
Joshua 24:1-24 
“Mission Impossible” 

 
 

It’s quite possible that you’ve been watching a bit more TV over the last few               
months, with so many things we haven’t been able to do. I did hear someone say,                
the other day, that they don’t know how we would survive without our Netflix              
subscriptions. 

 
Of course, not everyone has access to the paid TV subscriptions as yet, and              

it’s a mistake to think that that should be the norm. But the free-to-view channels               
have been doing their bit recently too, with quite a lot of extra stuff on iPlayer, for                 
example, I thought. I found it almost scary, though, realising how far back some of               
those programmes were first transmitted.  So 

 
Hustle started in, would you believe … (guesses?) … 2004. 
 
Yes Minister … 1980. 
 
Fawlty Towers … 1975. 
 
We’ve been quite fascinated by the Simon Reeve documentary series - and            

it’s really worth seeing his two-part series on Cornwall this summer. But I was              
reminded of one particular series which I don’t think has been greatly repeated, this              
week, when the accompanying music for a programme we were watching suddenly            
took me back to 

 
Captain Scarlet and the Mysterons … 1967 
 
But it also reminded me of Name That Tune (1983). The objective was to, as               

the name suggests, name that tune from as few introductory notes as possible. And              
that old Gerry Anderson music for Captain Scarlett just automatically brought a            
whole load of stuff tumbling out of my memory. 
 

To be honest, it wasn’t all about the tune on the game show, as they also                
gave out some pretty simple clues to the tunes to be named, so it wasn’t uncommon                
for someone to say, “I’ll name that tune in 1” … just one note to be played. 
 

But if it did come down to tunes only, I don’t think there are many tunes that                 
would be more recognisable than the one in today’s Title. It was so good, back with                
the original TV series (1966!) that the tune was scarcely modified at all for the series                
of films that relaunched the franchise in 1996, and are still projected to continue with               
number eight in the sequence in 2022. 
 

So I’m presuming you know the general outline of all the programmes and             
films. Even if you had forgotten the tape that will self-destruct in five seconds,              
you probably remember that the various team leaders over the years, Mr Briggs and              
Mr Phelps and now Mr Hunt, were commissioned by some secret part of the US               
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government to do some ridiculously infeasible covert operation … a Mission file            
stamped with the word: Impossible. And yet, strangely enough, they always ended            
up managing to do it - though not without some dramatic improvisations on the way. 
 

But did you notice something of a “Mission Impossible” in today’s reading?            
It’s quite a regular reading for times of recommitment in a church context, something              
like a church anniversary, or the start of a new year, but people usually just zoom in                 
on and edit down a single verse. 
 

So this is what you usually get: 
 

“Choose this day whom you will serve,... As for me and my house, we              
will serve the LORD.” 

(Joshua 24:15) 
 

But look at the full verse, and you’ll see a slightly different flavour: 
 

“And if it is evil in your eyes to serve the LORD, choose this day whom                
you will serve, whether the gods your fathers served in the region beyond the              
River, or the gods of the Amorites in whose land you dwell. But as for me and                 
my house, we will serve the LORD.” 

(Joshua 24:15) 
 

And although you will quite often hear the positive response that the people             
give to this … 
 

Then the people answered, “Far be it from us that we should forsake the              
LORD to serve other gods, ...Therefore we also will serve the LORD, for he is               
our God.” 

(Joshua 24:16,18) 
 

But how often have you heard a sermon that goes onto the very next verse? 
 

But Joshua said to the people, “You are not able to serve the LORD, …” 
(Joshua 24:19) 

 
Seems really odd, doesn’t it? You would think that once Joshua has            

preached this evangelistic sermon, urging people to put their trust in God … and he               
gets such a positive response … well, why on earth does he pretty much declare that                
this is a Mission Impossible. What on earth does he mean, turning around on the               
crowd and saying that this just won’t work? 
 

And what does that mean for us, at the start of another year? And in the                
context of the Church Covenant that we’ve just read through together. Are we             
committing to a Mission Impossible, too, when we undertake to give that kind of              
commitment? 
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I’d like us to run through this chapter fairly briskly this morning, to see if               
we can shed some more light on this question. Setting the scene briefly, to start with                
... 
 

