Liturgy:

Reading:  Joshua 1

Text      :  Joshua 1, 1-9

Ps.   24 : 1,2,3

Ps.   78 : 3

Ps. 107 : 1,2

Ps.   89 : 3,5,6,7

H.    41 ; 2,4

Beloved Congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

The Lord willing during the coming months in the preaching I would like to draw your attention to the Book of Joshua. This book makes the transition from the first five books of the Bible (Gen. – Deut.) to the other books of the OT.  One of the main features of this book is to show how after many ages God fulfilled the promise once given to Abraham. One could say, finally God is going to fulfill these promises. 
Finally – for, it was indeed a long time ago that the LORD had promised to give the Israelites the land of Canaan as a permanent possession. The first time we read about this promise is in Gen. 12, when the LORD says to Abram, “Get out of your country, from your family, and from your father’s house, to a land that I will show you.”
 Abram obeys this call of the LORD and leaves in faith, not knowing where the LORD would guide him. After a long journey, he arrives in the land of Canaan, where the LORD appears again to Abram and says, “To your descendant I will give this land.”
 The LORD reassures Abram of this promise in Gen. 15 saying, “I am the LORD, who brought you out of Ur of the Chaldeans, to give you this land to inherit it.”
 In reply, Abram says, “LORD God, how shall I know that I will inherit it?”
 The LORD then in a visible way makes a treaty with Abraham – a covenant. In the course of cutting this covenant, the LORD says to Abraham, Gen. 15, 13-16, “…” Well, Israel indeed was oppressed in Egypt for 400 years. Yet God had freed them from their bondage and now the descendants of Abram are finally standing at the borders of the Promised Land.

In fact, they had to wait even longer than it had been necessary, since this was already the second time that they were standing at the borders of the Promised Land. In Joshua 1, they are standing at the eastern borderlines of the land of Canaan. Yet 40 years ago, they had been standing at the southern borderlines. However, at that time they had not trusted the LORD that He would indeed give them the land of Canaan as an inheritance. The result was that the LORD had sent them back into the desert. Yet now 40 years later they are back at the borders of the Promised Land. The promise God gave to Abraham so many years ago will now finally come to fulfillment. Abraham’s descendants are on the verge of inheriting the land of Canaan. Through Joshua God wants to give His people rest, the rest they would enjoy in the land of Canaan, which foreshadowed the eternal rest, which there remains for the people of God, as we read it in Heb. 4,9.

See, beloved, that’s perspective in which we ought to read this OT book. A book, which not presents simply an ancient story, but we as God’s children living in the 21st century are part of this story. In a certain way, I could say this happened to us, since throughout the ages God gathers only one people with whom He is on His way to the complete fulfillment of all His promises. Well, we are part of that wonderful history.

See there, how the Lord willing during the coming months we will read part of this OT book together, to see that God’s revelation in the Book of Joshua has significance also for us today.

This morning we will focus on the first chapter of this book, in which we read about the charge given to Joshua to take possession of the Promised Land. Focusing in particular on the verses 1-9 of this chapter, I preach you the word of God under the following heading,

GOD'S COMMISSION TO JOSHUA

This morning we will look at
1) the encouraging element in this commission

2) the warning element in this commission

I
One of the greatest difficulties we often encounter in faith, Br. & Sr., is that we simply have to trust God, also at times when our human mind says, “but this is impossible!” Yes, so often faith seems to be in conflict with the reality of life. To put it perhaps a bit more bluntly, one could say, “It is nice to have faith, yet what benefit does faith give you in the practical things of every day life > when you are at work at the building site, in the office, at school or at home?” Yes, how do we change the gold of our faith into small coins with which we can work also in a very practical way? That’s what believers often struggle with, especially our young people; although, they are surely not the only ones. On Sunday, we go to church and hear the gospel proclaimed to us. Yet what now do we do with this gospel on Monday, Tuesday, and all the other days of the week? Do we really benefit from it?

