Armed and Ready #1

“He Wants You!”

Joshua 1; Ephesians 1

Tonight we embark on a unique study, taking two books of the Bible—one from the Old Testament and one from the New Testament—and bringing them together under a common theme. Before we dive in, I’d like to give you a little background as to how this came about.

The groundwork from which this study took shape began nearly 40 years ago. While in high school, I caught the “bug” of serious Bible study from my father. During this time, I came across in my dad’s library a massive work entitled Explore the Book by J. Sidlow Baxter. Lesson 21 of that book is entitled, “Joshua and Ephesians,” where I read, “There is also a remarkable parallel between the book of Joshua and the epistle to the Ephesians.” He went on, “Now in Joshua we see Israel entering and possessing the earthly inheritance given in Abraham. In Ephesians we see the Church entering and possessing the heavenly inheritance given in Christ.” The lesson concluded, “This parallel between Canaan, in Joshua, and ‘the heavenlies,’ in Ephesians, is as instructive as it is striking, and well merits a fuller consideration than we can give to it here.”
 I agreed, and decided to give this parallel a “fuller consideration.” 

The subject tying these books together is warfare—earthly warfare in Joshua and spiritual warfare in Ephesians. I discovered that the earthly stories in Joshua help me visualize how the abstract truth of spiritual warfare in Ephesians looks in our daily lives.

For many years, a popular sign for the United States Armed Services featured the legendary figure of Uncle Sam with a serious look on his face, pointing to the reader and declaring, “I want you for the U. S. Army.” 
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As we embark on a study of the books of Joshua and Ephesians we are confronted by a similar declaration. Joshua 5:13-14 records the scene:

Now when Joshua was near Jericho, he looked up and saw a man standing in front of him with a drawn sword in his hand. Joshua went up to him and asked, “Are you for us or for our enemies?” “Neither,” he replied, “but as the commander of the army of the Lord I have come.”

The army of God is on the move. Scripture is clear that the Lord’s forces will triumph over all who stand against Him. The question is not, “Will the Lord win?” but “Will I be on the winning side?” As Donald Bloesch writes, “Jesus Christ does not need our aid, but He wishes to enlist us in His service. He does not need to be bolstered by our feeble efforts, but He invites us to share in His victory.”

And so God is calling out from the ranks of the “commoners” those who would fight for His cause. As we will see in a future study, God is not looking for the “best and the brightest” for His army, but is searching for anyone who is willing to give Him command of their lives. This is seen in the opening lines of the letter of Paul to the Ephesians, “Paul, an apostle of Jesus Christ by the will of God, to the saints in Ephesus, the faithful in Christ Jesus.”
When Paul uses the term “saints” here, he is not referring to a select number of men or women venerated by a church and called “saints.” Rather he means any and all who have placed their faith in Jesus Christ. As John White puts it,

To acknowledge Jesus as Savior and Lord is to join an army. Whether you know it or not, you have enlisted. The only other option open to you is to become a deserter, to hide your uniform and pretend you are someone you are not…[and] to evade your responsibility to your commanding officer.
 

We can see how relevant this study of Joshua and Ephesians is for us. Joshua is “a story of conquest and fulfillment for the people of God,”
 and Ephesians is “the New Testament counterpart to the book of Joshua.”
 In this study we will see several parallels to our own nation’s army. Just as soldiers endure “boot camp” before seeing the battle itself, so the Christian is trained for the spiritual war in the local church. A soldier is given a manual in which are specific instructions concerning his weapons, his responsibilities, and his enemy. Likewise the Christian receives the Word of God that tells him all he needs to know about the spiritual battle. The United States provide incentives for those who will enlist in their armed forces. In our opening message, we will consider the promises God gives to those who would fight for His cause. Without these promises, we have no chance of accomplishing our mission as individuals or as a local church.

The Promise of Possession

The first promise given to the soldier of God is possession. In Joshua 1:2, the Lord says to Joshua,

My servant Moses is dead. Now then, you and all these people, get ready to cross the Jordan River into the land I am about to give them—to the Israelites. I will give you every place you set your foot, even as I promised Moses.

At the time Joshua heard these words, he may have been somewhat discouraged. Moses, who had led the Israelites out of Egyptian slavery and through the wilderness for forty years, is now dead. As the nation stands on the border of a land for which they will have to fight, Joshua has been named as the leader.

God is never dependant, however, on the human vessel through which He works. In effect the Lord is saying here, “Joshua, Moses may be dead, but the God of Moses lives on.” The promises God made earlier were still valid; the power that flowed through Moses will now flow through Joshua.

