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“Joshua Addresses The Leaders” 

Introduction 
The Book of Deuteronomy consists of 3 sermons given by Moses in the space  
of one month, on the Plains of Moab, just before he died and left the leadership  
of Israel to his second-in-command, Joshua. 
 
It’s interesting that the Book of Joshua ends with 3 sermons given by Joshua to  
3 different groups of people, before he died and left the leadership of Israel,  
not to one individual successor, but to elders. 
 
Ch.22 – Is a speech given by Joshua to the 2½ tribes before they returned to 
live on the Eastern side of the Jordan River in their allotted inheritance. 
 
Ch.23 – Is a speech given by Joshua to the elders of Israel before he would die. 
He’s reminding them of their responsibility to try to keep Israel faithful to the LORD 
in the years that would lie ahead after he was no longer around to lead them. 
 
Ch.24 – Is a speech give by Joshua to all the people of Israel before he died.  
A speech in which he would urge them to throw away their false gods, idols and 
images to worship the Living and True God – A speech in which he would say: 
‘Choose you this day whom you will serve…but as for me and my house we 
will serve the LORD!’ – That’s how we’ll finish this series in a few weeks time. 
 
Today we’re going to look at the second of those two speeches in Joshua ch.23 - 
The speech that is directed in particular at the elders and leaders of Israel. 
 
So Elders and Leaders of Armagh Baptist Church, I want you to listen well today. 
But I want all of us to listen to the challenge that Joshua sets before us today… 
 
First of all I want you to notice the Context:  
 
Joshua is old (v.1) God had told him that a long time ago when he was about 85 
(In ch.13:1). Now Joshua has finally got the message when he is approaching the 
age of 110 (ch.24:29). (Some of us are slow to realise we’re getting on a bit!) 
 
Joshua is about to die (v.14) – So the point of this message is that the elders of 
Israel need to ‘step up’ to do their job in the years that lie ahead (v.2). 
 
- They need to set a good example for the people. 
- They need to keep the people on track with God.  
- And, according to ch.24:31 they did! 

I think it’s significant here that when our Joshua, Jesus came to leave this scene 
of time and return to his Father in heaven, he didn’t appoint one successor, he 
appointed 12 Apostles to continue the work he had already started (Luke-Acts). 
 
But when those Apostles died out, they entrusted the work to the elders of local 
churches. Likewise today, under God, it's the pastors and elders of local churches 
who have been given the responsibility of keeping God’s People on track. 
 
But how? How can we, as elders and leaders, keep God’s People on track? 
Well there are four ways in which we can seek to motivate God’s People today. 
And we can pick out each of these motivations in our passage this morning: 
 
1. The Motivation of Grace (vs.1-5) – i.e. Based on the Faithfulness of God. 
 
The first five verses of this chapter highlight just how faithful God has been. 
These verses highlight how God had kept all His promises to Israel. 
 
(v.1) – ‘The LORD had given rest to Israel from all their surrounding enemies.’ 
 
(v.3) – ‘You have seen all that the LORD your God has done to all these nations  

for your sake, for it is the LORD your God who has fought for you.’ 
 
(v.4) – ‘I have allotted to you as an inheritance for your tribes those nations  

that remain, along with all the nations that I have already cut off, from the 
Jordan to the Great Sea in the west.’ 

 
(v.5) – ‘The LORD your God will push them back before you and drive them  

out of your sight. And you shall possess their land, just as the LORD 
your God promised you.’ 
 

So what is Joshua doing in these opening verses of his speech? 
He’s reminding the elders of Israel how God has been gracious.  
How God has been faithful. How God has kept all his promises to them. 
 
And the point he is making is this: If God has kept all his promises to you in the 
past; if God has been faithful to you in the past; if God has shown you such Grace 
in the past; then the very least you can do in response, is to continue to worship 
Him, continue to be faithful to Him, and continue to walk in all his ways. 
 
This is the motivation of Grace.  
 
And if that was a powerful motivation for O.T. People, then surely it must be a far 
greater motivation for us, who live this side of the Cross – who live in the Day of 
Grace. We have seen the Grace of God demonstrated at the Cross, in history.  



So because our God has acted in Grace towards us, we should respond to the 
Grace of God by being faithful to Him, by worshipping Him, by being careful to 
walk in all his ways.  
 

