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Introduction: The first 5 chapters of Joshua are preparations for war. The next 5 chapters will 
recount Israel’s war with the surrounding territories.  
 
Recap: God has prepared the leader Joshua by promoting him, encouraging him, and strengthening 
him. God has prepared the people by testing them and delivering them across the Jordan River at its 
highest point in harvest. In the midst of this preparation of judgment on the land of Canaan, God has 
mercifully saved a repentant woman and her family—Rahab.  
 
The Story: In preparation for taking the city of Jericho, the people are circumcised and celebrate the 
Passover. Two symbolic actions that are critical to their future—and they are found in their past. 
 
The people have finally come to the moment when they are going to take the first major city in 
Canaan—Jericho. But before we unpack that story, it is necessary to set it within a moral framework.  
 
Does God have the right to take human life or to order it be taken using a nation, like Israel, as an 
instrument of judgment? If God’s actions here are not morally justifiable, then the whole account is 
suspect. And this is precisely the point of contention between Christian philosophers and atheistic 
philosophers today.  
 
The Controversy: The conquest is controversial because as we read the account, there are several 
instances where Israel is commanded to wipe out every living thing and to burn the cities to the 
ground. Skeptics use this account to charge Yahweh with atrocities. Famous (or infamous) atheist 
Richard Dawkins has stated,  

“The God of the Old Testament is arguably the most unpleasant character in all fiction: jealous 
and proud of it; a petty, unjust, unforgiving control-freak; a vindictive, bloodthirsty ethnic 
cleanser; a misogynistic, homophobic, racist, infanticidal, genocidal, filicidal, pestilential, 
megalomaniacal, sadomasochistic, capriciously malevolent bully” (Richard Dawkins, The God 
Delusion 

 
So let’s put this to the test today. Before we jump into the war at Jericho, we want to give it a 
theological context and framework. 
 
Dawkins’ critique of the OT God strikes at the heart of our claim—that this God is a being 
worthy of worship, merciful and just, forgiving and the very definition of love. Some attempt to 
reconcile the God of the OT with the God revealed in the NT through Jesus as really two separate 
entities.  
But what I want to show you today is that the OT God and NT God are not separate conceptions—
but one in the same. And this will give us a moral framework and set the story of conquest in its 
proper ethical context. 
  



Gods at War: A Study through Joshua 
Pt.4—Is the God of Israel a Moral Monster? 

Jeff Kennedy / June 26th, 2016 
  
 
So before we jump into this battle at Jericho, I want to, by way of reminder, give it some context.  
 
1. The God of the OT is not jealous or proud. The only sense in which the OT uses the idea of 
“jealousy” is in a positive sense—as in the case of a jilted spouse. If I wasn’t jealous for my wife’s 
exclusive devotion to me then that would signal that I didn’t care about her very much. Moreover, 
pride is thinking of oneself more highly than one ought. And God has a perfect estimation of his 
character and nature. God does not hold any false beliefs about himself—so he is quite literally 
incapable of pride—or an inaccurate estimation of his abilities or position.  
 
Next, we see that… 
2. The God of the OT is perfectly just and forgiving. God’s infinite holiness cannot be 
transgressed without punishment. All have sinned and fallen short of his glorious standard, and God 
does not owe anyone their existence—much less the opportunity to find their way to him in 
repentance of sin. Moreover, the OT is permeated with examples of God offering forgiveness and 
reconciliation to people.  

• Rahab and her family received God’s mercy in the midst of judgment,  
• Gibeonites later in Ch. 11 will also experience mercy. In fact in that account, Joshua 

responds to their elaborate ruse to “trick” Israel into saving them, “Why didn’t you just ask?” 
God is merciful and forgiving.  

• Chesed: is the most often used verbal form in the OT—and it is the word for mercy or loving-
kindness. In each chapter of Israel’s journey and God’s dealings with mankind—God reveals 
himself as both perfectly just and merciful to those who are truly repentant. God regularly 
reached out to non-Israelites,  

• Melchizidek—a priest and king of salem who would be a type of Christ himself.  
• Egyptians who went out in the Exodus with Israel 
• Moses’ wife who was Ethiopian a Cushite 
• Gentile sojourners who join Israel are also shown mercy (Lev. 19:34) 
• And what about Nineveh? God specifically reaches out through a reluctant prophet—Jonah 

and brings these people to repentance. Not even the prophet wanted God to reach out, but God 
does so anyway because he knows in his foreknowledge that this society is ripe for repentance.  

• Gentile nations are invited and summoned to the Lordship of God’s King—Jesus.  
Lastly, it’s worth noting that when Israel sinned—God judged them in some cases just as harshly—
so the charge of ethnic cleansing based on racial superiority of the Jews is nonsense.  
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Next, we see that… 
3. God has no interest in bloodthirsty and ruthless ethnic cleansing. The archeology of the 
surrounding area may well show that many of the 7 cities were military cities, while many of the 
non-combatants lived in the rural towns. The command to “wipe all of them out”—many scholars 
believe, refers only to the military citadels, and not the outlying areas. For example, in Judges ch. 1, 
there are still many Canaanites around. By the end of the book, Joshua warns the Israel not to 
intermarry with the Canaanites and thereby syncing the Israelite faith with false religion. But this 
couldn’t be possible if “all” the Canaanites had been wiped out. Moreover, God specifically states 
that some of these people groups will be saved through the prophets. Like the Jebusites, a Canaanite 
people who were part of the remnant from among the nations.  
 
