COVENANT COMPROMISE

Text: Joshua 9
Readings: Hebrews 6:13-20
Theme: The people of Israel sought an honourable compromise after failing to seek God's guidance regarding the Gibeonites. 
Purpose: To emphasise the importance of seeking God's guidance, honour and grace in all we do.

Congregation,

There is a well known phrase that says; "Two wrongs don't make a right". 
In this passage the people of Israel had to apply the moral truth of that saying in their dealings with the Gibeonites. 
They had to learn that even though they had sinned in one matter they should not add to that sin by committing another. 
They had to learn to live and act as God's covenant people in a way that honoured the Lord. This is one of the lessons they learned from this incident. 
As we look at this passage I want us to see the importance of seeking God's guidance, honour and grace in all we do. 
But first we need to consider some of the background to this passage and story. 

The city of Gibeon lay about 25 kms west of Gilgal which is where the people of Israel were camped. The Gibeonites were part of a larger group of people called the Hivites, who are mentioned in verses 1-2 as one of the six members of the confederation that was preparing to attack the people of Israel.

But the Gibeonites did not want to be part of this campaign against Israel. They had heard about God's command to Moses and Joshua to wipe out all the people of the land. They had also heard about the fame of the Lord God of Israel - of "all that he did in Egypt, and all he did to the two kings of the Amorites East of Jordan", Sihon and Og (Verses 9-10). The Gibeonites knew that they too would be destroyed because Israel had such a powerful and mighty God fighting for them. 

Somehow they had also heard of Moses' instructions that allowed the people of Israel to make a treaty with groups of people who lived far away, outside the borders of Canaan (Deut 20:10-18). If these people accepted an offer of peace then they were not to be killed but they had to be made slaves of Israel and subjected to forced labour. 

The Gibeonites decided that they would try to preserve their lives by pretending to be a people from far away even though they were near neighbours. So they sent a delegation of men to try to make a treaty with Israel. As part of the deception they wore old clothes and shoes and they took dry and mouldy bread and cracked and mended wineskins to make it appear that they had been on the road for a long time having come from far away. "We have come from a distant country", they lied.

1. This brings us to the first lesson we want to consider here and that is GOD'S GUIDANCE. We need to focus our attention on God rather than the Gibeonites or Israel because the Bible is His revelation and history is His story. Israel was his covenant people and he expected them to seek his guidance and obey his commands. 

When the Gibeonites came the people of Israel were rightly suspicious. Verse 7 & 8: "But perhaps you live near us... Who are you and where do you come from?" They were on the right track; they smelt a rat and they asked good questions.

Then the Gibeonites showed them their provisions - their stale bread and dried out wineskins and their beaten up clothing. The people of Israel took this at face value. 
That would be like believing the advertisements for soap powder on TV where one soap powder is compared to another and taking that at face value without testing it out for yourself. Things are not always what they seem.

Here was a situation where they needed God's wisdom and guidance. Here was a case where they needed a word from the Lord. 
And they should have asked for it. When the Lord spoke to Moses to commission Joshua he said; "He (ie. Joshua) is to stand before Eleazar the priest, who will obtain decisions for him by inquiring of the Urim before the Lord" (Nums 27:21). This is what Joshua should have done. But he didn't. 
The writer of this book makes a special point of this. The biblical writers don't always tell us what is going on so directly but here the writer of this book does. He writes; but they "did not inquire of the Lord" (vs 14). This was their sin, their failure, their mistake. 
They relied on their own wisdom, their own judgement.
They asked the right questions but they did not ask the right person.
They did think and investigate but they did not pray and seek the Lord.
They did not get guidance because they did not ask for it (James 4:2). 

We need God's guidance now just as much as they did then. 
Today God does not guide us through voices or dreams or visions or through the Urim as he did then. He doesn't need to do that because we have the complete revelation of God for his people in the Bible. Here God has revealed all we need to know for faith and life (2 Tim 3:16-17, Hebs 1:1-2, Rev 22:18). Here God gives us commands and laws that apply to all of life. 

Of course, that doesn't mean that seeking God's will is always a simple matter. There are many situations you come to where you must make a decision; where you must do what is wise and sensible and most honouring to God. In such cases you need to seek God's guidance and will through prayer and a study of the Bible and the advice of other Christians. 
The Proverbs say, "Commit to the Lord whatever you do and your plans will succeed." (16:3) The people of Israel failed to do this. They acted independently and did not inquire of the Lord. 
Three days later they found out their mistake. They heard that the Gibeonites were neighbours living near them (vs 16). So they marched across there and came to their four cities. But they did not attack them because they were concerned about God's honour. This is the second lesson we need to consider.

2. GOD'S HONOUR

They had to honour God by keeping their promise. 
The people of Israel wanted to destroy the Gibeonites regardless of their oath. They probably reasoned that an oath made under deceit did not have to be honoured. But Joshua and the leaders of Israel opposed that because they "had sworn an oath to them by the Lord, the God of Israel" (vs 18). 

That way of describing God's name is used 14 times in this book and it is connected to God's covenant and his faithfulness. God was faithful to his promises and they had to be faithful to theirs. 
God was a holy God and they had to uphold his character and reputation in Canaan. If they broke their word it would bring dishonour on God's name. "All the leaders answered; 'We have given them our oath by the Lord, the God of Israel, and we cannot touch them now'" (vs 19).

