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Joshua 22.1 – 34 

The event in our study in Joshua that I focus on today illustrates how easy the most honorable 
intentions can be easily misunderstood and potentially lead to catastrophic results. All of us have 
been misunderstood and undoubtedly, we have also misunderstood others. Most times the 
consequences are relatively minor and easily resolved, but on other occasions they have left 
indelible memories. Before delving into the text, you may appreciate a story Charles Swindoll 
recounts in his book, Three Steps Forward, Two Steps Back; it is about a well-intended prank that 
turned into irreversible misunderstanding.  

“A close friend of mine has an acquaintance in Texas who is a young attorney. He is a 
member of a sizable law firm run by a rather traditional kind of boss who enjoys a special 
kind of ritual at Thanksgiving time. Every year this young attorney participates in the ritual 
because it means so much to his employer.  

“On the large walnut table in the board room of the office suite sits a row of turkeys, one for 
each member in the firm. It isn't just a matter of ‘if you want it, you can have it; if you don't, 
you can leave it.’ The members go through some rather involved protocol. Each man stands 
back from the table and looks at his turkey. When his turn comes, he steps forward and picks 
up the bird, announcing how grateful he is to work for the firm and how thankful he is for 
the turkey this Thanksgiving. This young attorney is single, lives alone, and has absolutely no 
use for a huge turkey. He has no idea how to fix it, and even if it were properly prepared, he 
has no way to use all its meat. But because it is expected of him, he takes a turkey every 
year. 

“One year his close friends in the law office replaced his turkey with one made of paper-
mâché. They weighted it with lead to make it feel genuine and attached a real turkey neck 
and tail to make it look just like a real turkey. But it was a bogus bird through and through. 
On the Wednesday before Thanksgiving, everyone gathered in the board room. When it 
came his turn, this young man stepped up, picked up the large bird, and announced his 
gratitude for the job and for the turkey. 

“Later that afternoon, he got on the bus to go home. With the big turkey on his lap, he 
wondered what in the world he would do with it. A little further down the bus line, a rather 
run-down, discouraged-looking man got on. The only vacant seat on the bus was the one 
next to our young attorney friend. He sat down and they began to talk about the holiday. 
The lawyer learned that the stranger had spent the entire day job-hunting with no luck, that 
he had a large family, and that he was wondering what he would do about Thanksgiving 
tomorrow. The attorney was struck with a brilliant idea: This is my day for a good turn. I'll 
give him my turkey! 

“Then he had a second thought. ‘This man is not a freeloader. He's no bum. It would 
probably injure his pride for me to give it to him. I'll sell it to him.’ He asked the man, ‘How 
much money do you have?’ 
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“'Oh, a couple of dollars and a few cents,’ the man answered. 

“The attorney said, ‘I would like to sell you this turkey.’ And he placed it on the man's lap. 
‘Sold!’ The stranger handed over the two dollars and whatever coins he had. He was moved 
to tears, thrilled to death that his family would have a turkey for Thanksgiving. He got off the 
bus and waved good-bye to the attorney. ‘God bless you. Have a wonderful Thanksgiving. I'll 
never forget you.’ The bus pulled away from the curb, as both men smiled. 

“Can you picture this man going home, announcing as he got the front door, ‘Kids, you'll 
never imagine what a nice man I met today! Come here, look what I have.’  

“Then he'd lay the thing down, I'm sure, on the kitchen table and begin to unwrap the brown 
paper, only to find this fake glob of paper and lead weights, with only a real neck and real 
tail. What the man probably said, Simon and Schuster couldn't even publish! 

“The next Monday, the attorney went to work. His friends were dying to know about the 
turkey. You cannot imagine their chagrin when they heard the story of what happened. I 
understand, through my friend, that they all got on the bus every day that week, looking in 
vain for a man who, as far as I know, to this day still entertains a misunderstanding about a 
guy who innocently sold him a fake turkey for a couple of bucks and a few cents. 

