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Joshua 

Introduction to Joshua 

VIDEO 

In Numbers 13 and 14 we read for the first time about Joshua, the son of Nun. He was one of the twelve leaders from the newly-formed nation of Israel who had to explore the Promised Land of Canaan – the land God had promised to give them. Their task was simply to bring back a report of what they had seen in the land.

When they returned, they were all in agreement that it was indeed a beautiful and fertile country – truly a land flowing with milk and honey.

But...

These men had become blinded by the sight of the inhabitants of the land, whom they described as cruel giants. According to them, it would be utterly impossible to take possession of the land. Two of the men, however – Joshua and Caleb – disagreed. Their argument was that nothing is impossible for God. But they were silenced. The rest is history: for the next forty years the people wandered through the desolate wilderness as nomads.

Later we read about Joshua again. By then Moses was already 120 years old, and the end of his life’s journey was near. It was time for him to hand over his leadership to another. In Deuteronomy 31 we read that Moses passed on the leadership of the nation to Joshua. He was a fully capable leader, and it would be his duty to lead the people into the Promised Land. “Be strong and courageous,” Moses told Joshua. “You are going with this people into the land the Lord swore to our forefathers to give them. You must enable them to take possession of it.”

And so Joshua’s leadership began – over a people who, in truth, did not yet have the character or cohesion of a nation. It was a bitterly difficult struggle, and Joshua had to learn very quickly that if he wanted to lead these people successfully, he would have to place his complete trust in God, even when everything seemed utterly impossible.

At first glance, the entire book of Joshua seems drenched in the blood of war. When you read it, it almost feels as if you are opening a modern newspaper or watching the evening news on television – war, war, and more war. And all of it, apparently, by command of the Lord!

We are therefore justified in asking: “Is our God then a cruel and harsh God, distant and unfeeling? Surely He cannot be the same loving and gracious God we have come to know?”

But those are only surface impressions! We must look at Joshua in the right light and open our hearts to discover the deeper truth behind it all.

Firstly, we must realise that many forms of violence existed in Joshua’s time – as is still the case today. Just look at what is happening in Ukraine, in Israel, and in parts of Africa! We must also clearly understand that the book of Joshua does not incite or approve of violence; it merely reflects the reality of life as it was.

In fact, the opposite is true: We see how a loving God fulfils His promise to His people through the story of Israel’s entry into the Promised Land. At the same time, He expects them to serve Him faithfully.

The book of Joshua is the story of a nation in the making, but the message it carries for us today is that we are called to serve the Lord with reverence and devotion. He is, after all, a God who commands respect. Indeed, He made many promises to His people – and to us – and He remains true to every one of them! Yet He also requires complete obedience from those who belong to Him.

When did the book originate? The answer is that it developed over a long period, mostly as oral stories or perhaps a few written fragments dating from the time of King Josiah. It was first written down during, or perhaps shortly after, the second Exile – somewhere between 550 and 500 BC.

The book of Joshua is a portrait of Israel’s conquest and division of Canaan under Joshua’s leadership. Five main themes run through the book:

	God keeps His promises. He had promised to give the land to His people, and indeed He did – as seen, for example, in the conquest of Jericho.



	The Lord alone is God, and they were to serve Him only, not foreign gods.



	They had to remain obedient to the Lord.



	The land is a gift from God. 



	The question of violence and war – is it truly the path to success and victory?





Prayer:

Lord, thank You for the example of Joshua, who placed his complete trust in You alone!
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Joshua’s Commission 

Joshua 1:1-18 

VIDEO 

“I will be with you” – surely the most encouraging words anyone could ever receive! The Lord gave that assurance to Jeremiah in Jeremiah 1:8, and Jesus repeated it to His disciples in Matthew 28:20 at His ascension. Now we read in Joshua 1:5 that the Lord says to Joshua: “As I was with Moses, so I will be with you. I will never leave you nor forsake you.”

In Numbers 27:22 we read that shortly before his death, Moses, on God’s command, laid his hands on Joshua and blessed him for the great task that would rest on his shoulders – to lead the people into the Promised Land. Soon after that, Moses undertook his final journey. He went to the plains of Moab and climbed to the top of Mount Nebo near Jericho. From there he could see the entire Promised Land. Then Moses was ready to meet his Creator. He died there, and the Lord Himself buried him somewhere in the plains of Moab, but his grave was never found – as we read in Deuteronomy 34.

Now the mantle rested fully on Joshua’s shoulders – to take possession of the Promised Land for Israel. Immediately, he received a command from the Lord to cross the Jordan River with the people and claim the land. It sounds so simple! But Joshua would not go alone – the Lord had promised to be with him. Moreover, the Lord assured him: “I will give you every place where you set your foot.” Then the Lord spelled out exactly where the boundaries of this new land would be. All Joshua had to do was to go and take possession of it.

However, that didn’t mean Joshua could just sit back and wait for everything to fall into place. It would demand hard work from him, and he would literally run into walls along the way. Many things would seem totally impossible. He would need to be strong and courageous and not allow himself to be discouraged when he faced obstacles. Above all, he had to trust the Lord completely with his life. Then God gave him this wonderful assurance in verse 5: “No one will be able to stand against you all the days of your life.”

There was, however, another very important matter that the Lord addressed in verse 7: “Be strong and very courageous. Be careful to obey all the law my servant Moses gave you; do not turn from it to the right or to the left, that you may be successful wherever you go.” The Law of the Lord had to remain the guiding rule for their lives wherever they went.

During the Great Trek, the old Voortrekkers kept their Bible in the chest at the front of their ox-wagons. It was to be their guide as they ventured into the unknown. How could it be otherwise? Today, no believer can face the journey of life without that same vital guide for our lives. But your Bible must not simply lie in your “wagon chest.” It must be used, read, and made part of your daily life. We can never get enough of God’s Word.

When Joshua received God’s command to take the land, he didn’t spend months preparing or planning. He immediately gave instructions to his officers to spread the word among the people: “Get your provisions ready. Three days from now you will cross the Jordan.” Three days! That’s almost now! Joshua didn’t waste any time. 

But first there was a small issue that needed sorting out. In Numbers 32 we read of three tribes – Reuben, Gad and Manasseh. They had large herds of livestock and needed grazing land. Moses gave them land on the eastern side of the Jordan. Now they were concerned that they might lose that land when the Israelites crossed into Canaan.

Joshua decided to make a concession: they could keep the land on the condition that they first helped conquer Canaan. Their families and livestock could remain behind, but the men had to join the army. They agreed willingly, and in fact, they would even form the front line of the invading force.

As believers, we are part of a team that must work together. It starts in my congregation, where I don’t just form a little clique with my small group, but where the whole congregation is the team. For the congregation to thrive, we all have to shoulder the work together. When one group takes on a project, everyone else supports it to help it succeed. But it goes further than that – we are part of a much larger team that includes other denominations too. And it doesn’t matter whether that “other team” is black, brown or pink – we are all part of the same unity.

Everyone was immediately excited about this new “adventure,” and I can just imagine the buzz in the Israelite camp as people hurried around to pack and prepare in time. After all, they had waited forty years for this great day!

Prayer:

Lord, I am part of a very large team. Help me take off my blinkers and to truly become part of it together with others!
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The Spies and the Prostitute 

Joshua 2:1-24 

VIDEO 

The camp of Israel was in a commotion. “We’re moving!” was the word on everyone’s lips. All over, people were rushing around, gathering their things and getting ready – because in just three short days they would be on their way!

Meanwhile, Joshua was busy planning the invasion. He knew one couldn’t simply march blindly into enemy territory; you first needed to know what awaited you on the other side of the river. Nearly forty years earlier he had been part of an expedition mission himself. Would it not be wise to send another one now? This time, however, he sent only two reliable men to spy out Jericho – the first city in their sights, directly across the Jordan River.

And so, the two spies slipped across the border. The gates of Jericho stood wide open, and they entered the city unnoticed. But they were strangers in a small town where everyone knew one another. It didn’t take long for the locals to eye them suspiciously. “We’ll have to come up with a plan!” the two whispered. Then they saw it – a little sign on one of the houses built into the city wall: “Visit Rahab for a good time.” 

Desperate to get out of sight, they slipped inside. To their dismay, they soon realised they were in a prostitute’s house. “Now what?” they wondered aloud.

I’m not sure who got the bigger fright – Rahab, the prostitute, or the two spies. “What are you doing here?” she asked sharply. She immediately recognised them as Israelites. You could spot them a mile off! And what she had heard about the Israelites was that they were dangerous. Their reputation had preceded them. The story of how the sea had parted for them and swallowed up the Egyptians was still told forty years later. Everyone knew how they had wiped out hostile nations along their route, leaving no survivors. Yet, these two didn’t look like cruel warriors at all – they were ordinary men. “Are you spying on us?” she asked. “Are you going to destroy Jericho too?”

