LIFE OF JOSHUA.
CHAPTER I.
Joshua eminently qualified for his station. Chosen by God to be the successor of Moses. Command of God to him to cross the Jordan, and promise of future divine support.
The providence of God is seldom more conspicuous than in the preparation of individuals for the important stations which they are destined to occupy. This was eminently the case with regard to Joshua, the successor of Moses. Of the tribe of Ephraim, and the son of Nun, he was in the prime of manhood when the Israelites left Egypt. The wonderful scenes through which they passed at that time, and during the long course of their progress to the borders of the promised land,—with the various dealings of God with them, both in the way of mercies and of judgments,—were full of instruction to a reflecting mind. Joshua, undoubtedly, treasured up this instruction in his heart.
He was early treated by Moses in a very confidential manner, and chosen from among the most prominent of his countrymen, for the discharge of peculiar and arduous duties. The band which fought at Eephidim against the Amalekites, was led forth by Joshua to the field of battle and of triumph. He alone attended Moses, when, leaving the elders at a distance, the latter went up the highest part of Mount Sinai, to receive the tables of the law from the hand of God himself. For six days they were together, before Moses approached still nearer the divine presence in the midst of the cloud. And when he descended, having abode there forty days, it was Joshua who again accompanied him; while, as they drew nigh the camp, they heard the shouting of the people, and discovered their idolatry in the worship of the golden calf.
He was one of the spies who were sent from Kadesh-Barnea to explore Canaan. He remained faithful to the trust reposed in him, and was distinguished, together with Caleb, from the rest of their treacherous and unbelieving associates, and from the murmuring Israelites, by the divine assurance that they alone should enter the promised land, of all who were twenty years of age and upwards when they came out of Egypt.
He doubtless, in addition to all the laws and ordinances, the instructions, promises and threatenings, which were communicated by God to the whole body of the people, received, for his personal benefit, many lessons of practical wisdom from the lips of Moses ; and, under the influence of such a model, was continually forming his own character.
Thus trained and qualified, in an eminent degree, to become the successor of the illustrious leader of the Israelites, Joshua was chosen by God himself to fill that high office, and was solemnly set apart for it, a few months before Moses was called upon to leave the world. The ceremony took place, by the imposition of the hands of the latter upon the head of Joshua, with the delivery of a charge, in the presence of the high-priest, and of the whole congregation. He was, at the same time, associated with Moses in the government of the people, and thus began to exercise a portion of that authority with which he was soon to be entirely invested.
As the departure of Moses drew near, these two servants of the Lord were summoned to the tabernacle. There the divine presence appeared to them in the pillar of a cloud, and Joshua, in addition to the instructions which were given to Moses, received this memorable charge: "Be strong, and of a good courage; for thou shalt bring the children of Israel into the land which I sware unto them; and I will be with thee."
Moses, soon after, ascended Mount Nebo, and there yielded up his spirit to Him who gave it.
Joshua now stood alone, the governor and guide of his countrymen. His very name (theimport of which is, he shall save, or the salvation of Jehovah) seemed to indicate his character, and to invite their confidence. He was well entitled to it. Venerable in age,—eighty, or it may be, one hundred years having rolled over him,—still vigorous in body and in mind,-—matured in judgment by a long course of experience; wise in counsel; enterprising and courageous; accustomed to command; of long-tried fidelity in the service of Jehovah; looking to him for direction and support; and having the pledge of Omnipotence that he should be sustained, and made successful, in his arduous career; who could be better qualified to consummate the mighty undertaking which his distinguished predecessor had brought so near its completion]
The thirty days of mourning for Moses had ended. All eyes were turned upon his successor; and under Joshua as their leader, the hosts of Israel, still encamped near the banks of the Jordan, were impatient to pass it, and enter upon the possession of their promised inheritance. Nor is the fulfillment of their wishes to be long delayed. The eventful crisis approaches. Joshua receives the divine mandate to proceed. "Moses my servant is dead;" he no longer lives to carry the consummation of my great designs into effect j thou art to do it—" now therefore arise, go over this Jordan, thou and all this people, unto the land which I do give to them, even to the children of Israel. Every place that the sole of your foot shall tread upon, that have I given unto you, as I said unto Moses. From the wilderness," (the desert of Arabia Petraa on the south,) to "Lebanon" on the north; and from "the river Euphrates" on the east, to "the great Sea," (the Mediterranean,) on the west, "shall be your coast"—the limits of the extensive country which you shall finally possess.
"There shall not any man be able to stand before thee all the days of thy life: as I was with Moses, so I will be with thee: I will not fail thee, nor forsake thee. Be strong and of a good courage: for unto this people shalt thou divide for an inheritance the land which I sware unto their fathers to give them. Only be thou strong and very courageous, that thou mayest observe to do according to all the law which Moses my servant commanded thee: turn not from it to the right hand or to the left, that thou mayest prosper whithersoever thou goest. This book of the law shall not depart out of thy mouth," (it must so rule thy heart, that in all thy conversation and conduct, both private and official, it shall not cease to flow forth from thy lips, habitually and constantly, showing that thou dost own it as thy sole guide,) "but thou shalt meditate therein day and night, that thou mayest observe to do according to all that is written therein: for then thou shalt make thy way prosperous, and then thou shalt have good success. Have not I commanded thee 1 Be strong and of a good courage; be not afraid, neither be thou dismayed: for the Lord thy God is with thee whithersoever thou goest."
Implicit obedience to the commands of God, and an unwavering confidence in his promises, were to be to Joshua the grounds of assurance, that he should succeed in the enterprise which was before him. He was to make the book of the law his constant study. He was to endeavor, with divine aid, to conform to all its requisitions. Then, and only then, the hand of Omnipotence would guide, sustain, and bless him.
The same obedience and faith, my young friend, on your part, will alone secure to you the blessing of God upon the enterprises in which you may engage. What the world calls success may, indeed, sometimes attend your plans for the attainment of wealth and distinction, for the enjoyment of luxury and pleasure, while you neither love nor obey God. Your desires in these respects may be gratified, and yet the gratification prove your greatest calamity and curse. For it will bring with it no true peace of mind, no substantial and enduring happiness, and may end in the loss of your soul.
Real success in life is the result of plans formed for promoting the glory of God, the advancement of the Redeemer's kingdom, and the welfare, temporal and eternal, of our fellowmen. He who makes his various enterprises,— all his employments and efforts, subservient to the accomplishment of these objects; who takes the Bible as his counsellor and guide; and reposes a filial confidence in the divine promises, will be sure of the protection and blessing of God. He will often have the unspeakable satisfaction of witnessing the consummation of his projects; and if he is deprived of it, he knows that even the apparent failure is ordered in wisdom by Him who understands the best modes of accomplishing his benevolent designs.
Be thus obedient and faithful, and thou shall truly prosper whithersoever thou goest, and in whatsoever thou doest.
CHAPTER II.
Joshua begins the necessary preparations to cross the Jordan. The people are ready to obey him. Spies are sent to explore the country, and protected by Rahab.
Joshua was prompt to obey the divine command. No apparent obstacles, however formidable, dismayed him. He saw the full stream of the Jordan overflowing its banks, while the Israelites had no means of crossing it. But He who parted the Red Sea, to afford them a passage through its waters, could again interpose in their behalf. Hosts of powerful enemies would have to be encountered; but the promise of Omnipotence had been given, and remained sure. "There shall not any man be able to stand before thee all the days of thy life: as I was with Moses, so will I be with thee: I will not fail thee, nor forsake thee."
Joshua knew in whom he trusted; and his only concern was the discharge of present duty. He commanded the proper officers to go into the various parts of the encampment, and direct the people to prepare for the passage of the Jordan, and the entering upon the possession of the promised land. Within three days, they were told, they would begin to move forward; and orders were given to have a sufficient supply of provisions in readiness for the undertaking. Part of this supply was the manna, which did not entirely cease to fall till they entered Canaan, and had eaten of the "old corn" of the land; but probably the greater portion of it consisted of such kinds of food as they found in the countries which they had already conquered on the east side of the Jordan.
On the same side, the tribes of Reuben and Gad, and half of the tribe of Manasseh, it will be recollected, were to have their possessions. But while this was the case, and their families, with their flocks and substance remained, their "mighty men of valor " had been commanded by Moses, in the name of the Lord, to pass over the Jordan with their brethren, and to assist them in subduing the h«athen, until they had made secure their portion, also, of the promised inheritance. Joshua reminded them of this command, to which they were ready to yield a willing and prompt obedience. It afterwards appears, that about forty thousand of them, well chosen and equipped for battle, marched with the other hosts of Israel, while seventy thousand fighting men were left behind to protect their wives and children, their flocks and other possessions. How effectually did a covenant-keeping Jehovah order these various providential arrangements for the security and welfare of his people.
There was but one reply to the orders of Joshua: "All that thou commandest us, we will do, and whithersoever thou sendest us, we will go. According as we hearkened unto Moses in all things, so will we hearken unto thee: only the Lord thy God be with thee, as he was with Moses. Whosoever he be that doth rebel against thy commandment, and will not hearken unto thy words in all that thou commandest him, he shall be put to death: only be strong and of a good courage."
Previous to these transactions, as it would seem, Joshua had sent out two faithful men, as spies, to cross the Jordan and examine the country around Jericho, and particularly the city itself, that so the best means might be devised of attacking and subduing it. It was an ancient and strong place some six or eight miles from the river, and being the first that would oppose the progress of the Israelites, it was very important for Joshua to be acquainted with its situation and power of defence.
The spies succeeded in reaching Jericho in safety, and secured a temporary lodging in a house which was built upon, or near, the wall of the city. It was occupied by a woman named Rahab, who, although she had been a person not of the best character, received the men in a veryfriendly manner, and had no disposition to expose them to detection. But they had been noticed as strangers by some of the inhabitants. They were supposed to be Israelites, and to have come to search out the land with hostile intentions. They were known to have taken shelter in the dwelling of Kahab; and information was quickly conveyed to the king of this circumstance, and of the suspicions which rested upon them. He immediately sent peremptory orders to her to bring forth the men, and deliver them up to justice; stating as the reason for this demand, the supposed errand on which they had come.
Rahab was prepared for the crisis. She had heard not a little of the Israelites and their history. She knew something of the true God, and of his wonderful dealings with this new and mighty people who were encamped on the other side of the Jordan. The spies had, probably, already informed her who they were, and made her acquainted with the object of their visit, and the designs which Jehovah had in view with regard to the destruction of the city, and the possession of the country by the Israelites. If she had not done it before, she now appears to have yielded the obedience of her heart to the Divine will, and to have come under the influence of a cordial faith in the only living and true God; while repenting of her past transgressions, there is reason to believe that she, afterwards, led a virtuous and pious life.
Rahab showed her faith by her works. She was ready to connect her interests with those of the people of God, and, notwithstanding the dangers to which it would expose her, to act on their side, as the exigencies of the occasion might require. Having an intimation, probably, of the demand that would be made upon her to deliver up the spies, she had concealed them under some flax that was spread to dry upon the roof of the house, which being flat, as is the case in the Eastern countries, rendered it very convenient for such a purpose.
She acknowledged to the messengers of the king, that the men of whom they were in search had been in her house; but declared that she knew not whence they were, and that they had gone away, she could not tell whither, when the gate of the city was closed, at night-fall. "Pursue after them quickly," said she, "for ye shall overtake them."
Her advice was followed, probably without any search being made in the house; and when the king's officers were fairly out of the city, on their way to the fords of Jordan, Rahab went up to the spies in their hiding-places, to tell them what had happened, and to concert further measures for their safety.
In thus screening the spies from detection, Rahab uttered a direct falsehood. No attempt should be made to justify it. The Bible no where justifies it. We are told, indeed, in the Epistle of Paul to the Hebrews, that "Rahab perished not with them that believed not, when she had received the spies with peace," and that this was by her faith. Her friendly treatment of these men met the approbation of God, inasmuch as it proceeded from a cordial confidence in him, and a spirit of obedience to his will. It was the means, under his providential direction, of saving her from destruction. But while the prevailing temper of her heart, and the general course of conduct which she pursued, with regard to the spies, are thus attributed to her faith, and have received the divine sanction, it is a very false conclusion from such premises, that all that she said, or did, at the time, and especially that the falsehood which she uttered, was right in the sight of God.
In the same passage of Scripture, the general course of conduct which Moses pursued in choosing to connect his destiny with that of the Israelites, and to give up the pleasures of a court for the sake of doing the will of God, is attributed to his faith. But it, by no means, follows from this that each specific act of his in taking this course was sinless. The best deeds of the most pious persons are often mingled with imperfection and sin. How much more should we expect this to be true in the case of a woman like Eahab, brought up among a heathen people ;—for a season, certainly, indulging in open and flagrant transgression; with a mind comparatively very ignorant of duty, and a conscience but little enlightened; and but just taking a decided stand on the Lord's side. To what extent these considerations may have served to lessen the guilt of her falsehood, that holy and just Being has decided, whose judgment is always an impartial and righteous one.
Eahab, so far as she told the messengers any thing, should have told them nothing but the truth. She might have declined making a reply. She might have offered her house to be searched. God has abundant resources to provide for the relief of those who are engaged in his service, in such emergencies. Let us always obey his commands, and do our duty, and he will take care of the rest.
CHAPTER III.
The spies promise security to Rahab. They return. The Israelites arrive on the banks of the Jordan. Joshua gives them directions about crossing it.
Rahab had an important object to attain in her interview with the strangers who were sharing her protection. For in their turn, they would soon be able to render her a still more signal favor. She was anxious to secure it, and thus addressed them:
"I know that the Lord hath given you the land, and that your terror is fallen upon us, and that all the inhabitants of the land faint because of you. For we have heard how the Lord dried up the water of the Red Sea for you, when ye came out of Egypt; and what ye did unto the two kings of the Amorites that were on the other side Jordan, Sihon and Og, whom ye utterly destroyed. And as soon as we had heard these things, our hearts did melt, neither did there remain any more courage in any man, because of you: for the Lord your God, he is God in heaven above, and in earth beneath. Now, therefore, I pray you, swear unto me by the Lord, since I have showed you kindness, that ye will also show kindness unto my father's house, and give me a true token: and that ye will save alive my father, and my mother, and my brethren, and my sisters, and all that they have, and deliver our lives from death."
The two spies felt deeply their obligations to Rahab. Their lives were precious not only to themselves, but to their whole nation, and she had already incurred the risk of losing her own in secreting them from danger. They perceived, too, her full belief in the true God whom they and the Israelites worshipped, and the implicit trust she was disposed to place in the assurance they might give her of protection, when the city should fall into the hands of Joshua and his army. She was, surely, entitled to their confidence and favor. They told her, that on condition of continued and entire secrecy on her part and that of her kindred, they would comply with her request. "Our life for yours," said" they, "if ye utter not this our business." They were willing to forfeit their own lives, if they did not see to it that hers was preserved, in case the whole subject of their visit was kept concealed. "And it shall be," they added, "when the Lord hath given us the land, that we will deal kindly and truly with thee."
It would not do to prolong the interview. Every moment was a critical one, as new inquiries might be prosecuted for the Israelitish strangers. Rahab advised them to make their way to the retirements of the mountainous regions in the neighborhood of Jericho, as speedily as possible, and there to hide themselves for three days, until their pursuers should give over the search and return. Then they might venture to proceed, and take their course back again to the other side of the Jordan.
Before going, they assured her, that they would scrupulously perform the promise which they had made. But, in order to this, she must be careful to follow their directions in one respect. Some mark would be necessary to designate her house, when the Israelites should take possession of Jericho, so that it might be recognized by the soldiery, and herself and those who were in it be secure against violence. For this purpose, they told her to bind a line of scarlet thread in the window, and bring her kindred within her dwelling, where if they were careful to remain they should be safe; but that if any one went out of it, his blood should be upon his own head, and they accounted guiltless. They, then, again reminded her that if she divulged their secret, they should leave her to her fate. Having assented to this, she let them down by a cord through the window, on the outside of the city wall, and they departed. Not improbably it was the same cord, or line, made up of bright scarlet threads twisted together, which she was to fasten in the window as the safeguard of her dwelling. It was the instrument of their escape, as it would be of her preservation.
The spies followed the advice of Rahab, and speedily reaching the mountains, secreted themselves there "three days;" that is, according to the import of similar expressions in the Scriptures, one whole day and a part of two others. The search after them proved fruitless; and, on the third day, they passed over the Jordan, returning in safety to the camp, and communicating to Joshua the results of their excursion. "Truly the Lord," said they, "hath delivered into our hands all the land; for even all the inhabitants of the country do faint because of us." This information was well adapted to inspire the Israelites with confidence in the success of the enterprise that was before them, and with courage in prosecuting it.
Joshua rose early the ensuing morning, and giving orders to that effect, the whole body of the Israelites were soon in motion. Leaving Shittim, in the plains of Moab, where they had been for some time, and proceeding to the banks of the Jordan, about eight miles distant, they encamped near them for the night.
Nothing but this river now separated them from the land of promise. But as it rolled rapidly along, and swollen to its fullest extent from the melting of the snows on the mountains of Canaan, it seemed to oppose an insuperable barrier to those whose long-wished-for possessions lay beyond it. A new trial of their faith had come. They were soon to go forward, and in some way, as God might appoint, meet these deep, fastflowing waters, and pass across them to the opposite shore. The particular orders for doing this were given. The people throughout the encampment were told, that, when they should see the ark of the covenant, (borne on this great occasion, not by the common Levites as was customary, but by the priests alone,) moving towards the Jordan, they must prepare to commence their march. They were not, however, immediately to follow it. A space of about three quarters of a mile was to intervene. The ark, the symbol of the Divine presence, would thus guide and encourage them on their way. Being at some distance, they would see it the more distinctly, and have those feelings of reverential confidence which this token that Jehovah himself was their leader, would be adapted to inspire. The protection afforded the unarmed priests who attended it, and their fearless reliance for safety on the Divine arm, would be an additional means of confirming the faith of the multitudes who followed them, and of preventing any delay or hesitancy among the more timorous.
The better to be prepared for the occasion, Joshua commanded the people to sanctify themselves; "for," said he, "to-morrow the Lord will do wonders among you." They were to separate themselves from whatever might unfit them for witnessing this display of the peculiar presence and power of God ; to perform the necessary ceremonial ablutions; and to cultivate those pious affections of soul which would comport with the interest and solemnity of the scene. This command, it is worthy of recollection, was similar to that given by Moses to the Israelites just before they received the law from Jehovah at Mount Sinai, showing that God intended now to have intercourse with them by some striking manifestation of his agency, and interposition in their behalf.
Nothing is more remarkable, as we go along in the history of Joshua and his countrymen, than the wise arrangements of providence which God was continually making, to carry into effect his purposes with regard to his peculiar people. Their preparation for entering Canaan, with all the circumstances attending it, is a forcible illustration of this truth.
And God still takes care of his people—constant and peculiar care. His presence, as did the ark of the covenant in the passage over Jordan, goes with them for their guidance and protection. His providence incessantly watches over them. His Spirit is ever ready to instruct, to comfort, and to encourage them. Another Joshua —a Saviour who is Christ the Lord—infinitely superior to him who led the Israelites into Canaan—is their Leader to the heavenly inheritance, having purchased it with his own blood.
Who would not put himself under the care of infinite Wisdom and Love 1 Who would not trust in Jesus who died to redeem us from sin and hell, and be brought by him, at last, to the mansions of eternal rest 1
Does the Divine presence, my young friend, go with you, to guide and bless you 1 Is Jesus your Saviour 1 Is he leading you, in the paths of duty and peace, to tne heavenly Canaan ■? Questions, these, of deep and affecting import. Answer them faithfully. Your eternal interests are suspended on the reply!
CHAPTER IV.
The passage of the Jordan. Stones set up as a memorial, at Gilgal and in the Jordan.
All things were ready for passing the Jordan; and, the following day, at the command of Joshua, the priests taking up the ark of the covenant, and bearing it on their shoulders, began to move in solemn procession towards the river. In the meanwhile, Joshua received a divine communication which assured him, that the Lord would, that day, begin to employ him in such a way, as the instrument of miraculous power, and the leader of the Israelites, as to magnify him in their sight. They should regard the authority and honor of his station, and the favor in which je was held by the Almighty, with deeper feelings of obedience and respect than they had ever done before, and know that Jehovah was indeed with him, as he had been with Moses.
In conformity with the divine direction, Joshua then ordered the priests who were bearing the ark, as soon as they should c^me to the brink of the river, to stand still in the water, and wait the result.
His next step was to gather the people around him, as many as could come within the reach of his voice, and address them in the name of Jehovah. "Come hither," said he, "and hear the words of the Lord your God. Hereby ye shall know that the living God is among you, and that he will without fail drive out from before you the Canaanites, and the Hittites, and the Hivites, and the Perizzites, and the Girgashites, and the Amorites, and the Jebusites. Behold, the ark of the covenant of the Lord of all the earth passeth over before you into Jordan.—And it shall come to pass, as soon as the soles of the feet of the priests that bear the ark of the Lord, the Lord of all the earth, shall rest in the waters of Jordan, that the waters of Jordan shall be cut off from the waters that come down from above; and they shall stand upon a heap."
The stream immediately above the ark would suddenly be arrested, and the waters there rising in an accumulating mass, turn back the flowing of the river towards its source, and thus soon leave the bed dry for a sufficient distance below, for the whole body of the Israelites to pass over.
Considering the depth and rapidity of the current, and that the Jordan was then overflowing its banks, and inundating a wide extent of country on each side, the miracle would be a stupendous one, and not at all inferior to that which took place at the passage of the Red Sea. Joshua, as we have seen, predicted it, with the particularity of some of its minute circumstances, and thus showed the validity of his divine commission, and the high trust which was reposed in him by the Almighty.
The ark, at length, had advanced the prescribed distance, and was now followed by the moving hosts of the Israelites. The priests who bore it approached still nearer the Jordan. They hesitated not, with a firm step, and a believing heart, to march directly forward to the edge of the waters which were yet rolling along in a full and impetuous tide. An equal confidence in the power and truth of Jehovah to accomplish the prediction of Joshua, seems to have pervaded the breasts of the immense multitudes who were pressing on behind them. What a spectacle of a nation's faith! What a moment of intense interest, as the feet of the priests entered the waters of the Jordan, and the prophecy was consummated in the miracle !" The waters which came down from above stood and rose up upon a heap; ....and those that came down toward the sea of the plain, even the salt sea, failed and were cut off": and the people passed over right against Jericho. And the priests that bare the ark of the covenant of the Lord stood firm on dry ground, in the midst of Jordan, and all the Israelites passed over on dry ground, until all the people were passed clean over Jordan."
Such an event in the history of his chosen people, affording as it did to all who witnessed it, an incontestible proof of the truth of their religion, and of the divine communications which had been made to them by Moses and Joshua, God deemed worthy of 'a standing memorial, to perpetuate its remembrance.
Preparations had already been made for doing this. At the command of Joshua, each tribe had chosen a man, to await his orders when the passage of the Jordan should be completed. It is most probable that these twelve men had, till this time, remained behind the ark, not passing it as the others did, but keeping their position near the eastern bank of the river. They were now directed by Joshua to pass over before the ark into the midst of the bed of the Jordan, and to take from it, each one of them, a stone upon his shoulder, and carry them to the place, afterwards called Gilgal, where the first encampment was made. These stones were erected by Joshua into a conspicuous monument, probably standing on some elevation, to be a perpetual memorial among the Israelites of the power and majesty of Jehovah. Their peculiar appearance would lead each succeeding generation to inquire into their origin, and thus they would, for ages to come, both furnish the occasion of the fathers rehearsing to their children the history of the miraculous passage of the Jordan, and remain, also, a convincing proof of its reality. For how could these stones be set up at the time, or at any subsequent period, as commemorative of so wonderful an event, if it had never happened; unless, indeed, a whole nation were guilty of the imposture, or suffered themselves thus to be imposed upon, which, under the circumstances of the case, is perfectly incredible.
There was another and similar memorial of this miracle. At the command of Joshua, twelve stones were also set up in the bed of the Jordan, in the very "place where the feet of the priests which bare the ark of the covenant stood;" and we read in the Scriptures, that " they are there unto this day "—that is, at the time when Joshua wrote the history, about twenty years after the event, or at a still later period, when some other inspired person added this clause to the original account. The Jordan, in its usual state, is not a deep river, and it was quite practicable so to arrange and elevate these stones that they would form a monument of a height to be sufficiently conspicuous in the midst of the stream, especially as its waters are remarkably transparent.
When every thing was, at length, finished according to the divine direction, and the people had entirely crossed the Jordan, the ark of the Lord passed over, with the priests who bore it; while the vast multitude stood on the bank of the river in silent attention, to witness the closing scene of this wonderful interposition of the Almighty in their behalf. As soon as the priests, at the command of Joshua, had come up from the bed of the river, and their feet reached the dry ground, the Jordan instantly resumed its course. The waters from above rushed down impetuously to fill up their wonted channel, and the stream rolled on, deep and full, overflowing again its far-distant banks, as if it had suffered no interruption.
These memorable events took place on the tenth day of the first month Nisan, (corresponding to the early part of our April,) 1451 years before the birth of Christ. It was just forty years, within five days, after the departure of the Israelites out of Egypt, four days before the annual feast of the passover, and on the day fixed for the setting apart of the paschal lamb for that occasion.
"On that day the Lord magnified Joshua in the sight of all Israel, and they feared him as they feared Moses, all the days of his life." Under the guidance and protection of God, he had brought them safely into the promised land. As the narrative opens before us, we shall find how much he had yet to do, that they might be established securely in the possession of their long-wished-for inheritance.
The closing scene of the christian's life has often been compared to the passage of the Jordan. For death alone separates him from the heavenly Canaan. All beyond is bright and lovely. The paradise of God—communion with him, and the Lord Jesus Christ, and the spirits of the just made perfect—joys ineffable and eternal—await the believer, as soon as he leaves the body and enters the future world.
How should the example of the Israelites inspire him with an unwavering faith in Jesus, as he passes through the valley of the shadow of death. Having Joshua for their leader, and the ark of the covenant to precede them, they moved fearlessly over the Jordan, relying on the protection of Jehovah. And the presence of God, the consolations of the Spirit, the supporting arm of the Saviour, will be with the christian in his dying hour. Let him be assured of this, and be strong in the faith which will call down these blessings; so that he may be able triumphantly to exclaim with the apostle, "O death, where is thy sting 1 O grave, where is thy victory 1 Thanks be to God, which giveth us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ."
CHAPTER V.
The rite of circumcision administered, and the passover observed at Gilgal. Joshua is commanded to take Jericho.
The inhabitants of Canaan were filled with great terror at the passage of the Israelites across the Jordan. It was such a miraculous interposition in behalf of this formidable people, as to show in a fearful light the power of the God whom they worshipped, and the protection he would afford them. The natural barrier which the river presented to their approach, was overcome, and the further progress of the invaders seemed irresistible. A general panic pervaded the country, as the news spread far and wide from the Jordan to the coasts of the sea; so that, in the strong language of the Scriptures, the heart of the inhabitants melted, neither was there spirit in them any more, because of the children of Israel.
In consequence of this, there was no rallying of the forces of the Canaanites to attack the encampment at Gilgal. It remained unmolested; and thus Joshua had an opportunity, in accordance with the divine command, of causing the rite of circumcision to be administered to those who, in their progress through the wilderness, had failed of receiving it.
It was the removing, by doing this, of the reproach that rested upon the Israelites, on account of so many of them remaining without circumcision, which gave its name to the place of their encampment; Gilgal signifying "a rolling away." To this place, which was situated between Jericho and the Jordan, about two miles from the former and six from the latter, Joshua and his army constantly returned, after their expeditions against the Canaanites. Here the manna ceased to fall. Here the first passover was celebrated after the entrance of the Israelites into the promised land. Here, probably, their women, children, flocks and goods remained during the continuance of their wars. Here the ark of the covenant had its residence till, after the conquest of the country, it was fixed at Shiloh. And here was the place where Saul was, many years afterwards, proclaimed king over Israel.
It was on the fourteenth day of the month at even, that the Israelites kept the passover at Gilgal. This was the third occasion of celebrating that sacred feast; the first being on the eve of their departure from Egypt, and the second at mount Sinai, the following year. On the day succeeding the passover, they ate of the old corn, (or grain,) of the land, which they probably found in the storehouses that the inhabitants had abandoned in their flight, and also of the new corn yet standing in the fields. The manna, then, fell no more. Such a supply was now no longer necessary; and its sudden and entire disappearance furnished incontestible evidence that it had been miraculously given.
About this time, as Joshua was, one day, alone, at some distance from the camp, probably approaching near the city of Jericho, to observe, if possible, its situation and the best mode of attacking it, a strange vision burst upon his sight. A human figure, with a drawn sword in his hand, stood in front of him. It would have intimidated a person of less intrepidity than Joshua. But he fearlessly approached the unknown individual, saying; "Art thou for us, or for our adversaries 1"
It was no earthly being. "As Captain of the host of the Lord am I now come," was the reply; and Joshua recognizing in him a divine personage, fell on his face to the earth, worshiping him, and inquiring, "What saith my lord unto his servant 1" He, then, directed Joshua to loose his shoe from off his foot, "for the place," said he, "whereon thou standest is holy;" a command which was immediately obeyed, and the same with that which was given to Moses by the Angel in the burning bush. Indeed, we have every reason to believe that, as in that case, so in this, the Being thus manifesting himself was the Son of God, who, afterwards, appeared in our world, as Jesus Christ, the Saviour of mankind.
The unexpected vision, and the words which were soon after uttered, were doubtless intended to allay any apprehensions which might yet linger in the breast of Joshua, and to inspire him with renewed confidence in God, as to the result of the attack which he and his army were soon to make upon Jericho. "See," said Jehovah, " I have given into thy hand Jericho, and the king thereof, and the mighty men of valor. And ye shall compass the city, all ye men of war, and go round about the city once: thus shalt thou do six days. And seven priests shall bear before the ark seven trumpets of rams' horns: and the seventh day ye shall compass the city seven times, and the priests shall blow with the trumpets. And it shall come to pass, that when they make a long blast with the ram's horn, and when ye hear the sound of the trumpet, all the people shall shout with a great shout: and the wall of the city shall fall down fiat, and the people shall ascend up, every man straight before him."
Another miracle was to enable the Israelites to overcome another obstacle. The Jordan had just been passed by a peculiar divine interposition, and the first powerful and strongly fortified city which opposed their progress, would soon be made accessible to the victors by the same Almighty hand. Its inhabitants had taken every precaution for their security. "It was straitly shut up," enclosed by its massy walls and bolted gates, "because of the children of Israel: none went out, and none came in." Joshua, as he viewed its fortifications, at a distance, might have regarded them, to say the least, as demanding the most skilful and longcontinued assault, to insure an entrance, and feared that even this would not be accomplished without a deadly loss on his side. But all such forebodings were now dissipated; and the vision departing, Joshua returned to the camp, to make immediate preparations for taking possession of Jericho.
If God does not, at the present day, interpose by his miraculous agency, to encourage under the pressure of appalling difficulties those who put their trust in him,yet he not unfrequently does this, and quite as effectually, by his providential arrangements. At any rate, where faith is in exercise and prayer unremitted, resolution and wisdom are imparted to remove these difficulties, or patience and fortitude to endure them, until a way of relief is opened.
The Captain of the host of the Lord—Jesus the Guide and Protector of his people—goes before them to point out the way, and to strengthen them for all their conflicts with their spiritual enemies. Joshua imbibed fresh resolution from the assurances of such a leader, in view of the difficulties and dangers that were before him. We shall soon see that his faith and his courage were equal to the crisis.
And how is it, my young friend, with you in some trying emergency"! When you are met with what appear to be insurmountable obstacles in the way of duty; when affliction weighs down your spirit to the earth; when resolution falters, and hope sickens; and dicouragement paralyzes; can you not see the great Captain of your salvation near you, and hear his gracious words, and rely on his promises, "exceeding great and precious," and adapted to all the necessities of your case 1
All who trust in him, shall be conquerors, at last, and more than conquerors, over the world, the flesh, and the adversary of their souls. What a victory! What a triumph! How far, far beyond any of an earthly kind that Joshua achieved. "To him that overcometh will I grant to sit with me in my throne, even as I also overcame, and am set down with my Father in his throne."
If you have, indeed, trusted in this Saviour, go forward in his strength. Be faithful unto death, and he will give you a crown of life. But what if you have not trusted in this Saviour! Who, then, is your leader and protector 1 On whom can you rely, if you do not rely on Jesus1 Who,
what, will sustain you amid the trials of life, the scenes of a death-bed, and the coming wrath of the Almighty!
CHAPTER VI.
Jericho taken, and its inhabitants and the city destroyed, but Rahab spared with her kindred. Reflections on this event.
The command of God with regard to the destruction of Jericho was immediately carried into execution. Joshua called the priests, and gave them directions how to proceed. He issued orders, also, to the armed men, of whom there were six hundred thousand, to be in readiness, and to a certain number of the people to join the procession. For it is not at all probable that the whole host of the Israelites, amounting to between two and three millions, and including women and children, were engaged in the undertaking; especially as they had, on the seventh day, to make seven circuits round the city. Injunctions were given to preserve entire silence. There was to be no shouting or noise of any kind, not even a word spoken, till the day when Joshua should give orders for the general acclamation of triumph.
At length, the procession round the walls of Jericho was in motion. The principal part of the immense army of the Israelites went first, marshalled in distinct divisions under their respective leaders. Seven priests, blowing the seven trumpets of rams' horns, followed. Then came the ark of the covenant; and behind this such of the people as were directed to go, while the rearward, consisting of another portion of the army, closed the procession. After completing one circuit round the city, they returned to the encampment, and lodged there.
Early the next morning, all again were in motion, and marched round Jericho in the same order; the trumpets still sounding, while nothing else was heard but the tramp of the immense multitude. This was repeated once a day, during six successive days.
