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Joshua 3:1-17 
“Crossing the Jordan” (Part 1) 

Introduction 
The building of the Panama Canal, across Central America, was one of 

the greatest engineering feats in history. The French tried to do it in 1881, but 
abandoned the project saying it was impossible. The Americans finally took on the 
mammoth job in 1904 and completed the task 10 years later. 

The Panama Canal connects the Atlantic and the Pacific oceans, so it 
became a welcome short-cut for shipping, meaning they could avoid the hazards 
of going south around Cape Horn. The waterway is 48 miles long and it takes 
ships 8 hours to pass through. Since 1914, nearly a million vessels have done so. 

It’s not hard to imagine that work on the canal, dangerous and difficult as it 
was, became a source of special pride to those involved. In 1912, a poet called 
Berton Braley wrote a song about it called, At Your Service: The Panama Gang.  

But it was their boast in the chorus that caught the attention of a pastor 
called Oscar Eliason some years later. The song went: 

 
Got any river they say is uncrossable? 

Got any mountains that can’t be cut through? 
We specialize in the wholly impossible, 
Doing things ‘nobody ever could do.’ 

 
The Pastor was impressed with those 4 lines of their song, but he wanted to give 
them a Christian perspective. So in 1942, he published words and music of his 
own chorus - a revised version of the lines from the song of the Panama Gang. 
  
He later added three verses about Joshua, who led the Israelites across the 
Jordan to the conquest of Jericho in Joshua ch.3. The first verse and chorus… 
 

‘Be of good courage,’ God spake unto Joshua, 
When o’er the river God pointed the way; 

Jordan uncrossable! Things seemed impossible, 
Waters divide as they march and obey. 

 
Got any rivers you think are uncrossable? 

Got any mountains you can’t tunnel through? 
God specializes in things thought impossible– 

He does the things that others can’t do. 
 

The Pastor’s family had come from Sweden in 1908, settling in the lumber towns 
of Minnesota. In those days some pioneer missionary work was being done by 
three men, among the wild and hardened lumberjacks of the vast forests there. 

They tackled the impossible too, and they succeeded, by the grace of God.  
 

Have you got any rivers you think are uncrossable? 
Have you got any mountains you can’t tunnel through? 

God specializes in things thought impossible. 
What He’s done for others, He can do for us too! 

 
The only other time I have ever preached through Joshua was in Cavan 21 years 
ago (before any of our children were born). Judith and I were not long married, 
and with youthful vigour we didn’t let anything stand in our way, we just got up and 
got on with it. It’s only as you look back, and reflect, you realise all that God did! It 
was amazing! As we saw a little church come into being in the heart of Co Cavan. 
There had never been a Baptist Church there before. But we stepped out in faith, 
and God did the impossible, bringing 14 foundation members together, after just 
one year of Bible Studies and Sunday afternoon meetings.  
 
Robert & Stephanie Dundas were down there last Sunday for a visit, and they 
were amazed at what they saw. Probably about 150 people from different 
nationalities and backgrounds worshipping God together under the ministry of Ivan 
Watson, and assistant, Joel Marcus. Their building is now full, so they’re getting 
ready to plant another church 10 miles up the road in Belturbet! ‘God specialises 
in things thought impossible, He does the things that others can’t do!’ 
 
Cavan Baptist Church today stands as a memorial to us all – an example of what 
God can do, if we’re prepared to step out of our comfort zones, and get our feet 
wet, as we cross our particular river – Because nothing is impossible with God! 
 
What He did in Cavan, He can do for us here as a church in Armagh, as we 
continue to reach out to seek to plant a church in Keady. 
 
In Joshua ch.3 the Israelites were about to face the first of many impossible 
obstacles on their way into the Promised Land – the first of those was the 
‘uncrossable’ river of Jordan in flood! (Joshua 3:15).  
The river normally wasn’t that wide, and not all that deep either, particularly where 
Joshua and the Israelites were about to cross. But what made it difficult was the 
fact that the river had burst its banks – it was harvest time! The river had spilled 
over its banks and now filled the flood plain all around it, which was normally full of 
bushes and vegetation. It was probably about a mile wide now, and flowing fast! 
It was the wrong time of the year altogether to try to get 2 million people across! 
They were going to have to depend totally on God to get through it. Just like we 
had to do in Cavan! Just like all of us have to do now in Armagh and Keady too! 
 
