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Approaching a Biblical Understanding of Genocide in the Conquest of Canaan�

 Many Bible students, upon their reading of the book of Joshua, have expressed discomfort or even out-�
rage at the events of the Canaanite conquest. God’s commands for Joshua to eliminate the Canaanite people�
seem too harsh for the modern reader. Israel’s obedience to the command screams of genocide, which has�
been soundly denounced in the present day. Is God no different than the Allah of the radical Muslims? Are�
God’s commands equivalent to the Crusades, Holocausts, and Sudanese genocides, all of which have been�
condemned as evil? This article will suggest that understanding the Canaanite conquest in the context of the�
Greater Story will provide a paradigm for thinking through such a difficult issue.�

I. The Wickedness of the Canaanites�

 One much first understand that the Canaanites were not innocent victims being attacked by a savage�
God and His savage people Israel. Numerous texts speak otherwise. Genesis 9:20-27 describes the beginning�
of the Canaanite people. Noah, after leaving the ark, had started to become a good farmer. He planted a vine-�
yard and enjoyed the wine that resulted. One night he became drunk and laid in his tent naked and uncovered.�
Ham, his youngest son, “saw” his father’s nakedness. This may suggest a bit of voyeurism on Ham’s part. Not�
only would this be wicked, but Ham is looking at another man, which would be homosexual voyeurism. Add�
also that Ham is looking at his�father�, and the scene depicts a homosexual, incestuous voyeurism. Then Ham�
has the audacity to share what he saw with his brothers. The utter shame of the scene is shown by the broth-�
ers’ carefully putting a garment on their father without looking at their father.�
 When Noah found out what happened, which implies that Ham’s brothers were the source, Noah�
cursed Ham’s son Canaan to be a servant of his brothers, his uncles and their descendants. While one might�
question the justice of the curse since Ham was the culprit, one need only understand that the blessings of the�
other sons extended to their descendants as well. This curse sets the stage for the biblical depiction of Ca-�
naan. They were an accursed people.�
 This understanding unfolds further in Genesis 15. Abram struggled to believe that God would give him�
a biological son who would bless Abram with many descendants and who would be his heir to the promised�
inheritance. God revealed His purposes to Abram in a dream. He told Abram that his descendants would so-�
journ with affliction in a land that is not their for 400 years, but He would judge the nation that enslaved them,�
and they would come out with many possessions into the promised land. They would come back in the fourth�
generation “for the iniquity of the Amorites is not yet complete” (v.16). The Amorites included “the Kenites, the�
Kenizzites, the Kadmonites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, the Rephaim, the Amorites, the Canaanites, the Gir-�
gashites and the Jebusites” (v.19-21). All of these peoples were given a warning: in four generations, or 400�
years, they would be removed from their land, which was going to go to Abram’s descendants. The phrase “the�
iniquity…is not yet complete” denotes that God was waiting for them to reach the full measure of their sin be-�
fore He would remove them. This shows the mercy of God in not hastening in judgment and also the holiness�
of God in ensuring their demise.�
 Other examples show that the Canaanites were an evil people. They were responsible for the rape of�
Dinah (Gen. 34). They were known for countless sins including homosexuality, bestiality, child sacrifice and�
incest (Lev. 18). The Canaanites were to be destroyed because they were going to entice the Israelites to join�
them in their idolatry (Deut. 7:1-5). It was because of their sin, not Israel’s righteousness, that God was bring-�
ing Israel into their land (Deut. 9:4-5). The Canaanites were not innocent; they were under the righteous indig-�
nation of God for their sins.�

II. The Character of God�

 Seeing the nature of the Canaanite people helps understand more of what is going on with their elimi-�
nation. It was a response from an awesomely holy and righteous God. Leviticus 18 specifically refers to God’s�
holiness. After listing a number of things that would defile the Israelites, God says,�

Do not make yourselves unclean by any of these things, for by all these the nations I am driving out�
before you have become unclean, and the land became unclean, so that I punished its iniquity, and�
the land vomited out its inhabitants (vv.24-25).�

 In other words, God in His holiness was so repulsed by their sin that He punished them. He took their�
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lives. Yet, being awesomely merciful, God did allow four generations to pass before He poured out His indigna-�
tion on them (cf. Gen. 15:16). He gave them signs such as the destruction of the Egyptian army, the parting of�
the Red Sea and the crossing of the Jordan River to show them His mighty works and their impending doom.�
He even showed kindness to Rahab and her family when she pledged her allegiance to Him (Josh. 2 and 6).�
The sign of the scarlet cloth outside her window should have told the people of Jericho that even in the wake of�
Judgment Day, God was still merciful and kind and willing to save people from His wrath. Yet they did not heed�
the warnings. They did not repent of their wickedness. They did not cry out to the LORD. Thus, even with His�
longsuffering mercy, God in His holiness wiped out the Canaanite people.�

I. The Purposes of God�

The Scriptures also explain that the purpose of the genocide was not because of Israel’s righteousness�
but because of Canaan’s unrighteousness (Deut. 9:4-5). In fact, should Israel disobey God like the Canaanites�
did, they too would be destroyed (Lev. 18:26-30). This shows that the Canaanite genocide was not the working�
of an imperialistic Israel, but rather it was the work of a sovereign and holy God who used Israel for His pur-�
poses. Should she violate her covenant, Israel would be eliminated also.�

God purposed to accomplish two things with the genocide: 1) judge the Canaanite nations for their in-�
cessant wickedness and 2) fulfill His promises to Israel’s forefathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. These pur-�
poses are really sub-purposes to God’s ultimate purpose as set out in Genesis 1-3: for God to restore�
mediated rule through man to bring judgment on evil and blessing on all creation. Because of their sin, God�
had every right to exterminate the Canaanites. Because of their status as God’s chosen people, God could use�
the Israelites to mediate that judgment. As Ruler of creation, God could bless the Israelites with any land He�
chose.�

II. Canaanite Genocide and the New Testament�

Some have questioned if there is an inconsistency between the God of the Old Testament and the God�
of the New. The usual line of demarcation has the God of the Old Testament as being a ruthless, wrathful God�
who kills a lot of people, while the God of the New Testament is a loving, self-sacrificing, gracious Father who�
works to save people and bless them for eternity. This article has already shown the view of the Old Testament�
God to be false because of His patience in holding back judgment and in His mercy extended to Rahab and�
her family. One must then look to the New Testament to see if God’s wrath is absent from its sight.�

There is truth to the fact that the New Testament does emphasize God’s grace, for it focuses on the�
incarnation, ministry, death, resurrection and ascension of Christ on behalf of sinners. It emphasizes the com-�
munity of believers who are transformed by God’s Spirit and saved by God’s grace. It emphasizes the hope of�
Christ’s return to gather His own to be with Him forever.�

Yet there is still mention of God’s holy wrath. For instance, Ananias and Sapphira were killed for lying�
about their financial gift to the church (Acts 5:1-11). Some of the Corinthian church members were sick and�
others were dead for abusing the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor. 11:29-30). God is still holy and will not allow people to�
get away with belittling His glory.�

Seeing that all the nations have committed gross sins and immorality, one would anticipate a judgment�
on all the nations. This is what is promised in the end of the age. Why has God not already punished the na-�
tions? The reason is the same as it was for the Canaanites. God is being merciful and patient, awaiting for�
some to repent and believe while others are storing up more judgment for themselves (cf. 2 Pet. 1-13). In�
terms of application, just the fact that God has waited longer than He did for the Canaanites should cause all�
mankind to stop and consider His ways. They all should repent of their sin and receive the mercy God offers in�
Jesus, for His wrath will be much greater than before.�
The Canaanite genocide, then, is a type of what is to come. God will eliminate the enemies of Israel and the�
church, not because of any inherent righteousness in them, but because of the unrighteousness of the nations.�
He will wipe them out through His one Mediator, Jesus Christ. This destruction will also signal the beginning of�
eternal blessing for His saints, as they will enter a state of perfect peace and union with God, free from sin and�
finally free to enjoy Him forever.�


