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One of the best-known stories in the Old Testament concerns the unusual
manner inwhich the Israelites conquered the city of Jerichowhile theywere in
the process of inhabiting the land ofCanaan.Awoman namedRahab not only
provided sanctuary in her house for two Israelite spies but, when asked by the
king�s men about the matter, lied in order to protect them. Later, the lives of
Rahab and her household were spared when Jericho was destroyed�a fact
thathasprovidedgrist for themill ofBible criticswhosuggest that this account
establishesGod�s approval of �situation ethics.� Their argument is as follows.
Rahab lied. But the situation required that she do so for good reason�to pro-
tect the spies. Rahabwas blessed, and her householdwas spared certain death.
Thus, God obviously approves of situation ethics (e.g., lying under certain
conditions). How should the Bible believer respond to such a suggestion?
DoesGodapproveof situationethics?
In the sixth chapter of theOldTestament book of Joshuawe find the famil-

iar story of the Israelites�siege of the famous city of Jericho. The people of the
city had heard of themany successes ofGod�s people as they defeated various
enemies throughout the land of Canaan. And they were determined that Jeri-
cho would not fall to the Israelites as so many other cities around them had.
Joshua 6:1 confirms that fact by observing that �Jericho was securely shut up
becauseof the childrenof Israel; nonewent out, andnone came in.�Therefore,
the Lord gave Joshua several specific commands relating to how the Israelites
were toovercomethecity.Godsaid to Israel�s leader:

You shallmarch around the city, all youmen ofwar; you shall go all
around the city once. This you shall do six days. And seven priests
shall bear seven trumpets of rams�horns before the ark. But the sev-
enthdayyoushallmarcharound thecity seven times, and thepriests
shall blow the trumpets. Then it shall come to pass,when theymake
a long blastwith the ram�s horn, andwhen you hear the sound of the
trumpet, that all the people shall shout with a great shout; then the
wallof thecitywill falldownflat (Joshua6:3-5).

Prior to the Israelites� attack on the city, however, Joshua sent two men to
Jericho as spies to examine the city secretly (Joshua 2:1). Upon their arrival,
they came to the house of a woman by the name of Rahab (who was a harlot)
and lodged there.Apparently, the fact that twostrangershadentered theclosed
city raised suspicions among some of the townspeople, who then told the king
of the strangers�arrival. He, in turn, sent his representatives to investigate. Ar-
riving atRahab�s house, they said to her: �Bringout themenwhohave come to
you, who have entered your house, for they have come to search out all the
country� (2:3).The text goeson to indicate thatRahabhadhidden the spiesun-
der stalks of flax on the roof of her house. She then told the king�smessengers:
�Yes, the men came to me, but I did not know where they were from. And it
happened as the gate was being shut, when it was dark, that the menwent out.
Where themenwent I donot know;pursue themquickly, for youmayovertake
them�(2:5).
While the king�smen gave chase along the road to the JordanRiver, Rahab

pleadedwith thespies:
I know that the Lord has given you the land.... For the Lord your
God,He isGod in heaven above andon earth beneath....Now there-
fore, I beg you, swear to me by the Lord, since I have shown you
kindness, that youalsowill showkindness tomy father�s house, and
give me true token, and spare my father, my mother, my brothers,
my sisters, and all that they have, and deliver our lives from death
(2:9,11-13).

Thespiesansweredher, �Our lives foryours, if noneofyou tells thisbusinessof
ours. And it shall be, when the Lord has given us the land, that we will deal
kindlyand trulywithyou� (2:14).The twomen then instructedRahab toplacea
scarlet cord in the window of her house (which adjoined the wall of the city).
This would be a sign to the Israelite army that she and all of her family were to
besparedbecause theyhadhelpedGod�speople.

