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A few years ago a group of us from church did something called “the ropes course” together.  It’s part teamwork-building, part bonding, and part sheer adventure.  One of the activities we did is called “the pedestal.”  The first part of the activity is climbing – one by one, each person climbs to the top of a thirty foot pole.  Then there’s a balancing component, because at the top of the pole is a pedestal that you are supposed to stand on.  Then there’s the jumping component, where you jump off the pedestal and grab a trapeze bar that’s only about three feet away from the pedestal.
Now while it sounds a bit intimidating, the fact is that at no point are you in any danger at all, because at all times you’re strapped into a harness which is connected to ropes controlled by your guide.  There’s no way anyone is going to fall; there’s no way anyone is going to get hurt.  But even though we all knew intellectually that we were entirely safe, what we discovered was that our bodies didn’t quite get the message. 

I was about 5th or 6th in line to climb the pedestal.  I watched each of the others slowly climb to the top of the pedestal.  And then I noticed that when people got to the top, they seemed to have a hard time getting to their feet on top of the pedestal.  And then they seemed to just stand there for the longest time instead of jumping for the trapeze bar.  Frankly I didn’t understand what the big deal was, because whether they grabbed the bar or missed the bar, they were all lowered very gently to the ground in their secure harness by the guide.  I didn’t say anything, of course, but in the back of my mind here’s what I was thinking: “What a bunch of chickens!”
And then it was my turn.  I started my climb, moving at a pretty good pace.  But as I got closer to the top I noticed that I was pretty high up.  I also noticed that the higher I went on the pole the more the pole seemed to sway – not a lot, but enough that I noticed it.  Finally I reached the pedestal.  And as I tried to get my body to climb onto the pedestal and then to stand on the pedestal, it occurred to me that those other folks weren’t chickens after all, because this was not easy.  Frankly my mind and body no longer cared that I was strapped into a harness.  It was the oddest thing.  I had just watched five or six people do exactly what I was doing.  Each of them had been gently lowered to the ground.  But at that moment all my mind was telling me was, “This isn’t going to end well.”  After what seemed like a very long time I finally got myself to balance on top of the pedestal.  There was only one thing left to do – I had to push off the pedestal and grab the trapeze bar.  The bar was right there, just three feet away.  A child could do this.  But everything in me was telling me, “You can’t do this.  You can’t reach it.”  At that point my fear of looking like a chicken overcame my fear of trying to grab the bar, and I pushed off as best I could, missed … and died a horrible death.  OK, I didn’t die; I was gently lowered to the ground like everyone else.  But for a split second my body was pretty sure the end had come.
Have you ever found yourself afraid to take the first step?  In some ways taking the first step is pretty simple.  If you’re trying to reestablish a relationship that’s gone sour, it’s really not hard to pick up your phone and dial their number or to type an email and click “send.”  But in another way it’s as scary as jumping off a wobbly thirty-foot high pole.  
For 40 years the people of Israel have been walking in circles in a desert, waiting for the day they would reach the Promised Land.  That day has finally come.  Here’s how God said it to Joshua in the verses we first read two Sundays ago: “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 … 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 1:2-3, 7)  It’s now time to cross the Jordan River and to take the Promised Land.  Success is guaranteed.  All they have to do is obey God, to do exactly what God tells them to do.  If they just keep their heads down and follow the path God tells them to take, everything is going to be fine.  
But taking that first step – the first step across the Jordan, the first step into the Promised Land – that’s just not as easy as it sounds.  Taking the first step takes courage.  

