Liturgy:

Reading : Joshua 5, 1-12

Text       : Joshua 5,9

Ps.     46 : 1,3
Ps.   139 : 13
Ps.    27 : 6

Ps.    79 :  2,3,4

Ps.  106 : 21,22,24
Beloved Congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

The text we will deal with this morning speaks about ‘the reproach of Egypt’. What is meant with these words? Let us first focus on the word ‘reproach’. According to dictionary, it means ‘imputing blame to a person for an action or fault’. It’s closely linked to scolding a person, making a laughing stock of a person, putting a person to shame. When this happens, it can hurt very deeply, especially when we are scolded spiritually. For an example, I may refer to the hurt expressed by the author of Psalm 42, who is taunted by his enemies, who full of contempt speak to him, “Where is your God in whom you trusted? It seems that He is unable to help you.” When comments like these are made, it can indeed hurt a child of God very deeply. It’s a deathblow, which pierces the heart, to the extent that it can cause one’s faith to waver. Well, that’s how Scripture in many instances uses the word ‘reproach’.

Yet in Joshua 5, the situation is different. True we read about the reproach of Egypt, the reproach of the enemy. Yet this was not something the Israelites suffered from at that moment. They had just crossed the Jordan and this had been a clear sign of the presence of the LORD, even to the surrounding nations, who at that time surely were not mocking the name of the LORD. Instead, they stood in awe of Israel’s God. We read about this in the beginning of Joshua 5, vs. 1, “...” 
So why does our text then still speak about the reproach of Egypt? As they were finally ready to take their promised inheritance, the Israelites themselves would surely not have brought up this issue, at this point of time. There was no reason for it. They felt safe and the Lord was near in a very tangible way. Egypt that was 40 years ago, and so why had this to be brought up again? Yet, beloved, even though the Israelites would not speak about it, the LORD brings it up. Why?

The point in this is, when God’s children are scolded this not only hurts them, but this also hurts the LORD. It touches also the LORD when remarks are made that He is unable to help His people. It touches Him since He knows as no one else that it is not true. For God will never forsake the work of His hands. He will never leave His children to their fate. His marvelous works of redemption will never come to nought. That’s why the LORD brings up the reproach of Egypt. The LORD had not forgotten what had been said in the past. That’s why this reproach has to be rolled away. Well that brings me to the theme for this morning’s sermon.

AT GILGAL THE LORD ROLLED THE REPROACH OF EGYPT
AWAY FROM ISRAEL 
Looking at this theme in more detail, we will address the question
1) what was this reproach

2) how did the LORD roll it away

3) the blessing that followed the rolling away of this reproach

I
As I said it before, Br. & Sr., the time at which the LORD starts to speak about the reproach of Egypt seems to be out of tune. Why now and why not earlier? After all, the Israelites were no longer suffering from this reproach and so they from their side would surely not have brought up this issue. Why then does the LORD do so?

Perhaps, when looking at Israel’s history, beloved, it was not such a strange moment after all that for the LORD to bring up this issue, since in many ways the crossing of the Jordan must have reminded the Israelites of the crossing of the Red Sea. Well, it was after Israel had crossed the Red Sea that the reproach of Egypt had started.

What was this reproach of Egypt? It was that the Israelites had been laughed at, scolded for what they suffered because of their own sins. Having been redeemed from their slavery by a mighty hand and an outstretched arm, afterwards the Israelites wandered around in the wilderness for forty years. Forty years during which a whole generation had fallen prey to death. Well, this had caused the Egyptians to scold, to laugh, “What has come from this redemption from exile? Where is now this God, who redeemed them? He only brought them into the wilderness to kill them.”

Note well, this had been a result of Israel’s own sins. Those Egyptians, of course, had no clue that it was because of God’s punishment that the Israelites had to wander around in the wilderness for forty years. As so many of the other surrounding nations, also the Egyptians simply had drawn their own conclusion: this God of the Israelites is not able to help them. Thus Israel’s sin of unbelief had caused the heathen nations to put blame on God’s name. Well, that’s what God now once for all wants to bring to an end, rolling this reproach away.

