“COURAGE TO MAKE A FRESH START”
Braveheart: The Courage To Keep The Faith

May 9, 2010 / Mother’s Day

Cornerstone Community Church

Since it’s Mother’s Day, I thought it would be appropriate to pass along some principles of parenting I read about recently on a website called effectiveparenting.org.  See if any of these ring true in your experience:
1. The later you stay up, the earlier your child will wake up the next morning. 
2. For a child to become clean, something else must become dirty. 
3. Toys multiply to fill any space available. 
4. The longer it takes you to make a meal, the less your child will like it. 
5. Yours is always the only child who doesn’t behave. 
6. If the shoe fits ... it’s expensive. 
7. The surest way to get something done is to tell a child not to do it. 
8. The gooier the food, the more likely it is to end up on the carpet. 
9. Backing the car out of the driveway causes your child to have to go to the bathroom. 
10. The more challenging the child, the more rewarding it is to be a parent ... but you usually have to work overtime to get that reward.
We are in a series on the Old Testament Book of Joshua called “Braveheart: The Courage To Keep The Faith.”  And if there’s anyone who deserves the title of “Braveheart,” it’s surely our moms.  If you’ve ever had the amazing experience of being present at the birth of a child, you can verify that it takes courage to bring a child into the world.  And it really doesn’t get any easier once you bring that adorable baby home, does it?  My youngest child is now almost 18, and I still find myself living in a state of sheer terror about 25% of the time.  Parenting is scary stuff, and today it is only right that we stop and honor our moms for their courage as well as for their compassion and their patience and their wisdom.
So let me ask you this question – have you ever felt the need for a fresh start?  Has your life ever gotten so messed up for one reason or another that your only hope was to set sail in a whole new direction?  You probably remember the Southwest Airline commercials from about four years ago, where someone does something really embarrassing and the announcer comes on and asks, “Want to get away?”  We’ve all felt like that, haven’t we?  We’ve all wanted to just get away.  I imagine even as a mom you’ve had those moments where things with your kids got so tangled and twisted and messy that you wished you could just start over. 
 The good news of the gospel is this – we can start over.  That’s what God’s amazing grace is all about.  By his grace, God makes it possible for us to experience a fresh start, no matter how tangled a web we have weaved, no matter how much a mess we’ve made, no matter how many wrong turns we’ve taken.  But it still takes courage.  It’s one thing to be offered a fresh start; it’s quite another to take it.  
Have you ever watched the TV show called “In Plain Sight”?  It’s on the USA Network on Wednesday nights at the moment.  It’s a show about the federal witness protection program, or “WITSEC.”  Suppose someone is a witness to a crime, and the government really needs that person’s testimony to prosecute the criminals.  Sometimes it becomes necessary for the government to protect those witnesses from retaliation, so they go into “witness protection.”  In the witness protection program the person is given a new name, moved to a new location, and assisted in finding a new job.  In other words, the person gets a fresh start.  The downside is that the protected witness is required to cut off all ties with all of his or her family and friends; the break has to been clean and complete.  And in watching “In Plain Sight,” it becomes very apparent that it takes considerable courage to make that extreme of a change in one’s life, that leaving your old life behind to start a brand new life requires that a person be brave of heart.

 This morning we’re going to learn the story of a very unique woman named Rahab, a woman who was very much in need of grace and who demonstrated the courage to accept God’s grace.  Rahab messed up the first part of her life big-time.  Her lifestyle would make any one of us blush.  But because she had the courage to take the chance God offered her to make a fresh start, Rahab became a woman of such importance that she became the ancestor of an extremely significant person, a person every one of you have heard of.  
God Gives Rahab A Chance At A Fresh Start
Rahab’s story is recorded for us in the second chapter of Joshua, which is the sixth book of the Old Testament.  The bigger picture is this – after 400 years of slavery, God used Moses to lead the people of Israel out of Egypt.  God’s intention was for the Israelites to immediately conquer the land of Canaan and reclaim it as their own.  Moses sent 12 spies into Canaan to get the lay of the land, and when they came back they reported that the land was everything they hoped and dreamed it would be.  Two of the spies – Caleb and Joshua – urged the Israelites to forge ahead and take the land, but the other ten spies said it was too dangerous, even though God had promised them victory.  The people, unfortunately, listened to the ten chickenhearted spies, and in direct disobedience to God refused to take the Promised Land.  As punishment, God made the Israelites wander in the Sinai desert for 40 years until all those who were adults had died, leaving it to the next generation to conquer the land of Canaan.
Last week we looked at Joshua 1, where God commanded Joshua to lead the Israelites into the Promised Land and challenged Joshua to be “strong and very courageous.”  By the way, do you remember what the most repeated commandment in the Bible is?  It’s not the command to love or to forgive or to pray or to give – it’s the command to not be afraid.  It wasn’t just Joshua who was commanded to be brave of heart; God challenges all of us to be brave of heart, which is what we’re trying to learn to do in this series.

