JOSHUA-EPHESIANS SERIES #15

“THE SOLDIER ON BASE”

JOSHUA 24:19-27; EPHESIANS 4:1-16
The city of Clinton and Dewitt County host dozens of churches. The majority of the churches would be what we consider Protestant, “Christian” churches. Many of these churches boast beautiful buildings, have an impressive line-up of services and activities, and have a respectable number on their membership rosters. Yet look in any newspaper, and you will see the stories of immoral and even criminal lifestyles. Certainly we do not live in a “Christian” community, despite the presence of so many churches. Why? 

Perhaps the answer lies in the calling and the commitment of these churches and the individuals who make them up. Perhaps the churches have lost their sense of calling, have never really committed themselves to the task to which they have been called, and hence are impotent in the face of the growing immorality of our culture.

Where do we find the calling of the church? In the Word of God. Specifically, I would like to focus upon two chapters: Joshua 24 and Ephesians 4. In these texts we will see the calling and commitment of the church, and the confirmation that comes when the first two items are taken seriously.

THE CALLING OF THE Body (JOSHUA 24:19-20)

First we must consider the calling of the body. Put in the form of a question, “Why are we here?” There are a variety of possible answers to this question, but I would look to Mark 10:45, which is the purpose statement Jesus Christ gave for His own life on earth: “The Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve.” Jesus lived the life of servanthood, and He called His disciples to live a similar lifestyle.

Who is to be served? Primarily God the Father. Jesus spoke of this in John 5:30, “I seek not to please myself but Him who sent me.” Therefore, our primary purpose on earth is to serve God, to live lives that will please Him. This will lead to a secondary purpose, which is to serve others, and we will address that later in this message.

Joshua spoke of serving God in the last chapter of the book bearing his name. One of the key words in this section is serve, used fifteen times. To serve God means to fear Him, obey Him, and worship only Him. It means to love Him and fix your heart upon Him, obeying Him because you want to and not because you have to.
 In our last study we looked at Joshua’s commitment as recorded in verse 15, “As for me and my house, we will serve the Lord.” The Israelite people listening to Joshua likewise responded in verse 18, “We, too, will serve the Lord, because He is our God!” 
But Joshua responds in a very peculiar manner. We read in verses 19-20, 

Joshua said to the people, “You are not able to serve the Lord. He is a holy God; he is a jealous God. He will not forgive your rebellion and your sins. If you forsake the Lord and serve foreign gods, he will turn and bring disaster on you and make an end of you, after he has been good to you.”

Why would Joshua say this after the people have made their commitment? I am certain that most pastors would not act in this way. Could you imagine at the end of an evangelistic service in which many people come forward to give their lives to Christ the preacher stops the organ music and says, “You people really can’t become Christians. God won’t forgive your sins!” That would be a strange altar call indeed!

Joshua knew that it was easy for the people to promise obedience to the Lord, but it was quite something else for them to actually do it. His stern words were meant to curb their overconfidence and make them look honestly into their own hearts.

What Joshua is saying is, “You cannot serve the Lord by your resolution only, without the assistance of divine grace, without solid and serious conversion from all idols, and without true repentance and faith.”
 In other words, we cannot serve God on our own. We must be reminded of the injunction of Christ in John 15:5, “Without Me, you can do nothing.” This includes serving the Lord!

This may be the point of failure in our own churches today. How many people are seeking to serve God on their own terms, with their own strength? It is impossible! We must serve the Lord in His power, and on His terms. What are those terms? Repentance and faith: repentance from our sinful ways and faith in who God is and what He says.

Why is this so important? Look again at Joshua’s words. He describes God in three ways that impinge on our calling to serve the Lord. First, we serve a just God. This is the meaning of Joshua’s words, “He is a holy God.” God cannot look upon our sinful ways. We must have true and complete repentance before we can serve the Lord. Paul puts it graphically in 2 Timothy 2:20-21,

In a large house there are articles not only of gold and silver, but also of wood and clay; some are for noble purposes and some for ignoble. If a man cleanses himself from the latter, he will be an instrument for noble purposes, made holy, useful to the Master and prepared to do any good work.

Before we can serve the Lord and be useful to Him, we must be cleansed from the sinful habits that keep us from being effective. A just God will not use unjust servants.

Yet so many Christians want to hold on to their sinful ways. Bad habits are so hard to break, and—let’s face it—often times they are simply enjoyable. One reason why the church in the United States is largely ineffective today is because of a lack of real repentance that turns away from sin. Every one of us has a battleground in the area of temptation. We are all weak in some area, and it takes a difficult decision to turn away from that sin before we can be useful to the Lord.

Furthermore, Joshua tells the people, God is a jealous God. This is not to be understood in the negative form of jealousy that is a sin, but in the purest meaning of the term. Jealousy is simply an intolerance of rivals, and God will not tolerate rivals to Himself. Joshua made it clear that the people of Israel had to make a decision to serve the Lord God of Israel. There could be no neutrality.
 Anything that takes the top priority in our lives over God is a rival. God will not work His purposes through the lives of people who have relegated Him to second place (or lower) in their lives!

