
READING JOSHUA 
 
JOSHUA OVERVIEW 
 

 Author: Joshua 
 Date: c. 1390 B.C. 
 Theme: the entering, taking, and distribution of the promised land; and the enjoyment of 

the blessing that comes with obeying God 
 Significant Features: transfer of leadership (from Moses to Joshua), emphasis on keeping 

the law, possessing the land 
 Key verse: 1:7-9 
 Key chapters: 1, 24 

 
 
AUTHOR AND DATE  
 
The author for most of the book is probably Joshua.  Both Joshua 18:9 and 24:26 suggest his 
authorship and other passages suggest that it was most likely written by an eyewitness to the 
events of the book (cf. 2:1-24; 3:1-17; 5:1, 6; 6:1-10:43; 15:4).  Additionally, Canaanite cities are 
mentioned by their archaic names (cf. 15:9, Baalah for Kirjath-jearim; 15:13, Kirjath-arba for 
Hebron; 15:49, Kirjath-sannah for Debit).  While not all of these items necessitate Joshua as 
author, they suggest his authorship, or at least someone who was his close contemporary. 
 
It is clear that not all of the book could have been written by Joshua (e.g., his death, 24:29-30; 
idolatry that occurred after his death, 24:31; the use of the name Hormah, 12:14; 15:30; 19:4, for 
the town of Zephath, which was not changed until the days of the Judges (Jg. 1:16-17).  These 
passages would have been written by a contemporary, perhaps Phinehas, who was an eyewitness 
to these changes and was a close confidant of Joshua. 
 
Due to the factors of timing related above as well as other date-specific events in the book (e.g., 
Rahab was still alive at its writing, 6:25; and the book is pre-Davidic since the Jebusites still 
occupied Jerusalem, 15:36; 2 Sam. 5:5-9), an early date of approximately 1370-1330 B.C. is 
probable. 
 
 
THEME 
 
The book of Joshua begins with the death of Moses, and consequently, it begins with the 
entrance into the promised land, since Moses had not been allowed to enter the land.  Therefore, 
while, “anticipation marks the book of Deuteronomy, realization [marks] the book of Joshua.” 
[Merrill Unger, Unger’s Bible Handbook, p. 155.]  The theme can also be expressed in the word 
“possession,” as this word appears 16 times in the book. Furthermore, Gleason Archer states, 
“The theme of the book concerns the irresistible power of God’s people in overcoming the world 
and taking possession of their promised inheritance, provided they only maintain a perfect trust 
in God’s strength and permit no sin of disobedience to break their covenant relationship with 
Him.” [Gleason Archer, A Survey of Old Testament Introduction, p. 251.] 
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Joshua also exhibits the faithfulness of God to the nation of Israel.  “…the faithfulness of God in 
establishing His people in the land, according to His promise, is clearly depicted in the Book of 
Joshua.” [Paul Enns, Joshua, p. 12.]  As will be seen below, “faith” is a key word in 
understanding Joshua. 
 
Joshua is also important because it stands in close harmony with the other books of the 
Pentateuch, and is the “source from which alone the Israelites in after ages derived all reliable 
information as to their Divine title to the possession of Canaan, and as to the territorial 
possessions and relative boundaries of the different tribes.” [Robert Jamieson, A Commentary 
Critical, Experimental and Practical on the Old and New Testaments, 2:  v.] 
 
Much of the book of Joshua deals with the conquest of the land, beginning with the crossing of 
the Jordan River and the victory over Jericho and concluding with the division of the land after 
all the major cities in the land have been defeated.  One writer states that with all the military 
features of the book of Joshua, “the clear aim is to set forth moral and religious lessons and to 
demonstrate that Israel is God’s chosen agent for the carrying forward of His purposes on earth.” 
[John Rea, “Joshua,” Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible, 3: 705.] 
 
So, “Joshua is a book about a land and a people.  The land is and inheritance promised by God, 
waiting to be occupied.  The people are the elect nation of God, facing the human obstacles in 
the way of taking the land.” [Irving L. Jensen, Joshua: Rest-land Won, p. 14.] 
 
 
JOSHUA THE MAN 
 
The key person in the book other than God is Joshua, and it is important to remember that he was 
one of only two men who survived the 40 years in the wilderness due to his good report that the 
land could be inhabited and defeated (Numbers 13).  God chose Joshua as the successor to 
Moses (Numbers 31:3), and it was Joshua therefore who led the people into the land.  Jensen 
points out that 
 

Joshua’s experiences in many ways paralleled those of Moses. Both were given 
charges to serve in leadership; both led Israel bodily from one land to another; both 
experienced the miracle of the parting of the waters; both gave moving farewell 
addresses; and when each died the people were at the peak of spiritual health, determined 
to serve the Lord. [p. 23.] 

 
It has also been pointed out that like Moses, Joshua was also typical of Christ in several different 
aspects. 
 

Joshua has typical significance for [Christians], prefiguring Jesus as the captain of 
our salvation. As Joshua led the people of God into the promised land and allotted their 
territories, so Jesus brings believers today into Promised Rest. [Rea, p. 710.] 

 
Rea also goes on to point out that Joshua also typifies Christ as Intercessor, Advocate, and 
conqueror over sin (enemies). 
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Therefore, as the central figure in the book Joshua led the people to a closer relationship to God, 
and it was his own faithfulness to God that sustained them several times. 
 
