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Today’s Old Testament reading from the Book of Joshua represents a turning of 
the page in the journey of the people of Israel.  They had been led out of slavery in 
Egypt some 40 years earlier by Moses, God’s chosen prophet, to the very edge of 
the land that God had promised them.  Today, they stand on the banks of the 
River Jordan poised to come into that “land flowing with milk and honey.” 

But God is not going to permit Moses to enter the promised land, and God has 
chosen a young man named Joshua to lead the people following the death of 
Moses.  You may not know much about Joshua.  One thing you all probably know 
is that fought the battle of Jericho, when, as the song goes, those walls came 
tumbling down.  But that will come later in the story. 

First, the children of Israel have to pass into the land that God will make theirs.  
And the only thing that stands in their way today is a river.  But it’s not just a river.  
Normally, the Jordan River is shallow and flows relatively slowly as it meanders 
through the land.  At most times, the Israelites could wade across with very little 
trouble.  But this is the harvest time, when the river is at flood stage.  There are no 
bridges, and those trying to ford the river risk getting swept to their deaths.  But 
God stops the flow of the river until all his children are safely across.   

This story is told and retold to remind us of the love and faithfulness of God.  But 
as with many salvation stories, this one draws particular power from the fact that it 
is often so easy to see the plight of the Israelites as a metaphor for situations in 
our own lives.  It’s easy to imagine how the Israelites felt as today’s reading 
begins.  They have been on a difficult journey that has often left them hurting and 
broken.  They’ve been wandering for a generation not really having any idea of 
what dangers they might face, or where they might end up.  Even as they cling to 
the promise of something better, they stand on the shore looking at the raging 
water over which they would have to pass, somehow.  And even if they got 
through the water, on the other side lay more trials that they couldn’t even 
imagine. 

Sometimes I wonder if that isn’t an appropriate metaphor most churches today.  
Globally, we see the decline in participation in “organized religions.”  Our church 
membership has been stable, but not growing.  We seem to hover right around 
breakeven in paying for our mission and ministry every year. We often struggle to 
find willing hands and feet and hearts to do the countless things we know we 
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ought to be doing as a church.  Sometimes we all feel a little burned out.  Oh, 
there are certainly things to celebrate, don’t get me wrong.  But we are facing big 
challenges.  And at times the future seems, at best, uncertain. 

Fortunately, the Bible is full of guidance about how to get through difficult times.  
Stories that seem anecdotal, like today’s reading from Joshua, are really rich in 
lessons to be learned.  In today’s reading, I counted six. 

Lesson one is that God knows our circumstances better than we do, God wants us 
to succeed, and God has a plan for how we will do it.  The problem of getting 
across the river is obvious to everyone, but they have no idea what trials they will 
face once they get across.  The way ahead is full of “Canaanites, Hittites, Hivites, 
Perizzites, Girgashites, Amorites and Jebusites.”  (Joshua 3:10) Neither Joshua 
nor the people of Israel really know what is across the river, or what they are going 
to do when they get there.  But that doesn’t matter.  They don’t need a plan, 
because God has one.  And God knows their circumstances better than they do.  

The second lesson is about leadership.  As the people of Israel approach the river, 
God says to Joshua, “Tell the priests who carry the ark of the covenant: 'When you 
reach the edge of the Jordan's waters, go and stand in the river.'" (Joshua 3:8)  
God intended that the priests be the first to step into the river.  If the lesson about 
leadership here still isn’t apparent to you, it may be if I say it this way.  All God did 
was instruct Joshua to tell the leaders… to lead.  Because leading is what leaders 
are supposed to do. 

Now, I know that God is talking specifically about the priests here, and I am 
therefore acutely aware that this speaks directly to me.  But I am not going to 
permit you the comfortable position of thinking that when we talk about leading, we 
are only talking about pastors leading. 

And God isn’t going to let you think that way, either.  Consider Joshua with me for 
a moment.  I don’t see where it says that Joshua had any special training.  He 
didn’t go to seminary.  He didn’t have any special credentials – no bishop laid his 
hands on Joshua’s head and gave him religious authority.  Joshua was a leader 
for one reason and one reason only – because God said he should lead. 

That’s how God works – calling all kinds of people as leaders when He needs 
them.  Maybe God has already called you to be a leader.  Maybe you’re thinking 
God might be calling you.  God might be calling you to lead with generosity in 
using your time or wealth, with your talents, or passions, or with the sweat of your 
brow.  God calls leaders.  God calls leaders to lead. 