Joshua gathered all the tribes of Israel to Shechem and summoned the            
elders, the heads, the judges, and the officers of Israel. And they presented             
themselves before God. 

(Joshua 24:1) 
 

So we’re right at the end of the book of Joshua. At the end of this chapter it’s                  
recorded that Joshua dies. So what we have here in chapter 24 is, you could say,                
the “Famous Last Words”. But not in any ironic sense. This is what you would               
expect from any great leader, a final, stirring encouragement to carry on, to hold firm               
to the things that are most important. It’s implying that the best way to carry on                
following Joshua, when Joshua himself is not around, is to pursue the things that he               
was dedicated to during his lifetime. 
 

We aren’t told precisely how long after this final - or final recorded - speech               
Joshua actually died, but you can see how he is intending to spend those final               
months or years. In that sense, that verse I quoted is not too bad a summary of the                  
chapter: 
 

“As for me and my house, we will serve the LORD.” 
(Joshua 24:15) 

 
Once he steps down, all he has left is the authority of continuing example. So               

he is going to make that example as clear as possible. But here we have the                
assemblage of all the various national leaders, in a place which should conjure up              
some significant memories - if they remembered their history. 
 

Joshua gathered all the tribes of Israel to Shechem and summoned the            
elders, the heads, the judges, and the officers of Israel. And they presented             
themselves before God. 

(Joshua 24:1) 
 

So Shechem was significant to the national Father Abraham, from way back.            
Promised a homeland by God … 
 

Now the LORD said to Abram, “Go from your country and your kindred             
and your father's house to the land that I will show you.” 

(Genesis 12:1) 
 

… Abraham sets off.  And where is the first named place that he comes to? 
 

Abram passed through the land to the place at Shechem, to the oak of              
Moreh. At that time the Canaanites were in the land. 

(Genesis 12:6) 
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So Shechem is where they return, to remember that fact that God first             
promised them this land, and has now delivered on that promise. That is quite              
possibly why Joshua chose that place to make this speech. 
 

And that mention of the Canaanites is why it is something like five hundred              
years until Joshua assembles the leaders back here at Shechem. I think that we              
should take it that the current tribes previously occupying this territory have been on              
probation before God. They have been given time to recognise and turn from their              
inhumanities and immoralities, and if they don’t, it is as if they will forfeit their tenancy                
here. Although the book of Joshua contains an account of the Israelities occupying             
this land - God giving them this land - it’s also described as 
 

“Do not make yourselves unclean by any of these things, for by all these              
the nations I am driving out before you have become unclean, and the land              
became unclean, so that I punished its iniquity, and the land vomited out its              
inhabitants.” 

(Leviticus 18:24-25) 
 

See, all three of those happen coherently together. Each are true           
descriptions of what is going on - and each give extra insight into what is going on.                 
The Israelites conquer the land. God gives them the land. The land vomits out its               
former inhabitants.  All true.  Just different angles on that same truth. 
 

And there is a hint that the worship of false gods, under the guise of idols -                 
that key point of difference between Israel and the other nations - of is of significance                
here at Shechem, too. This is the place where Jacob, another of the Hebrew              
patriarchs, took a significant step forward in his faith. On the road to Bethel, he calls                
upon all of his household to get rid of their idols, and … 
 

So they gave to Jacob all the foreign gods that they had, and the rings               
that were in their ears. Jacob hid them under the terebinth tree that was near               
Shechem. 

(Genesis 35:4) 
 

So it looks as if Shechem is the place to dispose of idolatry. That fits so well                 
with what Joshua says here. There is the implication, I think, of see how far you                
have come.  See where we started out as a nation! 
 

And Joshua said to all the people, “Thus says the LORD, the God of              
Israel, ‘Long ago, your fathers lived beyond the Euphrates, Terah, the father of             
Abraham and of Nahor; and they served other gods.” 

(Joshua 24:2) 
 

But what has happened to change all of this? That’s the account that Joshua              
then launches into. 
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“Then I took your father Abraham from beyond the River and led him             
through all the land of Canaan, and made his offspring many. I gave him              
Isaac.” 

(Joshua 24:3) 
 

Did you notice all those “I”s of God’s initiative as we read through the chapter               
earlier on? I took, I led, I made, I gave. That’s just this verse. Read on through, and                  
the “I”s just keep on tumbling out.  Who took the Israelites out of Egyptian slavery? 
 

