CONQUEST

Joshua 1-12

Key verse: 8:30-31a.

“Then Joshua built on Mount Ebal an altar to the LORD, the God of Israel,

as Moses the servant of the LORD had commanded the Israelites.

He built it according to what is written in the Book of the Law of Moses—

an altar of uncut stones, on which no iron toll had been used.

On it they offered to the LORD burnt offering and sacrificed fellowship offerings.”


The book of Joshua is basically made of two parts: the story of the conquest of the promised land in chapters 1-12, and the division of the land in chapters 13-24. The repeated renewal of the covenant in 8:30-35 and in chapter 24 however, suggests to us that the book of Joshua is more than a simple story of conquest and division. It is written in conjunction with the Pentateuch (8:31). To a more observant reader the influence of Deuteronomy on the author of this book, in his thoughts and interpretation of the events, is obvious. In fact, Deuteronomy’s influence is so evident from Joshua to Kings that some scholars call these books a “deuteronomistic history.” We notice in the exposition of the events which happened in the long war to gain control of the land how one event is related to the next to lead Israel to the eventual conquest of the land. In summary, the author sees the events of the conquest and division of the land of Palestine as the development of the Covenant of Sinai.


As we remember the content in the Prophets, which are written at the end of the Old Covenant era, such as Jeremiah 5:7 on the shameful history of Israel, we gain a deeper insight. The advancement and development of the Covenant did not end in the conquest and possession of the land. The events foresee the eventual judgment on the sin which had crept into the Covenant people in the numerous wrongs they had committed in the time of the exodus, and the cleansing of them to bring into the world the kingdom of priests, the people belonging to God. In other words, we will see the events in the book of Joshua as a part of the grand work of God to complete his creation work. This means we will gain insight to recognize the advancement of YHWH, who alone is God, the One and Only, in the seemingly simple stories of the battles and the division of the land, for the Covenant represents him.  

* Moses’ death and what the LORD said to Joshua (chapters 1 and 2)


1:1 tells us the setting of the book of Joshua, which begins with the words, “After the death of Moses…” Israel has camped just outside the promised land, poised to complete God’s promises to Abraham, which is known to them through Moses. The leader had said they will succeed, but he is dead. Israel was at a similarly pivotal position in Numbers and failed to conquer. They took forty long years of living in the desert to learn the faith in the Covenant anew. All of the first generation, except Joshua and Caleb, died during the journey. Will the second generation of Israelites claim the promised land by faith? From a statistical evaluation of the situation, Israel’s chances for success are not strong. Canaan has several fortified cities with well trained and well equipped large armies, and Israel has limited combat experiences. Just to mention about the soldiers alone, they are all so big that they dwarf the Israelites. Even if they manage to win the war, Israel has no system of government to manage the land. There is no promise that they can hold what they capture. The book of Joshua addresses these issues and other related issues and teaches us how YHWH himself is the answer to them and therefore to us as well. What did YHWH say to Joshua after the death of Moses?


“After the death of Moses the servant of the LORD, the LORD said to Joshua, son of Nun, Moses’ aide: ‘Moses my servant is dead. Now then, you and all these people, get ready to cross the Jordan River into the land I am about to give to them—to the Israelites (1:1,2).” Joshua was a well seasoned and disciplined general and leader (cf. Dt. 31:1‑8; Ex 32:17; Nu 14:6‑10). But he was overshadowed by Moses, who is virtually the all time leader of human history. Joshua was Moses’ aide at his best. He couldn’t take over Moses’ leadership. Moreover, the magnitude of the task was beyond his caliber, though he had enough credentials to be a leader. Yet here YHWH tells him to lead Israel into the promised land as if Moses’ death was a signal. How could YHWH put such a demand on a mere man, no matter how excellent Joshua was?


