
Joshua 2:1–14 (NIV)  
Then Joshua son of Nun secretly sent two spies from Shittim. “Go, look over the land,” 
he said, “especially Jericho.” So they went and entered the house of a prostitute named 
Rahab and stayed there.  

2 The king of Jericho was told, “Look, some of the Israelites have come here tonight 
to spy out the land.” 3 So the king of Jericho sent this message to Rahab: “Bring out the 
men who came to you and entered your house, because they have come to spy out the 
whole land.”  

4 But the woman had taken the two men and hidden them. She said, “Yes, the men 
came to me, but I did not know where they had come from. 5 At dusk, when it was time 
to close the city gate, they left. I don’t know which way they went. Go after them 
quickly. You may catch up with them.” 6 (But she had taken them up to the roof and 
hidden them under the stalks of flax she had laid out on the roof.) 7 So the men set out 
in pursuit of the spies on the road that leads to the fords of the Jordan, and as soon as 
the pursuers had gone out, the gate was shut.  

8 Before the spies lay down for the night, she went up on the roof 9 and said to 
them, “I know that the LORD has given you this land and that a great fear of you has 
fallen on us, so that all who live in this country are melting in fear because of you. 10 We 
have heard how the LORD dried up the water of the Red Sea for you when you came out 
of Egypt, and what you did to Sihon and Og, the two kings of the Amorites east of the 
Jordan, whom you completely destroyed.  11 When we heard of it, our hearts melted in 
fear and everyone’s courage failed because of you, for the LORD your God is God in 
heaven above and on the earth below.  

12 “Now then, please swear to me by the LORD that you will show kindness to my 
family, because I have shown kindness to you. Give me a sure sign 13 that you will spare 
the lives of my father and mother, my brothers and sisters, and all who belong to 
them—and that you will save us from death.”  

14 “Our lives for your lives!” the men assured her. “If you don’t tell what we are 
doing, we will treat you kindly and faithfully when the LORD gives us the land.”  

Acts 7:59–8:1 (NIV)  
59 While they were stoning him, Stephen prayed, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.” 

60 Then he fell on his knees and cried out, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them.” 
When he had said this, he fell asleep. And Saul approved of their killing him.  

On that day a great persecution broke out against the church in Jerusalem, and all 
except the apostles were scattered throughout Judea and Samaria.  

Acts 9:1–19 (NIV)  
Meanwhile, Saul was still breathing out murderous threats against the Lord’s disciples. 
He went to the high priest 2 and asked him for letters to the synagogues in Damascus, 
so that if he found any there who belonged to the Way, whether men or women, he 
might take them as prisoners to Jerusalem. 3 As he neared Damascus on his journey, 
suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him. 4 He fell to the ground and heard a 
voice say to him, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?”  

5 “Who are you, Lord?” Saul asked.  
“I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting,” he replied. 6 “Now get up and go into the 

city, and you will be told what you must do.”  
7 The men traveling with Saul stood there speechless; they heard the sound but did 

not see anyone. 8 Saul got up from the ground, but when he opened his eyes he could 
see nothing. So they led him by the hand into Damascus. 9 For three days he was blind, 
and did not eat or drink anything.  
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10 In Damascus there was a disciple named Ananias. The Lord called to him in a 
vision, “Ananias!”  

“Yes, Lord,” he answered.  
11 The Lord told him, “Go to the house of Judas on Straight Street and ask for a 

man from Tarsus named Saul, for he is praying. 12 In a vision he has seen a man named 
Ananias come and place his hands on him to restore his sight.”  

13 “Lord,” Ananias answered, “I have heard many reports about this man and all 
the harm he has done to your holy people in Jerusalem. 14 And he has come here with 
authority from the chief priests to arrest all who call on your name.”  

15 But the Lord said to Ananias, “Go! This man is my chosen instrument to 
proclaim my name to the Gentiles and their kings and to the people of Israel. 16 I will 
show him how much he must suffer for my name.”  

