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Crossing the Jordan
Last week we learned about Israel's venture into the Promised Land when two spies encountered Rahab and reported back to Joshua that the people of Canaan would not be able to stand before them.  The time has come.  The people are ready.   But the Jordan River must be crossed, and it has flooded out of its banks.  The crossing itself will be a monumental challenge and event.  It would be impossible for the nation to cross without God's power and provision.
Joshua 3:1-4

Follow the ark
As this chapter begins, Joshua is leading all the people of Israel to the eastern bank of the Jordan River where they will camp for three days in preparation for crossing the River.  The officers from each of the tribes went through the camp commanding the people how they were to proceed.  The Levitical priests would be coming before them carrying the ark of the covenant, and the people were to follow at a distance of 2,000 cubits or 1,000 yards (ten football fields).  This distance was necessary for laymen were not to go near the ark and risk death Num. 1:15, and yet it was close enough that they could see it, follow and not get lost in unfamiliar territory.
The ark was a "box" measuring 1.5 cubits (27 inches) high and deep, and 2.5 cubits (45 inches) wide.  
It was made of acacia wood covered with gold.  Another word for "acacia" is shittim, the name of the place, famous for its acacia wood, from which Israel is entering the Promised Land!  The lid of the ark was the mercy seat on which were two gold cherubim, angels with wings spread upward.  There was a gold ring on each corner through which poles were placed for the purpose of carrying the ark.  Ex. 25:10-22  The ark contained the tablets of the Law, a jar of manna and Aaron's rod.  Heb. 9:4    It is noteworthy that mercy has always covered the Law!  
The ark of the covenant was the only furnishing in the Holy of Holies where God met with the people who were represented by the high priest. The Hebrew word for mercy seat is H3727 kapporeth   which occurs 27 times and is used only for lid on the ark of the covenant.  H3722 kaphar   occurs 102 times and is translated:  to make atonement, to expiate, to cover.  Once each year the high priest entered the Holy of Holies to sprinkle blood on the mercy seat to make atonement for the sins of the nation.  This is Yom Kippur, Israel's highest holy day.   Lev. 16:1-34   When the tabernacle was moved, the Levites had specific assignments (see attached chart).   The Kohathite Levites were in charge of transporting the ark and the other furnishings.  Num. 3:27-32     Moving the ark required that it be covered.  Num. 4:5-6  

However, as Israel moved toward the Jordan River to enter the Promised Land, it was the priests, descendants of Aaron, who carried the ark.  Although all Levites had religious responsibilities, it was only the descendants of Aaron who had responsibility for leading worship, to make sacrifices and serve in the Holy Place.  The High Priest was to be only a direct descendant of Aaron.  Because of the role of the priests in carrying the ark to lead the people, the crossing took on the function of a worship service and not merely a military or national event.
Joshua 3:5-17

An orderly crossing
Joshua instructed the people to consecrate themselves for the next day when the LORD would do wonders among them.  To consecrate means to be set aside for God, to be sacred or holy, to be set aside for worship.  The priests were told their assignment:  take up the ark and cross over the River ahead of the people.  Twelve men, one from each tribe, were singled out for special assignments which we will see later. While the people do not know what wonders the LORD will do, the LORD assured Joshua that he would be exalted before the people, and that the LORD would be with him just as He had been with Moses.  So Joshua was to command the priests to go to the edge of the River and stand still.  It was Spring, and the Jordan River had overflowed its banks as the water rushed south to the Dead Sea which lies 1286 feet below sea level. The River was a geographical barrier, with mountains on both sides, and running through a deep gorge.  
Joshua addressed the people reminding them of the LORD's promise to deliver the inhabitants of Canaan into their hands and that they would KNOW that the living God is among them.  Now Joshua revealed to them that the priests would lead them across the River, and that when the priests' feet touched the water it would be cut off allowing them to cross.  And so it was.  The waters which were coming down the River stood up in a heap as far upriver as the city of Adam, about 15 miles.  And all the people crossed on dry ground.  All the millions of people.
Several times in these verses there is reference to "all" the people.  Three tribes had been given permission to stay behind as Israel entered Canaan while their armies would accompany Joshua and the rest of the people.  Including "all" of Israel here is to emphasize that the LORD is fulfilling His covenant promises completely and that all His people are included in the significance of this event.  
Israel's crossing the Jordan River has significance for us, too.  The word "Jordan" is a composite of two Hebrew words:   H3381 yarad   which means to descend, flowing down like water, and going down into the grave or death, and H1835 dan   which means to judge or be judged.  So, Jordan means death and judgment.  The presence of God made evident by His high priest and the symbol of His covenant rolled back the waters of death and judgment to bring His consecrated people into the Promised Land pictures for us our High Priest, Jesus, and the covenant of grace through which we, who are justified and sanctified, pass over death and judgment to enter the eternal Kingdom of God.  This picture of salvation did not begin with Joshua but reaches all the way back to Adam!
The crossing of the Red Sea with Moses was a picture of God's mercy in relieving the people of their misery under the slavery and oppression of Egypt.  It was not a picture of salvation, for that generation died in the wilderness because of unbelief.  Jude 1:5  While mercy and grace often overlap, they are not exactly the same thing.  Mercy is God's disposition and action to relieve the misery of sin, while grace is God's disposition and action to cover the guilt of sin.