“And I sent Moses and Aaron, and I plagued Egypt with what I did in the                
midst of it, and afterward I brought you out.” 

(Joshua 24:5) 
 

Who was it who provided them with this land they are now occupying? 
 

“And you went over the Jordan and came to Jericho, and the leaders of              
Jericho fought against you, and also the Amorites, the Perizzites, the           
Canaanites, the Hittites, the Girgashites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites. And I            
gave them into your hand. And I sent the hornet before you, which drove them               
out before you, …” 

(Joshua 24:11-12) 
 

Summary - before Joshua calls for a response: 
 

“I gave you a land on which you had not laboured and cities that you               
had not built, and you dwell in them. You eat the fruit of vineyards and olive                
orchards that you did not plant.” 

(Joshua 24:13) 
 

Now you can see how the therefore fits in. Because of all that God has done                
for you, Joshua is saying, how should you respond? 
 

“Now therefore fear the LORD and serve him in sincerity and in            
faithfulness. Put away the gods that your fathers served beyond the River and             
in Egypt, and serve the LORD.” 

(Joshua 24:14) 
 

Folks, Joshua is referring to stuff that his hearers’ ancestors did, way back,             
centuries earlier. Some things just take time. And some things are just            
ever-present. And they both need to be put away again and again, because they              
keep coming back. Society around continues to thrust them across our path to trip              
us up.  Time after time, they need to be kicked away, put away, turned from. 
 

Whatever it is that most distracts you from following God, whatever it is that              
your thoughts so quickly gravitate back towards in those idle moments - maybe we              
do well to change the spelling from IDLE moments to IDOL moments? 
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But don’t think that turning to God is a simple once-for-all thing - such that you                
can look back on your conversion, decades ago, and relate it in your “testimony”, all               
these years later, as if that’s all there is, and you have your ticket to Heaven booked. 
 

Just as with Joshua’s speech, which doesn’t refer back simply to the one             
deliverance, way back in the past, but instead traces God’s generous goodness all             
the way down through their centuries of national history, right up to the present day,               
and then, on that account says “therefore” … 
 

that is precisely what Paul does in his letter to the Romans, after 11 chapters               
explaining how the Gospel works, of how faith in Jesus Christ grants you admission -               
or adoption, even - into the family of God. It’s as if at the start of what was to                   
become his chapter 12 he pauses, looks up from his desk, and points to all the                
pages he has already written … and sums it up in the phrase “the mercies of God”,                 
the ways God has been good and gracious to his people down through the centuries               
- and actually, from back before the creation of all that is. And therefore, on account                
of all of this, all these mercies of God … 

 
I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of God, to present             

your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your              
spiritual worship. Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by             
the renewal of your mind, that by testing you may discern what is the will of                
God, what is good and acceptable and perfect. 

(Romans 12:1-2) 
 

So even if 2020 is the most recent year, and freshest in our memories, can I                
invite you to look back over your life as a believer in Jesus? Can I ask you to specify                   
to yourself some of the mercies you have received? Don’t just leave it in terms of                
family or career or possessions. Those things can all be taken from you. They are               
good gifts from the hand of God, definitely, but don’t stop there? What other kinds of                
mercies have you received that can never be taken from you? After the appalling              
scenes this week at the American capitol, striking, we hear, at the very democratic              
foundations of the nation, don’t you think that American believers, particularly, should            
be thinking in terms of … 
 

Therefore let us be grateful for receiving a kingdom that cannot be            
shaken, and thus let us offer to God acceptable worship, with reverence and             
awe, ... 

(Hebrews 12:28) 
 

And yet, back to Joshua, and back to this Mission Impossible 
 

The people hear his words, and react as he must have hoped they would,              
surely? Do you think he was hoping for them to answer No Way! and start to throw                 
rotten tomatoes his way? He realises that some still might, unaccountably; well, they             
have to make a choice now: 
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“And if it is evil in your eyes to serve the LORD, choose this day whom                
you will serve, whether the gods your fathers served in the region beyond the              
River, or the gods of the Amorites in whose land you dwell.” 