As chapter two opens the people of Israel are camped on the eastern side of the Jordan River, just across the river from the Promised Land.  The very first city in their path is the city of Jericho.  Jericho has two impressive distinctions.  First, it is the oldest fortified city in the world.  Archaeologists tell us that Jericho was settled around 8000 B.C. and that it was fortified around 7000 B.C.  Second, Jericho is also the lowest city on the globe at about 750 feet below sea level.  And when Joshua and the people of Israel arrived at the Promised Land in about 1400 B.C., Jericho was the first city God wanted them to capture.  
Forty years earlier Moses had picked Joshua and eleven others to sneak into Canaan to spy out the land.  Moses is now dead; Joshua is now in charge.  So Joshua does what seems logical to him – he sends two spies across the Jordan River and into Jericho to spy out the city, to discover how it’s fortified, to see if Jericho has any weaknesses. 

But when we read the Book of Joshua we discover that God’s bigger purpose in sending spies into Jericho has little to do with obtaining any useful military intelligence.  In two weeks we’ll study the story of how the Israelites captured Jericho, and we’ll see that the information the spies gathered really had nothing to do with Israel’s military strategy.  God’s purpose in sending spies into Jericho was really for one reason – to give a woman named Rahab a chance at a fresh start.  As we will see in just a minute, God sent these spies into Jericho not to gain something but to give something – his purpose was not to gain a tactical advantage; his purpose was to give grace.
I imagine that if you think back on your life you would see that God has done the same thing for you on more than one occasion, that God has arranged the circumstances of your life as a means of offering you his grace.  Theologians have a term for this – it’s called “common grace.”  The doctrine of common grace teaches that God extends his grace and his compassion to all people, whether they believe in him or not, whether they obey him or not.  Jesus described his Father’s grace in these terms in the Sermon on the Mount: “He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous.” (Matthew 5:45)  God doesn’t wait until we do something to deserve his grace; God extends his grace to those who don’t deserve it, to those who have messed things up so badly that the only way out is a fresh start.  God didn’t wait for Rahab to get her life together before he decided to offer her grace.  God made the first move.  It was up to Rahab to respond.
Let’s read some of the story so you can see what I’m talking about; here’s how Joshua 2 begins:  

Then Joshua son of Nun secretly sent two spies from Shittim.  “Go, look over the land,” he said, “especially Jericho.” So they went and entered the house of a prostitute named Rahab and stayed there.
The king of Jericho was told, “Look!  Some of the Israelites have come here tonight to spy out the land.”  So the king of Jericho sent this message to Rahab: “Bring out the men who came to you and entered your house, because they have come to spy out the whole land.”  (Joshua 2:1-3)
Apparently these guys aren’t particularly good at this whole spy thing.  Spies are supposed to be sneaky.  Spies are supposed to get in and out without being detected.  I’ve watched “Chuck” – I know what spies are supposed to do.  But these spies apparently missed the first day of spy school, because the king of Jericho knows exactly where they are and exactly why they’re there.  

