
Where	do	you	go	 to	when	you	have	a	problem?	Your	answer	 to	 that	question	will	
depend	upon	the	problem	that	you	have.	If	you’re	problem	is	mechanical,	you	head	
to	your	mechanic,	or	to	YouTube,	or	some	trusted	source	to	identify	the	answer	to	
that	problem.	If	you’re	problem	is	mathematical,	you	head	to	paper	and	a	pen,	or	a	
calculator	 to	 solve	 the	 problem.	 If	 the	 problem	 is	 relational,	 hopefully	 you	 are	
heading	toward	the	person	in	order	to	work	through	whatever	the	conflict	may	be.		
	
Well,	today	we’re	heading	back	into	the	book	of	Joshua	and	we	get	the	opportunity	
to	see	the	Lord	setting	up	cities	of	refuge	for	those	individuals	who	have	accidentally	
killed	 another	 person.	 Now	 that’s	 problem	 that	 I	 hope	 none	 of	 us	 ever	 find	
ourselves,	but	I	think,	from	what	we	are	going	to	see	in	Joshua	20,	is	an	interesting	
passage	that	the	Lord	gives	us	to	teach	us	about	Himself.		
	
But	before	we	 start	 reading	 in	 Joshua	20,	 let	me	give	you	a	 little	bit	 of	 a	 recap	of	
some	of	the	events	that	have	taken	place	leading	up	to	this	chapter	because	it’s	been	
a	 little	while	 since	we’ve	 been	 in	 this	 book.	 The	 last	 time	we	were	 in	 Joshua	was	
August	20th	when	we	saw	the	land	of	Canaan	being	taken	and	divided	into	various	
territories	for	each	tribe	of	Israel	to	take	possession	of.		
	
The	land	of	Canaan	had	been	given	to	the	people	of	Israel	as	an	inheritance	from	the	
Lord.	It	was	to	be	a	place	of	rest.	But	before	it	could	be	a	place	of	rest,	 there	were	
enemies	dwelling	within	 the	 land	that	 the	people	of	 Israel	had	to	drive	out.	We’ve	
been	able	to	see	Joshua	lead	the	people	Israel	as	they	cross	the	Jordan,	capture	the	
city	of	Jericho,	and	they	do	make	some	mistakes	along	the	way.	A	guy	by	the	name	of	
Achan	 sins	 against	 the	 Lord	 causing	 Israel	 to	 experience	 a	 defeat.	 Joshua	 himself	
makes	the	mistake	of	not	consulting	the	Lord	in	making	a	decision	and	is	fooled	by	a	
group	of	people	from	Gibeon.		
	
There	 have	 been	 some	 ups	 and	 downs	 along	 the	way	 in	 conquering	 the	 Promise	
Land	that	the	Lord	has	given	to	the	people	of	Israel.	And	as	we	turn	our	attention	to	
Joshua	20,	 the	 land	of	Canaan	has,	 for	 the	most	part,	been	captured	by	 Israel.	The	
various	tribes	have	received	their	inheritance	and	things	are	starting	to	wind	down	
as	far	as	the	conquest	of	the	land	is	concerned.	However,	there	is	still	much	work	to	
be	done	by	 Joshua	and	the	people	of	 Israel.	 In	 this	chapter,	we	 find	 them	carrying	
out	a	command	that	was	first	given	to	Moses	in	Numbers	35.		
	
I	 think	 it	would	be	helpful,	 before	 reading	 Joshua	20,	 to	 read	a	 couple	of	 sections	
from	Numbers	35.		
	

9	And	 the	LORD	spoke	 to	Moses,	 saying,	10	“Speak	 to	 the	people	 of	 Israel	 and	
say	to	them,	When	you	cross	the	Jordan	into	the	land	of	Canaan,	11	then	you	
shall	select	cities	to	be	cities	of	refuge	for	you,	that	the	manslayer	who	kills	
any	 person	 without	 intent	 may	 flee	 there.	12	The	 cities	 shall	 be	 for	 you	 a	
refuge	 from	 the	 avenger,	 that	 the	 manslayer	 may	 not	 die	 until	 he	 stands	
before	the	congregation	for	judgment.	13	And	the	cities	that	you	give	shall	be	
your	six	cities	of	refuge.	14	You	shall	give	three	cities	beyond	the	Jordan,	and	



three	cities	in	the	land	of	Canaan,	to	be	cities	of	refuge.	15	These	six	cities	shall	
be	 for	 refuge	 for	 the	 people	 of	 Israel,	 and	for	 the	 stranger	 and	 for	 the	
sojourner	among	them,	that	anyone	who	kills	any	person	without	intent	may	
flee	there.	
	

