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Joshua 1:6-9  BE STRONG AND COURAGEOUS
Many years ago, when we lived in Wollongong, our family took a summer holiday in the Snowy Mountains. On our ‘to do’ list was one of the beautiful Alpine walks for which the region is famous.

We had four kids in tow, ranging in age from 1-11.  With 1 year old Toby in a backpack, we chose a walk we thought we could all manage. However 11 year old Bethany tired much sooner than we expected. Bethany had a particular syndrome which resulted in poor muscle tone, and that meant she really had to work a lot harder than the rest of us. We were three quarters of the way there when she spat the dummy. She’d been complaining for the last fifteen minutes that she was tired and finally she’d had enough. She plonked herself down in the middle of the walking track and refused to go any further.
What would you have done?  I can think of a number of different options.  You could give up the walk and head home, deciding it was a dumb idea in the first place. Or you could finish the walk for her by picking her up and giving her piggy back to the end. Or you could cajole and threaten, and scare her into continuing for fear of unpleasant consequences.  Or you could take the cheerleader approach.  “Come on Bethany – you’re doing so well.  We’re nearly there.  You can do this!  Here take my hand; we’ll do this last stretch together.”

What did we do?  We were cheerleaders. We did our best to encourage her.  Life wasn’t easy for Bethany, and like most of us, she responded best to encouragement and companionship on her journey through life.
This is a significant time for our parish. As a community of faith we are about to embark on a new project together.  

For those who weren’t here last week, in the sermon, I gave a synopsis of where we have been as a parish over the last 18 months or so, and a fresh vision that is emerging for us. We have been looking in recent months at the possibility of purchasing the Harris property next door (to St Paul’s).  I spoke about the journey parish council and those of us who have been praying have travelled, as we’ve sought God’s guidance about this. Was this something he was leading us to do? Would it provide a resource to help us connect more with our community and so give us more opportunity share God’s love? What were the benefits?  What were the risks? 
After much discussion and prayer, the majority decision at parish council was to ‘test the waters’ as it were, and pursue purchasing the property. All the lights have gone green. Financial reserves are available in the Kianga House fund (which incidentally, can ONLY be used for capital improvement of church property and nothing else); the ADIF was willing to provide finance for the balance, repayments for which would be met in the first instance through rental of the property; and the Harrises were prepared to accept an offer parish council felt we could afford. (We even already have a tenant – and some new curtains!)

I asked for feedback last week, and it’s been mostly positive. A few people have expressed their reservations also – which have been very valuable, as differing viewpoints encourage us to look at the proposal from all angles. I trust that this discussion will continue.
We’re taking a step of faith and looking towards a growing and changing future. There may well be concerns about how we’ll manage, how we’ll find the resources, how we’ll meet new expectations.  So it’s at times like these that we need encouragement – as Bethany did on her mountain walk.
Our Old Testament reading this morning is from the book of Joshua, who I imagine may have had similar concerns, and who needed similar encouragement!

As a youth, Joshua lived through the bitter slavery in Egypt; he witnessed the supernatural plagues and the nation’s miraculous deliverance under the leadership of Moses.  He was present as Moses raised his staff and Red Sea parted before them; he saw the provision of water and manna in the wilderness; he was there at the giving of the Ten Commandments.

In the last few verses of Deuteronomy, we read, “Since then no prophet has risen in Israel like Moses whom the Lord knew face to face…no one has ever shown the mighty power or performed the awesome deeds that Moses did in the sight of all Israel.
Although Joshua was a godly man, and became a great military leader and strategist, when the time came for him to take over from Moses, the fact was, Moses was a really hard act to follow!
Joshua was then charged with the task of taking possession of the land of Canaan, no small undertaking, as the land was inhabited by hostile tribes!
We’re given a glimpse of the magnitude of the task before Joshua through the words God spoke to him:

“Be strong and courageous, for you will lead these people to inherit the land I swore to their forefathers to give them.  Be strong and very courageous.”

