ST TIMOTHY'S CHURCH - SERMON NOTES + GROUP NOTES

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

	15/11/09
	Joshua 8: re-centering in on God
	Joshua 8; Deut 8.7ff


The aspect of chapter 8 that I would like to bring out for the sermon today is from the second part, when Joshua leads the people of Israel 20 miles north to two mountains near Shechem, Mt Ebal and mt Gerazim.
Joshua 8.30 

Then Joshua built on Mount Ebal an altar to the Lord, the God of Israel. He made it according to the instructions that Moses, the Lord’s servant, had given the Israelites, as it says in the Law of Moses: “an altar made of stones which have not been cut with iron tools.” 

On it they offered burnt sacrifices to the Lord, and they also presented their fellowship offerings. 

There, with the Israelites looking on, Joshua made on the stones a copy of the Law which Moses had written. 

The Israelites, with their leaders, officers, and judges, as well as the foreigners among them, stood on two sides of the Lord’s Covenant Box, facing the levitical priests who carried it. Half the people stood with their backs to Mount Gerizim and the other half with their backs to Mount Ebal. The Lord’s servant Moses had commanded them to do this when the time came for them to receive the blessing. 

Joshua then read aloud the whole Law, including the blessings and the curses, just as they are written in the book of the Law. 

Every one of the commandments of Moses was read by Joshua to the whole gathering, which included women and children, as well as the foreigners living among them.

It would have made more sense, humanly speaking, fresh from the victory of Jericho and Ai, to continue the onward triumphant progress of the Israelites forces and attack other major cities, such as Jerusalem and Hebron. But instead of doing this they make a detour, spending time on these two mountains to worship God, offer sacrifices and read the Law of Moses.

The reason they did this was because of an instruction given by Moses in the book of Deuteronomy. Through God, Moses had warned his people not to forget him as soon as they arrived safely in the promised land, and began to experience the blessings there.

Deut 8.7

The Lord your God is bringing you into a fertile land—a land that has rivers and springs, and underground streams gushing out into the valleys and hills; 8a land that produces wheat and barley, grapes, figs, pomegranates, olives, and honey. 9There you will never go hungry or ever be in need. Its rocks have iron in them, and from its hills you can mine copper. 10You will have all you want to eat, and you will give thanks to the Lord your God for the fertile land that he has given you.

 “Make certain that you do not forget the Lord your God; do not fail to obey any of his laws that I am giving you today. When you have all you want to eat and have built good houses to live in and when your cattle and sheep, your silver and gold, and all your other possessions have increased, make sure that you do not become proud and forget the Lord your God who rescued you from Egypt, where you were slaves. 

He led you through that vast and terrifying desert where there were poisonous snakes and scorpions. 

In that dry and waterless land he made water flow out of solid rock for you. 
In the desert he gave you manna to eat, food that your ancestors had never eaten. 

He sent hardships on you to test you, so that in the end he could bless you with good things.

So then, you must never think that you have made yourselves wealthy by your own power and strength.

Remember that it is the Lord your God who gives you the power to become rich. 

He does this because he is still faithful today to the covenant that he made with your ancestors. 

19Never forget the Lord your God or turn to other gods to worship and serve them. 

If you do, then I warn you today that you will certainly be destroyed. 20If you do not obey the Lord, then you will be destroyed just like those nations that he is going to destroy as you advance.

  What Joshua 8 teaches us about keeping God in focus in our lives
1. The Israelites made meeting with God a priority

2. The made a sacrifice to God

3. They focused on the Word of God

4. Everyone came - the greatest & the least

5. The Covenant was at the centre

6. The whole Bible was read - not just bits!

The greatest thing we learn here is that the Israelites made meeting with God a priority.
They took on board the warnings that Moses had given to them regarding the dangers of beginning to lose the sense of dependants that were so acute when they were in the wilderness, needing God for everything, every day, every hour. In the wilderness, it was not difficult to make meeting with God the number one priority, and aknowledging their dependence  upon him. 

Humanly speaking it would have been very understandable that the commanders of the army tried to persuade Joshua were to continue the progress of the war, and to come back to these two mountains when the battle was won and peace was established. Indeed it could have seemed irresponsible to make a detour or in which they might become vulnerable to ambush from the unconquered tribes living in the area. It must have been very tempting therefore to delay this act of worship until the pressure was off.

But Joshua makes this the number one priority, and in so doing acknowledges his dependence upon God, and expresses his trust in God's protection, and his submission to the command of God, in obeying immediately the instruction of Moses.

