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I dare say that none of us like to look foolish.  If we had our choice, we would prefer to look attractive or wise or confident or skillful.  But I doubt any of us would choose to look foolish.
Of course when our kids are young we’re quite willing to look foolish if it will entertain them.  If it will stop your toddler from crying during dinner, you’ll gladly put on a silly hat and stick green beans up your nose and flap your arms like a bird.  Or if we have a chance to win some money on a reality show or a game show, we apparently are more than willing to look like serious fools.

Mark Batterson is the pastor of the National Community Church in Washington, D.C.  Last year Mark wrote this; see what you think – “Faith is the willingness to look foolish. And the reason some of us have never experienced a miracle is because we’re not willing to look foolish. If you aren’t willing to look foolish God can’t use you. Why? Because God uses the foolish things. So let me say it like it is: if you aren’t willing to look foolish you’re foolish.”  
Now what in the world is he talking about?  That sounds sort of extreme, doesn’t it?  “Faith is the willingness to look foolish.”  Where does he get that from?  One place he gets it from is the Apostle Paul’s first letter to the church at Corinth.  Listen to some of what Paul writes:

For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God … Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world?  For since in the wisdom of God the world through its wisdom did not know him, God was pleased through the foolishness of what was preached to save those who believe.  Jews demand miraculous signs and Greeks look for wisdom, but we preach Christ crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, but to those whom God has called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God.  For the foolishness of God is wiser than man’s wisdom, and the weakness of God is stronger than man’s strength … But God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise … (1 Corinthians 1:18-27)  
Part of me resists the idea that faith is the willingness to look foolish, since looking foolish is not high on my list of values.  And yet as I read the Bible I have to admit that many of the people who were used most powerfully by God were asked to do some very foolish things.  Take Noah, for example.  God asks Noah to build a huge ark in the middle of the desert, at a time when rain wasn’t in the forecast for another 120 years.  There is no doubt that the people of Noah’s day thought Noah was a fool.  What about David?  He’s just a teenager.  The army of Israel is scared out of their wits by the giant Goliath; they can’t find anyone to challenge him.  But David walks out to battle Goliath one on one with nothing but a slingshot and five smooth stones.  You can be sure most people on both sides of that conflict looked at David and said, “What a fool!”
Do you remember what God asked the prophet Hosea to do?  He asked him to marry a prostitute named Gomer.  And when his wife Gomer deserted him to return to her chosen profession and was then sold into slavery, God told Hosea to buy her back and take her home as his beloved wife.  Can you imagine what Hosea’s family and friends said when he told them he was marrying Gomer?  “Hosea, don’t be a fool!  This is the dumbest thing you’ve ever done!”
Or what about Peter?  Peter and the disciples are out in the middle of the Sea of Galilee when a big storm comes up.  They look up and see a figure that appears to be walking on the water – it’s Jesus.  Always the impetuous one, Peter says, “Lord, if it’s you, tell me to come to you on the water.”  Jesus says, “Come.”  So what are you thinking if you’re one of the other disciples?  I’m thinking, “Peter, don’t be a fool.  He’s Jesus – he can do that kind of stuff.  But you’re Peter; you’re a fisherman.”  Peter doesn’t listen.  He gets out of the boat, starts to walk on water, and then sinks.  In other words, he ends up looking like a fool.  But let’s not forget this – because he was willing to look foolish, he also did something no other human being has ever done … he walked on water.  Faith is the willingness to look foolish.  

Joshua, we’ve seen, was a man of great courage, a man with a truly brave heart.  He was a man of faith, a man who trusted God’s promises completely.  He was also a great warrior, a man who was skilled in fighting and winning wars.  So when God told Joshua to take the city of Jericho, I imagine Joshua was primed for battle.  This is what he was waiting for, a chance to take the fight to the enemy, a chance to show the Canaanites the might of the Israelite army. 
But that wasn’t quite God’s plan.  God had a different kind of test for Joshua.  God wanted to see if Joshua and the people of Israel had the courage and the faith to obey God even when what God asked them to do made no sense at all.  Was their faith strong enough to risk looking foolish?  
Sometimes God’s Ways Don’t Make Sense
So let’s remind ourselves where we are in the story of Joshua.  Joshua is the successor to Moses, and God has given Joshua the task of leading the people of Israel into the Promised Land.  For the last 40 years the Israelites have been wandering around the Sinai Desert, but now it’s finally time to enter into the land of milk and honey God had promised them long ago.  Last week we saw how God got the Israelites across the flooded Jordan River.  Do you remember our theme from last week?  It was the courage to take the first step.  God didn’t part the Jordan River first and then tell the Israelites to walk across on dry ground.  God said, “First put your feet into the water, and then I’ll part it for you.”  God often doesn’t act until we put our toes into the water, until we take the first step in obedience and faith.  And the Israelites were up to the task.  When the priests who were carrying the Ark of the Covenant stepped into the flooded river plain, God parted the water so that hundreds of thousands of Israelites could cross over on dry ground.  They had the courage to take the first step.

