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“Crossing Over”  Joshua 3:1-17 11/17/13 (Commitment Sunday) 

 In an episode of “The Simpsons,” Homer is watching a favorite TV 

show on PBS, which is pre-empted by the annual pledge drive.  He is 

spitting-nails angry because his show has been interrupted.  The 

announcer says, “We need to raise $10,700 before we can return to our 

program.”  As the small pledges trickle in, Homer realizes that it may take 

hours to reach the $10,700 mark!  In frustration, he calls the station and 

pledges the entire amount, never intending to pay it!  The announcer is 

thrilled.  He says, “Folks, we’ve just reached our goal of ten thousand, 

seven hundred dollars, and it’s all thanks to one generous caller... who 

didn’t leave his name.” (Homer laughs.)  “But thanks to Insta-Trace, we’ve 

learned that it’s Homer Simpson of 742 Evergreen Terrace.”  (A picture of 

Homer appears on the screen.)   

 Later, when Homer refuses to pay, the Public Television police, led 

by celebrities like Bill Moyer, Jim Lehrer, and Big Bird come to Homer’s 

door threatening him if he doesn’t pay up.  In typical Simpson’s fashion, 

Homer flees Springfield and becomes a missionary on a South Sea island 

to escape the pressure! 

 Now it’s tempting to think that a church pledge drive is just like those 

for public television, NPR, Farm Aid, or whatever.  And there is at least one 

similarity; We’re all trying to raise money for a good cause.  But there’s also 
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one crucial difference.  Well, there are a few actually.  We don’t hold you 

hostage by saying something like, “We’ve got a great anthem coming up 

this morning, which we’ll be glad to begin when we’ve reached our goal of 

$780,000!”  And we won’t send the elders or the Presbyterian Women after 

you if you are unable to pay your pledge!  But the most important difference 

is that there is a profoundly spiritual dimension to what we’re doing this AM. 

 Our Scripture lesson gives us a kind of spiritual metaphor for looking 

at what is happening now at GPC.  The story takes place around 1200 B.C.  

God’s people had been promised the land of Canaan hundreds of years 

before, but they didn’t receive it.  In fact, they languished for 400 years on 

another continent.  Then God used Moses to miraculously deliver them 

from Egypt.  They spent the next 40 years wandering around a wilderness.  

But now the time was right.  They were about to cross the Jordan River and 

enter the promised land of Canaan under Joshua’s leadership.  You would 

think that everyone would be overjoyed and excited.  And there was joy 

and excitement, but there were also fears and anxieties.  

 That river, swollen by seasonal rains, was a formidable barrier.  

There were no bridges over it or fords through it.  How would they safely 

cross over?  Would years of hopes and dreams literally be swept away with 

the current?  And what would they do once they crossed over?  The land of 

Canaan was occupied by powerful people who were technologically 
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superior to the Israelites.  And even if they somehow prevailed against the 

Canaanites, they knew nothing about managing the cities and farming the 

land in this new place.  While they were glad to be leaving their 

uncomfortable and unpredictable life in the wilderness, at least it was a 

familiar life.  So the people were anxious as well as excited, as they 

prepared to cross over the Jordan River. 

 I think GPC is at a “crossing over” moment, a milestone in our lives 

together.  Upgrading our facilities will allow us to focus and dream about 

our future ministry together, instead worrying about how to keep the roof 

from falling in!  Yet, we face some formidable barriers in our future, just like 

the Hebrews.  We are an aging congregation living in an aging community.  

Few people are moving here due to a lack of jobs, and many of our young 

people leave in search of work.  The only growth in the community appears 

to be among Hispanic people, and we have had little success reaching out 

to them. 

 Nationally, church attendance in all the mainline denominations is 

declining precipitously.  Methods which worked so effectively to produce 

church growth and nurture disciples in the 1950's and 60's just don’t work 

anymore.  It’s clear that churches must make changes in the way we do 

ministry to reach new generations.  But leaving the familiar and trying new 

things can produce anxiety in us, just like it did in those Israelites.  So what 
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do we do?  Let’s look at what the Israelites did.  

Early in the morning Joshua rose and set out… with all the Israelites, and 

they came to the Jordan. They camped there before crossing over. 2At the 

end of three days the officers went through the camp 3and commanded the 

people, “When you see the ark of the covenant of the LORD your God being 

carried by the levitical priests, then you shall set out from your place. 

Follow it, 4so that you may know the way you should go, for you have not 

passed this way before. Yet there shall be a space between you and it, a 

distance of about two thousand cubits; do not come any nearer to it.” 5Then 

Joshua said to the people, “Sanctify yourselves; for tomorrow the LORD will 

do wonders among you.” (Josh. 3:1-5) 

 Joshua’s first instruction was to follow the ark of the covenant.  What 

was the ark?  If you’ve seen the movie, “Raiders of the Lost Ark,” you’ve 

got a pretty good idea.  It was an elaborately decorated wooden box, which 

contained the tablets on which the Ten Commandments were written.  God 

was present with the ark.  It was a holy object.  It symbolized God’s 

presence and power with them.  The priests were instructed to carry the ark 

and the people were to follow it across the Jordan River since they “had not 

passed this way before” and didn’t know where they were going.  They 

were to follow God’s leading into a new land. 

