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A Lasting Monument to the Greatness of our God

The little girl walked along beside her father quietly.  It was a dry hot morning and the sun was already cooking the earth beneath their feet.  Through squinting eyes, she looked around, taking in all of the scenery.  She could see the bare 70 foot hill surrounded by lush green palm trees.  That was Jericho behind them.  She looked up at her father and spoke.  “Daddy, why is Jericho so green and this area is so dusty and hot?”  

“There’s a freshwater spring that feeds the city,” her father replied.  Where there’s green out here, it means only one thing—there’s water.”  

They continued walked and in the distance she could see a long line of green scrubby brush.  “Daddy, is there water there too?” she asked.  “Yes, that’s the Jordan River” her father answered.  As they came closer to the river, the little girl saw 12 river rocks stacked on top of one another in a pile.  “Daddy, what’s that?” she asked.  

“Oh that.  That’s a great story!  You see, when our people first came into this land we were led by a man named Joshua.  God had told our people that we would enter this land and our people camped across the river on the other side.  He told them to get up and follow behind the ark of the covenant—the one that’s in the temple in Jerusalem now.  It’s a wooden box covered with gold.  Inside are the ten commandments that God wrote and gave to Moses.  And on top are two angels that cover over the law.  That’s where they sprinkle the blood of the sacrifice on the day of Atonement.  

“But anyway, the priests were carrying the ark and the people were marching behind and when they got to the Jordan River, their hearts sank.  You see it was spring time and all the snow up on Mt. Hermon was melting and the rain had been falling and this river that you see was this wide raging torrent.  There was no way to get across the river like that.  Only the strongest swimmers would have made it. 

“Now God had told Joshua that he would stop the river from flowing when the priests carrying the ark stepped foot in it.  And Joshua had told the people.  But how would God stop a flooded river?  All the people watched as the first priests feet entered the water and all of sudden the Jordan went completely dry!  Can you imagine that?  From flood to nothing.  When you looked to the left and to the right, there was no more river—just a scattered bed of river rock!  Amazing!  

So the priests stood in the middle of where the river used to be holding up the ark of the covenant.  And all of our people crossed through on dry ground, just like they did when they crossed the Red Sea coming out of Egypt.  Now when everyone got through, God told Joshua to tell twelve men, one from each of our tribes to pick up one stone each from the middle of where the river had been and to place them in this pile.  So the men did that.  The stones were really heavy so the men had to heave them up on their shoulders.  But they each carried one right to this spot and put them down here just like you see them. Can you count all twelve of the stones?”  

“Yes, I can see all twelve!” the little girl replied.  “One for each tribe!”

“Right.  Do you see how much God loves us?  We would have been stuck on the other side of the river and would have had to wait to enter into our land.  But God was right there and cleared out the obstacle that was blocking our way in.  He is so incredibly powerful.  He can even stop a flooded raging river.  And now whenever we see those stones we can remember that story and remember how great our God’s power is and how great his love for us is.”  

The little girl smiled and grabbed her father’s hand.  As they walked away, she kept her head swiveled behind her to see those twelve stones as she went through the story again and again in her head.  It was a great story.

Those stones were a memorial.  God’s whole purpose for having them placed there is stated so clearly in the words from our first reading: Each of you is to take up a stone on his shoulder, according to the number of the tribes of the Israelites, 6 to serve as a sign among you. In the future, when your children ask you, 'What do these stones mean?' 7 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." 

A memorial is something that is put up so that the question can be asked, “What’s that?”  A memorial gives an opportunity to have that question asked just so that it can be answered—so that the story can be told.
As I rode through the streets of Leipzig, Germany in a small compressed cardboard car with a lawnmower’s engine I looked out the window and saw what appeared to be a gigantic replica of the set of the Temple of Doom from the Indiana Jones movie.  The words came almost reflexively out of my mouth, “What is that?”  
“Oh that’s the Volkerschlachtdenkmal—the people’s battle memorial,” the German driver informed me.  He went on to tell the story about how the nations had met outside of Leipzig to take on Napoleon in 1813 and they actually won.  By winning, they turned the tide of Napoleon’s European rule and begin to push him back to France.   
Memorials teach you things that you would never have known on your own.  If there had been no monument, there would be no question.  No answer would be given and no history would be given.  Memorials do just what they are named for—they help us to remember. 

