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Cities Of Refuge

Joshua 20:1-9

Introduction:  In 1989 as communism was collapsing in Eastern Europe a very interesting fact happened in East Germany.  The communist president of East Germany was Erich Honecker and after being deposed people were looking after him to bring him and other former communists under trial.  They were guilty for murdering many innocent people and therefore they should be brought in for trial.  Now where do you think was Honecker?  He was in a Lutheran church being given protection and refuge by the pastor and the church members.  People soon found out where he was and they told the Lutheran pastor and his church to give Honecker up, yet they refused and continued to keep the former dictator there and provide refuge for him.  Now while he was in power Honecker hated the Church and persecuted it and now he was being protected by the church.

Why the Church?  Where this idea that criminals and the worse sinners can find refuge in the church?  It is a principle going back to Moses who was instructed in the book of Numbers to set up six cities of refuge for murderers and given protection until they were proven guilty or not.  In our text from Joshua we read about the setting up of these cities as God instructed Moses while Israel was still in the wilderness.  As we read here Joshua and the people of Israel were setting up these cities of refuge were someone who has killed another person apparently by accident could flee and find safety and help.  The Law of Moses was very clear in case of murder.  A family member of the murdered person was allowed to pursue the killer and kill him, avenging thus the blood of his dead relative.  He was called the avenger of blood, and this avenger of blood was given the right through the Law of Moses to obtain equal retribution, which in this case was killing the murderer.  And yet God commands His people to set up these six cities were the murderer would find protection and refuge, till his case was judged.

What do these cities of refuge have to do with us today?  What is the spiritual meaning of these cities that God wants us to see this morning?  These cities of refuge are a clear image of Jesus Christ who provides refuge for the sinner.  See there are two types of sins that a man can commit.  First, there are sins of commission.  These are sins we deliberately commit.  We know in good conscience that it is a sin, that God hates that sin, yet we still commit it.  Things like sinful vices and habits, immorality, gossiping, jealousy, hating others, seeking revenge, being mean and so many things we do consciously although we know it is wrong and forbidden.   Second, there are sins of omission or sins that we commit when we don’t do what we are supposed to do.  For example, attending church, praying, studying the Bible, helping others, fulfill our responsibilities as family members, community members, and on so.  We know we should do these things yet we ignore them and omit fulfilling them.  

Illustration: Tonight before you go to bed if you miss praying or reading the Bible because you stayed late watching TV that is a sin of omission, you and I miss doing what we are supposed to do, yet if instead of reading the Bible we read a bad book that is a sin of commission, we know we should have not done it yet we still do it.

The Pharisees and Sadducees always told Jesus we are not like the others who commit sins.  We don’t drink, smoke, have extramarital relations, touch forbidden things, see we are holy we are not like tax collectors and the immoral women.  And Jesus said, “I know but you still commit serious sins because you know God wants your undivided heart and God wants you to love Him with all your strength, and energy and love your neighbor as yourself and you omit doing these things.  Yes you abstain from doing immoral sins, but you abstain also from doing what God really wants you to do.  In the same way Jesus told those who were fulfilling sins of commission or those involving immorality and so on, “Go and sin no more.”

For God sin is a sin, both these having as to do with our wicked and immoral habits, and those having with our ignorance and apathy toward fulfilling God’s will in our lives.  The Bible says that God cannot stand any sin, He is Holy that He cannot accept any type of sin, be it minor of major, and He declared that the punishment for sin is death.  Romans 6:23 says, “For the wages of sin is death…” God punishes every sin with death, yet God set up a city of refuge for the sinner to go and escape and find refuge till his case if judged.  For us and every sinner, the city of refuge is Jesus.  Now let’s look at these cities of refuge and see how they dealt with the sinners being pursued by death, and then make a parallel to how Jesus deals with us as sinners.

1. Specifically Designated.

The first point about these cities is that they were specifically designated; they were purposefully set up for a clear reason.  Listen to what v.1-3 say, “Then the Lord spoke to Joshua saying: Say to the Israelites, Appoint the cities of refuge, of which I spoke to Moses so that anyone who kills a person without intent or by mistake may flee there; they shall be for you a refuge from the avenger of blood.” 

These cities were to offer refuge to the condemned sinner.  The avenger of blood was behind rushing to kill the sinner, for his sin, yet as soon as the sinner got inside, he was safe.  The people in this cities would offer safety and protection, and his life was thus spared.  Unlike all the other cities, the gates of these cities were never locked.  Day and night were open and the people in ready to accept any fugitive regardless of race, nationality, age and so on.

For you and me, as well as for any human being on the face of the earth, there is only one place were we can go after we sin, if we want to live, and that is Jesus Christ.  See when the Christian believer sins the avenger of blood, our enemy Satan stands in front of God accusing us.  He shouts, “Guilty, guilty, if you are God this so called son or daughter of you should die…” The Old Serpent, the father of lies, the Tempter, stands there accusing everyone who sins.