17 Then Ananias went to the house and entered it. Placing his hands on Saul, he 
said, “Brother Saul, the Lord—Jesus, who appeared to you on the road as you were 
coming here—has sent me so that you may see again and be filled with the Holy 
Spirit.” 18 Immediately, something like scales fell from Saul’s eyes, and he could see 
again. He got up and was baptized, 19 and after taking some food, he regained his 
strength.  

Who doesn’t love a good story of transformation? This week we turn to the apostle 
Paul and, just to show the expansiveness of God’s grace, the story of Rahab, way back 

in the book of Joshua. But first, Paul, or should I say Saul? 

What’s in a name? 

Paul’s transformation story can be confusing to those new to it simply because Luke 
refers to him by two names: Saul and Paul. In Acts, the apostle is referred to as Saul 
before his encounter with Christ and by Paul after his conversion. Saul, then Paul. 
Same fellow – just the Hebrew version of his name and the Greek version. Why the 
change by Luke? Because using “Paul” after the man comes to faith in Christ is a way of 
signifying that he will be the apostle to the Gentiles – to the Greco-Roman world. 

Saul/Paul’s conversion story is dramatic and not only because of his meeting Jesus on 
the road to Damascus. It is dramatic and powerful because Saul was a zealous and 
violent persecutor of Jesus’ followers in the first years after Jesus’ return to the Father. 
Luke tells us that Saul held the cloaks of those who stoned Stephen to death and that 
Saul was like a beast, tearing through the community of believers. Indeed, Saul was on 
the way to Damascus to round up believers when he was met by the risen Christ, who 
asked him, “Why do you persecute me?” N. T. Wright reflects on Paul’s experience 
while making his way to Damascus: 

He [Saul] was on his way to act for the glory of God, the glory which he believed 
was being besmirched by these crazy followers of Jesus. He needed to keep that 
glory firmly before his eyes, to make sure his zeal was properly fired up and rightly 
directed. To that end, shall we suppose, he had been in prayer and meditation, 
trying to envisage the divine throne-chariot [of Ezekiel]. He had gazed with the 
eyes of his heart on the angels. He had stared at the wheels as they flashed to and 
fro. He had longed to be able to raise his eyes from the angels and the wheels to the 
chariot itself, and then (would it be possible? he must have wondered; would he be 
allowed?) to the figure which sat on the chariot, flaming with fire, surrounded by 
brilliant light. Imagine his excitement as, in the depth of devout meditation, he 
saw with the eyes of his heart, so real that it seemed as though he was seeing it 
with his ordinary physical eyes, and then so real that he realized he was seeing it 
with his physical eyes, the form, the fire, the blazing light, and—the face! 

And the face was the face of Jesus of Nazareth. 

Suddenly Saul’s world turned upside down and inside out. Terror, ruin, shame, 
awe, horror, glory and terror again swept over him. Years later he would write of 



seeing ‘the glory of God in the face of Jesus the Messiah’ (2 Corinthians 4:6), and 
though, to show that this was something he shared with all Christians, he 
described it as God shining ‘in our hearts’, elsewhere he makes it clear that his own 
‘seeing’ was unique, a seeing, like Stephen in his death, which involved the coming 
together of heaven and earth, earthly eyes seeing heavenly reality. ‘Am I not an 
apostle?’ he wrote to the Corinthians (1 Corinthians 9:1). ‘Have I not seen Jesus 
our Lord?’1 

Jesus asked Saul why he was harassing him and telling him to go into the city where he 
would be told what to do. For the next three days, Saul was unable to see and refused 
food and drink. But then, a disciple named Ananias came to see him, sent there by 
Jesus. 

Even though Ananias had been sent to Saul by Jesus, the believers were understandably 
fearful of Saul. Not long before he had been tearing through the Christian communities 
like a wild beast. In Acts 9, Luke tells us only a bit about Saul, now Paul, making a new 
life among the Christians. What must it have been like for him as he tried to learn and 
to live as a believer, as one of those he had pursued? How lonely it must have been for 
this Pharisee, particularly in those first years after his encounter with Jesus. In all, it 
was about fifteen years from his conversion on the road to Damascus to his first 
missionary journey. Those years are largely opaque to us, but there must have been 
some lonely times for Paul. 

