
When Your Children Ask You: The Purpose of the Miraculous Parting of the Jordan 
(Joshua 4:1-24) 

Seventh in the sermon series, “Go and Possess the Land.” Preached to GGCF last September 11, 2011, Maxwell Hotel, Escario, Cebu City 
 

Henry Trocino, Jr. 
 
 

In Josh. 3, we learned that the miracle of the waters in the Jordan is not about the faith of Israel, but 
about the presence and power of the God of Israel.  

In Josh. 4:2, Yahweh commands Joshua to take twelve men from the twelve tribes of Israel—one from 
each tribe. Each man shall take a stone from where the priests stood in the Jordan. They were to use the stones 
to set up a memorial, a monument. The stones were to be a marker of the miracle of the waters of the Jordan. In 
v. 6, Joshua says that when their children will ask what the stones mean, they shall tell them how Yahweh cut 
off the waters in the Jordan. In v. 21, Joshua again says essentially the same thing. Thus, Joshua stresses the 
meaning of the memorial stones for future generations. 

But what is the purpose of the miraculous cutting off of the Jordan River? The answer is in the text. In 
Joshua 4, the author of Joshua indicates a two-fold purpose: the exaltation of Joshua as Israel’s leader after 
Moses, and the exaltation of Yahweh as the only mighty God.  

In this sermon, I want to stress the two-fold theological purpose of the miracle. 
 

Joshua is Exalted as Leader of Israel After Moses (vv. 1-14) 
 

In Josh. 3:7, Yahweh promised Joshua that He will exalt Joshua before Israel. In Josh. 4:14, we see that  
Yahweh exalted Joshua on the day of the miraculous parting of the Jordan River. The people stood in awe of 
Joshua as they did with Moses. I looked into the word, “awe” (Heb. yare) and it means, “fear, reverence, 
honour” in the qal stem.1  

That is how God honors leaders whom He appoints. People will fear them, honor them, and obey them. 
That is what the writer tells us in v. 8. The people obeyed as Joshua commanded and took twelve stones.  

I remember one Pastor who aspired to become president of a denomination. He lobbied with his fellow 
pastors to support him. He went around shaking hands, acting like a politician. On the day of the vote, few 
delegates voted for him.  

He left the denomination feeling bad, blaming others. 
There is a lot of politics in churches and denominations today. The politics sometimes serve to maintain 

the pastor’s power or position. But God will never manipulate the flesh to exalt His leader. God installed Moses 
as leader, though Moses was unwilling. God installed David, though he was only a shepherd boy. God installed 
Timothy, though he was young and timid. God exalts His leader by His power, not by politics. 

Listen! There are many servants of God who are unknown on earth, but very well known in heaven. 
It is nice to be exalted by men. But I’d rather be exalted by God. It’s okay if I’m not a superstar pastor on earth. 
I prefer the superstar status in heaven. I would rather that God exalt me, not man. 

In Joshua, we see that God can exalt His leader even without the politics of power. 
The crucial question is: How did Joshua exercise his leadership? That is what we have here in Josh. 4:1-

3.  
Recall that the Levite priests were told to carry the ark of the covenant into the waters of the Jordan. As 

soon as their feet were dipped on the water edge, the waters before them were cut off. Suddenly, dry ground 
appeared before them. While the Levite priests stood on the water edge, the people of Israel passed over the dry 
ground of the Jordan and into the land. 

After that, Yahweh told Joshua to command twelve men from the twelve tribes to take twelve stones 
from the midst of the Jordan. They are to bring the twelve stones over with them to the place of lodging of the 
Israelites that night. In vv. 4-5, Joshua obeys God’s Word to the last detail. This is the first mark of leadership 
of Joshua. 
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First, Joshua is God’s leader because he is an obedient follower of the divine command. He did not just 
obey God’s Word. He obeyed it immediately, without delay. The church today needs pastors and leaders who 
listen to God carefully and obey His will promptly. If your pastor does not do that, your church will flounder. 
But the church will rise under a pastor who listens to God carefully and obeys Him promptly.  

