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From the guttermost to the uttermost
INTRODUCTION

In Christian communities, we have many names that we expect to be used.  For girls, there many named Ruth, Esther, or Mary.   But I have never come across a Rahab.

If you have a daughter, would you name her Rahab?  I don’t think there would be too many who would want to do that, and the reason is simple.  It is because, according to Biblical records, Rahab was a prostitute.  

Rahab was not just any simple, ordinary prostitute.  She was special.  She was so special that, in Matthew 1: 5, her name appears in the list of ancestors of Jesus.  Her descendants included David, and Solomon.  Also, she was the mother of Boaz and Boaz married Ruth.

If we were to talk about our ancestors, I don’t think too many of us would, if they existed, want to highlight prostitutes, adulterers and murderers in our list of ancestors.  Many of us would be too ashamed to mention them.   But God chooses whom he wishes, and occupations and titles that people have on earth have very little influence on His choice.  He looks for what is in people’s hearts.

It does not matter if we are living in the gutter or if we were born with silver spoons in our mouths, God looks at our hearts.
Currently, we are covering the series on people of faith in chapter 11 of the book of Hebrews.  Today, we are going to consider the case of the prostitute called Rahab.

HEBREWS 11: 31

In this passage,  Rahab was praised as a person of faith.  

31By faith the prostitute Rahab, because she welcomed the spies, was not killed with those who were disobedient.

Rahab was also mentioned in the book of James:

James 2: 25In the same way, was not even Rahab the prostitute considered righteous for what she did when she gave lodging to the spies and sent them off in a different direction? 26As the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without deeds is dead.

Rahab’s demonstration of her faith is recorded in the book of Joshua.  Moses had led the children of Israel out of Egypt and he died after 40 years of wandering in the desert.  Upon his death, Joshua became the leader.  The people of Israel and Joshua were located on the east side of the River Jordan.  The Promised Land was on the west side of the River Jordan, where Jericho, the walled city, was located.  Rahab lived in Jericho.
In Joshua chapter 2:
1Then 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 prostitutea named Rahab and stayed there. 

8Before the spies lay down for the night, she went up on the roof 9and said to them, “I know that the Lord has given this land to you 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. 10We have heard how the Lord dried up the water of the Red Seab 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.c 11When we heard of it, our hearts melted and everyone’s courage failed because of you, for the Lord your God is God in heaven above and on the earth below. 12Now 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 13that 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.” 

In the New Testament, Rahab was clearly described as a prostitute because the Greek word, ‘porne”, was used.  The word “pornography” is derived from this word.  
In the Old Testament, the Hebrew word used to describe her is “zownah”, which, some argue, could mean either prostitute or inn-keeper.  For the purpose of today’s message, I will consider her to be a prostitute.  But, as I said earlier, God places very little importance on our occupations, so her occupation is of little significance, but where she stands in her relationship with God and her fear and respect for God are not only more important, they are keys to her being so special in the eyes of God.  

Rahab’s thoughts are aligned to those of God’s and that is demonstrated by some of the things she said, which fulfilled the promises of God.
In Josh 2:9a, Rahab said “I know that the Lord has given this land to you”.  
This ties in with what the Lord said to Joshua in Josh 1: 2 “Now then, you and all these people, get ready to cross the Jordan River into the land I am about to give to them—to the Israelites” 
In Josh 2: 9b, Rahab said “..a great fear of you has fallen on us….” 
This ties in with Exod 23: 27 “I will send my terror ahead of you, and throw into confusion every nation you encounter.”
In Josh 2: 9c, Rahab said “…all who live in this country are melting in fear because of you.”
This ties in with Exod 15: 15 “…the people of Canaan will melt away, terror and dread will fall upon them.”

In her short sentences, Rahab revealed that her thinking is aligned to that of God.   By hiding the spies, she was taking a big risk.  Have you notice that she said she “KNOWS”.  She doesn’t say she “thinks”.  Not only did she know.   She also took action based on that knowledge.  She did it because she truly believed.  She had FAITH.

THE SINFUL WOMAN

Rahab was not the only prostitute or sinful woman recorded in the Bible.  Let’s look at the one that is recorded in Luke 7: 36 onwards.  

Luke 7: 36Now one of the Pharisees invited Jesus to have dinner with him, so he went to the Pharisee’s house and reclined at the table. 37When a woman who had lived a sinful life in that town learned that Jesus was eating at the Pharisee’s house, she brought an alabaster jar of perfume, 38and as she stood behind him at his feet weeping, she began to wet his feet with her tears. Then she wiped them with her hair, kissed them and poured perfume on them. 

39When the Pharisee who had invited him saw this, he said to himself, “If this man were a prophet, he would know who is touching him and what kind of woman she is—that she is a sinner.” 

40Jesus answered him, “Simon, I have something to tell you.”
“Tell me, teacher,” he said. 

41“Two men owed money to a certain moneylender. One owed him five hundred denarii,d and the other fifty. 42Neither of them had the money to pay him back, so he canceled the debts of both. Now which of them will love him more?” 

43Simon replied, “I suppose the one who had the bigger debt canceled.”

“You have judged correctly,” Jesus said. 

