
Rahab.  If you are James and are trying to prove your point, that faith requires a response, yes, you choose Abraham.  Abraham is a great lead off hitter.  But to go to Rahab, a gentile, female, prostitute as your second example, your clean up hitter?  What are you trying to say here James?  In the whole of the Old Testament, is there not another example that could be better?  You could not find anyone else in the five books of Moses and had to go to Joshua to call up a non-jewish, non-male, not righteous prostitute.  That is our second best example of faithfulness?


After spending the week looking into Rahab, I would answer with James, an emphatic, “Yes!”  The layers of Rahab reveal many reasons why she is the perfect example of belief and action working together to show faith in God and God alone.


I would start my defense of James' choice obviously in Joshua, with the actual story itself. Rahab takes the two men into her home as part of her standard business practice.  Whether that was as an inn keeper or as a harlot, either way, she had the rooms to provide a welcoming hospitable place that gave travelers a place to stay.  In offering up these rooms, she took upon herself the care and safety of them.  Something she took very seriously and put her life on the line doing.


In chapter 2, verse 8, after she has sent the King's men another way, she begins to speak with the men about the situation that is unfolding.  She tells them of the fear of the Lord that has fallen on the community of Jericho after hearing what happened to Pharoah and the Amorite Kings.  Her countrymen found themselves in the same place as the demon James cites in verse 19, “You believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that—and shudder.”  Her King heard that the Israelites were in his city and he set out to capture them.  The King set out to stop the work of the Lord Most High, just as the Demons try to do.

  
But not Rahab.  Rahab believed that God, the one God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob would overthrow the city and her actions followed her belief.  She did not fight against the Lord God, but conformed to his actions.  Her response was not to stand against God's work, but join in on it.  She saw God's Kingdom breaking into Jericho and used her gifts to help that in breaking along.


I believe James saw the men from Israel as people bringing good news to the people within Jericho.  When James describes the two men from Israel, he calls them, “Messengers.”  The NIV, the version we use, refers to them as spies.  But the best translations of the Greek have the word, Angelos, or our easy transliteration, Angels.  Those who come bringing the word of God.  The reason the NIV and a few other versions choose spies are that everywhere else, that is what they are called.  In Joshua, it is spies, when Rahab is singled out in Hebrews 11 as a faithful servant of God, it is as helping spies, and some of the later translations of James made this adjustment as well.  


But the question is, why did james choose to call the spies Angelos?  James is one of four examples in the New Testament where Angelos is used for a human.  The other times are for John the Baptist and the men Jesus sends out to prepare a place for Jesus in a Samaritan village.  So, what do these people all have in common with the two spies from Joshua's camp?  They are not angels or heavenly beans, but like angels, they are agents of God.  The two men are sent to Jericho representing the Israelites, God's people, thus God.  They came implying that God was going to regain control of Jericho.  The other God's were no longer allowed to stand in God's sight.  That is the message their presence proclaimed.


Only Rahab had faith enough in God to respond to the message of the messengers.  That is why she is on par with Abraham.  Abraham heard God's calling on his life and responded with his whole life.  Rahab heard these men's message and responded with her whole life.


We see this in what looks like, at first, deceit of her fellow man.  Two enemies of the state are in her house and instead of turning them over to the king as a good citizen, she hides them and devises a way for them to escape.  We are left to ask, did she betray her king and country?  If her highest source of allegiance was to man and man alone, then yes.  She is an awful traitor and should be ever an example of deceit and shame.  However, she had heard of the work of the God of the Israelites and had made a commitment to their God.  For their God had demonstrated the ability to do things with might and power unfathomable to a human king. 


She believed the word about this God and responded with actions that supported it.  She did not just shudder in fear of the approaching army, but joyfully opened her arms and welcomed in God's emissaries.


What is more, she herself became a messenger of God's work.  She not only made the brave move to risk her life by hiding the men on her rooftop, she then told her family of her actions and invited them to respond in faith as well.  Any one of them could have responded by turning her into the authorities.  Instead, her faith in God's power led them  to respond by joining her in her home the day the walls fell.  They were there, despite all that the Israelites had done so far was to make a developing path around the walls of the city.  For six days, they had just been walking around.  They brought the brass section in full force today, I better head to Aunt Rahab's home so I am safe.  Yet, at the end of the seventh day, there was one home remaining with a red cord hanging out the window and a family who had responded and promoted the message of the messengers inside.


In the Jewish tradition, there are a few more reasons why we should not be surprised to see Rahabs name sitting next to Abraham's.  The first is the meaning of her name, which is always important in the Old Testament.  Rahab was also another name for a mythological sea monster that poetically represented Egypt.  So, it should not come as a surprise that after crossing the Red Sea and defeating Egypt, the first person the Israelites meet as the enter the promised land of God is named Rahab.  


Rahab is no longer fighting against Israel, but now a partner in the work of God, responding to the work of God.  The Lord God conquered the sea and has control over the chaos caused by the monster.  Rahab, responding to the story of the Israelites conquering Egypt by trusting the God that conquered her, is a fitting response.


We to, have been conquered by God's love.  Are we like Rahab and responding by believing  and acting in response to this God and his power?  Or are we like the demons who acknowledge the power but refuse to conform to it?


The rest of Jewish tradition concerns Rahab's assimilation into the Jewish people.  Jewish tradition holds that Rahab was one of the four most beautiful women in history.  She married Joshua and was the ancestor of eight prophets in Israel's history, including Jeremiah.  The geneology out of the Gospel of Matthew has her listed as an ancestor of Jesus himself.  


The high regard shows the Israelites response to someone who's faith is strong enough to risk everything because of their faith in God, even if they had only heard about him, but not experienced his full love yet..  As soon as there was time for action, the action came and continued to grow her faith, each time she was bold enough to act on the faith.  Whether that was in welcoming the messengers, hiding the messengers, sending the messengers, telling her family, staying in the house as all around her fell, or joining the Israelites in their claiming the land of Canaan.


Abraham gives us the story that one closely tied to God's own heart for years still can grow to trust God more.  Rahab gives us the story that one who appears furthest away from God, the exact opposite of Abraham, female instead of male, gentile instead of Jew, prostitute instead of righteous, an enemy of God instead of child of God, can still have a place within God's people by reacting to who God has revealed himself to be.  Not just by mental assent, but the actual actions demonstrate such a trust.  


Let us not set boundaries for who the Word of God can reach.  They may seem far away on paper, but Jesus Christ set us right with God by one action on a Friday on a cross.  He has done the same for everyone else.  They just need to hear about it and respond to the work of Christ with actions that show acceptance of that work, instead of fighting against it.  May we be continually growing in the same way.

