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RAHAB & MARY MAGDALENE:  NEVER UNDERESTIMATE GOD’S GRACE 

JOSHUA 2:1-21; LUKE 8:1-3; JOHN 20:1-2, 10-18 

Ok, so let’s kick off the new year with a little trivia.  What do these songs have in 

common?  “The Lion Sleeps Tonight” by the Tokens; "Monster Mash" by Bobby "Boris" 

Pickett and the Crypt-Kickers; “Sugar, Sugar” by the Archies; “Spirit in the Sky” by 

Norman Greenbaum; “It Never Rains in Southern California” by Albert Hammond; “Play 

That Funky Music” by Wild Cherry; “Come on Eileen” by Dexys Midnight Runners; and 

“Just the Girl” by the Click Five.  Give up?  They’re all one hit wonders!  The most 

widely used application of that term “one hit wonder” is a musical artist who is 

successful with one hit song but without a comparable subsequent hit.  All the artists I 

just mentioned made it somewhere onto the top 40 record chart in the US between 

1950 and 2010 with a specific song, but they only appeared once.  That was it.  Just 

once and done.  Therefore, they earned the designation of being “one hit wonders.” 

Does the Bible have one hit wonders?  In a way.  Kind of.  The Bible is full of many, 
many people.  A few of them are major characters.  Above all, Jesus, right?  He is the 

major character in the entire Bible.  But most of us here today recognize the names of 

Abraham, Moses, David, Paul, and Peter.  Familiar, yes?  Why?  They’re all major 

characters in the Bible.  But there are many men and women who appear on the pages 

of Scripture only once or just a few times.  They’re obscure.  Little known.  Seemingly 

insignificant.  Why did God want their stories included in the most important book ever 

written?  Can we learn anything from their lives?  I absolutely believe we can.  In 

referring to just the people in the Old Testament, one New Testament writer, Paul, put it 

like this, “These things happened to them as examples for us.  They were written down 

to warn us who live at the end of the age.”  (1 Cor. 10:11 NLT)  In other words, we can 

learn much from these men and women despite their relative obscurity.  They have 

something to teach us about God, about life, and about what it means to follow Jesus in 

2020 and beyond.  So for the next couple of months, I’d like us to delve into the lives 

and stories of a few of the Bible’s “one hit wonders.”  Through these obscure men and 

women, Scripture provides us with some outstanding spiritual insights.   

Today, we’re going to consider two women – one from the Old Testament (Rahab) and 

one from the New Testament (Mary Magdalene).  They had two very different stories, to 

be sure, and they were separated by about 1400 years of history.  But they were similar 

in one very important, distinctive way.  Both were amazing trophies of God’s grace.  And 

both of them teach us a remarkable truth we should never forget.  What’s that?  Never 

ever underestimate God’s grace – its power to change someone’s life from top to 

bottom, from the inside out, and to transform a person because of his or her relationship 

with God.  Rahab and Mary Magdalene teach us, first of all, that… 

GRACE MEANS I CAN BE ACCEPTED BY GOD. 

Let’s read first about Rahab.  1400 years before Jesus walked the earth, the people of 

Israel were on the verge of invading Canaan – the land God had promised to them 
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through their ancestor, Abraham.  Joshua was their leader.  If Canaan was ever going 

to become their land, they had to find a way to destroy the formidable fortress city of 

Jericho.   

What does that story reveal about Rahab, this “one hit wonder” of Scripture?  Her story 

reveals that God’s grace saves me because of His character, not mine.  God accepted 

or saved Rahab on the basis of something other than her own character.  Yes, she was 

a clever, resourceful woman who loved her family and wanted to save her life and their 

lives.  But the story we just read also told us she was a prostitute and a liar.  God saved 

Rahab on the basis of His character, not hers.  For most of us here today, that’s great 

news.  God never enters into a personal, eternal relationship with you and me on the 

basis of how good we are, but instead on the basis of how good He is.  Rahab is a 

powerful illustration of this very good news proclaimed throughout the Bible.   

An eternal relationship with God isn’t dependent on our goodness or morality, but on 

God’s grace alone.  Just because you haven’t killed someone or committed adultery in 

the last 24 hours, your own moral standing is still pathetic and inadequate before this 

awesome, holy, righteous God of the universe.  You deserve nothing from Him.  But if 

you believe the myth – the fairy tale – that you’re OK with God because you’re just a 

little better than the person sitting next to you or because you’re a bit more moral than 

the person down the street, Rahab’s story won’t make sense to you.  God brought her 

into a saving relationship with Himself – and used her - while she was still a prostitute 

and a liar!  It certainly wasn’t the result of her already being a good person. 

