DISPENSATION OF THE LAND

Joshua 13‑24

Key verse: 24:14

“Now fear the LORD and serve him with all faithfulness.

Throw away the gods your forefathers worshiped

beyond the River and in Egypt, and serve the LORD.”


The second half of Joshua is made up of three sections. In chapters 13-22 is the detailed record of how the LORD dispensed the land to each tribe through Joshua and Eleazar the priest. Joshua gives a farewell speech to the leaders of Israel in chapter 23. He then renewed the covenant at Shechem in chapter 24. 


We learn from Joshua’s words in the last two chapters that the purpose of allotting the land to the Israelites was that YHWH wanted the Israel people to fear him and serve him with all faithfulness. Now they could remember YHWH as they gazed on the piece of land allotted to each of them, just as they could remember him as they remember the conquest of the land. As the Apostle Paul commented in Romans 3:1-2, what a remarkable privilege! What an incomparable advantage! The dates of their history, the pieces of the land where they resided and their very lives were all marked with the signature of YHWH. If anyone from any part of the world has a question about God’s existence or about who he is or what he is, he just needs to review the Bible for that is—Wow!—Israel’s history! Their story is the Bible! They have been entrusted with the very words of God! What a surpassing value is given to their existence! They were given the everlasting significance! May God speak to those who have ears to hear and eyes to see through the study of the second half of Joshua.

1.  The allotment of the land (13-22) 


At first glance the record in 13:1-7 and the comment in 11:23 appear to contradict one another. The first text in 11:23 says Joshua took the entire land and gave it as an inheritance to Israel according to their tribal divisions. The second in 13:1-7 notes that in Joshua’s old age large portions of land still remained unconquered. We may view the comment in 11:23 in two ways. The author means that Canaan’s power bases no longer existed. Or we may understand the content in chapters 13-22 as the detailed explanation of the wrap-up comment. 


But the contradiction doesn’t give us any problem, for the point of 13:1-7 is simple and clear. We can get to the point easily by reading verses 1 and 6-7. “When Joshua was old and well advanced in years, the LORD said to him, ‘You are very old, and there are still very large areas of land to be taken over…As for all the inhabitants of the mountain regions from Lebanon to Misrephoth Maim, that is, all the Sidonians, I myself will drive them out before the Israelites. Be sure to allocate this land to Israel for an inheritance, as I have instructed you, and divide it as an inheritance among the nine tribes and half of the tribe of Manasseh.’” YHWH will conquer the land for them and Joshua will work as a secretary to distribute it rightly. 


But why does YHWH work only for the nine tribes and half of the tribe of Manasseh? It is because the other half of Manasseh, the Reubenites and the Gadites received their inheritance east of the Jordan as Moses had assigned it to them before the Israelites invaded the land. If we get familiar with the map of the location of the twelve tribes it is helpful for our understanding of the rest of the chapters up to 22. The east side of the Jordan is occupied by Manasseh, Gad and Reuben from top to bottom. On the center of the west side of the Jordan is Judah. Upward to the north of Judah was Benjamin and further north Ephraim, the tribe to which Joshua belonged. Simeon was south of Judah, opposite Reuben. We are familiar with the prophecy in Matthew 4:15 about the land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, that is, Galilee. The tribe of Dan occupied the sea shore on the west coast next to Judah as well as the area farthest north, which was north of Galilee. Asher neighbored to the west of Galilee being sandwiched by Phoenicia on the west and the land of Zebulun and Naphtali. Issachar was between Manasseh and Galilee. As we examine the land in light of history we may assume how the Covenant work progressed in time. Judah, as was prophesied by Jacob, was protected by YHWH for the coming Messiah King to be the center of all the development and fulfillment of the Covenant work. Then the light dawned in Galilee of the north when Jesus our Lord rose from there to save the people in the world.


