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“Joshua Renews the Covenant” 

Introduction 
As we come to the end of Joshua ch.8 the children of Israel have been in the land 
of Canaan for long enough now, to know that not everything is rosey! To know that 
not everything about their new home was going to be perfect. 
 
They have been able to cross the Jordan miraculously in full-flood, by a mighty act 
of God, stopping the water over 20 miles up-stream at the town of Adam.  
They all passed over on dry ground safely. 
 
They have seen the City of Jericho’s walls come tumbling down, as they simply 
obeyed and walked around its walls – once a day for six days, 7 times on the 
seventh day, and they were able to walk straight up into the city and take it.  
God had given the City of Jericho into their hands. So all was going well. 
 
But then when they tried to take Ai with only 3000 of their fighting men, they 
discovered that their strength was gone! They weren’t able to do it! In fact they 
were sent packing by the men of Ai! They went up that hill with hearts full of pride, 
but they came back down it again absolutely humiliated, and 36 of their men were 
dead! Why had it all gone wrong? Why had they been defeated? 
 
Well, it wasn’t long until they found out that there was sin in their camp! One of 
their own men, Achan, had seen some silver, and a gleaming bar of gold, and a 
richly ornamented Babylonian robe; he coveted them, so he took them, and hid 
them in the ground beneath his tent. But what he didn’t know was that his sin had 
led to the downfall at Ai. God couldn’t continue to bless, when there was sin in the 
camp. It had to be rooted out. Israel had to deal with the sin in their midst, before 
they could be victorious once again. And that’s what they did – Achan and his 
family were taken out and stoned to death in the Valley of Achor (The Valley of 
Trouble) and sin was purged from the camp of Israel. 
 
Then, and only then, did God command Joshua at the beginning of chapter 8, to 
take all the fighting men, and go up to Ai, and He would give the king of Ai, his 
people, his city and his land, into their hands. God was ready to give them the 
victory once again, now that sin had been dealt with. 
 
And I’m sure as they watched the City of Ai come under God’s judgement, and as 
they saw every last resident of that city put to death by the sword, and as they saw 
the smoke rising above the city of Ai, they realised once again, how seriously God 
views sin – whether that sin is in the world around us, or whether that sin is in the 
hearts of God’s people, like Achan, our God cannot stand the sight of sin. 

And then they had just seen the king of Ai dealt with in v.29. He was killed by the 
sword of Joshua, and then his body was hung on a tree until evening, and then it 
was taken down and thrown outside the gates of the city, and then they covered it 
with a great pile of stones, which remains to this day. Why? Because the king of Ai 
was under God’s curse. He was a wicked king. The Bible says, ‘Cursed is anyone 
who is hung on a tree’ (Deuteronomy 21:23). So that’s exactly what happened to 
him. How he was treated was to be an example to the children of Israel not to 
copy his ways, or the ways of the Canaanites all around them. They were to be 
different, they were to live differently, because they were to be the people of God! 
 
And it’s against that back-drop that we now move on to vs.30-35 of chapter 8. 
Because now Joshua leads the people to the very centre of the Promised Land, to 
a place called Shechem. It was in a valley between two hills – Mount Ebal and 
Mount Gerizim. Moses had talked about this place back in Deuteronomy 27 & 28, 
in one of his last sermons to the Children of Israel on the Plains of Moab, just 
before he died. He told Joshua and the nation of Israel to make their way to this 
place as soon as they could, after entering the Promised Land, and there they 
were to renew their Covenant Promises before the Living and True God, Yahweh. 
 
And that’s exactly what is happening here in these verses. 
They now know the importance of the Covenant. 
They now know the importance of obeying God. 
They now know what happens when they disobey God, and sin against Him. 
They now know from painful experience the importance of getting this right. 
 
And so it was ‘at that time’ (v.30) that Joshua takes them to this important place 
at the very heart of the Promised Land, and there he builds an altar to Yahweh, 
the God of Israel, on Mount Ebal - one of the two hills on either side of that Valley. 
 
(v.31) ‘This was just as Moses the servant of the Lord had commanded the people 
of Israel, as it is written in the Book of the Law of Moses’ (i.e. Deuteronomy ch.27).  
There were in fact… 
 

1. Two Things to be Built on Mount Ebal (Deut.27:1-8)(Joshua 8:31-32) 
 
At the beginning of Deuteronomy ch.27 God gave instructions for two things to be 
built as soon as they got into the Promised Land. They were to be placed beside 
each other. The first was in vs.2-4 of Deuteronomy 27… 

‘Set up some large stones and coat them with plaster.’ 
And ‘Write on them all the words of this Law.’ (v.3) 

This was to be built ‘on Mount Ebal.’ (v.4). 
And that’s exactly what Joshua does here in Joshua 8:32…  

‘And there, in the presence of the people of Israel, he wrote on the stones 
a copy of the law of Moses, which he had written.’ (Joshua 8:32) 



- The Law = God’s Requirements: God’s Standard 
 
The second thing that had to be built, right alongside it, was (Deut.27:5) 
 

- The Altar = God’s Remedy: God’s Sacrifice (See Joshua 8:30-31) 
 
So right alongside this public display of the Law, God’s requirements, God’s 
perfect standard, reflective of his perfect holy character, there was to be an Altar. 
 
