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Introduction

Shawn Graves and Marlena Graves


THE VOLUME YOU HOLD IN YOUR HANDS is the result of blood, sweat, and tears. Lived experience. The contributors are activists, pastors, theologians, philosophers, and more. This project was a tremendous undertaking especially because the contributors are intimately involved in the topics they cover. None of it is mere lip service. As a result, sometimes the writing and editing had to stop so they could practice the gospel they preach and thus live out their convictions. This is why it is strong. This is why it took a good while to bring it all together. This is why this book is a labor of love, a contribution to and an extension of the work of nonviolence itself.

Much has happened in the United States specifically and the world generally since this effort began and individual essays were written. And no doubt much will happen once the manuscript has left our hands and landed in yours. Frankly, it’s impossible for projects like this to keep up with the frightening pace of injustice and catastrophe. Tragically, human rights violations abound, wars persist, violence multiplies, injustices radiate, and hateful ideologies take root and blossom. We are all witnesses: vulnerable and abandoned communities ravaged by a global pandemic and at the mercy of unevenly distributed health care resources and overburdened medical systems. Erupting racial terrorism, police brutality, voter suppression, and the undermining of democracy. Widening wealth inequality, climate catastrophes, gender-based violence, political scapegoating, vigilantism, humanitarian crises at the border, blatant and bald-faced lies and misinformation campaigns, truth decay, and vanishing public trust in political, economic, scientific, and religious institutions.

Our hope is that wherever you find yourself—and at whatever point in life you happen to be—you will use this book as an informative and inspiring field guide for exploring the gospel of peace. Jesus has not called us to do violence to one another nor to participate in the culture of death no matter how it manifests itself. We are to discern and use God’s means to accomplish God’s ends. If we use whatever means we believe will accomplish God’s ends, can we truly say we are living out the gospel? No, not at all. Martin Luther King Jr. made this very point in a sermon delivered to the congregation at Ebenezer Baptist Church on Christmas Eve 1967, just a few short months before his assassination:


So if you’re seeking to develop a just society, the important thing is to get there, and the means are really unimportant; any means that will get you there—they may be violent, they may be untruthful means; they may even be unjust means to get to a just end. There have been those who have argued this throughout history. But we will never have peace in the world until men everywhere recognize that ends are not cut off from means, because the means represent the ideal in the making, and the end in process, and ultimately you can’t reach good ends through evil means, because the means represent the seed and the end represents the tree.1



Jesus used God’s means to accomplish God’s ends and so must anyone who professes to follow Jesus and model their life after his. Such was the way of Jesus and his earliest followers. It is to be our way.

These essays open, and contribute to, conversations; they offer a way of living, a blueprint for nonviolently navigating this world riddled with injustice, indifference, indigence, inhospitality, and misinformation. But it is up to each one of us to jettison pious platitudes and put gospel truths into practice in the particular places where we find ourselves. That requires wisdom and guidance, so we encourage you to use this volume in your classes, churches, and communities, to listen and learn from one another, and together to discern how you might live out the gospel of peace with and among your local and global neighbors.
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The Old Testament as a Problem for Pacifists
 (and What to Do About It)

Eric A. Seibert



If the waging of war and the military profession were in themselves wrong and displeasing to God, we should have to condemn Abraham, Moses, Joshua, David, and all the rest of the holy fathers, kings, and princes, who served God as soldiers and are highly praised in Scripture because of this service.

MARTIN LUTHER






WHILE THE SEEMINGLY ubiquitous accounts of violence, killing, and warfare in the Old Testament trouble many modern readers, they present unique—and serious—challenges for Christian pacifists.1 What makes these accounts especially problematic for pacifists is the presence of Old Testament passages that sanction, and sometimes even celebrate, acts of war. God is often portrayed as a warrior, and divinely sanctioned warfare is common throughout the Hebrew Bible.2

For some Christians, God’s involvement in warfare and killing in the pages of the Old Testament is incontrovertible evidence that the people of God can at times participate in war with God’s blessing. Professor Jack Nelson-Pallmeyer reflects on an experience from his student days that illustrates this point. He writes,


As a college student involved in protesting the U.S. wars in Indochina, I wondered why my church, including most parishioners, gave uncritical support to the U.S. war effort. Friends and I who were former leaders of our youth group were shunned when we suggested that saturation bombing, defoliation, napalm, cluster bombs, maimed civilians, destroyed villages, and elevated body counts were hard to reconcile with Jesus, who blessed peacemakers and taught love of enemies. One angry parishioner told me that if I objected to war, I shouldn’t be a Christian. To bolster his case, he challenged me to read the Bible. He said . . . it was filled with stories in which a violent God approved of war.3



Truth be told, the Bible—specifically the Old Testament—does contain many stories that portray God approving of war. Throughout the Hebrew Bible, God ostensibly initiates, sanctions, and sometimes even participates in numerous acts of violence and war. God drowns Egyptians (Ex 14:26-30), hurls hailstones on Amorites (Josh 10:11), and commands Israelites to massacre Midianites (Num 31:1-3), kill Canaanites (Deut 7:1-2; 20:16-18), and annihilate Amalekites (1 Sam 15:1-3). Certain Old Testament passages also suggest God uses the military might of other nations, such as Assyria and Babylon, to oppress, conquer, kill, and exile the people of Israel for sins committed (2 Kings 17:1-23; 24:1-4). Time and time again, the Old Testament portrays God as one who is intimately and actively involved in the business of war.

Many Christians believe God’s frequent involvement in war in the Old Testament suggests that war in and of itself is not inherently evil. Since God (reportedly) sanctioned war to punish evildoers and save people from oppression, they believe God must not be categorically opposed to warfare and killing. Following this logic, they conclude that God’s (apparent) approval of war in the past suggests that God still approves of war today, at least in certain circumstances. For many Christians, this line of reasoning is very persuasive. Herein lies the Christian pacifist’s dilemma. How can Christians claim war is wrong when the Bible frequently seems to say it is right?

The primary purpose of this chapter is to help pacifists, especially Christian pacifists, mitigate the problems raised by Old Testament texts that sanction, justify, and celebrate war. This is no easy task, especially where the Old Testament is concerned. For as Terry Brensinger reminds us, “The Old Testament is clearly not a pacifistic document.”4 Before I offer some suggestions, it first may be helpful to say a few words about how Christian pacifists have traditionally addressed the problem of divinely sanctioned war in the Old Testament.


How Pacifists Make Peace with War in the Old Testament: A Brief Overview

Christian pacifists have responded to Old Testament war texts and to the image of God as warrior in a number of ways.5 Some ignore these passages, others defend God’s behavior, and some argue that God’s use of violence to do justice is precisely what enables them to be nonviolent. What follows is a brief discussion and critique of these approaches, none of which I believe satisfactorily deals with the problem of divinely sanctioned warfare in the Old Testament.

Ignore problematic passages. One way some pacifists “deal with” the problem of divinely sanctioned war in the Old Testament is by choosing not to deal with it at all! Troubling texts are often ignored, and problematic passages are routinely bypassed in search of more peaceful pastures. Few churches actually use these passages, and when they do, they typically sanitize them or focus only on “positive” lessons to be learned from them (e.g., that God is a deliverer). Even individuals who have grown up in historic peace churches (Quaker, Mennonite, Brethren) are typically given little if any instruction about how to reconcile their beliefs about nonviolence with the positive portrayals of violence and war they find throughout Scripture. Surely this is a missed opportunity.

Some authors who make a case for Christian pacifism sidestep the problem as well. For example, Mennonite scholar John Roth, in his otherwise excellent book on Christian pacifism, says nothing about the problem of divinely sanctioned warfare in the Old Testament.6 Although he devotes about a dozen pages to the Old Testament, emphasizing God’s creational intention that people experience shalom (wholeness) and detailing various ways God has worked in Israel’s past to invite people into that reality, nothing is said about the problems the Old Testament raises for pacifists.7

Other pacifists who write about the Old Testament sometimes acknowledge the presence of violent stories of warfare and killing in the Old Testament and may even express some discomfort with these stories—but they do not linger here. They direct the reader’s attention to other parts of the Old Testament that are more promising for pacifists, such as its critique of conventional notions of warfare and its vision of peace.8 While there is nothing wrong with focusing on these parts of the Old Testament (in fact, I think more attention should be given to these passages), neglecting the most troublesome texts fails to address the problems raised by divinely sanctioned warfare in the Hebrew Bible. If pacifists hope to counter the claim that God’s involvement in warfare in the Old Testament legitimates Christian participation in war today, they will need to deal directly with the Old Testament texts used to make that claim.

