
As Joshua 20 begins, we first 
see the Lord directing Joshua to 
set aside the six cities of refuge, 
just as He had directed Moses 
(vv. 1-2; cp. Num. 35:6-11). The 
Lord specifies they were meant 
for the person who “unawares” 
[accidentally] and “unwittingly” 
[unintentionally] killed another 
person (v. 3a). 

The Bible teaches the sacredness 
of human life. Genesis 9:6 says, 
“Whoso sheddeth man’s blood, 
by man shall his blood be shed: 
for in the image of God made 
he man.” That’s why abortion 
is wrong, as well as suicide 
and mercy killing. The Bible 

also lays before us the justice 
of God. It makes a distinction 
between premeditated murder 
and involuntary manslaughter. 
There is a difference in God’s 
justice between the person who 
kills with premeditation and the 
person who kills accidentally and 
unintentionally. This chapter is 
showing us God’s way of dealing 
with involuntary manslaughter. 

The Jewish writers have given us 
several interesting things about 
these cities of refuge. First, roads 
were specifically built to lead to 
them. These roads had to be 
maintained, and once a year the 
Levites would check them and 

take care of any needed repairs. 
They also built bridges across the 
roads and ensured no obstacles 
were in the way to hinder anyone 
fleeing to one of these cities.

Another interesting fact is they 
had large signs posted to lead 
to these cities of refuge. The 
signs said, “Miklat,” which is our 
word for refuge. Runners were 
even stationed on the roads and 
would run part of the way with 
the person fleeing to help direct 
him to the city. Their gates were 
never closed. Whatever time 
a person arrived at the city of 
refuge, he could enter in.
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As the Children of Israel 
were settling the Promised 
Land (Joshua 15–19), they 

would need to remember to designate the six 
cities of refuge as Moses had instructed years 
earlier. These cities were part of the 48 cities 
designated for the Levites (Num. 35:6-7), the 
tribe that was totally dedicated to the work of 
the Lord. The cities of refuge were for people 
who had accidentally killed someone to flee 
to so they could be ensured protection and 
a fair hearing. Our passage today is not the 
only time the cities of refuge are referenced 
in the Bible. In fact, God had given directions 
for them three other times (Ex. 21:12-14; Num. 
35:1-34; Deut. 19:1-13). Anytime the Word of 

God deals with a subject four different times, 
we would agree it must be an important 
subject. 

As we look at these cities of refuge in our 
lesson today, we are going to see why they 
were so important. It is because they are a 
beautiful picture of the refuge Christians have 
in the Lord Jesus. Using the outline below, let’s 
get started and study the cities of refuge.

I.  Fleeing to the Cities (vv. 1-3a)

II.  Dwelling in the Cities (vv. 3-6)

III.  Naming of the Cities (vv. 7-9)

I. Fleeing to the Cities (vv. 1-3a)

Let’s Begin
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The Cities of Refuge



The spiritual lessons for us are 
obvious. We know God has made 
a way for us to be safe from 
the dangers of judgment and 
hell. Jesus said, “I am the way, 
the truth and the life: no man 
cometh unto the Father, but by 
me” (John 14:6). On another 
occasion He said, “I am the door: 
by me if any man enter in, he 
shall be saved ...” (John 10:9). 

God has prepared a road for us. 

Another thing to note is that 
people were responsible for the 
roads and signs leading to the 
cities. That reminds us of our 
responsibility to be witnesses for 
our Savior and share with others 
the Gospel message so they can 
also find refuge in Jesus Christ. 
We also need to be careful we 

always honor the Lord in our 
lives so we are never a stumbling 
block or obstacle to others who 
need Jesus as their Savior.

Reflection Connection
What are ways Christians 
can be stumbling blocks 
for the cause of Christ 
today? Explain.
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The last part of verse 3 tells us 
why it was so important for Israel 
to have the cities of refuge—be-
cause of “the avenger of blood.” 
In the Middle-East, blood revenge 
is deeply rooted in the psyche 
of the people, even to this very 
day. In the Old Testament days 
if a member of a person’s family 
had been murdered, the next of 
kin or closest relative, which was 
usually a brother, was assigned to 
be the avenger of blood. His job 
was to pursue the slayer until he 
found him and then kill him. The 
avenger of blood is still a part of 
the Middle East today. At times 
when we read about explosions 
and blood baths in the Middle 
East, it is because of the principle 
of blood revenge—the avenger of 
blood.