“That's misunderstanding!”1 

Unfortunately, as was the case with the attorney, no matter how hard someone tries, some 
misunderstanding is impossible to correct. However, there are also plenty of examples where 
people have been able to discover a misunderstanding, have taken the effort to correct it, and 
have averted disastrous consequences. The incident described in Joshua 22 is one of those times. 

Overview 

Before Israel crossed over the River Jordan into Canaan, Moses had assigned land on the east 
side of Jordan to the Reubenites, Gadites, and the half-tribe of Manasseh (Num 32). When Moses 
did so, the 2 ½ tribes agreed to cross over the Jordan with the rest of the tribes to help them with 
the conquest of Canaan (Num 32.16-22). After having completed that assignment 7 years later, 
Joshua commended the people of Reuben, Gad, and the half-tribe of Manasseh, for fulfilling their 
commitment and sent them on their way. Before doing so, he left them with a parting reminder. 

Joshua 22:5 (ESV) 5Only be very careful to observe the commandment and the law that 
Moses the servant of the Lord commanded you, to love the Lord your God, and to walk in all 
his ways and to keep his commandments and to cling to him and to serve him with all your 
heart and with all your soul. 

Joshua impressed upon them the importance of diligently and wholeheartedly walking with the 
Lord. Having done so, he blessed them and sent them on their way. They were surely anxious to 
see their families whom they had left behind. But before crossing the River Jordan to go to their 
homes, there was one last thing they did and it became a point of misunderstanding and had the 
potential for catastrophic consequences. 

 

 

 
1 Charles R. Swindoll, Three Steps Forward, Two Steps Back, (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1980), pp. 25-27. 
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The Most Noble Actions Can Be Misunderstood 

With the best of intentions, this is what they did, “And when they came to the region of the 
Jordan that is in the land of Canaan, the people of Reuben and the people of Gad and the half-
tribe of Manasseh built there an altar by the Jordan, an altar of imposing size.” (Joshua 22:10, 

ESV). This was not some small altar that could easily be missed, but rather it was imposing. We 
learn from the verses which follow that they built the altar as a Standing Stone of remembrance. 
They were concerned that since they would live on the other side of the Jordan, some would 
think they were not part of the nation of Israel. They didn’t build the altar for offering sacrifices, 
but rather as a witness to present and future generations that they were permitted to participate 
in making sacrifices and offerings alongside the tribes of Israel who lived on the west side of the 
Jordan (22.24-27). They feared that in the future because they were geographically separated by 
the Jordan from the 10 tribes, they may be dismissed with, “What have you to do with the Lord, 
the God of Israel?” (Joshua 22:24b, ESV).  

News of the altar was quickly reported back to the people of Israel who had assembled at Shiloh. 
They viewed the altar very differently from the Reubenites, Gadites, and half-tribe of Manasseh. 
They saw it as apostasy, as a rejection of God’s commands regarding building altars for making 
sacrifices other than at the tabernacle as directed by God. They understood their actions as 
abandoning God and rebelling against Him (22.16-20). Despite Joshua having just warned them to 
follow the Lord’s commands and diligently walk with Him, they immediately built an altar in 
direct contradiction to those commands. Israel’s response was swift; they were not going to 
ignore this act of rebellion but began preparations for war against their own people (22.12). 

If you have ever been misunderstood and people responded differently from what you expected, 
you may be able to relate to this. I remember one occasion when I welcomed people to a Church 
worship service and chose not to draw attention to a young couple whom I knew and who very 
unexpectedly were present that Sunday. They rarely came to any Church function and never for a 
regular Sunday service. I thought they might feel awkward, and perhaps embarrassed, with 
public attention about their presence. Several days later, a man who was also present that 
Sunday and who knew the couple and observed their attendance, chastised me for not 
acknowledging them and called my motives into question. No response on my part was going to 
change his conviction about my motives. Interestingly, some years later, the couple began 
attending and I officiated at the dedication of their first child. 

