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When I was in seminary, I had a good friend named Bruce Patterson.  Bruce 

was a really funny guy, he was someone who always made you laugh. 
 

Once, we were in Church History class twenty minutes before our midterm 

exam, quizzing each other for the “identify the terms” part of the test.  I 

quizzed him on “the double procession of the Holy Spirit.”  This is a clause 

from the Nicene Creed: “I believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of 

life, who proceeds from the Father and the Son”, and it’s a point of doctrinal 

disagreement between Western Christians (Catholics and Protestants, who 

affirm it) and Eastern Orthodox Christians (who believe that the Spirit 

proceeds directly from the Father only).  But to Bruce, the “double 

procession of the Holy Spirit” could only mean one thing: “Isn’t that when 

you’re drunk and praying in tongues at the same time?” 
 

Bruce was my friend when Becky and I got engaged, when I was in my first 

year at Princeton Seminary and Becky was a senior across the street at 

Princeton University.  When we got engaged, Becky’s friends decided to do 

something rather adult, which was to throw an engagement cocktail party for 

us.  So Nancy Baird and Beth Sawyer decorated their dorm room, invited a 

dozen of Becky’s best female friends—think cool girls, really cool girls, 

cool girls really puzzled why Becky was getting married to me—and they 

also invited my seminary buddies.  Bruce got my buddies organized.  And 

when they arrived at the party and knocked on Nancy’s door, she opened it 

up, only to see seven seminarians—each one wearing a clerical collar.  It 

brought the cocktail party to a complete halt.  And, after a very long, 

awkward pause, Bruce asked: “Do you have any milk?” 
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But Bruce’s most outrageous moment came one day in class.  It was a small 

New Testament class, and about 15 of us were studying Paul’s Letter to the 

Galatians.  One of the students objected to the way Paul starts his letter: 
 

I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one who called you … 

and are turning to a different gospel — not that there is another gospel, but 

there are some who are confusing you and want to pervert the gospel of 

Christ. But even if we, or even an angel from heaven, should proclaim to you 

a gospel contrary to what we proclaimed to you, let that person be accursed! 

Let me repeat—if anyone proclaims to you a gospel contrary to what you 

received, let that person be accursed! (1:6-9) 
 

This student thought that Paul was way out of line, way too self-righteous, 

and that, surely, there was no place in the church to label anyone “accursed”.  

And Bruce replied, “You know, I hadn’t ever really thought about it like 

that.  You’re right.  This is outrageous.”  And with that, Bruce took the page 

containing Galatians chapter 1, ripped it out of his Bible, crumpled it up, and 

lofted a perfect three-pointer into the corner trash can. 
 

*   *   * 
  

Our Long Story Short brings us today to the book of Joshua.  Joshua tells 

the final piece of the important episode we’ve been following since 

Abraham:   

• God called Abraham to start a new people, to whom God promised 

many descendants, to be a blessing to all the nations, and to give them 

the land of Canaan. 

• God remembered his promise to Abraham when Abraham’s 

descendants ended up as slaves in Egypt, delivering them powerfully 

through the Red Sea and blessing them powerfully with the gift of His 

law. 

• God’s people then wandered for 40 years in the wilderness—free from 

slavery in Egypt but kept from entering the Promised Land due to 

their ongoing disobedience. 
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And then we come to the opening of The Book of Joshua.  Listen to God’s 

word: 
 

   After the death of Moses, the LORD spoke to Joshua, Moses’ assistant. He 

said, “Moses my servant is dead.  Therefore, the time has come for you to 

lead these people, the Israelites, across the Jordan River into the land I am 

giving them.  I promise you what I promised Moses: ‘Wherever you set foot, 

you will be on land I have given you—from the Negev wilderness in the south 

to the Lebanon mountains in the north, from the Euphrates River in the east to 

the Mediterranean Sea in the west, including all the land of the Hittites.’  No 

one will be able to stand against you as long as you live.  For I will be with 

you as I was with Moses.  I will not fail you or abandon you. 

   “Therefore, be strong and courageous, for you are the one who will lead 

these people to possess all the land I swore to their ancestors I would give 

them. … 

   Joshua then commanded the officers of Israel, “Go through the camp and 

tell the people to get their provisions ready. In three days you will cross the 

Jordan River and take possession of the land the LORD your God is giving 

you.” 
 

And the Book of Joshua proceeds to narrate the story of the Israelites taking 

possession of Canaan and then dividing the land up among the twelve tribes. 
  

From the perspective of the Big Story, Joshua makes three main points:  
  

First, and most importantly, Joshua tells how God fulfilled the “land” piece 

of His promise to Abraham.   
  

Second, Joshua emphasizes God’s ongoing concern about the threat of 

idolatry, the threat that Israel will too easily take on their neighbors’ gods 

and religious practices, in the process abandoning the first commandment— 

“You shall have no other God before me”—of the Long Story Short will 

make it clear that idolatry continued to be the besetting and destructive sin 

tempting Israel. 
  

And third, Joshua describes a special style of war—cherem, which is 

Hebrew for “devoted to destruction”, and which our New Living Bibles 
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translate as “completely destroyed”.  The big point of cherem is that the 

Jews’ conquest of Canaan is completely unlike other military conquests.  

Because this is not a war whose goal is to capture valuables to haul back 

home in victory.  The goal of this war is not to capture prisoners to haul back 

to slavery.  The goal of this war is not to capture women to haul back to 

servitude.  What Joshua describes is not a war for profit, but a sacred war. 
 

*   *   * 
  

That’s the big picture, the view from 30,000 feet.  But here’s the thing—as 

you read through Joshua this coming week, you’re going to find it hard 

going.  Because up close, Joshua is a difficult read. 
  

