Sermon Thoughts for United in Praise Celebration Sunday

Joshua 4:19-24
19 On the tenth day of the first month the people went up from the Jordan and camped at Gilgal on the eastern border of Jericho. 20 And Joshua set up at Gilgal the twelve stones they had taken out of the Jordan. 21 He said to the Israelites, “In the future when your descendants ask their parents, ‘What do these stones mean?’ 22 tell them, ‘Israel crossed the Jordan on dry ground.’ 23 For the Lord your God dried up the Jordan before you until you had crossed over. The Lord your God did to the Jordan what he had done to the Red Sea when he dried it up before us until we had crossed over. 24 He did this so that all the peoples of the earth might know that the hand of the Lord is powerful and so that you might always fear the Lord your God.” 

Joshua 4:19-24 - WHAT DO THESE STONES MEAN?



1. They testify of God's blessings from the past.



2. They remind us to share these blessings in the future.

May the Lord Our God be with us as He was with our fathers. May He never leave us nor forsake us. Amen

In the name of Jesus who declares - “Feed my sheep and feed my lambs” dear friends, 

When the topic of stones is brought up, what pops into your head or comes to mind? Perhaps several different things. When I think of stones, I think of work. I recall days on my grandfather’s farm when springtime meant picking up stones from the fields. I must of picked hundreds even thousands of stones. Funny thing! It seems that no matter how many stones we picked up the previous year, every year they would be a fresh new batch waiting. It is like they grew or something. So one thing that come to my mind, when they subject of stones is brought up is “work”. But to me the subject of “stones” can also mean something completely different. I think of the little "stone" (diamond) that my wife wears on her finger, how that ring is a symbol of the love and faithfulness that we pledged to and for each other through good and bad, sorrows and joys. 

What comes to your mind when the subject of stones is brought up? Maybe one of these two things or something completely different. Today God does want us to talk about the subject of stones. If you were listening to our text you heard some information about stones. These stones had special meaning. They were used for building something. Today we come together to celebrate in anticipation of building something at our Great Plains Lutheran High School. Over two million dollars has been pledged so for our United in Praise Campaign. But why? Why are we even considering building in the first place? Or as our text asks, “WHAT DO THESE STONES MEAN?” Granted there will be more bricks and mortar and sheetrock in the new construction than stones at our GPLHS. But we can ask ourselves the question our text raises -  knowing the Holy Spirit will answer it from God’s Word today. WHAT DO THESE STONES MEAN? 

1. They testify of God's blessings from the past.
What do these stones in our text mean? We are told, 20 And Joshua set up at Gilgal the twelve stones they had taken out of the Jordan.  Twelve stones were set up? Perhaps you are thinking, why twelve, what kind of stones and why were they taken out of the River? Many questions come to mind. We aren't given many of details but the ones we are given are vital. The first part of this chapter tells us from where the stones came, Listen,  When the whole nation had finished crossing the Jordan, the LORD said to Joshua, 2 "Choose twelve men from among the people, one from each tribe, 3 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." Joshua 4:1-3 (NIV ‘84)  These stones came from the middle of the Jordan, the bottom of the Jordan River. They apparently weren't gigantic boulders because we are told that 12 men each carried one of these stones. It is important for us to know that background surrounding this wonderful event. 


The children of Israel were getting ready to enter the promise land. But between that land flowing with milk and honey and them was the Jordan River. Our text tells us, On the tenth day of the first month the people went up from the Jordan.  In the Jewish calendar this meant it was flood stage for the Jordan, the current was fast. But God had instructed Joshua to have priest to step into the water and as soon as they did, the water stopped flowing and the children of Israel crossed safely on dry  ground. Try to imagine that, it would be like going down to (name a nearby river or body of water), stepping foot in the water and suddenly there would be a dry path all the way across.



This was no small thing. It was a miracle of God and the Lord had specifically instructed that 12 stones be taken from the middle of the river and set up. Why? What did these stones mean? We are told, In the future when your descendants ask their fathers, 'What do these stones mean?' 22 tell them, 'Israel crossed the Jordan on dry ground.'  These stones were placed as a monument. They meant something very important. They testified of God's blessings from the past. Every time  a child or anyone saw this pile of rocks and would ask, 'WHAT DO THESE STONE MEAN?" they were to be told of all the blessings God had given them from the past. They were to be reminded how God had been with them in the land of Egypt, how he had sent the 10 plagues to deliver them from the hand of Pharaoh, how the angel of death had passed over their homes, how he been with them in the desert and provided for all their needs for 40 years.


Had the children of Israel deserved these blessing? Not in the least. In fact they often showed contempt for those blessings. Time and time again they complained about this that or the other thing. In the wilderness they murmured about the manna God was graciously supplying them, they built an idol in the form of a golden calf and worshipped it. They sinned, repeatedly, constantly slapping God in the face. God could have completely wiped them off of the face of the earth but he didn't. He loved them too much. He had promised that through this nation the greatest blessing of all would come. He had just given them many prescribed commandments for their worship life which would all point ahead to the promised Messiah, the Savior who would make complete and perfect payment for all their sins. And God would live up to that promise. That was the key, wasn’t it? It was all about the blessings of the Messiah who would come – these stones served testify to that promise.  

