
Cities of Refuge Intro 
 

Jeremy got me laughing a few times last week in his message. One time was 
when he talked about the principle of true love and how it always involves 
self-sacrifice.  
 

Then he used the example of the sacrifice that takes place when you move 
from single life to married life. And he said, “when you get married things 
change, right? Generally, for the better,” …then people started to laugh a bit 
and he realized what he said and quickly and blushingly corrected himself as 
he caught Mandi’s eye, and smilingly said “always for the better.” 
 

Wow! Talk about sticking your foot in your mouth Jeremy! I thought I was the 
only one who did that? But then he went on and said some other things about 
true love and sacrifice that stung at me a bit. He said, “and then this idea of 
sacrifice gets even crazier when you have kids. You can’t leave a baby in the 
crib with a bottle and a slice of pizza and say okay I will be back in two hours, 
don’t burn down the house while I am gone.” 
 

Well, why did that statement sting me so bad? Years ago, when Alyssa 
was a baby (I was 28) Laurie had left me in charge of Alyssa while she went 
out to run some errands. In the meantime, a good friend of mine, Bill Greene, 
showed up to visit and I wanted to show him my new gun but I had just started 
giving Alyssa a bottle and boy could she make a 15-minute task make it last 
for hours. So, being the man of ingenuity that I am, I had this fantastic idea.  
 

I bet if I lie Alyssa down in the crib and tape the bottle to the side of the crib 
and position it just right, she would finish up that bottle while she drifted off to 
sleep. Brilliant! It worked really slick; enough so that I was able to take the 
gun outside and shoot off a couple of rounds with Bill. I was pretty proud of 
myself; thought I had come up with a great new idea for an invention. 
 

That was, until I returned to the house to find my wife holding Alyssa with a 
rather hostile look on her face. What were you thinking Mark, why, would you 
think that feeding our daughter like a hamster was a good idea? That idea 
had not occurred to me! OOPS, And Bill, my life long friend, he quickly threw 
me under the bus and said, “Yeah, I thought that was a really bad idea too 
Laurie.”  
 



At that moment, I knew that I was in deep trouble and decided the best thing 
to do was escape the wrath of wife before she finished feeding our baby 
hamster her fifth bottle of milk! 
 

One of the stupidest things I have ever done. Yes, one of, because I have 
done a lot of stupid things in my life. Ever done something so stupid that you 
knew fleeing the scene was the best option? 
 

Which provides a great segue into our new series today. Haven’t we all 
needed a city of refuge at one point or another in our lives? A place to 
flee too after we’ve messed up, or when we’ve been wounded, or are weary 
and feel hopelessly exhausted and need protection and encouragement. 
 

The overall theme of this new series is about finding refuge in God. 
 

Each week we’ll look at one of seven places of refuge God has provided; 6 of 
those were cities He established in the Old Testament. Each week our theme 
will be based on the meaning of the city name and how it relates to that refuge.   
 

Numbers 35:13-15 NIV, “These six towns you give will be your cities of 
refuge. Give three on this side of the Jordan and three in Canaan as cities of 
refuge. These six towns will be a place of refuge for Israelites and for 
foreigners residing among them…” 
 

These cities had a deep spiritual significance. They pointed to the coming 
Messiah, Jesus Christ, through whom we would find an eternal refuge. 
 

Hebrews 6:18 NLT, “Therefore, we who have fled to him for refuge can 
have great confidence as we hold to the hope that lies before us."  
 

The names of the six cities are given in Joshua 20:7-9 NLT.  
“The following cities were designated as cities of refuge: Kedesh of 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. On the east side 
of the Jordan River, across from Jericho, the following cities were designated: 
Bezer, in the wilderness plain of the tribe of Reuben; Ramoth in Gilead, in 
the territory of the tribe of Gad; and Golan in Bashan, in the land of the tribe 
of Manasseh. These cities were set apart for all the Israelites as well as the 
foreigners living among them. Anyone who accidentally killed another person 
could take refuge in one of these cities. In this way, they could escape being 
killed in revenge prior to standing trial before the local assembly.” 
 



- Kedesh, - Shechem, - Hebron, - Bezer (Betser), - Ramoth, - Golan. 
 

What was the origin of these 6 Cities of Refuge? 
 

The establishment of the Cities of Refuge originate back to the time when 
God divided up and distributed portions of the Promised Land amongst the 
12 tribes of Israel (sons and grandsons of Jacob). 
 

One of his sons, Levi and all of his descendants (tribe: Levi, Levites), were 
appointed by God to serve Him as His priests.  
 

So, all priests were Levites, according to the Law, but not all Levites were 
priests; (non-priests = temple servants). They were divinely assigned as the 
caretakers and overseers of the tabernacle, its rites, and its furnishings. 
 

From those who were priests came the high priests. The first high priest 
chosen was Aaron, the brother of Moses. And from that time forward, His 
sons and their descendants were all the future high priests of Israel. 
 

Now, with that in mind, with the exception of the tribe of Levi, all the other 
tribes were allotted territories (map) within the promise land.  
 

The Levites, on the other hand, because they were given these duties to 
serve the temple, were not allocated territories. 
 

Instead, the other 12 tribes were responsible in providing for the needs of the 
Levites. Along with that provision, they were required to appropriate a total of 
48 cities and pasture lands for the Levites to use for dwelling and living 
purposes. Of these cities, 6 cities were designated as the Cities of Refuge. 
 

The Levites maintained these cities and preside over them as the judicial 
authorities. These 6 Cities provided asylum for perpetrators of unintentional 
manslaughter until their case went to trial. 
 

