“Real People: The Obedience of Joshua”


Ross Arnold         
Joshua 1:1-9
Lakeside Presbyterian Church 
      


July 24, 2011
Hear now the Word of the Lord:


After the death of Moses the servant of the Lord, the Lord said to Joshua son of Nun, Moses' aide: 2 "Moses my servant is dead.  Now then, you and all these people, get ready to cross the Jordan River into the land I am about to give to them — to the Israelites.  3 I will give you every place where you set your foot, as I promised Moses.  4 Your territory will extend from the desert to Lebanon, and from the great river, the Euphrates — all the Hittite country — to the Great Sea on the west.  5 No one will be able to stand up against you all the days of your life.  As I was with Moses, so I will be with you; I will never leave you nor forsake you. 


6 "Be strong and courageous, because you will lead these people to inherit the land I swore to their forefathers to give them.  7 Be strong and very courageous.  Be careful to obey all the law my servant Moses gave you; do not turn from it to the right or to the left, that you may be successful wherever you go.  8 Do not let this Book of the Law depart from your mouth; meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do everything written in it.  Then you will be prosperous and successful.   9 Have I not commanded you?  Be strong and courageous.  Do not be terrified; do not be discouraged, for the Lord your God will be with you wherever you go." 

May God add His blessing to this reading of His Word.
Today we continue the sermon series “Real People,” in which we’re looking at major figures from the Bible, and the important spiritual lessons we can learn from them.  
Our series is called “Real People” because these biblical men and women were REAL historical figures; but also because they are “REAL” in the sense of being realistic.  They have successes and failings, virtues and weaknesses that allow us to understand them as the real people they were.  And by learning from their stories and experiences, we can be helped to grow in our own faith.

So far we have looked at the Faith of Abraham, at the Courage of Moses, the Ambition of Jacob, and the Integrity of Joseph.  And in every case we have learned lessons about being human and about serving God.
The faithful Abraham had times when his faith faltered; the courageous Moses had times when he was reluctant and afraid; and the ambitious Jacob could be just that – ambitious for his own gain and advancement, even if it meant lying and tricking others.  And in Joseph we find a man who – while he might have been unwise in his relationships as a teenager, became a man of maturity and integrity, who knew that God was in charge of ALL things, and that nothing could happen that was not within God’s control and His ability to use events for good.

Today – we look at the Obedience of Joshua.

First, let’s remember the STORY of Joshua…

· Joshua had been a slave in Egypt along with the rest of the Israelites, and he had witnesses the plagues against Pharaoh and the miraculous Exodus and crossing of the Red Sea.  Joshua was assistant to Moses, and he alone was allowed to be there on Mt. Sinai with Moses when the Law was given, and he witnessed God’s blessings and presence with the people of Israel as they traveled – a cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night.  And unlike MOST of the Israelites, Joshua did not forget all these miracles!
· Joshua and Caleb had been two of the 12 spies that had been sent ahead of the Israelites, to spy out the land of Canaan before they entered it – Joshua representing the tribe of Ephraim and Caleb representing the tribe of Judah.  Ten of the twelve spies came back and reported that, while the land was beautiful and bounteous, it was full of fortified cities and powerful men – even giants! 
· ONLY Joshua and Caleb spoke out that God had promised to give them this land, and – giants or not – they needed to go over the Jordan River into Canaan.  But the people threatened to stone Joshua and Caleb, and to select their own leader (instead of Moses) to take them back to slavery in Egypt.

· The result – God caused the people of Israel to wander around the Sinai Dessert for 40 years – until every adult male Israelite who had come out of Egypt had died – all except Caleb and Joshua.  Because of their obedience these two men only were permitted to enter the Holy Land as promised. 
· When Moses was told he would not be allowed to cross over into the Promised Land because of an act of disobedience, God told Moses to anoint Joshua to become the leader of the Israelites, to take them into Canaan and lead them in conquering the land God had promised them.

Then Moses summoned Joshua and said to him in the presence of all Israel, "Be strong and courageous, for you must go with this people into the land that the Lord swore to their forefathers to give them, and you must divide it among them as their inheritance.  8 The Lord himself goes before you and will be with you; he will never leave you nor forsake you. Do not be afraid; do not be discouraged." 
   




Deuteronomy 31:7-8

And so Moses was allowed to climb Mt. Nebo and look across to the Promised Land, after which he died at age 120 years and is buried in Moab.  And, at the end of the Book of Deuteronomy, the mantle of leadership passes on to Joshua… 

Now Joshua son of Nun was filled with the spirit of wisdom because Moses had laid his hands on him.  So the Israelites listened to him and did what the Lord had commanded Moses.   











