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INTRO:

Text: Joshua 1:1-7
TITLE: "The Continuity of the Covenant"

One of my favorite past times growing up in the First Baptist Church of Nashville, 
Tennessee was to stand in the hall and study the faces and read the names of the pastors 
of that historic church dating back to 1820. One of those faces in that hall of heroes 
was that of R.B.C. Howell who served two stints as shepherd of that great church. With a 
brilliant mind, an evangelistic passion, and a solid grasp of what it took to build a 
church, he led the struggling young church from infancy to maturity. He also understood 
thdi_ the Holy Spirit was up to something special in the emerging group called Baptists. 
When the call was issued to come to Augusta in anticipation of organizing a new 
Convention. ...

"R. B. C. Howell was one of those who gathered in Augusta (and later served three 
terms as President); an impressive group that included Wilson Lumpkin, former Governor of 
Georgia, the Manly's of Alabama, the father and President of U. of Alabama and his 
brilliant young son, pastor of rural churches, the rugged Isaac McCoy of Kentucky, a 
legend wherever men knew about missions among the American Indians; the brilliant’Richard 
Fuller of North Carolina; they were, most of them, from wayside places, from County Line 
and Powelton and Shoulder Bone churches in Georgia, from Mt. Gilead and Cuhihatchie in 
Alabama, the Shiloh Association in Virginia, from Sandy River and Beach Branch in South 
Carolina; from Baltimore and Richmond.

The assembly in Augusta, May, 8-12, 1845, was quite explicit in the enabling actions 
they took. They spelled it out very clearly: "It shall be the design of this Convention 
to promote Foreign and Domestic Missions and other important objects connected with the 
Redeemer's Kingdom, and the combine for this purpose such portions of the Baptist 
denomination in the United States as many desire a general organization for Christian 
benevolence, that shall fully respect the independence and equal rights of the Churches."

There was a congeniality of purpose, a mutuality of confidence, the members of the
Convention and their constituency alike, being instructed from within, by the Spirit which
motivated them together in this "one sacred effort."

Thus, began the Southern Baptist Convention.
This was their Covenant.

_ Covenants are not new. When Joshua began his move into the Promised Land, God 
Himself reminded Joshua of the promise He had made to the patriarchs (1:6 "Be strong and
courageous, because you will lead these people to inherit the land I swore to their
forefathers to give them.") The promise to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob was a promise of 
three things. a spiritual blessing, a national blessing and a land blessing.

Joshua recognized that some of this covenant was conditional. In his farewell 
address, he insisted that the blessings were dependent upon whether or not the people kept 
God's commands. That resulted in his famous words, "Choose -- between the Sumerian gods, 
the Egyptian gods, the Amorite gods -- and the Lord. Choose!" His choice was emphatic.
As for me and my house we will serve the Lord." The Hebrew term has the meaning of
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continuous action I have chosen, and I will choose.

His life was a series of choices that would keep the continuity of the Covenant.
Our spiritual and denominational forefathers, like Joshua, standing on God's Word and 
commands, made a sacred Covenant. If that Covenant is to continue, certain things must be 
done to insure ehat we pass the baton of faith to the rising generations

I. Committed to our Purpose

Joshua 1: 2,11 (NIV) "Moses my servant is dead. Now then, you and all these people eet 
ready to cross the Jordan River into the land I am about to give to them -- to the 
Israelites. Go through the camp and tell the people, 'Get your supplies ready. Three 
days from now you will cross the Jordan here to go in and take possession of the land the 
Lord your God is giving you for your own.'"

G°d delivered the children of Israel from slavery to freedom with a clear mandate- 
take the land. In New Testament times, it was the last words of the Commander-in-Chief 
of the universe from the top of Olivet -- "Go into all the world and make disciples."

_ This is our noblest and most unifying commitment. I read through most of the 
President's messages to this Convention for the last 25 years. Nearly every one 
underscored this priority. Well we should; for it is the one most likely to be overlooked 
m  a world desperately needing more light and less noise.

. Eric Sevareid was one of America's most able and popular news commentators. At his 
retirement, he was reminiscing about his long career as a news correspondent and 
commentator m  the nation's capital and around the world. As an aside, he talked briefly 
about a fellow commentator who seemed to know everyone worth knowing including the 
President, his cabinet, most all the Senators and Congressmen, the diplomats, the agency 
ureaucrats, and of course, the socially elite around the world. Eric Sevareid described 

him as a man of contacts who was literally stuffed with information. His colleague had 
only one problem, said Sevareid, "He never used it; he forgot what he was here for."

