JOSHUA-EPHESIANS SERIES #10

“A CALL TO ARMS”

JOSHUA 10:29-43; EPHESIANS 6:17
Warfare has existed for thousands of years, but the way wars are fought has changed dramatically, especially in the past few hundred years.  Sophisticated weaponry has changed the whole nature of armed conflict, and technological advances continue to reshape strategies and tactics on the battlefield.  These days an outmanned force can triumph if their weaponry is more advanced than their adversaries’.

Does this principle apply in the spiritual realm?  Yes, to the degree that scientific developments in the study of the Bible and the times when it was composed help us better understand the Scriptures.  But we must beware of the thinking that “newer is better” when it comes to spiritual warfare.  As Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 10:3-5,

For though we live in the world, we do not wage war as the world does. 4 The weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world. On the contrary, they have divine power to demolish strongholds. 5 We demolish arguments and every pretension that sets itself up against the knowledge of God, and we take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ.

Over the past several weeks we have been considering the armor of God in action through the book of Joshua. Up to this point we have seen the defensive elements of the armor that guards us against the attacks of our spiritual enemies: the shield of faith, the belt of truth, the breastplate of righteousness, and the “gospel boots.” In this study, we will see the offensive weapon given to us, and that is the sword of the Spirit. Paul speaks of it in Ephesians 6:16, “and the sword of the Spirit, which is the Word of God.” Paul clearly identifies the sword as God’s Word—there can be no misunderstanding of the interpretation of this piece of the armor!

In the last half of Joshua chapter ten, we learn some valuable lessons concerning our sword and its usage in the spiritual warfare we face. 

THE SWORD WAS USED EXTENSIVELY

After the Israelites had defeated the coalition of five Amorite kings from the center of Palestine, Joshua led the army south, to conquer a number of cities before them. Joshua’s strategy was to cut across the land and divide it, then conquer the southern cities, then the northern cities.
 Joshua 10:29-30 begin an awesome, albeit gruesome, series of victories.

Then Joshua and all Israel with him moved on from Makkedah to Libnah and attacked it. The Lord also gave that city and its king into Israel's hand. The city and everyone in it Joshua put to the sword. He left no survivors there. And he did to its king as he had done to the king of Jericho.

The key phrase for our study in this chapter appears in verse 30: “Joshua put [the city] to the sword.” This simply means that the Israelites obeyed the command of the Lord that instructed them to kill everyone and everything in these Canaanite towns.

Verses 31-32 record another victory in this military advance.

Then Joshua and all Israel with him moved on from Libnah to Lachish; he took up positions against it and attacked it. The Lord handed Lachish over to Israel, and Joshua took it on the second day. The city and everyone in it he put to the sword, just as he had done to Libnah.

Once again, we read that this city was “put to the sword” and defeated. In fact, the rest of this chapter reports the victories over Eglon, Hebron, and Debir with the same terms: they were “put to the sword.” Joshua 10:40-43 summarizes this campaign:

So Joshua subdued the whole region, including the hill country, the Negev, the western foothills and the mountain slopes, together with all their kings. He left no survivors. He totally destroyed all who breathed, just as the Lord, the God of Israel, had commanded. Joshua subdued them from Kadesh Barnea to Gaza and from the whole region of Goshen to Gibeon. All these kings and their lands Joshua conquered in one campaign, because the Lord, the God of Israel, fought for Israel. Then Joshua returned with all Israel to the camp at Gilgal. 

The phrase “Kadesh Barnea to Gaza” refers to the south-to-north limits in the western part of the region. “Goshen” is a seldom-used name for the eastern Negev Desert, not to be confused with the Goshen in the delta of Egypt; it is also the name of a town. Goshen and Gibeon mark the south-to-north limits in the eastern part of the region.

The first lesson we can learn, then, is that Joshua and the Israelites used their swords extensively. They used this particular weapon in every battle. There were other weapons that could have been used—the sling and the bow, for example—but the Scripture is clear that it was the sword that was used time and time again.

The Christian soldier must also use his sword extensively. The Word of God must be applied in all sorts of situations. We may have the mistaken idea that the Bible only applies in certain settings, such as when we are sad, or when we are in trouble, or when we are in church. (Hopefully these situations are not all synonymous!) But the Bible is to be used extensively.

Turn to Psalm 119, which is perhaps the grandest single treatment of Scripture in the life of the believer. In this, the longest chapter of the Bible, the psalmist devotes 174 of 176 verses to the Word of God. Various words are used to denote the Bible: “laws,” “command,” “promise,” “statute,” and “word.” But more importantly than the terms used about the Bible, this psalm speaks of the many different occasions in which the Scriptures play a role in our lives. Here is just a sampling:

· I will praise you with an upright heart as I learn your righteous laws (119:7). 

· I have hidden your word in my heart that I might not sin against you (119:11). 

· My soul is weary with sorrow; strengthen me according to your word (119:28). 

· My comfort in my suffering is this: Your promise preserves my life (119:50). 

· May my supplication come before you; deliver me according to your promise (119:170).

In all of these situations, the Word of God is useful to us! The Christian has a wonderful resource in the Bible.

Paul mentions other uses of Scripture in 2 Timothy 3:16, “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.” The Bible is our source for information [“teaching”], conviction of wrong [“rebuking”], showing the right way [“correcting”], and practical application for life [“training in righteousness”]. In these ways we are “thoroughly equipped for every good work.”

