Joshua: Resources
(a) Joshua and Rahab
So Moses left the people on the bank of a river. Jimmy Cliff once wrote a song called “Many rivers to cross” in which he described the experience of facing river after river on our life’s journey. He sees himself as kept alive only by the will, surviving, but alone, and not sure of ever finding the way to the other side. At different stages of life we stand at the banks of particular rivers ‑when we leave home, or move house, or go to college, or marry, or divorce, or change careers, or retire, or die. In my work in theological education I am aware that college takes people from one side of a river to the other. It is very obvious that this is the case for people who are going to be ordained. They come to college not because they want to, but because this is a barrier the church makes them cross if they wish to reach the church’s ministry. The only way to get to the other side is by wading a river. Joshua and company of course had the benefit of a miracle to take them across, and sometimes we may be inclined to reckon that only a miracle will take some people across their river. But most people have to wade across for themselves, at a time when it is very obvious to them that the river is in flood. When Israel crossed the Jordan, it was in flood, and one wonders why God took them across at such a silly time of the year, though then wonders whether that is typical of the way God seems to work with us. The water comes right up to your neck one way or the other and threatens completely to overwhelm you, to carry you away. We do survive the swim, and in a strange way we may be quite affectionate about the experience afterwards. It was what took us from being one side to being the other side. We reach the place we wanted to be, the place God had called us to. The swim was worth it, and what we learned in those waters we will never forget.
Living in the light of God’s promise and of God’s command

