
WINNING THE BATTLES OF LIFE. The seventh in "The Story" series at Mt. Hope. Written by Rev. Steven 

Schafer. Text: Joshua 1:1-18 

 

 "I can't believe in a God who would allow little children to be born into families who abuse them." 

 "I can't believe in a God who would permit a tsunami to wipe out whole villages and towns in Japan." 

 "I can't believe in a God who supposedly controls everything yet allows hurricane Sandy to destroy 

people's lives." 

 "I can't believe in a God who would be so vindictive that He sends people to hell." 

 "I can't believe in a God who makes people suffer with cancer or deadly disease or birth defects." 

 

 I've heard them all - or at least a lot of them. There are some real reasons people might have problems 

with believing in God when they look at the world and all the problems and crisis and hardships and difficulties 

that God seems unable or unwilling to put a stop to. I've given up trying to defend God a long time ago. I'm just 

not smart enough or clever enough or wise enough to pull it off. All I know is that God put the whole thing 

together and lets it run according to the natural laws He set up at the beginning of time and that He VERY 

SELDOM steps in and over-rules the rules. He CAN I suppose. He just doesn't - and that is sometimes 

infuriating. If God CAN do something why doesn't He? Why doesn't God intervene when my father gets cancer 

or when a child is born blind or when an earthquake shakes buildings until they fall on their inhabitants, 

crushing the life out of them? God only knows. But we still have to believe in God - if for no other reason than 

to have SOMEONE to blame all those things on. 

 The biggest question of humankind: "Where is God when..." 

 The answer if found in the book of Job after Job has had his family destroyed, his wealth stolen, his 

reputation ruined, and his health deteriorate into sores and pain such that he wished he could die. Do you 

remember the answer? The answer is: Can you understand how God created the universe - can you even 

comprehend the universe? Do you know how it all is suspended in space? Do you have any idea what is 

involved in the fertilization of an egg such that life is produced? Have you ever made a sunrise or a sunset? Do 

you comprehend the soul and how it interacts with the body until death? Do you understand the mystery of 

death? Can you make a lightening bolt? Can you make it rain or the clouds to cover the sun? Can you even 

come close to understanding how it all works - how God operates - the fullness of understanding of the divine 

mind? God does what God does and there can be no human understanding because His ways are so much 

different than our ways and his understanding than ours...  The answer: Only God knows - and we simply 

cannot understand. 

 I've used that explanation numerous times when people ask the big questions. It may not be wholly 

satisfying but it's better than having your wise old minister admitting that he hasn't a clue (which, I guess, IS 

the answer - we don't/can't have a clue - God is God and We are us). 

 But then there is an entirely other genre of God-objections that even Job's explanation doesn't satisfy. 

Perhaps we can accept the natural order of things - hurricanes, earthquakes, fire, disease, death, destruction, 

birth defects, suffering and pain. We don't like them. We don't understand them. We don't know why God sits 

back and does nothing in the midst of them. But we're not God. But how about when God DOES step in and 

MAKES terrible things happen? Then what? 

 The hardest theological questions I ever get or wrestle with have to do with God in the Old Testament. 

"Go in there and destroy that city - kill every man, woman and child - every goat and sheep and camel." How 

can God do that? 

 And that is precisely the place we come to this morning. Moses has died and passed on the mantle of 

leadership to Joshua. Joshua leads the people to the Jordan River, the western border of the "Promised Land."  

"Joshua, you know what needs to be done. That land in there is yours. Go get it. Wage war. Destroy the 

inhabitants - every one of them. Don't let any of them escape." 

 



 Now, do you have a problem with that? That's pretty vicious stuff. It would be vicious if Joshua's army 

did it on their own, but having a mandate from God - a directive from God - is quite a different thing. I don't 

have a good explanation for it. Our God orders the annihilation of hundreds - maybe thousands of people... 

The only explanation I can come up with  - and in my puny human way it is the only way I can grasp the 

reasoning behind it, is that God sees people in pagan religions as a cancer and every tiny cell has to be 

destroyed or it will kill the whole of civilization. That explanation doesn't satisfy me, but it's the best I can do.   

 In our culture of freedom of religion, that kind of religious cleansing seems wrong. But how about if you 

consider what those religions were actually teaching and practicing: They practiced sacred prostitution within 

the courts of their worship places - they practiced ritual sacrifice of children and babies and women (burning 

them alive to appease the gods.) These people were cruel, immoral, "pagans."  I don't suppose every woman 

and child was that way, but even they had those ideas deeply ingrained in their spirits.  

 This morning I'm going to leave you to ponder that big question - "Why did God order the extermination 

of whole populations" and move on. The fact seems to be that He did. What can we learn once we 

acknowledge that fact and admit that it's a problem for us? 

 Joshua takes the Israelites across the Jordan River and the first fortified city they come to is Jericho. 

Here is another familiar story to most of us. Joshua fights a highly unusual battle... A bit of trivia: Did you know 

that Jericho may be the oldest continuously inhabited city in the world? It came into existence 9 -10,000 years 

before Jesus. It's fortified with thick walls. Joshua and his army (which would mean pretty much all the men of 

the community - maybe a million) were to march around the city every day for six days. And, eerily they did it in 

utter silence. No one spoke... 

