
TO BOLDLY GO! 

WHEN THE BATTLE’S OVER 

 

In the world of sport, there is a saying that you are at your most vulnerable 

immediately after a victory.  Perhaps it is because when you have just won a 

victory, scored a goal or defeated an opponent, you feel somewhat invincible.  

At the beginning of Joshua chapter 22, Joshua says some things to the 2 ½ 

tribes of Reuben, Gad and half the tribe of Manasseh, about how to live when 

the battle is over! 

You will remember that these 2 ½ tribes have already been given land to the 

east of the Jordan.  This was land inherited before the crossing of the River 

Jordan and land in which these tribes already lived.  The deal was that they 

could have their land east of the Jordan, but the fighting men of these tribes 

must go and fight with, and for, the other tribes west of the Jordan, and that is 

exactly what they did. 

Now Joshua calls them to him and tells them they have done what they 

promised to do, and they are free to go back east. 

Then Joshua summoned the Reubenites, the Gadites and the half-tribe 

of Manasseh 
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and said to them, “You have done all that Moses the 

servant of the LORD commanded, and you have obeyed me in everything 

I commanded. 
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For a long time now—to this very day—you have not 

deserted your fellow Israelites but have carried out the mission the LORD 

your God gave you. 
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Now that the LORD your God has given them rest as 

he promised, return to your homes in the land that Moses the servant of 

the LORD gave you on the other side of the Jordan. 
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But be very careful 

to keep the commandment and the law that Moses the servant of the 

LORD gave you: to love the LORD your God, to walk in obedience to him, 

to keep his commands, to hold fast to him and to serve him with all your 

heart and with all your soul.” (Joshua 22 v 1-5) 

Joshua is full of praise for the 2 ½ tribes who have helped the rest of Israel 

inherit The Promised Land.  They have done all they said they would; they have 

been obedient to both Moses (under whom they made their promise) and 



Joshua (whose orders they have followed).  They have fought alongside the 

other tribes, and they have stuck with it and seen it through.  

 Friends, it is possible to live well and do all we know we should do! 

How are you doing? 

One of the dangers I have discovered of being a leader in the community of 

God’s people, is that it is easy to know what is wrong!  It is easy to become 

frustrated or disillusioned at times, but the truth is there is also so much good 

in the community of God’s people. 

In fact, when the community of the people of God is working right, there is 

simply no other community like it.  Friends, there is so much good in CBC: from 

practical support; to financial support; to spiritual encouragement; from 

friendship to fellowship, from loving and helping and supporting and praying; 

from standing with one another to fighting for one another. 

I realise that we don’t always get it right, but this is a community that has a 

good heart – a heart that seeks God’s heart.  Friends, it is possible to live well, 

and it is possible to do it together as God’s people, here, today – with one 

another!  God delights in his people when his people live well, and when his 

people live well it brings Him great delight.  Perhaps our challenge is: How will 

we live?  When we live well, we will be bursting with life!  

Before he sends them home to their inheritance, Joshua reminds these tribes 

how they should live in response to what God has already done.  At the end of 

chapter 21 Joshua makes an incredibly important statement that is the crux of 

the whole book: 

So the LORD gave Israel all the land he had sworn to give their ancestors, 

and they took possession of it and settled there. 
44 

The LORD gave them 

rest on every side, just as he had sworn to their ancestors. Not one of 

their enemies withstood them; the LORD gave all their enemies into their 

hands. 
45 

Not one of all the LORD’s good promises to Israel failed; every 

one was fulfilled. (Joshua 21 43-45) 

Here is the deep truth of everything that happens in the story of Joshua: God is 

the true hero of the story.  “Not one of all the Lord’s good promises to the 

house of Israel failed, everyone was fulfilled.”  God has done everything he had 

said he would do!  As the people go back to the east of the Jordan, Joshua says, 



above all things, the most important thing you can do, is to live in the light of 

that truth. 

Friends, it seems to me that this is our single biggest challenge: to live well in 

the light of the truth about God.  The deep, profound and exhilarating truth 

that God is faithful that God will do all He has said He will do; and that God is 

just as able to defeat the giants as he ever was; that he will bring His people 

into the inheritance that is theirs in Christ Jesus; that he will stick with us in all 

things and that we are His treasured possession! 

So how will you live?  How will we live? 

Joshua tells the people how it will look if they live in the light of the truth 

about God.  First, they will love the Lord. To live well in the light of the truth 

about God is to have hearts turned towards him.  Loving God is a heart to 

heart: your heart turned towards His, even as His heart is turned towards 

yours.  When you heart is fully turned towards God it is something that quite 

simply grips your whole being. 

How’s your heart? 

Then they are to walk in His ways. 

How are you doing? 

To know God’s ways we need to look at what God’s done in the past.  The best 

way to do that is to immerse yourself in His word to us – the Bible.  To follow 

the words of Solomon would be a wise thing to do: “In all your ways 

acknowledge Him, and he will direct your paths.” (Proverbs 3 v 6) 

Then they were to obey His commands.  When our hearts are fully turned 

towards God, we walk in His ways and follow Him in obedience.  Quite simply, 

the best way to live is to live how God says! 

