Lesson 61 worksheet - Israel: Another Altar
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Fill in the blanks as we study the lesson.

1. Joshua and the Israelites fought the Canaanites for several years until the Promised Land was conquered. Then the tribes divided the land into portions so that each tribe would have their own land. Up until the time when the land was divided, the entire nation of Israel fought together as a great army. When most of the Canaanites were defeated, Israel did not need such a large army. The army was disbanded, распустилась and the different tribes were allowed to go and settle their new portions of land.
2. There were still some small groups of Canaanites living in the land. There were not enough of them to require a national army, but each tribe was expected to fight and defeat the remaining enemies in their own territory. Some of the tribes, like Judah and Simeon, agreed to work together to drive out their local Canaanites. (Judg. 1:3)

3. During the conquest of the Promised Land, Israel established a headquarters at Shiloh. They set up the tabernacle there, so Shiloh became the cultural, religious, and political center of Israel. According to the law, all Israelites had to bring sacrifices to the tabernacle. The brazen altar at the tabernacle was the only approved place to offer the sacrifices required by the law. It was not permitted to bring sacrifices to any other altar. Those who worshipped false gods would build altars of sacrifice on the hilltops or in the forests. There was only one true altar of the true God in Israel.

4. Most of the tribes settled in the land west of the Jordan River. Two and a half tribes wanted to settle in the land east of the Jordan River, which had been taken from Sihon, king of the Amorites, and Og, king of Bashan. This was a good land for cattle, and there were already cities there for the people to live in. Moses had given them permission to have this land, if they would agree to fight, together with the other tribes, to subdue the land west of the river. They agreed, and when the main war was over, Joshua allowed them to go back over the river.
5. Joshua gave the two and a half tribes a special ceremony of honor before he dismissed them from the army. (Josh. 22) He praised them for faithfully obeying all the instructions of Moses. He thanked them for always obeying his commands, and for staying with the army, and always doing their duty. He officially gave them permission to leave the army, and prayed that God would bless them as they went back to their own land on the other side of the river.

6. Before Joshua finished speaking to the two and a half tribes, he warned them to be careful to always follow the law of God. He told them to keep the commandments, to love the Lord, to walk in His ways, and to serve him “with all your heart and with all your soul”. Then he blessed them and sent them away.
7. The two and a half tribes crossed the river and settled in to their new homes. Soon, they built a large altar near the river, where they had crossed over. The other tribes noticed the altar, and they were very angry. They were sure that this was a sign that the tribes across the river were starting to worship some false god. This was one of the worst things that an Israelite could do. The nation of Israel was not established for the purpose of religious freedom. It was a unique nation dedicated to the worship of the one true God. They were His chosen people. Their only reason for existing was to be His people. To turn away from God was treason against Israel.
8. The western tribes did not want to allow the eastern tribes to establish idol worship in the nation. All the men of western Israel gathered together at Shiloh and prepared for war. If the eastern tribes were ready to turn from God, the western tribes were ready to destroy them. Before they attacked, they sent ambassadors to talk with the eastern tribes. They accused them of establishing a false religion, and warned them that the other tribes were preparing to punish them. 

9. The western ambassadors said, “If we allow you rebel against the Lord today, He will be angry with all of us tomorrow.” They reminded the eastern tribes of examples in their recent history where a few people had sinned, and the whole nation had suffered the punishment of God. They mentioned the sin of Achan, who caused many innocent people to die. They said, “If the land on this side of the river is not a good one, we invite you to come back across the river and take your portion among us. Let us all serve the Lord together.”
10. The two and a half tribes on the east side of the river were very surprised to hear the threats from the other tribes. They quickly explained that they were not preparing to worship any other gods. They wanted to remain true to the God of Israel, but they were afraid that the river would become a border of separation between the two parts of the nation. They worried that future generations would not feel like they were fully a part of Israel. Somebody got the idea to build a copy of God’s altar on their side of the river. They would not use it for offerings or sacrifices. It would be a monument of remembrance that they were true Israelites who worshipped the true God. Maybe this was not such a wise idea, but their intentions were good.
11. The ambassadors from the west side of Jordan listened carefully to the explanation of their eastern neighbors. They realized that they had been mistaken to think the altar was a sign of idolatry. They were happy that the two and a half tribes were true to the Lord, and they would not have to go to war against them. It is a good thing that they were willing to talk and listen before they went to war needlessly.

12. How did this innocent misunderstanding almost turn into a terrible tragedy? The key to this story is found in Joshua 22:11: “the children of Israel heard say”. Someone saw an altar being built. He did not know why, but he told someone else about it. That person told someone else, who told someone else, and the story changed a little bit each time. The rumor grew until it almost destroyed the nation.

13. Gossip is a very dangerous sin. Do not listen when someone brings you a bad report about one of God’s people. Often, it is not true. Usually it is none of your business, and spreading the story may destroy someone’s life or reputation. If you are a leader, with responsibility for a group of people, you may have to go to the source and find out what really happened, like these leaders did. Otherwise, don’t listen to “hearsay”.
Fill in the blanks and correct any mistakes. Keep this lesson for future reference. Come back for lesson No. 62 - “Joshua’s Farewell”.
