ST TIMOTHY'S CHURCH - SERMON NOTES + GROUP NOTES

	DATE
	SUBJECT     (also at StTims.org.uk)
	TEXTS      

	18/10/09
	Joshua 5: Sign of the Covenant
	Gen 17.11; Joshua 5, Col 2.11


The Israelites have now crossed the Jordan (after the miracle of the drying up of the riverbed) and are now situated 5 miles to the west, on the plains of Jericho. Before them is the massive, fortified city of Jericho with its huge, thick walls, wide enough to build houses within. Inside the walls are seasoned and battle hardened soldiers, ready to repel any would-be attackers. Jericho is the first of hundreds of fortified cities and towns that they must overcome if they are to settle in the land of that was promised to Abraham, their founding father, and hundreds of years before.

In preparation for this battle, God tells Joshua to circumcise all the men. This may seem a rather unusual way of preparing for battle! Especially when you think that the implements to perform this act was not some kind of precision surgical instrument made of Sheffield stainless steel, but flint!

In order to understand the significance of circumcision, and why it was so important for the men to be circumcised before going into battle, we look at another famous battle in the old Testament, the battle between David and Goliath.
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The context of this story was set a few hundred years after the Battle of Jericho. By now the people of Israel were settled in the land, and under the reign of the first king of Israel, Saul. But the Israelites were being troubled by Philistine warriors who were seeking to invade and overcome them. There was a pitched battle between the Philistine and Israelite warriors. Out from the ranks of the Philistine warriors a giant of a man, Goliath, came to challenge and taunt the Israelite warriors. He said that he would be willing to fight any champion of the Israelites, in one-to-one combat.If he lost the battle, the Philistine's would become slaves of the Israelites, but also vice versa. This man was over 3 m tall, and none of the Israelite warriors dared to go into combat with him. The situation had therefore come to a stalemate. During this time the shepherd boy David was sent by his father to bring supplies of food to his brothers who were serving as Israelite soldiers at the time.

When David heard Goliath taunting and challenging the Israelite soldiers, he was shacked no one would fight, and he was brought before King Saul. The conversation went as follows:

David said to Saul, "Let no-one lose heart on account of this Philistine; your servant will go and fight him." 33  Saul replied, "You are not able to go out against this Philistine and fight him; you are only a boy, and he has been a fighting man from his youth." 34  But David said to Saul, "Your servant has been keeping his father’s sheep. When a lion or a bear came and carried off a sheep from the flock, 35  I went after it, struck it and rescued the sheep from its mouth. When it turned on me, I seized it by its hair, struck it and killed it. Your servant has killed both the lion and the bear; this uncircumcised Philistine will be like one of them, because he has defied the armies of the living God (one Samuel 17)
How come David was so confident that he could overcome this giant of a man simply because he himself was circumcised, and Goliath was not? In order to understand the significance of circumcision, we need to go back to the story in Genesis 17. where God commands Abraham to circumcise himself and his 13-year-old son Ishmael.

Then God said to Abraham, "As for you, you must keep my covenant, you and your descendants after you for the generations to come. This is my covenant with you and your descendants after you, the covenant you are to keep: Every male among you shall be circumcised. 

You are to undergo circumcision, and it will be the sign of the covenant between me and you. 
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For the generations to come every male among you who is eight days old must be circumcised, including those born in your household or bought with money from a foreigner—those who are not your offspring… Any uncircumcised male, who has not been circumcised in the flesh, will be cut off from his people; he has broken my covenant."

We see from this passage that circumcision was a sign of the covenant between God and his people. Those who were circumcised were under the ‘umbrella’ of God's covenant protection and provision, as in the picture to the left, where the people under the umbrella are protected from the downpour.
As long as the people remain under the umbrella, they are protected from the rain. However if they choose to move away from the umbrella, they get soaked! [image: image3.png]


In the same way if the umbrella moves away, and they do not move with the person holding the umbrella, they also get soaked. In other words they have to choose to remain under the umbrella in order to experience its protection. In the same way the Israelites had to choose to obey the call to be circumcised if they were to remain under God’s covenant blessing. Anyone who refused to do so broke the covenant and would be cut off from God's people, and his blessing.
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The shepherd boy David had understood this very clearly, and was therefore confident that since he was circumcised and so under the covenant blessing of God, he had nothing to fear from someone who defied those who were under God's covenant blessing, and thereby defied God himself. He had complete confidence that God would protect him, and that the giant would be destroyed, no matter how powerful he appeared on the surface.
That is why David says to his brothers, After all, who is this uncircumcised Philistine to defy the army of the living God?
And indeed, as we know from the out come of the battle, God did protect David, and despite the fact that he wore no armour, and had no weapons apart from a simple sling and a few stones, nevertheless he overcame the giant, because God was with him.