Justify God’s behavior. Obviously, not every Christian pacifist avoids these troubling texts. Some address them head on. In his book Fight: A Christian Case for Nonviolence, New Testament scholar Preston Sprinkle dedicates a number of chapters to violence and war in the Old Testament. One chapter is exclusively devoted to discussing what is arguably the most troubling account of divinely sanctioned warfare in the entire Hebrew Bible: Canaanite genocide (though Sprinkle objects to describing it as such).9 According to Deuteronomy 7:1-2, Israel was to “utterly destroy” the Canaanites without mercy (see also Deut 20:16-18). What makes the conquest of Canaan described in Joshua 6–11 especially problematic is the way it has been used to justify subsequent acts of violence and war. As John Collins observes, “One of the most troubling aspects of this biblical story is the way it has been used, analogically, over the centuries as a legitimating paradigm of violent conquest.”10 This is deeply disturbing. What can be done to counter such a harmful way of using the Bible?

Sprinkle’s approach, common among evangelical scholars, is to justify God’s behavior. Sprinkle works hard to minimize the problems raised by this story in an effort to convince readers that things are really not as bad as they seem. He claims the Canaanites had lots of time to repent, that God intended Israelites to kill only soldiers, and that the language used in Joshua 6–11 is hyperbolic, meaning Israel was to take control of the land, not kill every last Canaanite. Sprinkle also cautions against making contemporary applications of this command to kill. He describes the conquest of Canaan as “a one-time, non-repeatable event whereby God judged a particularly wicked people.”11

To many people, attempts to justify God’s behavior in this way seem like special pleading and are unpersuasive to those outside the Christian faith. Though space does not allow for an adequate critique of this approach, these arguments do not really address the crux of the problem.12 Even if things are not as bad as they seem in this particular story—and that is certainly debatable—they are still very bad for Christian pacifists given the presence of so many Old Testament texts containing divinely sanctioned warfare and violence. As long as we concede that God did in fact issue commands to fight and kill in the past, there will always be those who believe God could do so again. This is precisely what prevented Richard Hays from embracing pacifism earlier in life. He writes, “I, as a young Christian during the Vietnam War era, found myself unable to justify claiming conscientious objector status because I could not claim that I would never fight; God might command me, as he had commanded Saul, to slay an enemy.”13

Embrace God’s warfare as the basis for Christian pacifism. Rather than viewing the image of God as warrior as problematic, some Christian pacifists find it beneficial to their position and regard it as the very foundation of Christian pacifism. “That God is a warrior,” writes Old Testament scholar Elmer Martens, “means . . . that his people need not be warlike.”14 As Martens sees it, “The fact that Yahweh our God is a powerful warrior . . . who will deal decisively with evil, means that his followers can afford to leave the righting of wrongs in God’s hand.”15 Understood this way, divine violence is neither a problem to be solved nor an obstacle to be overcome. On the contrary, since God uses warfare to stop, punish, and ultimately eradicate evil, God’s warring “is not a reality about which to be embarrassed” but rather “a reality to be embraced.”16

While I appreciate the efforts of scholars like Martens who call us to reject violence, I am troubled by the linkage between divine violence and Christian pacifism. Martens’s attempt to ground pacifism in the (supposed) violence of God is problematic for a number of reasons, not least of which is the fact that it runs contrary to the teachings of Jesus. Jesus teaches us to love our enemies, not because we are confident in God’s ability to judge them but because loving enemies is precisely what God does! God “is kind to the ungrateful and the wicked” (Lk 6:35), and God “makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the righteous and on the unrighteous” (Mt 5:45). When we love our enemies, we reflect God’s character so clearly that we are called God’s “children.” Contrary to what Martens suggests, divine violence is not an appropriate basis for Christian pacifism. Instead, we are people of peace who love, forgive, and reject violence because that is what God does.




An Unstated Assumption (and Significant Weakness) of Traditional Pacifist Approaches

So far, we have considered three ways Christian pacifists often respond to the problem of divinely sanctioned war in the Old Testament. But we have yet to identify an unstated assumption that governs the way many of these individuals deal with this issue. Simply stated, the assumption is as follows: God actually said and did what the Bible claims. Many Christian pacifists assume Old Testament stories of divinely sanctioned war are both historically accurate and theologically reliable. As they see it, God really did initiate, sanction, and participate in war much as the Bible describes it. This assumption has huge implications for how they address the problems that warfare in the Old Testament raises for them. It forces them to find some way to explain why God’s approval of war in the past does not justify a Christian’s participation in war today.

But what if this assumption is unfounded? What if God, the living God, never actually sanctioned or commanded warfare in ancient Israel? What if the Old Testament’s depiction of God as warrior simply reflects common beliefs about divine involvement in war in the ancient world? If so, then the way many pacifists deal with these challenging texts is fundamentally misguided. It makes no sense to justify God’s violent behavior if, in fact, God never behaved violently in the first place. Nor does it make sense to base one’s commitment to peace on God’s ability to use violence if this does not reflect how God actually behaves.

So how might we assess the validity of this assumption? A good starting point would be to place this assumption in its historical-cultural context. It is well known that people in the ancient world believed the gods were intimately involved in their experience of war. They routinely conceived of God/the gods as warriors, and they were convinced that God/the gods commissioned war, participated in it, and determined the outcome of it. People interpreted victory in battle as a sign of divine favor and defeat in battle as the consequence of divine displeasure. These assumptions about God’s involvement in war are evident in many texts from the ancient world, making it unmistakably clear this was a theological given for people in antiquity.17

Given this historical context, it is unsurprising that Israel shared many of these same ideas about divine involvement in war. Similar to nations around them, Israel believed God sanctioned and participated in its wars, fighting for them when they were obedient and against them when they were not. Assumptions such as these dramatically influenced their view of God and, consequently, the way they portrayed God in the texts they produced. Therefore, when Israel claims that God wills, ordains, sanctions, or otherwise blesses war, it is important to recognize that claim for what it is: a culturally conditioned explanation of divine involvement in warfare that reflected widespread assumptions ancient people had about God and war.

But not every assumption from the ancient world is equally valid today. For example, the Israelites assumed the earth was flat, that people went to Sheol after they died, that it was morally right to own slaves, and that there was religious value in sacrificing animals. Yet Christians no longer share these assumptions. What then of Israel’s assumption that God is a warrior? Should Christians accept this view of God? I think not.

While Christians differ over the role God plays—if any—in determining the outcome of modern wars, they realize that wars are won or lost due to a whole host of factors: troop size and strength, the number and technological sophistication of weapons used, the skill of the commanding officers, the ability to form powerful alliances, and so forth. In many significant ways, our beliefs about God’s involvement in war differ considerably from those of our ancient counterparts. We therefore need to be very cautious about what we can derive about the nature of God from these texts. In many respects, it makes no more sense for us to adopt Israel’s culturally conditioned view of God’s involvement in warfare than it does to adopt their culturally conditioned views of cosmology, the afterlife, and animal sacrifice. Instead, Christian pacifists need to contextualize the Old Testament’s warlike portrayals of God and emphasize the limitations these images have for understanding God’s true character.




Dealing with Divinely Sanctioned Warfare: A Proposal for Christian Pacifists

At this point we are ready to return to the fundamental question driving this essay, namely, what can be done to keep the Old Testament from being used to support warfare and killing? Following are a number of suggestions offered as a response to the challenges raised by the presence of divinely sanctioned warfare in the Old Testament.

Differentiate between the textual and actual God. To begin, Christian pacifists need to learn to make distinctions between “the textual and the actual God,” to borrow language from Terence Fretheim.18 According to Fretheim, the textual God is the God located within the pages of the Bible while the actual God is the God who transcends those pages. One is a literary representation, the other a living reality. As Fretheim observes, “The God portrayed in the text does not fully correspond to the God who transcends the text, who is a living, dynamic reality that cannot be captured in words on a page.”19 Rather than simply accepting whatever the Bible says about God to be true, a more responsible way of using the Bible involves differentiating between the textual and actual God.20

Representations of God in the Hebrew Bible sometimes reveal and sometimes distort God’s character.21 This is because the images of God preserved in the Old Testament are best understood as human portrayals of God rather than divine self-portraits. Given the human origins of these portrayals, it is unnecessary to assume that every Old Testament image of God reflects what God is really like. While some certainly do, others most certainly do not. Hence the need to differentiate between the textual and actual God. In fact, I would argue that Christian pacifists will be unable to adequately address the problem of divinely sanctioned violence and warfare in the Old Testament without doing so.