It must have been a strange sight to those who were in the city; and who, doubtless, from its walls gazed in wonder at the mysterious procession. What could it portend 1 Was it an object of ridicule, or of terror 1 Was it to taunt the besieged, and provoke them to come out, and attack their enemy 1 or was it to furnish a full display of the force of the Israelites, and compel a prompt surrender when it should be demanded'! Or might it be a religious ceremony of this new people, to make their God propitious, and enkindle their own courage before they commenced the attack1 Doubt and amazement prevailed among the inhabitants of Jericho; while each succeeding day, every blast of the shrill-sounding trumpets, and every echoing tread of the immense host that marched round their walls, but increased the alarm within the city. They waited the result in anxious suspense, and without any attempt to assail the enemy from whom they had so much to fear.
The seventh day arrived. It had been anticipated with deep interest by Joshua and the Israelites; for it was to furnish the fulfilment of the divine declaration, that Jericho would be delivered into their hands. They began their march at early day-dawn, and continued it till they had compassed the city seven times. Whatever was the size of Jericho, the circuit which the Israelites made round it, considering their numbers, must have been of no small extent.
The repetition of this circuit seven times, occupied, doubtless, a considerable portion of the day, while its novelty added fresh perplexity to the minds of those within the walls.
At length the eventful moment was at hand. Just as the seventh circuit was completed, Joshua, as he had been commanded, cried out in the hearing of the Israelites, "Shout; for the Lord hath given you the city. And the city shall be accursed," (devoted to utter destruction,) "even it, and all that are therein, to the Lord: only Kahab the harlot shall live, she and all that are with her in the house, because she hid the messengers that we sent. And ye, in any wise," (that is, with the utmost carefulness and vigilance,) "keep yourselves from the accursed thing, lest ye make yourselves accursed, when ye take of the accursed thing, and make the camp of Israel a curse, and trouble it. But all the silver, and gold, and vessels of brass and iron, are consecrated unto the Lord: they shall come into the treasury of the Lord."
As soon as Joshua had uttered these words, the trumpets once more sounded; and an universal shout bursting forth from the hosts of the Israelites, the walls of the city suddenly fell down to their very foundations. An entrance was open on all sides; and the encircling thousands rushing in, the dreadful work of extermination began. Resistance was in vain. With the exception of Rahab and her kindred—all of whom, together with her goods, were conveyed by the spies in safety near the Israelitish camp, according to the command of Joshua—none were spared. Men and women, the young and the old, the oxen and sheep, with every living thing, were put to death. The silver and the gold, the vessels of brass and of iron, taken by the conquerors, not as their own spoils of victory, but as consecrated to the Lord, were deposited in his treasury, to be devoted to his service. Every thing else was then consumed in the general conflagration to which Jericho was devoted, and which completed the entire destruction of the city and its inhabitants.
This awful event was intended by God to furnish a striking proof to his people, and indeed to all who should become acquainted with it, of his abhorrence of the idolatry and other abominable wickedness of the Canaanites. Jericho had long deserved its fate. In destroying it, the Israelites acted under an express command of the Almighty. Nor is it any more difficult to be reconciled with the justice or the mercy of his character, that he should thus make use of the sword in the hands of men as the executioners of his vengeance, than of the power of the civil magistrate in putting to death the criminal who deserves it, or of the earthquake, the volcano, the whirlwind, or the famine, in inflicting upon the guilty the punishment which is due to their transgressions. He has a perfect right to choose his own instruments in taking away the lives of offenders. And if in this, or any other such dreadful catastrophe, it may, at first sight, seem strange that tender infants, and those who have made comparatively but little progress in crime, should share the doom of the older and flagrant transgressor, God will see to it, that every thing is done in accordance with the strictest justice, and with all that is kind and benevolent in his character, with all that is long-suffering and gracious. Another state of being succeeds this. In the retributions of eternity, what is obscure here in his dealings with us, will be made plain; and all will find, at last, that they have no cause of complaint against their Maker. We daily see the innocent involved, more or less, in the sufferings that fall upon the guilty. Such is the mixed state of things in this world, and the economy of God's government over it. It is no more mysterious that the infants in Jericho should suffer, together with their parents, in being put to death, than that the child, at the present day, should have a sickly constitution, or be brought to a premature grave, on account of the vices of its father. Infants often endure intense bodily pain, and die of disease in excruciating agony, "f heir being put to death by the sword in Jericho, was only another * mode of removing them out of this world. Their condition in the next, is decided by Him who is infinitely holy, just, and good.
We must remember, too, amid our reflections on the destruction of Jericho, that, while the Israelites, in completing it, acted under the explicit direction of God, they had no right to indulge any vindictive or malignant feelings, nor wantonly to inflict any unnecessary suffering upon the inhabitants. We have no evidence to lead us to believe that they did so. The whole proceeding is to be regarded as essentially unlike the common kinds of warfare; nor does it furnish, if viewed in its true light, any justification of them. We should never forget, that the spirit of hatred, of revenge, of retaliation, or of taking pleasure in the sufferings of others, is always wrong. We may be called upon, by the providence of God, in the various relations of life, to punish transgressors. But while doing this in obedience to rightful authority, whether human or divine, and while exercising a proper abhorrence of the offence, we should cherish nothing like malicious resentment against the individual, but regard him with pity and compassion, and avoid all that tends to provoke his anger, or aggravate the sufferings which strict justice demands.
This same spirit, too, should pervade our conversation, when we find it necessary to -speak of the faults, or the crimes of others. Let the truth, however severe, be spoken in love; under the influence of candor; without exaggeration;
always, and only, to do good; and remembering that it is a fellow-sinner whom we feel it our duty to censure.
CHAPTER VII.
A moral lesson to the Israelites in the destruction of Jericho. Their attack upon Ai unsuccessful, and the reason of it. The offender detected.
"By faith," we are told in the Epistle to the Hebrews, " the walls of Jericho fell down, after they had been compassed about seven days." Joshua and the Israelites believed the divine declaration with regard to this strange event, and scrupulously performed the conditions on which it depended. It was to them another illustrious display of the faithfulness and power of Jehovah. They saw in it the need of relying on his arm for success in the arduous enterprise which was before them. In the exercise of a simple faith in God, they did that which to all human appearance seemed to have the least connection with the anticipated result; and it was miraculously brought about in the very way, and at the very moment that had been predicted. Thus, at the outset of their career in taking- possession of the promised inheritance, and when they most needed it, they had their confidence strengthened in the divine protection. They were taught also their dependence on God; and their faith was confirmed in his promises, by witnessing the wonderful effect which one exercise of this faith produced.
The prostration of the walls of Jericho, in connection with the simple marching round them of the Israelites, the blowing of the trumpets, and the shout of the multitude, may be made matter of ridicule by the sceptic and the scoffer. But this only shows what narrow views such minds can take, and what impious feelings such hearts can indulge. He who looks at the nature of God's moral government over man; the necessity of his exhibiting his character, at times, in the way of nyraculous agency; the peculiar circumstances in which the Israelites were placed; and the kind of instruction and encouragement which they needed, will discover in the remarkable event that we have been considering, how well it was adapted to accomplish the most important ends. The wisdom of God, his power, his justice, and his faithfulness, were most conspicuous in it; and the whole course of the Israelitish history, if we study it with pious and enlarged views, will continually furnish us with illustrations of the same truth.
It was the design of God, that the ruins of Jericho should remain a perpetual memorial of what he had done, and of his reasons for doing it, in the destruction of that city. At his command, Joshua bound the Israelites by a solemn oath never to rebuild it. "Cursed," said he, "be the man before the Lord, that riseth up and buildeth this city Jericho: he shall lay the foundation thereof in his first-born, and in his youngest son shall he set up the gates of it." The import of which seems to be, that, persisting in this impious attempt, in the lapse of time from the commencement of the work to its completion, he should be punished by the death of all his children, from the oldest to the youngest. We read of the fulfillment of this prediction, (1 Kings, 16 : 34) 550 years afterwards, in the case of Hiel, the Bethelite, who rebuilt Jericho in the reign of Ahaz, and "laid the foundation thereof in Abiram his first-born, and set up the gates thereof in his youngest son Segub."
The destruction of Jericho showed that the Lord was, indeed, with Joshua; who was thus raised still higher in the confidence and respect of the Israelites, while the terror of his name was spread throughout the country in all directions; and these were additional reasons for what befel that devoted city.
The Israelites, it will be recollected, were forbidden, under the penalty of being accursed, to take any of the spoils of Jericho for their own use. If any one should do this, it would " make the camp of Israel a curse, and trouble it." God would regard the whole body of the people as affected by the transgression in such a way as to draw down upon them his terrible displeasure. They ought to have a better state of moral sentiment; magistrates and parents, those who had authority and influence in whatever degree—all, by their prayers and efforts—should produce a higher, universal tone of obedience to the divine commands, than to have it appear that even one could be found who would rob the treasury of the Lord. If an individual should trangress in this respect, all would be treated as guilty, until the offender was detected, and the punishment due to his transgression inflicted upon him. This would lead to greater diligence on the part of all to prevent the commission of such a crime, or to detect it if committed.—It was committed, and we shall see the result.
There was a city, called Ai, about two miles east of Beth-el, and some ten or twelve miles north of Jericho; probably a strong, fortified place, and belonging to the Amorites. Joshua sent spies to examine the situation of this city, 'and the country round it, as he proposed to make it the next poinj of attack. They returned, flushed with the hopes of an easy victory; stating that the people of Ai were but few in number, and that a small detachment of two or three thousand men, would be abundantly sufficient to conquer a place so poorly provided with the means of defence. The event will show how much they were mistaken; and that, probably, both they and Joshua relied too much on the prowess of their arms, forgetting their dependence on God, and indulging a spirit of presumption which the conquest of Jericho, obtained with such little difficulty, might have tended to inspire. We have reason to believe, also, that there was not, on the part of Joshua and the Israelites, that tenderness of conscience and spirit of inquiry which was needed under the circumstances in which they were placed, to ascertain whether there might not be among them some secret purloining of the spoils of Jericho for a private use. They must be taught humility and watchfulness, and by a lesson of no small severity.
At the command of Joshua, about three thousand men went promptly forward to attack Ai. On reaching the city, they were suddenly met by a large party of the Amorites, rushing out of the gates, who repulsed them with such bravery, that the Israelites, confused and panic-struck, fled before their pursuers to the camp at GiJgal, thirty-six of their number being killed in the flight.
This unexpected defeat filled all with great consternation. "The hearts of the people," we are told, " melted and became as water." They, sunk down into a state of despondency; distrusting their ability to cope with such powerful enemies, and even the disposition of the Almighty to afford them his aid.
Joshua regarded the whole scene with the strongest emotion. He saw that the Lord was not with them. There must be some weighty reason for this. Sin in himself, or the people, or more probably in both, was the cause, he well knew, of this expression of the divine displeasure. He called upon the elders of Israel, to unite with him in an act of deep humiliation before God. As was the custom, at that time, in order to give an outward and striking exhibition of their grief, they rent their clothes, and prostrated themselves before the ark of the Lord until the close of the day, and put dust upon their heads. Joshua, then, broke out into this earnest expostulation: "Alas! 0 Lord God, wherefore hast thou at all brought this people over Jordan, to deliver us into the hand of the Amorites, to destroy us 1 Would to God we had been content, and dwelt on the other side Jordan! O Lord, what shall I say when Israel turneth their backs before their enemies! For the Canaanites, and all the inhabitants of the land shall hear of it, and shall environ us round, and cast ofl* our name from the earth: and what will thou do unto thy great name 1"
Here was some portion, as it would seem, of murmuring and unbelief; and yet, in estimating the true character of his feelings, we must make all due allowance for the earnestness of Joshua's plea, and recollect, too, the familiarity to .which Moses and himself appear to have been sometimes admitted in their intercourse with their Maker. Besides, his great anxiety, while offering this expostulation, evidently arose not from a regard to his own honor and welfare, or that of the Israelites, in the matter, but from a deep concern for the honor of God, and the glory of his great name. And this abates very much from what might, otherwise, appear to be an air of complaint and irreverence in the words which he uttered.
"Get thee up," was the reply, "wherefore liest thou thus upon thy face 1 Israel hath sinned, and they have also transgressed my covenant which I commanded them: for they have even taken of the accursed thing, and have also stolen, and dissembled also, and they have put it even among their own stuff. - Therefore the children of Israel could not stand before their enemies. but turned their backs before their enemies because they were accursed: neither will I be with you any more, except ye destroy the accursed from among you."
God then commanded Joshua to cause the people to sanctify themselves against the morrow; that is, to prepare themselves, by the proper, ceremonial ablutions, and the cultivation of a suitable frame of mind, for the solemn transactions of the ensuing day. "For," it was added, "thus saith the Lord God of Israel, There is an accursed thing in the midst of thee, 0 Israel: thou canst not stand before thine enemies, until ye take away the accursed thing from among you."
For this purpose, the detection of the offender was necessary; and God gave directions to Joshua for having it done with despatch and certainty. In the morning, the different tribes were to be arranged around the ark of the covenant, to stand before the presence of the Lord, and await his decision. The lot, as we have reason to believe, was to be cast, and in this way the tribe determined in which the offender would be found. Then, this tribe, being divided into its respective families,.the particular family was to be designated. A further division of this family into households, would, in the same way, ascertain the household; and, last of all, the lot being cast among the members of this household, the guilty individual would be detected.
Early the ensuing morning, the people were assembled by Joshua, and, in accordance with the divine directions, the investigation began. A fearful suspense prevailed as the decisive lots were cast. For the denunciation of Jehovah against the detected offender, was a terrible one. "He that is taken with the accursed thing shall be burnt with fire, he and all that he hath: because he hath transgressed the covenant of the Lord, and because he hath wrought folly in Israel." It was certain, for God had declared it to be so, that some one was guilty, and had incurred this awful doom. He would soon be discovered. Who could it be 1 His family, too, were to be involved in his fate. What trembling anxiety even among the innocent, lest they might be called to share in this horrible and disgraceful punishment! What agitation of soul, what selfreproach, what inward agony, if conscience had any sensibility left, or a sense of disgrace remained, must have burst upon the guilty individual, while the scrutiny was going on, and a few moments more would draw him from his conceal. ment, and he stand forth the condemned one before God and the whole assembly! Were he a father—had he a circle of children surrounding him, still dear to his heart, (for crime does not always deaden the power of parental affection,) how must that heart have been wrung with anguish at the thought of what awaited them!
The lot fell on the tribe of Judah—on the family of the Zarhites—on the household of Zabdi— and, at length, on Achan, the son of Carmi.
Joshua called him forth, and thus addressed him, grieved, even as a father would be at the misdoings of a disobedient child: "My son, give, I pray thee, glory to the Lord God of Israel," (let him be glorified by the full acknowledgment of thy guilt, and the exhibition of his justice in thy punishment,) and make confession unto him; and tell me now what thou hast done, hide it not from me."
"Indeed I have sinned against the Lord God of Israel," was the reply of the trembling Achan. "When I saw among the spoils a goodly Babylonish garment, and two hundred shekels of silver, and a wedge of gold of fifty shekels weight, then I coveted them, and took them, and behold they are hid in the earth in the midst of my tent, and the silver under it."
"/ coveted them." A covetous spirit had, doubtless, long before this swayed the breast of Achan. It had gained there a powerful ascendancy. It had become too strong to be resisted, when under the influence of such a temptation as was presented to him. Once, he might have overcome this temptation. Ah! why had he not yielded to those early and repeated admonitions of conscience against his easily-besetting sin, which so often checked, for a moment, his avaricious desires, and which, if yielded to, would have weakened, and eventually subdued them.
My young friend, is your spirit a covetous one 1 Is wealth your idol 1 Have you begun to bow down and worship it 1 Do you gaze upon the acquisitions that you have already made, with selfcomplacent pleasure, and long for morel Are you stifling the rebukes of conscience, when it tells you that you ought not to love the world, but to place the affections of your soul supremely on God 1
What will be the end of such a course 1 You. know not the temptations to sin which may yet address this spirit of acquisition within you, nor the crimes to which these temptations may lead. Pause; reflect; repent, ere it is too late. Remember Achan, and beware.
CHAPTER VIII
The punishment of Achan. Ai taken, and destroyed.
Joshua immediately sent messengers to the tent of Achan, who found the articles hid in it, as he had described. The Babylonish garment was very splendid and costly, and is spoken of by Josephus as "woven entirely of gold." It was such an one as princes wore at that time, on great, public occasions, and probably had belonged, if not to the king of Jericho, to some noble of his court. This, and the two hundred shekels of silver, and the wedge of gold, were brought to Joshua, and laid down before the ark of the covenant, in the presence of the Lord.
The guilt of Achan was thus publicly made manifest, beyond the possibility of a doubt. It only remained to inflict the punishment which divine justice had denounced. He was taken by the proper officers, under the direction of Joshua —the latter, with the whole body of the Israelites accompanying them—to a valley not far distant, which was afterwards called, from what took place there, the valley of Achor, that is, of trouble. The rich garment, too; the silver and the gold; his sons and his daughters; his oxen, his asses, and his sheep; his tent, and all that Achan had, were carried with him.
An awful exhibition of the displeasure of God against sin was to take place. It was marked, indeed, with tremendous severity, but this was necessary to teach the Israelites, who were just commencing their career of conquest in taking possession of the promised land, to establish them there, under the guidance and protection of Jehovah, as a distinct people, that his commands could not be violated with impunity.
It is very probable that Joshua addressed the assembled Israelites on this occasion, explaining to them the nature of the punishment that was to be inflicted upon Achan, and exhorting them to regard it as a warning, never to be forgotten, against their commission of a similar offence. He, also, addressed the wretched culprit; showing him the aggravation of his guilt, and the evil which it had brought upon the Israelites. "Why hast thou troubled us 1" said he; "the Lord shall trouble thee this day."
At the command, then, of Joshua, and by a portion of the people, as the representatives of the whole, Achan and his children were stoned to death; and their bodies, and all that belonged to him, including the spoils of Jericho which he had stolen, were consumed by fire. This being done, a great heap of stones was raised over the ashes, an enduring monument of the transaction, and of the awful justice of the Almighty.
How this justice is to be reconciled with the involving in the fate of their fathfir the sons and daughters of Achan, is an inquiry which may, at first, appear to be attended with some difficulty. But we often see children, in the providence of God, and in the natural course, as we term it, of events, suffering severely on account of the errors and sins of their parents. And this takes place under the divine direction. So that there is no more difficulty in the one case than in the other. Besides, sin has brought death into our world. The sons and daughters of Achan were subject to this universal token of the displeasure of God against our guilty race. Whether they were called to die by disease, or a stroke of lightning, or the opening of the earth by an earthquake, or in the manner in which they suffered, is alike consistent with the divine justice. For God has the right to take away the life of his creatures in any way that he pleases, and we may be sure that the peculiar mode of his doing it, although we may not always see the reasons of it, is the result of his infinite wisdom and goodness. In this particular case, the destruction of the whole family of Achan, with all that he had, was designed to manifest the more forcibly the displeasure of God against him, and to
affect, with an abiding and salutary awe, not only those who witnessed it, but all who should, afterwards, learn the history of the event.
Had we been on the spot, and acquainted with the peculiar circumstances of the transaction, Ave should doubtless have understood more fully than we now can, the reasons of it. It is quite possible, that either the general character of Achan's children may have been so notoriously wicked, or their participation in the guilt of their father, in some way, so well understood, that their doom appeared to the Israelites to be in nccordance with their deserts. The Scriptures do not always give us the full account of the events which they record. The facts which they contain, are just such as God saw would be best adapted, if received with a proper spirit, for our instruction in duty. In not drawing out the minuter shades and colors of these facts, or explaining the particular reasons, in the course of his moral government over the world, on which their existence depended, he tries the teachableness of our disposition, our filial confidence in him, and our humility and candor in judging of the conduct of the Infinite and Omniscient Mind. And we should do well never to forget these truths in reading the Sacred Oracles, whenever they present to our view matters of obscure or incomprehensible import.
Achan having suffered the penalty due to hia guilt, and the accursed thing being destroyed from among the Israelites, the anger of the Lord was appeased, and he addressed Joshua in these encouraging words: "Fear not, neither be thou dismayed: take all the people of war with thee, and arise, go up to Ai: see, I have given into thy hand the king of Ai, and his people, and his city, and his land." He then directed Joshua completely to destroy the city and its king, as Jericho had been destroyed; permitting the Israelites, however, to take the spoils for their own use; and enjoining the employment of an ambush to effect the conquest. Such a measure God had a right to prescribe; and the simple justification of those who employed it is, that they acted in accordance with the divine direction.
By " all the people of war," we are not to understand, as the subsequent part of the narrative clearly shows, the whole number of the soldiery, six hundred thousand ; but such a portion as was needed to ensure success, and probably, the choicest and most effective men, thirty thousand in all. Five thousand of these Joshua sent, in the darkness of the night, secretly to post themselves on the west side of Ai, between it and Bethel. There he directed them to remain till himself and the residue approaching the place, as if to attack it, the men of Ai would rush out to give them battle, and pursuing the Israelites, who would designedly flee before them, leave the city to be easily entered and taken possession of by those who were lying in ambush. A signal from Joshua was to tell them when to make this movement; and, after entering Ai, they were to kindle a fire in it as an indication of their object being accomplished, and also that it might produce consternation among the ranks of their enemies.
Before the light of the ensuing morning had broken upon them, Joshua inspected the twentyfive thousand men, to ascertain that they were all there, and in readiness. He then led them through the valley, on the north side of the city, and, as the day dawned, appeared with his host in full view before it. On perceiving them, the king of Ai concluded at once to give them battle. His late success prompted him to do this with the most sanguine hopes of victory. He rushed forth from the gates with a powerful party of armed men, and was probably soon joined by such in Bethel as were able to do military service; while as the united forces approached the Israelites, the latter fled before them by the way of the wilderness. The stratagem sue. ceeded. The remaining armed men in Ai were summoned to the pursuit, which now became hotter and closer than ever. The enemies of Israel were sure of an easy triumph, and their shouts of exultation rent the air.
At this critical juncture, the Lord directed Joshua to stretch out towards Ai, and to keep in that position, the spear which he held in his hand, having probably a flag of some kind on the end of it, declaring that he would now give the city into his possession. Joshua did so; and as this was the signal, on seeing which those in ambush were to come forth, they immediately rushed into Ai, where there were none capable of making any resistance, and set a part of it on fire.
Soon, the thick, black smoke ascended towards heaven, and was seen distinctly by the Israelites and their pursuers. The latter perceived, at once, that their city was in the hands of their enemies, and were thrown into great dismay and confusion. The former, also, knew well the cause, and turning upon the king of Ai and his army attacked them with great slaughter. In the meanwhile the five thousand, who had conducted the ambush, sallying out of the city, fell upon their enemies on that side. Kesistance was in vain. All were put to death by the Israelites, excepting the king of Ai, who was conducted as a prisoner to Joshua.
The victors, then, marching directly to Ai, slew all the remaining inhabitants, sparing neither age nor sex. For such was the command of Jehovah, who, in his infinite wisdom, had resolved on their complete extermination, while the Israelites were but the executioners of his justice. The cattle, however, and the other spoils they took for their own use, as they had been permitted to do; after which the entire city was reduced to ashes. Twelve thousand was the whole number, including those who died in battle and who were slain in the city, that perished on this memorable day.
The success of the Israelites, it appears, was intimately connected with the continued stretching out of the spear which was upraised by the hand of Joshua. He " drew not his hand back," we are told, "wherewith he stretched out the spear, until he had utterly destroyed all the inhabitants of Ai." This act of his was evidently intended as something more than a signal for the men in ambush to rush from the place of their concealment. It was, also, to direct the whole army of the Israelites in their movements. While the spear was raised, it was an indication to them, like the uplifting of the hands of Moses at Rephidim, of the presence and assistance of the Almighty, and they proceeded with confidence in the work of extermination which they were commanded to perform. Nor was it let down till this dreadful work was completed; an illustrious evidence of the obedience and faith of Joshua, who thus stretching out his hand, with the farseen spear and waving banner, stood at a distance from the scene of bloodshed, relying on the arm of Jehovah to consummate that destruction of their enemies which he had himself directed. What will not obedience to the divine commands, and faith in his promises accomplish. Trust him, my young friend, at all times, and especially in the conflicts which you may have with the world, the flesh, and the adversary of your soul. These spiritual enemies must be utterly vanquished, if you would have a sure way opened for your entering upon the inheritance of the heavenly Canaan. Their destruction, in all their malignant power and influence over you, must be complete. Eest not till you gain the victory. Pray, watch, strive to the end. The extermination of your foes is the only certainty of your triumph.
CHAPTER IX.
The king of Ai is put to death. The blessings and curses pronounced on Gerizim and Ebal. The embassy of the Gibeonites.
The king of Ai was reserved for an ignominious and exemplary punishment. He doubtless deserved it; having, as we have reason to believe, been conspicuous in wickedness, making the high station which he occupied the means of corrupting his people by the force of his example. After being put to death, at the command of Joshua, he was suspended from a tree till the close of the day, and then buried, at the entrance of the gate of the city, under a huge pile of stones. The spot was one to attract attention in future time, even though the city was in ruins. For in such places justice was often administered, and important business transacted, both of a public and private nature; and the heap of stones would remain a rude yet imperishable memorial of the fate of one who, a king himself, was a rebel against the monarchy of heaven.
The Israelites had now a solemn, religious duty to perform, which made it necessary for them to suspend all their military operations, and proceed to a spot some forty or fifty miles from Gilgal. It was in obedience to the divine injunction given by Moses but just before his death, that they did this. He had marked out the place, and enjoined the peculiar ceremonies to be observed. Directing their course, then, under the command of Joshua, through the rough and hilly regions which stretched in a north-west direction from Gilgal, they reached the mountains of Ebal and Gerizim.
These eminences are about seven or eight hundred feet in height above the level of the valley lying between them; the former, at the present day, being as remarkable for its barren and desolate appearance, as the latter is for its beauty and fertility. The valley is two hundred paces in width, in the midst of which stands the town of Shechem, the burial-place of Joseph; the seat of the small remnant of the Samaritans who are yet living; and in the immediate neighborhood of which was Jacob's well, where our Saviour held his memorable discourse with a woman of that nation. Ebal is west of Shechem, and Gerizim on the east.
Having arrived in this valley with the whole body of the Israelites, Joshua erected an altar unto the Lord on mount Ebal, in exact conformity with the directions which Moses had given. It was built of stones in their rude and natural state, no tool of any kind being employed in. shaping thern for the purpose. On it burnt-offerings and peace-offerings were offered up in sacrifice; the Israelites thus solemnly renewing their covenant with Jehovah, on their taking possession of the promised land, to be his faithful and obedient people.
In addition to the altar, Joshua set up a number of stone pillars, smoothed over with a kind of plaster, on which he wrote out that part of the law which contained the blessings and curses, in full view of all the people.
Then, the most solemn and affecting part of the ceremony began. Six of the tribes were placed in order, along the foot and up the side of mount Gerizim, to pronounce the blessings of God upon the obedient. These were Simeon, Levi, Judah, Issachar, Joseph, and Benjamin.
Opposite to these, on the acclivity of mount Ebal, and quite down to its base, were arranged the six remaining tribes,—Eeuben, Gad, Asher, Zebulon, Dan, and Naphtali, to utter aloud the divine denunciations and curses upon the disobedient. Among these, however, were a few of the priests and Levites, chosen from the rest to pronounce against peculiar offences some curses of deep and fearful import.
In the valley between, and equi-distant from the two great divisions of the people, in sight of them all, was the ark of the covenant, borne on the shoulders of the priests, and surrounded by them, and the Levites to whose more immediate care it was entrusted.
Here, under the blue arch of heaven, with the symbol of the divine presence in their midst, the Israelites pronounced on themselves the blessings and curses of the Almighty, according as they might prove obedient or disobedient to his commands. As the united voices of thousands upon thousands filled the air, a reverential solemnity pervaded the vast multitudes, and impressions were made upon their minds, both of the goodness and severity of Jehovah, which it would seem as if time could never obliterate. But ah! they were, in many cases, too soon forgotten; such was the perverseness of this people, or rather such is the perverseness of the human heart!
After this part of the ceremonies was concluded, Joshua "read all the words of the law, the blessings and cursings, according to all that is written in the book of the law. There was not a word of all that Moses commanded which Joshua read not before all the congregation of Israel, with the women, and the little ones, and the strangers that were conversant among them."
Such was the memorable transaction that took place at the mounts Ebal and Gerizim; after which Joshua returned with the Israelites to their encampment in Gilgal.
About this time, the kings of the countries on the west side of Jordan, having heard of the destruction of Jericho and Ai by the Israelites, and of their great numbers and strength, resolved to make a common cause against so powerful an enemy. Alarmed for the safety of their respective dominions, which they feared, if resisting singly, would be easily subdued, one after another, by these terrible invaders, they entered into a confederacy to unite their force, and attack the Israelites. In doing this they had very sanguine hopes of success. They could bring large armies into the field; their territories stretching over the hills and the valleys, and all the coasts of the great sea, and embracing the Hittites, the Amorites, the Canaanites, the Perizzites, the Hivites, the Jebusites, and not improbably the Phenicians, Tyrians, Sidonians, and Philistines. It was some time, however, before they actually attempted to carry their design into effect.
In the meanwhile, the inhabitants of Gibeon, (a city of the Hivites,) who had declined joining the confederacy, resolved, with the rest of their countrymen, if possible, to make peace with the Israelites, and come under their protection. Their city was only about twenty miles from the encampment at Gilgal, and this made them the more fearful of its being the next object of attack. They trembled lest the fate of Jericho and of Ai should soon be their own; and, while anxious to send a deputation in person to the Israelites to enter into a league of some kind with them, they dreaded to let them know the nearness of Gibeon to Gilgal, lest it should lead them to disregard all other considerations, and rush immediately forward to the destruction of the city, and the seizure of the booty which it would afford. A resort to stratagem seemed to them to be their only resource.
For this purpose a select number of the inhabitants were chosen to visit Gilgal, and to be so disguised as to wear the appearance of ambassadors from far-distant regions. The sacks to hold their food and other necessary articles, bore the marks of great age and hard usage; as did, also, the bottles, made of the skins of animals, in which the wine and water were carried; being rent in many places, and mended again, as is still customary in eastern countries. Their sandals, formed of skins also, were old and covered with patches; and their provision was dry and mouldy.
In this plight they reached the camp at Gilgal, and were brought before Joshua and the elders of the people. On being asked the object of their visit, they said, they had come from a far country, to make a league with the Israelites.
"Peradventure ye dwell among us," was the . reply—in our very neighborhood, and in the country which the Lord hath given us as our own—" and how shall we make a league with you," since we are expressly forbidden to form one, of any kind, with the inhabitants of the land.
"We are thy servants," said the Hivites, addressing Joshua, ready to become thy tributaries, and to comply with any conditions thou mayest see fit to impose, if thou wilt but take us and our people under thy protection.
On Joshua's demanding peremptorily, who they were, and whence they came, they replied: "From a very far country thy servants are come, because of the name of the Lord thy God: for we have heard of the fame of him, and all that he did in Egypt: and all that he did to the two kings of the Amorites, that were beyond Jordan, to Sihon king of Heshbon, and to Og king of Bashan, which was in Ashtaroth. Wherefore our elders, and all the inhabitants of our country spake to us saying, Take victuals with you for the journey, and go to meet them, and say unto them, We are your servants: therefore now make ye a league with us. This our bread we took hot for our provision out of our houses on the day we came forth to go unto you; but now, behold, it is dry, and it is mouldy: and these bottles of wine which we filled, were new, and behold they be rent: and these our garments and our shoes are become old by reason of the very long journey."
In making this statement, the Gibeonites took a course which was wholly unjustifiable. They ought to have come to the Israelites with an honest avowal of who they were, as well as of the object of their mission. They would, in that case, have as effectually propitiated the goodwill which they sought, as by the utterance of falsehoods, and probably more so. They would have shown that confidence could be placed in them j and this would have been worth a great deal to them in their subsequent intercourse with the Israelites.
The maintenance of a character of undeviating adherence to truth, is valuable almost beyond calculation, even in the concerns of this world— how much more so in the light of eternity.
CHAPTER X.
The league with the Gibeonites. Their city is attacked, and Joshua, with the Israelites, goes to its defence. The assailants are routed.
The appearance of the provisions which the Gibeonites brought with them, together with the other circumstances of their condition, succeeded, at length, in procuring them a favorable reception from the Israelites. It was granted without seeking counsel of the Lord. This was a great breach of duty. The divine direction ought to have been obtained in the matter, by applying to the high priest; to whom it would, doubtless, have been given, on his consulting the Urim and Thummim in the way which was prescribed.
The result was, that Joshua entered into a friendly league with the Gibeonites, by which their lives and property were made secure; while the princes of the congregation confirmed the transaction by a solemn oath. This being done, the ambassadors returned home, to communicate the joyful intelligence to their countrymen.
Three days after this, the Israelites, to their great surprise, found out the imposition which had been practised upon them, and that the Gibeonites dwelt but a short distance from Gilgal. This discovery seems to have led Joshua to direct his course to their territory, where he arrived with the Israelites, on the third day of their march, and came in the neighborhood of the four principal cities, Gibeon, Chephirah, Beeroth, and Kirjath-jearim. This last place was, afterwards, highly distinguished by being the residence of the ark of the covenant, during twenty years, in the reigns of Saul and David.
The great body of the Israelites were, now, much displeased at the course which their rulers had pursued, and murmured against them because they had made the league which they did with such a deceitful people. They seem to have been eager to attack the cities of the Gibeonites; probably intent upon getting the spoils which the conquest would afford, and maintaining that as the engagement not to molest them was obtained by fraud, it was not binding. But the rulers would not consent to this. They considered themselves, and, indeed, all the people, under a most solemn obligation to spare the Gibeonites, an obligation which must on no account be violated. "We have sworn unto them," said they, "by the Lord God of Israel: now therefore we may not touch them. This we will do to them; we will even let them live, lest wrath be upon us, because of the oath which we sware unto them. Let them live; but let them be hewers of wood, and drawers of water, unto all the congregation"—that is, be employed in the most menial offices in the service of the sanctuary, for the benefit of the whole body of the Israelites, and in the place of those who would, otherwise, have been obliged to perform them.
