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If you would turn with me to the book of Joshua Chapter 5 beginning in verse 13. You can find it 
in the pew bible in front of you on page 230. This, I believe, is God's living, active word for us 
today. 
 
 “When Joshua was by Jericho he lifted us his eyes and looked, and behold a man was standing 
before him with his drawn sword in his hand. And Joshua went to him and said to him, "Are you 
for us, or for our adversaries?" And he said, "No, but I'm the commander of the army of the 
Lord. Now I have come." And Joshua fell on his face to the earth and worshiped and said to him, 
"What does my Lord say to his servant?" And the commander of the Lord's army said to Joshua, 
"Take off your sandals from your feet, for the place where you are standing is holy." And Joshua 
did so." 
 
 “Now Jericho was shut up inside and outside because of the people of Israel. None went out, 
and none came in. And the Lord said to Joshua, "See, I have given Jericho into your hand, with 
its king and mighty men of valor. You shall march around the city, all the men of war going 
around the city once. Thus, shall you do for six days. Seven priests shall bear seven trumpets of 
rams’ horns before the arc. On the seventh day, you shall march around the city seven times, 
and the priests shall blow the trumpets. And when they make a long blast with the ram's horn, 
when you hear the sound of the trumpet, then all the people shall shout with a great shout, and 
the wall of the city will fall down flat, and the people shall go up, everyone straight before him.” 
 
Well, some of you may know that we're getting ready to embark upon a campus wide 
construction project. That's part of why we're here in the Sanctuary at 10am. Part of that 
project includes a rebuild of what's known as the Hunt building. There were some people 
inspired by this passage, thought it might be a good idea to just go and take a few laps around 
the Hunt build. Maybe save some money on the demolition costs if the walls would just fall 
down. Fortunately, we concluded that maybe those instructions were unique to Joshua's 
circumstances, as are many of the other features of this story as well. 
 
For our purposes this morning we're looking at this story because we're in a series called “Close 
Encounters.” We're looking at these stories in the Old Testament of men and women who have 
these physical, dramatic encounters with the living God. These stories for us, they're meant to 
be not just an inspiration but really an invitation, a guide for how we can draw nearer to God as 
well. You're never too old for a closer encounter with God. 
 



Case in point is Joshua himself. If you know anything of Joshua's story you know that 40 years 
prior to this scene Joshua was sent out as one of the 12 spies sent to scout out the promise 
land. He was sent to the land of Canaan, the land of Israel, the land flowing with milk and 
honey. God had promised this to their ancestors 400 years prior to that. 
 
So, Joshua goes with the scouts. They see the land. They come back, and they give their report 
to the people. Their report is essentially this. They like the land but they don't like their chances 
to be able to successfully invade it. Essentially, they say, "Look. We're freed slaves. We don't 
have any military training, and here in this land you have these cities with huge fortified walls, 
with huge people living inside of the walls. We're like grasshoppers compared to them. If we 
were to fight them it would be like an ordinary NBA basketball team playing against the Golden 
State Warriors." We wouldn't have a chance. They've got like five all stars in their starting line-
up. So, they're thinking "There's no way we could ever prevail." 
 
So, they give this report. That's the majority opinion. However, there are two people who 
descent, Joshua and a guy name Caleb. They say, "Yes. These spies, they've got it all right, 
except they're leaving out one very important detail. Mainly, do you remember what happened 
when we were in Egypt? All of the plagues that God miraculously brought upon the land? How 
he brought us across the Red sea on dry land? You're forgetting that God Almighty has been for 
us and with us. If God is on our side, we can prevail." 
 
But, the majority opinion ultimately won out. The people are frayed. They're discouraged. They 
say very sarcastic things like, "Was it because there weren't enough graves in Egypt that you 
brought us to die out here in the wilderness?" Ultimately, the people refuse to go up and fight 
for the land. So, God says to them, "Because of your rebellion, because you have failed to trust 
my promises to you, none of you over the age of 20, except for Joshua and Caleb, will enter into 
the promise land. You're going to spend 40 years wondering in the wilderness until this 
generation dies out. Only then will I fulfill my promise to bring my people into the land." 
 