 So should we.  Several years ago, we asked a group of our members 
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to sharpen our focus and vision as a church.  They came to the conclusion 

that the primary mission of GPC is to make disciples of Jesus Christ.  I 

completely agree.  They made several recommendations to help us do that.  

It’s probably time for us to evaluate how those recommendations are 

working and figure out how we can be more effective in making disciples in 

this next phase of our ministry.  After we discern God’s leading, then we 

must follow it, too.   

 The Hebrew people were also instructed to sanctify themselves in 

preparation for crossing over.  What does that mean?  The verb “sanctify” 

is the same verb used for the priests when they prepared themselves to 

lead worship or handle sacred objects.  Over the past few weeks, we’ve 

been attempting to sanctify ourselves for this moment.  Our sermons have 

focused on what God’s Word has to say about giving and stewardship.  

We’ve listened to the testimonies of our members.  We’ve prayed and read 

the Bible individually and in small groups, asking God to guide us in our 

pledges.  Our prayer team has prayed for the members of our 

congregation.  That’s all been part of the process of sanctifying ourselves in 

preparation for this day, preparing our hearts for this act of worship, just as 

the Israelites did.  The story continues.   

7The LORD said to Joshua… “Command the priests who bear the ark of the 

covenant, ‘When you come to the edge of the waters of the Jordan, you 



 

 

6

shall stand still in the Jordan.’” 9Joshua then said to the Israelites, “Draw 

near and hear the words of the LORD your God.”10Joshua said, “By this you 

shall know that among you is the living God who without fail will drive out 

from before you the Canaanites, (and the other peoples of this land): 11the 

ark of the covenant of the Lord of all the earth is going to pass before you 

into the Jordan... 13When the soles of the feet of the priests who bear the 

ark of the LORD, the Lord of all the earth, rest in the waters of the Jordan, 

the waters of the Jordan flowing from above shall be cut off; they shall 

stand in a single heap.” (Josh. 3:7-13) 

 (Josh. 3:6-13)  

 Here, God promises to provide a way across the river for them.  And 

God promises to drive out the inhabitants of Canaan before them.  But, first 

they must actually step into the deep, murky water of the Jordan River.  

They must set aside their fears, believe God’s promises, and act.  So what 

actually happened? 

 So when those who bore the ark had come to the Jordan, and the 

feet of the priests bearing the ark were dipped in the edge of the 

water, 16the waters flowing from above stood still… Then the people 

crossed over opposite Jericho. 17While all Israel were crossing over on dry 

ground, the priests who bore the ark of the covenant of the LORD stood on 
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dry ground in the middle of the Jordan, until the entire nation finished 

crossing over the Jordan.  (Joshua 3:15b-17)   

 God fulfilled the first of his promises by leading them across the 

Jordan River.  They did their part by sanctifying themselves and following 

the Lord.  They demonstrated their faith in God by stepping into that water 

and moving across the riverbed.  I’m sure some must have been afraid that 

the water would rush back and drown them, but they obeyed the Lord.  And 

God did a miraculous thing to bring them across.  He held back the waters 

of the Jordan River so that they could cross safely into the Promised Land.  

 Keep in mind, however, that the journey was not yet over.  As Joshua 

3 ends, the nation is standing on the West bank of the Jordan River in 

hostile territory, near the well-defended, powerful city of Jericho.  What 

would happen next?  (You’ll have to read the rest of the book of Joshua to 

find out, but suffice it to say that many amazing adventures remained for 

God’s people!) 

 I’m convinced that Gettysburg Presbyterian Church is on the brink of 

entering a new land.  We will face significant new challenges in that land, 

as did Israel, but that’s nothing new for GPC.  In the 1748, less than ten 

years after our church was founded, the congregation split over a dispute 

about worship.  In the 1830’s the congregation left their home of 90 years 

on Belmont Road and moved to Gettysburg.  In 1859 the pastor and the 
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whole Session resigned and the church had to be re-constituted.  In 1863, 

the church dealt with the battle its horrible aftermath.  In 1963 the church 

re-built and enlarged the sanctuary, a controversial and expensive move 

that caused a number of members to leave.   

As we move ahead, we’ll face additional challenges, and we’ll make 

mistakes, and unexpected things will happen.  But God will sustain us as 

we seek to follow him in this new time of ministry.  Remember these words 

from Jeremiah 29.  “For surely I know the plans I have for you, says the 

Lord, plans for your welfare and not for harm, to give you a future with 

hope.”  God has plans for GPC.  And our future is in God’s hands.  

Following the anthem we will have an opportunity to present our pledges 

during the closing hymn as we prepare the way for that future. 