Some scholars, like Paul Copan, accept that the account is using a Jewish literary device called 
“hyperbole” which is overstatement for the purpose of emphasis or importance. Instances of Jewish 
hyperbole can be found throughout the Old and New Testaments—even Jesus used this rhetorical 
device to grab and arrest his hearers’ attention on occasion.  
 
Contrary to the skeptics’ claims, this account has nothing whatsoever to do with God preferring one 
race over another and then telling that race to wipe out the other one—it has everything to do with 
God judging a culture that has become irredeemable—confronting their oppressive and insane 
system of idolatry. 
 
We also observe that… 
4. God is the giver and sustainer of human life. This is a theological not a textual argument. 
God has the Sovereign right to give us life or to demand our lives with no explanation. I often get the 
impression from skeptics that they have a naïve and limited view of God’s nature. They portray God 
is if he is just a lesser and limited God like one in the Canaanite Pantheon: El, Baal, Asherah, Mot et 
al. But God is not like the fictional gods of ancient religions—he’s not a Zeus or an Apollo or a 
Baal—these are pagan conceptions and necessarily limited in their power, their knowledge, their 
wisdom and judgment. But God is by definition the maximally greatest possible being. Which means 
he possesses all the qualities and properties of greatness in their maximal capacities. God is the 
greatest conceivable being. God isn’t a super being he is the Supreme Being, God is supremely just, 
supremely merciful, supremely knowledgeable and powerful. This is the OT and NT conception of 
God. He is the superlative giver of life and as such he is the Sovereign ruler over life. And if he 
chooses to judge a city, a state, a nation, or the entire world with a flood—that is his divine 
prerogative and we, as the earth bound creatures are simply not in a position to pass judgment on the 
deliverances of the divine mind or will.  
 
God doesn’t owe me my next breath. God doesn’t owe us a future nor is he obligated to make us 
happy prosperous and wise. God does so because he has promised to and is bound only by his 
immutable nature—which is fundamentally gracious and kind. 
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Having said that, we must note… 
5. God has the Sovereign right to judge wicked people. Now deceased atheist Christopher 
Hitchens described the Canaanite people as merely poor victims minding their own business, living 
and raising children in happy families in Mesopotamia. But nothing could be further from the truth.  
Let’s look quickly at Deuteronomy 18—this is part of Moses’ final address to the people and his 
warning about adopting Canaanite practices: 
18:9 “When you come into the land that the Lord your God is giving you, you shall not learn to follow 
the abominable practices of those nations. 10 There shall not be found among you anyone who burns 
his son or his daughter as an offering, anyone who practices divination or tells fortunes or 
interprets omens, or a sorcerer11 or a charmer or a medium or a necromancer or one who inquires 
of the dead, 12 for whoever does these things is an abomination to the Lord. And because of these 
abominations the Lord your God is driving them out before you. 
 
Canaanite culture was perverted, pornographic twisted and occultist. God had been warning this 
region since Abraham’s day—and now in the 15th century—their time was up. Judgment has come.  
 
In his book, Is God a Moral Monster? Author Paul Copan states this, “Yahweh frequently threatened 
many nations with judgment when they crossed a certain moral threshold…What guidelines do we 
have to determine when a culture is irredeemable, beyond the point of no moral and spiritual return? 
Don’t we need something more than mere mortals to assess a culture’s ripeness for judgment…any 
such determination should be left up to God” (Paul Copan, Is God a Moral Monster?). 
 
This irredeemable culture had gone too far—past the point of no return—hearts that had hardened 
and were impenetrable. And leaving any of the military combatants, and any of the industries tied to 
the military apparatus or the cultic practices would have dogged Israel from the beginning.  
The conquest was commanded in order for God to judge a people who had passed the point of no 
return in terms of their heinous and inhuman religion.  
 
Mark Buchannan has a story about finding a nest of snakes in his basement—very difficult to remove 
and all they could think about in this basement sanctuary was “have we gotten them all? What if we 
missed one or two?”  
 
The more military men and people who are tied to the military apparatus that they wipe out, the more 
stable their settlements will be. So long as they leave a brood here or there—they will never rest in 
the land. Never.  
If they never rest then they can’t settle the land. If they never settle it, they will never secure it, and if 
they never secure it, then the plan of redemption for the world—God sending the King—the anointed 
Christ to take the sins of humanity will not be possible.  
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Even if the conquest of the promised land goes flawless, without a hitch—they will still face 
enumerable challenges to staying in the land. So a solid start is critical for them—and a solid start 
includes ridding the land of every Canaanite viper that could potential sneak up on them and poison 
their faith.  
Now, in light of this, we should be clear that… 
6. The Canaan conquest should not be mistaken for Muslim Jihad. Those two concepts should 
not be collapsed upon one another by the novice interpreter. Here’s how they’re different: 

• Yahweh’s conquest was limited in scope—time and territory. Limited to a brief window in a 
relatively small territory. Islamic Jihad has no geographical limits and all those who live in 
non-muslim controlled territory are automatically in dar al-harb—the abode of war. 