But before the Israelites, and us, can overcome these difficulties, certain things 
have to happen first… 



1. There were Conditions they had to fulfil (vs.1-5) 
 
In v.5 we have the key text of this chapter:  

‘Tomorrow the Lord will do amazing things among you!’ (NIV) 
‘Tomorrow the Lord will do wonders among you!’ (ESV) 

 
Wouldn’t it be great to hear that from God today, as far as we are concerned? 
Tomorrow, this week, we’re going to see our God do amazing wonders among us! 
Wouldn’t it be great! 
But notice two words that come first – ‘Consecrate yourselves…’ (v.5) 
 
Before we are going to see our God do great things among us, there are certain 
conditions to fulfil… 
 
(i) There’s a call for Consecration (v.5) 
 

‘Joshua told the people, “Consecrate yourselves, 
for tomorrow the LORD will do amazing things among you.” 

 
What did that mean? To consecrate themselves. 
Well, it had to do with setting themselves apart from sin.  
It was to do with being holy, set apart from sin, separated from sin, consecrated. 
 
They had been told before to consecrate themselves at the foot of Mount Sinai, 
before Moses drew near to God on top of the mountain to receive the stone 
tablets, containing the Ten Commandments (See Exodus 19:10-11). 
So in v.14, after Moses had come down the mountain to the people, he 
consecrated them; and they washed their clothes. Then he said to the people,  

“Prepare yourselves for the third day. Abstain from sexual relations.” 
 
So consecration involved being serious about meeting with God. 
It wasn’t just a matter of going through the motions of their religion. 
This was a call to be in earnest about meeting with God, serious about being holy, 
because the Lord their God was and is a holy God. Serious about their behaviour, 
even refraining from legitimate things, in order to be better prepared to seek God. 
 
When was the last time you took meeting with God that seriously? 
When’s the last time you put any preparation into meeting with God on Sunday? 
Did you ever refrain from going out on a Saturday night, in order to prepare for 
Sunday? Did you ever get up early on a Sunday morning, to pray for the day 
ahead, so that on Sunday we would experience God’s presence among us in a 
very special way? Did you ever think about coming to our Sunday morning prayer 
meeting, so that you could join with others for God’s blessing to fall on us today? 
Preparation of heart and soul before coming to worship is hardly heard of now! 

But that’s what it means to consecrate yourself. It means to be earnest about God! 
God promised to do amazing things among them, but only if they consecrated 
themselves. So there’s a call here for consecration. 
 
(ii) There’s a plea for Preparation 
 
There are so many hints of the Passover coming through in these two chapters: 
Joshua 3 & 4. Twenty times the words ‘cross over’ (NIV) or ‘pass over’ (ESV) are 
used in these two chapters. The people haven’t celebrated the Passover in 40 
years – not since they left Egypt on Passover night. But they will soon celebrate 
Passover for the first time in 40 years in ch.5:10-12. They will remember how God 
brought them out of Egypt, and into Canaan, in His own way.  
But before Passover there has to be Preparation. 
 
Passover was held on the 14th day of the First Month of the Jewish year, Abib. 
But on the 10th day of that month, they had to begin the preparation for Passover. 
How did they begin to prepare for Passover on the 10th day of the month? They 
had to select a perfect, spotless, lamb – a lamb without blemish or defect from the 
flock. That was to be their Passover Lamb. They had to keep it for 3 days, and 
then they were to slit its throat, pour its blood into a bowl and sprinkle some of that 
blood on the door-posts of their houses and on the upper lintel. It was because 
that blood was sprinkled on the door-frames of their houses that they were spared 
from God’s Judgement when the Angel of death passed overhead that night.  
And so on the 14th day of the month they would sit down as a family to eat the 
Passover meal, sheltered beneath the shed blood, remembering their redemption. 
 
