
 

Cities of Refuge: Shechem (A deep one today so pens!) 
 

The theme of this new series is all about finding our refuge in God. 
 

We are in week 3 of our series on the cities of refuge. Last week we looked 
at Kedesh which means “Holy or Consecrated Place.”  
 

That city was the first of 6 Old Testament cities that proclaimed the Holiness 
of God who is our refuge. In that lesson we looked at the Holiness that the 
scripture clearly teaches about God the Father, God the Son and God the 
Holy Spirit. Then we talked about how our Holy God has called us, His 
people, to be Holy as He is Holy and what that looks like. You can catch up 
on the 1st and 2nd sermons on our website: discoverchurchmaine.com or 
Facebook/discoverchurchmaine. 
 

By way of review, let’s read… Numbers 35:1-8; 25-28 NLT, “While Israel 
was camped beside the Jordan on the plains of Moab across from Jericho, 
the Lord said to Moses, “Command the people of Israel to give to the Levites 
from their property certain towns to live in, along with the surrounding 
pasturelands. These towns will be for the Levites to live in, and the 
surrounding lands will provide pasture for their cattle, flocks, and other 
livestock. The pastureland assigned to the Levites around these towns will 
extend 1,500 feet from the town walls in every direction. Measure off 3,000 
feet outside the town walls in every direction—east, south, west, north—with 
the town at the center. This area will serve as the larger pastureland for the 
towns. “Six of the towns you give the Levites will be cities of refuge, where 
a person who has accidentally killed someone can flee for safety. In addition, 
give them forty-two other towns. In all, forty-eight towns with the 
surrounding pastureland will be given to the Levites. These towns will come 
from the property of the people of Israel. The larger tribes will give more towns 
to the Levites, while the smaller tribes will give fewer. Each tribe will give 
property in proportion to the size of its land.” 25-28, “The community must 
protect the slayer from the avenger and must escort the slayer back to live 
in the city of refuge to which he fled. There he must remain until the death of 
the high priest, who was anointed with the sacred oil. But if the slayer 
ever leaves the limits of the city of refuge, and the avenger finds him outside 
the city and kills him, it will not be considered murder. The slayer should have 
stayed inside the city of refuge until the death of the high priest. But after 
the death of the high priest, the slayer may return to his own property.”  
 



So, 48 towns or cities; six of which were cities of refuge (Moses selected 3 
on the east and Joshua 3 on the west after conquering). All of these cities 
were given to the Levites from each of the 12 tribes who were allotted 
territories in the Promised Land.  
 

48 Levitical cities with the pastureland surrounding them, owned and 
governed by this priestly tribe. All of whom came under the direct jurisdiction 
of the singular High Priest in Israel who was anointed with the holy oil (A 
symbol of the Holy Spirit’s Call and authority in His life). He alone was 
qualified to act as the representative of the nation, and in that capacity acted 
as their mediator on the day of atonement each year. 
 

In looking at the details surrounding these priestly cities of refuge, we get 
a better understanding of the symbolic nature of the High Priest. 
 

Specifically, we discover parallel truths that pointed to Jesus our High Priest. 
 

Yes, we’re all very familiar with the symbolic idea of sacrificial spotless 
lambs pointing to the innocent sinless Lamb of God – our sacrifice for sin. 
 

But what we don’t always hear about are the symbolic ideas surrounding the 
High Priest in the Old Testament as he foreshadowed Christ. 
 

Last week we looked at the refuge city Kedesh which presignified the 
Holiness of Jesus. So today I want to return to the subject of how the Old 
Testament High Priest foreshadowed Jesus with regards to holiness. 
 

In the Old Testament, the High Priest was commanded by God to wear this 
very elaborate outfit. Included in it was this particular piece… 
 

In Exodus 28:36-38 NIV it says, “Next make a medallion of pure gold, and 
engrave it like a seal with these words: Holy to the lord. Attach the medallion 
with a blue cord to the front of Aaron’s turban, where it must remain. Aaron 
must wear it on his forehead so he may take on himself any guilt of the people 
of Israel when they consecrate their sacred offerings. He must always wear it 
on his forehead so the Lord will accept the people.”  
 

As our first priestly refuge city declares the importance of holiness. It was 
expected in the High Priest who was responsible to bear the guilt of the 
people before the Lord. He alone was anointed with a very special Holy Oil 
and from his turban a Gold medallion hung with the words, “Holy to the Lord” 
making it impossible for anyone to ignore. 



 

Jesus as our High Priest was especially Holy; innately holy. As such, He is 
able to go before God on behalf of all of us. And God accepts us because 
Jesus who is perfect in holiness saves us through in through. We’ve been 
inoculated through and through from the penalty of sin with no need for 
booster shots along the way! Our cure is eternal – completely clean! 
 

