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Is God on our side? 
Joshua 5:2-5:15 
August 12,2012 

Dan Hoffman 
 

Please open your Bibles with me to Joshua chapter 5.  If you haven’t been with 
us over the last several weeks we are doing a book study through Joshua for the 
summer.  Joshua is an amazing story about the nation of Israel under the 
leadership of Joshua overcoming impossible odds and entering the Promised 
Land.   
 
500 years earlier God made Abraham a promise.  He said “I will be your God, 
you will be My people and I will bring your descendants to a land you know 
nothing about and there I will live among you.”   
 
And the book of Joshua is where this promise finally becomes a reality.  But as 
such it is not actually a story about Joshua or the Israelites at all.  The conquest 
of Canaan is God’s story. 
 
As commentator Arthur Lewis says, “[the book of Joshua] is…the story of how 
God, to whom the whole world belongs, at one stage in the history of redemption 
re-conquered a portion of the earth from the powers of this world that had 
claimed it for themselves, defending their claims by force of arms and reliance on 
their false gods”1 and dedicated it as the place where He would live with His 
people.     
 
But because God will now live among His people, the Israelites have to live 
according to His command.  And so far in the book of Joshua we have seen two 
stipulations that God has given as to what this must look like. 
 
First, in chapter 1 God told Israel that they must not let this book of the law 
depart from their mouths but meditate on it day and night.  God’s people must be 
a people who are dedicated to His word. 
 
And the second command He gave was that they must remember what He had 
done in their midst.  When it comes to the mighty acts of God, history tells us that 
people have incredibly short memories.  And so God commands Israel to build 
monuments of remembrance so that they won’t forget. 
 
And as a church we have given ourselves to these two commands for the 
summer.  First, every week this summer I have given you a section of Scripture 
that you can commit to memory.  And then before or after the service you can 
say your verses to the person sitting up here at the front.   

                                            
1
 Lewis Arthur “The Conquest and the Ethical Question of War” in NASB Study Bible (Zondervan) 1999, 

pg 271. 
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Already several people have given this a shot and done well.  But if you haven’t 
yet there is still time.  Even if it has been years since you last memorized 
something put some effort into committing God’s Word to memory, you won’t be 
sorry.  If you are someone who has memorized a couple verses already 
encourage someone near you to give it a shot.   
 
And second as a church we have been called to remember how God has been 
faithful to us.  And so if you have a story about God moving in your life or in the 
life of our church please send me an email with a couple of the details.  I haven’t 
received any emails this week, but I know there are stories out there.  Please 
share them with me.  God commanded that Israel remember His faithfulness as a 
way of preserving their own faith, as well as passing it on to the next generation. 
 
And that brings us up to chapter 5 and verse 2 where we will be starting today.  
Hear now the Word of the Lord. 
 
[Read Joshua 5:2-15] 
 
[pray] 
 
1.) I would like to begin looking at this text from the end in verses 13-15 where 
Joshua encounters the Commander of the Lord’s army and then work backwards 
from that encounter to the pesky circumcision passage at the beginning. 
 
As I was speaking with my wife about my sermon she said “you know Dan, why 
don’t you just cut out that circumcision section– nobody said you have to preach 
everything.  And that was something I seriously considered doing.  But as I 
looked at the text I realized that actually these verses about circumcision are 
pivotal to what is going on throughout this whole chapter.  You can’t skip it.  So 
hold your breath, we will get there in the end. 
 
Let’s start with verse 13. 
 
[Read Joshua 5:13] 
 
After crossing the Jordan Israel camped at Gilgal which is just a couple of 
kilometers from Jericho. 
 
And since Joshua is the military commander, he is likely out planning how he will 
attack the city.  God has brought him to this place and raised him to this position, 
so now he is going to do what he does best – military strategy. 
 
And while out on this walk he encounters a man...  Now at first Joshua knows 
nothing about this man other than He has His sword drawn.  He doesn’t have 
wings or a halo or fire coming out of his shoulders to give away his angel identity.  
He just looks like a soldier, just like Joshua.   
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And so Joshua, likely with his hand on the hilt of his own sword asks for some ID: 
“Are you for us or for our enemies?”  When you are a military commander and 
standing between your army and the city you are planning to attack and you 
encounter someone with His sword drawn this is a perfectly normal question to 
ask.   
 
But in this case it’s the wrong question because things here aren’t as normal as 
they seem.   
 