YHWH made two pledges in 1:3-5 and encouraged Joshua. “I will give you every place where you set your foot, as I promised Moses. Your territory will extend from the desert to Lebanon, and from the great river, the Euphrates—all the Hittite country—to the Great Sea on the west. No one will be able to stand up against you all the days of your life. As I was with Moses, so I will be with you: I will never leave you nor forsake you.” Then YHWH gave two instructions to Joshua in 1:6-9. “Be strong and courageous, because you will lead these people to inherit the land I swore to their forefathers to give them. Be strong and very courageous. Be careful to obey all the law my servant Moses gave you; do not turn from it to the right or to the left, that you may be successful wherever you go. Do not let this Book of the Law depart from your mouth; meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do everything written in it. Then you will be prosperous and successful. Have I not commanded you? Be strong and courageous. Do not be terrified; do not be discouraged, for the LORD your God will be with you wherever you go.”


We may wonder why it was necessary for Joshua to be strong and courageous when it was warranted that God would be with him and the land was given. Then we learn what it means to be strong and courageous. Our understanding of strength and courage is pretty much the same as that of the Israelites of Joshua’s time. They preyed on the weak and were crushed at the sight of seeing the huge Canaanites (Nu 13:31,32). They had a gangster-like understanding of strength and courage. According to YHWH’s instruction given to Joshua in 1:6-9, strength and courage is the attitude of coming back to God to listen to him. Then YHWH will be his strength and the reason of his courage. To put it differently, it is the strength to trust and depend on YHWH in his forgiveness of our sins and in his everlasting love because of what he had promised to Abraham our ancestor. Our times are a theatre of many superstars who dazzle us with their brilliance and strength, but here we should learn to pray for strong and courageous leaders in God.


Look at how the author describes the beauty of Joshua in 1:10-11, which says, “So Joshua ordered the officers of the people. ‘Go through the camp and tell the people, “Get your supplies ready. Three days from now you will cross the Jordan here to go in and take possession of the land the LORD your God is giving you for your own.”’” The word “So” tells us that he did not hesitate to do what he could think of as necessary. On the other hand he did not make people irresponsible with the illusion of depending on God. He made them prepare what they could prepare. He gave a specific command to the Reubenites, the Gadites and the half-tribe of Manasseh, to join the battle. They had already acquired their own land and had no reason to risk their lives in the war of the other tribes. Joshua reminded them to serve YHWH until his will to give land to the other tribes will be completed. They shouldn’t fall back for if they do they will lose YHWH himself. When they lose YHWH all other things will evaporate in a matter of time. YHWH was all the reason of Joshua’s snap restoration to strength and courage. In the repeated words of YHWH for him to be strong and courageous we might detect his inner fear. The secret of his prompt bouncing back from his possible fear, which is actually very human, is in his own words in verse 11. He was not giving orders by himself. He was a messenger of the LORD their God. Indeed, what should he worry if YHWH took all the responsibility, and if the war was YHWH’s own work.      


How did the people comply? “Then they answered Joshua, ‘Whatever you have commanded us we will do, and wherever you send us we will go. Just as we fully obeyed Moses, so we will obey you. Only may the LORD your God be with you as he was with Moses. Whoever rebels against your word and does not obey your words, whatever you may command them, will be put to death. Only be strong and courageous (1:16-18).’” Their claim that they fully obeyed Moses is somewhat questionable. But we learn in their words that they called YHWH as Joshua’s God. Remember? Joshua addressed YHWH as their God and now they address YHWH as Joshua’s God. They recognized each others’ God and that they are in God. We should learn this for we often despise other’s God even among coworkers, even among family members. We should learn that the recognition of God’s guidance, that they were there because of YHWH, was the basis of their readiness to take the promised land as co-warriors. Their plea for Joshua to be strong and courageous is never despising the leader. They were confessing their trust in the LORD, Joshua’s God. How about if we say to each other, “Only may the LORD your God be with you as he was with Moses.” As we thought about it at the introduction, now Moses was dead. We can imagine the impact of his death as we remember how this nation felt at the time of JFK’s assassination and at the time of the attempted assassination of President Reagan. But as we think about the reason of the confusion at the loss of a leader we can see that the problem lies in our psychological frame, as some political science scholar pointed out. He said the weakness of the American political system is that we rally around a leader. After the Vietnam experience the trend of distrusting the government set in and many as a result swung back to the opposite direction. One of the examples which shows the swing of the trend is the Clinton scandal which brought him to near impeachment. JFK wasn’t less immoral, but the matter was mere gossip at cocktail parties in his era. Today we are in confusion because of the blend of the traditional dependency on leadership and the opposite of it. Learning who God is rightly, and the recognition that it is the One who gave us the Covenant that has led you and me to this place of our life, seems to be an urgent matter. It is more than a theological issue. The loss of a great leader made Israel to grow to trust YHWH themselves, as Moses did. That was what YHWH accomplished in Joshua and his people when he commanded the new leader to get ready to cross the Jordan River into the promised land at the death of Moses.


