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Sunday, 5 January 2020 –Starting The New Year. 
 
 
Traditionally of course this is the time of the year for New Year Resolutions. But since 
it’s now the fifth of January, I’m guessing that some made on the first have already 
been broken!   Many of you know that I go to the gym each week, and every year, 
without fail, the Fitness Centre anticipates an influx of new people at the start of 
January.  This is the year they’re going to get fit. But usual... by February... we’re 
back to the same old faces each week. 
 
And I wonder if that’s the same when it comes to Christian resolutions, those that 
relate to sin and salvation.  The spiritual workout you’re determined that you’re going 
to do, or the things you are now definitely not going to be doing any more.  Will they 
also become a faded history by next month? 
 
So the first question this morning is, do you want to change from where you are to 
somewhere better in your life?   I’m meaning of course as far as that’s a doable reality. 
 I’m not talking about some unachievable ends or wishful thinking.  I’m talking about 
choices we can (and should) be making, if we were to take a God’s eye view of or lives 
at this moment in time. 
 
And I want to help us make a start in doing this by considering an OT passage of the 
Bible related to the end of an era, not it’s beginning.  It starts with where the people 
God rescued from Egypt are after having been brought into a new inheritance - and it 
then asks them - how are you going to live now? 
 
So let’s find Joshua chapter 24 - and it’s on page 240 in the church Bibles.  The 
heading in my Bible put there by the translators is “The Covenant Renewed at 
Shechem”.  But you might want to think of it by an equally valid one word title - 
‘Rededication’. 
 
But I want to start by reading Ch.23, and verses 1 & 2, just to set the scene. 
 

“After a long time had passed and the Lord had given Israel rest from all their 
enemies around them, Joshua, by then a very old man, summoned all 
IsraelCtheir elders, leaders, judges and officialsCand said to them....” 

 
And then chapters 23 and 24 go on to tell us what he said to them.  Basically he starts 
by telling them what he’s done for them - and now he’s not going to be with them 
much longer. But he also tells them what The LORD has done for them, and in chapter 
24 delivers it as a history lesson from the LORD Himself on what He’s done right back 
to Abraham and then forward to where they were then. If you like, God reminds them 
of their salvation history.   
 
Do you ever review your salvation history?  If you’ve ever said, “Yes, I believe that” to 
the gospel message and accepted Jesus as Saviour - you have your own salvation 
history from then on out and even before.  And as we pick up Joshua’s challenge to 
this group of people, you might want to just think for a moment of your own salvation 
history.  What God has done for you.  How you got to be the person you are now 
sitting where you are today. 
 
And with that in mind, let’s now read from Joshua 24, starting at verse 14: 
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“Now fear the Lord and serve him with all faithfulness. Throw away the 
gods your ancestors worshipped beyond the Euphrates 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 ancestors 
served beyond the Euphrates, 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 parents 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 travelled. 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.” 

Joshua said to the people, “You are not able to serve the Lord. He is a holy God; 
he is a jealous God. He will not forgive your rebellion and your sins. If you 
forsake the Lord and serve foreign gods, He will turn and bring disaster on you 
and make an end of you, after He has been good to you.” 
But the people said to Joshua, “No! We will serve the Lord.” 

Then Joshua said, “You are witnesses against yourselves that you have chosen 
to serve the Lord.” 

“Yes, we are witnesses,” they replied. 

“Now then,” said Joshua, Athrow away the foreign gods that are among you and 

yield your hearts to the Lord, the God of Israel.” 

And the people said to Joshua, “We will serve the Lord our God and obey him.” 
 

There’s something absolutely shocking about this passage of Scripture.  Did you notice 
it? Way way back in Genesis, God calls Abram out of Ur, a place the other side of the 
Euphrates River, and starts to build a relationship with him. Along the way Abram’s 
name gets changed to Abraham, and God makes him promises and proves His mighty 
reality to him. But it would seem that along with him and his entourage they’d brought 
what elsewhere in Genesis is called, ‘household gods’ - called that when later Rachel 
nicks her uncle’s household god and sits on it while Laban’s men search the camel 
train for it. Or maybe... that was when idols got reintroduced to the family? 
 
Many years later God rescues the now expanded family from famine and proves He is 
God by the work He does in Joseph’s life, and the whole family then move to Egypt.  
But they obviously also carry with them the false ‘foreign gods’ from their past history, 
or Joshua wouldn’t mention them here. 
 
