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Joshua 24 is about choice: “Choose this day whom you will serve” (24:15). The entire chapter is a formal dialogue between Joshua (representing God) and Israel, and probably later became an annual ritual (like our monthly covenant affirmation) about choice. At the end of the military battles and the beginning of the settlement in the Promised Land, Joshua gathers all twelve tribes of Israel at the ancient site of Shechem and calls on them to choose to follow a god with a specific name—Yahweh, the Lord, the God of their ancestors—or to follow the gods of the people of the land they have just conquered or the gods of their ancestors back in Mesopotamia.  “But as for me and my household, we will serve Yahweh—the Lord” Joshua says (24:15). 


Choice. Decision. The word decision, like the word incision, comes from the Latin word meaning “to cut.” You know one of the reasons that I find it so hard to make a decision? I know that in deciding I am cutting off some options. When I make a decision, I am, in effect, closing some other doors of possibilities. I don’t like that, and I guess that you don’t like that, either. We live in a culture that likes to keep its options open—to accept as much as we can without rejecting other possibilities.


Joshua knows that. Joshua knows that to say “Yes” to Yahweh means to say “No” to other gods. We don’t like either/or; we want both/and. We want Yahweh and the gods of the land. My mother-in-law used to say that hundreds of years from now when archaeologists digs around our massive sports arenas, they will wonder, “What gods were worshipped here?” Yahweh, however, is not like other gods. This is a jealous God—a one-commitment-type of God.


I remember the feeling when Becky said she would marry me. I was elated--and scared. I had just made a big decision in my life. I now knew whom I would marry. A sense of peace came over me because now I didn’t have to worry about that decision anymore. After that day, whenever I met a woman about my age, I didn’t have to wonder if she was the one who was to be my wife. That decision was made, and that choice closed doors to other options. I was glad. And I am glad still today. 


The Bible often uses the metaphor for marriage as a way to describe our relationship to Yahweh and to Jesus. It is a choice—a decision—to enter into an intimate and exclusive covenant with another. Joshua says, “Choose this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your ancestors served or the people of this land served, or serve Yahweh. It’s your choice.”

Choices are hard. We live in a time not only when we like to keep our options open, but also a time when we speak in the passive voice. I hear, especially in the DC area, “Mistakes were made.” Did you notice there is no active verb in that sentence: “Mistakes were made.”? It’s as if somehow mistakes just happened on their own. It sounds like no one is responsible. 


I also hear, “I had no choice.” Elected leaders say it; marriage partners say it; teenagers say it: “I had no choice.” That’s not true. We may not like any of the options, but we always have a choice. If your manager says, “Do this, even though it is illegal, or I will fire you;” then you do have a choice. You either act illegally or you accept your dismissal. You have a choice. We are not acting responsibly when we say, “Mistakes were made,” or “Illegal actions happened.” 


One of the most empowering phrases I tell those who come into my office and seek counsel about some difficulty in their life is this: “Even if everything around you seems out of control, you have control over how you choose to respond. You have control over you.” We are empowered by the fact that we can make choices—that we can decide. Even when the options are not good, we always have a choice.


So, we hear a certain, perhaps surprising, kind of good news in Joshua’s call to “Choose this day whom you will serve.” Joshua knows that our decisions matter. Something of ultimate significance is at stake. The full consequences of the choice are always unclear, and we will live up to our commitment only imperfectly, but choice is one of our greatest powers and one that we too easily waste. Our choices shape who we are becoming.


The truth underneath the gospel reading from Matthew 25 is that of the ten bridesmaids, five made good choices and five did not. “And those who were ready went with the bridegroom into the wedding banquet; and the door was shut.” (Matthew 25:10). “Choose this day whom you will serve” says Joshua. “And the door was shut” says another Joshua who is known by his Greek name—Jesus. Neither Joshua son of Nun nor Joshua son of Mary allows us to think that our decisions and our lives do not matter. 


“Choose this day whom you will serve!” Joshua asks. In verse 18 the people and their leaders respond, “Therefore we also will serve Yahweh, for he is our God.” But Joshua is not convinced. Joshua says, “You cannot serve Yahweh who is a holy God. Yahweh is a jealous God who will not forgive your transgressions or your sins” (v. 19). So the people say in verse 21 and repeat it again in verse 24: “No, we will serve Yahweh.” They sound like your child who says, “Please, please may I have a puppy? I’ll take care of it. I promise! I’ll feed her and bathe her and walk her and always take care of her. Please may I have a puppy?”