By mistrusting God during its journey through the desert, Israel had indeed acted foolishly. The result had been that their enemies had made sport of them. Yet this did not cause the LORD to leave Israel’s sins unpunished. At times He punished them so severely that their redemption from Egypt seemed to have ended up almost in a complete failure, causing the heathen nations to joke about it. Perhaps, would it therefore have been better if God had punished Israel, to avoid this scolding?

It should be noted, beloved, that even though God is faithful towards the promises He has made, this will not cause Him to keep silence about the sins of His people. For God’s love is a love shown with justice. Therefore, even though it caused the heathen nations to sneer at Israel, God still denounced Israel’s sins.

Meanwhile this scolding of the heathen nations did not leave God untouched. True, God had to punish the Israelites for their sins. Yet this punishment did not aim at Israel’s destruction, but at repentance and renewal of life. God’s punishment was instrument of His love. True, it caused the nations to scold, but God also takes care that this reproach is rolled away, making sure that the enemies of the church are not put in the right. That’s why time again God stands up for His people. True, with God there is no mercy without justice. Sins have to be punished. However, at the same time with God there is no justice without mercy either. And so God’s love continued to go out to His people.

So far, the first point of the sermon in which we spoke about the reproach of Egypt. What now may we learn from this? Let me try to make the following application, now not looking at the reproach from outside, but at times even from inside. There are times that we may find it difficult to cope, even within the church. For example, you may have your concerns, whilst other members of the church simply laugh these concerns away. Comments are made like, “You take matters much too serious.” At times, you may even feel ridiculed, meanwhile wondering how long you are still able to endure all this.

However, let us turn this coin for a moment and think of God’s endurance with His people. No, this should not make you draw the conclusion if God puts up with it, I have to put up with it as well. Also in church, a spade should be called a spade. We don’t have to put up with what is wrong. We may indeed have our concerns. Nevertheless, whereas God does not give up on His people, we should not do so either. Let us rather think of God’s grace in Christ. God endured Israel throughout 40 years of wandering through the desert, even though His name was mocked at by the heathen nations. God also did punish sin. Nevertheless, the end still was that His grace prevailed. That’s indeed a lesson from which we may learn.

II
We spoke about the reproach of Egypt, which mocked the name of God, as if Israel’s God was unable to redeem His people. At Gilgal, the LORD now rolls this reproach away. How? By taking away the obstacle, which still prevented the Israelites to enter the Promised Land. 

What was this obstacle? Were the Israelites not ready to conquer Jericho? Was the best strategic not to straightaway push through now, especially since in view of what had happened, the Canaanites had lost all courage? Yet this does not happen. In Joshua 5, we read something different. Instead of straightaway continuing with the battle at hand, first the reproach of Egypt has to be rolled away.

One could say, but was it not especially for this reason even more urgent that Israel should go on with the battle to show that their God was mighty indeed?
From a superficial point of view, this might seem so. Yet the point is, beloved, that this reproach of Egypt had come into being as result of Israel’s sin. Therefore, this reproach had to be rolled away in a very specific way. In vs. 2 of chapter 5, we read that the LORD commands Joshua, “...”
Upon leaving Egypt, all of Israel had been circumcised. Yet the male infants born in the wilderness had not received the sign of circumcision. This meant an uncircumcised people had settled before the gates of Jericho.

We don’t know, why during Israel’s journey through the wilderness circumcision had not been practiced. Different commentaries offer different reasons. However, to a certain extent this remains guesswork. Point is that it had not happened, and the LORD takes this very serious. I only have to refer to what once happened to Moses, when he was on his way to Egypt. The LORD was close to killing Moses, if not at that very moment his wife Zipporah had circumcised their son Gershom.

That’s why the first thing needed here at the borders of the Promised Land was that the Israelites should be circumcised. For circumcision was the sign and seal of God’s covenant. True, those who had died in the wilderness had broken this covenant. However, just before Moses died God had renewed this covenant with His people. You can read about this in Deut. 29. Therefore Israel had to be circumcised again. Again – this does not mean that they were already circumcised. Instead, it points out that, as the Israelites had been circumcised when they left Egypt, so they could but enter the Promised Land as a circumcised nation only.

