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Joshua 5
An Introduction

In Deuteronomy 12:1 we read, “These are the statutes and judgments which you shall be careful to observe in the land which the Lord God of your fathers is giving you to possess, all the days that you live on the earth”.  This was God’s Law and it was important that Israel determine to do all that He had instructed. They were finally in the land but before they could move forward, they needed to deal with an issue in their past, a change for the present and then establish a plan for the future.    

First, Israel would be reminded of the Abrahamic Covenant and the mark of that covenant that symbolized putting off the sinful nature and committing one’s heart completely to the Lord.  This reaffirmation of Israel’s relationship with God will bring home the individual and personal commitment each family had to the Lord.  

Second, God’s miraculous method of providing daily food for Israel would change.  The manna that once fell from heaven would give way to the abundance of the land.   

Third, the foundation for a battle plan in the conquest of Canaan needed to be established.  Joshua would meet face to face with Commander of the army of the Lord and come to an understanding that he and the children of Israel were on holy ground.

JOSHUA

5 So it was, when all the kings of the Amorites who were on the west side of the Jordan, and all the kings of the Canaanites who were by the sea, heard that the Lord had dried up the waters of the Jordan from before the children of Israel until we had crossed over, that their heart melted; and there was no spirit in them any longer because of the children of Israel.  [Joshua 5:1]

The fighting spirit of the Canaanites had completely melted as the stories they had heard for decades, about the God of the Israelites, came to life in the Jordan valley.  The Amorite kings who lived west of the Jordan were now in a paralyzed state of mind because of Israel’s presence in the land.  In Exodus 23:27 we read, “﻿I will send My fear before you, I will cause confusion among all the people to whom you come, and will make all your enemies turn their backs to you”.  Here, in Chapter 5, we again see the fulfillment of this promise.  The news of the miraculous passing over the Jordan was rushed throughout all the land.  One can just imagine the panic as from one post to another and one messenger to another, the news of Israel’s entering the land spread like wildfire melting the hearts of the kings as wax before a flame.  

All is ready for the army of Israel to begin the conquest of Canaan but instead of assembling the army or mapping a battle plan the Lord now gives Joshua an instruction that, from a military perspective, defies all logic.

At that time the Lord said to Joshua, “Make flint knives for yourself, and circumcise the sons of Israel again the second time.” So Joshua made flint knives for himself, and 
circumcised the sons of Israel at the hill of the foreskins. And this is the reason why Joshua circumcised them: ﻿All the people who came out of Egypt who were males, all the men of war, had died in the wilderness on the way, after they had come out of Egypt. ﻿For all the people who came out had been circumcised, but all the people born in the wilderness, on the way as they came out of Egypt, had not been circumcised.  [Joshua 5:2-5]

This act of circumcision completely cripples the Israeli army for days and to do this, while in enemy territory, seems to defy good military tactics.  These have been called “most unmilitary acts” and completely outside the rules of engagement. This is a pattern, however, we see over and over in God’s Word, as His methods and directives can be very different from what we see as the right way.  In Isaiah 55:8 we read, My thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways My ways.  This was a fresh start for Israel and the Lord wanted them to be prepared for the task at hand by being completely obedient to all that He had instructed them in the wilderness.  In Deuteronomy 6:1 we read, “Now this is the commandment, and these are the statutes and judgments which the Lord your God has commanded to teach you, that you may observe them in the land which you are crossing over to possess.”
Circumcision was a sign of the covenant between the Lord and the descendants of Abraham.  Today, baby boys are often circumcised for health and hygiene reasons but in biblical times it was a religious ritual which distinguished the descendants of Abraham from the Gentile world.  In Genesis Chapter 17, when God first made His covenant with Abraham, this was a sign of a faithful relationship and an act of obedience that symbolized putting off evil from one’s life.  In Deuteronomy 10:16 we read, Therefore circumcise the foreskin of your heart, and be stiff-necked no longer.  Today, every Christian, both male and female, is circumcised, not by human hands, but by replacing the sinful nature with Christ’s presence in each of our lives.  In Colossians 2:11-12 we read, In Him you were also ﻿﻿circumcised with the circumcision made without hands, by ﻿﻿putting off the body of the sins of the flesh, by the circumcision of Christ, ﻿buried with Him in baptism, in which you also were raised with Him through ﻿faith in the working of God, who raised Him from the dead.  

