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The Reading of the Word
	
We continue this morning in our series on the theme of Advent.

As we’ve talked about last two Sunday mornings, the foundational theme of Advent is that the God of the Bible is a God who comes to his people. He’s a God who shows up. 

We see this in his coming to his people before his incarnation. We see it in his incarnate birth. We see it in his coming to us today by the Holy Spirit And we see it in his promise to come again, at the last day.
	
A central focus of Advent is that we serve a God who shows up.
	
But with that, this Advent, we’ve been noting that when God shows up, he often calls his people to things that they would not have expected upon his arrival.

And this is a theme that’s repeated throughout the Bible.
	
As Christians, we serve a God who shows up … but who then calls us to things we would not have expected.

On the first Sunday of Advent, we noted the Advent theme in the story of Abraham that our God shows up … but then he still calls us to patience … because he works in his own timing.

On the second Sunday of Advent, we noted the Advent theme in the story of Moses that our God shows up … but then he still calls us to faith … because he often works through unimpressive means.

This week, as we turn to the story of Joshua, we will note the Advent theme that our God shows up … but then he still calls us to action … because he often works through our faithful activity.
	
And to help us reflect on that theme, we turn now to the story of Joshua. We’ll hear from several texts, but we’ll start with the call of Joshua. At this point in the story, God’s people are standing on the edge of the land that God has promised to them. But the land is still occupied by the Canaanites – the enemies of God and of God’s people. And it’s at that point that God comes to Joshua.

With that in mind we turn now to Joshua 1:1-11.

Please do listen carefully, for this is God’s Word for us this morning.

1:1 After the death of Moses the servant of Yahweh, Yahweh said to Joshua the son of Nun, Moses' assistant, 2 “Moses my servant is dead. Now therefore arise, go over this Jordan, you and all this people, into the land that I am giving to them, to the people of Israel. 3 Every place that the sole of your foot will tread upon I have given to you, just as I promised to Moses. 4 From the wilderness and this Lebanon as far as the great river, the river Euphrates, all the land of the Hittites to the Great Sea toward the going down of the sun shall be your territory. 5 No man shall be able to stand before you all the days of your life. Just as I was with Moses, so I will be with you. I will not leave you or forsake you. 6 Be strong and courageous, for you shall cause this people to inherit the land that I swore to their fathers to give them. 7 Only be strong and very courageous, being careful to do according to all the law that Moses my servant commanded you. Do not turn from it to the right hand or to the left, that you may have good success wherever you go. 8 This Book of the Law shall not depart from your mouth, but you shall meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do according to all that is written in it. For then you will make your way prosperous, and then you will have good success. 9 Have I not commanded you? Be strong and courageous. Do not be frightened, and do not be dismayed, for Yahweh your God is with you wherever you go.”
10 And Joshua commanded the officers of the people, 11 “Pass through the midst of the camp and command the people, ‘Prepare your provisions, for within three days you are to pass over this Jordan to go in to take possession of the land that Yahweh your God is giving you to possess.’”

This is the word of the Lord. (Thanks be to God.)

“All people are like grass, and all their glory is like the flowers of the field; the grass withers and the flowers fall, but the word of the Lord endures forever.” [1 Peter 1:24-25]

Let’s pray …


Prayer of Illumination

Most Merciful God,
In this season of Advent, we remember that you, Jesus, are a God who comes to his people and calls them to action.
Lord, as we come to your word, we ask you to give us:
ears to hear your calling,
hearts to act on your Word,
and faith to trust in your power.
We ask this in Jesus’s name.
Amen.



Introduction

So the Advent theme we are considering from our passage this morning is that we serve a God who shows up … but who then still calls us to action … because he often chooses to work through our faithful activity.


The Story of Joshua

And we see this theme here, in the call of Joshua. We’ll start there, but this theme will become even more clear as we continue into the story of Joshau’s life and ministry.

