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Joshua 3
An Introduction

For us to say we are committed to our faith is one thing but to put that faith in action is another.  This was never truer than with Israel’s crossing of the Jordan River.  Behind them was four decades of wondering in the wilderness.  In front of them, across the river, were the armies, chariots and large fortified cities of the land of Cannan.  Once across, there would be no turning back.  In distant memory was the victory at the Red Sea but that was very different.  The armies of Egypt were pursuing the children of Israel and chased them into the Sea, where they were ultimately destroyed, when the walls of water collapsed on the fighting men and weapons of Israel’s enemy.  This time, they were crossing into enemy territory and the armies were taking a defensive position in front of them.  If the Jordan were to close, once Israel was across, they would have no where to go.  This was faith in action.  Forty years earlier the Red Sea ultimately protected them from their enemies, now, the Jordan would bring them face to face with the fighting men of Cannan.  This situation brings Israel’s undivided attention on the Lord.  When they step into the Jordan, everyone will be completely focused, making sure to follow God’s exact instructions.  Israel’s obedience to God’s plan will result in one of the greatest miracles in all of scripture, as the waters of the raging Jordan separate, allowing the company of Israel to cross into the Promised Land on dry ground.   

JOSHUA

3 Then Joshua rose early in the morning; and they set out from Acacia Grove and came to the Jordan, he and all the children of Israel, and lodged there before they crossed over.

After forty long years in the wilderness and almost 700 years after God’s promise to Abraham, Genesis 12:1-3, the time has come for Israel to cross into the land of their inheritance.  As they moved camp from the plains of Moab to Jordan’s edge, just North of the Dead Sea, the reality of what was about to happen began to stir in the hearts of the people.  Finally, after all these years, the time had come.  

So it was, after three days, that the officers went through the camp; and they commanded the people, saying, “When you see the ark of the covenant of the Lord your God, and the priests, the Levites, bearing it, then you shall set out from your place and go after it. [Joshua 3:2-3]
“Go after it”, what a great statement and a true challenge to follow the Lord God where he might lead.  Notice that the Lord didn’t say “go in that general direction”, or “keep in mind where I take the ark when planning your crossing”.  No, they were to follow the ark.  Israel is to make this the center of their attention and only move when the ark does following its exact path as the Ark of the Covenant would leads the way into the Promised Land.  
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The Ark of the Covenant was the most holy item Israel possessed.  It represented the presence of the Lord with the children of Israel and no one was to ever touch it.  The handling of this sacred ark was the responsibility of the Kohathites, Numbers 4:1-15, descendents of Aaron’s family in the tribe of Levi.  On this occasion, however, the priests would actually carry the ark before the people into the river.  

The ark itself was a wooden chest 45” long x 27” wide by 27” high, that was covered inside and out with pure gold.  It was supported on the shoulders of the priests by two poles that fit into rings of gold on the side of the ark.  Inside were the two tablets of the law, Aaron’s rod that budded and a jar of manna.  The lid on the ark was made of solid gold and featured two angel-like figures called cherubims that faced one another with their wings outstretched upward to meet each other.  This was referred to as the mercy seat and it was here that the cloud of glory centered as God manifested Himself in the presence of Israel.
Yet there shall be a space between you and it, about two thousand cubits by measure. Do not come near it, that you may know the way by which you must go, for you have not passed this way before.” [Joshua 3:4]
The words used here are very strong.  They were to follow the ark into the river but keep a distance of about a half mile between it and them as they passed through to the other side.  Normally the ark traveled in the midst of the children of Israel, Numbers10:14-28, along with the rest of the sacred furniture of the tabernacle.  This was the safest and most honorable place for these items.  In this case, however, the ark was to be carried ahead of the people into the middle of the Jordan and stay, by itself, with only the unarmed priests at its side.  Then, after all had crossed, the ark would follow up behind insuring safety for every last man, woman and child.  The priests here become a beautiful picture of how the Lord works through us to accomplish His purposes.  The Lord could have easily divided the river without the priests, but the priests could never have divided the river without Him.  The Lord would soon demonstrate His commitment to Israel, His affirmation of Joshua’s leadership and His sovereign authority over creation all in one single act.  The fighting men of Israel were not to provide any protection as, almost in direct defiance of the enemy and their gods; the ark would stand alone in the middle of the Jordan River providing for itself and the children of Israel a safe passage on dry ground.  