So now it's 40 years later. They're getting ready to invade, to go into the promise land. Here's 
Joshua, and by now Joshua has lived a lot of life. We're told that Caleb is 85 years old. Joshua's 
probably of a similar age. He might be close to 80. He's experienced a lot of things and now he's 
the commander, the general of the armies of Israel. Though Joshua may be older, he's still 
pretty tough. He's still pretty strong.  
 
A couple of weeks ago I was with our high school students on a mission trip in Jamaica, and the 
work site that I was assigned to had a man there by the name of Mr. Morgan. Mr. Morgan was 
75 years old. Mr. Morgan would go up to every guy in our group and he would offer us a 
handshake. Of course, we thought "What a friendly, welcoming gesture." So, we would go and 
shake his hand. The only problem was he wouldn't let go. He would start squeezing until all the 
blood was coming out of your fingers and finally you had to surrender. You had to beg for 
mercy and he got this sick grin on his face as he was so happy that we all had to admit that he 
was stronger than any of us. He might have been older, but he was still pretty darn tough. I 
think the same is true here for Joshua.  



Joshua is still out fighting battles. He's still going out on the eve before the battle to scout out 
the land of Jericho. Maybe you've heard that he fought a pretty famous battle there. Some of 
you might even know the song from Sunday School. So, here it is. They're getting ready to lay 
siege to the city of Jericho. He's scouting it out when all of sudden he sees this warrior who is 
moving towards him with a drawn sword. In a battle context, for somebody to have a drawn 
sword means this guy he's ready to fight. So, what does Joshua do? Does he run back and warn 
the others? Does he get some other guys to come with him? No, he's pretty tough. He 
immediately goes right up to this warrior. He gets in his face. He challenges him. He confronts 
him. Yet, what he discovers is that this is no ordinary human warrior. 
 
Over the years some people have looked at this passage and they've said, "Who is this guy?" 
Maybe this is an angel. The problem with that is all throughout the Bible when you have angels 
show up and people try to worship them. What do the angels do? They say, "No, don't worship 
me. Worship God. I'm just a created being like you." Yet here, Joshua falls down. He begins to 
worship this person, and what does he do? He welcomes it. He says, "Thank you very much." In 
fact, he goes a step further. He says, "Recognize that you are standing on holy ground. Take off 
your sandals." That sounds a lot like what? Remember Moses at the Burning Bush just a couple 
of weeks ago? God says the same thing to Moses. 
 
Who is this person? I think a lot of people would recognize, and the New Testament later 
confirms, that this is none other than a preincarnate appearance of the internal Son of God. The 
one who, as Galatians 4 tells us, would at one point, not just for a moment, but in the fullness 
of time, would permanently take on our flesh in the person of Jesus Christ. You could say this is 
Jesus, here in the Old Testament, the Son of God. 
 
You see, it's in this encounter with Joshua that God reveals himself as both the God who 
commands and then the God who commits. We're going to look at those two in turn this 
morning. 
 
First, he's the god who commands.  Joshua comes up to who he thinks is just a human warrior. 
He confronts him and says, "Look, you're standing in a battle field." In other words, "I'm the 
commander of this army, and I'm going to give you two options. Either you can bow the knee, 
you can fight on our side, or I'll fight you to the death right here." He says, "Choose this day." 
Essentially, who you are going to serve. "Are you for us, or are you for our adversaries? Whose 
side are you on?" God answers Joshua in a way that he probably did not expect. 
 
Joshua says, "Whose side are you on?" God says, "No," or “Neither” in other translations. He 
says, "I'm the commander of the army of the Lord." In other words, I think, God is saying to 
Joshua,  "Joshua, I don't like your options. Frankly, I don't like your question. You're asking the 
wrong question. You're asking, am I going to serve you. You should be asking, are you going to 
serve me? You're asking, is God on our side. You should be asking, am I on God's side?" 
 