Allow Jesus to guide our thinking about God’s character. For Christian pacifists, the revelation of God in Jesus should play a key role in determining how to assess the theological reliability of violent images of God in the Old Testament. Jesus is, after all, “the image of the invisible God” (Col 1:15) and “the exact imprint of God’s very being” (Heb 1:3). As Jesus himself once said, “Whoever has seen me has seen the Father” (Jn 14:9). To know what God’s character is really like, we look to Jesus. When we do, we see a God who is kind to the ungrateful and the wicked, not one bent on their destruction (Lk 6:35). We see a God who seeks rather than slays sinners. In short, we see a very different picture of God than the one we find in Old Testament passages that depict God behaving violently. Therefore, when we use the Bible to think about God’s character, we need to do so carefully. Not every portrayal of God is equally authoritative. We need to let Jesus guide our thinking about God. Portrayals that correspond to the God Jesus reveals may be regarded as trustworthy, while those that do not should be judged as unreliable.22

As we begin to see God through the lens of Jesus, we realize that violent portrayals of God do not reveal what God is actually like.23 As C. S. Cowles observes,


If ours is a Christlike God, then we can categorically affirm that God is not a destroyer. . . . God does not engage in punitive, redemptive, or sacred violence. . . . God does not proactively use death as an instrument of judgment.24



Despite what certain Old Testament passages suggest, God does not behave violently. Since Old Testament images of a God at war do not reflect the character of God revealed in Jesus, these images should be understood as culturally conditioned depictions of God that are fundamentally incompatible with God’s true nature.

State clearly and categorically that God is not a warrior. Christian pacifists should state clearly, directly, and frequently that God, the living God, is not a warrior. Rather than ignoring these troubling texts or trying to justify God’s behavior, pacifists need to declare that God does not act this way. Doing this goes a long way toward mitigating the problem of divinely sanctioned warfare in the Old Testament since it directly challenges the rationale of those who try to use the Old Testament to justify Christian participation in war.

I realize that some Christian pacifists will find it difficult to state publicly their rejection of the image of God as warrior. This is especially true for those who are part of churches and faith-based institutions in conservative contexts. These individuals may discover that being honest about their beliefs has some negative, and sometimes personally costly, repercussions. Other Christian pacifists may find it difficult to deny God’s involvement in warfare because of their beliefs about the nature of Scripture. They may be unwilling to deny God is a warrior since the biblical text so plainly states God is. In order to arrive at this theological conclusion, they would first need to rethink their views about the inspiration of Scripture.

Christians who believe God actually behaved in the violent, warlike ways described in the Old Testament typically have a view of inspiration that posits a high degree of divine involvement in the formation of the Bible. While this gets nuanced in various ways, they believe God was very involved in determining the content of the Bible. This leads them to conclude that the Bible faithfully narrates God’s past actions, giving them confidence that God said and did what the Bible claims.

But here’s the rub. As I have argued elsewhere, these assumptions about God’s very active role in determining the content of the Bible do not match the evidence at hand.25 It appears that ancient Israelites were free to write about God in ways that made sense in their particular historical and cultural context and reflected their own perspective and worldview even when that resulted in portrayals of God that were in­accurate. The importance of this point cannot be overstated. It reminds us that these writers did not always get God right. This, in turn, opens the door for Christian pacifists to challenge violent images of God and to counter the efforts of those who would use God’s involvement in war in the Old Testament to justify Christian participation in war today.

Demonstrate foundations for peacemaking in the Old Testament. Finally, although the image of God as warrior is prominent in the Hebrew Bible, it is by no means the only image of God found there. Numerous passages speak of God’s grace and love, and these are more helpful to Christian pacifists.

Likewise, while it is true that many Old Testament passages sanction warfare and killing, some actually critique violence and others illustrate alternate ways of dealing with strife. Christian pacifists do well to pay special attention to Old Testament passages that promote peace and encourage the nonviolent resolution of conflict. The story of Joseph forgiving his brothers (Gen 45:1-15; 50:15-21) and the account of Abigail preventing a massacre (1 Sam 25) are two notable examples. Stories such as these remind us that the Old Testament is more than just a problem for Christian pacifists to overcome. It is a rich collection of texts containing many valuable resources for those intent on making peace.26

Still, as important as it is to highlight stories such as these and nonviolent images of God—and I think more should be done in this regard—I would emphasize that doing this alone is not enough to address the serious problems raised by divinely sanctioned warfare in the Old Testament. The only way to fully overcome the problems raised by God’s involvement in war in the Old Testament is to confront these problematic passages directly, as noted above.




Conclusion

Old Testament passages that sanction war and justify slaughter have created endless problems for pacifists wishing to use the Bible to critique war and promote nonviolent peacemaking. In this chapter, I have argued that properly contextualizing the Old Testament’s portrayal of God as warrior and letting Jesus guide our thinking about God’s character enables us to reject the notion that God sanctioned ancient Israel’s wars. Doing this removes any basis for trying to use the Old Testament to legitimize war based on God’s supposed approval of it.

One of the ongoing challenges for Christian pacifists who take this approach is to value and appreciate these violent Old Testament texts in spite of the difficulties they raise. It is important to find constructive ways to use these texts even while critiquing problematic dimensions of them.27 Doing so will enable us to read the Old Testament in a manner that encourages life and peace rather than death and war. This, I submit, is a worthy goal for all Christians who take the Bible seriously and strive to read it responsibly.
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Shalom for All

Toward an Old Testament
Theology of Peace

T. C. Ham


THE QUESTION USUALLY GOES SOMETHING LIKE THIS: “If a man attacks your family, will you stand by and do nothing?” Several assumptions lie behind such a question. One, peace is inactive or passive. Two, the only way to stop violence is through violence. Three, peace means the absence of conflict. Of course, seeking peace can very well include passive nonviolence. However, I sometimes answer the question with another question: “Why is this man attacking my family?” By asking this question, I am trying to humanize the hypothetical attacker. I can usually take this moment to illustrate what it means to seek biblical ideals of peace. For example, if the man is insane, it is the failure of society to help treat this person. If the man has turned to crime because he lacked other options, again the failure lies in our society.

What then is peace according to the Christian Scriptures? The Hebrew Bible uses the word “shalom” to refer to a very broad understanding of peace.1 While we tend to think of peace as the absence of violence or conflict, the idea of shalom in the Bible is much bigger than that. It is wholeness, healing, completeness, welfare, and, yes, peace.2 Because of this broader sense of peace, shalom applies to many levels of brokenness. For instance, damaged relationships among nations may cause war, so bringing shalom to such brokenness would indeed diminish violence and conflict. But on a smaller scale, shalom for a broken bone brings healing, damaged relationships need the shalom of reconciliation, and the brokenness of our societies cries out for the shalom of justice.

We might envision the biblical concept of peace on four levels: individual, interpersonal, communal, and global. Peace theology, or more specifically “pacifism,” typically brings to mind ideas of peace primarily in the global sense: peace between nations.3 For example, in the case of conscientious objection to participation in war, the sought-after peace is global or international. However, the theology of peace in the Hebrew Bible includes all four levels of shalom. Therefore, healing brings wholeness, mending together the broken parts into a whole person. Reconciliation brings together broken relationships between individuals. When groups or classes of people experience shalom together in a community, the Hebrew Bible refers to this as justice. This chapter focuses on the two relatively neglected levels of peace found in the Bible, particularly in the Old Testament: individual and communal.


Healing and Well-Being

People of various faiths often pray when illness comes to us or to our loved ones, seeking God’s help in restoring health and well-being. Really, when we are very ill, nothing else seems important. The more severe the illness, the less everything else matters. When broken, our bodies crave shalom beyond all else. The fact that so much of the ministry of Jesus involved healing the sick and lame speaks significantly of God’s concern for our physical well-being. This concern is a dominant theme in the Hebrew Bible. For instance, immediately following one of the most recognizable stories in the Bible—the Red Sea miracle that saved the Israelites from the Egyptian military—the people of God experience God’s faithful provision through Moses, who turns bitter water into sweet and potable water. Then, in words anticipating the Sinai covenant to come (Ex 19–20), God speaks to Israel: “If you will listen carefully to the voice of the LORD your God, and do what is right in his sight, and give heed to his commandments and keep all his statutes, I will not bring upon you any of the diseases that I brought upon the Egyptians; for I am the LORD who heals you” (Ex 15:26). What is quite startling about this verse is the self-epithet God gives.