Or, you may have had a similar experience to mine when in a conversation you said something 
and the meaning a listener construed from what you said was very different from your 
intentions. What we say is shaped by our perceptions and how we would understand our words. 
However, our listeners understand what we say from the context of their circumstances and 
relationships which may differ greatly from ours. Sometimes, they construe an understanding 
that you never imagined and what follows can be challenging to address. 

A misunderstanding, by its very nature, is when two or more people have different 
understandings or interpretations of what was said or done, and both believe their 
understanding is the correct one. Misunderstanding has some of the same dynamics as 
deception. A person who is deceived doesn’t realize, nor believe they are deceived. Instead, they 
believe they are correct. So it is with misunderstanding where a person has derived a particular 
interpretation of what someone has said or done. Sometimes the misunderstanding escalates to 
faulty assumptions about a person’s motives, i.e., why the person said or did what they did. 
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Depending on the nature of the misunderstanding it may move beyond questioning motives to a 
response. That response may be saying or doing things, as was the case with the 10 tribes of 
Israel. Unfortunately, many relationships are fractured because of misunderstandings; hence, it is 
important to address them. A good starting point is to 

Form Your Assessments Carefully 

Fortunately, Israel only began to prepare for war against the 2 ½ tribes. Before moving forward 
with those intentions, they had the presence of mind and very likely the prompting of the Lord to 
do some investigation first. They “sent to the people of Reuben and the people of Gad and the 
half-tribe of Manasseh, in the land of Gilead, Phinehas the son of Eleazar the priest, and with him 
ten chiefs, one from each of the tribal families of Israel, every one of them the head of a family 
among the clans of Israel.” (Joshua 22:13–14, ESV). They challenged them about what they 
perceived as turning from the Lord by building the altar (22.15-16). Their concern was heightened 
by two previous incidents where God brought judgment on His people because of a disregard for 
the Lord’s commands. The first incident was when some men indulged in sexual immorality with 
Moabite women and participating in sacrifices to their pagan gods and worshipping them at 
Peor. As a result of God’s judgment, 24,000 died in a plague (Num 25.1-9).  The second was 
Achan’s sin when Jericho was destroyed which resulted in the defeat at Ai where 36 men died 
followed by the death of Achan and his family (Jos 7). Thus, Phinehas and his delegation were 
concerned they may experience a similar judgment because of the altar. They were so concerned 
about the welfare of the 2 ½ tribes that they offered to have them stay and live among them 
instead of going to live on the other side of the Jordan (Jos 22.17-20).  

The Reubenites, Gadites and half-tribe of Manasseh responded by submitting their motives and 
actions before God; if they acted in rebellion, then the Lord should judge them accordingly 
(22.21-23). However, they didn’t build the altar in defiance or as a rejection of God’s appointed 
altar where they intended to offer sacrifices and offerings, but rather as a witness to present and 
future generations that they were part of the nation of Israel and among God’s people (22.24-29). 

The explanation was satisfactory to Phinehas and the representatives of the 10 tribes and they 
returned to Shiloh where gave their report to Israel. “And the report was good in the eyes of the 
people of Israel. And the people of Israel blessed God and spoke no more of making war against 
them to destroy the land where the people of Reuben and the people of Gad were settled” 
(Joshua 22:33, ESV). And the 2 ½ tribes were also satisfied. “The people of Reuben and the people 
of Gad called the altar Witness, ‘For,’ they said, ‘it is a witness between us that the Lord is God.’” 
(Joshua 22:34, ESV). 

Israel had been on the brink of war and a certain fracture of their relationship with their 
brothers. It was averted by a willingness to investigate whether their understanding was 
accurate. Over the years I have witnessed too many examples of people who allowed their 
friendships to be severed over a misunderstanding which they were unwilling to evaluate. The 
first hurdle is a willingness to at least hear what the other person intended.  