We live in a society, in which one has to perform to come further in life, to score success. Well, looking at the church in general it no longer seems to score success. Perhaps the church is a nice institution to feed our religious feelings, but when confronted with the hard reality of life, one needs something else. On Sunday in church we hear all these great words, but what now do we see of this in every day life? By way of example, according to Scripture, we as believers are heirs of this world, through faith more than conquerors. Yet what now do we actually see of this? Daily we have to work in the sweat of our face to stay financially alive. Also for a Christian life is not always plain sailing. More than conquerors – yet so often we struggle, feeling rather weak in faith. Isn’t this the reality, beloved? Well, this morning, the LORD, who knows of this struggle, comes to encourage us with a message of old. Let us turn our text. 
The children of Israel faced a severe crisis. Moses, their leader, had just died. What would they do? From now on, who would lead them? Would they perish in the wilderness? Of course not! Although Moses had died, God was still with them, who had also appointed Joshua to bring His people into the Promised Land.

Yet the task, which Joshua faced, almost seemed to be impossible. The river Jordan separated the Israelites from the Promised Land; a river, which at that time of the year was extra difficult to cross since it had overflowed its banks. So in front of them there was a roaring river with no bridge to cross, whilst across the river there was the fortified city of Jericho with its huge walls. What could the Israelites with their primitive weaponry accomplish against such a city? They had no siege material whatsoever to take this city. Moreover what about all the women and children who had to come along as well? Any experienced general would say it is impossible to conquer this territory with such a weak army. Yet the LORD had said, “I have given you this land.”
A glorious promise indeed. However, as I said before, at the same time this promise seemed to be in conflict with the bitter reality, which the Israelites faced. A difficulty, which we often face as well, namely that God’s promises seem to contradict the things we are confronted with in life. Well, likewise Joshua seemed to face an impossible task. Under such circumstances, an encouragement is surely in place. Well, beloved, the first chapter of the Book of Joshua is full of encouragement. In this chapter the LORD encourages Joshua up to three times, whilst in the concluding part of this chapter also the people of Israel encourage their leader with the same words saying, “only be strong and of good courage.”
 

Strength and courage – these are indeed important conditions to make Joshua’s mission a success. Yet it is noteworthy, Br. & Sr., to read how the LORD gives substance to these words. For, with these words the LORD does not refer to muscle power and heroism. Instead, the LORD asks Joshua to be strong and of good courage in faith. The LORD asks Joshua to trust in Him, to trust that the LORD will indeed give the land of Canaan as an inheritance to the Israelites. Hear what the LORD says, vss. 5-7a, “…”
Be strong and very courageous – from the context it is clear that these words do not refer to muscle power and heroism, but to trust in God’s sure promises. In a nutshell, with these words LORD is saying, “Joshua, you don’t have to fulfill this mission in own strength. For I go with you as the faithful God of the covenant. Immanuel – God with us!

It is this promise of God in particular, beloved, which time and again gives believers strength and protection in those many situations in which the bitter reality of life seems to clash with the trustworthy word of God. Immanuel – this is indeed the core of the gospel, from which God’s children have drawn and still may draw strength throughout the ages. It was this promise, which gave the patriarchs protection when they dwelt as strangers in a foreign land. This same promise also dominated redemptive history when the Israelites were oppressed in Egypt and were redeemed from there by the mighty hand and outstretched arm of the LORD, and afterwards also during their journey through the wilderness.

Well, with this same promise the LORD now also comes to Joshua, when together with all the Israelites he is standing at the borders of the Promised Land, saying, “Be not afraid of the difficulties you have to face, for I am with you.”
God made this promise also come true in a glorious way, as the content of this book gives testimony of it. Yes, we could go through the entire Bible to show evidence of the truth of this gospel. Immanuel - God with us! 

God made this promise come true throughout the history of His people: throughout the OT, but also later after Pentecost when the gospel of Jesus Christ went into the world and was opposed in many ways. God was near to the preachers of the gospel and conquered all the fierce opposition they encountered. Beloved, what a comforting message this is also for us.

No, thinking of the words of our text, most of us will not be called to lead an army into occupied territory. Nevertheless, we too are often called to do things that seem to be impossible to us. Let me just try to give a few practical examples. 

· Some members of the congregation may struggle with difficulties in their marriage, even to the extent that they may ask themselves the question, “How to go on?” Yet the Lord asks of us to remain committed in love towards that life-long relationship. 