The promise God gives to Joshua and the Israelites is the possession of the land of Canaan. Notice the totality of the promise: “every place you set your foot.” The Lord had promised them all of the land from the Mediterranean Sea to the Euphrates River, which was quite a territory!

As we consider how this applies to our experience, we must dispel a couple of common erroneous connections. First, we may read in books or hear in songs the ideas of “crossing Jordan River” as a picture of death with “Canaan” depicting Heaven. This is not so, as Warren Wiersbe explains, “Canaan is not a picture of Heaven, for there will be no battles or defeats in Heaven. Canaan is a picture of our present inheritance in Christ.”

In fact, the whole purpose for Israel in the new land correlates well with the purpose of the Church on earth: “On that land Israel was to establish a commonwealth faithful to the righteous rule of God and thus a witness (and a blessing) to the nations.”
 As a church we display the righteous rule of Christ in our lives and in our families (which is the meaning of “the kingdom of God” in the New Testament), and are thus a witness to others who do not know Christ.

Secondly, we must not go to the other extreme and take this promise to Joshua literally. I have heard of church congregations walking on property they wish to have for their building, claiming Joshua 1:5. That is not how the verse applies to us, as Max Lucado points out, “Our Promised Land isn’t a physical territory; it is a spiritual reality. It’s not real estate but a real state of the heart and mind.”
 

Concerning the promise of possession for the Christian, turn to Ephesians 1:3, in which Paul says that God “has blessed us in the heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing in Christ.” Like the promise in Joshua, notice the totality of this statement: “every spiritual blessing.” Nothing is held out from God for our behalf! 

Now before we jump to unwarranted conclusions about God’s blessing, we need to understand what is meant by “spiritual blessings.” This is not speaking of material wealth. John Stott comments this phrase “may mean ‘every blessing of the Holy Spirit.’”

From this we may include first of all the person of the Holy Spirit who comes and lives within us. In addition to His actual dwelling within us, the Spirit provides us with all that we need to live the Christian life. This takes special meaning for our study when we see the phrase “in the heavenly realms” in verse 3. We are engaged in a war, and Paul describes the adversaries in Ephesians 6:12,

For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.

The battleground of our Christianity is precisely the area in which we have been given every spiritual blessing! The promise of possession to us as Christians can be translated as victories over Satan and over sin in this life. Every spiritual blessing for the spiritual battle is ours in Christ. That’s a promise!

THE PROMISE OF POWER

The second promise of God is power. In Joshua 1:5 the Lord says, “No one will be able to stand up against you all the days of your life.” Think about that! God is guaranteeing them victory! And this was no empty promise. Lucado observes,

For seven years they were virtually untouchable. Seven nations conquered. At least thirty-one kings defeated. Approximately ten thousand square miles of choice property claimed. Seven years of unbridled success. They were outnumbered but not outpowered. Underequipped but not overwhelmed. They were the unlikely but unquestionable conquerors of some of the most barbaric armies in history. Had the campaign been a prizefight, the referee would have called it in the first round. The Hebrew people were unstoppable.

In the next several verses the phrase “be strong and courageous” is repeated until, by the end of the chapter, it seems to be a code word for the entire army. However, “be strong and courageous” is not used as a psychological “pump” for these men about to face battle. This was the realization of divine strength imparted to them by God Himself. The power was not their own; it was God’s power that enabled them to carry out the plan.

The Hebrew word hazaq is most often the word is used for strength in battle, but it can also mean, “be steadfast,” as in Joshua 23:6.
 It speaks not only of military might, but of a deep faith standing firm and strong in the midst of the spiritual battle, which does not run and hide or give up when temptations and trials come. It is the strength that says, “Greater is He that is in me than he that is in the world” (1 John 4:4). That power promised to the Israelites entering Canaan is the same power promised to the Christians now. Paul refers to it is his prayer for the Christians as found in Ephesians 1:18-19, “that you may know the hope to which he has called you, the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints, and his incomparably great power for us who believe.”
This may seem rather empty by itself. “Strength? What kind of strength?” one might ask. Paul defines this power in verses 19-20, “That power is like the working of his mighty strength which he exerted when he raised Christ from the dead.” The same power that raised Christ from the dead is operating in us right now! That’s power! Francis Foulkes comments on this passage in Ephesians, “[Paul] expresses this in the strongest terms that language can find, both by speaking of its surpassing magnitude, and by using all the synonyms possible.”
 The words “power,” “working,” “mighty,” and “strength” all appear in this passage speaking of the power of God in the Christian’s life. That’s a promise from God!

