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Bible 101:  Joshua 
“But as for me and my household, we will serve the Lord” 

February 16, 2022 
 

Mantra for Bible study at Redeemer:  The Bible is a book of truth (about God), not a book of 
facts! 
 
Readings in the Book of Joshua 
 
Following are important readings in the book of Joshua.  They can be read now to get an 
overview of the book or later when they are referenced in this handout: 
 

• Chapter 1—God appoints Joshua to succeed Moses 

• Chapter 6—Fall of Jericho 

• Chapter 20—Joshua’s final address 
 
Overview of the book of Joshua 
 
Note:  as Joshua is both the name of the book and its central character, to avoid any confusion 
the book will be referred to as “book of Joshua” and the person as “Joshua”.  Also, the name 
“Joshua”” is the Greek form of “Jesus”. 
 
From the historical-cultural perspective, the book of Joshua s set in the Late Bronze Age (1440-
1200 B.C.).  As described in the second handout on Deuteronomy, this was a violent time.  On 
the large scale, empires were formed, conquered nations rebelled, and new nations and 
empires were formed.  At the local level tribes and city-kingdoms fought for territory, water, 
and pastures.  The emphasis on military actions in the book of Joshua would be familiar to the 
initial readership of the Israelites in the Babylonian captivity and then later in the conquests of 
Palestine by the Greeks under Alexander the Great and later by the Roman Empire.  That this 
area remains a place of war and violence needs no further elaboration. 
 
The best dating of the book of Joshua is that the initial writing was in the 7th century BC.  The 
final editing of the book took place in the 6th century BC, either during the Babylonian captivity 
or after the return to Jerusalem.   
 
The book of Joshua is  closely linked with the book of Deuteronomy.  The story of the Israelites 
seamlessly spans the end of Deuteronomy and the beginning of the book of Joshua.  
Deuteronomy and the book of Joshua also share a common theology.  As stated in our two-part 
summary, the  major focus of Deuteronomy is obedience to the Lord, the covenant relationship, 
and the Law.  The theme of obedience is carried over into the book of Joshua.  The two sections 
below explain how this theme is presented in the biographical material on Joshua  and the 
narrative of the settlement of Canaan by the Israelites.  This is followed by a summary.   
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For a geographical reference, below is a copy of the map shown in the two-part discussion of 
Deuteronomy.  The book of Joshua opens with the Israelites in Moab, marked by the blue arrow 
on the map. 
 

 
Map from BibleMaps.com 

 
The Story of Joshua 
 
Joshua was introduced earlier in 
Leviticus and Numbers as the loyal 
assistant of Moses.  Chapters 31 and 34 
of Deuteronomy describe the transition 
of leadership of the Israelites from 
Moses to Joshua.   To the right is the 
watercolor by James Tissot “Moses 
Blessing Joshua in Front of the High 
Priest”.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



3 
 

Chapter 1 of the book of Joshua contains God’s announcement that Joshua will succeed Moses 
as leader of the Israelites.  Here are some excerpts from Chapter 1: 

• Verses 1 and 2—“After the death of Moses the servant of the Lord, the Lord spoke to 
Joshua son of Nun, Moses’s assistant, saying:  ‘My servant Moses is dead.  Now 
proceed to cross the Jordan, you and 
all this people, into that land I am 
giving you.’”  (To the right is Gustave 
Dore’s scene of the crossing of the 
Joran.) 
 
The crossing of the Jordan River is the 
initial action of the settlement of the 
Promised Land.  The Jordan River will 
be referenced many times in the book 
of Joshua,, the subsequent books of 
the Old Testament, and then in the New Testament.  The most notable occurrence in 
the New Testament is that all four Gospels place John’s baptism of Jesus in the Jordan 
River. 

• Verse 7—“Only be strong and very courageous, being careful to act in accordance with 
the law that my faithful servant Moses commanded you; do not turn from it to the 
right hand or to the left, so that you may be successful. 

• Verse 9—“I hereby command you:  Be strong and courageous, do not be frightened or 
dismayed, for the Lord your God is with you wherever you go.” 

