SIN & GRACE: A ONE-SIDED CONTEST

GRACE GREATER THAN ALL OUR SIN

Genesis 34:1-31

INTRODUCTION

Eugene Peterson, one of my favorite authors, has said that if you’re reading the Bible and you’re not confused half the time, you’re not paying attention.  Gen. 34 is one of those confusing places in the Bible.  This passage makes you scratch your head and wonder why anyone would have included this story in the history of God’s people.  Some commentators over the course of church history have simply refused to make any comments on the chapter.  Others have said that no preacher should ever talk about this chapter because of its perverted and violent subject matter.  But I don’t think we have those options.  I am persuaded that 2 Timothy 3:16-17 applies to this passage as much as to any other passage in the Bible.  2 Tim. 3: 16-17 says, “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, correcting, rebuking and training in righteousness that the man of God may be adequate, thoroughly equipped for every good work.”

Our task is to figure out why this piece of Israel’s history is included in the Bible.  What is the point that the inspired author, Moses, is trying to make by including this story?  We have to remember that no writer of history, whether sacred or secular, ever records everything that happens.  That is not possible.  Every historian edits his or her material.  When we are reading biblical history we must always ask, why did God, through a particular author, include this piece of history?  One of the basic reasons why this story is included is fairly obvious.  Can you identify one innocent person in this story?  Where is the hero in this story?  You can see something wrong with every human being in this story.  As we have so often seen in Genesis, we are forced to acknowledge that any good thing that happens to people is not the result of human goodness but of divine mercy.  Also, this chapter helps us see that the Bible cannot be a human book.  What author of national history would include a story that puts the “founding fathers” in such a bad light?  Only God would be interested in revealing this sordid story about the founding members of the Jewish nation.

This story is so unexpected in the history of Jacob that we have been following.  Jacob has come back to the Promised Land, just as God promised back in Genesis 28.  He has been given a new name and we’ve seen that he has grown in faith.  He has been reconciled to his brother Esau and we were told at the end of chapter 33 that he came to the town of Shechem in Canaan, peacefully.  He bought the land that his tents are pitched upon from the inhabitants of the town of Shechem.  He built an altar and is worshipping God.  If you were making a movie of Jacob’s life, this would have been the place to end it.  But instead, into this peaceful and idyllic scene comes a nightmare kind of tragedy.

The key to understanding why Moses includes this story is to remember for whom this story was first written.  The nation Israel, the descendants of Jacob and his sons, are wandering in the desert, preparing for their eventual conquest of the land of Canaan.  They have been saved out of Egypt, given God’s laws on Mt. Sinai, been rebuked by God on numerous occasions for their unbelief and rebellion and cared for in the desert by God. Moses wrote the book of Genesis for them.  It is God’s explanation as to why the world is the way it is.  In particular God, through Moses, is teaching them that salvation has always been by grace through faith, not by works.  The Hivites, of which Hamor and Shechem are a part, are one of the tribes that Israel is told they will have to destroy when they take over the land.  They would see, in this story, the work of their enemies and the work of God in defending them from their enemies.

MAIN POINT

God graciously saves his people and protects them from their enemies.

I.   God’s people have an enemy bent on their destruction through force or subversion (vv. 1-12 & 20-24)

Jacob’s daughter by Leah, Dinah, is in her middle to late teens.  She leaves the camp of Jacob and goes to the city of Shechem to visit with the women who live there.  While she is in the city, the most honored son of the king of the city, the prince for whom the city is named, sees her, takes her, has sexual relations with her and humiliates her.  In other words, he raped her.  (NIV uses one verb, “violated”, in place of two verbs in the original.  The second one, “humiliate” is the word God uses when he tells Abraham in Gen. 15 that the Egyptians will “enslave and humiliate his descendants”.).  Shechem treats Dinah the way the Egyptians treat Israel 400 years later.  We are to think of Shechem as we think of the Egyptians.  You can be sure that this rape was not a private affair as v. 27 makes clear.  The NAS has it right, “Jacob’s sons …looted the city because they had defiled their sister.”  While Shechem did the dirty deed, no one in the city did anything to prevent what everyone knew was happening.

After this tragic event we are told that Shechem’s soul cleaved to Dinah and he loved her and spoke tenderly to her.  He commands his father to get her as his wife.  This is not love, this is lust.  He is the honored prince of the city and so he knows that he cannot keep her as his slave, he must get her, if he is to have her and remain in his honored position, as his wife.  So he commands his father to get her for him as a wife.  Notice that his father does not rebuke him in any way but goes to Jacob to get what his son asks for. Shechem accompanies his father to Jacob’s camp to make the arrangements for him to marry Dinah, leaving her under guard in the city.