But starting with his call, first, as we saw in the calls of Abraham and Moses, God himself shows up. He speaks to Joshua. And he promises his ongoing presence with Joshua. In verse five he says: “Just as I was with Moses, so I will be with you.” He adds in verse nine: “Do not be frightened, and do not be dismayed, for Yahweh your God is with you wherever you go.” God has shown up – he has come to his people, and he has promised to be with them and remain with them – assuring them at the end of verse five “I will not leave you or forsake you.” God has shown up.

And again, as with Abraham and Moses, God makes staggering promises to his people. As the people stand before a land filled with their enemies, in verse four, God describes that land as “the land that I am giving to […] Israel.” He describes the large territory of the promised land, and says he is “giving” it to them. In verse six he describes it as an “inheritance” for them. The land, God emphasizes, is a gift – the gift he had promised to Abraham long ago.
	
And here, again, we need to consider what we might expect. Because God is present, and because he is gifting this land to Israel, we might expect Israel’s role to be passive. After all, once again, God could have wiped out Israel’s enemies in an instant, or transported them all somewhere else in a moment, and then handed the land over to Israel free of opposition. This whole thing could have been done by God in seconds!

But once again, when God shows up, he acts contrary to what we might expect. Rather than calling his people to passively receive the gift he is giving them, he calls his people to action.
	
They will need to be strong and courageous. Because, as Joshua already knows, and as the rest of the book makes clear, Israel will be expected to go into the land and do battle in order to inherit the gift the Lord is giving them.

The Book of Joshua, which begins with the presence of God and the promise of a gift, is then filled with activity by God’s people, and calls to action for God’s people.

And that may not be what we would expect when God shows up. But it’s what we see here.
	
First, before any other action, right here in these initial verses, God calls his people to the activities of devotion and faithfulness: they are to devote themselves to God’s word, meditating on it day and night, as God says in verse eight. They are to be faithful to God, obeying all his commandments, as God emphasizes in verse seven. These are calls to action – to active devotion and faithfulness.

But the call to action doesn’t stop there.

Because next, in verses ten and eleven, Joshua begins the activities of planning and strategy. He has them prepare provisions for the trip into the land – carefully planning for the actions God has called them to.

And that call to strategic activity continues in the events that follow our text in the Book of Joshau.

First, in the second half of chapter one, Joshua calls the tribes of Reuben, Gad, and the half-tribe of Manasseh to join the rest of Israel in taking the land. These two and a half tribes had already received their land and inheritance on the other side of the Jordan, but they had committed to helping the other tribes take the remaining land, so that they might receive their inheritance.
	
But it’s worth noting that Joshua does not, at this point, say to these two-and-a-half tribes “Hey guys … we thought we would need you … but it turns out we don’t. God is with us. He’s promised to give us the land. So it should be fine. You can just stay home.” Instead, Joshua prepares by strategically mustering his forces in their fullness.

Now, there are times in the Bible where God emphasizes his role in a victory by diminishing Israel’s fighting force – that’s certainly true. But ordinarily, he calls on his people to prepare and plan for battle with wisdom and shrewdness – trusting that it is God who will work through them, but not neglecting the call to act strategically… because God often chooses to act through our activity.

Having mustered the fullness of Israel’s fighting force, and having sent in spies as a further step of planning and strategy, next Israel crosses the Jordan, into the land.

And once they get there, they again engage in acts of devotion – circumcising the uncircumcised among them, and then celebrating the Passover together. They worship Yahweh.
	
After that first flurry of activity of strategizing and devotion, God appears to Joshua once again, now as the commander of the Lord’s army, once again assuring Joshau of God’s presence with them, and God’s great power.

God has shown up. God is with his people. And he has brought his angelic army.

So certainly … Israel’s army is unnecessary … right? Surly Israel can just sit back, and let God and his angels take it from here … right?

Well … no. Because just two verses later, God calls Joshau and the army, once again, to action.

In the chapter follows, Israel will take the military outpost of Jerricho. God will do it in such a way that it will be abundantly clear that their victory came from God’s power. But even so, Israel will be called to all kinds of activity – including battling with the soldiers of Jerricho after the walls fall down.
	
Next, they turn to the city of Ai.

