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THE THIRTEENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

Fight Like Heaven
Joshua 24:1-2a, 14-18; Ephesians 6:10-20

“I don’t know.”
That was the answer an Old Testament scholar and father gave to his

eight year old daughter who had just received her first Bible and happened to
open it to Deuteronomy 20.  Her question was, “Dad, why does it talk about
killing the boys and girls?”1

Deuteronomy 20, which one of my Bibles titles as “Rules for Waging
Holy War,” does indeed say that if the Israelites lay siege to a city near them,
they should kill everything that breathes in that city (20:16).  That includes
boys and girls.

I admire the courage of this father-professor’s answer.  No one likes to
answer a question with “I don’t know,” especially someone who is supposed
to be an expert on the subject at hand.  I applaud him for his willingness to
answer as a father rather than as a biblical scholar.

Violence in the Bible is a problem.  Texts of terror which appear to allow,
enable, even command violence at the behest of God seem counter to the
image of God most of us hold dear.  Yet, they are there–like the passage we
heard earlier from the Book of Joshua.  We heard the reminder to the
Israelites that centuries before God brought Abraham and his family from a
far land to serve God in a new land.  Joshua asks his fellow Hebrews to make
a choice: either serve the Lord or serve the gods that their ancestors used to
serve in that far land.  As for Joshua and his family, however, he declared that
they would serve the Lord who had brought them out of Egypt and protected
them throughout their long wandering in the wilderness.  Then Joshua
reminds them, “The Lord drove out before us all the people, the Amorites who
lived in the land (Joshua 24:18).

The book of Joshua basically recounts how the people of Israel took
over the Promised Land by force.  What had the Amorites and all of those
other tribes done to the Israelites?  They had been in the land first.  It seems
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to me that they had first dibs on the property.  Yet, the Lord drove them out. 
And you can bet they did not go without a fight.  Would you?

Deuteronomy 20 says that if Israel goes to a far away land and
approaches a city to take it over, they should basically knock on the door and
say, “Hi.  We’re the Israelites and we’re here to conquer your city.”  If the
inhabitants of that city concede without a fight, they all become slaves of the
Israelites.  If they fight back, however, all of the men were to be killed but the
women and children spared as slaves.  How do we square such violent
instructions with the things that Jesus taught?

I don’t know.

There are a lot of stories in the Bible that involve violence.  Granted, it
was a violent time, but so is today.  It seems like most periods of history are
violent in one way or another.  Why does there seem to be such a propensity
toward violence?  And why does God always seem to be involved?

One way that we try to explain this problem is to draw a line or build a
wall between the Old and New Testaments.  We claim that the Hebrew
Scriptures tell stories of how God used to do things but the New Testament
tells us how God does things through the revelation of Jesus Christ.  Yet, to
dismiss the first 39 books of the Bible as no longer relevant to our
understanding of God is to ignore the foundation of our faith.  Moreover, those
are the scriptures which Jesus learned and followed and taught.

It is true that there are passages in the Old Testament that instruct the
Israelites to, as we like to say, “fight like hell.”  However, there are many,
many passages of Old Testament scripture which command those same
people to, we might say, “Fight like heaven.”

Jesus taught that we should love our enemies.  Do you think that was
a novel idea he came up with on his own?  No.  Leviticus 19:18 says that you
should love your neighbor as you love yourself–especially a neighbor who has
done you wrong and whom you think deserves vengeance.  Proverbs 25:21
instructs the Hebrew people to give food and water to their enemies. 
Prophetic passages like Isaiah 2 and Micah 4 look forward to that day when
weapons of war will be retooled into implements of farming.  We all love that
passage in Isaiah which describes what we call “the peaceable kingdom,”
when all natural enemies dwell together and feast in peace (11:1-10).  The
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seeds of love and peace taught by Jesus were sown in the ancient texts
preserved in what we call the Old Testament.

