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Joshua 20:1-9 
 
Verses 1-3 
Then the LORD said to Joshua: 2 “Tell the Israelites to designate the cities of 
refuge, as I instructed you through Moses, 3 so that anyone who kills a person 
accidentally and unintentionally may flee there and find protection from the 
avenger of blood.  

• Cities of refuge are sanctuary cities. This is where the modern political 
designation comes from. But the Biblical term has been politically 
corrupted in modern times. 1. Biblically, cities do not designate themselves 
as sanctuary cities. God does the designation. 2. Biblically, they are not 
places where people hide from the law because they have broken the law. 
3. If someone flees to a sanctuary city in the Bible, and are guilty of 
wrongdoing, they are turned over to the proper authorities for prosecution. 

• Moses orders the establishment of sanctuary cites in Number 35.  
• If someone caused another person’s death, that person would be killed by 

the “avenger of blood.” The avenger of blood was the closet relative of the 
person who had been killed. This person’s responsibility was to avenge his 
relative by killing the person who had committed the murder.  

• But if the death was accidental, the avenger of blood might be blinded by 
rage and act without mercy. Under such circumstances, the person who 
had caused someone to die accidentally, could flee to one of these cities to 
be kept safe from the avenger of death until the death was determined to 
be accidental or intentional 

 
Verses 4-6 
 When they flee to one of these cities, they are to stand in the entrance of the 
city gate and state their case before the elders of that city. Then the elders are 
to admit the fugitive into their city and provide a place to live among them. 5 If 
the avenger of blood comes in pursuit, the elders must not surrender the 
fugitive, because the fugitive killed their neighbor unintentionally and without 
malice aforethought. 6 They are to stay in that city until they have stood trial 
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before the assembly and until the death of the high priest who is serving at that 
time. Then they may go back to their own home in the town from which they 
fled.” 

• When a person arrives at the sanctuary city, they are to publically declare 
their reason for being there to the city Elders before they enter the city. 
Then the elders are to let them into the city and provide a place for them to 
live. 

• If the avenger of blood comes looking for the person (notice that the 
avenger of blood may not come) the Elders do not just turn the person over 
to him. There is to be a trial before the Elders. If the Elders determine that 
the death was not intentional and without malice, the accused person is 
protected from the avenger of blood. However, if it is determined that a 
murder was committed, the person is to be turned out of the city of refuge. 

• Even if the accused person is found not guilty of murder that person must 
continue to reside in the sanctuary city until the death of the High Priest 
who was in office at the time of the trial. This is because the avenger of 
blood might not feel bound by the decision of the Elders and might then 
commit murder himself. This would cause great distress in the life of the 
one who had been found not guilty of murder. He would be forced to live in 
the sanctuary city for some time. 

 
Verses 7-9 
So they set apart Kedesh in Galilee in the hill country of Naphtali, Shechem in 
the hill country of Ephraim, and Kiriath Arba (that is, Hebron) in the hill country 
of Judah. 8 East of the Jordan (on the other side from Jericho) they designated 
Bezer in the wilderness on the plateau in the tribe of Reuben, Ramoth in Gilead 
in the tribe of Gad, and Golan in Bashan in the tribe of Manasseh. 9 Any of the 
Israelites or any foreigner residing among them who killed someone accidentally 
could flee to these designated cities and not be killed by the avenger of blood 
prior to standing trial before the assembly. 

• Six cities were designated as sanctuary cities. They were spread throughout 
the land. 
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