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Lesson 2  Commentary  Joshua and Judges

Lesson 2  Questions        Samuel, Saul, David

THE ISRAELITES IN THE PROMISED LAND

Joshua and Judges

INTRODUCTION


The Hebrew Bible calls the books of Joshua, Judges, 1 and 2 Samuel, and 1 and 2 Kings “The Early Prophets.” These books were written by devout men who meditated and prayed on their history preserved in traditions or writings, and what this taught them for their lives. This religious standpoint is the main thrust of their historical books in the Bible, unlike our detached view of history (if that is possible!). This standpoint is what we too must learn from our study of God’s Word—what it says for our relationship with God and who He is, what God is like in His ways with us. From this, we learn to recognize the hand of God in world events, His exacting love for the Israelites and for us—the new Israel, the community of Christ’s followers.


In this lesson we will make a grand sweep of Joshua, Judges, Ruth and 1 Samuel 3:1-21, spot-lighting choice points. The time is 1020-1000 B.C.

I.  JOSHUA, MOSES’ SUCCESSOR




1. The Military Leader. In the desert trek, Moses sent the young Joshua to lead the   Israelites and defeat the Amalekites, while Moses on a high cliff prayed with arms extended, help up by Aaron and Hur (Exodus 17:8-13). This story is read in Sunday liturgy with a Gospel of Jesus’ words on “praying always and not losing heart” (Luke 18:1-8).


Joshua represented his tribe—descendants of Ephraim, Joseph’s son—when Moses sent twelve scouts to reconnoiter the land and the people of Canaan that God had chosen for them (Numbers 13:1-33).


We see him in this book, ably carrying out the crossing of the Jordan River according to God’s plan, “so that you will know there is a living God in your midst” (Joshua 3:10); conquering Jericho, Ai, and “all the land… the whole country” (Joshua 11:16a-23). Then Joshua divided the land by lot to the twelve tribes, according to Moses’ instructions (Joshua 14:1-2).



2. The Devout Israelite. Moses took only Joshua with him into the presence of God on Mt. Sinai, and within the Dwelling Tent when he consulted the Lord; “Joshua, his young assistant, would not move out of the tent,” when Moses returned to the camp (Exodus 33:11).


After all his years of leadership and military campaigns, Joshua’s final plea to them was to “strive hard to observe and to carry out all that is written in the law of Moses…” (Joshua 23:6). “Take great care to love the Lord your God” (Joshua 23:11). His farewell speech deftly covers their history from Abraham’s father, Terah, to their present days in Canaan and reminds them of the Divine Goodness.


“Fear the Lord and serve Him completely and sincerely” (Joshua 24:1-14). “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom” (Proverbs 9:10). This fear is a respect and understanding of God’s rights as creator and judge and of His power. Do we excel in this “fear”? Do we live by the second half of this advice of Joshua?



3. The Renewal of the Sinai Covenant (Joshua 24:16-28). Joshua climaxed his whole life and service to the Israelites by calling them to a most important event that was to hold them together and bind them to their God; an event that became a frequent reunion for them: the gathering at Shechem—an ideal place because it was centrally located among the allotted lands of the tribes. This is where Abraham had built an altar for the first time in Canaan (Genesis 12:6-7). Jacob had bought land there, had ordered all idols brought from Haran to be confiscated and buried there (Genesis 35:2-4), and had built a well which still remained when Jesus stopped there (John 4:4-6).


Shechem was a Canaanite city-state in a narrow pass between Mt. Gerizim and Mt. Ebal and commanded the major roads through the pass to travelers east and south.


Here Joshua asked them to decide “today” between Yahweh and the gods of their fathers served those generations ago. “As for me and my household, we will serve the LORD,” said Joshua (Joshua 24:15b). The people proclaimed after him, “We also will serve the LORD, for he is our God” (Joshua 24:18). Joshua, with an emphasis that rose from his heart, evoked their determined reply three more times.


“So Joshua made a covenant with the people that day and made statues and ordinances for them at Shechem, which he recorded in the book of the law of God. Then he took a large stone and set it up under the oak (terebinth) that was in the sanctuary of the Lord, as a witness to them and against them, if they ever denied God” (Joshua 24:25-27). At Sinai, at the Exodus, the Israelites learned God’s will for them. Canaan was an arrival, similar to our leaving a state of sin or an absence from God, and entering a Christian way of life, a renewal of our baptism covenant with God.