In his letters, Paul would frankly admit his own guilt in waging war on the Christians. 
He understood better than anyone what the power of the Holy Spirit could accomplish 
in a person, even one like himself. When God called him, Paul had to turn his back on 
his old life. And when he began traveling across the Mediterranean proclaiming the 
evangelion, this good news about Jesus, he faced terrible abuse at the hands of his 
fellow Jews. He was beaten, stoned, whipped, and left for dead. Not once or twice, but 
numerous times. (In 2 Corinthians 11:22-27 Paul lists some of his treatment). The 
commitment asked of Paul and the grace poured out upon him was anything but 
cheap. In his commentary on Acts, John Stott writes: 

The cause of Saul’s conversion was grace, the sovereign grace of God. But 
sovereign grace is gradual grace and gentle grace. Gradually, and without violence, 
Jesus pricked Saul’s mind and conscience with his goads [a prod used to move 
farm animals]. Then he revealed himself to him by the light and the voice, not in 
order to overwhelm him, but in such a way as to enable him to make a free 
response. Divine grace does not trample on human personality. Rather the reverse, 
for it enables human beings to be truly human. It is sin that imprisons; it is grace 
that liberates. The grace of God so frees us from the bondage of our pride, 
prejudice and self-centeredness, as to enable us to repent and believe. One can but 
magnify the grace of God that he should have had mercy on such a rabid bigot as 
Saul of Tarsus, and indeed on such proud, rebellious and wayward creatures as 
ourselves. 

The transforming power of God 

More than a millennium before Paul, God worked with great power in the life of a 
Canaanite woman in Jericho named Rahab. Here is her remarkable story. 

It is amazing to see what one act of courage can do for a woman’s reputation. When we 
meet Rahab, she is a common prostitute living in the city walls of Jericho. Yet, in 
Jewish legend, she came to be remembered as one of the four most beautiful women in 
all of human history. The story was told that she went on to become a righteous 
convert to the worship of the Lord God, that she eventually married Joshua, and even 
became the ancestor of eight great prophets, including Jeremiah. Matthew lists her in 

 
1 Tom Wright, Acts for Everyone, Part 1: Chapters 1-12 (London: Society for Promoting Christian 
Knowledge, 2008), 140. 



his genealogy of Jesus. In his New Testament letter, James lifts her up as an example of 
faith in action. And the writer of Hebrews includes her in the long lists of God’s 
faithful. What was it about Rahab and her story that gave birth to such prominence and 
reverence among God’s people? The basics of her story are pretty simple.  

One day, two men arrive at her door. Whether they come as customers or not, we’re 
not told. Rahab realizes that they are spies for the Israelites who are preparing to attack 
Jericho in their conquest of Canaan. She, like the rest of the city, has heard of these 
people and their god. She quickly decides to help the two men, in defiance of her own 
king. She hides the two men and then helps them escape from the city, but only after 
extracting a promise that she and her family will be spared by the Israelites when they 
take the city. The men tell her to hang a red cord in her window as a signal of the 
household to be spared. When Joshua enters the city, he keeps the promise made to 
Rahab (6:22-25). 

The story is simple on the surface, but two important questions swirl around this story. 
First, why does Rahab take the risk of helping Joshua’s spies? Second, why was this 
story preserved and then told in such detail in the book of Joshua? 

A confession of faith 

Why does she help? Rahab tells the spies that she has heard what the Lord has done for 
the Israelites. She knows that their god has given them the land. She knows about the 
flight from Egypt across the dried-up Red Sea. In short, she has heard about the mighty 
saving acts of YHWH2 and decides to put her trust in this god rather in her own. She 
confesses her faith to the two men, “The Lord your God is indeed God in heaven above 
and on earth below.” What does she really know about this Israelite god? Almost 
nothing, but it is enough for her to put her trust in the Lord. Rahab, this common 
prostitute, utters the words that God hopes all humanity would utter. She places her 
faith in a God she has hardly known. Too many people in our world think they must 
have all their questions fully answered before they can trust. They fail to grasp that 

 
2YHWH is the English translation of God’s name as revealed to Moses at the burning bush (Exodus 3). The 
Israelites came to embrace the name as so holy that they would not say it. Thus, when they came upon the 
name, YHWH, in their Scriptures, they would say, Adonai, the Hebrew word for “Lord.” English 
translations respect that tradition by rendering YHWH as LORD (always in the small caps to differentiate it 
from the word “Lord.”). 

