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[Mark]
Welcome to National Community Church. This weekend, we continue our Script series. Over time, your favorite Scripture becomes the script of your life. I have asked some of our staff members, and we have an All-Star team, to share their life verse, their script. So this weekend, we have former Washington Redskin and now campus pastor here at National Community Church, Pastor Joshua Symonette from our Kingstowne campus to come and share with us. He is a gifted leader, gifted teacher. I know you are going to be blessed and challenged this weekend. Give a hug welcome to Pastor Joshua Symonette.

[Joshua]

I’m so honored and humbled to be sharing with you this weekend. I guess I’m coming off the bench for the teaching team and I’m excited about that. I have to shout out to my folks in Kingstowne, in the far, far away land of Kingstowne, I love you guys! 

During this series, you will hear us refer to the Bible as the script. So turn with me to Joshua 1 and we will start at verse 1. Please stand for the reading of God’s Word. It is a way for us to honor our God through his Word.

Joshua 1:1

1 After the death of Moses the servant of the Lord, the Lord said to Joshua son of Nun, Moses’ aide: 2 “Moses my servant is dead. Now then, you and all these people, get ready to cross the Jordan River into the land I am about to give to them—to the Israelites. 3 I will give you every place where you set your foot, as I promised Moses. 4 Your territory will extend from the desert to Lebanon, and from the great river, the Euphrates—all the Hittite country—to the Mediterranean Sea in the west.5 No one will be able to stand against you all the days of your life. As I was with Moses, so I will be with you; I will never leave you nor forsake you. 6 Be strong and courageous, because you will lead these people to inherit the land I swore to their ancestors to give them.
7 “Be strong and very courageous. Be careful to obey all the law my servant Moses gave you; do not turn from it to the right or to the left, that you may be successful wherever you go. 8 Keep this Book of the Law always on your lips; meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do everything written in it. Then you will be prosperous and successful. 9 Have I not commanded you? Be strong and courageous. Do not be afraid; do not be discouraged, for the Lord your God will be with you wherever you go.”
During the summer between my freshman and sophomore year in college, I made a little decision that really didn’t make a whole lot of sense at the time. I had an athletic scholarship to the football powerhouse Tennessee Technological University, which many of you probably haven’t heard of before because it is not a powerhouse! As you can imagine, Tennessee Tech is more known for producing engineers and not necessarily professional athletes. But of the options that I had as a senior in high school, I thought Tennessee Tech would be the place where I could pursue my dream to go to the NFL. My high school counselor thought that might have been one of the dumbest decisions she had ever heard because I was turning down potential appointments to Westpoint and the Air Force Academy to go to Tennessee Tech. Go figure! The crazy part about it was I had a vision that this was the place I was supposed to go and this was the decision I was supposed to go so I trusted my gut. So coming into my sophomore year, I decided that I wanted to remind myself of the place I chose and why I chose it. A place that hadn’t produced an NFL player since the early or mid 80s. so I decided that I was going to wear a suit to every game. That might seem insignificant to you but it was a way for me to start preparing for where I envisioned that I would go. It was an opportunity for me to clothe myself for where I thought I would be. I noticed the NFL players would show up to the games and they would be dressed in their suits and in their postgame conferences they would be looking real smooth with their coats on so I decided to do the same thing. But here’s the thing, this was pretty ridiculous because one, this wasn’t NFL, and two, this was Tennessee Tech! Let me put it in context for you. I went to school at the same time Peyton Manning was playing at the University of Tennessee, which was right down the road. So whenever they had home game, you can rest assured, nobody was at our games! We were showing up to the stadium and it was just our parents and a few students who couldn’t get a ride home that weekend. Nobody really cared about our games. So for me to put this suit on like I was at Auburn and I was going to take a ceremonial walk across the campus on the famous Tiger Walk, it was ridiculous! I put my suit on in my dorm room and walked five minutes across an empty school parking lot, took my suit off and then got ready to play a game in front of my parents. 
But I repeated this ritual, this little ridiculous thing for three years. And I only had two suits so I had to get creative with ties. But I repeated this for three years and it made no sense to my teammates and probably didn’t make any sense to my coaches. Who did I think I was? Where did I think I was? Did I really think I had an opportunity to go to the NFL from Tennessee Tech? The truth of the matter is, I didn’t know, but I was going to get ready and find out. I was going to give myself a shot. I had a vision so it didn’t matter what anybody else said or what anybody else thought. If I looked ridiculous doing it, so be it! But I had a vision.

