JOSHUA-EPHESIANS SERIES #9

“MISSION ACCOMPLISHED”

JOSHUA 10:1-28; EPHESIANS 6:16

Intimidation is a favorite ploy used to frighten people into submission or surrender. Street gangs and members of “the mob” utilize this tactic in order to maintain their control over others. They may not use the force of which they boast—they may not even have it—but the mere threat of it often accomplishes its purpose: to hold sway over a person’s emotions and to dominate their actions. The fuel on which intimidation feeds is fear. Fear captivates, fear distracts, fear distorts the truth of the situation. Fear causes people to make hasty decisions that are later regretted. Fear motivates men and women to act contrary to their better judgment. Fear can be an enemy, as the late President Franklin Roosevelt phrased it: “We have nothing to fear but fear itself.”


The opposite of fear is confidence. Confidence can be empty bravado when there is no foundation for it. But when there exists firm evidence that one’s own strength and resources are a match for those who wish to terrorize them, the power of intimidation is diminished.


Joshua and the Israelite army faced intimidation in the tenth chapter of Joshua. They had a decision to make: to be controlled by fear and intimidated by the enemy, or to be motivated by faith—the confidence based on the power and the promises of God. Today’s Christian has the same choice to make, and the lessons of this chapter are very pertinent to the twentieth century.

THE OBSTACLE OF FAITH: TERROR (JOSHUA 10:1-8)


As the tenth chapter begins, we are introduced to several leaders who wished to frighten the Israelite army. Verses 1-5 tell us:

Now Adoni-Zedek king of Jerusalem heard that Joshua had taken Ai and totally destroyed it, doing to Ai and its king as he had done to Jericho and its king, and that the people of Gibeon had made a treaty of peace with Israel and were living near them. He and his people were very much alarmed at this, because Gibeon was an important city, like one of the royal cities; it was larger than Ai, and all its men were good fighters. So Adoni-Zedek king of Jerusalem appealed to Hoham king of Hebron, Piram king of Jarmuth, Japhia king of Lachish and Debir king of Eglon. “Come up and help me attack Gibeon,” he said, “because it has made peace with Joshua and the Israelites.” Then the five kings of the Amorites—the kings of Jerusalem, Hebron, Jarmuth, Lachish and Eglon—joined forces. They moved up with all their troops and took up positions against Gibeon and attacked it.


Realizing that by themselves they would probably be defeated, the Canaanite kings band together, thinking that they would intimidate the Israelites. Intimidation works by the fear of being outnumbered. Intimidation whispers in your ear, “The odds are against you. You’re gonna get whipped!” This terror is the obstacle of faith.


One daily reality where the intimidation of being outnumbered appears is in peer pressure. Peer pressure says, “Come on, everyone else is doing it! You don’t want to be left out, now, do you?” 


The same tactic is used by the enemy in keeping us from doing what is right. “If you do that,” the devil tells us, “everyone else will laugh at you.” To the businessman he says, “Go ahead and follow the rules, and watch everyone else pass you by!” To the one making a stand against injustice, he says, “What is one person like yourself going to accomplish against the whole society?” The fear of being outnumbered, of being alienated—this is intimidation, and our enemy loves to use it! We must be reminded of the promise of John 16:33, in which Jesus tells His followers, “In this world you will have trouble [literally “persecution”]. But take heart! I have overcome the world.”

In the context of Joshua ten, the Gibeonites certainly felt the terror of intimidation, as they call out in verse 6, 

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 Amorite kings from the hill country have joined forces against us.”
THE OPPORTUNITY OF FAITH: TRUST (JOSHUA 10:9-15)


Joshua is faced with a choice. He can look at the odds, which are, on the surface, against him. I am sure that Satan was tempting Joshua by saying, “You don’t need to defend those Gibeonites—after all, they deceived you!” Given what had happened last chapter, this may have been particularly enticing. But as Wiersbe writes, 

The mistakes we make embarrass us, especially those mistakes that are caused by our running ahead of the Lord and not seeking His will. But we need to remember that no mistake is final for the dedicated Christian. God can use even our blunders to accomplish His purposes. Somebody defined success as “the art of making your mistakes when nobody’s looking”; but a better definition would be “the art of seeing victory where other people see only defeat.”