Where do we begin trying to understand the reality of violence in
scripture?  We begin where the scriptures do with the question of why did God
create the world in the first place.  Paul Hansen, Emeritus Professor at
Harvard Divinity School, suggests that God created the world and all that is
in it for shalom–a word we often translate as “peace,” but which we know
carries a far more comprehensive meaning.2  Shalom is wholeness,
completeness, at-one-ness with God and the world.  In this context,
everything God does moves toward shalom.

In his study on violence in scripture, Professor Jerome Creach, whose
wife was an associate minister at First Presbyterian Church here some years
ago, reminds us that God brought creation into being without conflict, contrary
to the creation stories of other ancient cultures.3  With shalom, God created
all that is and desires to maintain a proper order of creation.

There is a great deal of violence in the Bible but there is also a lot of
peacemaking.  In fact, throughout the pages of the Old Testament, we often
see God pulling on the reins of violence.  You only get a few chapters into the
book of Genesis before encountering violence.  Why did Cain react with
violence to his jealousy over his brother Abel?  I don’t know, but I cannot
ignore the fact that God marked Cain in such a way that he would not be
treated violently as a result.

God did not allow the Hebrews to own horses because they were
implements of war (Deuteronomy 17:16, Psalms 33:17 and 20:7). 
Remember, Zechariah called on Jerusalem to rejoice because their king
would arrive, not on a warhorse, but on the back of a humble donkey
(Zechariah 9:9-10).  We seem to make a lot out of that passage!  The fact is
that on many occasions, God saved the Hebrew people without warfare or
bloodshed.  One of the important messages of the Hebrew scriptures is that
God will take care of his people.  God will wage the battles in God’s way.4

Why there are the other passages that report God calling for violence
and bloodshed . . . I don’t know.

2As cited in Schlimm, 21.
3Walter Brueggemann, “Review of Violence in Scripture by Jerome F.D. Creach,” The Christian

Century (December 10, 2013).
4Schlimm, 21, 23.
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I do know that Jesus abhorred violence and urged people to find a
better path to resolving their disputes.  He encouraged his followers to turn
the other cheek when struck, to walk the extra mile when ordered by a Roman
soldier to carry his armor, to give their cloak as well as their coat when sued,
to except the stranger when he came into their land, and to love their enemies
as they loved themselves–all lessons taught in the Hebrew scriptures.  When
a mob came to arrest Jesus, he asked them why they came at night with
clubs and swords rather than in the daylight when he taught at the temple? 
Then he rebuked his disciples when they wanted to fight, reminding them that 
“all who take the sword will perish by the sword” (Matthew 26:52).  We know
that Jesus decried violence and walked the way of peace.

The Apostle Paul was steeped in the Hebrew scriptures as was Jesus
and he understood that the path of faith is the way of shalom.  Paul
transformed the conversation about violence and peace by re-imagining
weapons of war as tools of peace, just as the ancient prophets had done. 
Listen to a portion of his letter to the Ephesian Christians.

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.  For our struggle is not
against enemies of blood and flesh, but against the rulers, against
the authorities, against the cosmic powers of this present
darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly
places.

Therefore take up the whole armor of God, so that you may
be able to withstand on that evil day, and having done everything,
to stand firm.  Stand therefore, and fasten the belt of truth around
your waist, and put on the breastplate of righteousness.  As
shoes for your feet, put on whatever will make you ready to
proclaim the gospel of peace.  With all of these, take the shield of
faith, with which you will be able to quench all the flaming arrows
of the evil one.  Take the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the
Spirit, which is the word of God.  Pray in the Spirit at all times in
every prayer and supplication.  To that end keep alert and always
persevere in supplication for all the saints.

