JOSHUA-EPHESIANS SERIES #14

“THE SOLDIER ON LEAVE”

JOSHUA 24:14-18; EPHESIANS 5:22-6:4

Over fifty years ago, the Second World War ended. For many months the nations of earth had been engaged in a bloody, horrible battle. The world had never known such a global conflict with such awesome power and such awful casualties. Tens of thousands of men, women, and children died before the fighting stopped. For those involved in the war, and for those who anxiously watched, there were certainly moments of wonder if the guns would ever cease.


The war did end, however. After the massive destruction of the atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the Japanese surrendered to the American armed forces on September 2, 1945. World War II officially ended by the signing of the armistice on the USS Missouri by the Japanese government officials and General Douglas MacArthur, representing the United States. After that document was signed, MacArthur spoke these words, 

Today the guns are silent. The skies no longer rain death. The seas bear only commerce. Men everywhere walk upright in the sunlight. The entire world is at peace. A new era is upon us. Even the lesson of victory [the atom bomb] brings with it profound concerns both for our future security and the survival of civilization. The destructiveness of the war potential through scientific discovery has now reached a point which revises our traditional concept of war. We have had our last chance. If we do not devise some greater and more equitable system, Armageddon will be at our door. The problem is basically theological. It involves a spiritual recruitisance and an improvement of human character. It must be of the spirit if we are to save the flesh.


This, according to Chuck Colson, “may be the most prophetic sermon of the twentieth century.”
 It was not delivered by a preacher, but by a military leader at the end of an era of conflict now looking toward peace.


A similar situation occurred nearly three thousand years ago, after Joshua had successfully led the Israelite people into the land of Canaan. We are told in Joshua 11:23, “Then the land had rest from war.” In the subsequent chapters we see the tribes dividing the land between themselves, and families looking forward to settling into their new homes.


At this point, Joshua calls the people together. He is an old man by this time, and knows that he will soon die. And so he delivers a “farewell address” in which he challenges the Israelites not to neglect their spiritual, societal, and family needs. 


His statement closely resembles MacArthur’s in that the spiritual needs of the people are set as the top priority. His words are as applicable to the child of God today as they were at the time he spoke them to the Israelites. 


So far in our study of the soldier in the army of God, we have considered his enlistment in the body and his engagement in the battle (including the armor he is to wear). The last chapter of the book of Joshua and the last three chapters of the book of Ephesians addresses the issue of the soldier’s employment of the beliefs of Christianity. At this point the truths of the Word of God speak very practically in the areas of our day-to-day existence.


In keeping with the military motif, we will first consider the soldier “on leave,” or the Christian’s roles at home. Later, we will look at the soldier “on base,” meaning the relationships within the local church body; and then the soldier “on duty,” examining the Christian’s responsibilities at the workplace.


The Christian home must be considered first in these studies, because it is the most important arena in which the tenets of our faith are displayed. We spend the majority of our time at home, and the impact we have on the lives in our households will be felt at the local church, the workplace, and any other area of our community. As Howard Hendricks writes in his book, Heaven 

Help the Home, “The most vital concern for the home springs from the fact that it is the most dynamic means of perpetuating virile Christianity.”


Christian homes are the primary training-ground for the image of Jesus to be built into our lives. This is not simply true of children, but it works for parents as well. We will see this occur in three relationships: the spiritual relationship, the marital relationship, and the parental relationship.

The Need for Sanctification at Home

As previously stated, the most important of these relationships is in the spiritual realm. The human race has been created “in the image of God,” and it is with God that we must first find fellowship. To address any other relationship before our spiritual connection with the Lord is to place the proverbial cart before the horse.

In considering the spiritual atmosphere of the home, we turn to Joshua 24, where Joshua makes a strong statement concerning his commitment to God, and how that will affect his home. We read in verses 14-18, 

“Now fear the Lord and serve him with all faithfulness. Throw away the gods your forefathers worshiped beyond the River and in Egypt, and serve the Lord. But if serving the Lord seems undesirable to you, then choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your forefathers served beyond the River, or the gods of the Amorites, in whose land you are living. But as for me and my household, we will serve the Lord.” 

Then the people answered, “Far be it from us to forsake the Lord to serve other gods! It was the Lord our God himself who brought us and our fathers up out of Egypt, from that land of slavery, and performed those great signs before our eyes. He protected us on our entire journey and among all the nations through which we traveled. And the Lord drove out before us all the nations, including the Amorites, who lived in the land. We too will serve the Lord, because he is our God.”

