
Be careful ascribing to God negative qualities, in this instance vengeance and
violence, that we ourselves exhibit. The Old Testament does record conflicts and
wars. People then settled some of their disagreements with war, and God was
indeed involved in some of those resolutions, having to do with his chosen people
Israel. Yet the centuries since then, especially of late, have grown successively more
violent, warring, and deadly at human hands. Don’t think of God as a warring
anachronism. If anyone has such a problem, then the evidence shows that it’s not
God but us.

Yet God did act in Old Testament times within conflicts. The story of Sodom and
Gomorrah is one of the Bible’s clearest instances of God intending to destroy
certain people. Indeed, Abraham raised with God exactly that question raised
above, having to do with the question of innocent people. God told Abraham that
Sodom and Gomorrah were such despicable places that he intended to go down to
them to investigate. Abraham replied that God would surely not sweep away the
righteous with the wicked. God agreed, saying that he would not destroy Sodom
and Gomorrah if he found as few as fifty, then just forty-five, then forty, thirty,
twenty, or even just ten righteous people there. God will indeed spare the guilty to
save the innocent.

God then sent his two angels to investigate Sodom. Abraham’s nephew Lot met and
honored the visitors, insisting that they stay with him. Yet all the old and young men
of Sodom came to Lot’s house, insisting that Lot release the visitors to them so that
they could rape them. Lot refused, and so the mob threatened to do even worse to
Lot. The angels, who had to blind some of the mob to save Lot and his household,
told Lot to gather anyone belonging to him to get them out to safety before the
angels destroyed the wicked place. Lot saved his family and even tried to save some
men pledged to his daughters. God saves the innocent, when punishing the guilty
whom God discerns are beyond his redemption. When angels visit, and all the
young and old men try to rape them rather than welcoming them as Lot did, God
properly punishes them. God knows the heart. The story of God’s destruction of
Sodom and Gomorrah is one of recognizing the righteous while judging the guilty.

The story of the great flood is another example of God’s will to protect the
righteous when punishing those whom God discerns that he cannot redeem.



Humankind had multiplied but grown so wicked that its every inclination was evil
all the time, as Genesis 6 recounts. All the people were corrupt, not just some or
many, the account clarifies. Try to imagine living in such a place. Only Noah was
without wickedness. Only Noah walked faithfully with God. To save Noah and his
family, while punishing the wicked whom God discerned beyond his redemption,
God had Noah build the ark to carry his family and two of every animal to safety
through the flood. God shelters the righteous when judging the guilty.

Other accounts illustrate that God prefers peace to war, righteousness to judgment.
Deuteronomy 20 records God telling Israel to offer peace before waging war, which
some enemies accepted, avoiding annihilation, while others did not. The prophets
make clearer that God is neither arbitrary nor vengeful. Ezekiel 18 records God
stating explicitly that he takes no pleasure in judging the wicked, those who
sacrifice children and fill their temples with prostitutes. God is instead pleased
when the corrupt turn from their wickedness to do right, so that he can spare them
his righteous judgment, as he spared the violent Ninevites when Jonah preached to
them and they repented.

God was not harder on others than on his own. Indeed, God at times judged other
people less harshly than he did his own people Israel. When Israel was the corrupt
party, which unfortunately happened on occasions throughout Israel’s history, God
would bring Israel’s enemies against it in judgment. God even had the Babylonians
carry all Israel into captivity for seventy years, to correct Israel’s corruption. God is
righteous, giving plenty of warning, judging fairly, judging with grace and mercy
for those who repent, but still judging.

One must, though, read the Old Testament considering the New Testament, through
the proper lens of Jesus’s cross. Whatever we know of the Old Testament God, we
must also see in the New Testament Jesus. Jesus is God’s revelation, and not just a
New Testament God but also the Old Testament God, who is the same, unchanging
God. Jesus, a figure easy even for barely informed non-believers to love, plainly
lived a life of incredible grace and mercy. His willing death to save us was the utter
act of grace. This beautiful, sensitive, loving, and giving Jesus is the same God of
the Old Testament. Read the Old Testament with that same Jesus foremost in mind.



God’s salvation available through Jesus remains a salvation of righteousness. With
Jesus’s crucifixion and resurrection, God did not suspend his judgment, did not
exchange righteousness for tolerating evil. God instead accounted Jesus’s
righteousness to us, if we accept it. For those who do not accept Jesus, God remains
a righteous judge, ready, though not pleased, to exact judgment against the damned.
Throughout the Bible, but especially in the New Testament’s good-news account,
God’s grace is dominant over his judgment.

Grace is indeed God’s preeminent and unchanging characteristic because we each
have the choice to accept it. We elect, and only then does God judge. No, God is not
violent and vengeful. He is instead the peace-loving God whom Jesus showed. Only
know that he remains a righteous God. And know that we would have it no other
way. Justice led by grace and mercy is the best of all worlds. A world without God’s
justice is a very bad place, filled with violence and wickedness. Pray that all accept
God’s grace, while praying also that God brings his righteous judgment. Hold to
Jesus, and know you have God’s grace.


