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Foreword

Joshua is a challenging book to study, teach, and apply to 
daily Christian discipleship. I know this because my family has 
read it together for devotions after dinner—all seven of us, from 
age three to age forty-something.

There are some exciting battles in the book of Joshua. There 
are also some very long lists of people and places with strange-
sounding names. What are we supposed to learn from this part 
of the Bible? What relationship does the book of Joshua have 
with the person and work of Jesus Christ? How does it help us 
in everyday life?

As a family we learned at least two important lessons from 
Joshua. The first is never to make any compromises with sin. Just 
as Joshua was called to fight a physical battle for every square 
inch of the Promised Land, we are called to fight a spiritual 
battle for every square inch of our souls. The second lesson 
is that there is a place for every one of God’s children in the 
everlasting kingdom of God. Just as God gave a special piece of 
the Promised Land to every Israelite, he is preparing a special 
place for us in heaven.

You will learn these and many other valuable lessons as you 
read Joshua with the help of this study guide. The book of Joshua 
is a treasury of sacred truth. We know this because of everything 
the Bible says about itself. It is the very Word of God, breathed 

NIELSON, Joshua.indd   7 5/2/08   3:35:00 PM



viii 

Foreword

out by the Holy Spirit (2 Tim. 3:16-17). The one true and living 
God speaks to us in every word on every page. Thus we should 
believe that as we read and study the Bible we are hearing the 
voice of God.

This God-given Word was written by real human beings, 
who wrote under the direction of God the Holy Spirit (see 
2 Peter 1:21). The Bible was written for people like us, by 
people like us. We should read the Bible, therefore, both as 
a divine book and as a human book. This means recognizing 
and understanding the conventional literary forms in which 
the Bible is written, finding pleasure and taking delight in 
the Bible’s beauty, simplicity, and majesty. It also means that 
we should take as much care to study the Bible as the original 
authors took to write it, paying close attention to every word 
that was carefully chosen to fit into its proper context.

The Bible claims further that the Word of God is something 
we need to live, as much or even more than we need our daily 
bread (Matt. 4:4; cf. Deut. 8:3). Therefore, we should read and 
study the Bible every day as if our lives depended upon it.

To be more specific, the Bible has the life-giving power to 
bring us into a saving relationship with Jesus Christ (2 Tim. 
3:15). The saving wisdom of Scripture is not limited to one 
part of the Bible or another, but holds true for every book in 
the Old and New Testaments, including the book of Joshua. 
As we read and study this part of the Bible, therefore, we see 
Jesus on every page. In Joshua we see him as the warrior of our 
salvation, the mighty captain of our faith, who will conquer 
all our enemies so that we can live in the Promised Land of 
his glory.

The Bible is also a practical book—a lamp to our feet and a 
light to our path (Ps. 119:105). The Bible tells us everything we 
need for godly thinking and holy living (2 Tim. 3:16-17). It shows 
us the way to go in life. In short, the Bible is the most useful 
book ever written. As we read, therefore, we should be looking 
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for practical truth that will make a difference in what we think, 
what we say, and what we do in every situation in life.

This study guide will give you a helpful method for study-
ing the Bible in all the right ways. It will encourage you in the 
daily reading, meditation, and memorization of Scripture. It 
will help you to be serious and systematic about studying the 
Bible for yourself. It will ask you questions that help you see the 
literary structure, the Christ-centered meaning, and the practi-
cal implications of the book of Joshua. It will give you growing 
skill and confidence in understanding the Bible, while at the 
same time helping you make progress in personal holiness and 
deepening your love for God the Father, God the Son, and God 
the Holy Spirit. And it will help you do all of this in relationship 
with other members of your spiritual family—your brothers and 
sisters in the church.

May the same Holy Spirit who first revealed these words 
enable you to understand what you read, find joy in what you 
study, trust more deeply in Jesus Christ, and return the glory to 
God by the way that you live.

Philip Graham Ryken
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A Personal Word 
from Kathleen

I began to write these Bible studies for the women in my own 
church group at College Church in Wheaton, Illinois. Under 
the leadership of Kent and Barbara Hughes, the church and that 
Bible study aimed to proclaim without fail the good news of 
the Word of God. What a joy, in that study and in many since, 
to see lives changed by the work of the Word, by the Spirit, for 
the glory of Christ.