And in their first attempt to take the land, Israel is defeated. And it quickly comes to light that God allowed Israel to be defeated because there was unfaithfulness among Israel’s ranks – someone had blatantly and willfully disobeyed God’s commands. God is with his people. But he makes it clear that they are still called to faithfulness – to active obedience of his word.

After Israel repents, God assures them of victory over the military forces of Ai [8:1]. But even as he does, he calls them to strategic action – to set an ambush [8:2] … which they do [8:3-29].

Again, God doesn’t say “I’m with you, so there’s no need to fight.” He doesn’t say “I’m with you so there’s no need to be plan or be strategic.” No – because God is with them, his people are called on to plan their approach strategically, and then to execute their plans vigorously, trusting that through their activity, God, by his power, will do what he has promised to do.

And he does. And Israel takes the land of Ai.

Again, Joshua and the people respond with worship, and devotion to God’s Word. [8:30-35]

And from there, more battles continue. Israel moves into the different regions of the land God has promised them, and because they trust in God’s promise, presence, and power, they act: they plan, they execute … and as the battles go on, they persevere. They keep going, even when one battle comes after another. In the end, under Joshua, Israel, by God’s power, defeats 31 kings who were set against them. [12:24]

And we read at the end of chapter 11: “So Joshua took the whole land, according to all that Yahweh had spoken to Moses. And Joshua gave it for an inheritance to Israel according to their tribal allotments. And the land had rest from war.”
	
Throughout the Book of Joshua, God is with his people – God has shown up. But that doesn’t put his people in the role of being passive. Far from it, once they are assured that God is present with them, Joshua and Israel along with him, spring into action. Because God often chooses to work through our faithful activity.

And in God’s presence, Israel is called to a number of different types of actions. They are called repeatedly to acts of devotion: listening intently to God’s Word, receiving his sacraments, worshipping with God’s people.

They are called to acts of faithfulness: to obey God’s commands despite the temptation to do otherwise.

They’re also called to acts of strategy as we see them muster their forces, prepare provisions, gather intel, and formulate creative plans of attack.

And then, God’s people are called on to carry out those plans – to execute their plans through vigorous activity.

And it’s not all over in a flash. As the battles pile up, God’s people must persevere – they must endure in doing what God has called them to do.

And they do all this because God is present with them.
	
Assurance of God’s presence and even assurance that God will ultimately give them victory, does not lead Joshua to neglect the call to strategic thinking, or to vigorous activity, or to dogged perseverance.

Rather, knowledge that God is with them spurs them on to these activities. Because God so often chooses to work through the faithful actions of his people.

The land was a gift. But Israel was still called to action, in order to receive it.

It wasn’t by Israel’s power that they received the gift that was promised – it was by God’s power. 

But it was through Israel’s faithful action that they received the gift that was promised.

And that’s a theme we see throughout the story of Joshua.
	

The Season of Advent

And we see the same theme at work in the season of Advent.
	
Think of Jesus’s incarnate coming.

God’s coming to us, in the birth of Christ, is, of course, a gift. 

But even as God came to his people in the incarnation, in his coming, he repeatedly called them to faithful action.

Jesus was given to Mary as a gift, yes. But in receiving that gift, Mary was called to one act of faithfulness after another, from her traveling to Elisabeth before Jesus’s birth [Luke 1:39], to her gathering the disciples after Jesus’s ascension [Acts 1:14], and everything in between.

The same was true for Joseph. Being called to be the earthly father of Jesus was a gift. But it was also a call to action – to take Mary as his wife, and to raise the incarnate Messiah [Matthew 1:20-25], to flee with them to Egypt when Herod became a threat, then, years later, to settle not in Judea, but in Galilee, to protect Jesus from Archelaus. [Matthew 2:13-23] 

In all of this, when Mary and Joseph were assured that God was with them, we don’t see them responding with passivity. We don’t see Mary and Joseph sitting back and thinking “Well … God has shown up … and this baby is God’s Messiah. Surely God can protect him. So we don’t need to do anything.” 

