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The Lord once said to Joshua—and the Lord still says to us: Do not let this Book of the Law depart from your mouth; meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do everything written in it.  Then you will be prosperous and successful.  Amen.  


God's Word for our special consideration – at the brink of the Year of our Lord Two Thousand Three – is Joshua chapter twenty-four, verses fourteen through eighteen:


"Now fear the LORD and serve him with all faithfulness. Throw away the gods your forefathers worshiped beyond the River and in Egypt, and serve the LORD. But if serving the LORD seems undesirable to you, then choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your forefathers served beyond the River, or the gods of the Amorites, in whose land you are living. But as for me and my household, we will serve the LORD." 


Then the people answered, "Far be it from us to forsake the LORD to serve other gods! It was the LORD our God himself who brought us and our fathers up out of Egypt, from that land of slavery, and performed those great signs before our eyes. He protected us on our entire journey and among all the nations through which we traveled. And the LORD drove out before us all the nations, including the Amorites, who lived in the land. We too will serve the LORD, because he is our God."


This is God’s Spirit-inspired Word of Jesus Christ.

Introduction: Today Parallels Joshua’s Day

Dear fellow Christians—about to enter the Year of our Lord Two Thousand Three:

Did you ever think you’d see it?  …The Year Two Thousand Three? – When I was growing up in the seventies, when I was attending school in the eighties, the years Two Thousand seemed so far away.  And now we’re about to wade a full three years deep into them!

It also sort of makes a person think.  …“We’re three years removed from the beginning of the Year Two Thousand.  We’re two years removed from January First, Two Thousand One.  We’re entering Two Thousand Three.  Isn’t it time very intentionally to respond to this third millennium of our Lord sharing our flesh?”  

If those are your thoughts today, today’s Word of the Lord is an appropriate one for you.  It has Joshua addressing his people Israel—maybe some three decades deep into their stay in the Promised Land.  And he challenges them to respond in a grander fashion to their Lord’s blessings upon them.  
Theme: In Two Thousand Three, We Will Serve the Lord
Echoing Joshua’s words in God’s Word, let me suggest to you today the following words: IN TWO THOUSAND THREE, WE WILL SERVE THE LORD!  Prompted by Joshua, let’s consider first of all (1) HOW? we will serve the Lord, and then let’s consider (2) WHY? we will serve the Lord in his Year Two Thousand Three.
Exposition One: Joshua Explains How to Serve the Lord
It was, perhaps, as late as the thirteen sixties bc—and so, some thirty-three hundred years ago now.  We are at a place called Shechem, near the first land any Israelite had owned in the Promised Land (Abraham’s burial site).  It was right in the very middle of the Holy Land, between two tallish hills.  Decades earlier it was at this very spot that the Israelites met to celebrate their entrance into and their conquest of the Promised Land.  Here they had renewed their alliance with the Lord.  

Now their leader: aged Joshua – nearing his hundred tenth birthday, and his death – aged Joshua summons his people to Shechem one last time.  In brief, here is what he says, and this is God’s Word to us today: "Now fear the LORD and serve him.  Honor, adore, revere, and respect the Lord to such an extent that honor, adoration, reverence, and respect are words too small for it.  Fear the LORD and serve him with all faithfulness—literally with completeness and in truth, completely and sincerely.  

Joshua goes on to explain that naturally this means: Throw away the gods your forefathers worshiped beyond the River—in Mesopotamia, among Abraham’s ancient ancestors, both general deities and local idols.  And throw away the gods your forefathers worshiped in Egypt—the sun god, the river god, and other gods of the Egyptians.  And serve the LORD. But if serving the LORD seems undesirable to you, then choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your forefathers served beyond the River, or the gods of the Amorites, in whose land you are living—and those would have included especially the fertility gods, the Baals and the Asherahs, whose worship was very perverted.  

So, Joshua had laid out the options.  He had enumerated the false gods with which the Israelites were acquainted.  Expressing a certain freedom of religion, long before the term was in vogue, he said to the Israelites, “You may choose to worship them.”  But then in words for which Joshua is best known, just four little words in original Hebrew, Joshua says: But as for me … and my household, … we will serve … the LORD."
Application One: We Consider How to Serve the Lord  

As for me and my household, we will serve the Lord!  What a great statement for each one of us to make tonight!  What a great theme for us to take for the Year Two Thousand Three!  As for me and my household, we will serve the Lord!  …And what exactly does that mean for each of us tonight? – Well, let me suggest to you three things…

     ·
First, let’s focus in on that word “serve”.  As for me and my household, we will serve the Lord.  Joshua further explained what that word “serve” means.  Remember? – It means fearing the Lord, honoring him, adoring him, revering him, respecting him.  It means doing that with completeness and in truth—completely and sincerely.  

It means that if God has made you a student in the coming year, you have in mind so to serve the Lord that you are going to treat your teacher and your fellow students as if they were Jesus himself.  It means that if God has made you a worker in the coming year, you have in mind so to serve the Lord that you are going to treat your boss and your fellow workers as if they were Jesus himself.  It means that, whatever the case, you are going to treat friend and enemy, family member and neighbor, as if they were Jesus.  And certainly, you are going to take time every week to worship the Lord.  Certainly you are going to take time daily to read the Lord’s Word.  Certainly you are going to take time moment by moment to talk to the Lord.  

     ·
Second, let’s focus in on “the Lord”.  As for me and my household, we will serve the Lord.  And at least from Joshua’s words, serving the Lord means rejecting false gods.  For us it means not just quietly disagreeing with, but also openly speaking against the statement, “Yeah, Jews and Jehovah’s Witnesses, Moslems and Mormons, Hindus, Buddhists, Shintoists, and Christians—we’re all trying to worship the same God.”