Note that it is not just Joshua who obeyed. The people also obeyed their God to the last detail (v. 8).  
Do you want to see God do wonderful things for our church? When the leader of God obeys God totally, 

and the people of God obeys him willingly, God performs a miracle!  
Second, Joshua is a prophetic teacher of the divine will.2 In vv. 6-7, Yahweh said, “Set up the twelve  

stones as a memorial.” But Joshua interpreted the divine will. He said, “When your children ask you later, 
‘What do these stones mean?,’ you shall answer that the waters of the Jordan were cut off before the ark of the 
covenant. So these stones serve as a memorial forever.”  

Joshua did not only hear God’s Word and speak it. He also interpreted God’s Word and applied it. 
Brethren, we need prophetic teachers of the divine will today! Prophetic teachers are those who hear 

God’s Word, speak God’s Word, and apply God’s Word to God’s people.  
For twenty years, I’ve been working in sales in a big company. But for many years, I was not happy and 

fulfilled. I asked myself, what is the meaning of it? Deep inside, I knew that the Lord was calling me to be a 
pastor. 

I remember the words of the late Pastor Jose Latorilla on his sickbed one day in Bacolod. He was 90  
years old and very sick. He could not get up. He could not hear on one ear. He could not swallow food. He felt 
pain all over his body.  

I asked him, “Dad, do you think I should become a pastor?”  He looked at me, smiled, and said, “You 
should have been a pastor a long time ago.” 

That was a prophetic word of the divine will. Six months before this church called me to be its pastor, I 
discerned in my heart that I would pastor this church. But I just kept quiet.  

About six months later, brother Felix came to my house carrying a letter one day. When he sat down, I 
told him, “Brother Felix, I think I know what’s in that letter.”  

He said, “What?”  
I answered, “You are going to call me to be your pastor.” 
His eyes grew big. 
Joshua interpreted the divine will and taught the people.  
How about you? If your children ask you today about the meaning of the Gospel, could you tell them? If 

they ask you about the meaning of salvation, could you explain it to them? If people ask you the salvation 
meaning of water baptism and the Lord’s supper, could you clarify it to them? 

Brethren, we need to interpret the divine will for people today! 
 

Yahweh is Exalted as the Only Mighty God (vv. 15-23) 
 
The key conclusive verse is in v. 24. (READ). As we learned in our previous study, the hand of the 

LORD is the ark of the LORD (Josh. 3:10-12; cf. 1 Sam. 4:8). The hand of the LORD is the power of the 
LORD—symbolized by the ark of the covenant. Conversely, the ark of the covenant symbolizes the presence 
and power of the LORD—the mighty hand of Yahweh. 

The important question now is: How does the writer of Joshua show the mighty hand of the LORD? The 
writer gives us two indications.  

First, Yahweh is exalted by the acts of Yahweh. Look with me please in vv. 15, 18. “And the LORD said 
to Joshua, ‘Command the priests bearing the ark of the testimony to come up out of the Jordan.’ . . . And when . 
. . the soles of the priests’ feet were lifted up on dry ground, the waters of the Jordan returned to their place and 
overflowed all its banks, as before” (Josh. 4:15, 18, ESV). 

Notice that Yahweh commands, and then He acts. He commands Joshua to command the priests 
carrying the ark of the covenant to come up from the Jordan. Then, Yahweh acts. In v. 18, as soon as the soles 
of their feet come up on dry ground, the waters of the Jordan returned to their place. The Jordan River returned 
                                                

2 Trent C. Butler, Joshua (WBC 7; ed. John D. W. Watts; Dallas: Word, 1984), 49. 



to its flooded stage as before. Thus, Yahweh is exalted by the acts of Yahweh after people obey the commands 
of Yahweh.  

When you obey God’s Word, God acts, and God is glorified by the acts of God. 
God glorified Himself by His act of grace to my brother. Last Sunday, my brother, Nonoy, was already 

in critical condition. He was suffering from pancreatitis and acute renal failure. His blood pressure and blood 
sugar were up. His white blood cells were at 20,000+; the normal is 5,000-10,000. His urine was dark colored. 
He was undergoing blood transfusion. 

My sister called me up last Sunday and her voice was desperate. The doctors have already done 
everything. One doctor told her, “Do you have religion?” The doctors were giving up on him. They said that he 
only had three to four days to live. 

