NOW FEAR THE LORD

Joshua 24:1-33

Key Verse: 24:14

“Now fear the LORD and serve him with all faithfulness. Throw away the gods

your forefathers worshiped beyond the River and in Egypt, and serve the LORD.”

The final chapter of Joshua records his words to the assembled tribes of Israel prior to his death. Joshua then made a covenant for the people based on the word of the LORD to them and their response to it. The last verses are about the death of Joshua and those of his time. The book of Joshua ends as if an era in the history of the LORD’s work in Israel is coming to a close. It is a time of transition for the people from the strong and definite leadership of Moses and Joshua to the period of the Judges. Joshua gave the people of Israel the one message that would sustain them in all things. “Now fear the LORD and serve him with all faithfulness. Throw away the gods your forefathers worshiped beyond the River and in Egypt, and serve the LORD.”

I.  Joshua Speaks To The People (24:1-13)

Verse 1 says, “Then Joshua assembled all the tribes of Israel at Shechem. He summoned the elders, leaders, judges and officials of Israel, and they presented themselves before God.” When did Joshua assemble all the tribes of Israel? Joshua 23:1-2 says, “After a long time had passed and the LORD had given Israel rest from all their enemies around them, Joshua, by then old and well advanced in years, summoned all Israel—their elders, leaders, judges and officials—and said to them: ‘I am old and well advanced in years.’” Why did Joshua assemble the leaders of each tribe? What could be the significance of assembling all the tribes? Look again at chapter 24:1-2a. “Then Joshua assembled all the tribes of Israel at Shechem. He summoned the elders, leaders, judges and officials of Israel, and they presented themselves before God. Joshua said to all the people, ‘This is what the LORD, the God of Israel, says…’” Before Joshua died he assembled the leaders from every tribe of Israel to speak the word of the LORD to them. Here Joshua was a prophet, a man who spoke the word of the LORD. “This is what the LORD, the God of Israel says…” We remember Joshua mostly as a general. He is the one who led Israel during the time of the conquest of the land of Canaan beginning with Jericho. Joshua was a leader, but he himself was led by the word of the LORD. At the end of his life—when he was about to go the way of all the earth—how could he lead these people? As he approached the age of a hundred and ten, could he be an effective general? In this instance Joshua met the people as a prophet of the LORD. “This is what the LORD, the God of Israel, says…” Joshua put the people in the hands of the LORD, to be led by him through his word. He served God at the end of his life not as a general, but as a prophet, so that the people may be led only by the LORD and his word.

What was the first part of Joshua’s prophecy? Look at verses 2-4. “Joshua said to all the people, ‘This is what the LORD, the God of Israel, says: “Long ago your forefathers, including Terah the father of Abraham and Nahor, lived beyond the River and worshiped other gods. But I took your father Abraham from the land beyond the River and led him throughout Canaan and gave him many descendants. I gave him Isaac, and to Isaac I gave Jacob and Esau. I assigned the hill country of Seir to Esau, but Jacob and his sons went down to Egypt.”’” Joshua began his speech to the people by reviewing with them the history of the LORD and his work in their ancestors—how they arrived at this place and this point in their history. He testified to them the glory of God inscribed in their forefathers, beginning with Abraham. How did Abraham come to live in the land of Canaan? The LORD took him from the land beyond the River. That is what the LORD did. Abraham’s family worshiped other gods when they lived beyond the River. But for one man Abraham the LORD made a distinction. He took him from worshiping other gods and he brought him to Canaan. The LORD also gave him many descendants. How was it that he had so many descendants? When Abram came to Canaan he had no descendants, and his wife Sarai was barren. But they were enabled to bear a son, Isaac, in their old age, when they were well beyond the age of childbearing, because that is what the LORD did. The LORD gave him many descendants—all the people in fact that Joshua was addressing at this time. The LORD made a distinction between Abram and Nahor, and he brought the people out of the land beyond the River. He created descendants for Abraham. Then how did the Israelites end up in Egypt? That also is what the LORD assigned for Jacob. Among the sons of Abraham and the sons of Isaac the LORD also made a distinction. The sons of Jacob the LORD brought to Egypt in the time of Joseph. In all these things the LORD was creating the people who would worship the LORD.