So	we	see	 that	 the	Lord	gives	 instruction	when	an	 incidental	death	occurs.	This	 is	
not	 for	when	 someone	 has	 intentionally	 taken	 the	 life	 of	 another	 but	 it	 is	 for	 the	
times	 when	 a	 death	 was	 caused	 by	 a	 complete	 accident.	 So	 what	 the	 Lord	 had	
commanded	them	to	do	was	to	appoint	6	cities	that	were	to	be	known	as	"cities	of	
refuge".	These	cities	were	to	be	made	available	to	someone	who	has	killed	another	
person	by	accident.	They	could	flee	to	any	of	these	6	cities	and	find	safety	and	help.	
	
A	murderer	who	had	intentionally	killed	someone	would	be	put	to	death,	but	those	
who	 had	 accidently	 brought	 about	 someone’s	 death	 could	 find	 a	 place	 of	 safety	
within	these	cities.		
	
And	it	is	these	cities	of	refuge	that	I	want	to	consider	for	a	while	this	morning.	But	
this	 isn’t	 just	 a	 simple	 history	 lesson	 for	 I	 believe	 these	 cities	 paint	 for	 us	 a	 clear	
picture/illustration	of	the	salvation	that	is	to	be	found	only	in	the	Lord	Jesus	Christ	
and	I	want	to	point	to	that	towards	the	closing	of	our	sermon.	But	for	now,	 let	me	
share	several	truths	with	you	this	morning	concerning	the	cities	of	refuge.	
	
Let’s	read	the	passage	and	then	talk	about	it	together.	
	
Read	Joshua	20	
	
To	explain	this	chapter	let’s	break	it	down	into	three	different	truths.	I	want	to	tell	
you	about	the	The	Purpose	of	these	Cities,	The	Provision	of	these	Cities,	The	Power	
of	these	Cities.	
	
First,	 is	 The	Purpose	 of	 these	 Cities.	 It	 is	 clear	 from	 these	 verses	 that	 these	 cities	
were	to	be	set	up	to	protect	the	person	who	had	accidently	killed	another	person.	As	
you	 read	 throughout	 your	 Old	 Testament,	 you’ll	 notice	 that	 God	 has	 established	
various	 roles	 for	 His	 people	 to	 take	 up.	 He’s	 established	 leaders	 like	 Moses	 and	
Joshua.	 He’s	 given	 people	 the	 responsibility	 to	 be	 a	 priest	 or	 to	 serve	 within	 the	
tabernacle.		
	
But	when	the	Lord	gave	Israel	the	Law,	he	never	established	a	police	force	and	no	
one	was	ever	summoned	to	Jury	Duty	to	fulfill	their	civic	duty.	Every	crime	that	took	
place	was	to	be	dealt	with	quickly	with	a	punishment	that	matched	the	crime.		
	
The	Old	Testament	gives	a	 lot	of	 input	on	how	wrongs	were	to	be	made	right.	For	
instance…	
	



33	“When	a	man	opens	a	pit,	or	when	a	man	digs	a	pit	and	does	not	cover	it,	
and	 an	 ox	 or	 a	 donkey	 falls	 into	 it,	34	the	 owner	 of	 the	 pit	 shall	 make	
restoration.	He	shall	give	money	to	its	owner,	and	the	dead	beast	shall	be	his.	
~	Exodus	21:33-34	
	

Or	perhaps…	
	

“If	a	man	steals	an	ox	or	a	sheep,	and	kills	it	or	sells	it,	he	shall	repay	five	oxen	
for	an	ox,	and	four	sheep	for	a	sheep.	~Exodus	22:1	

	
But	 the	Old	Testament	 also	 lays	 out	 the	principles	 to	 follow	when	 a	man	 actually	
murders	another	man.	If	an	intentional	action	leads	to	the	death	of	an	individual,	it	
tells	us	in	Numbers	35	that	
	

…The	murderer	shall	be	put	to	death.	~Numbers	35:18	
	

And	the	closest	relative	was	to	carry	out	the	execution.	They	would	call	this	person	
the	avenger	of	blood,	as	they	are	given	the	right	to	avenge	their	relative’s	death.	It	
continues	on	in	Numbers	35	by	saying…	
	

19	The	avenger	of	blood	shall	himself	put	the	murderer	to	death;	when	he	
meets	him,	he	shall	put	him	to	death.	20	And	if	he	pushed	him	out	of	hatred	or	
hurled	something	at	him,	lying	in	wait,	so	that	he	died,	21	or	in	enmity	struck	
him	down	with	his	hand,	so	that	he	died,	then	he	who	struck	the	blow	shall	
be	put	to	death.	He	is	a	murderer.	The	avenger	of	blood	shall	put	the	
murderer	to	death	when	he	meets	him.	

