“Crossing into a New Decade”

Joshua 1:1-9

 Well, we have come to the end of another decade. The first decade of the new millennium will be remembered for a number of things, not the least of which will be 9/11 and the “Great Recession.” This has been a decade in which we, as a nation, have been at war for most of it. I suppose for most of us we are glad to see it end. And we look forward to better days.

 But there have been good times as well. Let us not forget those. Many of us have had family milestones in this decade that have brought us joy – marriages and anniversaries; children being born, baptized or graduating from high school or college. Our church has seen significant growth in our mission and ministry in this decade and we can rejoice in that. So there have been things to celebrate in this decade of the “double aught's.”

 You know, it’s going to be difficult to wax nostalgic about this decade like we have the 60’s, 70’s, 80’s or 90’s. I mean, what do we even call it? Some have suggested we call it the “Twenty Oh’s.” Others have suggested, given the tough things that have happened in the last 10 years, calling it the “Uh-Oh's!”

 As we stand on the threshold of a new decade, I could not help but recall the experience of the people of Israel as they had wondered in the wilderness for 40 years and at last stood on the verge of entrance into the Promised Land. The Old Testament book of Joshua records the events and experience of a people who were poised to crossover into a new time and new place. 

 Moses, of course, had led the people to this point. God had used him powerfully, giving direction and guidance to the people through him. But now Moses has passed away and the mantle of leadership has been passed on to the son of Nun, a young man named Joshua. 

Joshua had been Moses’ assistant. He had been trained by Moses to become his successor. And now the time had come for him to captain the people. As Joshua assumes the leadership of the people he listens for the voice of God to guide him and as he does, he hears God telling him to prepare for a crossing over:

 “My servant Moses is dead. Now proceed to cross the Jordan, you and all this people, into the land that I am giving to them, to the Israelites” (v.2).

 The Lord says to go forward, to proceed to cross the Jordan and lay claim to the promised future land that God was giving to them. But that is not all that God says. As the Lord instructs Joshua to cross the Jordan, he tells him some more things that will be essential for him to know and cling to in the uncertain future that looms before them. They are words that were a precious encouragement to Joshua and can be the same for us as we cross into a new decade and peer into the uncertain future that looms ahead for us. What do God’s people need to know who are entering a new land that is unknown and uncharted?  What God imparts to Joshua, he would also give to us. God’s word to us might be summed up by 3 words. The first word is...

...PROMISE
 In the 3rd verse God proceeds to tell Joshua:

 “Every place that the sole of your foot will tread upon, I have given to you, as I promised to Moses” 

 Did you notice the verb tenses in this sentence? Look at the verse again, “Every place that the sole of your foot will (future tense) tread, I have given (past perfect tense) to you”.  God doesn’t say to Joshua, that every place his foot will tread will be given to him, but that it already has been given to him and to God’s people!

Think about the significance of that. The future is not a place of uncertainty, but a place of promise. The future is not outside of God’s control but exists within the sphere of God’s promise. Joshua and the people of Israel could cross the Jordan and march into the land of Canaan, because while it was a strange new world, God had already promised them that they would seize it. God’s promise made the future one, not to be feared but to be faced with faith.

 We all remember and love Yogi Berra, the world-class catcher for the New York Yankees, who could never quite get his semantic rocks to all fall into place. The result was a frequently amusing spin on the truth that was both winsome and sincere. For instance, Yogi once said, “The future ain’t what it used to be”. (see The Yogi Book: I Really Didn’t Say Everything I Said).

 I hate to disagree with such a great philosopher as Yogi Berra, but in the text this morning, we are told that, the future IS what it used to be, when it is looked at in the light of God’s promise. 

“Every place the sole of your foot will tread, I have given to you.”

According to the Lord, the future WILL be what it was promised to be in the past. That should give us boldness as God’s people to cross into a new decade with confident faith.

As we enter this brave new world of 2010 and beyond, the Lord beckons us to remember the word promise, and live as though the future were already in our possession. The second word for us to remember today is...

...PRESENCE

 Joshua and the people were given the certainty of God’s promise about the future, but they were also given another great gift - the surety of God’s presence. They would not cross the Jordan into that strange, unknown land of Canaan alone. Listen to the Lord:

 “As I was with Moses, so I will be with you: I will not fail you or forsake you” (v.5)

 This morning, there may be some of us who are fearful about what the future may bring. The economic times are still uncertain; the war in Afghanistan has been ramped up; individually, some of us may be facing crises in our health or our home life. All of us wonder what lies ahead for us. 

 Over and over again in the Bible we are assured of one thing: that whatever may come in the future, God will be with us. 

· The prophets of the Old Testament tell us that God will come; God will break into our world.

· The psalmists tell us time and time again as the writer of the 23rd did, “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for thou art with me”.

· The gospels assure us that God will be with us, from the birth of Emmanuel (God with us) to the promise of his continuing presence when the Risen Jesus said “Lo, I am with you always even to the close of the age.”

 And all of this tells us that as we prepare to cross over into a new decade, we may live as those who have seen something about tomorrow which the world may not have yet seen – we have seen that God’s presence is sure. He will not fail us. He will not forsake us. As one Christian writer has said:

 “In the void of the darkness, the Christian faith speaks a word - a word each of us needs to hear for it is a word of hope. The future has a name, a face; that name - that face, is Jesus.” (William H. Willamon, Pulpit Resource, November 15, 1998 p.28).

 So whatever the new decade brings, we can rest in the promise and presence of God in Jesus Christ. The future belongs to God. God has gone there before us and his presence will be there when we arrive. And knowing all that, we are given a last word to remember. And it is a word that tells us how we, as God’s people, can live as we enter the unknown future. That word is...

...POWER 

 Three times in the last four verses of this passage, God says to Joshua:

“Be strong and courageous”.

Here are some questions to ponder as we prepare to crossover into a new decade: 

· How shall we, as Christian people, live as we move into this new time? 

· As God’s people whose future is secure in the promises of God, whose future is certain to have the presence of God, how shall we live as we cross over into this new decade? 

· Shall we live “weakly” and “timidly?” 

· Or shall we live into our future with power; a power that is characterized by strength and courage?

“Be strong and courageous,” the Lord tells Joshua. Time and time again in the Bible, God’s people are told to live boldly; to stand strong; to fight the good fight of faith; to confidently live knowing that God’s promises and God’s presence is sure. How shall we, in our time, live as God’s people?

 I know that many of us make New Year’s resolutions. Perhaps over time you have “down-sized” your resolutions because in the past you haven’t been successful in keeping them. I’d like to challenge you this year to exercise a little “Christian spunk” with your New Year’s resolution. As we crossover into a new decade, let’s do so with power – not with wimpiness or timidity – but with POWER! Let’s make our resolutions with “strength and courage,” trusting that we do not have to live into those resolutions simply under our own might.

 Rather, let us do what Jonathan Edwards, the 18th century Puritan and revivalist preacher did at the tender age of 17. He wrote out a list of 70 grand resolutions in which he hoped to be strong and courageous for Christ, but before he began that list, he wrote this prayer in his diary:

 “Being sensible that I am unable to do anything without God’s help, I do humbly entreat God by his grace to enable me to keep these resolutions, so far as they are agreeable to his will, for Christ’s sake.” 

(taken from a sermon by Pastor Tim Henry, “Strong and Courageous” at www.associatedcontent.com)

 And may the God of promise, presence and power grant us grace to conquer – to do what is “agreeable to God’s will for Christ’s sake” - as we move in the Promised Land of a new decade.
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