Early on in my life, I became fascinated with the character of Joshua in the Bible. One, because that’s my name. But I gravitated toward this story of Joshua and his leadership leading the children into this Promised Land. So I think all the time I felt the need to live up to this name and to carry on this tradition of leadership, leading people into previously unknown territory, maybe even leading myself into previously unknown territory. 

No one put this pressure on me. I think it evolved over time. So I have always found myself in these unfamiliar places and in unchartered territory and places that I had no business being in. And I can see the same kind of pattern being reflected in Joshua’s life in Scripture. But in order for us to fully understand what we just read in Joshua 1, there are a couple of things I want us to understand.

Number one, Joshua is seceding Moses. He is arguably the quintessential character of the Old Testament. This isn’t Sports Center so I’m not comparing Abraham’s game or Elijah’s or anybody’s, I’m just echoing what the Scripture tells us. If you back up one chapter into Deuteronomy right before Joshua 1, it says, no one prophet has risen in Israel like Moses, who God knew face to face, and no one has ever shown the mighty power or performed the awesome deeds that Moses in the sigh of Israel. So Joshua was under a little bit of pressure here following Moses and he is under a pressure as well because now he is leading them into this Promised Land that everyone knows about and everyone has heard about.
The second thing we need to consider is Joshua has already envisioned this happening 38 years ago. So he has replayed this moment in his mind for 38 years. So we hit the rewind button and go back to Numbers 13, we will see the account but I’ll give you the cliff notes version. Moses sent 12 spies, one from each tribe, to go check out Canaan and to bring back a report. Keep in mind, Canaan is already promised. God told them He would give it to them. So this were going to check it out. So of the 12, only two came back and gave a positive report, Joshua and Caleb. The other 10 said, ‘Man, listen, the folks in that land, they are big!’ ‘They are big and strong and we don’t think we can overpower them.’ And everyone got scared. It was a huge problem. It says the people wept and tore their clothes and they questioned why God would send them to this land with these strong people. Some of them wanted to go back to Egypt because that was comfortable for them and that’s what they were familiar with. But then Joshua and Caleb, especially Caleb got real gangster on them. He said, ‘Hold up, y’all need to chill out! We can take these fools! We need to go up and attack them!’ And the people said they couldn’t do it. See, there were grapes in this land that was so big that two people had to carry a cluster between a pole. They had never eaten anything like this in their life. They said surely this is the land that is flowing with milk and honey but there are also giants. 
If you are taking notes, write this down. There is no great opportunity without giant opposition. There is no great opportunity without giant opposition. You always have a choice to focus on the greats, the things that you have never lived before, opportunities you have never seen. You always have the opportunity to focus on the grapes and you always have the opportunity to focus on the giants but you have to pick one. Now, research suggests that what you focus on influences your outcome. Duh! We don’t need research for that. But in the New York Times bestseller, the Power of Habit, says that belief is an essential part of success. Listen to what it says. Belief is essential and it grows out of a communal experience even if that community is only as large as tow people. That’s why who you role with matters. That’s is why who is in your crew. That is why your friends matter. The people who have influence in your life matter. Sometimes we just need just one person to believe in us or we just need one person to see what we see so we know we are not crazy. But Joshua and Caleb, they didn’t need research, they didn’t need a New York Times bestseller. They didn’t need 100 likes on Instagram. They read the script so they knew it was promised to them. They knew that this was given to them. They knew how the story ended. So that means the giants that everybody was tripping about, they were just a part of the story to make it interesting. Just a little action, a little drama, because if God promised the grapes, He has to deal with the giants. If there are grapes of an opportunity that we’ve never experienced before but if God promised it, He is going to be work it out because He promised it.
I majored in English at Tennessee Tech, go figure. Engineers, science, but I majored in English. I clearly had my own agenda. So I’m not that great at math but if you take two out of 12, it is about 17 percent. Thank you iPhone calculator! But it makes me wonder about the other 83 percent. I wonder if that 83 percent reflects a percentage of us who make decisions based on the giant odds against us instead of the odds that are written in the script. If you are taking notes, don’t edit yourself out of what you have already been promised in the script. Don’t edit yourself out of what you have already been promised in the script. That is if you have read the script. That is if you know the script. That is if you are digesting the script. You have to know how it is going to end.