Illustration: We remember that one time he went in front of God and God told him, “Have you seen my servant Job, he is righteous, you cannot accuse him of anything.”  And Satan said, “You are right God, but let me touch him, and then you will see, then I will be here to accuse him, because he will surely sin against you…”

Satan’s no.1 job is to make us sin so that he can immediately accuse us and became the avenger to kill us.  “What can God say to Satan when he accuses us of sin?”  Basically nothing, except “You are right. They have sin and they should die.”  And this is what is going to happened to humans who sin.  From the moment we are born we are condemned to death, because we are born sinful, we live in a sinful world, and we commit sins as we live in this world.  And yet God has set up a city of refuge for the sinner, and that city is Jesus Christ who died in our place so that we sinners can live.  A sinner that seeks refuge to Jesus can find protection because Jesus paid the price to be the only place of refuge for the sinners.  See Satan can tell God that we are sinners and we deserve to die as long as we outside the city.  But once we are in the city, we are protected.  Why?  Because Jesus died outside the city in our place.  Hebrews 13:12 says: “And for this reason Jesus also, in order, by His own blood, to set the people free from sin, suffered outside the gate.”  

Where do you go for help when you sin?  Do you go to Jesus or just don’t care if your spiritual life is at stake or not?  A life of continuous sin means you are outside the city, in a dangerous land, where the avenger is waiting to bring the punishment. 

2. Specifically Commissioned

The second aspect about the cities of refuge id that they were specifically commissioned.  First, they were designated to offer refuge for fugitives but that was not all.  The runner could not just get in there and say, “O boy thank God and I safe,“ and then live his life like nothing happened.  Listen to what our text says next in v.4-6.  These cities had the mission to help the case of the fugitive.  The elders and the congregation were to listen to each case and have a judgment on the case.  What do you think the judgment could have been?  Well there are only tow possibilities: guilty and non-guilty.  If the fugitive was not guilty he was declared non-guilty and if he was found guilty he was declared guilty.  Now what happened next?  Even if guilty or non-guilty the fugitive was to stay there till when?  Till the high priest of that city died, and that could have meant years and years.  What is the point here?  

These cities were specifically commissioned to function not only as places for safety but also as spiritual places where one would experience forgiveness through repentance, and spiritual growth through a true relationship with the local congregation and with God.  In a way they were like genuine churches are today?  What is you image of the church today?  Is it a social club where sinners can have a good fellowship time, is it a theater where good families can watch a show, is it a social institution where one is told the dos and don’t of life, or is it a community of genuine faith and love, where sinners can repent and find salvation through a true relationship with God?   Those cities of refuge where spiritual communities helping a sinner being forgiven and transformed through a genuine relationship with God.

Jesus should be the head of any church and when Jesus is the head of any church, he will offer refuge for every sinner who comes to that church, and then He will work in the life of that sinner to transform him.

Do you know what is Christian paradox of our times?  It is that people come to church, say they have a relationship with Jesus, but there is no difference in their lives.  They live their lives as the ones outside the church live, and God, is telling us this morning, that we can refuge in the church and be spared from Satan’s accusations, but the main goal of coming to church is to let God transform our lives.  Many want Jesus to be their Savior and spare them from the judgment to come, but they don’t want Jesus to transform their lives.

Illustration:  Do you know why that German Lutheran pastor and his church offered refuge to the communist dictator?  Just to spare his life from being lynched by the mob?  No.  He helped him because besides saving his physical life that pastor told him about spiritual salvation through Christ and how Jesus have him a second chance so that he can repent and go to heaven then continue to live in sin and go to hell.  That was the main purpose.           

Listen, God gave everything to spare our lives from the avenger and the accuser who want us in hell.  He paid the greatest sacrifice to offer us a city of refuge, but once we accept to go in the city, we have to abide by the cities rules and principles, and that is we cannot leave unless we are genuinely transformed.  In the city of refuge there life for us only inside.  We cannot live a double life.  We cannot live inside when we want and then go outside and take pleasure and sinful trips.  We will stand a judgment too one day and if we want to be found not guilty we have to abide by the city’s rules and principles.  Jesus said,
”Enter through the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the road is easy that leads to destruction, and there are many to take it.  For the gate is narrow and the road is hard that leads to life, and there are few who find it” (Matthew 7:13-14).

For those in the city there was only on way namely inside, they cannot live double lives, because double lives lead to destruction.  Don’t live a double life, but let the Lord of the City of Refuge deal with the sin in your life, and transform you according to his likeness.