The two realised instantly that they were trapped. “Please, don’t give us away!” they pleaded.

Her heart softened toward the two helpless men. She had heard of their God and His mighty deeds, and she wanted to know more. She had long since realised that the stone idols her people worshipped were worthless. “You can hide here,” she said. “Don’t worry – I won’t tell anyone.”

Then came a loud banging on her door. “Quick! Up to the roof!” she hissed. They scrambled up and hid under a heap of flax stalks.

It sounded as if the soldiers were about to break down the door. Rahab opened it with a friendly smile.

“Where are they?” barked the soldier. “Hand over those two men who came to you!”

“Oh, those two?” she said innocently. “They’ve just left. Is there a problem?”

“Where did they go?” he demanded furiously. “They’re spies – they came to investigate our land!”

Feigning surprise, she told them she hadn’t realised who they were, but that they had left just before the city gates were closed. “If you hurry, you might still catch them!” she said helpfully.

When the soldiers were gone, she locked the door and ran to the roof where the spies were hiding. “I know that the Lord has given you this land,” she confessed. “We are terrified of you; all the people here are trembling with fear.” Then she pleaded: “I’ve shown you kindness – now swear before the Lord that you’ll show kindness to my family in return.” The men promised that she and her family would be spared, provided they were inside her house and that she tied a red cord in her window. In return, she was to keep silent about them.

When all was quiet again, she let them down through her window on the city wall by means of a rope, telling them to hide in the hills for three days before returning.

When the spies finally crossed the Jordan safely and reported back to Joshua, their words were full of faith: “The Lord has surely given the whole land into our hands; all the people are melting in fear because of us.” How different from the previous mission, when the spies had returned with fear and discouragement!

Three times Joshua received confirmation and encouragement about the invasion – twice from God Himself, and now from his own people.

The Lord strengthens and reassures us, His children, in countless ways through His promises. We are co-workers in the fulfilment of His promises!

Prayer:

Lord, thank You for Joshua’s example of complete trust in You. Please grant me that same unshakable faith in You!
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Through the Jordan 

Joshua 3:1-17 

VIDEO 

Everyone was excited: “Tomorrow morning we move!” That night, very little sleep was had in the Israelite camp. They were at Shittim, about twenty kilometres from the Jordan River, directly opposite Jericho. Down below they could see the brown, swollen waters of the Jordan in full flood. Their first great challenge was to cross that raging river before entering the Promised Land.

Before dawn, the order came to break camp. They were going to enter Canaan. But unlike any other army, the vanguard was not made up of soldiers or scouts – it was a peaceful procession: a group of Levitical priests in white garments carrying the Ark of the Covenant on poles. About a kilometre behind them followed the vast multitude of Israelites. All day long they descended toward the lowlands of the Jordan.

There they camped beside the river. Joshua wanted everything well organised before crossing, so they stayed there three days.

But there was a problem – or rather, a challenge. As they had seen from Shittim, the Jordan was in flood: a roaring, churning mass of brown water separating them from the land God had promised. Yet Joshua seemed completely unshaken. He calmly organised the people and instructed them on exactly what to do.

On the third morning, as they still wondered how they would cross, Joshua did something astonishing. He ordered the priests carrying the Ark to walk down into the river. The people were to consecrate themselves, for that day they would witness the power of the living God as never before. “This is how you will know that the living God is among you and that He will certainly drive out the Canaanites, Hittites, Hivites, Perizzites, Girgashites, Amorites and Jebusites before you,” he told them.

He explained that they were not to be intimidated by the raging waters, because the Almighty Creator would stop the river’s flow for them. The waters would pile up further upstream, and they would cross on dry ground – just as their ancestors had done at the Red Sea. It sounded almost too good to be true, but Joshua knew God would keep His promise.

Then he commanded the priests to step into the river. The moment their feet touched the water, the people gasped – for instantly, the river’s flow stopped as if an invisible hand had halted it.

We don’t know exactly what happened, but it’s thought that God caused a landslide near the town of Adam that blocked the river completely – at precisely the right moment! How great is our God!

The people crossed the river on dry ground while the priests stood in the middle of the riverbed with the Ark until everyone had safely passed over.

This wonderful story taught its first readers – and still teaches us today – several vital truths.

Firstly, the Ark of the Covenant went ahead, leading the way. For the Israelites, it was the symbol of God’s presence. They needed to understand that with God among them, they could face even the unknown with peace and confidence. When this story was later written down, the people were again in unfamiliar territory – living as exiles in Babylon. The Ark, representing God’s presence, reminded them that the Lord had not stayed behind in Palestine but had gone before them, even there in exile.

Today, the Ark still goes before us – in the form of the Bible, God’s Word, through which He promises never to leave us.

The second great lesson is that the Creator God still rules over His creation. He controls not only nature, but also the destiny of nations. What a comfort this truth brings! At times, it feels as though evil has taken complete control of the world, with so much suffering and chaos around us. But this story shows the opposite. At the Red Sea, God used a strong wind at precisely the right moment. At the Jordan, He likely used another natural phenomenon – a landslide – again at the perfect moment.

His timing was flawless: the river stopped flowing exactly when the priests’ feet touched the water. Isn’t that breathtaking?

He is the One who created all things, and He is the One who governs all creation. But this story also tells us that God saves because He is the Creator. He not only has the power to help us, but also the will to do so!

Prayer:

Lord, You are wonderful. You are in control – not only over humankind, but over all creation and the forces of nature. I worship and praise You with all my heart!
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A Memorial Stone 

Joshua 4:1–5:1 

VIDEO 

After the whole nation had crossed the Jordan River on dry ground, the priests carrying the Ark of the Covenant remained standing in the middle of the river, down on the riverbed. Then Joshua appointed one man from each tribe to go back into the river. Twelve men had to fetch a large stone each from the riverbed to build a memorial where they would camp for the night. This pile of stones had to remind their descendants of that day when the Lord led them through the river on dry ground. It was also to remind them that the Lord had given them this land. This event was never to be forgotten!

They were also to set up a similar memorial stone in the middle of the river, at the place where the priests carrying the Ark of the Covenant had been standing.

It’s important that we as believers set up “memorials” to remind us of what the Lord has done for us. Two such memorials are baptism and the Lord’s Supper, signs of God’s power as well as His love and grace. In a certain sense the church is also such a memorial. The church reminds us that the Lord saves us from sin and from eternal condemnation.

Only after the memorial on the riverbed had been set up did Joshua command the priests carrying the Ark of the Covenant to come up out of the river, where they had been standing all the time. Again we see God’s almighty power when the next great wonder happens. Precisely at the moment the priests set foot on the bank, the river began to flow again and rushed down in all its fury towards the Dead Sea!

These wonderful events at the Jordan River confirmed the Lord’s presence, His guidance, and His power to the people. Now they were ready to take possession of the Promised Land. They realised very well that not everything would simply fall into their laps. Hard work lay ahead, and they had to be prepared to fight for their land. These pagan nations would certainly not just surrender when they saw the Israelites marching. That’s why forty thousand armed men, ready for war, would advance against the Canaanite peoples who occupied the land.

We read of the three tribes who had land east of the Jordan - Reuben, Gad and Manasseh. They had promised to take the lead, and now they keep their word. They move right to the front as the Israelites advance against the land of Canaan.

At Joshua’s command the Israelites marched to Gilgal, where they set up camp, scarcely a stone’s throw from Jericho and in full view of the city’s frightened inhabitants. With the twelve stones from the Jordan they now built the memorial.

After the pile of stones had been built, Joshua said to the Israelites: “When your children one day ask their dads: ‘What do those stones mean?’ you must tell the children: Israel went through this Jordan River on dry ground.” They were to tell their children that God did this so that all the peoples of the earth would know that the Lord’s power is great, and so that they would always serve the Lord.

Joshua camped at Gilgal, a meagre two kilometres from Jericho, it seems. From their sturdy city walls they likely looked down on the Israelite camp. That must certainly have struck terror and trembling into the hearts of the Jerichoites, because as we already heard from Rahab, the inhabitants of Canaan had a holy fear of the Israelites!

I think they bolted the city gates and not a soul dared stick his nose outside. They probably thought they were perfectly safe behind those walls. Who could possibly manage to get through such solid walls?

Had Joshua owned a pair of binoculars, however, he would have seen a single face peering out of a window in the wall - that of Rahab the prostitute, anxiously wondering whether those two spies would ever remember her. She was convinced that the inhabitants of Jericho were not nearly as safe behind their wall as they believed. Below her little window a very conspicuous red cloth fluttered in the wind.

The events at the Jordan River did not pass unnoticed in Canaan. In Joshua 5:1 we read: “When all the kings of the Amorites west of the Jordan and all the kings of the Canaanites along the sea heard how the Lord had dried up the Jordan before the Israelites until they had crossed over, their hearts melted and they no longer had the courage to face the Israelites.”

