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 Have you ever told a lie?  Have you lied to get something 
you want?  Have you lied to avoid an uncomfortable, or even 
dangerous, situation?  Have you lied to avoid punishment for 
something wrong that you did?   

 Well, in our text for this morning the Gibeonites tell a very 
elaborate lie.  They apparently put quite a bit of thought into this 
deception.  And they played their part very convincingly.   

 On Tuesday morning at our men’s Bible study we were 
talking about this passage and ended up talking for awhile about 
con schemes that we’ve encountered.  It’s amazing the forethought 
and detail and acting that goes into coning people out of money.   

 For the Gibeonites, it wasn’t money they were trying to get.  
They were hoping to be spared their lives.  It’s a very interesting 
story, and there are various lessons to learn from it. 

 I’ll focus on 3 aspects of the story.  Deception, disregard, 
and deliverance.  There is the deception by which the Gibeonites 
trick the Israelites into making a covenant with them.  Then there 
is disregard, referring to the Israelites disregard for the Lord at this 
point.  They neglect to seek His counsel.  And then there is also the 
amazing fact that the Gibeonites are delivered through this.  Not 
because of their deceit but in spite of it, in God’s mercy to them. 

Deception 

 The chapter opens with a report of a coalition being formed 
against Israel.  The Israelites have now destroyed Jericho down in 
the valley and Ai up in the hill country, and they are now in a 
position to attack other cities throughout the hill country.  Verse 1 
mentions kings of the peoples who were located in the hill country 
and westward toward the Mediterranean Sea.  These groups 
recognized the threat of Israel, now on their doorstep.  And they 
decided the best thing to do would be to form an alliance with the 
hope they could defend themselves and defeat Israel. 

 It’s interesting to note the difference between this scenario 
and that of Jericho.  The people of Jericho melted in fear.  But this 
group of peoples are bold in their plans to fight against Joshua and 
Israel.  Again this makes us think back to Achan’s sin, which was 
then the reason for Israel being defeated by Ai in their first attempt 
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to take that city.  Now that Israel has been defeated, there is 
significantly less fear on the part of the Canaanite peoples.  
Disobedience has its consequences.  There is certainly grace and 
forgiveness.  We saw that last week.  God was very kind to 
empower Israel to go up together and defeat Ai.  But there are still 
ongoing consequences.   

 In contrast to the Hittites, the Amorites, the Canaanites, the 
Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites, there is another group 
that employs a very different strategy.  These are the Gibeonites.  
Beginning in verse 3 we read about their tactics for survival.  Their 
plan must have required extensive research, inquiry and knowledge 
about the Israelites.  The success of this plan depends on an 
important distinction in the way Israel had been commanded to go 
about their conquest of Canaan. 

 You may remember this from our earlier discussion about 
holy war.  The command to devote everything to destruction only 
applied to the peoples within Canaan.  For battles that would 
happen outside of the Promised Land, the Israelites were to offer 
terms of peace and make the people their servants.  Those 
instructions are in Deuteronomy 20. 

 Apparently the Gibeonites were aware of that important 
distinction.  Because their whole plan is to convince the Israelites 
that they are from a place outside of the region, not a part of 
Canaan.  If they could convince Israel of that, then maybe they 
could agree to a treaty, become Israel’s servants, and not be killed. 

 And what an elaborate and creative plan they come up 
with!  Just think of the interesting preparations this would have 
involved.  They would have to dig around in their closets and 
garages for those old sandals that had been discarded long ago.  
They took off their brand new Nike Air sandals and put on those 
old ones from 5 years ago that are barely holding together.  And 
they replaced their best new clothes with old dusty worn-out 
clothes.  They scrounged around to find some well-worn sacks and 
wineskins.  And then they had to dig around in their cupboards to 
get some old bread that should have been thrown away but wasn’t.  
It was stale and dry and crumbly. 

 It would have been like getting ready for a play.  This was 
quite a production.  The costume crew was hard at work pulling all 
these props together.  And the masterminds behind this plot 
oversaw the casting of parts.  They probably found the skinniest 
donkeys to be part of this.  And some slender men with unkempt 
beards.  And then the most important roles of all, they had to find a 
few men who could communicate this story in a convincing and 
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believable way.  Men who could lie without appearing nervous or 
awkward.  Men who understood Israel well.  Men who could 
memorize a carefully written script, but also be ready to adapt it 
depending on what Joshua might ask them.   