In our Bible study group, we were looking for curriculum that 
would lead us into the meat of the Word and teach us how to 
take it in, whole Bible books at a time—the way they are given to 
us in Scripture. Finally, one of our leaders said, “Kathleen—how 
about if you just write it!” And so began one of the most joyful 
projects of my life: the writing of studies intended to help unleash 
the Word of God in people’s lives. The writing began during a 
busy stage of my life—with three lively young boys and always 
a couple of college English courses to teach—but through that 
stage and every busy one since, a serious attention to studying 
the Bible has helped keep me focused, growing, and alive in 
the deepest ways. The Word of God will do that. If there’s life 
and power in these studies, it is simply the life and power of 
the Scriptures to which they point. It is ultimately the life and 
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power of the Savior who shines through all the Scriptures from 
beginning to end. How we need this life, in the midst of every 
busy and non-busy stage of our lives!

I don’t think it is just the English teacher in me that leads me 
to this conclusion about our basic problem in Bible study these 
days: we’ve forgotten how to read! We’re so used to fast food that 
we think we should be able to drive by the Scriptures periodi-
cally and pick up some easily digestible truths that someone else 
has wrapped up neatly for us. We’ve disowned that process of 
careful reading . . . observing the words . . . seeing the shape of a 
book and a passage . . . asking questions that take us into the text 
rather than away from it . . . digging into the Word and letting it 
speak! Through such a process, guided by the Spirit, the Word 
of God truly feeds our souls. Here’s my prayer: that, by means 
of these studies, people would be further enabled to read the 
Scriptures profitably and thereby find life and nourishment in 
them, as we are each meant to do.

In all the busy stages of life and writing, I have been continu-
ally surrounded by pastors, teachers, and family who encourage 
and help me in this work, and for that I am grateful. The most 
wonderful guidance and encouragement come from my husband, 
Niel, whom I thank and for whom I thank God daily.

May God use these studies to lift up Christ and his Word, 
for his glory!
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Introduction

The book of Joshua offers adventure, great stories, vivid 
characters, and—above all—an amazing account of the way God 
fulfills his promises to his people. Joshua is not bare history; it 
is history with a point—and the point is that God’s Word is 
true—always, completely, without fail. This book’s challenge is 
for God’s people to live according to that Word.

Joshua opens the second section of the Scriptures, which 
in the Hebrew Bible is called the Former Prophets. However, 
Joshua also gives a kind of epilogue to the Bible’s first section, 
the Pentateuch (the five books of Moses). The story fulfilled in 
Joshua begins in Genesis, as God created a race of people to live 
with him and glorify him. As Genesis tells it, the first human 
beings God created rebelled against him and caused the race to 
be a fallen one, separated from its holy Creator. But God, even as 
he judged this rebellion, gave a promise—a promise that Satan, 
who lured Adam and Eve into rebellion, would ultimately be 
conquered by the seed of a woman (Gen. 3:15). God chose one 
man through whom to channel this promise: Abraham, he said, 
would be the one through whom this seed would come. Out of 
Abraham would come a great nation through whom the whole 
earth would be blessed, and God promised to give that nation 
the land of Canaan for their own (Gen. 12:1–7). Abraham went 
and lived in that land, but after several generations his extended 
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family moved to Egypt, where his descendant Joseph had risen 
to great political power. Abraham’s people flourished there and 
grew numerous, just as God had said. In fact, they grew so numer-
ous that they were feared and made a nation of slaves. Not until 
Moses’ time were they delivered and brought back as a whole 
nation of God’s people through the wilderness to their own land. 
Moses brought them to the brink of the land, but he was not 
allowed to take them in; Joshua was appointed as the leader for 
the conquest of the land of Canaan. Moses brought them out, 
and Joshua will bring them in. The book of Joshua is the story of God’s 
bringing his redeemed people into the land he promised them.

Joshua, then, gives the happy end to the story of God’s people. 
But, as the Bible goes on, we soon see that this was only a hint 
of the very end of the story. Even in Joshua itself there are clear 
warning signs that all is not completely well. But in Judges, the 
next book, those warnings prove all too true. After all God has 
provided for them, his people will not obey him and settle happily 
in the land he has provided. It is clear that the promised seed of 
Abraham who will finally accomplish the happy ending has not 
yet come. The deliverance from slavery in Egypt on that night of 
the Passover turns out to be a wonderful hint of the deliverance 
still to come—and it will come only through Jesus Christ, the 
true seed, the real Passover Lamb. The wilderness wanderings 
turn out to be an all-too-recognizable hint of the life journeys 
of God’s people, graciously given his law but struggling to obey 
it. Only the true seed, Jesus Christ, was able to face temptation 
in the wilderness and never sin—for he relied on the true manna 
from heaven (Matt. 4:2–4). And the final inheritance of Canaan 
turns out to be a beautiful hint of the eternal inheritance and 
rest God gives to his people—both now, as we know rest for 
our souls through Christ the Lord and Savior, and eternally, in 
heaven. Canaan ultimately points toward the final, joyful rest 
in the presence of Jesus Christ, the certain hope and promised 
inheritance of everyone who trusts in him. The name Joshua 
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means “the Lord saves,” and in its Greek form is translated Jesus. 
Joshua was a great leader who faithfully and obediently deliv-
ered his people. But both Joshua and the book named after him 
point clearly ahead to Jesus Christ, the one who would finally 
and perfectly save his people, giving them an inheritance that 
will never perish, spoil, or fade (1 Peter 1:3–5).