Well, if you look at v.11, 14, 16, 17a, 17b, 4:1, 5, 7, 10, 11, 12 you’ll see so many 
hints at the idea of Passover – ‘passing over’ the Jordan into the promised land. 
 
But if you look more closely, you will see this idea of waiting 3 days, from the 10th 
day until the 14th day, when they would eat the Passover for the first time in 40 yrs. 
Joshua 1:10-11, 2:16, 3:2, All these clues are getting us ready for ch.5:10-12. 
So there’s a call for Consecration in these verses, but there’s also a plea for 
Preparation. In three days time, they would eat the Passover as God’s 
Redeemed People in the Promised Land! But there’s also something else here… 
 
(iii) There’s a hint of Hesitation 
 
As well as consecrating themselves, as well as preparing themselves, the people 
are told to keep an eye on the Ark of the Covenant, which was carried by the 
priests, the Levites, who were set apart to carry the Ark of the Lord, the symbol of 
God’s presence among His People. They were to keep their distance from it – a 
distance of about half a mile, so that everybody could see it, not crowding in 
around it. When it moved they were to move, they were to follow it at a distance. 



Why? (v.4) Because then they would know which way to go… 
Why? (v.4) Because they had never been this way before. 
 
When we have never been down a particular road before, either as individuals, or 
as a church, it is quite normal to be nervous, it is normal to be hesitant. 
And there is more than a hint of hesitation here. 
The people were nervous about going across the Jordan, into the land of Canaan. 
 
Likewise it’s more than likely than many of us are hesitant about trying to plant a 
church in Keady. Some might be saying, ‘We’ve never been this way before!’ 
 

Someone has said that the last words of a dying church are: 
‘We’ve never done it that way before!’ 

 
There comes a time when we have to try new things, or do things in a new way. 
This church, as you know, is 100 years old. It has never planted a church before. 
We could hesitate and say, ‘We’ve never done it this way before!’ 
But my question is, ‘Why have we never done it this way before?’ 
Up until 30 years ago, the next Baptist Church south of Armagh was in Dublin or 
Athlone! In this past 30 years, Dundalk, Carrickmacross and Cavan have all come 
into being. But there is still so much room for more. Now is the time! The border 
counties of Ireland are more open today, than they have ever been before. 
So let’s not hesitate saying, ‘We’ve never been this way before!’ or ‘We’ve never 
done it this way before!’ It’s time to overcome any sense of hesitation. If God is on 
the move, as we believe He is, then it’s time to move out and follow Him. Why? 
 

(v.5) ‘For tomorrow The LORD will do amazing things among us!’ 
 

Wouldn’t it be great to believe that? Wouldn’t it be great if He did? - Amen! 
 
1. There were Conditions they had to fulfil: 
 - There was a Call for Consecration 
 - There was a Plea for Preparation 
 - There was a Hint of Hesitation. 
 
2. There were Orders they had to obey 
 
The first order is in (v.6):    ‘Take up the ark of the covenant  

and pass on before the people.’ 
  
Then God says in (v.7): ‘Today I will begin to exalt you in the eyes of all Israel,  

so that they may know that I am with you as I was with Moses.’ 
 
Then comes order no.2: (v.8) ‘Tell the priests who carry the ark of the covenant:  

“When you reach the edge of the Jordan’s waters, go and stand in the river!” 
 

In other words God was saying: It’s time to get your feet wet! 
 

You know, a church can do surveys, and talk, and plan, and deliberate for a long 
time about many things it might like to do, but there comes a time when we have 
to act – it’s time to go for it! It’s time to actually do something. It’s time to get our 
feet wet. Like Peter, there comes a time to get out of the boat, and place our foot 
on the water, to see whether we’re going to sink or swim. We have to do it! 
 
There was a reason why these priests had to step out and put their feet into the 
flowing waters of the Jordan River. It’s given to us in vs.9-10… 
 

‘Come here and listen to the words of the LORD your God: 
Here is how you shall know that the LIVING GOD is among you and that He 
will without fail drive out from before you the Canaanites (and 6 other tribes). 

