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The Orchard Arlington Heights         Sunday, October 16, 2022 

Tell the Coming Generation: “The Stones”             Pastor Brad Wetherell 

Joshua 4:1-7 

 

 

Let’s keep our Bibles open right here at Joshua, Chapter 4. This morning we are wrapping up 

our three-week series called “Tell the Coming Generation.” Psalm 78, verses 4 and 7 say, Tell 

to the coming generation the glorious deeds of the Lord, and his might, and the wonders that he 

has done… so that they should set their hope in God. That is why we have family ministries 

here at The Orchard. That is why we have children’s ministries and student ministries. That is 

why we are investing in a project like Next. Because the generation growing up today, along 

with every generation, is in desperate need of hope. And God has called us as his people to tell 

them why they can set their hope in him. 

 

Now, hope is related to the future. When you hope for something you’re looking forward. For 

example, as a resident of Arlington Heights and a lifelong Bears fan, I hope the Bears will move 

to 53 and Euclid, and I hope by the time they do they will be a good football team. But some 

might say that’s wishful thinking. And for lots of people, that’s all hope is: it’s wishful thinking.  

Because, in many cases, the things we hope for in the future are not guaranteed. We may want 

them to happen. And yet we don’t know if they will. But here’s something essential for us to 

believe and to proclaim to every generation: hope in God is not wishful thinking! His word 

always proves true. What he promises will come to pass. And therefore, we can set our hope in 

him with confidence and joy!  

 

Now, someone will want to ask, “How do we know this? On what basis can I set my hope in 

God?” And here’s one good answer: You can trust in God for the future because of what God 

has already done in the past. That is why remembering is such a crucial part of the Christian 

life. Dale Ralph Davis says that “the greatest enemy of faith may be forgetfulness.” When we 

forget what God has done, we will struggle to believe what God can do. We need constant 

reminders of what God has done in the past so that we will trust him for the future. 

Remembering produces hope. And that is what the story in Joshua 3-4 is about. 

 

These two chapters tell the amazing story of how God’s people crossed the Jordan river and 

entered the promised land. And this is a story God intended his people to remember forever.  

We know that because God told his people to set up a monument of 12 stones after entering the 

land. And Joshua 4:7 says, These stones shall be to the people of Israel a memorial forever.  

Verse 6 says as the years go by and the children of Israel come across these stones, they will 

ask the older generations, “What do those stones mean to you?” And the older generation was 

to tell the coming generation this story, this story of a wonder God worked for his people, that 

they might set their hope in him. 

 

So, this morning I want to tell you the story. I want you to see the wonder God worked for Israel 

at the Jordan, how this story would have filled them with hope, and how this story can fill us with 

hope as well. The story begins in Joshua, Chapter 3. It has been 40 years since the exodus. 

And the people of God are now standing on the brink of the promised land. God brought them 

out of Egypt so that he might bring them to this place, and they are finally here. There’s just one 

problem…and it’s a big one…they have to cross the Jordan River. 
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Now, the Jordan is not the largest river ever. Many months of the year it was just 90-100 feet 

across and 3-10 feet deep. So, at times it was possible to find a spot narrow enough and 

shallow enough to cross. But this was harvest time. And Joshua 3:15 tells us, The Jordan 

overflows all its banks throughout the time of harvest. During this time of year the river was 

much wider, much deeper, and much more treacherous. One commentator writes, “The river 

Israel faced… was no placid stream but a raging torrent, probably a mile wide and covering a 

mass of tangled brush and jungle growth.” 

 

I used to work at a camp in Wisconsin where we would take youth groups white water rafting. 

Rafting is a ton of fun, but it has its risks. And one of the most dangerous things in white water is 

tangled brush and growth, branches and limbs that can snag you and trap you as the water 

forces you under. And here’s Israel, standing on the edge of this raging torrent of a river, full of 

dangers. They have no life jackets or rafts, just thousands of men, women, children, animals, 

and stuff. If they step into the river they’ll die. It’s impossible. And yet, God tells them to go. But 

first, he gives an instruction and a promise. 