The phrase, again the second time in verse 2, refers to the generation that was born during the forty years of desert wonderings.  The males who where part of the exodus from Egypt had all been circumcised but that generation had all died in the wilderness and the practice had been largely neglected during that time.  In Exodus 12:43-49 we read, And the Lord said to Moses and Aaron, “This is the ordinance of the Passover: No foreigner shall eat it.  But every man’s servant who is bought for money, when you have circumcised him, then he may eat it.  A sojourner and a hired servant shall not eat it.  In one house it shall be eaten; you shall not carry any of the flesh outside the house, nor shall you break one of its bones.  All the congregation of Israel shall keep it.  And when a stranger dwells with you and wants to keep the Passover to the Lord, let all his males be circumcised, and then let him come near and keep it; and he shall be as a native of the land. For no uncircumcised person shall eat it.  One law shall be for the native-born and for the stranger who dwells among you”.  The Passover feast was to be held annually, on the 14th day of the month and God’s requirement for participation was explicit and exclusive.  No uncircumcised person was to eat of the Passover, thus establishing the importance of a pure and committed heart before God.

For the children of Israel walked forty years in the wilderness, till all the people who were men of war, who came out of Egypt, were consumed, because they did not obey the voice of the Lord—to whom the Lord swore that He would not show them the land which the Lord had sworn to their fathers that He would give us, “a land flowing with milk and honey.” Then Joshua circumcised their sons whom He raised up in their place; for they were uncircumcised, because they had not been circumcised on the way.  [Joshua 5:6-7]

In Genesis 17:14 we read, And the uncircumcised male child, who is not circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin, that person shall be cut off from his people; he has broken My covenant”.  The Lord made it clear that any male not circumcised would be cut off from the blessings and benefits of God’s covenant with the children of Israel.  This new generation, that had been raised up in the place of their fathers, would only enter into the blessings of the promise and the land flowing with milk and honey by following obediently in God’s plan.  

The term “a land flowing with milk and honey” appears 15 times in the first five books of the Bible (Pentateuch) and refers to the lush fertile land of Canaan rich in grass and flowers.  More specifically, the land would support an abundance of camels, sheep, cows and goats for milk and a large variety of plant life for bees.  The term also referred to the two lifestyles of the land both herdsman and farmer.  This was no wilderness, it was a beautiful wonderful place filled with promise and hope.  The complete and peaceful occupation of this land of promise, however, still centered on total obedience to God’s Word and guidance.

So it was, when they had finished circumcising all the people, that they stayed in their places in the camp till they were healed.  [Joshua 5:8]

All things considered, one might ask why not complete this act on the other side of the Jordan in the plains of Moab before entering the land?  There would be no concern of enemy armies, learning the lay of the land, or the complications of the relocating of an entire nation of people, not to mention the incapacitation of all the adult males while they healed.  Although opinions vary on this question, it would seem that in this very act, God would show that Israel was not governed by man’s wisdom but by His personal direction and they acted with His authority.  Exposing the army and entire nation of Israel, in this way, would amplify God’s power and the shield of protection He placed over them.  The principle here is powerful; begin with God.
Then the Lord said to Joshua, “This day I have rolled away the reproach of Egypt from you.” Therefore the name of the place is called Gilgal to this day.  [Joshua 5:9]