The crossing of the Jordan therefore served a double purpose. Not only did it provide the Israelites with a way into the land. At the same time it already laid the groundwork for victory because of the enemy’s fear of them!

Today we can only read this story in wonder. Yet the greatest wonder still lies ahead!

Prayer:

Lord, this morning I can only look to You in total amazement. You are truly great above all!
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The Men Are Circumcised 

Joshua 5:2–12 

VIDEO 

After forty years of wandering in the wilderness, the people were finally in the Promised Land, Canaan. In more than one respect this wilderness time had been a period of shame for the people. They ended up there because they were disobedient to God. They did not trust Him! The Lord had promised to give the land into their hands. All they had to do was take possession of it. But they didn’t believe it could happen, and chose not to enter the land!

With their entry into the Promised Land, the shameful wilderness time came to an end. For the people it was a brand-new beginning. A very important matter came with this. When God made the covenant with Abraham, He commanded that Abraham and his descendants be circumcised as the sign of God’s covenant. The Israelites who came out of Egypt had all been circumcised. But during the forty years in the wilderness the people drifted from the Lord in many ways. Among other things, they failed to circumcise their sons. A whole generation had died out, with the result that virtually none of the current generation was circumcised.

A new beginning in the new land meant the people would start with a clean slate. The nation was, as it were, given a new identity. Part of that new identity was to carry the visible sign that they belonged to the Lord. Therefore Joshua received the Lord’s command to have all the men and boys circumcised. Traditionally it was done with flint knives, and so he had to make special flint knives for this extraordinary event.

For the Israelites, the fact that they were uncircumcised was just as much a disgrace as the wilderness time. When they were circumcised, they were symbolically freed from the shame they had been carrying with them. God, as it were, put a full stop behind the shame and embarrassments of the past. He began totally anew with them. With that, their shameful past was also completely forgotten.

Many years later something wonderful happened at Golgotha, where God also put a full stop behind the shameful past of anyone who is willing to believe in Jesus. When you turn around and put your trust in Him, He gives you a brand-new identity as a child of God. In this way you are freed from the reputation you’ve been dragging along. The sign of baptism confirms that new identity.

Joshua named the place where they camped and where the circumcision took place “Gilgal”, which means: “God has removed (rolled away).”

This must have been a massive operation, because we know there were forty thousand fighting men. Then there were all the others who were not as battle-fit, as well as a multitude of children. And everyone was circumcised! After a week or two they thankfully recovered. Then a great festival awaited them. Joshua commanded everyone to celebrate the Passover, remembering the exodus from Egypt. Passover reminded the people how God had saved them from Egyptian slavery.

The next morning they ate unleavened bread and roasted grain as part of the feast. The grain was part of the produce of this new land they had just entered. In that sense it was also a new beginning for them.

Up to that point the Lord had still been providing manna from heaven every day. For forty years, throughout their wilderness period, the Lord had faithfully provided despite the people’s disobedience and unfaithfulness. But now a new era dawned in which they would be fed from this new land of abundance. And then the manna suddenly stopped. On the day they ate the first produce of Canaan, the manna ceased. A totally new way of life now began for them: they would finally receive their own land and could plant and harvest from this fertile country. That gave fresh impetus to their renewed relationship with the Lord.

God’s provision of manna to an unfaithful people tells us something about His wonderful provision to us. Everything is pure grace! God does not give in line with what we do. It does not depend on how good we are. If that were the case, most of us would have pitifully perished in misery! But now we know He provides because He loves us!

So where does that leave you and me? Because God’s grace is so great, does it mean we can just sit back and do as we please?

Most definitely not! Precisely because His grace toward me is so wonderfully great, I am going to give Him my all as a way of saying thank you for His great love shown to me.

Prayer:

Lord, this morning I realise again that everything is grace and that You load me with abundant favour despite my life not always being according to Your will. Please help me to serve You out of gratitude!


7

Marching Around Jericho 

Joshua 5:13 to 6:14 

VIDEO 

A few weeks passed after the Israelites settled at Gilgal, scarcely a stone’s throw from the fortified city of Jericho. The eyes of the Jerichoites grew wide when they saw this mass of people crossing the Jordan on dry ground. They were terrified, for before their very eyes they saw happening what had happened back at the Red Sea. So it was true after all! It wasn’t just stories! The gatekeepers were ordered to shut and bolt the city gates. No one was to go in or out, because that fearsome bunch of Israelites were aiming for their city!

The brave ones who dared to peer over the sky-high city wall saw strange things happening down at Gilgal. At one point all the men disappeared into their tents, and for longer than a week only the women were visible. What had those men been scheming in their tents? A few days later they saw the crowd down there celebrating a festival. But at no stage did it look as if they were preparing to attack the city. They couldn’t make sense of it!

Joshua decided to take a walk in the direction of the city. He didn’t quite know what to do, as he wasn’t hearing anything from the Lord. When should he attack the city? The magnificent stone walls rose before him. This was indeed a strong city! He wondered how anyone would ever get over those walls. On top of that, the gates were solid and unmoving.

A movement caught Joshua’s eye. He got the fright of his life when suddenly a man stood right in front of him with a drawn sword. Moments earlier no one had been there! Where did he come from so suddenly? “Are you for us or for our enemies?” Joshua stammered. There was something holy about this man. Joshua sensed it at once.

“No,” the man reassured him, “I am the commander of the army of the Lord. That is why I am here.”

Joshua bowed low before the man. The commander of the Lord’s army! His heart thumped in his throat. “Take off your sandals, Joshua, for the place where you are standing is holy ground.”

Then Joshua had to come to a startling realisation: this was not just an angel, but One who represented God! These were holy moments he was experiencing! “I am about to hand Jericho over into your power,” the angel told Joshua.

Then Joshua received complete instructions on exactly what he had to do. When Joshua looked up again, the angel was gone. He jumped up and ran excitedly back to Gilgal. The time had come! In seven days the city would be theirs! So the Lord had promised him.

In the Israelite camp everything was a hive of activity. Action at last! The most important were not the soldiers but the priests. Everyone, including the enemy, had to understand very clearly that it was not Joshua and his brave soldiers, but God Almighty who would conquer this city. The priests were therefore carefully instructed about their task.

Next came the armed men. They would form the vanguard. But no, to begin with they were not going to use their weapons at all. They would simply walk around the city. That’s all!

Eventually the whole procession was in order and Joshua was satisfied. A procession it indeed was, for when they began to walk it was in solemn silence. By Joshua’s command, not a sound was to be heard from the ranks of the soldiers. A holy silence had to prevail. In front marched the armed men, followed by seven priests with rams’ horns. In the rear came a group of priests in white garments, carrying the Ark of the Covenant.

In Jericho the inhabitants were chilled to the bone when the mournful sound of seven rams’ horns suddenly rose from the plain. The soldiers grabbed their weapons in haste and ran, out of breath, to the wall. What they saw down below turned them deathly pale with fear. It was ominously quiet, except for the ghastly sound of the rams’ horns filling the air. With hearts pounding in their throats, they watched the procession slowly and solemnly circling their city. They couldn’t understand it: there were no battle cries, no show of might or weapons, nothing! The lot just walked. When would they attack?

When the procession had gone once around the city, they headed home. As quietly as they had come, they disappeared again.

“I don’t like this one bit!” raged the king to his counsellors. “If they would only attack like all enemies do, we could deal with them. But this thing frightens me terribly!”

Early the next morning it was the same again. Exactly the same pattern as the previous day. So too on the third and fourth day. For six days it carried on like that, and the nerves of Jericho’s inhabitants were at breaking point. The tension was unbearably high. What was that lot planning? They had a sense that something terrible would happen on the seventh day!

Today we can know that the Lord works so differently from anything a human can imagine. He is God, after all!

Prayer:

Lord, this wonder of Jericho makes me stand in amazement every time. You are great!


8

The Walls Crumble! 

Joshua 6:15–27 

VIDEO 

It was still pitch dark on the morning of the seventh day when everyone was already in position, shifting from foot to foot. They were actually trembling with excitement, because today was the day!

The previous afternoon, after returning from their walk around Jericho, they hadn’t, as usual, dispersed to their tents. Joshua had them sit down, and then he explained: “Tomorrow will be very different from the previous days. Tomorrow things are going to happen that will make everyone’s hair stand on end - especially the people of Jericho’s!”

Joshua then began to explain what they had to do. The strategy was repeated over and over, to the point of tedium, so that each person knew exactly what was expected of him. They would react on his command alone. And when he said, “Shout!” they were to shout as if their lives depended on it. It had to be blood-curdling! They practised a few times until Joshua was satisfied it would scare the Jerichoites half to death. Then they were ordered to check their weapons, because when they attacked, absolutely nothing was to come out of the city alive, not even a chicken!

There was, however, one single exception: the two spies had promised the prostitute Rahab that nothing would happen to her. The two men were now commanded to ensure that she and her people were brought out of the city safely.