What now was the meaning of this circumcision? As such, circumcision was well-known, even with the surrounding nations. Apart from the Philistines (who for that reason also were called uncircumcised) most of the nations had the custom of circumcision; a ritual, which was generally applied to males upon entering adulthood. The foreskin was taken away, so that there was no hindrance for sexual intercourse.

Yet God had commanded the Israelites to circumcise all males eight days after they were born, which was something totally unknown to the other nations. But in God’s covenant, circumcision had then also a totally different meaning. In God’s covenant, the taking away of the foreskin served as a sign of the taking away of sin, which within the covenant blocked the communion with God. Yet God now in sovereign grace takes that blockage away. That’s why we speak about the covenant as a covenant of grace, in which God guarantees His people the forgiveness of sins on the basis of the blood that was to be shed. Circumcision thus points to the removal of sin. Well, it was because of sin that the reproach of Egypt had come into being, and therefore this reproach could be rolled away, only when this sin was removed, of which circumcision was a sign.

Uncircumcised one can cross the Jordan. We are redeemed by grace, whilst we are yet sinners. Yet being redeemed, one can not remain uncircumcised. The Israelites were about to celebrate Passover. Yet no uncircumcised was allowed to eat from the Passover lamb. Hence circumcision first!

There is another element, to which I would like to draw the attention here, namely that Joshua took great risk by circumcising all male Israelites at that very moment. For, even though circumcision was only a small operation, it often was accompanied by a lot of pain and wound-fever. To show how weak it made people, I only have to refer to what happened to the inhabitants of Shechem when Simeon and Levi took revenge for their sister Dinah.
 Therefore, by circumcising all males, Israel’s army was laid up at least for quite a number of days, and this in full view of the enemy. 

Having crossed the Jordan Israel so to speak had required a bridge-head in the Promised land, but instead of strengthening this bridge-head by pushing on, it now lays there weakened, an easy target for the enemy. Thus, Israel’s faith is tested again to show whether they really wanted to be dependent on God. For note well, beloved, it is in this weakness, in this dependence, that God’s people find their strength. That’s something we should not forget either.

Just before they had crossed the Jordan, God had said to Joshua, “Be strong and very courageous, especially in keeping what I have commanded you.”
 Yes, then you will be blessed. Thus, the secret of Israel’s strength lay in carefully observing the commandments of the LORD. Circumcised they became weak in the flesh, but strong in the LORD.

As I just mentioned it, being circumcised the Israelites also received right to the second sacrament. At the prescribed day, the Passover lamb is slaughtered and the Passover celebrated, the feast whereby the Israelites remembered their redemption from Egypt.

Feast at a weakened bridgehead – is this not somewhat strange? Did this redemption from Egypt not first have to be crowned by entrance into the Promised Land? In other words, is Israel not feasting too early? After all, a hard battle had still to be fought, yet feast even before the victory had been obtained. How could this be done? The answer is: only because of the covenant of grace! In all this God was speaking, saying now you have obeyed My commandments and have observed My statutes, including the sacraments, you have become unconquerable.

Between Egypt and Gilgal lays 40 years of desert journey, during which the surrounding nations often had mocked at Israel’s God – the reproach of Egypt of which our text speaks. However, at Gilgal this reproach is now taken away. One may wonder why did this take so long? Why not earlier? Why did the LORD leave it this long? The LORD had surely reasons for this. To mention only one thing, after having been redeemed from Egypt the Israelites had often put this redemption to risk. To say it in human terms: with this people, you should not rejoice too early.

But why then now? In view of what I said before, you could even say: it still is too early. Israel only had a small bridgehead, Canaan was still to be conquered. Jericho looms up as a citadel almost unconquerable. Summarizing, many things could happen still. True, at Gilgal Israel showed that it wanted to put its trust in the LORD. They let themselves be weakened, even in full view of a strong enemy. Thus indeed trusting: the LORD is our strength. In that faith, Jericho was taken. However, soon after we read about the defeat against Ai. Sin crept in again. Therefore, was there not the risk that still everything would end up in failure. Yet the Lord says, “This day I have rolled away the reproach of Egypt from you.” A word surely not spoken too early. 