 
Thus, Joshua is to follow Moses as both the religious and military leader of the Israelites.  
Threaded throughout the book of Joshua are stories that show how closely Joshua followed in 
Moses’s footsteps.  Some examples are: 

• Joshua leading the Israelites across the Jordan River by parting the waters is a direct 
parallel to Moses separating the waters of the Red (or Reed) see at the beginning of the 
exodus narrative. 

• Moses led a celebration of the Passover after the people across the Red Sea and Joshua 
did the same after the crossing of the Jordan River.  (Chapter 5 verses 10 through 12) 

• Joshua had an encounter with God on holy land, just like Moses at the Burning Bush.  
(Chapter 5 verses 13 through 15) 

• Joshua, like Moses, delivered a farewell address to the people, reminding them to stay 
in covenant relation with the Lord. 

 

In his tenure as the religious leader, Joshua continually reminded the Israelites to remember 
their call to remain faithful to the Lord.  Some examples of his teachings are: 

• Chapter 4, verses 21 through 24, after the crossing of the Jordan River—“When your 
children ask their parents in time to come, ‘What does this mean?”’ then you shall let 
your children know ‘Israel crossed over the Jordan here in dry ground.  For the Lord your 
God dried up the waters of the Jordan for you until you crossed over as the Lord your 
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God did to the Red Sea, which he dried up for us until we crossed over, so that all the 
people of the earth may know that the hand of God is mighty, and so you may fear the 
Lord your God forever.”  Note the literary device of using :we” and “us” to associate the 
current generation with their ancestors. 

• Chapter 8 verses 30 through 37, covenant renewed—After the capture of the city of Ai 
an altar was built of unhewn stones, in accordance with the law, sacrifices, were made, 
and Joshua read all the laws that were given to Moses to the entire assembly of the 
Israelites—men, women, children, and the resident aliens. 

• Chapters 24 contains Joshua’s final messages to the Israelites.  In Chapter 24 verses 1 
through 13 Joshua recounts the covenant history and God’s salvation history from 
Abraham, Moses leading them out of Egypt, to their settlement in the Promised Land.  
Joshua challenges the people to remember their covenant and obey the Lord:  “Now if 
you are unwilling to serve the Lord, chose this day whom you will serve, whether the 
gods your ancestors served in the region beyond the River or the gods of the Amorite in 
whose land you are living, but as for me and my household, we will serve the Lord.” 
(Chapter 24 verses 14 and 15)  The people reaffirmed their covenant relation with the 
Lord, saying “Therefore we also will serve the Lord, for he is our God (verse 18)  (Spoiler 
alert—the failure of the people and their leaders to remember their covenant with the 
Lord will be a major theme for the remaining books of the Old Testament.) 

 
The theme of obedience carries through to Joshua as a military leader.  In the book that bears 
his name he is not noted for his tactical brilliance.  Instead, he serves as the intermediary 
between the instructions from the Lord to the Israelites.  Two leading examples of this are the 
takings of the cities of Jericho  and Ai.  The story involving Jericho starts in Chapter 2 when 
Joshua sent spies into the city—like his service as spy for Moses.  

 Chapter 6 is the siege of Jericho.  Jericho falls, not 

due to tunnels, battering rams or other siege 

engines, or direct assault.  Instead, Jericho falls 

because Joshua follows God’s instructions to march 

around the city for seven days and on the seventh 

day have the priests blow their trumpets and ram’s 

horns, and in words of the African American 

spiritual, “the walls came tumbling down.”  (Jericho 

is a popular subject for artists.  To the right is “The 

Taking of Jericho” by Jean Fouquet, c. 1452-1460.  

Note the depiction of the priests blowing their 

horns and carrying the Ark of the Covenant.) 

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Prise_de_J%C3%A9richo.jpg
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The conquest of Ai is in Chapter 8.  God instructs Joshua on a two-part battle plan that involves 
an ambush and a fake retreat.  Joshua leads his troops in the execution of the battle plan 
dictated by God, and they take the Ai. 

Conquest and Settlement of Canaan 
 
The entry of the Israelites and their battles with the Canaanite city-kingdoms is told in Chapters 
2 through 12.  On a first reading, the individual stories are disturbing because they tell of the 
destruction of the cities and the wholesale slaughter of the inhabitants.  However, these 
chapters should be read by recognizing their historical-cultural, literary, and Biblical contexts. 
 