Joshua is a difficult book because, while it’s the culmination of God’s 

promise to Abraham to provide his descendants with a land flowing with 

milk and honey, it turns out there are other people already living in the 

Promised Land—the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, the Perizzites, 

the Hivites, and the Jebusites.  And while we can understand the goal of 

ridding the land of the temptation to idolatry, the method of achieving it—

completely destroying all of Canaan’s inhabitants—feels really harsh.  And 

while it’s admirable to conduct war without rape and pillage, it’s not so 

admirable to wage a war of total destruction. 
  

So as you read Joshua this week, you’re going to find yourself experiencing 

a few “Bruce Patterson moments”—you are going to read some passages 

that you wish weren’t in the Bible, sections that you think don’t honor the 

spirit of the Bible, pages that you are tempted to tear out of your Bible.  

Passages like this: 
  

   Then Joshua and the Israelite army went on to Eglon and attacked it.  They 

captured it that day and killed everyone in it.  He completely destroyed 

everyone, just as he had done at Lachish.  From Eglon, Joshua and the 

Israelite army went up to Hebron and attacked it.  They captured the town 

and killed everyone in it, including its king, leaving no survivors.  They did 
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the same thing to all of its surrounding villages.  And just as he had done at 

Eglon, he completely destroyed the entire population.  (10:343-37) 
  

*   *   * 
  

So, what do we do with these kinds of difficult passages? 
  

Well, for some of you, this problem has already come up long before we 

reached Joshua.  There were other, earlier passages you read in the Long 

Story Short that disturbed you and distressed you and made you question 

whether this action or that teaching was really worthy of the Bible.  And 

we’ve given you the first way to deal with these difficult passages—to place 

them in the context of the Big Story, to understand them not as isolated 

passages in themselves, but that they make a bigger point about the larger 

Story.  Like God commanding Abraham to sacrifice his son, Isaac—a story 

that is bizarre and cruel if read in isolation, but within the context of the 

bigger Story is better understood as the final, impossible hurdle in the way 

of God fulfilling His promise to give descendants to Abraham. 
  

But that strategy doesn’t always work.  So here’s another strategy: 

remember that we are still very early in the Long Story Short—Joshua is just 

chapter 7 of 31 chapters.  And every single one of us knows where this Story 

is headed—the climax, the culmination of the Bible’s Story, the very center 

of God’s act of salvation and self-revelation, is that God came to us in Jesus 

Christ.  As John puts it in the opening of his Gospel: 
 

The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us…full of grace and 

truth. … No one has ever seen God, but the one and only Son, who is himself 

God and is in closest relationship with the Father—he has made him known. 

(John 1:14, 18) 
 

And what God has made known in the final and full and definitive “Jesus 

part” of the Story is different from what we read in the difficult passages: 

• In Jesus’ life, we see nothing but kindness and grace and 

unconditional love. 
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• In Jesus’ teaching, we hear again and again his complete renunciation 

of violence. 

• In Jesus’ miracles, we see acts of compassion and healing and 

provision. 

• In Jesus’ death, we see that that God’s power and justice are executed 

through sacrifice and self-giving. 

• And in Jesus’ resurrection, God’s victory over death is achieved, a 

victory that includes everybody. 
 

In other words, when you come up against difficult passages in the Long 

Story Short, sometimes you just have to say, “Whatever this means, however 

this fits into God’s Story, I know that the center of God’s Story is the beauty 

and truth revealed in Jesus Christ.” 
 

*   *   * 
 

Because here’s the problem whenever we are tempted to “pull a Bruce 

Patterson”—to rip some passages of Joshua out of our Bibles because 

they’re difficult.  The problem is that we find ourselves facing a biblical 

version of the domino theory: where do we stop?  Because the fact is that the 

difficult portions of the Bible aren’t just the violent parts, and they’re not 

just found in the Old Testament.  There are a lot of things in the Bible—a 

whole lot of things—that we find problematic, like: 
• “If someone slaps you on the right cheek, offer him the other cheek as well.” 

(Matthew 5:39) 

• “Go and sell all your possessions and give the money to the poor, and you will 

have treasure in heaven.” (Mark 10:21) 

• “If your right eye causes you to lust, gouge it out and throw it away.” (Matthew 

5:30) 

• “If you break the least of God’s commandments, you will be called the least in the 

Kingdom of Heaven.”  (Matthew 5:19) 

• Peter asked Jesus, “Lord, how often should I forgive someone who sins against 

me? Seven times?”  “No, not seven times,” Jesus replied, “but seventy times 

seven!” (Matthew 18:21-22) 
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• “Love your enemies!  Pray for those who persecute you!” (Matthew 5:44) 
 

These are difficult passages, too.  And the fact is that most of us—spiritually 

if not literally—have ripped these pages out of our Bibles, because this kind 

of life, this kind of salvation, is just too hard. 
 

*   *   * 
  

So, where does this leave us?  Well, I think it’s safe to say you’re not going 

to hear me preach on Joshua any time soon!  But what I want you to 

remember is this: as we read the Bible, we always need to remember who we 

are.  We are Christians.  We are followers of Jesus Christ.  We believe that 

God not only wrote this Story, but that God became this Story—in the flesh 

and blood, right before our eyes, “full of grace and truth”, so that we could 

see God’s Story and understand God’s Story clearly and finally and truly.  

That’s what this meal reminds us every time we celebrate it.  Because the 

shape of Jesus’ Bible-believing, Bible-obeying life was always focused on 

the fundamentals of God’s Story—mercy, compassion, faithfulness, love—

and not on the problematic parts.  As his disciples, we would do well to 

follow in His steps.  AMEN 
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