Let’s take a minute to picture 
a possible scenario from Old 
Testament times. A man is out 
in the field working away with 
his ax. The head of the ax flies 
off and accidentally hits another 
man; he dies instantly. It doesn’t 

take any time at all for the news 
of the man’s death to reach his 
family. The unintentional killer 
knows it was an accident; it may 
have even been his friend or 

co-worker he killed. The family 
of the dead man does not know 
what happened; they only know 
one of their family is dead, and 
his death must be avenged. The 
killer knows he has to run for his 

life to the closest city of refuge 
because the avenger of blood will 
be coming soon in hot pursuit to 
avenge his brother’s death. As 
soon as the man arrives in the 
city of refuge, he tells the elders 
at the gate what has happened; 
they then allow him to enter and 
give him a place to stay (v. 4). If 
the avenger of blood reaches the 
city, it doesn’t matter; the killer 
is now safe because he killed the 
other man unwittingly and had 
not hated him beforehand (v. 5). 

Verse 6 tells us what happens 
next, “And he shall dwell in that 
city, until he stand before the 
congregation for judgment ...” 
First, he has a judgment day. 
In those days the elders at the 
gate were the court of law. They 
would call court into session, and 
the man would be brought to 
appear before them. At this time, 
he would show the killing was 
an accident. Verse 6 shares a 
second stipulation also. The man 
would need to live there not only 
till his judgment, but also until 

In the Old Testament 
days if a member of 
a person’s family had 
been murdered, the 
next of kin or closest 
relative, which was 
usually a brother, was 
assigned to be the 
avenger of blood.

II. Dwelling in the Cities (vv. 3-6)



Cities’ names sometimes 
have meanings. For instance, 
Philadelphia means the City of 
Brotherly Love. The same thing 
was true in the Bible, and we 
will see these cities of refuge had 
very significant meanings. 

The cities of Kedesh, Shechem, 
and Hebron are named first (v. 
7). Kedesh means righteousness. 
It is a reminder that we become 
righteous before God through the 
Lord Jesus (2 Cor. 5:21). The 
second city, Shechem, means 
shoulder. When we come to 
Jesus for refuge, it is as though 
He takes us on His shoulders 
as our Good Shepherd (Luke 
15:5). The third city, Hebron, 
means fellowship; and we know 
once we are saved, we then have 

fellowship with the Father (1 
John 1:3).

The final three cities are listed in 
verse 8. Bezer means stronghold. 
Proverbs 18:10 says, “The name 
of the Lord is a strong tower: 
the righteous runneth into it, and 
is safe.” The fifth city, Ramoth, 
means heights. It reminds us we 
are seated in the heavenlies in 
Christ (Eph. 2:5-6). The sixth 

city, Golan, means joy. Oh, the 
joy of our refuge and our fellow-
ship with Jesus (Ps. 35:9; 62:7)! 

Three of the cities were on one 
side of the Jordan River, and the 
other three were on the opposite 
side. This made the cities avail-
able for all the children of Israel, 
no matter where they lived. We 
know our salvation, available in 
Jesus Christ, is even closer than 
those cities. Romans 10:8-9 tells 
us, “But what saith it? The word 
is nigh thee, even in thy mouth, 
and in thy heart: that is, the word 
of faith which we preach; That 
if thou shalt confess with thy 
mouth the Lord Jesus, and shalt 
believe in thine heart that God 
hath raised him from the dead, 
thou shalt be saved.” Jesus Christ 
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We know our 
salvation, available 
in Jesus Christ, is 
even closer than 
those cities.

the death of the high priest. Only 
after the high priest died could 
the man return to his home. If he 
ever left the city before the high 
priest’s death and the avenger of 
death saw him, he was allowed 
to kill him and it would not be 
murder (Num. 35:26-28).

We can see several contrasts 
between the man who fled to the 
refuge city and ourselves today. 
He was not guilty of intentional 
murder, but we know we are 
guilty of intentional sin. The Bible 
says we are born with a sinful 
nature (Rom. 3:23). Even our 
precious children and grandchil-
dren come into this world know-
ing how to sin. If we got what we 

deserved, we would be kicked out 
of the city and judgment would 
fall on us. The good news for us 
is found in Romans 8:1, “There 
is therefore now no condemna-
tion to them which are in Christ 
Jesus.” The Lord Jesus Christ 
not only is our city of refuge, but 
He took our judgment on the 
cross of Calvary. As a born-again 
child of God, we will never 
stand at the Great White Throne 
judgment because our sins have 
already been judged. 

