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Be strong and courageous * Joshua 1 

September 23, 2018 * Langford Community Church * Graham Gladstone 

 

The question at the heart of our passage this morning is really quite simple – what do you do when the 

odds are stacked against you?   

 

Now In Joshua’s case, he’s facing down huge armies of Canannites who will want to stop him from 

taking the Promised Land – THAT might not be relevant to us, but I know that we’ve all had situations 

where we’ve had to fight an uphill battle.  And I know we WILL have those situations. 

 

A job or assignment with little chance of success. 

A medical challenge that pushes you to the limits.   

The death of a loved one, the loss of a job.   

 

What do you do in those situations?  There’s no doubt that God cares for you but there are real world 

circumstances weighing you down – what do you do?  How do you press on when the odds are stacked 

against you?   

 

I think our passage in Joshua this morning helps us to answer that question and I want to go there and 

learn the lesson that Joshua did.  This is one of those messages that you will want to tuck away in your 

heart for a time when you really need it.  So let’s go together to Joshua – Genesis-Exodus-Leviticus-

Numbers-Deuteronomy and then – Joshua.   

 

Joshua is not a brand new story – it picks up the story of God’s promise to His people.  If you think back 

to Genesis 12 and 15 and 17 – God makes a promise to Abraham to make him into a nation that will 

bless other nations and promises to give them a place to live… and the rest of Genesis-Exodus-Leviticus-

Numbers-Deuteronomy tells the story of how that unfolds – Abraham’s descendants become a great 

nation, they are enslaved in Egypt, delivered at the Exodus and then wandering in the desert when they 

fail to receive the promise.  Now, forty years later, Joshua 1 verse 1 picks up that story and says this -  

 

1 After the death of Moses the servant of the LORD, the LORD said to Joshua son of Nun, Moses' aide: 

 2 "Moses my servant is dead. Now then, you and all these people, get ready to cross the Jordan River 

into the land I am about to give to them--to the Israelites” 

 

“The wilderness wandering is over and it’s time to go in to the land I promised Abraham.” 

 

Now on first glance that doesn’t seem like TOO big a deal – but we’re thousands of years removed from 

the situation.  If we hear it from Joshua’s perspective, it sounds very different - “Moses my servant is 

dead.  Now you’re in charge”  For years, Moses was THE MAN – the tip top of the organizational 

pyramid – the big kahuna - he had stood before the mighty Pharaoh and said ‘let these people go!’, he 

had led them through the Red Sea at the Exodus, he had governed the people of Israel as they 

wandered through the desert.  He was the legendary leader that everyone cherished.  And now he was 

gone.  And Joshua was going to take his place.  Talk about big shoes to fill.  I think Joshua might have 

been feeling a little like the guy who took over Apple when Steve Jobs died.  I mean Steve Jobs WAS 
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Apple – and now someone new had to step in to carry on his life’s work – that’s Joshua as he stands on 

the cusp of the Promised Land. 

 

And here’s the work that lays before him – lead the people “…into the land I am about to give to them--

to the Israelites. 

 3 I will give you every place where you set your foot, as I promised Moses. 

 4 Your territory will extend from the desert to Lebanon, and from the great river, the Euphrates--all the 

Hittite country--to the Great Sea on the west (Jos 1:2-4 NIV).  

 

Now God here is criss crossing the land – naming the traditional boundary markers for the land that 

Israel will inhabit (Hubbard, 78) – but there’s just one problem.  There’s people already IN that land.  

And by all accounts, the people in that land are stronger, more sophisticated people – really, they’re 

military experts compared to the Israelites who – let’s be honest – were really just wandering sheep 

herders (Hubbard, 89; cf. Goldingay).   

 

And I wonder if Joshua is thinking back to forty years ago – he’d been here before.  He’d spied out the 

promised land and it looked awesome, but the other spies chickened out and led a mutiny – I wonder if 

Joshua is secretly concerned that history may repeat itself again.   

 

From a human point of view, the odds are stacked against Joshua here.  Humanly speaking, he doesn’t 

have a chance.   

 

But Joshua 1 isn’t a human speaking, is it?  It’s God speaking, and when you factor God into the 

equation, the situation looks a lot different – look again at verse 2 -  

 

2 "Moses my servant is dead. Now then, you and all these people, get ready to cross the Jordan River 

into the land I am about to give to them--to the Israelites. 