No. It’s true that God had shown up. And it’s true that God can protect Jesus. But it’s also true that when God shows up, he still calls us to action, because he often chooses to work through our faithful activity.

And we see that not just in the Christmas story but throughout Jesus’s life and ministry, as God himself is present in human form, but he continues to call people to action – to follow him, to obey his word, to go out in his name.
	
In the season of Advent we remember that God comes to his people. But when he does, what we see again and again is that he calls them to action, because he often chooses to work through their faithful activity.




Our Spiritual Lives

And we see that same dynamic in our own spiritual lives as well.
	
God has come to us – by the Holy Spirit, God is always present with us.

But that doesn’t mean we’re supposed to then sit back and do nothing. The New Testament is full of calls to action, calls to activity. Because even now, God so often chooses to work through the faithful actions of his people.

And to reflect on this theme of Advent, the early Church Fathers often looked to the story of Joshua. Because when they studied, and reflected, and preached on Joshua’s and Israel’s conquest of the Promised Land, they saw in those accounts a number of pictures of our own spiritual lives. [See, for example, Origen’s Homilies on Joshua]

For one thing, in Israel’s battles with the hostile forces of Canaan, they saw a biblical picture of the Christian’s battle with sin. In both, God is with his people. And in both his people are called to active battle.

And just as with Joshua and Israel, as we battle with sin and temptation in our hearts and lives, and are assured of God’s presence with us, we are called not just to devotion and faithfulness … but strategic thinking, action, and perseverance.
	
When Joshua knew that the Lord was on his side, he still mustered others to fight alongside him, he still made strategic plans for how to manage the battle, he still knew that success would take work and endurance.
	
And yet often, when we have a sin we are struggling with, we fail to follow Joshua’s example. Rather than enlisting the help of others to fight alongside us, we keep our battles secret. Rather than strategizing for overcoming moments of temptation, we say a prayer and hope for the best. Rather than preparing our hearts for work and perseverance, we hope for a quick fix and for temptation to just vanish.

Now God can work in those ways. But ordinarily, that’s not what he does. Ordinarily he calls us to spiritual battle in the same way he called Joshua. He calls us first to devotion to him and his Word. But then he calls us to seek the assistance of others to fight beside us – just as Joshau sought the Reubenites, Gadites, and half-tribe of Manasseh to fight alongside him. He calls us to make a plan and a strategy and coordinate it with help from others, as we face sin and temptation, just as Joshua devised a strategy in his battle with Ai. He calls us to actively fight – to wage war against sin and temptation, rather than sitting back and hoping for the enemy to just disappear. And he calls us to not be surprised if one battle follows another, but instead to persevere by leaning on God for strength, just as Israel did under Joshua.

In our battles with sin and temptation, God is with us. And as he assures us of his presence, he also calls us to action. The early Church Fathers saw that message in the Book of Joshua.
	
And along with that, in God’s conquest of the land, the early Church Fathers also saw a biblical picture of the gospel’s conquest of our hearts, as we grow in grace and sanctification.

As God’s reign spread across the Promised Land, so Jesus increases his reign over our hearts through our sanctification. But just as Israel was to be active in the spread of God’s Kingdom in the land, so we are called to be active in the spread of God’s kingdom in our hearts.

As the Westminster Shorter Catechism puts it, to see God’s saving work in our lives we are called to the “diligent use of all the outward means” of grace. [WSC #85]

And what are those outward means of grace?

They are, the catechism tells us, the Word of God, the sacraments, and prayer.
	
As God comes into our lives and makes us his own, there is a call to action. We must make “diligent use” of the means he’s given us to grow his reign in our hearts: actively engaging with the Scriptures, the sacraments, the life of the Church, and prayer.
	
Are you actively engaged in those things? Because if you’re not … then you don’t have any real reason to expect to grow spiritually. Because ordinarily, God chooses to work in our hearts through our active engagement with his means of grace.

And if you’re not doing that, then your calling is to act. And not just once. But with a plan and in a sustained way. Make a plan, and get others to come alongside you in spiritual battle, to encourage you and hold you accountable in engaging with Scripture, in involvement with the Church, and in living a life of prayer, in an ongoing way.
	
