FOURTEENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST          JOSHUA 24:1-2A, 14-18          SEPT. 10, 2006

MY FELLOW REDEEMED IN CHRIST,

      IT HAD BEEN 40 YEARS SINCE THE PEOPLE OF ISRAEL HAD LEFT EGYPT.  MOSES HAD DIED.  HIS REPLACEMENT, JOSHUA, WAS ABOUT TO LEAD THE PEOPLE INTO THE LAND THAT GOD HAD PROMISED THEM.  BUT BEFORE THEY ENTERED THAT LAND JOSHUA CALLED THEM ALL TOGETHER TO EXPLAIN THE CHALLENGES AND TEMPTATIONS THAT THEY WOULD FACE IN THAT LAND.  HE TOLD THEM THAT THEY WOULD BE FACED WITH CHOICES:  EITHER TO LIVE FOR THE FALSE GODS OF THEIR NEIGHBORS OR SERVE THE ONE TRUE LIVING GOD WHO HAD CALLED THEM OUT OF EGYPT.  IN ESSENCE, JOSHUA WAS RALLYING GOD’S PEOPLE FOR THE TASK THAT LAY AHEAD OF THEM AND HE CALLED ON THEM TO SERVE ONLY THE ONE, TRUE, LIVING GOD.  IN A WAY THAT’S WHAT WE ARE DOING ON THIS “RALLY DAY SUNDAY”.  SUMMER IS NOW OVER.  CHILDREN ARE GOING BACK TO SCHOOL.  ROUTINES ARE BEING ESTABLISHED.  AND THIS IS ALSO TRUE AT MESSIAH.  THINGS SLOW DOWN A BIT DURING THE SUMMER WITH FEWER CLASSES AND ACTIVITIES.  BUT SOON THIS WILL CHANGE.  CLASSES BEGIN AGAIN AND MORE ACTIVITIES WILL FILL THE CHURCH CALENDAR.  AND SO IT ‘S A GOOD TIME TO EXAMINE OUR FAITH AND OUR COMMITMENT TO OUR GOD AS PAUL SAYS IN 2 CORINTHIANS:  “EXAMINE YOURSELVES TO SEE WHETHER YOU ARE IN THE FAITH, TEST YOURSELVES.”  WE ARE FACED WITH MANY TEMPTATIONS THAT WOULD LEAD US AWAY FROM OUR GOD AND SERVICE TO HIM.   SO THEN, ON THIS “RALLY DAY SUNDAY” I APPEAL TO YOU TO “SERVE THE LORD BECAUSE HE IS OUR GOD.”
I.  “BECAUSE HE IS OUR GOD.”  “BECAUSE HE IS OUR GOD.”  “BECAUSE HE IS OUR GOD.”—THIS IS WHY WE SERVE HIM, “BECAUSE HE IS OUR GOD.”  

A.  JOSHUA TOLD THE PEOPLE OF ISRAEL TO SERVE GOD BECAUSE GOD  HAD CHOSEN THEM TO
 BE HIS PEOPLE—AND HE WAS THEIR GOD.  THEY DIDN’T CHOSE HIM, HE CHOSE THEM.  THEY WERE HELPLESS SLAVES IN THE LAND OF EGYPT.  WHAT COULD THEY DO?  NOTHING.  BUT GOD COULD.  AND HE DID.  UNDER THE LEADERSHIP OF MOSES, GOD DELIVERED HIS PEOPLE FROM THE MIGHTY EGYPTIAN EMPIRE.   AND WHY DID GOD DO THIS?  BECAUSE OF HIS LOVE AND FAITHFULNESS.  FOR HE HAD PROMISED THEIR FOREFATHER ABRAHAM THAT HE WOULD DO ALL THESE THINGS.   AND UNDER THE LEADERSHIP OF JOSHUA, THEY WERE ABOUT TO ENTER THE LAND THAT GOD HAD PROMISED TO ABRAHAM.  BUT THERE WAS ONE OTHER PROMISE:   FROM THEM WOULD COME THE SAVIOR OF THE HUMAN RACE WHO WOULD DELIVER PEOPLE FROM THE SLAVERY OF SIN AND DEATH.  AND FOR THESE REASONS THE PEOPLE WERE TO SERVE GOD. AS WE READ:  “IT WAS THE LORD OUR GOD HIMSELF WHO BROUGHT US AND OUR FOREFATHERS UP OUT OF EGYPT, FROM THAT LAND OF SLAVERY, AND PERFORMED THOSE GREAT SIGNS BEFORE OUR EYES.   HE PROTECTED US ON OUR JOURNEY AND AMONG ALL THE NATIONS THROUGH WHICH WE TRAVELED.  AND THE LORD DROVE OUT BEFORE US ALL THE NATIONS, INCLUDING THE AMORITES, WHO LIVED IN THE LAND.  WE TOO WILL SERVE THE LORD.”   WITHOUT GOD THEY WOULD HAVE REMAINED SLAVES IN EGYPT.  THEY WOULD HAVE NEVER ENTERED THE PROMISED LAND.  IT WAS ALL GOD’S DOING.  AND TO NOT SERVE HIM WOULD HAVE BEEN AN UNGRATEFUL SLAP TO GOD’S FACE.