‘For you know the Grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet  
for your sake he became poor, so that you by his poverty might become rich.’ 

(2 Corinthians 8:9) 
 

Let me ask you: Are you moved by the Grace of God? Are you motivated by the 
Grace of God. Do you want to love him more, serve him more, worship him more, 
and walk in all his ways, when you reflect on God’s Grace to you? 
 
If not, why not? God has done so much for us – and we deserve none of it! 
The least we can do is respond to Him, and remain faithful to Him in the future. 
 
But then Joshua moves on from the Motivation of Grace, with a ‘therefore’ at the 
start of v.6, which leads us into… 
 
2. The Motivation of Duty (vs.6-10) – i.e. Based on the Law of God. 
 
‘Therefore, be very strong to keep and to do all that is written in the Book of the 
Law of Moses, turning aside from it neither to the right hand nor to the left…’ (v.6) 

 
When you see a ‘therefore’ in the Bible you should stop & ask ‘What’s it there for?’ 
 
So to answer that question, this ‘therefore’ is there, as a link between what has 
gone before it in vs.1-5 and what comes after it in vs.6-10. 
 
There is a link between the Grace of God shown to us in the first section, and the 
Law of God that is mentioned in the second section. We are not called coldly to 
try to keep the Law of Moses, in some hard-nosed legalistic kind of way. (Like the 
Pharisees would have demanded in Jesus’ time). No, we are called to the duty of 
upholding the Law of God, in the light of the Grace of God. It’s because God has 
been so gracious to us; it’s because God has been so faithful in keeping all his 
promises for us, that we should, out of glad hearts, desire to do what pleases 
him - and what pleases God has been revealed to us in the Law of God. 
How does the Law of God begin, according to Exodus ch.20? 
 
‘I am Yahweh your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the 
house of slavery… (Therefore, because of who I am and what I’ve done for you…) 
1. You shall have no other gods before me. 
2. You shall not make for yourself an idol, or bow down and worship it. 
3. You shall not take the name of Yahweh your God in vain. 
4. Remember the Sabbath Day to keep it holy, etc, etc… 

Do you see what I’m saying? 
It’s possible to try to keep the Law of God legalistically to try to earn God’s favour. 
It’s also possible to keep the Law of God, gratefully, because of what God has 
already done for us, in Grace. 
 
Notice the words in v.6…  
We are called to be very strong both to keep and to do all that is written in the 
Law. We are not to turn from it to the right or the left. 
There is a duty we are called to fulfil here! A duty based on Grace, not Legalism. 
 
What example does Joshua give of turning to the right or the left? 
Well, look at vs.7-8 

‘That you may not mix with these nations remaining among you 
or make mention of the names of their gods 

or swear by them or serve them or bow down to them, 
but you shall cling to the LORD your God just as you have done to this day.’ 

 
The whole danger that Joshua is concerned about here, is that after he is gone, 
the Israelites could be led astray by the false gods, idols and images of Canaan. 
(i.e. The very things that God is concerned about in the first 4 commandments). 
Instead of going off to worship these false gods, idols and images, he wants them 
in v.8 to cling to the LORD their God. The word for cling is the word ‘cleave’ that 
we sometimes use in our marriage vows. It’s a covenant word. When I got 
married, I left my family home, my mother and father, and I promised to cleave to 
my wife, to cling to my wife – and to let no-one come between us to separate us. 
That’s all part of ‘the leaving and the cleaving’ in marriage. And it’s important! 
 
We are not to hanker after other gods; we are to cling to the Living and True God: 
The God who has done so much for us; The God who has been so gracious to us. 
The God who has kept all his promises concerning us; The God who is faithful. 
If that is the desire of our hearts, then we will have no problem keeping the Law. 
 
Again Joshua reminds them in vs.9-10 of what God had already done for them: 

‘For the LORD has driven out before you great and strong nations. 
And as for you, no man has been able to stand before you to this day. 

One man of you puts to flight a thousand (how come?)  
since it is the LORD your God who fights for you, just as he promised you.’ 

 
So I hope you can see that the call to keep the Law is not some empty Legalism.  
It is couched and surrounded by all that God has already done for us in His Grace. 
If we appreciate God’s Grace, then we’ll have no problem keeping God’s Law. 
(Don’t put it the other way round - that would be to put the cart before the horse). 
 