The men dispersed, highly excited. Very little sleep would be had that night.

When dawn broke, Joshua gave the order to move. Exactly the same procession set out in solemn silence and walked around the city. The inhabitants of Jericho were used to it by now, and when they saw it was just the old routine again, they turned around and calmly went on with their daily tasks.

But then the alarm: “Today is different! They’ve turned to walk a second time around the city!” The king hurried up the steps to the top of the wall, just in time to see that they had started their third circuit. “What are they doing?” he demanded. “They’re planning something unholy!”

When they began their sixth circuit, he lost interest, because this lot was becoming tedious! He had barely settled into his easy chair in the palace to enjoy his afternoon nap when it felt as if his hair stood on end. From outside the city a blood-curdling scream from forty thousand throats rose, mingled with the thunderous, unearthly wail of rams’ horns. He jumped up in alarm, and then he heard something else that almost frightened him to death in his sandals. The most terrible rumbling, as if thousands of stones were beginning to fall. He stormed out, and his mouth fell open. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing!

When the men began their seventh circuit around the city, they were shaking with excitement. They could not yet quite imagine exactly what would happen. As they completed the last turn, they heard Joshua roar: “Shout, men! The Lord is giving the city into your hands!”

The next moment everything happened at once. It was as if a gigantic invisible hand started pulling the massive stones of the wall apart the instant they shouted and the rams’ horns sounded. The walls literally crumbled like a sandcastle that has lost its moisture. The noise was deafening, and thousands of soldiers manning the walls tumbled screaming to their deaths!

When Joshua looked up, he saw that a single section of wall miraculously remained standing amid everything collapsing around it. Very conspicuous on that intact piece of wall was a large bright red cloth hanging from a little window - that of Rahab, the prostitute!

At Joshua’s command the men scrambled over the wall, now only a heap of rubble. The city was placed under the ban, and everything that lived was put to death. The men had also been reprimanded the previous day that they were absolutely not to plunder anything. The exception was precious metals such as gold, silver and bronze. These all had to be brought to Joshua, for they belonged to the Lord.

Once Rahab and her people were safe, the city was set on fire so that it was totally destroyed. “This city may never be rebuilt!” Joshua declared solemnly.

We might be tempted to focus only on the fact that everyone had to be destroyed. But then we miss God’s love and grace. Rahab, a pagan woman with a very questionable profession, was saved. She was fully incorporated into the people as one of them, and what’s more, she became the great-grandmother of the great King David. More still: her name appears in Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus Christ the Redeemer!

Today we must acknowledge that the fall of Jericho is a breathtaking miracle of Almighty God. He is great above all!

Prayer:

Lord, You are great and almighty. I stand amazed at Your power and love!


9

A Rotten Potato in the Sack 

Joshua 7 

VIDEO 

After church on Sunday I quickly bought a small bag of potatoes. At home I opened it, and then the most awful stench hit me! The first potato I pulled out is rotten! I started taking them out, and to my dismay some of the others had also been infected and started rotting! And it reeked like only a rotten potato can!

The capture of Jericho had been a wonderful experience for Israel. The miracle at the Jordan, when the mighty river suddenly stopped flowing at precisely the right moment, was still fresh in their memories. And then came the breathtaking miracle of Jericho, where Almighty God literally made the city’s walls crumble before their eyes. The people were ecstatic! Bonfires blazed high!

We saw that Joshua had reprimanded the men before the invasion about the ban. He made it clear that every single thing in the city belonged to the Lord. What was not destroyed had to be handed over for use in God’s service. Failure to do so would be severely punished!

Achan clearly heard what Joshua said, but when he stepped into that room and saw the wealth, his mouth watered with desire! The most beautiful clothes he had ever seen! And on top of that, gold and silver in abundance. No one would even notice if he took a little something for himself! Achan took the best garment, two kilograms of silver and a gold bar of half a kilogram. That was all he could manage to hide under his clothes. In today’s terms this little stash would be worth more than R700,000!

Achan knew at once he was in big trouble, so when they got home that evening, he dug a hole in his tent and buried his fortune under the tent floor so that no one would ever know.

With Jericho successfully under his belt, Joshua began planning his next conquest. The city of Ai was in his sights, and he sent a few men to do some reconnaissance. When the men returned, their recommendation was that this would be very easy. There was no need even to send the army! Two or three thousand men would be enough to take the little town. “We’ll walk right over them!” Without a second thought, Joshua ordered a small fighting unit of three thousand men to go and take the city.

But alas! The soldiers of Ai charged the band of Israelites and chased them fleeing over the hills. Thirty-six Israelites bit the dust and the rest straggled back to Gilgal, crestfallen. “What happened?” Joshua wanted to know. He couldn’t understand it! The Lord had promised him...

Joshua was in sackcloth and ashes. He tore his clothes and lay face down on the ground before the Lord’s Ark of the Covenant. He lamented: “Oh, if only I had stayed on the other side of the Jordan...” Joshua’s honour was wounded and he felt despondent because his soldiers had had to flee from the enemy. What a disgrace! Such things were not supposed to happen to God’s people, were they? Now the other nations in the land would know that they too were only ordinary people who could be defeated. And what of God’s honour?

What had happened? Why had Israel failed so miserably in an attack that should have been ridiculously easy?

There were two reasons. The first we find in Joshua. We have come to know him as someone who lived close to the Lord and consulted the Lord in everything. After the runaway victory at Jericho, he took the reins into his own hands. He decided for himself how Ai should be overrun without first asking the Lord what he should do. That very important dependence on the Lord was quickly forgotten.

This must also be a warning to us, especially when things are going very well and we can so easily forget how dependent we truly are on Him.

The main reason for the defeat, however, was the disobedience and greed of a single man: Achan. He had stolen from the Lord when he took what was devoted to the Lord. No one would know, would they? Really? God is not only almighty but also omnipresent and all-seeing. Nothing can be hidden from Him!

The Lord told Joshua that someone had stolen from Him. Through an elaborate process of selection that involved the whole nation, Achan’s family was identified as the guilty party, and Achan confessed and came clean. His sentence: he and his family had to be removed from the community. They were stoned, for by his deed he had caused the deaths of thirty-six men. That rotten potato had to be taken out before it spoiled the whole sack.

Sin has a way of spreading. If one person lives in sin, it affects many people around him. One person telling vulgar jokes at a party incites others to do the same!

We must realise very clearly that our actions and decisions affect other people too. It is usually your family that is affected first. We as believers must weigh our deeds very carefully!

Prayer:

Holy Spirit, please lead me to do the right things in complete dependence on God!


10

God is Giving us Ai! 

Joshua 8:1-29

VIDEO 

For Joshua, Ai was such a bitter experience! But he learnt a very costly lesson: “Put your trust in the Lord!” 

Yet the Lord forgives: “Joshua, I want you to take the city of Ai. I am giving the city into your hands!”

Joshua is grateful that the Lord gives him a second chance and still uses him, even though he had started relying on his own abilities. Then the Lord gives Joshua detailed instructions. With good, clever planning, the enemy can be outwitted, even if they are strong.

Joshua had to learn that Jericho was actually astonishingly easy, because the Lord had already handed the city over to them through a breathtaking miracle. The Lord had a purpose with all of this: firstly, He wanted to show Israel that only He is God and that they must worship Him alone. But He also wanted the other nations of Canaan to realise that they would be dealing with Him, the only true God. He is almighty, and their gods are empty and worthless! When they conquered Jericho, they simply stormed over the collapsed city walls and took it!

But with Ai, the Lord wanted to teach Joshua to think strategically. You don’t simply storm a city and overpower it. The enemy will give you a hiding! He learnt this painfully when they tried to take Ai without preparation. You plan - and you outwit the enemy.

Today this lesson is just as valuable for us as believers. You don’t rush blindly into a project. You first sit down and plan carefully while listening attentively for the voice of the Holy Spirit to give you wisdom for the task.

A Bible study gathering requires the leader to plan thoroughly so that the meeting can be a blessing to everyone. You don’t just arrive and ask: “What do you feel like doing today?” Such a group is heading for failure!

Ai lies about eighteen kilometres west of Gilgal as the crow flies. Two kilometres further is Bethel. Joshua chooses thirty thousand of the bravest men to go and take Ai. Then he explains the strategy. As soon as the sun sets, they start marching toward Ai. They will walk through the whole night so that no one will know they are coming.

Joshua also explains that, just like with Jericho, the city will fall under the ban. No one may be allowed to live. This is God’s command! But the Lord also gives them a bonus: they may take all the livestock and booty for themselves.

With the sting of their previous humiliation still fresh, the men set out that evening. But this time they are well prepared - and a rich haul awaits them. When they reach the city in the early hours, Joshua calls a halt. Here he divides the soldiers. Five thousand of them must circle around behind the city and hide on the western side between Ai and Bethel. They must wait until all the soldiers of Ai have been lured out.

