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“Holy War” in the Old Testament 

May 3rd, 2009

Over the past few weeks, we’ve looked at the amazing story of how God used Esther and Mordecai to save exiled Jews living through the Persian Empire from certain destruction.

· But even though Haman’s plans to destroy the Jewish people was uncovered… and even though the king had Haman killed for it… the declaration making it legal to kill Jews was irrevocable.

· So, having replaced Haman as the king’s right hand man, it was now up to Mordecai to find a solution.

· And, what he decided was that he would issue a parallel law making it legal for Jews to not only bear arms throughout the Empire… but to fully defend themselves when attacked.

· And so, on the day the attacks against the Jews was to begin, instead of being annihilated by the Persians, over 75,000 Persians ended up getting killed.

Now, clearly, if they had not defended themselves, the Jews living throughout the Persian Empire… an Empire that spanned from the Nile River in Egypt to India… would certainly have been wiped out.

· And yet, each time I read through this story in preparation for those two messages, with all that’s going on in the world around us today as a backdrop (from Iraq, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iran, North Korea, etc.)…

· In thinking about all this, my thoughts kept coming back to this whole notion of violence and war in the Old Testament.

· You see, as you read through the Old Testament, it’s somewhat difficult to ignore the fact that behind so many of the Biblical stores we interact with so regularly, what seems to be present in so many of these stories... is a lot of bloodshed.

In fact, I don’t know anyone who’s read the OT who hasn’t, at some time, wondered, with pretty deep dismay, how God, whom we certainly know to be so loving and present in our lives, seemingly condoned and even initiated such violence at times.

· How could Elijah, for example, in 1 Kings 18, after putting the worshippers of Baal to shame at Mt. Carmel, go ahead and kill each and every one of their prophets present that day?

· After Israel enters the Promised Land, we read in Joshua 6:21 that, “They devoted the city to the Lord and destroyed with the sword every living thing in it--men and women, young and old, cattle, sheep and donkeys.”   
· How are we to understand this?

In the second century, a character named Marcion said that there was an irreconcilable gap between the loving God that Jesus taught about versus what he said was the cruel, violent God of the Old Testament. 

· His solution was to do kind of a cut and paste job and remove the Old Testament from the canon of Scripture. 

· Is that we ought to do? Of course not.

· What I’d like to do this morning, then, is to take off my “preaching” hat in place of my “teacher’s” hat as we look into this whole subject of violence and “holy war” in the Old Testament.

Truthfully, this isn’t the easiest of subjects to take on... especially since my own understanding of it is somewhat “under construction.” 

· And yet, having spent two weeks talking about David last month and two weeks this month talking about Esther…

· it seems right to stop for just a week to consider what really does serve as a backdrop to much of what we read in the Old Testament.

· And so, with a little patience and honesty let’s go ahead and turn to Deuteronomy 7.

Moses is about to lead Israel to the promised land of Canaan… but before they begin their journey, he first explains the “rules of engagement” that will need to be followed as the find themselves being confronted by the people of Canaan. 

Deuteronomy 7:1-5, “When the LORD your God brings you into the land you are about to enter and occupy, he will clear away many nations ahead of you: the Hittites, Girgashites, Amorites, Canaanites, Perizzites, Hivites, and Jebusites. These seven nations are all more powerful than you. 
· 2When the LORD your God hands these nations over to you and you conquer them, you must completely destroy them. Make no treaties with them and show them no mercy. 3Do not intermarry with them, and don't let your daughters and sons marry their sons and daughters. 
· 4They will lead your young people away from me to worship other gods. Then the anger of the LORD will burn against you, and he will destroy you. 5Instead, you must break down their pagan altars and shatter their sacred pillars. Cut down their Asherah poles and burn their idols. 
· 6For you are a holy people, who belong to the LORD your God. Of all the people on earth, the LORD your God has chosen you to be his own special treasure.” 
Just go down a few verses to verse 16. These are very striking words. “You must destroy all the peoples the Lord your God gives over to you. Do not look on them with pity and do not serve their gods, for that will be a snare to you.” 

