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III. Dividing the Land (13:1-21:45) 

     “A number of years have passed. A quick reading of the campaigns described in Joshua 10-12 

might give the impression that the defeat of the city fortresses of the north and south was 

accomplished in a short while, but that would be wrong. It is true that the great battles of the 

conquest occurred in rapid succession and the strength of the Canaanites was broken in a matter 

of weeks of months. But that was only the beginning. Joshua had defeated the combined armies 

of the Canaanites in two great battles at Gibeon and by the Waters of Merom, but these were 

followed by the necessary subjugation of the city fortresses, and that took time. 

     “How long did it take? Well, in Joshua 14:7 we are told that Caleb was forty years old when 

Moses sent him to spy out the land. He was eighty-five when the war was over and he was about 

to receive his inheritance (v. 10). So the wars of conquest must have taken approximately seven 

years.” [Boice, p. 93-94] 

     "Joshua was probably about ninety years of age when the conquest of Canaan was complete. But 

a very important part of his work was yet to be performed. It would not have been enough for him to 

have asserted Israel's supremacy over the Canaanites, unless he had taken measures to follow up his 

victories by settling the people in their stead. The work of destruction must be succeeded by that of 

construction. The warrior must give place to the administrator and statesman.... 

     "Though he was old and well stricken in years, he was still the confidant of Jehovah... To bear 

fruit in old age, to put forth leaves and fruit amid the decay of physical vigor, to sweep on from the 

rapids of youth to the deep water of the river's mouth with ever-increasing fullness and abundance; to 

be as able to build up the people of God in the golden autumn as to lead them to victory in the early 

spring—this is no common honor, no ordinary achievement. And it was a high tribute to Joshua, that 

when he had overstepped the ordinary limit of human life by twenty years, he was summoned to put 

the crown on the work of his life." [Meyer, Joshua, p. 150-151] 

     “Joshua had successfully completed the first half of his divine mission: He had conquered the 

enemy and was in control of the land and the cities (1:1-5). Now he had to fulfill the second part 

of that commission and divide the land so that each tribe could claim their inheritance and enjoy 

what God had given them (v. 6). (See Num. 34-35)." [Wiersbe, Bible Exposition Commentary II, 

p. 67-68] 

     “Joshua has taken the major Canaanite cities and military garrisons. The people of the nation 

now need to disperse throughout the land, conquer the remaining towns, and claim their allotted 

geography.” [Ryken’s Bible Handbook, p. 102] 

     Joshua “was not satisfied to defeat thirty-one kings. He urged the tribes to possess the land they 

had conquered and claim it for the Lord.” [Wiersbe, With the Word, p. 135] 

     A. The assignments made at Gilgal (13:1-17:18) 

           1. The two and a half tribes east of the Jordan (13:1-33) 

     “Reuben, Gad, and the half tribe of Manasseh had agreed to help the other tribes conquer the 

land before they returned to the east side of the Jordan to enjoy their inheritance (Num. 32). They 

had asked for the land outside the boundaries of Canaan because it was especially suited to the 

raising of cattle.... When we study the twenty-second chapter of Joshua. We’ll learn that while 

their choice may have been good for their cattle, it created serious problems for their children.” 

[Wiersbe, Bible Exposition Commentary II, p. 68-69] 

           2. The two and a half tribes west of the Jordan (14:1-17:18) 

                a. The Inheritance of Caleb (14:1-15) 

     “Here is, I. The general method that was taken in dividing the land (v. 1-5). II. The demand 

Caleb made of Hebron, as his by promise, and therefore not to be put into the lot with the rest (v. 

6-12). And Joshua's grant of that demand (v. 13-15). This was done at Gilgal, which was as yet 

their head-quarters.” [Matthew Henry’s Commentary II, p. 59] 



     “Caleb illustrates the truth that ‘through faith and patience [we] inherit the promises’ (Heb. 6:12).  

