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Joshua 21:43-22:34 
“A Misunderstanding Among God’s People” 

Introduction 
This morning I’m jumping forward quite a bit in the book of Joshua to ch.21. 
We broke off last time in ch.15, as we looked at how Caleb followed the Lord 
wholeheartedly in his lifetime, and how he was concerned to pass on his blessing 
and his inheritance to his daughter Achsah and her husband Othniel, who would 
become one of the Judges of Israel in the next book of our Bibles, in Judges ch.3. 
 
I’m jumping ahead because chapters 16 to 21 are all to do with Joshua dividing up 
the land and giving it to the various tribes of Israel. How he divided it up between 
the 9½ tribes who were going to live within the boundary of Canaan, and indeed 
how he allotted some cities with their pasturelands to the priestly tribe of Levi.  
(See Joshua 21:41) 
 
All the place names, and the boundaries to their pieces of territory, would have 
meant a lot to God’s People, the Israelites, as they lived in the land. It might even 
still mean a lot to the nation of Israel who live there now, but it doesn’t mean very 
much to us living here in Northern Ireland. I believe these chapters to be inspired 
by God, just like any other part of our Bibles, but they’re not particularly useful or 
practical to us living right here, right now, in this part of the world. 
 
So we’re moving ahead to Joshua ch.21 this morning, to look at an incident that 
arose that threatened to divide God’s People completely in two. That is an issue 
that could be relevant to us today as a Church in this place - in Armagh. Why? 
 
Because the devil is always out to divide God’s People. He uses any means at his 
disposal. So there is much that we can learn from how this situation was handled 
in Joshua ch.21 that we can apply to our lives today. So let’s take a look at it… 
 
First of all, I want to remind you that back in Numbers ch.32, the 2½ Tribes of 
Reuben, Gad and Manasseh asked for and were granted the land of Gilead to live 
in. That was the piece of land that stretched all the way from the Sea of Galilee in 
the North, right down to the Dead Sea in the South, but all of it was on the Eastern 
Side of the Jordan River – so it was technically outside of the borders of Canaan. 
 
This was to be their inheritance. It was given to them by Moses, before he died, on 
one condition – that they help the other 9½ tribes of Israel to secure the land of 
Canaan, and to help their brothers and sisters to settle there. They agreed to this.  
 
In Joshua ch.1, Joshua reminded the 2½ tribes of their responsibility to help the 
other 9½ tribes of Israel to do just that. And they committed themselves totally to 

obey Joshua, and to make sure their brothers and sisters got to settle within the 
Land of Canaan (See Joshua 1:16-18). So they were united then - acting as one. 
 
Now come over to Joshua ch.21:43-45 and see where we’re at now… 
 
Notice: The Land is Conquered (v.43) 
 The Tribes are Settled (v.43b) 
 There is Rest / Peace on every side (v.44a) 

The War is Over (v.44b) 
 The Lord has been Faithful to All His Promises (v.45) 
 And so have the 2½ Tribes – they’ve been faithful to their promise too. 
 
So in ch.22 Joshua summons them before they return home across the Jordan. 
 
1. Joshua Praises them for their Faithfulness in the Past (vs.1-4) 
 
They had kept their promise that they made all those years ago to Moses. 
They had obeyed Joshua in anything he asked them to do as commanding officer. 
They had not forsaken the other 9½ tribes of Israel. 
They had been careful to keep the charge given to them by the LORD their God. 
So Joshua gives the 2½ tribes permission to go, to head back to their lands east 
of the Jordan in v.4. 
 
So it was a case of ‘job done’ as far as these tribes were concerned. 
Now came the time for them to leave their brothers and sisters in Canaan,  
and head back to their homelands East of the Jordan. But before they go… 
 
2. Joshua Exhorts them to Remain Faithful to God in the Future (v.5) 
 
‘Be very careful…’ - To Love the Lord their God  (Devotion) 
   - To Walk in All His Ways   (Discipleship) 
   - To Keep His Commandments  (Obedience) 
   - To Cling (or hold fast) to Him  (Faithfulness) 
   - To Serve Him with all their heart and soul 
       (Wholehearted Service) 
 
There’s a challenge to each one of us - How do we fair in all of those areas? 
 
Do you love the Lord with all your heart soul, mind and strength? (Devotion?) 
Do you walk in all his ways in terms of discipleship? 
Do you keep his commandments, in terms of obedience? 
Do you cling to God? - Do you hold fast to him in faithfulness? 
Do you serve the Lord wholeheartedly, like we saw Caleb did last time? 
 