 Many rehearsals were likely conducted before this group 
was sent off.  After all, their lives depended on it.   

 Of course, from the narrative we know from the get-go that 
this is all a ploy and a lie.  Verse 3 tells us that they acted with 
cunning in doing this.  And we know that they are not from a 
distant land because they are identified as inhabitants of Gibeon, 
which was a city pretty close to Ai.  Verse 7 even refers to them as 
Hivites, which is one of the peoples mentioned in Deuteronomy 20 
as those who should be destroyed lest they lead Israel astray into 
idol worship (Deuteronomy 20:17). 

 The gist of their message, in verse 6, is “We have come 
from a distant country, so now make a covenant with us.”  In verse 
7 the men of Israel indicate some suspicion and also indicate their 
knowledge of the instructions I read from Deuteronomy.  “Perhaps 
you live among us; then how can we make a covenant with you?”   

 But the Gibeonites play their parts very well.  They refer to 
the report they’ve heard of Israel’s God and the amazing things 
that happened in Egypt and to the kings of Heshbon and Bashan.  
They’re careful not to mention Jericho or Ai, because that might 
blow their cover if they reveal that they know those local details of 
recent events.  They just refer to those earlier events from farther 
away places.   

 And then they get out their props.  They pull out that old 
dry bread and the burst wineskins and point out their tattered 
clothes and worn out sandals.  They must have sounded so pathetic 
as they said,  

“Here is our bread. It was still warm when we took it from our 
houses as our food for the journey on the day we set out to come to 
you, but now, behold, it is dry and crumbly. These wineskins were 
new when we filled them, and behold, they have burst. And these 
garments and sandals of ours are worn out from the very long 
journey.”” (Joshua 9:12–13, ESV)  

And thus the deception took root.  The Gibeonites’ carefully 
planned production became successful in convincing the Israelite 
leaders that they were, indeed, from a faraway country.     
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Disregard  

 Verse 14 brings us to our next heading.  We’ve considered 
the Gibeonites’ deceptive tactics.  Now we can look at the response 
of the Israelite leaders.  What we see is a foolish disregard for the 
Lord. 

“So the men took some of their provisions, but did not ask counsel 
from the LORD.” (Joshua 9:14, ESV)  

 As the Gibeonites are talking about their old bread and 
showing that old bread to the Israelite leaders, the Israelite leaders 
then take some of those provisions into their hands to inspect it.   

 What did the men of Israel do?  They asked some 
questions.  They listened carefully to the Gibeonites’ story.  They 
even did some investigation as they looked closely at the crumbly 
bread.   

 But they did NOT do the most important thing that they 
should have done.  They did NOT ask counsel from the Lord. 

 Ironically, in Numbers 27 where the Lord instructs Moses 
to take Joshua and begin giving him some authority among the 
people, there are also very clear instructions for seeking the Lord’s 
counsel.  The Lord says to Moses,  

“And [Joshua] shall stand before Eleazar the priest, who shall 
inquire for him by the judgment of the Urim before the LORD. At 
his word they shall go out, and at his word they shall come in, both 
he and all the people of Israel with him, the whole congregation.”” 
(Numbers 27:21, ESV)  

 So Joshua had this means of revelation at his disposal.  He 
was to seek the Lord’s guidance through the priest.  And the Lord 
would reveal directions to the priest through these sacred lots 
called the Urim.    

 But on this occasion in Joshua 9, sadly, Joshua and the 
leaders disregarded the Lord’s leadership.  They foolishly and 
hurriedly went ahead with what seemed best to them.  James 
Montgomery Boice, a preacher whom I respect very much, who is 
home with the Lord now, preached a sermon on this text entitled, 
“The Error of Walking by Sight.”  That’s a good summary of 
what’s going on here. 