· Of course, if you’ve read even some of the OT, then you’ve seen just how true this had becomes at different times through their history… 

· How Israel and her kings were, in fact, snared by the religious systems and worship of those people around them.

Ahaz, for example… the king of Judah… makes friends with Assyria and ends up worshipping their gods.  

· It nearly tears Judah apart. Then his son, Hezekiah, destroys those shrines and temples, leading Israel back into a period of incredible renewal.
· So, with this passage from Deuteronomy as a backdrop, what I’d like to do is share five observations about the place of what some people call “holy war” in the OT. 
· *Understand that we will not be doing much in the way of application this morning, although I believe the Spirit is going to speak to us as we continue.
The first observation is this: As often as it’s used in our religio-political language today, the expression “holy war,” is never used in the Bible. 
· Throughout the Old Testament, the word “holy” is used to describe many things that are set apart for God-- but the word “holy” is never applied to war. 
· There’s nothing holy about war. Scholars debate where the phrase comes from.  Truthfully, they have no idea.  
· But whatever its origin, it was made popular, not by Muslims, but by Christians throughout the many years of the Crusades.
Now, as we talk about all this, keep in mind that the first episode of violence in the Bible doesn’t occur until after the Fall when Cain kills his brother Abel.
· What we see prior to that is a community committed to knowing and being known by one another and by their God who passionately loves His children.
· (This is opposed to many other religions in Israel’s day, where the gods themselves were violent by nature.)

But, with “the Fall” came not only a sinful nature birthed into humanity, but tremendous shame, fear, and selfishness… 
· where humanity… whom He created to live in harmony/shalom with one another… is now killing, manipulating… using one another for selfish gain.
· We suddenly shift from this perfect community dwelling in their Father’s presence in Genesis 2, to Genesis 6 where we read, “Now the earth was corrupt in God’s sight and full of violence.” 
· God said to Noah, “I’m going to put an end to all people, for the earth is filled with violence because of them.”

· Guys, as we go on here, we need to fully understand the extent to which the world became dominated by violence and war. 
Let me give you an example of that. When I say the word “spring,” what comes to your mind? Give me just one word-- when you think of the word “spring” what comes to your mind?
· How many of you associate it with beauty, flowers, warmer weather, or some kind of recreation like baseball? 
· But, notice how this passage in 2 Samuel 11:1 begins. It says, “In the spring, at the time when kings go off to war . . .” 
· As casually as we would talk about the baseball season rolling around… just as casually were they able to talk about a new season of war.  It’s just the context of that world… when spring came around, they went to war. 
I realize that at times, our own world seems just as crazy. There was a report sometime ago on the violence in Afghanistan during the reign of the Taliban. 
· I think it was a National Geographic Special. They interviewed a man who was holding an axe. 
· He said, “I have used this to decapitate 1,300 people.” And he was laughing as he talked about this. “We’re called to kill the infidels,” he said. It’s part of his world. 
One day (while living in Central Asia) my neighbor told me not to go to the bazaar... the bazaar I walked past nearly every day. I asked him “why?” 
· He told me it was because a number of police officials had been decapitated... and their heads were lining the marketplace.
· But here’s the difference… there are still people in the world who would be shocked by this.  Who would see something like that and still be horrified.
· But those who lived in the ancient world weren’t… they lived completely within a culture of war. 

In a way, war was just another one of those institutions like polygamy, slavery, and even child-sacrifice that pervaded the world into which Israel was born... 
· And, so, because of the fallenness of the human race, war would seemingly have to be the starting place against which God would have to begin working in this now-fallen world. 
· And yet, we can’t ever forget that it had no part in the world God intended for us to live in. 
· For God, there was nothing whatsoever holy about war… and there will never be anything holy about it.
· In fact, from Genesis 3, you can see the degree to which one act of violence, let alone war, utterly grieved the heart of God.
A second observation: The battles initiated by God in the Old Testament are, in part, an expression of God’s judgment on the evils of the Canaanite culture. 
· In Genesis 15:16, God is promising land to Abraham... but at that time, He wasn’t ready to give it to them. 
· Instead, He says, “In the fourth generation your descendents will come back here.” Why? It says, “Because the sin of the Amorites has not yet reached its full measure.” 