Critics of theBiblehavecharged that this particular story involvesGod in a
moral contradiction. Rahab lied to the king�s messengers. Yet God blessed
Rahab, as is evident from the fact that: (a) she and her family were the only
ones sparedwhen the Israelites invaded Jericho; and (b) she is commended in
two separate New Testament passages (Hebrews 11:31 and James 2:25). The
critics have claimed, therefore, that Rahab was blessed by God as a direct re-
sult of her lie�a sin that theBible elsewhere condemns (Exodus 20:16). How
shouldaBiblebeliever respond tosuchacharge?
In addressing the critics�allegations, let us first admit the obvious. Rahab

did lie�not once, but twice. When the king�s emissaries came to interrogate
her, she lied when she feigned ignorance about the spies being Israelites. She
then lied a second timewhen she told the intermediaries that the spies had left
the city through themaingateunder coverof darkness.Let us also freely admit
thatRahabandherhouseholdwere theonlyones savedduring theassault upon
Jericho(Joshua6:17).
Thequestion isnotwhetherRahab lied.Shedid.Thequestion isnotwhether

she was saved during Jericho�s destruction. She was. The questions that must
be addressed are these: (1)DidGodblessRahabas a result of her lie?; and (2)
Is �situationethics� acceptable?That is to say, canaperson lieoncertainocca-
sions (if thesituationwarrants it) andstill bepleasing toGod?
First, what does the Bible have to say about lying? Of the Ten Command-

ments, the ninth forbade lying (Exodus 20:16). And, in both the Old andNew
Testaments, the telling of a falsehood is condemned (Leviticus 19:11; Prov-
erbs6:16-19;Ephesians4:25;Colossians3:9).Asonewriter stated thematter:
�Just as there are no exceptions to the adultery commandment, there is none
for the Ninth Commandment� (Webster, 1993, p. 2). God has denounced ex-
plicitly any form of lying and has made it clear that those who commit such a
sin without repenting shall spend eternity �in the lake which burns with fire
andbrimstonewhich is theseconddeath� (Revelation21:8).
Second, a close examination of the actual events of Joshua 2 is in order.

Note, for example, that the spies never asked Rahab to lie for them. In fact,
there is no indication in the text that the spies evenknewRahabhad lied. Since
theywerehidingon the roof (Joshua2:8), it is extremelyunlikely that theyhad
any knowledge of her sin. It is wrong to suggest that Rahab received God�s
blessingsas a result of her lie. The twoNewTestament passages thatmention
Rahabdonot commendher for the sin of lying.Quite the opposite, in fact. The
writer of Hebrews placed Rahab in the great �hall of fame of faith� (Hebrews
11)because �she received the spieswithpeace� (vs. 31). James acknowledged
that she was �justified by works when she received the messengers� (2:25).
Nowhere inScripture isRahab�s sin of lying spokenof approvingly. Instead, it
is her faith andher righteousworks that are commended and approved.Asone
writerobserved:

What she is commended for is her faith or that which prompted her
to deliver the spies from her townspeople, not themeans bywhich
she accomplished it. She had heard about God�s dealings with
Egypt and how He had delivered Israel through the parting of the
RedSea. So, theword of hearing profited her, because itwas united
by faith (Heb. 4:2). Jamesdidnotwrite, �...wasnotRahab theharlot
justified by lying, in that she spoke an untruth to the king�smen and
sent the spies out another way?� Her faith was evidenced in the
work of receiving the spies and sending them out another way
(Lloyd,1990,p.357,emp.added).

Furthermore, it is important to consider the context ofRahab�s life and vo-
cation.Shewasaprostitute, living inapagancity.WayneJacksonwrote:

The case of Rahab is an example of where God honored a person
due to their obedient faith in spite of a personal character flaw.Con-
sider the following facts about this incident. Rahab was from a pa-
ganenvironment.Herconceptofmoralityandherpersonal lifestyle
(shewas a harlot) needed considerable refining. In spite of this sor-
did background, she had developed a genuine faith in Jehovah
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(Josh. 2: 9ff.). She referred toHim as �God in heaven above, and on
earth beneath....� Accordingly, when the spies approached her, she
wasnot �disobedient� aswere theothersof Jericho,whoperished in
the destruction of the city, for she, through faith in God and His
promises, received the spies in peace (Heb. 11:31), hid them, and
sent themoutanotherway(Jas.2:25) [1986,22[6]:23].