4. Remarkable Events in the Book of Joshua




a. An Enemy Woman Helps the Israelites (Joshua 2:1-24, 6:22-25; Matthew 1:5). God makes plain to us often in the Scriptures that He made and loves all people. This Jericho “prostitute” as the word harlot meant but could also mean a woman who ran an inn in the broader sense, was the great-grandmother of David whose royal line climaxed in Jesus Christ. Rahab is an example of “a person is justified by works done and not by faith alone” (James 2:24-26).




b. The Waters of the Jordan Back Up (Joshua 3:14-17). Is this merely a repeat of the Red Sea story? Biblical scientists and archaeologists have found that near the city “Adam” the Jordan has a much-frequented ford that is easily blocked up and prevents the lower part of the river from its water. The Jordan at the Israelites’ point of crossing is very narrow and today has a bridge. Earthquakes are frequent and as late as 1927 tons of soil crashed “down into the river bed and stopped the river for twenty-one hours” (Werner Keller’s The Bible as History, pp. 158-159). God has also frequently shown that He is the director of nature!




c. The Fall of Jericho (Joshua 6:20-27). Jericho is the strategic key to the conquest of Canaan. A battle rages around it today, but with spades and picks! Excavations there have yielded remarkable discoveries. At the Jericho strata of Joshua’s time, all is burnt rubble, ashes. “And they burnt the city with fire and all that was in it” (Joshua 6:24). Rahab was spared, she and her family (Joshua 6:22-23).


But how about the walls that fell? Excavations show even traces of the Stone Age which make Jericho the oldest city in the world, 7,000 years old. Walls of the old Canaanite fortress have been found. The outer wall of two fell about 1200 B.C. The inner circle of the double wall had been destroyed with violence; there are clear traces of a tremendous fire. A later archaeologist, Kathleen Kenyon, discovered that the walls of Jericho were rebuilt seventeen times, and destroyed by earthquake or erosion. This weakness of the walls may have caused the loud shouts of the Israelites to easily unsettle them!


The battle of the walls of Jericho continues (Keller, p.162). The point of the Biblical account is that Joshua believed in the power of God’s Word. “I have delivered Jericho and its king into your power,” and the instructions about the Ark, the priests, the ram’s horn, all religious symbols, accompanied by the people, are evidence of the faith which God asks. Do you have the faith that he expects? This is what Mary was expressing when she said, “Son, they have no wine” (John 2:3), and to the waiters, “Do whatever he tells you” (John 2:5).

II. JUDGES—THE TRIBAL CONFEDERACY (1200-1020 B.C.)


The book of Judges presents a different picture of the conquest of Canaan than that of the faith-full Joshua. Judges tells of the conquest as mostly the work of each tribe over its own allotted land. Some of the darkest times for God’s plan for the Israelites are in this book.


Judges tells of the works of twelve heroes of Israel, who were really military leaders, hero-leaders, chosen by God to protect the people in times of danger. The last and greatest judge was Samuel, also a prophet, who is the subject of two books following the book of Ruth, which follows Judges.


The two books, Joshua and Judges, were compiled by a skillful writer from various oral or written traditions, sometime in the Israelite monarchy. He seems to have added on until he had the number twelve, symbolic of all Israel. Twelve in the Bible is a “perfect” number. Samson, for instance, was neither a liberator or a judge, but his powerful deeds against the Philistines was a folk-tale in Judah. The deuteronomic editors gave the book a religious dimension and noted that all the judges were sincere worshippers of Yahweh. Above all, God’s inspired word speaks to us in the book.


A. Agricultural Gods (Judges 2:6-23). When Joshua’s whole generation died, “another generation followed it which knew neither Yahweh nor the deeds which he had done for the sake of Israel” (Judges 2:10).


“The Israelites did what is evil in Yahweh’s eyes and served Baal” (Judges 2:11). There are two factors to consider in the Israelites’ desertion of the faith of their ancestors. They are:



1. Why did they fall away so often? The people of Canaan were an agricultural society. Baal was their god of rain and storm; he was “owner of the land” and controlled its fertility. His consort was Astarte, the goddess of love and fertility. The land therefore, they thought was dependent upon sexual relations of the god and his consort. The Baal worshippers believed (we must admit that these people worshipped; they believed in higher powers, persons that created them and aided them or punished them) that the natural world was related to the powers of masculine and feminine, and dependent upon the vitalities of human sex. In temple prostitution, the man identified himself with Baal, the woman with Astarte; they believed they could keep the rhythms of the earth going by pleasing and imitating Baal and Astarte. Their idols, their temple, controlled their society. This worship was not just a desire for pleasure through sex as is true so often in our modern culture. It was important to their general welfare. The Israelites saw the abundant crops and became confused and wondered if this came from Baal.