Joshua doesn’t tiptoe around what he wants to say. He gets right to the point and throws down a challenge: it’s time for the people to make a choice. The people can follow the Lord God, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, or they can choose a different god. It’s time to select a god and follow him, to accept a worldview and allow it to remake them. “It’s up to you,” Joshua is saying. “But I can tell you this much. As for me and my house, our decision is made. We know whom we will serve; but you must make your own choice.”

Joshua realized that personal righteousness does not happen because somebody requires and commands it. Obedience cannot be legislated. Godliness cannot be forced. People don’t live pure lives due to warnings and threats. These things must come from the heart as right choices.

We are faced with something of the same challenge in our own day. We have to choose our gods, and we do. We choose them or Him every day.
 You see, we will make a choice. Joshua doesn’t go through the list and say, “Or you could just choose not to worship anything at all.” All of us are worshipers. Worship is hardwired in who we are. It’s true of every culture and every civilization. Everyone worships. Life presents us infinite choices. There are lots of options, with one exception: the option to opt out. There is no box for “none of the above,” Joshua says. Pick one.

It may seem terribly odd at this point that Joshua would warn the people against idolatry. After all, these Israelites were eyewitnesses to the miraculous intervention of the Lord on their behalf. Surely they could recall the parting of the Jordan River as they passed over on dry ground, the destruction of the wall at Jericho which enabled a great victory, the hailstones which destroyed their enemies, and the miracle of the sun “standing still” until the battle could be won. How could these people ever turn from the Lord?

This situation was foreseen by the Lord when he spoke through Moses in Deuteronomy 8:10-14, 

When you have eaten and are satisfied, praise the Lord your God for the good land he has given you. Be careful that you do not forget the Lord your God, failing to observe his commands, his laws and his decrees that I am giving you this day. Otherwise, when you eat and are satisfied, when you build fine houses and settle down, and when your herds and flocks grow large and your silver and gold increase and all you have is multiplied, then your heart will become proud and you will forget the Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery.

Adversity is not the downfall of most believers, but rather success. When everything is going well, it is easy to forget the Lord. When we are not in need, we can tend to neglect prayer and obedience to God’s commands. When the battle has been won, it is tempting to remove the armor and drop our sword. That is often when Satan strikes. And wins.

The specific sin Joshua warns against is idolatry. The worship of idols was very prevalent in those days, and we might agree that Joshua’s concern was well-founded. But what about today? We do not live in an idolatrous society, do we? Yes, we do! If anything, this concern is even more relevant today, because twentieth-century idolatry is much more subtle than what was practiced in ancient Canaan. As Daniel Seagren writes, 

A god is an idol, a something or someone that becomes most important in our lives. It could be a dream, a belief, a position, a reputation, a bank account. Whatever or whoever it is that comes first in our life competes with the Almighty for top priority.

For every Christian—man, woman, and young person—there must be a commitment to place God first in our lives before any other relationship. The one who holds anything above the Lord in their life is going to have severe problems in their homes, in their relationships at the local church level, and at work. In the face of many different gods, Joshua makes a bold stand: “As for me and my house, we will serve the Lord!” In the home of the Christian family, this statement must be made and must be lived out. There must be that personal commitment (“As for me…”) and then that corporate commitment (“…and my house”) to serve the Lord God. 

We have fallen into a trap in which we think that Christianity is a personal matter with no implications on others. This is foreign to the teachings of Scripture. Christianity is best practiced and expressed in a family and in a local church body. It must be exercised at the home level if it is to be believable to anyone else! 

What does it mean to place God first in our homes? It means that we look to God’s Word to see what He commands concerning the family relationships. We will be considering some of these teachings from Paul’s letter to the Ephesians shortly. It means that when decisions are made, we look to what God would have us to do, not just the easy or self-pleasing route. It means that we become more like Jesus Christ in the way we treat our spouse, our children, and our siblings. The spiritual relationship will in fact have an impact on all the other relationships, for “when God is given highest priority in the life of an individual, a family, or society itself, other priorities fall into place.”
 Perhaps Hendricks puts it best in these words, “The distinctively Christian home [is] not merely the home where Christians live, but where Christ lives.”
 

