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Earlier, we confessed in the Apostles’ Creed, “I believe in…the communion of saints.” What is 
that? “Saints” means “holy ones,” referring to God’s people. “Communion” is “an instance of 
sharing.” “The communion of saints” refers to what the saints share together in the church.  

All saints—past, present, and future—share union with Christ. All believers have an 
equal share in Christ, and therefore all the blessings that are in Christ: forgiveness, freedom, 
eternal life, adoption, and a future resurrection. This brings relational communion with one 
another. Having been adopted into the family of God, we are brothers and sisters being 
conformed into the image of the firstborn Son. Since we have union with Christ, we have 
communion together in all things in Christ. In Joshua 22, the author goes to great lengths to 
emphasize the significance of the communion of saints.  
 
1) The communion of saints is a commendable and blessed union. Our passage opens with 
Joshua addressing the Reubenites, Gadites, and half-tribe of Manasseh (which I’ll call the 
“eastern tribes” for the rest of the sermon). These were the tribes who asked to settle the land 
east of the Jordan River, which the Lord granted through Moses. 
 The book of Joshua opens with a command to all Israel to be strong and courageous, 
obeying everything they were commanded. Then Joshua turned to these eastern tribes, 
reminding them that God promised to give them rest and the land east of the Jordan. Only, 
their men were to accompany and assist the other tribes until they took possession of the land. 
 As Joshua 22 opens, Joshua commends the eastern tribes for their faithfulness. They 
never deserted their brothers but carried out the command of the Lord their God. This was no 
short mission; Joshua made war for a “long time.” Theirs was a long obedience. Their 
faithfulness to Yahweh had been tested, tried, and proved. 
 Now that the land has been allotted, Joshua tells them to return home. He only 
commands them to obey the instruction of Moses to “love the Lord your God” and to obey him. 
Then, Joshua blesses them, sending them off to the land the Lord gave them with great wealth. 
 Notice two things in verses 1-8. First, the author emphasizes their proven obedience. 
Second, the author emphasizes their blessing—mentioning it twice. What is the author doing 
here? I think the author’s main point (for Israel to remember) is that the eastern tribes are a 
genuine part of Israel. The tribes of Israel—those east and west of the Jordan—have 
communion in the Lord, the same covenant, same land, same worship, same sacrifices. Sadly, 
Israel’s history demonstrates their inability to maintain this communion. The nation will be 
divided in two and later be dispersed. 

Like Israel, we have communion in Christ. Pauls describes it in Ephesians 4: “There is 
one body and one Spirit—just as you were called to one hope at your calling—one Lord, one 
faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is above all and through all and in all.”  

Here’s an application: Thank God (and each other) for Grand Avenue Baptist Church. 
Over the past year, the Lord has been kind to us. We’ve grown in baptisms, membership, giving, 
and attendance. Numbers alone are never a final sign of God’s blessing. God looks on the heart. 
But these things make me rejoice because they are signs of the communion of saints. 2020 was 
an easy year for division, factions, and fights. But we’ve made it through without any major 
conflict. There have been minor offenses, but they've been resolved quickly and with grace. 

That is a testimony to your faithfulness in Jesus. You’ve chosen to believe what God says 
about us in Christ, valuing the gospel of Christ and the communion of saints more than your 



preferences. I thank God for this, and I commend you for walking in a manner worthy of your 
calling. Well done, good and faithful servants. Now, be eager to maintain that! 
 
Point 2: The communion of saints is threatened by a failure to love.  As the eastern tribes 
journey home, they stop to build a “large, impressive altar” on the western side of the Jordan. 
When the western tribes hear of it, they immediately assemble for war at Shiloh, believing it is 
intended for unauthorized worship, and they send a delegation ahead to confront the eastern 
tribes. (There is no indication that they inquire of the Lord, something this story has in common 
with the defeat at Ai.) 

Their concern arises from a principle called “corporate solidarity,” which describes the 
relationship between members of a group. We see this in verse 18: “If you rebel against the 
Lord today, tomorrow he will be angry with the entire community of Israel.” The failure of the 
one impacts the whole. Imagine how terrifying it would be if the sin of any one of our small 
groups (or families) would bring God’s wrath on all of GABC? That’s the nature of the Old 
Covenant. 

How does this apply to us? It reminds us that there is better news in Jesus! Listen to 
the Lord describe the New Covenant in Jeremiah 31:29-30: 

In those days, it will never again be said,  
‘The fathers have eaten sour grapes,  
and the children’s teeth are set on edge.’  

Rather, each will die for his own iniquity. Anyone who eats sour grapes—his own teeth 
will be set on edge. 

Under the Law, if the fathers ate sour grapes (if they sinned), their children's mouths puckered 
(they suffered the consequences). But the New Covenant is not like the covenant at Sinai. “Each 
will die for his own iniquity. Anyone who eats sour grapes—his own teeth will be set on 
edge.” This means that if you are in Christ, then there are no generational curses falling on you. 
The iniquity of your ancestors is not visited upon you. Likewise, your sin is not visited upon your 
children.  

Christ is the one that represents the many. In Jesus, we find the true communion of 
saints. His obedience is counted as our righteousness. His death for sin is counted as our death 
for sin. His resurrection and ascension to God's right hand is ours, such that Paul can say we 
have been raised and seated with him in the heavens. In the New Covenant, there is one man—
and only one man—who represents the many. That man is Jesus Christ the Righteous. You and I 
are united with him through our faith, and therefore our standing with him and each other is 
absolutely secure. Failure to love God threatens the communion of saints, but in Christ, we the 
righteousness of his love for God. 

Failure to love God is not the only failure to love that threatened the communion of 
God’s people. Jesus said the second greatest commandment is like the first. We are to love God 
with all that we are, and we are to love our neighbor as ourselves. The communion of saints is 
threatened by a failure to love our brothers and sisters. (v 13-20). 
 Joshua 22 requires careful reading. It opened with Joshua’s emphasis on the eastern 
tribes’ proven obedience. Joshua and the author go out of their way to paint them as faithful 
Israelites. There is no reason (here or elsewhere in Joshua) to be suspicious of them. But the 
western tribes do not share Joshua’s opinion. They are so confident of their correctness in 



assessing and addressing the situation that they assemble for war—apparently without 
inquiring of the Lord. But they will not extend the same love (the same presumption of 
righteousness in intent and action) to the eastern tribes that they offer themselves. Their 
questions are rhetorical, accusatory, and condemning. For example, verse 16: “What is this 
treachery you have committed today against the God of Israel by turning away from the Lord 
and building an altar for yourselves, so that you are in rebellion against the Lord today?” It’s 
an open-shut case—the entire community already concluded back at Shiloh that the eastern 
tribes are guilty of treachery, rebellion, and apostasy. 

Their prejudice runs deeper than hasty judgment and condemnation. The narrator 
highlights their view of the eastern tribes. In verse 11, they say the eastern tribes built an altar 
“on the Israelite side.” Wait. Aren’t the eastern tribes part of Israel? Didn’t the Lord give them 
the land across the Jordan? The eastern side is also “the Israelite side,” but the western tribes 
have already excommunicated them. “Those people” are not really part of Israel. 

The narrator adopts their language and mindset as he recounts the story. In verse 12, he 
writes, “the entire Israelite community assembled at Shiloh,” echoing the previous verse and 
the delegation’s mindset in verse 16, “This is what the Lord’s entire community says…” They’re 
reporting from the assembly at Shiloh. Who represented the eastern tribes at Shiloh? No one. 
But the western tribes either didn’t notice or didn’t care—they were “the Lord’s entire 
community” without them. 

The western tribes seem so zealous to protect the nation from the encroaching 
influence of heresy—but their attitude is not the Lord’s. In Joshua 1, as Joshua addressed the 
eastern tribes, he referred to the western tribes as their "brothers." The Lord (and Joshua) 
considered the eastern and western tribes “brothers.” But the western tribes are happy to 
imply that the eastern tribes are not. 

As the chapter concludes, the western tribes appear to admit their error. After the 
matter is resolved, Phineas tells the eastern tribes, “Today we know that the Lord is among us, 
because you have not committed this treachery against him. As a result, you have rescued the 
Israelites from the Lord’s power.” At first, that last sentence appears to read as though he is 
subtly indicating that the easter tribes had been in sin and by repenting averted God’s wrath. 
But that makes no sense, since nothing in the passage indicates the eastern tribes sinned. So 
what does it mean? 

Remember that Phineas and the western tribes are using “Israelites” to describe 
themselves in this chapter. He is saying that it is they, the western tribes that are threatened by 
the Lord’s power. Why? Because they were about to execute their innocent brothers. Such 
injustice brings God’s wrath. But God’s presence to bless them is show through both his 
keeping the eastern tribes faithful and preventing the western tribes from carrying out their 
intentions. 

But even here at the conclusion, there is an unresolved tension as to how the western 
tribes view the eastern tribes. The narrator leaves this tension here in his conclusion—even as 
they depart in peace—to clue us in that all is not well. The pride in their hearts is a will 
eventually crack into a large divide between God’s people. 
 
How does this apply to us? So far, we have two opposing pictures. On the one hand, Joshua, 
who is quick to see what is good about the eastern tribes, heartily commends their faithfulness, 



blesses them, and encourages them to persevere in the faith. On the other hand, we have the 
western tribes, who are quick to find fault in others as they overflow in hasty and quick 
judgment—all based on external appearances and suspicious assumptions rather than on 
knowledge. 

