
23 Pentecost Yr A, 8/11/2020
Josh 24:1-3a, 14-25

Pastor Garth Wehrfritz-Hanson

“Loyalty to God, we are in this together”

Too  many  people  take  seriously  the  advise  of  Charles  Dickens’  character  Mr.

Pickwick. Asked what he would do if caught in a political demonstration, Pickwick

said, “Shout with the crowd.” But suppose there were two crowds on opposing sides,

he was asked. “I’d shout with the loudest,” he said. 

   Loyalty, vows, oaths, public ceremonies of commitment and promise. How many of

you  remember  your  confirmation?  I  remember  mine. Even  though  I  was  rather

nervous, there was a dignity and solemnity about it, as I re-affirmed my baptismal

vows before God, the pastor and congregation. I  publicly committed myself  and

promised to be loyal to God and the church, and be active in my faith by loving my

neighbour. Confirmation was an important milestone in my faith and life journey.

On that day, by God’s grace, I chose to become a Lutheran Christian.  

   Milestones were important in the faith and life journey of the Israelites too. In

today’s  first  lesson,  Joshua,  by now coming  to  the  end  of  his  life,  gathers  the

Israelites  together  for  a  covenant  renewal  ceremony at  Shechem.  In  the  early

history of Israel, Shechem was a religious and political centre. So Joshua gathers

the Israelites together. As the LORD God had given them the land of Canaan; and as

they have settled there; Joshua wants the Israelites to participate in this covenant

renewal ceremony so that they can remain loyal to the LORD God after Joshua is

gone. He wants them to remember this milestone in their history as a life-changing

one, since some of the Israelites had turned to other gods.   

   So Joshua begins by gathering all the Israelite tribes together at Shechem and

then he “summoned the elders, the heads, the judges, and the officers of Israel; and

they presented themselves before God.” Notice that word “summoned,” it reminds

me of legal, law court language. In a court of law, before giving witness, a person

takes an oath, and vows to tell “the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the



truth.” By telling the truth, the witness can make a huge difference, it may even be a

matter of life or death for the witness and or the person on trail. 

   Joshua, by summoning the leaders of Israel is aware that they have power; they

have influence over; they can inspire the Israelites. They can function as mentors to

the Israelites. So he wants the leaders to be in public view in order that the people

see them making the promise to be loyal to God. Leaders do the same today as well.

At their best, leaders have power to influence and inspire you, to mentor you. Jesus,

of course, is the perfect example of this—he has called countless people to be his

followers over the centuries, right up to the present day. As our Perfect Mentor,

Jesus inspires us to follow him and his example of how to live our life. His followers

—including us—have made a difference in the church and in the world. 

   Joshua then begins the covenant renewal ceremony by referring to Abraham when

he served other gods. There is a story—it may be apocryphal—about Abraham when

he was very young. It goes like this: When the sun set and the stars came forth,

Abraham said, “These are the gods!” But at dawn the stars could no longer be seen

and he said, “I will not worship these; they are no gods.” Then seeing the sun, he

cried “This is my god, him I will praise.” But the sun set, and he sighed, “He is no

god.” So it was also with the moon. “This, too, is no god!” he shouted. “There is One

who sets them all in motion. Him only shall I worship.”1  Of course, the LORD God

blessed Abraham, and Joshua reminds his people that God made a covenant with

Abraham, showing him the promised land and making many his offspring. 

   After that, Joshua exhorts the Israelites to live their new life in the promised land

by sincerely and faithfully serving the LORD. He commands them to “put away” the

other  gods.  The words,  “put  away” in  our  NRSV translation  do  not  seem strong

enough for me. I prefer the Good News Bible rendering, which goes like this: “get rid

of the gods.” Putting away the other gods to me has the implication of storing them

in a closet  somewhere, not destroying them. If  they were merely put  away, the

Israelites would still be tempted to bring them out on occasions when they may

1 John C. Hoffman, Faith-full Stories: The Narrative Road to Religion (Toronto: The United Church Publishing House, 
1994), pp. 78-79.



have  thought  they needed them. Whereas  getting  rid  of  the  gods  more clearly

implies an end of them, destroying them so they no longer exist. We know from

Israel’s  history that on more than one occasion they fell  into the temptation of

worshipping other gods. One such time was when, under the leadership of Aaron

they made and worshipped a golden calf out of their jewelry.  

   Then, Joshua solemnly continues by asking them to choose who they are going to

serve—the gods of their ancestors in Mesopotamia or the gods of the Amorites, the

gods of Canaan. Joshua, as their chief leader, their prophetic judge, tells them that

he and his household will serve the LORD.

   In response, the Israelites answer Joshua, promising to serve the LORD. They also

recite a summary version of God’s saving work in their history—mentioning God’s

delivering them through the exodus out of Egyptian slavery, God’s provision and

leading them in their wilderness wanderings, and God’s giving them the promised

land. 

   Joshua however knows and remembers that the Israelites had turned away from

the LORD in the past. So now he reminds them that God is holy, jealous, and may

even punish them if they are not loyal to God. In Joshua’s words here, he is basically

admonishing the Israelites to keep the first commandment: I am the LORD your

God, you shall have no other gods besides me. 

   Because God revealed his love in his election of Israel and in his word addressed

to them, each of his people faced the decision of responding to him. Absolute love

demands absolute surrender. Love that emerges from the depths of one’s being and

includes the commitment of all of one’s life is the only adequate response to God’s

initiative in forming the covenant. You must love the LORD your God with all your

heart, with all your soul, with all your strength. This form of love is not sentimental;

it is intelligent. It demands a discipline of the mind through adherence to the word

of  God.  One  must  “remember” the  deeds  of  the  Lord  and  his  commandments,

because “forgetting” them leaves one vulnerable to the onslaught of  pride that



turns the heart from God and therefore leads to destruction. Ultimately, this love

manifests itself in obedience to all that God demands.2 

   After Joshua tells them that they are witnesses against themselves by promising

to be loyal to God and get rid of the other gods, they answer Joshua again, saying:

“The LORD our God we will serve, and him we will obey.” 

   The covenant renewal ceremony then ends with Joshua making statutes and

ordinances for them. The NRSV renders these as plural, whereas according to the

Hebrew it is in the singular, therefore the REB is likely more accurate, translating

verse 25 like this:  “he (Joshua) drew up a statute and an ordinance for  them in

Shechem.”

   This concluding verse reminds me of the situation that we find ourselves in today

under attack by COVID-19. Like the Israelites who would be blessed individually and

as a  nation by obeying the first  commandment, destroying the other  gods, and

serving the LORD God; so we individually and as a province and nation will avoid

the spread of the coronavirus by obeying the guidelines of our medical experts. We

are in this together, just as Israel was in their covenant renewal ceremony together.

In  our  context  today,  we  love  God  and  love  our  neighbour  by wearing  masks,

physically  distancing,  not  gathering  in  large  numbers,  sanitizing  our  hands,

avoiding handshakes and unfortunately also avoiding hugs. When the Israelites

lived together in unity and obeyed God they were blessed. When all of us in unity

follow  the  medical  experts’  protocols,  we  will  all  benefit  by  avoiding  the

coronavirus. In this way we are loving and serving God and our neighbour. 

     

2 Michael Duggan, The Consuming Fire: A Christian Introduction to the Old Testament (San Francisco: Ignatius Press),
p. 66.