This is a very important lesson for us to take on board. Humanly speaking we often find ourselves very willing to make God a priority when we are in desperate need, putting him first, putting prayer first, deemed keen to obey his instructions, and to keep close to him when we sense our vulnerability and dependence. But in reality most of us find that when life eases off, we tend to become much more casual about spending time with God, about prayer life, about reading Bibles, about obeying the prompting of his spirit, all that clear command of his word. There is much less sense of urgency, and we find ourselves slackening off.

Perhaps one expression of that currently at St Timothy's is way that in recent years we have learnt a lot about trusting God, about praying, about seeking his guidance, about keeping close to him when we were aware of desperate need because of the responsibility of the building project which began round about five years ago. On many occasions we gathered together as the church to pray for miracles do happen, and on many occasions that is exactly what took place.

We publicly acknowledged our need for God and were very glad to meet together and call down his help and protection. As soon as the building project was over, we continued to pray together faithfully for about a year, with several prayer meetings being well attended. But in the last few months there has been a gradual decline in the attendance of both the monthly prayer gatherings, as well as weekly attendance at the smaller prayer meetings.

So much so, that I felt it was important to cancel the harvest gift day simply because of the lack of people attending any prayer meeting in the week preceding the harvest gift day. So gift day was postponed to the middle of November in order to give people a second chance, and to give people perhaps more space since the early part of the autumn was particularly busy.

Therefore this gift day, today, was set up, with the opportunity to meet together on Saturday over a period of three hours in which there would be both spoken prayer and silent prayer. People would be free to come and go as they like, in order simply just to attend for a short while to acknowledge our need of God and to express our understanding that prayer is the priority.

But the reality is that yesterday during the three-hour period of prayer, only 17 people attended, and only four of them were men! I have no doubt that there were many church members who had very good reasons for not being able to make any aspect of the morning's prayer, but I am also sure that for many people this simply did not seem to be a priority. Other things Preston, there are so many other responsibilities that we all have, so many other demands upon our lives, so prayer simply and quietly slips to the backburner.

I acknowledge that I myself was there partly because I'm the vicar! And I also acknowledge that my own prayer life struggles from time to time and I have to work very hard to make prayer a priority. I am conscious of the fact that God has convicted me of the weakness of my own prayer life, so I am not simply wanting to point the finger of blame to others! We all struggle with prayer, and perhaps we all fail to some degree.

Yesterday during the sermon I said that I doubted the full amount of the money would come in because of the lack of prayer. We have now had the result of the gift day. The good news is that we have more than met the target of the £5,500 of one-off gifts. We were in fact £165 over! But the bad news is that we have fallen well short of the £843 per month increase required in standing orders. The increase in standing orders is only £309. When you add to that the loss of gift aid we would have received, the shortfall becomes £8010 for 2010. 
The fact is that if more money does not come in very soon, we will have to think about what cuts we will have to make. Personally I believe that God still wants us to pray for all the money to come in, because I do believe that it will not glorify God if we have to close down the Tuesday Social Club, for instance.

I am aware also that some people may not have remembered to bring in their response form. We only received 21, and I imagine that some people were away for the weekend. It may possibly be that some people haven't yet made up their mind about what they plan to give.

Therefore what I plan to do is to extend the gift day to this weekend, and encourage everyone to pray for God to work a miracle. To raise an extra £534 per month will indeed be a miracle, but I believe that is what God wants us to pray for - by this weekend.

So I hope that every home group will seriously consider the whole issue about prayer being the priority of our church and of our lives, and we will also open the church for 30 minutes at seven o'clock each evening, Monday to Friday for anybody who would like to come in briefly to pray.

It is also important to note that in just two of chapter 8, the people of Israel gathered around the covenant box when they read the word of God together. As we face the uphill challenge of trying to put our trust in God and put him first in our lives in every respect, we needed to have central in our thinking God's covenant Love to each one of us. The writer to the Hebrews tells us to keep our eyes fixed upon Jesus as we run with determination the race that lies before us. I believe that this is the only way for us now. 

Our hope for the future is based upon the covenant Love of God shown to us in Jesus. All of us are conscious of our own weakness and failure, and we often might doubt that God would be willing to work miracles for us - why should he? The answer does not lie in our goodness or worthiness, but in his grace and mercy.
Questions to consider.

1. Why did God ordered the Israelites to worship him, make sacrifices and read the law as soon as they entered the promised land?

2. What lessons from the wilderness would easily be forgotten once established in Canaan?
3. Do you think that our dependence upon God fluctuates in the same pattern?

4. Why does God want us to depend upon him so much?

5. In what way should prayer be a priority for every Christian? How can we afford to spend time in prayer when life is so busy?

6. What lessons from Joshua chapter 8 do you think are applicable to us as a church today?

7. How might they be expressed?

8. How might we as a church responds to the challenge of our gift day results? Do you agree that prayer - or lack of it - might have been a key factor?
9. How might we as a church come to pray together more than we do at the moment?
