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It was almost ten years ago that the moderator of the church I was serving at the time gave me 

this sign.  It’s a small sign that hung on the wall of my office there, and that still today sits on a 

shelf directly across from my desk.  Each time I take my eyes just above the computer monitor 

on my desk, it is this sign that comes into view.  And it reads, simply, “When in doubt, look up!” 

 

It is remarkable how difficult it is for us to ask for help!  The truth is that there is almost this 

societal taboo on needing help.  We touched on this a bit a few weeks ago – the manner in the 

true American Dream seems to include lifting ourselves up by our bootstraps.  The American 

success story is making our own way in life, and being able to look back upon our journeys 

proclaiming ‘look what I accomplished.’  But, needing a little help along the way?  Needing 

skills, energy, courage, talents, wisdom, or anything else to aid us in that journey, that we can’t 

muster up ourselves – well, that’s just not right! 

 

And, we have all sorts of excuses.  We say we don’t want to impose on people.  We say we don’t 

want to ‘bother’ people with our problems.  We say that my life is my responsibility and I need 

to take care of things.  We even proclaim that there’s no one, or nothing, out there who can help 

us (despite the fact that we’ve never actually asked)!  The list goes on and on, but there is simply 

no denying that we are, more often than not, determined to deal with things ourselves and 

painfully resistant to the notion of actually showing anyone what we perceive to be the 

‘weakness’ that is inherent in needing help. 

 

When in doubt…look up!  In our bootstrapping society, it is one of the greatest hurdles of 

faithful living.  And, it is this faith-driven critique of our own stubborn independence, to which I 

think the story of Joshua speaks so clearly. 

 

It’s hard to fathom the circumstance in which Joshua found himself.  We talk at various times of 

life about having ‘big shoes to fill’ in one circumstance or another.  Joshua, however, was facing 

that challenge on an entirely different level.  Moses had been leading the Israelites for 40 years 

of that wilderness wandering.   

• He had confronted Pharaoh, face to face, time and again.   

• He led the people out of oppression.   

• He parted the waters, caused bread to rain from the skies and drew water from a rock.   
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• He went to the mountaintop to talk to God and returned with the very commandments of 

their Lord.   

• He led the people on their journeys, he stood up to their wayward devices, and he had 

brought them to the brink of the Promised Land.   

 

And now, all of a sudden, it wasn’t Moses who was going to lead them those final days, but 

Joshua who had those shoes to fill.  Some of us have faced that daunting task of filling big shoes 

in the course of our lives, but the ginormous shoes that Joshua was called to fill would have 

made clown shoes look like nothing but little baby booties.   

 

And what does God say to Joshua?  “Be strong and courageous!” 

• “Be strong and courageous; for you shall put this people in possession of the land that I 

swore to their ancestors to give them.”  

• “Only be strong and very courageous, being careful to act in accordance with all the law 

that my servant Moses commanded you; do not turn from it to the right hand or to the 

left, so that you may be successful wherever you go.”  

• “I hereby command you: Be strong and courageous; do not be frightened or dismayed.” 

 

Three times in the course of those nine verses, God uses that phrase with Joshua.  In the face of a 

daunting task…  In the face of those incomparable shoes of Moses that he was being asked to 

fill…  In the face of tremendous possibility and challenge for his people…  Joshua was being 

told again and again, “Be strong and courageous.”  What is most important about this exchange 

between Joshua and God, however – about this repeated command to remain strong and 

courageous – are the very last ten words that we read.  “Be strong and courageous.”  “Only be 

strong and courageous.”  “I hereby command you: Be strong and courageous.”  Why?  “The 

Lord your God is with you wherever you go!”  Because you’re not alone in this! 

 

In the face of a task that none of us could even fathom, God repeatedly reminds Joshua to stand 

strong and be courageous.  Not because everything is going to be easy.  Not because his efforts 

will cause everything to come up roses.  Not because he’s been equipped to manage everything 

perfectly.  No, God tells Joshua to be strong and courageous because he’s not alone – because 

God is with him every step of the way! 

 

“We will not fear,” the Psalmist writes.  The earth will change…the mountains will shake…the 

waters will roar… but we will not fear.  The nations are in an uproar… the kingdoms totter… but 

we will not fear!  Why?  “The Lord of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge!” 

 

We hear the same in those familiar words from the letter to the Philippians: 

• Rejoice in the Lord always.  Why?  The Lord is near! 

• Do not worry about anything.  Why?  The peace of God will guard your hearts and your 

minds in Christ Jesus. 

• “In any and all circumstances I have learned the secret of being well-fed and of going 

hungry, of having plenty and of being in need.”  What is it?  “I can do all things through 

him who strengthens me!” 
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You know, one of the things that is emerging for me over the course of this Lenten series is that 

there is a tendency for a fair amount of repetitive crossover from one week to the next.  A few 

weeks ago, we touched on some of this bootstrapping stuff.  And, in a few weeks, on Palm 

Sunday, we’re going to end up crossing over a bit with some of this similar theme of relying on 

God.  When we start focusing on the various ways in which God is working in our lives, it all 

kind of runs together at certain points.  The thing I really found myself focused on this week, 

however, is the cornerstone notion of why it is we can be strong and courageous…why it is we 

need not fear…and why it is we can rejoice and not worry.  Why?  Because we can do all things 

through him who strengthens us! 

 

We don’t need to be strong because we are strong.  We don’t need to be courageous because we 

have it all figured out.  Our peace and lack of worry doesn’t come from the fact that we have 

everything under control.  It comes from the fundamental and unmitigated promise that he is 

with us now…tomorrow…always.  “When in doubt, look up!”  We can be strong and 

courageous because God is with us.  We need not fear, because God is our refuge.  We can do all 

things through him who strengthens us. 

 

We are not inherently strong or capable people ready to take on anything this world throws at us 

– and we’re going to come back to that point a bit more on Palm Sunday.  Today, however, I 

simply want us to rest in that foundational reminder that we don’t need to be – because we are 

never alone.  In this world that can leave us tossed about – we are never alone.  In this pandemic 

that has led to a sense of unparalleled isolation for so many – we are never alone.  In our trials… 

in our tumult… in our despair… we are never alone.  It is not that we are strong, capable, 

independent people who can fill the biggest shoes this world ever needs us to fill.  No, it is that, 

no matter what path we’re walking, we can be strong and courageous, because the Lord our God 

is with us wherever we go, and we can do all things through him who strengthens us. 

 