When you stand at the bank of the river, to judge from Joshua’s experience there are two things that God suggests that you keep in mind. Your crossing and your life the other side involve living in the light of God’s promise and living in the light of God’s command.
God begins with a command: it is time to get going across this river. But as soon as the command is uttered, like God’s original command to Abram it gives way to a series of promises: I am giving you this land, every place your foot treads on will be yours, no one will be able to stop you, I will be with you, I will not fail you or forsake you. Then it is commanded again: be strong, be courageous, be very careful to follow the Torah, meditate on it, do not be frightened or put off by anything that confronts you when you cross the river. And it closes with a promise again: Yahweh your God will be with you wherever you go. God’s words raise issues about the nature of life in the light of God’s promise and in the light of God’s command, and about the relationship between these.
‘Every place that the sole of your foot will tread upon I have given you, as I promised Moses.” It is an odd way to put it. You first put your foot down somewhere. There is a vast land that God points to, a land far broader than actually Israel ever controlled. God does not here designate particular places within it or lead you to particular places. There is all this land, says God. Now put your feet down somewhere. And when you have done that, say “God has given us this bit. It is what God promised Moses.” You do not know precisely what lies the other side of the river, precisely what God is calling you to. You do know that God has designated a vast area as the land of promise, and that you explore it as a land God gives you.
‘As I was with Moses,” God says, “so I will be with you.” Admittedly that gives you food for thought. As God was with Moses? So you get given impossible tasks, put under stress, pressured, misunderstood, and rejected by people . . . . “As I was with Moses, so I will be with you.” We have noted already how it is always worrying when God says, “I will be with you.” It is a promise that always belongs in the context of some frightening expectation; you have to evangelize the world or you are about to give birth to the Messiah. Mary knew what she was doing when she became so troubled when the angel appeared and said that God was with her. She knew that something horrendous was about to follow. But at least you have that promise. When you are about to cross the river and you have no idea what lies on the other side, God says “I promise you it will be OK. I myself have been there before, I will give you your inheritance there, I will be with you.” We live in the light of God’s promise.
Joshua is also called to live in the light of God’s command, in the light of the Torah which Moses gave the people. The English translations use the word “law” for Torah, but that makes it sound legalistic. Perhaps “rule of life” gives a better idea of the significance of the Torah for Israel. It is something to guide them, something to measure themselves by. It is a way of life ‑that is the image that is cashed out here. Sin is a matter of wandering or waywardness or going astray. There is a clear path to walk in, says God. So walk in it.
The command seems very general, though it is probably a little less general than it sounds. When God refers to the Torah Moses gave Israel, it is a reference back to Deuteronomy. The Book of Joshua is the beginning of a vast story which extends through Judges, Samuel, and Kings and traces (among other things) how far Israel did or did not order its life by the expectations laid down in Deuteronomy (it is a “Deuteronomistic History’). It is striking that the key concern of Deuteronomy is faithfulness to Yahweh rather than following other gods. Here is Israel entering a multi‑ethnic, multi‑faith context like ours, and it is warned to keep its rule of life, to keep its commitment to Yahweh, not to slide away from it under the pressures of a multi‑faith society. It is one of the central issues for the church in the contemporary world as it was one of the most important issues for Joshua’s people to get dear on, how to live in a multi‑faith context without wandering from a commitment to the fact that Yahweh is God, that Jesus is Lord, that there is only one way.
How do you make sure you live in the light of God’s command? “This book of Torah is not to leave your lips,” says God. That will likely seem rather strange to us. God is not talking about preaching but about Bible study, about meditation. You study scripture with the scriptures on your lips. It is not a head trip but something that involves the body in the very studying, ‑ so that it then involves the body in the obeying. Joshua would approve of the custom encouraged by Scripture Union and by the lectionary systems of some churches whereby one reads the scriptures systematically day by day. He would add an exhortation to let the scriptures possess the whole person ‑ body as well as mind.
Live in the light of God’s promise and live in the light of God’s command. I am struck by the way those invitations are interwoven in what God says. The relationship between them is tricky, and maybe people vary about which they most need to hear. I was once in a conversation about preaching. I had said that I thought it was much more important in preaching to talk about the grace of God, or the promise of God to put it in the terms of this passage, than to talk about our obedience to God ‑ I reckoned that if you got grace straight, obedience would follow, and that preachers were too fond of giving congregations a kick in the pants to get them to be more committed, when what they really needed was to believe that God loved them.
The person I was talking with commented that she thought she did believe that God loved her and that she did need a kick in the pants. That made me wonder whether there are two kinds of spirituality, whether some of us are people who are convinced that God loves us and that things are all right, so that what we need is to be goaded into action, and others of us are people who are never sure whether God does love us and are always active because we want to prove ourselves to ourselves or to God (the two are related to the Abraham‑Moses polarity noted in the last chapter). And I am the latter kind of person.
That may be partly because I am a man. Certainly it is the case that some feminist writers suggest that the besetting temptation of men as men is always to be active, assertive, aggressive, trying to discover themselves, whereas the besetting temptation of women as women is to be relaxed, content, unassertive, not feeling the need to discover themselves. Like most generalizations it will not always work, but it corresponds to some bits of experience, like the fact that it is often men who dominate discussions and arguments and make it difficult for women to get a word in edgeways. Perhaps one bit of agenda from God for any Christian church or community is to get the relationship right between relaxing in God’s promise and actively living by God’s command, and helping each other to see where individually and corporately we need to do something (or do nothing) about that.
Joshua behaves like a man and is rescued by a woman