· Note: Amorites are basically shorthand for the people who live in Canaan. 

Even though their culture is defiled and wicked, it is not yet past the ‘full measure of sin’, basically, the point of no return.

· So, in effect, God is offering mercy to the people who live in Canaan--giving them time to repent.  
· In fact, over a number of generations, God had provided numerous opportunities for them to end their horrific religious practices.
In the Book of Joshua, for example… we see, in the story of Rahab, that even in Jericho the people had heard about the God of Israel and His deliverance of His people, the great works that He had done. 
· And, while Rahab put her trust in God, the Canaanites refused... until their sin reached its full measure. 
· In fact, Leviticus 18 basically catalogues all kinds of twisted practices that were part of the Canaanite religion. 
· One of the practices listed is the sacrifice of children to a god called Molech. 
Now, I realize that, because we’re going back into ancient history, it is easy to sort of “brush” this kind of stuff off.  But, we’re not going to grasp this whole issue of war in the OT until we understand its context.
· Let me use a slightly more contemporary example of a culture that just started to approach the full measure of sin-- Nazi, Germany. 
· In “One Instance, One Child” (written by a historian named Philip Friedman), we’re given an eyewitness account of what happened to one Jewish girl in a Warsaw ghetto during the Nazi occupation. This actually happened... here’s a quote from the book... 
· “Zosha was a little girl. One of the Germans became aware of her beautiful, diamond-like, dark eyes. ‘I could make two rings out of them,’ he said. ‘One for myself and one for my wife.’” His colleague is holding the girl. “’Let’s see whether they really are so beautiful. Better yet, let’s examine them in our hands.’ 

· “The soldiers begin to laugh. One of the wittiest proposes to take the eyes out. What happens next is that the fainting child is lying on the floor. Instead of eyes, two bloody wounds are staring. The mother, driven mad, is held by the other women. Soon after, they decide it is necessary to annihilate the blind child.” 

That’s one child. Multiply the murder of one child after another after another, generation after generation. Imagine that being done in the name of God… 
· I know it is tempting to make equivalencies between the world back then and with our own world today.  
· But remember... beyond what was going on there in Sodom & Gomorrah, for example, what we see from Abraham’s impassioned discussion with God was that there were not even 50 righteous people to be found.  
· Then you begin to get some sense of what it means for a culture to reach the full measure of sin. And God says it has to be stopped. 
· These wars are to be understood, Scripture teaches, as a part of God’s expression of judgment against such a wicked people. 
Next observation:  It wasn’t enough to judge the Canaanites.  Having given them literally generations to change, for God, the Canaanites had to be removed if Israel’s worship of Him was to survive. 
· God understood all too well that Israel’s devotion to him was very immature and very fragile.  

· And if the Canaanites were allowed to remain in Israel, the Israelites will no doubt be seduced into the same kind of practices. 
This is why, having just set them free from Egyptian Captivity, God wanted to give His people the Ten Commandments... 
· Besides being a land “flowing with milk and honey”, it was also a land flowing with Canaanites. 
· So, in providing the Ten Commandments, God was giving them specific instructions, His own top-ten list, of things that would keep them grounded in the midst of this extremely perverse culture.  So, He tells them…
· “Do not worship any other gods... Do not make idols to any other gods.”  
But then, in Deuteronomy 20:18, He goes further... “When you go to cities outside the Promised Land, begin by offering peace. However, for the cities in Canaan, utterly destroy their populations. 

· Otherwise, God says, “they will teach you to follow all the detestable things they do in worshiping their gods, and you will sin against the Lord your God.” 