It is says here that the fugitive had to stay in there till the high priest died.  Isn’t this interesting?  The high priest took that fugitive under his wing and care and made a mission for the rest of his life to bring that person in a right relationship with God.  And on his deathbed he summoned all the others and said, “He can go now if he wants, for he is a forgiven and transformed person.”  Jesus is our High Priest who came in our world and did everything to free us from under the bondage of sin.  And when he was hanged up there on that cross the last words he said were: “It is finished.”  In other words, “I freed now all that come to me, I did everything so that they can live free lives.”  Give Jesus your heart, give him the sins, vices, and bad habits in your life and see if He can lift them up from you and free you.  Hebrews 9 says,

But when Christ came as a high priest of the good things that have come, then through the greater and perfect tent (not made with hands, that is, not of this creation), he entered once for all into the Holy Place, not with the blood of goats and calves, but with his own blood, thus obtaining eternal redemption. For if the blood of goats and bulls, with the sprinkling of the ashes of a heifer, sanctifies those who have been defiled so that their flesh is purified, how much more will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself without blemish to God, purify our conscience from dead works to worship the living God!

Listen we won’t get to Christian perfection in this life, the sinful nature we are born with is transformed during our whole life, and it could happen now and then to stumble along the way and fall.  When this happen we have to remember that we are in the city, and there is Jesus the High Priest ready to forgive us and help us if we are willing to repent.  How do you know for sure you are in the city and not outside?  Meditate about your life.  Try to remember who you were before you gave your life to Christ and who you are 20, 40, 60 years later. Can you see a difference in you?  Are your nature, and character different are you the same wicked and worldly person you were before?  If you or others cannot see a difference then maybe you thought you were in the city, but never been, or maybe you were for a while and now left it and turned back to your old sinful life.  Paul says “If anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see everything has become new” (2Corinthians 5:17). 

So second cities of refuge were places specifically commissioned to help the fugitive repent, and grow spiritually, and Jesus our city of refuge will do the same for us.  He will gladly work in our lives to help us grow spiritually and into his likeness.

3. Divinely Empowered.

The third aspect about these cities is that they were divinely empowered to be a blessing for the fugitive sinner.  First, they provided refuge, second they helped the sinner be transformed and have a right relationship with God and His Church, but third these cities were there to bestow many spiritual blessings on those who sought their help and refuge.  How do we see this essential call and empowerment that these cities had in bestowing spiritual blessings?  We see it from their specific names.  There were six cities and each city name bears a specific blessing:

1. Kadesh means righteousness and this name implied that the cities were there to help people become righteous, and we have seen this already.  Jesus made us righteous in God’s eyes.  Remember God is holy and He cannot accept any sin so Jesus came to cleanse us and make us righteous in God’s eyes. 2 Corinthians 5:21 says, “For our sake he made him to be sin so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.

2. Shechem means shoulder and the name of this city implied the support and strength God gives to the one seeking Him.  It means that God is always ready to help and support the needy and the suffering. David says in Psalm 30:2, “O Lord my God I cried to you for help and you have healed me.”
3. Hebron the third city means fellowship and this name implies that people coming into these cities of refuge were to experience a genuine fellowship with God and with other believers living in them.  Jesus is always present in our lives and in our churches so that we can have fellowship with Him and he also blesses the genuine fellowship that church members have together. In John 14:23 Jesus says, “Those who love me will keep my word, and my Father will love them and we will come to them and make our home with them.” 

4. Bezer the fourth city means fortress and by naming this city fortress God wanted his people to know that He will always be their true fortress, the unmovable strong rock upon which they can put their trust and hope.  Have you ever been in the situation that everything was collapsing around you?  Things will collapse and we will pass through shaky circumstances but as long as we put our hope in God our rock we should not fear anything.  In Psalm 18:2 David says, “The Lord is my rock, my fortress, and my deliverer, my God, my rock in whom I take refuge, my shield and the horn of my salvation, my stronghold.”
5. Ramoth the fifth city means heights and this name implies the willingness of God to take the sinner from the valleys of despair and fear and put their feet on the heights of hope.  See one of the greatest things we all have to face in this life is fear and despair, and these lead to anxiety and depression.  God says here, “I will not let you experience fear and despair and I will take you to new heights even if life takes you to the valleys to hardships.”  In Psalm 40:1 David says, “I waited patiently for the Lord; he inclined to me and heard my cry.  He drew me up from the desolate pit out of the miry bog and set my feet upon a rock making my steps secure.”
6. Golan the sixth city means joy and this city means that God is the one to restore true joy and happiness in our lives.  Yes hardships and suffering will take away the joy from our hearts, but our God will restore it back to us, because He wants His children to have true joy in their lives.  It is true that sometimes He will allow deep pain and hardships and sometimes it does not make any sense why, sometimes it makes, but sometimes it just doesn’t; yet God cares and shows compassion for the hurting child, and He will restore his or her joy back.  Listen to what David says in Psalm 30:11, “You have turned my morning into dancing, you have taken off my sackcloth and clothed me with joy so that my soul can praise you and not be silent.” 

Conclusion: Cities of refuge specifically designed to offer refuge for the sinner, commissioned to help the sinner experience a true relationship with God and grow in faith and divinely empowered to bless them with spiritual blessings.  Jesus is our city of refuge, so come before Him this morning give him your undivided heart, and He will give you His blessings. Amen