Some of the principal men among the Gibeonites being, then, summoned to appear before Joshua, he thus addressed them: "Wherefore have ye beguiled us, saying, we are very far from you; when ye dwell among us 1 Now therefore ye are cursed"—you and your posterity must suffer this severe penalty for your conduct— "there shall none of yon be freed from being bondmen, and hewers of wood and drawers of water for the house of my God."
The reply of the Gibeonites was humble and submissive. "Because it was certainly told thy servants, how that the Lord thy God commanded his servant Moses to give you all the land, and to destroy all the inhabitants of the land from before you, therefore we were sore afraid of our lives because of you, and have done this thing. And now, behold, we are in thy hand: as it seemeth good and right unto thee to do unto us, do."
Joshua would not suffer them to be molested in their lives or their property. He subjected them, however, to the bondage which he had threatened, not permitting them to retain the possession of their cities, three of which afterwards fell to the lot of Benjamin, and one to that of Judah. It does not appear that he received any reproof from God, for thus sparing the Gibeonites, or for making the covenant with them. Adoni-zedek was, at that time, king of Jerusalem, situated a few miles south of the region where this transaction took place. He had heard of the fate of Jericho and of Ai, and how the inhabitants of Gibeon had made peace with Joshua, and put themselves under his protection. These events, and especially the latter, filled him and his people with great consternation. They would, now, not only be exposed to the attacks of the new invaders who had come to take possession of Canaan, but to those, also, of their neighbors the Gibeonites, whose city was one of the most powerful in the land. They regarded the inhabitants of this city as traitors, in having formed a league with the common enemy, and resolved to take vengeance upon them. For this purpose, Adoni-zedek despatched messengers to four of the neighboring monarchs, Hoham king of Hebron, Piram king of Jarmuth, Japhia king of Lachish, and Debir king of Eglon, to see if they would unite with him in the destruction of Gibeon; "for," said he, "it hath made peace with Joshua and with the children of Israel."
The proposal was accepted. Before long, the armies of these five nations assembled in one body, and marshalled under their respective leaders, were on their way to Gibeon. There they soon arrived, and encamped before the city, intending a speedy assault.
The suddenness of this movement, and the powerful army of the besiegers, caused great alarm among the Gibeonites. They had not expected such an attack, and felt wholly unable to meet it. In their extremity, they despatched messengers to Joshua, who was then in the camp at Gilgal, beseeching him to come with his forces to their aid. "Slack not thy hand from thy servants," was their earnest expostulation;—" come up to us quickly, and save us and help us: for all the kings of the *Amorites that dwell in the mountains" (the mountainous region south-west of Jerusalem) "are 'gathered together against us."
Joshua was ready to render to his new allies the succor which they needed. It had not, indeed, been stipulated in the engagement formed between them and the Israelites, that the latter
* The term '* Amorites" was applied to all these tribes, because they were probably the most powerful among them. It is often used as equivalent to " Canaanites," designating the inhabitants of Canaan generally.
should be bound to come to their relief in such an emergency. But that was the spirit of the engagement, and not to be departed from. The enemy to contend with was a powerful one; but, relying on the divine arm, the Israelites had nothing to fear while in the discharge of their duty. Jehovah himself had already said to Joshua, "Fear them not: for I have delivered them into thy hand; there shall not a man of them stand before thee."
Taking with him, therefore, a large body of the bravest soldiers, "the mighty men of valor," the commander of the Israelites proceeded, with all possible despatch, to the relief of Gibeon. The march was a forced one, and continued during the whole of the night.
At length the enemy was in sight. Surprised and confounded by this sudden approach of Joshua and his army, they began to flee in great consternation. The Israelites, pursuing them, "slew them with a great slaughter at Gibeon, and chased them along the way that goeth up to Beth-horon," (twelve or fifteen miles north-west of Jerusalem,) "and smote them to Azekah, and unto Makkedah," (places west and south-west from the city at about similar distances.)
During the pursuit, the vengeance of the Almighty was displayed in one of its most awful forms against the Canaanites. He caused a tremendous hail-storm to pour down its fury upon them; and the falling stones were of such an enormous size, crushing to death those upon whom they fell, that more were destroyed in this manner than by the sword of the Israelites.
How terrible is Jehovah when he comes out in anger against those who offend him! And his indignation is as just as it is terrible. It was so in the case of the idolatrous and sinful Canaanites. It will be so in the final punishment of the wicked—" when the Lord Jesus shall be revealed from heaven with his mighty angels, in flaming fire, taking vengeance on them that know not God, and that obey not the Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ: who shall be punished with everlasting destruction from the presence of the Lord, and from the glory of his power."
Reader, how wilt thou meet this coming in judgment of the Lord Jesus Christ 1
CHAPTER XI.
The sun and moon stand still at the command of Joshua, at Gibeon. Further destruction of the Canaanites, and of the five kings. Other victories of the Israelites.
Our history now brings us to the recital of one of the most stupendous miracles which this wotld has ever witnessed. Various expositions have been attempted, to explain away the literal account of it given in the Sacred Scriptures, lest this should involve such a sudden stopping of the whole course of nature in the movements of our planetary system, as to throw it into utter and irremediable confusion.
These attempts are among the saddest exhibitions of human weakness, and of the want of faith in God; as if the infinite power which is essential to the performance of a miracle, could not with equal success be employed to cause that miracle to harmonize with all the other operations of the Almighty hand. Bearing this in mind, we proceed with the narrative.
The day was probably drawing near its close,
when the Israelites were still engaged in the pur
-, suit and slaughter of their enemies. As the night should come on, Joshua feared that vast numbers of them might make their escape in the obscurity in which all would be enveloped. For the moon, though just risen, would not for some time, if at all, furnish light enough to enable him and his army to prevent this. He was moved, undoubtedly, in these circumstances, by a divine impulse, to exercise a faith in God, and, under his direction, to utter a command the result of which would prolong the continuance of daylight, and secure the complete overthrow of the Canaanites.
"He said, in the sight of Israel, Sun, stand thou still upon Gibeon, and thou Moon, in the valley of Ajalon. And the sun stood still, and the moon stayed, until the people had avenged themselves upon their enemies. The sun stood still in the midst of heaven, and hasted not to go down about a whole day. And there was no day like that before it or after it, that the Lord hearkened unto the voice of a man: for the Lord fought for Israel."
It may be inquired, why it was necessary to arrest the moon in its course, when the sun would afford sufficient light for the continued pursuit of the Canaanites. The reply is an obvious one. Such an event was necessary to preserve the harmony of the miraculous scene. The further motion of the moon would ill accord with the standing still of the sun. Its rising yet higher would indicate, and falsely, too, the approach of night; while the stopping of this luminary in its progress up the eastern sky, in connection with that of the sun in its descent below the horizon in the west, would add to the fearful strangeness of the prodigy. It would serve to increase the overwhelming amazement of the Canaanites, and to disarm them of all power of resisting their pursuers, whose God was giving such tokens of his might, and of the aid which he could furnish, in this miraculous way, to Joshua and his army. The moon still shed its faint beams upon the vale of Ajalon; while the sun cast eastward its strong and slanting light over Gibeon and the surrounding region, and, in this way, obeyed the mandate of Joshua, to stand still upon that city; thus enabling the Israelites to continue the pursuit of their enemies, and complete the work of destruction.
The five confederate kings, however, contrived to make their escape. They fled towards Makkedah, and hid themselves in a cave near that city. Joshua, being informed of the place of their concealment, went there with his army, and commanded some of the men to roll a number of huge stones against the entrance, so as to prevent their escape. As an additional security, he stationed a party of soldiers to watch it, and then directed a detachment to pursue after the rear-guard of the enemy, and not to suffer them to enter into their fortified cities, lest they might rally with renewed strength, and not be so easily overcome.
His orders were immediately obeyed. The remaining Canaanites were overtaken and slain, with the exception of a few who succeeded, after all, in reaching the cities, and obtaining there a temporary protection.
This being done, the detachment sent on the excursion returned to Joshua, who, with the main body of the army, was encamped at Makkedah. None were missing. All came back unhurt; and on their way, as they marched victorious near the towns and villages of the Canaanites, not one dared to move his tongue against them, in reproach or insult, so terrified were the inhabitants at what had happened.
The fate of the king of Jerusalem and his four associates, was now near at hand. Their punishment was a severe one; inflicted not with the malicious spirit of revenge, but in accordance with the injunctions of Jehovah, who, while making the Israelites the executioners of his justice, did but treat these wicked men as they deserved.
At the command of Joshua, the mouth of the cave was opened, and the ,five monarchs were brought forth. They stood in silence before him, and in the presence of the army, to await their doom. He called for the distinguished officers who had led the Israelites to the scene of their late triumph, and directed them to come near, and put their feet upon the necks of the kings, who bowed prostrate on the earth for this purpose. It was done, not in the way of taunt or insult, but as a symbolical transaction, with which the Eastern customs abound, to show, in a visible and striking manner, the complete victory which the Israelites had obtained, and the future, entire conquest, which they would achieve over all who should oppose them.
While this was taking place, Joshua thus addressed the officers: "Fear not, nor be dismayed, be strong and of good courage; for thus shall the Lord do to all your enemies against whom ye fight."
After this, at the command of Joshua, the five kings were slain, and hung on as many trees, where their dead bodies remained till the close of the day. They were then taken down and cast into the cave where they had been hid; against the mouth of which great stones were piled up, as a memorial of what had taken place.
The destruction of these kings and of their armies was immediately followed by still further victories on the part of the Israelites. Makkedah was taken; and its king and all the inhabitants of the city were put to death. Such, too, was the fate of Libnah, a city in the neighborhood, and of Lachish, the late residence of one of the five kings who were executed. Horam, king of Gezer, who had come up to the assistance of Lachish, was also destroyed with all his people. Then followed, in quick succession, the taking of Eglon, of Hebron, and of Debir, and the utter extermination of those who dwelt in these cities. "So Joshua," we are told, " smote all the country of the hills, and of the south, and of the vale, and of the springs, and all their kings: he left none remaining, but utterly destroyed all that breathed, as the Lord God of Israel had commanded. And Joshua smote them from Kadesh-barnea even unto Gaza, and all the country of Goshen, even unto Gibeon. And all these kings and their land did Joshua take at one time; because the Lord God of Israel fought for Israel."
In obedience to the commands of God, confiding in his promises, and relying on his aid, did Joshua accomplish these things. Without the interposition of Omnipotence, such rapid and astonishing victories would never have been achieved. "The Lord God of Israel fought for Israel;" and, therefore, they triumphed over their enemies.
My young friend, you have now formidable and numerous enemies to contend with—your own sinful thoughts, desires, and purposes, the seductions of a world lying in wickedness, and the wiles of the adversary of souls. Your eternal safety depends on their utter extermination from your breast; on your complete triumph over them. How will you cope with them, with any hope of success 1 You have but one hope of success. It is the strength of Jesus. Take hold of his almighty arm. Go to him, heart-broken for sin, and feeling your own weakness. Implore his aid. Rely on it; and you shall surely be victorious.
CHAPTER XII.
The Israelites return to Gilgal. A northern confederacy against them. They are again victorious, and their wars for the present cease.
After subduing, as we have seen, the southern parts of Canaan, Joshua and his army returned to the encampment at Gilgal. The news which they brought of their victories, must have been received with great joy by their countrymen. It showed, that the way was fast opening for their entire possession of the promised inheritance. It taught them the faithfulness of God in the fulfillment of his promises, and how sure they would be of his protection, if they were obedient to his commands. And it was well adapted, also, to form within them an abhorrence of those sins, especially of the seducing one of idolatry, with its impure and abominable rites, which could thus call down upon the guilty inhabitants of Canaan the vengeance of the Almighty, in some of its most terrific manifestations.
But the struggle was not yet over. Other battles must be fought, and still further conquests secured, before the Israelites could settle down in peace, as masters of the whole land. They had just discomfited a southern confederacy, and now a still more powerful one, at the north, was to be encountered.
There were several kings in that part of the country, who, hearing of the victories of Joshua and his army, were alarmed for the security of their own dominions, and began to inquire what must be done for their mutual protection. Jabin, king of Hazor, a strongly fortified city, near the waters of Merom, was the principal one among them, and who first moved in the enterprise. His residence was the capital of northern Canaan; and the kings who joined the confederacy, if not tributary, seem to have acknowledged him, in a certain sense, as their head.
Jabin sent them word, to bring into the field all the forces they could collect, that they might unite with his in the common defence against the invaders of their country. His summons was soon obeyed. The respective armies with their kings and other officers, assembled near the waters of Merom, or the lake Samechonitis, and there encamped. It was a vast array, "even as the sand that is upon the sea-shore in multitude." The greater part were on foot, but very many came, also, with horses and chariots—a mode of fighting that was adopted by those nations—the chariots being furnished with iron scythes, which were fitted to their poles, and to the naves of the wheels, so as to make dreadful havoc when driven among the ranks of the infantry.
The king of Madon was there ;—the kings of Shimron, and of Achshaph, (places in the north of Canaan ;) the kings of the mountainous regions of Anti-Libanus; of the plains south of Cinneroth, (an ancient city, supposed to have stood on the site of the more modern Tiberias;) of the valley; and of the borders of Dor, on the coast of the Mediterranean, near mount Carmel.
These monarchs, with their hosts equipped for battle, and proud of their united strength, waited only for an opportunity to engage with the Israelites. It was soon afforded them.
Joshua had received divine direction with regard to the course which he should pursue, and the pledge, also, of a complete victory. "Be not afraid," said the Lord unto him, "because of them: for to-morrow about this time will I deliver them up all slain before Israel: thou shalt hough their horses,* and burn their chariots with fire."
* That is, cut the ham-strings, or sinews of their legs. This not only disables the animal at the time, so that he cannot be used, or annoy those on foot by running among the ranks even if his rider is slain, but frequently results in his bleeding to death. The Israelites seem to have been directed to do this, that they might not trust in chariots, and in horses, but feel their dependence on God; while, by giving them—who fought on foot—the victory over enomies so well equipped for battle, he would more strikingly manifest the interposition of his power in their behalf, and lead them to give him all the glory of their success. Besides, it would be an unwise policy for the Israelites to retain the horses as the spoils of their vanquished enemies. Oxen and asses would much better serve the purposes of agriculture, in the rough and hilly country they were to cultivate. They were to be an agricultural, and not a travelling and commercial people, but to be separated from the world as a peculiar, religious community. The travelling to be performed in their own country, could best be done on foot, or on asses. Should they take the horses alive, in their wars with the Canaanites, they would be rather an
The Israelites were immediately on their march to the waters of Mcrom. They arrived there unexpectedly to the Canaanites, and falling upon them, threw them into such confusion that they fled before their pursuers in great consternation. A part took the direction of Zidon, on the coast of the Mediterranean Sea; to which place, and to Misrephoth-maim in its vicinity, the Israelites following hard upon them, cut off with great slaughter all who fell into their hands, very few escaping. A similar doom was the lot of the other portion who fled eastward to the valley of Mizpeh, or of Lebanon, at the foot of Mount Hermon; while, in the general destruction which took place, the divine command was not forgotten with regard to the horses and the chariots.
In the meanwhile, Jabin had contrived to make his escape, and had fled for security back again to his own capital, Hazor. There Joshua pursued him with a detachment of the army, and taking the place, put Jabin and all the inhabitants to death, and then destroyed the city with fire. The same fate befell the other kings of the confederacy, those who dwelt in their cities, and most of the cities themselves. A few were left standing in the strength of their fortifications, and
incumbrance than a benefit, so they were commanded to destroy them, and this in the most expeditious manner which could be effected in the heat of battle.
retained for the use of the Israelites. But the spoils of these cities were taken, and the cattle, with the exception of those things which had been employed in idolatrous worship, and were carried off by the victors.
In all this fearful work of extermination, in order that we may understand exactly the object which it was intended to accomplish—the just punishment of the Canaanites, and the exhibition of it to the people of God, to deter them from idolatry and the other sins of these nations —and that we may be careful not to attribute it to the spirit of war and of conquest, or to the indulgence of a malicious vengeance, on the part of the Israelites, we are told, "As the Lord commanded Moses his servant, so did Moses command Joshua, and so did Joshua: he left nothing undone of all that the Lord commanded Moses."
These wicked Canaanites had long resisted the dictates of their own consciences, and that degree of knowledge concerning the will of God, and their duty which they had enjoyed from tradition and the light of nature. They had obstinately continued in sin, and God, at length, gave them over to the influence of their corrupt hearts, and the just consequences of their guilt. In this way, "it was of the Lord to harden their hearts, that they should come against Israel in battle, that he might destroy them utterly, and that they might have no favor, but that he might destroy them, as the Lord commanded Moses."
At the time of making the conquests which have just been described, Joshua, also, cut off the Anakims, or race of giants, from all the mountainous regions, destroying utterly all such as he met with, and their cities. Some of them, however, escaped into the country of the Philistines, and continued there; of whom Goliath was one of the descendants.
These conquests were continued for the space of six or seven years, until the Israelites had become masters of the greatest and best part of Canaan; when "the land rested from war," and Joshua, as we shall see, proceeded to the distribution of it among the various tribes.
What wonderful fulfillments of the promises of God to his chosen people! How numerous and powerful were the enemies with whom they had to contend, and the principal part of whom must be destroyed, before they could take undisturbed possession of the promised inheritance! Human skill and strength could never accomplish this. God interposed his aid, and the result was made certain.
The christian has a far richer inheritance to secure, and is, if possible, still more dependent on the power of divine grace for its attainment. Without this grace the conflict which he has to
carry on with his spiritual enemies would be hopeless. Let him always feel this. Distrusting his own strength, let him look to God for aid in every emergency, with a childlike confidence, through the Saviour of sinners, and it shall be afforded him. The success of Joshua, though in a different kind of warfare, shall be his. He shall pass from victory to victory, till his triumph is complete, and he enters upon the possession of the heavenly Canaan.
My young friend, is the God of Joshua your God? Is it in his strength, and relying on his promises, that you are waging a war with your sins, never to be ended till they cease to exist 1 You or they must finally have an entire victory.
CHAPTER XIII.
Joshua is directed to proceed to the division of Canaan among the tribes. It is in part effected. Caleb's portion. The Israelites remove to Shiloh. A survey of the land made, and the division completed.
Joshua was now far advanced in life. He had probably attained the age of one hundred; having spent several years in the conquest of a considerable part of Canaan, though there remained "yet very much land to be possessed." Time would be necessary for the complete subjugation of the country. New wars must be carried on; the conducting of which was becoming too heavy a task for one of his years, and he was called, therefore, to the discharge of other and equally important duties.
After describing the land that was yet to be taken possession of, God directed Joshua to proceed to the division by lot of their inheritance, among the nine tribes, and the half tribe of Manasseh. The tribes of Reuben and of Gad, with the other half tribe of Manasseh, it will be recollected, had already received their portion on the other side of the Jordan.
This division, conducted under the direction of Eleazar the high priest, of Joshua, and of the heads, or princes of the various tribes, was begun at Gilgal, where the Israelites were still encamped, and was there completed with regard to the tribes of Judah, Ephraim, and the half tribe of Manasseh. The Levites had no part assigned them, except the cities and suburbs, which were appropriated for their peculiar residence.
While the preparations were making for this great work, Caleb, the son of Jephunneh, and the chief men of the tribe of Judah, to which he belonged, that they might sustain him in the request, came to Joshua with a special application in his behalf. It was to claim as his own individual portion Kirjath-arba, or Hebron, which God had promised him by Moses, for an inheritance, forty-five years before. At that time, when the spies, of whom he was one, were sent from Kadesh-barnea to spy out the promised land, he remained faithful to the trust reposed in him, while all his associates, except Joshua, gave a false and discouraging account of their expedition.
"Behold," said he, "the Lord hath kept me alive, as he said, these forty-and-five years, ever since the Lord spake this word unto Moses, while the children of Israel wandered in the wilderness: and now, lo, I am this day fourscore and five years old. As yet I am as strong this day, as I was in the day that Moses sent me: as my strength was then, even so is my strength now, for war, both to go out, and to come in. Now therefore give me this mountain," (or mountainous region,) "whereof the Lord spake in that day; for thou heardest in that day how the Anakims were there, and that the cities were great and fenced: if so be the Lord will be with me, then I shall be able to drive them out, as the Lord said."
His request was granted, with the blessing of Joshua upon him; because, as we are told, "he wholly followed the Lord God of Israel." A signal illustration this of the vigor both of body and of character attending a long course of obedience to the will of God, and of the faithfulness with which the divine promises to one who pursues such a course are fulfilled.
Caleb, soon afterwards, took the place assigned him, driving thence the giants, the sons of Anak, and thus showing what faith in the Almighty, and a reliance on his arm, can accomplish.
He thence went up to Kirjath-sepher, intending to take it also, and declaring that whosoever would carry his design into effect should have his daughter in marriage. Othniel, one of his nephews, achieved the enterprise—the same who, afterwards, became a deliverer of his countrymen, and a judge among them.
In the division which was made at Gilgal, it seems that the tribes of Ephraim and Manasseh complained to Joshua, that their portion was too inconsiderable for a people as numerous as they were. He told them in reply, to go up to the mountainous and woody parts, possessed by the Perizzites and giants, and there enlarge their possessions, by making themselves masters of the country. When they expressed a dread of encountering so formidable an enemy, he reproved them for their fears, assuring them that they would be fully equal to the enterprise.
Before the remaining tribes had their portions assigned them, the Israelites, under the divine direction, removed to Shiloh, and there set up the tabernacle of the Lord. This place being within the borders of the tribe of Ephraim, about twenty miles north of Jerusalem, and in the very centre of Canaan, was a convenient position for Joshua to occupy in the further arrangements that were necessary to be made. Here the ark remained for more than three hundred and fifty years, till it was taken by the Philistines in the time of the high priest Eli. At Shiloh Samuel began to prophesy; and it was the residence of the prophet Ahijah in the reign of Jeroboam.
Seven tribes had not yet received their inheritance. There is reason to believe that the spirit of prompt obedience to the command of God, in taking entire possession of the promised land, was declining very fast among the Israelites. Enriched with the spoils of their enemies, and living at their ease in the midst of an abundance of provisions, the fruits of their late victories, they were but little disposed to enter upon new wars, and encounter still greater hardships and dangers.
Joshua had to rouse them from their apathy. "How long," said he, " are ye slack to go to possess the land which the Lord God of your fathers hath given you 1 Give out from among you three men for each tribe ;" (twenty-one in all;) "and I will send them, and they shall rise, and go through the land, and describe it according to the inheritance of them, and they shall come again to me. And they shall divide it into seven parts: Judah shall abide in their coast on the south, and the house of Joseph shall abide in their coast on the north. Ye shall therefore describe the land into seven parts, and bring the description hither to me, that I may cast lots for you here before the Lord our God."
The survey was made and brought to Joshua, who immediately divided the land by lot among the seven remaining tribes. In making this divisio.n it was found that the tribe of Judah, already provided for, had a disproportionate share of territory, and that to adjust the distribution fairly, it would be necessary for one of the other tribes to be located within its borders. The casting of the lot decided that Simeon was to be this tribe, and thus, by the providence of God, a remarkable prophecy was fulfilled.
The patriarch Jacob had predicted on his dying bed, that Simeon and Levi, on account of their iniquitous conduct, in the massacre of the Shechemites, should be divided in Jacob, and scattered in Israel. And so it proved to be the case, more than two hundred years afterwards. Levi was "scattered" throughout all the land, being- without any inheritance, and having only certain " cities to dwell in;" while the Simeonites were "divided" by receiving no distinct portion, but only a district dismembered from the tribe of Judah, with some other lands which they overrun in the mountains of Seir, and in the desert of Gedor.
The final accomplishment of this distribution of their inheritance among the Israelites, according to their respective tribes, was owing to the fidelity and inflexible perseverance of Joshua. While they shrunk back, in a timid and unbelieving, a slothful and procrastinating manner, from the achievement of the enterprise, which God had commanded them to prosecute, and in doing which he had promised them his almighty aid, his servant Joshua was true to his trust, and by his zealous obedience, saved his countrymen from the loss to which their own folly and guilt exposed them.
Jesus saves his people from the loss of a far richer inheritance. The heavenly Canaan must be won by great self-denial and severe conflicts with hosts of spiritual enemies. The christian, too, often shrinks from this contest, and gives himself up to the ease and self-indulgence to which the world invites him. He is in danger of
being satisfied with his past attainments, and is in still greater danger of forgetting that heaven is his home, and of taking up with the portion that this life alone affords him.
Jesus must come to his rescue, and rouse him from his stupidity. He speaks to him by his providence, by his Word, and by his Spirit. He admonishes, he reproves, he chastens him. He delivers him from the force of temptation and the wiles of the adversary, and brings him once more to endure hardness in that warfare by which heaven is to be obtained. My young friend, ttrithout Christ thou canst do nothing.
CHAPTER XIV.
Joshua has a portion. Cities of refuge, and those of the Levites. The two and a half tribes return, and build an altar on the other side of the Jordan. An embassy is sent to inquire why this is done.
After the division of the land among the various tribes was completed, Joshua had a particular inheritance assigned him, in accordance with the divine direction. This was undoubtedly done in fulfillment of a promise made at the same time with that which Caleb received, and to testify, as in his case, the approbation of Jehovah for the fidelity of Joshua when acting as a spy to search out the promised land, and make report concerning it. This appears from what Caleb said to Joshua, in preferring his claim for Kirjath-arba. "Thou knowest," said he, "the things that the Lord said unto Moses, the man of God, concerning me and thee in Kadeshbarnea."
The place assigned to Joshua was Timnathserah, a city in mount Ephraim, which became the place of his residence, and where he was afterwards buried.
His next step was to appoint the cities of refuge; whither the manslayer who killed any one unawares might flee, and be secure against the avenger of blood. He was to stand at the entering of the gate of the city, and make known the circumstances of the case to the proper officers. They would afford him, after suitable examination, the necessary protection, if he was entitled to it, by admitting him to dwell there in safety, until the death of the high priest. Then he was to undergo another trial before a higher tribunal, and if found innocent, be permitted to return, and live unmolested, in his own city and home.
There were six such cities of refuge; three on each side of the river Jordan, and so located as to be at convenient distances for the benefit of the several tribes.
At the same time, also, forty-eight cities, with suitable suburbs, were appointed for the residence of the Levites, and distributed among them by lot. They were, in this way, stationed among the different tribes in all parts of Canaan, to be the instructers of the people in the institutions and ordinances of religion; and by their example and influence to preserve the Israelites against idolatry, and keep alive among them the spirit of obedience to the only true God.
Thus the various divisions of the country were completed, and the divine promises most faithfully fulfilled. "The Lord gave unto Israel all the land which he sAvare to give unto their fathers; and they possessed it, and dwelt therein. And the Lord gave them rest round about, according to all that he sware unto their fathers: and there stood not a man of all their enemies before them: the Lord delivered all their enemies into their hand. There failed not aught of any good thing which the Lord had spoken unto the house of Israel; all came to pass."
Man often violates his engagements, or may not have the means of carrying them into effect. But what God promises he will never fail to perform. His truth and omnipotence are both pledged to do it. "Whoso putteth his trust in the Lord shall be safe."
The services of the Reubenites, the Gadites, and the half tribe of Manasseh, being now no longer necessary, Joshua called them together, in order to grant them permission to return to their families and possessions on the east side of the Jordan. There were forty thousand of them; and they had continued to be faithful and efficient soldiers, during the late wars which the Israelites had carried on in completing the conquest of Canaan. They were doubtless anxious to see once more their wives and children, their relatives and friends, and to settle down in their own territory, and cultivate the arts of peace.
After commending their fidelity and obedience, and telling them that the Lord, according to his promise, had given rest unto their brethren, Joshua directed them to return to the land of their possession which Moses had assigned them. "Take diligent heed," said he, "to do the commandment and the law, which Moses the servant of the Lord charged you, to love the Lord your God, and to walk in all his ways, and to keep his commandments, and to cleave unto him, and to serve him with all your heart, and with all your soul." He then gave them his blessing, reminding them at the same time, of the vast amount of spoils which they would carry with them—the cattle, silver, gold, brass, iron, and raiment—and enjoining them to give a suitable portion of these spoils to their brethren who had remained at home to protect their families, and conduct the management of their affairs.
Under these favorable auspices, they took their departure from Shiloh, and soon after crossing the Jordan, erected a great altar, of such height and extent that it was visible at a very considerable distance.
It was not long before the other tribes on the west side of the river heard of what was done; and their fears were awakened lest the transaction was an act of direct disobedience to the divine commands, and perhaps of open idolatry. For God had given an express injunction to the whole nation to offer up their sacrifices on but one altar, and only at the place which he should appoint for its erection. The most exemplary punishment, too, was required to be inflicted by the Israelites upon the individuals or the cities who should establish any idolatrous rites or worship.
Had their brethren done this 1 It might prove to be the case. Their jealousy for the divine honor was aroused. The people were assembled, and after deliberation on the subject, it was concluded, before setting out with an army to inflict the merited chastisement upon the offenders, to send an embassy, to inquire more particularly into the matter. Phinehas, the son of Eleazar the high priest, and ten princes of as many of the tribes of Israel, were deputed on this important errand. They were, undoubtedly, men of distinction, cool judgment, and weight of character, fitted to the magnitude of the trust reposed in them, and who would act with prudence, and all necessary forbearance. It was a wise measure, as the result proved, and furnishes one, among many similar instances, how much it is the part of candor and forbearance towards others, to examine the motives and ends of their conduct, before hastily concluding from mere appearances or reports, that they are wrong. If a little more of this charity were exercised by men, in their intercourse with each other, it would save a great deal of secret heart-burning, and of open strife.
The deputation arrived in the land of Gilead, the residence of the Reubenites, the Gadites, and the half tribe of Manasseh. They immediately made known the object of their errand, and inquired why it was that their brethren had thus, as it would seem, been guilty of an open and flagrant act of disobedience to the Lord, in erecting a new altar for his worship. They reminded them of the awful displeasure of the Almighty, in consequence of some former transgressions of the Israelites, and of their rashness in again provoking his judgments, not only upon themselves but upon the whole nation. If they were dissatisfied with the allotment of their inheritance on the east side of the Jordan, thinking that of the other tribes, on the opposite side, a more favorable one, especially because the tabernacle of the Lord was there, they might pass over and have provision made for them among their brethren, who would cheerfully make any sacrifices for such a purpose. "But rebel not," said they, "against the Lord, nor rebel against us, in building you an altar besides the altar of the Lord our God. Did not Achan, the son of Zerah, commit a trespass in the accursed thing, and wrath fell on all the congregation of Israel 1 and that man perished not alone in his iniquity."
What a noble example of disinterestedness, and of pious regard for the honor of God, and the true welfare of their whole nation! When will individuals, and families, and civil communities imbibe such a spirit, and carry it out in the management of their various affairs. To seek first the kingdom of God, and his righteousness, and to be willing to make sacrifices and practise self-denial, that ourselves and others may be led to love and obey him, is both our highest duty and happiness. Would men universally do this, our
world would become like heaven. How much, my young friend, have you of this spirit 1 How much are you endeavoring to diffuse it all around youl
CHAPTER XV.
Reasons for building the altar. Joshua one hundred and ten years of age. He assembles the heads of the Israelites, to give them his counsels.
The two tribes and a half who had built the altar on the east side of Jordan, replied promptly and kindly to the inquiry of their brethren. They appealed to the great Searcher of hearts for the purity of their intentions in what they had done, and declared that they were ready to abide their doom, if their conduct had in it aught of disobedience to the divine commands. Let the Lord himself requite them, they said, if they had erected the altar, to turn away from following him, or that they might offer thereon burnt-offering, meat-offering, or peace-offerings.
Nay, it was for the very purpose of preserving
the love and service of God among their descendants, that they had done it. For, in after times, those on the west side of the Jordan might say to those on the east; "What have ye to do with the Lord God of Israel 1 For the Lord hath made Jordan a border between us and you, ye' children of Reuben and children of Gad; ye have no part in the Lord." Claiming thus their exclusive privilege to the protection and blessing of Jehovah, because they were on that side of the river where his altar stood, and the place of his worship was established, and denouncing those on the east of the Jordan, the latter might, at length, consider themselves as a repudiated race, degenerate into a forgetfulness of the true God, and adopt the practices of heathenism.
It was especially to guard against this great evil, that they had built the altar. Being made after the pattern of the one on the west side of Jordan, while the use of it for sacrifice was scrupulously to be avoided, it would stand an imperishable monument of their belonging to the true Israel; and their descendants could always appeal to it as proof of this, and thus meet with a triumphant reply any reproach that might be cast upon them in the way that has been mentioned. "God forbid," said they, "that we should rebel against the Lord, and turn this day from following the Lord, to build an altar for burnt-offerings, for meat-offerings, or for sacrifices, besides the altar of the Lord our God that is before his tabernacle."
Phinehas and his associates were perfectlysatisfied with the explanation, and rejoiced that there was nothing which had been done by their brethren in the affair, to draw down the divine displeasure upon them and the Whole nation. On the contrary, they indulged the cheering reflection, that the motives which had led to the erection of the altar, and the spirit which it manifested, was evidence of the continued presence' and favor of God with his people. "This day we perceive," said they, "that the Lord is among us, because ye have not committed this trespass against the Lord: now ye have delivered the' children of Israel out of the hand of the Lord."
The return of the deputation, with the report that they brought back, was matter of great joy to those who sent them. The Israelites blessed God for this removal of their fears, and, of course, entirely abandoned their design of going up in battle against their brethren, to destroy them.
Those who erected the altar gave it the name of Ed, (a Hebrew word signifying witness;) "for," said they, " it shall be a witnen between us, that the Lord is God."