 3 I will give you every place where you set your foot, as I promised Moses. 

 4 Your territory will extend from the desert to Lebanon, and from the great river, the Euphrates--all the 

Hittite country--to the Great Sea on the west. 

 5 No one will be able to stand up against you all the days of your life. As I was with Moses, so I will be 

with you; I will never leave you nor forsake you. 

 

That changes things, doesn’t it?  On his own, Joshua is facing a serious uphill battle.  But with God, 

things look a lot different.   

 

Verse 6 continues -  

 

 6 "Be strong and courageous,  

because you will lead these people to inherit the land I swore to their forefathers to give them. 

 

 7 Be strong and very courageous.  

 

Be careful to obey all the law my servant Moses gave you;  
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do not turn from it to the right or to the left, that you may be successful wherever you go.  (Underline 

that). 

 8 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. 

 

Let me pause here to highlight these commands in the middle of this passage – Joshua is facing an uphill 

battle and God spends a solid third of His pep talk reminding Joshua to follow the Law.  On the surface 

of it, it might seem a little weird; like, why are we talking about obedience to the Law NOW?  Shouldn’t 

we be talking about strategy and battle plans?  But look at the rationale that God gives – v. 7 – stick to 

the Law and you will be successful; v. 8 – cherish the Law and you will be prosperous.   

 

I think we have a tendency to think of ‘the Law’ as an archaic old list of do’s and don’t’s, but really, that’s 

not the way that God describes it.  In God’s mind, ‘the Law’ is a road map that leads away from danger 

and into success.  It’s not that God was arbitrarily being a killjoy about things in Ancient Israel, He was 

simply laying out the way to thrive in the world that He Himself had created.  When you walk in ways 

that are consistent with the ways of a good God then you will succeed.  And that’s a good reminder for 

us too as we seek to be obedient to all that God has commanded us.  It’s not that He’s limiting us, but 

charting a path for us that leads to success.   

 

And then verse 9 -  

 9 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" (Jos 1:2-9 NIV). 

 

So Joshua passed along the word and the people prepared to cross into the Promised Land.  And I love 

the way that this chapter ends – scroll down to v. 18.  The people hear Joshua’s command and take it in 

and respond - ‘Sounds good, we’re with you – just whatever you do, be strong and courageous’ – I’ll bet 

that was a real encouragement to Joshua hearing the words of God echoed on the people’s lips.  And 

we’ll spend the next two weeks talking about what the people did when they crossed the river, but for 

now, let’s think about what God has said to Joshua as he faces this ‘odds against him’ situation.   

 

What’s the main thing that God says over and over to Joshua here?   

 

Be strong and courageous.  Verse 6, v.7, v. 9 – Be strong and courageous. 

 

But here’s the thing.  God isn’t telling Joshua to just dig down deep in himself to find the strength he 

needs to overcome his fears – God is giving Him in this pep talk reasons to be strong and courageous.  

When you sift it all out, there are two – first God’s promise and second God’s presence.  The promise 

and the presence are reason for strength and courage.  The command to be strong and courageous is 

backed up by God’s promise and His presence.   

 

Let’s start with the first one – God’s promise. 

 

When God sends Joshua into the promised land, it’s not an out of the blue, random assignment given by 

a disinterested superior.  God sends Joshua into the promised land, because – well – to receive the 
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promise, you need to go into the land.  God is not sending Joshua out on a whim; God is calling Joshua to 

lead God’s people into the land that HE HIMSELF is giving them.  He has promised it and He will follow 

through on that promise.  Verse 2 – lead these people into the land ‘I am about to give them.’  Verse 3 – 

‘I will give you every place where you set your foot, just as I promised Moses.  V. 6 – you will lead these 

people to inherit the land I swore to give them… 

 

God is making good on the promise He made to Abraham generations ago.  He promised to make him 

into a great nation – and they there were – a great nation.  He promised to give them land – and that’s 

just what He was about to do.  Be strong and courageous – He says – because I am sending you in to 

receive what I have promised.   

 

So the command to be strong and courageous is rooted first in God’s promise, but it is also rooted in 

God’s presence.  They aren’t going in alone.  God is going to be with them.  Sure, they’re badly 

outmatched, in terms of numbers and military expertise, but God is on their side and that makes all the 

difference.  Look at verse 5 for example –  

 

Verse 5 - 5 No one will be able to stand up against you all the days of your life. As I was with Moses, so I 

will be with you; I will never leave you nor forsake you. (Jos 1:5 NIV).   

 

And again verse 9 –  

 

9 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" (Jos 1:9 NIV). 