Meanwhile, back in Jacob’s camp, when Dinah doesn’t return home that night and she is not there the next morning, Jacob and Leah send some of their servants into the city to find out where she is.  They get back the shocking report of Dinah’s rape and detention.  Their teenage daughter has been raped and is now being held in the home of her attacker who is none other than the prince who is the namesake of the town.  Jacob’s sons, who are all in their 20’s, are out in the fields with Jacob’s flocks and so he suffers in silence.  He cannot express his indignation without imperiling his entire household for he is but a small company and the city, though not great, is much superior in men and resources to fight with.  Jacob sends word to his sons and urges them to return quickly.

While Hamor and Shechem make their way to Jacob’s camp Jacob’s sons return.  They are full of grief and fury over how their sister has been defiled.  What Shechem has done is condemned in v. 7 in the strongest possible language.  He has done something that should never be done.  God is opposed to what he has done.  Shechem and the people in the city have broken God’s laws and have attacked God’s people in attacking Dinah.

Hamor and Shechem arrive shortly after the boys have come home and begin their arrogant request for Dinah.  There is no hint in their request of having done anything wrong.  They take no notice of Jacob’s son’s grief, nor fury.  Notice that their entire appeal to Jacob and his sons is based upon monetary considerations.  Hamor’s proposal goes far beyond just the marriage of Shechem and Dinah.  He proposes that Jacob’s sons intermarry with his people, the Hivites.  What Hamor offers in return for this intermarrying is what God has already promised to give him by grace.  In vv. 11-12, Shechem tells them to name their price and he will pay whatever they ask if only they will give him permission to marry their sister and daughter.  While the language of these two men is smooth and polite, their aim is devious and subversive.  They are holding Dinah, against her will during this entire conversation.  They admit no wrong-doing.  They propose an arrangement that is forbidden to Jacob and his sons—they cannot marry Canaanite women.  They arrogantly offer to Jacob what only God can truly give, peace and prosperity in the Promised Land.

Look at vv. 20-24 to see the hypocrisy of these men and the men of the city.  When Hamor and his son tell their fellow citizens about the proposal of intermarrying and living with Jacob and his sons they do not mention their true motive, getting Dinah for Shechem.  They act as if they have been negotiating for the good of the city, when private concerns have been their true motive.  What liars and hypocrites they are!  But then, notice that they tell their fellow citizens that they should agree to this arrangement because all that belongs to Jacob will become theirs anyways.  They do not intend to live peacefully with Jacob.  They intend, once they have obtained Dinah, to subvert and take away what Jacob has by trickery.  With this promise of future reward, all the men of Shechem agree to the proposal.

We see in Hamor, Shechem and the men of the city the strategy of our great enemy Satan to destroy us.  There has been a lot of interest in “spiritual warfare” during the past 20 years in the Christian church.  There have been a lot of books written and much said about Satan’s tactics and our response as believers.  Most of what has been written and taught has concentrated upon Satan’s direct influence upon people through demonic possession and other direct means.  However, most of the teaching in the New Testament on Satan’s opposition to believers focuses on his attempts to intimidate Christians by persecution and other physical suffering and his attempts to subvert Christians by temptation to sin and false teaching.  Consider these two passages about Satan as the agent of persecution.  1 Peter 5: 8-9, “Be alert and self-controlled, your adversary the devil, prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour.  But resist him, standing firm in the faith since you know that your brothers throughout the world are undergoing the same kind of suffering.”  The context of this verse is the suffering of persecution.  In Rev. 12 Satan is shown waging war against Christians in persecution.  

But Satan’s number one weapon against the church, against us as Christians is false teaching.  Consider these passages.  2 Cor. 11: 13-15, “For such men are false apostles, deceitful workmen, masquerading as apostles of Christ.  And no wonder, for Satan himself masquerades as an angel of light.  It is not surprising, then, if his servants masquerade as servants of righteousness.”  1 Tim. 4: 1-2, “The Spirit says that in the last days people will follow deceiving spirits and things taught by demons.  Such teachings come through hypocritical liars, whose consciences have been seared as with a hot iron.”

Satan opposes us by trying to intimidate us through the persecution of others or through subverting us by the false teaching of others.  Isn’t this exactly what Hamor and Shechem are engaged in?  They have forcefully taken Dinah and there is more than a hint of force in their polite request.  Will they turn Dinah over if Jacob and his sons refuse?  Also, they are appealing to Jacob and his sons by promising them wealth and peace and land if they will agree to their proposal to become “one people”.  It is their intention to subvert the people of God and make them disappear by becoming one with the people of Shechem.  This is Satan’s strategy as well.  He is trying to get us to abandon Christ by physical violence or by making us just like the world through false teaching.  