The phrase “I am the LORD” is common in the Hebrew Bible.4 It typically emphasizes a special relationship God has with various people. For example, it occurs for the first time in the Bible when God speaks to Abraham: “I am the LORD who brought you from Ur of the Chaldeans, to give you this land to possess” (Gen 15:7). When the phrase occurs for the second time in the Bible, God reiterates the Abrahamic covenant to Jacob: “I am the LORD, the God of Abraham your father and the God of Isaac; the land on which you lie I will give to you and to your offspring” (Gen 28:13). Those two are the only occurrences of the phrase “I am the LORD” in Genesis. Then, the phrase explodes in the book of Exodus, occurring nineteen times in clusters throughout the book.5 What is particularly important about the occurrences of the phrase in Exodus is the connection between the Mosaic and Abrahamic covenants. Consider, for example, the first cluster of the phrase in Exodus 6. Each of these three verses contains the phrase “I am the LORD,” and the self-declaration of God serves to connect God’s promises to Abraham to the deliverance of Israel from Egypt:


Say therefore to the Israelites, “I am the LORD, and I will free you from the burdens of the Egyptians and deliver you from slavery to them. I will redeem you with an outstretched arm and with mighty acts of judgment. I will take you as my people, and I will be your God. You shall know that I am the LORD your God, who has freed you from the burdens of the Egyptians. I will bring you into the land that I swore to give to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob; I will give it to you for a possession. I am the LORD.” (Ex 6:6-8)



The text has a natural progression that might be rendered this way: (1) I am Yahweh. (2) When I deliver the Israelites from Egypt, they will know that Yahweh is their God—the one who fulfills the promises made to their ancestors Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. (3) This will be the basis for a covenant between God and the nation that is about to be formed.6 Even before the miraculous plagues against Egypt and the giving of the law at Sinai, the basis of God’s covenant with Israel mediated through Moses had been God’s own character and the promises made to the patriarchs. In other words, the self-declaration of “I am the LORD” carries with it the power of God’s own character as well as the implications of the Abrahamic and Mosaic covenants.7

Returning to Exodus 15:26, then, it is not at all surprising that the phrase “I am the LORD” occurs in a self-declaration from God that affirms the Mosaic covenant: “If you will listen carefully to the voice of the LORD your God, and do what is right in his sight, and give heed to his commandments and keep all his statutes. . . . ” What should surprise the reader is the epithet that follows: “who heals you.” Here, the ESV rendering may be preferable: “For I am the LORD, your healer.”8 Consider the context of this verse again. The Israelites face a potential physical hardship of thirst. Through Moses, God turns bitter water into sweet, potable water. Upon providing water for the Israelites, God declares, “I am the LORD”—that is, I am the one who just delivered you from Egypt and who promised to Abraham and his descendents (you!) a piece of land to which I am leading you. And as their healer, God cares for the well-being—the shalom—of the people.

The connection between shalom and healing is made explicit by the parallelism found in Isaiah 53:5:
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The word translated whole is shalom, and the verb heal is the same one discussed above (rapha). Hebrew poetic use of parallelism—in this case synonymous—helps us understand that being healed and making shalom are comparable ideas.

A person who is already whole is experiencing shalom. A sick person needs shalom in the form of healing. A hungry person needs the shalom of food. And thirsty people—like the Israelites standing in front of bitter water—need water to experience shalom. This idea is clearly illustrated in a New Testament teaching. In demonstrating the obvious connection between faith and works, the author of James teaches us something very important about the concept of peace and physical well-being: “If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food, and one of you says to them, ‘Go in peace; keep warm and eat your fill,’ and yet you do not supply their bodily needs, what is the good of that?” (Jas 2:15-16).9 In other words, there can be no peace without the necessities of life that make a person whole.




Justice: Shalom in Society

An individual suffering from physical illness or pain desperately craves shalom. Likewise, people facing injustice desire justice, perhaps even above their own individual well-being. This is well attested by the civil rights movement in the United States. Oppressed people—and those who saw the evil of injustice—risked their own lives to fight for freedom and equality. But how is justice related to peace? Physical and emotional well-being can easily be conceived of as wholeness or shalom, but justice does not seem to adequately represent societal well-being. This is because contemporary Western conceptualization of justice is often legal or judicial in category. For example, a guilty verdict is often seen as serving justice. Even outside legal categories, ideas of justice for us often relate closely to fairness.

As was the case with the idea of peace, we need to broaden our understanding of justice in order to better appreciate the biblical teaching on the topic. Most importantly, justice and peace are very closely related ideas in the Bible. This is evident in the words of Isaiah:


The way of peace they do not know,

and there is no justice in their paths.

Their roads they have made crooked;

no one who walks in them knows peace.

 

Therefore justice is far from us,

and righteousness does not reach us;

we wait for light, and lo! there is darkness;

and for brightness, but we walk in gloom. (Is 59:8-9)



Once again, the use of parallelism in Hebrew poetry helps us here. According to the prophet, if there is no knowledge of “the way of peace,” then there is no justice; if justice is far away, so is righteousness. Again, it may be somewhat foreign to contemporary readers to equate peace with righteousness and justice. However, the biblical writers conceptualized these seemingly distinct ideas into a cohesive theology of shalom. That is, peace seeks justice, and justice seeks righteousness. It is important to note that justice relates very closely—almost synonymously—to righteousness in the Bible.10 In Isaiah 59:8-9, not only is peace in parallel position to justice, but justice is also in parallel position to righteousness. What’s more, because the ideas of justice and righteousness are so closely related in the mind of the biblical writers, a single Greek word (δικαιοσύνη) in the New Testament has to be rendered in two different ways in English translations—sometimes as “justice” and other times as “righteousness.” But in biblical conceptualization, doing justice is in essence acting righteously.11

One of the most striking features of the biblical understanding of justice is that it applies most aptly and frequently to the needs of the most vulnerable in society. Numerous passages of the Hebrew Bible illustrate this point, but a few examples will suffice here. A clear pattern emerges in the biblical use of the word “justice” (mishpat) in the following verses:12


For the LORD your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great God, mighty and awesome, who is not partial and takes no bribe, who executes justice for the orphan and the widow, and who loves the strangers, providing them food and clothing. (Deut 10:17-18)

 

You shall not deprive a resident alien or an orphan of justice; you shall not take a widow’s garment in pledge. (Deut 24:17)

 

Cursed be anyone who deprives the alien, the orphan, and the widow of justice. (Deut 27:19)


Learn to do good;

seek justice,

rescue the oppressed,

defend the orphan,

plead for the widow. (Is 1:17)



For if you truly amend your ways and your deeds, if you truly practice justice between a man and his neighbor, if you do not oppress the alien, the orphan, or the widow, and do not shed innocent blood in this place, nor walk after other gods to your own ruin, then I will let you dwell in this place, in the land that I gave to your fathers forever and ever. (Jer 7:5-7 NASB)

Thus says the LORD: Act with justice and righteousness, and deliver from the hand of the oppressor anyone who has been robbed. And do no wrong or violence to the alien, the orphan, and the widow, or shed innocent blood in this place. (Jer 22:3)

Thus has the LORD of hosts said, “Dispense true justice and practice kindness and compassion each to his brother; and do not oppress the widow or the orphan, the stranger or the poor; and do not devise evil in your hearts against one another.” (Zech 7:9-10 NASB)


Give justice to the weak and the orphan;

maintain the right of the lowly and the destitute. (Ps 82:3)

 

The LORD works vindication

and justice for all who are oppressed. (Ps 103:6)

 

I know that the LORD maintains the cause of the needy,

and executes justice for the poor. (Ps 140:12)





It is not at all surprising that justice is something that must be guarded carefully for the poor and needy. The rich and powerful can guarantee justice for themselves. Therefore, the authors of the Bible command and plead for fair treatment of the most vulnerable people in their society. But something else needs clarification. While the idea of justice certainly includes fairness and giving everyone what they rightfully deserve, the biblical picture of what everyone rightfully deserves may be different from contemporary notions of fairness.

For example, we might consider charging interest on loans to be fair. It may even be common practice in some economic systems to charge higher interest rates to poor people with bad credit ratings. In contrast to this, Mosaic law prohibits charging poor people any interest at all (Ex 22:25). Furthermore, according to the Mosaic law codes, the poor people justly deserve free access to food (Lev 19:10), means of working off debt in a reasonable period (Deut 15:12), and a living wage (Deut 15:12-15).

