Heyn 2

Text: Joshua 24:1-2a, 14-18  Pentecost 14
“Choose for Yourselves Whom You Will Serve.”
Introduction: Choice. It’s something that is highly valued in today’s world, especially here in the United States where I control my own destiny if I just set my mind to it and make the right choices. Those who support the killing of the unborn brand themselves as “pro-choice.” And if someone tries to take away my freedom to choose, we so easily get cranky and upset. 

I. As that’s the case, this morning’s sermon theme probably makes us feel good – “Choose for Yourselves Whom You Will Serve.” But it doesn’t really jive with the last hymn we sang, does it? What was the name again? “Lord, ‘Tis Not that I Did Choose You.” Basically, we just sang that it wasn’t we who made a choice, God chose us. And yet here in our text we hear Joshua call to the people to “choose for themselves.” Doesn’t that seem at odds with the title of our last hymn? 
At first glance it might seem that way, but it most certainly is not! Remember what we must always do when interpreting Scripture. We have to look at the context! In our sermon text, that context includes the verses that are missing, verses 3-13. This is all before he calls the Israelites to make their choice.
He says (and I’m just going to read portions of this so you get the main point), “Thus says the Lord, the God of Israel, ‘Long ago, your fathers lived beyond the Euphrates, Terah, the father of Abraham and of Nahor; and they served other gods. [Obviously there was no good reason for God to choose Abraham. He was from a family of idolaters and was perhaps even an idolater himself at first.] But Joshua’s point is not to point out people’s faithlessness; it’s to point out God’s gracious faithfulness. He continues, Then I took your father Abraham from beyond the River and led him through all the land of Canaan, and made his offspring many. I gave him Isaac. And to Isaac I gave Jacob and Esau. And I gave Esau the hill country of Seir to possess, but Jacob and his children went down to Egypt. And I sent Moses and Aaron, and I plagued Egypt with what I did in the midst of it, and afterward I brought you out. “‘Then I brought your fathers out of Egypt, and you came to the sea…7 And when they cried to the Lord, he put darkness between you and the Egyptians and made the sea come upon them and cover them; and your eyes saw what I did in Egypt. And you lived in the wilderness a long time. Then I brought you to the land of the Amorites, who lived on the other side of the Jordan. They fought with you, and I gave them into your hand, and you took possession of their land, and I destroyed them before you… And you went over the Jordan and came to Jericho, and the leaders of Jericho fought against you, and also the Amorites, the Perizzites, the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Girgashites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites. And I gave them into your hand… [A little bit later he continues,] I gave you a land on which you had not labored and cities that you had not built, and you dwell in them. You eat the fruit of vineyards and olive orchards that you did not plant.’
Who chose who in those verses? Abraham came from a family of idolaters. Isaac and Jacob had some pretty striking pet sins. And the Israelites were constantly grumbling against God. It was God who did the choosing… of His own undeserved grace, and then He gave them the land of Canaan. “A land on which they had not labored and cities that they had not built.” What grace we see in the God of their salvation.  
It is, of course, the same grace that He has shown us. We all come from different backgrounds and so He has blessed us in different ways, but He has certainly blessed each of us. We were born as enemies of God, spiritually blind and dead. As we confess in Luther’s Small Catechism, “I believe that I cannot by my own thinking or doing, believe in Jesus Christ my Lord or come to Him.” But by His grace, He brought us to faith through Baptism and His Word so that we might be His own and have a new life! 

And then He has continually blessed us in this life. I remember how I had to move so often when my dad was a WELS pastor growing up. It was always difficult and I never knew how my new home could be as good as the one I was leaving. And yet, looking back, I can see how God worked it all for my good and for the good of His kingdom. This past week I celebrated the third anniversary of my ordination here in August 2012. I remember there were a lot of questions when I arrived. We weren’t in a good financial position and it wasn’t clear how the Lord would provide and yet He has for all this time. We can certainly see those blessings in our life as a church, but I’m sure you can see them in your individual lives as well. 
Most importantly, He has provided the ultimate deliverance. For the Israelites, for you, and for me. He sent His Son, His One and Only Son, to live the life that you and I have not. And then to win the victory, that we could not, over Satan on the cross. All so that we might be His own and be heirs of a heavenly home that we certainly don’t deserve, but that He freely gives us by grace through faith. 