And their incompetence has put Rahab in a dangerous spot.  Oh, before we get to that, let’s not skip too quickly over Rahab’s job title – she’s a prostitute.  We don’t know how she came into this line of work, but the Bible doesn’t hide the fact that Rahab has made a mess of her life.  She’s not the kind of girl you want your son to grow up and marry.  No kid wants to have to tell his friends, “My mom is a prostitute.”  I have to think that Rahab very much needed and wanted a chance to make a fresh start.
And now she’s in a bit of a pickle.  Two spies have shown up in her place, and her own king is putting the pressure on her to cough them up.  And I imagine that if she doesn’t it won’t be just the king who will be unhappy with her; I imagine everyone in Jericho will be unhappy with her.  I imagine bad things are in store for Rahab if she doesn’t cooperate with her own king.  But Rahab understands that this is her chance at a fresh start.  This is her chance to make a change.  Here’s what we read next:
But the woman had taken the two men and hidden them.  She said, “Yes, the men came to me, but I did not know where they had come from.  At dusk, when it was time to close the city gate, the men left.  I don’t know which way they went.  Go after them quickly.  You may catch up with them.”  (But she had taken them up to the roof and hidden them under the stalks of flax she had laid out on the roof.)  So the men set out in pursuit of the spies on the road that leads to the fords of the Jordan … (Joshua 2:4-7)  
Now why would Rahab do that?  Why is she risking her life to save these two bumbling spies?  Clearly she must know something, something that would motivate her to risk the wrath of her king and her countrymen.  So what is it?  Listen to Rahab’s speech to the two spies hiding in her home:
“I know that the Lord has given this land to you and that a great fear of you has fallen on us, so that all who live in this country are melting in fear because of you.  We have heard how the Lord dried up the water of the Red Sea for you when you came out of Egypt … When we heard of it, our hearts melted and everyone’s courage failed because of you, for the Lord your God is God in heaven above and on the earth below.  Now then, please swear to me by the Lord that you will show kindness to my family, because I have shown kindness to you.  Give me a sure sign that you will spare the lives of my father and mother, my brothers and sisters, and all who belong to them, and that you will save us from death.”  (Joshua 2:8-13) 
 Now notice something about Rahab.  Rahab had never seen the God of Israel do a miracle.  She didn’t see God part the Red Sea; Rahab didn’t see God send manna from heaven.  Rahab heard about the miracles God had done, and based on what she heard, based on the evidence available to her, she believed.  That’s pretty much where we are, isn’t it?  We didn’t see God part the Red Sea.  We didn’t see Jesus walk on water.  We didn’t see Jesus rise from the dead.  But based on what we’ve heard, based on the evidence available to us, we’ve put our faith in the God of the Bible, just as Rahab put her faith in the God of Israel.  And based on what Rahab had heard, she decided to devote herself to the God of Israel and to risk her life to help God’s chosen people.  Rahab realized that this was her chance to start over.

And notice something else – Rahab didn’t just see this as a chance to help herself.  Her immediate thought was for her family – for her mother and father and her brothers and sisters and all their loved ones.  I have a hunch that Rahab didn’t have the best relationship with her family.  I have a hunch that they didn’t often invite Rahab the prostitute over for the nephews’ birthday parties, that mom and dad weren’t particularly proud of the life their daughter lived.  But when crunch time rolled around, Rahab’s concern wasn’t just for her own neck.  She dared to care about her family.

 Kids, your mom’s first thought isn’t about herself – it’s about you.  She would take any risk if it would benefit you.  She would make any sacrifice to keep you safe and to help you succeed.  Let’s be sure we know this about our mom – mom has a brave heart.
Rahab’s Faith Is Rewarded
So what happens to Rahab and her kin?  As the two spies sneak out of Jericho – and fortunately they do a better job of sneaking out then they did sneaking in – they make Rahab a promise.  They promise that they will spare Rahab and her family when they attack Jericho.  But she has to do one more thing – she has to tie a scarlet cord in the window of her home so the attackers know which house to spare.  Now why a scarlet cord, do you think?  Do you remember what the people of Israel were supposed to do to their doorposts during the tenth plague, when God sent the death angel to kill all the firstborn males in Egypt?  They were supposed to put the blood of a lamb on their doorposts as a sign of their faith in God, and when the angel saw that blood he would pass over their home and spare their firstborn.  And while the spies surely didn’t know it, that scarlet cord was also a foreshadowing of someone else’s blood, the blood of Jesus.  In 1 Peter the Bible tells us that we have been saved “with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect.” (1 Peter 1:19)  We are saved by faith in the blood of Jesus, foreshadowed by the scarlet cord of Rahab.
Now we won’t study the story of the capture of Jericho for a couple of weeks, but it wouldn’t be fair to leave you hanging, not even on a scarlet cord.  So here’s what happens, according to Joshua 6, when the Israelites attack Jericho: “But Joshua spared Rahab the prostitute, with her family and all who belonged to her, because she hid the men Joshua had sent as spies to Jericho – and she lives among the Israelites to this day.” (Joshua 6:25)  Rahab’s faith in the God of Israel was rewarded.  She and her entire family were saved.  And Rahab got a chance to make a fresh start.
By the way, you might be wondering why we’re making such a big deal out of Rahab, especially on Mother’s Day.  She almost seems like a throwaway character, like some bit player in a forgettable play.  It turns out that there is no such thing in God’s eyes as a throwaway character.  In fact Rahab shows up in the Bible’s “hall of fame,” in Hebrews 11, a chapter that recounts the stories of the greatest people of faith in all of biblical history.  After talking about the great men of faith like Noah and Abraham and Moses and Joseph and a host of others, the author of Hebrews pauses to shine a light on a woman of ill repute from a foreign country named Rahab: “By faith the prostitute Rahab, because she welcomed the spies, was not killed with those who were disobedient.”  (Hebrews 11:31)  It’s as though God is saying to us, “Don’t forget about Rahab.  Don’t forget her faith; don’t forget the courage she displayed.  Remember Rahab, the brave heart.  She’s special.”
Right after Hebrews is a book called James, written by the brother of Jesus himself.  In his letter James highlights the exceptional faith and the courageous actions of two people.  One is Abraham, the father of the nation of Israel.  You would expect that; you would expect Abraham to be singled out for special mention.  So who else do you think James would highlight?  Moses?  David?  Elijah?  Here’s what he says: “In the same way, was not even Rahab the prostitute considered righteous for what she did when she gave lodging to the spies and sent them off in a different direction?” (James 2:25)   Rahab’s courage to make a fresh start with her life is the stuff of legends.  
In fact God valued Rahab’s courage and faith so highly that he gave her a place in the most important family line in history.  Matthew 1 does not make for the most exciting reading – it’s a genealogy, a long list of names.  But it’s a significant genealogy – the first name in the genealogy is Abraham, and the last name is Jesus.  Now genealogies in those times and in that culture were focused on the men, on the fathers:  Abraham was the father of Isaac, Isaac was the father of Jacob, Jacob was the father of Judah, and so on.  But Matthew’s account of Jesus’ ancestry is unique in that Matthew highlights four moms, and one of those four is none other than Rahab.  Ever other time the Bible mentions Rahab, she is described how?  She is always “Rahab the prostitute,” even when she’s being complimented for her faith and her courage.  But not here in Matthew; here’s how Matthew mentions her: “Salmon the father of Boaz, whose mother was Rahab; Boaz the father of Obed, whose mother was Ruth; Obed the father of Jesse, and Jesse the father of King David.” (Matthew 1:5-6)  That’s some pretty impressive company.  If we don’t have Rahab, we don’t have Boaz.  If we don’t have Boaz, we don’t have Obed or Jesse or King David or, ultimately, Jesus, who Matthew calls “the son of David.”
Rahab starts out as a prostitute, a profound disappointment to her family and friends.  But that’s not how she ended up.  She ended up as one of the most important moms in history.  She ended up as a woman of faith.  She ended up as a hero.