Why? Because the altar spoke of the fact that God’s People were not going to be 
able to keep the Law in their own strength. They were going to fail. They were 
going to fall short of God’s perfect standard. They were going to break God’s laws. 
That’s why they were going to need an altar on which to offer sacrifice for their sin. 
This would be God’s Remedy for Sin – for the time being. Pointing forward to the 
one final sacrifice for sin, that one day would be offered by our perfect high priest. 
 
Maybe the people had wondered was this all really necessary, whenever Moses 
had preached his sermon on the other side of the Jordan, on the Plains of Moab, 
many months ago, before he died? But now they know from painful experience 
that this was absolutely necessary. They had already sinned and fallen short of 
the glory of God, and they had only been in the Promised Land a matter of weeks! 
 
Now they knew only too well that they needed a sacrifice for their sins. Now they 
knew they needed to be reminded regularly of God’s perfect standard in the Law. 
 
Notice there were two particular offerings that had to be offered on this altar (v.6) 
 

o Burnt Offerings were to be offered to the Lord their God (v.31) 
 

o Peace Offerings were to be sacrificed (v.31) – That involved 
eating a fellowship meal together (Deut. 27:7)  

 
What was the significance of each of these offerings? (Leviticus chs.6 & 7) 
 
Well the blood of the animal for the Burnt Offering had to be shed, for the 
forgiveness of the sins of the people. And then the carcass of the animal or 
sacrificial victim had to be burned in its entirety on top of the fire on the altar.  
It was to be consumed completely, and the fire on the altar was never to go out.  
 
Symbolizing the fact that the people of Israel would always need a sacrifice for 
their sins, because they would never be perfect in O.T. times. It was offered up to 
God as a sacrifice in its entirety, in place of the sinful people it was being offered 
for. It was either their life, or the life of the sacrificial animal. The wages of sin was 
death, so either the sinner had to die, or else an animal had to die in their place. 

But then there was the Peace Offering (v.31). Or Fellowship Offering.  
This involved sharing a meal together. It spoke of Peace being restored between 
God and His People. God was offered the best of the sacrifice; the priest ate his 
food next; and then the people shared the rest. So the whole of Israel entered into 
a fellowship meal together with God. It was a means of thanksgiving. 
  
So every time the people broke God’s Law, they would need blood to be shed, 
and a burnt offering sacrificed for their sins, to make them right with God, and then 
as a symbol of the Covenant between God and His People being restored, they 
sat down and enjoyed a Fellowship meal together with hearts full of thankfulness. 
 
So those two structures on Mount Ebal spoke volumes, didn’t they? 
 
The Stones covered in plaster with the Law written on them, reminded them of 
God’s Requirements, God’s Perfect Standard. But when they broke God’s Law, 
when they fell short of God’s Perfect Standard, they needed a Sacrifice to be 
made for their sins. An all-consuming sacrifice. Then they could enjoy fellowship 
with God again, they were at peace with God again, and so their hearts were filled 
with thankfulness. 
 
So right from the beginning, even before His People entered the Promised Land, 
God knew that His People would not be able to Keep His Perfect Standard in the 
Law. He knew they would fall short of the glory of God. And so He provided the 
place of sacrifice right there beside it. 
 
But then in the rest of Deuteronomy ch.27 there was a list of curses for the 
people. And in ch.28 there was a list of blessings for God’s People.  
 
Right in the very centre of the Promised Land, at Shechem, were 2 mountains. 
They were like twins: both roughly the height of Slieve Donard (< 3000 feet high), 
with a valley running through the middle between them, where Shechem was. 
 
The Children of Israel were to gather in this valley, which is actually a natural 
amphitheatre – 6 tribes on one side on the slopes of Mount Ebal, and the other 6 
tribes on the other side on the slopes of Mount Gerizim, and there, the curses and 
the blessings were to be sounded out for all Israel to hear together, and to 
respond to together as one. (See Joshua 8:33-34). First let’s look at… 
 

2. The CURSES that were read from Mount Ebal (Deut.27:9-26) 
 

- ‘Be Silent, O Israel, and Listen!’ (i.e. this is important) (v.9a) 
 

- ‘You have become the people of Yahweh your God’ (v.9b)  
 



They were the new generation of God’s People, now in their own Promised Land. 
 

- Now ‘Obey Yahweh your God and follow His Commands…’ (v.10) 
 

- N.B. Six Tribes stood on Mount Ebal to pronounce the Curses (v.13). 
 