As we study the Israelites first steps into the Promised Land this morning, I want you to be thinking about a first step you might need to take.  What is it that God has been asking you to do that so far you haven’t been able to do, you just haven’t been able to take that first step?  Maybe it’s taking the first step toward the healing of a broken relationship.  Maybe God has been prompting you to step into generosity and so far you just haven’t been able to take that first step, to write that first check, to commit to supporting that child through World Vision.  Maybe you’re in a relationship that you know isn’t right; maybe you’re involved sexually with someone you’re not married to and you know you shouldn’t be, but you’re afraid if you say something to your partner or make a move to make things right you might lose that person, so you don’t do anything.  I’m not sure what it might be for you, but I have a hunch that most of us have something in our lives the Spirit has been prompting us about and so far taking that first step has been a real struggle.  So let’s see what we can learn from the Israelites about getting the courage to take the first step.
Find Someone To Follow
Here’s the first step in gathering the courage to take the first step – find someone to follow.  Find someone who has gone where you want to go, and follow in their footsteps.  The first dog I ever had that was my responsibility was Toby, who was one of those little yippy Pomeranians I now find somewhat annoying.  But Toby was a great friend to me when I was 10 and 11 years old.  We lived in Minnesota then, which gets a fair bit of snow in the winter.  But the snow did not deter us from taking our daily walks across the frozen creek in our back yard and up a small hill that separated our house from the train tracks.  But we did have a problem when the snow got deep, because Toby just didn’t have legs long enough to navigate the snow drifts.  So when the snow got too deep for Toby, he would wait for me to take the lead, and then he would follow behind in the footprints I left in the snow.  He was just a little dog, but he was smart enough to know that sometimes the better part of valor is to find someone to follow and to walk in their tracks.
And that’s what the Israelites were told to do as they prepared to take their first steps into the Promised Land.  Here’s the text:

