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Joshua had served Moses faithfully, but

many perhaps wondered whether Joshua

could lead as well as Moses had.

O©SHUA

LEADER OF THE CONQUEST
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By Bryan E. Beyer

OSHUA SON OF NUN

played a significant

in God’s purpose for Israel.
Under his leadership, the Israelites
conquered Canaan and divided it
among the tribes. However, we
know little about the background
of the man God used so mightily.

role

Joshua, the Man

Joshua’s name means “Yahweh has
saved” or “Yahweh is salvation.” His
name is thus related to the names
Isaiah and Hosea, and the name
Joshua was Jesus’ Hebrew name as
well. (See the allusion to Jesus bringing salvation in
Matt. 1:21.) The Pentateuch describes him only as “Joshua,
son of Nun” or merely as “Joshua.” Joshua hailed from the
tribe of Ephraim (Num. 13:8,16), and 1 Chronicles 7:20-27
provides more names from his family background, but
yields little additional information.

Joshua’s Life Before the Conquest

The Bible first mentions Joshua in Exodus 17 after the
Israelites had left Egypt. The people warred against the
Amalekites, a nomadic group in the region, and Joshua
led Israel against them and defeated them (Ex. 17:9-14).
The Book of Exodus also places Joshua with Moses at
Mount Sinai when Moses was receiving God’s com-
mandments (24:12-13; 32:17). After his experience at
Sinai, Joshua also appeared at Moses’ side after Moses
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spoke with God face-to-face at the tent of meeting
(33:11). Clearly God was already preparing Joshua for
future leadership.

Joshua also served as one of the 12 men Moses sent
to spy out Canaan (Num. 13:8,16). When the spies
returned from their mission, 10 gave the people a bad
report about the land (vv. 31-33). They did not believe
that God, who had brought them so far, could give
them the promised land (Heb. 3:19). Only Joshua
and Caleb stood firm in their conviction that God
would help Israel take the land despite the challenges
(Num. 14:6-9). The unbelieving generation received
God’s judgment and wandered in the wilderness
for 40 years until all those who were 20 years of age
and older died (vv. 28-35). Joshua and Caleb lived on
because of the faith they had shown in God’s prom-
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an additional 40 years to receive their inheritance
(Num. 14:30; Josh. 14:7,10).

Joshua’s Work

Most of what we know about Joshua’s life and work
comes from the book that bears his name.! God
earlier had designated Joshua as Moses’ successor
(Num. 27:18-23); and before Moses died, the Lord re-
commissioned Joshua (Deut. 31:14,23). God did not
allow Moses to enter the promised land due to his sin
at Meribah (Num. 20:11-13).

Joshua had served Moses faithfully, but many per-
haps wondered whether Joshua could lead as well as
Moses had. The Book of Joshua highlights the steps
God took to ensure Israel saw His hand on His new
leader.? First, God appeared to Joshua after Moses’
death, reassured Joshua of his mission, and promised
to be with Joshua wherever he went (Josh. r:1-9).
Second, God parted the waters of the Jordan for
Joshua, just as He had parted the waters of the sea for
Moses (3:7-17; cf. Ex. 14:15-22). The Israelites certainly
would have made this connection in their minds.
Third, the Lord appeared to Joshua through a heavenly
messenger (Josh. s5:13-15). God instructed Joshua to
remove his sandals, just as He had instructed Moses
at the burning bush (Ex. 3:5).

Joshua’s work essentially involved two purposes:
conquer the land of Canaan and allot it to Israel’s
tribes. The conquest of Canaan included three major
campaigns: a central campaign, a southern cam-
paign, and a northern campaign.? These campaigns
lasted approximately five to six years altogether
(Josh. 14:7,10); and as they concluded, Israel had
achieved effective control of Canaan, though some
groups of people remained in the land (13:2-7).4

The central campaign began with the famous battle
of Jericho, in which God caused the city wall to col-
lapse so Israel’s army could take the city (6:12-21).
After a temporary setback at Ai due to Achan’s sin
(7:1-26), the Israelites took Ai and Bethel (8:1-29). The
Gibeonites, who lived in a major city on Canaan’s
central plateau, acted deceitfully and secured a cov-
enant with Joshua and Israel’s leaders, who failed to
consult the Lord on this important matter (9:3-16).
Nonetheless, this treaty meant Joshua had achieved
control of the central plateau without a fight, and in
doing so, had effectively cut the land in half, isolating
northern and southern Canaan.