We get the feeling that this job was not going to be a walk in the park.  Joshua would be up against powerful and frightening opponents. He was going to need strength and courage; in fact, strength and great courage!
Notice how God dealt with Joshua.  He didn’t minimise the difficulty of the task before him.  He came alongside Joshua and encouraged him.  
God encouraged Joshua in three ways:

First, he encouraged Joshua in what he should BE. He pointed him to the attributes he needed to draw on – strength and courage. God would not command Joshua to be strong and courageous if those reserves weren’t already within him. God’s hand had been on Joshua since his youth, growing and developing these qualities in him.  Now God said to him – “Be”  BE strong, BE courageous!  You can do this, Joshua!

Secondly, God encouraged Joshua in what he should DO.  He was to be careful to obey the law; to meditate on it day and night.  This was something concrete for Joshua to do: he was to stay completely focussed on what was right and godly, and he was to live it. This command came with a promise:  “Then you will be prosperous and successful.”  God is not referring to material success and wealth here.  It is more a sense of Joshua finding success in fulfilling what God had called him to do.
Thirdly, God encouraged Joshua in what he should NOT be. He said, “Do not be terrified; do not be discouraged.”  Terrified is a strong word. I wonder if any of us has been really terrified? (such as a hostage at gunpoint might feel?) Terror goes so much deeper than fear. Terror paralyses and destroys.  Discouraged is also a strong word. Discouragement deprives us of hope. We find it hard to keep going. “Do not be terrified, do not be discouraged” - God told Joshua not to give in to these things which had the power to paralyse and undermine what God had called him to do.
In all these things, God reassured Joshua of his presence in everything he would undertake:  “for the Lord your God is with you wherever you go.”   
These words of encouragement God spoke to Joshua were not spoken in a vacuum – they were spoken in the context of God’s enabling presence and power.

This short passage is very appropriate for us today. Like Joshua, this community of faith is being encouraged to move in a new direction.  There is fresh vision and new expectations.  At the same time, the future may seem somewhat insecure and even daunting.

So the words God spoke to Joshua are just as pertinent for us.
Be strong and courageous, says God:  There will be times when we will face obstacles which we will need to work together to overcome; There will certainly be significant spiritual battles – the evil one becomes active when God is at work. These difficulties will need to be overcome in the strength and courage God provides.
But the encouragement is that God is with us!  God told Joshua, “The Lord your God is with you wherever you go.” And as Paul reminds us in Romans 8:31,  “If God is for us, who can be against us?”
As we move forward together, there are things we all can do.  Be careful to obey the law, Joshua was told.  Jesus summed up the law as love.  “Love God with all your heart and love your neighbours as yourselves”.  If things do get difficult, we must ensure that we do not give in to the temptation to live by the standards of the world – complaining, backbiting, undermining, manipulating.  Instead, under all circumstances, we are called to live by the law of love . In Romans 12:10, Paul reminds us, “Be devoted to one another in brotherly love. Honour one another above yourselves;” in 12:16 we read, “Live in harmony with one another;” and in 12:18, “If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.” 

Unity will be important as we move forward together on this new project.  That doesn’t mean we all have to agree on everything.  What it does mean is that we make the effort to accept and validate each other’s differing opinions, still loving the person, and finding ways to move forward together in love and fellowship to serve God.
Finally, God’s command for Joshua to obey the law came with a promise: “Then you will be prosperous and successful” - prosperous and successful in the sense that God’s plan would be fulfilled through Joshua’s trust and obedience.  And so it is with us – always.  As we listen for God’s voice, as we move forward in trust and obedience, living in love and unity, we too can be assured that God’s promises will be fulfilled in us. Isn’t this is exciting stuff?
So in everything, we need to remember that it is God who has called us to serve him, God who will enable us to carry out his purposes, and God who will bless us.
“Be strong and courageous – for the Lord your God is with you wherever you go.”

Let us pray.