After this event there are no others on record m the sacred Scriptures, till we come to those immediately connected with the death of Joshua. We have reason to conclude that none of any great importance occurred. Thirteen or fourteen years had elapsed since the conquest of Canaan, and seven since the division of the land among the respective tribes. The Israelites were in possession of their long-wished-for inheritance, and, under the administration of Joshua, were settling down in their various homes, giving order and regularity to their employments, and beginning to realize that the country was their own.
Joshua had now reached the advanced age of one hundred and ten years. He felt that his departure frqm the world could not be far distant, and before leaving it he wished to impress upon the minds of his countrymen his affectionate counsels. They needed such counsels, exposed as they would be to the temptations peculiar to their condition, and especially to the insidious influence of the remaining heathen around them. With a heart full of attachment to those who, with very few exceptions, were greatly his inferiors in age, and whom he might well regard as his children from the paternal care which he had exercised over them, Joshua made the necessary arrangements for carrying his purpose into effect.
He caused to be assembled together, probably at Shiloh, where the ark of the covenant was stationed, the princes of the various tribes, the chiefs of families, the judges, and the different public officers, civil and military. These having received his advice and injunctions, could afterwards readily communicate them to the great body of the people.
The assembly was large, and the occasion one of the most solemn and affecting kind. The venerable leader of their nation stood before them, to whose wisdom, energy, and valor, under God, they were indebted for the success of their late achievements, and for the peaceful distribution and occupancy of the country which they had conquered. He was one of the few who had come out of Egypt; and faithful to Jehovah, through the toils and the trials of the wilderness —the intimate friend, and at length official colleague of Moses—he had been signalized, from among the thousands of his countrymen, as the successor of that distinguished individual, and the chosen instrument of God to conduct his people into the promised land. What a host of tender associations, inspiring affectionate reverence to the man, and gratitude to the Almighty, must have pervaded the breasts of these assembled chiefs and officers of the Israelites, as they hung in breathless attention upon the lips of their beloved Joshua.
And what must have been his emotions as he gazed round upon those who were before him, the representatives of the nation for whom he had done so much, and suffered so much. He saw among them his long-tried friends and associates in danger; those on whose fidelity and skill, and bravery he had so often relied, without being disappointed, in overcoming the difficulties, great and appalling, which often opposed his career, and in consummating the arduous work that had been assigned him. He saw among them the distinguished and excellent men, on whom, under the direction and blessing of God, the nation must depend for its future welfare. Here were the talent, the worth, the energy, the influence of the best and the wisest of his countrymen, embodied in his presence. Portentous results abide his communications. The welfare of Israel is closely allied to them. How much he needs the divine assistance. That Joshua prayed for it, under a deep sense of his responsibility, we have every reason to believe.
His address, as recorded in the sacred Scriptures, is so touching in its commencement, and so eloquently simple and impressive to the close, that it deserves to be treasured in the memory, and cherished in the heart of all who love their country, and desire that it may prosper in every thing that is great and good. It shows what a statesman and warrior, like Joshua, regarded as constituting this prosperity—the love and obedience of God, and the securing of his guidance, protection, and blessing. Without these, national wealth, grandeur, power, glory—dazzling as they are to the worldly mind—will be but the fruits of the corrupt propensities of the human heart. They will both proceed from sin and nurture it in their turn. They will only draw down the judgments of Heaven, and give to a people a baseless and temporary elevation, that their downfall may be the more terrible. Righteousness exalteth a nation; but sin is a reproach to any people.
A nation is made up of individuals. National sins are committed by some, or all of the individuals who compose the nation. Reader, how many of your sins have gone to swell the amount of national guilt 1
CHAPTER XVI.
Joshua's counsels. He dismisses the assembly. He convenes the Israelites at Shechem, and gives them his last advice. The Israelites renew their covenant with the Lord. The death of Joshua.
In addressing those whom he had assembled for the purpose, the modesty of Joshua, and his unaffected humility, were very apparent. "I am old," said he, "and stricken in age; and ye have seen all that the Lord your God hath done unto all these nations because of you: for the Lord your God is he that hath fought for you."
What carefulness on the part of this great and venerated man, to give to God alone the glory of the late successes of the Israelites. He was but the instrument in the hand of the Almighty in what had been done, and he would have his countrymen feel this truth as deeply as he himself did.
After reminding those before him of the allotments of territory which had been made to the respective tribes, and declaring that the Lord would expel the remaining inhabitants who were still to be found in some parts of the country, Joshua called upon the Israelites to be firm in their obedience to Jehovah; to do all that was written in the book of the law of Moses, and not to turn aside therefrom to the right hand or to the left. He warned them, especially, against having intercourse with the heathen that might remain around them, lest they should fall into their idolatrous practices. He urged them to cleave unto the Lord their God, who had driven out great and strong nations from before them. He assured them, that if they failed to do this, God would certainly forsake them. They would no longer be successful in expelling the Canaanites; but the latter would be sources of grievous temptation and trouble to them; "scourges in their sides, and thorns in their eyes," until they should actually perish from the land.
"And behold," said Joshua, "this day I am going the way of all the earth; and ye know in all your hearts and in all your souls, that not one thing hath failed of all the good things which the Lord your God spake concerning you; all are come to pass unto you, and not one thing hath failed thereof. Therefore it shall come to pass, that as all good things are come upon you, which the Lord your God promised concerning you; so shall the Lord bring upon you all evil things, until he have destroyed you from off* this good land which the Lord your God hath given you. When ye have transgressed the covenant of the Lord your God, which he commanded you, and have gone and served other gods, and bowed yourselves to them; then shall the anger of the Lord be kindled against you, and ye shall perish quickly from off the good land which he hath given unto you."
Having concluded his exhortations, Joshua dismissed the assembly. Those who composed it returned to their respective stations among the people, to communicate to them the counsels of their leader, and to set before them the powerful motives which he had suggested, to lead them to be faithful in their obedience to the divine commands.
It was not long before Joshua, in view of his departure, which seemed to him very near at hand, convened the tribes of Israel, and again called the elders and other principal officers more immediately around him, that he might impart to them and to the nation, as it were, his dying counsels. They met at Shechem; and it would seem that the ark of the covenant was conveyed thither from Shiloh, to give the greater solemnity to the occasion. For we are told that "they presented themselves before God "—that is, before the ark and the tabernacle, the visible residence of the Lord among his people.
After referring to what God had done for their great ancestor Abraham, and his family; and for his descendants, in bringing them out of Egypt and giving them the possession of the promised land; Joshua called upon the Israelites, to fear the Lord and serve him, and to abstain most scrupulously from every species of idolatry. "And if it seem evil unto you," said he, "to serve the Lord, choose you this day whom you will serve, whether the gods which your fathers served that were on the other side of the flood," (the river Euphrates,) "or the gods of the Amorites in whose land ye dwell; but as for me and my house we will serve the Lord."
To this solemn appeal the people replied with great earnestness, "God forbid that we should forsake the Lord, to serve other gods. For the Lord our God, he it is that brought us up, and our fathers, out of the land of Egypt, from the house of bondage, and which did those great signs in our sight, and preserved us in all the way wherein we went, and among all the people through whom we passed. And the Lord drave out from before us all the people, even the Amorites which dwelt in the land: therefore will we also serve the Lord; for he is our God."
To the fears which Joshua expressed in reply to these declarations, that the people were relying too much on the strength of their own good resolutions, especially when the character of God and the holiness of his: requisitions were considered, and to his denunciations of the divine vengeance, should they prove disobedient, they answered, if possible with a still stronger assurance, "Nay; but we will serve the Lord."
"Ye are witnesses," then said Joshua, " against yourselves, that ye have chosen you the Lord, to serve him."
On their replying, "We are witnesses," he continued, "Now therefore put away the strange gods which are among you, and incline your heart unto the Lord God of Israel." The people again answered; "The Lord our God will we serve, and his voice will we obey."
Joshua then caused the Israelites to renew their solemn covenant with the LoTd,- offering, probably, the customary sacrifice on the occasion, and writing the words of the covenant in the book of the law of God, as a record of its binding force. He then, as another striking memorial of the transaction, took a great stone, and set it up under an oak that was near the sanctuary of the Lord; not improbably causing some suitable inscription to be made upon it. "Behold," said he, addressing all the people, "this stone' shall be a witness unto us; for it hath heard all the words of the Lord which he spake unto us: it shall be therefore a witness unto you^ le'st ye deny your God." He then directed the people to return to their respective homes. They did so, with many lingering looks of affection towards their beloved leader, now beheld by them all in public for the last time, and probably with a great fear and reverence of God pervading most of their minds.
Very soon after this, as we find the account in the impressive language of Scripture, "Joshua the son of Nun, the servant of the Lord, died, being a hundred and ten years old."
What a simple epitaph; yet how sublime in its simplicity. What conciseness in the epithet of commendation, The servant of the Lord; yet how deep its import.
We read of no public mourning, or funeralrites, at the burial of this distinguished man. It may be, that his modesty led him to forbid these exhibitions of respect to his memory, and that, as during his life, so after his death, he would have nothing done to turn the attention of his countrymen from the glory due the Almighty, to one who had been the mere instrument in his hands of accomplishing his benevolent designs for the good of Israel.
His own personal inheritance in Timnath-serah, which was in mount Ephraim, on the north, side of the hill of Gaesh, furnished the place of his tomb. There his body reposed; while his spirit ascended to that God whom he had so
faithfully served during a long and laborious life, to enjoy in the bliss of his presence, the fulfillment of his exceeding great and precious promises.
CHAPTER XVII.
The character of Joshua, with reflections.
In bringing his work to a close, the author would invite the attention of the reader to some traits in the character of the great and good man whose history we have been reviewing.
Joshua was, in an eminent degree, like his illustrious predecessor, a man of faith. His whole life shows that he was under the continual influence of a strong confidence in God; in his character and government, his declarations, threatenings, and promises. Among other instances of this, the passage of the Jordan, the taking of Jericho, and the miracle at Gibeon are illustrious examples. How indispensable was this faith to inspire Joshua with the necessary courage and perseverance in attacking the hosts of Canaanites, trained, equipped, and marshalled as they were for war, with whom he and his countrymen had to contend, and who must be vanquished before they could obtain possession of the promised land. What irresolution and dismay would have quickly been spread among the Israelites, if their leader had shown the least symptoms of distrust and fear. Under God, the success of the whole enterprise seems to have hung upon the intrepidity of this one man. And his intrepidity depended on his faith. See thus the absolute need of this faith for the fulfillment of the very promises of God. No wonder that the Scriptures speak of it as a divine gift; no wonder that they attribute to it such an astonishing efficacy. It comes from God. It goes back to the throne of his grace, taking hold of his almighty arm, and accomplishing his own eternal purposes. What can it not aid us to endure! What can it not enable us to perform! He who has it shall go, like Joshua, from strength to strength, till he arrives to the stature of a perfect man in Christ Jesus, and is a triumphant conqueror over all his spiritual enemies. My young friend, hast ihou faith in God, in all that he tells thee; in all that he commands thee 1 Especially, dost thou believe, in thine heart, in Christ as thy only Saviour 1
The faith of Joshua unquestionably led him to be a man of prayer. The connection between the two is inseparable. Faith is the life of prayer. Prayer is the breath of faith. To ask of God what we need is as essential to true piety, as to believe that he is able and willing to supply our necessities. The very fact that the faith of Joshua accomplished such prodigies, proves that his also was the effectual, fervent prayer of the righteous man, which availeth much.
Joshua was a person of remarkable humility, and felt deeply his dependence on God. There was nothing like presumption or self-complacency in this truly modest man. He always points his countrymen to God as the only source of their confidence. He is careful that the Almighty shall have the glory of the great deeds which he was but the instrument of achieving. How profound his humiliation, when, after the discomfiture of the Israelites at Ai, he was sensible that his own sins, and those of the people under his charge, had drawn down the displeasure of Jehovah upon them. He felt, doubtless, throughout the whole of his extraordinary career, how entirely it was owing to divine grace that he was enabled to be what he was, and to do what he did. Happy humility! "He that humbleth himself shall be exalted;" and most truly was Joshua exalted in the worth of his personal character, in the favor and friendship of God, and in the unspeakable good which he was instrumental of conferring upon the whole nation of the Israelites and their descendants. "The Lord magnified Joshua in the sight of all Israel, and they feared him as they feared Moses, all the days of his life."
Reader, dost thou feel that thy wisdom is but folly, and thy strength weakness; and dost thou look to God continually to work in thee both to will and to do of his own good pleasure 1
The obedience of Joshua to the commands of God, was prompt and implicit. Difficulties and dangers did not dishearten him. He never made excuses for delay. He was no procrastinator in the discharge of duty. "Arise, go over this Jordan,"—was the direction of the Almighty j and his servant put it into immediate execution, though a whole nation was to make the passage, and a miracle was necessary to accomplish it. The captain of the Lord's host ordered Jericho to be compassed, and Joshua commanded the priests and the people to begin the march. Achan and his family were to be destroyed, and it was done. Strongly fortified cities were to be taken; mighty kings were to be subdued; large and powerful armies were to be vanquished— the word of the Lord came to that effect, and the leader of the Israelites put his armies in motion. He heard. He believed. He obeyed.
Joshua was decided in his piety. His love to God was a principle of loyalt}-, deep-rooted, abiding, incorruptible. To do the right—to do it always, to do it fearlessly-—was one of the most conspicuous traits of the character of this noble man. When he had ascertained the will of God, he had the rule, and he followed it. The ambition of conquest, the tempting spoils of the vanquished, the lure of popularity, turned him not aside from the path of rectitude. He sought no personal aggrandizement. He coveted no large possessions, and showed a singular disinterestedness in the moderate portion for which he asked, and which was assigned him. If necessary, he would stand alone in his fidelity. Even if the whole nation should go over to idolatry, his inflexible resolution was; as for me and my house, we will serve the Lord. Reader, is such the purpose of thy soul 1
This distinguished person was eminently trustworthy. There must have been that in his intercourse with his fellow-men which early won their confidence. He was known to be entitled to it. Hence he was chosen by Moses to lead the band that conquered at Rephidim, and to ascend Mount Sinai with him, his only companion when he went to its highest elevation to receive the tables of the law. Hence he was one selected for the important mission from Kadesh-barnea to spy out the promised land. And hence, (the highest honor that was conferred upon him, placing the seal of the divine approbation upon his fidelity,) he was chosen by God himself the colleague of Moses before his death; his successor after it as the leader of the Israelites; their conductor into Canaan; and the chief of the nation, until, under his guidance, they conquered the country and had it divided among them. What responsible trusts! What proofs of his moral greatness of soul, thus to have the confidence, entire and unchanging, of his God and of his fellow-men!
In the divine strength, my young friend, resolve to be, like Joshua, trust-worthy. Acquire the confidence of those with whom you are connected in the various relations and business of life, by showing that you deserve it. Adhere rigidly to the truth. Keep your word. Fulfill punctually and strictly your engagements. Perform your duties conscientiously. Be faithful to every trust reposed in you. Let integrity mark your whole character. Above all, be faithful to your God. Secure, as Joshua did, his gracious approbation, and you, too, shall be honored with the marks of his confidence, and enjoy the exalted privilege of being employed in his service. You shall be prepared, in whatever sphere of duty he may see fit to place you, to be happy in promoting his glory and the best good of your fellowmen here;' and in the future world to rise to higher privileges, and to happiness unutterable, in loving and serving him without imperfection, and without end.
We might speak, in the same way, of the courage of Joshua, both his moral courage, and his personal bravery; of his wisdom and prudence; of his wonderful talent to command; of his inflexible perseverance; of his patience and skill in managing such a people as the Israelites; of his patriotism; and especially of his active and affectionate benevolence, as shown, in so striking a manner, towards the close of his life, and in his parting counsels to his countrymen. We might expatiate on these and other estimable traits of his character. But time forbids. We have seen enough in this eminently great man, to lead us to adore the riches of that grace which fashioned him into such loveliness and excellence, and to pray that, through the same grace, we may be, as he was,—each one in his lot and station,—the servant of the Lord.
THE END.
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THE JUDGES.
CHAPTER I.
The Judges In Israel. Nature of their office. Adoni-Befcek. Message of the Angel at Bochim.
After the death of Joshua, and till Saul, their first king, began to reign over the Israelites, they were governed, for the most part, by a succession of individuals, called Judges. These rulers were raised up for trying emergencies, and especially to rescue the nation from the oppression of their enemies. Being chosen, in some instances, by the people, and in others appointed by God himself, and invested with rightful authority, they often continued to exercise it, in a greater or less degree, during the remainder of their lives.
Their office was not hereditary, nor did they designate their successors. Without the titles or the splendors of royalty, they wielded a power not inferior to that of the kings who came after them. They made war and peace. They administered justice with a decision from which there was no appeal. They saw that the laws were cavried into effect, though they had not the power of forming new ones, or of imposing taxes upon the people. They maintained the dignity of the civil and religious institutions of the nation; were the avengers of crime, especially of the sin of idolatry; and endeavored to establish their countrymen in the love and obedience of the Almighty.
Among other Scripture biographies, we must not overlook those of such distinguished persons. Their actions form an essential part of the divine record, and are full of instruction to the reflecting mind. We shall, indeed, find among them some deplorable instances of human frailty and sinfulness; but we shall also see much to admire in their characters, and in the wise providence of God, who so seasonably raised them up for the good of his people.
Their history will be the better understood if we consider a little the state of affairs among the Israelites before the first of these rulers began to exercise his authority, and attend also, as we go along in the narrative, to certain transactions with which they were more or less connected.
It was a part of the farewell counsels of Joshua to assure his countrymen, that if they obeyed the commands of Jehovah, and relied on his almighty arm, they should expel the remaining Canaanites from the land, and thus attain the complete dominion of their promised inheritance. Indeed, it was made their duty to do this, to the performance of which they were now strongly prompted by their increasing numbers, and the necessity of occupying still larger territories. i
Their first step was the right one. It showed that they felt their dependence on God, and their need of his guidance. They repaired to the divine oracle. Through the high-priest of the nation,—the appointed medium of communication with Jehovah,—they consulted the Urim and Thummim, to ascertain the divine will. Their inquiry was, " Who shall go up for us against the Canaanites first to fight against them V
The Lord answered, " Judah shall go up: behold, I have delivered the land into his hand."
This tribe was designated, because it was the most powerful of all, and destined to hold the highest rank, especially as being the one from which the Messiah would arise to redeem his people. With its hosts of valiant men to take the lead in this new expedition against the common enemy, the success attending the enterprise would afford an encouraging example to the other tribes in the efforts which they also would soon have to make for the entire possession of the portions of territory which had been respectively assigned them. And this consideration was one of no small importance, in renewing the wars which the Israelites must wage against the formidable nations around them, and from which they had now, for a long time, enjoyed a respite.
The lot of the tribe of Judah included that of Simeon within its limits. They were closely united by the bonds of consanguinity, being descended from the same father and mother, Jacob and Leah. It may have been the case, also, that the portions of these two tribes had not been cleared of the Canaanites, or that they were the parts which were now more immediately in danger. For some one or all of these reasons, the men of Judah invited those of Simeon to join them in the expedition, engaging that they also, in their turn, would assist the latter in any similar enterprise which they might be called upon to undertake.
The war was a successful one. "The Lord delivered the Canaanites and the Perizzites into their hand: and they slew of them in Bezek ten thousand men."
Adoni-Bezek, the king of this city, met with a singular and merited fate. While endeavoring to make his escape by flight, he was overtaken by the Israelites, who inflicted on him a very severe punishment. They cut off his thumbs and great toes,—a method in ancient times, of treating those who had been guilty of some great offence, and in the case of prisoners of war to prevent them from afterwards handling skilfully the bow and other weapons of attack, and from being as swift of foot as they once were. It is most probable that the infliction of this peculiar kind of punishment was in consequence of the divine direction, as a providential act of vengeance upon this wicked man. For, on suffering it, he confessed that he had treated seventy kings in the same cruel manner, obliging them, after being thus maimed, as an additional mark of degradation, to gather up, for their sustenance, the crumbs from under his table. "As I have done," said he, "so God hath requited me." He was carried captive to Jerusalem, where he afterwards died.
Other tribes were soon engaged in other conquests. Victory attended their arms, but they failed to prosecute these wars to the extent of the divine command. Through timidity at one time, and remissness at another, and it may be from a false lenity, they suffered portions of the heathen to remain within their borders, when they should have been entirely cut off. This latter course was the only safe one. It was prescribed by Jehovah himself, to secure his people against the idolatry and other enticing sins of the nations around them. They were not left without a solemn warning and reproof for their disobedience. 12*
An angel of the Lord came up from Gilgal to a place afterwards called Bochim, and which was not improbably Shiloh itself; as it seems that the Israelites were all assembled there, at the time, on some solemn religious festival. There are those who think, and not without reason from the manner of his speaking, that it was the angel of the covenant, the Son of God himself and the glorious manifestation of Jehovah,—the same "Captain of the Lord's host " who appeared to Joshua at Gilgal, and now again came to the Israelites to inquire why the commands which he had then given were not obeyed.
"I made you," exclaimed this heavenly messenger in the hearing of the people, " I made you to go up out of Egypt, and have brought you unto the land which I sware unto your fathers; and I said I will never break my covenant with you. And ye shall make no league with the inhabitants of this land; ye shall throw down their altars:—but ye have not obeyed my voice: why have ye done this 1 Wherefore I also said, I will not drive them out from before you; but they shall be as thorns in your sides, and their gods shall be a snare unto you." Fearful denunciation, and now to be carried into effect! How deplorable the condition of the disobedient Israelites, and also of all sinners when God thus withdraws his protection, and abandons them to the
power of the ensnaring temptations which surround them.
Tremble, my young friend, lest at any time you may thus be left to reap the fruits of your disobedience to the divine commands, and become the prey of the world, the flesh, and the adversary of your soul. Make no compromise with sin. Its entire extermination from your breast is your only safety. God will be satisfied with nothing less. Shrink not from the struggle. Do not give over the conflict till, through strength derived from the great Captain of your salvation, you shall have gained a comple victory.
CHAPTER II.
Micah and his images. His priest, the young Levite.
The message of the Angel filled the Israelites with the deepest grief. They seem to have felt their guilt and danger. Loud lamentations were heard on all sides. They humbled themselves before God,—many of them probably in the sincerity of their souls, and all of them in public acts of religious worship. Propitiatory sacrifices were offered up; and to perpetuate the memory of their sorrow, they called the place Bochim, a word denoting weepings, or lamentations.
For a season, the fear of incurring the chastisements of the Almighty appears to have restrained the Israelites from being led astray by the enticements of the heathen around them. During the lifetime of .the elders who survived Joshua, and who had witnessed " the great works of the Lord, that he did for Israel," the people continued constant in their obedience to the divine commands. But the succeeding generation were of a different character. They forgot the power and goodness of Jehovah, which had so often been displayed in behalf of their nation. "They forsook the Lord God of their fathers, which brought them out of the land of Egypt, and followed other gods, of the gods of the people that were round about them, and bowed themselves unto them, and provoked the Lord to anger." His anger, we are told, "was hot against them," and he suffered them and their possessions to fall a prey to their enemies, so that in whatever they undertook, " the hand of the Lord was against them for evil, as the Lord had said, and as the Lord had sworn unto them: and they were greatly distressed."
While thus suffering under the displeasure of the Almighty, their cries for deliverance met his ear, and his mercy was extended towards them. He raised up the judges for their rescue, men of valor and wisdom, under whose command they successfully resisted their oppressors, and were once more restored to prosperity. But their reformation was often of short continuance. They again fell into the most grievous sins, and were again oppressed by their enemies. These alternations of bondage and deliverance continued for a succession of years, till the time when the kings began to reign in Israel. They afford a striking exhibition of the miseries which attend a nation's transgression of the divine commands. They prove the truth of what Moses and Joshua had so often told their countrymen, that the blessings or the chastisements of the Almighty would be their portion, as they should prove faithful in their allegiance, or false to their covenant of obedience to his authority.
Some events which occurred before the time of the judges, and while Phineas, the grandson of Aaron, was high-priest, deserve here to be noticed. For they will enable us the better to understand the strong tendency of the Israelites to fall into idolatrous practices, and in this way subject themselves to the fearful judgments that were inflicted upon them.
A woman of the tribe of Ephraim, and residing in the mountainous parts of its territory, had been robbed of eleven hundred shekels of silver. Her son, whose name was Micah, hearing his mother imprecate the curse of the Almighty upon the thief if he did not make restitution; and alarmed by the denunciation, confessed his guilt. On receiving the silver, she implored the divine blessing on Micah, and told him that she had dedicated it unto the Lord for his benefit, to make a graven image and a molten image, which she intended to leave at his disposal. Taking two hundred shekels of the money, she had this done; and her son placed the images in what he regarded his house of God, or private sanctuary of worship. The remaining nine hundred shekels were probably expended in the fitting it up with its appropriate articles, among which were an ephod, or sacred vestment, and a teraphim, or superstitious figure of some kind. Micah, also, consecrated one of his own sons to be his priest, to officiate in this sanctuary.
It is probable, that in all this the worship of the true God was intended, and that this little temple was designed to be like the tabernacle at Shiloh, and the images and other articles to represent the ark, the mercy-seat, the cherubim, the dresses of the priests, and the sacred things of a similar kind.
But the doing of this by Micah and his mother was in direct violation of the divine commands. It was a grievous sin, and exposed them to the penalty of death. It showed, that if they had not yet become open idolaters, they were destitute of the spirit of implicit obedience to the authority of God in what related to his worship, and were preparing themselves and others who might unite with them in their proceedings, for still grosser departures from duty. It showed, too, that the public religious sentiment was in a very degenerate state. For these offenders seem to have felt no restraint from that source, being alike destitute of the fear of God and of their fellow-men. Indeed, we are told that, at that time, there was no king, or ruler of any kind, to punish such enormities, but that "every man did that which was right in his own eyes."
An event soon occurred that led Micah to advance one step farther in his forbidden practices, and to become the more confirmed in them. A young man, a Levite, whose temporary residence had been at Bethlehem in the tribe of Judah, leaving that place, came to Mount Ephraim, on a journey to find another home, and stopped at the house of Micah. The latter, after ascertaining who he was, and the object of his traveling, invited him to take up his abode there. "Dwell with me," said he, " and be unto me a father and a priest," (my spiritual teacher and director in religious concerns,) "and I will give thee ten shekels of silver by the year, and a suit of apparel, and thy victuals."
The Levite consented, and was treated as on<» of his own sons by Micah; who himself consecrated this young man to the service of his sanctuary, exulting in the unlawful act, and exclaimincr, "Now know I that the Lord will do me good, seeing I have a Levite to be my priest." Both sinned in an aggravated manner. It was sacrilege in Micah thus to usurp the divine prerogative \>f setting apart an individual to the priestly office ; while the young man was equally guilty in consenting to have it done, especially as he was not of the family of Aaron, in which alone the priesthood was to descend, but of that of Gershom, another branch of the tribe of Levi.
And so it is, that one sin leads on to another, and one sinner makes more; while each encourages his fellow in their mutual guilt. Micah wanted a priest to complete his religious establishment, as he would call it,—and the Levite wanted a home, and could not resist the temptation. Both furnish us with a melancholy illustration of the corruption of human nature, and of the condition of too many of the Israelites at that time.
Fear, my young friend, lest you may be tempted away from the love and service of God, to follow such examples. Take care, lest some false doctrines and perversion df the true worship of God lead you into error. There arc temples, like
that of Micah, which wear the semblance of being devoted to Jehovah, and are yet devoid of all claim to the title. There are those who pretend to be the ministers of the religion of the Bible, but like the young Levite from Bethlehem,, are utterly unfit for, and unworthy of the sacred office. Be ever on your guard against such seductions. Keep the word of God near your heart. Depart not from its precepts. With earnest supplication for the guidance and aid of the Holy Spirit, endeavor to ascertain what the divine will is / and having ascertained, implicitly obey it.
CHAPTER III.
Emigration of some Danites. They carry Micah's images and priest with them to Laish. First introduction of idolatry among the Israelites.
At the time when the young Levite became, as we have seen, the priest of Micah, a part of the tribe of Dan, whose territory had been forcibly taken from them by the Canaanites, resolved to migrate to a remote section of the country, that they might obtain a residence of sufficient extent. They had their eye upon the region at the foot of Mount Lebanon, and not far from the sources of the Jordan, and selecting five of their most enterprising and valiant men, sent them to spy out the land, and bring back information.
These men, on their way, stopped at the house of Micah and lodged near it. Hearing the young Levite speak, they knew from his pronunciation that he was not of the tribe of Ephraim, and had a curiosity to ascertain why he came there, and what was his business. On their making the inquiry, he informed them of the station which he held, and of the terms which he had made with his employer.
We have reason to believe that the Danites, before undertaking the enterprise on which the five spies were sent, had not consulted the Urim and Thummim at Shiloh, to ascertain the divine will in the matter. Having neglected this important duty, the men who had just ascertained that Micah had a sanctuary of his own, and a Levite to officiate in it, were induced to make the inquiry of the latter,—influenced, no doubt, by a superstitious feeling, and ready to fall in with the sinful practices of the priest and his temple. They must have well known that it was in direct violation of the divine command to do this. Had they been true to their allegiance to Jehovah, they would have scrupulously avoided the contamination, and have expressed to Micah and his priest the abhorrence with which they regarded such a sin. Their conduct was a decided indication of the low state of religious feeling among the Danites; and thus serves to show us more clearly the general corruption, and the tendency to idolatry, which pervaded probably no inconsiderable part of the whole nation.
"Ask counsel, we pray thee, of God, that we may know whether our way which we go shall be prosperous," was the inquiry which the spies made of the young Levite.
"Go in peace," was his reply, after consulting his pretended oracle; "before the Lord is your way wherein ye go." A very safe answer this. He merely assures them of his good wishes for their prosperity, and that the providence of God would superintend their course ; using language, indeed, which implied, in its more obvious sense, that they would experience the divine blessing, and have their enterprise crowned with success, but susceptible of a different construction, should the issue prove unfavorable.
The five Danites, on receiving this answer, departed, and came at length to Laish, the place of their destination. They found its inhabitants, a colony of the Sidonians, living as that people were accustomed to do, unsuspicious of danger, and careless and secure in the fertile valley which they inhabited. Their magistrates, if they had the' power, did not interfere with the people in whatever course of conduct they chose to pursue; and there is reason to believe that it was, to a great extent, of that licentious kind which is always the case where men are left to act without the restraints of law and religion. They had no intercourse with the nations around them, depending on their own efforts for the conveniences and luxuries of life; while their great distance from their parent-stock, the Sidonians, placed them beyond the reach of protection from that quarter, should they be in need of it.
Having obtained this, and the other necessary information, the spies returned with all possible despatch to their brethren who had sent them, and made known the result of their inquiries. They were bold and decided in their counsel. "Arise," said they, addressing the Danites, "that we may go up against them: for we have seen the land, and behold, it is very good: and are ye still1" Can ye fail to be aroused to activity 1 "Be not slothful to go, and to enter to possess the land. When ye go, ye shall come unto a people secure, and to a large land: for God hath given it into your hands; a place where there is no want of any thing that is in the earth."
The Danites were roused to engage in the enterprise. A portion of the tribe, including six hundred men of war, who were well armed for battle, started immediately on the expedition, and the spies accompanied them. Their course brought them to the place of Micah's residence, and they halted near his house.
It was an occasion which the spies were tempted to embrace, for the accomplishment of an object that they had already conferred about, and m which they felt a deep interest. They had consulted, as we have seen, the priest of Micah, and obtained a reply to their inquiry of an encouraging kind, the prediction contained in which, as they interpreted it, they hoped yet to see receive its complete fulfillment. Being superstitious themselves, with a strong leaning to idolatry, as was the case, also, with their countrymen, they were ready to do that which would give a new impulse to their own feelings and those of their comrades, m the enterprise which was before them. They resolved, if possible, to carry along with them both the priest and the furniture of his sanctuary, that he might officiate among them as he had been doing in the service of Micah.
"Do ye know," they said to their brethren, "that there is in these houses an ephod, and te raphim, and a graven image, and a molten image? now, therefore, consider what ye have to do."
This information and the suggestion accompanying it, were enough for their purpose. Leading the way, the rest following, they soon came to the gate of Micah's residence. Here they were met by the young Levite, whom they accosted with the usual friendly salutations, and, leaving him with the six hundred armed men, they entered the house. No time was lost in gaining access to the sanctuary, which they spoiled of its sacred articles, carrying them out to the party at the gate. On being asked by the priest what all this meant, they commanded him to make no resistance or noise, informing him that their design was to have him accompany them to the place of their destination, and be to them "a father and a priest." "Is it better," said they, " for thee to be a priest unto the house of one man, or that thou be a priest unto a tribe and a family in Israel V
The Levite was eager to accept the proposal. He seems to have been an aspiring young man, anxious to promote his own interests and advancement in the world, with little or no regard to the means he might employ to accomplish his ends. New hopes now inspired his ambition ; and bearing the ephod and other articles, he took his station in the centre of the band, as the place of the greatest security should Micah and his friends attempt an attack. It may have been done, too, in imitation of the order in which the Israelites marched through the wilderness,—the ark and the priests being in the middle of the procession.
The whole party were soon on their way; having arrayed the children, the cattle and the baggage in front,—the rear being the part exposed to danger, should pursuit be made. They had advanced some considerable distance, when they were overtaken by Micah and a collection of his neighbors and friends, who began to reproach them for what they had been doing. "What aileth thee," was the reply of the Danites, "that thou comest with such a company 1"
"Ye have taken away my gods which I made," said Micah, "and the priest, and ye are gone away: and what have I more 1 and what is this that ye say unto me, What aileth thee 1"
The answer was such as might have been expected, " Let not thy voice be heard among us, lest angry fellows run upon thee, and thou lose thy life, with the lives of thy household."