Setting the literary context is the most critical task for understanding Chapters 2 through 12.  
The texts provide a narrative of the journeys of the Israelites through Canaan and vivid 
descriptions of Joshua and his troops.  However, we must remember that the development of 
the academic discipline of history is centuries from being formed.  Materials written in the area 
at the same period show that official records are full of exaggerations , hyperbole, and fanciful 
stories.  The records of the Pharaohs tell of life spans of 1,000 years or more and that the 
official records of a Pharaoh will claim victories that were won by his ancestors.  A stele  
for the  Pharaoh Merneptah claims that he destroyed a people called ‘Israel’—obviously, he 
didn’t. 
 
The mantra of our Bible 101 series gives critical guidance:  “The Bible is a book of truth (about 
God), not a book of facts!”.  A close reading of the details of the military campaigns as told in 
Chapters 2 through 12  shows problems from the perspective of a modern historian., such as a 
lack of a description of the organization of Israel’s military units or order of battle, the tactics 
used in pitched battles, and only one minor mention of Israelite casualties.  The successes of 
the Israelites appear to be exaggerated.  Chapter 10 verses 16 through 27 tell how the troops 
led by Joshua defeated five kings in one campaign.  Chapter 12 lists the 39 (!) kings conquered 
by the Israelites.  
 
Applying our mantra, we see the stories in Chapters 2 through 12 not as historical details but as 
the triumphant tales of the victors as told through the exaggerated language used in that area.  
The scholars and Biblical historians have written and argued extensively on trying to match the 
stories in the book of Joshua with historical places and events.  The details of these debates are 
beyond the scope of this series.  What we can take away from them is a consensus that the 
conquest stories in Joshua represent foundational stories that have been embellished over time 
and that the best way to approach the book of Joshua is thematically. 
 
Chapters 13 through 22 detail the allotment of the land to the 12 tribes.  Below is a map from 
biblemapss.com that shows the territories of each of the tribes. 
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This fulfills God’s promise to Abraham that his descendants will dwell in the land that God will 
give him.  The identification of the geographic areas of the tribes will provide the backdrop for 
the formation of the united kingdom under the Saul-David-Solomon dynasty and the later 
division into the northern kingdom of Israel and the southern kingdom of Judah. 
 
Examining the book of Joshua from a larger Biblical perspective, two major themes emerge.  
The first is that Israel recognizes Joshua as an important leader and worthy successor to Moses.  
As noted above, Joshua was a religious leader as well as a military hero.  Obeying the 
commandments of the Lord , celebrating the Passover, and reading the law show his devotion 
to the Lord.  His statement that he and his household would serve the Lord is his personal 
testimony to Israel’s core belief that the Lord is one and the only one worthy of worship. 
 
The second major theme is that the testimony of the military campaigns as told in Chapters 2 
through 12 is that the Israelites only succeed when they obeyed the Lord.  Examples of Israelite 
failures are in Chapter 9 when the Israelites did not consult the Lord and the Gibeonites saved 
themselves through deception, and  Chapter 7, failure of the initial assault on Ai because two 
men disobeyed the commandment on taking spoils of war.  These stories of success and failure 
on the battlefield can be seen as fitting in with the broader theme that obedience to the Lord 
will result in success and blessings. 
 
Summary 
 
The book of Joshua serves as a keystone to the Old Testament.  Looking back, it is a culmination 
of the promises of the covenant first given to Abraham and renewed by Moses.  At the end of 
the book, Israel has its credal statement of monotheism, the Shema of Deuteronomy, found in 
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Chapter 6 verses 4 and 5; the 10 Commandments; the complete body of the Law with its civic, 
moral, and religious codes; and its land.  Looking forward, the subsequent books of the Old 
Testament will portray the successes and difficulties of Israel to live out her obligations as the 
people in covenant relationship with God. 
 
In earlier handouts we announced that we will hold an online forum or chat to answer any 
questions or discuss comments from the readers.  The time and format of this event has not yet 
been set.  In the meantime , please direct  any questions, comments, or even criticisms to the 
lead author, Doug Scheffler, at DougScheffler@aol.com. 
 