The second message from YHWH came to Joshua from an unexpected source. It came to him through Rahab, a prostitute—most likely a shrine prostitute of a pagan religion—in Jericho. When he saw YHWH’s hand working in the minds of his people Joshua was encouraged. He secretly sent two spies from Shittim, where Israel camped before the invasion. “Go, look over the land,” he said, “especially Jericho” (2:1). As we read chapter 10-11 we can detect Joshua’s view of the strategic importance of the city of Jericho for the conquest of the land of the Canaanites (ref. 10:29-11:23). Joshua apparently intended to cut Canaan into two parts. Then Israel could move north and south from the central power base. So he sent two spies to view Jericho. The men entered the city and went to “the house of a prostitute name Rahab and stayed there.” Undoubtedly, they exercised caution, yet the king of Jericho somehow learned of their infiltration. When the king’s police officers came to arrest the spies, Rahab lied that the men had left town. Actually she had hidden them in the roof of her home under the stalks of flax she laid out on the roof. Her lie worked and the police officers pursued the spies to no avail.


What was Rehab’s reason to collaborate with the spies who came to destroy her own people? “Before the spies lay down for the night, she went up on the roof and said to them, ‘I know that the LORD has given this land to you and that a great fear of you has fallen on us, so that all who live in this country are melting in fear because of you. We have heard how the LORD dried up the water of the Red Sea for you when you came out of Egypt, and what you did to Sihon and Og the two kings of the Amorites east of the Jordan, whom you completely destroyed. When we heard of it, our hearts melted and everyone’s courage failed because of you, for the LORD your God is God in heaven above and on the earth below. Now then, please swear to me by the LORD that you will show kindness to my family, because I have shown kindness to you. Give me a sure sign that you will spare the lives of my father and mother, my brothers and sisters, and all who belong to them, and that you will save us from death” (2:8-13). What is your understanding of her attitude? If we want to argue with an ethical point of view there is no answer. But we see that she surrenders to YHWH. She understood the absolute that “Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved, but whoever does not believe will be condemned (Mk 16:16).” We shouldn’t abuse this idea. We shouldn’t forget that we are talking about God. 


The spies agreed with Rahab and guaranteed her life and the protection of her family with the promise of the scarlet cord as a sign. Then she helped them escape and tied the scarlet cord in the window of her house. Following her instruction the spies went into the hills and stayed there three days until the pursuers had searched all along the road and returned without finding them. When they returned they said to Joshua, “The LORD has surely given the whole land into our hands; all the people are melting in fear because of us.” How could they be so sure that YHWH had given them the whole land? All they had was Rahab’s words. Isn’t it incredible that Joshua made a crucial decision by the words of a prostitute? Here we learn that YHWH gave conviction to Rahab and spoke to them through her. How relieving for us to see her trust in YHWH, and their trust in her testimony toward YHWH, regardless of her profession and Joshua’s quick decision. It is relieving because there is no trust in our times. But we cannot lament our misery. When a person trusts in YHWH, the One and Only, he or she will find others who are led to the same faith. The spies found that YHWH had been working from the time Moses destroyed Sihon and Og and had prepared Rahab. Now Moses was gone but Joshua and his people returned to their Shepherd as they learned God’s message spoken to them and to Rahab a long time ago.