Hundreds of years later this people find themselves no longer guests in Egypt, but 
forced labour, crying out for deliverance under cruel oppression. And God again 
reintroduces Himself to them via a man He chose and equipped called Moses.  And that 
reintroduction came with a whole new set of powerful revelations as to who He is - ten 
massive plagues for starters, the first ones suffered by them, as well as the Egyptians. 
 And then, to prove that some sort of coincidence wasn’t involved - God plagues the 
Egyptians but protects the Israelites. And God follows that up by making an escape 
passageway through a body of water, and then used that same water to destroy a 
following panzer force of Egyptian chariots.  And we can throw in a few other things - 
like producing water out of rock and food out of the air. 
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And then... you get to Exodus chapter 32.  And we find this emerging new 
nation making a golden calf and bowing down and worship it!  But this ‘new god’ they 
were adopting wasn’t new at all, but based on the ‘apis calf’ worshipped in Egypt. It 
was a ‘foreign god’ from the nation that the real God had just so recently massively 
defeated for them!  Unbelievable?  No. True. 
 
So God then spelt out for them how they should live and Who they should worship, 
and even how.  These guideline regulations started with ten main ones, which we call 
the Ten Commandments.  And they start with an unequivocal statement:  I am the 
Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery. You shall 
have no other gods before me. You shall not make for yourself an image in the form of 
anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the waters below. You shall 
not bow down to them or worship them; for I, the Lord your God, am a jealous God... 
 
I mean, how much clearer could God be than that?  
 
Well this new nation wandered around in a wildernesses for forty years, and then 
prepared to enter the land God had promised to give them.  The fact that they have to 
push other people out to take it over isn’t our subject today. 
 
So once again God dries up the flow of a body of water for these people to cross dry 
into their new land, and immediately afterwards there’s a sort of rededication service 
for the nation involving circumcision and the Passover feast, a celebration looking back 
as a reminder of God’s deliverance of them from Egypt.  And they’re now ready to go 
forward. 
 
Joshua 5:1 says this:  

“Now when all the Amorite kings west of the Jordan and all the Canaanite kings 
along the coast heard how the Lord had dried up the Jordan before the Israelites 
until they had crossed over, their hearts melted in fear and they no longer had 
the courage to face the Israelites.”   
 

And of course - the Amorites and the Cannaanites would have been relying on their - 
to the Israelites, ‘foreign gods’ - to save them - but they didn’t. 
 
So tell me why, many years later, did the now elderly Joshua have to say to these 
people, “choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your 
ancestors served beyond the Euphrates, or the gods of the Amorites, in whose land 
you are living...”, before going on to say he and his household would be serving the 
Lord?  It would seem that lessons from generations of experience of them hankering 
after and serving ‘foreign gods’ that fail... still had not been learnt!  Can you believe 
it?! 
 
Well, yes, actually I can.  Because we aren’t so different to them in the way we live.  
We are still absorbed in serving our own ‘foreign gods’ with our time money energy 
and emotions - even as people who (like the Israelites) are a people brought out of 
slavery into salvation.  We are still people who regularly and repeatedly do our own 
thing, rather than what God requires.  And I say ‘we’ because I suspect you aren’t so 
very different from me.  So what’s our excuse for that? 
 
Well it’s no good saying “The devil made me do it”.  The devil’s job description as far 
as we are concerned who’ve accepted Jesus as our Saviour, is to ‘tempt’ us, not to 
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force us - leaving aside for the minute situations in which we might have 
invited him into our lives as a guest.  Which means we have a choice.  Which means 
that Joshua’s challenge to his erring nation around thirty-three centuries ago is as 
relevant to us today as members of the body of Christ as it was when he said to them 
“Choose you this day whom you will serve...”. 
 
But Joshua also points something out to his erring nation that is as true for us today as 
it proved to be for them and their subsequent generations: You’re not able to do it.   
You see, what Joshua was challenging them to be was holy, and neither they, nor us, 
can faithfully do that in our own strength.  But we are still told to choose to do it!  In 
fact it’s a very specific command in both the OT and the NT - in Leviticus 11:45 and 1 
Peter 1:16.  “Be holy, for I am holy, says the Lord.”  Now that’s a bit of a conundrum 
isn’t it? 
 
Well actually, it’s easier for us than it was for Joshua’s first listeners, because we’re 
living this side of the cross, and this side of the implementation of a few very specific 
promises.  But that doesn’t mean that Joshua was playing games with those he was 
addressing - because he was asking them - and he’s still asking us this morning - to be 
willing to want to chose to ditch our false gods and serve instead the one and only true 
God.  So the first, primary, main thing we always need to do is to choose to do the 
right thing - and mean it!   So why is it that we so often don’t? 
 