Verse 6 says the man would need 
to stay in the city of refuge until 
the high priest died. Our High 
Priest is Jesus (Heb. 3:1; 8:1-2). 
He died 2,000 years ago, but 

the good news is three days later 
He arose again from the dead. 
He now lives forever more. That 
means we can live in our city of 
refuge forever; we are eternally 
secure in Him.

Reflection Connection
According to 1 Peter 2:23, 
what example did Jesus 
leave us regarding ven-
geance? Explain.

III. Naming of the Cities (vv. 7-9)
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is just as near as our calling on 
Him to be our Lord and Savior. 

Salvation can be so very near 
and yet so very far away. Second 
Samuel 3 tells us about the 
death of Abner, who had been 
the captain of King Saul’s army. 
David says he died as a fool dies 
(2 Sam. 3:33). That is a strange 
statement, especially when we 
read on and see what kind of 
man David said Abner was. Verse 
38, “And the king [David] said 
unto his servants, Know ye not 
that there is a prince and great 
man fallen this day in Israel?” 
Abner was no ordinary man. He 
was a prince, a great man. Why 
did David suggest that he died 
like a fool then? In 2 Samuel 2 
and 3, we see the story which led 
to his death and David’s words. 
After David became king, the 
fighting between Saul’s followers 
and David’s followers did not 
stop. One of David’s men, a 
young man named Asahel, was 
chasing Abner (2 Sam. 2:18-23). 

Abner didn’t want to fight him; 
and to put it in our language 
today, he said “Quit messing 
with me.” Abner was a seasoned 
soldier; Asahel was a young 
man. Asahel wouldn’t listen and 
kept pursuing. Finally Abner just 
took his spear and held it behind 
him; Asahel ran right into the 
spear. Well, Asahel had an older 
brother, Joab, who was also the 
captain of the armies of David. 
Joab became the avenger of 
blood. 

Abner hadn’t planned to kill 
Asahel; in fact, as we have 
already shared, he warned Asahel 
not to fight him. Time passed, 
and in 2 Samuel 3 the avenger 
of blood story between Abner 
and Joab takes place in just one 
verse. “And when Abner was 
returned to Hebron, Joab took 
him aside in the gate to speak 
to him quietly, and smote him 
there under the fifth rib, that he 
died, for the blood of Asahel his 
brother” (v. 27). 

Did you note that Joab killed 
Abner at the gate of Hebron? 
Hebron was one of the cities 
of refuge. How could Joab kill 
Abner if he was at a city of 
refuge? This is why David said 
Abner died like a fool. As we 
read 2 Samuel 2 and 3, we never 
see Abner fleeing to Hebron for 
refuge. He only came to Hebron 
to meet with David, who was 
ruling from Hebron at the time. 
In fact, he came and left, and 
then came again (2 Sam. 3:20-
21, 26-27). He never saw his 
need for refuge. Joab, knowing 
Hebron was a city of refuge, 
avenged his brother’s blood right 
at the gate of the city, for which 
God would repay him years 
later (2 Sam. 3:39; cp. 1 Kings 
2:28-34). Joab showed no regard 
for God’s Word.

Reflection Connection
According to Matthew 
7:24-27, why is it important 
to not only know, but to 
also heed God’s Word? 
Explain.

 

 

Wrap Up

Abner and Joab represent so many people today. They are mighty and wise 
in the ways of the world, but they are foolish when it comes to seeing their 
need for salvation. They have no need for the Lord or His Word. Others are 
around the things of the Lord regularly; they are even in church, but they 
have never heeded the call to receive Jesus as their personal Lord and Savior.

If you have been like Abner or Joab, the good news is you can come to the 
Lord Jesus Christ today for salvation. He is the refuge for all who will flee to 
Him for safety (Heb. 6:17). Your Sunday School teacher will be glad to share 
verses from the Bible and guide you in how to receive Jesus as your Savior. If 
you know Jesus as your Savior, remember as Christians we have an important 
responsibility to point others to Jesus so they can know Him as their refuge 
also. Let your light shine for Jesus this week (Matt. 5:16)!


