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TEXT: Joshua 24:15 “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.” 
PURPOSE: To challenge us to choose wholehearted loyalty to God, and to demonstrate our choice in
practice, trusting in God’s grace to sustain our relationship with God even when our devotion falls short. 

______________________________________________________________________________

Last Tuesday, Americans voted in what has been widely characterized as the most
important election in our lifetime.  For sure, the outcome of that election will shape our
country and our world for generations to come.  The issues addressed in the election are
truly weighty.  The people who won the elections, not just for the office of president, but
also for federal and state offices, will address how we care for the earth as it is affected
by a rapidly changing climate.  They will address how health care is provided and paid
for.  They will make decisions regarding justice for people in our country who are
marginalized and powerless.  They will adopt strategies seeking economic stability for
the people most affected by the ways we’ve sought to contain the spread of the
coronavirus.  They will determine how we treat people from other countries seeking to
make their home in the United States.  

So, yes, the election was a very big deal.  What I think about all this is that,
whoever holds high office here or anywhere in the world, people who seek a just world
for all have our work cut out for us, because real and lasting change always happens from
the bottom up.  There are lots of uncertainties as we find our way beyond the election. 
One thing for me is certain: this is a time which calls for loving our neighbor.  We simply
must find ways to seek peace and understanding in a country that is so dreadfully
divided.  What I pray for is that people of faith and goodwill can model the behaviors and
the attitudes which assert that healing is more important than winning, and which show
respect for everyone, especially for people whose politics and positions differ from ours.  

As important as our choices were in the election, there is a far more significant
choice before us.  Today’s passage from the Book of Joshua tells the story of how that
choice was presented way back then.  But it’s a choice which every generation of God’s
people have had to make from those days right down to ours.  

Joshua, who was Moses’ apprentice, assumed leadership of Israel after Moses
died.  The Bible book which bears his name recounts how the Israelites, who had been
wandering in the Sinai wilderness for forty years after God freed them from slavery in
Egypt, took possession of the land God had promised them.  There were people already
living in that land, so they took possession of it by military conquest, which the book
tells us that God not only permitted, but fought for them.  I personally don’t like a
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theology which has God authorizing conquest, but today is not the day, and this is not the
sermon, for addressing that issue.  After Israel gained control of the land, Joshua oversaw
allocating portions of the land to Israel’s twelve tribes.  The book also recounts that
process.  

After what the book says was “a long time,” (Joshua 23:1) Joshua, who by then
was an old man, gathered Israel’s leaders to remind them of what God had done for them,
and to warn them to be steadfast and uncompromising in their loyalty to God.  We heard
part of his farewell message this morning.  First, Joshua wanted Israel to remember how
gracious God had been in the past, all the way back to Abraham, their original ancestor,
through liberating them from bondage in Egypt and sustaining them during their long
wandering in the wilderness, all the way up through assuring their success in taking
possession of the land God had promised them.  

Rather than leaving it at that, with offering a prayer of thanks to God and
assurance that, as God had done for them, God will continue to do for them, Joshua
presented the people with a choice, with the choice, the real choice of a lifetime. 
“Therefore,” Joshua said, revere the Lord.  The correct response to everything God had
done for the people was to choose to serve the Lord with all sincerity and faithfulness. 
Choose this day whom you will serve, Joshua said, either those other so-called gods, the
old gods our oldest ancestors worshiped, or the gods that the people who lived here
before we took over worship, or the God who has guided and protected and sustained us.  
(Joshua 24:14-15)   Then, Joshua cast the first vote, by saying, “As for me and my
household, we will serve the Lord.”  

Lindy and I got a wall hanging with that phrase on it as a wedding gift.  I’m not
sure what’s come of it, but I know this: Joshua’s choice requires more than making a wall
hanging of it.  Our choice requires more than filling in an oval on a ballot.   Our choice
for God must be evident in every aspect of our lives.  

I find it interesting that, twice in his farewell challenge, Joshua told the people to
“put away the foreign gods that are among you.”  (Vss 14 & 23)  That indicates that the
Israelites were already dividing their loyalties between the God of Abraham and Moses,
the God who freed them from slavery, and other deities, including the gods which the
people they had conquered worshiped.  What Joshua was calling for, on behalf of the one
true God, was exclusive loyalty.  None of the other gods required that.  Those other gods
each covered particular aspects of life.  They weren’t bothered if their devotees went to
other gods for favors that weren’t within their scope of service.  But Israel’s God was,
and is, sovereign over everything, over every aspect of human living, from growing crops
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to making babies, to how justice and mercy are to be pursued, to our care or lack of care
for creation.  