Well, I think it could go back to our relationship with sin, and our understanding of 
repentance.  But more of that in a moment. 
 
I don’t know if I’m reading too much into the closing verses that we read just now, but 
let me read them again, and you decide: 
 

The people said to Joshua, “No! We will serve the Lord.”  So Joshua says, “You 
are witnesses against yourselves that you have chosen to serve the Lord.”  “Yes, 
we are witnesses,” they replied. 

“Now then,” said Joshua, “throw away the foreign gods that are among you and 
yield your hearts to the Lord, the God of Israel.” 

And the people said to Joshua, “We will serve the Lord our God and obey him.” 
 
And that’s all they said, “We will serve the Lord...” but they didn’t agree with Joshua 
that they would throw away their foreign gods!  I find that very telling. Which means 
that we shouldn’t be surprised that after Joshua had died, and the other others of his 
generation, this nation reverted to past practices, and ended up under God’s 
judgement.  In contrast to them, Acts 19:19 tells us about people who practised 
sorcery in Ephesus and who responded to Paul’s teaching.  They... “brought their 
scrolls together and burned them publicly. When they calculated the value of the 
scrolls, the total came to fifty thousand drachmas”.  A drachma was a day’s wages - so 
that would be about half a million pounds today.  That sounds like they meant 
business. 
 
Today if you want to watch pornography all you have to do is switch on some internet 
accessing device then press a few buttons or make a few clicks. But years ago before 
the internet existed, pornography still existed.  And I heard the story of a man who 
asked his pastor to help him break the habit he had of viewing pornography.  So the 
pastor popped around to see him.  After letting him talk for a little while, he walked 
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over to the man’s book shelf, or perhaps magazine rack, and flicked through it, 
pulling out a series of publications.  Slapping them down in front of the man, he said, 
“First you need to throw away all this stuff.  Until you do that, you’re not serious.” 
 
You might say in a similar fashion, keeping a fully stocked bar at home isn’t going to 
help you if you have an alcohol problem.  You are not serious about breaking a drink 
addiction if what you say doesn’t line up with what you do in support of that aim.  First 
empty the bar (and anywhere else come to that) of the temptation. 
 
So what ‘stuff’ do we need to get rid of as 2020 begins, to prove that we are serious in 
ditching our adherence to some ‘foreign god’ that has driven the living God away from 
our lives?  And make no mistake, that’s exactly what putting something in His place 
does.  Psalm 66:18 says, specifically regarding prayer, “if I cherish iniquity in my heart 
the Lord will not hear me.”  For iniquity, read impurity, or sin of any sort.  And that 
verse frightens me.  
I mean - seriously.  So what are we to do about it? 
 
Of course one of the problems with ‘throwing away’ our modern ‘foreign gods’ is that 
we can’t actually throw them away - not very often anyway - because we carry them 
around with us in our head.  Even an old fashioned pornography addiction could be 
dealt with better in the past than today.  You could at least rip up and burn 
publications or put a sledge hammer through DVDs - or with an alcoholic problem, 
pour the bottles down the sink.  Not so easy when the affection for a sinful substitute 
for God is inside our head. 
 
Earlier I suggested that it might be to do with our understanding of repentance.  But 
also, probably, our understanding of the seriousness of sin - or as someone’s put it - 
the sinfulness of sin.  And it’s also got a lot to do with motivation.  You’ve really got to 
want to throw away whatever your ‘foreign god’ is.  And as permanently and as 
practically as you can. 
 
I heard a story that illustrated motivation a few weeks back.  It was about a guy 
named Andrew Garrido currently studying at the prestigious Guildhall School of Music. 
 But as a boy his family couldn’t afford a piano, so he studied for his first five grades 
using a paper keyboard he’d made himself and listening to recorded music. That’s 
motivation. That’s the story of someone who really wanted to succeed at what he’d set 
his heart on.  And that points to the sort of motivation and tenacity we also need to 
adopt as we seek to meet our obligations to God when we hear Him say, “Be holy...”. 
 
I also said our failure to throw away our ‘foreign gods’ might have something to do 
with our understanding of repentance.  Someone’s said that ‘being repentant is being 
so sorry for your sin you don’t do it again’.  But we do.  We forget so easily the 
sinfulness of sin, and we listen to Satan’s advertising slogans of how it doesn’t really 
matter since God loves us and has saved us, and it’s not that serious, just once more, 
so we backtrack on our commitment to “Be Holy...”.   
 