The memorial of stones set up at Gilgal on the banks of the Jordan that day were very simple, but very meaningful.  Twelve simple stones that had once been in the bottom of a riverbed were placed in a pile.  And yet this simple memorial pointed back to the greatness of the God of Israel.  

And so too this morning we have memorials in front of us.  They are so simple as to almost be overlooked.  And yet to the newcomer and to the curious child, they ask the question so that we can give the answer. 

What is that?  Oh that…that’s the baptismal font.  It’s simple wood with a ceramic bowl filled up with plain old water.  It points all the way back to when God became a human being named Jesus.  He was perfect, always perfect.  In fact when he walked into the Jordan River to be baptized, God the Father said, “This is my son whom I love, with him I am well pleased.”  This simple font is where God saves his children by washing away their sins and giving them the gift of his perfection to wear like a new set of clothes.  That’s where you were baptized.  That’s where the pastor announces to you again every week that God’s promise to you is still good—your sins are forgiven. That’s where God made his promise to you of living forever and never dying.  

What’s that?  Oh that…that’s the communion rail.  You’ll see people kneeling there in a few minutes.  They’ll eating and drinking what’s under the cloth up there on the altar.  It points back to the night that Jesus was betrayed.  He had a meal with his disciples—a Passover meal that went all the way back to the people of Israel being saved out of Egypt.  That night Jesus said that the simple bread without yeast and wine that they ate and drank were the very body and blood that he was going to sacrifice for them on the cross the very next afternoon.  This was the body and the blood that would satisfy God’s anger against sin and free you from having to pay a debt of perfection that you could have never accumulated for yourself.  And so as we eat and drink the bread and wine, the body and blood we remember that this is the price for forgiveness.  We hear the words of Jesus from the lips of the pastors…given for you, for the forgiveness of your sins.  
What’s this and what is that?  Oh that’s the lectern and this is the pulpit.  This is where we hear the simple words from the simple pages of a book that is the living record of every mighty act of God that he wanted us to know about.  This is where he tells us again and again the story of how he saved us from ourselves.  The platforms are just wood.  The book just paper and a cardboard binding.  But they point to the greatness of our God. 

All of these things give opportunity for the questions.  All of these things point out the answer.  And the answer is always something we would never have known on our own.  The questions all point to the big answer—“Jesus is the Christ the Son of the living God.”  The answer is given to us by God so that we would know how much he loves us and how far he went to save us.  

But the theme today is “A Lasting Monument to the Greatness of God.”  The 12-stone altar at Gilgal isn’t there anymore.  The baptismal fonts, communion rails, pulpits and lecterns of many a church no longer stand.  Bibles fall apart or are destroyed.  This church may one day no longer stand or point to the greatness of our God.  But God’s promises will always stand.  That’s why we keep pointing back to them.  Because, in carrying out his promises, God’s greatness is always best displayed.  

And on the foundation of his promises as revealed to the prophets and apostles, on the cornerstone of Jesus Christ himself, God is building an eternal monument…stone after stone after living stone.  He has taken us from the place where we were at—deep in the torrent of sin’s rushing flood.  He has picked us up and placed us in a land where we have no business being—in an eternal paradise in his presence.  And on his eternal promises and those promises kept he builds a living building—a church made of people, made of you and me.  

May we, as living memorials to the greatness of our God spend every moment of every day standing on his Word and pointing people to the story of our salvation—to the greatness of our God.  It is the story of their salvation too.  It’s a great story.  

AMEN.

