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At some point during my socialization into American 
military culture, I encountered the phrase, “Kill them all and 
let God sort them out.” 

That is the kind of saying that appeals to spirited young 
men and women eager to prove themselves as warriors. It’s 
also the type of morale-boosting slogan used to encourage 
warriors on the eve of battle. That explains why the phrase 
has been popular in the American military at least since the 
Vietnam War. However, it doesn’t have quite the same effect 
on civilians, especially mothers, who live out the 
consequences of such motivational inspiration. It also 
ceases to inspire old soldiers who ponder those same 
consequences from the opposite side of the gunsights. 

There is doubt about where this phrase originated. 
Popular history traces it to the Albigensian Crusade of the 
thirteenth century, when the army dispatched by Pope 
Innocent III slaughtered 20,000 people in the French city of 
Béziers, a center of the Cathar sect, which the pope had 
declared were heretics. The Crusaders realized that many 
faithful Catholics were mixed among the Cathars of Béziers, 
so they asked guidance from the pope’s official representative, Abbot Arnaut Amalric. He 
is reported to have said, “Kill them, for the Lord knows his own.” 

Whether Amalric actually said this is not important. The remark reflects the spirit of 
the era, from the massacre of Muslims and Jews at Jerusalem in 1099 during the First 
Crusade, to the indiscriminate suffering inflicted on Jews and supposed heretics during 
the Inquisition. In fact, the phrase captures the spirit of armies bent on total domination of 
enemies dating back to the dawn of human history. 

That probably includes the Israelite army that conquered Canaan under the Joshua’s 
leadership. After 40 years of wandering in the wilderness, this second generation of 
Hebrew warriors were eager to possess the Promised Land. I surmise many of them 
interpreted God’s command to, “make no covenant and show no mercy to them,” as 
license not only to slay indiscriminately, but to inflict as much pain, torment, and 
humiliation as possible in the process. 

That kind of thinking has caused legions of religious warriors to approach their 
enemies as something less than fully human, and therefore worthy of death. It pains us 
most when we learn of Christian and Jewish warriors engaging in warfare this way, 
because our people aren’t supposed to act so heartlessly. We expect Muslim, Hindu, and 
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Buddhist armies to act ruthlessly, but we don’t expect it of, say, the Puritan Christians 
who massacred the Pequot nation of Connecticut in 1638.  

So how do we account for what looks like biblically-mandated genocide in the 
conquest of Canaan? If we can find the answer to this, we may be able to prevent future 
atrocities that shame the God we profess to serve. 

There may be a clue in the story of the two spies Joshua sent ahead of his army. The 
spies had help from Rahab, a woman described as a prostitute in the city of Jericho. In 
that culture, a prostitute would likely have been a religious sex worker employed in a 
temple of the Canaanite gods. If Rahab were such a person, then she would have been 
regarded with honor in a society that considered sex a rite of worship. It seems strange 
that such a person would help the Hebrew spies, and give them this important piece of 
intelligence: 

I know that ADONAI has given you the land—dread of you has fallen on us and all 
the inhabitants of the land are melting in fear before you. For we have heard how 
ADONAI dried up the water of the Sea of Reeds [Red Sea] before you when you 
came out of Egypt, and what you did to the two kings of the Amorites that were 
beyond the Jordan, to Sihon and Og, whom you utterly destroyed. When we heard 
about it, our hearts melted, and no spirit remained any more in anyone because of 
you. For ADONAI your God, He is God, in heaven above and on earth beneath. So 
now, please swear to me by ADONAI, since I have dealt kindly with you, that you 
also will deal kindly with my father’s house. Give me a true sign that you will spare 
the lives of my father, my mother, my brothers, my sisters and all who belong to 
them, and save our lives from death.  

Joshua 2:9-13 TLV 

One of the spies was a man named Salmon. He and his colleague made sure Rahab 
and her relatives who took refuge in her house survived the destruction of Jericho. Later, 
Salmon married Rahab. She became the mother of Boaz, and an ancestor of Yeshua the 
Messiah.  

To understand the significance of Rahab’s story, we must go back 40 years and 
examine the first Hebrew intelligence expedition in Canaan. When Moses sent out twelve 
spies, only two of them – Joshua and Caleb – brought back a positive report. All twelve 
reported faithfully what they had seen, and all agreed that the land was very good, just 
as the Almighty had said. However, when it came to the inhabitants of the land, they 
reached different conclusions. Joshua and Caleb took counsel of the Holy Spirit, Who 
gave them an overcoming faith in the Almighty to bring the victory He had promised, 
regardless of the odds. The other spies took counsel of their human understanding, which 
led them to focus on the strength and power of their enemies, and to a debilitating fear 
they could not overcome.  

Those Ten Spies may have boasted loudly about their martial prowess, and may even 
have declared the ancient Hebrew equivalent of “Kill them all and let God sort them out.” 
Their eyes were on the promised conquest of the land, and on what they, as independent 
landowners, would do with their shares of the spoil. The Canaanites were simply 
obstacles in the way of the good life they believed they were entitled to as followers of 
the Most High. Perhaps it never occurred to them to consider the Canaanites as human 
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beings, made in the image of God, and filled with the same frailties and vulnerabilities 
they themselves tried to mask with their loud boasting. With that kind of attitude, why 
would they have any need to interact with the Canaanites during their espionage mission? 
They were sent to spy out the land, not the people. 

That’s why they became afraid. They saw giants, but they never bothered to get to 
know those giants. If they had, then they might have learned what Salmon and his 
colleague learned: that the giants were as frightened as mice, knowing that their doom 
was imminent and unavoidable. Seeing no value in those people before their mission, the 
spies returned with the same assessment of themselves. 

The Ten Spies could not recognize the image of God in their enemies, nor that God 
grieved over the destructive judgment He had to inflict on a civilization that had rejected 
Him for centuries. God Himself set the pattern at Babel and at Sodom, when He came 
down to see whether the humans were as irredeemably wicked as He suspected. Come 
to think of it, He did the same when Yeshua of Nazareth walked the Promised Land.  

The result was the same in each case: God found His suspicions were justified, and 
humans were wicked from the imaginations of their hearts to the actions of their hands. 
Nothing would have prevented the Creator from unmaking His creation, just as He had 
done in the days of Noah. And yet, even though the mass of humanity had chosen the 
path of destruction, some even among the most wicked societies longed with all their 
hearts for a better way. That’s how Abraham escaped from Ur of the Chaldees, how Lot 
escaped from Sodom, how Rahab escaped from Jericho, and how humanity escaped at 
Calvary. 

God makes a way when there seems to be no way. Often He does this by filling His 
servants with compassion so they can see the humanity of their enemies. Such holy 
servants are not interested in collecting souls in the way some might collect scalps. They 
know God is already taking His own, and that He is relying on human helpers to sort them 
out. 

 