	
This	is	helpful	in	seeing	why	these	cities	are	set	up	for	when	a	man	had	accidently	
taken	the	life	of	another.	For	if	a	family	member	believes	you	intentionally	took	the	
life	their	brother	or	their	uncle	or	their	father,	it	was	within	their	rights	to	seek	your	
death.	So	the	one	had	unintentionally	brought	about	harm	needed	to	find	a	place	of	
safety.		
	
But	you	ask	yourself	the	question,	how	does	someone	accidently	kill	someone	else?		
	
Well,	the	Old	Testament	lays	that	out	too.	Numbers	35	again,	
	

22	“But	 if	 he	 pushed	 him	 suddenly	 without	 enmity	 (hatred),	 or	 hurled	
anything	 on	 him	without	 lying	 in	 wait	23	or	 used	 a	 stone	 that	 could	 cause	
death,	and	without	seeing	him	dropped	it	on	him,	so	that	he	died,	though	he	
was	not	his	enemy	and	did	not	seek	his	harm,	24	then	the	congregation	shall	
judge	between	 the	manslayer	and	the	avenger	of	blood,	 in	accordance	with	
these	rules.	

	
They	had	to	judge	intentions.	And	there’s	a	difference	between	accidental	harm	and	
intentional	harm.	And	the	one	in	question	could	run	to	one	of	these	6	cities	of	refuge	



and	there,	if	it	was	determined	that	the	death	had	indeed	been	an	accident,	he	could	
find	safety	from	the	“avenger	of	blood.”	
	
Theses	cities	served	a	vital	purpose	in	the	justice	system	of	that	day.	So	we’ve	talked	
about	 the	purpose	of	 these	cities,	 let’s	 take	a	couple	of	minutes	 to	 think	about	 the	
provision	of	these	cities.	
	
Second,	The	Provision	of	these	Cities.	God	provided	these	cities.	There	was	never	a	
day	 that	 Joshua	gathered	his	 leaders	around	him	and	worked	out	 the	scenarios	of	
what	to	do	in	case	a	tragedy	like	this.	This	is	a	structure	that	was	brought	about	by	
the	mind	of	God.		
	
God	 is	 a	 God	 of	 justice	 and	 that	 is	 unquestionable.	 When	 someone	 resorts	 to	
violence	 and	 takes	 the	 life	 of	 another	 individual,	 the	 guilty	 person	 will	 receive	
punishment	for	their	actions.		
	
But	God	 is	 also	 a	God	of	mercy.	 In	 fact	He	 is	 rich	 in	mercy.	God	 could	have,	 if	He	
desired	to,	He	could	have	allowed	the	manslayer	to	die	 like	any	other	person	who	
had	taken	a	life.	However,	He	mercifully	made	a	way	that	those	individuals	who	had	
accidently	taken	a	life	of	another	might	find	refuge	and	help.		
	
I’ll	point	 to	 this	a	 little	bit	more	 in	 just	a	minute,	but	 I	can’t	help	but	mention	this	
now	as	 I	 think	about	how	 these	cities	of	 refuge	 illustrate	 the	gospel.	You	see,	God	
could	have	allowed	sinners	as	well	to	struggle	on	their	own.	God	has	every	right	to	
allow	all	 sinners	 to	be	destined	 to	Hell.	After	 all,	we	are	all	 guilty	before	God.	We	
deserve	 nothing	 but	 separation	 from	God	 for	 all	 of	 eternity.	 But	 I	 praise	God	 this	
morning	 that	 God	 sent	His	 Son	 as	 a	 provision	me,	 to	 take	my	 punishment	 on	 the	
cross	and	bear	the	weight	of	the	punishment	of	sin.	I	thank	God	that	Jesus	paid	the	
price	that	sinners	like	you	and	me	might	live	through	Him.		
	
By	God’s	mercy,	He	provided	the	way.	God	is	a	God	of	mercy	that	makes	provisions	
for	His	people.		
	
