3rd May 2009
Josh 3:1-8

Pioneer Church – preparing for the journey

Introduction

I would like you to picture this scene – you’re preparing for the family holiday. You’ve looked forward to it all year and you are about to go. And then you have a conversation! It can happen at a number of levels but my experience tells me that it’s a conversation between the Mum and the Dad. It normally goes a little like this – how much, why do you want all those clothes?

There normally follows an explanation as to why each and every article is needed for the particular exotic location that you’re going to. The tension rises; compromises are sought, fail, and sought again. An uneasy peace may finally ensue; but whatever happens, the suitcase is sat upon and a ‘heavy label’ is placed on it at the airport check-in.
Another story on a related thought goes back to the time of the Indian Mutiny when the families of British soldiers fled their homes. The roads were littered with possessions that not twenty four hours earlier had been of such importance to them, but which now seemed meaningless. When all they wanted to do was to save their lives. There was no place for luxuries. 

Pioneer Church

This morning we start a new sermon series entitled Pioneer Church. It is the second part of what it means to have Jesus at the heart –inspired by the Holy Spirit to serve, share and support. This series will involve us exploring together what this means for us as a church to serve, share and support.
Today is both exciting and sad as collectively we start on a journey; exciting because it is something new but tinged with sadness as we say good bye to Angela. But in all this our prayer this morning should be that each of us will hear clearly from God and through it to be able to respond positively to His word and His direction.

I mentioned during the APCM that to rekindle the spirit that brought this fellowship from the school to this building would help us to face new challenges as we seek to pioneer our way in to the heart of Kempshott.

It is for this reason I chose the passage from the Book of Joshua as an example of how the people of Israel faced up to the challenge when they finally reached the Promised Land. You will recall for 40 years the nation had wandered in the wilderness, struggling as a nation to fulfil the destiny that God had clearly laid out for them. As we read that story all the human story is there – success, disregard, uncertainty and finally the hope that lay before them as they stood on the edge of this significant river. Recent history gives us another example of the hope that a river had for hundreds of thousands of people.  
Over the years when I listened to the spiritual songs of the slaves from the Southern States of America it took me some time to realize that the River Jordon they sung about was in fact the Potomac River, which marked the border between the southern slave owning states and the northern states that were free from slavery. For them the Potomac marked their way into the Promised Land.
Standing on the cusp

The significance of this story for the Israelites outlined in Joshua can’t be over emphasised. It mirrors the crossing of the Red Sea (Ex 14-15). Here we see their faith in God renewed and strengthened for the challenges that lay before them. 
This morning we shall explore two verses in this reading, both of which are highly relevant to what we are being called to here – St Mark’s called to serve, share and support. The first is – ‘follow it. Then you will know which way to go, since you have never been this way before. (v3b-4) and the second is – ‘Consecrate yourselves, for tomorrow the Lord will do amazing things among you.’ (v5)

‘Follow it’
The Israelites are given clear instructions about the crossing into the Promised Land. What are they to follow? It is for them the most significant and precious thing that they have carried for many years - The Ark of the Covenant (Ex25:10-22). The Ark is not only going to lead them into the land but also to make the way for them. 
As the priests, carrying the ark stepped into the river it would stop flowing and open up a path enabling them to cross on dry land.
The presence of the Ark showed that it was God who was going to be amongst His people and the means to accomplish what was otherwise impossible; notice where God positions Himself, in front, to lead. Not behind forcing or driving the people nor forcing obedience but rather He leads and the people choose to follow. 

‘Then you will know which way to go, since you have never been this way before.’

The Israelites drew their security and confidence not from knowing where they were going, for the passage tells us that it was somewhere new, but from knowing who it was that was going with them. God promised them that He would make the path and that their eventual goal was His responsibility and all the people had to do was follow. There were unsurprisingly hiccups along the way but if we skip to the final chapter we would read of the covenant renewed between God and His people.
Having the reassurance that God was going to lead them, the people are to respond to that promise.

‘Consecrate yourselves, for tomorrow the Lord will do amazing things among you.’

This verse reinforces the twofold aspect of any work of God. The people must consecrate themselves, before God will do amazing things. Consecration in this context means to be set apart for a holy use. We are reminded of an earlier example of this instruction to ‘consecrate’ when we recall the Lord’s instruction to His people before Moses receives the 10 Commandments (Ex 19:10, 14-15). This outward preparation of washing symbolizes the inward consecration that God requires of His people.    

The Word of God is designed to be life changing; nothing is truly known until it moves from the head to the heart; understood in thought, loved in the heart and obeyed in the will. 
The apostle Peter writes on this point (1 Pet 1:13 ff.) – ‘therefore prepare your minds for action...But just as He who called you is holy, so be holy in all that you do; for it  is written: Be holy, because I am holy (Lev 11:44).’                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
The second aspect of this verse is that faith plays a crucial part – do we believe God will do amazing things?  The gospels tell us that Jesus commonly did amazing things in an atmosphere of faith – where people in extreme circumstances, put their final trust in the only person who could do something. Their faith was vindicated and new life resulted (cf. Mat 13:58).

Pioneers

In the opening film clip of the Big Trail we looked at last Sunday, the pioneers packed up all that they required for the journey in eager anticipation of their new life in what they saw as their Promised Land. Each family and individual made their own decisions as to what they would need for the journey – food, clothes, household goods and furniture were packed. 

Likewise for us we need to decide what it is that we require for the journey. What do we need to sustain us? Where can we find that sustenance? What help might we need? And the important next step is to think through and act upon these questions. 
Until we do we will remain in an assembly area forever preparing and not being able or willing to start the journey. 
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