While we do experience persecution here in the U.S., for the moment it is not of the life-threatening nature.  Satan’s opposition to us is far more subtle and subversive than open hostility.  Yet, do not be deceived.  He is working, right now, to destroy all of us by false teaching.  He is appealing to our lust and greed and covering it all over with religious veneer.  I will just mention two of the more pernicious forms of false teaching that are threatening to subvert God’s church right now.  First, there is the teaching that God wants every Christian to be wealthy and healthy.  We are King’s Kids and the only thing keeping us from health and wealth is our own unbelief.  If we will believe and confess that we are God’s children and heirs of all good things we will have all the money we need and the health to enjoy it.  This is a lie and a deception.  Millions of people believe they are Christians when they are not.  They do not love Christ; they are using Christ to get what they love, money and health.  A second subversive false teaching is the idea that you can be a Christian and live in open and defiant disobedience to Christ.  Grace is mere leniency, not the transforming power of God.  Conversion is simply agreeing that Jesus died on the cross for your sins, not the radical, life altering work of God for the sake of Christ where people who love sin and hate God are transformed into people who hate sin and love God.  My dear friends, as you have heard me say dozens of times, true, saving faith always produces joyful obedience because the Christian delights in God and his ways more than everything in the whole world.

God graciously saves his people and protects them from their enemies.

· God’s people have an enemy bent on their destruction through force or subversion

II.  God will punish all those who trouble his people (vv. 13-19 & 25-29)

When God first promised Abraham in Genesis 12 that he was going to make him into a great nation, he said, in part, “I will curse those who curse you.”  The psalms and the prophets are full of these promises of God.  For example Psalm 9:3-6, “My enemies turn back; they stumble and perish before you.  For you have upheld my right and my cause; you have sat on your throne, judging righteously.  You have rebuked the nations and destroyed the wicked; you have blotted out their name forever and ever.  Endless ruin has overtaken the enemy, you have uprooted their cities; even the memory of them has perished.”  God has promised his people that he will defend them and destroy all those who oppose them.  This is not just an OT promise either.  2 Thess. 1: 6-7 says, “God is just.  He will pay back trouble to those who trouble you…  This will happen when the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven in blazing fire…”  Consider Peter’s statement about the fate of false teachers, “These men are springs without water and mists driven by a storm.  Blackest darkness is reserved for them.”

So, when we read this story of Dinah’s rape and the arrogant and deceitful negotiations of Hamor and his men, we ought to expect that God’s wrath is kindled and that he is not going to let them get away with this.  Especially when we have been told that these men are Hivites, which is one of the Canaanite tribes that are marked by God for destruction because of their wickedness.  I’m making this point because when we look at the actions of Jacob’s sons, they appear to be the actions of vigilantes.  This doesn’t look much like God’s judgment.  It looks a lot like human passion run amok.  We will deal in our final point with the whole issue of God’s grace and human sin but for now I want you to see how God carries out his judgment on Shechem and the wicked citizens of his city.  God destroys them as he is going to destroy all the enemies of God and his people.

Hamor and Shechem have Jacob and his sons in a tight spot.  They have Dinah and they have a superior force.  How can they get their sister back without being destroyed in the process?  They employ deceit and trickery.  They tell Hamor and his son that they will intermarry with them and become one with them if all of the men in their city will become circumcised just as they are.  But they say, “If you will not agree to be circumcised, we’ll take our sister and go.”  They are threatening to go to war for their sister here.  Hamor and Shechem, full of lust and greed, cannot believe how simply they can obtain the objects of their desire, Dinah as a wife and the wealth of Jacob.  They talk their fellow citizens into getting circumcised and then on the third day, while they are still in pain from the operation, Simeon and Levi, both sons of Leah and therefore full brothers of Dinah, attack the city and murder all the men.  We can assume that they did not attack by themselves but their servants joined them in the attack.  The text just says them in the same way we say that General Patton won the Battle of the Bulge in WWII.  They not only kill all the men but also rescue Dinah from the home of Shechem.  Then the other brothers, discovering the slaughter, loot the city and take all the women and children as slaves.

We are to see in this destruction the judgment of God upon the enemies of his people.  I am convinced this is the way we are to read this story because of something that is written in the book of Numbers.  The events recorded in Numbers occurred around the same time that Moses was writing the book of Genesis to the very people he wrote this book for.  I want you to turn to Numbers 25, page 115.  Read vv. 1- 3 and tell the rest of the story.  Notice in this story that the enemies of God seduce the Israelites into sexual immorality that leads to idol worship.  They are attempting to subvert the people of God.  The danger is halted when a Levite, Phinehas, attacks and kills those engaged in the immorality.  Now turn to Numbers 31.  God commands Israel to take his vengeance on the Midianites for what they did in chapter 25.  Look at vv. 7 & 9, “they killed every man” and “The Israelites captured the Midianite women and children and took all the Midianite herds, flocks and goods as plunder.”  This is very similar language.  The original audience would have seen in the massacre of Shechem, God’s punishment of Israel’s enemies.  God is being faithful to defend his people by punishing their enemies, just as he said.