· I’ll give you one example of this, and this comes from tablets excavated from a city in ancient Canaan called Ugarit. 
· These tablets tell about the god Baal, who is the god of fertility. 
· And in the Canaanite religion, he is killed by another god called Mot, who is the god of barrenness and death. 
Mot, in turn, was killed by a goddess named Anath. Baal then comes back to life and proceeds to have sexual intercourse with Anath.  
· You see, the Canaanites believed that this is what ensured the fertility of the earth at the start of each new season. 
· And, what would they have to do in order to ensure that Baal returns again to be with Anath?  Guaranteeing another growing season?
· To entice Baal to make the earth fertile for the new season, they would first need to entice him to “be with” Anath.
· And the way they did this was to through their temple prostitution system. 
Listen to what one scholar says: “Sexual intercourse with temple prostitutes was as much a part of the job of a farmer as actual operations of agriculture.” 

· Again, think about this in terms of real people. Think about how protective dads are of their daughters, for example. 
· Now, imagine a culture where fathers are used to their daughters growing up and being involved in this kind of activity... 
· where it isn’t seen as deviant behavior... but rather, is a central part of their religion. 
This is one of the reasons why the Old Testament describes Israel’s falling into pagan worship as their being seduced.  They were literally being seduced.
· And God says, “This must be stopped!” If worship of the one, true God, if monotheism, which had never existed in the world before, was to survive, it has got to be stopped. 
· There’s no other way for the worship of the one, true God to survive.
· And so, God’s insistence that Israel show no mercy to the peoples in Canaan, as cruel as this might sound, was similar to a doctor amputating a limb to save the body.
· Just remember... that as history played out, this concern is absolutely justified. 
Whenever Israel allowed Baal worship to continue, whenever they chose simply to coexist with the Canaanites, Israel gets seduced into their worship. You see this all the way back in Numbers 25. 
· “While Israel was staying in Shittim,”-- as they’re getting ready to occupy the promised land-- “the men begin to indulge in sexual immorality with Moabite women, who invited them to the sacrifices to their gods. So Israel joined in worshiping the Baal of Peor.” 
· So, again, in a very real sense, these battles against the peoples of Canaan were permitted in order to ensure the survival of God’s community. 
The fourth observation about war and violence in the Old Testament is that God plays no favorites. 
· Just as God could & did use Israel as an instrument of judgment against other nations, so God could & did use other nations as an instrument of judgment against Israel. 
· Israel would have to learn that God was not their “genie in a bottle,” their secret weapon anytime they went to war just because they were his people.
· Turn for a minute to Joshua 5: “When Joshua was by Jericho, he lifted his eyes and a man stood opposite with his sword drawn in his hand. Joshua went to him and said, ‘Are you for us or our adversaries?’ And he said, ‘No, but as commander of the army of the Lord I have now come.’ And Joshua fell on his face to the earth and worshiped.” 

So, Joshua sees this man, his sword is drawn. That’s like having a gun pointed, being ready for action. And notice Joshua’s question, “Whose side are you on? Their side or our side?” 

· And the guy says, “No.” But, this wasn’t a yes/no question. This is an either/or question. 

· But the man here is saying, “Joshua, the question is not ‘Is God on your side,’ the question is, ‘Are you on God’s side?’” 
· God will fight for his people, but if they defy him, God will fight against them as well. The judgment deal cuts both ways. 

We see this throughout the OT… and this has implications us as we consider our response to Israeli actions today.

· Some Christians seem to want to unilaterally support Israel regardless of whether their actions are just or not. That’s clearly not how God saw it.

· Just because Israel is the chosen people… just b/c they have the Ark of the Covenant and so on… it doesn’t mean that they’ll automatically win.

· For example, in Joshua 7:1, just after the battle of Jericho, we read about the battle of Ai. 

But unlike Jericho, we now read that “the Israelites acted unfaithfully in regard to the devoted things; Achan, son of Carmi, the son of Zimri, the son of Zerah, of the tribe of Judah, took some of the plunder. So the Lord’s anger burned against Israel.” 

· You see, one of those “rules of engagement” was that the soldiers of Israel were not allowed to keep the “spoils of war.”  

· Of course, in most all armies of that day, soldiers got paid by defeating enemies and taking their possessions for themselves. 