44Then he turned toward the woman and said to Simon, “Do you see this woman? I came into your house. You did not give me any water for my feet, but she wet my feet with her tears and wiped them with her hair. 45You did not give me a kiss, but this woman, from the time I entered, has not stopped kissing my feet. 46You did not put oil on my head, but she has poured perfume on my feet. 47Therefore, I tell you, her many sins have been forgiven—for she loved much. But he who has been forgiven little loves little.” 

48Then Jesus said to her, “Your sins are forgiven.” 49The other guests began to say among themselves, “Who is this who even forgives sins?” 50Jesus said to the woman, “Your FAITH has saved you; go in peace.”
Notice that, like Rahab, it was FAITH that saved her.  If you compare this story with the woman who was caught in the act of adultery and brought to Jesus to be stoned to death, Jesus did not say to her “Your sins are forgiven.”  He just said he does not condemn her.  
Jesus said to her, in John 8: 11 “Then neither do I condemn you.  Go now and leave your life of sin.  Please note that “Not condemn” does not mean “Forgive”.

FANTINE
I always like to put Biblical stories into a more modern context because it helps me to understand the stories more clearly.  How do you think this scene of this sinful woman would look like today?  
Now, let’s look to bring this account to life by looking at a character in a novel.  It is a French classic called “Les Miserables” written by Victor Hugo.  A musical has been written based on this story and the musical movie was released just last year, and it has won a number of awards.  
In this story, there is a character called Fantine, who lived a reckless and rebellious youth.  She found someone whom she thought would be the man of her life.  They lived together and they had an illegitimate daughter.  

Whilst the daughter was still very small, the man abandons them and Fantine was forced to fend for herself.  She initially finds work in a factory to scratch together a small living.  But one day, she was suddenly sacked and kicked out.  She tried and could not find work.  She was out in the streets and, in order to survive, she sold all her belongings.  She was so desperate she even sold her beautiful long hair.  

Eventually, with nowhere to turn and really desperate, she became a prostitute to feed herself and to pay for the medical expenses of her sick young daughter.  In the musical, she sings a song that spells out her situation.  It is entitled “I dreamed a dream”.
I am now going to play this song sung by the character Fantine, who is played by the actress Anne Hathaway.  Please listen to the words of the song and see if you can find similarities and differences between Fantine and the sinful woman in Luke Chapter 7.

Lyrics:  I dreamed a dream

I dreamed a dream in time gone by when hope was high and life worth living

I dreamed that love would never die.  I dreamed that God would be forgiving 

Then I was young and unafraid.  When dreams were made and used and wasted.

There was no ransom to be paid.  No song unsung and wine un-tasted.

But the tigers come at night, with their voices soft as thunder

As they tear your hope apart.  As they turn your dream to shame.

He slept a summer by my side.  He filled my days with endless wonder.

He took my childhood in his stride.  But he was gone when autumn came.

Still I dream he’ll come to me, that we will live the years together.

There are dreams that cannot be.  And there are storms we cannot weather.

I had a dream my life would be so different from this hell I’m living, so different now from what it seemed.   Now, life has killed the dream I dreamed.

This is a very moving and sad song.  What are the similarities between the sinful woman and Fantine?  

Both were sinful women.  Both were weeping.  Both were probably dressed similarly in not-so-modest clothing.  Outwardly, they appeared to be very similar, but their hearts were in very different states.

The sinful woman of Luke chapter 7 was in tears because she was repenting and looking for forgiveness.  Fantine was not.  The key difference was that the sinful woman was looking to Jesus.  Not only that, she had faith that Jesus would forgive her, and Jesus did that.  

Rahab, on the other hand, was not in tears when she was speaking to the spies, but she, like the sinful woman in Luke Chapter 7, was looking to God and she clearly demonstrated her faith in God, and God accepted her as one of His special people with places reserved in the Bible for her.
In the song, Fantine mentioned God only once.  She sang “I dreamed that God would be forgiving.”  That is consistent with God’s treatment of the woman who was brought to Jesus to be stoned to death.  He did not condemn her.  But the problem is, many assume that “not condemning” means “acceptance” or “forgiveness”.  

Fantine does not mention God again in her song and continues to sing: “Still I dream he’ll come to me, that we will live the years together.”  She was referring to the man of her life and was still hoping that he would come back to her.   

In her youth, Fantine basically did what she felt like, because she thought God was forgiving.  She probably did not even think that her actions were sinful.  When she got into trouble, not only did she not think of asking God for help, she was wallowing in self-pity.

Like Fantine, sometimes, when we lose something, whatever it is, our first reaction is normally, we try to get it back.  We might earnestly ask God to get back the things that we have lost or try to hang on to them.  
But, if our priorities are placed too much on earthly things, it would not help our spiritual growth.  Because when God does not answer our prayers for earthly things, we get discouraged, upset and might end up drifting further and further away from Him.
MODERN SOCIETIES

Modern societies are behaving more and more like Fantine, in that we do not think much about the consequences of our actions, some of which are sinful.  
Many of us would be familiar with the term – Post 80s or Post 90s.  They refer to people born in the 80s and 90s.  Many management consultants have written articles on how to deal with and manage people from these age groups.