Even here, for Joshua, after all of the experiences that he has had with God there is still a 
deeper lesson for him to learn. God still has something he wants to teach Joshua. He still wants 



to draw him into a closer encounter with God. Joshua believes in God. Joshua has seen God 
show up in his life in so many amazing ways. Yet, here God is confronting Joshua with a 
question. "Joshua, are you willing for me to be in control? Are you willing to let me take 
command over your life, over this battle?" I'm sure on Joshua's mind, at this point, what's he 
thinking about? He's thinking, "How on earth are we going to take the city of Jericho? How are 
we going to do this? How are we going to carry this out? How can God help us to carry out this 
plan, this agenda?" 
 
See, it's in that moment that God comes to him and says, "Joshua, you're asking the wrong 
question. You're asking, how can I help to fulfill your plans. You should be asking rather, how 
can you help to fulfill my plans?" And friends, I think that maybes there's a lesson for us here as 
well. That if you and I would say we want to have a closer encounter with God, say, "I want to 
experience more of God in my life. I want to know him better." If that's true, the only way that's 
going to happen is if we're willing to enter that place of deeper surrender. To say, "Jesus, you're 
in command. You can be in control." 
 
Often, when you and I seek out God, when we come to him, when we draw near to him, it's 
because we feel like we need his help in some way. Perhaps, we come to him because we've 
done something and we're feeling the weight of this guilt so we come to him seeking his 
forgiveness. Maybe you feel like you're struggling with your kids and you say, "God, would you 
help me be a better parent?" Or, "could you help me to be a better spouse? My relationship's 
struggling." Maybe you come to him because you have a sickness, and you say, "God, please 
would heal me?" Or, "would you heal somebody whom I love?" 
 
We come to him asking for his help with these needs, and that's a good thing. That's okay. 
That's right. Many relationships with God begin in that place. But you see, it's possible to come 
to God seeking his help in that particular area and yet, effectively, we're still in control over the 
rest of our lives. Essentially, God is like a helpful assistant and a very trusted, powerful 
assistant. But, we're still in control. We're still in command.  
 
If you want to experience more of God and want to get closer to him that only happens through 
a willingness to enter that place of deeper surrender to say "Jesus, you're not going to be my 
lieutenant. You're going to be the general. Jesus, you give me the commands. Jesus, I'm on your 
side no matter what." No matter what happens in the battle of Jericho, no matter what's going 
on in the circumstances of my life, no matter the diagnoses, no matter what happens in the 
stock market. No matter what happens with my kids, no matter what friends or family might 
think, no matter the challenges however uncomfortable they might be, you lead me to Jesus. 
No matter what, I'm on your side. I'm surrendered to you. You're in charge. My highest loyalty 
is to you. 
 
That's what Joshua does here, isn't it? The moment he understand who this is he falls on his 
face. He bows before him. He says, "What does my Lord say to his servant?" In other words, 
"Command me what you will. My highest loyalty is to you." It's hard to really even truly believe 



that, or live that, but too simply to say that has implications for every part of our lives. But, only 
if we're going to really invite Jesus's lordship over us. 
 
I want to speak particularly on what does that mean for our approach to politics? I know that 
that's where some of you might say, "Charlie, you've moved from teaching into meddling." I 
think this is important because I don't know if you've noticed this, but right now in America 
people don't really seem to like each other. There's a lot of hostility. There's a lot of animosity, 
sometimes even hatred and contempt for people on the other side of the political aisle. I don't 
know if any of you get Jim Denison's blog, but a couple of weeks ago he referenced an oped in 
US Today newspaper where somebody wrote an oped called “Is America Headed for a Civil 
War?” That's dramatic language but it reflects the fact that there's hostility. There's division 
that's growing between people of different political persuasions. Of course, we know there was 
a time in this country when there actually was a civil war. It was in the midst of that civil war 
that one of Abraham Lincoln's advisors came to him and he said, "President Lincoln, I'm so 
thankful that God is on the side of the union. 
 
