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Joshua 24:14-24 

There’s Only One Choice 
 

It was September of 1989 and Boris Yeltsin, newly elected to the Soviet 

parliament, visited the Johnson Space Center in Houston.  He came away from 

the visit absolutely amazed…but it had nothing to do with our space progam.  

His true amazement came from an unscheduled trip to a nearby supermarket.  As 

he wandered the aisles he was absolutely stunned by the thousands of products 

available.  In his autobiography Yeltsin wrote about his experience at that 

supermarket. “When I saw those shelves crammed with hundreds and thousands 

of cans and cartons and goods of every possible sort, for the first time I felt 

frankly sick with despair for the Soviet people.  That such a potentially super-

rich country as ours has been brought to a state of such poverty!  It is terrible to 

think of it.”  

 

A Houston Chronicle photographer was there and in the photos you can see 

Yeltsin marveling at the produce section and the fresh fish market…taken aback 

that they were handing out free cheese samples.  He looked especially excited 

about the frozen pudding pops. “Even the politburo doesn’t have these kinds of 

options.  Not even Mr. Gorbachev.” He told his fellow Russians with him that if 

the Russian people saw the bounty of US supermarkets, “there’d be a 

revolution.” 

 

That short visit shattered Mr. Yeltsin’s view of communism.  Two years later, he 

left the Communist Party and began making reforms to turn the economic tide in 

Russia.  

 

We love our freedom of choice!  Sure, we take it for granted many times, but the 

second it’s gone we’re keenly aware of it and show it with our complaining 

words.  We love that freedom.  And this is exactly how so many conceive of 

spiritual life.  They conceive of it as a smorgasbord of choices.  If I want to be 

spiritual but not religious, that’s what works for me.  If the tenets of Buddhism 

speak to me, that’s what I’ll follow.  Even for those who know that the Christian 

faith is the only true path to a relationship with God, even they, many times, 

think that God lays a choice before us.  Choose me or choose something else.  

And in all of it, like Boris Yeltsin, they celebrate the freedom and the ability to 

choose.  It’s that so wonderful.     

 

But they’re wrong.  Like it or not, the truth is that our spiritual lives are far more 

like Soviet era Russia.  The truth is that we only have one choice…(which if 

you’re paying attention you’ll notice means that we don’t actually have any 

choice at all).   



 

Many will quote these very words of Joshua to argue against what I’m saying.  

But let’s take a closer look at them.     

 
Joshua said, But if you see no benefit in serving the LORD, then choose for 

yourselves today whomever you will serve—whether the gods that your 

fathers served beyond the River, or the gods of the Amorites, in whose land 

you are living. 

 

See, pastor!  Joshua said we have a choice.  Choose God or choose to forsake 

him!   

 

Did he?  Is that really what he said?  

 

Let’s back up.  These words come after a long farewell sermon Joshua delivered 

to the people.  Now remember Joshua took over leadership after Moses.  He was 

part of the exodus from Egypt.  Then was with the people through their 40 years 

of wandering.  Then he became leader and led the Israelites into Canaan to 

conquer the land.  At the end of it all, Joshua delivered his farewell sermon in 

which he gave the people a recap of their time together.  And it was all focused 

on the actions of their God.  He detailed God’s grace from the time of Abraham 

up to the present day.  He reminded them that God was the one who loved 

them….that God was the one who provided for them.  He reminded them that the 

reason they were who they were and were where they were was because GOD 

CHOSE THEM.  Out of all the nations, he chose Abraham and called Abraham.  

It wasn’t the other way around.  Then he loved Abraham and his decsendants 

and called on them to know his love and to be moved to serve him because of it.     

 

BUT Joshua said.  BUT…if you don’t like that…if you don’t like that God chose 

you and don’t want to serve him…then there is one choice you have.  And what 

was the choice?  Not between God or something else.  Choose this false god or 

that false god.  The only choice they had was to reject the Lord and forsake him.     

 

This is what scripture teaches clearly and repeatedly.  That sin has so thoroughly 

corrupted us that the only thing we can do is reject.  The only choice we have is 

to push God away.   

 

So Joshua urged the people…don’t make the choice.  Be content to stand in 

God’s grace and be who HE has made you to be already.  Serve the Lord. 

 

And that’s exactly what happened.  “Far be it from us to forsake the LORD in 

order to serve other gods!  We’ve seen everything he’s done!  We too will 

serve the LORD, because he is our God! 
 