If we forget what we are here for, all other successes become empty relics in the 
dusty Museum of Missed Opportunity.

Denominationally, in our churches, and in our personal lives, we must not fail the 
Commander-in-Chief as His ambassadors to an alienated world.

E. Stanley Jones, who spent a lifetime preaching the kingdom of God around the 
world recalled a day many years ago when he was traveling in Iran, he describes a moment 
when he was snubbed by a French diplomat who, in a difficult moment, might have provided 
him transportation but refused.

lf. S^ ° f 6 1 should have felt squelched, but inwardly I straightened up and said to 
y y  • -Lt he is a French diplomat, then he represents a shaky French kingdom which has 
had about twenty-six governments in about thirty years. If he is a diplomat, I'm an 
ambassador of the Unshakable Kingdom which has had one government since the foundation of 
L.ne world and will have one government to the end of time."

Later the two found themselves aboard a ship on the Caspian Sea. 
story of what happened. Jones tells the
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On the way ... the diplomat was caught by a treacherous lock in a bathroom and 
couldn't get out. So he waved frantically to me and said, "Please sir, extricate me."
And the Ambassador extricated the diplomat.

Jones couldn't resist making a point with his story:

. Is that what the ambassadors of the Kingdom must do? Extricate the diplomats of 
this world who have boxed themselves up in the bathrooms of impossible ways of life and 
are saying, if they only knew it, "Please sirs, extricate us," and we must humbly say 
Brother, this is the Way, walk ye in it -- the way of the Kingdom."

Our name is not Barney and we have been assigned more than one bullet for our 
Gospel Gun! It's time to reload our mission and evangelism guns and go get 'em!"

II. Commemorate Our Past

So Joshua called together the twelve men he had appointed from the Israelites, one 
from each tribe, and said to them. "Go over before the ark of the Lord your God into the 
middle of the Jordan. Each of you is to take up a stone on his shoulder, according to the 
number of the tribes of the Israelites, to serve as a sign among you. In the future, when 
your children ask you, 'What do these stones mean?' tell them that the flow of the Jordan 
was cut off before the ark of the covenant of the Lord. When it crossed the Jordan, the 
waters of the Jordan were cut off. These stones are to be a memorial to the people of 
Israel forever. For the Lord your God dried up the Jordan before you until you had 
crossed over. The Lord your God did to the Jordan just what he had done to the Red Sea 
when he dried it up before us until we had crossed over. He did this so that all the 
people of the earth might know that the hand of the Lord is powerful and so that you might 
always fear the Lord your God."

James Boice reminds us of at least three specific reasons for this memorial:

First, the generation that was entering the land to conquer it, needed a memorial, 
because the road ahead would be hard and there would be times when they would become 
discouraged. The stones would remind them of the power and faithfulness of the great God 
who was with them, leading them in their conquest.

Second, generations to come would need it since children easily forget the faith and 
instructions of their parents.

That lesson continues to be taughtk Any pilgrim to Israel will find hundreds of 
Israeli children at historic Old Testament Bible sites and the Holocaust Museum, Yad 
Vashem, "remembering."

Third, the people of the earth needed the memorial as a testimony to the existence 
and nature of the one true God. "The stones were to tell the other nations round about 
that this God is different. He really exists; He is a living God, a God of real power who 
is imminent in the world."

This is increasingly difficult; in our culture as well as in our denomination.

Robert Byrd -- the longest serving Democrat in the US Senate, in a recent interview 
made this chilling observation:
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"This Senate is a changed Senate. It has lost its soul. It's not the kind of 
Senate that it was when I came here, men like Richard Russell, Lister Hill, John 
McClellan, Specard Holland, Stuart Symington, Everett Dirksen, Norris Cotton George 
Aiken, John Pastori, William Fulbright. These were big men. They had institutional 
memory. They believed m  and revered the institution, they revered the Constitution."

Baptist historian has correctly assessed that one of the major challenges facing 
he SBC is passing on a Baptist identity to future generations. This we must do.