(Joshua 24:15) 
 

But it seems that they realise that neither of those are good options.  So … 
 

Then the people answered, “Far be it from us that we should forsake the              
LORD to serve other gods, for it is the LORD our God who brought us and our                 
fathers up from the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery, and who did                
those great signs in our sight and preserved us in all the way that we went,                
and among all the peoples through whom we passed. And the LORD drove out              
before us all the peoples, the Amorites who lived in the land. Therefore we also               
will serve the LORD, for he is our God.” 

(Joshua 24:16-18) 
 

Now that sounds pretty good to me. And possibly to you as well. So why on                
earth do we get these next words?  Why is this, it seems, Mission Impossible? 
 

But Joshua said to the people, “You are not able to serve the LORD, …” 
(Joshua 24:19) 

 
I think we need to read on, because Joshua does give some explanation that              

is likely to be relevant. 
 

“You are not able to serve the LORD, for he is a holy God. He is a                 
jealous God; he will not forgive your transgressions or your sins. If you             
forsake the LORD and serve foreign gods, then he will turn and do you harm               
and consume you, after having done you good.” 

(Joshua 24:19-20) 
 

See, this God is not just a doddery old grandfather (I realise I need to be                
more careful using that figure of speech nowadays!) who is easily hoodwinked … or              
happy to be two-timed. You cannot pull the wool over his eyes. Yes, it is a                
Mission Impossible - said Jesus! - to have this God as equal first in your lives: 
 

“No one can serve two masters, for either he will hate the one and love               
the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot                
serve God and money.” 

(Matthew 6:24) 
 

And what is that makes Joshua state so firmly that ... 
 

“You are not able to serve the LORD, …” 
(Joshua 24:19) 

 
I think there are two things here. First, there is the nature of God himself. I                

know that jealousy doesn’t typically get a good press nowadays, but there are times              
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when it is appropriate, protecting the integrity of a relationship that is meant to be               
exclusive. 
 

“You are not able to serve the LORD, for he is a holy God. He is a                 
jealous God; ...” 

(Joshua 24:19) 
 

So if someone makes a move on Jenny, it is right that jealousy kicks in. Yes,                
it’s a very potent emotion, so it’s quite possible that I might over-react, but to not                
react at all is to dodge the responsibility I have to protect and care for her by                 
protecting and maintaining the exclusivity of the mutual relationship we have entered            
into. 
 

And God is not going to let any rival so-called “gods” try to seduce his people                
into spiritual unfaithfulness. That is why God is described as both holy and jealous              
there. Those words do fit together. His holy jealousy prompts him to defend his              
people from committing the sin of idolatry. 
 

That’s the first reason that Joshua issues this warning. It is about the heart              
and nature of God. The second reason is the nature of our own hearts, too. Look at                 
both sides of Joshua’s initial exhortation: 
 

“Now therefore fear the LORD and serve him in sincerity and in            
faithfulness. Put away the gods that your fathers served beyond the River and             
in Egypt, and serve the LORD.” 

(Joshua 24:14) 
 

Shechem, centuries ago, had been the place where Jacob’s household had           
discarded idols. But over the intervening years, the idols had come back into play. It               
looks as if some had been resurrected from those days of old - almost dug out of the                  
soil of Shechem! - and some had been taken from Egypt, and carried around for the                
forty years of wandering in the wilderness and then for as long as the invasion of                
Canaan took - perhaps physically, or perhaps just in their hearts. 
 

It looks as if this has just slipped beneath the radar of these people. They say                
they will follow God, but they have their various idols in their houses or tents … and                 
certainly in their hearts. It has become so much a part of this new normal,               
post-Egypt, that they scarcely notice it as idolatry. Joshua has to return to this              
specific point again a few verses later. If you are really going to follow the true God,                 
then those idols that you are still carrying around have to go. 
 

It’s precisely the thing that Jesus was talking about with that line about being              
unable to serve two masters.  It is Mission Impossible.  So, a second time … 
 

He said, “Then put away the foreign gods that are among you, and             
incline your heart to the LORD, the God of Israel.” 

(Joshua 24:23) 
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Now, folks, I doubt that any of you will have secret statues of Buddha              
complete with incense sticks in some sly corner of your homes, but I wonder whether               
we haven’t started to tackle one of the most prevalent of 21st-century false gods              
again this morning, when we went through that Church Covenant. 
 

