A Sermon preached by Padre Stephan van Os in St Mary’s Market Drayton                                                    on Sunday 31st July 2011 at 10.30am

Unsung Heroes of the Bible:   CALEB: Finishing Strong

Bible Readings:  Joshua 14:6-14   Philippians 3:1-14

It is always good to see people beginning and taking their first steps in following Jesus. A few weeks ago in this very congregation we witnessed a number of people nailing their spiritual colours to the mast and testifying to the difference that Jesus Christ has made in their lives when the Bishop came to conduct a confirmation service. Moments like that are incredibly encouraging and it is right that we should cherish such occasions.
However, the thing that is often missed or overlooked is that a beginning is only a beginning. They are important in the same way that the journey of a thousand miles begins with the first step. Today we have witnessed the baptism of Toby and it’s what we call a good start but we would all be badly misled if we thought that the start, namely his baptism, was an end in itself. As Toby is mentored and shaped by his parents, godparents, our prayers and his experiences of church and Sunday School, the enduring intent under God’s covenant of grace is that he will eventually take ownership of the promises made on his behalf today and become a lifelong follower of Jesus Christ.
It is good to make a start but as the hare discovered in Aesop’s famous fable about the hare and the tortoise it is equally important to finish well and finish strong. Over the years I have developed strong convictions about this. I remember as a young minister being at a conference. One of our keynote speakers celebrated his 50th birthday during the course of the conference and after a boisterously sung chorus of Happy Birthday he reflected briefly on this milestone in his life and asked for our prayers. He observed, from his study of the Scriptures that many men who began well and are regarded as heroes and role models of faith ended up as moral and spiritual disasters in the second half of their lives. When you think about that for a moment you realize that is absolutely right. Just consider for a moment the biographies of the first three kings of Israel. Saul looked great but his lack of teachability and envious spirit resulted in civil war and unrest at a time when the nation needed to be united against a common Philistine enemy. David, the man after God’s own heart had a glorious beginning but his dalliance with Bathsheba had terrible consequences not merely for himself and his family but for the good order and stability of the nation as well. Then there is Solomon, famed for his wisdom on behalf of others, yet in the second half of his life proved to be remarkably foolish on behalf of himself led astray by the temptations of the usual suspects, money, sex and power to the detriment of his faith. His economic tax and spend policies, every bit as daft as those of Barak Obama in our own time, set off a disastrous inflationary spiral that eventually led to the division of Israel into two hostile and competing nations.

There is nothing new in any of this, but it does highlight for us the importance of the principle that it is more important to finish well even than to start well. That is why it is so encouraging for us to encounter a man like Caleb. He may be something of an unsung hero but the good news is that he was the same guy as he was when young, who still possessed the qualities of a real enthusiasm for God and his glory and at 85 years of age had more than likely enhanced those qualities in the same way that a good wine in a great vintage year only keeps improving with the passing of time. I want to put it to you this morning that this is an admirable quality to possess, that instead of starting strong and then gradually over time declining into a complacent laissez-faire approach to faith and its personal commitments.

So how do you think Caleb got to be the kind of person he ended up being?
1. HE POSSESSED AN ENDURING INTENT TO FOLLOW GOD IN EVERY AREA OF HIS LIFE

It’s important for us to realize that great men and women are not made overnight, not usually anyway. When we first meet Caleb it is back in the book of Numbers where he is one of the twelve spies appointed by Moses to do a recce of the Promised Land. For 40 days they go off and explore the length and breadth of the land eventually coming back to report to Moses. All are agreed that this is a good and pleasant land abounding in fruit and honey and that the promises of God about it were genuine.