What follows in the account of Joshua’s farewell challenge is one of the most
intriguing conversations in the Bible.  It goes like this, short version: (Joshua 24:14-24)  

Joshua: Choose to serve either the Lord our God or those other gods.  
The People: Of course, we choose God, because of all the wonderful things God
has done for us.    
Joshua: You can’t, because the one true God is holy and jealous, and you are
incapable of exclusive allegiance to only one God. 
The People: You’re wrong.  We can and we will serve God and God only.  
Joshua: Well then, you are witnesses against yourselves that you have chosen to
serve God.  
The People: Agreed.  We are witnesses.  
Joshua: Then prove it.  Get rid of those false gods you dally with.  Destroy the
shrines you’ve made for them.  Chop up and burn their images.  
The People: We promise to serve and obey the Lord our God exclusively.  

Sounds great, but that’s not what happened.  By the second chapter of the next book in
the Bible, the Book of Judges, Israel had abandoned the God who had brought them out
of Egypt and took to worshiping the local deities.  That wasn’t the first time they sought
the help of false gods, and it certainly wasn’t the last time.

We could say, how foolish of them.  Were they unable to realize that those other
gods were not gods at all?  What was so enticing about those non-gods that caused them
to renege on their promise to be exclusively loyal to the real God?  We also could say,
we’re glad we don’t run after false gods like they did.  Well, think again.  Probably we
don’t have shrines for alternate deities in our households complete with cute carvings
representing those false gods.  But God’s people from Joshua’s days down to ours have
continually divided our loyalties and misplaced our trust.  To think that we are
exclusively loyal to the one true God is to misunderstand what exclusively serving God
actually involves.  I once heard someone say, “So you say you’re a Christian?  Prove it. 
Show me your appointment calendar.  Show me your checkbook.”  The point is, being a
follower of Jesus Christ involves much more than a profession of faith.  Following Jesus
involves every aspect of our lives.  It involves a revision of our priorities and our
commitments.  How we spend our money and how we allocate our time are easy ways to
show what our loyalties and our priorities really are.  

Today is the big day in our campaign seeking to support the ministry and mission
of our church in the coming year.  Our campaign theme for this year is “Stewardship is
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Heart Work.”  That theme reminds us that the big decisions we make are affairs of the
heart.  It suggests to me that making decisions from our hearts opens up options, while
making decisions from our heads invites complications.  The head wants to make a
calculation. It asks, how much can I afford to give?  The heart wants to make a response. 
It asks, what can I give as an expression of gratitude for what God has done for us?  It
asks, how can my generosity participate in God’s generosity?  

Back to the choice of a lifetime.  What Joshua knew was that total devotion to
God meant serving God, and that serving God went far beyond participating in the rituals
of worship.  Serving God involved conforming every aspect of our lives to God’s ways. 
Serving God involves loving our neighbor as much as loving God. Serving God involves
pursing peace in our relationships and in the world.  Serving God involves seeking
justice for everyone.  

Joshua also knew that the people were constitutionally incapable of total
allegiance to God.  He understood the attraction of the false gods and their false
promises.  No less than our spiritual ancestors, our desire to be faithful to God lives
within the tension between the heart and the head, within the tension between affirming
God’s demand of exclusive devotion and the realities of daily living, where we constantly
feel the tug of competing allegiances.  
 

So here comes grace.  God is fully aware of the tensions and spiritual conflicts of
our lives.  God knows that we are going to fall short of achieving undivided loyalty to
God.  God is aware of the enticements of other sources of security and prosperity which
demand our allegiance.  God knows how our anxiety inhibits our generosity.  Even so,
God chooses to continue to offer Godself as our God.  God remains in relationship with
us, the people of God’s choosing.  God allows us to experience the consequences of the
choices we make, but God does not abandon us.  Whenever we invest our trust in sources
other than God for what we think we need to protect and sustain us, God waits for us to
find our way back to choosing God as the source of our hope, because God’s steadfast
love endures forever.  

God has already chosen us.  And God’s choice stands, whether we respond by
choosing God or not.  Our choice for God is in response to God’s gracious  choice for us. 
Our choice for God certainly calls for wholehearted commitment.  But that commitment
enables a relationship with God which opens us up to receiving God’s blessings, to
experiencing God’s forgiveness, and to participating in God’s abundance through our
generosity.  