How are you doing? 

Then they were told to hold fast to God. I have a question that I want you to 

discuss for a moment!   “How far from God do you need to go before God let’s 

go of any of His people?   

The answer, of course, is you can’t go far enough!  God holds you fast, always!  

That means there is nowhere you can go where God is not divinely, absolutely, 



majestically, powerfully present with you.  That’s never the issue.  The issue is 

that we sometimes let go of God and do our own thing, in our own way, in our 

own strength, in our own wisdom.  And because God is gracious, he won’t 

always shield us from the consequences of our own actions!  But He always 

holds us fast. 

Israel consistently let go of God and they lived in the consequences.  Joshua 

says: in the light of the truth about God, the best way to live is to hold fast to 

him! 

How about you? 

And finally they were to serve Him.  In the light of the truth about God, serve 

Him with your whole being.  If your heart is fully turned towards God, then 

with your whole being you will want to serve Him in everything!  Because 

serving God is loving Him, and walking in His ways, and being obedient and 

holding fast to Him.  In the light of the truth about God, this then, is quite 

simply the best way to live. 

How are you doing? 

Having sent them off with these wonderful exhortations ringing in their ears – 

it appears that very quickly it all goes pear shaped! 
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Then Joshua blessed them and sent them away, and they went to their 

homes. 
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(To the half-tribe of Manasseh Moses had given land in Bashan, 

and to the other half of the tribe Joshua gave land on the west side of 

the Jordan along with their fellow Israelites.) When Joshua sent them 

home, he blessed them, 
8 

saying, “Return to your homes with your great 

wealth—with large herds of livestock, with silver, gold, bronze and iron, 

and a great quantity of clothing—and divide the plunder from your 

enemies with your fellow Israelites.” 

9 
So the Reubenites, the Gadites and the half-tribe of Manasseh left the 

Israelites at Shiloh in Canaan to return to Gilead, their own land, which 

they had acquired in accordance with the command of the LORD through 

Moses. 
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When they came to Geliloth near the Jordan in the land of Canaan, the 

Reubenites, the Gadites and the half-tribe of Manasseh built an 

imposing altar there by the Jordan. 
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And when the Israelites heard that 

they had built the altar on the border of Canaan at Geliloth near the 



Jordan on the Israelite side, 
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the whole assembly of Israel gathered at 

Shiloh to go to war against them. 
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So the Israelites sent Phinehas son of Eleazar, the priest, to the land of 

Gilead—to Reuben, Gad and the half-tribe of Manasseh. 
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With him they 

sent ten of the chief men, one from each of the tribes of Israel, each the 

head of a family division among the Israelite clans. 

15 
When they went to Gilead—to Reuben, Gad and the half-tribe of 

Manasseh—they said to them: 
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“The whole assembly of the LORD says: 

‘How could you break faith with the God of Israel like this? How could 

you turn away from the LORD and build yourselves an altar in rebellion 

against him now? 
17 

Was not the sin of Peor enough for us? Up to this 

very day we have not cleansed ourselves from that sin, even though a 

plague fell on the community of the LORD! 
18 

And are you now turning 

away from the LORD? 

“‘If you rebel against the LORD today, tomorrow he will be angry with the 

whole community of Israel. 
19 

If the land you possess is defiled, come 

over to the LORD’s land, where the LORD’s tabernacle stands, and share 

the land with us. But do not rebel against the LORD or against us by 

building an altar for yourselves, other than the altar of the LORD our God. 
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When Achan son of Zerah was unfaithful in regard to the devoted 

things,
[a]

 did not wrath come on the whole community of Israel? He was 

not the only one who died for his sin.’” 

21 
Then Reuben, Gad and the half-tribe of Manasseh replied to the heads 

of the clans of Israel: 
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“The Mighty One, God, the LORD! The Mighty 

One, God, the LORD! He knows! And let Israel know! If this has been in 

rebellion or disobedience to the LORD, do not spare us this day. 
23 

If we 

have built our own altar to turn away from the LORD and to offer burnt 

offerings and grain offerings, or to sacrifice fellowship offerings on it, 

may the LORD himself call us to account. 

24 
“No! We did it for fear that some day your descendants might say to 

ours, ‘What do you have to do with the LORD, the God of Israel? 
25 

The 

LORD has made the Jordan a boundary between us and you—you 

Reubenites and Gadites! You have no share in the LORD.’ So your 

descendants might cause ours to stop fearing the LORD. 



26 
“That is why we said, ‘Let us get ready and build an altar—but not for 

burnt offerings or sacrifices.’ 
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On the contrary, it is to be a witness 

between us and you and the generations that follow, that we will 

worship the LORD at his sanctuary with our burnt offerings, sacrifices and 

fellowship offerings. Then in the future your descendants will not be 

able to say to ours, ‘You have no share in the LORD.’ 

