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Joshua son of Nun, and the land                                              Joshua 1:1-5
(Scripture quotes from the New King James Version unless otherwise indicated) 
The book of Joshua is the first book in the Bible to bear the name of a person; the person we accept as the writer of most of the book. We do not go along with liberal scholars who say that this book was written some eight hundred years later. The first five books of the Bible are called the Books of Moses, even though Moses does not appear on the scene until the beginning of the second book. Moses was born during the years the people of God lived in Egypt- at the invitation of Joseph through the Pharaoh. He died shortly before the people he led out of Egypt crossed over the Jordan into the land of Canaan. His death is noted at the beginning of the book of Joshua; ‘After the death of Moses, the servant of the Lord’ (Josh 1:1). 

Moses was the greatest servant of the Lord prior to Jesus of Nazareth. Only with the coming of Jesus has one greater than Moses come (Heb 3:1-6). God raised Moses up to lead the people out of bondage in Egypt, and bring them into a land he was giving them. Through Moses, God made a covenant with the people and gave laws as part of that covenant. They became a holy nation at Sinai. God spoke to Moses face to face which he has not done with anyone since (Deut 34:10). There was no written word as such during the time of Moses. Joshua and all prophets and leaders since have had the Book of the Law, the written word of God.  

The Book of Joshua is the beginning of a new section of the OT, a section called the ‘former prophets’ in the Hebrew Bible. It is largely seen as historical narrative, but includes poetry, land grants and covenant documents, as well as obituaries. This historical narrative is more than just history; it is Biblical prophecy and we will read it as such. So, unlike the liberals, we will not look at this book simply as an historical puzzle. Nor will we, like some conservatives, simply read it as an allegory of the Christian life. We will study it as the history of God’s ongoing revelation in dealing with his people (see Schaeffer).  

Although this book begins a new section of the Bible and a new phase in the life of the nation, it is a continuity of the previous five books. Moses is a link, as just seen, and Joshua goes back to the time of the Exodus, as we will see. Moreover, in the Hebrew original the book begins with the word ‘waw’ meaning ‘and’; it begins, ‘and it was’ or ‘and it came to pass’. Boice credits Arthur Pink with pointing this out. The Lord promises Joshua, ‘as I was with Moses, so I will be with you’ (1:5). 

Man is like grass; man passes away but God and his word remain. With the death of Moses the people did not scatter, as happens with human leaders and even some churches that look to a charismatic leader rather than God. Neither you nor I are indispensable to the purposes of God. ‘No man is indispensable, yet each man is important and unique’ writes Francis Shaeffer. 

1. Person of Joshua
We will now take a look at this man called Joshua who features from beginning to end in this book. His death at the age of 110 years is recorded in the closing chapter. It is thought Eleazar, the son of Aaron, may have recorded Joshua’s death, but then his death is also recorded (24:29, 33). These details do not rule out Joshua as the writer of the rest of the book. In the same chapter in fact, we read that, ‘Joshua wrote these words in the Book of the Law of God’ (24:26).  

Joshua son of Nun, of the tribe of Ephraim, was born in Egypt, so as a young man witnessed the plagues God sent on Egypt and the miraculous crossing of the Red Sea. Moses asked Joshua to lead an army against Amalek just months after the Exodus. Joshua did what Moses asked and fought against the Amalekites. He won the battle but only because Moses’ hands were held up all that day (Exod 17:8f). Joshua was to remember this battle and how it was won. Joshua became Moses’ assistant (Exod 24:13). He went with him up Mt Sinai to receive the stone tablets of the Law. He alerted Moses to the noise of rebellion in the camp when they came down, and found the people worshipping the golden calf they had made (Exod 32:17). Joshua remained in the tabernacle or tent of meeting that Moses set up outside the camp (Exod 33:11).  

Joshua’s faith in God was demonstrated when he was chosen to represent his tribe among the twelve men sent to spy out Canaan. This was one year and two months after coming out of Egypt. Moses changed his name from Hoshea, meaning ‘salvation’, to Joshua, meaning ’Yahweh is salvation’ (Numb 13:16). The Greek translation of Joshua is Jesus. When the spies returned from spying out Canaan only Joshua and Caleb encouraged Moses and the people to go up and possess the land. The other spies told of strong, gigantic men and walled cities. Even though the land was rich- a land of milk and honey- they were filled with fear. Their bad report lead to a rebellion against Moses. While many would be swayed by majority opinion Joshua was not- he would not go along with the majority. Francis Shaeffer writes, ‘A man of God must stand and trust God- even against his own people, even if in the minority, even in the midst of physical danger’. Joshua was faithful to God and his promise. The unfaithfulness of the others was judged by God. These ten spies died with the plague, and all Israelites twenty years and older would die in the desert. After thirty eight years only their children would be alive to enter the land (Numb 14:26f). 

Shortly before his death Moses was told to appoint Joshua as his successor- ‘a man in whom is the Spirit’ (Numb 27:18, 20). God told Moses he would see the Promised Land but would not enter because of his failure to honour the Lord at the waters of Meribah. And so, after forty years of leading the Israelites in the desert, Moses went up on Mt Nebo in the land of Moab, saw across to Jericho and all the land from the desert in the south to the mountains in the north, and there he died. Joshua son of Nun became the new leader of the people of God.

2. Promise of land
John Currid writes, ‘The fulfilment of God’s promise of a land is central to the book. This is a book of fulfilment’. In this book we read of the crossing of the flooded Jordan River, the capturing or conquest of the land, or most of it, the allocation or dividing of the land to the different tribes, and finally the covenant renewed. The covenant is renewed on the basis that it was God who gave them the land. Living in the Promised Land they were to live in obedience to God’s holy law and serve him. ‘But as for me and my house we will serve the Lord’ (24:15). 

The book of Joshua opens with the Lord speaking to Joshua; ‘Now therefore, arise, go over those Jordan, you and all this people, to the land which I am giving to them’ (1:2). Joshua was called to lead the children of Israel across the Jordan and take possession of the land between there and the Mediterranean Sea. This land extended from the desert in the south to Lebanon in the north and beyond to the great river, the River Euphrates. The land of Gilead and Bashan in the east had already been taken and allocated to the tribes of Reuben, Gad and half tribe of Manasseh. This vast land was never totally occupied except during the kingship of David and his son Solomon; but that is another story. 

The promise of land goes way back before Moses to the time of Abraham. In a sense it goes back to Adam who was thrown out of the garden because of sin. When God called Abraham out of Ur of the Chaldeans he promised him land, descendants/offspring, and that in him all the nations would be blessed. The twelve tribes of Israel that God brought out of Egypt and formed into a nation at Sinai were descendants of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. But up till now they wandered in the desert with no land of their own. The land promised to Abraham was the land of Canaan. The Lord led Abraham down to Shechem and then to Bethel telling him this was the land he would give to Abraham’s descendants. He actually  made or cut a covenant with Abraham saying he would  give his offspring  the land from Egypt to the Euphrates, the land of the Amorites, the Canaanites, the Kenites, the Hittites and six other pagan people groups (Gen 15:18f). The land was not there for vacant possession, even if many readers today would prefer it that way. We will be thrust into the matter of holy war soon enough!

The promise of land was renewed to Abraham’s son, Isaac (Gen 26:4) and to his son, Jacob (Gen 28:13, 35:12). It was renewed to Moses (Exod 3:8). ‘The promise occurs so frequently in the Pentateuch that it seems to sum up the theme of the literature’ writes Currid. The promise had been over five hundred years in coming; they were slaves in Egypt for four hundred and thirty years. But it was clearly stated in the beginning and did not change because God does not change or change his mind- although its fulfilment was delayed by thirty eight years because the people refused to go up and possess the land when told to. 

The children suffered because of the sin of their fathers, who all died in the desert. Sin led to setbacks, and to many missing out on the promise, but the promise remained. The promise of rest remains still today because the true inheritance and true rest for God’s people  did not come with Joshua but with his namesake Jesus, Jesus Christ the Son of God (Heb 4:8-11). Nevertheless the Lord reminded Joshua of this promise of land and told him to get ready to cross the Jordan and take possession of the land the Lord was giving the children of Israel. The promise is repeated in the same terms as it was given to Moses (Deut 11:24-25), namely every piece of land he set foot on would become his by divine gift (1:3). 

What an amazing promise! Wherever Joshua trod or the people of God trod, the land would become theirs. There is the catch if you like- they had to set foot in the land in order to inherit it. They had to go in and take the land. But there were powerful people already living in walled cities, as they found out thirty eight years before. To go in would require faith, faith in the Lord and his word. His word to Joshua was, ‘go over. I have given you the land’. His word was, ‘No man shall be able to stand before you all the days of your life’ (1:5). 

3. Promise of God’s presence
Joshua was experienced in warfare but he was not to depend upon his own strength or the size of his army. He was not to depend upon superior ‘fire power’ as we say, or upon his own military tactics. The Lord would go with him and give him directions in the war. In fac, the Commander of the Lord’s army appears to him after crossing the Jordan (5:14). Trusting in the Lord and obeying the word of the Lord, Joshua would be invincible. 

‘I will not leave you or forsake you’ (1:5). This is the wonderful promise the Lord gave Joshua as he was about to enter the land- the promise of his presence. Moses was no longer with him but the Lord was, because he is the everlasting Father. He is the everlasting, almighty God. What greater presence could one ask for? Do you know that this promise is for you today? You might have first read of this promise in Hebrews 13:5. In the context of covetousness and contentment, the Lord reminds us of his promise to Joshua and renews it; ‘I will never leave you or forsake you’. 


Strong and courageous                                                     Joshua 1:6-9

Moses was dead. Joshua was now in charge of the twelve tribes of Israel which made up the children of God. It was a daunting task. Joshua had seen a number of rebellions from within the ranks. Yet, through strong leadership and the intercession of Moses, they reached the point of entering the Promised Land. The promise of land was first given to Abraham. It continued down the generations with the Lord telling Joshua to cross the flooded Jordan River and possess the land. The land was inhabited, but no man would be able to stand against Joshua because the Lord was with him. ‘As I was with Moses, so I will be with you’ (1:5). Having renewed these promises- the promise of land and the promise of the Lord’s presence- the Lord goes on to instruct Joshua in what he must do. Joshua must have faith- faith in God and his promises. Taking hold of these promises Joshua had to step out in faith. 

Faith cannot simply be words. It was no use Joshua going around saying, ‘The Lord has given us this land’. Faith must be active. Faith without works is dead. James used the example of Abraham offering up his son Isaac on the altar, and of Rahab hiding the spies sent out by Joshua (James 2:21-26). He could have used the example of Joshua stepping into the flooded Jordan River, or marching around Jericho seven days. This was not a recognised military tactic. This was not even common sense. It was faith.

Faith is not common sense, or ‘worldly wisdom’, as James goes on to say. What normal person would lead thousands of men into a flooded river? What normal person would march around a city for seven days and then give a great shout? Are you as a Christian trying to be a normal person according to this world? Or are you, like Joshua, walking by faith, not by sight. He was given the Spirit and the word of God by which he heard and obeyed the voice of the Lord. What about you? The two commands given to Joshua were, firstly, to be strong and courageous, and secondly, to obey the word of God as written in the Book of the Law.

1. Be strong
The title of a commentary by John Currid is, ‘Strong and courageous’, the same title as this sermon. These words are found no less than three times in this passage – verse 6, 7 and 9. They are words spoken by the Lord to Joshua. He was to be strong and courageous as he led the children of Israel into battle to conquer the land across the Jordan. This command comes after the Lord’s promises to give them the land, and to be with Joshua. Nevertheless, it was a mighty task in view of the size and resources of his army. Walled cities and gigantic men awaited them- and that was after getting across the flooded river! Joshua had led the men of Israel into battle a number of times- the first being against the Amalekites forty years before this. So Joshua was not a young man by this time. Even then, nothing is said of him being tall or strong like the first king of Israel. He was specifically told to remember how he won this battle (Exod 17:14). They also fought against two kings as they came up the eastern side of the Jordan and won. Yet Joshua must have remembered Kadesh Barnea. 

Do God’s people today need to be strong and courageous?  Does the Lord command you to be strong and courageous, or is it just the leaders? We are not likely to be involved in battles like Joshua, so what has courage got to do with being a Christian? Actually we are in a battle and we do need to be strong and courageous. We are in a spiritual battle. We do not fight against flesh and blood but against unseen powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this age. So, ‘be strong in the Lord and in the power of his might’ (Eph 6:10). If we fail to understand and engage this battle we will not see the need to be strong and courageous. Prayer is the chief weapon in the believer’s arsenal. If you think Joshua had it tough wielding his metal sword against the Canaanites, try taking up the sword of the Spirit and of prayer. Joshua was off to fight a visible enemy and take possession of his inheritance. We have an invisible enemy but must fight just the same if we are to gain our inheritance. Clearly, with an invisible enemy we do not fight in our own strength. We take hold of the promises of God just like Joshua; and like Timothy who was told, ‘be strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus’. Paul told Timothy to be a good soldier of Christ Jesus and not get distracted by things of this world (2Tim 2:1-4). 

Fear of man must not govern the life of a believer. Fear of God is to direct us in how we live. God has given us his Spirit, the Spirit of power and of love (2Tim 1:7). This is what Paul wrote to Timothy, who in many ways was like Joshua. Paul charged him to preach the word, to preach sound doctrine, even in the face of opposition and afflictions. Maybe you are like Joshua and Timothy- a bit timid and in need of reassurance. This command to be strong and courageous must have resonated with the apostle Paul, such that he passed it on to the young Timothy. It must have resonated with Martin Luther as he went to the Diet of Worms to defend his understanding of the Bible before the Pope’s deadly court. May this command resonate with us today as we face enemies both inside and outside the church. We must ‘tear down arguments and every high thing that exalts itself against the knowledge of God’ (2Cor 10:5). Politics, philosophies, scientific opinion, and religions, are all out there exalting themselves against the knowledge of God. 

Brothers and sisters, we have the promise of God that he is with us. We have his infallible, unchanging word. Do not be afraid, even if the whole world seems to be against you. Joshua was in a minority in opposing the report of the rest of the spies. He would be vastly outnumbered by the coalition of pagan forces he was going to fight. But, like David after him, he could say, ‘I will not be afraid of ten thousands of people, who have set themselves against me all around’ (Psalm 3:6). 

2. Book of the Law
The second commandment given to Joshua was to obey all that was written in the Torah, or Book of the Law. The success or failure of his mission was directly related to him obeying or not obeying what was written in the Torah (1:8). Success was not dependent on the size of his army or his military strategies. Boice says, ‘it was not his natural ability or some esoteric experience that would be his guide but the written word’. And so it is for us today. We are not guided by dreams or individual revelations. We are guided by the written word. Beware that ‘voice’ that tells you to do something contrary to what it written in the Bible (Deut 13:1f); we hear such ‘voices’ all too often.  

What is the canon of scripture? In arguing against liberal theologians who say the Pentateuch, and this book of Joshua, were not written until the time of David, Schaeffer makes the point that the Book of the Law was written, and was the canon of Scripture, when Moses wrote it. It did not require two or three hundred years to become canon- it was canon when it was given. The apostle Peter writes, ‘Holy men of God spoke as they were moved by the Holy Spirit’ (2Peter 3:16). The Lord has not only moved men by his Spirit in writing Scripture but has also preserved this Scripture from generation to generation. Joshua was the first generation to have the Book of the Law, which remains as just over 20% of the OT canon today. 
  
What did the Lord command Joshua regarding the Book of the Law? He gave him a number of specific instructions. 
Firstly, he was to know the word. If he was to observe all that was written he had to know what was written (1:7). This is simple logic but something many fail to grasp. Many Christians think they are obeying God but they don’t actually know what God had commanded. It is easy to reason for ourselves and rationalise as to what God wants without actually opening the Bible and reading what God wants. We will come across such human reasoning here in the Book of Joshua itself; Achan took some accursed or devoted things for himself, contrary to God’s command. It is not for us to decide what the Bible says or does not says; it is for us to read and obey it. ‘Do not turn from it to the right hand or to the left, that you may prosper wherever you go’ (1:7). What is not clear about these words? 

The second command regarding the Torah was to talk the word. It ‘shall not depart from your mouth’ (1:8). Joshua was commanded to read the Torah to the gathered assembly every seven years, and this he did (8:34, Deut 31:10). Moses told the people to talk the word to their children- when they sit down, and when they rise up, and when they walk on the way (Deut 6:7). Read the Bible in your home- read it aloud. Make this your custom even when you have visitors. This is the joy and blessing of being in a Christian family- and extended Christian family. Our daughter came to pick up her children the other day after work. We had just finished eating but had not read the Bible. She waited until the meal was completed with a reading from the Bible. How is your home different to your neighbours?

Thirdly, Joshua was told to meditate on the Torah day and night (1:8). This is what the blessed man of Psalm 1 does- he delights in the law of the Lord, and on this law meditates day and night (Psalm 1:2). The Bible is not like other books that you read and discard- at least for some time. It is the Word of God and we are to meditate on it day and night. 
In India we had a different sort of book that we carried with us in our travels- the train timetable. I still have one on my shelf. In it the timetables of over 2000 trains are listed. We had a friend who studied these timetables and knew them like the back of his hand. This book was essential for travel around India. 

Let us study the Bible so we know it like the back of our hands. It is essential for us in navigating our way through this life- just as it was for Joshua leading the people into the Promised Land. Meditating means reflecting on what is written and examining your life in the light of what is written. See that you are not turning to the right or to the left but walking on the straight and narrow path set out in the old and new testaments. 

Finally, Joshua was commanded to obey the word and ‘do all that is written in it’ (1:7, 8). He was not to look into it and go away to do his own thing. He was to be a reader or hearer and also a doer of the word- ‘this one will be blessed in what he does’ (James 1:25). For Joshua this was the key to success in life. If Joshua had written a book on how succeed in whatever you do, would in have been a best seller? His book would have advised one thing; read God’s word and obey it. In fact Joshua did write a book- this book we are reading- and he did conclude: ‘But as for me and my house we will serve the Lord’ (24:15). 

Joshua was a military and political leader but these instructions apply to us all, whatever the Lord has called us to do. It is the recipe for success in life. We have God’s written word just like Joshua. Let us read this word, talk this word, meditate on this word and obey this word. It might seem strange that a man going to war was given such instructions, but there they are. Whatever you do, do it in obedience to God’s word, and do it unto the Lord, and you will have success also. It is when we turn to the right or to the left that we miss out on God’s blessing.  

God’s people united                                                     Joshua 1:10-18
 
Moses died in the land of Moab after leading the children of Israel all the way from Egypt. It had taken forty years to get to this place. He could see across the Jordan into the land first promised to Abraham. They were supposed to have entered the land from the south just over a year after crossing the Red Sea, but the people rebelled. They rebelled out of unbelief and fear. Only Joshua and Caleb were ready to enter the land because they were the only ones who believed God’s word. Joshua must have remembered that terrible time as he assumed leadership of this young nation.  

Knowing that the task given to Joshua looked impossible, the Lord spoke to Joshua to assure him that the promise remained valid, and that God was with him, as he was with Moses. He did not tell Joshua to sit back and watch God do mighty things. The Lord commanded Joshua to be strong and courageous, and to go forward in obedience to the word of the Lord. He promised Joshua success in taking possession of his inheritance if he obeyed the word of the Lord. Joshua wasted no time in acting upon the word of the Lord. The passage before us today turns from the Lord commanding Joshua, to Joshua commanding the people. The main theme of the passage is unity. The people must move ahead as one body. It must be all the people of God. What we will see is that people follow the man who follows God. Two other points are, the readiness to go in and possess the land, and dire consequences for any who rebel against Joshua’s leadership.

1. Ready to cross
After being commanded by the Lord to be strong and courageous, to cross the Jordan River and conquer the land, Joshua did not sit down and consider his options, or consider the feasibility of what the Lord told him. He did not list the pros and cons of moving ahead, as we are often told to do. By any human judgment what the Lord told him to do was crazy. He stood on the bank of a flooded river (3:15). He looked across to a walled city. He remembered the huge fighting men that lived there. He looked around him at the young, poorly trained and poorly equipped men in his army. There were no pros in this scenario whatsoever – except that Almighty God promised to go with him. 

‘Joshua did not see things merely from a human point of view’ writes Boice. He goes on, ‘He never worked out a military equation without God being the dominant factor in the equation. And when God called him, the possibility of conquering the land- which had always existed because with God all things are possible- now became a certainty and he moved ahead vigorously. No person is as invincible as one who is certain God had called him or her to a task. No person is as bold as one who knows that God has already given him victory’.

Joshua took the Lord at his word and acted without delay. It would have been so easy to procrastinate. I recall procrastinating when the Lord called us to go to India. With enthusiasm I wrote to a mission agency expressing our willingness join as overseas missionaries. A couple of years later I wrote again withdrawing my application. After five years we set out for India with three young children. I should have been reading Joshua back them!  

Upon hearing the command of the Lord to go and possess the land, Joshua commanded his officers to go through the camp telling everyone to get their rations and gear packed, ready to move out within three days (1:11). They were going to cross the Jordan and take possession of the land that ‘Yahweh your God is giving you’. Joshua must have reflected on the rebellion that occurred at Kadesh Barnea thirty eight years before- and those rebels did not have a flooded river to cross! Then again, the new generation had not seen the Anakites that lived in parts of the land. These were gigantic people, like Goliath, probably descendants of the Nephilim of Noah’s day. While assuming leadership, Joshua did not pretend to be a great leader. He did not let it go to his head, as we say. It was the Lord who called him to this position; he would trust and obey the Lord in every matter, every day, and give all the glory to God.

2. Reuben, Gad and half Manasseh
As Moses led the people up the eastern side of the Jordan they encountered a couple of Amorite kings: Og, king of Bashan and Sihon, King of Heshbon. They killed these kings when they refused to give them safe passage through their lands. They utterly destroyed everyone, men, women and children, and took possession of Bashan and Gilead. The people of Reuben and Gad came to Moses and asked that they be allotted these lands (Numb 32). Remembering what happened at Kadesh Barnea, Moses was initially angry with them, saying, ‘Shall your brothers go over to war while you sit here?’ (Numb 32:6). It would have been very discouraging if they had done this, if they had not joined their brothers in possessing their inheritance. 

Moses was not going to give them Gilead and Bashan but they promised him they would cross over into Canaan ahead of the other tribes to fight and take possession of the land. It was this promise that Joshua reminded them of here in this passage (1:12-15). He spoke of ‘the rest’ that God was giving them in the Transjordan lands, the first of many references to ‘rest’ in this book. Their wives and children and livestock could stay behind, but all men of fighting age must cross over with the other tribes till the Lord gave them rest also. 

Did Joshua need these extra men in his army? Just two and a half tribes out of twelve still left nine and a half. Were Reuben and Gad better soldiers? No. It was not about numbers or abilities. The battle was the Lord’s. Was this demand on Reuben and Gad because of the promise they made to Moses? Yes, it was about keeping a promise, but more specifically about not discouraging their brothers (Num 32:7) - note Joshua’s emphasis on ‘brethren’ in verse 14 and 15. It was about unity. Disunity broke out at Kadesh Barnea and it was disastrous. It meant failure of their mission and thirty eight years of punishment. Disunity could threaten Joshua’s move to go in and possess the land on this occasion. Disunity leads to disobedience, which makes the Lord angry. Dale Ralph Davis says that, ‘unity is crucial because, ultimately unity is a prerequisite for fidelity’- fidelity is another word for faithfulness.  

Joshua got a positive response from Reuben, Gad and Manasseh. They answered him saying they would do whatever he commanded, and go wherever he sent them (1:16). They would obey him just as they had obeyed Moses. Joshua must have been relieved, and greatly encouraged to hear this answer. All the people would have been encouraged. Currid reminds us that this unity was short-lived however, because in the period of the Judges, which followed the death of Joshua, ‘Everyone did what was right in his own eyes’. He suggests that the church of the twenty-first century is more like Judges than Joshua.  

We do indeed live in a day of selfish individualism. We do what is right in our own eyes – particularly when it comes to public worship. Yet I once heard a lady say she was not feeling well but was going to church lest the preacher be discouraged. We go to worship to praise God, and listen to his word read and preached, but also to encourage one another. The Bible says not to forsake the assembling of ourselves together but encourage one another, all the more as you see the day approaching (Heb 10:25). When you think of absenting yourself from worship on the Lord’s Day, do you consider those who might be discouraged by your absence?

Unity is essential if we are to go into battle against the enemy. The enemy loves to divide us. When he divides God’s people they become powerless. When they start fighting among themselves they are not able to fight the real enemy. Our real enemy is unseen. We must fight with prayer. He has his human agents of course. We must fight them with prayer and with the word of God. Joshua was to walk in obedience to the law of God. The Bible is a guide book for us, but it also the ‘sword of the Spirit’ that we use to bring down our enemy. 

If the people of God in Joshua’s day were to go in and possess the land they must not be divided. They must be united behind their leader- a man called Joshua. If Christians are to enter in the rest God has promised we must also be united; united behind the God- man Jesus, Jesus Christ the Son of God. There is one Lord, and one faith (Eph 4:5). ‘There is one mediator between God and man, the man Christ Jesus’ (1Tim 2:5).  

The people of Reuben, Gad and Manasseh united with the other tribes behind Joshua to go in and possess the land. Davis writes, “It is interesting to note the concern for ‘all Israel’ throughout the book of Joshua”- a contrast to the increasing fragmentation of Israel in the book of Judges. The history of the church has seen similar patterns of unity and disunity down through the decades, depending on how closely it adheres to the word of God. When the church has undergone reform in line with the Scriptures, these have been the periods of revival and church growth. Trust and obey was the formula of Joshua’s life. Let it be our focus also.  

3. Rebels 
All the people promised to follow Joshua. They also declared that anyone who rebelled against Joshua and failed to heed his words would be put to death (1:18). Some think this is extremely harsh and try to distance Joshua from this decision. But we have just learnt how disunity leads to discouragement, and to the purposes of God being threatened. Joshua had been there before. 

As far as the nation was concerned, such rebellion amounted to treason. Treason is a very serious offence in any nation. We have just seen new laws being drafted to deal with treason in our nation. People who go off to fight for other nations are guilty of treason. People who refuse to fight for king and country can still be punished under the law of our land. 

Rebellion is serious. People in the church who refuse to follow Christ cannot be allowed to remain in the church. Heresy must remain as a law in the church and be applied as necessary. In 1993 the Presbyterian Church in NSW had to bring this charge against liberal theologian, Peter Cameron -said to be the only churchman branded a heretic in the last century. He taught things contrary to the historic Christian faith, and to the vows he had taken as a minister in the Presbyterian Church. 

The people under Joshua’s leadership endorsed the word the Lord spoke to Joshua, namely, ‘be strong and of good courage’ (1:18). Joshua got this message, as we will see in the following chapters. He was encouraged by the Lord and by the people. He was off to a blessed start in leading God’s people to go in and possess their inheritance.  



Spies hidden by Rahab                                          Joshua 2:1-14
 
Joshua was commanded by the Lord to cross over the Jordan River and take possession of the land of Canaan. Joshua in turn commanded the people to get ready to cross over within three days. They united behind Joshua saying, ‘Be strong and of good courage’ (1:18). The story continues in chapter 3 which begins, ‘Then Joshua rose early in the morning; and set out from Shittim and came to the Jordan, he and all the children of Israel’ (3:1). But chapter 2 records how Joshua sent out two spies who went to Jericho, and how a woman in this pagan place not only saved their lives but gave vital information to take back to Joshua. Most wonderful of all, this woman believed in the Lord, the God of heaven and earth.

This woman was called Rahab. Many baby girls are given biblical names. There are lots of Mary’s and lots of Sarah’s for example. Yet I do not know any girl or woman called Rahab.  Why is this? Rahab is referred to three times in the NT- the same as Sarah- and each time praised for her faith (Mat 1:5, Heb 11:31, James 2:25). The reason we do not call our daughters Rahab is probably because Rahab was a prostitute! Some prefer to call her an innkeeper; she probably did this work also, but there is no way of avoiding her immoral past life in this pagan city of Jericho. Sexual immorality was rife in Jericho and throughout the land. Prostitution was accepted and legal. They probably had temple prostitutes, but there is no indication that Rahab was involved in this form of prostitution. Rahab also told lies- not a feature we like associated with the name we give little girls. But that was Rahab’s past. By the grace of God, through faith, she became one of God’s people. She became an ancestor of God’s only begotten Son. We will find marvellous things in this second chapter of the book of Joshua.  

1. Reconnaissance
Joshua had been commanded by the Lord to cross over and take the land, and he got ready to do so. But this command did not mean it was wrong to try and get some intelligence about the enemy. God commanded Moses to send out spies from Kadesh Barnea. No command is given to Joshua but this is the way of war. Joshua was probably reticent about sending out spies because of what happened thirty eight years before. The important thing to remember is that spying out the land was not for the purpose of making a decision about invading- the Lord made that decision. The spies were sent to gather intelligence. God is still sovereign today. He still commands us what to do, and what not to do, by his word. What we have to do is investigate and assess our society, and then examine our own lives in the light of God’s unchanging word.

Jericho was just a few kilometres west of the Jordan so its walls could be seen from vantage points near the camp. But what was inside the walls?  The two spies managed to cross the river and get inside the city to collect intelligence. Twelve spies would have had trouble doing this- even the two spies were soon noticed and reported to the king. The language of the Canaanites was similar to that of the Hebrews but differences in speech probably gave them away. Jericho was like a city state with its own king. Canaan was a land of such city states, as we know from ancient 14th century BC documents called the Armana letters. These kings often fought one another, but they formed alliances when foreigners attacked.

The two spies went to the house of a prostitute named Rahab, and lodged there (2:1). There is no suggestion they went there for immoral purposes. Rather, this was the best place to go incognito, as in any city. Visitors to a prostitute’s house are not asked personal questions. Moreover, travellers in this pagan land would frequent such a place. While no personal questions were asked, a lot of gossip is heard in such places. Rahab kept up with local and foreign news. She became a prize informer for Joshua’s spies.

The spies hoped to remain incognito, but this was not to be. The king found out that two men from the children of Israel had come to spy out the land (2:2). So he sent his soldiers to the house telling Rahab to bring out the spies (2:3). Espionage is a tricky business. These men were there to spy out Jericho, but if captured they would be forced to reveal information about Joshua. This was a critical moment for Joshua’s campaign. As the Lord was with Joshua, so he was with these spies. In his sovereign purposes and power he had his servant in this pagan city, a prostitute called Rahab. Such a woman would, in God’s providence, save the spies and possibly all Israel.   

2. Rahab hides the spies
Rahab quickly decided to hide the two spies (2:4). She had flax drying on the roof of her house so hid them under this (2:6). The flax or linseed plant produces oil as well as fibre. Today it is mainly grown for this industrial oil- known for its use on cricket bats. The flax would have been brought in from fields outside the city wall. The flat roof of the house was a secure place to store produce. This is common even in India today. You will see women carrying crops or grass onto their flat roof. On one visit to a village house I was surprised see a woman carrying grass up the stairs next to me- she was followed by her flock of goats!  

Rahab acted quickly to hide the spies. When the soldiers came to her door telling her to bring them out she said, ’Yes, the men came to me, but I did not know where they were from’ (2:4). This may have been true at this stage, but what she said next was a blatant lie. She said that the men went out as the city gate was being closed that evening. ‘Where they went I do not know’ she said (2:5). She urged the soldiers to go quickly if they wanted to catch them. And so the soldiers took off down the road towards the Jordan River. After they went out they shut the gate (2:7). Rahab cleverly kept the soldiers from searching her house. But now the gate was shut. How would the spies escape the city? Rahab had risked her life for these two spies, and she was still in danger with them stuck on her roof. Why did Rahab take this risk?  This was the first step towards her coming to believe in God, the true God, the creator of heaven and earth.  

Rahab told a lie- we cannot deny this. Some say that this was the culture of the day, even in Israel. They say that truth was not ‘agreement with fact;’ but ‘loyalty towards neighbour and the Lord’. Such reasoning is unnecessary and dangerous. The Bible makes no judgment on this sin of Rahab. Davis says of the biblical writer; ‘he neither approves nor disapproves of Rahab’s lie; rather he ignores it (i.e. its ethical implications)’. Rahab was at this time a prostitute. Here sins were many. She was not yet saved, though taking steps in this direction. We dare not use Rahab to excuse ourselves or anyone else in telling lies, any more that we excuse prostitution! 

3. Rahab’s faith
‘Now before they lay down, she came up to them on the roof’ (2:8). She did not simply come to explain what she had done to save them, and plan their escape. What she said to these two Jewish spies surprised them. What she said surprises and challenges us today. Rahab gave them invaluable information to take back to Joshua- namely, ‘all the inhabitants of the land are fainthearted because of you’ (2:9). This is exactly what they reported to Joshua upon their safe return (2:24). Joshua was ready to invade anyway, but this news lifted his spirit, and the spirits of all the people. It is interesting that the twelve spies sent out from Kadesh Barnea did not gather such information. They simply looked at the big people, and the walled cities, and became afraid- all except Joshua and Caleb. 

Gideon had a similar experience to the two spies. When the Lord cut his army to just three hundred men to go and fight the Midianite hordes, Gideon was afraid (Judges 7:7). So the Lord sent him down one night to hear what the enemy was saying. He heard them telling about a dream in which God delivered Midian into the hands of Gideon. Gideon worshipped the Lord and with courage went to fight, and defeat the Midianites. How often have you been afraid to take on the enemy? How often have you lacked the courage to speak to someone about Christ- a family member, a workmate, a friend at school? Maybe the person is strong or rich or powerful in some way. Maybe they are successful, or they follow some religion such that you think they will not listen to the gospel. In all of this you are looking on the outside. You are not looking on them from God’s perspective. You are not looking on the heart. Who would have thought a woman like Rahab would listen to the gospel. Remember, Jesus came to seek and to save the lost.  

Rahab told the spies, ‘I know that the Lord has given you the land’ (2:9). She and all the people in Jericho were living in terror of the Jews. But Rahab did not let her heart be ruled by fear. She went to the spies on her roof seeking mercy. Boice suggests that God sent these two spies to Jericho for the primary purpose of bringing the gospel to Rahab. God does indeed hear the cry of unbelievers and sends one of his people to tell them the gospel. True Christian mission is directed by God as he sends his servants to all parts of the world, or simply to your next door neighbour. 

With Rahab we see that, firstly, she heard of the mighty acts of Yahweh. She heard how Yahweh had dried up the Red Sea for his people when they came out of Egypt. She heard how they had utterly destroyed Sihon, king of Heshbon, and Og, king of Bashan. These were historical facts reported to her. She believed these facts and her heart melted or fainted with fear (2:11). The Bible reports many historical facts. It is not a book of myths and legends, as some like to think. If you do not believe these facts, the fact of God creating all things out of nothing, the fact of crossing the Red Sea on dry land, the fact of the virgin birth of Jesus, his death and resurrection, you will not be able to bring anyone to fear the Lord. There gospel is based on facts as set forth in the Bible. These are the basis of faith. 

Secondly, Rahab confesses the majesty of Yahweh. God is the almighty creator and sovereign ruler of the universe. Her personal confession is, ‘The Lord your God, He is Lord of heaven above and earth beneath’ (2:11). Have you ever heard such an amazing confession? What great faith. This is a real move from fear to faith. Without real fear of God, faith is not so real. Those who are forgiven much love much, but to whom little is forgiven, the same loves little, as Jesus said (Luke 7:47). 

To acknowledge that there is one God, and that he is supreme over all creation, was a big step towards faith in God. Rahab had turned from worshipping other god’s to worshipping the one true God. I am reminded of a Hindu woman in India. She had lots of idols in her house, but when she believed in the true God and his Son, Jesus Christ, she threw all the idols out of her house. Rahab probably did the same as she confessed Yahweh, the God of Joshua’s spies, as the only true God.

Finally, we see Rahab seeking the mercy of Yahweh. She pleaded with the spies to show her kindness- and all her father’s household. She believed that destruction was coming upon her city. She knew Yahweh was angry with her because of her sin. He was coming to punish all in the city because of their sin. Rahab knew her only hope was in the mercy of God. ‘I have shown you kindness, so please show me kindness’ (2:12). 

The Hebrew word translated 'kindness' is ‘chesed’; it means ‘loving kindnesses or ‘covenant love’. It is most often used to describe God’s love for his people. Rahab asks them to swear by the Lord. She was deadly serious. Within days, God in his wrath would destroy Jericho and all its people. Rahab believed what she heard about Yahweh. She believed in Yahweh. She pleaded for mercy, and as we will see, she received mercy. She was saved and became a mother in Israel- the great-great- grandmother of King David.

Rahab’s faith in action                                          Joshua 2:14-24

When people of faith are listed in the so-called ‘roll of honour’ in Hebrews chapter 11, Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Moses are found, as expected. Sarah also gets a mention. What is surprising is the listing of Rahab. ‘By faith Rahab the prostitute did not perish with those who were disobedient, because she had given a friendly welcome to the spies’ (Heb 11:31 ESV). And then in the book of James she is again held up alongside Abraham as an example of faith in action. Rahab the prostitute demonstrated her faith by her work in receiving the spies and sending them out by another way (James 2:25). The NT has no problem with commending Rahab the prostitute for her faith in God; a living and active faith.

While noting references to Rahab in the NT, the first of these is on the very first page of the NT. Again her name comes as a surprise. Rahab was saved when Jericho was utterly destroyed. She went on to marry Salmon and have a son called Boaz, who in turn married Ruth the Moabite. So Boaz was only half Jewish and his son Obed only one quarter Jewish. Obed had Jesse, the father of David. So David, the greatest king of Israel, was less than three quarters Jewish. We often speak of Jesus being a Jew, and rightly so, but strictly speaking he was not 100% Jewish.

1. Request for family
When Rahab asked Joshua’s spies to spare her life when Jericho was destroyed, she thought of her family also. She asked them to show kindness to her father’s house (2:12). We said before that the word translated as ‘show kindness’ is ‘chesed’ in Hebrew; it means ‘steadfast love’ or ‘covenant love’. Rahab asked for this covenant love to be shown towards her loved ones, her father, mother, brothers and sisters and all they have (2:13). She asked for them to be delivered from death. An assurance was given by the spies with certain conditions attached. The spies made a covenant with Rahab saying, she must not tell anyone of their mission, and that she must bring all her family into her house when they come to destroy the city. There was also the matter of the marker or sign in her window that we will come to shortly.

Rahab’s house was part of the city wall. The cities of Canaan in 1400BC were enclosed by high walls for protection. Even in 1000AD kings were building similar cities. You can visit such a city in India- it is called Jaisalmeer. You will find houses built on the inside of the city wall, with windows to the outside. In Jaisalmeer the window doubled as a toilet. The streets of the city were narrow because space was at a premium. Walls were expensive to build. 

Rahab’s request for her family reminds us of Noah taking his family into the ark. Noah, like Rahab, believed what God said about imminent judgment and destruction. It also reminds us of Lot warning his family to flee with him from the city of Sodom. Tragically, his sons-in-law thought he was joking and they perished (Gen 19:14). God is a covenant God. He made families and he cares about families. God called Abraham to circumcise his children as a sign of the covenant. He calls Christians to baptise their children as a sign of the covenant. Water baptism does not save children, but just as God heard Rahab’s prayer for her family, so the Lord will hear your prayer – assuming you pray for your children that they will believe and be saved. Bring your children into the Lord’s house if you want them to be saved from the judgment to come. Do not take this matter lightly. Do not leave it too late. Rahab was deadly serious about being saved, and about her family being saved. Are you?

2. Rope
As we have just described, Rahab’s house was on the city wall (2:15). The city gate was shut so the spies could not get out that way. The alert was raised so they could not wait to the next day. Resourceful as she was, Rahab arranged to let them down on a rope from her window that evening. She had been assured by the spies that they would spare her and her family when they came to destroy Jericho. After giving instructions about a sign to mark her house, the spies departed through her window and down the wall of the city. Rahab advised them to go up to the mountains and hide for three days before returning to Joshua. The king’s soldiers were out scouting the road towards the river. This was to the east; the mountains were towards the west. There were plenty of caves to hide in in these mountains. She told them to hide for three days, which is the time Joshua gave for crossing the Jordan (1:11). The spies probably returned with their encouraging report just as Joshua was about to set out.

3. Red cord
As the spies left through the window of Rahab’s house, they told her on oath to bind a scarlet or red cord in the same window when they came to destroy the city. Both they, and Rahab, accepted without doubt that Joshua and the people of God would soon enter the land, and that Jericho would be utterly destroyed. We have come across the term ‘utterly destroyed’ with reference to the two Amorite kings on the eastern side of the Jordan (2:10). We will find it many times in this book. The Hebrew word is ‘kharam’. We are not going to have a Hebrew lesson, but you might have heard this, or a similar word, before. Have you heard of the Islamic terrorist group called Boko Haram? For Muslims, ‘haram’ means 'forbidden things'; Boko Haram means Western education is forbidden. 

The OT is written in Hebrew, not Arabic, but the words are similar. ‘Kharam’ means things set apart or devoted to God, things which must be offered to God for destruction. When Moses fought against Sihon and Og he utterly destroyed them (Deut 2:34, 3:6). He killed these kings and all the men, women, and children, according to the word of the Lord. Some use the term ‘genocide’ and find this command objectionable; but the Bible does not use this term. Scholars try to water down what we read here, saying that it is hyperbolic language, or that what was destroyed was ‘the will and the ability of the enemy Canaanites to resist the invading Israelites' (Coleson). 

The important thing to remember is that God, who is always just, was punishing the Canaanites for their sin. These people were guilty of terrible immorality, as seen with Rahab. Prostitutes prosper in an immoral society. In fact, the Israelites were divinely reprimanded when they failed to destroy the devoted things or people, and kept them for themselves. Jericho was ripe for judgment because of sin (Gen 15:16). The hand of Joshua was the hand of the Lord, utterly destroying the city of sin. When they came to Jericho all the inhabitants would be killed, along with all the animals, and the city would be totally destroyed by fire. Only Rahab and those in her house would be saved (6:21f).

The red cord was something carried by the spies- no other window would have such a marker. Red is a bright colour; it is also the colour of blood. Just as blood on the doorposts in Egypt kept those inside the house safe from the destroying angel, so this red or scarlet cord in Rahab’s window would keep death from her house when Joshua came with his army. We can go further and say that only the blood of Jesus Christ, the Lamb of God, keeps death from our house today. ‘Without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness’ (Heb 9:22).

Has your heart been washed of sin in the blood of Jesus Christ? What about your mother and father, your brothers and sisters, your sons and daughters? Jesus Christ, ‘the firstborn from the dead and ruler over the kings of the earth; he loved us and washed us from our sins in his own blood’ (Rev 1:5). Is this what you believe? Is this what you by faith know in your heart? Abraham knew this. Rahab knew this. What about you?

The spies gave their word to Rahab saying they would be guilty if anyone in the house was harmed. But if their conditions were not met they would not be responsible (2:19). Rahab accepted the conditions and tied the red cord in her window; ‘she sent them on their way, and they departed. And she bound the scarlet cord in the window’ (2:21). Again we see her faith in action. 

3. Report of the spies
The spies escaped to the mountains as Rahab advised, and stayed there three days; by which time the king’s soldiers had returned to Jericho empty handed (2:22). Then the two men went back across the Jordan and reported to Joshua; they told him all that had happened to them (2:23). They said to Joshua, ‘Truly the Lord has delivered all the land into our hands, for indeed all the inhabitants of the country are fainthearted because of us’ (2:24). Joshua must have been greatly relieved to see them back, and to hear such a positive report. What a contrast to the majority report that Moses received thirty eight years before.  

Joshua was also greatly encouraged. This news confirmed the command of the Lord- not that Joshua was doubting. We previously noted that Joshua was probably a bit timid, like Timothy in the NT. The Lord is so gracious! He knows when we need to be encouraged, and how to encourage us. He also knows when we need to be corrected, and how to correct us.  He is our loving Father who will not leave us or forsake us; we who are his covenant children. Are you encouraged by this story of Rahab and the spies? 

It certainly is encouraging to see that a sinner like Rahab can be saved. Yes, God is powerful to save. The gospel is the power of God to salvation for everyone who believes’ (Rom 1:16). This is what Paul believed. He preached the gospel to Jew and Gentile, to men and women, to princes and paupers, believing God could save anyone. Maybe you do not have a background like Rahab, though some Christians do. The truth is, we have all sinned and fall short of the glory of God. We dare not boast of our background. We dare not look down on brothers or sisters in church who have been delivered from a sinful way of life. Remember, Jesus did not come to save the righteous but sinners (Luke 5:32). Remember Rahab. 




Crossing the Jordan                                                      Joshua 3

‘When I tread the verge of Jordan
Bid my anxious fears subside;
Death of death, and hell’s destruction.
Land me safe on Canaan’s side’
You may be familiar with the words from the great hymn, ‘Guide me, O thou great Jehovah’.  
The picture in this hymn is from Joshua chapter 3, the account of Joshua leading the people of God across the Jordan River and into the promised land of Canaan. The hymn writer, like many others, including John Bunyan, uses the crossing of the Jordan to picture the Christian crossing the ‘valley of death’ into their eternal inheritance. 

After the Lord commanded Joshua to cross over the Jordan and possess the land, he got ready to do this. After three days they moved the 12km from Shittim to the bank of the Jordan. Chapters 3, 4 and 5 detail the miraculous crossing of the river, a crossing very similar to the crossing of the Red Sea forty years before. We will look at chapter 3 under four headings: 1.Ark of the covenant, 2.Exhulting Joshua, 3.Assurance of God’s presence and power, and 4. Action in crossing over.

1. Ark of the covenant
The ark plays a vital role in the crossing of the Jordan River. What was this ark and why was it so important? After Moses led the people out of bondage in Egypt he went up to Mt Sinai to meet with the Lord. There on Sinai the Lord wrote the Ten Commandments on tablets of stone. These were put into the ark or box which Moses made from acacia wood and covered with pure gold (Exod 25). On the lid of this box were two golden cherubim, their wings extending towards each other. Between them and of the same gold was the mercy seat, the place where the blood of a lamb was sprinkled on the Day of Atonement. The ark had two gold rings on each side for the poles that were used to carry it. Only priests from the tribe of Levi were allowed to carry the ark. It was kept in the Most Holy Place of the Tabernacle whenever they made camp.

The mercy seat represented the throne of Yahweh. The ark was the symbol of God’s presence among his people. Not that the omnipresent God of creation, the God of all the earth (3:11, 13) was confined to this place; it merely represented his presence (the ark no longer exists, and would be meaningless under the new covenant anyway). It was called the Ark of the Covenant because on the two stone tablets God wrote the terms of the covenant he made through Moses. The Law of Moses revealed God’s righteous requirements and so served to reveal sin and condemn us. The mercy seat on which blood was sprinkled was just that- it pictured God’s mercy extended to sinful man through blood, fully and finally through the blood of Jesus Christ. 

The Ark of the Covenant would lead the way across the Jordan. The people were told that when the ark was taken up by the priests they were to fall in line behind it- but not too close behind. ‘Do not come near it that you may know the way by which you must go, for you have not passed this way before’ (3:4). They were to leave a distance of 900m between them and the ark. This distance was because of the awful holiness of the ark, although Davis argues it was simply to allow the people to get a better view; he writes, ‘There is a majestic holiness about Yahweh’s presence signified in the ark (cf. 2Sam 6), but that does not seem to be the point here’. Not many would agree on this point. 

The holiness of the Ark of the Covenant and of the whole occasion was further marked by the people sanctifying or consecrating themselves (3:5). They were going to war but it was holy war. Joshua does not explain exactly what this means. But when Moses led the people to Sinai and told them to sanctify themselves it meant they had to wash themselves and their clothes. Abstaining from sexual relations was also part of consecration.  

Even at 900m they were close to the sacred symbol of God’s holy presence among them. Moreover, they were about to see the Lord do a mighty work (3:5). It was important that they be prepared for this mighty work of God if they were to appreciate it, and if it was to strengthen their faith. What they were about to see would not be an accident or a freak of nature; it would be an act of Almighty God.

It is important for us to be prepared when we come to worship Almighty God. You might like to dress up a little to meet the King of kings, but above all prepare your heart to see mighty things. Some people wander into worship and wander out almost oblivious to what is going on. Their minds are somewhere else. How can you receive God’s blessing if you are not prepared and looking for his blessing? Let us come to worship expecting to hear God’s word and be blessed in doing so. Prayerful preparation and listening to God’s word not only allows us to see his work in our own lives; it allows us to see his work in the world. You do not have to accept the journalists or the scientist’s assessment of events in the world. You can assess events from God’s perspective. For example, you will not assess the destruction of Sodom, or of Jericho, as simply another natural disaster or an act of genocide.

2. Exulting Joshua
The Lord’s presence with his people was symbolised in the Ark of the Covenant. The Lord had also chosen a man to be his spokesman and leader of his people. The Lord was with Moses, but since his death the Lord was with Joshua. The authority of Moses was established at the crossing of the Red Sea (Exod 14:31- ‘Israel saw the great work which the Lord had done in Egypt; so the people feared the Lord, and believed the Lord and His servant Moses’). This did not stop some from rebelling, but the Moses’ authority was established.

So before crossing the Jordan, the Lord told Joshua, ‘This day I will begin to exult you in the sight of all Israel’ (3:7). The people had already declared their allegiance to Joshua (1:18). Now we see the Lord exulting him in their sight. It was Joshua who commanded the priests to take of the Ark of the Covenant, and move to the edge of the Jordan, and stand in the river (3:8). This was a very strange thing to be doing. It required faith from Joshua to give this order. The priests might have said to him, ‘What do you mean? Are you crazy?’ The people might have said the same thing. But Joshua obeyed the word of the Lord and gave the command. Just as a prophet is authenticated by his words coming true, so the leader Joshua would be authenticated by his command proving to be successful. Broken promises had no place in Joshua’s leadership. 

3. Assurance of Yahweh’s presence and power
Joshua called the people together to convey God’s words to them (3:9). Again it was like the words of prophecy in that God explained beforehand what he was going to do, so that when it did happen they would see and know the hand of God in what occurred. It was not a case of, ‘let’s go and see if God will help us’. It was not a case of man making his plan and hoping God will somehow bless this plan- as we so often see today. Joshua’s plan was God’s plan, a plan beyond human imagination. He believed God’s word and acted in line with whatever the Lord told him. All glory went to the Lord of all the earth, not to Joshua, even though he was exulted as God’s servant in the eyes of the people.

‘By this you shall know that the living God is among your’ (3:10). Joshua reassured them that God would drive out the Canaanites from the land. He lists seven people groups; ten groups are listed in Genesis 15. Maybe Joshua lists the more local groups. Crossing over the river was one thing- driving out the Canaanites was another. But seeing God’s mighty hand in crossing the river would assure them of his presence and power to drive out the inhabitants from the walled cities. It would also further demoralise the inhabitants.  

Joshua refers to the Lord as the ‘living God’, which is not common in the OT (3:10). He goes on to call Him, ‘the Lord of all the earth’ (3:11, 13). He said that this God was crossing over before them. In those days each nation had its own god or gods. The Canaanites had their Baal gods. These ‘nation gods’ were thought to belong to that territory. When you went to another nation you were to worship the god of that nation. I remember a Hindu man telling me that the land of India was Hindu land- its very soil was Hindu soil.  So this thinking is still around today. 

Joshua had to assure the people that the Lord their God would remain with them when they entered Canaan. The Lord God of Israel is a living God, not a just an inactive, dead idol. Moreover, he rules over all the earth- over the entire planet. This truth would be seen when the priests carrying the ark of the Lord stepped into the Jordan and the water stopped flowing- when the waters ‘shall stand as a heap’ (3:13). This is the same poetic language used to describe the waters of the Red Sea blown by the Lord into a heap (Exod 15:8, Psalm 78:3). Currid takes this further to the work of creation itself -‘He gathers the waters of the seas as a heap (Ps 33:7). He concludes, ‘the dividing of the Jordan is a wondrous re-creation event in which God brings forth dry land by splitting the waters, and takes his people  through the waters and plants them in the promised land’; he compares this land to the Garden of Eden. Joshua gave the order to select one man from each tribe (3:12). The reason for this will be seen in the next chapter; the men will each take up a stone from the middle of the river. 

4. Action in crossing over
There has been a lot of preparation and detailed explanation of what the Lord was going to do. This was important, as we have indicated. Davis writes, ‘If Yahweh can tame a raging river, he can also repel attacking Amorites. If he can get you into the land, he can surely give you the land (cf. Rom 8:32)’. But the time has come for action. The priests take up the Ark of the Covenant and lead the way (3:14). They come to the Jordan and step into the water. As they do so the river stops flowing. The water banked up some 30km upstream at a place called Adam (3:16). The priests move to the middle of the river. They stand there with the ark as all the people, men, women and children, cross over the Jordan on dry ground (3:17). 

Let me briefly tell about the Jordan River. It carries water from the snows of Lebanon, from Mt Hermon, to the Dead Sea or Salt Sea. It has a steep gradient so flows quickly. When the winter snow melts in spring the river floods (3:15- harvest is in the spring). Let no sceptic say the river was just a few puddles when Joshua crossed. You may have heard about the preacher who claimed the Red Sea was just a few puddles. As he said this, a listener jumped up, praising God. The preacher asked what he was on about. The man replied, ‘You said the Red Sea was just a puddle. That means the Lord drowned the whole Egyptian army in a puddle. Praise the Lord!’

The Jordan was in flood. It was at least 2km wide and flowing fast. Ellison says lots of bushes and scrub grew on its banks. This was the most ‘impossible’ time to cross. But God in his almighty power stopped the river flowing. It was dry for a distance of over 30km and remained so while the priests stood in the middle with the ark. 

In conclusion we return to the words of the hymn we began with, and the flooded Jordan being seen as the great barrier of death. We all stand on this side wondering when and how we will cross over into our inheritance. It will certainly not be by our own strength that we cross over- ‘for you have not passed this way before’ (3:4). We have been given a glimpse into the land of glory, the new heaven and the new earth, but are yet to cross over. Let us like Joshua, have faith in the God of all grace and almighty power.

John Bunyan is his famous allegory ‘Pilgrim’s Progress’ writes on the last page: “When Mr Standfast had thus set things in order, and the time for being come for him to haste away, he also went down to the river… And he said, ‘This River has been a terror to many; yea the thoughts of it also have often frightened me. But now, methinks I stand easy; my foot is fixed upon that which the feet of the priests that bare the ark of the covenant stood, while Israel went over this Jordan (Joshua 3:17). The waters, indeed, are to the palate bitter and to the stomach cold; yet the thoughts of what I am going to, and of the conduct that waits for me on the other side, doth lie as a glowing coal in my heart’. ‘I see myself now at the end of my journey; my toilsome days are ended. I am going now to see that head that was crowned with thorns, and that face that was spit upon for me’. ‘I have formerly lived by hearsay and faith; but now I go where I shall live by sight, and shall be with Him in whose company I delight myself’”.


Memorial stones                                                                  Joshua 4

Memories are precious- especially when we get older. Even as we enter a new year we look back and remember the past year. Photographs and media reports help us to remember.  While memories get more precious with age, they can get more difficulty to hold onto- at least that is what I am finding! As I look back I know the Lord has answered many prayers but exactly what I cannot remember. Keeping a diary is a good idea. Sometimes we want tangible memorials. We set up headstones on graves to help us remember loved ones. I recall a special type of memorial set up in a village in the hills of NE India. I visited this village and spoke in their huge new church- there were hundreds of people from an animistic background. The next day the men went down to the river in the valley below and selected a huge stone. By the time I was aware of what was going on, they had dragged this stone, almost the size of a small car, half way up the hill with a long rope made of jungle vines. I joined the twenty or so men on the rope for a while. The women provided food and drink along the way. By evening they had this huge stone set up in the village. When I asked what it was all about they told me it was a memorial stone to a chief of the village who had died. 

All the people of Israel had crossed over the Jordan River by the end of chapter 3. You remember how the priests carrying the Ark of the Covenant, the symbol of God’s presence among the people, stepped into the river and it ran dry. They stood in the middle with the ark while all Israel crossed over. In chapter 4 we read of the priests coming up out of the river and the river resuming its flow. We also read of a stone memorial being set up to encourage them to remember, in their individual and corporate lives, this miracle, this mighty work of the Lord. 

1. Take twelve stones
The Lord told Joshua to take twelve men, one for each tribe, and this is what he did- we read this in 3:13 and again here in 4:2. Commentators speak about various ‘layers’ in the story. Any story has various threads going through it, with the writer following one thread and then coming back to pick on another. This is what Joshua does here in chapter 4. We follow the story of the stones for a while, come back to the Ark of the Covenant and then return to the stones. 

The Lord told Joshua to appoint a man from each tribe. Their job was to each pick up a large stone from the middle of the river, from the place where the priests were standing. They were to put this on their shoulder and carry it to the place where they camped that night (4:2-5). Why did the Lord tell Joshua to do this? Did they not have enough stuff to carry without picking up a huge stone to carry over? These stones would be set up as a sign among them – a sign and a memorial forever (4:6, 7). A sign points to something. A memorial is a permanent sign or marker that prompts the memory. We have a sign out the front of the church which informs people about this place. We also have a memorial stone which reminds us of when the church was built. For some, this church holds special memories- maybe they were married here or first heard the gospel of Jesus Christ here.  

In explaining why they were to take this twelve stones out of the river and set them up where they camped, Joshua said that in years to come their children would ask what these stones meant. They would tell them how the waters of the Jordan were cut off when the Lord brought them into the land (4:6-7). It was a day to remember all their lives, and from generation to generation. They could have proclaimed a special day with a special feast, but as we will see shortly, there was already a special feast at this time- the Passover. Moses did not set up any stones after crossing the Red Sea because they were not yet in their permanent home. The stones of the Jordan were set up in the land where God’s people would find rest. They were to be ‘a memorial to the children Israel forever’ (4:7). Verse 8 tells us that the people obeyed Joshua and carried the twelve stones to the place where they lodged (cf. 4:3).  

‘The Joshua set up twelve stones in the midst of the Jordan’ (4:9). Did Joshua set up another memorial of twelve stones in the middle of the river? It did not occur to me that this was in doubt until I read Dr Boice. With good reasons, he argues that this verse does not refer to another stone memorial- indeed, the word ‘another’ is not in the text. The NIV translation favours the reading, ‘Joshua set up the twelves stones that had been in the middle of the Jordan’- adding the words, ‘that had been’, for clarity on this point. Boice’s reasons include the fact that Joshua was not given a specific command about this and that no further mention is made so such a memorial.

But most commentators accept the translation we have which indicates a second pile of twelve stones. Coleson writes, ‘If 4:9 reports another memorial of 12 stones in the middle of the Jordan itself, as it seems to do, then that memorial was submerged beneath the waters of the Jordan as soon as they resumed flow, only becoming partially visible again in the  dry summer season… One reason to think Joshua did build a memorial in the Jordan, in addition to the one at Gilgal, is the prominence of the ark in this account.’ 

This memorial in the river was linked to the one at Gilgal. It would have been more permanent in that no one could remove it from the middle of the river- ‘they are there to this day’ (4:9- not that this was written centuries after this event). If it was only seen in the dry season it would have been special as a marker of where the priests stood with the Ark of the Covenant. 

2. The ark taken out of the river
The priests carrying the Ark of the Covenant stood still in the middle of the river bed until ‘the people hurried and crossed over’ (4:10). This is the first time we read of people hurrying across. Maybe the day was drawing to an end and some stragglers had to be encouraged; they all crossed over in the one day. Joshua mentions the two and a half tribes that promised Moses they would go over and fight with their brothers. They crossed over armed before the rest of the tribes, and before the Lord (4:12, 13). This was a subgroup of some 40, 000 men ready for war on the plains of Jericho. This is the first mention of numbers in his army, although a full census of Israel is given in Numbers 26. 

The Lord commanded Joshua, and Joshua commanded the priests carrying the ark, to come up from the Jordan (4:16, 17).  So they came up from the river bed, and as soon as their feet  touched the dry land on the other bank, the waters of the Jordan returned to their place and overflowed its banks as before’ (4:18). There it is! The people were all safely across the impassable barrier. What a mighty act of God! Only Joshua and Caleb had seen the Lord perform such a mighty work before. It would be a long time before they saw such a work again- hence the need for a memorial. 

Davis writes, ‘If Yahweh did something of this magnitude every fifth Wednesday or so, why should Israel need to remember Jordan Day? Apparently this sort of miracle will be infrequent. Yahweh’s standard method of retaining his people’s fidelity is not by frequent  and dazzling displays of power but by faithful witness and teaching of those particular acts in which he had already demonstrated his care for his own.’ Please do not say the Lord is doing miracles in your life every week or so, as some people do. He may well have done a mighty work in your life – a healing, a saving from death, or above all a radical conversion of your heart. Do remember such works but also remember this mighty work at the Jordan. As a child of God, this is your history. Still today, we stand in awe and reverence as we read of this mighty act or God- our God. Do not be so narrow minded and self-centred as to think that only what God has done in your life is important. If your knowledge of God is simply that of personal experience you will not have deep roots as Christian.

With all the people safely across the Jordan and the waters flowing again, Joshua was exalted among the people, just as the Lord had promised him (4:14 of 3:7). Joshua was the new Moses, the new leader of Israel. ‘They feared him, as they had feared Moses, all the days of his life’ (4:14). All the people looked up to Joshua with respect and they obeyed him. They saw him as a prophet who spoke the words of God, words which came true. Joshua, remember, is Jesus in Greek- and it means ‘Yahweh is salvation’.  

With the Jordan in full flow there was no going back. They were in the Promised Land and there they would stay. When you are truly saved, that is saved by the grace and power of the Word and Spirit, there is no going back. ‘If anyone is in Christ he is a new creation. The old has gone, the new has come’ (2Cor 5:17 NIV). In 1983 I resigned my government job and set out for India with my family. People told me not to resign but take leave in case I wanted to come back. Because of culture shock I wanted to return almost every day during our first year in India. If I had not ‘burnt my bridges’ as they say, I probably would have gone back. When you step onto the narrow path that leads to glory there is no going back. Remember, it is the Lord who saved you and the Lord who is with you; He will never leave you or forsake you.

3. Twelve stones set up
We have already spoken of the setting up of the twelve memorial stones. Most preachers take this last section (vs 19-24) along with verses 1-10, but there are some extra details here in this closing section- including the setting up of the stones at Gilgal. We will hear a lot more about this camp site just east of Jericho (4:19). 

After the stones were all placed in a pile as a memorial, Joshua spoke to the people (4:21). If you were in Scotland you would call this pile a ‘cairn’- this Gaelic word is found in our dictionary. Joshua’s first instruction was for them to remember how the Lord brought them into the Land. They did not cross the Jordan in their own strength or wisdom. The saw something supernatural; they saw the hand of the Lord. They had no reason to boast, but must humbly walk before the Lord all their days. They must walk in ‘the fear of the Lord your God forever’ (4:24). The cairn would remind them of God’s power, just as the ark reminded them of God’s presence.  

Secondly, these two things would have a teaching purpose. When the children asked , ‘What  are these stones?’, they would tell them about the day the Lord stopped the Jordan flowing  and they crossed over on dry land (4:22). Thirdly, these memorial stones had a missionary purpose. ‘That all the peoples of the earth may know the hand of the Lord, that it is mighty’ (4: 24). Already all the earth was trembling before the Lord because of the Red Sea crossing and the destruction of the two Amorite kings (2:10). This memorial marking their crossing of the Jordan would add to the testimony of ‘the Lord your God’ as Lord of all the earth.

This history and this memorial is our history and our memorial also. Under the new covenant we have new and even more powerful memorials to the grace and power of God. We have baptism and the Lord’s Supper. These are signs, as well as seals, of belonging to Christ in the covenant of grace. When children see believers taking the Lord’s Supper they ask what it is that you eat and drink- and you tell them about Jesus dying on the cross, about the Son of God shedding his blood for the forgiveness of our sin. A Hindu lady thought Christians ate meat at the Lord’s Supper. When she became a Christian we could explain to her the sign/memorial of the Lord’s Supper. Can you explain to your children what these things mean when they ask?

In conclusion, we are told that the day the people came up about of the Jordan was the tenth day of the first month (4:19). ‘So what!’ some might say. But you will say, ‘O, yes! This was the day the Passover Lamb was chosen (Exod 12:3). In the next chapter we will read of the Passover being celebrated at Gilgal before they went to war with the Canaanites.




Living memorials                                                                     Joshua 5

Bushfire season is on us again. People living in the bush should have an action plan ready to put in place when the authorities give the order. They make a decision as to what they take with them when they have to run from the fire. They may have the car packed with photo albums, important documents, laptops, jewelry and precious ornaments, with space left for the two cats. They cannot take everything- they have to choose. 

The book of Joshua is about choosing. Joshua makes his choice- he told the people, ‘choose this day whom you will serve. As for me and my house, we will serve the Lord’ (24:15). In making choices we have to ‘prioritise- a popular new ‘verb from noun’ word. In the past we simply said, ‘put first things first’. Some people cannot do this. They fill their car with clothes or books or bottles of coke as they escape the fire. Some Christians get their priorities wrong. They get ready for mission with lots of training and materials but fail to pray. They get ready for worship by dressing up, collecting flowers or preparing tea but they fail to prepare their hearts. 

The people of Israel were across the Jordan. They could have been attacked at any moment. Should not Joshua have been getting his soldiers armed for battle? Is this what we find here in this chapter? No. We find the Lord telling Joshua to do some strange things, and Joshua obeying the Lord. The Lord does say, ‘My ways are higher than your ways’ (Isa 55:9) and Jesus tells us to, ’Seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness’ (Mat 6:33). 

The crossing of the Jordan was a mighty act of God. Memorial stones were set up to encourage the people, and their children, to remember this day. All the peoples of the earth were to know that the hand of the Lord is mighty (4:24). The people of Canaan were already faint hearted because of what God did at the Red sea. Now, on their very doorstep, they saw it happen again (5:1). City-states along the Mediterranean Sea were collectively known as Canaanites and those in the hills as Amorites (5:1). The personal pronouns ‘we’ in verse 1 and ‘us’ in verse 6, point to Joshua or another eyewitness writing this account. 

So the inhabitants of Canaan were shaking in their boots- rather than preparing to attack Joshua, as the Lord well knew. Joshua did not necessarily know this, although he had the report of the spies. Moreover, he had the promise of God that wherever he trod the land was his (1:3). Just as the Lord had brought them across the Jordan, so he would bring them through battles with the Canaanites. Faith in the Lord was the key to victory. So when the Lord told Joshua to do these strange things, Joshua obeyed. 

1. Circumcision
The first and strangest thing God told Joshua to do was, ‘circumcise the sons of Israel a second time’ (5:2). Why was this strange?  Because cutting off the foreskin would incapacitate his fighting men for several days- through loss of blood and the healing needed. In Genesis 34 we read how Shechem and the men of his city were tricked by the sons of Jacob into circumcising themselves. While they were still in pain, two sons of Jacob went and killed them all. 

Why then did Joshua circumcise his men, causing them pain, just as they were about to engage the Canaanites. He did so because the Lord told him. And why was this important to the Lord? Because circumcision was the sign and seal of the covenant God made with Abraham when he believed in the Lord, and the Lord counted it to him as righteousness (Gen 15:6). The Lord God made a covenant with Abraham to give him the land of Canaan. Some twenty five years later the Lord told Abraham to circumcise himself, his sons and all males in his house as a sign of this covenant. Every male descendant was to be circumcised at eight days old (Gen 17:12). 

The Lord did not forget this covenant he made with Abraham; he was fulfilling it in Joshua. But men forgot these covenant promises. They took the sign of the covenant lightly, so that even Moses failed to circumcise his son. But the Lord did not take this lightly. He was ready to kill Moses, when his wife Zipporah quickly took a sharp stone and circumcised their son (Exod 4:25). This was when Moses set out for Egypt to deliver the people of God. This whole mission was in jeopardy because Moses neglected this covenant sign and seal. When Moses led them out of Egypt all the men were circumcised before they celebrated the Passover at Mt Sinai (Exod 12:48).

Joshua was leading the next generation of Israelites. Shortly after the covenant renewal at Sinai, the people rebelled at Kadesh Barnea. They came under the curse of God. They would spend the next thirty eight years in the desert, and there they would die. This cursed generation failed to circumcise their sons. Hence the command to circumcise the second generation, or ‘the sons of Israel a second time’ as they entered Canaan (5:2). Their unfaithfulness did not mean God was unfaithful or that his plan was undone. God had sworn to their fathers that, ‘he would give us a land flowing with milk and honey’ (5:6), and God keeps his promises. They would not enter but their sons would enter, and be given the sign and seal of God’s covenant. If you fail to obey the call of God it will be your loss; God will find someone else to accomplish his work (Esther 4:14). 