Along with Joshua, Caleb was eager to claim his inheritance over forty years before, but the nation 

had rebelled in unbelief. Patiently, Caleb endured the trials of the wilderness; he knew that his future 

was secure (Num. 14:24).... Age did not hinder him, the disappointments of the past did not embitter 

him, and giants did not frighten him! At a time in life when others were looking for security and 

ease, Caleb was saying, ‘Give me this mountain!’ (v. 12).” [Wiersbe, With the Word, p. 136] 

     “Amid the marchings and counter-marchings, the innumerable deaths and murmurings and 

rebellions of the people, he retained a steadfast purpose to do only God’s will, to please him, to know 

no other leader, and to heed no other voice. It was of no use to try and involve that stout lion’s cub in 

any movement against Moses and Aaron. He would be no party to Miriam’s jealous spite. He would 

not be allured by the wiles of the girls of Moab. Always strong and true and pure and noble; like a 

rock in a changeful sea, like a snowcapped peak in a change of cloud and storm and sun. A man in 

whose strong nature weaker men could hide, and who must have been a tower of strength to that new 

and young generation which grew up to fill the vacant places in the van of Israel. The Nestor of the 

Hebrew camp, in him the words of the Psalmist were anticipated, that he bore fruit in his old age, and 

to the last was fat and flourishing.” [Meyer, Joshua, p. 161]  

     “The giving of Hebron to Caleb (14:6-15) brings the obedience-principle to bear on the 

individual. The Lord’s promises are a secure basis for personal as well as national life. Incomplete 

obedience meant incomplete inheritance. But with resolute obedience no power could prevent the 

promised inheritance (17:14-18), because nothing could possibly fail of anything the Lord had 

spoken (21:43-45).“ [Motyer, The Story of the Old Testament, p. 48] 

     “Caleb had served God for forty-five years, and he was now eighty-five years old ⎯ a good time 

for anyone to retire, and twenty years past the retirement years of most. But Caleb was not finished 

yet.” [Boice, p. 105] 

     “Before the lot was cast into the lap for the determining of the portions of the respective tribes, 

the particular portion of Caleb was assigned to him. He was now, except Joshua, not only the 

oldest man in all Israel, but was twenty years older than any of them, for all that were above 

twenty years old when he was forty were dead in the wilderness; it was fit therefore that this 

phoenix of his age should have some particular marks of honor put upon him in the dividing of 

the land. Now, 

     “...Caleb here presents his petition, or rather makes his demand, to have Hebron given him for 

a possession (this mountain he calls it, v. 12), and not to have that put into the lot with the other 

parts of the country. To justify his demand, he shows that God had long since, by Moses, 

promised him that very mountain; so that God's mind being already made known in this matter it 

would be a vain and needless thing to consult it any further by casting lots, by which we are to 

appeal to God in those cases only which cannot otherwise be decided, not in those which, like 

this, are already determined.... In his petition he sets forth, (1) The testimony of his conscience 

concerning his integrity in the management of that great affair on which it proved the fare of 

Israel turned, the spying out of the land. Caleb was one of the twelve that were sent out on that 

errand (v. 7), and he now reflected upon it with comfort, and mentioned it, not in pride, but as that 

which, being the consideration of the grant, was necessary to be inserted in the plea.... Note, 

Those that follow God fully when they are young shall have both the credit and comfort of it 

when they are old, and the reward of it forever in the heavenly Canaan.... He did this when all his 

brethren and companions in that service, except Joshua, did otherwise… He mentioned, to the 

glory of God, his mercy to him in two things: — [1.] That he was kept alive in the wilderness, not 

only notwithstanding the common perils and fatigues of that tedious march, but though all that 

generation of Israelites, except himself and Joshua, were one way or other cut off by death.... The 

Lord hath kept me alive these forty and five years, thirty-eight years in the wilderness, through the 

plagues of the desert, and seven years in Canaan through the perils of war!... [2] That he was fit 

for business, now that he was in Canaan. Though eighty-five years old, yet as hearty and lively as 



when he was forty (v. 11): As my strength was then, so is it now.... “ [Matthew Henry’s 

Commentary II, p. 60-61] 

     "The thing to do is neither to fear old age nor to fight it, but accept it without tension and use it. 

