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Introduction 

“Probably the most difficult Old Testament ethical issue is the divine command to kill the 

Canaanites.”
1
 Critics of the Bible have pointed to the level of violence commanded by God when 

the Israelites went in to take possession of Canaan as being excessive and inconsistent with a 

loving God.
2
 Many believers who see the violence as inconsistent with the teachings of Jesus 

have difficulty reconciling the apparent different character of God between the two Testaments.
3
 

Key passages that mention the violence are Deuteronomy 20:10-18; Joshua 6:20-21; 10:28-40; 

and 11:20. This paper will show that God’s commandment was justified, yet the details are not as 

they seem to the casual reader of the Old Testament. 

Judgment of the Canaanite People 

God foretold to Abraham in Genesis 15:13-16 that his descendants would be enslaved 

outside of Canaan and return after the iniquity of the Amorites, a people of Canaan, was 

complete. The judgment of the people of Canaan is mentioned further to Moses in Leviticus 

18:24-25; 20:22-23; Deuteronomy 9:5; and 12:29-31.
4
 In Leviticus 18, the Lord notes that the 

inhabitants of Canaan, and as a result the land in which they dwelled, had become unclean. Their 

practices were those the Israelites were to avoid and represented the very antithesis of God’s 

character and how He expected people called by His name to act. In verse 28 God tells Moses 
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that if the Israelites do the same things, they too will be “vomited” from the land. These 

abominable practices included rampant incest, sex among relatives by adoption and through 

marriage, adultery, child sacrifice, homosexuality, and bestiality. In chapter 20 more is said 

about sacrificing of children to Molech. Anyone doing such practices deserves death and anyone 

who does nothing to stop the atrocity is considered just as guilty and is to be cut off from the 

people (vv. 4-5). Thus God would not tolerate continued defiance of His moral standards in the 

land He had appointed for His redemptive purposes. Deuteronomy 9 and 12 reemphasizes the 

point that the possession of the land was not because of what the Israelites had done, but because 

of God’s promise to Abraham. The atrocities of the Canaanite people, where they had ample 

time to repent, were the sole reason they were being driven out. The reason for clearing the land 

was not only for judgment of the Canaanites, but for religious purity of the Israelites.
5
 If the 

shrines, idols, and practices of the Canaanites persisted during Israelite, occupation, the tendency 

would be for the Israelites to fall into worship of the Canaanite gods, which did still happen (Jer 

18:15). 

Despite that God was justified in removing the people, many criticize the command to 

kill every man, woman, child, and beast as being beyond what was necessary. It must be stressed 

first of all that the command for the Israelites to go into Canaan and kill the inhabitants was a 

onetime command limited only to that land and that time.
6
 The Israelites were to offer surrender 

and enslavement to any peoples in which they came in conflict outside the land (Dt 20:10-12). 

Even within the land, only battles authorized by God were to be carried out, as evidenced by 

                                                 
5
 Copan, 173. 

6
 Ibid., 161; also see Dt 20:10-18. 



3 

battles lost when they were conducted without His authorization (Nm 14:41-45; Jo 7).
7
 

Nevertheless, that God would authorize any ruthless killing is a concern for many. However, as 

explained by Paul Copan, the killing was not as extreme as readers of the Old Testament may be 

led to believe.
8
 

It is typical of Ancient Near Eastern rhetoric to exaggerate the extent of warfare.
9
 Joshua 

frequently used the words “all,” and “complete,” to describe total annihilation in the conquest (Jo 

10:40-42; 11:16-23). Yet, other references (Jo 15:63; 16:10; 17:12-13; Jgs 1:19, 21, 27-35) give 

good reason to believe the annihilation was not total, and in particular bypassed those who were 

“innocent.”
10

 Joshua is said to have destroyed everything just as commanded by God through 

Moses (Jo 11:12, 14-15, 20).  Yet, if not everything was destroyed, and it is common to use 

exaggerated language in those days, then even the commandment to destroy all things was 

understood to be an exaggerated figure of speech.
11

 Even Israel was to be destroyed if they 

disobeyed God’s commandments (Dt 28:63). Yet when that judgment came and Jerusalem was 

destroyed, many were not killed and were taken into captivity to Babylon (Jer 38:2, 17).
12

  

The physical destruction by Israel was limited to the cities of Jericho, Ai, and Hazor, 

which were military posts of the Canaanite peoples. Non-military personnel, i.e., most of the 

population consisting of men, women, children, and livestock, would live in the countryside.
13

 It 
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is not unusual that a conquest would require elimination of military posts. The language to 

destroy every living thing is not a command to seek out everything, but to entirely destroy the 

cities. Again, it is hyperbole language frequently used in those days. In addition, anything in the 

land that involved temples and shrines to the religious cults was to be destroyed. However, as 

demonstrated by the story of Rahab in Joshua 2, those who were willing to acknowledge the God 

of Israel where spared destruction.
14

 It is also likely that many civilians fled the cities as Israel’s 

armies approached.
15

 

A Holy God 

God had a purpose in using the land at the crossroads of the world to bring about the 

redemption of the whole world. Even though the Israelites themselves were sent into exile, their 

failure may have been quicker and grander if the Canaanites had not been removed. There would 

not have been the example of the seriousness God places on the holiness of the land, and it 

would have been all the more tempting to engage in Canaanite worship practices.
16

 It must be 

realized that God is a holy God. If He was to dwell with a people, purity was required. The land 

of Israel was to be God’s possession for His use and those who rebel against His holiness do 

receive punishment. God is indeed a loving God – so loving that He offered His Son to save 

those who will turn to Him. Those against God have been, are, and will ultimately be judged for 

what they do. No one is innocent and salvation must come from God Himself. As in the parable 

of the talents, those who misused what they had been given, will have it taken away and it will 

be given to those who use it for God’s purposes. So is the case with the Canaanites.
 