“Live in the light of God’s promise and live in the light of God’s command,” Joshua is told. So what does he do? He behaves like a man, but fortunately is rescued by a woman, and learns a spiritual lesson or two from her. He is encouraged also to live in the light of what God has done for Israel in the past, and to live in the light of what God has done for us personally.
Joshua sends two men secretly from where Israel is encamped at Shittim to take a look at the land, and particularly at Jericho. Why? Presumably to discover Jericho’s strategic situation, its strengths and weaknesses, so that the Israelites can attack it in due course. But that is odd, because they are not going to attack it. They are only going to march round and blow trumpets. A choir practice would be more logical preparation. So here is Joshua seeking some reassurance that everything will be OK, which he does get. But why is he seeking it? Is that not what he has just been given by God?
Of course I am being hard on Joshua. Yet look where his initiative leads. He sends the spies secretly. But the King of Jericho evidently has his own intelligence system, because he finds out about them. Their lives are in danger. They have gone inside a walled city, night has fallen, the gates are shut, and they are caught like mice in a trap.
Then there is the particular place in Jericho where they were reckoning to stay, the house of a prostitute called Rahab. Now it may be that Jericho was a little like the Wild West, where the saloon, the hotel, and the whorehouse are the same place. Perhaps there is only this one place for the spies to spend the night. But it is still a pretty odd place to find two nice Jewish boys. Their lives were not the only thing they were in danger of losing.
Yet it would not be the fact of being in a house of ill-repute that would most trouble an Israelite. The hint of the real problem lies in the place we have been told they set out from, Shittim. When the Israelites had arrived there the men had got involved with the local women and been invited to their religious festivals (we must be open to learning from other people’s faiths in a multi-religious, multi‑ethnic context, perhaps they thought), and they had joined in the worship of the Baal of Peor and antagonized Yahweh. Here they are at the other end of the time at Shittim walking straight into the same mistake. There was that one priority in Israel’s rule of life in the promised land, keeping your religion pure, and it is already imperilled. So God says “Be bold, be faithful, and you will begin a long life in the land.” But they need some evidence if they are to be bold, and they risk their commitment to Yahweh and imperil their lives altogether.
Now the story does not labour all that, but simply hints at it. Once again we discover that the Hebrew Bible isn’t moralistic the way Christianity is. It is capable of shrugging its shoulders when believers do the wrong thing; it does not always underline it. This may be because it believes in God, whereas Christianity is inclined to put all the burden on us to bring in the kingdom. The Hebrew Bible reckons that is God’s business, so it can be more relaxed about our failures. That is why I like living in the Old Testament. This Joshua makes mistakes. Confronted by the river, knowing the promise of God and the command of God, he stops trusting, compromises his commitment to God, and puts everything at risk. It is so encouraging that he did that, and that because he and we are both surrounded by Yahweh and the angels, we need not worry overmuch. In my small way I have to act as a Christian leader, and one reason I could sometimes wish it was not so is that I make mistakes. It is wonderful that God is not frustrated by our mistakes.
The result of Joshua’s mistake is that these young men are sitting on the sofa with Rahab, wondering what happens next, when there is a commotion in the street, then banging and shouting two doors away. It is a gang of heavies from the palace. “Any strangers here tonight?” You knew you should not have been here. It was a stupid mission. It was the wrong place to be. And you are going to pay for it with your life. Because obviously Rahab will give you up.
But no! “Quick, up on the roof,” she says. The roof, of course, was a bit like the back garden and the outhouse for us, it was the place you hung the washing and kept things. There was flax for dressmaking laid out to dry in the sun. It was a place they could hide.
Then when the heavies get to the door, there is an amusing conversation. “Hi, guys, welcome, what can I do for you? How long can you stay? Wouldn’t you like to lay down your arms and surrender to mine? O yes, there were two foreigners here. No, they didn’t say where they came from. They just stayed an hour and left. You’ll probably catch them if you move. . .
Living in the light of what God has done

