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Who Will You Serve?
A man comes to church on Sunday morning.  He slides into the pew just as the service is starting and looks at his watch wondering if the preacher will run the service past 60 minutes again.  He doesn’t like the first song, too modern, doesn’t seem like church, and he doesn’t see why he should have to pray a prayer of confession when he didn’t do anything all week that everybody else didn’t do.  The scripture readings are too long and he doesn’t really pay much attention to the sermon.  He likes the children’s sermon the best, if the children say something funny.  The song after the sermon is too high church with organ and everything sounds like an Episcopal church.  The pastor’s prayer is too long, and prays for people he doesn’t even know.  He puts in the offering plate what he won’t miss anyway.  Oh shoot, he forgot that it is communion Sunday.  Now they will be late for sure - why does this have to take so long?   During the last song he slips out the back door so he won’t have to say anything to anyone.  As he left worship that morning he was thinking about where he would go to lunch that wouldn’t be too crowded.  

Our lesson today is a story about worshiping God.  It is about why we gather here on Sunday morning and what that has to do with our lives.  The Hebrews have been saved from slavery in Egypt.  They have been lead through the desert for 40 years.  Moses has died and Joshua has continued to lead them into the land of promise.  Joshua is 110 years old and his life is almost at an end.  He calls the people together and he challenges them for their lack of faith.  You see, all along the way they have been blessed by God and claimed by God and claimed to be God’s people - but they have also held on to idols - things they trusted when they didn’t trust God.  These were the ancient religions of their ancestors and of the people whose land they crossed and conquered, and dwelt among.  Though they said they worshiped God - their hearts and minds were full of other things.  

We don’t have to imagine what the idols of old were; we have plenty in our own time.  We have the idols of wealth and privilege, of comfort and familiarity.  We have the idol that it is all about us and what makes us happy - even how we worship God.  We tend to think of church the same way we think of going to a department store, if this church/store doesn’t give us what we want we will go down the street to the one that suites us better.  

Joshua told the people, “As for me and my household, we will serve the Lord.”  When we hear that with modern ears I think we hear that with a kind of rugged independence.  Like Davy Crockett is suppose to have said, “You can go to hell, but [as for me and my household we] are going to Texas.”    Or maybe we hear the emphases of the object of that statement - the Lord.  You can do what you want, but I choose ‘the Lord.’   In a way both of those sentiments are there.  But as I listen to these words today what stands out to me is “serve.”  We all have a relationship with God.  For some of us that relationship is that God is our ATM machine.  For others it is that God is the great disciplinarian in the sky.  And for still others God is a warm fuzzy feeling.  But for Joshua God is the one he serves - and not the other way around - and no other.

There are profound consequences to taking such a radical position, if we take it to heart.  To serve God involves putting God above all others - even ourselves.  Even when we say that we put God first there are areas, I think, that we refuse to turn over to God.  Three of those areas come to my mind immediately and I would like to spend a little time thinking about them.  These areas are country, family, and religion.  Like it or not, believe it or not, I see over and over again how people put these things above God, in a very idolatrous way.  Let’s talk about each of these briefly.

Country:  I saw an article recently about a Jewish man who is the mayor of a city in Turkey, which is a predominantly Muslim country.  The man actually said, “I am a Turk first and a Jew second.”  What is his priority?  I remember when John F. Kennedy was running for President one of the big concerns was, “Will he be an American first and a Catholic second.”  When we say these things and ask these questions, whose servant are we?  Now I want to clarify that there should not be a conflict between serving God and serving one’s country or city.  But - if there is a conflict, if your government wants you to do something contrary to God then it is time to take a stand - like many Germans did in Nazi Germany for example.

Family:  The same is true with family.  Of course we love our families.  God loves our families too.  There should never be a conflict between our family and God, but if our family asks us to do something against God then it is time to take a stand.  Ask the Madoff family or the family of Ted Kaczynski when they realized that he was the Unabomber for example.  

The really hard one for us sometimes is our religion.  Our religion should draw us to God not away, and there should never be a conflict between God and our religion.  But sometimes we make a religion out of our religion, worshiping our belief rather than God, condemning anyone who believes differently.  If our religion, whether we are talking Presbyterian, Methodist, or Baptist; Christian, Jew, Muslim, or Buddhist - calls to act in a way that is contrary to God then again it is time to take a stand.  

Joshua invites us to be servants of the living God; to put God first in our lives, to turn to God in worship and to be strengthened and made new.  

A woman came to church on Sunday morning.  She got there early to see if she could help get things ready in any way.  She saw many friends and greeted them warmly asking about sick relatives or planed surgery.  She was in her seat before worship started.  She handed the attendance book to the visitor sitting next to her and invited her to sign it.  She also made sure the visitor had a bulletin and assisted her during the service.  The first song was new to her, she listened to the words.  She noticed that a young person near her really seemed to like it.  During the prayer of confession she remembered how she hadn’t always done everything she should and asked God to help her do better.  She listened to the scripture lesson and heard something new that she didn’t remember having heard before.  She took notes during the sermon.  She noticed that the song after the sermon seemed to accent what the sermon was about.  During the prayers of the people she remembered her daughter-in-law who is facing cancer, and a nephew that is looking for a job.  When it was time she mentioned their names and the name of a woman she works with who is going to have surgery.  During the offering she gave her pledge, which she increases a little each year.  During communion she smiled as she handed the bread and the cup to the visitor beside her.  After the service was over she introduced the visitor to the pastor and to several others in the church.  As she left worship that morning she carried all that had happened in her heart.    

Friends, the world we live in, be it one of love or one of selfish indifference, is far more up to us than we generally imagine.  Who we choose to serve changes everything.  Choose this day who you will serve.  I invite you to serve the Lord.  Amen.              