· Well, Achan violates this rule... He tries to profit from this battle, and he is treated very severely. 

But this battle at Ai shows us something else regarding all of this. According to Joshua 7:3, Ai was not a very large city... 

· The word actually means “ruins” in Hebrew. It was probably a settlement not worth a whole lot. 

· So, after Joshua’s men came back from “spying out the land, they said...

· “Not all the people will have to go up against Ai. Send two or three thousand men to take it and do not weary all the people, for only a few people live there.’ So about three thousand went up; but they were routed by the men of Ai, who killed about 36 of them. They chased the Israelites from the city gate as far as the stone quarries and struck them down on the slopes. At this the hearts of the people melted and became like water.

· Now, get this… “Then Joshua tore his clothes and fell face down to the ground before the ark of the Lord, remaining there till evening. The elders of Israel did the same, and sprinkled dust on their heads.” Joshua cries out in distress, “Sovereign Lord, why did you bring us here?” 
Now, you notice Israel sent two or three thousand men. How many died in the attack? Thirty-six. 
· Normally in warfare, 36 casualties out of 3,000 soldiers or so would not be cause for alarm. 
· But Joshua and everybody falls down on their faces and cry out in distress. Why? Well, generally the idea of Israel’s wars were that God would do the real fighting for them. 
· Deuteronomy 20:4, “For the Lord your God is the one who goes with you to fight for you against your enemies to give you victory.” 

You see, if you look carefully at the battles Israel fought against peoples of Canaan, you’ll see that it’s God who brings down the walls... whereas the soldiers just kind of mop up afterwards. 
· The reason Joshua is so concerned with the loss of 36 men is he can tell the protection God has around Israel has come down. Without God to fight for them, they’re doomed. 
· This is one of the ways in which war in the Old Testament is quite different from the idea of jihad that we hear about in our day. 
Soldiers fighting in a jihad are taught to covet martyrdom. And you may have read that as soon as a martyr dies, he’s promised entrance into paradise.
· But in these wars in the Old Testament, the thought is that God will fight for his people. In other words, His people aren’t supposed to die.  There is no exultation of martyrdom whatsoever… no seeking it out here. 
· Note: Keep in mind that during the Crusades, soldiers were told by Pope Urban II that if they were to die in battle against the Muslims, they would gain entrance to paradise.
Now, once the sin of Achan is resolved, God does fight for his people. And even in the first two battles recorded in Joshua, we find this pattern. 
· Rahab, though she’s a Gentile, is saved. Achan, though he’s an Israelite, he is destroyed. 
· These are just early indications that God’s concern is faith and character… That it’s not about whether God’s on your side but whether you’re on God’s side. 
For example, in Joshua 9, a group of people from Canaan, called the Gibeonites deceive Israel, claiming to have come a long distance to settle in Canaan… 
· They were afraid of Israel… and hoped this deception could lead to a treaty between them.
· Because, according to verse 14, “Israel did not inquire of the Lord,” they allowed the Gibeonites to stay in the Promised Land.
· Once they realized their deception, they enslaved the Gibeonites (which God would never approve of) and yet, some time later, we’re told that the Gibeonites tempt Israel into Baal worship.
Joshua 10 is a story of another battle. Five Amorite kings attack at Gibeon. This time Israel does consult with and obey God, and he enables them to win. 
· Then the next couple of chapters-- latter part of 10 and chapter 11--summarize the whole rest of the military campaign. And the results are listed in Joshua 12. 
· In fact, in verse 24, we’re told that 31 kings in all were toppled by Israel—31-0 is not a bad score! 
· God fights for his people… though later, because they don’t remove all the people... things begin to unravel again.
That leads to the final observation that I want to make. What Israel learned from their many battles came not so much through their victories, but their defeats.
· In a sense, their eventual descent is kind of a reversal of their rise. 
· Realizing this, they say, “When we rose as a nation, we were used as instruments of God’s judgment against these other nations. And when we fell, God used these other nations like Assyria and Babylon as instruments of judgment against us. 

· And when we were rising as a country, the walls of Jericho came down, but when the Babylonians come, the walls of Jerusalem come down.” 

