
  
Cities of Refuge:  

 

• Kedesh – “Holy or consecrated place” High Priest Holy/Sinless 
• Shechem – “strong shoulder” – He bears us up - our burdens 
• Hebron – “friendship/fellowship” – He restores our friendship with God 
• Bezer –  “fortress or strong hiding place” _ He protects us 
• Ramoth – He is our “exalted or High place.” 
• Golan – “circle or enclosure for captives, and rejoicing (complete)” 

 

Since the Levites were not given a territory by God in the promised land of 
Canaan, the Lord told the other tribes, who were given land, to give them 
“forty-eight cities”. Six of these would be designated as “cities of refuge.” 
 

These Old Testament cities of refuge reveal a beautiful picture of Christ as 
our refuge, our great and Holy High Priest who acquits us of our sin, and 
protects us within the strong fortress of His love. We have seen this 
throughout this study. 
 

But today I want to conclude this series by showing you another type hidden 
in the teaching on the cities of refuge, and that is the picture of the church.  
 

These 6 cities, scattered across the land so a person could flee to the nearest 
one to take refuge, were places where someone who killed someone else 
unintentionally, he could flee for refuge; they were sanctuary cities. 
 

Now, today, a Sanctuary city is a name given to a city in the United States 
that follows certain police procedures that shelters illegal immigrants.  
 

That is not what a refuge city was all about. If you intentionally killed someone 
– did something illegal – there was no sanctuary for you. It was only a place 
for the one who unintentionally killed someone. So do not confuse the two. 
 

Sanctuary is a great word, however, to define a city of refuge.  
 

A sanctuary is a place of refuge or safety. It is a holy place; a temple or 
church or the inmost recess or holiest part of a temple or church. 
 

The local church was established as a place of refuge, a sanctuary or holy 
place in the sense that God has set it apart from other places in the world.  
 



Like a sanctuary city of our day, it’s a place where all the guilty, where all who 
have broken God’s laws can come and find forgiveness, a place where people 
can get a new start on life – a second chance.  
 

It was never in God’s heart for us to take this journey of faith on our own.  
 

Certainly, you can learn a lot by reading books or watching sermons online, 
but God’s heart and desire for us is to make us part of a community of faith. 
 

The church is not man’s idea; it is God’s idea. From the base of the Golan 
Heights, where the Jordan river bubbles out from the foot of Mount Hermon, 
Jesus had this conversation with Peter and His disciples in: 
 

Matthew 16:13-19 NIV, “Who do people say the Son of Man is?” They 
replied, “Some say John the Baptist; others say Elijah; and still others, 
Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” “But what about you?” he asked. “Who do 
you say I am?” Simon Peter answered, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the 
living God.” Jesus replied, “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, for this 
was not revealed to you by flesh and blood, but by my Father in heaven. And 
I tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the 
gates of Hades will not overcome it. I will give you the keys (gate) of the 
kingdom of heaven; whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and 
whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.” 
 

Jesus is the one who has built this place of refuge and protection – against 
even the onslaughts of Hell, it says. And His disciple were the elders of the 
city (church) who sat at the gates and opened them to those seeking refuge.  
 

The church is a city of refuge, through the power of His Holy Son, who bore 
our sins and united us in an eternal friendship with the Father, people find 
safety, protection, support, healing, and enjoy shared blessings.  
 

We don’t have cities of refuge anymore, but sometimes people do seek 
sanctuary in churches. I’ve never personally seen this happen in a legal 
sort of way; I’ve heard stories of it occurring. I think seeking sanctuary in a 
church should happen more often!  
 

With that said, I want to look at Key Points About the Cities of Refuge 
and how those realities should relate to the church. 
 

1. The cities were accessible to everyone – When we read about these six 
cities that were chosen, we can see that they followed the instruction to 



designate three on each side of the Jordan river. These cities were no more 
than 30 miles away from either direction which constituted a days journey. 
They were easily accessible to everyone, and I mean everyone.  
 