Or his temptation may have gone along these lines: “There are so many of them against you. Maybe you should just be happy with what you have and quit fighting now.”


Instead, Joshua can decide to trust the Lord, which is the opportunity of faith. He can look beyond the external circumstances and see the eternal realities of God’s presence and power which are on his side. Just as Elisha saw the Heavenly forces protecting him from the vast Syrian army in 2 Kings 6, so Joshua can choose to “walk by faith and not by sight.” Wiersbe comments concerning this distinction, “To walk by faith is to see earth from heaven’s point of view. To walk by sight is to see heaven from earth’s point of view.”


Rather than being intimidated by the enemies, Joshua and the Israelites place their trust in the word of the Lord. Verses 7-8 inform 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.”

Just as at the beginning of the book when God promised His presence and His power to Joshua, so now the victory is assured to the Israelites as they obey God’s commands. The victory is dependent upon obedience. Trusting God and His word is the key to victory. When the decision has to be made, “faith counteracts fear and ventures forth on the promises of God. Fear, on the other hand, holds back.”


But Christian faith is always active; it does not simply sit back and wait for the Lord (or someone else) to do the work! This active faith is displayed in verse 9, “After an all-night march from Gilgal, Joshua took them by surprise.” Do you notice the cooperation between the Lord and Joshua here? Joshua and the Israelites march all night, and the Lord throws the enemy into confusion. We might wonder who is referred to as “defeating them in a great victory at Gibeon”—is it Israel or the Lord? Actually, the answer is both! This “teamwork” continues in verses 10-11,

The Lord threw them into confusion before Israel, who defeated them in a great victory at Gibeon. Israel pursued them along the road going up to Beth Horon and cut them down all the way to Azekah and Makkedah. As they fled before Israel on the road down from Beth Horon to Azekah, 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.

Who is being outnumbered here? On the surface, one might conclude that nature was simply against the Canaanites. But there is a supernatural truth that may be missed by the casual reader. Carl Keil points it out in his commentary:

This phenomenon, which resembled the terrible hail of Egypt, was manifestly a miraculous occurrence produced by the omnipotent power of God, inasmuch as the hailstones slew the enemy without injuring the Israelites, who were pursuing them. By this the Israelites were made to see that it was not their own power, but the supernatural help of God which gave them the victory.


The “forces of nature” continue to play a role in this battle in verses 12-15,

On the day the Lord gave the Amorites 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, as it is written in the Book of Jashar. 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! Then Joshua returned with all Israel to the camp at Gilgal.

Scientists and theologians have debated among themselves and with each other to explain this passage. It is uncertain whether the miracle involved the increase of the sun’s light so that the battle could be completed before nightfall, or whether it involved the decrease of the sun’s heat so that the Israelites would not become fatigued in the “blazing sun.”
 The bottom line, however, is made clear at the end of verse 14, “Surely the Lord was fighting for Israel!”

Joshua and the Israelites were able to overcome the outnumbering foes—to beat the odds—because of their trust in the promises of the Lord. They were determined to believe God, regardless of the odds stacked against them.
 The same opportunity of faith is available to the Christian. Listen to the words of Jesus in Matthew 17:20,

“Because you have so little faith. I tell you the truth, if you have faith as small as a mustard seed, you can say to this mountain, ‘Move from here to there’ and it will move. Nothing will be impossible for you.”

When we make the conscious decision to place our faith in God, nothing is impossible! No situation is hopeless! We can never resign ourselves to the conclusion, “I can’t help it.” As Wiersbe puts it so well, “We do not have to have great faith—only faith in a great God!”


But the decision is ours, just as it was for Joshua and the Israelites. We can listen to the terror of the enemy’s intimidation, or we can look to the promises of the Word of God and trust Him to see us through. 

THE OUTCOME OF FAITH: TRIUMPH (JOSHUA 10:16-28)


Whenever the route of faith in God is chosen, the outcome is always the same: triumph. And this triumph is not by a small margin; it is total! We read in Joshua 10:16-19,

Now the five kings had fled and hidden in the cave at Makkedah. When Joshua was told that the five kings had been found hiding in the cave at Makkedah, he said, “Roll large rocks up to the mouth of the cave, and post some men there to guard it. But don’t stop! Pursue your enemies, attack them from the rear and don’t let them reach their cities, for the Lord your God has given them into your hand.”