What was the second part of the prophecy? Verses 5-7 say, “Then I sent Moses and Aaron, and I afflicted the Egyptians by what I did there, and I brought you out. When I brought your fathers out of Egypt, you came to the sea, and the Egyptians pursued them with chariots and horsemen as far as the Red Sea. But they cried to the LORD for help, and he put darkness between you and the Egyptians; he brought the sea over them and covered them. You saw with your own eyes what I did to the Egyptians. Then you lived in the desert for a long time.” How did the Israelites come out of Egypt? This story is the story of deliverance. The LORD brought the people out of Egypt by his almighty hand. He saved them from the land of slavery. He made a distinction between them and the Egyptians. He brought them through the Red Sea and destroyed the pursuing Egyptian army, including their chariots and horsemen. What was the LORD doing at this time? He was gaining glory for himself through the deliverance. Just as he brought Abram out of the land beyond the River, he took the Israelites out of the land of Egypt. He brought them to the land of Canaan. Why did the people stay in the desert for a long time? The LORD actually brought them to the land he promised them. They spied it out. But the people were unwilling to go and take the land. Only Joshua and Caleb said to go up and take the land. The people spent forty years in the desert because they did not believe the LORD. Those who didn’t believe perished in the desert, and their children inherited the land. The people were rebellious; that’s why they lived in the desert for such a long time. But their rebellion did not impede the LORD from fulfilling his will. The unbelievers suffered and even perished, but the LORD went on. He raised a new nation who could inherit the land.

What was the third part of the prophecy? Verses 8-10 say, “I brought you to the land of the Amorites who lived east of the Jordan. They fought against you, but I gave them into your hands. I destroyed them from before you, and you took possession of their land. When Balak son of Zippor, the king of Moab, prepared to fight against Israel, he sent for Balaam son of Beor to put a curse on you. But I would not listen to Balaam, so he blessed you again and again, and I delivered you out of his hand.” How were the Israelites able to defeat the kings east of the Jordan? The Israelites were a nomadic desert-wandering people. But they could defeat the Amorite kings because the LORD gave them into their hands and destroyed the kings before them. The LORD did it. When others wanted to curse the Israelites, the LORD delivered them out of their hands and blessed them as he intended. From this incident we can learn that the LORD is able to deliver out of the hands of the enemies. The LORD’s strength was made known so well in the weakness of his people, when they depended on him.

What was the fourth part of the prophecy? Verse 11-13 say, “Then you crossed the Jordan and came to Jericho. The citizens of Jericho fought against you, as did also the Amorites, Perizzites, Canaanites, Hittites, Girgashites, Hivites and Jebusites, but I gave them into your hands. I sent the hornet ahead of you, which drove them out before you—also the two Amorite kings. You did not do it with your own sword and bow. So I gave you a land on which you did not toil and cities you did not build; and you live in them and eat from vineyards and olive groves that you did not plant.” The previous defeat of the two kings was just a preview of the LORD’s work in his people. When they crossed the Jordan the LORD revealed himself over and over. How were the Israelites able to defeat so many nations? The LORD did it for them. They did not do it with their own sword and bow. The LORD gave them the land where they were living. How were they able to prosper in the land? The LORD gave them land and cities and food, all of which they did not toil for.

Joshua reviewed the history of Israel through 1) the call of Abraham, 2) the deliverance from Egypt, 3) the defeat of the kings east of the Jordan and 4) the conquest of the promised land. It is the testimony of God’s deliverance from idol worship, from earthly powers, and—in the message of their long time in the desert—even from their rebellion. The prosperity of the nation is the testimony of the LORD in the world today. The LORD delivers his people, and he is creating the worshipers of God. May God bless each of us to review our history until we find the testimony of the LORD that he has created in us.

