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Throughout the history of God’s people, there have been times when it became clear 
that a stark and radical choice needed to be made by people of faith, either to serve the 
Lord, or to acquiesce to the principalities and powers, the deities and distractions of the 
world around them.

The radical choice is there from the beginning of creation. In the poetic language of our 
new Eucharistic prayer, “to Adam and Eve, children of dust, you gave the world and its 
wonders, but we misused your gift of freedom; we reached out rebel hands to be like 
you.”

Martin Luther faced such a choice, when he felt he must lead the church away from the 
authorities of the day. He said, Unless I am convicted by scripture and plain reason - I 
do not accept the authority of popes and councils, for they have contradicted each other 
- my conscience is captive to the Word of God. I cannot and I will not recant 
anything… God help me. Here I stand. I can do no other.

Karl Barth faced such a choice, when he and other confessing theologians responded to 
the assertion of Nazi power over the church in Germany. They wrote the Barmen 
Declaration as an affirmation of the ultimate Lordship of Jesus Christ, and a matching 
denouncement of any authorities, civil or otherwise, who would question Christ’s right 
to rule over all of life.

Desmond Tutu faced such a choice in the South African churches, when purportedly 
theological rationales were used by the government to prop up segregation in the 
apartheid regime. When asked if he wasn’t afraid to speak out so confidently in 
opposition to the authorities, Tutu replied, “We are not afraid, for they will prove to be 
the flotsam and jetsam of life; history will sweep them away, but the word of the Lord 
will endure forever.”

Joshua and the people in our Old Testament reading for the day also faced such a 
choice. The passage is resonant as his parting message to the people as the whole 
history of the Pentateuch draws toward its close. 

The promises to Abraham of land, of progeny, and a covenant have all been fulfilled, in 
the faithfulness of God (often despite the faithlessness of the people.) They have been 
led out of Egypt and into the Promised Land. They have become a great nation, and 
God has kept his covenant with them.

But now as they face yet another transition of leadership, as Joshua is growing old, he 
gathers the people to hear once more the challenge to be faithful.

Joshua knows that they will face many temptations to worship the gods of the land, the 
comfortable fertility gods of the settled country around them. They will tend to forget 
the zealous Lord who led them through the desert out of Egypt; prosperity has a way of 
dulling the edges of faithfulness.

Joshua puts before them this stark challenge, “choose this day whom you will serve,” 
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will it be the God who led you out of Egypt, or the gods of the peoples in the land.

The people are rather indignant that their loyalty is being questioned, saying “far be it 
from us that we should forsake the Lord.”

Choose this day whom you will serve. It is a choice not to be made lightly, to be yoked 
to the Lord, to be married--in the metaphor of the prophets--to the living God. In 
Joshua’s view it seems better in a sense not to commit at all, than to assent too easily 
and then fall away. So Joshua puts it even more strongly to them, “You cannot serve the 
Lord, for he is a holy and jealous God,” and if you go after foreign gods, he will punish 
you.

Commentator Walter Brueggemann notes the high cost of what Joshua is asking in this 
passage. He puts it rather wryly, “This is not a church growth text.”

Yet despite the warning, the people assert their loyalty even more strongly, so Joshua 
marks their dedication with a stone set up in the sanctuary to be a witness against them 
if they stray from God’s ways. 

With the final editing of the book of Joshua having occurred after the time of Exile, 
these stories are always read with the benefit of hindsight, in a sense. Joshua’s fears 
about the people proved true; the ones who were once so bold to proclaim their 
faithfulness did not resist selling out. In time, they were exiled from the land of 
promise, for breaking this very covenant. As the later prophets like Hosea proclaimed, 
the people’s straying / wounded the very heart of God to whom they were espoused.

Choose this day whom you will serve, how you will live, Joshua challenges us, as 
people of the covenant with the one God, following God’s ways rather than the ways of 
the world.

A friend of mine was invited to a fancy dress party recently; everyone was to come 
dressed as one of the seven deadly sins. Predictably there were many dressed as various 
instances of lust, and several who came head-to-toe in green, for envy. One came as 
sloth, in clothes that he had slept in, hair dishevelled. And another came as the spirit of 
the age, covetousness, in a pin- striped suit with silk tie, handing out business cards that 
read, “greed is good.”

Whom will we serve, how will we live in a consumer culture, when there are 
temptations to see life in terms of a contest to be won, where the latest mobile phone or 
iPod or luxury car is touted by the media as somehow making people worthwhile in the 
eyes of the world. All this neglects the global context where even to have a house and 
clean water—not to mention a car or two—puts us among the most wealthy in the 
world.

Whom will we serve, how will we live as the people of God in the midst of a culture of 
fear, fear of the other who might be a terrorist, fear of the poor who might make a claim 
on our security, fear of the migrants or guest workers who might crowd out 
employment.