, , , :Pre® Nelson Mandela of South Africa returned to the Robben Island lime quarry where
he labored for many of his 27 years in prison. After an emotional reunion with fellow 
prisoners in the hot white quarry carved by thousands of apartheid foes, he visited his 
old cell and unveiled a plaque that reads:

"Embedded in these stones you will find the pain of our struggle, the sorrow of losses ana the foundation of our victory.*'

III. Compelled to Progress

forwarfmovLen” 0ry readi"B °f b°°k °f J°ShUa CatCl“ S y°u "P in lts ’ and

"Israel pursued them ..."
Joshua and all Israel with him moved on ..."
"They . . took up positions and attacked ..."
"They went up from Eglon to Hebron and attacked ..." 
"They turned around and attacked ..."
"They took the city ..."
A-H i-hese kings and their lands Joshua conquered . . . "

It s a two-edged sword we must carry; one edge looking back in appreciation- 
other moving ahead in anticipation. "History does have meaning, regardless of the 
existential mentality -- the past brings forth the present and the present influenc 
future. Something happens in history because of a previous effect."

the

es the

Holiness without a dream is self-indulgence, and John Maxwell observed that "any 
God-given dream will never just stop you; it will send you."

In 1983 John Sculley quit his post at Pepsico to become the president of Apple 
omputer. He took a big risk leaving his prestigious position with a well-established 
firm to join ranks with an unproven little outfit that offered no guarantees only the 
excrtement of one man's transforming vision. Sculley says he made the risky move after 
the Apple co-founder goaded him with the question, "Do you want to spend the rest of your 
fire selling sugared water or do you want a chance to change the world?"

To change the world, there are things 
paradigms can mean new possibilities. The 
world.

we must change internally and externally. New 
status quo will not do in a rapidly changing

defeflt ^ n -naVyJ Uled the Medite™ e a n  for two hundred years, but the Romans defeated the Carthaginians by devising a drawbridge that could be lowered to an enemy
ip, unload soldiers, swarm aboard and take them. Between the defeat of Carthage and the
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defeat of the Roman legions under Crassus at Carrhae in 53 B.C., a major shift occurred in 
the entire Roman culture. Rome became more concerned with its internal affairs -- finance 
and personal gain -- than with expansion and the unification of its people. Does that 
sound anything like the church's life cycle? Or a denomination's life cycle?

_ _ significance of Crassus' defeat at Carrhae was the inability of the Roman
military to respond creatively. Confronted by overwhelming Scythian might, the Romans 
mechanically relied on their proven methods despite the obvious presence of a new 
challenge. Growth and expansion continues as long as the leaders are creative in the 
presence of a new challenge. When they begin to rely on yesterday's successful response 
the decline has begun."

Today, the name Walt Disney is known throughout the United Stated and virtually 
every other country around the world, as a symbol of "the finest in entertainment for 
people of all ages, everywhere." This is a legacy that has developed since 1923 through 
bold pioneering achievements ... a harmonious blend of creative genius and plain hard 
work.

One of the guiding principles in preserving the foundations of nearly three-quarters 
of a century is to preserve those traditions that enable it to continue its dynamic 
growth. Here is that principle:

"Our traditions have kept us up with the future....but
Our future demands that we keep our traditions. Now...
Our challenge is to continue to produce for future generations..."

It is said that Mexican villagers who assume the worst is to be expected, often bid 
so-long to departing travelers with the blessing, "May you go with God, and may nothing 
new happen to you." Impossible! When people "go with God," new things happen.

"We must become cautious about becoming servants of what i s --rather than shapers
of what might be."

IV. Conscious Of Our Perils

_ Regardless of how much faith we have, trials will come. Someone has noted that 
painful obstacles come for three main reasons:

1) God wants to teach us something
2) Satan wants to block us from any godly activity
3) We sometimes get in our own way

The IMPURITY of Achan. Four vivid verbs told the tragic story of his sin. "I
saw ... I coveted ... I took ... I hid." The temptations of the flesh are ever before us 
-- the Babylonian garments that wink at the flaps of the tents of our hearts have not lost 
their allure -- power, possessions, position, prestige, prominence, promiscuity -- like 
Haman's gallows, stand ready to hang us.

The peril of INTERRUPTIONS had to be dealt with. Five kings who were enemies of 
God's people were captured and placed in a cave. Joshua's men wanted to stop pursuing 
their enemies and taunt their captives. Joshua pushed them on to their objective, 
realizing this diversion would keep their victory from being less than complete. ’The best 
must always be chosen over the good or we'll find ourselves looking at the world through
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the wrong end of the binoculars; and the majors become minors, and the minors become 
majors.

