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                                       A PROMISED LAND? 

 

“Victor” wrote Alice Thomas Ellis, “had much in common with the late Adolf Hitler. 

For instance he thought that many problems could be solved by shooting a lot of 

people, including the working classes, homosexuals and the Royal Family (except for 

the Queen Mother, whom he quite liked). That would leave the upper and professional 

classes and Victor to run the country. And the Queen Mother of course.” 

Victor and Adolf Hitler are two people amongst thousands who have honestly 

believed that if only you could annihilate large sections of the world’s population, all 

our troubles would be over. And most of us, I suspect, have been tempted at least to 

dream in that direction. In the words of Gilbert and Sullivan, we have our “little lists.” 

 

Last Sunday we saw Moses leading his band of Israelite slaves out of captivity in 

Egypt back to the land from which their ancestors had come: Canaan, soon to be 

known as Israel. The book of Joshua tells us what happened when they got there. 

Canaan was actually inhabited by other people at the time but Joshua, who took over 

leadership from Moses, apparently led his people into a series of pitched battles with 

the Canaanites, resulting in genocide, ethnic cleansing and destruction on a vast scale. 

Once the Israelites had successfully massacred the entire Canaanite population and 

reduced their cities to rubble, they were all set to be God’s chosen people, a shining 

example of holiness to the rest of the world…….  

It is at times like this that you wonder if our year of re-engaging with the Bible is 

really such a good idea after all. I mean, do we want to re-engage with stories like 

these? What are we supposed to make of them? 

 

Taken as history, I am glad to say that the stories in the book of Joshua, although 

rooted in truth, are exaggerated. They are a bit like fishermen’s tales. There is 

archaeological evidence of an invasion into Canaan by a group of nomads at about the 

right time but the slaughter and the destruction were not on anything like the scale 

described. The Israelites settled mostly in unoccupied areas of the country at first. 

They did not blast their way in quite as the book of Joshua suggests. I suppose that in 

the days when a man’s worth was measured by the number of scalps he had dangling 

from his belt, it was common practice to boast about and boost the level of 

devastation you had caused. Quiche-eaters and anorak-wearers were not the stuff of 

which your heroes were made.    

 

Looked at morally, the stories are, of course, utterly reprehensible to us but before we 

take the moral high ground, let us remember how many so-called “holy wars” we 

have in our own faith history. Let us remember that Hitler only came to power eighty 

or so years ago and that it was some years before anyone seriously questioned his 

policies. Let us remember that it is only recently that we of the western world have 

started to feel uneasy about Christopher Columbus and Francis Drake and wonder 

whether their “great deeds” in other people’s countries really were that great after all. 

For centuries the conquest of other people’s lands has been applauded. You are 

talking of a very recent development in moral understanding and a comparatively tiny 

number of people for whom the stories of the conquest of Canaan are now raising 

eyebrows rather than cheers.  

So: what have we got so far? We have some exaggerated history and some outdated 

morality; is there anything else to engage with in the books of Joshua and Judges?  
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You might have come across the term “salvation history.” We learned at college that 

the books of Israelite history should be read as an account of a nation’s relationship 

with God. God, in the first place, saved them from slavery. God led them safely 

through the desert. God placed them in the Promised Land. God chose them to be his 

holy people. A lot of the Old Testament deals with how they worked all this out.  

And if we come back to our own project, of reading the Bible as a Diary, a record of 

people’s experience of God, the term “salvation history” makes sense. Because the 

books of Joshua and Judges are not all gung-ho tales of slaughter-everybody-in-the-

name-of-God; they also contain the beginnings of this long and complex journey in 

understanding what being people of God really means. 

 

Did you notice that both our readings stressed a similar principle: that only if God’s 

people keep God’s laws will they be able to establish a safe and prosperous land? If 

they behave like spoiled children, grabbing everything they can lay their hands on, 

ignoring the needs and rights of other people, living only for material prosperity 

without spiritual awareness or ecological responsibility or social justice then they will 

become open targets for their enemies and they will lose the land. God is not going to 

behave like an over-indulgent parent. He wants his people to live by his high 

standards and to enjoy the benefits of them. His people had to be made aware that a 

relationship with God would demand responsibility to God. That was the first lesson. 

 

Being human and coming from what can only be described as a disadvantaged 

background (just think of the kind of baggage you would be born with as the child or 

grandchild of slaves…) these people needed strong leadership. This was given 

through the men and women gifted with the Spirit of God, who were known as the 

Judges: Gideon, Samson, Deborah, Jephtah- names you may remember from your 

Bible story books. These were not over-nice people (still no anorak-wearers) and 

there would be very few whom you would want at your dinner table- but somehow 

these Judges were able to get close to the mind and heart of God. They shared this 

closeness with their people. God could still work through human frailty just so long as 

there was trust in Him. A relationship with God demanded open communication with 

God. That was the second lesson. 

 

As the kingdom was established and systems of law and order laid down, you have to 

admire the rules by which these people came to live. They moved on from “we had 

our heads kicked in so we’re going to kick yours” to “we ourselves were strangers, 

foreigners with no fixed abode; so we are called to care for the strangers, the 

foreigners and the destitute within this land.”  Their justice system was strict but 

remarkably humane. Their responsibility to God was not only worked out through 

religious rituals. God was also acknowledged as the God of right justice, the God of 

fair trading, the God of home and family life, the God of craft and industry, the God 

of farming and land use, the God of asylum seekers and refugees. A relationship with 

God meant involving Him in the whole of one’s life and one’s country. That was the 

third lesson.  

