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As wonderful as vacations are, I sometimes wonder if they are worth it.  And I’m not talking so much about the expense of a vacation or the energy it takes while you are vacationing.  The greatest toll a vacation takes is the toll on our schedule.  Most of us are so busy that even if everything goes perfectly according to plan, we can barely get done in a day everything we need to get done.  Then imagine you are about to leave for a one week vacation.  You are going to get away from it all, from the phones and the emails and the bills and the deadlines and the responsibilities of your normal week.  You can jump off the treadmill for a week and relax.  You can’t wait for your vacation.

But you also know that while you might be able to get off the treadmill for a week, the treadmill itself is going to keep right on going.  Life doesn’t stop when you do.  So for at least a week before you leave on your vacation, you try to cram in two weeks’ worth of activity just to make sure you don’t fall behind while you’re gone.  Yet despite your best efforts, when you return from your vacation you discover that somehow life speeded up while you were gone and you are now not just one week behind, you’re about a month behind.  And this sinking feeling overcomes you – you’re never going to be able to finish everything you’ve started doing.  All those projects at work, all those projects around the house – you’ll never get them all done.  You have fallen behind, and you don’t see how you’ll ever get caught up.

We all know too well what it’s like to fall behind.  We’ve fallen behind on our bills.  We’ve fallen behind on our work.  We’ve fallen behind in writing to our friends and our family.  In fact, we’ve fallen behind in our relationships.  We’ve fallen behind in our romance with our spouse.  We’ve fallen behind with the kids; we don’t even seem to know them any more.  We’ve fallen behind in keeping up with the yard work.  We’ve fallen behind in our exercise program.  As a matter of fact, when we review the New Year’s resolutions we made last January, we realize we're already behind in everything on our list.  We had promised to read the Bible every day, and we’ve fallen behind in that.  We were going to start a savings program to save money for the kid’s college program.  Nope – we’ve fallen behind there.  And even though we have the best of intentions and we make the best of efforts, it seems the faster we run and the harder we work, the “behinder” we get.

So how can we hope to finish anything when we’ve already fallen hopelessly behind?  When we are about to be lapped in the race of life, is there anything God can do to help us catch up?  If we ever needed God, it’s now.  We can’t wait any longer, or the race will be over and we will have lost.  And for us there is much more at stake than a medal or a trophy.  If we lose the race we’re running, we will have lost our job, we will have lost our life’s savings, we will have lost our family, we will have lost our souls.  We need God, and we need him now.

This morning we want to discover how God can help those of us who have fallen behind in life to finish what we’ve started.  And we will discover that our God is a God who is “over” time, who is not limited by our 24 hour days or our 60 minute hours.  We will see that even when there isn’t enough time left in the day for us to catch up, God can make more time.  And then the challenge for us will be this – when God gives us the time we need, will we have the courage to finish what we started?
Enough Time To Do What God Asks

This morning we are going to look at one of the most amazing stories in the entire Bible.  This story isn’t as well known as the story of Noah and the ark or Jonah and the large fish, but it is every bit as spectacular if not more so.  It is found in the Old Testament, in the sixth book of the Bible, in the book of Joshua.  And in this story we will learn that even when it seems we have fallen hopelessly behind, even when it seems we are way behind schedule, even when it seems that we have too much to do and too little time, God will always provide us with just enough time to do what he asks us to do.

Let me remind you of the background to our story.  The people of Israel have spent 400 years in Egypt as slaves.  God then sent Moses to lead the Israelites out of Egypt.  Because of their disobedience to God, Israel then spent the next 40 years wandering in the desert.  Finally they arrived at Canaan, the land God had for hundreds of years promised to give to them.  But when they finally arrived at Canaan, they discovered its inhabitants had forgotten to leave out the welcome mat.  The people of Canaan didn’t care what God had promised the Israelites; this was their land and no one was going to take it from them.  