2. How could they have possibly forgotten Yahweh? The Israelites became part of the society around them and failed to develop their faith in Yahweh; to nourish it. If these people had such abundant crops, the Israelites were tempted to seek Baal’s favor also.


This being tempted to “join the crowd” is also easy in our culture which holds up material possessions and money for them as of primary importance to our status in society, to our well-being, to our temporal needs, etc. Do we have some of this in our families? Does it cause us not to have time or interest to get to know God or His deeds for us? He has given us Christ who gave His life for us; He has given us the Church, the Body of Christ, and the Scriptures—His words for our light and guide (Psalm 119:105). Christians and Jews worship the one true God. We can turn the situation around—witness so well to our generation as to bring it to share our light (Matthew 5:14-16). Then our times would not be as the time of the Judges—a dark time for God’s plan.


A pattern developed that repeated itself for these two or so hundred years in Canaan (some say 400 or so): The Israelites fell into worship of false gods—Yahweh abandoned them into the hands of their enemies—Israel then cried to Him—Yahweh sends a Savior; and the cycle began again.


God could certainly defeat all their enemies, but in Judges 2:13-19 when they abandoned Him, to teach them He allowed them to be overcome by those who opposed their presence and set out to conquer them. “They bowed down to Baal; they deserted Yahweh to serve Baal and Astarte.” These lines summarize many years and epochs in the history of God’s people, for the whole Mid-East was pagan, was always either at war with each other or being conquered by an aggressive king, forming an empire.


We wonder how these small, surrounded tribes were able to pass on a new religion to the whole world—belief in one God. The answer of course is the power and wisdom of their God and ours, who dealt with them without taking away their free wills, yet never being satisfied with their failures, coming back again and again to form them as His people, sending them prophets. Has He done this in your life? Who have been your prophets? Have you been one for those needing God?


B.  The Twelve Judges. Seven of these are given a few lines only. They are described as a “deliverer of Israel” or “The Spirit was upon him.” We will look more closely at two of the other five.



1. Deborah—This judge was outstanding to the Israelites. They called her a prophetess and went “to her for justice” (Judges 4:5). As a prophetess she was given knowledge beforehand of the outcome of the struggle Israel had with Jabin, the king of Canaan, with his cruel oppression of the Israelites for twenty years, and his “nine hundred iron chariots” (Judges 4:13). The use of iron in Canaan and Israel has intrigued scholars, who by such hints in Scripture can place an event in secular history. During the judges’ time the Stone Age was giving way to the discovery of iron ore and its superior value. (1200-1100 B.C.)


Deborah as a judge heard cases of trouble between Israelites, and gave decisions and counsel. The amazing openness to a woman’s gifts and leadership is more than once seen in the Bible and even in secular history. This helps us to not think of our times as the only one in history with “women’s rights” recognized. We are struck by her almost amusing comment to Barak, who she chooses for her military general, “The way you are going about it, the glory will not be yours; for Yahweh will deliver Sisera into the hands of a woman” (Judges 4:17-21). And she went with him and the army. Again, Deborah shows prior-knowledge. This woman is a “woman for all seasons.”


The song of Deborah (all of Chapter 5) is not only known for being the earliest written record of the Hebrew and Aramaic language, but its poetry is recognized as some of the finest coming down to us. “By general agreement, the Song of Deborah is a first-hand, authentic historical witness” (Bernard W. Anderson, Understanding the Old Testament). The praise and gratitude given to Yahweh throughout the Song is a lesson for us when we are successful in a business, a personal, or a national struggle.



2. Gideon (Judges 6:7-24). Gideon’s story gives and interesting case (Judges 6:15) of overcoming fear, and also of the ability to recognize peacefully and accept the place our family has in society, and of our place in the family. When God told Gideon to save Israel from the marauding Medianites, Gideon replied that his family was the lowest in his tribe, and he was the least favored in his family. How could he save Israel? It reminds us of Mary’s humility about herself when, specially chosen by God and praised by her cousin Elizabeth, she breaks out with her song of praise, the Magnificat (Luke 1:46-56).


God’s reply to Gideon gives us the reason for the change in him, for his success in the military venture: “I shall be with you, and you will crush Midian” (Judges 6:16). Gideon then challenges the Canaanites after their unjust and cruel raids on the farms of Israel (Judges 6:33-40). What would we do if America were so attacked or if our family were so reduced as that? Could we trust all to God and begin to act? Dramatic and perhaps prophetic disasters have happened in America in one week; our three coasts, with our whole people living between them have been struck by the Atlantic hurricane, by the Pacific coast earthquake, and by the explosion and inferno of flames at the Gulf coast oil refinery. This brings to mind the earlier oil spill in Alaska, killing plant and ocean life. Is God speaking to this generation as he did to His people Israel?


