“Starting In A New Place”

Joshua 1:1-9

July 2, 2006

It is a great honor to stand in this pulpit today and to address you as your new senior pastor. I am grateful to God, to the Presbytery of San Diego, and, last – but certainly not least – to this congregation and your Pastor Nominating Committee for prayerfully discerning with me this call to serve.

It is a time of celebrating new beginnings. Not only me; but Carolyn Terpstra, our new choir director; and, Chula Vista Presbyterian as a congregation. It also is a time in the life of our country when we remember our own beginnings: celebrating the Declaration of Independence.

With all these new beginnings, I thought it would be appropriate to take a look at a new beginning recorded in the Bible. Turn with me, if you will, to Joshua 1:1-9.

I. Joshua leading the people into the promised land: be strong and courageous.

Moses, who had led the people for generations, had died. Much had not changed; and yet everything had changed. The people of Israel were still wandering in the desert. They were still waiting for the promises of God to be fulfilled. Moses’ farewell sermon reminded the people of God’s sovereignty, God’s promises, God’s actions, God’s covenant, and the blessings and curses for their faithfulness or faithlessness to the covenant. 

There was uncertainty as to what would happen when Moses died. The people were anxious. Change was coming and it was not clear whether that change would be good or bad. Into that moment, God speaks a word to Joshua that sets the course.

Look at how God speaks to Joshua: he makes a promise, then he commands Joshua with one line, three times.

The promise: Everywhere you go, I am giving you this land. This land is my land and Lead these people into the land I promised generations ago and I will be with you.

The exhortation: Be strong and courageous. Three times. (Any time God says something once, he means it. Any time God says something three times, pay real close attention).

Be strong and courageous: for you will lead the people in fulfilling my promises.

Be strong and courageous: keep in my ways even when tempted not to. In order to know my ways, read and study my Word.

Then, the explicit command: Be strong and courageous: have faith in me, “do not be frightened or dismayed, for the LORD your God is with you wherever you go.”

The command to “be strong and courageous” is used fourteen times in the Old Testament. Seven of the fourteen are used as commands to Joshua, two between Joshua and the people, and two later on involve David commissioning Solomon as he assumes the kingdom. 

The phrase is used as a description of leadership after a declaration of God’s power and sovereignty. Thus, the command to “be strong and courageous” means: remember, it is God who is sovereign and he calls us to put our trust in him. 

It is a whole lot easier to be strong and courageous when you know that you are acting on behalf of someone who is powerful. It is a whole lot easier to be strong and courageous when you are acting on behalf of someone you trust.  

We were at the Padres game Friday night. It was a fun night and a wonderful result. In the bottom of the ninth, down a run, the Padres got runners on second and third with one out. Khalil Greene gets up and hits a flair into short right center field. Brian Giles scores from third. Eric Young, a pinch runner for Adrien Gonzales, takes off from second and is waved home by third base coach Glen Hoffman. It was a close play at the plate but he was safe. 

Now, imagine if Eric Young had no confidence in his third base coach. Imagine if he started to debate whether to obey the command or not. Imagine if Eric Young thought he knew more and better – even when he could not see – than Glen Hoffman who is watching out for him. That pause, that hesitation, that doubt would have made the difference between being safe and being out.

The command to be strong and courageous means to give ourselves wholly (and holy) into the hands of the God who is faithful to his promises. It means taking a step of faith in the midst of doubt. It means trusting God when we cannot see the whole field. That’s being strong and courageous.

Now, running the bases is not exactly a one-to-one comparison with leading God’s people into the Promised Land. The Hebrew word for strong can mean: be strong, stout, resolute, hold fast, make firm. In other words, God is saying to Joshua, “trust me with your life – (not just your base running) every bit of your life – and know that I am faithful and true to my promises.” 

The word for courage is similar but contains an element of action; that is, courage is a combination of trusting God while acting on the basis of that trust. It is the steps of faith that are commanded.

It’s not a blind faith or a blind command to trust God. Joshua is not required to simply make it up as he goes along. He is to “Be careful to obey all the law my servant Moses gave you; do not turn from it to the right or to the left, that you may be successful wherever you go. Do not let this Book of the Law depart from your mouth; meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do everything written in it.” 

We need to pay attention to this. Studying God’s word is a command; it is not a luxury. It is a command, not a suggestion. It is a command, not simply an axiom of self-help. Studying Scripture and meditating is the way we grow into being strong and courageous. We study the Bible because God has saved us and made us his own, we don’t study the Bible in order to make God love us. Let me say that again. God loves us; therefore we study the Bible to get closer to him. We don’t study the Bible in order that God will love us. This is what God is saying to Joshua as well. Trust me; I am trustworthy. Study my word so you will know how to trust me.

So, on the verge of entering the Promised Land, Joshua is commanded, “Be strong and courageous.” For the Israelites, much was the same, yet it had all changed. Putting their full confidence in God, they got started in a new land.

Now, why is this important? I want to walk briefly through three examples to show how God’s command to Joshua to start well in a new place is also His command to us. First, a note from history. Second, a note for today. Third, a note for all time.