• peril of INERTIA Joshua 18:3 Joshua chided the Israelites, "how long will you
wait before you begin to take possession of the land?" The door of opportunity comes 
toward us like a full head of hair; when it passes, it's bald-headed! A missionary wrote 
in his journal, "If not us, who? If not now, when?"

ofThe peril of INCOMPATIBILITY -- the 22nd chapter of Joshua records that 2 1/2 
the tribes wanted to stay on the east side of the Jordan; a decision that looked at 
histoncaHy was a fatai mistake. We have brothers and sisters in Christ who have decided 
differences m  philosophy and in some cases doctrine and adherence to the integrity of 
Scripture who have opted to their chosen Jordan. Most of us have crossed the Jordan and 
stand ready to make a renewed effort to take the land. We have some who crossed the 
Jordan with us, who have a tendency to narrow the meaning of conservative until it 
becomes a lasso of legalism.

Most Southern Baptists are not nearly so much like King Frederick of Austria as 
some would have us believe. It was said of the king that he loved music, but not all 
music just music played on a flute; but not all music played on a flute, just the music 
played on his own flute; but not all music played on his own flute, just the music which 
he played on his own flute!

. some BaPtists -- both past and present -- have doubtless enjoyed only that
music which they play on their own flutes, Southern Baptists have not been at our best 
under that kind of dedication to narrowness. The great mainstream of our people are 
biblically conservative and committed to the SBC. We must steadfastly resist the tendency 
to pit conservative against conservative, but foster a spirit of trust built on the 
unifying work of the Holy Spirit who binds our hearts in mutual love.

, Ty° tendencies we must guard against. One is to forget the dramatic renewal to
biblical integrity of recent years. it kept us from sliding down the slippery slope of 
compromise that has reduced every other denomination that has taken that route to a shell 
of it's previous strength. For this we must be forever grateful. That must be a guarded 
commitment never relinquished. The other is a tendency to be biblically correct but 
reriect a spirit that is not of our Lord Jesus Christ. Charles Stanley is exactly right 
when he said, "God can use a man who may be error, but whose spirit is right; but a man 
who is right in his theology but wrong in his spirit is a hindrance to God."

How then,-shall we live as a family of faith? "We must show a practical 
demonstration of love. The word love should not be just a banner. In other words, we 
must do whatever must be done, at whatever cost, to show this love. We must not say 'I 
love you,' and then --bang, bang, bang!"

There is a dynamic tension in this, but that isn't bad. It keeps us before the 
Father's face in a spirit of humility and a quest for wisdom. Our position as the people 
o± God may be seen in the eagle on the seal of the United States. In one talon are 
arrows. In the other talon are olive branches. Before the war, the eagle looked toward 
the arrows. After the bomb was dropped to end the war, the eagle's profile was shifted to 
look toward the olive branches. We must always be ready to defend the faith, the 
uniqueness of Jesus Christ and the Word of God, but always look to peace first. The olive 
branch first, the arrow if necessary.

6



• i jWS hSVe °PPortunity t0 exhibit this in many forums of our denominational life 
including our association, state, agency, institutional and convention sessions as’well 
as the private gatherings that characterize our fellowship. I pray we have the’spirit of 
r. o n  Sampey, former President of Southern Seminary and this Convention. At the 1896 

meeting of the Baptist^ association in Louisville, Kentucky, Sampey "secured the floor 
against a bedlam of voices and talked in a passionate manner for over an hour on the 
Whitsrtt^controversy. Boldly he defended Dr. Whitsitt's integrity, scholarly competence 
and Baptist orthodoxy " As a matter of fact, this Bible scholar who taught Old Testament 
at Southern Seminary for sixty years must have gotten rip-roaring mad because he 
apologized to the association the next day.

. . P"16 Kentucky Baptist paper described Sampey's apology as follows: Dr. Sampey again
took the floor to shake hands with the moderator and to say four things: "I do not 
believe," said he, "I will ever inflict a speech on Long Run Association as long as that 
one I dumped on you yesterday. In the second place, I do not believe I will make any such 
wild gestures and jump over the pulpit as I did yesterday. Thirdly, Brother Moderator I 
o not believe I will get half as 'mad' as I was yesterday. And in the fourth place I 

hope, by the goodness of God, nobody will ever stir me up to get as mad as I was ’ 
yesterday." This closed the episode."