   

This salvation history then, was about people growing in understanding of God and 

the way He interacts with the world; it is about a nation through which it is hoped that 

the kingdom of God will break into the kingdoms created by the human race. That is a 

lot of what the books of Joshua and Judges are really all about.  
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So what happened? Did the people of God manage in to create Utopia- an ideal 

kingdom of heaven on earth? Sadly, no. The nation did stabilize and it gained 

international respect under Kings David and Solomon but it all fell apart after that 

and, if you read the Psalms (the prayer book of the nation) you will see a lot of agony, 

heart-searching, where-did-we-all-go-wrong, does-not-God-love-us-anymore? Some 

people reverted to the old dreams of revenge and conquest as their religious ideals; 

others withdrew into a purely spiritual ghetto, comforting themselves with upholding 

their traditional religious rituals even if they had no political or social power; many 

just gave up on the thought of being God’s holy nation and drifted off to mingle with 

other cultures. And all of this is still going on to a certain extent in the land of Israel 

today. It is a sad end to a wonderful dream.  

 

The questions it leaves for us, I suppose, is whether there is such a thing as salvation 

history or were those people deluded? And can the kingdom of God ever break into 

the kingdoms of this world? Or was it only ever a pipe dream and religion is best left 

to personal spirituality and not to political structures?  

Given that we all live in the “real world” and that we are all affected to a greater or 

lesser extent by the whole world, I find it impossible to conceive of a faith which does 

not impinge on the way we live, the way we spend our money, the way we treat our 

families, the way we vote and the way we conduct our business. The Bible never 

suggests that an ideal relationship with God is one in which you withdraw to some 

kind of celestial desert island and live there in blissful isolation with Him.   

   

But going back to our readings, when God spoke to Joshua on the borders of the 

Promised Land and then to Gideon a few generations later, He tried so hard to make it 

clear that the greatest challenge for His people did not lie in conquering enemy 

territory in terms of land. It was their own enemies within that were going to put up 

the greatest fight. Every member of that nation carried within themselves old pain and 

hatred, natural greed and competitiveness, seeds of violence and cruelty, an inability 

to cope with disappointment and a high level of normal human selfishness. God did 

not blame his people for this. They could not help being what they were. But God 

knew that these enemies within could very quickly turn a kingdom of justice, holiness 

and peace into a land of corruption, ignorance and insecurity. It was not enough to 

think of conquest in terms of getting rid of the Canaanite or Midianite people. They 

also had to think in terms of conquering themselves. This was where God wanted to 

work out his salvation. He needed to create a people who were holy on the inside. But 

they just could not see it. As soon as they were settled, they ignored him. 

Think about it- with all Hitler’s power, who was the worst enemy he had to face? 

Himself. He might have ended up a truly great leader and reformer but he could 

neither acknowledge nor deal with the serious flaws in his own character and it was 

these that drove him to madness.            

 

Like Hitler and Alice Thomas Ellis’ Victor, the people of God thought that once they 

had eliminated all those who stood in their way, once they had occupied their country 

and got it organised on fair and just lines, all would be well. But of course it was not 

and it never would be. Because every generation would carry the enemies within, that 

would have the potential to wreck the country. And God’s salvation would never be 

one past, glorious event. God’s saving power would be needed in their lives for every 

day that the human race survived. There is such a thing as salvation history. It is about 

saving the people of God from themselves. &&&&&&&&&&&&& 
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Within the United Reformed Church we have never been encouraged to withdraw 

from the world into some kind of holy ghetto. We have been urged to engage with 

issues such as Trade Justice, Commitment for Life, Stop the Traffik, Global warming.   

Local churches all over the country have been encouraged –with financial and 

professional help- to use their buildings and people for community projects that will 

make the lives of local people better. Working for justice, peace and the integrity of 

creation is one of our five marks of mission. We believe deeply and passionately in 

making the kingdom of God a living reality.  

 

But I think that we have also come to realise that we cannot “conquer the world for 

Christ” unless we allow Christ to conquer us first. No matter how good or worthwhile 

the political and social projects in which we involve ourselves, they will come to 

nothing unless the enemies within ourselves are held up to God for conquest. That is 

what a lot of the current Vision4Life project is about. It is not just because the word 

”evangelism” scares the life out of most of us that it is left until last in the three-year 

programme. It is because we need to re-engage with the saving power of God-through 

the Bible and through prayer- and renew our own salvation before we can start trying 

to save the world.  

  

The books of Joshua and Judges stand as a warning to take ourselves and our faults 

seriously. Not in terms of self-loathing and “I’m-a-hopeless-mess” which only leads 

to self-pity but in terms of facing the fact that there is evil in us, that we are capable of 

doing a great deal of harm and of sabotaging a great deal of good. It is not necessarily 

our fault- we are born with the propensity to mess things up- but the fact that is not 

entirely our fault does not mean that it is not our responsibility. We are all lethal 

weapons and we need to face up to this fact if we are ever to achieve any good.    

 

The books of Joshua and Judges are a warning to take evil seriously. Don’t pretend it 

does not exist. Don’t fool yourselves that it is something easily dealt with. Don’t think 

it is something with which you can dabble and then withdraw when you have had 

enough. Evil can take hold of you and take over your life before you are even aware 

of it. It can bring down a kingdom without anyone even raising the alarm.    

 

But finally, the books of Joshua and Judges are an urgent message to take salvation 

seriously. There is power that is stronger than evil. There is power that can work 

miracles in human lives and nations. There is power to save us, each one of us, from 

the enemies within. And that is the power of God. Victor and Adolf Hitler may have 

believed that the only solution to the world’s problems lay in killing men and women. 

The Bible tells us that the only solution to the world’s problems lies in letting men 

and women live to know, to accept and to proclaim the power of God in their lives. 

Amen.   