All this about being called to lead might sound a little scary for some of us.  And if 
it does to you, pay attention to lesson three in today’s reading: God equips and 
upholds those He calls to lead.  We certainly can speculate that those men 
carrying the ark of the covenant had a few anxious moments as they approached 
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the bank of the raging river.  But as they anxiously took what must have been very 
tentative steps into the Jordan River, they found that they were not being swept 
away in a torrent.  They were walking on firm, dry, ground.  God himself was 
holding them up. 

God promises the same kind of support to Joshua in verse 7, when he says 
"Today I will begin to exalt you in the eyes of all Israel, so they may know that I am 
with you as I was with Moses.” (Joshua 3:7)  God doesn’t take those he calls to 
lead, throw them in the water, and holler, “Now, swim!”  He didn’t do it to Joshua.  
He doesn’t do it to us, either.  God equips and upholds those whom He calls. 

We move on to lesson four.  The stage is set.  The priests have carried the ark into 
the river, as God commanded, where they stand and wait.  Then Joshua tells the 
people, “Come here and listen to the words of the LORD your God.” (Joshua 3:9)  
What will happen then?  Surely, the people are going to be commanded to yell at 
the top of their lungs while the Levites blow seven trumpets, like God would later 
have them do at Jericho.  Or God is going to tell Joshua to lift up his staff and to 
strike the water as Moses did to part the Red Sea.   

But we are disappointed, aren’t we?  Nothing particularly theatrical happens.  God 
instructions to the people are to stand, and wait, and listen.   And that’s lesson 
four:  Even for leaders, there is a time for action, and there is a time to stand, and 
listen, and wait for God.  That’s often one of the hardest things for take-charge, 
results-oriented people to do.  Particularly when we’re surrounded by troubled 
waters, we want an answer.  We want a quick-fix.  With all these problems and 
opportunities around us we can’t stand and do nothing, can we? 

But understand that God never asks us to do nothing.  But God often asks us to 
wait – patiently, expectantly, hopefully, for God to reveal what He will do.  As 
Joshua asks the people to wait, and listen, he tells them, “This is how you will 
know that the living God is among you…”  (Joshua 3:10)  And when God asks us 
to wait, God always rewards our waiting – but in His time, not ours. 

And we can wait confidently, because of lesson five.  Lesson five is:  God will get 
involved.  We have a God who digs in and gets his hands dirty.  God caused the 
waters of the river to back up so his people could cross in safety.  I will admit that 
this supernatural holding-back of the river is something of a stumbling block for 
many.  People who are inclined to view the Bible cynically will, of course, say 
things like that just do not happen.  Some might be more comfortable with this if 
we can come up with some sort of natural explanation as to how something like 
that might have happened.  Although then we’re still stuck explaining how it 
happened to occur just at the time the Israelites needed it. 

The miracles of the Bible are often tough to accept, even for people of faith.  But 
what I wonder is why the miracle of God’s stopping the flow of a river when his 
people needed him to is any less believable than a whole host of miracles that we 
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regularly affirm about God’s love and providence.  God knew we require 
sustenance, so God created a fruitful world to sustain us.  God knew we thrive in 
community, so God gave us friends and family.  God knew we are sinners who 
need a savior.  And God sent us one.  I choose to believe in a God who once 
would stop rivers in their course so his children could cross safely.  I choose to 
believe in a God who still does. 

Here is the final lesson, lesson six: God finishes what God begins.  He holds back 
the waters until the very last of His people has crossed over safely.  God is faithful.  
What God begins, God carries through.  God’s purposes are always fulfilled, often 
no thanks to us.  We can start out on things with all good intentions, but we get 
weary, we become discouraged, or we lose interest.  But not God.  God reminds 
us in Isaiah, “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.” (Isaiah 55:10-11)   

So, here are the six lessons from today’s reading for people living in uncertain 
times: 

1. God knows our circumstances better than we do, and God has a plan for 
us. 

2. God calls leaders for the times, and expects them to lead. 
3. Those he calls to lead, God equips and sustains. 
4. Even for leaders, there is a time stop, to listen, and just wait for God. 
5. God will get involved. 
6. God finishes what God begins. 
 

Thanks be to God, who, in the most unsettled and unsettling times, is still inviting 
us forward, into new and abundant life. 