B.  IT WAS SLOW IN COMING, BUT GOD FINALLY KEPT HIS PROMISE TO SEND THE SAVIOR OF THE WORLD.  JESUS WAS A JEW, A DESCENDANT OF ABRAHAM, BORN ON THE PROMISED LAND.  THE NAME “JESUS” IS THE GREEK VERSION OF HIS NAME IN HEBREW:  “JOSHUA”.    “JOSHUA” MEANS “GOD SAVES.”  INDEED, THE ANGEL TOLD MARY AND JOSEPH TO NAME THEIR CHILD “JESUS”, OR IN THE ORIGINAL HEBREW, “JOSHUA”, BECAUSE HE WOULD SAVE HIS PEOPLE FROM THEIR SINS.  JOSHUA LED THE PEOPLE OF ISRAEL INTO THE PROMISED LAND OF CANAAN.  JESUS LEADS US INTO THE PROMISED LAND OF ETERNAL LIFE.  IT WAS SIN THAT BROUGHT DEATH INTO THE WORLD.  FOR DEATH TO BE DEFEATED, SIN HAD TO BE PUNISHED.  AND IT WAS.  “MY GOD, MY GOD, WHY HAVE YOU FORSAKEN ME?”  WITH THESE WORDS JESUS EXPRESSED HIS AGONY IN BEING PUNISHED FOR THE SINS OF THE WORLD, YOUR SINS AND MINE.  AND ON THE THIRD DAY HE WAS RAISED FROM DEAD.  AND NOW IN HIM THERE IS FORGIVENESS FOR EVERY ONE OF OUR SINS, PEACE WITH GOD, AND VICTORY OVER DEATH IN THE RESURRECTION TO ETERNAL LIFE.  THIS IS OUR GOD.  AND JUST LIKE WITH THE PEOPLE OF ISRAEL.  WE DID NOT CHOOSE HIM.  HE CHOSE US.  GOD HAS GIVEN US THE GIFT OF FAITH JUST AS JESUS SAYS IN OUR GOSPEL LESSON:  “…NO ONE CAN COME TO ME UNLESS THE FATHER HAS ENABLED HIM” OR MORE LITERALLY, “UNLESS IT HAS BEEN GIVEN TO HIM FROM THE FATHER.”  AND SO JUST LIKE WITH THE PEOPLE OF ISRAEL WE SERVE GOD BECAUSE OF ALL THAT HE HAS DONE FOR US AS PAUL SAYS SO WELL IN GALATIANS:  “I LIVE BY FAITH IN THE SON OF GOD WHO LOVED ME AND GAVE HIMSELF FOR ME.”   WITHOUT JESUS CHRIST WE WOULD NOT HAVE A RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD.  WITHOUT JESUS CHRIST OUR SINS WOULD NOT BE FORGIVEN.  WITHOUT JESUS CHRIST WE WOULD BE ETERNALLY DAMNED TO HELL.  BUT WITH JESUS CHRIST WE HAVE GOD AND ALL HE HAS TO OFFER.  AND THIS WAS ALL POSSIBLE BECAUSE OF HIS DEATH ON THE CROSS.  TO NOT SERVE HIM WOULD BE THE WORST CASE OF INGRATITUDE AND WOULD BE LIKE SPITING ON HIS CROSS.