II.   Joshua Made A Covenant For The People (24:14-28)

Upon reviewing their history, what was Joshua’s application for his listeners? Verse 14 says, “Now fear the LORD and serve him with all faithfulness. Throw away the gods your forefathers worshiped beyond the River and in Egypt, and serve the LORD.” Joshua commanded the people to fear the LORD and to serve the LORD, with all faithfulness. He did this because he saw the evidence that they had not been faithful to the LORD. What was the evidence that they did not “fear the LORD and serve him with all faithfulness?” Look at the second part of verse 14 again. Joshua commanded them to throw away the gods of their forefathers. These included the gods that came from beyond the River. After reviewing Israel’s history, this is what the LORD called Abram away from in the first place. Their history was the testimony of the LORD, not the gods from beyond the River or in Egypt. It had been about five hundred years since Abram’s call, but the people persisted in keeping the gods from beyond the River. The LORD had also demonstrated his almighty power in delivering the people from Egypt, but the people still kept the gods from Egypt. What does it mean to “fear” the LORD or to “serve” the LORD? For Joshua it was very simple. “Throw away the gods your forefathers worshiped beyond the River and in Egypt, and serve the LORD.” They wanted to keep every “god” they knew of. Then what did Joshua tell the people? Look at verse 15. “But if serving the LORD seems undesirable to you, then choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your forefathers served 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.” Joshua commanded these people to make a choice. That was their problem. They never chose anything. If they didn’t, they would only add the gods of the Amorites where they now lived into their assortment of gods. What was Joshua’s choice? “But as for me and my household, we will serve the LORD.”

What does it mean to fear the LORD and to serve the LORD? It means throwing away everything else that we worship. It means choosing the LORD. The LORD means to create his worshipers. The LORD is creating this testimony of his glory in his people. When we review our history, is the glory of the LORD evident? May God create his worshipers among us today, who fear the LORD and serve him.

How did the people answer Joshua? Look at verses 16-18. “Then the people answered, ‘Far be it from us to forsake the LORD to serve other gods! It was the LORD our God himself who brought us and our fathers up out of Egypt, from that land of slavery, and performed those great signs before our eyes. He protected us on our entire journey and among all the nations through which we traveled. And the LORD drove out before us all the nations, including the Amorites, who lived in the land. We too will serve the LORD, because he is our God.’” In the peoples’ answer it sounds like they said all the right stuff. But surprisingly Joshua did not say, “Good answer.” Then what did Joshua say to the people? Joshua said to the people, “You are not able to serve the LORD. He is a holy God; he is a jealous God. He will not forgive your rebellion and your sins. If you forsake the LORD and serve foreign gods, he will turn and bring disaster on you and make an end of you, after he has been good to you.” (19-20) Joshua said they were not able to serve the LORD. Why were they not able to serve the LORD? It is because he is a holy God and a jealous God, and they persisted in keeping idols. Their persistent idol worship presented a problem for them, because the LORD had called them to be his own. This would never happen by their ability—they were not able to serve the LORD. It would not happen with their good confession. It is the LORD who creates his worshipers. Serving foreign gods meant forsaking the LORD and rebelling against him, the holy and jealous God. It is unforgivable, for it is rebelling against the one and Only whose forgiveness is our sustenance and life. What did the presence of foreign gods among them reveal about the people? In spite of their good words, they were inviting disaster on themselves by persisting in their idol worship.

