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“The Covenant in Joshua’s Time” 
28 July 2019: 7th Sunday after Pentecost  

Salado UMC—Salado, Texas 76571 
Preaching Text: Joshua 24:14-28  
+++++++++++++++++++++++++  

“Anyone who is capable of getting themselves made President  
should on no account be allowed to do the job” (Douglas Adams —1952 - 2001). 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++  
Hear the day’s lesson: 
 
14 “So now, revere the Lord. Serve him honestly and faithfully. Put aside the gods that your 
ancestors served beyond the Euphrates and in Egypt and serve the Lord. 15 But if it seems 
wrong in your opinion to serve the Lord, then choose today whom you will serve. Choose the 
gods whom your ancestors served beyond the Euphrates or the gods of the Amorites in whose 
land you live. But my family and I will serve the Lord.” 
 
16 Then the people answered, “God forbid that we ever leave the Lord to serve other gods! 17 
The Lord is our God. He is the one who brought us and our ancestors up from the land of 
Egypt, from the house of bondage. He has done these mighty signs in our sight. He has 
protected us the whole way we’ve gone and in all the nations through which we’ve passed. 18 
The Lord has driven out all the nations before us, including the Amorites who lived in the 
land. We too will serve the Lord, because he is our God.” 
 
19 Then Joshua said to the people, “You can’t serve the Lord, because he is a holy God. He is a 
jealous God. He won’t forgive your rebellion and your sins. 20 If you leave the Lord and serve 
foreign gods, then he will turn around and do you harm and finish you off, in spite of having 
done you good in the past.” 
 
21 Then the people said to Joshua, “No! The Lord is the one we will serve.” 
22 So Joshua said to the people, “You are witnesses against yourselves that you have chosen to 
serve the Lord.” They said, “We are witnesses!” 
23 “So now put aside the foreign gods that are among you. Focus your hearts on the Lord, the 
God of Israel.” 24 The people said to Joshua, “We will serve the Lord our God and will obey 
him.” 
Joshua makes a covenant 
 
On that day Joshua made a covenant for the people and established just rule for them at 
Shechem. Joshua wrote these words in God’s Instruction scroll. Then he took a large stone and 
put it up there under the oak in the sanctuary of the Lord. 27 Joshua said to all the people, 
“This stone will serve here as a witness against us, because it has heard all the Lord’s words 
that he spoke to us. It will serve as a witness against you in case you aren’t true to your God.” 
28 Then Joshua sent the people away to each one’s legacy (Joshua 24:14-28). 

 
The book of Joshua narrates the conquest of God’s land of promise, Canaan or as 

we know today, Palestine. After Israel’s crossing the Jordan, Joshua offers stories of 
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Israel’s military feats. With Joshua’s guidance, Israel conquers the Palestinian hill 
country. Last, Joshua tells how Israel allots land to each tribe. Today’s lesson relates 
Joshua’s address to Israel, challenging them about whom they shall serve. 
 Three years ago, I told about a likely mistranslation of a word in a story about 
Hernán Cortés, a celebrated Spanish explorer. Historians tout him as an example of 
leadership wisdom. In the early historic documents of this incident, we read that the 
boats of Cortes were breaking (quebrando). Yet, thanks to a scribe’s scribbling, early 
historians relating the tale may have read the word as quemando—or “burning.” Thus, 
storytellers related this perhaps legendary account about Cortes burning his ships in 
Veracruz, Mexico. He did so, as the tale goes, so that his crew would neither mutiny 
nor flee. No going back, only pressing on, was Cortes’ slogan. Israel too faced a 
different, although similar prospect—no going back to Egypt. Today’s “leadership 
gurus” use the phrase “burning the boats” to convey: “No Retreat!” 
 During the forty-year wilderness/desert wandering, the Hebrews learned—in fits 
and starts—what it meant to worship Yahweh. Yet, entering the promised land, they 
encountered a number of other tribal “gods” worshiped by those who lived there. Thus, 
Joshua’s challenge to the people: choose whom they will serve—once for all. Joshua’s 
challenge calls from them an ancient sort of “Pledge of Allegiance” or a confession 
similar to the “burning the boats!” “We will serve the Lord,” the people shout!! 
 In today’s text, Joshua challenges Israel to serve Yahweh. 14 times the term 
“serve” (or its cognates) urges people to serve Yahweh and no other gods. Our first 
Commandment sums up this idea nicely (Exodus 20:3). In today’s world, few gods of other 
nations or other names openly tempt us. Yet, as Martin Luther explains regarding the 
First Commandment: anything one fears, loves, or trusts above everything else—is a 
person’s God. We are all capable of serving lesser gods. Our lesson translates “serve” 
which could also mean “worship,” or “show loyalty toward.” 

