“COURAGE TO TRY OVER”
Braveheart: A Study in Joshua
May 2, 2010

Cornerstone Community Church

It was the worst possible insult, the worst thing a friend could call you – “chicken.”  My friends and I did some fairly stupid things when I was growing up, not because they were fun but because we had to prove we weren’t chicken.  When I was in 3rd grade we moved into a new housing development, and right next to our house they began digging out the basement for a neighbor’s house.  So for one weekend there was this huge pile of dirt looming over this very large hole in the ground right next to our house, a huge pile of dirt that was perfect for jumping from.  In those days when a kid told his parents he was going outside to play the parents didn’t ask what you were going to do or where you were going to go; they were just happy you were going out to play with your friends.  And parents in those days didn’t give their kids long lists of do’s and don’ts – they would never think to say something like, “Don’t jump off that mountain of dirt into the hole next door.”
So first thing Saturday morning all the kids in the neighborhood were out climbing to the top of the dirt pile, which was pretty fun in itself for a 3rd grader.  But when we got to the top and looked down into the hole, it dawned on us that it was a lot farther from the top of the mound to the bottom of the hole than it looked from ground level.  From the top of the dirt pile, it looked like we would be jumping off the high dive at the city pool, which no 3rd grader in his right mind would ever do.  But here’s the thing – if you tell your friends you’re going to jump off the dirt pile into the hole, and then you climb to the top of the dirt pile, you can’t not jump.  I can still hear the taunts of my friends now, more than 45 years later – “What’s the matter?  Are you chicken?”

Well, as a matter of fact, I was.  But I wasn’t about to let my friends know that.  So I very quickly did a cost-benefit analysis.  First, what’s the worst thing that could happen, I asked?  Well, I doubt I’m going to die, so probably the worst thing is I could break a bone or knock myself out.  On the other hand, that’s probably the best thing that could happen, because all my friends would think that’s pretty cool.  At least my guy friends would think it was cool; the girls would think its stupid, but back then I didn’t give much weight to what girls thought.  So I jumped.  And I didn’t get hurt all that bad.  And here’s the best part – after I jumped some of my friends were too afraid to jump, so I got to call them “chicken.”  It was one of the greatest days of my life!
Times have changed.  I have some good friends who have gone skydiving, for example, and I don’t care if they call me “chicken” or not, I am not going to be jumping out of a plane any time soon.  There are quite a lot of things I wouldn’t do.  Do you remember the movie “City Slickers” starring Billy Crystal?  At the beginning of that movie Billy Crystal and his two buddies are in Pamplona for the annual running of the bulls, where people show their bravery by running in front of a herd of stampeding bulls.  That’s also on my list of things I would never do.
But being afraid to jump from a plane or to run in front of stampeding bulls does not make a person a chicken, nor do I think doing those kinds of things necessarily makes a person brave.  To be brave is to be willing to do something you know is right despite the risks.  Sometimes it’s the risk of getting hurt physically.  Sometimes it’s the risk of failing.  Sometimes it’s the risk of being rejected or mocked or insulted.  Sometimes it’s the risk of standing alone.  And sometimes it means risking your life, because there are some things we have decided are more important than life, things like truth and justice and honor and freedom.
Most of you are somewhat familiar with the story of William Wallace, whose life was portrayed by Mel Gibson in the 1995 movie “Braveheart.”  Our Friday morning men’s group recently went through the book “Anchor Man,” and one chapter in that book is a study of the bravery of William Wallace.  Wallace, the books informs us, was a devout Christian who was so serious about his faith that he had a chaplain by the name of John Blair travel with him at all times.  And if you’ve seen the movie, while you may have forgotten many of the details of Wallace’s life, you surely remember how Wallace ultimately died.  Wallace, who had devoted himself to freeing Scotland from the rule of the English, had been captured and was given an option – if he pledged allegiance to the King of England, he would be given a swift death, but if he did not he would be subjected to a cruel and slow death.  And while he sits alone in prison, we learn this about William Wallace – we learn that he’s afraid.  Here’s his prayer: “Dear Lord, I am so afraid.  Give me the strength to die well.”  Wallace ultimately refused to pledge allegiance to the King of England, and was put to a brutal death.  And his final word, from that very famous scene in the movie, was this: “Freedom!”  Sometimes bravery means risking your life, because some things are more important than life.  William Wallace decided freedom and integrity and honor were more important than life; he was without question brave of heart.
William Wallace lived and died many years ago; he was executed in August of 1305.  Approximately 2700 years before Wallace there lived another remarkable man we know as Joshua, a man with an equally brave heart.  God gave Joshua the job of leading the people of Israel in battle against a host of hostile nations, nations with well-developed armies, superior weaponry and every strategic advantage.  Joshua had good reasons to be afraid, good reasons to turn down the job.  But despite his fears, Joshua did what God asked him to do; he did what he knew was the right thing to do.  As we will discover over the next six weeks, Joshua was brave of heart.
The Book of Joshua is the sixth book of the Bible.  The main hero of the first five books of the Bible was, of course, Moses.  Moses was the one who stood up to Pharaoh, the most powerful man in the world, and demanded that he release the Israelites from their slavery.  It was Moses who led the Israelites out of Egypt, and who parted the Red Sea.  God gave the Ten Commandments to Moses.  It was in answer to Moses’ prayers that God provided manna for the people to eat while they wandered in the desert for 40 years.  The first five books of the Bible are called the books of Moses, and when you read Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy you will find Moses’ name on most every page.  
But before Israel makes it back to the Promised Land, Moses dies, and Joshua has the imposing task of filling Moses’ sandals.  And Joshua is afraid.  So just as God met one on one with Moses, God meets one on one with Joshua, a meeting we read about in Joshua 1.  Here’s how that meeting is described:

After the death of Moses the servant of the Lord, the Lord said to Joshua son of Nun, Moses’ aide: “Moses my servant is dead.  Now then, you and all these people, get ready to cross the Jordan River into the land I am about to give to them – to the Israelites.  I will give you every place where you set your foot, as I promised Moses.  Your territory will extend from the desert to Lebanon, and from the great river, the Euphrates … to the Great Sea to the west.  No one will be able to stand up against you all the days of your life.  As I was with Moses, so I will be with you; I will never leave you nor forsake you.” (Joshua 1:1-5)  
So Joshua’s marching orders are pretty clear, and frankly it all sounds good.  It sounds like this is going to be a piece of cake, that there’s nothing but blue skies and green lights ahead.  But while we may not understand why Joshua is afraid despite these assurances from God, we do know that he is afraid … very afraid. And the reason we know that is that in the next four verses God tells Joshua to be courageous three times.  That’s not something you say to someone who isn’t afraid.  Listen to what God says next:

“Be strong and courageous, because you will lead these people to inherit the land I swore to their forefathers to give them.  Be strong and very courageous.  Be careful to obey all the law my servant Moses gave you; do not turn from it to the right or to the left, that you may be successful wherever you go.  Do not let this Book of the Law depart from your mouth; meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do everything written in it.  Then you will be prosperous and successful.  Have I not commanded you?  Be strong and courageous.  Do not be terrified; do not be discouraged, for the Lord your God will be with you wherever you go.” (Joshua 1:6-9)
Michael Phelps won eight gold medals in swimming at the Beijing Olympics in 2008.  He has broken 37 world records.  So if you were to see Michael Phelps right before his next swim competition would you tell him, “Don’t be afraid of the water, Michael; be strong and courageous”?  Of course not.  Michael Phelps clearly has no fear of the water, so there would be no need to give him a pep talk and encourage him to show some courage.  Who do you give that pep talk to?  You give it to little Jimmy, the six-year old who had a bad experience in the pool and is afraid to go back in the water.  So you pull Jimmy aside and tell him, “Be strong and courageous.  Don’t be terrified.  You can do this.  You can swim across this pool.  You can conquer the water.”

In fact isn’t that the kind of fear most of us have?  Not the fear of the water, but the fear of doing something when you had a bad experience the first time you tried it.  The courage most of us most need is the courage to try over.  And that’s the courage Joshua needed at this time in his life – the courage to try over.  That’s why God had to give Joshua this pep talk.  In fact, I have to think that it was a little embarrassing for Joshua to put this pep talk in the first chapter of his book, because it’s an admission that he was so scared that God himself had to get in his grill and shake him up.  
Let me give you some background so we can understand what it was that Joshua was afraid of, why it was he was afraid to try over.  And then let’s take a closer look at God’s pep talk to see what we can learn about how Joshua became a brave heart and how we can become brave hearts ourselves.