To which President Lincoln, I think very wisely replied, "Sir, my concern is not whether God is on 
our side. My greatest concern is to be on God's side, because God is always right. Friends, I 
think the same ought to be true for us as Christians, as well in our approach, especially to 
politics. To say, "Look, Jesus is not really on either side." So, our question shouldn't be, "Is he on 
my side. Is he for my party, my perspectives," but rather, "am I on Jesus's side?" The kingdom of 
God doesn't really map on to any government system of this world perfectly, the values of his 
kingdom. In some ways, Jesus is no conservative. In some ways, Jesus is more progressive. Jesus 
has very unique things to say about how we use power in general. The highest question for us 
as Christians really ought to be, "Is my highest loyalty to Jesus in the way that I approach my 
politics?" I think if that's true, then there ought to be at least three things that are true because 
of that. 
 
 I know for many you, you're already living these out, but I think they're worth naming in our 
current climate. Here they are. Number one. If your highest loyalty is Jesus, then that means 
you might align more with one party over another. Though you might be part of a party and you 
might be very passionate about that politically. Nevertheless, there ought to be times when you 
diverge from it. There ought to be time when you find that you don't align with it, because your 
highest loyalty is to Jesus.  
 
I think if all of the people who have embodied this one who was a great example, he was a little 
bit before my time, was a person named C. Everett Koop.  I've referenced him in a sermon just a 
couple of weeks ago. His son was a professor, a mentor of mine in college, so I got to learn a lot 
about his life. C. Everett Koop, as some of you know, was the Surgeon General during the 
Reagan administration. He was a Republican and when he went through his Senate 
confirmation hearings those were heavily contested. I know that's hard to imagine today. In 
fact, they were so contested that actually at one point he felt psychically ill because he was 
getting so much resistance from the left, because he was prolife. 



C. Everett Koop became a Christian much later in his life. When he did he became convinced 
that life begins at conception. He spent a lot of his career not just advocating for unborn 
children, but also for those with special needs and those with disabilities. He wanted to really 
stand up for, be an advocate for, the vulnerable members of society. He met a lot of resistance 
from the left in those initial confirmation hearings. Later, he was in his position as Surgeon 
General when the HIV/AIDs crisis really began to grow within our nation. 
 
There were many people on the right side of the aisle then who though they condemned what 
they say as the immoral behavior, sexual, or drug use that might have contributed to the 
transmission of the disease. They were very hesitant to want to seek to provide a 
compassionate cure for those who were afflicted. You see, Everett Koop, he absolutely 
believed, like many people in his party, that God created sex for the context of marriage 
between a man and a woman. Nevertheless, he also believed that every person is made in the 
image of God. He believed that every person is loved by Jesus no matter their sexual lifestyle 
and no matter if they are afflicted with HIV/AIDS. 
 
As a Christian and as a doctor he wanted to work to provide compassionate care for those who 
needed it. Lots of people would say that more than anybody else C. Everett Koop helped 
change the conversation in this country about AIDs from being about fear and blame, to a 
conversation about how do we stop it's spread? How do we provide care for those who are 
afflicted? He met a lot of resistance. He took a lot of criticism for that from people from within 
his own political party. You see, he was his own person. His highest loyalty was to Jesus even 
more so than to any political party is ours. 
 
Secondly, if your highest loyalty is to Jesus then I think that there ought to be a sense of unity, 
fellowship, comradery even with people who share your love for Jesus, but don't share any of 
your politics. People who share your love for Jesus but don't agree with any of your political 
persuasions. Do you know anybody like that? Some of you do. You chuckled. That's good. Do 
you have friends like that? Do you spend time intentionally with people like that, because you 
can learn from each other? Do you have a fellowship in Jesus that goes beyond your politics? 
 
In the early disciples, you look and see Matthew the tax collector working for imperialist Rome. 
Then, there's a guy named Simon the Zealot. His political party is about one thing and that is 
violently overthrowing that same Roman government. Here you have these two guys and 
they're brought together out of a common commitment, a common love for Jesus. They have a 
unity in Christ that transcends their politics. 
 
Then, number three. If your highest loyalty is to Jesus, the one who says things like, "Love your 
enemies," or “bless those who curse you,” or to “save another person that is worthy of the fires 
of hell.” There will be people who are wanting to set the example in the way that we respect, 
honor, even love those who have completely different opinions and beliefs than us. 
 
