Liturgy:

Reading: James 2, 14-26

Text      : Joshua 2

Ps.    75 : 1,6

Ps.    50 : 11

Ps.    46 : 1,3

Ps.    97 : 1,4,5,6

Hy.   59 : 2,3

Beloved Congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

Last week Sunday morning, when dealing with the first chapter of the Book of Joshua the sermon focussed on God’s mighty promises, given not only to Joshua and the Israelites in those days, but as we saw it last week, drawing the line through to the NT, the same promises God also gives to us; in particular the promise that He will be with us always. God will not leave nor forsake us either. This is indeed a mighty promise to hold on to in life. Yet doing so, this does not mean, we can now simply sit back just waiting to see these promises come true. In faith we also have to be active.

I think here of what the church confesses in the Canons of Dort that God does not act upon men as if they were blocks and stones, neither does He take away the will and its properties or violently coerce it.
 The same we read this morning in the letter of James, viz., living faith works together with works. By works faith is made perfect.
 Without works faith is dead.

This morning we will test the evidence of this statement, when we continue our reading of the Book of Joshua, focussing on Ch. 2. I have summarized the main message of this chapter as follows,

LIVING FAITH
SHOWS ITS EVIDENCE IN THE WORKS OF FAITH

Looking at Joshua 2 we see this statement come true in

1) the actions of Joshua

2) the help offered by Rahab

3) the report of the two spies

I
From the first chapter of the Book of Joshua we learned, Br. & Sr., that the LORD had said to Joshua that He would give the Israelites the Land of Canaan as an inheritance. Likewise the LORD has said to us that we as His children will inherit the earth. What a mighty promise this is, beloved; surely something to look forward to. In addition, this mighty promise gives us also a different outlook on life today already. In faith we may know that this earth does not belong to those who so to speak have made it in life, who have climbed very high on the ladder of success. True, that’s how it often looks like. Whilst on the other hand, in this day and age those who sincerely want to live a Christian life increasingly more seem to be shunt out. As I said last week Sunday, these are surely not the people you will find on key positions in today’s society.

Yet, beloved, appearances are deceptive. For we should not forget that faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.
 Faith does not direct itself to what one can see with his physical eye, but it puts its trust in God. It firmly clings to God’s promises, which are trustworthy and reliable always. Well, it was these promises of God which gave also Joshua great courage.

However, as I mentioned it already in the beginning of the sermon, this complete trust in God does not exclude man’s own responsibility. Believers can’t live their life so to speak in a careless way. Sometimes one may come across this kind of attitude. As if putting your trust in God means for the rest you have no longer any responsibilities. God will do it! And so we can just sit back and wait till God makes His promises come true. Yet, beloved, this is what I would call a false passiveness.

The chapter, which has our attention this morning, surely teaches us differently. God had promised to give the Land of Canaan to the Israelites. They would receive it out of the hand of God. Indeed, as a gift! Yet this does not stop Joshua from sending out some spies. For God’s promise is not just a self-fulfilling prophecy, which automatically will come true. God’s promise always requires the act of faith, which includes man’s own responsibility. Remember that many of the Israelites did not enter the Promised Land, since – as it reads in the letter to the Hebrews – the promise given to them was not mixed with faith. And so they did not profit from it.

In this context, I also think of what the apostle Paul writes in his letter to the Philippians, viz., that we must work out our own salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in us both to will and to do.
 The former does not exclude the latter. Neither does the latter exclude the former. What I mean is you cannot play off God’s promise against man’s own responsibility. For example, you can’t say if God does everything, man no longer has to do anything himself. I already said this ends up in a false passiveness, whereby man simply sits back with folded arms waiting for God to cause His promises come true. 

Yet the opposite, Br. & Sr., is also wrong, as if God has to wait for man whether or not in faith he will accept God’s promises. That’s purely Arminian, whereby man becomes the smith of his own salvation. 

Both conceptions go wrong with respect to what Scripture teaches about the relation between God’s sovereign pleasure and man’s own responsibility. Scripture teaches it’s indeed all God’s work, yet man remains responsible. No, that’s something we cannot fathom with our human mind, yet it is the doctrine of Scripture.