The Need for Submission at Home

Once the spiritual relationship with the Lord has been established, the marital relationship must be addressed. Marriage is a special institution to God, for it is the first human relationship he created. Before any government was established, before a church was organized, before a school was set in place, God fashioned the marriage relationship between the man and the woman.

Paul writes some very practical words in the fifth chapter of the letter to the Ephesians concerning this relationship. He first addresses the wives, and then the husbands. But, as we will see, the two are closely related to each other. We read in verses 22-24,
Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the Savior. Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their husbands in everything.


I must admit I agree with Chuck Swindoll as he writes, 

Some sections of Scripture resemble minefields full of explosives rather than treasure chests full of truth. You find yourself reading through a powerful chapter like Ephesians 5, and suddenly you come across several topics that can ignite explosive responses—husbands and wives (Eph. 5:22-33), parents and children (Eph. 6:1-4), and masters and slaves (Eph. 6:5-9). When read in light of progressive twenty-first-century norms, some of the ideas in these sections sound old-fashioned to some, quaint to others, and downright ridiculous (or even dangerous) to a few.

Now before you women start throwing hymnals, let me explain what Paul is not saying! He is not saying that women are unequal to men, nor is he suggesting lowly servitude in which the wife does all of the work and the husband does nothing! In fact, the verb is not speaking of silent obedience in which the wife has no input. Nor is Paul stating that a wife is to “submissively” bear the brunt of physical abuse without taking steps to protect themselves and/or their children. As a matter of fact, the verb “submit” does not even appear in this verse, but is implied from verse 21, in which all Christians are commanded to “submit yourselves one to another.”
 This leads Hendricks to conclude, “Submission is not the exclusive responsibility of the woman. Submission is the life-style of the Christian.”
 

What, then, does Paul mean by “submission”? Generally speaking, it is the discipline of placing one person’s needs above my own desires. It is a selfless, genuine attitude of servanthood that was characteristic of Christ and is to be characteristic of His followers (see Mark 10:43-45). Specifically, the wife must allow the husband to exercise his God-given responsibility as the head of the household. Someone must make the final decision, and God has given the husband that role. 

But what if the husband makes a bad decision or a wrong choice? “God will never hold the wife responsible for a poor decision the husband made, but he will hold her responsible for failure to submit.”
 Once you have (lovingly!) given your input, and the husband decides to go another route, it is not your privilege or role to nag and complain, or even to say “I told you so!” if it becomes apparent that you were correct! Allow God to be bigger than your husband’s mistake, and remain supportive of him.

The husbands are addressed in verses 25-28,

Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word, and to present her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless. In this same way, husbands ought to love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself.

Compared to what the wives are commanded to do, this may seem like an easier task! Go to any young couple with these two commands, and the wife’s submission will seem like a larger bill than the husband’s love! But Paul goes to great length to explain the kind of love he means. This is a sacrificial love (“just as Christ…who gave himself up for her”), and a selfless love (more concerned with her spiritual state than his own comfort). In a sense, this kind of love “submits” the husband to the wife, as we explained from verse 21 earlier. The wife’s needs come before the husband’s desires. Following Christ’s example of self-sacrificial love for the church, a husband’s love will move him to surrender his preferences and let go of his self-seeking desires in order to meet his wife’s needs. Think about the extent of Christ’s own self-sacrificial love for the church.
 
Why does Paul specifically mention these two commands for the husband and the wife? I believe he was led to these statements because these practices cut against the grain of our selfish, human nature. In fact, I believe that we can see from the fall of man in Genesis three the beginning of marital tensions demonstrated in these ways. Look at Genesis 3:16, “Your desire will be for your husband, and he will rule over you.” From this passage it seems that sin breeds the attitudes of 

insubordination and tyranny. As a general rule (and there are some exceptions), because of the sin nature women will tend to resist the authority of the husband in the home, while the husband will tend to exercise his authority in an insensitive manner which suppresses the wife. Since all mankind is now born with a sinful nature, these reactions become the norm. Christianity seeks to counteract the sinful nature through the transformation of the believer’s mind. As the husband and wife relate to each other in a manner opposite to the natural order and consistent with God’s Word, that will be a testimony to others. Not to mention the tranquility it will breed in the home itself!