With the rest of the army, Joshua marches openly into full view of the city from the north and boldly sets up camp so that everyone in Ai can see them.

Of course the watchmen on the walls raise the alarm at first light when they spot the Israelites sitting on their doorstep. And it is clear that this bunch is not here for a picnic! In a rush the army is assembled, and soon the massive city gates swing open. Like a swarm of ants they spill out and pour in their thousands onto the plain to face the Israelites. Have these people learnt nothing from last time? They are going to wipe these Israelites out!

On the other side Joshua pretends to launch an attack. They taunt and lure the men of Ai out - and then they charge. The king of Ai does not hesitate. With blood-curdling war cries they rush after Joshua’s forces to settle matters once and for all.

Suddenly Joshua orders his men to turn around and run for their lives. They flee as fast as they can, with the whole army of Ai in hot pursuit. The city gates stand wide open, unguarded, because everyone has abandoned their posts.

This is exactly what the five thousand men at the back had been waiting for. They rise, run straight into the city, and set it alight. Then they take up position between the army of Ai and their burning city.

When Joshua sees the smoke, he turns around. Suddenly they are no longer the retreating fugitives but the attackers, and the army of Ai is trapped like rats. All are killed without a single Israelite dying. That afternoon the Israelites head home singing, driving great herds of livestock before them.

Joshua had learnt a priceless lesson. To be successful, two things are necessary: Firstly, the most important, is to place your full trust in God and to listen to what He says. Secondly, it is also important to plan wisely and creatively. That must never be left out!

Prayer:

Lord, I trust You with all that I am. But please teach me also to plan wisely!
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Lying Does Not Pay! 

Joshua 8:30–9:27

VIDEO 

It was time for a breather - to pause and catch their breath again.

This people had experienced huge events: first the great miracle at Jericho, where the city practically fell into their laps. Then their great victory over Ai. Now everyone was fired up to keep fighting and conquer more and more. God was on their side, and the fighting spirit was strong!

But Joshua decided to bring them back down to earth again. They needed to calm down and be reminded what it was all really about. So Joshua takes them to Mount Ebal near Shechem, about fifty kilometres north of Gilgal. He wants to bring them back to their roots - to help them understand that life is not all about war and successful battles. There is far more to life! They must be brought to their senses and reminded what their relationship with the Lord is built on.

Sometimes the same happens in our lives. Everything goes well, you steamroll ahead towards success. Maybe your congregation is busy with a project and everything is going well. The fundraising for the old-age home exceeds all expectations. The children’s home project is progressing better than anyone ever imagined. Then it becomes very easy to forget what it’s really about. Right then it is often necessary to call a halt and reconsider the foundation of the project. Is the Lord still your primary starting-point? Is He still the most important - or has the project, noble as it may be, become more important than God?

At Mount Ebal Joshua builds an altar for the Lord and sacrifices are offered in the presence of the whole nation. Everyone is there - even the foreigners who had joined Israel. Then Joshua brings out the Book of the Law and begins reading aloud what the Lord expects of His people. To belong to God’s people requires a certain way of life. The guidelines for this are written in His Law. The people must be reminded, or they will forget.

In the same way you and I must be reminded regularly of what the Lord expects of us, because like Israel of old, we forget so easily. How great is God’s grace over us! We don’t need to travel all the way to Mount Ebal every time - we need only open the Bible.

Israel’s astonishing victories - especially Jericho - had preceded them. Their earlier successes, such as destroying the Amorites, added to the growing fear. News spread like wildfire through Canaan. Even the great kings trembled when the name “Israel” was mentioned!

Then the kings decide to form a military alliance against this new and formidable enemy. Each on his own would stand no chance, but together they might break Israel.

The people of Gibeon were sceptical. They had seen what had happened. This God of Israel is almighty. Even if all the kings unite - who can stand against such a God? So they devise a cunning plan. They must get Israel on their side. But they have heard the rumours that the inhabitants of Canaan are all doomed. They must pretend they are not from here, or they will be wiped out in an instant!

So they disguise themselves as travellers from far away. Their clothes are worn-out and even their provisions are stale. They plan their story carefully with an answer ready for every question. They approach Joshua and beg for “protection”. They want to make a treaty with him and are even willing to be submissive to Israel.

Without consulting the Lord about these deceivers, Joshua falls for their scheme. The Lord had commanded Israel not to make treaties with the Canaanite nations, as it would lead them into unfaithfulness. Yet Joshua does exactly what the Lord had forbidden. The leaders are involved and they solemnly promise not to attack the Gibeonites.

Three days later they discover the deception. But they have already given their word - and they honour it, despite having been tricked. Joshua, however, pronounces a curse on them, and the Gibeonites become the slaves of Israel.

When someone acts unfaithfully toward believers, it gives God’s children no right to break their own word, even if they were deceived. Out of reverence for the Lord Israel did not kill the Gibeonites. They had made a promise. The same is expected of you and me. We do not repay unfaithfulness with unfaithfulness. Even toward such people we must still live out love!

Prayer:

Lord, I am quick to judge others. Please lead me to live out love at all times!


12

The Sun is Standing Still 

Joshua 10

VIDEO 

The Gibeonites we read about yesterday were no little minority group. Their city was much larger and stronger than Ai. When they managed to secure a treaty with Joshua’s forces, the other kings of Canaan became deeply concerned. Serious trouble lay ahead if they did not act quickly. So the king of Jerusalem, Adoni-Zedek, organised a campaign with four other Amorite kings to wipe Gibeon off the map before they could join forces with Israel’s terrifying army.

It often happens that people who seek help from God’s children end up in danger because of it. People become jealous of them or see them as a threat to their own values. In some Muslim-majority countries, converting to Christianity is a death sentence!

The men of Gibeon hear of the plot against them and, since they now have this covenant with Israel, they appeal to Joshua for help. And Joshua agrees, because even though the Gibeonites had deceived them, Israel had given them their word. This time, however, Joshua first consults the Lord - he has learnt a costly lesson.

The Lord assures Joshua that He is with them, and they quickly march to assist Gibeon. The five powerful kings already have their armies positioned around the city when Joshua arrives. But when these armies see Israel, they panic and flee with Joshua in pursuit. When God is involved, Joshua’s opponents cannot stand. God’s power is greater - even than the strength of this formidable alliance!

Then the Lord strikes them with huge hailstones as an unprecedented storm breaks out. The hail devastates the enemy, and more die from the hail than from Israel’s sword.

But then another miracle happens. As they pursue the enemy, they fight fiercely - but the day is too short! The enemy must be completely wiped out, but there simply isn’t enough daylight left. Joshua asks the Lord what he must do. The Lord tells him to speak the word, and the sun will stand still to give him the time he needs.

Then Joshua calls out in a loud voice for all to hear: “Sun, stand still!” 

And the miracle happens. For a full day the sun holds its place in the sky until Israel has defeated the enemy completely. Israel emerges from the battle without a single loss. God fulfils the promise He had made to Joshua in Joshua 10:8: “Do not be afraid of them, for I have given them into your hands. Not one of them will be able to stand against you.” 

The five kings hide in a cave, but Joshua has them brought out and put to death.

You have probably received that WhatsApp message claiming NASA found that a “day went missing” - supposedly Joshua’s day.

This is simply not true. The story was started by Harold Hill in 1969, claiming he was a consultant for NASA. NASA denies this, as well as any such research.

The story actually goes back much further. In 1890 a Professor Totten wrote a book claiming the world was created on Sunday 22 September 4000 BC. But when he checked his calculations, he realised that 22 September fell on a Monday - so he concluded it must have been Joshua’s missing day!

We should never try to prove the Bible true with gimmicks - especially not by distorting the truth. Lies, no matter how noble they may seem, cause far more harm than we realise. Besides, the Bible does not need to be proven true - the Bible is true!

After this battle Joshua continued systematically conquering seven cities. Seven is the number of completeness and symbolises that the entire region was taken. We must, however, read this history alongside the Book of Judges, where the picture is somewhat different. These conquests took place over time and not everything went as smoothly as in Joshua. And they were not carried out by the whole nation, but by different individual tribes.

These are not contradictions in the Bible - the writers simply looked at the same events from different angles, each with his own message and purpose. This reminds us yet again that the Bible must be read as a whole to understand its individual parts!

Prayer:

Today I can only lift my hands in wonder at the incredible things You have done. Lord, You are great and almighty!
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The North Is Conquered 

Joshua 11 and 12

VIDEO 

Up to this point Joshua had only dealt with the nations around the Dead Sea in the southern part of the land. But things were about to change. Jabin, the king of Hazor, began to feel uneasy. Even though his city lay 150 kilometres north of Gilgal, that distance suddenly felt very small when he heard the rumours about this terrifying people, Israel. He was indeed the most powerful ruler in the north, but that brought him little comfort. So he sends messages to all the surrounding nations, as far as the Jordan Valley south of the Sea of Galilee. He wants to form an alliance against this group of Israelites.