Joshua instructs the Israelites not to quit until all of the enemies were defeated. This is such an important lesson for the Christian soldier! We cannot be satisfied before the victory is complete! Too often the soldier in the army of God is defeated by an enemy that was not “finished off” in a previous battle. When the Lord gives victory over Satan or over a particular sin in our lives, we must make sure the victory is complete! The certainty of the victory is evidenced in verses 25-26,

Joshua said to them, “Do not be afraid; do not be discouraged. Be strong and courageous. This is what the Lord will do to all the enemies you are going to fight.” Then Joshua struck and killed the kings and hung them on five trees, and they were left hanging on the trees until evening.

Was this really necessary? Was Joshua indulging in some needless showboating with these defeated kings? I do not think so. The display of these defeated foes was a tangible sign to the whole Israelite army of the total victory they had won.
 


When the Christian experiences total victory in his own life, it is good to have a tangible display of that win. Baptism serves this purpose, as other believers are present to witness the testimony of the Christian. I can remember one vivid case in which a Christian brother overcame serious guilt instilled by the Enemy, and a few friends witnessed as he literally burned a list of the lies that Satan had been feeding him. This kind of tangible evidence of victory helps to instill in our own minds that we have overcome in Christ, and it can also be an encouragement to others who may be fighting a similar battle.

THE SHIELD OF FAITH (EPHESIANS 6:15)


The lesson of the victory at Gibeon is visualized in the shield of faith, as Paul describes it in Ephesians 6:16, “In addition to all this, take up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming arrows of the evil one.” The word translated “shield” is elsewhere translated “door.” This is because a Roman soldier’s shield was large, usually about four feet by two feet, made of wood, and covered with tough leather. The edges of these shields were so constructed that an entire line of soldiers could interlock shields and march into the enemy like a solid wall. This suggests that we Christians are not in the battle alone.
 


What are the “flaming arrows of the evil one”? Intimidating thoughts is a favorite arrow of Satan; also lies, hateful thoughts, and lustful temptations. Doubt is a weapon of the devil (as we will see especially in a later study in this series), accusations of false guilt, and even blasphemous ideas against the Lord.


The “faith” mentioned here is not saving faith, but rather living faith, a trust in the promises and the power of God.
 It is not simply our faith that provides the victory, but it is the God on whom our faith rests that guarantees success on the spiritual battlefield. Whenever we come under the attack of the enemy, we must choose to place our trust in the Lord, and thereby gain the triumph over Satan and his forces. As John Stott writes, “For faith lays hold of the promises of God in times of doubt and depression, and faith lays hold of the power of God in times of temptation.”


As a child of God, as a member of the army of God, you will encounter many obstacles to your faith. These may well come in the form of the “terror” of intimidation, in the form of peer pressure, or the squeeze of adverse public opinion. Perhaps you feel under this kind of attack right now. When this occurs, we are confronted with a decision: Will we allow ourselves to be terrified into submission and defeat, or will we place our trust in the power and the promises of God, to see beyond the immediate and the external to the eternal purpose of the Lord? When we choose the first, we will always lose; but when we trust the Lord, we will always triumph. Every time.


This is captured in the words of the great hymn, “Faith Is the Victory,” 

Encamped along the hills of light, ye Christian soldiers rise,

and press the battle ere the night shall veil the glowing skies.

Against the foe in vales below let all our strength be hurled;

faith is the victory we know that overcomes the world.

His banner over us is love, our sword the Word of God;

We tread the road the saints above with shouts of triumph trod.

By faith they, like a whirlwind’s breath, swept on o’er every field;

the faith by which they conquered death is still our shining shield.

On every hand the foe we find drawn up in dread array;

Let tents of ease be left behind, and onward to the fray!

Salvation’s helmet on each head with truth all girt about,

The earth shall tremble ‘neath our tread and echo with our shout.

To him that overcomes the foe white raiment shall be given

Before the angels he shall know his name confessed in Heaven.

Then onward from the hills of light, our hearts with love aflame,

We’ll vanquish all the hosts of night in Jesus’ conquering name!

Faith is the victory! Faith is the victory!

Oh, glorious victory that overcomes the world.
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