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Joshua 4
An Introduction

The crossing of the Jordan River has been recorded in volumes of books, songs and media of all types.  The physical evidence and significance of this event has been argued down through the centuries, yet in the noise of all the analyzing, we seem to have missed a powerful part of God’s character; the still small voice.  We get so caught up in the doing; watching the water roll back, the ground drying up and the throng of Israel crossing, we miss the fact that while these are the results of God’s power, they are not of themselves items to be worshiped or sought after as proof of God’s presence with us.  

A similar understanding would come years later as the prophet Elijah was confronted with God’s power.  In I Kings 19:11-12 we read, Then He said, “﻿Go out, and stand on the mountain before the Lord.﻿” And behold, the Lord passed by, and a great and strong wind tore into the mountains and broke the rocks in pieces before the Lord, but the Lord was not in the wind; and after the wind an earthquake, but the Lord was not in the earthquake; and after the earthquake a fire, but the Lord was not in the fire; and after the fire ﻿a still small voice.  As Elijah learned that day in the cave the power of the Lord could be seen in nature but His presence came in a still small voice.  

For this reason the Lord commanded that a memorial be built so “that all the peoples of the earth may know the hand of the Lord, that it is mighty, that you may fear the Lord your God forever.”  For those who were there, it wasn’t the fact that the course of nature was altered but the truth that the hand of God will intercede in the affairs of men for those who are willing to follow His path for their lives.  It was the promise of a relationship with the real and living God that brought this piece of history to life.  As a father would stand at this place with his children, he would tell of the wondrous things God had done and how that same God was ready to be a part of their lives if they would just trust in Him.  To watch the waters of the Jordan roll back would have been a marvelous sight for sure but to have the God who controlled those waters in control of your life,  now that’s bringing history to life.

JOSHUA

And it came to pass, when all the people had completely crossed over the Jordan, that the Lord spoke to Joshua, saying: “﻿Take for yourselves twelve men from the people, one man from every tribe, and command them, saying, ‘﻿Take for yourselves twelve stones from here, out of the midst of the Jordan, from the place where ﻿the priests’ feet stood firm. You shall carry them over with you and leave them in ﻿the lodging place where you lodge tonight.﻿’ ﻿” [Joshua 4:1-3]
The journey across the Jordan was, in itself, a huge task.  Joshua, along with the fighting men of Israel had much on their minds as they crossed the river valley.  They were very aware of the enemy presence on the west bank as they helped move their young and old, livestock and belongings across the riverbed.  Although we are not told of the men’s posture, one can just imagine a sword and shield close by as they held their children in one hand and belongings in another.  The moment was exhilarating and stressful all at the same time.  

While each man was completely focused at the task at hand, the Lord commanded that twelve men reenter the Jordan with the responsibility of gathering twelve stones, from where the priests 
were standing with the ark.  For these men, the Jordan would look different this time.  All the host of Israel was safely across and each man’s family and possessions were now in the land of promise.  As they reentered the riverbed and approached the place where the priests were standing, one can just imagine how they looked north and then south over the beaten clay where they had just crossed.  Here, if even for just a moment, these twelve men along with Joshua and the priests bearing the ark, stood in middle of the Jordan on dry ground.  There, the thundering sound of a raging tide that had given way to a huge migration of millions of footsteps, was now silent in the April air.  Here was God’s hand at work.  Alone, without the concerns of helping family along the river bottom, these men stood on hallowed ground as they each picked up a stone and place it on their shoulder.  The events of the morning had been filled with the sights and sounds of the physical manifestation of this great miracle but there, in the stillness of the morning air, these men experienced the awesome presence of the Lord.  

Then Joshua called the twelve men whom he had appointed from the children of Israel, one man from every tribe; and Joshua said to them: “﻿Cross over before the ark of the Lord your God into the midst of the Jordan, and each one of you take up a stone on his shoulder, according to the number of the tribes of the children of Israel, that this may be ﻿a sign among you when your children ask in time to come, saying, ‘﻿What do these stones mean to you?﻿’ Then you shall answer them that ﻿the waters of the Jordan were cut off before the ark of the covenant of the Lord; when it crossed over the Jordan, the waters of the Jordan were cut off. And these stones shall be for ﻿a memorial to the children of Israel forever.﻿” [Joshua 4:4-7]
The Hebrew term sign used in verse 6 means “memorial marker”.  The word for memorial or remembrance is zikkaron, used of objects or actions that help identify with a particular truth.   This is the same concept used in the instructions given to the Hebrews for Passover and the Feast of Unleavened Bread.  Today, our communion table is a zikkaron for believers as Jesus instructed us in Luke 22:19 to, Do this in remembrance of Me.  These signs were used to remind them, their children and the generations to follow who the Lord is and how His power will be demonstrated in the lives of those who trust Him.  In this case, twelve stones were to be selected from where the priests stood and removed to the west bank of the river where they made camp.    
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Stones were commonly used for both practical and sacred purposes.  As a building material they were used for houses, walls and fortifications.  On the religious side, stones were used for sacred pillars, altars and memorials that marked significant events in life.  Using stones for commemoration is seen all throughout scripture.  

The curious thing here is the apparent simplicity of the monument to be erected.  The Lord could have commanded that the stones be beautifully cut, overlaid with gold or even placed inside a special structure but He doesn’t.  The rough stones, pulled from the riverbed, were to be formed into a simple monument as a reminder of God’s power over all of creation and His faithfulness in bringing to pass what He has promised.  The stones themselves were just that, stones, not of any power in themselves and only significant as they pointed to the Lord.  The exact arrangement of the stones isn’t known.  Perhaps they were formed into a circle corresponding with the city’s name, Gilgal, or in two straight lines indicating an open passage through the river.  No matter the shape, the stones were to be a reminder for all generations of what the Lord did on that April morning.

And the children of Israel did so, just as Joshua commanded, and took up twelve stones from the midst of the Jordan, as the Lord had spoken to Joshua, according to the number of the tribes of the children of Israel, and carried them over with them to the place where they lodged, and laid them down there.  Then Joshua set up twelve stones in the midst of the Jordan, in the place where the feet of the priests who bore the ark of the covenant stood; and they are there to this day. [Joshua 4:8-9]
As we study the Old Testament together, many times we will find that the Hebrew narratives are repetitious.  The passage here is repetitive of verse 5.  This actually uses a powerful storytelling tool to show how God’s instructions were carried out with great accuracy and highlights the importance of obedience to God’s Word.

There are two sets of stones used in this memorial.  One set of twelve stones was erected, by Joshua himself, where the priests stood in the middle of the Jordan; the other set of twelve stones was set up on the west bank of the Jordan river.  These two memorials would have both current and prophetic testimonies.  For the moment, the sights and sounds of the west bank provided an empowering understanding of God’s awesome presence.  There, amidst Israel’s camp in Gilgal, the twelve stones that were once covered by the raging Jordan, now rested peacefully on firm dry ground.  As these stones were raised up in memorial, in the distance there was a familiar and thunderous sound, as the rushing water was permitted to once again reclaim its path through the Jordan valley.  Here, deep below the raging surface, on the now muddy floor of the river bottom, another grouping of twelve stones were gathered where the priest’s feet had stood on firm dry ground.  For the moment, the sight of the stones and the sound of the river had become a celebration as the children of Israel prepared for the Passover.  Tomorrow and for generations to come, the story would be told of how the Lord stopped the flow of the Jordan, igniting the faith of the young, reinforcing the faith of the old and forever a reminder of God’s faithfulness to those who love Him and are called according to His purpose. 