We should not be so inclusive as to compromise the great basics of the faith nor so 
exclusive that we become ingrown, and inbred, keeping deserving people away from the table 
of fellowship and service.

e Peril of the INFLUENCE OF CULTURE. Joshua foresaw this peril when he called the 
people together for his farewell address. He reminded them that the idols and gods, the 
intermarriages and associations could become snares, traps, whips and thorns to them 
Without question, we are in a culture war; and we must, as Chuck Colson has exhorted us 
remember that our task as the people of God, is as far as possible in a sinful society 
to reclaim the cosmos for God's created purpose." We must keep putting the church in the 
world, and doing everything we can to keep the world out of the church. In every 
legitimate way we should positively impact our world, but we must not depend on Caesar to 
Christianize our earthly colony.

. . '*‘ri a w^en American the Beautiful is becoming America the Brutal; when 
politicians, and sometimes the folks who people our pews, make decisions based on 
expediency and politics - rarely principled; when one out of every four teenagers are 
assaulted; when the truth is no longer an absolute; when a majority of fourth graders 
cannot read on a fourth grade level; when debt is hamstringing our future, we must contend 
with the culture without being contentious and live our faith in-dynamic boldness, letting 
the American Ahabs know there are evangelical Elijahs who carry swords wrapped in grace 
and hope in Jesus Christ, the ultimate answer to our national nightmare. Cal Thomas 
underscored this recently in an article

"Christ did not come to establish institutions. He came to establish a 
relationship. Believers turn to political institutions and wonder why they can't save us, 
ut they are turning in the wrong direction. They turn to religious institutions -- 
tnat's even worse. Because the idea that this trickle-down morality from some 
hierarchical structure is going to deliver us from evil is a totally unbiblical concept
... Maybe Jesus is orchestrating this and saying, "Look, you've tried everything else are 
you ready to try Me? ’
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V. Connected To the Presence

As the people moved forward, there is one element that continually stands out. The 
Ark of the Covenant. It's mentioned 9 times in Chapter 3; 7 times in Chapter 4; 11 times 
in Chapter 6;_ and 4 more times indirectly. This 3 foot 9" long; 2 foot 3" wide and high 
box, gold inside and out; carved with 2 golden cherubim facing each other, represented the 
God of holiness, justice, and mercy, who went before them; the God of the Exodus and the 
conquest. The ark was always at the center of the camp, saying to friend and foe, God is 
with us! They didn t always know what God was doing, but they did know God was with them.

Through wars, depressions, financial failures, at least seven major controversies, 
the people called Southern Baptists, have not only survived, but we have flourished. We
have been blessed not because of our prowess in battle, but because the Commander of the
hosts of heaven has been in charge.

_ •̂ ie Promise given to Joshua as the Lord stood before him was a promise that is now
fulfilled through Christ's victory over the principalities and the powers. The Lord who
promised Joshua that He would never leave or forsake him (Josh 1:5) is the same Lord who 
said to His disciples, "Lo I am with you always, even to the end of the age." (Mt. 28:20

CONCLUSION

We've cornea long way. In 1934 Frank S. Mead wrote a little book for Broadman Press 
called "The Baptists." The book was published again and again. Mead briefly traced
Baptist beginnings up to his day, concluding with a stirring summary of Baptist influence 
on the world:

"The world has d°ne its best to stop them (Baptists). We have tried to shame them 
by whipping them, and they have made us ashamed of our whipping posts. We chained them in 
jail and discovered that the other end of the chain was fast about our own necks We let 
their blood in Boston and the South, only to find the fairest American flowers we know 
growing from that very soil. You tried to stamp them out, and all you got for it was to 
have them leave their stamp on you!"

. 0ne of our missionaries was in a Muslim dominated city walking on a city street with 
his young^son when a large group of people accompanying a funeral procession forced them 
off the street and into a mosque. They found themselves ushered into a huge room where 
the adherents of Mohammed offered their prayers and worship. Suddenly, in the silence, 
they heard the ancient call to prayer -- "Allah is God and Mohammed is’his prophet." The
sound ricocheted off the walls and minarets in a resounding echo....and "Mohammed is his
prophet....his prophet....his prophet." Then the silence settled in again. Just as 
suddenly, the young man cupped his hands, and lifted his voice, "God is God, and Jesus is
His Son." That sound echoed across the temple- "and Jesus is His Son...His Son...His
Son...His Son." Then the quiet. With wide eyed wonder he looked up at this dad, "They 
can't stop Him can they dad? They can't stop Him!"

Will we continue to leave our stamp on the world in the image of Christ? Will the 
Covenant continue? If we keep choosing the way of the unstoppable King of the 
universe....No! "They can't stop Him. They can't stop us."

--30--
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