I SPY

Text: Joshua 2 (esp. vs 8-13)
Readings: Hebrews 11:23-31, James 2:14-26
Theme: Rahab, a Canaanite woman, believed in God's power and greatness and wanted to be saved from His judgement.  
Purpose: To direct attention to the greatness and salvation of God and to Rahab's faith in Him.

Congregation,

The book of Joshua is full of exciting stories and this chapter gets us right into the action! It has the story line of an adventure movie. 

Two men are sent into an enemy city as spies.
They go to the house of a prostitute called Rahab. The military police of the city come looking for them. Rahab hides them and covers for them. 
In return for her help the spies come to an agreement with her and promise to rescue her when they return to the city.
She helps them escape with a rope out of the window and gives them advice about their get-away!

The story has a good plot line; it has tension, action and drama! 
But it is more than just a good story. It is included in the Bible for what it can teach us about God, about ourselves and about the life of faith. 

As we look at this story we need to direct our attention to the greatness of God and to Rahab's faith in Him. But first we need to consider some of the background.

BACKGROUND

The people of Israel were camped on the plains of Moab, alongside the Jordan river. 
Opposite them, across the Jordan, lay the land of Canaan and the city of Jericho, the first city in their path. 

Joshua selected two spies to go in and explore the land. That was a sensible move, and one they had done before, forty years earlier. He wanted them to check out the situation and to gather information. 

This was an important mission and we can assume that he selected men who were suited to the task. Joshua himself had been a spy all those years ago and he knew how important it was to have the right men. So we can be sure he chose two men who were reliable, capable, trustworthy and godly. 

We need to note this because when the men arrived in the city they went to the house of Rahab who was a prostitute. We should not think that they went there with any wrong motives. They were on a vital mission and they didn't want to blow it with immoral activities or do anything that was going to distract them from the task at hand.

Some have suggested that Rahab was an innkeeper but the Hebrew word clearly refers to a prostitute or a harlot. The New Testament commentary on this chapter in Hebrews and James also clearly refers to her as a prostitute.

This doesn't necessarily mean that she was living in a brothel. Her house may well have been a tavern or a hostel. It made good sense for the men to go to a house like this because men were always coming and going at such places.

However, the people of Jericho were keeping an eye on the Israelites who were camped across the river and were on the lookout for any unusual activity.
Someone had noticed two strangers coming into town and had noted where they had gone and had told the king. The king sent men to arrest them.
Rahab must have had some inkling that these two had been noticed. She knew the city well and knew what went on. She knew that it wouldn't take long before they were discovered. So she hid them.

She lived in a house that was built into the city wall. City walls in those days could be very wide, sometimes wide enough to ride a chariot on the top and move soldiers around. Certainly wide enough for a house to be built between the walls. 
She took the men to the top room of the house and hid them under stalks of flax she had laid out. (The word used for roof can also mean 'top'. It probably wasn't the 'roof' because that would have been the very top of the city wall).

By doing this she put her own life in danger. If the king had discovered that she had hid the spies she would certainly have been executed. 

When the police questioned her about the spies she said she didn't know where they came from or where they were. Then she sent the police off on a wild goose chase. 

There has been a lot of discussion about Rahab's lie and whether or not she did the right thing. We won't look at this now because it isn't the main point of this chapter. The writer is simply telling us what happened and he isn't telling us what to do. We need to live by God's commands. This is description, not prescription. 

The men of Jericho set off after the spies and the city gate was closed after them. Now the spies were trapped inside the city! Now they were dependant on Rahab and on what she was going to say and do. And she had a lot she wanted to say! And here we come to the most important part of the story. Our attention is focused on this central part of the chapter by the way the story is structured. This is the middle of the narrative: It is introduced and concluded by the entry and exit of the spies into Jericho, and by the mention of Joshua at the beginning and end of the story. 

Here we need to notice the three things Rahab said about the Lord God:
1. She feared God's judgement.
2. She believed in His power.
3. She identified with His people.

SHE FEARED GOD'S JUDGEMENT (vs 9-10)

People in those pagan nations lived in fear of the gods. They were afraid of the judgement and the wrath of their gods who were often unpredictable and inconsistent.
With the arrival of Israel these pagan nations had good reason to be afraid because this God was obviously very powerful. 

They had heard what He had done for Israel when they crossed the Red Sea. News didn't travel as fast then as it does today, but it still travelled. No doubt they had also heard about the Egyptian army being drowned in the sea.

And they had heard about Sihon and Og. That story is recorded in Numbers 21:21-35. The people of Israel asked permission of Sihon, the king of the Amorites, to pass through his land on the Kings Highway. Sihon refused permission and came out against them with a huge army, but he was completely defeated. 
Then Og, king of Bashan, also came to attack Israel but he too was defeated. 

So Israel took over that whole section of land on that side of the Jordan river.
And that's where they were now, waiting to cross into the land of Canaan. 
And the people of Canaan were terrified.  Rahab said; "a great fear of you has fallen on us, so that all who live in this country are melting in fear because of you." (vs 9). 
Rahab feared the wrath of the God of Israel. She feared his judgement.