Should we be surprised that a prostitute, living in pagan surroundings, would
lie to governmental authorities? Hardly. But she was not saved because she
lied�acritical point that needs expanding. In addressing this idea,AllenWeb-
ster observed: �Rahab lied, true, but God never complimented this action. She
was a heathen, not yet even converted to Judaism.... She was saved in spite of
her lying, and not because of it. She was a prostitute, but this text does not au-
thorize such activity� (1993, p. 2, emp. in orig.). This is a part of the story that
seems to have been missed by the Bible critics who have isolated Rahab�s lie
not only from the context of the story itself, but also from the remainder of her
lifeandadditionalbiblicalcommentaryon that life.
Having established the fact thatRahab�s liewasnot the reason for her com-

mendation within the pages of Scripture, the question arises: Why, then, was
she honoredwithin the great �hall of fame of faith� inHebrews 11 and spoken
of by James as having been �justified�? There can be no doubt that Rahab oc-
cupies a special place within the biblical text, since she is one of only five
women listed as being within the lineage of Christ. [She married Salmon, an
Israelite, and thereby became themother of Boaz, Jesse�s grandfather, joining
Tamar,Bathsheba,Ruth, andMary in theLord�sancestry.]
Surely, the answer to the question has to dowith the fact that Rahab did not

remain inher sinful state. In fact, �her repentance is implied since theNewTes-
tamentwriters commendonly thoseOldTestament characterswhose livesasa
whole reflect an obedient faith� (Grizzell, 1986, 15[9]:70, emp. in orig.). The
operative phrase here, of course, is �lives as a whole.� Rahab was not men-
tioned favorablyby thewritersof thebooksofHebrewsandJamesbecause she
told a lie at one point in her life. Rather, she was commended for a lifetime of
righteousness that followedaprevious lifeof sin.
Consider two other famousOldTestament characterswho committed hei-

nous sins yet who overcame those sins and were counted as faithful in God�s
eyes. Noah, for example, was �righteous,� �perfect in his generations,� and a
man who �walked with God� (Genesis 6:9). Yet after the Flood he became
drunk in front of his sons andas a result, his nakednesswas exposedbeforeone
of them (Genesis 9:20-23).WasNoah permanently condemned for a tempo-
rarysin?GaryGrizzell addressed this issuewhenhewrote:

There is absolutely no record of anyone reprovingNoah for his sin.
There is no record of his repentance. This is the extent of the Old
Testament revelationofNoah�s retirementyears.DidNoahdie inan
unrepentant state?No, just asRahab did not die a harlot and a liar....
In the twenty-seven books of the New Testament there is not one
hint of the historical fact of his sin of drunkenness. The only logical
conclusion is that this implies his repentance prior to his death
(1986,15[9]:70).

We know this to be the case because, like Rahab, Noah is mentioned specifi-
cally inHebrews11:7, andeven is referred toashavingbecome�anheirof righ-
teousnesswhich isaccording to faith.�
Consider also the example of Israel�s beloved king, David, who had in-

sisted on righteousness in his nation. The people had been taught to love, re-
spect, and honor God. David, their sovereign, also was their example�aman
after God�s own heart (1 Samuel 13:14). But he committed adultery with
Bathsheba (2Samuel 11-12), andhadher husband,Uriah,murdered.The con-
sequencesofDavid�ssinwerehorrific indeed.Thechildgrowing inBathsheba�s
womb died after birth. And Nathan, God�s prophet, made it clear to the great
king that �the sword shall never depart from thy house,� and that God would
�raiseupevil against theeoutof thineownhouse� (2Samuel12:10-11).
David�s life never againwouldbe the same.His childwasdead.His reputa-

