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Stepping Out in Faith

Joshua 4:1-7

Good Morning! Today is (and this is every Presbyterian’s highlight of their entire year) Annual Report Sunday. Am I right, Susan?  Would you like to come up and bear witness? (Laughter). For all the non-Presbyterians amongst us… and the majority of the people who join the Presbyterian Church do not come from Presbyterian churches, did you know that? (To me, I am not interested in making Presbyterians. I am interested in making Christians. We are just part of a family called Presbyterian). The non-Presbyterians are probably wondering what an Annual Report is. You may have come from a church where the priest made all the decisions, or the bishop. There really wasn’t an annual report. 

What is an annual report? Those of you who know what it is know that it’s something we are required to do. You’d respond by characterizing it as a “business meeting.” It’s a time when we look at the budget, see how we did in the past year (whether we are in the red or in the black). We vote on the Pastors’ salaries and that determines whether or not we keep him or her. It’s usually the most popular part of the meeting—the finances. 
Now, it is true that we do business at the annual meeting, but that’s not “the business” of the church, is it? Business is part of being a church but it is not “the business” of the church. The bottom line in the church is not the almighty dollar! The bottom line is the Almighty. It should stop right there. It is the Almighty. It’s accomplishing God’s purposes for His Church and have we? Have we accomplished God’s purposes for His church? Even the first line of the first chapter of our Book of Order says that “Jesus Christ is the Head of the church and everything flows from that Head.” It’s our business as a church to help people make a connection with the Gospel of Jesus Christ. And then, having made that connection, to make them part of the spiritual family so that we nurture them and help them grow and experience the love of Christ, so that they grow to the point they are able to go out and serve others and share their faith. Isn’t that our purpose? 
What else? When we think of the Annual Meetings, what else do we think of? Well, some think it’s an opportunity to air their grievances. Those are the most popular meetings, am I right? Those who have been around know that I’m telling it like it is?  The most popular annual reports occur are when there’s some controversy within the church, something people are upset over or fighting about. People get upset and want to air their grievances. 
Now there’s nothing wrong with that; there is opportunity for that. I encourage and receive constructive feedback well. We need to hear and receive constructive feedback. But the annual meeting is not a school board meeting. It’s not a meeting of City Council. It’s something very different. 
The focus of an annual report is not ourselves, but God, because the church and its business is not about us. It’s about Him! Even when we pray every Sunday we pray “Thy kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” Our prayer is God’s will be done here on earth, not our will. Some Christians read it and say “thy kingdom come thy will be done,” but what they really live is “thy kingdom come, my will be done.” That’s not the purpose of the annual report.  Again, it is good to receive feedback, but it’s not the purpose of the annual meeting. 