And that might also be because we’ve forgotten as time has passed from our first time 
of choosing to believe in Jesus just how costly our salvation is.  Our deliverance for 
eternal damnation (not a phrase you hear banded around too often these days) was 
very, very costly.  Jesus paid that price - which is why the Bible says, “we are not our 
own - we are bought with a price”.   So just like Joshua’s listeners, we are asked to live 
in allegiance to the One who has already rescued us.  As a mark of respect.  As an 
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allegiance to His kingdom and His way of doing things.  And to reject the 
temptation to go on living by the rules of the kingdom we’ve been rescued from.  To 
throw away our ‘foreign gods’. To embrace His kingdom and His ways - not just 
tolerate them - and to ask Him for wisdom and grace to do it. 
 
Now this is a very personal challenge this morning, just a few days into a new year, 
and a new decade.  Just as it was for Joshua’s hearers.  He was addressing a corporate 
crowd, but expecting them to respond as individuals. 
 
So far I’ve been sort of using OT language, but what I’m talking about in the church 
era is... discipleship.   Committed discipleship.  Paul, in those well known (I hope) two 
verses at the beginning of Romans 12 says, ATherefore, I urge you, brothers (and 

sisters) in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and 
pleasing to God this is your true and proper worship. Do not conform to the pattern of 
this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to 
test and approve what God’s will is His good, pleasing and perfect will.”   But as 
somebody’s well said before, the trouble with living sacrifices, they have this 
unfortunate habit of crawling off the altar - regularly! 
 
Which is why Paul talks about discipleship as being in a battle against hidden forces of 
evil, and having to kit up and constantly fight off the enemy. 
 
I don’t know if you use a computer of any sort, and get e-mails, but you might get e-
mail updates from organisations you’re in touch with.  So I get e-mails from LICC - the 
London Institute of Contemporary Christianity.  One just recently included a comment 
by a pastor of a church in Pretoria, South Africa, who’s desire is that, “churches would 
help attendees grow into intentional disciples for the long term”.   Let me repeat that.  
He wants church attendees (that’s you and me) to grow into intentional, committed, 
disciples with the tenacity to keep going.  And if you’re a Christian this morning, that’s 
a great job description of what I’m trying to encourage from this platform today. 
 
And if you have never turned from your sins - never ever put your trust in Jesus as 
God’s only way out of the condemnation that sin brings and haven’t yet entered into 
salvation through Jesus by His substitutionally death in your place - then my other job 
is to introduce you to Him - and try as best I can to show you the reliability of God’s 
invitation to trust Him - before it’s too late. 
 
You might have heard that for Paul it was quite a shock to realise that Jesus salvation 
was indeed true.  It’s even entered into the English language as a metaphor, or idiom - 
having a “Damascus road experience”.  A massive change of direction. An eye opening 
revelation.   But that experience wasn’t the end of the road for Paul searching after 
God - just a step on the way. Which is why later he was to write from prison to the 
church at Philippi; “Brothers (and that means sisters to) I do not consider myself yet to 
have taken hold of it” (‘it’, in context, was becoming perfect and having everything 
God had planned for him.)  “But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and 
straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which 
God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus.  All of us, then, who are mature should 
take such a view of things.”   And interestingly, the stuff he was forgetting - leaving 
behind - wasn’t ‘foreign gods’ as Joshua had been talking about, but the good stuff and 
past successes that could get in the way of the future he needed to live. 
 
So the question all this leaves us with to take away this morning - from both Joshua 
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and Paul - is - how are we going to live out 2020?  Have we stuff we need to 
throw away, permanently  - or just things to forget about and press on in living a 
better future, as with Paul? 
 
At Christmas 1939, Great Britain was at war - again.  And King George VI, in his 
Christmas message that year, quoted something by a Minnie Louise Haskins from 
about a hundred years earlier.  It’s become quite famous.   And this is what he said: 
 
I feel that we may all find a message of encouragement in the lines which, in my 
closing words, I would like to say to you: 
 

I said to the man who stood at the Gate of the Year, 

"Give me a light that I may tread safely into the unknown." 

And he replied, "Go out into the darkness, and put your hand into the hand of God.  
That shall be to you better than light, and safer than a known way." 
 
So as we seek to live out a long term intentional discipleship through this coming year, 
I can give you no better advice than that.  Or perhaps a better prayer to pray than 
that encapsulated in our closing hymn, “Be thou my vision, oh Lord of my heart”. 
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