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In the part of the country where I grew up we were surrounded by strip mining.  Coal companies would carve out the sides of mountains to retrieve the coal and then just leave these huge, gaping strips in the sides of the mountains.  As kids, we would hike through them and swim in the big ponds they created.  We would also find some of the hidden destruction caused by the mining.  Once in a while, as we hiked along the top or the bottom of the strips, we would come upon some headstones that were tossed into a pile.  The mining companies would uncover old cemeteries in their digging, and instead of reporting it, they would throw the headstones into a pile in the woods and leave it unreported.  It was a rather disturbing site to come upon a pile of headstones out in the woods, and to think this is how the memorials to the lives of individuals were treated.


I always think of those piles of headstones when I read the passage from Joshua that serves as this morning’s text.  We have headstones as a memorial to life.  And we use stone because of its permanence.

As we continue our series of The Bible You Should Know we go back to the time of the people of Israel crossing the Jordan River and entering into the Promised Land.  In this passage, Joshua gives instructions to take one person from each tribe, and each one would take a stone from the Jordan River, and take them to where they would camp that night.  If you remember the story, the stones could be taken from the Jordan River because, as the priests who carried the Ark of the Covenant stepped into the river, it became dry land so the people could cross.  The stones were then piled into a memorial and Joshua said that when their children asked What do these stones mean to you?  then you shall say to them “Because the waters of the Jordan were cut off before the ark of the covenant of the Lord; when it crossed the Jordan, the waters of the Jordan were cut off.”  So these stones shall become a memorial to the sons of Israel forever (4:6-7).

This was Joshua’s way of ensuring that the story of God’s care and deliverance would continue to be told to every generation.  It has been several millennia since these events took place, but we are still in need of memorials.  What do these stones mean?


1.  You can’t be forward looking without being backward looking.


I was walking through a church building in another town not long ago and one of the members was working on a display of the church’s history.  There were a number of nice displays that had been put together and it went all along a wall; it was a very nice display.  But as you walk through the building it was all about the past, and it struck me that it seemed to be a place where the past was honored and remembered because the present and the future in that place is not very hopeful.


I believe that to really be forward looking in a church you have to be backwards looking as well, and that’s a very Biblical concept.  You can’t read the Old Testament without encountering this principle time and time again.  The leaders of Israel constantly reminded the people of God’s deliverance from Egypt, of his care and provision as they wandered for a generation through the wilderness, and how he helped them to come into and to settle the Promised Land.  And the reason the leaders of Israel looked backward was to provide hope and confidence in the future.


I am a big believer in the things we do that look backward.  We celebrated a bicentennial almost nine years ago, we honor our older members and what they have done for us, and we have other ways of looking back into our past.  It’s a good and healthy thing to do, as long as we don’t stay in the past.  We look backward to appreciate and to celebrate our past and what God had done for us so that we can enter into the future with hope and promise and confidence.

We need reminders of who we have been.  We need reminders of where we have been.  We need reminders of what God has done for us.  Without this knowledge, we can never enter our future and embrace it as God would desire.

2.  What do these stones mean to you?


I was not a successful student of the Hebrew language.  I studied Greek for three years, and my only hope was to cling to what many people told me – that Hebrew was much easier than Greek.  It’s not.  There are no vowels and you read from right to left.  By the midpoint in my only semester of Hebrew I was hopelessly lost, and in language lab I would take a tape of music to listen to instead of Hebrew.  I wish I knew if the Hebrew in the phrase what do these stones mean to you was singular or plural.  Is you singular or plural?  What do they mean to you as a people, and what do they mean to you as an individual?


What will we, as a people, hold onto from our past that will help us to enter boldly into the future God has prepared for us?  And what, as individuals, will we cling to?  What has God done for you in the past that is a marker, a stone, an anchor that will remind you of his goodness, his love, and his provision?

Perhaps you will remember how God brought you through a particularly difficult time in your life.  Perhaps you will remember how God provided for you in a time of great need.  Perhaps you will remember how God comforted you in a time of grief.


3.  They stood firm.


The book of Joshua tells us that when the priests stepped into the Jordan River with the ark, they stood firm on dry ground in the middle of the Jordan (3:17).


I do like that phrase stood firm.  It is very tempting to say that we live in a time of great uncertainty, but the reality is that we always live in a time of great uncertainty.  There’s a lot of anxiety in our world today; there’s a lot of anxiety in our country; there’s a lot of anxiety in our state and in our community, and there’s anxiety in our church.  There is anxiety everywhere because that is the nature of life.  But that little phrase – stood firm – is such a powerful reminder, because that is what God is asking us to do.
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