 Were you around when the Susan Komen walk for breast cancer research came through Livonia? It 

was pretty awesome. The line of walkers strung out for two or three miles. It was pretty powerful to see 600 

people walking to accomplish a goal. But how about more than a thousand times that number walking around 

your city (especially when the entire population of Jericho was somewhere around 1200). You know they are 

up to something but you don't know what. They are armed but make no attempt to scale the walls nor to break 

through the gates (although they probably could do so quite easily - a million men can do just about anything 

they want to do). I imagine that after six days of this there is considerable anxiety throughout the city. "What 

are these people doing!?!" "Sure are a lot of them." "It's so weird its scary." But on the seventh day this million 

man march does something different. They don't stop with just one time around. They go around and around 

and around - "what was that - seven times around?"  This time there are trumpets blaring - something is about 

to happen... 

 Now, it was no secret to the world that there were hoards of Israelites out on the Sinai peninsula. They 

had been out there as long as anyone could remember. They were waiting for something. Stories about their 

God were told and amplified as though they were urban legends. Everybody had heard of them and their God. 

No one wanted to come up against them... 

 There is no scientific explanation for it, but on their seventh circuit around Jericho the priests blasted 

away on their trumpets and the walls crumbled. Most scholars don't think the marching nor the noise had 

anything to do with the walls falling. The most likely explanation is an earthquake causing the destruction - 

planned by God at exactly the right minute to appear as though Joshua's army had done it. Perfectly timed 

earthquake or some strange physical phenomenon - either way a miracle. Joshua and his army will go on to 

conquer 19 other cities before they can settle down and live happily ever after... But, of course, you know there 

will be no peace - at least for the next 3000 years in the Middle East. Part of that perpetual unrest is due to the 

fact that the armies couldn't do the extreme cleansing God commanded - even to them it seemed extreme and 

unnecessary... and the survivors to this day say the land belongs to them - and in a way that really can't be 

denied. God gave an occupied land to the Israelites and told them to make it unoccupied. They didn't. So now 

whose land is it? 

 Before this all began, God outlined three things that would bring Joshua and the Israelites success. I'm 

pretty sure these don't just apply to Joshua 3000 years ago. They apply to all of us who seek to be successful 



in what God calls us to. Whatever battle you face in life these will apply and will, according to God, bring you 

success.  

 The first one is that they were to be people who hold God's word as the guiding light of their lives. After 
Moses died God speaks to Joshua. He says, (Joshua 1: 8-9) "This Book of the Law shall not depart out of your 
mouth, but you shall meditate on it day and night, that you may observe and do according to all that is written 
in it. For then you shall make your way prosperous, and then you shall deal wisely and have good success. 
Have not I commanded you? Be strong, vigorous, and very courageous. Be not afraid, neither be dismayed, for 
the Lord your God is with you wherever you go." 
 How often we forget that the questions we have in our lives are addressed in the scriptures. In the Bible 
we learn right and wrong, we find inspiration and guidance, we see the examples of men and women of faith, 
we hear words of hope and healing and peace... After their first defeat in the Promised Land, Joshua 
discovered that a man named Achan was the cause. He had stolen some of the plunder from the last victory 
and God had turned His back on Israel for this sin. Joshua punished the thief and then what did he do? He 
pulled out his copy of the scriptures (not nearly as large as our Bible, of course - no NT and no OT - mostly just 
the commandments and writings of Moses: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy), he called the 
people together and read every word to them lest they forget and lest they think anything other than the Word 
of God should be their guide. 
 To be a success in whatever God calls you to do, you need to be grounded in the scriptures. Many of 
you are reading "The Story." That's a great start. In it you learn how God deals with His people - then and us 
now. 
 The second element of success is prayer. God tells Moses to let the ark of the covenant to lead the 
Jericho parade. The symbolism can't be missed. GOD leads the way. God gives the victory. Give praise and 
honor and allegiance to God. We best do that by deepening our relationship with Him. We build that 
relationship - ANY relationship - through communication. We talk to God. We tell him every little thing on our 
mind... and, believe it of not, God will talk back to you. Not in an audible voice but in a sense of peace, with 
renewed confidence, with the secure knowledge that you aren't alone in the world. THOSE are the voice of 
God in your life.  
 The third element is complete and obvious identity with God. For the Israelites this became the ritual of 
circumcision. If you want to be a part of God's community, what really strange thing are you willing to do to 
prove it - to say "God I will do whatever you say to do." Would you do something so painful and odd?  For the 
Christian community baptism took the place of circumcision - that most public and physical declaration that you 
belong to God. 
 So there you have the formula. If you want to be successful. If the church is to be successful we need 
to be people of the Word - knowing and loving the scriptures - getting our guidance from them and our 
inspiration for whatever we do....  We need to be people of prayer. How often each day do you whisper a 
prayer to God? I hope you will say "Too many to count.... Dozens probably." ... We need to be people who are 
ready to let others know that we are God followers. We don't need to be obnoxious about it but we do need to 
let people know from whence comes our hope. When is the last time anyone SAW your faith? It needs to be 
visible.  
 God tells Joshua - and by extension us - THOSE are the keys to success. Joshua wasn't trying to 
convert anyone. He was out to win battles. His was not a spiritual mission. It was a military one. STILL those 
spiritual elements flow over into whatever aspect of life you are working on... They will bring you success.  
 
 Read and Know. Pray. Show yourself... The formula for success. 
 

 