Israel had to be consecrated to the Lord’s service before she could undertake the Lord’s work and take possession of the land. It was more important for them to obey the Lord and bring themselves under the sign of the covenant than to be armed for battle like men of the world. The battle was the Lord’s. Victory would come from the Lord. It is the same in the church today. We are in a spiritual, not an earthly battle. Our enemy appears in worldly dress; we face toxic tongues and pungent pens in the press, in politics and even in the church. We may even face men with guns, but still the battle is the Lord’s. We do not resort to verbal abuse or the use of guns. We stand under the banner of Christ and under the covenant signs that he has given us. Circumcision is fulfilled in baptism, and Passover in the Lord’s Supper. 

2. Celebrate Passover
When Israel crossed the Jordan they camped at Gilgal. This was where they set up the memorial stones and the Ark of the Covenant. This was where they circumcised the sons of Israel- actually on the nearby ‘hill of the foreskins’ (5:3). This is where they celebrated the Passover for the first time since leaving Mt Sinai, thirty nine years before. The name ‘Gilgal’ means ‘roll’; it was here that the Lord, ‘rolled away the reproach of Egypt from you’ (5:9). What does this mean? In Egypt the Jews were slaves, and as such were abused and mistreated. But the rolling away of the reproach of Egypt more likely refers to the fact that they made it safely to Canaan and did not, as a nation, perish in the desert. Egypt was humiliated when Israel escaped. They would have rejoiced if they had all died in the desert. A cosmic battle was going on when they left Egypt, and now again as they entered Canaan.  Pharaoh set himself to oppose the Lord God of Israel- and lost. The Canaanites also opposed God but were hesitant to fight the people whose God had just brought them over the Jordan and into Canaan. 

At Gilgal Israel celebrated the Passover. All males were circumcised so now they could keep the Passover. Passover incorporated the week long feast of unleavened bread. Again we see a delay in going up to fight against Jericho. Delay meant the element of surprise would be lost. But this was not the way Joshua saw it. No doubt prompted by the Lord, he remembered that it was Passover time. They crossed the Jordan on the tenth of the first month (4:19); the fourteenth of Nisan was Passover. Passover was supposed to be kept every year (Exod 12:17), but was last celebrated at Mt Sinai. Passover was to remember the Lord who delivered them from bondage in Egypt. If they had not been delivered they would not be entering into the Promised Land. It was first things first with Joshua.

Is it first things first with you? The Lord has given us signs under the new covenant in his blood. Do you keep these? Some keep the sacraments thinking they will be saved in doing so. This is foolish, but is no reason for us to neglect the sacraments or take them lightly. Nor should we take the commandments lightly, even the Sabbath command. How many in the church today do what Joshua did in obeying the Lord’s commands before going off to ‘fight their wars’?  Many see earning money, or being a top sportsman, or doing well in their studies, as more important than obeying God’s commands. Why? Because they lack faith, or possibly because they have fallen into unbelief. The apostle Paul says these things happened as examples, and were written for our instruction- talking about Moses and the generation that died in the desert (1Cor 10:11). Thousands of Israelites came out of Egypt but never entered Canaan. Why? Because of unbelief. We must flee from idolatry, which means putting other things before God. 

Joshua believed and obeyed the command of God even when it seemed silly or stupid to do so. When was the last time you obeyed the Lord even though it seemed silly, or was a risky thing to do? For many, keeping the Lord’s Day holy seems silly, if not risky. What about my business, what about my job, what about my exams? Will these not suffer if I am in church and others are out there getting ahead in the world?  But can you not trust the Lord like Joshua? Can you not resist the temptation to break God’s holy law? ‘Let him who thinks he stands take heed lest he fall’ (1Cor 10:12). 

3. Cessation of manna
Israel saw a mighty work of God when they crossed the Red Sea. But as soon as God brought them out of Egypt they started complaining about the water. That generation started crying out for the meat and bread they ate in Egypt. This is hard to believe, but true (Exod 16:3). So there in the desert, in the second month, the Lord sent bread from heaven. Every day, except for the Sabbath Day, they went out in the morning to collect manna to eat. 

‘The children of Israel ate manna for forty years, until they came to the border of the land of Canaan’; this is what Moses wrote in Exodus 16:35. Sure enough, when they entered Canaan this bread from heaven ceased falling. Joshua tells us that the day after the Passover they ate the produce of the land, and the next day the manna ceased (5:11, 12). Three times he tells us that they ate the produce of the land. This was the land of milk and honey (5:6). The Jordan plain was particularly fertile. They entered at harvest so were able to take grain from the crops around, and roast it or make unleavened bread. 

Supernatural means gave way to natural means as they ate the produce of the land. When natural means are available the Lord uses them. Soon they would be growing their own crops. Not that the Lord would no longer be providing for them. Whether natural or supernatural, it is the Lord who provides. Davis writes, ‘Most of God’s gifts to his people are not dazzling and gaudy but are wrapped in simple brown paper’.  

So let us remember the Lord- to obey him and be thankful for his mercies every day. Let us trust the Lord to provide all our needs, but not our greeds. Jesus said, ‘Seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things shall be added unto you’ (Mat 6:33). Do you know this verse- noting the words ‘first’ and ‘righteousness’? Do you obey these words? Have you, like Joshua, chosen to serve the Lord all the days of your life?   

Commander of the Lord’s army                            Joshua 5:13-6:11

Joshua and the people of Israel were safely across the Jordan. Now it was time to take possession of the land. But there were people in the land and he would have to fight them. This war was not just about taking land, however. It was holy war. It was God judging the wicked people living in the land of Canaan. We have seen the strange military tactics adopted by Joshua, the commander of the army of Israel. In this passage we come across another commander, the One from whom Joshua was taking orders.

After crossing the Jordan and camping at Gilgal, Joshua proceeded to circumcise his army, and then have them celebrate the Passover- not the way we would have expected him to prepare for battle. But, as we saw, Joshua put first things first. He brought his men under the signs and seals of the covenant the Lord made with Abraham, and under the means of grace instituted through Moses in Egypt. 

In the passage before us today we move from military preparation to military tactics; and we find Joshua’s tactics just as strange as his preparation. Marching around a city in silence for six days is not something taken from a military handbook. I suppose that if your army faced such a formidable barrier as the wall of Jericho, there was not much else they could. What must the people of Jericho thought? They were scared, but felt safe behind their walls. What did the people of Israel think? How would they get over the wall? It was an anxious time. The stone memorial must have been an encouragement to them. They trusted Joshua despite the seeming futility of this exercise -marching around the city each day without lifting a sword.

1. Who did Joshua see?
The walls of Jericho were daunting to Joshua as he surveyed the scene. He may have recalled seeing such walls some thirty eight years before, and how these put off his fellow spies were from going to fight. What options did he have? He did not have heavy equipment to break down the walls, or ladders to climb up. The other option was to lay siege to the city and starve the people out, but this could take months or even years. It was harvest season so the food storages were probably full. In fact, archaeologists have found storage jars filled with grain, only parched on the top because of the fire of Jericho.

As Joshua contemplated his options he looked up and saw a man with his sword drawn standing in front of him. Was this man from Jericho or somewhere else?  When Joshua questioned him as to whose side he was on he was told neither. The man said he was Commander of the army or host of the Lord (5:13, 14). Who? Who was this figure?  To Joshua he was not just a man- he fell down and worshipped him. It is true that in some cultures men will fall down before other men but not in Israel. God commanded, ‘you shall have no other gods before me’, and they were not to bow down to any image. Not even angels were to be worshipped, but only the Lord.

If Joshua’s worship does not prove this man to be the Lord, then the words, ‘Take the sandals off your feet, for the place where you stand is holy’ surely does (5:15). These are the same words spoken to Moses by Yahweh on Mt Sinai (Exod 3:5). In Exodus 3 we read that God spoke to Moses, the ‘I AM’ or Yahweh spoke to him. All names refer to the true God, the God of Israel. So what Joshua saw was a ‘theophany’, God appearing in human form. Some call it a ‘Christophany’, Christ appearing in human form before his incarnation. Other theophanies are found with Abraham when he welcomed three men by the oak trees at Mamre (Genesis 18), and with Jacob who wrestled with a man who turned out to be God-‘I have seen God face to face and yet my life was spared’ he said (Gen 32:30 NIV).

What is the army of the Lord? The Lord commands a heavenly army of angels. When Elisha was under attack by the king of Syria he prayed that his worried servant would see the horses and chariots of fire on the mountains surrounding the city (2Kings 6:17). Jesus said he could call upon more than twelve legions of angels to help him when he was arrested by the Jews (Mat 26:53). Are not angels ministering spirits sent to help us? (Heb 1:14). Joshua needed help and God was there to help him in the battle of Jericho.

2. with us or against us
In those days wars between nations were seen as wars between the gods of those nations.  If you won it was because your god was stronger than his. The defeated nation would recognise this and worship the new god. When men went to war they took their gods with them. With the God of Israel it was different. The God of Israel is the God of the whole earth, not just one nation.

Joshua was in Canaanite territory when he looked up and saw this warrior. His first response was, ‘Are you for us or for our enemy’? The answer was, ‘neither’ (5:14). This was hard to understand until the man identified himself as Commander of the Lord’s army. The Lord God was not tied to any particular nation. Unlike other gods, he cannot be claimed by any particular nation. The God in heaven above and on earth beneath (2:11) directs the nation to do his bidding, not the other way around. He made a covenant with Abraham and his descendants but this did not mean he was exclusively their God. God would later fight against Israel when they turned away from him. He would call the king of Babylon his servant (Jer 25:9), and the king of Persia his anointed (Isa 45:1). Although Joshua took the Ark of the Covenant into battle as the Lord told him, this did not mean God could be manipulated by men. The Philistines learned this the hard way when they later captured the ark in the days of Eli. The Lord brought death and disease to whatever Philistine city the ark was taken. 

It is interesting how nations even today claim that God is on their side when they go to war. It is interesting how political parties claim to have God on their side- more in the USA than here! It is interesting how churches claim to have God on their side when they enter into disputes. It is interesting how individuals claim to have God on their side when they enter into disputes. In all such thinking, men are reducing God to someone who comes when they call and stretches out his hand to help them when they tell him; which may be in prayer and fasting. Are you guilty of reducing God in this way? Many are guilty of making a match box God for themselves, as one preacher put it. But, as Collison says, ‘We do not ask God to be on our side. Rather, we declare our commitment to God’s side and make ourselves available for God’s services, wholeheartedly and without reservation’. 

God is sovereign Lord and ruler over all the earth. He loves all people and desires that they be saved. He is not the God of the Jews only (Rom 9:24), or of Presbyterians or Anglicans or even of Protestants only. Joshua met the Commander of the Lord’s army who said he was not necessarily on his side or his enemy’s side. The sovereign God is on the side of truth and justice. The people of Canaan were coming under his judgment. The Lord had determined the downfall of Jericho; he could speak of it as a work accomplished (6:2). All Joshua had to do was follow his orders- however ‘unmilitary’ and strange they might be. 

3. Words of the Commander
The opening words of chapter 6 are understood to be a parenthetical remark. They set the scene for the battle plan that will be given to Joshua. From observation, and the report of the spies, Joshua knew that Jericho had strong walls and a gate that was locked at night- it was basically a fortress. With the Israelites now across the Jordan, and just a few miles away, the gate was securely shut all the time. No one went in or came out (6:1). Just how Joshua planned to take the city we are not told. We have referred to his options but this verse highlights the problem he faced. It was another major barrier in Joshua’s campaign, but he had trusted the Lord thus far and the Lord had blessed him. He was learning that with the Lord nothing is impossible. Have you learnt this? (Psalm 18:29, Luke 1:27, Mark 10:27)

The Lord told Joshua that he had given Jericho into his hands (6:2). What was impossible for man was possible for God, and could be spoken of as already completed. All Joshua had to do was follow the instructions he was about to be given. The orders were quite straightforward, as long as he remembered the number seven! In the Bible this is the number for perfection or completeness- this was God’s battle. In creation God acted for six days and rested on the seventh. This number features in the book of Revelation with the seven churches, seven seals and so on. Moreover, one of these seven days must have been the Sabbath- was it the seventh day, the day of victory?

The battle plan was to march around the city each day for seven days, and on the seventh day to march around seven times. Seven priests blowing seven ram’s horns or trumpets were to go ahead of the priests carrying the Ark of the Covenant like an honour guard. The soldiers were split up, with some going ahead of the ark and some behind. Apart from marching around the city with the priests blowing the ram’s horns, the people were to do nothing. They were to go in complete silence, not even talking, until the final march on the seventh day when they were to shout in unison. Joshua was very emphatic on this matter- no shouting, no noise and no talking during twelve marches around the city (6:10). This must have been difficult. How could they defeat Jericho if they could not make any noise? It is the same today. People think they have to make a lot of noise in worship or in serving the Lord. It is hard to be silent, even in church. But it is good to be silent and listen to the Lord. We cannot listen while talking. Lots of people do not want to listen to the Lord so they keep talking or making noise of some kind.

As with the divine orders to cross the Jordan, the Lord’s command to Joshua regarding the battle of Jericho were relayed by Joshua to the people (6:6f). This way of writing serves to make everything clear and show that Joshua is obeying the orders given to him. In fact a further repetition comes with the actual account of what happened in verses 12-21. Joshua does give further detail about marching in silence, as we have just seen (6:10). It must have been eerie marching in silence with just the ram’s horns sounding out- not unlike Scottish troops marching to the eerie sound of the bagpipes. 

The ark, which symbolised the presence of God, was centre stage in this battle plan. Davis writes, ‘This section stresses how central Yahweh’s presence is, and how passive God’s people are’. God uses men to achieve his purpose but is ‘wary’ of them taking the glory to themselves. The apostle Paul was greatly used of God to preach the gospel and establish churches but God kept him humble through a thorn in the flesh. God is the same today. God works through us his servants, but sometimes he works in spite of our plans and efforts to achieve his purposes. He makes us remember we are but earthen vessels that he uses for his purposes (2Cor 4:7). In a secular society that glorifies celebrities and superstars, and that churns out biographies at a great rate, we need to be careful as Christians not to get caught up in this man-glorifying culture. We must give God the glory in all that we do or achieve because it is, after all, his blessing. 

Finally, do remember Joshua looking up at these insurmountable walls next time you are in an impossible situation. Joshua lifted up his eyes and saw the Lord standing before him. So lift up your eyes and look to the Lord when you face impossible situations, and he will show you the way of victory. ‘He will not let you be tested beyond what you can bear … but will make the way of escape’ (1Cor 10:13).
  
  

The walls of Jericho fall                                              Joshua 6:12-27

Jericho was not a huge city by modern standards- no cities were in those days. It was only about 10acres in area. In fact, the whole land of Canaan, from the Jordan to the Mediterranean was, and is, only 80km which is the distance from Manly to Penrith! With over forty thousand troops, the procession that marched around Jericho probably stretched the whole distance around it. This makes sense when we read that every man went straight up before him when the wall came down (6:5). 

Extensive archaeological research has been done on the site of ancient Jericho. It was built on a mound or ‘tell’. In this time, new cities were built on top of old ones that were destroyed. In digging through the ruins of ancient Jericho, archaeologists reckon they have found evidence of some two dozen cities on this site. They have found evidence believed to be from the destruction of Jericho in the time of Joshua, although some dispute the date of approx. 1400BC. They have found large jars filled with grain; these were burnt on the top, as would have happened when Joshua burnt Jericho but took no plunder (6:24). They have also found bricks fallen down the slope, which points to the ‘going up’ of Joshua’s soldiers into the city. They have even found a place without fallen bricks which may have been the site of Rahab’s house. 

I mention these details because at one time Jericho was considered a ‘Bible problem’. They said the archaeological evidence did not support the Biblical account. Guess which one was right? With further research and re-evaluation of previous dating’s, this archaeological data fits the Biblical account perfectly. Not that the Bible needs such support. Nor is it that true science ever contradicts the Bible. Rather, it is that scientific theories keep changing. Anyone who claims that archaeology or science contradicts the Word of God in the Bible is a brave- and foolish- person. 

1. Shout
How was Joshua going to get into Jericho and destroy its inhabitants?  The Lord, as commander of the Lord’s army, came to give him instructions. He told Joshua to have seven priests blowing ram’s horns to march around the city in front of the ark of the Lord. They were to do this once a day for six days, and on the seventh day to circle the city seven times. A company of soldiers was to march before the ark, and another company was to be a rear guard. Joshua conveyed this plan to the priests and the people (6:6f)

In the second half of this chapter we come to the implementation of this plan, and the outcome. ‘Joshua rose early in the morning, and the priests took up the ark of the Lord’ (6:12- previous verses may also refer to this implementation but do not proceed to the seventh day). This procession of priests and soldiers marched around the city on the first day and returned to camp. The only noise heard was the blowing of the ram’s horns. They did the same the second day and returned to their camp at Gilgal (6:14). On the seventh day they got up early to march around the city in the same manner, but this day they kept going around. They circled the city seven times. On the seventh time the priests gave a blast on their ram’s horns and all the people shouted with a great shout (6:16). Well, not quite at this time. We read in verse 16 that Joshua said to the people, ‘Shout, for the Lord has given your this city!’, but it is not until verse 20 that the shout goes up and the wall falls down. Why the delay? This delay heightens the suspense in reading the story. The Lord told Joshua that when the people gave a great shout then the wall of the city would fall down flat (6:5). But would this really happen? The reader is made to await a bit longer to find out. 

But this delay is not just for dramatic effect. It addresses theological concerns. Verse 17-19 are included here to remind us of the nature of this battle. This is not just any war, not just a war that men have decided upon. This was holy war. This was God the Lord bringing judgment upon a wicked city. They were worshipping other gods and committing all manner of wickedness as a result. Just because they made their own gods did not mean the true God of heaven and earth took no notice, or could not stretch out his hand and judge them. The Bible does not go into detail about the sins of this city, but remember, Sodom was not far from Jericho in distance. It was separated hundreds of years in time, but still the sins of Jericho would have been like those of Sodom. The Bible gives no place for pluralism. It does not teach that there are many ways to heaven, or that people on other ‘paths’ will not be judged by the true and living God. People will not be judged by the sincerity of their worship.  

The city of Jericho, and all within it, was devoted to the Lord for destruction (6:17). ‘The Hebrew word (kharam) refers to the irrevocable giving over of things or persons to the Lord, often by totally destroying them’ (NIV study Bible). It was Moses who gave this command regarding the cities of Canaan, cities that were not far away (Deut 20). He gave other rules for war with distant cities; the cities of Canaan were marked for annihilation; ’You shall let nothing that breathes remain alive’ (Deut 30:16). Everything within the walls of Jericho was accursed (6:18). Nothing was to be taken from this divinely condemned city- it was to be burned with fire (6:24). Metals not destroyed by the fire were to set apart and put in the treasury of the Lord (6:19). God’s command for this war was total destruction because he was judging this city. 

Some people have personal problems with the nature of this battle of Jericho. We cannot address personal problems as such, but we can address the theological problems that some have. As Christians, we do not turn to the NT and say these were pre-Christian or even sub-Christian times. God does not change. We do not have to resort to arguing that the language is exaggeration or hyperbole; nor do we have to look back from the perspective of the book of Judges where Israel failed to annihilate cities according to the word of the Lord. We do not argue that it was just the ‘will and ability of the enemy Canaanites’ that was destroyed (Coleson). We must remember that although war is a terrible curse when men try to possess the earth for themselves, it pales before the curse that awaits those who do not heed God’s word and his warnings. ‘The God of the second Joshua (Jesus) is the God of the first Joshua also’ (NIV study Bible). The second Joshua will wield an even more potent sword on the last day (Rev 19:11-16). 

In addition to judgment, God was concerned that these wicked Canaanites would lead the people of Israel to sin (Deut 20:18); this is what eventually happened. An interesting note with Moses’ rules for war is the command not to destroy food-producing trees when laying siege to a city (Deut 20:19).

The command for ‘kharam’ was carried out according to what is written. The procession of Israelites circled the city thirteen times before giving a great shout on the last march. And the walls fell down flat (6:20). This was God’s doing, even if there was an earthquake at this precise time. ‘Then the people went up into the city, every man straight before him, and they took the city’ (6:20). They destroyed every living thing with the edge of the sword (6:21). We might think they were cruel, or that it was foolish to kill healthy animals- ‘but who are you, O man, to answer back to God’ (Rom 9:20). ‘Shall not the judge of all the earth do right’ is what Abraham said (Gen 18:25). One man did think it was foolish and decided to keep some of the accursed things for himself- we will read about him in the next chapter. 

2. Save Rahab and family
The judgment of God is always accompanied by grace. God does not delight in the death of the wicked; ‘For I have no pleasure in the death of one who dies’ says the Lord God. ‘Therefore, turn and live!’ (Ezek 18:32). God in his grace sent spies into Jericho, and a prostitute called Rahab turned to the Lord and lived. Not only did this woman live, but, in the wonderful grace of God, all her family lived. God is a covenant God. The Lord saved Noah and his family from the flood. He saved Lot and his family out of Sodom. Now he saves Rahab and her family out of Jericho. They had to come into the house as a demonstration of their faith. In Egypt, the people had to put blood on their doorpost and remain in their house to escape the angel of death on the night of the Passover. These were the covenant people of God.

The grace of God shown to Rahab was accompanied by faith. And her faith was an active faith. This whole account is a story of faith, as we read in Hebrews 11: ‘By faith the walls of Jericho fell down after they were encircled for seven days. By faith the prostitute Rahab did not perish with those who were disobedient’ (Heb 11:30, 31). Rahab welcomed the spies and tied the scarlet cord in her window as they told her. Joshua’s soldiers were told to spare this house. It may have been that this small section of the wall did not actually fall down.  When the ‘harlot’s house’ was identified, the two spies went and brought Rahab and her family out, and ‘left them outside the camp’ (6:23). Presumably, after appropriate cleansing and circumcision they were allowed in the camp. Rahab became a member of the community of God’s people; she became a matriarch in Israel, the great, great, grandmother of David. 

3. See that no one rebuilds
When the Mughals invaded India in the early 1500’s they brought Islam to predominantly Hindu India. It is said that they destroyed temples and built mosques on the same site. For this reason, in 1992 Hindus stormed a mosque in Ayodhya in North India and destroyed it.  They plan to build a temple on the site. In ancient times much the same thing happened. We have noted the number of cities, one on top of the other, discovered at Jericho. Religion was part of the reason for this practice, but it was also the case that Jericho was a strategic city, located on the main road into the central hills of Canaan.

This pattern of destruction and rebuilding on the same site explains why Joshua gave the order not to rebuild Jericho. The city was cursed by God and anyone who rebuilt the city would come under God’s curse (6:26). Because of its strategic location, men would be tempted to rebuild Jericho. As just mentioned, it was the gateway city to hill country.  Joshua had to take this city before he could advance into the hills of central Canaan. The road from Jericho led up to Ai and Bethel, as well as to Bethany and Jerusalem, as we learn from Jesus’ travels. Having taken Jericho, Joshua marched up into the centre of the whole land of Canaan and proceeded to launch campaigns to the south and then the north. This warning not to rebuild Jericho was ignored in the days of King Ahab and his pagan wife Jezebel. When a man called Hiel rebuilt Jericho, his eldest son died; his youngest son died when he set upon its gates (6:26, 1Kings 16:34). 

‘So the Lord was with Joshua, and his fame spread throughout all the land’ (6:27). This does not mean Joshua took the glory from the battle of Jericho; any more than he did from crossing the Jordan. After all, if asked how he defeated Jericho he would have had to say, ‘We marched around the city and shouted and the wall fell down’. He could not claim superior strength or a clever military tactic on his part. All he could say was, ‘The Lord has done great things for us, and we are glad’ (Ps 126:3). Joshua learnt the importance of trust and obedience, of taking the word of God seriously, and obeying him in every detail all the time. Have you learnt this? 

Achan’s sin                                                                            Joshua 7

In Sunday school you learnt all about Joshua and the walls of Jericho tumbling down. What a great victory this was, a victory won by the Lord. You were probably not told what happened in the next battle. Joshua’s next battle was a disaster because of the sin of a man called Achan. Even after years of listening to sermons you may not have heard about Achan’s sin. At least as a child you learnt, ‘Be sure you sin will find you out’, or the song, ‘Be careful little eyes what you see, be careful little feet where you go, there’s a Father up above looking down on us in love’.  God sees and knows everything we do; this is basic truth, but something we too easily forget. 

People worry about their privacy. When CCTV images and personal phone messages are made public people’s lives are shattered. Do you feel sorry for them? Let us remember that there is a God who sees and knows all we do, and one day all will be laid bare before him. The Bible speaks of the fool who says, ‘God will never see’, ‘How does God know?’, and ‘Who sees us’ (Ps 10:11, 71:11, 94:7, Isa 29:15). This fools also says, ‘God will not call me to account’ (Ps 10:13). 

If we only preach the love of God we distort the gospel. We must understand that God is holy and just, as well as loving. God is not a man. When people make images to worship they bring God down to their level. When people remove God as creator they again bring him down into this creation. When our thinking is influenced by man- made religions, or by ethics classes and a secular media, we again bring God down to our level. We begin to say that sin is not serious or that is harmless. The Bible says that all sin is serious and there is no such thing as harmless sin. ‘God will judge the secrets of men by Christ Jesus’- this is the gospel that the apostle Paul preached (Rom 2:16).      

‘The Lord was with Joshua and his fame spread throughout all the country’ (6:27). Joshua faithfully followed the commands of the Lord in conducting this holy war and destroyed Jericho. As we move into the next chapter we find a very different story. In the next battle Joshua’s troops were routed. Joshua was devastated and cried out to the Lord, ‘Why, Lord, why?’ We are told why in the first verse but Joshua does not yet know. What he is told is that the Lord will no longer go with him unless he destroys the ‘kharam’, the ‘accursed  thing’,  the cancer in the camp (7:12). They went up to Jericho to destroy every accursed thing, but now such a thing is in their camp.  

1. Surprise at Ai
After the victory at Jericho, Joshua decided to press on under the divine mandate to destroy the Canaanites and occupy the land. Jericho was the gateway to the central hills. It was a strong fortress city but by the power of God they had taken it. The next strategic move would be into the hills. The first place on the road into the hills was Ai, at about 1000m; the exact location is not known. As he did before, Joshua sent spies to Ai and they came back with a report. This town was much smaller than Jericho so they suggested just two or three thousand men would be needed to take out this town- not the forty thousand plus that marched around Jericho. 

‘So about three thousand men went up there from the people, but they fled before the men of Ai’ (7:4). The men of Ai came out the gate and chased them back down the hill, all the way to a place called Shebarim, or in translation, ‘stone quarries’ or ‘canyons’. Tragically, about thirty six Israelites were killed. This is only a small number, but it is the only time the number of casualties is mentioned by Joshua. No causalities are recorded in the battle of Jericho. The importance of this number is that it was Achan’s sin that led to these deaths. He thought his sin was harmless! People say divorce is a harmless matter. They even speak of a happy divorce; there is no such thing, especially when children are involved. Many writers point out that Joshua did not have a divine command to attack Ai, and did not request one- there is no mention of him praying. And noting the drastic cut to the size of his army they suggest over-confidence, even pride, had entered the heart of Joshua and his men. Some say this is why they failed to take Ai. While these things may be true, this is not where the Lord lays the blame for the defeat at Ai. 

Joshua was devastated by the defeat. He tore his clothes and threw dust on his head as he fell on his face before the ark of the Lord (7:6); Job reacted in a similar way when he experienced tragic loss (Job 2:8). Joshua was silent for some time, but he wanted an answer from the Lord. He cried out, ‘Alas, Lord God, why have you brought this people over the Jordan at all’ (7:7). Job’s cry was, ‘Why was I born; why did the Lord bring me into this world?’ This was not a cry of unbelief. Joshua was not turning away from the Lord, wanting to go back to Egypt. He simply failed to understand what the Lord was doing with him and his people. Job also wanted an answer to his suffering. In Job’s case there was a search for sin but this was not the reason for his suffering. With Joshua the search for sin was about to begin. While comparing Joshua with Job, note the Lord’s response to their cry. The Lord answered Job saying, ‘Prepare yourself like a man’ (Job 38:3). To Joshua he said, ‘Get up! Why are you down on your face?’ (7:10). 

Joshua understood the seriousness of this defeat. The battle of Jericho was won largely because the people of Jericho were scared. All the Canaanites were scared after hearing how the Lord brought the Israelites through the Red Sea. No one came to help Jericho, especially after seeing Israel cross the flooded Jordan. But if news got out that the small town of Ai sent Joshua’s army running, the people of the land would get the courage to fight. If they combined forces they could destroy Israel; and how would that reflect on the God of Israel? (7:9). Joshua learned a lot from Moses about leadership; he learned some theology also (Exod 32:12). The Lord is concerned for his holy name. God will not give his glory to another. ‘I will be exalted in all the earth’ says the Lord (Ps 46:10).

2. Sin in the camp
‘Israel has sinned’ the Lord told Joshua (7:11). They had broken God’s covenant. What covenant? God made a covenant at Sinai; ‘I will be your God and you shall be my people’. As God’s people they had to obey his covenant commands. Stealing is an offence, as is lying. In taking Jericho, God gave another command, to utterly destroy everything and burn the city, taking no plunder. Metal objects went into the Lord’s treasury (6:19). Israel had broken these commands. Plunder was taken, as was silver and gold that belonged to the Lord. These things were taken and hidden, a clear indication of guilt. This sin was particularly heinous because it was not only mocking God’s command for ‘kharam’ but brought Israel under the same condemnation. Accursed things were in their camp. God’s anger burned against Israel (7:1). 

Joshua was worried the Amorites would destroy them, but it was the Lord who was about to destroy them. The Lord said he would not be with them any longer, unless they destroyed the accursed thing from their camp (7:12). The word ‘kharam’ or accursed thing occurs five times in verses 10-15. The Lord told Joshua to get up and get the people consecrated because tomorrow would be a day of reckoning (7:13). They were to be set apart or made holy before the Lord, the holy One of Israel. Achan thought his stolen goods were hidden, but the Lord knew. This consecration, prior to a roll call in the morning to find the accursed thing, probably lead to a restless night for Achan.  

In the morning the process of elimination was to begin (7:14). The whole camp/nation was to stand before the Lord. The Lord would select one of the twelve tribes, then a family within this tribe, then a household within this family, and finally a man within this household. How did the Lord make known his selection? Was it with the Urim and Thummin kept by the High Priest, or did the Lord communicate directly to Joshua? We are not told. The point is, there will be no escape and no mistake in the Lord’s selection. The troubler of Israel would be found and punished (7:25, 1Chron 2:7). All of this, presumably, could have been avoided if Achan had come forward and confessed beforehand. It was not until he was the only man left standing that he confessed (7:20) - a forced confession is a questionable confession.

Joshua was commanded to ‘burn with fire’ the man found with the accursed thing- ‘he and all that he has’ (7:15). He had broken the covenant and ‘done a disgraceful thing in Israel’. This is exactly what he ordered for the people of Jericho- total destruction. God does not show partiality. Sin is sin no matter who commits it. Notice the irony here when we compare this man with Rahab the prostitute. She was saved in the destruction of Jericho because she believed God. God’s grace and his judgment will be seen across all the nations.

What do you make of the Lord saying, ‘Israel has sinned’ (7:1, 11). Surely it was just one man who sinned- as will shortly be revealed. Most sins have consequences for others; if you steal something it means loss to the other person- and even the government! This sin also affects those in the family; if they are not told you have to keep this secret. But what we see here with Israel is the concept of covenant or corporate responsibility. In other words, the entire covenant community is responsible for the actions of its individual members. Living in a society which focuses on individual rights we find it hard to understand this. But when our leaders sin we are all affected. The Bible teaches that when anyone in God’s community sins the whole community is affected.  

Israel was the community of God’s people. The church is the community of God’s people. The church is described as a body- the body of Christ. When one member suffers, all suffer (1Cor 12:26). So, in a sense, when one member sins, all sin. The whole church becomes guilty before God until the evil is rooted out. Is this radical teaching? It might be today, but not in Joshua’s day. God told Joshua what he must do, namely root out this evil. The question is, will he do it? Will he take the radical action necessary to restore holiness in the covenant community? 

Radical action to root out sin was taken in the NT church. Sin came into this camp through Ananias and Sapphira. They plotted to deceive the church into thinking they had given all the proceeds of a land sale to the church. Peter confronted them with this deception; they were lying not just to men but to the Holy Spirit and to God. Hearing this sin exposed, Ananias fell down dead; his wife repeated the lie and died also. ‘So great fear came upon all the church (Acts 5:11).

What about the church today? If we truly are a holy community, a people belonging to God, we must also be holy. If sin in this body is not dealt with, what will be the result? Will not God withdraw his hand of blessing? Is the decline of the church in our generation a consequence of this failure to exercise discipline? Discipline in the church is demanded by Scripture, but where is it today? Some churches are alert to the sin of Achan, but most ignore this Biblical teaching. Other churches take pride in their tolerance, rather than holiness. There was no tolerance of sin under Joshua’s leadership, or in the church under the apostle’s leadership. 

3. Selection of Achan
Joshua got up early in the morning to carry out the elimination as commanded by the Lord. The clan/tribe of Judah was selected, then the family of Zerah, then the household of Zabdi, and finally Achan the son of Carmi was singled out. Joshua said to him, ‘My son, I beg you, give glory to the Lord God of Israel, and make confession to him’ (7:19). Under this oath, Achan admitted to taking a beautiful Babylonian garment, 2.3kg of silver and 0.6kg of gold. He confessed to coveting and taking these things; accursed things from Jericho. Coveting is ‘an inordinate, ungoverned, selfish desire for something that belongs to someone else’ (Currid). Thomas Watson calls it, ‘an insatiable desire of getting the world…an inordinate love of the world’. Paul knew about coveting (Rom 7); don’t we all? Coveting is lusting after the treasures and pleasures that surround us in this world. It leads to all manner of sin. Achan saw and he took what was not his. Unlike many, he made no excuses; he was standing before the Lord. He tried to cover up his sin but was found out. Remember Achan!

Joshua sent men to search Achan’s tent and, sure enough, they found the accursed things. They were brought and laid out before the Lord (7:22, 23). The accursed things had to be destroyed if the anger of the Lord was to be turned away. By taking these things Achan had placed himself, and all his household, under the curse of God- they became ‘kharam’. And so this man, whose very name means ’troubler’, along with his children, his animals and his very house had to be destroyed. All were taken to the Valley of Achor (a variant of the name Achan) to be stoned and burnt, as God commanded (7:15, 24, and 25). And so the camp was purged of evil. A pile of stones was heaped on the site, a reminder of how the anger of the Lord was turned away from Israel. Remember Achan!  


Back on track- Ai taken                                                     Joshua 8

Sin is serious. Sin soured the victory over Jericho.  Achan thought his sin was secret. He thought it was harmless. Joshua was told by the Lord that Israel must deal with this sin in the camp if they were to move on with the Lord’s blessing. And so Achan was stoned and a second pile of stones went up in Canaan. Another pile will be made before the end of this chapter. Sin is serious and it must be punished. The penalty is death- the wages of sin is death (Rom 6:23). Achan’s sin brought death to the camp; it was like a cancer in the camp. Adam’s sin brought death to the human race- it is like a cancer in every human society. Left unchecked it will destroy society. It will bring death to every person in the world. 

But there is a remedy. God himself has provided the remedy in his only begotten Son. Jesus of Nazareth took the penalty for our sin when he died on the cross. Achan came under the curse of God and was killed. Jesus took our sin and came under the curse of God as he hang on the cross. But God raised him from the dead after taking our punishment. If you believe in Jesus you do not have to be afraid that he will remove his presence from you. He has given you the Holy Spirit to live in your heart forever. A pile of stones reminded Israel of the seriousness of sin. A cross at Golgotha, as written in the Bible, reminds us of the seriousness of sin.   

1. Ambush at Ai
The sin of Achan led to Joshua’s forces being defeated when they went up to attack Ai- some thirty six men were killed. The impact of this defeat was huge. Joshua and the elders were devastated. The people were totally demoralised. On the other side, the Canaanites, especially those in Ai, were elated. They had defeated this army that scared them out of their wits; the army that crossed the flooded Jordan and then destroyed Jericho. Joshua realised what this would mean as he set out to occupy the rest of Canaan. But in the providence of God, it would turn out for Joshua’s advantage. ‘In all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose’ (Rom 8:28 NIV). 

The Lord once again spoke to Joshua telling him not to be afraid (8:1). He told him to go up and take Ai because the Lord had given the king and all the people into his hand. Joshua must have been relieved, and rejoiced that the Lord was with him again. These words were just like those he heard before going up against Jericho. But this time the tactic would be different. The Lord told him to ‘lay an ambush for the city behind it’ (8:2). No further details are given but Joshua got the message. He used this ‘more conventional’ military tactic against Ai. 

You will remember that when Joshua went up against Ai the first time he did not have a specific instruction from the Lord (7:2). Moreover, he went up with just three thousand men and was routed. The defeat was due to the sin of Achan, according to the account in the Bible. Yet it is significant that this second time the Lord told Joshua to take ‘all the people of war’ (8:1). We later read that the population of Ai was twelve thousand (8:25) - it was not a small city as reported by the spies. It does seem an element of over-confidence had entered the hearts of Joshua and his elders. One victory given by God is no reason to presume upon him for further victories. God cannot use men or women whose hearts are filled with pride. Pride lurks close to the heart of every man, so watch and pray and do not open the door to pride. ‘Let not the foot of pride come against me’ said the Psalmist (Ps 36:4). Calvin wrote, ‘The most effective poison to lead men to ruin is to boast in themselves, in their own wisdom and willpower’. 

The Lord told Joshua to destroy Ai as he did Jericho, except he could take ‘its spoil and its cattle’ (8:2). If only Achan had waited till this battle! He coveted what the Lord would give him anyway. Patience is a great virtue. The Lord not withhold anything that is good for us; He is powerful to bless. ‘He is able to do exceedingly abundantly above all we ask or think’ (Eph 3:20). Joshua got all his army ready to go up and take Ai (8:3) - not just three thousand but over thirty thousand. A contingent of thirty thousand was sent by night to lie in ambush behind the city- that is on the western side between Bethel and Ai. Joshua would lead a smaller unit in open attack from the north. The men of Ai would think it was just like before- they would run out and attack Joshua’s troops. Joshua would pretend to be afraid and make a hasty retreat. The men of Ai would chase them, leaving the city open to attack by the troops lying in ambush behind the city. They would set the city on fire, as commanded by the Lord. It was a great plan, a plan given by the Lord, and the Lord would in this way give them victory over Ai. Humbly following the Lord would make all the difference- as always! 

This was the plan. Joshua wasted no time in setting the plan in place (8:9-13). The ambush party was sent out that night. Early in the morning Joshua called the elders and the men with him, and went up towards Ai. They came into view of the city when they reached the ridge across the valley from Ai (8:11). We read that at this stage another unit of about five thousand were sent in ambush to the western side of Ai, between Bethel and Ai (8:12). Did these form part of the thirty thousand sent out before (8:3)?  They could have been part of this group that was sent out later (see Currid), or more probably, a second unit set for ambush. Remember that Bethel, just west of Ai, would have been next in line for attack from Joshua. Men from Bethel may have come to assist Ai. We are told that Bethel was taken by Joshua at the same time as Ai (8:17). Davis writes of these two ambush units, ‘Perhaps Joshua intended for one unit to send Ai up in smoke (8:8) and the other to stifle any further assistance from Bethel (cf.8:17). On this view Joshua and the main army would be to the north of Ai with two ambush units hidden out to the west of Ai, between Bethel and Ai’. 

2. Ai taken
When the king of Ai saw Joshua camped in the valley he decided to launch an early morning attack. He got all his men together and hurried off to attack Joshua in the valley, thinking it would be just like the previous battle. He did not know about the ambush set in place behind his city. His gods or idols were not able to tell him such things. He rushed ahead into the trap laid by Joshua in obedience to the word of the God of Israel. Before praising Joshua however, we recall that with similar self-confidence Joshua rushed ahead to attack Ai after his victory over Jericho. ‘Reckless overconfidence is dangerous. What we don’t know can kill’. Coleson goes on to say, ‘Through the word of God and other means of grace, God makes available the knowledge to keep his people from being ambushed by the enemy of our souls. But we must take the time and effort to learn and assimilate this knowledge for it to be an effective safeguard for us’.

When the men of Ai attacked, Joshua and his men turned to run towards the desert. All the men of Ai, and their allies from Bethel, ran out to pursue them. They were drawn further and further away from their cities (8:16-17). Then the Lord told Joshua to stretch out his spear towards Ai and the Lord would give the city into his hands (8:18). This was the signal for the ambush unit to rush in and set the city on fire. When the men of Ai looked back and saw the smoke rising from their city they realised the trap they had fallen into. Joshua turned to attack, and the ambush unit came out of the city to attack. All the men of Ai were slaughtered- only the king was taken alive.

3. All inhabitants slaughtered
In a review of the battle we are again told that all the inhabitants of Ai were killed. The fighting men were cut down in the fields. Then Joshua went into the city and ‘struck it with the edge of the sword’ (8:24). Not one person who lived in Ai was left alive- a population of twelve thousand was killed in an act of divine judgment. The Lord had condemned this city and commanded its destruction. The city was ‘kharam’ or devoted to the Lord (8:26). Then only difference from the battle of Jericho was that material things and livestock could be taken as plunder (8:27).  The city became a heap of rubble and remained so.

The victory came from the Lord, just as it did at Jericho. There was no miracle as such, but the Lord gave the plan which, when carefully followed, brought victory. The note that Joshua kept his spear stretched out for the duration of the battle (8:26) reminds us of when Joshua first went out to fight the Amalekites: when Moses held up his hands Joshua advanced, but when his hands fell Joshua fell back (Exod 17). It reminds us that the Lord was giving his people victory. 

We are in a spiritual battle today. We must keep our hands held up in prayer if we are to see victory. Your enemy the devil prowls around seeking whom he may devour (1Peter 5:8). We do not fight with swords or with our own clever arguments- it is a spiritual battle. We must fight with the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God – and we must pray always (Eph 6). If you find yourself under attack at this time, and feel you are losing, you will find that your prayer life is in shambles. If you have problems in your marriage, problems with your children, problems at work; if you think you are losing the battle, then check your prayer life urgently.

The king of Ai was captured, but did not remain alive for long. As the ruler of the city he was responsible for the evil of the city. He either promoted or allowed sin to flourish in Ai. He would not die in the glory of battle. He was taken and hanged or impaled on a tree/stake.  This was probably after he was stoned to death (cf.10:26). Being hung on a tree served as a warning to the population of the result of breaking laws which were punishable by death. But more than this, it was a sign of being cursed by God. Davis writes, ‘Here is a solemn sign that he and his people (in fact all Canaan) stand under Yahweh’s curse and judgment’. He reminds us that we have another picture of God’s judgment in the cross of Jesus Christ. Let us take notice of this sign, not just as history but as the reason we are not under the curse of God and ear marked for judgment. According to the command of Moses (Deut 21:23) the body was not left hanging beyond sundown. The corpse of the king of Ai was taken down and thrown at the gate of the city. Stones were piled over it, a further sign and a lasting sign of the Lord’s judgment upon the wicked.    

Covenant renewal at Shechem                              Joshua 8:30-35

One day while visiting a village in India I heard a man reciting the Hindu epic, the Ramayana, over a loud speaker. All day he kept reading, and on into the night. The Hindus love to hear this story about one of their gods. Some years ago we had a public reading of the Bible in our city. People read the Bible over a loud speaker to people passing by all during the day. Some would stop to listen further. Public reading of the Scriptures is important, even if in some churches this is no longer the norm. Do you love to hear the word of God read when you come to worship? Do your children love to hear the Bible read in your home? Maybe you are encouraging them to read aloud at the dinner table. Our elder children would complain when the youngest, who was just learning to read, read the Bible at the table. But they were told to be patient and listen- their turn would come.
 
After Joshua conquered Jericho, Ai and Bethel, we read that he came to Mt Ebal which is about 30 km north of Bethel. It is on the northern side of Shechem, while Mt Gerazim is on the southern side. Joshua built an altar on Mt Ebal and offered sacrifices to the Lord, according to the command of Moses, as written in the Book of the Law. He also made a copy of the law on whitewashed stones, and then had the covenant law read in the hearing of all the people.

1. Command of Moses
Moses wrote the first five books of the Bible which are called the Pentateuch, but Joshua’s focus was probably on the last of these, the Book of Deuteronomy. In this book we find the Ten Commandments or Decalogue restated, as well as other laws for the nation, and specific laws regarding the conquest of Canaan. There were laws for war, as we have seen. There was also the command to recite blessings from Mt Gerizim and curses from Mt Ebal when they reached these places (Deut 11:29). Moses commanded an altar to be built, and the laws to be copied on stones (Deut 27). Joshua must have been reading the law, as he was told by the Lord (1:8). 

Between these two mountains was the strategic city of Shechem. We are not told when or how Joshua took this city, but presumably it came under Israelite control as part of the central hills campaign. It may have submitted peacefully; some think it was part of the Gibeonite deception. Shechem was in a valley that formed a pass across Canaan. It was also on the north/south ridge line. Shechem was close to the geographic centre of Canaan, and Mt Ebal was the highest mountain outside the Mountains of Lebanon. Hence it was a significant place for Joshua to raise the flag as it were.  

But there was much more to this place than its military significance. It was also more than divine judgement upon wicked Canaanites. There was a lot of history here, history of God’s dealing with the patriarchs and his covenant people. Raising the flag in this place marked God’s faithfulness in keeping his promise to Abraham some 700 years before. When God called Abraham out of Ur of the Chaldeans he passed through Canaan until he came to Shechem, where he built an altar to the Lord (Gen 12:6, 7). So the first place of Yahweh worship in Canaan was at Shechem. Not only Abraham, but his grandson Jacob/Israel worshipped the Lord at Shechem when he returned from Haran (Gen 33:18-20). Joseph died in Egypt but his bones were carried up to Canaan and buried in Jacob’s plot at Shechem (Joshua 24:32). 

This altar built by Joshua on Mt Ebal was the first altar he built in Canaan. He had by no means conquered the whole of Canaan, and it may seem premature, and even a distraction to have a religious ceremony at this time. Some commentators think that this record of a covenant renewal ceremony is misplaced in the Biblical account. There is another covenant renewal at Shechem at the end of this book but the details are quite different. We must remember that Joshua was fighting a holy war. He conquered cities because the Lord was with him; this was obvious after the debacle at Ai. Since the Lord was giving the victory it was appropriate to stop and remember the Lord. Davis writes, ‘That is why the biblical writer makes us victims of his literary violence; to underscore the fact that covenant obedience has priority over military victory… to show that heeding God’s word is more crucial than fighting God’s war’. 

On Mt Ebal Joshua built an altar to the Lord God of Israel, as commanded by the Lord and written down by Moses (Deut 24:4-5). The altar was made from uncut stones, and on it burnt offerings and peace offerings were to be made; these offerings were of sacrificed animals. This is exactly what Joshua did on Mt Ebal in the presence of all the people (8:31).
Some archaeologists believe they have uncovered this altar of uncut stones. Adam Zertal from Haifa University found an altar on Mt Ebal in 1980. He was not a Christian then, and like most Jewish archaeologists did not believe in the Biblical story of the exodus. His initial dating of this altar was 1250BC. He later discovered another altar below the first with burnt animal bones inside. More recently he has discovered a cartouche or oval clay tablet of Tuthmosis III, the Pharaoh of the exodus in 1446BC. So a date for the altar of 1405BC, just over 40 years after the exodus, is highly possible (Steve Rudd website). All this archaeology is interesting, but with different interpretations of the data it is not as reliable as the Biblical account.

2. Copy of the law
After building an altar and offering sacrifices to the Lord, Joshua proceeded to make a copy of the law according to what was written by Moses (Deut 27:1-4). He took large flat stones and whitewashed them with lime- of which plenty was available at this site. He then wrote on these stones, probably by scraping away the whitewash. He wrote the words of the Law of Moses (8:32). What particular words were these? They certainly included the Ten Commandments; it is not clear if anything else was written. The Ten Commandments were written on the stone tablets kept inside the Ark of the Covenant- Joshua had taken this with him to Shechem. But this holy object was not opened for the commandments to be read in presence of the people. They needed a copy that they could read and recite regularly.  

It is the same with the word of God today. We do not want gold embossed, leather Bibles sitting on the top shelf that are never opened and read. We want Bibles that we can open and read, and that our children can open and read. We should be reading and reciting regularly the wonderful words that the Lord has spoken. Let our Bibles be worn out from much use, not preserved as family heirlooms. 

3. Covenant read
The third thing commanded by Moses, and fulfilled by Joshua, was the reading of all the words of the law as written in the Book of the Law (8:34). Joshua read all that Moses had commanded (8:35). This was probably the book of Deuteronomy, the second giving of the law that Moses spoke before they crossed into Canaan (Deut 1:1). The blessings and the curses are specifically mentioned by Joshua in verse 34. What were these? They are first mentioned in Deuteronomy 11:26-28: ‘The blessings if you obey the commandments of the Lord your God… and the curses if you do not obey the commandments of the Lord your God’. The blessings were to go on Mt Gerizim and the curses on Mt Ebal. 

These blessings and curses are again referred to in Deuteronomy chapters 27 and 28, with a list of twelve curses included. These covered matters commanded in the Ten Commandments, such as no graven images, no telling lies, honour your mother and father, and then more detailed curses upon various sexual relationships. The final curse was upon, ‘the one who does not confirm all the words of this law by doing them’ (Deut 27:26 ESV). Joshua’s way of declaring and reaffirming these covenant blessings and curses was very interesting. Mt Gerizim and Mt Ebal are only 1.5km apart, with Shechem in the valley between them. They form a natural amphitheatre. There is a steep slope in the park near our place which is called the amphitheatre. It even has a stage built at the bottom of the slope; but I have never seen it used apart from grass skating down the steep slope. The natural amphitheatre at Shechem was used – by Joshua and all the people of Israel. He told half the tribes of Israel to gather on the side of Mt Gerizim and the other half on the side of Mt Ebal. The tribes were listed by Moses (Deut 27:12-13). In the centre of the giant amphitheatre, the Levites or priests stood by the side of the Ark. As the Levites read the curses one by one in a loud voice, those standing on Mt Ebal would shout ‘Amen!’ The blessings are more or less listed in Deuteronomy 28, although only five are clearly listed; other blessings like, rain in due season, fruitfulness and national security, are referred to in the first part of this chapter. We do not often hear the law being recited and the people responding with an ‘Amen!’ It must have been an amazing and moving experience.

It was amazing that the whole nation was gathered here in this amphitheatre. The whole assembly of Israel included women and children, as well as foreigners. Rahab and her family were there. Other foreigners probably came out of Egypt with them, or joined them on the way. What a wonderful moment it must have been with all the people directly involved in declaring the laws of their nation, truly a nation under God. All were included. Women were worshipping the Lord, as were their children. Strangers were there worshipping the Lord as full members of the covenant community, the community of God’s people. Belonging to the people of God means coming under the terms of God’s holy covenant. Members of the covenant will enjoy blessings when they obey the covenant commands. When they disobey they will experience curses. 

Who are the covenant people of God today- if there are such people? Jesus announced a new covenant in his blood as he instituted the Lord’s Supper in the upper room. This covenant supersedes the old covenant instituted by Moses. The covenant is a covenant of grace, which means people enter it by grace, grace through faith in Jesus Christ. This covenant extends to women and children and foreigners because entry is by grace, and grace alone. It is still a covenant which demands obedience to divine commands. 

Jesus commanded his covenant people; ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your soul, and all your strength, and, love you neighbour as yourself’. Jesus said, ‘A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another as I have loved you’ (John 13:34). The demands of the new covenant are no less than those under the old covenant- indeed, they are greater. Think about loving one another as Jesus loved! Moreover, failure to obey the commands of Jesus will attract curses. Jesus will say of those who failed to show love to their brother, ‘depart from me, you cursed, into everlasting fire’ (Mat 25:41). 

The apostle Paul quotes the curse from Deuteronomy 27:26 in Galatians 3:10, and tells us that Christ became a curse for us when he went to the cross bearing our sin. If Christ truly has taken your sins and given you the Holy Spirit, you will be living as a covenant child of God, walking in his will and obeying his commands, by the grace of God, and to the glory of God.  


Joshua and the Gibeonites                                             Joshua 9
 
Have you ever been tricked or taken in by appearances? We keep hearing of people getting tricked by internet scams. They get ‘chatting’ online to someone who says they love them, and then start asking for money. Some people send thousands of dollars to this person who apparently loves them. Maybe a fake photo and some fake references have been posted online. Again we see people taken in by what appears to be a great investment opportunity. Some put their life-savings into such schemes. People can be so gullible. It is hard to believe just how gullible some can be. But maybe we have to admit to being gullible sometimes. Sometimes a person takes a keen interest in the gospel and we help them, only to find it was money they were more interested in. Even the great leader Joshua was taken in by a clever deception. He, along with his elders, was gullible. It is hard to believe that he was so easily deceived, but this is what is written. We will look at this incredible story and learn from it, without simply criticising Joshua; even though this was his second failure in this regard. We will see how the Lord worked all things together for good, despite Joshua’s failure to consult Him.

Joshua had taken Jericho, Ai and Bethel in this holy war to destroy the Canaanites and possess the land. After renewing the covenant at Shechem, they returned to Gilgal to press on with occupation of the land. The opening two verses of chapter 9 introduce the next three chapters. They state that all the kings in the hills, the lowlands, and along the coast were gathering together to fight Joshua- six people groups are mentioned (9:1, 2). They had heard about Joshua’s victories at Jericho and Ai, and realised they were next. 

1. Trick 
Among the six people groups gathered to fight against Joshua were the Hivites. These people, or some of them, had second thoughts about fighting Joshua. Those who lived in Gibeon were afraid Joshua would do to them what he did to the people of Jericho and Ai. Gibeon was just 11km southwest of Ai, the next city on the road. Like the rest of the people living in Canaan, they had heard how the God of the Israelites had brought them through the Red Sea, and how they had destroyed the Amorite kings east of the Jordan. Hearing this they became afraid, just like the people of Jericho. They decided to make peace with Joshua but could not do this openly; Joshua was under divine instructions to totally destroy all the people of Canaan. To make a treaty with Joshua they planned a clever deception

Joshua was observing what was written in the Book of the Law given by Moses (1:7-8). This stated that the cities in Canaan were to be utterly destroyed, including the Hivites (Deut 20:16, 17). But for cities far away it was different. He could make a peace treaty with such people, and put them under forced labour to serve the people of Israel (Deut 20:11). The Gibeonites seemed to know this- although it was probably standard procedure in war. The Gibeonites had to convince Joshua they were from a faraway city in order to get such a treaty from him. So the Gibeonites set about tricking Joshua into thinking they were from a city far away, and not just a few miles down the road. They dressed in old clothes and worn out shoes. They put old sacks on their donkeys, along with old and torn wineskins (9:4-5). Finally, they found some mouldy old bread to put in their sacks. And off they went, around the corner as it were, to meet Joshua at Gilgal. 

Their disguise was a lie, and they lied in telling to Joshua they had come from a far country (9:6). These were pagan people. They were wicked people facing divine judgment. Yet we remember that Rahab the prostitute also told a lie, and she was saved through faith in the God of Israel. She is listed in Hebrews 11:31 as a women of faith. Rahab confessed to the spies, ‘the Lord your God, he is God in heaven above and on earth below’ (2:11). The Gibeonites lied about where they were from, but does this necessarily mean they lied when they said they feared for their lives because of what ‘the Lord your God commanded his servant Moses’ (9:24)? The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge and wisdom. They acted wisely in seeking peace with Joshua, even if it was earthly wisdom. May there be many today who seek peace with God, knowing the inevitability of God’s judgment. 

Schaeffer writes, “Though the Gibeonites’ testimony was not as clear as Rahab’s, it is apparent that they did believe what they had heard. They said they came ‘because of the name of the LORD thy God’… (They) were really saying, ’We came because of who the LORD your God is’… So in the cases of both Rahab and the Gibeonites, what they heard was sufficient to convince them.” Coleson writes something similar, ‘The Gibeonite response amounts to a statement of faith in Israel’s God. They believed that what God had instructed Moses, God would enable Israel to do, so they acted deceptively to save their lives’. The Gibeonites broke their alliance with the other kings to seek a treaty with Joshua. These kings found out and came out to attack Gibeon (10:4). This was the cost of making peace with Joshua. Joshua, as we will see, made them servants in the house of God (9:23).

2. Treaty
Coming back to the meeting of this party of Gibeonites with Joshua at Gilgal. They came in all their rags and told Joshua and the men of Israel they had come from a far country; it was somewhat suspicious that they could not name this country (9:6, 9). They asked to make a treaty/covenant with Joshua. What did Joshua do?  He suspected they could be from a nearby city, in which case he could not make a treaty with them (9:7). As readers, we know this to be the case, but read on. They pleaded with Joshua, ‘We are your servants’, and when he asked them where they are from, they again said, ‘from a very far country’ (9:9). They go on saying how their elders told them to go and meet the Israelites and make a treaty with them, a treaty under which they would become servants to Israel. Was Joshua a bit flattered at this humble approach? Was there an eagerness in Israel get servants to do their menial work? Whatever it was, Joshua was taken in. 

‘The men of Israel took some of the provisions’ (9:14). They took the bread and looked at it, and may even have tasted it. They were using their mouth and their physical senses to decide if the visitors were for real, when they should have been focused on the mouth of the Lord- this is the literal reading. They should have been asking the Lord for counsel or wisdom; they failed to do this (9:14). This proved to be a critical mistake. We might have thought Joshua had learnt something after his defeat at Ai- although his failure to consult the Lord at that time is not highlighted as the reason for that disaster. But this time it is highlighted; it is made clear that he and the leaders of Israel failed to inquire of the Lord (9:14). 

We are all prone to judge things through our physical senses. How many men have been taken in by a beautiful woman, only to find her beauty skin deep? How many Christians have fallen for frothy preaching, listening to messages that make them feel good when the word of God says repent and turn from your wicked ways? The Gibeonites pulled off a great deception, but this is nothing compared to Satan’s power to deceive. He is the arch deceiver, the one who masquerades as angel of light, bringing many a sensual and superficial Christian to ruin (2Cor 11:14). Remember how Satan came to Jesus promising him authority, power and glory in this world. Too many get taken in by Satan’s appeal to the flesh, to the eyes, and to our proud, sinful nature.  

So Joshua made peace with the Gibeonites and cut a covenant with them to let them live (9:15). The leaders of Israel added their voice to the oath that was sworn. Cutting a covenant was a solemn ceremony; usually they cut an animal in half and passed between the halves, declaring that they be like this animal if they break the covenant. There was no going back from this treaty, as we will see. It was not a Putin-style treaty, ready to be broken before the ink was dry!

3. Test
When can a vow be broken? A vow may be taken rashly (1Sam 14:24f), but a vow is a solemn promise, usually made before God. We know about marriage vows- or once did. In the church people make marriage vows before God. Yet people break this solemn vow for any and every reason. They say they no longer love the person, or that they have found someone more attractive. Some say if their spouse breaks his/her vow they are released from this vow. Is this true? The Pharisees were good at making ‘convenient’ laws and vows. They would swear by the altar but not the gift on the altar. Jesus condemned this legalism. If you swear by heaven then it is by the throne of God (Mat 23:22). People swear by something greater than themselves, often God. Joshua made a treaty with the Gibeonites- he did this with an oath (9:15).

After three days Joshua found out that the Gibeonites were neighbours, living just 20km from Gilgal. They could travel to Gibeon in just three days- and this is what they did. There were four Hivite cities; Gibeon was the main city. Joshua marched with his men to confront them about their deception. The men in his army complained to the leaders about the treaty- they wanted to attack and get more plunder. But Joshua said, No! He would not let his men attack because of the treaty they had sworn with the Gibeonites (9:18, 19). 

But the treaty had been made by deception. Surely this meant it was invalid! Not so, said Joshua. It was made by swearing in the name of the Lord. Breaking this vow or treaty would dishonour the name of the Lord. The Gibeonites feared the Lord God of Israel because of the way he delivered his people. He was a powerful God. Hopefully they also saw him as a holy God, and his people as a holy people who honoured the name of the Lord. The leaders of Israel had to let the Gibeonites live, ‘lest wrath be upon us because of the oath we swore to them’ (9:20). They understood God would be angry with them if they broke their oath. They must honour the Lord, and honour the oath they made in his name. So the Gibeonites lived, and were made woodcutters and water carriers in the house of the Lord. Joshua called them to tell them of this decision (9:22). He rebuked them for deceiving him, and told them they were cursed. They would be made slaves in the house of the God of Israel. This was a fulfilment of a prophecy made by Noah about his son Canaan; he would be a servant to his brethren, Shem and Japheth (Gen 9:25).  

The Gibeonites did not seem to mind. They were happy to be alive! Again we read of how they believed what the Lord commanded Moses about destroying the Canaanites (9:24). They chose to be slaves, slaves in the house of God rather than dwell in the tents of the wicked (Ps 84:10). They put themselves into the hands of Joshua for him to do with them as seemed good and right (9:25). They trusted Joshua, as the servant of the true God, to do what was just and right- and Joshua gave them justice. He did not kill them, or let them be killed (9:26). 

The Gibeonites were happy to carry all the wood and water needed to make burnt offerings and wash the altar regularly. The altar was later set up at Shiloh and then Jerusalem. The Gibeonites were sinners, just like Rahab, and ultimately the children of Israel. They were put to service in the house of God, which they found a delight and a blessing. They witnessed worship of the true God. Do you delight in being a servant in the house of the Lord and worshipping him day after day? 

Sun stands still for conquest of the south                         Joshua 10
 
If you wander into a Christian bookshop you will find plenty of books on church growth and mission methods. Some give specific details, and guarantee success when these details are followed- which is a sign that it is not a true gospel mission. Joshua’s conquests in Canaan followed no specific formula, apart from listening to the Lord. The conquest of Jericho came after marching around the city for seven days and shouting. Some mission experts say we must walk the streets praying. Joshua’s conquest of Ai came after setting an ambush. Not many mission experts recommend ambushing people to hear the gospel, although this is sometimes done. Joshua’s third conquest, that of numerous cities in the south, came through yet another tactic. It was a case of God working good from Joshua’s failure to consult the Lord when the Gibeonites came and deceived him. 

By making a treaty with Joshua, Gibeon became a traitor in the eyes of the five other kings in the ‘coalition of the south’. These kings moved quickly to attack Gibeon, and Joshua moved quickly to defend Gibeon. We will look at chapter 10 under three points: southern king’s attack Gibeon, sun stands still, and slaughter of five kings and cities.

1. Southern kings attack Gibeon
Joshua was moving into the central hills of Canaan, forming a wedge to divide the land- he had taken Jericho, Ai and Bethel. Gibeon was next in line. All the people of Canaan were in fear of the Israelites because of the victories their God had given them through Moses and Joshua. So they gathered together to fight Joshua and his army with one accord (9:2). Fear, and maybe faith, led the Gibeonites to seek a treaty with Joshua rather than fight and be killed. Their clever deception worked; they went home with a signed peace treaty. This treaty made them slaves to Israel, but it also obligated Israel to protect them if they were attacked. And this is exactly what happened. 

The king of Jerusalem was called Adoni-Zedek, meaning ‘Lord of righteousness’. He was a member of the coalition of the south. Like all of them, he was aware of what Joshua did to Jericho and Ai (10:1). These cities were utterly destroyed and their kings humiliated in death. He also heard that Gibeon had gone and made a peace treaty with the Israelites; they had joined the other side. Gibeon was a larger city that Ai, and it was close to Jerusalem. It was a ‘royal city’, probably meaning it had a king, a king who ruled over three other smaller Hivite cities (9:17, 10:2). Adoni-Zedek called the remaining kings of his coalition, the kings of Hebron, Jarmuth, Lachish and Eglon, to come and help attack Gibeon (10:4) because they were traitors and had to be punished. 

The Gibeonites sent an urgent message to Joshua at Gilgal when they saw that they were under attack. How did Joshua respond? Did he refuse to help these people who had deceived him and made him look stupid before his people?  It would have been easy to turn a blind eye to this request. But Joshua was loyal to the treaty he made with the Gibeonites. He did what was right, not what he felt like doing. He followed his vow, not his feelings. 

Joshua immediately assembled his men and set out from Gilgal. It was an uphill march of some 20km, and he did this during the night. There is nothing to indicate he went at night because of the heat; he went at night because of the urgency. Like the Lord his God, Joshua was loyal to the covenant he made. In so doing the Lord blessed him, saying of the enemy, ‘Do not fear them, for I have delivered them into your hand; not a man of them shall stand before you’ (10:8). Joshua went up with God’s assurance of victory. When you are walking in obedience to Christ’s commands you have the same assurance of victory. Jesus said we will have trouble in this world, ‘but be of good cheer, I have overcome the world’ (John 16:33). 

2. Sun stands still
Joshua’s army probably reached Gibeon around dawn. The Amorite kings were camped facing the city of Gibeon. Suddenly Joshua showed up from behind, and out of the rising sun. This may have blinded them, but in reality it was the Lord who blinded them. We read that the Lord sent them into a panic (10:10). The Lord killed them with a great slaughter, chasing them down the road to Beth Horon, striking them down as far as Azakah and Makkedah. Of course it was Joshua and his men who chased them and struck them down, and some versions say this, but the translation we have is correct in giving the glory to God.  Beth Horon was west of Gibeon; Azekah and Makkedah to the south west.  These places were in the western foothills of Shephelah.  

The Lord directly struck down these Amorites as they fled from Joshua; He rained hailstones on them, killing more people that the Israelites killed with the sword (10:11). This was the first miracle to occur during his battle against the coalition of the south. A hail storm is a natural phenomenon, but in this place, and at this time, it was the doing of the Lord. Hail was the seventh of the plaques that killed many of God’s enemies in Egypt. 

This was a huge coalition, with five kings coming from a wide area. They all came out of their walled cities to attack Gibeon. It was tremendous opportunity of Joshua to cut them down; much easier than having to lay siege to each city. So Joshua pressed the attack. Joshua spoke to the Lord in the sight of Israel saying;
‘Sun, stand still over Gibeon,
And moon, in the valley of Aijalon.
So the sun stood still and the moon stopped,
Till the people had revenge upon their enemies’ (10:12, 13). 

These words are taken from the Book of Jasher, thought to be a book of Hebrew poetry that no longer exists. Joshua sums up this now lost record of events saying, ‘So the sun stood still  in the midst of heaven, and did not hasten to go down for about a whole day’ (10:13). These words are widely known and much examined.  Years ago someone told me that NASA set their computers to work and found a day missing in the history of time; but this is an urban myth.  

Some scholars of the Bible have come up with the idea that the sun standing still means it darkened. The Hebrew verb ‘daman’ can mean ‘be silent’ or ‘stop shining, rather than ‘be still’. Then some say that the hailstorm brought darkness while the sun stood still in the middle of the sky. Some hold the idea of darkness without detracting from the miracle, although they do point out that ‘no other day like this’ refers to God listening to the voice of a man, not the miracle as such (10:14). 

It is harder to believe that the Book of Jasher and the Bible make such a big deal of a hailstorm than it is to believe what we read. I fail to see how darkness would have aided Joshua, even though some say it kept his men from getting hot. Currid looks back to the Exodus and comes up with the idea that ‘the Israelites are in the light chasing enemies into the darkness’. Davis prefers the darkness view but admits difficulty with the end of verse 13. Schaeffer maintains the text refers to a long day; he concludes, ‘How did God do it?  We do not know.’ Leaving aside the idea of a giant reflector in the sky, we are left with the earth slowing its rotation. This would have catastrophic consequences -like a massive tsunami- unless such consequences are accounted for in the miracle. Actually, we are not left with the earth stopping its rotation. A tilting of the earth on it vertical axis could account for this long day. If the tilt brought Canaan to a more polar position the day would be much longer; the sun never sets in the polar summer.  

No matter how the Lord caused the sun not to go down for a whole day, it was God’s doing. God did it for a purpose, namely to allow Joshua to pursue holy war against the Canaanites, killing all the men before they could flee back to their walled cities. This was what Joshua asked for and it is what the Lord gave him. It was a bold prayer, a prayer of great faith. Have you made any bold prayers of late, or at some time in your life? Is anything impossible for God?  

3. Slaughter if five kings 
There was a great slaughter from Beth Horon all the way to Makkedah, which is near Hebron, but the five kings managed to escape and hide in a cave at Makkedah (10:16). The exact location of some of these places is not known, so you will find that Bible maps vary. Archaeologists have discovered what they think was Lachish, Hebron and other places. Makkedah has been identified about 10km south east of Lachish in an area with numerous limestone caves. Joshua was told about these kings hiding in a cave. He ordered that large stones to be rolled across the mouth of the cave and some sentries be set in place (10:17-18). He would press on with the battle, eager to overrun the enemy before they made it home to their cities (10:19). There was a great slaughter with just a few making it to their fortified cities (10:20). 

