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        FAITH BLOCKERS: RELIGIOUS VIOLENCE 

 

If we don’t grapple with the issue of religious violence we will 
at some point find ourselves in a faith crisis.   
 

Does religion cause violence?   There is no doubt a link 

between them.      But there is a link between violence and 

politics, between violence and land and in fact anything 

people feel passionate about.  Given that most people 

throughout history have been religious, there will be a link 

between religion and violence.       

If Christianity is about following Jesus, no one suggests Jesus 

inspires violence. He tells us to love our enemies. He tells the 

disciples of when they call down fire from heaven and tells 

the disciples to put the swords away when the authorities 

came to arrest him.   He allows himself to be killed, without 

resisting.   No one can read the NT and get any sense of a call 

to take up arms.  In fact, the exact opposite is instructed    

How come the Bible then is so violent?    There is some 

many Gruesome stories and violence in the Bible.   The 

reason it is so violent is because it tells history as it actually 

was.  It does not sanitize the reality.     The world is a violent 

place.   In many parts of the world it still is.     So, the Bible 

simply records the reality of the time it was written in.   It 

was a violent time.     Just because the Bible records these 

things as happening does not mean that it approves of them.    

What about Joshua?   One of the biggest issues is the book of 

Joshua.       Here we seem to have God committing genocide 

on whole races of people.   There is the concept of holy war 

“kheer” the idea that the enemy and all their possessions are 

devoted to God.   This includes not just soldiers but women 

and children too.   Added to the complexity is that some say 

these events did not happen.   The fact is there is little 

archaeological evidence for the exodus or the conquest.   

(but not none, and there are credible explanations why might 

be little archaeological evidence.) 

Some Christian scholars say the founding of Israel is not 

based on fact, but is a mythology that still teaches us about 

God.   Some say  it did happen, but the Israelites just thought 

that God ordained all this killing.   But if we accept that the 

conquest did happen,   then what do we do with this?   

1. Holy war is divinely declared.   This is not humans  deciding 

it is a good idea.  It is declared by God.   So we can’t use it as 

a pretext for us using violence.    We do know that the 

Caanite people were particularly evil.      Child sacrifice to the 

gods was the norm.   It seems that God had allowed them 

time to change.     

2. Holy War, in the book of Joshua, is miraculous.   Most of 

the fighting seems to be done by God miraculously.     

3. Israel often has mercy on her “enemies.”  Rahab the 

prostitute helps the Israelites spies and is shown mercy.     In 

fact, her whole household is spared.   The Gibeontes trick 

Israel into a treaty, but are also spared.  In the great reading 

of the law in Joshua 8, the author speaks of “all Israel” as 

composed of “native born” and “foreigners.”   This war was 

not racial but against evil. 

4. Battles are often responses to Canaanite aggression.  Many 

of the battles are because the Canaanites come against the 

Israelites, intend on wiping them out.   They knew about God 

but wanted nothing to do with God.    

5. The holy war is not against Canaan as a whole.  Holy War in 

the book of Joshua is not really a war against Canaan and 

Canaanites. Except for very general statements, we never 

read a specific narrative describing an Israelite assault on 

peasants or on farming villages. The entire central part of the 

land, Ephraim and Manasseh, provides not a single battle 

story. Israel moves in apparently without a fight. 

All the battle narratives name city kings as the enemy. These 

kings were all appointed by Egypt to suck economic and 

military benefit out of Canaan for the greater glory of 

Pharaoh. Joshua’s mission seems to have been to destroy the 

network of city rulers who controlled Canaan, breaking 

Egypt’s exploitation of Canaan and defying Pharaoh’s claims 

to be God. The battle narrative climaxes in Joshua 12 with a 

list, not of annihilated population groups or destroyed cities, 

but of slain kings, dead tyrants. 

6. Battle language in the ancient Near East uses extreme 

language.   There is wide agreement among scholars that 

ancient near east battle accounts use exaggerated and 

extreme language.    That was the genre of the time.     They 

would say they wiped everyone out and then report on how 

much tribute the enemies had to pay each year.     The claim 

of annihilation was only meant to convey complete victory.     

It is very clear that the Canaanites were still living in the land 

alongside the Israelites.   So these accounts reflect this genre.    

7. Stories of miraculous victories are combined with calls to 

covenant faithfulness.    The Israelties were called to 

faithfulness to the Law.   The law was to love God and love 

others.   They were to show kindness to the poor and 

foreigner and care for strangers.   They were to look after the 

land.      So, the war stories have to be held in context.   While 

reading Joshua at surface level is disturbing, the more you 

delve into it, the less extreme it seems.         But that is not to 

deny it can still be challenging.    

What about the crusades and inquisition?   There is no 

doubt that there have been times in history where the church 

has acted appallingly.    In fact, often this violence was 

directed against other believers.       The Crusades were a 

series of religious wars between Christians and Muslims 

started by the church primarily to secure control of holy sites 

considered sacred by both groups. In all, eight major Crusade 

expeditions occurred between 1096 and 1291. The bloody, 

violent and often ruthless conflicts propelled the status of 



 

European Christians, making them major players in the fight 

for land in the Middle East. 

