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Brief Summary  

In Genesis God promised to give land of Canaan to the descendants of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob. 

Promise of land was still unfulfilled when the descendants of Israel went into Egypt. 

While in Egypt God delivered them (now a numerous people) from their time of slavery. 

In their exodus from Egypt the Israelites wandered in the wilderness for an entire generation. 

 

God would fulfill his promise with a new generation of people. 

So far Moses is still in command.    

Under his leadership the Israelites conquered the Promised Land east of the Jordan River. 

By the time we get to the end of Deuteronomy Moses gives his final blessing on Israel. 

We then hear the account of his death and burial. 

Book of Joshua continues the story from that point. 

 

Book of Joshua 

Intent of the book is to explain how Canaan was conquered under the command of Joshua. 

It is a complex narrative shaped by writers belonging to several different contexts. 

Most of these contexts can be identified with at least some probability. 

 

1) Clearest strand is the Deuteronomistic History. 

Emphasized the central truth that Israel needed to have an exclusive loyalty to the Lord.   

Writer dominates the story in Joshua 1-12 and Joshua 23. 

Writer picked up on earlier traditions and the Mosaic tradition of the obligations of covenant. 

Using both traditions he showed how everything came to a marvelous fulfillment. 



2) More complex picture appears in other statements found in the Book of Joshua. 

In Joshua 10:36-37 Joshua destroyed the city of Hebron. 

But in Judges 1:10 the city was said to have been taken by the tribe of Judah. 

In Joshua 10:38-39 Joshua took the city of Debir. 

In Joshua 15:13-19 the credit is given to a Calebite named Othniel.  

Book of Joshua mentions a number of cities that the Israelites were unable to conquer. 

So we seem to have another version of events which oppose Deuteronomist writer. 

Was the land conquered by Israelite forces acting in unison under the command of Joshua? 
 

 

 
 

 

Book of Joshua is really two books symmetrically divided into twelve chapters each. 

From the chart the first book is the preparation and actual implementation of the plan by God. 

It is often called the Book of Conquests and is predominately the work of the Deuteronomist. 

From the chart the second book tells how the land was divided among the tribes.  

It is often called the Book of Apportionments and primarily comes from the Priestly writers. 

 

Good News! 

Archaeological evidence established that there was no sweeping conquest of Canaan by invaders. 

Our great consolation is that the bloody reports of the massacres never happened as written. 

Practice of total destruction was not unique for the time period. 

Some evidence that it was occasionally carried out in warfare by other peoples of the region. 

Question becomes why the Biblical writers felt compelled to tell the narrative in this way. 

 

Once more the Deuteronomist needed to articulate an agenda of uncompromising monotheism. 

He insisted on two principal points – 

Exclusive centralization of their community was to be in Jerusalem. 

Absolute separation of the Israelites from the Canaanite population was essential. 

 

Worship of the Lord in local sanctuaries made them more susceptible to Canaanite paganism. 

Deuteronomist saw a central location overseen by priests and under the shadow of the monarchy.  

One way to express that sentiment was to separate the population by carrying out the ban. 

Ban was the practice of total destruction that was just mentioned. 

 

 



In addition to the monotheism – 

Stories found in Joshua were intended to be an explanation of the reality in the seventh century. 

By then a non-Israelite Canaanite population had only a small remnant in evidence. 

 

Where did the people go? 

Answer in the Book of Joshua was that they were wiped out in the conquest. 

More than likely the Canaanites disappeared because they had assimilated with Israelites.  

Good reason to assume that the Canaanites intermarried with the Israelites. 

 

Account found in Joshua is not part of the historical memory of the people but cultural memory. 

Israel is represented in this narrative as a people that dwells apart. 

Reality was that their lives were intricately entangled with Canaanites. 

And they were entangled with the cultures of Egypt to the south and Mesopotamia to the east. 

 

Purpose of the writers was to share a vision of overwhelming military triumph. 

Triumph was repeatedly attributed to the power of God. 

God caused Israel to prevail when it was loyal to the covenant. 

God brought defeat on the people when Israel betrayed its commitment to God. 

 

Historical fate of Israel was that it sat at the bloody crossroads between powerful empires. 

Chronic predicament was much graver when assaulted by the Assyrians and Babylonians. 

It was in this time period that these writings were formulated. 