Joshua 20:9 NIV, “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.” 
 

The Lord’s temple is open to everyone – Isaiah prophesied that people 
from “all the nations will stream to it” (Isaiah 2:2).  
 

When Jesus gave His apostles the Great Commission, He told them, “Go into 
all the world and preach the gospel to all creation” (Mark 16:15).  
 

Galatians 3:26-28 NIV, “So in Christ Jesus you are all children of God 
through faith, for all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed 
yourselves with Christ. There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor 
free, nor is there male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” 
 

Colossians 3:11-14 NIV, “Here there is no Gentile or Jew, circumcised or 
uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave or free, but Christ is all, and is in 
all. Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe 
yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. 
Bear with each other and forgive one another if any of you has a grievance 
against someone. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. And over all these virtues 
put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity.” 
 

The cities were accessible to all and so is the church. We embrace all who 
come in seeking refuge. But like a city of refuge, though accessible to all… 
 

2. Not everyone was accepted into these cities as inhabitants – “ 
 

When someone fled to a city of refuge, they were to Joshua 20:4, “…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.” 
 

When the manslayer stated his case to the elders of the city, that was not the 
final trial; but there had to be reasonable cause to accept him. These cities 
were “cities of refuge…for “accidental manslaughterers” not sanctuary 
cities for murderers. 
 



Deuteronomy 19:11-13 NIV says, “But if out of hate someone lies in wait, 
assaults and kills a neighbor, and then flees to one of these cities, the killer 
shall be sent for by the town elders, be brought back from the city, and be 
handed over to the avenger of blood to die. Show no pity. You must purge 
from Israel the guilt of shedding innocent blood, so that it may go well with 
you.” 
 

Though the church is accessible to all, not everyone can be part of the 
church – Jesus spoke of those Self-righteous Pharisees who “shut off the 
kingdom of heaven from people” and as a result would “not enter in 
themselves.”  
 

Matthew 23:13 NIV, “Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you 
hypocrites! You shut the door of the kingdom of heaven in people’s faces. 
You yourselves do not enter, nor will you let those enter who are trying to.” 
 

The reason they were excluded: they “were unwilling” to come to the Lord. 
 

Matthew 23:37 NIV, “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the one who kills the prophets 
and stones those who are sent to her! How often I wanted to gather your 
children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were 
not willing!”  
 

There are certain conditions that must be met in order to be part of the Lord’s 
church and not everyone is willing to meet those conditions. God adds people 
to the church after they have met these conditions. Those who refuse to do 
these things will not be added by God to the church. 
 

Acts 2:36-41 NKJV, “Therefore let all the house of Israel know assuredly that 
God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, (somebody killed 
somebody) both Lord and Christ.” Now when they heard this, they were cut 
to the heart, and said to Peter and the rest of the apostles, “Men and brethren, 
what shall we do?” Then Peter said to them, “Repent, and let every one of 
you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins; and 
you shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. For the promise is to you and 
to your children, and to all who are afar off, as many as the Lord our God will 
call.” And with many other words he testified and exhorted them, saying, “Be 
saved from this perverse generation.” Then those who gladly received his 
word were baptized; and that day about three thousand souls were added 
to them.”  
 



Baptism didn’t save them – it wasn’t a magical wand. But a submission to 
Baptism in the name of Jesus, revealed a submissive heart, a penitent one, 
a heart willing to acknowledge sin and their part in Christ’s death, a heart that 
embraced Jesus for who He is (Lord and Messiah).  
 

Could you be baptized without having your heart in the right place? You bet 
ya! But it didn’t save you!  
 

For that reason, Jesus set elders at the gate of the city to assess the possible 
innocence of the one requesting refuge. They were the ones who held the 
keys to the gates that made entry possible for those eligible to enjoy the safety 
afforded by the city of refuge. 
 