Joshua 4:1-13

Two stone memorials
Before the priests left the River bed and the waters returned, memorials would be constructed to remind the people, and especially future generations, of these events.  Moses and the elders had already instructed the people, that on the day they crossed the Jordan River, memorial stones were to be gathered, coated with lime and inscribed with the words of the Law, to be placed on Mt. Ebal, the mount of curses, to remind the people of the curses of disobedience in contrast with the blessings which were shouted from Mt. Gerizim.  Deut. 27:1-8   
After everyone was safely across the River and the priests were still in the center, Joshua told the twelve men, one from each tribe, to go back into the riverbed and retrieve 12 stones, one for each tribe, and take them into the camp to make a memorial for future generations to be instructed about what the LORD had done that day.  And they did as Joshua had said.  But there is to be a second memorial as well.  Twelve stones were set up in the middle of the River marking the location where the priests had stood. This memorial would be evident when the River was very low, during times of pending drought, to remind the people of the LORD's power, provision, protection and blessings. Some Bible historians have concluded that this was the place in the Jordan River where Jesus Himself was baptized.  
More detail is given here about the crossing. The people did not tarry or linger but hurried to get across the River. A portion of the armies of Reuben, Gad and East Manasseh, 40,000 men, crossed in full battle array and equipped for war, thereby assuring the nation of their previous commitment.

Joshua 4:14-18
Safely across
In these verses several things are revealed.  First, the LORD gave Joshua recognition and honor before all the people of Israel, and they respected Joshua as they had Moses.  The crossing was complete, and the LORD told Joshua to command the priests to follow the people and come up out of the Jordan.  God's people had entered the land which He would give them to possess, a kingdom where God is their King.  Future generations would reject God and demand a king like the nations around them.  1 Sam. 8:7  As the priests left the River, the waters returned to their previous stage.  Death and judgment remained for all those who were not God's people and who were not brought safely through by Him. 
In God's eternal kingdom, heaven, there is a river of life, clear as crystal, coming from the throne of God and of the Lamb where the tree of life bears fruit for the healing of the nations and there is no longer any curse.   Rev. 22:1-3
Joshua 4:19-24
Know that the LORD is mighty
Israel's crossing of the Jordan was completed on the tenth day of Nisan which falls in March/April on our calendar.  Forty years earlier, this date was the beginning of Passover as the LORD brought His people out of Egypt.  Ex. 12:1-27   Passover was given by God as a perpetual memorial celebration to remember how God has passed over Israel when all Egypt suffered death of firstborns.  
Their camp on the western side of the Jordan was at Gilgal, just east of Jericho.  The people had arrived safely across with their army, bringing their tents and belongings, the Tabernacle, and Joseph's coffin.   The Tabernacle would be moved several times during the next 300 years , and was for some time at Gilgal where Saul was made king.  1 Sam. 11:14-15    Eventually the Tabernacle would fall into disrepair and its furnishings scattered before King David determined to build a permanent Temple for the LORD.  2 Sam. 7:1-29   Joseph would be buried in the Promised Land as he had requested almost 400 years earlier.  Gen. 50:22-26, Joshua 24:32 
On this day the twelve stones would form a memorial for future generations to remember how the LORD their God had dried up the Jordan as He had the Red Sea for His people to cross on dry ground.  The LORD's power to deliver Israel was widely acclaimed throughout Canaan.  This memorial would be evidence to all the people of the earth to know the power of the LORD and for His people to fear and have reverence for Him forever.  The whole world is littered with memorials for all kinds of events and people.  A memorial is something which causes us to remember. Perhaps the most common Christian memorial is the cross which should cause us to remember the sacrifice of Jesus, and the empty cross to remind us of His resurrection.  Unfortunately, in our world today, this memorial symbol has been high jacked by rock stars and criminals, and the cross is often just a fashion statement worn by unbelievers.
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