The leaders of Israel were not only concerned about God's name, they were also mindful of God's wrath. In verse 20 we read; "This is what we will do to them: We will let them live, so that wrath will not fall on us for breaking the oath we swore to them." This same word is used to describe the wrath of God on Achan's sin (22:20). The people of Israel had already suffered the anger of God because they had broken God's law; they did not want that again. So they wanted to maintain their word. They realised that two wrongs would not make a right. They had sinned once; they did not want to make matters worse by sinning again. So they had to live with a compromise solution. They had to live as faithfully as they could in a twisted situation.  

We too have to honour God by keeping our promises. 
Sometimes you might find yourself in a similar situation as the people of Israel: You have promised to do something you should not have done. As a result you might be tempted to go back on your word or to cover your tracks or to break your promise. But in most cases you need to keep your word despite the difficulty of your situation. 

The Bible puts great weight on keeping your word. Psalm 15:4 approves the man "who keeps his oath even when it hurts." 
And Ecclesiastes 5:4-6 says ....

Sometimes keeping your word means living with the consequences of your previous decisions. There are times when you have to live with the results of what you have decided earlier, even when that involves suffering and trial. You might have to do that in your marriage or your family or your relationships or your work. Sometimes we have to live in obedience with the results of our folly. 
Honour God by keeping your oath, even when it hurts, and God will honour you. There is blessing in obedience and a reward from God in being faithful to what we have promised to do.

Remember that God will always honour his promises to us in Christ. 
We read from Hebrews 6 because that passage reminds us of this great truth. The people of Israel swore by God. God swore by himself, "since there was no one greater for him to swear by." (Hebs 6:13). 
The promise of God confirmed by an oath gives us "an anchor for the soul, firm and secure" (6:19). This anchor is the Lord Jesus himself. All God's promises are Yes and Amen in him. They are rock solid in Christ. We can take hold of this hope and be greatly encouraged. (6:18).

We have considered God's Guidance and God's Honour and now we come to consider 3. GOD'S GRACE.

We need to consider this against the background of the curse on Gibeon.
They had deliberately deceived the people of Israel. Because of that Joshua said to them; "You are now under a curse: you will never cease to serve as woodcutters and water-carriers for the house of my God" (vs 23).  
The sacrifices and ceremonies of the tabernacle and later the temple required a lot of wood for burning and much water for washing. This was to be the task of the Gibeonites. This was their punishment. This was an act of God's judgement on them, but it did not result in their destruction.

In this there was evidence of God's grace. This story is written against the backdrop of the story of Rahab in chapter 2. There are a number of parallels.

Rahab was the only person in the city of Jericho who sought salvation from God; and the Gibeonites were the only people in the land of Canaan that sought to be rescued from God's destruction. Everyone else in Jericho and in the land of Canaan resisted God and continued their rebellion against him and were judged for their wickedness. However, Rahab and her family and the Gibeonites were shown mercy. 

Notice too that both had heard about the power and greatness of God and they believed what they had heard. They had heard of the name and fame of the Lord God of Israel and they were convinced that what they heard was true. 

Both also identified themselves with God's people. Rather than being destroyed by the people of Israel they preferred to be part of them, to belong to them, even if that meant they were servants and slaves. They could identify with the sentiment of the Sons of Korah; "I would rather be a doorkeeper in the house of my God than dwell in the tents of the wicked" (Psalm 84:10). 

Even though they were only wood-cutters and water-carriers they ended up in a position of spiritual privilege. 
They were living among the people of God with all their laws and ceremonies. 
They were in a place and situation where they could learn about God and his goodness. 
They were in the same position as all those who grow up in covenant families.

And throughout the history of Israel they remained in that position. 
Even when Israel fought against the other Canaanite nations they did not betray Israel or defect to the other side.
In the time of David at least one of his mighty men was a Gibeonite. 
In the time of Zerubbabel the genealogies of the tribes who returned from captivity included a list of Gibeonites.
And a little later in the days of Nehemiah the Gibeonites are mentioned as being among the people who rebuilt the broken walls of Jerusalem (Neh 7:25). 

All this illustrates how God can bring 
good out of evil,
light out of darkness,
hope out of despair,
gladness out of mourning,
grace out of cursing.
The mercy of God does not cease when we sin. Rather the mercy of God is even stronger: "His compassions never fail. They are new every morning. Great is your faithfulness." (Lams 3:23)

The best example of this, of course, is the death of the Lord Jesus Christ. It was a great evil done by wicked men. But God used it for a great salvation. Just as Joshua was used to save the Gibeonites from the anger of the people of Israel, so the Lord Jesus saves us from the just punishment we deserve. He rescues us and give us a great salvation. 
He offers that to the Rahabs and the Gibeonites of this present time. If you are not a Christian then you are outside of the people of God. But you can join in. You can become part of God's covenant. You can belong to the church. The Lord Jesus invites you, through us. 
The Apostle Paul writes; "We are therefore Christ's ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. We implore you on Christ's behalf: Be reconciled to God. ...I tell you, Now is the time of God's favour. Now is the day of salvation." (2 Cor 5:20-6:2). 

This is the invitation of a gracious God.

Follow his guidance.
Maintain his honour.
Respond to his invitation.

Amen. 
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