Joshua, then, stands at a pivotal point in Scripture, looking 
back to and confirming God’s word in the Pentateuch, but also 
looking far forward to the final fulfillment of all God’s good 
promises. Who wrote this masterful book? Scripture does not 
directly name the author of Joshua. The tradition of centuries 
holds that Joshua himself wrote most of it. Certainly passages 
like Joshua 24:25–26 show Joshua writing down records in the 
Book of the Law of God. Joshua’s authorship is confirmed by the 
fact that much of the story is told with vivid, seemingly firsthand 
detail and immediacy. It is generally agreed that careful editors 
finished and perhaps gave final, unifying touches to the book in 
ensuing years. In any case, what we can and must affirm is that 
this book offers a true, inspired account of the fulfillment of 
God’s promises to his people. God is the final author of this book, 
and he is the main character as well, for in Joshua it is God who 
acts to deliver and to settle his people according to his powerful 
word. “Not one word of all the good promises that the Lord had 
made to the house of Israel had failed; all came to pass,” Joshua 
21:45 tells us. This book is the account of a powerful, faithful, 
covenant-keeping God.

We can understand this book adequately just by following 
the narrative in Joshua itself. But we will understand it a great 
deal better with a bit of helpful context. The lessons in this 
study do refer to other books in the Bible, especially the five 
books that precede Joshua. Deuteronomy, for example, contains 
Moses’ final presentation of God’s law to the people; it is that 
law which Joshua aims to follow and live out, every step of the 
way. It will be helpful, if Bible study is new to you, to find the 
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table of contents in the Bible you are using and to be ready to 
use it to locate other biblical books. New Testament books will 
be referenced as well, as we look to find the final fulfillment of 
all God’s good promises in the Lord Jesus Christ. Maps, too, are 
provided in order to make more vivid these stories of entering 
the land. At certain points, the lessons recommend looking at 
particular maps; throughout the study, however, you will benefit 
from regularly checking the maps to find the places mentioned 
in the stories.

The point of such a study as this is to allow the Word of God 
to speak to us today. God’s promises are just as good and true 
for God’s people now as they were in Joshua’s day. His Word has 
been completed and fulfilled in Jesus Christ, and we have the 
privilege of holding the whole Bible in our hands and person-
ally knowing the Lord to whom it all points. May we know the 
Lord Jesus Christ better through this study; may we learn more 
of what it means to trust and obey God’s Word; may we find 
hope in all his good promises.
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Lesson 1 (Josh. 1)
God Gives the Word

Opening the book of Joshua, we first hear God speaking to 
this newly commissioned leader of Israel. God’s word is what he 
has given and what he continues to give his people as they stand 
on the brink of the promised land. We will do well to listen care-
fully as God speaks and as Joshua and the people respond; like 
them, may we grasp the power and the primary importance of 
God’s Word. Because this book continues a much larger story, 
in this first lesson especially we will spend some time looking 
back to clarify the context in which Joshua comes to us.

Day One—The Continuing Word 
(Josh. 1:1–5)

 1. The opening verses remind us that this book continues 
a huge story in progress. Write down any phrases from 
Joshua 1:1–5 that refer to past events.
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 2. That first phrase, “after the death of Moses,” connects us 
directly to the end of the previous book. Turn back a few 
pages and read Deuteronomy 34. What other connections 
with Joshua 1:1–5 do you find in Deuteronomy 34?

 3. Deuteronomy 34:4 connects us to God’s previous, repeated 
promise of the land. Trace this promise through the follow-
ing representative verses, jotting down brief observations 
concerning God’s promise to establish his people in the 
land of Canaan. 

 a. Genesis 12:1–7

 b. Genesis 15:1–16
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