JOSHUA-EPHESIANS SERIES #8

“COUNTER-INTELLIGENCE”

JOSHUA 9; EPHESIANS 6:14

Deception. 

Webster defines it as “misleading, deluding, or cheating someone.” We refer to it today as “being used,” or “having the wool pulled over our eyes.” Probably everyone here has had the experience of being deceived, and that feeling in the pit of your stomach that you’ve been “had.”

Every year on the first of April, people pull pranks and tricks on others in celebration of “April Fool’s Day.” These deceptions are, for the most part, harmless and fun—though usually more fun for the person pulling the prank than the one on whom it is pulled! But there are other types of deception that are not harmless and fun. Some of these are even classified as criminal acts.

The military sometimes works in deception as well. While the exciting and heroic exploits of the men on television and movie screens are not always an accurate depiction of this work, there are spies who work under the heading of “intelligence.” There are also those who are trained to look for such spies from other nations, working under the title “counter-intelligence.” They must be on the lookout for those who would infiltrate their own country.

But the most dangerous form of deception is spiritual deception. It is the most dangerous because the price tag is so high. The cost of spiritual deception cannot be calculated in dollars and cents; it deals in the eternal destinies of men and women. Cults are growing at an all-time high, even Satanist cults with their deadly results.

The Christian must beware of spiritual deception. While you may have made a decision to follow Christ, Satan does not leave you alone. He will seek to make you ineffective through deception. He will seek to mislead entire churches to follow an agenda different than what the Holy Spirit would desire. Just as the army of the United States, the army of God must be active in “counter-intelligence,” making certain that the schemes of our enemy do not infiltrate the ranks of the church. This was the theme of the letter of Jude, found near the end of the New Testament. Consider verse four of this brief epistle:

For certain men whose condemnation was written about long ago have secretly slipped in among you. They are godless men, who change the grace of our God into a license for immorality and deny Jesus Christ our only Sovereign and Lord.

The word used by Jude was used in his own day to describe a criminal who had been exiled from his country and had secretly slipped back into that country.
 He wrote his letter so the church would recognize these false Christians who had “infiltrated the ranks.” This requires a certain piece of the armor of God, which will be identified later.

Turn to Joshua chapter nine. This book of Joshua is a foreshadowing of the spiritual warfare into which all believers are called. It is important that we recognize that it is not just a record of some interesting battles and some interesting people. It is that, but the book of Joshua has overtones that go far beyond a record of history. We need to keep our eyes open for the spiritual lessons as we go through this book.

Spiritual deception is the theme of Joshua chapter nine. After impressive victories over Jericho and Ai, one of Israel’s enemies decides to employ a different kind of attack. Rather than attacking on the battlefield, they deploy an attack on the minds of the Israelite leaders. As we will see, the lessons for the Church today are very real and very relevant. John MacArthur remarks, “Spiritual warfare would be so much simpler if all the enemies of the church were outside the church, but our ranks have been infiltrated by traitors who are working for our defeat and destruction.”

THE DECEPTION OF SATAN

Chapter nine begins with the threat of a coordinated effort of several kings to fight Israel. For the first time, we see the Canaanites banding together to face their invaders, and we see the Canaanites about to take the offensive. Certainly Joshua and his leaders were very concerned about this threat.

At this point the country of Canaan was now cut almost in half. Joshua turned north, without any noticeable opposition, to Shechem, some twenty-five miles north of Bethel. It would appear that the people of Shechem welcomed Israel, for there is no record of any opposition there as well.

This is the context in which we are introduced to the Gibeonites in verse three. Gibeon was located only twenty-five miles from the camp of Israel at Gilgal and was on Joshua’s list to be destroyed. In Deuteronomy 20:10-20, God’s law stated that Israel must destroy all the cities in Canaan. If after the Conquest Israel was involved in other wars, they could offer peace to cities that were outside the land. Somehow the Gibeonites knew about this law and decided to use it for their own protection.

We read in verses three and four, “When the people of Gibeon heard what Joshua had done to Jericho and Ai, they resorted to a ruse.” They attempt to deceive Joshua and the Israelites with a well-planned scheme, described in verses 3-6,

They went as a delegation whose donkeys were loaded with worn-out sacks and old wineskins, cracked and mended. The men put worn and patched sandals on their feet and wore old clothes. All the bread of their food supply was dry and moldy. Then they went to Joshua in the camp at Gilgal and said to him and the men of Israel, “We have come from a distant country; make a treaty with us.”

