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Discussion Guide
Faithful Commitment
Connecting:

•

45 minutes
(The

following questions are intended to provide your
group with a way of connecting with one another so that
you might partner in the work

•
•
•

God

is doing in your lives.)

In what ways did God move in your life this week? In
what ways did you respond to him?
What was your biggest challenge this week? In what
ways, if any, did you invite God into this challenge?
How honest have you been with us?
(Graciously thank group members for their
honesty if they state they have held back.)

•
•

Getting Started:
10 minutes

•

When the Church seeks to do the work of God,
do people always recognize them as doing the
work of God? Why might this be the case?

Diving Into the Text:
60 minutes
(The following questions are intended to provide your group with a
simple road map through the text. Feel free to use these questions in ways
that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

•
•

Using the notes, discuss the concept of holy war
and the pursuit of God’s glory.
Give the background of Joshua’s encounter

•
•
•

with God in Joshua 5, then read Joshua 5.1315. Seek to put yourself in Joshua’s shoes,
experiencing what he experienced. Read the text
once more.

In the passage, how many sides are there to the
upcoming battle for Jericho? Seek to find as many
as possible.
In the text, God’s side and the Israelites’ side are
not equated. What, if anything, surprises you
about this? Could you elaborate?
God invites Joshua to “come over” to his side in
the upcoming battle and campaign for Canaan,
which involves the seeking of Gods’ glory rather
than a simple victory over the people of Canaan
(Joshua 6.17-19). What implications, if any,
does this invitation have for how we understand
the work of God in which we are called to
engage?

What might it look like to seek the glory of God
in what we do rather than simply seeking to “win”
for God?
What, if anything, makes this difficult? Could
you explain? What might make it easier?
Consider closing by discussing, as a group, what
it might look like to seek God’s glory in your
individual lives. Pray for one another. You might
consider basing your prayer on 1 Corinthians
10.31.

Context and Background

Holy War and God’s Glory
The practice of holy war or placing things under the
ban (cherem) is a rare practice in which all items and
people are devoted to destruction. The practice of
placing cities and people under this sort of ban was
the means by which Joshua and the people of Israel
took the land of Canaan. While the modern person
finds this practice shocking and perhaps repulsive, one
must realize that this was not the Israelites’ normal
means of making war. Typically, the Israelites offered
a city terms of peace when they marched against it
(Deuteronomy 20.10), in keeping with the Law of
Moses. However, when Joshua and the Israelites
took the land of Canaan, they departed from this
commandment.

The

reason for making war in a different manner
came at the command of God and not at the behest
of Joshua or the people of Israel (Joshua 6.17-19).
God instructed the Israelites to completely destroy
the people of the land and to give to him all silver,
gold, and bronze. This instruction was so serious that
disobedience brought about the consequence of death
(Joshua 7). With this example fresh in their minds,
the people of Israel obeyed God and waged war by
completely destroying all things as they moved to take
the land of Canaan (Joshua 10.28-42).

God’s

reasoning for his instructions to Joshua are
not mysterious but revealed in Scripture. One of the
reasons God desired the Israelites to wage war in
this manner was to protect the Israelites from the
temptation to worship other gods (Deuteronomy 7.14). However, a more central reason was Israel was
serving as his instrument of judgment upon the people
of the land. When God had promised to give the land to
the descendants of Abraham, he noted the land would
be given when the sin of the Amorites had reached
its fullness (Genesis 15.16). This statement seems
to imply that the land was being given to Abraham’s
descendants only after God’s response to the sin of the
people of Canaan had been dealt with appropriately.
This idea is reaffirmed in Leviticus and Deuteronomy
as the people are warned against departing from the
ways of God lest the land vomit them out as it had
the people of Canaan (Leviticus 18.24-25; 20.23;
Deuteronomy 9.4-6). In these passages, it becomes

apparent that God was not capricious in his treatment of
the Canaanite peoples but was bringing a just judgment
upon them through the people of Israel.

