentary on what happened at Shiloh.  Psalms 78:60-61 “He abandoned the tabernacle of Shiloh, the tent he had set up among men. 61 He sent [the ark of] his might into captivity, his splendor into the hands of the enemy.”
God said through Jeremiah that he would do the same to Solomon’s great temple and the people of Israel.  Jeremiah 7:12-15 "'Go now to the place in Shiloh where I first made a dwelling for my Name, and see what I did to it because of the wickedness of my people Israel. 13 While you were doing all these things, declares the Lord, I spoke to you again and again, but you did not listen; I called you, but you did not answer. 14 Therefore, what I did to Shiloh I will now do to the house that bears my Name, the temple you trust in, the place I gave to you and your fathers. 15 I will thrust you from my presence, just as I did all your brothers, the people of Ephraim.' 
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