Most people in our kind of society don’t have literal idols, but we can certainly               
live as if we put a whole lot of credence in various notions that try to dethrone God,                  
in terms of our thinking and attitudes. And to my mind the biggest and sneakiest of                
these is what I might call “the cult of self”. You can see it in various guises, often in                   
words that start with “self-”. Many of them can be seen in a good light, it also has to                   
be said, but there can be a dark side to them too. 
 

Self-sufficiency 
 

Yes, there’s a good side to this, if people are not just lazy and over-reliant               
upon others to provide for their needs. But there is a down side, where people think                
that they can rely upon their own efforts to make them right with God. Folks, that’s                
not true. 
 

There was no other good enough / To pay the price of sin 
He only could unlock the gate / Of heaven, and let us in 

 
And there can be a terrible pride that goes alongside this, the feeling that I               

must never be in anyone’s debt. I must always be the benefactor, the giver - for I                 
never want to have to admit that I am in need. For some, the ultimate insult is                 
charity. In which case, what do they make of the grace of God in Jesus Christ, which                 
can never be earned, but just received, totally unmerited? Which will you have, the              
wages that you earn, or the gift that you receive? 
 

For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in                 
Christ Jesus our Lord. 

(Romans 6:23) 
 

Self-determination 
 

Yes, there’s a good side to this, too, if people work hard to achieve despite               
numerous obstacles. But there is a down side, where people think that they alone,              
and nobody else, not even God, has a right to call the shots in their own lives. Oh, it                   
is definitely true that … 
 

…  no one can say “Jesus is Lord” except in the Holy Spirit. 
(1 Corinthians 12:3) 

 
Self-responsibility 

 
Yes, there’s a good side to this, too, if people seriously aim and attempt to live                

decent and productive lives. But there is a down side, where people think that they               
are only responsible to themselves for their conduct. But don’t we know that we              

9 



instinctively tend to excuse ourselves for our faults, and shift the blame onto others?              
And if everyone is allowed to set the standards for our own behaviour - and if we are                  
only allowed to set standards for ourselves - then how can you fault the foulest of                
dictators who chooses to live their lives by their own standards? 
 

No, we need to be responsible to something - someone - bigger and truer              
than ourselves.  We need 
 

… Him who judges justly. 
(1 Peter 2:23) 

 
Self-image 

 
Finally, yes, a good side to this, for it is awful to hear of the mental abuse that                  

some people have suffered, being pummelled into believing themselves useless and           
worthless. 
 

But the answer to that is not to pump people up by telling them they can do                 
everything and be perfect. Instead we need to remind people that they are of              
intrinsic value to God, because 
 

So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created               
him; male and female he created them. 

(Genesis 1:27) 
 

And human beings like you and me, no matter how undeserving we might             
feel, are invited, because the Son of God does not consider them worthless: 
 

“Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.                
Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart,                 
and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is                 
light.” 

(Matthew 11:28-30) 
 

And to counter that “cult of self”, to put away that modern-day idol, here is               
where the Gospel leads us: 
 

… and he died for all, that those who live might no longer live for               
themselves but for him who for their sake died and was raised. 

(2 Corinthians 5:15) 
 

And it is for the sake of Jesus, the one who for our sake died and was raised                  
again, that we made those promises to one another earlier on. 
 

Relying on our Lord's most gracious aid, we will seek … 
… to work and pray for the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. 
… to walk together in brotherly love, ... 
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Folks, I know that some of you had some trepidation when we introduced             
those words last year. Some felt that those promises were too much to live up to.                
That it might even have been a Mission Impossible. 
 

But I think we can take this back to Joshua chapter 24, and Joshua’s personal               
commitment: 
 

“But as for me and my house, we will serve the LORD.” 
(Joshua 24:15) 

 
Folks, that’s what we have done this morning. As for me and my household              

of faith here, my brothers and sisters in Christ, this is what we are going to do, with                  
God’s gracious help. We are going to bury those idols of self in Shechem, just like                
Jacob, way, way back. And we are going to serve our Lord Jesus Christ by serving                
one another in the way he has said we should. 
 

We are going to do this for his sake. 
 
We are going to do this in his name. 

 
And we are going to do this for his glory. 

11 