• Yahweh’s conquest was limited in objective—judgment of a culture that had been warned 
for 400 years, and whose sinful atrocities had come to full fruit. Jihad is directed to anyone 
who is non-muslim and unwilling to convert to Islam.  

• Yahweh’s conquest was temporary—the God of the Old Testament actually promises a 
remnant will be saved from Egypt, Babylon, Assyria and Canaan (Jebusites) showing that God 
loves everyone, even those who are disobedient and objects of judgment. God is not willing 
that any should be lost but that all should come to repentance.  

• Israel has since been a persecuted sect—even when Israel had the power to crush 
surrounding nations and expand beyond its God-given borders—Israel did not do this. They 
understood this fight to be limited in scope, limited in objectives, redemptive in nature and 
have sought to live in peace with surrounding nations. This could not be more opposite than 
Islam—After its founder engaged in over 60 military campaigns including the beheading of 
700 Medinan Jews and Christians, his successors made war on the east, the west, and 
everything in between. For 1300 years Jihadists have been expanding Muslim territory through 
military invasion—and most Islamic countries today have a terrible human rights record.  

• Israel’s influence has been positive—when the nation of Israel is following the Hebrew 
Bible, worshiping the one true God, and calling its own people to repentance—then it has had 
a tremendous civilizing influence on that region. But when Israel is attacked repeatedly, 
provoked, terrorized and slandered then they hit back. Today they live in a pretty tough 
neighborhood. They are the only democracy in the region, the only nation with a charter for 
equal rights and human rights and their stated goal is to sustain their nation and live as 
peaceful neighbors in the region. The day rogue rockets and terrorism stops in Israel is the day 
they’ll tear down the wall they’ve erected around Palestine.  

o All of this is because of a superior moral ethic that Israel was given by God—and 
that we in the west have adopted.  

 
7. Global conquest is in our future. When we read the prophecies of Daniel and Revelation, we see 
that there is going to come a day when God does subdue the nations of the earth and put them under 
his feet.  
Psalm 2:7-9 I will tell of the decree: The LORD said to my Lord, “You are my Son; today I have 
begotten you. 
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8 Ask of me, and I will make the nations your heritage, and the ends of the earth your possession. 
9 You shall break them with a rod of iron and dash them in pieces like a potter's vessel.” 

Daniel 7:13-14 “I saw in the night visions, and behold, with the clouds of heaven there came one like 
a son of man, and he came to the Ancient of Days 
and was presented before him. 14 And to him was given dominion and glory and a kingdom, that 
all peoples, nations, and languages 
should serve him; his dominion is an everlasting dominion, which shall not pass away, and his 
kingdom one that shall not be destroyed. 

Revelation 19:11 Then I saw heaven opened, and behold, a white horse! The one sitting on it is 
called Faithful and True, and in righteousness he judges and makes war. 12 His eyes are like a flame 
of fire, and on his head are many diadems, and he has a name written that no one knows but 
himself. 13 He is clothed in a robe dipped in[d]blood, and the name by which he is called is The Word 
of God. 14 And the armies of heaven, arrayed in fine linen, white and pure, were following him on 
white horses. 15 From his mouth comes a sharp sword with which to strike down the nations, and he 
will rule them with a rod of iron. He will tread the winepress of the fury of the wrath of God the 
Almighty. 16 On his robe and on his thigh he has a name written, King of kings and Lord of lords. 

Nation states that resist God will be objects of his judgment and wrath and it is true that God will 
once again take up the sword (except this time it will be the sword of his mouth—his powerful word) 
against them.  
 
Just as God is the author of life who “spoke” the universe into existence, he will also declare the end 
to the systems and governments of man—setting up his eternal Kingdom on earth.  
 
So we see that the God of the Old and New Testaments is the same God: 
 
(Recap) 
God has a perfect estimation of himself—and this is the reason why he zealously and fiercely 
demands our sole worship.   

 
God is perfectly just—and his judgment of nation states is morally justified.  

 
God is a benevolent and gracious Lord who invites into relationship and summons us to his 
Lordship. 

 
God is the author of human life and is morally justified when he gives and takes life.   
 
God’s judgment on nation states and bad actors on the world stage should not in any way be 
equated or collapsed onto the Muslim notion of Jihad.  
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And the expulsion of Canaanites from the land reminds us that God is ultimately going to 
reclaim the world—and he will rule it with an iron scepter as its rightful king.  
 
Both old and NT’s teach this same God—and today he offers us grace and not judgment. Today he 
offers us—like Rahab and Gibeon and Ninevah—the chance to repent and turn and follow.  