That’s where Joshua comes into the picture.  God chose Joshua to be the new leader of Israel, to replace Moses, who had died, and to lead Israel into battle to take the land God had promised to give them.  And God’s instructions to Joshua were simple; not easy, but simple.  His instructions were to conquer everyone currently in the land of Canaan.  Now maybe you’re thinking, “What kind of God is this who would order his people to destroy a whole country full of people just because they happen to be where he wants his people to be?”  We haven’t talked about this at all in our series on Joshua, and it’s likely some of you have been wondering about it.  Imagine you promised to take your son to a movie, and you promised he could sit in the very front row right in the middle.  When you get to the theater you buy your tickets, walk up to the front, and lo and behold a bunch of rowdy high school kids are sitting in the seats you promised your son.  So what do you do?  I imagine none of us would think, “I’ll just destroy these kids.  They’re in the seats I promised my son, so I’ll just eliminate them.”  We might ask them to move, we might try to negotiate with them or bribe them or beg them for the seats, but we’re not going to destroy them just because they’re sitting in the seats we promised our kids.  So if we are too civilized for that, then why in the world would God tell Joshua, “Go in there and destroy the people who live in this land?”
Now I can’t give you as complete an answer as I would like to give to that question.  But I can tell you this about the people who lived in Canaan.  We know from other parts of the Bible and from other historical books that these were extremely barbaric and evil people.  These were people who had no trouble sacrificing their own babies to their gods.  These were people who showed no mercy to their enemies, who took great delight in torturing the people they captured.  And these were people who would not negotiate.  It was their way or the highway.  And we also know from history that this particular land was critically important to the ancient world.  The main highways connecting the known world together all ran through Canaan.  And the people who traveled through this land inevitably picked up the religion and the beliefs and the culture of the people who lived in Canaan.  If the Canaanites continued to control this land, their religion of child sacrifice and cruelty and abuse would spread throughout the world.

And so for these reasons, and for reasons I admit I don’t fully understand, God told Joshua to conquer these people.  When we reach the 10th chapter of the book of Joshua, Israel has conquered a handful of cities in Canaan.  But there is much more to do, many more cities to conquer, and they, frankly, are falling behind.  Already Israel is being contaminated by the false religions of Canaan and some of the Israelites are beginning to compromise their faith in God.  

One group of people in Canaan were willing to negotiate with Israel – the people of Gibeon.  They made a peace treaty with Israel.  But when news of this treaty reached some of the other cities in Canaan, the rest of the Canaanites really got angry.  They were furious that some of their own had made peace with the enemy.  So the kings of five other cities in Canaan got together and decided to wipe out the people of Gibeon.  When Gibeon heard of the proposed attack, they sent word to Joshua.  Here’s how the story reads:

The Gibeonites then sent word to Joshua in the camp at Gilgal:  “Do not abandon your servants.  Come up to us quickly and save us!  Help us, because all the Canaanite kings from the hill country have joined forces against us.”

So Joshua marched up from Gilgal with his entire army, including all the best fighting men.  The Lord said to Joshua, “Do not be afraid of them; I have given them into your hand.  Not one of them will be able to withstand you.” (Joshua 10:6-8)
Joshua has his orders from God.  He is to go to Gibeon as quickly as he can and protect the people of Gibeon by destroying their attackers.  So here’s Joshua’s task – he is to take his small army as fast as he can to a city many miles away and defeat not one or two or three, but five armies.  And time is of the essence.  Joshua is already behind schedule.

So Joshua gets right to it.  He doesn’t procrastinate, and he doesn’t sit down and make a “to do” list.  Joshua 10:9 says, “After an all-night march from Gilgal, Joshua took them by surprise.”  The hardest step of any journey is always the first one, so Joshua took it right away.  Joshua and his troops marched all night over rugged terrain, and instead of waiting to catch their breaths, they attacked right away.  Why?  Because they were behind schedule.  They had five armies to defeat, and one day to do it.  The clock was ticking.

And they never would have been able to finish what they started unless God had intervened.  We read that God intervened in three miraculous ways.  Joshua 10:10 tells us the first way:  “The Lord threw them into confusion before Israel, who defeated them in a great victory at Gibeon.”  We aren’t told how God accomplished this, but somehow or another God caused the attackers to become completely confused.  My guess is that God put the Democrats in charge of the Canaanites, which led, of course, to total chaos.  