Interestingly, some consultants refer to these people as having characteristics that are like cats.  This is compared with the older generations as people who are like dogs.
The theory is that modern day people of the new generations do things as and when they please, without caring much for what others think.

This was very clearly illustrated to me in a case that I recently came across:  It involved a young post 90s man who got a job after graduating from college.  The employer was nice and he basically liked his work.  He did his job well.  There were no complaints.
Suddenly, after 3 months, he decided to resign. His employer was a bit surprised and did not want him to go because they don’t want to go through the effort of hiring another person.  They asked why he was leaving and whether he was unhappy.  He said he was very happy with the work.  But his reason for resigning was simply that he wanted to spend the money that he had earned (the three months’ wages) and take a tour around China.

What’s wrong with resigning from a job after 3 months?  On the face of it, nothing.  But what about his own career and his own future?  What about the inconvenience caused to the employer and others?    This behaviour is similar to that of cats, which tend to be more independent, and they do less to please their owners.  

As a result of this resignation, the employer has clearly indicated that, even if this young man were to come back, he would not be re-employed.

Perhaps this young man does not intend to return to the employer, anyway.  So the employer’s feelings might not be important to him.  But it reflects the self-centred nature of decision-making in a lot of people. 
People are more and more putting themselves first and less and less prepared to make sacrifices or bear with difficulties or unexpected challenges.  
THE PRODIGAL SON

This way of thinking is not restricted to those people born in the Post 80s or Post 90s.   This is very risky and can easily get us into trouble.  Sometimes, self-centred thinking may lead us to make decisions that result in us ending up in the gutters.

That was what happened to the prodigal son.  The parable is recorded in Luke 15: 11-32.  He decided to take his share of the inheritance, left his father and squandered his wealth in wild living.  
He had hit the rock bottom of the gutter.  Pigs are already considered very low in Jewish culture.  But the prodigal son was in such a guttermost position that he had to eat the food that was fed to pigs!
God does let us suffer the consequences of our sinful decisions, but when we turn back like the prodigal son, God welcomes us back with open arms, just like the father of the prodigal son.  God would do the same for any of His lost sheep.  He would rejoice whenever His lost sheep is found.

SUFFERING AS A GROUP

God lets individuals suffer the consequences of their sins.  He also lets His chosen people collectively suffer the consequences of their sins.  God helped his chosen people overcome many difficulties and win many battles.  

But when the children of Israel became spiritually adulterous and turned to other gods, God allowed them to suffer the consequences.   Sometimes, this suffering would be in the hands of non-believing conquerors.

One such conqueror was Nebuchadnezzar.  He was the king of Babylon.  Under his rule, the chosen people of God were forced to leave their homes to go to Babylon as captives.  When they were there, their captors mocked them by demanding that they sing songs.

Today, we sang the song “By the rivers of Babylon” in a very cheerful way.  The words are based on Psalm 137.   But the words paint a depressing situation.  It was like rubbing salt into a wound.  This was because the children of God were asked by their captors to sing songs of joy.

Psalm 137

  1By the rivers of Babylon we sat and wept

when we remembered Zion. 

2There on the poplars

we hung our harps, 

3for there our captors asked us for songs,

our tormentors demanded songs of joy;

they said, “Sing us one of the songs of Zion!” 

4How can we sing the songs of the Lord
while in a foreign land? 

The whole tone of “By the rivers of Babylon” is very different to “I dreamed a dream” which is very sad and even heart-wrenching.  
When Fantine sang the song, she had no hope.  She was still wishing for the man of her life to return to her so that they would be able to live a happy life together like in a fairytale.
Fantine was suffering not only because she was hungry.  She was feeling very bitter.  She was not repenting or seeking forgiveness or looking to God.

The children of Israel who were forced to stay in Babylon as captives were by no means happy, but they had hope and would have been able to sing cheerful songs.  As we are all aware, the children of Israel were eventually allowed to return to their homeland.  
Babylon represents the suffering as a consequence of our sins. The question I have for you is this:  “Have you been released from captivity in Babylon?”  

If you think you have never been held captive in Babylon, consider this:  How about the Babylon of un-forgiveness, the Babylon of greed, the Babylon of addiction, the Babylon of lust, or the Babylon of pornography, etc?

Have the Nebuchadnezzars of these Babylons been tormenting you and mocking you to sing the Lord’s songs of joy?  

Unless we can see the ray of hope from God, we will find it difficult to sing the Lord’s songs of joy.  We must, therefore, turn back to Him.

In our communications and actions with God, we must do it with faith.  It is not the degree of sadness that moves God.  It is not how unfortunate you are that touches God.  He wants us to look to Him and obey Him.  

When we seek God, He turns to us.  When we repent, He listens.  When we seek forgiveness, He forgives.
Let’s therefore learn from Rahab in Joshua 2, the sinful woman in Luke 7 and the prodigal son in Luke 15.  Put our faith into action through:

humbling ourselves, 
seeking God’s forgiveness and 
looking to Jesus.

For our closing song, let’s sing “By the Rivers of Babylon”
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