* Crossing the Jordan, circumcision at Gilgal and the fall of Jericho (3:1-6:27)


With great purpose, Joshua and his people broke camp early in the morning and went to the Jordan, where they camped for three days. In light of 3:15 we can imagine that YHWH made them wait until the Jordan River reached full flood stage. Priests carried the ark in front of the people to let them know that it is YHWH himself who leads them. There were three reasons why the ark went ahead of them. Joshua ordered his people to follow the ark because, he said, “Then you will know which way to go, since you have never been this way before. But keep a distance of about a thousand yards between you and the ark; do not go near it (3:4).” Since the direction to cross the river was straightforwardly clear we can understand that YHWH was teaching them the profound truth that YHWH himself is the way. They wouldn’t ask for direction. They will simply pay close attention to the ark of YHWH. Indeed, the fear of YHWH was their wisdom, as we learn in verse 4b.


The second reason was to exalt Joshua. “And the LORD said to Joshua, ‘Today I will begin to exalt you in the eyes of all Israel, so they may know that I am with you as I was with Moses….” The third reason was that they may know that YHWH was living and that he was among them, which meant the guarantee of the possession of the land which had been occupied by strong people. Joshua said to the Israelites, “Come here and listen to the words of the LORD your God. This is how you will know that the living God is among you and that he will certainly drive out before you the Canaanites, Hittites, Hivites, Perizzites, Girgashites, Amorites and Jebusites. See, the ark of the covenant of the LORD of all the earth will go into the Jordan ahead of you. Now then, choose twelve men from the tribes of Israel one from each tribe. And as soon as the priests who carry the ark of the LORD—the LORD of all the earth—set foot in the Jordan, its waters flowing downstream will be cut off and stand up in a heap (3:9-13).” The river stopped flowing while they crossed it. As soon as they completed the crossing, the waters returned to their full flood stage. Clearly, this event signals a new exodus of sorts. Just as their parents went through the Red Sea as on dry ground (Ex 14), so now they left the desert by crossing the Jordan to the promised land. “About forty thousand armed for battle crossed over before the LORD to the plains of Jericho for war (4:13).” In 4:7 we learn the reason of the new exodus experience. “Tell them that the flow of the Jordan was cut off before the ark of the covenant of the LORD. When it crossed the Jordan, the waters of the Jordan were cut off. These stones are to be a memorial to the people of Israel forever.” 4:9 says that the twelve stones were still there at the time when the book of Joshua was written. In 4:24 is the conclusion and summary of all the intention of YHWH, of teaching them that YHWH was their way, exalting Joshua and doing another miraculous work: “He did this so that all the peoples of the earth might know that the hand of the LORD is powerful and so that you might always fear the LORD your God.” This means the two identical miracles were provided that we may learn to fear YHWH ourselves, as well as the Israelites.


In 5:1-9 we read another unexpected thing. They circumcised themselves in the place where they confronted Jericho and were blocked by the Jordan River in the back. YHWH made them immobilized and let them be exposed to the possible attack of the enemy. It was probably the worst strategy, just as crossing the Jordan at full flood stage was the worst choice. 5:1 tells us that YHWH had made the Amorites kings to no longer have courage to face the Israelites with the news that YHWH had dried up the Jordan for the Israelites to cross over it (5:1). But we still have a question why YHWH had the Israelites circumcised at that time, in that place. There was a practical reason. All those who came out of Egypt—all the men of military age—had died in the desert while they wandered around in it for forty years. So YHWH raised up their sons in their place, and these were the ones Joshua circumcised. They were still uncircumcised because they had not been circumcised on the way. But the significance of the circumcision, at that time and  in that place, is expressed in 5:9: “Then the LORD said to Joshua, ‘Today I have rolled away the reproach of Egypt from you.’” Their shame was taken away. Their sin was forgiven. They were welcomed into the Covenant purely by the grace of God. Just imagine! They hadn’t been circumcised, yet YHWH had been bearing with the uncircumcised. They were still carrying their past shame on their back, the shame regarding their parents, the shame of themselves such as the event in Shittim (Nu 25). Again we remember what is spoken of in the Prophets. Their sin and their parents sin will be judged, however today YHWH took the burden of their sin on himself. That was the meaning of their circumcision at Gilgal. What a beautiful name, Gilgal! Our sin has been rolled away! 


