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Finding Refuge 
(Joshua 20:1-9) 

Chapter twenty is about the cities of refuge. Putting this chapter into context, we should note that chapters 
fifteen through nineteen detail the division of the Promised Land among the twelve tribes. The tabernacle 
was moved from Gilgal to Shiloh, in the center of the land, making it easier for people to worship and 
offer sacrifices (18:1 & 8) [see map below]. It remained in Shiloh for 300 years, until the time of David. 

Soon after Moses presented the Ten Commandments to the people, he was told to explain the cities of 
refuge. As part of the Law, the Lord said to Moses: He that smiteth a man, so that he die, shall be surely 
put to death (Ex 21:12). However, in Exodus 21:13, what does God tell Moses concerning the 
unintentional taking of a human life? 

 
 

God distinguishes between premeditated murder and involuntary manslaughter. In ancient times, when a 
family member was killed, the closest relative or someone appointed by the family was to avenge that 
death. Therefore, God tells Joshua to designate cities of refuge, as He instructed Moses (Josh. 20:2). 

The cities of refuge were set up so anyone who killed another person accidentally could flee there and be 
safe from avenging relatives (20:3). Deuteronomy 19:5 gives an example of the purpose of these cities. 
Suppose someone goes with his neighbor to cut wood, and as he swings the axe to cut down a tree, the 
axe head flies off the handle and kills the other person. In that situation, what is the slayer allowed to do, 
according to the last phrase of Deuteronomy 19:5? 

Since these cities are discussed in four books of the Old Testament (Ex 21:12-13; Num. 35:6-34; Deut. 
19:1-14; & Josh. 20:1-9), they are of great importance. God clearly wants to impress upon the Israelites 
the sanctity of human life. Taking a person’s life, even unintentionally, is a very serious matter. 

There were six cities for refuge, three on each side of the Jordan River (Num. 35:6). These cities typify 
Christ, to whom we may flee from the pursuit of the avenging Law. What does the Law say (Romans 
6:23a)? 

 

The Israelites were to make the cities of refuge available to all who needed them. In the same way, we 
must make Christ available to everyone, since all people are condemned to death by the Law. These cities 
of refuge picture three principles about the salvation offered in Christ. First is … 

The Accessibility of Salvation (20:4-6) 

The Israelites were to survey the land and divide it into three parts with a city of refuge in each section. 
Then, anyone who accidentally killed someone could flee to one of them (Deut. 19:3). The cities of refuge 
were to be equally spaced throughout the land, so they were accessible to everyone in the Promised Land. 
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The slayer would flee to the cities without delay and at the gate of the city declare his cause in the ears of 
the elders of that city. If the elders decided the death was accidental and without malice, they had to allow 
him to enter the city and live with them. He was to live there until the death of the current high priest, and 
then he could return home in safety (Josh. 20:4-6). The death of the high priest seems to serve as a statute 
of limitations, ending the fugitive’s confinement in a city of refuge. 

According to Jewish tradition, the roads to these cities were to be kept in good repair, and every crossroad 
was to have signs marked “Refuge,” directing the way. Also, to make the route as short as possible, 
bridges were to be built over ravines and creeks. 

This great example teaches us to do all we can to make Christ accessible to the lost. Every Christian 
should be a “sign” pointing the lost to our spiritual City of Refuge, Jesus Christ. How does 1 Peter 3:15b 
remind us of this responsibility? 

 

 

We should be spiritual “sign posts,” always ready to direct anyone who asks us about the way from the 
penalty of sin to refuge in Christ. At the very least, every Christian should be able to share the plan of 
salvation, such as the Roman Road (Rom. 3:23; 6:23 & 10:9-10). This is the simple method the pastor 
used to lead me to the Lord. 

 

We should also build bridges. When one man was asked about how his friend led him to Christ, he said, 
“He built a bridge from his heart to mine, and Jesus walked across.” That’s one reason God gives us what 
command in Galatians 6:10? 

 

 

The best way to build bridges is through relationships. The cities of refuge reveal the accessibility and ... 

The Impartiality of Salvation (20:7-9) 

Verses 7-8 list the six cities—three on each side of the Jordan River. These cities of refuge show 
impartiality because they were available to all the people of Israel, as well as the stranger, or foreigner, 
living among them. Anyone who accidently killed a person could take refuge there and be safe from the 
avenger of blood, prior to standing trial before the local congregation, or assembly (20:9). God consistently 
commands that strangers and aliens be treated the same as the people of Israel. This confirms what truth 
about God in Romans 2:11? 
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We live in a culture that is becoming more and more prejudiced against aliens. Yes, our laws concerning 
illegal aliens should be enforced, but we must also obey what command in Leviticus 19:34a-b? 

 

 

It is a serious matter to be prejudiced against anyone—Hispanics, African Americans, Caucasians, Native 
Americans, people of a lower or higher economic group—anyone (Jas. 2:9). God is impartial and so is the 
salvation He offers in Christ Jesus. Therefore, anyone can come to Him and find refuge. If there is the 
slightest tugging in your heart to get right with God, it is God calling you to Himself. That’s really good 
news, but it gets even better. What does Jesus promise in John 6:37? 

 

 

The cities of refuge reveal the accessibility, impartiality, and ... 

The Exclusivity of Salvation 

If a slayer refused to flee to a city of refuge, there was no other provision whereby he could be saved. Even 
if he left the safety of the city of refuge, the avenger could legally kill him (Num. 35:26-27). In the same 
way, there is only one place of refuge for sinners who are under penalty of death, and that is Jesus Christ. 
How does Peter declare this to the Sanhedrin in Acts 4:12a? 

 

 

As Christians, we must never retreat from the clear teaching of God’s Word that Jesus is the one and only 
way to heaven. 

The cities of refuge reveal the accessibility, impartiality, and exclusivity of salvation. 

However, not only does this passage in Joshua teach us these three principles about our salvation in 
Christ, but also about the refuge we as believers have in the Lord. This truth can be best summed up as ... 

The Reliability of Our Refuge 

As Christians, we all have times when we need a place of refuge. A “refuge” is a sheltered or protected 
place, safe from anything threatening, harmful, or frightening. You may need a reliable refuge from 
financial fears, health issues, career concerns, etc. During these times, you need to trust what promise in 
Psalm 46:1? 
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If you are not a Christian ... 

the cities of refuge picture three words that describe salvation in Christ: accessibility, impartiality, and 
exclusivity. 

If you are a Christian in need of a place of refuge from the fears or problems of life ... 

one word sums up your refuge in the Lord: reliability. 

 