The Courage To Try Over
The first time we meet Joshua in the Bible is back in the Book of Exodus, the second book of the Bible.  Exodus 17 tells us that Moses chose Joshua to lead the Israelites in the first battle they fought after escaping from the Egyptians.  Now that suggests to me that Joshua was at that time a pretty brave guy and a pretty strong leader.  Why else would Moses choose Joshua as his general in Israel’s first battle?  As the story continues we learn that while Joshua leads the people in battle against the Amalekites, Moses retreats to a hill overlooking the encounter, accompanied by Aaron and Hur.  As long as Moses holds the staff of God in the air, the Israelites prevail in the battle, but when he puts the staff down, the Amalekites prevail.  So whenever Moses’ arms get tired, Aaron and Hur hold his hands up, and eventually Joshua and the Israelites defeat the enemy.  But it is clear to everyone, including General Joshua, that God was the one who gave Israel the victory.
The second time Joshua is mentioned in the Bible is in Exodus 24, and again the circumstances are quite unique.  God tells Moses to come up to the top of Mt. Sinai, because God is going to give Moses the tablets of stone with the Ten Commandments written on them by God himself.  Moses is on top of that mountain for 40 days and 40 nights.  And the Bible tells us that Moses brought one person with him.  We would expect it to be Aaron, his brother, who was at his side during every encounter with Pharaoh.  But the one person Moses chooses to accompany him up the mountain when God gives him the stone tablets is Joshua. 

 And it is Joshua who is with Moses when Moses comes down from the mountain and finds the people of Israel having an orgy and worshipping a golden calf.  Joshua sees Moses’ anger, and he sees the consequences of the peoples’ sin as God strikes the people with a plague.  So while Moses is the lead character in the life of Israel for many years, Joshua is always near by.  He’s in on the action.  Joshua sees the power of God and the glory of God first hand.  He is a true believer.
And then comes what was a defining moment for Joshua and a defining moment for the people of Israel.  God has promised that he would give Israel the land of Canaan for their own.  He first made that promise to Abraham many hundreds of years earlier, and he confirmed that promise to Moses.  So about a year after Moses has led the Israelites out of Egypt, God tells them that it’s time to move into the Promised Land.  Moses chooses twelve of his best men to spy out the land and to come back with a report on what the land is like and how best to capture it.  For the next 40 days that’s what the twelve spies do.  And the news that they came back with was just what the people hoped to hear, especially after they’ve been living in the desert for the last year: “We went into the land to which you sent us, and it does flow with milk and honey!” (Numbers 13:27)  But that’s not all they had to say.  Ten of the twelve spies also told the people how dangerous the land was, how strong the enemy was, how difficult the job was.  

But two of the spies disagreed – Caleb and Joshua.  They told the Israelites they should trust God to give them the land God had promised them.  They pleaded with the people to obey God.  And you would think they would listen to Joshua.  Joshua had led them in victory before, after all.  He had been Moses’ right hand man.  But it didn’t matter.  The people blew off Joshua, they blew off Caleb, and they refused to budge.  Instead of listening to those two, they choose to believe the ten chickenhearts who told them it was too scary to take the Promised Land.  
You probably remember the story; you can read it in Numbers 14.  God says this: “OK, since you don’t believe me and refuse to obey me, here’s the deal.  For the next 40 years – one year for every day your spies were in the land – you will wander in the desert.  And during those 40 years every adult, every person who chose not to obey me, every person too afraid to obey me, will die.  None of you will ever enter the Promised Land; only your children will live to see that day.  Only Caleb and Joshua of all the adults will survive, because they trusted me.”  When the Israelites heard this, they had a change of heart and decided to try to enter the Promised Land.  But God said it was too late; they had had their chance.  So when the Israelites attempted to enter the Promised Land, they were crushed by their enemies, and were forced to retreat to the desert, where they spent the next 40 years.

And that’s where Joshua 1 picks up the story, 40 years later.  All of Joshua’s contemporaries, save Caleb, are dead, just as God said would happen.  The army Joshua now commands is largely inexperienced, and basically has no weapons.  After all, there’s not much in the desert they can use to make weapons.  And God says to Joshua, “OK, it’s time to take the land.  It’s time to go to war.  It’s time for you to lead these people against the same enemies that 40 years ago put a beating on the Israelites.  Joshua, it’s time for you to try over.  It’s time to do what the people tried to do 40 years ago and failed.”
Have you ever been afraid to try over?  Guys, how many of us got shot down the first time we asked a girl out on a date?  Probably quite a few of us.  And while we didn’t necessarily admit it to anyone, that hurt.  It hurt so much that we weren’t sure we wanted to ever feel that way again.  The truth is we were kind of scared to try over.  And if we got shot down a second time – and a lot of us did – it took a long time for us to get up the courage to try a third time.

Or maybe it wasn’t just a first date that didn’t go so well; maybe it was your first marriage that did not go well, despite your best efforts.  You never want to feel that pain again; you never want to be hurt like that again.  There’s this guy who seems like a good guy, who seems to be very much in love with you, but you’re not sure you have the courage to try over.  And then you hear people like me stand up and tell you that the chances of a second marriage ending in divorce are substantially higher than the chances of a first marriage ending in divorce and you think, “Wow, there’s no way I’m going to give marriage another try.”
So let me just say this to you who have tried over – good for you.  Good for you for having the courage to try over, and good for you for working so hard to make your second marriage better than your first.  To do what you have done takes a brave heart.
And there’s another group of people who are real heroes in my mind.  We have had a number of people in our church over the years who have suffered the tragedy of losing a child to a miscarriage or to a stillbirth.  But in every case I know about, those couples – after a time to grieve and after a time to heal – decided to try again.  And their children are very glad they did try again.  That’s courage.  That’s having a brave heart.