Joshua begins right after Moses dies. After a proper mourning time, the writer 
details Israel’s emerging leader. “Joshua, Nun’s son, was filled with wisdom because 
Moses had placed his hands on him” (Deuteronomy 34:9). While Moses was a person of 
peace, given Israel’s shifting circumstances, Israel needed new leadership skills. Moses 
provided wilderness leadership; Joshua provides a more militaristic leadership as 
Israel conquered Canaan. 
 At Shechem Joshua begins a speech he then completes in our text. He offers a 
novel challenge. First, he tells the people to “revere the Lord.” A chief covenant proviso 
is for the people to give loyalty to Yahweh. We see loyalty verified in the people’s 
worship, as well as in their ethical/moral actions. The text suggests both moral and 
worship actions. Israel is to serve “honestly and faithfully.” Second, Joshua reminds 
Israel that somewhere they have picked up some bad habits—habits that may 
jeopardize their covenant with Yahweh. 
  However praiseworthy it may be to adhere to the traditions of the elders (“your 
ancestors”), Joshua indicates that these gods are false gods—or in other words—idols. 
Joshua cautions against worshipping false gods in strong terms. Idolatry is “anything 
that inhabits a site in my life that should be occupied by God alone. An idol controls 
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me in such a way that I involuntarily give it my time, devotion, and resources to serve 
it.” Bluntly, an idol is whatever or whoever we surrender our life’s central values. It is 
that which commands our lives or hearts. Our worship of such means we are at its 
mercy. What dominates our adoration controls our lives. Thus, Joshua warns Israel 
about the central tenant of their life’s meaning and value. This warning prepares the 
people to accept Yahweh’s covenant. 
 This passage—as indeed the whole book of Joshua—has as its chief concern the 
absolute worship of Yahweh. After Joshua’s biting question, the likely goaded listeners 
now answer. Decisively, Israel says: “God forbid that we ever leave the Lord to serve 
other gods!” It has been just forty years since the “Golden Calf incident,” (Exodus 32) but 
the people sound basically steadfast. Then they make their confession: “The Lord is 
our God.” Similar to our creeds, the Apostle’s or Nicene Creed, for example, the people 
state what they believe. Surely, it is easier to confess what we think we believe, than to 
live what we say we believe. Yet, Joshua evidently inspires the people. 
 Outwardly, the people respond: “No! The Lord is the one we will serve.” Clearly, 
Joshua demands the highest level of loyalty to Yahweh. Joshua seems redundant in 
his multiple demands and questions for the people. Perhaps these demands are for 
two reasons. First, Joshua knows the people’s past performance in terms of absolute 
fidelity to Yahweh. As cited above, these Hebrews have a poor track record with 
respect to Yahweh devotion. Second, Joshua recognizes that Israel is in for some 
difficulty ahead. After the land’s settlement, Israel will constantly face obstacles to 
peace. Although they are the chosen ones, even so, they face numerous challenges, 
trials, and misfortunes. To make a confession is to put oneself at risk! 

To make a confession of faith or to pledge loyalty also can sometimes have dire 
consequences. Have you ever wondered what happened to the fifty-six individuals who 
signed the Declaration of Independence? The British captured five signers as traitors, 
and tortured them before they died. Twelve had their homes ransacked and burned. 
Two lost their sons serving in the Revolutionary Army; another had two sons captured.  
Nine of the fifty-six fought and died from wounds or hardships of the Revolutionary 
War. They signed and they pledged their lives, their fortunes, and their sacred honor. 

So . . . Joshua declares: “Choose the gods whom your ancestors served beyond the 
Euphrates or the gods of the Amorites in whose land you live. But my family and I will 
serve the Lord.” Could he be speaking to us? Amen. 
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