Joshua and his men returned in victory to camp at Makkedah. His men must have been exhausted, but no one complained. Joshua ordered the cave to be opened and the five kings brought out. These kings knew their fate because of what Joshua did to the king of Ai. Joshua called his army captains to ‘put your feet on the necks of these kings’ (10:24). This was not a cruel or barbaric act. It was a ‘symbolic act to reflect the idea of authority and subjugation. It is similar to the figure of an enemy as a footstool under the conqueror’s feet (Ps 110:1)’ writes Currid. Joshua wanted his men to know, and all the world to know, that this is what will happen to the enemies of God. He then killed these kings and hung them on five trees or stakes until evening, just as he did with the king of Ai. In the evening he took them down and threw their dead bodies back in the cave (10:27). A pile of large stones was set up at the mouth of the cave; another stone memorial to remind the people for years to come of this great victory.

The closing fifteen verses of this chapter describe Joshua’s ‘mopping up’ operation. He took Makkedah and its king, utterly destroying it- this is the word ‘kharam’ again. He left no one alive in this city, or in Libnah, or in Lachish, or in Eglon, or in Hebron, or in Debir. Other minor cities were also taken, but Jerusalem was not taken at this time. The area conquered at this time was vast- all the hills of the south, down onto the slopes, and as far Gaza and Kadesh Barnea (10:41). You will remember this last place as that from which Joshua was sent out almost forty years before to spy out Canaan.  

Wherever Joshua and his army went they destroyed every living soul as commanded and empowered by the Lord God of Israel. The campaign took some days after the great slaughter on the long day, but this vast region of the south was conquered. ‘All the kings and their land Joshua took at one time, because the Lord God of Israel fought for Israel’ (10:42). Then Joshua and his army returned to the camp Gilgal (10:43). This means the cities taken were not settled by Joshua at this time. Moreover, Jerusalem was not yet taken. Joshua would move to conquer the northern city states before allowing settlement in the south.      


Conquest of Northern Canaan                                             Joshua 11
 
The southern part of Canaan was conquered by Joshua in a swift campaign. Five kings came with their armies to attack Gibeon. Joshua came to help Gibeon and in one day, a miraculously long day, Joshua struck down these armies and their kings. The Lord also sent a hailstorm to kill many of the enemy. Joshua returned with his men to their camp at Gilgal. His men needed rest and time with their families after the battle in the south.

Sometime later they marched off to fight a coalition in the north. This battle is described in chapter 11, and then a summary account of Joshua’s whole campaign to conquer Canaan is given at the end of this chapter. Joshua took the whole land in fulfilment of the Lord’s promise to Moses, and indeed his promise to Abraham over six hundred years before. 

1. Horses and chariots
News of Joshua’s victory over the southern coalition reached the ears of Jabin, king of Hazor. Hazor was a large city in the northern part of Canaan; it was north of the Sea of Chinneroth or Sea of Galilee. Jabin sent a message to other kings around the north to come with their armies to the Waters of Merom (11:5). These other kings may have been vassals under the rule of Jabin (11:10). This assembly point was a few miles west of Hazor. These kings came from the mountains in the north, the Jordan plain, and the heights of Dor in the west. They belonged to the same people groups as in the south, the same people assigned to destruction by the Lord God of Israel. 

This was a huge coalition of forces, described by Joshua as being like the sand on the seashore. Moreover, they had lots of horses and chariots, the ultimate military weapon of that day (11:4). Like army tanks of today, these horses and chariots struck fear into an army of foot soldiers, which is what Joshua had. Yet horses and chariots were not very useful in hill country. So these kings of the north came to this place, confident they could destroy Joshua and his small army of foot soldiers. But the Lord God of Israel had other ideas.

2. Hamstring the horses
Joshua did not wait for the enemy to come to him- he took the battle to them. Being assured of victory by the Lord, he came upon them suddenly while they camped at the Waters of Merom (11:7). It may have been at night; all we are told is that it was a surprise attack. Joshua had reason to fear this huge coalition of forces, especially with its horses and chariots, but the Lord told him not to be afraid because within 24hrs he would have victory over them.  

The Lord told Joshua to hamstring their horses and burn their chariots (11:6). To hamstring a horse involves cutting the sinew high up on the back leg, such that the horse can no longer gallop. We will not get side-tracked discussing issues of animal cruelty or wastage of good horses. Horses and chariots were war machines. It is true that the Jews were not familiar with horses, and in fact were commanded not to multiply horses (Deut (17:16). They were to depend upon the Lord, not horses or chariots, as the Psalmist reminds us (Ps 20:7, 33:16). 

Details of this battle against the coalition of the north are brief- apart from Joshua launching this sudden attack to hamstring their horses and burn their chariots. It seems that in coming upon them unawares they had no time to harness their horses and get into their chariots. The important thing was that, ‘the Lord delivered them into the hand of Israel’ (11:8). 

As with the battle in the south, the enemy fled and Joshua chased them all the way to their homes. They ran in all directions. Joshua’s men ran after them until none remained (11:8). Joshua was careful to follow the commands of the Lord. He did not keep the best horses for himself or keep a souvenir chariot; ‘He burned their chariots with fire’ (11:9). Joshua trusted in the Lord and obeyed his commands, and the Lord gave him victory. It is the same today- trust in the Lord and obey his commands and you will have victory in your life- even over seemingly impossible obstacles and situations. Joshua faced an impossible situation, humanly speaking, but with the Lord nothing is impossible. 

In obeying the Lord Joshua had to fight. The Lord could have sent another hailstorm to kill the enemy, but even in the south Joshua had to chase the enemy and strike them down. We have promises from the Lord, promises of victory in the Lord Jesus Christ, but this does not mean we do not have to fight. We are not to sit back and do nothing. Jesus told his disciples to go into all the world and preach the gospel. He promised to be with them (Mat 28:19-20). So they went out preaching the gospel. They suffered, and some were killed, but the Lord established his church. We are also called to go and preach the gospel to all nations. The idea that we can sit back and wait for the Lord to bring people in is convenient, but it is not Biblical.   

3. Hazor burnt
Joshua turned back and took the leading city of Hazor (11:10). The time interval here is probably longer than appears from the text. We are later told that he made war a long time (11:18). Details about this city and its king are brief. The pattern of warfare appears to have been like that in the south- the king of Hazor may have been held aside until all the fleeing soldiers were killed. On his return Joshua killed the king of Hazor, along with all the people in the city, and then burned to city. It was utterly destroyed. It was put under ‘kharam’. 

Archaeologists have discovered the city of Hazor. It was on a tel or mound like other ancient cities in this region (11:13). Digging down they have found at least three cities built on top of one another, each being burnt or destroyed. The city that Joshua burnt is probably one of these, but there is no agreement yet as to the dates of these remains. Joshua did not burn all the cities he took. He killed all the people in them- all the Canaanites- as instructed by Moses (11:12, 13). The Israelites took animals and plunder from these other cities and would later come to occupy the buildings, as Moses said in Deuteronomy 6:10. In some cases however, they would find that these cities had been reoccupied. Deborah the judge fought against another king Jabin who ruled in Hazor (Judges 4:2). Each tribe would later clear the cities of remnant Canaanites as they occupied their assigned territory. 

For now, Joshua had completed the task given him by the Lord through Moses. ‘He left nothing undone of all that the Lord had commanded Moses’ (11:15). What a tremendous testimony! Moses and Joshua were focussed on following the commands of the Lord. When leadership in the church changes, as it must, it is wonderful if the transition is as smooth as was from Moses to Joshua. Too often a new leader wants to put his own stamp on the church in some way. If the focus was on the Lord before, and he is focussed on the Lord, the transition will be smooth. We do not need to have new ways for the young or new ways for some particular group of people. 

4. Whole land taken
The closing verses (16-23) of this chapter are a summary of Joshua’s conquests. Many place names are given, and we do not know exactly where all of these were, but the picture is clear enough. It has been pointed out that seven regions are listed, a symbolic indication of the task being completed. Basically, the land west of the Jordan took in the Jordan plain, the central hills, the lowlands and then the coastal plain. The Goshen here is not the Goshen of Egypt but hills south of Hebron (11:16). There were mountains in the north, namely Mt Hermon, and the desert areas of the south; Mt Halak was south of the Dead Sea near Edom.

Joshua captured and killed all the kings in this vast area. He undertook three campaigns; the central campaign, the southern campaign and then the northern campaign. In each the battles were swift as Joshua came upon the enemy by surprise. He went to battle with the assurance of victory from the Lord. The mopping up operations took some time, and there was time between campaigns. ‘Joshua made war a long time’ (11:18).  

Looking at the life of Caleb, as detailed in chapter 14, we can derive a time of about seven years for the conquest of Canaan. Caleb was forty years old when Moses sent him to spy out Canaan from Kadesh Barnea- along with Joshua and ten other spies. That was forty five years before the time he asked Joshua for the city of Hebron (14:10). Since thirty eight of these forty five years were spent in the wilderness, it was seven years since the crossing of the Jordan until the division of the land among the tribes. 

The command of the Lord given to Moses and then to Joshua was to utterly destroy all the inhabitants of Canaan; the Canaanites, the Amorites, the Perizzites, the Hittites, the Jebusites and the Hivites. These people were under divine condemnation. They were beyond the mercy of God (11:20). Joshua was God’s servant in carrying out this divine judgment upon wicked and vile idol-worshippers. This was holy war. These people rose up to attack Joshua and the people of God. They knew what God had done through Moses at the Red Sea and in the Transjordan, but they did not seek peace with Joshua- except for the Gibeonites. 

It was that God hardened their wicked hearts so that he might utterly destroy them (11:20). In their proud, rebellious hearts they united with other men to attack Joshua. But the Lord was with Joshua and they were utterly destroyed- men, women and children. This hardness of heart is highlighted by way of contrast with the Gibeonites, who did not harden their hearts but humbled themselves to become servants in the house of the Lord.  

The Lord hardened Pharaoh’s heart, such that he refused to listen to Moses and the warnings given in the plagues. The Lord hardens whom he wills and has mercy on whom he wills (Rom 9:17). The Canaanites were hardened by the Lord, even as they chose to come out against Israel in battle (11:20). This is the way the sovereign Lord works to judge the wicked and deliver the righteous. The Lord is still sovereign. He is still able to harden people hearts. Beware of rejecting the Lord’s offer of mercy- this offer is there for you and everyone in the gospel of Jesus Christ. But his offer of grace will not last forever, and it will not be available after you die. God has set a day when he will judge the world in righteousness. Some will rise to the resurrection of life, and others, who have done evil, to the resurrection of condemnation (John 5:29). 

As part of his mopping up operations, Joshua went south to ‘cut off the Anakim from the mountains’ (11:21). He utterly destroyed them, along with their cities. What a different story this is to what happened some forty years before when the spies sent out from Kadesh Barnea refused to invade Canaan because of the giant Anakim or Nephilim (Num 13:33). They felt like grasshoppers they said at that time. But Joshua did not feel like an insect. He went in the strength of the Lord to cut off these giant people. What a difference it makes when we trust and obey the Lord. A little bit of faith goes a long way! How is your faith? Are you ready to fight giants that stand in your way; in the way of you living to glorify God and enjoy him forever? 



Great is thy faithfulness                                                  Joshua 12
 
Our daughter has two young children, so her days are busy. But each evening they sit around the table for dinner. After dinner they read the Bible and then pray. Each one is asked to tell one thing that was good about their day before they give thanks to God. Even if it has been a terrible day they have to think of something good. Sometimes they say something general like, ‘it was good day’; but they are told to more specific. Maybe they got an award at school, maybe they helped someone, or maybe for Mum is was coffee with a friend. Some days we might be thankful for an answered prayer. It seems simple, even trivial. But it is important for us to remember God’s goodness towards us. God is good- right? 

In Psalm 103 verse 2 we are told to, ’Bless the Lord, O my soul, and forget not all his benefits’. Is this what you do? Ellison writes, ‘Much of our despondency comes from failing to see how much God has really achieved’. Our sermon title comes from the great hymn, ‘Great is thy faithfulness, O God my Father’, because this chapter recalls the victories that God gave Moses east of the Jordan, and the victories he gave Joshua after crossing the Jordan into Canaan.

When Moses led the children of Israel through the Red Sea, and saw Pharaoh and his army drowned in the sea as the waters returned, they burst into song, praising the Lord. ‘The horse and rider He has thrown into the sea’ (Exod 15:1). When Joshua completed the conquests of Canaan, and the Lord gave them rest from war, he did not burst into song but he listed the kings that he had conquered in what reads like a poem. ‘The list of 31 defeated kings is at once solemn and moving; the Hebrew is achingly beautiful in its measured cadences’ writes Coleson. If we read this list aloud we get a sense of the solemnity of the occasion. One by one Joshua and his men, in the strength of the Lord, cut off all the kings of Canaan.

Not so long ago, at a solemn ceremony in New York City, the names of all who died in the terrorist attack on the city were read out. We have lists of soldiers who died at war for our nation. Sometimes these are read out in solemn ceremonies. It is good to remember our own have died in battle, but Joshua preferred to list those he defeated in battle, and give glory to the Lord. 

1. Servant Moses
The conquest of Canaan actually began with Moses defeating two Amorite kings east of the Jordan. He allocated this territory to the tribes of Reuben, Gad and half of Manasseh. Focussing on Joshua’s campaigns after crossing the Jordan we could easily forget what the Lord did through Moses on the other side of the Jordan. Here in the summary of kings defeated, and land occupied by the children of Israel, it is important to remember the victories achieved under the leadership of Moses. The nation must be kept together as one. Joshua insisted that the two and a half tribes allocated land in the east cross over the Jordan and fight with his army. They were all part of one nation. 

Much of what we read in this chapter- and right though this book - is like a geography lesson. I hope you like geography! It can get boring, but it can also be interesting. It is history and geography, but also theology. We learn a lot about God, about his power and his faithfulness to his promises. We also learn from Joshua about trust and obedience. What a great leader he was!

Moses led the children of Israel up the eastern side of the Jordan valley, part of the Great Rift Valley that extends down into Africa. He went this way after the people rebelled at Kadesh Barnea and refused to go up from the south. They encountered various people groups as they moved north towards Canaan. The king of Edom refused to let Moses pass through his land so Israel turned to go around Edom. They also went around Moab, before coming to the Arnon River which enters the Dead Sea about midway down. They sent a message to Sihon, king of the Amorites, asking for passage through his land, but he refused. He came out to attack Israel at a place called Jahaz but he lost. So Israel took possession of his land, from the Arnon to the Jabbok river- this is a tributary of the Jordan about one third of the way from the Dead Sea to Galilee.  

Moses went on up to Bashan, a rich fertile valley east of the Sea of Galilee. He defeated Og, king of Bashan, leaving no survivor among the Amorites in this region- which extended all the way to Mt Hermon (12:1). It seems king Sihon’s territory extended along the Jordan up to the Sea of Galilee, with king Og being further east in the hills (12:3). Og was a remnant of the giants who lived in Ashtaroth on the northern slopes, and Edrei on the southern slopes of the Yarmuk valley (12:4). The territory conquered by Moses was around half the size of that conquered by Joshua west of the Jordan.

Moses, the servant of the Lord conquered this region and gave it to Reuben, Gad and half the tribe of Manasseh as their possession (12:6). Moses was a faithful servant of the Lord, leading Israel out of Egypt and through the wilderness for forty years. He was a man the Lord spoke to face to face, as a man speaks to his friend (Exod 33:11). In this verse in the Book of Exodus the young man Joshua is mentioned. He did not depart from the tabernacle. He learned from Moses and became a great leader himself after Moses died.

2. Soldier Joshua
I was going to call this point ‘servant Joshua’ but found that, unlike Moses, Joshua is not referred to as the servant of the Lord- so we will call him ‘soldier Joshua’. He was a great leader of God’s people- a military leader who followed all that the Lord commanded through Moses. Joshua’s conquests on a regional basis have already been detailed- at the end of the previous two chapters (10:40-41, 11:16-17). He conquered the land west of the Jordan ‘from Baal Gad in the Valley of Lebanon as far as Mt Halak and the ascent of Sier’ (12:7, cf.11:17). This includes the Jordan plain, the mountains, and the lowlands as well as the wilderness in the South/Negev. 

The people who lived in this region included Hittites, Amorites, Canaanites, Perizzites, Hivites and Jebusites. These same people  groups, except the Hivites, are included in the promise the Lord gave to Abraham over six hundred years before, when Abraham was in the land but did not possess it (Gen 15:18-21). The Lord declared to Abraham at that time that, ‘the sin of the Amorites is not yet complete’ (Gen 15:16). Joshua went to battle to utterly destroy these people groups because their sin was now complete. He conducted holy war, destroying the wicked, who in the end rebelled against God’s people and God himself. 

This war was now completed. The enemies of God were utterly destroyed- no prisoners were taken. God promised this land to Abraham’s descendants; they were now in a position to possess the Promised Land. The second half of the Book of Joshua deals with this allocation of the land to the different tribes; this is alluded to in this chapter (12:7) and the previous chapter (11:23). 

This chapter, chapter 12, brings to a close the first half of the book, with a list of thirty-one kings which Joshua defeated. They are not given the honour of being named. Their names are lost in history, just as it will be with all those who exalt themselves before God. They are like grass that the wind blows away (Ps 1:4, 37:9-10). Joshua simply names the cities over which they once ruled: the king of Jericho, one, the king of Ai, one, and so on down to the king of Bethel, one (12:16). There were sixteen cites in the south and a further fifteen in the north; thirty-one in all. We are not told the number of people destroyed but it must have been in the hundreds of thousands. Josephus writes of some three hundred thousand foot soldiers and one hundred thousand cavalry in the northern coalition alone. 

3. Sovereign God
How did Joshua accomplish this seemingly impossible task? Remember his army was made up of former slaves, people who spent forty years wandering in the wilderness. They had very basic weapons, but went up against horse and chariots, and won. They went up against huge armies from five or more kingdoms, and won. They went up against giants, and won. How did Joshua do this? It was because the Lord was with him. Remember that when the Lord was not with him, when there was sin in the camp, he lost. It was the Lord who gave him directions for the battles; and the Lord intervened directly in the battle as he chose, and in answer to prayer. 

The Lord told Joshua, ‘I will be with you’ and Joshua believed this. When the Lord said, ‘I have given the enemy into your hands’ Joshua believed and went into battle against the enemy, even though vastly outnumbered. It is amazing what we can do when we really believe what God says, and really believe that God is with us as he promises. He promised Joshua, ‘I will be with you. I will not leave you or forsake you’ (1:5), and this is what God promises us today (Heb 13:5). Do you really believe that the Lord is with you, even when trouble comes your way? Will you go out and fight the good fight, the fight of faith, as Paul told Timothy? (1Tim 6:12). 

Joshua was told not to turn to the right or to the left from following all the commands given through Moses (1:7). Joshua was not perfect. He made mistakes, but he learnt from his mistakes and pressed on, as a good leader does. We learn from the past, and from our mistakes; we do not dwell on them. We do not keep bringing up our mistakes or the mistakes of others. God in his grace forgives those who repent, and they press on to the end of the race. 

Joshua went forward step by step, city by city, to take hold of his promised inheritance. Are you moving forward step by step, day by day, to take hold of your promised inheritance? Remember, your inheritance is kept for you in heaven (1Peter 1:4). Your inheritance is not here on earth. Some people give up the race because they think their inheritance is merely in this life. Many are taught that when they believe in Jesus life will be ‘a bed of roses’ as we say- no more sickness, no more pain, no more suffering. But this is not what the Bible tells us. No more sickness, no more pain and no more tears, belong to heaven not earth (Rev 21:4). The Christian life in this world is a battle. Thankfully, like Joshua, we have the Lord with us and we have the promise of victory in Jesus Christ; in his death and resurrection he has secured the victory for us. Joshua’s victory points to this greater victory in Jesus- the Joshua of the NT. Jesus has defeated our greatest enemy, namely Satan. Jesus has defeated death (1Cor 15:57). Do not forget the great victory we have in Jesus Christ. What will you be thankful for when you next pray after dinner?

Settlement in the Transjordan                                       Joshua 13

After joining the army, my father went to the Middle East and then back to Borneo during the Second World War. He did not return home immediately following the war. Being young and single he decided to go to Japan with the occupation forces. Japan had been devastated and defeated. The victorious Allies went in to occupy and rebuild the land. Unlike others in victory, the Allies did not stay. My father came home after twelve months in Japan. The land of Canaan was devastated and largely desolate after Joshua’s conquest. It was important for the land to be occupied, both for security reasons and for productive activity to begin. 

In chapter 13 we come to the second half of the Book of Joshua, and to the allocation of the land to the tribes of Israel. Allocation was done on a tribal basis; it would later be done on a family basis. Although the people under Joshua’s leadership had gone to fight and destroy the enemy, it was God who gave them the victory. And so the land belonged, in the first instance, to God. God gave it to the families of Israel as their inheritance, not as something they had earned or had a right to own. 

The sons of farmers today often get the land they cultivate as an inheritance. Indeed, you may have received land or a house as an inheritance. Do you remember the will being opened and read? Was it boring, listening to find out what you inherited? We may find it tedious and boring reading all the details of the inheritance of the families of Israel, but they would not have found this boring. They were eager to find out where they could settle with their families. 

Have you received all your inheritance yet? Both my parents and my wife’s parents have died, so that is our inheritance finished. But wait a minute! The Bible speaks of an inheritance in heaven, kept for you (1Peter 1:4). Our inheritance is not finished. Christians have an inheritance that will be revealed when Jesus comes again. You, as a believer, are keen to learn about this inheritance- right? You do not find it boring when you listen to what the Bible says about heaven, and the return of Jesus- do you? As we read about Israel and their earthly inheritance, let us remember our heavenly inheritance in Christ Jesus our Lord.  We can learn from the allocation of land to the tribes and families of Israel because it is the same God who will give us our inheritance. ‘In my Father’s house are many rooms’ said Jesus (John 14:2). I wonder which room will be mine. Do you?  

1. Land yet to possess
Joshua led the men of Israel in military campaigns in the south and in the north of Canaan, after taking the central cities of Jericho, Ai and Bethel. Gibeon was unique in that the people of this city made a peace treaty with Joshua. The battles were swift, and the slaughter great. These were followed by mopping-up operations. We are not given a detailed time frame for these operations, but they came to an end; ‘the land rested from war’ (11:23). 

When this holy war was over Joshua was ‘old and advanced in years’ (13:1). How old? He died at the age of one hundred and ten (24:29). Caleb, his contemporary and fellow spy sent out from Kadesh Barnea, was now eighty-five years old (14:10). Some say Joshua was closer to ninety. There was a change of leadership in chapter 1, after Moses died. There will soon be another change of leadership, or a different form of leadership, when Joshua dies at the end of this book. In the meantime, Joshua has to complete his God-given task of assigning to the tribes of Israel their promised inheritance; ‘Be strong and of good courage, for to this people you shall divide as an inheritance the land which I swore to their fathers to give them’ (1:6). 

‘There remains very much land to be possessed’ (13:1). If we have the idea that Israel marched into Canaan to occupy vacant land in one go, we need to get real and think again. Currid writes, ‘the occupation of Canaan by the Israelites is anything but static, nor should one expect it to be’. We have read of Joshua’s conquest and the slaughter of tens or hundreds of thousands. We read of ‘kharam’, the killing of everything that breathed. But pockets of Canaanites remained, because of isolation or resistance. Jerusalem, for example, the city of the Jebusites, was not finally occupied until the time of David (2Sam 5). 

Joshua refers to land yet to be possessed. This was largely along the coastal plain, the land of the Philistines in the south and the Sidonians in the north. There was also land across the northern mountains, including Lebanon and across to Geshur, north-east of the Sea of Galilee. The Lord promised he would eventually drive out these remaining people. For now however, Joshua was told to sit down and divide the land ‘by lot to Israel as an inheritance’ (13:6). When the tribes went to their respective allotments they went, in the Lord’s strength, to drive out any remaining Canaanites.

2. Land allotted east of the Jordan
Occupation of the Promised Land actually began with Moses destroying two Amorite kings in the east, Sihon, King of Heshon, and Og, King of Bashan, and allocating their land to two and a half tribes of Israel. Joshua was careful to include these victories in his listing of the kings conquered in chapter 12. He is careful to detail the land allocated to the tribes of Reuben, Gad and half of Manasseh, even though this had already been carried out by Moses (13:8, Deut 3). Joshua did this to assure the eastern tribes of their place among the covenant people of God in the Promised Land. Joshua was given the task of dividing the land west of the Jordan among the remaining nine and a half tribes (13:7). He simply reaffirms the inheritance of the half tribe of Manasseh, of Reuben and of Gad that was east of the Jordan. 

The land allocated east of the Jordan was the land of Sihon, King of Heshbon and Og, King of Bashan. This land extended from the River Arnon, which flows into the Dead Sea half-way down, way up to the Yarmuk River, and the towns of Ashtaroth and Edrei in this valley; which is to the east of the Sea of Galilee. But some Amorites still lived way up in the north; ‘Nevertheless the children of Israel did not drive out the Geshurites or the Maacathites’ (13:13). This sounds an ominous note, and we will hear of more such statements in the Book of Joshua, and especially the Book of Judges. 

Reuben, the firstborn son of Jacob, but the son who slept with his father’s concubine, was given the territory from the Arnon River north, to the top of the Dead Sea and to the town of Heshbon in the eastern hills. The children of Israel had travelled through this region defeating Sihon, King of Heshbon on the way. They camped on the plains opposite Jericho before crossing over the Jordan.  At that time the King of Moab called for Balaam, son of Beor, who was a soothsayer, a man who practiced divination. He paid for Balaam to put a curse on the people of Israel (Num 22). Balaam did not curse Israel, but later seduced Israel into idolatry and sexual immorality at Beth Peor (Num 25, 31:16). He was killed in a revenge attack on the Midianites (Num 31:8). This Balaam is known from extra-Biblical writings. Mention of his name at this time by Joshua would have reminded the Israelites of the sin at Beth Peor. 

Gad was Jacob’s son by Leah’s maidservant. His tribe was given territory north of Heshbon to the Jabbok River, a region similar in size to that given to Reuben. The reference to the Sea of Chinnereth or Galilee in verse 27 may come as a surprise; it seems that a thin sliver of land along the Jordan River, way up to the Sea of Galilee, was part of Gad’s allotment. You may recall that the land of Sihon, King of Heshbon extended up along the Jordan also. 

Manasseh was one of Joseph’s sons. This large tribe was given a huge tract of land on the eastern side of the Jordan, as well as on the western side. Their territory extended from Mahanaim by the Jabbok River all the way up to the Yarmuk Valley, all the land of Og, King of Bashan (13:30). The family of Machir, son of Manasseh, is given special mention in verse 31. Moses gave half of Gilead, including the cities of Ashtaroth and Edrei to Machir after he drove out the Amorites from these places (Num 32:39-40).

And so the great leader who led the children of Israel out of Egypt allotted this region of the Promised Land to two and a half tribes of Israel before he died, and before they crossed over the Jordan. Currid notes that, ‘Seven times in chapter 13 the author declares that Moses is the one who granted this land to the tribes (so)… The legitimacy of their allotment ought never to be called into question!’

3. Levi
‘Only the tribe of Levi was given no inheritance’ (13:14, 33). Levi was the third son of Jacob; Simeon was the second. While Reuben ‘defiled his father’s bed’, Simeon and Levi were ‘instruments of cruelty’ who brought a stench upon Jacob and his family (Gen 49:4-5). They acted with treachery in massacaring all the males in Shechem over the incident with their sister Dinah (Gen 34). Judah became the heir apparent, to receive the blessing of the firstborn. Simeon was given an inheritance within the inheritance of Judah, and Levi was given no inheritance at all as far as land was concerned.

The tribe of Levi was given the ‘sacrifices… made by fire’ (13:14), and then we read, ‘the Lord God of Israel was their inheritance, as He had said to them’ (13:33). Currid writes, ‘The reality is that the tithes and offerings of Israel belong to the Lord, and he gives them to the Levites as part of their inheritance’. This was just as Moses commanded in Deuteronomy 18:1-8. The Levites were priests who ministered to, or served, the people in the name of the Lord. The Levites would live in towns throughout the land, forty-eight in all; towns each having their own common land (Josh 21). The Levite’s sustenance would come from a share of the tithes and offerings made to the Lord.

The Lord himself was Levi’s inheritance. Davis points out that this is how any believing Israelite should have been thinking; that “Yahweh himself was his ‘portion in the land of the living’ (Ps 142:5), indeed his ‘portion forever’ (Ps 73:26).” This is how we, as the new Israel and true Israel of God, should also be thinking. The Lord is our inheritance. Again Davis writes, ‘healthy, grateful faith sees beyond the inheritance to the one who granted it, and is careful never to prize Yahweh’s gift more than Yahweh himself’.  

Caleb followed the Lord wholeheartedly                        Joshua 14
 
On a recent visit to India I was able to catch up with a friend from many years ago. He originally came to India as a Hippie looking for enlightenment. He found enlightenment in the gospel of Jesus Christ, and has been serving the Lord in India since; he is about my age. On this recent visit his young Indian friends commented on how unusual it was to see this man talking to me, a fellow westerner of advanced age! There are not many advanced age westerners in India. It must have been a bit like this in Israel as they entered Canaan. Joshua and Caleb were the only two old men among them; at around eighty-five years old. The rest of the men were not even sixty years old. Any that were twenty years old or more at the time of the rebellion had died in the desert. Joshua was Moses’ deputy and later leader of Israel. We have heard a lot about him but little about Caleb up till now.

1. Canaan allotted
The land east of the Jordan was allotted to two and a half tribes by Moses. Joshua reminded the people of this allotment to the tribes of Reuben, Gad and half of Manasseh before he proceed with the allotment of the land of Canaan. In chapter 13 we read that Joshua was old, and that there was much land yet to be possessed. Still, it was time to ‘divide the land as an inheritance to the nine tribes and half tribe of Manasseh’ (13:7). Chapters 14-19 detail this division of the land of Canaan. These six chapters begin with a special allotment to Caleb and close with an allotment to Joshua. These two men demonstrated faith in God when they first went to spy out Canaan, and they continued as men of faith to the end.  How blessed this nation was to have these two men showing them the way of wholeheartedly following the Lord their God. Tragically not all followed their example, as we will see. 

After seven years of war it was time to settle in the land. The Lord instructed Moses as to how this settlement was to be carried out, and Joshua followed ‘all that the Lord commanded by the hand of Moses’ (14:2). Nine and a half tribes gathered at Gilgal to receive their inheritance. The tribe of Levi was given not inheritance; Joseph was given two, one for each son, making twelve tribes in all that were given a land inheritance. 

The division was by lot (14:2). Eleazar, the son of Aaron, was priest and as such was in charge of the Urim and Thummin, which may have been used in this determination by lot. In this way the determination was from the Lord. This was a legitimate means of discerning God’s will in those days. We do not determine God’s will in this manner today because we have the full revelation of God and have been given the Holy Spirit. We are not told exactly how this lot system worked; it was stipulated that larger tribes receive a larger inheritance (Numb 33:54) and we later read of a land survey being carried out (18:6). Eleazar the priest, Joshua the son of Nun, and representatives from the different tribes came together for this allotment. It was an open and honest process. It was done in accordance with the command given to Moses by the Lord (14:5). This divine apportioning prevented the leaders from showing favouritism to any tribe and the tribes from claiming any injustice. 

2. Caleb 
We first meet Caleb in the Bible when he was appointed to represent the tribe of Judah among the spies sent out from Kadesh Barnea. They went up from the south into the mountains of Canaan. They came to Hebron and saw descendants of Anak or giants living in walled cities. Although the land was full of rich fruit, a land flowing with milk and honey, the spies discouraged the people from going up because of the giants (Num 13). Only Joshua and Caleb gave a good report. Caleb quietened the people and said, ‘Let us go up at once and take possession, for we are well able to overcome it’ (Num 13:30). But the people rebelled and wanted to stone Caleb and Joshua. This rebellion led to divine judgment; all males twenty and above would die in the desert and not get to possess the land, except for Caleb and Joshua. 

Caleb was the son of Jephunneh the Kenizzite (14:6, 14). The Kenizzites were a people group originally from Canaan (Gen 15:19). Just how this family came to be part of Israel, and end up in the tribe of Judah, is unknown. Maybe they went down to Egypt at the same time as Jacob and his family and became incorporated into Judah. Caleb was a faithful follower of the Lord God of Israel. In this account of him receiving his inheritance in the Promised Land we note three points: remembrance, resolve, and reliance on the Lord. 

1a Remembrance
Among the tribal heads who gathered at Gilgal with Eleazar and Joshua was Caleb from the tribe of Judah. Before Joshua started apportioning the land Caleb spoke to him, reminding him of the word that the Lord spoke to Moses forty-five years before at Kadesh Barnea (14:6). We might think a promise made such a long time ago would be forgotten or no longer valid. Can you remember a promise you made or you were given forty-five years ago? For some a marriage vow was made this long ago and some consider this still valid.  Can you think of any other promise made so long ago? 

Caleb remembered a promise given by the Lord all that time ago. He reminded Joshua of when they were sent out from Kadesh Barnea to spy out Canaan. He saw what all of them saw but Caleb did not fear men, even if they were giants. He was a man who feared God and followed the Lord with all his heart. He did not discourage the people but urged them to go up and take the land that God had promised them. We have heard a lot about Joshua and his faithfulness, but do not forget Caleb and his faithfulness. Caleb has been there in Joshua’s shadow for forty-five years. He was there in all the campaigns lead by Joshua to destroy the Canaanites. The war was now over for the nation as a whole, even though much land was still to be taken and occupied.

Caleb remembered God’s promise that wherever his foot trod, that land would be his inheritance, and that of his children forever (14:9). The Lord promised him this because he had ‘wholly followed the Lord’ (14:9, 10). This was not a grab for land; it was taking hold by faith of the promise of God. The promise of God is very precious. Do not forget or think lightly of the inheritance you have in the Lord Jesus Christ. I hope you know of your inheritance and think about it often. Do not be like Esau who for a single meal sold his birthright (Heb 12:16). The apostle Paul knew the preciousness of his inheritance when he wrote, ‘I could wish that I myself were accursed from Christ for my brethren’ (Rom 9:3). He was desperate for his fellow Jews to be saved, and if giving up his inheritance in Christ would achieve this he was almost ready to do this- but only ‘almost’. His inheritance in Christ was more precious than silver or gold or anything in this world, even more precious than the life, life eternal of another person. Yet how often we see Christians, in effect, giving up their inheritance in Christ for a lover, or for the love of money, sport or some other worldly thing. 

Unbelievers treasure the things of this world above everything else. They do not pay heed to the words of Jesus who said, ‘What shall it profit a man if he gain the whole world but lose his own soul’ (Mat 16:26). Some will do anything, even deny Christ, if this will save the life of a loved one or even their own life. But Paul knew that his inheritance in Christ was more precious than anything in this world. For forty-five years Caleb remembered the inheritance the Lord promised him. He fought for his inheritance, and he would continue to fight for it with every bit of resolve and strength the Lord gave him. ‘Fight the good fight of faith, and lay hold on eternal life’ the apostle Paul told Timothy (2Tim 6:12).

2b Resolve
They phrase, ‘wholly followed the Lord my God’ jumps out from the page as we read this chapter. Firstly, it is Caleb’s confession; secondly, it is the word of God through Moses; and thirdly, it is the word of Joshua (14:8, 9, 14, Num 14:24). These words jump out from the page like Caleb jumps out from the bunch of spies that went up into Canaan. Caleb was not swayed by the majority report. The vote was ten to two against going up, but Caleb did not change his report. He was a man who followed the Lord, not worldly opinion. Yes, Joshua was with him and that was encouraging, but he would have stood by his report even if he was alone. It was Caleb who stepped forward to quieten the people and say, ‘Let us go up’ (Num 14:30).

How many today have the courage of Caleb? How many people resolve to follow the Lord and not the crowd?  How many have courage to stand in the Lord, even if this comes at personal cost?  We hear a lot about peer pressure in school. Children are vulnerable but adults also face such pressure to conform to the group, to be a team player and all that. We pray for children as they face such pressure in school, and we prepare them by teaching them the fear of the Lord while they are young. A team I once worked with had a meeting and at the end it was suggested we all put in to buy a lottery ticket. I said I would not be joining in. Another person followed and the whole idea was dropped. 

Even in the church- especially in the church- the minister is under pressure to ‘go with the flow’. Davis writes, ‘So you will not baptise the grand child of a church member because the parents are not believers? … You may seek to follow the Lord completely and at the same time reduce church membership’. It seems I am not alone in upholding the Biblical teaching on baptism. It would be so easy to do what the majority wants and keep the peace, but this was not Caleb’s way. Paul once said, ‘everyone deserted me’, but in the next breath he said, ‘but the Lord stood with men and strengthened me’ (2Tim 4:16-17).

Are you ready to wholeheartedly follow the Lord, even if this means standing alone and suffering in some way? Remember, half-hearted followers of Jesus are not followers at all (James 1:7-8). In the end, it was Caleb who received an inheritance in the Promised Land, not the spies who feared the giants.   

2c. Reliance on God
Caleb was eighty five years old yet as strong as he was when Moses sent him out from Kadesh Barnea (14:11). He was still fighting alongside his fellow octogenarian, Joshua. Caleb must have been a tough character back at Kadesh Barnea and still at this time, ever ready to go and fight giants. But lest we picture him as a muscular fighter, remember David. David went out to fight a giant in the strength of the Lord, and Caleb did the same. 

‘The Lord has kept me alive’ said Caleb (14:10). He went on to say, ‘It may be that the Lord will be with me, and I shall be able to drive them out as the Lord said’ (14:12). Caleb was not expressing doubt, it was just that he was not presuming upon the Lord who acts in his own sovereign purposes. Caleb knew that without the Lord he could nothing; but rather, ‘I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me’ (Phil 4:13). Joshua fought in the strength of the Lord, and so did Caleb. The Lord promised him the land on which he walked forty five years before, and that was the land he was claiming as his inheritance now- the city of Hebron (14:13). Caleb was not guided by majority opinion or by his own feelings. He was guided by the word of God. God promised him this city inhabited by giants and he took God at his word. Just how his taking of this city fits with Joshua’s taking Hebron in his campaign is not clear (10:36, 37); maybe Caleb led that assault or maybe the city was reoccupied. But Caleb went up and drove out the three sons of Anak, namely Sheshai, Ahiman and Talmai (15:14).

In conclusion, we can contrast Caleb with the sons of Joseph who complained that their inheritance was not large enough and that Canaanites with chariots of iron still lived on the plains of Jezreel. Joshua told them go and drive out the Canaanites and to get up into the hills and clear the forest (17:14-18). Caleb is an example of how to possess one’s inheritance; faith in the Lord, not fear of man is the key. ‘Follow the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding’ is another key to inheriting the promise of God.

Settlement west of the Jordan- 1                            Joshua 15, 16, 17

On my wall is an aerial photo of our farm when I was a boy. One ridge is covered with stacks of timber ready for burning after having been bulldozed. My father would later cultivate this land and plant pasture. I feel a bit reticent to show this to people today. ‘Environmental vandalism’ I think it is called today. How the world has changed! My father told of how he once got lost between the front gate and the homestead because of the thick bush. He earned extra money chopping down trees by moonlight. We ran a dairy farm, which would have been difficult to do in a forest! I mention this because when the sons of Joseph complained about their land inheritance Joshua castigated them, telling them to go to the forest country and clear a place for themselves (17:15). Iron tools had become available so there was no excuse, apart from laziness and a liking for complaining. 

The land taken by the Israelites east of the Jordan River had been allotted to two and a half tribes by Moses. After three major battles over some seven years of war, Joshua had conquered most of Canaan and was ready to allocate this territory to the remaining nine and a half tribes of Israel; the two sons of Joseph got allocations, while Levi got none. This allocation was carried out at the Gilgal camp, in the first instance. The tribe of Judah was first off the rank, but before this a special allocation was made to the leader of Judah, Caleb. Caleb remembered God’s promise to him and was eager to take hold of his inheritance. That was in chapter 14. Here in chapter 15 we read that Caleb went up and drove out the giants from Hebron. His faith and action, or faith in action, is portrayed as exemplary for the rest of Israel; and for you who have a promised inheritance in Jesus Christ.

1. Judah
Currid writes, ‘In chapter 15 the biblical author adoringly traces the boundaries of the land assigned to the tribe of Judah, and affectionately lists many towns within its borders’.  We may not get so excited today reading about borders, towns and villages in ancient Israel, but remember the Israelites would have been keenly interested in finding out their inheritance. How keen they were to work and fight to occupy their inheritance is another matter, as we will see. 

In reading the inspired and infallible holy Bible we do not skip over any passages. Some passages teach us more than others but all teach us something. Even as we read lists of towns we come across ‘hidden’ texts; like 16:65- ‘Judah did not drive the Jebusites out of Jerusalem’, and 16:10, again recording a failure to drive the Canaanites out of Gezer. Furthermore, the distribution of land between Judah and the sons of Joseph had implications in the civil war and division of Israel after the death of King Solomon.

Judah was the fourth eldest son of Jacob but came to inherit the birthright, as declared by Jacob (Gen 49). Reuben, the eldest, slept with his father’s concubine, while Simeon and Levi, the second and third eldest, killed all the men of Shechem in an act of treachery. Reuben received an inheritance on the eastern side, Levi got no land inheritance, and Simeon would be given a place within Judah. Judah would be blessed with the largest inheritance of all, all the southern portion of Canaan. Judah was also the largest tribe according to the census in Number 26. 

Judah would not only be blessed with the largest portion of land, but also with leadership in the nation. ‘Yours father’s children shall bow down to you. The sceptre shall not depart from Judah… until Shiloh (Messiah?) comes’ (Gen 49:8, 10). King David came from the tribe of Judah and he was promised that his kingdom would be for ever. The Lion of the tribe of Judah (Rev 5:3), the Messiah of God, would come from this line.

Judah’s territory was determined by a divinely-ordered process of drawing lots. Their territory extended in a broad arc across the south, from the southern end of the Dead Sea, south past Kadesh Barnea and up to the Brook of Egypt where it enters the Mediterranean just south of Gaza. The eastern border was the Dead Sea and the western border the Mediterranean Sea. The northern border of Judah extended west from the mouth of the Jordan, past Jerusalem and down thorough Beth Shemesh and Timnah to the sea. 

It is good to look at a map of Palestine in the time of the OT. Some of these places still exist today, or are known from historical and archaeological records- but others we cannot locate with any certainty. Joshua goes on to list lots of cities in Judah’s inheritance; cities in the southern desert, in the eastern desert, in the western lowlands (Shephelah), and in the central hills- four districts and over one hundred cities. We will not try to locate all these cities because we cannot so, but some are familiar to us. ‘This catalogue of cities gives a concrete expression to the fulfilment of God’s promises regarding the land’. The inheritance of Judah and all the tribes was real in place and time. Biblical history is real history, not stories dreamed up by Jews or Christians to support their religion. This is not mythology that you find in other religions; like the Dreamtime, or Krishna stories. As ancient as those stories might be they are not real in time or place. 

The record of Judah’s borders and towns ends with a note regarding Jerusalem; ‘The children of Judah could not drive them out; but the Jebusites dwell with the children of Judah at Jerusalem to this day’ (15:63). This is in stark contrast to the success that Caleb had in driving the Anakites out of Hebron. When Caleb was given his inheritance he went up in the strength of the Lord and drove out the three sons of Anak (15:14). In his zeal he went on to the town of Debir, in the hills about 13km south of Hebron. 

Caleb issued a challenge to the young men with him- the one who took Debir would get the hand of his daughter in marriage. We are not told that she was beautiful, but one young man must have thought so- or maybe he was just ready for the challenge. Othniel, Caleb’s nephew, took the challenge seriously; he went up and took Debir and received Achsah’s hand in marriage (15:17). She was an astute young woman. She saw that Debir had no secure water supply. When she asked her father for a  blessing or wedding gift she asked for the upper and lower springs or wells not far from the city to be included in her dowry (15:19). Othniel proved to be a good fighter like his uncle; he later becomes a deliverer and judge in Israel (Judge 3:7-11). 

2. Joseph
The next lot ‘went out’ or ‘fell to the children of Joseph’ (16:1). Joseph was Jacob’s favourite son, his firstborn with Rachel. There was one lot for two tribes, or rather one and a half tribes. Manasseh was the eldest son of Joseph but Ephraim was given the blessing by Jacob (Gen 48), so Ephraim was given its allotment first, as detailed in chapters 16 and 17. The southern border of Ephraim and Manasseh was just north of the northern border of Judah; Benjamin would later be squeezed into the narrow strip between the large tribes. The border went from Jericho up to Bethel, to Beth Horon and Gezer and then the sea (16:1-3).  

Ephraim received a strip across the north-central part of the land from the Jordan to the sea, extending up to Michmethath a place south east of Shechem. Actually the border with Manasseh is far from precise. Coleson writes, ‘Tribal boundaries were not always rigid and impenetrable. Neighbouring tribes could be neighbourly’. In this way we might explain how Ephraimite cities were located in the territory of Manasseh (16:9). Cities within Ephraim and Manasseh are not listed as they were with Judah, a further indication of the pre-eminence of Judah. 

Manasseh received the largest allotment after Judah- when the allotment east of the Jordan is included. They were given a broad tract of land from the Mediterranean across to the Jordan and on towards the desert in the east. Machir, the firstborn of Manasseh, was given the eastern portion when he took the cities in Gilead and Bashan (17:1). The rest of Manasseh’s sons got land west of the Jordan, extending from the border of Ephraim to the north beyond the Jezreel valley- its border with Asher in the northwest to Issachar in the northeast, including the towns Jezreel and Beth Shean (17:10-11).  

Three matters of note occurred in the allotment to Ephraim and Manasseh. Firstly, an allotment was given to the five daughters of Zelophehad, along with the remaining five sons of Manasseh (17:3, Num 27, 36). Like Caleb’s inheritance, this was in fulfilment of a promise given by Moses. It appears Hepher had only one son, Zelophehad, who in turn had only daughters. These daughters went to Moses and Eleazar asking for an inheritance. Moses consulted the Lord and was told by the Lord to give these women an inheritance (Num 27:5-7).  And so it became law in Israel that daughters could inherit when there was no son. Joshua and Eleazar honoured this ruling from the Lord through Moses and allocated land to the daughters of Zelophehad. A town to the east of Samaria was named Tirzah after one of these daughters. 

Secondly, the children of Manasseh could not drive out the Canaanites still dwelling in some of the cities they inherited (17:12). The Canaanites were determined to dwell in the land. The Israelites, it seems, were not so determined to remove them! Israel did grow strong but made the Canaanites into slaves instead of utterly driving them out (17:13). 

Thirdly, the children of Joseph went to Joshua to complain (17:14-18). They complained of getting only one lot, instead of two or one and a half presumably. But look at the huge tract of land they were given- and they could not even take full possession of this land anyway. Joshua would not have been pleased with such questioning of the allotments given by divine determination; the system of lots ‘as the Lord had commanded by the hand of Moses’ (14:2). This complaint, as it turned out, was a cover for their fear of the enemy and laziness in regards to clearing the land. Lazy people tend to be complainers. The wisdom of Proverbs has a lot to say about the lazy person- for example: ‘Go to the ant you sluggard! Consider her ways and be wise’ (Prov 6:6).  

In a somewhat mocking tone Joshua said, ‘If you are a great/numerous tribe then go up to  the forest country and clear a place for yourself’ (17:15). They had the equipment in the new age of iron tools. Their enemies were making chariots of iron!  Their reply to Joshua revealed the other problem, that of fear. The Canaanites in the valley had chariots of iron (17:16). But they had gone with Joshua and destroyed the horses and chariots of Jabin, King of Hazor. If they trusted in the Lord, like Joshua and Caleb, they would go and destroy the enemy, be they giants, men with chariots, or whoever they were. Joshua assured the house of Joseph they would have to live within the territory allotted to them. He told them to go up and clear the forests and settle there, and go down to the valley and drive out the Canaanites (17:18). They could do so in the strength of the Lord. Currid concludes, ‘The timidity of the Ephraimites, in particular, becomes proverbial in later Israelite history (Ps 78:9-10)’.   

Let us not complain about the lot the Lord casts into our lap; let us learn contentment. Godliness with contentment is great gain’ (1Tim 6:6). Some people are always complaining; about their job, their family, their health, their church, or the weather. God’s people should not be complainers but should be rejoicing in the Lord and saying, ‘I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me’. The children of Joseph should have been rejoicing in their God-given inheritance, not complaining. Be careful not to complain at the gifts you have received from the Lord, especially not your eternal inheritance in Jesus Christ our Lord. 

Settlement west of the Jordan- 2                                 Joshua 18, 19
 
We often speak of being in our comfort zone or out of our comfort zone. We do not like big changes in life. Yet changes often come upon us such that we are forced out of our comfort zone. For some people, moving to a new house or a new city puts them outside their comfort zone. For others, getting a job and having to work puts them outside their comfort zone if they have become accustomed to living on welfare. 

Forty years of living in the desert was a tough life for the Israelites, but in some ways it was like living on welfare. They became dependent on Moses and Joshua telling them what to do- despite the occasional rebellion. They went out to fight in Joshua’s army, but when the time came to occupy their inheritance and work the land they were reluctant to move out. War as a nation was over but some still had to fight the remnant Canaanites who refused to budge from their cities. 

Joshua was old; it was time to settle in the land. On the western side of the Jordan River, Judah and the sons of Joseph had been allocated their territory; this was done while they were still camped at Gilgal. Seven tribes were still to be given their inheritance. This allotment was carried out after they shifted camp to Shiloh. Our five points from chapters 18 and 19 will be, Shiloh, slack, survey, seven tribes, and city of Joshua. 
 
1. Shiloh  
After crossing the Jordan, Joshua set up camp at Gilgal, a place on the plain near Jericho. This was the centre of operations while he led Israel in holy war to conquer the land of Canaan. It was a tent city, just like they lived in during the wilderness years. They were still in this place after seven years, and from here the three larger tribes, Judah, Ephraim and Manasseh, were assigned their land by lot. ‘Their inheritance was by lot as the Lord had commanded by the hand of Moses’ (14:2).

After this they moved their base camp to Shiloh in the hills of Ephraim (18:1). Shiloh was about half-way along the road between Bethel and Shechem and just to the east of this road. If the larger tribes had moved out to their inheritance the camp would now be smaller. But it was still important as the place housing the Ark of the Covenant. Shiloh continued to house the Ark until the time of Samuel. Samuel’s father was an Ephraimite who went up annually to ‘worship and sacrifice to the Lord of hosts at Shiloh’ (1Sam1:3). All the tribes went up to worship the Lord at Shiloh in those days. They were not to worship at any local shrines, especially not places the Canaanites had used.

2. Slack
Joshua said to the children of Israel, ‘How long will you neglect to go up and possess the land which the Lord God of your fathers has given you?’ (18:3). Caleb was eager to move off and take his inheritance but the others did not share his eagerness. They were hanging back in the camp. Maybe they heard that the children of Judah could not drive out the Jebusites, and the remnant of Canaanites were determined to stay put (15:63, 17:12). Maybe they were comfortable in the camp at Gilgal and then at Shiloh. Whatever the reason, Joshua told them to go and possess their inheritance. If they waited the opportunity might well slip away.

We are told in the Bible, ‘Now is the day of salvation’ (2Cor 6:2). When Jesus passed through Jericho on his way to Jerusalem, blind Bartimaeus cried out, ‘Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me’ (Luke 18:38). The crowd told him to be quiet but he kept calling out. As it turned out, this was the last time Jesus was in Jericho. Too many people put off responding to the gospel of Jesus Christ. Some do not respond because they think they are okay. They do not realise that they are blind, and that only Jesus can open their eyes to the truth. How tragic it is when men and women fail to see their sin, their filth, and their wretchedness before Almighty God, and fail to understand that God will judge them because of their sin. 

Others do not respond to the gospel because it demands they repent of their sin and believe in Jesus. Some think that growing up in a Christian family, or in a Christian country, means they are saved. People can get the wrong idea about living in a Christian country. Being surrounded by Christians they might think they are Christians. But the default condition for every human being, no matter who your parents are, or what your background, is lost. You are born lost. You have no inheritance in Christ until you repent and believe the gospel. You have no inheritance in Christ until you make a move. 

You have heard of the wonderful blessings promised by Jesus Christ, but there are not yours until you, by faith, step forward to take them. Jesus said, ‘In my Father’s house are many rooms… I go to prepare a place for you’ (John 14:2); but do not think you will somehow drift into heaven, or fall into this room when you die. Jesus spoke to you who believe in God to believe in Him also. Jesus died on the cross bearing your sin and rose from the dead for your justification. Is this what you believe- positively?

3. Survey
After rebuking the children of Israel for not going out to possess the land which God had given them, Joshua directed them to go and survey the land, and then come back to him (18:4). Was a survey necessary, or was it a case of reassuring them of the land that was there for the taking- more like spies than surveyors? Note that they were not attacked by Canaanites but returned safely from their survey. Whatever the reason, it was a real survey. They were to pick three men from each of the seven remaining tribes and Joshua would send them through the land to survey it (18:4, 8). They recorded each city and then divided the remaining land into seven parts. They wrote the details of this survey in a book or scroll for Joshua to read. Clearly writing in books or scrolls was taking place at this time (fourteenth century BC) - history was not just oral history, as some scholars try to tell us. 

4. Seven tribes
With each successive step in occupying the Promised Land, Joshua was careful to remind the people of the previous allocations, especially those east of the Jordan to Reuben, Gad and half of Manasseh. Moses, the servant of the Lord, made those allocations (18:7). After those allotments, Judah was allocated their land in the south, and the house of Joseph in the north (18:5). That was five tribes- seven tribes remained because Levi had no land inheritance. When the surveyors returned to the camp at Shiloh, Joshua cast lots before the Lord, dividing the remaining land between these seven tribes- as he twice said he would, emphasising that these lots were cast ‘before the Lord’ (18:6,8,10). 

Benjamin, the youngest of all Jacob’s sons was first off the rank in this final division (18:11-28). Their allotment is described in more detail than the others; twenty-six cites, including Jericho, Bethel, Gibeon and Jerusalem. Benjamin was given a small but strategic allotment between Judah and Ephraim. It was a narrow strip of land between these two larger tribes. This strip extended from the Jordan to the western foothills- not all the way to the Mediterranean Sea. 

The second lot came out for Simeon (19:1). Simeon’s allotment was way down south in Judah. The towns of Beersheba and Ziklag are mentioned. Joshua writes that Simeon was included in Judah because Judah’s allotment was too large for them (19:9). But it was also true that Simeon was not given a proper allotment because of what he and his brother Levi did in massacaring the men of Shechem. When Jacob blessed his sons he said that Simeon and Levi would be scattered in Israel (Gen 49:5-7).

Zebulun and Issachar, the last two sons of Jacob’s wife Leah, were allotted small but fertile lands to the north. Zebulun occupied land in the hills of lower Galilee and onto the plain of Jezreel. It was surrounded by Asher, Naphtali, Issachar and Manasseh. Its twelve cities included Shimron and Rimmon. Although the smallest of the tribes and allotments, it was in this territory that Jesus grew up - in the town of Nazareth. Isaiah prophesied the land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, in Galilee of the Gentiles, as the land in which light would shine (Isa 9:1-2). Issachar was given a small region also, a region extending from Zebulun down to the Jordan below the Sea of Galilee. It was a centre of Canaanite strength, so this small tribe had trouble getting a foothold. 

Asher, the son of Leah’s maid, got the coastal strip from Mt Carmel way up to Sidon- not that Israel ever occupied this most northern region. Naphtali was the son of Bilhah, Rachel’s maid, as was Dan, who received the next allotment. Naphtali extended from the hills east of Asher to the Jordan and from the border of Zebulun and Issachar in the south to the Litani River in the north. This is the land in which Jesus walked for most of his ministry- note again the prophecy of Isaiah. 

The last of the allotments given at Shiloh went to Dan. Their territory was not in the north- at least not initially. They were allotted land to the west of Benjamin- a coastal strip between Judah and Joseph, including the towns of Ekron and Timnah in the south, up to Joppa, and to Rimmon on the Yarkon River. This region proved difficult to occupy, despite the efforts of Samson (see Judges 18), so the Danites went way up north to take Leshem or Laish, which they renamed Dan (19:47).

5. City of Joshua
Joshua, the aged leader of the children of Israel, was the last to receive his inheritance. We often see a leader taking the best land and the biggest house for himself, but not Joshua. Joshua was from the tribe of Ephraim but, like Caleb, was promised a special inheritance by the Lord when they brought back a good report to Moses at Kadesh Barnea (14:6). Caleb was given the first inheritance, setting an example to the other tribal leaders of how they should go up and possess their inheritance. Joshua comes at the end, wrapping up, as it were, a job completed according to the command of the Lord through his servant Moses. Joshua was told at the outset to observe all the law that ‘Moses my servant commanded you’ (1:7). Joshua faithfully carried out the command of the Lord. He saw the Lord’s promises to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob fulfilled in every detail. He could go and build a retirement home for himself, as someone said- although he still had some other tasks to do before retiring. 

Joshua, Eleazar the priest, and the heads of the tribes finished the allotment of land to the tribes. They would move out to occupy their inheritance. Joshua, according to the word of God, and by his own choice, would move to build, or rebuild, the city of Timnath Serah in the mountains of Ephraim, 24km west of Shiloh. Joshua delighted himself in the Lord and the Lord gave him the desire of his heart - his own place in the land of God’s promise.  

Cities of refuge                                                                 Joshua 20
 
On one of my motorcycle trips through India I accidently ran into a cyclist- on my previous trip it was a cow! This cyclist turned right, into his village, without indicating or looking. No one was hurt but his cycle was damaged. He started demanding money to fix his cycle. I refused saying it was his fault. Villagers starting gathering around, coming from their fields carrying their tools. Seeing this, and realising we were in a very isolated place, my pillion suggested we give him some money and get out of this place as quickly as possible. If you are involved in a road accident in India you do not hang around to argue the point. I have seen bus drivers and truck drivers jump from their seats and run for their lives before an angry crowd gathers. They will flee to a police station if possible. I friend of mine was actually killed in this manner. 

In ancient Israel the nearest male relative of a victim had the right and responsibility to avenge the murder of such a person. He was called, ‘the avenger of blood’ or ‘go’el’ in Hebrew (20:3). The shedding of innocent blood had to be avenged, but his could easily get out of hand and lead to tit-for-tat killings. Justice was not left entirely in the hands of the victim’s relatives. The elders of the city would sit in court at the city gate. In fact it was a congregation of people that made the final judgment (20:6). 

Special cites called ‘cities of refuge’ were set up in the land. A person who killed someone accidently could flee to one of these cities to escape the avenger of blood. After dividing the land among the twelve tribes of Israel and receiving a city for himself, Joshua was left with the task of setting up these special cities, as well as cities for the Levites who got no land inheritance (chapter 21). The cities of refuge doubled as Levitical cites; there were forty-eight of the former and six of the latter. Today we will look at these cities of refuge under four headings: slayer, city of refuge, stranger, safe in Christ.

1. Slayer
God made man in his own image- ‘in the image of God he created him, male and female he create them’ (Gen 1:27). God did not make anything else in his image. Animals are not made in the image of God. The fool says that man is just an animal. On the one hand this fool, including the sophisticated, modern man, says he is like God, and on the other hand he says he is just an animal. Where is the logic in such thinking? The fool says in his heart, ‘there is no God’ (Ps 14:1). All human beings are made in the image of God. God breathes into each one the breath of life- just as he takes away that life. Every life is special or sacred to God. 

When Cain murdered Abel, God said to him, ’your brother’s blood cries out to me from the ground’ (Gen 4:10). In the new world after the Flood, God said to Noah, ‘whoever sheds man’s blood, by man shall his blood be shed, for in the image of God He made man’ (Gen 9:6). Number six of the commandments God gave through Moses states, ‘You shall not murder’. Premeditated killing was punished by death; ‘He who strikes a man so that he dies shall surely be put to death’ (Exod 21:12-14). Moses spoke of a deliberate homicide as involving a prepared instrument, having a clear intent and a clear motive. Jesus did not abolish the commandments, nor the penalty stipulated for shedding innocent blood. 

Accidental or unintentional killing of another person is a different matter. The Bible speaks of the manslayer, or what we call manslaughter (20:2, Num 35:11). A friend of mine crashed her car killing her husband. A person who accidentally kills another person is not guilty of murder but of manslaughter. Any killing of a person is serious, but in the case of manslaughter the life of the perpetrator is not required. In Israel the manslayer could flee to a city of refuge and remain safe in this city. Yet they were not free to leave this city until the death of the current high priest- an interesting detail we will come to shortly. 

The shedding of innocent blood defiles the land, the land in which the Lord dwells (Num 35:34). In our society the state has the role of avenging the blood of a murder victim, but the state does not have the right to change God’s law. Schaeffer writers, ‘Because God exists and because he has a character, we live in a true moral universe. Murder breaks the law of the universe. This means that the murderer has true moral guilt before God- something our modern generation knows nothing or little about- and this guilt must be taken seriously’. We might note that there is no mention of age, gender or mental incapacity as reasons for not avenging the blood of a victim. The focus is upon the blood that is shed, not the rehabilitation of the murderer.

2. Cities of refuge
The Lord told Moses to set apart six cities of refuge in the Promised Land (Num 35:9-15). The Lord told Joshua to carry out this command as soon as the tribal allocation of land was complete (20:1-2). A person who accidently killed someone could flee to one of these cities to escape the avenger of blood. They were not escaping justice because if they were guilty of premeditated murder they would be handed over to the relative seeking revenge, and put to death. The manslayer would come to the gate of the city of refuge and state his case before the elders. They would give him protection within the city. But this was not the end of the matter. The ‘congregation’ of that city would hear the case, presumably after calling witnesses, and decide if he was guilty of murder or not. If he was guilty he would be handed over to the avenger, but if not he would be protected while ever he stayed in the city of refuge (20:6). If he ventured out of the city he would no longer have protection (Num 35:26-28). It was not until the death of the high priest that the manslayer was free to return home, and the avenger of blood was released from his obligation of vengeance (20:6, Num 35:28). 

How are we to understand this condition for returning home?  Currid writes, “It seems that the death of the high priest is a type of ransom in which his death atones for the ‘bloodshed and satisfies claims for justice”’. There could be no monetary ransom- it had to be blood. In the case of murder it was the blood of the murderer, but in the case of manslaughter it seems the death/blood of the high priest provided satisfaction- or expiation (Num 35:31-34). Can we draw parallels with our great High Priest, Jesus Christ? Schaeffer and others think we can- we will look at this matter in our final point, ‘safe in Christ’.

Joshua, or the children of Israel, appointed Kedesh in Galilee, Shechem, and Hebron as cities of refuge on the west side of the Jordan; and Bezer, Ramoth Gilead and Golan in Bashan on the eastern side. If you can find these cities in a Bible atlas you will see that they are more-or-less evenly spaced from north to south each side of the River. The three cities in Canaan were linked by a road through the hills of Judah, Ephraim and Manasseh and on up the Jordan valley (Deut 19:3). Schaeffer writes of these roads as highways with huge signs pointing to the nearest city of refuge. He writes that most places in the land were no further than a day’s journey from a city of refuge. A man fleeing to one of these cities was doing so to save his life. He needed clear signs and a clear way. Of further note is the fact that the gates of these cities were never locked; a man could be killed while standing outside knocking. It used to be that the doors of a church were never locked.  

3. Strangers
These cities of refuge were for strangers (Hebrew- ger) residing in the land, not just the children of Israel (20:9). A ‘stranger’ was an alien who lived and worked among native Israelites. There were no second class citizens in Israel, unlike in the surrounding nations. Every person in the land had access to the legal provision of cities of refuge. A stranger was subject to the laws of the society, such as Sabbath laws (Exod 20:10), but at the same time was given protection under the law of Israel. 

As slaves in Egypt the Israelites were given no rights. They could be killed at will by Egyptians. They knew what it was like to be strangers in a foreign land, so they were not to treat strangers in their land badly. Indeed, they had a commandment, ‘you shall love your neighbour as yourself’. God himself shows mercy to the stranger and foreigner. His mercy extended to Rahab. The Gibeonites were incorporated into Israel, albeit as slaves, but they still had rights- Joshua had to protect them. 

The gospel of Jesus Christ is to be preached in all nations because people from all nations will be in the kingdom of God. Davis writes, “Here, already in Joshua, we meet the God who will delight to ‘bring near those who are far off by the blood of the Messiah’ (Eph 2:13).’ No one is in the kingdom of God by right of birth. We are all strangers, those who were far off and brought near by the blood of Christ. 

4. Safe in Christ
‘God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble’ (Ps 46:1). “I will say of the Lord, ‘He is my refuge and my fortress’” (Ps 91:2). The picture of God as our refuge is a major theme in the Psalms. But these were not written in the time of Joshua. Nevertheless, Moses said, ‘The eternal God is your refuge, and underneath are the everlasting arms’ (Deut 33:27). In the NT we read, ‘We have a strong consolation, who have fled for refuge to lay hold of the hope set before us’ (Heb 6:18). 

As we have indicated, these cities of refuge in ancient Israel have parallels in Christ our Saviour. We noted how the death of the high priest provided expiation for the blood shed by the manslayer. He was not required to die or give his own blood for accidentally killing a man, but blood was still required. The death of the high priest satisfied this requirement for blood, that the land not be defiled. Jesus Christ of Nazareth is the great High Priest, the one who gave his own blood for the forgiveness of our sin. In our sin we stand guilty before God; even if we have not broken the sixth commandment we have broken many others. The penalty for sin is death, but God set forth his only begotten Son to be the propitiation by His blood for our sin (Rom 3:25).
The cities of refuge are a picture of salvation in Jesus Christ. Sinners must flee to Christ in order to be saved. Just as the cities of refuge were strategically located, allowing a manslayer quick and easy access, so in Christ we have quick and easy access to salvation. We do not have to go searching in the dark, as it were, or exhausting ourselves through the philosophes of men and man’s religions. Paul told the people of Athens, ‘He is not far from each one of us’ (Acts 17:27). Jesus has in fact come to us. He has come down into our world to seek and to save the lost. Jesus says, ‘Come to me all you who are weary and burdened’. In him we find refuge; in him we find hope, the hope of life, life eternal. 

Have you fled to Christ and found refuge in him? If not, you can do so at any time. The door is always open. But you need to do so now. The avenger of blood is near at hand. Schaeffer writes, ‘Many times I have stood by the deathbed and seen men believe in the last moment of life’. But we dare not leave it to the last moment to flee to Christ for refuge. Today you can enjoy a place of security and sufficiency in Jesus Christ.

Cities for the Levites                                                  Joshua 21
 
As you travel through regional NSW you may come across a sign that reads ‘TSR’. TSR stands for Travelling Stock Route. Hundreds of thousands of hectares were set aside as common land for graziers to use when droving their stock. This crown land still exists and is used during times of drought to feed stock- the ‘long paddock’ as it is called. Common lands are still found in England. They were called this because they were owned by the community and used mainly for grazing livestock. Some such land was associated with large estates, which set aside land for tenant farmers to use. This was the origin of ‘crofts’ in Scotland.  

Land is a precious resource. A man was given land in order to grow food for his family. In Canaan the tribes were allocated their region and then individual families we given their own tract of land for farming- except for the Levites. From the beginning of the land distribution, Joshua reminded the people that no land inheritance would be given to the Levites; ‘the Lord God of Israel was their inheritance’ (13:14, 33). 

Levi, along with his brother Simeon, led in the massacre of the men of Shechem, making their father Jacob a stench among the local people. Jacob’s last word to these two sons was, ‘I will divide them in Jacob, and scatter them in Israel’ (Gen 49:7). Simeon, as we have seen, was given an inheritance within Judah (19:1). Eventually they were incorporated into Judah, which was a blessing in some ways because Judah was the most blessed of the tribes. Levi was not given a land inheritance but was given cities to live in, as commanded by Moses on the plains of Moab (Num 35:1-2). They were given forty eight cities in total, as detailed in this chapter. We will not go into all the detail but will focus on three points: command, calling, and the complete faithfulness of the Lord to his promises. 

1. Command
The camp of Israel had moved from Gilgal to Shiloh. In this camp the tabernacle was set up to house the Ark of the Covenant. It was the Levites job to do this work and to minister at the tabernacle. Aaron was a Levite and his descendants were the priests. His son, Eleazar, was priest in the time of Joshua. Eleazar assisted Joshua in the casting of lots before the Lord to determine the tribal allotments. When all the tribes had been given their allotments, and the six cities of refuge had been nominated, the heads of the Levites came to Joshua and Eleazar, and the tribal heads. They came to remind them of the Lord’s command through Moses concerning the Levites. Like Caleb, they took the Lord’s promise seriously. They were not promised land, but they were promised cities. ‘The Lord commanded through Moses to give us cities to dwell in, with their common-lands for our livestock’ (21:2). Every man needs a house for his family, even if he has no land to farm. 

This common land was for the Levites to graze their livestock. It was a belt almost one kilometre wide around the Levite city. Beyond this was private faming land (21:12). The Levites received an allowance from the tithes of the people; they could keep animals to supplement this allowance. In India many people who had no land kept animals. Sheep, goats and cows would be taken out to roadsides and wastelands to graze each day, or grass was cut from these areas and taken to the animals. Milk from the cows was a valuable food, while goats could be slaughtered or sold. In years gone by Christian ministers were given a manse to live in and a small area of land to farm, called a ‘glebe’. 