If for a moment I may draw a NT parallel. Then I think of the word our Lord Jesus Christ spoke on the cross, “It is finished.”
 Speaking these words Christ testified that by the shedding of His blood He had paid for our sins. God’s justice had been satisfied. It is finished – these words point to a crucial moment in history, and it was not spoken too early –even though Christ physically still had to die and be raised again. A church had to be gathered. Ages of church history still lay ahead and how often did it indeed not go wrong in the church. How often does it go wrong in our personal life? Yet in faith I’m righteous before God. In the midst of the battle, I may look at the outcome. I’m Christ’s.

Well, beloved, that is Gilgal, where God says, “I have taken the reproach away. My work of redemption will put all mockery from the surrounding nations to silence. In faith, Israel had submitted itself again to the OT sacraments, and now God would also bless this. This brings me to my third and last thought.

III
In rolling the approach of Egypt away, God showed His grace towards Israel. How could God do this? Only because of the coming Christ, who was to be borne from Israel as a nation. The blood shed in both sacraments pointed to this coming of the Messiah, in the same way as today the signs without bloodshed remind also us of Christ’s redeeming work. That’s why a faithful observance of the sacraments is very important. Instituting the Holy Supper Christ said, “Do this in remembrance of Me until I come.”
 Thus, we receive strength in the battle we still have to fight. Not just by outwardly observing the sacraments, but by doing so in true faith. In the same way as the outward circumcision in the OT required the circumcision of the heart.
 It means that we put our complete trust in God, as Israel did by letting themselves be weakened in full view of the enemy. Yet this weakness was their strength. 

Beloved, if God’s children in this way live close to the LORD, God will also bless such a life. We see this in the verses following our text. I now think in particular of vs. 11, where it reads, “...” Most of the Israelites had never eaten this before. Born in the wilderness all the days of their life they had eaten manna, the bread God gave from heaven every morning anew. However, this had now come to an end. By the same powerful word by which God for 40 years had kept His people alive by feeding them bread from heaven, by this same powerful word the produce of Canaan’s fields were thrown into Israel’s lap. So to speak, they could feel in their stomach that God indeed makes His promises come true. Every bite of bread was a tangible proof of this. True, Canaan had still to be conquered. Yet they were already eating as heirs. For the land was theirs, not because of them, but because of God’s grace.

Well, beloved, likewise do baptism and holy supper teach us that our sins have been forgiven, the reproach is taken away, and as added blessing we may know ourselves heirs of this world. 

Indeed, heirs of this world – this is something we sometimes so easily forget. All too often, in faith we only look at the so-called spiritual blessings: forgiveness of sins and eternal life, i.e. life on the new earth. But, beloved, have you ever thought of the fact that the food you daily eat is also part of God’s blessing. It is God, who in His grace feeds you day by day. True, also unbelievers fill their stomach. But they do not receive it out of God’s fatherly hand as fulfillment of His promises. An unbeliever does not eat and drink as heir. In fact, because of his unbelief he has been disinherited.

Thus, looking from a spiritual perspective, the first produce of Canaan’s field was for Israel so to speak an advance payment of the whole heritage, which was awaiting them. In a similar way the food, clothing and you name it, which we receive today is for us an advance payment of the heritage of the new earth.

Yes, in the same way as during their journey through the desert the water the Israelites had drunk from the rock had been spiritual, for the Rock was Christ, 
 so the food they ate at Gilgal was spiritual.

So often, Br. & Sr. we make a distinction between spiritual and material matters. Spiritual matters: forgiveness of sins; material matters: our daily livelihood. Yet Scripture teaches us that also our daily livelihood is spiritually determined. For it is given to us out of God’s hand and this by grace only. We don’t deserve it.

Br. & Sr. looking at tings this way is living by faith. If we do so, then we can also live joyfully, despite the fact that a hard battle is still to be fought, also by us: the battle against the world, the devil, but above also against our own sinful flesh.  A hard battle indeed, every day anew! And still I may rejoice. For in this battle we may look on high to God, who is My Rock and My Redeemer. I may be weak, but God is my strength, who will make His work powerful even through my weaknesses.

Well, beloved, that’s the gospel you may take home this morning. Keep it also in your heart, so that tomorrow and the day after tomorrow you have not forgotten about it, but may indeed live from it. Then you will stand strong not in own strength, but in and through the LORD, who is also your Redeemer. Amen. 
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