In the minds of the people they were chosen by God for a grand destiny. 

However their reality was that they were suffering.   

Whatever the promises were made earlier the reality was overwhelming. 

Story of the conquest served as a countermove in the work of cultural memory. 

Israel entered the land in a stirring triumphal drive unlike any human had seen. 

Theologically it was centered on their faithfulness to God. 

 

Conquest was not total and its permanency was menaced by a series of foreign powers. 

Story translated this contradiction into theological terms. 

Israel was imagined as staunchly loyal to God with the single exception of Achan. 

Israel took possession of the land and drew its boundaries. 

But it was on the brink of future disloyalties that would have disastrous consequences. 

Time that Israel had in the land before the monarchic period was already unstable. 

Incompleteness of the conquest would be taken up in the Book of Judges. 

 

Joshua 

Joshua was the successor to Moses. 

Just as the Lord was with Moses so the Lord was with Joshua. 

Opening section of Joshua is comprised of four speeches. 

God spoke to Joshua and Joshua spoke to the overseers of the people. 

Joshua also spoke to the tribes and the tribes responded to Joshua. 

Interlocked speeches are meant to convey a sense of perfect solidarity on the eve of the conquest. 

Concluding words to be strong and courageous by the tribal spokesman echo those from God. 

Exhortation to be brave does not stand by itself –  



Joshua was about to lead this people to inherit the land that the Lord swore to their ancestors. 

Since the Lord would be fighting in the same battles Joshua would not be left alone. 

 

Joshua 3 and 4 

Battle of Jericho is not celebrated much in the rest of the Bible. 

But the march through the Jordan River on dry land is referred to in several important passages. 

In Micah 6:4-5 God explains briefly what God has done for Israel. 

Israelites were freed from slavery by Moses, Aaron and Miriam. 

And then they passed over from Shittim to Gilgal. 

Unusual that Joshua is not named along with the other prominent characters in the story. 

Event held more significance than did the leadership of Joshua. 

 

What can we say about the leadership of Joshua? 

One of the main themes in Joshua 3-4 is the exaltation of Joshua to the stature of Moses. 

All Israel feared Joshua as they had feared Moses.  

However the command of Joshua did not go beyond giving orders. 

In this story the main role was played by the priests who bore the Ark of the Covenant. 

Ark of the Covenant represented the presence of the living God.   

 

 

 
 

 

Joshua 3:7-17 

Joshua and the people leave Shittim and camp at the Jordan River before they cross over. 

Geographically Shittim is only about six miles away from the river. 

Theologically there is a more dramatic distance between the two. 

Shittim is where the Israelites were when so many of them worshipped Baal (Numbers 25). 

At the end of the Book of Joshua the people will make a covenant to only worship the Lord. 

Leaving Shittim was their start towards that end. 

 

 



In this part the Lord spoke to Joshua and told him that it was the day God would make him great.   

Joshua would not become great by himself but it was God who would make him great. 

His greatness was so that the Israelites would know that God was with him. 

After the speech by God Joshua was ready to speak to all the Israelites. 

He invited them to come and hear the words of God. 

Not only will they hear but they will see the waters stand up in a single heap crossing the river. 

People would feel the ground under their feet as they crossed over on dry ground. 

 

In vs. 10 seven peoples were mentioned. 

Canaanites and Amorites were general designations for the inhabitants of that territory. 

Hittites were immigrants from Asia Minor. 

Little is known about the Perizzites and the Girgashites (latter may have come from Asia Minor). 

In Hebrew vs. 11 reads – the Ark of the Covenant of the Master of all the earth 

All will take place so that the people will know that the living God is in their midst. 

Without fail the Lord would drive out the Canaanites before them. 

 

Crossing of the river happened at the time of the harvest when the river was at flood stage. 

Jordan River drops significantly in elevation which makes it one of the fastest flowing rivers.  

Story needed an impassable Jordan to enable the miracle to take place. 

In vs. 16 the words rise up in a single mound connects it with the drying up of the Sea of Reeds. 

In Hebrew the word for mound is ned and is rarely used except in the recounting of the Exodus. 

 

It is the priests who accomplish what Moses did by stepping into the river and it was made dry. 

They were the ones who stationed themselves in the midst of the watercourse as people cross. 

Significance of the crossing was clear for Joshua – 

It was the Living God who would drive out the seven Canaanite nations. 