Now I know, in one sense, there’s only One Person who has done all that 
perfectly, and that’s our Joshua – Yeshua - Jesus. He is the perfect Man! 
 
But as we trust in Him as our Lord and Saviour, and as we are filled with the Holy 
Spirit He gives us, then we can ‘be very careful to walk in all His ways’ by faith. 
 
So in this passage, Joshua is praising the 2½ tribes for their faithfulness to God in 
the past, and he’s exhorting them to remain faithful to God in the future. And so… 
 
3. Joshua Blesses them and Dismisses them to go Home (vs.6-9) 
 
Read v.6 – Joshua blesses them and sends them on their way. Then we get an 
explanation that Manasseh actually gets territory on both sides of the Jordan. As 
descendants of Joseph they were a particularly fruitful tribe, truly blessed of God. 
 
Notice in v.9, they left Israel at Shiloh. Shiloh was to be the centre of Hebrew 
Worship for the foreseeable future, at that time in our Bibles. It’s the place where 
the Tabernacle was, and God’s Presence was in the Ark of the Covenant within it. 
 
Eli & Samuel were still worshipping the Lord at Shiloh by the time of 1 Samuel 1:3. 
 
The Danger:  The 2½ Tribes were going to be some distance from the focal 

point of the worship of God! (Far from the Tabernacle & sacrifice). 
 
4. The 2½ Tribes recognize this danger so they decided to do something 
about it (v.10) 
 
Just before they crossed the Jordan, just before they left the Land of Canaan, they 
erected a massive altar at a place called Geliloth (NIV). Or ‘the region of the River 
Jordan’ (ESV) within the boundary of Israel. There they built a replica altar.  
‘an altar of imposing size’ (v.10 ESV). 
 
As far as the 2½ tribes were concerned, this was an altar that they would be able 
to see from their land, in Gilead - on the Eastern side of the River Jordan, it was to 
help remind them and their people to always worship the LORD, the God of Israel, 
in the true way - at the Tabernacle, in Shiloh. (Read vs.26-29) 
 
So the concern of the 2½ tribes was a good one. They wanted to remind their 
people living East of the Jordan, that they should still travel back and forwards to 
Shiloh to worship the Living and True God, Yahweh, at the Tabernacle, the place 
of worship and sacrifice there. They had no desire to set up another sacrifice. But: 
 
5. Something they did with good intention almost caused a Civil War! (11-12) 
 

When the other 9½ tribes got to hear about the other altar, they concluded (v.11): 
 

‘These 2½ tribes – there was always something a bit suspect about them –  
they’ve gone off the rails, it’s time to go and confront them and sort them out!’ 

 
The 9½ tribes are spoiling for a fight with the 2½ tribes on the other side of the 
Jordan! N.B.  
 

 This happened because of hearsay (v.11) nobody was sure of the facts! 
 

 Isn’t it so easy for incidents like this to happen, for issues to arise among 
God’s people, that threaten to completely tear them apart? 

 

 Isn’t it significant that this row broke out among God’s people, in peace- 
time; not when they were fighting the enemy together? 

 
- When we have the common focus of advancing against the enemy,    

petty side-issues seem so small, they go un-noticed! 
 

- But when we get our eyes off the enemy outside, and start to rest on our 
laurels, and look around at each other, that’s when petty squabbles arise, 
and we being to make mountains out of molehills! 

 
- And before long a church can be torn apart by Civil War, that used to be 

advancing against the enemy in evangelism, so unitedly! 
 
Do you know Irish History?  
About 100 years ago the Irish were fighting against the British looking for Home 
Rule, ever since the Easter Rising of 1916. Eamon De Valera and Michael Collins 
were fighting together during the Irish War of Independence from 1918-1921. 
But as soon as the Irish were granted their ‘Free State’ De Valera’s party wanted a 
full ‘Republic’ and couldn’t understand how Michael Collins had agreed to anything 
less! Before long former comrades were killing each other for another year in the 
Irish Civil War (1921-1922). 
The Irish Civil War became one of the saddest periods of Irish History. Former 
friends and colleagues were fighting and killing each other needlessly, and 
pointlessly, for the sake of an Irish Republic. 
 
Well, how much sadder is it then, when Christian is fighting fellow Christian, 
needlessly, and pointlessly – while their common enemy the devil looks on with 
glee, and smug satisfaction. 
 