Don't bear old age, nor accommodate yourself to it, but take hold of this stage of life and make 

something beautiful out of it." [Mrs. Charles E. Cowman, Traveling Toward Sunrise, (Los Angeles: 

Cowman Publications, 1952), p. 295] 

     "'I think,' said Winston this morning, 'I shall die quickly once I retire. There would be no purpose 

in living when there is nothing to do.'" [Churchill: Taken from the Diaries of Lord Moran, (Boston: 

Houghton Mifflin Company, 1966), p. 662] 

                     i.   He was not ashamed of the past (14:1-9) 
     “Caleb becomes almost garrulous in telling over the old story of that never-to-be-forgotten 

day, when he and Joshua stood alone and tried to put some heart into the cowardly mob before 

them. There is no mock modesty about the man. He says that, amidst many temptations to be 

untrue, he gave his report with sincerity and veracity, ‘speaking as it was in mine heart,’ and then 

he quotes twice, with a permissible satisfaction, the eulogium that had come upon him from the 

divine lips, ‘I wholly followed the Lord my God.’ The private soldier’s cheek may well flush and 

his eye glitter as he repeats over again his general’s praise. And for Caleb, half a century has not 

dimmed the impression that was made on his heart when he received that praise, through the lips 

of Moses, from God.... Dear friends! The only thing that makes life in the retrospect tolerable is 

that it shall have been given to God, and that we can say, ‘I wholly followed the Lord my God.’” 

[Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture II, p. 163-164] 

     “Caleb and Joshua had believed and acted alike, in opposition to the other ten spies; but Caleb 

occupies the more prominent place in the story of their heroism and faith. It was he that ‘stilled 

the people before Moses, and said, Let us go up at once, and possess it; for we are well able to 

overcome it’ (Numbers 13:30); and at first his name occurs alone, as exempted from the sentence 

of exclusion against the rest of his generation: ‘But my servant Caleb, because he had another 

spirit with him, and hath followed Me fully, him will I bring into the land where-into he went: 

and his seed shall possess it” (Numbers 14:24).... 

     “It is beautiful to see that there was no rivalry between them. Not only did Caleb interpose no 

remonstrance when Joshua was called to succeed Moses, but he seems all through the wars to 

have yielded to him the most loyal and hearty submission. God had set His seal on Joshua, and 

the people had ratified the appointment, and Caleb was too magnanimous to allow any poor 

ambition of his, if he had any, to come in the way of the Divine will and the public good. His 

affectionate and cordial bearing on the present occasion seems to show that not even in the corner 

of his heart did there linger a trace of jealousy toward the old friend and companion whom on that 

occasion he had surpassed, but who had been set so much higher than himself. He came to him as 

the recognized leader of the people — as the man whose voice was to decide the question he now 

submitted, as the judge and arbiter in a matter which very closely concerned him and his house.... 

     “There were two grounds on which he might reasonably look for the conceding of his request 

— his personal services, and the promise of Moses. Caleb knows well that the promise of Moses 

will influence Joshua much more than any other consideration; therefore he puts it in the 

foreground.... 

     “Having fortified his plea with this strong reference at once to Moses and to God, Caleb 

proceeds to rehearse the service which had led to the promise of Moses. 

     “He had both an honest heart and an honest tongue. We can have but little idea what 

temptations he lay under not to speak what was in his heart. For six weeks these ten men had been 

his close companions. They had eaten together, slept under the same canvas, walked by the same 

paths, beguiled the long way by story and anecdote, and no doubt by joke and play of humor, and 

done kind offices to each other as circumstances required. To break away from your own set, 

from the comrades of your campaign, to upset their plans, and counsel those in power to a course 

diametrically opposed to theirs, is one of the most difficult of social duties. And in these days of 



ours there is no duty more commonly set aside. Moral cowardice has been well said to be one of 

the most common vices of our age.” [Blaikie, p. 698-700] 

                      ii.   He was not fearful about the present (14:10-11) 
     “There is something singularly touching in Caleb’s asking as a favor what was really a most 

hazardous but important service to the nation.… Well done, Caleb! You do not ask for a berth 

which there will be no trouble in taking or in keeping.... There is nothing we admire more in 

military annals than a soldier volunteering for the most hazardous and difficult of posts...” 