Many things were about to change for the children of Israel and the Lord reminds them that they haven’t passed this way before.  The all too familiar desert was soon to be a distant memory and a new challenge of possessing the land would take center stage.  The truth is that none of us have passed this way before.  Each moment is new and we only get one shot at that moment in time.  Many of us step out in our own strength, making decisions that set into motion a chain of events that often takes more time to clean up than the time it would have taken to bring it before the Lord in prayer, waited on Him and then moved forward in His will.  We are so quick to go this way or that way before we look to the Lord for His perfect direction in our lives.  In Psalms 32:8 we read, I will instruct you and teach you in the way you should go; I will guide you with My eye.  He sees what we can’t.  He knows our past, understands our present and glories in the plans He has for us in the future.  Even the small things in our day need to be bathed in prayer as we look to the Lord, for we haven’t been this way before.  Martin Luther writes in the song A Mighty Fortress is our God, Did we in our own strength confide, Our striving would be losing; Were not the right Man on our side, The Man of God’s own choosing; Dost ask who that 
may be? Christ Jesus, it is He; Lord Sabboth, His name, From age to age the same, And He must win the battle.
And Joshua said to the people, “Sanctify yourselves, for tomorrow the Lord will do wonders among you.” [Joshua 3:5]
Joshua calls for the people to separate themselves from the things that are unclean.  We will see holiness stressed all though the book of Joshua but it’s worth noting here because this was the beginning of a new chapter in the lives of these people.  There is also a powerful lesson in this statement we don’t want to miss.  Remember the words of the first group of spies that went into the land in Numbers 13.  They described the descendants of Anak as “giants”, how the people were “stronger than we”, how the cities were “fortified and very large” and how spies felt like “﻿grasshoppers in our own sight”.  The difference now is that they are looking with God’s eyes not their own.  Keeping this in mind, we don’t read here of the Israeli army preparing for battle by sharpening swords, checking shields and preparing armor.  No doubt they would be ready for battle but the text tells us that they were commanded to prepare their hearts.  This was not a ceremonial act but a true spiritual renewal of the heart.   Zechariah 4:6 says, So he answered and said to me: “﻿This is the word of the Lord to Zerubbabel: ﻿‘﻿Not by might nor by power, but by My Spirit,﻿’Says the Lord of hosts.  Most of us are diligent to prepare for anything and everything we see ahead.  We spend hours planning, analyzing and getting expert advice, from every angle, on the decisions we face in our lives.  These preparations are good, valuable and necessary practices for a strong future but it’s the condition of the heart that will ultimately determine our success or failure in any venture.  In Isaiah 40:31 we read, But they that wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength; they shall mount up with wings as eagles; they shall run, and not be weary; and they shall walk, and not faint.
Then Joshua spoke to the priests, saying, “Take up the ark of the covenant and cross over before the people.”  So they took up the ark of the covenant and went before the people.  And the Lord said to Joshua, “This day I will begin to exalt you in the sight of all Israel, that they may know that, as I was with Moses, so I will be with you.  You shall command the priests who bear the ark of the covenant, saying, ‘When you have come to the edge of the water of the Jordan, you shall stand in the Jordan.’ ” So Joshua said to the children of Israel, “Come here, and hear the words of the Lord your God.” [Joshua 3:6-9]

Joshua calls the people to hear the words of the Lord.  In John 17:17 we read, Sanctify them by Your truth.  Your word is truth.  The power of God’s Word in an individual’s life cannot be understated.  It has the power to heal, restore, comfort and direct if we will just put our confidence in God’s plan, God’s way.  Joshua understood this and even when the plan seemed clear, Joshua was patient to move one step at a time not running ahead of the Lord.  This took great humility and patience but Joshua doesn’t move forward until he has confirmation and direction from the Lord.  In James 4:10 we read,  Humble yourselves in the sight of the Lord, and He will lift you up.  Our responsibility is to stay humble before the Lord and trust Him to use us as He has designed.  Most of us can quickly envision the future we want for ourselves and the Lord knows the desires of our heart.  Our best laid plans, however, will be fruitless unless we learn to wait on the Lord.  It’s been said that if you want to make God laugh, just tell Him your plan.  Yes, He will use the passions of our heart along with the knowledge, skill and abilities He has blessed us with, but it all must rest on His design.  In Proverbs 3:5-6 we read, Trust in the Lord with all your heart, And lean not on your own understanding; In all your ways acknowledge Him, And He shall direct your paths.
And Joshua said, “By this you shall know that the living God is among you, and that He will without fail drive out from before you the Canaanites and the Hittites and the Hivites and the Perizzites and the Girgashites and the Amorites and the Jebusites: Behold, the ark of the covenant of the Lord of all the earth is crossing over before you into the Jordan. [Joshua 3:10:11]
Up to this point, during the last 40 years, the children of Israel had been led by a pillar of cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night, Numbers 9:15-23, now the Ark of the Covenant is going to lead the way into the Promised Land much like it did when the Israelites first set out from Mount Sinai.  In Numbers 10:33-36 we read, So they departed from ﻿the mountain of the Lord on a journey of three days; and the ark of the covenant of the Lord ﻿went before them for the three days’ journey, to search out a resting place for them.  And the cloud of the Lord was above them by day when they went out from the camp.  So it was, whenever the ark set out, that Moses said: “﻿Rise up, O Lord!  Let Your enemies be scattered, And let those who hate You flee before You.﻿”  And when it rested, he said: “﻿Return, O Lord, To the many thousands of Israel.﻿”  