At first glance this might not seem to be such a bad idea. Certainly Joshua must have been attracted to a plan that would allow the Israelites a victory without the cost of battle. In the context of the other city-states organizing against them, this offer for a peace treaty must have sounded particularly appealing.

But to make a treaty with this people would be to break the command of the Lord. The people of Israel were forbidden by God to make treaties with any of the people in the Promised Land. They were supposed to destroy them all. Exodus 23:32 explicitly states, “Do not make a covenant with them,” being identified earlier as the Hivites, Canaanites, and Hittites. Deuteronomy 20:16-18 repeats the same command. There were to be no treaties, no compromise with any of these nations. Why? Exodus 23:31-33 explains, 

“I will establish your borders from the Red Sea to the Sea of the Philistines, and from the desert to the River. I will hand over to you the people who live in the land and you will drive them out before you. Do not make a covenant with them or with their gods. Do not let them live in your land, or they will cause you to sin against me, because the worship of their gods will certainly be a snare to you.”

Joshua is a little suspicious in verse 7, wondering, “But perhaps you live near us. How then can we make a treaty with you?” The Gibeonites first use flattering remarks of past success. Hear their words as recorded in verses nine and ten,

They answered: “Your servants have come from a very distant country because of the fame of the Lord your God. For we have heard reports of him: all that he did in Egypt, 10 and all that he did to the two kings of the Amorites east of the Jordan-Sihon king of Heshbon, and Og king of Bashan, who reigned in Ashtaroth. 

The Gibeonites were heaping the accolades on Joshua and on God. They did not directly answer the question, “Where are you from?” but instead work on the ego of Joshua and the leaders. I am certain that they must have felt pretty good as these men recounted the past successes.

After making the Israelites leadership feel pretty good about themselves, then they introduce the blatant lie, the false representations of their present state. They tell Joshua in verses 11-13, 

Our elders and all those living in our country said to us, “Take provisions for your journey; go and meet them and say to them, ‘We are your servants; make a treaty with us.’” This bread of ours was warm when we packed it at home on the day we left to come to you. But now see how dry and moldy it is. And these wineskins that we filled were new, but see how cracked they are. And our clothes and sandals are worn out by the very long journey.

Now the deception is used. Appealing to the human senses of sight and touch (and probably smell!), the scheme was passed off to the Israelites. After all, it made sense: these people have come from a distant country, their food was obviously dry and moldy, their wineskins were obviously cracked, their clothes and sandals were clearly worn out. Their recounting of Israelite victories did not include Jericho and Ai, for had they come from a long distance they would not have heard about these victories yet! How tremendously clever! How deceptive!

And how utterly relevant for today! As one commentator writes, 

This account is a warning to the Church of God of all ages against the cunning and dissimulation of the world, which often seeks for a peaceable recognition on the part of the kingdom of God, and even a reception into it, wherever it may be its advantage to do so.

Satan is a counterfeiter and “masquerades as an angel of light.” It’s much easier for us to identify the lion when he’s roaring than to detect the serpent when he’s slithering into our lives.

THE DEPENDANCE UPON SELF

But deception does not necessitate defeat. Satan tried on several occasions to deceive Jesus Christ, but never defeated Him. Just as temptation does not equal sin, deception does not equal defeat. The outcome is determined by the response of the person involved, whether they depend upon God or upon self.

In this instance, we read of the response of Joshua and the Israelites in verses 14-15, “The men of Israel sampled their provisions but did not inquire of the Lord. Then Joshua made a treaty of peace with them to let them live, and the leaders of the assembly ratified it by oath.” 

The first mistake the Israelites made was that they ignored the insight of the Lord. Numbers 27:21 clearly defines the procedure for the Israelites to inquire of the Lord. “He [Joshua] shall stand before Eleazar the priest, who shall inquire for him by the judgment of the Urim before the Lord.” The high priest was given the Urim and Thummim, which was used only for this purpose. We do not know what the Urim and Thummim were, nor do we know exactly how they were used, but the Israelites then did know. In all probability, they were used in the identification of Achan as the thief in chapter seven. 