It was this kind of confidence that God wanted the Israelites to have when they went up against the strong fortified city of Jericho. The very fact that they may have been sore because of the circumcision would have reminded them that they were under the covenant of the Almighty God who would protect them and give them victory.

Circumcision was the mark of God's ownership of the Israelites, that they were his people, he was their God, and therefore they had nothing to fear no matter how invincible the opposition appeared to be. No human power would be any match for God.

The question is, what relevance does this have two hours, living over 3000 yrs after that event?

The unmistakable reality is that many of us face battles today, at work, at university, at home, in the community, in our relationships, where we often feel insecure, lack confidence, and live in fear to some degree. Fear is a crippling force in many people's lives which hold them back from doing and achieving many things which deep down in their heart they want to do. The same is true when we think about trying to live as a Christian in whatever situation we find ourselves, in order to stand up for God, for what is right, true and good, against any forces that would seek to oppress, divide or destroy. We sometimes feel daunted by the opposition, and feel it is pointless and hopeless to try and make a difference. We are tempted to simply keep our heads down and get on with our own lives. Bed there is the famous saying of Edmund Burke which most of us are familiar with: "all that is needed for evil to triumph is for good men to do nothing."
God wants us to be confident that if we are seeking to stand under his covenant protection and provision, we too have nothing to fear and can be confident that he will strengthen us to win the battle, whatever that battle may be, either within ourselves, or outside.

Of course we are not Israelites, and probably most of us are not circumcised. Therefore how can we have the assurance of God's covenant protection over us to give us confidence to enter in to these battles and seek to build his kingdom?

St Paul tells us that there is a very strong connection between circumcision and baptism or christening. Both of them are signs of the covenant. Circumcision is a sign of the old covenant, and baptism is the sign of the new covenant, inaugurated by Jesus.
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Col 2.11: In union with Christ you were circumcised, not with the circumcision that is made by human beings, but with the circumcision made by Christ, which consists of being freed from the power of this sinful self. 

For when you were BAPTISED, YOU WERE BURIED WITH CHRIST, and in baptism YOU WERE ALSO RAISED WITH CHRIST through your faith in the active power of God, who raised him from death. 
Just as the circumcised Israelites would be confident to face the battle of Jericho, based upon the covenant assurance and protection of God, so we - as baptised Christians - can be confident in any battle we face in the name of God. No matter how difficult the situation may appear, God is on our side, and he will enable us to win the battles that he calls us to face. (We need to be careful, however, to engage only in the ‘battles’ that we are called by God to face, and not battles that we choose to fight in our own strength!)
But it is important to appreciate that in order for us to remain under God's covenant protection, we, like the Israelites, can only do so if we play our part of the bargain, and that is to obey his commands! You will remember that inside the covenant box carried by the Israelites were not only the Manna and the Rod of Aaron - symbolising protection and power - but there was also the Tablets Of Stone, indicating the commands of God to be obeyed. In order for that covenant to continue between us and God, we must trust and obey God.
Indeed Jesus reaffirmed this in John chapter 15, where he speaks about the analogy between us and himself as being the vine and the branches.
I am the vine, and you are the branches. Those who remain in me, and I in them, will bear much fruit; for you can do nothing without me… I love you just as the Father loves me; remain in my love. 
If you obey my commands, you will remain in my love, just as I have obeyed my Father’s commands and remain in his love. I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete.
We can do nothing without him, so Jesus tells us. And we can only bear fruit for him if we remain in his love. And we can only remain in his love if we obey his commands, just as he obeyed his father's commands and remained in his love! 
This can be quite discouraging!! Because we are only too aware how difficult we find it sometimes to obey God. Moreover, if we look back to the old Testament, we see that in the end God's people failed to obey him.
But this is where there is a massive difference between the old Testament and the new Testament. The stubbornness of the people of God in the old Testament was all too apparent. But God knows human nature very well, and he has made provision to help overcome our weakness. In the prophet Ezekiel, we see the hope that God would one day make it possible for the human heart to be changed, in order for us to begin to obey God:

Ezek 36.25

I will sprinkle clean water on you and make you clean from all your idols and everything else that has defiled you. I will give you a new heart and a new mind. I will take away your stubborn heart of stone and give you an obedient heart. I will put my spirit in you and I will see to it that you follow my laws and keep all the commands I have given you. Then you will live in the land I gave your ancestors. You will be my people, and I will be your God
This prophecy was not fulfilled until the coming of Jesus, and indeed, the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost. The Christian gospel is about how God is willing to come into our lives to change us from the inside out, not make us merely conform outwardly to religious habits and values.
Baptism is the symbol of the monumental change that comes upon the person when they become a Christian: it symbolises death to the old and coming alive to the new; dying to sin and rising to new life with Jesus. 
When we recall our baptism, we are reminded that not only are we forgiven for the sins we have done wrong, but also the by the gift of the Holy Spirit we rise to new life in Jesus, and he helps to change us from the inside, changes our heart so that we actually want to obey.

As we therefore face all the battles that lie before us, and are only too aware of our own weakness, we can look back to our baptism or our christening and see the assurance of God's acceptance of us, based upon our forgiveness, through Jesus's death upon the cross, and the hope of new life in Christ based upon the coming of God's spirit into our lives to change us from the inside.

We therefore can be assured of God's covenant blessing upon us, his protection, provision and guidance, with the hope that his spirit will help us to obey so that we can keep close to him, and under the covenant blessing.

We also have the reminder of this covenant through holy Communion, in which we are reminded of the fact that it is through the blood of Jesus Christ that we are accepted by God: the blood of the new covenant which is shed for us and for many for the forgiveness of sins. Like the Israelites, we therefore have nothing to fear. If God is for us who can be against us - certainly not God who did not keep back to his own son but gave him for us all.
Questions to consider:
Read 1 Sam 17.26-51 

(Note: where the Good News Bible says “Heathen Philistine” the original said “uncircumcised philistine”)

1. What is the reason for David’s confidence? (vv36,37)

2. What is the significance to David that he was circumcised and Goliath not?

3. What are the Goliath’s we face today?

4. How might we have the confidence to face them?

Read vv45-47. 

5. What does this tell us of David’s understanding of the Covenant God has made with him?

6. Who is the real victor according to v47?

7. What does David hope will result from the outcome of the battle?

8. What does this tell us about David’s relationship with God?

9. v48: Goliath walked, but David ran. Why? 
10. What does this tell us of David’s attitude towards such a great test of faith? 
11. How does that compare with us?

12. How can we learn to develop such faith, such an attitude of heart?

13. what is your understanding of the New Covenant God has made with you? 

14. What are its benefits?

15. how might this understanding influence the way we live in a positive way? 

Read Joshua 5

16. Why did God order the men to be circumcised before attacking Jericho?

17. Circumcision marks out the Israelites as belonging to God – why would this have been significant?

18. v9: Why does God say that this has removed the disgrace of being slaves in Egypt?

Deut 10:16  Circumcise your hearts, therefore, and do not be stiff-necked any longer.

Deut 30:6  The LORD your God will circumcise your hearts and the hearts of your descendants, so that you may love him with all your heart and with all your soul, and live.
Acts 7:51  "You stiff-necked people, with uncircumcised hearts and ears! You are just like your fathers: You always resist the Holy Spirit!
19. What do these verses tell us about the inward reality that physical circumcision is meant to portray?
20. If the Israelites were in the end defeated by foreign powers who broke the covenant - and why?

21. What does Ezek 36.26ff tell us about God’s answer to the problem of the human heart?

22. what is the difference between the old covenant and the new according to this passage?

23. Read Eph 1.13,14. What is God’s true mark of ownership on us? 

24. what is the relationship between our baptism and the Holy Spirit in our hearts?

Read John 15.5-11

25. How do we remain united to Jesus?

26. What happens if we don’t?

27. How can we hope to obey the commands of Jesus according to Ezek 36?

28. What should we do when we are finding it very hard to obey the command of Jesus or the Spirit of Jesus

29. What should we do if we fail?