Often, when God speaks about the treatment of the most vulnerable people in Israelite society, the language is intense and rhetorically powerful. For instance, in Exodus 22:21-24, God tells the Israelites never to mistreat the immigrant, widow, or orphan.13 Here, the language is provocative and powerful in several ways. First, the command never to mistreat an immigrant is grounded in the shared history of the Israelites as immigrants themselves: “for you were aliens in the land of Egypt.” God reminds them not to forget their own experiences as they think about how they treat others who might be easily exploited.

Second, the command regarding the immigrant contains two verbal imperatives: “wrong or oppress.” The two verbs are synonymous in Hebrew, so the addition of an extra verb does not further explain the kind of actions prohibited. Rather, the double imperative rhetorically strengthens the negative command.

Third, the word order in verse 22 is emphatic. In English, it is natural to say, “You shall not abuse any widow or orphan,” but the order of words in Hebrew looks like this: any widow or orphan you shall not mistreat. By bringing the object of the verb to the beginning of the sentence, Hebrew language is able to bring emphasis.

Fourth, the word for any (kol in Hebrew) further adds emphasis. Without the word, the sentence would read just fine this way: “You shall not abuse a widow or an orphan.” However, the addition of the word any additionally strengthens the object of the verb. In other words, while mistreatment of people might happen in any given society, these ­specifically identified people represent a special group under divine protection. It is as if God is saying, “Sure, you are going to mistreat each other, but don’t even think about touching these people!”

Fifth, the text employs special grammatical features available in Hebrew to bring emphasis to the actions included in verse 23.14 While English uses adverbs or short phrases to add emphasis to verbal ideas, Hebrew has a feature known as the infinitive absolute, which repeats the same verb in a different grammatical form to accomplish various ­emphases. The KJV renders the nuance of the infinitives absolute nicely: “If thou afflict them in any wise, and they cry at all unto me, I will surely hear their cry” (emphasis added).15

Finally, the consequence of violating this law is incredibly severe: “My wrath will burn, and I will kill you with the sword, and your wives shall become widows and your children orphans” (Ex 22:24). The punishment goes beyond the lex talionis. According to the law of retribution, an oppressor should in return be oppressed. But in this scenario, the oppressor is killed. Since the violator of this law would not have been responsible for the status of the widow or the orphan (as he did not kill the husband of the widow or kill the parents of the orphan), the consequences for violating this law do not meet the commensurate punishment of lex talionis. Rather, the punishment may be better understood as poetic justice. Those who mistreat widows and orphans will make their wives widows and their children orphans.

The above analysis shows one thing clearly. God feels strongly about the mistreatment of the vulnerable. There are good theological reasons for God’s intolerance of injustice. Chief among them is God’s own character:


The Rock, his work is perfect,

and all his ways are just.

A faithful God, without deceit,

just and upright is he. (Deut 32:4)



There is something of that attribute of God in us, created in the image of God. Something deep within us cries out when we experience injustice, even in others. If we or the people we love were to be imprisoned without guilt because of a false witness (Ex 23:1), because someone has taken a bribe (Ex 23:8), because they were poor (Ex 23:3, 6), or because they were foreigners (Ex 23:9), our outrage might begin to reflect God’s wrath.

If oppressing the vulnerable in Israelite society would be met by divine wrath, what then is the positive command to seek peace for the community? In other words, how can a society experience wholeness? Here an illustration may be helpful. My mother has a placard that allows her to park in parking spaces for persons with disabilities. Once, driving in my mother’s car with my sister, I suggested that we use our mother’s placard even though she was not present. My sister responded by saying, “That wouldn’t be fair to the person who actually needed it!” Chastised, I repented, but her use of the word fair has stayed with me. How is it fair to give preferential treatment to some drivers over others? Without intending to, my sister used the word fair to reflect a very biblical sense of justice.

I argued earlier that there could not be peace without the necessities of life that make a person whole. If shalom of individuals requires physical well-being, then justice in the biblical sense must also include ensuring that such needs are met. And as one might expect, the Hebrew Bible contains numerous instructions to the Israelites regarding such provisions for the most vulnerable people in society. For instance, Leviticus 19 and Deuteronomy 24 give instructions for landowners to provide a way for the poor to find food:


When you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap to the very edges of your field, or gather the gleanings of your harvest. You shall not strip your vineyard bare, or gather the fallen grapes of your vineyard; you shall leave them for the poor and the alien: I am the LORD your God. (Lev 19:9-10)

 

When you reap your harvest in your field and forget a sheaf in the field, you shall not go back to get it; it shall be left for the alien, the orphan, and the widow, so that the LORD your God may bless you in all your undertakings. When you beat your olive trees, do not strip what is left; it shall be for the alien, the orphan, and the widow.

When you gather the grapes of your vineyard, do not glean what is left; it shall be for the alien, the orphan, and the widow. Remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt; therefore I am commanding you to do this. (Deut 24:19-22)



If we combine these two closely related Mosaic laws, the instructions are rather straightforward: For the benefit of the poor, immigrant, orphan, widow,


	Leave behind the gleanings (fallen grains).


	Do not harvest the corners or edges of a field.


	Do not go back for a forgotten sheaf.


	Leave behind underripened grapes and fallen (overripe) ones.


	Leave underripened olives on the branches.




Both passages provide justification for the law as being grounded in God’s relationship with Israel. In Leviticus, it is God who speaks, “I am the LORD your God” (Lev 19:10). In Deuteronomy, the author spells out the relational benefit of obeying the command: “so that the LORD your God may bless you in all your undertakings” (Deut 24:19).

The reader may draw three important implications from these provisions. First, there are no obligations placed on the poor that bind them to the landowners. That is, the rich cannot use these laws to receive favors or obligations from the poor. The provision for the poor must be given freely without strings attached.16 Second, the poor are not simply handed the grain, grapes, or olives upon completion of the harvest. Rather, the food can be gained only through hard work. Gleaning is extremely difficult labor, since there is only one way to pick up the grain that fell during sickling—one grain at a time while hunched over the ground!17 Third, precisely because the work is hard, these Mosaic laws honor the dignity of the poor person. The law does not in any way humiliate the person in need. So in a very important way, the Mosaic provision respects the image of God in the most vulnerable people in society.




Concluding Thoughts

I am not a handy guy. If I were, I would restore a 1967 Mustang and it would be parked in the driveway of a beautifully remodeled Victorian home. Alas, I lack the knowledge and patience to accomplish such feats. When I do see a meticulously restored classic car or a beautifully remodeled home, I am amazed at how such things are actually possible. Broken things can be made whole again! When a brand new car comes off the production line, it is whole. It is shalom. Over time it will fall apart. But it can be made shalom again. This is the idea of peace in the Hebrew Bible.

When the parts of a person function well together, that individual experiences shalom. When this wholeness breaks emotionally or physically, we become sick. So then healing brings peace again to brokenness. Likewise, a healthy community functions well together, creating justice. When various groups or classes of a given society can no longer experience shalom together, the necessary healing comes in the form of justice.

“If a man attacks your family, will you stand by and do nothing?” I do not honestly know how I might react in an emergency situation in which my family was threatened. I do know that seeking peace may be a little too late if such a situation has already arisen. Our theology of peace must go beyond nonviolent response to violence. Rather, our understanding of peace ought to consider the needs of shalom for both individuals and communities. Why is the hypothetical attacker acting in violence? What in our society has prompted such actions? As argued above, the two are very much related. Our Christian response to brokenness is shalom, to bring wholeness to individuals as Christ did wherever he went and to seek to build the kingdom of God in righteousness, justice, and peace.
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Pride Fighter or Sacrificial Lamb?

Discerning the Real Jesus in the Book of Revelation

Gregory A. Boyd


IN AN INTERVIEW SOME TIME AGO, Mark Driscoll claimed that in the book of Revelation, “Jesus is a pride fighter with a tattoo down His leg, a sword in His hand and the commitment to make someone bleed.”1 It is not hard to see how Driscoll came to this conclusion, for it cannot be denied that Revelation “seethes with images of blood and violence” and that a good deal of this violence is associated with “the wrath of the Lamb” (Rev 6:16).2 This violence reaches a zenith in chapter 19, where we find Jesus going out to make war on a white horse (Rev 19:11). He is dressed in a bloodstained robe (Rev 19:13) and has a sword coming out of his mouth “to strike down the nations” while he “tread[s] the wine press of the fury of the wrath of God the Almighty” (Rev 19:15). Jesus and his army slay “the beast and the kings of the earth with their armies” (Rev 19:19; see also Rev 19:21), and the latter two groups end up having birds gorge on their flesh (Rev 19:21).