Upon hearing Joshua’s words, what was the people’s continued response in verse 21? “But the people said to Joshua, ‘No! We will serve the LORD.’” What was Joshua’s reply to this? Then Joshua said, “You are witnesses against yourselves that you have chosen to serve the LORD.” (22a) What did the people declare in verse 22b? “’Yes, we are witnesses,’ they replied.” Then Joshua made one more appeal to the people? Look at verse 23. “Now then,” said Joshua, “throw away the foreign gods that are among you and yield your hearts to the LORD, the God of Israel.” How is this the same and how is it different than what he said in verse 14? Like in verse 14 Joshua commanded them to throw away the foreign gods among them. But this time he added, “Yield your hearts to the LORD, the God of Israel.” Serving the LORD is not what we are able to do. It is not the product of what we say. It is having a heart yielded to the LORD. A man can speak anything. But what is in a man’s heart? Jesus once said, “For from within, out of men’s hearts, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, greed, malice, deceit, lewdness, envy, slander, arrogance and folly.” A man may speak anything about how he will serve the LORD. But who is able to serve the LORD? When David examined his heart, he prayed, “Create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me.” (Ps 51:10) In this way he feared the LORD and he yielded his heart to the LORD. Joshua helped the people to examine the LORD’s history among them. Now he helped them to examine their hearts, and yield them to the LORD. What was the people’s final response? “And the people said to Joshua, ‘We will serve the LORD our God and obey him.’”

What things did Joshua do in verses 25-28? “On that day Joshua made a covenant for the people, and there at Shechem he drew up for them decrees and laws. And Joshua recorded these things in the Book of the Law of God. Then he took a large stone and set it up there under the oak near the holy place of the LORD. ‘See!’ he said to all the people. ‘This stone will be a witness against us. It has heard all the words the LORD has said to us. It will be a witness against you if you are untrue to your God.’ Then Joshua sent the people away, each to his own inheritance.” Joshua had said these people were not able to serve the LORD, he said their hearts were not yielded to the LORD, and they persisted in idol worship. How could he make a covenant for them? This is how Joshua feared the LORD and served him. Joshua recognized these people as the covenant people. When he reviewed their history, the LORD revealed himself in all of his glory. The people may not be able to serve the LORD, but the LORD is able to deliver his covenant people. Joshua himself did not fail to fear the LORD. He sent each tribe back to its own inheritance. He placed them in the LORD’s hand.

III.  The Death Of Joshua (29-33)

Look at verses 29-31. “After these things, Joshua son of Nun, the servant of the LORD, died at the age of a hundred and ten. And they buried him in the land of his inheritance, at Timnath Serah in the hill country of Ephraim, north of Mount Gaash. Israel served the LORD throughout the lifetime of Joshua and of the elders who outlived him and who had experienced everything the LORD had done for Israel.” With the death of Joshua and the elders who outlived him came the end of an era. Israel served the LORD at this time. While the eyewitnesses to the LORD’s work were alive, the people served the LORD. And Joseph's bones, which the Israelites had brought up from Egypt, were buried at Shechem in the tract of land that Jacob bought for a hundred pieces of silver from the sons of Hamor, the father of Shechem. This became the inheritance of Joseph's descendants. The LORD was faithful to Joseph and his descendants. Also, Eleazar son of Aaron died and was buried at Gibeah, which had been allotted to his son Phinehas in the hill country of Ephraim. (32-33)

Verse 31 testifies God’s beautiful faithfulness to his people. The LORD was faithful to his servant Joshua and to his covenant people. He was faithful to the descendants of Joseph and Aaron. He was faithful according to verse 31 to all “who had experienced everything the LORD had done for Israel.” What do we experience as we go through everything in this life? May all of these experiences be the testimony of what the LORD is doing.

Heavenly Father, thank you for the faithful testimony of your glory. Bless me when I examine the LORD’s work in my life that I may learn the fear of the LORD. Bless me when I examine my heart that I may learn to fear the LORD. And bless all the experiences of my life to make me awakened to the LORD. Bless this ministry in your grace and faithfulness, and create us as God worshiping people. I pray in Jesus’ name. Amen.

ONE WORD: Now Fear The LORD