 

                                                 
14

 Ibid., 177; also Heb 11:31. 

15
 Copan, 181-82. 

16
 See Merrill Unger, “Archeology and the Religion of the Canaanites,” Bibliotheca Sacra 107, no. 426 

(Apr 1950): 24-33. 



5 

Works Consulted 

Copan, Paul. Is God a Moral Monster? Making Sense of the Old Testament God. Grand Rapids: 

Baker Books, 2011. 

Harrison, Everett F. “Have We a God of Destruction?” Bibliotheca Sacra 91, no. 361 (Jan 1934): 

24-33. 

Rooker, Mark F. “The Book of Joshua.” In The World and the Word: An Introduction to the Old 

Testament. Edited by Eugene H. Merrill, Mark F. Rooker and Michael A. Crisanti, 276-

87. Nashville, TN: B&H Publishing, 2011. 

Unger, Merrill. “Archeology and the Religion of the Canaanites.” Bibliotheca Sacra 107, no. 426 

(Apr 1950): 24-33. 

Wright, Christopher. “Is the Old Testament Ethical?” In The Apologetics Study Bible: Real 

Questions, Straight Answers, Stronger Faith. Edited by Ted Cabal, 116-17. Nashville, 

TN: Holman Bible Publishers, 2007. 

  



6 

Biblical References (ESV) 

Dt 20 10 
“When you draw near to a city to fight against it, offer terms of peace to it. 

11 
And if it responds to you peaceably and it opens to you, then all the people who are found in it 

shall do forced labor for you and shall serve you. 
12 

But if it makes no peace with you, but makes 

war against you, then you shall besiege it. 
13 

And when the LORD your God gives it into your 

hand, you shall put all its males to the sword, 
14 

but the women and the little ones, the livestock, 
and everything else in the city, all its spoil, you shall take as plunder for yourselves. And you 

shall enjoy the spoil of your enemies, which the LORD your God has given you. 
15 

Thus you shall 

do to all the cities that are very far from you, which are not cities of the nations here. 
16 

But in the 
cities of these peoples that the LORD your God is giving you for an inheritance, you shall save 

alive nothing that breathes, 
17 

but you shall devote them to complete destruction, the Hittites and 
the Amorites, the Canaanites and the Perizzites, the Hivites and the Jebusites, as the LORD your 

God has commanded, 
18 

that they may not teach you to do according to all their abominable 
practices that they have done for their gods, and so you sin against the LORD your God. 

Jo 6 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. 

Jo 10 28 
As for Makkedah, Joshua captured it on that day and struck it, and its king, with 

the edge of the sword. He devoted to destruction every person in it; he left none remaining. And 

he did to the king of Makkedah just as he had done to the king of Jericho.  

29 
Then Joshua and all Israel with him passed on from Makkedah to Libnah and fought 

against Libnah. 
30 

And the LORD gave it also and its king into the hand of Israel. And he struck it 

with the edge of the sword, and every person in it; he left none remaining in it. And he did to its 

king as he had done to the king of Jericho.  

31 
Then Joshua and all Israel with him passed on from Libnah to Lachish and laid siege to 

it and fought against it. 
32 

And the LORD gave Lachish into the hand of Israel, and he captured it 
on the second day and struck it with the edge of the sword, and every person in it, as he had done 

to Libnah.  

33 
Then Horam king of Gezer came up to help Lachish. And Joshua struck him and his 

people, until he left none remaining.  

34 
Then Joshua and all Israel with him passed on from Lachish to Eglon. And they laid 

siege to it and fought against it. 
35 

And they captured it on that day, and struck it with the edge of 
the sword. And he devoted every person in it to destruction that day, as he had done to Lachish.  

36 
Then Joshua and all Israel with him went up from Eglon to Hebron. And they fought 

against it 
37 

and captured it and struck it with the edge of the sword, and its king and its towns, 
and every person in it. He left none remaining, as he had done to Eglon, and devoted it to 

destruction and every person in it.  
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38 
Then Joshua and all Israel with him turned back to Debir and fought against it 

39 
and he 

captured it with its king and all its towns. And they struck them with the edge of the sword and 

devoted to destruction every person in it; he left none remaining. Just as he had done to Hebron 

and to Libnah and its king, so he did to Debir and to its king.  

40 
So Joshua struck the whole land, the hill country and the Negeb and the lowland and 

the slopes, and all their kings. He left none remaining, but devoted to destruction all that 

breathed, just as the LORD God of Israel commanded. 

Jo 11 20 
For it was the LORD’s doing to harden their hearts that they should come against 

Israel in battle, in order that they should be devoted to destruction and should receive no mercy 

but be destroyed, just as the LORD commanded Moses.  