 By sight, this all seemed to make perfect sense.  And if you 
put yourself in Joshua’s place, and the place of the Israelite 
leaders, what a relief it would be to have a group of people wanting 



5	  
	  

to make peace with you.  After the whole ordeal with Ai, after that 
drawn out struggle . . . first being defeated by the men of Ai and 
then defeating them in a second battle . . .  It would probably come 
as a very nice surprise to have a group coming up to you saying, 
We want to be your servants.  Make peace with us.   

 Well that was a story Israel wanted to be true.  Even if they 
were a bit suspicious, they were strongly inclined to believe what 
the Gibeonites were saying. 

 It’s like those ads that show up in the mail box or in your 
junk email that promise some lavish gift if you’ll just call this 
number, if you’ll just come in and visit this store . . .  It sounds too 
good to be true.  But oh how you want it to be true.   

 That’s kind of how it was here.  Even if this sounded a bit 
fishy, the Israelite leaders wanted it to be true.  It might have been 
partly because they didn’t want to fight another battle right away.  
It might also have been because they were genuinely feeling 
compassion for these folks and wanting to have mercy on them.  It 
might have also sounded pretty good to have a few cities full of 
people as servants instantaneously, without any cost or effort.  We 
could use some folks to cut wood and carry water.  That would be 
useful.   

 And so it happened. 

“And Joshua made peace with them and made a covenant with 
them, to let them live, and the leaders of the congregation swore to 
them.” (Joshua 9:15, ESV)  

 The lesson here is to seek the Lord.  Seek Him at every 
turn.  Don’t merely walk by sight.  If there’s a decision you have to 
make, pray about it.  Talk to God about it.  Ask Him to counsel 
you and guide you.  

Marriage 

This text is particularly applicable to those times when you 
are considering a significant commitment.  For instance, if you’re 
considering entering into the covenant of marriage.  If you’re a 
believer, you need to seek a spouse who is also a believer.  Those 
of you who are single, take this lesson to heart.  As you consider 
the life-long covenant of marriage, don’t enter into that lightly.  
Certainly don’t enter into that covenant without seeking the Lord’s 
counsel.  Because once you have made that covenant, there’s no 
going back.  It’s like the Israelites.  They soon realized they had 
made a mistake.  But the covenant was already made.  It wouldn’t 
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be right to break that covenant, even though it was entered into 
foolishly.   

Similarly, many marriages are entered into foolishly.  And 
of course the world has an easy answer for that.  Just get a divorce.  
But the Bible has such strong things to say about the permanence 
of marriage.  It is a life-long covenant.  So if you’re considering 
marriage, take that decision, that commitment, that covenant 
VERY seriously.   

If you’re already married, and you’re thinking right now . . 
. “Yeah, that’s me.  You just described my situation.  I was 
deceived and now I feel trapped in a horrible marriage.”  If that’s 
you, stay tuned for the third point.  Because there is a very 
surprising and hopeful twist to this story.   

But right now I want to make this application point to those 
who are considering marriage, or who will one day be considering 
marriage.  Be very cautious and seek the Lord’s counsel.    

 Another scenario where this would apply is when you’re 
taking the step to become a member of a church.  That is a very 
important commitment, and you want to make sure you’re making 
that commitment to a body of true believers who highly esteem 
God’s inerrant Word and have a clear understanding of the Gospel 
of Jesus Christ.  You don’t want to align yourself in such a 
significant way with a group of people who merely call themselves 
Christians but don’t really understand the Gospel.    

Or if you’re thinking about a significant business contract.  
There, too, you want to seek the Lord’s counsel.  How will that 
commitment affect your life?     

We make many, many important decisions in life, and we 
should seek the Lord’s counsel at every turn. 

Leadership 

This text also has a particular application for leaders.  Do 
you see what happens to the Israelite leaders as a result of their 
foolish actions?  At the end of verse 18 we read that “all the 
congregation murmured against the leaders.”  Now, that is not a 
huge surprise, because the Israelites are kind of known for their 
murmuring.  But here they actually have good reason to complain.  
Their leaders have made a foolish decision which has affected all 
of them.  So this is a reminder to all of us who hold any kind of 
leadership role.  When we are making significant decisions, those 
decisions affect not only me, but others as well.  If you’re a 
husband and father, leading your wife and family.  If you’re a 
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mom, leading your children.  If you’re a leader in the workplace.  
If you’re a leader in the church.  Seek the Lord.   