Hebrews 7:24-26 NIV, “There were many priests under the old system, for 
death prevented them from remaining in office. But because Jesus lives 
forever, his priesthood lasts forever. Therefore he is able, once and forever, 
to save those who come to God through him. He lives forever to intercede 
with God on their behalf. He is the kind of high priest we need because he 
is holy and blameless, unstained by sin. He has been set apart from sinners 
and has been given the highest place of honor in heaven. Unlike those other 
high priests, he does not need to offer sacrifices every day. They did this for 
their own sins first and then for the sins of the people. But Jesus did this 
once for all when he offered himself as the sacrifice for the people’s sins. The 
law appointed high priests who were limited by human weakness. But after 
the law was given, God appointed his Son with an oath, and his Son has been 
made the perfect High Priest forever.” 
 

Woo hoo! Can I get an Amen!!!! A Hallelujah! 
 

The Old Testament High Priests and the Priestly Cities of Refuge pointed to 
the day when we would enjoy complete forgiveness, perfect inoculation! 
 

Problem was, in the Old Testament the High Priests were humans who had 
sinful natures and so they had to address their own sins before bearing the 
guilt of the children of Israel before the Lord.  
 

That huge difference required that there be a redo every year on the Day of 
Atonement or Yom Kippur, which the Jews celebrate to this day. 

 

It is Jesus’ perfect holiness that qualifies Him to be a better High Priest who 
offers up a once for all atonement from sin for all who follow Him. 
 

And with that High Priestly quality and function in mind we move to our second 
City of Refuge – Shechem. 
 

The name Shechem means “shoulder” in Hebrew, which is appropriate 
considering its location as a pass between Mt. Gerizim and Mt. Ebal, 
approximately 40 miles north of Jerusalem. 



Because of its central location and vital crossroads, Shechem saw a lot of 
traffic in its history. It often found itself in major events throughout the Biblical 
narrative. 
 

Shechem was where Abram stopped at the tree of Moreh and received 
God’s promise of the land. Accordingly, Abram built an altar to God there.  
 

Abram’s grandson, Jacob after recociling with Esau, went to Shechem and 
built an altar there, calling it “El Elohe Israel,” or “mighty God of Israel.”  
 

Shechem was the place where Joseph and his brothers used to graze their 
sheep and it is where Joseph’s remains were later buried. 
 

Shechem, besides being a city of refuge, was the capital of the northern 
kingdom for a while, during the time the Israel was a divided kingdom. 
 

Before they entered Canaan, Moses instructed the Israelites to pronounce 
the blessings and the curses of the law on Mount Gerizim and Mount Ebal, 
which overlooked Shechem.  
 

So by the time of Joshua, the altar at Shechem had become a holy site. And  
The history surrounding it prompted him to bring all of Israel back to that spot 
to renew their commitment to the covenant and to follow the Lord. 
 

But Shechem was also a place that reminded them of mankind’s 
sinfulness.  
 

Hamor was the father of the man named Shechem, who the city was named 
after. Shechem raped Jacob’s daughter, Dinah, and two of Jacob’s sons 
avenged their sister by slaughtering all the men in the city, including 
Shechem and Hamor. 
 

Here, Abimelek positioning himself as king among the Shechemites, killed all 
but one of Gideon’s sons, Jotham. He pronounced a curse on Abimelek and 
the Shechemites, and after three years, the city of Shechem turned against 
Abimelek who then attacked the city and killed a thousand men and women. 
 

Shechem had a long history filled with both amazing moments with God and 
horribly sinful and destructive moments between people. 
 

Shechem, which means shoulder, was the epitome of this meme.  
 

Mt. Gerizim to the left with promised blessings and Mt. Ebal left with curses. 



Shecham was in between two shoulders; it was a place of decision. As 
Joshua said in this place thousands of years earlier. Choose this day whom 
you will serve! There are gods all around you vying for your worship! 
 

Joshua said 24:15, “As for me and my household, we will serve the Lord.” 
 

Shechem was a priestly city. It was a place where the High Priest would serve 
as a mediator between the Good (God) and the Sinful (Man). 
 

This was the primary function of a High Priest. And this place, Shechem, was 
a symbol of that priestly duty. 
 

This is a second discover parallel truth that pointed to Jesus our High Priest. 
 

The Old Testament High Priest foreshadowed Jesus with regards to: 
1. Holiness 
2. Mediation 
 

On this elaborate outfit God commanded the High Priest to wear were these 
next set of adornments… 
 

Exodus 28:2-4, 6-7, NIV, “Make sacred garments for your brother Aaron to 
give him dignity and honor. Tell all the skilled workers to whom I have given 
wisdom in such matters that they are to make garments for Aaron, for his 
consecration, so he may serve me as priest. These are the garments they are 
to make: a breastpiece, an ephod, a robe, a woven tunic, a turban and a 
sash.”   
 

Verses 6-7, “Make the ephod of gold, and of blue, purple and scarlet yarn, 
and of finely twisted linen—the work of skilled hands. It is to have two 
shoulder pieces attached to two of its corners, so it can be fastened.”  
 

Verses 9-12, “Take two onyx stones and engrave on them the names of the 
sons of Israel in the order of their birth—six names on one stone and the 
remaining six on the other. Engrave the names of the sons of Israel on the 
two stones the way a gem cutter engraves a seal. Then mount the stones in 
gold filigree settings and fasten them on the shoulder pieces of the ephod as 
memorial stones for the sons of Israel. Aaron is to bear the names on his 
shoulders as a memorial before the Lord.”  
 

