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FCCOE; July 5, 2020; James 2:25-26; Rev. T. Ziegenhals 

Series: Faith that Makes a Difference 

“Faith that Risks” 

Illustration: Some of you may remember the names John Barber and Kelly Barefoot? They were two 

wonderful mentored ministry students that we were blessed to have among us some twenty years ago. 

Kelly still pastors in down North Carolina and John in Worchester. One of the memorable moments of 

their time here was when the two of them designed a children’s moment that featured Kelly dressing up 

as a homeless man who came up to John, who was sitting on a rock eating a box of Dunkin’ Donuts. 

When Kelly stopped in front of John, John was friendly enough, asking Kelly several questions about how 

he was doing. Kelly answered each question with some version of, “I’m really very hungry.” With each 

answer, John said something like, “that’s too bad,” and then would take another bite of donut before 

asking his next question. Finally, John wished Kelly well and then walked away. 

They were, of course, illustrating the discussion we began last week in our study of the letter of James 

about how faith, if it’s genuine and living, will be accompanied and evidenced by deeds. Faith without 

deeds, we said, faith that is merely mental assent, is like a car without a battery. It may look good on the 

outside, but it won’t do you, or anyone else, much good. 

To make his point, James employs some illustrations of his own, the most famous of which is Abraham, 

the great patriarch of the nation of Israel as well as the father of our faith (Ro. 4:12). But then, before he 

concludes this section of his letter, James slips in another: “In the same way, was not Rahab the 

prostitute considered righteous for what she did when she gave lodging to the spies and sent them off in 

a different direction? As the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without deeds is dead” (2:25f).  

We can almost read right by this brief reference to Rahab, just like we can almost read right by Rahab’s 

name as it appears in the genealogy of Jesus: “Salmon the father of Boaz, whose mother was Rahab, 

Boaz, the father of Obed, whose mother was Ruth…” (Ma. 1:5), and in what is known as the Hebrews 

hall of fame of faith: “By faith, the prostitute Rahab, because she welcomed the spies, was not killed 

with those who were disobedient” (He. 11:31). Just a one verse mention in each instance, but a 

powerful mention nonetheless. It is a powerful mention because not only is this common, Gentile, lady 

of dubious reputation held up on the same level as the exalted patriarch of the Jewish nation, as well as 

being identified as an ancestor of Jesus; most importantly, Rahab gives us an example of a faith, if it is to 

make a difference, that is willing to take a risk. [READ Joshua 2:1-21] 

I. Two Spies and a Prostitute  

 A. We’re at 1440 BC. The Israelites have been on their way to the Promised Land for nearly 40 

years. Now, they are camped on the east side of the Jordan River at a place called Shittim and ready, 

finally, to cross the river with Jericho as their first target. You should know that the people of this land—

the Amorites—were a brutish, nasty people. For generations (cf. Ge. 15:16), although they had heard of 

the Lord and all his mighty deeds, they had engaged in all sorts of detestable practices, including idolatry 

and child sacrifice. God was not only bringing his own people home into their new land, he was also 

using them, in his wisdom, as an instrument of his justice. But don’t miss that the first encounter, in 

what is largely a book of judgment, is one of faith and mercy.   

 B. It comes as Joshua, the leader of the nation of Israel, had decided to send two spies into 

Jericho in order to gather some military intelligence. Disguised as foreign travelers to this walled 
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fortress, they decided to use the cover of an inn, run by a woman named Rahab, to begin collecting their 

data. They probably figured it was a good place to remain anonymous, as well as a good location in 

which to gather information through casual conversation. At the same time, God, it seems, wanted to 

gather Rahab, and her family, into his protective embrace. Turns out, this wouldn’t be easy! The king of 

Jericho had his operatives at work as well and when he learned of the presence of these spies at Rahab’s 

place, he sent men to arrest them. However, thinking quickly, Rahab hid the spies up on her roof, under 

large stalks of flax, and told the kings men that yes, the strangers had been there but had already left.  

 C. This was a huge risk on Rahab’s part. Had the king’s men failed to accept her word, searched 

her inn and discovered the spies, it is likely Rahab would have been dragged before the king, tortured, 

and then killed. Why was Rahab willing to take such a risk? It’s not that the spies were good customers; 

there is no evidence that they were customers at all. Rahab, it seems, was willing to put her life on the 

line for two men whom she didn’t really even know. But, it seems, she had come to know their God. 

Most likely, she had come to know him by listening to the talk of those who came to her inn. She would 

have heard the stories about the might and power of this God, leading his people out from their slavery 

in Egypt and destroying all who had tried to stand in their way. As opposed to the limited and localized 

gods of her culture, Rahab had come to rest her hope in a God whose name she learned was the LORD. 

This LORD was the universal God, the God of all heaven and earth. If this God cared about and was 

willing and able to reach out to those who had been devalued by the oppression of slavery, maybe he 

could reach out to her, a woman who was a devalued member of her own society and just couldn’t find 

a way out.  