Let me just give you one example from Scripture itself to make this whole matter somewhat more clear in practical terms. I think of what we read in Mt. 9 about Christ healing a paralytic. He simply says to this man, “Arise, take up your bed, and go to your house.”
 Just imagine that this man would have said, “I can’t, don’t you know that I am paralytic.” However this man does not reason this way at all. Instead He looked at Jesus, arose, and departed to his house. All of sudden it sparked and the power of Christ became a reality. No, then we can’t reason out how this exactly works. Nevertheless, that’s how it goes when one enters the realm of the power of God.

Well, that’s what we also see in Joshua 2, beloved. Trust in God incites Joshua to great activity. Joshua does not simply sit back to see whether God promises indeed will come true. But with him too faith works together with works. Joshua’s faith shows its evidence in the works of faith. He sends out two men to secretly spy out the land, which God had already promised to give to the Israelites. Putting it this way I like to stress that this espionage was not necessary in order to find out whether the Land of Canaan indeed could be conquered by the Israelites. It was simply a matter of how it should be conquered. For the victory had already been promised to them. Yet God still involved the Israelites in obtaining this victory.

So Joshua sent out two men to spy out the city of Jericho; a city which was located close to the eastern border and because of this location it was also in charge of guarding the shallow places of the Jordan River, which served as passages to get across. All this made Jericho a very important city. Moreover when it came to conquering the Land of Canaan, from Jericho one could easily push through to the central ridge of the country, and so drive a wedge between the inhabitants of the North and inhabitants of the South of the land. Because of this strategic position Jericho had been built as a strong citadel. It was so to speak a key city. 

Well, it is to this city that Joshua sends the two spies, who indeed manage to enter this city. They take up lodgment in a public establishment, where most likely more strangers stayed overnight; as such nothing unusual. The caretaker of this establishment was a woman called Rahab, who - as it happened more often in those days – as a harlot offered also herself to those who stayed in her inn.

We don’t know whether before coming to the inn these two men sent out by Joshua still had opportunity to spy out the city. Even if they had arrived in Jericho just a few hours before sunset, they still could have managed to finish this task, since though strong Jericho was not a very large city, yet fully built up with houses even on the walls of the city, like the inn of Rahab. Being only a small city, it was difficult for strangers to go unnoticed. So the king of Jericho was soon informed that two strange people had entered the city and had taken up lodgment in the inn of Rahab. As soon as he hears about it, he sends some soldiers to Rahab’s house with the request, “Bring out the men who have come to you, who have entered your house, for they have come to search out all the country.”
 Humanly speaking this seemed to be the end of the expedition of these two spies. For what else could be expected than that Rahab indeed would comply with this request of the king.

II
What else could be expected? For, what do you do when the soldiers come with their rough order: “Open up in the name of the law?” How do you respond to the gruff demand: “Hand them over, those enemy agents, we know they came to your house!" What do you do? Do you panic? Do you deny the obvious?

In Joshua 2 we meet a woman who did not panic, who did not stall for time either. Had her trade perhaps made her skilful in leading men astray? She surely knew how to forestall a house search! Probably a little bit coy she assured those servants of the king that, indeed, these men had come to her. “You know how these things happen in an establishment like mine. Yet they left not so long after they arrived, and that is not unusual in my profession either . . . You tell me that they were spies? Well, they can’t have gone far. Run after them, I’m sure you will catch up with them.” See there, beloved, how Rahab send these soldiers away in a very cunning way.
How are we to evaluate this deed of Rahab? Did she actually lie? According to the 9th Commandment we are not allowed to bear false testimony. Now one can say, Rahab was a heathen woman and therefore she stuck to different morals. Nevertheless Scripture speaks about this deed of Rahab as an act of faith. Her name is mentioned with honor in that list of faithful men and women of the OT, recorded in Heb. 11.
 So did she lie? Did she indeed give a false testimony? Without dealing with this matter in depth this morning, I would like to make a few comments. 

First of all, the essence of the 9th Commandment is that we are to seek the well being of our neighbour. Well, Rahab using what we sometimes call a white lie protected the lives of these two spies. She sought their well being. Moreover, we should not forget the testimony which Scripture gives about Rahab, not only in Her. 11 but also in James 2, where it says Rahab was justified by works when she received the messengers and sent them out an other way. Especially this last comment we should not overlook. For if she had not used this white lie she would not have been able to let these two messengers escape. 