Those who were taken into safe refuge were saved by the wrath of avenging 
kinsmen and were able to experience a community committed to each other’s 
well-being and safety. Read on in Acts 2… 
 

Acts 2:42-45 NKJV, “And they continued steadfastly in the apostles’ doctrine 
and fellowship, in the breaking of bread, and in prayers. Then fear came 
upon every soul, and many wonders and signs were done through the 
apostles. Now all who believed were together, and had all things in 
common, and sold their possessions and goods, and divided them among 
all, as anyone had need.” 
 

Later Paul would explain this same process for the Philippian Jailer in… 
 

Acts 16:31-34 NKJV, “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and you will be 
saved, you and your household.” Then they spoke the word of the Lord to 
him and to all who were in his house. And he took them the same hour of the 
night and washed their stripes. And immediately he and all his family were 
baptized. Now when he had brought them into his house, he set food before 
them; and he rejoiced, having believed in God with all his household.” 
 

The church is a refuge for all those who’ve repented of their sins, embraced 
Jesus as their savior and then willingly have demonstrated that faith by 
submitting themselves to baptism in His name. Look at the next parallel… 
 

3. One had to reach the city to be safe – The one who accidentally killed 
someone else was only safe within the walls of the six designated cities. The 
“blood avenger” was seeking to kill him and could do so wherever he found 
him; except when that was in a city of refuge. 
 



This means that he was not safe in his home, on his own land, or in any other 
place. He was only safe in one of the six cities of refuge. 
 

We have to be in the church to be safe – What do I mean by that? Do you 
have to be within these 4 walls of this church building? No!  
 

People who have embraced Jesus and demonstrated that faith through water 
baptism, are added to the local church (the local assembly). This physical 
water baptism and addition to a local assembly is a picture of a larger truth. 
 

Ephesians 4:4-6 NIV says, “There is one body and one Spirit, just as you 
were called in one hope of your calling; one Lord, one faith, one baptism; one 
God and Father of all, who is above all, and through all, and in you all.” 
 

One body, one Spirit, one Lord, one faith, one baptism… 
 

The body of believers, also called the church, represents a body much more 
important - called the body of Christ. Collectively, we have become the body 
of Christ on earth. How? Through Baptism! Water Baptism? No! 
 

Water Baptism, is a picture of a far more important baptism. Let me explain. 
 

When we come to saving faith in Christ and the Holy Spirit takes up 
residence in our beings, we are baptized into Christ and we become part 
of a community of like baptized believers. 
 

Paul says this in Romans 6:3-5 ESV, “Do you not know that all of us who 
have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? We were 
buried therefore with him by baptism into death, in order that, just as Christ 
was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might walk in 
newness of life. For if we have been united with him in a death like his, we 
shall certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his.” 
 

The word "baptized" is not a translated work from the Greek. It is a 
transliteration. It is the Greek spelled out in English letters.  
 

The word in the original language means to dip or submerge. The figurative 
use of the word means to take on a new identification. After a white shirt has 
been dipped into red dye, it is no longer referred to as a “white shirt,” but a 
red shirt. It has a new identification. 
 

Paul is saying, "Do you not know that all of us who have been dipped into or 
submerged into Christ Jesus have been submerged into His death?" 



 

The word Baptizo carries the idea that “A person has been put into a new 
environment or into a union with something else that has altered its condition 
and its relationship to its environment." 
 

Paul is referring to an act performed by the Holy Spirit when He plunges a 
believing sinner into a vital union with Jesus Christ. The sinner having 
appropriated Christ’s death, burial and resurrection for himself is baptized into 
a new reality by the Spirit of God.  
 

By this act, the power of the sinful nature in the believer’s life has been broken 
and the divine nature is implanted through a relationship with Christ.  
 

The believer's relationship to his previous state and environment is changed 
and he now has a new environment which is defined as being "in Christ." 
 

Galatians 3:26-28 ESV, “For in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, 
through faith. For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on 
Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there 
is no male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” 
 

The Holy Spirit placed us in Christ in order that we might share His death and 
be separated from the evil nature. He also placed us in Christ in order that 
we might share His resurrection and have His divine life imparted to us.  
 