While in the end the Crusaders were defeated, the impact 

was huge.   1.7 million died.    The popes power increased 

and the Roman Catholic church became very wealthy.     The 

ruthless massacre of Muslim, Jews and other non-Christians 

has left huge scars that are still with us today.    

The Inquisition was a series of institutions within the roman 

Catholic church that operated from mid-13th century to the 

19 century   These institutions were charged with prosecuting 

heresy — and ended up executing and torturing thousands of 

suspected witches, converts from Judaism (many of whom 

had been forced to convert), Protestants, and other 

suspected heretics, particularly in the 15th and 16th 

centuries. Historians estimate that 150,000 people were put 

on trial by the Inquisition, with 3,000 executed. 

There is much in the history of the church that we should be 

deeply ashamed about.      But the question we must ask is.  

Was the church obeying Jesus when it did these things?    The 

answer is clearly no.   We can claim to be doing something in 

the name of Christianity, but it does not mean it is right or 

Christian.    The history of Christianity shows there were 

always true believers who deeply opposed the atrocities.  

Note that All religions are prone to extremist views.?   

Is the God of the OT different from the God of the NT? 

Often, we can get the impression reading the Bible that there 

is one God in the OT.   He is angry, and judgemental.   Then 

there is the God of the NT He is gentle and loving.      How do 

we reconcile these two? 

There is danger that we create God to be what we think God 

should be like.   God is warm and loving and accepts 

everyone. The picture of God as a warier is consistent 

throughout the Bible. God has a strangely for defeating 

human and spiritual evil.     

1. God fights the physical enemies of Israel.     It is at his 

direction and often he supernaturally intervenes to bring 

about the victory  

2. God fights Israel.     Right from the conquest on, but 

particularly at the end of the kingdom, we see God turning on 

Israel, using Israel’s enemies to bring judgement for their 

disobedience.   Prophets continually warned of this.    

3. God will come and fight Israel’s oppressors.   There was 

some sense when they came back from exile this was 

fulfilled, but it was only partial.    Now they were in their 

homeland but had the Romans and so the Jews were 

expecting a Messiah to deal to them.   

4.  Jesus fights the spiritual powers and authorities.   He 

healed the sick, and cast out demonic forces.      He 

conquered death, not with violence but by submitting to 

violence.    He would not let Simon fight for him when he 

came to be arrested.   He did not use his power to kill the 

Romans.     He was crucified and rose again, defeating the 

spiritual powers.    

5. Jesus wins the final battle.    Jesus promised he would 

return in full power.    Revelation tells us this too in figurative 

language.    The prophet’s predictions would come fully true.      

All evil and all who reject God will we dealt with.   

We struggle with God’s wrath.  But you cannot have a God of 

love without a God of judgement. If there is no justice, and 

no reckoning for evil then God is not good at all.     

We forget when we read of God’s judgement on people in 

the Old Testament that God is the Almighty Creator God      

who made us and gave us life.  He offers relationship with 

himself. He does not force himself on us. But ultimately, we 

will be held to account for our rejection of himself.  Psalm 24 

says that the earth and everything in it is Gods.   There is 

nothing in this world including ourselves that is not the 

property of God.     

The Love of God is a very strong theme through the OT.    God 

rescued the Israelites from slavery.   This was by God’s grace.    

God loved the Israelites as a parent loves a child and refused 

to give up on the nation even though they rejected him.  

God’s relationship with Israel is described in terms of being 

like a groom and bride.  The character of God has not 

changed.    

We tend to see death as a tragedy.   The bible says the 

tragedy is rejecting God.       

Download or listen to this message at: 
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R E F LE C T I O N  +  D I S C U S S I O N  

1.  Have you ever found yourself grappling with deep 
doubts as you read parts of the Bible?    How have you 
dealt with this?   
 

2. Has the issue of violence ever bothered you?   How 
have you reconciled the God of the OT with the God 
of the NT? 

 

3. How would you reply to someone who says the Bible 
inspires violence?    

 

4. Why does the wrath of God seem so abhorrent?    
Have we focussed on the love of God too much and 
so diluted the Christian message? 
 

5. If you didn’t see the Dave Mann video on sharing 
faith, watch it here.  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q3XeU-
xAMBAAls        
Also, check out last weeks which was very good.  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y1Qt1UejDx8 

What was the primary take away for you from the 

video? 

http://www.icbc.org.nz/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q3XeU-xAMBAAls
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q3XeU-xAMBAAls
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y1Qt1UejDx8


 

 

6. Of the 5 arguments against Christianity’s exclusive 

claim, which bothers you the most?    Do the 

answers satisfy or not?   

7. In what ways have Christians helped the claim by 

others that they are arrogant? 

8. Has the fear of being arrogant caused us to lose 

confidence in saying anything about our faith?   

9. How could you respond if someone at work said all 

religions are the same, in such a way that would 

foster further conversation, rather than shut it 

down? 

10.  Take some time to pray for good conversations this 

week.       And pray for our Andrew and Glenys, 

working overseas, as they seek to recover from 

burnout.    

 

 