Joshua starts this section out with human eyes looking at his abilities and 
analyzing the situation from his skill set.  But the response he gets in verse 14 is: 
 
[Read Joshua 5:14a] 
 
Here is an interesting thing.  Often as people we assume that if our causes are 
noble then God must be on our side.  If we are out fighting abortion, or standing 
up for oppressed women or feeding starving children in Africa then God must be 
on our side.   
 
But here Joshua is doing everything exactly right.  He has led the people through 
the Jordan River and is about to attack Jericho just as God has commanded, but 
yet the Commander of God’s army is not behind him. 
… 
Almost every faction of every war has claimed that God was behind them.  But 
the reality is that God is not on anyone’s side.  Joshua’s question “are you for us 
or for our enemies” poses a false dilemma.  And so the Angel answers “neither, 
but as commander of the Lord’s army I have come.”   
 
Have you so quickly forgotten who is in command Joshua? 
 
At this point Joshua’s eyes of faith open and He responds by falling on his face in 
reverent worship….  Actually the real reason Joshua is leading the people of 
Israel has nothing to do with his military abilities and everything to do with the 
fact that he has eyes that can see God at work.   
 
And so when this Angel, who looks just like a man, speaks Joshua responds with 
worship. 
 
Now usually when people fall before angels in the Bible they are told to stand up 
– angels refuse to be worshiped.  Consider John in Revelations 19 who finds 
himself standing in heaven before a mighty being who has just told him what will 
happen in the future.  And John says: 
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“At this I fell at his feet to worship him.  But he said to me, “do not do it! I 
am a fellow servant with you and with your brothers who hold to the 
testimony of Jesus.  Worship God!” Revelations 19:10  

 
Angels refuse to be worshipped but this Angel allows Joshua to continue.  And 
so what we have here is not an angel at all, but The Angel of The Lord.  In many 
places in the Old Testament there is no distinction between angels and The 
Angel of the Lord.  But the response to these two beings is completely different.  
Angels like Michael and Gabriel are messengers of The Angel of the Lord – The 
Angel of the Lord is God Himself – or as theologians call Him – the pre-
incarnate Christ.  This is Jesus before He was born.  And Jesus receives 
worship.2 
  
And so Joshua finds himself bowing at the feet of God.  And he asks Him in 
verse 14 “What message does my Lord have for his servant?” 
 
No longer is Joshua the commander, now humbled by who he speaks with 
Joshua is the servant of the Lord.  And all he wants are directions for how to 
proceed.  And God responds with verse 15. 
 
[Read Joshua 5:15] 
 
Now this is not the message that Joshua was expecting.  He expected God to 
instruct him in military strategy but instead God gives him a message much more 
important than that.   
 
God tells him “take off your sandals because this is holy ground” – God is here.  
Joshua is in God’s Promised Land, he has just walked through the flooding 
Jordan River.  God isn’t going to abandon him to do the rest himself.  
 
The most important message God had for Joshua was not to forget that this 
wasn’t his battle.  God is in this place and He is the one who will accomplish His 
purposes. 
 
And this is the word for us too.  God started the work here at Fort George don’t 
fall prey to the lie that now we have to continue it in our own strength and 
wisdom.  We must continue to rely on God. 
… 
Now if you were an Israelite this story would sound familiar – like it had 
happened before.  In fact, this story reads like the most famous story in Israelite 
history – the Exodus from Egypt.  And this encounter with the Angel of the Lord is 
paralleled by Moses’ encounter with God. 
 
In Exodus 3 God showed Himself to Moses in a burning bush.  And from the 
bush God spoke: 

                                            
2
 See Judges 6:11-18 for example. 
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“Do not come any closer… take off your sandals for the place you are 
standing is holy ground.” Exodus 3:5 

 
Both Moses and Joshua received the same message. 
 
And it is actually understanding the parallels between these two stories that will 
draw us through the rest of the text. 
 
2.) The second section in our text today comes in verses 10-12.  In this section 
Israel celebrates the Passover.  And verse 10 starts with these words.  “On the 
evening of the fourteenth day of the month”… now why give us the date here?  It 
seems kind of strange.  Why is that important? 
 
Well, dates are incredibly important because, like the stone memorial we spoke 
of last week, dates remind us of something significant that happened.  For 
example if I say “July 1st 1867” you say - _Canadian Confederation_ or if I say 
“June 6th 1944” you say _D-Day_.  And if you were an Israelite and you said “the 
fourteenth day of the first month” everyone would know exactly what that meant. 
 