· I also think of the care for the seed of the covenant in a world that threatens to destroy the souls of our children. How often do parents no sigh, how do I have to do this? 

· Or, when we have to honor the lordship of Christ in our daily work. This too at times may well be very hard, a constant struggle. 

Yet, beloved, the same promise, which God gave to Joshua is given also to us; yes, to all God’s children who have to face 'Canaan', who are called to follow Christ and at times have to face seemingly impossible tasks. The LORD says it this morning also to you, beloved, “Do not be terrified; do not be discouraged, for I, the LORD your God will be with you wherever I lead you and in whatever task I call you to do.”
How can I be so sure of this? The answer is Br. & Sr., in the covenant, God has established with us, God has chosen our side, making our cause His cause. It is because of this covenant, that we don’t have to fight the battle in own strength. For, God goes with us. He says it also to us this morning, “I will not leave you nor forsake you.” I will help you and deliver you. I will not leave you in your trouble. Your cause is My cause, since My cause is yours. 

Indeed, beloved, that’s how it is in the covenant the LORD has established with us. It is because of that covenant relationship that we may be assured that the LORD is always near; especially after Calvary, where the Lord Jesus confirmed this covenant by His death and the shedding of His blood. Because of this precious blood of Christ, we can be even more assured of this wonderful gospel: Immanuel- God with us!  If I may summarize it with the words of that well-known hymn of Martin Luther:

“Did we in our own strength confide

 Our striving would be losing;

 Were not the right Man on our side,

 The Man of God’s own choosing.

 Dost ask who that may be?

 Christ Jesus, it is He!

 Lord Sabaoth His Name,

 From age to age the same,
 And He must win the battle.”
What a glorious gospel this is, beloved. Yet there is also another side to this gospel. No, I don’t say this to take anything away from the rich comfort of which I was allowed to speak thus far. Yet the point now is that we also have to live from this gospel, by putting our complete trust in the trustworthy promise of God. This brings me to the second point of the sermon.
II
God promised to give Canaan as an inheritance to Israel. In the verses 3 & 4 we read, “…” The extent of the land promised here exceeds what was actually received in the days of Joshua. It corresponds to the dimensions of David’s and Solomon’s kingdom. Nevertheless, the whole land of Canaan belonged to Israel. God would give it to them. The only thing He asks of Joshua is, “be strong and very courageous.”
Be strong and very courageous – in what? The answer we read in the continuation of vss. 7 and vs. 8, “…” From these words we learn, when the LORD says to Joshua, “only be strong ands very courageous,” He does not refer to military power or strategic wisdom, but to a strong obedience to God’s covenant law. Joshua has to conquer the land of Canaan by living courageously in faith. Joshua has to draw strength and courage from the word of God.

When placing this encouragement over against the difficult situation, which Joshua faced, doubts may arise. Yes, what importance does obedience in faith have when it comes to crossing a broad roaring river? Also, when it comes to conquering occupied territory is a well-trained army not of far greater importance than a life in obedience to God’s law?
In response, let me first of all say this. The continuation of this book shows that also from a military point of view Joshua surely had to prepare himself for the battle. As general of Israel’s army at times he had indeed to come with a well-thought-through plan of attack. The Book of Joshua mentions a number such military plans. As leader of Israel’s army Joshua did not need to feel ashamed of a certain amount of strategic. 

Yet according to our text, this was not the most important item on the agenda of preparing Israel for the battle. Most important was that Joshua led himself be guided by what the LORD through Moses had revealed to His people and the written record of this revelation in the book of the law. It should be noted that the word ‘law’ used in our text has a broader meaning than the English word ‘law’. It includes both promises and commands, as well as records of God’s activity. It is this law, the law of God, which first of all served as Joshua’s manual for the battle. As general of Israel’s army, his first duty was to keep reading and studying this law and also to bring this study into practice. In a word, amidst the tumult of war Joshua’s first task was to keep listening to what the LORD had spoken. Only with Scripture in hand, the Israelites would enter the Promised Land. For the greatest danger, which threatened Israel on the other side of the river Jordan, were not the actual enemies, which occupied the Promised Land, but that they would abandon what God had revealed to them in His Word.