[Blaikie, p. 700] 

     "When he became paralyzed [after a stroke] I used to watch his helpless misery with a lump in 

my throat. This surely was the end of all things, and when as the days went by and he grew better it 

occurred to me that, apart from passing moods of dejection, he did not feel miserable at all. Perhaps 

no man who has set his heart on some end can be unhappy while the struggle lasts. Winston knew, of 

course, that life was uncertain, that it any moment he might get another stroke, but there was 

something to live for. To get back into Parliament, that was his aim. Even then he could think of 

nothing else. And, after all, he is so built that his joy in life has always come from grappling with 

someone, doing something, however painful the process." [Churchill: Taken from the Diaries of 

Lord Moran, p. 521] 

                          iii.  He was confident about the future (14:12-15) 

     “Five times in the course of his short plea with Joshua does he use the expression ‘the Lord 

spake.’ On the first occasion of the five he unites Joshua with himself as a recipient of the 

promise, ‘Thou knowest the thing that the Lord said concerning me and thee.’ But in the other 

four he takes it all to himself; not because it concerned him only, but because his confidence, 

laying hold of the promise, forgot his brother in the earnestness of his personal appropriation of 

it.... For all these forty-five years Caleb had ‘hid the word in his heart,’ had lived upon it and 

thought about it and believed it, and recognized the partial fulfillment of it, and cherished the 

secret fire unknown to any besides. And now at last, after so long an interval, he comes forward 

and stretches out a hand, unweakened by the long delay, to claim the perfect fulfillment at the end 

of his days.” [Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture II, p. 161] 

     Caleb at 85: 

  I.  Carried out a purpose (Joshua 14:6-15) 

 II.  Claimed a promise (Joshua 14:9) 

III.  Conquered a possession (Joshua 14:13,14) 

[Vance Havner, Pepper 'N Salt, (Old Tappan, NJ: Fleming H. Revell Company, 1966), p. 90] 

     “Caleb’s readiness for one more fight was fed by his reliance on God’s help in it.” [Maclaren, 

Expositions of Holy Scripture II, p. 166] 

     "The aging need opportunities for a continuation of the creative work which, fundamentally, is 

essential to any significant human experience. It is not enough to kill time with what are called 

hobbies, to sit about, even in the sunshine and in the company of other aging people, doing nothing 

more significant than waiting for death. The aging must be given opportunity to continue, as long as 

there is breath in them, to serve the people and purposes, the causes, institutions, and enterprises 

which gave meaning to the whole course of their lives." [Abraham Kaplan, Love...and Death, 1973, 

in Light on Aging and Dying selected by Helen Nearing, (Gardiner, ME: Tilbury House Publishers, 

1995), p. 48-49] 

     "Let not advancing years cause you to settle for less than His best. Why shouldn't His 

warrior's last victory be his greatest? His old soldiers never die and they need not just fade 

away." [The Vance Havner Quote Book, p. 6] 
     “The hopes of age are few and tremulous. When the feast is nearly over, and the appetite is 

dulled, there is little more to be done, but to push back our chairs and go away. But God keeps 

‘the good wine’ until the last. And when all earthly hopes are beginning to wear thin and to burn 

dim, then the great hope of ‘the mountain of the inheritance’ will rise brighter and clearer upon 



our horizon. It is something to have a hope so far in front of us that we never get up to it, to find it 

either less than our expectations or more than our desires; and this is not the least of the 

blessednesses of the living ‘hope that maketh not ashamed,’ that it lies before us till the very end, 

and beckons and draws us across the gulf of darkness. ‘The Lord hath kept me alive, as He said; 

now give me this mountain whereof the Lord spake.’” [Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture 

II, p. 163] 
     "I want a man to act, and to prolong the functions of life as long as he can; and I want death to 

find me planting my cabbages." [Michel de Montaigne, Essays, 1580, in Light on Aging and Dying, 

p. 49] 

 
“Ah nothing is too late till the tired heart shall cease to palpitate. 