 

The instruction is in Joshua 3:8, where God says, Command the priests who bear the ark of the 

covenant, ‘When you come to the brink of the waters of the Jordan, you shall stand still in the 

Jordan.’ The ark of the covenant…the box of wood and gold where God promised his very 

presence would dwell…the ark will go first. The priests will carry the ark into the Jordan before 

anyone else goes in. That’s the instruction. And here’s the promise: In Joshua 3:13 God says, 

And when the soles of the feet of the priests bearing the ark of the Lord… rest in the Jordan, the 

waters of the Jordan shall be cut off from flowing, and the waters coming down from above shall 

stand in one heap. 

 

You send in the ark, God says, and I will stop the water. This mile-wide, raging torrent of white 

water, will stop and pile up in a heap far away. You will pass over this river on dry ground. The 

waters will not overwhelm you. I will bring you through. That’s the promise. Now, on what basis 

could anyone possibly believe this? Raging rivers don’t just stop, stand in a heap upstream, and 

dry up on a moment’s notice. Why should Israel believe what God says? Well, you could simply 

say, “Because he’s God! He’s the God who made the river! Surely, he can stop it if he wants to!” 

 

True. We can trust God simply because he’s God. But we can also trust God in the present 

because of what he has already done in the past. And even though it was 40 years earlier, and 

many of these Israelites weren’t born, they all knew the story of what God had done at the Red 

Sea. They knew he had split the sea in two, allowing the people to pass over on dry land, 

delivering them from their enemies in Egypt. And surely, if God can part the sea, he can pause 

the river! You see, remembering produces hope. So, Israel sends in the ark. 

 

And Joshua 3:15-16 says, As soon as those bearing the ark had come as far as the Jordan, and 

the feet of the priests bearing the ark were dipped in the brink of the water… the waters coming 

down from above stood and rose up in a heap very far away… And the people passed over.  

Try and picture this scene. The priests walk toward the water. Everyone is waiting to see what 

will happen. A great hush comes over the nation. And the river is roaring. But as soon as the 

priests get their feet wet, the river is blocked far upstream. The remaining water runs down, the 

ground dries up, and all grows silent. Until the people start shouting in astonishment, “Wow! 

God did it! He promised and he delivered!” And they begin to pass over.  

 

Some are thrilled. “This is so cool! Look at that heap of water! Amazing!” Others are terrified.  
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“This is so dangerous! Look at that heap of water! What if it starts flowing again?” Thrilled or 

terrified, it doesn’t matter, they all make it across. And then God sends 12 men back in.  

Joshua 4:1-3 says, When all the nation had finished passing over the Jordan, the LORD said to 

Joshua, “Take twelve men from the people, from each tribe a man, and command them, saying, 

‘Take twelve stones from here out of the midst of the Jordan, from the very place where the 

priests’ feet stood firmly, and bring them over with you and lay them down in the place where 

you lodge tonight.’” In other words, set up a memorial so that you will always remember what 

happened here today. So that you can tell every generation this glorious deed of the Lord! 

Then, Joshua 4:18 says, And when the priests bearing the ark of the covenant of the LORD 

came up from the midst of the Jordan, and the soles of the priests’ feet were lifted up on dry 

ground, the waters of the Jordan returned to their place and overflowed all its banks, as before.  

That’s the story of the Jordan.  

 

Let me suggest three takeaways, three things that God’s people would have remembered as 

they retold this story, and three things we need to remember as well. Here’s the first. This story 

reminds us that… 

 

1. The Lord Dwells with His People 

 

Who is the main character of the story in Joshua 3-4? It’s not the Israelites. It’s not their priests. 

It’s not their leader, Joshua. It’s the Lord. The Lord gives the instructions and the promise, the 

Lord stops the river and brings the people across, and the Lord does all of this while dwelling in 

their midst. That’s the significance of the ark. The ark of the covenant is mentioned 17 times in 

this story. The writer refuses to let us forget about it! God instructed the people to make the ark 

back in Exodus, Chapter 25. It was a wooden box, about 3 feet long, 2 feet wide, and 2 feet tall.  