Rahab reminds me God in His grace can save and use anyone – even me.  Let’s not 

beat around the bush!  Rahab was a morally corrupt woman.  Everyone here knows 

what prostitutes do for a living.  She wasn’t even an Israelite.  She had no standing 

among the people of God.  She was a Canaanite – a resident of the doomed city of 

Jericho.  Isn’t it incredible to believe that a person like that – a person of compromised 

moral character, a person with no place among the people of God – could be used by 

God and brought into His family?  It underlines the fact God can save and use anyone. 

Whatever happened to Rahab?  We don’t have a lot of biblical information, but what we 

do have is most significant.  God can exalt anyone who has a heart for Him.  We’re told 

Rahab got married to an Israelite named Salmon.  Among their direct descendants was 

a man by the name of Boaz.  You can read all about him in the Old Testament book of 

Ruth.  Descended from the marriage of Boaz and Ruth were men like Obed, Jesse and 
David – yes, that David – the greatest king in Israel’s history, that man the Bible says 

had a heart like God’s.  But if you turn to the first chapter in the New Testament book of 

Matthew, you discover Rahab the prostitute was a direct ancestor of Joseph, Jesus’ 

earthly father.  In other words, Rahab became an ancestor of the Lord Jesus Christ.  

Yes, God can save and use anyone – even you, even me. 

Then there’s Mary Magdalene.  It’s fashionable to suggest or imply there was a 

romantic relationship between Jesus and Mary Magdalene.  That’s completely untrue.  
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Her name is mentioned 14 times in Scripture, but she’s still kind of a “one hit wonder.”  

Many believe she was a prostitute before she became a follower of Jesus, but the Bible 

never says that.  She did have, however, what many might consider an even more 

troubling, personal background issue.  Here’s the Bible’s first mention of Mary 

Magdalene (Luke 8:1-3).  So, Jesus expelled seven demonic spirits out of this Mary? 

I’ve never had the courage to watch a movie like The Exorcist or anything that depicts 

demon possession, because I believe the devil is only too real.  He and his demons are 

even more real and far scarier than Hollywood could ever make them.  How did these 

demons manifest themselves in Mary Magdalene?  Can you imagine having her living in 

your neighborhood?  Can you imagine having her in your family?  What were family get-

togethers like with Mary Magdalene around?  If Rahab started out being far from God, 

how would you describe demon-possessed Mary Magdalene?  And yet, notice how she 

is described in Scripture.  “After Jesus rose from the dead early on Sunday morning, the 

first person who saw him was Mary Magdalene, the woman from whom he had cast out 

seven demons.”  (Mk. 16:9 NLT)  I can’t think of a higher honor than to be the first 

person to see the risen Jesus on Easter Day.  So, who was it that got that honor?  The 

woman who had been possessed by seven demons.  God can save and use anyone. 

Rahab and Mary Magdalene remind us God truly is no respecter of people.  No one is 

beyond the saving power of His grace.  There are no impossible cases with God.  There 

is no pit so deep that God is not deeper still.  The Bible is true when it says, “The Lord… 

is being patient for your sake.  He does not want anyone to be destroyed, but wants 

everyone to repent.”  (2 Pt. 3:9 NLT)  Truly, “‘Everyone who calls on the name of the 

LORD will be saved.’” (Rom. 10:13 NLT)  He will forgive any and all sin once we confess 

and turn away from it.  Without God, both Rahab and Mary were people with a sordid 

past, a meaningless present, and a hopeless future.  But God changed all of that!  They 

became people with a forgiven past, a purposeful present, and an eternal future.  That 

can happen to you, to me, to anyone!  He can give your life today a new purpose, 

direction and meaning.  He has an incredible future reserved for you both in this life and 

in eternity if you will follow Him into it.   

Jesus once said, “‘But a person who is forgiven little shows only little love.’”  (Lk. 7:47 

NLT)  I believe He was implying the more I’m forgiven by Jesus, the more I love Jesus.  

And if anyone illustrated that wonderful truth, it was Mary Magdalene.  You see Mary’s 

love for Jesus in her most famous encounter with Him.  It happened early on the first 

Easter morning  (John 20:1-2, 10-18).  Can you sense Mary’s profound love for Jesus?  

It was a love that brought her back to the tomb with no expectation of the resurrection.  

She just wanted and needed to be near Jesus – even Jesus’ dead body.  She’s so 

overcome with grief she doesn’t even recognize Jesus when He appeared to her.  Then 

Jesus called her by name and she immediately recognized Him.  She must have rushed 

over and literally clenched Jesus in a bear hug-like embrace.  Mary had no intention of 

letting Jesus out of her grasp ever again!    
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I’m challenged by Mary Magdalene’s love for Jesus.  Do I really love Him like she did?  

