Joshua: An Overview

Sefer Yehoshuah, the Book of Joshua, is the first book of the neveim, the prophets.  It is also a book that records in two essential ways transitions of the Jewish people.


The first and most obvious transition told of in this text is the transition of leadership, from Moshe to Yehoshua.  How could anyone replace the great Moshe, who basically formed the Jewish people from humble slaves into a proud nation?  How could anyone replace the great man who had united with God for 40 days and forty nights on Mount Sinai?


In fact the Midrash says, penei Moshe ke-penei chamah, penei yehoshua ke-penei levanah, the face of Moshe is like the appearance of the sun, while the face of Yehoshua was like the appearance of the moon.  This observation points to the difficult position that Yehoshuah was placed in.  On the one hand his job was to bring out the teachings of his master and teacher Mosheh.  Mosheh like the sun, was so bright that no one could look at him directly and understand.  The people needed a teacher who was of a lesser magnitude; they needed someone who they could more directly relate to.  And yet, at the same time, Yehoshuah was destined to always be in the shadow of his great teacher.  His light could never reach the greatness of his master Mosheh.  No matter what Yehoshuah would do, Moshe would always overshadow him.


In fact, hardly anyone thought that Yehoshuah could even do the job.  All we know about Yehoshuah in the Torah is that he was a faithful and zealous servant to Mosheh.  But even Mosheh himself did not at first think Yehoshuah was the man to assume the role of leader of the Jewish people.  Moshe said to God, “Yifkod hashem elokei ha-ruchot ish al ha-edah, Choose a successor for your people.”  Moshe had to be told thatYehoshua was the man for the job.  If Mosheh the great master and teacher did not immediately assume that Yehoshua was the right leader for the Jewish people then how could anyone else think that he was the right person for the job? 


And so this was the first major transition that was facing the Jewish people as they crossed over the Jordan and entered the land of Israel.  Would Yehoshuah be a competent leader able to inspire the Jewish people in their spiritual and physical wars with the Cananites? How does Yehoshua distinguish himself from Mosheh and effectively lead the Jewish people?  Moshe crossed the Yam Soof, Yehoshuah crossed the Jordan.  Mosheh pointed his stick at the Amalekites when he fought them, Yehoshua pointed his spear at the city of Ai when he fought them.  Was Yehoshua a mere shadow of Mosheh or was in fact a great leader of the Jewish people?  This is a question that I believe is answered in Sefer Yehoshuah.


But the Jewish people also faced a second major transition that is recorded in Sefer Yehoshuah.  The Jewish people received the Torah from Mosheh in the desert.  But the desert was like a cocoon, a laboratory.  Many of the mitzvot in the Torah did not, could not apply to the Jewish people when they were living in the desert under the cloud of God.  The Jewish people received the Torah in the desert, but in many cases it was only a theoretical Torah.


Suddenly the Jewish people found themselves in an entirely different situation upon entering into the land of Israel.  Suddenly, they were forced to apply the words of the Torah to the realities of every day life.  And when this happened things could sometimes get a little sticky.


I’ll share with you an example.  The example comes from the commandment of the Torah to literally totally destroy the seven nations of the earth.  The literal words of the Torah allow no room for compromise.  The words of the Torah are, “Tacharim otam lo tikaret lahem berit ve-lo techanem, Destroy them, do not make a treaty with them, do not appease them.”


So the Jews had to destroy every single person of the seven nations.  But what do you do when someone from the seven nations actually helps you win the war?  After all the great spy Rachav was actually a member of the seven nations.  Literally the Torah commanded the Jews to kill her—but in actuality the Jews could of course not act that way to someone who helped them defeat their enemy.


Literally the Jews were not allowed to make a treaty with their enemies.  But what do you do when a local tribe tricks you into making a treaty?  Do you honor the literal text of the Torah or do you honor the sacred oath that you swore.  That’s the dilemma that the Jews faced when the local Gibeonites tricked them into a treaty.


The Torah, both the Oral and the written, could not possibly spell out the way to act in each and every situation.  And for the first time the Jews were forced to apply the Torah’s laws in their entirety.  How would they handle this situation?  Would they be uncompromising, as they were when they executed the booty robber Achan?  Or would they be flexible as they were when they accommodated Rachab and the Gibeonites?  This too, is a question that the book of Yehoshuah answers:  How do the Jewish people incorporate the Torah into the new reality of their lives?


So as we embark on our study of Yehoshuah lets bear these tantalizing questions in mind.  Lets examine the leadership of Yehoshuah, and the daily life of the Jewish people as they struggle to apply the Torah to their society.  Lets appreciate the beauty of the text.  And together lets grow in our knowledge of Torah as we study the words of the prophets.