- We as a church have been pulling together pretty well over the last 9 
years. 



- From time to time certain incidents arise that might threaten the unity of 
our fellowship.  

- But how sad it would be as we move forward into a new church-planting 
phase, if we got our eyes off our common enemy the devil, and started to 
fight with each other, over needless, petty, side-issues. 

- The devil, and the world around us, would look on in disgust and smug 
satisfaction! 

 
So the setting up of this huge fake altar beside the River Jordan, by the 2½ tribes, 
almost caused a Civil War with the 9½ tribes, who didn’t understand what it was all 
about. 
 
We currently have a membership of 125 people, so taking the same proportions 
as 2½ to 9½ that would be like 20% of our membership falling out with 80%. 
25 people going off to set up a new church in Keady, for example, while 100 
members stayed here to carry on the work in Armagh. (Now, I’m not saying that’s 
how this is all going to work out in the long run, but it might be the case). How are 
we going to make sure the 80% don’t fall out with the 20% in the days ahead?  
 
6. Well, how was the Civil War among God’s People averted? 
 

 The 9½ tribes sent a delegation to find out the true story! (vs.13-15) 
Phinehas (a Levite) the son of Eleazar the Priest, plus 10 men – one from 
each of the 9½ tribes - All in good standing in the Tribes of Israel. All went. 

 

 At first the delegation jumped to the wrong conclusion! (vs.16-20) 
- They accused the 2½ tribes of rebellion against God (v.16, v.19b)  
- They were accusing them of rebellion, or apostasy, or idolatry. 
- They feared God would now be angry with all of Israel as He was before 
with Achan (vs.18 & 20). 
- They invited the 2½ tribes to come and live in Canaan, near the 
Tabernacle at Shiloh, if distance to their place of worship really was the 
problem (v.19). 

 

 Then the 2½ tribes spoke up to tell their side of the story (vs.21-29). 
(And it is important that we listen to the other person’s point of view). 
Their reasons, and their motives for doing what they do, or believing what 
they believe. Our way of seeing things isn’t the only way, on minor issues. 

 
1. First of all, they called God as their witness (vs.21-23) 
 
 God knew the true motives of their hearts. 
 
It wasn’t rebellion, or apostasy, or idolatry that had led them to build this altar. 

2. Then they gave their reasons why they had built it (vs.24-29) 
- It was for fear that future generations living within Israel would accuse 
the 2½ tribes of having no part with the rest of the Israelite tribes, and no 
reason or right to worship Yahweh, the God of Israel (vs.24-25). 
 

- They built a replica altar – not to make sacrifices on, but on the contrary, 
purely as a witness to themselves and to their children that they should 
continue to worship Yahweh at His true sanctuary in Israel (wherever that 
might be in the future – whether it was Shiloh or Jerusalem) (vs.26-27). 
 

- The fake altar they had set up was to be there as a witness to prove their 
right to worship the LORD, for all to see, in generations to come (v.28). 
 

- They renewed their allegiance and commitment to worship the LORD at 
the altar in the Tabernacle in Israel (v.29). 
 

And now, having listened to the other side of the story, the delegation is satisfied 
and relieved there is no cause for War or Division between them! (vs.30-31) 
 
The delegation returned to Israel, glad and praising God, for their unity! (vs.32-33) 
 

N.B. ‘They spoke no more of making war against them!’ (v.33) 
 

And the 2½ tribes gave their altar a name ‘Witness’ (v.34) meaning… 
‘For it is a Witness between us that the LORD (that Yahweh) is God.’ 

 
Conclusion 

What’s the moral of this story? – ‘It’s Good to Talk!’ 
 
Next time you think you have reason to fall out with your brother or sister in Christ, 
over something you don’t think they should have done… 
 

Before you cause a row – or a Civil War – Go and talk to them! 
 
That’s exactly what we’re told to do in the New Testament (Matthew 18:15-20). 
 
Today, in N.T. times we are no longer bound to worship God in one Tabernacle or 
in one Temple, as it was in Shiloh, or in Jerusalem, in O.T. Times.  
 
In fact the pattern in the New Testament has become the exact opposite now. 
Everywhere Paul and the other Apostles went, they planted small churches, not 
big Temples. The pattern now is for churches to be as close to where people live 
as possible, so they can be a ‘Witness’ to the people they live among. e.g. Keady. 
Let’s try to understand one another as we move forward on this exciting venture! 