These violent images lead those who assume that Revelation provides a literal snapshot of end time events to conclude that Jesus will return as a pride fighter who massacres billions of people.3 But it is not only future literalists who conclude that the Jesus of Revelation is exceedingly violent. A number of scholars also argue that the image of Jesus in this work is horrifically violent. In their view, it reflects the vindictive fantasies of a persecuted Christian community who long for their suffering to be avenged by having their enemies crushed.4

In this essay I will draw on the work of Richard Bauckham and an increasing number of New Testament scholars and theologians to argue that this interpretation is grossly mistaken.5 I will begin by first offering several preliminary observations about this work that have a bearing on our interpretation of John’s violent symbols. I will then discuss two dominant themes in Revelation that best indicate that John is reframing the traditional violent images he uses in a way that completely subverts their violence. And I will conclude by illustrating John’s subversive technique in Revelation 19, which is commonly cited in support of the violent interpretation of Jesus in Revelation.


Several Preliminary Observations

Several things are necessary to bear in mind as we seek to correctly interpret the violent imagery of Revelation. First, scholars generally agree that Revelation has much in common with other ancient apocalyptic works. Among other things, this work is heavily symbolic and purports to let its audience in on a divine secret by offering them a heavenly and eschatological perspective of what God is up to in the world.6 More specifically, Revelation is written to Christians facing persecution, and it offers them a theological interpretation what they are soon going to endure if they remain faithful to Christ (Rev 1:1; 22:6). At the same time, John himself identifies his work as a prophecy (Rev 1:3), and Reve­lation differs from apocalyptic works in some significant respects. It is therefore important to respect the uniqueness of this work by not interpreting it through the grid of other apocalyptic works.7 This is especially important to remember as concerns John’s use of violent imagery, for we shall see that John uses traditional violent imagery in radically unique ways.8

Second, while Revelation is written as though John were spontaneously reporting a series of visions as they happened, this book was actually composed “with astounding care and skill.”9 Indeed, Bauckham goes so far as to argue that Revelation constitutes “one of the finest ­literary works in the N.T.” and “one of the greatest theological achievements of early Christianity.”10 In his view, “scarcely a word” in this book “can have been chosen without deliberate reflection on its relationship to the work as an integrated, interconnected whole.”11 Among other things, this means we must pay close attention to subtle details as we interpret John’s violent imagery.

Third, it is important we understand that Revelation, like the Gospels, was written to be performed orally.12 This much is reflected in the book’s opening pronouncement: “Blessed is the one who reads aloud the words of the prophecy, and blessed are those who hear . . . it” (Rev 1:3). We must therefore understand Revelation along the lines of a “dramatic performance, in which the audience enters the world of the drama for its duration and can have the perception of the world outside the drama powerfully shifted by their experience.”13 In the words of Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, Revelation is a “poetic-rhetorical work” that “seeks to persuade and motivate by constructing a ‘symbolic universe’ that invites imaginative participation. The strength of its persuasion,” she adds, “lies . . . in the ‘evocative’ power of its symbols . . . which engage the hearer (reader) by eliciting reactions, emotions, convictions, and identifications.”14 This means we are seriously misreading this work if we try to interpret John’s symbols literally, let alone as a literal “history ahead of time.”15

Fourth, John’s ultimate goal in utilizing evocative symbols is to motivate disciples to be uncompromising in their allegiance to Christ and thus in their resistance to “Babylon,” even though this resistance will likely lead to their deaths. Hence we find the theme of martyrdom permeating this book (e.g., Rev 6:9-10; 7:14; 12:11; 13:15). Moreover, he is writing to reassure these disciples that, while being put to death looks like defeat in the eyes of the world, it is actually a victory for those who belong to Christ. Hence, these disciples are to overcome Satan (the dragon) “by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony” (Rev 12:11).16 We may thus think of Revelation as a sort of “subversive resistance manual.”17 Indeed, Bauckham goes so far as to claim that Revelation constitutes “the most powerful piece of political resistance literature from the period of the early Empire.”18 We must therefore pay close attention to various ways John uses violent images that reflect the coercive power of the empire that John wants his audience to subvert.

With these preliminary words in place, I turn to discuss two important motifs in Revelation that indicate that John is drastically reframing the traditional violent images he employs.




The Triumphant Lion and the Slain Lamb

The throne room scene. The first and most important theme in Revelation that significantly affects our interpretation of its violent imagery concerns the heavenly scene of the throne room in Revelation 4–5, which most scholars agree constitutes the interpretive fulcrum of this work.19 Here is where the audience is let in on the previously mentioned divine secret. As Bauckham argues, the throne of God and the lamb in Revelation represent heaven’s perspective (and, therefore, the true perspective) on what is transpiring in history in contrast to all the inhabitants of the earth who are yet under the sway of Satan’s deception (Rev 12:9; 13:14; 18:23; 20:8, 10).20 And John captures the hidden nature of this heavenly perspective with the symbol of the mysterious sealed scroll.

The drama of this scene reaches a pinnacle when a “mighty angel” asks the question, “Who is worthy to open the scroll and break its seals?” (Rev 5:2). John initially weeps because no one is found worthy of this task (Rev 5:4), a point that arguably alludes to a prophetic tradition in which weeping reflects one’s sorrow “that injustice is prevailing and God’s will is being thwarted.”21 The question before the heavenly throne—and the question that the unsealing of the scroll will answer—concerns why Satan and his political empire (Babylon) seem to be defeating God and his people, as evidenced by the fact that God’s people are being martyred.

The lion who is a slain lamb. John does not weep for long, however, for he suddenly hears “one of the elders” declare, “The Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has conquered” and is thus worthy “to open the scroll and its seven seals” (Rev 5:5). This depiction of Christ as the triumphant lion of the tribe of Judah reflects an ancient triumphant Jewish understanding of the Messiah (Gen 49:9). Indeed, suffering as they were under Roman oppression, most first-century Jews were hoping for this type of messiah. They anticipated a lionlike “pride fighter” who would come with an intent “to make someone bleed” in the process of liberating God’s people from their oppression.22 One might thus far assume that John was endorsing this violent conception, but immediately after hearing about the lion, John looks and sees a little lamb (arnion) that has already been slaughtered (Rev 5:6).23

The contrast between what John hears and sees is one of the previously mentioned details we need to pay close attention to, for it is one of the ways John subverts the violence of the images he employs (see Rev 7:4-9).24 In this case John is declaring that the one who had previously been identified as a triumphant lion turns out to be a little slaughtered lamb! He is proclaiming that the Messiah does indeed fight and overcome foes, but he does so not by ripping enemies apart as a lion would, but by humbly offering himself up to be sacrificed as this little lamb.25 John has thus transformed a “symbol of power and domination” into a “symbol of vulnerability and nonviolence.”26 He has in effect turned the violent conception of the Messiah on its head and “forged a new symbol of conquest by sacrificial death.”27 Eugene Boring rightly calls this “one of the most mind-wrenching and theologically pregnant transformations of imagery in literature.”28

It is impossible to overstate the importance of this remarkable symbolic transformation for our interpretation of Revelation. John’s transformation of the lion of Judah into the sacrificial lamb constitutes the “central reversal in his apocalypse,” for it anchors most of John’s other symbolic reversals.29 On this note, it is important to observe that once the lion is revealed to be the slain lamb, we find Christ depicted only this way through the remainder of Revelation.30 Indeed, the remainder of Revelation is in essence the unveiling of Christ’s lamblike victory, revealed in chapter 5, over and against the lie of the dragon that the lamb and his followers can be conquered through the military power of Babylon.31

The revelation of God’s true character. It is precisely because the lamb has already won his battle by offering himself up that he alone is worthy to open the scroll (Rev 5:9; see also Rev 3:21).32 No one else in heaven is worthy, because, as Sigve Tonstad notes, “absolutely no one else would have solved the cosmic conflict this way,” referring to the battle between God on the one hand and the dragon and Babylon on the other.33 Moreover, the fact that this scene takes place in the throne room, reflecting God’s true perspective, along with the fact that throughout Revelation “what is said of God” is also “said of Jesus,” suggests that John understands the sacrificial lamb to alone be worthy because he alone perfectly expresses God’s true character.34 As we read in 1 John, “God is love” (1 Jn 4:8)—the kind of love that is revealed when Jesus Christ “laid down his life for us” (1 Jn 3:16).