Joshua speaks to us of Jesus, who loves his church with humility, gentleness, and 
patience, bearing with us in love, making every effort to keep unity in the bond of peace. The 
western tribes speak to us of something dangerous. When Paul tells Timothy what to look for 
in church officers, he rules out bullies, quarrelsome and hot-tempered men. Paul warns 
Timothy: 

But know this: Hard times will come in the last days. For people will be lovers of self, 
lovers of money, boastful, proud, demeaning, disobedient to parents, ungrateful, 
unholy, unloving, irreconcilable, slanderers, without self-control, brutal, without love for 
what is good, traitors, reckless, conceited, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God, 
holding to the form of godliness but denying its power. Avoid these people.1 

In the last days, there will be people who appear godly but deny the power of the gospel. They 
claim to practice sober orthodoxy—but they don’t rely on the power of the cross to produce 
faithfulness and purity in the church. They speak big things about loving God, but in reality, they 
only love themselves. They put on a boastful and proud persona. They are unloving and 
demeaning, slandering those that disagree with them. They love to argue; they’re 
irreconcilable, reckless, and conceited. They never admit that they are wrong. They are lovers 
of money. The know the easiest way to sell a product is to create a crisis. So to get people to 
buy their books, attend their conferences, watch their news channels, or listen to their 
programs, they magnify a proud, arrogant, and demeaning spirit, and use slander to create 
controversies for which they offer themselves as the Savior. 

Friends, we’re in the last days; these people are worming their way into Christian 
households. Paul does not say, “We can’t approve of their behavior and speech, but we still 
listen and support them because they have brilliant insights and solutions.” No. He says, “Avoid 
these people.” Period. Turn them off. Unsubscribe. Avoid their books, sermons, and 
commentary. Do not imitate them. 
 Who are we to imitate? “Let us run with endurance the race that is set before us, 
looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith.”2 Jesus is our Savior and example; his 
voluntary humiliation unto death teaches us how to live and maintain the communion of saints. 
 
Point 3: The communion of saints is to be maintained. (v 21-34) When the eastern tribes 
finally get a chance to speak, they declare, "The Mighty One, God, the LORD! The Mighty One, 
God, the LORD!” invoking the Lord’s presence as witness and judge.  

They confess that the Lord knows the truth—and that “Israel” might come to know it 
too. They confess agreement in the interpretation of the Law. If they are in rebellion, then they 
should not be spared. They invite the Lord to hold them accountable if they intended to use 
that altar to sin! 

 
1 2 Timothy 3:1-5 
2 Hebrews 12:1-2 



They explain that they built the altar to encourage faithfulness and unity in future 
generations. They feared the descendants of the western tribes would see the Jordan River as a 
border put there by the Lord to define Israel. They would tell the eastern tribe's descendants, 
"You have no share in the Lord!" causing [the eastern tribe’s] descendants “to stop fearing the 
Lord.” (A valid concern!) 
 Their solution was to build this replica of the Lord’s altar. Not for burnt offering or 
sacrifice, it would be a witness between them and their descendants that the eastern tribes are 
part of Israel. This way, the eastern tribes would always be allowed to cross the Jordan to 
worship at the Lord's altar. They insist they would never rebel or turn away; they will only 
sacrifice at the Lord’s altar. The chapter concludes with them naming the altar what they 
always believed: The Lord is God. 

It’s an ironic story: In their haste, pride, and suspicion, the western tribes believed they 
were the defenders of orthodoxy, when in fact, they weren't. They were violating the covenant 
because they were ready to murder their brothers. While they condemned the eastern tribes 
for apostasy, it was actually they who were acting to maintain faithfulness to the Lord! 

This irony is far too familiar. In American especially, there are far too many divisive 
zealots who make their living by conditioning believers to be suspicious of their brothers and 
sisters. Every other year, they warn of a new “greatest threat to the church in our lifetime”—
offering a new book or conference to solve it. They tell us that certain words or emphases are 
indicators that our siblings in Christ have bought into godless ideologies. Under their influence, 
we rashly judge and condemn those that God has justified! We become the ones to be avoided, 
the actual threat to the Lord's people. 

How do we properly maintain the communion of saints? The communion of saints is 
maintained the same way it is formed—union with Christ through faith. The Lord gave us a 
witness in the Lord’s Supper. Like the altar built by the Jordan, the communion is not another 
sacrifice. The bread and wine replicate the sacrifice we have in the heavenly tabernacle—
Christ’s body and blood. 

To maintain our fidelity to God, Jesus gave us a picture of what brings us to God. We are 
not brought to God through arrogant boasting, quarrels, bullying, slandering, and hot-tempers 
ready to kill. We were brought to God through the mercy and kindness found in the voluntary 
humiliation of the Suffering Servant who did not lift up his voice or cry aloud in the streets but 
who went like a lamb to be slaughtered in the place of his brothers and sisters. That is the 
mindset that we are to assume.  
 The Lord’s Supper and every other aspect of corporate worship and membership have 
the one solitary aim: to keep us trusting in Christ and walking in a manner worthy of him. Or, as 
Paul puts it: 

Therefore I, the prisoner in the Lord, urge you to walk worthy of the calling you have 
received, with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another in 
love, making every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace. 
There is one body and one Spirit—just as you were called to one hope at your calling—
one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is above all and 
through all and in all.3 

 
3 Ephesians 4:1-6 


