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Last week I began my message with a quote from Winston Churchill; I will do so again this week.  One of Churchill’s most quoted lines is from a very brief speech he delivered at his former school.  The memorable line from his brief speech is This is the lesson:  never give in, never give in, never, never, never, never—in nothing, great or small, large or petty—never give in except to convictions of honour and good sense.

That was surely the theme of the life of Joshua – never give in.  This morning we are again studying an event from the life of Joshua.  Last week, in our message about the minority report, we read how Joshua and Caleb were the only ones out of all the people who God lead out of Egypt who would be allowed to enter the Promised Land.  This was because they were the two spies out of the twelve who believed they should enter the Promised Land.  The people followed the other ten, who doubted they could successfully enter the Promised Land.  As a result of their doubt they spent the next 38 years wandering through the wilderness.

Think about this situation for a moment.  Joshua and Caleb – who actually entered to Promised Land – were ready to lead the people into the land.  They saw firsthand the bounty and richness of the land.  Though they believed the people of God should enter the land, they stayed with the people through 38 years of wandering in the wilderness.


Have you ever thought about what Joshua must have been thinking during those 38 years of wandering in the wilderness?  Joshua was paying for the doubt of other people.  In 38 years who knows what kind of life they could have enjoyed in the Promised Land.  It certainly would have been much easier than the 38 years of wandering in the wilderness.


It’s amazing to think that Joshua stayed with the people.  I believe he could very easily have struck out on his own.  Joshua could easily have been absorbed into one of the surrounding cultures.  He could have entered into the Promised Land on his own, or perhaps with Caleb, and they could have built their own lives there while the people continued on wandering.  


Would they not have been justified to do so?  Should Joshua and Caleb have suffered for the doubt of the others?  Should they have remained faithful to this group of people?


The fact is, they did remain with their people, demonstrating 38 years of perseverance.  This is what we will study this morning – The Power of Perseverance.  We pick up the story in the first chapter of Joshua.  Moses is gone, having passed away just before this part of the story.  Leadership of the people has now come to Joshua, no doubt because of the faithfulness and leadership he demonstrated 38 years prior to this moment.
Joshua persevered in being bound together with his people.


I was thinking the other day of how humanity is often defined by what divides us rather than by what unites us.  Tanya and I were talking about this the other evening, and I was running this thought by her, and I said the one great uniting force is faith.  It unites us across boundaries of age, economics, race, nationality, politics, class – everything.  Well, she didn’t quite agree with me.  She said faith has become one of the most divisive things among people.

She may have a point.  May.  The early church, though it certainly had its share of problems, struggles, and conflicts, brought together people at a time when society was very heavily stratified.  Perhaps today we have lost some of this, but I still believe that faith has the power to unite very different people in a way that nothing else can.


This is a foundational element of the Christian faith. On Wednesday evening we were studying Mark’s gospel, and when you read in chapter two you find an interesting story – the calling of Matthew.  In Matthew’s gospel the story of the calling of Peter, Andrew, James, and John is listed first.  But in Mark, Matthew’s calling is listed first.  Why?  I think it’s for this reason.  In verse 14 of chapter two we read this – And as He passed by, He saw Levi the Son of Alpheus sitting in the tax office, and He said to him, “Follow Me!”  And he rose and followed Him.  The very significant, but easy to miss, part of that verse this phrase – And as He passed by.  That phrase does simply describe Jesus strolling by Matthew’s tax office.  It’s a phrase that is used in Exodus 33:22, when Moses had asked to see God’s glory, but God tells Moses that no one can look upon the face of God and live.  So God places Moses in the cleft of a rock (remember the hymn – he hideth my soul in the cleft of the rock, and covers me there with His hand) and then passes by so that Moses and see his back but not his face.  To pass by means to demonstrate a truth of God, to show something about God’s character, to show us something we need to understand about God.  You also find the phrase in Mark 6:48, where the disciples are in the boat and the storm come on them, and Mark says Jesus is walking to them on the water and He intended to pass them by.  He was in a race to the other side or intending to leave them, but He was about to demonstrate the glory of God and He does so by calming the sea.