Early in the morning Joshua and all the Israelites set out from Shittim and went to the Jordan, where they camped before crossing over.  After three days the officers went throughout the camp, giving orders to the people: “When you see the ark of the covenant of the Lord your God, and the priests, who are Levites, carrying it, you are to move out from your positions and follow it.  Then you will know which way to go, since you have never been this way before.” (Joshua 3:1-4)
Sometimes the reason it’s so hard to take the first step is because we don’t know what to do.  We aren’t sure how to make things right with that person.  We know we’re supposed to share our faith with our friends, and we very much want to, but we never take the first step because we aren’t quite sure what to do.  Or maybe for you it’s something quite different, something like starting your own business.  You’ve wanted to do that for years.  You’ve got an idea you think will work, but you just don’t know how to get started, so you never get around to taking the first step.
So do what God told the Israelites to do – find someone to follow.  After sitting by the Jordan River for three days, the officers finally told the people how to get going – just follow the priests carrying the ark of the covenant.  Walk in their tracks.  Go where they go.  The ark, of course, represented the presence of God.  Among the things in the ark were the stone tablets on which God had inscribed the Ten Commandments.  This was another way of telling the people to follow God’s law, to follow God’s path, to follow in the footsteps of God himself.  And the way for them to get started on that path was to simply follow the priests.  
Our friend Tony Robbins has written about this topic a fair bit.  As he puts it, the fastest way to effect massive change in your life is to find someone to follow.  Find someone who has done what you want to do, who has gone where you want to go, and then do what they did.  Walk in their tracks; follow their footprints.  You want to start your business but don’t know how?  Find someone who’s done it, find out what they did, and try it.  You want to lose weight and get in shape?  Find someone who’s lost the kind of weight you want to lose, find out what they did, and try it.  You want to influence your family and friends for Jesus?  Find someone who is good at that, find out how they do it, and give it a try.  Now of course we’re all individuals.  Of course we’re all going to do things a little differently to fit our personalities and our preferences.  My dog’s footprints didn’t fit perfectly in mine.  Sometimes he stayed in my tracks, and sometimes he made some of his own.  But if you’re trying to find the courage to take a first step you just haven’t been able to take for a very long time, this is a way to do it – find someone to follow, and walk in their steps.
Take Time To Get Your Heart Right
Here’s the second step in gathering the courage to take the first step – take time to get your heart right.  Here’s what we read in Joshua, right after the officers told the people to follow the priests: “Joshua told the people, ‘Consecrate yourselves, for tomorrow the Lord will do amazing things among you.’” (Joshua 3:5)  
To “consecrate” yourself, the theologians tell us, means to make yourself holy, to purify yourself, or to dedicate yourself to a sacred goal.  It means to prepare yourself.  There were some ritual aspects of it for the Israelites that don’t apply to us, but the principle still holds true.  Before we take that first step, we need to take some time to get our hearts right, to check our motives, to inspect our intentions, and to be spiritually prepared for whatever it is God has for us next.
A few years ago I read a book called “Mind Gym: An Athlete’s Guide To Inner Excellence.”  In one section the author is using golf as an illustration of how our mind affects our actions.  Here’s what the author writes:  “What we’ve learned in psychology is that actions follow our thoughts and images.  If you say, ‘Don’t hit the golf ball in the water’ and you’re looking at the water, you have just programmed your mind to send the ball to a watery grave.  The law of dominant thought says your mind is going to remember the most dominant thought.  Think water, remember water, and water is likely what you will get.  Rather than say ‘Don’t hit the water,’ try another instruction like, ‘Land the ball ten yards to the right of the pin.’ You get what your mind sets.” (p. 11)  
Let’s say you’ve had a fight with your partner.  If you never fight with your partner, just pretend for a moment that some day that just might happen.  You know what God wants you to do – He wants you to take the first step.  You need to forgive, to reach out, to do something to heal your relationship.  But first you need to take some time to get your heart right. You need to pray.  King David prayed like this: “Create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me.” (Psalm 51:10)  And then after you’ve gotten your heart right, pray about what you want to happen.  What do you want to say, how do you want to say it, how do you hope things go?  Do you know what we usually do instead of praying about how we hope things go?  We imagine how poorly things will probably go.  Have you ever continued a fight with someone without them?  You’ve thought, “I’ll say this, and then that jerk will probably say this, and then I’ll try saying this, but that won’t make any difference because I know what she’ll say …”  And so you never do try to make things right with your partner because you’ve already had an imaginary conversation with them and it didn’t go well, so why try?  And when you do that you simply prove the principle – “You get what your mind sets.”  Instead of praying about and imaging how well things could go, you’ve focused on how poorly they could go.  It’s like telling yourself over and over again, “I know the ball is going in the water,” and sure enough, that’s where the ball goes.
If you want to gather the courage to take the first step, a step God has asked you to take, a step you want to take but are afraid to try, first find someone to follow, and second, take time to get your heart right and to ask God to do something amazing.
Take The First Step
And then here’s what you do – you take the first step, and you trust God for amazing.  Back to Joshua 3; here’s the story.  Joshua tells the priests to pick up the ark of the covenant and to head for the Jordan River.  And then God gives this instruction to Joshua: “Tell the priests who carry the ark of the covenant: ‘When you reach the edge of the Jordan’s waters, go and stand in the river.” (Joshua 3:8)  
I’ve had a chance to be at this spot along the Jordan River a couple of times in my life, and I have to tell you that crossing it didn’t look like a very big deal.  It looked kind of shallow and kind of narrow.  But it turns out that it’s a very big deal to cross the Jordan when the Jordan is at flood stage.  At flood stage the Jordan River can be three quarters of a mile wide and 12 feet deep.  So it makes sense that the Israelites spent three days camped out on the eastern side of the Jordan afraid to take the first step into the Promised Land since they probably had no real idea how they were going to get across the river.  And I have to think that the priests weren’t especially excited to hear Joshua tell them, “Hey, you guys who are carrying the ark of the covenant – go stand in the middle of the river.  You guys take the first step.”

Now let me remind you of some background so we can appreciate what’s going on here.  Do you remember how God parted the Red Sea, some 40 years earlier, when Moses was leading the people of Israel out of Egypt, where they had been enslaved for 400 years?  It was pretty miraculous, obviously, but it was also pretty simple.  When Moses raised his staff in the air, God parted the Red Sea.  In other words, before the people took their first step into the Red Sea, the waters had already been parted.  But not this time.  As the Israelites stand by the shore of the Jordan River, the water is still rushing by.  It’s time for them to cross, but nothing is happening.  And nothing is going to happen until they take the first step.  God promised he would do amazing things among them.  God promised to give them success, to give them the Promised Land.  But none of that will happen until they take the first step.  And here’s what happens:

Now the Jordan is at flood stage all during the harvest.  Yet as soon as the priests who carried the ark reached the Jordan and their feet touched the water’s edge, the water from upstream stopped flowing.  It piled up in a heap a great distance away … The priests who carried the ark of the covenant of the Lord stood firm on dry ground in the middle of the Jordan, while all Israel passed by until the whole nation had completed the crossing on dry ground.  (Joshua 3:15-17)
Do you remember the third Indiana Jones movie – “Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade”?  There’s a great scene near the end of that movie, which is now 21 years old, that is a terrific illustration of this point.  Indy is on the hunt for the Holy Grail.  He comes out of a tunnel and sees in front of him a deep and wide crevasse, far too wide for him to jump across.  Do you remember what happens?  Would you like to see it, just for fun?  Me too – here it is:  From You Tube – search for Indiana Jones, The Last Crusade, Leap of Faith.  (1:58)
For Indiana Jones, the bridge didn’t appear until he took the first step.  And for the priests leading the people of Israel across the flooded Jordan River, the waters didn’t part until they took the first step, until they by faith put their feet into the water.  

We want God to part the water before we step in.  We want God to show us the bridge before we step out.  But that’s not how it works.  It’s NBA playoff time, and the NBA’s most recent advertising slogan is “Where amazing happens.”  This is where amazing happens – when we take the first step.  When we step out in faith, God does amazing.

A number of us are taking the Financial Peace University course on Tuesday nights, a course I hope everyone will take at some point, and one of the aspects of the course is how to become more generous.  Generosity, of course, is something God wants for us.  God asks us to be generous not because of what he wants from us, but because of what he wants for us.  But let’s admit this – it takes courage to be generous.  How can we think of giving away 10% of our income for the sake of ministry when it takes 110% of our income to pay our monthly bills?  And what we want is for God to show us amazing, and when he shows us amazing, then we’ll give.  When God shows us the money, when he pays off our debts and pads our bank accounts, then we’ll give.  But that’s not how it works.  God asks us to take the first step.  God says, “Trust me enough to give, and when you give, then I’ll provide.”  And if you think I’m making that up, here’s how God says it in his own words:  “Bring the whole tithe into the storehouse, that there may be food in my house.  Test me in this,” says the Lord Almighty, “and see if I will not open the floodgates of heaven and pour out so much blessing that you will not have room enough for it.” (Malachi 3:10)  Take the first step, God says, and I will show you amazing.
Make Sure To Remember
Now there’s one more lesson to be learned from this account in Joshua.  God has the people do something very interesting.  He tells them that while they are in the middle of the dry river bed to take 12 stones and to carry those stones out of the river bed as they cross the river, which they do.  Once the priests carry the ark of the covenant out of the river, the waters of the Jordan return to flood stage behind them.  The Israelites then set up camp, and at camp Joshua takes the 12 stones from the river bed and uses them to build an altar.  Here’s why:
Joshua said to the Israelites, “In the future when your descendants ask their fathers, ‘What do these stones mean?’ tell them, ‘Israel crossed the Jordan on dry ground.’  For the Lord your God dried up the Jordan before you until you had crossed over.  The Lord your God did to the Jordan just what he had done to the Red Sea when he dried it up before us until we had crossed over.  He did this so that all the peoples of the earth might know that the hand of the Lord is powerful and so that you might always fear the Lord your God.” (Joshua 4:21-24)
When God does amazing, make sure to remember it.  When you’ve taken that first step and God came through for you, do something to celebrate and to commemorate God’s greatness and grace.  Write it down in a journal.  Take a picture and put it up in your family room.  Circle the date on your calendar and do something special on the anniversary.  Make it one of those family stories you tell over and over.  Because when you do that, do you know what you’re making?  You’re making footsteps for someone else to follow in.  You’re making tracks for your kids to walk in.  You’re blazing a trail for others to follow, so they too can see God do something amazing when they need it most.
So what’s the first step does God want you to take?  What step do you want to take?  Maybe it’s quitting smoking.  Maybe it’s forgiving someone who deeply hurt you.  Maybe you’ve been thinking about pioneering a recovery group for people who’ve gone through a divorce, or for people recovering from an addiction.  Maybe it’s a step of generosity.  I’m not sure how God might be prompting you, or what step of obedience God wants you to take next.  But I do know this – if you want to be where amazing happens, you need the courage to take the first step.  Let’s ask God to give us the faith and the courage to step into the deep waters and to trust him to see us through. 
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