And here we get our second parallel back to Exodus.  In Exodus 12, the night 
before the 10th plague in Egypt swept through the land and Pharaoh finally 
agreed to let the people of Israel go we get these words from God: 
 

“Celebrate the Feast of Unleavened Bread, because it was on this very 
day that I brought your divisions out of Egypt.  Celebrate this day as a 
lasting ordinance for the generations to come.  In the first month you are 
to eat bread made without yeast, from the evening of the fourteenth day 
until the evening of the twenty-first day.” Exodus 12:17-18 

 
And now 40 years later to the day Joshua finds himself in the Promised Land 
celebrating the second Passover.  The first Passover was celebrated as the 
doors of Egypt were about to be pried open to let the people out, and now 
Passover was being celebrated a second time as the doors of the Promised Land 
were about to be pried open to let the people in. 
 
Passover is a meal of faith not thanksgiving.  The first Passover was eaten 
before Israel got out; they were still under the control of Pharaoh when they 
celebrated it. 
 
And that is exactly parallel to what is going on here.  Israel is at the doorposts of 
something God has promised to do but not done yet.  Sure they are in the 
Promised Land, but they are there like illegal immigrants, not citizens.  They have 
scaled the fence, but life in a new land is just beginning and it doesn’t look easy.  
 
And so they celebrate the Passover in faith that God will be faithful to His 
covenant to bring them in. 
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God often requires our act of faith before He shows His power. 
  
Nikki and I have had the opportunity to see God move like this several times. 
 
In the summer of 2003 Nikki and I were living at the corner of 14th and Cambie in 
Vancouver.  We were both working in restaurants and going to university full 
time. 
 
God had blessed us with enough to get by but Nikki had been required to work 
Sunday nights all summer. 
 
But then God impressed on Nikki that she was supposed to take a Sabbath.  The 
problem was she didn’t get that many shifts a week and Sunday night was the 
best one she got.   
 
When Nikki told me that she wanted to take Sundays off I did what any good 
husband would do.  I tried to convince her to keep working.   
 
But she persisted, she really felt that God wanted her to quit working Sundays 
and trust that He would provide.  I reluctantly agreed and she closed her 
availability that night. 
 
We were both concerned about what was going to happen because of this.  This 
made a difference of between four and five hundred dollars a month for us and 
we were only just getting by...  But the very next day God gave us a cheque for 
the exact amount of money Nikki would have made in a year of working Sunday 
nights.   
 
Several months earlier Nikki applied for a scholarship she didn’t qualify for.  She 
wasn’t in quite the right program and didn’t have the prerequisites they 
demanded.  But on a whim she had applied for it anyway. 
 
But the day after informing her boss that she wasn’t going to work Sundays she 
received this scholarship which completely covered her tuition and books for a 
whole year - $5000.   
 
Nikki acted and then God moved.  And Israel ate the Passover celebrating God’s 
faithfulness to His covenant before He gave it.  God requires faith before He 
shows His power.  
 
3.) We come now to the last section in our sermon and the first part of our text.  
The section we have all been waiting for.  And here our parallel to the story of the 
Exodus continues. 
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We just finished speaking about the Passover that Israel celebrated in faith, but 
Passover is a covenant meal between God and His children.  For this meal to 
have any meaning those who eat it must be covenant people.  And so in verse 2 
God commands Joshua “Make flint knives and circumcise the Israelites again.” 
 
Circumcision is the sign of being a covenant child and the prerequisite to eating 
the Passover.    
 
Exodus 12 tells us 
 

An alien living among you who wants to celebrate the Lord’s Passover 
must have all the males in his household circumcised… The same law 
applies to the native-born and to the alien living among you. Exodus 
12:48-49 

 
The problem in our story today comes in verse 5 
 

“All the people that came out [of Egypt] had been circumcised, but all the 
people born in the desert during the journey from Egypt had not.” 

 
And so at the command of the Lord Joshua sets out to make this right.  And in 
verse 3 we get a graphic picture of what this looked like – feel free to plug your 
ears.  It reads: 
 
[Read Joshua 5:3] 
 
Now Gibeath Haaraloth is Hebrew for mountain of foreskins and there is no nice 
way around this.   
 
Since all the fighting aged people died in the desert and Israel’s population was 
currently over a million people it is safe to say that there were at least 500,000 
boys and men that needed to face the knife. 
 