We can have such a vision because of the comment in 13:33. It is the comment on the allotment of the Levites: “But to the tribe of Levi, Moses had given no inheritance; the LORD, the God of Israel, is their inheritance, as he promised them.” We find in 14:3-4 why the Levites received no inheritance: “Moses had granted the two-and-a-half tribes their inheritance east of the Jordan but had not granted the Levites an inheritance among the rest, for the sons of Joseph had become two tribes—Manasseh and Ephraim. The Levites received no share of the land but only towns to live in, with pasturelands for their flocks and herds.” We notice that the comment is repeated and reemphasized in the next chapters, such as 18:7 and chapter 21. Since the Levites represented all Israel, the emphasis may indicate that YHWH the God of Israel was given as Israel’s inheritance in the dispensation of the land. We are encouraged to see this way because of what Apostle Paul said in Romans 9:5: “Theirs is…God over all, forever praised! Amen.” In summary, we may say YHWH is revealed to be the true inheritance in the very land allotted to the Israelites and in the history of its distribution and particularly in the seemingly unfair treatment of the Levites. In fact, all Israel will become like the Levites and will be instrumental for YHWH to complete his work of creation. May YHWH be the comfort of those who are called today to be his royal priests and the people belonging to God.


What is revealed in the record of the dispensation of the land? Joshua and Eleazar the priest and the heads of the tribal clans of Israel were assigned to allot the land. “Their inheritances were assigned by lot to the nine-and-a-half tribes, as the LORD had commanded through Moses” (14:1). In 19:51 it says, “These are the territories that Eleazar the priest, Joshua son of Nun and the heads of the tribal clans of Israel assigned by lot at Shiloh in the presence of the LORD at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting. And so they finished dividing the land.” It was revealed here that the land was given by YHWH himself.


In 14:6-15 is the episode of how Caleb got Hebron as his inheritance and inherited it to his daughter Acsah. He was then eighty-five years old. But he claimed that he was as strong and vigorous as when he was forty years old. But he was not boasting about his physical strength. He had the unswerving conviction that YHWH was God and him alone when he was forty years old fighting as a general under Moses’ leadership. He had exactly the same conviction now when he was eighty-five years old still fighting as a general under Joshua’s leadership. His faithfulness was not self-generated, however. His unmatchable faithfulness, vigor and strength all happened and were maintained when he followed the LORD his God wholeheartedly. The word “wholeheartedly” indicates his perseverance to learn. We may gain an insight of Caleb’s youthful beauty in Jesus’ own example mentioned in Hebrews 5:7: “During the days of Jesus’ life on earth, he offered up prayers and petitions with loud cries and tears to the one who could save him from death, and he was heard because of his reverent submission. Although he was a son, he learned obedience from what he suffered and, once made perfect, he became the source of eternal salvation for all who obey him and was designated by God to be high priest in the order of Melchizedek.” One student asked me how he could be sure of his salvation. I realized through Caleb’s example that assurance comes from God. Caleb’s source of strength was not in him. It was in YHWH and Caleb ran to him every minute, every hour and everyday. That was how he inherited YHWH. The bonus benefit was great enough. As a result of God’s blessing on his faith, 14:14 says, “So Hebron has belonged to Caleb son of Jephunneh the Kenizzite ever since…” He even inherited the land to his daughters. Obviously he did not have sons to inherit the land to. But that was no problem. How the problem was resolved is recorded in 15:13-19. YHWH was his inheritance and nothing was a problem. YHWH sent him men of faith to inherit the land.


In 15:1-17:18 is the record of the allotment of the land to Judah, Ephraim and Manasseh. We find the problems which occurred in the process of the allocation of the three tribes and how they were dealt with. 15:63 says, “Judah could not dislodge the Jebusites, who were living in Jerusalem; to this day the Jebusites live there with the people of Judah.” 16:10 records, “They did not dislodge the Canaanites living in Gezer; to this day the Canaanites live among the people of Ephraim but are required to do forced labor.” 17:12-13 says, “Yet the Manassites were not able to occupy these towns, for the Canaanites were determined to live in that region. However, when the Israelites grew stronger, they subjected the Canaanites to forced labor but did not drive them out completely.” YHWH conquered the land for them but they either could not or did not drive out the inhabitants completely. They chose compromise instead. They took advantage of the labor power of the enemies. They seemed wise. But the burden of their disobedience and compromise was dumped on YHWH. Eventually the remaining seed of compromise will defile Israel to bring them down to destruction, and YHWH worked in them, however, to finish and complete his intention of giving the Covenant. Some may ask how Israel could be compromising. Others may ask how YHWH tolerated them. We are confronted with the question whether we should be compromising because God somehow takes care of the mess, or we should be thoroughly obedient to clean up the land, whatever it may stand for in our Christian life. The first option is testing God. For the second option somewhere it is advised that if we want do so we should leave the world. Therefore we may say that here it is declared to us who must confront the dilemma to choose only bad choices, which is true in everything of our lives, to wholeheartedly seek God. He remained to be their inheritance, I mean, of the sinners, the compromisers, the intentionally disobedient, the cleverly self-deceiving.