Pray also for me, so that when I speak, a message may be
given to me to make known with boldness the mystery of the
gospel, for which I am an ambassador in chains. Pray that I may
declare it boldly, as I must speak. Ephesians 6:10-20
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Paul’s description of combat gear sounds like equipment that we need
as we fight the good fight every day.  Girded with truth and armored with
righteousness, we are well prepared to go wherever our shoes take us to
proclaim the gospel of peace.  Shielded by faith, with assurance of salvation
protecting the core of our being, we wield the sword of the Spirit, which is the
word of God.  Paul’s intent here certainly includes the spoken and written
words of God.  I would argue that, most important, it embodies the Living
Word of God which is the risen Christ.  Outfitted in this way, the only thing left
to do as we sally forth each day to walk the paths of peace is to pray.  Prayer
for one another, for ourselves, and for the world is the most powerful weapon
that brings shalom to each and every person.

Too often, people scan the pages of Hebrew scripture in search of
verses that will support their desire for violence.  Yet, we all know that a proof
text is not is not really proof if taken out of context.  I cannot explain why some
instances of horrific violence are attributed to God.  I suspect that it has to do
with an emerging understanding of God that was best made clear in Jesus
Christ.  I can explain, however, the many ways in which God decried violence
and took care of his people without harm or injury to anyone.  I can explain
how Jesus taught the way of peace and urged us to get along with one
another.  I can explain how Jesus died a violent death but rose again to life
because God wants us all to enjoy life that is full and complete, here on earth
and later in heaven.

In a world where far too much pain and suffering exist without human
cause, there should be no place for violence and harm caused by human
design.  Jesus taught that we ought to do things that tend toward life not
death.  That is why Paul encouraged his friends–and us–to suit up in the
armor of God.  Armed with truth, righteousness, peace, faith, salvation, and
the Word of God, written, spoken, and living, we are a mighty army marching
through life to bring shalom–peace, wholeness, and life–to all the girls and
boys of the world.

Why is there so much violence in the world?  I don’t know.  But I do
know where the source of hope, healing, goodness, and peace is.  I’m looking
right at it.  You are God’s army of shalom.  March on day by day to restore
God’s peace to the world!  Amen.
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August 22, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

So much of life feels out of control right now that it is easy for us to
become wrapped up on our own concerns or grow so complacent in the
abundance that is ours, O God, that we fail to recognize the immense
privilege we enjoy in our freedom and ability to make choices.  Each day, we
unconsciously make decisions in countless mundane matters, most of which
seem harmless and inconsequential. We also make choices that reflect our
priorities, ones that can alter the course of our lives, and some that make a
lasting impact on the lives of others. Even then, we rarely pause to consider
the significance of what we choose or even that we can. 

But then events such as those in Haiti and Afghanistan, stories of loved
ones taken too soon because of COVID, or pleas from the most vulnerable
in our own community reveal that so many in the human family have few
choices about even their most basic needs, much less the opportunity to
determine the course of their own lives.

Today, we hear Joshua’s words to the Hebrew people as a reminder
that serving you is a choice we make day by day, minute by minute, Gracious
God. Whatever our obstacles or circumstances, we make a decision to place
our trust in you and permit that faith to guide and shape our lives. We profess
a faith that calls us to love you with our whole selves and to allow ourselves
to be molded into the image of Christ.  For your invitation of grace and the
opportunity we have to respond in faith, we offer to you our thanks and praise.

When our hearts are open and our spirits willing, O God, we also
recognize that the choice to love and follow you leads us to understand and
live our faith as an expression of compassion and generosity for our
neighbors and an offering of peace and hope for the world.  Even and
especially in the midst of the challenges we face, continue to guide us through
Christ who calls us, that we might live out his call faithfully.  Give us words of
comfort to offer to those who need your assuring presence.  Give us gentle
hands and generous hearts to heal those whose bodies and spirits are
plagued by illness or grief.  Give us strength enough to uphold those
burdened by worry and weighed down with fears.  Help us to be present with
those who are lonely and fill us with compassion for those whose needs
overshadow their hope.  And may we, in all things, O God, remember to rely
not on our own resources and abilities, but to choose each day to depend
upon your eternal source of love and grace.  We pray in the name of the
Christ who redeems us and by the power of the Spirit who sustains us. 
Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


