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INTRODUCTION

Richard Dawkins once described God as ‘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.’  The ethics of the OT and 
in particular the commands to eradicate the Canaanites from the promised land, the so 
called commands to commit genocide or ethnic cleansing are a strong reason for disbelief in 
the God of the Bible today.

  Today we want to spend some time thinking about the commands of God to enter the 
land, dispossess the Canaanites of the land, and the commands to put to death, the men, 
women and children.  Joshua 6:15-21, records the fall of Jericho.  ‘On the seventh day they 
rose early, at the dawn of day, and marched around the city in the same manner seven 
times. It was only on that day that they marched around the city seven times. 16 And at the 
seventh time, when the priests had blown the trumpets, Joshua said to the people, “Shout, 
for the Lord has given you the city. 17 And the city and all that is within it shall be devoted to
the Lord for destruction. Only Rahab the prostitute and all who are with her in her house 
shall live, because she hid the messengers whom we sent. 18 But you, keep yourselves from 
the things devoted to destruction, lest when you have devoted them you take any of the 
devoted things and make the camp of Israel a thing for destruction and bring trouble upon 
it. 19 But all silver and gold, and every vessel of bronze and iron, are holy to the Lord; they 
shall go into the treasury of the Lord.” 20 So the people shouted, and the trumpets were 
blown. As soon as the people heard the sound of the trumpet, the people shouted a great 
shout, and the wall fell down flat, so that the people went up into the city, every man 
straight before him, and they captured the city. 21 Then they devoted all in the city to 
destruction, both men and women, young and old, oxen, sheep, and donkeys, with the edge
of the sword.’  A similar record is found in Josh. 8:22-25 in the fall of Ai.  

How can a God who loves sinners and seeks to save them be reconciled with this sort of 
thing in the OT?

Clarifications

To begin with, there are some perspectives and details which alleviate some of the tension 
that is often bound up in this issue.  It must be appreciated how an opposing view has 
sought to make things out in the worst possible light.  Added to this there are some details 
derived from archaeological studies and language which alleviate some of the tensions.  We 
must specify that the matters are not removed altogether, but at least some of the concerns
are mollified.  

Firstly, we must deal with the labels of ethnic cleansing and genocide.  These are recent 
labels which have all the emotional baggage of recent events in them which are wrongly 
imposed on the situation the Bible describes.  Genocide, as we saw with Hitler in WWII was 



an attempt to exterminate the Jews wholesale, no matter where they were found.  He 
rounded them up in all the conquered territories across national borders.  God’s command 
to drive out the Canaanites was not an attempt to remove that race from the earth but from
one particular geographic location.  We will discuss why this particular location was specified
for this command later.
  Secondly, ethnic cleansing has connotations of racial hatred which is not the motivation 
behind the commands.  If you study the law you will see that God made provisions for the 
strangers in the land, Deut. 10:18-19, ‘He executes justice for the fatherless and the widow,
and loves the sojourner, giving him food and clothing. 19 Love the sojourner, therefore, for 
you were sojourners in the land of Egypt.’  Lev. 19:33-34, ‘When a stranger sojourns with 
you in your land, you shall not do him wrong. 34 You shall treat the stranger who sojourns 
with you as the native among you, and you shall love him as yourself, for you were 
strangers in the land of Egypt: I am the Lord your God.’  We have to come to terms with 
why God who commands Israel to love the stranger would command them to drive the 
Canaanites from the land, without defaulting to accusations of xenophobia, racial cleansing 
or genocide.   