The threat had its effect. Micah saw that their force was powerful enough to carry it easily into execution, and turning back with his party, went again to his home.
The Danites, exulting in the success of their project, kept on their course, and came, at length, to Laish. They found the people unsuspicious of danger, and without the means of defence, and rushing unexpectedly upon the city, destroyed it with fire, putting the inhabitants to death. They soon, however, rebuilt it, and gave it the name of Dan. It afterwards became remarkable as one of the extremities of the promised land at the northern limit, as Beersheba was at the southern; so that the whole extent of the Jewish territory, in that direction, was usually described by the expression, " From Dan to Beersheba."
The graven image which they brought with them, was set up by the Danites in their newlyestablished city, and the young Levite continued to be their priest. His descendants officiated in that capacity after him, during the whole time that the true tabernacle and altar were standing at Shiloh, and probably until the captivity of the ten tribes by Shalmaneser, king of Assyria.
Thus was idolatry first introduced among the Israelites. The tribe and city of Dan must bear the reproach of giving rise to it. From them it was spread, from time to time, throughout nearly the whole nation, and drew down upon this disobedient and covenant-breaking people the severest judgments of the Almighty.
We wonder at such infatuation. The worshipping of idols, the workmanship of men's hands, seems to us the height of folly. It is a sin into which we think we can never be so brutish as to fall. But in what consists the sin of idolatry I It is in having other gods before the true Jehovah.
It is the not yielding to him the supreme love and homao-e of our hearts. It is the love of something else in the place of God.
My young friend, has nothing usurped the place of God in your affections 1 Have you no idol, which, if you do not bow the knee before it, and offer it your prayers, you still make the object of your supreme regard]
CHAPTER IV.
Treatment of the Levites' concubine at Gibeah. Determination of the Israelites to redress his wrongs.
Some other events which occurred about this time, and before the Judges began to exercise their authority, serve to cast additional light upon the state of society among the Israelites, and to show that immorality and crime, as well as idolatrous practices, were making rapid progress in the nation. We shall see in them, also, a striking illustration of what enormities will take place when men are left to act without the salutary restraints of government, both divine and human.
These events, it is true, are of the most odious and appalling kind. But God himself has made the recital of them, in the revelation of his will, a part of the instructions which he designs for our benefit; and with his fear before us, and invoking his Spirit to dispose our minds to suitable thoughts and. feelings, we will proceed in the narrative.
There was a Levite, residing at Mount Ephraim, who had a wife of the second rank, (called in the Scriptures a concubine,) from Beth-lehem-judah. Her conduct was wholly inconsistent with the duty which she owed her husband, and of the most licentious kind. She soon left his house, and went to that of her father, perhaps ashamed of the course that she had pursued, and intending to reform. This would seem to be the case, from the fact that, four months afterwards, her husband went to Beth-lehem-judah, to persuade her, in the kindest manner, to return, which she consented to do.
Her father was greatly rejoiced at the reconciliation, and it was not until the fifth day that the Levite and his wife could withdraw from his hospitality, and commence their homeward journey. He pressed his claims for their continuance at his house with so much urgency from day to day, that they had, at length, to force themselves away, and the evening was drawing nigh as they left his door.
When they reached Jebus, (afterwards called Jerusalem,) the servant who attended the Levite, and took care of the asses, advised his master to tarry there. But he declined, as the city was not under the control of the Israelites; the Jebusites still retaining the strong-hold of Zion, from which they were not entirely dislodged till the time of David. So they passed on six miles further, till they came to Gibeah, in the tribe of Benjamin, and entered the city about sunset.
Among the other bad traits of character which marked the place, was its want of kindness to strangers. This was indicative of the degeneracy of manners there, in a striking degree,—hospitality to such being then, as it is still in many eastern countries, generally regarded as a most sacred duty.
The Levite sat down in one of the streets; but among the numbers who passed, him, no one offered him even a lodging for the night. At length, an old man, himself also of Mount Ephraim, who was returning from his work in the fields, seeing a stranger thus without a friend, stopped and kindly made inquiry of him about the course of his journey.
The Levite, after answering the inquiry, observed that no one had extended towards him the least hospitality, although he needed nothing but a shelter, having abundant supplies with him, both for himself, his companions, and their beasts.
"Peace be with thee," said the old man, and itwited him to his house, where he provided water to wash the feet of his guests, and furnished them with all that was necessary for their comfort, and also provender for the asses. His generosity would not suffer them to encroach upon their own stores, of which he knew they would stand in need in the further prosecution of their journey.
While refreshing themselves with the bounty of their host, his house was beset by a rabble of vile, abandoned fellows, who, beating at the door, demanded of the old man that the stranger whom he was entertaining should be delivered up to them. Fearing their fury, the Levite, in a manner wholly without excuse, and wicked in the highest degree, (after some fruitless attempts to satisfy them on the part of his host,) brought out his wife to them, thus meanly and shamefully screening himself from their violence.
The poor woman received from these sons of Belial the most gross and abominable abuse, to prevent which all her resistance was in vain. The morning light beheld her a corpse at the door of the house which furnished security to her husband, and whither she had but just been able to drag herself, that she might lie down there and die. He arose in the morning to depart, when the first object that met his eyes was the body of his wife. "Up," said he, in the coarsest and most hard-hearted manner, not knowing that she was dead, "and let us be going." He soon perceived the appalling reality, and placing her lifeless remains on one of the beasts, pursued his journey.
Indignant at what had happened, the desire of revenge burned within his breast. His plan of procedure was soon formed,—a horrible one indeed, but adapted to produce among his countrymen a tremendous effect, and which shows the means which the spirit of the times could dictate, to rouse terribly to action the vindictive passions of men.
On his arrival at home, the Levite divided the body of his wife into twelve parts, sending one to each of the tribes, and with it, doubtless, a circumstantial account of the treatment which she had received from the Gibeahites. There was no supreme magistrate to whom he could appeal for redress; and he resolved to enlist the indignant feelings of the whole nation in his behalf, imprecating upon them, as it were, by the course which he took, the vengeance of the Almighty in some similar, horrible form, if they did not inflict the severest punishment upon those who had committed the outrage.
All who received the message, and saw the severed portion of the body which was sent to them, were horror-struck, and declared that no such deed had ever been done in Israel. The universal cry was for a general council of the nation, to determine upon the course to be pursued. Measures were immediately taken to that effect. The summons went forth in all directions, "and the congregation was gathered together as one man,, from Dan even to Beersheba, with the land of Gilead, unto the Lord in Mizpeh."
This place was in the borders of Judah and Benjamin, and not far from Shiloh. Here the chiefs and leading men of the various tribes, with an immense concourse of people, among whom were four hundred thousand footmen that were armed for battle, assembled, not in a political, but a religious capacity, to deliberate on this important matter.
The injured Levite was there, and stood before the multitude. Being requested to do so, he gave them a particular account of the transactions at Gibeah,and the reasons of. the course which he had pursued, calling upon them, as Israelites, to say what should be done. But one sentiment prevailed. The decision, of the assembly was, that they would not return home until the Gibeahites. were punished. In order that the expedition against them might be conducted with energy and success, they resolved that a tenth part of the people among all the •.ribes should be selected to accompany the army, ind provide for them food and forage.
But they first sent an embassy to the tribe of Benjamin, to which Gibeah belonged, to complain of the outrage which had been committed, and to require that those who were guilty of it should be delivered up, to be put to death. It was right that this should be done, but the Benjamites refused absolutely to comply with the demand. They thus made themselves partakers of the guilt of their brethren; and as if ready even to justify them in their wickedness, they assembled an armed force out of their cities to the number of twenty-six thousand men, and marched to the relief of Gibeah. Among these, we are told, there were seven hundred chosen men, left-handed, every one of whom could sling stones with such unerring dexterity as never to fail of hitting the mark.
The course which the Benjamites took, shows that corruption and licentiousness must have made great progress in that tribe. Otherwise they would not have dared to screen the guilty offenders at Gibeah from justice. What a sad exhibition of the degeneracy of public morals, and of the alienation of the people from the love
and ODedience of God! How rapid and fearful, since the death of Joshua but a few years before, was their progress in wickedness! But such is always the case, when men begin to depart from God and their allegiance to him. The spirit of transgression becomes stronger and stronger, and more and more reckless; and crimes are committed in defiance of all law, human and divine, at the very thoughts of which the perpetrators themselves would once have shuddered. There is no safety but in the immediate abandonment of all known sin.
CHAPTER V.
The Benjamites destroyed. The Israelites mourn the desolation of that tribe. Wives procured for the survivors.
The refusal of the Benjamites to deliver up the guilty, and their preparations to defend Gibeah, left but one course, in the opinion of the other tribes, for them to pursue, to march immediately against that devoted city. They ought first, however, to have ascertained the will of God in the matter, as he had required them to do. They did, indeed, seek direction at Shiloh, whither they resorted from Mizpeh for the purpose, to inquire which of the tribes should go up first on the expedition,—prematurely deciding for themselves that it must at all events, and at that time, be undertaken.
The reply was, "Judah shall go up first." As if it had been said, that is the tribe which has already been constituted the leader in suck enterprises, and is, of course, to be at the head of this one, if you have yourselves resolved to engage in it. It is to be noticed, however, that there is no assurance that God would go with them, or that their attack upon Gibeah should be successful.
This city was soon invested by the Israelites; and preparations made, by both parties, for the contest. Victory was on the side of the Benjamites; with a loss on that of the assailants of no less than twenty-two thousand men. But the defeat did not deter them from renewing the attack. They encouraged themselves with fresh hopes of success, again arranging their forces for battle, and mistaking still the course of duty, in not first asking counsel of the Lord. It is true they humbled themselves before him, and wept, not the tears of repentance, but of sorrow for their defeat; and concluded, after all things were ready for the second expedition, to inquire if it should be undertaken. They seem, in this, evidently to have sought a confirmation of a purpose already formed, and not to have placed themselves entirely under the divine direction.
The reply, in this case, was that they should go up against the Benjamites,—not, however, promising success, and rather implying only a permission for them to do it, than the imposing of an express command. Or, if it is to be taken in this latter meaning, it is as if God had said, "Go, then, since you are resolved to do it; go, as you are preparing to go, in your own strength, and abide the consequences."
They went, and were again defeated, with a loss of eighteen thousand men. This appears to have brought them to consideration. They saw how much they had relied on their numbers and valor for success, while forgetting their dependence on an almighty arm. They felt how greatly they had sinned in neglecting to commence all their movements by seeking the divine direction and giving it their implicit obedience. They resolved to retrace their steps, and to come back to the path of duty. They repaired once more to Shiloh, "and came unto the house of God, and wept, and sat there before the Lord and fasted that day until even, and offered burnt-offerings and peace-offerings before the Lord."
Now, in the spirit of repentance for their past sins, and of reliance on the guidance and blessing of Jehovah, they once more seek his counsel. Phineas, the high-priest, made the inquiry in behalf of his brethren. "Shall I yet again," said he, "go out to battle against the children of Benjamin my brother, or shall I cease 1"
A far different response from any before given, is heard. "Go up; for to-morrow I will deliver them into thy hand."
And so it happened. The third attack was a successful one. With the help of an ambuscade Gibeah was taken, and entirely destroyed by fire; while twenty-five thousand of the Benjamites lost their lives in the battle, only six hundred men escaping, who fled to the wilderness, and secreted themselves in its rocky holds not far from Eimmon.
But the conquerors were not satisfied with the condign punishment which they had already inflicted. Their resentment was roused against the whole tribe. With relentless vengeance they traversed their territory, burning their cities with fire, and putting the inhabitants to death. Such, in the providence of God, was the doom of those who had grossly sinned against him. He used men, and men, too, as he often does, for the executioners of his justice, who acted under the influence of wrong and cruel feelings. Through their instrumentality, he made the Benjamites a fearful example of the holy indignation with which he regards flagitious and obstinate offenders.
When the Israelites were assembled at Mizf peh, their indignation was so strong against the tribe of Benjamin, that they bound themselves by an oath not to furnish to the members of it any wives from among the daughters of their own, and imprecated a curse upon those who should do this. It was a vow made under the influence of passion, alike wrong and unwise. They now felt it to be so. This and the other manifestations of a revengeful spirit which they had shown towards their offending brethren, they began to regard with regret. Remorse of conscience soon followed, and instead of rejoicing in the exultations of triumph, we find them overwhelmed with sorrow. They resorted again to the house of God at Shiloh, and there spent a day in humbling themselves before his presence; bemoaning the extermination of the Benjamites, and exclaiming in the bitterness of their grief, "O Lord God of Israel, why is this come to pass in Israel, that there should be to-day one tribe lacking in Israel!"
On the morrow they rose early; built an altar in addition to the one already erected, that they might have the opportunity of making ample sacrifices; and offered up on it burnt-offerings and peace-offerings. While thus seeking the forgiveness of God, and endeavoring to propitiate his favor, they seem to have discovered a way of relief from their perplexity. An expedient remained for preventing the tribe of Benjamin from becoming extinct. The people who assembled at Mizpeh had bound themselves by an oath, to put to death any portion of the nation who should refuse to come up thither to the meeting. They felt themselves justified in taking this course, and in inflicting so severe a punishment upon such as, by disregarding the summons, not only treated the general voice of the tribes with contempt, but took part with the abominable Gibeahites that had committed the crime.
Had there been any such delinquents 1 Inquiry was made. None had come up to the meeting from Jabesh-Gilead. This place was on a hill near Mount Gilead, not far from the lake of Gennesaret, and in the half tribe of Manasseh on the east side of the Jordan. Twelve thousand of the most valiant men were sent to destroy this city. "Go," were the orders given to them, "and smite the inhabitants of Jabesh-Gilead with the edge of the sword, with the women and the children." They were commanded, however, to spare the young, unmarried women, that they might be reserved as wives for the few remaining Benjamites. It was altogether unjustifiable in the Israelites to proceed to this extremity. They ought to have sent an embassy to Jabesh-Gilead, to inquire into the matter, and to ascertain whether there was not some sufficient reason for the absence of its inhabitants from the meeting at Mizpeh. The course which they pursued was a rash and wrong one; without any direction, as it would appear, from the Almighty, and involving the innocent in one general and terrible doom with the guilty; if, indeed, it is certain that any were guilty.
In noticing such transactions, and other similar ones in which the Israelites were sometimes engaged, we need to discriminate accurately between what God does in them, and what man does. When the Israelites had an express divine command to exterminate the heathen around them, who had long merited such a fate by their aggravated wickedness, we must regard them as instruments in the hands of God of carrying into effect the sentence of his justice against the offenders. They acted officially, and in thus acting had no right to indulge any vindictive or malevolent feelings. And if it seems difficult for us to reconcile such overwhelming destruction of whole cities and countries with the tender mercy f of God, we must recollect that we have the same difficulty to meet in the equally awful destruction of men, women, and children by the flood, the earthquake, the volcano, or the pestilence. In both cases God acts, but through different instrumentalities, and in both he will see that strict justice is done to all.
Where the Israelites undertook to destroy either the heathen or their own countrymen, without divine direction, we must judge of their conduct from the circumstances of the case; and if cruel and revengeful, be careful not to connect this cruelty and revenge with the character of God. He had wise and good reasons for permitting it to take place. Those who suffered may have fully merited their fate, while those who inflicted the suffering may have been under the influence of wicked passions in doing it.
Good men accomplish the purposes of God, and receive his approbation in so doing. Wicked men, also, accomplish his purposes,. to gratify their wrong feelings, and in this respect are guilty. In both cases the external acts which thus carry into effect the providential government of God in our worlds may 'be the same, but the motives that lead to these acts essentially different. In this way the power and wisdom of the Almighty can cause the wrath of man to praise him, while his character continues to shine forth in its perfect and unchangeable excellence.
The twelve thousand men whom the Israelites despatched for the destruction of Jabesh-Gilead, soon executed their bloody commission. All the inhabitants were put to deatn excepting four hundred young, unmarried women, whom they brought back with them to the camp at Shiloh, the destined wives of the surviving Benjamites. These, it will be recollected, to the number of six hundred, had escaped to the neighborhood of Rimmon, and were hoping to remain secure in the fastnesses of a rock there. An embassy was sent to them by the Israelites, speaking words of peace; inviting them to come forth without fear of molestation; and offering them as wives the female captives from Jabesh-Gilead.
The Benjamites readily accepted these proposals. Two hundred of them, however, would be still unprovided with wives; and this deficiency, it was universally agreed, must by some means be supplied. But there was a great difficulty in the way of doing this. The people had sworn;— "Cursed be he that giveth a wife to Benjamin." This oath they held sacred, or rather would seem to hold sacred; for they contrived a mode of evading it, as they thought, but which in fact resulted in its violation. They had much better have acknowledged their guilt in making so rash a vow, and sought forgiveness for doing it, thus having the way opened for any new and unincumbered path of duty. But, like many others who aim at consistency even in wickedness, they endeavored to appease the rebukes of con•science, by adhering, as they would maintain, to the strict letter of the oath, while the spirit of it was disregarded.
There was soon to be a sacred festival of a peculiar kind near Shiloh. It happened once a year. A part of it would consist in the young women of that place coming out to join in dances in the neighborhood of the vineyards. The Benjamites were told that this occasion would afford them the opportunity of seizing as many of the daughters of Shiloh as they needed, to furnish the remaining two hundred with wives. If the fathers or brethren of the young women should complain, then, said the Israelites, we will interpose in your behalf. "We will say unto them, be favorable unto them for our sakes: because we reserved not to each man his wife in the war: for ye did not give unto them at this time, that ye should be guilty;"—ye have not violated the oath, inasmuch as the young women were carried off by force, and without your consent.
The plot was laid. The Benjamites, as directed, concealed themselves in the vineyards, and coming unexpectedly upon those who were engaged in the dances, secured their prize. There seems to have been no serious difficulty growing out of the transaction. If offended, the parents and relatives of the young women yielded to the general remonstrance; and the Benjamites, re
turning to their homes, rebuilt their cities, and gradually regained their usual prosperity. The various tribes, too, went back to their respective territories; while the sacred narrative again informs us, as if to account for these singular and sinful transactions, that "in those days there was no king in Israel: every man did that which was right in his own eyes."
CHAPTER VI.
The king of Mesopotamia subdues the Israelites. Othniel delivers them. Eglon enslaves Israel.
At the time when the occurrences took place which have been recited in the four preceding chapters, many of the heathen nations still remained in Canaan. They were so numerous that the Israelites are spoken of as dwelling among them ;—a most sinful violation of duty, as they were expressly commanded to drive out the heathen from before them, that they might obtain the entire possession of the promised land. God permitted this to happen through their criminal neglect; and the result would show whether they would remain true to their allegiance to him, or be led astray by the idolatrous practices, and other sins of the Canaanites.
Alas! this too soon proved to be the case. The Israelites began to intermarry with the heathen around them; and, as a necessary consequence of this intimacy, adopted the worship of their idol-gods. An entire forgetfulness, in their conversation and conduct, of the true God,—the God of their nation whom they had sworn to love and obey,—soon followed; and they abandoned themselves not only to idolatry, but to other and grievous sins. This they did in defiance of the express commands of Jehovah, and of his numerous warnings and threatenings. What he said to them by the lips of his servant Moses, and which they had recorded for their constant admonition in the book of the law, was a solemn testimony against their wickedness. If any sentiments of gratitude still lingered in their breasts, or the'ir consciences could yet be awakened by appeals the most solemn and affecting, it would seem as if the voice of the Almighty, thus speaking to them, would be heard and felt. "When the Lord thy God shall bring thee into the land whither thou goest to possess it, and hath cast out many nations before thee—and when the Lord thy God shall destroy them before thee; thou shalt smite them and utterly destroy them; thou shalt make no covenant with them, nor show mercy unto them. Neither shalt thou make marriages with them: thy daughter thou shalt not give unto his son, nor his daughter shalt thou take unto thy son. For they will turn away thy son from following me, that they may serve other gods: so will the anger of the Lord be kindled against you, and destroy thee suddenly."
The command was violated. The warning was unheeded. The penalty was incurred. "Therefore" we are told,—what an awful import in that single word,—" Therefore the anger of the Lord was hot against Israel, and he sold them into the hand of Chushan-rishathaim, king of Mesopotamia : and the children of Israel served Chushanrishathaim eight years."
Mesopotamia, the country lying between the rivers Tigris and Euphrates, was a great distance from Canaan. It was an expedition of no small magnitude for its powerful monarch to traverse that distance with his armies for the subjugation of the Israelites. What first impelled him to the enterprise ; the forces that he had brought with him ; the battles which were fought; and the degree of resistance that was made; are passed over in silence in the sacred narrative. All we are told is, that the Israelites were sold into the hand of their oppressor, and that they served him eight years. Not that he literally bought them; but he obtained the mastery and control of them, as a person does of those things which he purchases with his money. It was God who sold them, who suffered them to pass from under his immediate government and protection ; and abandoned them to the despotism of a pre-eminently wicked king, as his very name Chushan imports. How he exercised his authority over those whom he subdued, we are not informed. He doubtless exacted a heavy tribute from them, and in other ways treated them with severity and cruelty. What a humiliation to the Israelites, thus to lose the King of kings and Lord of lords, the Supreme Majesty of heaven and of earth, as the Head of their nation, and to come under the yoke of a foreign, heathen prince, his abject vassals! What a striking expression of the divine displeasure! What a source of mortification and reproach in the midst of the heathen around them! How evidently the hand of the Almighty was to be seen in the instrument which he had chosen for their punishment, in thus bringing him from his distant territory to overrun and conquer theirs! When would their sufferings end; for year after year passed away without any hope of relief, and the eighth was now drawing to a close!
Their only hope was in God. But they had not yet felt this truth They continued to sin against him, and he left them to reap the fruit of their doings. At length they began to have some just views of their guilt. Conscience was awakened. Repentance brought them to the mercy-seat. They humbled themselves before their offended Maker. They confessed their sins. They cried unto the Lord earnestly and continually for deliverance. He showed himself, as he always does to the truly penitent,—" The Lord God, merciful and gracious, long-suffering, and abundant in goodness and truth, keeping mercy for thousands, forgiving iniquity, transgression, and sin."—He heard the supplications of his returning people, and came to their aid. He raised up a deliverer from among them, OTHNIEL, the son of Kenaz, Caleb's younger brother, who had already proved his valor in the taking of Kirjathsepher, and was, by his experience in war, and the influence he had acquired, well qualified to rouse the Israelites to action, and to be their leader in throwing off the yoke of bondage.
In addition to this, the Spirit of the Lord came upon Othniel. He was moved by a special, divine influence, and probably with the assurance of success, to undertake the enterprise ; and endowed, in the same way, with all needed wisdom, intrepidity, and strength both to prosecute and complete it. He was constituted by God a judge over the Israelites,—the supreme magistrate of the nation,—and in that capacity invested with great power, as we have seen, in executing the duties of the office. He proceeded immediately to reform his countrymen, and especially to put a stop to their idolatrous practices, and bring them back to the service of the true God. He administered justice. He did all in his power to prepare the people for a successful resistance of their oppressors, and ere long led out their forces against the king of Mesopotamia. An engagement ensued, in which Chusan-rishathaim was entirely defeated, and the Israelites restored to their former freedom. Under the wise administration of Othniel, "the land had rest;" while the nation was making constant progress in prosperity, secure against its enemies, and enjoying the protection and blessing of God.
This happy state of things lasted forty years, when the death of their ruler led the Israelites to cast off the restraints which he had imposed upon them, and to relapse once more into their sinful practices. Probably idolatry again prevailed, and the degeneracy of the people became as great as ever.
Chastisement soon followed transgression. Eglon, king of Moab, was permitted, in the providence of God, to become a very powerful monarch, and to direct his ambitious views towards the subjugation of the Israelites. He increased his forces by the accession of the Ammonites and Amalekites, who were ready to furnish their armies for the enterprise; and crossing the Jordan, he gained a complete victory in the battle which soon followed. He took possession of the city of palm-trees, the place where Jericho once stood, pitching his camp there, erecting fortifications, and, according to Josephus, making it his residence. The Israelites were brought completely under his dominion, and in the payments of the tribute that he demanded of them, and by his various other acts of oppression and severity, suffered for eighteen years, very much as they had done in their subjection to the king of Mesopotamia.
Their sufferings brought them again to repentance, and they cried unto God for succor. He heard them, and sent deliverance. EHUD, the son of Gera, of the tribe of Benjamin, was raised up for this purpose, and became judge over Israel. Owing to some infirmity in his right hand, he could make little or no use of it, but employed his left only. But God chose him to be the man of his right hand, whom he would make strong for himself.
All agents and instrumentalities are in the hands of God, for the accomplishment of his purposes. When he designs to send relief to his people, he can most easily provide the means.
In the midst, then, my young friend, of your sorrows and sufferings, look to God for deliverance from them. Forget not that, as in the case of the Israelites, they are the consequences of sin. When you raise the voice of your supplication for aid, do it with true sorrow of heart for your transgressions. Do it in the name of the only Intercessor for sinners. Do it with submission to the divine will. Then you may be assured that if immediate relief is not afforded, it is because your Heavenly Father sees that it is not best for you. He will send it at the best time, and in the best manner. He may send it speedily, and by instrumentalities that you the least expect. His arm is never shortened thai it cannot save.
CHAPTER VII.
Ehud kills Eglon. He delivers the Israelites. Shamgar.
The deliverance of the Israelites from the oppression of Eglon came about in a singular and striking way. Ehud planned it, and acted in the affair, as there is much reason to believe, under a divine impulse or direction. He was the bearer of a costly present to the king of Moab, sent probably, in addition to the tribute-money, to conciliate his favor, and dispose him to deal more mercifully with his vassals.
Ehud resolved to make his embassy the occasion of putting the tyrant to death. With this end in view, he went armed with a two-edged dagger, which he caused to be made for the purpose, and which he wore on his right side under the folds of his garments. He well knew the customs of the country, and how he could make use of them for the accomplishment of his design.
Not a few ceremonies took place in the presentation of the offering. Ehud had many attendants who bore it into the presence of the monarch; and after it was graciously received, he retired with them, accompanying them on their way home as far as "the quarries" near Gilgal. These were probably idols, or graven images of stone cut out of the quarry, and carved for objects of worship by the Moabites. Here Ehud dismissed his companions, and returning to the palace asked another audience of the king. It was readily granted. He announced to Eglon that he was sent to him this time on a secret errand; and the royal command being given to that effect, all who were in attendance withdrew.
The room in which the king was sitting was his private upper chamber, constructed, as is still the custom in the East, for the purpose of getting as much air as possible to refresh him during the intense heat of summer. It was quite retired, and furnished Ehud a very favorable opportunity for executing his purpose. Standing near the monarch, with no one to witness or interfere with his movements, he thus accosted him, "I have a message from God unto thee." As Eglon rose to receive it, impressed probably with a sort of reverential awe towards the God of the Israelites, Ehud, drawing his dagger from its concealment, plunged it into his body. The king was a corpulent, unwieldy man, little able to make any resistance, even if he had anticipated the blow. In addition to this, the weapon sunk so deep into his flesh that no effort of his could withdraw it, and falling on the floor he soon expired.
In the meanwhile, Ehud walked deliberately out of the room, locking the doors after him, and probably retaining the keys, that when the attempt should be made to gain access to the king, it might be supposed that he wished for a season to be secure against intrusion. Ehud's departure excited no peculiar notice, it being only what had been anticipated at the time; while passing unsuspected through the porch, he was out of danger, and on his way home, before the attendants had any knowledge of what had hap" pened. On finding the doors loeked, they at first supposed that the king himself had done it to en-" r joy his sleep unmolested,—a custom which prevailed at that hour of the day in those hot climates. After waiting, however, a long time; till they began to be quite perplexed at his silence, they procured a key, and obtained admittance* What was their astonishment and horror to find their monarch dead, and to ascertain that he had fallen by the hand of Ehud. It was too late to commence a pursuit; and the latter arrived, at length, in safety among his countrymen. Their hopes of deliverance were much raised on learning that Eglon was dead; though it must be admitted, that the deed by which this event was brought about was wholly unjustifiable, unless Ehud received some direction from God to that effect. We have grounds, however, for believing that this was the case, from the fact that it was the Lord, as we are told, who raised up Ehud to be the deliverer of the Israelites, and from the divine blessing attending his efforts in their behalf after the death of Eglon.
For Ehud lost no time in taking advantage of the consternation into which he knew this unexpected event would throw the Moabites, and of the encouragement with which it would inspire his countrymen to endeavor to regain their freedom. He caused a summons to be given, by the blowing of trumpets in different directions throughout the mountainous regions of Ephraim, calling upon the soldiers of that tribe to follow him to the field. He did this because they were, doubtless, more numerous than those of Benjamin, to which tribe he belonged. They were also the nearest, and could be the most readily marshalled for the enterprise which he proposed, and which needed all possible despatch.
The summons was speedily obeyed. The forces of the Israelites assembled, and Ehud placed himself at their head. "Follow after me," said he, "for the Lord hath delivered your enemies the Moabites into your hand." Advancing to the fords of Jordan, the Israelites first secured these passes, which formed the only mode of communication between the station which the Moabites occupied, and their country on the east side of the river. A sufficient body of men was left here to cut off the retreat of the enemy, and to prevent any additional forces from going to their aid. Ehud then proceeded with the rest of his army to give battle to the Moabites. The engagement was a severe one. We are not told what the loss was, if indeed there was any, on the part of the Israelites. Their oppressors, however, to the number of ten thousand,—men of o-reat strength and valor,—were entirely cut off. Not one escaped. This signal victory once more gave freedom to the Israelites, and they enjoyed the blessings of peace and its attendant prosperity for eighty years.
The next judge was SHAMGAE, of whom we have a very brief account. He was the son of Anath; and the only exploit recorded of him, is his deliverance of his countrymen from the Philistines, by slaying six hundred of them, as we have reason to believe in a miraculous way, with an ox-goad. Travelers in the East inform us, that this instrument is of such a size and construction as to form a very powerful weapon in the hand of a strong and brave man. Mr. Buckingham describes it as being seven or eight feet in length, armed with a sharp point of iron at one end, and at the other with a plate of the same metal shaped like a calking-chisel. The ploughman spurs the oxen with the point of the goad, and cleanses the earth from the ploughshare by the instrument on the other end. It seems wholly improbable, however, that even with such an instrument one man should be able to destroy a band of six hundred, unless he received, in some way or other, supernatural aid.
Notwithstanding these deliverances, it was not long before the ungrateful Israelites forgot their obligations to the God who had thus rescued, protected, and blessed them. They did evil again in his 'sight; relapsing into their former sins, and probably with a more daring spirit than ever of open and heinous transgression. For such is always the case of those who being often reproved and chastised, and then spared by the longsuffering of God, disregard both his judgments and his mercies, and return again to their sinful courses. Their last state is worse than any preceding one.
These alternations of suffering and repentance among the Israelites ;—of deliverance from the oppression of their enemies, with returning prosperity on the one hand, and on the other of their violation of covenant-engagements, and their wandering still farther from God ;—are but exhibitions of what the heart of man is, in all ages and individuals, without the sanctifying and restraining influences of the Holy Spirit.
Ah! my young friend, unless you enjoy these influences, such is your heart. Temptations have led you astray. Remorse of conscience and other chastisements have, at times, brought you to reflection. You have feared the still more terrible displeasure of God. Suffering has compelled you to cry for deliverance, and you have promised and vowed, if you could but receive it, to abstain from sin in future. Relief was sent. You began to enjoy quiet, and to feel secure. But ere long, the old temptation beset you. The desire which
it addressed was re-kindled. Reason, conscience, duty, and even the dread of renewed chastisement, plead in vain. Your sinful passions triumphed over them all. You forgot—you broke all your good resolutions, and returned to your guilt and folly with more greediness than ever. And how is it with you now, my young friend 1 Are you becoming more hardened in sin 1 Are both the severity and goodness of God losing their effect upon you 1 Is your last state worse than the former ones 1 If so, where will it all end 1
CHAPTER VIII.
Israel under the bondage of Jabin. Deborah and Barak deliver Israel.
Another bondage awaited the Israelites as a punishment for their sins. They were subdued by Jabin, a Canaanitish king who reigned in Hazor; becoming his tributaries, and suffering a severe and cruel oppression for. the space of twenty years. Hazor was quite in the northern
part of the country, within the portion assigned to the tribe of Naphtali; and the monarch who made it his residence was probably a descendant of the one of the same name that was defeated and slain by Joshua, and his city burnt to the ground. It had been rebuilt, and the power of its sovereign regained; and Jabin and his people now had the opportunity of retaliating upon the Israelites. It seems they availed themselves of it in the fullest manner. He was well able to maintain his despotic sway over those whom he had conquered. Several neighboring powers were his confederates; their armies and his own being under the command of a valiant and skillful general, Sisera, who among other forces was able to bring into the field nine hundred chariots of iron. These were armed with scythes fastened to the axles on each side, by which those who fought on foot might easily be cut down, or thrown into confusion.
Sinning, chastised, and suffering,—the abject vassals of those whom they had themselves formerly subdued,—the Israelites raised the voice of their supplication, once more, to that Almighty Being from whom alone, they knew, they could hope for succor in their extremity. What condescending mercy! He heard them. He had compassion, and prepared the way for their deliverance. How ready he is to come to their relief, as soon as he sees any indications, on their part, of a disposition to feel their dependence, and to acknowledge their allegiance to him.
God raised up a woman, in this emergency, to be a judge, or ruler of his people. Doubtless, peculiar circumstances, of which we are not informed, made this desirable. Her name was DEBORAH. She was a prophetess, the wife of Lapidoth. Her residence, overshadowed by a palmtree, was in Mount Ephraim, between Ramah and Beth-el, a few miles north of Jerusalem. Acting, doubtless, under the divine direction, she sent for Barak, the son of Abinoam, who dwelt at Kedesh-naphtali; a place about eight miles northwest from the upper part of the Sea of Galilee. His character and influence rendered him such a coadjutor as she needed in the arduous enterprise which she contemplated.
