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Rahab the Prostitute in the New Testament

Ladislav Tichy

1 Rahab in the Old Testament

The main subject of the Old Testament Book of Joshua, which is the first
book of the so-called “Former prophets™ in the Hebrew Bible, is the taking
possession of the Promised Land, i.e. the land of Canaan, by the Israelites. During
the conquering of the city of Jericho, a crucial part was played by a woman,
whose name was Rahab. She was a prostitute by her profession. This Rahab
received the Israelite spies who were sent to explore the land and Jericho into her
house (Josh 2:1b). She disobeyed the order of the king of Jericho to bring these
men out (v. 3). On the contrary, she hid these spies on the roof of her house (see
vv. 4-6). From the spies she then solicited the oath to spare her and her whole
family during the conquest of Jericho (see vv. 12-14). All of this then became
a reality. The two Israelite spies kept the oath and Rahab and all who belonged
to her had been brought out and spared (see 6:22-23) before the city of Jericho
was burned down (v. 24). In a summarising manner, the Book of Joshua says that
Rahab’s “family lived in Israel ever since. For she hid the messengers whom
Joshua sent to spy out Jericho” (v. 25)%.

2 Rahab in the New Testament

The Old Testament Rahab from the Book of Joshua is mentioned three
times in the New Testament. It is in the Gospel of Matthew 1:5, in the Letter to

! The Hebrew Bible consists of three groups of books: the Torah (Pentateuch), the
Prophets, and the Writings. The Prophets are then divided into “First” (according to the
Hebrew term ri’§6nim) or “Former” Prophets (Joshua, Judges, Samuel and Kings) and into
Later Prophets, which are the “prophetical books” as considered by Christians (without the
Book of Daniel, which has its place in the Writings). See, e.g., HARTMAN, Prophetic books,
766.

2 For the texts that contain the narrative about Rahab in the Book of Joshua, see, €.g.,
the commentaries BUTLER, Joshua, 24-35.65-72; COOGAN, Joshua, 113-114.116-117.
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44 Rahab the Prostitute in the New Testament

the Hebrews 11:31, and in the Letter of James 2:25. It is true, that her name is
not in the same word form in all three places. Matt 1:5 has the form Payaf3, but
in Heb 11:31 and in Jas 2:25 the form ‘Padf is to be found. However, we can say
that there can hardly be a reasonable doubt that the same person, Rahab is meant
in all three places. The form ‘Payaf in Matt 1:5 corresponds more to the Hebrew
form® am7 (Josh 2:1 etc.). The form ‘Padf in Heb 11:31 and in Jas 2:25 is the
form that is used in the Septuagint. The Hebrew name 2an7 has the meaning of
the adjective “wide, broad™. However, we can also be confronted with the
opinion that 2117 was “not originally a personal name; perhaps the designation of
a clan which belonged to the *217 2 whore-house™”.

Let us now look at each of the New Testament passages in its context. We
will maintain the order in which the books are traditionally placed in the New
Testament because it is not possible to say for certain how the exact chronology
of the Gospel of Matthew, the Letter to the Hebrews, and the Letter of James
was.

Matt 1:5 is a part of the genealogy (BifAos yevéaews, i.e. literally: “the book
of origin”) of Jesus Christ, which is the first section of the Gospel of Matthew
(1:1-17)%. The genealogy has a schematic structure with the repeating descending
movement from “father” to “son”. This monotonous structure is “disturbed” by
mention of four women (if we do not count the mother of Jesus at the end of v.
16). The four women mentioned are: Tamar in v. 3, Rahab and Ruth in v. 5, and
“the wife of Uriah”, i.c. Bathsheba, in v. 6. Matt 1:5 mentions Rahab as the
mother of Boaz, whose father was Salmon (according to Ruth 4:13, Boaz was
the husband of Ruth). We do not know the source which this genealogical
information about Rahab comes from. This at least can well correspond with Josh
6:25 that Rahab’s “family lived in Israel™”’.

3 DAVIES — ALLISON, Matthew, 173, have the impression: “It may betray the redactor’s
knowledge of the Hebrew”.

4 Cf. DANKER, Lexicon, 312.

SHALOTII, 1212.

® For the interpretation of this passage, cf. commentaries, €.g., SCHNACKENBURG,
Matthdusevangelium, 17-19; GNILKA, Matthdusevangelium, 2-14; KEENER, Matthew, 73-81;
FRANCE, Matthew, 26-45; DAVIES — ALLISON, Matthew, 149-188.