In order for the soldier to be adept with his sword, he must use it often. Our usage of the Scriptures in all of these different ways will improve with practice and proper instruction.

THE SWORD WAS USED EXCLUSIVELY

Another important lesson to be learned from Joshua chapter ten is that the sword was used exclusively. We read of no other weapon being used. This is not to say that the Israelites did not have any other weapons, but the sword was at least the only one that God felt was worthy to mention.

For the Christian, we need to have a similar attitude toward our sword. We must place our faith and arrange our lives solely on the foundation of God’s Word. Ecclesiastes 12:11-12 addresses this point as the writes cautions, “The words of the wise are like goads, their collected sayings like firmly embedded nails—given by one Shepherd. Be warned, my son, of anything in addition to them. Of making many books there is no end, and much study wearies the body.” Revelation 22:18-19 speaks in even stronger terms:

I warn everyone who hears the words of the prophecy of this book: If anyone adds anything to them, God will add to him the plagues described in this book. 19 And if anyone takes words away from this book of prophecy, God will take away from him his share in the tree of life and in the holy city, which are described in this book.

We must be very careful of those who wish to tamper with the Bible. In order to support a particular teaching, they take away those verses of Scripture that contradict their opinions, such as Thomas Jefferson in “The Jefferson Bible.” Others—notably the Mormons with their Book of Mormon, Doctrine and Covenants, and Pearl of Great Price—will add their own teachings to the Bible and treat them equally with God’s Word. The Bible must be handled accurately in order to be used effectively.

This does not mean, however, that anything outside Scripture is worthless and cannot be useful. There is nothing wrong with using books that help us understand the Bible such as commentaries or books that apply biblical principles to contemporary circumstances. But when we use such tools, we must always weigh them against the Bible. If there is any contradiction, it must be the Scriptures that are held while the other writings discarded. 

Whenever the Christian soldier is engaged in the spiritual battle, he must instinctively reach for his sword. Theories and teachings of others will not work sufficiently on the battlefield; only the truth of the Word of God will give us victory.

The classic example of this is seen in the life of Christ. We are told in Matthew 4:1-10 that Jesus was tempted three times by Satan himself. How Jesus resisted these temptations is an example all of His followers should emulate.

Then Jesus was led by the Spirit into the desert to be tempted by the devil. After fasting forty days and forty nights, he was hungry. The tempter came to him and said, "If you are the Son of God, tell these stones to become bread." 

Jesus answered, "It is written: 'Man does not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God.' " 

Then the devil took him to the holy city and had him stand on the highest point of the temple. "If you are the Son of God," he said, "throw yourself down. For it is written: 'He will command his angels concerning you, and they will lift you up in their hands, so that you will not strike your foot against a stone.'

Jesus answered him, "It is also written: 'Do not put the Lord your God to the test.' " 

Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their splendor. "All this I will give you," he said, "if you will bow down and worship me." 

Jesus said to him, "Away from me, Satan! For it is written: 'Worship the Lord your God, and serve him only.'"

In every instance of temptation, Jesus refuted the Devil with the Word of God. When we are in the hour of temptation ourselves, we must be trained to use God’s Word in battling the enemy.

THE SWORD WAS USED EXPECTANTLY

The third lesson that can be used is that the sword was used expectantly. Joshua could attack all of these cities and find triumph, because his sword never let him down.

How true this is for the Christian! Whereas a physical sword can break, or rust, or become dull, the spiritual sword—the Word of God—is always effective. We can expect victory when we are armed with the Sword of the Spirit.

Isaiah 55:10-11 teaches this truth,

As the rain and the snow come down from heaven, and do not return to it without watering the earth and making it bud and flourish, so that it yields seed for the sower and bread for the eater, so is my word that goes out from my mouth: It will not return to me empty, but will accomplish what I desire and achieve the purpose for which I sent it.

We know that the Bible is true, and because it is true it will always be useful in fighting the falsehood of the Devil. We can use our Bibles with the confidence that it is God’s Word meant for our lives. But the point of this lesson is that it must be used! Warren Wiersbe gives a humorous illustration on this very idea:

You go to the doctor and say, “Oh, doctor, I am in bad shape.” 

The doctor asks, “Have you been taking the medicine I gave you?” 

“Oh, no,” you reply, “but once a week I pick it up and polish the bottle!”

How many Christians are practically doing the same thing: having the Bible present, but only using it on Sundays when they go to church! Ask one hundred church-goers what the Bible is, and probably a majority would reply, “God’s Word.” But ask those same people how the Scriptures affected their lives in the last week, and you will get a lot of strange looks in reply! We can use the sword with the expectation of victory, but we must exercise our use of it for it to be effective!

Hebrews 4:12 tells us just how effective the Scriptures are: “The word of God is living and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart.” I am certain that everyone in this room owns a Bible. Many of you probably have yours with you at this moment. But how are you using it from day to day? Are you finding victory through the Word of God, or are you defeated by trying to use some other method of resisting Satan?

From the battles of Joshua ten, we can see how the sword is to be used extensively, how it is to be used exclusively, and how it is to be used expectantly. There is nothing wrong with the weapon, but it must be utilized for it to work for us. May we commit ourselves to be actively using God’s Word in the battles we face, that we might find the victory God has intended for us!
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