The joy and celebration of that evening has been repeated down though the centuries every time the Lord reaches into the affairs of men and provides for a need with miraculous intervention.  We must remember to celebrate all that the Lord has done for us.  Our every breath is given to us by the Lord and the hours in each day are filled with opportunities to celebrate and praise Him.  In Luke 19:37-40 we read, Then, as He was now drawing near the descent of the Mount of Olives, the whole multitude of the disciples began to rejoice and praise God with a loud voice for all the mighty works they had seen, saying: “﻿ ‘﻿Blessed is the King who comes in the name of the Lord!﻿’ Peace in heaven and glory in the highest!﻿” And some of the Pharisees called to Him from the crowd, “﻿Teacher, rebuke Your disciples.﻿”  But He answered and said to them, “﻿I tell you that if these should keep silent, ﻿the stones would immediately cry out.﻿”  All creation stands in wait to tell of the wondrous works of the Lord.  Don’t be silent.  In Psalms 19:1 we read, The heavens declare the glory of God; and the firmament shows His handiwork.  If even the very appearance of creation tells of God’s magnificence, how much more should we with voices to sing, and hands to raise celebrate His work in our lives.

So the priests who bore the ark stood in the midst of the Jordan until everything was finished that the Lord had commanded Joshua to speak to the people, according to all that Moses had commanded Joshua; and the people hurried and crossed over.  Then it came to pass, when all the people had completely crossed over, that the ark of the Lord and the priests crossed over in the presence of the people.  And the men of Reuben, the men of Gad, and half the tribe of Manasseh crossed over armed before the children of Israel, as Moses had spoken to them.  About forty thousand prepared for war crossed over before the Lord for battle, to the plains of Jericho. [Joshua 4:10-13]
The march across the riverbed into Canaan was in a specific order for both military and practical reasons.  Leading the way were the warriors of Reuben, Gad and Manasseh.  The men of these tribes were fulfilling the commitment they had made with Moses.  As we discussed in Chapter 1, these tribes would send only fighting men across the Jordan to help with Israel’s occupation of the land.  Once this task was completed, they would return to their families on the east side of the river.  The armed men of these Transjordanian tribes would lead the crossing.  Not slowed by families or goods, the 40,000 men designated for this task would cross into the Plains of Jericho first with the rest of the men of Israel and their families following.  The total soldiers sent from these tribes represented about 29 percent of their male population while the rest would stay behind to provide for and protect their families.  All total about 110,580 fighting men crossed over that day ready to follow the Lord’s command.  

﻿On that day the Lord ﻿exalted ﻿Joshua in the sight of all Israel; and they feared him, as they had feared Moses, all the days of his life.  [Joshua 4:14]
The word fear is not terror or dread but that of awe and respect.  The personal assurance God had given Joshua back in Chapter 1 was now a matter of public record as Israel experienced, first hand, God’s strong arm of salvation through His servant Joshua.
Then the Lord spoke to Joshua, saying, “Command the priests who bear the ark of the Testimony to come up from the Jordan.” [Joshua 4:15-16]

In verse 16, the ark is referred to as the Ark of the Testimony not the Ark of the Covenant.  These are two terms, used interchangeably, for the same item.  It actually has to do with what was inside the ark.   In Exodus 31:18 we read ﻿ And when He had made an end of speaking with him on Mount Sinai, He gave Moses two tablets of the Testimony, tablets of stone, written with the finger of God.  The two tablets on which the Ten Commandments were written were called the “tablets of the Testimony” or, in Deuteronomy 9:11, the “tablets of the covenant”.  These two tablets were carried inside the ark making both descriptions; the ark of the Covenant and the ark of the Testimony correct.  

Joshua therefore commanded the priests, saying, “Come up from the Jordan.”  And it came to pass, when the priests who bore the ark of the covenant of the Lord had come from the midst of the Jordan, and the soles of the priests’ feet touched the dry land, that the waters of the Jordan returned to their place and overflowed all its banks as before.  Now the people came up from the Jordan on the tenth day of the first month, and they camped ﻿﻿in Gilgal on the east border of Jericho. [Joshua 4:17-19]
God’s timing is always perfect and very interesting throughout scripture as places, times and events work together weaving a beautiful tapestry of God’s master plan.  Five days short of a full forty years since the exodus from Egypt, God ordered the crossing of the Jordan.  That same day, preparations for the annual celebration of Passover were to begin.  This was the month of Nisan (March-April) and the very day the Passover lamb was to be selected (Exodus 12:3).  The symbolism here is so powerful as we think of Christ, the ultimate Passover Lamb, standing in the gap between our sin and God’s righteousness at Calvary.  Just as God provided a way across the Jordan through the Ark of the Covenant, He provided a way over the gap created by our sin through His Son Jesus Christ.  Israel was to enter into Canaan with the feast and celebration of Passover reminding them of their deliverance from Egypt and the fulfillment of God’s promise to bring them into the land of promise.  
And those twelve stones which they took out of the Jordan, Joshua set up in Gilgal. [Joshua 4:20]
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On the left is a map of the possible location of the city of Gilgal.  On the right is an aerial view of the twisting Jordan River in the region near the Dead Sea. 