There are many different thoughts on the phrase “the reproach of Egypt” including the reproach which comes from the Egyptians in their attitude towards Israel, the time spent in Egypt among their stone and wooden gods or even the bondage Israel lived under.  On close inspection, the reproach seems to be tied to the act of circumcision.  Remember this was the badge of the Abrahamic Covenant and only when this practice was completely reestablished was the reproach of Egypt rolled away.  This also is tied to the name of the place where this happened, Gilgal, which means a rolling or to roll away.  Matthew Henry says of the reproach, “Their circumcision rolled away the reproach of Egypt. They were hereby owned to be the free-born children of God, having the seal of the covenant in their flesh, and so the reproach of their bondage in Egypt was removed.  They were tainted with the idolatry of Egypt, and that was their reproach; but now that they were circumcised it was to be hoped they would be so entirely devoted to God that the reproach of their affection to Egypt would be rolled away”.
There is a strong spiritual message in this text.  In Galatians 5:17 we read, For the flesh lusts against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh; and these are contrary to one another, so that you do not do the things that you wish.  Each of us has an old nature that controls our lives and unless it is “rolled away” we cannot enjoy the full blessings that the Lord has for us.  The Lord loves us and demonstrated that love by giving us His Son Jesus Christ as a sacrifice for our sin.  It’s only though Him alone that we can have our sins and our old nature rolled away.  Until this old nature is replaced by giving our hearts to the Lord Jesus Christ and allow Him to fill us with His Holy Spirit, that old ugly nature will dominate and control our thoughts, motives and actions.  
Now the children of Israel camped in Gilgal, and kept the Passover on the fourteenth day of the month at twilight on the plains of Jericho.  And they ate of the produce of the 
land on the day after the Passover, unleavened bread and parched grain, on the very same day.  Then the manna ceased on the day after they had eaten the produce of the land; and the children of Israel no longer had manna, but they ate the food of the land of Canaan that year.  [Joshua 5:10-12]

This was a very special Passover.  For the first time, Israel was celebrating in the Promised Land and the lush bounty of Canaan was finally a reality.  The timing of Israel’s arrival was not just perfectly in tune with the Passover but it was also in a season that the land would be able to support all the families of Israel.  Here, the morning after the Passover meal, the manna stopped.  During the wilderness march, the manna had been provided by God every morning, except for the Sabbath.  It fell from heaven in the form of a small round seed that looked like hoar frost.  They were required to gather it early in the morning, before the sun rose and melted it away, gathering only what would be needed for the day, as any additional manna collected would become wormy and not eatable.  The manna was prepared by grinding and baking and the result was a taste and texture like fresh oil, and wafers made with honey.  This was God’s provision for them until they could enter and eat of the abundance of the land of Canaan.  It is worth noting that the manna came regardless of Israel’s attitude or the decisions they made.  God’s provision did not change when, in Numbers Chapter 11, the people began to despise the heavenly food nor did it stop when the people turned back from entering the land at Kedesh Barnea some thirty-eight years earlier.  The Lord’s commitment to us is greater than anything we can imagine.  Today, Jesus is that provision for our daily lives and He will be there until we each reach the end of our journey.  Jesus compared Himself to this manna as a provision for the entire world.  In John 6:49-51 we read, “Your fathers ate the manna in the wilderness, and are dead.  This is the bread which comes down from heaven, that one may eat of it and not die.  I am the living bread which came down from heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever; and the bread that I shall give is My flesh, which I shall give for the life of the world.﻿”.   God’s provision for us is always perfect, just as it was for Israel, both in our daily need and for all eternity.  

And it came to pass, when Joshua was by Jericho, that he lifted his eyes and looked, and behold, ﻿a Man stood opposite him ﻿with His sword drawn in His hand. And Joshua went to Him and said to Him, “Are You for us or for our adversaries?” So He said, “No, but as Commander of the army of the Lord I have now come.” And Joshua fell on his face to the earth and worshiped, and said to Him, “What does my Lord say to His servant?”  [Joshua 5:13-14]

With the crossing of the Jordan and Passover behind them, Joshua now turns his attention to the next task at hand, the city of Jericho.  You can just imagine Joshua walking over and looking down toward the city.  He knew God’s promise to him was unquestionable and that the Lord would be faithful to lead the way but there were still a lot of thoughts running through Joshua’s mind as he prepared for the siege and destruction of Jericho.  Despite Joshua’s lengthy military career, the fortified city of Jericho was an entirely different type of battle for this military commander.  Israel had no battering rams or catapults, their weapons were slings, arrows and spears, a mere pin prick to the citadel of Jericho.   While pondering the challenges ahead, Joshua was startled by a man, a short distance away, with his sword drawn.  The ever ready Joshua quickly responds, ready to engage this potential enemy and asks the question, “Are you for us or for our adversaries?”  The answer was surely as surprising to Joshua as his very appearance but it is one that would both empower and focus Joshua’s heart and mind.  “No”. That was it, for this was no common warrior and this wasn’t about whose side He was on but that Joshua might know that he was in the presence of the Lord and that He alone had come to take charge.  It may have been that Joshua began to immerse himself in a battle plan and the Lord wanted to stop him and get his attention, or Joshua may have been praying for God’s direction and this was his answer but either way, the message is clear.  “But as Commander of the army of the Lord I have now come”.  He was neither for nor against Joshua, He was the Commander of God’s army and what was important was for Joshua to recognize the big picture and realize that not only was the battle 
the Lord’s but the ultimate responsibility for Joshua was to stay humbled before almighty God and let Him lead the way for His purpose and His glory.  In that moment, Joshua realized that this was not just about Jericho, the Canaanites or even the conquest of the Promised Land, this was about the Lord, His glory and His power.  