Barak immediately obeyed the summons; and on his coming to Deborah, she thus accosted him: "Hath not the Lord God of Israel commanded, saying, Go, and draw toward Mount Tabor, and take with thee ten thousand men of the children of Naphtali, and of the children of Zebulun; and I will draw unto thee, to the river Kishon, Sisera the captain of Jabin's army, with his chariots and his multitude; and I will deliver him into thy hand V
Barak undoubtedly received this as a divine message, and believed that God would be able to fulfill the promise which it contained; for he is classed by St. Paul, in his epistle to the Hebrews, among those who felt the power of faith, and accomplished wonders while relying on the arm of the Almighty. Still Barak had, it appears, some lack of an entire and unwavering assurance of success, should he go forward alone in the enterprise. His reply manifested his misgivings, "If thou wilt go with me, then I will go: but if thou wilt not go with me, then I will not go." He seems to have felt the need of being accompanied by one who, enjoying communications with Jehovah, could instruct him more fully in his duty, and encourage him and his countrymen. Having the prophetess of the Lord with them, they would carry to the conflict both the guide and the pledge of their triumph over their oppressors.
Deborah consented to go; but at the same time reproved his hesitancy. "I will surely go with thee," said she, "notwithstanding the journey that thou takest shall not be for thine honor; for the Lord shall sell Sisera into the hand of a woman." Barak was to lose the principal credit of the victory, and a woman enjoy it, as the sequel %vill show.
On their arrival at Kedesh, Barak took immediate measures for summoning to that place large bodies of men from the tribes of Zebulun and Naphtali. They soon came, to the number of ten thousand, and under the command of Barak, with Deborah accompanying him, set out on their way to Mount Tabor. This was a mountain, between two and three thousand feet in height, standing alone in the great plain of Esdraelon in Galilee, and about six miles south-east of Nazareth.
Sisera, the general of Jabin's army, was immediately informed of the movement of the Israelites, and came with his forces from Harosheth of the Gentiles, near the west borders of the lake Samachonites, to the banks of the river Kishon. This stream took its rise near the foot of Mount Tabor, and running westward in a very circuitous course, through the plain of Esdraelon, fell into the Mediterranean Sea.
Deborah saw that now was the favorable moment for obtaining the victory. "Up," said she to Barak, "for this is the day in which the Lord hath delivered Sisera (that is the army of which he is the head) into thy hand: is not the Lord gone out before thee 1" Has he not already brought, as he promised to do, Sisera and his forces to the river Kishon, and so arranged circumstances that thy success shall be secure 1
Barak had confided in the declaration. With a force vastly inferior to the enemy, and leaving his post on the mountain where he had the best advantages for defending himself against their attack, he came down to meet them in the plain. The battle was of short continuance. Probably in some supernatural way, God caused a sudden panic to pervade the Canaanitish hosts, so that they were thrown into great disorder; chariots rushing against chariots and breaking and overthrowing each other; and horsemen and infantry mingling in confusion and dismay; and all so terrified as to have no power of resistance left. They began to seek safety in flight; but Barak and his army pursuing them as far as Harosheth, completely destroyed them, so that not a man was left alive except their general Sisera.
Leaving his chariot that he might the better pass undistinguished from his men, and fleeing from the scene of slaughter on foot, he found his way to a tent in the neighborhood of Kedesh, where he hoped to keep concealed till the pursuit was over. It was the dwelling of Heber the Kenite, a descendant of Moses' father-in-law, who had emigrated thus far from his brethren, residing among the tribe of Judah in the wilderness south of Arad. He had always been on friendly terms with the king of Hazor; which is not surprising, as the Kenites were a distinct race from the Israelites, and although worshiping the true God according to the Mosaic law, laid no claim to any inheritance in the promised land, while Heber, it would seem, desired to take a neutral course in the contest that was going on. Sisera, supposing that Heber was absent, as he did not see him near or in the tent, went to that part of it more particularly appropriated to the use of his wife Jael. This he thought would be the most secure place, as, according to the customs of the country, no stranger would dare to intrude without permission into the apartments of the women.
Jael met Sisera as he was approaching, and invited him to come in, and to entertain no fears with regard to his safety. He went accordingly to a retired part of the tent, and she covered him with a mantle. On his asking for water to quench his thirst, she furnished him with some milk, as an additional mark of her kindness. His apprehensions, however,'seem still to have been great, for he begged her to stand in the door, and if inquiry should be made, to deny that there was any man in the tent.
We see in all this the evils of tyranny. The king of Hazor had long oppressed the Israelites. They attempted to throw off the yoke. Sisera and his army were defeated, and he obliged to flee and hide himself for fear of being put to death. Had justice and benevolence prevailed, these horrors of war would not have taken place, nor the general of a mighty army been obliged
to lie trembling in the tent of Jael, and to cast himself on the protection of a female for safety. Wrong and wretchedness go together. When shall oppression and injustice cease, and a vast amount of the misery that is in the world be done away, by man's simply obeying the golden rule of doing to others as he would have others do *o him!
CHAPTER IX.
Jael kills Sisera. Israel oppressed by the Midianites. Gideon raised up for their deliverance.
Jael knew that her guest was the commander of the army of Jabin. All her sympathies were with the Israelites. She was allied by the ties of consanguinity to their nation. One of the chief instruments of the oppression under which they had groaned for twenty years was in her power. He was one of those whom the Israelites had been commanded to cut off. She doubtless felt herself called by the providence of God, and it is by no means improbable that she had a divine direction to that effect, to consummate the destruction of the Canaaniti&h army by taking the life of Sisera. At any rate, whatever mixture of motives may have influenced Jael in what she did, and whatever of blame may be attached to certain parts of her conduct as exhibiting deceit and treachery, we find in the sacred song of triumph, afterwards sung by Deborah and Barak, this strong language in her favor ;—" Blessed above women shall Jael the wife of Heber the Kenite be, blessed shall she be above women in the tent." We can derive, however, no justification of similar deeds at the present day from what she did; as we know not all the circumstances of the case, and especially how far she acted under an immediate command of the Almighty.
Being overcome with fatigue, Sisera in his concealment soon yielded to the influence of profound sleep. Jael, aware of this, made all possible despatch for the execution of her purpose. She took one of the long, sharp nails, or spikes, which were driven into the ground and to which the cords of the tent were attached, in one hand, and a hammer in the other, and cautiously approached Sisera. One stroke of her intrepid arm drove the instrument of death quite through his head into the earth. He scarcely struggled, and lay lifeless at her feet.
It was not long before Barak passed that way in pursuit of Sisera. Jael advanced to meet him. "Come," said she, "and I will show thee the man whom thou seekest." He entered the tent, and how great was his astonishment to witness what her heroism had achieved, and the fulfillment, too, of the prediction of Deborah; "The journey that thou takest shall not be for thine honor; for the Lord shall sell Sisera into the hand of a woman."
Thus, so great was the mercy and goodness of God towards them, the Israelites once more triumphed over their oppressors, and enjoyed the blessings of peace and their accustomed prosperity, during a period of forty years.* And why, alas! would they not learn wisdom from experience 1 Why did not the repeated and severe chastisements which they endured, bring them to a sense of duty, and to a permanent state of obedience to God 1 Strange perverseness of the human heart! Blind infatuation of sin and folly! Again they yielded to temptation; fell into the practice of idolatry; and did evil, in various other ways, in the sight of the Lord. His judgments returned with increased severity.
* The reader ought not to pass over, in this part of the narrative, the triumphal song of Deborah and Barak, as recorded in the fifth chapter of the Book of Judges; one of the most sublime and highly poetical compositions extant. New oppressors appeared. New and tremendous sufferings ensued. Another bondage of seven years was the doom of the offending Israelites.
The Midianites invaded their land, a numerous people dwelling on the eastern borders of the Eed Sea, together with the Amalekites of the south, and hordes of the mixed tribes of Arabians, Ishmaelites, Moabites, and Ammonites, inhabiting the regions east and south-east of Canaan. Resistance was in vain. Fleeing before their persecutors, the Israelites were often obliged to take refuge in the dens and caves of the mountains; and if, at certain seasons of the year when their enemies withdrew for a short season, they ventured to come forth and cultivate the land, harvest-time was sure to witness the return of the spoilers, who carried off the fruits of their labor, leaving no sustenance for man nor beast. Many of these invaders prolonged their stay, sweeping over the whole breadth of the land, from the east, where they entered, quite to the possessions of the Philistines, who occupied the coasts of the Mediterranean Sea. "They came up with their cattle and their tents,"—their families and flocks ;—" and they came up as grasshoppers for multitude; for both they and their camels were without number : and they entered into the land to destroy it."
Poverty, famine and universal wretchedness prevailed among the victims of their oppression and plunder. At length, while enduring such afflictions, the Israelites saw the hand of an offended God in them, and once more cried unto him for deliverance. He did not turn a deaf ear to their supplications. He was again merciful. But he first reproved them for their iniquities by a prophet whom he sent, to remind them of all that he had done for their nation; of the relation in which he stood to them as their covenantLord; of the assurances that he had given them of protection if they continued obedient; and of their great and aggravated guilt in sinning against him. This message was doubtless intended to deepen their repentance; to lead them to feel that what they had endured was but the just punishment of their offences; and to prepare them the more fully to appreciate, and be grateful for the deliverance which was soon to follow.
About this time, there came an angel of the Lord,—probably the Son of God himself, the divine Word, who afterwards appeared in our world in the person of Jesus Christ,—and sat under an oak which was in Ophrah. This was a city in the tribe of Manasseh, a little west of the river Jordan, and about sixteen miles north of Jericho. It was the inheritance of Joash, one of the descendants of Abiezer.
When this heavenly messenger took his seat beneath the oak, GIDEON, the son of Joash, was not far distant, threshing wheat in, or near a wine-press. He was doing it in a small quantity, and in an unusual place, to elude if possible the notice of the Midianites, but in case they should approach, to gather it up quickly, and flee with it to some place of safety. He was filled with astonishment as the glorious vision met his eye, and the angel thus addressed him: "The Lord is with thee, thou mighty man of valor."
The salutation was one of deep import, implying the favor of God in no common degree, and for some great purpose. It was an assurance of Gideon's possessing, in a peculiar manner, the divine presence, protection, and blessing. He replied, "O my Lord, if the Lord be with us,"—if I and my people enjoy this distinguished privilege,—"why then is all this befallen usl and where be all his miracles which our fathers told us of, saying, Did not the Lord bring us up from Egypt 1" Cannot the same power which did those wonderful things for our nation then, do as much for us now 1 "But now the Lord hath forsaken us, and delivered us into the hands of the Midianites."
There was too much despondency, and a weakness of faith in this reply. But the Lord bore with it. Shining forth in the visible manifestation of his glory, he benignantly said, "Go in this thy might,"—the might of Jehovah, who is, and will be with thee,—" and thou shalt save Israel from the hand of the Midianites: have not I sent thee V
"O my Lord," answered the still distrustful Gideon, " wherewith shall I save Israel 1 Behold my family is poor in Manasseh, and I am the least in my father's house."
"Surely I will be with thee," was the voice of encouragement which again met his ear, "and thou shalt smite the Midianites as one man" as easily as if thou hadst but one man to contend with.
We may wonder why Gideon did not at once feel an unwavering confidence in the declarations of the Almighty, and in the promise of the divine strength which would be afforded him.—But he had been crushed by the oppressor. He had felt, with his countrymen around him, as if any struggle to recover their freedom and security was in vain. The numbers and the might of their enemies filled him with fear and hopelessness. He could hardly believe it possible that God, who had so long abandoned them, would interpose for their rescue, and that, too, through his feeble instrumentality.
But no circumstances however discouraging, no means however humble, which may be employed by the Almighty for the accomplishment
of his purposes, should lead us to distrust his de
clarations. His promises shall never fail. Let us only enjoy satisfactory evidence that we have a right to apply them to ourselves, by ascertaining that we are the true disciples of his Son, and we should never yield to doubt, to fear, or to despondency. If the Lord is with us, we have nothing to fear. Our faith should always be ready to say, "/ can do all things through Christ which strengtheneth me."
CHAPTER X.
Gideon's faith confirmed by miracles. He throws down the altar of Baal.
Faith rests on evidence, and is strong in proportion to the clearness and force of that evidence. Gideon desired to be fully assured that what he saw and heard was not an illusion of his senses,—that it was, indeed, a divine messenger who held this intercourse with him. "If now," said he, addressing the glorious form that was before him,—" If now I have found grace in thy sight, then show me a sign that thou talkest with me. Depart not hence, I pray thee, until I come unto thee, and bring forth my present, and set it before thee." On the angel's replying that he would remain, Gideon went and cooked a kid, and unleavened cakes of flour; and putting the flesh in a basket, and the broth in a pot, brought them to him under the oak.
Some suppose that this was done by Gideon merely to provide a hospitable meal, according to the custom of the country, for the refreshment of a stranger. Others consider it an oblation, or thank-offering to the angel himself, whom Gideon regarded as the manifestation of Jehovah. This seems altogether the more probable, as he made no allusion, in proposing to bring it, to its being presented as food to be eaten, which it will be recollected Abraham did when he entertained his heavenly guests in the plains of Mamre. The Hebrew word, too, which is rendered "present" as referring to what Gideon was to bring forth to the angel, is the same that is used to denote the meat-offering, (or rather meal-offering,) which, by the Mosaic law, was prescribed as a religious oblation to the Lord.
Gideon, on presenting his offering, was directed to take the flesh and the unleavened cakes and lay them upon a rock which was near the oak, and to pour out the broth upon it. This being done, the angel of the Lord put forth the end of the staff that was in his hand, and touched the flesh and the unleavened cakes; and there rose up fire out of the rock and consumed them, while at the same time, and not improbably in the flame which he had himself kindled, he vanished out of sight.
A miracle so clear and wonderful was the seal of Gideon's faith. He had no doubt or hesitancy left. Indeed, a sudden consternation seems to have overwhelmed him, lest having been admitted to the sight of this glorious manifestation of Jehovah, death must be the consequence; a sentiment which was common at the time, and which Jacob had at Penuel, when he exclaimed that he had seen God, and yet his life was preserved.
"Alas," cried Gideon, "0 Lord God! for because I have seen an angel of the Lord face to face."
The voice of Jehovah allayed his fears. "Peace be unto thee; fear not: thou shalt not die." Calmed and encouraged, Gideon then erected there an altar unto the Lord, as a memorial of what had happened, and called it Jehovahshalom, which signifies the Lord, peace.
He was now fitted, by the confirmation of his faith, and the assurance that Jehovah would be with him, for the discharge of a difficult and dangerous duty. Idolatry prevailed among his townsmen and kinsfolks, and even in his father'* house. The altar of the idol whom they worshiped must be destroyed, and that of the true God erected, and Gideon must perform the work as preparatory to his greater one of becoming the deliverer of his countrymen.
He received the divine direction to this effect, and the ensuing night, because he would thus be less exposed to interruption by the assaults of those who would be ready to oppose him, he proceeded to obey it.
He took ten of his servants, men who, like himself, as we have reason to believe, had not "bowed the knee to Baal," and demolished the altar of that idol, which belonged to his father, and on which, in common with many others, the latter had been in the practice of offering up sacrifices. He cut down the grove, too, that surrounded it, and with the wood built an altar on the top of the rock where the angel disappeared from his sight, and offered upon it, in sacrifice, a young bullock of his father's, as he had been expressly ordered to do. It was seven years old; and some suppose that it had been kept till that time, and fattened for an oblation to Baal.
The early dawn revealed the work of destruction, and the sacrifice of the favorite bullock on the newly erected altar. Immediate and eager search was made for the perpetrator of what was considered such an outrage. On ascertaining that it was Gideon, the men of Ophrah demanded of his father Joash, that he should be given up to them, that he might be put to death. This was a daring requisition for the life of one who had maintained his allegiance to Jehovah, by those who had themselves committed a capital offence in disobeying his commands. It shows the height of impiety to which they had arrived, and the spirit of persecution which the devotees of a false and degrading idolatry could manifest towards him who would restore the worship of the true God.
Joash resisted the demand, and strange as it may seem, defended the conduct of his son. He had unquestionably been a follower of Baal. But now a sudden change came over him. The bold step of Gideon may have brought him to reflection. The thought of giving up his son to death under such circumstances, may have awakened his parental feelings and his conscience at the same time. Or, what is not at all improbable, Gideon may have told him of the glorious vision which he saw, and of the divine communication, and that in obedience to it, he did that which thus exposed him to the fury of those who sought his life.
"Will ye plead for Baal 1" said Joash to his townsmen; "will ye save him 1 he that will plead for him, let him be put to death whilst it is yet morning: if he be a god, let him plead for himself, because one hath cast down his altar." He should be able to avenge his own wrongs. Whosoever shall attempt to do it for him, shall suffer the very punishment which ye seek to inflict upon my son. This firm stand, on the part of Joash, seems to have checked at once the attempts against Gideon, and we are not told of their being again made. He received from his father, at that time, the additional name of Jerubbaal, the meaning of which is, Let Baal contend j as if to defy Baal and his followers to carry on a contest with Gideon and those who served the true God.
Every such contest must finally terminate in favor of those who are on the Lord's side. For he is with them, and will sustain them while engaged in maintaining his own cause. Wicked men and the powers of darkness may have the ascendency for a season. God may permit this for wise, though to us mysterious reasons. They may seem to be triumphant. But their triumph is short. We often see this to be the case, even in the course of the few years which we ourselves live. Their triumph, too, is always only an apparent one. They may have some power; but it is only a power, and that temporary and subordinate to the designs and providence of God, over a few of the concerns of this world.
They cannot essentially retard the progress of Christ's kingdom. Their opposition shall only give new impulses to the movements of this kingdom by calling forth its re-acting energy. They may persecute and injure the friends of God in some of their temporal affairs. They may harm their bodies, and take their lives, but they cannot touch their souls. Their eternal interests are secure. The church of the Kedeemer is safe. He shall reign till he hath put all enemies under his feet. And his followers shall reign with him; by his grace coming off conquerors over their own sins, and rejoicing with him in his final and glorious triumph.
My young friend, are you, like Gideon, on the Lord's side, ready to obey his will, whatever man may do unto you?
CHAPTER XI.
Gideon's army reduced to three hundred. He is encouraged by the dream of the Midianite.
It is not improbable that the Midianites and their allies, learning what Gideon had done at
Ophrah, and it may be, also hearing some rumors of the wonderful vision which he had seen, began to suspect that he and his countrymen were about taking measures to regain their independence. It was deemed important, therefore, that such an effort should be immediately crushed; and, for this purpose, the Midianites, and the other nations that were leagued with them, collected their forces into a vast army, which crossed the Jordan, and encamped in the valley of Jezreel. This was in the tribe of Issachar, afterwards called the plain of Esdraelon, and extending from Scythopolis to Mount Carmel.
Gideon was ready for the emergency. The Spirit of the Lord came upon him, in a supernatural way, endowing him with all needed wisdom, valor, strength, and influence. He caused the summoning trumpets to be sounded in all directions. He gathered round him his own kindred. He despatched messengers throughout the whole tribe of Manasseh, and to the tribes of Asher, Zebulun, and Naphtali; calling upon them to join him immediately with all the forces which they could raise.
In the meanwhile, either from the temporary fears which arose in his mind, in view of the immense hosts of the enemy, or because he wished to inspire the Israelites with an unwavering confidence in their cause, Gideon ventured to ask of the Lord a miraculous token of success in leading his countrymen to the conflict. "If thou wilt save Israel by my hand, as thou hast said, Behold, I will put a fleece of wool in the floor; and if the dew be on the fleece only, and it be dry upon all the earth besides, then shall I know that thou wilt save Israel by my hand, as thou hast said."
Jehovah condescended to grant this additional confirmation of his promises to Gideon. The latter, rising up early the next morning, found his request exactly complied with. For while there was no moisture on the ground, the fleece was so full of dew, that, squeezing it in his hands, he wrung from it a bowl-full of water. He wished now to have the miracle reversed, to prove the hand of the Almighty in it in such a way as to satisfy the most incredulous. "Let not thine anger be hot against me," said he, addressing Jehovah, "and I will speak but this once. Let me prove, I pray thee, but this once with the fleece; let it now be dry only upon the fleece, and upon all the ground let there be dew."
The next morning brought the result for which he asked, and Gideon forthwith marshalled his forces for the war. They encamped near a well, called the well of Harod, not far from the mountains of Gilboa, on the borders of Manasseh. The army of the Midianites and their allies lay north of them, by the hill of Moreh, in the valley of Esdraelon. Of the Israelites there were only 32,000 men; while the number of their enemies was more than four times that amount, not less than 135,000. But even this disproportion must become vastly greater. "The people that are with thee," said the Lord to Gideon, "are too many for me to give the Midianites into their hands, lest Israel vaunt themselves against me, 6aying, Mine own hand hath saved me." The glory of the victory must all be given to Jehovah, and he meant to show, beyond the possibility of a doubt, that his arm alone had achieved it.
Gideon was then directed to proclaim throughout the camp, that whosoever was afraid to encounter the enemy might return. Twenty-twa thousand, gladly availing themselves of the offer, withdrew, leaving only ten thousand behind. But even these were yet too many, and must be greatly diminished in number. The mode by which this was accomplished was a singular one.
In making a selection it was important to take those who were capable of enduring great fatigue, and who were men of prompt and alert courage. These traits of character would be indicated by the manner of their drinking from a stream or pond of water, when on a march,—a practice to which travelers in the East often resort. The self-indulgent, slow-moving man, will kneel or lie down on the bank, and putting his mouth to the water take a long and leisurely draught. But he who has the great object of his journey fully in view, and is fearful of being left behind by his party, satisfied with the least quantity of refreshment, will quickly and dexterously dip the water from the stream with his hand, made hollow for the purpose, and throw it into his mouth. Travelers tell us that this custom still prevails, and that it is surprising to see with what rapidity these motions of the hand from the water towards the mouth will be repeated by those who are quick in their movements, and have acquired the necessary tact.
"The people are yet too many," said the Lord again to Gideon; "bring them down unto the water, and I will try them for thee there;" (to satisfy thee on whom thou canst finally rely as men of undaunted bravery ;) "and it shall be that of whom I say unto thee," (or make known by the result,) This shall go with thee, the same shall go with thee; and of whomsoever I say unto thee, This shall not go with thee, the same shall not go."
In obedience to the command, the ten thousand were marched down to the water, and the Lord gave the promised test to Gideon. "Every one," said he, "that lappeth of the water with his tongue as a dog lappeth,* him shalt thou set by himself; likewise every one that boweth down upon his knees to drink."
There were but three hundred who, in drinking the water, belonged to the former class. These remained, and undoubtedly with great alacrity, to compose the little band of heroes that under Gideon, and in the strength of the Almighty, was to meet the immense host of the Midianites. By these three hundred, who now took the necessary provisions and their trumpets, the Lord told Gideon he would save the nation; while the rest, being so directed, returned to their tents, to go where they pleased.
The following night, Gideon received a divine command to attack the Midianites, with the assurance that they should be delivered into his hands. He was told, however, if he had any fears remaining, to go down to their encampment with his servant, and to approach near enough to hear what some of them might say. The result would remove his fears, and encourage him to go forward to battle. So condescending, still, was Jehovah to his servant; willing to bear with the misgivings that we should think
» The quick and repeated motion of the hand towards the mouth, and the accompanying motion of the tongue when the water is thrown into the mouth, is compared to the lapping of water by a dog.
would readily arise in his mind, when comparing the diminutive number of his men with the thousands upon thousands of the enemy.
Gideon went, attended by Phurah his servant, and soon beheld the tents of the Midianites and their allies, stretching far and wide along the valley; the men reposing in sleep, and an uni versal silence prevailing. As he drew cautiously near the camp, a voice met his ear. He listened and heard one of the soldiers relating a dream to his companion. "Behold," said he, " I dreamed a dream, and lo, a cake of barley-bread tumbled into the host of Midian, and came unto a tent and smote it that it fell, and overturned it that the tent lay along."
The one to whom the dream was told seemed to be struck with its singularity, and gave this interpretation of it: "This is nothing else," said he, " save the sword of Gideon the son of Joash, a man of Israel: for into his hand hath God delivered Midian and all the host."
Both the dream and the interpretation were, doubtless, the result of a providential, and perhaps of a supernatural influence. Gideon understood it to be so. He bowed himself to the ground, in silent yet grateful adoration of the goodness of God in furnishing him this additional confirmation of his faith, and, on returning to his encampment, made known to his followers what had happened. "Arise," said he, "for the Lord hath delivered into your hand the host of Midian." Having, now, every apprehension removed from his own mind, he could thus use the language of unqualified assurance to those whom he was to lead on to victory.
Our duties, my young friend, call not for the exercise of faith under any such circumstances as those in which Gideon and his followers were placed. We have no such appalling dangers and difficulties to encounter. We do not belong to a little band of three hundred, with an enemy of one hundred and thirty-five thousand to meet in battle. God's dealings with us, at the present day, are of the most gentle and encouraging kind. And yet how much we need continually to cry, "Lord, increase our faith." It is so feeble. It is so inefficient even for sustaining the comparatively small trials which are sent to prove it.
But what, alas! is the condition of those who have no faith? Without any filial confidence in God; without any reliance on his Son as the only Saviour; without any feeling of dependence on his Spirit for the enlightening of the mind and the sanctification of the heart,—they are truly without hope. For without faith it is impossible to please God.
CHAPTER XII.
Gideon defeats the Midianites. The Ephraimites offended. The offenders at Succoth and Penuel punished.
Gideon divided the three hundred men into three companies, under their respective commanders. He placed in each man's hand a trumpet, and gave him, also, an empty pitcher with a burning lamp, or torch, inside of it. He then explained to them the mode of attack upon the enemy which he intended to adopt; directing them to do as he did, and to cry on all sides, "The sword of the Lord, and of Gideon."
It was a little after midnight when Gideon and his men approached the Midianites, all of whom were sunk in sleep, except the few sentinels that were on duty. The Israelites so arranged themselves, at considerable distances from each other, as to surround the camp; and the signal being given by Gideon, each blew his trumpet and brake the pitcher which he held, and holding up his lamp, cried out, "The sword of the Lord, and of Gideon."
The effect was overwhelming. Awaked from their slumbers by the blasts of the shrill-sounding trumpets, and the strange noise of the crashing earthen-vessels, the Midianites starting up in consternation, beheld the lights gleaming around them in all directions, while each blazing torch showed a trumpeter, still pouring forth the notes of encouragement to the hosts, as they supposed, that followed in his rear. An army of immense magnitude, they imagined, must be ready for the assault, and were about commencing it. Panicstruck, they were thrown into such confusion that they began to slay each other throughout the whole encampment, every man's sword being against his fellow, and all supposing that the Israelites were in the midst of them. Those that could escape did so; and it was not long before they were bending their flight from the plain of Jezreel towards the Jordan.
The news of what had happened soon reached the neighboring regions. Now that victory appeared to be on the side of Gideon and his band, those who were before fearful rallied to the conflict. The tribes of Naphtali, Asher and Manasseh poured forth their armed men, who assembling speedily together, pursued the enemy. In the meanwhile Gideon sent messengers throughout all Mount Ephraim, calling upon the inhabitants to raise forces sufficient to take possession of the fording-places of such streams as the Midianites would endeavor to cross, especially those of the Jordan, and thus to intercept them in their flight.
The command was obeyed. Two princes of the Midianites, Oreb and Zeeb, were taken and slain, and their heads afterwards brought to Gideon; while the Israelites continued the pursuit across the Jordan, and quite to the borders of Midian.
About this time the men of Ephraim complained bitterly to Gideon, because he had not summoned their forces to the war at its very commencement. They felt their pride wounded, or would have it believed that they did, by this neglect. And yet they must have known that Gideon acted under the divine direction, and that they could have easily offered their services, at any time, to aid in delivering their nation from its oppressors. The reply which they received showed both the humility and wisdom of Gideon. "What have I done now," said he, " in comparison of you 1 Is not the gleaning of the grapes of Ephraim better than the vintage of Abiezer V Does not your comparatively small action excel what might seem to be the greater one of myself and the three hundred men whom I led to battle 1 "God hath delivered into your hands the princes of Midian, Oreb and Zeeb: and what was I able to do in comparison of you 1"
A soft answer turneth away wrath. He that is slow to anger is better than the mighty, and he that ruleth his spirit, than he that taketh a city. The reply of Gideon had its intended effect; and the Ephraimites appear to have been well satisfied with what they had achieved, and with the praise which was thus bestowed upon it.
While chasing the Midianites, Gideon and his band having crossed the Jordan, came to Succoth. They were exhausted with fatigue and hunger, and halted a moment to ask for some refreshment. "Give, I pray you," said he, "loaves of bread unto the people that follow me: for they be faint, and I am pursuing after Zebah and Zalmunna, kings of Midian."
The head men of Succoth refused the request, and tauntingly inquired if these princes were already the prisoners of Gideon; as if it would be time enough for him to make the demand when he had obtained such a triumph. This denial of hospitality was an act of the basest kind. Even an enemy when famishing should be fed; how much more their own countrymen, and those, too, who had so bravely hazarded their lives, and were still doing it, for the protection and freedom of these very men of Succoth. Besides, it was rebellion against God, and treason against their country. They must have known that Gideon, in conducting the enterprise in which he was engaged, was acting in accordance with the express commands of the Almighty; and it was, in fact, rendering essential aid to the enemy thus to leave their pursuers to be so overcome with hunger and fatigue as to be unable, probably, to overtake and subdue them. Indeed, we have reason to believe that this would certainly have been the case, if Gideon and his band, under such circumstances, had not been sustained by a peculiar, divine influence. He left Succoth with ihis tremendous denunciation : "When the Lord hath delivered Zebah and Zalmunna into my hand, then I will tear your flesh with the thorns of the wilderness and with briars." Whether punishment was literally to be inflicted upon them in this way, or whether its great severity only was intended by the language used, it is difficult to decide. We have reason to believe that, in either case, it was to consist in putting them to death.
Gideon soon came to Penuel, and making there a request similar to that which he made at Succoth, was answered in the same manner. He left its inhabitants, also, with a fearful rebuke ;— "When I come again in peace, I will break down this tower."
While these things were taking place, Zebah and Zalmunna were in Karkor, a town near the eastern borders of Gad, with an army of fifteen thousand men, being all that had escaped out of the immense hosts of the Midianites and their allies,—one hundred and twenty thousand having been slam. Here they felt secure from attack, and were most unexpectedly, therefore, discomfited by Gideon and his men, who reached the place by a route east of Nobah and Jogbehah. All were put to death except the princes Zebah and Zalmunna. They were retained as prisoners, t -. to meet the peculiar fate which was in reserve for them.
On his return, as he approached Succoth, Gideon seized upon a young man of that place, and demanded of him who the persons were that were the influential ones in denying him the refreshment for which he asked. The young man gave him the names of seventy-seven. It was not long before they were brought before him, in the presence of the other inhabitants. After calling upon them all to behold his prisoners, Zebah and Zalmunna, on whose account they had upbraided him in such an insulting manner, he ordered the punishment of death which he had threatened, to be inflicted upon the seventy-seven, as a just retribution for their conduct, and an example to the rest. The inhabitants of Penuel, also, soon met their merited fate; their tower, of which they probably boasted as their defence in their refusal to comply with Gideon's request, being demolished, and themselves put to death.
Do judgments like these overtake the wicked in this world, under the government of that Being who is holy and just in all his ways, and will there be no terrible expressions of his displeasure, in the future world, against those who continue to hold out in their disobedience of his laws, and defiance of his authority 1 Sad delusion, to rely on what is falsely called the boundless mercy of God, for deliverance from the merited punishment of transgression with which the finally impenitent sinner is threatened in the world of wo! Why does not the same boundless mercy of the unchangeable Jehovah manifest itself in sparing the sinner his sufferings in this life 1 Why these sufferings here, and yet none hereafter 1 It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God. To the impenitent and unbelieving it will, at length, be made known that God is a consuming fire.
CHAPTER XIII.
Zebah and Zalmunna slain. Gideon refuses to be king. His death. Intrigues of Abimelech.
Gideon had a fearful question to propose to his prisoners, Zebah and Zalmunna. "What manner of men," said he, "were they whom ye slew at Tabor V
He probably well knew that they were his own brothers, who had thus, not long before, been massacred there in cold blood by these princes. He wished to remind them of the deed, and to have a public confession of their guilt, to show the justice of the retribution which he intended to inflict upon them. They knew it was in vain to deny what they had done, or to endeavor to conceal it. "As thou art," was their reply, " so were they; each one resembled the children of a king;" an eastern mode of expression, still in use, to denote the fine, personal appearance, and admirable qualities of the individual to whom it was* applied.
"They were my brethren," said Gideon, "even the sons of my mother: as the Lord livetb, if ye had saved them alive, I would not slay you." Having uttered these words, the warning of their doom, he immediately commanded his son Jether, his eldest child, to put them to death. "Up," said he, " and slay them."
Jether hesitated. He drew not his sword. He was yet but a youth, and shrunk back from the bloody deed. Zebah and Zalmunna perceiving this, but knowing, still, that their fate was inevitable, besought Gideon himself to despatch them. For they, doubtless, regarded it both as a more honorable and easy death, to fall beneath the stroke of his hand. Gideon took them at their word. He slew them on the spot, and despoiled the necks of their camels of the splendid and costly ornaments with which they were adorned, seizing1 them as the trophy, according to the customs of the times, of his triumph over his enemies.
His countrymen felt their obligations to Gideon for the astonishing victory which he had achieved, and for their deliverance from the bondage of their oppressors. They did not consider, in their admiration of the conqueror, how much they owed to God, whose almighty arm it was that had subdued their enemies, and that Gideon was but the instrument in his hands of what had taken place. They forgot that Jehovah was their King, the head of the nation, and that they were bound to acknowledge him as such by their own solemn, covenant-engagements. They idolized their leader, and hoped to derive from his wisdom and prowess, what nothing but the divine protection could afford. They would pass from their allegiance to a heavenly monarch, and have an earthly one to govern them.