Jesus had become the center of her life.  It’s like the boy who returned home after his 

first Sunday School class ever.  His mother asked him, “Who was your teacher?”  The 

boy answered, “I don’t remember.  But she must have been Jesus’ grandmother 

because she didn’t talk about anyone else.”  Some people love Jesus because He has 

changed them when no one and nothing else could.  They love Jesus because He 

accepts them in all their brokenness.  They love Jesus because He forgives them when 

they couldn’t even forgive themselves.  They love Jesus because He empowers them 

when they’ve come to the end of their own strength.  They love Jesus because He’s 

given them a future and a hope.  Do you truly love Jesus?  Like Mary Magdalene?  

Don’t ever underestimate God’s grace.  It means even the most unlikely of people can 

be accepted, saved, changed, transformed, and used by God Himself.   

GRACE ENABLES ME TO HAVE FAITH IN GOD. 

Why did Rahab do what she did?  Why did she risk her life for two strangers – the 

Israelite spies?  Why did she become a traitor to her own city and people?  In the New 

Testament book of Hebrews, we find Rahab – again, of all people! – included in the 

great Faith Hall of Fame along with people like Noah, Abraham, and Moses.  It says 

there, “It was by faith that Rahab the prostitute was not destroyed with the people in her 

city who refused to obey God.  For she had given a friendly welcome to the spies.” 

(Heb. 11:31 NLT).  Then, in the book of James, we read, “Rahab the prostitute is 

another example.  She was shown to be right with God by her actions when she hid 

those messengers and sent them safely away by a different road.” (Jam 2:25 NLT)  So, 

instead of condemning her for being a prostitute and a liar, the Bible elevates her as an 

example of godly, grace enabled faith!  How unlikely is that?   

Rahab is a wonderful example of how grace enables the birth of true, biblical faith – the 

kind of faith that requires personal initiative and action.  What had happened to Rahab?  

Like the other Canaanites, she’d heard about the miracles God had done for them on 

their way to Canaan.  Rahab’s heart was filled with a godly fear.  After all, “The fear of 

the LORD is the beginning of knowledge….” (Pro 1:7 NIV).  Grace enables faith.  She 

had a deep awe and reverence for the God of Israel that made her want to know Him 

and become obedient to Him.  Her faith in God compelled her to do something.  She 

risked her life for those two spies.  She hid them.  She even lied for them.  She changed 

her allegiance from Jericho to Israel – from pagan idols to the one, true God. 

Notice something else about Rahab’s faith that’s interesting.  I doubt her knowledge of 

God was very well informed at this point in time.  Despite her lack of knowledge, Rahab 

had entrusted all that she could about herself to all she knew about God at that 

moment.  On that limited knowledge, she acted.  A great relationship with God isn’t 

about how much you know about God, but rather how much you act upon what you 

know about God.  A great relationship with God doesn’t depend on how many Bible 

facts you know or how many Bible verses you can quote, but instead how much your 

everyday life, actions, and attitudes are motivated by what the Bible says.  That’s why 
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Rahab’s faith here is impressive.  It wasn’t a knowledgeable faith, a sophisticated faith, 

or even an articulate faith.  It was just a personal, active, real faith that acted.  

You and I tend to see faith as a kind of pleasant mental exercise that requires very little 

from us.  I’m reminded of a true story.  Some years ago now, a newly retired couple 

cashed in all of their assets to purchase one of the finest recreational vehicles on the 

market.  One of the great features was cruise control – a relatively new option for that 

day and time.  As they were traveling along, the husband got tired and asked his wife to 

drive while he went in the back of the RV to take a nap.  After driving for a while, she put 

the RV on cruise control and it worked perfectly.  Before long, however, she had to go to 

the bathroom, so she got up and left.  After the accident, she told the police officer that 

she thought cruise control was the same as being on automatic pilot.  Fortunately, she 

and her husband weren’t hurt, but the RV was totaled.  Some followers of Jesus see 

living every day as a Christian in much the same way.  It’s done for you.  It doesn’t 

require much of you.  Just believe in God and put yourself on spiritual autopilot. 

The Bible sees faith as an attitude that, yes, begins in your mind or heart, but then 

manifests itself in your actual walk around life every day.  Faith is something you do, 

according to the Bible, not something you think or believe.   Faith does stuff.  Faith acts.  

Real, biblical faith will powerfully affect your words, your actions and your attitudes 

every day.  If it doesn’t change how you actually live, then it’s not faith.  You may 

believe in Jesus today, but do you truly live for Him?    Is He the center and the focus of 

your life and how you live it every day?  Is the Bible and prayer a central part of your 

life?  Do you know your spiritual gifts and are you using them here in the church or out 

in the community?  Do you tithe your income to the Lord?  Are you taking the initiative to 

develop a relationship with someone who isn’t a follower of Jesus yet?  Did you reach 

out to a poor person or a disadvantaged person last year?  Did you forgive someone his 

or her sin against you last year?  Does your faith actually do anything?   

