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Devote yourself to pure and holy desires
I.  Bury sinful cravings that lead to death
II.   Resurrect saintly contentment that leads to life
 
15 On the seventh day, they got up at daybreak and marched around the city in the same manner, except that on that day they circled the city seven times.  16 The seventh time around, when the priests sounded the trumpet blast, Joshua commanded the people, “Shout! For the LORD has given you the city!  17 The city and all that is in it are to be devoted to the LORD. 18 But keep away from the devoted things, so that you will not bring about your own destruction by taking any of them. Otherwise you will make the camp of Israel liable to destruction and bring trouble on it.  19 All the silver and gold and the articles of bronze and iron are sacred to the LORD and must go into his treasury.” But the Israelites acted unfaithfully in regard to the devoted things; Achan son of Carmi, the son of Zimri, the son of Zerah, of the tribe of Judah, took some of them. So the LORD’s anger burned against Israel.  20 Achan replied, “It is true! I have sinned against the LORD, the God of Israel. This is what I have done:  21 When I saw in the plunder a beautiful robe from Babylonia, two hundred shekels of silver and a wedge of gold weighing fifty shekels, I coveted them and took them. They are hidden in the ground inside my tent, with the silver underneath.”  22 So Joshua sent messengers, and they ran to the tent, and there it was, hidden in his tent, with the silver underneath.  23 They took the things from the tent, brought them to Joshua and all the Israelites and spread them out before the LORD. 
 
Christians love the story of Joshua and the city of Jericho.  Christian children love it even more when their Sunday school teacher lets them act the story out.  The children march, march, march around “the city” and give a final shout and the walls come a’tumblin’ down.  After all, it is a story of the LORD’s might and power in battle.  After Moses died, the LORD appointed Joshua to lead the Israelites in battle.  They were to completely wipe out all the nations that inhabited the Promised Land.  All the people of Canaan were heathen idol worshipers.  God wanted his people to be set apart, because they were chosen out of all the nations of the world to produce the Savior of the world.  Here at Jericho, they begin their conquest of the Holy Land.  The city of Jericho was well protected with high, thick walls.  The gates were shut so no one could go out or come in.  The LORD God commanded Joshua and the Israelite army to march around the city walls once a day for six days.  On the seventh day they were to march around the city walls seven times.  And on the seventh march-around the army was instructed to blow their horns and shout to the LORD.  And when they did, the LORD God caused the walls of that powerful city to come crashing down.  The soldiers of Israel streamed into the city untouched, striking down any living thing.  The LORD gave another command.  The loot that soldiers typically take for themselves as payment for their work was to be set aside for the LORD.  The soldiers seized all of the gold, silver and bronze from Jericho and placed those precious metals as an offering at the tabernacle.  (The tabernacle was a special tent for worshiping the LORD.)  
 
The Israelites then marched to the next city to conquer it.  Not a big city like Jericho.  It even had a small name, Ai.  Joshua sent only 3,000 men to capture Ai.  Having just witnessed the LORD’s mighty hand in battle they marched confidently to the city.  However, they were routed by the soldiers of Ai and while they retreated 36 Israelite men were killed.  The Bible tells us that when the men returned to camp the hearts of the people of Israel melted and became like water.  Joshua and the army of Israel were supposed to trounce every city in Canaan.  The LORD had promised to help them.  What had they done?  Joshua cried out in prayer to the LORD, “Why have you allowed this to happen?”  But the LORD answered, “Israel has sinned.  They have violated my command.  I will not be with you unless you destroy whatever among you was supposed to be devoted to me.”  (vs6-12)   
Joshua stood before the camp and tore his clothes as a sign of deep grief and remorse.  He declared that all the people must consecrate themselves for the next day.  This meant that they had to purify themselves by ceremonial washings and to abstain from certain activities.  That next day, each of the 12 tribes of Israel came forward and presented themselves before the LORD.  The tribe of Judah was chosen.  Someone from that tribe had sinned.  Next, the clan of the Zerahites was picked.  From them the family of Zimri was taken and finally Achan son of Carmi the son of Zimri was chosen.  Joshua confronted him and said, “Tell me what you have done.  Do not hide it from me.”  (7:19)  
 
Achan confessed, “I have sinned against the LORD.”  What had Achan done?  Achan must have been one of the soldiers that attacked Jericho and went inside the city walls.  However, while he was in the city he saw something that caused him to stop swinging his sword for a minute: a beautiful imported Babylonian robe, 5 pounds of silver and bar of gold weighing 1 ¼ pounds.  He took them for himself and buried them in the ground under his tent back at camp.  No one knew, no one saw.  Just Achan and his family.  The LORD had made his directives very clear, “All the silver, gold and bronze are to be set aside for me.”  Achan’s sin of coveting affected the whole nation of Israel.  Their army had lost in battle. Men died.  Now Achan must suffer the consequences.  Joshua and the entire camp of Israel led Achan and his possessions, his sons and daughters, his cattle and sheep, into a valley.  There they stoned them all to death, burned the remains and then piled rocks on top of them.  Achan stole the riches of Canaan from the LORD and lost his inheritance in the Promised Land.  As head of his family, Achan involved his whole household in his guilt and punishment.  He was disloyal to the LORD and his fellow Israelites, a man from the tribe of Judah no less, and was executed as the Canaanites were.  The LORD set a standard that was to be followed.  He was serious about sin and still is.
 