But verse 14 of our text is the sad reality and constitutes the turning point in the story. The men “sampled” some of the provisions, “but did not ask counsel from the Lord.” Here they walk by sight and not by faith, as we so frequently do ourselves. Nobody asks God what they should do—that is the tragedy of the situation.
 The practice of the Hebrews was supposed to be pray first, act later. Joshua failed to do this. He and his council entered into an alliance with the enemy because they didn’t seek the counsel of God.

Once that occurs, the second mistake is bound to follow: they inspected with their own instincts. They used their own methods and their own intelligence to determine the validity of the claim. They preferred to taste moldy bread instead of prayer! They chose to trust self over the Lord.

Think about this: If this group of men had been an authentic official delegation, it would have comprised a much larger company bearing adequate supplies, including sufficient provisions for the trip home. Real ambassadors would have thrown away their “dry and moldy” bread because their servants would have baked fresh bread for them. As officials, they would have packed the proper attire so that they might make the best impression possible as they negotiated with the enemy. Had Joshua and his leaders paused to think and pray about what they saw, they would have concluded that the whole thing was a trick.

But they didn’t. They made the treaty, and three days later discovered that they had been had. Now, to their credit, even though the treaty was based on deceit, the leaders of Israel were obligated to honor it since they had sworn by the Lord. They realized that the commitment of the oath was to the Lord, not to the Gibeonites.
 Even when Gibeon was later attacked, Joshua honored the treaty and defended them. In fact, Joshua assigned the Gibeonites the tasks of being woodcutters and water carriers for the entire community. Max Lucado points out, “Joshua and his associates teach us an important lesson: If you make a mistake, admit it; and then make your mistake work for you!” 

Before we are too hard on the Israelites, let us think about our own failures in this regard. How many times have we fallen on our faces before the deceptions of the Devil because we trusted our own instincts over the insights of God? In my own ministry, I am embarrassed to even think about such instances.

We must be aware that Satan is going to attempt to deceive us individually as Christians and collectively as a local church. This calls for Christian “counter-intelligence,” which will watch for the deceptions of Satan.

THE DISCERNMENT OF THE SPIRIT

This leads us to the discernment of the Spirit. We cannot depend upon ourselves, for self can be fooled easily, just as the Israelites were fooled by the Gibeonites. We must rely on the Spirit of God. As Wiersbe warns, “Like Joshua and the nation of Israel, God’s people today are living in enemy territory and must constantly exercise caution. When you believe the enemy instead of seeking the mind of the Lord, you can expect to get into trouble.”
 The whole issue in dealing with deception is truth. Satan tries to twist the truth and use the truth to present falsehood. If we are to counteract the falsehood, we must be familiar with the truth. 

Paul speaks of the “belt of truth” among the armor of God listed in Ephesians chapter six. The belt was a very important piece of the armor for the Roman soldier, as it held the soldier’s sword.”
 Therefore, we must hold our Sword (the Word of God) in the context of truth; we must not only treat His word truthfully in our interpretation and understanding of what God says, but wee must also live our lives accordingly. “Unless we practice the truth, we cannot handle the Word of truth.”
 Stuart Briscoe cautions, “The Christian has to ensure that there is truth, reality, and integrity at the very base of his profession. Without this there is only disaster for all concerned.”

Furthermore, the belt of the Roman soldier held his equipment in place, allowing him maneuverability on the battlefield. This applies in the Christian life with regard to relationships. As the belt gives ease and freedom of movement, so it is the truth that gives freedom with ourselves, with our neighbors, and with God. Lack of perfect sincerity hampers our every turn.

This also applies to the church as a body. It would be easy for me, in an effort to make our church grow numerically, to preach only those things that appeal to people, avoiding anything in the Word which might offend someone. But that is allowing Satan to deceive everyone involved. We could, as a church, resort to unspiritual schemes to attract people into our midst, but is that depending upon self or the Spirit? We could be infiltrated by those who speak just enough truth to get it the doors, and then introduce their false doctrines. 

In all of these cases, individually and corporately, we must become familiar with the truth of God’s Word, and also live lives that demonstrate integrity. Then, when the Devil comes to deceive, we will be properly armed against his schemes. Satan is a very intelligent being, but the Christian and the Church must rely on the counter-intelligence provided by the Holy Spirit and the Word of God.
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