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Have you ever spent time putting together a 
puzzle? It’s interesting how the same box of 
cardboard cutouts can become such a source 
of frustration or create a sense of 
accomplishment and joy. And the difference 
between these outcomes often comes down 
to the presence – or absence – of just one 
piece. That may seem like a strange way to 
introduce our story today – Joshua’s renewal 
of Israel’s covenant with God – but hang on 
for a few minutes and we’ll see if it makes 
sense in the end.  

Earlier during the threshold moment, I read 
Joshua 24:11-13 where God relays through 
Joshua the history of the occupation of 
Canaan. The previous ten verses are a 
similar history but start much earlier, 
detailing how God called Abraham out of 
his homeland and subsequently rescued 
Israel, bringing them to the promised land 
under Moses. The message of these verses is 
clear and summed up well at the end of 
verse 12 and into verse 13 – it was not by 
your bow or sword, I, God, gave you this 
land. What is also made clear is that God has 
delivered on his promises to Israel through 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. He has kept his 
covenant.  

Let’s take a closer look at verses 14 and 15. 
This is Joshua now concluding in his own 
words: “14Now therefore revere the Lord, 
and serve him in sincerity and in 
faithfulness; put away the gods that your 
ancestors served beyond the River and in 
Egypt, and serve the Lord. 15Now if you are 
unwilling to serve the Lord, choose this day 
whom you will serve, whether the gods your 
ancestors served in the region 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.”  

Isn’t it interesting that God, in those earlier 
verses, has laid out a cut-and-dry case for 
his faithfulness to Israel by recalling all he 
has done, yet Joshua seems focused on 
something else? You would expect him to 
simply say, “Yeah, what HE said!” But 
Joshua over and over calls on Israel to put 
away their other gods. God has made clear 
in his recounting that none of these gods 
were able to do what he did – to deliver 
Israel from Egypt and bring them safely 
here. Wouldn’t it be a fair question to ask, 
“Why is Israel having such a problem 
denying these other gods?” Is there 
something else going on here? 

There is a peculiar story at the start of 
Joshua’s career, way back in chapter 5, that 
may give us some insight. Israel is preparing 
to take Jericho, and Joshua looks up to see a 
man armed with a sword before him. He 
asks the man, “Are you one of us, or one of 
our adversaries?” The man replied, “Neither; 
but as commander of the army of the Lord I 
have now come.” Did you catch that? 
Neither! You see, Joshua was asking the 
wrong question. The issue wasn’t, “Is God 
with Israel,” but rather, “Is Israel, with 
God?” This wasn’t about Israel’s story – it 
was about what part Israel’s would play in 
God’s story. 

Is it possible then, that Israel’s penchant for 
other gods, stems from being focused on 
their story? That God is simply another 
character in it, to be used whenever it suits 
them – just as they are using other gods as 
well? We learned last week that God is a 
jealous god, there is no room in his story for 
other gods. And Joshua knows this only too 
well. As chapter 24 continues, Joshua doubts 
Israel’s stated intention to serve God. 
Finally, in verses 23-24, we read, “Now 
then,” said Joshua, “throw away the foreign 
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gods that are among you and yield your 
hearts to the Lord, the God of Israel.” The 
people respond, “We will serve the Lord our 
God and obey him.” See what’s missing? 
There is no agreement from the people to 
throw away those other gods. 

At the foot of Mt. Sinai, God told Israel they 
were to be a priestly kingdom and a holy 
nation. They can’t be his people if they can’t 
faithfully serve him alone. And the truth is 
that they can’t fulfill their role in God’s 
story, either. Maybe we could rephrase 
Joshua’s challenge as this, “Whose story do 
you choose; your own, or God’s?” 

The truth is, we can’t fulfill our role in 
God’s kingdom either if we aren’t part of his 
story. Remember the puzzle? When we are 
focused on our story, the puzzle is all about 
us, and God is reduced merely to a piece. 
And whether by apathy, inattention, or 
outright neglect, it is all too easy to lose 
track of that piece, perhaps never to be 
found again. Or we might spend so much 
time trying to fit other pieces into that God-
shaped hole – success, wealth, prestige – 
that we never get around to trying the piece 
that actually fits. In any case, our puzzle, the 
puzzle all about us, will be one piece short, 
frustrating, incomplete, and unfulfilled.  

On the other hand, if we are part of God’s 
story, we will be only one piece, but one 
whole, complete piece that fits perfectly into 
this incredibly beautiful picture which is the 
Kingdom of God. And as each one of us 
finds our place, the picture grows, and more 
of the Kingdom is revealed.  

Before we finish today, let’s think for a 
moment about what we’ve done this 
morning; we all participated in a covenant 
today, didn’t we? It is called the Baptismal 
Covenant. It wasn’t only Harper and her 

parents, but all of us who made promises to 
God, and Harper’s family, that we would 
surround them with love and forgiveness so 
that they might grow in their trust in God 
and be found faithful in their service to 
others – to become true disciples who walk 
in God’s ways. My friends, what we 
promised was to help Harper choose God’s 
story.  

How do we do that? By living out that 
choice in our individual and corporate lives 
as her example. When we come to worship 
together as one family, despite our 
differences, we show her that God’s story 
isn’t about being right but about being 
accepted into a forgiving community of 
forgiven sinners. When she sees us respond 
with grace to that irate driver, even though 
we had the right-of-way, she sees that God’s 
story sometimes requires the humility to 
show love and seek peace rather than 
vindication. When we step out of our 
comfort zone to serve those less fortunate or 
forgo the newest iPhone so we can give 
instead to those with less, she sees that 
service in God’s story often comes with a 
cost. Hopefully, she too will choose God’s 
story, and take her place in it. The picture 
will grow, and a little more of the kingdom 
will be revealed through Harper’s life of 
faith.  

As you leave today, I have puzzle pieces 
placed near the exits. I would ask you to 
pick up a piece and take it with you as a 
reminder this week about our covenant with 
God, and about choosing. What will that 
puzzle piece represent to you? Will it be the 
missing piece that is leaving you frustrated 
and searching in your own story, or will it 
represent a complete and fulfilling life as 
part of God’s? Whose story will you 
choose?  