What is the purpose of the Annual Report then? The purpose is to report back to God what we have done with the resources he has entrusted to us. It’s an opportunity for us to rejoice and give God thanks for all the good things He has done, and it’s a time to look back over the year and be reminded of all the things we have done. Some of you will be looking back over the year for the first time, not knowing all the ministry that has taken place in your church. You will be amazed, and will scratch your head, saying “How could these people do that many things?”  You will be amazed and you will be encouraged.
 I think there is another function of the annual report, a positive function, and that is the same function you see in the memorial stones in Joshua 4: 1-7. I want you to open your Bible and look at Joshua 4:1-7. I think annual meetings function much the same way as the memorial stones in this passage. I think there are a lot of things we can learn from this passage. 
Now just for context, Israel is about to cross the Jordan. There is one obstacle in their way and it is the Jordan River. God gave Joshua instructions on how to deal with the Jordan River. He told him to send the preachers ahead. Let them walk down into the water and have the people follow. Don’t worry about the next step. God will take care of the rest. So they do what God told them. The priests took the ark and led the people into the water and as they stepped into the river the waters parted and the people crossed over to the other side. Then we read this… 
“When the whole nation had finished crossing the Jordan, the Lord said to Joshua, ‘Choose twelve men from among the people, one from each tribe, and tell them to take up twelve stones from the middle of the Jordan from right where the priests stood and to carry them over with you and put them down at the place where you stay tonight.’ So Joshua called together the twelve men he had appointed from the Israelites, one from each tribe, and said to them, ‘Go over before the ark of the Lord your God into the middle of the Jordan. Each of you is to take up a stone on his shoulder, according to the number of the tribes of the Israelites, to serve as a sign among you. In the future, when your children ask you, ‘What do these stones mean?’ tell them that the flow of the Jordan was cut off before the ark of the covenant of the Lord. When it crossed the Jordan, the waters of the Jordan were cut off. These stones are to be a memorial to the people of Israel forever.’” 
Let’s pray. Lord, open our hearts and minds now to your word. Help us to set aside this time, not think about what we are going to do in the future or this afternoon, but to just take time now to relax, to de-stress, to set aside the anxieties of life, and hear a refreshing word from You. And through it may our faith be strengthened and built up together. We pray this in Christ’s name. Amen. 
So the stones were a memorial to all that God had done there so that when they passed by them they’d remember what God did for them: “Look, there is another thing that God did for us.” Throughout the landscape, over time there were piles of these stones in Israel. A reminder of what happened there and what happened there, so that when you traveled throughout the land you were reminded dozens and dozens of times of all the things that God had done for you, and it gave you faith for the present and for the future. 
Today as a church we put in place, through the annual report, the 285th memorial stone of this church as a witness and testimony to all that God has done. We have at least 285 reasons to have faith. Isn’t that wonderful? That’s wonderful news. 
Israel, at this point, had walked with God over 40 years now. Every one of those years, and every step of the way, was transformative. They were being transformed from runaway slaves to men and women of faith and of freedom. They were transformed from grasshoppers to giant killers; from people who saw themselves through the eyes of Egypt (which Jody talked about last week) to now, where they begin to see themselves through the eyes of God. 
I still wonder. Have we grasped who we are in the eyes of God? A lot of us are still looking at ourselves through the eyes of our parents or our co-workers or our boss or the bully that picked on us incessantly as kids, and we have not grasped who we are through the eyes of Christ. Some women see themselves, or guys too see themselves, through the eyes of the well-shaped body that Jennie Craig created, rather then seeing themselves created in the image of God and shaped by Jesus Christ. Have you grasped who you are in Christ?
 They are now on the east side of the Jordan. The Jordan River… ahhh! When we think of the Jordan River, we think of all these wonderful stories of faith. When we think Jordan River, it conjures up faith in us. We think of the story of the miracle of the crossing. We recall the story of Elijah taking his cloak and hitting the waters and having them part. We think of the story of John the Baptist. We think of Jesus’ baptism. It conjures up memories of our own baptism and what God has done for us. We have even written songs about these events. The Jordan River has become a symbol for baptism and salvation for us… “Shall we gather at the river…” (I’m not going to sing it this time. You guys don’t participate with me.) 
For us, it conjures up images of faith, but for Israel, at that moment in time, all it conjured up was thoughts of fear. There was only one thing standing in their way and that was the Jordan River. The Jordan River for them was an obstacle and God said to cross it. 
Now I am sure as they are approaching the river, in their imagination they are thinking, “Okay if God wants us to cross it then he’s going to take us to the part that is only knee deep, like canoe level water. He’s going to make it easy on us.”  But he doesn’t! I am sure they thought that when they got there the water would already be split. “He did it for our parents at the Red Sea! He’ll do it for us as well. The land is going to be all dried up and we are going to just cross just fine.” So they thought. 
But that is not what they find. It says in the passage that it’s spring. What do you know about the spring?  What brings May flowers? April showers. The same there. It’s spring and with spring comes …RAIN! It probably was even raining the night before. Maybe it was raining right then. And the passage says that “the river was at high tide.” Have you ever seen a river that is full when it just freshly rained? Do you know what it is like? It is brown; it is churning; it is moving fast. You are told to never, never enter a river at high tide. Why? You are going to drown. It is just something you don’t do. 
What is it about this God that when he wants us to do things, he always calls us to things that feel like and look like this raging, churning, brown river?  Think of all the things God called you to do. When he called you to do it, were you confident? Did you say “Oh that’s easy,” “That’s not a problem,” or and “I can do that.” Or did he call you to things that emotionally and in your mind look like this brown, churning, impassable river? 
One of the biggest obstacles in my life (and this may sound funny to you) was preaching. I put off preaching in seminary for as long as I could. Why? Because I feared it! I trembled, I sweated. I had to run to the bathroom just before the service began. I was all tied up in knots. I can’t tell you how awful, how difficult, how much, in my experience, it was a brown churning impassable river. But I also knew that if I was going to be a preacher that I’d have to preach! I have to cross that river. There was no way around it! So  some way or another I had to get in the river. You know what, everything God calls us to feel like this brown, churching, impassible and impossible river. That’s the kind of God we are following. He leads to the Jordan River.
In our Sunday night bible study (which also meets Thursday) Ray Vander Laan (on video) was describing what a disciple was when Jesus spoke the word. Making disciples was something every rabbi did, and to be a disciple was to “walk just liked the rabbi walked.” They not only wanted to know what the rabbi knew; they wanted to be the rabbi. And the only way you could be the rabbi was to walk where the rabbi walked. They spent 24 hours a day, years on end, trying to be,  not just learn what the Rabbi knows, but to be the Rabbi. Then this new Rabbi appears- Jesus. His disciples begin to follow him, to walk as he walked. 