In 17:3-6 is the story of the daughters of Zelophehad, the descendant of Manasseh, that they were given the right to inherit the land along with their brothers so that Manasseh’s name could be preserved in their families as well. YHWH, who is the true inheritance, is given to those who believe in his name. “He gave the right to become children of God—children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s will, but born of God” (John 1:13). In the allotment of the land is actually revealed the glory of YHWH that we may believe.


In 17:13-18 is the story of how the people of Joseph became two tribes. Their situation was something like two big families living in a two bedroom house. So they complained to Joshua. What was the leader’s answer? He said in 17:15, “If you are so numerous,” Joshua answered, “and if the hill country of Ephraim is too small for you, go up into the forest and clear land for youselves there in the land of the Perizzites and Rephaites.” The answer is very simple: Pioneer! But the people of Joseph replied, “The hill country is not enough for us, and all the Canaanites who live in the plain have iron chariots, both those in Beth Shan and its settlements and those in the Valley of Jezreel.” Their complaint is amusing because they are tangled up by their own ideas and made themselves not avail for anything. They were enemies to themselves. What was Joshua’s answer? Let’s read 17:17-18. “But Joshua said to the house of Joseph—to Ephraim and Manasseh—‘You are numerous and very powerful. You will have not only one allotment but the forested hill country as well. Clear it, and its farthest limits will be yours; though the Canaanites have iron chariots and though they are strong, you can drive them out.’” This is the reason why we began to pray for 120 and all to go out, to Harvard, Yale and Stanford. May God heal us from self-imposed paralysis. We have been sick too long. They thought they were in the dilemma to live in a limited space. Joshua helped them to see that YHWH has wide open arms for them to get however much they want to get from him.


So far Judah, Ephraim and the half tribe of Manasseh received their portion of the land. But there were still seven tribes who had not yet received their inheritance, says 18:2. How did Joshua help the rest of the seven tribes of Israel to inherit the land? He said, “How long will you wait before you begin to take possession of the land that the LORD, the God of your fathers, has given you?” (18:3). Then he made them appoint three men from each of the seven tribes and sent them out to make a survey of the land and to write a description of it. When they came back with the report, 18:10 says, “Joshua then cast lots for them in Shiloh in the presence of the LORD, and there he distributed the land to the Israelites according to their tribal divisions.” The interesting thing about this record is that the actual transaction of the inheritance was just a claim of the respected land. Joshua saw that that was the problem of the seven tribes. They were sitting ducks waiting for Joshua to do something for them. They did not believe the LORD. He already had given the land to them. But they did not believe him. As a result they did not have the land. They were starving when they had food in front of them. Claim alone has no meaning. Maybe we should have a trip to Harvard, Yale and Stanford and come back to pray before the Lord our God.


In 19:49-50 is the record of the allotment for Joshua. When they had finished dividing the land into its allotted portions, the Israelites gave Joshua son of Nun an inheritance among them, as the LORD had commanded. They gave him the town he asked for—Timnath Serah in the hill country of Ephraim. And he built up the town and settled there.” Joshua’s story reminds us of the beautiful retirement of Samuel the Prophet. After a long service they did not convert God’s inheritance into their own personal heritage. They left clean handed. Then they built up their own retirement with their own hands. Joshua reveals in his example along with the prophet Samuel that they truly took YHWH as their inheritance. 


In 20:1-21:45 is the record of the designation of the cities of refuge and the towns for the Levites. These chapters convince us with assurance that the possession of the land or the distribution of it were not the essence of the Israelites’ campaign. The practical works actually direct our attention to YHWH that we too may learn to worship him in all the blessings on earth. 