Verse 11 tells us a second way God intervened:  “As they fled before Israel … the Lord hurled large hailstones down on them from the sky, and more of them died from the hailstones than were killed by the swords of the Israelites.”  There is a lesson to be learned from this:  When God hurls, get out of the way.
But the greatest miracle is still to come.  Israel is making great progress in obeying God’s command to destroy these evil Canaanites, but the truth is they are still a long way from done.  They have fallen hopelessly behind schedule.  There is no way they can possibly finish the task before the sun sets.  But then God comes through.  The God who is “over” time, who is not limited by our days or our hours, intervenes on behalf of a people who have fallen hopelessly behind.  Here’s how the Bible describes the story:

On the day the Lord gave the Canaanites over to Israel, Joshua said to the Lord in the presence of Israel:

“O sun, stand still over Gibeon,

O moon, over the Valley of Aijalon.”
So the sun stood still, and the moon stopped,

till the nation avenged itself on its enemies . . . 

The sun stopped in the middle of the sky and delayed going down about a full day.  There has never been a day like it before or since, a day when the Lord listened to a man.  Surely the Lord was fighting for Israel!  (Joshua 10:12-14)
How God did this, the Bible doesn’t explain, any more than the Bible explains how God could create the sun and moon and earth and stars out of nothing.  All we know is that it was a miracle, a stunning miracle by the God who is greater than time.  And through this miracle God assures Joshua and he assures us that he will never ask us to do more than we can do, that God will always give us enough time to finish what he asks us to start.  

Many of us here this morning know what it means to be behind schedule.  Our calendars are so crowded we sometimes forget to breathe.  But the good news of the Bible for us is that God will never ask us to do more than we can finish in the time he has given us.  If you can look at your schedule and feel confident that the things on your list are all things God is asking you to do, then you can be sure God will somehow, someway, give you enough time to do it all.
Enough Time To Live Meaningfully

But let me also assure you that in God's view life is much more than the achievement of tasks.  Life is more than just the crossing off of duties from our “to do” list.  The Bible tells us that more than simply giving us enough time to do what God asks us to do, God promises to give each of us enough time to live meaningfully.  No matter how little time we might have, God tells us we will always have enough time to live a life of adventure and satisfaction and joy and meaning.

Let me flip over to the New Testament and show you a verse written by one of Jesus’ disciples, a man named Peter.  Here is what Peter says near the end of his life in a book called 2 Peter:  “But do not forget this one thing, dear friends:  With the Lord a day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years are like a day.”  (2 Peter 3:8) 
Ever had a day that seemed like it lasted a thousand years?  Maybe it was the holiday you spent with your in-laws.  Maybe it was the day you were sick with the flu and you thought someone had pulled your digestive system inside out.  Maybe it was the day you were in labor.  Maybe it was the day you were waiting for the biopsy results.  Maybe it was a day of utter boredom, with nothing to do and no one to talk to.

Ever had a year that seemed like it lasted a day?  That happens to me more and more the older I get.  It seems like yesterday my soon to be 23-year-old Stephanie was born.  It seems like yesterday that I first met Brenda.  It seems like yesterday I was in my back yard in Minnesota playing football in the snow and dreaming about becoming a great athlete someday.  It seems like yesterday I was playing catch with my Dad, who has been in heaven now for 35 years.

“With the Lord a day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years are like a day.”  Long before I reached the far side of 50 I began to understand what it feels like to be running out of time.  I know what it feels like to think you don’t have enough time to do anything significant, that you don’t have enough time to achieve your dreams, that you don’t have enough time to make a difference in someone’s life.  You got a start on all those things, but now it seems like you’re not going to have enough time to finish them.  Maybe if you didn’t have to spend so much of your time making a living you would have enough time to make a life.  But there’s just not enough time, not enough time to do those things that are the most meaningful and important and lasting.