 What else did Israel do afterward? “On the evening of the fourteenth day of the month while camped at Gilgal on the plains of Jericho, the Israelites celebrated the Passover. The day after the Passover, that very day, they ate some of the produce of the land: unleavened bread and roasted grain. The manna stopped the day after they ate this food from the land; there was no longer any manna for the Israelites, but that year they ate of the produce of Canaan” (5:10-12). Israel did the strangest kinds of things possible, which are quite absurd from a military and strategic point of view. They circumcised, had a worship service and had a dinner, enjoying new food. Though we do understand the religious necessity of doing all the activities we still do not quite get it until we read 5:13-15.


Understandably Joshua was anxious before the attack of Jericho. He was probably strolling around the plain near Jericho to plan a strategy. “Now when Joshua was near Jericho, he looked up and saw a man standing in front of him with a drawn sword in his hand. Joshua went up to him and asked, ‘Are you for us or for our enemies?’ ‘Neither,’ he replied, ‘but as commander of the army of the LORD I have now come.’ Then Joshua fell facedown to the ground in reverence, and asked him, ‘What message does my Lord have for his servant?’ The commander of the LORD’s army replied, ‘Tale off your sandals, for the place where you are standing is holy.’ And Joshua did so.” Joshua was consumed with the thought that they were at war against Jericho. YHWH taught him to take off his sandals. He was at war against YHWH! YHWH was at war against the power of sin, and the Canaanites were on the side of the power of sin, except Rahab. When Joshua did not join YHWH by taking off his sandals, that is repentance, he was actually at war against YHWH along with his enemy. That was the message of YHWH to Joshua and to the people of Israel. In some aspect, the command to take off his sandals summarizes all that has been talked about in chapters 1-5: “Fear God! Fear him!”


Jericho falls in spectacular fashion. in chapter 6. For six days Israel’s army marches around the city without attacking it (6:1-3). Surely, this marching intimidated and unnerved Jericho’s citizens. But 6:15-21 tells us that the marching was actually Israel’s obedience to YHWH, not a psychological war strategy. We can imagine how deeply perplexed some Israelites might have been when they circled around the city in silence, and that for six days. But on the seventh day, when the trumpets sounded and the people shouted, they saw that the wall collapsed at the sound. They saw it was the hand of YHWH which did it. To be more accurate they saw that the city was devoted to YHWH as Joshua said, especially in 6:17, “The city and all that is in it are to be devoted to the LORD. Only Rahab the prostitute and all who are with her in her house shall be spared, because she hid the spies we sent.” We are always fascinated with the spectacular fall of Jericho. But look what is the conclusion of the record of the fall of Jericho in 6:27. “So the LORD was with Joshua, and his fame spread throughout the land.” The conclusion of chapters 3 to 5 is that the LORD was with Joshua. The author faithfully and repeatedly speaks of the same testimony all along, from the beginning to chapter 6, that YHWH was with Joshua. As I said we remember Jericho with fascination. But we should pay attention to the testimony which is summarized in 6:27. Those who remember this verse will be guided right. We remember the emphasis in 4:12 that everything Joshua did was done “as Moses had directed them.” For sure Moses is exalted. But we can understand at 6:7 that YHWH is declared by the two witnesses, Moses and Joshua.

* Achan’s sin, the renewal of the Covenant at Mount Ebal and the Gibeonite deception (7:1-12:24)


The battle against Jericho was a great success. “But,” says 7:1, “the Israelites acted unfaithfully in regard to the devoted things; Achan son of Carmi, the son of Zimri, the son of Zerah, of the tribe of Judah, took some of them. So the LORD’s anger burned against Israel.” We learn from 7:1 that Israel succeeded in war but failed before God. We also learn that Achan’s sin meant the corruption of all the Israelites, of his entire family back to the founder of the tribe of Judah. The effect of sin is more than we casually think of it. We also learn in the following record that the problem of sin is not recognized until God’s judgment comes on it. 