So now they’re across the Jordan River and into the Promised Land. But they are very aware that crossing the Jordan River was only the beginning, that the Promised Land will not belong to them until they overcome the people who inhabit that land.  And first on their list is Jericho.  Do you remember what we said about Jericho a few weeks ago? 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 below sea level.  And when Joshua and the people of Israel arrive at the Promised Land in about 1400 B.C., Jericho is the first city God wants them to capture. 
Now one approach to defeating the walled city of Jericho is to surround it and starve the people out.  That was a common technique of war in this days; that’s what it meant to “lay siege” to a city.  But that technique wouldn’t work when it came to Jericho, because Jericho is an oasis in the Judean desert.  There’s nothing but sand for miles around Jericho in every direction, but there’s a good reason Jericho is the oldest city in the world – it’s built around a spring.  The people of Jericho didn’t need to go outside the walls of their city for water or for food; they had everything they needed right where they were.  The people of Israel would run out of food and water long before the people of Jericho would.  So laying siege to Jericho wouldn’t work.  There had to be some other way to take Jericho down.
And while Joshua quite likely wanted to try to take Jericho by storm, that really wasn’t an option either.  For one thing the walls were simply too high and too thick.  And besides, the Canaanites in Jericho were seasoned soldiers, while the people of Israel were largely a bunch of nomads whose primary skill was getting lost in the desert.  
So Joshua says to God, “OK, what do we do?”  And God says, “Come here; I’ve got a plan.”  In my mind I picture God giggling a bit as he tells Joshua the plan, because it really is a funny plan.  To be honest, it strikes me as more than a bit silly.  It’s kind of in the category of giving your dog the command to “roll over.”  You can almost hear the dog thinking, “Roll over?  What’s the point of that?  ‘Come’ I understand, and ‘stay’ even makes some sense, but ‘roll over’ … are you kidding me?  That’s just silly!”

So what’s God’s plan?  Here it is, from Joshua 6:

Then the Lord said to Joshua, “See, I have delivered Jericho into your hands, along with its king and its fighting men.  March around the city once with all the armed men.  Do this for six days.  Have seven priests carry trumpets of rams’ horns in front of the ark.  On the seventh day, march around the city seven times, with the priests blowing the trumpets.  When you hear them sound a long blast on the trumpets, have all the people give a loud shout; then the wall of the city will collapse and the people will go up, every man straight in.”  (Joshua 6:2-5)
I know, it doesn’t sound silly when I read it, does it?  As a tactic of war, that all makes perfect sense, right?  

Now obviously this is a very odd way to try to take a fortified city.  Frankly I’m sure Joshua and the priests and the troops felt very foolish walking around the city once a day for six days, all the time carrying the Ark of the Covenant and carrying seven rams’ horns.  And here’s something else to think about – God didn’t give these instructions to everyone.  He only gave them to Joshua.  What would you think if our Commander in Chief told us, “OK, here’s how we’re going to deal with Iran if Iran insists on pursuing nuclear weapons.  First, let’s get some priests together and give them some musical instruments.  Then let’s have them and some of our soldiers walk around Tehran for six days.  Then on the seventh day we’ll have them walk around Tehran seven times while the priests play their musical instruments.  Then the big finish – everyone will give a loud shout.  That should do it; that should neutralize their nuclear weapons.”  
I have a hunch that it wouldn’t just be Fox News that would find fault with that plan.  I have a hunch every newscaster and every politician and every thoughtful citizen in our country would think that’s the most foolish plan ever.  And I wonder if the soldiers and priests and people of Israel had some serious doubts about Joshua’s leadership when Joshua told them the plan.  I wonder if they might have worried for his sanity and their safety.  