When used in the call of Matthew, the gospel of Mark immediately follows with Jesus eating with tax-gatherers and sinners and gives his great proclamation that it is not those who are healthy who need a physician, but those who are sick; I did not come to call the righteous, but sinners (Mark 2:17).  And then he tells about the new wine in old wineskins and a new patch of cloth on an old garment.


All of this is to say – what Jesus was demonstrating was the truth that the desire of God is that people be bound together as his people.  That people be bound together across any dividing line that humans erect.  That people are to be bound together in faith across the lines of class, race, ethnicity, nationality, politics, economics, sociology, education – across all dividing lines.  The Scripture is clear about God’s people being bound together in a bond of love and faithfulness.

Being bound together.  Being faithful to one another.  Loving one another.  Sticking together regardless of whatever challenge may come.  I can think of few examples of being faithful to this bond than Joshua.  He had every reason to leave this group of people.  He was suffering a fate that was not of his doing.  Thirty-eight years to have to survive in the harsh desert wilderness.  How many of us would stick it out through such a challenge?

Joshua did.  He bound his fate together with those people.  When they wandered, he wandered.  When they suffered, he suffered.
Perseverance is a characteristic of faith.


It could have been easy for Joshua to believe that 38 years were wasted.  Joshua could have spent 38 years grumbling and complaining to everyone who would listen.  But those 38 years were not wasted years, because it was during that time that the Hebrew people were really transformed into the people of God.  They became a people who had what it would take to enter the Promised Land and to settle there.  They became a people who would be able to continue on to fulfill the promise made to Abraham 400 hundred years earlier.


Sometimes we do our own wilderness wandering.  Sometimes we wander through difficult days, months, and years as individuals.  Sometimes we wander through difficult days, months, and years as churches.  During those times of wandering we can look at that time as wasted time, time that we are losing.  But no time is ever wasted with God.  God can redeem time just as he redeems individuals.


And the really beautiful thing that God does with perseverance is that he transforms it into hope.  Listen to the words of Paul in Romans 5:3-5.  And not only this, but we also exult in our tribulations, knowing that tribulation brings about perseverance; and perseverance, proven character; and proven character hope; and hope does not disappoint, because the love of God has been poured out within our hearts through the Holy Spirit who was given to us.  


Hope does not disappoint.  What a beautiful thought to keep in our hearts and minds.  Hope does not disappoint.  Say it with me.  Hope does not disappoint.    

I will close this morning with a powerful story of hope that comes from perseverance.  Before the collapse of the Soviet Union, the great Russian author Alexander Solzhenitsyn, who would win the Nobel Prize for literature, spent years in a prison camp in Siberia.  He worked in the fields for long days, regardless of the weather.  In the sun, rain, heat, and cold they performed backbreaking labor for hours on end.  To make matters worse, their food rations were so low they survived on the edge of starvation.  


As you can imagine, Solzhenitsyn was driven to the point of despair.  One day, believing there was no reason to keep living, he decided to give up.  He let his shovel fall to the ground and slowly sat down, knowing that at any moment one of the guards might pick up his shovel and use it to take his life.  He knew this would happen because he had seen in happen to other prisoners, but he was ready for the end.


As he stared at the ground and waited, he became aware of the presence of someone standing nearby.  He looked up and saw an older and emaciated prisoner.  The other prison knelt down beside him, but said nothing.  Instead, this other prisoner took a stick and in the dirt he traced the sign of the cross.  Then, slowly and painfully, the other prisoner stood up and returned to work.


Solzhenitsyn stared at that cross in the dirt and as he did, his perspective began to change.  He knew that he was not just one man standing against the Soviet empire.  He knew that there was a love and a good that was far more powerful than the evil represented by that prison camp.  He knew the power of the cross was greater than any other power and the power of that cross not only allowed him to persevere, but to thrive in the midst of the squalor and horror of that prison camp.  He was given hope, and hope always gives the power of perseverance.


The power of perseverance.  It is a power that can overcome any and all challenges.
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