Then I told my sister these exact words. “Nonoy will need a miracle of God’s grace. We have got to 
trust God for a miracle.” Then I cried also.   

On Monday, the Lord performed a miracle of grace. Nonoy’s blood pressure and sugar went down. His 
urine color turned like apple juice. His recovery is slow, but improving. He’s no longer in the ICU. Two days 
ago, I heard that he was already eating some food. Yesterday, he is no longer on dialysis. 

Brethren, God is exalted by the gracious acts of God. 
Yahweh is exalted by His acts. The result of the miracle of the Jordan is that all the peoples of the land 

became afraid of the people of Israel. Josh. 5:1 tells us that the hearts of the Amorite kings and the Canaanite 
kings were melted. They no longer had any spirit because of Israel. 

Second, Yahweh is exalted by the memory of Yahweh. In vv. 20-22, Joshua repeats the same message in 
vv. 6-7. Joshua told them that one day, their children will ask them what these memorial stones mean? They 
shall answer that that Israel passed over the Jordan River on dry ground.  

You see, Joshua set up two sets of memorial stones. He set up one set of stones in the midst of the 
Jordan, right on the place where the Levite priests stood. He also set up another set of stones in Gilgal. 

What is the purpose of these stones? Let us read v. 24. So we see a second purpose for the miracle of the 
Jordan. That purpose is for the exaltation of Yahweh among the peoples of the earth and among the people of 
God.  

Do you know that when you remember the great acts of Yahweh, you glorify God? When you recall 
God’s answers to prayer, you exalt God. When you recount God’s works to others, you glorify God. 

That is the purpose of the memorial stones for Israel. They are to recall the great acts of Yahweh and 
glorify Him.  

But this time, God wants them to personalize the miracle. The miracle of the Jordan happened many 
years ago. The children of Israel were not born yet. But God wants the children to experience God’s miracle in 
the Jordan for themselves—to personalize it. Read with me please in v. 23. (READ) 

Joshua connects the miracle of the parting of the Jordan with the miracle of the parting of the Red Sea. 
The miracle of the Red Sea is for the parents. But the miracle of the Jordan is for the children. 

In v. 23, Joshua says, “For the Lord your God dried up the waters of the Jordan for you until you passed 
over.” The children were not there when the Lord cut the waters. They were not there to pass over the Jordan. 

But Joshua wants them to personalize God’s mighty acts. “The Lord your God dried up the waters of the 
Jordan for you until you passed over.”  

Then Joshua said, “as the Lord your God did to the Red Sea, which he dried up for us until we passed 
over.” Notice that from the Jordan, Joshua points them back to the Red Sea. Thus, God points the children of 
Israel back to the beginning of faith with their parents yesterday, so that they can learn to trust God in a personal 
way today. In this way, God is glorified. 
 

Conclusion 
 
What are your memorial stones? 
My memorial stone is the church building of Fellowship Baptist Church of Bacolod. There, I remember 

old Pastor Latorilla teaching me God’s Word every Wednesday prayer meeting and Friday Bible Study. 



My memorial stone is our old dilapidated house in Bacolod, where I first received Christ. My memorial 
marker is my baptism in Alijis river in Bacolod back in 1978. My memorial stone is a Keswick conference in 
Kabankalan Fellowship Baptist Church, where I first consecrated my life to the Lord. 

My memorial date is last Sunday, Sept. 4, 2012, when the Lord answered our prayers and healed my 
brother from severe pancreatitis and acute renal failure. 

Your memorial stone can be a place where you heard the Gospel. It can be the day and place your were 
baptized. It can be the person who invited you to church. Your memorial marker can be a moment of blessing. 
It can be your old Bible full of pen marks.  

As a church, I believe our memorial stone is our new church building, a new Bible school, and a new 
Christian school. 

You need to take a memorial stone to help you remember the works of God in your life.  
God no longer performed a second miracle in the Jordan. Similarly, your past experience of God will not 

happen again.  
But if you look back to God’s acts for you in the past, you can look forward to God’s acts for you in the 

future. Because God’s hand is mighty, you can expect God to do wonderful things for you today. 


