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We are continuing our study in Joshua. Two weeks ago, in chapters 10 and 11, we saw how the nation of Israel defeated the southern and then the northern kings in their conquest of the promised land.  God fought for Israel and Israel learned to do their part and trust and obey. In chapters 12 through 19 God lists for us the names of the defeated kings and the division of the land amongst the tribes of Israel.  

And then we arrive at chapter 20 which describes an invention of God’s called the cities of refuge.  I’d like to camp out in chapter 20 because it contains a powerful insight into the heart of God and his attitude and feelings toward us.
“Who would like to share a story about a time where you paid back someone with a funny practical joke?”

In certain parts of the middle east during ancient times, there was a great deal of serious, vengeful payback happening on a regular basis.

In certain parts of the ancient Middle East where populations were spread out and society was not that well organized and where judicial systems were few and far between, people kept law and order by a rather aggressive form of tribal punishment. 

For example, if you were living in those days and someone in your family lost their life at the hands of someone from another family, your family would call a meeting. You'd discuss the situation and then you would appoint somebody who became known as the "blood avenger." Which would be a representative from your family whose job it would be to find whoever it was that killed your loved one and to track them down and run after them and chase them until they found them and killed them. 

A problem arose in that culture however. There was no provision for accidental homicide.  For example a woman might be in a hurry to go to the market. And so she jumps on her horse, rides off to the market and a five year old steps out in front of the horse. The child is knocked down and killed. It’s a terrible accident. The woman who's riding the horse feels terrible. She didn't mean it. 

But what happens? The five year old's family calls a meeting. And they appoint a fleet footed, powerful, blood avenger. And his orders are clear "you track down that horse riding housewife and you chase her until she can't run another step and you kill her!   And then you come back and we'll hold a party.” 

And you say "That's not fair. She didn't mean to cause that death. It’s just not fair that she be killed for an unintentional homicide. Well you're right, it’s not fair. But nobody knew what to do about it. No one but God. 

In the OT books of Deuteronomy and Numbers and Joshua we see God step into this situation and he addresses the problem by establishing cities of refuge. 

“Let’s have someone read out loud Joshua 20:2-6.  What impresses you about these cities of refuge?  What do they teach you about the nature of God?
“Think about a physical refuge.  What does a physical refuge feel like?”
Now let’s get to the heart of the matter. What does a spiritual refuge feel like according to Psalm 46:1 and Psalm 91:4?”

"God is our refuge and strength, an ever present help in trouble”.  (Psalm 46: 1) 

"He will cover you with his feathers, and under his wings you will find refuge" (Psalm 91:4) 

“How has God been a spiritual refuge to you?”
“Who needs a refuge according to Psalm 9:9?”
“The Lord is a refuge for the oppressed, a stronghold in times of trouble." (Psalm 9:9) 

“What is the alternative to finding refuge in God?”

“According to Psalm 91:15, how do you access the refuge that God provides?”
"He will call upon me, and I will answer him; I will be with him in trouble, I will deliver him and honor him." (Psalm 91:15) 

“According to Psalm 62:8, what is the second step toward accessing the refuge that God provides?”

“Trust in him at all times, you people; pour out your hearts to him, for God is our refuge.”  (Psalm 62:8)
“The next time you need a refuge, what will be your specific plan of action?”
PERSONAL REFLECTION AND APPLICATION:

1. What other prayer requests do each of us have?

2. How will we as group reach out to our community in the name of Jesus this month?
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