7 For Rahab’s place and evaluation in the later Jewish tradition, see STRACK —
BILLERBECK, Matthdus, 20-23. According to this tradition, Rahab became a proselyte. In the
Jewish literature, she was considered as the wife of Joshua. It is, however, in Christian
literature where Rahab is given as an example. Beyond the New Testament, we can see it

Studia Biblica Slovaca



Ladislav Tichy 45

The genealogy poses the question of what reason and meaning of the
naming of the four women is. The answer to this question has been sought from
Christian antiquity. We cannot see the answer in the necessity of salvation of the
world as e.g. Hieronymus thought® because at least for Ruth this explanation is
not valid. What is common for these four women in genealogy of Jesus Christ is
an irregularity of their origin. All these four women did not originally belong to
the people of Israel’. We can see this presence of four originally pagan women
in the genealogy of Jesus Christ as very important for the message of the Gospel
of Matthew. No reader of this Gospel can overlook that this Gospel ends with the
great commission of the risen Jesus to his disciples. Jesus is sending his disciples
into the world with the words: “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations”
(Matt 28:19). However, this final passage of the Gospel of Matthew could seem
to average readers surprising because in the main body of this Gospel there are
statements of Jesus that express a restricted mission of his disciples and of Jesus
himself. So, in 10:5f., Jesus says to his disciples: “Go nowhere among the
Gentiles, and enter no town of the Samaritans, but go rather to the lost sheep of
the house of Israel”. And in 15:24, Jesus rejects the request of the Canaanite
woman to heal her daughter with these words: “I was sent only to the lost sheep
of the house Israel”. Rahab and the other three women show that the final passage
of the Gospel of Matthew is not fully surprising, and that Israel is only selected
as a vanguard of the salvation of all peoples. The four women in the genealogy

especially in 1 Clem 12:1-8, where not only Rahab’s faith and hospitality are praised, but
also her prophecy (12:8). See the Greek text and the English translation by HOLMES,
Apostolic Fathers, 58-61.

8 See GNILKA, Matthéiiusevangelium, 9.

° This solution is not uncontroversial. See, e.g., BROWN, Messiah, 71-74.590-596.
Brown would like to see the connection of the four women with Mary, namely in an irregular
union of these women with their partners and the important role in God’s plan (73). Similar
interpretation was held by SCHNACKENBURG, Matthdusevangelium, 18. Brown, however,
does not fully exclude the explanation by the foreign origin of the four women (74). In my
opinion, this solution is preferable because it seems to be the most convincing explanation
even though the Gospel of Matthew does not say it explicitly. That is why according to
FRANCE, Matthew, 38, “we cannot go beyond conjecture”. This cannot deny the best solution,
though. Connecting Mary, mother of Jesus, with the four women in the previous text of the
genealogy is at least doubtful and not fully convincing because the evangelist could not leave
Mary unmentioned (due to the following passage in Matt 1:18-25) as was possible for the
four women.
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46 Rahab the Prostitute in the New Testament

of Jesus are early signs of the fulfilment of the great commission of Jesus to his
disciples at the end of the Gospel of Matthew'’.

Heb 11:31 is part of chapter 11 which is dedicated to the theme of “faith™''.
At the beginning of this chapter (v. 1), the author of the letter gives some sort of
a definition of faith and then he names a series of examples by listing persons
from the Old Testament. It is not surprising that the author names such great Old
Testament figures as Abraham (vv. 8.17) and Moses (vv. 23-24). It is interesting,
however, that in v. 31 as the final example he also mentions “Rahab the
prostitute”. She is the only woman besides Sarah (see v. 11) that is named in Heb
11. Heb 11:31 says: “By faith Rahab the prostitute did not perish with those who
were disobedient, because she had received the spies in peace”. The faith of
Rahab is clearly expressed in Josh 2:11 where she says to the Israelite spies:
“LORD, your God, is God in heaven above and on earth below”. In Heb 11:31,
Rahab’s profession “prostitute” is not avoided as we can see it, e.g., in Flavius
Josephus (see Ant. 5.8 and 5.30, where Josephus speaks about Rahab’s inn
[xataywytov], in which the spies sought their refuge and where they later rescued
Rahab with her whole family'?). The Letter to the Hebrews does not certainly
approve Rahab’s profession (cf. the warning [accompanying the exhortation to
honour marriage and keep the marriage bed undefiled] in Heb 13:4b: “God will
judge sexually immoral people [mépvous]"® and adulterers®)'*, but Rahab can
serve as a challenging comparison for the addressees of the Letter in this sense:

101t is clear that also the narrative about the visit of the wise men from the East to
Bethlehem in Matt 2:1-12 can be understood as expressing the idea of the salvation of the
Gentiles.

' For the exegesis of this text with the illustrative examples of faith, see, e.g.,
ATTRIDGE, Hebrews, 305-345; BACKHAUS, Hebrderbrief, 375-403; KOESTER, Hebrews,
458-511; MITCHELL, Hebrews, 227-256; THOMPSON, Hebrews, 232-243.

