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Twenty-Third Sunday after Pentecost: Proper 27 

Joshua 24:1-3a, 14-25 

Joshua gathered all the tribes of Israel to Shechem, and summoned the elders, the heads, the 

judges, and the officers of Israel; and they presented themselves before God. And Joshua 

said to all the people, “Thus says the Lord, the God of Israel: Long ago your ancestors—

Terah and his sons Abraham and Nahor—lived beyond the Euphrates and served other 

gods. Then I took your father Abraham from beyond the River and led him through all the 

land of Canaan and made his offspring many. 

“Now therefore revere the Lord, and serve him in sincerity and in faithfulness; put away the 

gods that your ancestors served beyond the River and in Egypt, and serve the Lord. Now if 

you are unwilling to serve the Lord, choose this day whom you will serve, whether the gods 

your ancestors served in the region beyond the River or the gods of the Amorites in whose 

land you are living; but as for me and my household, we will serve the Lord.” 

Then the people answered, “Far be it from us that we should forsake the Lord to serve other 

gods; for it is the Lord our God who brought us and our ancestors up from the land of 

Egypt, out of the house of slavery, and who did those great signs in our sight. He protected 

us along all the way that we went, and among all the peoples through whom we passed; and 

the Lord drove out before us all the peoples, the Amorites who lived in the land. Therefore 

we also will serve the Lord, for he is our God.” 

But Joshua said to the people, “You cannot serve the Lord, for he is a holy God. He is a 

jealous God; he will not forgive your transgressions or your sins. If you forsake the Lord 

and serve foreign gods, then he will turn and do you harm, and consume you, after having 

done you good.” And the people said to Joshua, “No, we will serve the Lord!” Then Joshua 

said to the people, “You are witnesses against yourselves that you have chosen the Lord, to 

serve him.” And they said, “We are witnesses.” He said, “Then put away the foreign gods 

that are among you, and incline your hearts to the Lord, the God of Israel.” The people said 

to Joshua, “The Lord our God we will serve, and him we will obey.” So Joshua made a 

covenant with the people that day, and made statutes and ordinances for them at Shechem. 

 

 

 

Homily: Choose This Day Whom You Will Serve 
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When Rosanna and I first got married, we moved to Norfolk for her medical school and we got 

our first home together, a third-floor apartment not far from the hospital. We moved in August 

and quickly found out how hot August was in Eastern Virginia and how the heat rose right up to 

the third floor of our one-bedroom apartment that lacked air conditioning. I got a job working in 

a call center at that time. It was not very fun work, as you can imagine, but it paid the bills and I 

tried to make the most of it. One of the things that kept life interesting was that this work 

introduced me to so many different kinds of people. There were people from every background 

you can imagine: urban, suburban, rural, white, black, hispanic. It was interesting how these 

people would connect with folks on the phone, bringing their own gifts to each call. It was a 

cultural experience for me -- that’s for sure. 

 

One of my colleagues was a Philippino-American woman. I enjoyed getting to know her and she 

would often bring in delicious homemade food for dinner. My wife and I could not afford to eat 

out very often so we were cooking all the time and we really wanted to learn how to make curry. 

It was one of our favorite dishes then and it still is today. Well, I had noticed my Philippino-

American co-worker eating curry one day so I asked her for the recipe. I thought she could teach 

us how to make some authentic Philippino curry. She was glad to share the recipe with us but 

first she asked me, “Do you want it Philippino spicy or white person spicy?” Now, Rosanna and 

I like spicy food but we also knew that there was only one correct answer to that question. We 

definitely just wanted it white person spicy! 

 

So we got the recipe and proceeded to make the curry, adding all of those spices and coconut 

milk, and whatever else goes into it. (Let’s be honest here, Rosanna made the curry. I do love to 

cook but I’m not great at following the recipe instructions.) Well, when we sat down to eat that 

curry, IT WAS SPICY. It tasted awesome but it laid down some hurt on us and I thought, “Man, 

there is no way this is white person spicy!” We just kept on eating it, though, because it tasted so 

good. We started sweating a lot. It was getting hotter in the apartment and I was taking off layers 

trying to cool off on that third-floor apartment. It was super spicy for us but we kind of liked it. 