tion was damaged. His influence, in large part, was destroyed. David paid for
his sinwith twenty years of strife, heartbreak, and the loss of a child thatmeant
everything tohim.Yet thekingdidnot denyhis error. In fact, he saidquite simply,
�I have sinned� (2 Samuel 12:13). His agonizing prayer is recorded in Psalm
51wherehecried:�Havemercyuponme,OGod,accordingtothylovingkindness.�
Years later, the apostle John would write: �Hath not the scripture said that the
Christ cometh of the seed of David?� (John 7:42). From the loins of a sinful
kingwhowaswilling to repentwas formed an important part of theMessiah�s
lineage.AsGrizzell noted: �God judges amanby thewhole of his life, not one
act of sin in his life� (1986, 15[9]:70). Neither Noah norDavid should be con-
demned permanently because of a temporary occurrence of sin. As these two
men stood accountable before God, each accepted personal responsibility for
his actions.Theybecamenoteworthycharacters inbiblicalhistorynotbecause
of their sinfulmistakes, but because of their eventual repentance and lifetimes
spent inGod�s service.

Does the Bible condemn lying? Indeed it does. The concept that �the end
justifies themeans�neverhasbeencorrect.AsSteveLloydwrote: �Simplybe-
causesomethingworksout in theenddoesnot imply that themeansare justifiable
beforeGod� (1990, p. 356).Aswith any other sin, if a person lies and does not
repent, that person will spend eternity in hell. If Bible critics would consider
the Scriptures in their entirety, rather than isolating individual passages in an
attempt to justify theirpreconceivedconclusion that theBiblecontainscontra-
dictions and discrepancies, controversy over such matters would cease to ex-
ist. Furthermore, it reeks of inconsistency for the critic to �pick and choose�
matters that at first glance appear to support his allegations, yet ignore passages
that refute thosesameallegations.AsEddieMillerput it:

...thepersonwhoargues for situationethicsbyusing the exampleof
Rahab ismakingaseriousmistake in termsof soundBiblical exege-
sis. He has taken one sketchy, obviously incomplete story about a
prostitute who lied, to overturn many clear statements of scripture
(Exo.20:16,Col. 3:9,Eph.4:25).Surely that isnotdealinghonestly
with the Bible text. (Incidentally, how would they deal with God�s
disapproval of the lies ofAnanias and Sapphira inActs 5:1-6?) The
truth is thatproper interpretation takesplacewhenweallowexplicit
statements of scripture to explain ormodify the examples, not vice
versa (1983,19[12]:4, emp.andparenthetical comment inorig.).

There is nothing inherently wrong with questioning what the Bible con-
tains�as long as a person iswilling to invest the time and effort to find the an-
swers and resolve anydoubts.This is the sameprocedure that peopleuse in ev-
ery other area of human interest (science, philosophy, etc.) on a daily basis.
Why, then, should itnotbeemployed inmattersconcerningGod�sWord?
Rahab�a prostitute from a pagan background�humbled herself before

the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.When she cried out, �I know that...the
Lord your God, He is God in heaven above and on earth beneath� (2:9), she
confessed her willingness to acknowledge both His existence and His sover-
eignty. Itwasnot enough,however, forhermerely toexpressher faithverbally.
Rather, she had to act upon it by: (a) keeping silent about the spies�mission
(Joshua2:14,20); (b) binding the scarlet cord in thewindowofherhouse (2:18);
and (c) remaining inside that house, which would be the sole location of her
deliverancewhenGoddestroyedJericho(2:18-19).
God expects�and deserves�the same kind of obedience from us today.

Critic andChristian alike shouldbewilling to say, as did this laudable lady from
days of old, �According unto yourwords, so be it� (Joshua 2:21).What an ad-
mirable attitude�andhowworthyof being imitated!Rahab sinned, repented,
and obeyed. If we today should sin, surely those of us who knowmore about
God, HisWord, and His will for our lives than she did ought to follow her ex-
ample in repentance,obedience, andservice.
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