II. A note from history: American Independence.


July 4 is Independence Day. It is a day we celebrate as Americans because a group of colonial leaders gathered in a hot and sweaty Philadelphia to craft the Declaration of Independence. It was a hard time of negotiation and wrestling to get to the place where they signed their names to a document declaring this land to be a free country. 

There was uncertainty as to what would happen when the Declaration of Independence was signed. The people were anxious. Change was coming and it was not clear whether that change would be good or bad.

Yet, hear these words from that amazing document, and hear them in light of what we have read in Joshua 1:1-9:

When in the Course of human events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political bands which have connected them with another, and to assume among the powers of the earth, the separate and equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature's God entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes which impel them to the separation.

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. --That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed, --That whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness.

It concludes: “And for the support of this Declaration, with a firm reliance on the protection of divine Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes and our sacred Honor.” (emphasis added.) John Witherspoon, a Presbyterian Minister from New Jersey, was among the signers.

It is a blessing to live in this country. When we see how it was started, we remember that the entire foundation of the new vision was the character of God; that is, that “all men are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights.” They conclude by placing “a firm reliance on the protection of divine Providence.” They relied upon God; they were strong and courageous. They remembered God’s promises, they studied His Word, and they acted in trust.

July 4, 1776 was a new day. Much had not changed; yet everything had changed. The British still occupied much of New England. Resistance skirmishes had taken place, but the fact remained that the colonies were still colonies – that is, until the committee approved a statement. A country was born.

So, on the verge of Independence, the Founding Father’s obeyed the command, “Be strong and courageous.” Declaring independence from Britain, the Founding Fathers also confessed their total dependence upon God. For the colonies, much was the same, yet it had all changed. Putting their full confidence in God, they got started in a new place forging a new country.

III. A note for today: Chula Vista Presbyterian Starts a New Chapter

July 2, 2006 is a new day in the life of Chula Vista Presbyterian Church. Much has not changed; and yet everything has changed.

There was uncertainty as to what would happen when Chula Vista Presbyterian Church gained a new pastor and a new choir director. The people were excited, but yet a little anxious. Change was coming and it was not clear whether that change would be good or bad. 

Those same words given to Joshua apply to us today. Be strong and courageous. Remember my promises, says God. Meditate on my word, and do not depart from it to the right or to the left so that you may be successful wherever you go. Remember, God has commanded us, and God will be with us wherever we go. 

Relying wholly on God’s faithfulness, proclaiming boldly God’s grace and salvation, trusting without inhibition and with abandon in God’s faithfulness, we walk into the future with confidence that God will bless each and every step. 

This is my promise to you, my prayer for us, and my request from you: Let us strive to be known as a congregation that is deeply rooted in God’s Word and joyfully living in witness to God’s sovereignty, goodness and grace. Let us be known as God’s strong and courageous people in this place.

So, even as much is the same, everything has changed. As we start in this new place, God calls us to remember his promises. We are to study God’s Word. We are to act in trust. That’s what it means to be strong and courageous.

IV. The Note For All Time: The Assurance of the Salvation.

Finally, there was Jesus on the night in which he was betrayed, sharing the Passover meal with his closest friends. Jesus’ meal with his friends was like many meals they had shared before, yet it was like none other. It is no small coincidence that Jesus is the Greek name for Joshua; the name that means, “God saves.” 

On that night, Jesus’ issued a new declaration, a declaration very much like God’s commissioning of Joshua.

There was uncertainty as to what would happen when Jesus invited the disciples to share the Last Supper with him. The disciples were anxious. Change was coming and it was not clear whether that change would be good or bad. 

They would find out very quickly. The risen Lord Jesus Christ gives them the Great Commission, which we read earlier. “Go, therefore, and make disciples of all nations…” and what does he say at the end, “And, lo, I will be with you unto the end of the age.” I will be with you, says Jesus.

Jesus tells the disciples at this table, “Do this in remembrance of me.” They did not understand what was happening; even we do not fully understand the mystery of the gift of this meal. 

Yet we do know this: when we gather around the Lord’s table, when we celebrate this meal, when we do this in remembrance of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection, we remember that God is faithful to the promises he makes. In obeying his command, we show our trust in God.  In communion we are eternally strengthened. In communion we find the source of our eternal courage: that is, Jesus Christ.

So, even as much is the same, everything has changed. As we start in this new day walking into eternity in communion with God, God calls us to remember his promises. We are to meditate on God’s Word, We are to act in trust. That’s what it means to be strong and courageous.

V. Conclusion

Brothers and sisters in Christ, as we begin our journey together, hear once more the words of God spoken to Joshua, and to us:

“As I was with Moses, so I will be with you; I will never leave you nor forsake you. 

“Be strong and courageous. 

Be strong and very courageous.

Have I not commanded you? Be strong and courageous. Do not be terrified; do not be discouraged, for the LORD your God will be with you wherever you go.”

Amen? Amen.