Secondly, we must reckon with the language of the texts themselves.  There is an argument
to be made that the ‘town’ of Jericho and Ai could be translated as ‘fort’.  Picture it this way:
in the center of a hamlet or village would be a fort.  In the hamlet would live the people of 
the area, but in the fort was the military and leadership.  In most wartime situations, the 
inhabitants of the hamlets and villages would evacuate themselves and the military 
contingent would be left to defend the fort.  Jericho and Ai would have been forts on the 
major trade route through the area.  So in the first place we need to remember that many 
of the non-combatants would have evacuated the area and only those involved in the 
fighting, would have remained.  Rahab would have functioned as a type of innkeeper which 
was often inside the central fort.  These were attacks on major military targets.  Another 
factor that language contributes is the idea that there was a lot of battle hyperbole.  In 
other words, the language of total obliteration, of men, women and children would be used 
in the case of victory even if there were no women and children.  This was common battle 
language at the time and may have featured in the biblical accounts.  And the remaining 
reality of Canaanites still living in the land to lead the next generation astray, Judges 2:10-
13 lends credence to this view.  A third point language raises is the fact that the words 
‘drive out’/ ‘thrusting out’ are used 3 times as many times as ‘destroying’ passages.  This is 
the language of eviction more than destruction.  

Theses clarifications do not remove the problem altogether but they do alleviate some of the
brutality in the initial criticism.  What we must do now however is explain why the command
to wage war against the Canaanite and possess their homeland is in fact the command of a 
holy, just and loving God.  We want to do that by looking at the issues in light of idolatry 
and eschatology.  

Idolatry

The premise which most do not accept today, but which is a working premise for the Bible is
that there is only One God, and He is the Creator of all things.  He alone is the Creator, He 
alone is God, He alone is worthy of all of our praise and obedience and the highest act of 
treason would be to deny this God’s existence and supremacy.  Idolatry, the replacing of the
true God for anything else as god is the highest crime and the sin that is being punished in 
the conquest of Canaan.  



There is a narrative here that needs to be appreciated.  Hundreds of years earlier in Gen. 
15:16, it is clear that the inhabitants of the land, who were not following God were living in 
sin.  However, God is patient and merciful and He does not look for the first opportunity to 
punish.  In Gen. 15 God reveals the future to Abraham, that his offspring will spend time in 
Egypt, that they will be brought from Egypt into the promised land, but only at the time 
when the Amorites have filled their cup of sin, v13-16, ‘Then the Lord said to Abram, “Know 
for certain that your offspring will be sojourners in a land that is not theirs and will be 
servants there, and they will be afflicted for four hundred years. 14 But I will bring judgment 
on the nation that they serve, and afterward they shall come out with great possessions. 
15 As for you, you shall go to your fathers in peace; you shall be buried in a good old age. 
16 And they shall come back here in the fourth generation, for the iniquity of the Amorites is 
not yet complete.”’  

Moses describes some of the sins of those in the land that God is judging, Deut. 18:9-13, 
‘“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 sorcerer 11 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. 13 You shall be blameless before the Lord your God.’  And it was not a 
case of favoritism, if Israel committed these sins, they too would be judged.  The Assyrian 
and Babylonian judgements upon God’s people prove that this is not a case of racial hatred 
or annihilation but punishment for idolatry.  A universal principle of justice reigns in how 
God deals with the Canaanites and the Jews.
  
Here is the issue, they sinned therefore they deserved to die.  Not only the combatants but 
all who have sinned deserve to die.  Death is not something that is natural, but something 
that is unnatural and has come upon man made in the image of God because of sin.  Some 
might question, but what about the animals and the children?  Good question lets reflect 
then on the fact that eschatology has a part to play in how we interpret this issue.

Eschatology

There is a theological concept called, ‘eschatological intrusion’, that we use to understand 
what God is doing in Canaan through Joshua and even through David’s armies as well. Let 
us take a step back and understand the broad brushstrokes of covenant theology.  We need
to take a look at redemptive history through the two lenses of theocracy and common 
grace.  In Eden, when Adam and Eve were sinless, it was a theocracy, church and state 
were one, God was King and His laws reigned.  All criminals received the death penalty for 
sin, ‘the day that you eat of it you shall die.’  Adam was God’s viceregent who was to 
administer God’s law on His behalf.  The Serpent came into the garden and sinned, it was 
Adam’s job to kill the Serpent, but he allowed His wife to be exposed to his rebellious 
speech and bring death upon herself by eating and then ate himself.  It does not end how 
you would expect with God rushing in and judging the criminals.  He mixes mercy with 
justice in order to allow mankind to repent and be saved, and millions of babies born to 
Adam to be saved as well.  The world as we know it could have experienced judgement day,
but it did not.  Instead God made a promise to bring a Saviour and the covenant of grace 
was established from Gen. 3:15.  