Thirdly, God is a judging God. He does not sit by passively in the face of sin. God judges sin and sinners. He judges those sinners who have placed their faith in His Son. No, He does not judge them eternally in Hell, but we read in Hebrews 12:6, “the Lord disciplines those He loves.” No one sins and “gets away with it.” The words of 1 Peter 4:17 are particularly relevant to our own generation: “It is time for judgment to begin with the family of God.” 

We sometimes forget this aspect of our God. We are so quick to cite the mercy and grace of God that we forget that He is the Judge of all. But it is because of His justice and His jealousy that He must be a judging God. And that is the God we are called to serve as individual Christians and as a church.

THE COMMITMENT OF THE Body (JOSHUA 24:21-27)

In light of our calling, there must be commitment. An emotional response will not last in the pressures of everyday living. Coerced decisions will not last. A half-hearted commitment is no commitment at all. There must be reality in our commitment if there is to be the realization of our calling. Such is seen in Joshua 24:21-24.

But the people said to Joshua, “No! We will serve the Lord.” 

Then Joshua said, “You are witnesses against yourselves that you have chosen to serve the Lord.”

“Yes, we are witnesses,” they replied. 

“Now then,” said Joshua, “throw away the foreign gods that are among you and yield your hearts to the Lord, the God of Israel.” 

And the people said to Joshua, “We will serve the Lord our God and obey him.” 

This commitment is first expressed in the words of the people. They made a public declaration that they would serve the Lord. Sometimes Christians will forget what Paul writes in Romans 10:9-10 that “with the mouth confession is made unto salvation.” There must be a public testimony of this commitment to God. This can be facilitated in the baptism ceremony, where the person openly proclaims his or her decision to serve Christ. Furthermore, the act of joining a church is a public proclamation that the believer will actively support the local church body. These acts do not save a person, but they are a part of one’s commitment to Christ.

Words are not enough, though. Words can be cheap; spoken in haste or under compulsion, a verbal commitment may be made but not taken seriously. If a decision to serve Christ is only an emotional one, what happens when problems arise? Or when I just don’t feel like serving the Lord? This is the test of commitment.

Joshua recognizes this when he commands the people to rid themselves of their gods. This is the commitment as seen in the washing of the life of the believer. As previously mentioned, repentance is a prerequisite to becoming a Christian, and repentance means to put away sinful practices. Before a Christian (or a church) can be used by the Lord, there must be that washing of the lifestyle so that Jesus Christ can be glorified through us. Without a radical change in the person’s life, the commitment is very suspect. Such a person (or a church full of such people) will never make a positive impact on the unbelieving community.

The third aspect of this commitment is seen in verses 25-27, 

On that day Joshua made a covenant for the people, and there at Shechem he drew up for them decrees and laws. And Joshua recorded these things in the Book of the Law of God. Then he took a large stone and set it up there under the oak near the holy place of the Lord. “See!” he said to all the people. “This stone will be a witness against us. It has heard all the words the Lord has said to us. It will be a witness against you if you are untrue to your God.”

Joshua reminded the people of a covenant. We do not talk much about covenants today. It is an old-fashioned word. We talk about contracts or agreements or pacts. But the covenant that is spoken of in the Bible has many different shades of meaning. We need to be reminded of the relationship God wants to exist between Himself and His people—the covenant relationship. The nation of Israel was identified as the people of God through this covenant relationship. Promises were given for obedience and penalties were held forth for disobedience. So long as the people of God obeyed God, they experienced His promises and His blessing. When they drifted away from that covenant relationship of obedience to God, they came under His judgment.
 What is happening here is their signature on the contract, a recognition and acceptance of their rights and responsibilities within the land.

This is the witness of the commitment. Joshua took a tangible object and made it a symbol of the decision of the people to serve the Lord. Every time a person would walk by that oak tree and see the stone, they would be reminded of the commitment they had made. Why? The NIV Study Bible notes,

This is the seventh memorial in the land reminding Israel of what the Lord had done for them. Thus the Promised Land itself bore full testimony to Israel (seven being the number of completeness)—how she had come into possession of the land and how she would remain in the land only by fulfilling the covenant conditions. The land shouted its own story.

Such a witness is necessary because it is so easy for us to conveniently forget the commitments we make before God. I am not advocating the placing of a rock in your front yard to remind you of your Christianity. (Your neighbors might think you have rocks somewhere else!) But perhaps you should write on a piece of paper the commitment you have made to the Lord, sign it, and put the date on it. This is a good witness to have for yourself.

A better way of establishing this witness is with other people. In this way the local church is valuable. When you have made a commitment with the Lord, share that with someone you know and trust. Have that person pray with you and for you in the days to come. That person can periodically check up on you, to see if you are remaining true to your commitment. This requires a great deal of trust, and this will breed deep relationships between people within the local church body. We can be witnesses for one another and support each other in the church.

The commitment of the Christian and of the church is serious business. It is evidenced by words of dedication, by washing away sinful practices, and by witnesses of our devotion to God. Anything less than this will not do.