The whole story would make a splendid Whitehall farce ‑ the naive young Jews, the blundering soldiers, the prostitute with a heart of gold. I imagine the Israelites laughed every time they told the story, until it got stuck in plate glass in the Bible. But the best funny stories are profound and serious at the same time, and this is one, because from it the Israelites learned how to live in the light of what God had done for Israel in the past, and how to live in the light of what God had done in their own experience.
For why did Rahab change sides? Sociological reasons probably played a part. It is easy for men to fantasize prostitutes and think they must all be nymphomaniacs, sex goddesses. In the city where I live, and in Jericho, a prostitute is more likely to be someone on the margin, someone who could not make ends meet, someone in trouble, someone who had to find a livelihood and for whom this seemed the only way, someone whom the community fails and then uses to provide a facility and then despises and (in our society’s case) criminalizes. That is why it was no chance that Jesus made friends with whores and that they responded to his friendship. It gave them a fresh start in a community that did not operate with the values of the old community that had failed them, used them, and despised them.
So it is no coincidence that Rahab is the person who changes sides. She is the person with nothing to lose. It was a good idea to stay at the whorehouse. The God of Israel is the kind of God who reaches out to the marginalized, and they can tell that the God of Israel is their kind of God. When Jesus started with whores, he was as usual only doing what he had learned from the Hebrew Bible. Indeed it was in his blood. One of his ancestors had been a prostitute. A scarlet thread links Tamar and Rahab (compare Gen 38:18,28 with Josh. 2:15,18,21). The whorehouse was just the place the spies should have expected to be welcome ‑ not just as customers but as bearers of good news, news that God has exalted the lowly and brought down the mighty.
When people talk about mission, one of the things they sometimes say is that we do not go out into the world as if God is not there, we go in the conviction that God is there and is involved and we go to try to find out where God is involved, to get stuck in alongside and reap the benefits. So sometimes one will speak to someone about Christ and be amazed at the way God has been preparing the way. I recently met a woman from Peru who had come to join a team witnessing to Jewish people in Britain and who got into conversation with an Italian with whom she had to speak in Spanish (because Italian and Spanish are fairly similar) and who came to know Christ. It is extraordinary how God can make things work.
Two spies went to the wrong place for the wrong reasons and found God was there. There is no hint that they gave their testimony in the brothel. They found the madam giving them hers. There they were hiding among the stalks of flax on the roof, humiliated by the Canaanites, the exact opposite of what was supposed to happen. Rahab comes up to see them as they are getting ready for bed and wants to talk about God. “I know that Yahweh has given you this land and that we are all scared stiff of you, because we have heard how Yahweh dried up the Red Sea before you when you came out of Egypt, and we have heard what you did to the peoples the other side of the Jordan. We are all petrified of when you cross the Jordan, because Yahweh your God is God in heaven above and here in this world.” That is why Rahab changes sides. There never was any future for her in Jericho. She wants to live in the light of what God has done for Israel.
It is a wonderful irony. If Joshua had been prepared to do that, the spies would never have been hiding on the roof of a brothel in Jericho at all. Not living in the light of what God has done for Israel has got them in a near‑terminal mess. But it is all right, because the God who dried up the Red Sea to get the Israelites out of Egypt is not going to be put off by a triviality like that from getting them into Canaan. So Yahweh does something extra for them, scaring the pants off the people of Jericho and providing them with a nice lady to tell them all about it. She thereby shows them that she realizes that she needs to live in the light of what God has done for Israel, and that they ought to be doing so too. And thus in addition she shows them that they can also live in the light of what God has done for them personally, shows them how to link their story onto God’s story, shows them that God’s acts are not just in the glory days of the past but in the sinful present. They have failed to live in the light of what God has done for Israel, and as a result they experience God doing something for them.
Back on the roof Rahab has completed her testimony. “Right, come on you two, no time for sleep now.” “But we’ve paid for a bed for the night.” “Do you want to die or not? Time to move it.”
Now we have noted that it was past nightfall and the gates were shut. There was no way out. But as it happened Rahab’s house was set into the city wall and she had a window looking out. She lowered a rope toward the ground outside and hurried the young men down. Jericho has the Judean hills (as they will one day be called) one side and the River Jordan on the other, and Rahab had sent the troops towards the river, in the direction of the Israelite camp. So now she whispers down to the two men as they clamber down the rope, “Go and hide in the hills till the coast is clear.” “OK. We’ll be back though. Leave the rope hanging out of your window. Then everyone will know it’s your house and that you’re on our side.”
Thus they made their excuses and left, made their ignominious exit, and hid in the hills till things quietened down. Then they crossed over to the camp and told Joshua all that happened to them ‑ which must have raised some eyebrows. But they were able to say to Joshua, “The people over there are scared stiff. It really is true that Yahweh has given the land into our power.”
They have learned from God that they are to live in the light of God’s promise and to live in the light of God’s command. They have learned from Rahab that they are to live in the light of what God has done in the past for Israel, and to live in the light of what God has done for them personally.
All the time we spend wondering whether we can cross the river or are actually wading it, we must keep these things in mind.