Deuteronomy 34:9

From there we move into the Book of Joshua, just as the Israelites are preparing to move into the Promised Land, and we have the passage from today’s Sermon Text, where God speaks directly to Joshua and says:

6 "Be strong and courageous, because you will lead these people to inherit the land I swore to their forefathers to give them.  7 Be strong and very courageous.  Be careful to obey all the law my servant Moses gave you; do not turn from it to the right or to the left, that you may be successful wherever you go.  8 Do not let this Book of the Law depart from your mouth; meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do everything written in it.  Then you will be prosperous and successful.   9 Have I not commanded you?  Be strong and courageous.  Do not be terrified; do not be discouraged, for the Lord your God will be with you wherever you go."
Joshua 1:6-9
God tells Joshua to get everyone ready to cross the Jordan River into the Promised Land, and so that’s what he does – get tells the people to gather up their stuff and get ready to cross the great river…
So the Israelites did as Joshua commanded them. … everything the Lord had commanded Joshua was done by the people, just as Moses had directed Joshua. … 13 About forty thousand armed for battle crossed over before the Lord to the plains of Jericho for war. 

14 That day the Lord exalted Joshua in the sight of all Israel; and they revered him all the days of his life, just as they had revered Moses. 

Joshua 4:8-14

To prove that He was with Joshua, God performs a miracle then.  He tells Joshua to have the priests carrying the Ark of the Covenant to go ahead of the people and to walk into the river until their feet are covered with water.  Then God parted the waters of the river, so that the people could walk across on dry land, just as Moses had led the Israelites through the parted Red Sea… a clear sign that God’s anointing had passed from Moses to Joshua.
Then, we have the story Joshua is perhaps best known for – the miracle of Jericho – the first major fortified city the Israelites came to in Canaan, just five miles from the Jordan River.   

After sending in spies who were helped by Rahab the harlot, God gives Joshua very specific – if very STRANGE – instructions for how they are to conquer the walled city of Jericho…

Then the Lord said to Joshua, "See, I have delivered Jericho into your hands, along with its king and its fighting men.  3 March around the city once with all the armed men.  Do this for six days.  4 Have seven priests carry trumpets of rams' horns in front of the ark.  On the seventh day, march around the city seven times, with the priests blowing the trumpets.  5 When you hear them sound a long blast on the trumpets, have all the people give a loud shout; then the wall of the city will collapse and the people will go up, every man straight in." 

6 So Joshua son of Nun called the priests and said to them, "Take up the ark of the covenant of the Lord and have seven priests carry trumpets in front of it."  7 And he ordered the people, "Advance! March around the city, with the armed guard going ahead of the ark of the Lord." … (and they did the same for the next six days)
15 On the seventh day, they got up at daybreak and marched around the city seven times in the same manner, except that on that day they circled the city seven times.  16 The seventh time around, when the priests sounded the trumpet blast, Joshua commanded the people, "Shout! For the Lord has given you the city!  …

20 When the trumpets sounded, the people shouted, and at the sound of the trumpet, when the people gave a loud shout, the wall collapsed; so every man charged straight in, and they took the city. 

Joshua 6:2-7, 15-16, 20
After the defeat of Jericho, God would use Joshua to lead the people in to victory after victory – as long as the people obeyed Joshua, and for as long as Joshua lived.

But as we look at these stories about Joshua and the great things God did through him, we need to step and realize that in almost every case, God’s instructions to Joshua made very little sense…
When Joshua and Caleb and the ten other spies went into Canaan and came back to report… it was the ten spies who identified the fortified cities and powerful armies and giants in Canaan – the ones who said the Israelites should not try to take the Promised Land – they were talking sense.  They were providing the voice of reason.  The Israelites trying to conquer the power of Canaan was against all common sense.
But Joshua and his friend Caleb were not listening to Common Sense; they were listening to God, and they knew if they were obedient they could take the land – no matter what common sense seemed to be saying.

…………..

When Joshua told the Israelites to pick up their stuff and move forward to cross the Jordan River, the sensible people among the Israelites must have looked around and realized there was no bridge and no boats.  They knew immediately what Joshua was saying made no sense.

But Joshua was listening to God, who told him to have the priests carry the Ark of the Covenant forward until they were standing with their feet in the water – so Joshua was obedient and sent the priests forward, and when the priests were standing in the water, God parted the Jordan River just as he had the Red Sea forty years earlier.  And the Israelites crossed the Jordan River with no problem… against all reason and common sense
………………..

When the Israelites were approaching the high walls and mighty army of the great city of Jericho, some of them must have looked around and said, “We have no ladders; we have no battering rams; and we haven’t yet invented gunpowder and cannons – what in the name of heaven does Joshua expect us to do here?  Attacking this city makes no sense!”  And then when Joshua told them HOW they would defeat Jericho – by marching around the walls once a day for six days, and then seven times on the seventh day, and then YELLING at the people behind the walls – they must have thought , “Oh, right!  Like THAT’S gonna work. Joshua REALLY has lost it now!”
But Joshua was not concerned about making sense – he was listening to God, and God told him to march and to shout, and he was obedient to God.  And so the walls of Jericho fell, and God had given the Israelites their first great victory in Canaan. 
………………….