Cato learned Greek at eighty; Sophocles wrote his grand Oedipus and Simonides 

Bore off the prize of verse from his compeers 

When each had numbered more than fourscore years. 

 

Chaucer, at Woodstock with the nightingales, 

At sixty wrote the Canterbury Tales; 

Goethe at Weimar, toiling to the last 

Completed Faust when eighty years were past. 

 

For age is opportunity no less 

Than youth itself, though in another dress, 

And as the evening twilight fades away 

The sky is filled with stars, invisible by day.” 

 [Henry Wadsworth Longfellow] 

 

     "Sophocles, who lived to be more than 90, wrote Oedipus Rex at 75, and Oedipus at Colonus at 

89.  Titian completed his masterpiece, 'The Battle of Lepanto,' at 95; he began work on one of the 

most famous paintings in the world, 'The Descent from the Cross,' when he was 97. Benjamin 

Franklin invented bifocals at 78. Benjamin Duggan, Professor of Plant Physiology and Botanical 

Economics at the University of Wisconsin, was removed at age 70 by compulsory retirement; he 

then joined the research staff of Lederle Laboratories and several years later gave mankind 

Aureomycin. At 90, Pablo Casals still played the cello as no other man ever had. Santayana, the 

philosopher, wrote his first novel, The Last Puritan, at 72. Carl Sandburg wrote Remembrance Rock 

at 70. Freud's activities continued into his 80's." [Robert Lee and Marjorie Casebier, The Spouse 

Gap, (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1971) in My Third Reader's Notebook compiled by Gerald 

Kennedy, (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1974), #441] 

     "In 1993, at age 65, I left the business world and moved to Oceanside, Calif., to be closer 

to two of my four daughters. One night at dinner, one of my daughters and her husband 

asked what I was planning to do with my time. With no hesitation at all, I said, 'I am going 

to go to college and get a degree.' 

     "When I told some of my friends what I intended to do, the immediate reply was, 'Do you 

realize how old you will be when you graduate?' 

     "And my standard reply was, 'What's the difference? God willing, I will be that old 

anyway.'"  [Elizabeth L. Jackman in LifeWise, (September 1999), p. 8] 
     “Old age is generally much more disposed to talk about its past victories than to fight new 

ones; to rest upon its arms, or upon its laurels, than to undertake fresh conflicts.” [Maclaren, 

Expositions of Holy Scripture II, p. 167] 

     “You remember these wonderful lines which Tennyson wrote, as he drew the picture of the aged 

Ulysses inviting his friends even in old age to set out from Ithica upon some new adventure. 



You and I are old: 

     Old age hath yet his 

     honor and his toil; 

Death closes all: but 

     something ere the end, 

Some work of noble note 

     may yet be done. 

Not unbecoming men that 

     strove with gods. 

The lights begin to twinkle 

     from the rocks: 

The long day wanes; the slow 

     moon climbs; the deep 

Moans round with many voices. 

     Come, my friends, 

‘Tis not too late to seek 

     a newer world.” 

[William Barclay, Daily Celebration II, (Waco, TX: Word Books, 1973), p. 124] 

     “So, dear friends, if we would have lives on which we can look back, lives in which early 

freshness will last beyond the ‘morning dew,’ lives in which there shall come, day by day and 

moment by moment, abundant foretastes to stay our hunger until we sit at Christ’s table in His 

kingdom, we must’ follow the Lord alway,’ with no half-hearted surrender, nor partial devotion, 

but give ourselves to Him utterly, to be guided and sent where He will. And then, like Caleb, we 

shall be able to say, with a ‘perhaps,’ not of doubt, but of wonder, that it should be so, to us 

unworthy, ‘It may be the Lord will be with me, and I shall drive them out.’ In all these things ‘we 

are more than conquerors through Him that loved us.’” [Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture 

II, p. 168] 

     “Herein Caleb answered his name, which signifies all heart.” [Matthew Henry’s Commentary 

II, p. 62] 

                b. The Inheritance of Judah (15:1-63) 

                c. The Inheritance of Ephraim (16:1-10) 

                d. The Inheritance of Manasseh (17:1-18) 

     B. The assignments made at Shiloh (18:1-19:51) 

     C. The assignment of the cities of refuge (20:1-9) 

     “When the nation was still on the other side of the Jordan, God told Moses to have the people 

set aside special cities for the Levites (Num. 35:1-5) as well as six ‘cities of refuge’ (Ex. 21:23; 

Num. 35:6-34; Deut. 19:1-13).  Now that the tribes had received their territories, Joshua could 

assign those cities. 

