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Our lesson from Joshua jumped around quite a bit this morning.  That’s because 
the point of what is happening becomes clear over two chapters, and I wanted to 
try to edit it down to a coherent short narrative.  At this point in history, the 
Israelites are well settled in the land that God promised them.  Many of the people 
the Israelites have displaced in claiming the land continue to live among and 
around them, and most of these people worship other gods. 

Joshua, who is near death, calls the tribes of Israel together because he thinks it is 
important to warn them not to turn from God now that they are secure, and at 
peace.  He is concerned that they will forget that it is God who has brought them 
here. 

We get no indication that Joshua is motivated by any widespread defection by the 
Israelites, but Joshua has good reason to be concerned that they might defect.  I 
think it’s fair to say that the Israelites do not have a good track record of remaining 
faithful to their God.  Strangely enough, the periods of faithlessness do not seem 
to correspond to the difficult times; the times when there may be reason to doubt 
that God is fulfilling His promises.  In fact, exactly the opposite is the case.  It is in 
the good times that people seem to forget that God is in charge.  

Go back to the Garden of Eden. Adam and Eve lived in a paradise. They had all 
they wanted or needed.  But they were still incapable of obeying God’s instruction 
not to eat one particular piece of fruit.  Noah’s family faithfully followed God’s 
instructions to build an ark, despite the ridicule of their neighbors.  Then they 
trusted God over 40 days when the earth was covered by water.  But when the 
danger was only a memory, Noah’s children repaid God by trying to build a tower 
that would rival the creations of God.  If fact, the overarching theme of the Hebrew 
Bible is a faithful God’s endless pursuit of a people with very short memories.  

Joshua realizes that the temptation to stray occurs precisely when things are going 
well.  Perhaps that’s the time when people are most likely to convince themselves 
that their success is coming from their own efforts.  But Joshua reminds the people 
of Israel that they are living in “a land on which you did not toil, and cities you did 
not build; and you live in them, and eat from vineyards and olive groves that you 
did not plant.” (Joshua 24:13)  This is prime time for straying.  At one point he 
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comes right out and expresses his doubts about them.  He says, “You are not able 
to serve the Lord.” 

What Joshua is concerned about has been given a name.  It’s what a well-known 
pastor, professor, and author, Laurence Hull Stookey has very aptly labeled 
“spiritual amnesia.” It’s a tendency to forget what God has done for us.  And when 
that happens, we tend to quite conveniently forget the expectations God has about 
how we are supposed to live our lives.  And lest you think that I’m picking on the 
Hebrews this morning, consider that we all suffer from spiritual amnesia of our 
own.  If we’re honest with ourselves, I thing we’ll all admit that our track record at 
remembering that all we are and all we have comes from God, and acting 
accordingly, is often no better than theirs.  

Many of you have observed to me that my worship style tends to be more what 
most people would refer to as “traditional.”  You are correct, and there’s an 
important reason why.  It is because ritual and symbolism are the vocabulary by 
which we tell God’s story, which is our story. They are the things that join together 
the faith of the present with the faith of the past. I don’t know whether you’ve 
thought about it this way or not, but so much of what we do in here is simply 
remembering.   

We do it in our rites and sacrament.  Here, our shared memories are present in the 
form of symbols, passed from generation to generation, that express truths that 
are inexpressible. Every time a child is presented for baptism, we remember the 
reason why water is such a fitting symbol of God’s plan for our salvation by 
recounting the history of God’s saving work through the medium of water.  Before 
we receive the bread and cup of communion, we hear something called “Words of 
Institution,” reminding us of what God has done for his people throughout history.  
The church year is set up in a cycle with each season designed to recall for us a 
particular aspect of our story.  At times like Palm and Passion Sunday, and Good 
Friday, and Easter, and Pentecost we recharge our corporate memory by telling 
and retelling the events that are the very threads that knit us together as God’s 
people.  It is all part of the corrective for the timeless human tendency towards 
“spiritual amnesia.” 

 The epistle lesson dovetails nicely with the story from Joshua.  It calls us to 
remember how God cares for God’s own. The verses from Ephesians about 
putting on the armor of God are, I think, among the most often quoted in the Bible.  
They may also be the most over-analyzed.  This is apparently not a new 
phenomenon.  John Calvin, the great theologian and reformer, once complained, 
“Nothing can be more idle than the extraordinary pains which some have taken to 
discover the reason why righteousness is a breastplate instead of a girdle.” I tend 
to agree with John Calvin that the most important thing to take away from these 
verses has nothing to do with the details of God’s metaphoric armor.  Nor is the 
primary point merely that choosing to serve the Lord can be fraught with its own 
kind of danger.  
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By way of explaining what I believe Paul is saying, let me tell you about a sort of 
mini-documentary I saw recently while channel-surfing.  It shows boys playing in 
an ice hockey league in, of all places, Alabama.  One boy who says he wants to 
be the first professional hockey player from Alabama tells us that “hockey is fun, 
and it’s safe.”   

That got my attention, and got me thinking.  I’ve watched lots of professional 
hockey games in my life. We’re talking about a sport played on a slippery surface 
that is as unforgiving as concrete, where everybody carries a big stick, and the 
object of the game on offense is to send a frozen disk of rubber towards the goal 
at up to 90 miles per hour, and the object on defense is to stand in front of it.  I’m 
not sure “safe” is the word I would use to describe it.  I was, nevertheless, ready to 
give the young man the benefit of the doubt about the safety of youth hockey, until 
I saw the scenes that followed of him dressing for a game. 

He put on shin guards, shorts with heavy thigh pads, shoulder pads, a thick 
sweater, arm pads, elbow pads, a padded collar to protect his neck and throat, a 
helmet with a cage surrounding the face, and heavy padded gloves.  All I could 
think was “imagine what they’d have to put on if the sport weren’t safe!”  But, of 
course, that was exactly the point they were making by showing the boy putting on 
all his protective gear.  Ice hockey in skates and tennis shorts would be anything 
but safe.  The safety is in the padding.  The safety he’s talking about comes from 
being properly equipped and trained, and from following the rules. 

And that’s exactly Paul’s point.  There are two ways to look at the Christian life, 
just like there are two ways to look at ice hockey.  One is to just see the difficulty 
and the danger.  Paul doesn’t spare our faint hearts when he calls the Christian life 
“our struggle… against the powers of this dark world.” (Eph. 6:10)  Paul describes 
the danger even more tangibly in one small verse that you may even have missed 
when it was read.  Paul refers to himself as “an ambassador in chains.” (Eph. 
6:20)  You see, he is writing from prison. He is paying a price for saying “yes” to 
Christ. 

But the other way is not to stand in awe of the challenge of being a Christian, but 
to remember instead how God equips us to meet the challenge.  God gives us the 
padding, and teaches us the rules, if we ask Him to.  Paul begins the reading by 
urging us to “be strong in the Lord and His mighty power.”  But I think there’s a 
better translation of what Paul actually wrote in Greek.  The Greek verb is actually 
in the passive voice.  So, instead of “be strong in the Lord,” it actually says, “Be 
made strong in the Lord.”  God intends not only to keep you safe, but to make you 
powerful, with grace sufficient for any challenge.   

That’s God’s promise.  It’s the promise that God has fulfilled throughout history, 
back to the time of Joshua, and before that.  It’s that promise that we remember 
today – when we remember to remember to.  