That brings us then to the third motivation for continuing to walk with God in future: 



3. The Motivation of Love (vs.11-13) – i.e. Based on the Love of God. 
 
I want you to notice that there’s another ‘therefore’ at the beginning of v.11, as we 
move into another section of Joshua’s sermon. Having thought about the Grace of 
God, and the Law of God, now we come to the Motivation of the Love of God. 
 

‘Be very careful, therefore, to love the LORD your God.’ 
 

It’s not just the motivation of Grace, and the motivation of Duty, that we should be 
concerned about… In the end, we should be concerned about Love for the Lord. 
 
Do you remember the day the Lawyer, the expert in the Law, came up to Jesus to 
test him, by asking, which is the first and greatest commandment in the Law? 
 
How did Jesus answer him? Not by singling out any of the Ten Commandments, 
but by summarising them into Two. (Matthew 22:37) 
 
The First and greatest commandment is: 

‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, 
and with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ 

And then Jesus went on to say,  
‘And the second is like it: 

You shall love your neighbour as yourself.’ 
 

The Greatest motivation of all is ‘Love’.  
Unless you love the Lord more than anything else in your life, then somewhere 
along the line, you will go after someone or something else, and you will end up 
treating it or them as more important to you than God is in your life.  
 
At that moment you will have committed idolatry, or perhaps even adultery 
(spiritual or physical adultery). 
 
Just look at the example Joshua gave in this section for the people to consider. 
 
Look at vs.11-13… 
 

‘Be very careful, therefore, to love the LORD your God. For if you turn back  
and cling (or cleave – there’s that word again) to the remnant of these nations 

remaining among you and make marriages with them, so that you associate with 
them and they with you, know for certain that the LORD your God will no longer 

drive out these nations before you, but they shall be a snare and a trap for you, 
a whip on your sides and thorns in your eyes, until you perish from off this good 

ground that the LORD your God has given you.’ 

What is Joshua warning the people of here? He is warning them of the danger of 
intermarriage with the unbelieving, pagan nations still living in Canaan, that they 
had failed to drive out from their allotted parts of the land. 
 
He’s warning them, that unless they have a deep heart-love for the Lord, going 
forward, then somewhere along the line they will let someone or something else 
take that place in their hearts that only the LORD their God really deserved to 
occupy. 
 
Many a leader started off well for the Lord in Israel. Think of Samson (one of the 
Judges), think of David (a man after God’s own heart), think of Solomon (the 
wisest king that ever lived) and yet everyone of them allowed a woman to take a 
place in their hearts that they should never have held, a place in their hearts that 
only God deserved to occupy. Samson was led astray by Delilah. David was led 
astray by the beauty of Bathsheba, another man’s wife. Solomon was led astray 
by the 1000 wives and concubines he married, who came mostly from the pagan 
nations all around Israel, in an attempt to build up his political power and prestige. 
 
Let me ask you, ‘How’s your love for the Lord this morning?’ 
Because your answer to that question (my answer to that question) will determine 
whether or not we’re going to go on with the Lord in the coming days, whether or 
not we’re going to stay on track with God in the future. It all comes down to who or 
what you love more – is it the Lord? Or is it something, or someone else? 
 
If you have any doubt about God’s love for you this morning, take a look at the 
cross. Take a look at the sinless Son of God, making his way up that hill to 
Calvary, bearing his own cross on his shoulders, in utter shame and disgrace, not 
because of anything he had done wrong, but because of all your sin and mine. 
Then think of him hanging there on that cross during those 3 hours of darkness on 
Good Friday, and remember that during that afternoon he was suffering all the 
agony of an eternity in hell, that you and I deserved, contracted into 3 hours on 
that cross, until he cried out ‘It is finished!’ after he had drank the last drop of the 
cup of God’s wrath, that you and I deserved. Why did he do it? Out of Love! 
 
The Motivation of Love is one of the strongest to keep us going with the Lord!  
 
One commentator (Dale Ralph Davis) suggests that Joshua wasn’t as good a 
preacher as Moses. We’ve got his 3-point sermon, and he should have left it there, 
but instead of ending on a high-point – The Motivation of Love – he goes on and 
gives us another one, that’s just not so palatable – The Motivation of Fear! 
 
But when you stop and think about it, this is a perfectly balanced sermon: 
Grace is balanced with Law. Love is balanced with Fear. - We need them all! 
 