Of course more could be said about this issue. Some years ago a student in theology wrote a whole thesis about it, dealing extensively also with Joshua 2. Yet, beloved, let us not narrow God’s revelation in Joshua 2 simply to the issue of Rahab’s lie. Greater issues are at stake here. Let us rather marvel at the fact that this heathen woman came to this deed, by Scripture called an act of faith. 

What drove Rahab to do this? She herself gives answer to this question, vs. 9, “…” It should be noted that Rahab mentions here the God of Israel by His covenant name, the LORD with capital letters. This indicates she had at least some notion of the unique relation between God and Israel. The next question is how did she come to this understanding? Again she herself gives answer also to this question, vs. 10a, “…” This had been 40 years ago. Yet Rahab knew about it. Many people visiting her establishment had spoken about this people of slaves wandering around in the wilderness, yet who could not be stopped by anyone. Rahab had heard about their redemption from Egypt and how later on they had crossed the Red Sea, which had simply dried up in front of them. She had also heard how two kings of the Amorites, who lived not even that far away from her own land, had been conquered by these nomads. All this had been so astonishing that the surrounding nations wondering in awe had asked themselves the question, “How is this possible? Here must be more at stake; higher powers than this people of slaves have from themselves. 

Rahab had listened to all those stories of the people who visited her inn. She had seen on their faces how people had become scared of the Israelites. Yet on Rahab all these stories had had a different effect. Listen what she says to those two spies, vs. 11, “The LORD your God, He is a God in heaven above and on earth beneath.” True, the Gentiles had their gods too. But they were idols who according to the human mind each individually only governed part of creation. Thus, they had created a god of the seas, a god of the mountains, a god of the fields, etc. Yet Rahab acknowledges that Israel’s God is unique. He rules both heaven and earth. Well, to this God she wants to entrust her life too.

Of course, from a doctrinal point of view much is still lacking in this confession of faith of Rahab. She simply acknowledges that the God of Israel is the highest One, Almighty. However with her heathen background and the climate she lived in, what else would we have expected? Also here applies that God treats every child of His according to his/her own responsibilities. And then we indeed read in the NT that Rahab acted by faith. And also with her, this faith became evident in the works of faith. In Heb. 11, 31 it reads, by faith she received the spies with peace and as a result she did not perish with those who did not believe.

Those who did not believe – these were her fellow citizens. Unbelief – for which the inhabitant of Jericho had only to blame themselves! For they all had heard the same stories, but it had not caused them to stand in awe of Israel’s God. God, therefore, declares them guilty and so they perish. 

Yet Rahab was saved, for she made a conscious choice in favour of Israel’s God and because of it in Heb. 11 she is put on a par with Abraham, Moses and many others. In all this we praise the power of God who in this way made for Himself an ally in the camp of the enemy. An ally, who not only spoke words of faith, but who also gave evidence of this faith by her deeds. 

And, Br. & Sr., Rahab surely did not do this in a cheap way. Acting the way she did could well have been at the expense of her own life. In the eyes of her fellow citizens she had become a traitor. And therefore it is quite something what Rahab does here. Through her actions Rahab cuts all ties with Canaan. In her confession, no matter how meager it still was, Rahab acknowledged God’s justice in His judgments upon the heathen nations.

Rahab – a harlot! From herself she was not any better than all the other inhabitants of Jericho. She even lived from her sins. Yet God softened her heart and inclined her to believe. And so she made a definite choice. As a result she did not perish with all the others. Thus in Rahab God’s mercy triumphed over judgment. Rahab made a choice against her own people in favour of God. Faith in Israel’s God was to her of greater importance than the ties with her people. 

Beloved, we may learn from this even today. For this is the only way one can enter the kingdom of God. No, having grown up within a Christian family not many of us will be faced with a decision similar to that of Rahab. And yet at times it can happen, even today. Think of a person from unbelieving circles who comes in contact with the church and then to break those former ties. No, that’s not easy.

Let us turn once more to Rahab who indeed made such a choice. For her this meant redemption, first of all in the most literal sense of the word. She would not perish with her fellow people when Jericho would be conquered. She also receives assurance of this, even under oath. 

When Rahab receives this assurance she straightaway thinks also of her family: her father, her mother, her brothers and sisters. Rahab’s faith thus became unto a blessing also for her family. They would be saved with her, as long as they would come to her house.