Where were the Cities of Refuge? – (map) 
 

The six Cities of Refuge were distributed throughout the Kingdom of Israel in 
the north and the Kingdom of Judah in the south, along both sides of the 
Jordan River. Kadesh, Shechem, and Hebron were to the west of the Jordan 
River; Golan, Ramoth-Gilead, and Bezer were to the east of the Jordan 
River. 
 



The cities were strategically placed, in order that they could be easily reached 
within one day of travel or less. 
 

The roads leading to the six cities were well maintained in order to ensure a 
smooth passage for fugitives. Additionally, clearly marked signposts were 
found at crossroads which read Miklat meaning “Refuge.” 
 

Why were the Cities of Refuge established? 
 

Under Mosaic law, murder was punishable by death. And to ensure that a 
victims’ family didn’t avenge the deaths of their loved ones unjustly, God 
required the Levites establish six cities out of the 48 they had been allocated 
as places of asylum for those who had been accused of manslaughter, until 
they could come to trial. 
 

How did the Cities of Refuge protect people? 
 

In Joshua 20 and Numbers 35, God gave specific instructions for the 
Israelites to follow in how the Cities of Refuge should function. 
 

When a situation arose where an individual unintentionally killed someone, 
the perpetrator was to flee to one of the six Cities of Refuge. Once arrived, 
they were to stand in front of the gate and plead their case to the elders of 
the city, who were required to admit the fugitive inside their gates and offer 
them asylum. 
 

If an individual was to approach the gates of the city and demand blood justice 
from an offender that was being protected inside, the elders were not allowed 
to surrender the person in question into the avenger’s hands. 
 

The fugitive was required to live within the walls of the city until they came to 
trial before the gathered assembly. If the High Priest ruled in favor of the 
fugitive, he was allowed to continue living in the city until the death of the said 
priest who had acquitted him, died. After that, the offender was free to return 
to his own home. 
 

If the offender left the protection of the city before the death of the High Priest, 
then the one who sought vengeance had the right to kill him without being 
guilty of murder. 
 

Numbers 35:22-28 NIV, “But if without enmity someone suddenly pushes 
another or throws something at them unintentionally or, without seeing them, 



drops on them a stone heavy enough to kill them, and they die, then since 
that other person was not an enemy and no harm was intended, the assembly 
must judge between the accused and the avenger of blood according to these 
regulations (closest relative to the victim). The assembly must protect the one 
accused of murder from the avenger of blood and send the accused back to 
the city of refuge to which they fled. The accused must stay there until the 
death of the high priest, who was anointed with the holy oil. But if the accused 
ever goes outside the limits of the city of refuge to which they fled and the 
avenger of blood finds them outside the city, the avenger of blood may kill the 
accused without being guilty of murder. The accused must stay in the city of 
refuge until the death of the high priest; only after the death of the high priest 
may they return to their own property.” 
 

Is there a modern equivalent of the Cities of Refuge for us today? 
 

As we look at these cities, we’ll see how God pre-planned these places and 
their significance as they related to the coming Messiah, and God’s plan for 
our salvation through Jesus Christ. 
 

As a preview just look at the significance of each city’s name… 
 

• Kedesh – “righteousness, Holy or holy place” 
• Shechem – “strong shoulder” 
• Hebron – “fellowship”  
• Bezer –  “fortress or strong hiding place” 
• Ramoth – “exalted or High place” 
• Golan –  “enclosure for captives and rejoicing” 
 

Psalm 34:22 NIV, “The Lord will rescue his servants; no one who takes 
refuge in him will be condemned.” 
 

Psalm 62:7 NIV, “My salvation and my honor depend on God; he is my mighty 
rock, my refuge.” 
 

As awesome as that is, the Gospel of grace in the New Testament is even 
better. In the Book of Joshua, only the accidental killer could find refuge. In 
the Gospel of grace, even the guilty sinner can find a refuge in Christ!  
 

At the very end of His life, Jesus granted pardon to a guilty thief who cried out 
to Jesus and said, “Remember me when You come into Your Kingdom!” And 
Jesus said to him, “This day you will be with Me in Paradise.” 
 



Penitent sinners are acquitted and kept safe by their high priest, when they 
flee to Christ the High Priest who provides refuge from sin, condemnation of 
the law and punishment. 
 

Hebrews 6:18-20 NLT, “Therefore, we who have fled to him for refuge can 
have great confidence as we hold to the hope that lies before us. We have 
this hope as an anchor for the soul, firm and secure. It enters the inner 
sanctuary behind the curtain, where our forerunner, Jesus, has entered on 
our behalf. He has become a high priest forever, in the order of 
Melchizedek."  
 
 

Understand this: the safety of sinners was not found in a PLACE, but in a 
PERSON ----the High Priest until his death. 
 

Our safety too is not in any ordinary man. 
Our safety is not in a building or a tradition or in a religious organization. 
Our safety is in the Person of the Lord Jesus Christ, our Great High Priest 
who lives forever.  
 

Hebrews 4:14-16 NIV, “Therefore, since we have a great high priest who has 
ascended into heaven, Jesus the Son of God, let us hold firmly to the faith we 
profess.  For we do not have a high priest who is unable to empathize with 
our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just 
as we are—yet he did not sin. Let us then approach God’s throne of grace 
with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in 
our time of need.” 
 

Have you found and embraced the grace God has supplied for you through 
His Son Jesus Christ yet? I invite you to flee to Him for refuge. There you will 
find all the comfort and security and hope you will ever need. 
 

If you have embraced the grace of God in Jesus Christ, I want to assure you 
of this one fact. You can approach God without fear or shame but in total 
confidence. He has a ready supply of mercy at His disposal for you and you 
will find the necessary grace at any moment you find yourself in need. 
 

Let’s Pray! 
 