Matthew 14 tells an interesting story about this Rabbi. He sends the disciples out to cross the lake. They can see the farther shore; it is not hard to see to the other side of the lake of Galilee. Jesus sends them across the lake but it’s just a little piece. They cut across a small piece of the lake. After he sent them the passage says that Jesus went up on the mountain or the hill to pray. He also watches them all night. A storm came up, and it was churning, and as hard as they rowed the waves kept pushing them back. They were going nowhere. In the middle of the night, about 4:00 in the morning, it says that Jesus out to them “walking on the water.” It looks as though he intends to pass by them. It’s kind of a hilarious scene- Jesus walking by, “Hi, guys! How’s it going?” And he walks on by. They think it is a ghost and then they discovered it is Jesus.  Peter says something interesting. He says, “If it is you, let me come out on the water.” And Peter does. He gets out of the boat and he goes out in the water and he walks. 
Why? If you are going to be like the Rabbi you have to walk where the Rabbi walked. People, if you are going to follow this Rabbi (Jesus) you will discover that this Rabbi walks on water. In order to follow him we need to get out of the boat and walk with him. 
Now what is the boat for you? What is the boat for you? Are you getting out of the boat, or are you like the other disciples looking at the waves and the wind? That is exactly what Peter did and that is why he began to go down. God does not call us to do things that we can on our own power. He calls us to do things that we can’t; that require faith. And to do these things, you have to overcome your fear of looking at the river that churns and turns brown. 
Why does God call us to do the things that look like we can’t, that are beyond our comfort zones? If you are going to follow this Rabbi he is going to blow you past any comfort zone that you have. Why did he do it? Because it’s how you grow! It is how you experience God. If you stay in the boat you will never walk on water and you will never discover the real presence of God in you life. God doesn’t become flesh in your life. He doesn’t become real. You don’t experience his hand at work in your life until you enter the river, until you get out of the boat of your comfort zone, until you do the thing you believe that you can’t.

You know what, in actuality, when God calls you to do something, no one can say “I can’t.”  You can! Not in your own power but you can. God will enable you. In reality all of us have two choices. We can say “I will” or “I won’t.” You cannot say that you can’t because, if God called you to it, you can!

The parents of these kids (referring to the children of Israel who stood at the banks of the Jordan River) heard God’s call to cross the river and engage the battle. They said “We can’t.” God said “You can, if I call you to do it you can!” They said, in effect, “We can’t and we won’t.” Now, they could, but wouldn’t.  Paul learned this mystery of faith. He said, “I can do all thing through Christ who strengthens me.” 
You can if God calls you to do it. You can. Emotionally it will feel like a brown torrid river but you can. The question for us all is “Will we?” We cannot say “we can’t!”  Our only two options are: “I can” or “I won’t!”  Those are the only choices. You can say, “I will God” and step out or you can say, “I won’t.” And every time you say, “I will!” you grow from it, and every time you say, “I won’t!” you lose out on an opportunity to see the hand of God operating in your life, to see God alive in you! It is a choice that you have. 
The same thing is true for churches as well. Do we as a church set our sights on the do-able, the see-able things that we know that we can do, or do we set our sights on things that look like a brown, churning river— that look impossible but God says, “You can!”? Are we willing to say, “We can’t, but with Your power, we can and we will!” Or will we continue to say “We can’t and we won’t!” What is the brown churning river in your life that God is calling to you to cross? You can!!! But will you? 

As they stood there at the bank of the Jordan I’m sure there is another thought that was crossing their minds and the thought is…”Maybe God will do for us what he did for our parents.” Now they had been told the story of the Red Sea their entire lives. It’s been over 40 years though since that event occurred and I’m sure it sounded like a fairy tale to them. I’m sure some thought, “God doesn’t do those things any more. That was for the ‘first century’ believers who came out of the Exodus. That was for our parents who came out, to kind of jump start us as a nation.”  You hear the same thing today when people talk about the miracles Jesus did:

“Oh that was for just the first century believers in order to kick start the church.” I don’t know about you but my Bible says that, “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today and forever.” (Hebrews 13:8) Has God changed? No! The only thing that changes is us and our willingness to believe or not!