God is with us. And God will grow us, spiritually. But ordinarily, he works in our hearts through our active engagement with him.
	
But that dynamic is not limited to our personal lives. Because in Israel’s efforts together in a hostile land, the early Church also saw a spiritual picture of the Church’s efforts together in a hostile world.

Which is a reminder that we are called on not just to actively seek help from others in the Church … but to actively give help.
	
This is the call to follow the example of Reuben, Gad, and the half-tribe of Manasseh.

Those two and a half tribes at the beginning of the Book of Joshau, already had the land God was given them. But their brothers still had many battles ahead of them before they would receive their portion in the Promised Land.

And in response, those two and a half tribes, didn’t just attend to themselves, staying home to perfect their own private lives across the Jordan. But they knew that they were called to fight not just their own battles, but also the battles of their brothers and sisters. And so they prepared for battle. And when the time came, they were the first into battle, on behalf of their brothers and sisters in the Lord [Joshau 1:14].

And we are called to do the same.
	
But some of you here … if you’re honest … are a bit more like a Reubenite who rationalized staying home, rather than the Reubenites who faithfully went into battle first for the sake of their brothers.

You’ve got the gospel. You’ve got what you need. You come here to receive – and I’m glad you do. But when a call goes out to serve … whether it’s in Sunday school, or the nursery … Better English, or Tacoma Rescue Mission … VBS, or a new greeters ministry … a work party, the PB&J ministry, or something else … you usually have a rationalization about why that call is for someone else … and not you.
	
Is that you? While your brothers and sisters are mustered to the spiritual battles of discipling our covenant children, or sharing the gospel with the lost, or ministering to those in need … does it seem like every time there’s a call to battle, you’ve got a reason to stay back … like a Reubenite ignoring the call of Joshua … in order to stay back, and build up his own land … rather than fighting alongside his brothers?

If that’s you then the response you most need is not despair or defensiveness. The response you are called to is to get up, and find a place to enter the battle alongside your brothers and sisters. I’ve already listed a bunch of opportunities to serve, each of which desperately needs more volunteers. If you’re still not sure what to do, come meet with one of the pastors and we’ll help you find a place to serve. I’d love to have someone schedule a meeting with me, and then sit down and say “I want to serve more. Please help me find some places where I can do that.” That would be amazing.
	
Finally, in the Book of Joshau the Early Church also saw a biblical picture of the Church’s calling to go out into the world, expanding God’s kingdom.

Though our weapons and our warfare, as the Apostle Paul reminds us, are not of the flesh, but of the Spirit. [2 Corinthians 10:3-5]

Our weapons are the proclamation of the gospel with our words, and the demonstration of the gospel in our lives. And we have been commissioned to go out, into the world, with that proclamation and demonstration, not because Jesus is absent and needs us to fill, but because he is with us and he has the power to give us success and victory as we proclaim his gospel.

Before ascending to heaven, Jesus said to his disciples: “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you. And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” [Matthew 28:18-20]
	
Brothers and sisters, Christ is with us even now … and so we are to go, and spiritually invade this broken world, by proclaiming and living out the gospel, for the advance of Christ’s kingdom … because God delights in using our efforts to grow his Church.
	

Conclusion

God has come. That is the message of Advent.

God has come to shower his gifts upon us. That is the message of Christmas.

That’s a call first to receive the gifts God gives us in his coming – that’s certainly true.

But the proclamation that God has come – the proclamation that he has come to pour out his blessings upon us – is also a call to action.
	
Because just as he did with Joshua and Israel … and just as he did in his incarnation … so now, as God comes to us … he calls us to action.
	
And so, brothers and sisters … let us act.

Let us actively lay hold of the means of grace. 

Let us actively battle against sin and temptation. 

Let us come alongside our brothers and sisters, by actively serving in Christ’s church. 

And let us go out, and actively proclaim Christ’s reign, seeking the advance of his kingdom.
	
Brothers and sisters, Christ has come. 

Let’s get to work.

Amen.

---
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