Behold the ark of the covenant of THE LORD OF ALL THE EARTH is passing 
over before you into the Jordan… And when the soles of the feet of the priests 

bearing the ark of the LORD, THE LORD OF ALL THE EARTH, shall rest in the 
waters of the Jordan, the waters of the Jordan shall be cut off from flowing,  
and the waters coming down from above shall stand in one heap.’ (vs.9-13) 

 
There are a number of things we need to see here: 
 
Why was God going to part the waters of the Jordan River? 

- It was going to be proof that the LIVING GOD was among them. 
- It was going to be proof that He would without fail drive out these nations. 
- It was going to be proof that their God was LORD OF ALL THE EARTH. 
- It was going to be proof that their God was a miracle-working God. 

 
Now, God’s not going to part any rivers for us, but the point is that the God who 
did this for the Israelites, is still our God today. 
 
Do you believe that our God is the LIVING and TRUE God, and He’s among us? 
Do you believe that He can without fail do great things for us? 
Do you believe that our God is THE LORD OF ALL THE EARTH? (Of ‘All Nations’) 
Do you believe that our God is a miracle-working God? 
 
(N.B. The miracles that we are looking for today are the miracles of lives totally 
transformed by the power of the Risen Lord Jesus Christ – salvation is a miracle!) 
 
But before they could see all this, there were Orders they had to Obey. 
They had to go down to the Jordan River and they had to get their feet wet. 
No more hanging about. It was time for action. It was time to step out in faith. 



3. There were Promises they had to believe 
 
Can you imagine what would have been going through the minds of those priests 
as they carried the Ark of the Covenant down to the water’s edge?  
As they approached this river that had over-flowed it’s banks – so much they could 
hardly tell where the river-bank was? - What was going through their minds? 
 
They’d be thinking to themselves, what happens if these waters don’t part as soon 
as we touch them with the soles of our feet? How deep will we have to go before 
the waters actually stop, or disappear? Their minds would be full of ‘What ifs!’ 
 
And they were doing this, with 2 million people coming behind them at a safe 
distance, so they could see all that they were doing?  This was very public! 

‘What if it doesn’t work? We’re going to look pretty stupid!’ 
 

But, you know what? That’s leadership! It’s hearing God’s promises, believing 
God’s promises, and being prepared to step out and act on God’s promises. 
 
That’s exactly what Joshua does here, and that’s exactly what the priests do here. 
They weren’t taking a leap of faith. They were stepping out with faith in God’s 
promises, and those are two very different things.  
 

A leap of faith – is blind faith – leaping into the unknown. 
Stepping out in faith – with faith in God’s promises, is stepping out in confidence. 

Because our God is a God who keeps His promises. 
 
So vs.14-17 is the confirmation that God was as good as His promises: 
 

‘So when the people set out from their tents to pass over the Jordan with the 
priests bearing the ark of the covenant before the people, and as soon as those 

bearing the ark had come as far as the Jordan, and the feet of the priests bearing 
the ark were dipped in the brink of the water (ONLY NOW ARE WE TOLD: now 

the Jordan overflows all its banks throughout the time of harvest), the waters 
coming down from above stood and rose up in a heap very far away, at Adam, the 
city that is beside Zarethan, and those flowing down toward the Sea of the Arabah, 

the Salt Sea, were completely cut off. And the people passed over opposite 
Jericho. Now the priests bearing the ark of the covenant of the LORD stood firmly 
on dry ground in the midst of the Jordan and all Israel was passing over on dry 

ground until all the nation finished passing over the Jordan.’ (ESV) 
 

Conclusion: The priests weren’t made to look silly. And neither was Joshua. The 
waters were completely cut off, further up-stream. The priests did stand on dry 
ground in the middle of the Jordan. The people did pass over to Canaan. God was 
true to His Word. God did honour His Promises. The Living God can be trusted! 

 
 
 