Well,	let’s	point	out	one	more	truth	about	these	cities.	
	
Third,	 is	The	Power	of	 these	Cities.	When	the	manslayer	arrived	in	one	of	these	
cities,	his	case	was	heard	by	the	elders	and	if	it	was	determined	that	the	death	was	
indeed	an	accident,	he	was	given	a	place	within	the	city	to	stay	and	was	protected	
from	anyone	 that	would	 seek	 to	 avenge	 the	death.	The	 city	 allowed	a	man	 to	 live	
who	would	have	otherwise	be	put	to	death.	
	
And	it	was	while	he	remained	with	those	cities	walls	he	would	remain	safe.	He	could	
live	there	until	the	day	of	judgment,	which	was	the	day	his	story	could	be	told	to	the	
city	leaders.	And	he	could	live	there	for	as	long	as	the	high	priest	lived	and	when	the	
priest	died,	the	manslayer	was	free	to	return	home	without	being	afraid	for	his	life.		
	



And	 these	 cities	 of	 refuge	 would	 work	 for	 all	 those	 who	 fled	 to	 them.	 It	 didn’t	
depend	 on	 their	 nationality,	 or	 their	 economic	 status,	 or	 who	 they	 knew…	 these	
cities	had	the	power	to	keep	secure	anyone	who	was	in	need	of	help.	
	
Conclusion:	
Like	I	said	earlier,	I	believe	these	cities	give	an	incredible	illustration	of	the	value	of	
the	work	of	Christ	for	sinners.	Now,	the	illustration	is	not	perfect,	for	the	cities	were	
to	be	a	place	of	refuge	for	people	who	are	 innocent	of	any	real	crimes.	But	we	are	
not	innocent.	We	intentionally	do	the	things	that	we’re	not	supposed	to	do,	and	do	
not	do	the	things	that	God	calls	us	to	do.	We	sin	before	God;	therefore	we	are	guilty	
before	God.		
	
While	although	the	illustration	fall	short	to	some	degree,	they	does	give	us	a	great	
picture	of	how	Christ	is	a	refuge	for	us,	like	the	refuge	cities	of	Israel,	and	that	many	
characteristics	of	these	cities	have	spiritual	parallels.		
	
First	 illustration	 I	want	 to	point	 out	 is	 that	 it	was	 the	duty	 of	 Israelites	 to	 clearly	
point	 the	way	 to	 the	 cities	 of	 refuge.	We’re	 told	 in	Deuteronomy	19:3,	 that	 roads	
were	 to	be	built	 to	 these	cities.	Anyone	who	was	seeking	refuge	didn’t	need	 to	be	
clueless	or	 confused	as	 to	how	 to	get	 to	 the	 city.	Historical	 sources	outside	of	 the	
Bible	tell	us	that	even	bridges	were	to	be	built	over	ravines,	so	these	fugitives	could	
take	the	shortest	route	possible.	The	roads	were	also	to	be	carefully	repaired	each	
spring	and	at	every	crossroads,	special	signs	read,	“Refuge!	Refuge!”	No	one	wanted	
the	one	seeking	refuge	to	get	lost	and	take	the	wrong	road.		
	
This	 is	 a	 good	 example	 to	 our	 responsibility	 to	 make	 the	 way	 of	 Christ	 easily	
accessible	to	the	lost.	As	Christians	we	know	the	way	to	the	refuge	that	is	found	in	
Jesus	 Christ.	 And	 apart	 from	 Christ,	 the	 sinner	 is	 a	 dead	man.	Who	will	 help	 this	
person	find	the	way	to	the	city?	That’s	our	responsibility.	We	must	build	the	bridges	
over	any	 confusion	 that	 any	unbeliever	has	 in	 their	 thinking,	we	are	 to	 repair	 the	
roads	and	point	the	way	to	Jesus.	We	stand	there	saying,	“This	is	the	way!	In	Jesus	
Christ	alone	is	there	safety.”	
	
We	must	clearly	point	the	way	to	Jesus	Christ.	We	are	to	be	sent	into	the	world	as	
the	 light	of	 the	world	 to	point	people	 to	our	Lord	and	Master.	We	point	people	 to	
Jesus	 because	 that	 is	where	we	have	 taken	 shelter,	 that	 is	where	we	have	 sought	
refuge	in	the	midst	of	our	life	and	in	the	midst	of	our	own	difficulties.	
	