And moms, we want you to know that you are our heroes.  Thank you for not giving up on us.  Thank you for being agents of God’s grace to us, for giving us the chance to make a fresh start again and again and again.
Do any of you remember the writings of Erma Bombeck?  Erma passed away in 1996, but she left us with some terrific insights about life, including one of my favorites called “When God Created Mothers.”  Here’s what she wrote:

When the Good Lord was creating mothers, He was into His sixth day of “overtime” when the angel appeared and said. “You’re doing a lot of fiddling around on this one.” 

And God said, “Have you read the specs on this order?  She has to be completely washable, but not plastic. Have 180 moveable parts ... all replaceable. Run on black coffee and leftovers. Have a lap that disappears when she stands up. A kiss that can cure anything from a broken leg to a disappointed love affair. And six pairs of hands.” 

The angel shook her head slowly and said. “Six pairs of hands ... no way.” 

“It’s not the hands that are causing me problems,” God remarked, “it’s the three pairs of eyes that mothers have to have.” 

“That’s on the standard model?” asked the angel.  God nodded. 

“One pair that sees through closed doors when she asks, ‘What are you kids doing in there?’ when she already knows.  Another here in the back of her head that sees what she shouldn’t but what she has to know, and of course the ones here in front that can look at a child when he goofs up and say, ‘I understand and I love you’ without so much as uttering a word.” 

“God,” said the angel touching his sleeve gently, “Get some rest tomorrow ...” 

“I can’t,” said God, “I’m so close to creating something so close to myself.  Already I have one who heals herself when she is sick ... can feed a family of six on one pound of hamburger ... and can get a nine year old to stand under a shower.” 

The angel circled the model of a mother very slowly. “It’s too soft,” she sighed. 

“But tough!” said God excitedly. “You can’t imagine what this mother can do or endure.” 

“Can it think?” 

“Not only can it think, but it can reason and compromise,” said the Creator. 

Finally, the angel bent over and ran her finger across the cheek. 

“There’s a leak,” she pronounced. “I told You that You were trying to put too much into this model.” 

“It’s not a leak,” said the Lord, “It’s a tear.” 

“What’s it for?” 

“It’s for joy, sadness, disappointment, pain, loneliness, and pride.” 

“You are a genius,” said the angel. 

Somberly, God said, “I didn’t put it there.”
Moms, thanks for all you do for us.  Thanks for being brave enough to raise us and to educate us and to correct us and to love us.  For being true “brave hearts,” we honor you today.
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