
Joshua 2 
Literary structure: 
Spies commissioned by Joshua (1a) 
 Arrival and concealment of spies (2-7) 
  Confession of faith and covenant (8-14) 
 Escape and protection of Rahab and family (15-21) 
Spies report to Joshua (22-24) 
 
Rahab is a prostitute, “the quintessential prototype” of a depraved gentile.  
Julie Baretz: 

The ancient rabbis clearly felt uncomfortable with the term “prostitute”, 
and in early translations of the Bible into the vernacular Aramaic they 
referred to Rahab as a “supplier of provisions”. When used in the 
feminine, and with a wink, the euphemism was understood by everyone. 
(When the Rahab text is taught today in Israeli elementary schools, 
Rahab is still called a supplier of provisions, but without the wink.)  

 
: See 6.17, 22-25 for Joshua and spies keeping their word. 
 
1a The Spies Commissioned by Joshua 
Joshua has been told to “go over this Jordan, you and all this people, into the 
land that I am giving to them… every place that the sole of your foot will tread 
upon, I have given to you, just as I promised to Moses…. No man shall be able 
to stand before you, all the days of your life… Just as I was with Moses, so I will 
be with you…. Be strong and courageous, for you shall cause the people to 
inherit the land  that I swore to their fathers to give them… Do not be 
frightened, and do not be dismayed, for the LORD your God is with you 
wherever you go.”” (1.2-9) 
 The taking of the land is a matter of divine promise, not human military 

strategy/success. See too Josh 24.12 where Joshua affirms that has been 
the case.  

YET the first thing he does is send out spies (secretly), as it the Lord’s presence 
and guarantee are not enough. 
A failure of nerve, if not of faith, on Joshua’s part (Spina). 
 
And, doesn’t he remember the bad effect of sending out spies last time?? 
(Num 13-14; cf. Deut 1.19-46). 
In fact risks jeopardising the whole mission (the spies could easily have got 
caught). 



Shittim = ‘Acacias’. Recalls Num 25.1: “While Israel lived in Shittim, the people 
began to whore with the daughters of Moab. These invited the people to the 
sacrifices of their gods. So Israel yoked himself to Baal of Peor” i.e. at Shittim 
the Israelites had become harlots – spiritually, but also with physical harlots. 
Now they are saved by a harlot! 
 
Arrival and Concealment (2-7) 
The two Israelites prove to be utterly incompetent as spies, being uncovered 
by the king immediately.  
 
Why a prostitute’s house? 

1. Provides a refuge/inn for stranger. Perhaps an inn as well. 
2. Place to pick up stories/info about the people and land – but if only form 

other travellers, how reliable? 
3. How anonymous can be? No doubt the reason they were uncovered so 

quickly – with other men coming and going, news bound to get out. 
Cf. Nehemiah’s approach to checking out the destroyed Jerusalem – night, 
alone, talking to no one – Neh 2.11-16, esp. vv. 11 & 16. 
 
The King’s information network is excellent: noting the arrival of the visitors 
and deducing they are spies,  
 
But the dim-witted officers believe Rahab’s lies and don’t even search/check 
the house, or watch the window from which they will escape. 
Israel’s enemies are ridiculed.  
 
Don’t get distracted by the question of whether Rahab’s lies were morally 
justifiable or not. To do so is to miss the point. Cf. Davis’ analogy of delicious 
food in the fridge, and husband noting only the dust. Davis: her truth is more 
important than her lie.  
 
Rahab expresses her loyalty to her guests by lying to save them. She has 
rejected her Canaanite identity, entering into a covenant with these Israelites. 
 
v.7 leaves reader in suspense: now the gates are locked, how will the spies 
escape? 
 
But the answer is suspended until the central point of the story is made:  
 
 



Rahab’s confession of faith and covenant (8-14)  
Notable for a number of reasons: 

• Invokes the distinctive name of Israel’s God - YHWH 

• v.11 echoes Deut 4.39, emphasising the unique authority of YHWH. 
“Israel’s neighbours had high gods with functions in the heavens and 
other gods whose chief functions were on earth. Israel had one God, 
who exercised authority over all spheres of existence.” (Butler) 

• only 3 times in the OT is YHWH described as “God on the earth below”. 
Marginal gloss in MT noting this. Moses and Solomon only 2 other 
declarers of this – Deut 4.39; 1 Kgs 8.23. NB Abraham does use similar 
language in Gen 24.3 when he makes his servant swear he will not take a 
wife for Isaac from among the Canaanites. 

• Likewise, term “God is” occurs only 4 times, which also draws a marginal 
note in MT (Jer 10.10; Ps 100.3; 2 Chr 20.6).  

• Has a forthright perception of reality – “YHWH has given you this land”. 
She knows what YHWH has promised and is about to accomplish. She 
has no doubts at all of his success. It is a fait accompli (Spina). More 
certain than Joshua?! 

• Knows the name Yam Sup – the only non-Israelite to use this 
geographical name, cf. the Philistines in 1 Sam 4.8 who place the plagues 
in the wilderness rather than in Egypt itself. 

• Her use of the verb “dried up” in v.10 also = striking. This v much a part 
of Israel’s salvation history theological vocab.  

• she knows the law about Holy War (Deut 20.15-18, NB. only for 
Canaanite cities), and uses the technical term for it, which is part of its 
distinctive vocab, or presumably Canaanite equivalent – “utterly 
annihilate”,  but is clever enough to make herself the exception! 
Canaanites who treated Israel with grace and helped. 

• Makes Joshua swear using Hebrew oath formula -   
 
The spies learn all they need to know about the city from Rahab, from what 
she tells them. The people heart’s have melted at the reports of YHWH’s saving 
acts, a fulfilment of Exod 15.15. 
 