Each of us are baptized into Christ and collectively we become one; one body 
– often referred to as the body of Christ.  
 

Ephesians 5:23 ESV, “Christ is the head of the church, his body, and is 
himself its Savior.” 
 

Ephesians 1:22-23 ESV, “And he [God the Father] put all things under his 
feet [Christ] and gave him as head over all things to the church, which is his 
body, the fullness of him who fills all in all.” 
 

What really happens at salvation is we are baptized into Christ, we become 
red shirts, we put on Christ, we are placed in Him by the Holy Spirit. 
 

And collectively we become His body, the church. 
 

So, when we say, in order to be a member of this physical assembly of 
believers (church), you have to have come to know Jesus as your savior and 
have been baptized in water as a declaration of that fact.  
 



It is all a picture of and acceptance of a greater truth. That we have been 
baptized by God into His body the church. 
 

So, when I say that we have to be in the church to be safe – You know 
what I am saying now, right! I hope you do! 
 

4. The citizens of the city are responsible for that safety and well-being–  
 

Numbers 35:22-25 NLT, “But suppose someone pushes another person 
without having shown previous hostility, or throws something that 
unintentionally hits another person, or accidentally drops a huge stone on 
someone, though they were not enemies, and the person dies. If this should 
happen, the community must follow these regulations in making a judgment 
between the slayer and the avenger, the victim’s nearest relative: The 
community must protect the slayer from the avenger and must escort the 
slayer back to live in the city of refuge to which he fled.” 
 

In the church, we’re all responsible for each other’s safety & well–being.  
 

Ephesians 4:11-16 ESV, “And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the 
evangelists, the shepherds and teachers, to equip the saints for the work of 
ministry, for building up the body of Christ, until we all attain to the unity 
of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to mature manhood, to 
the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ, so that we may no 
longer be children, tossed to and fro by the waves and carried about by 
every wind of doctrine, by human cunning, by craftiness in deceitful 
schemes. Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every 
way into him who is the head, into Christ, from whom the whole body, joined 
and held together by every joint with which it is equipped, when each part is 
working properly, makes the body grow so that it builds itself up in love.” 
 

We were meant to be a city of refuge brothers and sisters! 
 

The church needs to be a safe place for everybody – no matter who. For 
many churches, they have a long way to go to make this happen, and though 
I think we have done an amazing job in this area, maybe we could use some 
improvement too. Think about what you can do as an individual to lend a hand 
to the common good of making this church a city of refuge for others (in/out). 
 

When we get that right, it will make a difference in our world. 
 



Jesus said, “By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you love 
one another.” (John 13:35 NIV.)  
 

The way we love demonstrates who we follow and it communicates the Good 
News of Jesus and the transformational power of the cross.  
 

To be a disciple of Christ means to love others unconditionally, forgiving the 
inexcusable of the past, showing mercy, and loving unconditionally with eyes 
focused on Jesus. In that way, we can be as Jesus described… 
 

Matthew 5:14-16 ESV, ““You are the light of the world. A city set on a hill 
cannot be hidden. Nor do people light a lamp and put it under a basket, but 
on a stand, and it gives light to all in the house. In the same way, let your light 
shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to 
your Father who is in heaven.” 
 

Jesus is Our High Priest, He bore our sins upon the cross, dying so we might 
live. Those of us who have embraced Him for who He is and appropriated His 
sacrifice as a payment for our sins, we have by the power of the Spirit of God 
been baptized into Jesus, into His death (dying to our sins) and into His 
resurrection, to walk in newness of life. He has joined us together to be a light 
to the world, a city set on a Hill, a city of refuge. 
 

Need refuge, come to Christ and we as a community will make it our 
responsibility to love you, protect you, support you, and contribute to your 
healthy growth in Christ.  
 

Church member, you are the body of Christ, we need you and you need us, 
figure out the part you were designed to play in making this place a city of 
refuge. NEXT STEPS! 