 

Speaking of spicy, have you ever noticed the change in our readings after All Saints’ Sunday? I 

think I have picked up on a pattern with them. Now you would expect that during Advent, there 

is a noticeable change in our readings each week as things get more consequential with the 

expectant arrival of a Savior, but I have actually noticed that in these final weeks of November, 

things start to get a bit spicy in our readings also. Is it just me or is it heating up in here? It’s 

getting hot. All of our readings today have something spicy going on. They’re making me sweat 

a bit. There’s 1 Thessalonians with Paul talking about the resurrection of the dead. He’s talking 

about end times, eschatology, the final sound of the trumpet. In our Psalm even there’s a bit of 

pressure on parents and godparents and grandparents-- all of us really -- as the psalmist says we 

had better be passing on what our forefathers have told us about God’s saving work so “that the 
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generations yet to come might know, and the children yet unborn, that they might tell it to their 

children… that they might put their trust in God.”  

 

In Matthew, Jesus tells us a parable about people who are not ready. The bridesmaids are to meet 

the bridegroom but five are foolish and five are wise. Five are ready to go and five are ill-

prepared. When the bridegroom comes, the foolish have no oil in their lamps, no plan for 

replenishing it, and when they finally sort out the details that they should have sorted out before, 

they find the door shut to them, the party closed to them. “Keep awake therefore,” Jesus says, 

“for you know neither the day nor the hour.” It reminds me of what I say when handing a 

baptismal candle to the godparents just after the baptism, “Receive the light of Christ, that when 

the bridegroom comes he may find you ready and waiting.” 

 

And in our Old Testament reading, the reading I want to focus on today, things are getting a bit 

spicy also as Joshua turns up the heat on the people of Israel.  The people of Israel have entered a 

new land and are making a covenant with God for themselves. If this wasn’t the Old Testament, 

we would call this a “come to Jesus” moment. You know that Joshua likes his curry spicy! He 

says, here’s what God has for you: “A long time ago, your ancestors lived in another place and 

they worshiped other gods, but God took them from that place and made Abraham and his family 

into something really special. Some of you think that everything that has happened to us, all the 

success we have known, all of the battles won, have been you’re doing, but that’s not true. God 

has been with you and for you and generous to you all of this time.” 

 

“Now therefore,” Joshua continues, “revere the Lord and serve him faithfully. Put away the gods 

of your ancestors that you used to look to and that your ancestors clung to back in Pharaoh's 

land. Put them away and serve the Lord.” You have to love this next part -- again, it’s getting 

spicy in here -- Joshua says, “I’ll tell you what, choose this day whom you will serve!” 

 

Choose this day whom you will serve. Joshua says, “You know, there are options, folks! You can 

serve whomever you’d like. You can serve yourselves. You can serve money. You can serve 

security. We can serve being the smartest or the toughest or the most well-connected. I’m telling 

you there are options! You can serve your parents or your children (watch out, it sounds good but 

there’s a higher calling). We can serve appearances. We can serve pride. We can serve 

popularity. But in the words of Bobby Dylan, “You’re gonna have to serve somebody.”  

 

It sounds like all the tribes of Israel that Joshua was talking to were a nostalgic bunch. They liked 

to look at the past and say things like, “Back in the day…” or “When I was a kid…” or “Things 

just aren’t like how they used to be. I remember when….” You can worship the past even. 

Maybe not the past itself but certainly the idea of it, the memory of it. You can serve anyone or 

anything you want. There are lots of idols out there ready for our worship and we can form them 

and fashion them however we’d like. In fact, I wonder what the connection is between the things 
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we give ourselves credit for -- the things that we think we built, we earned, we made -- and the 

things that we worship. Ponder that one for a minute.  

 

I appreciate the clarity of Joshua’s words and thinking. This is the kind of thing we put in 

Hallmark cards or hang by the front door on a little plaque but it’s not sentimental. It’s clear 

thinking and it’s bold. Joshua says, “You can serve whomever and whatever you’d like, but as 

for me and my household, we will serve the LORD.” We call that a clear sense of self, a clear 

self-identity, and clear communication. “As for me and my house, we will serve the Lord.” 

 

Do you like how he keeps pouring in the spices? Next, Joshua tries to talk them out of it. The 

people cannot deny that God has done marvelous things, powerful things, and given them many 

gifts. “We want to serve the Lord, also,” they say. But Joshua says, “I’m not messing around 

with this: if you end up worshiping someone or something else, God will remember what you 

said here today and the promises you made. You can’t serve two masters. You can’t worship two 

gods.”  

 

And what do the people say? They insist, “We will serve the Lord! We are witnesses!”  

 

“Then put away the foreign gods that are among you, and incline your hearts to the Lord,” 

Joshua tells the people. 

 

Now, what about you? I’m telling you it’s getting kind of spicy in here after All Saints’! Just 

wait until Advent comes! Who are you going to serve? Which foreign gods are you going to put 

away, leave behind? What about you and your household? I reckon the charge stands the test of 

time: Joshua says, “Choose this day whom you will serve.” 

 

 