The script is like a game plan. It is given to you by a coach. So Moses, in this instance, is essentially the head coach of Israel at this time. So the game plan was given to him by God. So God told Moses to send 12 men to go explore what He was giving to them. Just go check it out. Go dream, see where you are going to put your house and what the land looks like. Don’t worry about who is already there, just go check it out.

In my life, I have had several coaches, several game plans but no greater coaches than my parents. They started teaching the game plan early. They started schooling me about these promises that God had given to me. My parents couldn’t be more different. My mom is like Vince Lombardi, the disciplinarian, the enforcer. Boy, didn’t I tell you that God is on your side! So why are you complaining?’ ‘What are you crying about?’ ‘You better go pray!’ In the black community, we talk to our kids that way! A little strong, a little abrasive but that is just what we do. Now, my dad was real cool. He was more like Yoda. He is more the mental coach, very cerebral. He was always repeating cartoon stuff and movie stuff to get me to think about Scripture. ‘Son, you know why that happened right? The force is with you.’ ‘The Holy Spirit has come to lead you and guide you into all truth.’ Or I loved GI Joe and at the end they would say knowing is half the battle. So my dad would say, ‘Knowing is half the battle. You have to know what the Word says.’ But everything I did, ever goal I pursued, they reinforced with the game plan. I just want to challenge the parents right here because that is the role you play in your kids’ lives. You are their Moses. You are their head coach. You are telling them to go and possess what God has promised them. But that requires you as parents to know the game plan in order to disseminate it to your kids. What you say, they can become.

So I decided to wear this suit to every game because my parents kept reinforcing the game plan. They reminded me that these ridiculous things I was chasing, I don’t know if they thought it was ridiculous or not, they never said so. But they reminded that these things were possible with God. And they showed me who I was in the game plan. And at some point, I remember my dad telling me, ‘Son, I named you Joshua for a reason.’ So over time, this repetitive phrase that we see in Joshua 1, be strong and courageous, became my mantra. And it was those words that helped me stay focused on the grapes of the NFL when it was after my career had ended at Tennessee Tech and it was the winter time and I didn’t have any scouts trying to come and work me out. I didn’t have an agent. I didn’t have any resources to do anything about it but I decided that I was going to work out and prepare for what I had envisioned, just in case. And I got one shot with one team seemingly out of nowhere and I was ready to capitalize. And I don’t think it started then. I think it started when I decided I was going to wear that suit. 

In Joshua 1, Joshua is on the cusp of what he has envisioned for 38 years. Let me just say, 38 years is a long time. So if you’ve been waiting like 3.8 months, just sit tight. But Joshua is ready to capitalize. God is giving him these final instructions as the new leader of Israel. He says in verse 9, which has been my life verse,
9 Have I not commanded you? Be strong and courageous. Do not be afraid; do not be discouraged, for the Lord your God will be with you wherever you go.”

But I realized over time that verse, my life verse, was really tethered to verses 7 and 8
7 “Be strong and very courageous. Be careful to obey all the law my servant Moses gave you; do not turn from it to the right or to the left, that you may be successful wherever you go. 8 Keep this Book of the Law always on your lips; meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do everything written in it. Then you will be prosperous and successful.
Last week, Pastor Mark gave us three points, some I’m just going to borrow those same three points because I think it fits exactly, it is the exact formula that God has given to Joshua. 

Number one, keep this Book of the Law always on your lips. That is reading the script.

Number two, meditate on it day and night. That is researching the script. 

Number three, be careful to do everything written in it. That is rehearsing the script.

That is the formula. Then you will be prosperous and successful if you do these things. Cool! That was simple enough. But then we get to verse 9 and it is an extra push and there is this confrontational tone. Have I not commanded you, be strong and courageous. Don’t not be afraid. Do not be discouraged for the Lord your God will be with you wherever you go!

I’m having flashbacks of my mother with this strong conversational tone. Yo, you said it three times already! I heard you. So I asked myself, why such strong emphasis and repetition. And I had the same kind of question about Psalm 23, specifically verse 2 where David is talking about God as the Shepherd and we as the sheep. In verse 2, he says, He makes me lie down in green pastures. So, ok, if all I need to do is read the script, research it, rehearse it and then if God is leading me to the green pastures, which probably means it is good to eat there, then why does He have to command Joshua and why does He have to make the sheep lie down? I think that there are several reasons for that but there is one main one I wanted to highlight. I think God knows that the only thing that will make us deviate from the script is fear. We have the formula but fear is still present. He knows that when the times get tough, when it is actually time to execute the plan, when it is time to face the giants, that is when fear can kick in. So He is reminding Joshua because, remember the children of Israel had a tendency to retreat. They even said they wanted to go back to where they came from, which was slavery. So He knows their tendencies and He is reminding them. 
But then, the correlation to Psalm 23:2 is this. Sheep only have one main defense and it is to run. So they would rather stand in position so that they can be ready to run in case of fear instead of being patient and trusting and waiting on the shepherd, believing that he would protect them. So He has to make the sheep lie down. He has to assure them that He is there with them. Which is why Joshua’s instructions conclude with God saying I will be with you wherever you go.