Rahab’s Faith & Works 
James, the NT writer, was the half-brother of Jesus. James’s primary purpose in 
writing is to persuade believers that their works (or deeds) are completely 
bound up with their faith. In his commentary on the book of Joshua in The New 
Interpreters’ Bible, Robert Coote reflects on the juxtaposition of Rahab’s faith 
and her works (or deeds) by New Testament writers: 

“Rahab is mentioned twice in the New Testament. In Hebrews 11:31, 
Rahab becomes one in the train of forebears who survived or prospered by 
faith, and in James she is a model of those who are ‘justified by works and 
not by faith alone’ (James 2:24). The partial contrast between these two 
texts (Hebrews expounds on faith, while James advocates works) points up 
inevitable partiality of interpretation, even for New Testament writers 
dealing with the Scriptures. 

Nevertheless, these texts also complement each other. Brief though they are, 
both attribute to Rahab the same faith marked by the same work: safeguarding 
the Israelite spies. Thus in concert they articulate the familiar biblical theme 
that ‘faith without works is dead’ (James 2:17, 26). From this biblical 
perspective, the figure of Rahab reminds the interpreter that faith may be 
expounded in terms not only of doctrine, but also of lives lived. Moreover, the 
lives of the faithful include not only deeds performed, but also perseverance 
and patience maintained in the face of adversity. To be faithful is both to do 
and to endure, and the vector of a person’s faith manifests itself through both.” 



their whole lives are built on inadequate information. There isn’t much in life we can 
prove outside Euclidean geometry. 

Acting on it 

It is one thing to profess faith in God, the “God in heaven above and on earth below,” 
as Rahab puts it. It is another to act on it and yet another to risk one’s life, and that is 
surely what Rahab does in defying her king. In a word, she is transformed. 

Perhaps this is why the story was preserved in such detail, why Rahab became the stuff 
of legend. We see in her a willingness to act on her faith, to risk it all, to get out of the 
boat. What she knows of the Lord God is only what she has heard. She knows nothing 
of the law given to Moses, nothing of the tabernacle and God’s presence. Yet, she was 
given faith sufficient to take extraordinary risks, even to betray her own people. 

It’s no wonder that James commends her to us as someone whose actions have shown 
her faith. Rahab shows us what is possible from the seemingly simple act of trusting. 

In the stories of Paul and Rahab we see God working in them and with them to 
transform them, so they might work for God’s purposes. And here’s the real treat, God 

does the same for you and me. 

Scott Engle’s Bible Classes 

Monday Afternoon Class 
Current study: Isaiah 
We continue our study of Isaiah. 

Meeting on-line at 3pm Monday on Scott’s Facebook page. Search for “Scott Engle - St. 
Andrew UMC.” 

Tuesday Lunchtime Class 
Current study: We just started 1 Corinthians. Join us!! 

Meeting at 12:00 noon Tuesday in person in Piro Hall and on-line on Scott’s Facebook 
ministry page. Search for “Scott Engle - St. Andrew UMC”. 

About the weekday classes: 

Join us whenever you can. Each week’s lesson stands on its own. This is very “drop-
in.” Both classes are recorded and are available each week in my podcast at 
scottengle.podbean.com. They are also available on Apple podcasts and elsewhere. 
Search by “Scott Engle Bible Studies”. 

Scott’s Sunday Class 

Meeting on Sunday at 11:00 in Smith Worship Center and on Scott’s Facebook page. 
Search for “Scott Engle - St. Andrew UMC.” 

We are on a journey through the biblical story, God-Is. Each week, we will follow the 
sermon at 9:30 and dig a little deeper into the Scriptures for that week. 

Videos of all three classes are posted on Scott’s YouTube channel. Search for “Scott 
Engle.” These videos are posted as soon as possible after class. 