The Building Blocks Of A Brave Heart

So how do we who are chickenhearted get a brave heart?  Well here’s the advice God gave Joshua; here are the building blocks of a brave heart as God describes them in Joshua 1.  Here’s the first one – stand on God’s promises.  Joshua could have the courage to try over to take the Promised Land, despite Israel’s colossal failure forty years earlier, because he was acting on God’s promises.  God made this promise to Joshua: “I will give you every place where you set your foot, as I promised Moses … No one will be able to stand up against you all the days of your life.” (Joshua 1:3-5)  
The Bible is filled with God’s promises to his people.  In James 1:5 God promises to give wisdom to us when we ask him for it.  In 1 John 1:9 God promises to forgive us when we confess our sins to him.  In Mark 11:23-24 God promises to answer our prayers.  In Philippians 4:6-7 God promises to take away our anxiety and give us peace.  If Berean Christian Bookstore doesn’t have any in stock, you can go to www.christianbook.com and order a book that identifies for you every promise in the Bible.  Here’s one called “Bible Promises Made Easy” that sells for all of $2.99.  Look up God’s promises, and then meditate on them.  God told this to Joshua: “Do not let this Book of the Law depart from your mouth; meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do everything written in it.” (Joshua 1:8)  The place to start in growing a brave heart is to find a promise of God and then put all our weight on it and see if God isn’t faithful.  That’s what Joshua did; listen to what Joshua said in a speech he gave to the Israelites at the end of his life: “Now I am about to go the way of all the earth.  You know with all your heart and soul that not one of all the good promises the Lord your God gave you has failed.  Every promise has been fulfilled; not one has failed.” (Joshua 23:14)  The first building block of a brave heart is to stand on God’s promises.
The second building block of a brave heart is to sense God’s presence.  Twice in Joshua 1 God reminds Joshua that he will never be alone, that God will always be present with him: “As I was with Moses, so I will be with you; I will never leave you nor forsake you … Be strong and courageous … for the Lord your God will be with you wherever you go.” (Joshua 1:5, 9)  That’s a promise Jesus made to us as his followers, isn’t it?  Here are Jesus’ last words to his disciples, recorded in Matthew’s Gospel: “And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” (Matthew 28:20)  
It’s always easier to be brave when you have someone with you, isn’t it? A mom was tucking her young son into bed one night in the middle of a violent thunderstorm.  As the mom turned out the light and was about to leave the youngster said with a trembling voice, “Mom, will you sleep in my room tonight?”  “I can’t dear,” she replied. “I have to sleep with Daddy.”  A long silence ensued before the boy said, “The big sissy.”
We don’t have to be big sissies because God has promised that he will always be with us.  When we’re afraid to try over, God says, “Go ahead; try again.  I will be with you every step of the way.  You aren’t in this alone.”  The second building block of a brave heart is to sense God’s presence.

And here’s the third building block of a brave heart – stay on God’s path.  Here’s what God told Joshua: “Be strong and very courageous.  Be careful to obey all the law my servant Moses gave you; do not turn from it to the right or to the left, that you may be successful wherever you go.” (Joshua 1:7)  Our soldiers know too well the very real danger of land mines and IED’s.  As we saw in the movie “The Hurt Locker,” there are certain soldiers who have the job of finding and defusing explosives to make the way safe for those who follow.  And to be safe those who follow need to stay on the path that has been cleared for them.  They don’t want to step off the path to the right or to the left.  God says, “I have cleared a path for you.  If you follow my commandments, you will be safe.  Don’t step off my path.  If you go off on your own way, you could get hurt.  Just stay on my path, and all will be well.”  If we want to live our lives with confidence and with courage, let’s commit ourselves to staying on the path God has set out for us.
Jane Addams lived about a century ago, and is remembered as one of the great pioneers of our social services system in the United States.  Listen to one of her most famous quotes:  “Nothing could be worse than the fear that one had given up too soon, and left one unexpended effort that might have saved the world.”  I’m not sure what God is calling you to do in your life at this particular moment, but it’s probably hard, and it might well be scary.  It might well be something that God is calling you to try over, something that you tried before that didn’t go so well.  Please, for the sake of the kingdom, don’t give up too soon.  Have the courage to continue.  Let’s start now to build brave hearts God can use to save our families and our world.
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