But, and it’s a big but, 10 of the 12 spies qualified their report by saying that it would be a difficult land to occupy and possess. They talked about the challenges and difficulties that would be encountered in a negative tone and talked down the ability of the Israelites to conquer it. The reports took the heart right out of the people and things began to take a nasty turn as the people threatened to stone Moses!  Only Joshua and Caleb stood firm in the conviction that what God had promised to them he was well able to accomplish in spite of the challenges and difficulties ahead.
The thing I want to emphasis here is that no one ever said that the Christian life was going to be easy or straightforward and if anyone has ever suggested to you that it wasn’t then let me undeceive you right now! The challenges and difficulties which we face are potentially as overwhelming as anything our ancestors in the faith faced in their own day, but then, as now the difference is to be found in an enduring intent before God to honour him and do what is right regardless of the circumstances. One of the reasons why people do get overwhelmed by the problems and difficulties of the faith is because they have not thought through in their minds how they will respond to such issues beforehand. I’m not saying you will always be victorious in these circumstances. After all, we all have feet of clay but our chances of overcoming are vastly improved if we are agreed in our hearts beforehand that in spite of everything we will by grace intend to stand with God and for him.
2. GOD HONOURS OBEDIENCE

In the context of faith obedience is merely a willingness to step out on what we know is the will of God and to begin acting on it. Reflecting on the events of some 45 years previously Caleb recalls how he tried to encourage the people to be faithful to God’s promises, that they would be able to conquer the land and enter into their inheritance. Sadly his words did not persuade them and the result as we know was 40 more years of wandering around in the wilderness until that unbelieving generation had all died off in the desert! Caleb shared in the pain and disappointment of those years but the key thing to notice is the promise that God gave to him and his family as a result of the stand he took at Kadesh Barnea: “But my servant Caleb, because he has a different spirit and has followed me fully, I will bring into the land into which he went, and his descendants shall possess it.”

When God speaks and sets his requirements before us they are not suggestions or the occasion for the start of a debate. They are a call to action. We may have questions about how best those instructions and commands are to be carried out but the default position is that we “lean in” to those commands on the understanding that we are not God and he knows best what is good for us. I want to put it to you that Caleb got that almost instinctively which enabled him to persevere and do the right thing even on a bad day! Our Lord reinforces this principle for us when he declares: “Whoever has my commandments and keeps them, he it is who loves me. And he who loves me will be loved by my Father, and I will love him and manifest myself to him.”
 Both in the OT and the NT it is clear that obedience to God is not an optional extra that we can take on or leave off as the mood takes us. God indeed takes it very seriously. He blesses it out of all proportion to our responses to him and it is important, if we want to be the kind of people he expects us to be that we should be serious about it ourselves like Paul whose one overpowering ambition was to be more and more like Christ and gladly put aside any hindrance to that overarching goal. 
3. AGE IS NO BARRIER TO SERVICE

The one thing that I find absolutely compelling about Caleb is that the story of his faithfulness and obedience stretched over a long and difficult life time. When we encounter him in this reading from Joshua it is his 85th birthday and we meet a man who may be old in years but is still vigorously living his life out of a vigorous faith in God and his promises. You’d think his days of being a military commander were past and he would be sitting around in retirement with his slippers on. But no, he is still up for the adventure of faith, wanting to achieve more and to see even greater fulfillment of the promises of God in his life and community.
I want to say to some of you who have even more grey hairs than I have that the story of Caleb should be a challenge and great encouragement to you. A couple of days ago a friend of mine on FB was winding me up about preparing for retirement and I had to tell her that in my line of work there really is no such thing. I want to be useful right to the end. I don’t want to be like people I have known in churches who are content to let others do the donkey work of Christian service while they sit around and let it happen! Not many people may know about Caleb but don’t you warm to his sense of ambition and his drive to be faithful as long as there is breath in his body? Among the remarkable people whose faith has been an encouragement to me were the dear old saints back home in Northern Ireland who faithfully prayed for me and our boys while we were out in Afghanistan. One of them died recently at the age of 94 with her faculties still about her and still strongly engaging with the idea that there was more for her to and achieve in the Christian life. Eternity alone will tell of the hidden ministry she vigorously exercised throughout her life and the good that was done by her efforts.
Do you want to be a part of that today? By the sheer grace of God you can be and I’m sure Martin and Chris will be delighted to have you on board but if you start well remember it is also important to finish strongly also!


Lord God, when you call your servants to endeavour any great matter, grant us also to know that it is not the beginning, but the continuing of the same, until it be thoroughly finished, which yields the true glory; through him who, for the finishing of your work, laid down his life for us, our Redeemer, Jesus Christ. AMEN.
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