Wow! All of that from a pile of stones! They did indeed mean a great deal. They were to testify of all of those blessings. 

You can see how this fits into our life in the year of 2019 don’t you? God has certainly blessed this little corner of the Wisconsin Synod in the past, hasn’t he? We go back to the days of The Academy, Northwestern Lutheran Academy in Mobridge. There are leaders in our churches, pastors and teachers and in our synod who were graduates of that school or one of its successors. All those are testify to God’s blessings in the past. And what is more, we rejoice to have GPLHS in Watertown, SD. The “stones” on that 40 acre campus have served to train hundreds of lay leaders as well as pastors and teachers over the past 20+ years. Why? Not because we have earned or deserved it. Instead those bricks and mortar, more importantly what happens inside of them, are a powerful testimony of God’s abiding grace and goodness as in those seats are the bodies of sinners, like you and me, who needed to hear the message of the Messiah – their and our Perfect Prophet, High Priest and King who drank the cup of wrath of God for all their sins and our sins. And for us here today we pause to rightly give thanks to God for the many years


WHAT DO THESE STONES or we might say wood, brick and stone at our GPLHS MEAN? In and of themselves those building materials don't mean much at all. They are lifeless materials and the building is only a temporary structure. Yet they mean everything. They are a building that has become a place of education, where our young are taught the wonderful love of God in Christ. These stones testify of God's blessings for these many years!

But friends as you and I utter a word of thanks and praise to God for those blessings of the past don't forget about the second thing THESE STONES MEAN namely

2. They remind us to share these blessings in the future.


Go back to Children of Israel. What if these stones in our text had not been gathered and placed in a pile for all to see? What would have happened? Perhaps not a whole lot, at least at first. The amazement and thanksgiving for this miracle probably still would have loomed in the minds of Israelites weeks, even months after it happened. But what about years later - when a couple of generations had passed? If these stone structure had not been built - chances are, like so many other blessings of God, this one too would have long been forgotten. But they were piled up to serve as a vivid reminder that these blessings were to be shared in the future. Listen to what God says, "In the future when your descendants ask their fathers, 'What do these stones mean?' 22 tell them, 'Israel crossed the Jordan on dry ground. The instructions were specific. Tell your children!


And note who was to do the telling, "when your descendants ask their fathers." It didn't say someday when your descendants ask the priests, "what do these stones mean?" but when they ask their fathers. That is probably why God had selected one person from each tribe to go and get a stone. God was saying that not just the priests, but all people of Israel were to be involved in sharing this message. Some among them, like those 12 chosen stone-placers, were to take the lead in this vital work. At the same time every father, every family member was to be ready to take the time and effort to answer that question: "What do these stones mean?


Here it is worth noting. We enjoy the blessings of GPLHS, but GPLHS is not there to take the place of parents. Parents are to have the responsibility from infancy to train their children so that they know the Holy Scriptures to make them wise for salvation1


And yet what a blessing we have in GPLHS that during those difficult and challenging years of high school that their children can sit in a classroom, attend chapel and be a part of a school that every day will remind them of the blessings of God. What do these stones mean? 


People will indirectly and sometimes very directly ask the question, “Why all this money for bricks and mortar? You and I know the answer. It is an investment into the eternal wellbeing of our children. Children, even teenagers, are inquisitive; they like to learn. Sometime that learning can be good and at other times not so good. That is why we want to set up “these stones.” 

During Joshua time we can imagine children standing by the Jordan River and they could look down into the deep and dangerous river and learn that God had cut off those waters so that His people could pass safely through. They would learn that they had a God in whom they could place their complete trust. They could count on Him to take care of them even in the worst danger. Most of all, they could count on His promise to send the Messiah who would offer the perfect and blameless sacrifice for all. The Messiah who would prepare for them in heaven the perfect place. 


Our children too, look down and look out and they see the dangers that lurk in the darkness. They and we know the one standing behind those dangers – the roaring lion who is looking for someone to devour. That is why we are investing in these stones. We understand as we give our gifts, as blueprints are drawn up  for this building project and the shovel eventually stuck into the ground  - those stones serve will remind us of our great privilege and responsibility to Share These Blessings in the Future.

And consider one more thing the Holy Spirit tells us in v24 He did this so that all the peoples of the earth might know that the hand of the LORD is powerful and so that you might always fear the LORD your God." What a great opportunity there is to share those blessings with others. The stone and brick and wood and mortar that make up our GPLHS also serve as a constant reminder that God wants his message of salvation in Christ shared not just with our children but with others so that all the peoples of the earth might know that the hand of the LORD is powerful and so that you might always fear the LORD your God." The news of this incredible miracle and deliverance and everything that stood behind - it was news to be shared with everyone.  
WHAT DO THESE STONES MEAN? On the surface, the pile of rocks didn’t look like much at first. But there was deep significance behind them. We are United in Praise to thank God for all that he has given to us from our GPLHS. What we have is a wonderful testimony of his blessings, material and spiritual! We are also United in Praise to set up, if you would, more stones, to expand our beloved GPLHS so that we can tell our children and the world, the great things that God has done for us - forever. Amen. 