Crossing of the Jordan was the definitive moment for the conquest under Joshua. 

 

In Persian period the term Beyond the River became a designation for the land of the Israelites.   

Geographically the Israelites settled into the land that was west of the Jordan River. 

Theologically in this name the people would remember that they crossed the river led by God. 

They were on their way to the land God had promised to their ancestors long ago. 

 

Joshua 5 and 6 

In the prelude to the battle against Jericho the commander of the Lord’s army appeared. 

He stood before Joshua with a drawn sword. 

Confronted by the Lord’s commander Joshua instantly collapsed in obeisance. 

He asked what word the angel had for him.  

Instructions given by the commander recalls Moses standing before the burning bush at Horeb. 

Instructions made Gilgal equivalent to Horeb. 

 

First quarter of the Book of Joshua verifies that Joshua represents the authority of the Lord.  
 

 

      

 



 
 

Joshua 9 

Gibeon was not inhabited in the Late Bronze Age but in the time of David. 

However it plays the role it does in Joshua for these reasons – 

It figures in the events surrounding the rise of power for David against the house of Saul. 

House of David patronizes the Gibeonites and this serves as the origin of their cult duty. 

David used attack by house of Saul against Gibeonites as an excuse to kill heirs of Israelite king. 

 

Story in Book of Joshua emphasizes the submission of the Gibeonites. 

They knew the law of hērem which was a primary theme in the narrative. 

They decided to try to avoid being wiped out through a deceptive ruse rather than use resistance. 

For the Deuteronomist the ruse worked because they pulled it off.   

Joshua was tricked and once the covenant was sealed the matter was closed. 

 

Writer was troubled by the possibility that Joshua himself failed to obey the law of Moses.  

Wrongdoing was shifted to the leaders of the congregation (9:15b and 17-21). 

It is their oath (and not Joshua’s covenant) that prevents the Israelites from harming Gibeonites.   

 

Hērem (ban) was a brutal way of expressing the absolute separation from the pagan population.   

Keep remembering that it was a separation that never really occurred. 

It was a theological call for uncompromising monotheism. 

Hērem was not an Israelite invention. 

Archaeological evidence that it was sometimes practiced by various Canaanite peoples. 

 

Joshua 13-22 

In the pattern of the war leader Joshua undertook to distribute the confiscated land. 

Until now the Israelites had obediently refrained from taking the valuables of the others. 

Distribution is told as a story in which each tribe is granted a portion of land. 

We find this part of the Book of Joshua less interesting than the earlier part. 

Ancient people would have found this part of the story of great interest. 

It dealt with their access to land. 

Story is a fictionalized account of an existing administrative assignment. 

Story seems designed to illustrate the range of the conquest. 

It also showed the magnitude of Joshua’s capacity to make land grants at will.   

It emphasized the important role of Joshua as the supervisor of the allocations. 

 

 



Joshua 23-24 

At the end of his life Joshua gathered all the tribes together one last time. 

In the original Deuteronomist account this speech was followed directly by his death and burial. 

Joshua 24:1-28 interrupts this sequence to describe a covenant at Shechem. 

 

Joshua was an Ephraimite hero and a saint venerated at his tomb. 

This is as close as we get to the historical Joshua. 

He most certainly existed but his celebrated deeds remain hidden.   

In the Septuagint, vs. 30 contains a significant addition. 

Placed with Joshua in his tomb were the flint knives used to circumcise the Israelites in Gilgal. 

Notion that artifacts associated with the hero rest in the tomb with him is authentic. 

It is also striking that all three of the final burial notices pertain to the territory of Joseph. 

In the case of Joseph’s bones it is in Manasseh. 

In the case of Joshua and Eleazar it is in Ephraim. 

None are in the territory of Judah. 

 

Ancient Greek translator used a Hebrew text that concludes the book differently. 

It confirms the doubts of Joshua and looks forward to the Book of Judges.   

 

And the Israelites went each man to his place and to the town, and the Israelites served 

Ashtoreth and the Ashtaroth and the gods of the peoples round about them, and the Lord gave 

them into the hand of Eglon (king of Moab) and he ruled over them eighteen years.   

 

Assignment for October 7 

Story of Deborah and Samson 

Read Judges 4-5 and 13-16 

 

 

          


