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Joshua’s first farewell address
(23:1–16)

Joshua was old. At the end of the conquest he was about ninety years of
age. At the time of his death he was one hundred and ten years old
(24:29), so the ‘long time after the LORD had given rest’ (between

chapters 22 and 23) would have been about twenty years. He now wanted
to give a final charge to those who were to follow him. 

The last words of a person’s life take on special significance. They are
not just casual remarks. Joshua, with a deep concern for the people, called
the leaders of the nation together, either at Shiloh, the seat of the nation’s
government at that time (19:51), or at his own home in Ephraim. It was
surely a memorable gathering for them, for his speech was full of gratitude
towards God and full of warnings, counsel and admonitions to the leaders
of the people.

His grateful acknowledgement (vv. 3–4,9,14)
Joshua begins by giving praise to God: ‘You have seen all that the LORD

your God has done.’ He exalts God, and reminds them twice in verse 3 that
he is ‘the LORD your God’. In fact, in this chapter he is called ‘the LORD your
God’ twelve times. Their wonderful God has given them the land as he said
he would. Joshua reminds them that it is ‘he who has fought for you’. He
gave them victory after victory. God be praised and exalted!

GOD PUNISHED THE NATIONS

The cup of the nations’ iniquity was full and God used Israel to
exterminate the evil that was prevalent in the land. ‘The LORD has driven
out from before you great and strong nations’ (v. 9).
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GOD GAVE THEM A POSSESSION

Joshua says, ‘I have divided to you by lot these nations that remain’ (v. 4).
They had an inheritance! Israel must now remember the source of her
inheritance and that memory would serve to keep them from apostasy.
God had given them the land.

GOD KEPT HIS PROMISES

‘Not one thing has failed of all the good things which the LORD your God
spoke concerning you. All have come to pass for you; not one word of them
has failed’ (v. 14). What a wonderful testimony to God’s goodness and
faithfulness! God be praised!

His glad anticipation (vv. 5,10)
Joshua is also grateful for what God is doing now and what he will do for
the nation in the future.

God’s promise is ever there! ‘And the LORD your God will expel them
from before you … So you shall possess their land, as the LORD your God
promised you’ (v. 5). In this verse he speaks twice of ‘the LORD your God’.
Joshua is impressing upon them the personal nature of this relationship.
God in person is with them. Their God will continue to keep his promises
and continue to fight for them. They can go forward in glad anticipation
of victory in the companionship and inspiration of their God. 

Joshua also speaks of God’s power: ‘One man of you shall chase a
thousand’ (v. 10). They will conquer and put their enemies to flight. This is
a people blessed by God.

His great appeal (vv. 6–8,11–13)
Joshua was desperately concerned that Israel did not slide into apostasy.
He counselled them earnestly and warned them faithfully.
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OBEDIENCE

His first announcement is very similar to that which he received at the
beginning of his leadership in Joshua 1:6–8. Here he repeats the sentiments
which have been his guiding light: ‘Be very courageous to keep and to do all
that is written in the Book of the Law of Moses’ (v. 6). The word has led
him through the battles and the conquests. He is passing on the torch. Be
obedient to the word of God at all times! Take courage! Stand firm! They
were to ‘keep and … do all that is written’. Half-hearted, partial or
incomplete obedience is just not acceptable. Obedience must be complete
and wholehearted. 

SEPARATION

Joshua fears that Israel will merge with the heathen nations and fall into
gross apostasy. He says that they must not mingle with the nations: ‘… and
lest you go among these nations, these who remain among you’ (v. 7). If
they socialize together, it will result in a falling away from the living God.
‘Have no fellowship with the unfruitful works of darkness’ (Ephesians
5:11). Our strength lies not in mixing with the world but in separating from
it. True, we must have friends and contacts who are not Christians, but to
dabble in the world’s godless affairs will damage our spiritual lives. Sadly,
today there is an unholy mixed multitude which weakens the witness of the
church.

Neither must they worship the gods of the nations: ‘You shall not serve
them nor bow down to them’ (v. 7). He covers all aspects of involvement
with the heathen religions. They were not to worship nor give place to that
which could encourage such worship (‘make mention of the name of their
gods’), nor swear by them, thus giving them status and authority. 

They must also not marry the heathen people: ‘If indeed you … make
marriages with them … know for certain that the LORD your God will no
longer drive out these nations from before you’ (vv. 12–13). Joshua echoed
the words of Moses: ‘Nor shall you make marriages with them’
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(Deuteronomy 7:3). Spiritual compatibility is the primary qualification for
marriage. 

LOYALTY

‘But you shall hold fast to the LORD your God’ (v. 8). Here is a picture of
steadfastness and loyalty. We have the picture of something firmly
attached or glued to an object. This is how we should cleave or hold fast to
the Lord.

LOVE

‘Therefore take careful heed to yourselves, that you love the LORD your God’
(v. 11). Again Joshua echoes Moses: ‘You shall love the LORD your God with
all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your strength’ (Deuteronomy
6:5). When we have seen what Jesus did for us, his love conquers us and
springs up within us. How can we be drawn away from our wonderful
Saviour? Take heed—love the Lord your God! Love will hold you close to
him—far more wonderful than anything that the world can offer!

His grave admonition (vv. 12–13,15–16)
If they go back and mingle with the heathen, ‘know for certain that the
LORD your God will no longer drive out these nations from before you. But
they shall be snares and traps to you, and scourges on your sides and thorns
in your eyes, until you perish’ (v. 13). Know for certain! This judgement
will most assuredly come! God will no longer be with them. There is a
threat of divine withdrawal and a certainty of judgement if they turn away
from God and embrace the doctrines and practices of the heathen. If they
turn away from God, they will perish! 

If God will no longer be with us, because we have turned to the world
instead of towards him, we will lose our spirituality and will eventually
disappear from the company of the people of God. Know for certain that
this will happen.
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If God is not fighting for them, the menace of the heathen nations will
grow and they will be a scourge to them until they ‘perish from this good
land which the LORD your God has given you’ (v. 13). You will learn to live
as the heathen live until you are destroyed as a nation, for the principles of
holiness received from God will have been swept away by the incoming
flood of heathen beliefs and practices. If we are not ‘cleaving unto’ him, we
will weakly submit to worldly pressures and perish. This will happen! 

‘The LORD will bring upon you all harmful things, until he has destroyed
you’ (v. 15). God, who fought for them in the land, will now turn and be
their enemy if they embrace the practices which he brought them there to
destroy. ‘The anger of the LORD will burn against you, and you shall perish’
(v. 16). We have here the warning of divine punishment of Israel. 

May the Lord have mercy upon us and keep us ‘cleaving unto’ him with
our whole hearts. This is why Joshua said, ‘Love the LORD your God’.
When we are in love with him, we are safe. 
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