- I want you to listen carefully as I read the Curses to you (vs.14-26): 
 

(v.15) = Commandment No.2 – Don’t make idols 
(v.16) = Commandment No.5 – Honour your father and mother 
(v.17) = Commandment No.10 – Don’t covet the neighbour’s land 
(v.18) = Commandment No. 9 – Don’t bear false witness 
(v.19) = Commandment No.9 also. 
(vs.20-23) = Commandment No.7 – various forms of sexual sin. 
(vs.24-25) = Commandment No.6 – you shall not murder 

  (v.26) = A general ‘catch-all’ statement to cover all of the law. 
 
So there was nothing new here. This is God’s Law reiterated in various ways to try 
to bring home to the people the importance of up-holding God’s Law in the Land. 
 

- Notice at the end of every verse, all the people shouted their agreement: 
They shouted – ‘Amen!’ – after every statement was read out.                  
They agreed with it all. There was no dissent. God’s Law was good for 
them, and they knew they had to keep it, so that it would go well with them 
in the Promised Land. 

 
But then, after the Curses, followed the Blessings… 
 

3. The BLESSINGS from Mount Gerizim (28:1-14) 
 

- Now Six Tribes stood on Mount Gerizim to pronounce the Blessings (v.12) 
 

- N.B. These blessings were conditional – look at the little word: ‘If’ (28:1-2). 
It’s also found in v.9 and in v.13. So 4 times that little word ‘if’ is stressed. 

 
- Again let me List the Blessings for you (vs.3-14) 

 
So they would be blessed in their cities and in the countryside. They would be 
fruitful and multiply in terms of their own offspring and that of their livestock.  
They would always have plenty of bread (vs.5-6).  
They would defeat their enemies (v.7). And their barns would be full (v.8). 
And all of this would be a witness to the pagans around them, that they belonged 
to the Lord as His Holy Nation (vs.9-11). It would go well for them (vs.12-14) –  
But only if they followed the Lord with all their hearts and walked in all His ways. 

- Notice with the blessings, unlike the curses, the people didn’t have to 
shout their agreement – It’s obvious they would want this! Who wouldn’t? 

 
- But the chapter went on to spell out the consequences of the Curse! 

(vs.15-68). I’m not going to read it now, but in the next 50+ verses they 
were left in absolutely no doubt what would happen if they disobeyed! 

 
- But, sadly the nation of Israel would know more of God’s Curse than his 

Blessing, in the years that followed, because they (just like us) were sinful 
at heart. We are all by nature under a Curse. We are all affected by sin… 
Not just since the giving of the Law, but since Adam sinned in the garden! 

 
And sadly every time God gave His people a fresh new start in the Old Testament, 
it didn’t last too long, did it? 
 
Whether that was Lot and his daughters after they were rescued from Sodom.  
Or Noah and his wife and family after they were rescued from the Flood. 
Or whether it was The Hebrew people rescued out of slavery in Egypt. 
Or whether it was the new generation of God’s People Israel as they possessed 
their Promised Land with such hope and confidence. It always went wrong! 
Because they were always sinners at heart. They could never keep God’s Law, so 
they could never live under God’s blessing. They were always under the Curse.  
 
And the same is true today. It doesn’t matter how hard we try in our own strength 
and energy, we will always fall into sin, because we are all sinners by nature.  
And so we still sin in practice, again and again, apart from God’s help. 
 
Conclusion 
 
So God set out his requirements in the Law over and over again, like He did here, 
but as well as writing out the Law on plaster covered stones, to show the 
Standard of holiness he required, he also had to provide beside it, at one and the 
same time, A Place of Sacrifice, to atone for all the law-breaking that Israel would 
do – to atone for their sins, as they fell short of His standard.  
And in that respect, nothing has changed! 
 

God’s standard remains exactly the same today, as it was then. 
God’s standard of absolute holiness is still the 10 commandments. 

 
And you and I still need the place of sacrifice to deal with our sins, and all our 
short-comings as far as the Law is concerned. Because we’re all under the curse. 
The cry of our heart must be: We need someone to deal with that curse! 
 

The Good News of the Gospel is that someone has dealt with it! 



The Good News of the Gospel is that we don’t have to go on offering those 
sacrifices, because Jesus has offered the final sacrifice for sins at the Cross! 
 
Praise God,  
 

There was One who was willing to die in my place, 
that a soul so unworthy might live. 

And the path to the cross he was willing to tread, 
all the sins of my life to forgive. 

 
They are nailed to His cross, they are nailed to His cross, 

O how much he was willing to bear! 
With such anguish and loss, Jesus went to the cross, 

and he carried my sins with him there! 
 
Praise God, there was one who was willing and able to take our curse upon 
himself – and that was the Lord Jesus Christ! 
 
Tonight, at the Lord’s Table, we’re going to tie 2 passages of Scripture together… 
 
One from O.T. (Deuteronomy 21:23) and one from the N.T. (Galatians 3:13): 
 

‘Cursed is everyone who is hung on a tree’ (Deut 21:23) and (Gal 3:13)… 
‘Christ redeemed us from the Curse of the Law by becoming a Curse for us!’ 

 
Because He has taken the Curse, we can now enjoy the Blessings – in Christ! 
 