It was overlayed with gold, covered by a lid decorated with two angelic beings, and it was used 

to carry the stone tablets on which God wrote his law.  

 

But most significantly, the ark was the place where God promised to dwell and manifest his 

presence to his people. In Exodus 25:22 God says of the ark, There I will meet with you… [and] 

I will speak with you. Israel knew that if the ark was with them, the Lord was with them. They did 

not pass through the river on their own. The ark was with them. The Lord was with them. 

Therefore, they had nothing to fear. Even when they looked upstream at that massive heap of 

water, knowing that if it came crashing down they would be utterly overwhelmed, they could 

then look to the ark and find courage and strength to carry on.  

 

And friends, we can look to the Lord for our courage and our strength too. Listen to this promise 

from Isaiah 43:2: God says, When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and through 

the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you. When you pass through the waters of suffering, the 

rivers of various trials, temptations, and threats, the Lord will be with you and you will not be 

overwhelmed. Now, of course, here’s the key question: Where do we look to remember that the 

Lord is with us? We don’t have the ark! No, we don’t, but we have something far better. The 

[Lord] became flesh and dwelt among us. 

 

Our Lord Jesus Christ came to dwell with his people on this earth, and even though he 

ascended into heaven after his resurrection, he continues to dwell with his people today.  

Before he ascended, he told his disciples in Matthew 28:20: Behold, I am with you always.  

If you are a follower of Jesus you are never alone. He is with you always. He may be in heaven, 

but he has sent his Holy Spirit to dwell with you, to live within you! So, when you look around, 
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and the troubles of this world seem to be piling up in a massive heap, and you know if it comes 

crashing down, you’ll be utterly overwhelmed, you can look to Jesus and find courage and 

strength to carry on!  

 

We need to know this. Our next generation needs to know this. Because this world is 

overwhelming. Our 24/7 news cycle moves from one crisis to the next. Our personal lives are 

filled with grief and sorrow and disappointment. Pain piles up in this life. But here’s what Jesus 

says, When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and through the rivers, they shall 

not overwhelm you. The Lord dwells with his people! That’s the first takeaway. Here’s the 

second… 

 

2. The Lord Demands Faith 

 

Every Israelite knew that the Lord was with them. But every Israelite still had to step into that 

river. And that required faith. They saw the heap of water. They knew the potential danger. And 

they each had to decide to trust God to bring them safely to the other side. And you can imagine 

the different ways people would have crossed the river. Some were eager and excited! As soon 

as the waters dried up, they ran right in. They shouted, “this is amazing!” as they skipped along 

to the other side. Others were timid and terrified! They had seen the raging river. They knew it 

could come back during their mile-long trek to the opposite bank. They stood on the edge, 

watching others go, and wondering “how in the world am I going to do this?” But, in one way or 

another, with racing minds and trembling hearts, they came to the other side as well. 

 

This tells us two very important things about faith. First, the Lord demands faith. He didn’t beam 

them up like a Star Trek episode and transport them to the other side. He cleared the way and 

then he said, “walk.” And they had to trust him. They had to believe he would come through. 

They had to exercise faith. But here’s the second thing this story tells us: We are not ultimately 

delivered by the strength of our faith, but by the strength of our Lord. Some people were excited 

to walk through the river; others were terrified. Some walked with confidence and courage; 

others walked with doubt and fear. But everyone who stepped into that river made it to the other 

side. 

 

Why? Because they were not brought safely across the river by the strength of their faith, but by 

the strength of their Lord. He is the one who caused the waters to pile up in a heap. He is the 

one who dried up the ground. He is the one who made the way for his people to cross. He is the 

one who kept them safe all the way through. And friends, this is how we make it through the 

Christian life. We come into the Christian life by faith. Romans 10:9 says, If you confess with 

your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you 

will be saved. Jesus has done everything. 

 

He died on the cross and took his life up again, defeating the powers of sin and death so that he 

might give you everlasting life. And what does he require? Belief! Faith! Confess that he is Lord. 