Last but not least, in Mt. 1, 5 we read that Rahab became matriarch of the Christ. Surely not such an spotless mother > a daughter of the cursed Canaan, a practicing prostitute! Yes, one wonders how this woman ended up in the genealogy of the Lord Jesus. Yes, here is indeed every reason for amazement. Here was a woman who came in last, totally unworthy, not even qualifying for the crumbs of the dogs. And yet she was given a seat of honor up front by her Great Son, the Christ, through the eternal love, which with He loved also her already before the foundation of the world.

With this episode the Lord taught His people not to take pride in themselves as God’s chosen nation. By nature they were not more worthy to share in God’s grace than the Gentiles. For many a Jew this was difficult to swallow. Yet, beloved, what about us? After all, it’s lesson from which we can learn also. Sometimes you can hear it today as well, “Oh that is the world, the bad side of society, thankfully I’m not like that.” And so we stay within our own cozy little circle, which we then call the church. I realize that I might be exaggerating somewhat. But the point I want to make is this, as church we have a word also for the world. Also today God is busy to gather children of His out of that bad world, sinners like you and me, beloved. Note well, Christ shed His blood not for righteous people, nor for people who think they have arrived already, but Christ shed His blood for sinners, for prostitutes like Rahab. That’s how the gospel has to be preached, has to go out into this world. And when speaking of the world, we don’t have to go to all kind of far away countries; we can start here in our own city. For Christ will gather them also here.

III
I come to my third and last thought. Thanks to Rahab’s act of faith the two spies could return safely to the camp of the Israelites across the Jordan. Back in the camp they report to Joshua about their findings. And now lay this report next to the report given 40 years ago. What a world of difference! Forty years ago 10 of the 12 spies reported in unbelief, “The people who dwell in the land are strong; the cities are fortified and very large; moreover we saw the descendants of Anak there (giants).”
 Those ten spies saw all kind of obstacles who according to them made it impossible for the Israelites to conquer the land. They looked at all those obstacles rather than looking at the promises God had given.

But now read this report, 40 years later, “Truly the LORD has delivered all the land into our hands, for indeed all the inhabitants of the country are fainthearted because of us.”
 Here we see again a living faith showing evidence in the report that was given. Jericho was still a fortified city with huge walls and no doubt also these two spies had seen those descendants of Anak. But it had not put them off so to speak. They trusted God’s promises. And in light of these promises those giants became very small. These two spies had heard from Rahab’s mouth that despite all the strength of Jericho and its people, nevertheless the inhabitants of Jericho had become fainthearted because of the Israelites. And this too was what God had promised. I now think of what the Lord had spoken to Moses, Deut. 11, 25, “The LORD your God will put the dread of you and the fear of you upon all the land where you tread.” Well, this is exactly what these two spies had experienced in Jericho. Rahab had told them about it.

Beloved, what a tremendous encouragement this report must have been for Joshua and all the Israelites. From this report they could conclude God had indeed gone before them. From Ch. 1 we learned Joshua believed God’s sure promises despite the fact that the reality seemed to be totally different. In Ch. 2 the LORD now confirms this faith so to speak by the report of these two spies.

A tremendous encouragement also for us, beloved! In what way, you may ask. Well, in a certain way you can say we as God's children live as a dwindling minority among the Canaanites of our day and age. You have only to ask our young people what they are confronted with in the work force or when they follow education at a secular institution. How much unbelief and wickedness they meet there. Real wickedness in its scriptural sense and not how you young people often use this word wicked, as something really good. Note well, wicked means sinful!

Well, living amidst a wicked generation, what do we report? Do we speak about the great impact all this wickedness has on today’s society and as a result of it do we become discouraged. Or do we look on high firmly believing that in the end this wickedness will not last, since God is in control. His kingdom shall come!

I think here of the encouragement, which the Lord Jesus gave to His disciples and in them to entire the church of the NT, i.e., also to you and me, to us and our children.  This encouragement, “Do not fear, little flock, for it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom.”

Beloved, Christ is King and He shall triumph. As Conqueror, He has gone before us. To Him we should direct our eyes. He is with us in the battle we still have to fight today. What an encouragement! Yes, through faith in Christ we too may be assured of the victory. For if He is for us, who can be against us?

Amen.
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