Now the whole plan seems more than a little odd, but here’s one piece in particular you have to wonder about – why seven days?  Why couldn’t they just skip the first six days when all they do is walk around the city carrying the ark and the seven trumpets?  It just seems like those six days are a waste of time and energy.  After all, doesn’t God want his people to get on with the task at hand?  And here’s another thing – all they’ve been doing for 40 years is walking in circles out in the desert.  So the last thing they’re going to want to do is walk in circles around the city of Jericho.  They’re tired of walking; it’s time for action.

Do you remember what Jesus said was involved in being one of his disciples?  In Luke 9:23 we read these words of Jesus: “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me.”   Following Jesus is a daily deal.  We’ve all done this; we’ve all come across something hard or challenging in our lives and we’ve said to God, “God, I need you to come through now.  I need a miracle, and I need it today.”  And I can almost hear God say, “Excuse me?  I’ve been here all along, but where have you been?  I don’t remember hearing anything from you yesterday, or the day before that, or the day before that.  If you really want me to be involved in your life, I need to be involved every day.”  
And I think that’s a lesson God wanted the people of Israel to learn, that obedience is a day in and day out deal.  And I think that’s a lesson we need to learn in our prayers.  Could God have caused the walls of Jericho to fall down if the people had only walked around them on one day instead of seven?  Of course.  Could God answer our prayers if we only prayed them one time?  Of course.  But that’s not usually how it happens.  It is our sustained obedience that God rewards; it is our persistent prayers that God answers.  If we want God to work in us and through us, we need to be obedient to what God says day by day by day. 

 So what happened?  Did the plan – crazy as it was – work?  Here’s the text:
On the seventh day, they got up at daybreak and marched around the city seven times in the same manner, except that on that day they circled the city seven times.  The seventh time around, when the priests sounded the trumpet blast, Joshua commanded the people, “Shout!  For the Lord has given you the city!” … When the trumpets sounded, the people shouted, and at the sound of the trumpet, when the people gave a loud shout, the wall collapsed; so every man charged straight in, and they took the city.  (Joshua 6:15-16, 20)
God Partners With His People To Tear Down The Walls
So did God’s plan make any sense?  No, not at all.  It was, on its face, a foolish plan.  I’m sure Joshua and the priests and the soldiers and the people all felt extremely foolish.  I’m sure the people of Jericho were more than happy to mock and to insult the Israelites as they watched them walk silently around their fortified city day after day after day.  But faith is the willingness to look foolish.  And while God’s plan for capturing Jericho seemed foolish, it turned out to be incredibly effective.
Have you ever noticed that God often asks us to do things that on their face seem foolish?  I mean, a lot of God’s commands make sense.  Love your husband?  Of course.  Love your children?  We wouldn’t think of doing anything else.  But when Jesus calls us to love our enemies, that’s another story.  That doesn’t seem to make any sense. 

Or how about this command, one I know I mentioned last Sunday – only have sex with your spouse.  I’ve been taught that all my life, so I sometimes forget how foolish that sounds to so many people.  A few weeks ago my girls bought a women’s fitness magazine.  Since I think it’s important for me to be well-rounded and to stay in touch with my feminine side, I paged through it and I came across a column called “Ask The Guy Next Door.”  A female reader wrote in and asked about moving in with her boyfriend; here was part of the answer: “If you’re doing it just for the cheaper rent, don’t.  Shacking up can turn into shackles if you’re locked into a lease.  But if this is a step toward a bigger commitment, go for it.  Stats suggest that living together before marrying slightly ups your odds of splitting, but wouldn’t you rather find out you’re incompatible before a ring is involved?”  Now it’s interesting to me that this guy acknowledges the statistics showing that two people who live together before they marry are more likely to get divorced than people who don’t live together before they get married.  But despite those statistics, his advice is, “Sure, go ahead and live together.”  