What were the cities of refuge? When the dispensation of the land was completed YHWH said to Joshua, “Tell the Israelites to designate the cities of refuge, as I instructed you through Moses, so that anyone who kills a person accidentally and unintentionally may flee there and find protection from the avenger of blood.” Where were the cities of refuge? 20:7-8 says, “So they set apart Kadesh in Galilee in the hill country of Naphtali, Shechem in the hill country of Ephraim, and Kiriath Arba (that is, Hebron) in the hill country of Judah. On the east side of the Jordan of Jericho they designated Bezer in the desert on the plateau in the tribe of Reuben, Ramoth in Gilead in the tribe of Gad, and Golan in Bashan in the tribe of Manasseh.” The cities were strategically located for the safety of the refugees. Any of the Israelites or any alien living among them who killed someone accidentally could flee to these designated cities and not be killed by the avenger of blood prior to standing trial before the assembly. The designation of the cities of refuge reveals that the Covenant work which was carried out all through this period of history—actually forever—is found on the forgiveness of our sins. YHWH revealed himself to be the City of Refuge.


The essential truth of the designation of the towns for the Levites in chapter 21 may be found in 21:43-45. “So the LORD gave Israel all the land he had sworn to give their forefathers, and they took possession of it and settled there. The LORD gave them rest on every side, just as he had sworn to their forefathers. Not one of their enemies withstood them; the LORD handed all their enemies over to them. Not one of all the LORD’s good promises to the house of Israel failed; every one was fulfilled.” The essence of giving no inheritance to the Levites is to reveal that YHWH gives. What was his obligation to the Israelites that he gave them so much and so well? Why did he even fulfill or had to do it as if he were obliged to do it? We may find the answer in the word “give” which is repeated in these verses. There are many who want to take care of the Lord. May we learn to take his grace, instead.

In  22:1-34 is the record of how Joshua sent the two-and-a-half tribes back to their home east of the Jordan (22:1-8). But they erected a monument and that caused the west side Israelites to be angry and concerned. Phinehas the priest and the leaders of the west side community went there and learned what the eastern tribes meant. They meant YHWH to be the witness of them belonging to the Covenant heritage though they lived on the other side of the Jordan. 22:34 says, “And the Reubenites and the Gadites gave the altar this name: A Witness Between Us that the LORD is God.” If we paraphrase it we may say they meant in God they were one.  

2.  Joshua’s farewell to the leaders (23-24)


Joshua’s words of encouragement in 23:1-11 can be summarized with the words in verse 11. “So be very careful to love the LORD your God.” Let’s read 23:1-11. Joshua’s warning in 23:12-16 can be summarized with 23:15. “But just as every good promise of the LORD your God has come true, so the LORD will bring on you all the evil he has threatened, until he has destroyed you from this good land he has given you.” Let’s read 23:12-16. We learn in his speech that the blessings and curses outlined in Deuteronomy 27-28 remain in effect. What it means is that Israel had a permanent relationship with YHWH.


Then Joshua led the people in a simple, yet vital, ceremony, the renewal of the Covenant at Shechem. He begins by retelling their national history in 24:1-13. Beginning with Terah, Abraham’s father, Joshua describes how Israel went from serving other gods to worshiping YHWH, how YHWH blessed them to have the land. Then Joshua challenged them in 24:14, “Now fear the LORD and serve him with all faithfulness. Throw away the gods your forefathers worshiped beyond the River and in Egypt, and serve the LORD.” Obviously they still kept their old habits. We learn from Joshua that throwing away all what we learned from our fathers is the beginning of surrender to God.


We learn in the words of Joshua in the following verses that he knew the people were not going to serve the LORD. But he made a covenant for the people at Shechem when they promised to repent. We can remember that the people of Israel did rebel against YHWH not long time after Joshua died. That ominous prospect is indicated in 24:31. Then we have a question of the value of the covenant Joshua had established in 24:25. The question might be answered in the record of the return of Joseph’s bones. The Covenant hope will go on in spite of and actually through the rebellion and failure of the people of Israel. God’s zeal will accomplish this.

