
Group Study Outline 
 
 

LAUNCHING QUESTION 
Often, after a mission week, we’re told ‘how many people became Christians’.  
What is your reaction when you hear that kind of statistic? 
 
 
Let’s be clear on ‘the story so far’.   
Looking at 21:43-45, where are we in the storyline of Joshua?   
 
 

Now let’s place this story of Joshua in in the bigger storyline of the whole Bible 
 

READ Joshua 24:1-13 
What has God done for the Israelites?  Trace through this record of his actions. 
Jot down the steps in the storyline onto a large piece of paper. 
 

What is your reaction to this story?   
What is God telling us about God through this ‘track record’? 
 
 
READ Joshua 24:14-18 
What is the appropriate response to this gracious and faithful God? 
What is Joshua calling on the people to do? 
Put the people’s response (in verses 16-18) into your own words. 
 

How is Romans 12:1-2 similar to/different from what Joshua is saying here? 
In what ways has God shown us the same kind of kindness listed in 24:1-13? 
 
 
READ Joshua 24:19-28 
Verse 19 has been described as ‘perhaps the most shocking statement in the OT’: 
what do you think the commentator meant when he said that? 
Why do you think that Joshua says 19-20? 
What does he mean by the phrase ‘a witness against yourself’ (in 22, 27) 
What is the test for those people then that they had chosen to serve the Lord? 
Compare v23 and v24.  How is v24 less positive than it might first appear? 

 Glance ahead through Judges 1:1-20, 21, 27, 29, 30, 31, 33 ... & 2:10 
 Had they ... or hadn't they ... chosen to serve the Lord? 

 

What is the equivalent test today that people have chosen to serve the Lord? 
How would someone be able to know if I have chosen to serve the Lord? 
 
 
THINKING IT THROUGH 
A young Christian reads v19 and asks you ‘... so can I serve the Lord, or not?’:  
how would you answer them? 
After thinking about this passage, what do you think our reaction should be 
when we’re told how many people ‘became Christians’ during a mission week? 
 

Do you think this passage is a positive or negative end to the book of Joshua? 
Now READ Joshua 24:29-31

Joshua 23:1-24:33 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
The Big Story that the Bible tells is all about exile and return.  Ever since the 
expulsion from the Garden of Eden, we remain in exile from the place of God’s 
blessing ... and that will never be recovered until we return to the new heaven 
and earth.  The Bible gives us lots of pictures of mini-exiles and mini-returns, 
but they are not the real exile and return.  So, yes, it was awful for Israel to be 
far from their home, enslaved 
in Egypt, but it was never as 
bad as all humanity far from 
God and enslaved to sin.  And 
similarly, although it was good 
when, at the end of the OT, 
Israel returned from their exile 
in Babylon, it never quite lived 
up to the hype promised (eg) 
in Isaiah 65:17f (since that is 
looking forward to a completely 
new heaven and earth). 
 

Joshua at a glance 
The book of Joshua tells the story of a 
significant ‘mini-return’.  And here we are at 
the end of that story.  As 21:43-45 (in a 
bookend with 1:6) tells us: the Lord kept his 
promise, gave Israel the land (as they took 
possession of it), and gave rest in the land (as 
their enemies were defeated).  God always 
delivers on every promise he ever makes.   

 

‘Rest’ is a huge Bible word, which means something like ‘God’s people in the 
place of his blessing’!  Of course, we know that this ‘rest’ in that land then is 
only a picture of all that God has promised to us in the heavenly Promised Land 
that still lies ahead.  On the basis of this story in Joshua, we can be confident 
that he’ll keep that even bigger promise and take us there too. 

 

Theme Sentence 
God is faithful to his people; will his people be faithful to their God? 
 

Application 
• God’s track record is that he has given us every spiritual blessing in Christ.  

Every one!  Josh 21:43-45 is true!  He has always been faithful to his people. 
• Therefore ... (24:14) fear the Lord and serve him in sincerity & in faithfulness. 
• Answer the challenge of 24:15 to ‘choose this day whom you will serve’ 
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Commentary                 	  
 

Joshua 22-24 tells of three assemblies at the end of Joshua’s life: with the 
tribes from the East of the Jordan (22:1f), then with the leaders of Israel 
(23:2f), and then with the entire nation (24:1f).  There are two witnesses: 
 22:34 the altar   a witness between us 
 24:27 the stone  a witness against us 
matching other memorial stones set up earlier in the book (eg 4:20-24; 7:26). 
 

Note the striking similarities between Joshua and Moses: both miraculously 
cross a body of water with the children of Israel, both have a burning bush 
experience (different phenomena for Joshua, but still similar in 5:13-15); both 
hold out a staff/javelin at a crucial time in battle (8:26; Exod 17:8-16); both 
build an altar to the Lord (8:30; Exod 17:15-16).  And here, they both end 
their lives with sermons, preaching to the people they have led, to prepare 
them for a future without them (cf Deut 30-32).  This is a moving moment, as 
we listen in to a dying man’s last words (cf 23:1-2, 14; 24:29-30). 
 