Now, what difference does knowing this make to us?  First, these OT stories of judgment are a small taste, a foreshadowing, of the great judgment that is to come when the Lord Jesus returns.  We ought to see this story and those like it in the OT as promises from God that justice is coming.  No one is going to get away with anything.  God sees all and remembers all and does not play favorites.  We should fear him, worship him and rejoice in Christ’s delivering us from the fierceness of his judgment.  But second, knowing that God is going to pay back trouble to those who trouble us ought to free us from the necessity of taking our own revenge.  We do not need to pay people back for what they do to us because there is a perfect judge who knows everything there is to know and will perfectly execute justice.  This is what Jesus did when he was being tried and beaten and hung on the cross.  In 1 Peter 1:23 it says, “When they hurled they insults at him he did not retaliate, when he suffered he made no threats, but he entrusted himself to the one who judges justly.”  The NIV says he entrusted himself to him who judges justly but there is not object to the verb so it could be either he entrusted himself to him who judges justly or he entrusted his persecutors to him who judges justly.  In other words, the knowledge that God is going to punish those who trouble us ought to free us up to patiently and joyfully endure whatever insults or hardships people bring to us.  God is not going to let anyone get away with anything.

God graciously saves his people and protects them from their enemies.

· God’s people have an enemy bent on their destruction through force or subversion

· God will punish all those who trouble his people

III. God does this in spite of us, not because of us (vv. 1, 13, 25-27 & 30)

Having said all that we need to also look at the behavior of Jacob and his family.  When we are told in the first verse that Dinah was going to visit the women of the city of Shechem, the first reader of this story would have been appalled.  First, why would a good Israelite girl go to visit the women of an idol worshipping tribe that God was planning on destroying in the future and she knew it?  Second, why was she wandering around, away from the security and protection of her own camp without any chaperone?  There is no question that the first readers would have been shocked by Dinah’s behavior.  Her motives are certainly suspect.  That does not mean she was asking to get raped.  Rather, she was at least acting foolish and perhaps disobeying parental commands. 

Don’t we have to acknowledge that while Shechem certainly deserved punishment, the way that Jacob’s sons went about it is reprehensible?  First, they spoke deceitfully.  This is the same word that Isaac used to describe what Jacob did in stealing Esau’s birthright.  And how they were deceitful!  They used the sign of God’s favor towards them, circumcision, to gain the upper hand.  They treated the mark of God’s covenant with complete contempt.  They attacked defenseless men with whom they had made an agreement.  These men were depending upon their goodwill, trusting them.  This was a great act of treachery.  Then the other brothers fall on the city like greedy monsters and carry off all that is in it.  They are purely opportunistic and give no mercy.

Then Jacob’s response at the end of the story is less than what we would expect.  Why is he upset with his sons?  He doesn’t rebuke them for their cold-blooded murder.  He doesn’t rebuke them for breaking an agreement.  He doesn’t correct them for their abuse of circumcision.  He doesn’t rebuke them for their greedy looting of the city.  He doesn’t express any concern over the condition of Dinah.  He only cares about one thing, saving his own hide.  He is afraid of what is going to happen to him.

Don’t we have to ask, why is God for Jacob and his sons and against Hamor and his people?  When you look at the behavior of these two peoples, is one really better than the other?  In this entire story find me a person who is innocent.  All of these people, including God’s chosen people, are full of lust and greed and anger and revenge and foolishness and fear.  It’s so important to note the location of this chapter.  Last week we were observing how much Jacob has changed but here we are reminded that any change that takes place in a human being is not because humans are good and love to be good.  Salvation is entirely a work of God’s grace from beginning to end.  Stories like this, where God’s chosen people act more wickedly than the world are in the Bible, not to give us the false idea that you can live any way you want and still go to heaven.  Rather they are here as a constant reminder that the difference between you and Timothy McVeigh is grace.  Self-righteousness that is expressed in disdain for and judgment of others is the ugliest of sins in people who claim to be followers of Christ.  The only reason anyone is going to heaven is the free and gracious choice of God to have mercy.  God says in Deut. 7:6 to the nation Israel, “For you are a people holy to the Lord your God for the Lord your God chose you out of all the people on the face of the earth to be his people, his treasured possession.”  Every Christian ought to look at this story and then at themselves and say, “That’s right.  I belong to Christ and love Christ and will go to heaven because of what he has done, not because of anything I have done.”  Thus we will be patient and generous with the sins of others while being hard on ourselves and seeking to help others to know the grace of God in all of its transforming power.

God graciously saves his people and protects them from their enemies.

· God’s people have an enemy bent on their destruction through force or subversion

· God will punish all those who trouble his people

· God does this in spite of us, not because of us