See, God knows that Joshua doesn’t’ have the ability to be strong and courageous on his own. He wants Joshua to have confidence in the fact that He is with him.

Let me break it down to you in street terms. He ain’t gonna break up with you. He is going to walk out on you. Let me give it to you in Capitol Hill terms. He won’t veto his own legislation! Some military terms, He won’t abort the mission! He is with you. He won’t divorce you. He won’t walk out on you when it gets tough. He is with you. And as a matter of fact, not only is He with you, but He is going to keep pushing you because He wants you to get where He envisions you more than you want to get there yourself.

It reminds me of a story of an athlete, her name was Kayla Montgomery and in 2009 she was a high school freshman soccer play with great promises. One day she fell while she was playing and noticed when she got home that she had tingling in her feet. She was beginning to lose feeling in her legs. After several rounds of tests, the doctors trying to figure out what was going on, it was concluded that she had multiple sclerosis. So she lost feeling in her legs for several months and she was no longer able to play soccer and then after months of medication she was able to get feelings back in her legs and her desire to compete returned. So she decided that she was going to become a cross country runner. But there were two problems with this decision. She was a slow runner, so she wasn’t even good, but then the MS caused her to lose feeling in her legs as her body would heat up. So as she would begin to run, the more she ran, the less feeling she would have in her legs. So with no sensation in her legs midrace, she doesn’t know how fast or slow she is going in a sport where you have to pace yourself. So at the end of the race, she has completely lost feeling in her legs and she doesn’t even have the ability to stop herself without collapsing. But she had a coach. She had a coach that promised to push her and to be with her wherever she went. And he would be at the finish line to catch her so that she could stop running safely. The coach could be heard in Kayla’s racing from the stands. Then he would move down from the stands as the race would go on and he would be on the field and then as she turned the corner for the last 100 meters, he would be at the finish line waiting to catch her to say, ‘Kid, I got you.’ 

You have a heavenly Father who cares for you and who is there with you and who is pursuing you and pushing you to where He envisions you going. Kayla went on to become the North Carolina State Champion in Cross Country, breaking the school record. She wasn’t even fast but she had a vision, and she didn’t let this giant opposition of MS slow her down. 

I just stopped by to tell somebody that God is with you. He is there with you just like Kayla’s coach. No matter the situation you find yourself in, no matter the circumstance, you have to know that God is with you. It is written in the script, matter of fact, it is the theme in the entire script, that He is with you. You can start in Genesis with Joseph who had a vision. God was with him. Moses who had a vision to lead his people out of slavery, God was with him. Esther said no matter what happens, I am going to put myself on the line for my people, and God was with her. Then my favorite, David. David was just so smooth and so cool, he would say, ‘Hey listen king, I’m gonna go kill this giant but I’m gonna do it with five rocks in my pocket. Just watch me!’ God was with him. 

Then we fast forward to the New Testament. God is so crazy about us and He wants to reconcile Himself to us, He sent his Son Jesus to die on the cross, to settle this thing once and for all so we can reign with Him forever. That is how the script ends.

So you have to know that at the end of the day, we win. And this whole thing is not just about us trying to be strong and courageous in our own strength, it is about trusting who is with us. We will fall and we will get discouraged but we have to remind ourselves of who is with us and we have to trust Him. It is God’s job to be in position, it is our job to trust Him.

God, I just thank You so much for how much You love us and how much You care for us. God, I am thankful for this reminder that You are with us. I know there are some who are struggling right now and have maybe been pursuing for a long time and they are tired. They are tired of being strong and courageous, but God help them to lean and depend only on You. Sometimes we try to do too much. Sometimes we are trying to do it in our own strength and we are getting in the way. But God remind us like You reminded Joshua, even command us if You need to, let us know that You are with us everywhere we go. And if we follow the script, we will prosper and be successful. In Jesus name, Amen. 
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