In the beginning, they had defeated 31 kings… but now their king, Zedekiah, whom we’re told in 2 Kings 24, “did evil in the sight of the Lord,” would be Judah’s last. 
· With the Northern Kingdom of Israel already destroyed by the Assyrians and the Southern Kingdom of Judah in the grips of the Babylonians, God’s people begin to ask, “Is the covenant gone? Are God’s promises wiped out?”  
· I mean… Israel now ends up exactly where they started out-- under the subjugation of another power… first Egypt… now Babylon. 
In Jeremiah 31, the Prophet Jeremiah calls the people to repent... but they don’t. To him, it looked like the end of this nation... the end of God’s covenantal community.
· To some degree, Jeremiah looses hope.  Inside he knows that if God were to give Israel another shot at it, they would inevitably fail... 
· that God’s fallen, sinful people could only enter the Promised Land if God somehow changed their hearts.
· So Jeremiah speaks prophetically in 31:31, “’The time is coming,’ declares the Lord, ‘when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah. It will not be like the covenant I made with their ancestors when I took them by hand to lead them out of Egypt, because they broke my covenant, though I was a husband to them,’ declares the Lord. 
· “’This is the covenant I will make with the house of Israel after that time,’ declares the Lord. ‘I will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts. I will be their God, and they will be my people... ‘For I will forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins no more.’” 
In Ezekiel 11:19-21, God says, “And I shall give them one heart, and shall put a new spirit within them. And I shall take the heart of stone out of their flesh and give them a heart of flesh, that they may walk in My statutes and keep My ordinances, and do them. Then they will be My people, and I shall be their God.” 
To Isaiah, God again offers Judah a sign of something new to come. In 7:14 we read that “The Lord himself will choose the sign. Look! The virgin will conceive a child! She will give birth to a son and will call him Immanuel — 'God is with us.'”

· He continues prophetically in Isaiah 9:6-7, “For a child is born to us, a son is given to us. And the government will rest on his shoulders. These will be his royal titles: Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. His ever expanding, peaceful government will never end. He will rule forever with fairness and justice from the throne of his ancestor David. The passionate commitment of the LORD Almighty will guarantee this!”

To Zechariah He says in 9:9, “Rejoice greatly, O Daughter of Zion! Shout, Daughter of Jerusalem! See, your king comes to you, righteous and having salvation--gentle and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey.” 
· Verse 10, “I will take away the chariots from Ephraim and the war-horses from Jerusalem, and the battle bow will be broken. He will proclaim peace to the nations. His rule will extend from sea to sea and from the River to the ends of the earth.” 
· Later, the last of the OT prophets, a man referred to as John the Baptist, shouted out throughout Jerusalem, “Prepare the way of the Lord’s coming... make a straight road for Him... then all people will see the salvation sent from God.”
· And on the night that he arrived on this earth, God’s angels would sing, “Glory to God in the highest, and peace on earth.” 
Now captive under Rome, the Prince of Peace comes... not to conquer... but to die.  They were expecting more of the old... but Yeshua taught, 
· “You have heard it said, ‘Eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth.’ But I tell you, do not resist the evil person. If someone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other cheek also.” “You have heard it said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.”
· A few would be ready to follow him when he said, “Not blessed are the warriors. Not blessed are the conquerors, but blessed are the peacemakers. For they will be called the children of God.”  
War was never a holy matter to God… it was always a matter of last resort. So, as you read through the OT and you come across those passages that seemed to endorse some idea of “holy war,” remember,
· The expression “Holy War” is never spoken of in Scripture.  In fact, the word “holy” is never once applied to war throughout the Old and New Testaments.
· That these wars initiated by God in the OT are, in part, an expression of God’s judgments on Canaan… a judgment that was rendered only after generations of attempts at leading them away from their evil.
· That, for God, the Canaanites had to be removed if Israel’s worship of Him was to survive.  
· And, that through all of this history, God never played favorites… that the question was never, “Is God on our side,” but, “are we on His.”