Perhaps you learned that truth early on in life.  Perhaps you learned it later.  As 

we say in Luther’s explanation to the 3
rd

 article.  I believe that I cannot by my 

own thinking or choosing believe in Jesus Christ, my Lord, or come to him.  But 

perhaps you’re wondering, isn’t that all a bit academic?  Afterall, we do believe 

by the power of the Spirit.  We’re past all that.   

 

Friends, I’m here to tell you that you need to let this truth sink in deep because it 

still has a huge impact on you.  You know why? Because each of you still has 

that sinful nature whose only choice is to reject God.  And accepting that truth is 

vital if we’re going to have the proper respect we need for the danger that puts us 

in.   

 

Joshua shows us that by responding to the people’s earnest confession in an 

unexpected way.  What he did was perhaps as jarring to hear as one of these 

situations.  I don’t know how much you remember confirmation, but I know this 

didn’t happen.  Can you imagine if after your confession of faith on your day of 

confirmation, your pastor said, “Well that was all pointless, because you’re most 

likely not going to do it anyway! Go in peace.”  Or what if after a new husband 

and wife made their wedding vows the pastor said, “I now pronounce you man 

and wife…but it’ll never last.”  I think you’d look for a new church home! 

 

But isn’t that what it sounds like Joshua is doing?  After this wonderful 

confession we’re told, 
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But Joshua said to the people, “You are not able to 

serve the LORD, because he is a holy God. He is a jealous God. He will not 

forgive your rebellion and your sins. 
20

If you forsake the LORD and you 

serve foreign gods, then he will turn and cause disaster for you, and he will 

put an end to you after he has done good for you.” 

 

Why would Joshua do that?  Well perhaps it would be easier for us to understand 

Joshua’s words if we added a few more:  “…on your own.”  You can’t do it on 

your own, Israel.  You can’t do it on your own, Crown of Life.  You believe in 

God just as Israel did.  Yet, Joshua felt compelled to recount the reasons why 

Israel couldn’t serve the LORD with faithfulness.  They would rebel and sin 

against God’s commands.  They would forsake the LORD for false gods like 

Baal and Asherah.  Ultimately Joshua was warning them against overconfidence 

in themselves.   

 

We need that warning too.  Sometimes we’re quick to assume our faith is 

standing firm.  Sometimes we’re too quick to dismiss the very real warning that 

rejection is the only choice you bring to the table on your own…even after 

you’re a believer!  In fact, sometimes we get downright indignant that anyone 

would even dare to suggest that my faith might be in danger.   

 



I once tried to warn a Christian about their lack of worship attendance and my 

concern about their spiritual health.  I quoted Jesus in John 15.  If a man 

remains in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart from me you can 

do nothing.  If anyone does not remain in me, he is like a branch that is 

thrown away and withers; such branches are picked up, thrown into the fire 

and burned.  You know what reaction I got.  I can’t believe you would call me 

an unbeliever!  To which I reminded that person that Jesus said these words…to 

his disciples and that if they were so spiritually superior as to be above hearing 

that warning, then I didn’t have anything else to say.    

 

Friends, my point is, take this warning seriously.  Are there things in your life 

that might suggest you’re not standing as firmly as you might think?  Have 

aspects of your life become more important than your Lord?  Have you been 

faithful in using his Word?  Have you treated others with the love God demands?  

If so, take this warning seriously.  Realize the awful power you bring to the 

table…a sinful nature that will not stop until you it has complete power over you 

and drags you right down to hell.   

 

And if you do that…if you take that warning seriously, then you can be 

comforted as God wants you to be.  How can you say with Joshua, As for me 

and my household, we will serve the LORD?  You can’t do it on your own.  

You turn to Jesus.  Right before he spoke those words of John 15 he said to his 

disciples:  You are already clean because of the word I have spoken to you.  

You did not choose me.  I chose you.  Like the Israelites of old, we are where 

we are and who we are because God chose us and made it so.  We are salt and 

light because Jesus chose us in his love to live for us and die for us and forgive 

us.  And now we seek to remain connected to that vital source of life…our 

Savior Jesus…who enables us to serve the Lord as forgiven and loved children.  

I am the vine, you are the branches.  If a man remains in me and I in him, 

he will bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing.   
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Joshua said, “Now, therefore, remove the foreign gods that are among 

you, and turn your heart to the LORD, the God of Israel.” 
24

The people said to Joshua, “We will serve the LORD our God, and we 

will listen to his voice.” 

 

Rejoice that God has made his choice.  Rejoice that he has overcome our sinful 

resistance through the power of his Son and his Spirit.  And with sober minded 

seriousness about what we bring to the table…let us avoid that one choice we 

have and be content to stand in God’s grace in Jesus our Savior and be who HE 

has made us to be.  We will serve the Lord. Amen.  