You can see the scene… Joshua emerges out of the tent and he gives God’s plan to the priests and the priests repeat it to the people. You can see this murmuring, the rumor making it’s way through the crowd…it’s  passed on from person to person, rippling through the people and they get the word… God is going to do for us what he did for our parents! BUT… but it’s going to happen a little bit different. Instead of God dividing the waters first and then crossing. God wants us to take the preachers and send them in to undivided waters first and then have us follow after them. What? Undivided waters!!! 

You can guess what’s next…What was said there at that moment was the creed that you have always heard most often. It’s the most frequently repeated creed of all Christendom. And it is the most believed. It is the most repeated and believed creed of all time. What creed is that? What creed came off the lips at that moment that is still part of the church today? I’m telling you, it’s the greatest creed ever created and the most quoted. Here it is WE HAVE NEVER DONE IT THAT WAY BEFORE!!!

Isn’t it? Isn’t it the most repeated and frequently said creed today? God’s never done it that way before. Well that was then this is now. Why would God do it this way? Because after 40 years he expects them to have learned something.  God expects them to have grown up a little bit! He expects by now that they should be able to walk by faith and not by sight, They should be able to believe without first seeing. 
How about us? If you are new to the faith… it doesn’t really apply, but if you are searching, here is my encouragement to you. If you are wondering, “God are you real?” You will never discover it; you will never see God’s hand at work until you take the plunge. Take the plunge of faith. Whatever you are experiencing now, whatever is happening in your life, it is because of the absence of God in your life. If you want the presence of God in your life you’ve got to get out of the boat. Say “YES” to God! Take the plunge of faith and then you’ll see. God will come into your life and your life will change. It will become better. It may initially become a little more of a struggle but it will become better. For that to happen, though, you have got to take an initial step. You have to respond. 
It’s like an insurance policy. You have to sign up for the insurance policy before it kicks in. Same thing with God. God kicks in when you put your faith in Him. It’s then you discover how real God is. A whole new world opens up to you.

Now most of us here, as I look around the room, have been believers for a while. Some of you a l-o-n-g time! If you looked back at your journey of faith you’d remember that initially your journey began by sheer grace. Like Israel in front of the Red Sea, you began this journey wanting to escape something that was chasing you. For some of us it was loneliness, for others it was the fear of death and dying or anxiety of life or uncertainty of eternity or meaninglessness, for some of us addiction or the need for hope for a crisis in our lives, heartache, a need for something. At the time faith was easy. Miracles happened and God seemed to erupt all over the place. It was new and exciting. God parted the waters and you walked through them. We thought, “Why not! What’s ahead of us has to be better than what we’re running from, what was chasing us. The life ahead of us has to be better than the one behind us. Anything would be better!

Now times have changed, time has passed and you and God have been walking together for a while. He has shown himself repeatedly to you. Now God expects you to have learned something. He expects us to trust Him. We are no longer at the Red Sea, we are now at the Jordan and he calls us to step forward into undivided waters. The question is will we? Nothing is going to happen until you move forward. 
What’s “undivided waters” for you and are you willing to take the step forward? You see this all through scripture, this pattern:  God not doing for mature believers what He did earlier for them. God expects his people to trust him at some point and begin to walk by faith. Goliath was defeated but not until David faced him. The walls of Jericho fell down but not until the people walked around them seven times for seven days. Esther never saved the Jewish people from destruction until she put her own life on the line. Nehemiah never built the wall until he actually started it and drew up the plans and moved forward. Peter never walked on water until he got off the boat, and the waters of Jericho never parted until the soles of the priests touched the waters. The moment their soles touched the waters they parted. BUT not until they took a step forward. That’s what faith is!

