
July 21, 2019 

 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Last month at Vacation Bible School, our children heard the story of how God led the people of 

Israel from slavery and bondage in Egypt to freedom through the waters of the Red Sea. It’s a 

story that many of us as adult disciples might remember from our own days in Vacation Bible 

School or Sunday School. It calls to mind images of Moses raising his staff as the waters of the 

sea are parted so that the people can walk through to their freedom on dry ground. We remember 

how the oppressive Egyptian soldiers of the Pharaoh’s army were then swallowed up in the 

waters of the sea. 

 

We might remember how the Israelites then wandered in the desert for forty years. During that 

time, some grumbled and wanted to go back to Egypt where they could eat and have their fill.  

Yet, God filled their stomachs by miraculously providing manna and quail to eat. While we may 

still be trying to determine which ingredients made up the manna, or bread from heaven, we may 

also recall that when the people of God felt most abandoned, God led them from a cloud by day 

and a fire at night so that they would know that they were not alone. Moses even received and 

passed on the Law represented by the Ten Commandments at Mount Sinai. 

 

All throughout the journey, God is leading the people to the promised land, right? When Moses 

died before the people enter the promised land, who takes over leadership next? Does anyone 

remember? It was Joshua. Joshua, the son of Nun, becomes the leader of God’s people who takes 

them into the promised land. The only problem is that the land is inhabited already by a group of 

people known as “Canaanites.” So what happens next? 

 

Perhaps the old spiritual from our childhood tells the story best: 

 

Chorus: 

Joshua fought the battle of Jericho, Jericho, Jericho 

Joshua fought the battle of Jericho 

And the walls came a-tumbling down 
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You may talk about your men of Gideon 

You may talk about the men of Saul 

But there’s none like good old Joshua 

At the battle of Jericho (Chorus) 

 

Up to the walls of Jericho 

They marched with spears in hand 

“Come blow them ram horns,” Joshua said 

’Cause the battle is in our hands.” (Chorus) 

 

Then the lamb ram sheep horns began to blow 

The trumpets began to sound 

Joshua commanded the children to shout 

And the walls came a-tumblin’ down (Chorus)1 

 

Most likely this morning, we remember the story of Moses and the Exodus. We can even recall 

the story of Joshua as he gathered the Israelite people to walk into the promised land, fighting the 

battle of Jericho by marching around it seven times and blowing the rams’ horns before the walls 

came a tumbling down. Between these two famous characters of our faith, we find in our 

scripture lesson this morning the story of an extraordinary woman whose role in the greater 

narrative could all too easily be overlooked. Without her courage and bravery, however, we 

might never have learned a song about Joshua in Sunday School so many years ago. 

 

Listen to a portion of the story of Rahab and how she helped the Israelite people as they first 

stepped in to inhabit the promised land. Her story begins this morning in Joshua 2:1-7. 

 

Then Joshua son of Nun sent two men secretly from Shittim as spies, saying, “Go, 

view the land, especially Jericho.” So they went, and entered the house of a 

prostitute whose name was Rahab, and spent the night there. The king of Jericho 

was told, “Some Israelites have come here tonight to search out the land.” Then 

the king of Jericho sent orders to Rahab, “Bring out the men who have come to 

you, who entered your house, for they have come only to search out the whole 

land.” But the woman took the two men and hid them. Then she said, “True, the 

men came to me, but I did not know where they came from. And when it was time 

to close the gate at dark, the men went out. Where the men went I do not know. 

Pursue them quickly, for you can overtake them.” She had, however, brought 

them up to the roof and hidden them with the stalks of flax that she had laid out 

on the roof. So the men pursued them on the way to the Jordan as far as the fords. 

As soon as the pursuers had gone out, the gate was shut.2 

 

* * * * * 

 

As the children of Israel gather together with Joshua to exit the wilderness almost forty years 

following their freedom from slavery in Egypt through the waters of the Red Sea, they stand 

before the walls of what is known to be one of the oldest inhabited cities on the face of the earth:  
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Jericho. So Joshua sends out some spies to scout out the land, including the ancient city of 

Jericho. Along the walls of the city, they find the family home of a woman named Rahab. 

