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What do we do with the violence in the Bible?  

It’s a problem for Christians.  It has always been a problem for Christians.

How do we reconcile the God of Jesus Christ with a God who demands the slaughter of enemy tribes – men, women, children and animals?  How do we pray the words of a psalm that expresses a vengeful longing to dash the heads of children against a rock?
What do we do with the violence of the Bible?  Two possible solutions immediately present themselves.  The first solution would be to embrace the violence in a literal way – not only the historic violence of Hebrew scripture but the apocalyptic violence of Revelation.  A particularly popular form of American Christianity takes this approach, yielding a vision of God as the tribal deity of the United States, with American military forces engaged in a holy war against the enemies of God.

The second and opposite approach would be to reject all violence in scriptures as unworthy of the Christian faith.  The very earliest heresy of the church took this approach.  In the second century, Marcion argued that the violent tribal God of Israel depicted in Hebrew scripture was a different God from the One Jesus called Abba.  The church ultimately decided that this was off the mark, but, as with all heresies, we can see the grain of truth in this.
After all, how can we reconcile a tribal God with Jesus’ teaching that we should love our enemies?  How do we reconcile the memories of a warrior culture with a Messiah who commanded his followers to put down their swords and take up their cross?

Certainly we would want to affirm, as the early church did, that we cannot understand Jesus as the Messiah apart from the witness of Hebrew scripture.  Jesus expressed his own self-understanding in the words of Hebrew scripture.  How can we possibly understand him as the Good Shepherd apart from the 23rd Psalm?  How can we understand a servant of God who suffers for the sins of others apart from the prophet Isaiah?

We may be tempted then to pick and choose among the texts of the Hebrew scripture, embracing some and leaving others aside.  This is effectively the church’s practice in public worship.  There are particular passages of the Hebrew scripture that we hear read in Advent and Holy Week that shed light on Jesus as our Messiah and Savior.  And there are verses of the Psalms that we choose not to say together on Sundays.
This practice has its place, but I think that we would commit a great mistake if we were to expunge or ignore all offensive materials in the Bible, whether in Hebrew scripture or the New Testament.  I would argue, in fact, based on our passage from the Letter to the Ephesians, that we need to find a way to embrace the very human impulses expressed in tribal rivalry and warrior culture in the name of Christ:  embrace them, that is, in order to transform them.

Consider these words that we heard read from the sixth chapter of Ephesians:  “Finally, be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his power.  Put on the whole armor of God, so that you may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil.”  The write of the Ephesians draws on the imagery of warfare and warrior culture to encourage the faithful in their spiritual struggles.
I’d like to consider these words from a couple of perspectives.  First, let’s consider them in the context of the whole development of warrior imagery in Hebrew scripture and the New Testament.  Briefly, if we allow ourselves to set aside a flatly literalistic reading of scripture – a reading that demands equal authority for every verse as the literal words of God – and if we allow our critical faculties to be engaged in searching out the living Word of God among the words of scriptures, we soon become aware that the Bible contains a variety of voices speaking from a variety of perspectives in a great many different historical and cultural contexts.  

In particular we may find in Hebrew scripture the record of a time when the people of Israel understood their God to be a god at war with the gods of other nations.  The “day of the Lord” was a day of victory for Israel against their tribal enemies.  But once Israel was settled in its land, there emerged a revelation of God as the One God of all people, a God who stood for justice and righteousness.  The warrior tradition was transmuted into the struggles of the moral and social arenas. Amos and the prophets proclaimed a coming “day of the “Lord” which would be a day for the lowly and oppressed:  a day when prisoners are set free, the broken are healed, and the poor were fed in abundance.  
We can think of Luke’s account of Jesus reading in the synagogue from the scroll of the prophet Isaiah, and we can draw a straight line to Christians in our own day that use the transmuted imagery of warrior culture to speak of the struggle for social justice.  Indeed, the very necessary and godly work of political advocacy for justice and peace in the name of Christ must always take account of the very human temptation to cast opponents in the role of enemies.  A very thin line divides the struggle of oppressed against oppressors from the struggle of us against them and the conflict of one tribe against another.  (This, I think, is one reason why the Rev Dr Martin Luther King, Jr insisted on placing love at the center of any work for social change.)
There was a further transformation of the warrior legacy to be considered, and that is in the apocalyptic tradition.  In the book of Daniel as in Revelation we find warrior imagery transmuted into a cosmic conflict between the spiritual forces of good and evil.  Scholars tell us that, in the days when these visions were written, they referred in a very material way to the political struggles of conquered peoples against imperial powers.  As with a certain brand of American Christianity today, God is clearly seen as intervening in history for a righteous ‘us’ against an evil ‘them.’  
And yet I believe that there is another way for us to appropriate this spiritualized use of warrior imagery. We are enjoined in the Letter to the Ephesians to take up “the whole armor of God … the belt of truth … the breastplate of righteousness …the shield of faith … the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit….”  We are to be fully outfitted as warriors in the struggle against “the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places.”  But since the truth, the faith, and the righteousness available to us are those of Jesus Christ, we know that the only weapon given us for spiritual warfare is the cross:  that is, our own self-offering in love, our own death to self.  To be warriors of in the cosmic struggle against evil is to be summoned to the frontlines of battle against our own self-seeking, there to lay down our lives.  
Ultimately Christ has shown us that the cross is the only weapon capable of defeating evil, and it is a weapon that cannot be traduced into rivalry or violence in any form.  Let us then put on the whole armor of self-giving love.  We are summoned to an inward battle, and the cosmos hangs in the balance.  Amen.