A key principle to follow is don’t rush to a negative assessment of what someone has said or 
done. That is especially so when drastic action is contemplated such as was the case with Israel. 
Sometimes people impulsively rush ahead and say and do things which they later wish they could 
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get back, but they can’t. Sometimes the consequences are long lasting. Misunderstandings are 
inevitable. We sometimes are misunderstood and sometimes we misunderstand others. 
Therefore, it is essential to consider the possibility we have misunderstood someone. 

People can describe the same thing yet have rather different descriptions. The old railway station 
in Ft. Qu’Appelle, SK is an apt illustration. If you were driving along the highway your description 
of that station would be rather different from the description of someone on the opposite side. 
Some years ago, I believe it was the Queen, (though it could have been another member of the 
Royal family as my memory is failing me on that detail), who made a visit to Saskatchewan and 
one of her outings was a train ride from Regina to Ft. Qu’Appelle and Balcarres and perhaps 
beyond. Everything of course needed to be Royal ready and so many preparations were made in 
advance; much sprucing up was done. One building needing attention was the old railway station 
in Ft. Qu’Appelle, but since she would only see part of it and was never going to set foot into it, 
all it needed was a facelift on the sides she would see, and that’s what they did! From the 
highway, or railroad side, it looked pristine and well kept, like it once did when it functioned as a 
railroad station, but from the other side, not so much! From that side it remained dilapidated 
and rundown. Depending on your vantage point you would have had given very different 
descriptions of the very same building, both of which would have been correct. So it also is about 
many of the things we encounter in life. We look at things from our perspective!  

I have listened to many a misunderstanding over the years – the reason I discovered it was a 
misunderstanding was because I often heard the rendition of the same event from both parties 
and the pertinent details differed. I often encouraged both parties to discuss their understanding 
with one other, but in most cases to no avail. However, where people chose to interact with the 
other party, it often resulted in surprise, and resolution. I say, surprise, because of the 
unexpected discovery of a point of view they had not considered, but which was logical. That was 
the case with Joshua’s delegation. It is so important for people to be willing to listen to the other 
person’s point of reference and understanding. They may discover they both have a plausible 
understanding but are looking at it from a different vantage point, like the railroad station in Ft. 
Qu’Appelle. They may also discover that the motive they think the other person has, simply is not 
the case. I have summarized some steps or principles to follow. 

Some Principles to Keep in Mind 

1. Don’t rush to a negative assessment of what someone has said or done. Take the time to 
reflect on your understanding and the possibility the other person legitimately sees things 
differently. Take the time to pray about the matter and ask the Lord to give you an open 
mind and a willingness to see things differently. That is particularly important when your 
understanding of what someone says or does, doesn’t align with past experience. 
 

2. Coupled with that, don’t rush into action based on your initial assessment. Do some 
investigation first. I have told many a person who was intent on writing a letter to 
someone to set them straight, that they should at the very least put it in their desk 
drawer overnight and sleep on it before sending it. Many times, after a bit of a cooling off 
period, further reflection, passing it through the scrutiny of Scripture and bringing it 
before the Lord in prayer, the letter was never sent, or was significantly refined. It is so 
easy to say things that in hindsight, we wish we could get back, but can’t. 
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This principle is even more important today in the electronic age with email, texting, 
blogs, and social media platforms like Facebook, YouTube, Instagram, and WhatsApp. 
People often share thoughts and express views they would never say if they were face-to-
face with the person they are responding to. The liberty some people take and the 
rhetoric many use is sometimes rather insensitive and hostile. People lose sight of the 
importance of treating others with respect and love, even when they strongly disagree. 
There are endless examples where people should have at the very least “kept it in the 
desk drawer overnight” before hitting the send key. 
 