 

Even though he faces an uphill battle, Joshua has every reason to be strong and courageous because 

God Himself will be with him every step of the way.  God Himself will be do the heavy lifting.   

 

God’s presence is reason for strength and courage. 

God’s promise is reason for strength and courage. 

And that applies not only to Joshua but to each of us too.   

 

The promise and the presence are reason to be strong and courageous.   

 

First - God’s promise is reason for strength and courage.  Now sure, the promise of land is not the 

promise for us, but God has made no shortage of promises to new covenant believers.   

 

He has promised to never fail us or forsake us – the author of the book of Hebrews actually pulls this 

right from Joshua to say – believers – this is for us too – God will never let us down.  (5 Keep your lives 

free from the love of money and be content with what you have, because God has said, "Never will I 

leave you; never will I forsake you." Heb 13:5) (cf 8 The LORD himself goes before you and will be with 

you; he will never leave you nor forsake you. Do not be afraid; do not be discouraged" Deut 31:6, 8).   

 

He has promised us peace that surpasses understanding as we bring our every concern to Him (Phil 4:6-

7). 
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He has promised to provide all that we need (Matt 6:30, 33). 

 

He has promised to bring to completion the good work that He has begun in each of us (Phil 1:9) and 

 

He has promised that if we trust in Him, we will never truly die (John 11:25-26).  (25 Jesus said to her, "I 

am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; 

 26 and whoever lives and believes in me will never die. Do you believe this?"). 

 

Those are good promises.  And each one is a powerful reason to be strong and courageous in the face of 

overwhelming odds.  God called Joshua to receive His promise and He calls us to too. 

 

God began a good work in you the day you turned from sin and self to follow Jesus and He will bring that 

saving work to completion.  No trial can prevent that.  No illness can stop it.  God has promised – it will 

be done.  So be strong.  Be courageous.  Knowing that God has promised good to us. 

 

And second – God’s presence is reason for strength and courage.  Whatever road you are on right now – 

God is there with you.  Whether you are on a mountain top or in the valley, or in a service center on the 

wayside, God is there with you.  He has promised that He will be with us always, even to the end of the 

age – that is reason for strength and courage (20 and teaching them to obey everything I have 

commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age." (Mat 28:20 NIV). 

 

I remember back in university – I had my tonsils taken out and it didn’t go well – long and short of it is 

one of the scabs came off and blood started coming out of the back of my throat – I had lost just short of 

enough blood that I would need a transfusion.  I remember laying on a bed in the emergency room, the 

light shining off and on in my eyes on the edge of passing out, people running around like crazy –I was 

feeling completely overwhelmed and then my dad took my hand.  He was there and I knew it would be 

ok.   

 

That’s a picture of God’s presence with us.  If God is with us then it will be ok.  And He has promised to 

be with us.  God’s words to Joshua are just as relevant for us - Do not be terrified; do not be 

discouraged, for the LORD your God will be with you wherever you go 

 

We can be strong and we can be courageous knowing that God is present.   

 

God’s promise and presence are reason for courage. 

 

So let me say this to you with every ounce of pastoral nature that I have in my body – when the odds are 

stacked against you, be strong and courageous.  God has promised good to you.  God has promised to 

be with you.  When you are feeling overwhelmed, when you are at the end of your rope, when you are 

tempted to just give up – remind yourself – I can carry on because God has promised to carry me.   

 

We’ve been working to teach Ben how to ride his bike and we’re at the stage now where we’re running 

along behind him, one hand on the seat, one hand on the handlebars and he’s getting really close.  One 



6 
 

thing that sticks with me those is that he says over and over as we’re going – don’t let go, don’t let go, 

don’t let go – even when I say – I promise I will NOT let you go.  I don’t know if he’s afraid I’m going to 

break that promise or if he’s just saying it to remind himself that he can trust me.  But I’m not going to 

break that promise.  And I’m not going to let him go and I am going to be with him every step of the 

way.   

 

Same with God – He will not let you go.  He has promised and He is with you.  So be strong and be 

courageous.  The LORD your God is with you wherever you go.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BENEDICTION 

 

 

6 "Be strong and courageous knowing that God is with you.  He will never fail you or forsake you. 

7 Be strong and very courageous careful to walk according to the ways of God. 

Be strong and courageous. Do not be terrified; do not be discouraged, for the LORD your God will be 

with you wherever you go" (Jos 1:6-9 NIV). 

 

 


