High Places and Israel’s Center of Worship

High places and demons

Before Israel conquered the land of Canaan, tops of hills and mountains (high places) were typically used for worshipping pagan gods, which are actually demons (see 1 Cor. 10:20).  Since God is a jealous God (even his name is Jealous – Ex. 34:14), He did not want His chosen people to be tempted to worship demons instead of Him, so in Dt. 12:2 He commanded them to utterly destroy all the high places.  Instead, He would direct them to a central place to set up a tabernacle of worship and sacrifice (see Dt. 12:5-14).

First center of worship of Jehovah in Shiloh

When Joshua led the people into the land to conquer it, they probably obeyed God’s command to destroy all high places, and God led Israel to set up the tabernacle at Shiloh (Josh. 18:1), about 20 miles north of Jerusalem.  It remained there from about 1416 to 1094 B.C.

79 years of mobile worship of Jehovah

When Israel was fighting the Philistines around 1094, they decided to take the ark of the Lord into battle so it might save them from their enemies, but it was captured by the Philistines and never returned to Shiloh.  Thus, it is unclear where the center of worship was for the next 79 years.  It seemed to move around.  God Himself said in 1 Chr. 17:5, “I have not dwelt in a house since the time that I brought up Israel, even to this day, but have gone from tent to tent, and from one tabernacle to another.”

When the Philistines took the ark of the Lord, they were struck with tumors, and some died, so they became scared of the ark of the Lord and sent it away (1 Sam. 5:1-6:18).  When it came to Beth Shemesh, 50,070 men died because they looked into the ark, so it was sent to Kirjath Jearim, where it rested in the house of Abinadab on a hill for twenty years (1 Sam. 6:19-7:2).

When Samuel was judge and priest, he offered sacrifices at Mizpah (1 Sam. 7:5-9), and later he built an altar to the Lord at Ramah (1 Sam. 7:17).  He also offered sacrifice at a high place in Zuph (1 Sam. 9:5,12-14).  So we see that Samuel and perhaps other priests did temporarily use high places for sacrifices.  Even up to the time of Solomon, people were offering sacrifices to Jehovah God on high places (1 Ki. 3:2-4).

Second center of worship of Jehovah in Jerusalem

David brought the ark to Jerusalem around 1015 B.C. (2 Sam. 6:17), and then about a year later he got the idea of building a temple for God.  God said that his son would build the temple (1 Chr. 17:11,12).  So in 972 B.C., Solomon dedicated the first temple for worship and sacrifice.

Establishment of pagan high places during the period of the divided kingdom

Sadly, though, his pagan wives later led his heart astray and he set up high places to worship their idols (1 Kings 11:7,8).  In a short time this led to idolatry on “every high hill”, and there were also sodomites and prostitutes – just as the pagans had done (1 Kings 14:22-24).  Then, all the kings of Israel and most of the kings of Judah allowed high places and idolatry (2 Ki. 17:7-20).

When good kings arose in Judah, the high places were an issue of obedience.  Only a few kings obeyed.  Asa removed the high places from Judah (2 Chr. 14:3,5) but not Israel (2 Chr. 15:17; 1 Ki. 15:14).  Somehow during Asa’s reign people rebuilt some high places, and some became sodomites and prostitutes (1 Ki. 22:46), so when his son, Jehoshaphat, came into power he again removed high places from Judah (2 Chr. 17:6) and banished the sodomites and prostitutes from the land (1 Ki. 22:46).  However, it seems that during his reign either people in Judah again set up high places or else he did not remove all the high places in Israel (1 Ki. 22:43).

Joash (Jehoash) was a good king, but he did not remove the high places in his time (2 Ki. 12:3).  The same was true of his son, Amaziah (2 Ki. 14:4), his grandson, Uzziah (Azariah – 2 Ki. 15:4) and his great-grandson, Jotham (2 Ki. 15:35).  Jotham’s grandson, Hezekiah, removed the high places and kept the Lord’s commandments (2 Ki. 18:3-6).  Hezekiah’s great grandson, Josiah, the last good king, removed the high places from Judah and parts of southern Israel (2 Ki. 23:3-20).  Thus, we see that only four kings during the time of the divided kingdom were obedient in removing the high places.

Today’s Application

God always leaves tests for people of each generation to see if they will obey.  Today, Christians themselves are God’s temple (1 Cor. 3:16), and our bodies are living sacrifices; this is our spiritual worship.  (Rom. 12:1)  We can worship God anywhere through living obediently.  However, we can see that many Christians who seem to be very sincere in serving God do not try to obey all the commands of the New Testament.  We all sin, but some professing Christians do not even try to obey some New Testament commands.  For instance, most Christians do not confront other professing Christians who sin nor avoid those who do not repent (see Mt. 18:15-19 and 1 Cor. 5:1-13).  Also, many women ignore the commands to remain silent in a men’s congregation (1 Cor. 13:34), not teach or have authority over men (1 Tim. 2:11-15), and cover their heads when praying or prophecying (1 Cor. 11:5,6).

Some people may say that these were commands given to Christians of another time or culture, but then they would also have to say that the command to remove the high places in Israel and in Judah was only given to the Jews in the time of Moses and Joshua.  That’s not right.  Times may change, but God doesn’t.  If society or the culture of the day determines what is right and wrong, then God does not set the standard.  If God does not set a standard, then there is no basis for Him to hold us accountable.  “Eat, drink and be happy, for tomorrow we die!  Do not be deceived: evil company corrupts good character.”  (1 Cor. 15:32,33)  “Do not be deceived, God is not mocked; a man reaps what he sows.” (Gal. 6:7)  “Fear God and keep His commandments, for this is the whole duty of man.  For God will bring every deed into judgment, including every hidden thing, whether it is good or evil.”  (Ecc. 12:13,14)  “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is – his good, pleasing and perfect will.”  (Rom. 12:2)