THE CONFIRMATION OF THE Body (EPH 4:1-16)

When the Christian community sees this kind of commitment, it will be confirmed in the eyes of the world. Jesus told His followers in John 13:35, “All men will know that you are my disciples if you love one another.” This is the evidence of real Christianity within the local church.

Paul speaks of this same confirmation in Ephesians 4. He begins in verses 1-3, 

As a prisoner for the Lord, then, I urge you to live a life worthy of the calling you have received. Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love. Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace.

For three chapters of Ephesians, Paul has been emphasizing their calling. We have been called by God the Father, who decreed His plan of salvation in eternity past. We have been called by Jesus Christ, who implemented the plan through His incarnation, life, death, resurrection, and ascension. We have been called by the Holy Spirit, who regenerated us, sealed us, and empowers us to do His will. Having set the stage in chapters 1-3, it’s as if Paul raised a megaphone to his mouth, pointed a finger our way, and shouted, “And…action!” The time has come to apply the truth of our calling to our lives.

Paul calls the Ephesian church to unity that is rooted in gentleness toward one another. Notice, though, that we are not to “make” the unity, but rather to “keep” the unity. As Christians, there is a unity that comes by our common bond in Jesus Christ. Sadly, however, there’s not a more divided church on any continent or in any era of church history than in the United States today. It’s nothing short of tragic. Every city has its own stories of church splits—some of them are legendary. As believers committed to walking in a manner worthy of our calling, we should all cry out, “What a shame!” Because when unbelievers observe our disregard for unity, they think, “What a sham!”

This unity calls for humility. The good of the body sometimes means that we go unnoticed, or that another brother or sister will be in front of me. Pride is the biggest threat to the unity in any Christian congregation. This unity calls for patience and tolerance. Unity is not uniformity, in which Christians are exactly alike in their beliefs, practices, and priorities. While there are some absolute standards of doctrinal and practical truth that must be upheld by all, we must not push our own preferences at the cost of the unity of the church.

In fact, it is what we have in common that Paul emphasizes in verses 4-6,

There is [only] one body and one Spirit— just as you were called to one hope when you were called—one Lord, one faith, one baptism; one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all.

I have inserted the word “only” in this text because that is the thrust of the apostle’s statement. Because we have these basic tenets of our faith in common, we need not quarrel over the disputable, less important matters. Rather, we ought to concentrate on our oneness of purpose and our unity in Christ as we seek to accomplish that which Christ has set for His church to do.

A second route to unity in the fellowship of believers is giving. This is implied in verses 7-13,

But to each one of us grace has been given as Christ apportioned it. This is why it says: “When he ascended on high, he led captives in his train and gave gifts to men.” (What does “he ascended” mean except that he also descended to the lower, earthly regions? He who descended is the very one who ascended higher than all the heavens, in order to fill the whole universe.) It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, to prepare God's people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ.

As believers, we have been given spiritual gifts. Paul lists a few here that apply primarily to leadership roles within the church body: apostles (which I take to mean missionaries today), prophets (or preachers), evangelists, pastors (literally “shepherds”) and teachers. Other spiritual gifts are mentioned in 1 Corinthians 12 and Romans 12. Every believer has been given gifts to be exercised within the context of the church body. But this calls for selfless giving of time and effort toward the welfare of the church. Unfortunately, many Christians do not want to expend the time or the effort necessary to use their gifts, and then the ministry of the church suffers. When the congregation is active in the giving of their time and energies (not just their money!), the unity will be preserved.

Finally, the unity of the church is seen in growth. Paul encourages the Christians in verses 14-16,

Then we will no longer be infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of men in their deceitful scheming. Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up into him who is the Head, that is, Christ. From him the whole body, joined and held together by every supporting ligament, grows and builds itself up in love, as each part does its work.

Mature Christians are going to be gentle in their attitudes and giving in their actions. Their churches will be marked by unity, not division, and they will have a profound impact on their community and the world.

How does the individual Christian fit into the scheme of the local church? First he must realize his calling is to serve God. More than anything else, the Christian is to serve God. And the God we serve is a just God, a jealous God, and a judging God. These truths must impact our lives. As we come to understand who God is, we will better appreciate the magnitude of our calling.

Once we have comprehended the calling, we are called to commitment. This commitment must be seen not only in our words, but in the washing of our lives from sinful practices. We can help each other at this point by being witness for each other, as accountability will provide incentive to follow through on our commitments.

This will then be displayed on the local church level through Christian love and unity. We need to be gentle toward our fellow believers, we need to be giving of ourselves in the ministry of the church, and we must be continually growing in the image of Jesus Christ.

Chuck Swindoll concludes,

I’m more convinced than ever that if there’s a message the church of the twenty-first century needs to hear, it’s the message of Ephesians 4:12-16. We have come on hard times, in which the church is treated more like a corporation or an institution than a body of believers or family of the faithful. Pastors today act more like CEOs than like shepherds—some even prefer that title. Many church-growth methods and leadership techniques are modeled after corporate America. We must allow Ephesians 4 to remind us that the church is not a corporation. The church is a family. The church is a body.

For the army of God, the church is our base of operations. When each soldier on base works together as a unit, we will be victorious in the spiritual warfare we face.
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