
Sermon—Strong and Courageous (Deuteronomy 31:1-3, 6-8)

When Moses had finished speaking all these words to all Israel, he said to them: “I 
am now one hundred twenty years old. I am no longer able to get about, and 
the Lord has told me, ‘You shall not cross over this Jordan.’ The Lord your God 
himself will cross over before you. He will destroy these nations before you, and 
you shall dispossess them. Joshua also will cross over before you, as the Lord 
promised. Be strong and courageous; have no fear or dread of them, because it is 
the Lord your God who goes with you; he will not fail you or forsake you.”

Then Moses summoned Joshua and said to him in the sight of all Israel: “Be 
strong and courageous, for you are the one who will go with this people into the 
land that the Lord has sworn to their ancestors to give them; and you will put 
them in possession of it. It is the Lord who goes before you. He will be with you; he 
will not fail you or forsake you. Do not fear or be dismayed.”

We are right in the middle of the church season of Lent. It’s the 40 days right 
before Easter, and it’s directly modeled after Jesus spending 40 days fasting in 
the wilderness before he began his earthly ministry. But most theologians 
think Jesus was modeling his 40-day desert fast off of something even further 
back in history—the Israelites 40 years of wandering as they waited to enter 
the Promised Land. Jesus knew the challenging path that lay before him, so he 
spent 40 days focused on the history of his ancestors and remembering the 
way God had provided for them again and again. 

The scripture passage from Deuteronomy comes at the very end of that 
journey. This is 40 years after Moses led the Israelites out of slavery in Egypt. 
They’ve been given the 10 Commandments. They’ve been living on quail and 
manna from heaven. They’ve been waiting for more than a generation. And it’s 
finally time. 

But Moses, their leader, doesn’t get to go with them. He will not live to see 
them enter the Promised Land, and instead, he must transfer leadership to 
Joshua. Our scripture passage today is Moses’ farewell speech. He has gathered 
all of Israel together to tell them these words, and to show them that Joshua is 
now the one who will lead them onward.

So what is the most important thing that Moses wants his people to hear:
Be strong and courageous. Have no fear. 



And as he speaks to Joshua, what is the most important thing he can think of to 
say to the man who will lead these people:
Be strong and courageous. Do not fear or be dismayed. 

It’s tempting to stop right there. Be strong and courageous, and don’t be afraid. 
Those words feel really good. Like, if I say them enough, it will work and I 
won’t be afraid anymore. But if we just stop at be strong and courageous, we 
miss the most important part of what Moses says.

In the middle of his speeches to both the Israelites and to Joshua, right between 
be strong and courageous and don’t fear, Moses tells them… The Lord your God 
goes before you. 

Moses doesn’t tell them that what they are about to do will be easy. He doesn’t 
tell them it’s not a big deal. He doesn’t play down the danger. What he tells 
them is that, precisely because it’s not easy, precisely because what they are 
about to embark upon is so dangerous, that God will go before them. The same 
way that God went before them as they crossed the Red Sea. As they were 
guided by pillars of flame and pillars of cloud. The same way that God went 
before them in the wilderness, providing them with food and water. 

What Joshua and the Israelites are about to do is scary and overwhelming and 
incredibly daunting. But God is leading them. They can be strong and 
courageous because God is leading them. They don’t need to fear because God 
is leading them. Because God has always been leading them. 

Beloved of God, this is the story that Jesus drew strength from in the desert. 
Jesus knew what he was beginning would be difficult and exhausting and that 
it would threaten to overwhelm him. And so he grounded himself in these 
stories of God’s faithfulness. Perhaps now, more than ever, we can do the same.

Beloved, these are difficult times. We don’t know what is coming. And we feel 
isolated and cut off from one another and everything familiar. We’ve entered 
into a kind of wilderness, and we face threats that we don’t know how to 
defeat. But what was true for Jesus fasting in the desert, and true for the 
Israelites in the wilderness is also true for us now. 



The Lord goes before you. God will be with you. God will not fail or forsake you. 
You don’t need to fear. So, beloved of God, be strong and courageous. 

May it be for us in the name of the God who goes before us, today and every 
day. May it be for us in the name of God our Savior, who walked in our 
humanity. And may it be for us in the name of God the Holy Spirit, who dwells 
within us, that we might be strong and courageous. May it be for us, the people 
of God. Amen.