However important the concept of judgment is to the
concept of holy war, and it is a central tenet, even more
central is the concept of God receiving glory. At the
heart of God’s instructions to Joshua and behind the
statements about judgment is the theme of God receiving
rightful recognition, glory. The people of the land of
Canaan were being judged because of their sin; that is,
the people of the land had not honored God and his ways.
They had not given him glory. Likewise, the instructions
concerning holy war involved God receiving the bounty
of war. All gold, silver, and bronze were to go into his
treasury (Joshua 6.19). Simply put, God was to receive
all the glorious spoils of battle. In fact, it appears that
the entire redemptive movement of God in the Exodus
was aimed at him receiving glory, being recognized and
honored as great (Exodus 14.4, 17; Romans 9.23).
One of the primary purposes of God is to bring himself
glory. Creation itself declares God’s glory (Psalm
8.1; 19.1-2), and he desires that his people give him
glory (Psalm 29.1-2; 115.1; 1 Chronicles 29.11;
Isaiah 42.8; 48.11). For God to seek his glory, the
recognition of who he is, is not a selfish act on God’s
part but a desire for what is best for his creation. It is
in God that all life and delight is found (Psalm 16).
Therefore, to turn to God in recognition of who he is
allows one to partake of what is good and to discover
true life, joy, and delight. In the case of holy war, God
seeks his glory by calling the Israelites to recognize him
and his greatness demonstrated through battle. This is
not to put the Israelites down as God selfishly seeks
his own exaltation but is an invitation for the Israelites
to recognize and experience the greatness of the God in
whom they might delight and find life; that is, God is
inviting the Israelites to recognize that even as they took
the land that real delight and life were found in God
and not the land. Therefore, the instruction to holy war
is a faith building practice for the Israelites. It is this
turning to God which is central to the entire campaign
in the land (Joshua 6.15), but it was a lesson lost upon
the Israelites who quickly turned and gave up the glory
of God for idols (Psalm 106.35-39) and thus, like the
people of Canaan, were expelled from the land.

The Text

Joshua 5.13-15: Whose side?
The book of Joshua details the process of taking the
land of Canaan which concludes the Exodus journey of
the people of Israel, the fulfillment of God’s promises
to Abraham and Moses (Joshua 1.1-6). The story of
the taking of the land begins as the people of Israel
cross the Jordan and reaffirm their covenant with God
(Joshua 3-5). In the reaffirmation of the covenant
through the act of circumcision (Joshua 5.2-12),
the people of Israel agree not simply to keep the Law
given to Moses but affirm they are God’s people who
live in intimate relationship with him. After healing
from the act of circumcision, the Israelites prepare
to engage in the process of taking the land of Canaan
starting with Jericho. However, before they can begin,
God encounters Joshua to remind him that in the
battles to come, the end result was not to have the
Israelites triumph over the people of Canaan. Rather
than serving to underscore the rightness or strength
of the Israelites, these battles were to underscore the
greatness and glory of God.
The encounter between God and Joshua begins as
Joshua and the people of Israel near the city of
Jericho. It is most likely, that Joshua is preparing his
army and strategizing about how to besiege this ancient
fortress. Sometime in this period, a warrior ready for
combat appears to Joshua. Certainly, Joshua is shocked
and asks the obvious question about whom the warrior
is for in the upcoming battle. The answer matters
because depending how the warrior answers, Joshua
may have to fight for his life! It is important to note
that the question which Joshua poses to the warrior
indicates there are two sides in the upcoming conflict,
that of the Israelites and that of the people of Jericho;
although, Joshua may have the larger campaign against
Canaan in mind and thus “enemies” refers collectively
to the peoples of Canaan. Regardless, Joshua views the
upcoming battle/campaign in binary terms. Either the
people of Israel or the people of the land of Canaan
will be victorious. One will rise and the other will
fall. This kind of thinking was probably undergirded
by the understanding that the Israelites were God’s
instrument of judgment, the wrath of God being
poured out upon the people of Canaan (Genesis 15.16;
Leviticus 18.24-25; 20.23). Because God was using

Israel to judge the people of Canaan must mean that it
was Israel versus the Canaanites, or God through Israel
against the Canaanites.
It is this binary thinking which makes the warrior’s
response so striking. He is on neither side. The answer
indicates that another side exists in the conflict, God’s
side. With this answer, the warrior reveals his identity
as that of the commander of the Lord’s army. Much
debate has been had as to the identity of this figure. Some
argue that it is an angelic being because the word for
commander is the word “prince.” A prince is powerful
but not supreme, therefore, this person must be angelic.
However, this argument falls apart when the figure
notes that the ground is holy in his presence. This is
only possible in the presence of God himself (Exodus
3.1-6). Therefore, it is best to view this figure as God
himself appearing to Joshua. Some have gone further
to try to identify which person of the Godhead is being
represented. While interesting, the specific identity is
not important, the main point being that God himself has
appeared to Joshua.
While some might be tempted to think that the appearance
of God to Joshua legitimizes the battle/campaign which
is about to ensue (God is against the Canaanites and
therefore for the Israelites), nothing could be further
from the truth. God does not appear to legitimize the
upcoming taking of Jericho or Canaan. He does not come
to state that he is for the Israelites and against the
Canaanites. Before the battle or campaign begins, God
appears and indicates that he is for himself, and he invites
Joshua to come over to his side! In truth, there is only one
side, God’s side.
As Joshua recognizes that he is in the presence of
something more than human, he hears the invitation to
take off his shoes because the ground upon which he is
standing is holy. Joshua’s obedient response is an act
of reverence and worship, respecting the nature of the
one before him. The outcome of this encounter is seen
in the immediate preparations against Jericho as Joshua
instructs the Israelites that they are to engage in holy
war which gives all glory and recognition to God. Simply
put, in this encounter, God invites Joshua to seek his
glory. The upcoming campaign is not about the Israelites
being on top. Rather, the upcoming campaign for Canaan
is about God being on top.