 

Rahab and her family are Canaanites like the people who currently occupy Jericho and the 

surrounding territory. Unlike the king of Jericho and other members of the ruling class in city, 

however, Rahab has a low reputation. She is a prostitute. When we hear about Rahab’s 

background of ill repute, it is easy for us to make our quick judgments about her immoral 

choices. It’s easy for us to hear this story and size up in our own minds that this woman is a 

sinner whose sexual promiscuity is one of the gravest offenses to God and among human beings.  

We label her before we know her story. 

 

Robert Coote, in The New Interpreter’s Bible commentary, however, is quick to suggest that 

Rahab’s entrance into prostitution is not one that occurs through her own poor moral choices.  

Rather, Rahab’s story is told around the time of the flax harvest. Notice that the flax is drying up 

on her roof. Flax is harvested just before barley season which is the season of the Passover.3 The 

Passover is the foundational celebration of the story of the exodus of God’s people from bondage 

in Egypt. Passover is about the redemption of the Israelite people from their bondage. It was the 

night of Passover, the final plague over the Egyptian households, that finally encouraged 

Pharaoh to let the people go. (Almost, anyway. He pursued them to the Red Sea where his army 

was drowned in the waters.) 

 

Coote suggests that Rahab is not a prostitute so that she can be a profitable business owner, but 

rather a woman whose family is indebted. As a result, her choice is to live as a prostitute or for 

her family to lose what little they have. She is a prostitute because of the situations that are 

forced upon her by the society in which she lives.4 This is not a choice for Rahab, but an 

indentured servitude; a form of slavery which keeps her family out of prison or safer from death 

for their indebtedness. For Rahab, prostitution is a never-ending cycle of receiving payment only 

to turn it over to those to whom the debt is owed. Rahab is not free to make an immoral choice to 

live as a wealthy madam. Instead, she is held captive to her family’s debt with no other choice in 

her life. 

 

The Israelite spies come to Rahab’s house to hide out as they survey the city. The king of 

Jericho, however, finds out that they are there. It’s not like they are inconspicuous. It’s a city, but 

it’s small enough for people to recognize outsiders. When the king comes looking for the spies at 

Rahab’s house, Rahab hides the spies up among the drying stalks of flax. She tells the king that 

she didn’t know where the Israelites had come from, but that they left before the gate to the city 

was closed at dark. She encouraged the king to catch up with them. In other words, when the 

king of Jericho came looking for the Israelite spies, Rahab lied and hid them on her roof while 

she sent the king off on a wild goose chase. 

 

The story only gets better from there. If you were to read on, Rahab makes an agreement to 

protect the identity and the mission of these men if they will save her own family from death 

when the Israelites take over Jericho. She had heard what happened at the Red Sea as well as to 

others who sought to do harm to the people of God. So Rahab asks if they would spare her 

“father and mother” as well as her “brothers and sisters, and all who belong to them” and 
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“deliver” their “lives from death.”5 So she let them down through a window safely so they could 

escape the city. 

 

The men agree and tell Rahab to tie a crimson cord in the window through which she let them 

down. They tell her that as long as her family members are in the house and the cord is on the 

window, they will be spared when the Israelites come to town. Coote reminds us that the cord is 

reminiscent of the lamb’s blood painted over the doorposts of the Israelites at Passover.6 

 

When Joshua fought the battle of Jericho, with the information he had received from his spies 

who hid out at Rahab’s house, the walls of the city came tumbling down. The city with its 

inhabitants were defeated, but Rahab and her family were allowed to live. Reading ahead a few 

chapters, we learn in Joshua 6:25 that “Rahab the prostitute, with her family and all who 

belonged to her, Joshua spared. Her family has lived in Israel ever since. For she hid the 

messengers who Joshua sent to spy out Jericho.”7 Rahab receives a special status among the 

conquering Israelites. 