The Levites would live in cities scattered among all the tribes, according to the prophecy of their father Jacob. But the Lord would bring blessing out of this curse. Currid writes, “There is a positive aspect to the wide dispersal of the Levitical cites: one of the primary tasks of the Levitical priesthood is defined in Leviticus 10:11: ‘to teach the people of Israel all the statutes that the Lord has spoken to them by Moses’. By being dispersed throughout the entire Israelite territory, the Levites are then able to minister to all Israel.” God is powerful to bless; he is able to bring good out of evil. God works all things together for good for those who love him and are called according to his purpose’ (Rom 8:28). 

2. Calling as priests and teachers
Calvin says the Levites were like ‘guardians in every district to retain the people in the pure worship of God’. This is the reason they were scattered throughout the nation, and why Joshua names the Levitical cities; the people would know where to go for instruction in the law. The cities of refuge were there for the manslayer that he might get justice; six cities evenly spaced around the land (chapter 20). These cities doubled as Levitical cities, as noted here in chapter 21: Hebron, Shechem, Golan in Bashan, Kedesh, Ramoth Gilead (21:13,21, 27,32,38)- Bezer for some reason is not so classified (21:36). 

The priests and Levites were called by God to minister at the altar and teach the Law (Deut 33:10). All the sons of Levi were Levites but not all were priests; only the sons of Aaron were priests. Levi had three sons, Gershon, Kohath, and Merari (Gen 46:11). The first lot came to Kohath. Kohath was the father of Amram, the father of Moses and Aaron. So the children of Aaron the priest received their allotted cities also (21:4). They got thirteen cites in Judah and Benjamin. These cities were close to the temple when it was built in Jerusalem. The rest of Kohath got cities in Ephraim, Manasseh and Dan (21:5). 

Next came Gershon; they were given cities further north among the tribes in the region of Galilee (21:6). Finally came Merari, a smaller family with just twelve cities scattered in the Transjordan and in Zebulun (21:7). These Levite families were given a total of forty eight cities. They must have shared these cities with the other tribes because Hebron was the city given to Caleb. Caleb got the fields further out from the common land (21:12). So the Levites went to settle in these cities ‘within the possession of the children of Israel’ (21:41). Each of the cities had its common land, but still the Levites had no land inheritance. ‘The Lord God of Israel was their inheritance’ (13:33). 

The Levites were like sojourners in the land. In this sense they were a reminder to the people that their true inheritance was also in the Lord. God gave them land to live on but the title of this land belonged to the Lord. The people were not allowed to buy and sell this land- although they could buy and sell houses in the cities. Farm land was family land.  

When we turn to the NT were find that priests were still ministering in the temple. Zacharias, the father of John the Baptist was the priest serving in the house of the Lord. He was from the hills of Judah, maybe Hebron. In the church there are no priests. Jesus appointed apostles, and later elders were appointed in all the churches. Paul was called to be an apostle and preacher of the gospel. He was separated or set apart for this purpose (Rom 1:1). 

Those who preach the gospel should live from the gospel, according to the command of the Lord. Paul drew on the principle of the Levites who received their portion of the offering made at the altar (1Cor 9:13, 14). He refers to the Law of Moses saying, ‘you shall not muzzle the ox while it treads out the grain’ (1Cor 9:9). Yet there are churches that give their ministers barely enough to keep their family. They go by the saying, ’Lord, you keep him humble, and we will keep him poor’. It is a blight on the church when their minister has to beg. Not only minsters but also missionaries can be treated shamefully. Sending missionaries used tea bags may be just be a proverb, but sometimes it is close to the truth. A rich church told a missionary they would send him the proceeds of the stamps they collected and sold! 

The Lord set apart the Levites to minister at the altar and teach the Scriptures. Ezra was a Levitical priest who brought the law before the assembly of men and women so all could hear with understanding (Neh 8:2). ‘How shall hear without a preacher? And how shall they preach unless they are sent?’ (Rom 10:14, 15). The church needs men who know and love the Scriptures, men who are qualified to teach others (2Tim 2:2). But these men must be provided for, along with their families, and not be reduced to begging for every dollar. 

3. Completely faithful
The chapter closes with a solemn reminder that it was the Lord who gave Israel the land that they were settling in. This conclusion covers all the previous chapters about the dividing of the land between the tribes of Israel. The Lord promised this land to their fathers, to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. That was over six hundred years before (Gen 15:18). When the Lord promises something he delivers on that promise. God is eternal and unchanging. He is the same, yesterday, today, and forever. Do you find comfort in this truth? We live in a fast changing world. We live in a world where political promises mean nothing, business promises mean nothing and even personal promises mean nothing. Marriage vows mean nothing to many people. But the Lord keeps his promises, his promise to bless and his promises to curse or judge. 

What did the Lord promise Abraham? In the first place it was land: ‘To your descendants I have given this land’ (Gen 15:18). His descendants were now in the land, even though they had not yet fully occupied it. Some Canaanites remained in the land but there was no nation as such to challenge their possession of the land. The Lord gave them the land and, in the second place, ‘the Lord gave them rest all around, according to all he had sworn to their fathers’ (21:44). The Lord promised Joshua, ‘No man shall be able to stand against you all the days of your life’ (1:5). And so it was that ‘not a man of all their enemies stood against them; the Lord delivered all their enemies into their hand’ (21:44).

Going back to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the Bible says, ‘they desire a better, that is a heavenly country… He has prepared a city for them’ (Heb 11:16). It also says that believers in Jesus are born again ‘to an inheritance incorruptible and undefiled, that does not fade away, reserved in heaven for you’ (1Peter 1:4). Most of the cities listed here in this chapter no longer exist. We cannot even locate their remains. So it will be with the cities and homes we live into today. They look so beautiful and are so comfortable today but one day they will be swept away. I hope this does not unsettle you! It won’t if you remember that in Jesus Christ you have a home in heaven. 

Even this land will pass away one day. Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will by no means pass away’ said Jesus (Mat 24:35). ‘Not a word failed of any good thing which the Lord had spoken to the house of Israel. All came to pass’ (21:45). Do you find these words encouraging?  Remember, when you hear the words of Jesus the Son of God, that none of his words will fail to be fulfilled. Jesus is our true inheritance; and our true rest is found in Him. In the words of a beautiful chorus 
‘Turn your eyes upon Jesus
 Look full in his wonderful face
And the things of earth will grow strangely dim
In the light of his glory and grace’.              

Eastern tribes return home                                Joshua 22:1-10
 
After an evangelistic camp various workers were being thanked for what they had done. One man, who had done a lot of the organising, did not want to be thanked or praised in any way. He said that if he received the praise of men he would not receive the praise of God. Did he have a point? Certainly we should not be looking for the praise of people for things we do in ministry in the church. Jesus said, ‘when you do a charitable deed, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing’ (Mat 6:3). Sometimes we do go overboard in praising people for their work or their giving to the church. Nevertheless, there is a place for commending those who faithfully serve the Lord within the body of Christ. We can be too ready to condemn a brother or sister rather than commend them. Joshua commended the soldiers from the eastern tribes for staying with him in battle, before he sent them back to their homes. He commended them before commanding them to, ‘love the Lord your God, to walk in all his ways, to hold fast to him and serve him with all your heart and all your soul’ (22:5). 

We come to the fourth and final section of the Book of Joshua- to the last three chapters. The first section was about entering he land, the second about conquering the Canaanites, and the third about the division of the land among the tribes. You may be familiar with the words of Joshua in his closing message to the people: ‘as for me and my house, we will serve the Lord’ (24:15). The Lord brought them onto the land, the Lord gave them victory in battle, and the Lord gave them rest all around. The question now was, ‘who will Israel serve now that they have secured the land of promise?’ Someone likened this to the words of the apostle Paul in Romans 12:1: ‘In view of God’s mercy, offer your bodies to God as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to him’. Joshua’s challenge was, ‘choose this day whom you will serve’. Do this knowing the consequences of making the wrong choice. Do this knowing that the Lord is powerful to bless and powerful to curse.

1. Commend
The tribes of Reuben, Gad and half of Manasseh were given their land inheritance by Moses in the Transjordan. They settled their families there, but honoured their promise to Moses to come across the Jordan with Joshua to fight against the Canaanites. They told Moses, ‘We will not return to our homes until every one of the children of Israel has received their inheritance’ (Num 32:18). They kept this promise when Joshua reminded them of it, as he prepared to cross the Jordan into the land of Canaan (1:12-18). After three major military campaigns, and seeing their brothers receive their allotments west of the Jordan, it was time for them to return to their families in the east. Seven years was a long time away from home. The Israelite camp had moved from Gilgal to Shiloh in the hills of Ephraim by the time the allocation of land was completed. They were based at Shiloh when Joshua called these two and a half tribes (22:1).

The first thing the great leader of God’s people did was commend these men for keeping their promise to Moses, and their subsequent promise to Joshua. They told him, ‘Just as we heeded Moses in all things, so we will heed you’ (1:17). We note again that not only did they obey Joshua, they prayed for him; ‘The Lord your God be with you’ (1:17). When you pray for your leader you are more inclined to obey him. When your leader prays for you he is more likely to be a good leader. Another great leader in Israel, Samuel, said, ‘Far be it from me that I should sin against the Lord in ceasing to pray for you’ (1Sam 12:23). He also commended them for staying with their brothers all this time. Their help in the military campaigns was valuable, but it was also a time of bonding and building unity within Israel. Men who fought alongside each other in WW2 still like to get together with army mates- after seventy years! We come together for worship, but it is also good to join in working bees, outreach and missions. All contribute towards building unity in the church.

With these words of commendation Joshua released these men of Reuben, Gad and half of Manasseh to return to their tents in their allotted land on the other side of the Jordan (22:4); but not before issuing commands for them to obey. The Lord had given every tribe their inheritance and rest from their enemies according to his promise. This chapter follows the acknowledgement of the Lord’s fidelity at the end of the previous chapter. The Lord gave them the land, and the Lord gave them rest, just as he said. All that he promised came to pass. 

2. Command 
‘But be very careful to keep the commandments and the law that Moses the servant of the Lord gave you’ (22:5 NIV). As the people settled into their own places in the Promised Land they must not forget the Lord their God. Moses warned them previously that when the Lord gave them large and beautiful cities which they did not build, and houses with established gardens and fields, that they must not forget the Lord (Deut 6:10-12). Joshua will also remind them of this in his final words to Israel (24:13). How easy it is for us to forget the Lord after he heals us, or blesses us in some way. How quickly we forget his blessings. We often find second generation Christians turning away from the Lord because they are not told, or do not appreciate, how the Lord blessed their parents (Judg 2:10). Is this not what we have seen in our nation after the Lord gave us peace and prosperity following WW2? The so-called ‘baby boomer’ generation turned away from the Lord, just like Israel after Joshua, with everyone doing what was right in his own eyes.  

Joshua commanded these men returning home to be careful to keep God’s commandments. God wrote his covenant commands on tablets of stone, kept in the Ark of the Covenant. But what Joshua commands these men reads like something from the NT. He told them to love the Lord your God, and serve him with all your heart and all your soul (22:5). Jesus spoke words to this effect when responding to the lawyer’s question about the greatest commandment (Mat 22:37). ‘To walk in all his ways’ (22:5) sounds like something the apostle Paul would write: ‘We also would walk in newness of life’ (Rom 6:4), or ‘walk in love as Christ also has loved us and  gave himself for us’ (Eph 5:2). 

Paul, like Joshua, pictured life as a walk or a journey. The Lord has shown us the path to follow; we must be careful to follow this path. The Lord has given us directions in his word. ‘His word is a lamp to our feet and a light to our path’ (Ps 119:105). If we turn from this light we will find ourselves walking in darkness. What does our Shorter Catechism say? ‘The word of God, which is contained in the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments, is the only rule to direct us how we may glorify and enjoy him’ (Q 2).  

Another command Joshua gave was to hold fast to the Lord (22:5). Walking in the ways of the Lord is not always easy; it is a narrow path. We face trials and temptations. But we do not walk alone. The Lord is with us. He will never leave us or forsake. This is what he promised Joshua, and what Joshua proved to be true. Many people hold fast to another person, or to money and the things of this world. They will be disappointed in the end, as we see almost every day; many are dying without hope. ‘Draw near to God, and he will draw near to you’ is the wisdom given in the Bible (James 4:8). We must hold fast to God like a mountaineer roped to his guide; or as Jesus himself said, by being yoked to him. ‘Take my yoke upon you and learn of me for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls’ (Mat 11:29). The Israelites had rest in the land, rest from their enemies all around. But true rest, rest from the enemy of our soul, only comes though Jesus Christ (Heb 4:9). Moses and Joshua understood this. ‘Hold fast to the Lord’. Hold fast to the Lord Jesus Christ.

Finally Joshua blessed the two and a half tribes and sent them off to their homes (22:6). Currid writes, “‘To bless’ in Hebrew culture means to confer, or to endue with power for success, prosperity and longevity”. Joshua sent them away as those who belonged to the covenant, those blessed with covenant privileges and also with covenant responsibilities. The Israelites were given the adoption, the covenants, the law, the service of God and the promises (Rom 9:4). But would they be faithful in keeping these covenant commands?

3. Cattle, clothes and precious metals
Currid refers to verses 7-9 as ‘an aside’. But are these verses really an aside? Others do not even make a comment on these verses. Joshua refers to the tribe of Manasseh, half of which were given a possession in Bashan, and the other half on ‘this side of the Jordan’ (22:7). As a large tribe, Manasseh was given a large area of land. This land was not on one side but on both sides of the Jordan- so we read of half being on the east and half on the west (10:7). In view of potential conflict between the tribes on the east and those on the west, this division of Manasseh must, in the providence of God, have served to keep the unity of the nation as a whole. This may be why Joshua makes a special mention of Manasseh here in verse 7.

Canaan is spoken of as a land of milk and honey. It was a fertile land in which the Israelites would settle to grow crops and graze livestock. In the wilderness they lived on manna sent from heaven, but when they entered Canaan the manna stopped. You might ask how they lived after his- while they were camped at Gilgal and busy fighting the Canaanites. Initially, with Jericho and Bethel for example, every living thing was destroyed, as well as non-living things. Silver, gold, bronze and iron was put into the treasury of the Lord. Later, with cities in the north, plunder was taken- things like livestock and clothes (11:14). But always the Canaanites had to be utterly destroyed. One commentator, in discussing the morality of taking plunder writes, ‘Those whose goods were taken mourned their losses’ (Coleson). But those whose plunder was taken were all killed! 

It is interesting that the precious metals were taken as plunder at this stage (22:8), rather than put into the treasury of the Lord. What Moses commanded, and Joshua  also commanded, was that the plunder must be divided fairly, even with those who did not join the battle (22:8, Num 31:21). The tribes returning to the east were given their share of the plunder to take home with them. And so the children of Reuben, Gad and half of Manasseh ‘left Shiloh in the land of Canaan to go to the country of Gilead’ (22:9). Gilead was the northern region of the Transjordan, part of Manasseh’s inheritance. They probably went up the Jordan River some way before crossing over, although the location of their crossing is not told. They left on good terms with their fellow soldiers from the other tribes. They left with the blessing of Joshua their leader. But all this suddenly changed, as we will see in the second part of this chapter.             

Purity of worship                                                 Joshua 22:10-34
 
Have you heard of the ‘regulative principle’ with regard to worship? This principle came out of the Reformation of the sixteenth century; when the teaching of the church departed from the Bible its practices soon followed. Icons and carved images were brought into the church when the Bible clearly says, ‘you shall not make a carved image and bow down to it’. When the Reformers rediscovered the doctrines of grace they went on to reform worship.  In our Westminster Confession of Faith XXI.1 we read, ‘The acceptable way of worshipping the true God is instituted by God himself and so limited by his own revealed will, that he may not be worshipped according to the imaginations and devices of men, or the suggestions of Satan, under any visible representation, or any other way not prescribed in the Holy Scripture’. This is what we call the ‘regulative principle’ of worship. 

There are many who say we can worship God how ever we like. They say we can adapt pagan forms of worship if they help people to worship God- that is, get them through the front door! Liberal scholars in the Indian church think the church can learn things from Hindu forms of worship. A seminary near where we lived took their students to temples to learn about Hindu worship. They were keen to ‘connect’ with Hindu people. I was glad to hear one of our members recently say they could not take part in a Buddhist ceremony. Many Christians are more concerned about offending their friends than they are about offending God. Most evangelical churches do not allow pagan forms of worship, but they do say we can worship in ways not proscribed or ruled out by the Bible. The regulative principle states that we only worship in ways prescribed by the Bible. We are not to worship God in ‘any other way not prescribed in holy Scripture’. We may feel like doing all sorts of things in a worship service, but acceptable worship means what is acceptable to God, not us. Acceptable worship is set out by God himself in the Bible. When we hold to the Bible as the holy, inspired and infallible word of God we will hold to this principle of worship. ‘The word of God, which is contained in the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments, is the only rule to direct how were may glorify and enjoy him’ (Shorter Catechism Q2). Currid says that the Seceders pointed out that the Bible was not a sufficient rule, not a principle rule, but the only rule to direct us. 

This chapter in the book of Joshua teaches this principle of worship- what some call ‘purity of worship’. In this chapter we have already seen how God Joshua commended the two and half tribes from the east and sent them home, after commanding them to be careful to keep the commandments, to love the Lord your God and walk in his ways. It was an emotional separation from brothers in arms and brothers in the Lord.

1. Altar
As the children of Reuben, Gad and the half tribe of Manasseh headed home they came to the Jordan River. This river ran down the huge rift valley from beyond the Sea of Galilee down to the Dead Sea, which is over 400m below sea level. It was impossible to cross this river in flood time- except by divine intervention. There were no bridges in those days. As these men returned to their homes and their families in the Transjordan, they stopped to build an altar on the banks of the Jordan (22:10). It was a huge, imposing structure. We later read that it was a replica of the altar in the tabernacle of the Lord (22:28).  

By way of background, we read in Deuteronomy 12 what is sometimes called the Deuteronomy Code. The Lord commanded through Moses that all places of pagan worship in Canaan be destroyed. All altars, carved images and sacred pillars were to be smashed and burned. They we not to be adapted for worship of Yahweh. In fact, Yahweh worship was to occur at one place only, a place the Lord would choose. Worship in those days involved blood sacrifices and various offerings. All these had to be made at the tabernacle of meeting, the tent which housed the Ark of the Covenant. The Priests and Levites officiated in this worship. This tabernacle was set up at Shiloh when the Israelites moved there to carry out the allotment of land. 

We can now see why the Israelites in Canaan were so upset, indeed furious, when they heard about this altar being built on the banks of the Jordan. If what they heard was true it amounted to rebellion, rebellion against the Lord not them. It was not a political rebellion but a spiritual rebellion. We might think a political rebellion was more serious but this was not how Joshua and the people of God saw things. They were zealous for the Lord and for true worship of God. They knew the power of God displayed at the Red Sea and the crossing of the Jordan. They knew the power of God in giving them victory over the Canaanites who were enemies of God. They knew God does not tolerate spiritual rebellion or apostasy. And so they prepared for war. ‘They gathered at Shiloh to go to war against them’- against their brothers who built their own altar (22:12). 

Some commentators are critical of this stance taken by the children of Israel. They cannot understand this readiness to go to war over the holiness of God and purity of worship. They see this incident as a demonstration of the ugliness of human nature. But we should see it as a holy jealousy, a zeal for the glory of God and for his holy name. There are those who cannot understand the stance taken but the sixteenth century Reformers either. Those men were ready to fight and to die for the truth of God’s word and for proper worship of God- worship according to what is written in the Bible. Holiness rather than tolerance motivated God’s people of old. Tragically it is the other way around today.

2. Accusation
While ‘Israel gathered to make war’ against their brothers for rebelling against God, they first sent a delegation to make their accusations. What these two and a half tribes had done appeared to be open rebellion against the law of God but it was important to establish this in court. Phinehas, the son of Eleazar the priest, led this delegation (22:13). Phinehas was the man who in zeal for the purity of Israel’s worship dealt most severely with the idolaters at Baal of Peor. He killed an Israelite man with a Midianite woman, thereby stopping the deadly plaque of the Lord (Num 25). Phinehas took the chiefs of each of the ten western tribes and went over to speak with the children of Reuben, Gad and the half tribe of Manasseh. 

‘Thus says the whole congregation of Israel’ (22:16). There was nothing personal about his accusation they brought. They had fought together and then departed in peace shortly before this confrontation. All too often personal conflicts enter into matters of discipline in the church; if not at the start then certainly by the time the dispute is over. Such disputes usually end in broken fellowship. With Phinehas it was purely a matter of treachery or breaking faith with the God of Israel (22:16). Building a rival altar, as they seemingly had done, was a serious breach of faith. It was open rebellion against God. 

Such rebellion would anger God and bring his wrath upon them all. Phinehas was probably the delegations spokesman; he reminded these ‘rebels’ of the iniquity of Peor. That rebellion, in which Israelites joined in the worship of Baal, was on the plains of Moab prior to crossing the Jordan (Num 25). Twenty four thousand Israelites died in that plague sent by God, before Phinehas acted and the plague stopped. He also reminded them of the later sin of Achan, who took accursed things from Jericho and hid them in his tent. The point of both these sins is that God’s wrath fell on the whole congregation of Israel, ‘and that man did not perish alone in his iniquity’ (22:20). ‘Sin permitted brings judgment on all, and unfaithfulness tolerated will infect still more’ writes Davis. The Reformer, John Calvin, writes, ‘if we see the pure worship of God corrupted, we must be strenuous, to the utmost of our ability, in vindicating it’.   

It was as if God was holding the whole assembly responsible for allowing this sin- certainly for allowing it to go unpunished. It was only when they acted to judge the sinner or sinners that God’s wrath subsided. Currid writes, ‘the western tribes asserted their corporate responsibility in order to prevent such suffering’. How many assemblies or churches today understand their corporate responsibility before God, and take seriously discipline in the church? We must remember that the church is not a democracy in which men make the rules. ‘It lives under the kingship of Jesus who has entrusted the care of his flock to elders’ (Davis). 

Before hearing the answer of the eastern tribes, notice that while making this very serious accusation Phinehas and co. make a very gracious offer. They offer to allow these ‘rebels’ to live among them on the western side of the Jordan; ‘take possession among us’ he says (22:19). Exactly what is meant but their land being ‘unclean’ is not certain. Maybe there were a lot of pagan shrines remaining, or maybe it was just that they felt cut off from the holy tabernacle at Shiloh. Whatever it was, Phinehas and co. invited them to come back over and live among them rather than rebel by building another altar for worship. ‘This is costly love. But this is the kind of love that wins people to God’ writes Boice. Discipline is not just about condemning people; it is about helping them to reform. Such help may be costly but that is the nature of godly discipline. A pastor friend flew to Tasmania to counsel a man who was leaving his wife. 

2. Answer
The children of Reuben, Gad and half tribe of Manasseh were taken aback by the accusation of Phinehas and co. The exclaimed, ‘the Mighty One, God the Lord! The Mighty One, God the Lord! He knows’ that we are not rebelling against the Lord (22:22). They declare on oath that they have not built a rival altar, and that the altar they built was not for sacrifices and burnet offerings. ‘May the Lord himself take vengeance’ if this is the case (22:23 ESV). After emphatically declaring that they were not rebelling against the Lord, they go on to explain why they built the altar by the Jordan. Actually, if it was built on the western side of the river, as seems to be the case, it was not readily accessible to them anyway. They built it, not for the purpose of worship but as a witness, as another memorial in the land of Canaan. They built it out of anxiety that in years to come the physical boundary might become a religious boundary. The Transjordan area was not really included in the Lord’s promise to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. Strictly speaking Canaan was only the western side.   

They feared the western tribes might one day say to them, ‘What have you to do with the Lord God of Israel?’ (22:24, 27). Their intention in making the altar was that their descendants could always point to it on the other side of the Jordan and say, ‘our forefathers built that altar. We have the right to sacrifice in the tabernacle of the Lord that is at Shiloh. Davis concludes, ‘the eastern tribes feared that fidelity cannot exist without unity, while the western tribes argued that unity cannot exist with apostasy’. 

3. All praise to God
In verse 30 we read that Phinehas and co. were pleased with what they heard. We can almost hear a huge sigh of relief coming from the delegation. They were about to make war on their brothers, remember. They said, ‘Today we know the Lord is in our midst because you have not committed this breach of faith against the Lord. Now you have delivered the children of Israel out of the hand of the Lord’ (22:31 ESV). Phinehas feared God’s judgment would come upon all Israel because of this rebellion; but thankfully the eastern tribes were not rebelling. They gave a perfectly acceptable explanation for their action. And so the wrath of God was averted. 

Phinehas must also have been relieved that he had not acted presumptuously in going to war against these supposed rebels. While discipline in the church is essential it must not be taken without due process. Jesus himself outlined this process in Matthew 18 where we read, ‘If a brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault… if he will not hear, take one or two more… and if he refuses to hear them take it to the church. But if he refuses to hear the church, let him be to you like a heathen and a tax collector’ (Matt 18:1-17). As it turned out, the delegation returned to Shiloh and reported to the children of Israel. They were similarly pleased and blessed God (22:32). They accepted the altar as ‘a witness between us that the Lord is God’ (22:34). The church in the NT had the confession, ‘Jesus is Lord’ (Rom 10:9, 1Cor 12:3). Let us hold fast our confession and defend the truth of God’s word, and the purity of worship with all our being.      

A solemn farewell message                                            Joshua 23

A friend just returned from Melbourne where she went to visit an elderly aunt. She was surprised, and somewhat disturbed, to find her aunt did not remember her. Maybe you have had this experience when visiting a loved one, or even with someone in your own family. This elderly aunt was, of course, suffering from dementia. This terrible disease affects the memory such that people can forget even those closest to them. It is terrible for the sufferer, and for the loved one who is forgotten. I wonder how the Lord feels when we forget him. ‘God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son’. God sent Jesus into this world, into his world, but the world did not know him (John 1:10). How terrible! The people of this world had completely forgotten the One who gave them life. God came to his own, but did they remember him? No, they rejected him and cast him out. I wonder how God feels when we fail to remember him. Sad? Hurt? Angry? 

The penultimate chapter of the Book of Joshua is an address to the elders, heads and officers of Israel from Joshua. It is the second of three addresses by the aging leader. He previously farewelled the eastern tribes, reminding them that the Lord had given them land and given them rest. He commanded them to love the Lord and walk in obedience to his covenant commands (22:1-6). Joshua was an old man at that time- probably around ninety (23:1)- so now he must be close to a hundred or even one hundred and ten, the age at which he died. His third and final address was a covenant renewal ceremony at Shechem (chapter 24). 

1. Lord has done great things
Why did Joshua call all the leaders of Israel to meet with him at this time? Because he would not be around to lead them much longer. They would have to live without him. How would they live without this godly man as their leader? Would the next generation follow in his footsteps?  This was the concern of Joshua as he approached death. Moses had the same concern as he approached death. He was one hundred and twenty years old when he spoke to all Israel, and to Joshua in particular, saying, ‘Be strong and of good courage… the Lord will not leave you or forsake you’ (Deut 31:7-8). In fact, the whole book of Deuteronomy is the farewell address of Moses. He wrote the Book of the Law and commanded it be read every seven years to men, women and children- that they may learn to fear the Lord and observe all the words of the law (Deut 31:12). Moses and Joshua were concerned to pass on the truth of God to the next generation. Are you? Do not leave this matter till you are on your death bed. Teach them from the day they are born. Your death-bed words are important because they show that you have been faithful to the end. There are many who start out well but fail to finish the race. They have no message for their children because they have not been faithful to the end. Perseverance is one of the lessons we take from Joshua. The apostle Paul learned this lesson. As he neared the end of life he wrote, ‘I have fought the good fight. I have finished the race. I have kept the faith’ (2Tim 4:7). 

The next generation must make their own choices- as Joshua makes clear in the next chapter. We cannot force them to follow the Lord. But we can tell them the truth; tell them about the works of God and the words of God. We can show them how to live as God’s people. Joshua said, ‘You have seen all that the Lord had done’. ‘See I have divided to you by lot these nations’ (23:3, 4). They had seen with their own eyes what God had done to bring them into this rich land and give them rest. They had seen the flooded Jordan suddenly stop flowing; some had seen the Red Sea open up for them to cross over. These were not just accidents. They were the work of the Lord their God- the Lord our God. They saw the Canaanites run in all directions as they went to fight them. This was not a great feat on their part. It was the work of the Lord. 

Have you seen the Lord work in your life? I hope you do not attribute his work to good luck or to your own effort. How hurt God must be when people, even his own people, see his goodness towards them as an accident, or they take the glory to themselves (Ps 115:1). The Lord had done great things for Israel in bringing them into their own land. He would be hurt, indeed angry, if they gave the glory to another (23:16). No one would be so foolish as to limit their knowledge of the world to their own life. We recently remembered the soldiers who went to Gallipoli. It was a hundred years ago but it is part of our history. We want to know our roots. Adopted children search the world for their biological parents. They want to know where they came from. If you really want to know your roots then read the Bible (Acts 17:26). 

The Israelites knew where they came from. They grew up seeing Moses go to the tabernacle to meet with God. They were circumcised and they kept the Passover immediately after entering Canaan. We have baptism and the Lord’s Supper as sacraments. In Canaan memorials were built so they would remember what God had done. Above all, they had the Book of the Law. The next generation would learn their history from this book. They would learn the works and words of God so they could walk in the footsteps of Moses and Joshua. If you are a child of God this is your history also. There is only one family of God. In terms of God’s grace in salvation, that family began with Abraham, the father of all who are of the faith of Abraham (Rom 4:16).

The Book of the Law is not just history; it also contains the promises of God. Joshua told the assembled leaders, ‘The Lord your God will expel them from before you and drive them out of your sight’ (23:5). The conquest of Canaan did not take place in a day. It took seven years, and even then pockets of Canaanites remained in the land. This was as God intended: ‘Little by little I will drive them out from before you, until you have increased and you inherit the land’ (Exod 23:30). Some of the tribes complained because they had to go and fight for their inheritance. They should not have been surprised because this is what is written. How many times have we been upset and even complained to God about something, but after reading our Bible come to understand what God is doing in our life. ‘I envied the prosperity of the wicked… until I went to the house of the Lord (Ps 73:2, 17). Reading what God has done gives us hope for the future because the same loving and powerful God lives and rules today. Furthermore, God has made promises about the future, our future; he will not fail to kept his promises because, ‘not one word of them has failed’ (23:14). 

The assembled leaders saw what God had done. They must remember these things, live these things, and pass on these things to their children. They were given this solemn responsibility, just as you have been if you have children or are a leader in the church of God. 

2. Love the Lord
‘Therefore be very strong to keep and do all that is written in the Book of the Law of Moses’ (23:6). The Bible is history, as we have been emphasising, but it is more than history. It is called the Book of the Law. It contains God’s law, laws that are to be obeyed. Laws direct how we are to live. Road laws direct how we are to drive. We have laws at work to keep us safe in the workplace. The laws in the Bible are God’s laws which direct how we are to serve and worship him. God brought Israel out of bondage in Egypt and into the Promised Land. As his people, living in his land, he gave them his law to follow. Note the three ‘therefores’ in this address- verse 6, 11, 15. These ‘therefores’ contain positive and negative elements; blessing and curses, if you like- just as with Moses’ farewell message in Deuteronomy 28. We will look into the positive elements first and then the negative elements as we look at the rest of this chapter.

Be strong and courageous (23:6). These words epitomise the life of Joshua. The Lord told him before entering Canaan to be strong and courageous, and all that we have read about Joshua till now confirms this truth about him. Now Joshua is telling the leaders of Israel the same thing. We must all be strong and courageous as we serve the Lord. We must be strong even in the face of death. Those who refuse to deny Christ under threat of death show the greatest strength a man can show. How can anyone do this? They do not do it in their own strength; they do it with God’s help. They do it when they observe all that is written in God’s word (1:7, 23:6). We must listen to God’s word and obey it. This is how we can be strong and courageous. The strength is not in us- it is from the Lord. ‘One man of you shall chase a thousand, for it is the Lord who fights for you’ (23:10). Under the new covenant we have the blessing of the Holy Spirit: ‘You will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you’ (Acts 1:8).  

Hold fast or cling to the Lord your God, as you have done to this day’ (23:8). What a great picture- cling to the Lord! Have you seen a child grab their father’s leg and hold on even when their father starts walking? When the child is scared they run to their father and cling with all their strength. They feel safe in the presence of their father. Joshua and his men clung to the Lord during their battles in Canaan. On one occasion they stepped out on their own and they were defeated by the men of Ai. They learned to wait upon the Lord. They learned to hold fast to the Lord their God. 

Be strong and courageous. Hold fast to the Lord. The third positive lesson is to ‘love the Lord your God’ (23:11). Does love seem out of place in this context? A military leader does not talk about love- but Joshua did? A man laying down the law does not talk about love- but Joshua did. He told the men returning to their homes in the east to ‘love the Lord your God’ (22:5) and he tells these leaders the same thing. Joshua was a man who loved the Lord- he was not a hypocrite. This is not ‘feel good’ love; it is considered and committed love. It is the ‘agape’ love of the NT –the Hebrew word is translated ‘agape’ in the LXX. The Lord set his love upon Israel when they were slaves in Egypt. The Lord set his love upon us when we were sinners. He sent Jesus to die in our place. This is ‘agape’ love, love coming from the mind as well as the heart. We love God because he first loved us (1John 4:10). The Lord’s love for Israel was shown in his driving out the Canaanites and giving them this land of milk and honey as their inheritance. 

3. Lest you turn aside
While the Israelites had a choice as to whom they would serve (24:15), Joshua made it clear what serving the Lord meant, and what serving other gods would mean. If they held fast to the Lord and obeyed all that was written in the Book of the Law then God would bless them. He would expel the remaining Canaanites and they would enjoy ongoing rest in the land (23:5). But if they failed to trust and obey the Lord; if they turned aside to worship other gods, God’s hand of love and blessing would become a hand of anger and curse.

They must have nothing to do with the Canaanites or their god’s. They must not associate with them, mention the names of their god’s, swear by their god’s names, and certainly not bow down to them (23:7). God is a jealous God and will not have his people serving other gods. ‘Take careful heed to yourselves’ warns Joshua, or else…know for certain that the Lord your God will no longer drive out these nations before you. But they shall be a snare and trap to you, a whip in your sides and thorns in your eyes’ (23:13). Sounds rather unpleasant, don’t you think? It must have reminded them of when they were slaves in Egypt. 

Finally, says Joshua, you will ‘perish from this good land which the Lord your God has given you’ (23:13). Joshua warned them of this in verse 13, verse 15 and verse 16. God would get angry; he would allow other nations to persecute them and eventually drive them out of the land. This is exactly what happened, as we learn by reading on in our Bible. 

Special mention is made of making ‘marriages with them’ (23:12). Mixed marriage was the most likely way they would associate with these pagan nations, and the most dangerous. Already at Baal Peor such a deadly association took place. The Lord blessed Samson but then he took a Philistine wife. He later loved another pagan called Delilah, who brought about his downfall. King Ahab married pagan Jezebel, who turned him and the whole nation away from the Lord their God. We could go on, even to the present day, with examples of mixed marriages turning people away from the Lord. The NT warns us against marrying an unbeliever but few churches give this warning, and many fail to heed it. Yet it is perhaps the major reason for people leaving the church today. You may know that Muslim men seek out Christian girls for this reason. 

Mixed marriage is a huge danger, but there is also the danger of syncretism. Believers who are not taught the Bible, or fail to listen to God’s word, are ready to accept the worship of other gods. In Africa people ‘accept Jesus’ but do not put away their other gods. In India Hindu’s accept Jesus as another god- he becomes one among thousands. In our western society the church is under pressure to recognise other gods. When we hear about ‘ecumenical talks’ or ‘multi-faith dialogue’ this is what is going on. Our God, the God of creation and the God of redemption, is also the God of judgment- universal judgment. He is a jealous God. He will not give his glory to another. He is powerful to bless and powerful to destroy- in Joshua’s day and still today. 

Covenant at Shechem - Thus says the Lord                   Joshua 24:1-13

When a man and a women come together in marriage they make solemn vows to each other in the presence of witness: ‘I John Smith take you Mary Jane to be my lawfully wedded wife’ and so on. We can call this a covenant; a marriage covenant. It is a covenant between two human beings; a covenant of equals. After some years of marriage some like to renew their marriage vows Maybe you have had a ceremony like this. Whenever I attend a wedding and hear the vows being taken I am reminded of the vows I took.

When we repent and believe in Jesus we also make vows. Our vow is to Jesus; we make a profession of faith before witnesses. Baptism is part of this vow. The Lord’s Supper is like a renewal of our vow to follow the Lord. ‘This cup is a new covenant in my blood, which is shed for you’ said Jesus. This covenant with the Lord is not between equals. God is the one who calls us and declares the terms of the covenant. He promises to protect us and provide for us, to give us eternal life and a home in heaven. He gives us covenant commands to obey. We promise to obey his laws and serve him with all our heart. 

In Joshua 24 we read about a covenant renewal ceremony at Shechem. Joshua’s last act as leader of Israel was to gather at Shechem all the tribes, along with their elders, heads, judges and officers (24:1). They came to present themselves before God. Shechem was the place where they gathered after the success of the central campaign- the defeat of Jericho, Ai and Bethel (8:30f). The Ark of the Covenant was carried there and they made offerings to the Lord. Joshua read all the words of law, including the blessings and the curses. He wrote on stones a copy of the Law of Moses. This covenant renewal at Shechem follows much the same format, except a brief history of God’s dealing with his chosen people is given, rather than a reading of the law. Joshua speaks as a prophet saying, ‘Thus says the Lord God of Israel’ (24:2), so the history is in the words of the Lord himself; ‘I took Abraham’, ‘to Isaac I gave’, ‘I sent Moses’, ‘I brought your fathers out of Egypt’ and so on until, ‘I have given you this land’. It is all about what God has done for these people, his people. 

The place itself was full of history. Shechem was the first place in Canaan that Abraham came to. The Lord appeared to him here and promised to give this land to his descendants (Gen 12:7).  When Abraham’s grandson, Jacob, returned to Canaan from Paddan Aram, he bought a piece of land near Shechem. In a type of covenant renewal, Jacob gathered all the foreign gods in his extended household and buried them under the terebinth tree at Shechem (Gen 35:4). You may remember that his wife, Rachel, stole the household gods of her father Laban (Gen 31:19). Shechem was a nominated Levite city and city of refuge. Being in the hills of Ephraim, it was close to the geographic centre of the Promised Land. The bones of Joseph were carried up from Egypt and buried at Shechem (24:32). So Shechem was full of history, a history that Joshua recounts in this place at this time. 

Various scholars point out that this covenant renewal ceremony fits the pattern of ancient Near-Eastern, mostly Hittite, treaties of the second millennium BC. You may have heard about these suzerain/vassal treaties that were made when one nation conquered another. The suzerain, or conquering king, made the terms of the covenant for the vassal to obey. These treaties began with a preamble, followed by a historical review; then came stipulations or demands, oaths and sanctions, then the witness of the covenant and provisions for keeping the document. Currid chooses to follow such an outline in dealing with this chapter. But we must be careful in drawing this parallel. Joshua was not following the pattern of Hittite treaty; he was following what the Lord told him. He began, ‘Thus says the Lord’, and ended with, ‘Choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve’ (24:2, 15). The Lord wanted the people to serve him willing and sincerely. The suzerain king was not concerned about choice or willing service; he demanded service. The vassal of the Hittite treaty was just that, a vassal or slave. 

1. Abraham
Israel’s history begins not with Abraham but with his father Terah, who lived ‘on the other side of the River’ –the Euphrates River (24:2). Abraham was born beyond the river in Ur of the Chaldees. He was born into a family that worshipped idols. Moon worship was   common among the people ‘beyond the River’. In recounting Israel’s history, Stephen the martyr also began with Abraham in Mesopotamia (Acts 7:2). He pointed out that God appeared to ‘our father Abraham’ calling him out from among his relatives. Abraham was living in a pagan family when God called him. Davis writes, ‘Abraham rose out of the desolate pit and miry bog of paganism only because Yahweh touched him’. 

God did not call Abraham because he was a good person or because he was searching after God. The Jews tended to forget what Abraham was before God called him. There are theologians who claim that the Jews belong to the covenant by birth, and that the law was all about staying in the covenant. Some Christians also forget what they were before God called them. People get the idea that God calls people who are good, people who are somehow worthy to be Christians. Some even think they are doing God a good turn by accepting Jesus. Their understanding of the covenant is that of a covenant between equals. We find no such teaching in the Bible, OT or NT. Abraham, the father of all the faithful, was saved by the grace of God, grace alone through faith alone. 

God took ‘your father Abraham’ from a place among the pagans and ‘led him throughout all the land of Canaan’ (24:3). Abraham did not settle in the land. He owned none of it apart from a plot he bought to bury his wife. The Lord promised to give this land to his descendants. The words, ’multiplied his descendants and gave him Isaac’ in verse 3 are somewhat strange because Abraham had no child until he was very old. God intervened to give Abraham a ‘miracle’ child. Isaac had Jacob and Esau, again only after God intervened to break the barrenness of Rebekah his wife. Another strange thing was that Esau was given land at this time- the mountains of Seir, south-east of the Dead Sea. Jacob on the other hand ended up down in Egypt. How was God fulfilling his promise to give Canaan to Abraham descendants?

As God directs history, the history of his people, he does not do so according to our expectations. God’s ways are higher than our ways (Isa 55:9). God’s timing is not our timing.  Abraham did not pray, ‘Lord give me this land today. I need it now’.  God’s answer, if we stop to listen, is often, ‘Hold on a minute. Stop looking to yourself and this thing you need, and focus on me for a moment!’ God works all things together for good to those who love him (Rom 8:28). He does this in his way and in his time. Davis writes, ‘It might help our faith if we would fasten our eyes more on the fact than the degree of God’s faithfulness or its speed. We easily lose sight of what Yahweh has done by demanding too much too soon’.

2. Egypt
‘Jacob and his children went down to Egypt’ (24:4). They would spend four hundred years in Egypt. From living among pagans beyond the River, Abraham’s descendants went to live among pagans in Egypt. From north to south they were seeing the world, and seeing the worship of idols. But God kept them safe in Egypt. He provided for them and protected them from idolatry in the land of Goshen. But, lest they think of settling in Egypt he allowed them to suffer. They became slaves in Egypt. God often allows his people to suffer when they begin to think of settling down in this world. How well are you settled in this world? ‘Better to go to the house of mourning than the house of feasting is the wisdom of the Bible (Eccl 7:2).

God again intervened, this time sending Moses and Aaron to announce terrible plagues upon the Egyptians. God displayed his power in the forces of nature to bring Pharaoh to his knees, and let God’s people leave this land. God brought them to the Red Sea with the Egyptian army hot on their heels. They were trapped; they cried out to the Lord. The Lord answered by putting darkness between them and the Egyptians, and then by dividing the sea for them to cross on dry land. ‘You saw what I did in Egypt’ (24:7). They were less than twenty years old at the time but the saw all this. This great act of salvation was remembered in song and in sacrament. We remember it today because it points to the salvation of the cross of Jesus Christ. 

3. Balaam
‘Then you dwelt in the wilderness a long time’ (24:7). This was because of the rebellion at Kadesh Barnea. But the Lord is focussing not on their failures but on his faithfulness, on his grace and power. God destroyed the Amorites and gave their land on the other side of the River Jordan to the Israelites. From the other side of the Euphrates we have moved to the other side of the Jordan, as God prepares to bring his people into Canaan- thereby fulfilling his promise to Abraham some seven hundred years before. 

Beyond the Euphrates their fathers served other gods. Down in Egypt they were among those who served other gods. On the other side of the Jordan they had an encounter with a diviner called Balaam. War in those days was not just about the size and equipment of your army. A lot of superstition was involved. It is much the same today. We hear on the news about the vile and violent Jihadists in Syria beheading infidels. From their Sharia law they believe that if they die in battle they will go straight to heaven be rewarded with seventy two virgins. But, if they get killed by a woman they will go to hell! Did you hear them saying this in a news report? Blind men being led by blind teaching. Hitler was similarly a victim of superstition and evil forces. 

The king of Moab was scared of the Israelites. He needed some help from the gods. He paid for a famous diviner or ‘prophet’ to put a curse on Israel (Num 22). But God intervened in an amazing way to stop Balaam from doing such a thing. Balaam’s donkey spoke to him. Then the Lord opened Balaam’s eyes to see the Angel of the Lord before him holding a sword. God made Balaam look stupid. He had to bless Israel rather than curse them. God sits in heaven and laughs at the nations, and their gods that plot against him (Ps 2:1). When God blesses his people they are blessed and no person or no god can curse them. Jesus said, ‘I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it’ (Mat 16:18). 

4. Canaan
The Lord brought them over the Jordan and into Canaan. The men of Jericho fought against them, as did the coalition of the south and the north- armies from the various nations in Canaan. The two Amorite kings of verse 12 may be Adonizedek and Jabin rather than Sihon and Og. ‘The Lord sent the hornet before them to drive our enemies’ is a powerful metaphor, even if we do not know its exact reference (24:12).The Lord delivered all the Canaanites into their hand (24:11). The people Joshua was addressing engaged in those battles. They saw divine intervention through nature, through fear in the enemy and through strategies given to Joshua. 

‘Not with your own sword or bow’ (24:12). The Lord is not discounting the fact that they fought the battle, but it was the Lord who gave the victory. They did not do it in their own strength. Looking back, they might have been tempted to say, ‘we did it ourselves’. In our sinful pride we tend to take the glory to ourselves. We so easily look at history from a worldly perspective attributing everything to ourselves, to other people, or to chance. We leave God out of the picture when he is the one who directs history. God chooses his people, allows people to suffer, saves his people and destroys his enemies. God rules over nature and nations, and over the gods of this world. God did this in Joshua’s day and he does it in our day.

‘I have given you a land for which you did not labour’ (24:13). This is the final, ‘I have given you’. The Lord fulfilled his promise to father Abraham. His descendants were now settled in the land. It took a long time and a roundabout way. But the Lord was working out his purposes in salvation and judgment. He judged Pharaoh; he judged the wicked Canaanites.  He formed Abraham’s descendants into a nation with God-given laws to obey. He provided for them and protected them. 

They were truly a nation under God. They were ‘a holy nation, His own special people, that you may proclaim the praises of Him who called you out of darkness into his marvellous light, who were once not a people but are now the people of God, who had not obtained mercy but have now obtained mercy’. These words were not spoken to Joshua and the tribes of Israel, but they could have been. They were written by the apostle Peter to the church of Jesus Christ.   

Covenant at Shechem - Serve the Lord                       Joshua 24:14-22
 
‘I the undersigned do sincerely own and declare the above Confession of Faith, approved by former general assemblies of the church and ratified by law in the year 1690, to be the confession of my faith…’ So begins the so-called ‘Formula’ or oath of allegiance taken by ministers and elders in our church. Notice the year 1690. It was not long before this that John Livingstone, one of the greatest Scottish preachers of his day, was thrown out of the church. Why was he ejected? He refused to sign the oath of allegiance as set down in the Church of England’s ‘Book of Church Order’. This oath required him to acknowledge the king to be the supreme governor in all cases, civil and ecclesiastical. Livingstone could not acknowledge the king or queen of England as head of the church, as required by the ordination vows of the Church of England. Christ alone is Head of the church. The Queen holds the title, ‘Defender of the faith and Supreme governor of the church of England’. All priests and bishops in that church take an oath of allegiance to the Queen. What will happen when an avowed atheist sits on the throne of England? 

In the closing chapter of the Book of Joshua we read of a covenant renewal ceremony at Shechem. Joshua declared his allegiance to the Lord: ‘As for me and my house we will serve the Lord’ (24: 15). He called for the people to make their choice- to serve the Lord or to serve other gods. He heard them solemnly declare their allegiance saying, ‘We will serve the Lord’ (24:21). Joshua was getting old when he gathered the tribes of Israel at Shechem. This would be his final address to the people. The Lord had given them victory over the Canaanites, and the land was allotted to the various tribes. It was time to renew the covenant of the Lord their God. Joshua spoke to them as a prophet of God: ‘Thus says the Lord God of Israel’ (24:2). His prophetic words reminded them of all that God had done for them since he first brought Abraham their father out of Mesopotamia, until the present time in which God had fulfilled his promise to Abraham in giving them this land. ‘I have given you a land for which you did not labour’ (24:13). Having reminded them of all that the Lord had done for them, Joshua called for a response. 

1. Who will you serve?
In response to God’s goodness and faithfulness to Israel, Joshua calls for the people to serve the Lord wholeheartedly: ‘Now therefore, fear the Lord, serve him in sincerity and truth’ (24:14). God had shown himself to be gracious and loving. He told Moses he was ‘merciful and gracious, longsuffering and abounding in goodness and truth’ (Ex 34:6). Yet he had also shown himself as judge of the wicked, destroying wicked Egyptians and wicked Canaanites. God is to be feared. He will destroy his enemies. As their covenant God, he calls for them to worship him with integrity and not with divided hearts. They must not be hypocrites. The omniscient God sees and knows all things, including the human heart. He will not accept mere outward worship, or mere lip service from his people. 

The second feature of service or worship demanded by God is truth or truthfulness, or faithfulness. In making the covenant with his people God declared his faithfulness, and he demands faithfulness on their part as recipients of his covenant blessings. They must be loyal to him all the days of their life. God would not have his people ‘playing the harlot‘, as it were. In comparing the faithfulness of a marriage partner, Coleson writes, ‘It is, in one sense, a high compliment that God deems anyone capable (though, of course, only by God’s gracious enabling) of rendering this kind of fear and service with integrity and faithfulness’. Indeed, it is only by God’s enabling that we can serve him as we should, and as we must. We must worship in spirit and truth, recognising Jesus as the way, the truth and the life (John 4:24, 14:6).

‘Serve the Lord’. ‘Put away the gods which your fathers served on the other side of the River, and in Egypt’ (24:14). Why does Joshua refer to the gods of Mesopotamia? Why does he refer to the gods of Egypt?  In the next verse he refers to the gods of Canaan. Israel was surrounded by idol worshipping nations. Idol worshippers continued to live in the land God had just given them. Sinful man naturally worships idols because sin cuts us off from the true God, the God of creation and the God of redemption. Worshipping the true God is not our default setting. 

Rachel stole the idols from her pagan household; idols which Jacob buried right here at Shechem. Soon after their great deliverance from Egypt the Israelites made an idol like the gods of Egypt. On the plains of Moab they bowed down to other gods. So easily and so quickly they bowed down to carved images, despite the covenant commands of God. The same tendency is still there today among God’s people. The Reformation of the sixteenth century was about worshipping God in spirit and truth. It was about integrity and faithfulness in worship. It was about removing man-made objects of worship from churches- images and relics. The Reformers were like Joshua in calling people to ‘choose this day who you will serve’. They called for Christians to worship God according to his word, not according to the ideas and traditions of men. 

People will worship something or somebody. God made us to worship him. If we do not worship him we will worship some other ‘god’. To quote Coleson again, ‘Once a person or a people take their eyes off the only one who truly is God even ridiculous choices can be plausible, because we will worship something or somebody’. The most ardent worshippers in our society are those who ridicule ‘organised religion’. They are people who worship other gods, like trees and whales, women and sex, money and food- to name a few. ‘They are enemies of the cross of Christ, whose end is destruction, whose god is their belly and whose glory is their shame’ (Phil 3:19). 

What is the biggest decision you have made so far in life? Did you have to decide about leaving home and coming to this country? Did you have to decide about a career or a job? Was it choosing to marry, and who to marry? This is a huge decision, a decision for life. But the biggest decision you have ever made, if you have decided to follow Christ, is that very decision. It is a decision about eternal life; about where you will spend eternity. You must choose. No one will enter heaven without making this decision. Heaven is not our destiny by default- it is our destiny by decision. You must choose to follow Christ and serve the Lord with all your heart, all your soul and all your mind. Having made this life-giving decision, you will understand that God first loved you and that it was his Spirit that made you alive unto Christ.   

‘Choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve… as for me and my house, we will serve the Lord’ (24:15). Joshua made his choice. Have you made yours? He made his choice to serve the Lord. He was not looking around to see what other people were deciding. Sadly, this is what many people do. They follow the crowd. When they see just a few people in church they look elsewhere. They find crowds at the football or at the beach enjoying their Sunday worship. ‘So many people cannot be wrong’ they say. O yes they can! Joshua looked to the Lord and made his decision. He looked to the Lord who had richly blessed him, the Lord God whose word never failed, and said, ‘Me and my house, we will serve the Lord’.

We said this was a personal decision, and so it was. How then can Joshua say, ‘Me and my house’. While every person has to make this decision, many things influence the decision we make. As head of the house, Joshua taught his family the things of the Lord, just as he was teaching all Israel. They learnt about the God of Israel, what he had done and what he had spoken. His family did not grow up in ignorance, serving other gods. They grew up worshipping the true God. When the time came to make their own choice, they would, according to the mercies of God, make the right choice. God blesses households as well as individuals. He can even bless nations, as he did with Israel (24:31), and as he did with the nation of Tonga when their king believed in Jesus. This is according to the mercies of the covenant God we serve.  

2. Witnesses
Having declared his decision to serve the Lord, Joshua waited for the people to respond. They answered saying, ‘We will also serve the Lord, for he is our God’ (24:18). They spoke of the Lord as their God who brought them out of bondage in Egypt, preserved them through the wilderness, drove out the Canaanites, and gave them this land. They recognised what God had done for them and declared they would serve the Lord. 

Joshua’s response to their confession was remarkable. He said, ‘You cannot serve the Lord’. Why did he not rejoice in their decision to serve the Lord? Why was he pouring cold water on their enthusiastic response? Why was he so sceptical? Popular evangelists must shrink from Joshua’s response. But anyone who has been a minister of the gospel for some years will understand. Beware of a shallow enthusiasm. Remember the parable of the sower: some seed fell on rocky ground, it sprang up but withered, as it had no root. Some seed fell among thorns which grew up and choked the plants. By their fruit you shall know them. 

God is a holy God. God is a jealous God (24:19). ‘Holy’ means set apart. God is not a man; even though some think like this. He is not even superman- he is a holy God. He is not like Santa Claus who gives us whatever we want. We do not just worship God when he gives us things. We worship him because he is God- a holy God, a jealous God, a God who is to be feared. He will not have us worshipping other gods. 

‘You cannot serve the Lord…he will not forgive your transgression nor your sins’ (24:19). We must read this in the context of the following verse which reads, ‘if you forsake the Lord and serve foreign gods’. A decision to serve the Lord must not be taken lightly. It must not be a whim of the moment. It is a serious, solemn decision for life. We do not say, ‘I will give Christianity a try and see if it works for me’. Tragically we hear such words today. Tragically we see people getting caught up in the emotion of singing a song for ‘one more time’, or the persuasive ways of a speaker- not that there is anything wrong with persuasive preaching. But a person’s response to the gospel must involve the mind as well as the heart. Joshua tested the commitment of the people, and so must we. We must beware of an initial enthusiasm. ‘Count the cost’ said Jesus (Luke 14:28). John said, ‘Test the spirits, whether they are of God’ (1John 4:1). 

Joshua’s reason for pouring cold water on their initial response was to get them to consider the commitment they were making. They must realise that they cannot serve the Lord in their own strength; they can only do so by the grace of God and in his strength. Joshua’s rebuff and warning about turning away to serve other gods had the desired effect. The people were not put off but answered a second time, ‘No, but we will serve the Lord’ (24:21). Joshua accepted this repeated confession and went on to formalise their commitment to serve the Lord. How many preachers would take such a risk today? Many are ready to baptise any and all who come- no questions asked. Joshua asked questions. Jesus asked questions. People must not be given assurance of salvation when they do not understand what salvation is about.

In a marriage vows are taken in the presence of witnesses. In making a vow to serve the Lord, Joshua told the people, ‘you are witnesses against yourselves’ (24:22). They had spoken as a group. They had spoken before Joshua, the prophet of God. They agreed, ‘We are witnesses’. Let a man or woman be true to their word, as the Lord is true to his word. ‘If Israel later turned away from God they would be perjuring themselves’ writes Coleson. If you have said you believe in Jesus Christ and will serve him wholeheartedly, then remember your commitment. Do not start saying, ‘I am too busy with other things to serve the Lord; I have to work on Sundays to support my family; the church is too cold or the service is too early in the morning’. Count the cost of following Jesus. 



Covenant at Shechem - obey God’s law                       Joshua 24:23-33
 
On the side of the highway along from here is a small wooden cross. It is adorned with some flowers most of the time. Why is that cross on the side of the road? It is there because a few years ago there was a road accident and someone was killed at this spot. You might not like people erecting such memorials on the side of the road but the authorities do not seem to mind. They see these memorials as powerful reminders of what happens when we break the road rules. 

Joshua set up a large stone under the oak tree at Shechem after the solemn ceremony of covenant renewal. This was the seventh stone memorial in the land of Canaan- seven is the number of completeness in the Bible. These memorials were to remind the people of God’s faithfulness to his promises; he had fulfilled his promise to Abraham. They would remind the people of this nation for generations to come of the grace and goodness of God who gave them this land as their inheritance. God chose these people and brought them into the land. The covenant he made with them included laws for them to obey; they were God’s people living in God’s land. These laws are the focus of Joshua’s closing words in this covenant renewal ceremony. Our subheadings today are: we will obey, wrote in the book, witness stone, and three burials.
1. We will obey
Joshua did not accept a simple, ‘We will serve the Lord’ from the people. He made them think about what they were promising. He made them consider the God they were calling ‘our God’ (24:18). God is a holy and a jealous God. We rarely hear about these attributes of God these days, yet we worship the same God as Joshua. Too many people think of God as a cuddly old man like Santa Claus who gives us whatever we want- no questions asked. They sin all week and then take a sip at the altar on Sunday. People think they can live as they like because God will always forgive them. But remember what Joshua said- God will not forgive if you turn from him to serve other gods or follow the ways of this world (24:19-20). Jesus said, ‘You cannot serve God and money’ (Mat 6:24). The apostle John writes, ‘The lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes and the pride of life is not of the Father but of the world’ (1John 2:16). 

You must choose between Jesus and the world. That choice will be shown by words and actions. The Israelites said, ‘We will serve the Lord’. Joshua replied, ‘Now therefore’ (24:23). Words must be followed by actions. ‘Faith without works is dead’ said James. What did Joshua tell them to do? He said, ‘Put away the foreign gods which are among you’ (24:23). Are you surprised that they had foreign gods with them? Had they carried these in their luggage as they hurried out of Egypt? Had they tucked a few Canaanite gods in their pockets as trophies? Achan did! How could they do this after all that God had done for them, and all that Moses and Joshua taught them?

Before criticising these people, look to see what ‘treasures’ or ‘securities’ you have tucked away or have hanging somewhere around your house. A Hindu woman who heard the gospel and believed in Jesus went home and threw out all the idols in her house. Have you thrown out all the idols in your house and your life?  We must ask God to help us identify the idols we are hanging on to- things that we love and value more than Jesus. Some keep these things just in case Jesus fails. Do you think Jesus will ever fail you? If there is one lesson we take from Joshua it is God’s words, ‘I will never leave you or forsake you’. 

‘Put away your foreign gods… and incline your heart to the Lord God of Israel’ (24:23). The negative is followed by the positive. When you throw out the idols fill your house and your heart with the words of God. Sweep your house clean but do not leave it empty (Luke 11:24f). Throw out pictures of Jesus and put up the words of Jesus. ‘If anyone loves me they will keep my words’ said Jesus (John 14:23). The risen Jesus said to Peter, ‘Do you love me; feed my sheep’ (John 21:17). God gave Israel commands to obey when he made a covenant with them at Sinai. They were not onerous commands. The God who loved them and delivered them out of bondage gave these commands. They were for the good of his chosen people- just as road rules are for our good. We ignore these rules to our peril- the rules of God that is. 
2. Wrote in the book
We have road rules, rules about violence, rules about voting, and rules about all sorts of things in our nation. When people become citizens of this nation they agree to abide by the laws of this land. We do not like people who refuse to obey our laws; in fact we put them in jail. If they come from another country we may deport them. Joshua warned the people that if they did not obey God’s commands God would harm or punish them (24:20). He would even go so far as removing them from the land. God made a covenant with these people saying, ‘I will be your God and you shall be my people’. The terms of this covenant included laws they were obliged to obey. Remember the suzerain/vassal treaties made by conquering kings in those days; vassals were obliged to obey the laws of the conquering king. The terms of the covenant God made with Israel are not given by Joshua because this was a covenant renewal ceremony. The covenant was made through Moses at Sinai with the terms written in the Book of the Law. Making or cutting a covenant was a solemn ceremony. An animal (or animals) was slaughtered and its carcase cut in half. Those making the covenant passed between the two halves, thereby symbolically showing that they be like this animal if they fail to keep the terms of the covenant (see Gen 15). This was probably the sort of sacrifice Joshua performed at Shechem.

After this ‘Joshua wrote these words in the Book of the Law of God’ (24:26). ‘These words’ we understand to mean the words of the Book of Joshua as we have it. Schaeffer writes. ‘Moses’ books were accepted as normative at the time of his death, and by the time Joshua died he had written another book and added it to the canon, which was the authority for God’s people’. Schaeffer is critical of new theologies that focus on personal experience- theologies that are popular today. Some think the NT replaces the OT so they do not bother with the OT. But the Bible is a book of progressive divine revelation. The unchanging God chose to speak through his prophets before sending his only begotten Son to speak to this world (Heb 1:1-2). 

Our Bible is the full and final self-revelation of God. We do not place authority on personal experiences or dreams or the like. God himself gave a written, objective, propositional authority by which to judge in moral matters. This is why we read, study and obey what is written in this book. It is a covenant document still today. Our God, unlike any other god, has spoken and made this covenant with his people. He binds himself to this covenant and demands we do the same. 

One day a Hindu man in India thought the stone idol of Ganesh was drinking the milk he offered. His report spread like wildfire across the land. People flocked in their millions to Ganesh temples to see this idol drink milk. ‘They have mouths but cannot speak’ says the Psalmist- nor can they drink. But the true God, the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, and the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, has spoken. How blessed you are to have such a God!  The words in your Bible are more precious than gold. Moreover, ‘By them your servant is warned, and in keeping them there is great reward’ (Ps 19:11).
3. Witness stone
Joshua set up a large stone under the oak there at Shechem, saying, ‘Behold, this stone shall be a witness to us, for it has heard the words of the Lord’ (24:27). Joshua was not saying the stone became animate and could hear, any more than Isaiah was saying the heavens and the earth became animate and could hear him (Isa 1:2). He was not like the Hindu thinking the stone was drinking milk. This stone that Joshua set up was not an idol, nor was it an altar. It was simply a witness in the sense that people seeing this stone would remember the covenant oath they swore at Shechem years before.

The people would teach their children what this stone stood for. It was a memorial stone just like the other piles of stones set up in Canaan. The pile by the Jordan reminded them of how God brought them across the flooded Jordan. Other piles reminded them of battles they fought, and won, with God’s help. They were just like the wooden cross by the roadside and headstones we put on graves. They are a permanent witness to someone or something in the past. In the case of this stone at Shechem, it was a witness to the words spoken by the Lord and written in the book. ‘It shall therefore be a witness to you, lest you deny your God’ (24:27). With these words Joshua let the people depart to their own inheritance. These were the last words of this strong and courageous leader of God’s people.  
4. One, two, three burials
This book ends, as we might expect, with the death of Joshua- not that we are to think of it as Joshua’s autobiography. It is a record of how God dealt with his chosen people, and how he dealt with the wicked people through his servant Joshua, son of Nun. The same God has his chosen people today does he not? So let us learn from this amazing book. Joshua is called the servant of the Lord for the first time in verse 29, making him like Moses (1:1). Maybe Joshua was too humble to give himself such a title. Joshua carried out all the commands of the Lord given through his servant Moses. Joshua was strong and courageous and observed all that is written in the Book of the Law. He urged those coming after him to do the same (23:6). He had fought the good fight. He had finished the race. He had kept the faith (2Tim 4:7). 

Joshua was buried in the town he received as his inheritance in Canaan, namely Timnath Serah (24:30). Such was his leadership and his teaching that Israel served the Lord all his days, and the days of the elders who outlived him (24:31). We will keep these words in mind when we read on in the Book of Judges. In fact these words are repeated in Judges 2:7, before were read that, ‘another generation arose’ who did not know the Lord nor the works that he had done for Israel. The children of Israel went on to do evil in the sight of the Lord and serve the Baals (Judg 2:10-11). Joshua came after Moses as the leader of God’s people. Who would follow after Joshua? Human leaders come and go but our true leader or true king remains forever. He is the same yesterday, today and forever. He will never leave us or forsake us. We do not look to any man to lead us, but to the man who is God, namely Jesus. He died but rose again to be our King forever. 

Eleazar, the son of Aaron, was the priest who assisted Joshua in the allocation of the land among the tribes. He also died and was buried in the mountains of Ephraim. Finally, the bones of Joseph that they carried all the way from Egypt were buried at Shechem. His father Jacob had bought a plot of land at Shechem when he returned from Paddan Aram. Abraham had previously bought a plot of land near Hebron to bury his wife. Now the whole land belonged to their descendants. They could bury their dead wherever they liked. Joseph, who also died at the age of one hundred and ten years, put Israel under oath to carry his bones ‘from here’ when they went up out of Egypt (Gen 50:25, Exod 13:19). It was some four hundred years later when they went up from Egypt. And in the midst of a hectic exodus Moses took the bones of Joseph with him. What great faith Joseph had. Is was the same faith as that of Abraham. He believed the promise of God. 

Did Joseph anticipate the bodily resurrection of the dead? It seems so. He looked forward not only to an earthly inheritance but a heavenly inheritance. He had carried the body of his father Jacob up to Canaan to be buried. Abraham, Isaac and Jacob were all buried in Canaan. Now Joseph was buried in Canaan also. Abraham lived in Canaan waiting for ‘the city which had foundations, whose builder and maker is God’. ‘He desired a better place, a heavenly country’ (Heb 11:10-16). Joseph had the same desire. Do you? 

‘By faith Joseph gave instructions concerning his bones’ (Heb 11:22). The bones of Joseph are still there in the plot of ground at Shechem- as are the bones of Joshua. But the bones of the ‘greater Joshua’ are no longer in the grave at Jerusalem. Jesus is risen from the dead. He is the firstborn from the dead. When he returns, all who are in the grave will come out- Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph and Joshua.  These men who believed the word of God, and by his grace were faithful to God’s covenant, will rise to the resurrection of life (John 5:29). What about you? Will you rise to the resurrection of life, or the resurrection of condemnation? The choice is yours.








The Book of Judges

The book of Judges                                                           Judges 1:1-20
(Scripture quotes from the New King James Version unless otherwise indicated) 

My brother had a skin cancer on his back cut out by a surgeon. But when they later checked the cancer was still there, so the surgeon had to cut deeper to get rid of all the cancer. It is no use removing some of a cancer- you must get rid of it all. Why? Because the very nature of cancer is to spread and destroy. Sin is like a cancer. It requires drastic treatment. We do not keep hold of secret sins. We do not compromise with the world, the flesh, or the devil. We must stand vigilant against sin. 

The book of Judges documents the tragic fall of people, in fact a whole nation, into compromise with the world, the flesh and the devil. They did not do what the Lord told them to do in driving out the pagan people of Canaan- indeed, in utterly destroying them. They allowed these pagans to live among them and worship their disgusting gods. They married the daughters and sons of these pagans, and soon began worshipping their gods. 

1. Judges- introduction
The book of Judges follows the book of Joshua in the canon of Scripture, as well as in history. It begins, ‘Now after the death of Joshua’ (1:1). The book of Joshua began, ‘After the death of Moses, the servant of the Lord’ (Josh 1:1). After the death of Joshua no one was appointed to lead Israel. Why was this? The people were now settled in the Promised Land. The Lord brought them out of bondage in Egypt and brought them into Canaan, keeping his promise to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. They were now God’s people in God’s land. They had God’s book to guide them in life and worship. The covenant God made with them included blessings and curses. God promised to bless them, on the condition that they obeyed the terms of his covenant- that they obeyed the commands of God. If they failed to obey then God in his justice, and according to the terms of the covenant, would allow foreigners to come and oppress them.  

Israel had no leader because God was their leader and their king. This book tells us how God raised up judges to deliver them when they were oppressed and cried to the Lord. This happened again and again after they turned away from the Lord to worship Canaanite gods. The judge who delivered them from the enemy brought peace to the nation for the rest of their life. It is Gideon who tells the people that he will not rule over them because, ‘The Lord shall rule over you’ (8:23). Ironically his son, Abimelech set himself up as king over Israel (9:22). 