Normally these nations would never sit around the same fire, but they were all afraid of Israel and therefore decided to stand together for once. When this combined force finally gathers and deploys at the “Waters of Merom”, soldiers stretch out as far as the eye can see. To the Israelites who saw them, they seemed as numerous as the sand of the sea! And it wasn’t just foot soldiers. No – they were heavily armed with horses and chariots that would make any army shrink in fear!

Merom is known today as the Hula wetlands, about 12 km above the Sea of Galilee. It was ideal for Jabin: plenty of water for the horses and wide open plains for the chariots.

For Joshua and his men, these chariots and horses were bad news. This was advanced weaponry! But God was in control, and even though the enemy appeared overwhelming with their modern arms, they were still pawns in His hand. “Do not be afraid of them,” the Lord tells Joshua. “Tomorrow at this time I will hand them over to Israel. They will all fall before you.” Then the Lord teaches Joshua something further about military strategy: “You must hamstring their horses and burn their chariots.”

By this time the Israelites were seasoned fighters who could face any enemy on foot. If they destroyed this powerful enemy’s advantage – the chariots and horses – then the opposing army would also be reduced to foot soldiers, and without their trump card they would be severely weakened.

Joshua follows the Lord’s command, and suddenly this massive army “as the sand of the sea” is not nearly as terrifying. Joshua had also learned that the element of surprise can catch your enemy completely off guard and cause total chaos. That is exactly what he does: he launches an unexpected attack and overwhelms them. To cut a long story short – they are slaughtered and utterly destroyed.

Joshua must strike while the iron is hot, and he marches straight to Hazor in the north. The city is captured and burned. He does not stop there, and one by one the northern cities are taken. For Joshua’s soldiers this is very good news, because at every city they conquer, they are allowed to take the livestock and plunder for themselves. In this way the Lord provides generously for His people. He not only gives them a new homeland, but also supplies all the resources they need to survive!

We must understand that Joshua was an excellent leader. At a time when the people had been completely without leadership in Egypt, the Lord provided one of the greatest leaders the world has ever known: Moses. After his death God did not leave the people leaderless. Once again He provided a remarkable leader in Joshua – right when the nation desperately needed strong leadership. Without Joshua’s leadership it would have been impossible to take possession of the land.

But Joshua was not only a good leader; he lived in an intimate relationship with the Lord just as his predecessor Moses had.

By the way, Joshua was not the only one who secured land for Israel. On the eastern side of the Jordan, Moses had defeated the once-mighty Amorites as well as Bashan, and had given that land to the people. With the territories Joshua conquered, there was now enough land for all the Israelites. They had also had more than enough of war by this time, and God grants them a well-deserved rest.

The people had gradually taken possession of the whole land with the Lord’s help. Now Joshua receives the command from God to divide the land so that each tribe may receive its rightful portion. The boundaries of each tribal territory are determined precisely so that there will be no disputes later about who owns what.

First in line are the tribes of Reuben, Gad, and the half-tribe of Manasseh, who receive the land east of the Jordan, as Moses had promised them. Then the land conquered west of the Jordan is divided among the remaining tribes.

But that is not the end. Cities of refuge are appointed where anyone could flee for safety if there was a threat of unnecessary blood vengeance. We will read more about this later. In addition, cities are designated exclusively for the Levites.

Once everything is settled, the three tribes with land across the Jordan return home. On their way they build an altar for the Lord at the Jordan River.

Prayer:

Lord, once again I see how wonderfully You guided and settled Your people with love and compassion!
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Everyone Receives Their Portion 

Joshua 13 and 14

VIDEO 

Dividing the land so that everyone receives a fair portion is no easy task, especially if you are already an old man like Joshua. But despite his great age, the Lord still uses him.

When Joshua begins the division, there are still areas of the land not yet taken. One section on the western side is occupied by a group of immigrants – the troublesome Philistines. There are also the inhabitants of Geshur. Yet the Lord’s promise to the people remains alive. He would hand these nations over to them in His own time.

Each tribe receives territory where they can farm and make a living. But there is one tribe that does not receive land: the tribe of Levi. Before we think this unfair, we should remember that this tribe had a very special task. They were responsible for temple service. The priests were chosen from among them, and because they were constantly serving, they could not simultaneously farm fields, plant vineyards or care for livestock. Therefore the Lord provided for them in a special way. They lived throughout the land among the other tribes, and their livelihood came from the support of the rest of Israel.

Today we know that this land spans incredibly diverse terrain – from the fertile Jordan Valley to harsh desert regions. When the land was divided, not everyone received the same. Some received rich, fertile agricultural land; others had to be content with arid mountain wilderness. And the Levites had to live at the mercy of others!

In the same way we must realise that the Lord does not give all believers the same. Some have the privilege of being wealthy business men, while others live from hand to mouth. For some believers it is like the Levites – they often do not know where the next meal will come from.

What is important is that we must be content with the circumstances the Lord gives us. Every circumstance has its own challenges. Being wealthy is not nearly as easy as it sounds, because you have to work ten times harder to keep your faith healthy than the man who lives in poverty. I know – I’ve lived in both worlds. I knew relative wealth where I owned property and lived comfortably. And I knew poverty where I truly did not know where the next meal would come from. Spiritually, the times of poverty were much easier! It was precisely during those times of physical hardship that I lived so much closer to the Lord and experienced His providing hand so intensely. It was in those circumstances that my trust in Him reached heights I never imagined. We must be thankful in every circumstance.

A question we may ask this morning is: how did the actual division of land take place? Did Joshua simply sit down and say: “Judah gets this piece” and “Gad gets that part”? No, then someone might have bribed him for a better portion or fights could have broken out because one tribe was favoured above another.

No, Joshua handled it very wisely so that everyone would know it was fair. He appointed a commission to oversee the process. The land was allocated by casting lots. The only exceptions were the tribes who had received their territory east of the Jordan, because Moses had already assigned it to them long before.

And then there was Caleb. If we page back in the history – forty years before Joshua crossed the Jordan – we read about him. Caleb and Joshua were the only two spies who firmly believed that the Lord could give them the land, and that they could trust Him for it. Many years have passed and all his peers have since died. Now only he and Joshua remain from the original group allowed to enter the Promised Land. He is advanced in years – already eighty-five – yet still strong. He even feels up to conquering a city or two!

Because Caleb remained faithful to the Lord all those years, he is richly rewarded. It is not only long life that the Lord grants him – Caleb receives the cream of the spoils: the city of Hebron!

After all these years the Lord turns the tables. Joshua and Caleb were once despised by their fellow Israelites because they swam against the stream and believed the Lord would give them the land of milk and honey. No one wanted to agree with them, and they were rejected. Now they are the two most blessed men in the nation.

By the way, the name Caleb means “dog”. And as the saying goes: “Every dog has its day.” This “dog” Caleb certainly had his day – and he was richly rewarded by the Lord!

Prayer:

Lord, please make me grateful in every situation, whether good or bad. I realise that difficult times are often necessary to draw me closer to You. Help me also to live out my joy in You in all circumstances!
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The Land Division Finalised 

Joshua 15 to 19 

VIDEO 

When it comes to the division of the land, it is important that we take a closer look at the territory of Judah. Not only does Judah receive one of the largest portions of the land, but it also forms Israel’s important southern border. It stretches from the Dead Sea on the eastern side to the Mediterranean Sea on the western side. The southern border reaches as far as Egypt, Edom and the Wilderness of Zin. And to the north it borders on the territory of Benjamin. These two tribes would later merge to form the Southern Kingdom and, of course, the stronghold of King David.

We must also say a bit more about Caleb. God rewards his faith and trust by giving him Hebron. He is, of course, part of the tribe of Judah. At an advanced age (85) he also conquers the city of Debir with the help of Othniel.

We do not read much about Caleb in the Bible, but in the little that we do read, we see him as an outstanding figure of faith who does not hesitate to open his hand generously to others. His daughter Achsah marries Othniel. In the land division, Othniel received a piece of land in the dry Southland, and it was there that he and his bride, Achsah, had to make a life. Achsah then asks Caleb whether they could please receive a piece of fertile land, upon which Caleb gives them several springs. What Caleb so generously received from the Lord, he again shares generously with his family. In this way he makes the Lord’s care for each one in his family visible.

When Judah receives its territory, there are also many cities and towns that become part of their inheritance. One city, however, is not granted to them: Jerusalem. It is occupied by the Jebusites, and this formidable fortress city stands immovable in the mountains. Judah simply has to live with that. This naturally makes Jerusalem a very important city for the nation, and one which they simply cannot conquer. It would take many years before Jerusalem would belong to Judah. Only an exceptional strategist like King David would eventually conquer this coveted city with its breathtaking, impregnable walls.