 A verse I go back to again and again is James 1:5, “If any 
of you lacks wisdom, let him ask God, who gives generously to all 
without reproach, and it will be given him.”  That’s a great 
promise.  Of course, we have to start by admitting our own lack of 
wisdom.  That’s how we need to approach God.  We come 
humbly, desperate, needy, asking for wisdom and guidance.  And 
we can be confident that He will help us.   

 Another good text to keep in mind is Proverbs 3:5-7. 

“Trust in the LORD with all your heart, and do not lean on your 
own understanding. In all your ways acknowledge him, and he will 
make straight your paths. Be not wise in your own eyes; fear the 
LORD, and turn away from evil.” (Proverbs 3:5–7, ESV)  

Deliverance  

 Our last heading is deliverance—the surprising and happy 
twist that concludes this story.  The amazing thing about the 
Gibeonites’ deceptive plan is that it worked.  Although, that’s 
probably not the right way to put it.  The real amazing thing about 
this event is that the Lord had mercy on the Gibeonites (and the 
Israelites) in spite of the Gibeonites’ dishonesty and the Israelites’ 
foolishness. 

 There is deliverance.  The Gibeonites, who should have 
been annihilated in the Conquest, were spared.  They were 
delivered from the destruction they deserved.  Astonishingly, the 
means God ordained / permitted to bring this about included lying 
(on the part of the Gibeonites) and foolish disregard for the Lord’s 
counsel (on the part of the Israelites).   

The lesson here is that God’s gracious plans are so much 
bigger than our sinful and foolish plans.  And God is so powerful 
that He even incorporates our sinful and foolish plans into His 
gracious plans.  That doesn’t justify our sin, not in the slightest.  
But it does highlight God’s sovereign will, that He is sovereign 
over evil.  There are wrong things that happen which God knew 
would happen, indeed, planned to happen.  And those bad things 
are part of His plan to bring about good. 

 In some ways, the Gibeonites’ story is a bit like the story of 
Rahab.  Rahab was a prostitute.  She didn’t have a life that was all 
cleaned up and ready for religious service.  She was simply an 
immoral, Gentile.  She was also deceptive, if you remember the 
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story.  She lied about the whereabouts of the Israelite spies in order 
to protect them.   

 But God looked kindly upon her.  She was looking through 
the eyes of faith, imperfect as her faith was, she was looking to the 
God of Israel.  She recognized His power.  And so, by God’s 
grace, she was incorporated into the people of Israel. 

 Similarly, the Gibeonites recognized the power of Israel’s 
God.  Rather than joining the alliance of other peoples who were 
planning to fight against Israel, the people of Gibeon decided they 
would attempt to make peace with Israel.  Their plan of doing so 
involved deceit.  This story in no way condones lying.  It’s not OK 
to lie.  Lying is a sin.  But that’s the amazing thing here.  God 
graciously allowed the Gibeonites to become part of the people of 
Israel.     

Verse 9 is very interesting because it gives us a glimpse 
into the Gibeonites’ perception of Israel and their God.   

“They said to him, “From a very distant country your servants 
have come, because of the name of the LORD your God. For we 
have heard a report of him, and all that he did in Egypt, and all 
that he did to the two kings of the Amorites who were beyond the 
Jordan, to Sihon the king of Heshbon, and to Og king of Bashan, 
who lived in Ashtaroth.” (Joshua 9:9–10, ESV)  

The Gibeonites were drawn by the name and fame of the 
Lord.  They also feared the destruction they knew was coming 
upon them.  In verse 24 they respond to Joshua’s question of why 
they deceived them. 

“They answered Joshua, “Because it was told to your servants for 
a certainty that the LORD your God had commanded his servant 
Moses to give you all the land and to destroy all the inhabitants of 
the land from before you—so we feared greatly for our lives 
because of you and did this thing. And now, behold, we are in your 
hand. Whatever seems good and right in your sight to do to us, do 
it.”” (Joshua 9:24–25, ESV)  

The next verse says that Joshua delivered them.  They were 
not destroyed.  They were made to be servants . . . cutters of wood 
and drawers of water.  But notice the context in which they served.  
Verse 27 says that they served in these ways “for the congregation 
and for the altar of the Lord.”   