Towards the end of this book, after repeated failures to acknowledge and obey God as king, we read, ‘In those days there was no king in Israel’ (17:6, 18:1, 19:1). The same verse also says that, ‘everyone did what was right in his own eyes’ (17:6). The very last verse of the book again states these key themes of the book: everyone did what was right in his own eyes, and, there was no king in Israel. Historically this book is follow by 1Samuel. Samuel was the last judge in Israel. He anointed Saul, from the tribe of Benjamin, as the first king in Israel. Saul’s failure to obey the Lord led to the anointing of King David, from the tribe of Judah, almost four hundred years after the death of Joshua (cf.1Kings 6:1). A thousand years later the ‘greater Joshua’ and ‘greater David’ comes to rules over the ‘greater Israel- namely Jesus Christ the Son of God.

Judges begins with a prologue (1:1-3:5) and ends with an epilogue (17-21). Davis labels these, ‘The failure of the second generation’, and, ‘The confusion of a depraved people’ respectively. Through Joshua, the Lord God brought his people into a good land and gave them rest from war. Before Joshua died he led them in a covenant renewal ceremony at Shechem in which they pledged to serve the Lord and him only. This they did until the next generation came along, a generation that had not seen the mighty works of the Lord, and did not know of these works either (2:10). Why did they not know the Lord or his works? Was it that in their prosperity they forgot the Lord? Was it that their parents failed to teach them about the Lord and his works? Was it that the gods of the Canaanites were more attractive to the flesh? Temple prostitution was part of Baal worship, along with other depraved behaviour. All these factors contributed to the next generation turning away from the Lord. What do we see as we look at society today? We see prosperity, with all manner of material things enticing people away from the worshipping the Lord, and into debt. We have a generation that gets all these things without really earning them. We have a generation that has not been taught the things of God. We have a generation that is wide open to the lusts of the flesh. 

At the end of this book of Judges we read of an incident at Gibeah in which wicked men of the city surround a man’s home demanding his male guest be handed over so they could rape him (19:22). Here is a city in Israel, a Benjamite city that looks just like the city of Sodom, a Canaanite city, in the days of Abraham. God judged Sodom. After four hundred years he judged all the cities of Canaan. Gibeah was also judged for their homosexual practices. In fact it led to civil war, and the tribe of Benjamin almost being wiped out. Where will the progressive depravity of our society end? Not so long ago western nations like ours were taking the gospel and the commands of the God to pagan nations. Today many western nations have legalised homosexual marriage- an abomination to the nations to which they took the gospel not so long ago. Do you believe God is the judge of all the earth, as Abraham did? Is God already judging western nations like ours for their depravity?

In the central section of this book we read the dramatic accounts of Deborah, Gideon and then Samson. How we love hearing these stories and telling them to our children. Even Hollywood likes them, though they twist the whole message. Gideon is the fourth and the best judge of Israel- despite making an idol in his old age. Some number seven major judges, but Gideon’s son, Abimelech, was not really a judge; some label him an anti-judge. So there are six major judges, and six minor judges- ‘minor’ meaning that little is written about them. In this central section we find a repeated cycle associated with each judge. The cycle in brief is: sin/apostasy, servitude/oppression, supplication/ distress, and salvation /deliverance. There is also a progressive deterioration in morality and unity, ending, as we have mentioned, with the gross immorality at Gibeah, and civil war by way of punishment. 

The term ‘judge’ translates the Hebrew ‘shaphet’. In essence this means what we understand by the term ‘judge’, namely a person who listens to disputes and decides the case. Deborah is described in this way. ‘The children of Israel came up to her for judgment’ (4:5). In ancient Israel without a king, the judge assumed other roles in society. He or she made sure the community abided by the law of God, including proper worship. Finally, the judge was called upon to deliver the people from external threats and oppression. Although, as Cundall says, these tasks are quite different today, it was not so in ancient Israel- a court judge could be a military leader. It was God who raised up a person to judge Israel in this way. He did so after the people repented and cried out to him- with weeping (2:4). The Lord sent his Spirit upon this person. ‘The Spirit of the Lord came upon him’; upon Othniel (3:10), upon Gideon (6:4), upon Jephthah (11:29), and upon Samson (14:19). In the power of the Spirit this ordinary person stepped forward to lead Israel into battle and throw of the foreign oppressors. 

Some have compared the book of Judges to the book of Acts in the NT. Judges follows the death of Joshua and Acts follows the death of Jesus. In Judges, the Spirit is given to individuals who bring people back to covenant faithfulness to the Lord, and to rest in the land for some years. In Acts, the Spirit of God came upon the apostles and all who confess their sin and believe in Jesus. In the power of the Spirit they became witnesses of Jesus to the end of the earth. Apostasy is still there, but the church moves beyond the Jews to the Gentiles, and becomes established in all the earth. Only with the coming of the ‘greater Joshua’ do the people of God get true rest, rest not in Canaan but in the kingdom of God. 

2. Judah first and faithful
There is some overlap between Joshua and Judges. While Joshua wrote the book of Joshua we do not know who wrote Judges; the Talmud preserves the tradition that Samuel was the writer. Joshua and his army conquered the various city-states of Canaan, killing their kings and most of the people in three major campaigns. Through Moses the Lord ordered utter destruction; all the living were killed, and all property burned. The word ‘kharam’ or ‘utterly destroy’ is found only once in Judges (1:17). The Lord was judging the Canaanites, and making sure his people did not become syncretistic in their worship. 

Many today fail to understand this policy of ’kharam’; even Christians make excuses. Yet the Canaanites knew they were being judged by God. Rahab, who believed and was saved, acknowledged the justice of the Lord of heaven and earth (Josh 2:11). The Gibeonites acknowledged God’s justice in destroying all the inhabitants of the land (Josh 9:24). A king called Adoni-Bezek (not to be confused with Adoni-Zedek of Joshua 10) was caught by the men of Judah (1:6). When they cut off his thumbs and big toes he did not protest their cruelty but said, ‘God has repaid me’ (1:7). God is never unjust. God will repay men and women for their wicked deeds, although he forgives those who truly repent. 

At the end of this book the people were all gathered at Shechem listening to Joshua. They had been given their tribal allotments and told to go up and possess the land. Canaanites remained in various cities- Jerusalem for example- so they had to keep fighting on a local basis. ‘Who will go up and fight for us against the Canaanites’ the people asked the Lord (1:1). ‘Judah’, replied the Lord, with the assurance of success. Judah was the first to receive their allotment. Judah was the son who received Jacob’s blessing to be the leader (Gen 49:8-10). Judah asked his brother Simeon to join him in the fight against the Canaanites (1:3). Simeon’s land was actually within Judah’s allotment (Josh 19:1). Davis applauds this unity, but Timothy Keller comments, ‘almost immediately Judah fails’ by asking Simeon to go with them. Clearly we need to be careful in making judgments when Scripture makes no judgment. The only ‘judgment’ in the passage is positive in that, ‘the Lord delivered the Canaanites and the Perizzites into their hand’ (1:4).  

‘The children of Israel fought against Jerusalem and took it’ (1:8) - this does not mean they settled there (cf. 1:21). They went against the Canaanites in Hebron, killing the sons of Anak (1:10, 20). They went against Debir (1:11-15) and against Zephath or Hormah utterly destroying it (1:17). Judah and Simeon also took Gaza, Ashkelon and Ekron on the coastal plain (1:19). The story of Caleb taking Hebron and his son-in-law Othniel taking Debir we have heard before (Josh 15:13f). It is a good news story among many bad news stories which follow- note another mention in verse 20, just before the failures begin. Caleb is a prime example of a man who ‘wholly followed the Lord God of Israel’ and was blessed by God in his inheritance (Josh 14:14). This story also prepares for the fearless and faithful Othniel to become the first judge to deliver Israel from foreign invaders (3:9). Even Caleb’s daughter is portrayed as a wise and diligent wife, like the virtuous wife of Proverbs 31. She saw the need for water in the land her husband was given and asks for additional land that contained springs of water.  

The good news of Judges comes to an end here, half way through the first chapter. Judah and Simeon went and utterly destroyed the Canaanites in the south, with Caleb as the chief example of trust and obedience; but even Judah failed to drive out the inhabitants of the lowlands because they had chariots of iron (1:19). They ‘took’ the towns on the coastal plain (1:18), but did not take possession or gain ongoing control of them (1:19). The ominous note, ‘could not drive them out’ is sounded. We are left asking if it was a case of ‘could not’ or ‘would not’. How many times have you made the excuse ‘could not’ when the truth is you ‘would not’ obey the word of the Lord? Have you said, ‘I cannot forgive that person’ when the truth is you don’t want to forgive them; you prefer to be angry and bitter, or maybe you plan to get even. Have you said, ‘I cannot stop doing this or that, even though I know it is wrong’, when the truth is you don’t want to turn from that sin? The arm of the Lord is never too short to save. Let us humbly admit our weakness and come before the throne of grace, and receive help in our time of need (Heb 4:16).

Did not drive out the Canaanites                        	Judges 1: 21-2:5
 
The marauding men of Mohammed recently took another city in Iraq- a place called Ramadi. The Iraqi army is set to retake this city according to the news. Cities can be taken one day and lost the next. If you are not up on this news you may recall some episodes in the TV series M.A.S.H, in which they launch an attack to retake hill 901 from the Chinese. Something like this seems to have occurred in Canaan. In the initial conquest Joshua took many cities. He killed the king and the people, and in some cases burned the city. But this does not mean the Israelites settled in the city at this time. The soldiers kept moving on. Their families were back at Gilgal. After these main conquests, Joshua gave each tribe their allotment and told them to go up and settle in the land. When they did go up they often found Canaanites still in the cities. The policy was still to utterly destroy the Canaanites, but the last time we read of this is with Judah and Simeon attacking a city in the south (1:17). 

In the second half of chapter 1 we come to Benjamin, the Joseph tribes, and the other northern tribes. The resounding note from these tribes is that they did not drive out the Canaanites. There is a progression, a downwards progression, from the Canaanites living among them, to them living among the Canaanites and ultimately to the Canaanites not even letting them live in their allotted land. In the beginning of chapter 2 we find the Lord’s assessment of this failure to drive out the Canaanites. The ‘could not’ of Judah when they were confronted by chariots of iron, becomes a simple ‘did not’ (1:19, cf. 1:21, 27, 29, 30, 31, 33).  Moreover, ‘the Lord was with them’ applied to Judah as well as the house of Joseph, but that was it (1:22).  The Lord was not with them because they did not obey the covenant (2:2, 3). 

1. Canaanites among Israelites
From the southern tribes of Judah and Simeon we move to the central region, to Benjamin, Ephraim and Manasseh- Dan’s allotment was also in the central region to start with. The verse about Benjamin begins ‘But’. The ‘Now’ and ‘Then’ of the tribe of Judah becomes ‘But’ and ‘However’ with the other tribes. In their move to take the cities in their allotment they failed to drive out the pagan, Baal-worshipping inhabitants. 

Benjamin was allotted a narrow strip between Judah and Ephraim which included Jerusalem. But they failed to destroy or even dislodge the Jebusites; so they had to live with them (1:21). Back in Joshua 15:63 we read that Judah could not drive out the inhabitants of Jerusalem- although in Judges 1:8 they took it. Jerusalem was a border city, and also a very difficult city to take. In the end it was King David who finally and completely took and settled in Jerusalem (2Sam 5:7). 

The house of Joseph included Ephraim and Manasseh. Again we see some cooperation among the tribes- but for the last time. And for the last time we note that ‘the Lord was with them’ (1:22). Bethel may have been taken at the same time as Joshua took Ai- its army came to assist Ai (Josh 8:17). If so, it was reinhabited and had to be retaken. It is interesting that as before, as with Jericho, spies were sent out before the attack (1:23). These spies convinced a man from the city to show them a secret entrance to the city. Using this information they took Bethel and let the informer go free. This man reminds us of Rahab, although he did not join Israel but went to the land of the Hittites, probably Syria, to live. 

Large scale failure to occupy their inheritance began with Manasseh. This tribe was given a vast swathe of land across central Canaan, including the Jezreel valley through which a major highway passed. But they failed to drive the local pagans out of the main cities or their villages, cities like Beth-shan, Taanach. Megiddo and around to Dor on the coastal plain. It seems the Canaanites were more determined to stay that the Israelites were to drive them out. They probably had chariots of iron, but this did not stop Joshua when he took these cities and killed their kings. Joshua also records the later failure of Manasseh to drive the inhabitants out of these towns (Josh 17:12, 13). Rather than utterly destroying the inhabitants as commanded by the Lord, Manasseh adopted its own policy. It put the Canaanites to forced labour. This may have been a pragmatic, common sense policy- why kill these people when they could be made slaves! But it was not the policy of the Lord, as they will soon be told. 

The way of the Lord is always best. We must never think we know a better way. Yet so often this is exactly what we think, and what we do. We want to avoid trouble with the pagans around us so we compromise.  Sometimes we feel intimidated by politicians, or intellectuals, or the press that manipulates what people say for their own ends. Such people undermine the Bible with their theory of evolution and other pseudo-science. They make lots of noise about equality and human rights, especially when trying to make sin acceptable and legal. The Bible says, have nothing to do with pagans and their idols (1Cor 6:14-18). Let us be steadfast in the truth of the word of God, even if we suffer abuse and persecution. Remember that in Israel, ‘What began as toleration ended in apostasy. What seemed reasonable proved lethal. Living with Canaanites led to worshipping with Canaanites’ (Davis). Ephraim failed to drive the pagans out of Gezer, one of their cities on the coastal plain; they allowed them to live among them (1:29). Moving north, Zebulun also failed to drive out the Canaanites; they let them live among them. They made the Canaanites their slaves.

2. Israel among Canaanites 
In this historical account of Israel going up to possess their inheritance, we continue to read of the tragic failure of the northern tribes to drive out the Canaanites and take possession of their land. To do so required effort; they had to fight the remaining Canaanites, but there was no longer a Canaanite army as such. The Lord promised to be with them and give them victory- until they started doing things their own way. Letting the locals live was not the way of the Lord. They were God’s agents in judging the wicked Canaanites. They would soon know the outcome of doing things their way rather than God’s way.  

The tribe of Asher failed to drive out the inhabitants of numerous cities in their allotment along the northern coast. They had no success at all. It was not a case of the Canaanites dwelling among them but of them dwelling among the Canaanites. They were in the minority. The Canaanites controlled the land. The tribe of Naphtali was allotted the range of hills back from the coast and across to the Jordan in Galilee. The town of Beth-shemesh was named after the sun god; Beth-anath means ‘house of the goddess’, the goddess of fertility. Pagan temples remained in the cities that Naphtali failed to occupy. Like Asher, they ended up living in a predominantly Canaanite culture. Distinctive worship of Yahweh became difficult to maintain. They saw the majority going to worship in exciting and sensual ways at pagan shrines, and were tempted to join them. 

We might reflect on secular and pagan influences on true worship in our society. Why should the devil have all the good music some say, as they adopt the devil’s music? Seeing friends going to sport, to parties, to movies or the shops on Sundays is a temptation for God’s people- especially when just a few faithful believers gather in the house of God.

3. Israelites right out
The tribe of Dan was not even allowed to enter their allotment. The Amorites/Canaanites were determined to stay put; they forced Dan to stay in the hills (1:34, 35). They were not allowed to enter the western foothills or the fertile, vineyard-covered plains. Samson was from the tribe of Dan. He made some impact on the people on the plains but eventually the Danites gave up and moved north, as we will see in chapter 18. The closing verse in this chapter refers to the boundary of the Amorites rather than the boundary of Dan. This boundary seems to be down near the Dead Sea. If so, it still highlights the great turn of events in this chapter, from looking at the boundary of the land inherited by Israel to the ominous note that the Amorites still controlled much of the land and were setting the boundaries of Israel.

4. Angel of the Lord
The tribes went up to take possession of their inheritance in Canaan but as we move from south to north they increasingly failed to do this. In fact, the leading tribe of Judah was the first and the last to utterly destroy the Canaanites. Why did the tribes not do what they were commanded to do?  Was it that they were outnumbered? Joshua was vastly outnumbered but the Lord gave him victory after victory. Only of Judah is it said that they ‘could not’ drive out the inhabitants (1:19). With the other tribes it is said ‘they did not drive them out’ or drive them out completely (1:28). They thought it better to make the Canaanites forced labourers. They were not deceived, as Joshua was by the Gibeonites; they just decided this was a good thing to do. But the Lord did not agree. He had commanded utter destruction.

The Angel of the Lord came up from Gilgal, the place where Israel initially camped, to a place called Bochim (2:1). This may have been near Shiloh- we do not know. What we know is that this name means ‘weeper’- the Israelites ‘lifted up their voices and wept’ in this place (2:4). While details of the place and time may be uncertain, the message from the Lord is clear. The people had broken His covenant, the covenant made through Moses, and renewed by Joshua at Shechem. It was not the Lord who broke covenant, it was the people. The Lord never breaks his covenant. This is the reason why he acts in grace to forgive sin and restore his people- as seen again and again in this book, and eventually in sending his only begotten Son the cross. 

Israel not only failed to drive out the Canaanites and destroy them; they made treaties with them. Forcing them to be labourers was making a treaty with them- remember the Gibeonite treaty. ‘Why have you done this?’ asked the Lord. They had no answer; it was out of expediency and selfish-interest, of course. All they could do was weep, weep in sorrow, but not necessarily in repentance. The weeping came after the Lord told them he would no longer drive out the inhabitants but would allow them to remain in the land as ‘thorns in your side’, and their gods as snares to them (2:3). A snare was a type of trap into which a bird flew; when it did so it activated a spring which caused it to be knocked down or pierced’ (Cundall).

On hearing their punishment, the people wept; they did not weep on the realization of their having broken the covenant. ‘Turn to me with all your heart, with fasting and weeping and with mourning. So rend you heart and not your garments’ (Joel 2:12, 13). Davis writes, ‘it is good to be moved by tears, but better to be broken by repentance’. Matthew Henry writes, ‘they wept but we do not find that they reformed, that they went home and destroyed all the remains of idolatry and idolaters among them. Many are melted under the word that harden again before they are cast into a new mould’. You may have wept in the face of personal disaster or tragedy. We see people weeping over their home that has been destroyed by fire or by flood; we see people weeping over financial losses, or on getting news of a terrible illness. But do we see people weeping over their sin? Have you wept over your sin?  A man once told me he was weeping because his wife left him. I prayed, ‘Lord let him weep, and let her weep also until they repent and change their ways’. The Israelites wept because the Lord told them that he would no longer drive out the Canaanites. They made sacrifices to the Lord at this place but there is no indication of genuine repentance.

This condemnation by the Angel of the Lord might come as a surprise to some. They might ask, ‘what did the Israelites do that was wrong?’ On the surface it seems, they did their best and acted with common sense. Theirs was the sin of omission. They failed to trust and obey the Lord. Sins of commission will follow, as they always do. When we fail to obey in little things we soon find ourselves failing in big things. Little sins grow into big sins. They began with common sense and compromise and end up in apostasy. Stone writes, ‘Compromise, by its very nature, never announces itself as sin; but in its subtle degrees and shades, it undercuts the entire mission and life of the community of faith’. How true this is of the church today! Compromise regarding the infallibility of the Bible has led to devastating results, both in the church and in the lives of many Christians.    

Degeneration in next generation                  		Judges 2:6-19
Many years ago the wife of a friend left him for another man. He was very upset because he loved his wife and they had children. He loved her with a jealous love. He was angry with her and with the man who took her away. One day at the park he saw this man. He confronted him, taking him down with a powerful left hook. Another friend managed to keep him from going to jail for assault. We do not condone violence, but the Bible actually warns against making approaches to another man’s wife; ‘For jealousy is a husband’s fury’ (Prov 6:34). We might wonder if there would be so much adultery if husbands were more jealous for their wives, and were allowed to vent their jealousy.
The God of Israel is a jealous God. He will not have his people playing the harlot with other gods (2:17). He will not have the people upon whom he has set his love, and whom he has delivered from bondage, going off to serve other gods. Joshua told the people, ‘You cannot serve the Lord for he is a holy God; he is a jealous God’ (Josh 24:19). Yahweh is sovereign over all his creation and over all the nations. He will not share his glory with other gods. Yahweh worship must be exclusive, and it must be in the way he has ordained. In those days everyone had to come to the tabernacle with their sacrifices and offerings to the Lord. The Ark of the Covenant was kept in the tabernacle- but here in Judges the ark is mentioned only once (20:27). There is no indication that the people were going up to the tabernacle or keeping the Passover- as Joshua did after crossing the Jordan. 

God is a jealous God. He gets angry when his people turn away to worship other gods. The first chapter sets the scene for this very thing happening. Some see this passage from 2:6 to 3:6 as a second introduction. The first introduction records the military history after the death of Joshua. The tribes were told to go up and possess the land after Joshua and his army broke the back of enemy resistance. They were told to wipe out or utterly destroy the Canaanite people and tear down their altars (2:2). Is this what they did? In the Lord’s strength they could have done so. They could have lived as a holy people in the holy land. But No! They failed to trust and obey the Lord. They failed to drive out the wicked Canaanites; they let them live among them, albeit as forced labourers. These pagan people, worshipping their disgusting gods, were like a ticking time bomb in Israel- or more like a dangerous cancer. The Lord said they would be a snare or trap to Israel after they had disobeyed God’s covenant. And so it was!

This second introduction, as Keller calls it, again begins with the death of Joshua, but it focusses on religious or spiritual matters in this new nation; on their spiritual decline in fact. It answers the question of why they failed to drive out the Canaanites and why they came to be oppressed by their pagan neighbours. It might have made good economic sense to keep the Canaanites as forced labourers but this meant rubbing shoulders with idol worshippers. How would they keep their children from being influenced by pagan gods or secular philosophies? Some years ago parents often said they wanted their children to learn about different religions so they could make their own choice when they grew up. I don’t hear this so much these days, maybe because some parents have seen their son or daughter disappear, only to pop up in Iraq beheading innocent people in the name of Islam. Such parents regret their liberal, pluralistic views about religion. Others regret their liberal teaching when they see their children marching in the Mardi Gras. The generation after Joshua would have loved the Mardi Gras. Indeed, Baal worship was all about sex and sodomy. 
1. Another generation
Joshua, the faithful servant of the Lord, died at the end of the preceding Book of Joshua (Josh 24:29, 30).  In this overlapping passage in Judges we are again told that Joshua was one hundred and ten years old and was buried in his own plot in the Promised Land (2:8, 9). In another overlapping statement we are told that ‘the people served the Lord all the days of Joshua, and all the elders who outlived Joshua’ (2:7, Josh 24:31). That generation had seen all the works of the Lord (Josh24:31), or ‘all the great works of the Lord’ here in Judges 2:7. Some had crossed the Red sea with Moses. All had crossed the Jordan with Joshua, and seen the walls of Jericho come crashing down. They listened to God’s servant and followed him. ‘We will serve the Lord our God and obey his voice’ they declared on oath (Josh 24:23). But there is an ominous note in the words, ‘all the days of Joshua and the elders who outlived him’. What will happen after these days? What will happen in the next generation- the days of their children? We will soon find out!

‘Another generation arose after them’ (2:10). There is nothing startling about these words. One generation follows another as surely as one day follows the next. But just as we fail to think about tomorrow, so we often fail to think about the next generation. We get so busy with the present that we forget about the future- apart from a comfortable retirement that is! Do you think about where your children, or grandchildren, will be next year or in ten years’ time?  Where will they be living? Will they be studying or working? What about where they will be spiritually? Do you know that you have a huge part to play in determining their future? Do not sit back saying they have decide for themselves how they will live, and which god they will serve. No! Pray for them and teach them the truth. Teach them today about the true God. Read the Bible with them. Tell them of the great works of the Lord. If you don’t they will become a generation ‘who did not know the Lord, nor the work which he had done’ (2:10).

How come the next generation did not known the work of the Lord?  Because they were not taught. How do children know anything?  They must be taught. We teach them to walk and to talk. We send them to school for years so they will learn lots of things. How will they know the works and words of the Lord if they are not taught? ‘Train up a child in the way he should go and when he is old he will not depart from it’ (Prov 22:6). Remember all the memorials Joshua set up in Canaan. When children saw these and asked what they meant their parents were supposed to tell them the great work of the Lord (Josh 4:21f). Moses said to teach them when you sit down with them and when you walk with them- and when we drive in the car with them! (Deut 6:7). Children love asking questions. Remember, they also learn by watching what their parents do.

The next generation did not know the Lord (1:10). I have reversed the order in this verse because it is one thing to know about the Lord and his works, but another to know the Lord personally. It is one thing to have head knowledge but another to know in your heart. We can and must teach the next generation, but we cannot change their hearts. It is the Lord, by his grace and power, who changes people’s hearts. But God’s grace does not operate in a vacuum. God made a covenant with his people, and operates under the terms of his covenant. Keep his covenant and you will be blessed, you and your children.  Depart from his covenant and you will suffer, you and your children. Let us see what happened to the next generation in Israel, a generation who did not know the Lord or his work.

2. Anger of the Lord
After the death of Joshua they failed to drive pout the Canaanites. They let the Baal worshippers live among them. They also failed to teach their children the great works of the Lord. Therefore their children did not know the Lord in their hearts. And so the inevitable happened- inevitable because all are born sinners, even the children of God’s people. Left to their own devices they will sin. People who do not known the Lord in their hearts do know the devil. In fact they are slaves to sin and the devil. They are ruled by the flesh. They seek to satisfy the lusts of the flesh, contrary to the commands of God. Among other things the apostle Paul lists adultery, sexual immorality, lewdness, idolatry, sorcery and drunkenness as works of the flesh, along with homosexuality and sodomy (Gal 5:19, 20, 1Cor 6:9). Living in the presence of Baal worship the next generation in Israel succumbed to the lusts of the flesh. They ‘forsook the Lord God of their fathers’, doing ‘evil in the sight of the Lord’ (2:11, 12). They ‘served Baal and Ashtoreths’ (2:13). 

Hindus have thousands of gods that they worship. If you visit India you will see grotesque images and idols everywhere- under trees, on rocks, on street corners, in shrines, in temples and in homes. Shiva is a popular Hindu god; he is the trident-carrying god of yoga and the arts. His goddess wife is called Durga, with here many arms carrying an assortment of weapons as she sits on a tiger. A phallic symbol called the ‘Lingam’ is associated with Shiva worship. There are still ‘decades’ women or temple prostitutes in some temples although this is now illegal in India. Child sacrifice is also illegal but still occurs.

Among the Canaanites, temple prostitution and child sacrifice was not illegal. Baal, which means ‘lord’ was the god of power and fertility. Ashtoreth, his consort, was the goddess of war and fertility. Life in this ancient society revolved around the land; it depended on the fertility of crops and animals. So Baal worship involved fertility rituals, prostitution and all sorts of lewd practices. No wonder the Lord was judging these nations! No wonder the Lord warned his people not to associate with these pagans. No wonder the generation that was not taught about the true God fell into Baal worship. And no wonder the Lord got angry with them. In his hot, yet righteous anger, the Lord sold them into the hands of their enemies’ (2:14). If they wanted to worship the gods of their enemies then let them live under the rule of their enemies. They soon realised how cruel these pagans could be. Young people attracted to Islam are realising the horror of living under its rule. Young people attracted to Hinduism and its gurus eventually realise how perverted their gurus and gods are. It is the same for those who turn to drink and drugs. The Lord took away his hand of protection and let Israel suffer under the plundering and persecution of their enemies. Not that the Lord gave them up completely. He remain sovereign in all things. ‘The hand of the Lord was against them for calamity’ (2:15). In fact, it was just as the Lord told them when he called them to himself and made a covenant with them (Deut 28:47f).  

3. Amazing grace
When the people turned away to worship other gods, the Lord, ‘gave them up to uncleanness, in the lusts of their hearts to dishonour their bodies among themselves’ – in the words of the apostle Paul in Romans 1.He let them suffer the consequences  of their sin, not with horrible disease but with shameful and painful servitude. ‘They were greatly distressed’ (2:15). 

We come to the cycle of, sin, servitude, supplication and salvation that occurs over and over in the central part of the book. The second introduction both explains the first chapter and summarises what is to come.  Verse 16 in particular, is pivotal- ‘The Lord raised up judges who delivered them’.  They ended up in terrible distress, with their enemies coming and taking whatever they wanted whenever they wanted. They were powerless to stop them without God’s help. And now the Lord was against them. In their distress they would cry out to the Lord (2:9), although this is not stated here in verse 15. 

The Lord was moved to pity with their groaning (2:18). He saw their plight and in his amazing grace acted to deliver them from their enemies.  They could not save themselves and they were not worthy of the Lord’s help, having forsaken him for other gods. But the Lord came to their rescue anyway, such is the grace of the Lord our God. ‘The Lord raised up judges to deliver them from the hand of those who plundered them’ (2:16). The Lord was with the judge, empowering him or her by his Spirit to throw off the yoke of their pagan neighbour. And the land returned to rest all the days of the judge. It seems their return to the Lord was largely superficial. There was no real change of heart. Verse 17 indicates that they would not listen to their judges but played the harlot with other gods. When that judge died they reverted to their corrupt and adulteress ways (2:19). Cundall writes, ‘The Israelites had short memories. When the immediate crisis was over they forgot their earlier misery and the state of temporary repentance which it had produced’. How could they do this? How could they so quickly forget that the Lord saved them from great trouble, and return to serving other gods? How indeed! Those who know the power of sin and the weakness of the human heart will not be surprised. Jesus said, ‘The spirit is willing but the flesh is weak’.  Sin does not easily let go. The devil prowls around like a roaring lion, and when he gets his prey he does not readily let go (1Peter 5:8). Oh, wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death? Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord’ (Rom 7:25).

Nations left to test Israel                                         Judges 2:20-3:6

Earlier this year I went picking wild blackberries with our daughter. Have you ever picked blackberries? These tasty berries grow on very thorny bushes. Every time you reach out to pick the fruit you get pricked by thorns. Why does such tasty fruit have to grow on such thorny bushes? I guess it means you have to really want this fruit, and be serious about getting it. It means you have to harden your skin for the job.

When the tribes of Israel failed to drive out the Canaanites from their allotted land, making treaties with them instead, the Lord accused them of breaking the covenant. In the Lord’s strength they could have driven them out but they did not trust in the Lord or obey his word. Consequently, the Lord told them he would not drive the pagans out but, ‘they shall be thorns in your sides and their gods shall be a snare to you’ (2:3). Moses warned them that this would happen (Numb 33:55), as did Joshua. Joshua spoke of ‘scourges on your sides and thorns in your eyes’ (Josh 23:13). Allowing Canaanites to live in the land was breaking God’s covenant. Breaking God’s covenant command is sin. Yet in his sovereign will and purposes, God knew and predestined all this; as much as we find this difficult to understand or accept, it is true. The Lord works all things together for good for his people (Rom 8:28). For his own purposes, and for the good of his people, his sinful people, he did not drive out the remaining Canaanites. He let them stay to test Israel and to train them for war.

1. Test loyalty
‘The anger of the Lord was hot against Israel’ (2:20). In this passage (vs 20-22) we see the Lord speaking directly to his people. He was angry at his people for breaking the covenant. The Lord never breaks his covenant (2:1), but the same cannot be said for Israel, the other party to this covenant. They failed to drive out the Canaanites; and not only that, they started worshipping other gods (2:13). Furthermore, they took the sons and daughters of these pagan people in marriage (3:6), in blatant disobedience to the words of Joshua and Moses (Josh 23:12, Deut 7:3, 4). This was one of the reasons for the policy of utterly destroying the Canaanites, but they thought they knew better. Expediency and self- interest, common sense and compromise, took precedence over obeying the word of the Lord. 

The Lord was angry- very angry. But he did not afflict Israel with disease or drought; nor did he expel them from the Promised Land at this stage (see Deut 28). What he did was allow the pagan nations to remain in the land as a thorn in their sides. These nations would rise up to harass and plunder the people of God from time to time. They would remain in the land, ’that through them I may test Israel’ (2:22, 3:1, 4- God also allowed surrounding nations to oppress and plunder Israel). They would test the people’s covenant fidelity. Would they walk in the ways of the Lord as their father’s had done, or would they forget the Lord and turn away to worship other gods?

The Lord was not tempting them. God does not tempt anyone (James 1:13). But he does allow his people to be tested in order to see what is in their hearts. The testing of your faith produces patient endurance- or it produces failure. The Lord will not have double-minded people among his worshippers. He will not have those who worship with their hands and lips, when their heart is far from him. He will not have people worship him in the morning and others gods in the evening. You cannot drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons also (1Cor 10:21). He allows us to be tested to see if we will be loyal to him to the end. 

If you join the army you will be severely tested- tested for physical strength and for loyalty. Look at what is happening in the Iraqi army. Great effort is being made to train them for war, and this is important. But what happens when they meet the enemy? They turn and run. They fail the test of loyalty. Soldiers like this are useless to the army and the nation. How many in the Lord’s army fail the test of loyalty and turn out to be useless to Him. 

The Lord does not want potential defectors among those who serve him. So let them first be tested. Even in the church the Bible says of elders and deacons, ‘Let them first be tested’ (1Tim 3:10). The Lord left these pagan nations in Canaan to test Israel. They would be a snare or trap to Israel. The flesh is weak. They fell into a sensual trap back at Baal Peor. The overtly sexual worship of the Canaanites would be a trap to Israel, just a pornography is a trap to many today, even in the church. You know that in Islam a man can have a number of wives- as in Mormonism. In some places men convert to Islam so they can have a second wife. 

We sometimes ask why the Lord allows us to suffer trouble and afflictions. The apostle Paul asked the Lord to remove his thorn in the flesh; three times he pleaded with the Lord (2Cor 12:8). What did the Lord answer? Did he remove this ‘thorn’? No! He said, ‘My grace is sufficient for you. My strength is made perfect in weaknesses’. This ‘thorn’ was an ongoing test to the apostle Paul- just like some ministers and missionaries today have their ‘thorns in the flesh’. It keep him from getting proud and depending on his own strength. He learned to rejoice in afflictions. He learned to persevere in trials. The Lord does not necessarily remove ‘thorns’ in the flesh. By allowing pagan Canaanites to live among his people, God would test their faithfulness to him.

2. Taught to know war
On the blackberry picking adventure, our daughter brought her two girls. Their soft hands got pricked by thorns every time they reached out to pick the berries. It was a disaster! When I used to go picking blackberries with my father he just walked into the bush and picked both hands. Being a farmer, his hands were like leather. The thorns did not bother him at all. 

Joshua was called upon to fight the moment Israel came out of Egypt (Exod 17:8f). As they moved through the wilderness they had to fight the Amorites east of the Jordan. Then they crossed the Jordan to fight the Canaanites. Having fought for the land, Joshua and his generation valued their possession. They remembered how the Lord helped them and gave them victory. The next generation had not experienced war. They were not motivated or prepared to fight for their God-given inheritance. They preferred compromise. They preferred making treaties with their enemies. And so the Lord did not drive out the nations living in Canaan. He left them there to test the loyalty of his people, and to teach them to fight for their inheritance. Moses had warned them not to forget the Lord when he brought them into the promised land, giving them good things and orchards already established (Deut 6:10-12). 

Second generation Christians do not know what it is like being slaves to sin and the devil. Some pay no regard to Satan and his activities as they enjoy the blessings of their inheritance. In the hills of North East India live various Naga tribes. Head-hunting was part of their violent, animistic religion and culture. When they heard the gospel they believed in Jesus. They turned away from their animism and their violence to live at peace with one another. But the next generation does not know what it was like to live in bondage to evil spirits and violent ways. They face the danger of turning away from Jesus; not by going back to head-hunting but by turning to alcohol and drugs. 

It is important to remind the next generation of the horror of serving Satan. It is important to teach them how to resist the devil; and to submit to God and obey his word. ‘Resist the devil and he will flee from you’ (James 4:7). How did Jesus resist the devil? By quoting Scripture. Are you able to quote Scripture to Satan? Are your children able to quote Scripture to Satan? Do you know to put on the armour of God, the shield of faith and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God (Eph 6:17). What about your children? And do not forget prayer. Are you prepared to fight for your God-given inheritance? What about your children and grandchildren?

The land of Canaan was inhabited by various people groups, living in city- states. Joshua lists seven different people groups (Josh 24:11). Here in Judges the list is the same, with just the Girgashites missing       (3:5). Often these are lumped together and all called Canaanites. Among the nations which the Lord left were the Philistines along the coastal plain, the Sidonians, again along the coast to the north, and the Hittites in the hills of Lebanon and Hermon (3:3). The Philistines, in particular, feature as a hard-to-dislodge group in this book. Samson made an impact on them, but they were still a thorn in the side of King Saul. 

3. Took their daughters 
In the closing two verses of the introduction we read of three ways in which the next generation of Israelites failed to keep the covenant the Lord made with them. Firstly, they dwelt among the Canaanites and other people groups rather than driving them out as commanded (3:5). We know about this failure from the historical details of chapter 1. Judah briefly took three of the five Philistine cities, but that was all. Israel could not settle the coastal plain to the south or the north. They did not settle the central Jezreel valley either. 

Dwelling side by side with pagan people, the second failure was inevitable. They married pagan women, and gave their daughters to marry pagan men. Against the advice of his parents, Samson took a wife from the uncircumcised Philistines (14:3). Foreign wives turned the heart of King Solomon to other gods. Jezebel, a Sidonian, brought Baal worship into Israel when King Ahab took her as his wife. 

The third failure followed from the second; ‘they served other gods’ (3:6). One failure led to another. One sin leads to another. If we make excuses to disobey one command it becomes easier to break another command. We know how telling a ‘small’ lie leads to telling ‘whoppers’. We know how just a small drink, a little taste of a cigarette or drug, or a little peek at porn, can lead to bondage. Satan loves to accuse us when we fail, telling us how impossibly demanding the Lord is, and how weak and hopeless we are. 

We should learn from the failures of Israel (1Cor 10:11). Keep away from wicked people- the places they go and the things they do. Do not think that you cannot be tempted- even Jesus was tempted. Watch out for the devil and his agents. Have nothing to do with the table of demons (1Cor 10:21). Draw near to God and he will draw near to you. Pray always, asking God to give you eyes to see, and strength to resist temptations that do come your way. 



Othniel, the paradigm judge                                 	Judges 3:7-11
Of all the people who judged Israel, Othniel is probably the least well known. He is not at all charismatic like Gideon or Samson, although he was similarly a recipient of the Spirit of the Lord. In fact, his period of time judging Israel is exceeded only by the left-handed Ehud. Othniel is, of course, known from chapter 1 and from the book of Joshua, as the young nephew of Caleb who bravely attacked Debir and received Achsah in marriage. His uncle ‘wholly followed the Lord God of Israel’ (Josh 14:14), and it seems Othniel did the same; not that the Lord chose Othniel to deliver Israel because he was a ‘good man’. Othniel did not judge Israel in his own strength; the Spirit of the Lord came upon him, as with other judges.

This passage begins the central section of this book, the section between the prologue and epilogue. In these five verses about Othniel judging Israel we find laid out the pattern or template for the judging Israel. Scholars refer to it as the skeleton of the judging cycle, the cycle that repeats with each successive judge. The others have much more ‘meat on the bones’ as it were, with exciting accounts of their charismatic acts in delivering Israel. With Samson his exploits become more personal. In fact, the integrity of the judges tends to decline after Othniel, the model or standard judge. Commenting on Samson, Lawson Stone says that, ‘charisma corrupts when devoid of character, as in the NT’. It seems that Othniel had all Israel with him when he went to war, as did Ehud (3:27), but this was not the case with later judges. Conflicts became more regional as tribal unity broken down. Othniel and Ehud are labelled by Stone as ‘triumphant judges’ and the last two Jephthah and Samson as ‘tragic judges’. The pattern or framework set out here with Othniel is sin, servitude, supplication and salvation.

1. Sin
‘The children did evil in the sight of the Lord’ (3:7).  These words will be well known by the time we reach the end of this book. The question will be, ‘What do they mean?’  The question is, ‘What do they mean for us today?’ The associated refrain in this book is, ‘everyone did what was right in his own eyes’. Is this not the refrain of our day- ‘I did it my way’? How many people are concerned about doing what is right in the eyes of the Lord? How many people have forgotten the Lord? 

If you forget the Lord does it mean he forgets you? Not according to what we read here in Judges. Not according to what we read in the Psalms either- the message is the same. ‘The fool has said in his heart there is no God’. But, ‘the Lord looks down from heaven upon the children of men’ (Ps 14:1, 2). People plot their evil ways, turning their backs on God, if not raging against him. God sits in heaven and laughs with a laughter that turns into fierce anger. ‘Serve the Lord with fear…kiss the Son lest he be angry and you perish in the way’ (Ps2:11, 12). This does not sound like a God who turns a blind eye to rebellion and sin.  

‘The children of Israel did evil in the sight of the Lord’ (3:7). When they failed to drive out the Canaanites and let them live among them, they took to intermarrying with these pagans. Not only were pagans living down the street from them- they were living in their own homes. Idols were brought into the home. If they did not start worshipping these things then their children did. At first they may have said they will worship the Lord and these local gods; after all, these were the gods of this land, the gods that bring fertility to their crops and flocks. If the rain was not coming they probably thought there was no harm in trying with prayer to these gods. And so the Word of God slipped to the bottom shelf, and eventually got lost behind all the idols that littered the shelf. 

Baal worship was idol worship. It was depraved worship that appealed to the flesh. What else do we expect from man-made religions; not that they would admit to this. Their religious theory was that sexual activity with cult prostitutes, both male and female, who represented gods and goddesses, would stimulate fertility in their crops and flocks. The true God does not need to be coerced into blessing us, and indeed cannot be coerced. This is why worship of the true God is totally different- or should be. 

Ashtoreths (1:13) and Asherahs (3:7) were female consorts of Baal, as depicted in sacred poles (cf.6:25); the translation ‘groves’ in the KJV fails to convey the meaning of the Hebrew. This wooden pillar was, ‘the formal substitute for a sacred tree, representing the female element of this debased Canaanite religion’ (Cundall). Worship of trees is part of the Hindu religion. Not far from our house in India was a sacred tree. Women would gather at this tree, and holding a sacred thread would walk around and around this tree. We never saw anyone chain themselves to this tree; maybe they have now taken to this after watching our TV news.  

2. Servitude
The people chose to serve other gods. In his righteous anger the Lord in effect said, ‘They want to serve other gods, then let them serve other nations also. Let them be slaves to a foreign king’. And so the Lord ‘sold them into the hand of Cushan-Rishathaim, the king of Mesopotamia’ (3:8). This should not have been unexpected because it was written in their Scriptures- if they were reading them. This is exactly what the Lord spoke through Moses in Deuteronomy 28; if they failed to keep the Ten Commandments, including the first two, they would be punished by God. Among other punishments, a foreign nation would overpower and plunder them. They would be subjugated by a foreign king sent by the Lord.

Who was this king of Mesopotamia? Mesopotamia means ‘between the rivers’, the Euphrates and Tigris Rivers. Cushan-Rishathaim means ‘Cushan of double wickedness’ or ‘the baddest man in the country’. Sounds like a good name for one of those world champion wrestlers!  Some find difficulty with the fact that Othniel was called from Judah in the south to fight this king from the north. Cush is another name for Ethiopia of course, but Cush is also the father of Nimrod (Gen 10:8). Abraham’s brother, Nahor, lived in a region of the same name, Mesopotamia (Gen 24:10). While little detail is given about this king, the important thing is that the Lord sold Israel into his hands, allowing them to suffer for their apostasy. 

3. Supplication 
The children of Israel were powerless to stand against the king of Mesopotamia. They were forced to submit and serve this foreign king. Eventually, after eight years, they decided to cry out to the Lord for help (3:9). It seems that in their suffering they reflected on their past. They had heard stories about Moses and the Exodus, and about Joshua and the victories the Lord gave him. These stories were all forgotten in their prosperity- and apostasy. The Lord sent this cruel king that in their suffering they might remember him, and cry out to the Lord (3:9).

That it took eight years of suffering before they cried out to the Lord indicates just how seriously they had forgotten the Lord their God. This period of servitude tends to increase with successive judges, becoming forty years under the Philistines before the Lord raised up Samson. This contrasts with the tendency to decreasing years of rest under each judge. The Lord is very longsuffering with us. Maybe there have been periods in your life when you went away from the Lord. Maybe you know people who have turned their backs on the Lord for a year, for five years or even ten years. Have you given up on them? Remember, the Lord is ‘longsuffering towards us, not willing that anyone should perish but that all should come to repentance’ (2Peter 3:9). 

Does this cry to the Lord from the Israelites indicate repentance, or is it just a distress call?  There is a difference. Davis studied uses of the Hebrew verb (za’aq) and found that when it means confession of sin then this is made clear in the text. Otherwise it is just a distress cry- ‘Lord help me!’ Not that the Lord failed to respond just because they had not truly repented. These were his covenant people; he still loved them. He saw their misery and took pity on them (2:18). ‘He regarded their pain rather than their penitence’ writes Davis. While we were still sinners Christ died for us (Rom 5:8). Such is the love of God for his chosen people. He reaches out in love, and in his grace he comes to save. For eternal salvation repentance is necessary of course; even so, it is the Spirit of God who moves our sinful hearts to repentance. Salvation is by the grace of God from beginning to end.

4. Salvation
‘The Lord was moved with pity by their groaning because of those who oppressed them and harassed them (2:18). The Lord was so moved that he raised up a deliverer to save them from their enemies. He raised up Caleb’s nephew, Othniel, to judge Israel (3:9, 10). Othniel bravely went up and took the city of Debir. It seems he utterly destroyed this city and its inhabitants, according to the word of the Lord. The indication is that he followed in the footsteps of his uncle. Just how Othniel delivered Israel from the king of Mesopotamia is not detailed. All we are told is that he went to war and the Lord delivered this foreign king into his hand (3:10). All Israel, it seems, rallied behind Othniel in this war, although it was not by their number or their expertise that they won the war. It was the Lord who gave them the victory, and the subsequent rest. 

It was the Lord who sent his Spirit upon Othniel, empowering him to judge Israel (3:10). Othniel might have been a brave and capable young man but this was not why he was chosen. The people did not choose him to lead the nation to war, the Lord did. This divine choice was marked by the Spirit of the Lord coming upon him. There is no mention of great feats like those of Samson, yet the people recognized the Lord’s choice and empowerment of Othniel. The Spirit of the Lord led Othniel to the word of God and the promise of God. The Lord told Joshua, ‘I will be with you. I will never leave you or forsake you’ (Josh 1:5). Othniel believed this promise. Do you?  

When the Holy Spirit was poured out on the apostles at Pentecost the people took notice. They were amazed and asked, ‘what could this mean?’ (Acts 2:12). These men became bold, bold for the truth and bold for the glory of God. When the apostle Peter was preaching the gospel in the house of Cornelius, ‘the Holy Spirit fell upon all those who heard the word’; they spoke in tongues and magnified God (Acts 10:44, 46). The fruit of the Spirit is seen in the lives of those who receive the Spirit of God. That includes you if you are born again of the Spirit of God. 

The label ‘judge’, or the more often found verb, ‘judged’, had a wide reference in ancient Israel. Othniel was more of a military man than a man in robes sitting behind a bench deciding on disputes. Even so, we often see military men turn to politics, especially in the USA. We now have a military man as Governor General, whose role is essentially judicial. After saving Israel from the tyranny of a foreign king, Othniel went on to judge Israel until his death (3:11). While he lived the land had rest. There was no more oppression or war. 

Two lessons in closing. Firstly, let us remember that God rules over the nations- all the nations. God directs world events. Many do not believe this. They think world leaders gathering in G7 and G20 summits are directing things, or that self-proclaimed leaders in North Korea or Zimbabwe are directing these nations.  This is not the case. May the Lord open our eyes to see this? This is what this book of Judges will do for us if we listen to it. God raises up one and brings down another, in the nation and in the church. 

Secondly, we see that the land had rest until Othniel died. After his death, ‘Israel again did evil in the sight of the Lord’ (3:12). We ask, ‘what if this judge had not died? What if we had a judge, a deliverer, a saviour who does not die?’ In the book of Hebrews 7:25 we read, ‘He (Jesus) is able to save to the uttermost those who come to God through him, since he always lives to make intercession for them’.   

Ehud, the left-handed judge                                         Judges 3:12-31
Suicide bombers have begun terrorising the civilised world in recent years. Men or women strap bombs to their bodies, approach their target and detonate the bomb. They destroy themselves along with their target. These bombers are deceived by religious teaching into carrying out such dastardly acts. The act involves no ingenuity or bravery; it is the product of cowardice and a depraved mind. The act of Ehud on the other hand was ingenious and brave. He killed his enemy and escaped alive. He lived to lead an all-out attack on the enemy of his people. Ehud believed in the true God, the God who delights in life, not death, the God of truth, not lies. 

After Othniel delivered Israel from foreign oppression the land had rest for forty years. The people returned to the Lord and he blessed them with peace and rest. They planted and harvested their crops. They fed and clothed their children in peace. But after the death of Othniel things changed. Maybe it was the next generation that again did evil in the eyes of the Lord (3:12); was it that the parents did not teach them the fear of God? What was the evil they did? We are not told, but glancing back to verse 5 and 6 of this chapter we get a fair idea. They started serving the gods of the Canaanites. The Lord left these pagans around to test them, and they failed the test. The worship of these pagans looked so sensual and inviting. They called Sunday ‘funday’ as they went off to visit the temple prostitutes. Their sin was not ignored by the Lord. Their sin brought servitude. Once again the Lord allowed a foreign king to invade and oppress Israel.

1. Eglon
‘So the Lord strengthened Eglon, king of Moab, against Israel’ (3:12). The people of Israel suffered servitude under the king of Moab. This king gathered the people of Moab, Ammon and Amalek to enter into Canaan and set up a base at the city of Palms, otherwise known as Jericho (3:13). They took control of the roads leading into the hills. They took control of the fertile fields of the Jordan valley. This region came under the allotment of the tribe of Benjamin. Who was this Eglon, king of Moab? The Moabites descended from Lot, the result of his incest with his daughter (Gen 19:37, 38).  Ammon was the result of incest with his other daughter. These two people groups occupied land east of the Dead Sea. The Amalekites, descendants of Esau, lived further south in the Negev. While all were related through Abraham, they were hostile towards Israel. When Moses set up camp on the plains of Moab, the king of Moab was afraid and tried to get Balaam to put a curse on Israel. Israel was faithfully worshipping the Lord at that time. 

Now that they were playing the harlot and worshipping other gods, Yahweh brought the king of Moab to punish them. This king and his men crossed the Jordan and set up base near Jericho. The king built himself a palace there, maybe intending to stay longer than the Lord intended. Just because the Lord ‘strengthened the hand’ of this foreign king does not mean he served the God of Israel (3:12). Having this place in the land of Canaan was a mark of arrogance. The Lord was not giving him the land in perpetuity.  He was allowed to occupy and oppress Israel for eighteen years (3:14); very long and painful years from Israel’s perspective. Not only did the people of Israel lose their freedom, they we made to pay an annual tribute to Eglon, the king of Moab. This was probably a large portion of what they gathered at harvest time, leaving them and their children to go hungry. 

2. Ehud
After eighteen years of servitude the people cried out to the Lord (3:15). They were not necessarily repenting of their sin- it was a cry of distress. This is what we referred to as supplication, the third stage in the sin, servitude, supplication and salvation cycle that we find in the book of Judges. The Lord heard their cry and took pity on them. He raised up a deliverer for them, a man called Ehud (3:15). All we are told about Ehud is that he was a Benjaminite and that he was left-handed. There is no reference to the Spirit of the Lord coming upon Ehud, but since the Lord raised him up we might assume this. Ehud does not perform any charismatic feats like Samson, although, like Samson, he does overthrow the king who was oppressing Israel. He does so through spiritual gifts of course, and cleverness. There is no indication that he took delight in his actions, or took glory to himself; he was merely doing what a servant of the Lord does when they trust the Lord and are empowered by the Holy Spirit. 

The story of Ehud killing Eglon can be viewed from different perspectives. Some see it as cold-blooded murder, an act not in keeping with the gospel of Jesus Christ. In moralising the story they make excuses for Ehud. Some allegorise the story. Nowhere does the Bible condone murder, and this is not called murder. The Bible does indicate that the ruler is God’s minister; he does not bear the sword in vain (Rom 13:4). Ehud’s action, seen in light of the subsequent armed conflict, was not personal but national and judicial. Some find the cleverness of this ‘lefty’ amusing. One commentator laments that so few commentators ‘get the joke’. He writes, ‘Fortunately Israel found this story entertaining’. This is going a bit far. Yes, Ehud was clever and Israel did overthrow their enemy, but this was not a joke. It was the Lord raising up a man to deliver his people from bondage. In saving his people he judges those who arrogantly oppose and oppress his people. Let the enemies of God’s people take note. God uses the weak things of this world to put to shame the things which are mighty (1Cor 1:27). 

The Lord raised up a deliver called Ehud. The king of Moab was occupying a city in the narrow strip of land allocated to the tribe of Benjamin; he had all Israel in servitude. Benjamin means ‘son of the right hand’, yet, ironically, many from this tribe were left-handed warriors (20:16). Furthermore, a literal reading of verse 15 in chapter 3 about Ehud is ‘restricted in his right hand’. Ehud may have been disabled in his right hand besides having a preference for the left hand. This would help explain king Eglon’s lack of concern at being alone in Ehud’s presence. 

The people of Israel, in the providence of God, chose Ehud to take their annual tribute to the king of Moab. He led the party of men that were needed to carry the agricultural produce to the king at Jericho. Ehud secretly made himself a dagger about half a metre long out of some bronze; without a cross-piece it was more like a large kitchen knife. Weapons were hard to come by in occupied Israel. Shamgar used an ox goad (3:31) while Deborah’s victory came through the use of a tent peg as a weapon. Ehud strapped his knife to his right thigh under his clothes (3:16). Ehud brought the tribute to the king of Moab (3:17). After giving the tribute he went off with his men. After a short distance he sent them on home but he turned back to see king Eglon again. He turned back at a place called ‘the stone images’ that were at Gilgal (3:19).  What we these ‘stone images’ or ‘idols’ at Gilgal? Gilgal was the place where Joshua first camped after crossing the Jordan. He built a stone memorial at this place. Maybe the Moabites had taken these stones to make their own idol, or more likely put their idol next to this memorial. Historians say that kings would set up statues of themselves at the border of the land they conquered. Seeing these carved images may have stirred Ehud to act but he was planning an assassination anyway. 

Ehud went back to the king saying he had a secret message for him (3:19). A secret message is not meant for the ears of others so the king dismissed all his attendants. Ehud and Eglon were alone in the king’s cool private chamber (3:20). This was a roof chamber with lattice walls to let the breeze through. The king was seated on a raised platform when Ehud entered. Ehud approached the king saying, ‘I have a secret message from God for you’ (3:20). Hearing this, the king’s curiosity was aroused and he got up from his seat so Ehud could whisper this secret in his ear. A message from God (Elohim) must be important.   

Eglon soon learned the message and it was indeed from God- from Yahweh, the God of Israel. The message came as Ehud took his dagger or knife in his left hand and stabbed the king in the belly (3:21). Eglon was a very fat man (3:17), but still the knife went right through him and out his back- such was the force of the  stabbing. The handle of the knife disappeared in his belly and his entrails or dung came out (3:22). The fat king fell down dead without raising the alarm. It was a gruesome end for the king. He may well have been responsible for the gruesome killing of many Israelites. Ehud quickly locked the doors from the inside- maybe with a plank across the doors- and made his escape through the porch- or as some suggest, down the hole of the latrine. He left the place without raising any suspicion, passed beyond the stone images and escaped to a place called Seirah (3:26).  

If any part of this story is funny it is that when the servants came to check on the king they found the doors to his chamber locked and said to themselves he must be in the bathroom (3:24). What they literally said is that he must be ‘covering his feet’. . Matthew Henry thought this meant he was lying down, but most understand it as going to the toilet- no flush toilets in those days. Stone makes the rather unpleasant observation that with the fat kings intestines spilled out, the smell would have been similar to a toilet. So the servants waited; like good servants they waited for the king to call them. But no call came and they began to feel embarrassed or ashamed. After a lot of knocking and shouting maybe they found a key of some description and opened the door. ‘And there was their master, dead on the floor’ (3:25). Ehud had long since made his escape. 

3. Eighty years of rest
Ehud moved quickly after he returned home to the hills. He blew the trumpet across the mountains of Ephraim. Israel quickly assembled behind him. Their weapons were primitive but Ehud assured them that the Lord had delivered their enemies into their hands (3:28). Having just killed the king in the strength of the Lord his confidence was not misplaced. They marched down to the Jordan and took control of the fords leading back to the land of Moab. There would have been confusion at the palace after they found the king dead.  

At the Jordan Ehud could stop any reinforcements coming from Moab, and also stop those posted in Canaan from returning. So it was that they killed about ten thousand Moabites, all strong, able-bodied men. Not a man escaped (3:29). So Moab was subdued that day under the hand of Israel (3:30). Eighteen years of servitude came to an end, and that in just one day. It is amazing what the Lord can do when we step out in faith, obeying his word and relying on the strength of the Holy Spirit. ‘And the land had rest for eighty years’ (3:30). Ehud it seems went on to judge Israel until his death (4:1). With the help of the Lord he kept the people from going off to serve other gods for two generations; eighty years is the longest period of rest recorded in the book of Judges. 

A minor judge called Shamgar is mentioned in the closing verse of this chapter and before the death of Ehud (3:31). He took on the Philistines, killing six hundred of them with an ox goad- a stick with a metal point used to drive cattle. ‘He also delivered Israel’ (3:31). With so little information it is difficult to fit this man in the picture; maybe he was a contemporary of Ehud, although the text says, ‘after him’. He is mentioned in the song of Deborah (5:6) so must have been around before her. Shamgar is not a Hebrew name. The name Anath may point to him being from Beth Anath in Galilee. Whoever he was, and wherever he was from, Shamgar delivered Israel from the hand of the Philistine for a time. 

Ehud, like Othniel, was a triumphant judge. The Lord raised him up, and although there is no mention of the Spirit coming upon him, his action in delivering Israel was even more ingenious than that of Othniel. Both led Israel, all Israel, to war against their oppressor, and won. Both were courageous young men ready to be used by the Lord. Ehud is noteworthy because his courage was accompanied by cleverness. Neither performed supernatural or even charismatic feats. They were just ordinary men whom the Lord called and used for his glory. Remember, it is not your ability that the Lord looks to but you availability. Are you willing to step out in faith to serve the Lord today? Open your mouth to speak and he will give you words to say. Open your hands to give and he will supply all you need.  


Deborah, the female judge                                               Judges 4
The first man to judge Israel went to war against the king of Mesopotamia. The Lord gave him victory and he judged Israel for forty years. The second judge that God raised up was a ‘lefty’, a man restricted in his right hand. This seemingly innocuous man assassinated the king of Moab who had been oppressing Israel for eighteen years. It was an act of treachery but it was clever and brave; an act through which the Lord delivered his people from servitude and oppression. The story of Ehud is told in gruesome detail, which some find amusing. Certainly there is divine irony with the king and his attendants made to look foolish, but it is not a story that makes us laugh. 

What did make me chuckle was a comment made about the next judge, Deborah. Again the details of the assassination are gruesome, but Stone writes, ‘In Judges, women wielding pointy objects pose a positive danger to carelessly sleeping males’. He was referring not only to Jael with her tent peg, but also to Delilah who bound Samson’s hair with the pin from a loom. From a left handed man we move  to a women judging Israel, and a clear statement that glory will not go to a man because, ‘the Lord will sell Sisera into the hand of a woman’ (4:9). 

1. Sin, servitude and supplication
While Ehud judged Israel the land had rest for eighty years. But as with all human judges and leaders this man died. Without the authority and/or guiding presence of this judge, the people ‘again did evil in the sight of the Lord’ (4:1). Again the evil was probably idolatry, the worshipping of man-made gods instead of Yahweh, the true God (5:8). Maybe they continued worshiping Yahweh along with these idols but this made no difference. Being the jealous God that he is, Yahweh sold the children of Israel into the hand of Jabin, king of Canaan who reigned in Hazor (4:2). Hazor was the place to the north of the Sea of Galilee which Joshua destroyed with fire (Josh 11:11). In fact, the king Joshua killed was also called Jabin; the name must have been a family name or a title. The later king Jabin was probably trying to regain territory lost to Joshua, although it was the Lord who allowed him to oppress the northern tribes of Israel. The Lord was using Jabin, and Sisera his army commander, to punish Israel for breaking his covenant. 

The sin of Israel brought servitude, and in their suffering they cried out to the Lord (4:3). Jabin’s commander had at his disposal nine hundred chariots of iron. With these he dominated all the lowlands of the region, the fertile cropping lands, as well as the major roads (5:6). The Israelites were not equipped to fight horses and chariots. They were forced to stay in the hills. The Canaanites treated them harshly for twenty years. But every weapon has its limitations as we will see. When the people cried to the Lord he took pity on them and raised up a deliverer.

2. Salvation through Deborah
Israel’s deliverance from the king of Canaan was not as straightforward as with the deliverance from foreign oppressors, namely the king of Mesopotamia and the king of Moab. Most of Israel’s oppressors or ‘punishers’ were foreign kings, but not this time. Jabin had rebuilt the Canaanite army with men the Israelites failed to utterly destroy- although Sisera may have been a mercenary commander. Sisera was not from Hazor but from an otherwise unknown place called Harosheth Hagoyim (4:2). 

Deborah enters the scene as the person to deliver Israel- her name means ‘honey bee’. But she is not a warrior- she does not act alone. It is not said that the Spirit of the Lord came upon her as with Othniel, or that the Lord raised her up as with Ehud. She was already a prophetess who was judging Israel at the time (4:4). Deborah is the person who informs us about the life of a judge: she sat under a palm tree in the mountains of Ephraim deciding cases brought to her by the people. She held court under the palm tree of Deborah (4:5). This is what we imagine a judge to be doing. But she was also a prophetess, a person through whom God speaks to his people. Other female prophets occur in the Bible: Miriam in Exodus 15:20 and Huldah in 2Kings 22:14, but Deborah is the only female judge. Few women rose to prominence in this ancient society but the Lord is not bound by the rules of society. He is, of course, bound by his own unchanging word. 

The lesson in this story of Deborah is that God can, and does, use the weak things of this world to shame the strong (1Cor 1:27). This lesson is reinforced when Barak refuses to go to battle unless Deborah goes with him (4:8). It is further reinforced by another woman called Jael. A mighty military commander is killed by a woman- what shame! The NT refers to wives as the weaker vessel, whom husbands are to honour as heirs together in the grace of God (1Peter 3:7). Women are equal but not identical to men. God can and does use women just as much a men in carrying out his purposes. 

The word the Lord delivered to Deborah was that Barak gather troops at Mt Tabor, ten thousand men from Naphtali and Zebulun (4:6). These two tribes were most affected by the oppression of Jabin- although Mt Tabor was on the border of Issachar. Issachar is included in the list in the next chapter (5:15), but other tribes like Asher, Reuben, Gad and Dan failed to come and fight. Barak was from Kadesh in Naphtali. Deborah called him, saying that the Lord would draw out Sisera with his massive fleet of chariots at the River Kishon, and that the Lord would deliver Sisera into his hands (4:6, 7). This river flows from the hills behind Megiddo westward into the Mediterranean Sea just north of Mt Carmel. 

Barak was hesitant to go and fight. In fact he refused to go unless Deborah went with him (4:8). He is not the first reluctant servant of the Lord- remember Moses making excuses. Did Moses lack faith in God? Did Barak lack faith? In a sense, ‘Yes’, but they are both included in the ‘Hall of Faith’ in Hebrews 11. F.F Bruce writes of Hebrews 11, ‘It is surprising to find Barak mentioned as an example of faith rather than the prophetess Deborah, not to mention Jael. For Barak refused to take the field against Sisera when Deborah commanded him, in Yahweh’s name, to do so, unless she went with him. Yet his very refusal may have been, in its way, a token of faith; his insistence on having Deborah with him was perhaps an expression of faith in the God whose servant and spokeswoman Deborah was. And when he was told by her that the expedition which he was undertaking would not be for his own honour, he led it none the less; it was not his honour, but the triumph of Yahweh and his people, that he sought’. When Deborah agreed to go with him, Barak called the men of Zebulun and Naphtali to assemble at Mt Tabor as the Lord commanded him (4:10). 

Into this scenario enters Heber the Kenite, and later his wife Jael (4:11). The Kenites were in-laws of Moses. They joined themselves to Israel and settled in the south with the children of Judah (1:16); although they probably travelled around plying their trade as metalworkers. Heber split off from the main group of Kenites to move to the north. A metalworker would be greatly needed by an army with chariots of iron. Heber, whose name means ‘ally’, appears to have become an ally of Jabin, king of Canaan. No doubt it was him who told Sisera that Barak had assembled an Israelite army on Mt Tabor (4:12, 17).  

3. Sisera and Jael
In a prophetic word Deborah said the Lord would draw out or lure Sisera into battle and then sell him into the hand of a woman. And this is exactly what happened. What happened was not an accident; it was not bad luck or a stroke of fate. It was the predetermined will and purpose of Almighty God. So what did happen as Sisera assembled all his chariots by the River Kishon ready to fight Barak’s rag-tag army?
Deborah told Barak to get up and take on the army of the king of Canaan. He had ten thousand men, but these would be quickly cut down when, on the plains, they met the iron chariots of Sisera. But Deborah gave Barak a word of assurance from God: ‘This is the day in which the Lord has delivered Sisera into your hand. Has not the Lord gone out before you?’ (4:14). Barak listened to Deborah and obeyed her command. 

‘And the Lord routed Sisera and all his chariots and all his army’ (4:15, 16). Barak and his men chased them and killed them before they could get back to their base. Sisera abandoned his chariots and escaped on foot (4:15). How did Barak and his men pull off such a great victory? There is a hint with the Lord luring Sisera to the River Kishon. In the next chapter we learn that the Lord send a thunderstorm which caused this river to suddenly flood, even though it was the dry season. The flooded ground turned to mud and the chariots sank in the mud- in much the same way as Pharaoh’s chariots did in the Red Sea (Exod 14:25). If you are out driving on the black soil plains of western NSW and Queensland you do not want any rain.  When this soil gets wet it sticks; it sticks to the wheels and you will quickly come to a halt. You will stay there until it dries out! Stuck in the mud, the chariots were useless. The drivers were not equipped for hand to hand combat- and they were outnumbered by Barak’s army. And so the Lord gave Israel victory, just as Deborah said: ‘This is the day in which the Lord has delivered Sisera into your hand’ (4:14). Twenty years of servitude came to an end that day.

‘However, Sisera fled on foot’ from the scene of the battle (4:15, 17). The word of the Lord was not yet completely fulfilled. The man who had plundered and raped the people of God for twenty years was still alive (5:30). Sisera headed for the camp of Heber the Kenite to hide; for there was peace between Heber and Jabin. It was Heber’s wife, Jael, who came out to meet Sisera- Jael means ‘mountain goat’. She offered to hide him in her tent, an offer that was too good to refuse. No one would go searching in a woman’s tent for a man on the run. Jael told Sisera not to fear. He lay down and she covered him with a rug. When he asked for some water she opened a jug or skin of milk and gave him a drink (4:19). He asked her to stand guard and then, exhausted from the battle, he fell asleep.  

What happened next was, ‘an act of treachery by the standards of any culture’ writes Keller as his dismisses the excuse that Jael was not a believer. But it was not personal vengeance; it was a brave, judicial killing. Sisera had been terrorising the people of God for years. Jael put duty to God before duty to family or friends. Jesus said, ‘He who loves his father or mother more than me is not worthy of me’ (Mat 10:37). Barak was after Sisera to kill him but Jael beat him to it. When Barak turned up looking to capture and kill Sisera, Jael showed him into her tent. Sisera was dead, sold into the hand of a woman just as the Lord had said through his prophetess. 

The enemy king was actually Jabin, king of Canaan. He was not killed that day but his army and its commander were destroyed. The Israelites grew stronger and stronger until they destroyed Jabin, king of Canaan (4:24). And the land had rest for forty years (5:31). So who was the person God raised up to deliver his people and be the judge for forty years?  Was it Barak? He was a warrior but would not act without Deborah. No honour came to him. Was it Jael? Her assassination of Sisera reminds us of Ehud’s assassination of king Eglon. Was it Deborah who exhorted Barak with the word of the Lord? Deborah was judging Israel before being raised up to deliver the people from twenty years of servitude. Barak was reluctant, but as a man of faith he followed Deborah and led the army into battle. It was in a sense a team effort with all glory going to the Lord who delivered Sisera and his army into the hands of these faithful servants of the Lord. 



Song of Deborah and Barak                		      		Judges 5
Did you shed any tears when one of the leaders of the marauding band of Muslims was recently killed by a bomb? His mother-in-law shed tears for her grandchildren but not for this vile and violent man. She, like us, saw images of him holding the severed heads of innocent people. We felt justice had been done. Yes, as Christians we pray that such men would turn from their wicked ways, believing that the blood of Jesus is powerful to cleanse from all sin. Jesus prayed, ‘Father forgive them for they do not know what they do’. Jesus also spoke of divine justice and judgment, warning people of the fires of hell, of weeping and gnashing of teeth. Born in the image of God, we all have a sense of justice. Sin has corrupted this sense, especially when it comes to judging ourselves.