So when Joshua calls on the Israelites to make a choice, he isn’t calling on them to choose their salvation. It is by God’s grace that they were chosen to be His nation, just like He isn’t calling on us to choose our salvation. It is by grace we have been saved, through faith, and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God. When he calls on the Israelites to make a choice and when he calls on us this morning to make a choice. It’s not our sinful nature that he’s talking to but the New Man who lives in us who now desires to do God’s will. . By the faith that we were baptized into, and the faith that has been nourished through the Word and Sacrament. 
Understanding that, Joshua says, “Now fear the Lord and serve him with all faithfulness. Throw away the gods your ancestors worshiped beyond the Euphrates River and in Egypt, and serve the Lord. But if serving the LORD seems undesirable to you, then choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve, whether the gods of your forefathers served beyond the River or the gods of the Amorites in whose land you are living.” 
Basically, he’s saying to them, “If you don’t want to worship the God of your salvation, you can worship this worthless god or that worthless god. This piece of wood or that piece of stone. “ What are your gods of this world that can overtake God in your priorities? Is it money? Is it earthly happiness? Is it earthly relationships? Is it clubs or programs that you are involved in? What is it that prevents us from time with our Lord at worship, or 10 minutes with him in daily devotions? He’s coming to you today and calling you to throw away these gods and serve Him faithfully. Faithfully means, not splitting your time between Him and something or someone else. Serving Him faithfully, And He’s basically saying “Hey, if you don’t want to faithfully serve the Lord, you can serve another god, like money or earthly happiness or anything else as your god, go ahead. But you know how worthless they are. You know that any happiness they give you is only temporary. You know there is only way to find forgiveness and lasting peace. And that is with the One True God who has repeatedly delivered you by grace, and even now, by grace, is calling you to re-commit yourself to serve Him.” He’s calling you to commit yourself again to saying, “As for me and my household, we will serve the Lord.” 

Now this is a vow that is easy to say; not as easy to do. In our text, the Israelites make that pledge and yet we read the rest of the Old Testament and it’s all the story of their failure to keep this commitment. It’s the same for us. Those of us who are married… on our wedding day we made vows to our spouse. To be faithful in everything. To support and encourage each other. To love one another. They were easy to make that day, weren’t they? They aren’t as easy to keep. In our epistle lesson, we heard God’s template for marriage – how we are to really to live for Christ in our marriages. How we are to model that sacrificial love for each other as Christ sacrificed for us, and yet how many of us have done that perfectly? I know that I haven’t. There were 40 million users of the Ashley Madison website last week that apparently hadn’t. And yet even as we have broken those vows to our spouse (and so also to Christ), He gave Himself up for us, “cleansing us by the washing with water through the word, so that we might be presented to him as radiant.” 

Our hope then in keeping our vow to serve the Lord is not in us; we don’t have the strength. We have failed, every day, and sadly will fail, every day, just like those Old Testament Israelites did. So our strength and hope for keeping the vows is not found in ourselves. It is found in the faithfulness of our God. As Paul writes in 2 Timothy, “If we are faithless, he remains faithful—for he cannot deny himself.” And what is He faithful about? To forgive our sins through faith in His Son. As He says in Isaiah, “I, I am he who blots out your transgressions for my own sake, and I will not remember your sins.”
We will not find this kind of grace anywhere else in this world. How could we ever serve anyone or anything else? As Peter said in our Gospel lesson, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life. We believe and know that you are the Holy One of God.” By His grace, we know the same thing. And so, even when we do fail in our vows to serve the Lord (and we all unfortunately do), we re-commit ourselves (daily!) to serving the One True God, the Triune God of our salvation. 
And so, with our hope in the forgiveness of our Savior, we daily make the promise of this verse and of this sign that hangs in my house: As for me and my household, we will serve the Lord. And how do we do that? By growing in the hope and strength of His faithfulness as He comes to us in Word and Sacrament. As those who know His amazing grace in saving us and coming to us, we want nothing more than to receive Him through these blessed means. And as those who know His love and salvation, we want nothing more for our households to know the grace of His Savior and to live in that grace by Word and Sacrament. 
Conclusion: Brothers and sisters in Christ, as those who know the amazing love of our God, don’t chase earthly treasures, but heavenly treasures. Don’t choose earthly life over heavenly life. Don’t choose earthly gods over the one True God.  You know that the things of this world have done nothing for you as far as your salvation goes. Serve the Lord who served you first by giving Himself up for you. “Choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve. But as for me and my household, we will serve the Lord.” Amen.