So their days were filled with strenuous and menial tasks.  
But what an opportunity they had!  They had front row seats to the 
center of Israel’s worship.  Isn’t that incredible!  This Gentile, 
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idolatrous people was folded right into the middle of the Israel’s 
sacrificial system.  They had the privilege of witnessing these 
things happening day after day.   

  It makes us think of the psalmists words in Psalm 84:10,  

“For a day in your courts is better than a thousand elsewhere. I 
would rather be a doorkeeper in the house of my God than dwell in 
the tents of wickedness.” (Psalm 84:10, ESV)  

 In 2 Samuel 21 there’s an account of David seeking to 
make reparations for an injustice done by Saul, before him.  
Apparently Saul had killed some of the Gibeonites, out of his zeal 
for the people of Israel and Judah.  But the Lord was not pleased 
with Saul for killing the Gibeonites.  And there was punishment 
upon some of Saul’s descendants because of it. 

 We also read in the book of Nehemiah a couple places 
where Gibeonites are mentioned.  They had become part of the 
people of Israel, blessed as part of God’s people, similar to Rahab. 

 In terms of application, then, we can come back to the 
matter of marriage which I mentioned earlier.  Maybe you’re not 
the person who is considering marriage.  Maybe you’re someone 
who has entered into the covenant of marriage, and maybe it was a 
covenant that should not have been entered into.  I believe this 
account in Joshua 9 gives reason for hope.  It’s no guarantee.  But 
it at least pictures for us how God sometimes works.  He 
sometimes allows His people to make a foolish and ill-advised 
covenant, and then He uses that very covenant as a conduit of 
blessing. 

Here’s the parallel with the marriage covenant.  Sometimes 
believers sin by marrying an unbeliever.  Maybe deception was 
involved.  Maybe the individual professed to be a believer, acted 
somewhat like a believer, but was not.  Maybe there was disregard 
for the Lord’s counsel.   

But God is still bigger than the deception, gracious to work 
in spite of your disregard for Him.  There can still be hope for the 
relationship, hope that the unbelieving spouse may be impacted by 
your faith. 

 The Apostle Paul addresses this very thing in 1 Corinthians 
7.   He instructs,  

“if any brother has a wife who is an unbeliever, and she consents 
to live with him, he should not divorce her. If any woman has a 
husband who is an unbeliever, and he consents to live with her, she 
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should not divorce him. For the unbelieving husband is made holy 
because of his wife, and the unbelieving wife is made holy because 
of her husband. . . .  For how do you know, wife, whether you will 
save your husband? Or how do you know, husband, whether you 
will save your wife?” (1 Corinthians 7:12–16, ESV)  

 God is gracious to do this.  Let that be an encouragement to 
you if you’re unequally yoked in marriage.  Don’t give up on your 
marriage.  Put your hope in our gracious God to do beyond what 
you could even ask or imagine.  Maybe He will use you to bring 
about the salvation of your spouse. 

 In closing, think about how my testimony or your 
testimony might be very similar to the story of the Gibeonites.  
First of all, we deserve to be destroyed because of our sin.  Second, 
we somehow gained some knowledge of the true God.  Third, we 
began to fear His power and wrath.  And yet, fourthly, we were 
still very much ingrained in certain sinful patterns of life—
deception, or sexual immorality, or something else.  But, praise be 
to God, He had mercy upon us and drew us into the midst of His 
people, into a position of profound blessing, into a place of 
holiness, a place of worship.   

 And I would say to you unbeliever this morning.  Maybe 
you’re realizing that you’re still on the outside of this blessing.  
You’re still outside of the people of God.  Please know that you 
don’t need to clean up your life before you get right with God.  
Getting right with God is about acknowledging your desperate 
need for Him, standing in awe of His power, and trusting in Him 
alone to deliver you from the punishment your sin deserves.  He 
did that through His own Son, Jesus Christ, who died to take that 
punishment for us, for all who believe in Him.  I hope you will 
take that step of faith today. 

 

 