   D. When you think about it, Rahab didn’t have a lot of information about God, but the little she 

had she believed. More importantly, what she believed she put into practice, even if it was risky. James 

writes (and Hebrews and Matthew affirm) that in taking that risk, Rahab’s faith was confirmed and she 

found life. Like the great patriarch Abraham, her faith and her actions were working together, giving 

evidence of the genuineness of her faith.    

As the story goes on, we see that Rahab not only hid the spies but, per their instruction, she tied a 

scarlet cord in her window so that the invading Israelite army would know where she and her family 

were located. A few chapters later, their successful rescue is recorded (6:22-23). There is a tradition in 

the church that goes back a long way that sees the scarlet cord Rahab tied in her window as 

representing the blood of Jesus. It’s hard to be certain if this is the case. But it certainly reminds us of an 

earlier time—Passover—when God instructed his people in Egypt to smear the blood of a lamb on the 

doorframes of their homes so that the angel of judgment would “pass over” and spare them. As the 

blood of the lamb points forward to the blood of Christ, perhaps this cord does as well. No matter who 

we are or what our past has been, this unlikely ancestor of Jesus reminds us that God’s grace extends to 

all, and God can use us for his purposes, working through us in powerful ways, if we are willing to risk 

our lives on his power and grace.   

II. Risks 

 A. Of course, not many of us have the opportunity to harbor a pair of spies. But, how might God 

be asking us, like Rahab, to be willing to shed old cultural allegiances, or to take a stand against the ways 

of our ruling authorities, or to risk giving our time, talent, or treasure to the work of God’s kingdom? As I 

have thought about this during the past week, my mind goes to a challenging talk that you can find on 

You Tube entitled: “Grace, Justice, and Mercy.” The speakers are Tim Keller, a white, Presbyterian pastor 

in NYC who many you have heard of, and Bryan Stevenson, a black, Christian attorney in Montgomery, 

AL. Stevenson has dedicated his life toward seeking human rights in our nation’s prisons, tackling unjust 
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sentencing and abuse toward people of color, particularly for those on death row and for children being 

tried as adults. His book, Just Mercy (also made into a movie), is well worth the read. In this particular 

talk, Stevenson asks: What does it require of us to follow God’s call, as expressed in the prophet Micah 

(6:8), to do justice…love mercy…and walk humbly with God? As he describes his answer, it seems to me 

it is all about having a faith like Rahab’s, a faith that is willing to take a risk. 

1. We need to be proximate to places and people where there is suffering, and neglect and oppression.  

We can’t address issues properly from far away but need to take the risk to go to places everyone else 

might declare to be unsafe and get personally involved. As Paul puts it to the church in Rome: “Do not 

be proud, but be willing to associate with people of low position” (12:16). This is, when you think about 

it, what God in Christ did for us. Or, as black Christians have put it, we are loved by a God, who “sits high 

and looks low.” When we’re willing to “look low” by being present, Stevenson has experienced, there is 

power. Lives, including our own, can be changed. 

2. We need to be intentional about changing the narrative in which we live. We need to become aware 

of the narrative, as Stevenson describes it, of racial difference, of being led to believe that people’s 

value is based on the color of their skin, a narrative created in our colonial days to support enslaving a 

black person so that a white person’s business could thrive. Slavery didn’t end after the civil war, 

Stevenson observes, it just evolved. It evolved to the point that even his past week, a report came out in 

The Boston Globe, outlining a study undertaken by Suffolk University Law School, which revealed great 

discrimination in the housing market in which black people posing as prospective tenants were shown 

fewer apartments and offered fewer incentives to rent than their white counterparts, who were wooed 

with discounts and options.  

Stevenson tells a story of his own when he arrived early in a courtroom for a case and sat down at the 

defense attorney’s table. When the judge came in, someone whom Stevenson had not yet met, he 

berated Stevenson for sitting there, telling him that the defendants were to wait in the hallway until 

called in. What is the narrative, Stevenson asks, that would lead a judge to assume that a middle-aged 

black man, dressed in a nice suit, could not possibly be the defense attorney?! The narrative that 

supports that thinking, and the unjust sinful structures that come with it, has to change. It will take a 

faith that risks and that is willing to live like all people have been created in the image of God.  

3. We need to stay hopeful, daily grounding our hope in the death and resurrection of Jesus who has 

promised to make all things new. If we have the kind of faith, as Hebrews 11:1 describes it, that is willing 

to have confidence in what we hope for and assurance about what we do not see, we might be willing to 

take the risk, as Stevenson puts it, to be willing to stand up and speak instead of staying seated and 

being quiet. 

4. We need to be willing to do uncomfortable things. None of the above will amount to much, Stevenson 

concludes, unless we have a faith that is willing to risk moving out of our comfort zones and bearing a 

witness to a different way of living and loving, a sacrificial way, a way characterized by justice and mercy 

and humility. 

So may the faith exhibited by Rahab, a faith that was willing to take a risk, a faith that is held up as a 

model by the writers of the NT, move us to examine our own so that God may bless us and use us to 

accomplish his purposes in the world.  