II.  SO THEN WE KNOW WHY WE SHOULD SERVE GOD:  BECAUSE OF WHAT HE HAS DONE FOR US.  BUT HOW COMMITTED DOES HE WANT US TO BE?  WHAT KIND OF A SERVANT DOES HE WANT US TO BE?  HOW DEDICATED ARE WE TO BE?  REALLY, THESE ARE DUMBED QUESTIONS. 

     A. PICTURE YOURSELF AT A WEDDING.  AND THE PASTOR ASKS THE BRIDE AND GROOM IF THEY WILL BE FAITHFUL TO EACH OTHER AND THEY SAY “WELL, YES, BUT HOW FAITHFUL DO I HAVE TO BE?”  FAITHFUL IS FAITHFUL!  AND SO IT IS WITH GOD.  FAITHFUL IS FAITHFUL.  JOSHUA TOLD THE PEOPLE TO TURN AWAY FROM THE FALSE GODS THAT WERE ALL AROUND THEM AND TO SERVE ONLY GOD.  OF COURSE, THIS IS THE FIRST COMMANDMENT:  “HAVE NO OTHER GODS BEFORE ME.”   GOD IS THE SOURCE OF EVERY GOOD THING WE HAVE.  I’M AFRAID THAT WE OFTEN FORGET THIS, THINKING THAT WE ARE THE SOURCE OF ALL OUR GOOD THINGS.  BUT WITHOUT GOD’S BLESSINGS WE WOULD HAVE NOTHING.  AND SO HE EXPECTS US TO BE LOYAL TO HIM, FAITHFUL TO HIM.  THIS MEANS TO BELIEVE WHAT HE SAYS AND LIVE ACCORDING TO HIS WILL.  YET, WE MIGHT BE TEMPTED BY THE FALSE GODS AROUND US:  MONEY, THINGS, PLEASURE AS JESUS SAID:  “YOU CANNOT LOVE GOD AND MAMMON.”—NOT EVEN OUR FAMILY IS TO BE PUT ABOVE GOD.  FOR IT WE PUT OUR FAMILY ABOVE GOD WE HAVE MADE THEM FALSE GODS AS JESUS ONCE SAID:  “HE WHO LOVES FATHER OR MOTHER, SON OR DAUGHTER MORE THAN ME IS NOT WORTHY OF ME.”  AFTER ALL OUR FAMILY HAS BEEN GIVEN TO US BY GOD.  INDEED ALL THE GOOD THINGS WE HAVE ARE FROM GOD.  TO LOVE THESE THINGS MORE THAN GOD WOULD BE TO LOVE THE GIFTS MORE THAN THE GIVER OF THE GIFTS.  FAITHFULNESS IS WHAT IS TO CHARACTERIZE OUR SERVICE TO GOD.  FAITHFULNESS IS DOING WHAT GOD WANTS US TO DO.  ON THE JUDGMENT DAY OUR SERVICE TO GOD WILL BE BASED ONLY ON FAITHFULNESS.  ON THAT DAY EVERY FAITHFUL SERVANT OF GOD WILL WANT TO HEAR HIS MASTER SAY:  “WELL DONE GOOD AND FAITHFUL SERVANT.”