The song of Deborah and Barak is an ancient Hebrew song of praise. It was sung on the day the Lord gave victory over Jabin, king of Canaan, and Sisera his military commander- Jabin is not mentioned in this song but Sisera certainly is. It was probably sung on later occasions also; scholars think it was recorded in the Book of Jashar, along with Joshua’s prayer at Gibeon (Josh 10:13). This song recounts details of the battle and how the Lord gave them victory, just like the song of Moses and Miriam after the crossing of the Red Sea (Exod 15). We sing songs of praise to God for the victory he won for us at the cross. We rejoice in Jesus’ victory over Satan, prophetically spoken of in many of the Psalms.  

Hebrew poetry is different to other poetry. One literary feature is ‘parallelisms’ in which the second line, or even a third line, repeats or parallels the first line. For example in verse 6, lines one and two are parallel:
‘In the days of Shamgar, son of Anath,
In the days of Jael,’
Lines three and four are also parallel, referring to the highways and the byways being deserted. Poetry is much harder to translate than prose or narrative. Thankfully, we have a prose account of the same battle in chapter 4, so we will try not to get bogged down in troubles with translation in this poem. Poetry gives a much more vivid account when it is read or sung, and this is what we should do. But to study it we break it up into smaller, digestible portions. With this song we will look at three major sections under the subheadings: Bless the Lord, Barak and the tribes and, Blessed among women. 

1. Bless the Lord
The third verse is a more natural beginning to this song, but we do not have to say verse 2 was inserted by an editor. ‘Bless the Lord!’ in verse 2 is just as suitable a beginning. The first verse tells us that Deborah and Barak sang this song on that day- the day of victory over Jabin and Sisera. Most give this song the title, ‘Song of Deborah’ but Barak is included with her in the verse- the ESV includes both names. Barak was reluctant to lead on his own, but when Deborah went with him he proved to be an able and effective leader of ten thousand Israelites. Despite translation difficulties, verse 2 reflects the effectiveness Barak’s leadership- effective in that the people gladly followed him into a battle which from a human perspective looked like being a slaughter. 

‘Bless the Lord’ indeed, when his people trust him and obey his word, rather than cringe in fear of man. For too long Christians have been told to keep their religion to themselves while the enemy advances with their rhetoric about secularism, tolerance and human rights. Barak led Israel into battle trusting the word of the Lord through Deborah the prophetess. The Lord has promised to be with us and give us words to say. Are there any Barak’s in the church today? His name means ‘thunderbolt’!

This song of praise was not just for singing in the shower, or just in the church. It was for all people, for all the nations to hear. ‘Hear O kings! Give ear, O princes!’ (5:3). The Lord God of Israel had given them victory and they were telling the whole world. This was not an inoffensive prayer ‘in your name’ or ‘God bless you’. This was, ‘Bless Yahweh, the God of Israel’. This was praise in the name of Jesus Christ the Son of God. Praise God we still have the Lord’s Prayer in our Parliament and in many schools.  

In verses 4-8 the situation in Israel before the Lord delivered them is described. The victory of the Lord is described first because this was the reason for the song. In describing this victory, in which the Lord ‘spoke’ or marched from the heavens, a previous marching of the Lord across the earth is recalled. Seir or Edom is in the south with possible links to Sinai. Cundall comments, ‘In poetic language the song links the present deliverance with the past revelation at Sinai, when, at the covenant ceremony, God spoke of the accompaniment of a great storm, and possibly an earthquake’. Here at Mt Tabor the Lord similarly came on storm clouds that dumped bucket-loads of water which caused the Kishon River to flood. Sisera with his chariots had been lured to this place when Barak gathered Israel on Mt Tabor. This thunderstorm led to Sisera’s chariots getting stuck in the mud. Note that a parallelism helps us translate verse 5 where, ‘this Sinai’ or ‘even Sinai’ parallels mountains in the first line. Some (eg. NIV) translate as, ‘the One of Sinai’ which ruins the parallelism. 

Before this great victory the people of Israel were enslaved and oppressed by Jabin and his military forces. Shamgar is mentioned as delivering Israel from the Philistines in chapter 3 (5:6 cf. 3:31). He must have continued on after the death of Ehud without maintaining rest in the nation. Jael, his contemporary, is mentioned here in anticipation of her later commendation. When Israel played the harlot, worshipping other gods (5:8), God gave them into the hand of Jabin, king of Canaan. This king terrorised them for twenty years. They could not travel on the highways for fear of being attacked and robbed. They had to take back roads to go anywhere (5:6). They could not go out to their unprotected villages or cultivate their fields for fear of attack. They had to stay inside walled cities. They had no weapons to defend themselves, probably because these were confiscated by their oppressors (5:8). All Israel had was men, who now under the leadership of Deborah, ‘a mother in Israel’, and Barak her lieutenant, were fired up and ready to take on the enemy in the strength of the Lord. ‘Bless the Lord!’ because he uses the weak things of this world to shame the strong and mighty.  

In verse 10-11 Deborah calls for the whole population to join in this song of praise to the Lord for his great deliverance. Translations of these verses differ considerably but this is the overall theme. Those who ride on white donkeys and sit on rich carpets are rich people or nobles. Others walk along the roads which are now safe to travel. In fact musicians (rather than ‘archers’ as in NKJV) have gathered at popular watering places or wells to recount the righteous victories of the Lord. The righteous acts of villagers are not forgotten. ‘Glory is given where it is due, but the contribution of the lesser is not overlooked’ writes Cundall. God won the victory and all glory goes to him but he used faithful and valiant men and women (Jael) in gaining this victory for his people and for his glory. Keller writes, ‘it is not that the Lord requires help but that the Lord allows his people to help’. Better to say that God has ordained for his people to help. 

In giving glory to the Lord is right to remember those through whom the Lord has bless us. God sent Jesus into this world full of grace and truth. Jesus sends us into the world to show and tell this grace and truth.  Preachers are needed because God has ordained that faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the word of God (Rom 10:17). ‘The people shall go down to the gates’ (5:11) may refer to meeting at the gates for ‘a thanksgiving service’ (Cundall)- although some link this line with the following section, saying it refers to meeting at the gates before going off to battle (cf. 5:8 –Stone and Davis). 

2. Barak and the tribes
One thing we have noted with the judges of Israel, and even before with Joshua, was the degree of unity among the tribes; Joshua was especially careful with the Transjordan tribes, separated as they were by the Jordan River. He urged the tribes to stay together, to worship together and to fight together against their enemies- not against each other! Othniel and Ehud had the support of all Israel in overcoming Israel’s oppressors. With Deborah and Barak this was not the case. Some tribes failed to show up when the call went out to assemble on Mt Tabor. This section (verses 12-23) focuses on this assembly of the tribes, before again recalling the battle in which the Lord gave them victory over Jabin and Sisera.  

Deborah is the first to be stirred into action: ‘Awake, awake, Deborah!’ she heard from the Lord. She then called Barak to rise up and assemble the troops on Mt Tabor (5:12, 4:6). The time for revival had come. Barak called Zebulun and Naphtali to assemble with him (4:10). The call would have gone out to all the tribes because all were expected to come and fight, according to this song. Down they marched, the remnant of the Lord’s people. They came against the mighty enemy (5:13). Ephraim and Benjamin were there with the rulers of Machir; Machir was the eldest son of Manasseh. These tribes had settled the central hills. Judah is not mentioned; they were further south and may have been occupied fighting the Philistines. Zebulun was there from the start (5:14), along with Naphtali (5:18). They were front and centre in the battle, ready to die for their people. Issachar was also suffering under the tyranny of Sisera; its rulers were there with Deborah and Barak (5:15). 

But some tribes were not present. They are severely reprimanded by Deborah and Barak. Reuben and Gilead/Gad were across the Jordan, but this was not excuse. They heard the call and knew in their hearts they should go, but they procrastinated. Stone writes, ‘Reuben deliberated to the point of paralysis. They were a bit like the Greek Parliament at present - although they have finally voted. Just as the Greeks are loathe to give up their life on the pension, so the graziers in Reuben were loath to give up their sheepfolds where they listened to the whistling of the shepherds (5:15-17). Dan similarly lingered at home (or ‘on ships’ 5:17). Asher, which was close at hand along the Phoenician coast, stayed by his inlets or coves (5:17). Forced to live among the Canaanites (1:32), the men of Asher may not have been free to come, or, more likely, were benefitting from trade with the Canaanites. 

The song again recounts details of the battle between Israel and Sisera. More details are given regarding the location of the battle, with the cities of Taanach and Megiddo mentioned (5:19); these cities were close to the Kishon River. The Lord fought against Sisera, sending rain from the heavens which caused the Kishon to flood and sweep away the enemy (5:21). The horses hooves pounded but they got nowhere with bogged chariots (5:22). The final verse of this section speaks of a curse upon a town in Naphtali called Meroz. The tribes which failed to turn up were reprimanded by Deborah, but this town is cursed by an angel of the Lord, ‘because they did not come to the help of the Lord’ (5:22). Sins of omission are just as serious as sins of commission. When we fail to do the good we know we should do we are guilty of sin (Mat 25:41f).

3. Blessed among women
The final section of this song recounts and rejoices in the assassination of Sisera by Jael. It contrasts with the just mentioned curse on Meroz for not coming to help. Jael was not even an Israelite but she feared the Lord God of Israel; she took up a tent peg and hammer to fight for the Lord. We know the story from the previous chapter but it is more triumphant when in the genera of poetry. ‘The Man from Snowy River’ would be rather dull if it was a novel rather than a poem.

It was a treacherous act by this woman, but here in this poem she is praised. The nation was at war- holy war. The Canaanites should have been wiped out before this time. You might wish to be spared the gory details of Jael piercing his head and splitting his skull, but read on before you do. In contrast to Jael, we read of another women, Sisera’s mother. She was looking out the window anxious for her son’s return (5:28). We might feel sorry for this poor woman, wailing for her son- he is dead, but he was such a wicked and violent man. 

Why could this woman not hear or see Sisera’s chariot coming home? She and her wise women told themselves he was late because he was grabbing as much plunder for them as he could- and at the same time raping the women; ‘to every man a womb or two’ is the literal translation (5:30). One of the vilest outcomes of war is the raping of women and taking of sex-slaves. The vile terrorists in the Middle East are not only beheading people but are raping young girls. Warlords in Africa rape and pillage in village after village. The Japanese had their sex-slaves in WW2. Men like this are the epitome of the depravity of sin- as are women like Sisera’s mother who condone such behaviour. ‘Where is justice’ the people cry out. Jael delivered justice when she bravely killed the vile and violent Sisera. It is ironic that this man who so abused women was killed by a woman. It was a shameful death. 

The song concludes with the prayer that all such enemies of the Lord perish (5:31) - and surely they will, as the death of Sisera shows. The death of Haman in the story of Esther similar reveals the Lord’s justice- and the truth that the wicked fall into the pit they dig for others. This is divine justice. But thankfully there are those who love the Lord and live according to his commands- to love the Lord and to love your neighbour. Those who obey these commands will be like the sun when it comes out in full strength (5:31). How blessed we are to see this bright sun shone forth in the Son of God. How blessed we, and all who know us, will be if we shine like Jesus.  



The Lord calls Gideon                                   		Judges 6:1-24
Gideon is one of the best known of all the judges of Israel. We know more about him than any of the others, apart from Samson. We called Othniel the paradigm judge. The Spirit of the Lord came upon him, he went off to war, and the Lord delivered Israel. His story is told in just five verses. The story of Gideon takes one hundred and ten verses or three chapters. The story of Gideon begins like that of the other judges, with Israel doing evil in the sight of the Lord, and the Lord giving them into the hands of foreign invaders. But Gideon is a reluctant conscript. He takes a lot of reassuring before making the move to deliver Israel. Does he remind you of someone you know? Gideon finally obeys and goes off to save Israel, but not before the Lord reduces his army to just three hundred men. This was not a mere battle between men. Gideon and all Israel would know that salvation is of the Lord from start to finish.

Gideon is a complex character; we should not be too quick to judge him a hero or a failure. We are all complex and we are all weak. The focus of these chapters is on the enabling of God. God graciously dealt with a weak individual and used him for his purposes and his glory. He came from a society in which people were doing what was right in their own eyes. But Gideon did not say, ‘I did it my way’, as so many of us like to do- and then say, ‘Look what I did!’ Gideon learned to do it God’s way and give God the glory. Have you learned this lesson? 

1. Sin, servitude and supplication
Here we go again! For the fourth time we read that Israel did evil in the sight of the Lord (6:1, cf.3:7, 3:12, 4:1). This evil was idolatry, the worship of other gods. This was happening in Gideon’s house and across the land. It was not necessarily blatant turning away from the Lord God. It was often worshipping God in innovative ways. The trouble was that the innovative ways were a lot like the ways other people worshipped their gods. Their innovations came from the Canaanites. Yahweh worship came to look like Baal worship; so much so that it was Baal worship. Those who worship God according to their own imaginations will soon start worshipping gods of their own imagination, or whatever god the ‘majority’ wants to worship. 

For seven years the Midianites oppressed Israel. This was not a long time compared to previous periods of oppression, but it does appear to have been a particularly harsh oppression. The Israelites were forced into the mountains and into caves and temporary shelters among the rocks, while Midianite hordes rampaged across their land. They came like ‘locusts’ around harvest time each year (6:5). They helped themselves to the crops and animals of the Israelites, destroying farms and orchards as they went. ‘So Israel was greatly impoverished because of the Midianites’ (6:6). 

The Midianites came from way down in Sinai. They were descendants of Abraham’s son called Midian (Gen 25:1). They were nomadic, Bedouin people, like the Amalekites and people of the East who roamed the country with them. They came across the Jordan River into the rich cropping area of the Jezreel valley. The people of Israel grew their crops in this area, after defeating the king of Canaan some forty years previously. The Midianites came with their herds of camels, maybe using these in warfare (an historical first). They came with lots of cattle to set up camp in the middle of the valley. Their rampaging extended all the way around to Gaza (6:4). All Israel suffered, although the tribes around the rim of the Jezreel Valley were worst affected. Have you heard of the Maasai tribe in Kenya?  They are nomadic people who keep large herds of cattle. Farmers who grow crops near the Maasai often find their crops destroyed by these cattle herds. There are no fences in Kenya. There were no fences in Israel either- not that fences would have stopped the Midianites! 

After seven years of seeing their crops destroyed, their animals stolen and their families going hungry, the children of Israel ‘cried out to the Lord’ (6:6). The Lord had given them into the hands of Midian because they had broken covenant with the Lord; not that they understood or accepted this. Their cry to the Lord was a distress call, a cry arising from their hunger and hardship, not from any conviction of sin. It was a cry from hungry bellies not from guilty hearts. 

2. Sermon
The people played the harlot with other gods and the Lord brought them into servitude or bondage. Previously the Lord answered their cry by raising up deliverers like Othniel and Ehud (3:9:15). Deborah the prophetess was an answer to their cry; she joined Barak in gathering Israel to fight. She did not reprimand the people for doing evil in the sight of the Lord. But when the people cried out to the Lord because of the Midianites, the Lord sent a prophet to Israel. This unnamed prophet reminded the people how the Lord had delivered them out of bondage in Egypt and gave them the land of Canaan. They were clearly told by the Lord, through Moses and Joshua, not to fear the gods of this land, the land of the Amorites or Canaanites (6:10). ‘But you have not obeyed my voice’ (6:10). If they had not comprehended why it was that the Midianites had overrun their land then they were being told by this prophet of God. Not that being told by a prophet necessarily led to them repenting of their sin. There is no indication of repentance in any of their cries to the Lord. ‘We have sinned just like our fathers’ is heard in the Psalms but not here in Judges (Ps 106:6).

Lots of people live to regret their sin but few truly repent of their sin. For many, the sin is getting caught out; they curse the day they put that post on Facebook. They do not change their ways but just resolve not to get caught again. This is what you find with Hindus who do not have God’s law. It is what you find with secular humanists who ignore God’s law. It is what you find in some churches when God’s law is not taught. Too many churches are just like secular society. They teach that God loves you and accepts or understands your sin so you do not have to repent and change your ways. However, the truth is that God is holy, he hates sin, and has given us covenant laws to obey. On our own we cannot obey these of course, but that does not mean we throw them out. The law shows us our sin and leads us to repent. ‘If we confess our sin God is faithful and just to forgive us our sin’ (1John 1:9). 

‘Godly sorrow produces repentance leading to salvation, not to be regretted, but the sorrow of the world produces death’ (1Cor 7:10). The people of Israel only felt the sorrow of the world. Yet the Lord in his mercy came to deliver them from oppression- it was not a lasting deliverance. For a lasting deliverance a more powerful deliverer is need than any of the judges found in this book. A deliverer who convicts of sin by the Spirit, and saves by the power of his death and resurrection gives lasting deliverance. Only Jesus Christ can ‘save to the uttermost those who come to God through him (Heb 7:25).  

We noted the importance of God’s law in producing repentance. As the people of God turned to idols they turned away from God’s law. They were no longer reading the Bible, where God’s great deliverance from Egypt, as well as God’s law is found. Keller writes that Gideon ‘did not have the Bible, nor many of the means of grace that we now have’. He did not have our Bible of OT and NT, but he did have a Bible. He had the books of Moses; he had what Joshua wrote at Shechem (Joshua 24:26). He had circumcision and the Passover which Joshua celebrated at Gilgal. I hope Keller does not believe that these books were not written till hundreds of years later. We certainly have the Bible today. Yet still we hear people in distress crying out to God while failing to read the Bible. Remember, there is a difference between regret and repentance. If you find yourself falling into the same sin again and again, it may be that you are only regretting and not truly repenting. Repenting means turning away from the idol that is causing you to sin. We need to thoroughly examine our hearts, maybe with the help of a mature Christian. Remember, repentance leads to joy, the joy of salvation, while regret only leads to misery. 

3. Sent by the Lord
The Lord sent a prophet, but the indication is that the people did not heed his words. So what did God do next? An Angel of the Lord came and sat under the oak tree in Ophrah that belonged to Joash the Abiezrite (6:11). The exact location of Ophrah is not known but it was in the territory of Manasseh, probably somewhere in the central parts of the Jezreel valley. The Angel appeared as a man who spoke to Gideon, but he is soon referred to as the Lord (6:14, 16). Moreover, Gideon soon learns that this Angel of the Lord is the Lord God (6:22). What Gideon saw was either a theophany, God appearing in person, or more likely a Christophany, Christ appearing in person before his incarnation. There are three persons in the Godhead. 

It was becoming more difficult to raise up a deliverer in Israel. The Lord had to appear in person to the man he had chosen to deliver Israel. His appearance to Gideon was not unlike his appearance to Moses at the burning bush, although Moses saw no human form. Gideon, like Moses, goes on to make excuses as to why he was not the right person for God to send. Gideon was threshing wheat in the confined space of a winepress trying to hide it from the Midianites. Such was the paucity of his harvest, he was threshing it by hand rather than with oxen pulling a sledge around his open threshing floor. The Angel of the Lord appeared and told Gideon that the Lord was with him, ‘you mighty man of valour’ (6:12). Gideon certainly did not look like a mighty warrior as he hid in the winepress threshing his wheat. 

‘If the Lord is with us, then why has all this happened to us?’ asked Gideon (6:13). He had heard about the miracles done through Moses. The present situation looked more like God had abandoned his people. Had Gideon not heard the words of the prophet? In times of suffering we do not always think straight or hear well, especially if we have stopped attending the house of God. The Lord patiently reminded Gideon that he was a mighty man, the man chosen by God to save Israel from the Midianites. ‘Have I not sent you?’ said the Lord (6:14). 

This time Gideon heard but he did not accept the word of the Lord. He pleaded insignificance: ‘I am no body, the least in my father’s house, and we are the weakest clan in Manasseh’ (6:15). Actually, with an altar to Baal and over ten servants he could not have been so weak or poor. Anyway, the Lord did not give up. He said to Gideon, ‘Surely I will be with you, and you shall defeat the Midianites as one man’ (6:16). What a great promise! ‘I will be with you’. But Gideon doubted. He questioned if this person speaking to him really was the Lord. The Lord is gracious when it comes to doubters. He is gracious with us all. The apostle Thomas is the classic doubter, but Jesus graciously appeared to him and removed his doubts. 

Gideon asked for a sign from the Lord- this is before the famous sign of the fleece. He asked the Lord to wait while he ran to prepare an offering. He slaughtered a goat and made some bread. This was quite an offering in view of the circumstances. The Angel of the Lord told him to put the meat and bread on a rock- and zap, it was gone! The Lord touched the offering with his staff and fire came out of the rock to consume everything. And the Angel of the Lord disappeared. At this Gideon realised it truly was the Lord who appeared and spoke to him. ‘Alas, O Lord God!’ he exclaimed (6:22). Seeing the Lord face to face, he thought he would die. But the Lord spoke to him again saying, ‘Peace be with you; do not fear, you will not die’ (6:23). Gideon was shaken and deeply moved by this experience, this theophany. He built an altar to the Lord, calling it, ‘the Lord is Peace’. 

Gideon was unmistakably called by the Lord. What do we say today about being called by the Lord?  The call of the Lord is powerful, and, in the end, unmistakeable. The Lord uses various means to call and send people today; he uses the Bible and prayer to speak to us. In the Bible we read, ‘Go and make disciples of all nations’ (Mat 28:19). God speaks to us by his Spirit (Acts 13:2). Walking in the Spirit you will hear the call of God. The question is, will you heed the call. God will graciously persevere with you, but be careful not to resist the Sprit’s call by listening to common sense or agents of Satan. Be careful about pleading, ‘who me, a nobody!’ The Lord delights in using the weak things of this world to shame the strong. 

The Lord tests and anoints Gideon                          Judges 6:25-40
Gideon is one of the best known judges of Israel.  We learn a lot about him in the three chapters which detail the sin of God’s people, their servitude under the Midianites, their supplication to the Lord and their salvation through Gideon. Of all that we are told about Gideon, what feature comes to mind first when you think about him? Is it that he defeated the Midianite horde with just three hundred men or how he separated his men on the basis of how they drank water? Is it how the Angel of the Lord appeared to him as he threshed grain in a winepress? Is it how he destroyed his father’s altar of Baal? Or is it how he used a fleece of wool to find out the will of God? For many, the mention of the name ‘Gideon’ brings to mind the people who put Gideon Bibles in schools and motels; but sticking to this story, the throwing out of the fleece rates highest. Not that all who talk about ‘throwing out the fleece’ are aware of the association of this term with Gideon. And even if they make the association that often fail to understand the context. Most books about decision making, or finding the will of God, will refer to Gideon and the fleece. More of this later. 

The Angel of the Lord appeared to Gideon personally, calling him to save Israel from the bondage of the Midianites (6:14). He told Gideon the Lord was sending him, and he would be with him. Gideon expressed doubts as to the authority of this person’s words. He asked for a sign and was given a powerful, unforgettable sign: ‘Fire rose out of the rock and consumed the meat and bread’ (6:21). Gideon realised this person did speak with authority. This person was the Sovereign Lord God. Did Gideon immediately go off to fight the Midianites? No! First things first. The Lord tested Gideon with regard to idolatry in his own house. Our second point will be the Spirit of the Lord coming upon Gideon, and thirdly, we will consider in context Gideon’s request for a sign. 

1. Setting things right
The children of Israel were doing evil in the sight of the Lord. They were worshipping other gods. This evil was going on in homes throughout the land. The Canaanites had all sorts of gods, gods for all sorts of needs. Most were farmers so they worshipped gods that brought fertility to their crops and flocks. If the children were studying they probably worshipped the god of learning. If they were in business there was the god of commerce. For those concerned about personal beauty there were ‘gods of good looks’ to worship. Formally they worshipped the Lord but in fact their lives revolved around these other gods and their idols. ‘They combined the worship of God with idols’. What will the Lord see when he takes a look into your house? Does worship of the Lord Jesus come first in your life? What are the idols that threaten to displace Jesus, if they have not done so already?

Gideon built an altar to the Lord at his home in Ophrah (6:24). That very night the Lord spoke to Gideon telling him to tear down the altar of Baal that belonged to his father, and cut down the Asherah pole next to it (6:25). He was to build a proper altar of uncut stones on top of the stronghold. On this he was to sacrifice his father’s second bull, one seven years old, using the wood for the image he cut down. Seven years marked the length of Israel’s servitude to Midian- this was coming to an end. Gideon obeyed the Lord, taking ten of the family’s servants and making this sacrifice that night. It may have been the same night, although it is written that he did it at night because he feared the men of his house and of the city (6:27). 

What Gideon did was not going to make him popular in his house or his city. But it had to be done. Stone writes, ‘Before confronting the pagan hordes oppressing Israel, Gideon must confront the pagan tendencies in his family and town’. The Lord can use pagan men to accomplish his purposes (e.g. Cyrus), but he does not use apostates within his own house. Those called to serve the Lord must first set their own house in order. ‘If I regard sin in my heart the Lord will not hear’ (Ps 66:18). ‘Judgment begins in the house of the Lord’ (1Peter 4:17). John the Baptist told those who came for baptism to set things right in their own lives first. Before coming to the Lord’s house you should be reconciled with your brother or sister in the Lord (Mat 5:24). Before serving the Lord you must turn away from sin and submit to the Lord. 

The depth of depravity in Israel is seen in the reaction of the people to Gideon’s destruction of the altar of Baal. Gideon’s fears were confirmed when, the next morning, the men of the city came after him to kill him. He destroyed the idols at night, but with ten men helping him he could hardly keep it a secret. That these men of Israel wanted to kill Gideon is shocking. Their devotion to the Lord may have been skin deep, but their devotion to Baal certainly was not. What utter depravity! God’s people were prepared to judge and kill a brother for destroying a pagan idol. It is, of course, the nature of adultery- spiritual and otherwise.

I suppose the Christians rounded up by the Roman Catholics in the Spanish inquisition must have said the same thing. It was the church judging and killing faithful servants of the Lord. A story about John Knox comes to mind. Being a slave on a galley ship, he was ordered to kiss a painted image of the Virgin Mary. Instead he took it and threw it into the river saying, ‘Let our Lady now save herself. She is light enough; let her learn to swim’. 

Gideon was not summarily killed because Joash his father intervened (6:31). It was his father’s altar that he burned but his father refused to hand his son over to the lynch mob. There are men of wisdom among the heathen, although Joash was not a heathen; any more than Gamaliel who spoke up in defence of Peter and the apostles was a heathen (Acts 5:34f). ‘Would you plead for Baal’, Joash said to the men of the city. ‘If he is a god, let him plead for himself’ (6:31). 

Those who want to defend their god are really insulting their god. They are saying their god cannot defend himself. Muslims who kill those who speak against Muhammed take note! Indeed, as Cundall wrote back in 1968, ‘If this advice had been followed by the devotees of the world’s religions, not excepting many who claim to be Christians, the world would have been spared a great deal of torture, bloodshed and untold misery. Joash’s defence of his son was possibly the first step in his own spiritual rehabilitation’.  Joash gave his son the name Jerub-baal, meaning ‘let Baal contend’ or let Baal plead for himself. 

2. Spirit of the Lord
We might think the Spirit of God moved Gideon to tear down the altar to Baal but the Spirit of the Lord came upon him after this. The coming of the Spirit was linked to him leading Israel into battle against their oppressor. The Midianite hordes crossed the Jordan into the Jezreel valley for yet another year of plundering the people of God. But the Spirit empowered Gideon to blow the trumpet and gather the Abiezrites behind him (6:34); yes, the same people who tried to kill him a short time before. The human heart is most fickle. People will follow any and every wind of fashion or doctrine. How else do we account for people who follow the patently fraudulent teaching of the Book of Mormon, or the Watchtower Society, or the perpetual virginity of Mary for that matter? 

This man who was least in his father’s house, and from the weakest clan in the country, was stepping out to deliver his people. The power of the Spirit was upon him. He sent messengers calling his own tribe and other tribes bordering the Valley to rally behind him, ‘and they came up to meet him’ (6:35- Issachar is strangely missing). With the Spirit of God upon him and all these men behind him, Gideon was ready to attack the Midianites. Well, not quite!

3. Sign requested
Gideon said to God, ‘If you will save Israel by my hand, as you have said-‘(6:36). In putting the fleece of wool on the threshing floor overnight Gideon was not asking to know God’s will. God had told him that he was sending him to save Israel, and that God would be with him. Garry Friesen, in ‘Decision making and the will of God’, says that what Gideon wanted was ‘confirmation of guidance already given’. We might go further and say he was looking for an excuse not to go. After all, he asked for a supernatural intervention not just a ‘coincidence’ as we might do; as in a phone call or ‘if the next car is red’. Those who seek guidance by ‘throwing out the fleece’ might be looking for an excuse not to obey God. Moreover, most ask for circumstantial signs, not supernatural signs like Gideon. 

The first sign Gideon asked for was a wet fleece on dry ground. The Lord granted his request (6:37-38).  Afterwards he might have thought this was too easy for God because the ground would dry much faster than the sponge like fleece. Doubt and unbelief led him to ask for another sign. He did so with trepidation, saying to God, ‘do not be angry with me’ (6:39). We know that when Moses kept making excuses God did get angry (Exod 4:14). Gideon asked for the sign to be reversed; let the fleece be dry and the ground wet.  This he thought was a better test. If there was water on the ground it should also be on the hydrophilic fleece. The fact that ‘God did so that night’ shows how patient and gracious God is. It is not an endorsement of Gideon’s testing of God (6:39). When Satan told Jesus to test the word of God, Jesus answered, ‘You shall not test the Lord your God’ (Luke 4:12). 

So what do you think about Gideon’s sign of the fleece? Do you think we are to find out God’s will by ‘throwing out the fleece’? Commentators vary greatly, although most who look at the context admit that Gideon actually knew God’s will. Some excuse Gideon saying that we have the Spirit of God; but Gideon did also. I am always wary of people who say men of the past were not as informed as we are. After all, Abraham is the father of the faith. Some say it is ‘not the absence of faith but the caution of faith that we see here’ (Davis). If this is the case, Gideon’s cautious faith got dangerously close to making God angry. We must stop making excuses for not taking God at his word. God is patient with us but let us not test his patience. We are frail and we have our doubts (Ps 103:14), but let us not be proud of them. ‘God says it, we believe it; that settles it’ may be a ‘snazzy bumper sticker theology’ as Davis writes, but it is better than wishy-washy theology. Jesus commends faith, not doubt (Mat 21:21). 

Buying a house is a big decision. Christians look for signs of God’s will, and some try ‘throwing out the fleece’. They might pray, ‘let the house have a yellow door and then I will know it is for me’. Remember, Buddhists act like this - if the number four is associated with the house they will not buy it. Clearly you must have the money to buy a house. Secondly, you consider the location, not necessarily demanding it be near your church, as one pastor told his flock. Thirdly, a couple has two opinions and they may ask for more. There are other factors to consider, some unknown. In all of this, we do pray for the Lord to guide us. One young couple were looking in a particular location but prices at auction were too high. After some months they were a bit discouraged and stopped going to auctions. One day the agent phoned to ask if they were interested in a house that did not sell at auction- which was amazing. They asked the price; it was something they could afford so they went to see the house, both liked and they bought it- with thanks to the Lord for his guidance and provision. 

The important thing about guidance is to recognise the sovereignty of God in all things. His will is perfect and his power is almighty. Humble yourself before the Lord and walk close to him- walk in the Spirit. With a renewed mind you will be able to find out what is the good, pleasing and perfect will of God (Rom 12:2). 




Gideon’s preparation for battle                                	Judges 7:1-15
A church we often attended in India was in an old British cantonment. It was a church where soldiers came to worship. The book rail on the back of the seats doubled as a place for holding guns. Notches were cut into this rack and a small latch fitted to lock in a soldier’s rifle. We never saw anyone carry a rifle into church and stand it up in the pew but apparently this was done by the British soldiers. Soldiers should always be prepared for the enemy, even while in church it seems. 

After testing God with the fleece, Gideon gathered the people and headed off to fight the Midianites. But the Lord told him he had too many people in his army. He was asked to trim it by 99%! The Lord told him to do this in two step process. The second test, the one at the water, is often seen as a test for preparedness; but is this how we are to understand this test? Before we look at these two tests, and the telling of a dream in the Midianite camp, we must take a close look at verse 2 because this is the key verse. 

Gideon got an early start as he led his poorly equipped ‘soldiers’ to the well of Harod, a spring in the valley north of Mt Gilboa (7:1). The name means ‘trembling’, which is what many of the Israelites were doing (7:3). He was moving towards the Midianite horde, camped further along the valley by the hill of Moreh. They were aware of Gideon’s manoeuvres; an enemy of thirty-two thousand is difficult to hide. Even with so many men, Gideon’s army was no match for the Midianites whose men were like locusts and their camels like sand on the sea (7:12). 

Gideon had taken a lot of convincing before blowing the trumpet to gather Israel. He was, as he said, the weakest in his house, and his clan the weakest in Manasseh (6:15). But the Spirit of the Lord came upon Gideon and he obeyed the Lord (6:34). He went off to deliver Israel after seven years of suffering at the hands of the Midianites. He would have thought the more soldiers he had the better, as anyone would. But the Lord said to him, ‘You have too many men for me to give the Midianites into your hand’ (7:2). ‘Too many men! Now where did the Lord get that idea?’ Gideon probably asked. 

But the Lord had a good reason for saying this: ‘Lest Israel claim glory for itself against me’ (7:2). The Lord did not want Israel boasting that they fought the Midianites and saved themselves. Remember the big picture. Israel had forgotten the Lord; they did evil in his sight. They cried out to the Lord and in his mercy he came to deliver them. The Lord knew that, given half a chance, these sinners would take all the credit and cut him out of the picture. Can you imagine anyone doing such a thing! Tragically, this is what many people do. They cry to the Lord, he answers their prayer- for healing, for a job, or whatever, and they tell everyone how good the doctor was or how clever or lucky they were to get the job. They cut the Lord out of the picture. The Lord is not pleased. With Gideon he was making sure Israel would not take the glory to themselves for defeating the Midianites.

1. Twenty-two thousand go home
The Lord told Gideon to let anyone who was fearful and afraid to go home (7:3). Gideon must have obeyed because ‘twenty-two thousand of the people returned, and ten thousand remained’ (7:3). What a shock this must have been for Gideon. While contemplating the Midianite horde, he watched two-thirds of his army melt away. It was the law in Israel that a newly married man, or a man with a new house, or a faint-hearted man not be required to join the army.  A man who was afraid to fight could demoralise and endanger the other men (Deut 20:8).  

Gideon’s announcement was proper- it was just a shock to see so many go home. But this was the Lord’s doing. Gideon’s force had to be drastically reduced if the Lord was to get due honour and glory. If Gideon found losing two-thirds of his men as shock, and thought his task now impossible, he was in for an even greater shock. He was about to face an even more impossible situation- if this was possible. But this was exactly what the Lord wanted him to think. 

The bottom line was, the Lord was able to win the battle with just one person. We will see this with Samson. ‘Not by might nor by power but by my Spirit says the Lord of hosts’ (Zech 4:6). The Lord does not judge situations as we do. He can use one man to bring down a great army. The Lord delights in ‘impossible’ situations because in such situations his people depend upon him and not themselves, or other people. Do not trust in chariots and horses- the cruise missiles of Gideon’s day. Do not trust in man (Ps 20:7, 33:16-17, 146:3). Yet what do we do? When was the last time you were brought to your knees with no one to help but the Lord? Too often we trust in the bank manager, the lawyer, the politician, or the doctor, rather than the Lord.

A lady I know well went to India with three young children. It was a huge culture shock. A few weeks after arriving she was in a cottage way up in the hills where the children would go to school. Some missionaries helped but everything was totally different. On day there was no water in the taps. She had a couple of buckets of water but with a sick child this was soon used up. After putting the children to sleep without a bath, she sat down for a rest- and a cup of tea. But there was no water to make a cup of tea. Who would help her? She sat on the front step praying. She says a stranger in a pink sari came along with a bucket of water- so she could have a cup of tea. When she could do nothing, the Lord came to her aid.

2. Tested at the water
With his fighting force reduced from thirty-two thousand to just ten thousand, the Lord again spoke to Gideon saying, ‘The people are still too many’ (7:4). He told Gideon to bring the people down to the water so he could separate them. The Lord would show him which should go with him, and which should not go. As we read this interesting and well known story about the men at the water we must keep in mind the reason for this test. It was for the purpose of reducing the size of the army not necessarily for choosing the best fighters. Commentators come up with all sorts of ideas when they start asking why ‘lappers’ were preferred to ‘kneelers’. One such idea is that the lappers quickly lay down on their bellies to drink while the kneelers took their time kneeling down.

What do we read in verse 4-7?  As just stated, it was a test to reduce numbers. The Lord told Gideon to separate those who lap water with their tongue like a dog from those who kneel down to drink (7:5). In the next verse we read, ‘putting their hand to their mouth’. The men reached down and scooped the water up in their hands. There were just three hundred men who scooped the water up and lapped it from their hands like a dog.

How do you drink water from a creek? I have to admit I would have failed the test. I remember going down to the creek on the farm after work on a hot day. I would get down on my knees to drink with delight the fresh running water. On a hike in the Himalayas I came across a stream and was about to drink the cool, sparkling water. My friend stopped me, pointing to the village upstream and listing a number of potent parasites and bugs most probably present in this water. 

Of the ten thousand who came to the water, nine thousand and seven hundred knelt down to drink. These men were told to go home. Leaving just three hundred. The Lord said he would save his people from the Midianites with just three hundred men (7:7). We might speculate that these lappers showed a greater alertness than those who got down on their knees, but the text does not say this. The Lord’s concern was to reduce the size of Gideon’s army; this had now been done, leaving just 1% of his original forces. These men took provisions, and their trumpets in their hands, and moved forward. 

Is this what the Lord means when he says, ‘My strength is made perfect in weaknesses? (2Cor 12:9), or as F.F. Bruce paraphrases, ‘My power is most fully displayed when my people are weak’. The apostle Paul had some sort of physical disability which he asked there Lord to remove; but this was the Lord’s answer, and Paul accepted it. This means that none of us can say we are unable to do what the Lord asks us to do. If he asks us to do something, he gives us the strength to do it. When Jesus says, ‘Go into all, the world and preach the gospel’, he also says, ‘Lo, I am with you always’ (Mat 28:20).

3. Telling a dream
The Lord was with Gideon. To reassure him of this he sent him to spy or eavesdrop on the enemy camp. The Lord had to reduce the size of Gideon’s army to stop Israel from boasting in their victory over Midian.  At the same time it was a real testing of Gideon’s faith. Nothing is said of his response to this decimation of his forces, but this offer of reassurance indicates a need for reassurance. It also shows the grace of God in reassuring Gideon.

That night the Lord spoke to Gideon telling him to go down to the Midianite camp, and to take his servant with him if he was afraid to go alone. The word of the Lord had not changed: ‘I have delivered it (Midian) into your hand’ (7:9). This was the same message as that given to Gideon by the Angel of the Lord (6:16).  Gideon could trust and obey the word of the Lord because the word of the Lord never changes. And furthermore, the word of the Lord never fails; it is always fulfilled. 
 
So Gideon and Purah went down to spy on the enemy under cover of darkness. They got close enough to hear a couple of men in the camp talking. One said he had had a dream and the other gave the interpretation. The Lord sent the dream and also the interpretation. Davis says that, ‘there is a certain irony in this episode; God’s word comes through the oddest channel- a Midianite private’. But God can and does use anyone he chooses for his purposes. The dream was for the reassurance of Gideon, as well as for instilling fear into the enemy camp. 

In the dream the man saw a loaf of barley bread tumble into the camp of Midian, striking a tent, causing it to collapse (7:13). An interpretation came through the man with him who said, ‘this can be nothing but the sword of Gideon, son of Joash, a man if Israel! Into his hand God has delivered Midian and the whole camp’ (7:14). The people of Israel were barley growers. The Midianites knew because they raided their crops. With God’s ‘help’ the interpreter made the connection and predicted a rout of their camp by Gideon. This was all Gideon need to hear. He returned to his camp and worshipped God. In fact he worshipped before returning home. He worshipped God then and there, just outside the Midianite camp. All Gideon’s doubts were erased. He assembled his force of just three hundred men to take on the huge Midianite camel cavalry. 

What great faith! Here is faith at work. Gideon is listed among the men and women of faith because he believed the word of the Lord and became valiant in battle (Heb 11:32). Have you seen such faith today?  Have you demonstrated such faith? Remember what the Lord says (in paraphrase): ’My power is most fully displayed when my people are weak’. 




Gideon attacks Midianite oppressors                 Judges 7:16-8:3
Can we really use the word ‘attack’ to describe Gideon’s move upon the Midianites, as I have done in this sermon title? Davis writes, ‘the three hundred did not attack but pursued’- I read this after giving the title! Gideon’s army was indeed miniscule, and there is no mention of them carrying weapons as such; broken jars and ram’s horns are not exactly lethal weapons! Most military men would have rated Gideon’s chances of victory as zero, although in history some great victories have been won by poorly equipped armies. Victory was achieved by strategy rather than force of arms. Pre-emptive strikes are a good strategy. In the six-day Arab-Israeli war in 1967 Egypt apparently had a well-equipped air force but not enough trained pilots to fly the planes. 

The classic example in the Bible of strategy overcoming weaponry is that of David and Goliath. David went to fight in the name of the Lord, which is what Gideon also did. The battle was the Lord’s, as was the victory. The Lord had prepared Gideon for this battle by drastically cutting the size of his army. He would not win the battle by military might but by strategy. It would not be the size of his army that determined the outcome but his trust in the Lord (Ps 33:16). Spiritual weapons are the most effective weapons; with such weapons Gideon attacked, and pursued, the Midianites. 

1. Pitchers and trumpets
When Gideon went down into the valley to spy on the Midianite camp he overheard two Midianite men talking. On had had a dream in which a loaf of barley bread came tumbling into their camp, knocking down their tents. The other man gave the interpretation saying, ‘This is nothing but the sword of Gideon, the son of Joash’ (7:14). Both the dream and its interpretation were from the Lord. What Gideon heard lifted his spirits enormously; he must have been very worried about attacking the Midianite horde with just three hundred men. What he heard gave him confidence in the word of the Lord. The Lord told him numerous times that he would defeat the Midianites. To defeat them he had to move against them- he had to attack them. 

Gideon did not attack with the same weapons used by the enemy. What he relied upon was the weapons and the strategy given him by the Lord. We can easily get sucked into using the same weapons as our enemy when we take up the fight today; and then find ourselves struggling to win the battle. We look for Christian PhD’s and professors to argue with atheist PhD’s and professors, but God often uses children to shame the ‘experts’. He is using ‘infant’ churches in poor countries in Africa to shame the ‘mature’ churches of rich countries (like USA) at this present time. He uses the weak to shame the mighty (1Cor 1:27). 

The apostle Paul writes, ‘The weapons of our warfare are not carnal but mighty in God for pulling down strongholds’ (2Cor 10:4). This is what we see with the apostles in the NT church. The Lord gave them words to say, as he promised, and they confounded their enemies again and again. What is the greatest weapon Christians have? The word of God and prayer are the weapons God has given us. ‘The sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God; praying always with all prayer and supplication in the Spirit’ (Eph 6:17-18). 

Assured that the Lord would give him victory over the Midianites, Gideon gave the order for his men to prepare for battle (7:15). He divided his three hundred men into three equal groups. Each man was given a ram’s-horn trumpet, and an empty pitcher or jar with a burning torch inside it (7:16). Gideon instructed the men to blow their trumpets when he gave the signal, and to shout, ‘For the Lord and for Gideon’ (7:18). Some are critical of Gideon for using his name in this battle cry when all glory was to go to the Lord alone. Note, however, that the Midianites were told of the dream, ‘This is nothing but the sword of Gideon’ (7:14).  When they heard the cry, ‘The sword of the Lord and of Gideon’ they remembered the dream and its interpretation. 

2. Pandemonium in the camp
Gideon took the hundred men is his group down to the edge of the Midianite camp at the beginning of the middle watch- that is at 10pm. The other two groups went around the other sides of the camp. The timing was strategic. Firstly, it was dark and most of the men would have been in a deep sleep. Secondly, with the changing of the guard there would have been a few men moving about in the dark. Thirdly, those finishing their watch would have been less alert and those taking over would have been just waking up. Stumbling along in the dark, these men suddenly heard the blast of three hundred trumpets. Imagine three hundred bugles or three hundred bagpipes suddenly blasting out on a dark night. Then they saw hundreds of lights suddenly appear all around their camp as Gideon’s men broke their jars. To cap it off, they then heard a deafening war cry, ‘The sword of the Lord and of Gideon’ (7:20). They must have thought the enemy was inside their camp. Their stumbling in the dark turned into running, running in fear, and attacking anyone they met on the way; those they met were fellow Midianites. The noise was so loud that the whole camp woke up in a panic. It was complete pandemonium. It was every man for himself. Even the camels would have been startled and probably stampeded. Gideon and his men just stood their ground, holding their broken jars with torches inside in one hand and a trumpet in the other. In between blasts on the trumpet they shouted, ‘the sword of the Lord and of Gideon!’ (7:20). 

The sound and light show was impressive but not appreciated by the Midianites! They were not hanging around till the finish! The Lord instilled fear into the hearts of thousands of Midianites. ‘The Lord set every man’s sword against his companion throughout the whole camp; and the army fled’ (7:22). We are not told how many Midianites died in the confusion inside the camp, but by the end of the battle one hundred and twenty thousand of their men lay dead (8:10). When they fled from the camp, Gideon’s men gave chase, presumably killing any they got their hands on. 

3. Pursuit
‘The Midianites and Amalekites and all the people of the East’ (7:12) were in fact from the east. They came from the desert regions to the east and the south of Canaan. They had come across the Jordan River to help themselves to the Israelites crops in the Jezreel valley. They were camped by the hill of Moreh, just north of Jezreel, when Gideon came upon them. When they fled they took the road home. They headed to the east, and then to the south, down the western side of the Jordan, finally crossing near a place called Adam, just south of Succoth. There was a limited number of places where they could cross the Jordan River.  

When men from the tribes of Naphtali and Asher heard that Gideon had routed the Midianites they rushed to join the battle, along with the rest of the men from Manasseh. Among these, most likely, were the twenty-two thousand who went home because they were afraid, and the nine thousand seven hundred who were sent home from the water. The chase was on to catch, and bring to justice, the enemy of God’s people.

Gideon also sent messengers throughout the mountains of Ephraim (7:24). This was another strategic move because the Ephraimites could quickly move down into the valley and take control of the escape route of the Midianites. This they did, ‘capturing the waters as far as Beth Bara and the Jordan’ (7:24). They did this once before when Ehud was chasing the Moabites; that time they killed every last Moabite (3:28). This time it appears that many Midianites escaped across the Jordan. Still, the men of Ephraim captured and killed two Midianite princes: Oreb and Zeeb, or ‘Raven’ and ‘Wolf’ (7:25). Coleson suggests that capturing these two princes distracted them from controlling the river crossing, but Cundall suggests some Midianites got across before Ephraim gained control. 

4. Proud Ephraimites
After killing the two Midianite princes, the Ephraimites proudly brought their heads to Gideon on the other side of the Jordan (7:25). In the absence of photographs or DNA testing, this was the way they proved that they had killed an enemy leader. It was not a child-like pride that Ephraim displayed; it was more of a jealous pride. It addition to their pride being hurt at not leading this battle, they may have been sore at missing out on the plunder. They turned upon Gideon, reprimanding him severely for not calling them to join fight earlier (8:1). Ephraim was not the largest tribe but Joshua was from this tribe. They occupied the central hills of Canaan, including the important towns of Bethel and Shiloh. There may have been some rivalry with their brother Manasseh. 

Was Gideon at fault for not calling them to fight earlier? The text does not indicate this. Even men from his own tribe and the tribes around the Jezreel valley were sent home. What is indicated in the text is the beginning of disunity in Israel. It indicates that Ephraim seemed to think they were more important, and not happy that a man from the weakest clan in Manasseh had taken leadership, and was taking all the credit. Coleson writes, ‘the Ephraimites displayed precisely that concern for glory and credit that Yahweh sought to undercut at the story’s outset’. One of the outcomes of taking glory to ourselves is that others get upset with us. They want the glory themselves. This is the fruit of pride. Not only do we rob God of the glory due to him, but we start to fight among ourselves as to who gets the glory. This can happen in workplaces, on the sports field, and even in churches. When all the glory is given to God, as God demands, and as the Psalmist teaches (Ps 115:1), disunity is largely avoided. 

Gideon proved to be a great warrior for the Lord, just as the Angel of the Lord said (6:12). His first battle was with Baal and those who worshipped this idol. His second battle was against the Midianites. Now he faces a third battle with his own brothers in Israel. Aware of his own weakness, Gideon came close to making God angry by testing God. But God was patient and Gideon proved to be an obedient servant of the Lord. He proved to be a wise servant of the Lord. Did the Spirit of the Lord make him wise? The wisdom of God is different to the wisdom of the world. ‘Wisdom from above is peaceable, gentle, willing to yield’ (James 3:17). Jesus Christ is the epitome of wisdom, and the source of wisdom (1Cor 1:30). 

Gideon demonstrated the truth of the Proverb, ‘A soft answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger’ (Prov 15:1). Do you know this Proverb? It seems Gideon did! When the Ephraimites reprimanded him for not calling them out earlier he did not reply with harsh words, as well he might have after leading Israel in routing the Midianites. Look at what Jephthah did when the Ephraimites were critical of him in chapter 12; he killed forty-two thousand Ephraimites at the Jordan (12:6). Gideon gave a soft answer. He praised the Ephraimites for their achievements, while belittling his own achievement. ‘What have I done in comparison to you?’ he said (8:2,3). In his own proverb, Gideon said that the gleanings or left-overs of their vintage was better than the pick of the vintage of Abiezer (8:2). When Gideon said this, their anger towards him subsided (8:3). So the Proverb, ‘a soft answer turns away wrath’ proved to be true. Have you proved this wise word to be true in your life?  If not, then test it out soon.  




Gideon pursues the Midianites                               	  Judges 8:4-21
Some young men want to join the police force so they can carry a gun and drive fast cars. We occasionally hear reports of a police officer getting overly excited in a high-speed pursuit, or getting a bit ‘trigger happy’. But those who have this idea of life as a police officer are usually weeded out early in the recruiting process. A man I know, who is recognised as a good police officer, does not even like the regular driving tests and weapons training that he is required to do. He does not go around waving his weapon, as it were.

What sort of police officer would Gideon have made? Some scholars accuse Gideon of getting in a rage and engaging in personal vendettas as he pursues the Midianites. I first read comments by Coleson who writes, ‘Some interpreters accuse Gideon in this episode of abandoning his trust in Yahweh and succumbing to base motives of vengeance’. I had not read of such an interpretation until I opened Tim Keller’s book on Judges. Keller writes, ‘Gideon’s anger at the people of Succoth and Peniel shows he expects to be given glory for his achievements (which he is forgetting were, in fact, God’s).’ He accuses Gideon of pursuing the Midianites out of personal vengeance, and of taking the glory to himself rather than giving the glory to God. 

Do we really see another side of Gideon in this episode? We last saw him making peace with the men of Ephraim after they criticised him sharply. He was practising the Proverb, ‘A soft answer turns away wrath’. He avoided a violent, inter-tribal conflict; unlike the later judge, Jephthah. After reading this episode, Keller concludes that Gideon was not really being diplomatic but that he did not strike the men of Ephraim because he could not. Keller does this so he can account for what he sees as a radically different Gideon in this episode. But do we have to be so critical of Gideon in this episode? It is very easy, as Coleson says, to start judging Gideon’s actions by the standards of our day. Gideon was not in a position to call the police, or bring his enemies before a court of law for justice. He was at war. He was responsible, under Yahweh, for administering justice. He was chosen by God and given the Spirit of the Lord. I am interested to see what Keller says when this ruthless, power-hungry, glory-seeking Gideon refuses the offer of kingship (8:23).  

1. Two towns in Israel
We have gotten a bit ahead of ourselves in discussing Gideon’s motives. We come back to look at the details in the account. With just three hundred men, Gideon surrounded the Midianite camp around ten o’clock at night. As each man held a light, blew his trumpet and shouted, ‘The sword of the Lord and of Gideon’, the Midianites panicked. They ran through the camp trying to escape, killing one another in the process. As they fled, Gideon and his men gave chase. Other Israelites joined them, but Gideon had a head start. After the incident with the men of Ephraim at the Jordan River, Gideon and his three hundred men kept chasing the Midianites. They had already chased them for more than 50km and were exhausted. They crossed the Jordan and headed up the Jabbok Valley. They were still in Israelite territory. Crossing the Jordan brought them into the region of Gad and Manasseh.

Gideon came to the town of Succoth. Succoth means ‘shelter’; this was the place where Jacob settled after the tense meeting with his brother, Esau. Before this meeting, Jacob wrestled with God at a place called Peniel or Penuel, just 8-10km upstream. At Succoth, Gideon asked the people for some bread because his men we exhausted (8:5). He explained that he was chasing the Midianites, intent on capturing their two kings or warlords. Gideon was not asking any favour for himself; he was concerned for his men. Being the commander of Israel’s army at this point in time, he could have requisitioned supplies, but chose to request help from his Israelite brothers in the day of battle.

Did the leaders of Succoth give Gideon’s men any bread? No! They mocked Gideon, suggesting he was a loser (8:6). Gideon would have explained how the Lord had given him victory over the Midianites after seven years of suffering at the hands of these marauding hordes; but they were not convinced. Were the men of Succoth afraid of reprisals from Midian if Gideon failed to deliver? Were they just concerned for their own security? Or were they guilty of being unfaithful to Israel and the God of Israel? Clearly, they were more afraid of the enemy than they were of Gideon and the Lord, whose servant he was. Gideon was not impressed with their unfaithfulness. He showed great restraint in not forcibly taking supplies and punishing them there and then. But he was in hot pursuit of the Midianites; he left with a warning that he would be back with Zeba and Zalmunna in hand and would punish them. 

Jesus said, ‘He who is not with me is against me’ (Mat 12:30). Remember this the next time you are tempted to save your own neck by agreeing with the enemy, and even tempted to deny Christ. Pray for public officials who often face this temptation. The apostle Paul, like Gideon, was let down by those who should have helped him. ‘At my first defence no one stood with me, but all forsook me. May it not be charged against them’ (2Tim 4:16). ‘Watch out that it is not your passion for status or your pursuit of security that disturbs the unity and saps the energy of the church’ writes Davis.    

Gideon moved on to the next town and again asked for some bread for his hungry and exhausted men. And he was met with a mocking- No! (8:8). Gideon warned the people of Penuel that he would exact punishment on them also when he returned in peace/victory from destroying Israel’s enemy (‘shalom’ means peace but also victory). Gideon was not pursuing Midian for just personal vengeance, as Keller and others suggest; he was pursuing them in order to finish the task given him by the Lord. He was delivering Israel from Midianite oppression, as well as executing divine judgment upon the wicked and cruel enemy of God’s people.

Gideon was true to his word. When he returned from destroying the Midianites he punished the men of Succoth and Penuel. He told the men of Succoth he would tear their flesh with thorns and briars. Coleson refers to this torture as ‘carding’. Boards with metal teeth like nails were dragged over the bodies of victims, tearing their flesh. Cundall thinks Gideon’s ‘carding’ would have resulted in death but the fact that he used thorns rather than metal teeth suggests he intended punishment, not execution. His purpose was to teach them a lesson (8:16). Gideon made sure it was the leaders of Succoth he was punishing, the same men who refused to give his men bread. He caught a youth from this town and got him to write down the names of the leaders and elders of Succoth; seventy-seven men in all (8:12). He paraded Zeba and Zalmunna before them, reminding them of how they had mocked him, and of the punishment he declared at that time. No rage or personal vendetta was involved. Gideon punished them as he promised, because they were unfaithful. 

At Penuel Gideon, ‘tore down the tower of Penuel and killed the men of the city’ (8:17). Again, he was true to his word (8:9). In tearing down the tower, Gideon may not have intended to kill anyone; although he was inflicting judicial punishment on covenant breakers, for which the death penalty was legitimate. ‘Gideon could not allow Israelite towns to break covenant with impunity and stand with Israel’s enemies’ writes Coleson. Unity within the community of God’s people continues to decline.

2. Two kings of Midian
Some expositors excuse Gideon’s ‘rough justice’ towards the men of Succoth and Penuel, but they will not allow his treatment of Zeba and Zalmunna to be seen as anything other than personal vindictiveness. Keller writes, ‘Gideon’s ruthless, remarkable pursuit has been motivated less by desire to complete the deliverance of God’s people than by a desire for personal vengeance- for the honour of his own family!’ But do we have to choose between these two motives? Gideon’s pursuit of the Midianites was indeed remarkable, considering his initial reluctance to attack them. The Spirit of the Lord made him bold, persistent and zealous. The accusation of personal vengeance arises because we are told that back at Mt Tabor the Midianites had captured and killed Gideon’s brothers (8:19). Gideon himself was hiding in a winepress, afraid of the Midianites, when the Lord called him (6:11).

The people of Succoth and Penuel refused to give bread to Gideon’s men but they pressed on regardless. There were ‘only’ fifteen thousand of the original one hundred and thirty-five thousand Midianites left at this stage. Two Midianite kings led this remnant to a place called Karkor- an otherwise unknown place (8:10). Gideon took a short cut along a caravan route to the east of Nobah and Jogbehah, and launched a surprise attack, routing the Midianites and capturing their two kings (8:11, 12). He captured the kings who terrorised the people of God for seven years. It appears he took the two kings back to his home in Ophrah- his young son would not have joined in the pursuit. He questioned them about the men they killed at Tabor; verse 19 suggests they were killed as prisoners, not in battle, making Zeba and Zalmunna directly responsible for their deaths. They admitted that these men looked like Gideon, like sons of a king (8:18). It seems Gideon had the build of a warrior after all! They were, in fact, blood brothers of Gideon, the sons of his own mother. Under Mosaic Law, Gideon was obliged to exact blood revenge for the death of his brothers. This obligation, rather than rage, is indicated by his saying that he would not have killed them if they had not killed his brothers (8:19). 

Gideon asked his young son to take his sword and kill these two Midianite kings; but he was afraid to do so ‘because he was still a youth’ (8:20). Gideon did not force his son to carry out the execution, nor was he ‘abusing’ his son, as some might suggest. He was offering his son the honour of destroying two of Israel’s cruel enemies, the enemies of God. At the same time he was seeking to humiliate these two kings, as would be the case if they were killed by a mere youth. Goliath was highly offended when the boy David came out to fight him. Zeba and Zalmunna knew they were guilty and that they were going to die. They called upon Gideon to rise up and kill them himself, and Gideon obliged. ‘And he took the crescent ornaments that were on the necks of their camels’, plunder that would have gone to his son if he had killed them (8:21). 

Gideon was not seeking power and glory for himself. He was God’s instrument in delivering God’s people, and executing justice upon their enemies. He was also establishing order within the house of God. He was not seeking power and glory when he tore down the altar to Baal in his own house. He was not seeking power and glory when he tore down the tower of Penuel and punished the men of Succoth. He was punishing covenant breakers, unfaithful people within the house of Israel. He was carrying out the God-given duty of church and state (Rom 13). 

Gideon was seeking justice for the oppressed, and glory for God. He was not simply bent on revenge, as some think; ‘he wanted to make the world right, the reckoning’ as Coleson writes. Thousands of men and women in the world today are waiting for justice. Some have tried revenge and failed. Many die without seeing justice. What a terrible situation. But justice will come. The souls of the martyrs are waiting in heaven for their blood to be avenged, and so it will be. Just a little while longer, they are told (Rev 6:11). The promise of justice, if not in this world then in the next, is of immense comfort to God’s people, today as always. How anyone can live without such comfort is hard to understand.  






Rise and fall of Gideon                    		Judges 8:22-35
Another young tennis star is in danger of a disastrous fall from grace. Success has led to pride and arrogance, and potentially the end of his career. As the Proverb says, ‘Pride goes before destruction and a haughty spirit before a fall’ (Prov 16:18). Not just tennis players, but numerous other sporting stars have seen their private life fall apart after achieving success on the field. Businessmen and politicians have experienced the rise and fall scenario because success led to pride and arrogance. The saying, ‘the higher they rise, the harder they fall’ comes to mind. Men coming from a rich or royal background often handle success and fame better than those from a poorer background. Some church leaders have also fallen victim to the danger of success. One popular and successful pastor in the USA was recently asked to resign because of his arrogance. Looking at Gideon’s end, Davis concludes, ‘It is tough to end well’.

1. Gideon rejects the offer to rule
The man from the weakest clan in Manasseh, and the least in his father’s house, rose up to deliver the nation of Israel from harsh Midianite oppression. He returned from battle to a hero’s welcome in his home town in Manasseh- although it is hard to imagine the proud and powerful men of Ephraim being there to welcome him. ‘The men of Israel’ we read, asked Gideon to rule over them, him and his son and grandson also (8:22). They wanted a Gideon dynasty. Although the Hebrew word is ‘ruler’ rather than ‘king’, the implications are the same. 

Israel wanted a king like other nations (1Sam 8:5). It was at a later time, when Israel was under pressure from the Philistines, and Samuel was old, that Israel’s call for a king was reluctantly considered by Samuel, and granted by the Lord. ‘They have not rejected you, but they have rejected me, that I should not reign over them’ said the Lord (1Sam 8:7). Gideon understood that Israel was not to be monarchy because it was a theocracy; the Lord was ruler over this holy nation (8:23). Gideon refused the people’s call for him and his sons to rule over them. Besides, if Israel was to have a king, the Lord, not the people, would appoint the person.

This, you will agree, is the straightforward reading of the text. But not all readers accept this. Some think Gideon is simply making a ‘pious refusal’ when, in his heart, he wanted to be king; and that, in fact, he accepted this call. Davis thinks it was a veiled or qualified acceptance of kingship. They look at the fact that Gideon had a large harem, including concubines (8:30), and that he called one of his sons Abimelech which means, ‘my father a king’ (8:31). They accuse Gideon of saying one thing and doing another, of ‘mouthing humility but practising pride’. 

Gideon was, of course, famous and also became rich after getting rid of the Midianites and bringing peace to the land. Such a man could afford many wives. Although the meaning of names was important among the Hebrews, we cannot conclude Gideon was king just because he called his son Abimelech. He had seventy other sons; what were their names? Abimelech is mentioned in anticipation of his attempt to make himself king- an attempt thwarted by God (9:23). Moreover, we are actually told that Gideon, ‘went and dwelt in his own house’ (8:29). He did not build a palace.

2. Golden ephod
Gideon’s answer to the invitation to be king shows what a humble and godly man he was. He was not power-hungry and glory-seeking, as some make him out to be. I expected Keller, who painted Gideon in such a light, to argue like Davis and others that Gideon’s words were a veiled acceptance of the offer of kingship; but not so! He praises Gideon for discerning the underlying motive in their request; ‘they wanted to be ruled by a man, not by God’. We should avoid making Gideon into a schizophrenic. 

What Gideon does after rejecting the offer of the men of Israel comes as a shock; it is a contradiction, but not anything abnormal. Mountain-top experiences, in which our eyes are firmly focused on the Lord, are often followed by valleys in which we lose such focus and become vulnerable to temptation. ‘Perhaps it is easier to honour God in some courageous action in the limelight of a time of national emergency than it is to honour Him consistently in the ordinary everyday life, which requires a different kind of courage’ writes Cundall. Gideon fought the Midianites and won. Now he faces a different enemy, the enemy of our souls. In this spiritual battle he won the first round in rejecting the kingship. He was not so successful in the second round. He rejected the lure of power but the lure of riches was too much. Jesus similarly rejected Satan’s offer to be ruler of the kingdoms of the world. 

The men of Israel were gathered around their great leader. They had returned from battle carrying lots of plunder. Gideon told them he would not rule over them because Yahweh was their ruler; but then he made this request for gold, lots of gold. He asked for all the gold earrings they had taken from the Ishmaelites and/or Midianites; Midian and Ishmael were both sons of Abraham (8:24). These nomadic people kept their wealth in the form of gold. Do you keep your wealth as gold? Our wealth is generally tied up in our house or car. In India, even rich people may live in a simple house because their wealth is in the gold they have hidden somewhere in that house.  

Gideon was somewhat like the rich young ruler that came to Jesus (Luke 18). His weakness was his love for money. Actually it gets worse with Gideon. The men gladly gave Gideon all their gold earrings, almost 20kg of gold, along with other jewellery and expensive clothes. Crescent ornaments were a feature of the kings of Midian- as with Arabic people today. What did Gideon do with all this gold? ‘Gideon made it into an ephod and set it up in his city, Ophrah’ (8:27). What is an ephod? In Exodus 28 and 39 we read all about the ephod that was made for the high priest to wear- and only the high priest. It was a kaftan-like, colourful and costly outer garment. It was made from gold, blue, purple and scarlet thread, with gold chains and studs. The ‘breastplate of judgment’, in which the Urim and Thummin were kept, was worn over the ephod (Exod 28:30). With these two ‘stones’ Aaron exercised judgment in Israel; the will of God was revealed using these ‘stones’. So was Gideon trying to set himself up as high priest in Israel? Keller thinks he was setting up a rival place of worship. Where was the ephod made for Aaron? The Ark of the Covenant was probably at Shiloh at this time. 

The text does not say Gideon wore the ephod he made but that he ‘set it up in his city’ (8:27). It seems that what he made was an idol, not unlike the golden calf that Aaron made. That was made in similar circumstances - after a mountain-top experience. Aaron’s golden calf, like Gideon’s ephod, was made as an aid to worship. Aaron held a feast to the Lord when he consecrated the calf idol (Exod 32:5). Whatever this ephod was like, it became a snare to Gideon and his house; ‘and all Israel played the harlot’ with this thing (8:27). You may recall these very words, ‘play the harlot’ and ‘be a snare’ from chapter 2. If he was not breaking the first commandment, he was certainly breaking the second. Images are not aids to worship, they are snares.

3. Good old age 
While Gideon might have seen his ephod as an aid to worshipping Yahweh, the people were soon worshiping the gods of Canaan once again. They played the harlot with this ephod. After Gideon died ‘at a good old age’ (8:32) they went away from the Lord completely. They worshipped Baals and made Baal-Berith, ‘Lord of the covenant’, their god (8:33). They forgot the wonderful deliverance the Lord brought through Gideon and his three hundred men (8:34). It is so easy to forget what the Lord has done for us- and so dangerous. May the words of Psalm 103 always be on our lips: ‘Praise God, my soul? With all my heart, let me exalt his holy name. Forget not all his benefits, His praise my soul in song proclaim’ (Ps 103 metrical).

The Lord has given us the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper as the means by which we are to remember him, to remember the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ our Lord. Davis is rather critical of Christians who, ‘plan, organise and concoct revivals, seminars, retreats, or encounters, or pressure congregations to come forward and rededicate their lives to Christ. All the while neglecting what God has provided: the Lord’s Supper’. 

Gideon, like the judges before him, points to the true judge, the Lord Jesus Christ. At the beginning of his ministry Jesus resisted the temptation to be ruler of the kingdoms of this world. He recognised that his heavenly Father was sovereign over heaven and earth. He knew his work was to establish the kingdom of God. He came preaching, ‘the kingdom of God is at hand. Repent and believe in the gospel’ (Mark 1:15). He obeyed God the Father; he suffered on the cross, knowing that in his death and resurrection he would put all his enemies under his feet. ‘The last enemy to be destroyed is death’ (1Cor 15:26). Jesus defeated death, and we who believe in Jesus share in this victory. We enjoy the peace of God in our hearts but await the fullness of heavenly rest in Jesus Christ. 

In this world we continue to face temptations, temptations of the world, the flesh and the devil. We have our mountain-top experiences in times of worship, fellowship meals and camps, as well as wonderful answers to prayers. We must be aware of losing our focus on the Lord when we come down into the valleys. Young Christians especially need to be alert to the mountains and the valleys in the Christian life. You, like me, may recall with sadness young men and women who were on fire for the Lord at youth activities and camps but are no longer seen in the house of God. Those completing a life of great ministry will be tempted like Gideon- pray for them. Whoever belongs to Jesus and wants to follow him will have good days and bad days. Keep your eyes on Jesus, keep reading your Bible and praying on bad days as well as good days, lest you fall into the trap or snare of the devil. 

4. Gideon’s son
In telling about the end of Gideon’s life, the writer tells about one of his sons called Abimelech. Gideon had seventy sons from many wives. Being rich and famous he could afford to have many wives, but this was not a wise move. We know how the many wives of Solomon led to his downfall- it was foreign wives that turned his heart after other gods. Gideon had a concubine or mistress down in Shechem. She may well have been a Canaanite woman. Abimelech grew up in Shechem, in the house if his mother; his father lived in Ophrah. Disunity would soon enter the house of Gideon. Brother would start killing brother. After the death of Gideon, apostasy and disunity would bring a new low in the land of Israel. This would be the last period of rest in the Promised Land during the era of the judges.   
 