THE PROMISE OF PRESENCE

The third promise given to every believer is the presence of God. We have mentioned already that the Holy Spirit comes to dwell in us, bringing us every spiritual blessing as our possession and bringing us spiritual strength as our power. But the fact that the Spirit lives with us is a tremendous promise in itself. In Joshua 1:5 the Lord states, “As I was with Moses, so shall I be with you; I will never leave you or forsake you.” Furthermore verse nine states, “Be strong and courageous. Do not be terrified; do not be discouraged, for the Lord God will be with you wherever you go.”
God does not give us the provisions and the plan for the battle and then leave us to fight on our own. The Lord is always there, to confirm and correct, to challenge and to comfort us. In the bad times as well as the good times, God is always there with us.

Paul writes of this promise in Ephesians 1:13-14,

Having believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit, who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those who are God’s possession—to the praise of his glory.

The Holy Spirit lives within us, giving providing for us the power and provisions for today and the promise for our future in Heaven with the Lord forever. Paul says that the Spirit is a “deposit” which “guarantees” our glorious future home. In the face of the enemy, that is a reassuring thought! Turn to 2 Kings 6. In this chapter we see God using Elisha the prophet in an unusual way, and this working upsets the king of Aram. According to verse 14, this king sent his army to surround the small village where Elisha lived. Verse 15 picks up the account,

When the servant of the man of God got up and went out early the next morning, an army of horses and chariots had surrounded the city. “Oh, my lord, what shall we do?” the servant asked. 

“Don’t be afraid,” the prophet answered. “Those who are with us are more than those who are with them.” And Elisha prayed, “O Lord, open his eyes so he may see.” Then the Lord opened the servant’s eyes, and he looked up and saw the hills full of horses and chariots of fire all around Elisha.

As we read this account, I ask, “Was the army of the Lord always there for Elisha before the servant could see it?” The answer is yes. Perhaps, then, God is also present with us, even though we don’t always realize it? As Wiersbe notes, 

God has given this promise to His people today! The Gospel of Matthew opens with “Emmanuel…God with us” (1:23) and closes with Jesus saying, “Lo, I am with you always” (28:20). The writer of Hebrews 13:5 quotes Joshua 1:5 and applies it to Christians today: “I will never leave you nor forsake you.”

This is the promise of presence that every Christian enjoys. 

THE PRESENTATION OF POSITION

All of these promises are not given without responsibility on our part. God commanded Joshua, who then commanded the people in verse eleven, “Get your supplies ready. Three days from now you will go in and take possession of the land the Lord your God is giving you for your own.” Here we see the presentation of position.

Christianity is not simply handed to us. While we do not work for our salvation, we work out our salvation, according to Philippians 2:12. God presents every Christian with a position in His army, through the local church, so that the battle may be carried out in a disciplined, coordinated fashion. 

We see in these opening chapters of Joshua and Ephesians the promises God provides for those who enlist in His army. These promises are ours, if we have committed our lives to Jesus Christ. But the responsibility is there, as Graham Scroggie comments, “In one view, every blessing which God has for us is given to us in the moment of regeneration; but in another view, all those blessings become ours only as by faith and effort we appropriate them.”
 This will not happen overnight, as Paul Toms notes,

We need not expect to possess our possessions all at once. When God was giving instructions and mak​ing promises regarding the conquest of the land, He said to Joshua, “I will not drive them out from before you in one year, lest the land become desolate and the wild beasts multiply against you. Little by little I will drive them out from before you, until you are increased and possess the land” (Exo. 23:29-30 rsv). It was not in the best interests of the people that they should march through the land in one fell swoop and be the conquerors overnight. It takes time and preparation to be what God wants you to be.

Spiritual growth is gradual, but we have a responsibility to obey God’s commands. As Joshua 1:7 states, “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.” We may rely on God to do for us what we cannot do for ourselves, but we may not rely on Him to do for us what we ourselves are capable of doing.
 Lucado concludes,

Expect to be challenged. The enemy won’t go down without a fight. But expect great progress. Life is different on the west side of the Jordan. Breakthroughs outnumber breakdowns. God’s promises outweigh personal problems. Victory becomes, dare we imagine, a way of life. Isn’t it time for you to change your mailing address from the wilderness to the Promised Land? Your glory days await you.

The war is real, the battle is raging. God is calling out from among the nations those who would fight in His army. He wants you. Can He have you?
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