When we think about the tribes of Israel, they are of course divided according to the sons of Jacob. Each son had his own tribe. Ephraim and Manasseh, however, were not Jacob’s sons, but Joseph’s sons - in other words, Jacob’s grandsons. Jacob adopted them as his own children and blessed them as such. Therefore they count legitimately as tribal fathers. When the land is divided, these two tribes receive their own territories. They were, however, not satisfied with their land, and in Joshua 17:14–18 we see how they complain to Joshua that they do not have enough land and that they are afraid of the Canaanites with their iron chariots. Joshua gives them a portion of forested hill country which they can clear, but then he rebukes them because they do not trust the Lord enough. They can defeat the Canaanites!

When you, even with God on your side, still do not have the courage of faith to overcome your difficult life circumstances, you will remain a slave to your circumstances. Ephraim and Manasseh needed to learn this very clearly. And you and I must learn it just as clearly today! You will experience success only when you take initiative and, with your eyes fixed on God, use the opportunities before you. In other words, still in full dependence on God.

Joshua then decides that it is time for the nation to move. From Gilgal they now move to Shiloh, where a well-known sanctuary of Israel already existed. There the nation sets up camp, and the Tent of Meeting is also pitched here as a symbol of God’s presence.

At this stage the division of the land was not yet fully finalised. Up to this point, the tribes of Reuben, Gad and the half-tribe of Manasseh had already received their portion on the eastern side of the Jordan. Ephraim, Judah, Reuben and the other half-tribe of Manasseh had also already received their territory on the western side of the Jordan, and the tribe of Levi had been settled, divided among the tribes. There were still seven tribes who had not yet claimed their portion of the land. Joshua rebukes them for their slowness, because it amounts to disobedience to God. Why are they waiting for the Lord to drop things into their laps?

Then the Lord once again takes the initiative and gives them a command to explore the rest of the land, divide it, and then come back with their report.

As believers the Lord wants us to take initiative ourselves and think creatively. Of course we must acknowledge Him in all of it, but He does not want to spoon-feed us all the time! With faith-courage we must take responsibility and take the first step. We are not slaves in God’s Kingdom, but Kings! A slave only does what he is told. A king thinks and plans for himself, and he makes responsible decisions!

Prayer:

Lord, I realise this morning that I must step out and take responsibility for my life. I look up to You for guidance because I do not want to do anything outside of Your will!


16

Cities of Refuge 

Joshua 20 to 22 

VIDEO 

Europe and Turkey have, over the past few years, been flooded by refugees who are not safe in their own countries. A week ago a group of refugees without documents from Gaza arrived at our doorstep. Everyone is seeking asylum in countries where they are safe, because their lives are threatened elsewhere. But how does this asylum story actually work? When you are unjustly persecuted in your own country, you can flee to another country and apply for asylum at the embassy there. Of course it does not work if you are a criminal trying to escape your rightful punishment. In such a case you will simply be deported back again. But if you are being persecuted, for example, because of your religious convictions, then you may ask for asylum. If it is granted, the authorities may not prosecute or imprison you for that. You are therefore safe.

The idea of asylum was already known in Biblical times. Joshua receives the Lord’s command to set apart certain cities where people could apply for asylum and where they would be safe. If someone, for example, was the cause of another person’s death, where it was purely an accident, it often happened that the family of the deceased swore revenge, even if the person was innocent. Such blood revenge implied that the person responsible for someone’s death had to be killed himself to pay for it. He could then find protection and safety in one of the cities of refuge. In this way unnecessary bloodshed would be prevented. Asylum, however, only applied when the person was innocent. The guilty were not exempt from punishment.

Today we want to feel disgust at the revenge of those times. Yet it still happens in our modern day. We often hear of people in the townships who are executed by an angry crowd because it is believed that they have committed some crime. It usually happens without a fair trial. Many innocent people are killed in this way.

Today we have fair courts that determine whether someone is guilty or not and what punishment he deserves. Yet people are often found guilty by the public long before the court case even begins. The sad thing is that believers usually judge just as harshly! We think we are much smarter than the highly qualified judges!

Last to receive attention were the Levites. We have already heard that the Levites had to be supported by the people. The Levites needed living space, and there naturally also had to be grazing available for their livestock. Now Joshua and his team, who were handling the land division, allocated forty-eight cities to the Levites. At the same time various pasture lands were given where their animals could graze. These cities and pasture lands were spread evenly among all the tribes so that everything would not fall on just a few tribes. Furthermore, this would also ensure that the Levites would be available to all Israelites, no matter from which tribe they were.

In this way the Lord generously provided for the needs of the Levites so that they could carry out their task without having to worry about their physical needs. The people provided for that.

We have already said that the Levites fulfilled a special role in Israel. From among them came the priests who had to handle the sacrifices and thus intercede with God on behalf of the people. The Levites were also responsible for the care of the Tabernacle and all other sanctuaries. They had to ensure that the Lord was worshipped by the people and that His will was carried out.

Today this is no longer the task of Levites, but these tasks now rest squarely on the shoulders of all believers. Not only a few chosen ones such as church leaders, pastors and ministers, but each one of us who are children of the Lord. Indeed, the Lord still provides generously for our needs today. I can personally testify to His goodness in my own life! Yet He asks that I will make Him visible to the world through my conduct. By living out His love in an active way, the world sees Jesus in and through me.

We can also know for sure that the same God who was involved with the tribes of Israel back then, is still involved with you and me today. His promises still stand firm and true, and He fulfils them completely. He cares for us, provides for us and protects us, even through the most difficult circumstances. Therefore He deserves that we serve Him with complete devotion.

Eventually the land division is finalised, and now it is time for the three tribes of the Transjordan region to finally return home, where their wives and children have been patiently waiting for them. For them it was a great sacrifice to first help the other tribes take possession of the land and settle there. Before they leave, Joshua pleads with them to always remain obedient to the Lord and to live according to His will. They do not leave empty-handed. Along with them go precious metals, large herds of livestock and a great load of textiles which they will share with their fellow-tribesmen. Everyone who stayed behind shares in the spoils.

God’s children may never live in selfishness and self-interest!

Prayer:

Lord, thank You for all the gifts You have given me. Help me to share them with others as well!
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Misunderstanding 

Joshua 22:9–34 

VIDEO 

Joshua sent the three tribes in the Transjordan region back home with the words: “Go back to your homes with great wealth, with large herds of livestock, with silver, gold, bronze and iron, and with a great quantity of clothing, and share the plunder from your enemies with your fellow Israelites.”

They therefore left Shiloh with mutual gratitude. Their fellow Israelites were grateful because they had selflessly helped them to take the land into possession. There was also great gratitude among the three departing tribes because they were not only laden with wealth, but would be reunited with their families. They would share this wealth with their family members who had stayed behind.

And so they set off with great fanfare. When, a day or two later, they reach the Jordan River, they spontaneously decide to build an altar there out of gratitude to the Lord, which would also serve as a memorial to His faithful care of them during this time. This is not just any little altar; they decide to build a large and impressive altar. No one must be able to miss it! The next day they cross the Jordan and hurry home. Naturally, the joy is very great, and I am sure there was a big celebration that night in the camp of Manasseh, Reuben and Gad.

But the devil has, through all the years, had that nasty habit of trying to sow division. And so it happens that one day someone is walking along the Jordan River where he is grazing his sheep, which he of course had taken as plunder from the Canaanites. Then he sees something that was not there before: an altar! He has never seen an altar of this magnitude! He can also clearly see the tracks of a thousand men who had gathered there and then disappeared across the Jordan.

Then the fellow starts putting two and two together, but his maths is not so good and he gets FIVE! This lot who have just spent months fighting alongside them under the banner of the Lord have done a terrible thing! After everything the Lord has done for them, they have gone back to their old ways and built an altar here for some or other idol!

The fellow leaves his flock of sheep right there with his kid brother and runs as fast as he can, straight to Joshua to bring him the shocking news.

The terrible news spreads like a veld fire. How could they? How is it possible that they could forget the Lord so quickly? “And then they have the cheek to build the altar on our side of the Jordan!” grumbles one of the upset men.

“Yes,” his mate agrees, “and on top of that they know very well that you may sacrifice to the Lord at only one place, and that is on the altar at the Tent of Meeting!”

A people’s assembly is called right there and then, and everyone who matters is present. In the meantime a few men have been sent to go and inspect the ‘idol altar’, and at the assembly they confirm the suspicion of the shepherd.

The men are hot under the collar, and in the heat of the moment they decide to go and wipe out the lot on the other side of the Jordan. If they want to do such vile things, they must die! “War! War!” they shout. The law does indeed state very clearly that they must be put to death.

But the law (Deuteronomy 13:12–15) also states just as clearly that the matter must first be thoroughly investigated. So Phinehas, Aaron’s grandson, is sent to go over to the supposed guilty ones and question them as the law requires. Phinehas is, after all, a strict fellow who does not tolerate apostasy.