 
CHAPTER 23 
Comparing the wording of 23:2 and 24:1, it seems that, in chapter 23, Joshua 
addresses all Israel by speaking to its leaders.  As any good preacher, he repeats 
a structure (in each of 3-8, 9-13, 14-16; & also in ch 24) to drive the point home: 

• a review of God’s kindness; 
• an exhortation for the people to be faithful to him; 
• a threat of destruction if they are not.   

In this chapter, he presents the people with two motives: 
• the grace of God (9-10); 
• the fear of God (12-13). 

The most striking words of the chapter come in 14-16.  We tend to think that 
God keeping his promises means that he will do the ‘good things’ he’s 
promised.  Of course, it also means that he will be true to the ‘evil things’ too.  
And we should be glad about that.  Knowing that he will always keep all that he 
has said is much better than knowing that he will only keep some of it.  In 
other words, these two motives both depend on God keeping his promises. 
 
 
CHAPTER 24 
In this chapter, Joshua addresses all Israel in a formal covenant renewal (cf 
v25), matching the pattern of Ancient Near Eastern treaties between nations: 
 

 traditional Hittite covenant vv in ch 24 
a intro to the conquering king who is making the covenant 2 
b what the king has done historically for his subjects 2b-13 
c what the king now expects from his subjects 14-15 
d the official treaty document (and where it is to be stored) 26 
e witnesses to this treaty (who were frequently pagan gods) 22, 26b-27 
f blessings and cursings (for keeping or breaking the treaty) 19-20 

 

This is of greater significance than mere historical interest.  When a covenant 
was ‘made’ (25), it was normally ‘cut’ (cf Gen 15:7-20): both parties would 

walk between animals cut in two was a way of saying ‘... and may I similarly be 
cut in two if I break any bit of our treaty’.  (Interesting to note therefore that in 
Gen 15, only God [in the form of firepot/torch] walks between the pieces, since 
he alone will be the one who will repair covenant breach ... as he will do through 
the torn-apart body and spilt blood of his Son cf Luke 22:19-20.)  The point is 
that this ceremony is all about God binding himself, via the strongest form of 
promise, to do what he says: the big theme of Joshua (cf 21:43-45; 23:14-16). 
 

God’s track record shows him to be utterly faithful.  Remember what he did with: 
 2b-4 the patriarchs (Gen 12-50); 
 5-7 the exodus and 40 years in the wilderness; 
 8-10 their victories before entering the land: 
 11-13 their victories during the conquest of the land. 
On the basis of that, we can have confidence that he will continue to be faithful 
in the future to do what he says.  The only question concerns Israel: will she be 
faithful (6, 8, 11) to retain the land (13, 15, 16)? 
 

How is her faithfulness to be measured?  Chapter 23 gives a pithy summary: 
 23:6-8 read the Book (given to Joshua in 1:7-8, and now passed on to all) 
 23:8 cling to the Lord 
 23:12 don’t cling to the nations and the nations’ gods. 
The ‘cling’ word is the same as ‘cleave’ in Gen 2:24, which gives a sense for 
how God’s people are to be towards him: as a man is towards his wife.  Joshua 
appears to offer Israel a choice: serve the Lord (the word comes seven times in 
14-15) OR serve one of ‘these dunghill deities’ (Matthew Henry) - the ancestral 
Mesopotamian gods, or the contemporary Amorite ones (15b).  And yes, that is 
a stupid alternative!  And that’s the point: the Lord is ‘jealous’ (19) for their exclusive 
commitment to the only true God (continuing to be as she has been 23:8; 24:31).  
 

24:16-18 is a truly wonderful, heart-warming response!  But then 19c contains 
perhaps the most shocking statement in the OT: Joshua says ‘what you have 
promised is impossible’!  We should be sceptical about easy professions of undying 
loyalty (cf Peter in Mk 14:29).  The rest of the verse explains what is meant: there 
is no flicker of deviation in our God who is utterly opposed to sinful, divided loyalty. 
 

All of this takes place at Shechem (24:1).  That is the land that God first promised 
to Abram (Gen 12:6-7), that was bought by Jacob (Gen 33:18-20) and marked by 
an oak tree under which Jacob and his family ‘put away their foreign gods’ (Gen 
35:1-4).  The bones of Joseph had been carried into Egypt (Gen 50:24-26), and 
brought back, only now to be buried in that purchased plot (24:32).  Emphasising 
‘bones’ may seem overly pernickety, but they are given huge significance in Heb 
11:22 as demonstrating Joseph’s faith.  When these bones are buried, the purpose 
of the book is completed!  So, this brings together promises made AND promises 
kept AND land AND faith AND putting away idols ... all the themes of the book.  As 
if to draw further attention to this link, we’re told that Joshua and Joseph both die 
aged 110: it was Joseph who led into Egypt, and Joshua who led into the Canaan.   
_____________________ 
 

BUT!  Is v24 ominous?  The people make their bold profession but then don't do 
what Joshua told them in 23!  It certainly sets the tone for Judges that follows.  
So Judges 1:1-20 tells of continuing conquest.  But the recurring drumbeat (in 21, 
27, 29, 30, 31, 33!) is that ‘they did not drive out ...’ and Judges 2:10 is the legacy.   