Moreover, John describes the lamb as having “seven eyes” and “seven horns” (Rev 5:6), which many scholars argue are symbols of the fullness of divine wisdom and power.35 By identifying God’s omniscience and omnipotence with the slaughtered lamb, John has transformed standard ancient (and modern) assumptions about God’s wisdom and power in a radical, cruciform way. Mitchell Reddish captures the significance of this when he notes that in Revelation, “God’s control over the universe is exemplified in the sacrificial, suffering work of the lamb, not in coercive domination.”36 So, too, G. B. Caird notes that John has transformed the standard conception of divine power as “the power of unlimited coercion” into “the invincible power of self-negating, self-sacrificial love.”37

In short, over and against the deception of the dragon that goes back to the Garden of Eden (Gen 3:1-5), the lamb is the definitive expression of God’s true character and thus of God’s way of ruling the world and defeating evil.38 While the citizens of Babylon worship the beast (Rev 13:7-8) because they are deceived into thinking coercive and violent power steers history and wins in the end, the disciples to whom John is writing are to remember that the lamb already conquered the beast by manifesting God’s true self-sacrificial character on Calvary.39 And if they will “follow the Lamb wherever he goes” (Rev 14:4, see also Rev 19:14), they will bear “the testimony [or witness] of Jesus” (Rev 12:17; 19:10; see also Rev 1:9; 2:13; 6:9; 12:11; 17:6) and thus share in his victory.40 The secret of the scroll is thus that, while the martyrdom of those who follow the lamb looks like their defeat to citizens of Babylon (Rev 11:7; 13:4, 7-8), it is actually their victory from the true perspective of the throne room (Rev 7:9-14; 12:11; 15:2-3; see also Rev 2:10).41

Not only this, but according to Revelation, this is God’s strategy for delivering the world from the oppressive dragon. John’s central prophetic conviction is that “the sacrificial death of the Lamb and the prophetic witness of his followers are God’s strategy for winning all the nations of the world from the dominion of the beast to his own kingdom.”42 In the words of Harry Maier, “the Apocalypse does not build heavenly Jerusalem on the foundation of glorious military might, but on the glorious defeat, both of the Lamb and of those witnesses who are faithful unto death.”43




The Lamblike War of the Saints

A new kind of war. The second motif that has a direct bearing on a proper interpretation of John’s violent imagery concerns his symbolic construal of holy war. The prevalence of the holy war motif in Revelation is reflected in the consistent depiction of the lamb and his people as conquerors (Rev 2:7, 11, 17, 28; 3:5, 12, 21; 5:5; 12:11; 15:2; 17:14; 21:7) and in the fact that holy war imagery permeates this book (e.g., Rev 11:7; 12:7-8, 17; 13:7; 16:14; 17:14; 19:11, 19).44 In this light, Revelation could justifiably be described as a “war scroll,” similar to the war scroll found at Qumran.

Yet just as he did with the traditional conception of the Messiah as a mighty lion, John turns this violent holy war imagery on its head by consistently associating it with the slain lamb.45 While Qumran envisioned an eschatological battle in which God’s people would violently rise up and slay God’s enemies, Revelation envisions a battle that was in principle already fought and won by the lamb on Calvary when he offered up his life on behalf of enemies (Rev 3:21; 5:5).46 The only remaining foe left to be defeated in this battle is the lie that it is the coercive and violent power of the deceptive dragon (Rev 12:9; 13:14; 20:8, 10) and of Babylon that is victorious rather than the power of the lamb’s self-sacrificial love. Hence, the battle that rages throughout Revelation is not physical in nature; it is rather a battle between “the power of deceit and violence, on the one hand, and the power of truth and suffering witness on the other.”47

This is reflected in the fact that the lamb, who is always faithful and true (Rev 19:11; see also Rev 1:5; 3:14; 17:14), uses a sword that comes out of his mouth to vanquish “all the lies of the beast” (Rev 1:16; 2:12, 16; 19:15, 21).48 It is reflected as well in the fact that the saints, who are without deceit (Rev 14:5), are called to overcome not by relying on physical weapons but by patiently remaining faithful to the way of the slain lamb in the face of persecution, bearing witness to the truth in their speech and by their willingness to die rather than to fight (Rev 12:11; see also Rev 13:10; 14:12; 19:11).49 Hence, though Revelation is a sort of “war scroll,” it is a war scroll of nonviolent warfare.

A new kind of army. John’s transformation of the holy war motif is also evident in Revelation 7. John hears that 144,000 people from the twelve tribes of Israel have been sealed (Rev 7:4-8). Their military status is evident from the fact that they are listed in the form of a military census.50 But John then looks and sees “a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb” (Rev 7:9). By once again juxtaposing what he sees with what he hears, John has transformed a traditional conception of an exclusively Jewish eschatological army into an army that is transnational in character (see Rev 5:9; 7:9; 11:9; 13:7; 14:6).51 The holy war imagery is further transformed when John notes that this transnational army is victorious because these soldiers “have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb” (Rev 7:14). This signifies that “they are martyrs, who have triumphed by participating, through their own deaths, in the sacrificial death of the Lamb.”52

Not only this, but the washing of the robes refers to the purification washing that Jewish soldiers were traditionally required to go through after a battle. But while traditional warriors became ceremonially clean by washing away the blood of their defeated foes, the lamb’s warriors are cleansed by being washed in the shed blood of the lamb they follow. And while traditional warriors were washed after their battle, these warriors are washed before going into battle.53 The “startling paradox” John achieves by juxtaposing these military images provides “a decisive reinterpretation of the holy war motif,” for it once again indicates that the way followers of the lamb fight is exactly opposite the way Babylon’s warriors fight.54

Waging war through sacrifice. We find a similar thing going on when John picks up the imagery of the 144,000 again in Revelation 14. In keeping with traditional Jewish eschatological expectations, the army of the lamb is depicted as standing victorious on Mount Zion (Rev 14:1) as they sing “a new song” (Rev 14:3)—namely, a song celebrating victory in a holy war (e.g., Ps 98:1-3; 144:9-10; Is 42:10-13).55 This army is made up of virgins (Rev 14:4), symbolizing the traditional abstinence requirement of Hebrew soldiers going out to battle (Deut 23:9-14; 1 Sam 21:5; 2 Sam 11:9-13; see also 1 QM 7:3-6).56 Yet echoing the foundational shift from lion to lamb imagery that permeates this work, John moves from military to sacrificial imagery when he notes that these soldiers “follow the Lamb wherever he goes” and are offered “as first fruits for God and the Lamb” (Rev 14:4). He then further transforms traditional eschatological imagery by depicting this army as perfect sacrifices who fight deception with truth, specifying that “in their mouth no lie was found” (Rev 14:5; see also Zeph 3:13; Is 53:9) and that “they are blameless” (Rev 14:5; see also Ex 29:38; Lev 1:3; 3:1).57 Bauckham summarizes the meaning of this transformed imagery when he notes that “the Lamb really does conquer, though not by force of arms, and his followers really do share his victory, though not by violence. . . . There is a holy war to be fought, but to be fought and won by sacrificial death.”58




The Final “Battle”

John’s ingenious subversion of holy war imagery continues in Revelation 19, which is most frequently appealed to in support of the claim that this book espouses a “pride fighter” image of Jesus. I will thus close this essay by briefly considering the violent images of this chapter.

A victory without a battle. In keeping with the pervasive theme that the lamb defeated all foes on Calvary, we should first note that Revelation 19 begins not with an army preparing to fight a battle but with an army celebrating God’s victory in a battle that’s already been fought (Rev 19:1-4). The inhabitants of heaven proclaim that God has already defeated the prostitute (representing “the arrogance of the earthly power”) and has thereby already avenged the shed blood of his servants.59 Indeed, the smoke of Babylon’s destruction already ascends to the throne room of heaven “for ever and ever” as a memorial of God’s victory (Rev 19:3, see also Is 34:10).60

The only “battle” that remains is for the truth of the lamb’s victory to vanquish once and for all the demonic deception that continues to oppress the inhabitants of the earth. This is accomplished when “The Word of God” (Rev 19:13) rides to earth and brings his age-long conflict with the deceptive ancient serpent to an end.61 The irony is that, while this chapter is frequently cited as a prime example of Jesus and his followers engaging in violence, it actually doesn’t depict a single violent act! Rather, by the time “The Word of God” rides to earth, “the decisive battle is long over.”62 Yes, John utilizes traditional warfare imagery in this chapter, but if we once again pay close attention to how John uses it, it becomes apparent that he has once again ingeniously transformed it to mean the opposite of what it traditionally meant.