28 
“And we said, ‘If they ever say this to us, or to our descendants, we 

will answer: Look at the replica of the LORD’s altar, which our ancestors 

built, not for burnt offerings and sacrifices, but as a witness between us 

and you.’ 

29 
“Far be it from us to rebel against the LORD and turn away from him 

today by building an altar for burnt offerings, grain offerings and 

sacrifices, other than the altar of the LORD our God that stands before his 

tabernacle.” 

30 
When Phinehas the priest and the leaders of the community—the 

heads of the clans of the Israelites—heard what Reuben, Gad and 

Manasseh had to say, they were pleased. 
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And Phinehas son of Eleazar, 

the priest, said to Reuben, Gad and Manasseh, “Today we know that the 

LORD is with us, because you have not been unfaithful to the LORD in this 

matter. Now you have rescued the Israelites from the LORD’s hand.” 

32 
Then Phinehas son of Eleazar, the priest, and the leaders returned to 

Canaan from their meeting with the Reubenites and Gadites in Gilead 

and reported to the Israelites. 
33 

They were glad to hear the report and 

praised God. And they talked no more about going to war against them 

to devastate the country where the Reubenites and the Gadites lived. 

34 
And the Reubenites and the Gadites gave the altar this name: A 

Witness Between Us—that the LORD is God. (Joshua 22 v 6-34) 

This is, in truth, a very human story, and it all happens because of a 

misunderstanding.  How many times have relationships been damaged 

because of a misunderstanding?  My best guess is that all of us live with the 

pain caused by misunderstanding that we did not deal with well.  What is 

supposed to be a time of peace now for the 2 ½ tribes east of the Jordan, could 

so easily have become another war.  Sometimes it seems we prefer the battle 

or the war to the peace that comes from following God wholeheartedly. 



So in summary here’s what happens at this point in the story of Israel.  The 

tribes of Reuben, Gad and ½ the tribe of Manasseh return to their land east of 

the Jordan.  They are worried that in time they will be forgotten by the tribes 

west of the Jordan, so they build an altar of imposing size by the Jordan as a 

reminder that they worshipped the same Lord in the same way as the people 

of Israel west of the Jordan.  It was built to preserve the unity of the 

people…but it almost had the opposite effect. 

Building an altar in itself was not an act of rebellion. The issue was that there 

was only one place where sacrifices could be made before God and to build 

another altar for such sacrifices would be a rebellion against God’s explicit 

command and a cause for grave concern.  The good news is that the tribes 

west of the Jordan took seriously what God had said.  They had a genuine 

concern for the Word of God, for His standards and for His way of living.  They 

were truly concerned that their fellow Israelites were going to turn their hearts 

away from God in a rebellious act by building an altar for sacrifice.  

It presents us with a challenge: How genuinely concerned are we for following 

God’s way?  How genuinely concerned are we that the people of God choose 

to follow Him?   

The bad news is that the people west of the Jordan made a huge assumption 

about what they had seen and heard!  That assumption was a very dangerous 

thing because it could have started a war.  How many relationships have been 

destroyed because someone acted on an assumption?  How many wars, 

between individuals, communities and nations have been fought over 

assumptions made by one side or the other?   We must be very careful not to 

act on our assumptions of what we see and hear.   

The good news is that when the people east of the Jordan realised there was a 

problem they responded wisely.  The western tribes send a delegation to the 

eastern tribes to try to resolve the issue.  Their approach is somewhat 

accusatory – speaking of other times Israel has failed to follow God and the 

consequences that were reaped – like Ai!   

The eastern tribes respond in humility and honesty.  They say that God knows 

their hearts and intentions, and if they rebelled then let them be destroyed!  

That’s quite a challenging response….isn’t it?  My first response when I’m 

challenged is to want to defend myself not challenge my own integrity! 



They are then able to explain the true meaning of the altar – to maintain the 

unity of Israel and to serve as a reminder that they worship the same Lord in 

the same way!  This was not intended as an altar on which sacrifices and burnt 

offerings were to be given!  The good news is that it turned out that the altar 

had been built for the opposite reasons than had been feared.  The result was 

not war, but great joy on both sides!   

Friends, we would do well to follow the example of the people of God in this.  

The question is: How will we choose to live? 

Here’s a sobering and challenging thought.  It was not God’s intention that 

Israel would live east of the Jordan.  The 2 ½ tribes had negotiated this deal 

with Moses before he died.  It seems God’s best would have been for them to 

live with the rest of the people west of the Jordan in the land God intended.  If 

they had followed God’s best, they would never had had to leave their families 

and go west to fight with the other tribes….and they would not have faced the 

challenge that building an altar brought.  In living east of the Jordan they were 

separated from the rest of Israel and easier prey for the surrounding tribes, 

nations and plots of the evil one. 

In truth, not choosing God’s best always has its consequences.  Choosing God’s 

best, is always, quite simply, the best way to live.   

So…the question remains: “How will you live?” 
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