“The Israelites cried to Yahweh because of Midian” (Judges 6:7). Gideon, the fearful, was God’s answer—it is not our power, but God’s that counts—and Gideon overcame the enemy. Let this teach us to trust all to God and to know that He brings us back to Him this way. Prosperity and safety are not always best for us.

III.  RUTH—A SPECIAL ANCESTRESS


This story is a tender tale of a family in Israel who migrates to Moab as an answer to a famine. It almost seems like magnificent fiction, but the book of Ruth is considered without a doubt to be historical, especially in its last detail.


Elimelech of Bethlehem, his wife Naomi, and their two sons Mahlon and Chilion go to Moab. Elimelech dies there and his sons marry Moabite women. The two sons (their names mean “sickness” and “pining away”) die also without leaving children. Naomi hears that the Judea famine is over; and sorrowfully says good-bye to her daughters-in-law. These begged to accompany her, for they loved her. One, Orpah, thinks better and sadly turns back home. Ruth’s beautiful lines are often quoted, and have become one of our loved songs, “Wherever you go, I will go, wherever you live, I will live. Your people shall be my people, and your God, my God. Wherever you die, I will die and there be buried” (Ruth 1:16-17).


Ruth with faithful love goes back with Naomi to Bethlehem. Naomi and Ruth are very poor, as are most of their people. Ruth gleans food in the field of a prominent kinsman of Naomi. On a chance visit to his field, Boaz sees Ruth and orders the workers to leave her alone, to arrange good yield for her. After other developments, as you’ve guessed probably, Boaz marries Ruth. Their son, Obed, is the grandfather of David (Ruth 4:21-22, Matthew 1:5ff).


Again, as in the story of Rahab in the book of Joshua, God arranges a woman of another race in Jesus’ ancestry. All people are his.


Next week, we begin the story of Samuel, the last of the judges, who introduces us to David. Samuel’s once childless mother, Hannah, grateful at the birth of Samuel, goes to the shrine at Shiloh and offers him to God. There she says the exultant hymn of praise that Mary must have memorized, and spoke in different but remarkable likeness her praise of God for Jesus, totally unexpected. The child Samuel, asleep in the Shrine, heard God calling him at night. His answer, “Here I am, Lord, you called me,” and what follows is a delight to both children and adults—a favorite Bible story (1 Samuel 3:1-21).

* * * * * * *
QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 3

Samuel, Saul, David

Day 1

Read notes for Joshua, Judges.


a.
Give two new facts or understandings you learned in Joshua.


b.
What helped you spiritually in your readings in Judges, or what new understandings did you learn?

Day 2


a.
Read 1 Samuel 1:1-11, 19-27, 3:1-21. What did this Scripture say to you?


b.
Read 1 Samuel 4:1-4a, 10-18; 5:1-7; 7:1-10, 15-17. (Note: Because we are getting important texts about these important leaders and the Israel that the prophets knew, we will be covering bits and pieces of chapters to avoid your having to read overmuch!) Give one of the instructions of Samuel in 7:1-10, and the response of the people.


c.
What words in Chapter 7 can apply to us personally? To our society?


d.
Read 1 Samuel 8:1-9; 9:1-2, 15-17; 10:1; 12:1-5, 13-18, 23-25. What did you learn about Saul? About God?

Day 3


a.
Read 1 Samuel 14:47-52; 15:7-25. What do you think motivated Saul’s disobedience?


b.
Read 1 Samuel 16:1-13; 17:17-24, 32-58; 18:1-16; 19:1-3. Describe David’s character as you see it in these texts.

Day 4



a. Read 1 Samuel 23:14-18; 26:1-2, 6-12; 31:1-6. Who are “the Lord’s anointed” today?


b.
How can we do as David did?


c.
Read 2 Samuel 5:1-5; 6:1-5; 7:1-29; 1 Chronicles 15:1-4; Acts 2:22-35; Hebrews 7:1-5. Choose a verse that enlightens and helps you and share it.

Day 5


a. 
Read 2 Samuel 11:1-6; 14-17, 26-27. How had power corrupted David? Explain.


b.
Read 2 Samuel 12:1-24, Psalm 51. List the proper and good responses of David.


c.
Read 1 Kings 1:5-6; 2 Samuel 13:7-22. What flaws in David’s character do we see?

Day 6

Read 1 Chronicles 18:1-2, 14-17; 28:1-14; 29:1-30. Comment on Saul and David as you have learned from their lives.
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