But those aren’t the false gods we struggle with the most, are they? – No.  Instead, there are some of you – some of us! – who worship the Lord and also aim to worship … money.  Yes, the Lord is our God, but what we really live for is our possessions.  Friend, in Two Thousand Three: Throw away that false god: money!  And there are some of you – some of us! – who worship the Lord and also aim to worship … our pleasure.  Yes, the Lord is our God, but what we really live for is our own good time.  Friend, in Two Thousand Three: Throw away that false god: personal pleasure!  And there are some of you – some of us! – who worship the Lord and also aim to worship … ourselves.  Yes, the Lord is our God, but what we really live for is to make a name for ourselves.  Friend, in Two Thousand Three: Throw away that false god: your own honor!  Serve the Lord!

     ·
Then third, let’s consider those words “me” and “my household”.  As for me and my household, we will serve the Lord.  It reminds us that first and foremost, we personally need to be right in our relationship to the Lord.  But it reminds us that secondly, we can’t be copping out and saying, “I know what I believe, but what others believe is their own business.”  No!  We need to use the power of our example and the power of persuasion to share the Lord with others.  


Dads, moms, also grandpas and grandmas: we have to be sharing Christ at home.  We need to be reading God’s Word with our kids, and we need to be talking about Christ with our kids.  And now is the time to start!  Employees: we have to be sharing Christ at work.  We need to be talking to others about what Christ did for them.  And we need to be inviting them to hear more.  And now is the time to start!  Fellow members of Saint Mark’s: we have to be sharing Christ with one another and in this community.  We need to be volunteering at church.  And we need to be bringing generous offerings to church.  And now is the time to start!  

Exposition Two: Joshua’s People Explains Why to Serve the Lord  

As for me and my household, we will serve the Lord!  …But why? – I mean, the sort of devotion I just described is not easy.  It takes a lot of love toward the Lord!  …However, consider what sort of love the Lord has demonstrated to us!  And consider how well the Israelites expressed that in their response to Joshua….


Then the people answered, "Far be it from us to forsake the LORD to serve other gods! It was the LORD our God himself who brought us and our fathers up out of Egypt, from that land of slavery, and performed those great signs before our eyes. He protected us on our entire journey and among all the nations through which we traveled. And the LORD drove out before us all the nations, including the Amorites, who lived in the land. We too will serve the LORD, because he is our God."  


“The Lord rescued us from slavery!  The Lord protected us in the wilderness!  The Lord delivered to us our inheritance here!”  That’s the way the Israelites responded.  That’s why they wanted to serve the Lord, as well, right along with Joshua.  We too will serve the LORD, because he is our God.
Application Two: We Consider Why to Serve the Lord  

And on this point, my friends, there’s no substantial difference between us and the Israelites.  No difference at all, in fact—except that their smaller rescue, their smaller protection, and their smaller inheritance point to the much larger rescue, protection, and inheritance that we have received through Christ.  

     º
The Israelites said: It was the Lord our God himself who brought us and our fathers up out of that land of slavery.  The Lord had rescued the Israelites out of slavery, and they were grateful—grateful enough to serve him.  


Friends: the Lord has rescued us from slavery.  When we were enslaved by sin, Jesus shattered its hold on us: by getting rid of our every sin on the cross.  When we were enslaved by death, Jesus broke its chains: by rising from the dead and promising us a resurrection to eternal life.  And when we were enslaved by the devil, Jesus set us free: by banishing him eternally.  And we are grateful.  We too will serve the Lord, because he is our God.  

     º
The Israelites also had to acknowledge: The Lord protected us on our entire journey and among all the nations through which we traveled.  The Lord had protected the Israelites in the wilderness, and they were grateful—grateful enough to serve him.  


Friends: the Lord has protected us on our journey through the wilderness of this world.  To this very day, the final day of the Year of our Lord Two Thousand Two: Is there anyone here whom the Lord ever failed to feed, to clothe, to shelter?  Is there anyone here to whom the Lord has failed to speak through his Word?  Is there anyone here whose life the Lord has failed to reach with his forgiving and life-giving love?  …And so, we are grateful.  And so, we respond: We too will serve the Lord, because he is our God.  

     º
And the Israelites finally had to say: The Lord drove out before us all the nations who lived in the land.  The Lord had delivered the Israelites into the land he had promised them, and they were grateful—grateful enough to serve him.  


Friends: the Lord has delivered us into the land he has promised us.  Tomorrow when you wake up, you will wake up to the Year Two Thousand Three—another year of the eternal life that’s already yours through Christ.  If you live the entire year, you have the joy of knowing that Jesus will accompany you every second—all thirty one million, five hundred thirty-six thousand of them.  And if you die during the Year Two Thousand Three, you have the comfort of knowing that Christ himself will carry you to dwell with him.  And we are grateful for it.  We too will serve the Lord, because he is our God.  

Conclusion: Tomorrow Parallels Joshua’s Tomorrow

As for me and my household, we will serve the Lord!  Joshua put it memorably those many years ago, but our sentiments are no different today.  Take that as your theme for Two Thousand Three, and it will surely be a happy and blessed new year.  Amen.


The Lord once said to Joshua—and the Lord still says to us: Have I not commanded you?  Be strong and courageous.  Do not be terrified; do not be discouraged, for the Lord your God will be with you wherever you go.  Amen.  