How did Joshua learn the problem of the sin of Israel, which had been caused by Achan? Joshua sent his army to capture their next objective, a tiny place called Ai, by taking a ride on the success in Jericho. But Israel was utterly humiliated by the people of Ai. When Joshua complained to YHWH he said to the general, “Stand up! What are you doing down on your face? Israel has sinned; they have violated my covenant, which I commanded them to keep. They have taken some of the devoted things; they have stolen, they have lied, they have put them with their own possessions. That is why the Israelites cannot stand against their enemies; they turn their backs and run because they have been made liable to destruction. I will not be with you anymore unless you destroy whatever among you is devoted to destruction. (7:10-12).” Then YHWH instructed Joshua to consecrate the people and present themselves before him. When they did YHWH directed Joshua to Achan. Achan eventually confessed, and all Israel stoned him at the Valley of Achor. “Over Achan they heaped up a large pile of rocks, which remains to this day. Then the LORD turned from his fierce anger. Therefore that place has been called the Valley of Achor ever since (7:26).”


We learn from the way Achan’s sin was dealt with. First of all, we hear that the matter of sin is not something to complain about. It is something to repent of. We should hear, “Stand up! What are you doing down on your face?” for we are in the midst of sin quite often, in fact, now. We may not stone people. But we may learn to deal with the matter of sin with no compromise.


When the problem of sin which had come into them by Achan was dealt with by God’s judgment, Israel now finally overran Ai (8:1-29). What did Joshua do then? He renewed the covenant at Mount Ebal as Moses had commanded (8:30-35; ref Deut 11:29; 27:1-30:20). The grand show is more than to give an education to the Israelites. It was a testimony prepared for us. Only when our Lord Jesus comes again will we see such a grand orchestra, or a Bible conference. We learn here that the sin caused by Achan was dealt with thoroughly so that the Covenant people could be established.


In chapter 9 is the story of how Israel was deceived by the Gibeonites. While all the kings west of the Jordan decided together to make war against Joshua and Israel the Gibeonites resorted to fooling Israel. They fooled Israel because Israel did not inquire of YHWH. The Israelites couldn’t destroy the Gibeonites because they made a treaty with them “by the LORD, the God of Israel” (9:19). They did not bend the instruction of YHWH to save their face. They rather honored YHWH (ref 6:17; 10:40; 11:12,15,20). So the Gibeonites were spared. But their peace treaty with Israel provoked the king of Jerusalem and he and his allies attacked Israel. In this desperate situation the LORD fought against the enemy by himself and 10:11 says, “the LORD hurled large hailstones down on them from the sky and more of them died from the hailstones than were killed by the swords of the Israelites.” Joshua even made the sun stand still in the sky until he finished his battle against the enemies. The reason of this miracle is stated in 10:14 for us this way, “There has never been a day like it before or since, a day when the LORD listened to a man. Surely the LORD was fighting for Israel.” That day Joshua took Makkedah, and from this base in the center of the region, Joshua now moves south and north. Makkedah, Libnah, Lachish, Eglon, Hebron, Debir, and other southern towns were taken. Next, Joshua attacked in the north. Major places such as Hazor fell. Once again, a group of nations fight Israel, which only made Joshua’s task easier. He soon had control of the regions’ biggest cities (chapter 11). Most of the conquest was now completed (chapter 12).


In 11:15 and 23 we read, “As the LORD commanded his servant Moses, so Moses commanded Joshua, and Joshua did it; he left nothing undone of all the LORD commanded Moses.” “So Joshua took the entire land, just as the LORD had directed Moses, and he gave it as an inheritance to Israel according to their tribal divisions. Then the land had rest from war.” We might ask why the war campaign carried out to such an extent of destruction of all the enemies? We find the answer in 11:20. “For it was the LORD himself who hardened their hearts to wage war against Israel, so that he might destroy them totally, exterminating them without mercy, as the LORD had commanded Moses.” We learn from the fact that the conquest of Canaan fulfilled what YHWH had commanded Moses and from the renewal of the Covenant at Mount Ebal that the conquest was a testimony of YHWH that we may believe him and be saved.