3. Considering the potential consequences of misunderstanding, find out what the other 
person really thinks, or why they did what they did. Imagine if the leaders of Israel 
would have gone ahead with their preparations for war instead of sending a delegation to 
investigate the rationale for the altar. There are innumerable marriages that could have 
been saved if husbands and wives would have been willing to hear the other out. I have 
watched families disintegrate and refuse to speak to one another, something which may 
have been averted if parents, children, and siblings were permitted to tell their story and 
be listened to with open hearts by the others.  In more cases than not, the issues of 
contention were minor in nature and certainly didn’t merit severed relationships. 
 

4. Be willing to seek genuine resolution. I have a saying, which isn’t original nor unique to 
me, “Choose carefully the hills you are willing to die on.” Churches have been divided, 
families have been torn apart, and friendships destroyed over issues that definitely 
weren’t worth dying for. Before entrenching an understanding which could have 
significant consequences, consider the possibility that your understanding is actually a 
misunderstanding; check it out! If it involves someone in your circle of relationships, hear 
them out. Have someone go with you if it is difficult situation or one where a good deal of 
animosity has already arisen. Take time to hear their story. Too often people hold rigidly 
to their understanding while onlookers recognize its obvious shortcomings and grieve as 
relationships fracture. 
 
Remember what the Bible has to say, “If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his 
fault, between you and him alone. If he listens to you, you have gained your brother.” 
(Matthew 18:15, ESV). And on the flip side, “So if you are offering your gift at the altar and 
there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your gift there 
before the altar and go. First be reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer your 
gift.”  (Matthew 5:23–24, ESV). 

The Most Serious Misunderstanding 

As I worked through this portion of Scripture and sought the Lord to direct me, I had a recurring 
thought. Perhaps the One who is most often misunderstood and also where the 
misunderstanding has the most consequences, is God. Sadly, it was not long after Joshua died 
that the people of God began their descent into doing that which was right in their own eyes 
(Judges 17.6; 21.25) rather than concerning themselves with what God thought. They seemed to 
misunderstand God had their very best at the forefront of His mind and that He also knew what 
was best. That hasn’t changed! Too frequently people view “knowing and doing God’s will” with 
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a negative perception. It is as though they think if they knew and followed God’s will, they would 
lose out on something of value. But such is never the case! Knowing and following God’s will is 
always for our good as well as for His glory. 

There are multitudes who misunderstand the fundamental truth, and by the way a truth which is 
a hill worth dying on, that Jesus loves them and by trusting in Him and His death on Calvary for 
their sins, they will be saved. “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that 
whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.” (John 3:16, ESV). They 
misunderstand the consequence that unless they turn to Jesus for salvation from their sins, they 
will spend eternity in hell. That’s a long time and a huge consequence for dismissing what God 
thinks and refusing to accept His understanding of the greatest need of people and His provision 
for that need. 

But it isn’t only those who reject God and misunderstand God’s offer of salvation to them, but 
believers – followers of Jesus Christ. None of us fully understands the promises of God nor His 
provisions to become the people He has designed and created us to be. We must all be very 
careful that we don’t substitute our understanding of God’s plan for His. This is a concern as a 
growing number think God is responsible to fulfill their expectations, rather than the other way 
around. Many follow self-directed paths rather than understand God’s path as He unfolds it in 
His Word. He wants us to keep it in the forefront and to understand He will enable us as we 
pursue it. One place where misunderstanding is common is addressing hardship and 
disappointment. None of us has an adequate answer why one person faces unbelievable 
catastrophe and hardship while another doesn’t, or why one is healed, and another isn’t. We 
have a long-time friend in Calgary who has experienced more than her share of hardship and 
disappointment. Not long after moving to Calgary to care for a family member after a serious 
accident which left him a paraplegic, her husband was diagnosed with cancer. He died 2 years 
ago after a decade of cancer treatment. Earlier this year she was diagnosed with the very same 
form of cancer and has begun the same treatment regiment she watched her husband go 
through. The question that begs to be answered is, “Why?” No answer seems adequate to 
explain the reason. Our constant prayer is that God will continually shore up her faith and enable 
her to navigate through this victoriously. 