12 See JOSEPHUS, Antiquities, 164-165, and 174-175. In note b on page 165 it is
explained that Josephus follows the Targum on Josh 2:1, where the noun pundekita
designating the profession of Rahab means “inn-keeper”.

'3 The noun for the “profession” of Rahab mdpvy “prostitute” (see Heb 11:31; Jas 2:25)
has the same etymological origin as mépvog “fornicator, sexually immoral person”, even
though the author of the Letter to the Hebrews certainly wanted to include diverse cases of
sexual immorality.

14 The author of the Letter to the Hebrews undoubtedly agreed with the apostle Paul
who “granted the propriety of sexual relations within marriage, but not outside it” (KOESTER,
Hebrews, 565, n. 470).

Studia Biblica Slovaca



Ladislav Tichy 47

if even a prostitute acted in faith, how could they be without faith'>? The author
of Heb mentions also another quality that accompanied the action of Rahab. It is
“peace”: “she had received the spies in peace” (11:31). However, the narrative
about Rahab in Josh does not mention the “receiving in peace”. Obviously, the
author of Heb connects “peace” with “hospitality”. And Rahab undoubtedly
showed hospitality. In 13:2, the addressees of the Letter are remembered that
they should not “neglect hospitality”. Already in 12:14, they were instructed that
“peace” must accompany their life: “Pursue peace with everyone”. How
important the value of peace is for Heb we can also see from the formulation in
13:20, where the concluding prayer of the Letter for the addressees invokes “the
God of peace” for help.

Jas 2:25 is part of the arguably most discussed passage of the Letter of
James. Verses 14-26 treat the question of faith and works'®. The whole passage
is concluded with the statement in v. 26: “For just as the body without the spirit
is dead, so also faith without works is dead”. In the preceding v. 25, the author
of the Letter gives Rahab (after the example of Abraham in vv. 21-23) as an
example of justification on the basis of works: “And similarly, was not Rahab
the prostitute also justified by works when she welcomed the messengers and
sent them out by another way?”” There is no explicit mention that Rahab believed
(unlike in the example of Abraham in v. 23 with the quotation of Gen 15:6:
“Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness™).
However, the idea of faith follows from the context. This means that although
Heb 11:31 speaks explicitly about the faith of Rahab and Jas 2:25 formulates that
she was justified “by works” there is no contradiction between these two. From
the context of Jas 2:25, we can conclude that Rahab had “living faith”. This is
clearly confirmed by the statement in the following v. 26: “faith without works
is dead”. If “faith without works is dead”, then faith that is visible in works must
correspond to a living faith. We could perhaps ask whether Abraham in v. 24 is
given as an example for Jews and Rahab in v. 25 as an example for pagans'’.

15 See KOESTER, Hebrews, 505.

16 For the interpretation of this pericope, see commentaries, e.g., MUSSNER,
Jakobusbrief, 127-157; JOHNSON, James, 236-250; Moo, James, 118-144; BURCHARD,
Jakobusbrief, 109-133; HARTIN, James, 149-171; PHILLIPS, James, 82-93; ALLISON, James,
425-508.

17 Cf. MUSSNER, Jakobusbrief, 151, n. 7, who articulates this question. According to
Mussner, the message would then be that faith must always “cooperate” with the works of
love, regardless of whether a Christian is of Jewish or of pagan origin. Mussner sees this
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48 Rahab the Prostitute in the New Testament

Then the irrelevance of the origin from Jewry or from paganism for a Christian
would be clearly expressed. However, this conclusion is certainly valid even
without a clear positive answer to the formulated question concerning the relation
of Abraham and Rahab. Morcover, this decisive connection of “faith” and
“works” is fully in conformity with the position of the apostle Paul in his letters.
We can see it very clearly, e.g., from the theologically very important
formulation in Gal 5:6 where the apostle Paul says that “in Christ Jesus neither
circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything; the only thing that counts
is faith working through love™'®,

Conclusion

The Old Testament woman Rahab from the Book of Joshua, who was
a prostitute, but who helped and protected the Israelite spies during the
conquering of Jericho, is mentioned three times in the New Testament (Matt 1:5;
Heb 11:31; Jas 2:25). These mentions may seem only marginal and relatively
unimportant. However, a summarising conclusion based on our analysis can say
that all three places where Rahab the prostitute is mentioned in the New
Testament can be seen as a clear supporting force to the essential theological
message of the whole New Testament. On the one hand it is — at least according
to the most convincing interpretation — the idea of the Gospel that is destined for
all nations (Matt 1:5), and on the other hand, it is the essential importance of faith
that must be active in works (Heb 11:31; Jas 2:25).
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50 Rahab the Prostitute in the New Testament