I have shared with you a few times the story of Joni Eareckson Tada, who at the age of 17, back in 1967, broke her neck in a diving accident and has been a quadriplegic ever since.  Joni spends a lot of her time counseling people who have recently suffered a similar tragedy.  Many of them, like she was for many months after her accident, are terribly depressed.  Many of them would, if they could, take their own lives.  Joni has admitted that if she could have taken her own life back in 1967, she would have.  Many of the people Joni counsels feel like they have nothing left to live for, that they might as well die, that they see no point in enduring the pain and heartache of their disability.  And in their minds they wonder what difference it makes whether they live another decade or another year or another month or even another day.

And here’s what Joni tells them:  “With the Lord a day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years are like a day.”  With the Lord, every day counts, every minute matters, every second is special.  So, she says, don’t cheat yourself and don’t cheat the world and don’t cheat God out of thousands of years of meaning and joy and love by ending your life even one day too soon.  Have the courage to finish the life you started.
Most of us would agree that we could cram a lot of living into 1000 years.  We could impact a lot of lives, we could touch a lot of people, we could experience a lot of love and joy if we had 1000 years.  Most of us would agree we could do something meaningful with our lives if we had 1000 years.  And here’s the good news – we do.  In God’s economy of time, we do.

Martin Luther King once said, “Oh, the worst of all tragedies is not to die young, but to live until I am 75 and yet not ever truly to have lived.”  Martin Luther King didn’t get to live until he was 75; he was assassinated when he was 39.  And after his death a woman named Willa Perrier wrote a poem in his honor titled “Thirty Nine Years:  Too Short, Too Long, Long Enough.”  Let me read you just part of it:

From 1929 to 1968 is only 39 short years.

Too short to gather the fruits of your labor

Too short to comfort your parent when your brother drowns

Too short to comfort your father when mother dies

Too short to see your children finish school

Too short to ever enjoy grandchildren

Too short to know retirement

Thirty-nine years is just too short.

From 1929 to 1968 is only 39 short years, yet its

Too long to be crippled by the manacles of segregation

Too long to stand in the quicksand of racial injustice

Too long to receive threatening phone calls at the rate of 40 per day

Thirty-nine years is just too long.

From 1929 to 1968 is only 39 short years, yet its

Long enough.

Long enough to teach angry violent men to be still while you pray for 


bombers

Long enough to lead many men to faith in Jesus

Long enough to know it’s better to go to war for justice than to live in 


peace with injustice

Long enough to become a drum major for peace.

It’s long enough.

It’s long enough to earn a Nobel Peace Prize

Long enough to give the $54,000 prize money to the cause of justice

Long enough to visit the mountain top

It’s long enough to have a dream.

Long before Martin Luther King, Ludwig van Beethoven had a dream.  He had a dream of composing beautiful symphonies, music that could capture a man’s imagination and send his soul soaring.  But Beethoven had a problem; he was going deaf.  He worked feverishly to write his symphonies, but he fell hopelessly behind.  Tragically, by the age of 46, Beethoven was completely deaf.  He had run out of time to make his dreams come true.  

But God did a miracle in Beethoven’s life.  He, in a manner of speaking, made the sun stand still.  He somehow gave Beethoven more time to complete his life’s work.  No, God didn’t heal Beethoven’s deafness.  But somehow God enabled Beethoven to write what all experts agree is his greatest music, including five symphonies, after he went deaf.  Even when Beethoven seemed to be hopelessly behind, God made his life long enough.  And Beethoven gathered the courage to finish what he started.
To all of us who think we don’t have enough time to accomplish our dreams, that we don’t have enough time to reach the mountain top, that we don’t have enough time to make a difference, the God who made the sun stand still says, “I will give you exactly as much time as you need.”  That’s the good news God offers us.  And here’s his challenge to us, the same challenge he gave to Joshua 3400 years ago in a book you can read for yourself:  “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 1:9)  
So let me ask you – what have you started that you need to finish?  What of significance has gone undone in your life because you thought you didn’t have the time?  What dreams might you have you given up on, what relationships might you have you given up on, what adventures might you have given up on that God is still calling you to pursue?  If you can gather the courage, God will give you the time.  Be strong and courageous, for the Lord your God will be with wherever you go for as long as you need.
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