A southern coalition of kings recognized the threat
Joshua posed and moved quickly to attack Gibeon
(10:1-5). Joshua responded with a surprise attack at
dawn after marching through the night to the edge of
the plateau (v. 9). During the battle,
God caused the sun to stand still all
day.> Joshua and his army routed
the coalition and then extended the
battle southward, conquering the
major cities and towns (10:1643).
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To the north, Jabin, king of Hazor, assembled
another coalition of kings to face Joshua (11:1-5). God
again gave Joshua success as Israel’s army defeated
the coalition and then pressed the battle throughout
the northern territory’s cities and towns (vv. 7-23).
Israel had achieved effective control of the promised
land (12:1-24).

The task now remained for Joshua to lead Israel in
allocating the land (chs. 13-21). Individual tribes would
assume responsibility for removing the remaining
people groups (13:1-7). Joshua, accompanied by Eleazar

the priest and Israel’s elders, oversaw the division of
the land (14:1). Fittingly, Caleb, who along with Joshua
had believed God’s promise (Num. 14:6-9,30), received
the first recorded allotment (Josh. 14:6-14).

The tribes of Reuben, Gad, and Manasseh had
received Moses’ and Joshua’s blessing to settle east of
the Jordan (Num. 32:29-30; Josh. 1:12-15). Joshua and
Israel’s leaders then allotted territory to the tribes of
Judah (15:1-63) and Ephraim (16:1-10); Manasseh also
received territory in Canaan because it was a large

tribe (17:1-18).
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Joshua then gathered all of the people to Shiloh,
where the Levites set up the tabernacle (18:1). Joshua
sent delegates throughout the land to survey it, after
which he distributed the land to the remaining tribes
by lot (18:4-10). The leaders also gave Joshua a portion
within Ephraim (19:49-50). Joshua designated 6 cities
of refuge (20:1-9) and 48 cities (including the cities
of refuge) as Levitical cities so the Levites could live
among the people and instruct them in God’s ways
(21:142). Joshua’s actions fulfilled Moses’ instructions
and highlighted the continuation of God’s purpose for
His people (20:2; 21:2).

Joshua’s final speeches reveal his spiritual commit-
ment (chs. 23-24). In the first, Joshua encouraged the
people to remain faithful; God had given them the land,
and He would continue to help them settle it (23:3-5). If
they trusted in God, He would bring blessing; if they
turned from Him, He would bring judgment (vv. 14-16).
In the second speech, Joshua surveyed Israel’s history,
beginning with Abraham down to the conquest. He
called on God’s people to affirm the covenant and to
commit themselves totally to the Lord (24:1-15).

Joshua’s Strengths and Weaknesses

The Lord gave Joshua many strengths. First, he was a
good leader; the people saw God’s hand on him and fol-
lowed him. Second, he was a good general. He remem-
bered the land well from when he surveyed it as one
of Israel’s 12 spies, and he used his knowledge of the
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conquest, Lachish
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land to help Israel achieve victory.
Third, he was a man of faith. He
persevered for 45 years as he await-
ed the fulfillment of God’s promise
(14:7,10).6 He also expressed his
faith publicly on many occasions
and led the Israelites in renewing
their faith pledge to God (3:5-6;
6:16; 8:30-35; chs. 23-24).

All leaders have weaknesses.
Joshua’s failure to consult the Lord
on the treaty with the Gibeonites
resulted in some questioning his
leadership (9:18). Why Joshua
failed to consult the Lord on such
an important matter is unclear.
= Joshua also may have demonstrated
a momentary lack of faith when he
wondered why God had not helped Israel at the battle
against Ai (7:7-9). All in all, however, Joshua followed
the Lord faithfully.

Joshua’s Legacy

Israel served God faithfully throughout Joshua’s days
and during the period of the elders who survived him
(24:31). Joshua led Israel in renewing the covenant dur-
ing the conquest (8:30-35); and at the end of his life,
he again reminded God’s people that their future lay
in faithful obedience to God and His commandments
(24:25-27).7 Joshua’s legacy even has touched many
Christian families today, who have Joshua’s famous
words adorning their homes: “As for me and my family,
we will worship Yahweh” (24:15, HCSB).
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