The exact location of Gilgal is not known.  It is thought to be about one or two miles northeast of Old Testament Jericho on an area of rising ground.  This city will play a prominent roll in Israel’s history. It was here that Israel first camped and erected the tabernacle in Canaan.  This would become Israel’s base of operations during the southern campaign and the place where Joshua would begin dividing up the land to the tribes of Israel.  Years later, the coronation of Israel’s first King, Saul, would be held at this site as well as his rejection by God as Israel’s king.  Moving forward about sixty more years, after Absalom’s revolt, its here at Gilgal that the people of Judah will welcome David back as their king.  Then the tragic and final words we have on this monument city are from the prophets Hosea and Amos as they condemn the city for its idolatry.  All the while, the stones from the river Jordan lay in testament of God’s faithfulness.  Time has a way of clearing our memory and dulling the senses of a once jubilant heart.  We so quickly forget all that the Lord has done and if we aren’t careful to mark with diligence His faithfulness to us, we might find ourselves wrapped in the idolatry of this world while standing on the very ground where the Lord once delivered us.  

Then he spoke to the children of Israel, saying: ﻿“﻿When your children ask their fathers in time to come, saying, ‘﻿What are these stones?﻿’ then you shall let your children know, saying, ﻿‘﻿Israel crossed over this Jordan on dry land﻿’; for the Lord your God dried up the waters of the Jordan before you until you had crossed over, as the Lord your God did to the Red Sea, which He dried up before us until we had crossed over, ﻿

﻿that all the peoples of the earth may know the hand of the Lord, that it is mighty, that you may fear the Lord your God forever.﻿” [Joshua 4:21-24]
We have a huge responsibility to pass on to our children, friends and neighbors the testimony of God’s power and grace in our lives.  Whether it was an answer to the smallest whisper of a prayer in a quiet moment or the demonstration of God’s unlimited power as you walked through the deepest, darkest valley of your life, we must tell the world of how the Lord provided a way.  We need to be faithful in all we do and everything we say, that if only for a living testimony to those 
who come behind us, one might be able to pause in their struggle, and see clearly where we have walked and the memorial of that journey which represents what God will do if they will trust Him.  In Psalms 78:1-8 we read Give ear, O my people, to my law; Incline your ears to the words of my mouth.  I will open my mouth in a parable; I will utter dark sayings of old, Which we have heard and known, And our fathers have told us.  We will not hide them from their children, Telling to the generation to come the praises of the Lord, And His strength and His wonderful works that He has done.  For ﻿﻿He established a testimony in Jacob, And appointed a law in Israel, Which He commanded our fathers, That ﻿they should make them known to their children; That the generation to come might know them, The children who would be born, That they may arise and declare them to their children, That they may set their hope in God, And not forget the works of God, But keep His commandments; And ﻿may not be like their fathers, A stubborn and rebellious generation, A generation ﻿that did not ﻿set its heart aright, And whose spirit was not faithful to God.  
In a song that Steve Green made popular many years ago, Find Us Faithful, the chorus echoed the powerful lesson of this chapter.  May all that come behind us, find us faithful. May the fire of our devotion light their way.  May footsteps that we leave, lead them to believe, and the lives we live inspire them to obey.  Oh may all who come behind us, find us, faithful.  

Where does the path of your life lead others?
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