     “Even before the Law of Moses was given, God had laid down the basic rule that those who 

shed blood should pay for their crime with their own blood (Gen. 9:5-6). This principle was 

enunciated repeatedly in the Law, but God made a distinction between murder and manslaughter 

(Ex. 21:12-14; Lev. 24:17; Num. 35:16=21; Deut. 19:11-13).... 

     “The six ‘cities of refuge’ were needed because society in that day had no police force to 

investigate crimes. It was the responsibility of each family to see to it that murders were avenged, 

but how could they tell whether it was a case of premeditated murder or accidental manslaughter? 

In the heat of anger a relative of the dead person might kill somebody who was really innocent of 

a capital crime. 

     “Joshua set apart three cities of refuge on each side of the Jordan River.... Since the Holy Land 

is about the size of the state of Maryland, you can see that nobody was very far from a city of 

refuge. 



     “The Law was really quite simple. Anybody who killed another person should flee to a city of 

refuge and be protected from ‘the avenger of blood’ until the elders of the city could investigate 

the circumstances. If they found the fugitive guilty, he or she was put to death; but if they 

concluded that it was a case of manslaughter, the fugitive was allowed to live in the city and be 

protected from the avenger. Upon the death of the high priest, the fugitive could go home again.... 

    "Beyond this, the picture is one of contrast. When we come to Christ for salvation, there’s no 

need for an investigation or a trial, because we know we’re guilty and we admit it!  The only 

people Jesus can save are those who confess their guilt and throw themselves on His mercy. 

     “If the fugitive prematurely left the city of refuge he could be killed... Our High Priest will 

never die, and we are forever secure. ‘But he, because He continues forever, has an unchangeable 

priesthood. Therefore He is also able to save to the uttermost those who come to God through 

Him, since He always lives to make intercession for them’ (Heb. 7:24-25 NKJV).” [Wiersbe, The 

Bible Exposition Commentary II, p. 72-73] 

     “The first thought that naturally occurs to us when we read of these cities concerns the sanctity 

of human life; or, if we take the material symbol, the preciousness of human blood. God wished 

to impress on His people that to put an end to a man’s life under any circumstances, was a serious 

thing. Man was something higher than the beasts that perish. To end a human career, to efface by 

one dread act all the joys of a man’s life, all his dreams and hopes of coming good; to snap all the 

threads that bound him to his fellows, perhaps to bring want into the homes and desolation into 

the hearts of all who loved him or leant on him — this, even if done unintentionally, was a very 

serious thing. To mark this in a very emphatic way was the purpose of these cities of refuge.... 

     “The course to be followed by the involuntary manslayer was very minutely prescribed. He 

was to hurry with all speed to the nearest city of refuge, and stand at the entering of the gate till 

the elders assembled, and then to declare his cause in their ears. If he failed to establish his 

innocence, he got no protection; but if he made out his case he was free from the avenger of 

blood, so long as he remained within the city or its precincts. If, however, he wandered out, he 

was at the mercy of the avenger. Further, he was to remain in the city till the death of the high 

priest.... 

     “As it was, the involuntary manslayer had thus to undergo a considerable penalty. Having to 

reside in the city of refuge, he could no longer cultivate his farm or follow his ordinary 

avocations; he must have found the means of living in some new employment as best he could. 