Real life with Blake:
We are God’s faithful presence in the world, his hands,
his feet, his body doing the work he does. In this task, it
is easy to begin to view things in binary terms of right and
wrong. Because we are doing the work of God, we are
“right” and everyone else is “wrong.” I suppose we could
think of our role in the world in these terms so long as
we are firmly rooted in God’s way and not our opinion.
However, when we do, we quickly begin to think in terms
of us coming out on top. Our work in the world becomes
about our ascent to power, our way being done, and our
name being recognized because we are “right.” When this
begins to happen, the work we are doing becomes less and
less the work of God and more and more our work. We
may be “right” but we are not God’s hands and feet, his
body. Actually, we stop being “right” the moment our
work becomes about us being on top or in power. This is
because the work of God is never about us coming out on
top. The work of God is about God coming out on top.
Most of the time when we think in terms of “right” and
“wrong” we think in terms of sides, ours and theirs,
and someone has to prevail. But in truth, there is only
one side, God’s, and he is the one who must prevail
and his prevailing isn’t about “right” and “wrong.” His
prevailing is in terms of glory. What God wants more
than anything else is to be glorified, to be recognized for
who he is because who he is in his essence is the most
wonderful of delights, the one source of true life, joy,
and delight. As we do his work in the world, our work
is not about proving what or who is “right” or “wrong.”
Our work is to ensure that all people know and see the
glorious nature of God (1 Corinthians 10.31). At the
end of the day, this isn’t about sides or us or coming out
on top. This is about God, through and through.
It is hard to remember this as I go about life. I want to
serve God, but I also want things to be about me. I want
to be productive, to be a person of value and worth, to be
known as someone who makes a difference in the world.
I can be all of these things, but when my work becomes
about them it ceases to be God’s work. God’s work, of
which I am a part, is ensuring that God gets all glory
because this is the best thing for all of us. How I keep
this straight in my life is the most difficult of challenges.
It begins with a commitment each day to seek the glory of
God. Beyond that, I am still learning, but I am starting
to catch when I go afield. When I notice myself getting
angry or bothered because I am not getting my way, or I

am frustrated that my voice is not being heard or I don’t
have a seat at the table, I have moved into a work that
is not God’s work. I readily confess and seek to move
back to bringing God glory, though I must admit, I very
often find myself back in my own camp more readily than
I would like to admit. However, the more I recognize
whose glory I am seeking and turn in response, the more
the desire to seek God’s glory builds in me. At this point,
it is enough, for in this I can see God at work in me.

Real life with You:
We

are God’s faithful presence, his hands, feet, his
body, doing his work in the world, and his work is to
bring himself glory. It is easy to forget this because we
often make the doing of God’s work about who is “right”
and who is “wrong.” This kind of thinking, though not
technically wrong, leads us to a way of being in which we
seek to prevail. This is where it all goes wrong, because
the point is not to prevail. The point is to glorify God
and to bring this glory to the world. This is the sole
job of those who bear the image of God, to bring the
fullness of his glory to the Earth. This means that if we
are to faithfully serve as God’s presence we must commit
ourselves to God and his glory and not to prevailing. This
commitment is not one we make once. It is a commitment
we make every day, every moment. When we stray,
and we will, we confess and return by recommitting
ourselves once more. This week, take a day and seek
to work for the glory of God in everything you do (1
Corinthians 10.31). You might do this by offering this
simple prayer before every activity or encounter: “God,
I want to bring you glory.” If you find yourself growing
frustrated because you are not getting your way, pause
and confess you have begun to seek your glory. Recommit
yourself once more to the glory of God. You might
consider journaling your experience and talking about
it with God.
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