What challenges you today? Maybe it is your health? Maybe it’s your work? Or home? Don’t assume that God is going to part the waters in your life before you act, which is not how we tend to pray. Often we pray for God to do something and then we will believe. God says, “No” step forward and then you will see. People, for those of us who have walked with God a while, nothing is going to happen until we make an initial step. If you have poor health, you need to go to the doctors. You may have to go through a surgery, you may need to go to a dentist or whatever, or you may need to change your diet. You will get better but you need to take an initial step. If you have a wayward child, you know prayer is helpful but you also may need to take an initial step. You may need to learn to correct how you parent or learn new parenting skills.  You may need to be a better parent. This isn’t always true. But sometimes it is. It may be that the child simply needs to be disciplined. You need to hold them accountable or maybe you need to quit enabling them in their poor behavior. 
If you are having marital problems you can pray about it but maybe you need to make an initial step as well. You know when our cars malfunction or break down we take them to a mechanic— a professional who works on cars. When your marriage begins to break down you need to go to a person who works on marriages. Go to a therapist. Go to a counselor.  God will heal your marriage but you need to make an initial step. 
If you are having financial problems, go to a debt counselor. I know Lew and I, in the spring, are going to teach a course on finances called “Good $ense.” It’s a budgeting course. It’ll help you learn to handle money God’s way. I am going to teach the biblical stuff and Lew is going to teach the practical stuff. Take the course. 
Maybe God is calling you to Christian service. If God is calling you don’t assume, because God calls you, that it’s going to be easy. It’s not. Assume that, when God calls you to something that it’s going to be hard! Why? Because God calls us to nothing that does not require faith. God calls us to things that are hard enough to require faith. Let me repeat that:  God calls us to things that are hard enough to require faith. 
You know I have this assumption about people, my assumption is this:  “The older you are the stronger your faith” I think that’s how it should be and usually is. Not always. Why? The older you are the wiser you should be. Why? Because you have been around longer. You have experienced life more; you have seen more memorial stones placed in your life in order to build faith on. 
You know what is true for the individual is also true about churches. How old are we, I mentioned it earlier. Those who have been here a while… “How old are we?  …… 285 years! Think of that 285 years!!!  285 times God has shown his faithfulness to us. We are alive and well. We exist and have done so for 285 years. Then why is it I keep hearing things like “We aren’t going to make it!  We are going to drown!  We are not going to balance the budget.” You know, do you really think after 285 years of God showing us that he is faithful, do you think he is actually going to let us drown. He has shown us 285 times that we will not. 
The only churches that go under are the churches that refuse to go over and do what God calls them to do. Who fail to fulfill His purposes for the Church. 
Let me ask you another question, for those who have been here for awhile. What were some of the biggest things you ever accomplished as a church? What big project did you tackle that you thought, “We can’t! It’s impossible. But you did it! The elevator shaft.  The Nurture building. I know this past year we challenged ourselves to send 16 college kids to Belize. They kept calling me and saying, “We need $19,000. We aren’t going to make it. Hey, they went to Belize and the bills were paid in full. The bills are paid for the Elevator shaft; the bills are paid for the Nurture building. When did we start to build? When you saw the money? Or did you say: “We are going to take a step in faith and we are going to build and trust God that he is going to provide. When did it happen? For those who have been here for a long time, you know that for years you said that you were going to wait for the money to come in and it didn’t. So you gave up and said, “We’re going to do it anyway.  We aren’t waiting any more and you took a step forward. Then and only then did you see the money and you paid off the mortgage in ten years (Ten years early!) 
That’s exactly how it always happens! Look at the history of churches. Nothing big was accomplished for God until people stepped out in faith. They couldn’t see before they took the step but they sure saw the hand of God after they took that step. 

People, God is not going… after 285 years… God is not going to allow us to see because we have 285 reasons to believe. What he calls us to is to walk by faith and not by sight. And when you do that… maybe right now you are going through a stressful time…when we do that here is what is going to happen:

Isaiah picked up on this story (The story of the crossing of the Jordan) in a time when Israel was going through a real struggle, a real anxious time. He says this— “But know this is what the Lord says, ‘He who created you, O Jacob. He who formed you, O Israel,’ (they are getting ready to go into exile), “Fear not, for I have redeemed you. I have summoned you by name and you are mine. When you pass through the waters I will be with you. When you pass through the rivers they will not sweep over you. (You will not drown.) When you walk through the fire, you will not be burned. The flames will not set you ablaze, for I am the Lord Your God the Holy One of Israel, your Savior.” (Isaiah 43:1-3 NIV)

Do we believe it? He is our Savior! 
Let’s pray, Lord, help us as a church, as a people, after 285 years of your faithfulness, help us to step out, to be challenged, to tackle the impossible, to take risks, to enter the brown,  churning river and see what You can do. Maybe there are things you are individually calling us to do. When we are called to do it we experience the churning river within. We are filled with fear. Lord, help us just to trust you and take a step of faith, and discover that in our own power we can’t, but with you we can do all things. We can do all things through Christ who strengthens us. (Philippians 4:13) So help us not to be timid but to have faith and step out and do impossible things. Amen.      
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