From Mary Magdalene, we can learn something else about grace enabled, biblical faith.  

It stays loyal to Jesus despite life’s disappointments.  I’m struck by the sheer loyalty of 

Mary Magdalene and several other women toward Jesus despite the seeming 

hopelessness of their situation.  Why did these women stay at Golgotha until Jesus’ 

body was taken down off the cross?  Why did they help to wrap His body in spices and 

burial clothes?  Why did they follow those who buried Jesus’ body and watch the stone 

roll into place?  Why did they get up before sunrise and walk to Jesus’ tomb that first 

Easter Day?  Loyalty.  Mary didn’t expect the resurrection any more than the disciples.  

From her perspective, her greatest hopes had been crushed when Jesus died.  The 

most important person in her life was gone.  Her faith seemed worthless. Her hopes 

were destroyed.   When Jesus died physically, Mary Magdalene died spiritually.  But 

she still wanted to express her allegiance to Jesus in some way.  She was steadfastly 

loyal despite being filled with the deepest despair imaginable.   

I find Mary Magdalene’s loyalty compelling.  You believe in Jesus.  Your hope – both for 

this life and for the future - is grounded in Him.  But it may well be – as it is in 
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everyone’s life at one time or another – that tragedy, suffering, or struggle has come 

into your life.  Those experiences test your faith and hope in Jesus, don’t they?  They 

can even challenge your love for Jesus.  It may be the unexpected death of a loved one.  

It could be a chronic illness.  Perhaps it’s unemployment or financial loss.  It could be 

the betrayal of a friend.  It may be divorce or a marriage in big trouble this morning.  

Maybe one of your kids is having a crisis.  It might be any number of circumstances 

beyond your control that confuse you, frustrate you, anger you, and make you afraid.  

Learn something from Mary Magdalene.  Grace enabled faith never gives up on Jesus.  

Instead, it enables you to draw near to Him the best way you know how.  It stays loyal to 

Him even when it seems loyalty is a waste of your time and energy.   

How I wish I could tell you that God’s children will be spared all disappointment and 

hurt!  But that would be a lie.  In fact, there’s much in the Bible that implies you only 

learn real loyalty to Jesus when it’s tested.  It’s easy to follow Jesus and be loyal to Him 

when all is well and life is working out the way you want it to.  But what happens when 

live caves in on you?   What happens when the bottom falls out of your life?  What 

happens when you’re in a dark pit looking up for some ray of light?  That’s when your 

loyalty to Jesus gets tested.  Will you still trust Him then, obey Him then, live for Him 

then, and follow Him then – like Mary Magdalene did?  If you have grace enabled faith, 

you will.  It stays loyal to Jesus despite life’s disappointments. 

Tommy Dorsey was a famous jazz musician.  When he was singing at a church in St. 

Louis he got awful news.  He was handed a telegram right in the service that read 

simply, “Your wife is dead.”  The church was packed.  People were rejoicing in the Lord, 

asking Dorsey for another song.  He had left his wife back in Chicago because she was 

in her last month of pregnancy.  He remembered his last look was of Nettie sound 

asleep.  All seemed well.  But now everything was coming apart.  Quickly, Dorsey 

headed home and entered their bedroom.  Nettie’s body was still there.  She had given 

birth to a son, but within a day he died, too.  Both were buried in the same casket. 

Tommy Dorsey fell apart.  Where was God?  This was just too much pain.  How could 

he any longer believe in God and His goodness?  He quit.  He was done with God.  He 

felt alone and without peace.  The Saturday after Nettie and his son’s funeral, Dorsey 

meandered close to a piano.  He sat down and started to fiddle with the keys.  A song 

began to emerge: the melody simple, the words fresh.  It became one of Dorsey’s most 

well-known and well-loved songs.  “Precious Lord, take my hand.  Lead me on, let me 

stand.  I am tired, I am weak, I am worn.  Through the storm, through the night, lead me 

on to the light.  Take my hand, precious Lord, lead me home.”  He told a friend 

afterwards, “And so I go on living for God willingly and joyfully, until that day when He 

will take my hand and gently lead me home.”  Life’s blackest moments will test your 

loyalty to Jesus.  When they come will you–like Mary Magdalene-be loyal to Jesus?   

We can learn a lot from the Bible’s “one hit wonders,” yes?  Rahab and Mary 

Magdalene remind us to never underestimate God’s grace.  It’s the only reason God 

accepts you and me.  And grace enables us to live by faith today and every day in 2020. 