His friendships, his whole associations in life, were changed; perhaps he was even separated from 

his family. To us all this appears a harder line than justice would have prescribed. But, on the one 

hand, it was a necessary testimony to the strong, though somewhat unreasonable, feeling 

respecting the awfulness, through whatever cause, of shedding innocent blood.... The fact that the 

involuntary destruction of life was sure, even at the best, to be followed by such consequences, 

was fitted to make men very careful. They would naturally endeavor to the utmost to guard 

against an act that might land them in such a situation; and thus the ordinary operations of daily 

life would be rendered more secure. And perhaps it was in this way that the whole appointment 

secured its end. Some laws are never broken. And here may be the explanation of the fact that the 

cities of refuge were not much used. In all Bible history we do not meet with a single instance; 

but this might indicate...the indirect success of the provision, which, though framed to cure, 

operated by preventing. It made men careful, and thus in silence checked the evil more effectually 

than if it had often been put in execution.” [Blaikie, p. 714-716] 

     D. The assignment of the Levitical cities (21:1-42).  

     “...Levites received no territorial inheritance among their brethren (Joshua 13:14, 33, 14:3, 4). 

They had a higher privilege: the Lord was their inheritance.... 

     “In the days of the patriarchs and during the sojourn in Egypt there were no official priests. 

Each head of a house discharged the duties of the priesthood in patriarchal times, and a similar 

arrangement prevailed during the residence in Egypt. The whole nation was holy; in this sense it 

was a nation of priests; all were set apart for the service of God. By-and-by it pleased God to 



select a portion of the nation especially for His service, to establish, as it were, a holy of holies 

within the consecrated nation. The first intimation of this was given on that awful occasion when 

the firstborn of the Egyptians was slain. In token of His mercy in sparing Israel on that night, all 

the firstborn of Israel, both of man and beast, were specially consecrated to the Lord. The animals 

were to be offered in sacrifice, except in the case of some, such as the ass, not suited for sacrifice; 

these were to be redeemed by the sacrifice of another animal. Afterwards a similar arrangement 

was made with reference to the firstborn of men, the tribe of Levi being substituted for them (see 

Numbers 3:12). But this arrangement was not made till after the tribe of Levi had shown, by a 

special act of service, that they were fitted for this honor. 

     “The first honor conferred on Levi in connection with religious service was the appointment of 

Aaron and his sons to the special service of the priesthood (Exodus 28; Numbers 18:1). This did 

not necessarily involve any spiritual distinction for the whole tribe of which Aaron was a 

member, nor was that distinction conferred at that time. It was after the affair of the golden calf 

that the tribe of Levi received this honor. For when Moses, in his holy zeal against that scandal, 

called upon all who were on the Lord’s side to come to him, ‘all the sons of Levi gathered 

themselves unto him’ (Exodus 32:26). This seems to imply that that tribe alone held itself aloof 

from the atrocious idolatry into which even Aaron had been drawn. And apparently it was in 

connection with this high act of service that Levi was selected as the sacred tribe, and in due time 

formally substituted for the firstborn in every family (Numbers 3:12, sqq., 8:6 sqq., 18:2 sqq.). 

From this time the tribe of Levi stood to God in a relation of peculiar honor and sacredness, and 

had duties assigned to them in harmony with this eminent position. 

     “The tribe of Levi consisted of three main branches, corresponding to Levi’s three 

sons — Kohath, Gershon, and Merari. The Kohathites, though apparently not the oldest 

(see Numbers 3:17) were the most distinguished, Moses and Aaron being of that branch. 

As Levites, the Kohathites had charge of the ark and its sacred furniture, guarding it at all 

times, and carrying it from place to place during the journeys of the wilderness. The 

Gershonites had charge of the tabernacle, with its cords, curtains, and coverings. The 

sons of Merari had charge of the more solid parts of the tabernacle, ‘its boards and bars, 

its pillars and its pins, and all the vessels thereof.’” [Blaikie, p. 718] 

     “Though the Levites had the LORD for their inheritance (13:14, 33), they needed 

towns to live in and pasture-lands to support them. These needs were not provided for.” 

[Waltke, p. 256] 
     E. Conclusion: 21:43-45 

     “...The Lord kept his covenant with the patriarchs to give them the land fit for kings. The 

possessed it settled in it and had rest from attack on every side (see 1:15; 11:23). Not a promise 

failed (see 13:1-7).” [Waltke, p. 256] 