Believe in his saving work. And you will be saved. We all take our first step into the Christian life 

by faith. And then, we walk by faith all the way through, trusting that he will bring us to the other 

side. And sometimes, our faith feels strong. We have a profound sense of his presence, a deep 

trust in his power, and we skip along. But sometimes, our faith feels weak. We are tested by 

trials, tempted toward doubt, and we struggle to put one foot in front of the other. 
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And maybe that’s you this morning. You feel like your faith is hanging by a thread, and you 

wonder, “How am I going to make it?” Friend, remember, you and I are not saved by the 

strength of our faith but by the strength of our Lord. So, tell him how weak you feel and trust 

him, trust him to bring you safely to the other side. Here’s why you can trust him: Because the 

Lord dwells with his people, and the Lord demands faith, and… 

 

3. The Lord Delivers on His Promises 

 

All the people made it through without exception. None were left behind and none were lost. 

And when they entered that land, they were living proof that God delivers on his promises.  

This particular promise came hundreds of years earlier when God called Abraham to leave his 

home and follow him. And after leading Abraham into the land of Canaan (the land that Israel 

entered in Joshua 4), God told him in Genesis, Chapter 12, “To your offspring I will give this 

land.” Now, from a human perspective, this promise seemed unlikely, impossible even, for 

multiple reasons. 

 

For starters, Abraham and his wife Sarah did not have any offspring and they were very old.  

But God delivered and gave them a son named Isaac, right around Abraham’s 100th birthday!  

Then, after the family grew and came to Egypt during the time of Joseph and multiplied greatly, 

they were enslaved. But God delivered and he set them free during the Exodus and began 

leading them toward this promised land. Then, God’s people rebelled. They complained and 

grumbled about life in the wilderness, they created and worshipped idols, and God punished 

them with years of wandering. 

 

But despite their rebellion, God did not reject his people. And he did not revoke his promise. He 

delivered! He brought this new generation of Israelites to the banks of the Jordan River and led 

them safely to the other side. Despite impossible odds, oppressive evil, and foolish rebellion, 

God delivered on his promise! And church, we need to know, and every generation needs to 

know, that God always delivers on his promises. He has made precious and very great 

promises to us. He has promised to forgive our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.  

He has promised to hear our prayers, provide for our needs, and comfort us in our sorrow. He 

has promised to equip us with every good thing that we may do his will in this life. And he has 

promised to bring us safely into the life to come, into his very presence, and one day into the 

joys of the resurrection.  

 

And how do we know he will come through? How do we know he will keep his word? How do 

we know he will deliver on his promises? Because he’s done it before! We can trust God for the 

future because of what he has done in the past! Remembering produces hope! So, we can 

remember a story like this, from Joshua 3-4, and see God’s faithfulness to Israel. And most 

importantly, we can remember the story of Jesus, and see God’s faithfulness to us. For all the 

promises of God find their Yes in him. (2 Corinthians 1:20) 

 

You wonder, will God really forgive me? In Jesus, the answer is “yes!” He died to secure your 

forgiveness. You wonder, will God really listen to my prayers? In Jesus, the answer is “yes!” He 

has opened the access to the presence of God. You wonder, will God really provide for my 

needs? In Jesus, the answer is “yes!” He has given you the right to become a child of God, and 

your Heavenly Father will take care of you. You wonder, will God really comfort me in my 

sorrow? In Jesus, the answer is “yes!” He knows what it is to suffer, he can truly sympathize 

with your weakness, and he will help. You wonder, will God really equip me to do his will? In 
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Jesus, the answer is “yes!” He supplies the presence of his own Holy Spirit to empower you for 

a faithful life. You wonder, will God really bring me safely into the promised life to come? In 

Jesus, the answer is “yes!” He paved the way through death into resurrection life and he will 

bring all his people to the other side. In Jesus Christ, God delivers on all his promises, and he 

will deliver for you! 

 

Conclusion 

 

Church, this is what we believe. And this is what we must proclaim to every generation. God 

dwells with us! God demands faith from us! And God will deliver on his promises to us in Jesus 

Christ! So let us Tell to the coming generation the glorious deeds of the Lord, and his might, and 

the wonders that he has done… so that they should set their hope in God. 

 

 

 

 

  