Believe it or not, there are news media sources on both sides of the aisle. There are plenty of 
Facebook posts that can fuel outrage, anger, can lead us to demonize, caricature, belittle and 



reduce people on the other side to their worst qualities or features. If we're Christians, if our 
highest loyalty is to Jesus we're going to resist that, because we're going to say, "No, that's a 
person still made in the image of God, someone whom I'm called to respect, honor and love, 
even if I might disagree with them." That is if our highest loyalty is to Jesus and if he's giving the 
orders in our lives, because he is the God who commands. 
 
I'm sure some of you might say, "Well, why would I want to submit myself to Jesus in that way?  
Or, to give him that free rein? Or, that much control over every single part of my life? Why 
would I want to do that?" I think it's important to understand that though he is the God who 
commands, it is precisely when you and I are willing to surrender more deeply to him that we 
discover more of his unbelievable, unwavering commitment to us. We see that here with 
Joshua. Don't you? Joshua comes up to this warrior with a drawn sword, and to see a warrior 
with a drawn sword, I think that would be frightening enough in itself. Then imagine to discover 
that this person standing before you with a drawn sword is none other than almighty God, the 
Holy One of Israel, the one who alone has the right to wield eternal judgment. 
 
Remember the sword that barred the entrance back into the Garden of Eden, back into God's 
presence? The sword by which God is going to carry out his judgment on the sin of the people 
of Canaan? The sword that in Revelation Chapter 19 represents the punishment that Jesus 
brings on those who remain in their sins, who do not trust in his grace. What a terrifying thing 
to stand before the drawn sword of almighty God. No wonder Joshua falls on his face. He 
probably thinks he's a goner. I mean, he should be a goner. A sinful person in the presence of 
this Holy God and yet what Joshua discovers is here the sword of the Lord is not against him. 
It's actually for him. God says, "I'm the commander of the Lord's army. I have now come. 
Joshua, I'm going to give the city of Jericho into your hands. All you have to do is march around 
it. I'm going to fight for you."  
 
God's sword is not against him. It is for him. That's how committed he is to Joshua and his 
people. Friends, how much more so should we be able to know? Though Joshua was a sinful 
person and the sword of the Lord was for him, not against him, how much more so should we 
be able to know, as sinful people, that the sword of the Lord is not against us? It is for us. Many, 
many years later the same mysterious figure, the commander of the Lord's army would take on 
flesh. Not for a moment, but for all eternity in the person of Jesus Christ. This Jesus, one day, 
would find himself surrounded by soldiers. In that moment, though he had done nothing 
wrong, Jesus did not draw his sword. If fact, he said, "If I wanted to I could call down 12 legions 
of angels to my defense, but how then would the Scriptures be fulfilled?" How then would he 
save sinful people like you and me? Jesus willingly went to the cross. You know what he faced, 
the outstretched sword of the judgment of God. 
 
Jesus took that sword into himself in order that we could know that the sword of the Lord is not 
against us. It is for us. As Paul puts it in Romans Chapter 8, “if God is for us, who then can be 
against us?” If God did not spare his own Son, but freely gave him for us, how much will he 
graciously give us all things? 



You see friends, though God might not always be for our plans, might not always be for our 
perspectives, and might not even be for our politics, he is absolutely, in Jesus, completely for 
us. Though he might lead us to do some things that are challenging and uncomfortable in our 
obedience to him, we know that his commands are always for our greatest and everlasting 
good. If Jesus was willing to give himself so wholly to us, how can we not then give ourselves 
wholly to him? 
 
Friends, I wonder, in your life right now what might be that place, that situation, that 
circumstance, that attitude, that place of obedience that you need to surrender to the God who 
commands? As you do so you might discover a deeper, fresher way his unwavering, 
unbelievable commitment to you. 
 
Let's pray together. Our Heavenly Father, we know how hard it can be to surrender, to put our 
lives under your control, to trust that your commands are truly for our good. And yet, we thank 
you that you call us to do so not just because you are God and you have that right, but because 
you are so committed to us. You were willing to enter our world to take the sword of your 
judgment into yourself so that we could know that your sword is not against us, but for us. We 
pray, Lord Jesus, that seeing your unwavering commitment to us we would be willing to yield 
ourselves to your commands. For we ask it in your name. Amen.  
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