     B.  FINALLY, JOSHUA SAYS THAT WE ARE TO SERVE HIM IN “FEAR”.    THE FEAR OF GOD IS A MESSAGE THAT RUNS THROUGHOUT THE ENTIRE BIBLE, NOT JUST THE OLD TESTAMENT, BUT THE NEW TESTAMENT AS WELL.  SHOULD WE BE AFRAID OF GOD?  WELL, YES AND NO.  I KNOW THAT SOUNDS LIKE THE ANSWER OF A POLITICIAN BUT IT’S STILL TRUE.  ARE WE TO FEAR GOD?  WELL, IF WE THINK THAT WE CAN BE SLOPPY SERVANTS OF GOD, SINFUL SERVANTS OF GOD, INDIFFERENT SERVANTS OF GOD, HALFHEARTED SERVANTS OF GOD; IF WE THINK THAT GOD DOESN’T CARE HOW WE SERVE HIM---THEN WE’D BETTER BE AFRAID OF GOD.   IT’S JESUS WHO SAYS:  “BE AFRAID OF THE ONE WHO CAN DESTROY BOTH SOUL AND BODY IN HELL.”  IN GALATIANS PAUL SAYS:  “GOD CANNOT BE MOCKED.  A MAN REAPS WHAT HE SOWS.”    BUT THERE IS A DIFFERENT KIND OF FEAR TOO.  IT’S FEAR THAT IS COUPLED WITH GOD’S LOVE AND IT SHOWS ITSELF IN RESPECT, HONOR, AND REVERENCE.  WE KNOW THAT GOD LOVES US BUT THAT DOESN’T MEAN WE CAN TREAT HIM ANYWAY THAT WE WANT.  HE’S NOT OUR GOOD BUDDY, OUR HOMEBOY, OR OUR NICE GRANDFATHER IN THE SKY—HE IS NOT OUR SERVANT.  WE ARE HIS SERVANT.  HE IS GOD.  AND HE IS TO BE RESPECTED, HONORED AND REVERED.  THIS IS HOW WE APPROACH GOD IN OUR WORSHIP SERVICE ON SUNDAY MORNINGS:  HOW WE DRESS, HOW WE ACT.  BUT GOD LOOKS ALSO TO OUR HEART.  JUST SITTING IN THE PEW IS NOT WORSHIP.  HE KNOWS IF WE ARE JUST GOING THROUGH THE MOTIONS.  AND IF OUR HEART IS NOT RIGHT WITH HIM HE’S NOT IMPRESSED BY OUR PRESENCE IN WORSHIP.  AND OF COURSE, HE SEES HOW WE LIVE THE OTHER SIX DAYS OF THE WEEK AS WELL.  GOD CANNOT BE MOCKED; HE CANNOT BE FOOLED.  HE KNOWS IF WE ARE JUST A “SUNDAY CHRISTIAN” OR HIS SERVANT.  AND WHAT MAKES THE DIFFERENCE?  FEAR OF HIM.---RESPECT, HONOR, REVERENCE.  
CONCLUSION:  BEFORE ENTERING THE PROMISED LAND JOSHUA CALLED ALL THE PEOPLE TOGETHER TO RENEW THEIR FAITH AND COMMITMENT TO GOD.  HE RALLIED THEM TOGETHER TO BE SERVANTS OF GOD.  TODAY IS “RALLY DAY SUNDAY”.  IT IS A SYMBOLIC SUNDAY.  GOD HAS CALLED EACH ONE OF US NOT ONLY TO FAITH IN JESUS CHRIST, BUT ALSO TO THIS CONGREGATION, “MESSIAH.”  HE HAS BROUGHT US TOGETHER IN THIS PLACE TO BE HIS FAMILY AND TO DO HIS BIDDING.   IN JESUS CHRIST WE HAVE BEEN CALLED TO BE HIS SERVANTS IN OUR DAILY LIVES AND IN OUR LIFE TOGETHER HERE AT “MESSIAH.”      WHAT WOULD LIFE BE LIKE WITHOUT JESUS CHRIST?  I DON’T EVEN WANT TO THINK ABOUT IT.  IN OUR GOSPEL LESSON PETER REMINDS US:  “LORD, TO WHOM SHALL WE GO?  YOU HAVE THE WORDS OF ETERNAL LIFE.  WE BELIEVE AND KNOW THAT YOU ARE THE HOLY ONE OF GOD.”   IN JESUS CHRIST WE HAVE COME TO KNOW THE ONE TRUE LIVING GOD.  “AS FOR ME AND MY HOUSEHOLD, WE WILL SERVE THE LORD.”    ON THIS “RALLY DAY SUNDAY” I HAVE REMINDED YOU OF THE BLESSINGS AND LOVE OF YOUR GOD SO THAT YOU TOO, EMPOWERED BY THE HOLY SPIRIT, MIGHT ALSO BE ABLE TO SAY:  “WE TOO WILL SERVE THE LORD, BECAUSE HE IS OUR GOD.”   AMEN.