Whom will we serve, how will we live? The epistle to the Thessalonians suggests some 
answers to these questions as well. We are to live as people of hope in a culture of 
despair.

In our epistle reading for the day, Paul takes up the pastoral problem for the church of 
his time; they were concerned because the return of the Lord had been delayed, and 
disturbed because people in their community had died, when they had not expected 
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anyone to die before the Lord returned.

When people die, the passage reminds us that we are to grieve; Christians are not mere 
stoics, the stiff upper lip is not a badge of honour at a funeral. Yet we are not to grieve 
as those who have no hope; ours is the hope given in Christ’s resurrection, which will 
enfold all who die in the Lord, bringing them, together with him, into the very presence 
of God.

Whom will we serve, how are we to live? From Joshua, we are to live as covenant 
people of the Lord, loyal to God first and all. From Thessalonians, we are to be people 
of hope, for the future is assured in Christ. 

And from Matthew in the gospel, the questions of whom to serve and how to live are 
heightened as the coming kingdom of God is near to hand: we are to live as people 
awaiting the arrival of the bridegroom, in hope and expectation.

We find in Matthew’s parable another of his rather uncomfortable wedding stories. This 
one is a large wedding, with ten bridesmaids awaiting the bridegroom. As he is delayed, 
they all sleep, but when he arrives, only five of them have oil left in their lamps to lead 
him in to the wedding feast. The others are left outside where the door is closed to them, 
and they hear the bridegroom say, “I do not know you.” The oil in their lamps likely 
alludes to faith, or to the oil of anointing, as an emblem of the Spirit.

Commenting on the difficult ending of this parable, Robert Capon puts it this way: 
“Since faith is a relationship with God, there will inevitably be a point at which [the 
bridegroom] will say that the relationship does or does not exist.” When he says, “I do 
not know you,” that is simply the truth of their condition. He does not say, “I never 
called you.” He does not say, “I never loved you.” …He only says, “I do not know you
—because you never bothered to know me.”

The good news of this passage—and sometimes one has to look closely to find the good 
news in Matthew! —is that there is still time, but only just, to put oil in our lamps, to 
come to know the One who is to come. In knowing him, we then commit ourselves to 
follow him, to choose, as did Joshua and his house, to serve the Lord. It is a continual 
choosing, even for those who have long known the Lord, in which we are confronted to 
ask at every point in life, will we choose the way of the Lord or the way of the world? 
Will we choose hope over despair, and will we have the strength in the present climate 
to choose faith and trust over fear?

In his book, Saying Yes and Saying No: on Rendering to God and Caesar, social critic 
and theologian Robert McAfee Brown puts the choice before us in the form of a letter to 
his grandson. At just ten months old, Brown had brought him along to a peace rally, 
where people of faith committed themselves to working against war, and for a more just 
world.

He writes, “Always hold to a final test: Does [what we choose] increase or diminish the 
chance for children to grow up without fear, without hunger, without human 
diminishment? For the world you live in now…is a world in which the privileged are 
the ones with the money, the weapons, the economic and political power. The world we 
want for you, and for all like you, is not a world in which those are the privileged ones, 
but [rather] a world in which the only privileged ones will be the children. So you, [and 
all like you] in every land, remind us of why we are here today issuing a call to choose 
life rather than death, so that not only we but our descendants –you and your generation
—may live.”
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As we come forward for communion later in the service, may our coming to the Lord’s 
table be a tangible sign that, for each of us and our house, likewise, we will serve the 
Lord. Amen.

Commentaries consulted

Brown, Robert McAfee. Saying Yes and Saying No: Rendering to God and Caesar. 
Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1986.

Brueggemann, Walter. “The Liturgy of Abundance, the Myth of Scarcity,” The 
Christian Century, 1999. http: //www.religion-online.org/showarticles asp?title=53.

Campbell, Anthony SJ. Joshua to Chronicles: An Introduction. Louisville: Westminster 
John Knox Press, 2004.

Capon, Robert Farrer. The Parables of Judgement. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989.

Gaventa, Beverley Roberts. First Second Thessalonians. Louisville: John Knox Press, 
1998.

Hambin, E. John. Inheriting the Land: a Commentary on Joshua. International 
Theological Commentary Series. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983.

Hare, Douglas. Mathew. Interpretation series. Louisville: JK Press, 1993.

Presler, Carolyn, Joshua, Judges Ruth. Westminster Biblical Companion

series. Louisville: WJKP, 2002.

Richard, E. J. 1st 2nd Thessalonians. Sacred Pagina series. Collegeville: Liturgical 
Press, 1995.

Schnackenburg, Rudolf, Robert R Barr, trans. The Gospel of Matthew. Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2002.

Wannamaker, Charles A. Commentary on 1 2 Thessalonians. New International Greek 
Testament Commentary. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990.

4