 
REITERATION OF PASSAGES IN NUMBERS AND DEUTERONOMY 
 
At least 14 separate events which were predicted and recorded in either Numbers or 
Deuteronomy had their fulfillment in Joshua.  Some of these include: the commissioning of 
Joshua, the conquests in the land, the dividing of the land, the setting aside of the cities of refuge 
and the setting aside of the Levitical cities.  [For a more complete list, in addition to the exact 
references, see J. Lilley, The New Bible Dictionary, p. 663.]  These references have lead some 
scholars to conclude that “Because of its continuity with Deuteronomy in content and narrative 
style, [they] have considered Genesis-Joshua as a Hexateuch’. [Lilley, p. 663.]  This, however is 
pure conjecture, and seems to be founded on little fact.  The main reason that these books could 
not be considered a Hexateuch is that there is a change in authorship from the Pentateuch to 
Joshua, which those who hold to this theory do not believe is true.  They instead insist on the 
theory of higher criticism and feel that approximately 5 authors combined to write the first six 
books of the Old Testament.  However, evidence for Joshua’s authorship is fairly sound. 
 
The significance of the reiteration of the predicted events being fulfilled, however, is seen in the 
latter portions of the book, for in both 21:45 and 23:14, it says that “Not one of the good 
promises which the Lord had made to the house of Israel failed; all came to pass.”  In fact, 23:14 
is even more specific when it states that not one word failed to come to pass!  Truly the God of 
the Israelites is a faithful God, and that is the idea which clearly is being emphasized throughout 
this book. 
 
 
“FAITH” IN JOSHUA 
 
A recurring them in the book is God’s faithfulness as all that He promised to the people came 
true.  In fact, the people found out later that He would be faithful and gracious even in His 
judgment of them for their disobedience.  However, the idea of faith is seen elsewhere in the 
book also.  For instance, because of the faith of Rahab, both she and her family were spared from 
the judgment that fell upon the city of Jericho (ch. 2; 6:25, 26).  In fact, the spies promised 
Rahab that God would be faithful to her because of her faith and belief.  This faithfulness is 
expanded still more as she was also included in the genealogy of Christ (Mt. 1:5). 
 
In discussing this topic, it is important to note that in Joshua, 
 

God is shown to be utterly faithful to His covenants with the patriarchs and the 
theocratic nation by fighting for them, winning their battles, and settling the tribes in their 
homeland.…The triumph of faith is stressed in Joshua as it portrays an entire nation 
marching unitedly to victory in total dependence upon the Lord. [Rea, p. 710.] 

 
The Israelites began the book and entry into the land with their faith in God in tact, since Moses 
had just finished rehearsing their heritage and covenant with God in the book of Deuteronomy.  
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Therefore, in Joshua 1:16-18 the people promised to be faithful to Joshua and God, saying that 
those who are unfaithful should be put to death.  Their faith is true as they cross the Jordan River 
and then defeat Jericho, but 7:1 begins with a phrase that will become fairly typical of the nation 
in the book of Judges: “But the sons of God acted unfaithfully.”  In this instance, they took 
treasures from Jericho that were to be left and destroyed.  It was only when the family of Achan 
was discovered to be the offending family and they were put to death that the nation was able to 
have a victory at Ai.  The importance of faith is therefore firmly established as God implements 
the harsh punishment for unfaithfulness.  Unfortunately for the Israelites, however, they do not 
learn from this single incident, and have to undergo many similar punishments in their walk with 
God — many of which will be seen in the book of Judges. 
 
 
GOD’S FAITHFULNESS IN THE PROMISE OF THE LAND 
 
The entrance into the promised land is a special example of the faithfulness of God. The entrance 
into the land is based upon the Abrahamic Covenant in Genesis 12.  “Israel’s occupation of the 
land of Canaan relates to the promise that God gave to Abraham inasmuch as it indicates Israel’s 
right to the land.” [Enns, p. 11.]  The fact that He allowed the people to re-enter the land 
indicates that He has not forgotten His covenant with the people, and that He will fulfill it at 
some time in the future. 
 
 Enns concludes, 
 

When Joshua led the Israelites into Canaan, he was obeying God’s command to take 
the land that had been given to them.  Israel was about to appropriate the land that had 
been promised to their patriarch, Abraham.  But they failed in this quest to appropriate 
the land and fell into idolatry.  Thus, while the land remains Israel’s, the appropriation of 
the land awaits future fulfillment when Messiah removes the blindness from Israel’s eyes. 
[Enns, p. 11.] 

 
 It has also been noted that 
 

Deuteronomy set forth the historical basis of God’s election of Israel and fully stated 
the covenant.…Joshua proceeds to show how this chosen people under the covenant 
became established in the Promised Land.  Herein is found the record of Yahweh’s 
faithfulness to His covenants with the patriarchs and with the nation first given to it at 
Sinai.” [Rea, p. 705.] 

 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The book of Joshua is a book of victory as the nation finally re-enters the land that was promised 
to them several hundred years earlier.  It is a book of faith as God continually reaffirms His 
faithfulness to His people.  And additionally, the importance of faith from the people to God is 
emphasized several times as they conquer the land. Another important aspect to the book is the 
reminder in Joshua’s farewell speech.  Just as Moses warned the people not to fall into idol 
worship at the close of his life, so Joshua warns the people at the close of his life in chapter 24.  
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He reminds the people of their time in both Egypt and the wilderness, and then reminds them of 
God’s continuing faithfulness.  However, he warns that if they fall into disobedience and 
unfaithfulness, God will judge them — and indeed that is the pattern which is set in the book of 
Judges. 
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