﻿Now therefore, take for yourselves twelve men from the tribes of Israel, one man from every tribe.  And it shall come to pass, as soon as the soles of the feet of the priests who bear the ark of the Lord, the Lord of all the earth, shall rest in the waters of the Jordan, that the waters of the Jordan shall be cut off, the waters that come down from upstream, and they shall stand as a heap.”﻿   So it was, when the people set out from their camp to cross over the Jordan, with the priests bearing the ark of the covenant before the people, and as those who bore the ark came to the Jordan, and the feet of the priests who bore the ark dipped in the edge of the water (for the Jordan overflows all its banks during the whole time of harvest), [Joshua 3:12-15]
It’s March or April and the river is a raging torrent from the spring rains.  This is the time of the barley harvest and the Jordan was sixteen to twenty feet above flood stage due to the melting snows on Mount Hermon.  To cross the Jordan now seems to be the worst possible time, not to mention foolish or simply impossible.  Sometimes we find ourselves in this same position, this side of a very difficult time in our life and the raging tide seems to be at flood stage with no way across.  There can be many reasons why this situation exists but its here that the Lord will demonstrate His mighty power if we will stop, respond in obedience to His direction and let Him show us how to cross.  Matthew Henry states in his Bible commentary, “While we make God’s precepts our rule, his promises our stay, and his providence our guide, we need not dread the greatest difficulties we may meet within the way of duty.” The moving stories of victories during these moments in time are not just an affirmation of the Lord’s relationship with the person going through the difficulty but a living testimony of the Lord’s awesome power to those outside our circumstances.  
The people of Cannan were, without question, fearful of Israel as we learned in Chapter 2, however, the Jordan’s raging tide may have given them some sense of security.  From the walls of the fortified cities of Jericho and up the ridge at AI, the soldiers could surly see the pillar of fire, as it lit the Israeli camp by night. You can just hear the conversations as they peered into the night.  “Have you heard the stories of their God?”  “Do you think they’ll attempt to cross the Jordan?”  “How can they cross during this season?”  “If they do cross, how much time do we have?”  Most likely, they felt they had time on their side but stories of the Red Sea still loomed in the air.  
For the moment, all the inhabitants of the Jordan River Valley held their breath as the priests approach the raging river.  Swollen above its normal embankments, deeper and wider than any other time of year, the Jordan could easily sweep away anyone who dared to forge it surging tide.  As the priests entered the waters edge the people looked on.   
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The Jordan is the one river of Palestine and has a winding course of little more than 200 miles, from the roots of Anti-Lebanon to the head of the Dead Sea.  (Photo by Willem Van Gemeren)

﻿that the waters which came down from upstream stood still, and rose in a heap very far away at Adam, the city that is beside Zaretan. So the waters that went down into the Sea of the Arabah, the Salt Sea, failed, and were cut off; and the people crossed over opposite Jericho. [Joshua 3:16]
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The waters were held back some 18-20 miles upstream near where the Jordan and Jabbok Rivers meet.  Downstream the waters flowed to the lowest place on earth, 1286 feet below sea level into the Dead Sea or Salt Sea.  This body of water has no outlet and is so full of salt and other minerals that nothing can live in it.  We don’t know exactly how the Lord stopped the river’s flow.  He may have used a natural means, such as a partial collapse of the limestone cliffs near Jericho or a supernatural method which stood the upstream side of the Jordan into a giant wall of water.  What we do know is that the waters were cut off and river bed was dry.  There is a record of other occurrences when the Jordan’s flow was blocked.  In 1267 the flow was blocked for about sixteen hours by a collapse in the West Bank due to an earthquake and again in 1906 the Jordan was held back by an embankment collapse.  The most notable occurrence was from an earthquake in 1927.  John Garstang records this in detail in his book on Joshua, Judges.  “On this last occasion the high West Bank immediately below the ford collapsed, carrying with it the roadway … and just below, a section of the cliff, which here rises to a height of one hundred fifty feet, fell bodily across the river and completely dammed it, so that no water flowed down the river bed for twenty-one and a half hours. Meanwhile, the waters gradually filled up the plain around Tell El Damieh, and eventually found their way back to the 
riverbed where the temporary barrage was in turn destroyed, and normal conditions were gradually resumed. During this time, it is asserted by several living witnesses that they crossed and recrossed the bed of the river freely on foot.”  Nelson Glueck said in his book The River Jordan, “The actual archaeological facts agree completely with the conclusions to be derived from a careful examination of Joshua 3:16. This verse was meant to be taken literally, to the effect that the Jordan River was dammed up from Adamah as far as Zaretan, enabling the Israelites to freely and easily cross on dry land to the west side of the Jordan”.

