Joshua:  An Introduction

Author and Occasion 

Joshua picks up where Deuteronomy left off.  Israel is finally ready to receive her inheritance:  the Promised Land!  Joshua, one of the faithful spies from Numbers 40 years ago, has replaced Moses as leader, and is readying the people to take the land.

Sections of this book point to Joshua himself as the author, recording God’s words spoken to Joshua, or Joshua’s instruction to have things written down.  Other sections suggest a later writer who used Joshua’s written records.  The comments throughout the book regarding various memorials or tokens as “still there” today point to a later possible writer. Neither contradicts our understanding of the inspiration of the Scriptures. The book of Joshua was probably written in the period after the conquest of Canaan but before the institution of kingship in Israel.

Outline: 

Ch 1-5
Inheritance at Last:  Entering the Land

Ch 6-12
The Responsibility of Inheritance:  Cleansing the Land
Ch 13-21
Enjoying the Land:  Dividing it Among the Tribes
Ch 22-24
The Real Inheritance:  Serving the Lord in the Land 

Themes

Joshua is a new Moses—Like Moses, Joshua meets God on holy ground (5:15), parts the waters of the Jordan River (ch3-4), intercedes for Israel (7:7-9), and  leads the nation to great victory (12:1-24).  God continues to provide leaders for his people, and these leaders foreshadow the greatest leader, Jesus.  Joshua is the Hebrew version of the Greek name Jesus, meaning “Yahweh saves.”  Jesus is the full expression of God’s leadership and salvation.  He leads us to conquer our sin, Satan, and the brokenness of this life in his ultimate conquest and victory over death in his resurrection. 
The parting of the Jordan River—this is the symbolic end of the Exodus.  Like two bookends, Israel left Egypt through parted waters, and enters into the Promised Land through parted waters.  This tells us that the Promised Land is the fulfillment of God’s promises made to Israel in Egypt:  from slavery to salvation, from tyranny to rest.  
Memorial Stones—Memorial stones were taken from the dry Jordan riverbed and were set up along the banks as a visual reminder of God’s faithfulness to bring Israel into the promised land.  We should have similar “memorial stones” in our lives:  reminders of God’s goodness, mercy, and faithfulness.  God’s past goodness reassures us in the present and for the future.  Remembering his past gives us strength and faith in the face of sorrow and difficulties.

The Promises of God through Moses are fulfilled in Joshua—Joshua leads Israel into the fulfillment of all of the promises that God made to Abraham and Moses (21:43-45).  Israel’s ability to fully possess the land was dependent on their faithfulness to God (23:11-13).  Israel’s later failure to possess the whole land does not nullify the fact that God fulfilled his promises to her.  
Biblical Jihad?—In specific areas, the entire Canaanite populations were to be totally annihilated, “devoted to destruction.” How do we account for this in relation to God, who commanded it?  First, the land is the holy place where God lives.  Those who reject him and rebel against him cannot live there.  Second, the Canaanites who live in the land are a constant temptation to Israel to be unfaithful to God.  Finally, remembering Genesis 15:16, we recall that God gave the Canaanites 400 years before bringing judgment on them.  Instead of using those years to draw near to God, the nations in the land became worse and worse, and were guilty of horrific atrocities such as child sacrifice.  God used Israel to be an instrument of his judgment, cleansing the promised land so that God and his people might dwell there.  The judgment on these Canaanites was both a real and symbolic judgment against sin.
Today, Jesus and his people engage in spiritual warfare with the sword that comes from our mouth—the word of God (Revelation 1:16).  The good news of reconciliation with God and personal renewal is what defeats sin, temptation, and evil in our world today.  Paul reminds us in Ephesians 6 that we do not battle physical Canaanites, but against an even greater foe—spiritual forces of darkness in high places. We fight using the armor of God.  As Romans 6-8 explains, this fight calls for us to unite to Jesus, so that our old selves might die, and we might raised to new life with new power in him.  