 

As God delivers the people from their slavery in Egypt, God also delivers Rahab and her family 

from the bondage of their debt which has caused Rahab to be enslaved as a prostitute. While God 

is at work to deliver the people from their oppression in Egypt, God is also at work to deliver this 

Canaanite woman from the oppressive circumstances that have led to her own enslavement. She 

is not some evil woman who lacks a moral compass that finally experiences salvation because 

she betrays her own people. Rather Rahab, the harlot of Jericho, captures the very heart of a God 

who resists and overthrows the powers that seek to enslave any people. 

 

If we were to jump a little bit further into our scriptures into Matthew’s gospel in the New 

Testament, we’d discover that Rahab, this extraordinary nobody from Jericho who risked her 

own life and welcomed the Israelites to her land with great courage, is mentioned as the mother 

of Boaz and the wife of Salmon in the lineage of Jesus as Matthew connects Jesus to the great 

King David.8 And you thought that you had some interesting secrets on your family tree, didn’t 

you? 

 

Sometimes it is so easy to see the stories of our faith through the same lens that we have always 

used.  In this case, it might easy for us to simply resort to the faith of the old song that reminds us 

of a God who sides with God’s people against the Canaanite inhabitants of the land. With that 

lens, we know that Joshua fought the battle of Jericho with some trumpets and the walls came 

tumbling down. It’s so easy to miss Rahab’s story when we look simply through one lens. 

 

Yet, when we back out to grasp a larger picture, we see how God not only stands with an 

oppressed nation, but also stands with a victim of an opposing side in order to bring freedom, or 

redemption, to Rahab and her family, as well. This story in Joshua is not simply about the 

redemption of God’s people, but also about redemption for Rahab from her own oppression. It’s 

not Joshua’s name that is mentioned in the lineage Jesus Christ, but Rahab’s. From the earliest of 

times in the history of God’s people, God has been about redeeming the world, freeing all, 

especially those who are most oppressed by the systems, structures, and people that abuse power 

for profit over others. 
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The new community that God is bringing about in the promised land must include freedom for 

Rahab and her family. In the new community that God brings about in Jesus Christ, God chooses 

to enter into the world through a familial line that includes Rahab, the prostitute, an 

extraordinary nobody. God is about a bigger picture: justice for all. This dream will take longer 

to achieve. Who is it that we see God at work among today? 

 

When I was with our team of youth in Costa Rica the other week, we were blessed to be able to 

visit with the children at the Methodist Children’s Home there. Many of our youth might tell you 

that it was the highlight of their trip to be able to play with the kids there. I happened to notice 

that one of the girls looked familiar from my last visit almost a year and a half ago. I’ll call her 

“Kimmy” for now. 

 

One of the “tias,” or “aunties,” who care for the children told me that Kimmy had been there five 

years and she was the oldest girl in the home. She was fourteen. When she found out that I had 

remembered her, she came over to ask me some questions. Knowing my Spanish was limited, 

she used simple Spanish and spoke slowly for me. We asked one another about favorite colors 

and foods. I even asked what classes she enjoyed most in school. At one point, however, I asked 

what she planned to do when she graduated from school. 

 

In that moment she lit up as she told me that she wanted to be an ob-gyn. She loved spending 

time with the youngest kids at the home and wanted to be able to help others bring children into 

the world. A year and a half ago, when I first visited, we didn’t speak much with one another.  

Now, however, Kimmy was sharing her hopes and dreams for her life. Friends, this is the type of 

ministry that you help to make possible in Costa Rica. Had it not been for the Children’s Home 

that you have supported and sent teams to visit and even to work there, who knows what might 

be Kimmy’s story today? Yet it is filled with hopes and dreams because you have been at work 

to make those dreams come true. God is at work through you, in Kimmy’s life, in the lives of our 

team members, and in the lives of all the children we encountered. God is bringing hope and life 

because of what you do and who you are. Who knows what dreams might become possible in the 

lives of each of those children and in our lives, as well. 

 

This morning we celebrate seven baptisms. How can we miss seeing God’s eyes as we look into 

the eyes of these seven children? On the other hand, how might we help them to see the God who 

is also active among the Rahabs of our world, that even they might experience God’s redeeming 

love in Jesus Christ? Maybe it’s all in how we view the “nobodies” of the Scriptures and of the 

world around us! 
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