"Rule thou over us," said the Israelites to Gideon, " both thou, and thy son, and thy son's son also: for thou hast delivered us from the hand of Midian."
This offer was the first indication which this wayward people gave of their desire to be like the nations around them; to reject the reign of the King of kings, and Lord of lords,—the highest honor and privilege which they could possess; and to come under the dominion, with all its attendant evils, of a mortal like themselves. Their subsequent history shows how deeply-rooted this feeling was, and the disastrous consequences to which it led.
Gideon was not to be seduced by the flattering proposal. He knew too well his own duty to Jehovah, and the best interests of his countrymen, to yield to it for a moment. His integrity stood the test of the temptation. His reply was prompt and decided. "I will not rule over you, neither shall my son rule over you: the Lord shall rule over you."
He accompanied this declaration, however, with a request of a very questionable character, and which shows how good men are liable to err. He asked the Israelites to give him the ear-rings which they had taken as spoils from their enemies. They did it readily; and being very numerous, these ornaments amounted to seventy-three pounds and four ounces of gold, worth upwards of twelve thousand dollars. With these and the other costly ornaments, and collars, and purple raiment that were taken from the kings of Midian, and the chains that were about their camels' necks, Gideon made an ephod, or very rich and splendid vestment for a priest, and placed it in Ophrah. Some think that it was intended merely as a trophy of his victory; but it is more probable that he designed it for a religious purpose, that he might himself conduct the worship of God in his own house, without being obliged to go to Shiloh. He may have been led into this error from the fact that, when called of God to become the deliverer of the Israelites, he was instructed to build an altar and offer sacrifice, and he now supposed that he might still continue, in the same way, to officiate as a priest. The step was wholly unauthorized, and not to be justified by any pretended exigency of the case. It was attended with the most pernicious results. While Gideon lived it was a constant source of temptation to him, and subsequently of sin and ruin to his family. It drew his countrymen to follow his example, and to resort to the ephod which he had prepared, instead of going to the true one at Shiloh; and it led the way for their relapsing again into idolatry after his death.
For forty years, under the administration of Gideon, the Israelites remained secure from all attacks of their enemies, and the nation regained its wonted prosperity. He died in a good old age, having been the father of seventy sons, and of one other by a secondary wife, whom he called Abimelech.
Immediately on his decease, the Israelites re
sumed their idolatrous practices. They went after Baalim, and made Baal-berith, an idol of the heathen, their god. Ungrateful and disobedient to Jehovah, "who had delivered them out of the hands of all their enemies on every side," they were equally unmindful of what they owed to Gideon, and treated his family in the most unkind and cruel manner, as we shall soon see.
Abimelech was a man of intrigue and a restless ambition. He went to Shechem, where his mother dwelt, to endeavor to excite in the minds of her kindred, and, through their influence, of the Shechemites generally, hostility to the sons of Gideon. He told them how much more prosperously they would live under the government of one man than to have seventy reign over them. Himself, of course, was to be that man. He scrupled not to urge such a claim, and to enforce it by declaring that he was one of their kindred, and on that account best entitled to the station.
The Shechemites yielded to his persuasions, and furnished him with silver out of the temple of their god Baal-berith, to assist him in his designs. It became the wages of iniquity. It enabled Abimelech to hire a band of idle and abandoned men to be his body-guard, and to follow him in the execution of a purpose, the aggravated guilt of which did not deter him from carrying it into effect. With these ruffians he went imme
diately to Ophrah, and slew all the sons of Gideon except Jotham, the youngest, who contrived to conceal himself and escape their fate.
So it is that one sin begets another. Ambition led to murder. Abimelech wished to reign, and because his brethren stood in the way of his preferment he put them to death.
Nothing is more dangerous than a worldly, aspiring spirit. It exposes its possessor to the most grievous temptations. Under its influence, and intent on its gratification, he sacrifices conscience, duty, the friendship of God, and the hopes of heaven to its imperious demands. Does such a spirit, my young friend, ever dwell in your breast 1 Look at the consequences. See where it will lead you. Remember Abimelech, the ambitious son of Gideon.
CHAPTER XIV
Abimelech made king. Jotham's parable. Disaffection towards Abimelech.
After the massacre of the sons of Gideon, the Shechemites came together, and all the house
of Millo, (probably a distinguished individual among them,) and made Abimelech king. As soon as Jotham, the youngest son of Gideon, heard of it, and before the concourse of people were dispersed, he took his stand on the top of Mount Gerizim, which was near by, and thus addressed them in a loud voice.
"Hearken unto me, ye men of Shechem, that God may hearken unto you. The trees went forth on a time to anoint a king over them; and they said unto the olive-tree, Reign thou over us. But the olive-tree said unto them, Should I leave my fatness,* wherewith by me they honor God and man, and go to be promoted over the trees 1
"And the trees said to the fig-tree, Come thou, and reign over us. But the fig-tree said unto them, Should I forsake my sweetness, and my good fruit, and go to be promoted over the trees 1
"Then said the trees unto the vine, Come thou, and reign over us. And the vine said unto them, Should I leave my wine which cheereth God and man,f and go to be promoted over the trees 1
* Olive-oil was used in the service of God, and also to anoint priests, prophets, and kings.
t God is figuratively said to be cheered with the wine offered to him in his worship, because he was pleased with
"Then said all the trees unto the bramble, Come thou, and reign over us. And the bramble said unto the trees, If in truth ye anoint me kingover you, then come and put your trust in my shadow: and if not, let fire come out of the bramble, and devour the cedars of Lebanon.*"
The pertinency and force of this beautiful parable, the oldest extant, hardly needs illustration. It portrays, in a very striking manner, the fact that those who are the most worthy of being raised to places of power and distinction, are often the most reluctant to occupy them, well knowing the responsibilities of such stations, and content with doing their duty in a humbler sphere —and that the vile and intriguing who would thrust themselves into office, with those who are so foolish as to confer it, often prove to each other the sources of overwhelming wretchedness.
The moral of the parable was of easy application. "Now, therefore," continued Jotham, " if ye have done truly and sincerely," (or as it
the offering. It was very acceptable to him, if made in sincerity, and he received it graciously.
* The bramble is here supposed to speak prophetically, and to say, that as Abimelech's being anointed king was an unwise and wicked measure, the result would be most disastrous to the distinguished individuals in the land, denoted by " the cedars of Lebanon:" coming to the throne unjustly, he would prove a terrible curse to his adherents, and especially to the prominent men among them.
might be rendered, if ye have acted, well and with. out sin,) " in that ye have made Abimelech king, and if ye have dealt well with Jerubbaal (or Gideon) and his house, and have done unto him according to the deserving of his hands: (For my father fought for you, and adventured his life for, and delivered you out of the hand of Midian: and ye are risen up against my father's house this day, and have slain his sons, threescore and ten persons, upon one stone, and have made Abimelech, the son of his maid-servant, king over the men of Shechem, because he is your brother :) If ye then have dealt truly and sincerely with Jerubbaal and with his house this day, then rejoice ye in Abimelech, and let him also rejoice in you: but if not, let fire come out from Abimelech, and devour the men of Shechem, and the house of Millo; and let fire come out from the men of Shechem, and from the house of Millo, and devour Abimelech."
On uttering these words, Jotham, well knowing the danger to which he would be exposed from an exasperated multitude, and especially from the resentment of Abimelech, quickly withdrew and fled to Beer, a city about ten miles north of Jerusalem, where he dwelt.
Abimelech maintained his authority for the space of three years, and exercised it with great severity. At the end of that period, God permitted a spirit of disaffection and hostility to arise between the usurper and his subjects. The course of divine Providence led to this. Events were so ordered that the occasions for calling out the angry passions on both sides were afforded. All was just and holy so far as the agency of God was concerned. Where there was sin, it was human agency alone that partook of it. We are told that "God sent an evil spirit between Abimelech and the men of Shechem; and the men of Shechem dealt treacherously with Abimelech: that the cruelty done to the threescore and ten sons of Jerubbaal might come, and their blood be laid upon Abimelech their brother which slew them, and upon the men of Shechem which aided him in the killing of his brethren V It would thus be made to appear how the sinful ambition of man furnishes the means of its own punishment.
The oppression of Abimelech provoked the Shechemites to endeavor to throw off the yoke. They plotted against his life, and stationed men on the top of the mountains to lie in wait for him, as he should pass that way on a return from some excursion that he was making, and put him to death. Disappointed in the accomplishment of their object, these men could not refrain from deeds of violence, attacking and plundering every one who came within their reach. Abimelech soon heard of this, and began to take measures for his personal security, and the maintenance of his power.'
In the meanwhile Gaal the son of Ebed, probably one of the Canaanites, and a person of distinction and influence, perceiving this state of things, determined, if possible, to take advantage of it, and subserve his own ambitious designs. He went to Shechem and succeeded in gaining the confidence of the people. On a certain occasion, when they had gone out into the vineyards and gathered and pressed the grapes, and were making merry, according to their idolatrous practices, in the house of their god; and venting forth their curses against Abimelech; Gaal availed himself of the opportunity; to excite them still more strongly to rebellion. He spoke in the most contemptuous manner of Abimelech, and of his officer Zebul, the governor of the city, urging the Shechemites to discard at once the authority of their present sovereign, and to choose for their ruler some one of the descendants of Hamor, the ancient prince of their people. Being probably himself one of these descendants, it is not difficult to see the motive by which this aspiring individual was actuated. "Would to God," he exclaimed, "this people were under my hand! then would I remove Abimelech. Increase thine army," he continued, as if addressing the latter in a taunting manner, "and come out."
The indignation of Zebul was kindled when he heard of these things, and he immediately despatched messengers to his master with as much secrecy as possible. They were directed to inform Abimelech that Gaal and his party had come to Shechem, and that the city was in a state of defence to resist him should he endeavor to regain his dominion there. Zebul, also, urged him to hasten forward by night with his forces, and to lie in wait near the city, and in the morning, by commencing an assault, to draw out Gaal and the rebels, and either make them prisoners, or destroy them, as he might deem best.
Sad degeneracy of human nature! How full is the history of our race of the enmity which man bears both towards God and towards his fellowmen. The usurpation of the fratricide Abimelech, and the intrigues of Gaal, with the consequent evils which befell them and the Shechemites, are but specimens of innumerable similar transactions that have taken place in all ages and countries. It is the acting out of the spirit of selfishness and of sin. It is the opposite of thai spirit of christian love, which yields the entire homage of the heart to God, in a cheerful obedience to his commands, and goes forth in self-denying good will to others, seeking to pro
mote their best interests, temporal and eterna]. Nothing but divine grace will impart this spirit. Nothing but divine grace will cherish and preserve it in the breast.
My young friend, which of these two opposite dispositions of the soul have you 1 Unless your heart has been renewed by the Spirit of God, you have no true love to him and to your fellowmen. Every thing of a moral nature within you is selfishness and sin. And these are the principles that contend against all that is right Mid good, and prepare the heart, where they continue to maintain their ascendency, for inconceivable wretchedness.
CHAPTER XV.
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Abimelech takes and destroys the city of Shechem. His death. Tola. Jair.
Abimelech, on receiving the message from Zebul, lost no time in following his counsels. The same night found him and his men, in four bands, lying in wait in the vicinity of Shechem.
As the morning began to dawn, and while he was making with his forces some movements towards the city, they were descried by Gaal standing in the entering of the gate. "Behold," said he to Zebul, who appears to have been near him at the time, "there come people down from the top of the mountains." On Zebul's replying that~ he mistook shadows for men, Gaal assured him it was not so, and that two distinct bands were evidently approaching the city. Zebul soon perceiving that this was indeed the case, began to taunt Gaal with his former bravado against Abimelech, and urged him now to carry it into effect. "Where is now thy mouth," (or loud boastings,) "wherewith thou saidst, Who is Abimclech, that we should serve him 1 is not this the people that thou hast despised 1 go out, I pray now, and fight with them."
The challenge could not be declined. A battle ensued, in which Abimelech was victorious, and Gaal and his party were obliged to retreat within the city. They did not, however, remain there long. Zebul succeeded in exciting so much opposition to them, probably on account of their late want of success in repelling Abimelech, whom he represented as cowardly and shameful, that the inhabitants thrust them out in disgrace, and we hear no more of them. They were glad, doubtless, to retire to their homes with as much secrecy and despatch as possible.
Abimelech, in the meanwhile, having withdrawn his forces out of sight, the Shechemites thinking that there was no immediate danger, went out into the fields, the following day, to pursue their usual employments. They were soon surprised by their enemies, who had been lying in ambush for the purpose. One party, with Abimelech at their head, took possession of the gate of the city, while two others rushed upon the Shechemites, who, having no way of retreat, were entirely destroyed. Abimelech then took the city after a severe contest, putting all the inhabitants to the sword. He razed its walls and buildings to their foundations, and sowed it with salt, as emblematical of what he supposed would be its perpetual desolation. In this, however, he was mistaken. It was afterwards rebuilt, and became a place of so much importance, that the Israelites resorted to it, to make Rehoboam king.
A portion of the Shechemites were still left in a tower not far distant, whither they had resorted for safety. But seeing the strength of their enemies and the entire destruction of the city, they feared they would be unable to resist Abimelech, and withdrew into a strong hold belonging to the temple of their god Berith. The sacredness of the place, at least, if no other means of defence was left, would, they hoped, afford them protection. But Abimelech's ambition was not to be restrained by any superstitious fears. He led his army to Mount Zalmon, in the neighborhood of Shechem, so called from the extensive shade which its forests cast over it. Taking an axe in his hand, and cutting down a large bough from a tree, he placed it on his shoulder, and ordered all his soldiers to do the same. His example was soon followed. Abimelech and his army, thus equipped, resorted immediately to the strong hold in which the remaining Shechemites were assembled, and piling up around it the boughs which they carried, set them on fire. The place was soon in flames, and all who were in it perished, about a thousand in number.
Abimelech not satisfied with these victories, next marched against Thebez, a city in the tribe of Ephraim, and near Shechem, of which he soon made himself master. He did not do this, however, before the inhabitants had retreated from their dwellings, and shut themselves up in a strong tower that stood within the city. His late success in a similar case, led Abimelech to suppose that the work of destruction would again be easy. Approaching the door of the tower to burn it, and thus gain access for himself and his followers, he was descried by a woman on its top, who casting down a piece of a millstone upon his head, it broke his skull. He felt that death must be near, and abhorring the disgrace of this
manner of it, he called out to the young man who attended him as armor-bearer to despatch him on the spot, that it might not be said that he fell by the hand of a woman. His command was quickly obeyed ; and thus terminated the life and the ambitious projects of Abimelech. His partisans, deprived of their leader, immediately disbanded, and returned to their respective homes.
"Thus God rendered the wickedness of Abimelech which he did unto his father, in slaying his seventy brethren: and all the evil of the men of Shechem did God render upon their heads: and upon them came the curse of Jotham* the son of Jerubbaal."
An old writer (Bishop Hall) makes these truly appropriate and forcible remarks, in view of the transactions of the period which we have been considering. " There now lies the greatness of Abimelech. On one stone he had slain his seventy brethren, and now a stone slays him. His head had stolen the crown of Israel, and now his head is smitten. O the just succession of the revenges of God! Gideon's ephod is punished with the blood of his sons; the blood of his sons is shed by the procurement of the Shechemites; the blood of the Shechemites is shed by Abimelech; the blood of Abimelech is spilt by a woman. The retaliations of God are sure and just, and make a more due pedigree than descent of nature."
TOLA, of the tribe of Issachar, was the next judge of the Israelites after Gideon. His residence was Shamir in Mount Ephraim. He conti, nued in office twenty-three years, when he died, and was succeeded by JAIK, a Gileadite. The power of this latter ruler is described by referring to his thirty sons who rode on asses, (the people generally going on foot,) and who had the government of thirty cities. Jair died after being judge twenty-two year.s. During the earlier part of his government, and the whole of that of his predecessor, it would seem that the Israelites preserved their allegiance to Jehovah; worshiped and served him as the true God; and abandoned their idolatrous practices. Security, and a prosperous condition of their affairs, was the result; and having the Lord on their side, they bade defiance to any attacks or encroachments of their enemies.
But temptations again assailed them, to which their own evil hearts yielded. The spirit of idolatry, so hard to be eradicated, and which nothing but the severest chastisements could even temporarily subdue, revived with new force. It spread wider, and showed itself in more flagrant forms than it had ever done before. "The children of Israel did evil again in the sight of the Lord, and served Baalim, and Ashtaroth, and the gods of Syria, and the gods of Zidon, and
the gods of Moab, and the gods of the children of Ammon, and the gods of the Philistines, and forsook the Lord and served not him." The worship of the true God was utterly abandoned, and a pantheon, as it were, of all the heathen deities was established in the heart of this besotted and sinful people.
This state of things took place eighteen years before the death of Jair, and we are told that "the anger of the Lord was hot against Israel, and he sold them into the hands of the Philistines, and into the hands of the children of Arnmon." The oppression of these nations was excessively severe. In the emphatic language of the original, the Israelites were crushed and broken io pieces by these their enemies on each side, as if by two opposite mill-stones grinding to powder what is between them .
In their anguish they cried unto the Lord, "We have sinned against thee, both because we have forsaken our God, and also served Baalim." His reply reproached them for their frequent backslidings, and held forth no promise of relief. "Go," said he, "and cry unto the gods which ye have chosen; let them deliver you in the .time of your tribulation." ., ,v
But they ceased not to make supplication. They prostrated themselves still lower before their offended Sovereign. "We have sinned:
do thou unto us whatsoever seemeth good unto thee; deliver us only, we pray thee, this day." They cast away their strange gods. They returned to the worship of Jehovah, and in the strong language of Scripture, his soul was grieved for the misery of Israel. He once more had compassion on them, and deliverance was at hand.
Repenting sinner, hesitate not to return to God. Let not thy past transgressions, however enormous, deter thee. The blood of Christ can cleanse from all sin. God waits to be gracious. Believe and be saved.
CHAPTER XVI.
Jephthah is raised up to deliver the Israelites. His remonstrance with their enemies.
The time of deliverance for the Israelites was the time of their greatest danger. The Ammonites, a powerful people dwelling east of their territory, had assembled an army in Gilead, and were preparing to wage a new war against them. They felt the necessity of making a vigorous re
sistance. Should they fail in the struggle, nothing but extermination, or the most abject submission was before them. Summoning together their forces, they encamped in Mizpeh, a city on the east side of the Jordan, within the half-tribe of Manasseh, there to adopt such measures as might be deemed expedient in such an emergency.
While in this situation, the people and princes of Gilead held a consultation, to ascertain what competent person would be willing to lead out the Israelites, and meet their enemies in battle. "What man is he," they said, "that will begin to fight against the children of Ammon 1 he shall be head over all the inhabitants of Gilead."
The commander whom they needed appeared. It was JEPHTHAH, the son of Gilead, and probably of the tribe of Manasseh beyond the Jordan. His mother, a woman of doubtful character, was not an Israelite, but belonged to some one of the heathen nations. Gilead's other sons, by his lawful wife, had a strong dislike to Jephthah; and when they grew up caused him to be thrust out of his father's house, reproaching him with his base descent, and protesting that he should never have any share of the inheritance. He fled from, their persecution, and took refuge in the land of Tob in the vicinity of Gilead. Here he became the leader of a band of lawless men, with whom he made incursions into the neighboring countries of a predatory kind, retaliating upon the enemies of the Israelites, and acquiring the reputation of a brave and enterprising chieftain.
Such was the individual to whom the people of Gilead sent their chief men, to invite him to be at the head of their forces in resisting the Ammonites. His reply contained a cutting reproof; and shows that, in some way, the elders of Gilead had been concerned with his brethren in the treatment he had received. "Did not ye hate me," said he, "and expel me out of my father's house % and why are ye come unto me now when ye are in distress 1"
On their acknowledging that they had done wrong, and declaring that, with very different feelings from those which they formerly entertained, they now turned to him as their only leader against their enemies, and the head of their people, Jephthah inquired whether they would indeed pledge themselves that he should hold this station if he proved victorious. The Lord be witness between us," was their answer, "if we do not so according to thy words."
Jephthah yielded to their wishes, and went with them to the encampment at Mizpeh, where the whole assembly of the people made him their "head and captain;" the engagement entered into between him and the elders being ratified in a solemn and religious manner.
Before commencing hostilities, however against the Ammonites, he sent messengers to their king to inquire why it was that they meditated war against the Israelites, seeming desirous, in this, to open the way for peace between the two nations, or if the former rejected the overture, to make it appear that they were wholly in the wrong, and thus inspire his army with confidence in their cause, and the strongest hopes of success.
The king of the Ammonites,—and, as it would appear, holding sway over the Moabites also at this time,—told the messengers that the cause of the war was the despoiling of their lands by the children of Israel when they came up out of Effypt; and he demanded that the territory which was then taken from them should immediately be restored. The charge was a groundless one. It related, too, to transactions which took place three hundred years before; showing what an expedient had to be adopted at that late period of time, to give, if possible, some pretence of right to the course that was pursued.
On receiving this communication, Jephthah sent another message to the king of Ammon, denying the charge which he brought against the Israelites, and showing how they had conducted on their march to the promised land. Being denied a passage in a peaceable manner, through the territories of Edom and Moab, they had gone round these countries without any attack upon the inhabitants; but meeting not only with a similar refusal from Sihon the king of the Amorites, but with open hostility on his part, they had cut off him and his forces, and taken possession of his lands. These lands might, indeed, have once belonged to the Ammonites, or Moabites, and been wrested from them by the Amorites; but this had all taken place before the people of Israel thus obtained them by conquest under the direction and with the aid of the Almighty, who himself made a special grant of them to his people. No title, therefore, could be clearer than theirs. For as the king of Ammon maintained that he held his territory by gift from his god Chemosh, "so," said Jephthah, "whomsoever the Lord our God shall drive out from before us, them will we possess." "And now art thou any thing better," continued he, "than Balakthe son of Zippor, king of Moab 1 did he ever strive against Israel, or did he ever fight against them, while Israel dwelt in Heshbon and her towns, and in Aroer and her towns, and in all the cities that be along by the coasts of Arnon, three hundred years 1 Why, therefore, did ye not recover them within that time 1" So that Jephthah had, indeed, as he thus stated, the most substantial reasons to offer against the claim made by the
king of Aramon to justify the war which he was commencing.
The Ammonites had been deprived of their lands in their contests with the Amorites. The Israelites took possession of these lands, after having subdued the Amorites, who carried on an unprovoked and unjustifiable war against them. The Almighty, the sole Governor and Proprietor of heaven and earth, and of all the beings and things that he has made, had given these lands to the Israelites, to hold as their own. With this title, derived from God himself, they had held possession of them for three hundred years. During this long period, the Ammonites had never asserted any claims to these lands, or pretended that they had them, for they well knew that such claims could not be maintained with the least appearance of right.
"Wherefore," was the conclusion of Jephthah's message, "I have not sinned against thee, but thou doest me wrong to war against me: the Lord the Judge be judge this day between the children of Israel and the children of Ammon."
But these peaceful and well-supported remonstrances had no effect upon the king of Ammon, who still persisted in his hostile designs. There was but one course to be taken, and Jephthah entered immediately upon it, the Spirit of the Lord influencing him to do this by a divine impulse, endowing him for this work in an extraordinary way; and thus giving him and his followers satisfactory evidence that their cause was a good one, and would be sustained by the arm of the Almighty. He passed through Gilead and Manasseh, and through Mizpeh of Gilead, and thence quite to the borders of the Ammonites, collecting additional forces for the contest, and encouraging his countrymen in undertaking it.
How much it is to be desired that all the nations of the earth would put a final end to war as a means of settling their disputes with each other. The one in which Jephthah engaged was undertaken by the special direction of God, and not till two different messages of the most pacific nature had been sent to the king of Amnion, in order, if possible, to prevent it. When similar efforts are made on both sides, in the spirit of peace, and of doing that which shall prove to be right and in accordance with the golden rule of treating others as we would have them treat us; when divine direction is implored, the word and providences of God studied to gather their true import, and the meek, forgiving, and self-denying temper of the sincere followers of Christ cherished, it will no longer be found necessary to discuss the question whether any and what wars may be regarded as justifiable, nor to settle
some other topics which, in connection with this subject, are thought to be attended with difficulty. Pray for this time, my young friend, and help its approach by cultivating the spirit of peace in your own breast, and in that of others.
CHAPTER XVII.
Jephthah's vow. He destroys the Ammonites. Returning, meets his daughter. His death.
Before Jephthah commenced hostilities against the Ammonites, he made a very strange, and as it proved to be, rash vow, that, if the Lord would without fail deliver his enemies into his hands, whatsoever should come forth from his house to meet him on his return in peace, should surely be the Lord's, and that he would offer it up for a burnt-offering.
What were his precise motives in doing this,— the degree of piety which influenced him, if, indeed, it was the result of strictly pious feelings,— and the amount of erroneous views under which he labored, arising from the defects of his religious education, and from his manner of life—it is difficult to determine. Much has been written on the subject in connection with the events that followed, and very different opinions advanced by learned and ingenious men. Yet a mysterious obscurity, to a great extent, continues to hang over it. The writer deems it best to take what appears to him to be the plain and obvious meaning of that portion of the sacred writings in which the transaction is recorded; acknowledging that he has not been able to clear up all the difficulties that attend it to his own satisfaction, and referring such of his readers as have a desire to examine the matter more thoroughly; to the various expositions of it which may be within their reach.
Jephthah now advanced with the forces under his command, to give the king of Ammon battle. The Lord was on his side. He met his enemies, and subdued them with a very great slaughter, passing over a considerable portion of their country, and destroying twenty of their cities. Eeturning victorious to Mizpeh, and, as he thought, under the most solemn obligation to fulfill the vow which he had made, it must have been with feelings of the deepest anxiety that he approached his dwelling. He could but consider it possible, that some one might come out to meet him of his friends or kindred, nay even of his own family. He had an only child, a daughter grown up to womanhood, whom he loved with intense affection. Should she prove to be the victim, what a heart-rending struggle must agonize his breast. The very thought made him shudder, and he hardly dared to look before him.
He comes nearer. The sound of the timbrels, and such joyful music as accompanies the dances of maidens, fall upon his ear. The maidens of Gilead are coming out to meet him, and to celebrate his triumph. It must be that his daughter is with them. Does she lead the band 1 Is it her form that he just descries 1 How can he advance 1 Shall he retreat from so dreadful a possibility 1 His honor as a hero,—the solemn pledge that he has given,—both forbid. He moves forward with a sad and reluctant step. The maidens approach. It is his daughter who leads their dances, and strikes her timbrel, and raises her song of congratulation more joyously than the rest. For it is a beloved father who returns in glory from the field of battle and of triumph. Jephthah rends his garments, and exclaims in the anguish of his soul; "Alas, my daughter! thou hast brought me very low, and thou art one of them that trouble me ;" (the cause of my deep affliction;) "for I have opened my mouth unto the Lord, and I cannot go back."
What is her reply 1 Some fearful doom awaits her, and this, too from the hand of her father. She knows not what it is, but his overwhelming distress shows that it is a terrible one. It must be death. She might well plead to be delivered from it; and can the plea of an only daughter under such circumstances fail of success 1 But she feels for the honor of her father and of the nation. The Lord has given him the victory over their enemies, and his vow must be fulfilled. With a simple devotion of herself in obedience to parental authority,—an heroic self-possession,— and a religious patriotism unparalleled in history,—she says; "My father, if thou hast opened thy mouth unto the Lord, do to me according to that which hath proceeded out of thy mouth; forasmuch as the Lord hath taken vengeance for thee of thine enemies, even of the children of Ammon."
She accompanied this declaration, however, with one request. About to be cut off in the prime of life, she would never be, what every Jewish female esteemed a distinguished honor, —a mother,—to have, perhaps, the Messiah in the line of her descendants. She begged that two months might be allowed her to go into retirement with her female companions, and bewail so great a calamity.
Her request was granted; and we are told that, at the expiration of the time, "she returned unto her father, who did with her according to his vow which he had vowed." He offered her up, as it would seem, in the opinion of the writer, we have reason to believe, in sacrifice to the Lord :—a deed to be deplored and deprecated; though the measure of guilt attached to it, considering the circumstances of Jephthah's life, and the degree of light which he had enjoyed, it is for Omniscience alone to decide. The melancholy event was not soon forgotten. "The daughters of Israel went yearly to lament the daughter of Jephthah the Gileadite four days in a year." . »
Soon after this, Jephthah had to encounter an enemy from a quarter that he little expected. The Ephraimites became jealous of his increasing power, and of that of the tribe to which he belonged. They sought an occasion of a quarrel with him; assembling in great numbers, and advancing towards Mizpeh. The complaint which they made was, that Jephthah had treated them with great contempt in not calling for their aid in the late war against the Ammonites. They vowed revenge for the indignity, and threatened to burn down his dwelling.
He denied the charge. He affirmed that he had invited them to join him, but without effect; and that seeing their delinquency, he had gone forth, at great risk, against the common enemy, and under the protection of God, entirelv subdued them. Why then should the men of Ephraim come up against him with these hostile intentions 1
His remonstrance was in vain. He must prepare for the emergency. Summoning the men of Gilead, and putting himself at their head, he advanced to meet his enemies, and obtained a complete victory over them. Those that escaped attempted to cross the Jordan, but were prevented by the Gileadites, who had already taken possession of the places where it was fordable. Some, in order to obtain a passage, pretended that they were not Ephraimites, and a singular expedient was adopted to ascertain the truth in the case. The Ephraimites had one striking peculiarity of pronunciation;—the word "Shibboleth," which (signifies an ear of corn, or a stream, they were in the habit of pronouncing " Sibboleth," the meaning of which is a burden. As they endeavored to cross the river, they were required to say Shibboleth, and failing to do it correctly, were thus proved to be of the tribe of Ephraim. None of them were spared; so that the destruction of the whole force which came against Jephthah was effected; a measure of punishment upon those who suffered it which had not been prescribed by any divine direction, and which was alike cruel and unjustifiable.
The period during which Jephthah judged, or ruled over Israel, was six years; at the expiration
of which time he died, and was buried in one of the cities of Gilead. He had many and great imperfections of character; and we must not be blind to them because the apostle Paul reckons him among the number of those who performed; the most important exploits through faith in the "promises and power of God.
Human nature is always found to be imperfect and sinful. None but the man Christ Jesus is an exception. How much imperfection and sin may remain where there is still a principle of obedience to God in the heart, it is in many cases extremely difficult to decide. The omniscient Judge can alone know. Our duty is to imitate the example of others, even the best of men, only so far as they follow the directions of the word of God. Lei us take this soared Book as our sole standard of faith and practice, and we shall have an unerring guide.
CHAPTER XVIII.
Ibzan. Elon. Abdon. Manoah and his wife visited by an angel. A son promised them.
The successor of Jephthah, as judge or ruler of the Israelites, was IBZAN. He was followed by
ELOX, and he again by ABDON; the time during which the three were in office making a period of twenty-five years. It is generally supposed that ELI came next, who was both judge and high-priest, and governed Israel forty years. During his administration a remarkable personage appeared to commence the work of delivering the Israelites from their oppressors the Philistines, whom God permitted to afflict them on account of their repeated transgressions. This bondage, of forty years' continuance, probably began while Elon was judge, and subjected those who suffered it to very severe calamities. It was during this period that the events occurred which the writer now proceeds to narrate.
In the city of Zorah, originally belonging to the tribe of Judah, but afterwards given to that of Dan, and situated near the borders of each, there lived a man of the latter tribe, whose name was Manoah. It was, for some time, a great affliction to him and his wife that they had no child; but, to her unspeakable joy, an angel of the Lord one day appeared to her, promising this much desired blessing. Her son, she was told, should be a Nazarite from his birth, a separated person, withdrawn from other employments, and devoted to the more immediate service of God. For, said the heavenly messenger, "he shall begin to deliver Israel out of the hand of the Philistines."
When any one engaged for himself to become a Nazarite, he made a vow to abstain from wine and all intoxicating liquors; to let his hair grow without cutting or shaving ; not to enter into any house that was polluted by having a corpse in it; nor to be present at any funeral. If a person should happen to die in his presence, he began again his consecration and Nazariteship. The vow generally lasted eight days, sometimes a month, and sometimes during the whole life. When the time of Nazariteship was expired, the individual was absolved from it by being brought by the priest to the door of the temple, who there made certain offerings, and shaved the head of the Nazarite, burning his hair on the fire of the altar.
The wife of Manoah lost no time in communicating the joyful intelligence to her husband; describing the appearance of the angel as being human, with a countenance that inspired the deepest feelings of awe and reverence Manoah hesitated not to regard it as indeed a divine communication. His faith in God with regard to the event was unwavering. He only desired to know his duty in training up the son that was to be given them. He poured forth this entreaty, "O my Lord, let the man of God which thou didst send come again unto us, and teach us what we shall do unto the child that shall be born."
His request was granted; for when does God ever fail, in some way, to answer the prayers of those who sincerely desire to know his will and to do it. It was not long before Manoah's wife was alone in the field near her dwelling, and the angel again stood before her. She immediately went in great haste to tell her husband, who, returning with her, inquired of the heavenly visiter whether he was the same that she had lately seen. On his replying that he was, Manoah, after expressing his firm expectation that the promised event would occur as had been predicted, asked the angel what course himself and his wife should pursue. "Of all that I said unto the woman," was the reply, "let her beware. She may not eat of any thing of the vine, neither let her drink wine or strong drink, nor eat any unclean thing r all that I commanded her let her observe." This, with the faithful consecration of the child on the part of the parents to the service of God as a Nazarife, and the educating him in accordance with such a destination, was all the direction they were now to receive.