In the New Testament we read that the pagan people feared the newly established church because of what God was doing through them. That happened when Ananias and Saphirra were killed (Acts 5) after lying to the Holy Spirit. People also feared God when some Jews tried to misuse the name of Jesus to cast out demons and then were thoroughly beaten up (Acts 19:13-17). We read that "when this became known to the Jews and Greeks living in Ephesus, they were all seized with fear, and the name of the Lord Jesus was held in high honour." (19:17).

Most people do not fear God like this today. Why is that?
Part of the reason for this all the talk in our society about tolerance. This is then also applied to God. People reason that if they are going to be tolerant of everyone then surely God will do the same. Won't God simply accept everyone and overlook what they have done?

This also ties in with the popular emphasis on God's love, mercy and grace at the expense of his justice, judgement and wrath. Sometimes the church seems more interested in entertaining people and making them feel needed than in warning people of God's wrath. 
No one is afraid of the judgement of God because they never hear about it and so never think about it.
Rahab, however, feared God's judgement.
Secondly, SHE ALSO BELIEVED IN GOD'S POWER. (vs 11b)
"The Lord your God is God in heaven above and on the earth below."

It is likely that Rahab had been thinking about these things for a while; considering them; turning them over in her mind. A statement like this must have some thinking and reflection behind it. God had been preparing her for a while.
It is also significant that out of all the homes in Jericho God, in His providence, led the two spies to her home.
This reminds us that God is at work today in our lives and in the lives of others. Nothing happens by chance. God is working in us and through us for his good purposes.

Notice also that Rahab believed in God because of what she had heard about him. Her faith in God was not blind faith, nor was it a leap in the dark. It was based on what she knew, what she had heard.
This is true for anyone who comes to faith today as well. You must know something about the Lord Jesus and God's work through Him. You must know something about who he is and what he did. Faith is based on knowledge.

On the basis of what she had thought about and what she knew Rahad gave a remarkable statement of faith.
This Canaanite woman expressed her belief in the greatness and the power of God. He is "God in heaven above and on the earth below." In saying this Rahab is a striking example of the promise that was given to Abraham that all the nations would be blessed through him. The mercy and grace of God extended beyond the nation of Israel. Her inclusion in Israel anticipated what would happen in the New Testament after Pentecost when the gospel would go out to all nations and all peoples.
This reminds us that this is still our task today. We are to invite people to meet Jesus, to join his church, to come to know God. You need to be doing this all the time, wherever you are, in all you do. 

Rahab feared God's judgement;
She believed in His power;
Thirdly, SHE IDENTIFIED WITH HIS PEOPLE.

She wanted to be rescued. She knew that God was going to destroy her city. 
The spies knew this as well. They talked about 'when' rather than 'if'. (2:14)
Rahab wanted them to save her and her family. She asked them to show her the same kindness she had shown to them. The word she uses is a rich word for covenant love, loving-kindness.
She believed this was possible - that God could do this. This would have been available for anyone in Jericho, but no one else sought it or asked for it - only Rahab.
Would that people today had the same desire to belong to the people of God; the same eagerness to be part of the church; the same wish to be identified with Christ and His body. For this is something to be sought and valued and cherished.  

This is why Rahab hid the spies. 
It was dangerous. She risked her life. She did it because she wanted to be part of the people of God. She wanted to belong. She identified herself with them. 

The New Testament writers commend her for this. 
James writes; "Was not even Rahab the prostitute considered righteous for what she did when she gave lodging to the spies and sent them off in a different direction?" (2:25).
The writer of Hebrews says; "By faith the prostitute Rahab, because she welcomed the spies, was not killed with those who were disobedient." (11:31)

And so she became part of God's people.
She was saved. When the walls of Jericho came tumbling down her house remained standing. Instead of being part of Jericho she became part of the Jews. 
She transferred from darkness to light; 
from the kingdom of Satan to the Kingdom of Christ.

When we look through the rest of the Bible we learn that she married Salmon who was part of the tribe of Judah. Salmon was the father of Boaz (who married Ruth the Moabitess), Boaz the father of Obed, Obed the father of Jesse, and Jesse was the father of David. (Matt 1:5) 
This is how we must see the connection to the Lord Jesus Christ - a connection we must see in Old testament preaching. 

We should not see it in obscure and incidental connections. Some say that the scarlet cord is a type or picture of the blood of Christ. That is a long shot and certainly is not mentioned anywhere in the New Testament. Instead we should follow the lines that the Bible itself draws for us. 

Rahab the prostitute was one of the ancestors of the Lord Jesus. She was part of the line of God's redemption. She was used in God's great purposes of salvation that came to their climax in the Lord Jesus. 

She came to faith in God. 
Today you need this faith in this God.
You need to fear His judgement.
You must believe in His power.
You must identify with His people.

Imitate the faith of Rahab in the God of Israel, the God who becomes our God through the Lord Jesus Christ. 
					Amen. 