In our search for understanding and uncovering misunderstanding, we do well to saturate our 
minds and mindset with the pivotal truth: “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are 
your ways my ways, declares the Lord. For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my 
ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts” (Isaiah 55:8–9, ESV). Very 
simply, our finite minds are unable to fathom the depths and magnitude of the mind of God – He 
is infinite! In Isaiah 40, that majestic chapter which declares the incomprehensible glory of God, 
we are reminded of who our God is. 

Isaiah 40:12–14 (ESV) 12Who has measured the waters in the hollow of his hand and marked 
off the heavens with a span, enclosed the dust of the earth in a measure and weighed the 
mountains in scales and the hills in a balance? 13Who has measured the Spirit of the Lord, or 
what man shows him his counsel? 14Whom did he consult, and who made him understand? 
Who taught him the path of justice, and taught him knowledge, and showed him the way of 
understanding?  

God doesn’t expect us to understand everything. Such an expectation would be an impossibility! 
He asks us to trust Him rather than to turn from Him when we misunderstand Him. There are too 
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many who respond to their disappointment and absence of satisfactory answers to significant 
questions, by turning from God in their misunderstanding. Those are the times when people 
most need the Lord to enable them, when they most need His care, and when they most need to 
trust Him – one more time! God has made provision for His children as they face those times. It is 
a time for His Church to fulfill some of the one-another commands of Scripture.  Underpinning 
and surpassing that care by God’s Church is the Spirit of the living God lavishing His children with 
the endless grace of God and strengthening them with the very power that raised Jesus from the 
dead. Let me share with you another pivotal portion of Scripture for it unfolds a glimpse of what 
people turn their backs on when they reject God. 

1 Corinthians 2:9–13 (ESV) 9But, as it is written, “What no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor 
the heart of man imagined, what God has prepared for those who love him”— 10these things 
God has revealed to us through the Spirit. For the Spirit searches everything, even the 
depths of God. 11For who knows a person’s thoughts except the spirit of that person, which 
is in him? So also no one comprehends the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God. 12Now 
we have received not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, that we might 
understand the things freely given us by God. 13And we impart this in words not taught by 
human wisdom but taught by the Spirit, interpreting spiritual truths to those who are 
spiritual.  

Not only do these verses highlight the incomprehensible magnitude of heaven that awaits all 
who persevere by holding tenaciously to the outstretched hand of God, but we are told that even 
now, during our earthly sojourn, God gives us a glimpse into His thoughts through His Spirit. That 
supernatural supply of truth, which is incomprehensible to the unsaved, dispels some of our 
misunderstandings, and encourages us to trust Him where we don’t understand. The more we 
understand God – who He is, what He has done, His will, His promises and provisions for those 
who walk with Him, the more we will trust Him in places where we don’t understand. 

It all comes down to these familiar verses: 

Proverbs 3:5–8 (ESV) 5Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and do not lean on your own 
understanding. 6In all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make straight your paths. 7Be 
not wise in your own eyes; fear the Lord, and turn away from evil. 8It will be healing to your 
flesh and refreshment to your bones.  

Walk with God and as you do, seek that He will help you uncover misunderstanding and be 
willing to help those who misunderstand you. 

The concluding hymn I chose for today is My Faith Looks Up to Thee (Metropolitan Tabernacle) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jeMcpnYLwJg&ab_channel=CarrieUnderwoodCarrieUnderw
oodOfficialArtistChannel 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jeMcpnYLwJg&ab_channel=CarrieUnderwoodCarrieUnderwoodOfficialArtistChannel
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jeMcpnYLwJg&ab_channel=CarrieUnderwoodCarrieUnderwoodOfficialArtistChannel