The apparel of Jesus and his followers. For example, John applies to Jesus Isaiah’s ghoulish vision of Yahweh returning from a victorious battle with his robes soaked in the blood of enemies, whom he has trampled like grapes in a winepress during his “day of vengeance” (Is 63:4; Rev 19:13). Significantly enough, however, Jesus’ robes are bloody before he goes into battle, indicating that the lamb goes into battle covered in his own blood and, perhaps, the blood of his martyred servants.63 Isaiah’s image of Yahweh engaging in warfare by sacrificing others has been transformed into an image of warfare by self-sacrifice.

Along similar lines, the military apparel the heavenly warriors wear as they ride into battle behind their king is “white and pure,” denoting their “righteous deeds” (Rev 19:14; see also Rev 19:8), as well as the fact that they’ve been “washed . . . in the blood of the Lamb” (Rev 7:14). And, note, this army carries no weapons. This once again expresses the truth that the lamb and his followers engage in an already won battle by testifying to the true nature of God and his lamblike way of governing the world and by bearing witness against the violent and unjust idolatry of “Babylon” and the deception of the ancient serpent that ultimately rules it.64

The sword and the slaughtering. Also in keeping with traditional apocalyptic symbolism, John depicts Christ wielding a “sharp sword” to “strike down the nations” (Rev 19:15). However, as was previously mentioned, this sword comes out of Christ’s mouth. His weapon, in short, is nothing other than the truth he speaks and embodies, which is why he is called “Faithful and True” as he rides into battle (Rev 19:11). As Bauckham argues, “This is not the slaughtered Lamb turned slaughterer, but it is the witness turned judge.”65 For, as is true in John’s Gospel as well as elsewhere in the New Testament, the same word of truth that gives eternal life to all who submit to it brings judgment on all who resist it and who thus persist in deception (see, e.g., Jn 12:48; see also Jn 3:19; 5:22-24; 9:39-41).

While the “evocative power” of the graphic “rhetorical-poetic” battle scene in Revelation 19 is clearly intended to elicit a strong, visceral reaction in the audience as it was orally performed, it is also clearly not intended to be interpreted literally.66 For example, while this passage depicts all kings and nations as slain and devoured by birds (Rev 19:15, 18-19, 21), we nevertheless find them still alive in subsequent chapters (Rev 20:8; 22:11). Indeed, we are even given hope that the same kings and nations that were slain in this chapter will eventually be redeemed (Rev 21:24-26; 22:2). While no one who persists in wickedness can enter the heavenly city, the gates of the city will never be shut (Rev 21:25, 27) and “the kings of the earth will bring their glory into it” (Rev 21:24). As is the case throughout Revelation (and, arguably, the entire Bible), God’s judgment, while just, is nevertheless redemptive in intent (if not inevitably redemptive in effect).67 And what is slain in Revelation is not physical kings and nations but the false identity of these kings and nations when they and “the whole world” were led astray by Satan (Rev 12:9; see also Rev 20:2-3, 7-8).

Treading in the winepress. Finally, a word should be said about John’s depiction of Jesus on a white horse “tread[ing] the wine press of the fury of the wrath of God the Almighty” (Rev 19:15). John is once again employing traditional holy war imagery that is intended to poignantly express God’s judgment of rebels (see Is 63:1-6; Lam 1:15; Joel 3:13). But as we should by now expect, if we pay close attention to how John uses this imagery, it becomes clear he is infusing it with a meaning that is opposite its traditional violent meaning.

It is important to first note that the “great wine press of the wrath of God” is first mentioned in Revelation 14:19-20. Interestingly enough, while sinners are crushed like grapes as punishment for their wickedness in the Old Testament, in Revelation 14 the grapes are crushed simply because they are ready to be harvested (Rev 14:15, 18). Moreover, while the judgment of God is expressed in the violent act of crushing grapes in the Old Testament, in Revelation the judgment is found in drinking the wine formed by the crushed grapes. That is, the crushed grapes express the wrath of God not because they are crushed, but because they form “the wine of God’s wrath, poured unmixed into the cup of his anger” (Rev 14:10; see also Rev 14:8-9; 16:6; 17:6). God’s wrath is thus not toward the grapes but toward the unrepentant who are made to drink from the cup that holds the wine formed by the crushed grapes.

When we add to these considerations John’s pervasive theme that believers overcome by their willingness to be martyred (Rev 2:10, 13; 7:14; 12:11; 13:10; 14:12), it strongly suggests that the blood that flows from the winepress of God’s fury is not the blood of God’s enemies, but the blood of his servants whom these enemies murdered.68 Similarly in Revelation 6:10-11, the time for divine judgment is reached and the cry of the martyred saints is answered when “the number would be complete both of their fellow servants and of their brothers and sisters, who were soon to be killed as they themselves had been killed”—namely, when the grapes are ready to be harvested. And the judgment of the unrepentant takes place when they are made to drink the blood of their innocent victims—meaning, they must now ingest “the murderous consequences of [their] wicked life.”69

Reflecting the dominant way of construing divine judgment throughout the biblical narrative, the wicked in Revelation are judged when God allows the consequences of their wickedness and violence to ricochet back on them (e.g., Rev 11:18; 13:10; 16:6; 18:6; 22:18-19).70 Indeed, John simultaneously uses the imagery of drinking blood as a symbol of the sin that is being judged (Rev 14:8; 17:6; 18:3) and as a symbol of the judgment of this sin (Rev 14:10; 16:6). In this way, he ingeniously expresses the truth that the seeds of God’s just judgment are organically present in the sin that leads to this judgment. To judge sin, therefore, God need not ever act violently. He need only turn sinners over to the self-destructive consequences of their own decisions, just as he did with his Son when he stood in our place as a sinner (see Rom 4:25; 8:32; Mt 27:46).

Understood in this light, the winepress imagery of Revelation 19:15 provides yet another stunning example of how John turns violent imagery on its head by radically reinterpreting it through the lens of the self-sacrificial lamb. It constitutes yet another illustration of the remarkable way in which John makes “lavish use of militaristic language” while infusing it with “a non-militaristic sense.”71 It once again demonstrates how “apocalyptic terror is transformed through John’s Christology,” for we once again see that “Christ conquers by being a lamb, not by being a lion.”72 It provides yet one more confirmation that in Revelation, followers of the lamb are called to participate in the war and the victory of the lamb by choosing to love our enemies and to suffer at their hands rather than conform to their idolatrous ways or resort to using Babylon’s sword against them.73




Conclusion

I will close by noting that, if the assessment of John’s subversive use of traditional violent symbols that I’ve offered in this essay is correct, it means those who interpret this imagery literally, as though it conveyed a “pride fighter” view of Jesus, are ascribing to this imagery a meaning that is the exact opposite of what John intended. But this forces the question: How is it that multitudes of people throughout church history and today miss John’s subversive strategy and thus end up finding this violent conception of Jesus in his work?

Steven Friesen observes that John’s ingenious revision of traditional warfare imagery, with its stunning reassessment of power, “is so contrary to normal human practice that most churches throughout history have not agreed with John.”74 I am convinced Friesen’s observation is correct, and I suspect it goes a long way toward answering our question. John’s subtlety is such that, if one wants and expects Jesus to be a “pride fighter,” they will likely miss his subversion of violent images and find a violent Jesus who conforms to their wants and expectations. But if one rather wants and expects Jesus to be a self-sacrificial lamb, they will likely notice John’s subversive strategy and thus find the nonviolent, self-sacrificial Jesus who John intended to convey. I submit that John could assume his audience would catch his subversive strategy because the early church knew that the Jesus they followed was a nonviolent, self-sacrificial lamb, not a violent warrior (see, e.g., Mt 5:39-45; Lk 6:27-36; Rom 12:14-21). Unfortunately, when the church was transformed into “the church triumphant” in the fourth and fifth centuries, the Jesus Christians wanted and expected was transformed, and the nonviolent, self-sacrificial lamb and his army in Revelation was thus hidden to them.

Whether John intended it or not, it seems his ingeniously subversive work functions along the lines of the all-important sealed scroll of Revelation 5 that only the slain lamb was capable of opening. For as was true of the scroll, it seems that only one who trusts in, and is committed to, the power of self-sacrificial love over the power of Babylon’s sword will be able to discern Revelation’s otherwise sealed-up central message: namely, that God’s true character is that of a sacrificial lamb, and his lamblike way of ruling the world and defeating evil will prove victorious in the end.
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