Now in order to not act in judgement God decided not to dwell on the earth as He did with 
Adam and have the earth as His domain in a direct theocratic way.  If God came as King and



enforced His law all would have to be put to death.  So in the in-between stage where God 
is waiting to fulfill the promise of bringing a Saviour we have what is called a common grace
state.  Here God pours out His good gifts on the earth not on the basis of justice but grace, 
and He pours them out on the evil and the just.  Bad people aren’t always punished and 
good people don’t always prosper and this is the common experience of fallen men on the 
earth.  

At least it is until God decides to make a partial restoration of Eden in the land of Canaan.  
He will dwell in the land with His people and at least some of His laws must be enforced as 
a partial administration of His partially restored theocracy.  The death penalty is enforced for
all sorts of things, and the seed of the serpent, the unbeliever and the idolater must now 
experience ‘full’ justice.  Now we speak of this as an eschatological intrusion because this is 
a picture of what the second coming will one day be like.  One day Jesus will return with His
saints as Joshua came with the Israelites, and He will conquer the land and settle us in the 
new creation in eternal fellowship with Him.  He will punish all enemies, vanquish all foes, 
undo all injustice and remove all things that are unholy.  The armies of Israel are bringing in
a partial realization of this reality.  So where common grace situations means a stay of 
judgement, theocratic situations means a realization of judgement.  God chose to make 
Israel a theocracy.  It is a partial theocracy because only earthly death and not final death is
inflicted and in view, so we see it as a shadow and type of the second coming of Christ.  

This means that judgement day justice is being administered.  So let’s say for one moment 
that what the bible says about men, women, children, animals, and all property being 
burned and destroyed is correct and not exaggeration.  Then here is the principle which 
explains why this is the case.  Just as Christ will end the world with fire in order to remake it
and punish all sinners old and young alike, so the armies of Israel partially realize this future
judgement of God.  It is important to see the connection between this judgement and the 
final judgement because there is not a different God for the OT and the NT, the same God 
of justice giving us a partial picture of His justice in Canaan is the same God who will come 
in full justice at the second coming.  Some have tried to read the Bible in such a way that 
says that the God of the OT is a different God to the God of the NT, but the God of war in 
the OT is a foreshadowing of the God of war who will come in judgement upon sin at the 
end of time.  

Now for many this does not make it better it confirms their fears that the God of the Bible is
a warmongering God.  If this is your conclusion then you have not reckoned with the bible 
sufficiently.  This is where Jesus Christ becomes so important.  Yes one day He will come as 
Warrior and right all wrongs, and this includes the crimes you have committed against His 
law.  However, remember that God is merciful, and He did not end the world when Adam 
sinned because He intended to send a Saviour who would save sinners.  He made a 
cpromise in Gen. 3:15 of a child born of woman who would conquer by being conquered.  
Jesus Christ was born of Mary to live a life of perfect obedience in our stead and to die a 
sinless death in our stead.  He took the punishment that our sins deserve so that any who 
have committed sins, would have a way of having their sins paid for and their lives saved, 
by another paying for them.  He suffered the judgement day wrath of God on the cross.  
When the sky darkened and He cried out, ‘My God, my God, Why have you forsaken me?’  
the answer is, He suffered the wrath of God, even as the Beloved Son, for the crimes of 
guilty sinners because God does not delight in the death of the wicked but seeks to save the
lost.  God did not punish Adam and end the world in judgement day because He sought to 
save sinners from the wreck, will you be one of those sinners who is saved?  Or will you be 
one of those sinners who suffers the judgement.  God offers you rescue and forgiveness in 
Christ.                               