Manoah then entreated the angel to tarry a little until a kid could be made ready for his refreshment; not being aware of his true and exalted character, and wishing to show him this mark of respectful hospitality. The angel declin- | ed it, and perceiving, perhaps, that Manoah was
now getting some glimpses of who he might be, and forming some intentions of making to him a sacrificial offering, told him, if he wished to do this, he must present it to the Lord. He would have him wait till he had further evidence that the person whom he thus intended to honor, was indeed the visible manifestation of Jehovah.
This awakened both the curiosity and awe of Manoah. "What is thy name," said he, "that when thy sayings come to pass, we may do thee honor!"
"Why askest thou thus after my name," replied the mysterious messenger, "seeing it is wonderful ?"* As if he had said,—" My true nature in all its extent cannot be revealed unto thee. What thou hast already seen and heard, and are yet to witness, will be enough to satisfy thee that it is divine, and that Jehovah, in and through me, has been addressing thee V It is worthy of especial notice, that this name Wonderful, which the angel assumed, is the very title given to the Messiah in the sixth verse of the ninth chapter of Isaiah, and, with what follows, justifies the conclusion that, in all probability, he was no other than the same being who afterwards appeared in our world in the person of the Lord Jesus Christ.
♦ Wonderful is the better translation of the original, and is given in the margin of the common version of the Bible.
What the angel said was enough to convince Manoah that he was a divine person ; and procuring a kid and a meat-offering, he offered them up before him, as an act of religious worship, on a rock that was near at hand. As the flame of the sacrifice ascended toward heaven, a wonderful vision met the gaze of Manoah and his wife. In that flame the being who had been addressing them ascended also, as if thus to return to his dwelling in the skies. Overcome by the sight, they bowed themselves in humble adoration to the ground. On rising, they saw nothing more of the heavenly messenger, and were now fully satisfied that it was the Angel-Jehovah, the manifestation, in that visible form, of God himself. Awe-struck and trembling, " We shall surely die," said Manoah, "because we have seen God." His wife seems to have had more self-possession, and more confidence in the divine favor. Composed, in a good degree, herself, and endeavoring to lead her husband to be so, she argued in a manner equally soothing and just;—" If the Lord were pleased to kill us, he would not have received a burnt-offering and a meat-offering at our hands, neither would he have showed us all these things, nor would as at this time have told us such things as these."
These faithful servants of the Lord had, indeed, good reason to put their trust in him. The tokens which he had given them of his regard, were sufficient assurances that he would still pro tect and bless them. The suggestions of his wife satisfied Manoah of this, and happy in the enjoyment of the divine favor, they returned in peace to their dwelling.
And what conclusions do you form, my young friend, from the varied and continued exhibition of his mercy which God has made in your behalf! Review it in the history of your past life, in the temporal blessings which you have enjoyed, and still more in your religious privileges. Look at it on the cross. See there the Son of God, dying that you might be saved. God so loved you, that he gave this his only and well-beloved Son to die that you might live. Christ so loved you, that he was willing to suffer this ignominious and cruel death.
This merciful God, this compassionate Saviour, are waiting to be gracious if you are still in impenitence and unbelief. Do not distrust the divine goodness. Having done so much in your behalf, it can do still more in the full and free pardon of all your sins, and in your complete restoration to the favor of God. Let this goodness lead you to repentance and to the Saviour. Account that the long-suffering of our Lord is salvation. Go, relying on it, with a heart broken
for sin, and a contrite spirit, to the throne of hi*
grace, and you shall find that your past mercies are but the pledge of blessings inconceivable and numberless.
CHAPTER XIX.
Samson born. He kills a lion. His marriage. His riddle.
The promise of the angel was fulfilled. In due time, Manoah and his wife had a son, whom they called SAMSON. We are told nothing of his infancy and childhood, except that he grew, and the Lord blessed him. He undoubtedly gave early proofs, both by the vigor of his body and the capacities of his mind, that he was preparing, if necessary, to act a conspicuous part in the affairs of the nation. As he advanced in years, "the Spirit of the Lord began to move him at times in the camp of Dan, between Zorah and Eshtaol." A divine impulse urged him forward to the work of endeavoring to rescue his countrymen from their bondage, and to such exhibitions of bodily strength and a daring prowess, as led all who witnessed them to regard him with
astonishment, and as one on whom they might afterwards rely for aid in resisting their oppressors.
About twenty miles west of Jerusalem, and twelve north-east of Eshtaol, there was a town called Timnath, in the tribe of Dan, and very near the borders of the country of the Philistines. Some of this people seem to have had possession of the place; or, at least, many of them dwelt there intermingled with the Israelites, who had never entirely driven them from this portion of the country, and were now, as vassals, obliged to submit to their dominion. Samson sometimes visited Timnath, it being in the neighborhood of his home. He there formed an affection for one of the daughters of a Philistine, whom he sought to obtain in marriage. His first step was to inform his parents of his wishes, and to ask their assistance in the matter. They expressed their disapprobation of such a course, inquiring of Samson how it happened that he could make no suitable match with some one of the numerous women in his own tribe or nation, but must go among the idolatrous heathen for such a purpose.
It is true, indeed, that alliances in marriage were not prohibited, in so many words, by the law of God, with the nations that were not devoted to extermination, of which class were the Philistines; but the spirit of the command which forbade such connections with the Canaanites implied this, as these alliances would equallylead the Israelites to be exposed to many temptations, and to fall into the practice of idolatry and other grievous sins.
Manoah and his wife felt the truth of this, and hence the surprise that they manifested. For they knew not, we are told, that it was of the Lord, that their son sought this connection as one means of weakening the power of the Philistines. Whether this implies that Samson had received a special divine direction to act as he did, or that it pleased God so to arrange events by his providence as merely to permit it, it is difficult to determine. If the former was the case, he who gave the ceremonial law had a right to dispense with it in regard to any of his servants, and that he might accomplish his own designs. On either supposition, Samson perceived that it would place him in a position in which he could redress, in some degree, the wrongs that were inflicted upon his countrymen; although he doubtless, at the same time, had a strong affection for the individual whom he wished to make his wife. His conduct in the affair, together with many other actions of his, shows that he labored under great imperfections and sins, notwithstanding the belief we are led to indulge that he was, on the whole, moved.by the influence of a true faith in God, and of a spirit of obedience to his will. Some of the most objectionable traits of his character are brought to view in his history, while the redeeming ones may have been passed over in silence, for reasons which we cannot, at this remote period of time, be able to ascertain, or even conjecture.
The motive that Samson urged upon his parents, to induce them to fall in with his views, was that the woman pleased him well, or as tbe original might, perhaps, be better translated, because she was right in his eyes; that is, suited to the ulterior object which he had in view. In addition to this, they may have understood that he considered himself as acting in the affair under a divine direction or impulse. For one or both of these reasons, they seem, at length, to have yielded to his solicitations; and they proceeded with him to Timnath. On their way, and while Samson was separated for a time from his parents, he was attacked by a young, full-grown lion, of an age when this animal is possessed of its greatest degree of strength, and is much more fierce and formidable than at a later period of life. It rushed forward, roaring, to devour him; but he retreated not from so terrible an encounter. He felt the communication to him from above of a supernatural power. "The Spirit of the Lord came mightily upon him " and he rent the lion with his mere hands, without the aid of any weapon, as he would have done a kid. This exploit, which disclosed to him the prodigious strength that he would be enabled, at times, to put forth, he kept a secret, not making it known even to his father and mother.
On their arrival at Timnath, and after the customary negociations, Samson being still pleased with the woman, they were, with her parents' consent, betrothed to each other. Between the espousals and the marriage it was usual for some time to elapse, which Samson spent at home, and at its expiration went again to her father's residence, accompanied by his parents, to consummate the marriage and take his wife. While going to Timnath, he turned aside from the road at the place where he had killed the lion, to see what had become of the carcass. He found it still there, and within it a swarm of bees and some honey. Taking a portion of the latter, and eating it as he went along, he soon overtook his father and mother, inviting them to partake of his luscious meal, but not divulging the source whence it came.
It was a part of the marriage ceremonies for the bridegroom to make a feast, which lasted seven days. Samson did this at his temporary residence, while the bride gave a similar entertainment to her friends at her father's house. The men of the city, noticing the appearance of great strength that Samson manifested, and his general demeanor as a man of personal bravery and daring, brought thirty companions to be with him at his feast. They are called in the Scriptures, " the friends of the bridegroom;" and, although it was done, in appearance, as a mark of respect to Samson, it was designed, undoubtedly, to have them about him, while he was in their town, to observe his motions, and to prove a security against any hostile intentions that he might desire to carry into effect.
At such entertainments it was customary, as a matter of amusement, to propose riddles for solution, to which, if correctly made, a reward was offered, while some forfeiture was incurred in case of failure. Samson had his riddle to propose to the guests. "If ye can certainly declare it me," said he, "within the seven days of the feast, and find it out, then I will give you thirty sheets," (or rather, as it should be rendered, body dresses of fine linen,) " and thirty change of garments: but if ye cannot declare it me, then shall ye give me thirty sheets," (or body dresses,) "and thirty change of garments." On being requested to put forth the riddle, he announced it thus: "Out of the eater came forth meat, and out of the strong came forth sweetness."
Three days passed away, and no one was yet able to furnish the solution. The means which were taken to discover it we shall soon see.
If such a difficulty arose with regard to so simple a matter, well may we expect to meet with "things hard to be understood" both in the works and the word of the Omniscient mind. How can we in the infancy of being, and with our limited capacities and range of observation and experience, presume to be able to fathom the doings, and to clear up from all obscurity the declarations of the infinite Creator, Preserver, and Governor of .the countless worlds and existences which he has formed and controls to accomplish his own designs 1 We must see and understand the whole, and the relations of all its parts to each other, to do this; and just so far as we are below the Sovereign of the universe in our powers and capacities, must we expect to find ourselves surrounded with mysteries. Let us be humble—and believe, adore, and love.
CHAPTER XX.
Samson's wife betrays the meaning of the riddle. He kills thirty Philistines. He burns their fields of grain. He is taken prisoner by the Philistines.
The guests of Sampson, finding no clue to the meaning of his riddle, resolved to accomplish by intrigue what they entirely failed to do by their sagacity. On the fourth day of the feast, they urged his wife to prevail upon her husband to give her the solution of the riddle, threatening that, if she did not yield to their demand, they would destroy her and her father's house by fire. "Have ye called us," they added, to this feast, "to take what we have,"—the very garments which we wear, as a forfeiture for our ignorance 1
She yielded to their solicitations. She besought Samson with tears to comply with her request. "Thou dost but hate me," she said, "and lovest me not: thou hast put forth a riddle unto the children of my people, and hast not told it me." His reply was, "Behold, I have not told it my father, and shall I tell it thee 1" But his wife was not to be silenced by this refusal. She feigned great grief for his want of confidence in her, and continued to weep and lament, on account of it, till the seventh day of the feast arrived. On that 23 y
day, she affected to give way to still more excessive sorrow, and pressed Samson, in the most importunate manner, to divulge the secret. He was overcome by her devices ; and getting the explanation of the riddle, she soon made it known to the guests.
Before the close of the day, they said to Samson, exulting in the success of their stratagem, "What is sweeter than honey 1 and what is stronger than a lion 1" His only answer was; "If ye had not ploughed with my heifer," (if ye had not obtained the aid of my wife,) " ye had not found out my riddle."
He now had the forfeiture to pay; and moved by a divine impulse, which both directed him what to do, and endowed him with preternatural strength, he immediately went down to Ashkelon, to procure as spoils from the oppressors of his countrymen what he needed for the purpose. This city was one of the five lordships of the Philistines, now in their possession, though once held, for some time, by the tribe of Judah. It was fifteen miles north of Gaza, and about forty west from Jerusalem. There Samson slew thirty of the inhabitants, and stripping the dead bodies of their garments, returned with them to Timnath, and distributed them among his guests. Having thus complied with his engagements to those who explained the riddle, he was so incensed at the manner in which they had obtained the solution, and especially at the treachery of his wife, that he immediately returned to his father's house in Zorah. The parents of his wife, thinking, probably, that he had abandoned her in irreconcilable displeasure, gave her to the young man who had been the particular friend and attendant of Samson during the marriage-ceremonies, to live with him as his wife.
Samson was ignorant of this, and his resentment having had time to abate, his affections towards his wife revived, and, during the wheatharvest, he went once more to Timnath. He carried with him a kid, as a present and pledge of reconciliation, and claimed of his father-in-law to be acknowledged, still, as the husband of his daughter. But he gave a prompt and decided refusal, assigning as the reason for this, that he supposed Samson had utterly cast off his wife in his great hatred towards her, and proposing that he should take a younger and more interesting sister of hers in her stead.
Samson was indignant at this treatment. He regarded it as proceeding not merely, or principally, from his father-in-law, but from his adversaries the Philistines. It was an insult, he thought, not to himself only, but to the nation to which he belonged, and that it was offered with this design. As an Israelite, he resolved to inflict what he considered a merited chastisement upon the offenders. In doing this, he said that on them would rest the great burden of guilt, while he would be comparatively blameless.
He caught, probably with the assistance of others, three hundred animals of the fox-kind, (though some think they were jackals, or as they are sometimes termed, wolf-foxes,) and tied them together, two and two, by their tails, attaching to each pair, between the tails, a firebrand, or rather, as the word in the original might be rendered, a torch. Lighting these torches, he turned the animals loose among the fields of grain of the Philistines, which they set on fire in all directions, running wildly hither and thither, and making a great devastation.
It was soon ascertained that Samson was the cause of this mischief, and that he had done it in consequence of the treatment which he received from his father-in-law in giving his wife to another, and in refusing afterwards to restore her to him. Enraged at the Timnite for being the means of bringing such a calamity upon them, the Philistines came up, in great fury, to his residence, and burnt both himself and his daughter with fire. It was the very fate with which she had once been threatened, and which now, at length, overtook her after attempting to escape it by her treachery to her husband.
This cruel deed only aroused afresh the resentment of Samson. He determined to give his enemies one more proof of his vengeance. Finding an opportunity of attacking a number of them together, he completely overcame them, putting them to death with a great slaughter; and, perceiving that he would soon be exposed to the fury of the Philistines, and be under the necessity of defending himself against them, he withdrew to a strong-hold of the rock Etam, where he remained.
It was as he expected. A numerous band of his enemies came near the place, and encamped there, with a view of making him their prisoner. The men of Judah, within whose territory this took place, inquired the reason of the movement. "To bind Samson, are we come up," was the answer, "to do to him as he hath done to us." Intimidated by their numbers, and required by the Philistines to assist in the enterprise, the men of Judah approached the top of the rock, to expostulate with Samson, and to see if there was any way of getting him into their hands. They asked him if in doing what he had done to exasperate the Philistines, he had forgotten that himself and his countrymen were under their dominion, and that by such acts of violence he would expose the Israelites to still greater evils. His only reply was; "As they did unto me, so have I done unto them."
Finding, thus, that there was no relenting on his part, they told him plainly what their intention was,—to bind him, and deliver him a prisoner to the Philistines. He made no remonstrance in opposition to such cowardly and treacherous conduct; being willing rather to suffer wrong from his countrymen, than to come out in hostility against them; and knowing that, by yielding to their wishes, he would only be furnished with another favorable opportunity of chastising their common enemy. He exacted an oath of them, however, that they would do him no violence, which they were ready to take; and surrendering himself into their hands, they bound him strongly with two new cords, and proceeded to deliver him, in that condition, to the Philistines.
How grateful we should be to the kind Providence of God, that it is not made our lot to mingle in such scenes of strife and blood as we have just had pass in review before us. But, while we rejoice at this exemption, let us be ever on our guard, lest the spirit of contention and animosity rankle in our breasts, and show itself, if not in deeds of violence, in attacks upon the motives and character of others, and especially of our christian brethren, which are wholly irreconcilable with that divine charity that the Gospel en
joins. Let us always be ready to suffer wrong, rather than do wrong; be candid and forgiving; return good for evil; overcome resentment with love; and follow after the things which, make for peace, and things wherewith one may edify another.
CHAPTER XXI.
Samson kills a thousand men with the jaw-bone of an ass. He escapes from Gaza. Delilah.
Samson, under the care of his keepers, approached the camp of the Philistines. Seeing him bound in such a manner as to prevent, in their opinion, his making any resistance, they felt secure of their victim. The air rang with shouts of exultation. The enemy whom they had so long dreaded was now in their power, and they resolved to make him feel the full weight of their vengeance.
But their triumph was of short duration. The God of Samson and of the Israelites interposed. Endowed for the emergency with strength from "the Spirit of the Lord," he burst free from his bonds with as much ease as if the cords which bound him had been flaxen ones after being burnt with fire. Being thus at liberty, and looking round for the best mode of defending himself against the Philistines, and even of attacking them should the opportunity offer, he saw on the ground the jaw-bone of an ass that had but lately died, and which had not yet become dried and brittle so as to cause it to break easily. Seizing it on a sudden, and rushing impetuously among his enemies, who were overwhelmed with surprise and consternation, he assailed them, one after another, with this strange weapon. Wielded by his powerful arm, the blows inflicted by it caused death in every direction. The slain lay upon each other in heaps; nor did Samson cease from the work of destruction till one thousand had fallen beneath the strokes of his giant-arm. Surveying the field of death, and breaking forth in a strain of joy at his victory, he exclaimed, " With the jawbone of an ass, heaps upon heaps, with the jaw of an ass have I slain a thousand men." The insignificance of the instrument, and that in the hand, too, of a single individual contending with hundreds, led Samson to be filled with wonder at what he had achieved, and to feel that he owed his triumph over the Philistines to God alone. He threw away the weapon of destruction which he had been using, and in commemoration of what had occurred, called the place Ramath-lehi, or the hill of the jaw-bone.
The excessive fatigue brought on by this encounter of Samson with the Philistines, and the thirst that accompanied it, so exhausted him that he cried to the Lord, in his extremity, for still further aid. "Thou hast given," said he, "this great deliverance into the hand of thy servant: and now shall I die for thirst, and fall into the hand of the uncircumcised V
His prayer was heard, and relief afforded. God caused a hollow place in the ground to appear in Le/ii, (where Samson destroyed the Philistines, which word, in our translation of the Scriptures, is rendered the jaw-bone,') and a fountain in this hollow place to send forth water, which so refreshed him that his strength and spirits were revived, and himself prepared for any fresh exploit. To this fountain he gave the name which it afterwards retained, of En-hakkore, that is, the fountain of him that prayed.
We hear nothing more of Samson till about twenty years after these events. During this period he was a judge, or ruler, over a portion of the Israelites, probably those who dwelt in the south-western part of Canaan, where they suffered most from the Philistines. He was successful in defending his countrymen, in a good degree, against the oppressors, though not of effecting their entire deliverance. This did not take place til] the time of David, who was the instrumerit, in the hands of God, of accomplishing it.
At the expiration of the twenty years above alluded to, Samson went to Gaza, the capital of the five lordships of the Philistines. It was a very old and important city, a few miles from the Mediterranean Sea, and about sixty south-west from Jerusalem. Here he fell into an intimacy with a woman of bad character, as if he were her husband, although no marriage between them had taken place. It must have been in a state of sad declension from the love and service of God, and of forgetfulness of his peculiar obligations as a Nazarite, that he did this. It shows, in connection with some subsequent occurrences, how dangerous it is for good men to go thoughtlessly among the grossly wicked, and expose themselves to the temptations with which they must, under such circumstances, inevitably be assailed.
Some of the inhabitants of Gaza, finding that Samson was there, took measures to prevent, if possible, his leaving the city during the night. They avoided giving any alarm, and lay in wait near the gate, intending to make sure of seizing him in the morning, and of putting him to death. Having, probably, an intimation of their design, he contrived, in the darkness of midnight, to elude their notice, and made his escape. In doing this, he had so much alertness and strength as to carry away with him to the summit of a hill on the way towards Hebron, the doors of the gate of the city, and the two posts with the bar; an exploit which he was enabled to perform, to let the Philistines notice the still remaining power of his arm, and what he could accomplish if it should become necessary to act against them. His yielding once more to the temptations which beset him, as we shall soon see, proved a ruinous snare to his virtue, and by drawing him away from the service of God, rendered him unworthy, at last, of continuing to be the protector of the Israelites.
"Because sentence against an evil work is not executed speedily, therefore the heart of the sons of men is fully set in them to do evil." Such was the case with Samson. He had escaped the imminent danger into which, while at Gaza, his intimacy with one wicked woman had brought him; and now, instead of humbling himself before God for such conduct, and avoiding it in future, he suffered his affections to be ensnared by another female of similar character, in the valley of Sorek, whose name was Delilah. The lords of the Philistines soon perceived that this would furnish them with a favorable opportunity of making him their victim. For they knew that Delilah had no true attachment to Samson, and that she was a woman of such base and selfish designs that money would easily induce her to be subservient to their purpose.
These five men offered her eleven hundred pieces of silver each, if she would entice him to disclose to her wherein his great strength lay, and thus ascertain by what means they might succeed in overcoming and binding him as their prisoner, to degrade and afflict him. She yielded to their wishes, hoping to secure the reward of her treachery, and made the necessary inquiries for that e»d of Samson, with all the arts of persuasion and cunning at her command.
Samson was truly in a dangerous and deplorable condition. He had gone astray from the path of virtue and safety. He had suffered himself to be entangled by the wiles of a corrupt, mercenary, and faithless woman; and losing the protection of God, he had no security against the influence of still more seductive temptations, and the ruin to which such a course would expose him.
Let his example, my young friend, make a deep impression on your memory. Never, never forget, that to yield to such temptations is to prepare the way for sins of the most infatuating and polluting kind. Their miserable victim soon loses all sense of shame and of duty. Uncontrollable passions become his master. Conscience is seared, and has no more sensibility left. Cha
racter is sacrificed. The counsel of friends is rejected. The Bible, the Sabbath, all the restraints of religion are powerless. Unless the grace of God interpose, and lead to repentance and entire reformation, the ruin is complete ;— the slave of sensuality is undone for ever!
CHAPTER XXII.
Delilah betrays Samson into the hands of the Philistines. They carry him to Gaza.
Delilah was rejoiced, at length, to get from Samson what she supposed was a faithful reply to her inquiries. But in this she was mistaken. One sin makes the commission of another more easy. He who had broken a sacred vow, as Samson had, and abandoned himself to vice in one of its most degrading forms, felt little or no compunction of conscience at uttering a falsehood. "If they bind me," said he, "with seven green withs that were never dried, then shall I be weak, and be as another man."
These means of making him their prisoner were speedily furnished by the lords of the Philistines, to whom Delilah had communicated the secret, and she only waited for what she might consider a favorable opportunity to deliver Samson into their hands. It soon occurred. When he was off his guard, or, perhaps, while he even permitted it to be done without any expression of reluctance, knowing what the result would be, she bound him with the seven green withs. Several Philistines were near at hand, the plot being previously arranged, ready to rush forth from their concealment and secure their victim. Delilah gave the signal by saying,—" The Philistines be upon thee, Samson." But to her astonishment, and the utter discomfiture of his enemies, who were glad to escape from his vengeance, Samson showed that his strength remained as entire as ever, and that the secret of it was still in his own breast. "He brake the withs as a thread of tow is broken when it toucheth the fire."
It was not long, however, before Delilah made another attempt to accomplish her purpose. She saw that Samson was still in her power, and hoped that her arts would, in some fortunate moment, ensure success. She tried reproaches. "Behold, thou hast mocked me and told me lies: now tell me, I pray thee, wherewith thou mightest be bound." "If they bind me fast," was his reply, "with new ropes that never were occupied." (or employed in work,) " then shall I be weak, and be as another man." It was done, and the signal given as before; but again Samson had deceived those who plotted his destruction. The strong ropes that bound him were broken asunder at his will, as if they had been thread.
Another remonstrance, on the part of this wicked woman, produced a similar result. In conformity with his assurance that thus he might be taken captive, she interwove the seven braids of his hair, which was probably his manner of wearing it, with the warp of a loom in her dwelling, and made him fast, as she supposed, with a large pin belonging to the loom, by driving it either into the wall or the ground. He was asleep at the time, and once more, "The Philistines be upon thee," was the watch-word for his seizure. It aroused him from his slumber, and, bursting loose from his confinement, he left the house, carrying off the web and the pin with him.
By this time, we might suppose that the perseverance of Delilah, so often foiled, would begin to falter. But the reward of treachery still glittered before her eyes, and gave a new impulse to her efforts. She pretended to grieve at the loss of Samson's affection for her, complaining that his unwillingness to entrust her with the secret that she sought to know, was sure evidence of this. "How canst thou say, I love thee," was her insinuating expostulation, " when thine heart is not with me 1 Thou hast mocked me these three times, and hast not told me wherein thy great strength lieth."
She repeated these expostulations. Every day witnessed her importunity. She pressed him so continually with her inquiry, and entreated him to answer it, and flattered, and reproached, and threatened, that Samson's soul was vexed unto death. It seemed to him as if he had rather die than be so harassed any longer. Infatuated slave of sin and folly! Why did he not, at once, break loose from his miserable thraldom and regain both his liberty and his virtue 1 Why did he not raise one cry to God for deliverance, and in the divine strength, assert his freedom from the snares and the treachery that beset him 1 He was too much the slave of his passions to do it. His sense of duty, his self-respect, his manliness of purpose, the very fear which he should have felt of being betrayed into the hands of his enemies, were all gone, being swallowed up in his attachment to this abandoned and deceitful woman; and such was her ascendancy over him, that she, at length, extorted the secret which he had tried so long to conceal.
"He told her all his heart." He said, a ra2or had never come upon his head, for he had been a Nazarite from his birth. "If I be shaven," continued he, "then my strength will go from me, and I shall become weak, and be like any other man."
Delilah now felt secure of her object. Her avaricious hand seemed already to grasp the silver which had been promised her. She sent for the lords of the Philistines, assuring them that this time they would not be disappointed. "Come up," was her message, "for he hath showed me all his heart;" and her anticipations of success were, alas! too well founded.
The lords of the Philistines came, and brought the price of their victim with them. Delilah hastened to her work. Availing herself of the first favorable opportunity when Samson sought repose, she invited him, as is still customary in the East, to recline his head on her lap, and lulled him to sleep with her songs. In this situation, she procured the necessary assistance, and caused his locks to be shaven off without disturbing him, it was done so dexterously and gently.
And now the signal came from her treacherous lips with a fearful certainty. The hitherto unsuccessful watch-word was not again repeated in vain, "The Philistines be upon thee, Samson" As it sounded on his ear, he started from his slumbers, unconscious of what had happened, and not knowing that the Lord was departed from him in the withdrawing of the singular strength with which he had been endowed. He rose and exclaimed, "I will go out as at other times before, and shake myself." He thought it as easy now, as ever, to break loose from the bonds with which Delilah had bound him while asleep, and to extricate himself from her wiles and those of his adversaries.
Mistaken and unhappy man! Having violated his most solemn engagements, and plunged into the grossest sins; deprived by his own folly of that exuberant growth of hair which was the token of his consecration to God; and though not the natural cause, yet the divine pledge of his miraculous strength; friendless and forsaken, he fell an easy prey to those who had been lurking in concealment, and now rushed forward to seize him.
The Philistines met with no difficulty in making him their prisoner. Having done this, their next step was to perpetrate an act of the most barbarous cruelty upon one whose strength they still feared might, in some degree, return to be used against them, and whom they wished, therefore, to render as inefficient as possible. They put out his eyes; and binding him with fetters of brass, carried him in that condition to Gaza.
Now came the season of reflection. Samson
must have seen in his sufferings the displeasure of that God whom he had so grievously offended. These sufferings, too, were providentially and immediately connected with his guilt. They grew out of it. They were its natural consequences. He had fallen into a shameful and si»ful intimacy with a very wicked woman, and she became the willing and mercenary instrument of his enemies, in delivering him into their hands, to suffer the disgrace, the abuse, and the tortures that they inflicted upon him. Memorable instance of the necessary connection between guilt and its punishment! The wages of sin is death.
CHAPTER XXIII.
Samson in prison. He is brought to the temple of Dagon. His death. Concluding reflections.
It was a day of boastful rejoicings in Gaza when Samson was brought there. How did the Philistines exult over their vanquished enemy whom they once so much dreaded. It was not long since that, eluding their attempts to destroy him, he had escaped from their hands, and carried off the very doors of their city-gate as the proof of his prowess, and of the vengeance which he might yet meditate against them. Now he came back a defenceless captive; shorn of hi? strength, blind, and in chains. His God had, for a season, abandoned him. He was left to be disposed of as they who held him in bondage might deem best.
Whatever his final doom was to be, the Philistines resolved, at least, to secure Samson, and to place him in the most degraded and humiliating condition. He was cast, still in fetters, into the common prison, and there tasked, day after day, with grinding grain with mill-stones worked by the hands, as is yet customary in the East. It was a drudgery usually performed by women, and regarded even by them as a mark of very abject submission, when done, not for their own families, but for others. It was as servile and mortifying a toil as could be imposed; and peculiarly so to one who held the station that Samson did among his countrymen, and had been, too, such a terror to the Philistines.
Here he had the best opportunity for reflecting on his past guilt; for humbling himself before God; and for resuming, with heartfelt repentance and renewed resolutions of fidelity, his broken vow of Nazariteship. We have reason to think that he did this, and that his hair, which now began to grow again, was once more the pledge of the favor of God, and of the miraculous strength with which he would be endowed when the occasion should demand it.
Such an occasion was approaching. The lords of the Philistines had assembled, with an immense concourse of people, in the temple of their god Dagon, to offer unto him a great sacrifice, and to rejoice in his presence, because he had delivered Samson into their hands. They bowed before the idol. The smoke of their offerings ascended from his altar. They sang his praises in songs of grateful exultation. The chorus resounded on all sides: "Our god hath delivered into our hands our enemy and the destroyer of our country; which slew many of us."
In the midst of their festivity, and when they had become merry with the wine they had been drinking, there was a general call for Samson to be brought before them. They wished to mortify him still more by triumphing over him in the house of their god, and by making sport of him in his captive and degraded condition. It was a cowardly and cruel purpose, alike mean and vindictive. Their prisoner came; harmless, as they thought, but conscious of his returning strength, and assured of its supernatural and sudden in crease, should he need it.
They placed Samson between the two main pillars of the building, and there he stood, for some time, the unresisting object of their taunting merriment. A multitude witnessed the scene. The house was thronged with people, both men and women. No fewer than three thousand were on the flat roof that overlooked the central court below; on one side of which, and the principal structure of the quadrangle, was that in which Samson was standing between the two massy pillars that sustained it. It was so connected with the other parts of the edifice, that its prostration would be attended with that of the whole temple. Samson knew this, and that his hour of vengeance was come,—or rather of the divine vengeance. His purpose was formed. He was ready to sacrifice himself for the honor of his God, and the good of his country. The cruel indignities which had been heaped upon him, were not merely of a personal kind. He had suffered as an Israelite, and not as an individual member of the nation only, but while holding the office of its judge, or ruler. The justice of Jehovah demanded retribution. Samson was to be the instrument of inflicting it, and an official act of tremendous import, alike worthy of remembrance in the annals of Israel and of the Philistines, was to be the closing one of his life.
"Suffer me," said Samson to the lad who held
him by the hand, "that I may feel the pillars whereupon the house standeth, that I may lean upon them." His request was granted. He breathed in spirit an earnest supplication to the Almighty for aid. "O Lord God, remember me, I pray thee, and strengthen me I pray thee, only this once, O God, that I may be at once avenged of the Philistines for my two eyes :"—avenged, we have reason to believe, from the fact that his prayer was answered, and because he is classed by the apostle Paul among those who exercised faith in God—avenged, not in the gratification of personal resentment against the Philistines with a vindictive temper, but as acting in the cause of God himself, who took vengeance, in this way, upon those who abundantly deserved it. Samson now seized hold of the pillars with a firm grasp; one with his right hand, and the other with his left. Can it be that his design was suspected, and his returning strength feared, while a thrill of terror ran through the breasts of the awe-struck spectators 1—If it were so, yet no time was left for escape. The last words of Samson,— Let me die with the Philistines, fell suddenly upon the astounded ears of his persecutors. Retaining his grasp of the pillars, "he bowed himself with all his might." They yielded to the miraculous strength which he put forth, and tottering, and falling to the ground, the temple of Dagon was prostrated in one common ruin, destroying, in its overthrow, both Samson and the Philistines.
The sequel of the narrative is a brief one. "So the dead," we are told, "which he slew at his death, were more than they which he slew in his life." The catastrophe in which he and his enemies were involved, produced such consternation among the Philistines that, for some time, they made no more attacks upon the Israelites. Neither did they make any resistance to the brethren and kindred of Samson, when they came to reclaim his body from among the ruins of the temple. It was found and carried home by them, and buried, with the customary funeral rites, between Zorah and Eshtaol, in the burying-place of Manoah his father;—he having been a judge over Israel twenty years.
We have thus gone through the biographical sketches, and the narratives of other incidents, contained in the Book of Judges. The whole embraces a period of from three to four hundred years, and forms an important and instructive portion of the history of the Israelites, from the death of Joshua till near the time when they had kings to reign over them.
We learn from it, in a very striking manner, > the blessings of the religion of the true God, when contrasted with the condition of those who are under the influence of superstition and idolatry. It teaches us the guilt and misery of impiety. It shows the faithfulness of God, both in the fulfillment of his promises and the execution of his threatenings; and how it is the interest, as well as duty, of nations and individuals to obey his commands. It portrays alike the abounding mercy and the awful justice of the Almighty, and verifies, in these respects, the predictions of Moses with regard to the destinies of the Israelites. It exhibits the power of faith. It illustrates the providential government of God over the world. It calls us to the exercise of repentance for our sins, and an immediate abandonment of them; to the love and service of God; to a deep and abiding sense of our dependence on his wisdom, strength, and grace; to confidence in his promises; to an incessant struggle against the world, the flesh, and the adversary of our souls; and to a complete consecration of ourselves to all that is right and true, just and holy, kind and benevolent, as enjoined in the Gospel, and held up for our imitation in the example of Jesus Christ.
THE END.
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