The precious stones that Aaron was to bear before Jehovah upon his two 
shoulders were for a memorial, that Jehovah might remember the sons of 



Israel when Aaron appeared before Him clothed with the ephod and that 
Aaron would not forget the great responsibility he had as he approached God. 
 

As a mediator he brought the nation to God. He was the one who bore the 
burden & responsibility of sins of the people upon his shoulders before God. 
The names of twelve tribes upon his shoulders. Those names were again 
mirrored and connected to a breastplate covering his heart. 
 

Exodus 28:29-30 NIV, “Whenever Aaron enters the Holy Place, he will bear 
the names of the sons of Israel over his heart on the breastpiece of decision 
as a continuing memorial before the Lord. Also put the Urim and the 
Thummim in the breastpiece, so they may be over Aaron’s heart whenever 
he enters the presence of the Lord. Thus Aaron will always bear the means 
of making decisions for the Israelites over his heart before the Lord.”  
 

Every part of the elaborately prescribed dress of the high priest was 
significant. But the significance of the whole was concentrated in the 
inscription upon his turban, ‘Holiness to the Lord,’ and in these other 
adornments on his shoulders and over his heart. 
 

The shoulders, represent the seat of power, and the heart, the organ of 
thought and of love.  
 

As Aaron entered the Holy of Holies, he represented Israel before God, as 
truly as he represented God to Israel. For the moment the person of Aaron 
melted away absorbed in the holiness of his function. He stood before God 
as the individualized nation.  
 

Aaron was Israel, and Israel was Aaron, as they came into God’s presence.  
 

All this pointed onwards to something not just ceremonial. It pointed to the 
true priest who must, by His great power and love, gather up into himself the 
people for whom he is the priest. 
 

And they too, by the decision of their own minds and hearts and wills, must 
consent to and recognize the representative relationship they must have with 
Christ their High Priest as they come before God. 
 

John 15:5, “I am the vine; you are the branches. If you remain in me and I in 
you, you will bear much fruit.” 
John 14:19-20, “Because I live, you also will live. On that day you will realize 
that I am in my Father, and you are in me, and I am in you.”  



Colossians 3:2-4, “Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things. 
For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God. When Christ, 
who is your[a] life, appears, then you also will appear with him in glory.”  
 

So Christ gathers us all, if we will let Him, into Himself; and our lives are 
hidden with Him, in a way that is more than just a mere ceremonial 
representation as Aaron did. 
 

1 Timothy 2:5-6 NKJV, “There is one God and one Mediator between God 
and men, the Man Christ Jesus, who gave Himself a ransom for all.” 
 

Or those of you who have embraced Jesus as your Savior, High Priest 
Mediator, remember that Jesus himself is making intercession to God for you. 
 

Romans 8:34 NIV, “Who then will condemn us? No one—for Christ Jesus 
died for us and was raised to life for us, and he is sitting in the place of honor 
at God’s right hand, pleading for us.”  
 

Jesus loves us so very much. That is why He died for us. That is why He sits 
at God’s right hand pleading for us. Do you hear the love and passion in those 
last three words. 
 

With that in mind, I come to this closing thought: 
 

I can’t help but think about the breastplate with the 12 precious stones that 
represented the people over the High Priest’s heart. 
 

Jewels were chosen to symbolize the tribes.  
 

Bits of tin, brick, clay shards, or anything else that one could have scratched 
letters upon, would have been sufficient.  
 

But “precious things” were chosen to bear the names of God’s people. ‘ 
 
The Bible tells us time and time again that we're priceless to God, yet it's easy 
to lose sight of just how much we're loved.  
 

Isaiah 49:16, "See, I have engraved you on the palms of my hands." 
John 3:16, "For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that 
whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life." 
Jeremiah 31:3, “I have loved you with an everlasting love; I have drawn you 
with unfailing kindness.”  
 



The Lord’s portion is His people’; and precious in the eyes of Christ are the 
those for whom He has given so much.  
 

Choose today whom you will serve! How will you respond today? We would 
do well to respond as the people did that day in Shechem. 
 

Joshua 24:16-18 “Far be it from us to forsake the Lord to serve other gods! 
It was the Lord our God himself who brought us and our parents up out of 
Egypt, from that land of slavery, and performed those great signs before our 
eyes. He protected us on our entire journey and among all the nations through 
which we traveled. And the Lord drove out before us all the nations, including 
the Amorites, who lived in the land. We too will serve the Lord, because he is 
our God.” 
 

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

As they left Shechem they were to remember the past and live the present 
with greater commitment in light of it.  
 

We too, as we live the lives God has given us, should remember from where 
God, in His grace, took us—from 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 God’s faithful past in 
our own lives, we should personally renew a whole-hearted commitment to 
the Lord today.  
 

That was Joshua’s challenge to Israel at Shechem, and it is a good one for 
us to heed as well. 
 

If you have never committed you life to God by accepting His Son as your 
Savior High Priest and appropriating His sacrifice as payment for your sins. 
Today is a good day to choose Jesus and to choose to serve Him. 
 

I invite you to do this in prayer today! 
 
 
 
 