Shrnuti

Rachab, ktera byla nevéstkou v Jerichu (Joz 2,1) a ukryla dva izraelské zvédy (vv. 4-6),
a proto byla uchranéna s celym svym domem pted zkézou (6,17-25), je jmenovéna na tfech
mistech v Novém zakoné: Mt 1,5; Zid 11,31 a Jak 2,25. Ptispévek se snazi tyto kratké zminky
analyzovat, vysvétlit a poukdzat na teologicky vyznam téchto textl. Pro teologické poselstvi
Matousova evangelia je vymluvné, ze Rachab je jmenovana mezi predky Jezise Krista.
A neméné vyznamné jsou zminky v listech. V nich je Rachab, pfes své hiisné femeslo, dana
za piiklad viry (Zid 11,31) a skutk (Jak 2,25). Mezi obéma texty neexistuje protiklad,
ttebaze je ,,vira“ v jednom a ,skutky* ve druhém, protoze oboji patfi k sob¢, jak to napf.
vyjadril apostol Pavel ve svém teologicky velmi dilezitém prohlaseni v Gal 5,6: ,,rozhodujici
je vira, ktera se projevuje laskou®.

Klicova slova: Kniha Jozue, Rachab, Matousovo evangelium, List Zidtim, List Jakubuv.

Summary

Rahab who was a prostitute in Jericho (Josh 2:1) and hid two Israelite spies (vv. 4-6) being
therefore spared with her whole house (6:17-25) is mentioned three times in the New
Testament (Matt 1:5; Heb 11:31; Jas 2:25). This contribution tries to analyze and explain
these relatively short mentions and seeks to point out the theological significance of these
texts. It is significant for the message of the Gospel of Matthew that Rahab is named among
the ancestors of Jesus Christ. And the mentions in the letters seem to be especially important.
There Rahab the prostitute, despite her sinful enterprise, is given as an example of faith (Heb
11:31) and of works (Jas 2:25). There is no real contradiction between these two texts (“faith”
in one and “works” in the other) because both can be united as it was expressed, e.g., by the
apostle Paul in his theologically very important proclamation in Gal 5:6: “the only thing that
matters is faith working through love”.

Keywords: Book of Joshua, Rahab, Gospel of Matthew, Letter to the Hebrews, Letter of
James.

Ladislav Tichy

Palacky University Olomouc

Sts Cyril and Methodius Faculty of Theology
Department of Biblical Studies

Univerzitni 22

771 11 OLomouc, Czech Republic
ladislav.tichy@upol.cz

Studia Biblica Slovaca



Obsah
Stadie

Emanuel Tov
Niektoré hlavné postavy Izraela u SkorSich prorokov

V tradicil SePtuUAINLY ..occveeieeiiiieiiieeeie e 1-23
Peter DuBovsky

Porovnanie ElidSovych a Elizeovych zazrakov so zazrakmi

JEZ18a KIISTA ..eoiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiie e 24-42

Ladislay Ticay

Neveéstka Rachab v Noveém Zakone€ .........ccccooeeioeiieiiiieiiieeeeeceeeeeeeeee, 43-50
Petr MARECEK
Elias. Jeho role a dalezitost v LukaSove evangeliu ...........c.cccccuveeeee. 51-70

Helena PanczovA
Alegoricka exegéza gréckych filozofov ako pozadie helenistickej

exegézy Biblie. Literarno-kultarny prehlad ............cccccoccevviiennnnnne. 71-102
AbStrakty a reCenzie ..............cccoooiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieiiee e 103-117

SPravy @ OZNAMY ......c.ooooviiiiiiiiiieeeiiie ettt e et e e eieeeeeieeeesbeeeesaaeeeens 118-124



Contents
Treaties

Emanuel Tov
Some Major Israelite Figures in the Former Prophets in

the Tradition of the Septuagint ..........ccccoevviveriiiieiiieieeeeee e 1-23

Peter DUBOVSKY
From Miracle-makers Elijah and Elisha to Jesus and Apocrypha ..... 24-42

Ladislav Ticuy

Rahab the Prostitute in the New Testament .........eeeveeeveeeeeeeeeeeeeenn... 43-50
Petr MARECEK
Eljjah: His Role and Importance in the Gospel of Luke .................... 51-70

Helena PANczovA
Allegorical Exegesis of the Greek Philosophers as Background of

Hellenistic Biblical Exegesis: Literary-cultural Survey .................. 71-102
ADStracts and REeVIEWS .......ooomiiiiieiiee e 103-117
Communications and References ..........ocooooomvveeeeiiieieeeeiieeeeeeeennn. 118-124

ISSN 1338-0141 e-ISSN 2644-4879 www.biblica.sk