(b) Joshua: Responses to Questions
If the archaeological evidence questions the conquest version of Israel’s occupation, what does this mean to the history of Israel and its strong connection culturally to this covenant with God? So much of Israel is centered in remembering God’s faithfulness up and against the kings of so many countries as Israel’s campaign for its promised land took place. If this unravels, doesn’t likewise the covenant with God and Israel? It seems that if it were a peaceful integration (which does make more sense) or at least an integration over time (which makes the most sense to me) then we would lose the action of God for his people. I am not as concerned with the specifics of which town and where, but the greater truth being communicated seems to be compromised if God had not done this work. I’m not sure how to deal with this one. 

**I myself reckon that there was likely to be a combination of sudden victories and gradual process.  But if you reckon that God gave the people the land just by a gradual process, then it’s still God giving them the land.  I don’t see that stops it being a fulfillment of the covenantal promise to Abraham, as the Book of Joshua claims, does it?  (That promise doesn’t talk about the method!)

You say that it does not matter that often that we do not know where fact stops and fiction starts but this causes tension in reading, processing and applying these sections of the Old Testament. How can you have confidence in scripture without viewing everything with skepticism of being fiction? 

**I don’t think it needs cause tension in reading, processing, and applying, need it?  God can inspire and speak through fictional stories as God can speak through factual stories; Jesus’ telling parables shows that.  We read, process, and apply parables without focusing on the question whether they happened.  The same can be true of other parts of scripture.  Of course, it can’t all be fiction; Joshua would not “work” if it was all fiction.  But it can be a cross between fact and fiction.  And as I said in response to the previous question, it’s then this biblical text that is the inspired word of God.  If God inspired it as something between pure fact and pure fiction, then that is what God inspired, and it is that narrative that we are invited to read, process, and apply.  Our confidence in scripture stems from the fact that God gave it to us, not from our being able to establish which bits are fact and which are fiction.

There have been a number of questions about violence in Joshua, so I group the questions here, then seek to respond to them as far as I can.

1. Is it ethical or “Godly” to destroy entire communities of people (isn’t this genocide?) and take their land simply because you don’t have a land of your own? Is not this oppression and violence just as wicked as what the Egyptians committed against the Israelites? And how should modern audiences interpret these passages when this type of behavior is demonized on our nightly news channels, but celebrated in church pulpits?
2. How does God’s violence fit Jesus’ message of peace? And His treatment of women? God seemed to further the system of violence and abuse of women, while Jesus seemed to stop it.
3. God’s wrath and the way God’s wrath was manifested in the killing and war.  
4. I’m still struggling to understand God’s wrath vs. God’s grace and mercy, especially as this may be further understood as we also add in messages from the New Testament.
5. If it is out of character for God to act violently, why does he do it so often?
6. I still wonder if the scripture that speaks of Yahweh ordaining violence is simply an after the fact retelling of the story that the people told, just as later emperors, crusaders, etc., would say that God’s favor had resulted in their victory, or if God had some part in violence.  
7. Is the OT ever a justification for Israel’s actions rather than really God’s will? For example, when Israel goes to war against the Benjaminites resulting in one tribe missing from Israel, does God’s directive to “Go up against them” (Judges 20:23) mean that this is God’s will. Or is it an example of “everyone [doing] as they saw fit?” (21:25).
8. How do we deal with the violence portrayed in the prophets, especially since we can find in them violence against women and wars against other nations? Since we’re at war with a country who we (as Americans) say do not treat women appropriately and who we condemn for being violent towards other nations, it seems that one could almost use some of Yahweh’s speeches to justify this violence. 
9. The whole idea of God working within a system is still cloudy for me – and his punishment and wrath on nations – Israel and beyond – that seem so vindictive – like He is another nation. 
10. How is it that God could reprimand the nations for their injustice and their inequities with the same injustice and violence as a punishment?  I can’t help but compare Israel to an abused child when I read what God says and does in the prophets.  It’s almost as if God is like a parent who beats their children with the hopes that they will be obedient and then is surprised when their kid is beating up other kids or trying to hit their parents. 
11. How can God call for the ban on the inhabitants of Palestine in Joshua’s day but condemn their abuse today?
12. How does God’s violence fit Jesus’ message of peace? 
13. Are we allowed to question God -- or God’s “ethics”? 
14. Violence is still a big issue for me. God working through the system of violence and oppression of women, race, etc. Is he working through the system to change it? Because it seems like he is just working through the system to further the system. 