 

Abimelech, the bramble king                             	        Judges 9
The house or building we lived in in India had a small backyard with a high wall around it. There was no lawn because the summers were too hot. One day we found our son digging in the yard. As he dug he threw salt onto the ground. He had learned about digging salt into the soil from Sunday school. He must have heard this story about Abimelech, who, in taking the city of Shechem, killed all the people and sowed it with salt, presumably so nothing would ever grow there again (9:45). Our son made sure nothing ever grew in our backyard, but I am not sure he had grasped the main lesson of the story of Abimelech!

How does this story fit into the book of Judges? Abimelech is so different to the other judges that some call him an anti-judge. He is the exact opposite of the divinely appointed judges in Israel. Do you remember the cycle associated with each judge? It began with sin, then came servitude, supplication and salvation- or, if you prefer, rebellion, repentance, rescue and rest. Abimelech was the son of Gideon but, in stark contrast to his father, he not only wanted to be king but actually made himself king. He was Gideon’s son from a slave girl or concubine. He grew up in Shechem, which was not where Gideon lived. Shechem was an important place in the history of God’s people. It was where Abraham first built an altar when he came into Canaan. It was where Jacob lived until two of his sons slaughtered all the men of Shechem. It was where Joshua had a covenant renewal ceremony after entering Canaan; there is no record of Israel taking this city- Cundall thinks they made a treaty with Joshua. This is where Israel gathered to read the Law, the place between Mt Ebal and Mt Gerizim. Shechem was founded by Hamor the Hivite. It appears to be a predominantly Canaanite city in the time of Gideon. A temple to Baal-Berith became popular with the Israelites after Gideon’s death (8:33, 9:4).

1. Rise of Abimelech
Abimelech, it appears, grew up without much teaching from his father Gideon. Gideon had lots of wives, and concubines also. He had seventy sons who would inherit his position and wealth. Illegitimate sons like Abimelech would not inherit. Abimelech’s upbringing influenced his character, but was no excuse for his behaviour. He became selfish, corrupt and violent. He lusted after power and was ready to do anything to get power. Abimelech’s rise to power was without any reference to God. God is absent from this story, apart from two references indicating his sovereign hand upon all that was going on. This is a story of political intrigue, a story with countless parallels down through history and into our own day. But such a story should not belong in the history of Israel, the people of God. It shows the depths of depravity to which the people had sunk. Such a story should not be found in the church but tragically the visible church has had its share of corrupt and even violent men, men of politics rather than probity.

Gideon returned from defeating the Midianites to a hero’s welcome. The people wanted to make him king but he refused saying, ‘the Lord shall rule over you’ (8:23). In this apostasy Israel looked for a king other than God. Abimelech was ready to fill their desire. But there were seventy others before him in the line. So he decided to make himself king- with some help from Satan. 

Firstly, he turned to nepotism. ‘I’m your man, your own flesh and bone, not those other sons of Gideon’ he told the people in Shechem (9:1-2). People are fickle and easily taken in by smooth talkers. ‘He is our brother’ they agreed (9:3). Secondly, he turned to corruption. The temple of Baal-Berith was raided so Abimelech could hire thugs to do his dirty work- and very dirty work it was. Thirdly, he turned to violence and murder to eliminate any opposition. He went to his father’s house and killed his seventy brothers on one stone. Only the young Jotham escaped the slaughter. Abimelech came to power on the blood of his brothers, sacrificed on one stone. ‘All the men of Shechem gathered together, all of Beth Millo, and they went and made Abimelech king’ (9:6). ‘Millo’ means ‘house of filling’, a place built on a raised platform. Beth Millo refers to the temple at Shechem. Abimelech ruled over Israel, not all Israel (9:22); his rule was probably limited to the region of Manasseh. He was more of a warlord than a king. 

2. Riddle of Jotham
Jotham saw Abimelech kill all his brothers. He then heard that Abimelech was made king. With great courage he went down to Shechem to speak to the people. He stood on Mt Gerizim, the place where the people stood to bless Israel; curses were called out from Mt Ebal. ‘Though Jotham stood on the ‘blessing’ mountain he uttered a stinging condemnation’ (Stone). Jotham’s riddle was a call to the people to think about what they were doing in making Abimelech their king. As soon as he finished speaking he ran away to a place called Beer (meaning ‘Well’) to hide from Abimelech, his brother. 

The riddle or parable reminds us of Joseph’s ‘sheaves of wheat’ dream, which pictured his brothers bowing down to him. Jotham spoke of trees swaying over other trees to picture a king ruling over the people. The first tree asked to rule was the olive, but it said it was too busy producing oil for cooking and anointing men. They then asked the fig but it was busy producing sweet fruit. Next they asked the vine but it was busy giving wine to cheer the heart. These trees would not stop producing valuable products in order to rule over all the other trees. Finally all the trees turned to the bramble or thornbush. This ‘tree’ readily accepted the offer, promising it would give shelter despite being a small thorny bush. It warned that if it was not made king it would bring fire to destroy even the majestic cedars of Lebanon. Brambles readily catch fire and burn. 

Some scholars (e.g. Stone) vigorously defend the office of kingship, while others see Jotham attacking this office; Stone actually criticises Gideon for not becoming king. The parable clearly portrays Abimelech as a bramble, a useless man with nothing to offer the people; instead he will ultimately destroy them. It does not portray all kings as useless destroyers, although by its very nature politics often comes up with ‘brambles’ as leaders. What else can be said about Mugabe in Africa? In India many candidates in state and national elections have a criminal record. Here in Australia self-seeking, useless, destroyers of good also enter politics, usually at the local level. We should be thankful that productive ‘trees’ do get elected to rule over us for the benefit of the nation, not themselves. It is the same in the church. Elders are to be men of good repute who rule their own house well, not proud, self-seeking men. 

Jotham asked the people making Abimelech king some serious questions. Gideon had risked his life in delivering them from the Midianites (9:17). Why then were they supporting this fellow who killed all Gideon’s sons? Is this what Gideon deserved? (9:16); was this any way to show respect to a hero? Abimelech was not even a true son; he was the son of a slave girl. How could they, in all honesty and sincerity, make Abimelech their king? If they could do this in good faith and honour then let them rejoice- they deserved a ‘bramble king’. But if not, let fire come out of this ‘bramble king’ to devour them, and let that fire rebound to devour Abimelech also! Jotham pronounced a curse upon them if they made Abimelech their king. As we will see, his parable was prophetic. 

It will be interesting to see what happens when Mugabe dies. Saddam Hussain met an ignominious end; as did Hitler of course. What a curse these rulers were, even upon their own people. Look at the starving people in what was the food bowl of Africa. ‘Bramble kings’ like these men rise to power through smooth talk, corruption and violence; they have to maintain power through corruption and violence- it they are to avoid being assassinated. Moreover, such men give no honour to those who have gone before them. Again we reflect on leadership in the church. Davis writes, ‘though the Bible forbids God’s people to deify God’s servants, it commands us to esteem them highly (1Thess 5:12-13, cf. 1Tim 4:12)’. All churches need a measure of reforming but not wholesale disregard for their history.  

3. Rebellion of Gaal, son of Ebed
Abimelech had only ruled over Israel for three years when trouble began. God sent an evil spirit to foment trouble between Abimelech and the men of Shechem. The sovereign God can move the heart of any person, for good or bad. God would judge Abimelech, as well as the men of Shechem, for murdering Gideon’s sons (9:24, 25). It was a case of, ‘the voice of your brother’s blood cries out to me from the ground’ (Gen 4:10).  

The men of Shechem started to rob everyone who passed through the city (9:25). Shechem was in a valley with a highway passing through it. The bandits deprived Abimelech of tax revenue from people passing through. They also made him look like a weak king, unable to keep law and order. This was the reason for their banditry- it was a political move calculated to upset Abimelech. Abimelech was not living in Shechem at this time but he got the news soon enough. To make matters worse, Gaal came to the city and started making trouble. Like Abimelech, he was a useless fellow but a smooth talker. It was the time of the vintage so he made some wine and got drunk with his mates. While drunk, he cursed Abimelech and Zebul, Abimelech’s man in Shechem. Gaal- what a horrible name for a horrible man- it is thought to mean ‘dung beetle’. Gaal not only cursed Abimelech but said he would get rid of him if the people backed him (9:29). This drunken outburst made Zebul angry. Anticipating trouble, he notified Abimelech of what was going on (9:31). He advised Abimelech to get his militia to come and deal with Gaal and his followers. They were to move into the surrounding hills overnight and storm the city at sunrise (9:33).  

Zebul was in Shechem, in the gate of the city, and Gaal was with him that morning. It seems that Abimelech’s men were coming from the hills with the sun behind them. When Gaal saw them Zebul told him it was just shadows he saw (9:36). By the time Gaal realized he was being tricked it was too late. Zebul challenged Gaal to honour his words mocking Abimelech. To save face he must go and fight Abimelech and so he went. Abimelech chased Gaal out of the city along with his followers.

This victory was not sufficient for Abimelech. Although Zebul was back in charge and he was back in Arumah, he wanted revenge (9:41f). With Gaal gone the people could get back to normal life. It was the grape harvest so they went out to their fields. Abimelech’s militia men attacked these people in their fields and killed them. At the same time Abimelech rushed into the city and started killing people. There is no mention of opposition; he was killing people in cold blood. He demolished Shechem and sowed it with salt (9:45). This was the revenge of a madman. Abimelech came to power by treachery and bloodshed; he was maintaining power by treachery and bloodshed. 

Some of the people in Shechem managed to flee to the temple and the tower of Shechem, and barricade themselves in. Not to be outdone, Abimelech and his men went to Mt Zalmon, cut branches from the trees and stacked these against the tower. When these were set alight, the smoke would have suffocated those hold up in the tower even before the fire destroyed the tower. One thousand men and women died (9:49). Jotham had warned the people about fire coming from the ‘bramble king’. 

For some unknown reason Abimelech went on and attacked a nearby city called Thebez (9:50f). Was it paranoia or was it just that he was pleased with his success in destroying the tower of Shechem? As he marched into Thebez, men, women and children fled to the tower of this city and locked the doors. Abimelech knew how to kill people in a tower- he would set it on fire. But as he stood by the door lighting the fire, a woman dropped a millstone on his head and crushed his skull (9:53). Abimelech screamed, not with pain but with shame at being killed by a woman. Mercifully, his young armour bearer took his sword and killed him. The jihadists in Iraq are like Abimelech in his respect; female enemy fighters send them running. 

Abimelech came to power by treachery. His short rule ended in a most shameful death. The men of Shechem who backed him were all dead- burnt by this ‘bramble king’. The people of Israel all went home (9:55). Abimelech the anti-judge did not bring peace or rest in Israel. Their attempt at a monarchy was a disaster. All true judges were called and anointed by God. Surely a king would similarly be appointed by God. 

4. Repaid by God
What do we learn from this story of Abimelech? It tells us a lot about the wickedness of man, if we did not already know! We read stories like this almost every day in the newspaper: political intrigue, corruption and violence. It is a wonder there is not a movie about Abimelech! Abimelech shows the extent to which Israel had departed from the Lord their God. It had become like other nations. The main lesson is that God is sovereign and brings evil men down into the pit they dug for others. God sent a spirit of ill will between Abimelech and the people who made him king. God and the prophet Jotham had the last word. Within three years the men of Shechem were all dead, and Abimelech was dead. God repaid both for their wickedness (9:56, 57). 

It is not easy living under the rule of immoral, corrupt and violent leaders, but do not despair - and do not give in to the flood of dissipation (1Peter 4:4). God is sovereign within the church and outside the church. He can, and he will, bring down evil rulers within the church and outside the church. He hears the cry of his people and comes to their aid. So keep crying out to the Lord, as you and others stand against evil in this fallen world. 
   
  

Sin and servitude yet again                      	 Judges 10:1-16
Joshua led the people of God into Canaan and through him the Lord destroyed most, but not all, the Canaanites. Each tribe was left to go and destroy those remaining and to settle the land given them by God. ‘This they failed to do. They forsook the Lord and served Baals and Ashtoreths’ (2:13). In his anger the Lord gave them into the hands of enemy nations. They were oppressed and they cried out to the Lord who sent judges to deliver them. The judge went on to lead the nation, but when he/she died the people went back to worshipping idols. We have seen this cycle of sin, servitude, supplication and salvation through four judges so far. After Othniel came Ehud the left-handed judge, then it was a woman judge, and then Gideon the reluctant judge from the weakest clan in Manasseh. To this diverse collection of judges will be added Jephthah, the son of a prostitute and the fifth judge in Israel. Abimelech was also an illegitimate son but he was not anointed by the Lord; he seized power in a bloody coup, so we called him an anti-judge.  

1. Two minor judges 
Two minor judges judged Israel after Abimelech and before Jephthah: Tola and Jair. You may remember a minor judge called Shamgar who came before Deborah. These were not ‘minor’ in the sense that they were not important- it is just that little is written about them. They are bit like the Minor Prophets. These two judges lead Israel for twenty-three and twenty-two years respectively (10:2, 3). These two judges did not deliver Israel from any enemies- although Tola saved Israel from itself after Abimelech did his best to destroy the nation (10:1). We might regard these minor judges as very successful in that they appear to have judged in years of peace and relative faithfulness in worshipping the Lord.

Tola was from the tribe of Issachar but he lived in a town in Ephraim and was buried in this town. ‘After him arose Jair, a Gileadite’ (10:2). The indication is that they were raised up by the Lord just like the other judges. Together these two judges saw rest in the Israel for forty-five years. Jair was a Gileadite, meaning he was from the tribe of Manasseh, Gilead being a descendant of Manasseh (Num 26:29). He was from the eastern section of this tribe; from the region to the south-east of the Sea of Galilee. What are we to make of the information that he had thirty sons who rode on thirty donkeys and ‘owned’ thirty towns? He must have had a number of wives and been a rich man. Some use this detail to paint him in a less-than- favourable light, but this is going beyond the text.

2. Return to evil
After the death of Jair the children of Israel again did evil in the sight of the Lord (10:6). They went back to serving Baals and Ashtoreths. But not only did they take on these Canaanite deities, they gathered as many deities or idols as they could find. They brought idols from Syria, from Sidon, from Moab, from Ammon and from Philistia (10:6). What do you notice about these countries? They are all enemies of Israel. The Moabites oppressed them for eighteen years, and the Ammonites and Philistines were about to oppress them for eighteen years. It was as if the Lord was saying, ‘if you like their gods then here are the people to go with them’. God’s people were worshipping every god except Yahweh, their God and the God of all the nations. 

What were God’s people thinking? Their thinking was evil, of course (Gen 6:5). ‘Although they knew God, they did not glorify him as God, nor were they thankful, but their foolish hearts were darkened’ (Rom 1:21). Maybe they were trying to appease these others gods- even as they enjoyed the sensual worship this involved. Hindus have many gods; gods for all aspects of life. These gods have to be appeased if you want their blessing: gods for education, for marriage, for business, for fertility, for family and so on. Do they have an idol to the unknown god- I don’t know. For them it is important to keep all the gods happy. There are people like this in most societies. People shop around for a god to suit their needs and are careful not to upset this god- it is called superstition. It is a bit like politicians visiting churches, temples, mosques and synagogues to keep everyone happy. No one wants to be seen as narrow minded or intolerant by suggesting there is only one true God- much less that this God makes personal demands upon them. 

A basic truth about Yahweh, the one true God, is that he is a jealous God and will not give his glory to another. He will not accept second place in a collection of gods. He has stated, ‘You shall have no other gods before me’. He will accept nothing less than total devotion and exclusive worship. If his people turn away to worship other gods, God gets upset. In his righteous anger the Lord sold the people of Israel into slavery, into the hands of their enemy, yet again. He did this so that in their affliction they might return to him, yet again. Even as we read this we feel a sense of exasperation. Why do these people not learn from the past? They knew their history- or should have. The Lord had just reminded them of their history. Yet they kept turning away from the Lord. The truth is, we all fail to learn from the past. We do not want to listen and learn from the Bible. We do not even learn from our own mistakes, and the numerous times the Lord has forgiven us and taken us back. Of the ten lepers that Jesus healed just one returned to give him thanks. Do you remember to thank God for his blessings? What is the sin that you keep falling back into? The young tennis player keeps saying sorry but he does not change his ways. What is the outcome? People no longer believe him; moreover, he may soon be banished from the game. What does the Lord do when people keep saying sorry but keep on sinning? We will see in a moment. 

In his anger, the Lord sold Israel into the hands of the Philistines and the Ammonites (10:7). Invasions from the west and the east seem to have occurred at the same time, although details of the invasion from the east, the Ammonites, are given first. This oppression from both sides began with a bang, and lasted eighteen long years. These enemies shattered and crushed the Israelites (10:8). To the east of the Jordan, between the Sea of Galilee and the northern tip of the Dead Sea, was the land of Gilead. This region seems to incorporate the tribal allotments of Manasseh, Reuben and Gad. We have come across the man Gilead, a descendant of Manasseh, and now we have a region called Gilead- it can be confusing. This region was conquered by Moses after the king of Heshbon and the king of Bashan refused to let the Israelites pass, and instead attacked them. These were Amorite kings- the Ammonites who were descended from Lot and worshipped the god Molech, lived further east. The Ammonites joined the Moabites in the invasion repelled by Ehud the judge (3:13).  

The Ammonites started oppressing Israel again in the east, before crossing over the Jordan to fight against Judah, Benjamin and Ephraim. This was a broad scale invasion affecting all Israel- ‘all Israel was severely distressed’ (10:9). Despite this severe distress, it took Israel eighteen years before they cried out to the Lord. With the Midianite oppression they cried out after just seven years- although the easier Moabite oppression also lasted eighteen years. How long does it take you to get down on your knees and cry to the Lord when you are in distress? Do you try to deliver yourself so that you do not have to confess your sin? Humility is hard, but saves a lot of distress. 

3. Repentance
Repentance is a major theme in the book of Judges- the lack of true repentance, that is. Repentance is not just a matter of saying sorry. Many people feel sorry for themselves, and even say sorry, when caught committing sin. But they are not sorry for their sin, just its consequences. They do not stop sinning, or even try to stop; they just determine not to get caught again. The children of Israel were sinning against God. God gave them into the hands of their enemies, who plundered, raped and killed. Eventually the Israelites cried out to the Lord for help (10:10). Worshipping other gods, gods of wood and stone, was sensual and exciting but when trouble came these gods gave no help. The Israelites knew Yahweh, the God of their fathers, but wanted to be free of his covenant law and do their own thing. Yet when they got desperate they remembered Yahweh and cried out to him. They said, ’We have sinned against you, because we have both forsaken our God and served the Baals!’ (10:10). ‘What a beautiful confession’ we might say. In saying this the children of Israel expected God to come running to help them. That’s what happened before. They cried to God and he sent a judge to deliver them. This was the way it worked, so they thought; we cry to God and he comes running. We sin all week and come to church on Sunday for forgiveness. For some it is, ‘sin all life long, God will still to take me to heaven when I die’.  

But this time when the Israelites cried to the Lord they got a shock. The Lord replied, ‘I will deliver you no more’ (10:13). The Lord did not come running as they expected. Instead the Lord reminded them of all the times he had delivered them before, beginning with the Exodus from Egypt. He went on to deliver them from two Amorite kings, Sihon and Og, from the people of Ammon and Moab through Ehud, from the Philistines through Shamgar, from the Sidonians through Deborah, and from the Midianites through Gideon. These seven deliverances sit beside the seven foreign gods they were worshipping (10:6 cf. 10:11-12). Seven is the number of completeness in the Bible. God is longsuffering; he is merciful and gracious but ‘by no means clears the guilty’ (Exod 34:7). The greatest sin is the failure to recognise sin as serious. God will not be mocked. We must not think of the Lord as being like Santa Claus who gives us whatever we ask for. He will not be presumed upon, pressured or manipulated. He does not accept ‘sorrys’ that come from our lips only. God looks on the heart and this is where true repentance must come from.

In answer to the insincere confession and cry for help from the children of Israel, the Lord said, ‘I will deliver you no more’. He told them to go and cry to the gods they had chosen to worship (10:14). Why were they crying to Yahweh when they had these others gods? Did they suddenly realise that these were just bits of wood and stone? How could bits of wood and stone help them in this time of need, the need to be saved from their enemy? There are millions today who trust in bits of paper we call money. They spend all their life worshipping this paper but in the time of need find it cannot help. Money so easily goes up in smoke- literally, or in investments. When we are sick, money will not always heal us- even the best doctors in the world cannot save us from death.

The Israelites seem to have come to their senses- a bit like the prodigal son. Davis comments, ‘There is a difference between the prodigal who comes to his senses and returns home, and a whore who pleads her husband’s security only until she finds someone else to take her on’. Though God said, ‘No’, they persisted (10:15). They confessed their sin with more sincerity and actually put away the foreign gods and served the Lord (10:16). Some see their ‘let your will be done’ attitude compromised by the words, ‘only deliver us this day we pray’ (10:15), but action speaks louder than words; they put away their foreign gods. When a Hindu lady went home and threw all the gods out of her house after confessing Jesus, we knew she was genuine. The rich young ruler was keeping the commandments but when Jesus asked him to give all his money to the poor what did he do? Is there something in your life hindering your worship of God, something that needs to be removed? 

‘And his soul could no longer endure the misery of Israel’ (10:16- lit ‘his soul became short at their misery’). Some see the Lord as being impatient (ESV) and exasperated, but we must not overlook what His soul was seeing. He was seeing the misery, the affliction and suffering, of his convent children and his heart was moved. ‘In all their affliction he was afflicted’ (Isa 63:9). God has enormous patience with us, his children. We would not survive long if this was not the case. He is longsuffering and desires repentance (2Peter 3:9), but it is also true that he is just and must judge sin. Commentators talk about the tension between holiness and mercy, or judgment and grace. This is what the cross is all about, about God being ‘just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus’ (Rom 3:26). 

The Lord said ‘no’ but then took pity on the children of Israel. He was not manipulated by their pleading. It was not their repentance, even if genuine, that forced his hand. God acted out grace, grace alone. ‘Repentance may be a condition but not the cause of grace’ writes Davis. He concludes, ‘Our hope does not rest in the sincerity of our repentance but in the intensity of Yahweh’s compassion’. 
Jephthah- the reject judge                                  Judges 10:17-11:28

Are you a hoarder or are you a person who loves throwing out old and broken things? I confess to being a bit of a hoarder. My shed is full of things I may never use again. But what happens when I decide to throw something out in the Council clean up- as happened not so long ago? The very next week I went looking for that very thing because I needed it. You have probably done the same thing. You suddenly have a need for the thing you have just thrown out. 

The children of Israel had the same experience. They needed someone to deliver them from the Ammonites. They remembered a fellow called Jephthah. He was just the man for the job. But they had thrown him out some years before. Could they get him back to help them? Looking back at the previous chapter they had that very same experience with the Lord. They rejected Yahweh to worship other gods. But when their enemies invaded and crushed them they cried out to the Lord whom they had rejected. At first the Lord said ‘no’, but then he could bear Israel’s misery no longer. This is where Jephthah comes on the scene. ‘The Spirit of the Lord came upon Jephthah’ and he judged Israel, like Gideon and others before him.

1. Rejected Jephthah
The children of Israel again did evil in the sight of the Lord and worshipped other gods- lots of them. They even worshipped the gods of the people of Ammon (10:6). It is ironic that in his anger the Lord sold them into the hands of the people of Ammon (10:7). So the people of Ammon oppressed and crushed Israel for eighteen years. At the end of this time they came and camped in Gilead, the Transjordan region of the land of Israel (10:17). They came to fight against Israel. But the Israelites had prayed to God; they repented of their sin and asked the Lord to deliver them. So the leaders of Gilead looked for a man to lead them in throwing off the Ammonite menace. The Lord had reminded them of all the times he had already delivered them. They may have remembered how Gideon delivered them from the Midianites. So they looked for someone to lead them in fighting the Ammonites (10:18). 

The man that came to mind was Jephthah (11:5). Jephthah was a man they had long ago rejected and driven out of their community. He was a son of Gilead, just as they were, but an illegitimate son. This Gilead is probably the namesake of Gilead the son of Machir, the son of Manasseh, the son of Joseph. Jephthah was the son of a prostitute and in those days such sons got no inheritance. He was a bit like Abimelech in this respect, but in no other way. We are not told how many wives and how many sons Gilead had; looking at Gideon and Jair it was probably many.

Through no fault of his own, Jephthah was driven out of his family and went to live in the land of Tob, way up in the headwaters of the Yarmuk River (11:3). He is described as a ‘mighty man of valour’ just like Gideon (11:1 cf. 6:12). He joined a band of social outcastes just like himself. It seems he became their leader. How did these men live? They probably engaged in highway robbery and raiding, but were also mercenaries. They were skilled fighters. Abimelech hired and led a similar group (9:4). David also led a band of some four hundred outcastes when he was on the run from Saul (1Sam 22:1-22).

2. Recall of Jephthah
The children of Israel, particularly those east of the Jordan, were in dire straits with the people of Ammon ready to make war (11:4). They had gathered together within Gilead while Israel was gathered at a place called Mizpah- ‘Mizpah’ means ‘watchtower’ (10:17). Israel had no military commander to lead in the battle. The elders got their heads together and, over a lot of humble pie, decided to go and ask Jephthah to be their commander.  

Jephthah was most surprised by this request. The people who rejected him were now recalling him. What a turn around! ‘Why have you come to me now when you are in trouble?’ he said (11:7). What were their motives for recalling him? Could he trust these men who had turned against him when he had done no wrong? They were interested only in themselves. They were hypocrites. They rejected him, but then when trouble came their way they came running to him to save them. They admitted to Jephthah, ‘We are turning to you now’ (11:8 NIV). They promised to make him their head if he came and led in the fight against the Ammonites. 

Jephthah repeated their promise just to make it clear. He added the important point, ‘If …the Lord delivers them to me’ (11:9). Jephthah was not off living in a palace or a monastery. He was living a tough life with the dregs of society, yet he remembered the Lord. We must remember this when we later look at his tragic failure. But for now he is trusting the Lord to help him. The elders of Gilead call for the Lord to witness their words as they agreed to make Jephthah their head, even after he delivers them from the Ammonites (11:10). There is no reason to think that such headship goes beyond that of judging Israel like the other judges. While it is the people who are calling Jephthah, the Lord will anoint him with the Spirit of the Lord as he goes to battle (11:29). Moreover, Jephthah calls upon the Lord, the Judge to render judgment- this is the only time in the book of Judges that this word is used as a noun; all other references are in the form ‘he/she judged Israel’.  

3. Reasoning with the Ammonites 
Jephthah went with the elders of Gilead back to their base at Mizpah. The agreement made between them was ratified by all the people. ‘Jephthah spoke all his words before the Lord at Mizpah’ probably refers to his speech of acceptance as commander and new leader of the children of Israel. He had taken on the responsibility of dealing with the invading Ammonites. We might have expected a seasoned fighter like Jephthah to immediately engage the enemy in battle. But he first engaged in diplomacy. He sent messengers to the king of Ammon to reason with him. He asked why he wanted to fight with Israel. The king of Ammon replied, ‘Because Israel took away my land when they came up out of Egypt’ (11:13). The Ammonite king wanted this land restored, the land occupied by the Israelite tribes of Manasseh, Reuben and Gad since the time of Moses. That was a long time ago, as Jephthah will point out, but first he wants to set the record straight: historically, theologically and then judicially. 

Firstly, the history. Israel never took any land from the people of Ammon or the people of Moab. Although separate nations, Ammon and Moab were close allies. Ammon joined Moab in a previous attack upon Israel that was repelled by Ehud (3:13). These people may have been told in their history lessons that Israel took their land, but this was not true. Jephthah knows the truth and sets this truth before them. When Israel came up from Egypt the kings of Moab and Edom would not give the right of passage through their land, so Moses led the people all the way around the borders of these nations. There was no conflict and no grabbing of land. They came to the Arnon River, on the side across from Moab. There they encountered the Amorites (allies of the Canaanites). Moses requested passage through the Amorites territory. This was denied, and not only that, King Sihon of Heshbon come to attack the Israelites. In the ensuing battle Israel defeated the Amorites, and according to the rules of war took possession of all the territory of the Amorites, from the Arnon to the Jabbok, and from the wilderness to the Jordan (11:22). If the Amorites had previously taken this land from the Ammonites this was not relevant. The Israelites defeated the Amorites so it was now Israel’s land.  

Secondly, it was the Lord God of Israel who gave the Amorite king into their hand, and hence the land ruled by this king (11:21). Since it was the Lord God of Israel who drove out the Amorites and gave Israel this land it was theirs by divine right (11:23). The Ammonites, like other nations, believed that their gods helped them in their battles. War was seen as a contest between deities as much as a battle of men. Whoever won the war attributed the victory to their god, and the loser agreed that this god was stronger. The Ammonites must possess the land Chemosh their god gave them, just as Israel would possess the land the Lord God of Israel gave them. Some people worry that Jephthah is accepting the reality of other gods like Chemosh? Actually Moelech was the god of Ammon and Chemosh the god of Moab, but since these two nations were very close they may have shared their gods. Jephthah was simply arguing from accepted protocols of the day; he was not trying to evangelise the Ammonites. Under these protocols the Ammonites should accept Israel’s divine right to this land.

Thirdly, Jephthah makes an argument from legal precedent. Balak was the king of Moab in the time of Moses. He hated the Israelites and tried to get Balaam to put a curse on them. But he never said they had taken his land or went to war over land. Indeed, in the last three hundred years no one had questioned Israel’s right to this land, so why should the Ammonites start doing so now. This time period corresponds to the years Joshua spent in Canaan and the combined years of the judges up to this point- as we expect with Scripture. 

With these reasoned arguments Jephthah assured the king of the Ammonites that he had done nothing wrong. The children of Israel were given the land of Gilead by the Lord God of Israel. They had lived in this land for three hundred years without being questioned. It was bit late to start complaining now. Jephthah concluded by calling upon the Lord, the Judge, to judge between Israel and Ammon. He was ready to submit to the judgment of the Lord, the Judge of all the earth (Gen 18:25). The king of Ammon did not accept Jephthah’s argument (11:28). He refused to move his men out of Israel, so Jephthah had to resort to force of arms. Jumping ahead in the text, we read that the Lord delivered them into his hands (11:32). 

In conclusion, we have seen that Jephthah was rejected by his own people, but graciously came to deliver these very people who rejected him. Jesus came to his own but his own received him not (John 1:11). If Jephthah was disappointed in the way his brothers treated him, consider how disappointed Jesus was at being rejected by his own, by the people God prepared to receive him. But Jesus did not retaliate. Instead he entrusted himself to him who judges justly (1Peter 2:23) which is what we see with Jephthah. Keller writes, ‘Jephthah partially, and Christ supremely, have left us an example of how to answer unfair accusations (11:21)’. 

Jesus was born of the Jews. He was rejected by his own people. In fact, they took him and crucified him. But Jesus rose from the dead and ascended into heaven. At Pentecost thousands of those who rejected Jesus called upon him to save them from sin and death. In the wonderful grace of the Lord they were saved. Thousands more Jews have confessed and believed in Jesus Christ since that time. We pray that many more will call upon the One they rejected and will be saved. 

We are all guilty of having rejected Jesus. If you have received him as Saviour and Lord, remember that it is by his grace alone that you are saved. Also remember that ‘Lord’ means ‘Master’. If Jesus has delivered you, you must accept his rule. When Jephthah delivered the Israelites they had to accept him as their head. You cannot have Jesus rescue you without accepting his rule.  
   
  

Jephthah, the tragic judge                      		Judges 11:29-12:7
Jephthah the reject judge becomes Jephthah the tragic judge in the second part of his brief period in leading Israel. He judges for only six years, the shortest period of all the judges, excluding Abimelech the anti-judge (12:7). Jephthah’s brothers drove him out of his family because he was the son of a prostitute. He became a skilled fighter and leader of a militia in the land of Tob. His brothers recalled him when, after eighteen years of being crushed by the Ammonites, they looked for someone to lead them. Jephthah proved to be a diplomatic leader; he tried to make peace with the Ammonites. But they preferred to fight, and so Jephthah went to fight. He was a good fighter; he was called a ‘mighty man of valour’, the very same words spoken to Gideon by the angel of the Lord (6:12). With only the men of Gilead joining his forces he would have been well outnumbered.

1. Victory
‘The Spirit of the Lord came upon Jephthah’ (11:29). These words prove that Jephthah was anointed of the Lord for the task of judging Israel. The Spirit of the Lord empowered him to deliver Israel from their enemy.  They had been given into the hand of their enemy because they had turned from the Lord to worship other gods. The Lord initially said, ‘No’, when after eighteen years of suffering why cried to him for help. Their cry was not sincere; it was not from the heart. But the Lord could not bear to see his covenant people suffering as they were (10:16). Here in 11:29 we see that Jephthah was raised up by the Lord to deliver them from oppression. 

The Spirit moved Jephthah to go forward and attack the Ammonites who had invaded Israel in the Transjordan region; they had also made incursions into Judah, Benjamin and Ephraim. He called all the people to come and join him in the battle- or the men of Ephraim at least (12:2). It seems his call was unheeded, so he went to war with a relatively small army. But the Lord gave Jephthah a wonderful victory over the Ammonites. In a very great slaughter, he took twenty cities that they had occupied (11:33). This is all the detail we are told of the great victory in which, through Jephthah, the Lord delivered Israel’s enemy into their hands.

2. Vow
In the strength of the Lord, Jephthah defeated the enemy. But his victory was overshadowed by a vow Jephthah made as he went into battle, a vow that turned victory into tragedy. He vowed to the Lord that if He gave him victory over the Ammonites then, ‘whatever comes out of the doors of my house to meet me, when I return in peace from the people of Ammon, shall surely be the Lord’s, and I will offer it up as a burnt offering’ (11:31). I have quoted this verse in full from our Bible because it the subject of a lot of debate among commentators. ‘Whatever’ is the correct translation, although some have, ‘whoever’ comes out of my house (ESV margin). This word does not in itself rule out an animal sacrifice. Farm animals may well have been kept in the house in those days- as today in some countries. The words, ‘to meet me’ do not rule out an animal either. There are people who conclude that Jephthah was only thinking of an animal coming out of his house, and that it is inconceivable that a God-fearing man like Jephthah would ever think of a human sacrifice. 

It is true that human sacrifice is an abomination to the Lord. But the nations around Israel engaged in human sacrifice, and Israel was worshipping their gods at this time. The very fact that the Lord banned the practice means it must have been a temptation to Israel (Micah 6:7). Although Jephthah spoke of the Lord delivering Ammon to him (11:9, 30), and of the Lord as the Judge of all nations (11:27), this does not mean he was unaware of human sacrifice. In later times, King Ahaz and King Manasseh were guilty of this practice (2Kings 16:3, 21:6). Even today, human sacrifice still occurs in some religions. So we cannot say Jephthah gave no thought to human sacrifice.  Cundall writes, ‘The victorious general returned to Mizpah, no doubt expecting that the fulfilment of his vow would involve no more than the sacrifice of one of his many household servants’; yet we cannot be sure that this was the thinking of Jephthah. Certainly, he did not think that it would be his only daughter who would first emerge from his house- but why not? No clear thought seems to have been given before making this vow. It was a rash vow, and an unnecessary vow. 

Why did Jephthah make a vow at all?  We can ask why anyone would offer up a human sacrifice. Many religions, including the worship of Yahweh, involved animal sacrifice. Sacrifices, including burnt offerings, were made for the forgiveness of sin. But without an understanding of God’s grace, it could be thought that these sacrifices were to appease God. With other gods, like those of the Canaanites, this was the case. Sacrifices appeased their gods. Sacrifices obtained the favour of their gods. A sacrifice was just that, the giving of something costly to your god to get his/her favour. The cost of the sacrifice might progress from a bird, to a lamb, to a bull. In desperate circumstances some would sacrifice a child. 

As he went to war Jephthah blurted out this vow to the Lord. Was he trying to manipulate the Lord? Stone does not like such language; he writes of Jephthah as ‘one who feared simply to throw his life down before the mercy of a God whose gifts can never be repaid’. In other words, he did not know the grace of God.  People who fail to appreciate God’s free grace will seek to manipulate God. Remember Gideon. Failing to trust the Lord, he resorted to testing the Lord with his fleece- and that after the Spirit of the Lord came upon him (6:34f). Jephthah also failed to trust the Lord; rather than test the Lord he made vow to sacrifice whatever came out of his house. 

We may not like the word ‘manipulation’, but what else do we call it when people do things in an effort to get the Lord to give what they want? Do you prefer to call it ‘arm twisting’? Sure, repentance is a condition of making a request to the Lord, as we saw previously (10:16). If we regard sin in our heart, the Lord will not hear’ (Ps 66:18). But it is not repentance or anything else we do that causes the Lord to bless us; it is purely because of his grace. Yet some Christians resort to giving up treats or food altogether, or giving money to the poor, in order to get God to heal them or their friend. These things are good works of course, but good works are the fruit of salvation not the cause of it, or the cause of God answering our prayer and blessing us. The arm of the Lord is powerful to save and to bless, but it is not open to being twisted. 

When Jephthah returned home from defeating the Ammonites, ‘there was his daughter, coming out to meet him’ (11:34). She was his only child. She came out celebrating her father’s victory. But the celebration ceased when Jephthah tore his clothes and screamed in horror, ‘Alas, my daughter!’ (11:35). He explained that he had given his word to the Lord and could not go back on it. His reaction is hard to understand if he only ever considered an animal sacrifice. Moreover, his daughter agreed that he keep his word and submitted to having done to her whatever her father had vowed (11:36).

We have asked what Jephthah expected to come out of his house to meet him and did not rule out the possibility of this being a servant or a child. We also asked if Jephthah would have considered a human sacrifice when it was banned by the Lord (Deut 12:31). We saw it was something practiced by pagan nations and that Israel was worshipping pagan gods at this time. The final question is, did Jephthah keep his vow? Did he offer his daughter as a burnt offering? Surely he would renege on his vow when he saw it was his own child that became the target of his vow. In a day when written agreements, and even solemn vows like marriage vows, are taken so lightly, we think Jephthah should simply have gone back on his word.  Jephthah’s theology may have been less informed than ours, but his fear of God certainly wasn’t. Words once spoken cannot be taken back. Jesus warned against swearing oaths, because such words are binding. The Lord never condones the breaking of an oath or vow; he warns against making them. It is your theology that is defective if you think Jephthah should have broken his vow.  

So did Jephthah carry out his vow by offering up as a burnt offering the first thing that came out of his house- namely his only child? We read that his daughter asked for two months to lament her virginity with her friends (11:37). These words send some down the track of concluding that she was consigned to a lifelong, celibate service at some sanctuary. They say this is how Jephthah fulfilled his vow. But if this was the case why ask for two months to lament her virginity? As Matthew Henry writes, ‘had she only been confined to such a life, she needed not to have desired those two months to bewail it; she had her whole life to do that, if she saw cause’.

We know that Sarah, Rachel and Hannah sought fulfilment in bearing children. Not only would this girl bear no children if she was sacrificed, but her father’s line would cease. The tragedy was made worse in that her death was not just the death of an individual, it was the death of the family line. Jephthah kept his vow and sacrificed his daughter as a burnt offering, as objectionable and horrible as this was to all concerned, including the Lord. There was no voice from heaven telling him to stop. Although a different situation, we should keep in mind that Abraham was ready to offer up his only son as a burnt offering.

Jephthah’s vow and sacrifice of his daughter indicate the depths to which Israel had sunk during eighteen years of worshipping foreign gods (10:6). What is happening in our society as people turn away to worship other gods? Before condemning Jephthah we should consider how thousands of unborn children are sacrificed each year in our society. We should also consider the call for people having a poor quality of life in our society to kill or euthanased.

3. Vengeance
Israel’s celebration of their victory over the Ammonites was abruptly cut short because of Jephthah’s vow. It was also overshadowed by an internal dispute which, like the vow, was the outcome of turning away from the Lord and worshipping other gods. In departing from God’s holy law, everyone did what was right in his own eyes. We have already seen what Abimelech did. Prior to this we saw how the men of Ephraim accused Gideon of not calling them to fight against the Midianites (8:1). The hot-headed ‘somebodies’ from Ephraim were again picking a fight with other tribes. 

Jephthah was not as conciliatory as Gideon, but then again, he was sorely provoked by the men of Ephraim. They came across the Jordan to reprimand Jephthah for not calling them to join in the battle. They thought they were the leaders and the ones who should be honoured. People like this, people who think everything should be done their way, and that all honour should be given to them, are often found in churches. Too often they bring down a church, just as the men of Ephraim brought down Israel, and that on their own head. The men of Ephraim came to Jephthah accusing him of not calling them to the battle against the Ammonites (12:1). Jephthah assured them that he did call them (12:2) - just as well they did not come because they would have ended up fighting their brothers rather than the enemy! They spoke to Jephthah harshly and called him rude names (12:4). They came out to fight Jephthah and he did not disappoint them. Jephthah and his men were justified in giving them a thrashing (12:4). 

But what happened next can hardly be justified. It was a case of vengeance- bloody vengeance. Before the men of Ephraim could retreat back across the Jordan, Jephthah took control of the crossing at Zaphon (12:5). Anyone coming down to cross the river was questioned. If they were from Ephraim they were killed. To make sure no one was telling lies, Jephthah tested them with a password; they had to say the word ‘Shibboleth’ (12:6). This word meant ‘flowing stream’ or ‘ear of grain’ but the meaning was not important. What was important was how they pronounced this word. People from Ephraim could not pronounce the ‘sh’. It was like Aussies getting New Zealanders to say ‘six’. I remember a jovial journalist asking the NZ Prime Minister to tell him the number of Satan. Jephthah and his men killed forty-two thousand men from Ephraim at the Jordan in cold blood.

As the rejected judge, we said that Jephthah reminds us of Jesus of Nazareth who was rejected by his own people before saving them. Jephthah is actually listed as a man of faith in the book of Hebrews (Heb 11:32). But we find little that is commendable in the latter part of his life- he becomes the tragic judge. He judged Israel for just six years and these are not spoken of a years of peace or rest (12:7). Jephthah spoke without considering the impact of his words upon himself or others. Words once spoken cannot be taken back. Have you learnt to carefully consider your words, and refrain from making oaths? Jephthah made the vow to get God’s blessing; he did not know that God’s blessing comes by grace and grace alone. When you are desperate for God’s blessing, look to the cross of Christ; do not try bargaining with God or twisting his arm, as it were, by some sacrifice.
Samson, the prenatal judge                             		Judges 12:8-13:25

Have you heard of what is called the ‘poverty cycle’? Children born into a poor family are often malnourished and poorly educated. They cannot get a job, so continue living in poverty. Such people need help -they need resources and they need education. The most effective way of delivering a family from poverty is to educate the children. But some poor families and communities will not accept such help, help that will deliver them from poverty. Development workers call this, ‘accommodation to poverty’. When poor people fail to see the poverty they are living in, it is impossible to help and deliver them from their poverty. 

When people fail to see their sin it is impossible to help them out of their bondage. Accommodation to sin is a real and tragic phenomena and human condition. I will never forget visiting a very poor village in India- my task was to help such people get clean water, better hygiene and education for the children. As we entered the village was saw naked children running around, their faces covered with dirt and diarrhoea running down their legs. Do you know what the people of that village said to us? They said, ‘We are okay, we don’t need your help’. One consolation, if we can call it that, was that those children had a mum and dad. If we visit homes in our city we might well find mum or dad, or both, missing, or fighting, or drunk, or on drugs. The tragedy is that this is seen as normal. Accommodation to sin and depravity is tragic. 

The children of Israel again did evil in the eyes of the Lord and served other gods- including the gods of Ammon and Philistia (10:6). The Lord sold them into the hands of the Ammonites and Philistines. It took eighteen years of being crushed by the Ammonites before Israel cried out to the Lord. The Lord sent Jephthah, the son of a prostitute to deliver them. He delivered Israel, but his personal life was a tragic failure. With Samson, the focus turns to the Philistine menace. It was forty years before the Lord sent another judge called Samson. For forty years Israel suffered under the Philistines, and even then they did not cry out to the Lord. They became accommodated to living in bondage. Notice the step of ‘supplication’, in the ‘sin, servitude, supplication and salvation’ cycle found in this book, is missing. If you flip over to chapter 15:11 you will see that the Philistines were ruling over the people of Judah; and they wanted to arrest Samson and hand him over to the Philistines for disturbing the status quo. The people of Israel had completely lost sight of who they belonged to and who they should be worshipping. Even when the Lord sent someone to save them, they rejected him.

Jephthah delivered Israel from the Ammonites; he judged Israel for six years. After him came three minor judges, Ibzan, Elon and Abdon (12:8-15). We call them ‘minor’ because little is written about them. They do not come under the typical cycle of the other judges. They do not deliver Israel from any enemies, as far as we know. All we are told is where they were from, how long they judged, and a little about their family. So we must be careful not to make judgments about them, as Keller tends to do in saying Abdon ‘lived like a king with a harem’ in ‘setting up a dynasty’. Others applaud him for living like a king. Davis says we should note that these men died without any mention of rest in the land, but this was also the case with the previous minor judges. Certainly it is significant that there is no rest after Jephthah, and, in the end, no judge was able to give them rest for very long; death brought an end to every judge. Only when the true Judge and deliverer came down from heaven did everlasting rest and peace come.

Ibzan had thirty sons and thirty daughters; clearly he had number of wives. What a stark contrast to Jephthah with only one daughter, and she had no children. Children were seen as a blessing from the Lord. ‘After Jephthah’s barrenness comes Ibzan’s fullness’. We have another contrast with Samson who will be born to a childless couple. Elon was from Zebulun- Ibzan is thought to be from Bethlehem in Zebulun also. Abdon was from Ephraim. He had forty sons and thirty grandsons, each having a donkey to ride; he was not from the weakest clan or family in the land! These minor judges led Israel for a total of twenty-five years before Samson came on the scene. Do remember that the Bible is about God dealing with his people, his sinful people. It is not just a collection of interesting and exciting biographies.    

1. Angel’s announcement
While the children of Israel continued in their evil ways, worshipping other gods, the angel of the Lord appeared to a woman living in Zorah, a Danite town in the foothills west of Jerusalem. Manoah, her husband, was from the tribe of Dan. He had not moved north with the rest of the tribe. The Philistines ruled five cities on the coastal plain (3:3). Shamgar delivered Israel from the Philistine menace (3:31) but they were back again, this time entrenched in Judah and Dan, if not further afield. Manoah’s wife was not able to have children, but the angel of the Lord appeared to her saying, ‘you shall conceive and bear a son’ (13:3). This woman would have suffered shame for not having children, just like Sarah, Rebekah and Rachel before her, and Hannah after her. Coming to the NT, an angel appeared to a girl in Nazareth telling her she would conceive and have a son (Luke 1:31). This girl was a virgin at the time, so not suffering the shame of being childless. Because she was a virgin she suffered shame for being pregnant, but it meant her pregnancy was all the more miraculous. Mary was told to call her son Jesus. He would reign over the house of Israel for ever (Luke 1:33).

The son that Manoah’s wife would give birth to would be a ‘Nazirite to God’ (13:5). ‘Nazirite’ means a person set apart or dedicated to God. Three things were required of Nazirite: firstly, they were not to drink any alcoholic drink or any fruit of the vine (Numb 6:3), or eat any unclean food. Secondly, no razor was to touch the person’s head (13:5). Thirdly, they were not allowed to touch any dead body. Keep these things in mind as you read the story of Samson. Anyone in Israel could take a Nazirite vow, but this child would be a Nazirite from birth- before birth in fact. His mother was not to drink wine or eat anything unclean (13:4). The unborn child is recognised by the Lord, to the extent of the pregnant mother not drinking alcohol.

The angel also told this unnamed woman that her son would ‘begin to deliver Israel out of the hand of the Philistines’ (13:5). The Philistines were the most insidious of Israel’s enemies. They were still oppressing Israel in the days of King Saul and King David. It was David who finally crushed them (2Sam 8). Samson would only ‘begin’ to deliver Israel. His effort would be single-handed. Israel was so deeply divided by the time of Samson, the last of the judges, that he sought to deliver Israel alone. 

The woman listened to the angel in silence. When he was gone, she went to tell her husband what she had seen and heard. She told of this awesome ‘man of God’ who appeared and spoke to her (13:6). She thought he was a prophet rather than an angel at this point in time, although she had not asked his name or where he was from. She told Manoah all the angel said about them having a son, and he believed her. In fact, he prayed to God, asking him to send this man of God back so he could teach them what they should do for the child who will be born to them (13:8).  

Manoah and his wife were a God-fearing couple, living among idol worshippers, their own brothers and sisters. The woman believed what the angel said, and so did her husband. Manoah seems to be sincere is asking the Lord for instructions on how to raise this child, although the details already given would be all he would get. The prospect of having a child would have been daunting, as with any first child. Maybe the fact that he was a Nazirite made it more daunting. Did Manoah want a list of do’s and don’ts on how to raise a child? If so, he didn’t get one. The most important thing in raising a child is to look to the Lord, and by word and deed teach your child to look to the Lord. With all the parenting manuals out there, written by ‘experts’, and with all their contradictions, it is amazing that any child manages to grow up normal! Many do suffer because their parents fail to teach them the truth- Jesus is the way, the truth, and the life- right?

God heard Manoah’s prayer and the angel of the Lord reappeared to his wife when she was in the field. Gideon was out threshing wheat when the angel of the Lord appeared to him (6:11). There are many similarities between his appearance to Gideon, and to Manoah and his wife, because it is the same person, the Lord or the Son of God himself. The woman was alone when the angel of the Lord reappeared. She immediately ran to get her husband (13:10). When Manoah came he asked, ‘Are you the man who spoke to this woman?’ (13:11). The woman never spoke to the angel at all. Manoah asked about the boy’s ‘rule of life and his works’, just as he had prayed. The angel just reminded him of all that he had told his wife. For the third time we are told of the Nazirite vow; this time the ‘nothing that comes from the vine’ is made clear (13:4, 7, and 14). These were the only rules given and it was important that they be observed. 

2. Angel’s miracle
Manoah and his wife were calling the angel of the Lord ‘the man’, or ‘man of God’. There was something special about him, about his appearance and about his prophetic words. They still did not know his name or where he was from, but according to custom they offered this special visitor a special meal (13:15). The visitor refused to eat their food; he suggested they offer a burnt offering to the Lord. Manoah asked the angel’s name, not just because he was curious but so he could honour or thank him when their special son was born. Manoah never doubted that the man’s words would come true. ‘Why do ask my name, seeing it is wonderful’ or beyond understanding, the angel said (13:18). Moses asked the name of the angel of the Lord who appeared to him in the burning bush. He was told, ‘I am who I am’- Yahweh. The Hebrews associated names with character- as we do to some extent. It is not possible to give a name that encompasses the fullness of the character of God. He is beyond understanding. ‘God is a spirit, infinite, eternal and unchangeable, in his being, wisdom, power, holiness, justice, goodness and truth’ (Shorter Catechism Q 4) - and that is just the start! This is only what God has revealed to us. ‘How unsearchable are his judgments and his ways past finding out!’ (Rom 11:33).

Manoah obediently took the goat with the grain and ‘offered it up upon the rock to the Lord’ (13:19). As he did so an amazing thing happened. As the flames rose up from the burnt offering the man/angel went up in the flame. When the angel appeared to Gideon he did much the same thing- he disappeared as the burnt offering was made. Like Gideon, Manoah reacted saying, ’We will die because we have seen God’ (13:22 cf. Exod 33:20). But his wife, who fell down and worshipped the Lord with her husband, realised that if it was God then his words must come true; he had told her she would conceive and bear a son. Besides, he would not have accepted the burnt offering if he was angry (13:23). God was not angry; he had come to bless them, and through them, or their promised son, to bless all Israel by delivering them from their enemy.

3. A son is born
So the woman gave birth to a son and they named him Samson (13:24). Unlike the later and greater deliverer Jesus, the angel did not give this deliver a name. His parents named him Samson, meaning ‘sun’ or ‘little sun’, with no provable connection to the Canaanite sun god. The child grew and the Lord blessed him (13:24). Such a brief summary of his childhood reminds us of John the Baptist (Luke 1:80), and Jesus also (Luke 2:52). The Lord’s hand was upon Samson as he grew up. A fatal flaw was soon to appear in his character, but this cannot be blamed on the Lord or on his parents, as Keller tries to do saying, ‘his parents failed to explain God’s character to their son’. Even if our parents failed in some way, as they will do, we cannot blame them all our lives, or anyone else, and least of all God. 

There in his home in the camp of Dan, the Spirit of the Lord began to move upon Samson as he reached adulthood. The Lord chose him from before birth, and anointed him with the Spirit that he might deliver Israel from the Philistines- or begin to deliver them. Despite having the hand of the Lord upon him from before birth, Samson failed to deliver Israel. He was greatly blessed by God but was still a man, and, like every man, he sinned. Only one who is without sin, one who conquers sin and death, can save to the uttermost those who come to God through him (Heb 7:25).  
Samson- a woman and a lion                               	Judges 14

For his parents, Samson was a very special child. They had been unable to have children, but one day the angel of the Lord appeared to his mother telling her she would conceive and have a son (13:3). The indication is that this is the only child they had. This son would be set apart or dedicated to the Lord; he would be a Nazirite. As a Nazirite he was not to drink alcohol, not to shave his head, and not to touch a dead body.

Samson would be a special child in Israel. He would begin to deliver Israel out of the hands of the Philistines (13:5). The Spirit of the Lord came upon him as he grew up in a town in the region of Dan. When this happened to previous judges they called for the men of Israel to come and fight against the nation oppressing them- this was after the people had cried out to the Lord. With the current Philistine oppression, no such cry was uttered. Israel had become accommodated to the Philistines ruling over them. 

The Philistines adopted a different approach to dominating Israel- a more insidious approach involving trade and intermarriage. Targeted intermarriage can potentially wipe out a distinct ethnic group in a short time. A male-dominated religion promotes this method of conversion today. In Israel, marriage outside the covenant people of God was not permitted. But in the time of Samson, intermarriage put Israel in danger of disappearing as a distinct cultural and religious people group. Keller writes, ‘In Samson’s Israel, God had decided to prevent his people becoming culturally indistinct and therefore spiritually extinct. He would do so through Samson, and despite Samson’. For this reason Samson is not a typical judge, in the sense of leading Israel in war against the enemy. God would use him to stir up conflict, to awaken Israel out of its slumber. 

Is the church today in a state of slumber? Why do we not see conflict between the church and the world? Wilcock says that, ‘Where there is no conflict it is because the world has taken over’. Thankfully there seems to be a bit more conflict today that in the previous generation. Liberal theology came to the fore in the first half of last century in an attempt to accommodate the scientific world. Anything supernatural in the Bible, like miracles and the resurrection, were explained away. This undermined the whole Bible -it was no longer the inspired and infallible word of God. As a consequence, sexual ethics were adjusted, allowing the church to endorse no-fault divorce, and eventually to accept homosexual marriage. ‘Where there is no conflict the world has taken over’! This is not to endorse a conservative cry to return to the ‘good old days’. It is a call to return to the word of God, and to the gospel of grace in Jesus Christ our Lord. 

Samson is a typical judge in the sense that he takes matters into his own hands. In fact, he becomes a real ‘lone ranger’, a law unto himself in doing what is right in his own eyes- like everyone else in Israel. We will look at chapter 14 under five headings, as suggested by Davis, with apologies if you think that every sermon has to have three points!  Our points will be: secret of God’s purpose, secret of the lion, secret of the honey, secret of the riddle, and secret’s end.

1. Secret of God’s purpose
Samson grew up in the home of Manoah and his wife, in the town of Zorah in the foothills west of Jerusalem. The coastal plan was occupied by the Philistines who were never effectively driven out of this region of Canaan. Samson was the joy and delight of his parents.  But when he was old enough to marry he became a bitter disappointment. He went down to a place called Timnah, just a few kilometres from his home, where he saw a Philistine woman who he decided he would marry. This was not the way of marriage in Israel- marriage was arranged by parents. Look back at Ibzan who brought girls for his sons (12:9). Samson did not wait for his father to get him a wife. He saw a woman and he wanted her- he wanted her now! It was a case of lust rather than love, it would seem. Samson turns out to be a womanising judge. 

The woman he wanted was a Philistine (14:1). When he told his parents to get her for him they did not agree. Moses commanded the people of Israel not to marry Canaanites (Deut 7:3). Even if not strictly Canaanites, the Philistines were uncircumcised; they did not come under the covenant of circumcision instituted with Abraham, and renewed by Joshua. The reason for this prohibition was that foreign women taken in marriage would lead husbands to worship other gods- note Solomon and Ahab. There is no evidence of this being a ‘set-up’ by the Philistines, although they had no objections to the marriage. Actually, it was set up by the Lord, as we will see.

Samson did not listen to the advice of his parents. He refused to take ‘no’ for an answer. He bluntly told them, ‘Get her for me; she is right in my eyes’ (14:3). What could his parents do?  We could say they failed in raising their son, but it would be a bold parent who made such an accusation. Samson was surely heading for disaster in marrying an unbeliever, and we are not going to use him as a positive example for our children. The command of Moses about marrying pagans is still valid today because it poses the same danger – namely, turning the heart of a believing husband or wife away from the Lord. In the NT we read, ‘do not be unequally yoked together with unbelievers’ (2Cor 6:14). Preachers and parents keep saying this, yet Christians keep stepping onto this path to disaster. Samson went down to Timnah. He went down to mix with the Philistines- they seemed to have all the fun! This was where his downfall began, fraternising and partying with unbelievers. Do pray for, and support, youth activities in the church; if these activities go, where will your children go? 

Samson’s disobedience was part of the sovereign purposes of God (14:4- NIV has this verse in parenthesis). His parents did not know, but in verse 4 we are told of the secret purpose of the Lord behind Samson’s marriage. The Lord would provoke conflict between Israel and the Philistines. He would wake Israel out of their slumbering acceptance of Philistine dominion. Being a Nazirite did not mean Samson could not sin? He sinned in disobeying his parents. Wanting this girl because she was right in his eyes made him a typical Israelite- and a typical human being! The fact that ‘the Spirit of the Lord began to move upon him’ (13:25) makes his bad behaviour more difficult to explain, although the presence of the Spirit of God does not prevent sin either. David, a man after God’s own heart, also lusted after a woman. The presence of the Spirit, and working of the Spirit, are not the same. We can have the gift of prophecy, have all knowledge and give all we have to the poor, but if have not love we are nothing (1Cor 13). 

2. Secret of the lion
Samson went down to Timnah with his parents to meet the Philistine woman. On the way he became separated from them for a time, a time in which a young lion attacked him. The Spirit of the Lord came upon Samson and he ripped the lion apart with his bare hands (14:6). Touching something dead was against the Nazirite vow. This incident occurred in the vineyards so he may have eaten grapes also (14:5).  Maybe for these reasons he did not tell his parents of this incident. From Samson’s perspective, this was the first indication of his great strength; it would have encouraged him to perform greater feats. 

3. Secret of the honey
Samson’s visit with his parents was successful. He talked with the woman and she pleased him greatly (14:7). On his previous visit he only saw her; talking with her, at least for the purpose of marriage, was not permitted without his father. ‘After some time he returned to get her’ (14:8). Samson probably visited her on a number of occasions before the marriage. Returning from this later visit, he went aside to check out the carcass of the lion he had killed, and in it found a nest of bees. He reached into the hive and took some of the honeycomb. He ate the sweet honey as he walked on home, and gave some of the honeycomb to his parents, who also ate the honey. 

Samson never told his parents where the honey came from. They would have been horrified to learn that he had taken it from a dead body. If the Nazirite vow was not broken previously, it certainly was now. Samson knew about this vow (16:17) - it did not just apply to his mother while he was in the womb, as we are told by some scholars. The secret of the honey taken from the carcass of the lion is the basis for the next secret in the chapter, the secret riddle. 

4. Secret of the riddle
The time came for the marriage feast. ‘His father went down to the woman’ (14:10). Was he making wedding arrangements with her or was it a last ditch effort to stop the marriage? Whatever it was, Samson gave a feast, literally a drinking party, as was the custom- Philistine not Jewish custom. This feast went on for seven days, after which the marriage would have been consummated. Thirty young Philistine men showed up, either to protect the bride, support Samson as groomsmen, or just to stop any gate-crashers.  

For some reason Samson decided to test these thirty young men with a riddle. Maybe it was a customary past time, or maybe Samson wanted to show off his intelligence- it was a clever riddle. Ultimately, it was the Lord’s doing; an opportunity to move against the Philistines (14:4). It also was effective in stopping the marriage that was contrary to the will of his parents, and the will of God. Samson posed his famous riddle. It was based on his encounter with the young lion. The wager was thirty linen undergarments and thirty elaborate outer garments. The stakes were high. With their combined intellect, the thirty Philistines probably thought this would be ‘a piece of cake’, as we say. But after three days they had no answer. On the fourth day (NKJV margin) the men enlisted the help of the bride, threatening to burn down her family home, with her in it! This was no idle threat (cf.15:6). 

The bride began to use her female charm to get Samson, who was besotted by her, to tell her the secret of the riddle. Every day of the feast was spoiled by her nagging and crying on his shoulder- not that we can blame the woman. Samson held out, saying he had not even told his parents, but on the last day he caved in; no doubt concerned about his approaching wedding night (14:17). The Philistine men gave the answer to the riddle just before the deadline: ‘What is sweeter than honey? And what is stronger than a lion?’ (14:18). Samson knew what had happened and flew into a rage, because, as he so quaintly put it, they had ‘plowed with his heifer’ (14:18). He realised that they had ‘worked on’ his bride to get the secret of the riddle from her.

5. Secret’s end
The secret of the lion and the honey was exposed to everyone, including Samson’s parents. They became aware that he had broken the Nazirite vow spoken of by the angel of the Lord- but we do not hear from this godly couple again. The bet associated with the riddle had to be paid. For the second time, the Spirit of the Lord came upon Samson mightily, empowering him to kill not a lion but thirty Philistine men in Ashkelon (14:19). He went right across to this city on the coast to strip thirty Philistine men of their best clothes; maybe it was another Philistine wedding that he gate-crashed. Angry Samson gave the men at his wedding these clothes and went back to his father’s house. He went without the woman he told his parents he ‘must have’. ‘And Samson’s wife was given to his companion, who was his best man’ (14:20). 

The lustful, demanding and disobedient Samson lost out. He went home empty handed. But the Lord was accomplishing his purposes (14:4). He had stirred up conflict between Israel and the Philistines- or at least between Samson and the Philistines. Samson was beginning to deliver Israel (13:5). We must be careful when we pray, ‘Your will be done’ because God’s will may well be contrary to ‘what is right in our own eyes’.    


Samson’s vengeance on the Philistines                            Judges 15
Only seventy years ago the nations of the world were shaken to the core by World War 2. It is amazing to ponder how a man like Hitler could rise to power and reek such havoc in this modern world. I read that in March 1941, not long after bringing Yugoslavia under his control, there was a coup in Belgrade; the new government was not so willing to be under his control. Hitler was furious. He sent his bombers to flatten Belgrade, which they did, killing over 17,000 defenceless people. Some historians say Hitler’s decision to crush Yugoslavia was his ‘most catastrophic single decision’ of the war. Why was this? This attack on Yugoslavia delayed his planned attack on Russia by 4-5 weeks. With the coming of winter, these weeks were critical. It was the Russian winter that defeated Hitler’s army in the east. Davis writes, ‘Hitler’s very success contained his disaster; his solution prepared his failure’.

We can compare this disastrous success with what we find in the Philistines fighting Samson. We usually look at these chapters from Samson’s perspective, but we should also consider the Philistine perspective. They solved Samson’s riddle about the honey and the lion, and won the wager, but at what cost - thirty of their men were slaughtered at Ashkelon for their garments. Success was followed by slaughter; triumph was followed by tragedy. After this Samson went home in a rage and they thought that was the end of it. But sometime later Samson returned looking for his wife.

Oh, no! Her father had given her to the best man. Disaster again, this time with flaming foxes. This is the second success- slaughter episode, and the first point in our sermon. The second point is another episode of success-slaughter from the Philistine perspective. Our third point is yet another episode, this time after the men of Judah tied Samson up and handed him over to the Philistines. Our fourth and final subheading is, ‘Revived by the Lord’. 

1. Revenge for wife being married to another
After some time, in the season of wheat harvest, Samson went down to Timnah to visit his wife. Because of the business of the riddle, he never got to go into her room and consummate the marriage at the wedding. While we might have taken a bunch of flowers, Samson took her a young goat (15:1). But her father would not let him in. He explained, with excuses, that he had given her to the best man (14:20, 15:2). Realising that Samson was not a man to be messed with, he quickly offered him the younger sister (15:2). But Samson was in no mood for excuses, or second best. If Samson was looking for a reason to again stir up the Philistines he now had one. ‘This time I will be blameless regarding the Philistines if I harm them!’ (15:3). If he was looking for a reason it was because of his vengeful character, and also because it was God’s will for him to be creating conflict with the enemy of God’s people (14:4). God’s people had become too cosy with the enemy, as we will see. They were worshipping their gods, and adopting the morals and the culture of their enemies.  

Samson went out and caught three hundred foxes or jackals (the Hebrew can mean either). He tied their tails together, attached a burning torch to their tails, and let them go in the wheat crop of the Philistines. The wheat was dry, ready to harvest; it went up in flames, so there was no harvest. Moreover, the olive trees and vineyards also went up in flames. The Philistines were furious and demanded the arsonist be found. Sure enough, it was Samson on the rampage again. This time he was mad because his father-in-law had given his wife to another man. Revenge was called for, so they went and burned the woman Samson regarded as his wife, along with her father (15:6). Ironically, she feared this would happen if Samson did not tell her the secret of the riddle (14:15). Her charm was successful on Samson but was no use this time. Trusting in charm or flattery, like trusting in men or money, gives no security in the end. In this chapter, as in the previous chapter, we are seeing into a society without God, into a world where everyone does what is right in his own eyes, into a world ruled by revenge. We do not have to look far to find such a world today. 

2. Revenge for wife’s burning
Samson vowed to take revenge on the Philistines for burning his wife- after he had burnt their wheat crop. He went on a rampage, slaughtering Philistines ‘hip and thigh’- whatever this means (15:8). It is called ‘a great slaughter’ in the text, and although numbers are not given, it was probably in the hundreds. Samson then ‘retired’ for a while to an inaccessible cave at Etam, waiting for the next round of revenge (15:8). 

No commentary is given in the text regarding who was right and who was wrong in this cycle of revenge. As is often the case, no one knows how such cycles start; and what is more important is that no one knows how to stop them. Cundall writes, ‘at some point there has to be the absorption of wrong done, without retaliation, a fact illustrated supremely by Christ’s death on the cross’. Where would we be if it were not for the forgiveness of sin we have in Jesus Christ, and the power we have to forgive through Christ? Do you know that power, the power to forgive, the power to stop the cycle of revenge? 

3. Rulers in Judah
We come to the fourth episode of the Samson-Philistine conflict, the third in this chapter. The Philistines were out for revenge after Samson’s ‘great slaughter’. ‘Now the Philistines went up, encamped in Judah and deployed themselves against Lehi’ (15:9). Not since the first judge, Othniel, have we heard from Judah- and even then the name is not mentioned. Judah was a major tribe; it was the leading tribe in Israel but even it had succumbed to foreign rule as we come to the last judge in Israel. Samson was from Dan which bordered Judah in the north. Judah was surprised when a Philistine force in the thousands came against them. The Philistines said they were out to get Samson, to repay him for slaughtering many of them (15:10). 

Did the men of Judah come to the defence of Samson, one of their own people? No! The people of God had sunk to such depths of depravity and disunity that they assisted the enemy in capturing one of their own. They betrayed one of their own, the one sent by God to deliver them (13:5). We previously compared the circumstances of Samson’s birth with that of Jesus of Nazareth. We might also compare this betrayal of Samson by his own people with Jesus being betrayed by his own. The leaders of Israel bound Jesus and took him to the Romans, their arch enemies, calling for them to crucify him. And so Jesus was taken and nailed to the cross. He died and was buried, but after three days he burst from the tomb in victory over the death, the greatest enemy of all.

The men of Judah took no chances as they went to meet Samson at Etam; they took three thousand armed men. Now listen to what they say to him; ‘Do you not know that the Philistines rule over us’ (15:11). How amazing! They blamed Samson for disturbing the peace of enemy rule! ‘What is this you have done to us?’ they said (15:11). They were thoroughly accommodated to having idol worshippers rule over them. They did whatever these rulers said, having completely forgotten their true Ruler, the Lord God who brought them out of Egypt and gave them the land of Canaan.

Faithful men of God often find it difficult to preach Bible truth in churches today. The people want mushy messages, milk not meat; they want to hear psychology not theology, they want to hear tolerance not truth and morality. Did I tell you about the lady preacher I heard not so long ago?  She spoke about psychology for almost an hour, mentioning just one Bible verse as she closed. The world tells the church to sit on the sideline and be quiet, and many churches accept this state of affairs. 