4. The Motivation of Fear (vs.14-16) – i.e. Based on the Justice of God. 
 
Notice at the beginning of v.14 Joshua tells his elders that he’s ‘about to go the 
way of all the earth’ – that is a euphemism for death. ‘I’m about to die…’ 
 
When we know we’re about to die, the mood changes. We become more serious. 
The time for frivolity is over. Important things have to be said. No more beating 
about the bush. It’s time to come straight to the point. Look what Joshua says: 
 
(v.14) ‘You know in your hearts and souls, all of you, that not one word has failed 
of all the good things that the LORD your God promised concerning you. All 
have come to pass for you; not one of them has failed.’ The Faithfulness of God! 
 
(vs.15-16) ‘But just as all the good things that the LORD your God promised 
concerning you have been fulfilled for you, so the LORD will bring upon you all the 
evil things, until he has destroyed you from off this good land that the LORD your 
God has given you, IF you transgress the covenant of the LORD your God, which 
he commanded you, and go and serve other gods and bow down to them…’ 
i.e. There’s the Justice of God being spelled out. (re. Covenant at Shechem!) 
 
Listen to how this sermon of Joshua’s ends (v.16b): 
 

‘Then the anger of the LORD will be kindled against you, 
and you shall perish quickly from off the good land that he has given to you.’ 

 
That’s what Dale Ralph Davis means when he wishes Joshua had ended talking 
about God’s Love, instead of talking about God’s Anger! 
 
But you know what? We can’t pick and choose which bits of God’s Word to listen 
to, and which bits to reject! - Which bits to preach on, and which bits to leave out! 
It’s all God’s Word. It all has to be heard. 
 
All four of these motivations are important: Grace, Law, Love and Fear. 
Do you fear the Lord? ‘The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.’ – that’s 
the refrain that runs through the book of Proverbs. 
 
I’ve lived long enough to have seen a few pendulum-swings in our churches. 
I can remember when the Law of God and the Fear of God were the only things 
that were heard from Ulster pulpits. Legalism was in vogue. The more legalistic 
you were, the better. You were seen as being more spiritual if you had a long list 
of dos and don’ts for your people to obey! 
 
But then I remember ‘The Grace Awakening’ – a book written by Chuck Swindoll 
and ‘What’s so Amazing about Grace?’ – a book written by Philip Yancey, coming  

out … and suddenly everything changed! 
 
Legalism was left behind. Don’t worry about keeping God’s Law. That’s for the 
OT. Grace was all that was being talked about.  
 
The Fear of God was out too. Don’t dangle people over the pit of hell. Talk about 
heaven. ‘More people get saved through preaching about the Love of God,  

than ever get saved from preaching about the Fear of God!’ 
 
So in this generation all we talk about is ‘Love’ and ‘Grace’. 
In the last generation all that was talked about was ‘Law’ and ‘Fear’. 
 
But you know what? Joshua was absolutely right: We need all four! 
 
If the children of Israel were going to stay on track with God, after Joshua’s death, 
then the elders of Israel had to motivate them with Grace, and with Law, and with 
Love, and with Fear. We need them all to keep us on the straight and narrow, to 
keep us from turning to the right or to the left. Like prodding cattle, or herding pigs. 
 
If we’re tipping into Legalism, we need to hear Grace. 
If we’re living any way we like under Grace, then we need to hear some Law. 
If we’re basking in the Love of God, and think we can get away with anything,  
then we need to be reminded of the Fear of God. 
If we’re cowering in fear of God, maybe because of a stern father figure we had 
ourselves, then we need to be reminded of the love of a God who wants us to call 
him ‘Abba, Father!’ 
 
Conclusion 
 
Joshua was absolutely right: He needed a balanced four-point sermon. 
 
What is it you need to hear this morning? 
 
Do you need to be reminded of the Love of God, and the Grace of God,  
because you’re in danger of falling into cold Legalism all over again? 
 
Or do you need to be reminded of your Duty to live by God’s Law, and to be 
reminded to have a healthy Fear of God, so that you won’t run after the things of 
this world, and make shipwreck of your faith? 
 
Church Elders and Leaders of Departments in Armagh Baptist Church, remember 
these four points, keep them all in your tool-kits, when it comes to ministering 
God’s Word to the adults, the young people, and the children under your care. 
Let’s keep a good balance between Grace & Law, and between Love & Fear. 