If the Lord choose to use a natural event, such as an earthquake or wall collapse, this makes the miracle of verse 16 even more amazing for the timing of the event was cued by the obedience of the priests as they stepped into the Jordan.  Yet, this still only explains the main body of water.  The twenty miles of river between the children of Israel and the river’s interruption, was full of wadis and streams that fed into the Jordan, all of which were stopped as the children of Israel crossed on dry ground.  The Bible says the waters rose up in a heap and that seems to lend itself to just that, a wall of water inhibited from flowing down to the Dead Sea.  This is God’s creation and He alone has the ultimate authority over it.  In Isaiah 40:21-22 we read, Have you not known?  Have you not heard?  Has it not been told you from the beginning?  Have you not understood from the foundations of the earth?  It is He who sits above the circle of the earth, And its inhabitants are like grasshoppers, Who stretches out the heavens like a curtain, And spreads them out like a ﻿﻿tent to dwell in.  We watch the sun rise and set each day and the seasons come in perfect timing in the symphony of creation, is it that hard to believe that He would stop the flow of one river?  We need to be very careful not to immediately look for a logical or scientific answer to things we can’t explain.  Yes, we are blessed with incredible ability and as we look though the eye of the telescope and microscope, we have seen and discovered wondrous, amazing things but we are finite in our understanding.  We need to look through the eyes of faith that trust in the Lord and His Word not in our own ability and knowledge.  In Habakkuk 2:4 we read, “﻿Behold the proud, His soul is not upright in him; But the just shall live by his faith”.  Dividing the waters from the waters and making dry land appear where the river raged, demonstrated God’s authority over His creation, Gen 1:6, and the power of His salvation to see His people safely to the other side, bringing to fruition His promises to them.  In Philippians 1:6 we read, Being confident of this very thing, that he which hath begun a good work in you will perform it until the day of Jesus Christ.  When God does a work it is perfect and complete.  So let the valley of the Jordan be filled to overflowing and the possibilities of success be drowned in its surging currents for the Lord of all creation will divide these waters whether they are a small stream or a raging tide.
Then the priests who bore the ark of the covenant of the Lord stood firm on dry ground in the midst of the Jordan; and all Israel crossed over on dry ground, until all the people had crossed completely over the Jordan. [Joshua 3:17]
What a beautiful picture.  The Lord goes before them into the Jordan and He stands there holding back the water until all of the people had crossed completely on dry ground and only then did the priests come out from the midst of the river.  The Lord will never lead us where He has not gone first.  He doesn’t send us out with a hopeful risk assessment and a fine print disclaimer.  He will go before you and stand firm in the midst of the raging tide until all are safely across.  In Hebrews 13:5 we read, Let your conduct be without covetousness; be content with such things as you have. For He Himself has said, “﻿I will never leave you nor forsake you.﻿”   So we may boldly say: “The Lord is my helper; I will not fear.  What can man do to me?﻿”  In the hurry and rush of all that we are educated to do and encouraged by society to achieve, we forget that the Lord is the center of our camp and He wants to go before us in both the big and little things that engulf our lives.  Even in death, the Lord has gone before us and the picture here is rich with the symbolism of Christ’s death and resurrection.  It is interesting to note that the waters backed up to the city of Adam.  Although the exact reason for this is not really known, one can’t help seeing the picture of 
Christ’s death reaching back through the ages standing in the gap between man and God from the time of Adam’s sin forward to you and me today.  In death the Lord Jesus suffered and died for our sin declaring for all generations that “It is finished”.  And three days later, He arose from the dead, crushing forever the power of sin and death, allowing us to safely cross into a new life with Him and a rich inheritance.  In I Peter 1:3-5 we read, Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who according to His abundant mercy has begotten us again to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, to an inheritance ﻿﻿incorruptible and undefiled and that does not fade away, reserved in heaven for you, who are kept by the power of God through faith for salvation ready to be revealed in the last time.  

Have you placed all your faith and trust in the Lord Jesus Christ?
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