‘Do you not know that friendship with the world is enmity towards God’ (James 4:4). As a believer, you cannot be friends with everyone. Does that come as a surprise? You have to choose. If you are friend of Jesus, you will be at enmity with those who are friends of Satan. After sin entered the world God said, ‘I will put enmity between you and the woman, between your seed and her seed’. Many Christians refuse say the words at the end of Psalm 139- ‘do I not hate them O Lord, who hate you?’- or other imprecatory Psalms. As a believer you cannot be cosy with the world.  

Samson explained that he was repaying the Philistines for what they did to him. He agreed to go with the men of Judah as long as they did not kill him themselves (15:12). They had no intention of killing Samson- they would hand him over to the Philistines so they could kill him! What kind brothers! ‘Surely we will not kill you’ (15:13). ‘We will tie you up securely and give you to the Philistines’ they said. So the tied him with new ropes and brought him up from the rock (15:13). They took Samson to the Philistine camp at Lehi- the name means Jawbone Hill. The Philistines came out shouting against Samson. They had their man at last- so they thought. ‘Then the Spirit of the Lord came mightily upon him’ (15:14). We know what this means. The Lord gave him super-human strength once again. Samson snapped the new ropes as if they were burnt flax. He found a fresh jawbone of a donkey, teeth intact, and laid into the Philistines, killing a thousand in a single rampage. Their triumphant shouts became screams of death. It was Samson who sung the victory song:
‘With the jawbone of an ass
I have piled them in a mass’ (15:16 Moffatt’s translation).

And so ends the fourth episode of Samson versus the Philistines. The result was the same as far as the Philistines were concerned- success followed by slaughter. Would they now cut their losses and leave Samson alone?  We will have to wait and see, but the prognosis is not good. The revenge machine has no stop button. It keeps on going until one, or usually both, are destroyed. It can go on for a lifetime, or even generations. It has been going on in the Middle East for seventy years with no significant abatement. Thankfully Jesus has the answer. He prayed, ‘Father forgive them, they do not know what they do’. Stephen prayed, ‘Lord do not charge them with this sin’. He was being stoned because he boldly preached the truth of God. 

4. Revived by the Lord
After the mighty effort of killing a thousand Philistines with the jawbone of an ass, Samson was exhausted. For the first time in his life Samson cries out to the Lord. He acknowledges that the Lord gave him the victory over the Philistines, but now he fears he will die of thirst and be taken and mutilated by the Philistines (15:18). Super- human feats notwithstanding, Samson is human after all. He needs God to give him a drink of water. We are often surprised to learn of the little things that worry men of great courage and ability. We find this even in the Bible. After a great victory at Mt Carmel, where he executed four hundred prophets of Baal, Elijah fled from Jezebel into the desert, and prayed that he might die (1Kings 19:4). God sent him water and a cake to sustain him. God split the hollow of the rock, and water came out for Samson to drink. And so he was revived. 

God heard Samson’s cry and answered him. God had not abandoned him. This is not to say God approved of everything Samson did. We might judge his actions but the Biblical account makes no judgment. What we are told is that through Samson, God was seeking an occasion to move against the Philistines, because Israel was blinded and unable to discern between good and evil, truth and error, enemy and friend. 

Samson was a lone operator, the only servant of the Lord, the only man to distinguish between enemy and friend. He would not lift a finger against an Israelite brother- in fact he feared they might kill him (15:12). Yet he recognised the Philistines as enemies, and with the Spirit’s power killed them by the thousands. The command given to Joshua, and by Joshua, to utterly destroy the inhabitants of Canaan, was still not complete (1:17). Samson judged Israel for twenty years, although we have not heard the last of this judge just yet.  
 

Samson, the womanising judge                     		Judges 16:1-18
Stories of men being seduced by women abound- both in reality and in fiction. Beautiful women are recruited and trained as spies; they are sent to seduce an enemy agent and procure top secret information. The liaison may not be so calculated. The most famous account of seduction, apart from Samson and Delilah, is probably that of Antony and Cleopatra, made famous in Shakespeare’s play. Antony was one of the triumvirate of rulers in the Roman Empire. In Alexandria he met Cleopatra, the queen of Egypt. He was thoroughly infatuated by this woman, and she thoroughly manipulated him. Their relationship has been described as a cycle of lust and manipulation. She manipulated Antony in a war between him and his fellow ruler, Octavius, the end result being the tragic death of both Antony and Cleopatra.

Samson’s foray into marriage was a disaster. He wanted to marry a Philistine woman, but at the marriage feast she seduced him into revealing the secret of his riddle, and then betrayed him. She had been threatened with death by her Philistine friends. Four episodes of conflict with the Philistines followed. In the last of these Samson ended up exhausted, after killing a thousand Philistines with the jawbone of a donkey. He cried to the Lord, who brought water from a rock to quench his thirst. The statement in Judges 15:20 that he judged Israel for twenty years is not the end of Samson. There is another episode of literally gate-crashing the city of Gaza, and a final episode, episode six. This is Samson’s last conflict with the Philistines because it ends in his death. In looking at chapter 16, our points will be: debauchery, Delilah, divulging of the secret. 

1. Debauchery
Samson could not keep his eyes or his hands of women. In the Spirit of the Lord he was blessed with great strength, but morally he was weak. He was so weak that when he went down to Gaza he saw a prostitute and went in to her (16:1). Why was he is this far-away city, the chief city of the Philistines? We are not told, but it indicates how freely the Israelites were mixing with their pagan neighbours. Moreover, with no family or friends around, he was free to indulge the flesh- like the prodigal son. Unfortunately for Samson, he was well known to the Philistines- he was enemy number one.

When the men of Gaza were told that Samson was in the brothel, they quietly surrounded the place. They also put a guard on the city gate. But with the gates locked for the night he could not escape, so they decided to wait till morning light to arrest and kill him (16:2). To their surprise, Samson emerged at midnight and walked out of the city. The heavy wooden doors with metal bars stopped everyone else, but not Samson. He took hold of the doors, pulling up the gateposts, and carried them to the top of the hill that faces Hebron (16:3). This was a distance of some 60kms directly west; a truly super-human feat. While Gaza was the chief city of the Philistines, Hebron was the chief city of Judah. Samson once again made mockery of the Philistine’s attempt to capture him, although no Philistines were killed this time. But they did not give up on Samson. Were they beginning to realise the fatal flaw in Samson’s character?

Satan and his agents are clever in targeting any weakness in the character of God’s people. For Judas it was money, as it is with many other men and women who have fallen into the clutches of Satan. ‘The love of money is a root of all kinds of evil’ (1Tim 6:10), as you well know and, I trust, you remember. It was money and possessions that kept the rich young ruler from following Jesus. For other people it is power and fame. Jesus himself was tempted by the promise of worldly power but he resisted; many have not resisted. For yet others it is sex, the lust of the flesh (1John 2:16). When Jesus said, ‘the spirit is willing but the flesh is weak’, he was not really thinking of illicit sex or pornography, but the words are applicable. 

Ironically, super-strong Samson epitomises the weakness of the flesh. But he is not alone; what about David and Solomon, and countless others in the history of the church. Still today, men are falling victim to the temptations of the flesh, and not just to weakness with women. What about the sexual abuse of children and other sexual perversions. Self-control is one of the fruits of the Spirit, a fruit sadly lacking in Samson and many others. 

2. Delilah
Sometime later, Samson fell in love with a women in the Valley of Sorek, just down the hill from his place; her name was Delilah (16:4). The word ‘love’ was not used in relation to the woman in Timnah that he wanted to marry. We can only wonder what sort of marriage that would have been. Following this, it was a case of pure lust with another unnamed woman in Gaza. Delilah is the first woman named, and the first he loved. Her name is Semitic but this does not rule out her being a Philistine. In Hebrew the name sounds like ‘night’. Her name has become a synonym for a seductive woman. 

The Philistines were still on the hunt to capture Samson, their arch enemy. This time the lords of the Philistines got involved. There were the five main Philistine cities, each having a lord or ruler. These lords came to Delilah, not to threaten her but to bribe her into finding out the secret of Samson’s strength (16:5 cf. 14:15). They wanted to overpower Samson and torture him; there is no mention of killing him quickly. The sum they promised was huge: 13kg of silver from each (1kg was over 5yrs wages; Judges 17:10), making a total of 65kg, worth over $US 30,000 today. While Samson loved Delilah, it becomes apparent that her first love was money, along with the fame of conquering Samson. 

So Samson opens himself to a second game of female seduction. He failed the first time, when the woman got the secret of the riddle out of him. Will he fail again?  This time the stakes are high; his freedom and his life are at stake. Delilah asks him to tell her the secret of his great strength. He didn’t need to ask why because she told him! She wanted to know how to tie him up so that he could be tortured! (16:6). Samson takes the bait- love is blind, as they say. His other passion was taking risks. He thought it was all a game, so he starts the game. 

‘If they bind me with seven fresh bowstrings, not yet dried, I will become as weak as any other man’ (16:7). These were probably made from animal intestines or tendons. In some places the stomach of a cow is blown up for children to use as a football. Being fresh meant Samson would be contacting a dead body, yet again! The Philistines supplied the necessary bowstrings, and she tied him up. The game for her, being somewhat more serious, involved having a bunch of Philistines hidden in the house ready to pounce on Samson and end the game (16:9). She gave the signal, ‘The Philistines are upon you, Samson!’ but he broke the bowstrings and they fled, presumably. Samson won the first round- not a wise move. Like all games of chance or gambling the first win keeps the game going until the inevitable loss.

Delilah was upset, not just at losing but at being humiliated. She was playing for very high stakes. Even with the Philistines in ambush, Samson failed to realise that he was playing with fire. He was proudly displaying his strength as if it was his own. The woman pressed him for the truth. ‘If they bind me securely with new ropes… then I will be as weak as any other man’ was the next lie he told her (16:11). The men of Judah had used new ropes, but he broke these and killed a thousand Philistines (15:13-15). Delilah and her Philistine friends seem to have overlooked that incident. She bound Samson with new ropes and gave the signal. Samson won round two (16:12). 

Delilah was not happy. She shouted at Samson. The love affair was cooling off rapidly. This time Samson plays with the truth. He gives a clue in telling her, ‘If you weave the seven locks of my hair in to the web of the loom’ (16:13). This she quickly did, sensing she had the secret. He was lulled to sleep as she wove his hair into her loom. She gave the signal a third time, and presumably the Philistines rushed out, but this is not recorded. They were probably getting a bit tired of this game. In fact they went home after this, or the lords did anyway. 

Sadly, Samson did not have the Wisdom of Solomon to consult. If he did, he would have read, ‘a continual dripping on a rainy day and a contentious woman are alike’ (Prov 27:15). He could also have read about the smooth talk of an immoral woman in Proverbs 5-7. Samson was playing with fire. ‘How can you say you love me’ pleaded Delilah, ‘when your heart is not with me’ (16:15). Her heart was on the bags of silver near at hand. She nagged Samson, she pressed him daily until ‘his soul was vexed to death’. She pleaded, and threatened to close her door to him, no doubt. Eventually Samson caved in, just as he did before with the Timnite woman (14:17). He was a slow learner. 

There is another proverb I have heard that says, ‘You cannot stop the birds flying over your head, but you can stop them making a nest in your hair’. We all face temptations; but we do not have to cave in. Flee what is evil, don’t play with it, thinking you are able to fight in your own strength. As you read this story, do you feel yourself telling Samson, ‘Get out of this place fast’, or ‘You have been here before Samson, wake up to yourself’. If so, remember to say this to yourself when you are next tempted. It may well be the same old temptation you have faced before. ‘One thing you lack’ said Jesus. 

3. Divulging the secret
‘Then he told her all his heart, no razor has ever come upon my head’ (16:17). Samson knew about the Nazirite vow declared to his mother by the angel of the Lord; not that he took it very seriously in his playboy lifestyle. He repeatedly touched dead bodies, and it is hard to imagine he refrained from alcohol, considering the places he frequented. But he never cut his hair, and he never told anyone about the vow- until now. In fact, the reader does not know of the link between his uncut hair and his super-human strength until now. The link between the Spirit of the Lord and his great strength is frequently told, although not in this chapter.   

This Delilah must have been some woman. Samson was certainly besotted by her. But at heart she was a greedy, manipulating woman, the sort of woman Wisdom warns about in Proverbs, and certainly not the sort of woman the apostle Peter recommends as a good wife. Beauty that is only skin deep is dangerous. ‘The incorruptible beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit is precious in the sight of God’ (1Peter 3:4). He who finds such a wife finds a treasure. Samson tragically fails to find such a wife. All he finds is a treacherous lover. 

Delilah realised she had hit the jackpot. She sent and called for the lords of the Philistines to return at once (16:18). They came with all the silver they promised her in their hands- this was a matter of national emergency. As Samson lay with his head on her lap, yet again, she lulled him to sleep and called for a man to shave off the seven locks of his hair, hair that had never before been cut. Confident she had his secret, she began to torment or humiliate him. ‘And his strength left him’ (16:19). She gave the signal for the ambush and he woke up as before, thinking he would shake them off. But this time it was different. His strength was gone because the Lord had departed from him.  

Along with all the other words we have used in trying to describe Samson’s character we could add the word ‘hubris’; it means ‘insolent pride or security, over-confidence’. Samson presumed upon the Lord. He thought he could do what he liked when he liked. He thought that he could indulge the flesh to the full and the Lord would still be with him. But this was not the case- then or now. The Lord honours those who honour him, but ‘those who despise me will be lightly esteemed’ (1Sam 2:30). Commenting on the fragility of human freedom, Coleson writes, ‘The first coins in the bank of freedom are spent wilfully, carelessly- the last one is always stolen while we sleep. We are free to choose actions, but never free to choose the consequences. Sin’s fruit is not born instantly, but it does bear fruit’. 

Samson’s victory in death                			Judges 16:19-31
‘But he did not know that the Lord had departed from him’ (16:20). Can you think of more tragic words anywhere else in the OT- or in the whole Bible for that matter? Maybe you are thinking of Eve in the Garden: ‘The woman saw that the tree was good for food, that it was pleasant to the eyes and a tree desirable to make one wise, and she took of its fruit and ate’(Gen 3:6). That tragic event, of course, gave rise to the tragic life of Samson, and every other human being who walks in sin. ‘The wages of sin is death’ (Rom 6:23). The good news is that this tragedy can be avoided because, ‘the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord’ (Rom 6:23). 

Samson belonged to the chosen people of God. Within this covenant community he was chosen by God to deliver the people from pagan domination- or begin to deliver Israel out of the hand of the Philistines. These enemies had slithered their way into the community of God’s people through trade and intermarriage, bringing their gods with them. The Philistines began to rule over the Israelites without them really noticing. They became accommodated to sin as they forgot Yahweh and his covenant commands.

Samson was separated to the Lord from before birth as a Nazirite. This separation was marked by three things: no contact with a dead body, no drinking alcohol, and not cutting the hair. Samson paid little regard to these things, although he did not divulge the secret of this vow until he met Delilah. The Philistines bribed this greedy woman to find out the secret of Samson’s strength. His strength came from the Lord, in association with the vow. Samson’s great physical strength was not accompanied by moral strength. We could say he was driven by his hormones rather than his head, a head that should have known God’s holy law. Samson was living in a society which had turned away from the true God to worship other gods. Worship of man-made gods always involves immorality; why would men make a god that curtailed their natural inclinations- the lust of the flesh, lust of the eyes and pride of life? Look behind the rituals of any man-made religion and your will find immorality; even man-made forms of Christianity in which man’s rules and traditions are placed above the Bible. 

1. Divulge the secret
Samson fell in love with Delilah, a beautiful but godless woman living down the hill from his home. His previous affair with a prostitute indicates the nature of his love for Delilah. What fun they had, with him lusting after her, and her manipulating him! It was all a big game, and Samson loved games. Apart from sex, he got his thrills from taking risks. This was a dangerous mix, as it is today, what with HIVaids, and rampant domestic violence. It is not politically correct of course, to associate domestic violence with sexual immorality or alcohol.

Samson was playing with fire as he listened to Delilah’s pleas to tell the secret of his great strength. In his dangerous game he tricked her three times. Samson thought he was clever. He thought he was invincible. He began to presume upon the Lord. He forgot that his strength was from the Lord. The Lord raised him up to create conflict between Israel and the Philistines (14:4). Samson thought his strength was his own and began to use it for his own glory, not God’s. God’s gifts are given for building up the body of Christ, not for personal gain or glory (Eph 4:12).

Samson’s lover kept pressing him for the secret of his strength. Her thoughts were on the bags of precious silver, not love for Samson. She knew how to manipulate a man. Eventually he told her about the Nazirite vow which meant he was never to cut his hair. He said that if he was shaven he would be a weak as any other man (16:17). Samson believed this, but it made no difference to his behaviour. Here he was telling this woman the secret of his strength after her three attempts to have him bound by the Philistines. What can we say? Love is blind? Here was a man whose beliefs made no difference to his behaviour. He presumed upon God one too many times. Soon it would be a case of, ‘out of the strong something sweet’. She would get her money and fame, and the Philistines would get sweet revenge.

2. Depart from him
We come back to the tragic words in verse 20. After lulling Samson to sleep, Delilah called the barber who cut off the seven locks of his hair. Then she shouted, ‘The Philistines are upon you, Samson!’ He woke up thinking he would shake them off as he had done three times before. ‘But he did not know that the Lord had departed from him’ (16:20). What chilling words! The Lord had departed from him, but he did not know. 

Firstly, we note the words, ‘he did not know’. Samson had drifted so far from the Lord that he no longer knew if the Lord was with him or not. He no longer knew what was right or wrong, according to God’s word, because he was not listening to God’s word. He, like the rest of Israel, was living like the pagan Philistines, playing games with them, and accepting their rules, their judgments, and their morals. They believed they were the people of God but gave no indication of this in their lives. They were doing what was right in their own eyes and living to please themselves. Was God with them? ‘We don’t know’ they said, and even, ‘We don’t care’. 

Secondly, ‘that the Lord had departed from him’ does not mean that he is not saved, in NT terms. It means that the Spirit of the Lord, who came upon him to judge Israel, was taken from him. The sign of the Spirit’s presence and power was his uncut hair. This was not some sort of magic, any more than water baptism magically saves anyone. But it was a solemn sign and witness of the Lord’s presence with Samson. So the Lord withdrew his presence when this sign was violated, when Samson gave his heart to the woman instead of the Lord. The lust of the flesh and of the eyes led Samson to say, ‘no’ to the Lord as ruler of his heart and his life. Samson’s sin is obvious, but he is one among many who have turned away from the Lord because of the same lusts of the flesh. The Lord does not force anyone to follow him, but he gives people up to a  ‘debased mind’, to ‘vile passions’ and to ‘the lusts of their hearts, to dishonour their bodies among themselves’ (Rom 1:24-28). 

The Philistines took Samson and gouged out his eyes, as was done with prisoners in those days. They took him down to Gaza, through the gates that he had ripped off their hinges, and into the prison, where conditions were not as comfortable as at the brothel! Samson was put in bronze chains and made to grind their wheat into flour. If he was not doing the work of an ox in a large mill, he was doing the work of a woman. Samson was defeated, and he was being humiliated. Bound in chains, he endured hard labour day after day. And day after day his hair grew back, as hair does. Strangely the Philistines took no notice- but not so strangely because worldly wisdom is bound to fail. In their drunken victory celebrations they were blinded to this obvious detail. 

3. Dagon their god
The Philistines attributed their victory over Samson to their god, Dagon. This was a theological error. The victory was because the Lord had departed from Samson. It was nothing to do with their god. They would learn of their error when Dagon’s temple fell on their heads. Nevertheless, the five Philistine rulers gathered thousands of fellow pagans to offer a great sacrifice to their god Dagon (16:23). They praised this god for delivering this man who ravaged their land- Samson burnt their wheat crops- and multiplied their dead (16:24). Pagan worship, like pagan morals, is usually marked by indulgence of the flesh. Getting high on cannabis was a feature of one Hindu festival. Binge drinking and drug taking is a feature of pagan celebrations in our society; so much so that deaths from a drug overdose, or a stampede, are becoming common at rock music festivals. 

As a highlight to their drunken temple celebrations, the Philistines called for Samson to be brought to perform for them. King Belshazzar similarly called for the vessels from the temple of the Lord to be brought when he was making merry with a thousand lords and wives and concubines in Babylon. His mocking ended in his death that very night (Dan 5). Blinded Samson was brought from the prison to perform before thousands in the temple of Dagon. It was more of a freak show than a performance. ‘Look at this mighty Israelite- ha, ha’. ‘Look what happens to those who oppose the Philistines, ha, ha’. Samson was led by a lad into the temple for all to see. In addition to those on the ground floor, there were three thousand men and women on the roof watching Samson perform (16:27). Samson asked the lad to put his hands on the two huge pillars that supported the temple roof so he could lean on them (16:26). And lean on them he did!

4. Death
With his hands on the two pillars, Samson prayed. He prayed once before, when he was exhausted after killing one thousand Philistines, and the Lord heard him. But would the Lord hear him this time? Had He not departed from Samson? Samson was still alive. In his affliction he remembered the Lord and called upon him in prayer. He prayed to the covenant God of Israel: ‘Lord God, remember me I pray and strengthen me just one more time, that I may with one blow take vengeance on the Philistines for my two eyes’ (16:28). Yes, it was a somewhat selfish prayer for vengeance but the Lord heard his prayer. The Lord would work through Samson, and despite him, to achieve his sovereign purposes, namely to deliver Israel from their insidious enemies. These enemies were praising their god and mocking God’s servant, and the Lord God himself, in their pagan temple. They were about to perish along with their god. God will not be mocked. As the Scriptures declare, the way of the wicked will perish (Ps 1:6, 37:20).

Samson braced himself against the huge central pillars of the temple, one in his right hand and the other in his left (16:29). ‘Let me die with the Philistines’ he said, as he pushed with all his might (16:30). As his super-human strength returned, the pillars moved and the temple came crashing down, killing all five Philistines rulers, and all the people in the temple and on the roof. Samson also died. Samson had killed over a thousand Philistines before, ‘so the dead that he killed at his death were more than he had killed in his life’ (16:30). Samson killed more Philistines at his death than in his life. What a remarkable statement. He won a great victory in his death. His death was a victorious defeat. 

What are we to make of this statement? Some note that Samson was like a suicide bomber, but can we really make this comparison? Samson was not killing innocent people; he was killing the enemies of the Sovereign God. Samson was the last judge of Israel. Like the other judges, he attacked the enemies of God’s people and killed their leaders. He did this single-handed, giving his life in the process. Samson’s relatives came down and took his body back to his home and buried him in the tomb of his father near Zorah (16:31). Such was the devastation that the Philistines made no attempt to mutilate his body, as they later did with Saul (2Sam 31). 

Some conclude that, ‘Samson was a sort of Israel’ and that Israel was meant to see in him, ‘the pattern of their own faithlessness’ (Davis). In his death, we should see that, ‘even in her sinfulness God was still encouraging her to call upon him in the day of trouble’ (Davis). Samson did not deserve God’s help, but who does? God is the God of grace. He is patient and longsuffering with us. Death may be his way of delivering us. Samson is included in the list of the faithful in Hebrews 11:32. 

But in reading of Samson’s victory in his death, do we not reflect on another judge, the true Judge (11:27). I finally found one commentator who compared Samson to Jesus. We cautiously mentioned points of similarity in their birth, and the Nazirite vow. Now we see Samson’s greatest victory coming in his death. Keller writes, ‘He at the last performs the role of beginning to rescue God’s people that God had explained to his mother when his angel announced Samson’s miraculous birth (13:5). Of course, Jesus lived a very different life to Samson. But it was in his death on the cross that Jesus delivered the elect of God from the hands of Satan and death; not just begin to deliver, but fully and finally deliver.’ 

Israel was on the verge of extinction because they were ‘sleeping with the enemy’- spiritually! Samson’s task was to reveal or expose the enemy. This he did most powerfully in his death. Israel emerged from its slumber and eventually David defeated and subdued the Philistines. Unlike other judges, Samson had no army. He was alone in his victorious death, just like Jesus. In the Christian life we do not look to numbers; we look to the Lord, just like Samson- and Jesus. ‘When I am weak then I am strong’, is what the apostle Paul learned about living the Christian life. Have you learned this lesson?  



Micah makes a shrine                     				Judges 17
Nurses at a mission hospital in central India lived in a bungalow on a hill, a short walk from the hospital. When the foreign missionaries left the bungalow fell into disrepair, although some local Christians lived there. One day they noticed a Hindu woman coming into the compound to do ‘puja’ at a small tree in the yard. The tree that had self-seeded in the yard was holy for Hindus. If other Hindus noticed this tree they would soon be placing idols around it and flocking to worship these idols. The Christians quickly removed the tree to avoid potential conflict. I have seen roads diverted around trees and rocks that are deemed to be holy. Attempts to remove such holy objects could be met with religious fervour and mob violence.

The first commandment God gave Moses is, ‘You shall have no other gods besides me’ and the second is, ‘You shall not make for yourselves a carved image’. Moses told the people that when they entered Canaan anyone who made a carved or moulded image, a detestable thing, was to be cursed (Deut 27:15). In worshipping Yahweh no carved image was permitted. The Lord knows that sinful man loves to make idols. Even while Moses was on the mountain receiving God’s law, the people got Aaron to make a golden calf.  Whenever the people of God turned away from God, ignoring his commands and making their own rules for worship, this is what happened- and still happens today. The people make carved images.

After Gideon won a great victory over the Midianites, even he collected gold and made an ephod and set it up in his city. This became a snare to him and his family (8:27). The children of Israel continued to do evil in the sight of the Lord, serving the Baals and Ashtoreths of the Canaanites, and the gods of other nations (10:6). The Lord sent foreign nations to oppress Israel, and when they cried to the Lord he raised up a judge to deliver them. Samson was the last of the judges. He attacked the Philistines who were dominating Judah and Dan both politically and religiously. Whatever worship of Yahweh was going on, it was corrupted by paganism, by man-made idols and ideas of worship. We call this syncretism.

In the last five chapters of the Book of Judges we do not find the cycle of sin, servitude, supplication and salvation. There is no more foreign oppression, so no more judges are raised up. Had the Lord given them up? What we find here are two stories illustrating the depths to which worship in Israel had sunk- not unlike the dark ages before the Reformation. The first story is about idolatry, about Micah’s private shrine; the second is about gross immorality which lead to civil war. Some describe these chapters as appendices, but it is better it see them as an epilogue to the Book of Judges. 

These are among the least known chapters of the Bible. You may never have heard a sermon on them before. They may not be very edifying, but as part of the Bible they are useful for teaching, for reproof, for correction and for training in righteousness (2Tim 3:16). Looking at these passages, we will sadly see a reflection of our own society, to the extent that the Bible is no longer read and everyone does what is right in their own eyes. The theme of these chapters is repeated four times: ‘In those days there was no king in Israel; everyone did what was right in his own eyes’ (17:6, 18:1, 19:1, 21:25).  

1. Micah and his mother
In the mountains of Ephraim lived a man called Micah. This is not Micah the prophet- the name means, ’who is like Yahweh’. He lived in the heart of the holy land, not far from the house of God in Shiloh (18:31). Micah lived with his mother, who was quite rich; or was until her eleven hundred shekels of silver were stolen!  Who stole her money- her very own son! He could not wait till she died to get his hands on his inheritance. The fact that he did not have her ‘euthanased’ is of some consolation. 

Superstition is at the heart of all pagan religions, and paganised forms of Christianity. The curse of a witchdoctor is greatly feared. Micah overheard his mother cursing the person who stole her silver. Afraid that this curse would fall on him, Micah admitted to his mother that he had stolen her silver. There was no heart-felt conviction of sin, no fear of God, just fear of his mother’s curse. Seeing it was her own son who stole her silver, she quickly reversed the curse and blessed him. There was no admission of doing wrong and no correction for doing wrong. Stealing, as we will see, was the norm. Even so, the name of the Lord was still widely used. She blesses her thieving son in the name of the Lord (17:2). The Lord himself does not speak in these chapters; there was no judge, no prophet, and no king in Israel. We find very little condemnation or comment from the writer, apart from the theme phrase already mentioned (17:6).

Micah returned the silver to his mother who then gave it back to him saying she had vowed to the Lord to use it ‘to make a carved image and a moulded image’ (17:3). But when she gave the silver to her son to make this image she only gave him two hundred shekels of silver (17:4). What happened to the other nine hundred shekels? She made a vow but when it came to keeping this vow she kept back almost 80%. How much did Ananias and Sapphira keep back from the sale of their property?  We are not told, but they paid a high price for lying to God (Acts 5). Life without God, or with a false understanding of God, is a life without absolutes- everything becomes relative.

Micah’s mother gave some of the silver to a silversmith to make into a carved image and a moulded image (17:4). This may well have been just one image made from wood or stone and coated with silver. It seems a silversmith was nearby; was he kept busy making jewellery or making such images- or was it hard to distinguish between the two? Micah took his carved image and put it in his house (17:4). He put it beside the ephod and household idols already in his private shrine. At the front of a house up the road from my place is a shrine housing what I think is an image of the Virgin Mary. In another nearby house there is a shrine with Hindu idols- candles and incense are regularly burnt in this household shrine. Remember what I said about this chapter reflecting our society. 

The only thing missing from Micah’s place of worship was a priest. In Israel the Lord had set apart the tribe of Levi to serve in the house of God, and the sons of Aaron to be priests. Since Micah was from Ephraim he would have to compromise. He decided to consecrate one of his sons as his priest (17:5). ‘In those days there was no king in Israel; everyone did what was right in his own eyes’ (17:6). If anyone criticised Micah he could say, ‘religion is a private matter, so keep it to yourself’ or, ‘this is what I believe- who are you to tell me how to worship?’ 

Some Christians think that God has to be reshaped to fit our changing society. Syncretism is alive and well today, as is subjectivism, or rule by personal feelings. ‘Worship God in the way that works for you’ we are told. People shop around churches to find what works for them. Thankfully, some say that we must worship God in spirit and in truth- because this is what the Bible says (John 4:24). Not just spirit, and not just truth, but in spirit and truth. We must worship God according to his word, and in a way acceptable to him. ‘The acceptable way of worshipping the true God is instituted by himself and so limited by his own revealed will that he may not be worshipped according to the imaginations and devices of men…’ (Westminster Confession of Faith XXI). 

2. Micah and a Levite
Just how long Micah kept his son as his priest we are not told, but we are told how he came by a more authentic priest. There was a young Levite living in Bethlehem in Judah, but he had no job. Levites were supposed to teach the people and lead in worship. They were to be given a tithe because they were not allocated any land. As worship in Israel became corrupted, the Levites found it hard to survive. This young Levite hit the road and came to the mountains of Ephraim. Looking for a place to stay, he came to the house of Micah.  

When Micah heard he was a Levite he asked him to be his priest (17:10). He offered him a suit of clothes and his sustenance, as well as ten shekels of silver a year. While this amount of pay was in addition to clothes and food, it is interesting to compare it to the amount Micah stole from his mother, and the amount spent on the carved image. Micah stole the same amount as each Philistine lord gave to Delilah- eleven hundred shekels (16:5, cf.17:2). This Levite would have had to labour for over a hundred years to earn that amount. Moreover, the amount spent on the carved image was twenty times his annual allowance. It is easy to see what Micah valued most in his worship. It is sad to see ministers in a church being forced to take a job outside the church in order to provide for their family, and even sadder to see the congregation being indifferent because they think he doesn’t do much anyway.

Even so, Micah does appear to respect his newly hired priest. ‘Dwell with me and be a father and a priest to me’ he said (17:10). At the same time, the Levite lived with Micah and ‘became like one of his sons to him’ (17:11). The young Levite accepted Micah’s offer and Micah consecrated him as his priest. He lived in Micah’s house and was provided for by Micah. Whenever Micah wanted to worship he had a priest to tell him what to do. When Micah wanted to know God’s will he could go to his priest, who, with the aid of the ephod, would tell Micah God’s will. Micah was very happy with his self-styled worship of the Lord. He said, ‘Now I know that the Lord will be good to me, since I have a Levite as a priest’ (17:13). Micah was doing everything right- or so he thought. He was very sincere in his worship, so the Lord would have to bless him. Is this how you approach worship? Do you sometimes say, ‘Lord, I have done my best. I go to church as often as I can and I pay my tithes. Why then is my child sick. Why do you not heal my child?’ Many people at least think like this! They think like this because they do not read their Bible or listen to God’s word. 

What should Micah have known and understood? How would he have been worshipping God if he was obeying God’s commands? He would not have been making carved images for a start. He would not have been making his own house of God because ‘the house of God was at Shiloh’ (18:31). Besides, the Lord is gracious and compassionate; he does not treat us as we deserve, even if we have our own prayer room and our own priest. God is good to us, God blesses us, because of his grace not because of our good works or the sincerity of our worship. We worship God because he blesses us so richly, not in order to get his blessings. In Jesus Christ, God had blessed us beyond what we can ask or think.     



Micah’s idols taken by Danites                      			Judges 18
Can someone steal your god? ‘What a ridiculous question’ you might say. Yet the fact is, the objects that many people worship can be taken from them. Not only are their gods powerless to save them, their gods cannot even save themselves. Their gods can be taken from them, leaving them lost and confused. Observe if you will, the distress that many felt with the global financial crisis. As they saw share prices plummet they cried with despair, some even committing suicide. Observe if you will, the distress and despair of some when their property goes up in flames or their car is smashed. What about when a loved one dies. Yes, some make other people their god, be it a loved one or a celebrity. Some even worship them after they have died. When Micah’s gods were forcibly taken from him he cried, “What else do I have? How can you ask, ‘what’s the matter with you’?” (18:24: NIV). 

The story of Micah and his household shrine continues in Judges 18. In the hills of Ephraim, not far from the tabernacle of God at Shiloh, Micah had his own place of worship. He was confident that the Lord would bless him because he not only had expensive carved images but a genuine Levite as his priest. Everything was looking good for Micah; until one day when some men from Dan showed up. They took a liking to his idols and his priest. First, it was just spies from the tribe of Dan. Our second point will be Micah’s futile effort to hold onto his idols, and our third point will bring the focus back to the Danite’s settling in Laish. 

1. Micah and the spies from Dan
Chapter 18 begins with the reminder that in those days there was no king in Israel. The second part of this theme statement is not included, but we can take it as understood that ‘everyone did what was right in his own eyes’ (cf.17:6). The focus switches to the tribe of Dan, whose allotment was largely along the fertile coastal plain. The trouble was, they failed to occupy this land. Even when Samson, who was from Dan, killed the five Philistine rulers they did not take possession of their allotment. Their move north may have taken place even before Samson’s exploits (cf. Josh 19:47). Rather than take God at his word and attack the Philistines, they decided to move out and do things their own way. Again, the exploits of Samson show what the Lord could do if they believed Him and stepped out in faith – nothing is impossible with God. Here in Judges, the writer makes no judgment, simply saying, ‘until that day their inheritance among the tribes of Israel had not fallen to them’ (18:1). 

The Danites sent five men to spy out the land, searching for a place where they could settle (18:2). When Moses did this it was a disaster; Dan’s representative joined in bringing back a bad report (Numb 13). What would be the outcome of this man-directed mission? The spies set out from Zorah and Eshtaol and came to the mountains of Ephraim, and to the house of Micah. They recognised the voice (accent?) of the young Levite who Micah had made his priest (18:4). So they asked this priest to check with God if their journey would be successful. It seems they had not inquired of the Lord before leaving- notice it is just ‘God’, not ‘the Lord’ or ‘Yahweh’ they refer to. On the other hand, Micah and his mother, as well as this priest, sounded very authentic in their use of the name ‘Yahweh’. 

Some people are very good at using ‘god- language’. ‘They worship me with their lips but their hearts are far from me’ said Isaiah (Isa 29:13). The priest probably performed a ritual or two and came back with the right answer- ‘Yes’. ‘Go in peace, the Lord is with you’ (18:6). He was paid for his services so an unfavourable answer was not in order. In man-made shrines priests are paid to say ‘yes’ not ‘no’. It is the same in some churches where ministers say and do whatever the people ask or tell them to do. 

The five men of Dan went to Laish, a town in the north beyond the land allotted to Israel. The people in this town appeared peaceable and secure in their isolation. They were cut off from the Sidonians to the west by the mountains of Lebanon, and from the Syrians (Arameans) to the east by Mt Hermon. So the spies returned to Zorah and Eshtaol with a positive report. They urged the people of Dan to go up and take this land, ‘where there is no lack of anything that is on the earth’ (18:10). ‘God has given it into your hands’ they said, words not at all reminiscent of the report of the spies sent out from Kadesh Barnea when the Lord God really did tell them to go up and possess the land. 

2. Micah’s futile effort to keep his idols
Remember there was no king in Israel, and everyone was doing what they pleased. God’s law had long since been abandoned and there was no judge in Israel. There was no law apart from ‘might is right’.  People had to depend on their own resources to defend themselves; upon family and tribal alliances for defence. Some nations have a police force but this is so corrupt the people have to defend themselves against outsiders, and the police. I once saw a road accident in Asia and was about to call the police. My friend said, ‘No’ that would be the worst thing to do because they would start asking for bribes. This is why the poor are often denied justice, and why they cry to God for justice.

Many families in Dan heard the report of the spies and set off north to their own promised land. Six hundred men armed themselves and took their families north. They travelled up into Judah to get the road north. Coming into the territory of Ephraim, the spies guided them to the house of Micah. They told their brethren about the shrine Micah had set up in his house, complete with an ephod, household idols and a carved image. They had been encouraged on their spying trip by their visit to this shrine. Since the things Micah had in his shrine brought them good luck there was only one thing to do- take these idols for themselves (18:14). 

With their women and children safely up the road, the six hundred armed men decided to visit Micah and his young priest. They marched in and took the ephod, the carved images and the idols in Micah’s shrine. The young priest asked what they were doing (18:18). They told him to be quiet and come with them. They would make him father and priest over a whole clan, not just one family. The young Levite jumped at this offer and helped them clean out the images and idols from Micah’s house (18:20). So much for any loyalty to Micah, who took him in when he was a wandering Levite?  

Admittedly, the Levite had no choice but the words, ‘the priest’s heart was glad’ (18:20), are another indication of the depth to which religion had sunk in Israel. Not only could a priest’s word be bought, the priest himself could be bought. As mentioned before, the name of the Lord is rarely mentioned in these chapters- the Lord does not speak. The Lord is not consulted by the Levite. The carved image does not assist in worshipping the Lord. Rather, it acts to make worshippers blind and deaf to the word of God. This is always the case with those who make carved images, despite claims that they assist people in worship. This is why the Lord said, ‘You shall not make yourself a carved image’. 

The Levite did not consult the Lord before deciding to go with the Danites. He got a better offer and took it. We might hope that ministers in the church today do not follow in the footsteps of this man- any more than we might conclude that since he had a shrine in his house we should have a place of prayer in our home! Yet we do see men in the ministry climbing the proverbial, ‘ladder’ of success. We see men gloating over their large congregation. We see a drift from west to east in our city, a drift towards richer and more established churches. Thankfully, there are men who listen and obey the call of the Lord to leave a thriving congregation to go and nurture the people in a poor, struggling congregation. Micah’s priest was not such a man.

When Rachel stole the household gods of Laban, he was distraught. He charged off after Jacob and his family, demanding his gods be returned (Gen 31:30). Micah was distraught when the images from his shrine were taken. He failed to see the irony of his gods not being able to protect themselves. He got a few of his neighbours to join him in chasing after the Danites to get these objects back. They rightly belonged to Micah, but in those days when there was no king, and no rule of law; it was a case of ‘might is right’. When he accused the Danites of stealing the idols he had made, they just laughed at him. ‘If you want them back then come and get them’ they said, in effect. All six hundred men stood there with weapons at the ready. Micah saw they were too strong for him. He had to accept the injustice. 

Do you feel sorry for Micah? Yes and no. Yes, because of the injustice, but no, because of his false religion. He was distraught because they took away the idols he made, when he should not have been making idols or carved images in the first place. How tragic to hear this man say, ‘Now what more do I have?’ (18:24). When we have the Lord as our God, when we worship God who is ‘spirit, infinite, eternal and unchangeable’, we can never be disappointed. We can never be separated from the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. Nothing that people may take from us can separate us from the love of God which is in Jesus Christ our Lord (Rom 8:39). The way some Christians react when they lose a family Bible, or see a church building demolished, we might wonder what they truly believe about God and how he is to be worshipped. I am not sure how the people up the road from my place would feel if their ‘Mary shrine’ was stolen one night. 

3. Danites settle in Laish
The six hundred families from Dan continued their journey north, their confidence boosted by the idols forcibly taken from Micah, and the Levite priest who joined them. They killed the unsuspecting people of Laish and burned their city (18:27). They rebuilt the city and settled there; they renamed it Dan (18:29). They set up Micah’s carved image and instituted the young Levite as their priest. The man is identified as Jonathan, a descendant of Moses (18:30 ESV, NIV). His sons went on to become priests in this border town, until the day of captivity of the land (18:30). All the while ‘the house of God was in Shiloh’, as the writer reminds us (18:31). All worship in Israel was supposed to be at this one place designated by the Lord, and was to be without any carved images and any self- appointed priests.  

Some think this shrine in Dan was a trigger for Rehoboam to set up Bethel and Dan as rival places of worship when the kingdom was divided (1Kings12:29). The house of God was in Jerusalem at this later time, so Rehoboam made two golden calves for the people to worship, one at Bethel and one at Dan. The captivity mentioned here is not necessarily that of the Assyrians many years later. The Philistines captured Israel in the days of King Saul. 

The history of the tribe of Dan is a tragic history- as is the life of Micah. Unhappy with the inheritance they were given by the Lord, they moved out of the Promised Land. They took a quiet and peaceful city that they chose themselves; they worshipped idols they had stolen, through a mercenary priest they had hired. We hear little of this tribe after this time; they are not present in the roll call of the tribes in Revelation 7. 


Sodom in Israel                        				            Judges 19
Do you remember the brutal rape and murder of a college student on a bus in Delhi not so long ago? I was surprised to find this horrific crime happened almost three years ago. It was the subject of a BBC documentary earlier this year. Together with a male friend, this girl boarded a bus to go home after seeing a movie. Six men on this bus, including the driver, bashed the young man and raped the girl with such brutality that she later died. The people of Delhi were outraged. They came out in their thousands to protest this terrible crime in their city, and the lack of response from the police. From Sodom, to Gibeah, to Delhi, the world had not changed. The world without God is a world without hope. It is a world where everyone does what is right in his own eyes, a world where might is right and innocent, helpless people suffer. 

In the previous two chapters of this epilogue to the Book of Judges we saw the sin of idolatry. Micah ignored the commandments of God, not only by stealing his mother’s silver but by making carved images for his household shrine. It was hard to feel sorry for him when his idols were stolen and his priest left. Those who make their own gods will inevitably be left empty handed and distraught. The second story, highlighting the depravity in Israel when there was no king and everyone did what was right in their own eyes, is a story of gross immorality and murder. While the Danites threatened to kill Micah (18:25), in chapter 19 the men of Gibeah gang rape and murder a Levite’s concubine. 

When individuals or society turn away from God and start making idols, immorality inevitably follows. When God’s laws are abandoned, what laws will govern the life of the individual or the society? Who judges what is right? The standard being out forward today is that of human rights rather than God’s right. But we ask, ‘Whose human right?’ Does the unborn child have rights? Do children have rights, rights to a mother and father? Have you heard of a child who chooses to be an orphan, or choses to have just one parent, or choses to have two daddies? Again and again we see one person’s rights conflicting with another’s rights. Some homosexuals are claiming the right to marriage but the rights of the marriage celebrant who refuses to marry them is ignored- or worse they are charged with discrimination. Human rights end up with one person’s rights being at the expense of another’s. 

The men of Gibeah demanded the right to sex with whoever they chose, with or without consent. The men of Delhi, and men in the so-called Islamic State, blame the woman for their own gross immorality. Boys will be boys! Such is the outcome of human rights or, as we read here in the Bible, everyone doing what is right in their own eyes. 

1. Levite and his concubine
This second story is linked to the previous one in different ways. Firstly, there is no king in Israel (19:1). The second part of this theme statement is not included but is understood. At this time the Lord was supposed to be King; he gave his covenant people laws and instructions about worship. Secondly, we find a Levite in the mountains of Ephraim who had a concubine from Bethlehem in Judah. Micah lived in the same area and his Levite priest was from Bethlehem in Judah. A concubine was not a wife but a mistress, often a servant girl. Still, it was an official relationship in this polygamous society. 

This concubine was unfaithful to her husband- yes, he is called her husband. She went off to live in her father’s house, maybe because her husband got angry with her- although there is no mention of the penalty for adultery that applied in those days. In fact, after waiting for four months, he went to fetch her from her father’s house. Despite her behaviour, he spoke kindly to her when he arrived at her father’s house in Bethlehem. The father, feeling shame that his daughter had run away, was happy to see the Levite and took him in. They got on so well that he stayed for three days eating and drinking. We this Ancient Near Eastern hospitality, or Israelite decadence, drinking day after day? The Levite tried to leave on the fourth day but was detained for more drinking. On the fifth day he rose early to leave with his concubine, but was again detained. Eventually he took a stand and got up to leave. But by this time it was mid-afternoon, not a good time to begin a long journey (19:9-10). This delay in leaving proved to be fatal. 

The Levite left with his concubine and his servant and his two donkeys. After a couple of hours they reached Jerusalem- the city was called Jebus because it was still occupied by Jebusites or Canaanites. The Levite did not want to stay in this pagan city; who knows how they might have treated him! (19:12). He decided to go on to Gibeah, a city belonging to Benjamin. They entered the city and sat in the open square, expecting someone would give them a room for the night. There was no inns or hotels in those days. They waited and waited but no one came. It was getting dark, and dangerous so it seems, when an old man coming in from his fields noticed them. This old man was from Ephraim (19:16). The Levite explained  that he was returning to his home in Ephraim, adding that he was going to the house of the Lord (19:18); some are sceptical of this remark but he may have intended to stop at Shiloh to make an offering of some kind. The old man welcomed them to his home for the night. The Levite was carrying fodder for his donkeys and food for himself, his concubine and his servant; he would not have been a burden to anyone taking him in. The old man insisted on supplying their needs (19:20). He gave them water to wash their feet. They sat down to eat and drink. The Levite went to bed that night, thankful that he was among brothers in Israel and not in the pagan city of Jebus. 

2. A night of horrors
Two strangers (angels) came to the city of Sodom. They wanted to spend the night in the open square but Lot insisted they come and stay at his house (Gen 19). After the meal, all the men of the Sodom came banging on the door, demanding that Lot bring out the two men so they could have sex with them. Lot was horrified and offered them his two virgin daughters for the night. Why was he horrified? Because they were his guests and because they were men.

About a thousand years later some men in the city of Gibeah came beating on the door of the man who took the Levite and his concubine in for the night. Unlike Sodom, Gibeah was supposed to be a godly city, a city of people who feared God. Apart from this fact, and the ending, the two stories are very similar. The men of Gibeah were homosexuals demanding to have sex with the Levite (19:22). The master of the house begged them not to commit this outrage because the man was his guest (19:23). He offered the perverted men, literally ‘sons of Belial’, his virgin daughter, as well as the Levite’s concubine for the night, urging them not to do such a vile thing to the man (19:24).  

What was the wicked and vile thing the men of Sodom, and of Gibeah, wanted to do? They wanted to have sex with a man. They wanted to rape a man. They wanted to practice homosexuality. Lot loved his daughters. The old man in Gibeah loved his daughter. They did not offer them to the perverted men lightly, but saw this as the lesser of two evils. I make this point because some fail to do so. Keller focuses almost exclusively on the Levite’s treatment of his concubine, and the society’s treatment of women in general. He writes, “Both father and ‘husband’ treat this woman as an object. One wants to avoid disgrace. The other wants sexual favours. Neither care about the woman herself”. Keller, like others, warns against reading today’s values into the Biblical text, but that is just what he is doing. He asks why the Levite did not offer his man servant to the men at the door. What is seen as more wicked and vile in our society- the practice of homosexuality or the rape of a woman? Was it the same in the OT? If not, why not? Homosexuality was common and accepted among the Canaanites, but not under God’s law (Lev 18:22).  

This is not to excuse the Levite for what he did. This is a vile and horrible story from every angle. There is no one who is righteous, no not one. But let us not reduce it to, ‘the danger of treating women as property- as things’. The story of Sodom should stop us doing this. Remember, Lot offered his two daughters instead of the men, but the angels intervened. Here at Gibeah no angels intervened. The Levite took his concubine and gave her into the hands of these perverted men, who were ready for sex of any kind (19:25). They took her and abused her all night. We cannot bear to think about how this woman, or the woman on the Delhi bus, suffered. The men finally let her go and she struggled back to the house.  

That the Levite could sleep, and then prepare to leave the next morning without his concubine, is hard to believe. What a selfish, uncaring and callous man he was! There is no way to excuse such behaviour, as we said. He opened the door, saw the woman collapsed across the threshold and told her to get up. ‘But there was no answer’ (19:28). Why was there no answer?  She was dead. At least he didn’t step over her and go on his way! Would we be more shocked if he had done this? We are almost numb from what we have heard already- but there is more to come.

The Levite picked up the dead woman, his concubine, put her on his donkey and headed home (19:28). When he got back to the hills of Ephraim he did not bury her. He took a knife and cut her body into twelve pieces. He couriered these body parts to all the regions of Israel. How could he do such a thing? Keller has the answer: ‘Because he wants vengeance on the men of Gibeah, not for the treatment of the woman… but for the loss of his property’. The Biblical writer does not single out the Levite like this. The whole society was corrupt and depraved. 

What the Levite did was horrible, but in the end it brought some justice; the men of Gibeah were punished. From Dan to Beersheba, the people of Israel were shocked at seeing the woman’s body parts, and hearing the account of what happened at Gibeah. No such thing had been done or seen in their land before (19:30). If they were not moved in their own hearts to consider how they should respond then someone told them, ‘Consider it and confer, and speak up’ (19:30). 

The heart of man is desperately wicked. If the apostle Paul could say, ‘O wretched man that I am, who will deliver me’, then what can you or I say? God gave laws to stem the tide of apostasy and immorality but these were not effective. Across the land, the people of God turned away from him, becoming as depraved as their pagan neighbours. As the apostle Paul reminds us, ‘no one is righteous, no not one’ (Rom 3:10). Everyone in Israel considered themselves righteous; they were righteous in their own eyes, even as they lived depraved lives. Is this not what we see today?  People speak about the ‘moral high ground’ when they are wallowing in the depths of spiritual and moral depravity. ‘Who will deliver me from this body of death? Thanks be to God, through Jesus Christ our Lord!’ (Rom 7:24-25).  




Civil War  								Judges 20
A horrible crime had been committed in Israel. A woman was gang raped and murdered, and that after the perverted men were kept from raping a man. This was not done by godless foreigners- it was done by men of Israel. It was not foreigners making the people suffer, it was wicked people from their own ranks. The war we see in this chapter was not against foreigners but against some of their own people. What began as a punitive action turned into a civil war?

Immorality had become rife in the land as the people turned away from God and adopted the ways of the Canaanites- including homosexuality. Idolatry leads to immorality. It is also true that immorality leads to idolatry. Without a king, and with everyone doing what was right in their own eyes, confusion and chaos prevailed. Men driven by the lusts of the flesh, and demanding their right to sex with whoever they choose, inevitably deprive other people of their rights. Illicit sex often ends in anger, and even murder. Will justice be found in Israel, or will chaos prevail? Will wicked men be brought to justice? This was the question being asked by the Levite as he sent parts of his dead concubine’s body throughout the land (19:29-30). 

1. Wicked deed explained
The Levite’s morbid message worked. The people of Israel from Dan to Beersheba, as well as from across the Jordan, gathered as one man before the Lord at Mizpah (20:1). When was the last time this happened? When did the tribes of Israel last come together as one? Not since the time of Joshua, and possibly the first judge, Othniel. There was no such unity when the judges called them to fight foreign oppressors. This fight was different; it was against gross wickedness in their own ranks. They gathered ‘before the Lord’, although there was little knowledge of the Lord in the land. Some four hundred thousand soldiers with swords gathered at Mizpah, just a short distance from Gibeah, to hear the details of the terrible deed done in Israel. 

The Levite, who was the husband of the murdered woman, spoke up. He spoke from his own selfish perspective, omitting some details, but basically told the truth. He and his concubine were staying in the Benjaminite city of Gibeah when the men of the city surrounded the house because of him (20:4-5). They wanted to rape him but he says they wanted to kill him, which may well have been the outcome. He omits to say how he appeased them by giving them his concubine. They brutality raped this woman and she died; in fact she had struggled back and died on his doorstep while he slept. The Levite explained how he took her home, cut her body in pieces, and sent these to all the tribes of Israel. He was asking if men would be allowed to do such a thing and not be punished. He was asking for justice in Israel. If it was more about personal vengeance, as some suggest, it was vengeance on behalf of his concubine. Others are critical that the testimony of one man was accepted by the assembly, but the story may well have been circulating; we read it in the previous chapter. 

‘As one man’ the people condemned the vile act that had been done, and resolved to deal with Gibeah, the city where this crime was committed (20:9-10). They vowed not to return home until they had done so. We are later told of another vow, not to give any of their daughters as wives to the men of Benjamin (21:1). Plans were made for one tenth of the men to prepare supplies; they got ready for a long campaign. This evil had to be removed from Israel. For the third time we are told that the men of Israel, ‘united together as one man’ (20:11). Ironically, it is usually tragedy that unites a family, a community, a nation, and even a church. At other times people, ‘do what is right in their own eyes’; which is the very thing that leads to tragedy in the first place, as seen here in Israel. People ‘doing their own thing’ in leaving the sacred bonds of marriage often bring tragedy to the family. How many children suffer- and even die- as the direct result of someone walking out of a marriage.

2. Will Benjamin act?
Before the men of Israel went up to deal with Gibeah, which was just a few miles south of Mizpah, they sent a message to the tribe of Benjamin. It seems this tribe did not come to the general assembly. The people living in Gibeah were from this tribe. They called upon Benjamin to hand over the perverted men of Gibeah, the men guilty of this horrendous crime. The people of Gibeah itself should have acted. Failing this, the tribe of Benjamin should have acted. Did the leaders of Benjamin act to punish these wicked men? Did they appreciate the vileness of what was done? Did they understand the law of God regarding such wicked deeds? Apparently not. They actually came together to defend the wicked men of Gibeah! We can only use the word ‘tragic’ as we look at this situation. How many men were guilty- ten, twenty, fifty at the most? How many men, let alone women and children, end up dead- upwards of sixty thousand? This is the nature of war, of course, and with any fight when injustice is not summarily dealt with. Often family or ethnic connections cloud proper judgment. ‘Blood is thicker than water’ is what people say- but not what Bible says. 

Benjamin mustered twenty-six thousand soldiers at Gibeah, adding to the seven hundred ‘select men’ of the city itself (20: 15). Within this army was a company of seven hundred left-handed stone- slingers (20:16). The judge, Ehud, was a left-handed Benjaminite. The stone-slingers remind us of David’s skill with the sling shot. Even so, the army of Benjamin was out numbered fifteen to one. But numbers are not the only thing in battle, as Gideon learnt, and as we will see on this occasion. 

3. War on Benjamin 
The tribes of Israel, minus Benjamin and the people from Jabesh Gilead (21:8), prepared for war, war against Benjamin. They went to Bethel, the house of God to inquire of God’- Elohim, not the covenant name, Yahweh (20:18). They asked God who would lead them into battle. ‘Judah first’, the Lord said. This answer reminds us of the last time they assembled together asking the Lord the same question and getting the same answer- except there is no assurance of victory here (1:1-2). At that time it was to fight the Canaanites, not one of their own. This highlights the tragedy of the Book of Judges; in failing to utterly destroy the Canaanites, the people of God end up fighting among themselves. Whenever we disobey God we can expect things to wrong. Churches that lose sight of their God-given mission to go into all the world and preach the gospel, often end up fighting among themselves. 

Early in the morning, the men of Israel put on their armour and proceeded to march out to attack Gibeah and remove the evil from Israel. But the men of Benjamin came out and routed them, killing twenty-two thousand. How could this be?  Were they preparing for a siege rather than an attack? Was it the left-handed stone-slingers or was it the hilly terrain? We are not told, but the result was a great shock. Still, the men of Israel encouraged each other and prepared for another attack. In the meantime, they wept before the Lord and asked the Lord if they should go up and fight the ‘children of my brother Benjamin’ (20:23). Yes, Benjamin was the brother of Joseph, the father of Ephraim and Manasseh. They were all the children of Jacob/Israel. The Lord told them to go up, so they went up the second day. Again the men of Benjamin came out and routed the forces of Israel, killing a further eighteen thousand. Israel was totally devastated. How could this be? A lot of soul searching was going on. What seemed to be a straightforward task, a task of removing evil from the land, and that with the Lord’s approval, was going horribly wrong. Thousands of men were being killed.  

Should we see some parallels with Joshua’s first attack on Ai (Josh 7)? Maybe the men of Israel did because they now adopt the ambush strategy used against Ai. Moreover, they got more serious and sincere in their prayer and approach to the Lord. They all went up to Bethel and wept and fasted and made burnt offerings before the Lord. We are told the Ark of the Covenant was there at Bethel, and that Phinehas was the priest (20:27-28). This is the only time we hear about the Ark of the Covenant in the Book of Judges. It was kept in the tabernacle or house of God, which was at Shiloh in the time of Micah and his Levite priests (18:31). The Ark was quite portable, so maybe it was carried to Bethel at this time. Inside the Ark were the stone tablets of the Ten Commandments, but the people were more concerned that the Ark symbolised the presence and power of God. Phinehas is the only person named in this whole story. Since he was present at the Baal of Peor incident, and buried his father, Eleazar, at the end of the Book of Joshua, he must have been very, very old by this time- unless, as most scholars suggest, this story comes from an earlier time in the three hundred year period of the judges. The priest kept the Urim and Thummin, by which he brought answers from the Lord. 

The people humbled themselves before the Lord, before the Ark of the Covenant, and consulted the true priest of God. They pray more sincerely, asking if they should go and fight against their brother, Benjamin, or if they should cease (20:28). They got back to basics, asking the will of God, not just the blessing of God on their plans. This time the Lord not only told them to go up but said, ‘I will deliver them into your hand’ (20:28).

4. Win for Israel and the Lord
The army of Israel adopted a different strategy for their third attack on Gibeah. They set men in ambush to the east of Gibeah (20:29). The rest of the huge, though somewhat decimated army, attacked from the north, as before. The men of Benjamin came out to attack, as before. And the Israelites started to draw back, losing another thirty men in the process. The men in ambush then attacked the open city, killing everyone and setting the place on fire. Seeing the smoke rising from Gibeah, the retreating Israelites turned to attack. The men of Benjamin realised their predicament when they saw the same smoke. And so ‘the Lord defeated Benjamin before Israel’ (20:35). Twenty-five thousand soldiers from Benjamin were killed. 

A more detailed account of the battle is given from verse 36 onwards. Seeing they were defeated, the men of Benjamin started to flee to the east, towards the wilderness (beyond Jericho?) (20:42). But the men of Israel chased them and killed all except for six hundred who made it to the Rock of Rimmon, where they were able to hide in caves. The men of Israel turned back to utterly destroy every person and every beast in every city of Benjamin (20:48). Was this necessary? Was this justified? We can ask such questions, but remember the policy of utter destruction given by Joshua and Moses regarding the Canaanites. They were under divine judgment. Israel was instructed to remove evil from the land. Remember also how Achan was dealt with- he and his whole family were destroyed. Was the pile of stones, marking the place where Achan was punished, still there?

In this chapter we have seen that, for a short time at least, the tribes of Israel came together as one man. They did so to remove evil from the land. Imagine a land where evil, such as that committed at Gibeah, went unpunished. The apostle Paul condemned a grossly immoral man to be put out of the church (1Cor 5). He went on say, ‘Do not be deceived, neither fornicators nor idolaters, nor adulterers nor homosexuals nor sodomites… will inherit the kingdom of God (1Cor 6: 9-10). He also says that even such sins can be forgiven in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ.


The end of Benjamin-almost                          			Judges 21
When people start doing what is right in their own eyes they soon get tangled in a web of their own making. One day they think this is the right path to take, and the next day they find out it was the wrong path. We find this in national and international politics; one day the USA wants to go into Iraq, and the next they want to pull out. We see it also with people in jobs; one day they have the best job in the world, and the next they are leaving this job. We see it in relationships; one day the woman has the best husband in the world, and the next she is leaving him, and that in spite of the vow she took!

During perhaps the darkest days in the history of Israel, everyone did what was right in their own eyes, and confusion reigned. There was no king, but this was not the main problem. The Lord had given them his holy law, saying, ‘do this and live’. But they turned away from the Lord to do their own thing, and die. In the previous chapter, forty thousand Israelites died, plus over twenty five thousand men from Benjamin- along with their wives and children. Civil war came about because of the sin of a few men in Gibeah. It was a sin of utter depravity. Having been denied homosexual rape, they raped the concubine of the Levite, killing her in the process. The final chapter of this horrific rape, and the attempt to purge Israel of this evil, focusses on the restoration of the tribe of Benjamin. This was no easy task because of a vow taken by the Israelites. Was this a rash vow? Let us look and see.

1. Vow not to give daughters in marriage
The tribes of Israel gathered at Mizpah after the Levite sent pieces of his dead concubine’s body to each of them. They were shocked that such a thing should happen in Israel. They vowed to deal with Gibeah, the city in which this evil was committed. They called upon the tribe of Benjamin to hand over the perverted criminals for judicial execution- to ‘remove the evil from Israel’ (20:13). The people of Benjamin refused. In fact, they went to Gibeah to defend these perverted men. So Israel was obliged to go to war against Benjamin, eleven tribes against one. What a tragic war this was, with brother fighting brother. Thousands of lives were lost on both sides, and in the end only six hundred men from Benjamin remained. They escaped to the rock of Rimmon. As part of the attack/ambush on Gibeah, all the people were killed and the city burnt (20:37). The Israelite army went on to attack every city of Benjamin, killing the people and animals, and burning the cities (20:48). No one was left alive in Benjamin except the six hundred man who escaped. 

‘What justification was there for the slaughter of the whole Benjaminite society? This is the work of bitterness…revenge for every eye lost’ writes Keller. Did Israel really enjoy killing the people of Benjamin and burning their cities? Was it all about revenge? Yes, they had lost thousands of men in battle, but this was a judicial war, a war to punish evil doers and remove evil from Israel. When Israel came into Canaan the Lord told them to kill every Canaanite and burn their cities. Why? Because God was judging the Canaanites. Some men in Gibeah were as wicked as any Canaanite. They deserved to die. But the people of the city, men and women no doubt, and indeed the whole of the tribe, men and women no doubt, became complicit in this crime by defending the criminals. Were they not worthy of death also? Keller seems to forget that even by our law it is a crime to harbour criminals. Were the police seeking revenge when they arrested the wife of a terrorist for giving him money and weapons?

Did the Israelites take pleasure in almost wiping out the tribe of Benjamin? Certainly not! They went to the house of God and wept bitterly (21:2). Israel wept because one tribe was on the verge of extinction. They built an altar and offered burnt offerings and peace offerings; this was probably at Mizpah because there was already an altar at Bethel. They cried to the Lord saying, ‘Why has this come to pass in Israel that today there should be one tribe missing in Israel?’ (21:3). Were these people full of vengeance one day, and weeping for their victims the next? Maybe, but there is nothing in the text suggesting they had acted illegally in this war. What the text highlights is a vow they made, probably as they went to war, not to give any of their daughters in marriage to a man from Benjamin. If they regarded the people of Benjamin as being like the wicked Canaanites then they would cease intermarrying with them. Still, it does seem an extreme vow, and it did get them into a lot of trouble.

2. Vow to destroy any not joining the assembly
After destroying all the cities of Benjamin, Israel lamented the fact that one tribe would disappear from Israel. The Lord preserved a remnant of six hundred men, but without wives there would be no further generations. Where would these men get wives? The other tribes had vowed not to give them their own daughters in marriage, and they kept this vow. Remember the vow made by Jephthah. For all their apostasy and wickedness, these people took vows seriously, which makes us wonder about people who so readily break their vows today. We dare not sit in judgment on depraved Israel without a king. Immorality and idolatry prevailed, but at least they kept their vows. In many societies today a person’s promise means nothing. 

Another vow taken as they gathered ‘as one man’ at Mizpah to punish Gibeah, was to destroy any tribe that failed to heed the call and join them (21:5). In searching for a solution to the demise of Benjamin they remembered this vow and asked if there was a tribe that had failed to join them. They discovered that no one came from Jabesh Gilead (21:8). This place was east of the Jordan River, in the territory of Manasseh. Manasseh was close to Benjamin, being a grandson and son of Rachel respectively; or maybe it was just that they were across the river. Whatever the reason, they were guilty, and according to the vow should be destroyed. 

What Israel decided to do was destroy the people of Jabesh Gilead but save the virgins. They sent twelve thousand men to utterly destroy Jabesh Gilead because they failed to join the battle (21:10-11). Sins of omission are just as serious as sins of commission. For their part, the Israelites did not keep the vow completely- although there was a provision in the law of Moses to keep alive young virgins (Numb 31:17-18). So four hundred young virgins were allowed to live. These were ‘brought to the camp at Shiloh, which is in the land of Canaan’ (21:12). This detail does not necessarily point to an audience who did not know Shiloh was in Canaan; the writer was just explaining that they were brought from the Transjordan into Canaan.

The Benjamite remnant responded to the peace initiative from Israel. They came out of hiding and accepted the women from Jabesh Gilead as wives. But two hundred missed out. The Israelites were again overcome with grief, ‘because the Lord had made a void in the tribes of Israel’ (21:15). Yes, they blamed the Lord rather than themselves, but remember, they asked the Lord about going up against Benjamin (20:25). Moreover, it was the sovereign Lord who preserved the remnant of six hundred men. 

3. Vow circumvented
What was to be done for the remaining two hundred men who had no wives? Israel took this matter seriously. We might think that with four hundred married the tribe would not die out, but they were still concerned and determined to get a further two hundred virgins for them to marry. They remembered their vow: ‘cursed be the one who gives a wife to Benjamin’ (21:18). They came up with a way to circumvent this vow. They promised not to give their daughters, but what if their daughters were stolen? We may not condone circumventing of the law like this- it reminds us of the legalistic Pharisees- but we do not agree with Keller who says they permitted ‘the abduction and rape of girls from two Israelite towns’.

At an annual feast, probably the Feast of Tabernacles which occurred at harvest, young people celebrated with dancing. The dancing extended into the vineyards. The men of Benjamin were given directions for getting to Shiloh (21:19) and what to do when they got there. They were told to hide in the vineyards and grab one of the girls for a wife (21:21). Yes, this was abduction, but it cannot be considered rape in the culture of arranged marriages. They took the girls as their wife for life. The fathers or brothers of the maidens would protest; they had failed to protect the girl, and also lost out on a dowry. But the men of Israel would pressure them not to complain; after all, they were not guilty of breaking their vow not to give their daughters to the men of Benjamin because they were stolen not given (21:22).

The remnant of Benjamin returned with their wives to rebuild their cities, and the rest of the tribes also returned home. Evil had been purged from Israel- at least for the present. Justice demanded the men of Gibeah be destroyed, along with those who came to their defence. In the midst of this judicial destruction, one tribe was almost wiped out. But the Lord preserved a remnant and allowed this remnant to return and live on in the Promised Land. Remnant theology is repeatedly seen in the Bible, right from the days of Noah. In his justice, the Lord has to destroy the wicked, but this does not prevent him from showing grace. In his justice, he later sent Israel into exile in Babylon, where they were almost wiped out, but in his grace a remnant returned. 

The closing words of this Book of Judges remind us of why there was so much wickedness in Israel- ‘everyone did what was right in his own eyes’ (21:25). But they also give a glimmer of hope- ‘in those days there was no king in Israel’. Would things have been different if there had been a king in Israel? That depends on who was king? The first king in Israel actually came from the tribe of Benjamin- King Saul. This tribe flourished, after almost being lost. Saul ended up doing things his own way, rather than obeying the Lord (1Sam 15:22). Some kings were upright, like David, but in no way perfect. Many were terribly wicked. Wickedness could not be removed from Israel until it was removed from man’s heart.

After many kings, the Lord sent his own Son to be King. Not only Benjamin, but all Israel, and the whole of humanity, deserved to die because of sin. God has declared that the penalty for sin is death- and God does not break his vows. What God has so wonderfully done in his grace, is send his Son into this world as a man, so that there on the cross Jesus would take the punishment for our sin. Divine justice was satisfied. No vow was broken and a remnant survives. We who believe are that remnant, the remnant saved by grace. 

What a great wonder and mystery is the cross of Christ! Only the divine mind could devise such a great salvation. Justice and mercy are both seen in the cross- ‘that he (God) might be just, and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus’ (Rom 3:26). God made his only begotten Son King, King of Israel, King of the new people of God, people redeemed by the blood of Christ, from all tribes, all nations, all languages and all ages.
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