 So when we as followers of Jesus tell people, “No, I’m not going to move in with my girlfriend” and “No, I’m not going to sleep with my boyfriend,” we can feel a little foolish, because our society assumes that it’s normal to sleep with and live with the people you’re dating.  They look at us like we live in a make-believe world where our only friends are on the Disney Channel.  And that’s where courage comes in.  That’s when God says, “Be a brave heart.  Have the courage to keep the faith.  And when you do, I will make your relationships so much better than you could even imagine.  Trust me, even if it feels foolish right now.”
Or how about this; I know I talked about this last week as well, but it’s especially on my mind since I’m going through Financial Peace University.  You’re in debt.  Your financial pressures are like the walls of Jericho, looming over your head, keeping you from the life you want to live.  So what does God say we should do?  Well, part of what God tells us to do makes perfect sense:  “Make it your ambition to lead a quiet life, to mind your own business and to work with your hands, just as we told you, so that your daily life may win the respect of outsiders and so that you will not be dependent on anyone.” (1 Thessalonians 4:11-12)  That makes sense – work hard so that you’re not dependent on other people to carry the load you should be carrying.  OK, we get that.  But then God tells us to do two other things that don’t make as much sense.  He tells us to save money and he tells us to give generously.  Now if I’m already spending 110% of my income just to pay my bills, how am I supposed to save 10% of my income, and how in the world am I supposed to give 10% of it away?  Does that not sound foolish to you?  But what we’re learning in Financial Peace University is how to get out of debt by giving 10%, saving 10% and paying our bills with the remaining 80%.  
So how does that work?  Here’s what we learn from the battle of Jericho – we aren’t in the battle alone.  It’s a partnership.  God partners with his people to tear down our walls.  God could easily have caused the walls of Jericho to collapse without any help from the people of Israel.  He didn’t need them to walk around the city for seven days, and then to walk around it seven more times on the seventh day.  But God wanted his people to know that he was in partnership with them.  He wanted them to appreciate that he worked on their behalf when they worked in obedience to him.  And that’s how God works – he partners with us.  When we exhibit the courage to do what he commands us to do, even when it seems at first blush to be foolish, God honors our courage and our faith by doing what we can only call a miracle.  
So what are the walls you need torn down in your life?  What obstacles are you facing that seem to be particularly daunting?  The good news is that God would love nothing more than to partner with you to tear those walls down.  Just keep doing what God asks you to do, day after day after day.  Commit to living a life of sustained obedience, and in time God will do what we can’t – he’ll tear the walls down.
For my kids the Berlin Wall is something they read about in their history books, but many of us are old enough to remember the ugliness of that wall that divided not only East and West Germany but the Free World from the Communist World.  It was built in 1961, and it was a symbol of hatred and fear, an embodiment of the Cold War between East and West.  In 1987 President Reagan famously issued a challenge to Mikhail Gorbachev of the Soviet Union: “Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall!”  The challenge was met with cheers, but the wall remained.

And then, quite remarkably, on November 9, 1989, the wall came tumbling down.  Let me read the account from Philip Yancey’s book “What’s So Amazing About Grace.”

The Cold War, says former Senator Sam Nunn, ended “not in a nuclear inferno, but in a blaze of candles in the churches of Eastern Europe.”  Candlelight processions in East Germany did not show up well on the evening news, but they helped change the face of the globe.  First a few hundred, then a thousand, then thirty thousand, fifty thousand, and finally five hundred thousand – nearly the entire population of the city – turned out in Leipzig for candlelight vigils.  After a prayer meeting at St. Nikolai Church, the peaceful protestors would march through the dark streets, singing hymns.  Police and soldiers with all their weapons seemed powerless against such a force.  Ultimately, on the night a similar march in East Berlin attracted one million protestors, the hated Berlin Wall came tumbling down without a shot being fired.  A huge banner appeared across a Leipzig street: “We thank you, Church.”  (p. 135)
It worked 3400 years ago in Jericho, and it worked again 21 years ago in Berlin. People marched, God intervened, and a wall came tumbling down.  And it can happen in your life, no matter what your wall might be.  God uses the foolish things, the Bible says.  And maybe Pastor Batterson of Washington, D.C. is right – maybe the reason we’ve never experienced a miracle is because we’ve never been willing to look foolish.  Let’s do this … let’s be foolish enough to obey God and to trust God and to partner with God.  And when we do, one day the walls will come tumbling down.
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