
The Book of Joshua – Ethical Dilemma 

Questions from Joshua 
Why does God have Israel invade a land and take over a country and cities that they did not 
establish? 

Why does God command the genocide of peoples; does God indeed command genocide? 

Does God condone and honor lying (Rahab)? 

Biblical Basis for Ethics  
In order to understand ethics, we must review how one establishes ethics. For clarification, ethics 
is defined as what one should do in light of the good guiding principles (morals - what is 
right and wrong).  

But how does one determine what is right and wrong (or neutral)? Many times, our morals are 
determined by our upbringing, our culture, our education. If these sources mimic a biblical model, 
then the content of this discussion may already be believed. The difference would be the source. 

 “Epistemology (the study of knowledge) addresses the question of how we can know what is true 
and what is not. Metaphysics (the study of reality) addresses the question of what exists. Ethics 
(the study of what should be done) addresses the question of what we should do in light of what 
reality is.” – Cone, Christopher.  

Our worldview ultimately determines our morality and ethics. The truly odd aspect of the human 
condition is that the answer to each ethical question can be drawn from a different worldview. So, 
every ethical decision should be viewed and reviewed with respect to the biblical model. 

These questions are not intended to determine if a chair is really real, but what is true in the 
realm of right and wrong. What is the ultimate source of truth? As believers, we generally say, 
“The Bible;” but is that true? 

Often, in order to establish a biblical ethic, one must deconstruct a previous worldview and 
establish the new one. It cannot be done in one hour; so, we will begin a class for this in the fall 
(2020). But for now, we must simply define the biblical model to answer these questions.  

In the biblical model, the first step is to believe that the biblical God (YHWH) exists and that He 
has revealed Himself (Prov 1:7, 2:6, 9:10). 

Next, in the biblical model, one must understand that God has revealed Himself in three ways:  

(1) General revelation – in creation (Romans 1:20-23)  

(2) Personal revelation – Jesus Christ is God in the flesh (John 1:1-5, 9-18; Colossians 1:15-17) 

(3) Special revelation – in the original text of the Bible (2 Timothy 3:16-17, 1 Peter 1:20-21).  

God’s special revelation (the Bible) provides that which is necessary for the believer to understand 
what is wrong (sin) and what is right (acts of righteousness) – Titus 2:11-14; 2 Timothy 3:16-17 



In Scripture, we find the descriptions of what is true, and that truth gives believers what is 
necessary to practice that which is good. In the biblical model, God is the authority, and our 
worldview inquiry seeks to understand Him through His revelation in Scripture, especially in 
questions of morality and ethics.  

There is another question to add here that will not be addressed fully at this moment: how do we 
interpret that source of authority? Simply answered, we understand Scripture literally (normative), 
grammatically, and historically (culturally). 

It really is that simple. If we have a question about what is right and wrong, we address it using 
Scripture, allowing the words to reveal truth and, therefore, give us the biblical moral and allow 
that moral to determine what we should do. 

One qualification needs to be made here. Biblically speaking, there is only one ethic that an 
unbeliever needs to do; he needs to believe. For believers, to thrust biblical ethics onto an 
unbeliever breaks the methodology of Jesus and the Scriptures.      

Why Does God have Israel take over a land?  
This is a question concerning the sovereignty of God. Does God have the right to give away to 
someone what was previously in the possession of another? 

Exodus 19:5; Deuteronomy 10:14; Psalm 24:1; 1 Corinthians 10:26 

Do we believe these verses are true and accurate? If God is the actual possessor, then 
anything can be reallocated? Nothing actually belongs to one person, especially land, save 
what God gives. 

This question is also about the one absolute. Is morality the absolute or is God the absolute? Is 
God subject to what is good and bad (right and wrong) or does God determine good and bad? If 
in Scripture we perceive God as doing something or commanding something that we think is 
immoral, then we must reconsider the entire situation.  

Exodus 34:6; Numbers 23:19; Psalm 25:8, 33:5; Mark 10:18; James 1:17; 1 John 1:5 

To answer this question more specifically, we must determine if the inhabitants deserved to be 
kicked out of that land? 

Genesis 15:16; Deuteronomy 9:4-5; Exodus 34:12-14; Leviticus 18:21, 20:1-4 

Extra-biblical information has also surfaced. The Canaanite regularly sacrificed infants and 
children by burning them. This practice was picked up by the Israelites after they conquered 
the land, and it was this practice that directly contributed to the Babylonian captivity (Jeremiah 
19:3-6). 

Even though God could have just reapportioned the land and given to Israel, God still makes 
the case that the inhabitants were worthy of the disposition. 

Another question: did Israel deserve the land? 

Deuteronomy 6:10-13; Deuteronomy 9:4-6; Joshua 24:13-14 



No, they did not deserve the land, and the benefits of the land provided a reminder that 
YHWH gave the land, cities, and produce to them by grace and they should serve Him only.   

Does God Condone Genocide? 
This is part two of the question from above. Genocide is “the deliberate killing of a large group of 
people, especially those of a particular ethnic group or nation.” 

Framing this question, we must first understand that when speaking of this in terms of God doing the 
act Himself, we generally do not have a problem (the flood, Sodom and Gomorrah). The question is 
with Israel being the executor of judgment.  

Israel was to be the representative of God on earth and demonstrate His light, grace, truth, and 
justice. Deuteronomy 20:16-17; Isaiah 42:6; 49:6; 60:1-3. 

Invasion, occupation, genocide – apart from a command from God, these acts by one nation upon 
another nation (unprovoked) can be seen as evil. But when commanded by God, Israel was 
carrying out the will of God upon a nation that deserved His judgment. 

Does God Condone Lying? 
Rahab is upheld in Scripture as living by faith (Hebrews 11:31; James 2:25). But does God 
condone and reward lying? This dilemma is resolved in two paths of inquiry. Did Rahab lie? Is 
lying, stealing, or killing ever justifiable? 

In our culture, a lie is simply to not tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. We 
have a moral system that is codified, where the Near, Middle, and Far East are typically honor-
based systems. 

We know that God hates lying, but what we fail to realize is that in Scripture, the intent of the 
lie is more important than what is said. So, not all falsehoods are lies (examples). 

Psalm 15:1-5 – Rahab spoke a falsehood, but her intent was not to defile. 

There is another ethical solution to this question and others like it. At times in history and perhaps 
in the future, you may need to do an act that is otherwise determined to be what is wrong in 
order to promote justice (stealing food to save a life, etc.). God does not condone the activity and 
the offender places himself in violation of moral activity for a greater good and, thus, could be 
held to account. We need to understand that certain activities are unethical regardless of the 
situation. Certain circumstances dictate that we must be willing to put ourselves in harm’s way 
(ethically) to preserve life. It may be unethical, but it is honorable.   

 