Phinehas then sets off, accompanied by his commission of enquiry of ten leaders of the people, determined to wring the truth out of the ringleaders. On their arrival, a troubled Phinehas points his finger at the leaders of the Transjordan group: “This is what the whole assembly of the Lord says: How could you break faith with the God of Israel like this? How could you turn away from the Lord and build yourselves an altar in rebellion against Him now?” (Joshua 22:16)

“The Lord Himself is God, the Lord Himself is God!” the astonished Transjordanians groan. Then they explain that this altar is nothing more than a memorial so that no one will ever forget that they also are part of the people of God. They have never even offered a sacrifice on it!

So nearly, nearly, a simple misunderstanding led to a bloody civil war. Believers must talk with one another and not simply jump to conclusions. Let us rather build markers of love, faithfulness and justice to draw believers together and to bring unbelievers to the realisation that there is only one God to worship!

Prayer:

Lord, I am so often guilty of judging others. I ask for forgiveness, Lord!
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A Brotherly Conversation 

Joshua 23 

VIDEO 

Things were going well for the nation. For quite some time already they had been experiencing a great measure of peace with all their neighbours, those they had not wiped out completely. God had given Israel rest so that they could make a new beginning in this land of abundance. In fact, things were going very well with them, because they did not even have to plant new vineyards or make new fields from scratch. Everything had already been done for them by the nations they had conquered. They had even inherited sufficient herds of livestock. All they had to do was to build on what was there. It was definitely much better than the life of slavery in Egypt which their parents had known, or the forty years of wandering in the desert.

The Lord was very good to Israel!

Joshua then calls the people together. He wants to talk to them. Joshua was already a man of forty when Moses led them out of Egypt. In other words, he had experienced that unbearable situation in Egypt. He had felt slavery on his own skin, and he knew what it was to be driven like an animal by an Egyptian taskmaster. He had also gone through – and survived – the forty long years of wandering through the wilderness, only he and Caleb! And all because of the people’s stubbornness! Now he is a very old man. The recent years of war against all the Canaanite nations had certainly also taken their toll, and Joshua is tired. But content!

Joshua wants to be absolutely sure that this people properly understands what it is all about. They have come through a very difficult time of great tension as well as excitement. They have experienced things that nobody else would ever again experience. They experienced God’s loving care intensely. And suddenly it is all over, and now things are going well with them. Joshua knows all too well that when that happens, you so easily forget where everything comes from. So he wants to speak very clearly with the people.

When everyone is gathered, Joshua begins. He encourages the people, but at the same time he also admonishes them. He gives them a look back at what has happened to them over the past and how they have conquered this beautiful land. And then he makes absolutely sure that the focus stays on God, because it is He who, as it were, gave the land fall into the people’s hand!

Joshua stresses the fact that he is already very old – not that he is “over the hill”, but that the Lord has blessed him with a very long life. But that is not all: just look at what the Lord has given the people! They received this land as a gift, and now they have rest and peace. The Lord has fulfilled His promises to them. And it will certainly not end here, because just as He has given them the territory, so He will continue to protect them against their enemies. His promises of the past also stand firm for the future.

This speech of Joshua from back then is actually also meant for you and me today. Our God is not an arbitrary God who says one thing today and another tomorrow. He is steadfast and trustworthy, and just as He offered protection and comfort to Israel in those years, He offers protection and comfort to us today.

A matter, however, has two sides. Joshua admonishes the people that they must “be very strong; be careful to obey all that is written in the Book of the Law of Moses” (Joshua 23:6). They stand in a firm covenant relationship with God, and therefore it is not only God who gives all the time, but they themselves also have an obligation to fulfil. They must serve Him faithfully and love Him, just as Moses laid down the guidelines in those days. This also means that they will worship Him alone, which comes down to faithfulness and loyalty.

If, however, they break their loyalty to Him by colleging with other gods, He can also withdraw from them. He certainly has the power to take away again what He has given them, should they become unfaithful. God gives His gifts and His support conditionally to His children.

Joshua addresses a serious warning to the people: they may not mix with or inter-marry with the other nations who have remained in the land. There is a very good reason for this: it will expose them to the other nations’ gods, lifestyles and beliefs. This holds great danger for Israel, because it may cause their devotion to the Lord to weaken. It may even lead them to start worshipping other gods and thus withdraw all loyalty from God. You definitely cannot serve two gods!

For us today it means that we must not expose ourselves to things that can endanger our relationship with the Lord. To mention one example: to “innocently” play on the gaming machines can gradually lure you away from God. It can develop into an addiction. It can also mean that you start forgetting about your dependence on God. Ultimately you will drift away from the Lord completely. And when that day comes, there is the danger that you may lose your salvation. That is too terrible to even think about!

The Lord deserves that we live faithfully for Him. If that does not happen, we bear the consequences of our own disobedient actions. Joshua wants you and me to think deeply about our relationship with God. Live faithfully for the Lord! Serve Him with full devotion and surrender!

Prayer:

Lord, please keep me faithful to You. Holy Spirit, lead me to serve You with everything in me!
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Words of Farewell 

Joshua 24 

VIDEO 

Shechem is a place of great significance for Israel. It was here that Abraham made his first stop in Canaan. In Genesis 12 we read that the Lord appeared to Abraham there at Shechem and promised him that He would give the land to him. There Abraham also built an altar to the Lord. Many years later Jacob camped at that very same Shechem. He bought the piece of land where his tent stood, and he too built an altar there for the Lord (Genesis 33:20).

It is therefore only natural that Shechem had great religious significance for the people of Israel. So they also built an altar there for the Lord (Joshua 8:31).

When Joshua begins to realise that his end is near, it is important to him to speak to the people one last time. Shechem is the logical place to gather them because it plays such a big religious role in the history of the nation.

When everyone from all over the land is gathered, Joshua waits for them to become quiet. He speaks to them like a true spiritual leader and then takes them on a flight of remembrance through the past. They may not forget where they come from. He takes them back to each little stopping place along the long road the nation has travelled.

Joshua starts with the father of the nation, Abraham. Originally he and his father Nahor served other gods. But God went to fetch him and his family from among the other gods and blessed him. He made a covenant with Abraham in which He promised that He would be Abraham’s God and the God of his descendants. And since then He has never abandoned those descendants!

Over the past decades this people have experienced in what ways the Lord has been with them: Moses, who tore them from the clutches of Pharaoh; the Red Sea experience; and their salvation through the wilderness. More recently there was the miraculous crossing of the Jordan, Jericho and many others besides. And then the Lord gave them a land that was already worked and cultivated. They could simply step in and enjoy it! The inhabitants of the land fled before them because God is so almighty.

We as believers also sometimes need to look back along the road of our lives. We must stop at all the little stopping places where the Lord has overwhelmed us with His wonderful grace, blessing and love, and think about them again so that we can appreciate the Lord once more. Then we will also again appreciate what we have, because everything we have comes from the Lord.

“Now therefore fear the Lord and serve Him with all faithfulness,” Joshua presses it upon their hearts. They must not even think of wandering away from the Lord. Joshua then sets a choice before them: “Choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve.” He had seen how easily the people fell away from the Lord and he wants to plead with them always to serve the only true God. “But as for me and my household, we will serve the Lord.” (Joshua 24:15). For him it is a settled matter. It cannot be otherwise! He is not afraid to stand alone, and his whole life bears witness to that.

Today the Lord asks you and me also to be Joshuas who stand firm in our faith, no matter what happens!

The people answer in unisen that they want to serve the Lord. But Joshua is not satisfied. To say that you want to serve the Lord does not mean much. Surrender to the Lord demands a total commitment. There at Shechem the people solemnly confirm their full devotion to the Lord. Because He has helped them through everything, they will serve Him. There they solemnly promise that they will not serve Him half-heartedly, but wholeheartedly.

It is so important that we realise that we must serve the Lord WHOLEHEARTEDLY and not neglect and serve Him halfheartedly. He expects that from every believer!

Joshua is still not entirely satisfied, and then he concludes a covenant (a contract) on behalf of the people with God to make everything “legal”. A large stone is set up as a memorial under a big tree, which would serve as the official document of their contract with God that would forever remind them of their commitment to Him.

Our confession that we are believers testifies that we serve God. When we confess it in public, other people hear it as well, and they are witnesses to it. A testimony is actually a person’s declaration of policy. When we make that declaration, we must stick to it and not behave like so many politicians!

The book of Joshua ends with a few death notices. Joseph’s body, which had come all the way from Egypt, is buried at Shechem. Joshua dies at a very advanced age of a hundred and ten years. His death is indeed a crown on a full and rich life!

And so an era in the history of the people of Israel comes to an end. A final line is drawn under the history that began with the patriarch Abraham at Shechem and, many years later, ends again at Shechem.

Prayer:

Thank You for the wonderful life and example of Joshua. Lord, make me a Joshua today as well!
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