And the stories throughout the Book of Joshua continue like that.  Joshua listened to God, and was obedient and did what God told him to do, even when it did not seem to make sense, and the Israelites were given victory after victory.  God blessed Joshua and the Israelites – even to the point of causing the sun to stand still for a day when the Israelites defeated the five Amorite kings at Gibeon.
It was only when the Israelites did not listen to God, or to Joshua, but went their own way and followed their own appetites – or, in some cases, followed what seemed to them to be common sense APART from God – that they were defeated and failed.

Do not misunderstand me.  In most cases God is all for us using our common sense – that’s why he gave it to us.  God wants us to be wise and do the sensible thing, and so do I – in most cases.  

But the fact is that for those of us who follow God – the Church and we who are Christians – there are times when God tells us to follow Him in doing things that may NOT seem sensible, at least not to the world.  
God does this, I believe, because if everything always made sense, there would be no room for faith.  If we never did anything but what common sense dictated, we would never see God at work in miraculous ways, as Joshua did.  

Sometimes, listening to God and being obedient to Him sometimes means doing UNLIKELY things.  Things that don’t seem to make sense.  Things that require faith, and trust.  
Like a willingness to obey God in entering the promised land, even against fortresses and armies and giants.

Like a willingness to prepare to cross the river, even with no bridge and no boats,

Like a willingness to attack the enemy fortress with nothing but a shout…
Because God tells us to. 

So, for us today, what is God telling us to do?  What acts of faith is God calling Lakeside Presbyterian Church to? 

We must confess that sometimes we are weak and hard of hearing, and it’s hard to know for sure what God is telling us to do… But there are some things God has been very clear about.  
1. God for sure wants us to love and serve him above all else.  Jesus said, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and soul and mind and strength – this is the first and greatest commandment.”

2. God wants us to be united as one family in Him, without gossip and hidden disagreements and strife.  In John 17, Jesus prayed, “Father, may they be one even as you and I are one.”  There is no room in the Body of Christ for political maneuvering, or for secretive plans, or for trying to get things done by hidden pretext.  God calls us to open and honest relationships and open and honest communications – that we might be one, even as Jesus and the Father are one.
3. God wants us to care for the needs of the people around us – especially those who are poor and broken.  Jesus told us the second commandment was to love our neighbors as we love ourselves.

4. And Jesus told us we are to grow the church, by bringing people to Him, making them disciples and baptizing them – He said, “Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commended you.”  This means bringing more people in, introducing them to Jesus, and increasing the number of people who are part of our Church fellowship. 
So whatever else we think God might be telling us as we move forward, we know for sure he has told us to do these things – to love Him, to love and care for each other inside the Body in unity, to love and care for our neighbors, and to grow the Church.  

But even as we talk about accomplishing these things, I hear questions that suggest some among us are not sure we should be obeying God in these ways, because perhaps such obedience doesn’t seem to completely make sense.  This is especially true when we talk about growth – about adding more people to our church and what it will take to make that possible. 
I hear questions like… 

“Are we sure we’re big enough to take that on?”

 “Are we sure we’re ready for that?”

 “Are we sure people will like that?”

“Are we sure we have enough money for that?”

But the thing we need to realize is that ALL of these are the wrong questions.  As followers of Jesus, we need to be like Joshua… we need to understand that the only valid question is, “What has God told us to do?”
That one question, “What has God told us to do?” trumps all other questions.  At least it should for us, as it did for Joshua.
When we find ourselves letting our worries and concerns about process, or finances, or political correctness, or whatever else… bog us down and keep us from doing what God has told us to do, then God will not bless us, or our church, or our efforts to serve Him and share Him with others.

God told Joshua…

“Be strong and courageous…”
“Be strong and courageous…”

“Be strong and courageous…”

There’s a reason Moses said that to Joshua; and a reason God then repeated it to Joshua THREE more times before Joshua led the Israelites across the Jordan.
There is a reason why, later on, God would tell Joshua again, “Do not be afraid; do not be discouraged” before the Israelites approached the next fortified Canaanite city of Ai.  

Because obeying God takes courage.  We have to be strong.  We have to be courageous.  We have to trust and have faith that God will provide, as long as we are being obedient – even when it doesn’t seem to make complete sense.
It is not easy to listen to and obey God when it means setting aside what seems like common sense to obey him.  It’s VERY hard.

“Be strong and courageous.” 

But as we as a church move forward to serve God, we must remember that the primary question – the only question that matters – is “What has God told us to do?”
If we ask that question and are obedient to the answer – as Joshua was – then we will always be in God’s will; He will be honored; and our church and our community will be blessed.


Amen.
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