We’re	 not	 turning	 to	 anyone	 or	 anything	 else	 for	 that	 because	 everything	 and	
everyone	 else	 falls	 short.	We	 can	 seek	wisdom	 from	 other	 people,	 but	 ultimately	
we’re	dependent	on	the	Lord	to	see	us	through	our	difficult	situations.	We	run	to	the	
Lord	Jesus	Christ	because	in	Him	we	find	comfort,	in	Him	we	find	peace,	in	Him	we	
can	truly	rest.	We	rejoice	 in	 Jesus	and	 in	turn	point	 the	way	to	Him	so	that	others	
may	too	run	to	Him	as	a	refuge.		
	
That’s	one	illustration	but	there’s…	



	
A	second	illustration	that	these	cities	give	us,	and	it	should	be	an	encouragement	to	
anyone	who	has	not	yet	come	to	Jesus	Christ	as	his	Savior.	It's	that	the	gates	of	the	
cities	 of	 refuge	 were	 always	 to	 be	 kept	 unlocked.	 Now,	 that	 wasn't	 normal	 for	
ancient	towns.	At	night,	 the	gates	were	closed	and	locked	up.	The	 idea	was	that	at	
night,	bad	people	are	up	and	about,	and	they	might	come	in	and	steal	or	murder.	A	
town	might	 be	 attacked	 quickly,	 especially	 at	 night	when	 you	 can’t	 see	 a	 band	 of	
robbers	or	looters	coming	against	you.	And	so,	the	gates	of	the	cities	were	locked	at	
night.		
	
But	these	cities	of	refuge	were	not	 like	that.	The	doors	of	the	cities	of	refuge	were	
always	open.	So	 if	a	man	at	any	 time,	day	or	night,	accidentally	killed	a	 individual	
and	had	to	 flee,	he	could	get	 in	 there	and	find	himself	safe.	 	In	a	similar	sense,	 the	
way	 to	Christ	 is	 always	open.	The	Lord	 Jesus	Christ	 didn't	 set	 up	office	hours.	He	
didn't	 say,	 "I'll	 see	you	between	8	and	5,	Mondays	 through	Fridays.	But	 if	 you	get	
concerned	 about	 religion	over	 the	weekend,	well,	 don't	 bother	me.	 Come	back	 on	
Monday."	Obviously	He	didn't	 do	 anything	 of	 the	 sort.	 The	Lord	 Jesus	Christ	 said,	
“Come	unto	me,”	so	that	anybody	at	any	time	in	any	place	can	come	and	find	Jesus	
willing	and	ready	to	receive	that	one.	And	in	Jesus,	they	find	life.	1	
	
Those	 ancient	 cities	 in	 the	 Promise	 Land	 were	 set	 up	 as	 cities	 of	 refuge.	 If	 any	
individual	had	unintentionally	brought	about	the	death	of	someone	else,	they	could	
flee	to	one	of	those	six	cities.	But	 if	 they	didn’t,	 there	was	no	hope	for	them;	there	
was	no	arrangement	in	the	Old	Testament	law	by	which	that	person	could	be	saved.	
If	he	did	not	flee	to	the	city	of	refuge,	the	avenger	of	blood	would	overtake	him,	and	
he	would	be	killed.		
	
In	 the	 same	 way,	 you	 too	 are	 being	 pursued	 by	 a	 determined	 and	 unavoidable	
avenger:	death.	Now,	you	may	 live	a	 long	 life.	But	even	 if	you	were	 to	 live	several	
hundred	years,	you	would	still	come	to	end.	And	who	knows?	You	could	come	to	the	
end	of	your	life	this	year,	this	month,	or	even	this	day…	But,	how	do	you	escape	this	
enemy?		
	
There	is	only	one-way:	Jesus.	You	must	run	to	Him.		
	
Jesus	said	
	

“I	 am	 the	 resurrection	 and	the	 life.	Whoever	 believes	 in	 me,	though	 he	
die,	yet	shall	he	 live,	and	everyone	who	 lives	and	believes	 in	me	shall	never	
die.	Do	you	believe	this?”	~John	11:25-26	
	

Run	to	the	refuge,	run	to	the	protection	that	is	found	in	Jesus.		
	

																																																								
1	James	Montgomery	Boice	–	“Cities	of	Refuge”	



He	made	that	protection	available	by	going	to	the	cross.	We	celebrate	that	today	by	
taking	time	for	communion.	This	morning	I’m	going	to	invite	one	of	our	elders,	Jonas	
Byler	to	lead	in	that	time.		
	