Note what a contrast Rahab’s report is to that of the majority of the spies sent 
out by Moses in Num 12.26-33.  This Canaanite prostitute is a far more reliable 
guide than the spies sent out by 10 of the 12 tribes. 
 
For her part, Rahab has seen what happens to those who oppose YHWH and 
his people, and has learned her lesson. 



 
Rahab strikes a bargain with the spies: her life, and the lives of her wider family 
(note she specifically mentions her sisters, who nowhere else appear in the 
lists of those saved), for theirs.  
 
Baretz notes that Rahab would have been at the margins of society, and 
probably ostracised by her own family too. She also notes that the 
overwhelming majority of women who end up in prostitution: 

have been sexually, physically and emotionally abused by family 
members. They flee the home environment with low self-esteem, a 
negative self-image, and a sense of deep isolation. Most of them have 
never experienced love or affection. 

If so for Rahab, makes her bargain all the more admirable. The despised and 
abused one will become the saviour of the family. 
 
Rahab has shown hesed to them and so they are bound to her; and their fate is 
entirely in her hands. They promise to honour the coventan if wshe maintains 
her hesed towards them (not dobbing them in). 
 
Escape and protection of Rahab and family (15-21) 
The best the spies can manage in their effort to regain the upper hand is to 
prescribe how Rahab and her family will hide themselves, and how they will 
make that known to the Israelites.  
 
She had asked for an oath and a sign. They swear the oath, but it is she who 
must provide the sign. Rahab must take responsibility for the lives she wants 
spared. She must tie the cord in her window, and gather her family. She’s wise 
to do so, given the obvious incompetence of the spies. 
 
They then, for the second time, swear her to secrecy – but from whom? The 
King and Canaanites already know they’ve come, and why.   
 
The significance of the scarlet thread: 

• Linked to prostitution/harlotry – Tamar’s son Zerah in Gen 38, who was 
the grandfather of Achan; Jer 4.30  where wayward Israel is dressed in 
scarlet; Isa 1.18-21 sins (incl. spiritual harlotry) described as scarlet 

• Used sensually – Song of Songs 4.3 to describe lover’s lips 

• Reasonable to assume that the scarlet thread was a symbol of her 
profession, and hung out the window to advertise her services 



• The Heb word for cord/rope can equally be translated “hope”. The 
rope/cord will now symbolise her hope and expectation of salvation. 

The spies return with what reads like a prophetic message (24), but it has come 
from a Canaanite prostitute. It is she who “gave Israel courage to carry out the 
divine command and conquer the land” (Butler). 
 
Hard to conceive of a more unlikely prophet. 
 
Conclusions 
The men are idiots: 
1. The blundering spies don’t spy out the land, or even Jericho, as get no 

further than Rahab’s house. Cluseau-like! 
By having to spare Rahab they are forced into violating the Torah (Deut 7.1-
5  - no covenants of any kind with Canaanites in the land.) 
 Deut 20 told them to make peace with peoples along the way, where they 
could, but that was to peoples outside Canaan. They were to put the Ban 
(herem) in place, for important religious reasons (Deut 20.10-18). 
The only condition given to Joshua was “Only be strong and very 
courageous, being careful to do according to the law that Moses my servant 
commanded you. Do not turn from it to the right hand or to the left” (1.7) 

2. The King’s men 
 

3. The only competent person in the story is Rahab. She takes full advantage 
of the situation. 
 
1. Woman of great wit – seized the opportunity and maximised it - to 

preserve and restore her whole family 
 

2. Woman of great courage: had she been exposed as a liar to the king’s 
officials, she would have been dead. 
 

3. Woman of great faith. 
 

• Rahab in roll call of faithful -  Matt 1.3-6; Heb 11.31; Jas 2.25. 
 
Note the basis of her faith: she had heard about the mighty acts of God in 
delivering the Israelites from Egypt and bringing them to the Promised 
Land. 
 
 



This leads her to seek God’s mercy 
Davis: 

Genuine faith never rests content with being convinced of the reality of 
God but presses on to take refuge in God. Rahab not only must know the 
clear truth about God but also must escape the coming wrath of God. It 
isn’t just a matter of correct belief but of desperate need. Saving faith is 
always like this. It never stops with brooding over the nature of the 
activity of God but always runs to take refuge under his wings. 

 
A sincere confession of true faith leads to salvation. Rom 10.9 

Because if you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in 
your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. 

This is what confessing YHWH does. Transformation from prostitute to 
saved and member of God’s family. Outsider -> insider. 
 
Baretz: she transformed herself from the lowliest idolater -> the ideal 
proselyte 
 
Significance for Confessing Anglicans 
 

 
Inspiration and reminder to all – all can be saved by faith, and faith of 
family members.   
 
Suggested Discussion Questions 
1. It’s not easy for us to appreciate just how much of an outsider Rahab 

was, as a prostitute, because we know her as a heroine of faith and 
ancestor of Jesus.  But try to imagine just how disreputable she was… 
and ask:  

a. What sort of people, male or female, would be modern 
equivalents?  

b. How has the Church tended to treat them over the years? Check 
out the rubrics in the 1662 Book of Common Prayer for the burial 
service, for example.  

c. What impact might that have had on them in terms of how ready 
they are to accept Christ as Lord and Saviour, and come into the 
family of God? 

2. At best, there was no need for spies to be sent by Joshua. How good are 
you at taking God at his word, or are you inclined to “put out fleeces” 
too? When is this OK, when is it not? 



3. Both Rahab and the Canaanite woman in Matthew 15 challenged God-
given boundaries, and won.  

a. Have you ever done this?  
b. Should we today, and – if so – on what conditions/basis? 
c. Does this have any relevance to discerning what to do with the 

vacant half of the building? If so, how? 
4. What should be the key elements in a confession of faith today? 

 