To expect God’s covenant faithfulness the people must consecrate themselves 
as covenant people. 
 
And they did.  They each contributed their part to Gibeath Harraloth. 
 
Now I have good news and bad news.  The bad news is that this command to be 
circumcised, a people consecrated to God, is the third command in the book of 
Joshua that passes down through the generations.  If we are to be a people of 
God we too must be a people set apart as holy to God and the sign of that 
holiness is circumcision.  That’s the bad news. 
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But before our hospitality committee sets up a Gibeath Harraloth booth near the 
juice and cookies in the back you had better hear the good news – and you can 
unplug your ears now. 
 
The good news for us is that while circumcision is required of everyone who 
hopes to see God move, in Romans 2 Paul tells us true children of Abraham, true 
Jews are those with circumcised hearts.  It reads: 
 

A man is not a Jew if he is only one outwardly, nor is circumcision merely 
outward and physical.  No, a man is a Jew if he is one inwardly; and 
circumcision is circumcision of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the written 
code. Romans 2:28-29 

 
And all the men out there said…. “phew!” 
 
But what does it mean to have a circumcised heart?  To put it in a nutshell, 
circumcision of the heart is ‘holiness’, but it is not a holiness of justification given 
by God, but a holiness of sanctification that we do ourselves.   
 
Here is what I mean: just like circumcision was a physical act that the people did 
to show that they were God’s people, circumcision of the heart is an act we do to 
show God that we are His children.  To this end Paul tells us:  

"Let us cleanse ourselves from all filthiness of the flesh and spirit, 
perfecting holiness in the fear of God" (2 Corinthians 7:1).  

 
If we are God’s children we must set ourselves apart as His children.  Now this 
doesn’t mean we have to make ourselves perfect so that God will accept us.  
Certainly Israel was far from perfect.  But it does mean that we can not continue 
to give ourselves as slaves to sin and expect God to be our Master as well. 
  
And Israel recognized this and submitted to Joshua’s flint knives. 
 
And verse 9 tells us  
 
[Read Joshua 5:9a] 
 
In Egypt Israel had been slaves of Pharaoh.  But now they were children of God.  
By setting themselves apart as children of the Covenant their shame of 
illegitimacy in Egypt was rolled away.   
 
And it is the same for us.  Through the blood of Jesus we have access to a New 
Covenantal contract.  And when we circumcise our hearts setting ourselves apart 
as children of the covenant our status as sinners is rolled away.  Jesus takes 
away our reproach.  Amen. 
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In conclusion, there are three things that I want to bring out here for us. 
 
First, there is an appeal in the text for us to be men and women of faith like 
Joshua.  With God in the picture we must not look to our own abilities, the money 
we have in the bank or our own talents to take ourselves or our church forward.  
We must have eyes of faith to believe that YHWH is in our midst.  If God 
commands us forward then He will make a way.  Fort George let’s be men and 
women of faith. 
 
Tied to that, second we must be a people willing to act in faith before we expect 
to see the provision of God.  2 Corinthians 5:7 tells us that Christians are people 
who “walk by faith, not by sight.”  That means we can’t expect to see how things 
are going to work out before we take our step of faith.  Friends it is never wise to 
act in faith.  It wasn’t wise for Nikki to quit her job, but it was obedient.  Let’s be a 
people who choose obedience over wisdom.   
 
And finally we are called to be a people of circumcised hearts who live with God 
as children of the covenant.  When Jesus died on the cross He bought us the 
right to be in a covenant relationship with God and we need to take Him up on 
that offer. 
 
If you are someone who has never given your life to Christ the first call to a 
circumcised heart is that you would as Romans 10:9 says “confess with your 
mouth “Jesus is Lord,” and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the 
dead, [then] you will be saved.” 
 
We are a children of faith.  People who believe that God has acted in our world 
and drawn us to Himself. 
 
But often children of faith forget that they are children of faith and begin to live as 
orphans who need to take care of themselves.  If you are already a Christian 
today the call here is to circumcise your heart afresh.  Not become Christians 
again, that doesn’t work.  But prepare yourself to act in faith in spite of not being 
able to determine whether the outcome will be successful or not.  Only as we act 
in faith will God show up in power.  People of Fort George hear this: circumcise 
your hearts in preparation to act by faith not sight, in expectation for God to show 
up… here. 
  