Paul summarizes his teaching in verse 33, “However, each one of you also must love his wife as he loves himself, and the wife must respect her husband.” The love mentioned here is agape, which is the love of God flowing through us toward another. This is the responsibility of the husband. It is not easy! It only happens as we allow the Holy Spirit to control our lives. Love and respect—these are the essential ingredients in a God-honoring, Christlike, Spirit-filled marriage.

When these two relationships are based on the principles of the Word of God, then the home will become a haven of Christianity in a hostile world. Without these principles being put into practice, it becomes a hell on earth.

The Need for Servanthood at Home

Finally, Paul addresses the parental relationship in Ephesians 6:1-4. He first speaks to the children in the opening three verses,

Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. “Honor your father and mother”—which is the first commandment with a promise—“that it may go well with you and that you may enjoy long life on the earth.”

In an age in which rebellion is fashionable, the Word of God appeals to what is “right.” It may not be “cool,” but it is “right”! Obedience to parents makes good sense, since the parents have more experience and wisdom. Furthermore, it is essential, for rebellion will bring chaos into the home.

And when the child learns at home how to properly respond to authority, it will aid in every other area in their lives. They will be better behaved at school, they will be more prepared for the workplace, and most importantly, they will know how to listen and obey the voice of the Lord. This is the fulfillment of the promise, “that it may go well with you and that you may enjoy long life on the earth.” “Long life” may not mean an abundance of years, but rather a fulfilling life in which relationships are properly enjoyed.

Once again, the apostle’s teaching takes aim at the sinful nature. Sin at its essence is rebellion, and this is certainly true of all children. No matter how sweet that little baby may seem, there is a natural tendency to rebel against authority. It first appears when the little one learns the word, “No!” Later it takes shape in actions and attitudes that defy the authority of the parents. Temper tantrums, disobedience, acting and talking in ways they know displease their parents—these are all evidences of the sinful nature of a child. It is against this background that the command of Scripture is heard: “Obey your parents.”

This is not just a message for children to hear. Unfortunately, our society has told parents that their children do not have to obey them, and that they have no authority to expect obedience from their children. Permissiveness and leniency are now the rules of modern parenthood. But they are inconsistent with Scripture.

Paul writes to parents in verse four, “Fathers, do not exasperate your children; instead, bring them up in the training and instruction of the Lord.” Before we consider the negative, look at the positive command: “Bring them up in the training and instruction of the Lord.” What is this “training and instruction”? Primarily it means the Word of God. Specifically it means the prior verse; to “obey parents”! 

Moms and dads, when you raise a child who is not trained to respect authority, you are doing no one a favor—least of all, the child! It is imperative that a child be disciplined before he or she goes out on his own.

 This leads us to the phrase, “Do not exasperate your children.” How is this done? “By either over-disciplining or under-disciplining. Interestingly enough, both extremes produce the same result—insecurity.”
 There must be a balance between discipline and love. Discipline without love can lead to physical abuse. Scripture never teaches or condones child abuse! But the Scripture is clear that love without discipline is not love at all, as Proverbs 13:24 states quite clearly, “He who spares the rod hates his son, but he who loves him is diligent to discipline him.” That is not a pastor or a psychologist speaking; that is God’s Word! When parents show a balance of love and discipline in a home, the child grows up in a secure environment, one in which he or she knows their limits. But allow either of these facets to supercede the other, and there will be insecurity and ultimately rebellion. There is another kind of abuse that seldom is condemned but is just as powerful as physical harm. This is psychological and emotional abuse. Many parents who have never laid a hand (or paddle) on a child have deeply scarred them by their words of criticism and occasionally hatred.

If a child lives with criticism, says Dr. Haim Ginott, he does not learn responsibility. He learns to condemn himself and to find fault with others. He learns to doubt his own judgment, to disparage his own ability, and to distrust the intentions of others. Above all, he learns to live with the continual expectation of impending doom.
 

Parents, watch what you say to your children! You probably don’t mean that harmful things you say when you are tired or upset, but your children will eventually believe them! Rather, treat your children according to God’s plan: a balance of love and correction that seeks to mold the child in the image of Christ.

The soldier “on leave” has many responsibilities. He must first have the proper relationship with himself and the Lord. Once that commitment is secured, then the marital relationship must be aligned with the teachings of God’s Word. And finally, the parent-child relationship is to be anchored in the security of the balance between love and discipline. Then the Christian home becomes a shining light to the world of what Christ wants to do in the family.
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