Then Joshua, whose name means “Yahweh saves,” says, “Okay, you may have a puppy. Remember your promise.” Joshua takes a large stone and sets it up under the oak tree in the sanctuary of Yahweh as a witness to their promise that day (24:26). 


You see, this story was written around that time the people were first entering the Promised Land, but the final form of the book was edited 700 years later when the people of Israel no longer lived in the land. They were exiled in Babylon and were beginning to realize that the land was not theirs by right but was a gift from Yahweh. That’s the main theme of this Thanksgiving season for us—the land and its bounty is a gift from God. We didn’t earn it or deserve it, but it is a gift from the Lord’s hand. 

They had forgotten about the giftedness of the land in those 700 years, and they had forgotten their promises about the puppy. Are you surprised? Now after 700 years of forgetting their promises made to the Lord in front of Joshua, they were coming back home to live there again. It’s like watching the twenty-year old tape of your wedding ceremony after the first house, the children, and the divorce. You remember the promises made on your wedding day and you realize that you and your spouse made other choices later on your journey together. 


That’s why in the first part of this chapter Joshua spends twelve verses remembering the history of the Lord and the people of Israel. It’s a tape of the early years of the marriage between the people and their God. Joshua lets Yahweh speak of how the Lord watched over them and helped them. And then Yahweh says in verses 12-13: “It was not by your sword or by your bow. I gave you a land on which you had not labored, and towns that you had not built, and you live in them; you eat the fruit of vineyards and oliveyards that you did not plant.” The land and its bounty is a gift. 


The message of the Bible is that since the beginning of time humans have chosen not to follow the Lord but that Yahweh always chooses to love us. There is nothing you can do to make God choose to love you any less and there is nothing you can do to make God choose to love you any more. God chooses to love you. That’s God’s choice, no matter what you choose. 


As the people of Israel sit there in Babylon, without king or land, they begin to realize what the Hebrew word hesed means: “steadfast love.”  Even when we choose to say, “We are not Yahweh’s people!” our Lord chooses to say, “Well, you are still my people.” We are still God’s people and we are still adopted children of God. The large stone that Joshua uses that day is a reminder of the people’s choice but it is also a witness to the steadfast, rock-like love of God. It’s a hard question, a yes-or-no question, but also a question yearning with womb-like love—Choose this day. And a rock is used again as a memorial for choices made that day. 


Have you heard about the expert on time management speaking to a group of students? To drive home a point, he pulled out a jar like this one and set it on a table in front of him. After pulling from a bag about a dozen fist-sized rocks, he carefully placed them, one at a time, into the jar. When the jar was filled to the top and no more rocks would fit inside, he asked, “Is this jar full?” Everyone in the class said, “Yes.”

“Really?” he asked, and reached under the table and pulled out a bucket of gravel and dumped in some gravel. After he shook the jar, pieces of gravel worked themselves down into the spaces between the big rocks. He asked the group once more, “Is the jar full?”  By this time the class was on to him. “Probably not,” one of them answered.  “Good!” he replied. 


He reached under the table and brought out a bucket of sand and started dumping in the sand. Sand went into all the spaces left between the rocks and the gravel.  Once more he asked the question, “Is this jar full?” “No!” the class shouted.  Once again he said, “Good!”  


Then he grabbed a can of beer and began to pour it in until the jar was filled to the brim. Looking up at the class, he asked, “What is the point of this illustration?”  One student raised his hand and said, “There’s always room for beer!?” Another said, “The point is, no matter how full your schedule is, if you try really hard, you can always fit some more things into it!” 


“No,” the speaker replied, “that’s not the point. The truth this illustration teaches us is this:  If you don’t put the big rocks in first, you’ll never get them in at all.” 


What are the “big rocks” in your life?  Is your relationship with God a big rock?  Is your covenant with this faith community or a life group a big rock for you? Is your work with a local service group or school a big rock for you? Is spending time with family a big rock in your life? Choose this day. Choose this day whom you will serve. Choose this day the big rocks of your life. Choose before the door is shut and before your jar if full.  

HYMN: Here I am, Lord
Page 