See, beloved, that’s the warning element in the commission, which the LORD gives to Joshua; a warning from which we may learn as well. God indeed promises success, the victory also to us. But, then we should also cling to this promise, beloved. Yes, only then the impossible becomes possible. Yes, also our strength lies first of all in putting our trust in God and in His promises, in a sure knowledge of God and His Word. True, then people around us may shrug their shoulders. For what actually benefit does one derive from knowledge of Scripture. If you really want to progress in life, other things seem to be much more important. Yet the text chosen for this morning’s sermon teaches us differently.

Now one could say, what we read in our text was spoken in particular to Joshua. Therefore, do I as minister not read too much in this text by drawing straight away the line through to today? We live in a very different world with totally different circumstances. Therefore, is it not to great a jump when applying the words of our text to today’s situation? It is not, beloved, and I even have scriptural proof for that. For, the promise given to Joshua is repeated in the NT, namely in the letter to the Hebrews, Hebr. 13, 5 & 6, where we read, “…” Also these NT words apply to the inheritance, which is promised; in fact, the same inheritance as in Joshua 1. For in the same way as the LORD had promised the land of Canaan as an inheritance to the Israelites, so the LORD has promised us the earth as an inheritance. I think here of Christ’s words in the Sermon on the Mount, “Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth.”
  Yes, what a glorious promise this is.

Yet, beloved, again today’s reality seems to be completely in conflict with this. That diminishing group of true believers would they inherit the earth? Does it not rather seem to be the opposite? When looking around, those who still sincerely want to live a Christian life are more and more shunt out. These are surely not the people, you will find on key positions in society. At times, it can become very depressing when you see that Christendom is past its prime, so to speak on the way out.

Well, these same depressing thoughts were also on the mind of the addressees of the letter to the Hebrews. Some had lost their possessions, their leaders had been arrested, they had become a minority in the midst of a heathen society. But then the LORD says to them, “Be content with what you have, for I will never leave you or forsake you.”
At times, it may seem that those who do not believe in God and make a mockery of His Word can rule this world and do what they want. Yet, beloved, be not deceived by this. For God has said, “The earth is of those who believe in Me.” And God would not be God if this word would not come true. That’s why we should not play off God’s sure promises against the reality of what we see in today’s society. 

The only weapon against such defeatism and depressing thoughts is to concentrate on the Word of God. No, this does not mean that we become daydreamers who are no longer in touch with the reality of life. On the contrary, we may live from the scriptural reality that the earth is the LORD’s and all its fullness,
 and is given as an inheritance to the believers.

Being able to use this weapon, we need good knowledge of God’s testament, i.e. the Scriptures, which have been entrusted to us. Yes, in Scripture we read about the certainty of this inheritance. Firm knowledge of the Scriptures thus will help us not to doubt. That’s one of the reasons why at baptism, at public profession of faith and when an office bearer is ordained, it is asked, “Do you believe that the doctrine of Old and New Testament . . . is the complete doctrine of salvation?” The complete doctrine, which marks us as heirs of God and of His new earth.

Let us go back to our text, where we read that Joshua straight away passed on this command of God to all the people of Israel. He does not say, “What can we do, we face an impossible task.” No, Joshua is indeed strong in faith. He accepts that what seems to be impossible is possible with God.

This becomes evident from the command he gives to the people of Israel. He does not say, “Inspect your weapons, take out your swords and spears.” The only things he says, vs. 11, “…” No more. Just take your provisions. As if they would go for a stroll, as if there would be no fighting at all. So great was Joshua’s faith. He does no worry about the battle and war. For the LORD would go with them. The LORD, whom Joshua knew as the Redeemer of Israel. The victory was securely anchored in the trustworthy promise of God. Joshua was sure of that.

Likewise, we may be sure, beloved. For the God of Joshua is also our God. He is the same yesterday, today, and forever. See there how we as congregation of Christ, living so many thousands years after Joshua, may draw strength from this same word. It was written down also for encouragement but at the same time also for reasons to activate us in obedience to the battle. Let us then take this word with us, beloved, and live from it to the glory of God and our own comfort.

Amen.
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