Today, most people do not have bars of gold or shekels of silver but they do have money.  And there is always someone who has more money that you.  Today, most people do not have expensive imported robes from Babylon, but people do have expensive name brand clothing, and there is always someone who has more of these things than you.  Today, most people do not have donkeys and sheep and cattle as their prized possessions, but people do have homes, cars, video game systems, televisions, iPods, computers, laptops, appliances and power tools, and there is always someone who has more than you or who has a better more expensive one than you have.
 
You see, Achan’s sin is my sin.  Achan’s sin is your sin.  All of us have been guilty of the sin of coveting.  To covet means to want something that you do not have; to have a strong desire for something that someone else has and you don’t have it.  There’s nothing wrong with admiring someone else’s possessions.  But there’s a fine line that we all cross when we have a strong sinful desire for those items and wish that they were ours and we think about having that item more than anything else.  Coveting is wishing we had more and they had less, because no one wants to see someone have more than they.  And if anyone thinks that they have never had these kind of sinful desires then they need to read Proverbs 19:20 which says, “Who can say, ‘I have kept my heart pure; I am clean and without sin’?”  No one can say that.     
 
Why do you and I have these sinful desires?  Why are we not satisfied with what the Lord has blessed us with?  Why do we concern ourselves with what others have and what we do not have?  The apostle James explains our motives in very clear terms when he writes, “What causes fights and quarrels among you?  Don’t they come from your desires that battle within you?  You want something but don’t get it.  You kill and covet, but you cannot have what you want.  You quarrel and fight.  You do not have, because you do not ask God.  When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures.” (5:1-3)  A battle rages within you between your naturally sinful heart and your new person that the Holy Spirit created in you at your baptism.  Your new person wants to be satisfied with what the Lord has blessed you with.  Your sinful self whines and complains about what others have and what you don’t have.  Our problem is that we allow our sinful hearts to win those battles.  We allow ourselves to become dissatisfied with the great blessings God has given us and want more of what we do not have.  The Lord has set his standard, “Do not covet.”  He is still serious about sin.  And like Achan you and I ought to lose our eternal inheritance because of our covetous desires.  We deserve to be dragged outside these walls and stoned to death, buried under a pile of rocks.  We deserve to remain shut out of the Promised Land.
 
In his letter to the Ephesians, the apostle Paul reminds us, “As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins.  You gratified the cravings of your sinful nature and followed its desires and thoughts and became objects of wrath.” (Eph 2:1,3)  Just like Achan, the Lord’s anger burned against you, and your sinful thoughts left you dead and buried, under a pile of your sins.  
 
But then the apostle continues, “But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions – it is by grace you have been saved.  God raised us up with Christ.”  (Eph 2:4-6)   Because the LORD God loves you, because he shows mercy to you that you do not deserve, because he does not want to see you dead, because he does not want to see you shut out of his Promised Land, he raised you up from your deadness and made you alive.  Through your baptism the Holy Spirit buried you with Christ.  On the cross you died with Jesus, and in the tomb you were buried with him, and there your sins were buried.  Your sins of coveting and sinful desires were buried in Christ’s tomb, never to be seen by God again.  But unlike your sins, Jesus did not remain in the tomb.  He rose again on Easter Sunday.  In the same way the Holy Spirit raised you up with Christ.  Through your baptism you have been given a new life, here on earth and forever in heaven.  Today and everyday, as you recall what your baptism has done for you in repentance you will bury your covetous desires.  Everyday you will dig that deep hole and lay to rest those sinful longings.  Let your new person rise to live for Christ.  
 
In your new life through baptism your new person rises to live according to the LORD’s directives in the 9th and 10th commandments.  The apostle Peter in 1Peter 1:14-16 encourages us to no longer conform to the evil desires you had, but to be holy in all you do.  As you already heard in the gospel this morning from Matthew 5:8 Jesus himself tells you, “Blessed are the pure in heart, they will see God.”  Think only about pure and holy things.  Have virtuous desires.  And as the apostle Paul said in the Second Lesson from Philippians 4:11-13, “I have learned to be content in any and every situation.”  Be satisfied with what you have, even if someone else has more or better than you.  There is nothing wrong in wanting to upgrade or buying something new.  Sometimes it is necessary.  But don’t get all bent out of shape trying to get that new thing.  Don’t have the attitude that you want this item more than anything else in the world.  And if you can’t get it, then maybe the Lord has something else in store for you.  Be content with what the Lord has blessed you with.  
 
Also in this commandment the Lord tells you to help your neighbor protect and keep his property and possessions.  That means you will be happy for your neighbor, coworker, friend or relative who has more than you.  And if someone is vandalizing, stealing or ruining his property, tell him or call the police.  If there’s garbage on your neighbor’s property, pick it up.  When you’re mowing the gross, mow an extra row into his yard (if he’s not too picky about his lawn).  Help your neighbor keep his property and possessions.  Bury those sinful desires and let holy desires rise to live in contentment.           
 
Because like Achan, who thought he needed more, who thought he could steal from the LORD, you and I also have covetous desires.  But we ask the Holy Spirit to help us curb those sinful desires and to listen and obey the LORD’s will for our lives.  May the Holy Spirit grant us a content heart, always thankful for what our LORD has blessed us with.  Amen