**If the reason the Israelites were destroying the Canaanites was simply that they needed a land, the questions would be fair. But the OT says it is not for that reason. It is an act of judgment on the Canaanites. Judgment certainly wasn’t God’s original vision, but God apparently sometimes decides it is necessary; Jesus seems to indicate that sometimes God decides it’s necessary to wipe out other nations (e.g., Matt 25:41-43). The difference in the OT is that God is judging them in this life, and using human agents to do so. 

Again, the NT makes clear that Jesus doesn’t always believe in forgiving people – he talks a number of times about the people his Father will not forgive and about the people he himself will disown. 

Further, the NT seems entirely happy with Joshua’s action. For some reason we as modern people have a problem with it, as the NT did not. Maybe one reason for some people is that they have been brought up with the “What would Jesus do” principle, of which the OT equivalent would be “What would Yahweh do.”  But there are lots of things that Yahweh and Jesus do that are not there for us to imitate.  I don’t think there is any grounds for inferring anything from Joshua about action people should take in today’s world. Israel did not infer that it should always be going about annihilating people. It usually saw God as the one who judged other nations. It saw the Joshua story as a one-time event.

 There is indeed no questioning of violence in Joshua. There is very little questioning of violence in scripture as a whole. It’s a problem we are much more concerned about than scripture is. Scripture’s ideal of course is peace, a situation in which people are free to sit under their vine and fig tree, but it doesn’t have any expectation that it is possible to work through the system to change it, and history surely shows it is right. As Jesus puts it, there will be wars and rumors of wars. Everything depends on God bringing the moment when God finally says, “That’s it,” and intervenes to bring the disordered order of history to an end. I don’t see in scripture or in history that God is working through the system to further it. God is simply leaving it is place and using it to further his bigger project of blessing the world.

Both the prophets and the NT talk both about peace and violence – I guess it relates to the presence in God of both love and wrath, both in OT and NT.  For wrath and violence in the NT, see (e.g.) Matt 8:11-12; 10:13, 34; 1 Thess 5:2-3; 2 Thess 1:6-10.  The NT seems quite at ease with the violence of the Former and Latter Prophets (e.g., Heb 11).

Generally, I would say the violence of both OT and NT is at least as often punitive or restorative not reformatory.  (Might Judg 20:23 be an example – like hardening Pharaoh’s heart, or “giving people over”: Rom 1:24, 26, 28?).

Actually the prophets talk more about peace than Jesus does: e.g., in the RSV the word “peace” comes 22 times in Isaiah, five times in Matthew (about the same as Joshua), two of which are Jesus saying he comes to bring a sword not peace.  Here are some references that suggest what God is working towards: Isa 9:6-7; 32:17; 52:7; 54:10; 55:12; 57:19 (also 2:2-4, though the word peace does not come there).  Note that the prophets only talk about God’s violence and never envisage Israel being violent.

Are we more enlightened than NT as well as than OT, or is there something odd about us?