The drawn sword was in itself an act in preparation in the defense of Israel but this warrior had not come to fight but to take charge as Commander of the army of the Lord.  Today, God is not available to be a foot soldier in our personal campaigns.  His resources are not available to us for the accomplishment of our own agendas.  We need to remember that we serve the Lord and it’s in His army that we can be victorious if take our direction from Him alone, surrendering to His leadership in our lives and worship in His presence.  It is so important that we keep our personal motivations in check, assuring that any task we perform and all we say and do is not for our recognition but for the glory and honor of the Lord.

Then the Commander of the Lord’s army said to Joshua, ﻿ “Take your sandal off your foot, for the place where you stand is holy.” And Joshua did so.  [Joshua 5:15]
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The command to Joshua to remove his sandals is the same as the one given to Moses on the plain of Midian in Exodus 3:5.  This similar appearance again reinforces Joshua’s role in continuing on where Moses left off but who was this Captain, this Man of War who appeared to Joshua that morning?

Many Jewish scholars believe this to be an angel of God and even name him as Michael the archangel.  One must ask the question, however, would Joshua have worshiped at the feet of an angel? Even if this appearance might, in itself, have prompted such a response, mere angels never accepted worship for they were use to being in the presence of God who alone is worthy of worship.  Another approach is expressed by scholars who believe that Joshua recognized him to be God.  In his Sixth Homily on the book of Joshua, Origen says, “Joshua knew not only that he was of God, but that he was God. For he would not have worshiped, had he not recognized him to be God. For who else is the Captain of the Lord’s host but our Lord Jesus Christ”?  In John 1:18 we read, No one has seen God at any time.  The only begotten Son, who is in the bosom of the Father, He has declared Him.  This strongly implies that appearances such as these were preincarnate appearances of Jesus Christ Himself and not God the Father who can’t be seen.  In John 6:46 we read, Not that anyone has seen the Father, except He who is from God; He has seen the Father.  

As we look back on these types of experiences throughout scripture, it’s fascinating to see how the Lord revealed Himself and His plan to different individuals in a way each could understand and comprehend.  For Abraham, traveling to a new land, He appeared as a Traveler in Genesis 18:1-3, for Moses, working in the desert, He appeared in a flaming bush in Exodus 3:1-2 and for Joshua at the beginning of the conquest of Canaan, He appears as a Man of War.  

The sins of the past have now been dwelt with, the children of Israel are sustaining themselves from the fruit of the land and Joshua has a clear understanding of God’s leadership role in commanding the army of Israel.  Everything is now complete for Israel to begin moving forward in God’s plan for them in Canaan.  These days of careful preparation make up a three-step plan 
for success that will empower and assure the nation of Israel’s resolve to follow God’s leading and trust His design.

It is no different for us in this very moment in time.  Tomorrow’s success hinges on our preparation today and although that preparation may seem different and unusual to others, putting God first will always put us in God’s perfect plan for our lives.  First, deal with the past.  If there are things that the Lord has laid on you heart that are not right, make a concerted effort to be obedient in responding to whatever it is you need to do.  Second, enjoy the present.  No matter what is going on in your life, the Lord has given you today and whether you find yourself in the desert or in a new land full of hope, the Lord is still providing for you, be it manna or the fresh fruit of the land.  Celebrate and praise the Lord, for today and all that it brings, for it will only be here once.  Third humble yourself before the Lord and look to Him for guidance, for as His child, He stands ready, wanting to lead the way for you.

Are you prepared for what the Lord has next in your life?
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